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Glossary of Elemental Talents

Emotergy (Emo)

The ability to sense, shape and project emotions and energies.

Astrovoyance (Astro)

The ability to perceive thoughts, glimpse the past and project multiple versions of oneself.

Aquakinetics (Aqua)

Mastery over water in all its forms, from vapour to ice.

Lunamancy (Luna)

The ability to wield gravitational and tidal forces.

Florakinesis (Flora)

Control over plant life, from growth to decay.

Heliokinesis (Helio)

The power to manipulate light and solar energy.

Psammokinesis (Psam)

Mastery over sand, dust and the earth.

Pyromancy (Pyro)

The control of fire, heat and combustion.

Soulreaping (Soulreaper)

The ability to capture souls and manipulate the dead.


Games Master’s Post

20th Day of Mors Half, Stellar Year, 1200

Citizens of the Triumstellar Accord,

Can you hear the ocean stirring? Soon, Aurora Isle will rise from the depths, called forth once more by the alignment of our three moons, Crea, Vita and Mors. The ballot has been cast, the teams have been chosen, and the Reckoning draws near.

But this year, our three principalities shall bear witness to a tournament unlike any before. An extraordinary spectacle to mark its three-hundredth anniversary. The tides of tradition have shifted and, for the first time in history, twenty-four teams will enter the arena. Twice the contenders, double the stakes … and an even greater thrill!

In the coming days, we will see courage falter and bonds splinter. After all, legends are never forged without a little ruin. I could share more, but I am not one to divulge all my secrets at once. Stay vigilant, dear friends. For when the gong sounds, the tournament will begin.

Yours ever-watchful,

The Games Master


Chapter One

Anguish. The energy surrounding this place reeks of it. A lonely cottage perched on a hill, a dark silhouette against a brooding sky. Arched windows peek through a covering of overgrown ivy, panes waxy with age.

My boss, Alaric, didn’t tell me much about this job. Only that the old couple who lived here recently died, and their family wanted the place cleansed of any negative energies left behind. Apparently, a Soul Wraith has been seen wandering the four walls.

Weeds claw at my ankles as I cross the wild garden. Their thorny fingers snag greedily at my tights, and a small nick sends a run up the side of my leg.

I curse under my breath. That’s another pair ruined. I’ll have to try and fix them in my room tonight, after my sister, Elara, has gone to bed. She’ll never let me hear the end of it if she finds out I’ve ruined my last good pair. We don’t exactly have the money to replace them. Recently, we haven’t even had enough money for the heating.

The air around the cottage is thick. It’s like trying to breathe through a mouthful of dust, suffocating with the bitter taste of neglect. Half-empty milk bottles litter the porch, filled with murky rainwater and crusted with grime.

I retch as the smell of sour milk fills my nostrils. Quickly push open the front door and step inside. The floorboards groan, dust particles pirouetting through the air.

My rucksack lands on the floor with a thud, and I rifle through it for a bundle of sage and a box of matches. Once lit, the sage crackles softly. Little orange embers eat away at the dry leaves until plumes of white smoke curl through the air.

I suppress a sneeze, inhaling the dust and the wisps of sage that envelop me as I crouch down to inspect the post. The floor is strewn with newspapers, piles of unopened envelopes and old copies of magazines.

Blooms & Roots Digest. Herbal Living Quarterly. One of the old residents must’ve been a Flora. I doubt they’d approve of the garden’s current state. Most Flora elementals wouldn’t be caught dead with weeds strangling their rose bushes.

The low sound of a hummed tune drifts towards me, and I look up. As if conjured from my thoughts, a tiny figure with white hair clutching a pair of knitting needles crosses the end of the hall, a half-knitted scarf trailing behind her on the dusty floor.

There you are, I think. Seems like an easy enough job.

The old lady stops at the foot of the stairs. Still humming. Knitting needles still clacking together. She has her back to me, entirely unaware of my presence. I tiptoe forward, trying not to startle her. But the floorboards are old and uncooperative.

The wood lets out a splintered whine. She doesn’t move. I take another quick step forward, feeling the hair stand up at the back of my neck. She’s almost within reach. There’s a force tugging at my skin, urging me towards her.

I give in to the pull, allowing my Emo senses to focus on the threads of energy surrounding the old lady. Forming around her. I reach out a hand. All I need is a single touch…

My fingers reach for the dangling end of her scarf, wrapping it around my hand and yanking it back. The old lady ducks and escapes the loop.

Her knitting needles clack against the floorboards, and she runs straight for the wall to her right, her small, hunched figure melting through it like it’s absorbing her.

The scarf evaporates in my grasp, leaving a stain of wispy black energy hovering in its place.

“For Aether’s sake…” I wave the stain away with smoking sage. It was an amateur move, lunging at her like that. I was too eager. They’re always faster than they look.

I fling the sage at the wall in frustration. So much for an easy job. My fingers trace the gritty surface of the wall through which the old lady disappeared. I follow it down the hallway until I reach a closed door.

The doorknob twists easily, and I take a deep breath. I throw the door open. A cosy kitchen stares back at me.

The wooden cabinets are weathered and worn, and crooked shelves showcase an array of jars filled with herbs, spices and mysterious colourful concoctions. Potted plants sit wilted on the sun-drenched windowsill, their leaves now dry and brittle. No old lady.

I approach a cauldron perched on the stovetop, recoiling at the sight of a murky, lumpy substance within. Its aroma is faint – dirt, mostly – but I still wrinkle my nose in distaste. Floras and their concoctions. If you ask me, the family will have a much harder time cleaning up this mess than a roaming demon.

Moving towards the shelves, I scan the collection of jars. The contents are mostly chalky and crystallized, but a small glass shaker grabs my attention – starbliss zest, a vibrant yellow spice known for its ability to amplify flavours.

I only know this because Elara has been gushing over it in some cookery catalogue for weeks. She would absolutely adore it, and it just so happens I’m yet to find her a birthday present. The glass shaker finds a home in the front pocket of my tunic, and I give it a satisfied pat before turning and surveying the rest of the kitchen.

Something stirs inside the pantry. This time, I don’t rush. I take my time, slowly approaching the wooden door. I throw it open. The old lady stands frozen with her back to me. Her shadow throws strange shapes against the shelves at the back of the pantry, twisting and writhing unnaturally. Its outline is sharp and jagged, a contrast to her rounder, plumper form, and it’s dancing and contorting like it’s trying to escape.

We’re both quiet. Motionless.

I close my eyes and try to focus on her bitter energy. I remind myself that I’m not facing an actual old lady, but a demon donning her face, born from whatever tragic, untimely death had claimed the old couple who lived here.

The old lady spins. I only see her dear, innocent face for a second longer before her skin pales and her wrinkles deepen, her irises turning dark as coals, shrinking like prunes as the Soul Wraith begins to reveal itself. The old lady stares at me, and then a cough shudders through her, spraying out a thick midnight-blue liquid.

I bring my hand to my mouth as the liquid trickles from her eyes and ears, carving a path down her neck and into the collar of her dress.

The sight is horrifying enough to scar any unsuspecting person for life. But this isn’t my first dance with a Soul Wraith.

The first time I saw one, I was barely old enough to understand what it was, or what it meant that I could see it – what it meant to be an Emo, an elemental with the ability to sense emotions and energies.

Soul Wraiths are corrupted energies, born from traumatic deaths. If left uncleansed, they twist and corrupt, transforming into demons that feed off fear, grief and despair. Only an Emo can see a Soul Wraith in its exposed form, and it only reveals itself to other elementals when it assumes a human face. Soul Wraiths haunt and pester, causing a slow decay to the people and places around them.

By the time Elara saw her first Soul Wraith, she didn’t have our parents to turn to for guidance. We were two little girls, huddled together with five other foster children sleeping in beds around us.

I remember telling Elara to ignore the demon. To instead focus her talents on the positive energies that surrounded us – the warmth of our tiny bodies pressed together, and the lingering sweetness of the boiled sweets we pinched from our foster mum.

Elara never saw another Soul Wraith again after that night. At school, the scholars marvelled at her ability to control, manipulate and absorb positive energies. I was proud of her – jealous, too. Because no matter how hard I tried, I’ve never been able to sense anything positive after our parents died.

Where most Emos can choose whether to embrace negativity, I was thrust into it, compelled to master it, because it was the only option I had.

“You like testing my patience, don’t you?” I ask, though I’m fully aware there’s no chance of a response from the Soul Wraith.

I make my next calculated move quickly, snatching a chair from the small dining table behind me and hurling it at the old lady.

She screams a high-pitched screech that makes me wince. Her figure disperses; an eruption that splatters the midnight-blue liquid all over my body.

“Thanks,” I drone, wiping the sticky substance from my eyes and stepping back.

The exposed Soul Wraith flits past me in a shroud of black, only vaguely resembling something human. It zooms through the kitchen, toppling the remaining three dining chairs, and slithers around the doorframe back into the hallway.

I sigh as I try to scrape the liquid off my face and out of my straight black hair, but it clings, stretching into slimy strings before splattering on to the floor. The odour catches me off guard. It smells sharp and metallic. I didn’t register what it means before.

Most Soul Wraiths I encounter are spawned from untimely deaths caused by accidents – manifesting as black smoke – or illnesses – erupting as white smoke. It only strikes me now… Midnight-blue liquid means poison.

Chills ripple across my skin, but there’s no time to consider the implications. I hurry across the kitchen into the hallway, where I bend to collect my bundle of sage. It’s no longer burning, so I have to rekindle it.

The hallway is still. Even the shadows seem to hold their breath. To my right is the staircase in front of which the old lady first appeared. The stairs stretch up to a sunny landing, but, despite the warm rays streaming through the window, the air is chilly – that’s how you know an exposed Soul Wraith has come through here.

I follow the chill down the hallway into a parlour at the front of the cottage. An ancient piano sits in the corner. On the wall above it hangs a row of family portraits. A man and woman, ageing together over the years.

I recognize her tiny figure and white hair, a cardigan hugging her small frame. She’s smiling and her brown eyes are warm, gleaming with kindness. It seems so beyond the realm of possibility that she was once kind, now that a Soul Wraith dons her face.

The fading plumes of sage follow me through the parlour. I glide my fingers along the intricate details of the fireplace, pausing for a beat as I stare into the dark abyss of the chimney’s gaping mouth. It would be a good place for a Soul Wraith to hide, but I’m not sensing any energy inside.

I tiptoe towards a small leather trunk next to a battered emerald sofa. There’s nothing special about its appearance. But I can sense it. A vibration so subtle, stirring such faint inky-black tendrils through the air that I nearly overlook it.

“Got you,” I whisper as I edge closer, sage in hand.

The Soul Wraith stirs inside its confinement, but I’m ready. The trunk is slightly ajar. I slide the sage through the crack, and a torrent of energy bursts forth, wild and untamed.

It flies over my head, and I gasp. My first instinct is to fling myself back across the sofa, reaching out with every ounce of my being. The moment my fingers brush its feathery tendrils, the Soul Wraith succumbs to my touch, and I absorb it like I’m inhaling it.

The sofa envelops me as I close my eyes and let myself be consumed by the unfolding vision. It’s old and fractured, marred by the Soul Wraith’s shadow, but I can make out the form of the old lady, captured in a world of despair.

She’s sat by the kitchen table, sunlight streaming in through the window and surrounded by earthy fumes bubbling up from the cauldron. She wields a golden pincer in her thin, shaky fingers, harvesting starbliss zest from a potted starflower in front of her.

Something startles the old lady. Someone, rather. I can’t make them out, but the sight of them stains the old lady’s soul with anguish, which darkens throughout their verbal exchange. I can only make out fragments.

“What are you doing here?” the old lady demands.

The intruder speaks in a smooth, melodic tone, but her words drip with a poisonous edge. “I’m here to collect my inheritance. From my dear brother, rest his soul. Isn’t it tragic how he died? Bandits, I hear. Ambushed him on his way to the capital. I don’t imagine he had much to steal, by the looks of this place.”

“He didn’t leave you anything. He wanted nothing to do with you.”

“His feelings towards me are irrelevant. He had some … family heirlooms in his possession. Now that he’s gone, they rightfully belong to me.”

“I vowed never to let you have them.”

The air around the intruder crackles with restless, impatient energy. It’s warm and heady, like fingers drumming against my senses.

“Where are they?” she demands.

The old lady rises to her feet, her pincers extended like a weapon. “I know what you’ve got planned,” she says. “I’ll never tell you where they are, even if you kill me.”

“As you wish…”

The vision shifts. It’s pressing down on me, crushing my ribs. The old lady keeps shaking her head and saying, NO. NO. NO.

Then suddenly, all I can taste is an overwhelming sourness … and bitterness rushing up my throat. The intruder’s fingers curl around the old lady’s neck. She begins to cough, and I grab at my heart.

It’s a sharp sensation, like a blade gutting the old lady from the inside out. I can feel the air being pulled from her lungs, see darkness clouding her mind, her senses dulling to nothingness. A quiet, terrifying surrender as her soul is pulled from her body, leaving behind only cold silence. In a flicker, as if extinguishing a candle, the vision splinters.

The Soul Wraith, now cleansed through my absorbing its negative energy, dissolves, and I sit up, gasping for air.

This doesn’t make sense. The vision indicates that the old lady was strangled. Any basic tome on Emotergy would confirm that a Soul Wraith erupting in blue liquid signals death by poison. It’s one of the fundamentals – red embers for death by fire, soapy foam for suffocation or drowning, black shards for bloodshed, black mist for accidental death, and white mist for death by illness. Each dispersal is a reflection of how the victim’s soul was corrupted; a twisted echo of their final moments. I must be missing something.

My heart is in my throat, gagging me. It’s not often I’m shaken, especially during a job, but that encounter was far more intense than I bargained for.

Something wicked happened to that old lady. It was cruel and cold and inhumane. I can still taste it in my mouth. I push my hair behind my ears, and my hand comes away sticky with sweat and slime. I’m about to get up and leave when a force – something icy and relentless, stronger than any Soul Wraith – grips me. It tugs at my core, pulling me towards the floor until I’m on my hands and knees.

I blink, confused. Lingering effects from the vision, perhaps?

I’m searching for the bundle of sage when I sense it. A flicker of energy. Something on the floor, or, more accurately, under it.

I lower myself closer to the floor, peeling back the rug that covers half of the floorboard in question. It’s slightly raised at the edges, like it’s hiding a secret. My fingers slip easily under the upturned corner, and I give a gentle tug.

The floorboard resists, but only for a moment. It pops suddenly, nearly tossing me back, and there it is, in the recess beneath – a small embellished chest, like a jewellery box, covered with dust. I reach in and lift it out. A thick layer of dust comes away on my finger, and I grimace. It must’ve been years, perhaps decades, since someone stashed it under here.

The old lady. Her husband – who must have been the killer’s brother, murdered by bandits. Are these the family heirlooms from the vision? The items the old lady refused to give up? They must be priceless if someone is willing to kill for them.

I bite my bottom lip as an all-too-familiar battle churns within me. It would be so easy… No one even knows this is here…

A part of me knows that stealing from Alaric’s clientele could be a one-way ticket to losing the only job I’ve ever been good at.

But on the flip side, I’m not being paid well for my services. Elara and I need the money. Plus, if nobody is aware that something’s been taken, can it even be called stealing? I hold my breath, caught in a tug of war with my conscience.

Eventually, the pull of temptation proves too much to ignore. I open the box. Purse my lips. I’m almost disappointed. I was expecting it to be filled to the brim with jewels, but all I see are three golden rings. Still, any one of these is probably worth more Sol than I could make in a year, if not two. And there’s something about them, an energy that makes my skin prickle.

I reach into the box. A gnawing, invasive power emanates from the first ring I touch, an eerie whisper echoing in the shadowy recesses of my mind. I recognize what I’m sensing, and my stomach rolls.

These rings are Necroseals. A Soulreaper’s relics. Soulreapers are elementals with the ability to manipulate the forces of mortality.

At school, we were taught that a Soulreaper’s reaping is more than just separating life from death. It’s a violent extraction of essence. Their power corrupts and twists, consuming one’s very being.

It makes sense now, why the Soul Wraith spewed blue liquid despite the old lady not being poisoned. And I was wrong. She hadn’t been strangled either. The old lady had been made rotten from the inside out before her life force was sucked dry. It must have been the work of a Soulreaper.

I’ve never met one. They’re rare among elementals. Most were either executed or subdued and heavily monitored after the Great Unrest several centuries ago.

The Great Unrest was a brutal civil war that ravaged the three now-united principalities, Astraloria, Wrisha and Solara, ignited by the desire to control resources. Some Soulreapers were deployed to raise armies of the dead for battle, and others to infiltrate enemy lines and drain the souls of rival soldiers while they slept. Their talents were unpredictable and volatile.

After the war, the newly formed High Council passed the Soulreaper’s Decree to oversee and regulate the practice of necromancy. Young Soulreapers are schooled and monitored at the Necronova Academy in south-western Wrisha, and any Soulreaper found to be practising their talents without sanction is banished for good.

I can’t believe the Principal Guard could have let this crime go unnoticed. Perhaps the Soulreaper responsible has already been apprehended – or they’re far craftier than anyone gives them credit for. I must remember to ask Alaric. Maybe the old couple’s family mentioned something to him.

I look back at the rings. If these really are Necroseals, they’re worth even more than I thought. My fingers plunge into the box. I help myself to two rings, one adorned with a ruby and the other a delicate light-blue moon diamond.

The third is a gold band. It’s plain, no gems, but, looking more closely, I see it’s covered in delicate engravings. Elara would love this.

I pocket my three rings, grab the sage, which has rolled under the sofa, and return the box to its hiding place. Sure, I’m not supposed to swipe from clientele, but who’s going to know? Besides, after that vision, I’m definitely not getting paid enough to have a conscience.

I slam the front door on my way out and don’t look back.


Chapter Two

I’m not a fan of dark woods at night. But Auxin Forest on the outskirts of Stellargrove earns a rare exception.

The soft rustle of leaves and crunch of twigs underfoot create a sound that is oddly comforting, even now as I’m navigating an overgrown footpath through almost complete darkness, with only lumen flowers to light my way to water.

They unfurl all around me, emerging from damp moss-covered crevices to cast a pinkish soft glow on my path, like stars at my feet. I rub one of the petals between my fingers, smiling at the luminescent glow left on my skin.

When Elara and I were little, we used to love using lumen sap to craft designs on each other’s faces and write secret messages under our beds that could only be seen at night.

Our mother would scold us whenever she found out – lumen flowers are an endangered breed, so picking them is forbidden. Although that never stopped us.

I trail silently after the flowers through the overgrowth. Finally, I emerge into a clearing where a waterfall tumbles into a shallow pool. Sizzling toads crackle and hiss as they plop in and out of the water, their tiny round bodies resembling glowing coals. They’re mesmerizing to watch, but this is about as close as I want to get. I still have a burn mark at the base of my heel from my last unfortunate encounter with a sizzling toad. That was the final time I agreed to gather freshwater grass for Alaric and his tonics.

I look up at the trio of moons as I kneel by the pool’s edge. Then I look back at the water and assess my reflection. Two hazel eyes, framed by long black strands of hair, gazing out of a pale, exhausted face. I can’t wait to get back home to Elara. It’s foraged soup on the menu tonight. Hopefully with cake as dessert, if she’s managed her baking today.

I dip my hands into the cool water, then begin to scrub the blue goop off my face and hair. The water can only do so much without the aid of soap, so once my hair is at least pliable enough to work with my fingers, I gather it into a ponytail, use a black ribbon around my wrist to tie it, and pat my face dry with the hem of my tunic.

My fingers dip into my front pocket to cradle the pilfered rings. They’d better be worth something.

I walk around the edge of the pool. On the far side of the waterfall is the secret stone path concealed by a tangle of foliage. I nudge the leaves aside, my feet treading gingerly on the slippery stones.

In an instant, the tranquil evening outside transforms into a lively hubbub as I enter a sprawling cavernous chamber. A chaotic assortment of tents rise in various sizes, cobbled together from old blankets, tarps and scraps of fabrics. Warm light floods the space, splashed across the stone ceiling by various solar lanterns positioned along the walls.

The air hums with idle chatter, merchants and shoppers doing their business, their shadows nodding and shrugging in exaggerated caricatures of deals made or lost.

Many of the shoppers wear masks when they come here. That’s how you know they have a reputation to uphold. But the Night Market doesn’t ask questions. Here, you can trade and barter almost anything, no questions asked – if you’re willing to settle for a price below fair value, that is.

Two hooded figures linger near the cavern’s entrance, tendrils of dark voidroot smoke wafting from their concealed faces. I know them as the twin apprentices of Hanz, the village metalworker, but they eye me differently here than when I pass them on my way to work. No flirty grins or suggestive winks, only wariness in their stares as I navigate the crowd.

The thing about the Night Market is that you can’t trust anyone. You never know if the person you’re dealing with is secretly a turncoat, ready to trade their secrets about this place for a quick reward from the Principal Guard.

All in all, it’s not exactly the most secure operation, which is why the market is always on the move, never sticking to one location for long.

I only came across the Night Market a few months ago when I tried to pawn a stolen pendant to a jewellery merchant in town called Buddy. He recognized the pendant as belonging to an old widower – turns out the late wife had brought it in to get fixed not long before her death – and I begged him not to report me.

I suppose he took pity on me, and that’s when he told me of this place.

I practically have to deliver an oath of secrecy every time I go asking for the newest location. Buddy usually makes me sneak him some of Alaric’s hair growth tonics as payment, which I suppose is only fair.

Of all the different locations, though, the cave has to be one of my favourites. It’s warm and sheltered, and I find the way the din of voices reverberates against the backdrop of the waterfall oddly calming.

Buddy’s tent is where I’m headed now. The intoxicating aromas of prohibited herbs and spices drift upon the air as I press deeper into the market. Some sweet, some woody, some earthy.

At one booth, a Flora merchant uses their talents to transform seeds into vibrant yellow morphean poppies in the blink of an eye. An eager customer reaches out, accepting the gift without a second thought. He places it on his tongue and surrenders to the euphoric embrace of the plant’s influence. The merchant sees me watching and offers a petal, but I decline with a shake of my head. I can’t deny I have been curious about trying a morphean poppy, but, for all their fragile beauty, morphean poppies are equally addictive and dangerous.

I’ve heard far too many grim tales of people falling into comatose states after overconsuming the flower to consider taking a bite myself.

I pass the solar recharge point. The line is long and market-goers are impatient, waiting to replenish their home power units at a fraction of the cost it would take to recharge at the Principal Grid.

I navigate through the line, quickly before anyone thinks I’m cutting in, and head for a tent tucked away in the furthest corner of the cavern.

Inside, a show of jewels glitters in glass cases. Each piece vies for attention, and the collapsible displays, like accordions jutting from wheeled suitcases, seem poised for a hasty retreat should the situation call for it.

This is Buddy’s tent. He’s a tall man with a mousy face, but his eyes are always sharp, even when he’s got that friendly smile on his lips.

I nearly don’t spot him where he’s hunched behind a display case arranged with bejewelled pocket watches, rubbing at the glass with his sleeve.

“Ah, look what the cat dragged in,” he says, tucking his arms behind his back as he takes in my dishevelled appearance. “It’s a pleasure as always to see you, Talia. Even on your worst days.”

“That’s no way to speak to one of your regulars. And you’re not supposed to use my name,” I remind him, browsing an arrangement of ruby rings in one of the cases by the entrance. They’re all beautiful, but dwarfed by the one I’ve brought tonight. Good.

“My mistake,” Buddy concedes, raising his hands in a gesture of surrender. His long, slender fingers seem almost greedy as they gesture at my pockets. “Now, let me see what you’ve got.”

“Two rings. A ruby and a moon diamond.” I retrieve the jewels from my pocket and drop them into his palm.

Buddy holds them up to the solar lantern hanging from the post in the centre of the tent. He squints at the pieces.

“They’re both of impeccable craftsmanship. Rather ancient, too, I’d wager,” he whispers, mostly to himself. His expression sharpens as he looks back at me. “These rings, were they both … acquired from the same establishment?”

“I found them both in an old box. They won’t be missed.” I bite the inside of my cheek, mulling over my next choice of words. “I have reason to believe … no, I’m confident they’re Necroseals.”

“Confident, are you?” Buddy purses his lips in thought. “Perhaps a touch delusional, too, thinking you’d find a merchant willing to buy these. Necroseals are useless to anyone outside the original owner’s bloodline.”

“That won’t matter to a Soulreaper desperate for power,” I counter, though I’m not entirely sure my tone carries enough conviction.

Buddy holds the moon diamond ring between his fingers first, then the ruby. He scrutinizes them with one eye closed. His talents as a Helio elemental with light manipulation abilities allow him to verify their authenticity in a single glance.

“I’ll take the ruby for fifty Lun.”

“Only the one?” I ask as Buddy hands back the remaining ring. “Is there something wrong with the moon diamond?”

The merchant strides to the back of the tent, where he keeps his cash box, and retrieves a key from a chain around his neck.

The key clicks in the lock, and the cash box pops open. His fingers work swiftly, counting out my payment before he snaps the box shut, locks it again and tucks the key into his shirt.

“It’s a fine gem, no doubt,” he says, handing me the coins. “But I can’t risk buying more than one stolen item from the same place – especially Necroseals. Sorry.”

“Since when are you so particular?”

“Since ol’ Mikey got himself caught by the Principal Guard, that’s when.”

I’ve never met Mikey, but I know he was the only other jewel merchant in our little village, Stellargrove. Buddy’s only competition.

Buddy continues. “Got too greedy, he did. Bought a trunk full of pearls from a band of graverobbers and got caught the next day. It’s just me now, so I need to be careful. Can’t afford to take any chances.” Buddy hooks his thumbs into the pockets of his jumpsuit, an old brown thing he wears on rotation over button-up shirts. “One jewel, I’m afraid. That’s the deal. Take it or leave it.”

“Please, Buddy. I really need to sell these.”

“Don’t waste your breath haggling, sweet. Are we settled on fifty Lun for the ruby, or should I lower my price?” Buddy’s brow furrows as he studies the coins in his palm.

I sigh in defeat and reach for the payment, dropping the coins into the front pocket of my tunic.

“Try the next village over, if you desperately need the money,” says Buddy, much to my surprise. “Moondance Haven, there’s a jeweller there. A bloke named Kane. He’ll take it off your hands.”

“How do I know he won’t report me?” I ask.

“Kane and I go way back to my days as a travelling merchant. He won’t rat you out, but I can’t guarantee you’ll get top coin for your goods.” Buddy smirks. “He’s a bit of a swindler, which is why we don’t do business.”

I nod my thanks.

Buddy diverts his attention to charming a masked lady by the tent’s entrance and, with his focus elsewhere, I explore a scattered array of brooches arranged on a velvet cushion.

The cool touch of rhinestones against my fingers beckons and, in an instant, a flower-shaped brooch adorned with pink and yellow gems becomes the newest addition to my front pocket. If I go to Moondance Haven, I can try and sell it there, too.

I’m weaving my way home through the Night Market when a prickling sensation creeps up my spine.

It makes me uneasy, and I know it can’t be guilt. I’ve pilfered things from Buddy before, and a lone brooch certainly won’t unsettle his deep pockets, so it must be something in the air. A stir of malevolent energy somewhere amid the crowd.

I quicken my pace, winding through the endless tents and stalls. But I can’t shake the feeling that someone is watching me. A glance over my shoulder reveals a shadowy figure with straw-like hair and a long beige coat, three steps behind me. I try to shake them off by immersing myself in the market’s offerings. First, I peruse a selection of voidroot edibles, then I feign fascination as a Helio merchant works his light-manipulation talents to recharge an entire cart of solar lanterns and home power units. With my heart pounding, I steal my way towards the exit, walking faster and faster.

That’s when a merchant, heaving a rolled-up rug on his shoulder, unexpectedly whacks into me, sending me hurtling to the ground.

“Watch it!” I blurt out, scrambling to gather the two rings that have tumbled from my pocket on to the muddy ground.

I look up. The straw-haired figure – a man with a scar across his cheek – is standing over me.

“Is that a moon diamond you’ve got there?” he asks.

I shove the rings into my pocket and grab my fern shears from my right sock before standing up.

“Why are you following me?” I snap.

“Why do you have a weapon concealed in your sock?”

“In case creepy men stalk me through the Night Market.”

The man laughs. “Don’t flatter yourself – I’ve got better things to do. But I couldn’t help but overhear your little conversation back there,” he says with a knowing look, nodding towards Buddy’s tent at the back of the cavern. “It would seem you’ve got some jewels to get rid of. A Necroseal, perhaps?”

“So, what … you’re here to rob me?”

“The opposite, actually. I’d like to buy the moon diamond ring. Provided you’re speaking the truth about its power. I’ll give you forty Lun for it.”

“No way. Buddy gave me fifty for the other ring, and this one’s worth more. Fifty’s my final offer. Take it or leave it.”

The man smiles. “You drive a hard bargain,” he concedes, taking a coin purse from his inside pocket. “Mind if I pay you in Sol? I’m a little light on change.”

“It all comes out to the same thing.” I retrieve the ring with gritted teeth, keeping it closed in my palm until he reveals the money.

The man counts out the payment, five gold coins with a radiant run on the side. “Here you are,” he says, extending his hand.

I pocket the money and hand over the ring, my grip still firm on the shears. “Don’t even try to follow me home. I’m not afraid to use these,” I warn, attempting to sound more menacing than I feel.

He chuckles. “Safe journey home, dear. I only care about the jewel. I won’t be following you.”

And a moment later, his lanky form melts away into the crowd. Though strangely, the feeling of being followed stays long after he’s gone.


Chapter Three

“Talia Louise Sereneth, do you know what time it is?” my sister shouts when I finally make it home. I know that tone. I’m about to get a lecture.

Inside, Elara flies around the tiny kitchen, her patchwork apron fluttering like the wings of a butterfly, and her favourite wooden spoon dangerously close to falling from its perch in the front pocket.

As she flings open the oven, a cloud of steam fills the room. I greedily inhale the smell of lemon and poppy seeds.

I’ll never not appreciate coming home to the smell of cake after a day spent wrestling with a Soul Wraith – even more so tonight, after my run-in with the strange man at the market. He promised he wouldn’t follow me home, but I kept an eye out nonetheless. The thought of him skulking around outside right now, watching us through a crack in the curtains… I wouldn’t think twice about using my shears if he tried to hurt Elara.

Elara retrieves the tray and sets the cupcakes down on the countertop. “Jeez, Talia, look at the state of you,” she exclaims. “What happened?”

“Nothing I couldn’t handle. It was a tricky Soul Wraith, that’s all.” I secure the latch on the front door behind me. “Don’t worry about it.”

Elara regards me seriously, a light-blonde wisp of flour-dusted hair drifting on to her face. “I wish you wouldn’t do this, sister.”

“We don’t have enough money not to. And you know me – there’s a twisted part of me that enjoys it.” I take a seat on the rickety three-legged stool by the door.

Shoes and socks discarded, I dip my feet into a bucket of warm water she’s prepared for me. Elara hovers, her discomfort palpable in the way she chews her lip. She’s never been one to handle Soul Wraiths well, and she’s perpetually concerned about my potentially tracking negative energies into the cottage after a job, even though we both know that’s not how our Emo talents work.

“How can I not worry?” she persists, pointing her wooden spoon at me. “Especially when you’re back this late.”

I press my back against the cool wall. “Sorry, El, but you know I like to clear my head by walking.”

Her eyes narrow. “Then why do you reek of voidroot smoke?”

Avoiding her gaze, I finish drying my feet and slide on my slippers. Elara returns to her cupcakes, and I hope that’s the end of our discussion. I wouldn’t want to spend the night after her birthday bickering over the same old thing we always do. Especially since I haven’t even given her my gifts yet.

I watch quietly as Elara works her Emo talents. Her fingers twist delicately, drawing thin, gleaming threads of positive energies from the air – warmth and joy and whatever else she can sense that I can’t.

The energy swirls gently around her hands before she rubs her fingers together, and it drifts like glitter on to the cupcakes, soaking into them. Now, anyone who eats one should experience those same positive energies.

“I’m serious, Talia,” she says after a moment. “You’re my big sister, and I look up to you. I hate seeing you waste your talents. You’re so good at what you do. Why settle for a minimum-wage job clearing demons out of people’s attics for a living?”

“Even if I wanted to enrol somewhere like Nexus Academy, we can’t afford the tuition,” I say, rising from the stool and walking to the four-seat dining table. I grip the back of the chair. “Besides, there’s no way I’d make the cut for admission. I can’t sense positive energies, remember?”

“You used to.” Elara’s voice is gentle. She pauses a few seconds before adding, “Before Mum and Dad died.”

I gulp hard, feeling it tear into my heart.

Memories of our parents flicker before me. My mother’s freckled face, her laugh, the way my father used to carry me through the village on his shoulders…

Elara and I were both so young when our parents died that most of what we know about them as people was learned by way of second-hand accounts. They were historical consultants at an excavation site in the southern principality of Wrisha, using their Emo talents to monitor energies at a lost temple.

One day, the temple collapsed, leaving only a handful of survivors, and our parents weren’t among them. That was the day I became half an Emo, only left with my negative-sensing abilities, and also, in some ways, a mother.

Since then, I can hardly recall what it’s like to conjure positive energies – unlike my sister, whose talents blossomed even in grief. She chose hope, whereas I found myself clinging to the past. To the shattered dreams of what our family could’ve been.

At school, the scholars didn’t understand my inability to sense positivity. They chalked it up to incompetence, but I knew that wasn’t the case. I spent hours in the village library poring over every book imaginable on the subject.

Studies have shown that an Emo’s talents mirror their deepest emotions. It’s all about one’s state of mind. Those who can only tap into negative energies have usually gone through some serious trauma or life-shattering event, which sounds about right in my case.

I’m not worried about it, though. I’ve been doing fine the way I am. But I hate that it bothers Elara more than it bothers me.

“What about you?” I ask, sitting down at the table. “Why haven’t you tried enrolling in Nexus Academy? You’ve got the potential.”

Elara piles spoonfuls of pastel-pink icing into a piping bag to decorate the cupcakes. The icing comes out in glistening swirls. “Like you said, we can’t afford the tuition.”

It’s a pragmatic answer, but there’s a deeper truth lurking beneath her words. She hasn’t gone to school because she doesn’t want to.

Where most elementals in the Triumstellar Accord are more than willing to play the game of societal advancement, Elara’s always been more of a dreamer, keen to follow her heart rather than chase money.

That’s where the two of us differ. I work hard so that Elara can dream. She doesn’t know it, and I would never tell her, but I’ve tried applying to Nexus Academy.

It didn’t matter that I could snuff out the most elusive Soul Wraith or identify any negative energy by scent alone. As soon as the board discovered my inability to sense or conjure the preferable positive energies, they dismissed me – to no one’s surprise, really. The Principal Academies have always been … selective.

There are ten academies dotted across the three principalities, all grand institutions with rigorous entry requirements. Nexus Academy specializes in Emotergy, and it’s situated just outside our village. We frequently see students visiting on their days off.

When an elemental graduates from a Principal Academy, they’re expected to choose from a handful of predefined career paths specific to their talent. The options for Emos have always been limited. There’s the path of historical consultancy, like our parents’ work; the path of emotional healing, helping individuals grapple with past traumas; the path of emotional architecture, designing spaces to elicit desired emotions; and the path of conflict mediation, arguably the most challenging of all, which involves influencing emotions during stately negotiations to promote empathy and understanding between opposing parties.

I wouldn’t mind taking up a career in emotional healing, as it can’t be too different to what I’m doing now. But in any case, it’s out of my grasp now.

“Our home power unit is running low,” Elara says, as though I hadn’t noticed, mixing more icing in a bowl. “I had to turn the oven’s temperature on max before it started warming up.”

I stare at the old tinny oven behind her. I suppose it’s been a while since we made a trip to the Principal Grid to recharge. The last time, it was so expensive we had to beg our landlord, Huck, for an extension on the rent. He wasn’t overly keen on the idea, so I’m not sure it’s a viable option.

“I’ll see what I can scrape together. Maybe we can go this weekend,” I say. I can use some of the money I got for the rings tonight. Or perhaps I can take our home power unit to be recharged at the Night Market. It’s most certainly cheaper, but I’ve always been hesitant. Elara already asks too many suspicious questions as it is.

“So,” she asks, flicking me a look, “this tricky Soul Wraith. Is it anything you’d like to talk about? Any reason for the blue smudge on your cheek?”

I laugh. “You’re observant as always, El. But no, not particularly. It was just another job.” My fingers trace shapes across the tabletop, a subconscious attempt to erase the unease tightening at my shoulders. I can’t stop recalling it.

The Soulreaper’s touch, so cold and jarring. The old woman’s final gasping breaths, before her soul was plucked from her chest.

“By the way,” I say, keeping my voice casual, “do you know who used to live in that run-down cottage, the one on the hill, overlooking Auxin Forest?”

“No idea. I can ask around the bakery if you’d like?”

“Don’t worry about it,” I say. “I’m just being nosy.”

Elara wipes the tip of the piping bag with her finger and gives it a taste. “I don’t know how you do it. The grief. The tragedy. The malevolence.”

“You get used to it.” My gaze remains fixed on the table. A cupcake unexpectedly appears before me, and I can’t help but crack a smile. “I saw you infusing these. Are you trying to use your talents on me?”

“What’s wrong with a bit of warmth and joy after a long day?”

“You make a strong case…” I sink my teeth into the soft, buttery cake, and there’s an instantaneous bloom of something warm and tingly in my chest.

The influence of Elara’s talents takes effect, bringing a smile to my face. It feels so real, so entirely undeserved. The Soulreaper, the old lady … they all melt away. I give in to the pull and let the happiness be.

“Mmm,” I mutter in between bites. “This is honestly so good. And I’m not just saying that because I’m riding a high.”

Elara bites her lip. “Do you think? I have an audition tomorrow at the bakery. If my cakes sell out, they’ll assign me a permanent spot in the main display case.”

I excitedly leap up from my seat. “Elara, this is huge!” I rush to her side, grasping her hands. Hers are so much softer and more delicate than mine. They’re a little clammy, too.

“Are you nervous?” I ask, sitting back down.

“Well, yeah, of course I’m nervous. This opportunity could change everything for me … for us.”

“And it will, El. Your cakes are irresistible.”

“Thanks. Although…” The smile on Elara’s face fades as she withdraws her hands and starts fiddling with her arrangement of cupcakes, each adorned with a perfect pink swirl and crowned with a teardrop berry. “It’ll be an added expense. I’ll have to pay for the ingredients myself – I can’t use the stuff at the bakery – and I’ll have to bake them at home, too, so there’s the extra cost of the electricity for the oven and for the lights. And I’d be renting the display space.”

“What? That’s ridiculous,” I protest. “You’ve been working at the bakery for nearly six Stellar Years. The least they can do is offer you one measly shelf.”

“I know it’s not fair, but that’s how it is.”

“Well, luckily for you…” I reach into my pocket and retrieve the money I earned at the Night Market, dropping it on to the table and sliding it towards her. I smile. “My dream is to see you open your own cake shop, El. If you become successful, I can quit my job and sit around all day eating cake.”

Tears glisten in Elara’s eyes. “Thank you,” she says, reaching for my hand and squeezing my knuckles. “I don’t deserve you.”

“True,” I say, grinning. “Which reminds me, I believe I still owe you a gift for your birthday yesterday.”

I present the starbliss zest.

“Talia, no, you shouldn’t have…” Elara grabs it with both hands, eyes shining as she opens the top of the shaker to release the aromatic spice within.

I catch the most fleeting whiff – a dance of sweetness, nuttiness and a hint of something sharp that teases my nostrils.

“Wow, I can’t believe you got me this. The bakery keeps theirs locked in a box. It must’ve been expensive?”

I ignore her question and add, “That’s not all I got you.”

Elara shakes her head when I retrieve the gold ring from my tunic. “No, that’s too much. Where did you get this?”

“It doesn’t matter where I got it. It’s for you.”

Elara gasps and takes the ring, immediately placing it on her finger. “Tal, this is beautiful, but – be honest – did you … steal it?” A frown forms between her brows, and she shakes her head, tugging the ring off and pushing it away.

“I didn’t steal it.” The lie feels natural on my lips. “You’d be surprised how grateful some of my clients can be.”

“So, it was a gift?” She narrows her eyes before running her finger over the intricate patterns engraved in the gold.

“Happy birthday, little sister.”

She looks up with tears in her eyes, and it’s all that I imagined and more. “I love it. I love you, Talia. You’re the best sister in the world.”


Chapter Four

I’m late. Again.

“I’m off, El! Good luck with the audition. You’re going to wow them – I’m sure of it!” I shout up the stairs as I dash around the kitchen in a frenzy, grabbing up my rucksack and stuffing it with a coat, some nuts and a stale bread roll for lunch. I should’ve left for work twenty minutes ago.

I slam the front door and sprint through the valley. It’s a steep cobblestone path winding through pale stone cottages with thatched roofs and long stretches of fields awash with blue and purple wildflowers.

The heart of Stellargrove is perched at the head of the valley, with a waterway snaking through it from the south and into Auxin Forest to the north.

The village stirs under the morning sun. People are throwing open windows, sweeping doorsteps and shouting goodbyes as they head off to work. The cottages here stand shoulder to shoulder, huddled close to the waterway’s edge. Windows are small and round, often fogged with condensation, but flower boxes burst with well-tended blooms, and the overpasses that cross the waterway are decorated with breathtaking mosaics of flowering vines and constellations.

I bliss out, glancing over the edge of an overpass at the sun’s glow in the waterway below. Yesterday feels like a distant memory. All the bad energy from that cottage seems to have left me, no doubt the work of Elara’s infused cupcake and just her sisterly love in general.

I cross another overpass the moment a watercraft glides along the waterway beneath it. The vessel’s sleek hull is a masterpiece of dark wood, carved with swirling patterns of currents and leaping fish.

Wide fan-like paddles churn the water at the rear, while a canopy of vines and branches arch gracefully overhead to shade the passengers. In front of them, the helmsman has one hand resting on a steering mechanism, while the other is lazily draped over the side of the watercraft, guiding the vessel along the waterway using his Aqua talents.

I’ve never been on a watercraft; you need money to travel that way. Besides, where would I even go? My travels rarely extend beyond Stellargrove and its surrounding forest, occasionally the neighbouring farmlands for a job.

I continue over the bridge towards the marketplace, where vendors are arranging their stalls with fresh produce and homemade crafts. Children scuttle in and out of my path, laughing as they chase each other down the street. The scent of fresh bread mingles with the breeze and hunger gnaws at me. And something else, too.

The air in the market is bristling this morning. I can see its troubled energy, swirling like a greasy black fog around the villagers huddled in clusters by shop entrances and market stalls.

It tastes sour, like unripe citrus on my tongue. Fear. Leaves a metallic bitterness in my throat. Grief.

I hurry along the marketplace, trying to ignore the thin whisps of negative energy staining the air around me like black ink spreading through water.

A crow perched on a weathered signboard regards me with keen, intelligent eyes and lets out a loud caw. The sound sends a shiver down my spine.

I pick up my pace, my attention flicking to a banner unfurling down the street, suspended between two shops. A woman with a serious expression is using her Luna talents to toy with gravity, effortlessly hoisting the banner into position, while two men are anchoring the ropes to the wall. I scan the banner’s golden text.

Celebrate the 30th Commencement of the Reckoning

Under the stars, the brave take flight.

In Aether’s glow, they find their light.

With hearts ablaze and spirits high,

they race beneath the endless sky.

For those who soar and seek their end,

a wish is granted from heaven’s descent.

Honour to the Triumstellar Accord. Blessed be the stars.

I roll my eyes. The Reckoning is all everyone’s been able to talk about since they announced the competitors through the Crystal Ballot last week.

The first instalment of the Games Master’s Post showed up on our doorstep the very next day – as it did at every door across the three principalities – and Elara was only a frame short of hanging it on the wall.

Sure, the Reckoning only comes around once every ten Stellar Years, when a rare eclipse calls Aurora Isle to rise from the Sea of Storms, but I can’t find it in me to be interested in some masked figure’s ramblings about a tournament that’s practically a death wish.

Three deadly trials over three days. Twelve teams of two – twenty-four teams this year, to celebrate three hundred Stellar Years since the tournament’s establishment – contending against the island and its unpredictable obstacles. The grand prize is a single wish, granted by a star that fell from the sky centuries ago.

A smirk creeps across my lips. I can already predict the wish will be squandered on some form of self-serving nonsense.

The last tournament’s winners were a pair of arrogant guys who wished to become the most handsome men in the world. They returned from Aurora Isle as celebrities and remain in the spotlight even now, gracing high-society events and attending book signings for their memoir, The Price of Glory: A Reckoning Story.

Then, of course, there’s the selection process. It’s so elitist.

The High Council, comprised of the rulers and one elected representative from each Principality, conducts The Draw in a grand arena packed with nobles, scholars and curious onlookers willing to pay handsomely to witness the spectacle.

Each submitted team name, written in ink mixed with drops of its players’ own blood, is sealed inside a glass sphere and placed in a crystal vessel filled with shifting sand. One by one, the High Council members take their turns picking a team.

The rulers of the three principalities draw first, followed by their chancellors, until all the teams have been chosen. Each time a name is pulled, the glass sphere is shattered on the ground, and the chosen team is announced to a roaring crowd.

When the ballot first opened in the winter, Elara made a joke about the two of us submitting our names together as a team.

“I know what I’d wish for,” she’d said, dreamily lying beside me in bed. “I would wish to have Mum and Dad back. So that we can be a family again.”

I remember scoffing, then. “Sorry, El, but we’d have a better chance at winning the lottery than that death sentence of a tournament. You know the survival rates. Only rich heirs and heiresses with egos big enough to think they’re invincible submit their names.”

“I’m just dreaming, Tal.”

I knew that. Because even if we wanted to enter the Reckoning, we couldn’t. The chosen competitors are almost always city-born and Academy-trained. This is because if you’re not enrolled in one of the ten Principal Academies or other recognized training facilities, you can consider your entry automatically rejected.

Anyone undergoing private training may only enter if they are registered and personally approved by the High Council. And for that, you need money. Lots of it.

I’m about to stop by the coffee stand across the road from my work when I notice the inky tendrils of energy coming off the ivied exterior of Ye Old Herbcraft, Alaric’s apothecary. The same blend of fear and grief permeating the rest of the village.

What is going on this morning?

The bell above the door jingles as I enter the apothecary, and one of the celebratory garlands Alaric hung above the doorframe comes tumbling down. I stand on my tiptoes to tuck it back into place. Red and gold, the Reckoning’s signature colours.

Sacrifice and glory. Blood and prestige.

As I turn back round, I let the rich, earthy scents of the shop envelop me. It’s a cramped space, but every inch of it drips with greenery.

Rows of dried herbs hang in bundles from the ceiling – sage, rosemary, respalyptus and wiqa stalk, releasing sharp, peppery notes as I pass under them – and the shelves are stocked with oils, tonics and poultices for every ailment imaginable.

Alaric is engrossed in conversation with his band of retired gossip-mongers, most of whom I suspect only tolerate him to cash in on the friends and family discount.

I brace myself for a lecture, but Alaric barely notices me as I scuttle past to grab my apron from the back room; doesn’t even glance in my direction as I proceed to mist the selection of herbs in the window display.

It’s normally one of my favourite morning pastimes – hiding behind a curtain of bright-red sunfire pepperleaves while eavesdropping on the group’s gossip – but from the energy coming off them this morning, I’m not sure I want to hear it.

“Found the merchant face down, they said,” Lucius, a retired astrologer, laments.

My attention sharpens. I pause my misting and glance over.

The group is gathered around the sales counter, with Alaric at the centre, hunched over today’s newspaper.

“Found dead in his room in the Stellargrove Inn,” he reports, fingers combing through his long, white beard. “It says here Moby was the one to make the discovery. Can’t be good for business, I reckon.”

I choke on my coffee. Found dead? How horrifying. No wonder the entire village is whispering about it. And poor Moby, too. He’d only inherited the inn from his late father a few months ago. The place had been teeming with Soul Wraiths – some with histories dating back to Stellargrove’s origins as an agricultural plantation for the Astralorian royal family.

“Well, with that face, I’d wager the man was no stranger to trouble,” another man grumbles, thumping his chubby fist on the counter. Dallard’s his name. He’s some kind of bigwig on the town council.

My body is on autopilot, continuing to mist the herbs as I listen in. Then I realize I’ve been so caught up in their conversation, I’ve unintentionally drenched some of the plants.

I set the spray bottle down, retrieve my shears from my boot and begin to trim the stray stems and leaves.

Lucius scoffs. “You don’t get a scar like that if you lead an honest life.”

A scar. I startle, accidentally snipping the head off an aurora blossom. The blades slicing through the thick stem create a jarring sound, and Alaric looks up.

“Oh, Talia. I didn’t see you come in.”

“Morning, Alaric,” I reply, sweeping the severed blossom under a nearby wooden planter and stumbling numbly towards them. “I-I’m quite shocked to hear about that man’s death. You said he was … a merchant?”

Alaric scans the newspaper and shrugs. “That’s what it says. A jewel merchant. But he doesn’t look the part, I’ll tell you that.”

I edge towards the counter until I can discern the photo on the front page. I struggle to mask my horror. A man with a scar across his face, framed by light, straw-like hair. It’s him, my stalker from the Night Market. I sold him a stolen Necroseal, and now he’s dead.

The article swims in and out of focus before me. Merchant found dead. Suspected murder. Initial examination indicates poison, but Soulreaper involvement not ruled out.

I back away, feeling clammy and nauseous. Bile rises in my throat, and I have to force myself to breathe.

No need to panic. Weird coincidences happen all the time. He was clearly an unsavoury character. Who says his death has anything to do with the Necroseal?

At the thought of it, another kind of fear grips me. A powerful jewel like that is bound to pique the Principal Guard’s attention.

Assuming the merchant still had it in his possession when he died, they will have launched an investigation – and if they have an Astro elemental on their team, like Lucius with the power of retrocognition, they might be able to trace the ring back to me.

“Whatever the circumstances around this fellow’s death,” Alaric says, “if there is some kind of ruthless murderer on the loose in Stellargrove, you should refrain from walking alone at night, Talia.”

“You live with that baker sister of yours, don’t you? Down in the valley near the forest?” asks Lucius, acting like he doesn’t know Elara by name.

Back when our parents passed away, he still served as the village astrologer, and we found ourselves in numerous counselling sessions with him. I had hated them. He was always prying into the raw, private moments Elara and I shared, huddling together in bed as we cried ourselves to sleep.

“I’ll be fine,” I insist, smoothing my apron with shaky hands. “I know how to take care of myself.”

Dallard cocks a sceptical brow but doesn’t say anything. My heart hammers against my ribs as I rearrange the tonic shelves, trying to listen in on the rest of the men’s discussion, in case they have more information on the story. But they seem to have flipped the page in the newspaper and are now discussing the ballot results of the Reckoning.

Dallard pokes at the newspaper with a stocky finger. “Only one privately trained pair in the Reckoning this year.”

“Can’t say I’m surprised,” says Alaric. “The privately trained pairs were the first to go in the last tournament. Didn’t have the same grit as the Academy-trained folk…”

“Grit?” Lucius guffaws. “What distinguishes the Academy-trained from the rest is not mere pluck, but rigorous discipline and training. I notice the daughter of that famous sandshaper in the Principal Guard is among the competitors. Savannah Dlamini, if I’m not mistaken. That’s where my wager lies.”

“I’m betting on these two.” Alaric points at the ballot. “Gigi and Gunther Beck. A pair of twins, both Pyros, with a stack of inter-Academy endurance trophies to their names. Heard they won this year’s Inferno Challenge. The only team to keep their flames burning through fierce winds and torrential rain.”

“I think it’s rubbish they’re having twenty-four teams compete this year,” Dallard complains. “I’ve seen five Reckonings in my lifetime, and twelve teams is the tradition.”

“The tides of tradition have shifted, old friend.” Alaric rolls a peppermint leaf between his teeth, and it takes me a moment to recognize his words. They’re a quote from the most recent instalment of the Games Master’s Post. “It’s a bit of honorary fun. We’ve had three hundred Stellar Years of ordinance, after all.”

While the men grumble on, lamenting change and bickering over how they’d have fared as competitors in their youth, my mind inevitably drifts back to the dead stranger. More specifically, the stolen Necroseal he bought from me.

I bite my lower lip. It’s a horrible, wicked thought, but I hope whoever killed the merchant took the ring.

My stomach twists. How could I have been so reckless? Peddling stolen jewels to a stranger. My instincts warned me about him, but I brushed them aside. Now, who knows what kind of mess I’ve landed myself in? I hope the merchant didn’t have any family.

I’m still cursing my stupidity when the shop door bangs open, the bell’s loud jangle nearly making me drop a glass vial in my hand.

The vial, filled with a swirling red tonic, slips slightly in my fingers before I tighten my grip, heart racing. For a moment, I’m convinced it’s the Principal Guard bursting in, ready to haul me away. But it’s not.

It’s James, Alaric’s son. And you don’t have to be an Emo to tell he’s not coming with good news. His face is a fiery red like he’s been running, and beads of sweat are gathering on his forehead.

“James,” Alaric says with a frown, “what’s the matter?”

James is huffing and puffing, struggling to string two words together. “It’s Buddy,” he says, hands on his knees. “He’s … he’s dead.”

I feel like I’ve swallowed a stone. The shop spins around me, the faces of the men shifting in and out of focus. I’m desperately hoping that this is all just some sick, twisted joke, or a dream I’m about to wake up from. But it isn’t. It’s real.

Two men. Both of whom I did business with last night. Dead.

And then a chilling thought snakes into my mind. One is a coincidence. Two is a pattern. The Necroseals. This has to be connected to them. But how could anyone have known I took them? Those rings were stashed away in some dusty old box. Hidden beneath the floorboards. Even more baffling, how could anyone have known I sold them?

The straw-haired merchant must’ve talked. Buddy is careful, professional. He’s bought more stolen jewels from me than I can count.

A cold sweat breaks out on my forehead. If someone found out about the stolen jewels, and they’re willing to kill to reclaim them…

It hits me like a pile of bricks.

Elara. The gold ring I gave her last night.

“Talia!” Alaric shouts after me. “Where do you think you’re going?”

But I’m already out of the door.


Chapter Five

I’m sprinting as fast as I can, until my chest is on fire and a crippling stitch embeds itself into my side.

The winding cobblestone path is narrow and uneven, guiding me on a steep descent into the valley. Past the sprawling fields of wildflowers, past the pale stone cottages to the fringes of the forest, where a handful of smaller houses huddle together, their moss-covered roofs sagging with age.

On a better day, the little house Elara and I share would be bathed in warm, golden sunlight, but today, as I approach with bated breath, there’s an unsettling chill surrounding the place and the sky is ominously overcast.

Worry cinches around my heart, squeezing until it feels like a pair of strong hands are pressing down on my chest, harder with each breath.

I wade through the overgrown garden, suddenly acutely aware of the silence that surrounds me.

When I spot the front door ajar, my stomach churns.

Something is terribly wrong.

“Elara?” I shout as I burst through the door.

Upon first glance, everything appears as I left it a few hours ago. The small kitchen basks in soft, diffused light, and the air still smells faintly of sugar and butter.

Elara’s at work. Of course she is.

But then I see them, and something frigid snakes through me. Elara’s cupcakes sit on the edge of the dining table, neatly displayed in a ribboned box. She had her audition at the bakery today. There’s no way she would’ve left them behind.

“E-Elara, are you here?” I call out again, but the only answer is the haunting echo of my voice reverberating through the cottage.

My teeth sink into the tender flesh of my cheek. There has to be a logical explanation for this. Last night, Elara was a bundle of nerves. Odds are, she forgot the cupcakes. Or chickened out of taking them.

I try to ignore the fact that her coat is still hanging on its hook near the stairs, her work shoes still lined up beside the front door. My knees are weak as I pad up the stairs. I pause on the landing. Try to home in on any foreign energies that may lurk in the house.

The top of the landing is always dark – the solar lantern hanging from the ceiling has long run out of power. But today, the darkness seems to stretch, reaching across the matted carpet to Elara’s bedroom door.

I shiver. It’s ajar.

Oozing with dark energy.

The murky tendrils coil sluggishly through the air, clinging to the walls and seeping into the cracks near the ceiling. It tastes of ash, dry and choking, coating my tongue with a sharp acrid sensation that lingers. It’s the energy of despair.

I take a deep breath and force myself forward. My arms feel paralysed, refusing to push the door open. Please, no. With a silent prayer on my lips, I step inside.

Like the rest of the house, everything looks normal, but it’s as though all the life has been sucked out of the space, leaving behind an unsettling void. Then I see a crumpled form next to the bed. Time freezes, yet my body moves on its own.

I run forward and collapse to my knees, gathering Elara into my arms. She’s in her work clothes, hair in a neat plait.

“No, no, no…” I wail, tears trailing down my face. “Please, Elara… What happened to you? Wake up!”

I stroke her cheek. Her skin is cold. She’s not breathing.

My vision is blurred as I take in the signs. Her lips are wrinkled, eyes dull and glassy, and, most strikingly of all, her cheeks are emaciated, as if her soul, the very essence of her, has been sucked away. I search Elara’s fingers for the golden ring. She’s not wearing it.

It’s not on her nightstand. Not on her dresser. It’s gone. Any doubt about who’s responsible for this immediately dissipates.

This is the work of a Soulreaper – the Soulreaper from the cottage on the hill. The one who killed that old lady. I naively assumed that the Principal Guard had arrested her. Surely, her family would’ve reported the murder?

That’s when I realize. The Soulreaper was the old lady’s family – I know that from the vision.

What if she was the one who approached Alaric to have the cottage cleansed? Hiring me to cleanse the Soul Wraith was never about closure. It was a cover-up. The Soulreaper wanted me to erase the last trace of evidence tying her to the crime. I think back to how desperately she wanted those jewels.

How could I have been so foolish? The room closes in around me. Those jewels might’ve been hidden, but they were never forgotten. The Soulreaper had been searching for them, and I found them. Then I stole them…

I fold in on myself, shaking, hot tears streaming down my face as I cradle Elara’s body. The memory is marred now, but I can still see her face, her radiant blue eyes filled with gratitude when I gave her the ring. She called me the best sister in the world.

This can’t be real. She can’t be gone.

Last night, everything was normal. She was here, rushing around the cottage, nervous about impressing her boss with her cakes and excited about the future. How could someone steal her away like this?

She’s innocent. It’s me who is guilty.

I’m the thief. This is all my fault.

A scream tears from my chest, and it lights a spark of fury within me. A blazing, bristling vow to find the person responsible for this, and to make them pay for stealing the only light I had left in this world.


Chapter Six

Boiling, seething rage courses through my veins like fire.

It drives me east through the valley, away from Stellargrove to the densest edge of the forest, where the old, brooding cottage sits exactly as it did yesterday. As though mere seconds have passed since I left through the front door, and my entire life hasn’t just been yanked out from under me.

A vengeful energy swirls in the air around me, clinging like a swarm of bees, and I’m drawing strength from it as I press forward – the only action that seems to make sense right now.

Tears blur my vision, but I clench my jaw to stop them from falling. I reach the cottage door and try to throw it open, but it won’t budge. My knuckles pound against the wood, a rapid and desperate rhythm. I know the sensible thing would be to report Elara’s death to the Principal Guard and let them investigate, but being sensible is the last thing on my mind right now.

Whoever did this must pay.

The door groans open, and I prepare to fling myself forward. But, to my surprise, when I see the woman standing on the other side, I can’t bring myself to move.

The woman before me is nothing like the sullen Soulreaper I expected, but I know instantly it is her. She’s tall and slender with sharp, angular features, and she’s swathed in a button-up burgundy dress that cinches at her waist, made of fabrics that are too exquisite for anyone who lives around here.

I’m not entirely sure why she needs more Necroseals. Her hands are adorned with them – sapphires, ambers and citrines.

The Soulreaper’s posture exudes a quiet grace that’s entirely at odds with her wavy yellow-blonde hair and reddish-brown eyes. “Yes, dear? Can I help you?” she questions.

When I open my mouth, my tongue feels numb. A single tear falls. I’m not as good at hiding my grief as I thought I’d be.

“Oh, heavens. Please, come in and take a seat,” the woman says. “We’ll get to the bottom of whatever is distressing you.”

My feet carry me forward before rational thought can kick in. I’m retracing my steps from yesterday, stepping over the haphazard piles of old newspapers and scattered magazines. A harsh orange glow spills from the tulip fixtures overhead. I suppress a gasp. I didn’t see it yesterday, but a dark stain spreads along the ceiling of the entry hall. Like the roots of a poisoned tree. An illness that’s taken hold of the cottage from the inside.

The Soulreaper ushers me into the parlour. Her hand is surprisingly gentle on my back as she guides me to the sofa. I lower myself with hesitation, stealing a look at the corner of the rug beneath me.

It doesn’t look disturbed. You can barely see the edge of the floorboard curling up underneath.

My mind clings to fragments of the last day. Am I dreaming? None of this makes any sense. I was only late for work this morning, and now my sister is gone.

The Soulreaper disappears for a moment, leaving me to gather my breath before returning with a steaming cup in her hand, swirling with a frothy indigo liquid.

“Here we are,” she sings. “A cup of nightsage tea for the nerves.”

I shake my head to say no. The sweet leafy smell reminds me of my mum – she used to brew us a cup of nightsage whenever we got hurt as children – but I can’t stomach the thought of food or drink right now.

“Please, dear, I insist,” the woman says.

I take the cup from her, gazing upon her smiling face. I don’t see anything at first, but then, with a blink, something in her eyes shifts, just for an instant. It feels ominous and dark, hauntingly familiar. It dawns on me why. It’s the same feeling of bitterness I experienced yesterday, here on this very sofa, when I touched the Soul Wraith.

It’s the taste of corruption. Murder.

I rest the cup of tea on the chest beside me and lift my gaze to meet her eyes once more. The Soulreaper blinks again, and dark wisps of negative energy slither across her features, the innocence in her face at once replaced by something sinister and rotten.

“Something wrong with the tea?” she asks.

I don’t care to answer. I’ve had enough of this charade.

My hand shoots up to snatch one of the dark wisps swirling around her shoulder and, as I absorb it, a vision forms in front of me. Elara, standing at her mirror, tying a ribbon around the end of her plait. She adjusts the bow, lost in thought.

Then, in the reflection of the mirror, she sees two reddish-brown eyes lurking in the corner of the room, framed by tangled yellow-blonde curls. Before she can move, another figure, a hulking man, grabs her, his filthy hands smothering her scream.

I hear her voice tremble. Broken pleas escape between her captor’s fingers.

The Soulreaper approaches as the man holds Elara tight. She runs a nail along Elara’s cheek before wrapping her hand around her neck. She doesn’t squeeze, but Elara gags.

There’s a pull, like a cord under too much pressure. And a snap. Elara’s soul tears free, unravelling from the core of her being. Then … a void.

A silent, gaping tear where Elara’s vibrant light should be. My lungs burn, choked by a scream that refuses to break free. She … she took her. Ripped her away.

“You killed her!” I scramble to my feet and lunge at the woman. But she’s faster than me. The woman pushes me back down on the sofa, her fingers pressed against my chest, almost as though to force them through my ribs.

She starts to pull at the essence of my soul, and it feels like I’m underwater, trying to break the surface. I gasp, but it’s a dry, heaving sound.

There’s the pull again. The straining cord. I feel my life force draining, and the world starts to blur. I’m slipping away. It’s strangely easier than I thought it would be, far less painful to let go than I imagined.

In some twisted way, I crave it. My parents are gone, and my sister, too. I want to yield to her power and let go. But then I think of Elara. She didn’t deserve to die, and I can’t let this monster get away with it.

I summon every ounce of my strength and reach out with an arm, groping blindly for the cup of tea on the chest. Managing to hook my finger around the handle, I grasp it and hurl it at the woman. She screeches and leaps away from me, covered in boiling liquid. She looks down at her chest, where a dark stain spreads across the burgundy fabric. A line forms between her brows as her charming facade crumbles away.

When she looks back up at me, her eyes are bristling with anger. “Don’t you dare come at me again, girl!”

I lurch to my feet. “You’re a Soulreaper…”

“You’re a thief!” She smirks at my surprise. “Yes, I know it was you. Just goes to show – you never know who you’re stealing from, do you?”

“Soulreaping is forbidden by law.” I rub my throat where she grabbed me. It still feels like her fiery fingers are pressing into my skin. “You killed those merchants … and my sister. There’s no way you’re getting away with this. The Principal Guard will trace everything back to you. You are a monster!”

“Let them try,” she says, her tone oozing with confidence. “They can’t trace someone who doesn’t exist.”

“What do you mean?” I narrow my eyes. This woman – no, monster – has murdered four people in cold blood, and she doesn’t seem to care. If she gets caught, she could be looking at the death penalty. The Soulreaper’s Decree will see to it. I don’t understand how she’s so confident. Who is she?

“Let’s just say I’m a ghost. One who has eyes and ears everywhere,” the woman whispers. “I don’t normally go out of my way to make myself known. It causes a bit of drama, you see. But when a young Emo girl goes around pawning stolen Necroseals that belong to me…”

Her long, bony fingers reach for me again, but I sidestep her grip.

“No need to be afraid of me.” She tuts. “I simply want to thank you. Without you, my dear, I never would’ve found my precious rings. The old crone who lived here – my sister-in-law – thought she and my do-gooder older brother could hide them from me. Sweetly naïve, those two. The dead tell all their secrets, eventually.” Her words are laced with a frigid detachment. “Can’t say I’m sad they both met such tragic ends.”

“But … why?” I ask. “You already have Necroseals of your own. How can you justify killing members of your own family, my sister and those two merchants in the market over a few stupid rings?”

“Stupid rings? Those Necroseals are blood rings, girl!” Her response is visceral, a sudden burst of frustration. She composes herself. “They’re family heirlooms. Cursed and infused with the essence of an extremely powerful ancestor of mine, carrying the final remnants of their powers.”

The Soulreaper waves her hand through the air. Her own Necroseals, engraved with similar geometric runes as the one I gifted Elara, pulsate with energy, a dark haze that swirls in inky patterns. It’s staining the woman’s skin, too, slithering up her fingers, coiling around her wrists and seeping into her veins.

“When my brother died, those rings became rightfully mine. But that vile woman thought she could hide them for ever, cloaked in her foolish little Flora spells.” Her gaze fixes on me suddenly, her expression softening again. “I knew they were here somewhere in the house. But that Soul Wraith was a pesky thing, constantly getting in the way…”

“You were the one who hired me,” I say, confirming my theory.

“Thank the stars I did. I never expected you to find the rings, but it’s a delicious bonus indeed. When you cracked open that box…” Her steps trace the full length of the sofa, hands anchored on her slender waist. “You at long last revealed them to me. How did you find them, by the way?”

“I felt them. Beneath the floorboards.”

“How fascinating. You must be a powerful Emo, being able to sense an arcane energy such as that of my ancestor.”

“Does anyone else know the old lady’s dead?”

“I highly doubt it,” she purrs. “My brother and that old bat were both hermits. I suppose someone will come sniffing around for her eventually. I’ll be long gone by then, and the Principal Guard won’t have much to go on, will they? That Soul Wraith was also the only thing tying me to this dreary place.”

The Soulreaper tilts her head like a curious bird. “Could you imagine if an Emo soldier had cleansed it and seen the vision? I suppose that’s another way in which you helped me. I must reward you for your trouble.”

“You killed my sister,” I spit. “You call that a reward?”

“Well, no. It’s an unforgiving world, dear girl. And a thief is a thief. But you should know, your sister can still be returned to you.”

A cruel, sharp inhale steals my breath. I swallow hard. A flutter of hope flits through me, and it’s the most magnificent feeling. Then reality makes me crash back down.

She’s lying. She has to be. She’s wicked and heartless and enjoys playing with people’s feelings. To trust her would be a mistake.

All the same, I can’t stop myself from asking, “You … what? That’s not possible.”

“Only to those close-minded enough to believe it is. It’s a dangerous and taxing ritual, and only a handful of Soulreapers have mastered it, but I can return your sister’s soul and breathe life back into her form.”

Bring Elara back? The room spins. People don’t just … come back. It’s death. Final. It has to be a lie, and yet my desperate, naïve self believes her.

“Even if you can bring her back, the High Council would never let you do it. It’ll be against the Soulreaper’s Decree…”

“Dearest, darling girl, haven’t you caught on yet?” She laughs, and it’s a high-pitched, squealing sound. “The High Council can’t touch me! I refuse to play by their autocratic, self-serving decrees. Rules are for those without ambition. And I, as you can see, am brimming with it.”

Confusion burrows into my gut. “Why would you take my sister’s life, only to dangle the promise of bringing her back?”

“Believe me, I never intended to make the offer,” says the woman, lowering herself on to the sofa. “But you impress me. I’m thinking … maybe we could strike a deal. Maybe I want something from you in return.”

I stare at her, unmoved. What could she possibly want from me? I’m an orphan, half an Emo who spends her days slaving away in an apothecary, crawling through people’s grubby attics searching for ghosts that go bump in the night.

“I have my ancestor’s rings now.” The Soulreaper sweeps her fingers through the air, making her own Necroseals shimmer and glow. “But what I need is … a wish.”

“What?” A gulp betrays the unease knotting within me. I look at the entry hall. Am I fast enough to make it to the front door? I can’t remember if she locked it behind us.

“Tell me,” she says, swinging one leg over the other, “what are your thoughts on competing in the Reckoning?”

“Very funny,” I say.

“What makes you think I’m joking?” She stands and walks towards me, eyes scanning my frame as if sizing me up. “You’ve not been trained at any of the Principal Academies, correct?”

“No.”

“Do you have control of your talents? Can you conjure as well as sense?”

“Y-yes.”

“Well then, congratulations. You’re going to compete for me.”

“That’s impossible.” I contest her suggestion. “The competing teams have already been announced in the ballot.”

“Don’t worry, you won’t be participating as yourself.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” My voice is sharp. This has to be a joke. Or maybe this woman is simply mad.

The Reckoning isn’t some silly race anyone can infiltrate. The tournament is harsh and unforgiving. All three principalities will have their eyes on it.

The contestants have to be at the top of their game, physically and mentally. Suffice it to say, I am not. I can’t even think about entering a deadly tournament and leaving Elara – her body – behind. I’m all she has.

But if doing this could bring Elara back… I shake my head. Everyone knows competing in the Reckoning leaves you with only three possible outcomes: victory for the winner, and for the rest, death, or something far worse. Returning a broken shell, brain and body destroyed, with your failures immortalized in the Games Master’s Post, laid bare for all to read.

Every stumble, every cowardly flinch, chronicled in excruciating detail for the Accord’s amusement. You wouldn’t only be broken, then. You’d be a public disgrace.

“I know it sounds far-fetched,” says the Soulreaper, “given that most of the participants who were announced in the ballot are students from top Principal Academies, all high-born and well known across the three principalities. They have formidable reputations.”

Formidable is one word for them.

“This does render the possibility of assuming their identities rather futile.” The woman’s words weave through the air with calculation. “But there is one pair…”

And then I remember. Alaric and the others briefly mentioned them earlier. “The privately trained team,” I mutter.

“Exactly. A pair of unknowns, perfect for the taking. And with the roster doubled to twenty-four teams rather than the usual dozen, the odds tilt so nicely in our favour. So many eager little contestants scrambling for glory… Who’s to notice a pair of impostors slipping through the cracks? I do love a good tercentenary-anniversary shake-up.”

“What do you mean, perfect for the taking?” I ask.

“That’s nothing for you to worry about, dear girl. Will you accept?”

“I’ll die.”

“Possibly.”

“You killed my sister. How can I trust you?”

The Soulreaper’s smile fades, replaced by a cold, unyielding expression. She anchors herself in front of the window, bathed in the dwindling afternoon glow that transforms her wavy yellow-blonde hair into dancing flames.

“You don’t have a choice – not if you ever want to see your sister alive again. Those cakes were fantastic, by the way. They really lifted my spirits.” She pauses. “What do you think, Taron? Is she up to the task?”

I frown. Who is she talking to?

Then I see him. At first, he’s a silhouette in the doorway. Then he steps forward, into a beam of light casting in from the window. He’s around the same age as me, with a tangle of lilac hair that falls across his brow. A white vest clings to his lithe chest, and muscular grooves carve into his upper arms.

Taron’s eyes meet mine as he leans against the doorframe. They’re as icy as they are blue, and they have a steely quality, almost glazed over.

It feels like he’s looking right through me when he studies me, his gaze pausing on my collarbone for a split second before finding my eyes.

So, the Soulreaper has an accomplice. I shiver uncomfortably.

“I found you a new playmate,” the woman coos. “She seems much more promising than the last one. What do you think? Can you make use of her?”

Taron looks away and shrugs. “Sure. It’s all the same to me.”

“A Luna and an Emo,” the woman says thoughtfully. “This is good. Strength and sensitivity; force and manipulation. I think this could work.”

Of course Taron is a Luna. I should’ve guessed by his icy demeanour. Luna elementals, those with the ability to manipulate gravity, are widely nicknamed “the cold-blooded”, both literally and figuratively. It’s said the gravitational pull from the three moons influences their body temperature, lowering it to a level that would have most others shivering.

The Soulreaper is right. An Emo and a Luna, the mental and physical combined. The combination of our respective talents could work in our favour.

No, why am I entertaining this? I’m not strong enough. Fast enough. I’ve never even travelled beyond the neighbouring villages. But Elara…

I step back and collide with the wall. A portrait above my head swings on the hook before crashing at my feet.

“So, my dear,” the woman asks, “do we have a deal?”

I ignore her question, my eyes trained on Taron instead. “Why are you doing this? Is she paying you? Or did she blackmail you too?”

His eyes flicker with something I can’t quite place. Surprise, maybe? He studies my face, but remains silent.

I wonder if he’s a thief, too. Maybe he’s a pickpocket who tried to outsmart the woman at a market. Or a burglar caught in the act. Whatever game he played, though, it looks like he lost.

He gives me one last look, then – as if the sight of me fails to meet his expectations – retreats from the doorframe and disappears down the entry hall.

“He’s a man of few words, I’m afraid,” the Soulreaper says. “Luckily, you’ll have the entire tournament to get to know each other.”

I shoot the doorframe a sceptical look. This Taron guy might think he’s good at hiding his emotions, but I sense his turmoil; I saw it in the delicate threads of energy radiating from his skin. It was barely visible but impossible to ignore. Black as night.

I think he’s as trapped as I am. And he knows just as well as I do there’s only one way out of this. If the woman’s claims are true, and she really can bring Elara back…

I’d do anything to hug her again, see her warm smile and hear her laughter. She needs to know how sorry I am for letting this happen. For failing her.

“Fine,” I say. If getting Elara back means playing a deadly game with a silent stranger, so be it.

The woman smiles. “I knew you’d make the right decision. Taron will be in touch with the details later. You may go now. I suspect you’ve got some loose ends to tidy before your expedition to the capital kicks off tomorrow morning.”

Tomorrow morning? I have a job. Elara’s body. My blood runs cold – her body is still lying on her bedroom floor.

I nod through my apprehension, reaching far and deep for any sense of courage. The stars know I’ll need it right now.

“OK,” I say, my head reeling as she ushers me out of the parlour.

I can only hope Taron knows more than I do. Because if the two of us want to survive this thing, much less win, we’ll need to be prepared.

Taron stands at the foot of the stairs in the entry hall, watching coldly as the woman steers me to the door. I look over my shoulder at him, hoping for … I don’t know, some kind of sign that we’re in this together, but he just blankly stares into space.

As the woman forces me outside, it feels like I’m in a dream, at the brink of waking up in a cold sweat, entangled in my bedsheets and staring wide-eyed at the ceiling. But I’m not. This is real. I’m not asleep, and I’m not waking up.

I’m not supposed to steal from my clientele, but I did – more than once – and the time has finally come to settle the debt.


Chapter Seven

I take the long way home through Auxin Forest, following the waterway that snakes through the trees towards the southern reaches of Stellargrove.

A high tower built from smoky grey stone peeks between the trees – Nexus Academy, school for Emos. As always, I try to imagine myself wandering its halls as a student.

The only worries plaguing my mind would be test results and which extracurricular club to join. Not two murdered merchants and a sister who… I shake the thought from my head.

When a watercraft sidles up next to me and the helmsman offers me a lift, I toy with the idea of escaping, urging him to chart a course far south, to the foggy mountains and salty shores of the southern principality, Wrisha. Or, if that’s not far enough, the heat-drenched deserts of the western principality, Solara.

I briefly entertain thoughts of a new beginning, perhaps working for a fisherman or tending to a farmer’s fields, a chance to reshape my identity and avoid the consequences of my mistakes.

But then, without fail, the image of Elara’s lifeless form thrusts itself back into the forefront of my mind. I can’t give up on her. She deserves more. If there’s any chance to save her – and admittedly it’s a long shot – I have to take it.

I shake my head at the helmsman and walk on. When at last I arrive home, it’s getting dark already. Our cottage is a shadowed silhouette against the three moons, and where the sweet aroma of Elara’s bakes usually permeates the air around it, all I smell now is damp.

My feet are heavy as I push open the front door. I’m numb. I climb aimlessly up the stairs to Elara’s bedroom. Each step is a crack of lightning in the quiet. This is torture.

There’s no point in delaying the inevitable. I already know what’s waiting for me beyond her bedroom door.

I take a shaky breath, mentally preparing myself. My hand trembles as it reaches for the doorknob and, with one final inhale, I quickly push open the door.

Breathe, Talia. I can’t. It feels like I’ve been running for miles. My lungs are empty, and my ribs are achy.

I gasp. Elara is not where I left her. Could I have imagined the whole thing? Is she going to walk through that door any minute, scolding me for tracking dirt up the stairs?

“Looking for her?” a voice says behind me.

I spin, and my heart lurches. A figure stands in the door of the bedroom, features shadowed. I recognize those shaggy lilac tresses. The sharp set of his jaw.

It’s Taron.

A small figure is suspended in mid-air beside him. Elara’s body. She’s a mere echo of her former self, her once plump cheeks now replaced by gaunt hollows, and her limbs hanging lifelessly by her sides.

“What are you doing with her?” I tighten my fists, feeling my nails dig into the soft skin of my palms.

“Don’t you want your sister to be somewhere safe while you’re gone?” Taron’s tone is flat and emotionless. “We both know you can’t call an undertaker. That would arouse too many questions. You have a chance to bring her back, and you won’t be able to do that with the Principal Guard sniffing around.” It feels like a practised speech, as if his words have been taken directly from the Soulreaper’s mouth.

“Leave her alone.” I react instinctively, stepping towards Taron, furious negative energy gathering in my palms like lightning. But before I can reach him, something stops me, a force, like an invisible arm holding me in place.

Taron waves his hand, and the force increases. My feet are like lead, and the energy balling in my fists is redirected to the floor. Then I remember, he’s a Luna. His talents can manipulate gravity.

Taron gestures again, curling his fingers and thrusting his palm outwards, and the invisible force shifts to propel me backwards. I’m pressed against the wall. Powerless. Trembling. Sick to my stomach.

The negative energy dissipates from my fingertips, like a weapon sliding from my grasp. I strain my neck. That’s when I see the big, burly man step out from behind Taron. I recognize him. He was in Elara’s room with the Soulreaper when she was murdered.

He grabbed her…

“What’s the hold-up?” he barks, baring sickly yellow teeth that jut unevenly from dark gums. His coat is taut around his brawny arms, its buttons on the verge of surrender.

“I thought she’d want to say goodbye first,” Taron says.

The man snorts. He ogles me as though he’s offering me a favour, and gestures with his hand. “Go on, then. Make it quick.”

Elara’s form hovers in the hallway in front of me, the tip of her plait grazing the dusty floor. I find I can move again, only just. I reach out to her, and something inside of me breaks. Her hand is so cold. Tears are running down my face.

“We need to go,” Taron says, and I realise he’s talking to me.

I can’t speak. I give her hand one final squeeze.

The man now gestures, using his own Luna talents to guide Elara’s weightless body down the stairs and out of the front door.

As I watch my beloved sister disappear, it occurs to me – if we don’t win the tournament, this will be the last time I ever see her.

“Where is he taking her?” I collapse on the floor with my head in my hands.

“That’s nothing for you to worry about.” Taron walks forward and, to my surprise, crouches in front of me. Closer than I expect him to. He feels every bit as cold up close as he does from afar. “You’ll have your sister back once you make good on your end of the bargain.”

He stands and turns, pausing with his back to me. “Get some sleep. We leave tomorrow at sunrise.”

“I have a job…”

“It’s been handled.”

“Oh.”

“Anything else?”

“I guess not.”

“Be at the southern edge of Auxin Forest. Do you know where the waterways between Stellargrove and Moondance Haven converge?” He looks over his shoulder at me. His eyes feel like frost creeping over glass. His mouth is tight and grim.

I nod, but don’t get up.

“Don’t be late. We’ve left supplies on the dining table.” Then Taron slinks down the stairs and out into the night.

My feet propel me downstairs after him, where I slam the door and lock it. Not that it should do anything to stop him if he returned. I lean my back against the door.

“Taron,” I mutter, and his name tastes acrid on my tongue. That cold, distant expression of his continues to play before my eyes. To come into my home and take my sister’s lifeless body… Does he have no conscience? No heart?

But why allow me to say goodbye to her? Was it all some sick ploy to ensure my cooperation in the plan? Or was he actually being kind?

I grit my teeth. There’s no way I can compete in the tournament with him. I refuse, and yet … I have to. I know I do. I don’t have a choice.

My turbulent thoughts grind to a halt as I notice a leather rucksack on the kitchen table. He mentioned supplies. The rucksack’s top is flung open to expose a menacingly long knife. I shiver as I wonder what I’ll be expected to use it for.

I toss the knife aside in disgust. It lands on the floor with an awful clatter. If I’m truly committed to going through this, I’ll opt for my shears in whatever beastly trial we face. They’re delicate and precise, and at least I know how to use them.

I run my palm across the smooth, glossy leather of the rucksack. It has a subtle iridescent quality, with a sheen that shifts between muted greens and browns.

This has to be real, made from Lorthen hide. They’re massive reptilian beasts with tough skin that roam the rocky highlands of Wrisha, feeding off rare minerals said to make their hide resistant to elemental forces. Their skin is expensive – very.

Deeper down in the satchel, I find a flask, a few rolls of bandages and a shimmering golden brooch. It’s a piece worn by every competitor in the Reckoning, a badge to signify one of the three principalities as their home.

My fingers trace the emblem, the Astralorian insignia: a crescent moon nestled among the sprawling branches of an ancient tree, surrounded by stars.

As children, Elara and I would cobble together our own Reckoning brooches from any stones and bits of fabric we could find. Stellargrove would transform into Aurora Isle, the legendary island and tournament grounds that emerge only once a decade during the Obsidian Eclipse, a rare celestial event when our three moons, Crea, Vita and Mors, align in perfect synchronization. We’d chase each other around the forest, letting the allure of a granted wish fuel our adventures.

Now, what was once a childhood fantasy has morphed into a bleak reality, a looming storm-cloud that casts a shadow over me.

I polish the brooch with my sleeve before tucking it back into the bag. It’s supposed to symbolize honour, but, for me, it will forever be a reminder of my shame.

The other competitors will wear it with pride, carried by a determination to bring glory to their principalities. I’ll be wearing it as an impostor.

Finally, I see the note beside the bag.

May these provisions serve you well, dear girl, as success is the only outcome I’ll accept in exchange for your sweet sister. May the Breath of the Ancient Spirits help you realize your full Emo talents.

Sincerely, Madame Vera

So that’s her name, then. Madame Vera.

I collapse on to the kitchen floor, and my sobs reverberate like thunder in the confined space. My chest churns with equal parts fury and hopelessness. I wonder if I’ll ever be able to get back up again, when—

A prickling sensation. The presence of a dark, oppressive energy in the room. I tilt my head up. At the top of the staircase, the form of a young woman lingers in the shadows.

Elara. Or rather, her Soul Wraith. It must’ve materialized from the torment she experienced in her final moments.

She starts walking down the stairs, and I strain to breathe. My lungs feel like they’re filled with sand. I want to run to her, wrap my arms around her and squeeze her tight.

But then a ghastly smile stretches across her face, like a serrated scar, and I remember, it’s not her.

The Soul Wraith slowly descends the stairs, grinning at me the whole time. It has an apron tied around its waist. Elara’s apron, an old white thing with pink frills that used to belong to our mother. Spoon in one hand, mixing bowl in the other, the Soul Wraith potters about the tiny kitchen, swinging open cupboards and toying with the dials on the oven. I should purge the energy – I know I should – but I can’t.

How can I destroy the last part of her that remains? How can I erase the ghost of her pain when it mirrors my own?

Only when the Soul Wraith starts scattering flour all over the floor do I snatch a bundle of sage from a pile on the table, quickly ignite it with a match and wave it desperately through the air. The fragrant plume unfurls, a white mist threading through the kitchen towards its target.

In an instant, the Soul Wraith erupts – a burst of midnight-blue liquid that paints the walls and ceiling in long splatters – and its exposed form takes flight.

I chase the ominous haze through the kitchen, twice around the table, until I manage to guide it into the cupboard beneath the stairs.

I slam the door shut, barricade it with sage and fall against it with my back, panting heavily. It won’t be trapped in there for long, but hopefully, I’ll be long gone by the time it reveals itself again. It’s not her, I remind myself once more.

Just this morning, I was worried about being late for work, and now it all seems so trivial. If I could go back in time, I’d do so in a heartbeat. And I wouldn’t dare look at another jewel. I would never steal again. But I can’t. Instead, all I can do is crawl up the stairs and into my bed, somehow remembering to set an alarm before I cry myself to sleep.

Taron’s words repeat in my mind.

We leave tomorrow at sunrise. Be at the southern edge of Auxin Forest.

In a matter of hours, I will be there, where the water paths between Stellargrove and Moondance Haven converge.


Games Master’s Post

27th Day of Mors Half, Stellar Year, 1200

Citizens of the Triumstellar Accord,

Have you placed your bets, dear friends? The Reckoning draws ever nearer, and our competitors are travelling to the heart of Astraloria, where the capital of Rava will host them, offering a banquet fit for royalty.

There, beneath the watchful eyes of nobles and dignitaries, the Obsidian Eclipse will unfold and, with it, Aurora Isle will rise from the depths.

Do not be fooled by the merriment that fills the palace halls, dear friends, for the warmest smiles may soon be the ones that cut deepest. A storm brews on the horizon, so best not grow too comfortable.

Yours ever-watchful,

The Games Master


Chapter Eight

I stare down the dark hallway at Elara’s bedroom door. It’s slightly ajar, a dim solar lantern flickering within. Someone is whispering, humming a lullaby – one our mother used to sing when we were younger.

“Hush now, child, and close your eyes. May the Ancient Spirits guide your dreams tonight…”

Footsteps creak across the floorboards. I realize they’re my own. I slowly drift forward until I reach Elara’s door.

“Selvanna weaves the dreams you keep, and Aether hums the stars to sleep. Zephyros whispers through the night, his breath the clouds, such silver light. Thalassa’s tides will guard the shore, and keep you safe for evermore…”

My hands are clammy, lips trembling with her name. “E-Elara?”

“Teras holds the mountains high, strong and still beneath the sky. Ignis lights the hearth with flame, to chase away the night’s dark name…”

“You killed her,” says someone behind me. A biting, gritty voice. Taron.

I try to spin, but I can’t. My feet are rooted to the spot, held in place by the invisible force of his talents. His shadow stretches across the wall to my side, growing taller, more jagged as he approaches.

“Your sister is dead because of you,” he adds.

“You don’t know anything. You know nothing about me.” My skin crawls when his cold fingers latch on to my shoulder.

“Look at me,” he commands.

“I don’t want to.”

“I said, look at me!” His voice cuts through the silence like fingernails being dragged along a blackboard. It’s a persistent screech, shrill and high-pitched, scraping the edges of my mind until it’s unbearable.

Taron’s command compels me, and I can’t fight it. My head swivels to look at him, tears welling in my eyes. It’s not Taron.

It’s Elara. Her face is ashen, her cheeks hollow. And her eyes, so black, are swimming with shadows.

She opens her mouth to speak, but her jaw cracks open with a sickening snap. It hangs crooked and slack, an empty gape from which no words, only a hollow, echoing rattle, can escape…

“You killed me.”

The hammering sound of my alarm jerks me awake. I catch the clock before it vaults off the edge of my bedside table, and I hold it for a moment, letting it ring for a few more seconds as I always do to make sure Elara wakes up.

Then I realize there’s no need.

I silence the clock and sit up in bed. My sheets are drenched. There’s an ache in my throat, like a scream that’s burrowed itself deep within. I tear myself out of bed and throw open the curtains. It’s still dark out, but not for long.

Scanning my wardrobe, my options are sparse. There’s also not much that screams competitor-in-a-deadly-tournament, so I dress myself in the least grubby thing I own. A plain blue tea dress that used to belong to my mum, a grey hooded shawl and the crescent-moon necklace Elara gave me for my last birthday.

I pause on the landing. Elara’s bedroom door is ajar. It reminds me too much of my dream, and I don’t want to relive the horror, so I quickly descend the stairs.

In the kitchen, I check for any sign of the Soul Wraith. The space is quiet, eerily so. It no longer smells of vanilla and sugar, only of old wooden furniture and wet rags.

Madame Vera’s note on the table makes me pause. I read it once over to ingrain the threat, then loop the rucksack over my shoulders and slam the front door behind me.

Outside, the crisp air makes me shiver as I hurry through the valley. The southern edge of Auxin Forest is quite a walk away, so, as usual, I’m late.

Morning already threatens to break with a hesitant glow, the sun’s rays splintering across the horizon as if shying away from the brilliance of the three moons.

My steps are cautious as I enter the forest, navigating towards the point where the waterways of Stellargrove and Moondance Haven meet.

The forest is a different kind of silent this morning. All around me, trees stretch in a gnarled dance, their leaves hesitant to stir. Every fibre of my being is telling me to turn around, accept my guilt in all of this, report Madame Vera and let the Principal Guard take care of things. My heart, on the other hand, is driving me forward, fuelled by the desperate hope of reclaiming my sister.

The crunch of a fresh apple under my boot reminds me that I haven’t eaten since yesterday morning. I look up at the sky. It’s lightening faster now, the three moons already fading. He’ll just have to wait for me.

I climb up into the fork of a tree and reach up to pluck three apples from its outstretched branches. Two land in my bag, and I force myself to eat the third. I’ll need the energy, I tell myself.

The Reckoning isn’t just about physical strength, and what I lack in brawn compared to other competitors, I intend to make up for with my wits.

It’s then that I see two figures in a nearby clearing. Taron and the burly man. They’re standing by the side of the waterway where a small jetty juts out of the shrubbery, marking a stop on the route. To their left, another waterway forks into the original one, leading from the neighbouring village, Moondance Haven.

Taron is looking more civilized today – or wearing a shirt, at least. It’s a white button-up number, tucked into brown trousers, paired with a brown leather jacket that squares at his shoulders. It’s clearly made from Lorthen hide, the same as our rucksacks.

Summoning a deep breath, I push through the low-hanging branches that separate me from the men. Their heads pivot at the sound of my approach.

I lock eyes with Taron, then he turns away.

“You’re late,” is all he says.

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

“Save the attitude for the tournament,” says the burly man. He dabs a handkerchief at the beads of sweat dotting the back of his neck. “We’re on a schedule here.”

“Where is she?” I ask. “Where did you take my sister?”

No response.

I plant my hands on my hips, my eyes glued to the back of Taron’s head. The rising sun weaves through his lilac hair. “I’m not doing anything until I know you’ve taken her to a safe place.”

Taron turns towards me. Impatience is etched across his hard features, adding an even sharper edge to his icy-blue stare. “Your sister is dead,” he says. “If you ever want to see her again, you need to stop wasting time.”

I stiffen. “OK. H-how exactly are we going to switch places with the real contestants?”

Taron nods at the water. “In a few minutes, a watercraft will approach. The helmsman owes Madame Vera. He’ll fake a broken fin, and the real competitors will get off while he pretends to inspect the damage. You’ll cause a distraction, and the two of us will subdue them.”

I laugh. “A distraction? What exactly do you want me to do?”

“I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

I shoot him a glare, fingers bunching into fists to stifle the pulsating energy gathering in my palms. He thinks he holds all the cards and that he can boss me around because he has some kind of leverage.

But we’re both ensnared in this deadly game. Which means Madame Vera’s regard for his life can’t be any warmer than it is for mine.

Taron turns his back to me, crossing his arms. Leverage or not, he’s right. For now, for Elara, I have to do what he says.

A sudden rush of water in the distance breaks the stretching silence. A watercraft is approaching.

“Be ready – here they come,” the burly man barks, and we duck behind the foliage together.

The watercraft glides to a halt alongside the jetty. Its rounded hull is textured by the natural grain of rich, dark wood, carved motifs of swirling currents and leaping fish. Inlaid shells and stones shimmer softly, reflecting the morning light like ripples on water.

A sharp female voice pierces the air. “What’s happening? Why have we stopped?”

From my concealed spot, I can see the helmsman feigning concern. “Apologies,” I hear him respond, glancing at the back of the watercraft. “Seems one of the fins is broken.”

“So, what? Are you expecting us to get out?” the female voice snaps.

“For a minute, please,” says the helmsman. “I won’t be long.”

“This is ridiculous. Absolutely outrageous.”

The helmsman pulls a wooden lever by the side of his seat at the front of the vessel, and the arched canopy overhead, made of vines and woven branches, gracefully retracts.

Two passengers step out on to the jetty – the disgruntled girl, with a fiery-red pixie cut to match her attitude, ignoring the hand offered by the tall, lanky boy next to her, a chestnut fringe falling across his face.

She turns back to face the helmsman. “Come on! Chop-chop,” she barks. “We’re actually in a hurry here. I’ve still got to pick up my banquet gown from the tailor.”

What a rich brat. I shouldn’t have expected anything less from a privately trained team. Her wealth is as clear as the air of superiority in her accent, undeserved privilege dripping from her every word. At least she makes what we’re about to do a tad bit easier.

“Go on,” hisses Taron.

I lunge forward, pretending to stumble from our concealed spot to the edge of the waterway. “Help me, please… Help!” I screech. My hands are in my hair, my bottom lip trembling as I look behind me in fake terror. “Please, don’t let him hurt me!”

The girl takes a step away from me, a hint of fear in her eyes, but her teammate rushes forward, which means I have him right where I want him.

“Please, you have to help me,” I say again, throwing myself at him. “He’s after me… He’s too strong…”

“Who?” The girl demands. “Who’s after you?”

I point a shaky finger through the trees at where Taron is standing. I feel a flicker of satisfaction at what I imagine is his confusion. He never specified what kind of distraction he wanted, but I can guarantee this isn’t it. Still, he doesn’t have a choice.

If he wants the plan to work, he has to play his part.

There’s a pause, and then he bursts out of the undergrowth. The two competitors regard him with suspicion, trying to make sense of the bizarre situation.

I give another shriek. “H-he cornered me in the forest.”

“What do you want with her?” the lanky boy asks, placing a protective hand on my shoulder. It makes me feel guilty again. Clearly, he’s rich but nice. How irritating.

“Listen, creep,” he says, nostrils flaring, “either you leave this girl alone, or I make you.”

Taron remains silent, but he keeps walking towards us, his hands forming fists.

“Wren, leave it,” the girl mutters. She shoots a look at the helmsman, where he’s still fidgeting with the fins on the watercraft. “Whoever this girl is in that shabby dress, she’s not our problem.”

“Don’t be so heartless, Maeve.” The boy reaches into his pocket and retrieves a golden lighter embellished with jewels. It lights with a spark, and then, in an instant, the lanky boy’s hands are ablaze, red-hot flames licking at his skin – he’s a Pyro.

“Oh, just a heads-up,” Wren says, eyeing Taron. “We’re both on our way to compete in the Reckoning. You might’ve heard of it?”

“Heard of it?” Taron says. “I’m in it.” His words catch Wren off guard, and seizing his chance, Taron flicks his wrist upward. Wren is lifted a metre in the air. Then, with a swift downward motion from Taron’s palm, he crashes to the ground with brutal force.

Groaning in pain, Wren writhes on the ground.

The girl – Maeve – lets out a furious scream. She directs her hands at the waterway and moves them in fluid, circular motions. She’s an Aqua. A column of water rises from the waterway and, as she thrusts her arms forward, the water hurtles towards Taron like a wave.

He angles his elbow to block, using his gravitational talents to repel the oncoming wave like he’s holding an invisible shield. I get most of the backsplash. My shawl is drenched, and my dress is soaked through.

Taron twists his heel on the ground and gives a firm stomp. That’s when a pulse of air erupts beneath Maeve’s feet to send her flying. He barely breaks a sweat. I hate to admit it, but Taron is pretty good. Where did Madame Vera find him?

In the corner of my eye, I see Wren raising a hand, preparing to hurl flames at Taron from the ground.

“I don’t think so…” I pull my hand back, absorbing all the fragments of negative energy swirling like a hazy mist in the air around me. Fear. Anger. Frustration.

I gather the energy in my hands and shape it into a whip – the first thing I can think of – before lashing it at Wren with a resounding crack.

The whip takes on a life of its own, wrapping around his wrists and pinning him down on to the ground. His head swivels in my direction, eyes widening with realization.

“Maeve, she’s with him! It’s a trap—” But before he can utter anything else, Taron is on him. His arm is hooked around Wren’s neck, and a white rag is pressed to his mouth.

Maeve screams behind me, and I turn. The burly man has grabbed hold of her, a white rag in his hand, too.

I watch horrified as, a moment later, Maeve and Wren are rendered unconscious, knocked out by whatever tonic is soaked into their rags.

Wren’s flames sputter and die in his palms, and he relaxes in Taron’s grip. Maeve slumps, too. I stare at their limp forms. My heart continues to race.

“They’re not…?”

“Dead? No.” Taron pants. “Just out cold.”

“What are you going to do with them?”

“That’s for me to worry about.” The burly man starts sifting through Maeve’s pockets, extracting a scroll. Cream-coloured paper with golden trim, held together by the official wax seal of the High Council.

“What is that?” I ask, trying to get a look at the scroll’s contents, when the burly man unfurls it.

“Your official invitation to participate in the Reckoning,” he says, eyeing the golden script within. He rolls the scroll back up and chucks it at Taron. “Congratulations, you’re now known as Maeve and Wren from Moondance Haven.”

“That’s it? An invitation?” I ask. “What if someone asks to see our sigils to prove our identities?”

“That’s why we have these, courtesy of Madame Vera.” Taron pockets the scroll and reveals two sigils in his hand. They’re small bronze medallions, used for identification across the three principalities of the Triumstellar Accord. Most people wear their sigils as necklaces or bracelets, but I keep mine tied to the end of my shears, tucked into my boot.

“She had these made?” I ask, and it scares me that Madame Vera is capable of something like this – to know people in places high enough to forge a sigil.

“They’re fakes, but to the untrained eye, they look real enough.” Taron extends one of the sigils, and I take it from him.

I place it in the centre of my palm, facing up, the way one would with a real sigil. The writing carved around the edge comes alive, emitting a warm orange glow before the stone embedded in the centre takes on a hazy grey colour to signify my talents as an Emo.

I rotate the medallion to read the writing.

Maeve Speck. Born on the 14th Day of Crea Full, Stellar Year 1180. No formal credentials.

“It looks real enough,” I mutter. “How are they fake?”

“A real one only lights up for its owner. These light up for anyone, so try and avoid having to use them too much.” Taron holds out his empty hand, and I’m confused. “Give me yours. Your real sigil.”

“What? Why?”

“We can’t risk you being seen with two.” The burly man shoulders past Taron and plants himself in front of me. He smells of voidroot smoke and sweat, and he’s leaning in so close, I can count the glistening beads clinging to the sides of his temples. “Be a good big sister, and do as you’re told.”

I look down at his short, chubby fingers greedily reaching towards me. There’s no use in fighting this. Any of it.

“Will I get it back?” I bend down to retrieve my shears from my boot, carefully undoing my sigil before placing it in the burly man’s palm. Unlike the fake one, it remains unresponsive to his touch.

“Hmm… I’ll try not to lose it.” The burly man gives a wicked laugh as he flicks my sigil in the air like a coin.

My hands lock around my shears, my teeth grinding together in anger.

“Right, let’s go,” Taron says, gesturing towards the watercraft, where the helmsman sits, ready to embark.

He lets me board first, ensuring I don’t run off at the last minute. “That damsel in distress routine back there,” he asks, “what was that?”

“You asked me to distract them.” I try to hide it, and it feels wrong, but a smile tugs at my lips. We just won a trial of sorts against privately trained contestants who were hand-picked for the Reckoning. I wish I could tell Elara about this.

“Yeah, distract them,” Taron says, stomping on to the watercraft and planting himself on the woven reed seat across from me. “Not make them attempt to kill me.”


Chapter Nine

Our journey to the capital is quiet.

The watercraft glides smoothly along the waterway, tracing a line through tucked-away landscapes: farmlands that stretch like quilted patches, quiet little villages nestled among the hills and sprawling valleys painted with wildflowers.

I don’t know what I expected, but it’s all so new and bright and very different from the green forested landscapes of Stellargrove. Leaning over the side of the watercraft, I let my hand dangle in the water. I try to stroke the fish swimming into the current, some orange, some yellow, some white, but their slippery little bodies evade my touch.

At the front of the watercraft, the helmsman can’t conceal his unease. His anxiety is pungent, reeking of sulphur. It swirls around his balding head, faint wisps of murky energy, pooling against the canopy overhead.

He’s unsure about us. Which he most definitely should be.

Taron and I are each in our own bubble of thought. I try to distract myself with the scenery, but, eventually, when the silence begins to gnaw at my sanity and the clouds above transform into mocking replicas of Elara’s cheekbones, I find myself glancing at him across from me.

His head is resting in his palm, eyes tracing the expanse of heliocorn fields streaking past us – delicate golden stalks that erupt gracefully from the upturned earth, crowned with pearl-shaped white kernels.

Sunlight filters through the woven canopy on to his face, creating a dappled, shifting pattern that streaks across his pale skin. He has dark rings around his eyes, and his jaw is tight. He looks annoyed, but I can’t sense it.

Yesterday in the parlour, I at least saw the faintest threads of something coming off him, but, now, not a lick of negative energy stirs in the air around him. I wonder if he’s suppressing his emotions on purpose. If he is, he’s good at it. Almost as though it’s a normal part of his daily life.

“Where did you learn to fight like that?” I ask.

There’s a twitch in Taron’s brow. “What do you mean?”

“The way you took down Maeve and Wren. Have you received any training? Are you enrolled in an Academy?”

He smirks, which I take as a no.

“I was just giving you a compliment,” I insist.

“I don’t remember asking for one.”

Jerk. I can’t tell if I said it out loud or not, but, when his eyes meet mine, I divert my attention, deciding to explore the contents of Maeve’s bag at my feet.

What I find is nothing short of absurd: make-up, jewellery, an assortment of hair accessories. A pocket mirror. A bottle of perfume.

I shake my head. “Perfume? Really? No idea how she thought any of this would help her survive the tournament.”

“Check the guy’s stuff if you want.”

“You’re not interested in it?”

Taron shrugs. “Not really. I’ve got everything I need.”

I arch a brow, partly irritated, partly intrigued by his confidence. Especially considering the squished state of his own rucksack on the seat next to him. Does he even have anything in there?

“You’re quite sure of yourself, aren’t you?” I ask.

He responds with another infuriating shrug, and I grit my teeth.

“OK.” I dig into Wren’s bag, hoping for something a bit more practical than a pocket mirror. Inside are two spare lighters, some seeds I think are meant to explode when set on fire, and an empty water pouch. There’s also a scroll tied with a red-and-gold ribbon – a new instalment of the Games Master’s Post. It has yesterday’s date on it, and mentions the chosen competitors travelling to Rava for some banquet. That would explain the gown Maeve wanted to collect from the tailor.

“I don’t have anything to wear,” I say.

Taron frowns, so I brandish the letter. “How was I supposed to know about the banquet?”

“There’s a banquet before every tournament,” he says dryly.

“Still, a heads-up would’ve been nice.”

“Madame Vera will take care of it.”

Of course she will.

I close the scroll and dig through the final compartment in Wren’s rucksack. My fingers close around a crinkly paper bag, and as I pull it out, a smile plays around my lips. I grab a boiled sweet from the bag and pop it in my mouth. Teardrop berries and honey flavour.

“Score,” I say. “Don’t come crying to me when you start getting peckish.”

Taron doesn’t even look up.

I pucker my lips in frustration. This is absurd. Our lives are at stake here. We’re supposed to be a team. How are we meant to survive the deadliest tournament of the decade, when my teammate won’t even look in my direction, let alone talk to me?

I twist in my seat and blurt out, “Who are you?”

Taron looks at me. His jaw remains clenched in restraint. As if emotion is something he keeps locked behind his teeth. His too-stern features have a statuesque quality to them.

“What does Madame Vera have on you?” I ask. “Are you a thief? Did she bribe you with money? What did you do to get tangled up in this mess?”

Taron’s attention shifts back to the scenery. The heliocorn fields have given way to steep hills, scattered with deep-blue lakes and tall trees. Rava Academy is meant to be here somewhere – people always talk about the great lakes that surround the school.

It’s the most prestigious of the Principal Academies, offering specialized training in all elemental talents. It’s also named after the capital, so we must be getting close.

I brace myself for more silence, expecting our conversation to end here. When Taron speaks again, his words catch me off guard.

“Just because we’re both under Madame Vera’s thumb doesn’t mean we’re suddenly friends.” The low, raspy timbre of his voice reminds me too much of my dream.

I half-expect his face to morph into Elara’s – no, the hollow, emaciated monster that stole her likeness. But Taron stays Taron. Gaze distant. Mouth a straight line.

“The only reason I’m here with you is because you were stupid enough to get yourself involved with that woman,” he adds. “If it wasn’t you, it would be someone else sitting here with me. So how about we both do ourselves a favour and skip the get-to-know-each-other chat?”

His words sting like a slap to the cheek. But I refuse to back down. The stakes are too high.

“Listen,” I tell him, changing my approach, “the Reckoning is dangerous. The other competitors are trained killers. If we want to make it out alive, let alone win, we’ve got to be able to communicate. We need to work together, Taron.”

He looks at me again. This time, those intense blue eyes trace the contours of my face with a depth that makes me feel exposed and vulnerable. I shift uncomfortably.

“Fine,” he says, looking away again. “What do you want to talk about?”

“OK…” I rub my palms across my lap. He relented more easily than I thought he would. “What happens when we arrive in the capital?”

“The Obsidian Banquet is at the palace tomorrow night, and the competitors usually set sail for Aurora Isle the day after. That’s all I know.”

“OK.” I have a bigger question – one I hesitate to ask. “Do you know what Madame Vera’s wish is?”

“Why does that matter?”

“Well, if we win the tournament, how are we supposed to make her wish if we don’t know what it is?”

“As victors of the Reckoning, we’ll have the opportunity of relinquishing our wish to anyone of our choosing.”

“What if I wish to bring my sister back?”

He rolls his eyes. “That won’t work.”

I blink in surprise. “Why not?”

“There are rules. The first is that the wish must be unanimous. Both of us have to want it. And the second … well, the way your sister died isn’t something the wish can fix.” He lets the silence settle. “The wish is rooted in creation and life, whereas a Soulreaper’s talents twist what’s natural and corrupt it. They don’t simply take a life, but strip the soul and tear it from the weave of existence itself. The wish can heal wounds and return what’s been lost, but it can’t replace something that’s been removed from the natural order of life and death.”

“Oh,” I manage. A shiver runs through me. I’m determined not to cry in front of him, but it’s hard to stay strong. Madame Vera is my only hope.

But how can I trust the person who put me in this situation? The person who took Elara from me?

“How much do you actually know about the tournament?” Taron asks. “Have you heard of the Astrals? You must have been taught about them in school.”

I nod. “The Astrals are the founders of the Reckoning. Three soldiers who rebelled against the tyrant, Valerius Halo.”

It’s said that three hundred Stellar Years ago, Valerius, a rich farmer hailing from a then-respected Soulreaper family, discovered a fallen star in his fields – a radiant crystal. He had it set into a crystal amulet for his wife, but soon realized it held immense power, capable of granting his every desire. Except, the star could only grant one wish per person. Valerius was consumed by greed. He broke all the laws of the Soulreaper’s Decree by manipulating the souls of the poor and the desperate, forcing them to make wishes on his behalf.

The repercussions were catastrophic. He claimed the thrones of all three principalities in the Triumstellar Accord and plunged society into suffering and despair.

That’s when the Astrals came to be. Three soldiers on the Principal Guard who came together to challenge him. They emerged victorious, and the Halo family name descended into the shadows.

The Astrals realized the danger of letting the star fall into the wrong hands, but they believed in unity and still wanted to share its power with the people of the Accord.

So, the Reckoning was born. They made a wish to bind their immortal souls to the star and become its guardians. They wished for a place where the star’s power could be safely harnessed and shared with the world in a controlled manner – a place that would be tethered to its magic, existing only every ten Stellar Years, when the conditions were just right. Aurora Isle.

The Astrals orchestrate the tournament as a testament to their unwavering commitment to the star, a vow etched in the constellations themselves. Most people believe they’re the faces behind the Games Master, whose reports of the tournament routinely get delivered to doorsteps throughout the competition.

Others speculate the Games Master is a fabrication by the High Council to drive more public excitement around the tournament. I’m not sure what I believe, now more than ever.

“Well,” Taron says, “the Astrals conceived the Reckoning so no single person could wield total power. That’s why the wish needs to be unanimously decided upon by both teammates.”

“But that’s what I don’t understand. If we hand the wish to Madame Vera, she’d be one person deciding the outcome. That goes against everything the Astrals stand for. A unanimous wish from two people to fulfil their desires? Why would they allow it?”

“It’s a grey area.” Taron shrugs, a careless motion. “If you think about it, surrendering the wish might just be the most unified decision of all … despite placing it in the hands of one person. I think the Astrals will allow it, because it’s unlikely. After all, human nature leans towards selfishness. Why would a team choose to relinquish their wish, if not for something bigger than themselves?”

Maybe because they’re being blackmailed by an old crone. “Any other rules I need to know about?” I ask.

“Just the obvious ones.”

“Which are?”

“Your wish can’t extend to more wishes or undo the life of another. Which is ironic considering the lethal nature of the tournament, but there you go.”

A few nagging questions still gnaw at me. “We’re competing in teams. What happens if one of us fails, quits or is killed during the tournament? Even worse, what happens if we get caught as imposters?”

“Do you always ask this many questions?”

“Do you want me to be prepared or not?”

Taron sighs. “If one person in a team is incapacitated – injured too badly to continue, quits or dies – the team is out. Other competitors might try to target the weaker teammate because of this. You’ll have to be vigilant.”

“How dare you assume I’m the weaker teammate?” My lips pucker with annoyance, even though we both know he’s probably right. I’m only half an Emo, and I don’t even have a lick of training.

Taron disregards my retort. “As for what’ll happen if we’re caught as impostors, it’ll depend on who gets their hands on us first. The Principal Guard or Madame Vera. I’m guessing it’ll either be prison or death.”

My throat feels tight, the pressure of our situation settling in.

Then the watercraft halts, jerking me out of my thoughts. I sit up and stare, my mouth falling open. We’ve arrived at the entrance to Rava, the Astralorian capital.

Towering above us is an enormous stone arch, carved into the imposing wall that encircles the city. Deep grooves along its edges hint at the colossal gates that once stood here, likely during the Great Unrest, a time when the city needed fortification.

Beyond the arch, the waterway intertwines with long cobblestone streets paved with glistening mosaics. Shops, taverns and houses in soft pastel hues rise along the mountainside, climbing higher and higher until they converge at the royal palace.

Two soldiers from the Principal Guard, their black armour gleaming, march towards the watercraft where it skirts along a waterway leading into the city. They raise their hands in a halting gesture.

“What’s the hold-up?” Taron asks the helmsman.

“I’m not sure,” he replies, his tone uneasy. “Keep your fingers clear, the canopy is coming down.”

The helmsman pulls a lever, and the woven canopy covering the watercraft begins its slow descent. Vines and leaves unfurl like delicate fingers, revealing the sky above.

The guard nearest to the helmsman steps forward, his stare piercing. “State your business,” he demands.

Taron hands over the invitational scroll. “We’re here for the Reckoning. We’re competing in the tournament.”

The guard opens the scroll, studying the wax seal and the contents written inside. He narrows his eyes at us, as though that would help him validate our identities.

“Maeve Speck and Wren Hull from Moondance Haven?” he asks, looking between us, and we nod. “I’ll need to see your sigils.”

My heartbeat roars in my ears, a thundering rhythm. I reach into my boot for my shears, briefly fumbling to undo the bronze medallion attached to them.

I follow Taron’s lead in placing my fake sigil in the centre of my palm and extending it at the guard for inspection. The sigil immediately responds, glowing softly. My throat constricts when the guard leans closer, a frown creasing his forehead.

He knows, I think. But then, a moment later, he rolls the scroll back up and hands it over to us. “You may proceed.”

Seriously? I offer a weak smile as I tuck my shears back into my boot. He bought it. I can’t believe it. We stood before the guards, fed them a concoction of lies and, miraculously, passed ourselves off as competitors in the Reckoning.

As the watercraft glides beneath the arch and into the city of Rava, the guard bids us farewell with a parting wish.

“Good luck with the tournament,” he calls after us, his words echoing with amusement. “If you don’t win, at least try not to die!”


Chapter Ten

The watercraft glides smoothly along the serpentine canals of Rava. We pass along the outskirts of a buzzing marketplace, and it’s the biggest I’ve ever seen.

Colourful stalls weave through narrow alleyways, cobbled together from vibrant tarps and woven greenery. They’re overflowing with trinkets and exotic treasures, vendors clamouring for the attention of the passing crowd.

Celebratory red-and-gold garlands thread through most of the stalls, and matching banners overhead proudly declare the Reckoning’s motto.

Honour to the Triumstellar Accord. Blessed be the stars.

I breathe in the medley of scents that drift upon the air. Street food sizzling over open flames. Earthy spices and herbs. The faint sharpness of fresh dye, and beneath it a dampness reminiscent of wet wool. Freshly baked milk buns are perched on the windowsill of a nearby bakery, and I can’t help but salivate. Suddenly, the apple I had for breakfast feels like a long time ago.

As our watercraft heads deeper into Rava, the city reveals itself in layers. Quaint shops line the waterway banks, and colourful terraces clamber up the mountainside. Each tier of the city offers a more stunning view of the harbour below, where ships bob gently in the turquoise waters, their sails billowing.

I have to crane my neck to take in the royal palace. It clings to the mountain’s peak, made from a pale, almost white stone that gleams in the sun.

The walls wrapping around the palace are tall, carved with windows and balconies in various places to provide a view of the city below. Most spectacular of all is the crystalline dome crowning the structure, reflecting light like an ever-burning star.

I swoon at the sight of it. The royal palace has long been known as one of Astraloria’s greatest architectural marvels, attracting admirers from every corner of the neighbouring principalities, Solara and Wrisha.

When we were younger, Elara and I fantasized about one day being able to see it in person. We’d dress up in our mum’s old dresses and pretend we were attending a lavish banquet at the palace, peering down from its balconies at the city below.

I can’t believe that, this time tomorrow, I’ll be walking through its doors. It’s a dream come true, and yet … Elara is not here.

Our watercraft slows. I realize we’ve arrived at the watercraft port in the centre of the city. It opens into a vast pool of water, dotted with docks and jetties that fan out like spokes from a wheel. The din of voices echoes beneath the grand stone structure arching overhead, people boarding and disembarking from various types of watercraft.

We drift towards an available jetty, where a watercraft coach seems to have just offloaded a group of people. They’re commuting workers, by the looks of their faded clothes and worn shoes. Untrained elementals like me, who can’t afford to live in the city.

Water laps gently at the wooden piers as the helmsman eases us into position. I thank him with a nod and step off on to the jetty, caught in a moment of marvel.

Beyond the arching structure of the port, tall buildings rise gracefully around us, reaching three, four, some even five storeys into the sky. They all have balconies spilling over with flowering plants and vines that cascade towards the streets below.

It’s beautiful and painful. A picture-perfect scene of arched windows and terracotta roofs – certainly a welcome change from the ivy-clad stone structures of Stellargrove. Elara would’ve loved this, and it hurts knowing I’ll never be able to share it with her.

Unless we win the tournament.

I turn to the helmsman. “What now? Where are we supposed to be staying?”

He shrugs and tugs at his collar. “W-wish I could tell you, but this is where the other pair asked to be dropped off. Maybe they had a room booked somewhere?”

“You didn’t think to ask them where?” Taron asks, swinging his bag over his shoulder and chucking mine at my chest. I catch it with a thud.

“My apologies. The pair barely acknowledged my existence.” The helmsman looks nervous. He pulls a lever, and the watercraft’s canopy reassembles. “Best of luck, I suppose.”

Taron and I stand in silence as the watercraft glides away.

“We’ve got nowhere to stay?” I ask.

“I guess not,” he says.

“Any money?”

He shakes his head.

“Great.”

I survey our surroundings beyond the port, from the pretty pastel houses to the marketplace we just passed. About halfway between the two, opposite a fishmonger’s stall, I spot a sign swinging outside a run-down building – the Lucky Fish Tavern & Inn.

The letters on the sign outside are faded, but the words on the one stuck to the window are legible. Help wanted.

“Can you cook?”

Taron shakes his head no.

“Balance plates?”

“I highly doubt it.”

“OK, well, then this ought to be interesting. Come on,” I say, grabbing his sleeve and pulling him along.

“Hold on – what are we doing?”

“We’re getting jobs,” I say as I steer him towards the Lucky Fish. “We’re not sleeping on the streets tonight.”

The inside of the tavern is smaller than I thought, darker, too, but it’s filled with laughter and lively chatter. A gramophone plays soft music in the corner, and lively flames crackle in the hearth. The air is stifling, swirling with the mouthwatering aromas of beef stew, mulled cider and Solaran wine.

“Man, someone turn down the heat.” Taron’s words came out in a drawl. “How can anyone survive this sauna?”

I ignore him – and the warm flush prickling at my neck – as I look around, searching for someone who looks like they’re in charge.

There’s a tall sturdy-looking man sitting behind the bar, wearing a silk shirt and a black bow tie that’s threatening to strangle him. I weave through the tables towards him.

“Excuse me,” I say with a forced smile. “Are you in charge here?”

“Who’s asking?” the man says without looking up from his newspaper. I wince at the photo on the front page, a mousy-looking man with two large front teeth. Buddy.

The headline nearly makes me choke. A grim discovery in Stellargrove: Jewel merchant found dead, Principal Guard probes possible foul play.

“I, uh, noticed your sign in the window.” My voice is strained, but I can’t seem to do anything about it. “Help wanted?”

The man peers round the paper at me, and then at Taron, his eyes narrowing. When he doesn’t respond, I add, “My friend and I are willing to work for free in exchange for a place to stay for the night.”

“Travellers aren’t welcome here,” he grumbles, turning back to his paper.

“We’re not travellers,” I assure him. “We’re competitors. We’re here to compete in the Reckoning.”

He sets the paper down, his gaze now sparking with equal amounts amusement and curiosity. He chuckles under his breath, and accompanying laughter erupts from some onlookers at a table behind us.

“Can you imagine?” one of them says. He twirls his finger, Luna talents silently commanding a crock in the centre of the table to refill his cup with wine. “Let me guess, you’re the privately trained pair?”

I nod stiffly. “That’s us.”

His friend joins in with a boisterous laugh. He shouts over to us. “You’re telling me you’re both here to compete in the biggest event of the decade, and you don’t have a place to stay? That’s a fine mess you’ve gotten yourselves into.”

I flash a bashful smile, trying to work the crowd. But Taron ignores them, turning to the man behind the bar.

“Job or no job?” he bites out.

The barman eyes him. “Funny, ain’t it? A privately trained pair with pockets deep enough to grease the High Council for a tournament entry, yet here you are, begging for work to cover a night’s stay. Makes a man wonder…”

A flush creeps into my neck. That’s it, our charade is over. We’ve been in Rava for no more than ten minutes and we’re already backed into a corner. I was a fool to drag us in here.

“Neither of our parents wanted us to submit our names for the ballot,” Taron says unexpectedly. “They are protective and don’t want us to die. We went against their word, so they’re refusing to support us financially during the tournament.”

I have to hold back my surprise.

“Your parents were right to worry,” slurs the onlooker who refilled his cup before. It’s empty already. “You won’t last a day on the island by the looks of you.”

Taron squares his jaw. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“We’re just grateful for the chance to compete,” I quickly interject, shifting on my feet so my heel rams into Taron’s toes with equal intention and precision. He shifts back a few paces and lets me take the lead.

“Please,” I say – no, beg – to the barman. “We won’t cause you any trouble. We only need a bed for the night, then we’ll be out of your hair in the morning.”

He sighs. “I could use some help around this place. All right. What are your talents?”

“Well, I’m an Emo,” I say, “and Wren here is a Luna.”

“An Emo and a Luna, huh?” The man’s forehead wrinkles. “I guess a gravitational talent would be helpful in the kitchen and, with the tournament bringing in a flood of tourists, a bit of energy detection might come in handy with the rowdier customers. We don’t serve alcohol to minors – no sigil, no drink. You think you can handle that?”

I muster a smile. “We’ll do whatever you need.”

“Then you’ve got a deal. You can work here in exchange for a place to sleep. But,” he adds, raising a sausage finger, “I’m afraid I only have one free room at the moment. Sharing won’t be a problem, will it?”

I stutter, “Um, w-well … if you had two that would be…”

“One room. One bed. Take it or leave it.”

Taron looks at me, and I sigh.

“We’ll take it,” he says.

As much as I hate the idea, it seems we don’t have any other choice.

The man claps his hands together, but his applause is swallowed by the lively hum of the tavern. “It’s settled, then. Welcome to the Lucky Fish. Your first shift started two seconds ago.”


Chapter Eleven

As the sun dips below the terracotta rooftops of Rava, casting a pinkish glow over the tables by the windows, I realize to my dismay I’m still only halfway through my one and only shift at the Lucky Fish. I’m exhausted.

The tavern is a far cry from the tiny old place in Stellargrove where I once had a brief stint as a waitress at weekends, before they kindly showed me the door for my remarkable lack of serving skills. The worst thing that happened to me then was tripping over my own feet and landing face first in a plate of mashed potatoes, and today somehow manages to top that.

The place is rammed, as it has been since lunch. I’m constantly darting between chaotic kitchen staff and noisy patrons, facing a never-ending barrage of demands. To top it all off, sunset marks happy hour, so now I’m scribbling down drink orders at twice the pace, my notepad and pen perpetually clenched in a white-knuckled grip.

“Don’t frown too hard,” Taron mutters as I pass him on my way to the bar. “Your face might stay that way.”

“Ha, ha … very funny,” I drone, making sure he sees me rolling my eyes. Possibly the worst part about this job is the fact that Taron seems to be a natural at it.

When he’s in the kitchen, he’s churning out washed plates faster than customers can finish their meals and, when he’s out here in the tavern, he glides easily through the maze of tables, using his talents to lay down dishes and snatch up empty glasses.

His emotionless nature is serving him well – he seems unflustered by the constant demands – and somehow even that infuriates me. I grind my teeth as I watch the train of hovering crockery obediently follow him back into the kitchen. Working here was my idea, after all. I’m supposed to be the one putting him to shame, not the other way around.

Earlier, when I asked Taron whether he could do this sort of stuff, he said no. It would seem he’s now both heartless and a liar.

I curse under my breath, realizing I can’t decipher an order I scribbled down ten minutes ago. Two non-alcoholic … somethings.

“What do you think this says?” I ask the barman.

He leans in and grunts, but he seems to understand because he takes two glasses from under the counter and starts mixing some kind of concoction.

My breath hovers in my throat when I finally return from the bar with what I hope are the correct drinks. I thread my way between the tables, anxiety knotting my stomach.

“Here you go,” I announce, placing the drinks in front of the two young women at the table.

“Fab, thanks,” says one of the women. She has golden hair that cascades across her shoulders in perfect waves, and her eyes are a striking blend of blue and green. Her smile has something calming about it. Exactly what I need right now.

“Sorry about the wait. It’s my first day, and…” I’m rambling. I bite my tongue and force a smile.

“Hey, relax. Nobody died, right?” The dark-skinned woman sitting across from the white one shoots me a wink, and it’s hard not to be captivated by the almost translucent quality of her emerald eyes.

I steal an admiring glance at the raven-black plait flowing down her back, adorned with delicate sandstone ornaments, worn by those hailing from the White Desert.

“Right,” I say. “Thanks. For understanding.”

As I pivot towards the kitchen, I sense a shift in the air of the tavern. Chatter fades into hushed murmurs, and the ambient noise gives way to pointed stares.

I turn to face the entrance, where a young man, practically dripping with arrogance, is throwing a long crimson coat at a man beside him. All eyes are on him as he rolls up his sleeves and saunters to an available table by the window.

He’s handsome, tall and broad-shouldered with a shock of champagne-blond hair. But something about him makes my skin crawl.

It’s the way he flops down on a chair and kicks his legs on to the table. The way he bites his lip as he winks at a passerby.

“Who is that?” I ask, accidentally out loud.

The two young women look up at me, their eyebrows raised. “Not from around here, are you?” says the raven-haired woman.

Whoever he is, I’d rather not serve him, but luck isn’t on my side, and the only other server is predictably nowhere to be seen.

The owner – Mr Bo, as I’ve since learned his name – shoots me a look from behind the bar that translates to, “What are you waiting for? Get on with it.”

I nod and smooth down my apron before crossing the room. The handsome but arrogant customer barely notices me as I approach. He still has his feet up on the table, chair tipped back at a precarious angle. A rogue streak of twilight sun reflects off the window into his lap, and he toys idly with it, bending the light as though it’s something tangible and shining it in his companion’s eyes. He’s a Helio.

I follow his hair to where it brushes against his collar, pausing an instant on his face, which is sprinkled with a constellation of freckles. He’s wearing a black silk blouse unbuttoned at his chest, tucked into a pair of tight black trousers.

Our eyes meet. I’m surprised by how striking his are – a deep, dark brown – and the intensity of his expression. Then he snaps his fingers at me, and a bolt of recognition skitters across my skin.

He’s Cyrus, the youngest son of High Prince Hevio, hailing from the neighbouring principality of Solara. His brash reputation precedes him; he is a constant in the headlines for all the wrong reasons.

I also recognize his companion now. He’s Gideon, Cyrus’s long-time servant. He’s slightly shorter with a lean physique, olive skin and a sort of confident indifference.

“Welcome to the Lucky Fish,” I say, the cheerfulness of my smile a thin veil over the irritation simmering beneath.

Cyrus scowls. “Took you long enough. The service here is atrocious.”

I arch a brow. That’s some cheek, speaking to me like I’m one of his servants. He probably expects me to fall to his feet and apologize, but that’s not happening.

“If you don’t like it here,” I say, “you could always take your business elsewhere.”

Cyrus blinks as though he’s never been defied before. Then he lets out a sharp, ugly laugh. “Do you even know who I am?”

“This is Young Prince Cyrus of Solara,” Gideon declares, introducing him as though we’re at some diplomatic dinner rather than a waterside tavern. “Fourth in line to the throne and future victor of the Reckoning,” he adds loudly, mostly for the benefit of those seated around them, who all clap obligingly.

I try my best to conceal my surprise. The Reckoning? Is the prince really here to compete in the tournament?

I didn’t think dignitaries were eligible to participate. And is High Prince Hevio OK with sending his son into what might be a fight to the death?

Cyrus snaps his fingers again, right in front of my face. “Oi! Are you listening?” The impatience in his voice permeates the air around him. It smells sharp and metallic, like a dirty copper coin. “Quit loafing around and serve us. We’ve travelled a long way, and I don’t have all day.”

“If you’re ordering drinks, I’ll have to see your sigils.” I don’t, really. Cyrus’s extravagant twentieth birthday was splashed across the front page of every newspaper only a couple of months ago, so I know he’s over the legal drinking age of eighteen. But the look of utter disbelief crossing his features now makes feigning naivety all the more worth it.

“My sigil?” he asks. “This is ridiculous.”

“No sigil, no drink.”

His reaction is immediate and explosive. He leaps to his feet and clamps his hands around my wrists. I try to wrench free, but he shoves me back against the wall behind me, pinning me there. Several customers gasp, but Cyrus ignores them.

“How dare you say no to me?” he spits. “Do you have any idea what my father could do to this place? A word from me and he’ll raze it to the ground, with you still in it!”

I hold my ground, locking eyes with him despite the fury swirling in his dark irises. “I doubt that’s true,” I say as calmly as I can. “Considering he’s allowing you to fight in the tournament, it’s unlikely your father even cares whether or not you’re here.”

His eyes widen. I watch as his expression contorts into a look of pure hurt before rage takes over.

That’s it, I think. This is exactly the kind of anger I’m after.

The air around him crackles, and shadows start to gather around his face, dark wisps of negative energy that snake and coil across his forehead.

Cyrus’s grip on my wrists hardens. It hurts, but adrenaline fuels me, heightening my senses. I want to reach out, my fingertips tingling with the anticipation of making contact with his turbulent aura.

One touch, and I’ll have a glimpse into his deepest fears and vulnerabilities; valuable information Taron and I could use against him in the tournament. But then…

“What do you think you’re doing?” Taron’s voice lacerates the air. Sharp. Cold. I glance over as he drops a crate of dishes on a nearby table and steps forward.

In seconds, he’s closed the gap between them. He doesn’t touch Cyrus, only stares at him without moving. The Young Prince blinks in surprise. He lets go of me, and the negative energy inching across his skin recedes. I bite the inside of my cheek. I was so close.

“Watch yourself, buddy,” Gideon snarls, forcing his smaller frame in between the two men, chin tilted upward to meet Taron’s frozen stare. “The Principal Guard could have your head for talking to the Young Prince like that.”

Taron leers at Gideon. “A big title doesn’t give him the right to push people around.”

“I didn’t push anyone,” Cyrus insists. “Not anyone who counts, anyway.” He gives me a dismissive look, and Taron works his jaw.

His reaction is surprising, considering his otherwise indifferent nature – and the fact that we barely know each other.

I didn’t think he would care what anyone said about me. Maybe he doesn’t, and it’s just the arrogance of an entitled royal that’s tipped him over the edge.

Either way, Taron doesn’t strike me as the type of guy who’d seek this kind of public confrontation, and yet, looking at him now, silently staring Cyrus square in the eyes, he almost seems relaxed, despite his anger. As though he has done this before.

“What’s the matter?” Cyrus taunts when Taron doesn’t move. “If you’ve got something to say, say it.”

“I doubt your fragile ego can handle it.”

Cyrus growls as fury sparks across his face. He lunges forward and shoves Taron hard in the chest, but Taron barely registers the blow. This only seems to fuel the Young Prince’s anger.

Extending his arm towards the window, Cyrus catches the sunbeam he toyed with before. It snaps off in his hand like a twig, and the light briefly melts into his palm like putty before jutting forward in the shape of a sword.

Murmurs ripple through the tavern, and the golden-haired girl I served earlier sprints over with her hands raised in a gesture of peace.

“Come on, guys,” she says, stepping between Taron and Cyrus. “It doesn’t cost much to be civilized.”

“Out of the way, Kara,” Cyrus orders, clearly familiar with her.

“Not until you shatter your blade,” she says. “Need I remind you, harassing staff members in a reputable tavern is a surefire way to tarnish your precious reputation. You could be booted out of the tournament for this. You know that, right?”

Cyrus hesitates. Just when I think he is about to ignore her and charge at Taron, he shatters his blade on the floor. The beam dissipates into shimmering flecks of light, which dissolve into the air.

The Young Prince takes a step back to compose himself, although his focus remains fixed on me and Taron. “You’re lucky Kara’s here to make me realize what a waste of time you both are,” he says, boredly flopping back down in his seat.

I startle when his fist suddenly bangs on to the table. “Hello? Does anyone useful work in here?”

Within seconds, Mr Bo emerges from the kitchen. He rushes over, red-faced and frazzled. “Oh … my sincerest apologies, Your Highness. Is everything in order?”

“No, not even close,” Cyrus says. He gestures at me and Taron. “These two are refusing me service.”

“Well,” I argue, “he was being incredibly rude and…”

“Get His Royal Highness a crock of our finest Solaran red,” Mr Bo barks at me, his nostrils flaring. “On the house, of course.”

“Thank you, my good man.” Cyrus leans back in his seat, all smug satisfaction. As I pivot on my heels to get the drinks, he can’t resist a final, arrogant jab in my direction. “And be quick about it, Freckles.”


Chapter Twelve

I burst into the cramped bedroom above the tavern. The door swings shut and I chuck my bag on to the narrow bed with a groan.

“What an arrogant, self-entitled idiot,” I grumble. “Could you believe that? Snapping his fingers at me like that, expecting me to jump to it.”

Taron closes the door quietly, looking annoyingly calm. He sits down on the edge of the bed and surveys our home for the night.

“And what about that minion of his, Gideon? A real doormat, if you ask me. Going around tending to his master’s every need…”

Silence.

“Hello? Aren’t you going to say something?” I probe.

“Oh, sure.” Taron shrugs, and I’m baffled. How is he acting all nonchalant about it now, when only a few hours ago, he looked ready to punch the Young Prince square across the jaw? “He’s a complete tool. But, if you ever read the headlines, I thought you would’ve known that already.”

“This is all messed up,” I mutter, digging my hands into my hair. “Going up against someone like Cyrus in the tournament? He’s been training his entire life. Did you see that blade? How are we ever supposed to win?”

“Believe it or not, Cyrus is the least of our worries.” Taron reclines on his elbows and his shirt rides up slightly. I catch a glimpse of the defined contours of his torso disappearing into his belt and I quickly look away.

Warmth blooms in my cheeks. I ignore it. “What do you mean?”

“That girl from the tavern, Kara DeLange,” he says. “She’s a top pick among the bookies to win the Reckoning.”

“How do you know that?” I ask.

Taron finally meets my eyes. “Unlike you,” he says dryly, “I’ve done my homework and didn’t dive into this unprepared.”

“Seriously? I was only dragged into this yesterday. When was I supposed to conduct my research?”

“You don’t know anything about the competing teams?” Taron cocks a brow at me and I shrug. “Maybe grab a newspaper once in a while. The Principal Academies have been doing profiles on their selected students.”

A different kind of heat rises into my face. He’s insufferable. “Instead of berating me, why don’t you just tell me already? Who is Kara, and why is she the odds-on favourite?”

Taron sits up and fixes his gaze on the bay window. Beyond it, the city of Rava sprawls.

“For starters, she’s a Helio,” he says. “Enrolled at the Solarflare Institute in Solara – top of her class. Word has it she’s set to enlist in the Principal Guard post-graduation, and it’s not been confirmed yet, but she recently secured herself a full scholarship at Rava Academy here in the capital.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“What else do you know about her?”

Taron sighs. “She’s charismatic. Good with people.”

“What about her teammate, the other girl? Who is she?”

“Savannah Dlamini, a Psam from the White Desert. Her father’s a renowned sandshaper in the Principal Guard, so she probably has more training than any other competitor in the tournament.”

I vaguely remember Alaric and his group discussing the daughter of a renowned sandshaper. That was her? She looked … friendlier than I would imagine. But then I recall a line from the Games Master’s Post I found in Wren’s rucksack earlier.

Do not be fooled by the merriment that fills the palace halls, dear friends, for the warmest smiles may soon be the ones that cut deepest.

“Is Savannah enrolled in an Academy?” I ask.

“She’s been honing her talents at Rava Academy since childhood.” Taron sounds like he’s reading from a book. It’s starting to worry me how little I know. “They’re a deadly duo.”

Exhausted suddenly, I sit down on the edge of the bed next to Taron. I immediately regret it. The sudden physical closeness between us feels suffocating, almost too intimate for comfort.

I shift away a bit and try to lighten my tone. “Well, great. That’s just the boost of confidence I needed.”

“It’s not all bad,” Taron says.

“How so?” I turn to look at him.

“All eyes will be on them. No one will notice us.”

True, I suppose. But it still doesn’t fill me with the comfort I need.

I reach into my boot for my shears and gather the fake sigil in my palm. The stone in the centre turns a muddled grey colour, but the medallion itself glows warmly, revealing the details of my stolen identity etched into it.

“What about Maeve and Wren?” I ask. “What do the papers say about them?”

“Not much. Nothing formidable, at least. They’re both from Moondance Haven. Not enrolled in any Academies. Privately trained. No one really knows what their talents are, even.”

“They’re a wildcard.”

“Exactly.”

I bite my bottom lip. It makes sense now, why Madame Vera would choose this team in particular to impersonate. If no one knows anything about them, not even their talents, there’s nothing to expose us as impostors.

It pains me to admit it, but Taron has a point. We’re entering the Reckoning with the element of surprise on our side. People will underestimate us. And we can use that.

“Feeling better?” Taron asks, eyeing me. From his face, I can’t tell if he’s genuinely concerned or just smug. Most likely the latter.

“A little. By the way,” I say, “you didn’t have to play hero back there with Cyrus. I could’ve handled him myself.”

“You didn’t look like you were handling it.” An annoying smile plays at the corners of his lips.

“Well, that’s where you’re wrong,” I fire back. “It might surprise you to know that I was goading him intentionally. If you hadn’t stuck your nose in it, I’d have been able to get a glimpse of his energy and learn his deepest insecurities. That would’ve been helpful in the tournament.”

Taron snorts. “We already know Cyrus’s deepest insecurity,” he says, turning away again. “He’s vain and arrogant and selfish, just like the rest of the royals. We’ll have plenty of opportunities to use that against him.”

“I still didn’t need your help,” I mutter.

“If you say so.” Taron yawns, and I let out an exaggerated sigh.

My fingers pinch at the quilt on the bed. I’m tired, too – exhausted, really – but the idea of sleeping makes my stomach churn. Because once I close my eyes, it’ll be morning and the tournament will begin.

“If we’re doing this thing,” I say, after a moment, “you’re going to have to learn to trust me. I can handle myself, OK? I didn’t have parents to take care of me, so I’ve been doing it my whole life—”

I bite my tongue, realizing I’ve said more than I wanted to. A silence fills the room, and when I glance at Taron, I find his electric-blue eyes are staring right at me. He moves towards the head of the bed, resting with his back against the wall.

I can’t tell what he’s thinking, and it’s annoying me. I study his face, searching for some clue to his thoughts. The smallest, most insignificant thread of energy to tell me how he’s feeling. Why doesn’t he say something?

That’s when I notice it – a small, faded scar tracing the upper right corner of his top lip. It’s barely visible, but now I’ve seen it, I can’t seem to tear my eyes away.

Then I realize I’m staring at his mouth and, embarrassed, I leap to my feet and pace towards the window.

Suddenly the room feels even tinier. I look around. The décor is simple – a narrow bed, a small wooden chest, a writing desk and two rugs.

“So, this is … cosy,” I say, to break the silence. “How do you suppose we settle the sleeping situation?”

Taron is still staring at me. “Guess I’ll have to play the gentleman and offer you the bed.”

“I don’t need a man to make me comfortable. The bed is all yours.”

“Well, where are you going to sleep?”

I nod at the bay window, cushioned with a thin, padded ledge. “The window should do me fine. I’ve slept on worse.”

A look of suspicion crosses his face. “This feels like a trap. Do you want the bed or not?”

“I said I’m fine.” I drag a blanket off the bed and go back to the window.

Taron doesn’t make me say it twice before he kicks off his boots and pulls his shirt up over his head in one smooth motion. I forget to look away, and my breath sticks in my throat.

“Only if you’re sure,” he says, smirking as he slips under the quilt and fluffs up the pillows.

“You could’ve tried to resist for longer…” I take off my boots and settle myself into the window seat. It’s not exactly comfortable, and as I stare down at the warm lights of the city below, the stark contrast to my life back in the village hits me – our little cottage in the valley, my warm bed, Elara. It’s all gone.

I should feel sad, but my throat is thick with guilt. Another thought occurs to me – a thought that makes me shiver. Back in the parlour, when I got a glimpse into Madame Vera’s mind, I only saw her and the burly man creep up on Elara.

I didn’t want to entertain the notion before, but now it’s the only thing I can think about – what if Taron was there, too, watching as my sister’s soul was ripped away? And now here I am, sharing a room with him.

I push the urge to sob back down, blinking to banish any tears. There’s no way I’m going to cry in front of him.

“Here,” Taron says softly, and I wonder if he’s been staring at me again. “You’ll probably need this.” He chucks over a pillow and I catch it.

“Thanks,” I say, but I can’t bring myself to look at him. He doesn’t notice, and he swiftly clicks off the solar lantern beside the bed.

We’re both quiet for a while as I lie back, gazing out of the window at the three moons emerging from beyond the clouds. I close my eyes, my lips murmuring a prayer to the Ancient Spirits, a silent plea to anyone willing to listen.

“You know,” I find myself saying, “this is my first time in the capital. My sister and I used to dream about this place. Elara would open a bakery here, selling cakes to the high and mighty – royals, nobles, affluent city dwellers.”

Taron stays mute, but in the dark, I see he’s focused on the window, the light of the moons glinting in his pupils.

My curiosity gets the better of me. “Something tells me this isn’t your first time. Do you—”

“Stop.”

His abruptness catches me off guard. “I’m just making conversation.”

“Exactly, Maeve. You need to stop. We’re in this together – sure, I get that. But I’ve already told you not to mistake this for friendship. I’m here to free myself, OK? Not to bare my soul to anyone who asks.”

“Free yourself?” I ask. “What do you mean by that?”

Taron’s silence lingers. “Let’s call it a night,” he says. “We’ve got a big day tomorrow.” With this, he turns his back on me.

“My name’s not Maeve, by the way,” I breathe into the dark.

But he doesn’t reply.


Chapter Thirteen

I wake in the night to the sound of moaning. At first I think I’m dreaming again, but then I pry my eyes open. I sit upright, senses heightened, heart thrashing wildly.

It takes me a minute to remember where I am.

Who I’m sharing the room with.

Taron groans again before turning over in bed. He’s still asleep, jerking and muttering, words too slurred to be coherent.

I lie down again and try to go back to sleep, surprisingly relieved. I don’t think I can handle another dream with Elara’s emaciated face in it. The darkness of the room spins before me, the way it usually does before my eyes droop shut. But sleep doesn’t come.

I blink, and the darkness keeps spinning. Not the darkness, but a dark energy, twisting and coiling, spiralling in slow, deliberate circles overhead.

Taron mutters in his sleep again, something cryptic, a string of words. I turn my head to see each word materializing as a dark entity – sharp, slender figures hovering over him, too placid to be Soul Wraiths.

They have long sharp nails that trace wicked lines along Taron’s skin, and their gaping mouths reveal a multitude of razor teeth; their long, sinister tongues hungrily lick at the surrounding air.

They’re his inner demons that he works so hard to suppress, freeing themselves in his sleep. I’m surprised at how tangible they are, a stark contrast to the usual formless struggles most people face in their nightmares.

Whatever is tormenting Taron’s mind right now, it must be a true hell.

Good, I think. Let him suffer.

I try to shut my eyes, attempting to ignore the entities, but their energy is potent. They pull at me like a chain, invisible but unbreakable. They taunt me and, even though the entities make no sound, my ears throb. I can’t block them out, yet I have to. This isn’t my fight.

If I were to cleanse Taron’s subconscious of these demons, it might help him – but why should I? He might have watched my sister die. He has made it clear he doesn’t care about me. He’s been blunt and entirely indifferent towards me.

Sure, he allowed me to say goodbye to Elara. He stepped in to help me stand up against Cyrus when I didn’t ask him to. But still, I owe him nothing.

If allowing Taron to be consumed by his own mind means sacrificing a good night’s sleep, so be it. It’s a price I’m willing to pay.

When I wake next, the early-morning sun is spearing in through the window. My head is no longer throbbing and invisible nails are no longer clawing at the back of my neck. Taron must be awake. I turn over and look at the bed, but he’s not there.

I push myself upright, ignoring the crick in my neck from the hard ledge. Did he leave? Did it all become too much for him and he decided to flee?

But then the washroom door opens to free a billow of steam, and Taron walks through in a towel. He holds it together at his waist with one hand, while he ruffles his hair with the other.

“Oh … good morning,” I say, turning away to look out of the window before he can see the blush creeping into my cheeks.

The glass captures his silhouette against the warm light beyond. The sharp angles of his shoulders and collarbone stand out, and his skin gleams faintly with drops of water.

The lines of old scars and new bruises interrupt the smoothness. I’m intrigued. More than I should be. I hope he doesn’t notice.

“Get ready,” is all he says, pulling his clothes on behind me. “I’m starving.”

*

Fifteen minutes later, I’m navigating the busy marketplace of Rava.

It’s a sea of stalls that winds through the narrow streets towards the harbour, its tented canopies made of vibrant canvases in blue, pink, orange and red. It feels like a living, breathing entity: merchants bartering, children’s laughter echoing down the alleys, and spectators gasping at street performers re-enacting battles from Reckonings long past.

“Witness the Reckoning of Stellar Year 1180,” the lead performer bellows, brandishing a wooden sword painted gold to mimic a Helio’s blade made of light.

They leap on to a stack of crates and proceed to face off against another performer, whose twirling green ribbons represent vines controlled by a Flora. A third performer pretends to be injured on the ground. I can only assume the red pom-poms tied around their wrists are meant to be a Pyro’s flames. The battle ends with the Helio performer stabbing the Flora’s chest with their wooden sword.

“Our champions,” they announce, helping the Pyro to their feet, “are two strangers, thrust together by their fathers, both respected Solaran generals of the Principal Guard. Wielders of light and fire, together they conquered Aurora Isle and wished for eternal prosperity to bless their two homes. Wealth. Power. Influence. The family names Caelum and Ashen have thrived ever since. Their names are etched into legend, for generations to envy.”

It’s a tale I’ve heard many a time over the years, though not in the sweet, homespun way the performers tell it now.

There are darker whispers about the Reckoning of 1180, twenty Stellar Years ago. About another team, besides the winners, that returned alive but broken.

The team were a boy and a girl. The girl is said to have vanished shortly afterwards, never to be seen again, while her teammate refused to speak another word about the tournament. He is meant to have settled in a village not far from Rava, a hollowed-out shadow of himself, scarred in ways that couldn’t be seen but that still, after all these Stellar Years, lingered in his eyes.

I watch the performers only a little longer, just in time for the ending.

“Victory belongs to the brave!” cries the lead performer amid another exaggerated clash, and the crowd swells with applause.

Victory belongs to those foolish enough to think they’re brave, I think.

Taron shifts restlessly beside me, and I hurry after him through the market. Shoppers are crowding all around us to buy the morning’s freshest produce. Fruits and vegetables hailing from across the three principalities, some of which I’ve never seen before.

I frown at something labelled a cacti nectar – a small reddish fruit vaguely resembling an orange, with a knobbly peel and spikes like a cactus. I’m almost tempted to try it, but I’m too exhausted to think about eating, and my stomach is knotted with anxiety at the thought of what lies ahead.

Tonight is the dreaded Obsidian Banquet. And then tomorrow … Taron said the competitors will all be sailing to the island. I’ve never been at sea – I’m not sure if I’ll be able to stomach it.

I slowly shuffle after him, pushing the thought from my mind as we weave further through the market.

We pass a street-food stall, where one of the vendors is making a show of dishing pulled pork into bread bowls for customers. He slathers them one by one with a thick reddish-brown sauce. A second vendor is crouched by a fire pit, rotating a hog on a skewer. She loads some unlit coals on to the pit, and her hands dance through the flames, using her Pyro talents to stoke the fire.

Taron stops a little further down at a stall that smells of freshly baked milk bread. He digs out a coin and hands it over in exchange for a few rolls.

“I’m not hungry,” I say when he offers me one.

“You have to eat.”

I half-heartedly accept it, forcing myself to chew as I study the next stall, arranged with wooden bowls filled to the brim with colourful spices.

Before, a place like this would’ve seen me sneaking past to pinch handfuls of Elara’s favourites. It used to be a natural instinct – stealing. But now, the thought disgusts me, making my skin crawl.

Taron hungrily polishes off a bun before immediately starting on another.

“It’s like you haven’t eaten in weeks,” I comment.

“Feels like it,” he mumbles through a mouthful. “The soup we got last night wasn’t exactly filling.”

I shudder at the memory of the fishy broth Mr Bo gave us for dinner after our shift at the tavern. I’ll admit it wasn’t that different to the various concoctions Elara and I have had to throw together from leftovers. It makes me wonder. Wherever Taron comes from, whatever life he leads with Madame Vera, it’s clearly one that can satisfy his appetite.

We’re both silent for a while, the sounds of the market swirling around us. I try to savour the infectious buzz, but my thoughts keep returning to the tournament. It certainly doesn’t help that signs of the Reckoning are everywhere.

Red-and-gold banners hang in shop windows and bookies linger on street corners, tempting onlookers to try their luck on some of the competitors. Speculation drifts through the air – animated chatter about the odds of different pairs.

Taron and I try to squeeze past unnoticed, but we still end up caught in the crosshairs of a red-faced bookie who sidles up with a grin. “Two Lun per bet, folks. Special price, today only,” he chirps.

“Not for us,” Taron says, but I can’t resist asking.

“What are the odds on Maeve and Wren from Moondance Haven?”

The man’s face contorts with disdain. “No, no, no – you might as well be throwing money to the wind! Let’s place a bet on Young Prince Cyrus instead. What do you say? A much wiser investment for the lady.”

Taron has his eyebrows raised at me as we walk away. “What did I tell you? We’re not on anyone’s radar.”

“I suppose that’s comforting.”

We press on through the market, and it’s all that I can do to keep up with Taron and his long purposeful strides.

“So,” I say when I at last catch up, “have you thought at all about our backstory for tonight? We need to be convincing.”

“Your name is Maeve and my name is Wren. We’re from Moondance Haven. What else do people need to know?” Taron’s tone is calm. Thumbs hooked into his pockets, he exudes a relaxed air that doesn’t match the entities I saw swirling around him last night.

“Don’t we need a bit more detail than that to be convincing?’

He shrugs. “Sounds convincing to me. Besides, we’re all strangers at the end of the day. We can just make stuff up if needed.”

“You can’t be serious?” I ask, stopping and grabbing him by the shoulder to slow him down. “I mean, how did we meet, for instance? Why did we decide to enter the tournament together? People will ask us these things.”

Taron stares at me for a beat and, when I don’t yield, he sighs. “How about this? We grew up together in Moondance Haven. Years of being privately trained together, becoming best friends and all that jazz. People will buy that.”

“Best friends? OK, I guess it’ll work.” I nod to myself. Then Taron goes back to walking, so I have to jog behind him to keep up – there’s more to plan. “Now, what about our backgrounds?”

“We don’t want to add too much detail. Throw in that story about being financially cut off, and all those rich bastards will baulk at the sight of us.”

“And our reason for entering the Reckoning?”

“We want to win,” he says. “And we want the wish, like everyone else.”

Taron’s story is simple. Which, I guess, makes it work. But I still have concerns.

In a few hours, we’ll be facing down a banquet hall full of bloodthirsty opponents from elite Academies with years of combat training and full mastery of their talents. What will we be telling them? How do we act around each other? We are strangers, after all. Well, at least I know more about Taron’s fake identity than I do his real one. The way he confronted Cyrus in the tavern, those nightmares last night, his reluctance to talk about his life…

I still don’t know what he meant yesterday when he said he wanted to free himself. Is whatever he needs to free himself from something I need to worry about, too?

“What if there are other competitors from Moondance Haven in the tournament?” I ask. “It’s a relatively small village. They’ll know we’re lying.”

Taron quirks his shoulders. “There’s no use worrying about it. Madame Vera knows what she’s doing.”

My doubts linger. “And what if, by some cosmic joke, we actually win the whole thing? If our faces end up on every paper, people will soon find out that we’re not who we pretended to be?”

“Madame Vera will take care of it. She always does.”

I watch Taron in silence. I’m so focused on figuring him out that I nearly trip over an uneven stone in the road. He seems so sure of himself – of her. How do I know I can trust him when he’s putting all his faith in the woman who killed my sister?

I’m shaken from my thoughts when a street urchin, quick as a shadow, snatches something from Taron’s jacket pocket.

“Hey, thief!” I shout.

Taron pivots, attempting to seize the boy, but he’s swift and slips down an alley.

“Come back here, you little runt!” Taron is fast. He races after the thief, and I struggle to match his pace.

We round the corner into the alley, and the thief is almost at the end when Taron’s arm shoots out, fingers curling with purpose. In an instant, the thief is jerked back through the air as if pulled by invisible strings, crashing on to the ground before us with a thud.

Taron towers over him, his boot pressing down on his chest. In the dim light of the alley, the thief’s face is revealed, marked by fear and tears tracing lines through the grime on his cheeks. He’s only a teenager.

“You stole from me.”

“Please, don’t hurt me, sir,” the boy pleads. “I … I’m only an orphan… I’m hungry.”

Taron’s jaw is clenched, his chest still heaving from the pursuit. “Get up,” he growls at the thief. When the boy hesitates, Taron, using his talents, lifts him to his feet and shoves him against a wall. He stands there, regarding the boy with a hard stare.

“You’ll starve to death if you keep getting caught like this. Even worse, thrown in a cell by the Principal Guard,” he says through gritted teeth. He puts out his hand, and the boy drops the stolen object into it.

I can see it more clearly now – an antique pocket watch with the three moons engraved on it.

“Learn to be better.” Taron takes a step back, freeing the boy from his invisible hold against the wall.

The kid drops to his knees. “I … I’m sorry, sir.”

“Stand up and stop apologizing.” Taron’s voice seems to soften as he adds, “If you’re hungry, try staking out the back entrance of taverns. They don’t always take in food deliveries right away, so the wagons just stand there unattended.”

“Th-thank you, sir.”

“Take this.” Taron hands over the last bread roll. The boy takes it gratefully. “Now go – get out of here.”

The boy spins and runs off without a backwards glance. Taron keeps watching the end of the alley until his footsteps fade.

My mind is a-swirl. This can’t be right. Taron is meant to be cold and heartless, yet here he is, displaying a flicker of compassion.

“What?” he says, noticing me watching him.

“You didn’t punish him,” I say. “Why is that?”

Taron scoffs through his nose and marches away. “A street urchin like him isn’t worth wasting my energy on.”

Something about his tone doesn’t convince me. It’s intriguing, to say the least. That advice he gave the boy about food deliveries almost sounded like he was speaking from experience.

After a long, silent walk back to the Lucky Fish, we arrive to find Mr Bo waiting angrily behind the bar.

“You’re late to check out,” he snaps.

“Sorry,” I tell him. “We’ll fetch our stuff now.”

“Too late. If you want to use the room, you’ll need to work another shift.”

“But we’re leaving in…”

“You want your stuff, you work. Oh, and there’s a delivery for you.”


Chapter Fourteen

When we get to our room, two brown paper packages are waiting on the bed. One for Maeve and one for Wren. I frown at Taron, but he doesn’t seem surprised.

When I tear open my package, I gasp. Inside is the most beautiful dress I’ve ever seen: a long silky gown in a striking midnight-blue colour, featuring a corset bodice and ribboned straps.

Taron’s package contains a suit and a note.

Hope these fit. A solarcraft will collect you at six. Don’t disappoint me.

Sincerely, Madame Vera

I serve customers and take orders for the rest of the day, but I can’t stop thinking about the packages. How did Madame Vera know where to find us? Did Taron notify her? I doubt it. I’ve been at his side the entire time, apart from when we were working and, even then, he was under the scrutiny of Mr Bo.

“How did she know?” I ask, when we finally head back to our room at the end of our afternoon shift.

“What do you mean?” Taron asks.

“We never told Madame Vera where we’re staying.” I watch his face, studying his reaction. “Unless you did?”

There’s not a twitch in his brow. “I didn’t have to. She has eyes and ears everywhere.”

“Who is she?”

“We should get dressed.”

I’m not ready to let it go, but I do. My focus now should be on the banquet, anyway.

The dress Madame Vera sent fits perfectly, almost as though it were made especially for me. It hugs my curves and shimmers in the light as I move. The blue silky fabric is unlike anything I’ve ever worn, and I try not to think about what it must’ve cost. How many weeks of rent could it have afforded Elara and me in the cottage?

I emerge from the washroom to find Taron dressed in matching midnight-blue trousers and a waistcoat that fits him like a glove. His light-blue dress shirt’s top two buttons are casually undone, and his sleeves are rolled up to his elbows.

As he adjusts one of the sleeves, another faded scar reveals itself on the back of his forearm, spreading across his skin like lightning. It’s intricate, and it intrigues me. Yet another piece of the grand old puzzle that is Taron’s life before all of this.

“You clean up nicely,” I say, but Taron barely glances at me. He’s been reluctant to speak to me, brooding ever since the incident with the street urchin.

“Your dress is undone,” he says. “The ribbon at the back, I mean.”

“What… Oh…” Heat flares across my cheeks. I reach behind my dress where a silky ribbon is meant to be criss-crossing down my spine. I’d been so distracted by the beauty of the dress, I completely forgot to do it up.

My hands are clumsy as I struggle to feed the ribbon through the loops, twisting awkwardly. I should have done this before I got dressed.

I catch Taron watching me in the mirror while doing up his bow tie. He quickly looks away, but a quirk to his lips betrays him.

“Is something amusing you?” I snap.

“Yeah. You.” He turns with his hands in his pockets. It’s the briefest movement, but his gaze floats across my collarbone before springing back up to my eyes. “How long are you willing to struggle before asking for help?”

“I can do up my own dress, thank you very much.”

“Without dislocating a shoulder?”

Another failed attempt at feeding the ribbon through the loops makes me sigh. “Fine. I might … need some assistance.”

Taron isn’t even bothering to hide his smile any more. He tilts his head in a way that beckons me closer, and I position myself in front of the mirror with him towering over my shoulder.

I can feel his presence against my bare back, and silk folds beneath my fingers as I brush my hands awkwardly against my skirt.

“How does this thing work, anyway?” Taron asks, eyeing the ribbons in his hands. He feeds either end through a loop, and his touch is surprisingly gentle. “Like this?”

I turn in the mirror. “Yeah, that looks right.”

“Easy work.” Taron moves slowly and with maddening care. His touch ghosts over my skin. I keep still, watching him in the mirror, tracing the small faded scar on his lip. He’s focused, but then his eyes flicker up, just briefly, to meet mine in the glass.

Taron threads the ribbons through the final two loops at my waist and gives the ends a tug to tighten them. I don’t expect the sudden pull, and it throws me off balance.

I stumble back, right into Taron’s solid frame. His hands curl around my waist. I can feel his cold fingertips through the dress. I suck in a breath, doing all I can to stop my heart from fluttering in my chest like some erratic caged bird.

Taron narrows his eyes as if he can hear it, and the heat pooling around my neck grows unbearable. I peel away from him, smoothing my skirt and haphazardly tying the ends of the ribbon into a bow behind my back.

Stop it, Talia. You need to compose yourself.

“Thanks,” I manage to say.

Taron runs a hand through his hair. If he’s feeling … whatever this is, he’s not showing it. “Sure. Like I said, easy work.”

By the time we head downstairs to wait for our ride, the city of Rava is soaked in end-of-day sun. Mr Bo looks like he’s about to pop a vessel when he sees us dressed for the banquet; I realize he most likely never believed we were actually competing.

I tug at the hem of my dress, the silk sticking to my skin as we wait outside for the solarcraft. I can’t tell if it’s the humidity in the air or a lingering reaction to whatever it was that happened between me and Taron in front of that mirror. It was something visceral, out of my control. It was his body pressing against mine, the smell of bergamot mixed with something deeper.

This is ridiculous. I can’t be attracted to Taron. We barely know each other and, whatever hold Madame Vera has on him, he still had a hand in Elara’s death. It’ll take a lot more than a crooked smile and a gentle touch for me to drop my guard. Besides, most of the time, he barely looks at me.

We wait in silence. When at last the solarcraft pulls up in front of the tavern, I can’t hide my relief. The vehicle closely resembles a watercraft – a long body that’s gracefully arched, made from sun-hardened wood and adorned with gold leaf and amber. A lattice of woven vines and sun-dried reeds forms the canopy overhead, filtering in the remaining rays of sunlight.

The canopy flips open, and Taron and I climb inside. It’s far less spacious than it looks, with seats opposite each other.

Taron’s tall frame takes up over half the space, one of his knees lightly grazing mine. I don’t think he realizes. I can’t ignore it. The coolness of his body seeps through the fabric of my dress. It spreads across my skin, and a shiver runs through me.

Stop it, I tell myself for the thousandth time. I turn away from him to stare out of the window, leaning my head right back to soak in the breeze.

“Clearing your head?” Taron asks.

“Something like that,” I say.

As the solarcraft winds its way up the steep mountain towards the palace gates, the city below soon fades into insignificance. The glistening waterways, market stalls and pretty pastel houses get smaller until they’re only tiny clusters of twinkling lights and smoking chimneys in the distance.

The palace gates loom large ahead of us. Two soldiers clad in black armour briefly stop us. We present our invitation and sigils – I’m still wary whenever I retrieve it from my boot – and then we’re through. There’s no turning back now.

Our journey across the grounds leads us past manicured gardens with colourful blooms and labyrinth hedges; statues of historical figures line the marble path, forever frozen in time. We coast past the walls enclosing the grounds, and I realize they’re a maze of towers and smaller residences, all linked to the main palace by graceful walkways. The alabaster stone has a dreamy feel to it in the soft light of dusk; every intricate carving and embellishment mirrors the crystalline dome crowning the palace.

We’re slowing down and the helmsman manoeuvres our solarcraft around a magnificent fountain before drifting to a stop outside the entrance of the main palace. The canopy flips open and I step out, tilting my head up to take in the spectacle.

High above, the dome glints in the waning evening sun. In front of us is a pair of towering wooden doors, flung open in a welcoming gesture. An assembly of footmen and parlour maids stand in the doorway, hands folded tidily behind their backs.

One footman steps forward and bows. “On behalf of His Majesty, High Prince Seraphius, we’d like to welcome you to this evening’s Obsidian Banquet. If you would be so kind as to make your way up the stairs to the banquet hall reception, the High Prince eagerly awaits to extend his welcome.” His polished accent and soft-spoken manner remind me of how out of place I am – an insignificant girl from a small village who’s never even graced the presence of a visiting dignitary.

But Taron nods and strolls through the doors as if he’s attended this sort of event a million times. And maybe he has? I’ve no idea.

My neck cranes as I step inside and the palace engulfs me. The ceilings are high with dangling chandeliers and gold-framed oil paintings lining dark, wood-panelled walls. A golden carpet cascades down the grand staircase towards us, like a river of molten gold.

We follow it up towards the distant din of chatter, and I don’t realize I’m pulling nervously at the hem of my dress until Taron’s hand comes to rest over mine.

The unexpected gesture sends a jolt through me. His touch is cold and startling, prickling my skin. I snatch my hand back, trying to regain my composure, while shooting Taron a glare that hopefully masks the heat flaring in my cheeks.

“Sorry,” he mutters in a low voice, and I immediately feel bad. It seemed like he was genuinely being kind, but, then again, he probably didn’t want my nerves to give us away.

Another footman greets us on the landing. He leads us down the corridor, a long stretch flanked by towering marble columns veined with gold, to a set of ornate doors. He pushes them open, bows low and gestures for us to go through.

The reception hall is an explosion of sound and light and colour. It’s swirling with competitors in the most opulent and garish attire – a staggering forty-six of them, all laughing and shrieking and greeting each other like old friends.

It’s an overwhelming sight, made worse by the mirrored walls, which reflect the room and everyone in it back to each other.

I hold my breath as I take it all in. My head is spinning. The colours are too bright, the chatter too loud, and there’s an undercurrent of forced merriment that serves as a reminder of our harsh reality. No one is here to make friends.

Taron subtly and pointedly nods to the far back of the hall, where I see, along with the competitors, clusters of diplomats and aristocrats have gathered. Jewels drip from their elaborate gowns and overcoats, their faces powdered and their hair glossy.

Among them, I notice two men wearing matching red velvet overcoats and flared trousers. It’s hard to miss them and even harder not to stare.

The men are tall and commanding, with sharp, angular jawlines and sparkling eyes framed by thick, dark lashes that give them an almost smouldering quality. They’re two sides of a coin – blond and chestnut, bronze and fair – but they’re beguiling in equal measure.

They laugh, and the guests around them all laugh along. One of the men speaks. I feel the urge to drift closer and listen in. My chest is hot. My palms are clammy. I’ve never seen two people more handsome, and I immediately know who they are.

They must be Fritz Perry and Harry Keegan, victors of the last Reckoning, who wished the world’s beauty upon themselves. When two of this year’s competitors, a boy with cropped copper hair and a girl with a sleek black ponytail, approach the men with a copy of their memoir to be autographed, I can only roll my eyes.

“It’s such an honour,” the guy breathes. “We hoped you’d both be here tonight.”

“Do you mind?” The girl extends the memoir. “We’re, like, your biggest fans ever.”

“I’m sure you are, doll,” says Fritz. He retrieves a pen from the inside of his overcoat and signs the book with a haphazard scribble.

Harry repeats the process. Once he’s done signing, he takes the girl’s hand and gives it a peck. She giggles uncontrollably, unable to form a coherent thank you.

I exhale loudly, and Taron chuckles. “Having fun?”

“Not my kind of party.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” he says, swiping a few salmon cream pastries sprinkled with caviar off a silver tray. The tray glides through the air past us, one of many orbiting a passing server. “It could be worse.”

“If you say so,” I say. “What are we supposed to do now, anyway?”

“You mean apart from stuffing our faces with free food?”

“You’ll ruin your appetite.”

“Not likely.” Taron reaches for another canapé. “I don’t know … why don’t you mingle or something?”

“You mean, make polite conversation with a room full of people who all want to kill me?”

He offers a wry smile. “See, you get it.”

I sigh. The idea of making small talk in this artificial situation seems impossible.

“Hi, again,” says a voice behind me. “I totally love your dress.”

It’s Kara, the girl from the tavern. Her teammate, Savannah, stands by her side, their hands lovingly interlocked. They look stunning in tight, glittery jumpsuits: Kara in turquoise and Savannah in yellow.

“Thank you,” I say. “I, uh, you too. I mean, your jumpsuits.”

Taron says nothing, just watches.

“You’re those servers from the tavern, right?” Kara says. “I must say, you’re brave for going up against Cyrus like that.”

“Stupid is what I’d call it,” Savannah smirks. She’s a vision with her midnight-black hair artfully arranged in a series of buns atop her head, adorned with bejewelled strands that gracefully frame her face.

“We didn’t need your help,” Taron bites out. “We were handling it.”

“I’m sure you were,” Kara says, ignoring his rude tone. “But I know how Cyrus can be. We were at the Solarflare Institute together. He’s always wielding his father’s power like he’s the one in charge.”

“His father can’t help him where we’re going,” Savannah adds. “He’ll have a rude awakening once he realizes that.”

Kara laughs. “We never got your names, by the way.”

This is it. Time to get into character. “I’m Maeve,” I say, trying to make myself believe it. Taron remains silent, so I speak for him. “And this is Wren. Don’t mind him. He’s more of the silent, brooding type.”

Taron throws me a glare, sparking laughter from the girls across from us.

“Maeve and Wren,” Savannah says thoughtfully. “You’re from Moondance Haven, correct? Privately trained?”

“That’s us,” I say.

“Nice. I’ve never been that far north in Astraloria.” Kara’s blue-green irises twinkle as she leans forward, wrinkling her nose slightly. “Not to be insensitive, but why were you two working in a tavern? I thought privately trained students are meant to be loaded.”

“Oh, about that…” I recite our tale of being cut off financially. “So, it’s out of principle, you know? Sticking it to our parents or whatever.”

“Totally,” Savannah agrees.

“That makes sense,” Kara says. She leans in, voice hushed. “For a moment, I thought the Games Master changed the rules. Can you imagine if any random person were able to enter the tournament?”

Savannah shudders. “That would be the Constitution out of the window. It would make a mockery of the tournament itself.”

“Totally.” I force a tight-lipped smile.

“Anyway, I’d like to know what we’re going up against.” Kara rocks excitedly on her heels. “Tell us your talents. Rumour is you’re an Aqua and a Pyro.”

There are rumours about us? I resist chewing my bottom lip. This is exactly why I wanted to discuss our strategy in more depth. Does Taron want us to lay our cards on the table for everyone to see, or keep them closer to our chests?

“Actually, I’m an Emo,” I say, realizing I can’t exactly ignore Kara’s question. “Wren here is a Luna.”

“Interesting.” Kara folds her arms. “Good combination, I’m sure.”

“How about you?” I counter.

“I’m Kara, a Helio.” She looks lovingly at Savannah. “And this is Savannah, my girlfriend. She’s a Psam.”

“We know who you are,” says Taron gruffly.

“That’s nice.” Kara smiles, but that’s when I notice something – her smile doesn’t quite reach her eyes. There’s the tiniest quiver in her upper lip, minuscule enough that most people wouldn’t notice. But I’m not like most people. I’m an orphan. I’ve been doled out more than enough artificial smiles over the years to recognize one when I see it.

An icy realization chills me to the bone – it’s all fake, they’re not friendly. Like everyone else, they’re here to win by any means necessary.

“What do you plan to wish for if you win?” I venture. There’s no point in my skirting around the subject. Especially now I’ve realized this isn’t a conversation any more than it’s an interrogation. I can do some digging of my own.

There’s a twitch between Savannah’s brows. A sort of defensiveness in the way she pulls Kara closer, fingers still woven together.

“That’s a little personal, don’t you think?” she asks.

“It’s OK, babe, they have the right to be curious.” Kara places her palm over her chest and takes a steadying breath. “My mother … she’s not been well, you see. She’s been diagnosed with a degenerative condition that only affects Helio elementals. When we win the tournament, we’ll wish for a cure. A cure that could help other Helios, too. We just want to help make the world a healthier place.”

While also immortalizing yourselves as selfless heroes who risked their lives to help others, I think. And I immediately feel bad.

For all I know, their intentions are genuine. However, that doesn’t change the fact that their seemingly noble wish will come at the price of spilling blood.

“How about you?” Savannah asks. “What are the two of you wishing for?”

“Oh, uh…” I suck the inside of my cheek. It was a stupid question to ask, and now it’s come back to bite me. Taron remains silent, staring ahead. My blood boils. I might as well be by myself here.

A loud gong reverberates through the room.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” booms a voice, “please come through to the banquet hall, as dinner will be served shortly.”

Everyone turns to leave.

“Saved by the gong,” Taron whispers in my ear. “How about you rein in the questions for now, OK?”


Chapter Fifteen

The doors to the banquet hall creak open, and the room sprawls out before us. It expands in grand proportions, wide and towering, with ivory curtains draped elegantly across floor-to-ceiling windows. Ornate pillars line the walls, wrapped with garlands of delicate red and yellow flowers, and the marble floor gleams beneath us.

The ceiling feels miles above. Hazy pastels trace out continents, oceans and distant lands – a map of the Triumstellar Accord.

Astraloria sits to the north, the largest of the principalities, with a smaller Wrisha clinging to its southern edge. To the southwest, the Three Point Sea cradles Solara, and beyond the borders, the map fades, as if the world outside barely exists.

It feels that way, sometimes. But I know of distant places, watching us from those uncharted edges. Kingdoms of alchemy and rare metals, the Shattered Realms and their pirate fleets and frozen lands where whispers speak of ice and blood magic.

I take in the rest of the banquet hall. In the middle of the room is a long table arranged with candelabras. I can see name cards, one for each of the forty-eight competitors. A few smaller circular tables hug the edges of the room, swathed with golden tablecloths.

At the far end, on a raised platform, sits the grandest table of them all, lording over all the others. It’s the royal table, reserved for the rulers of the principalities and their families. A few of them have already claimed their thrones and sit silently, surveying us as we shuffle through the doors.

High Prince Seraphius of Astraloria holds court in the centre of the royal table, a rather bulky man with a red face who radiates good cheer. To his left sits High Princess Seleneira of Wrisha, a vision of copper skin and silky black hair, and, to his right, High Prince Hevio of Solara is shooting a piercing stare at the crowd.

Taron and I make our way across the room, scanning the competitors’ table until we spot the name cards marked Maeve Speck and Wren Hull.

I take my seat, moving forward slightly as competitors shuffle past in search of their name cards. There’s a squeal at the end of the table, where a pair of girls wearing matching butter-yellow headscarves are celebrating being seated next to Cyrus.

They fawn over his name card, ridiculously bickering over who gets to speak to him first when he gets here. The commotion draws probing stares from the surrounding competitors – a loved-up couple holding hands, a pair dressed in flamboyant outfits of dyed feathers, and a petite brunette nervously rolling her thumbs, barely listening to the ramblings of her greasy-haired teammate beside her.

“Oh, hey,” Kara chirps as she and Savannah sit down opposite us. “Looks like we’re stuck together.”

What are the odds… I smile as best I can, but, to absolutely no one’s surprise, Taron doesn’t even look up.

“Isn’t this place something else?” says Kara, still intent on making friendly conversation. Her eyes wander upward, marvelling at the over-the-top intricacies of the map on the ceiling first, then shifting to the fine crockery and silverware before her.

“Watch out, folks,” Savannah sing-songs, “if you touch the wrong fork, they might just execute you on the spot.”

Someone laughs at the comment as they sit down beside her. A tall, androgynous person with crimson waves that match the fiery colour of their bedazzled blazer.

“Good one,” they say. “Not that I was eavesdropping.”

“Lying already? Shame on you,” says the guy next to them, with near-identical red hair and freckles. “I’m Gunther, and this is my twin, Gigi. To clarify, they were most definitely eavesdropping.”

Gigi rolls their eyes. “Anyway … I’m so ready for this banquet. How long do you think we’ll have to wait for the food to come out?”

Taking a cue from Gigi, I drape my serviette across my lap, hoping my lack of table etiquette doesn’t make me stick out like a sore thumb. A glance at Taron reveals his serviette in a crumpled heap beside his plate – the horror.

I jab him with my elbow, hoping for some semblance of conformity, but he responds with an eye roll. Real mature.

“Hi there, I don’t think we’ve met,” Kara remarks, extending a hand past Savannah to the twins.

Gigi lunges forward to shake her hand, almost sending a candelabra on a nosedive, but Savannah quickly intercepts it.

“Whoops, my bad,” Gigi says with a chuckle. “You must be Kara DeLange. Word on the street is you’re the one to beat.”

Kara’s artificial laughter rings through the air. The two engage in a handshake. “I don’t know about that,” she says. “But we’ll see, I guess.”

As Gigi pulls their hand back, the candelabra takes another tumble and this time falls on to the tablecloth.

For a second, it looks like the cloth might go up in flames, but Gigi calmly waves their hand and the flames are instantly snuffed out, leaving behind only a singed black spot.

“Nobody saw that, right?” Gigi asks, eyes gleaming like coals.

“Saw what?” Gunther moves some of the flower arrangements to camouflage the damage. “There. It’s like nothing ever happened.”

I smile along with the rest of the table, but Taron’s face is carved from stone. He shifts uncomfortably beside me, then I realize another couple has claimed their seats on the other side of him.

“Hi, I’m Rhius,” says a guy with a deep voice. He’s made even more intimidating by his large frame and shaved head. “And this is my friend and business partner, Mei.”

Mei smiles and leans forward beside Rhius. She shakes her green-streaked fringe out of her face before taking us in, eyes fluttering seductively when she sees Taron.

He keeps her gaze longer than expected.

So, that’s the kind of girl he finds attractive? She’s pretty, with dark hair like mine, but I don’t have her almond eyes and porcelain complexion.

When Mei winks at Taron, I look away before I can gauge his reaction. Suddenly, my shoulders feel too exposed in this dress. My back curls in as I try to make myself smaller.

“You’re business partners?” Gigi asks. “What business?”

“We own a crystal shop in Solara. I’m an Emo, so I infuse the crystals with energies, and Mei uses her talents as a Flora to brew tonics.”

Another Emo? I don’t know why I’m so surprised. It’s not like I expected to be the only one. Though I guess I hoped I would be – that way there wouldn’t be anyone to compare my talents against.

“Sounds amazing,” I say, forcing the compliment. “Do you have one crystal in particular that people tend to favour?”

“We’ve been experimenting with sunflare quartz lately,” Mei says. “It captures the essence of the sun and, when harnessed properly, the crystal can be used as an energy supplement.”

“They’re incredibly popular, actually,” Rhius adds, brandishing a small orange crystal on a rope around his neck. “Students go wild for them. Gives them all the energy they need after a night out.”

“How about you?” Mei asks, clearly directing her question more to Taron than at me. “What’s your story?”

I wince as the group’s attention shifts on to us. My luck seems to hold, though. Just then, a hush blankets the room, stifling conversation as everyone turns to the door.

Cyrus stands there. He holds the space like the air itself bends to his will.

His golden overcoat gleams under the chandeliers, and I can’t help but notice the soft glow of his skin, how his dark eyes seem even more striking tonight, with his hair pulled away from his face in a low bun at the nape of his neck.

We all watch as the Young Prince marches towards the competitor’s table, Gideon following closely behind him.

Cyrus slows as he approaches us, his eyes flaring with furious recognition. He wrinkles his nose as he studies Taron. Then he gives a curt laugh.

“You?” he says, practically spitting the word. “Very funny. As if you’re a contestant in the Reckoning.”

Taron stares back at him. “I don’t see what’s so funny about it.”

“Don’t you? Well, looks like winning this tournament will be a piece of cake, after all.” Cyrus dusts something non-existent from the back of his sleeve, then scans me with a sly gaze. “Look at you, Freckles. Where was this dress in the tavern? I would’ve gladly shown you my sigil.”

Then he knocks his servant on the back. “I’ll see you in a bit, Gideon. I’m not sitting with this riff-raff.” He strides to the royal table at the back of the hall, leaving the disappointed protests of the two fawning girls in his wake.

It’s odd, observing the other competitors. Most of them radiate excitement, yapping away like this is the peak of their existence. It’s all laughs and banter now, sure, but don’t any of them realize why we’re here?

The dignitaries at the surrounding tables are eyeballing us like we’re racehorses, sizing us up to figure out which steed they’ll be placing their bet on. Those girls. Don’t they recognize that, come tomorrow morning, the handsome Young Prince they’re so shamelessly fawning over won’t think twice about slitting their throats?

My chest tightens. I force my attention down to my plate. It’s an overwhelming reality, and it’s only really hitting me now.

I could die out there, and Elara would be lost for ever.

No. I won’t let that happen.

“Maeve, are you OK?” Gigi leans in closer, and it takes me a second to realize they’re talking to me. “You look a little pale.”

I manage a nod, but my throat is dry. The room sways, my surroundings blurring. It’s as if the banquet hall itself is closing in on me, the ogling dignitaries suffocating me under their scrutiny.

A moment later, High Prince Seraphius stands, and the low mutters of the crowd taper off into dead quiet.

“Thank you all for gracing us with your presence.” He beams at the guests seated around the hall. I follow the crowd in gently tapping a spoon against the side of my glass.

The High Prince gestures for silence. “In particular, I’d like to welcome our honoured guests, who have journeyed from far and wide to partake in the most coveted tournament in the history of the Triumstellar Accord.”

More tapping rings out.

High Prince Seraphius waits a few seconds before continuing. “As you know, this grand tournament was born from a time of great darkness for our principalities. Three centuries ago, the tyrant, Valerius Halo, happened upon a fallen star with tremendous power. With it, he transgressed the sacred laws set forth by the Soulreaper’s Decree. He twisted the souls of the poor and the desperate to fuel his ascent and shackle our society to his will.

“It was the brave Astrals, now the immortal stewards of this very tournament, who rose against him. They stood for balance over dominion, and it was their unity that unmade the tyrant. The Reckoning stands as a symbol of this shared purpose, as the wish of victory must be unanimously decided between teammates.”

The High Prince goes on to acknowledge the record number of entries in this year’s ballot and how it’s a testament to the strength and vitality of our principalities. He then takes some time to reminisce about his younger days, witnessing his late father host this banquet.

“This year, as we celebrate three hundred fortuitous Stellar Years since the inaugural tournament, the Games Master has promised exciting shifts in tradition. For the first time, we have not twelve teams gathered here, but twenty-four, all chosen by the stars as worthy competitors,” he says. “The path ahead will demand sacrifices from all of you. It’s a journey of three trials, a number steeped in our kingdom’s history and magic, reflecting the strength of our three principalities and guiding light of our three moons.”

The banquet hall is silent, but the air feels like static against my skin, prickling with the nervous energy radiating from the competitors.

“Some of you will not return from Aurora Isle – I’m sure you’re aware of that. And those of you who do return might not be the strong, worthy competitors you are now. The road to victory is steep, but I have no doubt the rightful victor will prevail.”

The High Prince raises his glass in a toast before reclaiming his seat and, a moment later, the lively music of string instruments begins to weave through the hall.

Performers spill from doors on either side of the ballroom, barefoot and adorned with beads, their hair towering high. I’m glued to their dance, hypnotized by the way the music wraps around them, pulling the strings of every move. Spinning and flinging themselves about, the dancers usher in a line of servers carrying silver platters. Dinner is served.

My stomach growls with the arrival of food at our table. Hearty stews and fluffy milk buns contrast with the more refined arrangements of crystal lily salads and roasted pheasant glazed with a sticky sauce. Most of the steaming dishes I’ve only ever heard about. Fish with numerous eyes and oddly contorted vegetables. Gelatinous pâté. Prickly crustaceans. Delicacies hailing from across the three principalities.

The servers perch the platters along the runner in the centre, and I hesitate. All around me, competitors are digging in, reaching greedily across the table for their favourite dishes.

I don’t know where to start. Meat of any kind is a luxury to me, a treat on special occasions or on those rare days when we had money to spare after rent was due.

I’ve never eaten seafood that hadn’t been chopped into a stew and, staring down at the fish in front of me, its iridescent scales catching the light in shades of blue and purple, I’m not sure it’s coming across as all that appetizing.

In the end, I opt for a simple plate of beef stew, two milk buns, and a sliver of turkey with teardrop berry sauce.

“Eat up, folks,” Gigi says as they spoon a dollop of glistening teardrop berry sauce on to their turkey. “It might be your last…”

“A bit unnecessary, don’t you think?” Savannah asks.

“You heard what the High Prince said. Not all of us will return from Aurora Isle,” they respond, matter-of-factly. “I’m just being realistic. If it bothers you that much, you might as well drop out now.”

“It’s not potential death that bothers me,” says Savannah coldly. “It’s you.”

“Save the hostility for the island, will you?” Gunther swirls his goblet, and a slosh of red spills over the rim on to the tablecloth. I’d know the sweet, tangy smell of Solaran wine anywhere after just two shifts at the Lucky Fish.

“And you save the drink for the ship tomorrow, halfwit,” Gigi claps back at their brother. “Remember what Fritz and Harry told us earlier? The voyage to Aurora Isle is the party of the year.”

“Think we’ll be skipping that one,” Kara says. “Can’t say I’m dying to nurse a headache while hacking my way through the jungle. But if that’s your idea of fun, knock yourselves out.”

“Literally,” Savannah mutters behind her hand.

Taron smothers a snort, and I shoot him a look. He’s clearly enjoying things more now the gloves are coming off, but the last thing I want is the two of us getting involved in an argument. I’m glad when I see a distraction.

“Who are they?” I ask loudly as two young men and a woman with honeyed hair, draped in the finest Solaran robes, enter the banquet hall.

“Cyrus’s older siblings,” Kara whispers behind a forkful of food. “To be honest, I didn’t think they’d come.”

The trio struts up to the assembly of royals, tossing out a couple of polite greetings before planting themselves in front of their father and the other rulers.

They bow respectfully, one after another, and the eldest-looking brother – Cullen, I think his name is – steps forward to address High Prince Hevio.

“Father, apologies for being late,” his voice echoes, head still lowered. “We encountered a rough tide on the Three Point Sea.”

The middle brother loops his arm around Cyrus’s neck, vigorously scrubbing at his hair. “There he is, our little brother,” he teases.

Cullen soon joins in, giving Cyrus’s hair a tousle of his own. “Look at you, mingling with the big guns. You think this is your banquet, don’t you?”

“Hey, go easy on him,” their sister chimes in. “Can’t he enjoy his five minutes of fame in peace?”

The trio shares another laugh, while Cyrus, teeth gritted, finally says, “What are you doing here?”

“We decided to come, after all,” Cullen explains. “You know, just in case it’s the last time we ever see you. Now, I believe you’re in my seat. Shouldn’t you be sat over there?” he says, pointing to our table.

The interaction is painful to watch, but too captivating to turn away from.

“Sit over there, Cyrus,” their father says dismissively, gesturing to where Gideon is sitting beside the fawning girls.

The spicy taste of angry energy coats my tongue as Cyrus storms towards us, clenching his fists and locking his jaw. I sense something else radiating from him. It smells rotten, like spoiled meat or mouldy fruit – it’s the stench of resentment.

For a brief second, as Cullen tousled his hair and their father pointed him away, I thought I saw a tightening around his eyes that wasn’t purely rage. Perhaps it was just a trick of the light, before his features hardened into that familiar sneer.

“Ouch, that’s rough,” Gigi comments, wincing as though they’ve just witnessed a bloody brawl. “In his defence, I’d be a jerk too if my family treated me like that.”

I don’t like it, but I feel a twinge of sympathy for Cyrus. His arrogance and bravado seem to lose their edge now that I’ve seen how his family disregards him. From the corner of my eye, I notice Taron watching me. He raises an eyebrow.

“What?” I ask.

“I didn’t know you were so easily affected by pity.”

“I’m not,” I say defensively.

“Oh?” He leans in closer to whisper in my ear, so close that it pulls at something raw and aching in my chest. “Has something else got you staring at our arrogant little prince, then?”

I watch as he silently takes his seat next to Gideon, and something strange takes hold of me, the urge to antagonize Taron.

I raise my glass to Cyrus, and the Young Prince initially looks surprised. His eyes pass slowly between Taron and me, a shallow frown creasing his brow.

Then his mouth curls into a wicked smile. He returns my gesture, and holds my gaze as he sips slowly from his glass.

“Whatever you’re doing, stop it,” Taron grumbles, stabbing at the remaining crumbs on his plate. “We’re not here to make friends. We’re here to win.”

Almost as if everyone had heard him, the table goes quiet. It stays like this for a while as the competitors concentrate on polishing off the food and drink, occasionally passing whispers.

I’m about to help myself to another milk bun, when High Prince Seraphius stands once again and taps his glass. His voice cuts through the soft murmurs of the gathering.

“Well, I hope everyone thoroughly enjoyed tonight’s banquet,” he says. “It was truly a meal fit for a king. I should know.”

He allows a moment for laughter, then his expression turns solemn. “Now, the hour draws near for the Obsidian Eclipse. I bid you all to join me in the palace gardens, where we shall witness our three moons align as one while indulging in one of my favourite Reckoning traditions, the Introduction.”

All the royals and dignitaries tap their glasses before pushing their chairs back excitedly. From the way they’re behaving, it seems they know something we don’t.

“What’s the Introduction?” I ask Taron, an uneasy feeling coiling in the pit of my stomach.

Taron stands. “I guess we’re about to find out.”


Chapter Sixteen

The energy in the palace gardens has a tension to it that doesn’t match the calm of the evening. Honeysuckle perfumes the air, but beneath the sweetness there’s an undercurrent of something more intense.

Like a storm growing slowly and more powerful with each passing moment.

The lights strung through the manicured hedges give off a soft, twinkling glow, and shadows dance across the glossy silks and satins draped from the branches overhead, forming a canopy for the competitors to gather under.

The scene is beautiful, yet it feels like a facade. The palace gardens, perched at the mouth of the sea, offer a view that I’m sure very few have seen. To stand here, you must be either incredibly lucky – or terribly cursed.

Beyond the palace, the Sea of Storms churns under the night sky, a restless beast with waves that crash against the rocky shore.

And there, drifting among the shadows, is a ship. An elaborate vessel with sails as dark as night, dotted with shimmering constellations. Its figurehead, a fierce dragon, has ruby eyes. As it looms, it feels like it’s watching us.

Taron and I find ourselves towards the back of the competitors, a crush of craned necks and awestruck whispers.

The Obsidian Eclipse is a gentle show. Our three moons, each in its respective phase of full, half and crescent, are slowly converging into one, layer upon layer, until they form a single beaming sphere. For the first time in ten Stellar Years, they dance in perfect accord, and, somewhere on the dark horizon, Aurora Isle is ascending from the depths.

I can’t remember much of the last Obsidian Eclipse. Only that Elara and I watched it together on a hill in the valley, lying shoulder to shoulder with our fingers intertwined. The streets of Stellargrove had been pulsing in celebration, and our foster mum didn’t notice us sneaking out of our room.

“It’s not like I expected an earthquake,” I remember saying. “Only that I’m a little underwhelmed.”

“A whole island is emerging from the bottom of the ocean right now, Tal,” Elara chastised me. Even at seven, she spoke like she was seventeen. “Just because we can’t see it happen, doesn’t mean it’s not magical.”

“Where do you think you’ll be in ten Stellar Years?” I’d asked her. “When the next tournament comes around?”

“Living in the capital, hopefully. I want to become a baker. Own my own little shop by the waterside.”

“We’ll make it happen, El. I promise.”

Now, a knot twists in my throat. I realize a tear is pooling in the corner of my eye and I quickly wipe it away. I see Taron glance at me and then away, pretending not to notice.

Fritz and Harry stand in front of our gathering with two solar spotlights beaming down at them. Even in the harsh light, their skin looks velvety smooth, not a hair out of place on their heads.

High Prince Seraphius gives the men a nod from a balcony above, where all the dignitaries and royals have gathered. They’re peering down at us like caged animals, binoculars poised in their hands. Why do they need binoculars?

“Good evening, dear competitors,” Fritz begins, and the two girls who bickered over Cyrus before are now giggling behind their hands. “Here we are again – Fritz and Harry, your favourite Reckoning victors. Feels surreal, doesn’t it, Harry?”

“Major déjà vu vibes,” Harry agrees. “It feels like only yesterday that we were standing here, staring up at the sky.”

“The Obsidian Eclipse is a beauty, all right. But this year, we return not as competitors but as facilitators,” Fritz says. “We were beyond honoured when the High Council invited us to present this year’s Introduction.”

Several competitors exchange curious glances. I try to find Taron’s eyes, but his attention is fixed on the dignitaries above, quietly whispering among themselves.

Fritz and Harry prowl along the gathering of competitors. I hold my breath and feel all my muscles clench.

“Twenty-four teams – isn’t that something, Fritz?” Harry says.

“It really is,” Fritz agrees. “Congratulations, folks. You’re all here because the stars deemed you worthy. But it’s not the stars you need to impress tonight. The Introduction is a show of talents. Your chance to make a good first impression.”

Two stable boys emerge from the shadows, carrying an odd assemblage – a wooden post, potato sacks and hay. When they set it down, I realize it’s a mannequin. The moment they place it in front of us, contorting its head to unveil a crudely painted face, the realization hits me. We’re not showcasing our talents but rather our proficiency in killing.

“Behold your target,” Fritz says. “When introduced, your team must step forward and inflict as much damage as possible in a single blow. That’s all you have, so I suggest you make it worthwhile.”

I feel like I’m watching from a distance as he calls out and introduces competitors, one team after another – a bizarre spectacle, to say the least.

The first few teams seem to falter under the pressure, managing only to nudge the mannequin with their assaults. After each presentation, Fritz and Harry allow the observing crowd a moment of contemplation. Should anyone wish to bet on a team, they simply raise a little yellow card for collection.

Mei and Rhius are the twelfth team to go and, even though they only manage to topple the mannequin, they still garner two bets. Both cards are collected through the air, fluttering like butterflies into Fritz’s hands.

“Next up, we have the Young Prince Cyrus, fourth in line for the Solaran throne, and his teammate, Gideon Kepper,” Fritz announces, allowing the pair to step forward. “We know the Young Prince as a formidable Helio” – mocking laughter ripples through Cyrus’s siblings on the periphery – “while Gideon’s records show he’s been a valiant volunteer in the fire brigade, using his Aqua talents to save lives.”

Cyrus sweeps his hand over his head, gathering light from the spotlight and weaving it into a radiant spear. Behind us, the fountain gurgles. I turn my head to see Gideon coaxing a stream of water through the air.

One nod from the Young Prince and Gideon manoeuvres the water like a ribbon, enveloping the mannequin before letting the water seep into the hay-stuffed core. Like he’s twisting a knife, Gideon rotates his hand and the mannequin puffs up, like a bubble swelling from within. Cyrus wipes his thumb across his nose as his stare glides over his siblings, and then, with a burst of power, he springs into the air. He hurls the spear at the mannequin’s heart, and the impact echoes like a bolt of lightning. The mannequin shatters, bursting like a balloon. Water streams out like blood, straw spewing like guts.

Cyrus gives a lazy tweak to his overcoat, savouring the crowd’s collective hum of wonder. The boys scurry to replace the mannequin.

Fritz starts amassing yellow cards. I glance at Cyrus, expecting to see him glowing with triumph. But his jaw is tight, eyes ablaze with frustration. And I don’t need to be an Astro to figure out why.

His father, High Prince Hevio, has his attention on his eldest son, Cullen, and the two of them are engaged in conversation. Even when the applause for Cyrus cascades through the crowd, his father and brother remain indifferent.

It’s tough to watch, made even worse when Kara and Savannah are called out next, only to have the High Prince fix his attention on them.

Naturally, they’re amazing. Savannah’s talents as a Psam allow her to weave sand into any weapon she fancies – a bow and arrow in this instance. Kara effortlessly crafts a light spear to match Cyrus’s, and their performance bursts forth like a firework. No sooner do the stable boys replace the mannequin than they’ve already destroyed it, sending tattered shreds of potato sack and strands of hay flying through the air.

Basking in the cheers from the onlookers, with yellow cards whipping about like leaves in a storm, the two keep their fingers entwined, eyes locked in a moment of bliss.

It’s ridiculous. As if they’ve just clinched the tournament. All three rulers, including the High Prince Hevio, rise to their feet, yellow cards clasped, ready for collection.

Cyrus is seething. His lips form a tight line. I half-expect him to spit on the girls’ shoes when they slot back into place beside him, but he manages some semblance of composure.

“Don’t get too cocky,” I hear him sneer through the corner of his mouth. “I’ll be coming for you the first chance I get.”

Savannah smirks. “Not if we get to you first.”

They can’t stand each other – perfect. My attention lingers on the trio, and I’m not fully focusing as Gigi and Gunther take their turn. Other teams follow, each with varying levels of popularity.

At last, in the fading applause, Harry’s voice wafts across the gardens, “Finally, we have Maeve Speck and Wren Hull.”

For a split second, I don’t respond. Then I realize. That’s us. “Hey,” Kara whispers, “he’s calling you.”

I hesitate. If I had known there would be a showcase tonight, maybe I’d have discussed it with Taron beforehand and concocted some sort of plan. The other teams all have a rhythm, an understanding born from actually knowing one another.

Taron catches my eye and gives me the faintest nod.

“Both hailing from Moondance Haven,” Fritz announces as we step forward, waiting for the stable boys to replace the demolished mannequin, “Maeve and Wren aren’t enrolled in any Principal Academies, making them our only privately trained team this year.”

A disapproving murmur rustles through the crowd, and I can’t muster the courage to meet their self-righteous, judgemental stares.

“Let’s get this over with,” I mutter, channelling a bit of Kara and Cyrus in my performance.

I conjure a long, ethereal spear crafted from my own negative emotions. It’s mostly a concoction of apprehension, woven with anxiety and a sprinkle of self-loathing for my lack of confidence. I’ve seen what Taron is capable of, so there’s no reason to doubt our ability to do some real damage to the mannequin.

I turn to my left to see what Taron has done. He’s just standing there, hands behind his back and chin raised with indifference.

No, this is not what I need right now.

“Wren,” I whisper, “what are you doing?”

“I’m not some fool to be put on display,” he says, loudly enough to draw scoffs from the crowd. If anything, their disdain only fuels him. He readjusts his stance, legs parted slightly, shoulders rolled back.

“You’re going to let me do this on my own?” I hiss.

Silence.

I can’t believe him. Is he serious? After everything he’s done to get here, after enduring being Madame Vera’s little dogsbody, doing all her dirty work – this is where he chooses to take a stand? I’m not just angry … I’m furious.

He can’t do this to me. I didn’t abandon my entire life, leaving behind everything Elara and I built, only to be humiliated in front of a garden full of pompous big shots.

My fingers clench around the spear, feeling it solidify against my skin, fuelled by the burning fury inside me. I don’t know what overcomes me but I lunge forward, arm pulling back and hurling the spear with a loud scream.

A voice in the depths of my mind urges me on, chanting my goal, the prize at the end of all this misery. A sister’s freedom, traded for victory at any cost.

The moment stretches as the spear punctures the mannequin’s head. It tears it right off and continues flying all the way back towards a distant tree. When the energy dissipates and the spear vanishes, what’s left is a hole the size of a fist, dug into the bark from the impact.

I close my eyes and breathe, suppressing the urge to laugh. My voice is a whisper in the evening breeze, a wish spoken only to myself. I wish… to win this thing.

Seconds pass, and everyone is silent. Somewhere, someone coughs. Then whispers spread like fire through the competitors, followed by suppressed laughter.

It’s humiliating. Mortifying. We’re the privately trained team who can’t work together to save our lives.

We don’t get a single yellow card, even though my spear clearly tore the stupid mannequin’s head right off. If any of the other teams were still unsure whether we’re a threat, they surely have their answer now.

“Right. That was … interesting.” Fritz garners nods from the balcony as he herds us back into the group. I catch a flicker of something in his expression. Malice, maybe. “That’s the last of our competitors. But fret not, folks, because there’s more fun yet to be had. A few moments ago, Harry here got handed something very special.”

“Very special indeed.” Harry brandishes a scroll tied with a red-and-gold ribbon. “It would seem the Games Master has a message for our competitors.”


Competitors’ Brief

From the desk of the Games Master…

Esteemed competitors,

Welcome to the Obsidian Banquet. I trust you have indulged in the finest foods our three principalities have to offer: the honeyed wines of Solara, the golden-baked heliocorn loaves from Astraloria’s farmlands, and the fruits ripened atop the snow-dappled mountains of Wrisha.

By now, you will have showcased your elemental prowess to those esteemed nobles and dignitaries in your company. Normally, at this point of the night, I would bid you rest. I would send you on your way, to dream of the journey ahead as you prepare to sail for Aurora Isle at dawn. But those of you with your wits about you might have noticed that things are different this year. There will be no slumber, no gentle passage to the Isle. The first trial, dear competitors, begins now.

Good luck. For the tide pulls fast, and those who hesitate will be left behind.

Yours ever-watchful,

The Games Master


Chapter Seventeen

My stomach drops. No one said anything about a trial tonight.

The other competitors exchange uneasy looks, but there’s no time to react because it would seem Harry isn’t done reading.

“It says here you have ten minutes to reach the ship on the horizon,” he says. “Only the first twelve teams aboard will travel to Aurora Isle. Dinghies are waiting on the beach at the base of the mountain, just beyond the woods at the edge of the palace gardens. This is about thinking fast and acting upon instinct. Good luck.”

A loud gong rings, signalling the start of the trial before I can process what’s happening. The peaceful garden is no more.

I don’t think – I move. Taron and I jostle against the crowd as we race through the gardens, tearing across an open plain towards the looming woods in the distance.

One competitor elbows me to get past. Someone else runs into me when I trip on the hem of my dress. The night air is alive with footsteps pounding against the earth.

Cries of determination ring out beneath the three moons still converged as one, and the sea below roars eagerly, waiting to swallow us whole.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” I gasp out as we crash through the trees ahead. Gnarled branches reach for my face like fingers as they twist and bend in the moonlight. “You abandoned me back there!”

The air is dense, woven with fog, but still I suck it in greedily.

“Why do you want those people to like you so much?” Taron asks.

“Because when influential people like you, Taron, they treat you better. For example, not sentencing you to death when you’re discovered impersonating two contestants in the biggest tournament of the decade.”

“Is now really the time for this?”

“I just don’t understand…” My skirt snags on a branch. I try to pull it free, but the lace is knotted around it. I’m trembling too much to untangle it. “Tar— Wren, wait!”

He spins and mutters something in frustration before bending down and grabbing the fabric of my skirt.

“What are you doing?” I ask. “We’re losing time!”

“Hold still. We won’t reach the beach with you in this thing…” He tears my skirt so it hangs above my knees.

His face is close to mine when he rises, his breath soft against my skin. “Now, run like your life depends on it,” he says, his voice a little rough. “We’re getting on that ship.”

As we barrel forward, in between trees and shrubs and flailing competitors, I glance back over my shoulder.

Through the smallest parting in the trees, past my hair whipping at my face, I see our audience perched on their high balcony, binoculars glued to their faces as they watch us scramble. Servers weave in between them with drinks, and they’re chatting as though they’re enjoying a simple night at the theatre.

One smug-looking lord with bejewelled binoculars exchanges a fistful of Sol with another. They’re betting on us. Betting on who’ll make it out and who’ll be left behind.

My blood simmers.

I channel my anger into my legs, pushing even harder to keep up with Taron. He’s in his element now, literally. They say Lunas are stronger at night, especially under a clear moon. The Obsidian Eclipse might just be the clearest of them all.

He moves through the forest like he’s part of it, pulling on the invisible threads of gravity to twist the world around us. A flick of his wrist bends the branches blocking our path; a wave of his fingers parts the shrubs like curtains as he guides me through.

Somewhere to our left, I hear a loud crack. A branch or maybe a bone. A strangled cry follows and my heart clenches. One of the competitors is down, their partner urging them to get up, to keep moving.

But there’s no time to stop, no time to help. We’re all running for our lives, and there’s no room for weakness.

Taron and I burst from the trees on to the beach. The air is cooler here – it stings in my throat. Moonlight floods the sand, turning it into a silver blur beneath our feet, and the ocean laps obliviously at the shore, where twenty-four dinghies are lined up.

Savannah and Kara are in the lead, moving like a well-oiled machine. Savannah stops just short of the water and spins. With a stomp, she commands a wall of sand to shoot into the air, a wave of grit and dust aimed at the onslaught of competitors surging through the trees.

I see it coming, but before I can react, Taron steps in front of me. He hooks his elbow through the air and the sandstorm crashes into an invisible barrier encasing us like a dome.

“Not bad,” I heave when the sandstorm subsides and Taron lowers the barrier.

He’s quiet for a moment and, when he turns, he’s standing close, towering nearly a full head above me.

The Eclipse casts a feathery halo around his head, but his features are shadowed. He’s breathing heavily, each exhale echoing with a ragged sort of tremor – he’s trying to hide it, but he’s depleting his energy reserves.

“You’re not overextending yourself, are you?” I ask.

“I’m fine.”

We sprint across the beach towards the dinghies. Competitors are desperately lunging for them. No one is thinking clearly.

Two teams are wrestling in the water over one of the dinghies. They’re drowning each other, too distracted to notice Mei and Rhius swooping in to steal it.

My head spins as I try to make sense of the chaos. There’s no point in fighting. I can count twenty-four dinghies – one for each team. And I’m confused. Why make it so simple?

“It’s nothing personal, folks!” someone shouts, and I realize it’s Gigi. They’re standing with Gunther in front of the dinghies, and I only realize what they’re about to do when I see them brandishing their golden lighters.

One flick and flames dance through the air before gathering in the twins’ palms.

“There’s no glory without sacrifice,” Gunther says. “Let’s light ’em up!”

The twins direct their flames at a few of the dinghies around them, setting them alight in a blaze of orange and red. This can’t be fair. I want to scream. But of course, this is the nature of the game. I was a fool to expect anything less.

The fire spreads quickly across several of the dinghies, filling the air with the acrid scent of burning wood. Gigi and Gunther leap into one of the unscathed vessels, leaving the rest of us to fight over the remaining ones.

My heart is pounding so hard it might just burst out of my chest. This is way more intense than I imagined.

Fear coils inside me like a living thing, seeping through my pores and making my skin crawl. The negative energy wraps around my wrists like shadowy vines, buzzing with impatience, hungry to be unleashed.

Taron and I are racing for a dinghy at the end of the line when something knots around my ankle. I barely have time to register the feeling before I’m yanked off my feet, hitting the ground hard.

Dirt and sand fill my mouth as I try to push myself up, but whatever is wrapped around my foot is relentless, and it’s dragging me backwards.

I twist, searching the firelit beach for the source. A Flora competitor steps from the surrounding woods with his hand outstretched. He’s controlling a vine, coiled like a rope around a pulley on his belt, and he’s not about to let me go.

I reach for the vine and, the moment my fingers touch it, the dark energy coiled around my arms surges forward.

It’s as though the fear inside me has a mind of its own, and the energy unravels like a nest of snakes, slithering down my arms and across the vine with terrifying speed.

The Flora doesn’t see it coming. The sooty wisps of energy wrap around his arms, then snake around his chest, winding tighter and tighter until they reach his throat.

His face drains of colour, his concentration shattered as he tries to free himself. But it’s too late. The energy is more than holding him. It’s feeding on his fear, growing stronger, more aggressive. It slithers into his mouth, gagging him, choking him.

The Flora’s teammate approaches from behind, desperate to help, but the energy is relentless, latching on to him, too, pulling him into the same nightmarish hold.

They’re both caught, trapped by the monstrous creation of our combined terrors and, for a moment, I can only stare, horrified by what I’ve done.

Taron’s looming frame is suddenly beside me. He unsheathes a dagger from his belt and slices through the vine, then grabs my arm.

“Don’t look,” he orders, but I can’t prise my eyes away. He simply pulls me along to the dinghy and shoves me into it. I don’t resist.

We’re in the boat and Taron doesn’t waste a second. He leans over the side, plunging his hand into the water, his brow furrowing in concentration as he summons what remains of his waning energy.

There’s a shift in the ocean breeze, a subtle tug as he uses his talents to manipulate the currents. The dinghy jerks forward, and I have to hold on tight. I brace myself for the ocean’s salty spray on my face.

I scan the dark water for the other competitors. Unsurprisingly, the leading dinghies all have Aquas at the helm, perched confidently as they command powerful tall waves to carry them forward.

“We’re too far behind,” I shout into the wind.

Taron doesn’t react. He is determined, his focus on the water. I grit my teeth, trying to think of something – anything – to help. But then Taron abruptly slows the boat, so much so I nearly topple overboard.

“What the…” I swallow my words as I turn, and Taron is squinting at the surrounding ocean, a frown knitting his brows.

“Quiet,” he says, pulling his hand from the water. “I felt something … working against my current.”

“An animal?”

“A monster.”

As if called forth by Taron’s words, two enormous tentacles, thick as tree trunks, erupt from the dark water, wrapping around two of the dinghies further ahead.

The competitors are too shocked to react. Their boats are yanked under with terrifying force, the water swallowing them whole.

A horrified scream climbs to the tip of my tongue, but I bite down on my jaw to keep it contained. Then it happens again. Two more dinghies are seized, pulled under by the monstrous tentacles.

This time, I get a good look at them. Dark, slick, covered in suction cups the size of dinner plates. The water around them churns, frothing with bubbles and debris as the boats vanish beneath the waves.

“What are you waiting for? Go!” shouts Cyrus and, at his command, Gideon calls forth a wave to carry their dinghy forward.

Panic breaks out. Those teams whose talents don’t offer much sway over the sea are rowing furiously, anything to put distance between themselves and whatever creature is lurking below.

“Help me, please…” The voice is a gurgle at first, then a hand erupts from the dark water and clamps around my arm, followed by a face I only vaguely recognize from the banquet.

I scream, and the drowning competitor digs their nails into my skin. Taron drives his heel into their face. Their fingers spasm before they sink back into the water.

Then it all happens too fast. A tentacle rises behind us, a giant silhouette against the now-waning eclipse. It crashes down on the water, and our dinghy tilts.

I topple overboard. Salty water spreads into my lungs as I feel myself sinking … deeper and deeper like an anchor.

My eyes are wide. Head throbbing. I want to scream, but I know that would only drown me faster. Darkness spreads around me. Above, the moons’ reflection fractures across the surface, growing smaller and smaller with each passing second.

Something moves in the water beneath me. A figure, only barely visible in the dark.

A hand. A face.

Blank features written with such helplessness that cold dread unfurls in my chest. The competitor who grabbed my foot opens their mouth, and a single air bubble bursts forth.

Then a thick, sinuous appendage coils around their waist and yanks them into the depths. This time, I can’t hold back my scream.

When something wraps around my waist, I brace myself for the same end. But it’s not a cold, sinewy tentacle around my waist. It’s an arm.

Taron pulls me into him, and I bury my face in the corded muscles of his chest. I can see the pulse of his talents rippling underwater, feel it surging through me as he propels us upward. He doesn’t say anything as he hauls me on to the dinghy. Only gestures for me to hold on as he dips his hand back into the water and propels us forward.

I catch my breath, keeping my focus on the great vessel ahead – our sanctuary – dark sails blocking the three moons. I try not to think about the bottomless murky depths beneath us. Try not to scream when, out of the water, the monstrous abomination rises.

It has a serpent’s head with eyes like molten gold, and a body crowned with barnacled tentacles dripping with brine. Its mouth, lined with jagged, razor-sharp teeth, opens in a roar that shakes the ocean breeze, a sound so deep it reverberates in my bones.

One of the creature’s tentacles swings wildly, smashing into another team’s dinghy with the force of a tidal wave. The team is tossed overboard, their screams lost to the sea.

The tentacle lashes out again, this time flailing in the direction of Kara and Savannah, who are frantically trying to steer their boat away.

Kara plucks something from the pouch attached to her belt, and it looks like the long fleshy leaf of a succulent with serrated edges.

When she snaps the leaf in half, it releases a blinding stream of light. It must be a sunblade – a hardy desert plant from Solara, often used by Helios when no other light sources are present.

Kara grabs the stream of light like it’s a pliable thing, and it forms into a blade in her hand, a brilliant glowing weapon that she swings at the monster to sever its nearing tentacle in one clean stroke. The limb writhes and falls back into the water, and Kara lets loose a guttural scream. Her emotions release into the air like a smoky breath.

“Hold on,” Taron’s voice cuts through the chaos.

I barely have time to grab the edge of the dinghy before he looks up at the trio of moons, his blue eyes reflecting their cold light. He takes a deep breath as if drawing strength from the silvery glow, and then we surge forward with a speed that knocks me back.

The current around us shifts, bending to his will. Tentacles thrash at us, but Taron’s focus is unbreakable. I do what I can to help. My emotions are explosive, manifesting as sharp, straggly spikes in the air around me. I dodge one tentacle before my spikes perforate another. My heart is in my throat as we weave through the chaos.

Ahead, the ship is looming larger and larger. I spy Cyrus and Gideon docking their dinghy against the side of the hull. They grab hold of a thick rope ladder hanging down from the deck and start climbing, muscles straining as they pull themselves up.

As we draw closer, the size of the ship becomes overwhelming. It towers over us, built from ancient wood carved with patterns and symbols that mirror the constellations.

The ship’s name is etched into the side in gold letters. The Leviathan. A fitting name for something so colossal.

When our dinghy reaches the ship, a rope ladder descends. Taron goes ahead of me. I climb as rapidly as I can, but the side of the boat is slick with sea spray and my muscles are straining.

We at last reach the deck, and Taron pulls me over the edge before collapsing on to the wooden planks, gasping for breath. Throbbing veins spread across his arms and into his neck, framing the sides of his face.

“I’m fine,” he insists before I can ask. “I just need a minute.”

I glance back at the water but immediately regret it. The monster has two competitors wrapped in its tentacles.

One of them, a Pyro, shoots a jet of flames from his hands to sear the tentacle holding him. The other, a Flora, tries to blind the creature by throwing small erupting seedlings at its serpentine face. But it’s no use.

The tentacles tighten before pulling them down into the dark depths. I look away, trying to block out their gargled screams. The Reckoning is here. It’s chaotic and violent and more unforgiving than I imagined.

Suddenly, I’m not sure any of us are truly prepared for what lies ahead.


Chapter Eighteen

The Leviathan sways, and my stomach lurches. The deck stretches out, its polished wood gleaming wet in the moonlight. The ship is undeniably grand, but it feels claustrophobic with the weight of exhaustion pressing down on my shoulders.

Competitors can barely stay on their feet around me, their bodies broken from the surprise first trial. Some are gagging, others crying. The air thickens with emotions, the lingering aftertaste of anger, betrayal and fear hanging like a fog.

Two more competitors tumble on to the deck with a victorious scream – a copper-haired guy and a girl with a shiny black ponytail, the pair who had asked Fritz and Harry for their autographs. I remember their names from the Introduction. Troy and Selene.

Taron sits on the floor beside me, his arms looped around his legs. His chest rises and falls heavily, and his dress shirt is soaked through, clinging to him like a second skin.

“It’s been a minute,” I tell him. “And you don’t look any better.”

“I said I’m fine,” he heaves. “I’ve experienced worse.”

I don’t doubt that one bit. But I also can’t ignore how his fingers flex weakly at his sides, trembling from overexerting his talents.

“You’re scum, the both of you!”

An argument has erupted on the far-left side of the ship. Troy and Selene, still dripping with sweat and saltwater, are squaring off against the twins, Gigi and Gunther.

“Tried to feed us to that beast like we were bait!” Troy shouts, shoving Gunther in the chest.

“Better you than us,” comes Gigi’s biting reply. “Next time, we’ll make sure the beast gets its fill.”

I wince at the venom in their voices, the brutality in the way they’re looking at one another. It’s cold and cruel and ruthless, even for the tournament.

My stomach churns once more. Not only at the thought of what’s still to come, but of what we – I – might have to do to survive.

Across the deck, Cyrus stands with his back to the rail, wringing out his soaked dress shirt. Muscles flex beneath his sun-kissed skin, and tiny water droplets cascade down his bare chest. His champagne-blond hair is slicked back, with a few strands brushing his jawline.

I hate to admit it, but he looks every bit the warrior, effortlessly handsome in his dishevelled state.

Taron’s eyes are on me when I glance down. His gaze is unwavering, despite the exhaustion pulling at his eyelids. I feel an unexplained thickness at the back of my throat.

“Tired?” is all I can think to ask.

“Beyond tired,” he says, letting out a soft breath. “You?”

“I’ve definitely been better.” I suppress the urge to swallow when his eyes search mine. “But … I’m glad you’re all right.”

“I thought you were supposed to be mad at me.”

Oh, right. But how can I be, after what we’ve just been through?

“Maybe later.”

He attempts a smile, and I’m taken aback. Mostly because it suits him. “For what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re all right, too.”

I cling to the sincerity in his words. For the first time since this chaos began, a sliver of warmth burgeons beneath the icy fear.

I momentarily let my guard down, allowing my eyes to wander. To take in the crisp symmetry and quiet strength of his features. To really see him.

Taron runs a hand through his damp hair. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“You were staring.”

“I was thinking, actually.”

“About what?”

Before I can respond, a loud crash draws our attention back to the fray. Another team stumbles on to the deck, barely managing to stand, and a deep resonant gong echoes through the evening air.

Movement erupts below deck before a dozen figures in matching grey uniforms emerge from the shadows. The ship’s crew. Fast, nimble and eerily synchronized, they swarm the deck, moving through the competitors like liquid.

A wiry woman with silver hair darts to the helm. She extends her hand at the rigging, her fingers parted, and the ropes unravel themselves, snapping to life as they obey her silent command. The dark sails unfurl, perfectly catching the wind.

I step aside as a broad-shouldered man with tattoos running up his arms marches to the anchor. He borrows the light from a solar lantern swinging from a mast, and his palms glow as he transfers the energy to the electric winch, which immediately lifts the anchor. One of the younger crew members approaches the wheel. He runs his hand along the polished wood and, as he does, tiny seedlings sprout from the grooves, quickly growing and unfurling into vines that wrap around the wheel like a pair of hands to steer.

The Leviathan groans in response. It stirs beneath my feet, some form of engine humming to life below deck. The entire vessel shivers, and then we’re moving, slowly crawling forward across the water.

For all the churning in my stomach, The Leviathan is an amazing thing. I’ve never experienced anything like it – but, then again, I’ve never been at sea before.

“Trimming the sails!” shouts the wiry woman with silvery hair. She rolls her wrists, and several winches move furiously on their own, adjusting the tension of the sails until they’re full of wind and the ship’s speed increases.

We’re gliding across the Sea of Storms like a predator through the depths. My pulse quickens – whether we’re ready or not, we’re on our way. Aurora Isle lies ahead, somewhere beyond the dark horizon, and, with it, the promise of another trial.

“Look!” shouts Mei.

The gathered competitors mob to the side of the ship, where four remaining teams are chasing after The Leviathan in their dinghies. I can only vaguely hear their screams in the wind. Helpless pleas. Angry curses.

The sea begins to churn. Two barnacled tentacles pull two of the dinghies under. Then the monster’s head erupts from below, a show of jagged, razor-sharp teeth that opens like a crack in the sea and swallows the remaining two dinghies whole.

“Thalassa’s mercy,” Rhius breathes.

“That’s the nature of the game,” Savannah murmurs. “Only twelve teams were ever going to board this ship.”

The tension that simmered on the surface after the first trial begins to boil again, and it gives off a sour taste, like an unripe citrus fruit. I try not to breathe it in. Try to look past the murky cloud of energy gathering overhead the competitors.

High Prince Seraphius’s words echo in the sudden silence. Some of you will not return from Aurora Isle. My throat knots. This is truly a fight to the death, and failure means Elara will be lost for ever.

I glance at Taron for his reaction. He leans forward on the rail and stares quietly across the murky waters. If he’s as appalled as I am, he’s hiding it well.

At least his face is less blanched now, and the veins clawing around his neck and lower jaw are subsiding – he’s slowly regaining his energy.

“What do we do now?” I wonder aloud.

Cyrus spreads his arms over his head. “I say we find out which of these deck scrubbers has the key to the cargo hold. There’s bound to be something to drink on this floating coffin.”

“Later.” It’s the voice of the silver-haired woman, low and grating. She approaches our gathering with a scroll in her hand. “First, you’ve got a letter from the Games Master.”


Competitors’ Brief

From the desk of the Games Master…

Esteemed competitors,

What a splendid spectacle you’ve given us this evening! To those of you who remain after the first trial, congratulations. Tonight, the waves will carry you to Aurora Isle, where the trials to come will stretch your resolve and test your mettle in ways you cannot imagine. For now, enjoy this temporary reprieve. Below deck, you will find cabins assigned to each team. Rest up, because at sunrise the Isle will greet you. And with it, the next trial will begin.

Before I leave you, heed this warning: a mandatory truce binds you all during the intervals between the trials. These zones are sacrosanct, meant for rest and recovery. Should anyone dare to break the truce, the consequences will be … unfortunate. Rest well, competitors. And when the gong sounds, be ready. Bon voyage.

Yours ever-watchful,

The Games Master


Chapter Nineteen

Below deck, the wooden walls of The Leviathan creak like old bones as the vessel shifts with the rhythm of the waves. I press my hand against the wall for balance.

My stomach is worse down here, without the sticky ocean breeze to keep me cool. It also doesn’t help that the air here in the competitors’ quarters is damp and pressing, almost suffocating, and the sharp tang of saltwater seems to cling to everything.

I continue down the dim corridor, swallowing the swells of brine at the back of my mouth. I’ve never been on a ship before and, honestly, I don’t see the appeal.

The constant motion beneath my feet is unnerving, as if the floor itself were alive, breathing and pulsing with the waves of the sea.

After Kara read the Competitors’ Brief aloud, the crew vanished below deck, and nobody knew what to do with themselves. Gunther and Gigi quickly sniffed out the cargo hold, and, much to everyone’s delight, it was filled to the brim with wine and cider.

“If we can’t kill each other, we might as well kill the time!” Gunther bellowed atop a barrel.

It was strange, seeing the competitors drink together. With their tight-lipped smiles and hollow chatter about Principal Academies, upcoming exams and the best places to holiday along the Solaran coast.

They made it sound as though we were on a school trip, not sailing towards an island most of us won’t return from.

Perhaps they’re in denial, or perhaps they’re all so egotistic, so entirely confident in their immortality that they haven’t yet realized what they let themselves in for.

When Taron vanished below deck to our cabin, still exhausted from the first trial, I went in search of a washroom. Mostly because my eyes were still stinging with seawater, but also because I wanted to briefly lock myself away to collect my thoughts.

It was a fanciful thought.

We only have two washrooms to share among the lot of us. They’re cramped, barely large enough to turn around in, and the lanterns flicker weakly, casting long shadows that move like ghosts against the walls. I could barely splash some water on my face and have a drink before someone hammered on the door.

“Hey, some of us are waiting out here,” Gigi slurred. “If you don’t come out in the next three seconds, I swear I’ll burn the door down!”

An unlikely threat to make good on, although I wouldn’t put it past them. So here I am, with the corridor spinning in front of me. I straighten, taking a slow, shaky breath to calm myself – a mouthful of stale dampness. How do people get used to this?

One foot in front of the other, Talia, I tell myself as I stagger towards the cabin I share with Taron. I practically hurl myself around an incoming corner, gasping when I nearly collide with someone.

He’s tall, towering over me, and he’s shirtless. Cyrus. His eyes have a golden-brown tint to them, appearing even darker now in dim light.

“Slow down, Freckles,” he says, eyes blatantly sweeping over me, lingering a moment too long on the torn hem of my dress where it cuts off at my thighs.

I shift uncomfortably, and his smile only widens. He leans in a little closer, a stray blond hair falling across his forehead.

“Shame about your dress,” he says in a low, almost playful tone. “Though, I have to admit, I wouldn’t have minded being the one to tear it.”

Heat spreads across my face so fast it makes me dizzy. I’ve never had a guy look at me like this before; never felt this strange, fluttery mix of embarrassment and confusion. It feels like a layer of me has been peeled back, left bare for the world to see. I’m not sure how to react. Not sure how I want to react.

My tongue is numb, my thoughts jumbled by the sheer boldness of his words. It’s his confidence, how at ease he is within any space he occupies, that unnerves me.

Cyrus winks and something inside of me snaps. I narrow my eyes. Maybe it’s just arrogance, masquerading as confidence. Wrapped neatly in a handsome package, held together with the bow of his sickly-sweet tongue.

“Don’t flatter yourself,” I shoot back. “You’d never get the chance.”

Cyrus chuckles, unfazed. Tiny creases form in the outer corners of his eyes, dancing when he smiles. He’s enjoying the challenge.

“We’ll see about that,” he murmurs, slowly stepping forward to close the distance between us. “I like a little fire. It makes things … interesting.”

I stiffen. This infuriating, cocky, self-centred man, thinking I’ll fall at his princely feet like all the others. And this after he had me by the neck yesterday in the Lucky Fish.

I don’t have the patience for whatever game he’s playing, so, with a final glare in his direction, I brush past him, my heart still pounding in my ears.

“Your boyfriend. He’s a Luna, right?” Cyrus asks, fingers grazing my forearm, sliding gently across my wrist as he pulls me to a stop. “Quite powerful, from what I saw during the trial.”

I glance over my shoulder at him, pulling my wrist away. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

“Oh, even better.”

Before I can make another attempt at an exit, he takes two long strides forward, lips parted in a greedy sort of way as he keeps his stare pinned to me.

I back away, but hit the cold wall of the corridor. He corners me, one hand braced against the wood beside my head. The narrow space between us seems to shrink, and his bare chest is inches from mine.

His scent fills the air – something warm, like sandalwood and sea salt, mixed with the faint, musky scent of sweat and the ocean breeze still clinging to his skin.

There’s no denying that, up close, Cyrus is even more striking – everything you’d expect a prince to be. The sharp line of his jaw perfectly defined, as though sculpted from marble. His freckles. The fullness of his lips. Their natural curve rests somewhere between a smirk and a challenge, the kind of mouth that draws you in without meaning to.

“Don’t you think we might be of use to each other in the tournament?” he asks. “We could work together, your team and mine.”

“Not a chance.” I’m flustered, despite myself.

“If you say so.” His breath is warm against my skin. “One thing you should know about me is I always get what I want.”

I part my lips, debating a reply, when the door to one of the cabins further down the corridor opens and Taron steps out. I didn’t even realize where we were.

The moment Taron’s eyes land on us huddled closely against the wall, his expression darkens.

“Maeve,” he says, “is everything OK?” His tone is clipped and his gaze flicks between us, settling on Cyrus – his bare chest – with a cold, hard edge. “Is this jerk bothering you?”

I straighten, pushing against Cyrus to create some space between us. He steps back, burrowing his hands in his pockets, and I can finally breathe.

“Everything’s fine,” I say, though my heart is still racing. I can’t bring myself to look at Cyrus. It feels like I’ve done something wrong when I haven’t. “We were just … talking.”

“Don’t worry, tough guy,” Cyrus says in Taron’s direction, raising his hands in mock surrender. “I haven’t stolen your girl just yet.”

“She’s not my girl.”

It’s the truth, of course, but the force of Taron’s response – as if the very idea offended him – leaves a bad taste in my mouth.

“Sweet dreams, Maeve.” Cyrus blows me a kiss, casting a final glance at Taron before sauntering off down the corridor and disappearing around the corner.

Taron watches him go with his jaw pulled tight. “What was that about?” he asks.

“He proposed that we work together in the tournament.”

“Never. Cyrus is nothing but trouble.”

“You never know. Maybe to win this thing, we’ll need to place our trust in some of the other teams.”

“Not him,” Taron snaps. I’m surprised by the intensity of his reaction. Intrigued more than anything else. “I don’t trust him, Talia. Not for a second.”

My name feels odd on his tongue. It’s the first time he’s said it, I think.

A part of me wants him to say it again. Another part of me wonders where all this hatred for Cyrus is coming from.

For all his gorgeous features, I don’t like the Young Prince either, and I certainly don’t trust him as far as I can throw him. But I can’t shake the feeling that alliances – however temporary – might be our only way to survive this tournament.

Taron retreats into our cabin, and I follow him inside. The door creaks shut behind me as I take in the space.

It’s cramped, barely wide enough for the two narrow beds tucked against opposite walls. A single circular window lets in a sliver of moonlight, and between the beds sits a solar lantern on a low trunk. On each bed, neatly folded, are identical uniforms. A deep emerald green woven with delicate golden thread.

The fabric looks almost leathery, but, when I pick mine up, it’s surprisingly light and folds easily between my fingers. I examine each of the garments. The uniform is sleek, consisting of fitted trousers and a tank top.

Taron’s version mirrors mine, though his top has long dark-green sleeves woven with more golden thread. At the foot of each bed are black boots and a utility belt loaded with slots for weapons and tools – anything we might need in the upcoming trials. Taron has two extra things on his bed. A map of Aurora Isle and a scroll tied with a red-and-gold ribbon.

A note is scribbled across it.

Open only when the gong sounds.

“Why are both of our uniforms green?” I ask, folding the clothes back up and placing the pile on the edge of the trunk between our beds. “I thought they’d coordinate our colours according to our talents.”

“I guess each team must’ve been allocated a colour or something. Looks like we’re green.”

“Looks like it.” I flop down on my bed, and I must be frowning because Taron tilts his head at me and smirks.

“What? Green’s not your colour?” he asks.

“Not my first choice, no.”

He gives me a quick once-over, something oddly soft in his expression. “I think it would suit you,” he says, almost absentmindedly, as though the words slipped out without him meaning to say them. “Anyway, we should probably talk tactics.”

I blink, processing his compliment. It’s jarring coming from Taron. Unlike Cyrus’s blatant flattery, his words feel different. Unsettling in their warmth. I want to cling to the feeling, burrow it deep in my mind to unpick later.

“Tactics?” I ask.

Taron nods. He grabs the map and spreads it across the foot of his bed. “Rule number one,” he says, suddenly all business, “no fraternizing with the enemy.”

“First of all, a rule isn’t the same as a tactic.” I roll my eyes as I kick off my shoes and scoot across the bed to sit with my back against the wall. “Second of all, I wasn’t fraternizing with anyone.”

“That’s not how I saw it. Cyrus was practically drooling over you.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Jealous?”

Taron stiffens. I think I see a flush creeping into his cheeks. “I’m just saying we can’t trust him.”

I can’t help the smirk that creeps on to my face. Even though we haven’t known each other that long, it’s a rare thing to see Taron flustered.

A part of me enjoys it more than I should.

“Right,” I say, dragging out the word playfully. “What’s rule number two?”

His voice drops to a conspiratorial whisper. “From here on out, we’re only allowed to call each other by our fake names. Even when we’re alone, in case the Games Master can somehow hear us.”

“OK. And three?”

Taron gathers the map into his arms and sits down next to me, holding it open between us. “Rule number three,” he says. “We’re not going to bed until we’ve memorized this thing.”

I lean in to get a closer look, and his lilac hair brushes softly against my cheek. I realize if he turned his head now, our faces would be inches apart.

My heart leaps. I let my gaze linger ever so briefly on the scar above his lip. Then I force myself to tear my eyes away before he can notice. I swallow the warmth clawing through my veins.

This is wrong. The first trial took a lot out of me. I nearly drowned, and Taron saved me. I can’t mistake gratitude for something deeper.

Blinking, I eye the map. It’s a detailed sketch of Aurora Isle, sprawling with tropical jungles, steep hills and a winding river that cuts through the terrain. There are markers for key locations. Arrows pointing our route to the rest camp, and beyond it, an ancient temple that marks the finish line.

The island looks much bigger than I expected. “Memorize it, huh?”

“Down to the smallest detail,” Taron says. “One trial navigating the unknown has been enough. From here on out, we need to be prepared for anything.”


Chapter Twenty

There’s no doubt that the Sea of Storms lives up to its name.

It’s the dead of night, and The Leviathan is rocking violently, waves battering all sides of the hull like distant thunder. I lie awake in the cabin, staring at the inky ceiling. The tiny window beside the bed shows only blackness, with occasional bursts of foamy spray.

No matter how many times I’ve tossed and turned, the anticipation is too much, waiting for the gong to signal the next trial.

I’m not sure how long it’s been since we flicked off the lamp, but it feels like minutes and hours all at once. It’s the storm. The lurching vessel. The smell of salt and damp wood in the air mingled with something darker. Fear.

It swirls overhead, thick and oppressive, like a gathering storm.

Taron’s inner demons are more demanding tonight. I’m not surprised. That first trial took a lot out of him, so his subconscious would be struggling to suppress them.

Four of his inner demons hover near the ceiling, one more than yesterday. Their shapes are blurred at the edges, and they drift like hazy, half-formed silhouettes. Their razor-sharp teeth clatter as their tongues lash at the air.

I try to ignore them, but they’re too potent. They must also be able to sense my struggle, because every time I close my eyes, they lurch from the corners of the cabin, forked tongues darting at my face and charcoal eyes burning into my skull.

I must’ve drifted off at one point, because I almost scream when I open my eyes again to find one of the demons breathing its sour, almost spicy breath on to my face. Its sharp, malformed fingers are stroking my cheek.

“That’s enough,” I sneer, grabbing at the demon, only to have it disperse between my fingers and retreat to the corner of the cabin.

Inner demons are tricky to deal with. Much more slippery pests than Soul Wraiths, if that’s even possible. To cleanse a person’s inner demon, you have to pull its roots from the source.

I roll over, facing Taron’s bed across the narrow cabin. His body is still, chest peacefully rising and falling. But I can see beyond the shell of his exterior.

Inner demons only materialize like this when their host is at capacity, unable to contain all the torment consuming them from the inside. I wonder if he feels them now, clawing at his mind as he sleeps. I wonder if he wakes up in the morning feeling hollow.

My thoughts drift back to the street urchin in Rava. It surprised me how Taron had shown him mercy. I remember the look on his face, something resembling sympathy, but also more…

It was understanding. Empathy.

I study his sleeping form. Who are you, Taron? I wonder. What was it that drove you into Madame Vera’s clutches?

Curiosity gnaws at me. It’s an itch I can’t ignore. My body moves before my mind has the chance to protest.

I slide silently out of bed. Another wave crashes against the ship. It throws me forward. Taron doesn’t stir. His back remains turned to me. I hesitate. If I do this, I’ll invade his privacy. Technically, I’d be committing a crime. Reaching into someone’s mind without consent is against the law across the Triumstellar Accord.

But so is murder, and the tournament is already ripe with it. Besides, this would be for his own good. By reaching into Taron’s mind and taking some of his pain upon myself, I’ll only make him a better competitor.

I tiptoe over to his bed. My heart is hammering behind my ears and I’m cautious, but the closer I seem to get to Taron, the more his energy seems to pull me forward.

My knees land softly on the floorboards as I kneel beside him, my hands hovering over his bare upper body. Unlike Cyrus, whose skin radiates warmth like sunlight captured beneath the surface, Taron’s is cool, like the first breath of air on a crisp evening.

The air around him seems to steam, as if delicate threads of dark energy are evaporating from his pores.

I shuffle a little closer until I’m pressed up against the edge of his bed. Then I close my eyes and reach out – at first with my hands, lightly grazing his chest, then with my mind.

The energy swirls around me, cold and potent. It coils around my fingers like black ribbons, pulling me another inch closer before looping around my wrists and tightening.

Images flash behind my eyelids. Taron, as a child. He’s dirty and emaciated, scrounging for food in the bustling streets of Rava. His face is smeared with soot, his eyes wide with desperation. Hunger. He weaves easily through the market, with such small hands darting out for scraps – bits of bread, bruised fruit, anything to fill the gnawing void in his stomach.

Behind the grime, I catch glimpses of an earlier life, a simpler one. A stall laden with goods, two figures smiling, working side by side during a storm. His parents.

I see them struggling beneath the weight of a broken canopy as the wind howls, the collapse of everything they built crashing down in a single stroke. A violent storm.

It left them with nothing, left him with nothing.

Taron, too young to grasp what happened, watches as their hands slip away, leaving him alone to wander the streets. Forgotten. And there, glinting in his tiny hands, is a pocket watch – a delicate thing, his father’s, engraved with three moons. He clutches it tightly, the only remnant of his old life.

Tears well in my eyes. They abandoned him?

The scene shifts, and I find myself in a different moment. Another stormy night, rain cascading from the heavens. A young Taron seeks refuge beneath a canopy of clothing scraps when Madame Vera appears. A striking figure with yellow-blonde hair and piercing eyes.

In the murky shadows of my mind, her promise echoes.

A vow to take care of Taron.

Then, another vision. Taron, older now, stands silently in the shadows, bearing witness to Madame Vera’s brutality. She kneels before a woman, an unsuspecting victim with tears streaking across her cheeks.

Madame Vera has the woman’s chin in her palm, and she pleads while the very essence of her soul, a luminous, ethereal glow, is absorbed by the Soulreaper, leaving only an empty shell in its wake. The woman’s body drops on to the cold, hard floor, and my surroundings shift once again – to an even more grisly scene.

Taron is restraining a bloody man. The man tries to resist, his fingers working in a feeble attempt to spawn a light blade to defend himself with. But Taron keeps him pinned.

“Immobilize him,” Madame Vera commands from the shadows.

Taron drives his knee into the man’s back until I hear the crunch of bones. It’s ghastly, but something about him is different now. Taron’s body moves unnaturally, like he’s a puppet on strings. He kneels there, but it’s not him any more. I can’t put my finger on it.

Madame Vera lowers herself down by the man’s side. She has a wicked smile on her face as she drains his soul.

And then another scene. Madame Vera seizes Taron’s chin and gives him a peck on the forehead. “Thank you, my darling boy,” she says. “Good work today.”

Taron’s eyes fly open as he jerks awake. He launches out of bed and tackles me to the floor. His weight crashes down on top of me, and the breath is knocked from my lungs. My head is still reeling from the visions, words struggling to form.

He holds my hands above my head and drives his knee into my side. The movement is familiar – an echo of what I saw in the vision.

I gasp, “Stop! It’s me – it’s me!”

My heart pounds wildly as I struggle under him. I’m trapped, forced to breathe in the spicy scent of furious energy coming off him in plumes, dry and chalky, like I’m inhaling mouthfuls of dust.

For a moment, he doesn’t move. His chest heaves with ragged breaths, his blue eyes wild with fury. His lilac hair clumps around his face, hiding his full expression, but his anger is unmistakable. It’s his flaring nostrils. The flattening of his lips.

He loosens his grip, and his chin dips down as though he’s embarrassed. “What the hell are you doing?”

I’m still pinned, but I don’t push him away. It’s a confusing swirl of emotions – the way my body prickles at the coolness of his bare chest, and how my lips are drawn to his, mere inches away from mine.

“I-I thought you were having a nightmare,” I lie. “I just wanted to help.”

“Did you use your talents on me?”

“No. I didn’t.”

Taron hovers over me for a few more seconds, then he lets go of my wrists. I’m surprised when he doesn’t immediately back away.

“You’d better not be lying,” he says. “Because if you are…”

“What? You’ll kill me?” I bite my tongue, but I don’t regret challenging him. I can’t help but be intrigued by Taron’s anger, even more so now I’ve seen the making of his hard exterior. He’s a monster – I was right about that. He has to be, from what I saw. Standing by as Madame Vera snuffed out innocent lives. Assisting her.

But not all monsters are of their own making, and I don’t think Taron is either. There was something strange in the way he held that man down, like his movements weren’t his own. Then there was Madame Vera’s command. Immobilize him. Her voice rang with all the confidence of someone who knew Taron would follow through. No matter what.

I’d hoped a glimpse into Taron’s mind would give me answers, but I’ve only come away with more questions. Madame Vera found him when he was a boy, hungry and alone on the streets. She did something to that boy, twisted him and tore him apart, before putting him back together using only the most broken pieces. Why didn’t he run? Escape?

Taron’s expression hardens, and I’m worried he can read my mind. I swallow, exhaling a shaky breath. Then he stands, looking down at me on the floor for a long moment, his chest still rising and falling with the remnants of his adrenaline.

His gaze lingers on my wrists, where he held me down, but he says nothing. He only turns and climbs back into bed.

“Don’t ever do that again,” he warns, and I stay where I am for a few more minutes without moving.

I watch him in the dark, the shadows of his inner demons no longer dancing against the ceiling. The cabin continues to echo with the sound of waves crashing against the ship, but it’s the silence between us that’s louder.

When I finally, quietly, climb back into my bed, pulling the blanket up to my chin, it’s like I never moved. I’m still staring at the ceiling, still unable to sleep. My thoughts swirl, flashes of the visions playing before my eyes. In spite of the glimpses I saw tonight, in spite of the moments we’ve already shared, the truth is I don’t know Taron at all. He’s a stranger, and he’s wrapped in secrets darker than I could’ve ever imagined.


Games Master’s Post

30th Day of Mors Half, Stellar Year, 1200

Citizens of the Triumstellar Accord,

What a magnificent spectacle the Obsidian Banquet was. Our competitors graced the palace halls, blissfully unaware of the night’s true purpose. As promised, this Stellar Year’s tournament is brimming with surprises. Firstly, twenty-four teams would be whittled down to twelve with an unexpected first trial.

Our competitors were swept from gilded gardens to perilous ocean waters, where a creature born of nightmares awaited: a grotesque abomination with razor teeth and sinuous, blood-slick tentacles. Triumph certainly favoured the bold.

Young Prince Cyrus and his steadfast teammate, Gideon Kepper, outpaced the competition to claim the first of twelve spots aboard the ship bound for Aurora Isle. Our favourite fiery twins, Gigi and Gunther Beck, displayed a ruthless show of dominance by torching several dinghies, and let’s not forget Kara DeLange and Savannah Dlamini, the only team to sever one of the creature’s tentacles entirely. If only all tales were so illustrious…

Our privately trained pair, Maeve Speck and Wren Hull, only seemed to falter under pressure. Bless them. Aft er Maeve toppled overboard and narrowly escaped drowning, the pair clung to survival through luck alone. How long they can endure remains to be seen.

A moment of reverence for the two surviving teams retrieved from the waves by the Principal Guard. Although the stars did not choose them to advance to Aurora Isle, they were worthy of the Reckoning in every right. The sisters, Brandy and Leah Ponte, both promising sandshapers at Harenheart Academy. Dante Wick, a prodigy Flora set to become a botanist for High Princess Seleneira, and their teammate, Kai Liu, from Wrisha.

Rest in peace to the following competitors:

Lucy Bronte and Uma Hassan (Solara)

Luca Romano and Hana Zhang (Wrisha)

Soren and Marjorie Jensen (Astraloria)

Natalia Petrova and Omar Al-Farsi (Astraloria)

Priya Desai and Lenore Desai (Solara)

Mateo Fernandez and Ingrid Bjornsen (Wrisha)

Darius Kowalski and Jessie Kimura (Wrisha)

Liam Connor and Lance Connor (Astraloria)

Emil Novak and Yara Haddad (Astraloria)

Kwame Mensah and Elena Ribero (Solara)

Now, as our twelve remaining teams sail for Aurora Isle, we wait in anticipation for what the next trial will bring. What will greet our competitors upon the island’s shores? Rest assured, dear friends, that the best is yet to come.

Yours ever-watchful,

The Games Master


Chapter Twenty-one

I try and try but never manage to fall asleep. My mind won’t stop recalling the moment Taron pinned me to the floor, his blue irises burning with an anger I still don’t fully understand. Each time I glance over at him, lying with his back to me, I wonder if he’s really asleep, or pretending. Did he believe me when I said I didn’t use my talents on him, or could he feel the missing weight of his inner demons, a small part of them now taking root inside my own mind?

Somewhere through the night, the Sea of Storms seems to ease in fury, and the creaks and groans of The Leviathan subside. When, finally, I’m unable to stand the suffocating stillness any longer, I throw my blanket off and slip out of bed.

The cool air of the cabin bites at my skin as I quietly get dressed in the dark, pulling the tight green uniform over my tired body and pinning the shimmering golden brooch bearing the Astralorian insignia I got from Madame Vera near my collar.

The uniform feels strange, like a second skin. I’m not cold, but I miss the weight of clothes. At least the boots are sturdy, laced high, and the utility belt hangs snugly around my waist. I load it with the rest of my bag’s contents: a small flask, a few rolls of bandages and two healing tonics.

My fingers brush over the empty weapon slot, but my trusty shears nonetheless find their home in the side of my boot – it would feel wrong keeping them anywhere else. Reaching down for them is second nature to me, an instinctive reaction I’ll no doubt need in this tournament.

I open the cabin door as quietly as the old ship allows, and softly slip out into the narrow corridor. The door groans, and I glance over my shoulder at Taron.

He’s still facing the wall, his breathing steady but shallow. His legs twitch lightly beneath the sheets, as though he’s still fighting something in his dreams. From this angle, I can see his brows are furrowed, lips parting in soundless whispers. I leave him to sleep, padding quietly through the competitors’ quarters in search of some fresh air.

By the time I reach the upper deck, the night is beginning to fade and I’m greeted by a quiet that seems to stretch for ever. The waves, wild and crashing all night, are now gentle, lapping placidly against the ship’s hull in rhythmic swells.

The Sea of Storms has lost its rage, and for the first time, the water is still enough for me to see the sky reflected on its surface – a deep blue speckled with stars, slowly brightening with streaks of gold and pink.

There’s no sign of the crew. No overzealous competitors camping out in their uniforms, ready to dash off at a moment’s notice.

I move to the nearest railing and lean forward. The fresh air is everything I need to calm myself. It’s cool, carrying the scent of salt and something clean, something more hopeful than yesterday.

My eyes search the horizon. In the distance, barely more than a shadow against the brightening sky, I can make out the shape of Aurora Isle. It’s small, much smaller than I thought, almost indistinguishable against the dawn.

I close my eyes and steel myself. I need to be strong. Fearless. I need to keep my focus on the life I’m fighting for. I’m coming for you, sister.

The sound of footsteps behind me breaks through my thoughts. I don’t need to turn to know it’s Taron. His presence is familiar by now. He’s not as good as he used to be at hiding his emotions from me.

This morning, the energy coming off him is subtle. A murky grey, almost ashen. It tastes salty, like tears, with a faint smell of mildew. I’m used to the smell of shame.

Elara used to reek of it, each time she returned from work at the bakery, with a tray full of pies and a dock in pay for not managing to sell out. Her boss was wicked like that, but she endured it for the sake of her passion.

Taron comes to stand beside me, his gaze also fixed on the distant island. Seconds pass and neither of us speaks.

The soft murmur of the sea fills the space between us, The Leviathan placidly rocking beneath our feet.

“I didn’t mean to scare you,” Taron says, his voice quiet, almost lost to the ocean breeze.

My grip on the railing tightens, something – not quite a breath – catching in my sternum. I turn my head to look at him.

The gentle rays of daybreak soften his features, casting shadows over the hard lines of his face. But I can see the purple kiss of exhaustion around his eyes. The tug of regret pulling his brows together. It’s subtle, hidden behind the walls he’s built to guard himself, but it’s real.

“I know,” I say softly.

We stand in silence for a few more moments. I watch as his shoulders tense and relax, as though he’s battling with himself to find the right words.

But my stare lingers longer than intended as I take in his uniform, the way it moulds perfectly to his lithe body, hugging his chest and tapering at his waist.

The shiny fabric moves with the smallest adjustment of his muscles, and it’s the insignificant small details that keep me transfixed: the crease where the fabric gathers at his elbow, the shift in his posture as he adjusts his utility belt. There’s something intriguing, too, about the brooch pinned near his collar – how it draws attention to his Adam’s apple, and the veins in his neck, only barely visible under his pale skin.

“I didn’t mean to hurt you,” Taron says. “I don’t want to be like that.”

“I wasn’t trying to pry into your head. I just…” I hesitate, unable to bring myself to tell him the truth. He can’t know I used my talents on him. Not yet, anyway. Not when we still have two more trials ahead of us. I need him to trust me. “Like I said, I thought you were having a nightmare.”

“It’s dangerous to get too close to me. When I’m sleeping, I mean.”

I hold his stare, enjoying the way the wind tousles his violet locks. “What about when you’re awake? Is it dangerous to get close to you, then?”

He blinks at me in surprise, lips slightly parted. In that fleeting second, his expression is raw, vulnerable. I want to reach out and touch his cheek. Bridge the space between us.

But I don’t. Instead, I turn my gaze back to the sea.

The sun has risen higher now, bathing the water in gold and setting the sky on fire. In the distance, Aurora Isle is a little clearer – still too far to pick out details along the shore, but close enough to feel more real.

The dawn is beautiful, and for a moment, I forget where we are, soaking in the peace of the morning.

“I wouldn’t recommend it,” Taron says, finally breaking the silence with an answer to my question. “Everyone close to me always seems to get hurt. Or worse.”

I nod, my lips curving into a small, sad smile. “I suppose that makes two of us.”

“I’m sorry.”

I gulp, but his apology continues to hang, fragile and genuine, swelling at the back of my throat like a bitter pill that doesn’t want to go down.

How is it possible that this is the same Taron – the same man who took Elara’s body from me without a shred of remorse, who stood silent while Madame Vera ripped apart lives like they were nothing?

And yet, here he is, looking at me like this. Like he’s capable of feeling. Like he’s capable of guilt.

I want to believe him, but then I remember the visions. I see him again, looming tall over the bloody man, his boot pressing down as if crushing something insignificant. The vacant look in his eyes, the same look I saw that night in the cottage. Cold. Empty.

I glance down at his hand resting on the railing beside mine, our fingers almost touching. My knuckles twitch, and I want to pull away, but I stay still, frozen by the confusing storm he stirs inside me. What if the Taron in front of me now is a lie? What if the real Taron is the one I saw in those visions, and all this – the apology, the softness – is just another game orchestrated by Madame Vera? A way to manipulate me and make me lower my guard. I can’t tell.

And that terrifies me.

I can’t help it. I want to understand him, even as everything in me screams to run.

Before I can reconsider, I reach out and brush my hand against his. It’s a small gesture, but in this moment, it feels like enough.

“If you could disappear,” I ask. “If you could get away from it all and go anywhere, where would it be?”

Taron tilts his head, his brow furrowing. He lets out a breath and glances at the horizon where the sky meets the sea.

I wait in silence.

“There’s this place,” he says after a pause. “A market town along the southern coast of Wrisha. It’s called Brim.”

I didn’t expect him to have an answer so readily. “What’s it like?”

Taron’s lips twitch in the ghost of a smile. “I’ve never been there myself, but I’ve heard stories. Sailors say it’s the last place before the world ends. There’s no grand palace or legendary tower. It’s just … people. A place where ships come and go, where no one stays long enough to leave a mark.”

“What kind of people?”

“Merchants, sailors, drifters. People who don’t ask questions. It’s the kind of town where you can be anyone or no one, and no one cares. Everyone’s too busy moving on to their next destination.”

He speaks of it like it’s a dream. This quiet, almost transient place where you can disappear into the crowd, where the world doesn’t weigh so heavily on your shoulders, and you can exist in your own skin.

“It sounds…” I pause, searching for the right word. “Free.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” Taron’s smile fades as fleetingly as it forms. “Free.”

The word hangs between us, and I wonder if he realizes the weight it bears. He doesn’t know that I’ve seen inside his head – fleeting glimpses of his past, of him wandering the streets, alone and lost and hungry. He doesn’t know that I saw Madame Vera take him in, the terrible things she made him do – things that scarred him. Was that what he meant that night at the tavern when he said he wanted to be free?

My heart aches to know more, but I don’t ask. I can’t. Not when the peace between us is so delicate. Instead, I watch the sea, letting the gentle sound of the waves soothe the storm in my chest.

“Brim sounds nice,” I say.

“I think you’d like it there.”

“I think I’d like it there, too.”

I close my eyes, letting the morning light warm my face. Then I hear noises. The stir of other competitors emerging from their cabins. In no time, the calmness of the morning is quickly disrupted by the low murmur of voices as teams gather about, stretching stiff limbs and glancing around with tired eyes. The first thing I notice is their uniforms.

I nudge Taron with my elbow. “Looks like we’re not the only ones in green.”

He scans the crowd. “Two colours. Red and green. We’ve been split into bigger teams.”

I count six teams dressed in green and another six in red.

Towards the front of the ship, Cyrus leans casually against the railing while Gideon is crouched low in front of him, polishing his boots. Both clad in green. As though Cyrus can feel me watching him, his dark eyes flick to me, and he nods.

I look away. I can’t give him the satisfaction of taking in the way his uniform clings to his broad shoulders, how his light-blond hair, woven into a plait, catches the light like threads spun from sunlight.

“Great,” Taron mutters, tensing beside me.

But it’s not just Cyrus he’s sneering at.

Kara and Savannah, also looking proud in green, are floating between the teams, their beaming smiles not quite reaching their eyes as they fawn over people’s hair and make-up and dole out good-luck wishes.

Then there’s Gunther and Gigi. The twins stand huddled together. Gunther has his arms crossed, surveying the competitors with sharp green eyes to match his uniform, while his sibling bounces on the balls of their feet, brimming with energy even this early in the morning.

I haven’t interacted with them much since the banquet, but I’m glad they’re on the green team. There’s something about their connection, the way they communicate so silently and unpredictably, that makes me wonder whether they’d be the ones to watch.

I pick out the rest of the green team gathered on the deck. There’s Mei, the girl with green-streaked hair. She stands off to the side, hands perched on her hips, though her attention flicks towards Taron more than once.

Beside her towers Rhius, the other Emo. His expression is unreadable beneath the shadow of his brow, but I wonder if he sees it, too – the murky plumes of collective fear and uncertainty, woven with threads of envy and arrogance, hovering above the boat like a stormy cloud. Probably not. From my experience, most Emos choose to ignore negative energies, focusing instead on the stronger, brighter, more sought-after positive energies.

Can he see any in the air right now, permeating from the competitors? Excitement, perhaps? Anticipation? I wonder what it looks like. Whether it’s gold and radiant like sunshine, curling through the air like steam off a hot cup of tea.

I locate the final members of our green team. It’s the nervous brunette I glimpsed at the banquet, and her tall greasy-haired teammate. Cleo and Xander.

She’s fidgeting again now, and he’s rambling once more. I recognize the dynamic – one voice overshadowing another, taking up all the space without realizing it. They won’t last long in this game.

“Look, there it is!” says Troy, wearing a red uniform, as he storms to the front of the ship and leans forward across the bow.

“Aurora Isle,” breathes his teammate, Selene.

The deck grows quieter as all eyes turn to the horizon. A small beach stretches wide under the sun, a sweep of soft, powdery sand that seems almost too white to be real.

The waves lap gently at the shore, leaving behind foamy traces that glimmer like pearls before retreating into the sea.

Just past the edge of the sand, the jungle rises abruptly. Twisted vines and roots sprawl over each other, weaving into an almost impenetrable wall of green.

I’m not sure what I expected Aurora Isle to look like, but it’s strangely reminiscent of the forest back home – the trees murmuring their secrets and lumen flowers unfurling in the sheltered corners where dawn’s light has yet to reach.

Somewhere within the thick jungle, a massive stone arch juts from the canopy like a tooth. I recognize it from the map Taron made us memorize. It’s our next marker, the checkpoint for the second trial. Only the first six teams to reach it will move on to the final round. As for the rest … well, I’m not sure.

I suppose those who survive will be lost to the jungle until the tournament is over and the High Council sends in a recovery team. They will have to hope they’re found before the island disappears for another ten Stellar Years.

I breathe in, my nostrils stinging from the sea’s sharp air, mingling with the rich, earthy smell of the island. Despite the swelling sun on the horizon, the air is cool. I look around, trying to gauge the reactions of the other contestants.

The cogs are turning behind their eyes, everyone trying to make sense of the landscape. From where I stand, I can see two more arches, one red and one green, located on opposite ends of the beach that fringes the jungle.

“Our starting points, perhaps?” Savannah’s voice comes from behind me, as though she’s reading my mind. And, as though her words were a command, The Leviathan’s crew comes charging on deck.

They’re preparing two large dinghies – one red and one green – on either side of the ship. Chains grind and scrape against rusty pulleys. It’s a harsh, grating sound, echoing through the air as the dinghies plunge into the water below.

The crew waits until they bob gently in the water before lowering rope ladders in preparation for our descent.

My heart begins to race, a cruel, nauseating mix of dread and anticipation swelling in my chest. This is it. It’s happening. The air feels electric, a hum of stirring emotions vibrating through my bones. We all stand in silence, watching the island.

And then it comes.

A deep, resonant gong echoes across the water.


Competitors’ Brief

From the desk of the Games Master…

Esteemed competitors,

In this trial, majority rules. I hope you studied your maps, because only one team, red or green, will advance. The trial appears to be a simple one: starting from the corresponding arch, it’s a race to the next checkpoint. But is it really that simple?

While I cannot ask you to set aside your differences, I can leave you with this: the warrior who dares face the jungle alone may get scorched by its breath.

See you soon, dear competitors. Some of you, at least…

Yours ever-watchful,

The Games Master


Chapter Twenty-two

I emerge from the ocean with water cascading off my drenched uniform. For all its weightlessness, it’s certainly not waterproof.

The salty air puckers my skin, and I shiver from the sea’s chill. My waterlogged boots struggle in the sand as I trudge on to the beach. I immediately check on my shears. Thank the stars. They’re still safely tucked near my heel.

“I’ve got sand in places where sand should never be,” Taron grumbles.

“That makes two of us,” I say. But there’s no time for discomfort.

The red team is already on the move, a flash of colour disappearing behind a rocky outcrop. In contrast, our green team is a mess. Some are frantically adjusting clothes, and others checking gear. We don’t have time for this.

“Everyone all right?” Kara shouts as she yanks her wet hair into a ponytail. “Looks like we’re working together for this round.”

“Nice,” Rhius muses.

“Not happening.” Cyrus buffs the brooch pinned near his collar, a hexagonal bronze piece adorned with a blazing sun. The Solaran crest. “Gideon and I work better alone. Ready to go, Gid?”

His servant nods his head, blinking through the mop of brown hair falling across his brow. “Right behind you, Your Highness.”

Shouldering past Kara, the pair cross the beach in the direction of the green arch at the edge of the jungle.

“Wait!” I call, remembering the scroll’s contents. The warrior who dares face the jungle alone may get scorched by its breath. “What about the Games Master’s warning?”

“Yeah, scorching breath or whatever,” Mei adds.

But Cyrus and Gideon have already passed through the arch and disappeared beyond the foliage, clearly content with going at it alone.

“Let’s see the jungle try to torch us,” Gigi says. “Gunther and I are with Cyrus on this one. See you when we see you.” The twins kick up sand behind them as they run.

Kara shrugs at those of us remaining. “Sorry, guys, looks like teamwork’s off the table. I’m sure you’ll be fine on your own.”

“What a waste of time. Let’s go.” Taron’s body feels cool when he steps around me, grabs my hand and pulls me across the beach.

Our group disbands, and the start of this trial feels every bit as chaotic as the first. My stomach roils at the rotten smell that suddenly permeates the air. Like spoiled meat or mouldy fruit. The smell of loathing. I’m not sure who it’s radiating from, but it doesn’t matter.

Kara and Savannah pull ahead with Mei and Rhius on their heels. Behind us, I can hear Cleo and Xander arguing.

“What do you mean you want to back out?” Xander moans. “If you surrender, I get disqualified by default.”

“It’s just … none of this is what I thought it’d be.”

“No, we’re not giving up. Come on.”

The moment I pass through the green arch at the edge of the wilderness, the sounds of the jungle crash over us. It’s loud and piercing, an overwhelming cacophony of chirps, howls and rustling leaves that oscillates through the air. The heat feels thicker here, more oppressive, the scent of damp earth clinging to every breath. Leaves as broad as shields arch over us, and I’m entranced by the flicker of luminous insects flitting past my face. Their translucent wings, veined like cracked glass, hum softly as they dart in erratic patterns and leave faint trails of light in their wake.

“Can you believe this place?” I reach for a cluster of lumen flowers hanging from a vine. As my fingers graze their silky petals, they shimmer with a soft pinkish glow, bending towards my touch.

“We don’t have time,” Taron says, pulling me away.

We move quickly, adrenaline fuelling our strides as we push deeper into the dense foliage. Vines twist around gnarled trees, their surfaces rough and dappled with colourful moss in various shades of pinks and yellows and blues.

“Can you still see them?” I ask, when Kara’s ponytail is no longer whipping just beyond the nearest shrub, and Rhius’s pounding footsteps give way to the shrill squawk of a bird in the treetops.

“No, can you?” Taron asks.

“If I could, I wouldn’t have asked.” I sigh. “Sorry, I just don’t want to get lost in here.”

“I won’t let that happen.” Taron turns to look at me and frowns. His head dips down, eyes drifting to my lips – no, my neck. I’m surprised when he steps closer, and every hair on my body rises when he lifts a hand to my shoulder. His hand hovers.

Then his fingers brush my neck, and a shiver uncurls within me. Taron pinches at something near my collar. When he pulls away, my mouth is dry.

I fight the urge to gasp for air as he discards a luminous insect pinched between his fingers. The insect sputters in anger before fluttering away.

“A silverfish moth,” he says. “They cause a horrible rash if they stain you.”

I swallow hard before smothering the warm, prickling feeling sliding through my limbs as he parts two broad leaves and continues through the jungle.

We’re running again and, soon, our surroundings begin to change. The greenery darkens. The luminescent flowers give way to crisp, charred remains. We’re surrounded by twisted blackened husks that vaguely resemble trees. The air turns acrid, smelling of smoke and decay. I twist my heel on the ground, and it comes away caked with ash.

“What is this place?” I ask. “More importantly, what happened here?”

Taron and I scan the devastation. It’s an abandoned village, dotted with the skeletal remains of huts and indistinguishable stone structures. Whatever walls still stand are scorched black, their surfaces cracked and crumbling, reeking of burned wood.

The warrior who dares face the jungle alone may get scorched by its breath.

“Keep your eyes peeled,” Taron says.

We cautiously navigate around the debris, but the narrow streets are empty. The silence is broken only by the gritty sound of ash crunching beneath our boots and whispers in the wind that seem to mourn for the place.

Somewhere above, a crow’s screech pierces the stillness. The last time I heard a crow, it marked the morning my sister died.

“This place is giving me the creeps,” I mutter.

We near an open square in the centre of the village, where an obelisk juts from the ground. It’s surrounded by remnants of an old marketplace. I can tell by the splintered wood scattered across the cobblestones, some still retaining its past form as wagon wheels, and a tattered tarp that flutters in the breeze, barely clinging to a post fastened to a wall.

I can’t help but wonder. Did the Astrals conjure this place for the tournament, or did it once pulse with life? If so … what had happened here?

Then, a flash of red.

And another, in between two ruined buildings.

“Wren,” I say.

“I saw them,” he confirms.

I spin towards him as a column of sand knocks into him from the side. He falls, and I pivot, barely dodging a spear of radiant light flying past me. My hands find my head, instinctively covering myself.

Taron staggers to his feet. “Are you OK?”

“Yeah.”

As the haze from the sand settles, two figures clad in red emerge from an alley into the square. Selene and Troy. A dusting of sand hovers around Selene’s feet, ready to be shaped into a weapon or shield at a moment’s notice.

“Maeve and Wren from Moondance Haven. Not much more to say about you, is there?” Selene says, smoothing her sleek black ponytail.

Troy chimes in. “Hopefully, the Games Master can spin you a nice little story. Make it sound like you at least put up a fight before we killed you.”

I step back until I find the solid form of Taron’s body behind me. “Why are you doing this? The goal of the trial is to get to the arch.”

“Didn’t you read the scroll?” Selene spits. “Majority rules. Your team can’t win if there aren’t any greens left to cross the arch.”

“The same can be said for the red team.” Taron licks his lips. I see his fingers twitch lightly at his sides. He’s focusing his Luna talents.

In seconds, Troy is dragged, struggling, through the air towards us. He brandishes a light blade in defence, prompting Taron to sidestep to avoid a potential impaling. Despite the counter-move, however, Taron still manages to slam Troy to the ground.

A strange sensation tightens around my ankles, and looking down, I see sand enveloping my feet and crawling up, trapping me in its grip.

“Only two of us can leave this square alive, you know that,” Selene says, flexing her fingers like she’s moulding clay. I can’t break free from the sand, I realize, as she springs forward.

Taron collides with Selene in a bone-crushing thump that sends both of them sprawling. Selene retaliates by trapping Taron in a shell of sand, but he defies the constraints, shattering the granules.

“Oh, you are annoying,” she bites out.

“I’ll take that as a compliment.” As Taron pulls the dagger from his belt sheath and lunges at Selene, I grab my fern shears from my boot and start hacking at the sand to free myself. Something moves in my peripheral vision. Troy is approaching.

No sooner do I break free from the sand than I have to dodge his blade of light, aimed directly at my face. My instinct is to tap into the well of my fears and anxieties, shaping them into a whip that lashes itself around his foot.

I yank on it, and he tumbles. Then I’m sprinting to where Taron and Selene are fighting among the remnants of a wooden cart.

As I run, a warm sensation grazes my arm. It starts as a wet, numb feeling, then a blade of light zips past me and panic sets in. The warmth transforms into searing pain. I’ve been cut.

My heel snags on the ground. I fall. Three more blades fly overhead, only narrowly missing me. I grip my upper arm. Blood is already soaking through my uniform.

This is real. I could die.

“You’re lucky – that was a close call.” Troy approaches, and I scramble back on the ground. He grabs me by the foot and drags me towards him. “Though I’m afraid your luck’s about to run out.”

“I don’t … think so!” With my free foot, I deliver a well-aimed kick to his shin. He releases me, and I lurch forward, launching on top of him.

We wrestle around in the ash and dirt.

“Get your … fingers out of my eyes…” Troy forms another light blade and aims it at my heart. I grab his free hand, prepared to do the one thing I swore I’d never do. But I have to. For my survival. Instead of absorbing the negative energy that already swirls within him, I do the opposite. I gather every ounce of my own and disperse it, channelling it into Troy’s skin; his very flesh and bones.

The transformation is slow, but also immediate. Troy struggles to move.

“What are you doing to me?” he cries, his voice full of confusion and a great deal of pain.

I avert my gaze and push through, channelling every ounce of suffering I’ve endured in the past few days into him. The gut-wrenching sight of my sister’s lifeless form, my seething hatred for Madame Vera, and the escalating weight of guilt for setting all of this in motion. For robbing Elara of her life.

Troy quivers, his eyes losing focus. His pleas grow softer as I guide his head down on to the ground. A stillness settles upon him; he’s alive but rendered powerless, a hollow shell. Another Emo on the Principal Guard should be able to fix him, I think.

I look down at Troy. Immobilized and at my mercy. He was someone’s son, someone’s brother. But he was also a fool for willingly entering this tournament of death.

My breath is thin, the air toxic with what I’ve done. I’ve taken a life. He’s still breathing, but his brain is dead. A sudden movement beside me startles me.

“It had to be done,” Taron says.

I gulp when I look behind him. Selene’s body hangs limp, impaled on the spoke of a cart wheel.

My voice trembles as I ask, “Is she…”

Taron responds with a simple, “Yes.” His hand cups my shoulder. “Maeve, you know we didn’t have a choice. If not them, it would’ve been us.”

My gaze drops to where his fingers press against the fabric of my uniform, the outside of his thumb grazing the soft skin of my neck. My sleeve is soaked with blood.

“I know,” I mutter in barely a whisper.

“Are you OK?”

“It’s just a graze.”

“Good.” Taron extends a hand to lift me off the ground.

The silence between us doesn’t last long. The sound of someone kicking up rubble makes our heads collectively swivel. There, in between the ruins, are the flickering shadows of the other red team members.

Somewhere, someone screams. And then: a thundering roar.

“What the hell was that?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” Taron says, moving towards the sound, “but I think we’re about to find out what the Games Master’s warning meant.”


Chapter Twenty-three

Taron charges forward with no inkling of what lies ahead, and I follow after him like a complete and utter fool.

“Why are we going towards the sound?” I pant.

“Because the stone arch isn’t in the other direction,” Taron says.

He’s got me there. We’re hurtling through the narrow streets of the scorched village, the shadows of teetering buildings creating a canopy overhead as we wind between alleyways and leap across ruins.

My pulse throbs in my ears and my side stings, but I follow in his shadow, manoeuvring through the rubble in his footsteps. Another thunderous roar erupts from the treeline beyond the village, reverberating through the ground. It’s a primal noise, a deep, guttural growl that makes my hair stand on end.

We hurtle out of the village and down a winding, overgrown path, when Taron suddenly skids to a halt. We’ve reached a clearing, dotted with more crumbling ruins. A yawning gorge stretches out before us, with a wobbly rope bridge suspended across it. The bridge sways precariously in the breeze. It looks fragile, to say the least.

Then, a flicker of flames. We’re not alone in the clearing.

Still on this side of the bridge, the red and green teams are engaged in battle, weapons clashing and talents colliding. And above them in the clouds…

I have to rub my eyes. There in the sky is an enormous white dragon. Its iridescent scales shimmer like icy teeth, and its eyes blaze with an intense yellow fury.

“Is this real? I thought dragons were extinct…” I breathe.

“Not this one.” Taron’s gaze follows the beast through the air.

The dragon unleashes another mighty roar, and the chasm quakes. The red and green teams persist in their brawl. Savannah and Kara retreat towards us, a shield crafted from sand deflecting a burst of flames from an opposing competitor.

When their opponent’s flames sputter and die, Savannah dissolves her shield and sends a cascade of sand at him, wrapping it around him and pulling him towards her as if by a chain. Kara impales him with a spear radiating light.

“It’s about time you got here,” Savannah snarls when she sees us. Her long black plait has come undone in wild strands that cling to her sweat-drenched face.

“Is everyone still alive?” I ask, scanning the chaotic scene.

“Incoming, six o’clock,” Savannah warns, tapping Kara on the shoulder.

She spins, her light sword at the ready, blocking a strike from an approaching competitor. The sharp whistle of light clashing against metal echoes across the clearing and, with a resounding crack, the competitor’s blade shatters into pieces.

“It’s nothing personal,” Kara quips, ready to deliver the finishing blow. But the dragon’s colossal form sweeps overhead, casting a shadow that eclipses us.

Another earth-shaking roar echoes, nearly drowning out Gigi’s voice coming from behind a crumbling heap of ruins to our left. “Take cover! Over here!”

We follow the rest of the green team behind the low wall, weathered and cracked. A scorched window frame is the only thing hinting at the cottage it once was. I don’t want to think about what must’ve happened to leave it in such a state.

Our group crouches low in the shadow of the old cottage, afraid to move, afraid to breathe. We’re all here. Cyrus and Gideon. Mei and Rhius. Even Xander and Cleo. From where I’m sitting, I can see two members of the red team near the bridge. They lie motionless, hands raised in a final act of defence, faces frozen in fear.

Their skin looks charred and hardened. They’ve been scorched.

A dark silhouette cuts through the sunlight as the beast circles overhead. The dragon’s wings beat against the sky. It’s searching for its next target. When it sweeps past us, deeper into the village, the bridge is left exposed.

“It’s gone,” Mei heaves. “Should we make a run for it?”

“No,” Taron says, and his voice is stone cold. “It could be a trap.”

“But the trial checkpoint is right there.” Xander points at the stone archway, looming tantalizingly close on the other side of the gorge. “This might be our only chance.”

“No, wait. Wren could be right…” Kara tries, but Xander is already standing.

“Come on, Cleo!” Xander charges towards the swaying bridge, calling over his shoulder. “You want to get through to the next trial, don’t you?”

Cleo hesitates. “Xander…”

But she’s standing, too, starting to run. I watch uneasily.

“Hurry!” he shouts as he reaches the bridge. He begins to run across, boots thudding against the worn wooden planks as the ropes groan under his weight. The bridge sways more violently, the chasm below a dizzying drop into darkness. “Come on, before that thing comes back!”

Cleo follows closely behind. She runs on to the bridge, but then suddenly stops in her tracks. Stares at her feet. A shadow sweeps across their path, and Xander looks at the sky.

I follow his gaze, forced to bite back a scream when a deafening roar vibrates through the air. The dragon descends, molten scales glinting in the sun.

The entire bridge shakes as the beast’s massive wings send powerful gusts through the gorge. Cleo stumbles and falls. Her form becomes hazy, blurring before separating into three versions of herself – an Astro projection. Her state of panic must be affecting her talents, because her projected clones are flickering, staggering, struggling to stay on their feet.

“Cleo!” Xander screams, but it’s too late.

The dragon unleashes a torrent of flames from its mouth, and Cleo, attempting to shield herself, is engulfed in the searing wave.

For a second, she’s lost in the inferno, all three of her silhouettes barely visible through the flames. When the fire recedes, the three Cleos stand frozen, transformed into statues of solid black stone, each one of their expressions caught in a moment of terror.

“No, Cleo!” Xander wails. He lurches forward, but his cry is cut short as the dragon snatches him in its claws with terrifying speed.

Xander’s body jerks, his breath stolen by the sheer force of the creature’s grasp. The dragon lifts him high in the air before letting him fall. His body disappears into the depths of the gorge below.

I gasp. Bile rushes up my throat. Distantly, I hear Taron’s voice yelling, “Take cover!”

The dragon whips its tail in our direction, and the motion brings with it a barrage of molten scales, slicing through the air like a rainstorm.

I crouch low, squeezing my eyes shut. My skin prickles as one of the dragon’s scales whistles past us, embedding itself into the ground with a thud.

Cyrus deflects one of the scales with a blade of light. It ricochets into our group and shreds Mei’s uniform as it lacerates her arm.

“Cyrus!” she squeals. “We’re on the same team!”

“So, what? You’d rather I took one to the heart?” he protests.

“In an ideal world, yes…” Mei rolls her eyes, hand clasped to her wound. It comes away smeared with blood, but the laceration itself doesn’t look too deep.

“You’re both alive, so suck it up,” Savannah says in a clipped voice. She peers round the wall, and I do the same.

Two members of the red team have decided to make a break for the bridge. The dragon spots them and they retreat, trying to scramble back to their ruins. They’re too slow, and a torrential breath of fire engulfs them.

I shudder at the sight of one competitor once the flames subside. A blackened husk remains, eyes empty and skin flaking with ash.

His teammate screams, and her voice is shrill. She has conjured a protective shield of sand, managing to repel several of the dragon’s scales – but the force of the onslaught proves too much and she stumbles back, taking one to the heart.

“Man, this is turning into a bloodbath,” Gigi drones, wiping at their sweaty brow with their forearm.

Kara stares at the ruins opposite us as though she can see right through them. “At most, there are only three red teams left. We have five of us here. We outnumber them, at least.”

“Do you have a plan?” Mei asks.

“I think we have to work together on this.” Kara nods at the dragon. “Two teams distract the dragon, drawing its attention, while the remaining three work on restraining it.”

“What about the other red teams?” I ask. “We need to make sure they don’t make a break for it.”

“Good thinking, Maeve.” Kara smiles at me, but it’s a forced kind of thing which pulls oddly at her cheeks. “One team will have to keep the red teams at bay. What does everyone think? Sound like a plan?”

“Sure. No one’s got any better ideas.” Cyrus, with a smear of soot across his forehead, rises into a crouch. “It’s only fit for a prince to slay a dragon. I’ll restrain it – Savannah, you come with me.”

“Why Savannah?” Kara asks.

“If I’m going to risk my life,” he says, “I’d rather do it alongside someone with actual military experience.” He looks over his shoulder at Gideon. “No offence.”

Gideon shrugs as if to say, “None taken.”

“Fine. Savannah, you’ll work with Cyrus on restraint.” Kara yields. “Just remember to aim for the dragon’s key offence points – head, tail, wings. Try to sever one if you can.”

Savannah nods. “Got it.”

“I’ll focus on the red teams with Gideon,” Kara adds. “Wren, you and Maeve distract the dragon with Gigi and Gunther. Rhius and Mei, be ready to assist where needed. Is everyone fine with that?”

Nods travel around the group.

“Are you OK with this?” I whisper to Taron as we follow Gunther and Gigi towards the centre of the clearing.

“It beats standing around doing nothing,” he says. “Let’s just hope we can pull this off.”

Gigi and Gunther waste no time launching their fiery onslaught. As the dragon’s enormous form swoops overhead, blazing balls of flame erupt from their palms, drawn from the lighters in their hands. They aim at the dragon’s head, forcing it to flinch.

“Incoming!” Gigi shouts.

We dodge a barrage of scales that rain down like molten hail, and my ears tremor with the grating sound of a furious roar. The dragon disappears into the gorge beneath the bridge.

“Be ready,” Taron says beside me. “It’ll be back with a vengeance.”

Be ready? My thoughts come in shattered bursts. I don’t know what to do. The flurry of emotions within me is too wild and skittish to sculpt, so I turn my attention to the air around me, finding the fear and grief and pain that threads through the island breeze. And there’s something else, drawing me to the last red team member who took a scale to the heart.

A dark mist is exuding from her, as though her shadow is peeling away from her. It’s the slow birth of a Soul Wraith.

I absorb it deep within me. Since the Soul Wraith isn’t fully spawned yet, I can easily suppress the vision that follows: a playback of demise.

Using the borrowed energy, I sculpt a long serpentine whip that unfurls through the air like a stream of liquid shadow. It thrashes like it’s alive, and it might as well be, because the moment the dragon vaults up from the gorge, its cruel eyes trained on our group, my whip lashes at it. The first blow lands on the dragon’s tail, not enough to bother the beast. But the second strike, aimed at its face, alongside a fiery gale from the twins, provokes another enraged roar. Another blast of scales in our direction.

Taron leaps in front of us, his elbow hooked through the air. He deflects the molten scales with an invisible shield, setting off a cascade of sparks. I can see the force of the impact ripple through his body. His forearms are straining, his muscles taut beneath the pressure.

It’s working – we’re distracting the dragon. I don’t hesitate. I lengthen my whip even further. The tip shudders and then splits, fracturing into five jagged strands. They shoot outward in unison, each strand lashing the dragon from a different angle.

“Nice,” Taron heaves beside me. But before his praise can fully register, he cries out in warning, “Watch out!”

His strong grip yanks me aside, pulling me out of harm’s way just as Mei hurtles past us, propelled by the force of an opposing competitor.

I breathe, pressed against Taron, his heartbeat reverberating in my chest like it’s my own. His breath comes in quick, shallow bursts.

“Think we should start a tally of the number of times I’ve saved you,” he says.

“Not that it’s gone to your head,” is all I’m able to manage.

Taron lets go of me, and I realize the dragon’s attention has shifted to Mei. Its fierce gaze locks on to her form on the ground. Slumped and vulnerable.

I want to warn her, but Taron moves quickly. He positions himself between Mei and the dragon to repel the incoming scales.

“Thanks,” Mei says, scrambling to her feet and without missing a beat, producing a seed from her pocket. She rubs it between her hands and breathes on it. Then she throws it in the air, causing it to instantly grow into a carnivorous snapper fern that pounces on her red team assailant.

I arch a brow when Taron returns to my side.

“What’s so funny?” he demands.

“Saving Mei? I thought you said you didn’t believe in teams.”

“I don’t. I believe in strength in numbers.”

Savannah moves in the corner of my eye, whirling her arm to summon the sand from every corner of the clearing. She moulds it into a long whip, not unlike my own, that spirals around the dragon’s limbs. Pulling her hands into her chest, the sandy whip tightens, pulling the dragon down.

“Wren, help me out over here!” she shouts in Taron’s direction. “You’re a Luna, aren’t you?”

He drops to one knee, hands outstretched, channelling his talents to assist her in pinning the colossal creature to the ground.

The dragon resists, managing to swing its tail at Savannah. Before it can catch her, a light blade cuts through the scaly appendage like softened butter. Cyrus. He’s crouched in front of her, and I’m aghast. He saved her. Maybe he’s not as iron-hearted as I thought.

The severed tail falls, shattering into a thousand molten shards when it hits the ground. Savannah sends up a shield to protect her and Cyrus from the eruption.

“Someone, do something,” Taron groans. He’s struggling to pin the wounded dragon to the ground with his talents alone. The strain becomes evident as blood trickles from his nose.

Mei digs into her utility belt. She removes a handful of seeds, rubs them in her palms and throws them at the dragon. The seeds erupt into vines. They twist, lengthen and interweave before landing on the dragon like a net. The vines burrow deep into the ground, keeping the dragon pinned.

“Now, run!” she shouts. “It won’t hold it for long!”

Our group sprints for the bridge.

Gigi and Gunther are in the lead, followed by Kara, Savannah, Mei and Rhius. Cyrus thrusts Gideon ahead of him, and Taron is slow, stumbling, so I use my entire weight to pull him along. His jaw is clenched, his muscles tensing as dark veins claw across his neck.

The bridge swings from side to side, nearly throwing me off my feet. The sound of creaking wood follows us across the gorge.

I glance down at the yawning chasm, my heart racing. Vines snap behind us, and a whoosh of air against our backs tells me the dragon has taken flight.

An ominous shadow gathers overhead, stalking us across the bridge. The shadow whips its stump of a tail at us, and the air whistles with incoming scales.

Taron throws his hand up, but his reaction is sluggish. It’s not a strong barrage – more blood than scales – but one somehow manages to infiltrate his invisible barrier. Pain lances in between my shoulder blades. Then a crack rings out, and my stomach drops. The board beneath my foot splinters, shifting from solid ground to air in less than a second.

My foot plunges through the gap, the jagged edges grating against my thigh as I’m swallowed up to my waist. I flail for balance, clinging to the board in front of me.

Taron reaches for me, but he’s still too slow. I can’t hang on much longer, and my fingers are loosening their grip when out of nowhere, a warm hand wraps around my forearm and hauls me back to safety. Cyrus pulls me against him as we run.

“I told you we’d make a great team,” he says with a cunning grin, puffing a strand of champagne-blond hair from his forehead.

Taron growls behind us, his expression taut. I don’t have time to deal with either of them.

Just as our group reaches the other side of the gorge, the dragon disappears behind a smattering of clouds. I put my hands on my knees, shaking, nearly screaming, when there’s a sudden pulse of red-hot flames in the corner of my eye.

But it’s not the dragon diving down to attack us.

Gigi and Gunther are igniting the bridge. The remaining members of the red team are trying to follow us across. The reds continue to struggle over the bridge as the flames begin to lick at the boards.

“What are you doing?” Kara shouts, and for a moment I think she wants to stop them, to show mercy. But no. “There’s a better way to do this.”

She extends her hand to the sun, conjuring a long, sizzling blade of light. She takes a swing at the bridge, and the remaining ropes holding it together snap.

The bridge plummets, and the reds disappear into the abyss. Their falling forms are closely followed by an enormous amalgamation of molten scales and razor teeth.

I can’t watch as the dragon widens its jaw to scoop them up. I don’t want to listen to the crunch of bones that shortly follows. My stomach churns, the taste of bile mixing with the acrid smoke.

“The arch, come on,” Taron says in my ear, weakly gathering me by the shoulders and spinning me away from the chasm, haunted by the red team’s dying screams.

I stumble, my pulse ricocheting as we rush towards the arch. It’s a breathtaking thing, sculpted from stone, engraved with the image of four bodies engaged in a dance, a symbolic representation of the harmony between the sun and three moons. At its pinnacle, a carving of a crystal amulet set within a crown. The ultimate prize at the end of all this suffering.

The dragon’s roars fade into the distance as we pass through the arch into the jungle, leaving only the echo of our frantic breaths and rustling feet.

My pulse slows, adrenaline waning, and, for a brief instant, I let myself hope. We survived the second trial. There are only five teams left now. Five obstacles between us and victory.

See you soon, Elara.

Elara, Elara, Elara…

Her name forms silently on my lips, over and over, until the syllables drown out the screams of the red team echoing in my mind. Each repetition sends a pulse of strength through me, filling the cracks where fear has taken root.

We can do this, I think. We’re so close to the end now. Just a little longer.

But the bloodshed … the heartlessness … I can feel it in every breath, every step through this cursed jungle. It’s horrifying. It’s monstrous.

It’s necessary.

I look at Taron beside me. I know he’d tell me each of these competitors chose to be here. That they’re arrogant, entitled killers at heart – undeserving of our empathy.

But what if I’m more like them than I want to admit? I’m here, aren’t I? I watched in silence as Gigi and Gunther set that bridge on fire. I stood back and did nothing when Kara dealt the final blow to the ropes. We’re all killers here, in one way or another.

I just need to remember: unlike everyone else, I’m not here for myself. I’m here for her. The one person in my life who means everything.

The faces of the dead blur in my mind, replaced by Elara’s smiling face.

See you soon, Elara.

The vow burns in my chest. It’s a fire, fierce and desperate, pushing back the fear and revulsion. I’m here for her, and nothing else matters.

See you soon, Elara.


Games Master’s Post

31st Day of Mors Half, Stellar Year, 1200

Citizens of the Triumstellar Accord,

Aurora Isle is proving every bit as treacherous and exhilarating as anticipated. The second trial saw our competitors united as two teams, one red and one green, but it wasn’t long before fractures began to form. Our competitors abandoned their alliances in pursuit of glory on their own terms. Ah, how very predictable!

Deep within the jungle, among the ashen remains of a forgotten village, two red team members, Troy Fuller and Selene Forsythe, launched an ambush on our privately trained pair, Maeve Speck and Wren Hull. A fierce battle ensued, and I must say, our privately trained pair are determined, if nothing else. Troy and Selene were formidable competitors, but in this instance, the island favoured our underdogs. Their luck seems to hold … for now.

Elsewhere in the jungle, a roar shook the ground. What was it, you ask? A white dragon, long thought to be extinct, breathed fire across the skies. Some of our competitors were reduced to ash, while others scrambled for cover. It was in this chaos, dear friends, that our competitors at last decided to work as one.

The green team, under the impressive leadership of Kara DeLange, rose to the challenge. Their coordinated effort was nothing short of masterful. Gigi and Gunther Beck unleashed flames to match the dragon’s scorn, while Mei Sato, Flora extraordinaire, skilfully deployed a net of vines to restrain the beast.

Our red team, unfortunately, suffered heavy losses. Let us remember those who perished, for their efforts were not in vain. Though they shall not return from Aurora Isle, their brilliance remains with us always.

Rest in peace to the following competitors:

Cleo Triton and Xander Rocco (Astraloria)

Troy Fuller and Selene Forsythe (Wrisha)

Marlow and Carla Bennett (Astraloria)

Felix Jensen and Ronda Hart (Solara)

Annora Rheal and Eda Kit (Solara)

Sofia Popescu and Anders Muller (Wrisha)

Layla and Jay Foody (Wrisha)

As our survivors regroup, one thing remains clear: the Reckoning is far from over. There is the third and final trial to undergo. While today saw fleeting moments of cooperation, rest assured, dear friends, there will be no teamwork from here on out. Who will emerge victorious is anyone’s guess…

Yours ever-watchful,

The Games Master


Chapter Twenty-four

A narrow dirt path curls through the jungle ahead of us. Roots and vines twist along the edges, coiled tightly together as if choking the very air around us. The canopy overhead is dense, allowing only fractured rays of sunlight to pierce through.

I drag my feet through the undergrowth, each step heavier than the last. It feels as though stones weigh me down, but, at the same time, I’m so tired I’m weightless.

Finally, the greenery parts to unveil a clearing. A campsite with six cabins positioned in a semicircle, their wooden frames gleaming with moisture from the humid jungle air.

In the centre of the clearing is a blazing fire pit. Tall flames lick at a bubbling cauldron suspended over them, painting the late afternoon sky with coils of smoke.

The smell of salty meat and boiled vegetables wreaths us. My stomach grumbles, but it doesn’t feel like the pang of hunger I’m used to. It’s a dull, aching hollow sensation that settles deep, almost like a cramp that won’t ease.

I realize the last time any of us had anything to eat was at the banquet.

To the left, nestled against the treeline, an outhouse stands squat against a log shower house. Steam rises gently off the wood-fired water heater beside it, promising relief from the dirt and sweat that cling to me like a second skin.

“This must be what heaven looks like…” Gigi stumbles towards the fire with Gunther, and the pair plant themselves on one of the logs encircling the fire pit.

It’s only now that I notice the signpost beside the pit. Pinned to it is a cream-coloured note with cindered edges. A red-and-gold bow is fixed beneath it.

It’s a note from the Games Master.

“Shall I do the honours?” Savannah unpins the note and clears her throat. “Esteemed competitors, welcome to camp. Congratulations on surviving the second trial. I’m sure you’re all exhausted, so please use tonight to refresh and revitalize yourselves…”

“Don’t mind if I do.” Cyrus unclips his utility belt, chucks it at Gideon, and claims a log opposite Gigi and Gunther.

“It’s not very princely to interrupt people,” Kara says through gritted teeth. She’s trying to mask her fatigue, but the toll of the last trial is reflected in her face: the tautness of her jaw, the darkening circles under her eyes. “What else does it say, babe?”

Savannah continues, “As you no doubt have observed, a hearty celebratory stew is bubbling away. Please, eat your fill. Each team has also been allocated a cabin for the evening. Rest well. We shall reconvene in the morning for the third and final trial. A word to the wise: no competitor shall cross beyond the campsite’s edge until the gong tolls.”

“A night’s rest sounds like a luxury right now.” Rhius stretches his arms above his head. He eyes the simmering cauldron. “And a good meal.”

“I call dibs on the first shower!” Mei declares before vaulting over a log and sprinting to the shower house.

I barely register her, though. None of us do. Our eyes are locked on the cauldron. The scent of the stew – rich, meaty – is overwhelming now, almost dizzying. It pulls at me, twisting the gnawing emptiness in my stomach into something more savage.

It seems to have the same effect on the others. The group unravels around me.

“Move it,” Cyrus barks, shoving past Gigi and Gunther. “As your prince, I should be served first, don’t you think?”

Gigi’s glare cuts right through him. Their lips are curled in disgust. “Oh, yeah? You think we care about that here?”

“Go find yourself a golden spoon, Your Highness. Then we’ll talk,” adds Gunther, towering behind them with crossed arms. He looks half-amused, half-ready to deck Cyrus if it comes to it.

Cyrus rolls his eyes. A muscle in his jaw twitches almost imperceptibly, then he brushes off their hostility with the air of someone used to getting his way. Only this time, no one’s budging for him.

Savannah reaches the pot first. She takes a wooden bowl from the stack on the ground, dips the ladle into the broth and fills it to the brim.

“Hey, leave some for the rest of us!” Gigi growls, and that’s all it takes to set off a stampede.

As I’m about to surge forward, a hand wraps around my forearm. Taron’s grip is firm, his touch cool, and I glance up, startled by the sense of calm in his expression as he observes the other teams. They swarm around the stew like savage animals.

“Better let them have at it,” he says. “There’s plenty.”

I want to argue, to say I can’t just stand here and watch them tear into our only meal while my body screams for food. But the way his hand lingers on my arm, fingers softly pressing into my skin, makes me pause.

As hard as I try, I don’t understand him – how he can be this person now, so calm and controlled, when I’ve seen him be something else entirely.

I can’t help but wonder if this is the real Taron. The one I’ve only caught glimpses of, the one I want to trust. Even if I know I shouldn’t.


Chapter Twenty-five

The flames in the fire pit sway like living entities. They dance and flicker, casting shadows that play upon the faces of the four teams surrounding me.

What remains of the stew is simmering at the bottom of the cauldron, the rich scent of meat and vegetables having long given way to a haze of wood and smoke, clashing with the crisp evening air.

I sip slowly on my stew where I’m perched on a roughly hewn log close to the flames, letting the warmth seep into my aching bones. I like the silence. It allows Aurora Isle to serenade us with the wild symphony that is the jungle at night.

The rustling of leaves. The chirping of crickets. The distant calls of creatures nestled in the dark, untrodden corners of the foliage.

I keep forgetting we’re on an island, and that somewhere beyond the trees lies a roaring sea. Now and then, I catch whiffs of its salty tang. But mostly the air smells like fresh earth, not so unlike the forest back home.

I stare into the fire at my feet, the heat from the flames twisting and curling into the night like ribbons. They rise towards the stars, and I imagine reaching out, grabbing hold of a ribbon to see if I could yank a star right from the sky.

If only it were that easy. I’d give it to Madame Vera, let her make her wish and, in return, I’d get my sister back. No trials. No bloodshed. Just a single star to end it all.

Kara and Savannah catch my attention beyond the flames. Their arms are wrapped around each other, and their loving gazes are softened by the firelight. There’s a tenderness in the way they look at each other, a quiet intimacy that seems to block out everything else.

I suppose it’s romantic – entering the deadliest tournament of the Triumstellar Accord together, facing death as one. Fighting, and perhaps dying, side by side. I can only hope their love for one another is more sincere than their smiles have been.

Beside them is Cyrus. He’s sitting with his back against a log, while Gideon struggles with the task of tidying his unruly plait.

The firelight flickers against Cyrus’s face, mirroring his disgust as he takes another spoonful of the broth. “Yuck,” he mutters for what feels like the thousandth time. “I wouldn’t feed my horse this bathwater…”

And for the thousandth time, Taron performs an eye roll next to me. “He’s too spoiled for his own good,” he mutters, his fingers absentmindedly playing with a shard of grass.

Luckily, Cyrus doesn’t hear him.

“I don’t know about yours, but our cabin only has one bed,” Gigi says, poking the coals with a stick. Their now-tangled red hair almost resembles flames.

“Hope you’re all comfortable with spooning,” Gunther agrees. “Because tightly packed is an understatement.”

Cyrus snorts. “Gideon will be sleeping under the stars tonight. He knows I don’t like to share.” Then his dark irises drift in my direction, and his expression shifts into something more suggestive. “Though I suppose I could make an exception.”

Heat rises in my cheeks. Instinctively, I look at Taron, whose expression of indifference spawns an odd shrinking feeling in my chest. Much like Gideon, he remains an impassive canvas.

“No one?” Cyrus asks. “OK, suit yourselves.”

The crackling fire continues to paint the clearing in flickering shades of orange and yellow. I stay quiet as stale conversations ripple through the group, punctuated by the occasional ring of forced laughter.

It’s ridiculous, all of us sitting here. Pretending everything is fine when we’re all aware that the final trial awaits, a looming storm that could break at any minute.

“Are we taking bets, then?” Savannah asks, twisting a strand of Kara’s golden hair round her finger. “What does everyone think the final trial will entail?”

“Another monster, for sure,” Mei says. Her voice is hoarse, and I can’t help but notice the beads of sweat pooling around her temples.

One hand is clutching the wound where Cyrus’s rogue scale lacerated her before. The other is resting on her thigh, trembling slightly.

My own wound prickles. It’s warm, almost sizzling. I try to reach for it, but it’s right down the middle of my back.

“Sounds about right,” Gigi agrees. “They’ll need to up the ante after all this.”

“These Astrals love their theatrics,” Rhius agrees.

Cyrus leans closer to the fire and dumps the remainder of his stew on to the coals, making them hiss and sputter. “Whatever it is, it’s everyone for themselves, right, Gideon?”

“As it should be, Your Highness.”

There’s a collective nodding of heads, and the agreement is sealed.

“If it comes down to it,” Kara says, half-dreamily next to Savannah, “I’ll do anything to win that wish.”

Cyrus sniggers.

“Did Kara say something funny?” Savannah snaps.

“Oh, it’s nothing…” He smirks. “It’s just, I don’t tend to lose.”

Gigi laughs. “That might be true on the mainland, Your Highness, but remember, your daddy isn’t here to help you now.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Cyrus shoots back.

“Your old man is on the High Council, isn’t he? Which means he was part of the selection committee.”

“The ballot is chosen at random.”

“That’s what they say.” Gigi shrugs. “But who knows … High Prince Hevio could’ve had a hand in your getting chosen for the tournament.”

Cyrus’s expression hardens.

“Stop it, Gigi,” says Gunther. “Didn’t you see how his family treated him at the banquet? His father doesn’t care enough to help him in that way.”

“Or maybe,” Gigi sing-songs as they lean forward, sharing Gunther’s grin, “your father entered you in the tournament hoping you’d finally make something of yourself.”

“Hoping that you’d either win or never return,” Gunther agrees.

I feel a flicker of sympathy for Cyrus. Not that he deserves it. But the memory of him at the banquet, surrounded by his perfect siblings, the weight of everything he’s expected to live up to – it strikes a chord within me.

I’ve never been good at meeting expectations myself. Half Emo, half nothing. I know all too well what it’s like to never be enough.

“Are you done?” Cyrus asks, and he sounds bored. The hazy coils of seething energy steaming off his skin say otherwise.

“Actually, if you’re inviting people to insult you—” Mei slurs, before choking on the words. She sways where she’s sitting, eyes narrowed as though she’s struggling to focus on our silhouettes around her.

“Mei, are you OK?” Rhius puts a hand to her sweat-smeared forehead. “By the grace of Ignis, you’re burning up.”

“Uh, I guess it’s a little hot out here…” Mei tries to clear her throat and it turns into a cough. Blood dribbles from her mouth. Then her nostrils. And her ears. The blood is hot, literally steaming. And as it cools, it turns a horrible, swampy green colour.

Kara claps her hand to her mouth. “Mei, your arm…”

Her wound is steaming, too. Popping. Sizzling. Streaking her sleeve with swampy green blood. I bite back the bile swimming in my throat.

“Hey, the stars are winking at me,” Mei whimpers. Then she giggles and her eyes roll back in delirium. “They’re waving. Look, Rhius … so pretty! Can you see them?”

She tries to stand, arm extended to the heavens, but she stumbles and falls. Mei convulses. Her body shakes uncontrollably, limbs pressed together like a rod.

“Mei!” Rhius cries. He reaches for her, but immediately recoils as though he were touching hot coals. “What’s happening to her?”

We all scream when, before our eyes, Mei bursts into flames. She doesn’t have time to yelp in pain. The fire consumes her from the inside out, too quickly to comprehend.

When the flames subside moments later, only a black shell remains. Hollow features that droop. Bark-like skin that flakes with peppery ash.

“What the hell?” Gigi exclaims.

“It wasn’t us – I swear,” Gunther adds.

I gag at the stench. It’s smoky and rotten. The world spins and I tug at my collar. It feels like I’m glowing. Sweat pools around my neck and slides slowly, searing-hot, down my back.

“Her wound,” I mutter. A boiling sensation prickles at my temples. “The dragon scale must’ve been poisonous…”

My heart skips a beat. I was cut, too.

“Tar— Wren,” I try to say, but my voice is a whisper threaded with panic.

“Poisonous?” Rhius looks around where he’s hunched over Mei’s corpse, eyes welling with tears. “That means … he killed her!”

He leaps to his feet and throws himself at Cyrus. Gideon intervenes. He elbows Rhius and drives him back with a heel to the chest.

Their figures begin to blur and I squint. I see snapshots of movement. Rhius gathering a storm of emotions, black and seething, in his palm. Cyrus snapping a sunblade leaf. A flash of light and a spear taking shape in his hand.

A low whistle in my ears means I only catch snatches of their argument.

“You murdered her!”

“I didn’t touch her.”

“She died here in camp, which means you broke the truce. You cut her with the dragon’s scale and now she’s dead.”

“The hell with that! The cut happened during the trial – I didn’t break any rules. We don’t even know if it was the dragon’s scale.”

“Maeve,” someone says. I recognize Savannah’s cool tone. Her face is warped in front of me, all sharp angles and squished features. It makes me want to giggle. “Maeve, what makes you think it’s the scale?”

“B-because…” I slur.

“She’s also been cut,” Taron declares. I feel his hand on my forehead. “Where is it?”

I lean forward. “My back. It feels w-warm.”

Taron curses.

“Is she going to combust, too?” Kara asks, still with her hand in front of her mouth. I know I should panic, but all I can think about is how much her fine hair looks like gold. The amount of milk buns I could buy with only one strand. The amount of cakes Elara could bake…

Something tugs at my utility belt, and I realize it’s Taron retrieving both healing tonics I brought. “Which one is better?” he asks. “Are they both the same?”

My mind feels muddled, like it’s wading through mud. My fingers graze the vial of the grade-three healing tonic. If a grade-one tonic can heal broken ribs, then maybe, hopefully, a level three can counteract a poisoned dragon’s scale.

He tilts my head back, and I swallow the potion in a single gulp. I don’t bother wiping away the trail of liquid running from the corner of my mouth.

“Come on,” Taron says. He grabs me by the waist and hoists me up on to his shoulder. The world is a dizzying blur around me.

“Where are we going?” I ask.

“To get you under a cold shower.”


Chapter Twenty-six

I haven’t combusted yet, so that’s good. We burst into the shower house, and Taron carries me to one of the cubicles. His grip is tight. His jaw is clenched. He pulls open the curtain, and sets me inside.

“I’ll wait outside,” he says, “in case you fall.”

He closes the curtain, but his silhouette doesn’t move away. I manage to shed the top layer of my uniform. The vest underneath clings to my searing skin. I can’t get my boots off. My limbs feel like lumbering weights, and I keep losing my balance.

“Um,” I say, “can you help?”

“I’m not sure that’s…”

“HELP!”

The curtain flies back. Taron’s eyes are wide, his breath caught. He scans me as if bracing for the worst. Then he sighs with relief, and the tension leaks from his shoulders.

“Thanks.” I reach for his shoulder to steady myself, and I’m surprised when a firm hand grips my waist.

“Is this OK?” Taron asks as he eases off my boots.

I nod, feeling childish.

“What’s so funny?” he asks when I smile.

Before Taron can escape, I reach behind me and turn on the tap.

“Hey!” he shouts, jumping back as the cold water hits him. Too late. He’s completely drenched.

The water feels good. I lift my face towards it and close my eyes. When I open them again, Taron has kicked off his boots, too, and his jacket, and he’s standing in front of me in his vest and trousers.

The water cascades over his face and glossy rivulets trail down his neck, mingling with the crimson stains that mar his shirt.

“You’re hurt,” I say, putting a hand to his chest. His hand intercepts mine. He holds it gently in his, and I freeze.

Our eyes meet. His stare is intense, so I instead look down at his lips. I’m curious. Is he a good kisser? He seems to be good at most things. I feel brave, stupidly so. Leaning forward, I rise on to my tiptoes.

“What are you doing?” Taron asks.

I peel away from him. “Are you not attracted to me?”

It’s unlike me to be so forward, to lay my insecurities bare. But right now, I’m high on dragon’s poison, grade-three healing tonic and the sting of rejection.

When he doesn’t say anything, I reach out to him, curling my fingers around the drenched fabric of his shirt. He doesn’t resist when I draw him closer, and we stand together beneath the cascade of water. There it is again, the pull between us – it’s magnetic, dangerous.

I trace the path of a stray droplet gliding down his face. It pools in the corner of his mouth, so precariously close to mine. “Taron…”

“Don’t say anything.” His hand trails my cheek, hesitating on my bottom lip. It’s a gesture so tender, so entirely unexpected, that it leaves me momentarily breathless.

My pulse ricochets and my body betrays me. As frissons of electricity prickle down my spine, I take his hand and guide it along the contours of my body.

His palm glides over my stomach, following the curve of my ribs until it rests gently against the softness of my chest.

“You’re still burning up,” he says as he pins me against the slick tiles of the shower wall. Something dangerous and powerful beats in my chest. I lean into his touch.

“At least I haven’t burst into flames yet.”

“Not funny.”

But it is. It shouldn’t be, but I can’t help it. Just like I can’t help the way his frown strikes me as hysterical. I clamp my hand over my mouth, but a snort breaks free, followed by peals of laughter that leave me gasping. Damn you, poisoned dragon’s scale.

He brushes a wet strand of hair from my forehead. His fingers are velvet against my skin, too gentle to belong to a monster. His ice-blue eyes are tender. He leans closer.

I won’t stop him, I think.

To my surprise, he reaches around me to turn off the shower.

“Let’s get you to bed,” Taron says. “You need to rest and let the tonic do its job.”


Chapter Twenty-seven

It’s a peculiar intimacy, sitting with my bare back to Taron as he tends to my laceration. He dabs the wound with a rag soaked in grade-one healing tonic. It stings, and I draw in a startled breath.

“I’m not hurting you, am I?” Taron asks, lifting the cloth.

I shake my head no and he continues to work. I try to focus on his breathing, each slow inhale followed by an even slower exhale.

My own breath seems to be stuck in my throat. I’d like to think it’s a lingering effect of the poisoned dragon’s scale, but the grade-three healing tonic seems to have done the job. There’s no denying it’s due to something else entirely.

My mind is clear again, and any sense of delirium is gone. I smother the memory of two bodies pressed together in a shower. Taron and I are teammates. This tenuous bond we have is built on survival, not trust.

Up until now, our relationship has been brittle, fragile at best. Taron has only just started to let me in. I can’t afford to do anything that would make him shut down again.

Whatever that moment was – however breathless it left me, the feeling of his fingertips still lingering on my skin now – I can’t under any circumstances let it happen again.

I distract myself by focusing on the cabin around me. To call it a cramped space would be an understatement. The cabin has little room for more than a narrow double bed and a clothes railing pushed into the corner by the door.

Our newly assigned uniforms hang neatly on hangers, black this time, along with another scroll hanging by a red-and-gold ribbon. The next Competitors’ Brief, no doubt.

“All done,” Taron says as he pulls away. “It already looks much better.”

I get off the bed, clutching my damp vest against my chest. Even though I have my back to him, I can feel Taron’s eyes following me across the cabin. I throw the damp vest on the floor, take its replacement off the hanger and pull it over my head.

When I turn, Taron sits on the left side of the bed with his legs crossed. He’s shirtless, his violet hair still damp, hanging in twisted strands across his forehead. The room’s dim light catches on his pale skin, highlighting a deep-blue bruise swelling across his ribcage.

“I’m fine,” he insists before I can comment. “It happens when I overexert my talents.”

“I … don’t understand.”

“It’s a rebound effect. Triggered when a Luna is crushed under the force of their own manipulations.”

“Sounds painful.”

“I’ll survive.” He looks down at the swollen bruise, wincing as he shifts on the bed, clearly not fine at all.

The bruise swells, the skin taut and angry, pulsing with a deep, mottled purple that seeps out into yellowed edges. Tiny red streaks creep outward like veins, a clear sign of inflammation settling in.

“I’ll just drink this.” Taron uncorks the grade-one healing tonic he used on my wound and tips it back like a shot.

“I guess that works.” I shuffle around the bed to my side and sit down. It’s a creaky old thing with groaning springs.

My throat feels dry. The air in here is too thick, too close, like it’s pressing in on me from all sides. I shift around to face Taron.

“Thanks,” I say. “For taking care of me.”

“Can’t compete without a teammate, can I?” His tone is casual. “It’s a good thing you had those healing tonics. Really good stuff.”

“You think so? I made them myself. Alaric taught me. My, uh, old boss from the apothecary.”

“That’s cool. Do you enjoy it?”

“I do. I’m not a Flora, of course, so I’ll never be as good at it.”

“That doesn’t matter. At least you have something you’re passionate about.” I catch the way his voice hardens ever so slightly, a subtle crack in his usual stoic demeanour.

“Do you have anything you’re passionate about?”

Taron’s jaw twitches. “Not any more,” he says, and the wall between us slides back into place.

A sadness for him creeps up on me, unexpected and aching. I shift a little closer so our knees are almost touching. He doesn’t move away.

There’s so much I still don’t know about Taron. And yet, sitting here in the quiet, a hair’s breadth apart, I feel that pull between us again. The urge to put my hand on his knee and squeeze.

Instead, I say, “Do you … know why we’re doing all of this? I know Madame Vera wants the wish, but do you know why?”

Taron’s face hardens at the question.

“Please,” I press, quickly, before he shuts down. “I could’ve died today. And tomorrow … we don’t even know what the final trial entails. I need to know why I’m risking my life here.”

Taron sighs, his shoulders slumping.

I grab his arm. “Please.”

“She wants … to resurrect someone. An ancestor.” His eyes flick towards mine, holding them as he gauges my reaction. “She doesn’t know where they’re buried. So, she’s going to use the wish to find out.”

“All this,” I whisper, “for a burial location?”

Taron doesn’t answer. A muscle jumps in his jaw, like he’s clamping down on whatever else he might have wanted to say.

“This ancestor of hers,” I ask, remembering the Necroseals hidden under the floorboards. How Madame Vera referred to them as heirlooms. “Are they … someone important? For her to go to such lengths to resurrect them?”

His lips press into a hard line and he shakes his head. “We should get some sleep,” he says. “We’ll need our energy for tomorrow.”

Taron flicks off the lamp and slides under the blankets. I sit in the dark for a beat, my mind heavy with questions he clearly won’t answer.

Finally, I shift under the covers. The bed is narrow, barely wide enough for two, and I try to lie still, careful not to touch him. Inevitably, our limbs brush.

He stiffens. Then he breathes out slowly. I would, too – if I were able to. I blink in the dark, waiting for my eyes to adjust. All I can see is the memory of him in the shower, water soaking his vest. The dangerous look in his eyes as his palm followed the curve of my ribs and he pushed me up against the tiles. Taron shifts beside me. Slowly, until he’s facing me in the dark. I do the same. I can barely make out the slope of his nose. The flutter of his lashes. His breath ghosts my face, and I know he can feel mine, too.

I gasp when his hand moves beneath the blanket. It settles on my hip. The weight of it sends a rush of heat spiralling up my spine.

His thumb brushes a slow, almost absent stroke over the fabric of my clothes. My skin prickles.

I don’t know who moves first, but suddenly our noses are touching. My lips part. His do, too. I shift closer, into the confines of his larger frame. When my hand glides over his bare chest, he flinches. Sucks in a sharp, involuntary breath.

“Sorry,” I whisper, pulling away. I forgot about his bruise. “Did I hurt you?”

“It’s fine. Just tender.” Taron’s voice is gravelly. He looks at me again, swallowing thickly. Then he turns around.

He’s curled away from me now, shoulders rigid. I mimic him, rolling to the other side but not closing my eyes. The cabin is quiet, though my thoughts are anything but. I think of his hand, still an echo on my hip. The unbearable closeness of his lips.

Most of all, I think of what he told me before. Madame Vera’s plan.

And I wonder, What ancestor could be worth all this bloodshed and chaos?

My eyes flutter open at the sound of distant voices. There’s a crash. Someone groans in pain.

Taron and I both sit up. The cabin is dark and I realize we’re sitting close together, our feet entangled beneath the sheets.

“What’s going on?” I ask, rubbing my eyes with the back of my hand.

“Can’t be good, whatever it is.” Taron leaps out of bed, pulling his vest over his head in one smooth movement.

I wrap the blanket around me and follow him outside. The campsite is swathed in a blanket of mist, and for a moment I’m disorientated, trying to work out where the cabins are.

Another crash, followed by a low moan, draws more bleary-eyed figures from the cabins around us. Competitors stagger into the open with tousled hair and hastily thrown-on garments, blinking against the chill.

There’s Kara and Savannah, Gigi and Gunther … and out of the mist comes Gideon, hurtling through the air before crashing on the ground in front of the fire pit.

Something is coiled around his body, long and black and feathery. A waft of bitterness stings my nostrils. The smell of grief.

“What’s happening?” Kara asks. “Where’s Cyrus?”

Gideon points a shaking finger at the trees beyond our cabins, where a sudden burst of light makes me wince.

I barrel after the group. We find Cyrus standing at the edge of the trees with his fists balled, knuckles fizzling with sparks of light. Around him, more sparks spiral through the air like fireflies. He throws his arms forward, and the sparks shoot through the mist at a figure on the ground.

The figure is immediately shrouded in a black haze, as though they’ve thrown a blanket over themselves. A blanket of energy that repels the onslaught of sparks from Cyrus.

“It’s Rhius!” I shout.

Cyrus recoils when he sees us. His vest clings to him, smeared with blood, and his skin is slick with sweat. “He tried to kill me in my sleep!”

“That’s against the rules,” Kara says.

Rhius staggers to his feet, but he can barely stand and falls back on to his knees. He has a swollen eye, and a gash runs from his temple into the side of his neck. “The rules only apply to competitors. Mei is gone, so I’m out of the tournament. I can do what I want.”

“But he’s still a prince,” I say, stepping towards Rhius. “And they’ll have your head on the mainland if you kill him.”

Cyrus laughs. “He can’t kill me! Look at him – he can barely stand. This is ridiculous. I didn’t kill Mia…”

“Mei,” Rhius spits, clutching at his ribs.

“Whatever her name was,” Cyrus began, but his voice hitches slightly, eyes flicking away for a second before meeting Rhius’s glare again with renewed coldness. “Her death was a freak accident. Even if I did kill her, it’s the nature of the game.”

“He’s right.”

My head swivels. It’s Taron speaking.

“Whether or not these two kill each other is none of our business.” He shrugs. “I say we leave them to sort it out.”

“Good enough for me,” Gigi quips before stretching into a yawn. “Just keep it down, will you? Some of us are trying to sleep.”

As the group turns, Cyrus keeps watching us with gritted teeth. His eyes flicker over to me for a second before returning to Taron. “You’re not better than me, server boy,” he finally says.

“I never said I was,” Taron replies.

Their emotions ripple around me, faint in appearance but potent. It’s a strange contrast, how Cyrus’s energy is bold, almost suffocating in its intensity, while Taron’s remains a tightly coiled thread of control, fraying ever so slightly around the edges.

The tension between them intensifies. And then – a loud, jarring sound shatters the quiet of the campsite. The harsh clang of a gong.

The third and final trial has begun.


Competitors’ Brief

From the desk of the Games Master…

Esteemed competitors,

You’ve made it to the final trial, congratulations! Though, I must admit, I am surprised some of you are still here. For the third and final trial, you will race through a forest of whispering shadows. A place that, I assure you, lives up to its name. The shadows cling to their secrets, and the forest hides more than just the path to your finish line, the Temple of Stars. Some things move in the darkness, and not all of them are keen to let you pass unscathed.

This trial is no ordinary race, dear competitors. Enclosed with this scroll, each team shall find one half of a crystal star. To gain entry to the Temple of Stars, one must have a complete crystal. Where, do you ask, might the second half be found? In the hands of another team, of course. How you choose to acquire it is up to you…

You have survived so much to get here. But survival alone is not enough. The temple awaits your victory. Good luck … or, perhaps, good hunting.

Yours ever-watchful,

The Games Master


Chapter Twenty-eight

Taron and I burst out of our cabin just as the gong sounds for a second time. I’m not sure where the sound is coming from. Somewhere beyond the dark stretch of trees to the north.

I finish zipping up my top. The new uniform clings uncomfortably to my limbs, the snug weave restricting movement only slightly. We race across the campsite, one half of a crystal star tucked into Taron’s utility belt.

Around us, teams erupt from their cabins simultaneously. Gunther hops awkwardly on one foot, trying to wrangle himself into his midnight-black trousers, while Gigi fiddles with their utility belt, struggling to clip it into place. We’re a mismatched army clad in black, our only distinctions being the gleaming emblems on our brooches, which catch the faint light of the three moons as we converge on the night.

“What the hell is going on?” Cyrus barks. “The final trial can’t start now.”

Savannah pulls her shoelaces tight and stands, swinging her long black plait over her shoulder. “No one’s making you. Go back to bed and get your beauty rest.”

I notice Kara sneaking out of a cabin to my right. It’s Mei and Rhius’s cabin, empty on account of Rhius still sobbing over Mei’s body by the fire pit.

An unopened scroll disappears into her utility belt, and she nods at Savannah. She’s stolen Mei and Rhius’s half of the crystal star. I decide not to call her out on it. Keep the element of surprise on our side.

The two girls are the first to bolt in the direction of the gong. The rest of us follow them to the edge of camp, where a line of six towering arches comes into view. This must be where the trial starts.

The arches look like teeth biting into the foliage. Their surfaces are pitted like slabs of volcanic rock, crumbling at the edges like they’ve been scorched beyond recognition. The arches pulse faintly with the ghostly heat of something ancient. A dragon’s breath, perhaps.

I nervously scan the sky. For movement. Something fast and fleeting. The shadow of a dragon slipping over the star-scattered sky. But the evening is quiet. Eerily so.

“Do we just … pick one?” Gigi asks, surveying the line of archways. Each one opens into its own shadowy path, vanishing into the jungle.

“That one! Quickly!” Kara snaps at Savannah, and the girls bolt for the nearest archway before anyone else can even think about choosing it.

“Those shrews,” Cyrus grumbles. “Out of the way!” He and Gideon barge past Taron and me, aiming for an arch two down from Kara and Savannah.

Beyond the trees, I can hear Cyrus’s voice rising in protest – something about Gideon forgetting to bring a torch, and not wanting to waste one of his precious sunblade leaves on something as trivial as torchlight.

“Which one do we take?” I hear Gigi and Gunther deliberating.

I want to tell them it doesn’t matter. “The whole jungle reeks of something foul,” I whisper to Taron.

A shiver crawls down my spine as I take in the dark energy unfurling from the trees beyond the arches. It coils through the air, thick and malevolent, like smoke choking the breath from the jungle itself.

“It’s unlike anything I’ve ever sensed before,” I add when Gigi and Gunther vanish beyond their chosen arch.

“What does it feel like?” Taron asks.

“Like … a hand clenching around my heart, squeezing tighter and tighter until it stops beating.”

“That sounds terrifying. Are you all right?”

“It’s fine,” I insist, my voice tight. “I can handle it.”

My gaze lingers on the line of arches. Each blistered, jagged one. There’s no safety in any of them – each archway drips with the same cloud of negativity. Only, unlike the energy that radiates from people, it doesn’t smell of any one emotion. None that I can pick up on, anyway. It’s odd. More disconcerting than I’m letting on.

Taron and I veer towards an unclaimed arch on the far right. The moment we cross through the arch, the energy dissipates. Simply … vanishes. The suffocating heaviness lifts from my chest, and the world feels strangely empty, hollow, without any oppressive force weighing on my mind.

I don’t trust it, and I don’t mention anything to Taron just yet. It’s better if he keeps his guard up.

We set off into a sprint, the jungle closing in around the winding path. The trees are tall and ancient, their thick roots twisting and knotting beneath our feet, causing the ground to rise and fall in uneven patches.

A dim, eerie light spills across the ground, filtering through the dense canopy overhead in fractured beams of moonlight. I nearly choke on the thick and humid air. Each breath I take leaves a gritty taste at the back of my throat.

The jungle is alive, and it pulses with sound. The trill of insects. The rustle of unseen creatures moving just beyond sight.

Shadows flicker and dance all around us, everywhere I look. There’s no breeze in the air, but the vines dangling from the trees are swaying, moving timidly as if breathed upon by some unseen force.

I follow Taron deeper into the jungle, our path narrowing as the foliage continues to press in around us. A thorny vine catches at my sleeve. Then at my leg. The fabric doesn’t tear, but a stinging sensation blooms across my skin. I ignore it. Taron’s expression is set and determined. I wouldn’t want to break his concentration by asking him to stop.

“So,” I huff, when we finally settle into a steady rhythm. “I was thinking … about what happened back there … in the shower house … and the cabin…”

“It was a mistake. It can’t happen again.”

I suck in a breath. It’s oddly painful to hear. Although of course he’s right. It can never happen again. We both know it. It’s logical. But the way he says it, so firm and final, stings more than it should.

“We should keep our focus on the tournament,” Taron says, as though he can read my mind. “Four teams, four halves of crystal stars.”

“Five halves,” I correct him.

He frowns.

“I saw Kara steal Mei and Rhius’s scroll from their cabin,” I explain.

“That means they already have a completed star,” Taron growls. “They’ll be heading straight for the temple. We need to move faster.”

Ahead, a bird screeches. The high-pitched, jarring sound untangles me from my thoughts. Something rustles in the underbrush, and Taron’s eyes flick to the side, muscles tensing as if ready for an attack.

But nothing leaps from the shadows – only the persistent hum of life teeming within the depths of the jungle.

It’s unsettling. For all the danger I know is lurking, waiting, there’s nothing. No oppressive energy, no dark whispers in the air. Just the jungle, vast and indifferent.

Taron whirls, and my heart leaps. He reaches into his utility belt and flicks his wrist, releasing a glint of steel into the shadows.

The blade slices through the air with a quiet hiss before burying itself into the pale bark of a tree. I narrow my eyes as I track the knife’s path in the dark, my pulse quickening in response to the plume of sour energy that suddenly thickens the air around me.

I realize, foolishly, that it’s my own fear.

“What was that?” I ask. “Did you see something over there?”

I squint into the undergrowth, but the jungle remains dense and impenetrable, an assortment of misshapen shadows. Taron stands rigid, listening closely. His chest rises and falls with controlled breaths.

“I swear I heard someone whispering over there,” he says.

“Really? I didn’t hear anything…” I continue scanning the trees, but there’s nothing, just the thick silence between us and the ever-present rustle of leaves.

Then, behind me, a faint, unmistakable sound – a soft patter of footsteps, light but awfully quick. My muscles tighten and I move instinctively. My hand finds my shears in the side of my boot, fingers clutching it tight. I spin on my heel.

“What is it? Did you spot something?” Taron’s voice is low. He pulls his arm back, and his blade releases from the tree, flying through the air towards us and landing seamlessly in his outstretched hand.

I see now that it’s a knife, worn smooth but meticulously detailed. The wood bears tiny grooves that look hand-carved, and I wonder if he made it himself. I wonder whether the blade has tasted blood before.

“I heard footsteps.” I know I did, but doubt flickers in my words. “Like someone’s sneaking up on us.”

“Who? Another team?” Taron’s eyes narrow, searching the empty space between the trees behind us. “Are you sensing them at all?”

“No, nothing.” Frustration prickles at the edge of my thoughts. Did I really hear footsteps? I’m not sure any more.

We pivot in silence, standing back to back, guarding each other as we scan our surroundings. The jungle feels as though it’s slowly crawling closer, the already narrow path now suffocating us. Shadows flicker at the corners of my vision. The glowing lumen flowers look too much like eyes, and the rustling leaves sound too much like whispers. I can’t discern my own unease from the energy of a potentially ominous presence.

“I have a weird feeling about this place,” I breathe.

“Yeah, and we’re being stupid by following this path,” Taron says. He slides his knife into his utility belt with a click. “Our finish line is the Temple of Stars. No doubt these paths are designed to disorientate us, to prevent us from reaching it. We need a different way of navigating.”

He reaches into his utility belt and pulls out what remains of our soaked, torn and smudged map. He unfolds it, his brow furrowing in concentration as he spreads it open on the ground and studies the tangled web of paths criss-crossing the jungle.

His finger traces what remains of a thin blue line in smeared ink – a river, winding through the maze of greenery.

“Looks like our best shot is to follow the river,” he says. “If we stick to that, we’ll have a better sense of direction.”

“It could work … but what if the other teams have the same idea?” I ask.

“Then we’ll have to be ready for an ambush.” Taron folds the map back up and tucks it into his belt. He stands still for a moment, holding his breath as he listens.

I try to listen, too. Through the steady hum of the jungle, faint and distant, the soft sound of running water reaches us, barely audible but undeniable.

He meets my gaze, and his eyes are filled with a comforting fire. “Water,” he declares with a satisfied smirk. “This way.”


Chapter Twenty-nine

Stepping off the path feels wrong. Dangerous, almost.

As though we’re surrendering ourselves to the jungle, allowing it to consume us completely, with no promise it’ll spit us out again.

Taron and I wade through the unruly branches and vines. The ground is slippery with mud and mossy stones, making it difficult to advance quickly in the dark. Roots snake through the soil, perched to trip me up, while pesky insects buzz around my ears.

I shiver at the feeling of leaves brushing against my skin, some smooth, others sticky or spiked. Where Taron relies on the sound of rushing water as his guide, I instead follow the intensifying glow of lumen flowers.

It’s a delicate trail of pinkish luminescence that looks entirely out of place in this dark, mossy jungle. I do what I always do – rub one of the petals between my fingers. But instead of making me smile, the glow left on my skin forms a painful ache in my heart. Gone are the memories of two sisters writing secret messages at the bottom of their beds. Now all I think about is that night. When I followed a trail of lumen flowers to a pool of water, on my way to the Night Market to pawn the jewels that would get me into this mess.

The sound of the river grows louder. Taron ducks under a low-hanging branch. He waits for me, holding back a cluster of broad leaves until I emerge after him.

“Thanks,” I breathe, but he’s off again, following the hum of the river.

Finally, it comes into view – a shimmering ribbon of water, winding like a serpent through the heart of the jungle. Moonlight dances on its surface, painting silver streaks that reflect the restless trees lining the bank.

We stick close to the treeline, careful to blend into the dark, using the twisted vines and leaves as shields against any eyes that might be watching.

The coolness near the river is a refreshing change from the suffocating humidity of the jungle. My cheeks burn, and I can’t tell if it’s from physical exertion or the memory that simmers in my mind.

Two slick bodies entwined in a shower cubicle, lips hovering inches apart.

I try to shake it off, but the image refuses to fade. Instead, I try to focus on the underbrush, the delicate twists of negative energy that’s begun to gather in between the trees like fog, curling gently off the ground.

Then, out of the corner of my eye, I notice them. Figures. Shadowy, nearly human forms flickering in and out of existence. Their eyes gleam, limbs barely more than a blur as they ripple between the trees. Their malicious energy scares me. I see it coming off them in thick, oozing plumes. My heart skips.

“Can you see them?” I ask.

Taron’s focus shifts to where I’m staring at the trees on the opposite riverbank. “No,” he replies. “What are they?”

“Figures … shadows. Soul Wraiths,” I murmur, stepping carefully over a coiled root that reaches for my ankle. “I can feel death radiating from them. Malice. Selfishness. They also feel old. Some more than others.”

“Are they getting closer?”

“No. They’re just … watching us.” My senses prickle with an uncertainty I struggle to place.

Taron suddenly halts, and I nearly walk into him. His arm is outstretched, a barrier between me and whatever he’s sensed.

“Wait here,” he commands.

“Where are you going?” I hiss, but my words barely escape before he peels away from the treeline and leaves me rooted in place. “Did you see another team? Did you—”

I clench my jaw, and my breath quickens. The answer is no, he hasn’t seen another team.

Because there, skulking among the trees on the far side of the river, is another shadowy figure.

The Soul Wraith has revealed itself to Taron by taking on a female form. She feels familiar, but I can’t make out her features in the shadows.

She beckons him closer, whispering to him in a voice I can’t hear. But I know what she’s doing. She’s wheedling her way into his mind, drawing him towards possession.

A chill needles at the base of my spine. I’m confused. A Soul Wraith only resorts to possession when its surroundings have been corrupted beyond repair.

Then I realize. The acrid stench that permeated the jungle before. The suffocating sensation, like a hand squeezing tightly around my heart. Every inch of this place is blotched with a Soul Wraith’s touch.

And Taron … I cleansed him of his inner demons not long ago. He’s the perfect blank canvas.

The Soul Wraith’s eyes lock on to him. A predatory gleam dances in the hollow of her gaze, a yearning to consume. Her long, sinuous tongue darts quickly in and out of her mouth, lashing at the air around it as though she’s trying to taste Taron from afar.

When she moves into the moonlight, I gasp. Those warm almond eyes. A green-streaked fringe that curls across her forehead. The demon is wearing Mei’s face.

It makes sense now why some of these Soul Wraiths, still hovering beyond the nearest trees and ogling us with hunger, feel old. They’re every competitor who has ever died on this island – demons spawned from their cruel and brutal deaths.

“Wren,” I whisper, barely able to find my voice, “don’t listen to her…”

He doesn’t seem to hear me.

“Taron,” I try his real name.

Still, nothing. Mei’s arm extends, her movements slow, deliberate, as if savouring the moment.

My knees quiver, fists balling at my sides until my knuckles hurt. I have to do something.

I run. My feet pound against the soft earth, the river glistening ahead of me. My heart is lodged in my throat. This is the final trial. We need to win this thing, and every second we linger in this twisted space is a second closer to failure – or worse.

The cool night air whips across my face, chilling the sweat on my skin as I reach out to Taron. I touch his shoulder and he spins round.

I flinch. The face I know is gone, replaced by a mask – his features slack, drained of every emotion, like he’s trapped in some silent scream.

Before I can blink, his hand is clamped around my throat. I’m lifted off the ground, my body weightless in the face of his strength. The world spins, and my lungs scream for air.

I claw at his wrist, panic roaring through me like wildfire.

“Taron … stop…” I croak, but my voice is a strangled whisper. The pressure around my neck compresses. His grip is like iron, unrelenting.

My feet kick uselessly beneath me, my strength no match for his talents. He doesn’t respond, eyes glazed over, far away. They’re still fixated on Mei, beckoning him closer across the river. Taron’s lips move, muttering things I can barely make out. Words about strength and freedom. A path that the Soul Wraith is offering him.

“Please … it’s lying to you…” The words come out in a rasp.

My vision blurs, and the jungle around me becomes a swirl of dark shapes. The looming Soul Wraith gets closer. Its presence is a sharp freeze that crawls through my veins and burrows into the marrow of my bones.

Taron is struggling. His control wavers as the whispers seem to pull at him, his body rigid with resistance.

She holds your leash now, Taron, but I can turn you into the wolf.

He can’t hear my pleas.

You were never meant to kneel. Let me show you how to rise.

His grip tightens around my throat, and my vision starts to tunnel. With the last dregs of energy I can summon, I reach out, tapping into the pool of negative energy revolving around him. It’s thick, intoxicating, growing stronger the closer he gets to the demon. I can feel its malevolence coursing through him, feeding on his doubts, twisting his thoughts.

It has a cloying taste, sickly sweet like honey that coats the tongue, but with an undertone of something rancid, like burnt coals.

I draw his energy into me, and it feels like a craving that gnaws at the pit of my stomach, never to be satisfied, no matter how much is consumed.

Fighting the black spots dancing at the edge of my vision, I mould the energy into a thin chain. I drop it at Taron’s feet, and it coils around his ankles, drawing taut until he’s pulled off balance.

He stumbles and releases me. I hit the dirt, quickly scrambling to my feet.

Taron is still out of it, on his knees, dazed. I throw myself at him, wrestling him to the ground and straddling him, arms pinned over his head.

His chest rises and falls with ragged breaths, but his eyes – those frosty, vacant irises – are still fixed on Mei’s figure looming across the river.

I raise my hand and slap him hard across the face. “Taron!” I scream, panic making my voice raw. “Are you in there? Wake up!”

No response.

He doesn’t even flinch.

I grit my teeth. There’s only one option left. One that I dread, mostly because I’m afraid. Of what else I might see. Of the way Taron would look at me, knowing I’ve been inside his head. But I know it’s the only way.

I take a deep breath, ignoring the trembling in my hands, and close my eyes. Then I let myself sink into Taron’s energy – his fear, his doubt, his pain – and I pull it into me.

It floods my senses, an overwhelming wave of raw, violent emotion. Fear that squeezes inward on my chest, anger that burns like acid, guilt that weighs me down until I’m drowning in it, gasping for air.

It’s everything he’s been bottling up, all of it pouring into me, threatening to suffocate me. But I hold on, drawing it in, absorbing the worst of it, until I can’t take any more.

The vision overtakes me with the force of a gale, sweeping me into a whirl of memories. Taron’s memories. They flash before me, fragmented yet vivid, each moment bleeding into the next.

Moonlight pours into a long corridor, casting eerie pale beams on the cold stone walls of what looks like a mansion. Taron is younger here, leaner, a teenage boy. His heart thunders, his breath short and ragged. He steals down a staircase, one careful footstep after another, each creak of the wood seeming louder than it should be.

His fists are clenched, nails biting into his palms. He can still feel the residue of something dark in his chest. His stomach is roiling, thoughts flashing back to the pleas of a merchant before his life was snuffed out. Guilt is pressing on Taron like a noose around his throat. The horror of it all has settled into his being, a sickness he can’t purge.

And he’s afraid. Of her. Madame Vera’s name flits through his mind, and his steps quicken.

The front door comes into view. A heavy, ornate oak. It looms over him, daring him to try and leave. He’s tried many times before, never to go through with it. But tonight is different. Tonight, he would make it out.

He throws the door open and sprints into the night, disappearing into the black shroud of the forest that surrounds the mansion.

Branches claw at Taron from all sides, tearing his clothes and cutting his skin. His feet pound the earth as he runs. He’s not entirely sure where he’s going, only that he needs to get as far away from that horrible woman as possible.

But the terrain is treacherous, the roots and rocks slick with moss and dew. His lungs burn with the effort of each breath, but he doesn’t stop.

Can’t stop. Can’t go back.

Then, in a heartbeat, everything changes. His foot slips. Or it’s pulled out from under him, by a force out of his control. A name passes through his thoughts. Henk.

The ground vanishes beneath Taron and his body tumbles forward, careening over the edge of a steep ravine. The world becomes a blur of rocks and branches, each collision sending shards of pain ripping through him. He rolls and rolls, his body battered and broken by the time he reaches the bottom.

The impact knocks the air from his lungs. He’s left gasping, his vision swimming in and out of focus. The pain is unbearable. His body is a patchwork of jagged cuts and bruises, but worse than the physical agony is the overwhelming sense of helplessness.

Is this how it ends? It’s a fleeting thought. His breath grows shallow. His heartbeat slows. Darkness creeps at the edges of his vision and, for a moment, he welcomes it.

But the darkness doesn’t take him.

Not fully.

Instead, something far worse comes to claim him. Through the haze of his fading consciousness, a man’s face comes into view. The man who helped Taron steal Elara’s body and overpowered the real Maeve and Wren. He smells of voidroot smoke and sweat.

“Henk,” Taron mutters, voice waning.

“Say my name, boy,” Henk snarls at him. “Say it until it throttles the last breath right out of you.”

“That’s enough,” says a voice behind Henk, and Taron feels her before he sees her emerge from the shadows. Madame Vera.

Her presence, cold and oppressive, fills the ravine. She glides towards him, her long robes sweeping over the damp earth, reddish-brown eyes glittering with unnatural light.

He can’t move, can’t speak. His body lies broken at her feet, and he can feel his soul slipping away, ready to cross into whatever lies beyond. But she’s not letting him go.

“My dear boy, look at what you’ve done to yourself,” she coos, stroking Taron’s forehead. He tries to pull away, but he doesn’t have the energy.

“Don’t worry, I’m here to make it all better.” With a chilling grace, she extends her hand, fingers adorned with glowing Necroseals of arcane steel and mana stones, the air around her crackling with forbidden power.

Madame Vera whispers words Taron can’t hear, and then he feels a pull, like invisible threads binding him to her. His soul, fragile and fractured, begins to drift towards her – an intangible part of himself being ripped from his body.

He wants to scream, but his lips won’t move. Madame Vera’s ring, the largest on her finger, pulses with a sickly yellow light, drawing his very essence towards it and capturing it within. The ring swallows Taron’s soul whole, locking it away inside its enchanted metal.

Time moves differently after that night. It’s as though he exists outside of himself, tethered to his body only through the ring that now glows with the dull pulse of his life force on Madame Vera’s finger. His injuries go on to heal, but he feels none of the relief.

“You are mine now,” Madame Vera would repeatedly whisper to him, her stare cold and victorious. “Bound to me for ever.”

He wants to resist, wants to scream, to tear himself away from her wicked clutches – but he can’t. Something inside him has shifted. The rebellious fire that fuelled his desperate escape is gone, extinguished by the weight of the bond she forced on him.

He has failed.

And he knows now, he will never leave.

The vision shifts before my eyes as time passes – days, months, years. Taron’s body moves, performs tasks and carries out orders. But his mind, his soul is caged, trapped within the ring that never leaves Madame Vera’s hand.

He feels her control wherever he goes, subtle but ever-present, pressing down on him with every breath he takes. He loathes her, hates the power she wields over him, but there’s no fighting it. Every rebellious thought that flickers to life in his mind is snuffed out before it can fully form.

The scar on his forearm from that fateful fall aches every time he looks at it, a constant reminder of his failed escape. Of the price he pays to this day for his attempt at freedom.

“You might begin to feel I’m further away during the tournament.” I hear a warning from Madame Vera, a memory somewhere behind Taron’s eyes. “But you’re still mine, dear boy, and I still control you. Never forget that.”

The vision shatters like glass, scattering into fragments that dissolve as reality comes rushing back.

I gasp for air, scrambling back, my hands digging into the damp earth of the riverbank. My chest heaves violently, and my mind is reeling.

His soul. Madame Vera has his soul.

I understand now. What he meant that night in the tavern. Taron isn’t free. He’s not even his own person – trapped, manipulated, a puppet dancing on invisible strings.

The violence I had seen in my earlier visions … that flash of cruel strength he wielded over that bloodied man … it wasn’t him. None of it was ever him.

He’s been held captive this whole time, in the worst way imaginable. Madame Vera’s been holding his soul, moulding it to her every desire.

I force myself to look at Taron. He’s sitting up in the dirt, disorientated, his brow furrowed in confusion.

“What’s going on?” he asks, rubbing the back of his head. “That thing … the shadow … when it spoke to me, it felt like…” His sentence trails off, gaze distant as though grasping at something just out of reach.

I search his face. I think I know what he means. The shadow’s grip, the way it pulled at Taron, like shackles clamping tighter around his being, was no different than Madame Vera’s control. I want to tell him that I understand. That he’s no longer alone in this. But I swallow my words, eyes flicking to the muddy riverbank beside me.

I can’t tell him. Not yet.

“What’s the matter?” Taron asks.

A weary smile forces itself around the corners of my mouth. It feels like a lie even to my own lips. “I was … scared. They almost had you.”

The space between us is momentarily filled with nothing but the sound of our collective breathing. The jungle is quiet now, eerily so. The dark energy has dissipated, leaving only the steady pulse of the river beside us.

But even in the stillness there’s something raw, a shared vulnerability. I suppose it binds us in a way that words can never.

“I’m sorry,” Taron says. “For scaring you.”

“It’s OK.”

Taron scrapes himself to his feet. He extends a hand to lift me from the ground. As I rise, I stumble against him.

I’m surprised at how perfectly my forehead fits into the gap beneath his chin; how oddly comforted I feel when I smell him, a warm, earthy aroma fused with the remnants of something bergamot. It’s the same scent I’d caught in the tavern as he was tying my banquet gown. Only it wasn’t as intoxicating then.

It didn’t wrap around me like a pair of strong arms, pulling me deeper into the moment.

“How’s your bruise?” I ask.

“Better. The healing tonic is doing its job.”

“Good. I’m glad.” My hand meets Taron’s firm chest. Two bodies pressed together against wet tiles. His hand on my chest. Heat rising between us like steam.

I shake my head and peel away from him.

A look over my shoulder shows Mei’s Soul Wraith melting into the shadows. She’s still watching. Still wants him. Even in death, I think as I crouch by the river.

Cold water sloshes against my palms as I dip them in the stream. It does nothing to quell the fire simmering beneath my skin. I splash my face, hoping to douse the warmth blooming in my neck. I refuse to acknowledge it. It shouldn’t be this difficult to keep my distance. I thought I had more control over my emotions than this.

A rush of sound, something crashing through the water, jolts me. I whip my head upstream, my heart lurching as a colossal wave, a ball of water shaped like a rolling boulder, barrels towards me. It’s monstrous, relentless, roaring in its approach.

“Watch out!” Taron shouts, but it’s too late.


Chapter Thirty

The water slams into me with crushing force, sending me sprawling. My body hits the rocks beneath the surface, and it’s like I’m being dragged along a washing board, the jagged edges cutting into my skin. I’m pulled under, and the river wraps around me. It chokes me, drowns me. I claw at the current, disorientated, but it’s relentless, holding me under until I’m nothing but a rag doll in its grasp.

My arms flail for survival and, finally, I break the surface. I gasp and cough, managing to throw myself on to the bank. What the hell just happened?

Through the blur of water in my eyes, I see Taron. He’s facing off against someone on the other side of the river – Gideon.

Taron holds jagged, circular blades between each finger on both hands. He throws the blades in the air, and they hover beside him, rising over his head like a halo.

Gideon is quick to retaliate. He stomps his foot, and water spurts from the river in the form of spiked cannonballs. Taron rolls out of the way. His arm is outstretched as he sends two of his blades through the air.

They find their mark – one embeds itself in Gideon’s arm, and the other grazes his ear, drawing a string of blood.

I gasp as a hand out of nowhere yanks me back by my hair. The ground comes quickly, the impact driving whatever breath I had regained from my lungs.

I turn to see who’s behind me. Cyrus. His lips curl into a cruel grin as he presses a glowing blade to my throat. It hisses against my skin, not the biting sting of steel, but a burning, flaring heat, like the touch of the sun itself.

“This is cosy, isn’t it?” Cyrus whispers in my ear. He lowers himself into a crouch and his arm winds around my waist. The weight of the blade at my neck keeps me still. He has me entirely at his mercy. One slice and I’m done for.

“You should be careful out here in the jungle, Freckles,” he taunts, his voice venomous as he twists my chin towards him with the back of his hand. “I hear it’s very dangerous.”

I meet his dark gaze, trying to keep an appearance of calm. Keep him talking, keep him distracted.

“Are you really going to kill me?” My voice is steady, despite the terror clawing at my insides.

“Hand over your half of the crystal star, and I won’t have to.”

“I don’t have our half of the crystal.”

A seething pain flares across my neck as Cyrus tightens his grip. “Then tell your teammate to give it to me.”

I suppress a cry, unwilling to show him any weakness. “You won’t kill me, Cyrus.”

“What makes you so sure?” he sneers. “Flirting with you is fun and all, but it’s still a tournament.”

“Because I see you.”

He’s quiet.

“Every day, playing the role of a spoiled prince.”

There’s a twitch in his brow.

“You play it well,” I add. “Too well. You pretend you don’t care about anything. But if that were true, you wouldn’t be here on the island. Risking your life in a deadly tournament with nothing to gain. What could you possibly need the wish for? Money? Fame? You have everything. Except, maybe, the respect of your family.”

Cyrus flares his nostrils. His face is red, a vein between his brows becoming engorged with anger. It’s a gamble, playing the family card. One that could go either way. But he doesn’t say anything, because he knows I’m right.

“I can’t tell if you’re brave or stupid,” he finally says. “Here I am, with a blade to your neck, and you still dare to insult a prince.”

“Tongues are often the sharpest of blades. I reckon that makes us even.”

“What to do with you, Freckles…” His gaze drops to my lips, and he eases the blade away from my throat.

I hold back a breath of relief. Cyrus continues to stare at me. He leans in, slowly, when a roar rips through the air.

Cyrus jerks his head up, distracted. I shove him away and make it to my feet, clutching my throat where the blade had grazed it. Small red dots come away on my fingers, blood drawn from lacerations so small they’re barely visible to the naked eye.

The roar came from Taron. He’s charging, and I’ve never seen a reaction so explosive from him, fury etched into every line of his face. Cyrus barely has time to react before Taron slams into him, sending both of them crashing into the river.

I’m about to rush to Taron’s aid when Gideon appears out of nowhere. He grabs me from behind, locking me in a chokehold.

“Hold still,” he growls. “You’re lucky His Highness likes you. Your boyfriend, that’s another story.”

“No!” My voice cracks, panic flooding my veins as I watch the men fight. Cyrus gains the upper hand, pushing Taron down into the water and holding him there. Taron thrashes, but Cyrus doesn’t relent – he’s drowning him.

“Stop!” I scream again, clawing at Gideon’s arm until it’s red.

Desperation blurs my vision. It drives me. I draw upon the panic within me and channel it into Gideon, infecting him from the inside like I did with Troy in the village.

I press my palms against his chest, and he quivers. He’s unable to speak. Unable to move, his muscles pulled taut in agony.

“Hey, Cyrus!” I shout. “Let him go, or your servant dies.”

Cyrus hesitates, glancing at Gideon’s terrified expression. He’s weighing the value of his most loyal supporter’s life against his hatred for Taron – and I briefly wonder if he might choose the latter.

His face, usually a mask of arrogance or fury, is momentarily unreadable. A tension tightens the skin around his mouth. Then he curses under his breath and lets Taron go. His body is slack, floating lifelessly to the surface.

As soon as Cyrus steps away from him, I push Gideon aside and wade into the river after Taron. I drag him on to the bank, flip him over in the shallow water and let his head rest in my lap.

“You all right, Gid?” I hear Cyrus ask, and the question might’ve stunned me if I weren’t holding Taron’s limp form in my arms.

Then Cyrus towers over us again. He bends down, grabs our half of the crystal star from Taron’s utility belt and walks away.

“Whatever. We’ve got a tournament to win,” he mutters before taking off, guiding his ashen teammate beyond the trees.

I know I should stop them from escaping with our half of the crystal, but I can’t. I can’t get up. There’s a bleeding pain in my chest, a sickening feeling in my stomach as I shake Taron’s slack body.

He can’t be dead. He can’t be.

I press my hands to Taron’s chest, forcing down the sob building in my throat. I start compressions, counting in frantic whispers, begging for his heart to beat again.

This can’t be the end. I repeat the phrase in my head, over and over again, until I realize I’m muttering it out loud. I lean down, ready to breathe life into him, when—

Taron convulses. Water sputters from his lips as he coughs violently.

Tears of relief wash over my cheeks. I cup his face with my hands, my body trembling. “I can’t believe it,” I breathe, my voice shaky. “You’re alive.”

His eyes flutter open. “You … saved me.”

“Of course I did. I couldn’t let you die.” I let go of his face and sit back in the shallow water. There’s something raw in the way he looks at me now, his breathing ragged.

Everything goes still. A spark gathers in the pit of my stomach. It’s as though the world is holding its breath. As though the air is pulling us closer. I can’t stop myself.

I lean forward, gingerly tilting his chin up, and press my lips to his. The kiss is cold like his skin, but also electric, igniting something deep within me that I didn’t know was there.

Taron sits up in the water. His fingers reach for the back of my head, and he pulls me closer. The kiss isn’t soft or sweet. There’s nothing gentle about it. It’s raw and urgent, as if we’re both trying to cling to something slipping away.

His hand moves down my back to my waist, and I lean into him as close as I can – even that doesn’t feel close enough.

I’m breathless. My thoughts are jumbled. Taron’s lips move with a hunger that mirrors my own, like we’re both starved for this.

“You were wrong,” I whisper between kisses. My fingers tangle in his hair as the river’s crisp water laps at our knees.

“About what?” Taron asks.

“What happened in the shower house … it wasn’t a mistake.”

His breath hitches and the tension between us builds, but then – as suddenly as it began – Taron pulls away. He scrambles to his feet and steps back, the water swirling around his legs as he turns his face away from me, his chest heaving.

“I can’t do this,” he gasps.

“What? Why?”

“Not when you don’t know the truth.”

“The truth?” I ask, getting to my feet.

Taron’s face twists. The closeness we just shared evaporates into the evening air, leaving a raw, open wound in its place.

His words come slowly, like they cost him something to say. “I was there. In the cottage, the day you found the Necroseals. I followed you to the Night Market … and back to your cottage. I’m the reason Madame Vera knew where to find you.”

And Elara.

The ground falls away beneath me. My heart skips a beat. Two. Three. I stagger back, the space between us suddenly too much, too wide. It can’t be. Not him.

“What?”

Taron’s expression is pained. “I’m sorry.”

The betrayal is a physical blow. But beneath it, a searing wave of recrimination. How could I have been so foolish? So desperate? So oblivious?

I let myself trust him. I grew close to him, sought his support and convinced myself we’re a team. All while he carried this terrible secret. Something in me snaps. The desire, the closeness we shared moments ago, is gone, leaving behind something sharp and bitter.

My chest twists with a tornado of emotions – betrayal, anger, devastation – and I rush forward until I slam my fists into Taron’s chest.

He stumbles back, making no move to stop me.

“This whole time I’ve been wondering how she found me,” my voice cracks, “and it was because of you?”

“I didn’t know you then. Didn’t know myself, if I’m honest. If I’d known what would happen … that Madame Vera would go after your sister…”

“What? You would’ve done things differently?”

Taron swallows but doesn’t answer. He can’t, because that would mean admitting to me that Madame Vera has his soul. The weight of his words, of everything he’s told me, folds around me like a suffocating blanket. It smothers every thought. Every breath.

I pull my arms into my chest. The wet fabric of my uniform clings uncomfortably to my skin as I storm into the dark, my boots slipping through the mud.

The glow of his kiss still lingers on my lips. The press of his mouth is still imprinted on mine. My cold rage drowns it all out.

Taron led Madame Vera straight to me, and now Elara is dead. The thought makes me want to scream, to tear down the trees around me and destroy something, anything, to make this feeling go away.

But I can’t stop. Cyrus and Gideon are still out there, and I just let them take our half of the crystal star. I can’t let them win. I can’t let any of the surviving contestants win. Not now. Not when everything is more at stake than ever.

I let myself get sidetracked by Taron. I foolishly opened up to him. I believed he could be more than Madame Vera’s puppet. That ends now.

I’m getting through this tournament, even if I die trying.


Chapter Thirty-one

The jungle is a blur around me. Branches claw at my arms. Roots threaten to trip me up as I sprint through the dense foliage. Taron’s voice echoes behind me, but I don’t slow down. I can’t. Not after what he told me.

“Tal— Maeve, wait!” His voice is breathless and full of urgency. “Just stop for a second and listen to me!”

I push harder, even if the wild undergrowth tears at my legs and the wet earth sucks at my boots. His footsteps are close.

“Maeve, please!” he shouts again, his voice echoing through the general snaps and cracks of the forest. “Remember when I told you about Madame Vera’s ancestor?”

I slow in spite of myself.

“Well, I didn’t tell you the full story!”

“What full story?” I bite out. I leap over a fallen log, nearly slipping as I hit the other side. My pulse is a drum in my ears.

Taron crashes through the foliage behind me. “Two decades ago, Madame Vera was a competitor … in the Reckoning.”

I stumble. Madame Vera? A competitor in this very tournament?

“You know the stories about the Reckoning of 1180? One team won, and another returned alive but broken. The girl vanished without a trace.” He speeds up behind me. “It’s her. That girl is Madame Vera.”

I stumble into a clearing, panting, my feet sliding to a halt. Taron catches up. He’s also panting. I forget he was nearly drowned moments ago.

Before he can speak, I whirl on my heels. “What are you saying?”

“The Reckoning of 1180 was a cover-up. The other team didn’t win. Madame Vera did, after she cheated. She stole the wish for herself because she wanted to know where her ancestor was buried so she could resurrect him.”

I suck in a sharp breath. None of this is making any sense.

“The Astrals intervened by erasing her memory of the burial location,” Taron continues. “They handed Madame Vera over to the Principal Guard, but her family name is a powerful one, with allies and supporters across the Accord. The most powerful is an underground organization called the Midnight Guild. They helped her cheat in the tournament initially, then aided her in escaping from the dungeons. She’s been on a mission to restore her memory ever since.”

“Madame Vera stole the wish? But all the stories … about the Reckoning of 1180 being won by two strangers from Solara. They wished for wealth and generational power…”

“The High Council paid them to keep quiet. Power and wealth? A bribe is more like it. The Games Master omitted Madame Vera’s treachery from their final post to preserve the tournament’s integrity, crowning the Solaran pair so the public never found out the truth.”

I can hardly believe what I’m hearing. “Who is she? Who is Madame Vera?”

“Vera Halo.”

“Descendant of the tyrant, Valerius Halo?”

He nods. All at once, everything clicks into place. The Necroseals, powerful enough to kill for. Her late brother, hiding them from her. This mission.

I knew Madame Vera’s ancestor had to be someone significant for her to go to such extremes, but Valerius Halo? The very tyrant who once enslaved the entire Accord?

“She wants to resurrect him?” I ask.

“That’s right. The Necroseals you found are his. Once he’s alive, they will restore him to full strength.”

“That means … she can do it. Madame Vera can bring Elara back.”

“That’s what you’re taking from this? If that tyrant is resurrected, there might not be a home for you and Elara to return to.”

“He’s been dead for three centuries. How powerful could he be now?”

“More than you can fathom. Valerius used the star to become the strongest Soulreaper of them all. He ripped souls from bodies and bound them to his will, turned the dead into weapons. Entire squads surrendered rather than fight their reanimated families.”

Taron’s face darkens, and I gulp. He continues, “The star made Valerius faster, stronger, nearly impossible to kill. The Astrals cut him down again and again before it finally held. We can’t let him rise again.”

“W-why are you saying this?” He reaches for my hands, but I step back. “This has been your mission from the beginning. What’s changed?”

“I…” He hesitates. “I thought I didn’t have a choice. But now … things are different.”

“Different how?” I want him to tell me. Be vulnerable for once in his life and open up about Madame Vera’s hold on him. Has her voice been fading since he’s been further away from her? Is that how her hold on him works?

“All I can say is I have doubts.”

That’s it? I feel ice spread through my stomach. “My sister is my life, Taron. If I have to plead at Madame Vera’s feet to get her back, I’ll do it. It’s the only reason I’m here.”

His eyes darken. I can’t tell whether with anger or disappointment.

“Besides,” I say, “you said the Astrals wiped Madame Vera’s memory before. They can do it again. It’s not up to us to save the world.”

Taron doesn’t argue. He knows I’m right. A hollow silence settles between us.

“We’ve wasted too much time.” I spin with my pulse in my skull and take off again, faster this time. The jungle closes in once more as I push forward, refusing to let myself slow down or give in to the creeping sense of dread curling around my chest.

“Talia!” Taron’s voice fades behind me, no longer bothering with my alias.

The jungle thins until I break into a large moonlit clearing. It’s striking, stretching endlessly in all directions. A graveyard.

The ground is littered with headstones, barely visible beneath thick blankets of ivy and weeds. Ancient tombs lie half-swallowed by the earth, their inscriptions worn smooth. I choke on the smell of damp stone and decaying vegetation. The smell of death.

At the far edge of the graveyard, our finish line looms. The Temple of Stars juts from the earth, a titan in the shape of a pyramid. Weathered by the elements and rising high into the sky, it casts a shadow so dense it seems to blot out the three moons. Around it, the jungle presses close. As if lying in wait. A predator ready to swallow it whole.

I find the temple’s entrance near the ground. It’s a smooth slab of stone pulsing faintly near the centre. I’m too far away to discern much detail, but there’s a slot there, perhaps in the shape of a completed crystal star.

A slow burn rises beneath my ribs. It’s right there, our finish line. Everything we’ve been fighting for, within sprinting distance. And we’re empty-handed. Don’t even have half a crystal star to our name.

There’s movement to my left.

Kara and Savannah burst through the trees. Their faces are flushed, sweat gleaming on their foreheads. They look as battered and worn as I feel. Their clothes are torn, their movements sluggish. They scan the graveyard in a heartbeat, quickly assessing the situation.

Another flicker to the right catches my attention. This time, a clash of elements explodes from the treeline.

Cyrus and Gideon emerge first, followed by Gigi and Gunther. Their group is a storm of light and fire, travelling across the crumbling headstones.

Beams of light erupt from Cyrus’s hands, crackling like lightning, while Gigi retaliates with red-hot bursts that streak across the sky. Gideon stomps his foot, and the earth quivers in response. Cracks form in the dirt, wounds rupturing open, and water bursts forth to drench the twins. Their flames are snuffed out, blanketing the air in plumes of smoke and steam.

“What’s going on?” Taron bursts through the trees beside me.

“I’d tell you if I could see…” I wave at the smoke in front of my face. It streaks across the graveyard, marring my view of the temple. The sound of stone cracking underfoot makes me spin. I can’t see Kara and Savannah any more.

“Is there anything you can do about this?” I ask.

Taron focuses on the thick haze, and I can feel the shift. A pulse ripples outward from him, invisible yet powerful. The smoke stirs, writhing. He makes a gathering motion with his hands, then thrusts them outward. A gust sweeps through the graveyard, and the smoke drifts away into the night.

“How’s that?” he asks, rather smug. Then his expression shifts. “Hey, they’re heading for the temple!”

Savannah and Kara. They’re bolting across the graveyard, leaping over crumbling headstones and winding between the tombs.

Taron sets off after them, and I’m right behind him. It feels like wading through a bog. The overgrown ground is squelchy, the mud grabbing at my heels like the hands of the undead. Somewhere behind me, Cyrus calls out in frustration. He’s spotted us.

I push harder until my legs are numb from running. So numb that I barely notice when the earth shudders beneath us, a low growl rising from the soil.

At first, I think it’s Gideon, summoning another burst of water. But the ground cracks like bones snapping, and I’m weightless, flung into the air.

My teeth clatter as I land face first in the mud, narrowly missing a headstone to my left. A sharp pain shoots through my side, but there’s no time to assess the damage.

I blink in the dark, searching for Savannah. Kara. Taron. I spot his lilac hair first. He’s still on his feet, two crumbling headstones hovering beside him. He propels them forward with his arms outstretched, aimed at the two girls scrambling to their feet in the mud.

They’re slipping and kicking back dirt. Kara clings to her right arm. She must’ve hurt it when she fell. Savannah sees the incoming headstones first. Her eyes are wide as she throws herself at Kara, and they roll out of the way just in time.

Another low growl rises from the earth. It brings with it a chill that settles over my shoulders like a cloak. I hold my breath as I rise to my feet, and freeze.

Something dark is unfurling behind the temple, thick and coiling like an ink spill spreading across the starry sky. It moves slowly at first, creeping across the salt-licked stones.

“What the hell is that?” Taron’s voice cuts through the chaos.

I follow his gaze. “You can see it?” I ask, and my voice is thin. It feels as though the words themselves are being swallowed by the dark.

He doesn’t need to answer. His grim expression says it all.

Whatever this monstrosity is, anyone can see it, not just an Emo. Which means it’s something far worse than anything I’ve encountered before.

“We need to get inside the temple! Now, before it attacks!” he shouts over his shoulder at me.

“But … we need a crystal star,” I argue.

“We’ll deal with it.” He breaks into a sprint, his long strides cutting across the uneven graveyard, aiming for the entrance.

I can’t keep up. My legs feel like they’re filled with lead. My muscles scream, and my chest burns. It’s the darkness. It’s leeching something from me, draining the energy from my body as if it’s feeding off my very essence.

I trip on a jagged grave, and Taron is there to catch me. His hand clamps around my arm, pulling me upright with desperate strength.

“Come on,” he says, glancing over his shoulder, first at Kara and Savannah storming from the left, then at the remainder of the teams closing in on the right.

But I can barely hear him over the rush of blood in my ears. What is this dark entity doing to me?

I glance up, eyes barely focusing through the haze clouding my vision. The entity unfurls further, now in front of the temple, halting everyone in their tracks.

A monstrous silhouette takes form, a grotesque body twisting and contorting as it slithers through the air with unearthly speed. It traces wide circles around the edge of the graveyard, like a predator surrounding us. Jagged limbs scrape against the trees, shredding bark and leaving deep gouges in the trunks. Its eyes – four glowing embers – burn with a malevolent hunger, and its gaping mouth is a pitch-black void.

The sight of it stirs something in my mind. Ancient legends, tales told in taverns as a means of entertainment. Of a creature spawned from the death of a dragon. A Nightshade. An ancient terror, a Soul Wraith born from darkness, death and pain so immense, its form is visible to anyone.

I gasp when the Nightshade streaks through the trees behind us, and Taron pulls me closer, his grip around my arm tightening.

His breathing is ragged, his face ashen. I recognize the throbbing veins spreading on the inside of his neck to frame the sides of his face. He’s overexerted himself. Of course he has. He nearly died back there in the river, before we kissed.

“We need to move,” he says.

But I can’t. My strength is gone. The Nightshade’s presence wraps around me, a suffocating cold that sinks into my bones, rooting me to the spot.

“Taron,” I whisper, “I can’t—”

He reaches for me. There’s a desperation in his gaze I’ve never seen before. He doesn’t say anything. He just pulls me against him, arm wrapped around my waist, holding me upright as we stagger forward together.

Behind us, the Nightshade lets out a bone-chilling shriek. It’s a sound that vibrates through the ground and rattles in my skull. The beast swoops along the edge of the graveyard to our right – it’s getting closer.

“What the hell is that thing?” Gunther shouts.

“Less talking, more running!” Gigi replies.

Everyone is fleeing now, sprinting to the temple as fast as their legs will carry them. I spot Cyrus and Gideon behind us, their faces washed of colour as they dash through the labyrinth of gravestones.

Kara and Savannah race near them. They’re catching up, and they’re all faster than me, especially now that I struggle to breathe.

But even faster than Kara and Savannah is the Nightshade. From the corner of my eye, I see limbs like tendrils of pure shadow, writhing and stretching, extending towards the group. A hissing sound cuts through the air, and my blood runs cold.

I heave in panic, but the air is too thick to fill my lungs. It presses against my skin, squeezing whatever breath I have left right out of me.

Taron weaves his fingers through mine, squeezing tightly as he urges me on. But the weight of the Nightshade presses against me. I can feel its pull, its insatiable hunger. It’s draining me, sapping my energy with every passing second. Then I hear a piercing scream.

My neck swivels. Gigi and Gunther are caught in the Nightshade’s grasp, its shadowy tendrils wrapping tightly around their bodies. Gigi thrashes. Their fiery-red hair is wild as they struggle against the creature. It’s no use.

The darkness is feeding on them, draining their energy entirely. Their skin pales, face contorting in agony.

“Gigi!” Gunther’s shout is hoarse, and the Nightshade pulls him in, too. Its grasp tightens until both of them are swallowed whole by the darkness.

I watch their bodies fall limp, drained – extinguished like flickering flames.

“They’re gone,” I whisper, but my voice is far away. My knees buckle, and Taron yanks me forward.

“We need to keep moving,” he says.

But the Nightshade isn’t done. It surges towards us, closing the gap on our group faster than we can run.

Kara and Savannah are stumbling, tripping, throwing themselves forward by any means necessary. Cyrus is nimble, dodging through the graves. Gideon follows his every footstep, and the pair manage to pull ahead of us.

I clench my jaw as panic curls around my throat. It’s desperation, terror and something else – something darker.

It’s like the Nightshade is seeping into me, not just draining my strength but leaving something behind, something I can almost touch. Its presence isn’t just a force; it’s a taste, a sensation that clings to my skin, my throat, my mind. Anger. Power. A taste for blood.

Then it hits me. What I’ve been feeling all along, and why its presence has been affecting me this way.

It’s the Nightshade itself. Its emotions. The lingering vision of a breathless dragon meeting a cruel and violent end at the hands of ruthless elementals.

The Nightshade was never feeding on me. I’ve been feeding on it – the way I do with any Soul Wraith. Taking in its pain, its hunger. It’s connected to me, somehow. And maybe that means … I can control it.

“Wait!” I stop him. “I think … I want to try something.”

“What are you doing?” His voice is strained, but there’s no time to explain.

The Nightshade roars behind us. It’s a blur. A storm of its tendrils sweep through the air like wild snakes. I sharpen my focus. I reach deep until I find the pull of darkness inside of me. Then I reach even deeper.

Beneath the panic and fear twisting in my chest, something else blooms, far more insidious. It oozes into my bones. I can taste it in my mouth.

Bitter, acrid, metallic, like I’ve bitten into a mouthful of iron and ash. I try to swallow, but it’s cloying. And the sensation only spreads deeper. It feels ancient and malevolent. It’s a dragon’s soul, burrowed deep within the Nightshade.

I don’t know how I’m doing it – until now, I didn’t even know I could – but instead of drinking in the Nightshade’s energy and using it to conjure something physical like a weapon, I’m allowing it to interweave with my mind.

I accept the Nightshade’s pain as my own and, with it, its thoughts.

Its will.

My hands tremble, but the energy responds. Slowly, the swirling mass of shadows shifts, bending to my silent command.

I grit my teeth. My body strains. I redirect the Nightshade away from Taron and me, and towards the other teams.

Cyrus and Gideon barely have time to react. The Nightshade curls its wispy tendrils around them and flings them through the air. They land with a sickening crunch among the gravestones. Kara is next. She backs up, but the Nightshade is upon her, dark limbs reaching for her. Savannah screams. She summons darts of sand from the earth and fires them at the beast. But the Nightshade easily absorbs the spikes.

Its hazy form shrinks briefly, as though it’s taking a deep inhale. Then an exhale comes in the form of a bone-chilling roar that reverberates through the graveyard.

As the beast’s form expands again, Savannah’s spikes are fired back at twice the speed. She stamps her foot on the ground, and a feeble wall of dirt shoots up in defence. It deflects the spikes, but she’s overexerted herself.

Savannah falls forward on her knees, and I silently order the Nightshade to ensnare her. Then Kara, then Cyrus, then Gideon. They’re all lifted off the ground, held captive in the air by the withering tendrils of darkness.

My head throbs. “Crystal stars,” I mutter. “Grab their crystals…”

I try to cling to my connection with the Nightshade, but the effort of controlling it is too much. My vision blurs, my knees weakening.

Taron coaxes two halves of a crystal star from Cyrus’s utility belt and guides them through the air into his hand. He tightens his hold on my waist to keep me upright. “Are you controlling it? How are you doing this?” he asks, and his voice is filled with awe. But there’s fear in his eyes, too.

“I don’t know,” I breathe, barely able to get the words out. “But I don’t think I can hold on much longer…”

Taron lifts me off the ground and cradles me in his arms. He places the united halves of the crystal into the gleaming slot at the temple’s entrance and, as he carries me inside, my head rolls back. Everything goes dark.


Chapter Thirty-two

I wake to the murmur of voices, sharp and discordant, rising and falling like waves against the shore. My head throbs in time with the noise, each pulse in volume driving a spike of pain through my skull.

Someone groans in the distance, and I realize it’s me. My body feels like it’s made of lead when I try to move, too heavy to obey.

I force one eye open, wincing at the light. It’s not particularly glaring, but it stings nonetheless. The world around me swims in and out of focus. A soft, muted glow casts long wavering shadows across the ground – stone, instead of upturned earth. I’m not in the graveyard any more.

I fight to sit up, and nausea rolls through me. I blink, trying to make sense of what’s happening.

The Nightshade. The last thing I remember is the crushing weight of darkness coating my bones, a bone-chilling roar, my vision blurring … the other competitors. I commanded it to capture them.

“Tal— Uh, Maeve.” The voice is familiar.

I turn my head, squinting through the haze. Taron kneels beside me. His face is etched with exhaustion, veins still spreading across the inside of his neck.

His eyes – cold, blue and normally distant – are soft now, filled with something fragile I can’t place. Worry?

“Finally, you’re awake.” He’s whispering. As if afraid the sound of his voice might hurt me.

I try to respond, but my throat is dry. My tongue feels like sandpaper. I manage a slight nod, and he reaches out, brushing a loose strand of hair from my face. His touch is feather-light, gentle, but the chill of his skin sends a shiver down my spine.

“What … what happened?” My voice is hoarse. I search his face for answers, but all he gives me is a faint, almost disbelieving smile.

“We’re the champions,” he says.

I try to grasp the meaning of his words. I understand what he’s saying, but it feels unreal. Like it belongs to another world. We won? The tournament?

“The Reckoning is over?” I croak.

“It is.”

Slowly, my senses sharpen. I take in my surroundings. We’re inside the temple, but we might as well be under an open night sky, glittering with bright, beaming stars.

Stone walls rise around us to form a circular space, adorned with carvings that depict stories of a bygone era. The rise and fall of empires, the triumphs of great leaders and the struggles of the common folk.

I spy carvings of elementals harnessing their talents to shape the world. The emergence of herbal remedies and the mastery of fire for crafting weapons. The evolution of the watercraft. The first harnessing of solar energy.

Mingled within these carvings are also glimpses of darker times. Tales of conflict, wars waged and lives lost. It’s unsettling, yet captivating. Because, even amid the turmoil, there are flickers of compassion.

All along the circular space, columns stretch upward to support a vast dome resembling the sky. In between these columns are rounded archways that seem to glow with moonlight. I can’t see beyond them, whether they lead anywhere at all.

My hand comes away wet from the ground. I realize I’m sitting next to a stream. It flows along the perimeter of the space, like slender veins. The crystal-clear surface reflects the stars above.

My gaze follows the stream to where it flows into a large pool at the centre of the space, and there, towering over everything, stands an ancient tree.

Gnarled roots spread across the floor, drinking from the pool, and branches curve against the surrounding columns. They cradle a statue on the floor, impossibly tall and regal – the figure of a god.

The statue wears a delicate crown of crescent moons, and its hands are raised as though holding the weight of the world. It’s Aether. The Spirit of the Cosmos. The most revered of the Ancient Spirits, representing the void of space, the stars and the moons.

Their expression is serene and wise, and around their neck hangs an amulet – a glittering orange crystal. The fallen star. The wish.

I’m at a loss for words. This is all too overwhelming. Sitting up, I gasp. There are people here. Three figures linger in the shade of the ancient tree, watching us.

They’re impeccably dressed, draped in vibrant silks and luxurious velvets. Two of them glide forward in flowing gowns – one a deep jewel-toned emerald with cascading layers, and the other a rich sapphire, adorned with delicate gold embroidery.

The third figure stands in a striking vest-and-tailcoat ensemble. His velvet jacket is a deep burgundy colour, perfectly tailored to his form, with silver detailing along the lapels.

He stands a little taller than the others, his frame lean but imposing. His dark hair is smoothed back, not a fly-away in sight, and a gleaming monocle rests over his right eye.

The woman in green, tall and willowy with raven-black hair that tumbles down her back in waves, folds her hands in front of her. Her gaze is sharp, like a knife, cutting into me as though she’s dissecting everything about me in one glance. It’s the look of an Astro.

I scramble to my feet, fighting through the pain. I’m not sure what the protocol is here. Do I curtsey? Tip my head?

No one says anything, and at last I can’t stand it.

“You…” I manage, looking at the monocled man. “Who are you?”

He tilts his head as he adjusts his monocle. A faint smile unfurls around the corners of his lips. “You know who we are.”

“They’re the Astrals,” Taron says beside me. His voice is tight with something close to awe – or maybe fear. “The founders of the Reckoning. The conquerors of Valerius Halo and the guardians of the fallen star.”

“Are you … the Games Master?” I breathe.

“Of sorts,” says the woman in sapphire, her voice as smooth as glass. She’s smaller in stature, with porcelain skin and platinum hair that falls in soft curls around her shoulders. Her face is beautiful in the way that marble statues are, flawless yet devoid of warmth.

“We, the architects of the Reckoning, provide detailed reports of the tournament to the High Council,” says the monocled man. “Unfortunately, they’ve been known to twist our words while reporting back to the public.”

He upturns his palms as he gestures at the chamber as a whole. “Please accept our congratulations. You have both emerged as victors of the Reckoning.”

A swell of emotion rises within me. Overwhelming joy, but also a whirlpool of everything else I’ve been forcing down. All the anger, fear and uncertainty.

This is it, the moment we fought for. Bled for.

We won the Reckoning, and, now, standing in front of the Astrals, it should feel like a triumph. I have fulfilled my part of the bargain, and I know that Madame Vera has the power to resurrect my sister. But I also know what she will do with the wish now.

Taron’s words echo in my mind.

If that tyrant is resurrected, there might not be a home for you and Elara to return to.

But I have no choice. I need to save my sister.

Elara was innocent. I stole the Necroseals, and she paid the price. She didn’t deserve to die.

For a moment, I imagine telling the Astrals the truth. They thwarted Madame Vera’s plan once. I don’t see why they can’t do it again.

They’ll erase her memory, hand her over to the Principal Guard, hopefully having learned from their past mistakes. She’ll be locked away, brought to justice, and Taron would be … free. It’s a fanciful thought. Me. Him. Elara by our side.

“What burdens your spirit, child?” the monocled man asks.

I swallow hard, feeling the weight of his gaze pressing down on me. As if he can see right through the walls I’ve built. Into all the doubts I’ve tried so hard to bury.

It would be so easy to give in. To believe that the Astrals will handle everything and that I don’t have to bear the responsibility.

But I didn’t come all this way just to play some kind of hero. I came to save my sister, and that’s all that matters.

My voice is steadier than I expect when I answer, even though my heart is pounding so hard it hurts. “Nothing burdens me. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I square my shoulders, willing myself to meet his eyes, even though my skin crawls under his gaze. “We’d like our wish now, please.”

There’s a beat of silence, the kind that stretches far too long, taut with the tension of unsaid things. Taron shifts beside me. He speaks – it’s a whisper meant only for my ears. “Maeve, can I talk to you? Please.”

I turn, startled. “There’s nothing to say,” I tell him firmly. “We’ve agreed.”

Why is he hesitating after everything we’ve been through? Taron takes my arm, but I pull free. Now isn’t the time for second-guessing our choice. We’re standing on the precipice of everything we’ve risked our lives for. There’s no time to talk.

The Astrals are watching us with unreadable expressions. “If you need a moment to discuss your desires, feel free to do so,” the woman in green says.

“Thank you,” Taron says, and I have no choice but to follow him.

We stand at a distance, while the Astrals wait.

“What are you doing?” I hiss.

Taron fixes his gaze on me. “You know,” he says, “we can wish for anything. We can wish to be miles away, somewhere else – safe, you and me. We could run away and disappear. To Brim, like we talked about.”

I can’t deny that his words are tantalizing. I can feel the pull of it for a second, only a second. A life far away from all of this, away from the tangled web of danger and deceit. A life where Taron and I could simply be together, without the weight of death and destruction looming over us.

But then Elara’s face flashes before me. Her laugh, her warmth, the way she used to hold my hand when we were little, as if she could protect me from everything. That’s why I came here. Not for myself. For her.

“But Elara…” My voice wavers, my resolve cracking at the edges. I force myself to hold steady. I can’t falter now. “No. I’m doing this for her.”

Taron grabs my hands, his grip tight, almost desperate. “She won’t give you your sister back. I know her. She lies and cheats. Her word means nothing.”

I pull my hands from his grip. His words are a punch to the gut. I won’t believe it – can’t believe it. “Why would you say that?”

“I’m just being honest.”

“How do I know you’re not lying to me?”

“Talia … why would I lie to you about that?”

I ask him the question I’ve been wondering about since I realized the true nature of his relationship with Madame Vera. The control she has over him. “That night in the tavern, you told me you’re here to free yourself. What did you mean by that?”

Taron’s face pales, but he doesn’t speak.

“Madame Vera has you trapped, doesn’t she? I saw it with my own eyes. She took your soul from you.”

“You saw that?” he asks. “When?”

“At the river. When that Soul Wraith lured you. I saw how she controls you. The things she made you do. I felt how desperate you were to escape.”

“You used your talents on me?”

“I didn’t have a choice.”

There’s a moment, a beat of silence. His face twists into something raw and vulnerable.

“And you think I’m lying to you?” he asks. “Trying to manipulate you into using our wish to get away from her? After everything we’ve been through … surely you know me by now.”

I do. And that’s the problem. I know him well enough to know he’s capable of doing whatever it takes to survive, to escape from the clutches of the woman who’s been controlling him for years. And I also know that, at this moment, I can’t trust anyone but myself.

“I wish that were true. But I’m not so sure I know you at all, Taron.”

A pause.

His expression hardens, becoming a familiar mask of stone. “In the forest, you asked me why I changed my mind. The day I stepped foot on this island was the first day in years I didn’t feel like Madame Vera’s shadow. She’s still there … in the quiet. In the corners. I feel her even now. But the distance gave me space to breathe. To think without her voice in my skull. I told you I didn’t think I had a choice. But every decision I made these past few days was my own. Every feeling I felt…”

My heart flutters. I quickly force the sensation down.

“You can feel her now?” I ask. “Do you know where she is?”

“She’s getting closer, so I suspect she’s on the way here. But we still have time. We can still escape.” He dips his head towards me, and I take another step back.

My breath hovers. I feel sick. “I’m sorry, Wren.”

He looks like I’ve slapped him across the cheek. “You can’t give our wish away unless both of us agree to it.”

I meet his gaze. “You will agree to it.”

A pause.

“Because that’s what she ordered you to do.”

Shock ripples across his face, and I see the cracks in his resolve, the doubt that flickers behind his eyes. He knows I’m right.

Madame Vera might be further away, but she’s still entwined with him, inside and out. She’s been working her way into his mind, his heart, for years.

I walk towards the Astrals. “We’d like our wish now, please.”

The monocled man tilts his chin up, the faintest glimmer of intrigue written across his face. Beside him, the woman in green steps forward, turning towards the tree at the centre of the temple. As her eyes land upon it, the roots, which stretch like veins across the floor, start to pulse with a faint orange glow.

I follow her gaze to the statue of Aether. Their stone face is calm and eternal, as if they’ve seen countless mortals stand where I am now, waiting for their moment.

The amulet around their neck pulses in time with the roots of the tree, each throb of light drawing me closer. A fractured breath curls into my lungs. This is it. There’s no turning back now.

The Astral in blue steps forward, her dress shimmering like sapphire flames. She lifts her arms, palms upturned towards the starry ceiling. “In recognition of your perseverance, courage and strength” – her voice is melodic, almost hypnotic – “we now bestow upon you the blessing of the Ancient Spirits. A single wish to do with as you please.”

My pulse stutters. The wish. The one thing that drove me here. Through jungles and monsters and trials that have scraped me raw.

I glance at Taron, but he’s staring straight ahead. He remains unreadable.

“Please approach the statue of Aether together,” says the monocled man. “Carefully take the amulet into both your palms and make your wish. Keep in mind, without unanimity, it won’t take effect.”

My heart thuds louder in my chest. Without unanimity. Taron shifts beside me, and I wonder if he’s pondering the statement, too – if there’s a battle waging inside him, or if he’s accepted his fate in this game.

I swallow hard, resisting the urge to reach for his fingers and intertwine them with my own. It wasn’t fair of me to say those things. To effectively call him a puppet. But I can’t take any of it back now. One day, I will apologize.

“When you’re ready,” adds the monocled man, as if spurring us on.

The air is still, save for the faintest whisper of water trickling and the mournful cry of a bird echoing from somewhere within the branches of the ancient tree.

Taron moves closer, his expression still unreadable. It hits me like a cold wash of water – for the first time, he’s not suppressing his emotions.

They’re radiating off him in waves. The sour stench of fear. The dry, choking taste of despair. It throttles me, and I struggle not to choke on it. He doesn’t want this. He doesn’t want Madame Vera to have the wish. And yet, he’s the first of us two to move forward.

The first of us two to voice our desire.

“We’ve decided,” he says, “to give our wish to someone else.”

His request echoes with finality, and a cold pulse radiates from my core. I see the price he’s paying. Taron is suffering, and it hurts to watch. He deserves to be freed from that woman’s evil clutches. I had the chance to free him, and I chose not to.

The Astral in blue raises her head slightly, the briefest flicker of surprise in her crystalline eyes. “Are you certain?” Her question isn’t accusatory, but there’s a weight behind it, a subtle challenge. “To whom do you wish to give it?”

I swallow hard and look at Taron. He must see the agony in my expression, because his hand finds mine.

“I want you to be happy,” he whispers, and tears burn in my eyes. I can’t speak, don’t know what I could possibly say. He rolls back his shoulders and declares, “Vera Halo. We’ve decided to give our wish to Vera Halo.”

The Astrals exchange glances, a wordless conversation passing between them. Their faces betray nothing, but I can sense a shift, something like surprise or caution.

The moment feels suspended. My heart throbs in my ears, still heavy from the weight of our decision. The light from the amulet flickers like a pulse, as though the wish is waiting, poised on the edge of becoming reality.

The Astral in blue is the first one to speak again. “Vera Halo?”

“Impossible,” says the monocled man.

“We can’t allow it,” adds the Astral in green.

Then a voice cuts through the stillness. Sharp. Sly.

“And yet, you’re compelled to. You’re bound to the rules of the Reckoning, after all, which dictate that the victors are allowed to gift their wish to anyone they choose. It is rightfully mine and I’ve come to claim it.”

I freeze, every muscle in my body knotting. That voice. Those heels, clicking rhythmically on the uneven stone floor.

A figure steps into the light, emerging from the tunnel leading to the temple’s entrance. She wears an orange coat, furred and extravagant. Its cuffs lick her wrists like playful flames, and its collar flamboyantly flares up her neck. She saunters towards us. Her lips curl into a thin smile, her reddish-brown eyes gleaming with amusement and something far darker.

Madame Vera. Ever so graceful and unnervingly calm.

“I had a touch of trouble getting over here across the Sea of Storms,” she says, her tone airy, like this is some casual conversation and not the moment that could reshape everything. “But it seems I got here just in time.”


Chapter Thirty-three

The Soulreaper glides towards us. Her unmistakable yellow-blonde curls frame her face like thorny brambles, and her presence feels like a stain, a darkness seeping into the very fabric of the air around us.

“My darling boy,” Madame Vera says, hands outstretched. Next to me, I can feel something shift in Taron as a change overtakes him.

“I knew you wouldn’t let me down. And you…” A wicked smirk adorns her lips as she looks at me. “You have great promise.”

My fists clench involuntarily. The impulse to scream is overwhelming, but I suppress it. This woman took everything from me – my sister, my home, my life. And here I am helping her.

I look at Taron, but he averts his eyes. All at once, the energy emanating from him dissipates, like a turtle retreating into its shell. I sense something different about him, a change in his stance and the way he carries himself.

His face becomes a mask, every muscle frozen, posture rigid. It’s as if Madame Vera’s mere presence has somehow cut him down, leaving behind only a shadow of the boy I’ve come to know.

Seeing him like this is reminiscent of our first encounter in the parlour – a stoic young man ensnared in Madame Vera’s web, devoid of independent thought. I see now the extent of her hold over him.

Madame Vera turns to face the Astrals. She spreads her arms wide. “Here I am again, after all these years,” she announces. “I can’t tell you how good it feels to be back.”

“You have a lot of nerve,” the Astral in green remarks with disdain.

Madame Vera’s smile is bright, almost deceivingly kind. She doesn’t have the face of someone with wicked intentions, which I suppose makes her all the more dangerous.

“On the contrary,” she says, “I can’t imagine a more fitting return. I’m here to finish what I started all those years ago.”

“Why resurrect that tyrant?” asks the monocled man.

Madame Vera’s shoulders stiffen. A subtle tremor runs through her as anger bleeds into every rigid line of her posture. Her veneer of pleasantry splinters, finally revealing the malice beneath.

“Why not?” she sneers. “The amulet is rightfully his. It belongs to my family, yet you dared to steal it and send us into exile. I say, no more. Today, the time has come for the Halo bloodline to reclaim what is ours.”

“You’ve failed to do so once before,” says the Astral in blue.

“Indeed, but I was young and foolish then. I didn’t play by the rules of the game. I stole the wish and it cost me dearly. You can’t touch me now, because the wish is rightfully mine. Am I wrong?”

The Astrals’ faces are written with disgust. I half-expect them to rush forward to apprehend her. Defend the temple or block her from accessing the amulet, but they stand motionless, rooted in the shade of the tree.

She must be right about them being bound to the rules of the tournament.

Madame Vera strokes Taron’s cheek as she halts beside him, her lips murmuring a soft, “Well done, my dear.”

I can’t stand the sight of it.

“No need for formalities,” she continues, looking around. “How do we do this? Do they simply pass me the amulet?”

“That’s how it works, yes,” says the Astral in blue, turning towards Taron and me and adding in a quiet voice, “Please, don’t do this. You can still reconsider.”

A shadow of alarm touches the Astral’s otherwise placid face, and I hesitate.

“Resurrecting that tyrant would mean the end of our kingdom as we know it,” says the monocled man, still addressing Madame Vera. “You may be of his blood, but he won’t care about you. He is callous and cunning. Selfish beyond comprehension. The power he gained from the amulet smothered any thread of humanity he had left in him.”

“He was a god, and you feared him!” Madame Vera’s face is all lines and teeth now, flushed an angry red. “He inspired devotion so fierce his followers would have scorched the earth in his name. Your precious High Council can’t dream of commanding such unwavering loyalty. All they do is send their youth to slaughter and disguise it as tradition. Yet no one holds them to account.”

“The High Council isn’t perfect by any means.” The monocled man calmly adjusts his eyepiece. “But Valerius never built loyalty. He bought it. And anyone who refused his price was oppressed or killed.”

“Enough!” Madame Vera pivots towards Taron and me. “They’re stalling. Please, my darlings, we must complete the transfer at once.”

A tight coil unspools in my stomach. Maybe this is a mistake. I convinced myself to wash my hands of whatever happens. That if the Astrals had stopped Madame Vera from resurrecting Valerius once, they could do it again.

I didn’t realize they were tethered to the rules of the tournament in this way. And that the only reason they were free to stop Madame Vera before was because she stole the wish. It wasn’t hers to make.

“What are you waiting for, girl?” Madame Vera hisses.

I look at Taron. A glazed look has spread over his face. I am overcome by a quiet wretchedness, a despairing realization – she’s got her fingers whorled around his mind.

“I should’ve listened to you,” I whisper, and my heart aches to see that annoying, satisfied smirk of his. It never comes.

I can’t do this. She’s a monster. What am I thinking? My breath seems to have solidified in my throat, in my bones, preventing them from moving. Then…

“Talia?”

My blood chills. That voice. So soft. So painfully familiar, it might as well be my own. I look around the temple, trying to locate where it’s coming from.

The Necroseals on Madame Vera’s fingers pulse faintly. She weaves her hand through the air beside her, fingers pinched as though pulling an invisible thread.

An impression starts to form. A white haze, taking on the shape of a person.

A girl with delicate features.

She’s slender with soft shoulders. Dainty wrists. The cloudy manifestation doesn’t show the colour of her eyes, but I’ve gazed upon them too many times in my life to not know they’re blue.

“E-Elara?” My voice is small. Broken. It must be her spirit. I’ve heard of Soulreapers calling forth spirits from the afterlife, allowing them to interact with the living.

“Talia, what’s going on?” The hazy Elara sounds far away, like she’s submerged under water. “I don’t feel quite myself…”

An exultant hot tear trickles across my cheek. “Are you doing this to taunt me?” I sneer at Madame Vera.

“I’m only reminding you, dear, why you’re doing this.”

“Talia, I’m so cold…” Elara sounds hurt and confused. I can’t stand it.

I flee forward with my arms open, ready to embrace her spectral form. Madame Vera snaps her fingers and, with another pulse of her Necroseals, Elara vanishes. My arms wrap around a cloud of white mist, and then I’m embracing only myself.

She’s gone. Again.

It’s somehow worse, losing her a second time.

A devastating ache explodes in my chest, taking my breath away. I stand frozen, feeling not entirely connected to my body. The world feels cracked sideways. Time feels split open. I’m only watching from afar, consciousness drifting as I turn to face Madame Vera. She steps aside, and Taron, too, allowing me to approach the statue of Aether.

Suddenly, the light is too sharp and the colours too loud, and nothing matters. I don’t care about the Astrals, their voices a distant echo as they repeatedly urge me to reconsider.

“You must look beyond your personal grief,” I hear the monocled man, somewhere at the back of my head. “Think of the kingdom. The countless lives that have already been lost at the hands of this monstrous woman.”

There’s only one life that matters to me. I want my sister back.

I reach for the amulet around the statue’s neck. The crystal’s pulse intensifies when I touch it, taking the gold chain in my hands and hoisting it over Aether’s head.

You would never think this jewel, glittering with various shades of ginger, ochre and saffron, with specks of red scattered throughout, was once a star that fell from the sky. I lay the amulet flat on my palm, and the crystal nestled within flickers in response.

My jaw is clenched so hard it aches. Despite the roaring heat in my veins, I still have to physically force myself to place the amulet in Madame Vera’s outstretched hand. But I do it. Because Elara’s life hangs in the balance.

The Soulreaper’s greedy fingers close around the amulet, and the Astrals release a collective sigh of disappointment.

“There, you got what you wanted,” I say. “You got your wish, now give me back my sister.”

“Oh, just a moment, dear child. I’m a little preoccupied,” Madame Vera croons as she cradles the amulet.

When she attempts to brush me off with a wave of her hand, I stand my ground. She pushes me again, more firmly this time, and I watch her mutter to the amulet, as if asking it something. The star responds with a sound too soft to hear. The yellowish glow emanating from it brightens, and then it dims again.

With a satisfied sigh, Madame Vera straightens and smiles at everyone. “Well, what a successful day indeed,” she declares. “I apologize for cutting this lovely gathering short, but I must be off now. Taron, are you ready to go?”

“You promised you’d bring back my sister,” I say, reaching out and gripping her forearm. “So, where is she?”

Madame Vera looks down at me disdainfully. “Please, dear, compose yourself. You reek of desperation.”

“Talia,” says Taron, more hushed and reserved than I ever thought he was capable of, “please, don’t—”

I cut him off. “What about our deal?”

“Oh, that? My apologies,” Madame Vera says. “I really shouldn’t have gotten your hopes up. Your poor little sister is gone. I’d move on if I were you. It’s not healthy to dwell on the past.”

I feel dizzy as the world around me spirals. Taron’s words float to the surface of my mind.

She won’t give you your sister back, Talia. I know her. She lies and cheats. Her word means nothing.

He warned me, but I didn’t believe him. Couldn’t bring myself to.

She’s gone? Gone?

The word echoes. A death knell to the fragile hope I had clung to through every trial, every death, every moment of despair.

My throat burns. My sister. My bright, laughing Elara. Used as leverage in this monstrous game. All of this … for nothing. My vision narrows, focusing only on the smirking face of the woman who stole everything from me.

“You promised me,” I choke out. “You said you’d bring Elara back. Why show me her spirit, only to go back on your word moments later?”

“I don’t know what to tell you.” Madame Vera shrugs. She turns and walks away from me. “It’s just not possible, dear. Are you ready to go, Taron?”

Not possible? “Of all your lies, that’s the most unconvincing one,” I say.

She pauses. Tilts an ear in my direction.

“You’re off to resurrect your ancestor, aren’t you? If you can bring him back, why not my sister?”

“Because, dear girl,” she says, turning slowly, smiling pityingly at me, “resurrection requires power. From both sides, the resurrector and the resurrected. My ancestor, Valerius, is a powerful Soulreaper. Your little sister, the poor thing – she’s weak. Couldn’t lift a finger to defend herself when I took her soul.”

It starts as an eruption of energy in my veins, then spreads to my fingertips. Pure, venomous rage. It bleeds from my pores, something thick and black and fiery. The energy coils around me, a dark ribbon encasing my body like armour.

There’s no way I’m going to let her walk away.

“We had a deal,” I whisper.

“You, on the other hand, are nothing like her,” Madame Vera tells me, head cocked to the side as she examines me from top to bottom. “You’re a talented elemental. Strong and determined. I knew you were perfect for this mission the day I laid eyes on you. A little thief with long fingers.”

“I’m not a thief,” I insist. “Not any more.”

“I’m afraid that’s not how it works, dear child.” She chuckles, and the sound makes my skin crawl. “Thieves weave their own threads of fortune, but the constellations always reveal the reckoning of justice. For even the stars hold thieves accountable in the grand cosmic design. I believe it was the great Astrovoyant, Elynda Galewright, who once said that. Wise words indeed.”

“What does it mean?” I ask. When Madame Vera only responds with more laughter, I look to Taron for an answer.

“Sorry,” he mutters. “I didn’t know.”

Didn’t know what? I feel like screaming. But it all becomes painfully clear when she waves at me, laughing gaily.

“Good luck,” she sings. “You’ll need it for where you’re headed. The palace dungeons are a dreadful place. Take it from someone with first-hand experience.”

“The dungeons? What do you mean?”

“I told you before, dear, I’m a ghost. Once Taron and I leave here, we’ll vanish. I’m sure the High Council will be disappointed that I once again managed to slip through their slimy fingers, but you should be a good consolation prize. At least they’ll have someone to condemn in the public eye.”

She’s leaving me behind to take the fall?

“I’ll be tried against my life,” I wheeze, then I turn to the Astrals. “Stop her. She’s made her wish. Surely, you’re no longer bound to the tournament?”

“We are bound until Aurora Isle returns to the ocean’s depths,” the Astral in blue says sombrely, her voice like running water. “We may only act if tournament laws are broken. Has she violated any rules? Interfered in any way?”

“Maeve and Wren,” I whisper. Then louder. “We’re not the real Maeve and Wren from Moondance Haven. Madame Vera had us steal their identities.”

The Astrals share a renewed look of shock. Still, they don’t move from their position under the tree.

Madame Vera scoffs, idly twisting the Necroseal around her pinkie. “You poor, naïve thing. You think I’d be that careless? Rules are like fences. Walk beside them, run circles around them, and you’re fine. Only when you cross them are they considered broken. I never laid a finger on the real Maeve and Wren. You and darling Taron did. You alone incapacitated them. You stole their invitation, took forged sigils to carry out your lie. You stepped into their names. I merely informed you of where their watercraft would be passing. Ergo, I never broke any rules.”

I turn to the monocled man, my eyes pleading for his assistance. It’s the Astral in green who finally speaks. “She is correct, I’m afraid. The deception was yours alone. The breach lies with you, not her.”

My blood ices over.

Taron was right. Madame Vera takes care of everything.

“This can’t be right,” I say. I realize I’m shaking. “Taron?”

He only stares at me, face hard as stone. Madame Vera clicks her fingers at him, and he doesn’t move. I want him to resist. To fight against her grasp, but then he turns.

His limbs jerk unnaturally as he sets after her, as if every step and gesture is a painful struggle against the invisible chains that bind him to her will.

“We’re not done here,” I snarl, and my voice sounds distant, deeper, not quite like my own. And then suddenly it’s all too much. The pain, the grief, the fear.

Every negative feeling from the last few days comes rushing over me like a cloak of raging, blackened fire.

I close my eyes and throw back my head, and the energy forming an armour around me crackles and swirls. It responds to my will, sparking and building. It ignites a familiar rage. Spawned from a dragon, burrowed in the depths of a monster.

I cling to it, and I call upon it, over and over again until I hear the sound of crumbling stone and a ear-splitting roar from behind me.

Forcing its way through the narrow passage of the temple’s entrance is the Nightshade.


Chapter Thirty-four

Rising to its full height, the Nightshade gives a thunderous roar, its serpentine tendrils brandished like deadly weapons. In four of its shadowy appendages, I’m surprised to find it’s still holding Cyrus, Gideon, Kara and Savannah. They’ve been reduced to pale, emaciated figures hanging limply in its grasp, but they’re still alive. Barely.

The beast drops them on to the floor, and they try to scramble away, but their limbs are weak, affording only a slow crawl.

It doesn’t matter. The Nightshade isn’t focused on them any more. Its eyes, two glowing embers within a murky storm, are fixed on Madame Vera.

She staggers back, raising her head in bewilderment. I revel in the sight. I want her to fear for her life the way Elara did.

The sharp cold bite of vengeful energy pulls at the air around me, like a bowstring being pulled too tight. It’s a sensation that grows, spreading like a creeping frost, relentless and inevitable. I taste it on my tongue – metallic and frozen-over, almost numbing, with a hint of something bitter and charred that lingers in the back of my throat.

Somewhere at the edge of my consciousness, I’m aware of the Astrals helping the competitors to their feet.

In the corner of my eye, I can see Cyrus looking back at me. He’s barely able to stand, and his eyes, usually sharp with arrogance, are wide with shock, flickering with something akin to pity. Then he’s gone. The monocled man sweeps him through one of the moonlit arches along with the rest of the injured competitors.

“There’s another exit,” I hear the Astral in green murmur. “A path leading down to the beach…”

“The Principal Guard should already be waiting there,” adds the monocled man. “We must alert them.”

That was fast. How did the Principal Guard know to come here? Then I remember. A small fleet is always dispatched to sweep the island for survivors after the tournament, before Aurora Isle descends into the ocean again.

Hope floods me. Then it curdles in my veins. I can’t let Madame Vera escape before the Guard gets here.

“Well,” Madame Vera says, looking between me and the Nightshade. “I admit you’ve put up a very impressive show, dear. But do you truly think you stand a chance against me?”

“I want my sister back,” I demand. “NOW!” And as I scream the word at the top of my lungs, the Nightshade lashes out at Madame Vera with a murky tentacle.

She stares at the foggy appendage wrapping around her wrist and, for a moment, there’s a flicker of uncertainty behind her mask of arrogance. It doesn’t last long.

She fearlessly seizes the tendril of energy. The Necroseals on her fingers pulse as she draws power from them. The Nightshade’s tentacle sizzles from her touch and the beast emits a high-pitched squeal as her fingers melt right through the energy.

The Nightshade takes flight, seeking refuge in the shadowy corners of the temple. I sever myself from its consciousness and drop to my knees. The next second, she’s on me, her palm flat on my chest. Her nails curl forward, digging into my skin like daggers.

I try to back away, but Madame Vera has a hold on something deep within me, and she’s squeezing it, tightening her grip around it. She pulls on it, and my chest feels like it’s about to burst.

It’s my soul, I think. This is what she did to Taron. I choke and gasp for air, my vision swimming as I feel my soul beginning to leave my body.

“You’re still young. So very talented,” Madame Vera says, her voice a twisted melody of persuasion. “Things don’t have to end this way. Why don’t you work for me? I can teach you things.”

Never, I want to mutter, but my lips refuse to move.

“Pity about your scruples,” she adds. “A little less conscience, and you might have been truly magnificent. Like me, perhaps.”

My breath comes in bursts, my knees threatening to buckle beneath me. I can make out Taron, watching, fists balled. I can feel the thick black energy of his hatred.

But he doesn’t intervene. He can’t. I squeeze my eyes shut.

Never, I try to mutter once more, still to no avail. But there’s a flicker inside of me. A little ember that refuses to be snuffed out. As Madame Vera begins to feed on my soul, I grit my teeth, harnessing the full extent of my anger and my hatred and my sorrow.

Every sinew in my body coils as I concentrate on gathering the energy, on flooding it back into the Nightshade. As I watch it rise from the shadows behind her, I, too, stand taller, my knees strengthening beneath me.

There’s movement in the corner of my eye. My heart lifts as I see Taron hurling himself towards us. But his blue irises are glassy, looking right through me as though I don’t exist. Then I realize it’s not me he’s trying to help – it’s her.

As the Nightshade draws itself up to its full height, ready to strike, Taron throws himself in front of Madame Vera. His elbow is raised as though he’s holding an invisible shield, and his heels are planted firmly on the floor.

The Nightshade’s tendrils smash against Taron’s barrier with a hard force, again and again, violently trying to reach for Madame Vera.

Taron straightens his elbow until his palm is facing the Nightshade. He groans, and it’s a raw sound, almost a scream, drawn from deep within his chest. He uses all his energy to redirect the creature’s flailing limbs, compelling them to crash to the floor. He’s trying to keep them pinned with all his might.

I choke as Madame Vera drops her hold on me and turns. “Such an ungrateful girl,” she says, brushing herself off. Then, with a snap of her fingers, an army of grotesque hands rises from the floor. “I was only trying to help you.”

More hands are sprouting up, grasping at the Nightshade. It squeals and writhes as the hands slowly drag it down beneath the floor, beneath the ground. Where to, I don’t think I want to know.

“You should’ve accepted my offer.” Madame Vera’s stare is full of hatred. She glances at Taron. “Kill her.”

Slowly, he turns, his movements stiff.

“Taron?” I mutter.

He takes a step forward. There is only a chilling emptiness in his eyes. I scramble back, away from him. He blinks and stops.

“What are you doing, boy?” Madame Vera grabs his chin, pulling his face towards her with a forceful grip. She whispers into his ear, and the largest Necroseal on her ring finger glows with a familiar yellow light.

I’ve seen it before, in Taron’s vision. When she first captured his soul within it.

He nods and advances. His movements are sluggish as if fighting against them.

“Taron, stop it … you can resist her,” I insist, slowly reversing away from him until my back meets the cool stone of a column. “Don’t let her control you.”

My hands are trembling. I try to conjure a whip from whatever scraps of energy I can gather within myself. But desperation is a fickle thing, made even more unstable when mixed with fear.

I lash my weak attempt at a whip at Taron’s feet, but he grabs it, twisting his forearm around it to draw me closer to him.

“Please,” I plead, warm tears trickling down my cheeks. “I know you’re still in there…”

I fight against his overwhelming strength, straining to dissolve the energy that binds the whip. One chilling thought consumes my mind. He’s going to kill me.

A cry of frustration bubbles up my throat and the energy whip snaps, sending me stumbling backwards into the column. My head hits the cold, hard stone and stars swirl in front of my vision.

“You should never have tried to fight her.” Taron’s voice is low as he strides towards me with squared shoulders. I can’t find his eyes under his hair. One look is all I need. He’s still in there – he has to be. The Taron who showed mercy to a street urchin. The Taron who saved Mei from being impaled by a dragon.

The Taron whose lips are soft against mine, and whose tender touch fills me with warmth.

He extends an arm and I know what’s coming before I can even feel it. My eyes flicker down to the shears in my boot, and I know what I have to do.

Taron’s invisible grip pushes against my chest, forcing me back against the column. I grab my shears and hide them at my side. They’re heavy in my hand.

My ribs ache from the pressure, my lungs struggling to expand as I gasp for air.

Taron stops in front of me, inches away. He looks up at the column above, rather than at my face. Then he bangs his fist against the stone near my neck, and the pressure around my throat tightens.

“Taron, you have to stop.” Desperation bleeds into my words. “Taron, wake up!” I scream, and my arm breaks free.

I swing my shears at his shoulder, but he grabs my hand. His grip is strong on my wrist, twisting it until my fingers are forced to release the shears. He grabs them, and then he’s leaning into me, my own shears poised against my neck.

I brace myself, but Taron doesn’t move. As he lowers his chin, his blue eyes find mine beneath his hair. It’s him. He’s back.

My heart leaps against my ribcage as he scans my face, following the tear tracks down my cheeks. The moment between us stretches out like a taut wire ready to snap.

“Why aren’t you fighting back?” he demands.

“Because I’m waiting for you to kill me.”

I can see the conflict etched into his features. A vein throbs between his brows, still mottled with dark energy. His bottom lip quivers. He locks his jaw to make it stop.

“That’s what she ordered you to do, isn’t it?” I ask. “I’ve seen you do it before in your memories. I saw all the horrible, unimaginable things you did for that woman. What makes me any different? You’re a monster, Taron.”

“If I’m a monster, she made me one,” he whispers, and the admission hangs between us, although I’m not quite sure what to do with it.

“Is that what you want?” My voice softens. “You said you wanted to be free … remember?”

He hesitates, and the pressure of his talents loosens more and more. I can breathe again. I peel myself away from the column ever so slightly.

Taron goes rigid, and I look over his shoulder. Madame Vera stands behind him. Her yellow-blonde hair is a tangled nest on top of her head. She’s no longer smiling.

Her sweat-soaked face is a grotesque mask of rage as she demands, “Well, what are you waiting for, Taron?”

He turns to look at her.

“I said, kill her.”

I don’t wait to find out if he’s going to. Before he has time to turn back to face me, I summon every ounce of strength I have left and push him away from me.

I run as fast as I can, sprinting towards the arch beyond which the Astrals vanished with the other competitors.

My stomach lurches when the floor beneath me shifts. Not the floor, but the air around me, pulled out beneath my feet like a rug.

I throw my palms forward to break my fall, but the temple’s stone floor is hard and uneven. I land with a thud, and twist on the floor to face the duo behind me.

Taron doesn’t have his arm outstretched, but a twitch in his finger coincides with the tightening feeling around my ankle. To my surprise, tears are welling in his eyes.

“Taron?” I breathe.

He takes a step towards me, but Madame Vera grips his arm. There’s a note of unease in her voice as she says, “Forget it, this is taking too long. We need to go before those Astrals return with the Principal Guard. We got what we came for.”

Even though I should be breathing a sigh of relief, all I feel is icy, twisted dread as they turn together and start walking towards the tunnel leading to the temple’s entrance.

“No!” I scream. I get to my feet. “Taron—”

With a wave of his hand, he sends me flying backwards through the air until I fall in the shallow pool by the foot of the ancient tree.

“You can still be freed,” I cry, sitting up. I’m too weak to move. “Please, don’t go…”

But he walks on until he vanishes down the tunnel.

Madame Vera stops to sneer at me. “Don’t you understand? He belongs to me, dear.”

“You monster,” I whimper, rising slowly to my feet. But even that requires too much strength, and I sink to my knees again.

“Oh, silly girl,” Madame Vera taunts, turning to the entrance again. “Don’t tell me you fell for Taron? You’re a fool. He’s not capable of love, you see. Or at least, not of loving anyone other than me. You were always bound to have your heart broken.”

A moment later, they’re both gone, and the sound of her boots echoing against the tunnel walls fades into silence.

I’m still on my knees, still staring at the tunnel’s gaping maw. He’s gone. It feels like a physical blow. Tears blur my vision, but I make no sound. The pain is too raw.

Taron is gone. Just like Elara.

Once again, I’m alone.

I don’t know how long it’s been before I hear the sound of movement somewhere within the temple. Footsteps. They grow louder until they’re rushing through one of the arches to my left. I look up, and all I feel is numbness.

The monocled man is leading a charge of soldiers from the Principal Guard. They’re wearing glinting black armour and have their weapons poised, the air around them crackling with whatever talents they wield.

I can tell they’re disappointed when they see me instead of Madame Vera. A young girl, battered and bruised, barely strong enough to perch upright. A criminal, a traitor to the throne.

When they approach to arrest me, I don’t resist.


Games Master’s Post

32nd Day of Mors Half, Stellar Year, 1200s

Citizens of the Triumstellar Accord,

Aurora Isle has delivered yet another Reckoning to remember. A spectacle of chaos, cunning and breathtaking twists. What a tale it has woven! An unfortunate encounter with a dragon scale saw dear Mei Sato succumb to the venom. Her untimely death at camp left her teammate, Rhius Voss, disqualified from the tournament. A shame, dear friends, but also a testament to the Reckoning’s volatile nature.

Our four remaining teams faced their greatest challenge yet in the jungle’s shadowy depths. The competitors pressed forward to the Temple of Stars, but Aurora Isle, ever merciless, demanded more from their journey. To gain access to the temple, our competitors had to unite two halves of a crystal star, each held by opposing teams.

A battle by the river commenced. Maeve Speck and Wren Hull fought fervently against Young Prince Cyrus and his servant, Gideon Kepper, but not all was as it seemed.

In a most astonishing development, Young Prince Cyrus exposed Maeve and Wren as impostors. The pair had infiltrated the Reckoning under false names, attempting to manipulate the outcome of the trials. Maeve was identified as Talia Sereneth, an untrained Emo from the remote village of Stellargrove in Astraloria. Her accomplice, Wren, was identified as Taron Vale, a Luna believed to hail from the Astralorian capital, Rava. Little is known about him, and he remains at large after managing to escape.

Young Prince Cyrus, however, dutifully apprehended Talia and delivered her directly to the High Council for judgement. For his courage, cunning and loyalty to justice, I daresay the title of prince suits him splendidly.

Elsewhere in the tournament, the Temple of Stars loomed. A monstrous Soul Wraith, the dreaded Nightshade of ancient lore, emerged from the jungle’s heart. Its suffocating darkness and deadly tendrils left even the strongest of competitors gasping for air.

In a moment destined for legend, Kara DeLange and Savannah Dlamini wove light and sand together to form unbreakable shackles, binding the Nightshade and clearing the way to victory. Our heroic pair stood before the Astrals themselves, and were able to choose their wish.

In a gesture that speaks to their selflessness, they wished to cure the Blight, a devastating crop disease that has plagued farmlands across the principalities for many Stellar Years. Such noble hearts are worthy of the highest honour.

And so, dear friends, another Reckoning concludes. As always, I thank you for your unbridled attention and enthusiasm for our great tournament. Until next time, and remember: Aurora Isle is always watching from the depths, and so am I.

Yours ever-watchful,

The Games Master


Chapter Thirty-five

Madame Vera was right. The palace dungeons are a dreadful place.

My small cell is one of many in a cold, dark space that reverberates with the sounds of discomfort. Nasal drones, restless shuffles and the sporadic hack of a cough.

I ease against the coarse wall, feeling its chill seeping through my clothes and permeating my bones. A single sunbeam trickles through the barred window near the ceiling, but it provides only feeble warmth.

I can’t believe this is what my life has come to. Me, alone, wasting away in a dungeon while the High Council deliberates my fate.

It didn’t take long for them to crack my mind. Ten minutes with one of their Astro soldiers, and they knew enough about me to charge me with crimes against all three principalities. Identity theft. Treason. Maybe even accessory to murder – I heard two prison guards talking about the real Maeve and Wren’s bodies being discovered in Auxin Forest near the waterway. Madame Vera’s goon, Henk, must’ve finished them off after we left.

With Madame Vera and Taron both gone, having managed to escape Aurora Isle and seemingly vanish, I’m the sole traitor left to pay the price. Her plan worked, and I’m never getting out of here. Not without a miracle, at least.

A wry grin tugs at the edges of my mouth. All I can do is try to find bitter amusement in the irony of my situation.

I’m a guest of the palace – again. Elara’s and my childhood dreams have come true twice now. Only it’s not the warm reception we had in mind as little girls.

To pass the time, I chisel away at the wall with a stubborn piece of stone. It’s my way of fighting off the encroaching madness of being locked in this hellhole of a box.

The only other sound is the steady drip, drip, drip of water from one corner of the ceiling trickling down on to the floor.

For the millionth time, I look up at the small window in the cell. I’ve scrutinized it over and over, and I know that it’s too small for even a child to squeeze through, but again I find myself considering it as a potential escape route.

I stand and start pacing again, my other favourite activity. There has to be some way out of here.

Before … well, it’s too late.

I’ve been trying to push the harsh reality away, but it’s impossible, like trying to hold back the ocean’s tide. I keep replaying the look on Taron’s face. The tears I could’ve sworn were welling in his icy-blue eyes.

The thought haunts me – would he have gone through with it? Would he really have killed me had Madame Vera not called him off?

I think I’m scared to find out the answer. But I choose to believe that he wouldn’t have. That whatever feelings we shared … whatever it was that bonded us in the Reckoning, would’ve been strong enough to stop him.

I wrap my hands around the filth-encrusted bars of the cell and lean my head against the metal. I wonder where he is now. Whether he thinks about me. Whether he even cares what became of me. And I’m livid. At Taron for not fighting harder to get that awful woman out of his head. At myself, for not listening to him when he told me Madame Vera had no intention of bringing back Elara.

I was unreasonable, stubbornly steeping in my grief. I didn’t want to believe that my beloved sister was gone for ever. I’m struggling to believe it even now.

But even if I had listened to Taron, and we had used our wish to escape to Brim, he still wouldn’t have been free. Madame Vera would’ve tracked him down. As long as she has his soul captured within her Necroseal…

I squeeze the bars until my hands hurt. If only I had been stronger in the temple. If only I had more control over my abilities. I should’ve been faster and smarter.

Madame Vera’s hand was right there. The Necroseal was mine for the taking.

I wouldn’t have known how to help Taron even if I’d had the Necroseal, though. In the vision I saw of him lying in the ravine, he was broken and dying. It was Madame Vera claiming his soul that kept him alive long enough for his body to heal itself.

If I’d somehow managed to free his soul, how do I know that wouldn’t have killed him? These thoughts distract me from my sentence.

The best-case scenario is imprisonment for life. The worst-case scenario … I don’t even want to think about it.

How long has it been? A question I frequently ask myself. Time has been slippery ever since they tossed me into this dank cell.

If I had to guess, I’d say it’s been a week. Measured by the hollow ache in my stomach after the single meal shoved through the bars at each sunrise, and the relentless pain in my back from restless nights on the unforgivingly cold stone floor.

“I have to get out of here,” I say.

I hear a soft laugh from beyond the bars.

There’s a figure standing in the shadows. I’m not sure how long they’ve been watching me.

“Who’s there?” I demand.

Again, that laugh. “Still feisty, I see.”

At the sound of his voice, the neighbouring prisoners erupt into a cacophony of protests, their voices a chorus of discontent. I recognize it then. That melodic, mocking tone.

Cyrus saunters up to the bars, his blond hair dangling freely across his shoulders. He’s clad in a dark red cloak that billows behind him.

“What are you doing here? Have you come to revel in my misfortune?” I snap, even though the sight of his gleaming dark irises fills me with a strange comfort. It would seem he carries his own scars from the tournament, in the form of a long cut across his cheek that criss-crosses with another at his temple.

In the dim light filtering through the barred window, I can see the splattering of freckles across his nose, the dark circles around his eyes. His cheeks still hint at the emaciated state he was in after nearly dying at the hands of the Nightshade. He probably hates me. Maybe that’s why he’s here – to finish me off.

“I came for a little light conversation. Why, do you have something better to do?” He stares at me through the bars, and I keep my expression even, refusing to let him see the true extent of my suffering.

I’ve never been able to figure Cyrus out. He flirts and jokes. But he also threatens and acts quickly on his anger. He’s yet another guy who tried to kill me on the island – I sure know how to pick them.

When I don’t respond, Cyrus says, “It’s your turn to say something now. That’s how conversations work.”

When I say nothing, he continues, “Kara and Savannah were made victors. Those two with their fake-ass smiles.”

“What?” I bristle, rising to the bait, despite myself.

Cyrus hands me two curling pages through the bars. “Read for yourself. It’s the final instalment of the Games Master’s Post.”

I read it quickly in the dim light. Kara and Savannah, trapping the Nightshade and racing to claim victory. A selfless wish.

“A cure for the Blight?” I let the pages flutter to my feet. “How is the High Council going to make that happen? Or did the Astrals actually grant Kara and Savannah a wish?”

“No wish.” Cyrus studies his nails. “The cure’s been discovered for months.”

“The Council’s been hiding it from the public?”

“What can I say? It’s politics. They were waiting for the most opportune time to announce it. My father reckoned it’d be the next time they increase taxes, but I suppose masking a plot against the Accord works, too.”

Politics? Blatant manipulation is more like it.

At least Kara and Savannah still got their cure. It’s not the cure they told us about at the banquet, and I’ll never know the truth behind their intentions, but they’ll still have their names etched into the history books.

Cyrus is quiet. He looks tired, I realize.

“How’s Gideon?” I ask.

“Dead,” he says, without missing a beat.

“I’m sorry.”

He shrugs, unconvincingly. “What about Wren? Or Taron? Whatever his name is…”

“Gone. With her.”

“Madame Vera, the Soulreaper,” he voices. I’m not sure how much he’s been told about who she is, but probably enough to know why she conspired against the Astrals to claim the wish. He nods slowly, taking it in.

After another unbearable silence, I say, “What do you want, Cyrus? Last time we saw each other, you tried to slit my throat.”

“That’s no way to speak to your Young Prince,” he chides, back to his usual self. He leans in close to the bars and adds, in a low voice, “And certainly not to the person about to break you out of here.”

“What?” The air in the cell shifts. I come closer to the bars and whisper, “What are you talking about?”

Cyrus casts a furtive glance over his shoulder, and then, from inside his cloak, he produces a key. “Go on, take it,” he whispers, pushing it through the bars.

Quickly, I pocket the key. “Why are you doing this?”

“Believe it or not, I like you. You’re fiery. The most stubborn woman I’ve had the misfortune of meeting. You were also right. About my family not respecting me. Looking down at me like I’m some spoiled little good-for-nothing. This is me proving them wrong.” He wrinkles his nose. “If you tell anyone I’m admitting to this, by the way, I’ll hunt you down myself.”

“I wouldn’t expect anything less.” I smile softly, still stunned.

“There’s a banquet tonight in honour of Kara and Savannah’s victory,” Cyrus whispers. “When the moons are high, there will be a procession through Rava. The royal families will all be in attendance, so most of the Principal Guard will be on duty in the crowds as extra security. Make your escape, then. Use the service corridors. The staff usually take to the taverns when the royal family is out.”

“How do you know all of this?” I ask.

“What can I say? I practically grew up in this place.” He stands back. “I’ll be waiting in a watercraft outside the gates. Oh, and you’ll also need these.”

I look down when he produces something else from the inside of his cloak. A small pair of shears with a bronze sigil dangling from them. My shears.

“Where did you find these?” I ask, taking them. “I thought I lost them in the temple.”

“The Principal Guard collected them as evidence.”

“And you stole them?”

“No, you did. I was never here, remember?” he says. “I had to call in a few favours to have it made, but I thought you’d need it – the sigil, especially. Seeing as your name is plastered across every newspaper in the Accord, and the real Maeve is … well, you know.”

Dead. I gulp, placing the sigil on my palm. The writing carved around the edge emits a warm orange glow before the stone in the centre takes on a hazy grey colour.

Maeve Seagrave. Born on the 20th Day of Crea Waning, Stellar Year 1180. No formal credentials.

“Why still Maeve?” I ask.

“I couldn’t think of another name that suited you.”

“Maybe Talia? My real name?”

He wrinkles his nose. “Do you want the new alias or not?”

“Yes, please… Maeve is fine.”

I suppose that’s me now.

“For this new alias to work, you’ll have to leave Astraloria,” Cyrus says. “Go somewhere you can blend in. Be a shadow.”

The name of a town floats to my tongue. Brim. A place where ships come and go, and where no one stays long enough to leave a mark.

“Thank you, Cyrus,” I say, but he’s already heading for the stairs.

“What for? Gracing you with my presence?” Cyrus grins, and with another swish of his red velvet cloak, he adds loudly for the benefit of anyone listening, “Soak it up, Freckles, because I’m not coming down to this hellhole again. Good luck.”

And then he’s gone, melting into the shadows, leaving me to contemplate this unexpected turn of fate.


Epilogue

Taron

I hate the Night Market. Mostly because it feels like home. The one place in the world where I can melt away and exist. Here, among the masked and hooded. Among crooks and lowlifes and swindlers.

Tonight, the Night Market is hidden in the bowels of Grimshade Keep, an abandoned fortress with ivy-choked walls on the outskirts of Rava.

I move slowly through the lanes of market stalls, cloaked in a disguise that does little to shield my bitter mood. Madame Vera strides ahead of me. Her red velvet cloak hangs low over her face, revealing only the tip of her sharp nose.

The entitlement in her stride is sickening. The way Henk uses his broad frame to force a path in the crowd for her, ushering her forward like she’s royalty. The market hums with hushed negotiations. But even in the crush of people, Madame Vera’s presence coils around me like smoke. It’s suffocating, and intoxicating, too, the way her voice is a constant echo pressing against my skull.

It would be so easy to escape. To melt into the crowd and flee into the safety of the night. But I can’t. My body physically won’t let me. How have I let it come to this?

Talia’s face flickers through my thoughts. Her soft brown eyes. Wide. Pleading. She haunts me. The way she used to look at me, trying to hide what she was thinking. But I could always tell how she was picking me apart.

She hated me, and then she trusted me. I failed her, and then I left her there. A traitor to the throne, they’re calling her. A murderer. They tossed her in the palace dungeons, where she’s probably wasting away right now.

I dig my nails into my palms until it hurts. I put her there. I should’ve been stronger, should’ve fought harder against Madame Vera’s grasp.

But instead, I’m here, trailing after her like a dog.

“There they are!” Madame Vera confirms with a short nod. Her gaze is predatory as it catches three hooded figures standing in a dimly lit corner of the market, where the meagre light struggles to penetrate the thick air.

We worm our way through the crowd towards them. One of the men stands tall, his wider frame radiating authority over the others. I only need to look into his eyes briefly to know they betray a shrewdness that sets my teeth on edge.

They’re not merchants – the same way we’re not here to peruse illicit goods. These hooded figures belong to the Midnight Guild, an organization only whispered about in dark corners and taverns. They’re the backbone of the Night Market, responsible for building it into the thriving thing it is today. Madame Vera has long woven her web among them. It’s the Halo family name that hangs like a beacon over the guild.

They’re the bloodlines of Valerius’s most loyal supporters. Those who had once thrived under his tyrannical rule, who were stripped of their fortunes when the Astrals brought him down and, to this day, still nurture their rage.

We don’t exchange any words with the figures, but we follow them. The trio leads us deeper into the market, the winding path twisting between stalls brimming with stolen relics that gleam under the flickering light.

Bundles of herbs hang from strings suspended over a spice stall, their potent scents weaving through the heavier air of the keep’s underground passageways.

Henk helps himself to a pinch of ground voidroot from a crock. The merchant says nothing. She’s an old woman, sitting hunched over a pot of steaming liquid. It smells of morphean poppy and something sweet.

Henk reaches into his pocket and takes out a pipe. He’s gained a few more scars across his face since I last saw him. Madame Vera must’ve been working him hard in my absence. He loads his pipe with the voidroot and lights it.

“What’re you gawking at, runt?” he barks at me, but his deep-set eyes turn foggy with euphoria as he takes a pull of his pipe, and I’m immediately forgotten.

We pass stalls pawning everything from endangered clams to stolen solar equipment and tonics that promise great illness to the drinker. In the heart of the market, the solar recharging station is crowded with customers.

A throng of Helio merchants hurry in and out of a tent bursting with rays of light. One such merchant emerges with two buckets balancing on his shoulders, filled to the brim with snapped sunblade leaves. They must be farming the stuff themselves, to be able to maintain this rate of service.

At the edge of the crowd stands a woman, her dark fabrics melding seamlessly with the dim surroundings. Her face is draped with a red scarf, leaving only her eyes visible to follow our movements. She’s with the guild – I can tell.

Don’t stare. Madame Vera’s voice creeps into my thoughts. Don’t stare. Don’t stare. It repeats, over and over, until each syllable is one of her sharp nails scratching against my mind. My head snaps away from the woman, and Madame Vera grins.

I grit my teeth, keeping my expression blank. I’m already giving her the satisfaction of my weakness. I refuse to give her the pleasure of my revulsion, too.

Finally, we emerge from the labyrinth of stalls into the deepest point of the Keep’s underground bowels. To one side, a makeshift tavern bustles. Servers dart between the tables arranged under a canopy of red and black fabrics, balancing trays and rushing to mop up spilled drinks.

Opposite the tavern, a small stage hosts an auction, where the most sought-after loot changes hands under the scrutinizing gaze of the market’s more affluential visitors.

If they’re lords and princes I wouldn’t know. Their faces are hidden behind masks and shadows.

“This way,” says one of the hooded figures. He gestures to a tapestry that lines the chamber’s wall in a dark corner. It’s meant to deceive, of course.

The tallest figure goes first, revealing an entrance behind the old fabric. Madame Vera clicks her heels and mutters a giddy chuckle. She follows the figures inside.

Come. A command ringing in my mind forces me after her.

Inside is a banquet hall. Crumbling stone arches and weathered pillars rise towards the high ceiling. Cobwebs hang in the corners like ghostly drapes, while a flickering chandelier casts eerie shadows along the walls.

Madame Vera is the first to lower her hood. The figures follow suit. I recognize the man in the middle, the tallest of the three figures with salt-and-pepper hair slicked back against his scalp. He’s Bartholomeus, a merchant who carries considerable influence within the Midnight Guild.

Bartholomeus takes Madame Vera’s hands into his and greets her with a peck. His fingers are adorned with several ornate rings – not Necroseals, but certainly jewels of incredible value. He brings her hands to his chest.

“My dear Vera, it’s been far too long,” he croons, his voice smooth as silk, echoing through the hall.

“Whose fault is that?” Madame Vera replies. She tilts her head, a move she reserves specifically for seducing unwitting men.

Bartholomeus commands the other two figures, muttering something about bringing refreshments for his guests, and they scurry off, disappearing into the shadows through a door opposite the banquet hall.

Almost immediately, a young boy materializes from nowhere, offering to take mine and Henk’s cloaks. I ease the fabric off my shoulders, muttering a low thanks.

“Got manners now, have you?” Henk snorts. He surrenders his cloak and puffs a cloud of black voidroot smoke into the boy’s face, laughing to himself when the boy erupts into a coughing fit.

Bartholomeus pulls out a chair at the grand table. It’s a harsh sound, the wood scraping across uneven stone. He gestures for Madame Vera to take a seat.

“Ever the gentleman,” she says, though her smile thins as she looks around the dusty room. “But I thought we were only briefly meeting here before retiring to that grand ship of yours?”

“Oh, we have much to discuss first,” Bartholomeus insists.

Madame Vera looks over her shoulder at me.

Attend me, she tells me with her mind.

It’s not as strong as one of her whispered commands, but I give into it and take my place against the wall across from her, forced to stare at the bald patch on Bartholomeus’s head as he claims his seat.

A flickering solar lantern in the centre of the table casts a shadow across the wall behind Madame Vera. It’s sharp and jagged, bending and twisting around the stone column.

I imagine it’s what a Soul Wraith would look like to Talia. The thought of her is painful.

“Tell me,” Bartholomeus asks, leaning across the table at Madame Vera. “Did you succeed in your plan? Have you found the burial place of your ancestor?”

Madame Vera raps her nails on the wood, clearly annoyed at being held up in this place. Still, she doesn’t take her gaze off the merchant – yet another of her tactics. “I did,” she says. “It was as we suspected.”

“In Solara,” Bartholomeus breathes. “But where?”

“Beneath the Temple of Emberforge,” is all she has to say.

The temple is a sacred place – most have heard of it, but not everyone believes it’s real. Some say it’s home to an order of incredibly powerful monks, devoted to protecting artefacts and knowledge that the High Council would prefer to remain hidden.

The temple is in a village, nestled at the base of a dormant volcano, Mount Ignivor, in the southern reaches of Solara. Ashenhold, it’s called, after the layer of ash that covers its cobblestone streets and stone buildings.

I suppose it makes sense for Valerius to have been buried there. Out of sight, out of mind. Out of the public’s reach.

Bartholomeus is on his feet, pacing around the table. His smile widens, revealing a mouthful of gold and silver teeth. “At last, we have our destination.” He rubs his hands together. “Tonight, we will celebrate. Raise a toast to your victory, and your escape. I trust my Peony treated you well on the Sea of Storms? She might be the smallest in my fleet, but she’s always been fast.”

“Your vessel sufficed, yes,” Madame Vera says.

“Sufficed? My dear Vera, she carried you to freedom! The entire Principal Guard is up in arms over what transpired on the island. What happened there?”

He gestures to a newspaper lying carelessly on the table. I lean forward to read the headline, but I don’t even take in the words. The front-page image has me pinned. It’s a photo of a young girl with wide eyes and tousled hair. Talia. She looks fragile, barely staying upright within the grasp of a soldier.

The photo must’ve been taken the day she got arrested, because she’s still wearing her uniform from the Reckoning.

Even though the newspaper is printed in black and white, the photo shows a dark bruise spreading around her left cheekbone; a thin trickle of blood carving a path across her lips. The sight eats at me from the inside. I did that to her.

“That girl,” Bartholomeus says, tapping the paper, “the Emo you left on the island to take the fall has somehow escaped from the palace dungeons.” His voice drips with disdain, but his words are the most beautiful thing I’ve heard all day. Talia escaped?

Madame Vera’s face contorts with surprise, but she swiftly smooths it into an expression of disinterest. “Surprising, but not overly worrisome.”

Just then, the other two figures appear from the shadows, carrying trays laden with wine goblets.

Madame Vera downs a glass and inhales before standing. “Taron, dear,” she says, “it would seem the two of us need to talk.”

“How so?” I ask, mimicking her calm.

She studies me. “What did you tell the girl while you were in the tournament? How much does she know about our plan?”

My stomach twists. It’s a simple question requiring a simple answer. It should be an easy lie – nothing. But I can’t bring myself to say it. I turn my face away, but she’s not so easily deterred.

Madame Vera steps closer, her presence enveloping me in the form of her sickly perfume and wine-soaked breath.

Speak. A familiar chokehold locks around my soul. It’s a visceral feeling, like an ache in my chest – no, somewhere deeper – and it’s churning, twisting, barbing into my heart.

Speak. It hurts to resist, but I try. My head starts to throb as I struggle against the weight of her silent interrogation.

Speak. Finally, the urge to confess is too strong.

“She doesn’t know anything that she didn’t find out in the temple,” I force out, each word a struggle against the tightening sensation, as if she’s pulling the truth from me with a pair of pliers.

Madame Vera’s expression darkens. She tuts, clearly disappointed. “I expected more from you, Taron. Taking a liking to that stupid, ignorant girl…” she says. “But never mind what she thinks she knows. I have just the thing to keep her at bay.”

My brows twitch. “What do you mean?”

“Bartholomeus,” she turns to the merchant, “do you have the girl?”

“Of course, we’ve kept her here as you requested. She’s not been any trouble.” He summons one of the figures with the wine, whispering something inaudible.

The man leaves and we all wait in silence. Moments later, he returns, dragging a person with a bag over their head. She has a small frame and her skin is pale. I can see a blue tint on her dainty fingers.

The man gives the girl a shove forward, and she stumbles, only barely staying on her feet. A tiny gasp escapes from under the bag when the figure grabs it and yanks it away.

The girl’s light-blonde hair conceals her features, but I needn’t see her eyes to recognize her. Bile rushes up my throat. It’s Elara. Talia’s sister. Alive but clearly terrified. Her bottom lip trembles with fear.

My skin prickles with anger and something else. Not hope, not determination. But something closely resembling it.

Elara is alive, and Madame Vera plans on leveraging her somehow. And I know one thing. I can’t let her dig her claws into Talia again.

This changes everything.


End of Book One
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