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For those who wouldn’t let me give up and drove this 
dream. For all the Goodreaders who read and liked this 

work online before I’d ever thought of publishing. 

For my mother, who always read a book in my 
presence and taught me how to make a cup of tea.  

For the friends who’ve stuck by me through thick and
thin, because there are ups and downs in every friendship.
For anyone who dares to dream.
~Chapter One~

“Rose!” My eyes snapped open at the exact moment my 
chin slipped off of my hand. I caught myself from 
slamming into the desk, just in time to hear Mr Burgess 
sigh loudly. “Again, Rose? Do I need to talk to your 
mother?”

All of the other students sniggered at me as I scowled.
“No, sir,” I said quickly. Sleeping in class was my
mother’s idea of committing a crime.

Mr Burgess turned to the board, droning about 
something I was supposed to be paying attention to. I 
yawned, bored already.

In my hometown of Ar Cena, nothing was out of the 
ordinary. Nestled in-between two hills, in a tiny, spring
fed valley, the biggest thing to happen was the annual
agricultural festival. 

“I need that assignment handed up as well,” Mr Burgess 
levelled a gaze at me that I pointedly avoided. “It was due 
two weeks ago.”

“Sorry, I was in the city.” I replied lamely, staring out 
the window again. He let the non-excuse go, though he 
sighed as he turned back to the front of the class.

I had in fact been at the river again, watching the birds 
glide in the sky and wishing that I could join them.
Wanting to soar as one of them, knowing that I wasn’t 
going to be stuck here in this town forever. To know that 
one day I would be different… that I would be free.

I dragged myself from class to class, the other students 
ignoring me. I longed for the bell that would signal the 
end of this hellish prison sentence, so that I might make it 
back to my car and drive towards the river, catching a few 
moments of peace with my book and to breathe in the 
fresh valley air and the silence that came with it.

By the time I reached my final class of the day, I was 
more than ready to go. I sat next to the window that was 
permanently open, feeling the breeze on my face, 
knowing that my sentence would soon be served. 

I propped my feet up on the chair next to me, feeling so
comfortable that I was in danger of snoozing again. My 
eyes raked the tree line, searching for something, 
anything, to break the monotony of everyday school life. 

It was then I noticed him watching me. 

A man stood just behind the line of trees. He leant 
easily against one of the trunks, dark hair falling into his 
eyes. I shivered as his gaze fell on me and our eyes met.

The bell rang and I turned instinctively towards the 
door. By the time I looked back, the man was gone and my 
mind had already given him up as a figment of my 
imagination.

I grabbed my bag and fled for the doorway, out of my 
seat before anyone else was. Everyone ignored the 
teacher’s feeble bleats for everyone to stay seated, his 
voice lost in the gabble of twenty teenagers at the end of a 
school day.

Once in the parking lot I headed for my car, and it was 
as I neared my little white Hyundai that I noticed the 
school jerks eyeing me off on the path; something about 
their shifty eyes and muffled giggles gave them away. In
my peripheral vision I noticed someone seated in the car
in the lot behind mine and sighed. I would have to wait 
for them to reverse and that would mean waiting for 
someone – a student driver at that - to do a thousandpoint turn.

It was only as I unlocked the driver’s door and slid into 
my seat that I realised the other driver would have had 
plenty of time to move. It was only after I had turned on
the ignition and started reversing that the car behind me 
did the same. I suddenly realised the intent of their 
‘prank’. 

Honestly, this was the extent of their intelligence. 

I wound down the window.

“Seriously?” I asked them incredulously.

They burst into fits of laughter. I rolled my eyes but I
could feel my temper beginning to prickle. I grit my teeth, 
and stamped on the accelerator. My car shot backwards, 
the car behind me mimicking me, forcing me to stop. I
still didn’t have enough room to do a three point turn, so I
was trapped. 

The prickle increased to an itch. I felt my foot press 
down again and this time I had no intention of braking. I
watched in the rear-view mirror as the driver of the car
opposite realised what I planned to do, his eyes widening a 
second before the impact. My car hit his, shattering both 
of our brake lights and giving him well earned whiplash. I
saw his frightened eyes glance into his mirror, straight 
into mine, and I couldn’t resist giving him a smile and
thumbs up. I spun the wheel and drove out of the parking
lot, leaving a damaged car and boys with damaged egos
behind me. 

~
I swung the door of my house open, my car parked 
haphazardly behind me in the drive. I’d been in such a bad 
mood on the drive home that I’d decided not to go to the 
river at all.

“Rose?” I heard my mother call.
I ignored her, pounding up the stairs to the roof; once I 
was there I was free. She wouldn’t follow me up, and I was 
in no mood for probing questions tonight.

“Don’t ignore me, Rose.”

She must’ve glanced out of the window then, at my car. 
“Rose! What the hell happened to your car?”

I ignored this too, though shame clenched my stomach 

tight.
I shared many things with my mother; intense green
eyes, long brown hair, a house and exactly the same 
amount of patience; none. This resulted in us locking
horns frequently, but more often with other members of
the town. 

I reached my room, the attic of the house. I had thrown
the windows wide this morning so fresh air cleansed the 
room, carrying with it the sweet scent of summer. I
dumped my bag on the floor and ran towards the open
window. I jumped onto the sill and slid onto the ledge, 
reaching up to grab the destroyed gutter hanging limply 
from the roof, prayed it wouldn’t dump me onto the 
ground two storeys below and pulled myself onto the 
shingles. The roof didn’t slope as steeply as other houses, 
so I was able to lie on my back and watch the sky. I basked 
in the afternoon rays of the sun, the tension of the day 
melting away. I was home.

~
I woke with a start, sitting bolt upright. I was still on
the roof, but I wasn’t worried; this happened more often
than one might think. The warm summer air combined
with the surprisingly comfortable roof tiles usually lulled
me to sleep.

I drew my knees to my chest, hugging them in tight. In
the distance I could hear traffic, which usually meant it 
was about six in the morning. Instead of the spectacular
hues of orange and pink the sun normally displayed at
sunset, grey light was slowly spilling over the township. It 
was almost as if the sun was saying ‘well, no one is going
to be awake to watch it anyway. Surely I can get away 
with not putting on a light show this morning.’

“I feel you.” I told the sun, lying back down on the dew 
covered roof and throwing my arm over my eyes. To 
anyone watching (as absurd as sleeping on a roof may be), 
it would look as though I didn’t have a care in the world.

But past my old cubby house in the backyard, and over 
the rapidly deteriorating fence, I knew I had seen him 
again.

The same man from yesterday, standing just within the 
trees as though hiding.

I sat up again, slowly inching down the shingles and
back into my room. This time I closed the window firmly 
and latched it for the first time in ages. I wasn’t happy 
about him observing me from a distance so there was no 
way I was coming back from school and finding him in my
closet or something.

I checked my clock – 6:54am. Great. I had about an 
hour before school, which meant there was no way I was 
going to get that assignment done for Burgess. As it was, I 
only had time to have a quick shower and stuff a piece of 
toast into my mouth as I climbed into my car.

Driving to school was rather terrifying. I had forgotten
about the broken tail lights which were now rendering my
car defectable, and of course my luck demanded that the 
only cop car in Ar Cena was on patrol, and of course, it 
drove past me.

I squeezed the steering wheel tight, keeping my eyes 
ahead. I had a funny feeling that they were just waiting
for a nervous glance in their direction so that they could 
pull me over.

The cop car slid past and I let out the breath I’d been
holding. I turned up my radio again and slumped in the 
driver’s seat, one arm out the window. I knew Ar Cena 
like the back of my hand. And whilst I was prone to road 
rage, I had learnt that I couldn’t rage and swear in my 
home town, after an embarrassing incident in which I
managed to call my grandmother a ‘fat lazy cow who got 
her driver’s license out of a cereal box’. That’s about when
I stopped getting Christmas presents, and honestly, I don’t 
blame her.

The school day passed quickly and I decided to skip 
English, lest Mr Burgess make true on his promise to call
my mother about the absent assignment.

I pulled into our driveway and immediately noticed
that my mother’s car was missing. I sighed; she’d been
working later and later at the hospital recently - I was 
starting to feel like an orphan. Usually I didn’t mind, but I
was in the mood to talk with someone with the same 
mindset as me, the man in the woods weighing heavily on
my mind.

I let myself in using my key and slung my bag down on
the shoe stand. Out of habit, I scuffed my shoes on the 
frayed rug that covered the floorboards, an act that my 
mother had promised she would gut me for, but one that 
she’d picked up herself without realising. 

I meandered through the living room and switched on
the TV for some noise; I told myself it was for some 
background noise, but I knew it was because I wanted it to 
seem like there were more people in the house. A six pack 
of beer and a note on the table caught my eye, and I
picked it up.

Please be a gooddaughter and cook dinner.Yes, you 
can have a beer. Love,Mum.

I tore a bottle loose of its cardboard prison, twisting the 
cap and listening for the satisfying crack. Since I’d turned
eighteen, Mum had been a lot more lenient with my 
drinking than other mothers with daughters my age. 
Mum’s advice was ‘I’d prefer you learnt about it under my 
supervision rather than experimenting with others and
making a tosspot of yourself.’ Despite her reasoning, she’d 
copped some pretty heavy criticism from her peers. She’d
promptly told them to bugger off.

I sipped the beer, wincing at the acrid taste on my 
tongue as I headed for the kitchen to start dinner. School
always made me hungry, laughable considering I didn’t do
much. I peeled open the freezer, hoping against hope 
there was still steak.

“Bingo,” I told the freezer frost triumphantly, sliding
two big, frozen steaks from its icy grasp.

I pulled a fry pan from the cupboard and lit the gas 
stove, giving the lace curtains above it a half hearted tug 
away from the blue flames. Mum and I had always cursed
whoever put those curtains there; as well as being a 
bloody nuisance, they posed a fire hazard whenever we 
cooked but we were too lazy to take them down. I drizzled
some oil into the pan and left it to heat, heading back into 
the living room to check on the progress of whoever was 
trying to win a large sum of money on a show whose 
outcome had already been decided.

Now I’ll take the time to flashback about six months 
ago.

“What is that!?” My mother and I had both staggered 
into the hallway at the same time, wincing at the shrill
screeching of something on the ceiling.

“It’s the damn fire alarm,” she’d growled, eyeing it off, 
one hand over one ear and the other hand steadying
herself on the wood panelling. “Pass me that broom will
you?”

I’d handed it over and then replaced my hands over my 
ears.

Mum jabbed the broom handle at the fire alarm until
the plastic buckled and the beeping gurgled into nothing. 
Now hanging limply from the ceiling like a dead bird, it 
was utterly silent.

“Isn’t that illegal?” I’d ventured, watching it dangle.

Mum had shrugged, already heading back to bed. 

“I’ll replace it soon.”

Turns out this show was quite entertaining. I rolled the 
beer bottle between my palms, giving helpful advice to the 
man who was trying to choose between forty grand and 
his girlfriend.

Suddenly, I sniffed. At first I thought I’d just let the pan
get a bit hot and it was smoking. But then I turned around 
and caught a glimpse of those bloody lace curtains.

Or at least, what used to be the curtains.

“Shit!”

I dropped the bottle, darting into the kitchen. I seized
the mop bucket from the cupboard and filled it with 
water, dousing the inferno that was quickly engulfing the 
kitchen. Smoke filled the air and I coughed, squinting. It 
smelt like burning mothballs – a result of my Grandma 
being our cleaner. I pulled my collar over my mouth and 
nose, employing an old trick that I’d learnt in primary 
school. 

It didn’t work. My eyes were watering and I could 
barely keep them open. I dropped the mop bucket and
watched as the fire began to grow and devour my home.

Suddenly I was knocked out of the way. Against the 
smoke, I recognized my stalker. He flung his hands out as 
if to protect me, but as I watched, the flames grew smaller 
and smaller, until they tucked into a little ball that he
picked up and slipped into his pocket.

I must’ve drunk that beer more quickly than I’d
thought.

“You should be more careful,” he said, turning to me. 
“This could’ve been bad if- hey!”

I held the saucepan at the ready, having snatched it off
the counter and struck his arm with it.

“What are you doing?” he spluttered.

“What am I doing? What are  youdoing!?” I swung the 
saucepan up to my shoulder, ready to react to his slightest 
movement. “I’ve seen you watching me. And now  you’re 
inmy house.

“So you take up arms with a saucepan?” he asked, 
somewhat amused, though his dark eyes never left mine.

I scowled but didn’t reply.

Sirens wailed from down the road. Mrs Rogers next 
door must’ve seen the smoke. My stalker glanced around
quickly.

“I’m going to leave you now-“

“Damn straight.” I snapped.

“- but listen to me,” he gripped my elbow, which
almost resulted in the saucepan coming down on his head. 
“Listen to your dreams.”

I lowered my saucepan a little.

“What?”

My eyes flicked to the driveway as a fire truck pulled
into it, and I quickly turned back to question him further.

But he was gone. The back door slammed and I ran to 
the window just in time to see him jump the fence, 
knocking a few more boards from it.

~Chapter Two~

“I should’ve replaced the fire alarm.”

“Mum-”

“No. I should’ve replaced it.”

We were on our back porch, polishing off the six pack. 

Our kitchen reeked of smoke and sodden mothballs, but 
the only casualties had been the fry pan and the steaks. As 
such, I’d been treated to take out and another beer. 

“How did you put it out? The fire department said it 
was out by the time they got here.”

“I grabbed the mop bucket,” I shrugged. Technically it 
wasn’t a lie, and I didn’t want to worry her with my 
stalker right now. “Luckily it wasn’t a fat fire; you haven’t 
replaced the fire extinguisher either.”

“And whose fault is that?”

Ok, that one was mine. I’d used it on my hair 
straightener when it had started melting the top of the 
bathroom cabinet.

The sun was setting, disappearing behind the hills. It 
was a beautiful summer evening.

“There’s a traineeship opening up in reception down at
the hospital,” Mum said suddenly, stealing one of my
chips. “I was thinking of putting you up for it. Now that 
you’ve finished your exams for this year, you can do part
time if you want.”

I chewed pensively on a chip, now keeping the box out 
of her reach. I didn’t really have an idea of what I was 
going to do after school, but qualifications definitely 
couldn’t hurt. 

“The pay will be rubbish,” Mum was saying. “But it’s 
training that you’d have to be paying for otherwise.”

“Sure,” I said, though my heart was heavy. “Why not?”

~
That night I couldn’t sleep. I didn’t know if it was the 
fire or the man who’d saved my house from burning
down. I eventually decided I was being kept awake by my
very active thoughts about leaving school and my plans for 
the future. When I finally did fall asleep and slip into a 
dream world, I didn’t even notice.

I was standing by a river, in a spot that looked very 
familiar. The water wasn’t moving; instead, it was still and
glassy.

“Are you familiar with the theory of alternate realities, 
Rose?”

My stalker stepped up next to me to look into the water 
as well.

“Only what I’ve read in science fiction,” I replied
carefully, studying his reflection. He was older than I’d 
first thought, about the same age as my mother. He had 
short black hair and eyes like coal. Scars marked his hands 
and arms; this man had led a difficult life. “Why?”

“What you’re looking into is a portal,” he told me. “You 
could cross into it right now if you wished.”

“Where would it take me?”

He smiled.

“Home.”

My alarm went off in my ear, almost scaring me out of
bed. I sat up, pushing the blankets away before I could hit 
snooze.

“Well, that was creepy,” I murmured to my alarm 
clock, and then promptly forgot all about it.

~

“Rose,” Mr Burgess called. “A moment please.”
Everyone filed out of the classroom, leaving me with 
my English teacher. I noticed he had my exam on the desk 

in front of him.

“Did I fail?” I asked apprehensively. My mother did not 

take kindly to poor grades.

Mr Burgess had been staring out of the window and

didn’t answer.

“Mr Burgess?”

“No, Rose, you didn’t fail,” he slid the exam towards 

me. “In fact, you were in the top five percent of the class.”
I rearranged my bag strap on my shoulder, frowning.
“Is that bad?”

“No, it’s not bad. It’s just...” Mr Burgess ran a hand 

through his thinning hair. “I don’t understand why you 

could do so well on the exam and not the in class 

assignments.”

“Well, sir, I was under the impression that the in class 

assignments didn’t count towards our GPA, but the exams 

did.”

Silence fell between us and students chattered outside

the classroom. 

“Technically you’re not wrong, Rose, but I would 

appreciate a little more effort in class. Otherwise I’m not 

going to be able to write you a very good recommendation

once you leave school.”

“Oh, um, actually, I’m starting a traineeship down at

the hospital soon,” I told him, trying to look proud of

myself. “So I’ll only be doing school part time.”

“Oh, well, excellent,” he stood up to go to his next class. 

“I should also mention that you were in the top three 

percent of the state.”

I barely heard him. I’d noticed my stalker standing in

the trees again.

“Uh huh, yeah that’s great, Mr B.”

He sighed and shouldered his bag.

“Good luck, Miss Evermore.”

I followed him out and then headed straight to the tree 

line. 

“You were in my dream.” I said loudly, knowing he 

could hear me.

“I know,” he replied, leaning against a trunk. “And you 

didn’t hit me with a saucepan this time.”

“Can you blame me?” I stood well away from him, close 

enough to the open that I could run if he tried any funny 

business.

He sighed and muttered something like, “They always

give me the difficult ones.”

“Excuse me?” I folded my arms. “You’re stalking me, 

not the other way around. Also, I’m rather curious as to 

whom, ‘they’ are?”

“If you come with me, you’ll find out,” he replied, 

raising an eyebrow.

“Oh sure,” I said sarcastically. “I’m just going to follow 

the guy who’s been stalking me, into the woods away from 

people.”

“Students.”

“Witnesses.” I shot back.

He laughed in spite of himself. 

“I guess I can’t blame you, can I?”

The bell rang behind me, signalling next class. Without 

another word, I marched through the tree litter and left 

him behind.

School ended, and I breathed a sigh of relief. I loved

Fridays, and the two days that came after. Despite my 

stack of homework that my teachers had insisted on

setting, I planned on spending my weekend sleeping, 

eating and reading.

As though sensing an opportunity to ruin my weekend, 

my mother rang just as I was climbing into my car in the 

school car park.

“Hello?” I was apprehensive; when Mum rang, it was 

because she wanted me to do something.

“Have you finished school?”

“Yes, why?”

“Head down to the hospital now. Jacqui is there until

four, she wants to interview you.”

“Oh,” my heart fell. “I’m not dressed very neat.”
“Well tidy yourself up and head over there. I’ll see you 

for dinner.”

She was gone before I could protest. I scowled at my 

phone. She always did that so I couldn’t argue. 

Reluctantly, I started up my car and pulled out of the 

car park, noticing the conspicuous lack of school jerks 

around. I saw them climbing onto the school bus a little 

ways down the road and waved at them happily. I must’ve 

done more damage to their car than my own.

The hospital was in the very centre of town, and I 

dodged Ar Cena’s pathetic excuse for peak hour traffic by 

taking the back roads. I pulled into the hospital car park 

and sat in my car for a moment, looking up at the hospital 

that I’d been born in - born in eighteen years ago, and was

now trying to get a job in. I was suddenly hit with the 

reality of it all. I almost pulled out of the car park, but 

instead forced myself out of the car, retying my long

ponytail and ditching my leather jacket at the last minute. 
Though I hated it, the white polo shirt (the only uniform

my school insisted on) was a lot neater than the jacket.
“Respectable,” I muttered under my breath, locking my 

car. “Be respectable.”

I walked up the slight incline to the glass sliding doors, 

waiting for them to register me (one of the hazards of

being short was that sometimes automatic doors didn’t see

me). When they did, I was assaulted by the smell of 

disinfectant and steam cleaned carpets. I inched anxiously 

across the lobby, suddenly feeling very dirty and grimy. 

The woman at reception looked up at me, stretching a 

smile across her lip sticked mouth.

“How can I help?”

“I’m looking for Jacqui,” I said, gingerly placing my 

fingertips on the top of the desk. It was so quiet that you 

could hear the clock on the wall ticking off the seconds. “I 

was meant to have an interview with her this afternoon.”
“One moment,” another lip stick smile, and she 

disappeared into a back room. She came back towing

another woman who I recognized.

“Hi, Rose,” Jacqui said, smiling at me. “Come on

through.”

I followed her into the backroom which turned out to

be a small kitchenette, sitting down in the plastic chair she

pointed me at.

“Tea or coffee?” she asked, pointing to a battered old 

kettle.

“No, thank you,” I replied.

“So, Rose, you want to be our new trainee?”

“Yes,” I said, tacking a smile onto my mouth like Lip 

Stick out the front.

“Have you worked before?”

“No, I haven’t. I’ve always done school full time.”
“But now that you’ve finished your mid years, you 

want to get into the work force?”

“Yes,” I said firmly, trying to convince myself and

deciding it was just easier to agree with her.

“Alrighty, I’ll just get you to fill this out, and I’ll be 

right back.”

I took the pen she offered me, beginning to fill out the 

form in front of me. I’d guessed that this interview was 

just a formality, and I was right; the form was asking for 

bank details so they could pay me. Jacqui came back just as 

I finished.

“When your Mum said that you were looking for a job, 

I thought of you straight away,” she said, sitting opposite 

me with a folder. “I’m glad you’re going to be joining us 

here, Rose.”

“Me too,” I replied, though my stomach seemed to fill

with lead as I said it.

“Last time I saw you, you were only this big,” she said 

grinning, holding her hand about a metre off of the floor.
“That wasn’t that long ago,” I replied, disgruntled. 

“Hey, Jacqui, when would I start?”

“Well, you could come in for half of tomorrow, just to 

get you used to the way we run things here.”

“Sure,” I agreed, though I groaned internally. A sleep in

had been sounding so good. 

I finished chatting with Jacqui just before four o’clock, 

and we agreed that I’d be there at nine the next morning

to learn the ropes.

Well, I thought to myself as I climbed into my car, 

Mum will be pleased. 

She was. She made spaghetti bolognaise for dinner, 

which was my favourite. Take away was all very well and

good, but home cooked meals were always my favourite. 
“You got the oven working again then?” I asked,

winding pasta around my fork.

She launched into a story about the man who’d come to

fix the gas. She’d had the day off work to clean up the 

kitchen, and it was almost back to how it was before I set 

it on fire. 

After dinner, I crawled up onto the roof with a book, 

but I left it face down with its pages splayed over the tiles. 

Instead I hugged my knees close to my chest and watched
the sun sink beneath the hills that surrounded Ar Cena. I
tried to feel happy about the fact I now had a job, but at 
the same time, I struggled with staying in the same town. 
Suddenly I understood why the students in the year above 

me had fled for the city as soon as they’d finished.
I lay back on the roof, staring up at the clouds which 

were turning pink and orange. Who knows how long I’d 

be stuck here now?

Stop it, I chided myself angrily. You have a job, be 

happy. It’s better than the great void of nothingness you 

were facing at the end of year twelve.

But, as I pulled my book over my face and began to 

read by the light of the streetlight, I knew how I really 

felt. 

~
My alarm dragged me from the warm depths of sleep 
the next morning, and I nearly hit snooze until I
remembered the hospital job. Groaning, I heaved myself 
from the blankets and staggered downstairs, making
myself a very strong coffee with half of the contents of the 
sugar bowl mixed in.

A little bit before nine, I pulled out of the drive way, 
dressed in neat black pants and a white shirt. When I got 
to the hospital admin, Jacqui met me at the doors and
steered me down a corridor.

“We’ll pop you in Dental today,” she said, walking so
quickly along the hall that I had to hurry to keep up. 
“Stick with Jess, she’ll show you what you have to do for 
the day. You can go at twelve, don’t worry about finding
me before you leave, but just remember to sign off.”

She bustled off down another hall after pointing me at 
the two double doors that led to the dental clinic
incorporated within the hospital’s facilities. I tentatively 
poked one door open and stuck my head through.

“I’m looking for Jessica?” I said nervously to the woman
at the desk.

“That’s me,” she stood up and reached over to shake my 
hand as I approached the desk. “You must be Rose; Jacqui
said you’d be with me today.”

I shook her hand as patients began filing through the 
door. Jess showed me where I’d be sitting for the day and 
began taking phone calls with me watching on in silence.

A few hours later and I’d learnt all about the phone, 
and as a result, feared and hated it. I’d managed to hang up
on a few people because they weren’t done talking. Jess
had stifled laughter as they’d called her back in a rage. 

“How about waiting for them to hang up first?” she 
suggested.

This ended in several stand offs, as the person on the 
other end of the line waited for me to hang up first. I 
stubbornly stood adamant on the other end of the line. 
Just as I’d decided to cut off the connection, the person on
the end said tentatively, “hello?”

My finger was too far gone and I cut them off anyway. 
Jess had tears of laughter in her eyes when she realised
what had happened.

“I’m sorry, Rose, you’ll get used to it after a while, I 
promise.”

I signed the little sign off sheet hanging in the 
kitchenette where I’d had my interview with Jacqui the 
previous day. As I drove home, I was unusually buoyant, 
and I stopped by the grocery store to get dinner. Despite 
what could only be described as an atrocious first day, I’d
still spent the day being productive. I’d earned a whole 
twenty four dollars, thanks to my trainee wage. 

I managed to spend twenty five on dinner, but I was 
too eager to get home to care. I stuffed everything in our 
tiny fridge and headed for the shower. I was just getting
out as Mum got home.

“How did you go?” she asked, hanging her work bag up. 

I recounted the day’s events to her, and she laughed 
harder than Jess when I told her about my antics on the 
phone.

“Did you enjoy it though, after all that?” she asked as I
cooked lamb chops on the barbeque. 

“I did,” I admitted. “I hope it gets better than today 
though.”

Over the next few weeks, I settled into the routine of 
school for three days, and then working over the next 
three. Having Sunday as my only day off turned out to be 
a blessing; I was so busy that I forgot how much I’d used
to hate that day. 

It was a Sunday night that I had the dream. It was my 
stalker, who I hadn’t even noticed had stopped stalking
me over the past couple of weeks. He was sitting beside a 
river, the very same spot I’d go after school to read my 
book in silence. Except, in my dream, there was no car
park, no board walk, no ‘No Swimming’ signs. 

“You’re getting better at stalking,” I told him. “I haven’t 
seen you these past weeks.”

“I’ve been collecting the others,” he told me, standing
up and staring into the depths of the murky water. “You 
and I are running out of time.”

I woke with a start, my head still foggy from the dream. 
What was I running out of time for?

I was suddenly filled with a desire to head to the river, 
just to reassure myself that it hadn’t changed to fit my 
dream. When school finished, I didn’t head home like 
usual; instead, I drove in the direction of the river, to my 
usual spot. I had a new book in my bag and I was eager to 
start reading.

I pulled into the car park, facing the river. Instead of
taking my bag with me, I locked the car door and walked 
down to the water. It was glassy, reflecting the sky; just 
like it had in my dream last night.

Hang on. Today was cloudy. Why was the river 
reflecting the sun?

I peered into the water, hanging onto a nearby 
paperbark tree for support, and frowned as I realised I had 
no reflection.

I tried to reel back from the steep bank, but my hand 
slipped from the trunk of the tree. I yelled, just once, and
tried to grab something, anything.

But my flailing hands didn’t catch anything. I plunged
into the shining river and went under.

~Chapter Three~

I burst through the surface of the water, gasping. My 
feet found the muddy river floor and sank into it, holding
me upright. I coughed and hacked, and then swept my 
long brown hair out of my eyes.

“Welcome home,” my stalker told me, leaning on the 
trunk of the tree I’d been holding. 

I floundered around in the muddy water, which was no 
longer shining and clear.

“Help me out,” I told him angrily. I wasn’t impressed
with his level of familiarity.

He held out a hand and I grabbed it, deliberately 
getting river muck on his sleeve. Only after he hauled me 
out of the water did I notice something.

“Hey, where’s my car?” I rounded on him, sloshing
water everywhere. “What did you do with it?”

He wiped his hand on his clothes, which I noticed for 
the first time were not normal garb. 

“Remember what I told you when I put the fire in your
kitchen out?”

I scowled at him, beginning to shiver in the mild valley
air.

“You told me to listen to my dreams,” I couldn’t help 
rolling my eyes. “I’m sorry, but it sounds a little like what 
a Care Bear would say.”

He studied me with a puzzled expression.

“What is a ‘Care Bear’?”

I raised my eyebrow at him.

“A Care Bear? You know soft, cuddly, gives advice?”

“I am not a Care Bear.”

“Stop avoiding the subject. Dude, where’s my car?”

“What else did I tell you in the dream?”

“You said the river was a portal, or something,” I 
paused in the act of searching for any sign of my car. 
“Wait... no.”

He nodded.

“When you fell into the river, you crossed through the 
portal. You’re in an alternate reality now.”

I shivered violently, and not just because I was cold.
“Prove it,” I forced through my chattering teeth.

He reached towards me and I jumped back. He sighed, 
exasperated.

“You need to trust me, Rose.”

“Excuse me? Why do I needto?” I hugged myself and
stamped my feet, trying to keep warm.

“Because I’m trying to help you, not harm you,” he 
reached towards me, and I saw he was holding a little fire 
in his hand.

“Um, what? What is that?” I asked, my eyes wide.

“It’s the fire from your kitchen. I thought it might come 
in handy, so I kept it.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and pinched my arm, hard. 
When I opened them, he was still standing in front of me 
with the fire in his hand. He offered it to me.

“Ok,” I heard myself say, not sure what I was agreeing
to.

He stood in front of me and transferred the flames to
both hands, which he held over my shoulders. The fabric
of my hoodie immediately began to steam and dry. It was 
the nicest feeling in the world. 

I jumped back when he knelt down and reached for my 
foot. Despite what he had said, I wasn’t ready to trust him 
at all.

“Relax, I just thought you might like dry feet. I know 
it’s annoying to have wet socks.”

I let him pick up my shoe, moving the little fire over 
the surface. My shoes and socks dried, and I felt a lot more 
comfortable. 

Suddenly, a bell tolled off in the distance. I racked my 
brains, trying to remember if any building in Ar Cena had 
bells. The man drying my feet with fire looked up.

“Darn. We have to get moving.”

I wrenched my foot out of his grasp, almost falling in
the river again.

“Get moving where?”

“I’ll answer the questions later,” he stood up, dusting
his hands off. Sparks dropped to the ground and smoke
trailed from his fingers. “Right now we need to get you to 
the castle.”

“There’s no castle in Ar Cena,” I told him.

He turned and smiled at me.

“No, there isn’t.”

He started walking towards where the bell had 
sounded. I hesitated for a moment and then followed him.

There were no roads, no signs, no boardwalks or
anything I remembered from the river in Ar Cena, just 
endless trees and shrubs. I was whipped in the face more 
than once by a stray branch.

Just as I was about to turn around and try to make my 
way back to the river, the forest opened up to a grassy
plain. It was completely deserted, except for the enormous 
castle looming over it. Smoke billowed from hidden
chimneys, as horses grazed in the surrounding fields and
birds flitted about the stonework. 

“This way.” My stalker said.

He led me onto a well trodden path and which lead to 
the base of the castle and let me through a pair of vast oak 
doors which had been open and waiting. We emerged into 
a relatively small hall, with a staircase leading up into the 
castle.

But the entrance hall wasn’t empty; far from it. A 
crowd of about eighty teenagers were waiting patiently for 
something, all muttering to each other. They were all
dressed in neat grey, long sleeved shirts, grey cotton pants 
and knee high brown leather boots. It was all so uniform
and neat; I began to blush as everyone in the group turned
to stare at me, as I stood dripping onto the flagstones.

“You stay here.” My stalker told me, and turned to head 
up the staircase.

“What?”

“Stay here.”

“No no no, you can’t just leave me!” I seized his elbow, 
suddenly desperate for his company in this crowd of
strangers. “I have no idea what’s going on!”

“You will soon. Just stay here with the others. Don’t 
wander, someone will come and talk to you. That goes for 
all of you!” He called to the others. I watched him as he 
strode up the staircase and out of sight.

It was only then that I realised that the others seemed
to be as clueless as I was. Apart from a select few teenagers 
who were standing together, everyone else was looking
around, fascinated by their surroundings. 

I noticed one boy standing on the fringes of the sizable 
group, with dark hair, pale skin and a stance that told 
everyone he was determined to be a loner. He looked over 
at me, sensing my curious gaze. He looked me up and 
down and then turned away. My cheeks began to burn as I
looked at the flagstones beneath my feet. 

The sound of a door opening made me look up. A man
entered, dressed in white robes that contrasted his dark 
skin. 

“Welcome to all of our new students,” he said, his voice 
deep and commanding. “I understand this may be 
confusing for some of you,” at this, I saw a smirk grow on
all the faces of the group of teenagers standing together. 
“Trust me when I say that in a day or two, all of this will
be clear to you.”

A day or two was a long time to be completely out of
your depth.

A woman had appeared next to him, holding a scroll. 
Without hesitating, she tapped a young man on the
shoulder and led him into a small room that I hadn’t 
noticed. We all watched the door eagerly, desperate for 
information. The first man to speak to us watched us with 
dark eyes, as though he was counting. I clenched my teeth
as he examined me, as though accusing me of getting
water and muck on the floor.

Before I could ask if there was someplace I could clean 
up, the door to the chamber opened, and the young man
came back out. He made his way straight to me, tapping
me on the shoulder and then merging with the rest of the 
students.

I hesitantly took a step in the direction of the door. 
When no one stopped me, I strode quickly to the room, 
pulling the door closed. I turned around, my back against 
the door. The room was smaller than I’d thought, 
furnished only with a desk and torches on the wall. 

“Rose Evermore?” The old woman asked from behind 
the desk.

“Yes?”

“My name is Netalia. I am the second Master of this 
school. You have already met Iain; he is the first Master. 
Now,” she flicked through the scrolls on the desk until she 
got to one that was clearly marked with my name. “You 
will never be known by Rose Evermore again. Your name 
is now Sky.”

“Um, no,” I stuck my thumbs through the belt loops of
my jeans. “My name is Rose. My Mum named me for the 
chick on the Titanic.” A movie which had scarred me for 
life after watching it at the impressionable age of four.

“Here you will be known as Sky, nothing else. That is 
the way of the Academy.” Her pale blue eyes washed over 
me, and I wondered if she was this cold to everyone.

“The way of the Academy is it?” I asked, starting to get 
angry. “Well, your Academy has sent a strange man to my 
home town to follow me, and then ripped me from my 
everyday life, brought me here, and now you’re changing
my name?”

She stood up from behind her desk, some of her white 
hair falling from its bun on top of her head.

“I’m going to have to ask you to calm down, Sky.”

“Don’t call me that!” I snapped, holding my hands out 
to keep her away from me.

We both stared as emerald fire gleamed around my 
finger tips. Before either of us could move, flames erupted 
on my palms, racing down my fingers. I held my hands up 
to my eyes, watching the flames flicker and dance. It was 
as though I’d doused my hands in petrol and then set them 
alight, but for the fact it was green fire.

“We don’t normally allow magic before classes begin,”
the old woman said, disgruntled.

I gaped as the fire merely tickled my palms.

“I don’t... I mean... How?”

“You’re a mage,” she informed me heavily, her eyes
giving away nothing. “That’s why we sent Jett to Ar Cena. 
You needed to be brought here to learn to control the 
power you were born with.” She sat back down, 
completely unperturbed about the fire in my hands.

“But... I’ve never... seen anything like this before.” I
whispered. “How is this possible?”

She raised an eyebrow.

“You’ve never seen anything like this before? Not even
when you were angry?”

“Never,” I said, still watching the fire.

She sniffed as though displeased.

“You’ll be given more information tomorrow. Now, put 
that out and head to your room. Dinner will be sent up
tonight and classes start tomorrow. There’s a girl out there 
with long red hair; send her in, will you?” She 

straightened papers on her desk and I got the feeling I was 
being dismissed.

Copying what my stalker - Jett - had done down by the 
river, I rubbed my hands together and the flames went 
out, leaving my hands completely unblemished.

I opened the door and headed back into the hall, not 
meeting the curious glances of my classmates. I shoved my 
hands into my pockets, lest they burst into flame again. I
found the red headed girl and tapped her on the shoulder.
She gave me a curious look before heading for the small
room again. 

I watched her go, and then took to watching the other
students disappear into the room and come out again with 
the same expression etched upon their face as the last 
person; disbelief. 

All except for the group of teenagers that I’d first 
noticed; they’d taken to giggling or smirking as each 
student reappeared. I narrowed my eyes at them - I knew 
exactly what type of person they all were. Seems as 
though every realm has a group of jerks out to ruin life for 
everybody else.

Once we’d all been renamed, we were led up the stairs 
by Jett. We got to the point where the stairs branched, 
stretching in opposite directions.

“Boys that way,” he said, pointing to the left. “And girls 
to the right.”

I followed the rest of the girls up the stairs, which led
to a hallway lined with doors, just like the dorm rooms at 
camp, back at home.

I wandered the line of doors until I found one with 
‘Sky’ written next to it. Pushing the door open, I stepped 
into what would be my dorm. It had a small double bed
pushed next to the window, a fireplace that had been
cleaned and set, and a table with two chairs. Next to the 
fireplace was a dresser and an empty bookcase. 

I shut the door behind me, walked over to the bed, and
collapsed onto it. I kicked off my shoes and crawled up to 
the pillows. I just wanted to sink into the blankets and
quilts, never to surface again. It was all so strange and it 
had happened so quickly that I hadn’t had time to adjust. 

I began to shake violently. I quickly sat up and pushed
the window open as far as it would go. As the air began to 
filter into the room, I breathed it in, trying to calm myself. 
If I wasn’t careful, I was going to work myself into a state 
of absolute panic.

I wondered what my mother was doing right now. 
How long had it been since I’d fallen into the river? I
winced as I remembered that I hadn’t even seen her
before going to school that morning – she’d already been
at work. I hugged my knees to my chest as my eyes began 
to sting with tears; I knew I was on the verge of breaking
down completely.

To distract myself, I tried to recreate the flames that 
had ignited in my fingers. I clicked my fingers, clapped my 
hands together, flicked my fingernails together, even eyed
off the unlit fire place apprehensively. Try as I might, I
could only manage one small spark, which I promptly 
dropped in surprise.

When it started to grow dark, my efforts were 
interrupted by a small knock on the door. I pulled it open
warily.

“Evening, miss,” a young woman pushed her way past 
me and into my room, setting a silver tray down on my 
table. “You’ll be dining in your room tonight, but this isn’t 
the norm for the Academy,” she dusted her hands on her
apron and reached into her pocket, pulling out a flint. “My 
name is Larni. I’ll be waiting on you whilst you complete 
your studies.”

She lit the fire and stood up to face me, straightening
the linen cap on her head.

“I’m... Sky,” I replied, the unfamiliar name feeling rusty 
on my lips. “I’m a mage... I think.”

“Of course you’re a mage,” Larni replied, now 
straightening out the bed covers that I’d crumpled. “Why 
else would you be here?”

“I don’t know, I suppose,” I watched her bustle around
my room, sweeping dust from the corners. I stopped her 
when she tried to close the window. “Please don’t. I need
that open to sleep.”

She clambered down from my bed.

“As long as you’re here, feel free to ask me anything
about this world. I was born in the village,” she added.

“There’s a village?”

“Oh yes,” she nodded vigorously. “Students are allowed
to visit it every now and then, too.”

“Why aren’t you studying at the Academy?” I asked 
her.

She looked at the floor, her little hands unconsciously 
smoothing out non-existent wrinkles in her skirt.

“I am not of the magical blood, miss,” she murmured
quietly.

“So how come I am? I’m from another realm entirely.”

Larni merely shrugged.

“Some students aren’t from here. The ones that are 
think they’re better than everyone else.” She covered her
mouth with her hands as though she’d said a bad word. 
“Begging your pardon miss, I meant no disrespect-“

“I don’t mind,” I told her, heading over to the table 
with the platter on it. “I don’t like them already.”

Larni smiled, just a little bit, but it lit up her doll’s face 
like a lamp. I already liked her a darn sight more than the 
students I was bunking with.

“Any questions you would like answered?” she asked.

“Too many,” I lifted the cover off the platter. “First 
things first, I suppose, where’s the bathroom?”

“Just down the hall. You’ll be sharing with the other
girls.”

I groaned inwardly. A communal bathroom? I couldn’t 
even share with my mother.

A bell echoed somewhere in the castle. Larni’s face fell
a little.

“I’m to leave you now, miss,” she was already halfway 
out of the door. “Good luck tomorrow!”

I ate my dinner, and then wandered down the hall to 
find the bathrooms she’d told me about. I soaked in one of 
the baths, revelling in being clean. Once I was scrubbed
and washed, I headed back on down to my room, dressed 
in a clean white shirt and pants that I’d found in my 
dresser. I sat in front of the fire that was now dancing
merrily, combing my damp hair with my fingers.

Everything about this place reminded me of the fantasy 
novels that I’d read when I was little. I’d always wanted to 
be a part of them, and now it looked like my wish had 
been granted.

But it would still be a long time until this place felt like 
home.

~
The next morning I was woken up by a small bell. 
When I opened my eyes, I realised that it was hovering
right above my head. It chimed once, as though gauging
my reaction.

“You’re beautiful,” I whispered, not wanting to scare it 
away.

It was tiny, about the size of my palm. Its gold plating
shone in the morning sunlight. I’d never seen anything
more exquisite in my life.

That was, until it began to clang loudly.

“Shush! I’m up, I’m up, look!”

I scrambled out of bed, but the bell continued its 
deafening assault. Hands over my ears, I seized a tea cup
from my morning breakfast platter that someone – Larni, I
assumed – had set on the table. I hooked the tea cup over 
the bell, and fought it to the floor. The tea cup hopped
about madly as the bell fought for release, but it wasn’t 
strong enough to lift it. Though the chiming was muffled, 
it was still loud enough to be irritating.

Just as I was considering stepping on it, there was a soft 
knock on the door, and Larni slid through without waiting
for a reply. She took in the scene; me standing in my 
pyjamas, the tea cup chiming loudly and moving
sporadically over the floor, and covered a smile with her
hand.

“How do I turn it off?” I asked forlornly.

She clapped and the tea cup ceased to move about, the 
bell silent.

“Sorry, miss. Looks like you got an energetic one. They 
usually stop once their patron gets out of bed.”

She carried over a pile of linen to my bed, which she 
straightened deftly. 

“Here we are, miss. I’ve got your uniform for the day, 
and you’ll find boots in your dresser.” I thanked her as I
held up the shirt, noting that it was exactly like the ones 
the other students had been wearing yesterday. “Eat your
breakfast before it goes cold and listen for the bell,” Larni
was watching me intensely with her large brown eyes. 
“When you hear it, head down the stairs and you should 
find the rest of the students.”

“Thank you.” She left, and I dressed in silence.

On the platter I discovered eggs and toast, which I
devoured; I was nervous as all heck, which meant I was 
starving. I found the boots Larni had told me about in my 
dresser, and I pulled them on. Someone knew my exact 
clothing size – something I wasn’t too happy with – and
everything fitted like a glove. 

The bell chimed just as I was twisting my hair into a 
braid. I tied it off, my hands shaking, and glanced up into 
the mirror. I looked tidy, uniform and respectable; three 
words which had never been applied to me in my life.

Ignoring the butterflies which were threatening to 
burst right through the wall of my stomach, I headed
down the stairs with the other girls. When we got to the 
bottom, Jett was waiting for us.

“Morning, students,” he was bouncing on the balls of 
his feet and I groaned; somehow I had just known he was 
a morning person. “This way, if you will. Just some 
examinations before class.”

As if I needed any more reason to feel nervous. 
Examinations? Were they physical? Mental? Either one 
didn’t appeal to me.

He led us down another hallway, and I deliberately 
hung back. Everyone else seemed to have made friends
overnight, but I had already accepted the fact that I would 
be a loner again. 

But that was alright. I had a whole new world to 
explore and a power beneath my skin that I was itching to 
learn more about.

We were led into a hall about the size of the 
gymnasium back in my old high school, except this hall
was made from stone, with torches burning in their 
brackets in between the enormous windows. Iain and
Netalia were waiting for us at the other end beside an
enormous leather case.

“Good morning, students,” Iain started. “Today we start 
three years of your magical education. To begin with, we 
need to test your magic.”

Netalia was arranging us into two rows, with plenty of 
space in between. At the mention of a test of magic, my 
heart had leapt into my throat. I thought back to the 
dismal spark that was the only magic I’d manage to 
consciously conjure. I wiped my suddenly sweaty palms 
on my pants.

“You first, dear,” Netalia was saying to a girl at the 
front.

The girl stepped forward, looking as terrified as I was 
feeling. She had a mass of dark curls which she’d struggled
to tie back, and behind her glasses, her blue eyes shone 
with concern.

“What do I do?” I heard her whisper.

“Which is your dominant hand?” Netalia asked.
The girl held out her right hand in response.

“Very good. Now, can you feel a tingling in the air?”

I could indeed, as though someone had turned on a 
television that I couldn’t see, only sense. Apparently the 
girl could feel it too, because she nodded.

“Ok, now just try and gather that feeling all together, 
just over your palm here.”

The girl flexed her fingers, and we all craned our necks 
to watch.

Suddenly, blue flames erupted from her palm in a neat 
little fireball. The girl jumped back in surprise, dropping
the fire, which went out immediately.

“Very good,” Netalia said, with the first hint of
excitement I’d seen her show since meeting her. Iain was 
nodding, though he wasn’t smiling - I don’t think he ever 
did. “What’s your name?”

“Sa- Dena,” she stammered, and I realised that she’d 
forgotten her mage name for a second. I couldn’t help 
smiling; it was reassuring to know someone else was in the 
same boat.

“Come over here, Dena. Let’s get your tunic sorted out.”

Dena was led to the leather case, from which Netalia 
picked out a tunic in the exact shade of blue that she’d 
conjured. Dena pulled it on over her head, and then
fastened a leather belt around her waist. She had a shy 
little smile on her face, but I could tell she was proud of 
herself. I didn’t blame her; she’d done well to perform
under pressure in my opinion.

Slowly, Netalia made her way through the group. As I 
watched, I realised that no two mages had the same colour 
magic as everyone else. The dark haired boy I’d noticed
from yesterday had magic the exact same colour as fire; 
when he first created the fireball in his hand, I managed to 
confuse it with real fire. When he came back to the group
after collecting his tunic, I saw that his eyes were the 
exact same shade as his magic; they were on fire.

Finally, I was called forward. I was the last mage to
receive their tunic, and, truth be told, I was feeling a little 
naked.

As I stepped up towards Netalia with the rest of my 
classmates watching me, I noticed Iain taking interest. 
This was surprising, as he had looked bored throughout 
the process so far.

I held out my right hand before Netalia could ask.

“Collect the tingling, and act as a conductor for it,” she 
instructed.

I closed my eyes, calling the feeling in the air towards 
me. It prickled along my skin like pins and needles. 

“Sometimes visualising a spark can help,” she told me, 
and I did just that.

As the match in my mind struck the matchbox and
ignited, I heard gasps from my classmates. Worried, I 
opened my eyes and looked around.

Rather than igniting over my outstretched palm, the 
magic had decided to turn me into a human torch. Flames 
curled up and around my body, but I just felt a tickling
sensation. I looked up at Netalia, expecting to be told off. 
Sure enough, I wasn’t disappointed.

“Very impressive, Sky,” she said, her mouth twisting in
one corner. “Decide to make a spectacle of yourself, did 
you?”

“Leave her alone,” Jett piped up from next to Iain. 
“She’s inexperienced; you know that.”

I dared not look at Jett; instead, I locked eyes with 
Netalia.

“Come and get your tunic then,” she muttered, already
stalking away from me.

I followed her reluctantly. She pulled out a tunic of the 
exact shade of green as my magic and my eyes. I pulled it 
on and accepted the belt she was offering me, fastening it 
around my waist.

“Now then,” Iain said, stepping back up to the front and
clasping his hands together. “To classes.”

Classes at the Academy were nothing like my classes 
back at Ar Cena High. My first class was Magical Theory, 
taught by a tiny, frail old woman named:

“Watt,” she announced, standing in front of the 
blackboard.

All of the students glanced at one another.

“No one... said anything,” the blonde girl in the front 
said.

“What?”

“What what?” a young man with red hair asked, a smile 
growing on his face.

She eyed him off with her beady little eyes. The red 
headed boy was looking around and smirking at the 
student next to him. Before any of us could move, Watt
clicked her fingers, and a bolt of lightning snapped 
through the air, striking Red Hair on the hand. His hair 
stood on end, but his expression was funnier. I snorted 
with laughter, and I wasn’t alone.

“Welcome to Magical Theory,” she said loudly, 
strutting along to the blackboard and picking up a bit of
chalk. “In this class you will learn how to control the 
magic that you’ve been newly introduced to. For some of
you, this will be old news, but please pay attention
anyway.”

The blonde girl who had spoken up before smiled
secretly to herself as she inspected her nails. I’d already
recognised her from the group of giggling teenagers, the 
ones Larni had informed me were from this world and had 
grown up in this realm. I narrowed my eyes at the back of 
her head.

An hour later, we were let out into the corridor. I was 
leaning against a wall, struggling to stuff bits of paper into 
the satchel Jett had handed me when I was leaving the 
hall, when someone bumped into me, causing the papers 
to flutter to the flagstones.

“Sorry!” Dena dropped to the ground to pick up the 
papers. “I was doing the same thing as you – I suppose I 
didn’t see you.”

“That’s alright,” I said, accepting the papers she handed
me. “Bit overwhelming, huh?”

She nodded, pushing her glasses back up her nose.

“I’m from the human realm,” she said. “Nothing could 
be more... different.”

“Me too,” I replied, relieved she wasn’t one of the 
village mages. “No phone reception or anything.”

Her eyebrows jumped into her hair.

“You brought your phone?”

“Yeah,” I pulled it out of my pocket, where I’d been
keeping it for some kind of familiarity. “It got wet when I
fell in the river, but then it dried out and started up.”

Dena looked at me, confused.

“What river?”

“The river portal. How did you get here?”

“I came through a mirror,” she replied. “One morning, a 
couple of days ago, I looked in my mirror and instead of 
seeing my reflection, saw this place. When I reached for 
it, I got sucked into my dorm room, here.”

I shoved my phone back into my pocket indignantly.

Thanks Jett, I thought savagely. 

“What’ve we got next?” Dena was asking.

“Uh,” I scrutinized the time table we’d all been given. 
“Fitness. Uh oh. Does this mean exercise?”

It sure did. We headed outside; following the rest of the 
students to an area which looked like it had been set up by 
a drill sergeant. Jett was waiting for us next to a wall that 
went straight up. I shuddered; exercise had never much 
appealed to me at all.

“So now that you’re all sorted and organised,” he started
eagerly. “I thought I’d start getting your health up to 
standard. Any meals you are supplied with at the 
Academy are specifically designed to provide maximum
protein and energy.”

He started handing out shirts for us to wear for this 
subject. As I took mine, last as usual, I decided to ask him 
about something I’d been wondering.

“Jett, who pays our tuition?”

He packed the last few shirts away and then turned
around.

“The Academy does, for now. When you leave after the 
three years, you head out into the mage world and get 
jobs. Mages are highly sought as healers and the like. Once 
you’ve got a high enough paying job, the Academy starts 
taking back the money for the tuition, but only in small
amounts.”

“Oh, ok,” I looked at the plain black shirt I was still
holding. “Where can I get changed?”

I followed the rest of the girls to the small changing
rooms on the edge of the training ground. When we 
emerged, the boys were already being lined up at the 
beginning of the course. Jett was letting them go in pairs 
at intervals, and I watched as a surprising amount of them 
got stuck at the climbing walls. Eventually we got to the 
girls.

“Sky and, sorry what was your name?”

I turned around and felt my heart sink. The young
blonde woman, the local mage, was making her way to the 
front to stand next to me.

“Eleanora,” she replied.

“Eleanora, ok. You two ready? Remember, it’s not a 
race. Just try to finish.”

But the second after he’d blown the whistle and we set 
off, it was very clear to us running the course - and those 
watching - that it was most certainly was a race.

I reached the low wire nets a split second before she 
did. I dropped to my stomach, army crawling through the 
mud below them. Behind me, I heard Eleanora gasp in
pain, and I wasted a split second wondering why. Then
my elbow clipped the wire, and a sharp jolt of what felt 
like electricity but I knew was magic snapped through my 
body. I dropped flatter, my nose almost in the mud. But I
kept going.

We reached the end of the nets at the same time, 
stretching with relief. We were coming up to the rope 
swing, which would launch us out and over the muddy
stretch of water. I groaned as I neared it; it was obvious 
that it wasn’t going to swing us far enough – we were 
going to have to swim.

Eleanora was now ahead of me, grabbing a rope and
launching off the embankment. I did the same, making
sure to push off as hard as I could. Eleanora dropped from 
her rope, and I felt a split second of elation – she’d 
dropped too early!

My lungs burning, already exhausted, I waited for the 
rope to reach its apex and then flung myself from it, 
landing in the muddy water a good four feet from the 
other mage. I gasped as the water rushed over me, icy and 
churning, but the cold invigorated me and I stretched out, 
beginning the short swim to the other side. I was a good, 
strong swimmer; Mum had made sure of that.

I heaved myself onto the bank, wet, cold and 
exhausted. I scrambled to my feet just as Eleanora pulled
herself out of the water. I dragged myself to the last 
obstacle, the vertical wall. I picked up one of the ropes 
hanging down it and tried to start climbing.

Nothing happened. Any upper body strength I’d had at 
the beginning of the course had gone. My chest heaved, 
water dripping from my braid and I knew I was done. 

Eleanora reached the wall, and without glancing in my 
direction, picked up her rope and started climbing. I
slumped against it, absolutely defeated.

“It’s alright, Sky, you got an excellent time on
everything else,” Jett stuck out his hand to help me up. I
ignored it, dragging myself to my feet, my legs shaking. 
“The wall is the hardest thing in the course.”

I walked back to the group, utterly defeated, just as 
Dena and a red headed girl started the course.

I’d given up on a lot of things, but for some reason this 
stung the worst.

~Chapter Four~

“Are you alright, miss?”

“Exhausted,” I managed to mumble through my arms.
It was evening, and Larni had just brought me my 

dinner platter. I was currently face down on the table, 
resting my head on my poor, aching arms.
“Don’t worry about it, miss, that course looks terribly 
difficult.”

“The other girl could do it. Eleanora.” I rubbed my face 
on my arms, determined not to go pink with 

embarrassment. 

I’d never thought of myself as unfit. It was mighty 
embarrassing to have that fact uncovered in front of
classmates that I’d be studying with over the next three 
years.

“She’s most likely been training for it,” Larni pulled the 
cover off the platter on the table and began spooning the 
casserole into a bowl for me. “She’s grown up in this 
world, you have to remember. She’s been training for the 
Academy since she could walk.”

I started eating, ravenous after the day’s exertions. 

“Apart from the training, how was your day?” Larni had 
found a hairbrush and was beginning to pull it through my 
matted hair.

“It was alright,” I answered, tearing a bread roll in half 
and offering it to her, but she refused. “My magic is green, 
I found out.”

The hairbrush stilled for just a second, before she 
resumed.

“Green like what?” she asked, and I noticed an edge to
her voice that hadn’t been there before.

“Like this,” I snapped my fingers, visualising the match 
in my mind again. A small green flame erupted from my 
finger tip like a lighter.

The hairbrush had stopped completely.

“You picked that up fast, miss,” she said quietly.

I put the flame out and resumed eating.

“I guess I finally found something I’m good at,” I
replied, and didn’t think any more of it.

~

The next day I was woken by the bell again. I clapped 
as soon as I opened my eyes, wincing with pain; my 
muscles were aching worse than yesterday. The bell
dinged once anyway, and I climbed out of bed, groaning at
the movement. The bell, seeing me up and about, fluttered
towards the door just as Larni opened it with my uniform
for the day. I dressed and ate quickly after she told me that 
my first class would be history – I’d always wanted my old 
school to introduce history to the curriculum.

Still munching on the pasty that was my breakfast, I 
was one of the first to the classroom that my timetable 
specified. I brightened when I noticed Dena.

“Morning,” she said cheerfully. “How are you feeling?”
“Sore,” I admitted. “Have you ever studied history 
before?”

“Just normal history,” she replied. “Human history,” she 
explained to my questioning look.

“Oh,” I hadn’t even thought about it, but of course the 
magical realm would have a different history to the world
that I was familiar with. “This ought to be even more 
interesting than I thought then!”

Jett let us into the classroom, and we all sat down, some 
more eager than others.

“Welcome to History,” he began. “This class is also one 
that I take, so you’re stuck with me, sorry. Right,” he 
picked up a bit of chalk and set it on the blackboard,
where it stayed as though magnetised. “Let’s start from the 
very beginning, shall we?

“At the beginning of Time, there were nine Ancients; 
nine beings that were once human, but were no longer. 
They were transported to this realm, and together, started
building it. They planted the forests, raised the mountains, 
filled the seas and built the cities on every continent. They 
had their world, now they just needed a population.

“So they shared their gift with the mortal realm, and
the first generation of mages came into existence. But the 
amount of power it had taken to gift the magic to the 
humans weakened them all, and they became sick. 

“The last Ancient, Beltanna, lived long enough to see 
their world begin to divide; dark and light, good and evil. 
And so she turned to the Academy, where students were 
learning their craft, and cast a curse over the students and
those to come. 

“Beltanna was so lonely in her final years that she 
decided to create a bond between students; a bond so 
unbreakable that they’d never be alone again. She divided 
the soul of every mage, so that each half would be able to
find each other, and every mage would always have a 
partner.”

“Which brings us to our next order of business,”
everyone jumped as Iain spoke; no one had heard him 
enter the classroom. “The soul mate ceremony will be held 
tonight. Obviously it is compulsory for everybody to 
attend.”

He left before anyone could ask anything. My heart was 
beating unnaturally fast – I thought I’d done quite well on
my own. I didn’t need someone by my side for all eternity.

“Next week we’ll go over some of the finer details of 
history,” Jett was saying, trying to bring everyone’s 
attention back to him. “But I’m letting you go early so that 
you can be ready for the ceremony tonight. Eat and dress; 
someone will come to collect you.”

I left the classroom and headed back to my room before 
Dena could catch up. My thoughts were racing furiously, 
and I needed to be alone.

A soul mate? I was doing perfectly well with only half a 
soul in my opinion. I didn’t like relying on other people, 
full stop. 

I bathed quickly, avoiding the other girls as much as 
possible. After a while I remembered that someone was 
supposed to be coming up to collect me, and clambered 
out of the bath tub, dressing in leggings and a tunic for the 
trip back to my room. When I returned, I noticed that 
someone had laid out a white dress bag on my bed. I
picked it up and untied it.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

A plain white dress hung on the wooden hanger. I was 
mortified. I felt like throwing it back down on the bed, 
but I decided to obey my instructions - for now.

Wincing, I pulled on the dress and laced it up. There 
was a long mirror beside the dresser and I approached it 
warily. After the bath, my skin glowed and my green eyes 
were highlighted by the cream colour of my skin. My long
brown hair hung loose from its plait, adding contrast to 
the stunning pure white of the dress, which was sleeveless 
with a laced bodice and a flowing skirt that stopped just 
past my knees. I searched for shoes but couldn’t find any, 
and eventually came to the conclusion that I was supposed
to go barefoot. 

There was a quiet knock at the door and I pulled it 
open. Jett stood there, and upon seeing me in the dress, 
broke into an enormous grin.

“I wouldn’t have figured you for one to wear dresses, 
Sky.”

“I’m not, but I get the impression I’m supposed to wear
this,” I replied. “Tell me more about these soul mates.”

“All mages have soul mates. Not anything romantic
like, just best friends. They're your partner through life; 
nothing can deter a soul mate. It would happen naturally 
with time, but to speed things up we have a ceremony, to
help soul mates find each other.”

“How so?” I asked, dreading the answer.

He grinned again, proving my apprehension to be spot 
on.

“Dancing.” He replied.

“No.” I said, half in disbelief and half refusing to.

“Yep. Don’t you love tradition?” He chuckled.

“Not particularly. So what happens?” I was beginning to 
drag my feet, reluctant as ever. It felt the same as having
to go to the doctors to get an injection; you knew you had 
to, you just really didn’t want to.

“There will be a short speech, and then there will be 
music for the dancing,” he saw me cringe. “Things happen
naturally, don’t worry. You’ll be pulled subconsciously 
towards your soul mate and will end up in pairs. Soul
mates can be any two people, no matter what age, gender 
or race. There’s just one thing you don’t do.”

“Which is?”

Jett glanced at me, and then looked away.

“Never fall in love with them.”

“What? But you said it wasn’t anything romantic like.”

“Some people have a tendency to disobey tradition. 
Trust me, the repercussions aren’t worth it.”

We walked quietly for a few seconds. I let the 
information sink in and watched Jett stride along the 
corridor. I was practically running to keep up with him, 
eager to keep up the conversation but not reach our 
destination.

“Who’s your soul mate?”

“I don’t know you that well… through here.”

He pushed a pair of double doors open and swept 
inside. I scrambled after him.

It was the same hall that we’d been tested in the 
previous morning, filled with my classmates. As I walked
to Dena, I noticed the dark haired boy standing apart from 
the rest, leaning against the wall, his sleeves pushed up to 
his elbows. His arms were folded but his gaze was centred 
on me. I looked away and just kept walking. The room 
went quiet as Iain walked to the centre of the room.

“Welcome to the soul ceremony. Your escort should’ve 
told you what this is, so I’m not going to waste any more 
time.”

He strode to the side of the hall and raised his arms. My 
skin prickled as I realised he was using magic. As he 
slowly lowered his arms, the atmosphere inside the hall
rose, the torches died down and the lone sound of a flute 
rang throughout the hall. The air was charged with 
tension, and beautiful music filtered from somewhere 
unseen. Flutes, cellos and a lone acoustic guitar rose and
fell together in a magical harmony. 

Just as I was beginning to think that this wasn’t so bad, 
a blindfold was slipped over my eyes.

“Sorry,” Jett whispered in my ear. “Souls are blind and 
so are you.”

He moved away and I heard him murmur the same 
thing to Dena.

Now very disorientated, I stood very still and held my 
arms out, lest I bump into anyone.

I heard the others move away from me. My fingers 
picked at the blindfold and the music continued to play, 
but the knot wouldn’t come loose, and I let my hands
drop.

I would play it by their rules, but I would not, could 
not, dance.

Instead, I began to walk. Across the hall, through my 
classmates. I should’ve been buffered by the others, but I
moved through them unhindered.

I could sense someone doing exactly the same thing, 
heading straight towards me. Turns out my soul mate had 
had the same idea.

I stretched out, entwining my fingers with theirs. For 
one crazy moment I thought it was Dena until I realised
how rough the hands I was holding were. 

Suddenly, I felt flames race down my arms. They 
ignited on our entwined fingers, and I felt their magic
respond in kind. The power and ferocity of this

unexpected magic took us both by surprise and before I
could control it, the music stopped, and Iain spoke again. 

“Mages, you’ve found your soul mates… 

Congratulations.” 

The blindfold around my eyes unravelled and fell to the 
ground. I blinked, disorientated by the sudden light in the 
room, and realised I was holding the hand of the dark 
haired boy with the fire eyes, flames of orange and green
burning together over our fingertips. 

For the tiniest second, something sparked in his eyes as 
he looked at me, but then he dropped my hand, our 
combined fire extinguishing immediately and I knew I’d
imagined it.

“Pairs line up.” Iain continued.

Everyone else, I now noticed, had also gathered in
pairs. Eleanora was paired with a young man with blonde
hair, who she obviously recognised. 

Netalia spoke to them quietly and then moved onto the 
next pair; Dena and the red headed girl she’d run the 
course with yesterday. All of the other soul mate pairs 
were standing close together, but mine stood away from 
me. 

Netalia reached us, and I suddenly realised I was about 
to find out his name. As she looked upon us both standing
together, her eyes widened slightly, and she looked over 
her shoulder at Iain who stood immobile. After a few 
seconds, she looked back at us and smiled nervously.

“Phoenix and Sky, congratulations on finding one 
another.”

“Phoenix, huh?” I asked, speaking for the first time 
since the blindfold had been removed. He barely glanced
at me. “A legendary bird of flame is a pretty awesome 
namesake.”

“Maybe,” he replied simply.

I frowned but didn’t respond. My heart was beating
rapidly and I felt slightly sick, but it was over, the dancing
was over, and I could relax.

Outside, the sun began to set, bathing the hall in orange 
light. I chanced a glance at Phoenix and noticed his eyes 
were exactly the same colour as the sun burning on the 
horizon.

And I realised that my own heart was burning in sync
with both of them. 

~Chapter Five~

The bell didn’t have a chance to ring once before I was 
out of bed. As soon as my feet hit the floor, I hooked my 
feet under the bed frame, crossed my arms over my chest 
and began to do as many sit ups as I could. Larni entered 
the room just as I began to do push ups.

“What are you doing?” she asked, setting my breakfast 
platter on the table.

“Next time I run that course, I’m not giving up in it,” I
told her, standing up and wiping my face on the sleeve on
my pyjamas. “Though it might take me a while to get back 
into shape; the heaviest thing I’ve lifted recently is my 
library bag.”

“There is a library here,” Larni told me, laying out my 
uniform. “The students are free to use it.”

“Really?” I perked up immediately. 

“Of course. I can show you on the weekend; you get 
those off.”

“Do you?”

She looked at me, puzzled.

“Do I what?”

“Do you get the weekend off?”

She gnawed her lip and then sat down opposite me, 
something she’d never done before.

“I get every second Sunday off to visit my family,” she 
said quietly. “But every other day I’m here at the 
Academy.”

“Every second Sunday?” I repeated. I suddenly thought 
of something. “Larni, do you get paid?”

Silence fell between us. 

“It is payment enough that the Academy feeds and 
accommodates me, with my lack of magical blood,” she 
said eventually.

I gripped her wrist as she stood up to leave.

“Larni,” she refused to meet my eyes. “Why would you 
think that?”

She didn’t pull away but didn’t look down at me.

“Both of my parents are mages. I disgrace them by not 
following in their footsteps.”

“Do you get a choice?” I asked, frowning.

“No. I went to the magic tester when I was four. He 
said I had none.”

“Then how is it your fault?”

She didn’t answer.

“Larni,” I said, my voice low. “Do you get paid to work 
here?”

She pulled out of my grasp then, heading for the door. 
She was halfway through it when she spoke.

“No.”

~
I hurtled down the stairs, still tying my braid. My 
satchel swung wildly and I almost lost my footing, but I
carried on regardless.

Before class started, I had a very big bone to pick with 
the Academy.

“Jett,” I snapped as I spotted him coming out of a door.
He started and looked up as I approached.

“Good morning,” he began pleasantly, but I cut him off.

“Why don’t the servants get paid?” I held up my hands
as he tried to reply. “No, not servants.  Slaves,” I spat the 
word at him like it was acid.

“Sky, listen-“

“No! It’s barbaric! Larni thinks she’s worthless because 
she isn’t a mage like her parents. Why does the Academy 
take advantage of that?”

“Listen, I don’t have anything to do with how to
Academy is run-“

“Don’t give me that crap,” I said, stepping away from 
him. “How long have you been here?”

He ground his teeth.

“A year,” he said finally.

“Why haven’t you done anything about it?”

He glanced about before speaking again.

“Look. There are things about this Academy that you’ll
never understand. Leave it alone, ok?”

“No, not ok,” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “It’s 
disgusting. I don’t care what realm you’re from, it’s slave 
labour.”

The Academy bell rang.

“Go to class,” Jett said, already heading away from me.

“This isn’t the end of this discussion!” I yelled after him, 
but he didn’t turn around.

I followed the rest of my classmates outside, still
seething. I spotted Dena amongst them and bounded over 
to her, determined to tell her the truth about our 
companions.

“Sky!” she grinned as she saw me. “Meet my soul mate, 
will you?”

The red headed girl next to her smiled as well, though 
slightly more reserved than Dena’s hearty grin.

“Sky, Theresa. Theresa, Sky.”

“Hi,” I said, nodding to her briefly. “Dena, listen can I 
talk to you?”

“You can talk,” Theresa said. “Anything you tell Dena, 
she’ll just tell me.”

Not as shy as I thought then.

Before I could speak, Jett swept past us all.

“This way,  please!” he called, determinedly avoiding
eye contact with me.

He led us to a field on the outskirts of the Academy 
grounds. In the distance I could see buildings and smoke, 
and I knew I had just gotten my first glimpse of the village 
where Larni was from.

“For those mages from the human realm, you’ll find 
that our mode of transportation is quite different to what 
you’re used to,” I turned back to the class and gasped. Jett 
continued. “Here, you ride everywhere.”

He was holding the reins of the most beautiful horse I’d
ever seen. Behind him, several more of the glossy 
creatures were grazing peacefully, oblivious to the class 
gaping at them.

“You’ll each be given a horse, courtesy of the Academy, 
and the cost will be added to your tuition. Your horse is 
yours to care for. Come and meet them.”

We all approached the herd, the horses pricking their 
ears up with interest. Some went straight for students, 
whilst the others hung back. I stood at the back of the 
group, watching a beautiful bay mare standing at the edge 
of the herd. Warily, I approached her. I held my hand out 
as I got closer, and she took the last few steps to close the 
gap between us. I smiled as her velvet nose rubbed my 
palm.

“Sorry,” I told her. “If I’d known I was coming, I 
would’ve brought something.”

She blew at me, and I did the same to her. I’d gone to a 
few riding lessons when I was little, and I missed the 
companionship. 

I stroked her glossy neck as she inspected me, her large 
brown eyes looking into mine.

“Your horses are free to name,” Jett was saying. I looked
around, noticing everyone had found their horses. I 
noticed Phoenix talking quietly to a black gelding and
frowned; he had already spoken more words to his horse 
than he had to me. “Though they might have something to 
say about it.”

Puzzled, I glanced at the mare who was nipping my 
shirt.

“Alrighty then,” I stroked her nose. “What’s your 
name?”

A breeze ruffled the horses’ mane and the grass around 
us. Riding on the wind, like a whisper, was a voice. I 
closed my eyes, still stroking the mare.

Echo

As clear as day, I heard the single word.

“Echo,” I said, and the mare butted me with her nose. 
“My name is Sky.”

Echo huffed at me softly. She was pleased; I had heard 
correctly.

Jett taught us how to saddle our horses and showed us 
the stalls in the large stable that had been allocated for our 
horses. By the time it was time to go to the next class, I
didn’t want to leave her.

“I’ll be back tonight,” I promised.

Our next class was just as interesting; Magical Combat,
taught by the most terrifying mage I’d encountered yet.

“My name is Professor Yu,” he told us in clipped tones, 
standing in front of us with his hands clasped behind his 
back. We were standing on a large mat that bounced
slightly with every step. “In this class, you will be taught 
everything about your magic and physical, hand to hand 
combat.”

I bounced eagerly, standing alongside Theresa and 
Dena; Phoenix was yet to acknowledge me today.

“First lesson; how to fall.”

~
Later that night, I limped back to my room. True to his 
word, Yu had made sure we knew how to fall.

That night, I didn’t eat in my room. For the first time 
since I’d arrived, Larni took me to another hall, which was 
filled with tables and benches, a roaring fire in the large 
hearth at the far end.

“This is the mess hall,” she told me, not meeting my 
eyes. “This is where you’ll take your breakfast, lunch and 
dinner.”

“Will I still see you?” I asked her worriedly.

She nodded. 

“I still wait on you.” She told me, and then left.

My heart twisted painfully as I saw her go. She was too 
embarrassed to face me now.

I grabbed a tray and followed Theresa to the serving
area.

“Can I sit with you?” I asked her.

“Of course,” she replied, confused that I’d even asked. 
“Dena wouldn’t have it any other way.”

I followed her back to the table, where Dena was sitting
with four other people.

“Sky, this is Yasmin and her soul mate Petre, Rain and
her soul mate...” Dena squinted. “Sorry, I’ve forgotten
your name.”

“Ispin,” the young man replied, smiling broadly. “Don’t 
worry, I still forget it sometimes.”

We laughed, and I sat beside Yasmin, a young woman
with honey blonde hair and laugh lines around her eyes.

“Crazy day,” Rain began, twisting her glossy dark hair.
“We have horses now.”

“I’ve always had a horse,” Petre said, already tucking
into the mashed potatoes on his plate. “Cobalt, his name 
was.”

“Yeah?” I challenged, immediately disliking his rather
snooty attitude. “Well I had a car.”

“A cart?”

“No, a car. With an engine.”

Petre blinked at me, completely lost. Yasmin laughed.

“Petre, a car was what we used to get around in the 
human realm. It had four wheels and could go very fast.”
She said.

“Well, Cobalt was the fastest horse in my village,” he 
told us all proudly, gesturing with a bit of potato stuck on
his fork. “I won a lot of money with him.”

I was grinning along with the others, until I
remembered the events of the morning.

“Listen,” I said, leaning forwards. “Which of you are 
from this realm?”

Petre put his hand up, quite unnecessarily, as did Ispin
and Rain. 

“Did you know that the servants at the Academy don’t 
get paid?” I asked, watching them closely for their 
reactions. Dena gasped, but Petre just shrugged.

“Of course they don’t. I brought Jeffield with me from 
my estate.”

My stomach seemed to shrivel up as I looked at him.

“You knew?” I asked incredulously. “Why isn’t this 
illegal?”

“They’re usually from a mage family,” Rain explained. 
“Most magical folk pass the gift onto their children, but 
when they don’t, they can offer the children to rich 
families or magical institutions.”

“That’s disgusting,” Theresa snapped, her pale yellowgreen eyes flashing.

“It’s our way of life,” Ispin told us. “The children don’t 
mind; they are well cared for as servants.”

“Don’t call them that,” I told them. “Call them slaves, 
because that’s what they really are. And some of them do
mind.”

Silence fell at our table. I picked at my food but then
pushed it away.

“So, Sky,” Yasmin tried to pick up the thread of 
conversation. “Who’s your soul mate?”

“He’s over there,” I said, spying Phoenix sitting at a 
table by himself. “He hasn’t spoken to me since the 
ceremony, and even then, it was only one word.”

“Figures.”

I turned back around and fixed Petre in my sights.

“Excuse me?”

Petre looked up from his dinner.

“I said, figures. He’s from the Shayde Mountains.”

“And that’s bad?” I asked, frowning.

Petre put down his fork.

“Only a few folk come from the North, and when they 
do, it’s not often that they make anything significant of
themselves. He’s had a hard life, trying to scrape a living
off of rocks and ice. That’s all there is in the Mountains.”

I twisted around to look at Phoenix again.

“Where are these mountains?” I asked.

Petre slid his plate towards me.

“This here,” he pushed a potato forwards. “Is the
Academy. Right next to the Academy, where many of 
the... servants... come from, is the village Keyes,” he 
pushed a snow pea forwards as I glared at him. “South of 
here is the city Castor, capital of Lotheria.”

I squinted at the lump of carrot portraying the city.

“What’s Lotheria?”

“Lotheria is the continent we stand on. They should 
really teach you all of this first thing. Anyway, this,” he 
pushed a piece of tuna that he’d abandoned furthest up his 
plate, away from the potato, snow pea and carrot. “Is the 
Shayde Mountain Range, up in Orthandrell. It snows all
year around, and they live in almost constant darkness. It 
was probably the biggest shock of his life when the sun
rose on his first morning here.”

“They don’t let a lot of their mages come here to be 
schooled,” Rain said quietly. “Even Netalia and Iain aren’t 
sure how many unschooled mages live in the North.”

“So what state is this?” Theresa asked.

“This is the state of Stanthor. I’m from Abdoor,” Petre 
explained. “From the city Riverdoor.”

“I’m from Gowar,” piped up Ispin.

“And I’m from the islands east of here,” Rain said. “The 
Tsalski Islands. My parents came here when I was little 
and never left.”

“So much to take in,” Yasmin said quietly, resting her
cheek on her hand, observing the vegetable map. “So what 
do you do here?”

The three looked at her, puzzled.

“What do you mean?” Petre asked her.

“What do you do? For fun, I mean.”

“Well, I used to go to Moon Bay and the Paw Islands all
the time,” Ispin said, his boyish face lit up with 
excitement. “With my mother, father and younger sister. 
She’ll be joining the Academy when I leave.”

“Moon Bay and the Paw Islands?” I asked. “Where are 
they?”

Petre pointed to a spot to the east of Castor.

“Why are they called the Paw Islands?” Theresa asked.

“Because they’re four islands shaped like a paw,” Ispin
explained. “And Moon Bay is in the shape of a crescent 
moon.”

“White sands stretching for miles,” Rain said with her
eyes closed, a thousand years away. “Water so clear you 
can see the bottom of the ocean. And the Paw Islands have 
the most magnificent wildlife-“

She was cut off by a bell.

“I take it that means dinner is over,” Dena said, 
standing up. “Thank you for talking to us. This is all a bit 
new.”

I nodded in agreement.

“Our pleasure,” Petre said pompously. “See you 
tomorrow in class.”

“I’m going to head to the stables,” I told Dena and 
Theresa. “Do you want to come with me?”

Turned out they wanted to head to the library, which I
was yet to investigate and so I headed to the stables alone. 
They were alight when I got there, soft light glimmering
with no visible source.

Echo was waiting for me as though she remembered my 
promise. Her ears flicked forward when she saw me, and 
when I produced the two carrots I’d stolen from the mess 
hall, she reached over to lift them neatly out of my 
outstretched palm. As she crunched on them, I let myself 
into her stall, pulling my hood off of my head and finger 
combing my hair. I was glad Larni had found me a cloak; 
the night was brisk with a taste of frost.

Finished with the carrots, Echo began inspecting me to 
see if I had any more secreted on my person. I giggled as 
she whuffed my hair, nibbling bits of it.

The sound of the stable door opening and closing made
me remove Echo’s teeth from my hair. I peered around 
her, curious as to whom this visitor was.

It was Phoenix.

For some inexplicable reason, I hid. Because we were 
soul mates, his horse’s stall was right next door to Echo’s. I 
heard him pass the stall, inches above my head. Echo 
snorted at him as he passed.

“Validus,” he murmured, and I frowned for a second 
until I realised that was what he’d called his horse. “It has 
been a strange day.”

His horse whickered in reply. I heard the stall door 
open and close, and glanced up fearfully. Between each 
stall were wrought iron bars; I could see Phoenix standing
next to his horse. If he looked down and saw me...

I could just stand and announce my presence, I 
thought. But then it was weird, because I’d hidden. I
decided it would be best to remain in the straw. Echo 
lowered her head to sniff me curiously.

Phoenix remained there for the better part of an hour, 
murmuring to Validus, sometimes in English and 
sometimes in a language I didn’t understand; for the first 
time I noticed he had an accent unlike Ispin or Rain. I 
curled up in the straw, pulling my cloak over me. Beside
me, Echo was beginning to go to sleep, bored with me. I
felt my eyelids drooping, and after a while I noticed that I
was alone in the stable with only slumbering horses for 
company. 

~

“No, the energy comes from the heart,” Yu snapped at 
us. “Your whole diaphragm. Use it!”

I focussed once again on the target that I had been
assigned. Yu was teaching us how to project our magic. 
This involved standing in a stance that was making my 
legs wobble and ache. I breathed deeply, feeling the magic
in the air and strengthening my core. 

“From the heart!” Yu said, and gave the signal.

I threw my right hand out towards the target, and in
the final second before the magic left my body, infused it 
with all of the frustration I was feeling towards Phoenix 
and the whole situation of this world.

A tongue of emerald flames erupted from my fingertips, 
roaring towards the target. It reached further than anyone 
else’s, and before I could blink, had reduced the wooden
target to ashes.

“Excellent,” Yu said, bouncing on the balls of his feet 
with his hands behind his back. “Just excellent. What’s 
your name again?”

“Sky,” I replied, feeling the sheen of sweat on my brow. 
Wielding magic was just like exercise; it was exhausting.

“Well, everyone else has homework but not you. You 
just continue your breathing exercises. Everyone else will
report to this hall after your dinner tonight for extra
classes.”

Everyone groaned just as the bell rang to signal the end 
of class. Yu left quickly as everyone began to migrate 
towards their bags, and some of the other servants of the 
castle had come in to begin cleaning up. I had almost 
reached Dena and Theresa when someone spoke to me.

“So... that was pretty impressive.”

I turned around to face Eleanora.

“Thank you.” I said stiffly.

She tossed her hair, tilting her head on one side.

“You know, you could almost be from this realm,” she 
said pensively. “You’re much better than any of the other 
humans.”

“We’re not humans,” I said before I could stop myself. 
“We’re mages just like you.”

“But you’re from the human realm.”

“So?” I challenged. “Just because we’re from another
realm doesn’t make us any less powerful than you.”

The whole class was watching now. Any pretence of 
friendship that Eleanora had been projecting was gone.

“Oh really? I bet you don’t even know what continent 
you stand on.”

I inwardly thanked Petre for last night’s geography.

“We’re on the continent Lotheria, in the state of
Stanthor. The capital city is Castor, just south of us. To the 
west is Gowar, to the east is Abdoor and to the north is
Orthandrell. From your accent, I’m guessing you’re 
from...” I recalled Ispin’s clipped words and swallowed
vowels. “Gowar.”

Silence had filled the hall. I saw Phoenix out of the 
corner of my eye watching along with everyone else.

“So you found some books, big deal,” anger flashed in
her violet eyes. “You’re still from the human realm and
you’ll never ever be a true mage.”

“Well if that means overlooking slavery, then I’m glad!
I don’t want to be a true mage if that’s the case!”

The servants stiffened, but they didn’t look up. The 
mages from the human realm were looking confused, 
whilst the local mages from Lotheria were puzzled that I’d 
even brought it up. I decided addressing the human mages 
would be best.

“The servants who come to your room and wait on you, 
they don’t get paid,” I was looking around at the students, 
my hands outstretched and my heart beating frantically; I 
hated public speaking. “They get one day off every two 
weeks and no pay!”

I heard a few outraged murmurs, and the servants left 
as quickly as they’d come. Phoenix wasn’t reacting at all; 
he just kept watching me.

“It is our way of life,” Eleanora snapped, echoing Ispin
from the night before.

“It’s disgusting!” I replied angrily. “What makes you 
think that you’re better than everyone else? The fact that 
you can create fire and magical stuff? Please.”

I turned around to leave, my palms slick with sweat. I
was shaking with anger at Eleanora and the other 
Lotherian mages.

“Sky!”

Dena’s shout was the only warning I had before 
something hit me hard in the back. I went sprawling on
my face.

“You think you can just waltz in here and tell us how to 
live?” Eleanora was shouting. I picked myself up slowly
from the ground. “This has been our way of life for 
thousands of years and one little brat from the human 
realm isn’t going to put a stop to it!”

“You can bet your life that I will,” I said, and then
lashed out.

My magic hit her before she had a chance to block it. 
She fell back, onto the practice mat. Our class gave us a
wide berth, and I could hear Dena trying to break it up.
“Come on, guys, this isn’t good.”

We both ignored her. Eleanora staggered to her feet, a 
snarl marring her perfect features.

From the core.

I hit her with everything I had and she went down
again.

“And now you think you’re oh so powerful because 
you’ve learnt that one move,” she snarled as she climbed
to her feet again. I bounced on the balls of my feet, ready
for whatever she had to throw at me. “I’ve been training
ever since I was five years old to come to the Academy!”

“Good on you,” I replied, watching her carefully. “I 
haven’t trained at all.”

Something lashed through the air. I saw something that 
looked like a whip made of violet fire just before it lashed 
me across the face. 

Pain, white hot pain burnt across my skin from where 
the whip had touched me. I fell to the ground, blinded. 
Eleanora was still yelling, but I couldn’t hear her properly
through the ringing in my ears. 

Hands gripped my shoulders, pulling me back upright. I
struggled, thinking it was Eleanora, but then they spoke 
into my ear.

“I’ve got you.”

Phoenix’s low voice made me freeze. That was three 
more words he’d spoken to me now.

“Can you open your eyes?” There was no mistaking the 
concern in his voice.

I cracked open one eye experimentally, but the other 
refused to open, already swelling. I could see that Eleanora
had been restrained by three other mages, and Theresa 
and Yasmin were standing between us.

“Ow,” I winced as pain shot across my head.

“Sky!” Dena was at my side, supporting me. I felt 
Phoenix take a step back.

“What is this?” I groaned as Iain strode across the 
practice mat. “Who is responsible?”

I raised my hand cautiously. Eleanora did nothing for a 
moment but then did the same.

“Detention this evening. Both of you!” he snapped 
furiously. “We do not tolerate any kind of misbehaviour in
these walls.”

He left as quickly as he’d arrived. I felt something run
down my face, and when I lifted my fingers to touch my 
skin, they came away red with my blood.

“You need to go to the infirmary,” Dena was saying. 
“You need to be treated.”

“No, I’m fine. I’ll just head upstairs and wash off.”

I shrugged her and Rain off, and then grabbed my 
satchel and left the hallway. I passed Phoenix on the way 
out, but he made no move to talk to me.

Up in my room, I’d just started dabbing at my face 
gingerly with a cloth when Larni entered. She gasped and
promptly dropped the stack of clean linen she’d been
carrying.

“Miss, are you alright? Why are you bleeding?”

“A disagreement with a local mage,” I gasped with pain
as the cloth brushed the open wound. Strong, cool fingers 
took the cloth from me and Larni took over cleaning the 
wound.

“Sit,” she commanded, and I sat at the table. She
dragged the other chair around close to me and began 
cleaning. “What was this about?”

I fixed her with my one good eye.

“Your wages.”

The cloth stilled immediately.

“Please don’t make a fuss about me, miss.”

“Don’t call me miss,” I said, screwing up my face against 
the pain. “Call me Sky.”

“Unscrunch your face,” she told me, and I did so. “Ok 
then... Sky. Please don’t make a fuss over the other 
servants and me. We’re perfectly happy as we are.”

“Are you really?” I asked her.

She dabbed the cloth in the water jug sitting on my 
table.

“We are non-magi.  We don’t get a say.”

My stomach clenched as nausea rolled through, but 
whether it was from the pain or not, I couldn’t tell.

“Please let me help you, Larni.”

She didn’t reply and instead replaced the cloth on the 
table. She placed one finger on my jaw, near where the 
whip weal ended, and another finger just above my left 
eye, where the weal began. She closed her eyes, and a 
second later, the pain vanished altogether. 

“What did you just do?”

She looked at me in disbelief. 

“I... I healed you,” she whispered, like she didn’t quite 
believe it herself.

I touched my face, but any mark of the injury was gone.

“Larni, you’re a mage!”

“No, I’m not,” she stood up quickly and backed against 
the door. “My parents tested me when I was four! The 
tester said I didn’t have a trace!”

“He got it wrong then,” I approached my mirror and
examined my face. My skin was as unmarked as it was 
before.

Larni fled before I could stop her.


~Chapter Six~

I kept touching my face as I descended the stairs. My 
skin was as smooth as it had been before Eleanora’s whip. 
When I reached the bottom of the steps, my classmates 
were filing out of the doors. Dena and the others saw me 
coming down the stairs and waited for me to catch up.

“Your face!” Ispin said when I got closer.
“What about it?” I asked, trying to reign in all kinds of
sarcastic responses. 

“It’s healed!”

“Well I hope it’s an improvement on before,” I said, and
then, eager to get off of the topic, “Where are we headed 
now?”

“Riding lessons,” Dena said, still examining my eye 
suspiciously. “Should be interesting.”

It was. The sun was burning down, and the stables were 
even hotter. We spent the first half an hour in there, 
learning how to take care of the tack and our horses. After 
polishing leather for what felt like half of my life, aching
with muscles I didn’t know I had, we were allowed to lead 
our horses to the paddock beside the stables, and mount. 

I managed to get my left foot in the stirrup, but I was 
too short to hoist myself off of the ground. After a few 
seconds of struggling, our teacher, Professor Alena, gave 
me a leg up, and I sat up proudly in the saddle. To my 
dismay, I realised that I’d been the last one to achieve this, 
and everyone was having a laugh at my struggle.

Everyone except Phoenix, who stared blankly ahead. I 
pulled a face at him when he turned away, and then
immediately felt childish.

Once we’d managed to get lined up, Professor Alena 
began to instruct us in how to communicate with our
horses. When we began to negotiate a course made out of
old barrels at a walking pace, I noticed everyone else had 
to dig their heels in to convince their steed to move. Echo 
seemed more than eager to move off, and I adjusted my 
weight as I needed to. We manoeuvred the course with 
the most ease out of everyone and I was feeling a little 
better about myself when we were told to dismount. I did 
so, not very gracefully, my legs almost buckling when 
they hit the ground. The sun was beginning to set, but 
even so, we groomed our horses and cleaned the tack and
then limped back to the Academy for dinner.

Classes didn’t really end when dinner did. My 
classmates set off to the practice hall to redo their lesson
with Professor Yu, and Eleanora and I were assigned to 
the kitchens. 

“Wash these,” the red faced head cook told us, pointing
us towards a staggering stack of dirty dishes. “Clean 
enough so you can see your reflections. I’ll be the judge of 
whether they’re clean or not. No magic.”

She bustled off to yell at someone else, and Eleanora
and I set to cleaning the dishes, avoiding looking at each 
other. After an hour, I couldn’t take it anymore.

“Do you really think yourself above them?” I asked her
quietly, beginning to dry the plate she handed me. 

“It is how we’ve lived,” she repeated. “For thousands of
years.”

I didn’t try to speak to her again. I knew it was 
pointless.

~ 

I was just opening the door to my room when I heard 
my name being called.
“Sky!” I glanced around and saw Dena poking her head 
out of her room. She waggled a cloth covered parcel. “I’ve
got food!”

I grinned and closed my door. After a gruelling two 
hour detention in the kitchen, I was starving.

We spread the cloth out over the floor of her room, 
which was a carbon copy of mine. Rather than sit at the 
table, we sprawled out on the rug. Dena lit the fire and we 
chewed pensively on cheese and bread rolls.

“How was detention?” she asked, tearing a bread roll in
half.

“Boring. I tried to reason with Eleanora again but she 
just ignored me.”

“It’s understandable,” Dena said, and I glared. She 
sighed. “Sky, if they really have lived this way for 
thousands of years, they’re not going to change their 
minds overnight.”

I sighed heavily, picking a bit of cheese apart.

“Where’s Theresa?” I asked finally.

“Asleep. She didn’t much feel like staying up.”

I began to build something out of the cheese.

“What’s it like having a soul mate?” I asked quietly.

“It’s fantastic! Have you ever had a really good friend 
that seemed to know everything you were thinking?”

“No.”

“Well it’s like that. We never fight,” she leant back on
her hands. “It’s great. It really is.”

My heart sank and the cheese structure in front of me 
crumbled. Dena noticed my expression.

“He was worried about you today.”

“Yeah, for a split second. Then he just went back to
normal.”

Dena didn’t reply, and we sat together in silence until I
left, unable to take the silence any longer.

~
The next morning, instead of sitting with Dena and the 
others, I put my tray down in front of Phoenix and sat 
down.

“Hi, hey, hello,” I said, beginning to eat. “Remember 
me? I’m your soul mate.”

He observed me for a few moments and then went back 
to eating.

“Of course I remember who you are.”

We ate in uncomfortable silence for a few moments.

“Look, have I done something wrong?” I asked him.

“No.”

“So why don’t you talk to me then? You’ve hardly 
spoken a dozen words to me!”

He continued eating. Just when I thought he wasn’t 
going to reply at all, he said:

“I don’t make friends very easily.”

“So why don’t you even try?” I asked, giving up all
pretence of being interested in my food. “You’re giving off 
a pretty bad vibe.”

“Leave me alone, Sky.”

That stung. To my surprise, tears burnt in my eyes, and
I stood up hastily, lest he spot them.

“Fine. Wish granted.”

The next week passed with little change. Phoenix still
ignored me, Eleanora remained cold and Larni still refused 
to let me speak to Netalia or Iain on her behalf. 

I continued getting fitter and my magical skills 
continued to be honed. It was a relief when Iain
announced that this weekend we’d be allowed into Keyes.

“You’ll ride into town and spend the day exploring the 
local culture. Of course, you’re welcome to stay here if 
you wish.”

Many of the Lotherian mages were doing just that, 
having been to Castor and Keyes many times throughout 
their lives. Dena and the others were planning to go, 
however, and I eagerly tagged along with them.

On the morning of the trip, I woke up earlier than
usual, doing my routine sit ups and push ups. Larni
brought me my uniform but left before I could even say 
‘good morning’. As it was, I made my way to the stables 
with a shadow hanging over my head; I missed Larni’s 
companionship.

We set off just before midday. I rode next to Yasmin, 
chatting about our life back in the human realm.

“I left behind my dad and younger sister,” she told me 
sadly. “I wonder if they know what happened to us.”

I thought of my mother who was now all alone in our 
house. The shadow above me became a rain cloud and we 
rode in silence for the rest of the trip.

The landscape was beautiful. Green pastures were 
bordered by thick, lush forests and a clear stream burbled
along next to the road. As we neared Keyes, I noticed that 
it was quite a bit bigger than I originally had thought. We 
hitched our horses and set off on foot into town. I reached
into the pocket of my breeches to make sure that the little 
money bag Jett had handed me was still in there; despite 
the lesson yesterday, I tended to bounce around a lot.

“Where to first?” Dena asked, excitement gleaming in
her bright blue eyes.

“Fancy a drink?” Petre asked, nodding towards a 
building that was obviously some kind of pub or tavern.

Inside we found that it was packed with other students, 
the smoky interior contrasting badly with the clear blue 
skies outside. Petre insisted on buying us all drinks, and
we sat at a table outside, sipping the sweet lemonade.

“Has everyone finished that assignment for Watt?”
Ispin asked, and everyone launched into complaints about 
the large amount of homework she’d been setting us. 

I sipped lemonade from my tankard, looking around 
the village, still in disbelief that a place like this actually 
existed.

A main street ran through the village, paved with 
cobblestones. Neat little houses with thatched roofs
stretched back further than I could see, a clock tower 
presiding over it all. A few chickens were being chased by 
a little boy and his younger sister.

“Sky?”

“Huh?” I turned back and noticed them all looking at
me.

“I said, ‘what are you looking at?’” Petre repeated.

“Just everything,” I said, looking around again. “I can’t 
believe I’m here, sometimes. It’s a bit of a culture shock.”

“This is only Keyes,” Rain said, leaning forwards
eagerly. “Wait until you see Castor, and Riverdoor, and 
Thurin.”

”We’ve got a lot to see in three years then,” Theresa 
said.

“Why only three years?” Ispin asked, confused.

“Because then we finish our education,” Yasmin said 
slowly.

“But you don’t go home,” Petre said.

“We don’t?” I asked.

“No. You stay here for the rest of your lives.”

I felt like I’d drunk molten lead instead of lemonade.

“So you’re saying we can never go back?” Dena asked 
quietly.

“That’s right,” Rain said, watching us closely.

I lifted the tankard to my face even though it was 
empty. As much as I loved it here, could I really stay in
this realm forever? Never seeing my mother again?

“How about we go shopping?” Rain asked, eager to 
cheer us up, for Dena, Theresa and Yasmin were looking
upset as well.

We agreed and headed to the market district, and then
set about poking about all of the little stalls. I got lost in a 
book stall, and when I looked up, realised they’d left.

I hurried out onto the street, searching for their 
coloured tunics, but I couldn’t spy them in the crowd of
people. Dejected, I shoved my hands in my pockets and 
drifted along with the villagers. I was just about to head 
back to the horses when I spied a little statue standing on
a table full of antique devices. 

“Afternoon, miss,” the man at the stall said brightly as I
approached. “Anything I can help with?”

“Uh,” I pointed at the statue sitting on a dusty pedestal. 
“I was just wondering who that is.”

The statue was of a beautiful woman, dressed in a long,
sweeping gown. I bent closer, and noticed she was 
wearing a circlet around her forehead.

“That would be Queen Fleur,” the stall owner came 
over to stand with me, adjusting his glasses on his nose. 
“Queen of the Second Age.”

“She’s beautiful,” I said reverently. “Why does she look 
so sad?”

“I’m not too sure to be honest,” he said. “The Second 
Age was long before my time.”

I picked the statue up, brushing a bit of dust off of her
face with my thumb. 

“Is there a current Queen?” I asked.

“No, miss. No need for one. The country is at peace.”

I ended up buying the statue from him, drawn to the 
beautiful woman and her sad, mysterious gaze. I headed 
back to the horses and found the others there waiting for 
me.

“I lost you,” I told them, cradling my statue in its 
hessian bag. “I looked everywhere.”

“Sorry!” Dena hurried over to me and gave me a hug. “I
think we lost you in the bookstore.”

“What’ve you got?” Yasmin asked, spying the bundle in
my arms.

I untied the top of the bag and showed them the statue 
on her plinth.

“That’s Queen Fleur,” Ispin said, examining it. “The last 
Queen.”

We rode back to the Academy just as the sun began to 
set. We ate in the mess hall as usual and afterwards I
headed back up to my room. I arranged my statue on top 
of my dresser, where the morning light would catch it. I
had just begun to pull on my pyjamas when there was a
knock on the door.

“Come in,” I called warily. Larni never knocked.

The door opened and Jett entered. I quickly pulled my 
other leg through my pyjama pants.

“Evening,” he said brightly, looking around. “Dena was 
telling me that you’re having some trouble with Phoenix.”

“Oh right, well, yeah I am, I suppose,” I sat heavily on
my bed. “I think you made a mistake with the soul
ceremony.”

Jett laughed, pulling out a chair at my table and sitting
down.

“Your soul hasn’t made a mistake, Sky; it knows well
where the other half of it is. Just remember that he’s 
different; he’s from-“

“The Shayde Mountains, yeah I know.”

“You’ve been learning your geography; I’m impressed.
That’ll come in handy in your next Magical History. But 
listen; about Phoenix... just keep trying. This is very new 
to him.”

“I doubt he can top me. I’m from another world.”

“That is true,” Jett said, dark eyes twinkling. “But 
anyway, just remember to-“

He broke off mid sentence, staring at something to my
right. I turned and saw that he had seen my statue.

“Where did you get that?” he asked quietly.

“In the village,” I replied, crawling over to it and 
picking it up. “It’s Queen-“

“Fleur, yes I know,” any warmth in Jett’s eyes or voice 
had vanished. “Look… forget what I said about Phoenix. 
See you in class tomorrow.”

He was gone before I had time to put the statue back 
down. As I crawled under the covers and pulled them up
my chin, I wondered why my statue had rattled him so 
bad he’d forgotten tomorrow was Sunday.

~
On Monday, my first class of the day was indeed
Magical History. We filed in, yawning widely and many of
the students were carrying thermoses; autumn was rolling
in and the air was notably colder.

“This morning’s lesson will be dealing with the 
relationship between Lotheria and the other countries of 
the world,” Jett began. “Now, trading between Surac and
Lotheria of late has been strained...”

Jett’s voice droned off as my eyelids began to droop. 
Dena nudged me and I straightened up, blinking blearily. 
Jett was writing something on the board and as I squinted 
to see what it was, I realised that he’d written the words 
‘Monarch’ and ‘Fleur’.

A few blinks later revealed that he’d been teaching us 
about the previous Kings and Queens. I scrabbled around 
to copy down what was on the board.

“So, in three thousand years of magical civilization, 
there have only been two kings and queens, with no 
biological link between them whatsoever. There are no 
records of the first king and queen, but it has only been
one thousand years since the last monarchs.”

“Only one thousand,” Theresa muttered on my right.
“King Morgan and Queen Fleur were the last rulers of
Lotheria, called to duty by the war that was raging. 
However, this was not a typical kind of war,” all of the 
students were paying attention now. “Lotheria was at war 
with  itself. No other countries were involved. Actually, 
two other countries tried to lend help. Surac,” he tapped a 
large, round continent on the map. “And the Tsalski
Islands,” now the pointer indicated three large islands off
the west coast of Lotheria. I dimly remembered Rain
mentioning that she was from there. “Queen Fleur turned
all help away however; she feared that the involvement of
other countries would lead to the divide of Lotheria. She 
also suspected that both countries had a hidden agenda.”

I raised my hand and Jett nodded at me.
“You mean, she thought they might try to take Lotheria 
for themselves?” I asked.

“Correct. Lotheria is a very resource rich continent; it 
would be a prize for either country.”

Dena raised her hand.

“Dena?”

“Who were the King and Queen fighting?” she asked, 
and we all turned to Jett for the answer.

He sighed heavily.

“The King and Queen were on either side of the war.
They were fighting each other.”

The bell rang, signalling the end of lesson. Everyone 
stood up to leave, but Jett had one more piece of
information.

“It is also a little known fact,” he said, almost to 
himself. “That Morgan and Fleur were soul mates.”

My eyes widened, and I couldn’t resist raising my hand
despite everyone leaving.

“Why would soul mates be fighting each other?” I asked 
loudly but Jett didn’t reply and I knew we’d been
dismissed.

~
By the time we filed into the mess hall for lunch, the 
morning’s history lesson had been forgotten. We loaded
our plates with sandwiches and made for our usual table.

“Uh oh,” Rain said suddenly, looking at something over 
my shoulder. “Uh, Sky?”

We all twisted to see what she was looking at, and my 
heart seemed to sink all the way down through my body, 
trickle out of my feet and pool into my boots.

Eleanora was sitting with Phoenix, smiling and 
laughing away. But the thing that had made me die inside 
was the fact that Phoenix was smiling and talking back to
her. As we watched, Eleanora laughed loudly, tossing her 
hair over one shoulder.

“What?” I heard myself ask weakly. “Are they... I 
mean...”

Rain spoke quickly to another student and then leant 
into the centre of the table.

“Turns out they’ve been dating for a few days now,” she 
said sadly, her eyes on me. “When we went to Keyes.”

I remembered that Phoenix had stayed behind, and so 
had Eleanora and the other mages. My heart seemed to
leave my person altogether.

“So he won’t talk to me, his own soul mate...” my voice 
trailed off and I clenched my fists.

I’d had enough.

I stood abruptly and strode from the hall, ignoring
Dena’s and the other’s calls for me to come back. I pushed 
the front doors open and headed out into the bright 
sunshine, making for the river where I’d arrived.

I was going home. I’d stayed in this new world long
enough.

I broke into a run as I neared the forest edge. I could 
hear the river and I let the sound guide me to it. When I
stumbled upon it, I realised it was running much faster
than the day I’d burst through its surface and found myself 
in another world.

I splashed into the icy water. The water was almost up
to my chest when the current yanked my feet from 
beneath me and I realised that I’d made a grievous 
mistake.

I was pulled under the surface, and for a few seconds I
couldn’t tell which way was up and which was down. I
floundered, kicking my feet and I managed to break the 
surface. I managed to gulp down a lungful of air before I
was pulled back under.

I was helpless, a ragdoll in the icy grips of the river. I
surfaced again and I spied a tree root jutting out into the 
river just up from me. As I got sucked back under, I
remembered where the river ended up.

I’d seen on maps that this river ended in a waterfall, 
and judging by the increasing speed of the water, I was 
getting close to it; that tree root was my only hope. I
forced my way back to the surface just as it passed. I 
struggled madly, and my foot hit a submerged rock. I 
quickly pushed off against it, and my scrabbling fingers 
came into contact with the root. I gripped it tightly, 
pulling my waterlogged body to the bank. I was reaching
for another root as the other one gave way. I cried out, just 
once, before the river reclaimed me.  Just as I’d resigned
myself to the depths at the bottom of the waterfall, hands
gripped the arm that I’d managed to wrestle above the 
surface and heaved. I resurfaced, gasping and crying at the 
same time. The muddy bank was the most wonderful 
feeling in the world as I crawled up it, coughing and
hacking up river water.

“Are you alright?” someone asked, and I found myself 
looking into eyes the colour of the sun.

I didn’t answer; I was more concerned with breathing.

“Yeah, I’m ok,” I wheezed eventually, now rather 
embarrassed. I huddled my legs to my chest, already 
shaking from the cold. “Thanks.”

“No worries,” my rescuer said. He was wearing a yellow 
tunic the same colour as his eyes, and strands of dirty 
blonde hair fell into eyes that were looking at me with 
concern. “What were you doing?”

“Trying to go home,” I replied, looking at the river 
distrustfully. “I came here through a portal in the river. I
was hoping it would take me back.”

“So you’re from the human realm then?” he asked, and
I nodded confirmation. “I’m from here. From Gowar.”

“You probably think I’m crazy,” I mumbled into my
dripping sleeve.

“A little,” he replied, though his tone wasn’t unkind. 
“I’m Dustin.”

“Sky,” I said automatically. “Thanks, Dustin.”

As his name rolled off of my tongue, I realised why he 
seemed familiar.

“You’re Eleanora’s soul mate.” I said, unable to keep the 
accusation out of my tone.

“Yeah, so?”

I climbed to my feet, shivering with cold.

“Thanks for saving me,” I said again, and left him sitting
on the bank of the river.

He didn’t try to follow me.

~
I dried off and changed in my room. I felt completely 
numb, and I knew it wasn’t because of the river water that 
had deadened my nerves.

Someone knocked on my door, and I pulled it open.
“Are you coming back to class?” Dena asked, examining
me. “We’ve got Archery now.”

“Yeah,” I said in a voice very unlike my own. “I need to
get my bag.”

Dena lifted it, having rescued it from the mess hall.

“Come on,” she said, and I was glad that she didn’t ask 
where I’d stormed off to.

We followed the rest of the students out of the castle to 
a small shed. Inside we found Jett standing next to a rack 
of bows, and on the opposite wall hung quivers full of
arrows. 

“Time to learn how to shoot, mages. Let’s see how we 
go.”

I hadn’t realised how tightly strung bows were, and my 
muscles ached from trying to hold the string back. I cut 
myself under my knuckles on the string, and stabbed
myself with a blunt practice arrow. The others took to it 
quite easily and at the end of the lesson, we were lined up 
in front of targets and told to try our hardest.

Dena couldn’t resist laughing when the arrow simply 
fell off of the string of my bow, but everyone was 
impressed when Phoenix’s arrow landed with a thunkon
the innermost circle of the target. 

Just as we were about to turn away, another arrow hit 
the target. It landed a centimetre closer to the centre than
Phoenix’s, and Eleanora lowered her bow, laughing.

“Oh, I beat you.”

Phoenix smiled at her, pulled another arrow back on
the string and loosed it. It landed even closer to the centre 
than hers.

“Ok, so Phoenix and Eleanora can shoot better than the 
rest of you,” Jett interrupted, stopping them before it 
could become a full blown competition. “Time’s up, I’m 
afraid.”

I hung my bow back on the wall and left the range 
before anyone else. I couldn’t stand to see them acting
all... couple like.

We had our second riding lesson, and despite how 
quickly I’d mastered walking, it was nothing compared to“Trotting,” Professor Alena announced happily. “Let’s 
see how you go keeping a rhythm.”

Whilst I had felt graceful and proud about my riding
the day before, I now knew how a sack of potatoes felt.

“No, listen to me, Sky, one-two one-two,” I tried
desperately to follow her, but unless Echo was being
deliberately bumpy, I was incredibly uncoordinated. I
found this highly more likely.

“This is a stupid gait,” I snapped to Dena as I rode to the 
side of the paddock. “When are we ever going to use it? 
‘Oh no, I must get away quickly! I know, I’ll trot to safety!
One-two one-two!’”

Dena collapsed into giggles at my murderous 
expression. My scowl deepened when I noticed Eleanora’s 
flawless trotting and one-two-ing. Finally the lesson
ended, and we all limped, bandy legged to the castle for 
our Theory lesson with Professor Watt. 

It was almost evening when we filed out onto the 
grounds again. I watched the sun begin to sink towards
the horizon, wondering if it was the same sun I used to 
watch back in Ar Cena.

The obstacle course loomed ahead of us, and I began to 
tingle with adrenaline. If I could run this course 
successfully, I would feel a lot better about myself. Plus, 
I’d make up for the face I’d lost the first time I’d tried to
do it.

I swung my arms as we walked, loosening my muscles. 
Jett allowed us time to change and stretch, and then lined
up again. I watched the classmates in front of me run it as 
though from a distance; I was too busy measuring
distances, calculating when to leap from the rope. I didn’t 
dare lift my eyes to the wall that had defeated me last 
time. I knew it would just terrify me.

Finally, I stepped up to the beginning line, trying to 
ignore my hammering heart. I barely even noticed
Eleanora beside me until she tossed her blonde hair and
smirked in my direction. I ignored it; she was just trying
to put me off, fixing my sights on the point where I’d
figured I needed to drop to my stomach. 

Jett blew the whistle, and we were off. I pushed my legs 
harder than I had the first time I’d run this course, and I
knew I had an advantage; she hadn’t bothered warming up
or practicing since the last time we’d run. 

I reached the nets and dropped to my stomach, 
remembering the bite from the wire from last time. I
scrambled frantically, coordinating my limbs so that I was 
constantly moving. Mud flicked at my face, but I ignored 
it. 

A few strides ahead, I stood up from the nets and in the 
same movement leapt onto my rope. It swung out over the 
water, me clinging to it like a hitch hiking insect. I sailed
with it to its apex, and then dropped into the water below 
me. I’d figured out that last time I’d done myself a 
disservice by trying to make even more ground by trying
to jump forwards. As it was, I hit the water with my arms 
wide and scissor kicked at the same time, like I’d been
taught in the human world. My head stayed above the 
water and I began to stretch out for the other bank, my 
strokes slicing through the water. I reached the bank a 
good ten seconds before she did, but now I was faced with 
my biggest adversary, the wall.

I wound the rope around my hand and began to pull
myself up. I could feel new muscles shifting beneath my 
skin, and to everyone’s disbelief, including mine, I gripped
the top of the wall with one hand, and then the other. I
sat atop it for just a second, revelling in my success. Then I
dropped neatly to the other side, waiting for Eleanora to 
appear. She did a few seconds later, a murderous 
expression on her face.

“Quit smirking,” she snapped at me, which only 
prompted me to grin wider.

I changed with the other girls, and whilst they were 
keen to get their muddy shirts off, the cold water that 
dripped down my plait and pressed my shirt to my skin
felt like hard work paying off, and I would savour every 
little bit of it.

~Chapter Seven~

We were having dinner in the mess hall when Iain
entered. Everyone stopped talking immediately; it was 
strange to see him in our eating hall.

“Good evening, everyone,” he said loudly. “I trust 
you’ve been hard at work with your studies.”

We all blinked up at him, but no one answered.

“I’ve come to announce to you all that in two days’
time, we will be holding a celebration called the Knight 
Ball, to bring in the new term and wish luck to you all. 
Everyone is expected to have partners and it is  compulsory
to attend.”

He left, and everyone began talking at a million miles 
an hour. I turned back to my table, and we all stared at
each other blankly.

“This ought to be fun,” Yasmin said, but her voice was 
strained as she looked at me.

The next two days passed a lot more quickly than I
would’ve liked and I grew more and more frustrated with 
my poor attempts at trotting. I’d given up trying to 
complete homework; once we’d had riding lessons, I was 
too sore to sit down to study.

On the day of the ball, I scrambled up to my room 
before Dena or Theresa could ask me who I was going
with. I entered my room, surprising Larni in the act of 
laying a dress bag out on my bed. I closed the door behind 
me and she looked up.

“Your dress for tonight, miss.” She said, lowering her
gaze.

“Thanks,” I said, slinging my school bag to the floor.
“But I’m not going.”

Larni looked up, curiosity sparking in her eyes for just a 
second.

“But everyone else is going,” she said. “And it’s 
compulsory.”

I flopped down onto my bed, avoiding the dress bag.

“So? I‘d rather do detention again if it meant I didn’t 
have to see him with her.”

“Who?” Larni asked curiously.

“Phoenix,” I said, and my stomach flipped over.

“Are you having troubles with him?”

I looked at her. She looked back at me, genuinely 
curious.

“Yes. He doesn’t speak to me at all, or even

acknowledge that I exist unless I force him to speak to 
me.”

“Ah, I’m sure it’ll work out in time, miss,” Larni said, 
suspiciously happy about it all. “So who is this ‘her’?”

“Eleanora.”

“The one that you got into the fight with?”

Larni knew more than I’d been telling her, but I
suspected the servants knew more about the Academy and
its inhabitants than they let on.

“Yeah. Her.” I said heavily.

She patted my hand.

“It’ll all work out,” she repeated and began to head for 
the door. “I still think you should go, miss.”

She left, leaving me with a heavy heart and a dress bag.

Night fell, and I could hear the other girls heading
down to the Main Hall. I didn’t answer the door when 
Dena knocked, even when she called out for me.

I was plonked at my table, finishing a report for 
Professor Watt when someone else knocked at my door. I
looked up curiously; all of the other girls had gone down
already. I opened the door cautiously

“Oh… Hi, Dustin.” I said, surprised to see him, 
considering my cold dismissal at the river.

He frowned at me.

“You’re not going?”

I looked down at my uniform, noticing for the first 
time that he was wearing a pale yellow lace-up tunic over 
a white shirt with black pants and black leather boots. He 
looked quite nice.

“Didn’t have a date,” I said, smiling sadly. “I thought I
might catch up on my homework, though I can’t sit 
down.”

I clamped my lips together hoping he didn’t notice the 
last bit.

“Well coincidence just so happens that I don’t have one 
either. You might’ve guessed that Phoenix and Eleanora
are together, so when you didn’t show up at the start of
the night, I thought I’d come and find you.” He smiled
nervously.

“Did you now?” I asked, quite pleased.

He nodded.

“Will you come down with me?” He asked and held out 
his arm.

I mulled it over. He obviously hadn’t noticed me 
talking about my sore butt.

“Give me five.” I said quickly, closing the door.

I untied the dress bag Larni had laid out and lifted a 
long green dress reverently from its depths. I stripped 
down and stepped into it, somehow managing to do up the 
back. It was strapless and fell to the floor, the chiffon
waves falling from an empress waistline. I brushed my 
hand over the spectacular embroidery that embossed the 
waistline, unable to believe that I was wearing such a
beautiful garment. I pulled my hair up into a bun, quickly 
plaiting a section that wrapped around the bun. I couldn’t 
find any make up in my room – not that I’d have any idea 
how to use it -, but I did find a pair of long green earrings 
that lightly brushed my shoulders. I found green heels 
with a little strap that went around my ankle in my 
dresser and put them on. 

Satisfied that I was done, I opened the door again, half 
expecting to see Dustin gone. He wasn’t however, and
smiled when he saw me in my dress.

“Don’t say anything.” I said warningly.

“I was just going to say that you look beautiful,” he said, 
something in his eyes making me turn a deep red.

He offered me his arm again and I took it. We 
descended the stairs and headed for the Main Hall, talking
avidly about classes, people, Phoenix and Eleanora. I
neglected to tell him about the fact that Phoenix had only 
spoken about a dozen words to me in two weeks.

We entered the hall, and stood at the top of a large 
flight of stairs that descended onto a dance floor. Tables 
lined the walls, draped in white linen and rose petals. Tall
branches of candles lit the hall with a soft golden light and 
a band occupied a raised dais at the opposite end of the 
hall.  I frowned; I didn’t recall either the stairs or the dais 
being here. It wasn’t until I spied Iain at the back of the 
hall, chatting to Professor Alena, that I realised he’d 
created the stairs; all the better for a dramatic entrance, I 
supposed. 

A hush spread throughout the crowd below us as 
Dustin and I began to make our way down. I could see 
Eleanora glaring at us, and I lifted my chin higher. Out of 
the corner of my eye I spied Phoenix standing close to her. 
I quickly averted my eyes.

I saw Dena and Theresa sitting with the rest of my 
group, gaping at my dance partner. I couldn’t hold back 
the huge grin that I beamed at them, though I winced as I 
realised everyone was still staring when we got to the 
floor. Music filtered through the air, and eventually 
everyone began to talk and dance again. Dustin and I
avoided Eleanora and Phoenix, and headed towards Dena 
and everyone. 

“Nice dress, Sky.” Petre said laughing.

I glared at him, but then laughed as he pretended to be 
frightened of me. I introduced Dustin to the others and 
they welcomed him eagerly, Petre and Ispin especially; I 
think they’d been feeling a little overwhelmed by women.

As the night wore on, Dustin and I danced many times 
and I decided I was quite enjoying myself. The rest of the
time I sat with my group at our table, joking and laughing
with them. Right next to us was an enormous vat of mead
that was slowly being consumed. I danced with everyone, 
including Petre, Ispin and the red headed guy who’d been
struck by lightning on our first day of classes.

The music ended around one in the morning, and 
Dustin towed me back to my room; I was dizzy from too
much mead. As we were walking down the darkened
hallway, I realised two people were standing at the bottom 
of the stairs, dimly illuminated by the low burning
torches.

My heart plummeted as I realised it was Phoenix and
Eleanora. His arms were around her and it took me a 
second to realise they were kissing.

I felt like I was going to be sick. They broke apart and
looked around at us, Phoenix avoiding my gaze.

“Dustin!” Eleanora said, and I could tell she was 
embarrassed. “Uh, we were just-“

“Yeah, we saw.” Dustin said coldly. 

He took my arm and led me past them. I felt like my 
heart was breaking, and tears began to fill my eyes.

When we reached my door, he stood looking at me for 
a second.

“Tonight was fun,” I told him, trying to hide how upset 
I was and swaying slightly. “Thank you for taking me.”

“It was my pleasure,” he replied honestly. “Thank you 
for coming with me. It’s every man’s dream to take a
beautiful woman to a dance.”

“Maybe in this world it is,” I said, laughing in spite of
myself. And then, quietly, “You think I’m beautiful?”

“Of course I do,” he said softly. “Ever since I saw you in
the Entrance Hall when we first arrived. I was just too
nervous to speak to you.”

“You should’ve,” I said, looking up at him. “I’m sorry 
for how I treated you when you saved me the other day.”

“Don’t worry about it,” he replied, tucking a stray piece 
of hair behind my ear. 

He took a deep breath as though steeling himself and 
then leant down to kiss me. His lips brushed mine, and I
closed my eyes, letting him take me into his arms. 

Ok, here’s the truth. I’d never been kissed before.

I could smell his aftershave, and his upper lip was 
rough with stubble. He had one hand on my neck, his 
thumb caressing my jaw line.

When we broke apart, I desperately wanted to 
continue. But then I thought about Phoenix and
something made me step back.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Dustin said, and took my hand
in his. He brushed my knuckles with his lips. “Goodnight, 
beautiful woman.”

“Night,” I said softly.

~
I woke the next morning, feeling light headed but not 
too bad, considering. I remembered the night before and 
groaned at the memory of Eleanora and Phoenix at the 
bottom of the stairs. I found the memory of saying
goodnight to Dustin very interesting too. I realised that I
had quite enjoyed the Knight Ball, and it would be 
interesting to see the aftermath.

I hauled myself from my bed and found more clothes in
my dresser. I dressed in brown breeches and a baggy green
shirt, enjoying the looseness of the shirt after the tight 
school shirts. I rolled up my sleeves, pulled my boots on
and pulled my hair into a ponytail, determined to have 
today off. After marching downstairs to find Jett, I found 
the castle completely empty and realised everyone had the 
day off anyway. I met Dena on the stairs going back up to 
my room.

“How you holding up?” She asked with a grin.
I smiled back.

“Not too bad, considering how much I drank.” I replied.
She laughed.

“A few of us are heading down to a water hole that 

Rain knows about,” she said, and I perked up my ears. “It’s 
a nice enough day for swimming, do you want to come?”
I grinned widely at her.

“Of course,” I said eagerly. “Where should I meet you?”

We arranged to meet at the bottom of the stairs and I
barrelled back up to my room. I grabbed my bath towel
and changed into soft cotton shorts and singlet, then
almost fell down the stairs trying to run down them too
fast. Dena laughed when she saw how excited I was and
grabbed my arm. 

We both ran out of the double doors, through the 
grounds, and into the forest. We followed a trail a short 
way, soon hearing shrieking and the splashing of water. 
We came across a clear pool with a small waterfall
crashing into it, and several of our classmates paddling
around. Someone had found a rope and tied it to an 
overhanging tree. People were swinging themselves into 
the water, sometimes doubling up. I dropped my towel
next to Dena’s and we ran to the rock ledge that 
surrounded the pool. There was no way of easing
ourselves into the cool water, so I grabbed Dena’s arm and 
jumped. The water was cold, cold enough to make us gasp.

“Sky!” Dena yelled indignantly.

I laughed and swam away from her on my back, 
splashing her. She raced after me and leapt on me, pushing
me under. We wrestled for a bit and then swam to the 
sides and heaved ourselves out onto the warm stone. We 
lay on our towels laughing as we watched Petre and Rain
swing out on the rope and fall into the water.

I was feeling a little lonely as I watched everyone with 
their soul mates, and was therefore relieved when Theresa 
pulled at my arm, asking me to swing on the rope with 
her. I did so, and found that swinging on a rope into water
is more fun than it looks. After half a dozen of swings with 
Theresa, I took to jumping in again. 

As I balanced on the edge about to jump in, arms 
picked me up from behind, and threw me in. I broke the 
surface to see Dustin standing on the edge, roaring with 
laughter at my expression.

“Jump in, you coward!” I yelled to him, grinning at
him.

“Nope, too cold for me!” He called back.

It was an invitation I couldn’t resist. I climbed out of
the pool and went running after him, wrapping my arms 
around his torso and getting him all wet.

“Aw, c’mon, Sky, this isn’t fair.” He complained, albeit 
grinning at me as he tried not-so-much to pry my arms 
from him.

I sighed.

“Alright.” I let him go, only to shove him into the water 
that I’d manoeuvred him next to.

He yelled when he hit the water, and then splashed me. 
Everyone on the shore shrieked as the water hit them, and
Yasmin went running after him for getting her wet. Petre 
picked her up and threw her in and she plunged into the 
water for the first time, having been sun baking on the 
rocks. I grabbed Petre from behind and, catching him off
guard, managed to shove him in. Rain then pushed me in, 
Dena pushing her in.

All of us eventually ended up in the water, splashing
each other and screaming. Dustin put me on his shoulders 
and jumped in with me, starting a round of shoulder wars. 
Dustin and I won before everyone else gave up. 

It was a new experience for me, having Dustin around. 
Every time he touched me, whether it was to push me into 
the water or pick me up, I felt exactly where his hand had 
made contact with my skin, usually coinciding with a
barrage of butterflies in my stomach.

As everyone sunned themselves on the rocks, Dustin
and I climbed perilously up the waterfall, finding a ledge 
that over looked the water hole. 

“You miss him, don’t you?” He said quietly.

“How can I miss someone who doesn’t like me?” I
replied heavily. “Do you miss… her?”

He nodded and silence fell between us. 

“It’s such a beautiful view from up here,” I said, looking
around at the sunlit forest, the water sparkling below us 
and bubbling past us.

“I would have to agree,” he said softly, but when I
turned to look at him, he wasn’t looking at the view at all, 
but at me instead.

He leant in to kiss me again, and I responded shyly, the 
butterflies going crazy. We would’ve stayed up there for
hours, if I hadn’t heard Dena say in surprise below us:
“Phoenix!”

I broke away from Dustin and crawled to the edge of 
the waterfall, peering over. My heart did this funny 
wobble as I saw him emerge from the forest, only wearing
shorts with a towel slung over his shoulders.

“Can I join you?” I heard him ask Dena, who nodded
mutely.

I climbed quickly down the waterfall again, sending an 
apologetic look to Dustin, who just nodded, his eyes 
expressionless. As I walked towards Dena and the others, 
Phoenix looked up at me, and to my disbelief made eye 
contact with me.

“Hello,” he said.

“Hi,” I replied automatically, too stunned to say
anything else. 

He dropped his towel on the ground and set off for the 
water before anyone could say anything else. As he 
jumped in, I turned to Dena and was met with the most 
gormless expression I’d ever seen on her face.

“What?” I asked.

Yasmin and Theresa also wore the same stunned 
expression. I turned and watched Phoenix climb out of the 
water as a new game of shoulder-wars began.

“Wow.” I managed to say hoarsely.

“Tell me about it.” They chorused back. 

His upper body was extremely muscular, and whilst 
that was what the other girls were admiring, I was looking
at the assortment of scars across his body.

Turns out Petre was correct when he said Phoenix had 
led a hard life.

We watched Phoenix swim out to Dustin and Ispin, 
who accepted him into their game immediately. Petre was 
on the rope, watching Phoenix with distrust. Theresa 
motioned for Rain to come to us and she climbed out of
the pool.

“What?” She panted.

I turned her around to face the pool, just as Phoenix 
climbed onto a rock ledge to jump on Ispin. Rain’s jaw
dropped.

“I know,” I said laughing, “I had no idea!”

Even more surprising than Phoenix’s physique was his 
attitude. He was laughing and smiling, which lit his face 
up and made him even more handsome than before. It was 
as though an enormous weight had been lifted from his 
shoulders.

Petre approached us looking like thunder, but before he 
could say anything, Rain pushed him in. This resulted in
all of us trying to wrestle each other off, and I managed to
be the last one standing.

“Ha!” I yelled triumphantly.

Arms picked me up from behind again, and the person
holding me jumped off the ledge. We both hit the water 
and surfaced at the same time, Phoenix grinning at me and
my heart wobbled again.

“Sky,” he said. “Do you want to have dinner with me 
tonight? I feel bad about the last time you tried to eat with 
me.”

I opened my mouth to accept (and to ask if I was 
dreaming) but was interrupted by the one voice I didn’t 
want to hear.

“Phoenix!” Someone yelled, and we all turned to the 
forest path to see Eleanora standing on it, hands on her
hips. 

“Phoenix, weren’t we supposed to be having lunch?”

“Oh,” I heard him say. “Sorry, I was…”

“I don’t care what you were doing,” She yelled.
Everyone turned to stare at her. “You stood me up!”

“Ellie, I was just—,”

“Having fun,” I continued for him, still in the water
next to him. I tried to ignore all the smart comments my 
mind was throwing up about him having a nickname for 
her.

“Let it go, Eleanora,” I continued. “Get in the water
yourself, have some fun.”

Everyone waited to see what she’d say, and I swear the 
water got colder.

“No.” She said finally.

“No?”

“No,” she repeated. “C’mon, Phoenix, we’re leaving.”

He didn’t say anything as he heaved himself out of the 
water and wrapped his towel around himself again. I
turned away to find everyone else looking at me. I just 
sighed and shook my head at them.

After that, the afternoon lost something; a friendship 
that could’ve been made, a truce that could’ve been had. 
Even Dustin seemed to understand that his soul mate had 
ruined the afternoon. We splashed around in the water for 
a while, trying to recapture some of the earlier fun, but 
not even shoulder wars could bring back the joy of a few 
hours ago. When Yasmin and Rain began to complain
about being sunburnt, we eventually headed back to the 
castle. It was dark when we got back, and I headed up to 
my room, getting changed back into my breeches and shirt
before heading down for dinner. I scowled as I was 
changing, the pink glow of my skin itching and irritating. 
I hated sunburn, and no matter how many times I swore 
to myself that I would never let myself get sunburnt again, 
I always forgot and ended up getting burnt worse than last 
time. 

I headed back down to the mess hall, where we ate 
twice as much as normal; swimming always made me 
hungrier than normal exercise. Judging from how much 
everyone else ate too, I think it was safe to assume that 
they operated in the same way I did. We ate in silence, 
exhausted after spending the day swimming. 

Dustin accompanied me back to my room, holding my 
hand. We didn’t speak about the afternoon, instead 
choosing to discuss our classes. He kissed me goodnight at 
my door just as Larni came up the stairs. She waited for 
Dustin to leave before breaking into an enormous grin.

I grinned back sheepishly and we entered my room 
together.

“He seems nice,” she said slyly and we both giggled.

“He took me to the Knight Ball,” I confessed. “Thank 
you for the dress.”

“My pleasure,” she said happily. “It didn’t take me very 
long to stitch it-“

“Hold on, you made that dress?”

She nodded eagerly.

“By my own hands.”

“Larni,” I was swimming in disbelief. “It was  gorgeous.I 
have to do something for you, to pay you back.”

“No,” she said firmly. “It was enough to see you so 
happy. You’ve been quite miserable these past few days.”

I didn’t know what to say to her, so I just handed my 
washing to her and she left.

Despite what she’d said, I still felt awful knowing about 
her situation. We had yet to discuss her new found 
abilities, and I knew she was avoiding the topic.

~Chapter Eight~

Before classes started the next morning, I headed down
the stairs, not to the mess hall, but to try and find Jetts’s 
office. It was only when I reached the flagstones at the 
foot of the stairs that I realised I had no idea where I was 
going. 

I wandered for a little bit, having a look at the 
tapestries that lined the walls. I was just examining one 
that seemed to be depicting a great battle when I was 
stopped by a snappy voice I knew too well.

“Good morning, Sky,” I turned to face Professor Watt. 
“Heading to the mess hall?”

“Actually, I was trying to find Jett’s office.”

One of her eyebrows shot into her steel hair. The other 
eye narrowed at me behind her pince-nez.

“You mean Professor Jettais.”

“Oh, yeah. Him.”

She eyed me off for a moment as though deciding if she 
was going to tell me or not. Eventually she sighed and 
folded her arms, her long cloak fluttering about her 
person.

“Down the hall, first left and then the door on your 
right.”

“Thank you!”

I trotted off down the hall, not stopping even when she 
called after me again.

“I need that paper on Surac’s economics, Sky! It was 
due last week!”

“Ok!”

I continued around the corner, noticing just how 
familiar that sounded. Before I could place it, I’d found a 
door with a little gold plate on it, which read ‘Professor 
Jettais’. I knocked and then waited.

“Come in,” the muffled call came from the other side.

I pushed open the door to find Jett sitting at his desk.

“Getting today’s lesson organized,” he explained, hastily 
scribbling what looked like a signature on the top paper of 
a pile. “How can I help, Sky?”

I closed the door behind me, and leant against it.

“It’s about Larni... my, uh, servant,” I started, deciding
that now wouldn’t be the best time to bring up my qualms 
about her social status again. Instead, I focussed on the 
issue at hand. “She says her parents had her tested for 
magic when she was four, and she didn’t have a drop.”

Jett laced his fingers together and rested his chin on
them, not taking his eyes off of me. I took this as
permission to continue.

“But, the other day, after my, uh,” I coughed. 
“Altercation, with Eleanora-“

“The one that ended with you almost blinded by a fire 
whip?”

“... Yes. That one. Anyway, I headed back to my room 
to try to clean it. But Larni was there and she... well. She 
healed it.”

I fell silent. Jett continued watching me closely. The 
clock on the wall ticked off the seconds passing between
us.

“I think it would be best if you didn’t take this any 
higher, Sky,” he said finally.

“What?” I couldn’t believe what I’d heard. “But, Jett, 
this means that Larni is a mage! She needs to be educated; 
she can have a better life now.”

“I repeat what I said,” he replied, standing up and
gathering his stuff together. “Please don’t take this to Iain
or Netalia, Sky, for your own good.”

He swept past me, out of the room. I stood, frozen to 
the spot, staring at where he had been. For my own good? 
What the hell did he mean by that?

After a few more seconds of mulling over what he’d 
said, I left the room. I made it to the mess hall and was 
eating breakfast with everyone else when Jett appeared in
the doorway. Everyone fell quiet as they noticed him. 

“If you’d all come with me,” he said loudly. “I think 
you’re going to enjoy this morning’s lesson.”

We finished our breakfast quickly and followed him 
willingly. Out of all of our professors, Jett was the 
youngest and therefore everyone’s favourite teacher.

He took us to a section of the Academy no one had seen
before. When he pushed open the door and let us into the 
room beyond, I wasn’t the only one who gasped.

On the walls of the hall hung swords and shields and
every weapon imaginable.

“Oh that’s a good idea, Jett,” I heard Petre mutter. “Give 
Sky access to something sharp.”

I assumed he was talking the incident with the blunt 
practice arrow and scowled at him, but he didn’t notice. 

“Line up.” Jett called. 

One by one, we were handed practice swords and 
began to learn drills. The sword I’d been given was heavy, 
and I broke into a sweat during the slow practice. The 
lesson lasted longer than normal, and the sun was high in
the sky when Jett ordered us to stop. 

“Now for the fun bit. Everyone gets to choose which 
weapon they’d like to specialise in. Don’t worry; you can 
always change your mind later.”

Everyone began to mill about the hall, choosing their 
weapons. I saw Eleanora pick up a beautiful bow, 
examining it reverently.

“Jett,” I called. “What are those?”

I pointed to a pair of twin thin swords. They looked
lighter than the practice sword I’d been given.

Jett lifted them down and handed both to me. They 
were both in their scabbards.

“They’re worn on the back like this,” he said, hoisting
them onto his back. “And then they’re drawn like this.”

In a lightning fast movement, he grasped the hilts of 
both of the swords and drew them, crossing them in front 
of him.

“Wow,” I said. “Can I try?”

He hesitated just long enough for me to wonder if he 
was going to hand them over, but then removed them 
from his back and gave them to me.

As soon as I settled them onto my back, I knew these 
were going to be my choice weapons. It took me three 
goes to get the swords clear of their scabbards when I
drew them, but I eventually managed to draw them, albeit 
not with the same clean movement that Jett had; it would 
take me a while to get used to them. I whipped one 
experimentally through the air, marvelling at the speed 
and weight.

“So, you just chose those yourself?” Jett asked.

“Of course,” I said, squinting along one of the blades. 
“Did you see anyone else choose them for me?”

“I mean, have you read about them? Seen them before?”

I didn’t answer until I’d managed to get the swords
back into their scabbards without stabbing myself in the 
back.

“No. I saw them on the wall and thought they looked
cool,” I fixed him with a stare, raising my eyebrow. “Is 
something wrong?”

“Of course not,” he said too quickly. “It’s free choice 
after all.”

I looked around and saw Dena with a broadsword going
through some of the drills we’d just been taught. Dustin
had picked up an enormous scythe that was taller than
him, and was showing Petre and Ispin how sharp it was by 
slicing bits of his tunic. He looked up as though sensing
my gaze and winked. I blushed furiously as Jett grinned at
me.

“Don’t say anything,” I said warningly.

“I’ll say nothing,” he reassured me.

We spent the rest of the lesson practicing with our
weapons. I was slowly getting used to the twin swords, 
their balanced weight and the feel of the hilts in my 
hands. My left hand let me down a little though; as I was 
right handed, I tended to not use the left as much and it 
was hindering me quite a bit. In fact, the only time 
someone could break my blocks was by targeting the 
sword held in my left hand.

“Ouch!” I cried before I could stop myself, dropping my 
left sword.

“Sky? Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry,” Dena dropped her 
broadsword with a clatter, rushing to my side.

“It’s alright,” I said, clutching my wrist. “It’s just my 
stupid hand is too weak to take any hits.”

The lesson was almost over when the doors to the hall
opened and Netalia strode through them. She talked 
quickly and quietly to Jett, whose brow furrowed with 
worry. She was just leaving as her eyes flicked to me, and
her steps slowed as her eyes widened.

“Jett,” she said, and they began speaking quickly again, 
although I sensed it was about a different topic.

“Where did you get those?” she asked me furiously a 
short time later.

Assuming she was talking about my swords, I said,

“Off of the wall where everyone else got their weapons 
from.”

“You’ll pick another weapon immediately,” she said, 
breathing heavily, her eyes wide.

“But I like these!” I protested.

“No matter! Those are not to be used!”

Silence fell across the room as Netalia and I stood and 
faced each other.

“Alright,” I said finally. “Fine by me.”

I ended up with a standard sword like the ones we’d 
been practicing with. I couldn’t hide my disappointment 
as Jett hung the twin swords back up.

Everyone left, talking quietly about the lesson. I was 
almost out of the doors when Jett called to me.

“Sky?”

I turned back.

“I can teach you, if you want,” he said. “With the twin
swords. It has to be our little secret though.”

“Ok,” I said immediately, and something like defeat 
flickered in his eyes. “But why did Netalia get so uptight 
about me using them?”

He just shook his head as he went to lift them down.
“Jett, tell me-“

“Don’t ask that of me!” he snapped and I stepped back 
in surprise; Jett never got angry with us, not even when 
Ispin accidentally set one of the desks on fire. “Please, Sky, 
I just can’t...”

“Alright,” I said, taken aback by his reaction. “Our
secret.”

As he began to teach me drills and starting positions 
with the swords, I couldn’t help but feel like everyone in
this castle knew something about me that I didn’t.

That week flew by, with Larni hardly speaking to me. I 
hadn’t mentioned that I’d been to see Jett about her 
abilities, but somehow she’d found out. It seemed 
impossible to keep secrets in this place.

As luck would have it, the next weekend was one 
where we were allowed to visit the village, if we so
wished. Larni was also excited, because she was allowed to 
go and visit her family. I saw my opportunity 

immediately.

Jett had said not to go any higher, to Iain or Netalia. 
But if I could convince Larni’s parents to get her tested 
again,  theycould appeal to the Masters of the Academy to
let her in. 

“And my brother, Niko, he gets into so much trouble,” 
Larni giggled as she made my bed, me watching from atop 
my table. “He’s three now, but he’s very high 

maintenance.”

“Aren’t all three year olds?” I asked. Personally, being
an only child, I’d never had much experience with them.

“I suppose you’re right,” she said, humming to herself as 
she smoothed down the duvet.

“So where in the village do you live?” I asked her 
nonchalantly, examining my fingernails.

“Just beside the clock tower,” she said absently. “Father
would have re-thatched the roof, so it’ll look the nicest 
out of all of the surrounding houses.” She smiled proudly.

So, on that Sunday, Larni set off early in the morning
for the village. I watched her from my window, high up in
the dormitory tower. She carried a basket on her arm, her
brown hair pulled up into the neat bun that all of the 
servants tied their hair into. When she disappeared from 
sight, I hauled myself out of bed and got dressed in a loose 
green shirt, with long sleeves, that I tucked into breeches, 
pulling on my boots. I left my hair down for once, 
enjoying the lack of tugging on my scalp. I met the others 
in the mess hall, but none of them were heading to the 
village, which was very convenient. I waved goodbye to 
them as they headed to the water hole for the day.

I saddled Echo and set off on the road to Keyes, the 
warm wind pushing my hair away from my face. I let 
Echo walk the whole way, in no rush to get to the village 
at all. The sun burnt overhead, but it wasn’t hot enough to 
make me regret riding slowly. I was glad that I’d worn 
long sleeves though; I tended to burn if I so much looked
at the sun. 

Keyes slowly came into view, and I hitched Echo at the 
same post as last time. I checked my money pouch to 
make sure it was still attached to my belt, and then set off, 
searching for the house near the clock tower with the 
freshly thatched roof.

The village was busy under the high sun. The market 
stalls were set out again, and villagers bustled around me, 
haggling to get the best prices for merchandise. I spotted
Chef from the kitchens amongst the crowd, buying the 
food for the Academy.

At least, I thought, the Academy supports the local 
village.

That of course reminded me of the paper I was yet to
hand up to Watt, but I deemed Larni’s future and 
wellbeing a lot more important than economics in another
country. 

The clock tower was easy enough to find, even as it 
chimed off the hour. I stood at the base of it, looking up at
the enormous clock face above me. 

“’S’cuse me!”

I jumped out of the way as a small boy tore past me, in
pursuit of a very fat chicken. I watched as he caught the 
hen up in his arms, though the fowl was almost as big as 
he was. He fixed me with large brown eyes that seemed
very familiar as the chicken glared at me, clearly blaming
me for its capture.

“Niko, right?” I asked, taking a chance.

It paid off when he nodded, beginning to carry the 
chicken back to a house behind the clock tower.

“I’m Sky,” I said, following him. “I’m a friend of your
sister’s.”

“I know,” he told me promptly. “She’s here.”

We rounded the corner to find a small cottage with a
beautiful golden roof of straw. We climbed the worn 
wooden steps to the front patio, and then Niko led me 
straight through the front door, still carrying the chicken. 
I followed him awkwardly. 

“Mum!” Niko said loudly, and a woman emerged from 
one of the other rooms. 

“Oh good, you caught it,” she said to him, wringing her
hands on cloth. “And who might you be?” she asked me.

“I’m Sky, Larni’s-“

“Larni’s mistress, yes, I know,” she told me, her eyes 
crinkling with happiness. “She’s quite happy with you, 
you know. She was always worried that she was going to 
get one of the local mages, and the way they treat some of
their servants is hardly fair.”

“Is Larni here?” I asked, glancing around.

“No, she just left to go to the market in the town
square. You should be able to catch her, actually.”

“Uh, I actually wanted to talk to you about her,” I said, 
shuffling from foot to foot. Larni’s mother gestured to a 
chair at the table, and I sat, twisting my fingers in my lap. 
She sat opposite me, the mirth in her eyes gone.

“Is everything alright?” she asked me, concerned.

“Definitely,” I told her. “Larni’s great, but...”

“But?”

I sighed heavily.

“You had her tested for magic when she was four,
didn’t you?” I asked, wanting to confirm what Larni had 
told me, just in case she was lying. Larni’s mother nodded.

“We did yes. Niko is going to be tested next year. The 
Tester said he didn’t find an ounce of magic in her.”

“He was wrong,” I blurted, unable to hold it in
anymore. “Larni is a mage.”

We looked at each other across the table, the silence 
weighing heavily between us. It was promptly broken as 
Niko dropped the chicken, which made a bid for freedom 
by rushing the door.

“Niko, would you get that bird out of here?!” his 
mother shouted, and the small boy leapt after the fowl. 
She turned back to me, disbelief in her eyes.

“Larni’s a mage?” she repeated slowly.

I nodded and told her the story of the day I’d come 
back to my dorm room almost blinded. When I mentioned
Larni healing me, her eyes widened, and her fingers 
gripped the table tightly.

“Should I not have told you?” I asked quietly, when I
finished my story.

Her mother shook her head and I relaxed.

“What happens now?”

“We get her tested again,” she began slowly. “And then, 
I suppose, we appeal to get her into the Academy.”

“They have to take her,” I told her. “They have to. They 
can’t just leave a mage uneducated.”

“You’d be surprised about what they can and can’t do
up at that Academy,” she said, standing up. “Thank you for 
coming here, Sky. We’ll keep you informed.”

“I just want what’s best for her,” I admitted. “I think 
she’s pretty great.”

The older woman smiled at me, and her face seemed to
grow younger by several years. I turned around to leave 
just as Larni stepped through the front door carrying
several baskets.

“Sky!” she said in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

“I thought I’d just stop by, but you weren’t home.” I
told her quickly, stepping past her. “I’ll see you tonight 
back up at the Academy.”

“Of course,” she said slowly, and I could see she was 
beginning to guess about my real purpose in her house. 

I closed the door behind me and trotted down the front 
steps, hands in my pockets. I’d almost rounded the clock 
tower when someone spoke.

“Will I be a mage?”

I looked down to see Niko looking up at me, the
chicken still tight in his grasp. It clucked angrily upon
seeing me.

“I don’t know,” I told him truthfully. “Do you want to 
be?”

“Yes,” he said immediately. “Then I can go to school in
the big castle on the hill. Is it fun there?”

“I suppose,” I said, thinking of the waterhole and my 
friends. “Yeah it is.”

“Can you cast a spell on me?”

“What?”

“Can you cast a spell on me?” he repeated. “So I’ll be a 
mage when I get tested?”

“Uh, I can try,” I said uncertainly, and then waved my 
hands about. “Niko, I declare you to be a mage!”

He’d shut his eyes, so I was the only one that saw the 
green spark leap from my fingertips to his shoulder. I
snatched my hands back in surprise as he opened his eyes.

“Did it work?”

“I don’t know,” I said, tucking my shaking fingers into 
my pockets. “I guess you’ll find out.”

“Thanks, Sky!”

I watched him run back to the house, the chicken
bouncing in his arms with every step. I decided it would 
be best to not mention this incident to anyone.

I rode back to the Academy’s stables, where I groomed
Echo and let her into the paddock with the other horses. 
She nipped my hair gently before cantering out into the 
wilderness. 

I was almost back to the Academy when I remembered 
the others were at the waterhole. I changed my path, 
heading there instead. The forest enveloped me, the cool
trees shading me from the hot sun. I trod the path slowly, 
in no rush to get anywhere. The brush swept along my 
legs, and cicadas leapt from the branches as I disturbed
them, singing loudly. I kept an eye out for snakes; I didn’t 
know if this realm had them, but I wasn’t going to find out 
the hard way. 

I reached the waterhole, the sounds of screaming and
splashing meeting my ears before I rounded the corner. I
emerged from the cool forest onto the hot rocks, envying
those in the water. My group was there, as well as some of 
our classmates who’d heard about the swimming hole.  

“Sky!” Dena had spotted me, and heaved herself out of
the pool. “Why aren’t you in your swimmers?”

“Just got back from Keyes,” I told her, making my way 
over to the edge of the pool. I pulled my boots off and 
rolled my breeches up, dunking my legs in the water. I
sighed as the cool water lapped around my knees. “I’m an
idiot, I know.”

She laughed, and splashed me a little. I didn’t mind; 
where the water hit me, it cooled my hot skin. I kicked
my legs a little, not caring that my breeches were getting
wet.

“Hello,” someone beside me said. Dustin had come up
behind me to sit next to me. He kissed me on the cheek 
and I blushed. Dena smirked and then leapt back into the 
pool, deliberately splashing me. “Where’ve you been?”

“Keyes,” I told him. “Had some stuff to do in town.”

“Why didn’t you ask me to go with you?” he asked.

“Oh,” honestly, it hadn’t crossed my mind. “I don’t 
know.”

“Ask me next time,” he said, smiling. “We can go for tea
or something.”

“Will do,” I grinned up at him. “Hang on.”

I stood up, moving my boots to where everyone else’s 
stuff was. Then I stood on the edge of the pool, lifted my 
arms and gracefully dived into the water.

The water was icy, but it made a wonderful contrast to 
the hot sun. We swam and paddled around, and by the 
time evening was falling I knew I’d gotten sunburnt again. 
We climbed out of the pool, and I waved Dena’s offer 
away of borrowing her towel or a drying technique she’d 
learnt. It was still humid and muggy, and I had a hunch 
that by the time we reached the Academy I’d basically be 
dry. 

We set off, chatting and laughing. I slowly dripped dry 
along the path, and by the time we staggered up the hill, 
only the waistband of my breeches and my underwear
were still damp. I excused myself to have a quick shower 
before dinner, trotting up the stairs to get a towel and a 
change of clothes. 

We ate quickly and then Rain brought up the 
economics paper.

“I haven’t handed it up yet,” I said, and everyone rolled
their eyes.

“Typical,” Petre said in a high and mighty tone. “I 
handed it up a few days after she set it.”

I narrowed my eyes at him.

“Well, aren’t you fantastic?” I toyed with my fork. 
“Hey, where is the library? Can someone please take me 
there after tea?”

“I can,” Dena said, and Theresa nodded in agreement. “I 
have a paper to work on anyway.”

We finished eating and grabbed our school bags from 
our rooms. Dena and Theresa led me down a corridor I
hadn’t been down before, and then up some stairs. Dena 
pushed open a large pair of double doors, admitting the 
three of us into the most breathtaking library I’d ever seen
in my life. 

It took up two stories, and every wall was plastered 
with shelves which weighed heavily with books. To get to 
the second level, spiral stair cases twisted towards the 
ceiling, which had been painted with a fresco. I recognised
Queen Fleur, her sad eyes observing all who studied below 
her. Large windows arched across the walls, and where 
light would spill through them during the day, a few 
librarians were drawing heavy, red velvet curtains across
them. The library was instead lit with torches in their 
brackets, and lamps on tables. 

Dena and Theresa made their way to a corner, where a
low table was surrounded with comfy, plush chairs. I sat 
my bag next to one and looked around, unable to peel my 
gaze from the beautiful room.

“It’s something, huh?” Dena said, taking out her 
notebook and beginning to set up on the table. “I didn’t 
have a library like this back at home.”

“Neither,” I said, watching one of the librarians hurry 
up the staircase to the second level. “Our town library was 
kind of dingy.”

Whilst Dena and Theresa began to quietly discuss their 
next essay, I headed to the section on international 
economics, which happened to be on the second level. I
climbed the stairs, watching my feet; the steps were very 
close together and I’d had bad experiences with staircases 
before. I found the section easily, thanks to the brass plate 
above a shelf telling me what those books were about. I 
pulled a few promising titles from the shelf and then
headed back down the perilous stairs to Dena and Theresa. 

I read quietly for the next half an hour, now much 
more interested in this homework than I would be back in
my own realm. Surac specialised in fruit export. In fact, 
much of what we ate in the castle would be shipped from 
there, if the food wasn’t in season here. I jotted down a 
few notes, reading with interest about Surac’s difficulties 
with the island above them, Sudafrae. I shuddered as I 
read that they were quite traditional, and some of the 
rituals they performed there were very squeamish. I’d just 
gotten to the part about the human sacrifices, the Grey Sea
(which was so named for the ash in the water) and the 
Suracan’s policy of not swimming when the water was 
dark for fear of bathing in human remains, when one of 
the librarians approached us to tell us that the library 
would be closing. 

We quickly packed up our books, and I checked out a 
small pile of them so I could continue my homework in
my room. By the clock on the wall, it was about seven
o’clock; plenty of time for home working.   

We headed back to the dormitories, discussing the 
grizzly Sudafraens and the paper I was yet to write about 
Surac.

“Gotta tell you, I miss my computer,” Dena admitted. 
“Writing by hand is not all it’s cracked up to be.”

“I bet,” I groaned, thinking about having to manually 
write and then count every word. “At least there will be 
fewer distractions.”

I sat at my table and cracked open the book I’d been
reading in the library. I began to turn my notes into the 
opening paragraphs of the essay, and as I wrote I realised
I’d missed it. I knew I had a gift for writing, the words 
flowing onto the paper with hardly any conscious effort. 
My quill scratched continuously, and when my fingers 
went stiff and my hand refused to uncurl from the pen, I 
knew I’d done enough for the night.

The next morning I was woken by Larni instead of my 
bell. I opened my eyes as she glared down at me.

“Good morning,” I said pleasantly, and she scowled.

“What did you tell my mother?”

“You already know,” I said, and yawned widely.

“Why did you tell her?” she stepped back as I swung
my legs out of bed.

“Because I want you to have a chance at living the life
you’re supposed to,” I told her. “Because you’re a mage and 
now you can study and live as one.”

She chewed her lip anxiously.

“You don’t know that they’ll take me though,” she said. 

“No, I don’t, but I can hope. You’ve got a better hope of
getting in now that your mother will appeal after you’ve 
been tested again.”

I expected her to argue, but she just continued to watch 
me with her large brown eyes. 

Finally she said something, but it was so quiet that I
missed it.

“What?”

“Alright!” she repeated loudly. 

I cracked a grin at her. I knew she wasn’t used to 
people taking care of her, only the other way around.

“Good. Now, I’m going to head back to the village this 
weekend to see your mother, see how she’s going
organising the tester to make sure nothing gets in the way 
of you becoming a student here,” I stood up, stretched, and
then begun my morning push ups and sit ups. 

Larni laid my uniform out on the bed and then turned
to me like she was going to say something. I raised my 
eyebrow at her, upside down as I lay on the floor. She 
opened her mouth and then closed it, leaving instead.

The week passed quickly, and I succeeded in finishing
my essay and handing it up to Watt, who almost refused to 
take it because it was so late.

“I promise that’s the only one that will be,” I told her, 
bouncing on the balls of my feet. “I couldn’t find the 
library.”

She took it without a word, and I knew that I would get 
marked down but at least I’d done it. 

We’d begun a new lesson, Magical Practical. We all
giggled as we said it over and over again. Sometimes I 
thought we were really just six year olds in disguise. Jett, 
who also taught this subject, scowled as someone said it 
one too many times.

“Alright, so we’re not so good with the names of
classes,” he snapped. “But what matters is what you learn
in the class, not what it’s called.”

We all clammed up, but someone would occasionally 
whisper it and set the rest of the class off. 

I felt for Jett sometimes. I really did.

Despite the ridiculous name, Magic Prac turned out to
be one of the most interesting classes yet. That first lesson
we learnt the basic theory of healing, and whilst my 
attention trailed off like it did in Theory, Dena’s eyes
sparked with interest, and she hung off of Jett’s every 
word. 

“We can’t test any of this just yet, but with this group I
take it that it won’t be long until one of you injures 
yourself,” Jett said, and though we scowled, many of us 
agreed with him. 

That accident happened the very next day in weapons 
training. And of course, it happened to me. 

“Ow ow ow!” I clutched my thumb desperately as blood 
spilled out of the large gash I’d managed to open.

“What is it, what have you done?” Professor Yu 
demanded.

What I’d done was try my hand at throwing knives. No 
one had told me they were sharp, so I thought they were 
practice blades and had gone right ahead and wrapped my 
hand around one. 

I cradled my thumb close to my chest, trying to hold 
back tears as the class gathered around for a look. 

“Can I try healing it?” Dena asked, hope in her blue 
eyes.

I could hardly resist her anything when she looked at
me like that, so in spite of the pain, I held my thumb out 
to her, dripping blood on the practice mat.

She took my hand in hers, probing the wound gently. I 
almost tore my hand away as it stung suddenly.

“Sorry,” she said, unapologetically. “Hold still.”

She held my injured thumb on her palm, and then held 
her thumb and little finger above it, making an arch. I
recognized this position from the text book Jett had made 
everyone borrow.

Dena closed her eyes – an act which made me very 
uneasy – and then, faster than anyone could see, snapped 
her fingers together. A small blue spark, the colour of her 
magic, threaded the gash close, leaving me with only a 
faint scar as though I’d had it for years.

“Wow,” I said softly, holding my thumb up. I knew if 
I’d tried it, I probably would’ve done either nothing to the 
wound, or made it worse.  

From then on, if anyone had an ailment or wounded 
themselves, they went to Dena, and she fast topped us all
in that particular area.

The next lesson, Jett decided to give us a break from 
healing. 

“We’re going to try creating objects,” he told us, and we 
all broke out into excited mutters. I wriggled my fingers 
anxiously; finally, hopefully, something I would be good 
at!

I wasn’t. The bowl I was supposed to be making from 
the energy around me just wouldn’t materialise, and when 
something finally did happen, instead of a bowl I had a 
small, demented egg cup.

“Good effort,” Jett said, passing me. I scowled at the 
cup, not oblivious to the fact that Eleanora had just 
succeeded in making a perfectly round bowl of purple
glass. 

“Her family is renowned for their crafts,” Dustin said, 
trying to mollify me as I carried my out of shape egg cup
away from class.

“For your information,” I snapped. “I quite happen to 
like my egg cup. It’s just what I need for breakfasts.”

Dustin let this slide, despite the fact that the cup was so 
out of shape that an egg couldn’t fit in it.

In a bad mood, I stomped up to my room and went to 
face-plant on my bed, but something stopped me. A 
beautiful orange feather, the size of a peacock feather, lay 
gently on my bed, like a ray of sunlight that had 
materialised. I picked it up reverently, pulling it through 
my fingers. 

Who had put this here? And how had they gotten into 
my room?

I noticed my open window and the ball of nervous 
energy in me unravelled. It would’ve been easy for 
someone to float something through the open window. 

I brushed the feather against my cheek, noticing small
sparks coming off of it like fire.

Suddenly I realised what it was, and dropped it onto the 
bed. It was supposed to be a phoenix feather.

“Phoenix, huh? A legendary bird of flame is a pretty 
awesome namesake.”

Now I wasn’t sure if the feather was a beautiful gift or a 
cruel taunt. I wasn’t sure if everything we created had to
be of our colour, but I only knew of one mage who had 
that colour magic.

I picked the feather up again, unsure of whether to talk 
to him or not. 

No, I decided. I’d let him come and own up to this 
mysterious present, if he ever did. The only times he’d 
ever approached me was when I was injured. Except for 
the thumb injury; maybe he didn’t deem it life threatening
enough to pretend he cared about me.

I wound the feather around the base of the statue on
my dresser. It curled easily, like a sleeping dragon. I lay on
my bed, propping my chin up on one hand, examining it. 

Despite its most likely creator, it was one of the most 
beautiful things I owned. 

When I woke the next morning, I was crushed to see 
that all that remained of my feather was orange dust on
the plinth of the statue. Hurt and confused, I swept the 
dust into my palm and then brushed it out of the window. 
Why give someone something that wouldn’t last, like 
leprechaun gold? Maybe he simply lacked the skill it took 
to make it last.

In any case, I wouldn’t approach him to mention it at 
all.  

When the weekend rolled around, I managed to obtain
permission from Jett to head into Keyes, despite it being a 
weekend when we weren’t supposed to leave the 
Academy. He signed the permission form in silence, 
deliberately not asking why I needed to go into the 
village. 

I rode alone again, enjoying the ride as Echo ambled
along. I hitched her at the same place as last time, and
then headed through the town square to the clock tower. 
Niko wasn’t outside chasing chickens this time, but I
thought nothing of it as I bounded up the steps to knock 
on the door. 

It took a few minutes, but then Larni’s mother opened
it. Her brow furrowed when she saw me.

“Yes?”

“Uh, it’s me, Sky,” I said awkwardly, wondering if she 
didn’t remember me. “I was wondering how you were 
going with the tester?”

“What tester?” she asked, confusion plain in her eyes.

“The magic tester, for Larni,” I told her slowly.

She bit her lip.

“Do I know you?” she asked finally.

“I came to see you last week,” I said desperately. “I’m 
Sky, Larni’s friend.”

She shook her head.

“I’m sorry, I don’t know you.”

My mouth fell open, and I didn’t know what to say. 
Either she was playing a cruel joke on me or...

“Your memory has been modified,” I told her, anger 
beginning to shake through me. “You need to get Larni
tested for magic again.”

Her eyes went blank for a second, and then she looked
at me in renewed confusion.

“I’m sorry, who are you?”

That was it then. Her memory had been modified so 
that every time I mentioned Larni’s magic or the tester, it 
reverted back to her not recognising me at all. 

Who would’ve done this? I racked my brains trying to 
think of anyone who knew about Larni’s abilities. But 
then I remembered that Larni had found out I’d been to 
Jett, and how difficult it was to keep secrets in the 
Academy. And if they’d gotten to her parents, the next 
person in the firing line was

“Larni,” I said, almost to myself, and turned, leaping off 
the porch, leaving her mother behind. I sprinted through 
the town square as the clock tower struck the hour, but I
hardly noticed. 

I unhitched Echo and vaulted into the saddle. I urged
her on, and she broke into a canter, and we headed back 
to the Academy faster than I’d ridden there before, my 
hair streaming back from my face in the wind. 

Her hooves clattered across the cobbles of the stone 
bridge as we shot over it. We hit the dirt path on the other 
side, her hooves throwing up dirt clods behind us. When
we reached the castle, I leapt from her back.

“Stay here,” I told her sternly, stroking her velvet nose. 
She snorted, her sides heaving. 

I dashed inside the heavy double doors, sprinting up the 
stairs to the dorms. I passed Dustin on the way, and he 
began to run with me.

“Sky, what’s going on?”

“People are modifying memories,” I panted, taking the 
last few steps two at a time. “I think Larni, my servant... I
think she’s next.”

~Chapter Nine~

We reached the top of the stairs and turned off towards
the girl’s dorms. I shoved my door open, Dustin on my 
heels.

“Miss?”
Larni stood in the middle of the room, her arms full of
laundry. Her eyes held the same glazed expression as her
mother’s. My shoulders slumped as my chest heaved; I was 
too late.

“I’m sorry,” I said to her, fighting back tears.

“Sorry? What are you sorry for, miss?”

“Don’t call me miss,” I closed my eyes so I couldn’t see

her puzzled expression. “Call me Sky, please.”

“As you wish, mi-Sky,” the confusion in her voice 

pained me to my very soul. 

I closed the door and slumped against it out in the 

corridor. Dustin sat next to me and put his arm around

me. 

“What was that about?” he asked finally.

I quickly told him everything. By the time I reached

Larni on the other side of the door (she was yet to come 

out), I’d rested my head on his shoulder without even

realising.

“I’m as confused as you are,” Dustin said finally. “I 

think you should be careful from now on, though. Just 

watch your back.”

I nodded, my cheek grazing his shirt. Finally, as night 

fell, we headed down to the mess hall. Just before we went 

in, Dustin stopped me.

“I don’t think you should tell anyone what you told 

me,” he said, his golden eyes on mine. “I think it would be 

best to keep it as secret as you can.”

“Alright,” I agreed, because I knew he was right.
Dustin looked like he wanted to say something else, but 

he just brushed my cheek with his knuckles. 

I didn’t mention anything to anyone about Larni’s 

predicament. I knew I’d be able to find out eventually 

who’d mind wiped her, but if my hunch was correct, I 

wasn’t going to be able to do anything about it.

That night I met with Jett for our secret sword training. 

I geared up with the swords like he’d shown me, but he 

was quick to pick up on my mood.

“What is it?” he asked.

I took off the swords again, and sat down on the 

practice mat, the full weight of the day suddenly slumping

onto my shoulders. After a moment, Jett came and sat next 

to me. I quickly told him about my trip to Keyes and my 

deal with Larni’s mother. Slowly, painfully, I told him 

about that day. Though I had vowed not to tell anyone, 

Jett felt more like a friend than a teacher, and I felt like he 

wouldn’t tell anyone else. And if he did, hey, maybe they

could figure out who had mind wiped my friend and her

family. 

“I told you not to take it any further, Sky,” was the first 

thing he said when I fell silent.

“Why?” I burst out angrily. “It’s bad enough this

country, this world, condones slavery, why must I stay 

quiet about it when my friend has a chance at a better 

life?”

“You don’t think, do you?” he replied, just as angry. 

“Sky, haven’t you noticed how uptight Iain and Netalia 

are? For the past couple of years, they’ve been banishing

students left and right. I don’t know why, only that 
they’re terrified of change. And I don’t want you to be the 

first of this group to fall under the knife.”

It was more than he’d ever said on this subject. While it 

answered a lot of questions, it still left a lot to be desired.
“Jett, who runs the country?” I asked after a moment’s 

contemplation, picking at a loose thread on the practice 

mat.

“When there isn’t a monarch, as there hasn’t been for 

about a thousand years, they run it.”

I couldn’t believe my ears.

“One thousand years?” I gaped at him. “How old are 

they?”

He shrugged.

“Older than I know,” he admitted. “They run the 

country to their standards, and people don’t know any 

better, so they take their word as law.”

“But isn’t the general populace  educated?” I asked. A lot 

more things were suddenly falling into place. “Don’t they 

know they’re not the real rulers?”

“But that’s the thing, Sky,” Jett said desperately. 

“They’ve been in power so long, they’re so used to being

in charge, that people accept  themas the monarch.”
I let this digest for a moment. Suddenly I viewed Iain

and Netalia in a whole new light. For years they’d kept the 
country running to a certain extent, and they’d kept 

Lotheria from international meddling.

I tugged one sword from its sheath carefully, looking at

my reflection in the polished steel. 

“I think they modified Larni’s memory,” I said quietly, 

and the moment I spoke the words aloud, I knew them to 

be true.

“Please let this go, Sky.”

I shook my head stubbornly. I would not, could not, 

give up on Larni. No matter the risk to myself, I would 

keep striving to obtain her the best life that I could. I told 

Jett as much.

“Then I’m sorry,” were his next words.

I started to ask what for, but then there was a sharp 

crack of light and I reeled back from it.

“What’s going on?” I asked Jett, who was sitting

solemnly by my side.

“You fell,” he said, standing up to help me up. “Here, 

let’s get started on a few routines.”

“Alright,” my head swam hazily. I had the feeling we’d 

been discussing something important.

Whatever it was, I forgot all about it as we went 

through the dances he taught me. I was proud of myself; 

whenever I’d tried to learn dance routines before – I’d

done a short stint of ballet when I was five – I just couldn’t 
remember them. But now the steps came to me as though 
eager to present themselves. The swords had quickly 
settled themselves in my hands as though extensions of
my arms, and I rejoiced in the feeling of excelling at
something, which was a nice change after my failed object 

creation. 

“Wonderful,” Jett said as I finished my final dance, out 

of breath but very pleased with myself. “Let’s leave it 

there tonight.”

I hung my swords up reluctantly. More than anything I

wanted to take them back to my dorm room with me so 

that I could practice at leisure, display them proudly as 

Dustin did his scythe, Dena her broadsword. I traced the 

engraving on their hilts one last time, and then left the 

weapons room.

As I walked, I tried desperately to remember what Jett 

and I had been speaking about. I remembered exactly 

what he’d said about the Masters of the school, but I

couldn’t help but feel there was more to the conversation.
Try as I might, I just couldn’t recall it, and gave it up as 

unimportant.  

For the next two weeks, the Academy felt more like a 

prison than a school. I made sure to discuss only school

matters with Dena and the others; conversation with Larni

was strained, and I felt something had happened between
us. Such was my feeling of imprisonment; I couldn’t have 
been more relieved when Watt told everyone that we’d be 

going to Moon Bay and the Paw Islands for term break. 
Rain perked up at the news, and began speaking at a 

million miles an hour about all the places she was going to 

take us and all the things she had to show us. There was 

an air of excitement about the Academy in the final few 

days of term; I could hardly sit still as I waited for Jett to 

finish teaching us in History on the last day.

“Oh, alright!” he said irritably, observing his excited

students. “Go and pack, then, off with you. You’re not 

going to learn anything.”

We all shot off into our dorms. Dena, Theresa, Yasmin, 

Rain and I all gathered in Dena’s room, dragging with us 

our rucksacks and about half our wardrobe.

“Definitely swimmers,” Dena said, shoving her tank top 

and shorts into the rucksack. “Cloak, blouse, shirt, 

breeches.”

We all copied her, making sure to check off essentials 

on the list Rain had drawn up. By the time the Academy 

bell struck ten, we were packed and ready to go. Instead of 

going to our own rooms to sleep, we set up camp on

Dena’s floor and had a very girly sleepover. 

“So, boys,” Rain began, handing out sticks of the hard 

toffee we could buy in the village. “Go.”

I opened my mouth but she cut me off.

“We already know you’re going to say Dustin, Sky,” she 

said, moving my hand to my mouth so I was eating the 

toffee and couldn’t talk. “Next!”

“Well, who do you think is cute?” Theresa prompted 

Rain, as she had seemed so intent on this discussion.
“Petre,” she said immediately, and Yasmin started

choking on the toffee.

“E’s pompous,” I managed to get around the toffee.
“Shush,” Rain told me. “I think he is.”

“Pompous?” I repeated, and everyone giggled.
“No, cute,” she fixed me with a mock glare. “And he’s 

smart and neat...”

“Are these,” I swallowed the toffee with difficulty. “Are 

these traits difficult to come by or something?”

She pouted prettily at me.

“Oh alright,” I conceded. “He’s cute.”

The others began their discussion about the boys in our 

group. Yasmin had been crushing on one of the other guys 

in our class.

“Not Red Hair?” I asked.

“No, not Red Hair,” she threw one of the spearmint 

buttons we were eating at me. “His name is Trevis, from 

here. I think somewhere near Riverdoor.”

We teased some more information out of her, but as 
the night ticked on, our eyelids grew heavier and heavier 
as the candy gummed our teeth together. Someone 
muttered something about heading to the bathrooms to
brush our teeth, but before anyone could answer, we’d all
fallen asleep.

~Chapter Ten~

The next morning we were woken by not one, but five 
golden bells. As they began their shrill cacophony, we 
rolled over and groaned. I swiped at my bell, though I
knew it wouldn’t do any good. It fluttered out of my 
reach, and then dive bombed me when I closed my eyes 
again.

“Up,” Dena instructed us all, pushing her glasses onto 
her nose. “They’ll be leaving soon.”

We staggered around the room blearily, cursing our late 
night chat. Slowly, we dressed and gathered up our
rucksacks. At the last minute, Rain snatched up the fallen
candy.

“Just in case,” she mumbled when she saw me 
watching.

We stumbled out the front doors, squinting in the 
bright sun that seared over the horizon. We slung our 
rucksacks on our backs and shuffled slowly to the stables 
with the rest of the class, where we quickly saddled our 
horses. After two riding lessons, I could now heave myself 
into the saddle, which I promptly did so, despite my sleep 
heavy bones.

We all began to wake up during the ride. We bypassed 
the turn off to Keyes, and I looked away as something, half 
remembered, niggled me. 

The ride was long and hot, but as we slowly woke up, 
we began to chat again. 

“Will we need to stop for the night?” I asked Rain.

“Probably not,” she replied, riding next to me. “Because 
we left so early, we should get there by nightfall. We’re 
making good time.”

I could only assume that was because we were yet to
see anybody on this road. Lined with trees on one side and 
fields on the other, we’d been the only people for miles.

As the sun crossed overhead and finally began to drop
below the horizon, I began to smell the salty ocean. I’d 
been riding in a daze, but as I came to, I noticed the sound 
of rushing water. I looked to Rain in excitement.
“The ocean,” she confirmed with a grin. 

We rounded a corner and began to head downhill. The 
ocean lay before us, sparkling in the late afternoon
sunlight. On one end of the beach, there was a long jetty, 
with a small ship next to it. I desperately hoped it was 
there to take us to the islands, which I could just see on
the horizon.

Jett and Professor Alena had been riding up front. As 
we closed in on the white sands, they slowed and gave the 
signal to dismount.

Everyone did so gratefully, groaning as they stretched 
their legs. We were led to a small grass area just behind 
some rolling sand dunes. We unsaddled and groomed our 
horses, feeding and watering them before we began to set 
up our own camp. Jett started a fire by clicking his fingers 

- he didn’t even look at where he was pointing, I thought, 
disgruntled. I couldn’t wait to have control like that - and
we gathered around it to cook the meals we’d organized
before leaving.

“Alright, here’s the plan,” he began, and everyone fell
silent. “Tomorrow we head to the Main Island, and we’ll
spend a few nights there. Though this is a holiday, please 
try to keep an open mind when exploring new places. This 
will make it easier on you to write the paper when you get 
back and start the new term.”

Everyone groaned in sync. As I looked sideways to 
trade iffy looks with Dena, I spied Phoenix sitting just past 
her, half in shadow. His eyes were fixed on the flames, and 
he didn’t appear to be listening to a word Jett was saying. I
looked away from him when I noticed Eleanora seated
next to him, her arm looped through his.

As I tucked into our meal of warmed stew, Dustin came 
to sit next to me.

“Good evening,” he said, kissing me on top of my head 
as I ate. “Haven’t seen you for a few days.”

“Sorry,” I said, scraping the bowl for the broth. “Been a 
bit busy.”

“Me too,” he replied. “Did you want to go for a walk 
after this?”

I agreed and quickly finished up my stew. Night had 
fallen as we’d set up camp, and a beautiful quarter moon
was beginning to rise, casting silvery light on the waves. 
Dustin took his hand in mine, and I wriggled my fingers 
around for a bit until it felt comfortable. We reached the 
sand, and I pulled my boots off, tucking them next to a 
bush and making a mental note to pick them up when we 
came back. 

We set off along the beach, my feet digging into the 
warm sand. I wriggled my toes happily, the night air 
brushing my cheek. I looked skyward; it was a clear night, 
and thousands of stars dotted the abyss. We walked
towards the jetty, stopping before we reached it. We 
plonked down in the sand, watching the small waves
break and slide up upon the shore with a sigh. I pushed
my hand through the sand, enjoying the feel of the coarse 
grains on my skin.

“I love the beach,” I confessed, lying on my back, not 
caring that I was getting sand all through my long hair.
“Mum and I used to go every summer. We’d stay in this 
dingy old cabin and have fish and chips every night for 
tea.”

I looked up at him when he didn’t reply, catching a 
look on his face that I’d never seen before. It was gone 
before I could properly register it. 

“What?” I asked.

“What what?”

“Why were you looking at me like that?”

“Like what?”

I pretended to scowl at him and he relented.

“I was just thinking how lucky I am,” he admitted. “To 
have you.”

My stomach did a little flip flop, and sunshine seemed
to spill out of my heart.

“I am pretty awesome,” I said awkwardly. I wasn’t very 
good at this at all.

“And I concur completely,” Dustin laughed, lying down
next to me and pulling me in tight.

I snuggled against his side, completely at ease. I rested 
my head on his chest, listening to the steady rhythm of his 
heart. After a while I became curious about the stars above 
me.

“Do you know astronomy?” I asked, my eyes fixed on
the glimmering pin points.

“Actually, my father loved it,” Dustin said, and I could 
tell from his tone that he missed him. “He taught me all of
the constellations.”

He shifted beneath me to free his left arm.

“That one there,” he pointed at a cluster of stars,
showering me with sand. “That’s the Cup, as in a scrying
cup.”

I raised my eyebrows at him, making it clear that I’d 
never heard of such a thing before.

“We’ll get to it in our studies soon enough,” he told me. 
“It’s a cup through which you can communicate if 
someone else has a similar tool.”

“Awesome,” I said appreciatively. I was just about to ask 
him about another patch of stars when I became aware of 
a noise, a low howl resonating through the night air. It 
grew it intensity, until it seemed to block out the sounds
of the ocean and the night. It was a howl, but also with a
screech mixed in. It cut off abruptly, and the warmth 
rushed back to the night.

Goosebumps erupted on my skin despite the heat. 
Dustin sat up quickly, dislodging me from his chest.

“What,” I choked. “The hell was that?”

Dustin didn’t answer, instead standing up and looking
out towards the island that we were due to sail to 
tomorrow. 

“Did it come from here?” I asked, trying not to let my 
voice waver.

“No. I think it came from the island,” he was still trying
to see into the darkness.

“Was that some kind of weird animal you have here?” I
asked, standing up next to him.

“Well, I don’t know what the norm is for you, but I’ve 
never heard anything like that.”

I shivered as I looked towards the island. Suddenly I 
wasn’t so keen to sail there tomorrow.

We headed back to the tents, and I picked up my boots 
from where I’d left them. Dustin went to head off to his 
tent, but then turned back to me.

“I’ll talk to Jett about it tomorrow, ok? Try to get some 
sleep.”

“I’m not scared,” I said immediately, though I was 
absolutely terrified. “I am a little apprehensive about going
to the island now though.”

Dustin chuckled, and kissed me swiftly. I let my hand 
slide down his arm, and he clutched my fingers for a
second. I crawled into the tent that I was sharing with 
Dena and Theresa, having secured the only three person
tent the Academy had. 

I wondered briefly about what Phoenix was doing for 
sleeping accommodations and then decided I didn’t want 
to know.

“Have fun?” Dena asked as I rolled out my sleeping mat 
and bag.

I quickly told them about the howl, leaving out the 
goose bumps on my skin and my rapidly beating heart. By 
the time I was finished, both of my tent mates were silent.

“We’re not still going there, are we?” Dena asked 
finally.

“Why not?” Theresa asked as I wriggled into my bag. 
“That howl could be anything, and besides, I’d like to see 
it attack a group of people, mages, no less, if there’s only 
one of it.”

“I hope like hell there’s only one of it,” I said, pulling
my sleeping bag up around my ears. “I can’t believe you 
didn’t hear it; it was so loud.”

“If it did come from the island, we would’ve been
blocked off by the dunes,” Theresa said matter-of-factly. “I
guess we’ll hear it if we camp there tomorrow night.”

I shuddered; glad that the other two couldn’t see me in
the dark. Truth be told, I wasn’t looking forward to
spending any time, let alone a night, on an island which 
had unknown creatures that howled.

The next day we were up early, the sun shining
through the canvas of the tent and baking us in our 
sleeping bags like sweet rolls in the mess hall. We ate 
quickly and then began to pack up our camp. Professor 
Alena was staying behind with the horses and I was glad. I
wasn’t sure if Echo would be too impressed with a rolling, 
moving boat. I was yet to find out if I was compatible with 
the sea, let alone my enormous steed. I fed her pieces of 
carrot throughout the morning, and then pecked her on
the nose when we left for the jetty. 

Jett stood by the boat as we filed up the walkway, and I 
swallowed nervously as the sea rolled below me, my 
imagination wondering what it would be like to be caught 
between the boat and the jetty. I shoved the thought out 
of my mind and hurried up onto the deck. Jett had been
counting us all and followed us up. He made for the top 
deck to speak with who I could only assume was the 
captain. 

I peered over the railing of the boat, watching the 
green waves lap gently against the wood. We rocked
gently, and despite my misgivings, my stomach was fine. 

We all gathered out of the way as the sailors began to 
raise the anchor and cast off. A pleasant breeze was 
blowing, a tail wind, and we set out towards the island. 
Despite the sunshine, icy fear clawed at my stomach as I 
looked towards the island and remembered the howl from 
the previous night. My fear only worsened when Jett 
gathered us into a group to chat to us, relaying some of the 
things he’d been discussing with the captain. 

“We’re not going to turn the ship around, but I think I 
should let you know that there have been some 
mysterious happenings on this island of late,” Jett began, 
and I groaned. “So please don’t wander off by yourselves, 
and make sure you’ve got your daggers please.”

My fingers grasped the hilt of the small knife that I’d
hooked onto my belt. As we weren’t allowed to bring
swords – it was peacetime, and as such the chances of 
being attacked were relatively little – we’d been allowed
to bring small daggers if we so wished. I was glad that I
had now.

We sailed across the ocean for a short time, the others 
speculating about what these mysterious happenings could 
be. Someone had gotten Dustin to tell the story of the 
howl we’d heard across the ocean, and it was spreading
like wild fire, with each retelling casting larger and larger 
embellishments upon it. Apparently we’d also seen smoke
rise from the island with a tongue of flame, and heard the 
screams of doomed villagers.

“Except no one lives on the island,” Theresa said
disparagingly to one of our classmates, a young woman
with black hair, when she heard that retelling. 

The girl’s shoulders slumped, and she sauntered off to
try to sell her story elsewhere.

Despite the wild inaccuracies of the story, by the time 
we moored just off the coast of the island, everyone’s 
emotions were running high. I spotted Jett as we began to 
lower the smaller boats to go ashore, and could tell he was 
regretting telling us about his misgivings at all. I climbed
into one of the boats with my group of friends, and helped 
lower ourselves into the water. 

Petre and Dustin took hold of the two oars in the boat, 
propelling us to the shore. I noticed Rain admiring the 
swell of Petre’s muscles as he rowed, and winked 
obviously at her. She blushed furiously and looked away, 
not daring to say anything in the small space.  

The boat beached itself just off shore, and everyone 
hopped out to drag it onto the beach. I paused in climbing
out, removing my boots and hanging them around my 
neck. I followed them into the water, enjoying the feel of
the wet sand beneath my toes, not minding that I was 
soaked up to my knees. I gripped the boat and heaved
with the others. We were almost to the shore when I felt 
something sharp slice open the bottom of my foot. I cried
out as I let go of the boat, looking down at my foot 
through the water. Dark brown water swirled around it my blood - and I dimly wondered if there were sharks 
around. Salt water rushed the wound, stinging it sharply.

“Sky?” Dena sloshed through the water towards me. I
noticed she was still wearing her boots.

“My foot,” I said, lifting it carefully out of the water. 
“Something cut it.”

She helped me back to shore as the others dragged the 
boat onto the sand. I watched them with guilty eyes; I 
should’ve known there was a reason the others were 
keeping their shoes on. 

Dena plonked me down on the wet sand and picked up
my injured foot. I winced when I saw the sensitive arch of 
my foot; a large, deep gash slit across it, blood running
down my skin in rivulets, staining the white sand. 

“Razor fish,” Dena said immediately. “Sorry, Sky, I 
should’ve told you before we cast off.”

“When did you find out about them?”

“Last night when you and Dustin went off. I suppose he 
already knew they were in the region.”

She tentatively placed her thumb at one end of the cut, 
her forefinger at the other. I squirmed uncomfortably; for 
such a small wound, it hurt a lot.

“Stop wiggling about,” she commanded, and sent a 
pulse of magic through her fingertips. I watched avidly as 
a small blue spark zipped up the skin of my foot. It 
vanished when it reached the end, and I gingerly prodded 
where the wound had been. My foot felt fine; I was 
healed.

“You’re getting really good at that,” I said to her
appreciatively. “Thank you.”

“No worries,” she said, standing up and brushing sand
from her knees. “You should really learn to do it yourself.”

“I’ve tried,” I said, and it was true, but I just didn’t have 
the finesse that Dena had. My only hope was that I’d have 
to heal myself, not others, otherwise they might end with 
a finger too many if I accidentally reduplicated a finger 
instead of healing its paper cut. Healing was best left to 
those with natural talent, and I just didn’t have it. 

Razor fish wound aside, the others had successfully 
pulled the boat ashore, as had our classmates. I noticed, 
disgruntled, that they all kept their boots on. Looks like 
I’d be the only one to suffer a razor fish wound that day.

Only after I helped Dustin and the others pull our
equipment from the boat, strap it onto our backs and turn 
towards the forest that seemed to take up most of the 
island, did I remember the hair-raising howl from the 
night before. I took my time pulling my boots back on, 
very reluctant to walk amongst the shady trunks. Only 
when Dustin and I were the last two to head into the trees 
following Jett did I pluck up the courage. 

We walked the path side by side, not speaking but 
feeling comfortable with each other’s presence. I watched
the foliage around us for any sign of movement, but 
despite my misgivings, I couldn’t see anything around us.

We reached our camp site, a clearing a good way into 
the trees. I couldn’t see or hear the beach anymore, and I 
desperately hoped that the boat hadn’t left us here. We
began to set up camp, and it was as I was threading the 
poles through the canvas that I noticed what had been
bothering me.

“Dena,” I said urgently, and she looked up from 
counting tent pegs. “Have you noticed there are no birds?”

It was true. No birdsong filtered through the trees, no 
lizards rustled the leaf litter. It was as though the island
were dead. Theresa, having heard me, straightened up and
looked about; our classmates hadn’t noticed anything
wrong.

All of our classmates except Phoenix. I saw him 
standing on the edge of camp, his one man tent in his 
hand as he surveyed the trees surrounding the clearing. I 
wondered what he thought of the whole thing.

We spent the day exploring the island in groups of five 
or more. Eleanora had somehow managed to get Phoenix 
to accompany her and her friends into the forest,
something I knew must be hell for him; I could barely
stand their giggling, how could he?

My group wandered along a long forgotten path which 
was strewn with leaf litter. Petre and Ispin were having a 
mock sword fight with long sticks while Dustin watched 
on; he hadn’t been allowed to join in. As the scythe was 
his chosen weapon, he was used to handling longer 
weapons than the two, granting him an advantage. Rain
and the other girls were ahead and I brought up the rear, 
meandering along behind the others. I knew we must be 
getting close to the other side of the island, but there was 
no break in the trees. I had my hands in my pockets, 
watching the sky above me as the sun moved in and out of
the clouds scudding across the blue sky. 

I stumbled, my foot falling into a depression on the 
path. As I tried to lift it out quickly to regain my balance, 
my toes caught on the dirt and I went sprawling. 

“I envy your grace,” Theresa said, laughing as she 
helped me up.

“There’s something on the path,” I said, more 
concerned with what I’d fallen into rather than her
sarcasm. 

I bent down, moving aside rotted leaves to reveal what 
could only be

“Is that a  footprint?”

A giant footprint. As I pulled more leaves away, the 
boys came back to us, as did the girls. 

“It’s not a footprint,” I swallowed hard, fighting against 
the fear that was once again threatening to take a hold of 
me. “It’s a paw print.”

A paw print that was longer than two of my foot 
lengths. I stood up hastily, and Dustin caught me, grasping
my muddy hand in his. Petre and Ispin worked together to 
clear the path with their magic, the squalls of wind they
had summoned making short work of the tree litter.

The whole path was covered in the prints. Yasmin
measured them out and then faced us, visibly pale.

“I don’t know exactly what it is,” she began, trembling
slightly. Petre caught her elbow and steadied her. “But it’s 
a carnivore. And I think... I’m going to get Jett to check 
these though,” she looked up at us, uncertainty sparking in
her eyes. “I think it’s the size of a horse.”

A brisk wind blew up the path, scattering the leaves
back over the prints. I knew I wasn’t the only one 
contemplating running and screaming back to camp.

“Let’s head back,” Dustin said unnecessarily. “We’d 
better show Jett these.”

As we hurried back down the path from whence we’d 
came, the hair on the back of my neck prickled and I
knew, without doubt, that we were being watched. 

~
“The size of a horse?” Jett repeated, doubt scrawled
across his heavy features. “A carnivore, the size of a 
horse?”

“You can come with us to check the prints, Jett,”
Yasmin said defiantly, defending her measurements. “I
could be wrong, but I don’t think I am.”

Jett cast one look of longing towards the shore, and I
knew he wanted a second opinion. If Professor Alena had 
been with us, he would’ve felt better for having someone 
to discuss it with. As it was, he nodded curtly.

“Who will come with me?” he asked, and Dustin
volunteered, as did Yasmin and Petre. 

The rest of us watched as they disappeared into the 
woods. Immediately we were swamped by our classmates 
wanting descriptions of what we’d found. I left the others 
to it and headed to our tent, wanting food. I scowled as I 
pulled out the empty bag, shaking it upside down. Unless
we’d grossly miscalculated how much food to bring, I’d 
say we’d had a peckish visitor. My thoughts whirled to 
Ispin who had a habit of stealing food and I sighed
heavily. My bets were that his and Petre’s food bag was 
empty too.

I headed to the edge of camp, carrying the bag. I could 
go and collect berries and nuts that I knew were edible, 
but when I cast a glance over my shoulder to the others, 
they were still talking to the class.

“I’ll go with you.”

I jumped, startled, as Phoenix appeared from the
woods. 

“What were you doing out there?” I asked him, my 
nerves humming. 

He shrugged, completely unperturbed by my expression
and the class’ fearful demeanour. 

“Alright,” I said apprehensively, wondering how this 
was going to go. “I don’t want to go too far, though.”

The sun was beginning to sink below the horizon as we 
set out together. I came across several berry bushes, but 
didn’t recognize any, so I left them alone, Phoenix 
wandering along behind me.

I was picking black berries gingerly, avoiding the sharp 
spikes on the bushes, when I heard it. A huffing, not like 
Echo did when she was exasperated with me, but like an 
agitated animal preparing to charge. I turned slowly, my 
heart hammering in my chest. 

An enormous creature, indeed the size of a horse, stood
in the bushes behind me. Its red eyes glowed with anger, 
and it snarled when I turned. Our eyes met for one 
moment, and then, forgetting everything I’d learnt about 
dangerous animals, I fled. 

I dropped the food bag and ran through the black berry 
bushes, not feeling the thorns that scraped my skin and
caught my clothes. I could hear that the creature was in
pursuit, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to outrun it. 

I headed for a tree with many low hanging branches. 
When I reached it, I propelled myself into the branches, 
pulling up my feet as the animal skidded to a halt at the 
base of the trunk and roared its displeasure. I continued 
climbing desperately, my sweaty hands slipping on the 
bark.

The creature reared up on its hind legs and swatted at
me with an enormous paw. I pulled my feet up, tucking
them close to my body as I clung to a branch. I was getting
near the top of the tree now, the tree that shook as the 
creature braced itself against it, and the branches were 
thinning. I glanced down to see where the creature was, 
and then immediately wished I hadn’t. 

It was a creature of nightmares. It had the body of a 
lion, was the size of a horse, but was covered in black 
scales like armour. Steely claws dug into the bark of the 
unfortunate tree I’d taken sanctuary in, and I shook with 
the tree, almost losing my grip. Its hot breath reached up 
to me, smelling like a thousand dead things. 

I had no idea where Phoenix was. I could only hope 
that he’d seen the creature and gone back to camp for 
help. I certainly didn’t want him coming after me on his 
own, not with this beast about to scale the tree for a tasty
morsel of mage. 

Mage! I made a fist, letting my magic seep through to 
its corporeal form. A fireball formed in my hand, and I 
wasted no time projecting it downwards, engulfing the 
creature in green flames. 

While it certainly didn’t like the magic in its eyes, the 
beast wasted no time regaining its footing, the rest of my 
magic showering off of its armoured hide. That’s what it’s 
there for, I realised. This beast is a mage eater. 

I abandoned my magic, reaching for the small dagger at 
my hip. I unsheathed it, feeling a bit better about having a 
sharp blade in my hand. When the creature lifted a paw, 
claws outstretched, trying to reach me in the branches, I 
swiped at it with the dagger. The blade cut the flesh 
between its toes, and the creature reared back and roared
in pain. 

I didn’t have to worry about someone coming for help 
now. People on the mainland surely had to have heard 
that. 

My dagger had come in handy. Now I needed to take it 
up a notch. 

I looped one arm around a branch, wrapping sweaty 
fingers around the hilt of the small knife as the creature 
began to attack the tree with renewed frenzy. With my 
other hand, I carefully grasped the blade, hissing as the 
blood of the creature burnt my skin like acid. I kept a hold 
on it, whispering the spell we’d learnt in Magic Prac. The 
blade glowed and then elongated. I now had a small
sword.

This part was tricky. I couldn’t rely on magic to hold 
my aim true, and I wasn’t the best thrower as it was. I 
looked down into the beast’s red eyes, fixing it with a
glare, letting it know it had attacked a force to be 
reckoned with. As though recognising such a glare, the 
creature snarled up at me.

“That’s my cue,” I muttered to myself, and bracing
myself in the branches, hurled the sword downwards, 
point first. 

My aim was true; the sharp point of the blade bit deep 
into the creature’s left eye, and it dropped to the forest 
floor, snarling. It howled, and I slammed my hands over 
my ears as it built in pitch and intensity. The creature 
rubbed its head on the ground, desperately trying to 
dislodge the knife. With one desperate yowl that made my 
vision swim, it collapsed to the ground, shaking the leaves 
of the trees all around.

I stayed where I was, not believing it to be dead. I think 
I would’ve stayed there all night if Phoenix hadn’t burst 
through the trees, Jett and my classmates with him. 
Together they took in the scene; me high up in the 
branches of my life saving tree, and the creature crumpled
on the ground, the hilt of my dagger protruding from its 
eye.

“Sky!”

Phoenix climbed into the branches and held out a hand
to me. I gripped it, steadying myself against him as I 
climbed down.

“What is it?” I asked Jett, who was looking over the 
beast.

“A Du’rangor,” he said, kneeling in front of it. “But 
how-“

“A Du’rangor?” Phoenix asked. “But how is it here?”

“What do you mean?” I asked him, confused.

“Du’rangors are native to Gannameade, and only to that 
country. They aren’t found anywhere else.”

“Except the Paw Islands of Lotheria, apparently,” I said, 
unwilling to go near the thing.

Jett gripped the hilt of my dagger and pulled, wincing
as the blade refused to come free from the sucking mass of 
what was left of the Du’rangor’s eye. When he did finally 
get it free, only a small portion of the blade was left with 
the hilt; the rest seemed to have been burned away.

“Du’rangors are poisonous,” Jett lifted the remainder of
the blade to show the class, who wrinkled their faces as 
eye goo dripped from it in long strings. “And very difficult 
to kill. How did you do it, Sky?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” I asked.

“You shoved a knife in its eye, but that alone shouldn’t 
have killed it. What else did you do?”

“Nothing. I mean, I made the dagger a little longer 
using that spell you taught us, because it was only a little 
knife.”

“So you threw a blade soaked with magic into its brain,”
Jett concluded. “That would do it, and evidently, it has.”

Everyone gathered around the Du’rangor, but I didn’t 
go a step closer. They hadn’t seen it in action, the way its 
muscles moved like liquid steel as it reached for me in the 
tree, death in its eyes. I looked at it slumped on the 
ground, noticing how much smaller it seemed now that 
one couldn’t see the two inch long claws retracted back 
into its paws, the long teeth and the foul smelling maw 
were hidden from view by its velvet muzzle, the only part 
of the animal apart from its paw pads that was fur.

I hardly noticed when Phoenix left my side and Dustin
replaced him, too engrossed in my thoughts, reliving parts 
of what had just happened. 

“What will happen to it now?” I asked Jett.

“We’ll burn the body, and then we should leave the 
island,” he said. “I don’t want to find out the hard way 
that this wasn’t the only one here.”

I shuddered involuntarily.

“What were you doing out here by yourself?” Dena 
asked, wrapping her arms around me as the rest of the 
group came over.

“I wasn’t alone, Phoenix was with me. Don’t do that,” I
told her as she sent a very untrusting look to Phoenix, 
who’d slunk behind the group. “I was collecting black 
berries, because our food bag is empty.”

“No it isn’t,” she said, frowning, which sent her glasses 
slipping down her nose. “It can’t be.”

I noticed Ispin behind her go bright red and begin to 
shuffle from foot to foot.

“I must’ve misjudged how much food to bring,” I said 
quickly, before anyone could look over at him and put two 
and two together. 

Dena admonished me as my mother would have, and
Ispin sent me a grateful look that I dare not acknowledge.

We packed up quickly and headed for the beach as the 
sun dropped even lower. We rowed out to the waiting
boat, and I watched as the island dropped behind us, a 
thin belt of smoke rising into the evening air as the body 
of the Du’rangor burned.

Once safely aboard, we began to sail back to the
mainland. The jetty slowly came back into view, alight 
with torches so we could find our way home. The sailors 
moored it with expert ease, and we disembarked on
wobbly legs, tired from so much travelling over the day.

It was only this morning that we left, I mused in 
wonder. A lot had happened in a day. I’d almost died, and
I’d spent time with Phoenix.

I grumbled to myself as we headed back to our old 
camp. Why did he have such a strong grasp over me? 
Maybe it was like this with all soul mates, though I
wouldn’t know as I hadn’t much experience with mine.

Echo greeted me with as much gusto as ever, which 
faded quickly when she realised I didn’t have treats for her
this one time. I stroked her velvet nose, wondering how 
the nose of the Du’rangor would’ve felt.

Suddenly a hot ball of pain wrenched my insides. I’d
just killed a creature. A large, living creature that was 
trying to kill me. Suddenly everything rushed me at once, 
how close I’d come to death. Jett said it had been
poisonous; if one of those razor sharp claws had so much 
as nicked my leg and drawn blood, the blood in my veins 
would’ve bubbled with acid and I would’ve died. 

I sat in the sand dunes and curled up into a ball. It 
wasn’t everyday one managed to succeed in killing
something that was threatening their life. I should feel
elated, even more confident in my abilities than before. 
But I knew I’d been grossly outmatched, and had I had my 
twin swords with me, I more than likely would be dead in
that tree. Because I would’ve thought myself a match for 
the beast. I would’ve stayed on the ground to face it as an
equal, realising my grievous mistake far too late. 

Cold sand brushed my cheeks and I shivered in the 
brisk sea wind. Behind me, I could hear someone, Dena, I
think, calling for me. I didn’t answer her, instead hugging
my knees to my chest tighter, closing my eyes against the 
grains of sand that sailed on the wind.

“You’re in shock.”

I opened my eyes and saw Phoenix sitting a little way 
down the dune from me. How long had he been there?

“What?”

“In shock. You’re trying to deal with the fact that you 
almost died.”

“So what if I am?” I said, moody and defensive. “Where 
did you go, by the way? One second you were there and 
the next I was being chased up a tree.”

“I saw you being chased by it and went to get help. I
left you alone for only a few minutes. Du’rangors are 
intelligent; it would’ve waited for you to be alone.”

“Why? It could’ve killed us both, easily.”

“Yes, but it was also hungry. The Du’rangor is a cursed 
beast; it poisons what it kills, and if it eats what it has 
poisoned, it dies.”

“How does it kill without poisoning its prey then?”

He swirled a finger in the sand, not looking at me.

“It frightens its prey to death,” he said finally. “That 
howl? It overwhelms the senses, drives its prey insane.”

Lucky I’d covered my ears then. I remembered its final, 
desperate yowl, the way my head had swum and my 
vision blurred. I thought back to the night Dustin and I
had heard it howl on the beach. Even at that distance I’d
been physically affected by its howl; the terror that had 
pierced my heart had been the Du’rangor setting all of us 
up for a tasty meal.

“Gannameade must be an awful place,” I mumbled. “If 
there are creatures like the Du’rangor running loose all
over the countryside.”

There was no answer. I looked up. He was gone.

“Sky,” I looked over my shoulder at Jett. “Are you 
alright?”

“I’m fine,” I lied, though my heart hung heavy with 
Phoenix’s abandonment. Too bad, I thought, we’d almost 
been having a conversation. “I was just coming back.”

~Chapter Eleven~

Dena doted over me back at camp. She’d managed to 
procure some food from somewhere (a lot of it looked like 
the mash we made for the horses) and made me eat most 
of it. She’d checked me out thoroughly on the boat here, 
and whilst I was physically in perfect health, I knew she 
was expecting me to have some mental breakdown. 

Too bad I’d already had it.

We spent the rest of the break playing on the beach, 
but I anxiously counted off the days until we could return
to the Academy, the big, safe Academy. On our second to 
last day, I succeeded in teaching the Lotherian boys how 
to play softball, though Petre found it a little difficult to 

grasp the concept of ‘out’.

“Out!” I called, as Red Hair caught it on the full. Petre 
kept sprinting to the next base and I nodded at Red Hair,
whom we all had noticed had almost perfect aim.

Red Hair ditched the ball at Petre, catching him in the 
legs and sending him sprawling in the sand. Despite our 
laughter, Petre started wriggling on his belly to the next 
base. I’ll give it to the bastard, he was determined. I stood
over him as he planted one firm hand on the tent bag we 
were using as second base. 

“You’re out,” I told him pointedly.

He dragged himself up and brushed himself off.
“It was worth a shot,” he said haughtily, and sailed off 

to his teammates. 

I rolled my eyes at Rain, who ignored me. 
The next morning we set off early, and I determinedly 
did not look towards the island as we left. I hoped that I’d 
never see it again, and if I ever did, it would be too soon. 

Phoenix had resumed ignoring me. I let it go, tired of
trying to squeeze a friendship or any kind of common
ground out of someone who so obviously didn’t have the 
time of day for me. 

I rode with my group, chatting about the new term, 
though nothing would’ve changed. We still had the same 
classes, the same teachers, the same classmates. 

I wondered why our class was so small. Jett had once 
explained to us that we were reaped every three years, so
we ranged from eighteen to twenty. I would be twenty by 
the time I finished my study at the Academy and then...

And then what? There was a hollow feeling in my chest 
as I contemplated this new thought. I’d never thought of
what I’d do after I finished my studies. Would I travel this 
new world, explore everything this realm had to offer?
Yes, that sounded very appealing, but I had to be realistic. 
I would just have to hope that my magical talents would 
reveal themselves to me over the course of my tuition, and 
then I’d aim to secure a position, a paying position.

I realised I was floundering out of my depth. I didn’t 
even know the value of the coins in my belt purse. I made
a mental note to ask Jett about prospective careers after 
the Academy. 

I would really like to travel though, I decided. I have a 
whole new world to explore, and nothing’s going to stop 
me from seeing it.

When we made it past Keyes and the Academy came 
into view everyone breathed a sigh of relief. Though we 
had to resume our study, it would be far less dangerous 
than term break.

~
After the break, I hardly ever saw Phoenix. He stayed 
by Eleanora’s side as if she were a life support. Communal 
meals in the mess hall grew quieter and quieter, until I
asked Jett if I could eat alone; I was tired of everyone 
glancing at me and whispering. I noticed that the whispers 
seemed to be from the Lotherian mages only.

“Don’t fret about it,” Dena said when I mentioned it. 
“Just ignore them.”

The whispers came to a head in our first riding class of
second term. Professor Alena, impressed with our
progress, was letting us have a gymkhana of sorts. We split 
into two teams, and I managed to end up on the opposing
team to Eleanora. My stomach shifted nervously and Echo, 
sensing my discomfort, shifted anxiously beneath me. I 
pretended not to see the malevolent looks Eleanora was 
shooting me, and tried to calm myself.

Since the Du’rangor, I’d been more on edge. I didn’t 
like the dark, I hated loud noises and when Ispin had 
surprised me around a corner, I managed to curse him so 
bad that he couldn’t speak for a few days.

“Which isn’t necessarily a bad thing,” Rain had said, 
patting me on the shoulder.

But I hadn’t meant to do it. The magic had just burst 
out of me, and had someone asked me to do it again, I
probably couldn’t have.

So already I’d managed to gain a reputation of late. I 
wasn’t the girl who had killed a Du’rangor with only a 
knife; I was the girl who jumped at loud noises.

So that hot afternoon, the sun beating down on our 
shoulders, I knew, I just knew, Eleanora was going to do 
something. I wasn’t sure what, but I knew it wouldn’t be 
something I was going to enjoy. As a result, I was even
more on edge.

I watched Dena race Petre and win, in the barrel race. 
Someone had dobbed in Echo and I for the sprint, and my 
heart sank when I realised I was going up against Phoenix, 
who’d been pitted against me by his girlfriend. I refused to 
look at him as we lined up.

“To the marker at the other end,” Professor Alena said, 
and Phoenix and I peered ahead, to where we could just 
see a post in the distance. “Ready? And... Go!”

Echo was off before I could do anything. We barrelled
down the course at a full gallop and I felt as though I was 
riding an avalanche down a mountain side. I leant 
forwards, urging her faster, her hooves flashing beneath 
us. On our right flank, Phoenix and Validus didn’t even
try to pull even.

Hang on? Was he trying to let me win?

Before I could pursue this thought anymore, I caught a
glimpse of what looked like a purple ribbon streaking
beneath Echo’s hooves. She immediately shied away from 
it, whinnying. I fought to keep my balance, but then lost it 
completely as she reared in terror. I felt myself leaving the 
saddle and quickly kicked my feet free of the stirrups.

I hit the ground hard, on my left side. I felt the air 
shoot out of my lungs at the same time I felt a sickening
crack jolt up my left arm. I curled into a ball as Echo 
snorted, still prancing, her sharp hooves hitting the 
ground close to my head.

Oh geez. I was going to be killed by my own horse.

I was dimly aware of Phoenix bringing Validus to a halt 
as Dena and Professor Alena ran to us. Luckily we hadn’t 
gotten very far down the course.

Phoenix immediately went to Echo, catching her bridle 
as she tried to rear again, murmuring to her. She calmed
down, her ears flicking forward as she listened to 
whatever he was saying.

I clutched my arm and gasped at the pain. I knew 
straight away that it was broken. 

Phoenix knelt down next to me, having calmed Echo to
a point where she no longer needed his attention.

“Let me see it,” he commanded, reaching for my arm.

“Don’t touch me!” I cried, scooting away from him, the 
pain making me irrational. 

He promptly ignored that and put his arm around my 
shoulders, helping me sit up better. Dena arrived in a 
flurry of dust and frantic worrying.

“Let me see it,” she said quickly, seeing me clutch my 
arm close.

I held it out to her, completely trusting of my best 
friend. I thought I noticed Phoenix’s shoulders slump as I
showed Dena the trust I refused to show him. She’d barely 
probed it with gentle fingers when I yelped with pain, my 
arm growing simultaneously hot and cold.

“It’s broken,” she said without a trace of doubt. “We 
need to get you to the infirmary.”

Phoenix helped me to my feet, pulling me in close to
his chest to steady me. I could feel his heart pounding in
his chest, his strong fingers gripping my shoulder so I
couldn’t fall. 

“Sky!” Dustin arrived with the rest of the class, and 
Phoenix stepped away smoothly. He immediately steadied
me as Phoenix had done. I’d barely noticed when my soul
mate had relinquished me. “Are you alright, are you hurt?”

No, I felt like snapping back. My arm always looks like 
this.

“Her arm is broken,” Dena told him, saving Dustin from 
any snappish replies that were coming his way. “We need
to take her back to the castle, I can’t treat it out here.”

Dustin helped me back to the castle, Dena and 
Professor Alena by my side. 

“Echo,” I murmured.

“Phoenix has got her,” Dena said. “He’ll look after her.”

The cool castle was a relief when we finally reached it. 
I could hear Professor Alena taking charge of the class 
again as Dena and Dustin helped me towards the 
infirmary. When we got there, Jett was waiting.

“Broken arm, is it?” he asked, strangely informed. 
“Dena, come here. This is perfect.”

“Perfect?” I asked weakly as I was helped onto one of 
the stark white beds. “My broken arm is perfect?”

“I was about to teach Dena some advanced healing
anyway,” he replied, beginning to cut away my sleeve. I 
bit my lip to keep from crying out in pain. “Broken bones 
were next on our list.”

He cut the rest of the sleeve away, and we all examined
my arm. Purplish yellow bruising already marked it. This 
didn’t stop Jett from picking it up and showing it to Dena.

“If you’ve been reading the books I gave you, you 
should be able to tell me which bone in her arm is 
broken.”

Dena settled her glasses on her nose, and then peered 
closer. I felt a little better when she took my arm in her
cool fingers, but that feeling immediately vanished when 
she began prodding my skin. I flinched but refused to 
show any more pain than that.

“I think it’s her radius,” she said. “Did you land on it, 
Sky?”

I nodded, nausea beginning to grow in my stomach.

“I think you shattered it,” she said, and for the first time 
she looked uncertain. “Jett, I can’t fix shattered bones just 
yet.”

“Yes you can,” he said. “Remember the theory, and put 
it into practice.”

Dena bit her lip and looked at me.

“Do you trust me, Sky?”

“Yes,” I replied without hesitation.

Dena took a breath, as though she’d been hoping I
wouldn’t say that I did. Carefully, she held my elbow and
my wrist, closing her eyes.

Over the next half an hour she worked steadily, Jett 
guiding her when she needed assurance. Dustin watched 
on in interest for the first ten minutes or so, but then
wandered over to the window. I grit my teeth and looked
at the ceiling, as much of my arm went through a whole 
range of feelings. After half an hour, Dena put my arm
back on the bed and wiped her sweaty brow.

“There,” she said. “How does it feel?”

I wriggled my fingers, and then gingerly lifted my arm 
off of the mattress. It felt fine, only a little weak.

“You’ll have to do some exercises in the mornings 
now,” Dena was saying. “To get the arm back to fully 
functional, but I think I’ve repaired most of the damage.”

“Wow, thanks,” I said softly. I had a friend who could 
heal broken bones. “You’re really amazing, Dena.”

“If you could tell me that more often, that’d be great,”
she said, grinning widely.

“You did well,” Jett said, clapping her on the shoulder.
“I’ll chat to the matrons, see if you could do some 
weekends in the city hospital in Castor.”

Dena’s eyes shone from behind her glasses.

“I would really like that,” she said finally, excitement 
making her curls quiver. 

I made sure to stay away from Eleanora after that. I
knew without a doubt that she had made Echo shy on
purpose, in the hopes of injuring me. I wondered why? 
She was dating my soul mate, I was supposed to be the one 
who hated her.

“She’s jealous,” Rain said when I mentioned it at dinner 
one night. “She feels threatened by you.”

“Why?” I was completely clueless, struggling to think 
what I could have possibly done to make her feel that 
way.

“You’re one of the best students in the class,” Ispin said, 
gesturing wildly with his fork, Yasmin ducking hurriedly 
out of the way. “Because she’s local born, she’s somehow 
gotten the idea in her head that she’s meant to be the 
best.”

“But she is,” I protested.

It was true. Eleanora had quickly outpaced us in terms 
of grades and combat. She was Yu’s star pupil, and Watt
would walk to the end of the earth for her if she said she 
needed something.

“Oh stop making a fuss, Sky,” Petre said irritably, 
sawing at his steak like it had done something to offend 
him. “You’re the best out of all of us, stop trying to deny 
it.”

I sat with my mouth hanging open, waiting for a retort 
to come. My mind went blank as we all watched Petre 
stuff his mouth in a most undignified manner.

“Is everything alright?” Yasmin asked, laying a hand on
her soul mate’s arm.

“No it very well isn’t,” he snapped, bits of steak flying
across the table. Theresa, Dena and I held up our 
textbooks to shield ourselves from the airborne beef. 
“Father has not been responding to my letters.”

“Maybe he’s busy,” Yasmin suggested calmly. “Your 
father has a whole estate to run, don’t forget.”

“He said he’d write every week,” Petre said, slightly
calmer but still manic by his terms. I cast a glance at Dena, 
who raised her eyebrows and shrugged. “He hasn’t.”

“Petre, if that’s all you’ve got to worry about, then it’s 
nothing,” Yasmin gnawed her lip for a second before 
saying, “Those of us who are from the human world will
never hear from our families again.”

My heart went cold, as it always did when I thought 
about Mum in our house on her own. I’d spent too many 
nights worrying about her; I needed to accept the fact that 
this world was my new home.

“I’m worried,” Petre confessed finally. “In his last few 
letters he mentioned that some of the livestock had been
disappearing. In the very last letter I got from him, the 
latest one to go missing was a small boy.”

We stopped eating, finally giving Petre our undivided 
attention. 

“Did he mention anything else?” I asked quietly.

He looked up, meeting my eyes.

“There was something,” he looked down again. “One of 
the cows was found in the northern fields. It had died
during the night, and parts of it had been eaten by 
something very large. But Father said that, despite the 
obvious injuries, they couldn’t figure out how it had died. 
He said,” he took a deep breath, refusing to meet my eyes, 
and suddenly goose bumps rippled along my skin. “He 
said, it was though it had died of fright.”

I knew it. I knew there couldn’t only be one of them 
around. 

“So your estate is being stalked by a Du’rangor,” I said, 
surprised at how calmly I said the words. “And now you’re 
worried that something really awful has happened.”

“Something already has, Sky,” Theresa reminded me 
none so gently. “A little boy has been taken.”

Only I, looking down in shame, noticed Petre’s
knuckles turn white as he gripped his fork.

“We should go to your estate,” Dena was saying. “See if 
there’s anything we can do.”

“What  canwe do?” Ispin asked. He’d gone very white 
beneath his freckles.

“Well, one of us in our midst has already killed a 
Du’rangor,” Dena said, and my belly flipped over. “Maybe 
she could do it again.”

Say you can’t! My mind begged of me. But I said 
nothing, only clutched at the table so that the others 
wouldn’t notice my trembling fingers.

So the following day we went to Jett, asking if we could 
spend the upcoming long weekend exploring Petre’s
estate.

“They want to see Abdoor,” Petre drawled, very 
convincingly. “Father says it’s alright.”

“Then I have nothing to complain about,” Jett said, 
quickly scrawling his signature on the note we’d handed 
him. “I’ll give this to Iain and Netalia. Are you sure you 
don’t need any of the professors to go with you?”

It almost sounded like he was offering. Petre shook his 
head.

“I know the road to Riverdoor like the back of my 
hand,” he said.

As the others filed out of the room, I stayed behind to
ask something that would hopefully tip the scales in my 
favour against this rumoured Du’rangor. 

“Could I take my swords, Jett?” I asked, trying not to let 
too much of my desperation shine through.

“Why would you want to do that?”

“I can practice with them more,” it wasn’t exactly a lie. 
“Away from the Academy, away from Netalia.”

He hesitated, and I felt almost certain that he wasn’t 
going to let me. But then he relented.

“Alright. I’ll bring them out to you when you leave on
Saturday morning.”

“Thank you,” I breathed.

Friday night rolled around too quickly for my taste. I 
packed carefully, making sure to take every dagger and
every charm I’d managed to collect at the Academy. I lay 
in bed, trying to convince myself that I needed to sleep, 
that I wouldn’t be doing myself any good by keeping
myself awake thinking about the last time I’d battled a 
Du’rangor. 

But it was no good. Every time I closed mine, the 
Du’rangor’s eyes gleamed in the darkness behind my lids. 
A few times I dozed off, only to jerk awake as a large, 
black paw swiped at me from the darkness. When dawn 
began to break, I watched it from atop my bed in my 
pyjamas, one arm hanging outside my window that was 
yet to be closed since my taking up residence in the castle. 

When the bell arrived to wake me up, I swatted at it 
half-heartedly and then climbed onto my floor to do my 
push ups, taking special care of my recently healed arm. 
The bell hovered for a moment as though watching me, 
and then dropped out of the window. 

I was the first one at the stables with my duffel bag. 
Echo seemed ashamed to see me, but I managed to mollify
her with the sugar cube I’d been saving.

“It’s alright,” I murmured, leaning against her and 
stroking her glossy coat. “I saw what really happened, and
I don’t blame you in the slightest,” I showed her my arm. 
“See? All better.”

She inspected the arm, and then blew warm air over 
me. The others arrived in various degrees of sleep 
deprived states. Together we saddled our horses and
double checked we’d packed everything. I was starting to 
think that Jett wasn’t going to show up when he appeared 
in the doorway of the stable, carrying my two swords 
wrapped in canvas. 

“Don’t put them on until you’re far away from here,” 
he warned. 

He left before I could ask why. Was Netalia really that 
wound up about it? I tucked the swords behind my saddle 
and we set off into the sunrise. 

It was pretty much the same journey as going to Moon
Bay; there was almost no other traffic on the road, even
when we passed Keyes. By the time we reached our rest 
stop for the night, a small camp ground that Petre had 
marked on his map, we’d been the only ones present on
the road that day.

We set up tents and set about cooking some of the 
dehydrated food we’d brought with us. There was an
unspoken tension between all of us, and it did not alleviate 
when Ispin tried to get a duelling competition going to try 
to loosen us all up. In the end we just crawled into our
separate tents without saying goodnight.

After a mostly restless night the night before, I
managed to snag a few hours of sleep on the hard ground. 
By the time the sun was rising though, my nerves were 
beginning to hum again. Today, by this evening, we would 
be in Petre’s estate, the alleged hunting grounds of
another Du’rangor.

“What I want to know is, how are they getting here?” I
asked nobody in particular as we rode, breaking the almost 
twenty four hour silence. “They’re native to Gannameade, 
and they can’t swim, otherwise the one on the Paw Islands 
would’ve just paddled over to the mainland and had a 
banquet.”

Nobody answered; I hadn’t really expected them too. 

Everyone was growing sorer and sorer as the sun began 
to fall. We crossed the state border to Abdoor almost 
without realising it, though we were beginning to see 
more traffic on the roads. 

“They’re all heading away from Abdoor,” Rain said 
quietly as we passed a family headed decidedly in the 
opposite direction to us. The children stared at me as they
passed, their eyes round with amazement. 

“It’s almost like they’ve never seen students before,” I
half joked.

“They haven’t,” Petre answered from up the front. 
“Once we’re reaped, we almost never return home.”

“Why?” I asked in amazement, but he didn’t reply.

As soon as we crossed the border, I noticed a change in
the surroundings. The trees were shorter, sparser, and the 
few streams we crossed were almost completely dry, the 
water struggling through mud and leaves. My misgivings 
increased by the mile, and when we reached Riverdoor, I
was proven correct. 

The state was in poverty. The city was hunched and
dry, as though trying to protect itself. Beggars peered up at 
us, pleading with their eyes. Ragged mothers hurried to 
and fro carrying children who cried for their hungry 
bellies. I set my mouth in a tight line, locking my gaze 
straight ahead. 

We reached Petre’s estate just on the other side of the 
main city. I was confused to see green lawns, with neat 
servants hurrying about. They met us at the gates.

“Master,” they said, bowing reverently to Petre over 
and over. “Your Father is not expecting you.”

“I know,” he replied simply, handing them his horse’s 
reins. “My friends and I will be staying for a while. Please 
bring their luggage inside.”

Something hot was beginning to grow under my skin, 
and I realised that I was furious. A servant tried to take 
Echo’s reins when I dismounted.

“It’s alright,” I said to him. “I can do it. Where are the 
stables please?”

He stared in amazement for just a second, and then
escorted me to the stables. I untacked Echo and groomed
her, then made sure she was fed and watered. I followed
the others inside the mansion, and more servants met us in
the entrance hall.

“This way, miss,” one of them, an elderly lady, said to 
me, gesturing up the stairs. I followed her, reluctantly 
peeling off from the others. 

She showed me to a small, comfortable room on the 
second floor. She stayed with me as I unwrapped my 
swords from the canvas to make sure they hadn’t been
damaged on the journey.

“You shouldn’t have come here, miss,” the woman 
spoke suddenly behind me. “There has been strange goings 
on here.”

“Funny,” I replied, half removing one of my swords 
from its scabbard to inspect the blade. “I’ve heard that 
before.”

“Miss, they say an evil lurks here!”

“I know,” I slid the blade back into the sheath with a
sharp snap. “We’re here to kill it.”

I continued unpacking as she left me alone with my 
thoughts. I was slowly coming to the realisation of what 
was happening in this state, but I wasn’t going to jump to 
any conclusions without finding proof. 

I met the others at the base of the stairs. Petre came 
back from another part of the mansion and showed us to
his father’s office. We entered the majestic room with 
deep burgundy carpet and mahogany panelled walls. It 
was the office of a rich man.

One glance at Petre’s father told me that he wasn’t 
revelling in his wealth. His face was drawn, haggard, as 
though he hadn’t slept for a long time. He kept rubbing
his chin, and from the state of his beard it was obvious 
that this had become an unconscious habit. I also didn’t 
miss the fact that he wore a long sword at his side, and I
was willing to bet there were more weapons stashed away 
out of sight. 

“You shouldn’t have come to Riverdoor,” he began, 
standing before us. He was a tall man, over six feet with 
brown hair greying at his temples. His eyes, though... his
eyes were the eyes of a man who was grieving. 

I suddenly glanced at Petre who was standing in a far 
corner. His eyes were far away as he stared out of the 
window, and suddenly I knew the real reason why we’d 
come here.

“There is a monster stalking these lands,” Petre’s father 
went on. “Otherwise I would welcome you all.”

“We knew about the monster,” I told him quietly. 
“That is the real reason we have come.”

Something like interest flickered in his weary eyes, but 
it was quickly extinguished.

“What can seven untrained mages do against a beast 
like the Du’rangor?” he asked, almost whispering.

“I’ve killed one before,” I said. “I can do it again.”

The frown lines between his eyes deepened.

“You’ve killed one before?” he repeated slowly, and I
felt myself go red as I nodded. I wasn’t usually one for self 
promotion. “But where would you find another one? It is 
strange enough that this one is here, they are not native to
this land.”

As Dena explained the story of the Paw Island
Du’rangor, I tried to catch Yasmin’s eye. I didn’t need to 
though; she’d already spotted Petre in the corner and, like 
me, had drawn to the real conclusion about why we were 
here.

“We’d like the opportunity to help you,” I said to the 
man before us. “Please, let us.”

He hesitated for just a moment, but then nodded. 

“We have no mages here. Petre was the only one born
for years. Any man we’ve sent after it has not come back.”

“Why would you send people after it?” Theresa asked, 
who had obviously not clued on. “It’s a dangerous 
creature, wouldn’t you try to avoid it?”

“Because it started stalking the townsfolk, didn’t it, sir?”
he nodded once and I went on. “Because it took your son.”

Petre crumpled in the corner, Yasmin’s arms around 
him as tears flowed down both of their faces. The man in
front of me stood steadfast, though he, too, threatened to 
fold.

“You are quick,” he said hoarsely. “Yes. It took my son. 
Petre’s little brother. In my desperation I put out a reward 
for the creature’s death. The townsfolk leapt at the 
opportunity to earn some money, to put food on the table 
for their families.”

“But they never came back, did they?” I asked. He 
shook his head. “And now you’re plagued by a creature 
that howls in the night and terrifies all that hear it.”

He nodded.

“If you claim that you can kill the beast, then please, do
so. My name is Hugh. I am Lord of this estate.”

We took our cue and bowed as we’d been taught. He 
waved the motion away, though we were well within our 
rights. He was a Lord of the state; we were untrained
mages. In a few years, when we finished our schooling, 
our status would rank with his.

Lord Hugh took us to another room, one which had 
been covered with maps of every kind. Books were open
on the long table which took up most of the room. I
peered at one as we filed around the table; they were 
books on the native animals of Gannameade, the 
Du’rangor in particular.

“We are trying to figure out how the cursed beast got 
here,” Lord Hugh said when he saw me looking at the 
books. “Its presence is not normal, nor is the circumstance 
in which we find ourselves.”

We gathered around the map of Abdoor. Yasmin and
Petre were still missing from our number. I suddenly 
realised that Petre had been dealing with this on his own, 
for a week. My insides writhed with guilt, but I knew that 
no matter how bad I felt, it couldn’t be anything compared 
to what Yasmin was feeling. As his soul mate, she could 
practically read his mind. He must’ve buried this matter
deep for her not to know.

“The first time we started noticing livestock getting
attacked and going missing was here,” Lord Hugh tapped a 
small patch of land on the map. We examined it closely; 
there didn’t seem to be anything out of the ordinary with 
it. “And then the deaths began to move closer to the 
township, to the estate. We didn’t notice anything at first; 
we thought it was just wolves or carrier birds. But then we 
began to notice the prints.”

“Paw prints?”

“Yes. Larger than any carnivore we have around here. 
And when it took Sammy, we knew that wolves would 
not be brazen enough to enter the estate grounds. We 
knew we were dealing with something much more 
worrying.”

The weather had grown steadily worse since we had 
begun to talk. The few scattered clouds that had escorted 
us into the state had worked themselves up in

thunderclouds. They rolled through the sky, threatening
rain at any second. Outside, the trees lining the drive were 
thrashing about, as though trying to tear themselves free 
of the earth. 

“One of the local boys, himself from Gannameade, 
recognized the prints and told us what they belonged to. 
We scoffed at him, of course; how could a creature only 
found in Gannameade be here in Lotheria? But after a few 
more days of losing livestock and hearing the howls for 
ourselves, we had to concede that he’d been right after 
all.”

“Where do you think it has been hiding?” Theresa 
asked, pouring over the map.

Lord Hugh pointed out what appeared to be a small
swamp on the map.

“Here, in the marshlands. It is where we’ve heard the 
howls every night; it is where the tracks lead back to.”

Marshlands. No tall trees grew in the marshland. I
wouldn’t be able to out climb the Du’rangor if it began to 
overpower me. I would have to face it, on level ground. 

There was some consolation; instead of a small dagger, I 
had two full length swords that I could enchant, as well as 
a series of charms that I’d be able to set off if the danger 
became too much.

Too much. The stakes were already too high. The 
Du’rangor I’d fought and killed on Paw Island had been
the most dangerous creature I’d ever met. When I was 
little, my mother would take me to the zoo and show me 
the large cats. I’d press my hands and face against the glass 
as every other kid did and watch them, but never did I 
think that I’d be fighting and killing some distant relation
of theirs. 

And the large cats in the zoo seemed quite content to 
laze about all day; I remember them draped over warm 
rocks, soaking up the sun, occasionally flicking an ear to 
keep the humans entertained. But nothing could have 
prepared me for the ferocity of their attack, the way they
moved like molten metal, an unstoppable force, a veritable 
whirlwind of claws and fangs.

Also, Du’rangors could kill simply by howling. One 
nick of a claw or a tooth and we would be paralysed as our
blood boiled in our veins.

At least, I thought morbidly, we can’t be eaten if that 
happens.

We spoke with Lord Hugh for another hour before 
night began to fall and our stomachs began to rumble. He 
rang for his servants and told them to begin dinner. I
couldn’t help but notice the look of relief on their faces, 
and I realised that maybe our visit, even if we didn’t 
succeed in killing the Du’rangor, would boost the Lord’s 
spirits. From the look of relief on the kitchen staff’s faces, I
guessed that he hadn’t been eating of late, and they were 
worried they were going to find themselves out of a job. 

“There is a lot we could do here,” I murmured to Dena 
as we headed back to our rooms to clean up for dinner. 
“The entire state seems miserable. I want to help.”

She nodded.

“I was thinking much the same,” she admitted, and
then her shoulders slumped. “Poor Petre.”

A pit grew in my stomach with every step as I 
remembered the way Petre had broken down in the office.

I’d never had siblings. I didn’t even have little cousins. 
It had always just been me and Mum, so I’d never been
around kids really, except for when I was one. But 
nevertheless I felt Petre’s pain, definitely not to the same 
degree, but at the same time I was filled with a newfound 
desire to ram a sword into the eyes of this child-killing
beast.

~Chapter Twelve~

The thunderstorm was in full swing by the time I’d 
washed off the travel grime and changed into one of my
tunic dresses and leggings. We ate in a large dining hall
that should’ve been majestic, but instead felt unused and
way too large for the eight of us. 

“I’m sorry there isn’t much,” Lord Hugh apologized. “I 
haven’t been eating much as of late.”

He still wasn’t, I noticed. Petre half-heartedly pulled a 
chicken leg onto his plate and then stared at it blankly. 
Rain finally caved and began slicing off small pieces for 
him to chew slowly. I ate my own dinner pensively, 
thinking quickly. I had too many questions to pay 
attention to my food.

“Lord Hugh,” I said, breaking the silence of the meal. 
“The Du’rangor isn’t the only trouble you have around
here, is it?”

He sighed, picking at some roasted vegetables as 
thunder rumbled above us like a restless giant.

“No. Because we’ve had so many people missing, work 
goes undone. We’ve been cut off from our sister city, 
Nurmin; the bridge collapsed a month ago, and we don’t 
have any other way of getting across the river. Not to
mention the dam upriver. The Orthandrellians have laid
claim to the water by damming it. Now we have almost no 
water and no supplies.”

“Why haven’t you sent for help?” I asked. “The Masters 
could help.”

Lord Hugh met my gaze with haggard eyes.

“We have sent for help, many times. Each time, there 
has been no response.”

I clutched my fork tighter, and stabbed a piece of 
chicken, imagining it was Iain or Netalia. I’d almost 
guessed that they were only concerned with their own
state. Stanthor was in perfect condition, everyone in the 
villages was happy, the pastures were green, and the river 
flowed plentiful and without hindrance. But when
another state called for assistance, they turned a blind eye.

Why? I wondered, chewing thoughtfully. Were they
really so self-centred? I bet they wouldn’t be pleased when
they found out Jett had let us come here. Now we will
return with tales of a state in poverty and leaders who will
not help their people. 

Something stuck in my mind; something Jett had said
about them banishing people. I frowned. It was difficult to 
access that memory, but I knew what he had said. I didn’t 
doubt for a second that students who returned with news 
of how poorly the other states were doing and the lack of 
help being offered by those in charge would rocket them 
to the top of the ‘To-Banish’ list. 

I paled at the thought of leaving this place. Despite my 
attempts to get home, I knew that I didn’t really want to 
go back to Ar Cena, to doing half school and half work. I
didn’t want to return to the normal nine-to-five melee.  

I glanced sideways at Dena who was eating in silence. 
Maybe it would be better for everyone if we helped 
Abdoor back to their feet. 

First things first though, we had a Du’rangor to kill.

After the meal, Petre and Lord Hugh retired to a 
parlour somewhere to grieve in solitude. The rest of us 
climbed the stairs to our bedrooms with heavy hearts. 
Instead of going to my own room, I followed Dena to hers.

“I couldn’t bear to be alone right now,” I told her. “This 
whole place is so miserable.”

Yasmin, Rain and Theresa obviously agreed with me. 
They knocked on the door five minutes later and asked to 
be let in.

We chatted amiably, trying to distract ourselves from 
the hideous task at hand. 

“So Dustin didn’t want to come with us?” Rain asked
after a little while.

My heart plummeted.

“Oh no,” I whispered. “I forgot to tell him!”

The others stared at each other and then me.

“What do you mean?” Dena asked.

“I forgot to tell him that I was going to be away. I didn’t 
even mention it.” How had I forgotten? I chewed my lip 
anxiously.

“Sky, is everything alright between you two?” Yasmin
asked finally.

“How so?” I said just a little too sharply.

“Do you still... like him?”

“Of course I do!”

But I was lying. When I lay in my bed at night now, I 
wished for another’s company, someone with muscles like 
rocks and scarred hands that had carefully supported me. 
One whose heart beat with a steady rhythm of concern as 
he looked at me.

I shoved those thoughts away angrily. It was the first 
time I’d allowed myself to consciously admit it. I didn’t 
want to think about the way his hands had felt in mine 
during the soul ceremony. I certainly didn’t want to 
entertain the memory of swimming with him at the 
waterhole, for every time I did, I remembered Dustin had 
been there too.

Only Dena, watching me closely, noticed my silence 
and my hands fidgeting in my lap.

I slept fitfully, tossing and turning in the unfamiliar
bed. The eyes in my dreams turned from loving yellow to 
concerned orange to Du’rangor red. When that happened, 
I sat bolt upright, my chest heaving and my unsheathed
dagger in my hand. Moonlight streamed through my 
window like cold water, bathing me in its icy grip – the 
storm had finally broken. I hugged my knees to my chest, 
not caring that the blankets slid off and bared my legs to
the night air. Tears ran down my cheeks as I gasped for 
air.

I was terrified of the Du’rangor, but I was more worried
about my friends. They’d seen it dead on the ground. 
They’d seen me kill it with only a small knife. They hadn’t 
seen the look of determination in its hellish red eyes, they
hadn’t heard it snarling as it reached for me in my tree, 
ready to pluck me from its branches like a ripe orange. I 
was so worried that they were going to underestimate this 
beast, or that Petre or Yasmin would let themselves give in
to their emotions and forget all of their training and any
words of advice I managed to drum up.

By the time morning broke, I’d half convinced myself
to go after the Du’rangor all by my lonesome.

I waited for the others to wake, or venture out of their 
rooms, as I suspected I wasn’t the only one who’d spent 
the night awake. While I waited, I cleaned and polished
my swords, and then enchanted them with the magical 
equivalent of lighter fluid. I’d had a few ideas about killing
the beast, and I’d settled on this one. 

When I heard the others moving about in their rooms, I 
changed into my breeches and a baggy shirt that allowed
me to move freely. I pulled my boots on and then rolled
my hair up in a bun, poking a charm needle through it. I
hoped no one asked about the origins of this particular
charm; I’d found it on my bed the night before we’d set 
off. Attached to a long hair pin, the silver charm dangled
from a short chain. When I’d probed it, curious about this 
mysterious gift, it had flickered with orange light. I’d left 
it alone after that.

However, the charm was shaped for protection, and
after my investigation, I knew what it could do. So I 
threaded it through the bun, hoping the others would just 
think it was a fashion accessory and not question its 
origins. 

I joined the others in the dining room for steam buns 
and tea. We ate quickly in silence, our stomachs churning. 
When Lord Hugh entered and asked if we’d like to head 
off, we were almost relieved to be doing something.

We went to the stables to tack up our horses. Echo 
inspected the charm pin in my hair, pulling back her 
curious nose quickly when it flared up at her. I patted her
on the nose and advised her to leave it alone. I got the 
impression that she agreed.

We rode out to the marshlands that Lord Hugh had 
pointed out to us the night before. My apprehension grew
as we neared the marshland, the clouds roiling above us 
again. For all the lightning and thunder of the previous 
night, almost no rain had fallen onto the stricken land. 

The marshland was marked by a post with a faded sign, 
warning us not to take our horses any further. The 
ground, despite the lack of rain, had somehow remained a 
marshland, the putrid mud sucking at our horses’ hooves. 
We pulled them up to a halt, peering into the low brush 
that covered the marshlands. It would be a harrowing
journey, and certainly not one that I was looking forward 
to. 

“We can hitch the horses here,” Lord Hugh was saying
as he dismounted. 

I was just looping Echo’s reins around the post when
Yasmin spotted someone in the distance.

“Lord Hugh!” It was a messenger from the estate. “Sir,
it’s urgent. The townspeople are on the verge of rioting, 
sir, something about no bread-”

“I’ll take care of it,” he said, sighing heavily. “Sorry, but 
it looks like I leave you here. You can continue if you 
wish-”

“Yes,” Petre said immediately, his eyes on the dark 
marsh in front of us. “We do wish.”

Lord Hugh nodded to us as though wishing us luck, and
then departed with the messenger. Petre finished hitching
his horse and began to stomp into the muck. We followed
carefully.

The mud was disgusting. When it got too deep we had 
to be careful that our boots weren’t sucked from our feet, 
and the little water that the marshes managed to hang on
to was stagnant and vile. There were small islands of solid 
ground, marked by cattails, and whenever we reached
one, it was a welcome relief. 

The mud also made tracking the Du’rangor very easy. 
About an hour into our search and the marshes, Yasmin
came across a paw print that was almost exactly like the 
one we found on Paw Island. I ran my finger around the 
edge of it with mixed feelings; terror, because it was 
indeed a Du’rangor, and we were well within its hunting
territory, and adrenaline fuelled anticipation. 

Petre came back to us as we stood around the print and
handed us all two little earplugs. 

“These will seal when the sound level reaches a certain
pitch. They’ll protect us from its howl.”

We put them in our ears. They were a good idea, I had 
to admit. Now the Du’rangor had lost one weapon in its 
considerable arsenal. 

We searched the marsh for hours, staying together. 
Overhead, the thunderstorm finally broke, and thunder 
growled around us as lightning flickered through the sky. 
It was only when it began to rain, softly at first but then
heavier, that I decided it was too dangerous and told the 
others we should leave. 

I saw Petre’s shoulders slump, and I squelched my way 
over to him, squinting through the falling rain.

“We can’t see anything in this downpour,” I said loudly 
over the noise. “This is to the Du’rangor’s advantage, not 
ours.”

He nodded almost imperceptibly and began to follow 
me. Our horses were soaked, and the ride back was 
miserable. I was glad to see the manor house lit up – Lord 
Hugh must’ve quelled the townsfolk. 

We filed inside after looking after the horses, and the 
others made for their rooms. I stood next to Petre, 
dripping on the embroidered carpets.

“We’ll find it,” I said, trying to reassure him. “We won’t 
leave until we’ve killed it.”

“It’s not the Du’rangor I’m worried about,” he said, his 
voice hoarse. “It’s Sammy.”

And then right there in front of me, he cried. Great 
heaving sobs that shook his shoulders. I hugged him, still
wearing our swords, our clothes plastered to our bodies 
with freezing rainwater. 

I’d never known grief as Petre did then. I didn’t know 
how it felt to lose someone, let alone a younger sibling. I
felt useless and utterly horrid. I wished desperately that I
could do something more.

“Is there anything else we can do?” I asked quietly 
when he calmed down.

“No. You’ve done enough. I just,” he rubbed his eyes 
furiously. “I just want to find him so we can put him to 
rest. I can’t bear...” he broke off as his voice left him. He 
cleared his throat. “I can’t bear to think about him out 
there in the rain.”

I didn’t think it was possible, but as I crawled into bed
that night I felt even worse than I had before. 


~Chapter Thirteen~

The next morning it was still drizzling, though the 
thunder and lightning had subsided somewhere around 
midnight. Again we met for breakfast, though Petre was 
absent. In fact, we were almost ready to leave when he 
finally staggered down the stairs.

“Sorry,” he muttered when he drew closer.
No one was going to vilify him. If he’d slept, then we 
were glad. Yasmin swooped on him with two hot steam 
buns wrapped in a handkerchief, and though he took them 
with a forced smile, he ate very little of them on the ride
there.

“Father apologizes for not accompanying us today,” he 
said as we hitched our horses again. “He has matters of the 
city to deal with.”

We had already gathered that Lord Hugh was an
important man in the eyes of the city. I’d almost rather be 
out here hunting Du’rangors than dealing with paper 
work and angry townsfolk.

We set off into the marshes again. I’d made sure to 
bring my charm pin with me, as well as renewing the 
enchantments on my swords, including the one that I
hoped would preserve them against the Du’rangor’s 
venom. 

When we reached the trees, I ducked low to avoid the 
branches and who knows what insects. The mud was 
worse than ever, thanks to the downpour of the previous 
day and night. 

“I think I’ll split off,” I announced after two hours of 
fruitless searching. I was met with blank stares.

“Why?” was all Dena could manage.

“When we were on the Paw Islands, the Du’rangor 
didn’t attack me until I was by myself. What if it’s been
watching us this whole time, but won’t attack us until one 
of us goes off on our own?”

Silence followed my words, broken only by the insects 
and frogs in the marsh water.

“Why don’t we use you as bait?” Theresa suggested. 
“We’ll all hide and then-“

“Then what, leap out at it?” I didn’t mean to make her
suggestion sound ridiculous. “The Du’rangor is intelligent. 
It’ll know what we’re doing.”

“You’re not going off on your own, Sky,” Dena said 
exasperatedly. Behind her, Petre stood immobile. “It’s too 
dangerous.”

“I have to,” I pleaded. “We agreed to do this,” I met 
Petre’s eyes as he glanced up. “Whatever it takes.”

He nodded once, as though thanking me.

“I’m not saying you guys have to go off on your own, 
but I want to try this tactic.”

The others didn’t say anything, so I began to head off in
a different direction. They didn’t follow me, and I was half 
glad, half terrified. 

The marsh lands seemed to stretch for ages. Whenever 
I felt sure that I hadto be nearing the edge of them, they 
just continued, like they were testing how far I’d walk.

I was about to change direction when I noticed prints 
in the mud. They were deep depressions, still filling with 
water. I crouched, and then looked up ahead.

The Du’rangor was just up ahead. I was trailing it

I followed the tracks carefully, silently. As they went 
on, the frown between my eyebrows deepened in thought. 
The Du’rangor wasn’t wandering aimlessly like it had 
been when we found its tracks yesterday. It seemed to be 
hunting something.

Could it be hunting one of the others? No, surely I’d 
come too far for them to have circled around out here. 

I put the thought out of my mind. Hopefully it was 
stalking a deer or something, and I’d be able to sneak up 
on it with relative success. I touched a finger to my ear, 
making sure I still had my ear plugs. 

I followed the tracks so low to the ground that I
resorted to my hands and knees, not caring that slimy mud 
immediately covered my hands and arms. I crawled under 
a particularly low tree, peering out from between the 
sparse branches silently.

The Du’rangor was before me, in a small clearing
formed by an island of dry land. It had its back to me and 
its nose close to the ground. It was tracking, searching. I
swallowed, trying to ease my dry throat. This Du’rangor 
was even larger than the one I’d fought on the Paw 
Islands. 

I began to creep backwards; maybe I could find one of 
the others to help, the Du’rangor was moving slowly
enough that I’d be able to find him again with ease.

Just as I began to draw back through the branches, my 
eye caught something in the branches of a low slung tree. 
A small boot poked out from the flaky bark.

What was a boot doing in a tree? - was my first mad 
thought. But then my eyes travelled along the boot, which 
was attached to a small leg, which belonged to...

Sammy. I couldn’t believe my eyes. But there he was, 
tucked into the tree branches, stiff with terror, his eyes 
huge. His eyes met mine, and from where I was I could see 
his tear stained cheeks. He had been able to see me, had 
seen me almost leave him behind, but he couldn’t call out 
to me without the Du’rangor noticing him.

And that, I realised in another moment, was the most 
pressing issue of the moment. 

Sammy hadn’t been able to climb high enough; the 
trees were just too small. If the Du’rangor noticed him, if 
he made just one sound, it would realise where he was, 
and either howl its fatal hunting call or, if it was annoyed
enough, claw him so that the poison in its talons would 
kill the small boy. 

As I was stilling mulling my next move over, the 
Du’rangor decided to force my hand. It turned its head, 
apparently catching a scent. It was going to see the little 
boy above him. 

I burst out of the trees without a second thought. I had 
only one planted in my mind.

Get Sammy back toPetre.

“Hey, death-breath,” I called, drawing my swords. 
“Over here.”

The Du’rangor started, and I felt a small, savage 
satisfaction; at least I’d had the element of surprise.

In the very few seconds that I still had that advantage, I
tore the charm from my hairpin, tossing it to Sammy, 
who, to his credit, caught it deftly at the same time it 
activated. A large bubble erupted from the silver, encasing
him in it completely. If the Du’rangor didn’t like magic, it 
would hate that enchantment. Plus, I was pretty sure it 
would protect him from the howl, unless I could silence it 
first.

“Oh yeah, here I am, meals on wheels, well, legs,” I
wasn’t so good at the banter, but I wanted to keep it 
distracted. “I’m a much tastier meal than a little boy. I’ve 
got a bit of meat on my bones, because you see,” I lowered 
my voice to a pretend whisper. “I’m naughty; I don’t stick 
to my diet.”

The Du’rangor paused, confused by my lack of fear. Out 
of the corner of my eye, I was rewarded with a grin from 
Sammy, who was still clutching the charm in his fingers.

I spun my swords in a circle, just once to get my 
muscles loose. The Du’rangor, beginning to regain its 
footing, snarled at me, the sound coming up from its belly 
like thunder. It clawed the ground underfoot, fixing me 
with its luminous eyes. I met its gaze, and then threaded
magic along the length of the blades.

Fire erupted along their lengths, green flames that 
flickered and danced, lighting up the clearing around us. 
The Du’rangor jerked back, startled. 

“I heard you had a thing for magic, so I brought you a
little gift,” I’d realised that when I spoke, it stopped as 
though to listen. I lifted one of the swords in front of me, 
and the Du’rangor flinched.

“I didn’t think you’d like this,” I murmured, almost to
myself.

The Du’rangor snarled again; I was working it up. It 
opened its mouth, baring its three inch fangs at me. 
Despite my efforts to look cool and unflustered, my heart 
was racing at a million miles an hour. From down here on
the ground, it looked a lot taller. As it began to pace, 
uneasy, I spotted a wound on its right flank; white scar
tissue had already knitted over, but it still looked fresh.

If only I’d had skill as an archer. I’d be able to sink a 
nice sharp arrow into the wound, maybe distract it a little.

I sheathed one sword and felt for the dagger on my hip, 
the one that Jett had given me after my old one 
disintegrated. I may not be an archer, but my knifethrowing skills weren’t the worst. I weighted it in my 
hand, and then flipped it around so I was carefully 
grasping the blade. As the Du’rangor turned to pace again, 
still wondering if I was going to be worth eating, I leant 
back and then stepped forwards, flinging the knife easily. 
It flipped through the air, hilt over blade, finally sinking
point first into the new scar on its hide.

The Du’rangor roared in pain, turning on me with new 
fire burning in its eyes. I held both swords at the ready, 
but the Du’rangor was done being afraid of the magical 
fire that burned along their lengths. It was angry, and now 
it was hurt. It didn’t matter anymore if I was going to be a 
tasty snack; I was certainly going to be a dead one.

It coiled like a taipan and then sprung at me. At the last 
second I dived out of the way, trying to gash its

underbelly with one of the swords. As I hit the mud and
rolled, I was dismayed to see that its underside was, too, 
armoured and scaled. I smacked it with a sword anyway, 
sparks flying as the sword connected with a solid chink.I 
scrambled to my feet again as the Du’rangor came back. I 
could’ve sworn that it was smiling. It knew now that I did 
not have the upper hand, that it, the powerful predator, 
the mage killer, had an easy fight on its hands.

I backed away, which was my first big mistake if I 
wasn’t counting getting into this fight in the first place. 
The Du’rangor was now assured of its victory, and as my 
foot slid in the mud and I almost lost my footing, I was 
almost certain of it as well.

It sprang again, and I ducked out of the way. It had 
been expecting it though, and I was dismayed to see its 
paw with claws extended come at me. I moved to the side
again, though I’d been lacking momentum. The claws 
instead caught my shirt, gashing it open. I wasted a 
precious second checking my exposed stomach, making
sure it hadn’t nicked me. 

My skin was unmarked, though now I felt hideously 
exposed. The Du’rangor shook the fabric of my shirt from 
its paws, irritated. I was frustrating it. The cat was too big, 
the mouse too agile. 

It began to work up to its howl. I braced myself, hoping
that Petre’s earplugs would do what they were supposed
to, that the charm bubble around Sammy would indeed 
hold any sound back. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sammy stuff his 
fingers in his ears and was tempted to do the same. 
Instead, as the Du’rangor opened its maw to howl at the 
sky, I held both swords in one hand and with the other, 
conjured a fireball and sent it barrelling down its throat.

The Du’rangor broke off mid howl, choking on the 
magic. I thought that might have been the end of it, but it 
just came back angrier than ever. I ducked and weaved as 
it tried to bite me, tried to claw me, anything that would 
make me die, would rid itself of the annoyance so that it 
could go back to hunting the small boy, the one it had lost 
a week or so ago and was desperately trying to find. 

As I dodged another outstretched claw, I saw the hilt of
the knife that I’d hurled into its flank fall onto the ground, 
the blade disintegrated from the venom that flowed 
through the large cat. I was tiring fast, and I could only 
hope that Petre and the others had heard its half howl and
were on their way.

I stepped backwards to avoid it again, swiping at it with 
my swords. One connected, and the cat yanked its paw 
back as brackish blood began to flow onto the ground. I
allowed myself a small smile, thinking I might have gained
an advantage.

Any ground I might have gained was lost, quite 
literally, as I took another step and fell. I’d backed up too
far and had reached the end of the dry land. My foot had 
slipped in the mud, and now I was floundering in the 
marsh water as the large cat advanced on me. I saw
Sammy in the tree behind it, his eyes huge. My swords 
were still alight, but I could hardly see anything to aim at. 
Muddy water was in my eyes, the mud on the bottom of 
the pool pulling me down, bogging me in its filth. 

As the cat lunged at me, mouth open so as to bite me if 
its claws failed, I took one last chance and plunged the 
sword in my right hand upwards, just at the Du’rangor 
filled my vision, its stinking breath worse than the marsh.

My flaming sword entered the roof of its mouth and
kept going until it emerged from the top of its head. The 
cat died immediately, slumping on top of me and almost 
drowning me in the marsh water. I wriggled out from 
underneath it, dislodging my sword from its maw. I
checked my right arm, half expecting to see a large fang
embedded in it somewhere. I wouldn’t have felt it; I was 
too high on adrenaline. 

I was unmarked though, and I let myself breathe a huge
sigh of relief. I was alive and so was Sammy. 

I extinguished the swords, sheathing them in the 
scabbards that had somehow managed to remain on my 
back, though they’d filled with marsh water when I’d 
fallen, the same water that filled my boots and plastered 
my clothes to my body. My hair had come loose from its 
bun at some point, and was stuck all over my face and
neck. I stank like the marsh. At this point, I wouldn’t have 
minded some rain to wash off in.

I approached Sammy, lifting him out of the tree and
through the charm bubble, which popped into 

nothingness as my arms reached through it. He was 
younger than I’d thought, about four or five, and thin
from spending a week in the marshes. 

“Are you alright?” I asked anxiously.

“Yes,” he said nodding. He was trembling from the 
cold, as was I. “That was exciting.”

I grinned, setting him on the ground so I could examine 
him.

“Maybe if you were the one in the tree.”

He seemed to be fine, apart from being malnourished. I
twisted my fingers so a small flame popped into my palm 
and began to dry him off with the same charm that Jett 
had used on me after the river.

“My name is Sky,” I said. “I’m a friend of Petre’s. He’s 
here looking for you. Let’s go find him, shall we?”

I lifted him easily onto my hip, stooping to pick up the 
hilt of the disintegrated knife, tucking it back into the 
sheath on my hip. We crossed the marshes faster than I’d
tracked the Du’rangor, though I couldn’t avoid all of the 
pockets of the slimy marsh water. 

We reached the other side of the marsh just as it began 
to rain again. Through the thinning branches, I could see 
that the others had regrouped at the horses. I allowed
myself one small smile before ducking through the cover 
and out onto the plains.

~Chapter Fourteen~

The group turned as one and saw me emerging from the 
marsh, my clothing torn, my hair and face muddy. But 
most importantly, they saw the small boy I was carrying.

“Joni!” Sammy called desperately as he spied Petre.
Petre turned, slowly, as though he didn’t believe what 
he was hearing. He saw Sammy in my arms, straining
towards him, dirty, but alive.

“Sammy,” was all he said before lifting him out of my 
arms. Both brothers clutched each other, and I couldn’t 
stop the tears of relief that trickled down my face.

“Are you alright?” Dena was frantic, trying to see if 
anything was wrong with me.
“I’m fine,” I said. I saw tears of happiness in Petre’s 
eyes. “More than fine, actually.”

Dena hugged me out of relief, and I almost let myself 
collapse; I was exhausted. My limbs trembled now that the 
adrenaline had left them, and I felt hollow. 

“Sky, I can’t even...” Petre broke off, kissing me fiercely 
on the cheek instead.

“She killed it.” Sammy said from atop Petre’s hip. 

Petre pulled back and looked at me, as though seeing
me in a whole new light. 

“You will never, ever, cease to amaze me.”

We rode back in a whole new frame of mind than the 
one we’d arrived with. We’d been expecting to have to kill
the Du’rangor and then find Sammy’s body so we could 
put him to rest. Instead, Sammy was going to grow into a 
strong, healthy boy, who could claim that he’d outlived
the Du’rangor that attacked him. 

When we reached the manor house and Lord Hugh met 
us in the entrance hall, I couldn’t hold back the tears again
as he saw the son he’d thought he’d lost. A door opened on
the side hall, and a woman emerged.

“What’s all the fuss about?” she asked, her face pale and
thin.

“Mother!” Sammy called, and the woman looked like 
she was going to faint. 

The family gathered around each other, and Dena and I 
looked at each other, both thinking the same thing; we 
should leave them to their reunion.

We nodded and moved swiftly up the stairs with Ispin
and the girls. When we reached the second floor, Theresa 
and Yasmin wanted to know the whole story, but Rain
saved me.

“She’s exhausted,” she said, taking my arm to steady 
me. “Come on, Sky.”

She led me to the bathroom we shared as the other girls 
followed. For the next half an hour I was pampered, as 
Rain carefully washed mud and bits of the marsh from my 
hair. Dena set about drying it and then brushing it. I let 
myself fall asleep, properly, for the first time in days. 

When I woke I was in my bed. I sat up, confused, 
wondering what had woken me. Another small tap
sounded at the door, and I quickly swung my legs out of
bed, noticing someone had dressed me in my pyjamas. 

“Come in,” I called, trying to smooth down the thicket 
that was my hair. 

Petre’s mother entered just as I lit the candle next to
me. 

“Sorry if I woke you,” she said.

“Not at all,” I replied, patting the bed next to me. “I 
think I’ll be able to sleep better from now on anyway.”

She smiled, coming to sit next to me. In the light of the 
candle, I could see her resemblance to Petre straight away.

“I’m Matilda; I’m sorry we haven’t met before now,”
she apologized. “I’ve been grieving for my youngest son. 
But now, because of you, I don’t have to.”

I smiled uneasily; I wasn’t really sure what to say.

“Is there anything I can do to thank you?” she asked, 
but I was shaking my head before she finished the 
sentence.

“No. I wanted to help my friend, that’s all.”

We sat in silence.

“You’re an unusual mage, Sky,” she said finally. “Petre 
tells me this is the second Du’rangor you’ve killed.”

“It was.”

“For any mage to claim to have killed one of the beasts 
is impressive; two is verging on legendary. I find it curious 
that before now we have not seen them in Lotheria at all, 
and now two have been killed within months of each 
other.”

For a second I wondered if she was accusing me of
importing them or something. But then I realised she was 
just confused.

“I don’t know how they're getting into the country,” I
said quietly. “I’m from the human realm; I’ve never been
to Gannameade. The first time I saw a Du’rangor was 
when it was trying to kill me when I was stuck in a tree.”

She fidgeted, her hands sitting on her stomach and I 
noticed that she was pregnant, the bump just beginning to 
show beneath her magenta night gown.

“I have a feeling that this isn’t going to be the end of 
these dark occurrences,” she said finally. “I think it’s just 
the beginning.”

She stood up to leave, but then turned back just as I was 
beginning to slide back under my covers.

“I’m carrying a girl,” she said, patting her belly. “She’ll
be named Sky.”

She left before I could say anything. My emotions were 
raging, and I wasn’t sure if for a second I was going to 
break down and cry. Instead, I blew out the candle and
pulled my blankets up to my ears.

It was a long time before I fell back to sleep.

The next morning, the whole manor house seemed to
be buzzing. The elderly lady who had shown me to my 
room brought me breakfast and a pot of tea, beaming at
me as she did so. As she left my room, I thought I caught 
glimpses of other servants in the hall and I heard a snatch 
of excited gibbering until my door was closed again. I ate 
the steam buns – these ones had bits of apricots and 
peaches in them – in thoughtful silence. I got dressed as I
drank my tea, dressing in the same breeches that had been
laundered, but pulling on a white shirt this time; my green
one was beyond repair, as part of the material was still out 
in the marshes attached to the claws of the dead 
Du’rangor. I left my hair down for once, impressed by the 
soft shininess of it after Rain had washed it. It smelt like 
fruits, and I made a mental note to ask her what shampoo 
she used.

All mental notes fled my mind as I opened my door. It 
seemed as though every servant that worked in the manor 
had found an excuse to be cleaning something outside or 
near my room, and when I opened my door they all
stared.

I avoided their gazes uneasily, trotting down the stairs 
and praying that I wouldn’t fall flat on my face with 
everyone watching. Still peckish, despite the rolls and tea, 
I headed for the dining room, finding the others seated 
around the enormous table which had been decorated
with a large bowl of red chrysanthemums. The others 
were already eating, their chatter reaching my ears just as 
the smell of bacon and eggs did.

“There she is,” Lord Hugh said, spying me in the 
doorway. “Our hero.”

He swept over to me and kissed me on the cheek as 
Petre had done. 

“I’m not anyone’s hero,” I mumbled, embarrassed. “I
did what anyone at this table would do.”

“You did what we couldn’t,” Ispin said, fixing his 
glasses on his nose. “None of us wanted to go off by 
ourselves, even though we suspected you were right, that 
the Du’rangor wouldn’t go after us as a group.”

“He’s right,” Rain said, echoing her soul mate. “Deny it 
all you want, Sky, but the fact is that you have courage 
that we just don’t.”

I couldn’t respond, so I just stood awkwardly, shuffling
from foot to foot. Dena rescued me by pulling an extra
plate towards her, beginning to load it up with toast, 
bacon and eggs. Lord Hugh pulled out my chair for me 
very gallantly, which just made me even more 

embarrassed. I felt better as I started eating, though. 

“Enjoy it while you can,” Yasmin advised. “Because I 
don’t think it would be very wise to mention this when
we get home.”

I looked up from tearing a fruit roll in half. Had she 
guessed that Iain and Netalia wouldn’t be pleased with us? 
Her eyes glinted and I knew she had. 

“I just don’t think Jett would be very pleased to know 
that we came here to risk our lives,” she explained for 
everyone else’s benefit. 

“So only here we can call her the Du’rangor Slayer,”
Petre said, grinning widely in my direction. 

I pointed a rasher of bacon at him very threateningly. 

“Don’t you dare.” I replied darkly.

We were saved any more comments by Sammy’s arrival 
in the dining hall. Despite his father and brother’s 
presence, he came straight to me and crawled up into my
lap, completely at ease. He began eating some of my bacon
as Lord Hugh started the conversation again.

“Samlin will be going to the magic tester in a few days,”
he said proudly, the glow of fatherhood warm in his eyes. 
“The day he turns five. Who knows, maybe we’ll have 
another little mage in our midst.”

Sammy, completely unperturbed by this, finished the 
rasher of bacon and leant forwards for half of the fruit roll
I picked up for him. I wondered if the little boy in my lap
would grow up to be a Petre; spoiled and lofty on the 
outside, soft and caring on the inside. Now that I’d gotten
to know Petre, gotten to know what he truly held dear, I
couldn’t look down on him like I’d used to. I looked across 
at Rain on a whim, and saw such a look in her eyes as she 
looked at him that I felt embarrassed for a whole new 
reason, like I’d been intruding on something private. I
looked down at Sammy in my lap instead. His golden hair 
had been washed, and I could already see it beginning to 
darken, so that he would have the same coloured hair as 
Petre and his father, a hue not so far from my own dark 
hair. The boy ate ravenously, and without prompting, 
began to tell about his take on the day the Du’rangor had 
stolen him.

He’d been playing in the gardens at the end of the 
estate. His father had told him not to play there many
times, but that was the only place the stream flowed
through, and though it was a meagre flow, it still created
enough mud to make mud pies. As he’d been stretching
towards the trickle of water, he’d looked up to see large 
red eyes in front of him. Immediately he began to scream 
and wail in terror, but he’d been too far from the house for 
anyone to hear. 

Rather than clawing or biting him, the Du’rangor had 
lifted him off the ground by grabbing his shirt in its 
mouth. Carrying the wailing child, it had begun its slow 
walk towards the marshland just as one of the dry electric
storms that so plagued the city began to build. 

By the time the beast had reached the swamp, the 
storm was in full swing. During one particularly loud 
crack of thunder, Sammy’s shirt had torn and he’d fallen
to the ground and taken off running. The Du’rangor, 
distracted by the lightning, hadn’t noticed him fall at first. 
These seconds were crucial for Sammy, who’d flown
through the sparse undergrowth, trying to find a way out. 
Instead he’d managed to stumble into the midst of the 
marsh, and resorted to climbing a tree, the one I’d found 
him in, and staying there as the thunder and lightning
clashed and the Du’rangor began its search for him.

For the next week he huddled in its branches, too afraid
to move. He could hear the hunting parties searching for 
him, but he knew that the Du’rangor had to be close, and 
so he daren’t make a sound. 

When it rained, he’d drunk as much as he could catch, 
the water filling his belly, but it was hollow succour for a
growing boy. He’d tried eating a few of the bitter leaves 
from the tree he was hiding in, but they’d stung his mouth 
so he’d spat them out. As it was, he spent a total of nine 
nights in the tree, not moving, not making a sound. 

He’d been asleep one morning when he’d woken up to 
the sound of the Du’rangor very close. He’d watched it 
stalk closer from under the brush, until it was right 
beneath his tree. And then he’d glanced over, and seen me 
almost face down in the mud. 

“I didn’t think you were real, at first,” he admitted to
me. “I thought you were a goddess come to take me away.”

One of the servants bore him away as his eyelids began 
to close, his small body drooping; he was exhausted after 
telling his story. I made eye contact with Petre.

“Not a word,” I said sternly, knowing I would never be 
able to live down being called a goddess, though I don’t 
think many of them made a habit of crawling through 
swamp mud.

Despite that, Sammy’s steadfast belief that I was going
to save him and his unquestioning acceptance of me had 
melted my heart, and I knew I couldn’t think of myself in 
the same way ever again. I was still Sky, who couldn’t 
create objects or fire arrows accurately to save her life, but 
I had saved the life of a small child, and I’d never be the 
same again.

~
Once we’d finished eating, Petre brought up the bridge 
to Nurmin.

“I thought we’d ride out and take a look,” he said. 
“After all, a broken bridge shouldn’t be a match for the 
Du’rangor Slayer.”

I sighed heavily, knowing I shouldn’t deprive him of 
this joy that would be so short lived. The others agreed to
see the bridge, knowing that if we could repair it, we 
would be well on the path to restoring Riverdoor to the 
glory that Petre claimed it was. 

Today was also the day we were supposed to be heading
back to the Academy. We sent a runner with our 
apologies, explaining in our joint note that there was just 
too much for us to explore in only a few short days. We 
asked for a few extra days excusal, though we were 
cheating a little bit; it would take the runner four days to
return with their reply, so odds were good that we’d be 
allowed to stay.

The day was breaking bright by the time we set off. I 
spied more servants around the stable as I was saddling
Echo, and as we rode off down the drive, I mentioned my 
uneasiness to Petre.

“Do they always do that?” I asked him as the servants 
who’d been gardening stopped what they were doing to 
watch us pass.

“No, they don’t,” he replied. “They’re looking at you; 
they know you saved Sammy, and they know you’ve now 
killed two Du’rangors, the creatures they’d been brought 
up to regard as mythical. In their eyes, you’re a living
legend.”

His explanation didn’t help. I flushed as every new pair 
of eyes sought mine, keeping my gaze on Echo’s mane. It 
was almost a relief to reach the gilded gates, turning out 
onto the road that would take us to the Nurmin Bridge.

The road to it was rough and unkempt. It made sense; 
when there was other work to be done in the city, why 
bother maintaining a road that, for the current part, was 
unusable?

We reached the bridge within an hour of setting out 
from the manor. It had crumbled in the very centre, so 
that only the beginning of the bridge still clung to each 
side of the river. The heavy stones of the bridge had 
dropped into the muddy, dilapidated river, and I was in no 
mood to go and heave them out by hand.

“Who’s ready for some magic?” I asked eagerly, 
dismounting. 

The others certainly were. Together we began 
levitating the stones out of the mud, bringing them up to 
us on the Riverdoor side of the river. By midmorning we 
were covered with sweat, but the pile of stones beside us 
showed our effort and teamwork. I rubbed my sore 
muscles as the others stopped for a drink. Lifting the 
stones out by magic certainly didn’t grant us a rest from 
manual labour; my bones were aching as though I’d lifted 
them out by hand. 

We ate our packed lunch quickly, and with full
stomachs and rested arms, we set about pulling the stones 
into place against our side of the crumbled bridge, and two 
would hold it in place while the others sealed in into the 
main stone work. It was slow, hard work, and the sun was 
setting as we completed half of the bridge. We headed
back to the manor exhausted, but feeling rather pleased 
with ourselves. By tomorrow, we reckoned, we would’ve 
reopened the road between the two sister cities of the 
state.

“And then,” I said in between mouthfuls of roast beef. 
“I want to look at the dam over the border.”

“We can’t though,” Rain said, looking shocked. “Like 
you said, it’s over the border; we’re not allowed into 
Orthandrell.”

“Who would know?” I asked her, winking. “Just a 
covert mission. I’m sure no one would notice. And 
wouldn’t it be terrible if the illegal dam happened to be 
destroyed in some way. Oh!” I leant back in my chair with 
my hand pressed against my forehead dramatically. 
“Imagine! All of that water flowing into the droughtstricken state! What to do, what to do...”

The others laughed at my antics. Despite my grin
though, I was feeling apprehensive about setting foot into 
Phoenix’s home state. After everything I’d heard about it, 
the way Petre spoke of it, I was expecting a dank, awful
country absolutely crawling in uneducated, wild mages.

The next morning we woke bright and early, packing
our breakfast rather than eating it with the family. We 
were all eager to get to work on the bridge; the sooner we 
completed it, the better.

The portion of the bridge that we’d repaired had lasted 
overnight, so, renewed in our faith that we could indeed
repair a bridge, we picked up the thread of yesterday with 
the aims of completing it by midday.

It was a goal we achieved. Encouraged by the clear
skies, we set the last stone in place, and then gathered
over the other side, looking back at our horses and our 
handiwork and feeling rather proud of ourselves.

“C’mon,” I said as we all threatened to stand about all
day patting ourselves on the backs. “Let’s get to work on
these supporting arches.”

We got down in the mud, having dressed appropriately. 
Once Ispin, Petre and I had completed the base work, we 
let the other girls work on the flair of the bridge, having
discovered that we had no artistic talent at all. Dena had 
been working on the sides of the bridge, a task I’d been
banned from when I’d started placing stones higgledypiggledy about the place.

As the sun began to set, we stood on the river, admiring
the bridge that up until yesterday, had been unusable, a 
blight on the countryside. Now, we could inform Lord 
Hugh that the road to Nurmin was, in fact open again. 

Those days were some of the happiest of my life. I was 
discovering a feeling of acceptance unlike anything I’d 
ever known in my life. I was the light of my friends’ eyes 
and I have to admit to revelling in it. I’d certainly earned
it, but I was so unused to it that it still caught me by 
surprise when they included me in on a joke, or we were 
praised as a whole. The ‘legend’ thing that Petre kept 
bringing up whenever he caught servants or townspeople 
looking at me was something so unusual to me that I kept 
forgetting about it, and as a result was shocked into silence 
whenever someone did something that brought it to mind 
again.

A few brave townsfolk had ventured into the marshes 
to burn the body of the Du’rangor, something I’d been too
preoccupied to do when I first killed it. They came back 
telling people that it had been three times as large as 
they’d been told, something that embarrassed me to no 
end because the adoration that had slowly falling by the 
wayside, increased tenfold. 

When Lord Hugh announced the road open again, it 
was though clouds that had been casting a pall over the 
city had cleared. Commerce and trading opened up
between the two cities again, with many travellers 
commenting on the handy work on the bridge.

“By hand it would have taken us months,” Lord Hugh 
said to us one night at dinner, not long after the road had 
reopened. “You’ve saved us a lot of work.”

I accepted his compliments with a faraway mind. We 
didn’t have long before we were going to be forced to 
return to the Academy, and I desperately wanted to have a 
look at this illegal dam.  

One night, instead of going to bed like good little 
lambs, we all met in the stables. We’d dressed in black, 
though the odds of us being spotted weren’t high. We rode
from the estate quickly, hoping to put distance between it 
and us so that the estate wouldn’t be connected to the 
destruction of the dam. 

We took one of the disused roads to the border. 
Tension mounted as we closed in on it, and it was rather 
anticlimactic when Petre stopped to open a gate.

“That’s all?” I asked in a hushed whisper.

“What were you expecting?” He hissed back. “Full
security detail? Just be thankful it’s not.”

We rode upstream, staying off of the roads. The night 
was bristling with frost, and I had to keep wriggling my 
fingers so they wouldn’t go stiff. There was no moon, and
as a result, Petre had to light our way with a magelight 
close to the ground. Beside us, the river was almost dry, 
with only a small trickle of water running through it. 

“If we destroy this all in one go, won’t it flood
Riverdoor?” I heard Rain ask up ahead.

“The river widens just down from here,” Petre replied. 
“It should slow it enough that it won’t break its banks.”

I found myself nodding subconsciously. I’d also been
worrying about accidentally flooding the river. I had no 
doubt that our hero status would decrease significantly if 
everyone woke up to find themselves floating away in
flood water.

The dam loomed up ahead. In the stark light of Petre’s
magic, it looked even bigger than I’d thought. We rode up
around it carefully; we weren’t sure how close we were to 
civilization. Before us, the river glinted softly, soft waves
lapping at the muddy bank. I gulped; there was a lot more 
water here than I’d thought.

What are they doing with it? I wondered. I glanced
about, though I wasn’t sure what I was looking for. 

Petre and the others were dismounting by the bank and
I quickly followed suit. Echo, completely non plussed by 
what we were doing, began to drink from the imprisoned
river.

“As soon as we weaken the base of it, it’ll all go,” Ispin
said, examining the logs by the light of his own magic.

“How about we start from the top?” Yasmin suggested. 
“It’ll be a lot less work, and we might be able to maintain
some control over the water.”

I doubted it – the river looked about ready to go – but I
didn’t say anything.

And so, by the light of our magelights, we set about 
removing the top logs the same way we’d brought the 
bridge stones to us. Dena and I carefully managed to
dislodge the first log, and a sliver of water trickled down
the front of the dam, as though testing its freedom. 
Encouraged even by this small breakthrough, we worked 
steadily through the night, using our combined magic’s to 
dismantle the dam built by unknown persons. 

As we removed the whole top layer of logs, more and
more water began to trickle over the edge. Eventually, 
there was a solid stream, hitting the hard mud of the river 
with a soft splatting noise. 

Rain and Yasmin were already working on their next 
set of logs before any of us had returned to the dam after 
piling our own aside. I turned back just in time to see 
them remove one from the very centre.

“No!” I cried, my harsh call tearing through the night 
silence.

It was too late. The water, sensing its freedom was 
close, burst out of the gap like a fire hydrant. The dam, 
weakened by our meddling and now stricken with 
thousands of litres of water, burst.

I dove for higher ground. Out of the corner of my eye, I 
saw Dena do the same, Theresa on her heels. As I hit the 
ground, my magelight went out and I was plunged into 
darkness. All I could hear was the gush of water and the 
clunking of logs as they were carried downstream by the 
flow. I kept crawling up the slope, finally managing to get 
my feet under me. I slipped in the mud with a cry, flinging
my hand out for something, anything to grab a hold of. 
My hand caught a rein, and I realised Echo was right in
front of me. She snorted as I pulled myself up, and then
began to guide me away from the river. 

When the river had faded into a dull roar, I reignited
my magelight in my palm. Slowly, carefully, Echo and I 
padded back towards it and I hoped desperately that no 
one had been caught by the raging water. 

I sent my magelight high over the area, risking getting
caught, but I needed to see properly. The light it shed fell
across the scene like moonlight, and I could see what we’d 
done. 

The dam had broken completely, and water was still
surging forwards, flowing towards Riverdoor. Dena and 
Theresa were huddled near the bank, trying to peer over 
the other side.

“Can you see anyone?” I asked as I drew closer, 
dreading the answer. 

“Petre was on the other bank for a little while, then he 
shouted something to us but we couldn’t hear,” Theresa 
answered, her voice strained with worry. “He and Ispin
have disappeared into the trees.”

“What about Yasmin and Rain?” I asked, but Dena 
shook her head.

The noise the dam had made had been unbelievable, 
like a roar of thunder. I could only hope that any 
Orthandrellians that had heard had assumed it was just 
that; thunder. The storms had been increasing in number 
and ferocity as the seasons changed. 

I could see no way across, but we’d passed a bridge on
the way to the dam. I mentioned it to Theresa and Dena, 
who agreed to head in that direction. Hopefully the boys 
had thought the same and we’re on their way to it as we 
spoke.

We hitched the horses together and began to ride in
that direction. As we rode beside the newly re-birthed 
river, I noticed I was searching its banks for two bodies.

Stop it! I chided myself angrily. They’ll be fine. 

I hadn’t seen where they were when the dam had burst. 
I could only hope that they’d been on the other side with 
Petre and Ispin. But then why would Dena and Theresa 
say they’d only seen the two boys on the opposite bank of 
the river? I shoved the thought away uneasily. 

We were nearing the bridge. I eyed the horizon with 
concern; it was beginning to lighten as dawn approached. 
We needed to be back over the border and safe in our beds 
at the manor before anyone saw us.

I could see the bridge. But before we got any closer, my 
eye was caught by something in the water.

I was off of Echo and sprinting towards the river before 
I had time to think. I knew what I’d seen; Yasmin’s long
honey blonde hair bobbing along next to one of the logs 
from the dam. 

I hit the water and was immediately taken aback by
how fast it was flowing. I fought it angrily, striding out as 
far as I could. As I felt the soft muddy bottom of the river 
give way, I pushed off, gaining a little bit extra momentum 
as I began to strike out towards Yasmin. 

I fought the water straining around me. I fixed my 
sights on her, determined to reach her.

I wilnot let you go!

As I slowly drew closer, the frigid water beginning to 
numb my body, I saw that she was close to

unconsciousness; her arm draped loosely over the log was 
the only thing keeping her above the surface.

“Hang on!” I shouted to her and managing to swallow a 
lot of river water. “Don’t let go, Yasmin!”

Her eyes flickered and she began to slip closer to the 
surface. I growled and forced my aching limbs to go faster, 
using the current of the water to close in on her. Her arm 
slipped from the log and she sank out as sight just as I
reached her. 

I heaved a breath and dived to the spot where she’d 
disappeared. I opened my eyes, but it was useless; I
couldn’t see anything at all. 

Suddenly, something brushed my outstretched hand. It 
felt like fine tendrils, and I realised her hair was flowing
around my hand as she sank.

I grabbed a handful of it and not very gracefully pulled
her up to me as my breath began to run out. We were 
both being buffeted by waterlogged logs that had sunk, as 
well as the current. I wrapped my arms around her torso 
and kicked my legs furiously. I felt heavy, trapped by the 
water, and I quickly kicked off my boots, remembering
what my old swim teacher had said. 

I strained, beating my legs as fast as I could. I had no 
idea how close I was to the surface, but the pressure in my 
lungs was beginning to build and I knew that soon I’d 
reflexively inhale, consigning us both to the muddy depths 
of the river we’d freed.

It almost came as a surprise when my head burst 
through the surface of the raging river. It was beginning to 
calm now, slowing down as it reached the wider section
that Petre had mentioned. I quickly pulled Yasmin’s head 
up to my shoulder so that she could breathe. 

As the river began to slow even more, I struck out a one 
arm stroke towards the river bank. I could hear

thundering hoof beats as the others searched for us. I
could only hope that Rain was with them; I hadn’t seen
her at all during the course of my mission to get to Yasmin
before she slipped off the log.

My feet scrabbled against the bottom of the river,
sinking into the icy mud. I heaved myself upright, water 
gushing from my clothes. I half carried, half dragged
Yasmin up the slope, laying her on the grass just as Dena 
and Theresa arrived.

“Sky!” Dena was running towards me. “Is she-“

“I don’t know,” I wheezed. “She was conscious just 
before I reached her.”

I sat back on my haunches as Dena worked on her. 
She’d rolled Yasmin into the recovery position, checking
her airways.

“She’s breathing,” she announced and I thought my 
heart would burst from relief. Dena moved some of her 
wet hair aside, and in the pale magelight Theresa was 
casting, we could all see the nasty lump on the side of her
head. “I’m guessing she was hit when the dam burst. She 
probably clung to consciousness as long as she could.”

I began shivering violently, not just from the cold that 
was beginning to bleed into my bones, but from the 
thought of Yasmin losing consciousness before I’d spotted
her, or if I hadn’t noticed her in the water at all.

Petre and Ispin barrelled out of the darkness, having
run as fast as they could when they heard the hoof beats. I
was relieved to see that Rain was with them, damp and 
shivering, but alive.

Petre fell with a cry to Yasmin’s side. I think he 
thought for a moment that his soul mate was dead. Dena 
reassured him quietly, but that didn’t stop him from 
checking her vitals himself. 

“We need to get her back to the manor house,” Dena 
said to us all. “She needs warmth.”

We all did. Rain and I were both frozen to the bone, 
having been the only ones to experience the icy water. 
The other four, though cool, weren’t feeling the ice crawl 
into the marrow of their bones and set up camp. My teeth 
chattered, breaking the silence that had fallen between all
of us. 

We all managed to climb back onto our horses. As we 
rode, I showed Dena and Rain the charm to dry clothes
and we set about drying ourselves, with Dena working the 
charm over Yasmin, who was slumped in front of her.

The ride back was dismally slow. After the eager ride 
there, anticipation flowing in our veins, we plodded back 
towards Riverdoor with heavy hearts. The sun was just 
beginning to rise as we turned into the estate.  For once, 
when we reached the stables, we turned the reins of our
horses over to the stable hands who were up and about. 
We were just too exhausted to look after them properly. 

I rolled into my bed gratefully, the soft blankets
enveloping me like a cloud. Petre had pulled a mattress 
into Yasmin’s room to keep an eye on her. Dena had told 
us that she should wake up in a few hours, though 
someone would need to be with her at all times to make 
sure she didn’t have concussion. I would take my turn 
come daybreak if she still wasn’t awake, but for now I 
certainly did not begrudge Petre the gruelling task of 
waking up every half an hour to check on her.

It felt like I’d only just fallen asleep when the servant 
who brought me my pre-breakfast (I liked to have two 
breakfasts) knocked on my door. I was so tired that it felt 
like trying to drag open my eyelids from drying concrete. 
She began to approach me with my rolls and tea, and then
stopped when she saw the mud still caked on my face and
the river water tangling my hair.

“I shouldn’t ask, should I?” she said.

I shook my head once and fell back asleep.

When I woke again, the sun was high in the sky. For a
second I was confused; why did I feel guilty? Then I
remembered that I was supposed to have relieved Petre so 
that he could sleep.

I burst into Yasmin’s room, still blinking away the 
heavy sleep. I was surprised to see her sitting on the edge 
of her bed, slowly brushing her hair free of river muck. 

“Good afternoon,” she said breezily as she saw me in
the doorway. “Dena tells me I’d be dead without you.”

What did one say to that? Uh, yeah you would?

I settled for giving a noncommittal shrug, combined
with a jerk of my head that could have been a nod or a
shake of my head. 

“Oh, Sky,” Yasmin sighed. “One of these days you’re 
going to have to start owning up to the fact that you are a 
hero.”

“I’m not,” I protested immediately.

“You are,” she countered, laying the hairbrush down on
the table next to her. “Dena says that when you saw me in
the water, you took off after me without even hesitating.
We both could’ve died last night.”

“But we didn’t.”

“We didn’t, because of you.”

It had been my idea to go to the dam at all. Didn’t she 
remember that? She should be blaming me, not thanking
me.

When she led me out of the room to meet the others, I 
followed with a heavy heart.

~Chapter Fifteen~

We went down to breakfast together, meeting Lord 
Hugh and the others in the dining room. 

“So,” Lord Hugh began slowly. “The Orthandrellian 
dam burst last night. You didn’t have anything to do with 
that, did you?”

“Of course not,” I replied airily, sitting down next to
Dena and beginning to tear up a roll for Sammy who was 
due any moment. “But does that mean the river is flowing
again?”

“Flowing fuller than it ever has before,” he replied with 
a raised eyebrow. “The mill began operating for the first 
time in months today. We’ll be able to start producing our 
own bread again, rather than relying on Nurmin.”

I looked at the bread roll I was devouring with new 
appreciation. Who knows where it had come from? I
wolfed the rest of it down – leaving half for Sammy –
deciding not to wonder anymore. 

“I suppose the mud you’ve taken to dressing in didn’t 
come from the river either?”

“Nope,” I replied airily, as Sammy ran to me and
crawled up onto my lap just like every morning. I gave 
him the bread roll. “A new overnight treatment I was 
trying.”

“I’m going to be a mage like you,” Sammy interrupted
suddenly.

“We hope,” Matilda said, gliding into the dining room 
and kissing her husband on the cheek. “Samlin is going to 
the magic tester today.”

“I’ll be just like Jonathon and Sky!” he declared, 
completely certain. I was confused for a moment until I
realised Jonathon must be Petre’s real name.

I spent a moment wondering why the Academy
renamed us. To rebirth us into the life of a mage? I rolled
my eyes as Sammy stole the next roll. Knowing Iain and
Netalia, it would be some wishy washy excuse like that.

For the first time since arriving in Riverdoor, we were 
able to enjoy ourselves in the city. We went shopping at
the market, and I bought Larni a beautiful length of red
silk. I looped it around my arm, knowing that she’d love it 
and be terribly embarrassed. 

The townsfolk treated us like royalty, but I was glad 
none of them knew that we’d destroyed the dam. It was 
bad enough we’d rescued the youngest heir to the Lyon
estate (I was again confused, until Petre let on that that 
was the name of his family) and repaired the bridge; I 
couldn’t imagine what they’d do if they knew about the 
dam as well.

We ate our lunch next to the river, in the shadow of 
the bridge we’d repaired. It was bustling with horses and 
carts and their traders. I desperately wanted to see 
Nurmin, but I knew that we had to return to the Academy 
the next day. 

We dragged our feet back to the estate, but were
surprised to see that the manor was a hive of activity. 
Servants were pinning small lamps in the trees lining the 
drive, whilst others were trimming and tidying up the 
garden. The reason for such activity became apparent 
when Matilda met us in the hall.

“We thought that tonight we’d throw you a bit of a 
party,” she said, clasping her hands. “And also to celebrate 
the fact the Samlin was declared to be a mageling today.”

Petre immediately went off in search of his little
brother whilst the rest of us congratulated Matilda. I
couldn’t help but think of Niko, Larni’s brother, who 
wanted to be a mage so much that he’d asked me to put a
spell on him.

I frowned. Why was that memory so difficult to access? 
Niko. Larni’s little brother. He’s going to the magic tester 
soon...

Wait. Who’s Niko?

I was shaken out of my confusing thoughts as Sammy 
ran at me and catapulted himself up into my arms.

“It’s because of you,” he told me. “I’m going to be a 
mage because of you.”

“Why is that, young man?” I asked.

He stared back at me with eyes already beginning to 
turn the colour of storm clouds, the colour of Petre’s
magic.

“Because of the lightning,” he replied, like I was stupid 
not to have noticed.

Before I could even begin to wonder what he was on
about, Sammy was being chivvied out of my arms by his 
mother.

“Leave the girls alone, Samlin,” she chided. “They need
to go and get dressed for tonight.”

Yasmin took that as a cue to begin to pull me up the 
stairs. She ignored my protests, and Rain quickly took up 
my other side.

“You are the belle of tonight’s ball,” Theresa told me as 
I was pulled backwards up the stairs by the other two. 
“Well, it’s not exactly a ball, but this night is for you.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I retorted, not even trying to 
struggle against their iron grips. “It’s for all of us. We all
repaired the bridge. We all destroyed the dam.”

“Yes, but you’ve saved two lives,” Yasmin reminded me 
as we reached the bathroom. “So you can fuss and 
complain all you want, but this night is for you.”

I couldn’t do anything but pull a face, which they all
ignored as they seated me on a chair in the middle of the 
bathroom. Dena set about washing my hair again, 
patiently removing bits of river muck from it – “You could 
make a living out of getting your hair disgusting.” – And
brushing it smooth. It had grown since we’d started our 
schooling at the Academy; it now reached the small of my 
back when I let it hang loose. 

Artfully, she twisted it on top of my head and secured it 
with the pin that I’d had in my hair the day I rescued 
Sammy. I held my breath as she pinned it, hoping she 
didn’t notice the missing charm; I still didn’t want her to 
know where it had come from, for reasons I couldn’t 
fathom just yet. I let my eyes flutter, and I was almost 
asleep as Rain began painting my face with makeup. 

I did fall asleep. I woke up to Dena telling me to put my 
tunic dress and tights on. I began to wake up as the others 
got ready. I’d just pulled on my ankle boots (my other 
ones were lost in the river – how was I going to explain
that to Jett?) when we were summoned downstairs. 

The transformation of the manor house was stunning. 
Garlands of flowers hung everywhere and candles 
glimmered on every surface. The dining room had been
transformed into a dance hall, the large table replaced by 
smaller ones around the edge and a band. People milled 
throughout the hall, and as such we were able to enter 
relatively unnoticed. I tucked into the food as soon as I
saw it, savouring the succulent tastes. In fact, I’d just put a
cherry tomato in my mouth when Lord Hugh ascended to 
the band’s dais to begin his speech. 

“Good evening, my friends,” he began, sweeping his 
arms wide. He was wearing a sweeping crimson cloak that 
made him seem twice as large. “I thank you for joining us 
on such short notice. We’ve gathered everyone here 
tonight to celebrate the return of my youngest son, 
Samlin, and the vanquishing of the evil that has stalked
our lands for the past few weeks,” I winced at

‘vanquishing’, chewing the tomato furiously. “My son and
his friends join us from the Stanthor Academy, where 
Samlin will be headed in just a few short years to
commence his education,” there was polite applause 
which I joined in enthusiastically, still working the tomato 
out of my cheek. “And it is them we have to thank, not 
only for the safe return of my son and the slaughter of the 
Du’rangor, but for the repair of the bridge to Nurmin as 
well.” There was more applause as everyone swivelled
towards us, beaming. Deeming the situation safe, I popped
another cherry tomato in my mouth just as Lord Hugh 
said: “But I’ve been informed that the particular person I
have to thank for the return of Samlin is Sky,” he gestured 
towards me, and everyone turned to look at me, smiling. I
attempted to smile back at them.

You do not, I thought frantically, have a cherry tomato 
in your mouth. You will not show people that you have a 
cherry tomato in your mouth. You will not bite down on
the cherry tomato and make people think your tongue is 
bleeding.

When everyone turned away, I almost swallowed the 
cherry tomato whole in my relief. 

The music started again as Lord Hugh held his hand out 
to his wife, clearly asking her to dance. Everyone cheered 
as she took his hand, blushing and supporting her 
stomach, and whirled out onto the dance floor. 

More people began to dance as I helped myself to more 
food. I watched Petre shyly offer his hand to Rain, who 
blushed furiously but then accepted it. I watched them 
dance for a little until I accepted a glass of wine from a
passing waiter, and then headed up the stairs that I knew 
would take me to the roof.

I leant against the parapets, sipping from the glass. The 
moon was a sliver in the sky, and I turned my face up to it. 
When Petre spoke behind me I almost dropped my glass 
over the edge in fright.

“You know, I was the first mage in fifty years to be 
born to the House of Lyon,” he said, sauntering up next to 
me with his hands in his pockets. “I was spoilt beyond 
belief; anything I wanted, I got. When I started at the 
Academy this year, I thought my parents were going to 
burst with pride.”

I sipped wine as I wondered where he was going with 
this.

“And because of that, I might have, just a teeny bit, 
looked down on all the human born mages,” he dipped his 
head in shame. “I’m sorry, Sky. I haven’t always treated
you with the respect you deserve.”

“Don’t apologize,” I told him quietly. “You never hit me 
with a fire whip when I told you having slaves was 
wrong,” I twitched as something blinked through my 
mind. “You never resented me in class when I got better 
grades than you.”

“Regardless, I didn’t treat you as you should have been. 
You’re a hero, Sky. No, really,” he protested as I made a 
noise and turned away. “You have courage beyond 
anything any of us has shown.”

“I don’t want to be a hero.” I mumbled into my glass.

He grinned and patted me on the shoulder.

“I don’t think you get a choice in the matter,” he said. 
“Now come here. Hug me before I get pulled back down
to dance with Rain again.”

I hugged him tightly. For the first time since I’d met 
him, I truly appreciated having him as a friend.

The party wore into the night, and I groaned as I rolled
into my bed, noticing that dawn was breaking. We were 
going to have to ride hard to get back to the Academy 
within the time frame. I wondered if Echo would notice if 
I fell asleep in the saddle, something which had a very 
good chance of occurring. 

We woke the next morning, packing a breakfast that 
we could eat as we rode. Sammy was tearful as we began 
to leave. When I hugged him goodbye, he looped his arms 
around my neck and pressed his little face against my 
shoulder. Tears began to flow as he leant back to look at 
me. 

“None of that,” I said, letting him wipe his eyes on my 
shirt. “No crying for the big strong mage.”

That made him smile. Just as I put him back down on
the ground, he pulled me close and pulled something out 
of his shirt. He opened his hand, showing me the charm
that I’d tossed him that day I’d rescued him from the 
Du’rangor.

Our eyes met, and I nodded, as though telling him he 
was allowed to keep it. He tucked it back into his shirt and
went to his brother to say one final goodbye.

“Goodbye, dear,” Matilda said, hugging me tightly. 
“Remember, you can stay here anytime you want to get 
away from those two old biddies.”

I laughed at her name for Iain and Netalia.

“Look after my namesake, Matilda,” I said, tears in my 
eyes. “I’ll come visit her one day, I promise.”

“You better,” her eyes crinkled, sparkling with tears. 
“Oh, come here.”

She hugged me one last time, and the tears were 
flowing freely as I pulled myself into Echo’s saddle. Lord 
Hugh came over to me as we prepared to ride out. 

“Thank you, Sky,” he said, looking up at me. “You’ll
never be forgotten in the House of Lyon.”

He kissed my knuckles and then turned my hand over 
and laid something in it. I opened my fingers to reveal a 
bright red cherry tomato. I looked up to see his eyes 
sparkling with mirth. 

“You did it on purpose,” I realised, grinning widely. 
“That could’ve been disastrous, Lord Hugh.”

“Please, just Hugh from now on,” and then he added
with just a touch of seriousness. “My Lady Sky.”

As we rode away, out of the drive and onto the roads, I 
realised that I’d really miss Riverdoor. Though our time 
here had been short, I’d felt I’d discovered more about 
myself. We may be missing out on our magical education
at the Academy, but we’d learnt more about each other
and ourselves than we ever would back at our school.

And, I decided, it was all worth it.

~Chapter Sixteen~

The ride back was gruelling. We missed the rest stop 
where we’d stayed on the way to Riverdoor and so we had 
to make do with sleeping on a wide section of the road. 
We slept only for a few hours before we were travelling
again as dawn broke across the sky. We crossed the 
Stanthor border almost without realising it, and as the sun
sailed to its apex we drew closer to the south of the 
continent. 

We were chatting amiably when we passed Keyes. I felt 
like Echo was straining to get home; maybe she missed her 
stall as much as I missed my bed. 

We rode over the cobblestone bridge and to the stables. 
Above us, the Academy loomed in silence, though we 
knew that lessons would be in full swing. I untacked Echo, 
groomed her, and then let her into the paddock to graze. 
She bumped me affectionately with her nose as I removed
her halter. I grinned, scratching her up behind the ears.

“C’mon, Sky, let’s get unpacked,” Rain called, and I 
reluctantly followed them into the castle.

Once inside, I took off at a run up the stairs to the 
dormitories. No one asked what I was doing; they knew I 
was trying to avoid Dustin, who no doubt would be very 
hurt that I didn’t invite him along on the Riverdoor trip.

I groaned as I reached the top of the stairs. I liked him, 
so why did the thought of him annoy me so much? I found 
my bedroom and quickly unlocked it by placing my hand
on the door so it could read my magical signature. It 
opened and I barrelled inside, shutting it quickly. Then I
turned around and let out a yelp of fright.

Phoenix was in the middle of my room.

“Did I scare you?”

“How did you get in here?” I demanded. I saw his eyes 
flick towards the open window and I stomped over to it. I
pulled it shut with no small effort – it had been open for a 
long time. “Why are you in my room?”

“I wanted to see you,” he said, sitting at my table.

“So you couldn’t come over to me at dinner later? You 
couldn’t knock on my bedroom door like everyone else?”

I dumped my pack on my bed and began pulling clothes
out of it. I noticed a bowl of water next to my bed with a
washcloth next to it, and I began washing my face 
gratefully. I knew Larni had put the bowl there, and I
couldn’t wait to give her the red scarf.

“How was your trip?” he asked, still trying to prompt
conversation.

“Why are you really here?” I retorted, pulling my hair 
out of my bun. 

“I told you. I wanted to talk to you. How was your
trip?”

“Uneventful,” I alluded, trying to ignore the 

hammering of my heart. I’d picked the word because I 
knew it would infuriate him. 

“I know something happened, Sky. I saw you all talking
at dinner one night and the next day you were gone. What 
was it, family emergency?”

“Something like that,” I relented. “We went to Petre’s 
estate.”

“Ah, yes. The House of Lyon. Right on the border of 
my home land.”

I fidgeted, deciding not to tell him that we’d also visited
Orthandrell, however illegal that might have been. I
continued unpacking, pulling out the charm pin, realising
too late that he would know what it was.

“Ah,” he said again, spying it in my hand. “I thought 
so.”

“Did you make this for me?” I asked, holding it out. He 
took it from my palm, and shivers danced up my arm as 
his fingers lightly brushed my hand. 

“I did. I made it for protection. Evidently, you needed
to use it. Sky, what did you go to Riverdoor for?”

I sighed.

“Petre’s little brother had been taken by a Du’rangor. 
We stalked it and killed it, and brought his brother home.”

His expression didn’t change, but I thought I saw 
something flicker in his eyes.

“I wish you’d brought me along.”

“Why would I?” I challenged irritably.  “You don’t say a
word to me unless I’m in danger.”

“Well, from the sounds of it, we would’ve had lots to 
talk about then.”

I turned around. Was he making a joke?

“We’re also soul mates,” he said quietly, and I let out a 
snort.

“You’re actually admitting it.” I chuckled to myself 
wryly. “There’s a day I thought would never come.”

“Ok, fine,” he replied, as irritable as I was. “I can
understand not taking me along, but why not Dustin? He’s 
your boyfriend, is he not?”

I winced at the word ‘boyfriend’. Unpleasant silence 
began to grow like mould between us.

“Yes,” I said slowly. “He is.”

“So why not ask him?”

“I... forgot.”

“Forgot?” he started laughing and I started at the sound. 

“It’s not funny,” I protested, but I could feel the corners 
of my mouth beginning to turn up into a smile. “He’s 
probably going to hate me now.”

“He won’t, don’t worry. It’s just puppy love.”

“Puppy love?” I asked.

“He’s infatuated with you, which I see now you don’t 
return at all.”

My mouth fell open, ready to retort something that 
would prove that I did, in fact, return the puppy love, but 
nothing came to mind.

He’s right, I realised suddenly. I don’t like Dustin
anymore.

My shoulders slumped. I have to tell him. I can’t lead 
him on.

“Sky?” Phoenix had come over to me.

“You’re right,” I mumbled. “I think that’s why I forgot 
to tell him about the trip. I don’t think I wanted him to 
come along.”

It was true. I hadn’t thought of him at all after Dena 
had brought it up. Instead I’d gone to sleep thinking of
warm, strong hands holding mine, of running my hands
through someone else’s long dark hair, pulling him closer 
so that I could press my lips to his

I jerked backwards, almost head butting Phoenix as he 
came closer.

“Are you alright?” he asked, concern marking a small
frown line between his eyes.

Before I could answer, both of us jumped as someone 
knocked on the door.

“Sky?” my heart sank as Dustin called for me. “Can I 
come in?”

“Uh, I’m getting changed!” I called quickly.

There was silence on the other side of the door, and I
hoped that he’d gone away.

“Need some help?” he said through the door, and 
Phoenix wrinkled his nose at me.

“No thanks!” I said quickly.

“Ok, I’ll meet you downstairs for dinner.”

We both listened to him trot back down the stairs. I
couldn’t look Phoenix in the eyes.

“I better be off,” he said, also avoiding my gaze.

He moved towards my bed, and I thought I was going
to die as he crawled up onto it. Dashing my fears – hopes? 

– He pushed the window open and swung a leg out of it.

“Wait! We’re a long way up. How do you get down?” I
asked, sitting on my bed.

“I manage.”

“Why don’t you just go out my door? Like a normal
person,” I pointed out.

“Well,” he replied, still half in, half out the window. 
“Dustin thinks you’re getting changed, and how do you 
think he’d react if he saw me coming out of your room?”

I glanced towards my door. Could Dustin still be out 
there? When I looked back, Phoenix was gone. I peered 
out of the window to see him climbing down the ivy
trellis that someone had built against the wall.

It was only when I turned back that the full impact of
his parting statement hit me, and I went so red the scarf 
I’d bought would look pale on me. 

I grabbed my towel and dashed to the bathrooms, 
showering quickly. Dusk had fallen and I was starving. I
couldn’t wait for dinner, so I just dressed in my uniform
and trotted down the stairs. 

“I thought you were just getting changed?” Dustin
asked, confused as he saw my damp hair.

“I was, but then I decided to have a shower. We’ve 
been riding for two days straight,” I said. It wasn’t a lie. 

We piled our dinner plates with almost everything, and
I began eating as soon as we made it to our regular table. 
Conversation was strained; we all wanted to discuss our
trip, but with Dustin there, it felt like we were rubbing it 
in his face that I hadn’t asked him along. Instead, we let 
him chatter about what we’d missed at the Academy, 
which wasn’t much from the sounds of it, except we were 
all behind on a paper Watt had assigned on the day we’d 
left. Then he said something that made me prick up my 
ears with interest.

“Jett has been in a right mood,” he said, stealing one of 
my snow peas. “I think he argued with the Masters about 
something,” he shrugged, looking down at his plate and 
missing us looking at each other, sharing private looks. 
“Whatever it was, the Academy has not been a happy 
place.”

I knew they wouldn’t be happy with us going to 
Riverdoor. Now they thought we were going to be bad 
mouthing them all over the state.

Which, I thought angrily as I stuffed a potato in my 
mouth, we are well within our rights to do. How much 
longer would Riverdoor have suffered if we hadn’t visited? 
Why hadn’t they helped them? Despite my anger, I knew 
we all had to tread carefully from now on. As Jett had said, 
they were quick to banish anyone who crossed them, and 
I certainly didn’t want any of my friends to leave.

During dinner, I tried to get back some of what Dustin
and I had had before I’d left. I laughed at everything he 
said and smiled when he looked at me, but I felt hollow 
inside. 

When I got back into my room, I wasn’t surprised to 
see another phoenix feather on my pillow. I crawled into 
my bed, pulling the feather through my fingers. Was he 
courting me? I smiled at the thought, knowing it to be a 
ridiculous notion. It didn’t make me feel any better 
though, and my stomach rolled over as I thought of
breaking up with Dustin. 

What would I say? I’d never done this before; I hadn’t 
even been broken up with! I fell asleep uneasily, still
thinking of things I could say to him to try to make it 
easier.

My group and I fell back into school life easily, almost 
grateful for the return of normality. I was working in the 
library with my friends one night when Netalia 
approached me. We all looked up at her, trying not to
show anything on our faces.

“Could I see you for a moment, Sky?” she asked, and I 
didn’t let myself look at my friends before I stood and 
followed her to another section of the library.

“I trust your trip to Abdoor went well?”

“Yes, it did,” I couldn’t avoid glaring at her. “It was 
very... informative.”

Why are you baiting her? I thought to myself 
frantically. Stop it!

“Did you find anything of interest?” she asked carefully, 
and I knew she was asking about the broken bridge and
the dam.

“No,” I replied innocently.  “We stayed on the Lyon
estate and spent the days wandering the countryside like 
lambs.”

She’d fixed me with a stare, and I thought I saw her eye 
twitch. She couldn’t figure out why I was lying.

“Very well,” she said finally. “But please come to me or 
Iain next time you want to go somewhere, not Jett. He no 
longer has the authority to sign off on such matters.”

I watched her sail out of the library, her off white cloak 
billowing behind her. I let myself breathe a sigh of relief
and then headed back to the others, quickly telling them 
what had happened whilst Dustin was off in the shelves
hunting down a book.

“What’s going on?” he asked, sitting back down a little 
while later and putting his hand on my knee. I wriggled 
uneasily but didn’t remove it.

“We were just talking about the paper,” Petre said, and
I was taken aback by how easily he lied.

“Oh right,” Dustin took the bait and immediately began 
chatting about his angle on the paper. We all nodded and
agreed, but the truth was, we’d finished most of it already.

The term dragged on and I still couldn’t bring myself to
break his heart. I felt absolutely awful about it.

“It’s terrible,” I confessed to Dena one evening. “I think 
I’d rather face another Du’rangor than break up with 
him.”

“It’ll happen,” she replied, patting me on the shoulder.
“It’s not fair to him to drag it on though.”

“I know,” I said, but the torment continued raging
inside me.

One evening I was sitting at my table, reading and 
picking at the snacks I’d brought up with me, when I
noticed an array of birds perched along the open
windowsill. I tore a bread roll into pieces and crawled 
onto my bed, offering it to them. Most of them took flight 
in fright, but one black bird stayed behind and snatched
the bread from my fingers.

“Piggy,” I said, laughing, as the bird devoured the 
bread. “Do you want more, do you?”

He cheeped loudly, and I gave him the rest.

“You’re brave,” I told him, noticing that his little feet 
were on the inside of the sill. “Or stupid?”

I offered him my finger almost jokingly, and no one 
was more surprised than I was when he promptly hopped
on board, his little claws latching around my finger.

“Oh, why hello,” I grinned widely at his antics. “Shall I
name you?”

He peeped in answer.

“Alrighty then... how about...” I tried to think of a 
name that meant something to me. “Morrigan?”

Morrigan had been the name of the dog I’d had in my 
childhood, a beautiful border collie whom I’d loved.

The bird tilted his head on one side, inspecting me. He 
cheeped after a while, and I took that as the go ahead to 
name him. 

“How about Morri for short?”

That was an affirmative. Before I could stop him, Morri
made his way up my arm until he sat on my shoulder. I
turned and faced the mirror.

“We make quite a pair,” I told him.

Next to my mirror was my statue of the last queen. 
Larni had dusted it when I was away, and now it was 
cleaner than ever before. I stood carefully, not wanting to 
dislodge Morri, and picked the statue up. For the first 
time, I noticed that she’d been damaged, as though 
something or someone had tried to hide certain things. 
There were marks on her shoulders and back, but the 
circlet hadn’t been touched. I put the statue down; 
whatever had happened to her, it was a long time ago, and
I wasn’t fussed by it. If anything, it just added to the 
statue’s charm.

I introduced Morri to everyone the next day. Theresa 
burst out laughing when she saw him, telling me that I
looked like a pirate with the bird riding on my shoulder. I
threatened to turn her hair blue but even that didn’t stop 
her from sniggering whenever I appeared.

All was well until I passed Jett in a corridor one day. He 
stopped dead in his tracks at the sight of Morri, working to 
conceal something on his face.

“Don’t let Iain or Netalia see you with him,” he advised
and then quickly swept past me.

“Jett-“I began, wanting to apologize for getting him in
trouble, but he was gone.

After a while, when the novelty of being home again
had worn off, assimilating back into school life was 
depressing. Instead of a hero, I was the one who always 
handed up assignments late, just like back at my old 
school. I wasn’t a Du’rangor Slayer; though everyone 
knew I had killed one, they thought it was just a one off
fluke. Instead I trained with Jett, who, despite Iain and
Netalia’s admonitions, insisted on teaching me with my 
swords. In Professor Yu’s class, I trained with my usual
sword, though my muscles ached after a session with it. 
We’d begun training on practice dummies, stabbing them 
through vital areas which would maim or fatally injure an
opponent. I was fitter than I ever had been in my life, and 
could run the Fitness course with relative ease. 

At least, I thought I could.

“Alright, please line up,” Jett called as usual, and we 
arranged ourselves in our lines. “Can you pair with your
soul mate please?”

I raised an eyebrow at nobody in particular as Phoenix 
came to stand next to me. I wasn’t impressed with him at 
all; since I’d gotten back and he’d climbed out of my 
window, he hadn’t said a word, hadn’t even made eye 
contact with me. The phoenix feather that had appeared 
in my room had disintegrated by morning and I’d woken
up covered in orange dust. Since then I’d tried desperately 
to keep him out of my thoughts, but he’d appeared in
many of my dreams more times than I’d like to count. It 
had gotten to the point where it hurt to see him and
Eleanora walking hand in hand around the Academy.

He lined up next to me, and I was both surprised and
dismayed when Jett came along and tied my left wrist to 
Phoenix’s right wrist. My arm was now pressed along his, 
the back of his hand against mine. I wriggled my hand, 
trying to get it free, but it just pulled the cord tighter.

“This exercise is all about teamwork,” Jett said, 
returning to the front. “You’ll run the course in your pairs 
against another pair. You’ll need to work together.”

To not get electrocuted, drowned, or hung on the wall, 
I thought bitterly.

We watched a few of the pairs run the course. Yasmin
and Petre worked like a well oiled machine, and I watched 
them carefully to try to pick up tips. 

Just before we were going to start – pitted against, of 
course, Dustin and Eleanora – Phoenix turned his hand 
around and grasped mine. I immediately stretched out my 
fingers in an effort to get away.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Yasmin and Petre did it,” he replied, grabbing my 
hand again. “It’ll be easier than just having our arm
dragged along by the other.”

I gripped his hand, trying to ignore how it felt against 
mine, how easily my fingers fit between his and how nice 
his calloused palm felt. 

Jett blew the whistle, and we dashed off the line. 
Phoenix and I had both had the same idea about getting a 
running start for under the nets; we hit the mud on our 
bellies and slid forwards before beginning to wriggle on
our elbows. It gained us about a second lead, and there 
was no way I was losing to Eleanora. 

Phoenix reached the other side first and helped me 
through. I arched my back so that I didn’t hit the wire and 
we were first to the rope.

“How are we going to do this?” I gasped, covered in
mud but still holding his hand tightly.

“Wrap your other arm around me.”

“What?”

“Other arm, quick.”

I managed to awkwardly hug him, holding on as tight 
as I could and determinedly ignoring the butterflies in my 
stomach. His muscles shifted beneath his shirt as he 
grabbed the rope with his free hand and pushed off of the 
embankment just as Dustin and Eleanora arrived at the 
rope.

We swung out over the water, and despite my tight 
grip I was beginning to slip down towards the surface.

“I’m falling!” I managed to gasp.

“Let go... now!”

We both dropped into the water, surfacing at the same 
time. We struck out an awkward one armed stroke
towards the other bank, climbing up it clumsily.

The wall was next. Phoenix grabbed a hold of the rope 
and then gestured towards the other one.

“I don’t want to use theirs; that’s cheating,” I protested, 
and he rolled his eyes.

“Well, follow me up the best you can,” he knew I could 
climb it, had seen me do so before.

I followed him up the rope, my arm burning as I
managed to slowly make my way up the wall. Phoenix 
reached the top first, and for a second I thought he was 
going to leap down the other side. Instead, he pulled me 
up to the top with him, and together we dropped neatly to 
the other side. Dustin and Eleanora dropped a few seconds 
later.

“Good work,” Jett said, cutting us free. I rubbed my sore 
wrist as we began to make our way back to the line.

Eleanora bounced over to Phoenix and began chiding
him for beating her, and then pulled him down so she 
could kiss him. I turned away, fighting down the urge to
cry or something. 

He is your soul mate, I thought angrily. Nothing more!

We changed back into our uniforms and then headed 
back to the Academy for Theory. We’d just sat down and
had begun pulling out our books when I realised I’d left 
mine in my room. 

“I’ll be right back, save my seat,” I told Rain quickly, 
darting out of the classroom.

I retrieved the book and was on my way back when I
heard Netalia and Jett arguing just around the corner. Not 
wanting to get involved in an ugly scene, I stopped and
tried to work out a way around them, until I heard my 
name.

“-and Phoenix worked very well together,” Netalia was 
saying in clipped tones. “Maybe too well.”

“You devised the class!” Jett replied exasperatedly. “The 
challenge was for them to have to rely on each other to 
get through the obstacles, of course they had to work 
together!”

“Even so-“

“No! Enough, Netalia, stop looking for reasons to hate 
her!” I drew back further around the corner, my heart 
pounding. “Sky has done nothing wrong, if anything she 
excels at her studies! She’s kind and brave and loyal to her
friends. If you could look past all of your misconceptions 
you’d see that!”

There was silence. And then,

“You’ve seen the signs, haven’t you,” Netalia said. It 
wasn’t a question.

More silence, and then Jett said, “Yes.”

“And you’ve been teaching her the twin swords?”
“How did you find out?”

Netalia didn’t answer.

“Yes I am. So what, Netalia? She wants to learn them, it 
doesn’t mean anything-“

“Of course it does! Out of all the weapons in the room, 
she picked those!”

“Why do we have them if they’re not meant to be 
used?” Jett asked peevishly. “The weapons are the only 
indication.”

“For now,” she was beginning to walk away, to my 
relief, in the other direction. “You know your obligation
to the Academy, Jettais.”

That seemingly ended the conversation. I quickly 
scrambled back the way I’d come, putting some distance 
between the corridor and myself. I turned around and 
started walking back. Jett swept around the corner as I 
drew closer.

“Sky,” he said in surprise.

“Yes?” I asked innocently.

“Why aren’t you in class?”

I held up my book.

“I left my book in my room. I had to go and get it.”

“Alright. Another lesson tonight then?”

“Sure,” I replied, wondering why he was still going to 
teach me now that Netalia knew, and from the sounds of it 
was threatening his employment at the Academy. “Same 
time?”

He nodded curtly and brushed past. I didn’t waste time 
standing about entertaining thoughts; I was late enough as 
it was. 

“Sorry,” I said to Professor Watt, skidding to a halt at 
my seat. “Got lost.”

She rolled her eyes and muttered something that 
sounded suspiciously like ‘of course’.

“Where were you?” Dena hissed as I slid into my seat 
and began to clumsily flip through the text book.

I shrugged, deciding not to tell anyone about the 
conversation I’d just overheard. I replayed it over and over 
in my mind, and every time I reached the bit about Jett 
calling me brave and loyal, I couldn’t help but smile a 
little. I respected Jett a lot, and for him to think those
things about me meant equally as much to me. 

The lesson was over before I could find the page we 
were up to. I realised that it had been the last lesson of the 
day, and I stuffed the book into my bag happily. 

“Don’t do that,” Yasmin groaned, watching me trying to
make it fit. “You have to return it to the library you 
know.”

“I know,” I replied, using a foot to wedge it inside my 
already overstuffed bag. “You know we can do magic, 
Yasmin.”

“Yeah, but still...” she trailed off, eyeing off the 
crumpled book.

I wolfed down my dinner and gabbled some excuse 
about homework in my room. I trotted up there and
dumped my bag and got changed into my breeches. Morri
whistled from the window ledge, and I held my arm out to 
him. I’d never thought about having a pet before, other 
than my dog, but as Morri climbed up to my shoulder, I
decided that birds were pretty cool too.

I met Jett in the abandoned weapons room. I stepped
onto the practice mat, bouncing slightly. Puffs of straw 
marked where we’d murdered the practice dummies 
earlier in the day.

“Evening,” Jett said, looming out of the darkness in the 
far corner of the room. I bounced to him, taking my twin
swords with the usual feeling of anticipation.

Before I could remove them from his grasp completely, 
he unsheathed one just a little bit.

“These have just been polished,” he said. “Why did you 
clean them if you were just practicing with them in
Riverdoor?”

“They got dusty on the ride,” the lie came to me easily. 
I must be spending too much time with Petre. 

“Funny. I also found the remains of an enchantment 
against Du’rangor venom.”

I pressed my lips together.

“Alright,” I admitted. I couldn’t really lie my way out of
that one. “There was a Du’rangor stalking Petre’s home 
estate. We travelled there to hunt it.”

Jett slid the blade back into the sheath, his expression
blank. He sighed.

“Sky, you’re a good mage, and you’re skilled with these 
weapons, but please don’t think for one second that you 
can just go off and hunt dangerous creatures. You killed
one, I’ll give you that, but-“

“I killed two,” I confessed. “I found the one in
Riverdoor and killed it as well.”

Jett blinked. Once. Twice. I was beginning to think he 
wouldn’t answer when he repeated slowly:

“You killed the second Du’rangor.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because it had taken Petre’s little brother and was 
threatening the townsfolk.”

“And you killed it? With the others?”

“By myself. I mean,” I scrambled to correct myself. 
“They were there, but I was on my own when I found it.”

He paused for a second, and then asked like he didn’t 
really want to know:

“How did you kill it?”

“I set the swords on fire with my magic,” I said 
carefully. “And then stabbed it through the roof of its 
mouth.”

No need to mention the fabric that had been torn from 
my shirt by the poisonous claws, or how I fell into the 
marsh water and wallowed around. Also didn’t need to 
mention the banter I’d used to distract it or the charm I’d 
used to protect Sammy. 

“You’re... impossible,” he settled on finally. His face 
was lined and he seemed to be getting older as I looked at
him. For the first time, I noticed bits of grey at his 
temples. “How about we get started?”

I nodded and began warming up. Morri flew to Jett’s 
shoulder as I stretched, apparently unimpressed with how 
I was moving about. After ten minutes I bounced on the 
spot, loosening the rest of my muscles. When Jett handed 
the swords back to me, he did so with a certain amount of
reverence. It unnerved me. 

We fought, as we usually did. Jett trusted me to the 
extent that he didn’t make me use blunt wooden swords 
anymore. Instead, we danced a deadly dance around each 
other, light from the torches glinting off of the blades. 

He stabbed forwards, deliberately leaving an opening
for me. Instead of taking it, I dodged around him instead, 
and when he whirled, expecting me to be there, he almost 
fell.

Because we’d just started I let him regain his balance, 
but I was grinning triumphantly as he righted himself. 

“Tricky,” he called, but I could see him smiling. 

I flicked my right sword up over my head with my left 
sword outstretched. I balanced on the balls of my feet, 
ready to swoop down.

My opportunity came a second later. Jett ventured just 
a little too close and I spun, bringing the right sword down
and using its momentum to carry me around so that I
could bring my left sword up and over. I knew Jett would 
block it, and he did, the swords clashing together. Taking
advantage of his off balance, I reached out with my left 
foot and hooked it around his ankle, then snapped it back. 
He fell onto the mat and I darted forwards, placing both 
sword tips by his nose.

“Yield,” I told him.

He held up his hands and laughed. I held both swords 
in one hand and pulled my mentor to his feet. 

“You’ve come a long way since we first started, my 
young pupil,” he said, bringing out the polishing cloths. 
“Thinking on it now, it doesn’t surprise me so much that 
you’ve killed two Du’rangors.”

“Do you really mean that?” I asked, taking a long drink 
of water from my bottle as Morri landed on my head. 

“Course I do. You’ve done me proud.”

~Chapter Seventeen~

We finished cleaning the swords in silence, and then I
headed back up to the dorms to have a shower. To my 
dismay, I ran into Dustin on the way up the stairs. 

“Hello,” he started brightly, but then he frowned when
he saw that I was all sweaty. “What’ve you been doing?”

“Running,” I lied immediately. “Went for a little run
around the castle.”

He accepted it without question, but he’d also noticed
Morri, whom he was yet to meet.

“Who’s this little guy?” he asked, reached forwards for 
the bird, but Morri shrieked an ear splitting screech and 
flew up towards the rafters.

“Sorry,” I apologized. “He doesn’t do so well with new 
people.”

“Fair enough,” he replied, tucking his hand back into 
his pocket. “How long have you had him?”

“He adopted me a few days ago,” I held my arm out so
that Morri could land on it, though he immediately 
crawled up my arm and under my ponytail where Dustin
couldn’t reach him. “Since then I’ve been his pet.”

“Right,” Dustin rocked on his heels. “So how’ve you 
been?”

“Um, alright,” I could see my door past Dustin’s 
shoulder. “Look, I’m all sweaty. I was on my way to have a 
shower.”

“Oh right, sure,” to my relief, he didn’t offer to help me 
shower. “Hey, why don’t you come by afterwards?”

“Sure,” I said before I could stop myself. “See you in a 
bit.”

I more or less shoved past him and made it to my room. 
As I collected up my towel and shampoo, I cursed myself 
over and over again. 

There was no phoenix feather or charm pin on my 
pillow. I half-heartedly hunted around my room for a gift, 
but there was nothing. I sat down on my bed with a sigh.

I really shouldn’t be pursuing him, I thought sadly. He’s 
with Eleanora and I’m with Dustin. Maybe I should work 
harder at remembering that. 

I showered, deliberately taking my time. Morri perched 
on top of the stall, getting his feathers soggy in the steam.

“You’re the only boy I’m letting watch me shower,” I
told him as I dried off. My face reddened as I thought of
Phoenix, but then I pushed him away and tried to replace
him with Dustin. My mind shoved that away all on its 
own.  

I dressed in my pyjamas and then padded down towards
the boys’ dormitories. I then realised I had no idea which 
door was his. I was saved knocking on everyone’s door 
when Ispin emerged from his room and stopped dead at 
the sight of me standing in the corridor. I quickly asked
him about the room I was looking for, and he pointed at a 
door wordlessly.

I knocked on the door, and waited. It was flung open
almost straight away by Dustin, hope shining in his eyes. 

“I didn’t think you were coming,” he said, letting me in. 

“Sorry, I had a long shower,” I replied, gesturing to my 
damp hair. “The water was nice.”

I sat on his bed, looking around. It was definitely a 
boy’s room. It was a carbon copy of mine, except it smelt 
like deodorant and sweat. Clothes had been bundled up on
the end of his bed and were draped over his table. I found 
it strangely comforting, for this was what my old bedroom 
back in Ar Cena had looked like.

“Sorry for the mess,” he said, seeing me look around.  

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, smiling, and then realised
conversation was going to be very strained.

“How’ve you been?” he asked, echoing himself from the 
stairs.

“Alright,” I replied. “You know, the usual, homework, 
classes, and friends.”

“Sounds like you guys had a nice trip to Riverdoor,” he 
said, sitting next to me.

If you can call it that, I thought, but then forced a smile 
across my face.

“It wasn’t bad,” I alluded. “It was nice to meet Petre’s 
family.”

He smiled back but then slumped.

“I wish you would’ve asked me,” he mumbled.

“I’m sorry,” I said immediately, feeling terrible. “There 
was a bit of a family emergency, none of us were thinking
clearly.”

He just nodded, and I felt like rolling my eyes. Did he 
think himself more important than Petre’s little brother
being taken? Anger flushed under my skin and I had to 
work to calm myself down again. 

We chatted for a little longer, but I think both of us 
were quickly realising that our relationship was dead. I
wasn’t sure when it had happened, but I suspected it had 
been the Riverdoor trip. I’d had a few days away from 
him, and had felt free, unrestrained. Heck, I hadn’t even
thought of him until Dena brought it up. 

I fidgeted uncomfortably, trying to find the right words 
to begin what I wanted to say. I opened my mouth, still
unsure of what was going to come out.

“Don’t,” he pleaded suddenly. “Please don’t do what 
you’re about to do.”

Ice shot through my veins.

“I’m sorry,” I heard myself say. “But, Dustin, you can 
feel it too, can’t you? You know that this is the-“

“Don’t say ‘the end’,” he got up and paced to the other 
side of the room. “How about a break? For a week? You 
might feel differently then.”

I highly doubted it, but I felt myself nod curtly. One 
more week, and then it would be over. 

“Alright,” I murmured. “But, Dustin, I don’t think-“

“Please,” he came back over to me and pulled me to my 
feet. “One week to think about it.”

He kissed me before I could stop him. He was 
comfortable and familiar but there was no flame there 
anymore. I suddenly wondered what kissing Phoenix 
would be like...

I broke away from him. I wasn’t about to look him in
the eye.

“I’ll see you in a week,” I mumbled, and then hurried 
out of his room and to my own.

I slumped onto my bed, Morri perching on my bed
head, peeping every now and then. I hugged my knees to 
my chest, feeling like I was going to burst. Tears welled up
and spilled down my cheeks. I felt absolutely awful. Why 
couldn’t I like Dustin? I had in the beginning, I knew it. It 
was new and exciting, I thought about him as I went to 
sleep and day dreamed about him. But now all I felt 
towards him was annoyance and frustration. 

Why do you have to be so clingy? I wondered angrily, 
though more tears gathered and overflowed. Why do you 
have to make this so difficult?

I cried into the night, because I knew I was going to 
hurt him and I didn’t like being that type of girl. I’d seen
them back at my old high school, the girls who would flirt
and lead a guy on and then just toss them aside like 
rubbish.

Was I that type of girl? The thought brought on a fresh 
wave of tears. I needed someone to talk to desperately. 
Though the night was slowly beginning to bleed to the 
cobalt hue of midnight, I padded down the hall to Dena’s 
room. I knocked quickly, hoping I wouldn’t wake her up.

She opened the door a few seconds later, in her
pyjamas, but she’d been reading; she still had her glasses 
on.

“Sky, what’s wrong?” She pulled me into her room and 
sat me on her bed. “What is it?”

I told her everything quickly, about how Dustin didn’t 
want the relationship to end but I was done, I was done 
and he was dragging it out for another week. I cried a lot, 
and was furiously embarrassed about it but Dena just kept 
fetching me tissues and hugging me around the shoulders.

Was this what it was like to have a best friend?

“Am I a horrible person?” I asked finally, sniffling.

“No,” she said without hesitation. “This is completely 
normal. Some people just fall in and out of like. It just 
means you’re not meant to be.”

“Ok,” her words were like balm to my wounded heart. 
“I mean, there were some girls at my school who just 
casually strung boys along and then just ditched them 
without a second thought. I don’t want to be like that.”

“I know,” she said, patting my shoulders. “And hey, 
look how upset you are! At least it shows you care.”

She was right. I bet the girls at my school didn’t feel as 
wretched as I did right now. 

“Thank you,” I mumbled, throat still swollen.

“Don’t think twice about it,” she replied. “Now, how 
about you try to get some sleep? It’s late and we have class 
tomorrow.”

I headed back to my room and crawled into my bed. 
Morri perched on my statue’s head, rearranging his 
feathers. I thought that after all my emotional turmoil
going to sleep would be difficult, but the moment my head 
hit the pillow, I was asleep.

The next few days were strange. I felt like I was in
limbo, and despite Dena’s comforting words, I still felt 
awful about the situation. I threw myself into my studies 
to try to forget about it, and as a result quickly became 
more powerful than any of the other students. 

We continued hand to hand combat and soon I could 
throw even Petre and Ispin, who was surprisingly strong. 
Theory remained only slightly interesting, until one 
afternoon Watt taught us something that stuck in my 
mind for a long time. It was a Tuesday, and theory was the 
last lesson of the day. I was bitterly wondering what 
would be on offer in the mess hall for dinner when I
began to pay attention to what she was saying.

“One thing a mage cannot live without is their magic; 
the only way to kill a mage is to drain him of magic. 
However, magic can also be restored by an act of true 
love.”

Many of the guys in the class snorted, and so did I.

“Well, it has yet to be recorded,” Watt relented. “I’m 
yet to see a mage revived by love, but the fact remains that
the legends tell it, and the legends are based on truth.”

That night I wandered sadly up to my room, mulling
over what she had said. It didn’t really matter much to me, 
it was just the last thing I’d heard and it was rolling
around my head like a song on replay. When I got to my 
empty room I changed from my uniform and then headed 
to the stables. They had become my sanctuary, where I
could dream and think. 

Echo greeted me the same as ever; as a treat carrier. I’d 
remembered to snag her some carrots on the way and she 
wolfed them down as I handed them to her. I let myself 
into her stall and began grooming her, though one of the 
Academy’s stable hands already had that day. I pulled the 
brush over her glossy coat and patiently worked out every 
little tangle in her mane and tail. By the time I had 
finished, I’d worked my horse into a stupor. I sat down in
the straw like I did every day, trying not to fall asleep. I
did though, but I was woken by someone coming into the 
stables.

Please don’t be Dustin, I pleaded silently. Please oh 
please don’t be him.

I stood up, peering through the bars of Echo’s stall to 
the next one, and saw Phoenix coming up the middle aisle. 
He stopped dead when he saw me peering through the 
bars.

“Sky? What are you doing here?”

“Giving Echo some love and attention,” I replied
carefully. He continued past me to Validus’ stall. “What 
are you doing here?”

“Virtually the same thing,” he answered, letting his 
horse pick sugar cubes out of his hand. “How are… 
things?”

I looked up at him curiously. Was he trying to pick up a
conversation?

“Alright,” I lied. I noticed that he was looking all over 
the stable for something. “Have you lost something?” I
asked.

“No no, I was just… looking around.” He replied, and I 
raised an eyebrow at the obvious lie. He was a terrible liar. 
I told him so.

“Alright,” he rubbed his horse’s nose. “I was looking for 
the stable boy.”

“I think he’s out the back. Do you want me to call
him?”

“No! No, it’s alright,” he was acting very strangely. “I
was just wondering if he was… here.”

He looked at me as though he wanted to say something
more, but then he shoved his hands in his pockets and
strode past me. When he got to the door, he turned back 
and opened his mouth, but then thought better of what he 
was going to say and strode out of the door. I shook my 
head, utterly confused. I’d almost forgotten about Dustin
and all of that unpleasantness.

~
Morri stuck by me all day every day, and let me pet 
him absentmindedly as I did my homework in my room in
the evenings. I was becoming very fond of the bird, and 
unfortunately had taken to talking to him. He didn’t 
understand much, except for his name and words like 
‘food’ or ‘bread’ or ‘bad’. I only had to use ‘bad’ when he 
annoyed me so much that I kept crossing out sentences, 
driven to distraction by his antics. When I told him ‘bad’
then, he flew off and perched on my statue of Queen
Fleur, watching me with his little yellow eyes, until I’d 
cave and hold my arm out to him. 

I was becoming a common sight around the Academy 
with my bird on my shoulder and my satchel bag slung
over the other. Everything was peachy until one day when
I saw Netalia – though we rarely saw her walking the halls 

- approaching from the other end of the corridor.

I quickly picked Morri up and Dena pointed towards 
my bag.

“I’m so sorry,” I said to the bird, and put him in my bag, 
latching the buckle before he could fly out.

“Good afternoon,” Netalia said as she drew closer. “I 
trust you’re all studying hard?”

We nodded in unison just as Morri began peeping
angrily to be let out.

“Goodness, what is that whistling noise?” Netalia asked, 
looking around for the source.

“Sorry,” Ispin piped up from the back. “It’s me. I’ve got 
a bit of a cold.”

He made a whistling noise with his breathing, very 
similar to the one Morri was making. Netalia looked at us 
all a bit funny, and we all plastered on the same bad poker 
face.

“Alright,” she said finally. “I hope you get better soon,”
she said to Ispin, and then breezed past us. 

When she rounded the corner, I broke into a run to 
reach the end of the corridor. Once I’d made it there, I 
opened my bag and Morri leapt out, taking off and flying
around us, making a terrible screeching noise as he did so.

“Bad!” I commanded finally, and he quietened down, 
floating back onto my shoulder where he crawled under 
my ponytail in shame.

Though we all laughed about it later, I realised just how 
dangerous it was to be walking around with Morri on my 
shoulder, though I didn’t know why Netalia and Iain
would care. I left him in my room from then on, and the
bird’s absence was noticeably saddening.

~Chapter Eighteen~

Though I had fun with my group – it was almost 
impossible not to - on my own I fell into a bit of a slump. 
I’d taken to staring at my homework for hours on end, not 
seeing it, not caring at all about it.  I just wanted this week 
to be over, so that I could tell Dustin that it was well and
truly over, then both of us could start healing and my food 
would regain a bit of taste, the world a bit of colour. I just 
wasn’t used to this emotional turmoil; it was something I
saw on television, something I saw the other girls at my 
school exhibit. It was something I’d never experienced 
myself and I felt lucky I hadn’t.

I was stuck in a bit of rut until Jett held us back at the 
end of Fitness.
“In just a few days you will all be embarking on a three 
day camp, completely self-reliant. You will plan for 
yourself what you need, and take what you need with 
you.”

I nodded, thinking it would be a good chance to get 
away from all of this misery and awkward encounters 
with Dustin in the halls.

“You will be accompanied by your soul mates on this 
camp.”

I looked up, my emotions raging. Part of me was 
apprehensive, the other was utter disbelief; I couldn’t see 
that this trip would turn out anything good. Phoenix 
hadn’t even made eye contact with me since the stables, 
much less offered an explanation for his strange
behaviour.

The day of the camp arrived, and Phoenix and I 
collected the equipment and rations we would need and
set out. In the classes leading up to it, we’d spent time 
pouring over maps, and plotting our course through the 
forest, although this had taken place in silence. I had just 
finished telling Morri to watch my room while I was gone 
when Phoenix approached me.

“Ready?” He asked me.

I nodded slowly, the bird alighting from my arm and 
beginning to fly towards my open bedroom window.

Eleanora ran up to him and I turned my back as they 
‘said’ goodbye. Dustin waved at me a little sadly. I just 
smiled back, though the smile didn’t feel natural.

We set out along the trail, the noises of our classmates 
fading behind us. We walked all day in silence, stopping
only to have a snack and a drink, checking the map to 
make sure we were on course. The further we got from 
the Academy, the happier I was. It was as though a weight 
was being lifted from my shoulders with every step. The 
birds sang to me and the wind wound lazily around the 
trunks of the trees. 

The trail we were following, little more than a deer 
track someone had taken the time to plot on our map, 
began to ascend. I pushed my legs up the slope, revelling
in the slow burn of my muscles. The air grew colder as we 
went higher, and as the sun began to slip behind the 
mountain peaks, it grew frigid. 

“Remind me why we chose this course?” I asked, 
hoping to start up a conversation, but he didn’t reply. 

We trudged in silence until it began to grow dark. 
According to my copy of the map, this is where we’d 
planned to stay a night, though I don’t think either of us 
realised how cold it would be.

“Phoenix.” I called, and pointed to my map.

He nodded and set down his pack in the middle of a 
clearing just off of the rapidly thinning deer trail. We 
quickly set up, and for some reason I was dismayed to see
that we only had one large tent. 

“Why didn’t we bring two tents?” I asked, trying to act 
casual.

He looked up.

“Because it was easier to carry one,” he replied. “Don’t 
worry; I don’t snore.”

I set a fire and lit it with a touch of magic. Pulling out 
one of the pots I’d nabbed from the storage shed (Phoenix 
had sent me in because I was small; I could dart around 
everyone else and get the best stuff), I set some water to 
boil and then dunked in two of our dehydrated ration
packs. I stirred the water as the cakes of dehydrated food
began to separate, and soon it was bubbling away over the 
fire, the smell lending a somewhat homey feel to the 
clearing.

It wasn’t so bad, I thought to myself, this camping
thing. 

I was sitting close to the fire to keep an eye on the food. 
Phoenix had gone off in search of more firewood so that 
we’d be able to bank the fire overnight. I was hunched in
front of our fire, balancing on the balls of my feet so I
didn’t sit in the damp leaves that covered the clearing. 
Though the trees were thin, it was impossible to see a few 
metres into them; there were just too many. My mind had 
just started throwing up all these images of what creatures 
could be watching me right now when Phoenix stomped
back through them, with an armful of dry wood. He saw 
me perched awkwardly on my feet and dumped the wood 
next to me.

“Wait here,” was all he said, and then disappeared back 
into the woods. He returned a few minutes later carrying
two large rocks that looked far too heavy for one person to 
lift. I jumped up and took one from him, pulling it off the 
top of the other one so he couldn’t stop me. 

“What do I do with this?” I asked, holding the rock in
both arms.

For an answer, he dropped the rock he was still
carrying next to the fire, and sat down on it. I copied him, 
groaning as I stretched my sore feet out next to the fire. I
glanced inside the pot and then scooped some out, burning
my tongue as I tried to eat it immediately. I then had to
hand the spoon to Phoenix because I couldn’t tell if it was 
indeed ready or not. 

He said it was. I pulled out two tin bowls and began to 
ladle the hot casserole into them, passing one to Phoenix. 
We ate in silence, and with full bellies, stretched out next 
to the fire on the ground that had dried from the heat, 
looking at the stars over-head. 

I remembered laying on the beach with Dustin, asking
him about the constellations. My stomach twisted, and I 
forced myself to stop thinking about it. 

I think I dozed off a little, worn out after a day of 
walking. I woke up when Phoenix began digging through 
the coals of our low burning fire, building it up to a steady 
flame.

“What are you doing?” I asked, sitting up, pulling leaves 
out of my hair as I spotted them. 

“Making an after dinner food,” he replied, pulling his 
pack up next to him. 

I watched him pull out a range of ingredients that he 
would have had to have begged Chef for. Instead of
measuring anything out like I would’ve back home if I was 
cooking something, he just tossed it into his casserole 
bowl. He began to mix it all together, and I realised it was 
some sort of dough. 

Next in this bizarre cooking method was to find a stick. 
It had to be the perfect stick, not any of the twigs I was 
handing him helpfully. He eventually found two that he 
deemed good enough. As I watched in disbelief, he began 
lathering the dough onto the stick, until it became some 
kind of strange hotdog looking thing. He handed one 
lathered stick to me.

“Hold it over the fire, and make sure it cooks evenly,” 
he said, demonstrating.

I did as he said, watching the dough begin to cook, 
going golden and crispy. I pulled mine out of the flames 
when he did.

“Let it cool,” he instructed. “Then pull it off the stick.”

I did, not waiting as long as I should’ve, bouncing the 
roll around in my hands. Eventually it cooled down long
enough to hold, and Phoenix passed me a little jar and a 
knife.

“Now put jam in it and eat it.”

I scooped some strawberry jam out of the jar and
stuffed it into the hole left by the stick. I passed him the 
jam jar so he could do the same, and then began to eat it.

It was heavenly. It reminded me of damper from back 
home, or hot scones with cream and jam. It crunched as I 
bit into it, and I had to chew a few bits for a little while, 
but I finished it too soon. To my dismay, Phoenix rolled 
up the rest of the dough.

“For tomorrow night,” he said, following my 
disappointed look to his pack.

We climbed inside the tent as it began to grow colder 
outside. I almost balked when I saw that we only had one 
double sleeping mat too. Wrestling with the instinct to 
run, fast, I set up my bedroll and climbed inside, grateful
that I decided to bring it. As I dropped off to sleep, part of
me wondered  why I was reacting this way. Surely it 
wouldn’t be  thatbad to cuddle up to him when it was so
cold…

My eyes flew open, my heart pounding. Phoenix was 
sleeping peacefully, facing away from me. I eventually 
calmed down and lay back down to sleep. And I would 
not, I decided, ask myself that question again.

The next morning began with Phoenix gently shaking
me awake. He was already dressed and ready to go. He 
shoved a cold pasty into my hands and pushed me out of 
the tent so he could begin pulling it down. I watched, still
half asleep, as he packed up our tent. 

“I gave you that pasty to eat.” He reminded me, stuffing
poles into a bag.

I looked at my hands, half surprised to see the pasty. I
took a cautious nibble and then wolfed it down. We set 
out along the trail again, the early morning fog swirling
through the trees and our legs, watching Phoenix walk in
front of me in silence. I knew something was bothering
him, but I didn’t dare ask what. It had now been months
since he and Eleanora got together. Months of heart ache 
for me. 

I stopped suddenly.  Heartache?No, that wasn’t right. 
My heart began to beat frantically.

Somehow I’d always known.

Known that it would come to this, ever since I saw him 
in the Entrance Hall.

I felt tears brimming on my lower eyelids and blinked
furiously. I didn’t want it to be true, but I knew it was.

I hid my emotions from him and continued the walk, 
trying to fill my thoughts with Dustin and all of the times 
we’d spent together. I gave up after a few minutes though; 
the pleasant tingle that normally accompanied those
thoughts was gone, and my heart sank like a stone.

We marched another day in silence, the track levelling
out beneath our feet as we reached a higher elevation, and
I was grateful that we didn’t talk. We set up our tent 
together at the next camping spot.

“Will you grab that rope?” He asked.

I did so, just as he went to stop it flapping away. Our
hands brushed together and we looked at each other. I
looked away, blushing furiously. There was a swooping
sensation in my stomach.

“You can tie it to the peg now,” he murmured, and rose, 
striding to the other side of our camp.

I did as such, and then headed down to a nearby 
stream. I sat on a flat rock and watched my reflection
ripple in the water. I called up the magic from my veins to 
make a miniature water spout, then sat there watching it 
as it collected dirt from the bottom of the stream and grew
larger. It was about a metre high when I passed my hand 
over it, commanding it to stop. It collapsed on itself, and 
all that remained was a stirred up patch of water. 

“Nice.” I heard Phoenix comment, and looked up to see
him standing against a tree, watching me.

Trying to pretend that I didn’t feel an enormous 
amount of butterflies in my stomach, I answered casually.

“You could do exactly the same.”

“Yes,” he said, making his way down the bank to sit 
with me on my rock. “I’m still allowed to say it was nice 
though.”

I smiled, the weight in my stomach lessening
somewhat.

“Alright.” I said, turning back towards the water. 

We sat together quietly on the rock, watching a bird 
gobble down a fish.

“How are things going with Eleanora?” I asked quietly.

He pointed to the bird, which flew off.

“That reminded you of her?”

I grinned wryly. He sighed.

“I don’t want to talk about her.” He said after a
moment.

I glanced at him, unnerved by how close we were 
sitting together.

“Alright,” I said again, slowly. “Can I ask a question
then?”

He picked up a flat stone from the river bed, turning it 
over and over in his callused fingers.

“Ok,” he said carefully.

“Why have you been ignoring me? We’re soul mates, 
Phoenix, unless something went wrong-“

“Nothing went wrong,” he interrupted. “We’re soul
mates.”

He turned to me, so close that I could see the rough 
stubble on his jaw.

“We’re soul mates,” he repeated softly, as though 
reminding himself.

We sat, looking at each other, just centimetres apart, 
for a long while. I couldn’t bring myself to look him in the 
eyes, instead focussing my gaze on his collarbone.

“Something’s wrong,” he said, and I knew he wasn’t 
asking.

I nodded rather than try to deny it.

“What is it?”

“Dustin,” I said heavily. “I think I want to break up
with him, but I just can’t bring myself to do it.”

“Oh,” was all he said, and then looked away to the 
river. “Do you like him?”

“Of course,” I replied automatically, but then relented. 
“Well, I did until a few weeks ago.”

Phoenix looked back at me, concern in his orange eyes.

“What changed?”

“We got away from the Academy. The few days in
Riverdoor made me open my eyes. I felt free,” I pushed
the toes of my boots through the mud. “I feel like I’m 
always being watched back at school.”

He didn’t reply straight away, and I looked up to see 
him wrestling with something.

“You are,” he said finally, and it was as though a dam 
had burst. “Sky, don’t you see? That’s why I haven’t been
able to talk to you.  That’s why I’ve been dating Eleanora.”

My breath seemed to stop in my chest, but I didn’t give 
anything away on my face.

“What... what are you talking about?” I asked.

“I’m so sorry for how I’ve been treating you,” he said, 
and I knew he meant it. “All of those times I wanted to 
talk to you... but I couldn’t.”

“Why not?” I asked, starting to get angry. “Why 
couldn’t you talk to me, Phoenix, what could possibly be 
so awful that you couldn’t risk a few words, a smile 
maybe. Why have you left me on my own for all these 
months?”

“Don’t ask me to tell you,” he replied, echoing Jett.

“Fine! Just leave me in the dark, guessing!”

“That’s how you have to be,” he said. “Please, Sky, it’s 
for your own good.”

Tears brimmed in my eyes and spilled over before I
could stop them. Phoenix wrapped his arms around me 
and I leant into him, crying into his shirt. I wasn’t too sure 
what I was crying about, but having him there to comfort 
me, to finally hold me, helped a great deal. I wrestled my 
emotions until they were back under my control and
wiped my face on my sleeve.

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “I’m just so confused.”

“I’m sorry too,” he said, still holding me. “But you must 
never know.”

He got up and walked back to camp, leaving me
sniffling by the river. Maybe my womanly emotions were 
just too much for him. I raised the waterspout again
angrily. Why did everyone insist on keeping me in the 
dark? I let the spout grow taller and taller until it began to 
pull the water from the bank, then let it drop. A small
wave of water crashed over the toes of my boots, getting
my socks wet and making my mood worse.

I stubbornly sat on my rock until sunset when he came 
back to get me. 

“Come, look what I’ve found,” he said, before 
disappearing into the trees.

I heaved a sigh and stood up, stretching after sitting in
the same position for so long. Apparently I took too long, 
because he came back and grabbed my arm, pulling me 
through the trees.

“What is the big hurry?” I asked, trying not to fall over 
my own feet.

He was saved answering as we emerged from the trees 
on the other side of our camp. My jaw dropped as I took in
the view.

We were standing on a rocky cliff, just above the tops 
of the trees. The sun was setting, turning the leaves on the 
trees brilliant hues of orange and gold. It made it look like 
the forest was on fire, and it was absolutely spectacular. I
edged my way to the drop off, peering over it to the forest 
floor below. 

“I’m glad we found this before night fall,” I said 
seriously, and he laughed.

“You’re so practical,” he told me. “Can’t you see the 
beauty?”

“Of course I can,” I replied, turning back to him, the 
sun warming my face. “But I can also see broken bones if 
one of us had fallen off.”

He just grinned and sat on the rock with his legs 
hanging over the edge. I hesitated, and then sat next to 
him, close enough to feel the heat coming off of his body.

“I’m sorry about before,” he said.

I waved it away.

“Don’t worry about it. I mean, I’m insanely curious 
about what you’re all keeping from me, but-“

“Wait, what do you mean ‘you all?’”

“Jett’s keeping something from me as well. And Larni
too,” my heart sank as I remembered I hadn’t given her
the scarf yet. “And now you. It’s got to be bad, though.”

“It’s not. Well, it shouldn’t be,” he said cryptically.

“No more,” I told him, pointing threateningly at his 
nose. “If you’re not going to tell me the whole story, don’t 
be a tease.”

The word seemed to affect him more than it should 
have. His pupils dilated and suddenly his eyes were 
searching mine for something. I found it hard to breathe, 
my heart pounding in my ears. He was so very close to me, 
and it looked as though he was just beginning to realise 
the same thing. 

Almost without conscious thought, I lifted my hand
and pressed it to his jaw, just to feel what his stubble felt 
like. When he pressed my hand to his face, leaning into 
my palm, the air around us became electric with tension.

He opened his eyes, meeting mine, orange to green. 
Time felt like it had slowed down almost to a stop, and we 
were the only two people on the planet. 

My hand slid from his jaw to his chest. I pressed my 
hand flat, feeling his heartbeat against my palm. I closed
my eyes, and I felt him lean closer. I opened my eyes again
to find him very near, our noses almost touching. It 
seemed like the most natural thing in the world to close 
the distance between us and press my lips to his.

He moved his hand to the back of my neck and pulled
me forward, deepening the kiss. His lips were rough but 
soft, cold but hot. A gentle breeze moved my hair away 
from my face as we kissed in the dying light of the sun. 

Suddenly, my eyes flew open and I broke the contact 
between us. We both stared at each other for a moment. 
Before he could say anything, before I could think 
rationally, I fled back towards the camp.

All of those times that I imagined kissing him, I never 
seriously thought it would happen! I kept running, 
straight down to the river bank. I sat on the rock and
clutched my head in my hands. What was I doing? What 
about Dustin?

I knew now that my relationship with him was well
and truly dead. I thought it dead before; now it could 
never be revived. 

I touched my lips, recalling how Phoenix’s had felt 
against them. I blushed a deep red as I remembered every 
glorious second.

“Sky,” he said behind me, and I almost jumped into the 
river in fright. “I’m sorry. That shouldn’t have happened.”

“I’m sorry too,” good grief, he was in a relationship as 
well. What had we done? “It won’t happen again.” I
whispered.

He nodded slowly.

“That would probably be best. Come up and help me 
cook.”

I followed him reluctantly back to camp and we made
dinner in silence. I softened a little when he made me the 
bread on stick after dinner treat, and the tension lessened
a little between the two of us.

That evening we sat around our fire, and he set about 
telling me about his life in Orthandrell and the 
Mountains.

“It’s cold, all year around,” he said, the firelight dancing
on his face making him look ten years older and wiser. 
“It’s almost constantly dark as well, either with storm
clouds or the night sky,” he prodded a coal in the fire with 
a long stick. “I’ve never had a family,” he admitted. “I’ve
always been moved about through our village. It’s why I 
came to the Academy when they called; I just wanted
somewhere to call home.”

I sat next to him on the log and, despite my misgivings, 
wrapped my arms around him, resting my head on his 
shoulder.

“You have somewhere to call home,” I told him. “And 
someone to come back to.”

He smiled at me, though somewhat a little sadly.

“How about you?” he asked, and I lifted my head from 
his shoulder.

“I left my Mum behind,” I started quietly. “I don’t think 
she knows where I went,” I wrapped my arms around my 
legs. “I miss her a lot. I’ve thought of her every day since I 
came here.”

I bit my lip to stop it wobbling.

“And, my dad,” I stopped myself. I’d never talked to
anyone about my dad, not  anyone

Phoenix put his arm around me, drawing me in close 
and suddenly I felt incredibly safe.

“My dad left when I was little,” I said quietly. “I don’t 
even remember him. I know that he and Mum weren’t 
married though; the kids at school teased me enough for 
it.”

“How did they know?”

“Everyone in my town knew. It’s the kind of place you 
can’t keep secrets. Or road rage.”

We sat together in silence with heavy hearts.

“Here, remember that trick that Yu taught us?” Phoenix 
said suddenly, sitting up straight. “The one about using
your surroundings to help you in combat?”

I sure did remember. He’d strung up Ispin with vines, 
because Ispin had been talking in class.

“I modified it a little,” he continued. “And look.”

The coals in the fire suddenly merged together, and a 
little man made of fire and ashes stood up. His eyes glowed 
with embers, and he looked up at us both.

“Is he alive?” I asked in wonder.

“No, he’s just a puppet,” Phoenix said, his hand out over 
the fire. “Go on, try it.”

I held out my hand, mimicking the way Phoenix held 
his fingers. I sent a pulse of magic into the coals, picturing
the little man Phoenix had made. Another fire puppet 
stood up out of the ashes and looked up at me, though this 
one had long hair made of flames.

“They’re so cute,” I said, watching them closely.

“Don’t get too close,” Phoenix warned. “They’re still
made of fire and they’ll burn you.”

We played with the puppets for a little while, watching
them chase each other over the burning sticks. The fire 
burnt low, and we let our fire puppets sink into the ashes. 
I was sad to see mine go.

“We can make them whenever we have a fire,” Phoenix 
told me. “They’re not gone.”

That night when we lay down to go to sleep, all of the 
tension between us that I thought had melted away came 
rushing back tenfold. I knew he was facing me – I could 
see him slightly in the glow of the dying fire – and he 
knew I was looking at him. When my eyes had adjusted to 
the dark, I could see his mouth and I ached to lean over 
and finish what we’d started on the cliffs.  When we 
finally dropped off to sleep, I dreamt of fire puppets and 
fish eating birds.

~Chapter Nineteen~

The next morning when I woke, he was gone. I 
emerged into the clearing to find him crouched next to 
the fire, stirring something in a pot sitting in the coals. A 
small crowd of the fire puppets were sitting around the 
pot, watching curiously.

“Morning,” I said, trying not to let the strain in my 
throat through.

“Good morning,” he replied, and I immediately noticed
something different about his voice.

My heart plummeted. Was this going to be a day of 
very forced companionship?

“Is anything wrong?” I asked, fighting to keep my voice 
casual.

“Uh... actually,” he sat back on the log and I plonked
down next to him. “I’ve decided to end things with 
Eleanora.”

I looked away from him, my heart beginning to 
increase in pace.

“So what are you going to do?” I asked quietly, trying
not to give anything away.

“I’ll see how it goes for a few more days, I suppose.”

We both sat pensively. Suddenly everything seemed
brighter, happier to me, a contrast to Phoenix’s 
gloominess. He genuinely liked her, I realised suddenly, 
and my happiness suddenly seemed selfish.

“Maybe you should talk to her?” I asked, very quietly. 
“Unless the whole thing was an act to keep me away from 
you.”

“No,” he said just as quietly. “It wasn’t. I do like her
but... she’s not... never mind.”

I stood up abruptly, and strode down to the stream. I sat 
down heavily on my rock and began stirring my fingers in
the mud, wondering if I could create a mud puppet. It was 
only when I had a small army of them made of mud and
twigs that I realised Phoenix was standing behind me. 

“We’re a day ahead of schedule,” he said. “Do you want 
to practice?”

“Practice?” I asked.

“Hand to hand combat, magical combat, etc. Out here 
you could show your true power without fear.”

“What do you know of my power?” I asked. 

It was true that I’d always held back in class. One time 
I’d managed to knock Yu off of his feet with the force of 
my magical blast, and the next day Netalia sat in on our 
class. She claimed to be there just to observe our progress, 
but her eyes never left me.

“I know you’re capable of a lot more than you’ve shown
anyone,” his eyes were unreadable. “Those fire puppets 
took me months to master, and last night you made yours 
within seconds. And those mud people,” he nodded at my 
army of mud puppets who clutched at my boot, blinking
up at me. “Those aren’t puppets. They’re alive.”

I knelt in the mud, uncaring that I was getting my 
breeches muddy. The mud people clustered around the 
hand I held out to them, leaving muddy streaks where 
they grasped my fingers.

“Oh my goodness,” I breathed as one climbed onto my
hand. I lifted it to my face. “They’re alive.”

The mud person on my hand looked at me with eyes 
made of tiny chips of pebbles, smiling at me with his twig
mouth. It was definitely conscious, but worse, it was 
intelligent.

“Why did you let me create them?” I asked almost 
tearfully.

“I didn’t. You created these all by yourself. The fire 
puppets were only coals and ash, but these creatures,” 
Phoenix knelt in the mud, facing me. He held out a hand
to the mud people and one climbed onto his hand as well. 
“They’re sentient beings, Sky; you created new life.”

“But why can I do that?” I asked quietly. “No one else 
can.”

Phoenix lifted the mud person to his eye level.

“I’m not too sure yet,” the mud person reached out a 
little hand a touched his nose, leaving a splotch of mud 
there. “But you should tell no one of this.”

“Of course,” I lowered my mud person back to the 
ground. He jumped off of my hand and ran back to the 
others. Phoenix lowered his as well. “What do I do for 
them?”

“You’ve done enough. They’re intelligent enough to 
stay alive.”

Sure enough, the mud people were already migrating
further up-stream. 

“I daresay they’ll build little shelters and find a food 
source. One day there might be whole villages of them.”
Phoenix finished, his eyes on me.

We watched them head off, some of them collecting
twigs on the way.

“You’re an enigma, Sky,” Phoenix said finally. “Just 
when I think I’ve got you figured out a little bit, you do
something like this.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

“I know you didn’t.”

The mud people had moved so far up stream that I
couldn’t see them anymore.

“So, um, practice, you were saying?” I asked, eager to 
change the subject.

We headed back to our campsite, the fire burning low. 
Phoenix stood on the other side of it to me.

“Ok, let’s try not to hurt each other,” he began, 
swinging his arms to loosen his muscles.

“I don’t think I could hurt you,” I said, doing the same. 

Phoenix raised an eyebrow.

“You just created a whole new civilization. I think you 
could hurt me if you wanted to.”

“But I don’t want to.”

He smiled.

“There you go. Just remember that, please.”

Phoenix cleared the fireplace with a sweep of his arm, 
the coals moving as though caught in a heavy wind. They 
died instantly and were stone cold by the time they 
reached the edge of the clearing.

“Please be gentle with me,” he reminded me, and then
lunged for me.

I stepped back and crossed my left arm over my chest. 
When he got close enough, I flung it back across my chest, 
catching him in the neck with my forearm. As he 
staggered, I hooked his feet out from under him. He went 
down like a rock, and I followed him to the ground. He 
landed on his side, and I quickly pushed him onto his 
stomach, kneeling on his back, yanking his arms up
behind him. I gripped his wrists in one hand, and settled
my other hand on the back of his neck, my thumb and
forefinger on pressure points I knew would hurt if I chose
to tighten my hand. 

“I said be gentle. Ow.”

“Oh right. Sorry.”

I let him go, my nerves clambering about being in such 
close proximity to him again. He rose quickly, too quickly 
to be innocent. I blocked his first swing and leapt over the 
foot he’d swept across meaning to drop me like I’d
dropped him. I twisted to the side, pivoting my arm that 
still blocked his. His arm became pinned in by my side. He 
lashed at me with his feet, and I grabbed one, dumping
him on his face again. I let go off his arm as he fell. 
“You’re good,” he said appreciatively. 

“I’m sorry if I hurt you.”

“It would take a little more than that to hurt me,” he 
said, and I remembered the scars that marked his body.

“Done?” I asked a little while later. 

“Yes,” he panted. He was favouring his right side, and I
immediately felt bad. “I don’t have to worry about you as 
much as I thought. I suspected you were holding back in
class but I had no idea how much. How did you learn so
much?”

I shrugged.

“It just came to me naturally,” I lifted my hand from my 
side, commanding the ropes to return to me. They 
shimmered back into ropes of magic and I reabsorbed
them.

He climbed to his feet and stood looking at me for a
second, admiration in his eyes.

“You’re amazing,” he said, and I turned away before he 
could see me blush.

“Oh come on, you weren’t even really trying,” I said, 
heading to the tent to pack it up.

“No, alright, I wasn’t.” He meandered over to the tent 
and helped me pull it down. 

Suddenly, something that he’d said struck me anew.

“Hold on,” I said, pausing in the act of rolling up the 
canvas.

“You said you didn’t have to worry about me as much 
as you thought. Why did you say that?”

He didn’t answer and his expression was unreadable.

“Phoenix. Why do you need to worry about me?”

“It’s just a hunch,” he said roughly, continuing to pack 
our tent up. “It’s nothing to worry about, I really-“

“Phoenix,” I interrupted, and he stopped.

“It’s nothing, really. It’s just... I used to get letters every 
week from my last foster father in the Mountains,” I 
stopped working, listening closely. “And now, for three 
weeks, there have been none.”

“And is that cause for worry?” I asked, and he shrugged.

“I don’t know. I don’t want to.”

“You said you had no family,” I said, trying not to 
sound like I was accusing him.

“My last foster father had different ideals about the 
world. He tried to teach them to me and I left to come to
the Academy. The letters were further pleas for me to 
understand.”

“Oh.”

“But it’s nothing,” he repeated, looking up at me. 
“Nothing to worry about, I swear.”

We finished packing up our campsite in silence and
then set off on the trail. The sun had come out and it was a 
warm autumn day for once.

We pulled off our travelling cloaks and walked side by 
side, chatting amiably. Suddenly we came to a water fall.

“Phoenix,” I said in surprise. “It’s the water hole!”

We looked at each other for a second, then dumped our
packs and pulled our boots and tunics off. We swam about 
for a bit and then floated on our backs.

“You know this means that we’re close to returning to 
the Academy,” Phoenix said, looking up at the sky.

“I know,” I replied heavily. This had felt so much like a 
holiday that I didn’t want it to end.

“When we get back to the Academy, everything has to
go back to the way it was. I have to pretend like I don’t 
like you again.”

My stomach sank but I nodded.

“Don’t tell anyone about the trip either. Or… anything
that occurred on it,” he continued.  “Netalia and Iain have 
ears everywhere.”

“What are they listening for?” I asked, watching a few 
birds fly over head. “Gossiping students?”

“If it’s about us, yes.”

“Why? Are we so special?”

“You can’t know.”

“But you do!” I protested.

“Yes, I do.”

I swam to the side and got out. Phoenix followed me a 
second later.

“You know, I’d almost think that you were ashamed of 
me,” I said, lying down on the rock to dry off.

Phoenix lay down next to me.

“The last thing I feel towards you, Sky, is shame. Unless
it’s about how I’ve been treating you, but I swear, I swear
there is a reason,” and then he said so quietly I almost 
missed it. “I can’t lose you.”

“Why would you lose me?”

He looked at me in surprise.

“Your hearing is good. I’m still not telling you.”

We headed back to the Academy in the evening, my 
steps falling heavier and heavier as we neared the grounds. 
We were met by Jett and Yu, who’d been waiting for the 
students to emerge from the woods. I handed our 
equipment to Jett, who was marking things off as they 
were returned.

“How’d you go?” he asked, and I remembered what 
Phoenix had said.

“Yeah, it was great,” I said dryly. “Stuck with him for 
three days was a laugh and a half.”

Jett sighed and took our sleeping roll from me. I headed 
back up to the castle, acting as though I couldn’t see
Phoenix a few steps in front of me. When I got to the 
double doors, Dena and the others were waiting for me.

“How was it?” Dena asked worriedly.

“Oh... great,” I said sarcastically. “Simply fantastic.”

Everyone winced in sympathy with me. From the 
sounds of it, they’d all had a great time. I ached to admit 
that I had too, but I trusted Phoenix enough to keep my 
mouth shut.

Agreeing to meet everyone downstairs later, I headed 
up to my room to change. I thought back over the 
camping trip, smiling secretly at all of the new memories. 
My heart fluttered happily as I thought of Phoenix; this 
must’ve been what all of those romance books in the 
library that Yasmin and Rain read religiously were on
about. I’d never felt this way about any guy before. 
Suddenly another memory struck me, from my first few 
days in the castle.

“There’s just one thing you don’t do.”

“Which is?”

Jett glancedatme.

“Never fall in love with them.”

“What? But you said it wasn’t anything romantic like.”

“Sometimes people have a tendency to disobey
tradition. Trust me, the repercussions aren’t worth it.”

I swallowed, hard. I had forgotten. What were the 
repercussions? Nerves were beginning to flutter in my 
stomach. Tying my hair into a knot and securing it with a
pin, I examined my reflection in the mirror. 

There was only one person I could go to now. Because 
now I understood.

I stepped into the corridor and then broke into a run, 
hoping desperately that I wouldn’t meet anyone. I didn’t, 
and I made it to the stairs that led to Jett’s office. Tears had 
spilled over and I felt them run slowly down my cheeks. I 
climbed the stairs and knocked on the door.

“Come in.” I heard Jett call.

Fighting down panic, I opened the door and stepped
inside, closing the door behind me.

“Jett.” I said hoarsely, stepping out of the shadows. 

He looked up and saw the tears on my face.

“Sky, what...”

“Tell me about your soul mate, Jett.”

He watched me for a long while as my heart broke. 
After a few long seconds, he stood and went to the 
window set behind his desk that looked out over the 
valley.

“Her name was Lena. We were the same age; her eyes
were green,” He turned around. “Exactly the same green
as yours, Sky.”

I looked down. 

“For the first few months, I couldn’t have been happier.
I’d found my other half; why wouldn’t I be happy? But 
soon I knew something was troubling her. She wouldn’t 
tell me what it was, and she started ignoring me, much the 
way Phoenix ignored you... in the beginning anyway. 
Eventually I found out.” Jett looked at me with resigned
dark eyes. “She was in love with me. And when it came to
light, I found I felt the same way.”

I took a sharp intake of breath. 

“For a few months we went undiscovered. But then one 
of the other students who hated me, but loved her, 
guessed. He went to the Master of the school, and we were 
both taken up to the office,” he covered his face with his 
hands for a second, then took them from his face and
continued. “She covered for me. She said she had 
bewitched me. I tried to protest but she bound me with 
magic.”

Silence fell.

“What happened to her?” I asked fearfully.

More silence. I was beginning to think he wouldn’t 
answer me when he did.

“They banished her back to the human realm.”

My heart fell like a stone. More tears gathered and 
spilled over.

“They banished her, Sky! For something she couldn’t 
help,” he leant against the window. “She lives out in one 
of the human cities, with no magic and no memory of any 
of this. I could stand in front of her and yell her mage 
name, and she would not remember. And you’ve been fool
enough to make her mistakes!”

I was immediately on the defensive.

“You said it was something she couldn’t help. How can 
I help feeling this way? I can’t. I’ve suffered for months 
watching him fall in love with Eleanora!”

“They’ll banish you, Sky, like they did Lena! Do you 
want to go back to Ar Cena? You’ll never see him again. 
And how do you think he’s felt, watching you and Dustin? 
He did well to hide his feelings for you, to pretend that he 
almost  hatedyou. Phoenix knows the stakes.”

“It will never come to light, like it did with you. I can 
hide my feelings, and hope like hell they go away.” I
snapped, reddening as he mentioned Dustin.

“It will never go away!” He yelled back. “It’s always the 
students with the green eyes. Always.”

I suddenly remembered how cold Netalia had always
been towards me.

“As soon as Netalia saw the colour of your eyes, you 
and Phoenix were put on watch. You have Iain himself 
watching you! I’m supposed to be as well, but they know I 
don’t agree with this law. They question me every few 
weeks, and I always give them the same report.”

He shuffled through some papers on his desk. 

“These are the orders I’ve been issued with.”

He handed me a piece of paper. I read it quickly. It 
stated that if I began to show any romantic feelings for 
Phoenix or vice versa, we were to be brought before Iain
and questioned. 

“I’ve been living in a trap this whole time?” I asked 
quietly.

“Yes. Though everyone hoped the curse might be 
lifted,” he eyed me off, somewhat disappointedly. 
“Though, it appears not.”

I threw the paper back onto his desk.

“How many times has…  thishappened before?” I
demanded.

“A few times in the past three centuries, though only 
two of notable mention. That shade of green doesn’t come 
up very often, but we’re wary when it does.” 

I paced the room.

“Were you ever going to tell me this?” I asked.

Jett shook his head, and I resumed pacing. It made
sense.

“Phoenix knows all of this too, doesn’t he?” It wasn’t 
really a question.

“Yes,” Jett said reluctantly. 

I left then, quickly, my heart hammering. I needed to 
get back to my room before anyone saw me.

I wasn’t so lucky on this trip, however. I had just set 
foot on the base of the stairs when someone started
coming down them. 

“You,” Eleanora said dangerously, her violet eyes 
flashing. “You disappear with him for three days and
when he comes back he breaks up with me,” she
descended the stairs and I stepped back. “Did you really 
think I wouldn’t notice?”

“I had nothing to do with it,” I said, standing my
ground now. She reached the bottom of the stairs but kept 
advancing. “If you must know, I tried to convince him to 
prolong his relationship with you. Obviously it didn’t 
work, but still. The thought that counts and all that.”

Violet fire began to flicker along her arms. I summoned
my own magic to my veins, but kept it hidden. I didn’t 
want to provoke her now that I knew I was being
watched.

“Sky!” Dena and Theresa rounded the corner and 
stopped dead when they saw Eleanora with the violet 
flames curling around her.

“Protected by your friends?” she asked with a smirk, 
and I felt anger flash through my veins, flush with the 
magic I was beginning to summon closer and closer to the 
surface.

“I don’t need protection,” I snapped, my emotions still
riding high after my conversation with Jett. “I don’t know 
if you’ve forgotten, but it’s been a long time since we 
fought. I’m a lot better now.”

“Last time we fought you ended up with a whip weal 
across the face,” she reminded me, hatred making her
ugly. “Don’t tempt me to do it again.”

It was an invitation. I flared magic into both of my 
hands as she summoned her fire whip.

“Guys, stop!” Theresa yelled from the sidelines, but 
neither of us paid her any attention.

“You think you’re so strong,” Eleanora said, uncurling
the whip. “Killing the Du’rangor was a fluke. You had no 
idea what you were doing.”

“But I do now,” I replied, quietly, dangerously. “You 
know I’ve killed two now? I sank a sword into the head of 
another one. I know exactly what to do now.”

Surprise registered in a brief flicker, but then it was 
replaced by malice. 

“Oh you’re cute. You think you’re a big scary mage. 
You’ve been here for what, a year? I’ve grown up here. I 
know this world. And I know you don’t belong.”

That hurt. I wished desperately for my twin swords.

“Unlike you, I’ve lived in both worlds. That’s 
something you’ll never get to experience and I feel sorry 
for you for that.”

“Don’t pity me!” she screeched. “You of all people do 
not get to pity me.”

“But I do!” I replied, laughing, and it was only half
hysterical. This was all the things I’d wanted to say to her, 
everything that I had pent up inside me. Every time we’d 
run the obstacle course together, when she’d broken my 
arm by scaring Echo; it certainly wasn’t about her 
parading Phoenix around like some kind of trophy... not at 
all. “You had one of the most powerful mages in the 
Academy and you lost him,” I leant forwards, almost 
shouting in her face. “He doesn’t want you!”

The whip lashed through the air as she screamed 
something at me. I dodged it easily, winding my own fire 
around my hands.

“Sloppy,” I tutted. “Very sloppy.”

She screeched and lashed out at me again. More people
were beginning to gather now, but they were staying well
out of the reach of her whip.

“Oh c’mon,” I rolled my eyes as the whip hit the
flagstones where I’d been only a moment ago. “Seriously? 
Have you not practiced at all since last time?”

She brought the whip down again. Timing it perfectly, 
I caught it in one fire covered hand, grabbing a hold of it 
and yanking it, pulling her closer. 

“I’ve learnt a few tricks,” I confessed, and pulled my 
dagger from my belt sheath, lengthening it with the same 
charm as I’d used on the Paw Islands and bringing it 
forward in the same movement.

I severed the fire whip as she screamed, and one of my 
hunches was proved correct; she was also controlling the 
whip with her mind. I’d caused her physical pain by 
severing that link.

“And that just makes it worse,” I told her 

disapprovingly as she fell to the floor from the pain. 
“Because you should have been better at that.”

She pounded a fist against the floor, and what I thought 
had been an act of frustration turned out to be one of 
violence as an electric charge rolled towards me. I tried to 
block it, but I’d reacted too slowly. The charge snapped up 
through my body, reminiscent of the obstacle course nets. 

I gasped as the pain released me, more angry with 
myself than hurt. She’d used my cockiness to her 
advantage.

“That’s a new one,” I told her, trying to keep the gruff
admiration of out my voice. 

“I invented it,” she told me curtly, climbing to her feet. 
“So you couldn’t possibly have seen it coming.”

That was happening to me a lot lately. We both took up 
stances, ready to react if the other one moved. I held my 
small sword at the ready, though I wasn’t quite sure what 
to do with it; I didn’t really want to seriously injure her.

A hush rolled through the crowd as one of the 
professor’s approached. Not wanting detention again, I
shrunk the knife and slipped it back into my belt sheath. 
The crowd parted to let Netalia through, and I was sorely
tempted to pull the sword back out.

“What’s going on here?” she asked, beadily eyeing us 
both off.

“We were having a conversation,” Eleanora said 
immediately, flipping her long hair. “Sky is ignorant.”

I fought the urge to roll my eyes.

“I am. She was helping me learn some new moves,” I
told Netalia, lying almost as easily as Petre did.

Netalia looked at us, trying to figure us out. It was 
pretty obvious that we’d been fighting, but it wasn’t 
obvious if the fighting had indeed been educational. She 
sniffed, making up her mind.

“Very well,” she said stiffly. “But please refrain from 
doing so in the castle from now on. The grounds or the 
practice hall serve that purpose, not the corridors.”

She continued on past everyone and slowly the crowd 
dispersed. Eleanora fixed me with a glare as though trying
to figure me out, but then dismissed it and marched off
past me.

“What the hell was that about?” Theresa asked, 
watching the blonde woman stalk off.

“Phoenix broke up with her and she thinks I had 
something to do with it,” I replied, shrugging.

“Did you?” Dena asked after a second.

“No,” I said, a little too fast. “But that reminds me... can 
I meet you guys in a little while?”

“Sure,” Dena said, looking out the corner of her eye at 
Theresa. “We were heading to the games room.”

“I’ll meet you there soon.” I said, and began to walk up 
the stairs.

“Sky!” I turned around and faced Dena again. “Don’t do
anything... hasty.”

I nodded and continued on my way. I knocked on the 
door and stood waiting, my heart in my throat. I had 
almost lost my resolve completely when Dustin opened
his door.

“Sky… I guess I’ve been expecting this.”

“Can I come in?” I looked up at him. “Please?”

“Sure,” he stepped back, allowing me into his room. “To 
what do I owe the pleasure?” the pleasant tone in his voice 
was very forced.

I got to the middle of his room and turned around, and
my expression made him stop smiling.

“Though I get the impression this isn’t going to be a 
pleasure,” he said quietly, not looking at me as he closed
the door.

“Dustin,” I began. “I’m really sorry. I’ve made up my 
mind.”

He looked up at me sadly.

“Is there a reason why?”

I wrung my hands, biting my lip.

“I just have a feeling things are about to get really
complicated soon,” I said quietly.

“You don’t like me anymore, do you?”

My heart seemed to be gripped in a vice.

“Dustin, I’m sorry-”

“Don’t be,” he said, holding his hands out towards me. 
“I’m sadder right now than I’ve been in a long time, but 
please don’t be sorry.”

He hugged me, and I gripped him tightly.

“I am sorry, though, you know,” I said, sniffing up at 
him through my tears.

“Me too,” he replied, and kissed the top of my head.

We stood that way for a long time, clinging to each 
other. The awful feeling was back but I knew it’d be worse 
to drag it out. It would be painful for both of us. 

“Are we still friends?” I asked a little while later.

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” he said, stepping
back from me, his eyes bright.

“Thank you... for understanding. I’m sorry it couldn’t 
work out between us, Dustin.”

“I know.”

I left him alone and walked quickly back to my room. 
Despite what Dena and Theresa had said, I was in no 
mood to join them in the games room. I sat on my bed, 
resting my chin on the windowsill. Morri flew through 
the open window to perch on my head.

“Hello,” I greeted him sadly. He peeped and began to 
preen my hair. “Long time no see.”

The door opened behind me, and Morri flew to the 
person who entered. I didn’t need to turn around to know 
that it was Larni; she was the only other person he would 
go to apart from Jett, and the only other person who 
would enter my room without knocking. 

“Are you alright?” she asked quietly, and I shook my 
head slowly.

“Dustin and I broke up.”

“Oh,” silence fell, and I knew she didn’t know what to 
say.

“I didn’t feel the same way about him anymore,” I said, 
turning around and kneeling on my bed.

Larni met my gaze evenly.

“And did someone else take his place?”

Larni was the only one in the castle who could read me 
like an open book. Not even Dena knew me as well as 
Larni did.

“Yes,” I replied, saving her the trouble of interrogating
me.

“I guess I don’t need to ask who,” she said sternly, 
sitting next to me on my bed. It was only then I realised
she wasn’t carrying anything; she’d come on a social visit. 
“Remember what being a soul mate means, Sky. You can’t 
fall in love with him.”

“And what if it’s too late?” I asked tearfully. “What 
happens then, Larni?”

She stroked my hair with shaking fingers.

“Then you try your best to fall out of it,” she replied
unevenly. “You can’t love him, Sky.”

“But I do,” I whispered, tears beginning to fall. “And he 
loves me.”

Larni held me as I cried, terrified of myself. When she 
left, hours later, I rolled up into a ball on top of my covers 
and cried myself to sleep. 

~Chapter Twenty~

The fight with Eleanora had been my last burst of
energy; the next few days passed in a blur. I felt like I was 
underwater for a lot of it; someone would talk to me and I
would only hear mumbling. I slept a lot and barely ate, 
which worried Larni to no end; she’d seen how much I 
could eat. I hardly saw Phoenix, and I felt guilty 
remembering the trip, though when I laid down to go to
sleep, I allowed myself a few guilty moments, 

remembering the feel of his lips on mine, his hand on my 
neck, the feel of his chest under my hand. During those 
moments, I wished he was here next to me so that we 
could talk and kiss and laugh as freely as we had on the 
trip into the mountains.

When Netalia called an emergency meeting with all of
the mages and staff, my heart seemed to shrivel up and
become a pebble in my chest.

This is it, I thought as I dragged my feet to the Main
Hall along with the rest of my classmates. Now I get 
banished.

Suddenly the Academy seemed like the most wonderful 
place on the planet. As though sensing it was about to be 
taken from me, my magic sang in my veins, heightening
every sense. By the time we stepped through the doors to 
the Hall, I was about ready to try my luck with sailing to 
another country if it meant I could stay in this realm. 

We settled on chairs that had been laid out in rows and
waited for Iain to speak.

“I trust that you’ve been working hard on your studies,” 
Iain began. He looked strangely untidy, as though he’d 
been up all night. “Unfortunately, this meeting is not one 
of good faith or wishes. It has come to our attention that 
the Academy will be under attack soon.”

“What?” I said in disbelief. Cries echoed throughout the 
hall. Way to stir up the general populace, Iain, I thought 
bitterly. “Attacked by whom?” I asked Dena, who shook 
her head, eyes wide.

“A group of mages from the North-”

“I knew it,” Petre growled on my left, and I ignored 
him.

“- have made their demands clear. I tell you this so that 
you will be on alert. In the meantime,” he made eye 
contact with Phoenix, who was sitting close to the front. 
“If you could come with me.”

I stood up when Phoenix did.

“Sky, sit down,” Dena said worriedly, tugging at my 
shirt.

“If Phoenix goes, I go,” I told her and began to shuffle 
along our row. People murmured to each other as I passed, 
but I ignored them and caught up with Phoenix just as he 
was about to exit with Netalia and Iain.

“Sky, what are you doing?” he asked in surprise.

“I’m coming with you. You’re my soul mate,” I
reminded him.

“She can come,” Netalia said. “Over here.”

They took us up a flight of stairs to an office that I
assumed was Iain’s. Inside was surprisingly bare except for 
the usual furnishings of an office, a sword in its sheath 
leaning against the desk and a glass bar on the wall behind 
the desk, filled with green pebbles. As I watched, a few of 
them shivered like they were contemplating moving, but 
the bar stayed perfectly level.

“Phoenix, the mages who made the demands are from 
Orthandrell,” Iain said, not wasting any time. “They had 
one demand.”

“What was it?” Phoenix asked, and I was the only one 
who saw his hand shaking.

“They want us to hand over a student.”

“Which student?” Phoenix asked, but I already knew 
the answer.

“You,” Iain said, just as I interrupted. 

“No, not happening,” I snapped, stepping up to 
Phoenix’s side. “You’re not thinking of answering the 
demand?”

“Of course not,” Iain said, his brow furrowing as he 
looked at me. “When Phoenix came to this Academy he 
entered our service of protection. We have no intentions 
of answering the demand.”

Netalia fidgeted, like she wanted to say something, but 
Iain glanced at her and she stayed silent.

“Well, what happens then?” I asked. Phoenix seemed to 
be struggling with something.

“They’ve made it clear that they’ll come to the 
Academy and take him by force.”

“Over my dead body,” I hissed furiously. “Why him, 
why Phoenix?”

“Because it’s my father,” Phoenix muttered. “Isn’t it?”
Iain nodded as Netalia said, “yes.”

“Your last foster father,” I breathed. “The letters...”

“He stopped sending them because he gave up. He’s 
coming to take me back to the Mountains.”

“Aloysius is an extremely powerful mage,” Iain said, 
leaning against the desk and crossing his arms. “We’ve had 
dealings with him in the past.”

“What does he want?” I asked, looking from Phoenix to
Iain and back again. “What is so terrible-”

“He wants the magical realm to be for those only of 
magical blood,” Phoenix interrupted, meeting my eyes for 
the first time. “He believes that humans should never have 
been brought here.”

“That’s why you left,” I whispered. “That’s why you 
came here.”

“Yes. I didn’t agree with him.”

“Obviously,” I said, smiling just a little, and he smiled
back.

“But I can’t let the Academy be attacked because of 
me,” Phoenix said, looking to Iain and Netalia again. “I’ll
go to him.”

“No!” I protested, gripping his arm. “Phoenix, you 
can’t-”

“I can,” he replied, peeling my fingers from his arm, 
something warning me in the depths of his eyes. I released 
him and stepped back. “Iain, it’s my choice.”

“No,” Netalia broke in. “When we took you into the 
Academy we promised you protection from him and your 
kind. We will honour that agreement.”

“Phoenix,” I pleaded and he looked at me. “Please.”

He looked at me for a long while, and then finally 
relented.

“I’m sorry,” was all he said.

“We’ll deal with this,” Iain said, standing up straight. 
“We’ve already sent word to Gowar and Abdoor; they will
be on alert but I have a feeling Aloysius will be prepared
for them.”

“He’ll sail around the coast,” Netalia filled in for me.

“And so, the mages from those states will be joining us 
here,” Iain looked out the window as though expecting
them already. “This castle was built to hold many more 
though; we welcome them.”

So you send for mages from other states, but you won’t 
help the people when they call for help or instruct them 
to help the impoverished, I thought angrily.

“What about our friends?” I asked, gesturing to the 
door. “The other students?”

“They can fight if they wish,” Iain said, holding my 
gaze. I shuddered and looked away; it had felt too much 
like someone reading my mind. “But we won’t ask them 
to.”

“They will anyway,” I said, knowing how indignant 
Theresa or Yasmin would be if they missed out on a 
confrontation of any kind.

“We must head back downstairs,” Netalia said. “Please 
return to your rooms.”

They left, leaving us alone in Iain’s office. Against my 
better judgement I flew to Phoenix and buried my face in
his shoulder. He held me tightly, resting his chin on my 
hair.

“It isn’t fair,” I mumbled into his shirt, gripping
bunches of it between my fingers. “I’ve only just gotten to 
know you-”

“This isn’t going to be the end, Sky. It can’t be.” I lifted 
my face and met his gaze, then ran my fingers through his 
hair.

“Your hair is a lot longer than when we first came 
here,” I said quietly, tucking a few strands of it behind his 
ear. He watched me carefully, and when I was done, I met 
his gaze.

It suddenly struck me how very close we were standing
together. Our noses were almost touching, and if I reached
up on my tippy toes

“You’ll be the death of me,” he said, stepping back. 
“Sky, we have to be careful.”

“I know,” I said, my heart pounding. We’d been so
close. “But why you, Phoenix? I don’t mean to sound 
insensitive, but are you the only mage in your village? 
Aren’t there others that he could... tutor?”

“Of course,” he said, turning away from me and 
running his fingers through his hair. “But for some reason
he fixated on me. That’s why I left the village and came 
here; he was never going to leave me alone.”

“So now he comes here,” I muttered, looking out of the 
window.

“Sky, you can’t fight them. He’ll bring a few of his 
friends with him, and they’re prepared to do whatever it 
takes to take me back to the Mountains.”

“I’ll be beside you every second of that day,” I said 
sternly. “Just try to get rid of me.”


~Chapter Twenty-One~

To my disbelief, the mages from Gowar and Abdoor 
arrived the day after next, early in the morning. I watched 
with the other students as they came from Keyes, riding
the most magnificent horses I’d ever seen, bar Echo. They
wore long sweeping cloaks, surveying the Academy as 
they drew closer. I realised that all of them would’ve been
schooled here. A few students like Ispin and Eleanora
broke ranks and ran to those they recognised, who 
dismounted to embrace them. 

Iain and Netalia swept out to meet them, their cream 
cloaks billowing in the autumn breeze. I stood next to 
Dena and Rain as we watched them head to the stables.

“So many,” Theresa said behind us. “Why does this 
make me even more nervous?”

True to his word, Iain had offered the students 
protection if they didn’t want to fight. No one had taken
up his offer.

However, he had neglected to tell them that Phoenix 
was the object of their desire. Instead he had told us to
stick together. 

“We’ll keep you on the upper levels. The rest of us will
be down stairs to meet them as they try to come in,” he 
had said. “Keep close to each other.”

Phoenix had blatantly refused refuge in the catacombs 
beneath the Academy. He was determined to fight, and if 
it came to it, come face to face with his monster of a foster 
father. 

“I’ll end it if I can,” Phoenix had said, and I didn’t want 
to ask him what he’d meant.

The day that the other mages arrived, the Academy was 
a hive of activity. Today, as it had been every day since 
we’d begun weapons training, Jett was endlessly drilling
us. As night began to fall, we expected the class to come to
a halt. Instead, Jett set about rigging up some contraption
that involved six sandbags hanging from the ceiling.

“Alright. These mages are cowards,” Jett nodded an 
apology at Phoenix, who accepted it with a half shrug. 
“They’ll attack one mage with six. This is to teach you 
how to manage several enemies at once.”

For the next twenty minutes I watched as the other
students attempted to fend off the sandbags. Jett 
controlled them with his magic, commanding the ropes to 
shorten so that they would swing higher and faster, 
dropping the ropes lower so they would be slow but 
deadly. I watched Dustin fight them off for about two 
minutes, using his scythe. It was when Dustin began to 
tire that Jett sent all six at him simultaneously. He was 
knocked out. 

“And that’s exactly what they’ll do,” Jett explained, as 
Eleanora revived Dustin with magic. “When they see you 
tiring, they’ll attack in force. It’s extremely dangerous.”

Phoenix went next, using small throwing daggers to 
split the ropes holding the sandbags (and in theory 
incapacitating the mage the sandbag resembled). He got 
three before the other three converged on him, one 
clipping him on the back of the neck and sending him into 
another that took him out. I winced.

The rest of them ended up with pretty much the same 
results. Eleanora held them off longest out of anybody, 
using her arrows to sever the ropes. Eventually she was 
taken out by one she’d forgotten, turning her back to it. It 
walloped her in the back of the head, and she hit the floor 
hardest out of anyone. I was left until last and by then I
was itching to try.

“Ok, Sky.” Jett called, gesturing for me to take my 
place. He’d repaired the ropes and all six sandbags now 
waited menacingly. 

“Can I use the swords?” I asked tentatively. The 
students looked at each other; they remembered Netalia’s 
fury at my using them. 

Jett nodded slowly, and removed them from the wall. I
settled them on my back, their weight now familiar. 

I stepped into the centre of the circle and took a deep 
breath. The first sandbag swung at me and I rolled out of
its path, feeling the swords cut into my shoulder blades 
but not drawing them; I would wait for the opportune 
moment. 

Another sandbag came at me from the right, sweeping
low. I somersaulted forwards. In a lightning fast 
movement as the bag went past, I used my right hand to
draw the left sword and severed the rope as it swung past. 
It crashed to the ground. I knew I had to take out as many
as I could before I began to get tired. Two swung at me, 
from opposite directions, just as another two swung at me 
from behind me, approaching from the right.

Rendered unable to roll in any direction, I dropped flat 
on my stomach, feeling the breeze ruffle my hair as they 
swung over my head. The two that had been on my right 
were the biggest worry; as they reached their apex, they 
began to swing back. I sheathed the swords, and flung two 
daggers I’d clipped to my belt. I’d gotten lucky; despite my 
terrible aim that had me failing Archery, they severed the 
ropes of both of the bags. Two down, three to go.

All three remaining sandbags rocketed towards me. I
dodged out of the way of one, right into the path of
another. With a split second to make a decision, I 
unsheathed my right sword using my left hand and, 
mimicking the attack I used on Phoenix, drew my arm 
back across my chest with the sword extended. It sliced 
through the rope and the sandbag dropped to the ground. 
It was then an easy matter to dart across the path of the 
remaining two as though playing a game of chicken, 
severing the rope of one and dodging the other as it went 
past. I planted myself directly in its path as it began to 
swing back at me. As it slowly gathered momentum, I
sheathed my swords.

Ignoring the outbursts from the rest of the students, I 
locked eyes on the sandbag and stared it down as much as 
one can stare down an inanimate object. Judging the bag 
to be at the perfect point for what I had in mind, I quickly 
stepped into the stance I’d learnt so long ago. With one 
fluid movement, I summoned a fireball of green flames, 
directing them at the sandbag. The fire completely 
obliterated the sandbag, leaving only a charred rope 
swinging harmlessly and a few burnt grains of sand
trailing to the floor. 

“Well, just as well you were last, Sky.” Jett said 
laughing at the classes stunned silence; they’d completely 
forgotten they could use magic. 

We ate and headed back to our rooms. I had taken my 
twin swords with me, as per Iain’s instructions for 
everybody to be armed at all times and Jett’s 

recommendation that I ditched the heavy broadsword that 
I normally relied on. I had just closed the door to my room 
when somebody knocked on it.

Without waiting for an answer, Phoenix quickly 
stepped inside, closing the door hurriedly lest anyone see. 

“Where’s Larni?” he asked, still standing backed up
against the door.

“Iain sent all of the Academy’s servants to Keyes, why?”
I said, puzzled.

My question was answered when he crossed the room 
in two strides and pulled me into his arms. He hugged me 
tightly, swords and all, pressing his lips to my hair.

“Phoenix,” I murmured, leaning my cheek on his chest. 
“This isn’t the end.”

“I know, I know,” he murmured softly. “But... it’s just... 
I know what Aloysius can do. And these friends of his 
aren’t friends of mine at all.”

“We’ve got all of these mages here to help us,” I said, 
trying to reason with him.

“Yes, we do, and he’ll be ready for them,” Phoenix 
dropped his arms from me and began to pace the room. “I 
don’t know what Iain is playing at. With an opposing
force this big he may as well declare war on Orthandrell!”

“We’re not the ones who started it!” I protested, utterly 
terrified by this mention of war.

“They won’t see it that way,” Phoenix bunched his hair 
into a short ponytail. “And trust me, Sky; they have the 
means to finish it.”

I watched him march about. After a while I asked a 
question which had been nagging me. 

“Why has Orthandrell been allowed to amass an
opposing force this big?”

“Who was going to stop them? Iain and Netalia?” he 
snorted. “They’re two mages against two hundred. Even if 
they wanted to get involved with the northern states, they
wouldn’t. Each to their own is practically their motto. 
And many of the mages don’t come to the Academy for 
schooling, instead letting the other mages teach them. 
Sometimes a mage with the wrong idea comes along, and
corrupts a whole bunch of them. This is what Aloysius has 
done, and for some reason he is eager for me to be at his
side.”

Someone knocked on the door and we both jumped. 
My heart hammering in my chest, I opened the door, 
poking my face out. I was met with a very disapproving
glare from Jett.

“I know Phoenix is in there,” he said, and I let him into 
the room. 

“You two aren’t doing so well at the subtlety.”

“It’s a bit difficult,” I said, sitting on my bed and
crossing one leg over the other. “We might soon lose each 
other forever.”

“If Iain and Netalia catch wind of your carrying on, you 
wil
lose each other forever,” Jett snapped. “Remember 
what I said, Sky.”

He left as quickly as he’d arrived. Phoenix watched him 
go and then sighed heavily.

“He’s right. I better go.”

I jumped up as he went to leave, holding his arm so he 
couldn’t. He turned back to me and I stretched up on my 
toes to kiss him. He didn’t pull away, and it was with 
regret that I broke our contact.

“Sorry,” I said unapologetically.

Instead of answering, he kissed me again. I wrapped my 
arms around his neck and pulled him closer. His arms 
encircled my waist and we revelled in finally being alone 
since the mountains. 

I thought I’d melt as he kissed me slowly. Kissing him 
was nothing like kissing Dustin; I lost track of time as we 
stood in the middle of my room. 

After what felt like a few hours, we broke apart, though 
stayed close together with our eyes closed. He brushed my 
cheek with his thumb.

“I should actually leave now,” he murmured, and I
couldn’t help but smile a little.

“Sorry,” I said again, but it meant even less than it had 
before.

He made his way to my door. Before opening it, he 
leant down and kissed me on my forehead, right between
my eyes. 

I closed the door behind him and put a finger to my 
lips, savouring the new memories I now had. I was 
interrupted by a sound from under my bed.

I drew my swords immediately, all romantic thoughts 
fleeing from my mind. 

“Who’s there?” I asked. 

My jaw dropped when Larni scrambled out from 
underneath the bed.

“Larni?” I asked. I shouldn’t be so surprised though, I
thought. “Why were you under there?”

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, miss, they wanted to send me 
to Keyes, but I want to help!”

“So you hid under my bed?” I blushed furiously as I
thought about the goings on that had just occurred. “So 
you, um... you saw?”

She went just as red.

“Sorry. I didn’t look, I promise,” she said quickly.

I sheathed my swords.

“Lucky it didn’t go any further,” I muttered to myself, 
for those thoughts had definitely been on my mind. 
“Larni, you’re in danger. You can’t stay here.”

“I’m not in danger if I’m here with you,” she replied
steadily, and her unwavering confidence in my abilities 
touched me. “Besides, people are going to get hurt, and
you mages just don’t know how to look after yourselves. 
You’ll need someone here to look after you all!”

“Well I can’t take you to Keyes now; you’ll get in
trouble for staying behind. What about your family? 
Won’t they be worried about you?”

She shook her head.

“My parents are mages, and will be fighting along with 
the rest of you. And Mother trusts me. She said I’m always
sensible.”

“Except for now. Please stay out of the way of the 
fighting, Larni,” I said worriedly. 

“I have no interest in the fighting, miss, I’m more 
concerned about the aftermath. People will get hurt,” her
fingers trembled as she retied the bow on her apron. “Your 
friend Dena will need help.”

She was making a lot of sense, but I was still concerned 
about her. I pulled my belt knife from the sheath and 
lengthened it. I handed her the knife, sheath and all.

“I want you to carry that at all times,” I said, and she 
took it reluctantly. “Here, I’ll show you how to hold it.”

“I know how to hold it,” she said, and held it with the 
blade pointing up.

“That is one way,” I said, taking it from her. “But it can 
sometimes be awkward to get a good position from there. 
Here, point it down.”

She did as I said, and then I showed her how it was 
easier to stab someone from that position. Her hand shook, 
but she nodded steadily.

“I’m going down for dinner. I’ll bring some extra up,” I
said. “While everyone’s down in the mess hall, try to find 
something you can sleep on, otherwise you can just sleep 
in my bed with me.”

“Alright,” she said quietly. “Sky?” I turned back. “Thank 
you.”

I just nodded and shut the door behind me. I was a little 
upset that she’d stayed. I didn’t want anything to happen
to her, though I knew her reasoning was spot on. Dena 
would need help after the battle, and I hoped desperately 
that some of the mages who were staying were healers as 
well so that the burden wouldn’t fall completely on her
and the matrons. 

I wished that I was a better healer. I’d be able to take 
care of my own cuts and scrapes, but I drew the line at 
working on other people. I thought Dena was immensely 
brave for working to become a healer, though she seemed
to love every second of it.

The mess hall was crawling with people. I loaded my 
plate up with something of everything, and it was only as I 
reached the end of the food line that I wondered where it 
was all coming from. I found my group at our table and sat 
down next to Ispin. 

“I thought all of the servants left?” Yasmin asked, as I
sat and Theresa smiled.

“Cook refused to leave. Gods help the rogue mages if 
they cross her.”

That answered my question. I tucked into the roast 
meats and potatoes, occasionally ‘dropping’ some into my
lap so that I could wrap up a small parcel of food for Larni.

Conversation was strained. Our nerves hadn’t run this 
high since we visited Riverdoor, and now the threat was 
worse; it was right on our home turf. I watched Dena 
mutter to herself, small blue flares of magic sparking
under her fingertips as she recited the spells for her
healing. I shuddered as I watched. It was like going in for 
surgery, or to get an injection. We were going to get hurt 
in this attack. Pain was right on the threshold. 

We all finished our dinner and began dragging our feet 
back to our rooms. We were stopped by Theresa halfheartedly suggesting the games room, and we all leapt at 
the opportunity to not be alone. 

“I’ll be back in a tick,” I told them, hiding the little food 
parcel out of sight.

Before I could get very far, Dena caught up with me, 
pressing another parcel into my hands. 

“For Larni,” she said quietly, then winked and trotted
back down the stairs nonchalantly.

I smiled to myself. Dena seemed to notice everything
that happened in our group. My smile became more 
private. Well... not everything. 

I brought the food to Larni, and she picked at it. She 
seemed thoroughly bored already, and I wished
desperately that I could bring her down to the games 
room, but Iain or any of the teachers would chuck a fit if 
they knew she was still here.

I leapt down the stairs two at a time to find most of my 
classmates and quite a few of the older mages in the games 
room too. Turns out no one had wanted to be alone 
tonight.

The games room was as big as our practice hall, and
looked much the same. A few games such as pool and table 
tennis stood off to the side, but the other ‘games’ in the 
room leant more towards helping us train to become fitter 
or better at things. A few ropes trailed from the ceiling, 
and I’d seen Rain scale one in less time than it took Ispin
to even get a metre off the ground. 

Even Phoenix was there, though I avoided looking at
him. I joined Petre, Ispin and Theresa in a game of table 
tennis, something I’d been surprised to find in the mage 
world. We beat them by four points to cheers. 

I watched Dena floor Dustin in pool, and Eleanora
decimated one of the older mages in archery. I watched 
her fluid movement as she pulled an arrow from her
quiver, fit it to the string of her bow (which she’d made 
herself, I’d been surprised to learn) sighted down the 
length of the arrow and released. The arrow sank, 
quivering, into the bull’s eye of the target, and I felt a little 
rush of jealousy.

I could throw knives with relative accuracy and kill
huge monsters with my swords, but archery was beyond 
me by all definitions. I’d even asked Jett for private 
tutoring, but those lessons had ended quickly when I’d 
almost shot him through.

“It’s not that you almost shot me,” he’d told me shortly 
after he’d cancelled the lesson. “It’s that you were proud to 
get the arrow to leave the string.”

And so, I reasoned, watching the mage hand Eleanora a 
small purse in defeat, my jealousy towards Eleanora was 
based simply on her skill with the bow, and not at all
because she was tall and willowy with flowing blonde
hair.

“Can I tempt you with a rope race?” Petre asked me, 
noticing how quiet I’d gone. It was an unspoken rule of 
tonight that we wouldn’t let anyone think of the horrors 
that we’d face in the near future.

I eyed off the ropes apprehensively. They weren’t my 
forte, but to be fair, they weren’t Petre’s either. He picked
an activity that would well and truly distract me from the 
upcoming battle.

“Alright,” I said finally.

A few people followed us to the ropes as we removed
our boots and tunics. I’d found that this was difficult 
enough to climb the rope in long pants with long sleeves, 
and wished for my gym clothes.

“This’ll be interesting,” Petre said as he noticed the 
same issue. 

The ropes were straight. There were no knots or loops 
that we could fit our feet into, we had to rely solely on our 
core strength. There was not even a wall that we could 
brace our feet onto. 

Dena pushed her way to the front of the small crowd.

“May I have the honour of saying go?” she asked.

Petre nodded as we both approached our ropes. I wiped 
my sweaty palms on my pants and grinned at Petre.

Petre and I were very competitive. This had been
proven several times over the past year. It had gotten to 
the point where nails had come into play, though I
considered this a very dirty tactic for a boy.

“Go!” Dena shouted suddenly, taking us both by
surprise and almost scaring us up the rope.

Petre began climbing immediately, but I jumped and
grabbed on. I’d set the rope swinging backwards and
forwards, but I was already ahead by a little. 

Now came the gruelling task of heaving myself up the 
rope. I twisted the rope through my legs and reached 
higher, pulling my legs up as I went. It was tough going, 
especially on my arms. I could feel sweat beginning to 
bead up and run down my face, but I blinked it out of my 
eyes and kept going. Every muscle in my body was aching
and trembling, but every centimetre was one I was putting
between myself and Petre.

Just as I reached the top and could see the little air horn 
someone had put there just for races like this, I made a 
mistake. As I reached upwards, my legs loosened their 
hold on the rope just a little. I slid back down the rope, 
managing to catch myself almost face to face with my 
competitor.

“I knew you wouldn’t take this win away from me,” he 
wheezed, his face bright red with exertion. “Thanks, Sky.”

I growled, setting my sights on the horn. I pulled and 
shimmied until I had my rhythm back. Petre doubled his 
efforts too, and as a result, we both reached the horn at
almost the same time. 

I flung my hand up and pressed down on the horn. The 
ear splitting noise that issued from it sounded like victory. 

Now I had to get down the rope. I’d seen Ispin get 
awful rope burn by trying to just slide down; I didn’t 
really feel like doing the same thing. Together we began 
the slow descent, our muscles burning beneath our skin. 
The floor beneath my feet could not have felt better. Petre 
reached the ground at the same time, and we both bent 
over trying to catch our breath.

“I let you win,” he said, trying to salvage some pride.

“No, you didn’t,” I was used to this tactic of his. It was 
one he brought out when he failed to beat me at 
something, which happened more than he would like, I 
was proud to say.

We played a few more games, and though I desperately
wanted to interact with Phoenix in some way, I knew it 
was too dangerous. I was already beating myself up about 
having him in my room, and poor Larni witnessing the 
whole thing, so there was no way I was going to risk 
anyone else finding out. 

I played a few more games of pool with Dena, though 
she turned out to be somewhat of a pool deviant and beat 
me mercilessly. 

“We should go to bed,” she said reluctantly, watching
me trying to pocket the five. “C’mon, Sky, you know we 
have to.”

I shot and missed, the ball bouncing around the table 
but going nowhere near any of the pockets. I scowled, 
ringing the cue in my hand. Back in my world I’d been
alright at pool, and had played whenever I could. I didn’t 
really like being beaten, but it was Dena and she handled
me gracefully.

“Good shot,” she said as I managed to pocket another 
ball. “You win this one, now bedtime.”

I hadn’t won; she just wanted to finish the game. I 
knew she was right though, I could feel in my bones that 
it was very late. Larni would be wondering where I was.

I trundled up the stairs, still ignoring Phoenix 
determinedly. If Larni wasn’t in my room, I’d probably try 
to signal to him to come visit. I guessed that he’d be nice 
comfort through a long, nerve clattering night. But Larni
was staying in my room, so I waved to him with all of the 
others. I headed into my room, finding Larni sprawled out 
on a mattress she’d managed to dig from somewhere, 
completely out of it.

“I can only hope I sleep as soundly as you,” I whispered
to her.

I climbed into my bed, but my head was full of
thoughts that plagued me. My eyes just kept seeing the 
visions that my mind was throwing up, and none of them 
were exactly calming. My heart was filled with worry 
about my friends and classmates, but mainly Phoenix. He 
was the one they were coming for; he was the one they
were prepared to tear through a whole Academy to get to.

Why? I wondered, staring up at my ceiling. Why 
Phoenix? Not even he knew. He said that his foster father
had had students before, but I was willing to bet this was 
the first time that one had left. Maybe it was an issue of 
pride? 

On the floor beside me, Larni snuffled in her sleep. My 
heart twisted again. Another person to worry about. All of
these people, and tomorrow they might just be memories. 
There would be no new ones made, instead we’d all sit 
around saying, ‘hey, remember …? They were great’.

I pulled the blankets over my ears so that I couldn’t 
hear her gentle snoring. Over me, Morri slept on top of
my headboard, twitching occasionally. By the time I’d 
fallen asleep, I could see dawn beginning to break outside
my window, and I knew I’d only get a few hours. 

The next morning dawned red, as though foreseeing
the day’s events. I dressed with shaking fingers and ate 
with the others in the mess hall. The other mages were 
there, talking quietly. 

“Did anyone sleep?” Dena asked, and it was clear by the 
state of her hair that she had not.

We all shook our heads. I couldn’t help but notice 
Petre’s hand in Rain’s. I ached to hold Phoenix’s, but held 
my fork instead, spearing scrambled eggs.

“Nothing could stop you eating, could it?” Theresa 
asked, and I wasn’t sure if it was a friendly comment or a
nasty jab. With Theresa it was always hard to tell.

We took our turn patrolling the perimeter of the castle
in pairs. I got put with someone I didn’t know from our
class, whose soul mate was sick, because Iain and Netalia 
weren’t letting Phoenix out of the castle in case he did 
something stupid.

“You’re Sky, aren’t you?” the raven haired girl asked
me.

“Yeah... I am,” I looked at her, puzzled. “How did you 
know that?”

“Everyone knows who you are,” she replied. She had 
eyes of a very unsettling blue; they seemed to stare 
through me. “You killed the Du’rangor.”

“Yes... yes I did,” I scanned the tree line, searching for 
anything that might be out of the ordinary. “Uh, sorry, 
what was your name?”

“Raven,” she said quickly.

“Ah,” it fit. I wondered if Netalia just came up with our
names or if there was something else she consulted. 
“Who’s your soul mate?”

“Nero. I think you guys call him Red Hair, though.”

“Sorry,” I apologized. “We didn’t know his name, so we 
just stuck to what we know.”

“It’s alright. Before we knew your name we called you 
Green Eyes.”

My feet didn’t skip a beat, but I suddenly realised 
something about my classmates.

Our class had every colour of magic there could be. 
There was every shade, every hue of every colour, except 
for green. I was the only green eyed, green magicked mage 
in our year. 

What was the reason? I wondered to myself as Raven
kept chattering on. It couldn’t be a coincidence, surely. 
There were just too many of us to pass up a certain colour. 

I had a feeling it was something to do with falling in
love with my soul mate, something that had been
forbidden by... 

By whom? Argh, I didn’t know anything about my 
situation! I was frustrated by my lack of knowledge, but 
there was no way that I was going to inquire on it any
further. I’d had one scare about my feelings for Phoenix 
being discovered, I wasn’t going to let myself have a 
second.

“What was that?” Raven asked, stopping and peering
into the trees.

I stopped and looked with her. I couldn’t see anything
past the first few trunks.

“Should we go and check it out?” I asked. “What did 
you see?”

“I’m not sure. It might’ve just been a bird.”

“Worth investigating?”

Her eyes scoured the trees, and I saw her fingers twitch 
towards what looked like a folded staff on her back. 

“Maybe,” her eyes hadn’t left the trees. “Ok, let’s go.”

We strode away from the castle, knowing that the next 
pair of guards would round the corner any second. Raven
walked ahead of me, and I saw a small quiver of arrows on
her back next to the staff. Bizarre.

She crept through the trees and I followed carefully, 
making sure my swords were still within my reach. Jett 
had appealed to Natalia and – I wasn’t supposed to know 
this but thanks to my eavesdropping in the corridor, I did 

– she had let me take the swords because I’d already been
trained in them. 

The hilts met my hands reassuringly, and I followed 
Raven deeper and deeper into the woods until we came to
a rocky outcrop. She froze on the spot and then beckoned
to me.

“It’s a scout. He’s gone that way. I’m gonna circle 
around and meet him, could you follow him? We should 
be able to take him down,” she whispered, her voice as 
quiet as a bird’s wing.

I nodded and headed off in the direction she’d pointed
me. I unsheathed my swords as I went, almost crouching
along the path. Raven was just on the other side of the 
rocks, close enough to hear me if I called for help. 

I froze in my tracks. The scout had stopped as though 
sensing someone on his tail. His long cloak trailed in the 
leaves, and he turned before I could get off the path.
“Wha-”

I was on him before he could finish the word. I didn’t 
dare call out for Raven; there might be others nearby.

Black magic twisted through the air as I neared him. 
My own magic warded it off, and my blade flashed 
through the air as his own came up to meet it. With my 
other sword I took a swipe at his side. I couldn’t let him 
get back to the others; I needed to take him out here and
now. 

Raven, hearing the clash of metal on metal, came 
dashing down the other end of the path, taking the folded 
staff from her back as she ran. The rogue and I were 
caught in a dead lock, his sword trapped between my two.

The staff unfolded with a click, and a blade sprang from 
one end. It was a scythe, I realised. Like Dustin’s.

Not like Dustin’s, I discovered quickly, as two bits of 
wood sprang from it the top of the staff, making it into a
tall crossbow. Raven pulled an arrow from her back and
fitted it to the string. 

“Down,” she commanded, and I withdrew my swords 
and hit the forest floor hard, tucking into a ball.

She fired, and the rogue, who’d be turning as he 
realised there was someone behind him, was caught by the 
bolt in his shoulder. He fell to the ground with a cry, and I 
pounced on him, flattening my hand over his mouth. 

“Let’s take him back to the castle,” she said, panting, 
folding the scythe-crossbow thing up and fitting it back on
her back. “He might have information.”

“You’re incredible,” I told her as we bound and gagged
the older man. “What is that?”

“It’s a scythe,” she replied, as we heaved the rogue to
his feet. “And also a crossbow. Close range and long
range.”

I want one, I thought, as we dragged the man back to
the Academy. 

We’d pulled the bolt from his shoulder and dressed the 
wound, so he wasn’t in too much pain. I think he was 
suffering more from the fact that he’d been beaten by two
students. 

We brought him before Iain and Netalia, who were 
shocked, though they immediately took him in for 
questioning. Out in the hallway, Jett admonished us for 
going off on our own. 

“You’re there to guard, not investigate,” he told us 
furiously.

I wasn’t put off by it though. Raven had earned my 
respect, and I told her so.

“Oh please. I never would’ve engaged him on my own. 
You’re very brave, Sky.”

“You know, a lot of what people say is bravery is
actually just stupidity,” I told her, and she laughed.

I introduced her to my group, and I noticed something
flicker through Dustin’s eyes as she shook his hand. It was 
the same look he used to turn on me. I should’ve been
bothered by it, and I guess I was a little bit. But I was glad 
Dustin could move on. I didn’t want him knowing how 
fast I had. 

Raven spent the rest of the lunch break with us, and 
Ispin was absolutely intrigued by her weapon. He almost 
got shot by getting her to show him how it worked, and
then getting too close when she demonstrated.

The rest of the day passed by quickly, as though on fast 
forward. Everywhere, people were talking in corners, and 
the Armoury was full of people sharpening their weapons. 
Just when I thought we were going to get another full day 
of peace, a horn sounded in the distance, and the Academy 
came to a standstill.

“What was that?” Dena asked fearfully.

Ispin and Petre ran to the nearest window with Theresa 
and I close on their heels. We all peered out of it.

I blanched at the sight. A small army of mages dressed
in brown and black were advancing, coming from the 
west as Iain had predicted. As we watched, they sounded 
their horn again.

“What are they doing?” I asked no one in particular, 
perplexed. “Do they want us to know they’re coming or 
something?”

Theresa gripped my shoulder and peeled Ispin from the 
window. 

“We’re going downstairs with the others. You and
Phoenix stay here, like Iain said.”

I watched them go, numb to the bone. Phoenix and I 
were left alone, standing in the corridor, looking at each 
other. 

Outside, the Academy’s horn sounded. 

The attack had begun.

~Chapter Twenty-Two~

“Get your back to the wall,” I instructed, drawing my 
swords easily after months of practice. 

We backed up against the wall and the large window 
which allowed light into the corridor. Downstairs we 
could hear Iain’s booming voice and the shouts of the 
rogues outside. 

My heart beat a tattoo in my chest. Behind me, I heard 
Phoenix draw his own sword.

“Why did they want us to know they were coming?” I
whispered furiously, not taking my eyes from the top of 
the stairs. “Unless-“

The window behind me shattered as the grappling hook 
smashed through it, gripping the inside of the window. 
Phoenix leant out of the window and then quickly 
withdrew when an arrow narrowly missed his head.

“Apparently they want me dead or alive,” he said 
wryly.

I sheathed one sword and ran to the window, also 
peering out of it. Three rogues were climbing the chain
with murder in their eyes.

“Time for a little bit of magic,” I said to myself, and
then grabbed the grappling hook. 

I sent a pulse of magic down the chain like a lightning
strike. The mages howled as the shock jolted them from 
the chain and they tumbled to the earth below.

“Get rid of that,” I told Phoenix, pointing at the hook. I 
unsheathed my second sword. I could hear the sounds of
fighting downstairs, and my heart seemed to be locked in
an icy vault of worry. All of our friends were down there.

“We have to go to them,” Phoenix said with anguish in
his eyes. “Sky, they could be dying-”

“We were told to stay here,” I replied, though my 
resolve shook as a scream echoed up the stairs. “Phoenix, 
we can’t move from here.”

We waited out the battle, my nerves humming like a 
plucked bowstring. I swung my swords in loops, keeping
my muscles warmed up; ready for anything that might 
come up that staircase.

A racket at the bottom of the stairs suddenly snapped
me out of my reverie. My heart broke out of the vault, 
pounding louder and harder than ever. Behind me, 
Phoenix shifted anxiously.

Six rogues came up the stairs, all clearly wearing the 
scars of the battle downstairs. The one in front, a large 
fellow with long brown hair tied back, had a large cut that 
almost cleaved his face in half. It bled freely, the blood 
trickling into his beard.

“Aloysius,” I heard Phoenix whisper behind me and I
realised he was scared.

I was terrified.

“Diego,” Aloysius growled, and I realised that was 
Phoenix’s name. “We’re here to bring you home.”

“Over my dead body,” I snarled, repeating my comment 
from Iain and Netalia’s office. 

Aloysius raised his eyebrow, smiling slightly.

“And who’s this?” he asked. A few rogues laughed and I
clenched my teeth so hard they creaked. “Your soul mate, 
Diego?”

“Yes.” Phoenix replied quietly.

Aloysius tilted my face up towards him before I could 
step back. He seemed to be searching for something.

“Ah, the green eyes,” he said after I’d wrenched myself 
from his grasp. “Of course.”

“That’s a good way to lose some fingers,” I snapped. 
“Try it again, I dare you.”

“Green eyes. But this means... ah,” Aloysius smiled a 
secret little smile. “Should I be congratulating you on
finally finding someone you can love, Diego?” The other 
rogues laughed along with him. 

Suddenly, one of them started yelling in panic. He was 
being attacked by a small black bundle of feathers and 
talons. One of the other rogues shot an arrow at the bird, 
which missed, hitting the stone wall with a clatter. 

I whistled to Morri and held out my arm. The bird 
shrieked and flew over the rogues to land on my arm. 

An explosion from downstairs seemed to rock the 
Academy to its very foundations. We all staggered.

“Right, enough chit chat,” Aloysius snapped. “The place
is going to come apart. Diego, time to leave.”

“I’m not going with you,” Phoenix said, and I was 
relieved to hear that his old strength seemed to be 
returning to his voice. “You know why I came to the 
Academy. That reason still stands!”

“Fine,” Aloysius said dangerously, drawing his sword. 
“Well, if you won’t come peacefully, we’re taking you by 
force!”

I immediately raised my hand, prepared to blast the 
skin from his bones. Aloysius saw, and clucked his tongue 
in disappointment.

“Uh uh,” he said, waving his finger in a way I found 
especially irritating. “Don’t make it too easy for me, love. 
Surely they’ve told you all about how our magic will
infect yours?”

They had not. I risked a glance at Phoenix, who nodded 
almost imperceptibly. 

“Guess we’ll have to do this the old fashioned way 
then,” I told Aloysius through gritted teeth.

“My thoughts exactly,” he hissed.

I was attacked by the closest rogue on my right. I
dodged his first attack, moving quickly to the side. He 
wasn’t expecting me to move so quickly, and was too slow 
to block an opening. I went for it purely out of habit.

As my sword sank into his body, I was mildly surprised
to see blood running down my blade, instead of straw 
puffing through the wound, like the practice dummies. 
Despite my disbelief, I forced the sword deeper until the 
hilt was pressed to where his heart was.

Blood, hot and sticky, stained my hands and face. The 
rogue slumped against me, and I looked up. Our eyes met. 
I saw his widen and then the life fled them. As though a
light switch had been flicked, anything that made this 
person who he was left his body. Shocked by what I’d 
done, I pushed him off of me, pulling the blade free from 
his body, and I realised I had just killed another human
being. 

Before I had time to fully realise this, Aloysius roared 
with anger and attacked.

I blocked his first blow with one of my swords, Morri 
launching himself into the face of one of the other rogues. 

Aloysius disentangled himself, stepping back. I held my 
swords in the ‘guard’ position. I could feel my nerves 
buzzing, but the adrenaline coursing through my veins 
made it obsolete. Aloysius shed his cloak for freedom of 
his limbs. 

With deadly speed, he swung the sword down, aiming
for my shoulder. I parried the blow with my left sword. 
My arm felt like it was going to break off; he was 
incredibly strong. Whilst he was focussed on my left 
sword, I twisted from beneath him, drawing my right 
sword across, trying to gash his side. He darted away 
nimbly, and I missed. 

I settled into what Jett called ‘the Scorpion’. My left 
sword pointing dead out in front of me, the right arched 
over my head. From this position, I could swing straight 
into one of my deadly Tornado dances. Aloysius gripped 
his short sword with both hands.

“Give it up, girl,” he snapped. “You don’t stand a 
chance.”

I ignored him.

He came at me with such speed I only just managed to 
dodge the sword. I felt it slice the air next to my throat. 
Before he could recover, I whipped my right sword down
and back up. I nicked his tunic. My left sword blocked his 
as he went to return the blow.

In terms of combat, we were evenly matched. My only 
worry was if he started using magic; I knew his powers 
would double mine.

As if hearing this thought, he pointed at me and
whispered something. I felt the strength leave my limbs, 
and I felt as if I hadn’t slept in years. Fighting to keep my 
eyes open, I saw him chop down towards my left side. 
Everything was happening in slow motion.

I watched him sweep towards me, sword raised. With 
all of my strength I managed to raise my left sword, in an 
attempt to block his attack. I felt the impact break my 
wrist, and I cried out in pain. I fell to the ground, 
clutching my wrist and dropping both of my swords, 
glancing up just in time to see him chop down towards
me. I rolled out of the way, still bracing my wrist. Time 
fell back to normal as I clenched my teeth against the 
pain.

Holding my injured wrist close to my chest, I rolled out 
of the way of his next attack, but not far away enough that 
I couldn’t pluck the broadsword from his grip, which I
proceeded to do. He hadn’t been holding onto it properly, 
not expecting me to try anything. 

Behind us, I heard Phoenix fighting the other mages, 
four against one. Out the corner of my eye, I saw my bird 
fly at the face of one of the rogues, who was stumbling
further and further back. I almost cried out to warn him as 
he stepped back one step too far and went crashing down
the stairwell. The mages Phoenix was fighting turned
towards the stairs just as their comrade’s cries broke off 
with an unpleasant crack.

Aloysius lashed out in a savage kick, taking advantage 
of my distraction. I rolled out of the way to avoid it and
pushed myself off of the ground in the same movement. 
He brought his fist down, trying to hit my broken wrist. I 
dodged it, and twisted around his side, kicking the back of 
his knee. His leg collapsed, and suddenly he was kneeling
on the ground. 

I was just starting to feel like we could handle ourselves
when someone hit me hard in the back. Flames had begun
to crackle downstairs, and smoke was pouring into the 
corridor, making it hard to see and breath.

I hit the ground hard, falling onto my wrist. The world
tilted as I fought against the pain, black tinting the edges 
of my vision. I would not,  could not fall into the comfort 
of unconsciousness.

Someone, Aloysius, rolled me over, holding the blade of
the broadsword to my throat.

“You fought well,” he said gruffly. “But that isn’t
enough to save you.”

“There’s a fire downstairs,” I heard myself say weakly.

“Yes, there is,” the broadsword glinted menacingly. 
“What of it? We will soon be gone.”

“You don’t use your surroundings to your advantage,” I
said, the black beginning to peal itself from my vision. “I 
do.”

Scores and scores of fire puppets raced up the stairs, 
born from the fire downstairs. Their cousins in the smoke
spiralled towards us, blanketing the eyes of the other 
mages, who coughed and clawed at their faces.

“What are they?” Aloysius asked with just a hint of
panic. The blade pressed into my throat.

I wanted to say something witty, but the smoke was 
making my throat close over. Fire puppets were crawling
up the legs of the rogues, burning them wherever they 
made contact.

Aloysius cried out as one of the puppets gripped his 
ankle. In anger and pain, he brought the hilt of the 
broadsword down on my head.

My vision swam, my eyelids fluttering. The fire puppets 
fell into little heaps of ashes, the smoke puppets dispersing
into the air.

“Stop!” I managed to swim back to consciousness when 
I heard Phoenix’s voice. “Stop, just... I’ll come with you if 
you leave everyone alone.”

No, Phoenix! I tried to say, but I couldn’t make a sound. 
Please don’t go with them!

I managed to open my eyes completely just as Phoenix 
leant down to cup my cheek with his hand.

“Phoenix,” I mumbled, the world still swimming in
front of my eyes. “Don’t go, please... you said this wasn’t 
the end.”

“It’s not, I promise,” he whispered. “Can you stand?”

I clung to his arm and shakily managed to stand up, 
leaning against the wall for support. I saw my swords lying
at Aloysius’ feet.

“Don’t even think about it,” he growled. “Bind her.”

My arms and legs went rigid, and I gasped with pain as 
something tightened over my broken wrist. Tears swam in
my eyes.

“I’m sorry, Sky, I really am. Don’t look for me, ok?”

“You said this wasn’t the end,” I repeated, the tears 
beginning to overflow.

He kissed me, our lips meeting for only the briefest of 
moments. In those moments I felt his longing, regret and a 
sadness so deep I couldn’t even begin to fathom how far it 
went. Then he was pulling away.

“I lied,” he said, the other rogues preparing to leave.

Just as he climbed out of the window with the rogues, I 
caught a glimpse of his captivating orange eyes. Then he 
was gone.

~Chapter Twenty-Three~

I stood against the wall with tears coursing down my 
cheeks, listening to the fire and my classmates downstairs. 
I stood for what felt like ages, feeling miserable and
helpless. Morri perched at my feet, looking up at me 
quizzically. 

‘If you wanted to move,’ he seemed to be asking. ‘Why 
don’t you just move?’

I wiggled my fingers. Such a simple movement, but one 
that I hadn’t for the life of me been able to achieve a 
second ago. 

Suddenly, anger filled my veins with fire. I wrenched 
my right arm free of the trap, and something shattered. 
Shards of what looked like black ice skittered across the 
floor. My magic swelled in my chest, and with a cry I
broke free of the prison they’d tried to hold me in. I fell to 
all fours, still cradling my arm across my chest.

Someone rushed up the stairs, and I didn’t have to look 
up to know who it was.

I was going to bring Phoenix back because I had 
something to tell him. I stood up, Jett watching me 
suspiciously. 

“Don’t, Sky.”

I looked at him innocently, pain creasing my brow.

“Don’t what?”

He crossed the space between us in two strides, taking
me by my shoulders and glaring at me.

“Don’t you  daretry to play innocent with me. I know 
what you’re planning to do, and don’t do it.”

“What am I planning to do then?” I snapped. “You seem 
to know all about me.”

“You’re going to go after him. Don’t. It’s too dangerous!
Especially for one mage, one fe-,”

I gaped at him, and he immediately backed off, realising
he’d crossed the line.

“I mean…”

“One  female mage?” I asked in disbelief. Jett stuttered 
something, but I cut him off. “That’s what you were going
to say, wasn’t it?”

He just looked at me. I think he realised he’d lost.

I picked up my swords and pulled them onto my back. 
Then I headed downstairs and through the ashes of the 
fire they’d managed to start. Without hesitating, I flew out 
of the double doors, looking about to see if I could see 
which direction they’d taken. 

Iain said they’d come from the coast. It was true that 
they’d come from the west, so that was the way I struck 
out.

As I neared the forest, the pain from my wrist made me 
stop. I held my arm out in front of me, wincing as the 
movement made a jolt of pain shoot up my arm. 
Reluctantly, I held my right hand over my wrist and
began a healing spell that I knew would take all feeling
from it. 

Thirty seconds later and I couldn’t feel the break 
anymore. My left hand was still useless, but now I wasn’t 
on the verge of passing out.

I headed off again and reached the edge of the forest, 
not slowing down; they had too much of a head start. 
After a few minutes I became aware that I was being
followed. My first thought was of a rogue mage, and I
quietly unsheathed my left sword with my right hand. I 
slowed, letting the person catch up. Sensing them right 
behind me, I whirled, pressing the person against a tree 
trunk, the sword at their throat.

“Don’t hurt me!” A familiar voice squeaked. “It’s
Eleanora!”

I let her go, and she slid down the tree trunk.

“What are you doing here?”

“Same thing you are,” she said, brushing herself off. 
“I’m off to find Phoenix.”

Anger flashed through me.

“What does it matter to you?” I snapped.

“If you haven’t noticed, Sky, I kind of care about him.”

“And if you haven’t noticed,  Eleanora, he doesn’t 
return the favour anymore!”

Violet fire blossomed, illuminating both of us.

“And just what makes you so sure of that?” She asked
smugly.

I opened my mouth to tell her ‘just what’ made me so
sure, but then remembered what Jett had said about Iain
and Netalia. I scowled and turned around to keep walking.

“Sky-”

“Don’t follow me.”

She immediately bucked this order, stomping through 
the forest litter after me.

“We have a better chance of getting him back as a pair,
Sky.”

I mulled this over, steadily walking. I didn’t protest 
when she caught up to me and walked by my side.

We walked in silence for a long while, covering ground
quickly. I prayed Phoenix was putting up a fight to slow 
them down, but I couldn’t see why he would if he’d gone 
with them willingly. Watching the ground, I became 
interested in scuff marks in the dirt.

“Eleanora,” I hissed. I knelt to the ground and beckoned
her over. She knelt next to me. “They were dragging
something.”

We looked at each other simultaneously. Just then, a 
voice echoed through the trees. It sounded like they were 
ordering something to move faster. 

“There’s a clearing just up ahead.” She murmured
almost silently.

I nodded. We stalked silently, reaching the clearing
faster than we anticipated. It was empty.

“They must’ve moved on through,” she said.

Suddenly we were under attack, rogues coming at us 
from every direction.

Ambush, I realised too late.

We fought them off the best we could, but there were 
too many of them and I could only use one hand. 
Eventually we succumbed, surrounded and held at sword 
point.

“These ones are cute,” one said with laughter in his 
voice, circling me. I glared at him.

“Foolish ones,” another said, apparently in charge. “To 
think that we would leave our tracks so easy to follow. 
Take their weapons.”

Two rogues held us while another two took every 
dagger, sword, bow and arrow on us. I was grudgingly
impressed at how much Eleanora had managed to store on
her person.

A strange tug in the air wrenched me forwards a few 
steps. I staggered, the rogue holding me pulling me 
upright again.

“No magic for you now,” the same rogue said. 
“Wouldn’t want you trying to rescue your friend now.”

I saw Phoenix then, being held between two mages. He 
was conscious, but only just. His lip was split, his eye black 
and a large bruise rising on his cheek. I wrestled against 
the grip of the rogue holding me. He’d been expecting it 
however, and held me easily.

“This one’s intent on getting free,” the rogue holding
me said, laughing.

“She’s very stubborn,” Aloysius said. I growled, wishing
him a very painful death. “That lock wasn’t meant to 
break for a long time.”

“Surprise,” I snapped.

“But this one is new,” Aloysius said casually, looking at
Eleanora. “How did you manage to break so many hearts, 
Diego?”

The mages laughed but Phoenix didn’t stir. I realised
there was something much more sinister at work with 
what was wrong with him. 

“Who are you?”

This was directed at Eleanora. She locked him in a fiery 
glare.

“Girlfriend,” she snapped.

“Ex,” I said immediately.

We glared at each other, and I felt the mage holding me 
shift uncomfortably.

“So apparently not the two most harmonious rescuers,” 
Aloysius said, laughing cruelly. “Tie them.”

It was as my mage loosened his grip to accept rope from 
a colleague that I made my move. I twisted in his grasp, 
seeing Eleanora do the same out of the corner of my eye. I 
pulled free, lashing out in a kick that connected savagely 
with his temple as I saw Eleanora punch another squarely
in the face. I gripped the fingers of a mage reaching for 
me, bending them back at an awkward angle. With one 
sharp movement, I broke three of them. The mage howled
in pain and backed off. Before we could continue our 
assault, I was locked with magic in a way that felt rather 
familiar.

“Coward.” I snarled. I was still able to talk.

“Coward?” Aloysius repeated, laughing. “Why would 
that be, small one?”

I flinched at the nickname.

“Phoenix left you! He didn’t want your tutelage. He 
didn’t agree with your views! He came to the Academy to
be free of you, and you just couldn’t let him go!” The last 
three words came out as a screech.

The mages that had managed to keep their distance 
earlier laughed in unison with Aloysius. I gritted my teeth, 
taking a quick survey of the situation. I knew they would 
find my apparent naïveté amusing; I had used it to buy 
time. 

I couldn’t see any way out, but I was hoping that a 
certain hunch of mine was due to pay off any minute. 

Phoenix was drooping into unconsciousness; he didn’t 
recognise either Eleanora or me. I fought the enchantment 
that was keeping me pinned but to no avail. 

“We don’t need the other girl,” Aloysius said over his
shoulder to another rogue. “I’m intrigued by this one 
though; keep her alive for the moment.”

I saw Eleanora’s eyes widen as the rogue approached 
her, drawing his sword as he walked. I struggled harder 
than ever, my mind racing as I tried to come up with a 
plan.

“Stop struggling,” Aloysius advised. “There’s no one 
coming to save you.”

“How about their teacher?”

I smiled as I recognised the voice. Bingo.

“Jett,” Aloysius said. He didn’t seem surprised, which 
worried me. “I suppose you’re going to take on all of us for 
three mages?”

“Perhaps,” he replied coolly. “Or perhaps I can leave 
with my three charges and no one would be any the 
wiser.”

Aloysius barked out a laugh.

“And  why, pray tell, would we let you do that?”

I fought to turn around. Aloysius, seeing me struggle, 
allowed me to do so. The look on Jett’s face utterly
terrified me. He raised his left hand, something behind 
him following the motion. I realised it was the body of an
unconscious rogue, the scout that Raven and I had taken
prisoner.

“Hyde,” Aloysius said, something flickering in his eyes. 
“How are you able to use magic here?” he snapped angrily.

Jett shrugged.

“My magic is still infused with that of a rogue. You 
can’t block my magic without blocking your own.”

My heart seemed to stop as my breath caught in my 
chest. Jett had been a rogue?

Looking around, I saw that they all had black eyes and 
hair.

Exactly like Jett.

I could talk to him later. But right now I needed to 
trust him.

Aloysius’ eyes flicked to Hyde, and in that instant I
realised that he wasn’t willing to put the young man in
danger. Jett saw this also, and took immediate advantage
of it. He drew his sword.

“Fine,” Aloysius snarled. “Take them.”

The magic that had been holding me vanished. I 
staggered, trying to regain my balance. I saw Eleanora do
the same. 

“And Phoenix.” Jett added quickly.

The two mages holding him let go. I darted forward and 
caught him, almost falling under his dead weight. 
Eleanora, seeing me fight to stand up, helped me with 
him. We crossed the clearing to Jett.

“Leave Hyde.” Aloysius commanded.

Jett promptly dropped the rogue on the forest floor,
who fell in an ungracious heap.

Jett turned quickly and headed into the forest. Eleanora
and I followed, supporting Phoenix. 

“Don’t follow us.” Jett called back.

There was no response.

We walked silently back towards the Academy. I could 
feel Jett fuming silently next to me. He was angry… very 
angry. 

Phoenix seemed to get heavier and heavier as we
walked. Adding to the fact that I was feeling unwell all of 
a sudden, I was worried that soon we would just have to 
drag him along, but sooner than I expected, the tree cover 
opened up to the campus grounds. It seemed to be more 
populated than when I’d left it. 

“Take care of Phoenix.” Jett snapped at me. 

Eleanora reluctantly let me take Phoenix.

“Dustin.” I said, nodding over to him as he came out 
onto the grounds.

Eleanora turned on the spot and ran to him. Ispin and
Petre hurried over to me with the girls, taking Phoenix 
from my grasp.

“To the infirmary,” Dena instructed, and we all moved 
as one towards the Academy. Rain supported me as my 
strength failed, my broken wrist throbbing and nausea 
began to swell in my stomach.  

All of them were mildly injured, but none of them 
seemed bothered by it. Something swelled in my heart, 
and tears grew in my eyes. By the time we got to the 
Academy, I was such a ball of emotions that I didn’t know 
what to do. 

We got to the infirmary and Petre and Ispin laid
Phoenix on a bed. I looked over him properly for the first 
time.

His lip had stopped bleeding, but the bruise on his 
cheek had become incredibly prominent. I winced as I
looked over the discolouration.

“Sky.” Phoenix mumbled, surfacing briefly from
unconsciousness.

I rested one hand on his good cheek and looked at him.

“I’m here,” I whispered. “It’s going to be okay.”

Dena shouldered me aside, examining Phoenix.

“His physical injuries don’t seem to be too serious, but 
I’m more worried of the fact that he’s been exposed to 
rogue magic.”

We all looked at her.

“Their magic is very different from ours. You should 
feel a little off, Sky; just by being in their presence you’ve 
been infected.”

That answered that question then.

“How do you mean, different?” I asked.

“Their magic is fuelled by anger and malice,” Dena said, 
sending a wash of blue sparks over Phoenix’s unconscious 
body. “Remember how Professor Yu kept saying ‘from the 
heart’?”

We all nodded. We’d had him yell it at us enough 
times.

“Well, he actually meant ‘from the heart’. We use 
power and grace, love and intellect when we use our
magic,” I decided not to tell her about the time I’d 
destroyed my target; it had been pure frustration. “Theirs 
is everything we’re taught to avoid. No wonder it poisons 
us.”

We sat about the infirmary watching Dena work on
Phoenix until midnight. The matrons flitted around us, 
healing the other wounded.

Jett came to tell us to go to sleep, promising to watch 
over Phoenix. As I passed Jett at the door, he gripped my 
shoulder. We didn’t look at each other, but silent 
understanding ran through us both. 

I got back to my room and opened the door. I expected 
it to be empty. Instead I found Larni fast asleep on my bed. 
She awoke and sat bolt upright when I closed the door.

“Miss,” she said, and then crossed the room and hugged
me fiercely. “I didn’t know if you were going to survive,”
she said. “I was in the infirmary when the attack began, 
I’ve been there all day until one of the matrons sent me 
here to rest, but you didn’t come back in the evening...”

“It’s okay,” I told her, rubbing her back. “I’m here, I’m 
alright, just... tired.”

Larni held me at arm’s length.

“And everyone else?” she asked, concern in her eyes. 
“Are they alright?”

I explained Phoenix’s situation, and she trembled.

“And, Larni.” Tears spilled over before I could stop 
them. My hands shook as I remembered. “Larni, I killed
someone.”

My shoulders shook with sobs as she took me in her
arms again. The phrase kept echoing around my head.

I, Rose Evermore of the human realm, Sky of this 
realm, had killed another being. I would never be the 
same person again.

After Larni had splinted my wrist better than I could’ve 
done it myself and managed to make me go to bed, I lay 
awake, staring at the ceiling. I wondered what his name 
was, how old he was, where he was from. Was he from 
the human realm or was he born here? What made him 
turn to the rogues?

Had he deserved to die?

I rolled over onto my side, the window breathing fresh 
air onto me. My hair ruffled in the breeze, and I closed my 
eyes as Morri landed on the pillow next to me.

When it came down to it, if he hadn’t died, I would’ve.
I now understood the meaning of survival of the fittest.

The next morning dawned bright and unacceptably 
cheery. I headed to the infirmary before the mess hall to 
check on Phoenix. Jett, who was still sitting with him, said 
that he’d be fine in another couple of hours. 

It was in the mess hall that I noticed something
different about the place. We hadn’t lost any students or 
staff, but the mages who had come to help us had lost 
some of their own. They planned to leave as soon as they
could travel again to grieve in their own cities. 

When Iain and Netalia came to us at the end of the 
meal, I really thought they were just going to say 
something about the rogues. So I headed to the Main Hall
with the other students, completely unsuspecting. When
we got there, Professor Watt took me aside, but didn’t say 
a word. I looked at her, wondering why I’d been singled
out, but she refused to meet my gaze.

“After these few days of grief, I regret to tell you that 
they are not yet over,” Iain said, locking his hands behind 
his back. “One of the students here has broken our most 
sacred of rules.”

Fire shot up my spine and for the first time since 
meeting the rogues in the forest, I was wide awake.

Iain motioned something to Professor Watt, who 
pushed me forwards, though not roughly. I stumbled into 
the aisle between the rows of chairs.

“Sky, you have broken the rules by falling in love with 
your soul mate,” Netalia said, and I couldn’t help but 
notice something like triumph in her silver eyes. “For this, 
you are banished.”

“What?” I asked, just as the other students began to 
protest loudly. 

It was only when two of the city mages took me by my
upper arms to drag me from the hall that I grasped what 
was happening.

“Let me go!” I told the mages, wrestling against their 
grip furiously.

“Where’s your proof?” Theresa shouted at them from 
where she was standing.

“Yesterday we allowed her and Phoenix to be cornered 
on the upper levels. We saw with our own eyes the kiss 
that should never have taken place.”

“You were there?” I asked quietly, and the mages who 
held me froze in place. “You watched him get taken
away?”

“Yes,” Netalia said, and now I was sure that she was 
loving this. “And now we have the proof we needed.”

“No, enough!” I shouted, my voice echoing through the 
hall. I wrenched free of the mages. “The real criminals in 
this hall stand before us!”

Everyone looked to Iain and Netalia, who suddenly 
looked very uncomfortable.

“I lied, Netalia,” I told her. Everyone had gone quiet, 
listening to me. “I lied when I said our trip to Riverdoor 
was enjoyable,” I began to walk up the middle of the aisle 
towards them. “The city was in ruin, in despair. They 
were being hunted by a Du’rangor; Petre’s brother Samlin
was taken by it! They were cut off from their sister city, 
they needed mages, they needed help, but when they 
turned to you, their leaders, they got nothing!” My voice 
rose to a shout and Netalia flinched as though I’d 
physically hit her. I wish I had. “How long were you going
to stand by while your people suffered?”

“Stop!” Netalia screeched, but I was too far gone.

“NO! I’ve kept quiet for so long, but hey, the damage is 
done,” I laughed hysterically. “What else can you possibly
do to me? Huh? What else are you going to inflict upon
me? I’m sorry that I’m different. I’m sorry I broke the 
rules. I’m sorry for being the mage that wouldn’t abide by 
yourrule. But since when is it your decision to say who 
stays and who goes? You get rid of me, fine, that’s cool, 
but don’t think for a second, that I am done here. This 
isn’t the last you’ll see of me, I know it. And you know it 
too, don’t you?”

Netalia was white, her finger shaking as she pointed at
me. She opened her mouth to say something, but I cut her
off.

“No, I’m sick of hearing you ‘decree’ things,” I 
mimicked her hand movements as I said ‘decree’. “I’m 
tired of hearing you declare things. Who died and made 
you rulers of the world?”

“Queen Fleur,” Iain boomed suddenly, and I was so
shocked that I stopped talking. “On her death, we were 
charged with keeping the country running.”

“That was a thousand years ago,” I protested. “There’s 
no way that could possibly be true.”

“It is,” Netalia said. “We’ve kept this country in order 
since the Second Queen died.”

“Not very well,” I snorted, and a few students smirked, 
especially Petre. He was white and shaking with anger as 
he stood and marched to my side.

“My father called for your aid,” he said quietly. “I 
thought my little brother dead. He very nearly was. And 
now you banish his saviour? She’s saved all of us over and 
over again, proved her worth time and time again. My 
little brother will grow up to be a mage and I hope for his 
sake that you are not in charge when he comes here. I 
hope your bigotry is long gone before my brother steps 
foot through those doors.”

“She saved me as well,” Yasmin told her, coming to 
stand on my other side. “Destroying a dam that the 
Orthandrellians had built and cut off the water supply to
Abdoor. It was an illegal dam; you should’ve dealt with it 
before we had to. As a result I almost died and I would’ve 
if it hadn’t been for Sky.”

Tears were beginning to collect in my eyes now as I
heard their defence of me. But from the look on Netalia’s 
face, she was becoming more and more fond of the idea of 
banishing me. I was the problem, I was the catalyst, and
this would all go away, would all be forgotten if I wasn’t 
here.

“That being said,” she started slowly. “The fact is that
we rule this Academy. Not the students. Not the staff. 
Especially not you, Sky.” There was pure hatred in her
glance at me. I made sure it was returned. “We decide
how things are run in this country, and I will certainly not 
have my mind changed by a silly little chit who thinks she 
knows what love is!”

“So you think I don’t know what love is?” I asked 
quietly. I might have her here. “But you’re banishing me 
for it?”

The other students were murmuring to themselves. 
Netalia looked like she was realising that she might have 
just lost this argument. 

“Enough,” Iain said, his deep voice calming down any
conversation amongst the students and mages. “We’ve 
decided. Take her outside,” he said to the mages who stood
behind me.  

The students were on their feet now, shouting at their 
Master and Second Master. I didn’t let the older mages 
grab me again. Instead I walked, my heart banging in my 
chest. I felt like I was walking to my own execution. 
Everyone followed us out the front doors, onto the 
grounds which were sunny and bright. The breeze lifted 
my hair and dried the unfallen tears in my eyes as Morri
descended upon me, shrieking his disappointment. He 
landed on my arm for the last time, and I noticed that his
arrival had greatly unsettled Iain who was right behind 
me. 

“Goodbye, Morrigan,” I said, the tears beginning to 
flow. He flew off and I looked up to my bedroom window, 
to see with a painful twist of my heart, saw Larni staring
out of it, tears flowing freely down her cheeks.

Her scarf. I’d forgotten to give her the red scarf. Maybe 
they’d let me back inside for one last time. One last time 
to see my room and hug Larni goodbye. But one look at 
Netalia told me that she was going to do whatever was in
her power to make my farewell miserable. 

“NO!”

Everyone looked towards Jett, who had come to stand
in the doorway. The look on his face was utter disbelief.

“You would do to her what you would do to Lena?”

Iain’s face darkened.

“I am aware, Jettais, of your past mistakes, but it does 
not excuse another for repeating them.”

Jett fell silent, but the look of anger on his face did not 
subside. His eyes didn’t leave mine. 

“Sky, you have two minutes to say goodbye to 
everyone. Except one.” Iain was firm.

I bowed my head and felt the tears welling up. After all
I’d been through, I couldn’t even say goodbye to the one I 
loved. I would never see him again, and I would have no 
memory of him. 

Many pairs of arms encircled me. I cried into all of
them, as they cried into me. Dena, Theresa, Yasmin, Rain, 
Petre, Ispin, Dustin, even Raven was there. Others I didn’t 
know also joined the hug. We stood together for what felt 
like a few minutes, but before I realised that it had been
two minutes, Jett was pulling me away. 

“Wait,” I whispered, struggling away from him for a 
second. “Dena.”

She came to me, and hugged me one last time. I took 
advantage of the hug to whisper in her ear.

“Rose,” I hissed quietly. “Rose Evermore.”

A final squeeze and she stepped away, nodding slightly. 
My ticket to coming back here, to knowing all wasn’t lost. 
It felt fitting, as though one of my last acts in the mage 
world was disregarding the rules, for the last time.

Jett put his hand on my shoulder and steered me away. 
Everyone followed.

“You shouldn’t have done that, Sky,” he said quietly.

I ignored him; there was something more pressing on
my mind, something I needed to know before the end. I’d 
been suspecting for awhile, but I hadn’t let myself 
consciously think it.

“Jett!” My voice was hushed; I knew I couldn’t let the 
others overhear what I was about to say, no matter how 
badly I wanted it to be true. “Jett, you know her name, 
don’t you? Lena’s human name, what is it?!”

We stopped in front of Iain, Netalia standing just 
behind me. I turned away from the look of savage triumph 
on her face, instead looking at the crowd who’d gathered 
in the doors. I could see Dena standing next to the others, 
tears streaming down her face. Just when I thought Jett 
wasn’t going to speak, he lifted his head and spoke one 
word.

“Christina.”

“Sky, you have broken the rules of our world and will
be likewise punished. I call on the power as Master of this 
Academy-”

“Christina!” my chubby little legs carried me along, and
the name fell from my mouth again. “Christina!”

“There’s my beautiful little Rose,” strong arms scooped 
me up and I giggled with delight. “But you don’t call me 
that, sweetheart. You call me Mum.”

“Mum,”I repeated dutifully. “Mum.”

“To banish you hence-”

Suddenly everything was clear. I looked up at Jett,
seeing him as though for the first time, all of the little 
similarities. I opened my mouth to tell him. It seemed too 
fantastic to be true, but he’d confirmed it with her name. I
had one word to say, just one, that would fix everything.

“From this Academy and the continent of Lotheria.”

There was a bright flash of light. I heard my name 
being called by someone in the distance. He sounded 
upset. 

“Phoenix.” I murmured, and then I was gone. 

~Epilogue~

The soft sunlight woke me. I was tucked into my bed, 
the covers warm and familiar. My wrist hurt, and when I 
lifted it, I saw a splint. Why did I have a splint? I couldn’t 
remember, but my wrist was too painful to probe any
further. 

I could hear Mum in the kitchen downstairs. 
I groaned, staring up at the ceiling. I longed for the day 
when I would be different, when I could get out of Ar 
Cena, break the cycle of this lazy little town. 

But it wouldn’t be today.
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Heiress of Healing

(Heiress of Seven Cities #1)

By Sonya Lano

Every generation, seven sons are born to the regent
of the First Demesne, each of those seven sons fated
to rule one of the seven demesnes. This generation, 
there are no septuplets. There are no sons.

There’s only a single girl.
Forbidden by her father to ever heal again, Iminique
Demascus nonetheless saves the newborn princess from a
nameless evil. Born into a realm where the poor foment 
rebellion and the rich revile her as weak, the child is 
unwanted by both her parents and the people. Iminique 
becomes her sole protector, forced to ally herself with the
wizard who tried to murder them both, a wizard who casts 
spells that should be impossible.

Meanwhile, in the south, a young sorceress falls prey to an 
ancient enemy…
Read on for a thrilling excerpt from this 
emerging author...

The distant scream echoed through the palace corridors, 
cutting across a ballroom bathed in the glimmer of a
thousand candles and the men and women in brilliant 
jeweled tones swarming across it. For an instant they froze, a
vibrant slice of time suspended, then the scream stopped and 
they resumed their twirling and laughing, their tittering, 
toasting, and boasting, pretending they didn’t care what that 
scream meant.

Their shadowy counterparts whirled with them, spinning
inside the enormous arched windows that lined the stone
walls, stretching from floor to ceiling, the diamond-paned 
glass darkened by the night sky beyond.

Only Iminique
’s shadowy reflection stood still and silent 
among them, her eyes too wide and dark for her face, her 
diminutive form alternately hidden then exposed by the 
whimsy of the dancers twisting and twining around her.

Another scream shivered overhead, but this time the revelry
went staunchly on without pause. Only Iminique remained 
motionless, with every fiber of her being fighting the urge to 
seek out that scream and ease that pain. Her fingers twitched.
Her power pulsed at the edges of her mind. It made her head 
ache, full to bursting.

“You think she’ll birth a
 living childthis time?” Her 
father’s gravelly voice drifted across her bloated 
consciousness. His reflection scowled, dark brows swooping
down, self-indulgent jowls aquiver with indignation, their
owner well embroiled in his debate with another grim-faced 
ambassador. They flanked Iminique, two robust men in 
brocaded waistcoats, their thick fingers clutching wine
glasses and fiddling with decorative pocket watches.

“T
he midwives predicted twins,” came Ambassador
Henrikei’s conciliatory tone, his head bobbing forward. 
“That’s twice the chance of a living heir.”

“A living heir?
 Oneliving heir?” Snorting, her father lifted 
another glass of Second Demesne wine to his lips but then 
lowered it without drinking. “Who cares about twice the 
chance? We need the full seven. There’ll be mutiny among
the masses and murder among the nobility if she can’t bear 
the septuplets.”

Another cry wrenched across the ballroom. Iminique kept 
her eyes on the window’s dark reflection of reality and 
grappled with her throbbing power, tamping it down.

Henrikei grimaced, tapping a fingertip against his 
wineglass.“The septuplets have been born every generation 
for centuries, Joufei. And the queen is young yet.”

“And wed seven years with naught but miscarriages and
dead singles to show for it.” His voice hitched, stumbling
and slurring the hind end of his sentence.

The uneven rhythm of
her father’s faltering heart trickled 
into Iminique’s consciousness, bringing her head round and 
luring her, unwilling, back to the garishness of reality.
Slowly, as if the amassed power inside imparted her with the 
sluggishness of a dream, she looked at her father.

Two bright spots of scarlet splotched the cheeks above his 
wineglass’s rim, his florid complexion nearly as red as the 
brocaded ruby waistcoat straining over his paunch. Beads of 
sweat dotted his brow. Plucking out a handkerchief, he
dabbed at them, his breathing coming louder and harsher.

Pushing a tendril of magic into his skin, Iminique waded 
through the layers of fat, muscle, bone, and tissue, her 
mind’s eye following her magic’s path, tracing veins to the 
source of the irregular murmur: a build-up of...whatever it 
was that clogged the veins and arteries of his heart.

Swiftly and with the ease of repeated practice, she picked 
apart the blockage, dissolving it until it disintegrated fully
and his blood pumped freely, relieving the strain on his 
heart.

The crimson blotches on his face faded and he downed the 
rest of his glass, relinquishing the empty one and plucking
another full one off the tray of a passing servant.

The blue and gray liveried servant offered some to her, but 
Iminique declined. Known for its odd greenish color and 
fresh lemon-mint taste, Second Demesne wine was a muchsought-after luxury, but her first consumption of it tonight 
hadn’t impressed her. It still clung bitter and acrid to the
underside of her tongue, making her feel as if bile had 
gathered there rather than the leftovers of fine wine.

The servant bowed an exit, and Iminique noted that the
anxiety contorting her father’s face relaxed. He didn’t know
why he suddenly felt better, and if she could help it, he 
would never find out that her healing was keeping him alive.

Henrikei lowered his voice, sloshing his wine carelessly as 
he leaned forward. “I’ve heard there are riots in the Fifth 
Quarter again.”

Her father barked laughter, eyes following a pretty, darkhaired girl dancing past. “Riots! Huh. Nothing will come of
it. The malcontents will always rise up against their betters, 
but without the brains, the brawn or the supplies of the
wealthy, they will get nowhere.”

Iminique didn’t 
agree with him, but was smart enough to 
hold her tongue. She’d sensed the seething resentment that 
lurked below the surface of servility even in their own 
servants. The discontent stirring the heart of povertyhadn’t 
yet hardened into resolve, but the breaking point would come 
if the magnate did nothing to ease their plight.

“What we
 really need to watch out for are the weirs.” Her 
father’s eyes finally slid away from the dark-haired girl. He
smiled his meaningless smile at Henrikei. “Thankfully we
have the walls to keep them out.”

Again, Iminique held her silence. According to the words 
of the faded history tome buried at the bottom of her late 
mother’s trunk, the city walls hadn’t been ensorcelled to 
keep the weirs out, but had been warded against the shadowhungry. The weirs being locked out had been a side effect, 
not the intention.

But with the passage of five hundred years and fickle 
human memory, who could say now what the truth was?

“There’ve been attacks on supply wagons.” Extracting his 
handkerchief once again, her father dabbed at a spot of wine 
on his upper lip and then jabbed the bit of cloth in the air for
emphasis of his next point. “Surely you’ve noticed the 
increase in guardsmen that accompany us on our trips
between demesnes.”

“What was that?” Overhearing her father’s words, short, 
wiry Ambassador Irvon leaned over from a cluster of 
ambassadors standing beside them. Excusing himself from 
his circle with a nod and a smile and smoothing back his 
black, oily hair, he joined Henrikei and Joufei. “If it’s the
shapeshifters you speak of, I had a run-in with them just last 
week. Had to kill two of the beasts myself.” His narrow 
shoulders shuddered and his hands fluttered as if searching
for a transient glass of liquid fortification. “Can’t say how 
strange it is watching the animals turn back into humans 
once they’re dead – makes you feel like you just killed 
people rather than monsters. One of them was a woman.” He
shook his head, lip curling. “I can’t believe they send their
females into battle like that. But they’re getting out of line. 
I’ve been petitioning the magnate to do something before
they go from attacking travelersto attacking the walls.”

Her father clapped Irvon on his back, nearly sending the 
little man staggering. “The walls will keep them out, Irv.”

Irvon regained his balance and leaned forward intently, 
head shaking. “The protection spells are failing. They’ve
found holes in—”

“The spells have held for centuries.”

“Things change.” Irvon jutted out his diminutive chin, 
making him resemble a belligerent youth. “The spells are
fading, and there have been rumors that the mages are
growing weaker. Each generation, fewer remain who can 
reconstruct the original spells should they fail. As it is now, 
the mages can barely repair the wards where there are gaps. 
What’s to happen if the spellsbreak completely?”

Henrikei raised his wine glass. “That’s right, Irv! They
need all the mages they can get. We should round up the few 
we have and shuck ‘em down to the Seventh Demesne to…”
His words trailed off and an awkward silence ensued. Two 
sets of eyes flicked toward Iminique and away.

“What are you looking at my daughter for?” Her father’s 
dark brows swept low over narrowed eyes.

Henrikei ducked his head in mute apology, but Irvon 
wasn’t so tactful. “Your wife was a healer, was she not? That
means your daughter—”

“Will neverheal,” her father clipped out.

Irvon faltered, stepping back as if dodging a physical slap.

“Come, Daughter.” Latching his fingers onto her thin 
shoulders, her father spun her around and steered her away. 
“It’s time you meet the other ambassadors and their 
families.”

His fingers digging into her flesh and the rough inelegance
of his movements unexpectedly brought that horrible night 
rushing back, the night he would never forgive her for. His 
hands had bruised her shoulders then, too, as he’d dragged 
her silent and devastated away from her mother’s body. He’d 
been shouting then, calling her incompetent, her powers 
useless. He had sworn that night that she would never heal.

And she had silently sworn that she would. That somehow, 
some way, without him knowing, she would learn the craft 
he’d forbidden her mother to teach her, the powers he had 
never let her use until that night – after the physicians had 
left, after he’d sent the servants away, after he’d locked the 
door to make sure no one would see. The powers that had 
failed her because she did not know how to use them.

But never again. Never again would another die because 
she could not heal them.

His grip gradually loosened and his breathing returned to 
normal as they circled the ballroom, meeting group after 
group of normally staid, now slightly inebriated ambassadors 
and their equally nondescript families. Iminique smiled at 
them over teeth gritted against her uncomfortable, too-tight 
dancing slippers, the blister forming on her heel, the stinging
soles of her feet, and the ache in both her ankles. Ignoring
her own discomfort, she sent her magic questing through 
those her father introduced her to and she healed what 
infirmities she found, reforming everything back into its 
natural flawlessness.

All too soon they stood before Ambassador Indrix Oufei, 
the most respected ambassador of the Seven Cities, and his
nineteen-year-old son, Brent – the reason her father had 
forced her to come tonight, even though at thirteen most 
considered her too young to be presented at a ball.

Being the obedient daughter she was, she studied him with 
the air of one who hadn’t already rejected him in her mind.

Although of average height, he still towered over her. His 
dark brown hair had been combed back and slicked down 
with some kind of pomade, and his thick eyebrows were
arched and groomed over narrow, critical brown eyes. His 
nose sloped gracefully downward in a straight, aristocratic
line, shadowing the thin mouth that cut into his features like
the slash of a knife.

“…Iminique,” her father was saying, his smile wide and his
chest puffed out with pride. “My daughter.”

Brent’s sulking lips parted in a grin, revealing two rows of
perfect teeth and a certain charm not visible when he was 
brooding. Taking her hand, he brought it to his lips and
kissed her knuckles, his eyes never leaving hers. Intense and 
secretive as a thief’s, those eyes promised something
perverted, as did the intimate way his fingers slid back and 
forth against her palm.

Iminique dipped into a curtsy, wanting to pluck her fingers 
out of his grasp but knowing she mustn’t cause a scene. 
When he relinquished her hand, the clammy heat of his 
fingers clung to her even through her silken glove, and only
her sheer doggedness to adhere to courtesy kept her from 
peeling off the silk and discarding it.

While their fathers exchanged formalities and tidbits of 
news, Brent watched her with avid – unwelcome– interest. 
Iminique endured his delving gaze and maintained her polite
smile, nodding when it was expected of her and contributing
when requested to. But even as her father led her away, 
Brent’s eyes, intrusive and…unwholesome, slunk behind her, 
creeping over her shoulders in a sensation reminiscent of 
cobwebs clinging to her in a dark passage.

“That would be a fine match, Daughter!” Her father, 
buoyed up out of good spirits and overflowing into effusive 
goodwill, seized her hand, tucked it into the crook of his 
elbow, and patted it fondly. He practically strutted among the 
guests, nodding here and waving there as if he were the ruler
of the First Demesne himself. He loweredhis voice. “And he
appeared quite taken with you.”

Iminique made a noncommittal sound and then bit her 
tongue on more as her father rambled on, extolling the 
benefits of a match with Brent Oufei and glorifying his 
assets.

Dancing on the razor’s edge between dutiful daughter and 
secretly rebellious became harder the older she got. 
Eventually she would have to tell him she would never 
marry– ever. That she refused to pay the price her mother 
had.

But not tonight.

The endless string of ambassadors resumed, and Iminique
pasted her polite smile back on her face to match everyone
else’s. Though no one spoke of it, they were all acutely
aware of how ill it boded that the queen’s screams had 
stopped but no one had yet come to announce the birth. 
Keeping pace with the false cheer, Iminique bobbed curtsies 
and nodded smilingly at banalities and all the while healed in 
secret.

It was as she was making the unpleasant discovery that one
of the ambassadors’ unwed daughters, a sallow, thin-lipped 
girl of sixteen, was quite definitely pregnant with an 
illegitimate child, when Iminique’s skin started to prickle.

Every part of her tensed, suddenly aware of some other, 
darker power stalking her.

No, not stalking her; it already crawled its meandering way
inside her healing, twining around her magic like a snake, 
plucking at it, testing it.

Her heart pounded in her ears. The metallic pungency of 
fear clung to the roof of her mouth, joining the acerbic, 
fermented aftertaste of the Second Demesne wine. Noises 
became muffled, as if the magic had cut her off from the rest 
of the world. She could still see it, see the dancers, their
faces split with ghastly laughter, see the ambassadors and her 
father in animated discussion, a mere hand’s-reach away, see
the wives and daughters leaning close and winking, winking
at some delicious gossip, but she no longer felt a part of it.

Father. She tried to speak, to clutch his jacket sleeve, but 
no sound came out. Her arms wouldn’t move.

The malicious magic curled around her, tightening each 
moment. The edges of her vision went dark.

In the distance, the queen screamed. Iminique felt it more
than heard it, felt it quiver in her bones.

The magic whipped away, toward the queen, forsaking
Iminique and leaving her sagging.

Her father’s grip on her elbow yanked her from her trance
and hefted her up, his face thrusting toward her, filling her 
vision. Iminique struggled to focus on him, on what he was 
saying, but she was gasping for breath. Clinking wine glasses 
and voices sounded too loud, assaulting her ears and making
her cringe. The cloying fragrance of over-perfumed dancers 
swished past and mingled with the overpowering scents of
body odor and sweaty armpits. Bile merged with the fear 
already lodged in her throat.

Her father gave her arm a disgruntled shake. “Daughter?”

Everything snapped into focus, with one thought 
tantamount.

The presence had gone after the queen.

And she had to stop it.
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