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            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      A fly buzzed by his nose before returning to perch on the tip of it. Carrick turned his head side to side, but the fly remained stationed. He flared his nostrils, wrinkled his nose, and then, when all else failed, stuck out his bottom lip to direct a forceful exhale of air at its tiny black⁠—

      Raina jabbed an elbow into his ribs.

      “Ow! What was that for?” he protested, clutching his side.

      Frowning at him, she clasped her hands behind her back and stood at attention like the ever-dutiful Aqua she was. “Focus.”

      “There was a fly⁠—”

      She ignored his excuse with a single flick of her blonde braid over her shoulder. “I can’t believe this.”

      A scoff came from Carrick’s other side.

      With narrowing eyes, Raina leaned forward to send a sharp glare in Carrick’s best friend’s direction. “What?”

      An itch of discomfort trailed over both of Carrick’s shoulders, causing him to roll them back one at a time and pretend he was not stuck between his best friend and girlfriend during yet another battle of insults.

      “Nothing,” Malak shrugged. “I only find it amusing that while an entire clan was decimated overnight, you think the inconvenience is having to greet the survivors.”

      “I think the inconvenience is having to share valuable training time with the Commanders. It's the year of the Sun. We are the Great Generation. What if they steal our positions?”

      “They won't be stealing a position. It'll be theirs. You can't change Fate.”

      “You’re only saying that because they’d never elect someone like you as the Terre.”

      “What? The Terre? I was going for Aether,” Malak said in a mocking sincerity that made Raina blush.

      “You know who’ll be Aether.”

      “I know who has enough money to pay to be Aether.”

      “Don’t let your bitterness taint you further, Shadow-blood.”

      “Raina—” Carrick tensed, glancing between them. Malak’s mother and Raina’s aunt—Magdalen Knightly—was once a Shadow, a being who’d sold their mind to the darkness for increased power. However, she’d since recanted, giving up the dark gifts and becoming a Null, a human who held none of the elemental arts and was therefore powerless. That was as much of the story that Carrick knew, and he never asked further questions. The resulting ridicule and bias that Malak had to experience as a son of a Shadow was bad enough.

      “The Shadowed man who fathered me was your uncle, so I wouldn’t get too far up on your high horse,” Malak responded, retraining his gaze on the main gate of Rhaelyn.

      Raina leaned forward, looking past Carrick so she could hiss at Malak. “We disowned him long before you were born, Shadow spawn.”

      “Doesn’t take the darkness from your blood.” He winked at her.

      “Please stop,” Carrick begged, raising his eyes to the sky. The blasted fly was back.

      With a single glance towards Carrick, Malak fell silent. He knew Carrick better than anyone—and he knew when his breaking point would come. Raina did not. Or maybe she didn’t care.

      “My bloodline is as pure as Fate itself. Murnad fell because it is composed of half-breeds who squander Fate's gifts by drinking all night and experimenting with darkness. People just like you⁠—”

      “Shh!” someone behind them let out a very annoyed blast of air through their teeth to shush them.

      In an abrupt cease of speech, Raina straightened, rolled her shoulders back, and refocused on the main gate while Carrick sent gratitude to the irritated individual behind them.

      For the next five minutes, they stood in silence. Sweat slid from Carrick’s curly hair, down the back of his neck to the black fabric of his tunic until it began to cling to his being in uncomfortable wetness. They’d already been standing there for an hour and the sun was directly overhead.

      “Dad, how long do we have to wait?” Luka, Raina’s twin brother, asked.

      From the gate itself, Head Commander Rowan Knightly turned to grace his son with a smile. Commander Knightly was not a big man, but he was in everything but stature. His posture was always straight, his hair always immaculate, and his speech articulate. With one look, whether it be withering or approving, he could dictate the entire recipient’s day. But to Luka, it was generally a smile of pride. “I’m sure they’ll be here soon, son. They sent word ten miles out.”

      Raina glanced at Carrick. He knew what the look meant. If it had been her who asked the question instead of her twin, there’d be a stern reprimand accompanied by a disappointed expression. But Luka was treasured. From the day of his birth, all of Rhaelyn knew he’d be appointed the Aether of the century.

      It was an honor above all else. The legend held that every hundred years, a Master would rise—a being so terrifying and powerful that it had to sell its mind, body, and soul to the darkness to become such. This entity had the ability to take over the earth with fear and cruelty, rendering humanity helpless under its grasp. Thus, the world and all its inhabitants would fall into the destruction of evil unless the Fate-chosen Aether—a mythical being holding all the elemental gifts of the universe—faced the Master and won. To assist the Aether, Fate would choose a Stoicheia from each element, forming what was known as the Sun.

      It was nothing more than a story of their origin based on no reality, no historical accuracy, and no facts, but it held the essence of Rhaelyn to its core. And at the turn of every century, Rhaelyn would host clans from all over to compete in the Sun trials. It was a two-week event that resulted in Rhaelyn, predictably, placing their own Stoicheia into the roles. But no one complained—at least not out loud. Rhaelyn was the clan with the most prestige, the purest Stoicheia lines, the most ties to the legend of the Sun, and the most resources. It was not a clan to be questioned.

      “But that was hours ago,” Luka whined, moving out of formation without a single scold. Raina’s lips tightened.

      “Perhaps they took a few breaks,” Commander Knightly suggested, turning back to the gate with his hands clasped behind him. “We all know those from Murnad are not trained as we are. This would be a tiring journey for them, to be sure.”

      Before stepping back into line, Luka gave Raina a grin and began an audible conversation with the girl next to him. One that would not be shushed.

      As another few minutes slid by, Carrick’s gaze trailed to one of the towers set in the thirty-foot high wall. The wall itself wrapped the circumference of Rhaelyn. It climbed up and down hills, split through forests, and joined the sheer cliffs backing the northern end of the clan. Holding over twenty guard towers, the wall was manned day and night by some of Rhaelyn’s best fighters, allowing for only one entrance—a set of equally confining iron gates that seemed to take minutes to open if they were ever called to do so.

      They rarely were. To exit Rhaelyn required the permission of Commander Knightly, obtained after his careful consideration of the presented itinerary on exactly why, how long, and where the inhabitant wished to go. To Commander Knightly, there were very few reasons anyone would ever voluntarily leave the great clan.

      In the guard posts, two figures were passing a scope between them, heads together in a hushed conversation before one of them leaned over the edge, “Commander Knightly, they are arriving.”

      “Very well.” He turned to the crowd with a smile. “All of Rhaelyn, I commend you and respect you for your willingness to offer those who are less fortunate than ourselves into our homes. It is truly an honorable thing you are doing. After saying the welcome we rehearsed, I will call each family who has agreed to sponsor a Murnad guest forward and pair them appropriately. Does everyone understand?”

      “Yes, Commander Knightly,” the voices answered in unison.

      He beamed. “Rhaelyn, as always, you make me proud. Guards, open the gates.”

      As the iron beasts began to creak inward, the familiar rise of anxiety rose in Carrick’s chest. The heat made it worse. He was nauseous—spots began to form in his vision, and he focused on the breaths his uncle showed him when the anxiety spiked. Squeezing his eyes shut, he shifted on his feet and scrunched his nose as something hit the tip of it. The damn fly. Again.

      He aimed another exhale of air just as the first Murnad resident became visible. The nausea, the prickle of stress, and even the fly itself all faded with the entrance of a small group of people. Most were young—mere toddlers—clutching the few adults' hands. All were in various states of disarray and pain, keeping their eyes trained on the ground instead of meeting the residents of Rhaelyn. It was as if they were ashamed of their hardship—or, more accurately, didn't know how to act when faced with such blatant privilege and security being thrust upon them under the ruse of a welcome.

      Giving a magnanimous smile, Knightly stepped onto a small platform to address the refugees. Carrick was certain the platform’s only purpose was to make the Commander taller. “Friends from Murnad, we welcome you to Rhaelyn. I am Head Commander, Rowan Knightly, and this is my clan.”

      “Welcome to our clan,” the formations of Stoicheia lined in the main square of Rhaelyn greeted, as they had in practice. It was horrible. From Malak’s look toward Carrick, he felt the same way.

      “On behalf of Rhaelyn, we would like to perform⁠—”

      “Commander Knightly,” a man in his late twenties or early thirties stepped forward with an obvious limp—made more evident by a scrap of bloodied cloth tied tightly around the swollen limb. His tangled brown hair barely made its way into a ponytail at the nape of his neck, and his edged cheeks hosted several days of scruff. Everything about the man looked ready to disintegrate. Except his gaze. His gaze was directed at the Commander with piercing intensity and a drive that wouldn't abide his words being denied. “I apologize for interrupting, but some of us need to see a Terre as soon as possible.”

      Commander Knightly pursed his thin lips together in annoyance that his garish gesture wasn't appreciated. “It is only a brief welcome to acquaint you with⁠—”

      “Again, forgive me.” The man's words escaped through narrowed teeth. “We've walked for seven days to get here. Some of us are injured. We haven't slept since leaving Murnad, and this heat is torture. Please, for the love of Fate, let us know where we'll be seeking refuge before half of us pass out.”

      “Mr.—”

      “Commander Jace Kelley.”

      “Kelley,” Knightly nodded, clearly omitting the title as his smile grew thinner. “Very well. It is obvious you are tired from your journey⁠—”

      “For Fate's sake,” Malak muttered. “He’s acting like it was a camping trip instead of a massacre.”

      Though Carrick wouldn’t nod in case someone saw him, he agreed. How anyone could see the small gathering of people and not rush them out of the heat at once was beyond him.

      “As I call the Rhaelyn households forward, I will match you all with a home,” Knightly explained. “You may leave with them to receive care once I have logged your names, ages, and arts. Do you understand?”

      Giving a nod, the man stepped to the back of the group and waited.

      One by one, Rhaelyn’s heads of households were called forward to proclaim how many Murnad guests they were willing to take in. Commander Knightly then assigned refugees to families until only the angry—growing angrier—man and a girl about Carrick's age stood waiting.

      The girl’s arms wrapped tightly around her—not a gesture of insecurity but more out of necessity for something Carrick couldn't see. Her matted and grease-ridden hair piled into two lopsided buns with a few strands escaping to frame a dirt-smudged face. Her tunic was torn, one shoe was bound in a strip of cloth, and there was a coat tied around her waist without the presence of a pack to keep any belongings. Yet, she gazed out at them with a pair of eyes impossibly large for the scale of her features and held a look not unlike boredom—despite the sickening pallor of her skin proving she was far from well.

      “And finally, Mr. Kelley and—who are you?”

      “Aella Aurellian,” the girl answered, glancing at the man beside her.

      “She’s my sister-in-law,” the young man added.

      Lowering his log, Knightly looked between them with a heavy sigh. “So you aren’t direct family?”

      “No, but⁠—”

      “There’s only one home left. Give me just a moment to see if I can find suitable accommodations.”

      “She’s staying with me. She’s my⁠—”

      “You’re not blood relatives. We're attempting to keep blood relatives together.”

      The young man let out a long, creative, and highly offensive string of curses. “I’m married to her sister. Her sister died. Her parents died. All her blood relatives died. I am not leaving her.”

      “Mr. Kelley, I insist you calm down⁠—”

      “I’m not⁠—”

      The girl reached a hand to touch the young man’s arm, and his entire face refocused. With a deep breath, he lowered his voice. “I am calm. I am only⁠—”

      “Commander Kelley, hello!”

      Carrick’s uncle’s announced greeting made him close his eyes in a groan. Raina rolled hers, muttering, “Crazy Eddie,” and Malak shot them both glares.

      In only a few strides, Eddington Ryder's long limbs carried him to Commander Knightly’s side. There, he bowed awkwardly in greeting before sticking out a hand and grabbing the young man’s in a forced handshake. “My name is Eddington Ryder. I believe you're assigned to my home. It's my honor to meet you.”

      “Now, now, Eddie, hold on,” Commander Knightly reprimanded. “We must sort this out. It's not appropriate.”

      “Nonsense,” Eddie answered, waving him off and pushing his mismatched spectacles further up his nose. “I do not mind at all. Our house is more than big enough to appropriately offer refuge to both Commander Kelley and this lovely young woman. I’m sure they’ll be more comfortable under the same roof.”

      “Thank you, Commander Ryder,” the man said, showing the first hint of relief since stepping through the gates.

      “He's not a Commander,” Knightly corrected.

      “It's true,” Eddie smiled, without the slightest hint of being abashed. “I’m not one for the rules, but I am an excellent Terre. You may call me Eddie. Come with me.” He gestured down the path, his long arm effectively blocking Commander Knightly.

      Both the girl and the young man followed Eddie without another comment and neither looked at Knightly as they passed him. Watching them leave with narrowed eyes, Knightly finally turned to begin a disgruntled conversation with a guard by the gate and the crowd around Carrick dissipated.

      Then Raina let out a long, terrifying exhale through her nose.

      “I didn’t know,” he said quickly, raising his hands in what he hoped she’d take to be an adorable and innocent gesture.

      She did not. “You didn’t know? How could you not know?”

      “I don’t know…you know Eddie! He’s always doing stuff like this and never tells anyone.”

      “I agree with my father,” she huffed. “This is not an appropriate arrangement.”

      “Why? Because she’s an enticing young woman who happens to be Carrick’s age and will be living under the same roof as him?” Malak baited.

      Raina flushed with a deep frown. “No. Of course not.”

      “The color of your cheeks doesn’t match your words.”

      Her scarlet hue deepened, and her arms uncrossed from her chest to place both hands on her hips. Normally, Carrick tried to avoid her at all costs when she was postured like this. “I am not worried about Carrick. What I meant was, that he’s a man in his thirties and of no relation to her except through marriage. It doesn’t seem appropriate. She’s a young, naive⁠—”

      “I doubt she's naive,” Carrick said, cutting her off and earning a fuming glare. He retreated. “I only mean she's been through a lot. Splitting them up would've been mean.”

      Pursing her lips together in the same way her father had moments before, Raina recrossed her arms. “I’ll be sure to tell Father you thought his order was mean.”

      “Raina—” he frowned at her, though didn't take her threat seriously. Raina would never. She and her twin, Luka, were the youngest of four with two older brothers. Her father only noticed her enough to point out an invisible flaw or tell her how to be a better Aqua—when he, himself, was an Ignis. It was a constant cycle of Raina begging him for approval and him withholding it. She wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize her standing with him—including admitting her boyfriend verbally disagreed with the man himself.

      “See you for classes,” she said, flicking her braid over her shoulder and leaving with an aura of punishment Carrick had never felt from another being beside Raina.

      Exhaling heavily, he avoided Malak’s gaze. “Don’t.”

      “I wasn't going to say anything.”

      “Yes, you were.”

      “No, I was not going to say anything about how odd it is you choose to date someone who blatantly holds no regard for a human life that's not Rhaelyn-grade Stoicheia purity.”

      “Mm, glad you weren't going to say that,” he grunted, walking from the main square onto a path called Tavin Road that’d lead to the haphazard cottage of Eddington Ryder. It was where Carrick had stayed ever since his parents’ death. It was also the home of a rotating cycle of oddballs and outcasts, including Malak himself. Honestly, it would’ve surprised Carrick more if Eddie hadn’t taken in Murnad refugees.

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      Walking silently behind Jace, Aella listened to her brother-in-law describe everything that'd happened in the last seven days to the man they just met. It made her want to run—out of the stone gates and away from the pompous, sheltered clan of idiots. Or at the very least, away from Jace, his painful limp, and the man talking to him. If only her body would comply. 

      Since she could not run, she let her flames drift over her fingertips instead. Then she allowed them to carry her to another place—where the physical and emotional agony couldn't find her. Where Killian hadn't died, her parents were still alive, and Loysia⁠—

      “Ael!”

      His sharp voice jerked her out of the bliss, and she opened her eyes to both men staring at her. Jace with the pressed frown that hadn’t left his face since Murnad, and Eddie, the strange Terre, cocking his head to the side as a beloved dog would.

      “Sorry,” she muttered, releasing the flames. As she did, the pain sunk into her body. It crept around her ribs, up her spine, and seemed to sit in the base of her lungs with enough fierceness it barely allowed her to breathe. So instead, she called back to the fire, though this time kept it hidden from them.

      The way Jace continued to frown at her told her she didn’t hide it well enough. If anyone could see her flames, it would be Jace. After all, he was the one who had taught her to use them.

      “You have Keiria?” Eddie asked, pushing his strange spectacles up an absurdly crooked nose. It had been broken at least once—probably twice.

      “She does,” Jace answered for her. “She's been using it since we left Murnad to stay conscious, but⁠—”

      “Fascinating,” he murmured, studying her closer through the multileveled lenses. They made his eyes look more insect-like than human, bulging out from a magnetizing glass. “That's a very rare gift, Aella.”

      A typical Stoicheia couldn’t use their powers when badly injured as their body required the energy to heal. For those who held Keiria, not only were they able to continue their art but it would mask the pain of the injury. However, Keiria would also prevent healing, so in most cases, it was useless.

      Giving a single nod as a yes, Aella glanced at Jace with a look that said, I do not trust this man. Stop telling him all our secrets.

      Jace looked back with an expression that said, shut up, get over yourself, and let him help you.

      Seven days together, and they rarely had to use words to get their points across.

      Loysia, Aella’s sister and Jace’s wife, used to say they were the same person. I spent years keeping my little sister alive and out of trouble, only to graduate to the male version of her, she'd tease, annoying both Aella and Jace. But neither ever said anything because Loysia was a gift to simply be in the same room with.

      But now, Loysia was dead, leaving husband and sister to be their reckless selves without anyone to balance them.

      “My home’s close,” the man continued with a smile crinkling his eyes into mere slits while the rest was hidden by an enormous red beard. “Try to use only enough Keiria to get there, yeah?”

      She immediately revolted against being told what to do by a stranger.

      Chuckling, the man straightened—he was outrageously tall. “What's your talent, Aella?”

      “Ignis,” she answered as he turned off Tavin Road to a narrow street with a signpost that read Solstice Way. Throughout the entire walk, she had focused on remembering the sequence of roads and paths so if she decided to make a run for it, she could.

      “I know—quite humorous,” Eddie said, noting her reading the sign. “Everything in Rhaelyn is named after something to do with the legend of the Sun. Our main roads are after the last Aethers. Tavin was supposedly the one five hundred years ago. Though I’m afraid old Tavin will run his course this year.”

      “What do you mean?” Jace asked, throwing a look behind him for Aella to refrain from any comments ridiculing the concepts of the street names.

      “The training fields are named after the most recent Aether—Knightly, as you may know. And our four main roads are the Aethers before him. Every hundred years, it all changes.”

      Aella closed her eyes at this—it was the most inane idea she had ever heard. In Murnad, the streets were numbered. It was set like a grid with odd numbers going north to south, and even numbers west to east. There was no cycle of changing names every time a bogus Aether would get crowned.

      Growing her flames as much as she dared, she tried to tune out the Terre’s explanation of Rhaelyn’s infrastructure. But as hard as she tried, she couldn't return to the blissful field of flowers and loved ones. The gnawing pain in her side only grew dull.

      A soft curse behind her made her turn—locking eyes with a boy she'd noticed in the crowd. The Adonis. It was what she named him in her head. He was muscular with golden ringlets springing in precisely tailored directions, giving an impression of carefree ease without messiness. Thick lashes framed his eyes, and his mouth held a confidence attesting to the fact he was fully aware of how good he looked.

      “You have Keiria,” he stated in surprise, then looked past her to the Terre. “She has Keiria?”

      “She does,” the Terre answered, ascending the steps of a wide porch with a swing hanging from the sloping roof of a cottage-style building. On the porch, several rows of boots carelessly lined to the left of the door while the remaining surface was filled with pots and crates overflowing with herbs, florals, and produce.

      “Aella Aurellian,” the Terre continued, fiddling with a key in one hand while jostling the doorknob with the other. “Meet my nephew, Carrick Zaria, and his friend, Malak.”

      Her gaze moved to the boy next to the Adonis. She remembered him too, but not because of anything in particular. He was taller than Carrick, nearing Eddie's height, but stood as if he wanted to alleviate any nervousness his size might elicit. His hair was cropped close to his scalp, which only further accentuated his angular face and soft eyes. He was a contradiction of harsh features and gentle mannerisms.

      Nodding at them with what she hoped was an aloof gesture to show how little she cared about them or their opinions, she turned around.

      Finally finding the correct combination of key jiggles and knob-nudging to open the door, Eddie motioned them into the home and threw the entire keyring on an overly crowded table that looked to be used for every purpose other than eating.

      “Now, Aella, I need to see this injury you've been hiding,” Eddie said, gathering a few supplies in his long arms. “And from this point forward, I request you stop using Keiria. As I'm sure you know, even though Keiria masks the pain, it also prevents the wound from healing.”

      “Uh-huh,” she grunted, looking around the place. It simultaneously mesmerized, exhausted, and frightened her.

      The walls were framed in endless rows of brightly painted shelves, burdened with jars and bottles holding mysterious items with differing levels of appeal. There were rolls upon rolls of parchments stuffed between containers in no discernible order, and books stacked horizontally with the bindings only sometimes facing outward. The floors were coated in thick woven rugs, also wildly colorful, and there was no furniture—only mounds of pillows with more stacks of books intersecting various sitting arrangements and holding a scattering of mugs with forgotten tea inside. Two discarded plates still rested in front of the fireplace with remnants of the last meal in their curves. At least, she hoped it was the last meal.

      As she took this all in, Aella gave a sideways glance to the Adonis. And as he met her gaze, he shoved his hands into his pockets with a flush of embarrassment. If his appearance was any indicator, the mess was not his.

      “Sorry—sorry for the clutter,” Eddie clucked, bending his lengthy form from the waist to collect the two plates. “It always gets a bit chaotic when Addison is gone. She’s my sister—the true head of the household, wouldn’t you say, Carrick?” he asked, not really expecting an answer as he added the plates to a pile forming in the kitchen.

      “Your sister—she lives here too?” Jace asked as he lowered himself to a chair with a groan he attempted to disguise. “She knows we’re here?”

      “Addie doesn’t care.” Eddie waved off his concern as he put a kettle on the stove. “A cup of tea is never a bad idea,” he proclaimed to no one other than himself.

      “You're still using Keiria.”

      The Adonis’s words brought all eyes back to Aella, and she turned to him with annoyance, holding up her hands without the presence of flames—that he could see at least. Her flames were the brightest, hottest flames anyone in Murnad had seen. Unless you were trained to see the slight mirage of heat melding the atmosphere, they were invisible. “No, I’m not.”

      He shook his head, glancing uncomfortably between her and his uncle as the color in his cheeks deepened. “We have the same flames—um, I can tell. Even if they aren't visible.”

      She rolled her eyes, looking at Jace.

      “Ael,” he sighed in exasperation, rubbing his forehead. “For the love of Fate, do what they ask. They’re helping us.”

      Moving her gaze from her brother-in-law to the Terre, she faced him with what she believed to be authority. “Treat him first. I can wait. He's⁠—”

      “Aella, Shadowed hell—” Jace swore with an aggressive shake of his head. “She was cut by a Scythe,” he explained. “I haven’t known what to do for seven Fate-forsaken days, and I need help.”

      “A what?” Eddie leaned forward as if he hadn't heard correctly. In reality, he wouldn’t have believed it.

      “A Scythe. It's true. It was embedded in her ribs when she found me.”

      “Jace—”

      He ignored her protest. “It broke two, maybe three ribs and wrapped around her back. She's lost a lot of blood and has walked nonstop while using Keiria.”

      The Adonis swore softly. “You can't stop, can you?”

      “Of course, I can,” she said, turning back to him.

      “Then do it.”

      With a glare of pride, she held her hands up again and snapped her fingers, willing the flames away. Then, there was nothing but blackness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      Carrick barely caught her before she slammed into the floor. She was limp against his arms, and he was terrified to check if she was still breathing.

      “Poor child.” Eddie came to his rescue, helping Carrick lower her next to the fire.

      As Jace forced himself from the chair to limp toward them, Eddie gave him a comforting smile. “She’ll be okay. I’m sure she’s exhausted.”

      “This wound…” Jace shook his head against the reassurance. “It’s why I was so—why I had to cut Commander Knightly off. She shouldn’t be alive, but she’s all—” his voice broke, and he looked away from each of them. Though there was no other visible sign of his grief, it was obvious to those present.

      “I understand,” Eddie said. “I’ll take a quick peek. See what I can do.” Drawing back Aella’s tunic and peeling the old bandage away, Eddie exposed a macerated gash splitting her left ribs and spiraling up through her right shoulder blade. The swollen tissue puckered around exposed fascia and what Carrick swore was a piece of bone. His face flushed with heat, and he turned away, trying to disguise his gag of repulsion with a cough.

      “Well, this isn’t good,” Eddie said with a cluck of his tongue while pushing his glasses further up his nose. “Carrick, hold her.”

      Apparently, his uncle had not noticed him almost losing his last meal. “Eddie⁠—”

      “Take a deep breath and hold her. I may need Malak to help me.”

      Very tentatively, Carrick placed his hands on her limp body with as light a touch he could manage and keep her tilted the way Eddie wanted. Then he closed his eyes.

      Though Eddie’s chuckle made him open them again. “It would be helpful if you breathed as well, Carrick,” he said with a teasing glint. “No need to have two of you unconscious.”

      Carrick’s face reddened, and he looked over at Jace. But the expression the man held told Carrick he could grow three-inch-long hairs over his entire body before he noticed or cared. His focus was only for the girl on the floor.

      “You didn’t see what happened?” Eddie asked.

      Jace shook his head. “I was with my wife, Aella’s sister, in their parents’ home when Murnad was attacked. Aella had run back to see if they were all right and—well, they weren’t. To see your family like that—” he shook his head. “The Scythe was still stuck in her side, and she found them all—it was horrible,” he muttered, finishing without exposing the raw emotion he was feeling. “All she said was that she was attacked, and she killed whoever it was who wielded the Scythe.”

      “I’m sorry about your family, Commander Kelly,” Eddie said with a small nod and empathy only grown from a similar experience.

      “Jace. I’m not a Commander anymore,” he said, voice scratching against the pain, which Eddie gracefully ignored.

      “She’s been using Keiria, what—seven days?”

      “Yeah, ever since we left Murnad. The kid’s tough, even without Keiria.”

      “She’d have to be to survive this.” Eddie peered closer to the wound. “This is odd…”

      “What?”

      Eddie’s frown grew as he leaned forward until he was mere inches from the puckered edges—the blackness eroding the tissues and the white of the bone barely showing underneath. “Hmm, Malak, would you be able to get my other spectacles? You know the ones?”

      Nodding, Malak got up to move to the many shelves and began rummaging through an organizational system even Eddie didn’t know how to decipher.

      “Jace, do you happen to have the blade still?” Eddie asked. “Of the Scythe?”

      “Um, yeah.” Rummaging through the pack he’d dropped at his feet, Jace withdrew a wrapped object in stained cloth and handed it to Eddie.

      Holding it flat on his palms, Eddie squinted his eyes at it before carefully removing the covering.

      Carrick swore, echoing at least one other exclamation. Scythes were rare—in the way ghouls were rare. Most believed them only to be weapons exaggerated in fables.

      The sharp, crescent shape perfectly matched the mark coiling around the girl. Its silver blade was stained deeply with red—keeping the bright crimson color of fresh blood, despite the injury occurring over a week ago.

      “You pulled this out of her?” Eddie asked as wrinkles deepened between his eyes.

      “I had to. She would’ve herself if I didn’t. She said it was eating her—that I had to get it out.”

      “This is dark magic.” Taking the spectacles with multiple levels of magnifiers Malak handed him, Eddie inspected the blade before wrapping it again and placing it aside with great care.

      He then turned to the wound, examining it with the same level of scrutiny. After several moments, he straightened, took off the glasses, and handed them back to Malak. “Tell me what you see.”

      Malak glanced at Jace, uncertain.

      Jace looked back at him with equal doubt. “Isn’t he—Fate, you can’t be older than Aella.”

      “I’m not. I’m⁠—”

      “Malak is the best Terre his age,” Eddie explained, prompting Malak to put the glasses on. “His mother was a Shadow at the time of his birth. He’ll have a better chance at understanding this than anyone.”

      “A what?”

      “Shadow.”

      Malak glanced up, quickly taking down the glasses and looking in earnest at the man. “I’m not Shadowed though. It’s been proven.” Pulling his tunic down, he revealed the brand Commander Knightly gave him when he was only six years old to prove he was pure Stoicheia. “I won’t hurt her⁠—”

      “Fate,” Jace swore, turning to Eddie in repulsion. “This is what you do to your Shadowed-born? Holy Fate—” he closed his eyes before turning back to Malak. “I don’t care about your origin, but Aella is all—” His voice broke again, and he cleared his throat, frustrated by his pain. “She’s all I have. Just tell him what you see.”

      Turning back to Carrick, Malak held an expression Carrick knew the meaning of. It was confusion mixed with apprehension. No one had ever said that to Malak before—that they didn’t care where he came from. Most in Rhaelyn wouldn’t let him near them. In fact, most of his training had to be done on inanimate objects or people Eddie had convinced—mostly drunks and outcasts themselves.

      “Please,” Jace added, mistaking Malak’s hesitation.

      “Um, yes—sorry, of course.” Malak slipped the glasses back on. “It’s definitely Shadowed,” he murmured after a few moments, now fully immersed in the wound Carrick was still valiantly trying to ignore. “You see this black pus? The Stoicheia in her is repulsing the magic of the Shadow. When Stoicheia and Shadow meet, this is what it creates.”

      “Will she be okay?” Jace asked.

      “I think so,” Malak muttered, more to himself than anyone else. “She’s strong.”

      “What do you mean? How can you tell?”

      Straightening, Malak took the glasses off but still studied the injury. “The problem with magic wounds is when someone’s not strong enough to repulse it. She clearly is. My mom has a potion⁠—”

      “Your mom’s a Terre?”

      “No. She lost her Stoicheia powers when she became a Shadow and never got them back after recanting the magic. She’s a Null.”

      “But this potion of hers?”

      “Works.”

      “You’ve used it before? I mean, Fate, how many of these wounds have you seen?”

      Malak glanced at Eddie, who only gave an encouraging nod. “I’ve seen one other, but my mom’s seen a lot. It’ll save her. She’ll be okay.”

      Jace took a deep breath, struggling to keep the composure he had throughout his arrival. “Your mother—she could help her?”

      Malak nodded with some hesitation. “She could, but she’s not allowed this far from her home.”

      “Not allowed? For being a Null?”

      “Mm, I know, a small-minded rule,” Eddie agreed. “But I assure you Malak is just as capable.”

      “She taught me how to make it,” Malak added. “I promise I’ve done it plenty of times before. Eddie’s watched me.”

      Eddie nodded his agreement. “A treatment I highly recommend given the circumstance.”

      The young man looked completely helpless as he pressed his right hand into his thigh above the bloodied cloth. “Yeah, whatever you think. I don’t know anything about this.”

      Smiling, Eddie leaned back against a cushion as casually as if he were at a picnic while Malak moved to collect the items he’d need to make the treatment.

      “Do you have Keiria, Jace?” Eddie asked.

      “No.” He glanced up at him. “No. I’m nothing special.”

      “Very few of us are.” Eddie smiled again. “I bet that hurts quite a bit then.”

      “I barely feel it anymore. It was an arrow. I had Ael dig it out—the poor kid looked worse than she does now.” He gave a hint of a smile, glancing at Carrick. “She doesn’t like blood either.”

      Eddie chuckled as Carrick was still trying to ignore everything involving blood, treatments, impaled legs, or weapons he only just learned were real. “Jace, why don’t we let them finish, and I’ll start dressing your leg?”

      The man hesitated, beginning to shake his head, but Eddie lifted a hand.

      “There’s nothing more you or I can do for Aella right now. Malak will call me if he needs me. She’ll be quite alright.”

      He hesitated again, but finally nodded, bracing his arm against the table to allow himself to stand. His limp had grown markedly worse.

      As Jace moved to follow Eddie into the next room, he paused by Malak who was making the mixture on the edge of the counter he cleared off. Placing a hand on his back, Jace looked at Malak with a trust Malak had probably never experienced in his life. “You’ll let me know—if anything happens, you’ll tell me?” It was such an earnest question, and Carrick could tell by the way Malak’s shoulders tensed that it made him uncomfortable. To be addressed with respect.

      “Of course. Right away,” Malak managed to answer.

      With only a nod, Jace followed Eddie out, leaving the two of them alone—well, three if you counted the girl Carrick was keeping propped up. Malak watched them leave, lifted his eyebrows to Carrick, then finished the mixture and carried it over to the fire.

      “Holy Fate, Carrick.”

      “I know. I could throw up any second.”

      As Malak gave the odd green-yellow syrup in the bowl a few stirs, a musty odor rose from its contents. It wasn’t unpleasant, just unsettling—like you knew exactly what it was but couldn’t name or place where you knew it from.

      “She should be dead,” Malak whispered, careful the men in the next room couldn’t hear. “Even with Keiria—she’s strong. You’ll finally have some competition when she recovers.”

      Carrick rolled his eyes. “She’s from Murnad.”

      “She took down a Shadow who used a Scythe against her,” Malak retorted. It was enough of an argument. “I’m ready. You’ll hold her?”

      “That’s what I’ve been doing.”

      Ignoring the quip, Malak began to spoon the liquid into the open wound.

      And Carrick turned aside, fighting the urge to throw up. He only somewhat succeeded, audible gagging noises escaping his throat.

      Just when he was about to ask Malak to grab her so he could get some fresh air, she jerked underneath his hands and began to whimper.

      Malak paused mid-spoon.

      “What is it?” Carrick asked.

      “This isn’t supposed to hurt.”

      “You mixed the potion right, yeah?”

      “Yeah, but⁠—”

      “Then, I’m sure it’s fine.”

      Malak frowned at him, still hesitating. Malak never hesitated. He was never unsure. He was calculated, exact, calm.

      “Should I call Eddie?”

      “No, not yet.” He leaned down to spread more liquid into the cut.

      Aella moaned, wriggling under Carrick’s grasp, trying to tear away.

      “Ed—”

      The girl’s eyes flew open. Reaching out, she grabbed Malak’s wrist, effectively cutting off his call for help.

      “Aella?” Malak asked, holding a hand up to Carrick to keep him from sprinting to get Eddie—like he was moments away from doing.

      Aella didn’t move. Though her eyes were open, she was not conscious. Her gaze fixed on Malak’s, his wrist still in her grip as her breath hitched from her throat.

      “I’m trying to help you,” Malak said. “You’re safe.”

      “Please help me,” she whispered, still staring at him. “Please—help me.”

      “I am. I am⁠—”

      “They’re real—They’re real, and I’m—scared. Help me⁠—”

      “Aella,” Malak placed the hand that wasn’t clutched in her grasp on her shoulder. “I am helping you. You’re safe. They aren’t here right now.”

      A tortured breath escaped her throat in relief, and she slumped back to the floorboards, unconscious.

      “What in Fate’s name was that?” Carrick asked, looking down at the girl with a renewed sense of horror.

      Though Malak only shook his head with equal confusion.

      “Good work, Malak,” Eddie said, and both boys turned sharply to see him standing a few paces back. “Finish dressing the wound, and we’ll let her sleep.”

      “What happened?” Malak asked, still visibly shaken.

      “I’m guessing she’d been repressing everything for so long with Keiria, that it came to the surface. But the important thing is, you made her feel safe, so she could rest. Give me a moment, and I’ll be back to help you get her to a bed upstairs.”

      Both boys nodded but looked at each other as soon as Eddie’s back was turned. That wasn’t normal…whatever it was. And to Carrick, it was also familiar. He had had dreams about them too.

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      The nails grew from the pad of its fingers, stretching long and thick towards her face. Its lips spread upward until they only looked like thin lines—like taffy. There were no teeth, only a gaping black hole where a mouth should be. Its eyes were vacant, also dark, and its skin was translucent enough to count the blue vessels beneath.

      Then it laughed.

      The scream was what woke her; the sheer embarrassment was what surged her to a seat, clamping both hands over her mouth to stop another omission of sound. Attempting to hear noise from the rest of the sleeping house over the pounding of her heart, she waited until she was sure no one had woken from the cry.

      Swinging her legs over the side of the unfamiliar bed, she grabbed the frame and moved her other hand to her ribs. Someone had bound them with thick bandages. And instead of a desperate need to take the pain away, she felt mended—an ache after something happened but nothing more. The man was a good Terre.

      After assessing her well-being, she let go of the bed-frame and took a few cautious steps toward the door. It was the best her body had moved in over a week. As her eyes were still adjusting to the darkness, she ran her hand along the walls of a long hallway, feeling over two different doorways before grasping the top of a railing leading down a set of stairs. Then she inched down the steps, careful not to miss one.

      Halfway across what she assumed to be the living room, her foot hit something solid, generating a surprised groan. Stumbling away from the body, she let the fire flick over her fingers to illuminate⁠—

      “Aella?” The boy with dark hair and edged face raised his head off a pillow and squinted his eyes at her. “What are you doing?”

      “Nothing. I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I—what are you doing?”

      Chuckling, he pushed himself up on his forearms and lit a lamp next to him. “Stop using your flames or you’ll never heal.”

      Since she was already feeling the tingling under her bandages from using her art, she did as he asked, looking around the room to place the home within her memories. “How long have I been asleep?”

      “A little more than twenty-four hours. You passed out once you stopped using Keiria.”

      She nodded, a bit ashamed and trying not to think about what the Adonis must’ve thought. “Jace? His leg⁠—”

      “He’s okay. Worried about you though.”

      “He’s always worried,” she said, bracing an arm over her ribs again as she moved to the door—it was a good five feet from where she’d predicted it to be.

      “Where are you going?”

      “For a walk.”

      “A walk?” He raised an eyebrow at her.

      “I need to move.”

      “Okay. Hold on.” Reaching for a shirt lying beside him, he slipped it over his head and got to his feet.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Going with you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you shouldn’t be moving at all with that injury, but I can tell you don’t care about that, so the only choice I’m left with is to accompany you.”

      “No.” She shook her head, opening the door. “I don’t need a babysitter.”

      He moved to the table, scribbling a note before slipping his feet into some slippers by the door and following her out onto the porch. “I have a distinct feeling your brother-in-law would skin me alive if he found out I let you traipse about Rhaelyn in the middle of the night with a gaping hole in your side and no clue where you’re going. This is purely self-preservation.”

      She smiled despite herself. “He’s not that scary.”

      “Mm, no. You’re wrong. He is that scary.”

      “He’s afraid of moths—deathly afraid of them. He’ll squeal like a child if they come within a foot of his face. He calls them the Shadowed demons no one seems to care about.”

      He laughed, casting such a warm light over his angular features that she smiled again. He reminded her of Killian, and she looked away with the pain that thought brought.

      Heading down Solstice Way, she hugged her arms over her chest and loathed the growing quiet between them. She had not wanted a companion. She had wanted to walk, maybe cry a little, and have no one witness it.

      “I can walk ten feet behind you if that’s better.”

      As she glanced at him, he smiled back. “I know you don’t want me here. It’s just—that wound was bad.”

      “And I’ve walked from Murnad with it without problems.”

      He gave a slight laugh. “That’s fair. If you really want me to, I’ll head back—but I don’t think you should be out here alone.”

      “Why? Because Rhaelyn has such a bad reputation? Because I couldn’t protect myself from some sheltered⁠—”

      “Because this is new and you want to run,” he interrupted her sarcastic armor in a way that made her look away and feel exposed—in a way she didn’t know if she loved or hated.

      “And because it’d be mean to make your brother-in-law feel worse than he does,” he added. “He cares a lot about you.”

      “Well, everyone else died, so yeah, he cares,” she said to shrug off the sentiment. But he was also right—this kid—so she resisted telling him to leave. “You’re Malak, right? You live with Mr. Ryder?”

      “Yes, and no—well, kind of. I have four younger siblings and we live in a small home. It’s easier to be here sometimes. Carrick’s my best friend.”

      “Mm, the Adonis.”

      “The Adonis?” He chuckled, glancing at her.

      “He looks like a god and probably thinks he’s kin to one. I know the type.”

      “And what type is that?”

      “He’s arrogant, masking insecurity. No one’s ever told him he can’t do something, so he thinks he can do everything. Because he’s beautiful, girls give him attention and falsely make him believe he can have any he chooses. He’s probably never had a bad day in his life.”

      “Except he’s living with his uncle and aunt. To have that be the case, there had to be at least one bad day.” The comment was a tease, and it was also a statement to make her question her own. “Carrick’s never had competition before,” he continued. “No one can do what he can do as an Ignis. So I guess in that regard, you’re right, but he’s a good person. Loyal.”

      “You’re saying I should withhold my judgment then?” she asked with a lilt to prevent the conversation from growing so serious.

      “If you want a possibly very strong ally, yes,” he smiled.

      For a few more minutes, they walked on in silence until they arrived at the main square they entered the day before—or two days. Whenever it was she was last there didn’t matter, it was still cold and uninviting with the monstrous gates towering over them in watch.

      “Are they always locked?” she asked, craning her head to see the top along with the guard towers on either side, a light flickering in each window.

      “Yeah, and manned.”

      “What happens if you want to leave?”

      “You can’t—unless you have an official permit from Commander Knightly.”

      She stared at him. “That’s legal?”

      He laughed like she was the one saying crazy things and not him. “Yes. It’s how Rhaelyn’s always been.”

      “It’s—this is a prison.”

      “If you want to fit in here, I’d keep that opinion to yourself.”

      “I don’t want to fit in here. I’m not staying long.”

      “No?”

      “Rhaelyn’s the last place I want to be. I’m only here for Jace. When he’s okay, we’ll leave.”

      “You went through the same thing you know.”

      She shook her head. “It’s different. Jace was with my sister—his wife—and she was—” her voice cut before she could utter the words out loud. Her sister had been pregnant. Jace was going to be a dad, and she was to be an aunt. “It’s worse for him,” she finished, voiding her voice of emotion.

      Turning from the gate, she faced the now empty square. Without the lines of people, it looked smaller somehow, less grandiose—though right in the center, previously obscured by bodies, stood a huge golden fountain. It glistened in a way that told her it was polished often and was shaped in the form of a sun. Out of each of its five points, water streamed into a marble basin below. The entire thing was gaudy—as was all of Rhaelyn. Fate, she hated this place.

      “Is that real gold?” she asked.

      “No, but they repaint it at least once a month to keep up the illusion.”

      “Of course they do,” she scoffed, walking closer to let her fingers skate through the jets of water. Her gaze fell to the marble edge, and she turned her head to read the names etched into its surface. “Who are they?”

      “You don’t recognize them?” he asked.

      She shook her head, looking back at him. “Should I?”

      “It’s a historical account of the last Aethers and their Suns. This is Rhaelyn’s greatest pride, especially at the turn of the century. The Chosen Children are celebrated pretty much from birth. It wasn’t the same in Murnad?”

      She shook her head, fingering the names on the fountain. “It was barely mentioned.”

      The children who would be eighteen on the day of Summer Solstice in the first year of the new century were called the Chosen Children. It was the Great Generation. In the legend everyone knew—but no one believed—four Chosen Children would be born with exceptional ability from each element. A fifth kid—the Aether—would awaken to hold all the powers of the universe. In the time between Summer and Winter Solstice, the five children would be discovered and form the fabled “Sun,” the ultimate pact against darkness, powered by purity and innate righteousness.

      Coincidentally, all former members of the Sun had been documented to be from the great clan of Rhaelyn—all sons and daughters of influential Commanders. An Aether had never officially been discovered, but a kid was chosen to represent one. This special candidate was always male and had parents who probably paid for him to be written into history.

      “What about Zuri Kade?”

      He glanced at her. “I don’t know who that is.”

      “You don’t?” She was genuinely surprised. Zuri Kade was the only Aether ever talked about in Murnad.

      Malak shook his head again. “Should I know who she is?”

      “She’s the last known Aether—four hundred years ago. I mean, I’m sure she wasn’t, but there were some suspicious events tied to her that multiple historians from different regions spoke of, and some people think she might’ve existed as an Aether.”

      “Really? I’ve never heard that.”

      “Probably because she was a woman and from Dari. She doesn’t quite fit with the whole picture going on here.” She gestured to the fountain. “Why are the Masters’ names not engraved? Shouldn’t they also be commemorated? It’s just as unbelievable and honestly an impressive feat.”

      He laughed, smile growing as he sat on the edge of the fountain, lifting a leg to rest his foot on it. “I wouldn’t joke like that here. To these people, the Sun is second only to Fate, and the Master is the devil itself.”

      A Master, a sort of monarch of the Shadows and with strength equaling that of an Aether, would also ascend during the year of the Sun. As the legend went, a Shadow—someone who had successfully given their mind to obey the will of darkness in exchange for increased power—would complete three kills: the woman who birthed them, the man they admired, and the one they truly loved. After the kills, the Shadow would willingly release its body and soul to the darkness, becoming the most powerful entity walking on the face of the earth, matched only by an Aether.

      Unless the Sun was successful in stopping the Master, it would reign on Earth, wreaking havoc and spreading darkness. It was the proverbial good against evil battle of epic proportions.

      “Please tell me people don’t actually believe that here.” She looked at him incredulously.

      “As a fact? No. As a symbol? Absolutely. This Winter Solstice, Rhaelyn will appoint and send its Sun to the Northern Mountains. They’ll return, claiming they’ve driven the Master back into the belly of hell, and they’ll move on to hold all the power over the clan for the next hundred years until a new Sun is chosen.”

      “All the power?”

      “Elected leaders. Commander Knightly’s grandfather, Luka Knightly the First, was the last Aether.” He pointed to the engraved name. “The training field and town square are named after their family until the next Aether arises—and Luka Knightly the Second is eighteen this year, so nothing will change.”

      She stared at him. “And the roads⁠—”

      “Are the four Aethers before Luka Knightly the First. Here—” he hopped off the fountain, grabbing a pebble and kneeling in the dirt. “These are the gates, right?” he drew a line.

      She nodded.

      “And this is the square we’re in right now.” He drew a hexagonal shape connecting to the gate at one plane. Then, he drew five lines transecting each of the other sides. “This—” He pointed to the one opposing the gate, and then stood, extending an arm directly past the fountain to a long staircase ascending a hill. “That staircase is Knightly Way, leading to Knightly Training Field.”

      She laughed, turning in each direction of the four main roads, two on either side of them split by stores and homes dark with sleeping bodies. “And those are?”

      “Hyman Avenue, Zhen Way, Holden Street, and Tavin Road.”

      “And Solstice Way?”

      He grinned, clearly enjoying the immense idiocracy Rhaelyn was founded upon. “These—” He drew several lines from each of the main roads. “Are private paths to homes, all named, of course, for something involving the legend. There are the Northern Mountains.” He drew some triangles above the Knightly Training Fields. “These are all crops and livestock pens.” He drew several boxes to the left of the square. “This is mostly residential, where Eddie lives.” He placed an X at the end of the line representing Solstice Way. “This is all wooded, but there’s an unnamed path, starting at the Head Commander’s estate.” He drew another X directly above Eddie’s and to the right of the training fields. “Which leads through the woods to my mother’s home, here.” He circled the earth below the Northern Mountains and above the Knightly estate.

      She bent lower to study it, keeping her hand firmly wrapped around her side. “It’s a bone-chilling utopia. You can’t like it here?” She looked up at him and phrased it like a question.

      Shrugging, he sat back against the fountain. “It’s fine. I’m allowed to train, have a home.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “What do you mean allowed to train?”

      “Oh—” His face fell. “You don’t know. I’m sorry, I should’ve told you.” He was beginning to look nervous. “I wasn’t trying to hide anything, I swear. I forgot—well, you were unconscious. It’s proven I’m pure though.” He drew his tunic down below his left collarbone.

      She gasped—audibly. “Malak⁠—”

      “A Dokimi brand. It proves⁠—”

      “I know what it is,” she interrupted him, staring at it until he uncomfortably let go of his tunic. “That’s legal here?”

      Dokimi was an ancient test. Its four components were created to directly oppose the four elements of Stoicheia. A brand would be soaked in the potion and pressed beneath the person’s left collarbone—a symbol of showing one’s heart. If the brand seared flesh and caused indescribable pain, the poor soul who endured it would be ruled as pure Stoicheia. The darker the brand, the stronger the Stoicheia within them. If, however, the branding produced no reaction, they’d be judged a Shadow or worse.

      It was an archaic, outdated, and prejudiced method with no real merit. The owner of the brand could easily become a Shadow after it’d been delivered, and the mark wouldn’t change. It hadn’t been used in Murnad for over a hundred years.

      “They give it to all Shadowed born—uh, my mother was a Shadow. She’s recanted now.” He shifted, for the first time turning from her questions and not encouraging more. It was clear this was not a subject brought up with him often and even more clear he wasn’t supposed to have an opinion about it. “That’s what I should’ve told you—that I was Shadow-born.”

      “You think I would care about you being a Shadow-born?”

      “Um, most people do. Carrick’s been asked by Commanders to stop being friends with me. They tell him I’ll ruin his chance at getting a high position when he graduates.”

      “And what does he say to that?”

      “That he won’t be denied because he’s the best.” Malak gave a half smile before looking down at his hands. “I told you, he’s loyal.”

      Giving a noncommittal grunt, Aella got to her feet and began walking around the fountain, running a finger over the names as she went. “You know, in Murnad every other family is from some Shadowed line. I knew as many Nulls as I did Stoicheia, and children of recanted Shadows were expected to become great since they have a higher likelihood of holding micro-gifts. Like you, being able to treat my wound.”

      “How’d you know I was the one who treated your wound?” he asked, getting to his feet as well.

      She didn’t know. Not really—and the dream with the nails and skin returned to her, sending a shudder down her spine. Why had she even said that? But his reaction told her she was right. “So you did?”

      “Yeah. It was a Shadowed wound. I knew the antidote because of my mom, but you wouldn’t have known that. You weren’t conscious when I treated you.”

      The unease again. “Does it matter?”

      “I don’t know.” He paused, staring at her with a look of perplexion and curiosity—like he couldn’t wait to figure her out. “You’re just—different.”

      She smiled. “I got that long before Murnad fell. Killian used to say I’d run backward just because everyone else decided to go forward.”

      “Who’s Killian?”

      “Um, he was my boyfriend.” She blushed, not wanting to have brought up him either. She needed to go back to bed. She needed to be alone again.

      “Did he die?”

      “When I was cut with the Scythe. We were together.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Nodding, she swallowed the emotion until her eyes began to burn, her side ached, and she had the overwhelming urge to throw up, pass out, or sprint as fast as she could.

      “Aella?”

      “Sorry,” she cleared her throat. “I don’t feel good—I’m heading back.”

      “Okay.”

      “You don’t have to⁠—”

      “We went over this forty minutes ago. Remember? Anxious, terrifying brother-in-law?”

      She laughed—breaking painfully into a partial sob. Swearing, she furiously blinked the tears from her eyes, rubbing them away with the palm of her hand before they had the chance to travel. “I’m sorry. I don’t usually⁠—”

      He smiled. “It’s okay. I won’t tell anyone.”
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      “Aella—Ael, wake up.”

      Someone nudged her arm gently, but she still gasped with pain. More a reflex to having reality thrust upon her than any physical discomfort. “Sorry,” she rasped—she needed water. Turning, she found Jace watching her with concerned eyes and a deep scowl.

      “Fate, Jace—” she swore, her armor against emotion rising once more.

      Jace, however, knew the ruse. Because they were the same person—with the same horrible coping mechanisms and prideful attempts to disguise all weakness. Neither met each other's gaze.

      “Commander Knightly is here,” he explained. “He wants you to join us.” The disdain in his voice was obvious. It always was. Even in Murnad, he was disliked by most of the Commanders. “I tried to tell him you were ill, but⁠—”

      Nodding, she swung her legs over the side of the bed. Her head pounded, and a rush of dizziness accompanied the movement. But before she could say a word about it, the door had opened a second time to welcome a set of footsteps quickly moving towards her. Then there was a glass extended within an inch of her face. “Here, child, drink this. It'll help.”

      She didn’t even look at the contents before grabbing the glass from him and gulping the liquid down. Whatever it was wasn't necessarily unpleasant—but its bitterness burned her throat, and she coughed, causing her bound rips to shift uncomfortably.

      “Mm, yes. Quite the burn isn't it,” Eddie said with a soft chuckle before taking the glass from her.

      She nodded, wiping her mouth on her sleeve. The Terre was right, though. The liquid did help, gradually stilling her surroundings and allowing her to take a deeper breath without assault.

      “Thank you,” she said, looking up at him for really the first time since she was brought to his home.

      He smiled back with an odd, though pleasantly crooked, grin emerging from a mass of bushy red beard, matching the red and gray streaked curls piled in a knot on the top of his head. His entire persona was safe, gentle, harmless.

      And made the tears begin to swarm her eyes. So she looked away and stood instead. She hadn’t noticed what she’d been dressed in the night before, but now, she stared down at the tunic clearly designed for a tall man, falling several inches past her bare knees. It was as if she was three again, playing in her father’s closet with Loysia, turning his clothes into costumes. Though, now, she was nearly eighteen, both Loysia and her father were dead, and she was about to meet the Head Commander of a clan she was growing a strong distaste for.

      Eddie chuckled slightly, glancing at her. “Don't worry. We'll find you different clothing. But for now, you must meet our very impatient Head Commander. He's anxious to meet you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you're one of the Chosen Children, and you possess Keiria.”

      She nearly rolled her eyes before she remembered she was in the home of a stranger.

      Jace shot her a look to stay quiet, so she nodded and moved to the door and down the hall to be greeted by a man standing in waiting at the base of the staircase.

      “Ah, so this is our newest member,” he said without any other form of greeting.

      Aella remembered him from their arrival—his smooth black hair plastered over a square head, light gray eyes, and clean-shaven jaw bending into sharp cheekbones. And he was short. That was what she focused on.

      “Such a pleasure to welcome a new member of the Great Generation into our midst,” he said with a nod.

      “Well, technically, I'm not a new member,” she replied, descending the staircase to meet him. He didn’t move back as she reached the bottom, instead making her awkwardly sidestep to allow for more space between them. “I've been a member since the year I was born.”

      The Adonis, who was sitting on a cushion by the fire, laughed but fell silent due to a single look from the Commander.

      Next to him, Malak turned his gaze to her. Fate—she stared at him longer than natural, only looking away when the Commander cleared his throat.

      “What's your name?” the Commander asked, eyeing her with more disapproval than before. He clearly wasn't used to being spoken to with anything but reverence.

      “Aella Aurellian.”

      “Well, Aella, here's your schedule. You'll begin your training in the morning.”

      “Training?” Eddie interjected. “She's not exactly fit to be trained⁠—”

      The man's sharp gaze swiveled to land on Eddie in annoyance. “Eddington, what we do with our children is no concern of yours. She'll be in good hands, and she will not have to do anything more than she's capable of or comfortable doing.”

      “She was cut by a Scythe⁠—”

      “A Scythe?” He laughed outright, his thin black eyebrows leaping up his forehead. “You think I believe children’s tales, Eddington? She's fine. She has the broken heart of a teenage girl. That is all.”

      Aella felt the fire lick over her fingers, and Jace moved to stand next to her at the same time. “Don't.” He pressed his shoulder against hers in a clear warning to not move. The flames on her fingers felt akin to the trauma lighting her heart, and she wanted to erupt them into everything present. The only reason she didn’t was Jace’s pressure against her arm, his anxiety manifesting into an energy connected to her by flesh.

      “You think my heart is merely broken?” she asked, using words instead of her art. “Like a simple teenage love gone wrong?”

      “No, of course not, dear.” Commander Knightly smiled in a way to placate her rash emotions. “I know you are very sad over the fall of Murnad. But you're in Rhaelyn now. Rhaelyn. You'll experience all the gifts you've only ever dreamed of.”

      The pressure of Jace’s shoulder moved to allow him to grip her arm instead. And she shook beneath his touch. The man’s words, his presence, the way he said Rhaelyn—as if Rhaelyn was a rare gem and Murnad, including all those who lived there, was no better than pebble underfoot.

      “Goodness,” the Commander chuckled. “You're a feisty one. I look forward to seeing what Murnad has managed to teach you.”

      She let the flames go—forcing them around the Commander and building the tower until it met his chest, using five rings and five different flames. No other Ignis she'd ever met could do it.

      “Aella—” Jace swore, stepping between them. “Aella, stop this.”

      With her allowance, the flames inched closer, no doubt heating the Commander’s perfectly pressed black tunic and trousers. “How's this for an Ignis taught by Murnad, Commander Knightly?” she asked.

      Swearing again, Jace grabbed her by the shoulders. “Stop—Ael please⁠—”

      Against, her wishes she let her eyes meet Jace’s. The desperation, the drowning fear, the sadness—all of it—sunk into her, and she attempted to press back her own emotions with the same effect, to explain the need to destroy the man who mocked their deaths.

      “Don’t,” he whispered.

      In that broken-hearted whisper, she let the flames melt away. Looking away from Jace, she gave a smile to the Commander. “Only wanted to give you a demonstration of what Murnad could teach an Ignis, Commander. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Then, she moved back up the stairs to the sound of Jace profusely apologizing.

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      She was going to kill him. As soon as he saw the flames, he was sure of it. But when she didn’t—after Jace had stopped her, Aella had disappeared back up the stairs, and Carrick was able to breathe again—he marveled at how insane the flames had been.

      The fire—the layers and layers of fire.

      “Commander Knightly, I apologize,” Jace said for the second or third time since Aella left. His attitude had changed completely since his first interaction with Knightly, and Knightly enjoyed it—after getting over his initial shock of nearly facing death itself. “She's hurt,” Jace continued. “You have to excuse her⁠—”

      “I have to do nothing. The way she behaved⁠—”

      “I know. I’m sorry. She’s a kid⁠—”

      “She’s a Chosen Child. At least in Rhaelyn, that means something. They are held to higher standards. That was disgraceful.”

      “I know, Commander.” The young man lowered his head, clasping his hands behind him. Carrick could see the whites of his knuckles pressed into fists. “I know. She won't behave like that again. She’s grieving.”

      Knightly made him stand like that for several more moments before finally saying with a heavy sigh, “What’s done is done. I trust you will teach her to respect authorities?”

      “Of course, Commander. Of course.”

      “If she acts like that one more time⁠—”

      “She won’t. I swear it to you.”

      “Very well, I'll look forward to seeing her in my class in the morning. Good day.” He left, slamming the door.

      For a beat everything was silent, and then the young man let out a gasping sob—clapping a hand over his mouth before he collapsed into himself, stumbling to a chair as his grief cascaded into the room.

      While Eddie went to Jace to hold him as he sobbed uncontrollably, Malak nodded towards the door. Very quietly setting his mug of tea beside him, Carrick got up to tiptoe his exit, slipping out behind Malak before gently shutting the door again. Then, he turned to his best friend. “Holy Fate, Malak.”

      “I know.” He nodded. “It's horrible.”

      “What—no, her flames? Did you see her flames?”

      Malak glanced at him disapprovingly before starting down Solstice Way.

      “And they're sad. I get it,” he said quickly, brushing it off far faster than he should’ve, but he couldn’t get over what he just saw. “Malak, her flames⁠—"

      “They're exactly like yours but better.”

      “Exactly!” He laughed and then immediately felt bad for doing so.

      “You really didn't think she'd be good?” Malak asked, looking at him with the same disappointment he held from the moment Carrick brushed off their grief.

      “She's from Murnad,” Carrick tried to explain. “It’s not like⁠—"

      “Why should it matter if she’s from Murnad or not?”

      “It doesn’t. Holy Fate, Mal, I've never had anyone—I don't know of anyone who could do that.”

      “Well, she can.”

      He glanced at him. “Come on. I get that they’re sad, and they’ve gone through something horrible. You know I get that.”

      “I know.”

      “Then what's your issue?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You're moody. You're never moody.”

      Turning up Chosen Street, Malak shook his head.

      Carrick followed him. “Mal, what's going on?”

      “Nothing. It's just sad. That's all. What they're dealing with.”

      “Uh-huh, and why are we going to Magdalen’s?”

      “I don't know why you're going to Magdalen’s, but I'm going because she's my mother and I haven’t been home for a while.”

      “Carrick! For Fate’s holy sake⁠—”

      Malak stopped, glancing at him with an expression conveying his annoyance at Carrick's girlfriend loudly yelling his name while marching down the path towards them.

      They were at the intersection of Chosen Street and Aether Crossing—the name for the long entrance to the Knightly’s manicured estate. The home was reserved for the family of the Aether and had been the Knightly’s for the last hundred years. If everything worked out with Luka, it would be in their family for the next hundred as well.

      “Hey, Raina,” Carrick greeted, evaluating her for the mood she would be in today.

      “Hey, Raina?” She stomped up to them until their toes nearly touched. Then she stood with her hands on her hips, shoulders back, and face looking straight up at his in marked disapproval. “Hey, Raina?” she repeated. It was never good when she got repetitive. “Is that all you have to say to me?”

      “Um—and I’m sorry?”

      She squinted her blue eyes at him, pinching her perfectly painted lips together. “For what?”

      “Uh—”

      “Uhhhhhhhh,” she mocked. “It's been two days, almost three. You have refugees in your home, and you haven't thought to talk to me?”

      Malak chuckled, earning a glare from Raina. “This doesn't have anything to do with you, Shadow Spawn.”

      “Raina—” Carrick protested the slang.

      Holding up one hand, she kept the other firmly planted on her hip. “I don't have time to discuss your Shadow-loving tendencies at the moment, Carrick. My father came home from yours furious. He said that Murnad bitch tried to kill him and was altogether feral, disrespectful, and a danger to society. He said she needs to learn some discipline if she wants to assimilate into Rhaelyn.”

      “Did he also tell you she created flames even Carrick couldn’t?”

      Raina glared at Malak before crossing her arms tightly over her chest and turning back to Carrick. “Here I am, your girlfriend, and not aware of any of this. You should've told me.”

      “It's been a stressful few days⁠—”

      “I bet. Having to tend to her little injury and all.”

      “It wasn't little. She was cut by a Scythe.”

      “A Scythe?” She laughed harshly. “You expect me to believe that?”

      “It's true. I saw it myself.”

      “Carrick—”

      Whatever Raina was about to say was interrupted by the rustle of branches and several sharp, offensive curses until Aella emerged, struggling onto the path while pulling leaves out of her tangled chocolate mane. Then she looked at all three of them as if anyone could stumble from the depths of the woods wearing only a long tunic tied at the waist with a loose belt and some boots several sizes too big.

      “Well, hello,” she smiled. “I took a path called Master something and another called Shadow this and somehow ended up in the middle of a forest and now am at—” She raised her eyes at the sign and lifted a slow, incredibly condescending eyebrow as the left corner of her mouth quirked up. “Aether Crossing? That’s a real name?”

      Carrick’s face flooded with heat and Raina bristled visibly. “Yes, it’s a real name,” Raina said, stepping towards Aella. “It leads to the home of the family of the Aether. My family. Who are you?”

      The half-lifted smirk turned into a full one, and Aella held a hand out to her. “I’m Aella Aurellian.”

      Raina didn't take it. Instead, she let her eyes wander over every inch of the Murnad girl with distinct disapproval. “I’m Raina Knightly, daughter of Commander Knightly, and Carrick's girlfriend.” She emphasized the word as if it was bolded, underlined, etched into a plaque, and mounted on the middle of the sun fountain in the town square. “I’ve heard of you, and I must say, I'm concerned.”

      “I see.” Aella lowered her hand, not the least bit affected by the scrutinizing glare. “And of course, you're concerned because I am, admittedly, beautiful and living under the same roof as your boyfriend?”

      While Malak let out a single shocked laugh and Carrick's face went from red to pale, Raina's expression tightened to an unrecognizable form. “Murnad bitch,” she slipped under her breath before grabbing Carrick’s arm, propelling him down Aether Crossing. He glanced back only to view Malak still chuckling and Aella looking insufferably smug.

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      “Do you get a high off taking down powerful people?” Malak asked, watching his friend being dragged away.

      She smiled. “Yes.”

      “You do it well. Probably too well. That's not a family to mess with.”

      Shrugging, she turned to him. “I’m glad I found you. I need your help.”

      His soft gaze traveled over her until it stayed on the arm she had pressed firmly against her side. “It opened again? After you used the flames?”

      “I don't want to be a bother. Eddie's helping Jace. And Jace—” She looked away for a second. “I shouldn't have done that. I feel bad for scaring him, and I don't want him to know what happened. I need to be okay—for him.”

      “Do they know you're out here?”

      “No, I snuck out the window. I left a note saying I needed air in case anyone looked, but I can’t be long.”

      “Okay.” He nodded, moving past Aether Crossing and continuing down Chosen Street. They were silent until they met the intersection of a no-name path, splitting off to wind through a dense forest.

      Looking around, she attempted to remember the sequence, but there were dozens of other unnamed paths splitting from the one they were on. And the one they were on—she wasn’t even sure if it was the same one they began with.

      Looking behind her, she turned up instead to attempt to memorize the trees, but they all looked the same as well and—she tripped over a root sticking up from the dirt and would’ve landed flat on her face if Malak hadn’t turned in time to catch her.

      For a second, they both looked at each other, his hands on her shoulders and hers on his forearms. Then they let go. “Is this the way to her home?” she asked, offsetting the awkwardness.

      “Yeah, it's—well, you'll see.” He turned again, this time with deliberately slower steps she knew were meant for her benefit.

      “I’m sorry…if I'm troubling you,” she said, faltering over her words when she never faltered over her words. The boy simultaneously intimidated and comforted her.

      “You aren’t.” He, on the other hand, was only calm. Maddeningly so. “What happened when you used the flames?”

      “Oh, nothing,” she said, though still wouldn't—couldn't—remove her arm from her side.

      “Uh-huh. It's now full of black pus and bleeding again?”

      “How'd you⁠—”

      “It's the Stoicheia fighting the Shadow. It's a sign of healing.”

      “Good,” she chuckled. “Because I was pretty sure I didn't have enough blood left. I have enough blood left, right?”

      Glancing back at her, his gaze lingered on her side again—and this time on the dark stain becoming visible. “Well, that's more blood than normal.”

      She looked down as well, immediately nauseous at the crimson stain spreading beneath her arm. “Shadowed hell.”

      “It's fine⁠—”

      “Uh-huh, what’s the basis of that opinion? All the Scythe wounds your seventeen-year-old self has seen?” Her voice rose at least an octave, and she knew her eyes were growing wide to a childish level. But she was powerless to manage either reaction when her blood was⁠—

      He chuckled.

      Snapping a look up at him, she said, “This is not funny, and if you’re going to⁠—”

      “It’s not. I’m sorry,” he apologized instantly, face mirroring the remorse. “I shouldn’t have laughed. It’s just that—I didn't think you'd be the type to get panicked by blood.”

      She stepped forward to jab one pointed finger into his chest. “You just told me it's more blood than normal after I just told you I didn't have enough blood left.”

      Taking hold of her hand, he gently lowered it with an—attempted—hidden smile. “It's fine, Aella. You'll be fine. Plus, I'm eighteen if that makes you feel better.”

      She frowned at him. “That doesn't comfort me in the slightest.”

      Chuckling, he turned back to the path. “Magdalen’s house is just around the corner. We'll be there soon.”

      As he turned down a second path and then a third, she fell silent. Forcing herself not to focus on the blood or the Scythe or anything involving open flesh, she attempted once more to remember the sequence of paths needed to find her way back to Jace before she upset him further.

      But somewhere in the repetition of footsteps and memorizing leaves, she began getting dizzy with a sensation having very little to do with the wound but everything to do with the smell of blood—her blood. Fate. She reached for anything she could to keep her mind off it. “You call your mom Magdalen?” she asked Malak while her ears started to buzz.

      “That's her name, and she was never really a mother.”

      “Mhm.” Her tongue started feeling numb.

      Then she nearly ran into him when he stopped to look back at her. “Holy Fate, Aella.”

      “I don't like blood.” Her lips were tingling. “Shadowed hell—I can’t—” She took a deep breath. “I need to sit down.”

      “Okay,” he said. She hadn't realized they'd made it to some kind of yard until Malak led her to a stone bench by a flower garden. “Take a deep breath.”

      She tried to but her throat started constricting and her breaths sped up, incapable of taking a single, deep one.

      “Aella, slow your breathing. You're fine⁠—”

      “I’m not—” She shook her head, gasping for breath as she hitched over completely worthless air refusing to enter her body. “I’m not—Shadowed Fate, Holy Masters—Shadowed hell—” She clutched her side, trying to let the pain re-center her.

      “Breathe this in.”

      Something tickled her nose, and she wanted to jerk away from it. But its odor drew her in. Sweet, yet sharp—like cinnamon but spicier. She deepened her breath. The beat of her heart thudding into her ears decreased, allowing other sounds to enter again. And gradually, she stilled.

      As the panic lifted, the shame set in. Aella raised her eyes to him, knowing her face was brilliantly red.

      “Socair,” he explained. “It's an herb used to stop panic attacks. Carrick got them all the time after his parents died. I'm pretty good at making it.”

      “Carrick—what?”

      “Panic attacks. Don’t tell him I told you. He doesn’t like anyone knowing that.”

      “I—don’t get—that’s not me though,” she said. “I’m okay—it was only the blood.”

      “Child, you are not okay.”

      Aella looked up to see a heavily bosomed woman with a toddler in her arms, scanning Aella with a level of scrutiny she’d yet to experience.

      The woman wore a bright gold tunic flowing over a deep red skirt that caressed the earth with every step. Her tight black ringlets were tied back with a long floral scarf. And her sharp brown eyes roamed over Aella's body with enough force to draw Aella to her feet, casting her own eyes to the earth in a manner of submission as the woman clucked her tongue to the roof of her mouth. “You must be one of the Murnad refugees. The reason my son hasn't come home in a few days, I assume.”

      Giving a sidelong glance to Malak, Aella fell momentarily speechless. No one rendered her speechless. The powerful aura the woman exuded was unsettlingly magnificent.

      Malak’s face had morphed back into its guarded state—void of its soft friendliness. “Magdalen, this is Aella Aurellian. Aella, this is my mother, Magdalen.”

      “Aha, so now you refer to me as your mother. He's ashamed of me,” she said, once again addressing Aella. “Or more so, of who he is. He's yet to embrace his dark roots—or perhaps has embraced them too fully. It's hard to say. Tell me, my dear, what is it that brings you here looking so out of sorts?”

      “Um, I⁠—”

      “She was cut by a Scythe,” Malak answered for her. “And it's re-opened.”

      “I see.” Magdalen handed the toddler off to the barely older girl peeking out from behind her mother. “Well, why don't you come inside, Aella Aurellian? I'll have you better in no time.”

      Glancing at Malak, Aella stood to take a stumbling step forward towards the woman’s home. He reached out to steady her, and she looked back, knowing her eyes were wide with amazement. “Your mother⁠—”

      “Knows how to twist words,” he answered.

      “She's mesmerizing.”

      Shaking his head, he set his jaw as a few more children were shooed out the door. Each of them had looked at him like he was more of a stranger than their older brother and none of them said a single word.

      As the last pig-tailed girl left the cottage, Magdalen held the door open for them. “There, that's all of them.” She smiled in a way that showed both upper and lower teeth. “I have four children. Five if you include Mr. Self-Righteous over there.” She gave Malak an exaggerated wink increasing the shadows over his face.

      Inside the home, Aella turned to look around. It was as magnetic as its owner. Bright splashes of color and bold shapes muraled the walls. Velveted seat cushions covered luxurious furniture and ornate birds cut from white marble scattered decoratively around the walls and tables, perched in such a way it seemed their eyes followed each occupant around the room.

      “Beautiful, isn't it?” Magdalen asked, but not in a way that elicited an answer as she gestured to a tall-backed chair in front of an intricately carved fireplace. Above the mantel, a large oil painting took up most of the wall, depicting three people sitting in strict postures with unsmiling faces.

      “You recognize?” Magdalen asked, catching her staring at it.

      As Aella looked closer, an unsettling sensation crept up her spine and refused to ebb away. There was something about the painting that unnerved her, and it wasn’t explained by the fact she did, indeed, recognize one of the men. The far left one, smaller than the others, with eyebrows painted far thicker than they were in real life. “Commander Knightly?”

      “Yes, Rowan himself. My darling brother-in-law. The middle man, and the most handsome, was my first husband, Kenden. He was Malak’s father. The man to his right is my current husband, Lucian—the father of the rest of my children. He is not and has never been a Shadow—unlike myself and Kenden, may he rest in peace.”

      Aella looked back at Magdalen, meeting her gaze.

      “That piece of information doesn't startle you?” Magdalen asked as her smile grew.

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      “You are a strong one, aren’t you. But you are terrified of weakness. That will be your demise someday if you aren't careful.”

      “I’m careful,” Aella said, taking a seat.

      “My child, I think you are quite the opposite. Put this over your lap and show me the wound everyone is so excited about,” she ordered as she handed Aella a lush, velvet throw.

      “What do you mean everyone?”

      “Only that you’ve created quite the uproar. Rowan himself visited me this morning.”

      “Commander Knightly was here?” Malak asked.

      “He was. Had a few choice words for me and my offspring, including you. But mostly, he told me about you, Aella—how you must be the devil's child with the ability to create such flames.”

      Staying quiet, Aella glanced at Malak briefly before placing the blanket around her and undoing the belt she’d stolen from Jace in order to lift the long tunic enough to show the wound.

      Magdalen leaned forward to peel off the saturated bandages, allowing built-up blood and pus to run down her skin—also causing Aella to nearly be overtaken by nausea.

      Without changing her gaze, Magdalen handed her an herb. “Smell this. It's no Socair, but it'll keep you upright.”

      Clinging onto its bitter, acrid stench, Aella kept it pressed to her nose with her eyes squeezed shut until Magdalen murmured, “This is quite fascinating.”

      “What is?”

      She didn't answer her. “Malak, grab me a few wet rags—just water.”

      He did.

      “I need to see…” She gave no clue as to what she needed to see before beginning to scrub the rags against Aella’s skin.

      As she did, Aella held her breath. Whatever it was, was uncomfortable.

      “Fascinating,” Magdalen murmured again. “Simply fascinating.”

      “What? What's so fascinating?”

      “My dear, you are healed,” she stated, straightening in her seat and dropping the bloodied rags to the hearth.

      “What?” Aella looked down, feeling her eyes widen again at the sight of the thick, bulging scar cutting into her left ribs and wrapping behind her back. The tissue was dark—a deep, angry purple, hideously coiling her.

      “Mm, ugly, isn't it? I'm afraid it'll stay like that. Shadowed wounds are finicky. They always leave a mark.”

      “It still hurts.”

      “When magic meets blood, it never truly fades. This will always hurt, and no doubt have moments of surprising you. You weren't supposed to survive that. I don't know why you did. No Stoicheia I know would've. There's something very odd about you, Aella Aurellian.”

      For a reason she didn’t know, Aella hated that she had said that. “Okay, well, it's healed now. Good. I can train then.”

      “Yes, my dear. Show Rowan exactly why he finds you so terrifying.”

      Again, she felt repulsion to the words she was saying. “Um, I'm going to go. Thank you very much, Mrs.—”

      “Magdalen or Mags and not at all. I’ll watch your path with great interest, Aella, but be careful who you show your strength to. Rowan nearly asked me to use Dokimi on you.”

      “Dokimi? He couldn’t⁠—”

      “He could and he will.”

      “Because I'm more gifted than those he's seen here?”

      Magdalen chuckled. “You don't believe in modesty, do you, Aella?”

      Her face flushed with anger. Anger at the fact her strength made her unbelievable. Anger that her mere survival caused suspicion. Anger that she was being told to play weak if she wanted to decrease the accusations, and anger she survived at all. “Why would I be modest? You wouldn't tell a man to be.”

      Magdalen’s chuckle grew into a full-fledged laugh. “My dear, don't play the feminine card with me. I understand your woes. I am only giving you a warning. Your surviving a Scythe is very suspect, and the strength you must hold to make Rowan visit me is also very suspect. Man or woman, I'd give the same advice.”

      “Murnad didn't find it odd.”

      “Murnad was filled with Shadows.” She shrugged. “Why else would an entire city be destroyed?”

      As Aella felt her mouth fall open in shock at the simplicity with which she said this, Malak grabbed her arm. “Let's go. They'll be wondering where you are.”

      Magdalen’s eyes cooled as she looked toward her eldest son. “Always the protector, eh, Malak? Don't let it be too long before you visit again. Your siblings are already forgetting you.”

      With a nod, he grabbed the door handle, holding it open for Aella as she slipped out.

      She had a distinct feeling he'd wanted to flee as much as she had.
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        Aella

      

      

      Malak walked behind her in silence. The only time he spoke was to correct when she went the wrong way in the maze of paths.

      After about the fifth time he did this, Aella stopped, throwing her hands in frustration. “It’s like a labyrinth of Shadowed paths not leading anywhere. I’m going to come back here with my own signposts and my own names and⁠—”

      He gave a small smile, shoving his hands into his pockets. “She stressed you out, huh?”

      “Of course, I’m stressed. I’m too good to be believable apparently and this Shadowed Scythe wound is what—magically healed? But then sometimes it’ll surprise me? What the hell does that mean?” Her voice rose. “No one should’ve survived it. What did she mean no one should’ve survived it? Why did I survive it?”

      “Magdalen likes to stir emotions. That’s what she does.”

      Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and ran a hand through her hair to recenter. “The Scythe—Killian died instantly. He tried to get out of the way, and it only hit his calf but it still killed him. He looked at me, and then he just died and…” The words began to fade at the same moment she began to realize how insane she was sounding. She’d only known this boy for less than seventy-two hours, most of which she’d been unconscious.

      Clearing her throat, she nodded with what she hoped was a collected gesture. “I’m sorry. You don’t⁠—”

      “Why do you feel like you have to apologize for being in pain?” he interrupted.

      “Probably for the same reason you call your mother by her full name and pretend it’s normal.”

      He stared at her.

      “Malak, I’m—I shouldn’t have said that. I don’t make friends easily—not even in Murnad, and you’ve been so kind. I had no right⁠—”

      “It’s true,” he cut her off again. “I guess I’ve just been pretending for so long I forgot it was obvious.”

      She sighed, more emotionally exhausted than she thought possible. “You are a very good person. Um, thanks.” Then she turned in an awkward, abrupt motion to join the somewhat familiar path to the foreign home, in the foreign clan, with its foreign inhabitants.

      When she arrived, Jace was waiting on Eddie’s front porch. The spring air whistled through the lazy-leafed trees surrounding the cottage. Sunshine warmed the wood, sending a rich scent into the air, and Jace was reclining in the porch swing, injured leg propped on an overturned crate. With his hands resting on his chest and eyes closed, his expression was nearly peaceful.

      Though the second her foot touched the first step, causing the wood to creak, he awoke, and the calmness dissipated.

      In a single glance, his reddened eyes absorbed her to take in the deep crimson stain on her tunic, the leaves stuck in her gnarled hair, and the mud caked to the boots she had stolen from him.

      “Jace—”

      “Did you hurt yourself further?” he asked, cutting her off with a distinct edge. His hands shook and he clasped them tighter.

      “No. I went to Malak’s mom’s house—you know who Malak⁠—”

      “I know who Malak is. Unlike you, I’ve been conscious since we arrived. Did you hurt it further?”

      She shook her head, lowering her gaze to the steps she was still in the process of ascending. “No. It’s healed.”

      “Healed?”

      She nodded.

      “Aella—”

      “I’m telling you the truth. It’s just a scar now. Magdalen, Malak’s mom, says it’s strange I healed as fast as I have, but I’ve healed.”

      Letting a bitter curse escape, Jace rubbed the newly formed beard covering his jawline. Loysia hated facial hair. She had always said if he ever wanted a kiss from his wife, he’d better have smooth cheeks. And now it was stubbled over his face in a blatant reminder she was dead.

      Aella looked away.

      “Ael, you have to take it easy tomorrow. Don’t show off.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re too good, and you’re from Murnad. They won’t trust you. What you did this morning—it looked like you were trying to kill him.”

      “They can think what they want to think. I’m not going to hide who I am. They’re already threatening to use Dokimi on me, so I might as well let them.”

      “Dokimi? What are you talking about?”

      “Commander Knightly talked to Magdalen about it after what happened this morning.”

      “Aella—”

      “It’s not a big deal.”

      “It is a big deal.” He swore again, moving his leg from the crate to stand up. His color vanished in the act, and he swore a third time before taking a deep breath and looking down at her. “You’re a grown Stoicheia who’s very gifted. Dokimi would be torture if they used it on you. For the love of your family, Aella, do not give him reason to.”

      “Jace—”

      Lowering his voice, he limped closer to her so no one inside the house would hear. “They were used to you in Murnad, Ael. They didn’t question it. You think you know how good you are, but you don’t. You’re special—not only by Murnad’s standards but everywhere. Be the best, I don’t care but use only that much. Nothing more. Do you understand?”

      She squinted her eyes at him. “You were my instructor. You were the one who taught me to be this good.”

      “I didn’t, but I had freedom in Murnad to pretend. Another Ignis instructor—they’ll see what you can do and think you’re a Shadow. Please, Aella, just tell me you understand.”

      She thought back to both Magdalen’s and Knightly’s interactions toward her—the surprise or blatant distrust. Never in her life would she have believed she’d be accused of selling her mind to the darkness. Yet here she was. “Fine. I’ll be barely the best if it’ll make you happy.”

      “It will. Thank you.”

      “What’s gotten into you?”

      “Besides my family dying, my home burning to the ground, and the gaping hole eating my leg inside out?”

      She smiled. “Yeah, besides that.”

      “I can’t lose you too, Aella. I won’t survive it.”

      She looked away, uncomfortable with the seriousness—the brokenness—the appalling way he’d already accepted what had happened to them. “You won’t,” she stated, then moved into the house.
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      The entire breakfast was spent lecturing Aella while she pushed food around her plate, taking bites only—in Carrick’s opinion—when she was about to say something that would add fuel to the lectures.

      Eddie was rambling about how a wound of that level should never have healed that quickly, how it might be a trick, how if he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes he wouldn’t have believed it, how Aella really shouldn’t go to training, and how maybe he should speak with Commander Knightly again. Then, he would return to the beginning of the loop without pause.

      Jace only frowned tightly, sending her looks with clear messages and offering the occasional, “Ael, are you listening to us?” and “Ael, this is serious.”

      Eventually, she stood halfway through Eddie’s third or fourth round of warnings and cleared her throat. “I’m going to get ready. Eddie, you said the Ignis uniform is in my room?”

      “Yes, yes, in the chest at the base of your bed. I'll make you two some lunch to take.”

      She nodded, retreating up the stairs after placing her half-eaten plate on the counter.

      Then all their worries turned on him. “Carrick, keep an eye out for her, yeah?” Eddie said, moving to the kitchen. “You know what Shadowed wounds can be like.”

      “Uh-huh,” he grunted through the food he was shoveling into his mouth.

      “You remember when you were⁠—”

      “Uh-huh.” More food.

      Eddie frowned disapprovingly at him. “Carrick⁠—”

      “I don't think she needs a babysitter. Have you seen her? She's more than capable of looking out for herself.”

      Raising an eyebrow at him, Eddie nodded pointedly in Jace’s direction. The man’s gaze fixated on the oats in front of him with enough force, it wouldn't have surprised Carrick if they spontaneously burst into flames.

      “Um, yeah, I'll look out for her,” he muttered for the man's sake. But he firmly believed his previous words. If anyone could enter Rhaelyn's class of Chosen Children and be fine, it was Aella Aurellian.

      “Good. Here's lunch—one for you and one for—ah, there you are. How does it fit?”

      Reemerging down the stairs, Aella stepped from the last one and shrugged, taking one of the bagged lunches Eddie had handed to him. The standard Ignis uniform of a black tunic tucked into black trousers fell comfortably around her form, and her hair piled into the same two lopsided buns she’d worn when she arrived. She was calm—but purposefully so, like she might’ve designed the entire façade up in her room.

      “It fits fine. Thank you,” she said, placing the lunch in her bag. “I’m going to get going. I want to be early since it’s the first day and all.”

      “Aella—”

      “Jace, I got it,” she cut him off without looking at him. “I won't do anything stupid.”

      “Shadow wounds can be tricky, Aella,” Eddie said, coming to his new friend's defense. “It's healed, yes, but it'll still have an effect. It's best if you use your powers as little as possible. I've tried to explain that to Commander Knightly, but that man—” He clucked his tongue, shaking his head in disapproval.

      As Eddie continued to ramble on the new topic of what a magical wound could do to her, Carrick caught her eyes. With a bit of a shrug, he gave her an understanding look that yes, Eddie was a lot sometimes and yes, it’s best to ignore than argue.

      Lifting her eyebrows back at him, she gave an expression that told him she understood the finesse of stepping around adult disquisition and began lacing up her boots.

      Seeing both looks—as well as being self-aware enough to decipher them—Eddie sighed, winding his words to a halt. “All I’m saying, is you have plenty of time to show them how good you are. Just wait a week or two to do it.”

      “Mhm.” She moved to her other foot.

      Catching Carrick's eyes, Eddie not so subtly motioned for him to get ready too.

      In an overflowing spoonful, Carrick finished his oats, grabbed his boots, and laced them as the warnings revamped. All the while, he could feel more than see the tension lifting from his new classmate.

      “Aella, you're a guest here,” Jace added. “Don't cause trouble.”

      “I won't do anything I can't handle, and I won't make any waves,” she promised, heading to the door.

      “You have no idea what you can or cannot handle⁠—”

      “Jace, I'm going to be fine.”

      “You had a Scythe in you⁠—”

      “And it’s healed.”

      “Unexplainably. Fate, Ael, I think you should stay here.”

      “Commander Knightly was pretty clear about that idea.”

      “I don’t give two⁠—”

      “Jace, maybe you’re the one who needs to learn not to cause trouble.”

      He frowned at her.

      “I’ll be fine. I feel a hundred percent better. Ready Carrick?” She didn’t even turn back as she asked, instead opening and exiting the door while he was still stuffing his bag with things for the day.

      “See you, Eddie,” he called back to his uncle as he had to half-jog to catch up to Aella a ways down the path already.

      “Goodbye, have fun, and stay safe!” Eddie yelled after them, waving from the porch. Eddie had done this every morning since Carrick had moved in with him.

      Pausing at the bend, Carrick waved back while acutely aware of Aella watching. “It’s a thing we do,” he grunted an explanation, before moving out of view of the home. “It helps Eddie’s anxiety. Don’t tell anyone.”

      The truth was it had helped Carrick’s anxiety. After his parents’ death, Carrick couldn’t leave the home for weeks. The way they finally managed it was he would go to the corner and wave to Eddie. If Carrick stepped out of sight and felt too awful to continue, he would retreat to find Eddie standing in the same place, still waving. It was stupid—and also, very necessary at the time.

      But Aella did not need to know any of that. Carrick had spent the last three years of his life carefully creating an appearance of the strong, confident Ignis chosen for the Sun. No one besides his aunt and uncle—maybe Malak—needed to know that everything he pretended to be was a lie. And Eddie wouldn’t mind taking the blame.

      Shrugging, Aella didn’t throw any of the jabs he’d expected her to. “So, how good are you, Carrick?” she asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You could see my flames when I first got here. No one can see them. Not even Jace unless he focuses.”

      “Um, I’m pretty good,” he said—though his face reddened as he did, and he shifted his pack up his back to try to hide the embarrassment of such a question.

      “Like how good? Good enough to be the Sun’s Ignis?”

      Cheeks reddening further, he refused to look at her. Every word she had uttered regarding the Sun had been mocking.

      She gave a dramatic gasp. “You are, aren’t you?”

      “I’m the best junior Ignis here, so maybe.” He shrugged—trying to salvage the image of a blushing schoolboy who still waved goodbye to his uncle every day.

      “Oooh, how exciting that must be for you. The Sun's Ignis. I'm suddenly all flustered and giddy to be in your presence.”

      He shot her a glare—it was a look conceding defeat but also warning her to drop the tease.

      Thankfully, she took it, and the next few minutes passed without furthering his internal humiliation. By the time they arrived at the turn to Chosen Way and met Malak, Carrick’s cheeks were nearly normal coloring again.

      “Good morning,” Malak smiled, un-leaning his long form from the signpost as they approached.

      “Good morning,” Carrick nodded back, and Aella offered a, “Hey.”

      “How are you feeling?” Malak asked her with the same warm ease he always did. It was infuriating. While within a matter of minutes Carrick had been dismantled to a blushing mess, Malak casually met Aella's off-putting eyes as if he was conversing with a lifelong friend.

      “Good—fine,” she answered quickly, looking away. This, however, was the first Carrick had ever seen her cocky attitude falter. It bolstered his confidence, if only slightly.

      “What's that?” Carrick asked as Malak fell into step next to them. The skin around his friend’s left cheekbone was darkened, and a thin line punctured up in an angry scratch.

      Reaching up, Malak touched it as if he'd forgotten it was there. “Nothing,” he answered, though glanced at him with a glimpse of truth.

      “Lucian's back?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Aella looked curiously between them, and Carrick forced himself to stay quiet—to not give any more of his friend's secrets away.

      “So what exactly can I expect at today's training?” Aella asked in a shift of conversation that was purposeful. It was a kind gesture, and it surprised him. Aella didn’t strike Carrick as the type who cared about other’s privacy.

      “All of us train together for the first half of the day. After lunch, we break into our own arts,” Carrick answered, taking the switch regardless of the reason. He’d ask Malak about Lucian later.

      “What are you doing to prepare for Solstice?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, we're the Chosen Children, the Great Generation. In Murnad, we've increased our training since the first of the year to prepare, and now it's only two weeks away.”

      “Why would you bother?”

      Both Aella and Malak frowned at him.

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” he protested, his face betraying him once again. “I only meant Rhaelyn has always hosted the trials and Murnad has never shown for them.”

      “Hasn't for the last two pickings, but not because we aren't worthy,” Aella said. “Rhaelyn has always done it wrong.”

      “Wrong?” he gave a slight laugh, looking to Malak who offered no support. Despite knowing this wasn’t a discussion he wanted to get into with Aella, he did. “How have we always been wrong?”

      “You don’t even know about Zuri Kade here.”

      “Who?”

      “I didn’t know who she was either,” Malak said. “Apparently there’s some proof she might’ve been a real Aether—four hundred years ago?” He looked to Aella for clarification.

      She nodded. “We all learned about her in school in Murnad. But here—she’s not even on your fountain.”

      “You believe she was one? An Aether, I mean?” Carrick asked.

      “More than I believe Luka Knightly the First was one. Did they purposefully choose that name to last millenniums of Aethers?”

      Malak chuckled and even Carrick smiled—because, in truth, it was ridiculous. “It means renowned fighter or something like that,” Carrick said in a weak attempt to defend the Knightly family. Though, it’d be as far as he’d go.

      “What is Luka?” Aella asked. “Is he special?”

      “Luka is decidedly not special,” Malak answered. “He’s an Aer and not a very good one. But he’ll be the Aether, I’m sure.”

      “And Raina—they’re⁠—”

      “Twins,” Carrick nodded. “She’ll be the Aqua of the Sun.”

      Aella widened her already large eyes further. “My Fate, what a power couple you two are! Fire and water. It’s like a match destined by Fate herself.”

      He glared at her but felt a smile tug on his lips just the same. He had never, in all of Rhaelyn, met someone so uncomfortably irreverent as Aella Aurellian.

      “She seems lovely,” she chuckled. “I especially loved when she called me that Murnad bitch.”

      Fate. He had hoped she hadn’t heard that. “Raina's hard to understand.”

      “Not that hard,” Malak muttered. “She’s not very nice.”

      Aella echoed her agreement, and Carrick cast them both a look. “It doesn't matter. I don't need you to approve of who I date. But for the sake of your brother-in-law, I wouldn't approach any of the Knightly family. The Head Commander is looking for any reason to use Dokimi on you, and you’ve already given him several.”

      “By being more talented than anyone he’s met?”

      “By nearly killing him,” he countered. “He doesn’t like being challenged.”

      “Who in the holy Shadows made that man Head Commander?”

      Both boys turned to her—Carrick resisting the urge to shush her and Malak giving a small laugh.

      “What?” She stopped, looking at them in confusion.

      “Uh—we don't say that here,” Carrick said, amazed at her ignorant vulgarity.

      “Are you kidding me?” She gave a kind of shocked laugh, looking between them. “You’re serious?”

      “Yes,” Malak chuckled again, finding it far more amusing than Carrick did. “It's one of the most offensive things you can say. Probably the most. I should've told you the other day.”

      “Oh—but you swear.” She looked at Carrick. “I’ve heard you.”

      “That's wildly different.”

      “Why?”

      “Because people love rules around here,” Malak answered. “Swearing in Fate's name is acceptable but never—under no circumstance—is it acceptable to swear in the name of Shadows or Masters.”

      “How do you not know this?” Carrick asked.

      “Oh, I don't know. People in Murnad are far more normal than they are here. No one is this delicate. Or they weren’t.” She looked away quickly, but not before the pain crossed her face while correcting the tense.

      Malak glanced at him, and Carrick pretended not to notice. “Well, unless you want to immediately be known as some crass outcast, I'd suggest not saying anything like that.”

      “I don't care what they think of me. As I've said, people here are sheltered and weird.”

      “Yeah, and these sheltered, weird people are becoming your clan,” Carrick grunted, pausing at the intersection of Aether Crossing. “I have to pick up Raina. It'd be best if you weren't with me.”

      She smirked. “Shadowed Fate, Carrick, whatever in the holy Masters will Eddie say?”

      “Don't joke like that in front of anyone else,” he warned before turning off the path. Though he laughed slightly after his back was turned to her.

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      “Is he always so serious?” she asked, watching Carrick disappear down a road lined with manicured trees leading to an opulent estate barely visible through the landscape.

      “Yes. Always,” Malak smiled. “If something crosses your mind, it has already crossed Carrick’s at least a hundred times. He’s thought of every outcome of every possibility, which means he offers good advice. Don’t cross the Knightly family.”

      Rolling her eyes, she began to move down the path.

      “Aella, I am serious. What my mom said—they’ll brand you with Dokimi if they find anything suspicious. What we saw at Eddie’s—what Commander Knightly saw⁠—”

      “I know. Jace already lectured me about it. I’ll dumb it down.”

      He glanced at her. “Just how good are you?”

      She looked back at him, grinning. “Good enough, I can still be the best and fake being bad at the same time.”

      “It’ll be a miracle if you make it out without the brand,” he chuckled with a shake of his head.

      “It can’t be worse than a Scythe wound, can it?”

      “Only in that your brother-in-law might lose it and decide to single-handedly take on all of Rhaelyn.”

      “He hasn’t been able to use his art since Murnad,” she said. Then, she wished she hadn’t. It was Jace’s pain, his vulnerability exposed when it had always been so carefully guarded. Eddie had thought it would come back eventually—when Jace wasn’t grieving and his leg was better.

      “He hasn’t?” Malak looked at her. “Because of⁠—”

      “He only needs a few weeks’ rest, I’m sure.” She nodded without explaining anything. “He was the only one of us from Murnad with any experience. It was mostly little kids and grandparents. Jace didn’t sleep once the whole time between Murnad and here.”

      “He’s a strong man.”

      “He is,” she agreed. “He taught me everything I know. Though, I guess he taught me too well.”

      Malak gave a small smile. “At least Carrick will finally have competition. I don’t think he knows what that even feels like.”

      “He said he had the same flames as me—the invisible ones?”

      He nodded. “They hadn’t been documented in Rhaelyn in years. He was never supposed to be this good, I mean in the Rhaelyn scheme of things. His parents were—I don’t know what you’d call them—non-conformists? Carrick works hard to appear normal.”

      “Why?”

      “That’s too much for me to tell. But he’s a good person—Carrick is.” He glanced at her. “And he’s been through more than he lets people know.”

      “So ease up a bit?”

      He chuckled. “No, he needs to be pushed and no one can push him. I just don’t want you to get the wrong impression. He’s my best friend, and I’m a Shadow-born.”

      “You know, I’ve never had competition either. I’m excited to see what he can do.”

      “What art were your parents? Were they Ignis?”

      “No. My dad was a recanted Shadow but still held some Aer powers. My mom was born Null from a pure Stoicheia family.”

      “You're serious?” he asked, coming to a halt on the path to face her fully.

      “Uh-huh.” She smiled. “I told you Murnad isn't like here.”

      “If Commander Knightly knew that⁠—”

      “I’d be getting the Dokimi instantly.”

      “And your sister?”

      “Loysia is an Aqua—was.” She breathed in quickly while exhaling the same curses she was instructed to never utter within the walls of Rhaelyn. “I don't know why I can't remember they're dead.”

      “Carrick couldn’t either for a while.” He was quiet, eyes falling to the road in thought. “Sorry, I keep comparing you. I don’t know anyone else who’s lost people like that. Suddenly, I mean.”

      “It leaves a lot of unspoken words,” she said, desperate to change the subject. “Do you want to leave Rhaelyn?”

      As she asked this, her gaze reluctantly landed on the deepening bruise over his cheekbone. Catching her eyes, he briefly allowed them to show emotion—not pain so much as exhaustion. A weary understanding of how the way things were would never be in his favor.

      Then he looked away, shrugging. “No one leaves Rhaelyn.”

      “That's not true. We had several from here—Nulls mostly, but still, I think they were happier having left.”

      “They were definitely happier if they were Nulls. This is no place to be if you don't hold one of the great arts of the universe.”

      “Don't you think you'd be happier?”

      He looked at her curiously. “No one usually cares this much about what I think.”

      “I’m sorry. I'm nosy. I need to know everyone's story, including their demons and angels—that's what Loysia always said.”

      He chuckled. “It's not a bad thing. Just different. Do you see that path?” he asked, pointing to a wide walkway veering off to their left. “That’s Sun Road. It’ll lead you to the fields.”

      Following the cobblestones, her eyes moved to a grassy plateau with several clumps of figures scattered about. Despite all her talk, her brazen attitude, the sight of them milling about before training made her heart pound in her chest. In Murnad, she never cared what anyone thought of her. They either liked her or they didn’t. She was the best—by far—and that had always been enough. But here…well here she didn’t have Killian. She needed Killian.

      “Are there any other Chosen Children from Murnad?” Malak asked, walking to the edge of the fields and then slowing to a stop as she did.

      Shaking her head, she looked at the thronging students with rising anxiety. She was not anxious. She had told him that at his mother’s house. She was not someone who had panic attacks like Carrick did. She was too confident for that. She was⁠—

      He nudged her arm, effectively getting her out of the maze of thoughts whirring through her subconscious. “It’ll be fine. You’ll be a curiosity until they forget about you and return to fighting each other for a spot in the Sun.”

      Nodding, she set her jaw, willing the panic away as students began to notice her. They stood, staring and whispering in disregard of all forms of socially acceptable human behavior.

      “Well, I'll see you later, Aella.”

      Grabbing his arm, she kept him from taking a single step. “What the Shadowed—” she swore in a harsh whisper, still gripping his arm. “You can't just leave me!”

      “It'll be much better for you if we aren't friends⁠—”

      “We're friends,” she said definitively, turning to look up at him in pure desperation. “I don't care if you're a Master itself. I don't want—” she swore again, closing her eyes while letting go of him. She was not this person. “Sorry. I'm sorry. I'm being ridiculous. You don't have to babysit me. I'm fine.”

      “I only meant Commander Knightly barely lets me train here. People don't trust or like me. I’m barely human to some of them.”

      She laughed—it was a high-pitched, impulsive laugh that flew out of her mouth before abruptly silenced. “Sorry.” She shook her head, apologizing again. “I hate this place.”

      Then, she took a deep breath and stepped forward.
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      The second she stepped away from Malak, she was accosted by a large boy with blonde hair. He wasn't big in the way Carrick was—with his chiseled build and confident swagger morphing into his being as much as his breath would. Or in the way Malak was, with natural height and presence.

      This boy was big with the illusion of strength, shoulders back, chin up, and chest puffed to mask an obvious insecurity. His thin lips plastered against his startling white teeth in what she had to assume was a smile. But if that was the case, it never reached the eyes squinting from either side of a long nose. “I never expected Murnad to produce such a beauty.” His voice annoyed her instantly. “I’m Luka Knightly, son of⁠—”

      “Commander Knightly.” She nodded. “You look like him.”

      His lips stretched further. “So I've been told. Was he bothering you?”

      She looked back at Malak to find his expression having changed entirely—jaw set, eyes cold, and hands motionless by his side. His entire being was void of movement. She turned back again. “No. He's my friend.”

      “Ah, so you don't know.” Luka’s smile didn't waver. “He's Shadow-born. It's only because of my father's benevolence he's allowed here. But if I were you, I wouldn't get close.”

      “I’m from the melting pot of Murnad. Fate only knows what I'm mixed with. If I were you, I wouldn't get too close either.” The words landed loud enough that most of the class heard them, spreading whispers among the students.

      “As for my beauty,” she smiled, purposefully adding a few bats of her eyelashes. “It's most likely due to Shadow blood. Creates perfect skin, I've heard.”

      Snickering and laughter flew over the students with enough force to turn Luka's pale face a deep scarlet. No amount of nose in the air or chest puffing could disguise the color.

      “Nice to meet you, Luka.” She nodded at him before moving past, purposefully without addressing anyone else.

      “Holy Fate, Aella,” Carrick breathed, appearing next to her. “You know who that was?”

      “Yes. Commander Knightly's equally asinine offspring, the future Aether of our Great Generation, Raina’s twin. Speaking of, should you be seen with me?” She nodded towards Raina who was currently scowling while tapping a foot and keeping a firm glare on Carrick despite the group of students engaging in conversation around her. “She's got you on a tight leash.”

      “I’m not on a leash. Raina's my girlfriend—it doesn't matter. But I just told you to stay away from the Knightlys. Your life could get very, very hard if you don’t start listening to people who know what they are talking about.”

      “Let's see, in the last week, I've lost my parents, my boyfriend, my sister, my home, and am currently training with a cluster of pompous, insufferably naive teens. Oh, and I had a gaping hole in my side that inexplicably healed overnight. I don't think it could get much harder.”

      “You had a boyfriend?”

      “Back off, Carrick,” she said, keeping her eyes firmly planted on his with every warning she could press into her gaze. The Adonis would not touch Killian.

      Though as her gaze hardened, his grew softer—mushy—as his eyes widened, and he shook his head enough to make his curls bounce. “I’m sorry—I didn't—I'm sorry.”

      “Students, form a circle!” a small woman with a wobbly gait and gray hair combed into a tight bun chirped in a surprisingly loud voice.

      As they did, Malak moved next to her.

      “Ah, so you want to be my friend now?”

      “Do I have a choice? Honestly, I think I'm afraid of you.”

      “I come off strong. Sorry.”

      “I don't mind.”

      She nodded toward the woman and the two people standing beside her. “Who are they?”

      “That's Commander Claire. She's Terre and about ninety-nine years old. The man who looks like a bull is Aer, Commander Ollox. And the slender man with the silver hair is Aqua, Commander Morrell. He dyes it that color but insists it's natural so don't bring it up.”

      “Where's Ignis?”

      “Commander Addison Ryder, Eddie's sister.”

      “A woman?” She quirked an eyebrow at him. “There's never been a female Ignis instructor in Murnad.”

      “Addison's the first here and it's been opposed, but she's that good. You'll see when you meet her. Commander Knightly fills in when she's gone.”

      She turned back as Commander Knightly began to pace around the circle, gazing into each Chosen Child’s eyes until their mask of whatever confidence they had managed to muster dissolved. When he came to her, he stopped, shifting his feet to face her head-on. “Ah, our newest member. Miss…”

      “Aella Aurellian,” she answered, annoyed he’d pretend to forget. If Aella had unsettled the man enough to talk to an estranged sister-in-law and warn his children to stay away, she’d think he’d remember her name.

      “Yes, Miss Aurellian, please step forward.”

      She did as he asked.

      “Chosen Children, Great Generation.” Raising his voice in volume and lowering it in octaves, he smiled broadly—the same thin-lipped smile his son had. “It is a true honor to welcome another clan member of this cherished tradition to join our training before Summer Solstice. I trust you each make Miss Relin feel at home.”

      “Aurellian.”

      “Excuse me?” Stopping his speech, he looked at her with eyes contrasting his overzealous smile.

      “My name is Aella Aurellian.”

      He paused for a beat. “Of course, Miss Aurellian. My apologies. Why don't you show us what Murnad has taught you? Let us get to know you a little better.”

      “Okay.” Taking another step forward, she let the energy build inside her—the feeling of being an outcast, the knowledge of constantly disappointing Jace, and the rage of how her life became so destroyed in such a short time. Then she bled the energy into her flames until they danced over her fingers, flicking up and down her arms, and she began to smile. “What would you like me to do, Commander?”

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      Carrick whispered a curse as he watched Aella gracefully dance through every task Commander Knightly gave her. More than half the Ignis their age couldn't attempt the commands. Fate, even Carrick couldn't do most of them.

      As Commander Knightly grew increasingly frustrated, the crowd watching grew increasingly impressed and Aella increasingly smug until a smirk rose in her lips and her entire face was mocking the flustered Commander in front of her.

      “Good Fate, who is this girl?”

      Turning to the voice he knew well, Carrick grinned as Addison peered over his shoulder in amazement. As she caught his eye, she gave him a wink. “You think I'd leave you in the hands of Rowan this entire week?”

      “You said you would.”

      “I know. It was only a threat, so you'd all grow to appreciate me.”

      “You're appreciated. The Murnad refugees arrived. Eddie offered to let two of them stay in our home.”

      She gave an affectionate laugh. “That crazy man. Is this girl one of them?”

      “Uh-huh. Aella Aurellian. Ignis, obviously.”

      “She's incredible.”

      “She has Keiria.”

      She looked at him. “Keiria? Really? How do you know?”

      “It's how she got here alive. She was hurt—with a Scythe. We saw it, the actual blade.”

      “And she's here now?” Addison’s eyes moved back to Aella.

      “She’s healed. I don't know how, but she has.”

      “Mm. Very mysterious,” she said with the same lilt but a new tone of seriousness. Stepping forward, she held up a hand and said, “Head Commander, I suppose we've made the girl show off enough.”

      Commander Knightly stopped mid-order. “Commander Ryder, I didn't expect you back until next week.”

      “I couldn't stay away from my Chosen Children.” The way she said it made several of the students laugh and caused most of the Commanders to smile until Knightly glared at them.

      “What a delightful fire whisperer you are,” Addison said, turning to Aella with a smile.

      “Thank you, uh, Commander⁠—”

      “Commander Addison Ryder, Head Ignis. You are?”

      “Aella Aurellian.”

      “Well, Aella, you are very talented.” Giving her another smile, Addison turned to face Knightly. “I’ll take it from here. Thank you for filling in in my absence.”

      “Of course,” Knightly conceded the spot with a slight bow—though his tinge of annoyance was obvious in the way he held her gaze. “I’ll leave you to class. So nice to see your safe return, Addison.”

      “Thank you, Rowan. That's very kind of you.”

      He gave a curt nod. Addison was the only person who, at least that Carrick knew, called Commander Knightly by his first name. It visibly flustered the man, yet he had never reprimanded her. Addison Ryder wasn’t one to reprimand.

      As Addison began to talk to the Chosen Children of her most recent travels, Carrick leaned past Malak to Aella. “You're really good.”

      She ignored his gaze. “I know.”

      “But you're still using your flames.”

      She shot him a look.

      “You're using Keiria again. Why?”

      “It's none of your business.”

      Malak glanced at her too. “Aella?”

      “I’m fine.” Though even as she said this, her face grew duskier—almost as it had been when she first arrived.

      “You don’t⁠—”

      Letting out a near-audible gasp, she clutched her side before turning to Malak in fear-tinged confusion. “Malak, what⁠—”

      “Aella, stop using your flames. Trust me,” Carrick whispered. “You have to⁠—"

      “Carrick,” Addison's voice cut into his words, and he straightened to meet her disapproving gaze.

      “Sorry, Commander Ryder,” he apologized.

      Offering another look of warning, she continued the lecture. But as soon as his aunt had turned again, Carrick slipped behind Malak. Unceremoniously nudging the kid who stood on Aella’s other side, Carrick squeezed next to her. “You have to stop.”

      “I can’t,” she whispered. Her eyes were growing wider as she looked down at her flames—the flames they shared. “I don’t know why—Carrick, I can’t stop them.”

      “We need to leave. Right now,” he said, grabbing her arm.

      “Carrick?” Addison stopped to question the commotion again.

      “Um, it's nothing…”

      Adjusting her glasses to squint at Aella, Commander Claire said, “Child, you look quite unwell.”

      “Oh, she's okay,” Carrick affirmed. “Just breakfast—you know, Eddie's cooking…” It was a horrible excuse. Eddie was a great cook and almost everyone knew it.

      Though Addison, somehow, bought it. Or more accurately, saw the reason behind the lie. “Very well. Be back by lunch if you're able.”

      Practically dragging Aella, Carrick led her back to the path leading from the training field and into the trees on the other side. As soon as she was out of sight, Aella crumpled to the earth, grabbed her head, and let out a strangled cry.

      “Aella, listen to me.” Carrick knelt next to her. “What you’re seeing⁠—”

      She threw an elbow.

      “Fate!” Swearing, he pulled back in surprise while she turned on the earth to crawl backward away from him. Her eyes were wide, staring at something past his right ear while a low-pitched whimper escaped.

      “Aella?” he asked—more hesitant this time. “Aella, can you hear me?”

      “Don't—don't do this—” she begged still staring at something behind him and looking so afraid he had checked several times to ensure there was nothing there.

      “Aella, you’re fine. It’s just magical wounds. They—” He attempted once more to move towards her, but she flinched back so violently that she ran into a trunk of a tree. Instead of moving again, she curled onto her side, covered her head with her arms, and screamed.

      “Aella, you’re okay—you’re okay,” he stammered, though truthfully he sounded nearly as scared as she did. Just as he was trying to decide if he should go closer, the branches moved and Malak peered through from the path. Without hesitation or another glance toward Carrick, Malak knelt beside Aella, picked her up from the ground, and crushed a sprig of Socair beneath her nose.

      After a few inhales, she finally stilled.

      “Aella?” Carrick asked—still keeping Malak between them just in case.

      “Hmm?” she murmured, nestled against Malak's arm. Then she jerked up, pulling away. For a moment, she looked wildly between them before focusing her gaze on Carrick. “What was that?”

      “I—”

      “Carrick, what was that?” she repeated with more force.

      “What did you see?” Malak asked, far calmer than either Carrick or Aella was capable of being.

      “I saw Loysia dying. She was dying! I saw her die when I hadn’t been anywhere near her. She spoke to me. Then, there was a Master—he asked her where I was and—Carrick, what in Fate's name was that? Answer me.”

      “Um, you know—Shadow wounds⁠—”

      “I’ve heard that before,” she said, keeping her eyes on him. “But you knew what was happening. How did you know? I've never felt that in my life.”

      “Um, I knew because of what happened to me when my parents died. I wasn't—it was no Scythe—” He grew increasingly uncomfortable. Carrick did not want his parents’ death, the anxiety attacks he’d experienced, or his own Shadow wound to ever become something Aella knew about. Or anyone for that matter. Malak was the only person besides Eddie and Addison who knew how deep it had gone.

      Glancing at him and knowing what was going through his mind, Malak gave a brief explanation. “Carrick had a Shadow wound once and had similar spells that were usually brought on by training.”

      Carrick nodded. It was enough information that hopefully she wouldn’t prod further.

      Though Aella continued to stare at him. “How long did it last? It’s not still⁠—”

      He shook his head. “It faded eventually.” It was the exact elusive answer he would’ve hated, but she only nodded, looked around the trees, and peered towards the distant field.

      “You brought me here?” she asked.

      “I noticed you kept using your flames. I told the Commanders it was food poisoning—I don't know if they bought it. I couldn't think of⁠—”

      “Thank you,” she cut him off, looking at him again. Fate, her gaze was unsettling. “I'm sorry—” She stood shakily, bringing a hand to her forehead while the other rested on her side. “Is it going to happen again?”

      “I don't know. We can test things after lessons. See if anything triggers it.”

      Bringing both hands up to push the strands of hair that had escaped against her head, she stood entirely still. Then, she took a deep breath. “Um, okay. I'm okay—I'm—I need to see Jace.” She didn't look at them. “I just need to see him. Um, I'll be back by lunch.”

      “You know the way back?” Carrick asked. “I could⁠—”

      “Um, yeah, I know—I think. I’ll be fine.” She bit her lip. Then, took a breath. “Um, thank you.”

      “You’ll be okay?” He asked, getting to his feet as well.

      She nodded without looking back at them, then moved out of the trees and disappeared down the path.
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      As soon as she reached the path, she began to run. She knew Malak and Carrick were probably watching her, knew they’d probably tell the others—her new peers—but she didn’t care. At least now, she didn’t. Now she only had to see Jace, convince herself that he wasn’t part of them—the bodies.

      So she ran faster. Tears burned her skin, clogging her throat until she choked. Her vision blurred and with another sob, she tripped to the ground.

      The gravel tore through her trousers, ripping into her skin, surging into the physical pain that collided with the mental. Then, she could only see the bodies again, so she got up and kept running.

      She shook with an emotion she couldn't control. Waves and waves of panic hit her. She couldn't do this. She could not do this. They were all dead. They. Were. All. Dead.

      Her foot caught on the steps of the porch, and she crashed against it, crumpling into the wood.

      The door above her opened.

      “Ael? Shadowed hell—Ael—” His voice—his familiarity. He moved down the steps, taking her into his arms, and she sobbed harder, clutching his shirt like she was a tiny child, like he was her only protector. And in that moment, it felt true.

      “I saw her—” she choked. “I saw Loysia—I saw her die⁠—”

      “What are you talking about?” He asked—his voice forcefully calm to counter hers. “What happened?”

      “It was a—I don't know—Carrick said it happened to him too—” She couldn't even complete a sentence. “But I saw her—I saw a Master…it asked Loysia where I was. She wouldn't say and she⁠—”

      “Fate, Ael.” He pulled her closer to him. “That’s not how it happened. I was with her, remember? It's okay.”

      “It's not,” Aella sobbed. “They're dead, Jace. They're all dead, and I'm—why am I alive?” She pushed herself up on the steps to look at him. “I’m a horrible, horrible person. I'm so—I'm so sorry it was me. It should've been Loysia. I shouldn't be—Jace, I'm so sorry⁠—”

      “Stop,” he said, cupping his hands around her tear-stained face. “You lived for a reason. Understand me? Don't be sorry. Loysia would've said the same thing.”

      “If I hadn’t gotten into that argument—if I just—my last words⁠—”

      “Don’t matter, Aella,” he said, placing his arm around her shoulders as she sunk against him in exhaustion. “We know who you are. They knew how much you loved them. Your words never stole that.”

      “I told her I could see through her superiority, that she wasn’t as special as everyone thought. I told my mom she was only taking Loysia’s side because she was the favorite. I yelled at my dad because he refused to take either side and you⁠—”

      He chuckled, and she looked up at him in surprise, stopping the account. “Sorry,” he said, still with a half-smile.

      “It’s not funny.”

      “It was a little.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him but found her lips twitching despite all the recent events.

      Stretching his injured leg out on the step, he absentmindedly massaged his thigh. “You know she only said all those things because she believed you could be anything you wanted, and she was worried you were settling in with Killian too young.”

      “But she⁠—”

      “Loysia loved family. She loved peace and belonging, and I did too. When we built that home, it was all we ever wanted. We were living our dreams, but you were never like that. You have always loved the uncomfortable. After you left, Loysia said, she’ll be back to apologize within the hour, and in ten years, she’ll realize I was right.”

      Aella looked at her hands, the torn knees of her trousers, and then down the road she’d just sprinted up. “I would give anything to be comfortable and arguing with her again.”

      “Me too.” He sighed. “What happened at training?”

      Shaking her head, she looked down at her hands again. They still trembled. “Commander Knightly was challenging me. I did exactly as he asked—nothing more,” she added quickly, looking up at him.

      But he only nodded.

      “I felt fine—like normal, but when I stopped, I couldn’t control it anymore. The last thing I remember is Carrick getting me away from everyone. I had—it must’ve been a dream, but I saw them all die, and I thought you did too so I…” she took a breath, straightened, and gave a nod. “Anyway, it’s done. I told them I’d be back by lunch.”

      Chuckling, he gave her a knowing look that told her none of her words convinced him she was fine. “Do you want to go back?”

      “No…I have a headache, but it’s—I want to sleep.”

      “Okay.” He nodded. “Then, you'll sleep.”

      “Commander Knightly⁠—”

      “If that man had an ounce of your power, he'd be a tyrant. I’ll deal with him if I need to.”

      Looking away from him, she dropped her gaze to her hands again. There was no way she could’ve gone back. They both knew that. “Thanks.”

      Standing stiffly, he leaned against his crutches and offered her a hand. “It'll get better, Ael. I promise.”

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      “Carrick, are you listening to me?” Raina asked. “Carrick, hello?”

      “He's looking for the little Murnad beauty,” Luka said, sopping up half his soup with a bun. In addition to the soup, he had fresh steak tips prepped that morning and a piece of pie sitting ready for dessert. It was a feast. By the Knightly standards, it was a picnic lunch.

      Raina glared at her brother, then turned back to Carrick.

      “She went home sick,” Carrick said, trying to sound casual. “She said she'd be back by now.”

      “Ahh, poor thing,” Raina crooned in a tone she only used when around her brothers or father. “She was probably intimidated by Rhaelyn's training. It would scare away anyone who wasn't used to it.”

      This wasn’t something Raina would have said if they were alone. Yes, she would’ve been mad that he was looking for Aella, but she wouldn’t have dismissed her. To Raina, everyone was a threat, and she was smart enough to see that someone who outmatched her father was not someone intimidated by training. But instead of countering any of this, he mumbled, “I think it was too soon. She just got here, and she was hurt.”

      “Hurt?” Luka scoffed. “Where? We all saw what she could do. If you have a soft spot for her, at least be kind enough to let Rain down easy.”

      “Shut up, Luka,” Raina bit.

      “All I’m saying is⁠—”

      “Addison!” Carrick interrupted Luka’s tease with an exaggerated wave at his aunt who was sitting down to eat her lunch across the field from them. In slight confusion, Addison waved back, and Carrick got up. All he knew at that moment was that he didn’t want to be with either Knightly twin. “Uh, Raina, I’m going to catch up with my aunt. I didn't think she'd be back this soon.”

      “Whatever,” she said, then spat another, “Shut up!” at Luka before he even made a comment.

      “See you after class?” Carrick offered—but only half-heartedly. Raina was already choosing not to look at him and from experience, it’d probably be a few days until she’d speak to him again.

      So after waiting enough time to ensure she would not be speaking to him, he made his way across the field to Addison—the woman who lost as much as he had in the fire.

      “Needed to get away?” She asked, patting the grass beside her.

      “What if I just wanted to see my dear aunt who’s been gone for several days?”

      “Then I’d say you’re lying.” She grinned at him as he sat down.

      The relationship between Addison and Carrick had never really been that of a guardian and child—more an advisor, an older and wiser person who loved him. Eddie had been the caretaker, tending to their broken hearts, opening his home to them, and becoming the safety they both needed. But Addison was the one who challenged Carrick and made him leave the comfort of Eddie’s orbit. Where Eddie would listen, as he had during all the panic attacks, Addison would show Carrick the door, say he couldn’t spend eternity in the house—though that had been exactly what Carrick had wanted to do.

      “You look perplexed and concerned,” she commented after he took a seat.

      “Don’t I always?”

      “Yes, but it is especially apparent today.”

      Nodding, he wrapped his arms around his knees. Addison had a way of making him feel like a child again. No matter how strong he got, how popular he became, and how many people told him he was destined to be the Ignis of the Sun, he felt small next to her. Not in a bad way. It was more that Addison could see through him so there was no use pretending he was anything other than an eighteen-year-old boy faking it with moderate success.

      “How is it? Having two of the refuges at home?” Addison asked.

      “Aella's difficult, and Jace, her brother-in-law, is sad all the time—or scared for Aella. He’s...intense—his emotions are. Aella’s just…I don’t know.”

      Addison nodded like she somehow interpreted his rambling words. “Can you imagine being them? Having their family killed, their homes destroyed? And Aella—with that…a Scythe wound you said?”

      “Yeah…that’s what happened with her in class. It was like what used to happen to me. Did you…were you able to hear her screaming?”

      “No.”

      “Good. She wouldn’t have wanted that.”

      Draping an arm over his shoulders, Addison gave him a squeeze. “You did a good thing doing what you did. I’m proud of you, and I’m sure she’s grateful. Us women have our pride too you know.”

      He gave a half-hearted laugh, far less than what Addison would normally get for such a comment. But he was worried. It was so eerily similar to what he had experienced…when what he had experienced was unexplainable.

      “Carrick?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Your face. You’re miles away again. What is it?”

      Looking back to the blade of grass he held between his fingers, he placed it to the earth once more and drew his knees into his chest. Then, he looked at her. “Aella said she saw a Master killing her sister. He was trying to find her—Aella, I mean.”

      “Really? That's interesting.”

      “Do you remember my dreams? That I had?”

      “Of course, I do. They were horrible.”

      “There was always a Master in them too, and I—I don’t know. Maybe it just reminded me of that time.” He shrugged and picked up the blade of grass again.

      Without saying a word, Addison leaned over to hug him—this time not letting go until his eyes were burning with tears…good tears.

      “Do you know where she went?” Addison asked, letting him go and making no comment to the quick brush of his sleeves against his eyes.

      “Back to Eddie's, I think. She said she'd try to be back by lunch but⁠—”

      “It would be better if she didn’t.”

      He nodded.

      “I’m sure Eddie and⁠—”

      “Jace.”

      “Jace—will take care of her.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed but felt the prickling anxiety poking at him. Aella's face—when she woke telling them she had seen a Master—he knew that face.

      
        
        Addison

      

      

      Holy Fate, she found another one. From Murnad of all places.
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      “Eddie, we're home!” Carrick yelled, throwing open the door.

      A clucking sound came from the other room as Eddie emerged, pushing his spectacles up his nose and beginning to say something before leaving his mouth comically agape until it broke into a grin. “Addie!”

      She laughed as her older brother tucked her into an embrace.

      “I’m so glad you’re back,” Eddie said, letting her go to hold her with one hand on each shoulder. “And you’re alright? Whole? No sinister reason for being back a week early?”

      “Nothing sinister.” She grinned. “But good thing I did. I found out you've lent out the house.”

      “Only part of it,” Eddie said, pushing his glasses up his nose again and missing the point. “Did you meet Aella? Before she became ill?”

      “Yes, a very talented girl. How's she doing?”

      “Sleeping. She's been asleep since she returned this morning.” Eddie turned as Jace crutched into the room. “Jace! Meet my sister, Commander Addison Ryder. Addie, this is Commander Jace Kelley.”

      “No longer a Commander,” Jace said with what Carrick supposed could’ve been interpreted as a smile. “Commander Ryder, I hope it’s okay that we’re here. We’re⁠—”

      “Please, call me Addison,” she said. “And not a problem. My brother would not be my brother if he didn’t give his entire home to the plight of humanity.”

      Eddie clucked his tongue again with an embarrassed shake of his head, and Jace gave a far more realistic smile—possibly the first one since arriving from Murnad.

      “Is your sister-in-law doing okay?” Addison asked, lowering her pack to the bottom of the staircase.

      “I think so,” Jace nodded. “That dream, or whatever it was, scared her. She said you experienced something similar?” He turned his gaze on Carrick.

      The man made him nervous, not because he was unpleasant in any way, but because the edges of his face never relaxed. He was always on.

      “Uh, yeah,” Carrick said, looking towards Eddie and Addison as if they could be the ones to answer. Then he felt childish for doing so, so he forced his gaze back. “I had a magic wound too and I used to get something similar. It only lasted a couple of weeks, but it was worse when I was stressed.”

      “Like training?” Jace asked.

      “Yeah.”

      With a heavy sigh and a bit of a curse that stopped when Jace glanced sideways at Addison, he then muttered a, “sorry,” that she waved off. Afterward, he sunk into a chair and looked at Eddie. “I don’t know what to do. Should I talk to Commander Knightly? Tell him she can’t train yet?”

      “He won't let her not train,” Eddie sighed, joining him at the table. “It's two weeks from Summer Solstice, and she's proven herself too good to ignore. Even today?” He looked at Carrick for confirmation.

      Carrick nodded. “She did stuff I couldn't do. Fate, I don't think Knightly himself could've done half the commands.”

      Another, stronger, curse from Jace. “I told her not to show off. She's really good, and she likes people to know that.”

      Addison smiled. “Like most of us, I suppose.”

      “But don’t worry,” Eddie said, laying a long hand on Jace’s knee and giving it a pat. “Addie’s head Ignis. She’ll be able to give Aella a rest. Right, Addie?”

      “Without her knowing it,” Addison said with a wink that made Jace chuckle slightly.

      “Carrick, dinner's just about ready,” Eddie said, moving back to the kitchen. “Would you mind seeing if Aella wants some?”

      “Sure.” Heading up the stairs, he paused to throw his pack in his room before knocking on Aella’s door next to his.

      The other side was silent.

      He knocked again. Still no answer.

      “Aella?” he whispered, cracking the door open. Hearing a sharp curse, he pushed it the rest of the way to expose Aella halfway out the window. “What in Fate's name are you doing?” he hissed, stepping in and closing the door behind him.

      “I’m—” Her face reddened as she dangled on the sill, legs over the edge and torso still inside the room. “Nothing. I'm doing nothing. Tell them I'm still sleeping.”

      He frowned at her. “I won't do that.”

      “Well, then you'll just have to tell them I left. I'll be back later.”

      “Aella.” He sighed heavily, raising his eyes to the ceiling in a silent prayer to Fate. “Where are you going?”

      “To Magdalen’s.”

      “Magdalen’s? Why would you go there?”

      “She said this scar would behave strangely. It's behaving strangely, and I need to know why. I can't have that happen again.”

      “Are you serious? Fate, Aella, it's been what, ten days since you got hurt? And it only just healed last night? You aren't going to suddenly be fine.”

      She frowned at him, still dangling out the window. “I need to be.”

      “Why? Why in Fate's name do you have to be fine right now? You won't be chosen for the Sun. They've already picked everyone and⁠—”

      “And what?” She cocked her head to the side. How anyone could look that smug while their midsection was pressed over a windowsill was beyond him.

      He sighed again. “And you’re from Murnad. You aren’t Rhaelyn-bred and that’s all that matters here.”

      “Huh. See you later, Carrick.” She dropped from the window.

      Cursing bitterly, he called downstairs that Aella was still sleeping, and he wouldn’t be down for an hour because he had to finish a reading Knightly assigned…which was nearly as bad of an excuse as food poisoning.

      Then, he eased out the small window, clinging to the vine she'd just descended while swearing under his breath. Several pieces of the lattice broke off under his toes and about five feet from the ground, he lost his footing entirely, landing flat on his back with Aella Aurellian and her two buns staring down at him.

      “You're going to make that impossible to use again,” she grunted as he tried to get the air to re-enter his body without looking too much like he was dying. But the smirk she held told him he’d failed.

      With a frown and watering eyes, he straightened. “I’m sorry if I offended you about Murnad, but this—you’re acting irrational.”

      “Irrational. Mm, I guess that's one opinion,” she said, moving down the main path.

      “Do you even know where you're going?”

      “I’ve been there.”

      “Magdalen’s not going to be able to help.”

      “Really? Because she seems like the only one who has answers for this.”

      “There are no answers. You just have to wait it out.”

      “Carrick, I saw my sister get killed. I was on the complete opposite side of Murnad when it was attacked. Yet, I saw her die. How does that work?”

      “You see things—going through the spells⁠—”

      “Yeah? Did you see a death that was not possible for you to witness?”

      He winced—visibly. And she noticed.

      “I’m sorry,” she muttered, looking away and tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “It’s okay,” he muttered back but kept his eyes on the path. “I did. I saw a lot of things, including my parents’ death which I wasn’t there for in real life. I even thought I saw a Master too—that’s when I went to Magdalen for help without telling anyone else, and it was a mistake.”

      In front of him, she tapped her fingers against her arms crossed over her chest as nervous energy oozed from her. “What happened? How do you know it was a mistake?”

      He didn’t answer, though he did try searching for words that wouldn’t force him to tell too much of a story he didn’t want to.

      “Carrick, I’m not trying to be pushy, really—and I’m sorry about your parents. I just want to fix this, and you seem to know what this is.”

      “I know. I don’t talk to anyone about this—ever. I don’t want people knowing.”

      “My only friend is your best friend, so I think your secret is pretty safe.”

      He gave a small laugh, shoving his hands back into his pockets as they continued up Chosen Street. “Magdalen gave me something—an herbal tincture—and it happened instantly. Malak couldn't even pull me out with Socair. He had to run to find Addison, who brought me back to Eddie's until it passed, but it took hours.”

      “What took hours?”

      “Um…I don’t know. I was unconscious so I couldn’t tell you exactly what it was, but for me, it was a horrible dream. They said I had gotten sick—like feverish or something and they were all worried.”

      “But you were a kid right?”

      He hesitated slightly. “Um yeah, kind of.”

      “So maybe it’ll be different?”

      “I don’t think so. Just—don’t take anything. Magdalen is…different? And she doesn’t care about you.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Because I know,” he said—that time firmer. His secrets were one thing, Malak’s were another.

      After a silence, Aella said, “Fine. I won’t take anything. I’ll just talk to her, and you don’t have to come.”

      “I do because if what I think will happen happens, you'll need help getting back.”

      “Malak’s right; you are protective.”

      “He said that?” he asked, face reddening and making a mental note to ask why Malak was talking to Aella about him when he wasn’t there.

      “Don’t worry, it wasn’t anything bad. He just told me to listen to you because you were a good person or something like that. But if I’m honest, this protective nature of yours is a bit stifling.”

      “It’s just—” he hesitated, feeling increasingly awkward, face redder. “I’m not trying to compare anything—but I know…I’ve had people I love die, and I know you need someone to think for you afterward.”

      She looked at him and he refused to look back at her, keeping his shoulders hunched, hands in his pockets, and forcefully voiding emotion from his face and voice.

      For her part, she was completely silent. Then, she said, “We’re nearly to Aether Crossing. Should we start running in case your girlfriend’s out?”

      Breaking the tension, he glanced at her and gave a small laugh. She smiled back, for once without a smirk or a lifted eyebrow.

      Then, they walked in silence for a long time, and she let him take the lead as they moved off Chosen Street to the unnamed paths. He didn’t make a single comment on how she did not know the way to Magdalen’s home.

      “What was the Shadow injury you had?” she asked just as he had gotten used to the silence.

      He looked back at her.

      “You might as well tell me.” She shrugged, stepping over a fallen branch blocking the path and making her buns bob. “I mean, I already know you saw a Master.”

      “It was Shadow Fire, mostly on my back.”

      “Did it scar?”

      “Yeah.” He smirked at her. “Why, you want to see it?”

      She frowned at him. “No. Don't flatter yourself. I was just—does it still hurt sometimes?”

      “Occasionally. Not often, though. Does yours?”

      “Yeah. Magdalen said it would, and it'd have a way of surprising me. That's why I think she can help.”

      “What's going to help is learning how to control it. Finding out what sets it off and backing down a bit.”

      “I don't back down.”

      He chuckled. “Of course, you don’t.”

      “What set yours off?”

      “Exercise. Stress. Emotions. Fear—mostly fear.”

      “I’m not afraid.”

      He looked back at her.

      “Okay, a little, but I don't think that's what set it off.”

      “What do you think it was then?”

      “I don't know. I was fine until I stopped and then I wasn’t.”

      “Carrick Zaria, is that you?” Magdalen called from her flower bed, standing as she saw them with a big grin spreading over her face.

      “Yeah, it's me.” He waved back. “And⁠—”

      “The fair Aella Aurellian. We've met.”

      “Hello, Magdalen,” Aella greeted with a marked level of coolness inflected in her voice that made Carrick look at her curiously and Magdalen chuckle.

      “Mm, you're angry because of what happened to my boy. Lucian can be a cruel man, it's true. But I will say my son deserved it this time.”

      “Deserved to be hit? What could he have possibly done to deserve that?”

      Smile never wavering, Magdalen looked at Carrick. “She's a high and mighty one, isn't she?”

      He didn't reply. Honestly, he hated being at the home. He had since the day she made him that tincture.

      “Well, child, why have you come to visit me when you've decided to despise me?”

      “I need to know what you meant when you said it'd surprise me—the Scythe scar.”

      Sitting down on the grass and tucking her long skirt around her legs, Magdalen patted the earth on either side of her and didn’t say a word or move until they both joined her.

      “What happened?” Magdalen asked, turning to face Aella in an invasive inspection.

      “I had an attack,” she explained. Her voice was sterile with no sign of fear or discomfort, but no sign of anything else either. “Carrick said he had them too when he was little.”

      “Little? He was only a bit younger than you are now. How long ago was it, Carrick?”

      Carrick’s face flushed—again—and he purposefully avoided Aella’s curious eyes—again. “A little over three years.”

      Magdalen smiled. “Three years. How time moves. It does seem much longer.”

      He nodded numbly, refusing to look at either of them.

      “So, tell me, Aella, what happened? What did you see?”

      “Uh,” she cleared her throat in the first noticeable glitch of her controlled facade. “I was training. Knightly—I mean, Commander Knightly—was testing me. I was fine. I felt great and then I stopped. When I moved back into line, I began using Keiria again. I didn't even know I was until Carrick stopped me. And then, it was like my head split apart, and I saw a Master killing my sister and asking her where I was. Malak pulled me out with Socair.”

      “Mm, fascinating,” Magdalen murmured. “And you haven't had one since?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “It happened this morning.”

      “I see. You think I have answers for this?”

      “I don't know if you do or you don't, but you told me it'd behave strangely, and it has been, and I want to know what you meant by that.”

      “What I meant by your scar behaving strangely, is that you’ve been marked permanently by a Shadow. We can never tell what that will mean. It will hurt from time to time—as Carrick’s does. But these episodes are not from the scar. I have a solution for that. I’m guessing Carrick already told you about the tincture?”

      “I have. She's not going to take it.”

      “It stops the attacks?” Aella asked, glancing at Carrick. “You didn't say it stopped the attacks.”

      “It's not worth it,” he said. He knew this would’ve been the case as soon as Magdalen mentioned it. “They'll lessen on their own. You just have to wait.”

      “I don't want to wait. I want them done.”

      Magdalen chuckled, glancing between them. “Two very different personalities are before me, I see.”

      “How does it work?” Aella asked.

      “The effects you're experiencing are not from the scar, as I said, but the potion Malak created to help the light win over the darkness. It is an after-effect of the treatment, not the injury.”

      “What?” Carrick looked at her in surprise. “I didn't know that.”

      “You were fifteen and terrified,” she said simply. “You weren't comprehending anything we told you and your family was the same when I tried to explain it to them. But he's right, Aella, the after-effects will fade on their own. Though, with the severity of your wound, it may take a while.”

      “How long's a while?”

      “Mm, I’d say—and I can only guess—it’d be at least six months, maybe a year before you’d be able to use your art in peace.”

      “Six months to a year?” she asked horrified. “Of not being able to use flames without having one of those—things?”

      “Yes, I'm afraid so.”

      “And if I took the tincture?”

      “The effects would be gone by tomorrow—though, you may feel ill for a period.”

      “That’s fine. I want to take it.”

      “Aella—”

      “I don’t have six months,” she said, ignoring Carrick’s protest.

      “Very well,” Magdalen nodded. “I’ll make up the tincture. It’ll only take a moment.” Getting up, she moved into the home in a flush of skirts.

      “Aella, I don’t know⁠—”

      “I can’t not use flames for a year. Can you imagine that?”

      He couldn’t. Not for the first time, he wished he could run home and discuss all this with Eddie before Aella would do anything. But of course, Aella would do what Aella would do.

      “What are you two doing here?”

      They both looked up to see Malak standing over them with his hands in his pockets and perplexed curiosity on his face.

      “Your mom is making the tincture for her,” Carrick muttered. Malak would be furious at him for taking Aella there…but it was also a relief. It would no longer be his battle.

      “What?” Malak looked first at Carrick, then at Aella. “Do not take it.”

      “You didn't tell me it was an after-effect of the treatment.”

      “Because it doesn't matter,” Malak said. “It's not worth it.”

      “I think it is.”

      “Ask Carrick, it's not.”

      “I’m older than Carrick was.”

      “By three years!” Malak cried in exasperation. “You think that much changes in three years?”

      She gave Carrick a strange look, then shook her head. “No, I don't, but I can't go a year without using my art. So far, you’ve told me nothing to keep me from taking it. You’ve barely told me what happened to Carrick when he did.”

      “Carrick, tell her.”

      “I did…”

      “You did?” Malak prodded getting a glint in his eyes that made Carrick want to leave. “Did you tell her everything?”

      “Mal—”

      “He got panic attacks every single day for a year after he took it.”

      “Mal, stop,” Carrick said, nearly at a beg.

      “She’s going to take it unless you tell her all that happened.”

      Shifting on the grass, Carrick couldn’t look at either of them. The shame he kept barely below the surface was itching up his spine, and he didn’t want to be there. He’d worked so hard to make everyone forget about what he was like three years ago, and he didn’t want to be reminded. More than that, he didn’t want Aella to know.

      “Carrick, I’m going to tell her if you don’t.”

      “Carrick does not have to tell me anything,” Aella said, firmly—and surprisingly—coming to his defense. “I was planning to go here alone. This is my decision, not his, and he has no responsibility to tell me what he’d rather forget about.”

      “Carrick, I will tell her,” Malak repeated, ignoring Aella’s words.

      Exhaling, Carrick closed his eyes and massaged his forehead. He attempted to force himself to look at her but the second he saw her large eyes and the tinge of annoyance directed towards Malak, he had to look away. “Um, the burn…it made me feel like I was going insane, like it was eating me. I couldn’t light a candle without being sucked into this horrible fear. I saw the Master every single night, and I didn’t sleep for weeks after my parents died. When Magdalen gave me the tincture, I was trapped in a state of dream where I saw my parents burning alive on a loop. Afterward, I was able to train, but I’d have panic attacks that made me feel like I couldn’t breathe. I still didn’t sleep, and I was terrified to leave Eddie’s home.” He took a deep breath, continuing to avoid her gaze. “But honestly, Aella, I didn’t know it was because of the treatment—and I didn’t know the tincture was the antidote. Maybe⁠—”

      “Carrick,” Malak interrupted. “It was still years of⁠—”

      “That could’ve just been because I was asleep in a burning house while my parents were murdered.” He forced himself to look up at her. “I don’t know what I’d do if I was you. Maybe I’d take it. You might be—” he faltered over the word, his neck itching with heat, and he looked down again. “You’re stronger than I was, I think, in dealing with death. Shadow wound or not, I wasn’t very good at it.”

      Malak swore harsher than he’d ever heard him speak. “No, I was there. I was the only one who’d talk to you because you were falling apart, and you made everyone uncomfortable. Carrick, you slept on the bedroom floor of your aunt’s room because you couldn’t be alone. If you hadn’t gotten tall and strong overnight, you would still be the weird kid who cried in the middle of class, and everyone called Crybaby Carrie. That was because of this tincture. Aella, you have to trust me. I know what I’m talking about.”

      Quite literally dripping in the shame of his friend’s words, Carrick forced himself to look at Aella—see the perceived judgment in her eyes. But it wasn’t there. She wasn’t looking at him at all, instead gazing at the house with a lost expression he knew well. “I have to try it,” Aella said. “I can’t not use flames for a year. And you were able to use your flames again after the tincture?” She glanced at Carrick.

      He nodded.

      “Shadowed hell, Carrick,” Malak muttered as Magdalen exited the home with the small vial.

      “Oh, hello, Malak.” She smiled at her son. “How good of you to join us.”

      “You can't give her that.”

      “Why not?”

      “You know why,” he snapped.

      “I know nothing of the sort, Malak. Here you go, love.” She handed Aella the vial.

      “Aella, please—please, I am begging you to not take that,” Malak said, extending a hand towards the vial.

      But she pulled away and looked up at Magdalen. “How long does it take before it starts working?”

      “Half an hour to an hour,” Magdalen answered.

      “Aella, don’t,” Malak pleaded, moving his fingers to signal she hand it to him. It was desperate enough Carrick wouldn’t have been surprised if he decided to snatch it out of her hand after all.

      While meeting Malak’s eyes, Aella unscrewed the top, tilted it back, and took the liquid in a single gulp. Handing the empty vial back to Magdalen, Aella thanked her before getting to her feet. Looking down at Carrick, she asked, “Can you not tell anyone? I don’t want Jace to worry.”

      He nodded as Malak bored daggers into the back of his head.
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        Carrick

      

      

      “Carrick, what the—why would you take her here?” Malak asked, turning to him in unhidden accusation. “You knew she’d do that. You knew⁠—”

      “She had questions,” he muttered, beginning to shred a piece of grass. “She said she wouldn’t take it—at first.”

      “But then you gave her reason to take it! Shadowed hell, Carrick⁠—”

      “Mal, I didn’t know the tincture was an antidote to the treatment. And maybe what happened to me was because I’m not that strong⁠—”

      “My boy, that is not true,” Magdalen contradicted. “You are very strong.”

      Looking between mother and son, Carrick only felt exhausted by both reactions. He didn’t want Malak’s anger, and he didn’t want Magdalen’s praise. “Mal, she’s a Murnad refugee. She can’t be in a new clan and not be able to use her art. That would be⁠—”

      “Better than what she’s going to go through. You shouldn't have done this, Carrick.”

      “She was already set on coming on her own.”

      “If she came on her own, at least I could’ve stopped her.” In the anger of the words, Malak left towards the house without looking back at Carrick. That probably stung the most. He could count on one hand the times Malak had been mad at him.

      “My son doesn’t understand,” Magdalen said. “He doesn't understand death. If I were her, I would've made this decision as well. She's a courageous, powerful girl. She'll be just fine.”

      He looked up at her but had no actual words to speak.

      “There's something special about the two of you.” She smiled, but unlike her normal expression, it held an air of solemness. “It's a blessing Fate brought you together, I think.”

      “Because we've lost people?”

      “Because you are equals in here.” She tapped his chest with a pointed finger. “In your hearts. Malak doesn't understand that either.”

      He nodded, unable to think of anything else to say. It wasn't true. Malak had a better heart than anyone he knew. He was always kind, always gentle, patient, and he never would've considered bringing Aella there. He would never submit her to hours of agony—possibly months of panic attacks and insomnia.

      But Magdalen was right. His friend didn't know what it was like to be plagued by death. “Uh, thanks, Mags. I better make sure she finds her way back home.”

      Magdalen smiled, patting his cheek before returning to her garden bed.

      After a few turns down the many paths, Carrick found Aella sitting on a rock, waiting for him.

      “I knew I'd probably get lost, and I don't have much time, so I was hoping you’d follow me. No Malak?”

      Shaking his head, he took the lead without comment.

      “Is he upset?” Aella asked.

      “Just at me. He doesn’t think I should’ve brought you there.”

      “I didn't give you a choice.”

      He shrugged slightly.

      “Carrick—”

      He turned back to her. She stood in the path, large eyes staring at him in a genuine expression, like she wanted him to be aware of what she was feeling instead of the constant mask she wore.

      “That shouldn’t have happened,” she said. “I’m sorry. I should’ve stopped you from telling me. You didn’t—I won’t tell anyone, I swear.”

      Looking at the dirt of the path, he shrugged again. He was too tired to be embarrassed. “It’s all an act, who I am. People…it’s like Malak said. They barely talked to me after my parents died; they didn’t talk to me before either. I didn’t use to be…this,” he hesitated over the word and gestured generally to himself.

      “Gorgeous, you mean?” Her mouth flashed in a brief grin.

      His laugh caught him off guard, though not long enough to prevent the scarlet from setting into his cheeks. So instead, he shrugged a third time. “Tall, I was going to say—at least taller. I was little and weak and shy. Then they died, and I was something no one could understand. I’d cry a lot, in front of all of them, had panic attacks, break downs, and Malak was always there.”

      “What changed?” She asked as he started walking again, back to her now.

      “I did. I decided I didn’t want them to think I was the weird kid anymore, and I changed everything. But underneath, I’m still this weak, nervous boy, who’s always anxious about everything and—” he took a deep breath. “I guess that’s what I meant. I would’ve been like that anyway—not sleeping, panicked. But you—I don’t know—you’re stronger than I was. I don’t think you’ll have the same reaction as me.”

      He said this to put her at ease in case she was worried, but she fell so quiet that he had to turn around to see if she was still following. When he looked back, she was staring at the back of his feet, displaying more emotion than he'd seen on her since her arrival.

      It was several seconds before she noticed he was watching her. Then, she cursed, looking away.

      “Um…” he didn’t know what to say or what to do. That expression…you couldn’t just leave it alone, could you? “Are you…alright?”

      “No.” She gave a short laugh. “I’m not handling any of this well, but glad to know I can fake it with moderate success.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t⁠—”

      “None of this is your fault so don’t apologize for it.” She looked at him with a look that dropped into his very soul. “You have been far nicer than I would’ve been if this had been reversed and—I have to be fine for Jace, you know? He lost everything, and I’m the only person left…we’re not even blood-related. Like it wasn’t his sister who survived; it was me, and I can’t be more of a problem for him. He feels responsible because of Loysia but—I can’t be a problem.”

      He nodded slowly. He understood that feeling.

      “So that’s why you can’t tell him,” she said, circling back to her previous statement. “Please.”

      “Don’t you think he knows you’re not okay?”

      She looked away. “Yeah, and that’s the problem. I’m sorry—I’m sorry you had to—I’m sure you had better things to do today than help me.”

      “I think you need some help,” he said, turning back to the path because he could tell she no longer wanted to talk face-to-face.

      “I know I do,” she gave a soft laugh. A laugh entirely different than her normal. There wasn’t much about Aella that was soft, at least that she allowed to show. “I’m not as arrogant as I seem. It’s only no one wants to deal with this, and I can’t expect them to. Anyway, it doesn’t matter.” She waved off the conversation. “This is going to hurt no matter what, and I have to get passed it.”

      “Did you see someone die—I mean outside your vision?”

      She stopped and he looked back. “I shouldn’t have asked that. I just—I didn’t see my parents. Addison got me out by breaking a window. There was nothing but their bones left. I just—I’ve always imagined it, and⁠—”

      “I saw Killian die. My boyfriend.” She took the lead, the path having merged with the one she was familiar with. “He was cut with the same Scythe I was, but it killed him instantly. It cut him in the leg, and he just died. I had the whole blade wedged into my very bones and I was fine—I don’t see how that’s possible. Killian was a much better person than I am. He would’ve been better at this, and yet, here I am.”

      He looked at the back of her head, the two buns and the curl of hair falling down her neck between them. She was so feminine. Her big eyes and full lips. She exuded confidence, strength, power—but she was not the picture of someone who watched someone she loved being killed. It was easy to assume she was fine.

      She noticed him staring at her. “Sorry. That got dark.”

      He gave a small smile, slowing to a stop by Eddie’s house. “We’re just a couple of dark Chosen Children, Aella Aurellian.”

      Laughing, she looked up at the lattice and the vine leading to her room. “Um, thanks, Carrick. I’m going to bed. Can you tell them I'll sleep for a while or something? They'll believe you.”

      He nodded. “Good luck.” It was the only thing he could think of saying.

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      She sat on the edge of her bed, eyes watering as she kept them fixed on a single point, begging the room to stop spinning. Her stomach rolled with nausea and her skin flashed between hot and cold in a breath, but it was over. Hopefully.

      Giving herself a talk to pretend everything was normal, she moved across the room and began descending the stairs.

      They were all at the table—which had been cleared and organized since Addison’s return—and all of them looked up as they saw her.

      “Ael—” Jace nearly stood, keeping a hand pressed into the table and the other gripping his thigh. “Are you okay? You look horrible.”

      “I’m fine,” she said, taking a seat next to him so he would lower again. Across the table, Carrick had frozen with his spoonful of oats halfway to his mouth. His eyes flicked over her being in rapid assessment before landing back on his bowl to keep the knowledge of the secret hidden from the others.

      “You’re not fine,” Jace frowned. “Do you need to stay home? I’ll talk to⁠—”

      “No, I’m okay. I promise,” Aella attempted to reassure him as Eddie lifted the back of his hand to her forehead without warning. “Mm, you don't feel warm. Though, I could easily say you do and give you an excuse.”

      “No. I'm good. Thanks, Eddie.” She took a spoonful of oats to prove her false words. They landed on her tongue like gravel.

      To the right of Carrick, Addison leaned back in her chair and gave Aella a long look as she sipped her coffee. She knew.

      “Ael, you’ll come home today if you need to, right?” Jace asked with a heavy sigh of knowledge that no matter what he said Aella probably wouldn’t listen to him anyway.

      “I will.”

      He hesitated. “Aella, I can talk to him. He’ll understand.”

      “No, I’m fine. I think training will help.” She took a second bite, barely swallowing that time.

      Jace gave her another look but left with Eddie for his morning dressing changes. And as they did, Aella looked up to find Addison still staring at her. Then she desperately searched for another topic of conversation. “Do you feel rested after your journey, Commander Ryder?” she asked in what she hoped was a casual way.

      “When did you go to see Magdalen, Aella?”

      Carrick nearly choked, then took a long drink of water before becoming immersed in his breakfast and avoiding either of their gazes.

      “Last night.” There was no use lying to the woman.

      “You took the tincture?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you feel?”

      “Horrible, obviously.”

      “You'll be able to train today?”

      “Magdalen said it would end the attacks—the side effects.”

      Nodding slowly, Addison turned to Carrick who was still avoiding his aunt's gaze. “You brought her there?”

      “He didn't have a choice,” Aella answered. “He found me leaving and thought he should join me in case I needed help.”

      “Uh-huh. You should've told me, Carrick.”

      “I asked him not to.”

      Addison glanced between them.

      “Sorry,” Carrick muttered, finally looking up from his bowl to meet his aunt’s eyes.

      Addison looked at him for a moment, then got to her feet. “Aella, as your instructor, you’ll let me know if you aren’t feeling well enough to train today?”

      “Yes, Commander.”

      “Good.” She took her bowl to the kitchen and started doing the dishes without another word.

      “What happened?” Carrick whispered, leaning closer to her so none of the adults would hear. “How bad was it? Every time I checked on you, it only looked like you were sleeping.”

      “You checked on me?” She quirked an eyebrow at him.

      He frowned. “You knew I would.”

      As she looked down at her oats, her smirk broke. She had to close her eyes to move the bowl away from her. “Um, it wasn't too bad. I had a horrible dream about Murnad. I saw Killian die again, found my parents dead, but that was it. No more Masters. No more seeing people I didn't see die. I just feel sick, nauseous, and exhausted.”

      He was still looking at her.

      “As long as it's over, I can handle feeling sick for a few days,” she said as confidently as her current being would allow.

      “You’ll tell me if it gets bad?” he asked in a whisper, too genuine to tease or wave off his concern, so she only nodded.

      
        
        Addison

      

      

      Addison watched them whispering over their breakfast, convinced the adults in the room weren't paying attention to them. In reality, all of them were. Jace with his constant worry over his sister-in-law, Eddie trying to figure out why the girl was so different than any other patient, and Addison because she was relieved she wasn't the one who had to take her to Magdalen.
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        Aella

      

      

      “The week of Summer Solstice is here!” Commander Knightly called as they formed lines in front of him. His thin lips turned into a grin so large, Aella would’ve thought it’d be impossible with the man’s features. His eyes squinted nearly to a close and he clasped his hands in front of his chest while rocking from the tips of his toes to the backs of his heels in a continual motion.

      However, his energy was met with much less enthusiasm by the Chosen Children gathered in front of him. The skies had opened up into a downpour not even the Aers could dissipate with their art—though there was much speculation that was because the grown Aers were causing the storm itself. Whatever the reason, it felt like an actual test of Fate to discover its mythical Sun. If she wasn’t wet to the point even her ear canals had water dripping down them, Aella would’ve made a joke about it.

      “I’m sure you’re as excited as I am.” Knightly beamed. “To start the week, your instructors and I decided we'd have a friendly game of capture the flag.”

      “Fate,” Malak grunted next to Aella, drawing the collar of his coat further up his neck. His shoulders hunched as if he could make them take the majority of the rain throttling them, and he muttered several more curses until he saw Aella curiously looking up at him.

      She had been worried the first time she saw Malak after the tincture; he’d been so upset that day, but it was like it had never happened. He only said he was glad she was okay and to let him know if she needed anything. Which was a relief. She couldn’t imagine facing this week without her only friend.

      “They do this every year,” he explained. “It takes the entire day and teams are stacked, so you spend hours of grueling misery knowing you’re going to lose anyway.”

      “How do you know you’re going to lose? We all have equal talents.”

      He glanced down at her. “You are very alone in that way of thinking.”

      “Well, I shouldn’t be. It makes no sense for one art to be stronger than another. They’re all parts of⁠—”

      An annoyed grumble cut off her words as someone slumped to her other side with a vicious curse, slipping in the mud and making the hood fell from his ringlets.

      Despite everything, she laughed.

      “It’s not funny,” Carrick glared at her, jerking the hood back over his head and causing several ringlets to push out like a halo. Then both Aella and Malak laughed at that.

      “Stop,” Carrick muttered. “And I know. I look like a cherub.”

      Normally the comment would’ve elicited more teasing, but over the days Aella had spent in Carrick’s home, she began to learn how to interpret him. It was like learning a new language but an easy one. If he was up for more jokes, he’d meet your eyes. If he wasn’t, he wouldn’t. And now they were firmly planted on Commander Knightly as an entire ring of golden curls framed his sulking face.

      “Raina mad at you?” She asked.

      “It’s fine. She said we'll talk later, but she doesn't want to see me right now.”

      “Well, you were pretty cold to her last week,” Malak said.

      “I wasn't cold. I had other things to worry about⁠—”

      “Mhm, and other things was another woman.”

      Fate. In a quick glance by both of them, Carrick and Aella met each other’s eyes. The other piece of the language of Carrick that Aella had learned was his worry. It was a constant, relentless assessment of the problem—her—until there was a solution. It was intense…and oddly comforting. Since Carrick was already thinking through every angle of every possible outcome, she might as well relax. She also didn’t think it was very fair.

      After the tincture, everything got worse than she thought it would. It had taken away the after-effects—thankfully—but it was as if it had taken away the healing as well, making her body feel the weakness and pain it should’ve all along. For a week, she was lucky she could even walk the path to the field without throwing up her entire breakfast. Since she had been unwilling to let Jace know how badly she was feeling, it meant Carrick walked with her everywhere she went in case she couldn’t get back on her own—which meant Raina was livid.

      “It's not your fault,” Carrick muttered, noting her look towards him. “She'll understand—eventually.”

      “Or she won’t,” Malak countered. “And really, would that be so bad?”

      Carrick’s eyes shifted back to Knightly and neither Malak nor Aella made another comment. Turned out, Malak knew how to speak Carrick as well.

      Ahead of them, Knightly was finishing reading the names to announce the teams. And with the last one, Carrick let slip a string of the very curses she was instructed to never utter within the walls of Rhaelyn.

      With a laugh, Malak clapped Carrick on the back. “You’ll get used to the sting. It only hurts a little bit.”

      In no uncertain terms, Carrick told him to go to the Shadows.

      “I don't get it,” Aella said, making both boys look at her like they forgot she was even there.

      “We're on the losing team,” Carrick explained, gaze moving to Raina. She gave him a little wave and smile as she flicked her braid over her shoulder and left to join the other team. The winning one, apparently.

      “Carrick's never been on the losing team,” Malak said. “Bad time to get into a fight with your girlfriend, friend.”

      Again, the eyes didn’t move off Raina.

      “I still don't get it,” Aella pressed further, placing her hands on her hips and moving in front of both boys. “We're all on the same team—the best Terre in his year, the best Ignis, and the second-best,” she motioned to Carrick.

      “Ha-ha, super funny, Aella.” Carrick shifted to draw his hood tighter.

      “I’m serious!” She exclaimed, hitting them both on the arm in an attempt to force the life back into them. “Why can't we win? It doesn't seem that imbalanced to me.”

      “You'll see in about two hours,” Malak said. And that time, both boys' eyes got lost on the other side of the field.

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      “Do you see what we mean now?” Carrick asked, glancing over his shoulder for signs of the other team.

      “Yes, I do,” Aella sighed as she crouched next to a tree for coverage. Every inch of her was covered in mud. He would've laughed if he wasn't so miserable himself.

      It had been three hours. Three hours battling Rhaelyn’s most competitive and talented Aers, Ignis, and Aqua comprised in team Green.

      The Blue team—the losers—was composed of nearly all Terre, a couple of Aers who verbally stated running wasn’t their thing, and an Aqua who had concerns about getting injured before the Sun trials. Aella responded to these concerns by yelling, “Like you have a chance of being in the Sun? Your last name isn’t Knightly, is it?” This had made Carrick let out a laugh he regretted while the Aqua glared at them as he strode across the boundary and voluntarily into the other team’s jail.

      Within the first hour and a half, nearly all of Team Blue had been captured. The second hour and a half consisted of frantic running, diving, and attempts to break teammates out of a jail they didn’t want to leave.

      Three hours of this misery had left Malak, Aella, and Carrick the remaining defense. And the only reason they hadn't lost completely was that Malak had constructed an ingenious tower of vines and earth to hide their flag.

      Green, however, had established a ten-foot-high ice barrier around theirs and was simply waiting for it to be finished to end the game for good. The Aquas were even creating designs on the ice, biding their time until victory.

      “I have an idea.”

      Both boys looked at Aella and either groaned or rolled their eyes. Actually, Carrick had done both, as well as added a, “We don’t want any more ideas, Aella, for Fate’s sake.”

      She frowned at them—mostly at him.

      “What?” Carrick threw his hands in the air, making his drenched curls limply bounce on his skin—like they knew their job as well and simply didn’t want to do it anymore. Very similar to himself. “We’ve followed all of your ideas, and it's only prolonged this game to an insufferable length.”

      “My ideas have kept us alive.”

      “Exactly my point.”

      “Just listen. We're two Ignis—fire is greater than ice.”

      “I thought you said no art was greater than another,” Malak countered.

      “That was three hours ago, Malak.” Aella frowned at him. “Obviously I was still trying to be nice at that point. Carrick, we’re stronger.”

      Malak laughed; Carrick did not. “Not that type of ice,” Carrick pointed. “Look at it.”

      She shook her head. “It only needs enough force at a pressure point and the whole thing will fall.”

      “Aella—”

      “Trust me.”

      “You didn't even eat last week you were so sick and now you want to use enough force to break through Stoicheia ice?”

      As well as he could, he tried to imply the truth of these words. Last week had been miserable for both of them. Every single day he regretted his decision to bring her to Magdalen. And now, that morning, for the first time she seemed on the mend…put immediately to use by waging war against a predestined loss. The girl was infuriating.

      And his words didn’t work.

      “I’m better,” she said, brushing him off as much as she would a hair on her forehead.

      “Not that much,” he argued. “Just yesterday⁠—”

      “You don't hear Malak objecting.”

      Carrick looked at his best friend. Then sighed as a drip of water ran directly off his nose. “Fate, Mal.”

      He hesitated.

      “Mal!”

      “I know,” Malak protested. “But we have a chance, and they're so⁠—”

      “Condescending, immature, rude?” Aella offered.

      “Exactly,” Malak nodded. “This will be the end of the game either way and we won't have to wait for them to finish their mural. I think I even see your face on it.”

      Peering around the tree, Carrick swore. His face was indeed etched into the ice, led by Raina. They had depicted him crying, with large spiraling tears as the winners rejoiced behind him. If there was any remaining doubt the figure was him, Raina had drawn curly cues out on top of the round head for his ringlets.

      Leaning next to him to see, Aella clicked her tongue against her teeth. “They're very good. Raina has quite the artistic eye.”

      Sinking back against the trunk, he recentered his approach. “Aella, you can't use that much power when you're already weak.”

      “Who says I'm weak? The person who knows about Scythe wounds and weird tinctures isn't objecting.”

      He glanced back at Malak, who only shrugged.

      “She's a bad influence on you—you're a bad influence on him,” Carrick said, addressing Aella again. “Anyway, it doesn't matter what they think.”

      Aella crossed her arms.

      “You will get hurt, and I will be blamed. Actually, it doesn’t matter if I’m blamed. Jace will be devastated. Aella, think about what Jace would do if you hurt yourself again.” This was his final arsenal, and it didn’t even touch the surface.

      With full determination, she crouched next to him and gripped his shoulders in her hands like she was leading a troop to a battle that might be their last. “When I say go, you need to run with me and follow my lead. Malak, you’re going to grab the flag. You’ll know when the time is.”

      “That was a bunch of words that gave us no⁠—”

      She held a finger up to cut off Carrick’s protest. “If you are too worried about my safety to join, you can stay here. But I probably will get hurt if you don’t join me.”

      “Aella—”

      She grinned at him, gave him a wink, yelled, “Go!” and darted off before he could argue further.

      A plume of smoke erupted a few hundred yards from them. Cursing, Carrick got up, throwing a glare at Malak. “You better back me up when she gets herself killed.”

      “I will,” Malak smiled. “At least, if you help us win.”

      In a shake of his head, Carrick took a breath. Then, he sprinted after her.

      
        
        Addison

      

      

      “Holy—” Addison didn't finish the curse. Her jaw dropped in absolute amazement as she witnessed her two students sprinting together toward the wall of ice.

      Two Ignis against the power of more than a dozen gifted Aqua.

      Their flames united, building a tower of white and blue-tinged fire colliding against the barricade. The Green team scattered from behind it as the sound of ice expanding ruptured the air. A jagged crevice split Carrick’s sketched face in two as it snaked up the wall of ice, spreading its fissures along the surface until, with a thundering crack, the fortress splintered to the earth.

      The previously disinterested, imprisoned Blue team stood to attention, cheering as all of Green descended on the two Ignis.

      At least five of Carrick's classmates tackled him into the earth with a thud heard from across the field. Aella was captured a minute later in a glorious leap toward the flag still several feet away.

      Green team lifted its cheers as they began to run towards the middle bounds.

      With a spreading grin, Addison waited a few moments then sent the flare signaling the game’s end into the sky.

      There was mass confusion.

      “What the⁠—”

      “Fate, we were just⁠—”

      “Is someone hurt or something?”

      Then, dead silence as they all turned to see Malak, leaning casually against the tree previously holding the flag with the offending slip of fabric in his hand. He smiled, waving it.

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      He had never felt anything like that. It was a connection to a power that—it didn’t overcome his; it joined his. Their flames became one, and there was nothing they couldn’t do. But in contrast to most things in his life, it didn’t scare him. It finally felt…right. And then, that acknowledgment scared him.

      The person who wasn’t scared was Aella. In a squeal of delight, she leaped to her feet, threw her arms around him, then smacked both hands against his chest before he even had a chance to so much as twitch. “Fate, Carrick, what the Fate was that!” she exclaimed, smacking her hands down again with a nearly girlish laugh. Her eyes sparked with an energy he could only understand because he felt it too, and he had to join the laugh. There had to be a release. Whatever that was…it was indescribable.

      “You were incredible!” She grinned. “I was incredible! And Malak! Malak, you were incredible!” She turned from him to do the same reaction to his friend, making Malak smile more than he had ever dared to in front of peers before. It was contagious, that energy.

      But as it left him, Carrick looked out to find Raina glaring at him. It would take much longer to recover from this episode.
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        Carrick

      

      

      He lurched from sleep in one movement. As he sat straight up with his hands pressed against the mattress under him, his heart thudding in his chest too loud to hear anything else, he searched the dark room for the reason he awoke. It was probably only a nightmare…but that hadn’t happened in a while and he usually⁠—

      His window rattled. Then rattled again as the unmistakable sound of the pane sliding open filtered through the rush of his ears. With a lot of grumbled curses, a dark figure unceremoniously pulled themselves over the sill, groping a hand to the darkness for something to grab onto. Then they did a sort of summersault entry that landed them flat on the floor with another curse.

      Through all this, Carrick had slipped out of his bed, tiptoed to a place by the wall, and stepped forward as the figure began to stand. “Don’t move.”

      In a yelp and with the opposite reaction of his request, the figure started to their feet, rose both hands in the air, and let a thin tendril of flames cover their fingers.

      “Aella?”

      Growing them warmer, she squinted at him through the flames’ light. “Carrick? Fate, you scared me to death.”

      “I scared you?” he protested in a hushed whisper to not wake the rest of the house. “You just broke into my room through my window.”

      She was silent before chuckling, then attempted to silence the laugh by drawing a sleeve over her mouth.

      He started to laugh too—because it was hard not to when Aella did—but he quickly stopped himself, replacing his mirth with a frown instead. Lighting a candle by his bed, he turned back to her and crossed his arms over his chest—as if any posture would ever make Aella take him more seriously. “What were you doing?”

      Wiping the tears from her eyes, she let a few more laughs escape, then placed both hands on her hips to face him. “I thought this was my room.”

      “I gathered that much. What were you doing out in the middle of the night?”

      “Practicing.”

      “Practicing?”

      With a nod, she stepped forward to slowly turn in an inspection of his room. And with that turn, Carrick’s neck began to heat with the embarrassment of the still childish décor adorning his walls. The theme was largely bears; carved wooden cubs lined the few shelves, a variety of them were embroidered into the light blue rug on the floor, and a large one eating honey from a pot was painted directly onto his dresser. It had been Eddie’s room as a child. After his parents died and Carrick moved into it, he hadn’t wanted to change anything. The light blue was peaceful and the bear eating honey made him smile. Though, now he would’ve given anything to have had changed it years before he knew Aella existed.

      Finishing the circle, Aella faced him with a smirk. “It’s cute.”

      “I like bears.”

      “Uh-huh,” she chuckled. “Does Raina know your room looks like this?”

      “No, and you won’t be telling her.”

      “Oh, never.” She crossed her heart exaggeratedly in promise and picked up a carved elk from the top of the dresser. “Not a bear?”

      “Um, no, my dad made that. He used to carve things—as a hobby. It’s⁠—”

      “Beautiful,” she said with a nod and placing it carefully back. “We weren’t artistic—my family. Well, Loysia was. She wove rugs. Anyway.” Turning with a clap of her hands—as much a gesture to brush off the brief vulnerable conversation of a dead family members as anything else—she moved to the door. “Sorry to wake you up. I’ll⁠—”

      “Why does your practice involve sneaking out of windows in the middle of the night?” He interrupted.

      “Usually I sneak out of doors, but Malak’s sleeping on the porch, and I didn’t want to wake him.”

      “Mal’s sleeping on the porch?”

      “Uh-huh.” She looked at him curiously. “I thought you knew.”

      Shaking his head, he grabbed a shirt. “It’s Lucian. He wouldn’t be here unless…” his words trailed off as he moved into the hallway, creeping through the sleeping house to the front door with Aella following him.

      As he opened the door, he found his friend curled under the porch swing with two stuffed canvas bags next to him and a folded blanket under his head.

      “Malak?” Carrick whispered, crouching next to him.

      “I just got to sleep,” Malak muttered, turning further into the floorboards. “Can this wait?”

      “I told him not to wake you,” Aella said, causing Malak to pop one eye open and give a slight chuckle.

      “What happened?” Carrick asked, ignoring both of them.

      “Lucian kicked me out.” Malak groaned to a seat as he rubbed a kink in his neck. “He says I’m eighteen and don’t need to freeload anymore.”

      “Mal—”

      “It’ll be fine. I just came here to figure it out.”

      “What did Magdalen say?”

      “What do you think?” He gave a harsh laugh. “She agreed with him. The Shadowed—sorry,” he apologized as soon as half the curse escaped his lips. “Apparently, I’m too much like my dad, and they think I’ll become a Shadow too. They don’t want me around the kids when that happens.”

      “What? That’s crazy. Maybe Eddie or Addison could talk⁠—”

      “It’s fine. Aella, why are you dressed like that?”

      “I was training,” she said, casually looping her arms around her knees, accepting the subject change—though Carrick was far from over discussing the events involving his best friend.

      “For what?”

      “To catch up on time I lost.” She shrugged off the lie. Carrick knew it was a lie because Aella didn’t need to catch up on anything. She was miles ahead of everyone already. A fact which she knew as well and loved to prove.

      Malak smiled slightly. “You can’t sleep, can you.”

      “I can⁠—”

      “Have you not been sleeping?” Carrick asked, turning from Malak. “You told me you’d tell me if⁠—”

      “It has nothing to do with the tincture,” she interrupted. “I’ve had a few nightmares and training clears my mind. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Do you know what today is?”

      “Um, Summer Solstice?” Carrick asked slowly. He was not passed either fact of Aella not sleeping or Malak spending the night on his porch.

      “Yes, obviously, but it’s also my birthday.”

      “Your birthday?” Malak glanced at her. “Your birthday is on Summer Solstice?”

      “Yes, it is. Yours truly barely made the cut off to be a part of the Chosen Children.”

      “Well, happy birthday,” Malak said, while Carrick was still figuring out how he didn’t know this already.

      “Thank you. For my birthday, I think we should watch the sunrise.”

      “What?”

      “The sunrise. It’s the longest day of the year, it’s my birthday, and I want to start it off by watching the sunrise. Your choice if you want to join.” She disappeared inside, closing the door before either had a chance to move.

      Watching her leave with a resolved sigh, Carrick turned back to Malak. “I guess we’re watching the sunrise.”

      Chuckling, Malak sat all the way up and began putting on his shoes. “I guess so.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. He just yelled a lot and told me to get out.”

      “You can stay here. You know that.”

      “I know. I was going to talk to Eddie in the morning.”

      He nodded. “I’m sorry.”

      “I know.”

      Aella reemerged, carrying a pile of blankets and a bottle containing dark red liquid.

      “Aella—” Carrick raised his eyebrows, staring at the bottle. “Where’d you get that?”

      Grinning, she displayed it proudly. “From a certain Commander’s house whom we all love. He won’t miss it.”

      Carrick nearly choked. “Aella, you can’t—when did you—Aella!”

      “For Fate’s sake, Carrick, un-wad your panties. It was on the back porch, forgotten. Maybe he doesn’t like this one.” She shrugged, looking at the label. “I’ve been saving it for my birthday. You two are welcome to join or go back to bed. I don’t care.”

      “I’m in,” Malak said. “Carrick?”

      He was still frowning.

      “I swear, Carrick, your aunt and uncle are more fun than you are.” Aella’s mouth half lifted at him. He hated that half-lifted smile—though it was amusing…and maddening.

      “I’m coming because I’m a good friend,” he grunted, taking the pile of blankets from her. “I’m not coming because I’ve fallen for your peer pressure.”

      She chuckled. “Whatever you say.”

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      “Holy Fate, are we there yet?” Carrick asked behind her. “How far does one have to go to watch the sunrise?”

      “Maybe you should work on your cardio, Carrick,” she quipped back at him. “Are all those muscles just for looks?”

      He muttered curses under his breath, and she chuckled. There was no one in the world more fun to tease than Carrick Zaria.

      Beside him, Malak stayed quiet with a small smile but also a wrinkle between his eyes. He looked distracted…mind probably off at the home he was kicked out of. She couldn’t imagine that. Well, she could imagine being forced from a home. That was what had happened to her. But she couldn’t imagine her own family doing it.

      However, Malak was more private than either her or Carrick, so she didn’t bring it up. Though from the way Carrick kept looking at his friend between complaints of the hill he was climbing, Aella could see he was begging to. Like everything else, all Carrick’s thoughts were now focused on another person and every move he made was to solve the problem. Even his protesting the size of hill she chose held a purpose.

      As Aella reached the top of the hill, she sat and waited for the boys to join her. The eastern wall of Rhaelyn was directly below them at the base of it. If she was careful to not look down, she could almost imagine the wall wasn’t there at all; that she wasn’t currently living in a prison of a clan and that maybe Murnad still existed.

      “I’ve never been up here before,” Malak said, lowering himself next to her.

      “Because no one normal would want to climb this thing,” Carrick grunted, plopping to the ground on her other side, focusing on pulling thorns from the fabric of his pants.

      “This will help,” Aella said, popping the cork from the bottle and taking a considerable swallow. She choked almost instantly. It tasted more like it was meant to burn not drink.

      “Delicious?” Malak chuckled at her, while Carrick frowned and said, “Maybe there was a reason it was on the back porch.”

      “It’s delightful.” She took another gulp to prove her words and held her face together as the burn made her want to sneeze. Then, she passed it off to Malak.

      Without so much as a blink, Malak tilted the bottle back, swallowed, and handed it to Carrick.

      Who then frowned at him. “You did that on purpose.”

      “What?” Malak asked innocently while Aella grinned.

      Narrowing his eyes at them, Carrick gripped the neck of the bottle, sniffed inside, peered in with one eye before taking a very skeptical sip. Which he then spit out. “That’s disgusting.”

      Aella accepted the bottle back from him. “You think too much.”

      He gave her an unimpressed look. “Like I don’t know that? I think about it all the time.”

      Both Malak and Aella laughed while Carrick grinned, leaning back against his elbows to watch the sky begin to turn pink.

      As their silence grew, Aella’s heart began to ache—the ache she had firmly ignored over the last several weeks. For the last decade, it had been her and Killian watching the sunrise on her birthday. Their first kiss had been a Summer Solstice morning. It had been storming and Aella’s parents were worried about her, so they sent Jace to bring them back. She’d never forget the brief expression of panic that crossed Jace’s face as he caught them kissing. And she’d never forget Killian’s terror as he was pulled off Aella and made to swear he would never lay a finger on her without consent. Aella had found it all hysterical and loved to retell the tale much to the embarrassment of her brother-in-law and her boyfriend.

      Ex-boyfriend. Was someone an ex-boyfriend when the reason they were no longer together was death? It felt awkward saying it. Ex-boyfriend.

      “Aella?”

      “Yeah?” She drew her eyes from the sky to look at Carrick. He had the expression he always did when he arrived at whatever internal debate he was having, and she braced herself for an uncomfortable question.

      It didn’t come. Instead, he cleared his throat and nodded to the bottle. “I’m ready for another one.”

      Chuckling, she handed it to him and watched as he choked down half a swallow with every facial muscle tensed. “Does Raina know you’re such a lightweight?”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s vinegar,” he wheezed without answering her tease, handing the bottle off to Malak.

      Malak took a long swallow to prove him he was wrong, then placed the cork back on the bottle. “What’d you usually do for your birthday?” he asked.

      “Summer Solstice was always a huge celebration in Murnad. From sunup to sundown. It was the biggest holiday of the year. I never really celebrated it—my birthday, I mean.”

      “Never?”

      “Well, they all did nice things. Killian would pick me flowers, even before we were together. My parents would make my favorite foods, and Loysia would do all the competitions with me even though she hated competing.” She took the cork off, taking several swigs as she attempted to get her sister’s face from her mind.

      Carrick glanced at her again. She avoided his look.

      “Winter Solstice is the big holiday here,” Malak said, watching the first touch of light break into the pink dawn. “Summer is all about prepping for the Winter when they will announce the Sun. It is all about training, alliances, theories.”

      “Mm, happy birthday to me.”

      “What have your dreams been about?” Carrick asked.

      “Oh, just death and destruction and all that,” she said with a lilt that held a hidden meaning to move on from the topic.

      “Are you seeing the Master?”

      She glanced at him with an annoyed expression, hoping he would drop the conversation.

      He didn’t. He never did. Carrick was far too comfortable with uncomfortable situations. “Well, are you?”

      “What does it matter if I have, Carrick? A nightmare’s a nightmare.”

      “How long has it been since you slept? When did it start?”

      “I can go a long time without sleeping.”

      “But you are seeing the Masters?”

      “If I say yes, you’re only going to lecture me. So, no.”

      “Aella—” His face fell. “You told me you would let me know. How long has this been going on?”

      “Only this week—a few days. It’s nothing, Carrick. I promise. I don’t understand why you’re so worried.”

      “Because it’s not normal—having a Master visit your dreams.”

      “Then, it’s not a Master. It’s some creepy figure. It’s not like they’re real.” She caught his look of pain, and she sat up to face him. “Carrick, you don’t actually believe Masters exist, do you?”

      Even as she said it, she regretted the words. His cheeks reddened, and he looked away from her. “I don’t know. What I saw⁠—”

      “Shadow Fire creates hallucinations,” Malak said, sitting up to look at him as well. “And you were in Addison’s house for a long time before she got you out. The fumes alone could’ve caused you to have the dreams you did, Carrick. Not to mention, the burn.”

      “You’re right,” Carrick nodded. “It’s like you say, I worry too much.”

      Aella studied him—the way his jaw set, the red continuing to creep up his neck, and his hands tightening into closed fists on either side of his knees he had pulled into his chest. The fact Carrick was a worrier was known between them, but it made him who he was: top of his class and miles ahead of everyone else. He knew things no one else did because he took the time to figure them out. And if he actually had believed in Masters? This—Malak’s words had unknowingly dismissed something Carrick probably would never voice again. Something he had to have put equal thought and care towards as anything else.

      “I think I’m just sick,” she said, still looking at him. “I’ve had nightmares, and I’ve had these headaches that never go away. I feel like I’m floating, also frozen to the ground. My scar burns. I didn’t think it was worth mentioning because I doubt it’s anything more than losing a home and everyone I loved in the same day.”

      Carrick look back at her.

      So she took another drink to avoid his gaze. “My last conversation with my family was telling them that they were suffocating, and once I turned eighteen, there was nothing they could do about any of my decisions.”

      “The last memory I have before my parents were killed was complaining about having to sleep at Addison’s that night. My dad came in to tell me their meeting was running late and to sleep in the spare room. I said it wasn’t fair they were putting this research above me, that I was their only child. I told him they were weird and making me look bad, that kids bullied me because of them, and they didn’t care. He looked like I slapped him. Then, he said he would talk about the impact this was having on me with my mom in the morning. He left and I never saw them again.” Carrick looked down at the bottle, running a finger over the label. “They believed in Masters, the Chosen Children, the Sun, all of it. I guess I just—worry,” he finished with the same word he was always accused of.

      In the next breath, Carrick looked past her to Malak, breaking the trance they both desperately needed to be broken. “What are you going to do, Mal?”

      “I don’t know,” he shrugged. “Try to find work, I guess, find a place⁠—”

      “You can stay with us. You know that. You practically do anyway.”

      “It’s different now.”

      “How? Because you have like two bags of belongings? Eddie loves you. You’re his star pupil.”

      “His only pupil,” Malak chuckled, glancing at him before turning back to the horizon. “All this—training, classes, being a Chosen Child—it’ll all end at Winter Solstice. The chance of anyone hiring me is next to nothing. No one trusts who I am. After Winter, I’ll be a homeless Shadowed Spawn. Eddie’s fine with that living in his home because he’s Eddie, but I’m not.”

      “You’re being dramatic⁠—”

      “I’m not,” he interrupted. “Carrick, you’ll be chosen as the Sun’s Ignis, and once the second Solstice is over, you’ll all embark on your ceremonial expedition to the Northern Mountains. I’m going to have to figure this out. Lucian did me a favor—forcing me to make the decision early.”

      “What decision?”

      “To leave.”

      “Leave? You can’t just leave, Mal. Fate, you’re—this is your home.”

      “It’s your home. It’s not mine.”

      “And you think another clan would accept you? No one takes in outsiders—” He stopped as both Aella and Malak turned to him. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “Yeah, you did,” Aella said. “Rhaelyn will never accept me either. I know that. But Murnad would’ve. Murnad had more outsiders than people born there, and other clans are like that too. I’m moving as soon as Winter Solstice happens as well. If I’m lucky, sooner.”

      “But it’s Rhaelyn⁠—”

      “Is that supposed to mean something? This is a small-minded place.”

      “Because we repel Shadows and the Shadowed arts?”

      “Because you think purity means good. You think a line of people who were too afraid to ever step out of the box means you must be an acceptable person, but someone who made a bad decision once needs to be treated with disrespect and distrust.”

      “Aella,” Carrick said, “you haven’t been here long enough to say that.”

      “I think I have.” She got to her feet. “I’m heading back. I don’t want Jace to worry.”
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        Aella

      

      

      “Hey, kid.”

      “Jace,” she looked up, surprised to see him on the porch. His cheeks had bits of color in them, the scruff of a beard finally shaven, and there was a fractal of his old energy—not necessarily on him but in the way he smiled when he saw her. And the way he then squinted his eyes at the empty bottle in her hand.

      “It’s—”

      “A little birthday wine?”

      “Uh-huh,” she chuckled. “There wasn’t much left.”

      “Do I want to know where you got it?”

      “No.”

      “Alright,” he said, patting the seat next to him. “You okay?”

      Shrugging, she sat next to him, and he rested an arm on the wood behind her—not on her. Neither of them were touchers. It was as close as they ever got to showing affection physically, but she still felt it.

      “Fair warning, I told Eddie it was your birthday,” Jace said. “He’s making a feast for breakfast.”

      “It’s okay,” she said, closing her eyes. “Carrick and Malak know too.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay, Ael?”

      When she opened her eyes again, she found him looking at her—it was the same concern with which he looked at Loysia when they lost their first baby before it was born.

      Turning away, she folded her arms over her chest and shrugged again. “I don’t know. Are you?”

      “No. Not even close,” he answered. “But it’s not my birthday today.”

      She smiled slightly—to do otherwise would express more pain than she’d ever want her brother-in-law to see. “After today, you can be rid of me. I’ll be eighteen.”

      He laughed, knowing it was her brash way of making light of a dark situation. “I’ll follow you to my grave, you know that. You’ll be Head Ignis in some clan, have a trail of lovers before finally choosing some lucky person, and I’ll be knocking on your door before breakfast because I’m a lonely old man.”

      She laughed too but even as she did, a tear slid rebelliously down her cheek. For years, she knew she’d end up with Killian. They were best friends since diapers, and then there was no one else. It was simple. No one ever questioned it. There was no competition or drama. He was always hers, and she was his.

      Secretly, she was a giddy girl madly in love—he was too. Every time she kissed him, he gave this stupid laugh that sounded more like a giggle. It would bubble out of his throat without control, dimples sinking deep into his cheeks.

      Killian never needed control. He simply was. While she wrangled every one of her self-destructing impulses into submission, he’d laugh, smile, throw an arm around her shoulder, and tell her to breathe. It’s really that easy, Aelie, he’d say.

      But it wasn’t. Here she was trying so desperately to just breathe, and all she succeeded in was getting breath caught in her throat, creating more pain.

      Groaning to his feet, Jace grabbed his crutches before awkwardly but affectionately patting her head as he moved inside the home.

      Then, she gritted her teeth and willed the tears to disappear, to be composed when Malak and Carrick returned.

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      He was silent most of the way down the hill. He hadn’t meant to bring up everything with her family. He only knew birthdays were the worst—but then, it had gotten too close to his own parents, and he tried to empathize while also closing up his own vulnerability, and then, the result was saying a clan never accepted outsiders. He was a Shadowed idiot.

      “Carrick, it’s fine.”

      He glanced back at Malak.

      “I guarantee Aella is not giving anything you said a second thought.”

      He only nodded.

      “Who are you going to partner with for challenges?”

      “Um, Tye probably.”

      “Not Aella?”

      “Raina wouldn’t like it, and I barely got her to speak with me again.”

      “If Raina was smart, she’d know you were only trying to win. Aella is the best—better than you.”

      “Raina won’t see it like that. She’s already worried I live under the same roof as Aella. If we paired for challenges⁠—”

      “You’ll get the first pick, and Aella sees Masters when she tries to sleep. That trumps entitled girlfriends.”

      “I thought you didn’t believe in any of that.”

      Malak glanced at him. “I shouldn’t have said that. I’m sorry. But I do believe having dreams of a Mastered form—real or not—means the body is under a lot of stress. You want her to partner with Tallum? You know that’s who’ll pick her, right?”

      Tallum was the second in their class—since Aella arrived, the third. He was a big boy raised to be cruel and was already soured for being even less noticed thanks to the Murnad bitch.

      “I’m serious,” Malak said when Carrick didn’t say anything in return.

      “I know you are, but⁠—”

      “I don’t need a babysitter.”

      Jumping back, he ran into Malak’s outstretched arms—serving their purpose to steady him—then found Aella facing them with her arms crossed, looking smug as usual.

      “Do you do that on purpose?” Carrick ask, re-gathering himself. “There are normal ways to approach a person!”

      “Maybe you need to be more observant,” she quipped, though it was half her normal banter. Even since that morning, she looked paler. “Eddie has breakfast ready. I was supposed to find you. What were you talking about?”

      “Carrick needs to choose you for challenges,” Malak said without preamble.

      “Raina would be pissed.” Aella shook her head, looking at Carrick. “I don’t need that. I’ve had some nightmares and that is it. This is nothing to lose your girlfriend over.”

      “Raina is not worth worrying about losing,” Malak muttered.

      Aella looked at Carrick, noting the slight wince he held from Malak but couldn’t from her. Aella saw things most didn’t. It was nearly eerie.

      “Um, can we—talk for a moment?” Carrick asked, letting the question drop into an awkward space and casting Malak a look of apology.

      “I have to speak to Eddie anyway.” Malak retreated without another comment.

      As soon as Malak was out of eyesight, Aella turned back to Carrick. “This isn’t like what you experienced. I haven’t had any panic attacks.”

      “What did it look like? The Master?”

      She glanced at him.

      “I did see one,” he said, dropping his voice. “I did—and I believe they’re real. I know it makes me sound insane. I said the same thing—that it could be something else, something I imagined, but I told Magdalen before I took the tincture. And before I said a word, she described it as the exact being I had been seeing in my dreams.”

      “How would Magdalen know?”

      “I don’t know—her life’s been crazy. Just tell me the truth; this thing you’re seeing, does it have a smile that never breaks, black irises, and transparent skin without any hair?”

      Her mouth fell open. And he was scared. “I told you, Aella,” he whispered, glancing to the house like they might hear.

      “How did you know that?”

      “Because I saw it!”

      “You really believe in all this? Like your parents?”

      He hesitated. He didn’t want to enter this conversation—especially when most of her energy was spent making fun of Rhaelyn and the Sun. He didn’t want her to know he thought it was all real. He didn’t want her to know that after she’d told him about Zuri Kade, he had tried to find anything and everything written on her—to find out if Zuri was an actual Aether. “I just—I think maybe I should partner with you today.”

      She looked at him.

      “I’m worried.”

      “You’re always worried and Raina does not like it when we’re together.”

      “Raina will understand. She’s—I know how she comes off. Mal hates her. But she was the only other person who’d talk to me after my parents were killed. It was Mal, and it was Raina. Fifteen-year-olds don’t know how to be around pain like that, and she did. She’s a better person than you think she is.”

      Aella shrugged, glancing back at the house. “I don’t care, Carrick. If it’d make you feel better to be my partner today, then that’s fine. But I think I’m just tired and sad. I doubt if there’s a Master ready to give me a message or something.” She started back to the house, hesitating for a moment and turning to him. “Did yours have nails? Like really long ones?”

      It dropped a weight into his stomach that didn’t leave. Every dream he had from that timeline came back to him. The scratches, the nails—waking up each time to the drip of his blood from those…

      “Carrick?”

      “Um, yeah.”

      “And would they…scratch you?”

      He nodded. “That’s what’s happening to you?”

      “It’s always when I wake up.” She looked back at the house, biting her bottom lip. Then, she shook her head. “Weird coincidence, huh?”

      As she started up the steps to the house, Carrick followed her. But he didn’t feel at ease. He also didn’t believe in coincidences.
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        Aella

      

      

      “Aella, I laid out a uniform for you on your bed,” Addison said as she cleared the breakfast dishes.

      “I already have a uniform.”

      “No, a dress one—for Summer Solstice.”

      Aella glanced at Jace, and he warned her to be silent. This was such a common exchange since arriving in Rhaelyn, they barely had to change their expressions to get the point across.

      “Don’t worry,” Addison chuckled. “It’s nothing crazy. I’ll show you.” Drying her hands on a towel, she started up the stairs and expected Aella to follow.

      And Aella did because Addison was someone you followed.

      Lifting a long black tunic from the bed, Addison held it against herself to show Aella. “See, very simple. There are leggings too.” Folding it, she handed it to Aella and then laid out the leggings.

      The fabric was softer than a standard uniform, gliding lightly through Aella’s hands, and it felt expensive. “Um, it’s fine, Commander⁠—”

      “It’s old,” Addison said. “I wore it when I was your age. It no longer fits me. Trust me when I say it’s going to waste here and no one else will be using it.”

      Smiling slightly, Aella nodded. “Thank you.”

      “You okay?” Addison asked, sitting on the side of the bed. “You look pale.”

      “I’ve had a headache. Nothing too bad.”

      “Well, I’ll be with the Ignis pairs all day. Let me know if you need anything, yeah?”

      “I will. Thanks, Commander Ryder.”

      Without the further prodding her nephew held, Addison left the room to leave Aella to change. As she did, her head ached, throbbing in her temples with each heartbeat. That morning it was worse than normal but easily explainable by the wine.

      Quickly changing, she moved in front of her mirror, turning slightly. The tunic fell just above her knees and had a deep slit cutting diagonally to her right hip to allow for movement. A band with gold etchings shaped a V-cut neckline, zagging across her body and wrapping around her waist before tying in the back, highlighting her figure more than the square cut of her standard uniform.

      Lifting half her hair into a loose bun, she let the rest fall in gentle waves. Then, taking a deep breath, she exhaled before forcing a smile at the image in the mirror. Today would be fine.

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      “Aella, we're going to be late!” Carrick yelled, sitting on the front steps. He hated the dress uniforms. They were too soft, too hot, too—he stood, seeing her casually exit the house, closing the door.

      She grinned when she caught him staring. “Quite the sight, huh?”

      The retort choked in his throat and his face flooded red. He'd never met anyone so blatantly confident in their appearance. It equally annoyed, rattled, and impressed him.

      As unaffected as Carrick was affected, Malak pushed off the railing and gave her a nod, with a simple, “You look good.”

      “Thank you.” She gave a little spin before moving down the stairs. “You boys don't look too bad yourselves.”

      Carrick’s face grew redder—if possible. “Fate, Aella,” he muttered but with a small smile—she did look good. And more importantly, not as much like death as she had that morning. “Is your headache better?”

      “It’s dulled.” She shrugged and didn’t meet his eyes, which meant it hadn’t. Though he also knew she didn’t want further questions—which usually he ignored, but today it only recentered his belief in needing to choose her as a partner. As they walked, he focused most of his mental attention on what he’d tell Raina.

      “So, how do you want to spend your birthday?” Malak asked.

      “Doesn’t Rhaelyn’s center do something? I’m sure the Knightly family puts on an event to pre-celebrate their inevitable Aether rise.”

      “They don’t—or at least never one I get invited to,” Malak chuckled, glancing back at him. “You, Carrick?”

      “I haven’t heard of anything.”

      They both looked at him.

      “What?”

      “Something wrong?” Malak asked.

      He shook his head—too quickly. “No. No, I’m good.”

      “You’re acting weird.”

      “Just nervous—you know, for the day.”

      Smiling slightly, Malak gave a laugh that wasn’t as friendly as his normal one. “What do you mean? They wouldn’t pick anyone else for the Sun’s Ignis. You’re fine.”

      “I’m not…I don’t care about that.”

      “You don’t? That’s all you ever talked about before.”

      Was he trying to embarrass him further? “It’s not for sure, Malak. There could be⁠—”

      “I knew you cared,” Malak interrupted, again with that laugh, and it made Carrick fall silent.

      After what Malak had gone through the day before, he had every right to be on edge. If that meant directing a few annoyed comments at Carrick, Carrick could handle it. Though, they stung. It wasn’t about the Sun. It was about the opportunities afterward. The positions that would make a name for himself as Carrick Zaria, Head Ignis. Not Carrick Zaria, an orphan kid with panic attacks. Cry-baby Carrie.

      “I’d be worried too if I were you,” Aella said seriously. “I might take your spot.”

      In exact opposite to Malak’s, the tease was gentle and purposefully meant to ease the moment. “Exactly,” he gave a small laugh.

      “So what should I expect for the day?” Aella asked, looking back at him.

      “Um, we train until noon. Then there’s a mentor session where you’ll meet with a Commander of your art, and they’ll give you advice for the next six months. After that, everyone goes home to plan their training. There’s no celebration. Though I do know Eddie is making at least three different kinds of cake for your birthday.”

      That made her smile. “You have a very nice uncle.”

      “I know,” he smiled too. “And he really loves birthdays.”

      “Head’s up, Carrick.”

      At Malak’s warning, Carrick looked down the path and saw Raina waiting for them at the corner of Chosen Street and Aether Crossing. Even from that distance, he could see her tapping the toe of her boot while twirling her braid between two fingers.

      He gave a wave and dreaded everything the day was about to hold.

      “Hello,” she said without waving in return.

      “Hey. Feeling good?”

      Her lips pressed, but she nodded, falling into step beside him while not offering any form of greeting to Aella or Malak.

      “Luka’s already training with dad,” Raina said—without any prodding and did not return the look he gave her. They’d talk about it later—after the day—after all the attention went to Luka despite Raina being the far more talented twin. “Are you meeting Tye there?”

      “Um, actually⁠—”

      “I asked him if he could be my partner today,” Aella said, glancing back at her for only a breath. “Honestly, I’m a little scared to be in Rhaelyn for the Sun trials. It would just be nice to have someone I know during the first challenge. It’s a bit intimidating. It’s only for today, I promise.”

      The way she said it made it sound believable. The way he gaped at her probably made it less.

      Looking towards Carrick, Raina smiled. “That’s nice of you. I’m sure it would be intimidating,” she said to Aella—in the first half-decent thing she’d ever said to her.

      “Yeah, I didn’t sleep well last night,” Aella chuckled, turning back down the path. She was an incredibly good liar. He felt like he both needed to thank her and throw an extra thought towards everything she’d said.

      Taking his hand, Raina smiled at him again. “I’ve missed you. I’m sorry I was—you know.”

      “It’s okay.” He shrugged. “You guys doing anything tonight?”

      “Yeah, Dad’s inviting a bunch of Commanders over to help Luka train for Aether. Do you want to come?”

      “Yeah, that’d be great,” he said, thanking Fate for the outcome of the morning. It had been much better than he expected.

      Ahead of them, Malak and Aella picked up the pace to give them some distance. When Aella nearly turned off at Sun Way, Malak gently grabbed her arm and pulled her back on the path. Carrick could barely hear him explain that the Summer Solstice challenge took place in Rhaelyn’s reservoir, not at the fields. Then, he heard Aella have a million questions about that while Malak answered each one with the same level of importance.

      “Are they a thing?” Raina whispered, nodding to their backs.

      “I think he likes her but don’t tell anyone.” He threw her a look, meaning he was serious. Raina wouldn’t. Not that anyone would care about who Malak liked—or Aella for that matter. “She had a boyfriend though—in Murnad—who was killed. I doubt she’s ready for anything.”

      Nodding slowly, Raina looked at Aella—her long hair moving over her shoulders in the breeze, the half bun bobbing with the gestures she was using to convey something to Malak. “You’re doing a nice thing, agreeing to partner with her today.”

      “Yeah. Thanks for understanding,” he said, though feeling guilty for Aella’s lie when it was him, not her, who begged to be partners—when it was him, not her, who felt an indescribable dread towards the challenges awaiting them.
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        Carrick

      

      

      “Aella?”

      She didn't answer. Her eyes focused on the class of Aqua. They were standing directly below the large dam creating Rhaelyn’s reservoir. It was peak season, meaning the water roared over the lip of the stone barrier in excess. The Aquas’ job was to counter the power of the current, forcing it up and back against the dam to create an even higher tower. It was impressive but not as much as Aella’s attention warranted.

      “Aella, are you okay? You look weird. Is it the headache?”

      Ignoring each of his questions, she continued staring.

      “Aella, do I need to get Addison?”

      Still no response.

      “Aella…if I lose this challenge, it could jeopardize my Sun placement. This is the first score that matters⁠—”

      “It's too much,” she muttered, completely ignoring his speech.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “They're using too much power.”

      “It's not too much.” He shook his head. “They know what they're doing. They're Aqua. We're Ignis. Fate, Aella—the scores we get today dictate our entire year.”

      “Sorry—Sorry. I'm sorry.” She turned back to him, visibly forcing herself to refocus.

      “What's wrong with you?”

      She shook her head, turning back to the water. There was a firm wrinkle between her eyes, and she looked uncertain…when, since arriving at Rhaelyn, Aella had never once looked uncertain. “Carrick…there’s something…” her words trailed off, and if she hadn’t said his name, he wouldn’t have thought she remembered he was there.

      “Aella, if there’s⁠—”

      “I’m fine. I'm fine,” she repeated, shook her head, and forced herself to look back at him. “I’m alright. Sorry. Where were we?”

      He hesitated. “If you aren't okay, you can sit this out. Addison will understand, and I’m sure I can make up the score.”

      “No. No, I'm fine.” Even as she said it, she looked back to the Aqua, forgetting about him and the tasks at hand once again.

      “Aella?”

      “They're using too much,” she whispered. “They're using—Fate—” she swore, breaking into a sprint.

      “Aella!” he cried.

      She didn't stop, moving down the rocky hillside at a frightening speed—miraculously remaining vertical as she vaulted over loose rocks.

      “Aella!”

      “Get out!” he heard her frantic scream as she reached the water's edge. “Get back!”

      He swore quietly. Then, louder as the dam began to groan. The Aquas’ focus shifted to the bending structure, each dropping their influence on the reservoir. But it was too late. As the swelling water shot through the burdened wood and rock blockade, they began to move. Shrill screams rose from the river and shore alike as the dam's last breath exhaled in a cascade of unencumbered force.

      Instinctually, he’d closed his eyes against the roar but opened them as it turned to abrupt silence.

      “Get—back⁠—”

      Below him Aella stood in the middle of the riverbed, one knee pressed into its rocky bottom and arms outstretched as she held the water at bay.

      She held the water at bay. Fate.

      The angry beast towered over her, slamming itself against the invisible barrier she was creating. In the same breath, the wooden remains of the dam sprouted new offshoots, intertwining together in an attempt to prevent further carnage. Terre. She was using Terre too. And Aqua—he ran, stumbling over the rocky hillside to meet her as the Aqua stood paralyzed in fear with Aella being the only one keeping the reservoir from killing all of them.

      “Help her!” He yelled at them. “Help—Fate…”

      They had begun to move, but away from Aella. Everyone—teachers and students alike—began to run either up the rocks toward him or into the field on the other side.

      “Stop! Help her!” He cried as Aella fell to her other knee. Even from there, he could see her shaking, trembling against the force used to hold such a thing. “Commander Morrell, please⁠—”

      The Aqua Commander only looked at him long enough to tell him to run as well.

      Swearing, he finally reached the shoreline. “Aella! Aella—hold on! I’m coming⁠—”

      At his yell, she looked back at him. On her face was the same terror everyone running from her had held. She didn’t know what she was doing more than anyone else. “Don’t—Carrick, get back. I can’t—it’s slipping!”

      Even as she said this, he saw the water begin to tilt. It fell in slow motion, the entire tower leaning, drops beginning to rain down on Aella as she cried in the exertion to keep it back. Then, as Carrick took his first step onto the mossy riverbed, it fell.

      The sound alone was enough to make him stumble backwards, then the force of the freed water carried him, dragging him onto the bank with a wave that nearly pulled him back in. Pebbles, sticks, rocks broke into his tunic, tearing the fabric, and he hugged his arms over his head until the waves stopped…everything stopped. The tremor of the water faded into an innocent bubble of river, and he lifted his head.

      The river had more than doubled in width. In muddied streams, pieces of the dam tumbled into the rest of Rhaelyn, new creaks flowing into peoples’ homes, ruining crops, and creating a trail of carnage in each path it took. The previously fleeing Aquas were now sprinting down each offshoot, attempting to subdue the waters before further damage. Terres were assembling new dams anywhere they could to divert the river from homes, and Ignis and Aer were spreading word to the rest of the town, triaging anyone who needed assistance.

      And no one was left to help search for Aella. The dark waters rushed over each other as if they were in a race to Rhaelyn, bumping into boulders, logs, debris, but no Aella. The spot where she had been was only more rapids.

      “Aella!” he yelled, cupping his hands around his mouth. “Aella—Aella!”

      “Carrick, don’t.”

      Turning to fight the arms pulling him back, Carrick stopped. It was Malak.

      “Mal, thank Fate, I can't—do you see her? Did you see her⁠—”

      Giving a slow shake of his head and dark eyes focusing on the waters’ surface, Malak did not let go of him. If anything, his grip tightened. “Carrick, we have to go. She’s⁠—”

      “What? No—she’s—there she is.”

      Maybe ten feet from them, a small divot was barely visible in the swirl, a dimple of forced water around a form. Coughing while trying to press her hair back from her face, Aella tripped to a stand and almost sank again.

      Starting into the water, Carrick was pulled back by Malak again. “Carrick, you don’t know⁠—”

      “I got her. I’ll be fine,” he said, shrugging his grip off him and giving him a look. The water was deep but not that deep.

      “It’s just⁠—”

      Carrick didn’t let him finish. “Aella!” He called, wading into the water towards her.

      As she turned to him, he saw her face with blood streaming from a cut on her forehead, the pallor of her skin, and more than anything the wide disbelief in her eyes. The water was nearly to her chest and every time she attempted to step, it would splash up to her chin, and she’d stumble back.

      “Carrick—I can’t—I⁠—”

      “It’s okay,” he called, finding purchase on a spot just out of reach. “I’ll help you from here.”

      She shook her head. “No, no, Carrick, I can’t—I can’t swim.”

      “You can’t…”

      Again, the aggressive head shake. If anything, she stepped further from him and nearly fell beneath again.

      “Okay, okay, Aella, it’s fine,” he said. “Just hang on.” Inching forward, he found the drop she must’ve felt every time she tried. A trench on the surface of the river’s floor in which he could no longer touch the bottom. The current pushed against him as he tried, and he nearly lost his footing to be carried downstream.

      A whimper made him look back up, and he met Aella’s wide eyes, the blood trickling down her forehead, and the expression of panic. She was terrified.

      “Use Terre,” he yelled over the rush of water.

      “What?”

      “Terre. Create something I can grab onto, and I’ll pull you back.”

      “Carrick, I can’t⁠—”

      “You just did. Try. I can’t get to you there.”

      With a bite of her lip, she looked down at her hands. Despite shaking her head, a long, thin stick began to form from her grip, extending out to him. And without thinking about how insane that was, Carrick grabbed the other end and told her to jump.

      Once he was finally able to grab hold of her, he dragged her to the shoreline where Malak was still standing, hands limp by his side and not helping.

      He didn’t step closer either.

      “Aella…” Carrick knelt next to her. “What…did you…” his words faded because he didn’t know what it was he was trying to ask.

      “I—I don’t know. I swear. Carrick, I don’t know.”

      “Um, okay.” He took a breath, trying to look objectively at the situation like he did with everything. But it wasn't objective. It was insane. “Do you think—could you do it again?”

      She stared down at her hands.

      “Try something small. Like Aer—a gust of wind or something.”

      With a trembling lip she had to bite, she did. And he felt the wind roll over him, rippling the fabric of his clothes.

      In his curse, she looked at Carrick, then at Malak behind him and got to her feet. “I’m not—Malak, I’m not—I don’t know what happened.”

      Looking back at his friend, Carrick got up too. Malak’s face was unlike he’d ever seen, and it scared him.

      “Carrick, come over here,” he said quietly.

      “Mal—” Aella’s voice broke and when Carrick looked back at her, her eyes were magnifying with the first signs of tears he’d seen on her. “I’m not—you don't think—I'm not a Shadow.”

      “How else could you do that?” Malak asked, motioning for Carrick again.

      “I don’t—” she backed up, eyes flicking between them in fear.

      Carrick looked at Malak in disbelief. He didn't actually think—Aella wasn't a Shadow. It wasn't possible.

      “I’m not a Shadow—Carrick, I promise, I’m⁠—”

      “Fate, I know you’re not,” Carrick said, taking a step towards her, but Malak grabbed his arm to pull him back.

      Jerking away from him, he turned on him. “Malak, look at her! She not a Shadow. She’s—” Then, it clicked. In his own disbelief of the words he was uttering, he said, “Aella…you’re the Aether.”

      She shook her head. “No. No. That's not real⁠—”

      “It's the only thing that explains this. Actually, it explains everything. Holy Fate, Aella, you're the Aether.”

      “That's not real!” she cried, holding none of his wonderment. “There are no Chosen Children. There are no Masters we need to destroy and Shadows—” a curse tore into her words, and she grabbed her head with both hands, doubling to the earth.

      When he stepped forward this time, Malak didn’t stop him. “Aella, what is it? What’s happening?”

      “My head—” Whimpering, she pressed her forehead to the gravel. Her face was losing color rapidly and her⁠—

      “Aella, talk to me. What's happening?”

      “I don't know!” she cried. “Carrick, my head—” Her muscles trembled like she was holding the world's fear. 

      This was out of his depth. He was not on this side of things. He wasn’t this person. Malak was, but Malak wasn’t moving, and he—Fate, he had to do something. Kneeling beside her, he tentatively reached a hand to her back.

      An image flashed into his mind so clear, he withdrew his hand immediately. 

      “Carrick, don’t,” Malak said, putting a hand on his shoulder to press him back. “This isn’t—this isn’t normal.”

      “Of course it’s not normal,” he shrugged him off. “She’s the Aether, Mal. If you’re not going to do anything helpful, go find us someone who will.”

      “What if she’s not the Aether?” Malak whispered. “What if she is a Shadow or worse?”

      “Then, I guess I’ll die a fool’s death. Please, save yourself.” Turning back to Aella, he reached to lay a hand on her again.

      “Carrick, stop—please stop.”

      He withdrew his hand as if he was burned. His heart roared blood into his ears and breathing felt impossible. That was her voice. He knew it. Despite the urge to do the opposite, he reached his hand out again. But Malak caught his wrist, gripping it so Carrick couldn't pull away.

      “Let go.”

      “Carrick, this is darkness,” he whispered. “You don't know—we don't know what she is.”

      “I do,” he said forcefully. “She's the Aether, and I can help her.”

      “How do you know that? You don't know that! She could hurt you.”

      He glared at him. “I can't believe you.”

      “You don't know what it's like—Murnad—my dad lived in Murnad, Carrick. They all⁠—”

      Carrick let his flames flick over his wrist, making Malak let go with a bitter curse. Then, he put his hand back on her.

      “Carrick, don't go⁠—”

      This time, he stayed still, accepting the scene around him.

      They were in a white, sterile room with no windows. The light was blinding, and it burned his eyes, making tears spring to them. Six beings stood at the end of the room in a line. Their pale, nearly transparent skin stretched over bony facial structures. Their lips twisted into an open smile of sorts, but without any expression and no capability of changing it. Their eyes were hollow, showing no reflection and no color. They didn't have genders—or at least not that he could tell. Nothing distinguished one from the next, and their gazes collectively focused on a point behind him.

      He turned.

      “Carrick?” she whispered, staring up at him with shock and relief.

      “Aella, what is this?”

      She shook her head, biting her lip, keeping her eyes trained on the six beings. “They're Masters.”

      Masters? He turned back to them. “You’re real?” As he asked the question, he sank to the floor beside Aella, drawing closer to her in the pure need to be with someone alive. He took her hand.

      “Of course we are, boy.” One stepped forward, a twisted grin still stretched into its face. “Who did you think it was who visited you all those nights ago? Did you really believe it was just a dream?”

      His body shook with the feeling of being addressed by one. It was like his muscles themselves were trying to expel they’re presence as if it was a poison. He gripped Aella’s hand tighter.

      “This is, of course, a treat,” another said. “What a lovely little Aether this century has brought.”

      “Mm, I agree,” another added. “Though they’ll never accept her. Him maybe, but Fate forbid a clever female be the Aether instead of some brutish boy from a powerful family.”

      They all laughed.

      Aella choked on her breath. Dragging his eyes from the Masters, Carrick looked at her. Sweat pilled over her brow, running down her cheeks. Her skin was nearly as ashen as the beings, and her eyes dilated with horror. Whatever was happening, it was worse for her.

      “You two lovelies know the legend of Seven?” One stepped forward.

      “Of course, they know it.”

      “They might not. It's deeper lore than the Sun, and Fate knows they haven't truly believed that since Zuri Kade.”

      They all laughed again.

      “This is true. Well, my dears, let me explain. With every Great Generation, with every rise of an Aether, a Master arises as well.” The being gestured to the six of them. “The legend has it, if we become seven Masters, the world will be given to us.”

      “Are you counting?”

      “The Seventh will rise this year. You are members of the last Sun.”

      “This is the year of the Masters. The year the world will transform to darkness.”

      “But don't worry, it's more fun than it looks.”

      They all laughed.

      Beside him, Aella slumped into his shoulder. The grip on his hand fell limp and her breathing dropped in such prolonged breaks, he was sure she’d stop altogether.

      “I will say, it’s thrilling to meet two so soon. Maybe it'll actually be an entertaining battle.”

      “And with such a brilliant Aether too.” It clucked its tongue. “Hopefully, this little introduction doesn't kill her before we get the chance to meet in person.”

      They all laughed, and Aella sunk against him, motionless and without breath.

      Looking down at her, then to the Masters, Carrick got to his feet. They were mirages. That's all they were.

      “What's this? Our little Chosen Ignis?”

      “He would've been the only one they guessed correctly.”

      They laughed again. It sounded like a metronome.

      “He's gutsy, though, look at this,” it said as Carrick reached out a hand to touch one. His fingers slid through it like mist. They weren't real—well, at least not right now.

      “Get out,” Carrick said, willing his voice to be strong and steady.

      “Excuse us?”

      “Get out. You have no right to be here. This is not your mind to rule. We'll meet someday, but you won't win this easily. Get out of her head.”

      They looked at him with their smiling faces and lifeless eyes. Then, as quickly as they appeared, they stepped back, formed a line, and vanished.

      Reality thrust brutally upon them as he fell back to the earth, gasping for breath harder than if he’d just ran up a mountain. “Aella?” Rolling her over, her head lolled without restraint to the side. Her lips, cheeks were tinged blue, and there was no contraction in her muscles, no movement. Where he was shaking over every surface of skin and muscle, she was motionless.

      “Carrick, what just⁠—”

      “Help her,” he cut Malak off. “You have to help her.”

      “Carrick—”

      “She's the Aether, Mal!” he cried, begging his friend to see the reality. “We saw the Masters—we saw—just help her.”

      Pressing his lips into a thin line, Malak nodded. Then, he used his hands to thrust Aella's chin up before placing his mouth over hers and forcing air into her lungs.

      It was probably only a few seconds, but it felt like minutes—horrible, endless minutes—until Aella's body jerked with a cough.

      Carrick swore, running both hands through his hair as Malak sat her up to breathe better. “Aella, can you hear me?” Malak asked.

      “Carrick—where's Carrick⁠—”

      “Right here. I'm here.”

      She turned to see him; her eyes were wide, horrified at what just happened, and he was sure his expression mirrored hers. Masters were real.

      
        
        Addison

      

      

      Addison knew it'd happen today. It was Summer Solstice, after all. But not like this. She had prayed it wouldn't be like this.

      It took her longer than she'd wish to find her way to them after the chaos. But when she finally did, Carrick looked up, saw her, and immediately stood. “Addison…did you—she’s not a Shadow,” he said, hesitation at first and then in firmness at the statement.

      At his feet, Aella sat with her arms wrapped around her knees, trembling, and Malak stood purposefully distanced from them.

      “I know,” Addison nodded.

      “She’s not—you know?” Carrick asked, breaking off his fight in relief.

      “Yes. You need to tell me what happened. And quickly.”

      Carrick and Aella exchanged glances, which didn't include Malak. It didn't include anyone. They had seen something beyond what this world had taught them was reality.

      Malak was the one that answered. “Um—well, you saw what we did. After she came out of the river, she got a headache and then stopped breathing. Carrick said⁠—”

      “I saw the Masters,” Carrick interrupted. “I saw all of them. When I touched her— She’s⁠—”

      Taking a deep breath, Aella met Addison's eyes. In a whisper, she said, “I think I'm the Aether.”

      Then, Carrick told her everything.

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      Addison's expression didn't change the entire time he told the story. When he finished, she only nodded. She didn't seem surprised, think they were raving mad, or assume Aella was a Shadow or worse. It was comforting.

      “So, you pulled her out by demanding they get out of her head?”

      He nodded. “When I touched her, I entered her subconscious, but she⁠—”

      “I couldn't get out,” Aella finished, glancing at him. “I don't know what happened. What was that?”

      “A tie between you and the Masters,” Addison explained. “You, as Aether, are an equal being to a Master. They were waiting for you to accept who you are.”

      “Will that happen again?”

      “No. I don't think so. What happened today was what's referred to as your Awakening. You received your full powers; it created a portal to the Masters, but only briefly.”

      “Commander Ryder,” Malak said slowly. “This doesn't—Aethers are myths.”

      “Some believe so—most believe so. But myths don't arise from nothing. Just because we haven't been successful in finding one, doesn't mean they aren't real.”

      “How do you know about this?” Carrick asked, looking at her with new confusion.

      “I’ve been researching the Chosen Children for years—since before your parents and Aaron were killed. That's why I leave as often as I do, to try to discover as much as I can before the new year.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, because you're the Ignis. I've known that for a while.”

      Carrick and Aella looked at each other. “How?”

      “Your flames and the Keiria. There are some ancient documents talking about them and the various powers accompanying the Chosen Children. Of course, it was only a guess until today.”

      “A guess,” he said numbly. “What do we do about this?”

      “First, we need to get you back to Eddie's and come up with a plan.”

      “They're not going to let me go back there,” Aella said. “They'll think—they think I'm a Shadow—Eddie might—” she gave the slightest look towards Malak, which painfully showed a deeper betrayal. Malak met her gaze but looked away quickly.

      “There are ways to ensure you aren't one,” Malak muttered. It was said so quietly, it was barely audible.

      “Malak—” Carrick looked at him. “You can’t⁠—”

      “They'll make her do it anyway.”

      “Possibly,” Addison cut off the argument. “But right now, we must get to Eddie's. Aella, can you stand?”

      “What?” Aella looked between all of them, getting slowly to her feet. “What are they going to make me do?”

      “The Dokimi,” Malak said. “It’ll prove…Aella, you have to understand what this looks like—why we would want proof.”

      “We don’t need proof,” Carrick said. “Malak, of all people⁠—”

      “Of all people, I know not everyone is who they say they are, Carrick,” he snapped. “I didn’t have as privileged a life as you.”

      “Privileged—”

      “I need to tell Jace,” Aella said, interrupting him in a way that was entirely separate from their conversation. She was looking at Addison, still pale, blood still streaking the right side of her face. But she was centered, resolved. “If they’ll do this…I need to tell Jace first, before anything happens. So he doesn’t worry.”

      With a nod, Addison held an arm out to gesture Aella past her. Giving one last look at Malak, Carrick shook his head, then followed his aunt and Aella away from the stream. Nothing that was happening had made sense to him.
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        Carrick

      

      

      “Unbelievable,” Eddie murmured for the hundredth time. Jace had only stared at Addison as she told the story, then stared at Aella—who was entirely silent as Eddie cleaned the cuts she received in the river.

      “We need to leave,” Jace said, getting to his feet. “We need to get out of here.”

      “What?” Aella finally looked up.

      “We need to go. They'll never accept you as Aether. Fate, they're probably already getting enough people to come here and take you⁠—”

      “Jace, I'm not⁠—”

      “You're from Murnad, Aella,” he snapped. “You aren't from Rhaelyn. Half the Stoicheia in Murnad have flirted with the darkness. They will not believe you. Fate, Aella, even Malak doesn't believe you.”

      Aella’s gaze trailed to her hands clamped in her lap and stayed. Carrick knew she was scared because who wouldn’t be? But she was using everything she had to not show it. With a purposeful nod, she looked back up. “Malak said they can prove it with the Dokimi, and I’ll be fine. They’ll⁠—”

      “We’ll be lucky if they even take the time to do that, Ael. I never should’ve brought you here. I never should’ve⁠—”

      “Jace…did you—did you know?” Aella looked up at him. “What did you mean, you shouldn’t have brought me here? Did you—what did you know?”

      With a muttered curse, Jace brought a hand to the bridge of his nose, squeezing his eyes shut. “I didn’t know, but I suspected it. You were too good, Ael. And there were others…people talked. That’s probably why—” His voice broke off abruptly as he realized what he was about to say.

      “Why Murnad was attacked? I was the reason Murnad was attacked?” Aella stood, moving back from both Eddie’s hands and Jace.

      “Aella, no,” Jace shook his head. “No, we don’t know that.”

      “But you suspected? Everyone suspected I was this and no one thought to tell me?”

      “Aella—”

      “Why wouldn’t you tell me!” She cried, no longer bothering to hide anything.

      “Aella please,” Jace pleaded. “I know you’re mad—I’d be mad too, but we have to leave. Right now, we have to—” The crutches shook in his grasp, and Jace dragged his leg forward. “Please, Ael, I’m begging you to listen to me. We have to go.”

      “Go where? I’m the Fate-spoken, Aether, Jace.”

      The words made him wince, and he looked away with enough pain Carrick couldn’t look at either of them. This was⁠—

      A sharp knock sounded on the door before being shoved open and allowing Commander Knightly to enter. With a single pointed finger at Aella, he ordered, “Grab her.”

      Several full-grown Stoicheia charged into their home, knocking over jars and piles of books in a surge toward Aella. In instinct, Aella stumbled back, flames traveling over her arms. But they weren’t just flames anymore. Ice mixed with the tendrils of fire; roots spread from the floorboards under her feet, and electricity sparked into the air.

      “It'll be much better for you if you come willingly,” Knightly said. “This is your only warning.”

      “I wasn't—I’m not⁠—”

      He snapped his fingers, and the men surrounded her, casting thin veins of silk-like material over her body.

      “Mother Fate—Rowan, this isn’t necessary!” Eddie yelled.

      Aella had collapsed to her knees, clutching the fibers as her flames—all the elements—died. “What—what is this?”

      “Stoicheia weakness,” Knightly answered. “With that on, you won’t be able to use your powers.”

      “If she’s a Stoicheia, Rowan,” Addison said. “So you just proved she’s who we say she is. Let her go. This is ridiculous.”

      “If she was smart, she’d pretend to not use her powers with them on, Addison. I’ve already underestimated her enough. Gentlemen.” Clapping his hands, he turned back to the door.

      “Commander Knightly, please⁠—”

      Jace's beg was cut with someone shoving him roughly out of the way. Stumbling over his crutches, he crashed into Eddie who barely caught him.

      “Don’t—don’t hurt him,” Aella said. “Please—don’t hurt him.” The plea was so sad, so earnest that several of the men stopped, looking uncertainly from her to the injured man they’d carelessly shoved aside.

      “He won’t hurt him, Aella,” Addison said, standing in front of Knightly. “Rowan, you trust me. She’s the Aether. I saw it with my own eyes.”

      “Yes, and a Shadow or worse could’ve done the same.”

      “For what reason? A Shadow wouldn’t have saved the Aquas. They wouldn’t have cared.”

      “She could’ve caused the collapse in the first place. Do you know that flood has destroyed over a dozen homes?”

      “She didn't do it. I was with her.” Carrick stepped forward, earning the harsh gaze of the Commander. A man he had tried to impress his entire life. “She didn't do it. She's the Aether. I promise you⁠—”

      With another withering glance, Commander Knightly ignored him. “We'll be taking her for questioning.”

      “What are you—” Jace gasped against his own pain as he tried to stand. “What—I need to⁠—”

      “We'll find out if she's a Shadow.”

      “No, you can’t. Please, can we please talk about this?” he begged, his hands clasped in front of him.

      “Sure, let’s talk.” Knightly faced him. “She is from Murnad. True or false?”

      “Commander—”

      “True or false?”

      “True, but⁠—”

      “Murnad held a considerable amount of Shadows. You’ve known some personally. In fact, this girl’s father used to be one.”

      “He recanted long before she was born⁠—”

      “True or false?”

      “Commander, please, she’s just a girl⁠—”

      “Who was only an Ignis before she sent the whole river of Rhaelyn into our homes. True or false?”

      Carrick could see Jace’s bad leg trembling violently, and Eddie’s grip tighten around his arm. If his powers had been restored, Jace would’ve already burnt the home to the ground. “What are you going to do to her?” he asked, voice lowering—depleted of its plea and replaced with an err of gravity.

      “The Dokimi, of course.”

      Eddie shook his head. “Dokimi can't be used on an Aether. It could kill her.”

      Aella’s gaze moved to Carrick. Kill her? That hadn’t been mentioned. Ever.

      “A risk we'll have to take,” Commander Knightly said dryly.

      “No, please, allow me to explain. Dokimi works on a single element of Stoicheia, but if a person holds all the elements—it would be too much for her.”

      “Well, we’ll have to see. Let’s go.”

      Two men grabbed Aella, dragging her forward.

      “Stop!” Jace cried. “You can’t just—you’re sending an innocent girl to her death because she saved your class of Aquas?”

      “That’s one interpretation. We’ll⁠—”

      Pushing off of Eddie, Jace lunged at the Commander with a punch that collided with Knightly’s cheekbone in a horrifying crack.

      “Jace!” Aella cried, fighting against the men holding her as their cohorts tackled Jace to the ground, binding his arms behind his back.

      “Do not hurt him,” Addison commanded, her flames flicking around her arms. “Rowan, do not hurt him.”

      Commander Knightly spat a mouthful of blood on the floor by Jace’s head. “He hit me, Addison. You saw⁠—”

      On the floorboards, Jace growled up at the man, straining against the guards holding him. “I’m going to kill you, you Shadowed bastard—I’m going to⁠—”

      “Stop! Please, stop—Jace, stop—” Aella’s panicked plea cut through the anger of the adults.

      Cheek pressed against the wood, Jace shifted to see her in their silent communication. However, this was a reverse of the normal.

      “I will not be treated in such a way, Mr. Kelley,” Commander Knightly talked down to him. “Because you are emotional, I will let it slide for now, but trust you will be dealt with after the brand is delivered.”

      “There are other ways,” Jace said, forcing his words to still. “There are other ways to see if she’s Shadowed. Let me⁠—”

      “None as true as the brand.”

      “You heard Eddie, Rowan,” Addison said. “If you do what you are planning, you might kill the Aether of this century.”

      “Addison, who’s in charge here?”

      “A Shadowed idiot,” she spat. “If you do this⁠—”

      “Enough! I’ve had enough! Gentlemen⁠—”

      “You’re going to murder an eighteen-year-old!”

      Addison was yelling, when she never yelled, and Eddie was quickly pulling books off the shelves. “Commander, if only you’d just look⁠—”

      “No!” he roared. “I have been assaulted and undermined since arriving at this home. I have a duty to protect Rhaelyn and protect her I shall.”

      “Even if it means killing⁠—”

      “I won't die.”

      Everyone turned to her, the girl wrapped in weaknesses, only remaining standing because men were holding her in place.

      “Ael—” Jace's voice broke.

      “I won't die,” she restated—though her voice shook and her being tremored against the fear she held. “I’ll take the Dokimi if it means I can leave Rhaelyn—if Jace and I can go. I’ll be branded as long as you don’t hurt him.”

      “If you are not a Shadow or some other dark being,” Commander Knightly sighed as if he was controlling a room full of toddlers. “Then, yes, I will allow you to leave.”

      “Fate, Aella, you can't do this.”

      “Yes, I can.”

      Carrick jumped, knocking into a lamp and nearly causing it to crash to the floor.

      She looked back at him with shock but not enough that anyone would think any more of his startling move.

      “Fate, Carrick,” Knightly shook his head in disapproval. “Trust your relationship with my daughter is over.”

      “Carrick?” Her voice came back into his head tentatively with a question.

      “Holy Shadowed hell.”

      She chuckled—an odd contrast to everything in the room. Everyone continued to stare at her.

      “Something amusing, Miss Rellion?”

      She looked back at the Commander. “Only that you can’t remember the name of the person you’re sending to trial.” She stood taller, shoulders back and gaze mimicking the girl who originally stood at the gates of Rhaelyn. With a small smile, she nodded to the men. “I’m ready. Shall we go?”

      Knightly narrowed his eyes at her.

      “There's no purpose putting this off,” she continued. “You never know when I’ll decide to stop faking it and use my powers again.”

      “Aella—” Jace shook his head at her. For a second they met one another’s eyes, and the confidence Aella was forcing slipped. But it was back as soon as the men started leading her to the doorway.

      “What about him?” one of the guards holding Jace asked.

      “Restrain him. He can’t use his powers. He’s harmless. If he wishes to watch, let him.”

      “Sir, his leg was injured,” Eddie interjected. “He won’t be able to⁠—”

      “Do I look like I care, Eddington? He should be imprisoned for what he’s done. I’m giving him enough mercy by letting him watch the trial.”

      Stifling a groan, Jace was drug to his feet, wrists bound behind his back. His bad leg buckled at the knee and his good barely held him upright, but his gaze was only focused on Aella. It was an expression of defeat.

      “Rowan, please⁠—”

      He held up a hand. “If any of you offer another word on my decision, I will ensure you don’t leave this home for the remainder of the evening. Are we clear?”

      “It’s okay,” Aella said, looking at Jace as Eddie moved to help keep him standing. “I’m okay, Jace. I promise.”

      “Ael—” His voice broke. “I can’t⁠—”

      “I know. It’s okay.”

      Addison swore, and Eddie blinked enough times to expose the tears welling within his squinted eyes.

      “Carrick?”

      He looked up. She was already being led from the home, and she didn’t look back at him.

      “Yeah?”

      “If I die⁠—”

      “Fate, you aren’t going to die⁠—”

      “I know, but if I do?”

      He closed his eyes. “Okay, if you do.”

      “Can you make sure Jace is okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Um, can you—can you not⁠—”

      “What?”

      “Don't leave until it’s done.”

      Even in his mind, he could hear the humility in the request.

      “I won’t.”

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      They led her out of the home to the main square of Rhaelyn. They all followed her—Carrick, Addison, Eddie, and Jace.

      Her entire energy was spent looking stronger than she felt inside. Inside, she was a terrified little girl who was about to face her potential death. At least she'd get to see Killian. Her parents. And Loysia…that’d be nice. To see her sister again.

      Loysia wouldn’t have been surprised. Neither would Killian. He’d probably shrug and say something stupid like, well, you always knew, Aelie. But she didn't know. She knew she was different. Somehow stronger, but she didn't know this. This was something she’d yet to fully believe.

      And Carrick…she could talk to Carrick in their minds? How? He was part of the Sun too. And the way he spoke back to the Masters when she couldn’t even breathe⁠—

      Fate. They had reached the platform set in the main square of Rhaelyn. As the men led her up the steps, she gazed out over the rows of people, standing in lines like this was a production.

      Barred from going further onto the platform, Addison stood with her arms crossed, glaring at Commander Knightly without break. Eddie had an arm around Jace for support as his injured leg shook with the weight it was once again forced to bear. His expression was startling in both its anger and its fear. It scared her to look at him, to think what this would do to him. So, she looked at Carrick.

      Carrick stood behind Eddie and Jace. His eyes were red but without tears, his jaw clenched and unclenched in a rhythm, and his gaze was frozen on something to Aella’s right.

      When she turned to look, she saw Malak approaching the platform with an iron in one hand and a small vial in the other.

      “He made the potion. That Shadowed piece of⁠—”

      “Carrick, stop. You aren't helping.”

      “Aella, if you die⁠—”

      “I thought you said I wasn’t going to die.”

      There was a beat. “You aren’t going to die.”

      “I’m not going to die,” she repeated, though she couldn’t get the words to stick. She was dangerously close to throwing up.

      “Let’s get on with it!” Luka Knightly yelled. “See who the true Aether is!”

      There were several more who echoed him. The crowd broke into waves of murmurs, whispers, and yells that felt capable of pressing the soul from her body. She shook. Her breath hitched into her throat and her heart pounded. She wanted to whimper, but she bit her tongue between her front teeth.

      “Fate, Aella—” His voice broke into her conscious with a reprieve she clung to.

      “Is it obvious?”

      “What?”

      “How scared I am? Are they all seeing how scared I am?”

      There was a beat. “No. You look bored, like you have to listen to Luka give an hour-long lecture on his birthright to Aether.”

      She smiled. Then Commander Knightly began his speech to the crowd; all about her possibly being an Aether, but more likely being the devil itself.

      “They’re painting an ugly picture here.”

      “Us Murnad half-breeds are pretty scary. How’s Jace?”

      “He’s praying to Fate for the return of his flames so he can smite Knightly in a final act.”

      She gave a half-laugh. Jace was with Eddie and Addison. They wouldn't leave him. They would stay with him even if she—Fate⁠—

      She gritted her teeth and looked forward.

      “You aren’t going to die.”

      “I’m not going to die.”

      “Now, Miss Relion⁠—”

      “Aurellian.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “My name is Aella Aurellian,” she said clearly, loud enough for the entire crowd to hear. “I want to make sure you know your Aether’s name when you play your part in proving it.”

      “Fate, Aella, now is not the time.”

      “What more can they do?”

      Another pause. “I guess nothing.”

      Commander Knightly’s lips pressed against his teeth. “Miss Aurellian, this is Dokimi. I trust you know what it is?” he asked, accepting the vial from Malak and holding it up to her.

      “I do.”

      “Good. If you are what we think you are, it won't hurt a bit.”

      “Aella?”

      “There's no way out of this. Right?”

      He didn't respond for a long time. “No.”

      “The brand.” Knightly snapped his fingers.

      “Carrick?”

      He didn’t respond.

      “Carrick, are you here?”

      “Yeah, I’m here.”

      Malak moved onto the platform, handing Knightly the thick iron rod with the mark of Stoicheia—an intricate design made of four parts: a flame for Ignis, a bolt of lightning for Aer, a wave for Aqua, and a leaf for Terre. The same brand Malak had on his chest.

      Just that morning, they were sharing a bottle of stolen wine from the Commander himself, and now Malak was what—willing to be a part of her execution?

      Forcing her eyes to open again, she found his. And she would not look away. She wanted him to feel this.

      Malak froze, arms half outstretched to Knightly. He hadn't expected her to look at him, that was obvious. Otherwise, his expression was unreadable. He looked confused, impressed—a collection of emotions not generally combined.

      Then the brand was in Knightly’s hands, and Malak stepped back.

      “This end will be dipped in the Dokimi,” Knightly said, loud enough for the entire crowd could hear. “If you are Shadowed, you will feel nothing.” He didn't give her any direction of what she'd feel if she was Stoicheia.

      Very carefully, he opened the vial and poured its contents onto the brand. As he did, her breath caught in her chest, and she squeezed her eyes shut. She could no longer pretend. This might be her death. This could be her death.

      “Pull her tunic down,” Knightly commanded. “It needs to be near her heart.”

      The man to her left drew her neckline down a few inches below her left collarbone. In all her life—even when Murnad was attacked—she had never been so afraid.

      She could hear Jace murmuring prayers to Fate.

      “Aella, it'll be okay. We're the Sun.”

      Then, all she knew was pain.

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      The two men assigned to hold Aella had released her in shock the minute the iron touched her flesh. But Knightly had grabbed her shoulder, holding her upright as he continued to press the brand into her.

      “Let go of her!” Jace cried. “Let go!”

      Aella’s screams that had filled the square with the first touch of the brand were now silent, but the pain was still present in a horrible choking sound leaving her throat as she slumped over the brand itself.

      In another guttural yell, Jace broke one of the restraints and ran—on his swollen leg—up the platform steps to pull Aella back.

      “What the—grab him!” Knightly yelled, brandishing the iron like a weapon.

      Stumbling back on his leg, Jace tripped onto the platform and used his entire body to wrap around Aella’s in protection. Everyone could see the rope, broken by his own strength, dangling with streaks of blood and the flesh it took to tear the bond apart. They could see his bloodied wrists, his arms pulling Aella against him, and they could hear his desperation when he told them to stop. To not touch her.

      Then Knightly turned slowly to the crowd and saw the horror of the scene mirrored on the faces of his people, of what they had just done.

      In purposeful steps, Eddie took hold of the iron with one hand and Knightly’s wrist with the other. “Let go.”

      “Eddington.”

      “I don’t believe you’re a killer, and that’s who you are about to be, Rowan,” Eddie said. “You do not want to go down in history as the man who killed the Aether.”

      “I wasn’t—we needed a test,” Knightly stammered. “And we need to see the brand as proof. We need to see⁠—”

      “Look.” Shifting Aella against him, Jace kept one arm around her and used the other to expose a macerated black mark on her chest. The crowd had long since lost formation, pressing closer to see the mark that as much as proved Aella as Aether.

      “Dear Fate, what have we done?” A guard murmured, watching—along with everyone else—Jace gently covered the mark again before lifting her into his arms. As he stood, his leg buckled, and he slammed painfully against the wood before he forced his body to move again.

      “Now, hold on,” Knightly said. “We’ll treat her. We’ll—you don’t have to⁠—”

      “We’re leaving.” Pulling Aella closer to him, Jace took a horrible, limped step and would’ve fallen again if Eddie hadn’t gone to him.

      “Let me take her,” Eddie said gently. “I’ll help. You will need help.”

      “Eddie,” Jace whispered, tripping again against his bad leg. “I can’t⁠—”

      “I know. Let me take her.”

      “She’s not moving. She’s not⁠—”

      “We’ll take it from here, Eddington.” Moving onto the platform, led by Commander Claire, were several Terres. “She’ll be good as new by morning, Commander Knightly. Don’t worry.” Commander Claire gave him a sympathetic pat on the arm and two male Terres moved past her with a stretcher.

      “No.” Jace stepped back. “No.”

      “Mr. Kelley, I assure you⁠—”

      “No!” He yelled. “You aren’t touching her. You aren’t—Eddie, please. Please, help me.”

      Up until this point, Addison had stood by Carrick with one hand on his arm and the other clamped over her mouth. But that plea for help made her move. Walking up the steps of the platform, she put her hand on her brother’s shoulder and said, “Get her back to the house. I’ll meet you there.”

      “Addison—”

      She held a single hand to stop Knightly’s words. “You’ve done enough, Rowan. You made a guess, and you were wrong.”

      As she said this, Eddie had moved to Jace gently wrapping his arms under Aella’s body and taking her from him with a soft, “There, there, Aella. I got you. You’ll be just fine.”

      “That is why I have the best Terres in Rhaelyn to help!” Knightly snapped back at her. “We can’t just let her leave.”

      “That’s what you promised her. There are several witnesses, including myself. Eddie’s a better Terre than any of these, which you know. We do not need to cause further damage tonight. If you insist on being stubborn, I will fight you.”

      A subtle hint of flames flicked over each of her fingers, and Knightly gave a slow nod.

      “Carrick, go with Eddie to help,” Addison ordered, slinging one of Jace’s arms over her neck to help keep him upright. “Eddie, we’ll meet you there.”

      Looking back at Jace, Eddie gave him a nod. “I have her. I promise.” Then, he moved down the stairs to the crowd that parted as he walked through.

      And Carrick followed him, watching Aella’s head bob limply against Eddie’s arm.

      “Aella?” He pressed into her mind as he had before. “Aella, are you with me?”

      There was only silence.
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        Carrick

      

      

      “Leave us alone!” Eddie yelled as someone else knocked on the door.

      Up until Addison and Jace made it back, the home had been quiet—meaning, Carrick helplessly watched as Eddie frantically worked. But gradually, the crowd who’d been so convinced of Aella’s guilt, trickled in to surround their home, each feeling they had a right to their questions being answered.

      They had laid Aella in front of the fire but moved her quickly when the fever started. Now, she was tucked into a corner of the kitchen under a window blocked with a blanket to keep onlookers from looking in. And they had tried. It was like all human normalcy had been abandoned with the discovery of an Aether.

      “I should’ve told her,” Jace whispered, sponging sweat from Aella’s forehead as he sat against the wall with his leg outstretched. He’d said this a half dozen times since entering the home and not much else.

      “It’s not easy to tell someone they might be something no one else believes in,” Addison said, sitting next to him. “Here, let me help.”

      Jace turned to her with a question, then said, “oh,” as Addison nodded down to his still bleeding wrists. As if he’d forgotten entirely that he’d nearly de-gloved his hands breaking the ropes around them. And he broke the rope. Carrick would never had thought that was possible.

      Holding his wrists out to Addison, Jace looked back at Aella. “She's going to hate me. I'd hate me. I have no right to be here.”

      Eddie looked up at him. “You know that's not true. She'll need you whether she knows it or not. This isn't a small thing.”

      “There are six Masters.”

      “What?” The three adults all turned to Carrick.

      “The Masters—there's six of them. I saw them after the dam broke, when she was unconscious. She's the Aether. I'm the Sun's Ignis, and the world is already going to be delivered to darkness as soon as the seventh Master rises on Winter Solstice.”

      “Shadowed hell,” Jace whispered, closing his eyes as another pound and yell echoed outside the home. The voices outside pressed into Carrick on all sides, smothering his subconscious, and spiking his senses like it used to every time he’d step too far from the home; that horrible heat frizzing over his skin, clutching his lungs until the next breath became impossible. And this was the Sun’s Ignis? This pathetic, constantly worried boy with panic attacks and no⁠—

      “Carrick, stop,” Eddie said, laying a hand on his knee. “This will all be fine.”

      “How?” His voice was tight, scared. He was scared. He was always scared. And he was apart of this? How was it possible that he was actually…that he…

      The cinnamon scent hit the back of his nostrils enough to make him cough; then he forced his body to do the breathing exercises, the sequence he used to use every minute of the day to make his spinning brain still for one Fate-forsaken second.

      Eddie’s hand moved to the back of Carrick’s head. “It will be okay. You are a part of this, and I can’t think of anyone better.”

      He gave a harsh laugh, then looked up to see Jace watching him. “I’m—sorry.” Who was he to make this about him when Aella…

      Jace only shook his head. “I’d be freaking out too,” he said quietly. “You have a right to.”

      They were the most comforting words anyone could’ve said.

      “I can speak to her,” Carrick said, mostly to Jace. “And she can speak to me—in our minds. It started today.”

      “You can?” Addison asked. “How?”

      “I don’t know. It’s like a thought, but a shared one. I was talking to her until she got the Dokimi, but I can’t now.”

      Looking down at Aella, Jace lowered his newly bandaged hand to her forehead as a single tear slipped down his cheek.

      Another knock sounded on the door. This time a more persistent one.

      “For the love of Fate,” Eddie muttered, getting to his feet to peer out the window.

      “Eddie? Please, let me in. I need—I need to talk to you.”

      Carrick knew the muffled voice instantly, even before his uncle turned back to him with an expression that would’ve given it away anyway.

      “I can help the fever,” Malak yelled through the glass. “Let me in, please⁠—”

      Carrick got up to stand by Eddie at the window. Behind Malak, at least a dozen people were loitering on the path, their yard, trying to peer into the slit of window Eddie had exposed.

      Malak focused on him. “Carrick, please. I can help her.”

      Moving to the door, Carrick slipped onto the porch, ignoring everyone else as he faced Malak. “You did this to her.”

      “I know. I’m sorry⁠—”

      “Why couldn’t you have believed me?”

      “Carrick, please.” He had never seen Malak expressing emotion as he currently was. He looked soft—pathetic—standing on his porch, jar in hand, and begging for forgiveness. “Please listen⁠—”

      “This could kill her, Malak,” he snapped. “Who in the Shadowed⁠—”

      Eddie opened the door behind him. “Come inside,” he said quietly. “Before you say anything you’ll regret.”

      Bowing his head, Malak moved past him without so much as second look.

      As soon as the door shut again, Carrick turned to him. “You need to leave.”

      “Carrick, if I didn’t make it, someone else would’ve.”

      “That’s your excuse?”

      “It’s not, but Dokimi is hard to make. If it was wrong, it could’ve been worse.”

      “And you think the senior Terres in Rhaelyn would’ve been worse than you?”

      “I’m sorry, Carrick. Please see that⁠—”

      “I don’t care how sorry you are. How were you not able to see she wasn’t a Shadow?”

      “Because I’m not part of the Sun,” he said. “You don’t know what it looked like to the rest of us. Fate, Carrick—no one there thought she was the Aether. No one even believed Aethers existed. You knew because you’re connected.”

      “Connected?” He gave a short laugh. “Want to use Dokimi on me too then?”

      “What you have—it can help her feel better?” Jace asked in interruption to the argument that would hold no end.

      Looking back at Jace, his bound wrists, and Aella, Malak cast his eyes to the floor and nodded. “I think so. It helped me…when I went through this. Uh, my mom made it for her.”

      “Wonderful,” Eddie said. “Then, we’ll help her.” Without another word, Eddie led Malak to Aella’s side and moved her tunic to expose the brand. Carrick looked away at the sight of it—its dark macerated edges, swollen skin puckering from the charred flesh, bruises spidering out over her entire chest.

      Not moving closer, Malak looked up at Eddie.

      “It’s because she’s an Aether,” Eddie explained—as if Malak deserved any explanation. “The darker the mark, the stronger the Stoicheia who holds it, and she is very strong.”

      Without another word, or look to anyone, Malak opened the jar and knelt next to Aella, spreading a thin layer over her butchered skin. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. It was a barely audible apology. But they all heard it—the two tender, broken-hearted words of a boy who made a grave mistake.

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      She heard the broken words—the I’m sorry, and she felt the tentative fingers on her chest, but she was incapable of acknowledging them. She was too hot—horribly, horribly hot. When the darkness came, she welcomed it.
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        * * *

      

      “Her fever's too great.” Eddie's concerned voice filtered back into her conscious, edging her out of the void once again. “Nothing is working.”

      She was no longer warm. She was freezing. A terrible cold seeping into her bones. If she had the energy, she could've screamed with the pain of it.

      Someone clutched her hand. And she knew the rough, calloused fingers holding her sweating palm. She wished she could look up at him, tell Jace she was fine and merely unable to open her eyes, but she was too cold. Then, it embraced her again—the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      She whimpered, slipping beneath an icy surface.

      “Aella, it is only you and me here,” Addison said. “You’re in an ice bath to help decrease your fever.”

      Confusion lit her brain. Ice bath? She was freezing! What in the Shadowed were they doing to her? Her arms lay limply across her naked body, and she was afraid. The fear pushed a strangled sob from her throat. She needed out. She needed to get out. The water—it was freezing. She was so cold—she couldn’t swim. She had to get out. But she couldn’t fight. Her limbs were motionless, paralyzed against her flesh.

      “Aella, you’re okay.”

      She wasn’t okay. She was freezing and no one was helping her. Didn’t they know she needed help?

      “This will all be okay.”

      Another shaking sob shuddered from her as the water lapped against her throat, her mouth, swallowing her.

      Just as she was slipping under, a pair of arms wrapped around her chest, keeping her from fully submerging. Her head lolled against them. Darkness.
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        * * *

      

      “How long will she be unable to see me? It's been three days!” The words pressed into her like a pin. She flinched away from them. She knew the voice. It was dangerous. She needed to get away from it.

      “Commander Knightly, she hasn't even been conscious yet,” Eddie said. “I told you before you used Dokimi on her that an Aether wouldn't survive it. You're lucky she's still alive.”

      A shuffling of feet.

      “Commander Knightly!” Eddie protested.

      “I want to see her—see the mark. I don't care if she's not conscious.”

      The voice was closer. She had to wake up. She had to leave. He couldn’t find her like this, unable to move. She had to fight. 

      “Addison,” a voice whispered beside her. “She's—he's scaring her.”

      The steps were growing closer. She had to leave. Her arms, legs—nothing moved. She tried everything. She wanted to scream but her voice didn’t comply.

      “Ah, there she is.”

      Someone grabbed her hand. “Aella, I don't know if you can hear me, but I won't let him touch you. I swear. You're safe.”

      A tear slipped down her face. Carrick would help her. She knew he would. Her fingers twitched against his palm, and he squeezed them back.

      “Rowan, you cannot be in here,” Addison said.

      “Nonsense. I want to see for myself how our Aether is doing.”

      “She's sick, and your voice is making her worse. You need to leave.”

      “Come now, Addison. You don't believe that⁠—”

      “Get out.”

      “Addison—”

      “I said get out. You have no right to be here. When she can speak for herself, then you can see how our Aether is doing.”

      “I’m Head Commander of this clan. Word has gotten out that she was responsible for the fall of Murnad. I need to know what to prepare for⁠—”

      The fall of Murnad. She was responsible. Her breathing escalated without a semblance of reason. With the breath, a buzzing took everything but the voices. She prayed for the darkness.

      “She wasn't responsible for the fall of Murnad,” Jace said. It was harsh, far different from his normal voice. She tried to make her fingers twitch again, move, but she wasn’t able to. She couldn’t feel Carrick anymore. He was helping her and⁠—

      “Fine, she was the reason then. Carrick, pull back her tunic, yeah? I want to see the mark.”

      “No.”

      “Carrick, do as you're told.”

      “I won’t.” He was there, holding her hand. She felt it again. “You're scaring her. You need to go.”

      “You don’t get to⁠—”

      “You need to go!” he yelled. “Now!”

      There was a silence in which the buzzing overtook her. The blackness came and she thought it might be permanent.
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        * * *

      

      “This shouldn't last this long,” Eddie murmured, slowly drawing down the blankets covering her. Aella was too exhausted to care or think about if she was hot or cold or both. “I’m out of ideas. Did your mother have anything to add?”

      “No,” Malak muttered. “She said what you said. It's not meant for an Aether. Eddie, I shouldn't have—I'm so sorry.”

      “You're right. If you hadn't, someone else would've. It's not your fault.”

      “It is. I made the very thing that did this. I thought she was a Shadow—when she was holding the water back, I thought for sure she was a Shadow who'd fooled everyone. I was—I can't believe⁠—”

      “Malak, you can't blame yourself. Plenty of good people believed the same.”

      “None of you did. Carrick hates me. He thinks I as good as fashioned the knife and held the hand to slice her throat.”

      “Carrick is hurt and angry and more afraid than he's been in his life. He'll understand eventually.”

      “Not if she doesn't make it.”

      There was a silence.

      “Eddie, you don't think she'll actually die, do you?”

      “It's been five days,” he answered quietly. “I’ve done everything in my power to get the fever to pass. Nothing seems to work. Much longer and her brain—” He stopped. “I pray to Fate she won't, but I'm afraid it's up to prayers now.”

      Malak didn't respond, but a gentle touch ran over Aella’s forehead, brushing the hair from her face.

      “Would you like time? Alone, I mean?” Eddie asked.

      “You don't think—I won't scare her?”

      “My dear boy, you've only ever made her feel safe. Even now. Talk to her.” Then, there were footsteps fading away and a door shut.

      A sweet, nearly sickly scent filled her nostrils. It made her head begin to ache, dragging her into a further consciousness than she'd experienced.

      “Shadowed hell, Aella,” Malak whispered, dropping his hand from her face and pulling the blankets back around her. “I don't know what to do. I'm sorry—I don't know how many times I can say that. Fate knows it'll never be enough. I was scared when I saw you—your power. I was scared. I should've known—of course, you weren’t—” His voice broke, and she felt the weight of his head sinking onto the edge of the mattress, the bed shivering with his sobs.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Carrick—”

      “Don't. Get out.”

      “Carrick, I had to⁠—”

      “You had to what, Mal? See her dying? See what you've done to her?”

      “I didn’t⁠—”

      “You did! You killed her!”

      “I’m sorry—” His voice was barely a whisper.

      “I hate you. All these years, I defended you—I knew you could never be a Shadow like your dad. And then, Aella saves a few lives and you cast her out to be publicly executed?”

      “Carrick, I wasn’t⁠—”

      “You were her friend!” he yelled. “She trusted you more than anyone. You did this⁠—”

      “He didn't do this.”

      “What?”

      “Malak—didn't do this—” The effort to even speak in her head was astronomical. It made her nauseas.

      “Aella, Fate—you can hear me?”

      “You’re pretty loud.”

      He laughed.

      “What is it? What—is she speaking to you?”

      No response.

      “Carrick, is she speaking to you?” Malak asked again with more desperation.

      “It’s not his fault. You know why he’d think I was a Shadow. It’s okay.”

      “He’s responsible for this.”

      “No, he’s not. He saved my life, remember? Even before everyone knew, when he still thought I was a Shadow, he saved my life because you asked him. He’s been punished enough.”

      “Carrick, please, I have to⁠—”

      “She’s talking to me,” he interrupted. “She told me it’s not your fault and to stop punishing you.”

      “She did⁠—”

      “That’s what she says. That’s not what I believe.”

      “Fate, Carrick, you’re dramatic.”

      “You’re dying!” he snapped before swearing harshly when he realized it wasn’t in his mind.

      “Don’t ruin family over this—and I’m not dying. I told you I wouldn’t.” Then, she sank into blissful unawareness—a simple, peaceful sleep.
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        * * *

      

      She woke with an intense urge to vomit, then an intense urge to pass out. As she hung over the edge of the bed, the two urges collided in a battle of sheer misery.

      “There, there, child.” Someone held her hair back and offered her a bowl just as the bile retched from her stomach in momentary relief. Collapsing back to the mattress, her head hung over the side and she wished she could escape her body entirely.

      “Aella, do you hear me?” someone asked.

      She nodded and prayed to fall unconscious again. Her head felt as heavy as the rest of her body felt weightless. Then, she was desperately sitting up again, needing to vomit more as her whole body jerked against her stomach's battle to leave her being.

      “Fate, it's okay, kid⁠—”

      “Jace?” Her throat constricted with a voice trying to escape it. And she didn’t know if it was audible.

      “I’m right here.” His hands brushed the sweaty hair from her face. “You'll be alright.”

      “Jace—” The shivering took the rest of her words. Fate, she was cold.

      “Here, child, drink this.” Eddie held something up to her lips.

      “I can’t.” She turned from the lip of the glass.

      “You can, my girl,” he said. “I promise it'll still your stomach.”

      Consenting without much fight, she let the liquid splash into her mouth—most of it dribbling to the floor. But it did help. Within a minute, the room stopped spinning and she was able to open her eyes—to find Eddie beaming inches from her face.

      “There they are, those beautiful eyes I remembered,” he smiled. “It's been a while since we've seen them.”

      “How long?” she croaked.

      “All of Rhaelyn discovered you were the Aether seven days ago. That idiot used Dokimi on you. Do you remember?”

      Nodding, she leaned back against the pillow and brought a hand to her aching chest. “Carrick?”

      “Sleeping,” Jace said. “Your fever broke last night, and he’s been worried about you.”

      She gave a weak laugh. That word and Carrick always seemed to be paired. But she remembered him there; she remembered him keeping her safe, talking to her.

      “Are you in pain?” Eddie asked.

      She shook her head. “I’m tired.”

      “I bet you are.” He gave her head a little pat. “Sleep. Just don't slip away from us entirely. It's been far too long since we've heard your voice.”
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        Aella

      

      

      “Are you okay?” Addison asked, watching Aella sit on the side of the bed.

      “I feel disgusting,” she muttered, but never let her eyes drift from the floor. The moment they did, the room usually started to spin.

      “Which is why I'm here to help you bathe.” Taking a firm grip on one of Aella’s hands, Addison helped her stand and waited to ensure it would last. Then, she led her to a tub of water brought to the corner of her room. In front of it was the same mirror she’d smiled at before Summer Solstice.

      “I look horrible,” she said, catching a glimpse of her reflection before looking down again.

      “No one would look good after what you went through. Let me help.”

      Consenting a nod, Aella drew her arms up so Addison could slip the nightgown off over her head. Then Aella looked up at the mirror again. The image staring back at her didn’t feel like her own. Under her left collarbone, the charred brand stood amongst a mass of bruises in various stages. It didn't look like Malak's did. Hers was hideous. Something you'd recoil from if your eyes accidentally caught it. Several inches below the brand, the thick purple scar from the Scythe began to coil around her ribs, which were now far too exposed on her frail figure. Frail. Never in her life had she been described as frail.

      “I look horrible,” she repeated—more of a whisper that time and one she hadn’t consciously meant to be out loud.

      “You look strong.” Addison stood, meeting her eyes and nothing else. “You don't get marks like those by being weak. You hear me? You have only begun to show us who you are.”

      Despite Addison’s kind words, she looked back at the reflection, pivoting slightly to follow the Scythe scar up her back. “I guess it all makes sense, why I survived, why Murnad was attacked.”

      Taking her arm and drawing Aella from the mirror, Addison guided her to the tub. “You can’t think like that, Aella.”

      “How can I not?” As she carefully stepped and lowered into the water, she didn’t think Addison would answer the question. It wasn’t a question that needed an answer.

      But she did. Sitting in a chair beside the tub, Addison crossed one leg over the other, leaned back, and looked out the window. “The fire—the one that killed Aaron and Carrick's parents—it was because of me too. I didn't do it, obviously, but I was the reason it happened.”

      “What?” Never in a thousand guesses would she imagine the woman saying this. Addison had a strength that felt like nothing had ever touched her, marred her. It was very easy to forget she once loved a man who died a horrible death with her sister and brother-in-law. “Does Carrick know?”

      “Carrick is like Jace, like most people who haven’t been the reason for death. They look at it as a tragedy and would never think to say it's our fault. But our brains tell us otherwise.”

      “What happened?”

      “I had done research regarding the Sun and apparently, I got too close. It was the only Shadowed break-in Rhaelyn had for over a century. They destroyed a section of the East wall and burned my home. I don't think they cared who was inside. I had heard the alarms and left, thinking it was just a drill. When I came back, the flames had engulfed it. I heard Carrick screaming and got him out, but my sister and brother-in-law had already died. I found Aaron trying to help Carrick escape, but he died before I could even get him out of the home.”

      Aella was quiet, letting the soap lather in her hands. “I’m sorry, Addison.”

      “Me too.” She nodded. “For the longest time, I blamed myself for losing Aaron and leaving Carrick an orphan. But I realized the fire had begun because of something I'd discovered, and the greatest insult to their deaths would be to let the discovery die, to give up on finding you and the rest of the Sun.”

      Looking away from her, Aella numbly ran the soap over her arms and legs. “Did Carrick tell you there will be seven Masters?”

      “He did.”

      “And you know⁠—”

      “The legend of Seven, yes. Do you believe it?”

      Aella nodded. “When I saw them…in that room…” her voice trailed off. “I think…I think I’ll be able to do this. I’m not going to fail.” She said the words out loud so somewhere within her had a hope of believing them.

      Addison smiled. “Fate made no mistake in choosing you, Aella Aurellian. Want help?” She motioned to the tangled ends of hair Aella was trying to lather. Without waiting for a response, Addison took a brush and a small bottle of oil and moved behind her. “Sit up.”

      Aella did, letting her lift the wet strands over the edge of the tub. As Addison began to apply the oil and gently run the brush through the snarled ends, Aella sank back against the edge of the tub exhausted. All she wanted to do was sleep and apparently, that was all she had been doing.

      “Is Commander Knightly coming by?” Aella asked, keeping her eyes closed.

      “Probably. He has nearly every day. We can't keep him away forever.”

      She nodded. “What will he do with me?”

      “He can't do anything to you without you allowing it. He may be Head Commander, but you are the Aether, and now, everyone knows it.”

      “We'll need to leave—eventually. We won't be able to stay here.”

      “I know.”

      “Carrick will have to leave everything—Mal, Raina⁠—”

      “Carrick has been an anxious, angry mess of energy since it happened. He doesn't speak to Malak, at least not without yelling, and Knightly hasn't allowed him to see Raina. He'll be as ready to go as you are.”

      “I’m sorry he's involved in this.”

      “I am too,” she said honestly. “Carrick is—he’s so gentle. He always has been, though that’s the opposite trait he wants everyone to see. He was never loud as a kid. He loved being quiet—a lot like his mom. He used to run to the gates to greet me every time I returned with a treat he helped Eddie make and a drawing of something that happened when I was away.” Her expression drifted to another place as her gaze settled outside the window again. “I am terrified to watch him be a part of this because I know exactly who he is. He will never leave, never stop, and he’ll give every part of himself no matter what the cost to save the world that he held no part in destroying. But that’s why he’s meant for this.”

      With a heavy sigh, Addison turned back to her and smiled. “And you won’t be alone. We’ll find the rest of the Sun, and there will be plenty of others who will help you. Being Aether doesn’t mean it’s your responsibility to end this. It’s all of ours.”

      Aella could only nod and hope Addison was right.

      As Addison finished with her hair, a soft knock sounded on the door before it creaked open an inch.

      “Addison?” Eddie said quietly. “Commander Knightly's here. He’s insistent.”

      “When’s he not?” Addison muttered, glancing back at Aella. “You feel up for it?”

      Aella nodded in a blatant lie. All she felt “up for” was going back to bed.

      “Okay. Tell him we'll be out in a minute.”

      The door shut, and Aella sank into the water.

      “Remember you're the Aether,” Addison said, releasing her now tangle-free hair back into the tub. “As much as he may not want to be, he's small compared to you.”

      “I don't feel strong. I feel terrified. The thought of—” She shook her head, skimming her fingers over the water and attempting to form words that would explain her fears.

      “Fake it.”

      Aella looked up at her.

      Addison smiled back. “It'd be very strange if you weren't afraid, Aella. But you can choose who knows it. I'm going to get you some clothes.”

      As Addison left, Aella submerged under the water, letting the silky oil spread through her hair. She could fake it. She'd been faking it since Murnad fell.

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      Commander Knightly paced in front of them, walking the entire length of the living space with his hands clasped behind his back, shoulders erect, and a scowl of impatience pressed into his face.

      Sitting beside Carrick, Jace leaned against the wall with his leg propped on a cushion and his bandaged wrists folded over his chest. The gaze that he focused onto the Commander scared even Carrick, and Knightly refused to meet it.

      “Commander Knightly,” Eddie called from his position by the stove. “Would you like some tea while you wait?”

      “No,” he answered shortly. “I’ve been waiting twenty minutes. How long does it take to get ready?”

      “Quite a while when you can't move on your own yet,” Carrick muttered.

      Knightly cast him a look, and Carrick met it with what he hoped was a similar gaze to what Jace held.

      In the upstairs hall, they heard a door open and footsteps move closer. Stationing himself directly at the base of the stairs, Commander Knightly stood, hands clasped behind his back, and waited.

      Struggling to his feet, Jace moved to stand next to him—notably a step ahead, and Carrick stood a step behind.

      At the top of the stairs, Aella gripped the railing and looked down at them. For half a second, Carrick expected her to turn, disappearing to her room again. But then, she looked back at Addison, gave a nod, and refocused with the confidence she was so good at.

      “Commander Knightly, nice to see you again,” Aella greeted, using the railing to help her down the rest of the stairs while Addison descended behind her.

      “Miss Aurellian.” He nodded back. “How are you?”

      “Fine.” Aella gave a half smile, making it to the base of the staircase. Carrick knew for a fact it had been the longest Aella had remained standing since that night. Though, she didn’t look weak. Pale, obviously. And sick, but she stood unapologetically, with a clear gaze and no tremor present. He felt strangely proud of her.

      “We have a lot to discuss,” Knightly said.

      “I’m sure we do.”

      “First, I must insist on seeing the mark.”

      “Understandable. Nearly a week unconscious wouldn't be enough proof for me either.”

      Carrick chuckled, and Knightly shifted angrily in his stance. “Miss Aurellian, there will be no need for your immaturity here this morning. Now that you are our Aether, you will be held to a much higher standard.”

      “Than a Murnad Ignis? I'm afraid that's a wide range for a higher standard.”

      “The mark, Miss Aurellian, let me see it,” he ordered.

      “She doesn’t have to show you anything,” Jace said, stepping closer to his sister-in-law. “You don’t own the right to see it.”

      “On the contrary, you are in my clan⁠—”

      “I’ve heard this before. You’ve seen the mark. You are only here to appease your incredible stupidity and prejudice that nearly killed a girl.”

      Knightly looked at him. “You would do well to remember, Mr. Kelley, that while your sister-in-law may be something special, you are not. You have still assaulted a Head Commander and have not been punished for it. If you raise another hand towards me, I won’t be as kind. I assure you.”

      “You Shadowed⁠—”

      “Jace,” Aella interrupted, looking more afraid than previous. With a small look toward Carrick, Aella turned back to Knightly and drew her tunic down enough to expose the entire butchered scar black against her swollen flesh.

      As she did, Knightly reached out to touch it. The flinch was dramatic enough that both Addison and Jace moved to catch Aella. But as quickly as the fear came, it faded. Taking a step closer instead of another backward, Aella looked at him.

      “Miss Aurellian,” Knightly said impatiently. “I must confirm it's real and not makeup.”

      “You, yourself, placed the Dokimi brand on my chest, and I was unconscious for a week. You saw the mark. You do not need to lay your hands on me ever again.” A slight tremor began to reveal over her arms and legs, a mark of the ebbing adrenaline. Two bright flashes of red stroked across each cheek, and her eyes blinked more than natural as they struggled to keep their focus on the man.

      And Knightly, to his credit, looked ashamed. Clearing his throat, he gave a nod and stepped back. “Very well, maybe you could do a demonstration for us instead.”

      “For Fate's sake,” Jace said. “She's not strong enough for that, look at her. Say what you came here to say and leave her to rest.”

      “I came here,” he countered, “to ensure she's who she says she is. If she is, we need to take action. This whole situation has been severely mismanaged, and you're—” He stopped, mouth falling open as he looked down at his feet.

      Mockingly slow, vines began to wrap around his ankles, stemming from the floorboards. Slivers of ice crept up his legs, confining movement. Flames encircled his torso in the same stacked rings as when they first met. And finally, spears of lightning sparked over his head like a crown.

      “Commander Knightly,” Aella said clearly—possibly the only person in the room with a clear voice. “Let me know when you've had enough proof. I can do more.”

      “I—” He stared at the elements surrounding him with equal parts fear and intrigue. “Holy Fate⁠—”

      The elements grew closer, each intensifying in their own way.

      “Enough! I've had enough!”

      Releasing the proof, Aella stumbled back and nearly fell. The weakness brought on by using so much at once was as obvious as the power that had just been present. Then, she smiled.
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        Aella

      

      

      “Fate, Aella…are you okay?” Carrick asked in her mind. She had barely seen him since she’d woken up. Either she was always sleeping or he was, but they’d talked often—like this, in their head using the connection neither understood but couldn’t ignore.

      “I feel like I’m going to throw up. Or pass out. How green am I? More or less than the Commander?”

      Catching her brief smirk as Eddie firmly guided her to a seat, Carrick chuckled.

      “This is not a laughing matter, Carrick!” Knightly snapped, clutching the mug in his hand. He’d sunk to a seat far sooner than Aella had.

      On Aella’s other side, Jace looked at Knightly with such a condescending expression, Carrick was nearly embarrassed for the Commander. Nearly.

      “Drink the tea, Commander Knightly,” Eddie said. “It’ll help.”

      With a degree equaling Jace’s condescension, Aella took a sip of her mug, smacked her lips, and placed it back on the table with a contented sigh. “Let me know when you are ready to discuss my future Commander. I heard it was a pressing matter.”

      In a look that could kill, Knightly leaned forward. “Don’t mock the position Fate has placed you in.”

      “I’m not. I’m mocking you.”

      Clenching his mug tighter, Commander Knightly held her gaze before pulling a stack of papers out from a pocket inside his coat. Sliding them across the table to her, he said, “The other Commanders and I have outlined a plan for you as the Aether. I have come here to first, prove the brand, and second, explain to you the role you’ll be taking.”

      “Have you heard about this?” she asked Carrick.

      “I don’t think he believes I’m a part of it. He told me I can rest assured that my place in the Sun is no longer mine.”

      Across the table, she looked at him. He shrugged slightly.

      “Do you wish you weren’t? A part of it, I mean?”

      “I haven’t thought about it.”

      “You haven’t?” She squinted her eyes at him in a way that she hoped told him she knew he was lying. “You think about everything.”

      “I think about everything in my control. This is out of it.”

      She looked at him again and thought of what Addison said. He’d give every inch of himself to this without thinking of the cost when Aella doubted she could do the same. She looked away.

      “I wasn't aware of any of this.” Addison shook her head, flipping through the documents.

      “Yes, well, you've been busy.”

      “Not too busy to discuss how we're going to go about the Sun. These are training plans?”

      “Yes.” He nodded. “She needs to be stronger.”

      “She’s strong. We need to find the other members of the Sun and travel to other clans.”

      “Other clans? That's far too dangerous. Murnad was attacked because of her. If anything, we must be on lockdown in case they discover she's here.”

      “They would know I’m here,” Aella said. “All that was left of Murnad came to Rhaelyn.”

      “No, Murnad went everywhere. We gave word we'd only accept twenty, and you were the first twenty who showed up.”

      “What?” Aella looked at him, then to Jace.

      Jace looked as surprised as she was. “There were more who survived? When did you hear about this?”

      “Shortly after you arrived, but we said we couldn't take any more refugees.” He looked between them. “Good Fate, you didn't think you were all there was, did you? That's highly improbable.”

      “You said—Addison, did you know?” Jace asked.

      Addison shook her head. “Rowan, this should've been brought to the attention of the Commanders.”

      “What does it matter?” he asked.

      “It matters because those were our families,” Jace said. “We should've known⁠—”

      “Where did they go? Do you know where they went?” Aella asked in interruption.

      “Other clans. I didn't pay attention.”

      Her throat tightened. More survived? More from Murnad—and she⁠—

      “Who knows?” Jace asked. “Does anyone know?”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “Find out!” he yelled, making everyone else jump while her heart continued to pound relentlessly into her rib cage. There were others alive.

      “Mr. Kelley⁠—”

      Jace’s chair scraped back with force, and he towered over Knightly still in his seat, now helplessly leaning away from him. “It's Commander Jace Kelley, Head Ignis of Murnad. You have no control over us, and you are not better than us. Give us the list of clans who accepted Murnad refugees or so help me Fate, we'll leave right now.”

      “Mr. Kelley⁠—”

      Grabbing his cane, he turned sharp enough to send the Commander's cup clattering to the floor before moving up the stairs and slamming his door shut.

      “Perhaps you should return at a different time, Rowan,” Addison said, moving to the front door.

      “Very well,” he sighed as if disappointed in the outburst. “Miss Aurellian, I trust you’ll look over the training plan?”

      She didn’t look up.

      “Miss Aurellian?”

      “She’ll look it over,” Addison said. “We’ll talk later, Rowan.” In a pointed move, she opened the door and stepped aside.

      With hesitation, he finally gave a nod and left. Then, the door shut.

      Aella didn’t move. If she did, she was sure the rage, pain, grief—everything she’d been feeling—would explode out of her.

      “My dear, are you alright?” Eddie asked.

      Shaking her head, she didn’t look up. She couldn’t see the man—with his crooked nose and fatherly eyes. She couldn’t look at any of them. She did not want to be there, in this room, this space.

      “Aella?” Addison took a seat, leaning against the table to look at her.

      “How did you not know?” she whispered.

      “I was gone when you all first arrived. I’m sorry. I should’ve asked more questions, but I didn’t.”

      Tears burned her eyes, and she closed them.

      “I’ll find out where they went, Aella,” Addison said. “I promise you. Let me gather some maps, look at the other clans.” Getting to her feet, she began pulling various parchments off the shelves. Eddie drifted to the kitchen, busying himself by making food that would comfort a grieving soul—at least a little. And Carrick looked at her.

      When she looked up, he whispered, “I’m sorry.”

      It was the most genuine apology she had ever heard, and it started the tears brimming in her eyes to roll down her cheeks. “I have to find them.”

      “I know.”

      “Killian's parents—they should know—if they're alive, they should know what happened to him.”

      “Who's Killian?” Addison asked, not looking up from the maps she’d brought back to the table.

      “Someone I loved.” She felt numb. “He was cut by the Scythe too—the same one that cut me⁠—”

      Addison's eyes snapped up to her. “What? What did you say?”

      “He was cut by the same Scythe.”

      “And you saw him die? He was dead when you left?”

      “Yes. Kil—he pushed me out of the way, and the Scythe cut him. His eyes were open, and his skin—he looked dead. Then, the Shadow attacked me, and I was separated from him. When I went back to find him, he wasn’t there, but I saw his blood—there was a lot of blood. I didn't have time to search longer. Addison⁠—”

      Addison had stood again, retrieving the Scythe where it still lay wrapped in leather on one of the top shelves.

      “Addison—”

      “What art was Killian?” she asked, returning to the table.

      “Um…he was Aer.”

      Addison’s focus grew as she unwrapped the Scythe, the blood still fresh on its blade. “Where was he from? Murnad?”

      “No. They were originally from Skye. His family moved when he was young after⁠—”

      “Skye fell under Shadow rule,” she finished for her, cursing as she looked down at the blade. “Eddie, can you make Dokimi? A small amount?”

      Eddie peered at them from the kitchen. “Dokimi? Why?”

      “I need to test something.”

      Without another question, and in complete trust of his sister, Eddie abandoned the food to gather a few supplies.

      “Addison, what's going on?” Carrick asked. He’d subconsciously backed up in his chair as the Scythe was uncovered.

      “I knew from the moment Aella came that she was part of the Sun because of this. I always thought Carrick was the Ignis—because you kept seeing the Master after your burn—but when Aella showed up, and I saw—” She was barely finishing any of her sentences. Carrick and Aella glanced at each other. “This proved Aella would either be Ignis or Aether because the blood was still red.”

      “What?” they asked in unison.

      “There are only a few ancient documents on it, and I mean ancient—thousands of years old. But it spoke of Shadowed weapons, like Scythes. If a normal Stoicheia was cut by one, the blood on the weapon would turn black, affected by the darkness. But if it was the blood of a Sun, it would remain red and eventually steal the power of the blade.”

      “So, Killian—” Aella stopped. “Addison, what are you saying?”

      “None of this blood is black. If Killian was a normal Stoicheia, it would be.”

      “But, Addison, he's dead. There was so much blood—no one could've survived that.”

      “Which is what anyone would've said of you as well. Did he have Keiria?”

      “No, but—” Her eyes grew wider. “He could use a Crux.”

      “A Crux?”

      She nodded. “We didn't know anyone else who could. He used it on himself once, before he even knew what it was. Then, a few times to save people's lives.”

      A Crux was a Stoicheia power that could be used to accelerate healing. But, just like Keiria, it came with a price.

      Each art had its own Crux—a thorn for Terre, a flame for Ignis, a sliver of lightning for Aer, and an icicle for Aqua. A person who held the Crux’s ability could conjure one for each art but only with the intent of using it. When a Crux was used, the receiver would gain a temporary surge of power, holding the capability to do things previously impossible.

      However, it caused unbearable pain, creating horrifying visions and leaving the subject sleepless for weeks. It was never used for personal gain. But it could be used to save a life, giving the Stoicheia enough strength to fall on the side of the living when teetering the edge.

      Aella had begged Killian to use it on her. She wanted to see how much power she could hold. But he never would. The only time she remembered him ever raising his voice was to stop asking because she didn't know what she was asking for. He had, of course, been regretful and spent the rest of the day apologizing, but she never asked again.

      Bringing a small bowl filled with an oily liquid to the table, Eddie sat it carefully down and then leaned over his sister’s shoulder to inspect what she was doing. With slow purpose, Addison poured the contents on the blade. The blood began to bubble until it looked like it was boiling. Then, it separated.

      “That's you, Aella,” Addison said, pointing to the blood that had risen in crystalized pinnacles from the blade itself. “And that—” She pointed to the very tip where the blood looked more marbled, like water and oil fighting for dominance.

      “That's Killian?” Aella asked.

      With a nod, Addison moved to the door. “I’m going to talk to Rowan and the others. I'll find out where the Murnad refugees have gone, and we'll leave as soon as we can. If he's alive, we need to find him.”

      As Aella looked back to the blade, she caught Carrick’s eyes. It was an expression they shared. Complete and utter panic.

      
        
        Killian

      

      

      He lay on the little mat in the back of the room, staring up at the same ceiling he'd been staring up at for weeks. He'd felt her—he knew he felt her, but he also hadn't believed she'd died for days after the fall of Murnad.

      Most people there had begun to think he was crazy. He had lost too much blood. The tragedy would never leave him sane. The Crux had been too much.

      “Killian?”

      He glanced up as the door pushed open.

      Entering with a tray, Elodie sat it down beside him before proceeding to pull out several books from a bag slung around her shoulders without further explanation.

      Killian had been unconscious when they brought him to Parva. Unconscious, covered in blood, murmuring incoherent sentences about Aella and the Scythe. Masters and Shadows. They thought he would die and only needed a home to live out his remaining days—or hours.

      The Roses—a generous family with six children, all eighteen and younger—had offered to let him die in a small room without a window in the back of their home. Not that he wasn't grateful. He was. But he'd memorized every inch of the eight-by-six-foot room while lying on his back and counting the days since Murnad fell.

      He felt worse for the Roses, though. None of them had expected him to last the night, and here he was, alive and living off their generosity weeks later.

      The clan of Parva was small—small enough that it wasn’t named on most maps. They stayed out of the politics of the more prominent clans such as Rhaelyn, Kent, Dale, even Murnad—and their main prerogative was to remain simple, quaint, and neutral.

      Yet, Parva had let more refugees than anyone else into their walls. In fact, Killian didn't think they had a limit. Any stragglers from the Murnad carnage, no matter how damaged they were, were welcomed into homes.

      He should've been grateful. He was grateful—but all he could think about was how she wasn't there.

      The reason he had lived through the Scythe was not the Cruxes he’d used on himself…though, he supposed that was the reason initially. No, he survived completely and entirely at the hands of Elodie Rose, one of only twelve Chosen Children in Parva. She was a Terre, a very good one, and he personally thought he was her experiment—to see how long she could fight mortality with her skills.

      It had worked. On Summer Solstice, after weeks of being sick enough that every day was expected to be his last, Killian had woken up. And that was when she had figured it out.

      “You're alright?” she asked after he made no move to touch the food she brought him.

      “Yeah—Yeah, you?”

      “Good. I have more books,” she replied, patting the stack beside her. “I want to discuss a few things.”

      With a slight chuckle, he gave a nod of consent and rested his head on his arms crossed beneath it. Elodie was pure focus—possibly the most serious person he'd ever met. She was tall, with a straight posture, and the type of appearance that demanded respect. She dressed a decade beyond her years, and everyone in the clan treated her a decade beyond that. At eighteen, she was Parva's best healer and had run her own clinic since fourteen. No one had ever questioned why she was so good. She just was. The fact she might be a member of the fabled Sun was never mentioned.

      She looked at him with a frown. “You don't want to figure out what happened?”

      It was an argument they’d had every day since Solstice. It mainly consisted of her brimming with energy to discover why they were suddenly connected by a greater force, could communicate through their minds, and why—which he focused on far too much for her liking—he saw Aella again.

      It had taken two days for Elodie to read enough about the Sun to deduce they were part of it. It had taken him much longer to convince her Aella was the Aether.

      “I thought we already had,” he said, forcing himself to sit. His throbbing right leg ended in a stump below his knee.

      The day everything happened was seared into his memory. It played back to him like a list of items. He pushed her out of the way. The Scythe cut his leg. He couldn’t move. He watched it hit her too. Then, he watched her fight. He had to help. He called to the Cruxes, focused them against his leg. And that was it. No more memory until he woke up in the small room with Elodie Rose.

      “We have figured out we're part of the Sun,” Elodie said, a tinge of frustration in her tone from having to explain it to him. Again. “You're the Aer, I'm the Terre, and you think your girlfriend is the Aether.”

      “I know it.”

      “But we don't know where she is or even if she's still alive.”

      “She's alive.”

      “Killian,” she sighed exasperatedly.

      “Elodie,” he said back with equal exasperation. “I saw her in a riverbed, in a place I've never been using the Aqua art.”

      “And then you saw her—what at least looked like—drowning.”

      “She's not dead.”

      Elodie looked away, then gave a nod. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t going to bring it up again.”

      “I just—she's not dead.”

      “She might not be,” she agreed.

      “She's not.”

      Instead of responding, Elodie reached back into her bag and removed something else. “I’ve made you something.” Holding out a smooth wooden peg with three prongs at one end, she placed it to the side. Then—still without explanation—she dug out another book, opened it to a dog-eared page, and poured over the words she had obviously spent a long time on already.

      “What is it?”

      “It's a leg for you.” As if that explained anything.

      “What?”

      “A leg. Shh—” She held up a finger.

      He looked back at the wood, resisting the urge to laugh—not necessarily at Elodie, but because he needed to. He needed to laugh again. Fate.

      “Okay, hold still.” Without further instruction, she placed the peg directly on his stump.

      Thin vines began coiling up his skin while a soft material formed beneath the wood as a barrier, sucking the support to his flesh and connecting vaguely with the muscles beneath. “Fate…” he swore, pulling back a bit. “Elodie, what⁠—"

      “Hold still, Killian,” she ordered. “You don't want me to mess this up. Honesty, all you other talents think you're so high above us because we don't like to fight. You all forget we could kill you before you knew what was happening and make it look like an accident. You have no idea how wrong what I'm doing right now could go.” She tsked her tongue, and he held his breath as she finished.

      “There,” she said proudly, leaning back and cocking her head to the side to admire her handiwork. “How does it feel?”

      “I can move now? I'm not going to set off some Terre revenge?”

      She threw him a look.

      Chuckling, he lifted his leg. It felt like a part of him, secure. It was incredible, really—the detail and the stability. “Does it come off?”

      “It should. Try pulling it.”

      He did. A squelching feeling encompassed the stump—as if you had something very sticky on your fingers and were trying to pull them apart. But then, it popped off, leaving both his leg and the wood intact. “Incredible…” he murmured, staring at it. “El, this is incredible.”

      “I know,” she said. “It's complicated. I wasn't entirely sure I could do it. I don't know anyone else who could.”

      He chuckled again, glancing at her. She always spoke of her talent with simplicity. It was simply the way it was. She was the best, and it'd be ridiculous for anyone to think otherwise. If they did, it was them—not her—who was misguided.

      “Try putting it back on.”

      He did, letting the jelly-like material on the inside cup his leg again. It felt just as secure as the first time. “It'll hold up?” he asked. “I mean, over time?”

      “You'll have to have a Terre touch it up every six months to a year, but it should.”

      “I thought no one but you could do this though.”

      She smiled. She had a pretty smile. “Well, you better not lose me then, Killian.”

      Smiling back, he tapped the leg a few times to test it out. “Thank you. It means a lot—that you did this.”

      “Of course. Will you read the books? We'll see if you can walk tomorrow.”

      Then, she left.
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        Aella

      

      

      “Jace?” she peaked through the crack in the door without knocking first. Before that, she’d stood outside it for five minutes with her ear pressed against the wood, debating whether to go in. And really, the name she’d just whispered was barely audible.

      But it was welcomed with a hoarse, “come in,” as he stood from the other side of the bed, previously obscured from view. He looked horrible—tears streaking down his face covered in red splotches, hands shaking, and chest still heaving. “I’m sorry. I'm—Fate.” He pinched the bridge of his nose with one hand, resting the other on the wall for support.

      “It's okay,” she said, moving to his bed. She needed to lay down. “Addison just left to speak to Knightly and the other Commanders. She's going to find where the Murnad refugees went.”

      With a nod, he sunk to the edge of the bed. His back rounded into a slumped posture when her brother-in-law had never held a slouch in his life. He was the kind of man who walked with a nearly uncomfortable straight posture—like you watched him just to see if it would ever falter, and it never did. Except, it was now.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, voice low—humbled.

      “No. Are you?”

      “No,” he chuckled slightly. “Aella, I had no idea—I didn't—they told us we were all that survived. I'm so sorry⁠—”

      “Why?”

      “Because I was supposed to take care of you.” He turned back to look at her. He hurt to look at. “Loysia—I held her when she died, and all she could talk about was that I had to find you. I had to keep you safe because of what you'd become. She was so thankful I was still alive because it meant I could be with you. Shadowed hell, Ael, I've never been more unprepared for something in my life.”

      “I think you're doing okay.”

      Giving a short laugh, he ran both hands through his hair before laying down next to her with his hands resting on his stomach. Both wrists were still dressed in gauze from when he tried to stop Knightly. Carrick had told her there was at least an inch of skin missing, that he had broken through rope tied by Rhaelyn guards. And this was the man who thought he was failing her.

      “What do you want to do?” he asked. “I’ll do anything. If you want to leave, we’ll leave. If you want to stay, we’ll stay.”

      “Addison thinks Killian is part of the Sun.”

      “What?” He turned to her. “Why?”

      “I guess she proved it,” she continued numbly, unable to look at him. “Something about the Scythe and our blood on it. She thinks we need to leave as soon as we can to find the Murnad refugees—if he's still alive.”

      “I thought you saw him die?”

      “I did.” She nodded, tears sliding out of the corner of her eyes into her hair, but she wasn't crying. Her body was so exhausted and so sad that it needed to release on its own.

      Reaching over, he grabbed her hand. “It’s going to be okay, Ael.”

      “Will it? I'm the Aether, Jace,” she whispered.

      “I couldn’t think of a better choice.”

      “I could,” she gave a half laugh and blinked more of the non-tears away. “I’m reckless. I never know what I’m doing, though I pretend I know everything. I’m terrified all the time. I’m sad and homesick, and it should’ve been Carrick—or someone more grounded, like Killian.”

      He was quiet for a moment.

      “Either of them would’ve been a better choice than me…and who even is Fate? What right do they have to choose anyone? Clearly it’s random if I was⁠—”

      “Stop. I’ve been your instructor since you were ten, Aella.”

      “And?”

      “And I have never met someone so sure of themselves. Even as a little girl, you’d take on challenges I wouldn’t dare to give a grown Ignis. The other kids always teased you, joked you’d never be able to do whatever it was, but you never heard them. You’d just do it. That’s who Fate—whoever that may be—chose as our Aether. You will be great, this will have an end, and no matter what happens, I will be with you the entire time.”

      Her lip trembled, and she bit down to stop it. As she squeezed her eyes shut, she gripped his hand to convey her gratitude when her voice wouldn't let her.

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      After Addison poured the Dokimi on the Scythe, Aella left without saying a single word. Even he knew he shouldn't try talking to her. Killian—this mythical being Aella loved—was a part of the Sun, a part of him. And Carrick found himself in desperate need to talk to someone—even if that someone had been his sworn enemy for most of the previous week.

      So once he’d promised Eddie a thousand times that he’d be back by dinner, he left. Taking the secret paths winding deep into the woods, he reached the small clearing with a decrepit cabin the earth had all but swallowed up. It used to be their hideaway, their secret—finding it shortly after Carrick's parents were killed. It was where Carrick had told Malak everything he wouldn't voice to anyone else. It had also been where Malak poured over countless textbooks far beyond his years to find solutions for Carrick's anxiety and nightmares.

      Pushing the makeshift door to the side, he ducked his head under the caving entry and moved in.

      “Carrick?” His friend straightened, hitting his head on a beam of the ceiling and cursing before falling silent and backing away from him in a step. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’d like to talk,” he said. His voice held such an edge that he added a softer, “if you’re free,” afterward. As if he couldn’t tell for himself that Malak had only time on his hands.

      With a nod, Malak motioned to a few cushions. “Make yourself at home. Want some tea? I was just making some.”

      “Uh, sure.” Sitting on one of the cushions, he looked around the place. Malak had turned the small, sunken building into a home. Beautiful vines with varying degrees of green held the cabin’s windows in place and slivers of roots etched out of the walls to form shelves used for a variety of purposes. In one corner, a moss platform held a blanket with a few pillows, and in the center, a stump grew from the forest floor with a bouquet of brightly colored wildflowers bursting from its cracks. “Looks good in here, Mal.”

      “Thanks. How'd you know I'd be here?”

      “There's nowhere else you'd go.”

      He chuckled. “That's true. How's Aella?” The question was stiff.

      “She's—better, I guess.”

      “You guess?”

      “She's up and moving around, scared Knightly to death proving she was the Aether. Um, Killian, you know her⁠—”

      “Boyfriend.” He nodded.

      “Yeah, he's part of the Sun.”

      “What? How do you know?”

      “The Scythe. Their blood was on it and Addison⁠—”

      Malak swore quietly. “Used Dokimi, and it proved it?”

      “You knew it would?”

      “I remember something about it—in one of the books my mom has. She has a lot of the ancient writings.”

      “Then why didn't you think about that to prove Aella was the Aether instead of putting her through what you did?” The edge had risen again, and this time he didn’t feel the need to soften it.

      “Carrick, I’m sorry⁠—”

      “I know you're sorry,” he interrupted. “That's all you’ve said since it happened. I just want to know why. Why didn’t you believe her—or me? Why were you willing to kill her when she had so much trust in you? And why, if you knew what Addison was doing to the Scythe, didn't you find another way?”

      With a nod, Malak fell silent. Pouring two cups of tea, he didn’t say anything more until he was seated next to Carrick with a mug extended to him.

      Carrick hesitated before taking it. Half of him wanted to leave Malak there, hurting and knowing he lost his only friend over what he did. And the other half of him stayed because he only had one friend too…and he didn’t want to lose him for good. He took the mug.

      “I didn't believe her because I was scared,” Malak said. “I was scared I had become connected with a Shadow, and I'd be kicked out of the clan because I'm Shadowed spawn. They would assume I was one too.”

      “So you made her take the blow?”

      “Yes. I didn't think I was while I was doing it. I convinced myself what I saw was Shadowed art, but it was because of my fear, and I was—I am—a coward.”

      He was quiet, clutching the cup but not drinking it. His friend's admittance oddly made it harder to hate him. “You haven't talked to her yet. Why?”

      “I don't think she'd want to see me.”

      “Shouldn't that be her choice?”

      “Yeah, but I'm a coward. We already discussed this.”

      Giving a weak laugh, Carrick rubbed his forehead as one might a headache. For him, it wasn’t a headache but the never-ending stream of thoughts his mind created every waking moment.

      “Drink the tea.” Malak motioned. “It'll help.”

      Doing as he was told, Carrick sipped the warm herbal blend and remembered the many days they spent in the same hideout, drinking the same tea. He didn’t want to hate Malak. He actually didn’t think he was capable of it. “If there was another way to prove her innocence, why didn't you?”

      “No one else would've believed it. You know that's true.”

      “No one can doubt her now. Not with that mark. Fate, Mal, it’s⁠—”

      “I know. I've seen it.”

      “Did you know other Murnad refugees survived?”

      He shook his head.

      “There are quite a few. Rhaelyn took twenty, then turned away everyone else.”

      “And they didn’t know? Jace and Aella?”

      “No. They thought they were the only survivors. Jace yelled at Knightly, and Aella’s—well, I’m sure you can imagine.”

      Malak nodded, absently staring into the contents of his mug.

      “We're leaving,” Carrick said. “Addison's finding where they all went, and within the next couple of days, we're going to go.”

      “You are?”

      “I don't want to,” he admitted. Malak was also to whom he admitted things; he’d never tell his secrets. Except, he did…with Aella at Magdalen’s home. The anger rose again, and Carrick forced himself to ignore it.

      “Why not?” Malak asked.

      “This is my home, and I—I’m me.”

      Malak chuckled and Carrick gave a small smile.

      “Killian's part of the Sun, and Aella swears she saw him die,” Carrick continued. “One of the members of the Sun is already dead, and there will be seven Masters in less than six months.”

      “Seven?”

      “We saw them—Aella and I—by the river. We saw all of them. It’ll be me and Aella against seven Masters.”

      “If anyone could face seven Masters, it'd be you two. You were made for this, Carrick. You ran into that water to help Aella after you saw what she did, and everyone else was running away from her.”

      “Because she’s⁠—”

      “Only you knew that.”

      Drinking more tea, Carrick leaned back against the side of a tree trunk that had ebbed into the wall. “What are you going to do?”

      “I don't know. Stay here, I guess.”

      “You should come with us.”

      “To find the Sun?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Aella—”

      “You’d have to talk to her first. You should've already.”

      He looked away. “Has she…mentioned me at all?”

      “Only to tell me to stop punishing you. She’s surprisingly quick to forgive—far quicker than I am.”

      Malak shook his head. “It's a whole other thing to face a person.”

      “I’m here, facing you.”

      “And I gave you calming tea.”

      Carrick laughed. It felt uncomfortable, laughing, so he stopped. He got to his feet. “Mal, I think you know you're throwing your life away here. I also think you know you need to talk to Aella, but that’s your choice.”
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        Aella

      

      

      She lay on her back in the dark room, staring at the ceiling. Even the thought of turning to her side was overwhelming.

      “Aella, can I come in?”

      Offering a low curse in the darkness, she waited. She didn’t know what for—maybe simply trying to figure out if she wanted him there. If she welcomed him in, she’d have to answer uncomfortable questions and face the pain she didn’t want to. But she’d also be understood in that pain. And maybe she did want that. “Uh, yeah, come in.”

      The door opened, and he slipped inside. “Fate, it's dark in here.”

      “Because I'm depressed, and I don't want to see the light.”

      “Seems healthy,” he grunted, moving to the bed and cursing as he hit a knee on something. Then, she felt his weight on the end of the mattress, and she opened her eyes. She could see his silhouette. The shadows of his face deepened from the sliver of light coming through the curtain on the window.

      “How's Jace?” he asked.

      “He's sad—also depressed and lying in a dark room.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It's okay.”

      “Is it?”

      “No.”

      Chuckling, he leaned back in the space between her feet and the end of the bed. Then stared up at the ceiling as well. “I talked to Malak.”

      “You did? How'd it go?”

      “I told him he should come with us.”

      “What? Why?”

      He looked at her. “Do you not want him to?”

      “I mean, I don't care. I don’t, but I thought you hated him?”

      “I did—do—I don't know,” he sighed, turning back to the ceiling. “But he was there for me when my parents died. I feel like I owe him the chance to find a new home.”

      She was quiet.

      “But I can tell him not to. I told him he had to talk to you first.”

      “No. No, I'm fine.”

      “Mm, fine?”

      “He used to remind me of Killian.”

      “Malak did?”

      “Yeah. I don't know why. They aren't alike at all.”

      “Because he made you feel safe?”

      She looked at him, and she knew his face was reddening in the darkness.

      “I only meant—it's what Eddie said when you were unconscious. Malak made you feel safe. He did the night you first got here too.”

      “I don't know, maybe. Killian is—I don't think I can think of him alive. To lose him twice⁠—”

      “Sorry.”

      “Thanks,” she muttered, and they lay in silence until they heard the door open downstairs.

      A knock came at her room moments later. “Aella?” Eddie whispered. “Malak's here. He wants to talk. What would you like me to tell him?”

      Taking a deep breath, she sat up. “Tell him I’ll be down in a bit.”

      With a nod, Eddie closed the door and retreated downstairs while Aella got to her feet.

      “You don't have to let him come with us, Aella,” Carrick said, also sitting up. “If you didn’t want to, it'd be understandable.”

      “I think you’re less fine than I am,” she smiled at him.

      It was meant to be a soft tease, but he only looked seriously back at her. “Because I’m the one who watched him almost kill you. But you are the one who was nearly killed.”

      “I’m fine.” Her smile stiffened. And she knew he saw it, so she moved to the door, made her way downstairs, exiting onto the porch.

      As she shut the door behind her, she found him waiting there on the porch swing. “Hey, Malak.” She smiled…again.

      He looked startled she even spoke to him. “Aella—hi—I'm—Fate. I had rehearsed this.”

      “Words are hard to come by when you're faced with the girl you nearly killed,” she said…as a joke, but he looked away painfully.

      “I don't—I guess I don't know what to say. You know I'm sorry.”

      “I do.”

      “And you know I'd give anything to take it back.”

      “Would you?”

      “Yes, Aella.” He looked up at her. “I was wrong. Obviously. I’ve never been more wrong in my life, and—I’m so sorry.”

      “Were you the one who told Knightly? You disappeared after Addison brought me here.”

      “I wasn't. Raina already had, but I was there. I was going to.”

      She nodded again. “Um, Carrick says you want to come with us? To find the others?”

      “If you're okay with it—or I'll stay. I don't have to⁠—”

      “I think you should come.”

      “You do?”

      “The reason you did what you did was because it would've looked bad for you to have been friends with a Shadow, right?”

      “I was a coward⁠—”

      “It was the choice you thought you had to make. I understand. I don't blame you.”

      “You should.”

      “I don't listen to what people think I should or should not do.”

      For the first time, a hint of a smile broke his stressed face. Then, he nodded. “Thank you, Aella. It means a lot.”

      “I don't know when we're leaving yet, but we'll let you know.” She put her hand on the handle of the door, prepared to move back inside, but he stopped her with his hand on her arm. They both looked down at it, then he stepped back, pocketing it instead.

      “Carrick says Killian could be alive?” he asked, looking at her with an expression that said everything.

      “I don't think so. I saw him die, but he was part of the Sun, so I guess for the sake of the universe, hopefully, he is. Um, Malak, I don’t feel good. I need to lie down, but we’ll talk later, okay?”

      She didn’t wait to see or hear if it was okay. Instead, she slipped back inside and closed the door with her back resting against it and her eyes closed.

      “Are you okay?”

      Opening her eyes, she saw Eddie peering at her through steam-fogged glasses standing in front of the kitchen stove.

      She shook her head.

      “I wouldn’t imagine so,” he said. “Want to share a bit of this cake? I’ve been experimenting.”

      Shrugging, she moved to the table, sitting in a chair as he brought two mugs of steaming dark liquid and a piece of fluffy cake with mounds of frosting on top.

      “I love baking,” he said, taking a bite before lifting both eyes to the ceiling in utter contentment.

      “My sister used to bake.”

      “I know. Jace has told me a lot about her. A wonderful woman by all accounts.”

      She nodded, taking a bite. It melted in her mouth. “Eddie, this is⁠—”

      “I know,” he exclaimed in hushed excitement. “It’s my best yet.”

      She took another bite and agreed.

      “You know, Aella, it’s okay to be mad at someone. It’s okay to tell them they hurt you.”

      She took a drink of the liquid. It tasted like cherry, tart but with a bitter note that paired against the cake in perfection. “I’m not mad. I’m tired, sad, afraid, but I’m not angry.”

      He took a drink, then leaned back in his chair. “Would you like to tell me more?”

      She looked up at him, and then, between mouthfuls and sips, she told him everything. Everything she couldn’t tell Jace because he was struggling with his own grief. Everything she couldn’t tell Carrick because he was a peer, her equal. And everything she couldn’t tell anyone else because they were growing expectations of what she had to be. But Eddie just listened, nodded, and ate cake.

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      “You want us to leave tomorrow? Like tomorrow, tomorrow?” He stared at his aunt as his uncle slid more bacon on his plate. Since the current events transpired, his uncle's cooking had grown increasingly elaborate.

      Addison nodded, frowning over the list Knightly had given her. Eight clans beside Rhaelyn had accepted Murnad refuges. “It'll take us two days—maybe three—to get to Brakos. We shouldn't have to stay more than a night in each place⁠—”

      “Addison, tomorrow?” Carrick repeated, this time with enough panic that she looked up.

      “I know it's soon, but I don't think we should wait. We only have three months at the most before the weather starts becoming an issue.”

      “Three months? We're going to be gone for three months?” His panic was escalating all on its own now.

      “Not necessarily, but the clans on this list are several days' journey apart, and we'll need to travel as covered as possible, which will be slow. We have to assume that if we know about the Sun, Shadows do too.”

      “Take a breath, Carrick.”

      As he glared at Aella from across the table, she only gave a smug smile and helped herself to more food. “This is delicious, Eddie.”

      “Does this not scare you?” he asked in their minds.

      “No. I've already faced a clan who put me on trial to be executed. How much worse can it get?”

      “So, so much worse. Want me to detail everything I’ve already thought of?”

      “Not really.” She ate a pointed bite of bacon.

      With another squint of his eyes at her, he turned back to Addison. “What do you mean by covered?”

      “We'll be traveling on foot.”

      “Foot? Addison, Jace still uses a cane, and Aella can't stand for more than like ten minutes at a time.”

      “I can too. I'm much better today,” Aella said, helping herself to one of Carrick’s untouched pancakes. “Remember, Carrick, I'm the Aether.”

      Addison laughed as Carrick frowned at her.

      “Good morning,” Jace grunted, limping down the stairs with one hand on his cane and the other on the railing.

      “Jace, Carrick thinks we can't move on foot, you and I.”

      “Oh, he doesn’t, does he?” he groaned dramatically as he lowered into one of the chairs. “I have no idea why he’d think that. We’re the picture of health.”

      Chuckling, Addison pushed the list over to Jace. “This is what I've mapped out so far. Rowan knew about eight clans.”

      “Fate, they're all over the place.”

      “Unfortunately.” She began drawing faint lines on the map. “I believe if we take this route, we can spend the majority of the journey on water for faster travel.”

      He nodded as she explained it. “It’s a good plan, Addison. Thank you for doing this.”

      “I think we should leave tomorrow morning. It's soon, but we can’t waste time.”

      “Ael, you feel up for it?” Jace asked, glancing over at her with her mouth still full of food. Carrick didn't know where she put it. Though, he supposed she hadn't eaten in over a week.

      “Of course I do,” she said, swallowing half the mouthful.

      He chuckled, giving her a wink before turning back to the other details Addison had scribbled.

      As they did, Carrick got up, moving to the kitchen with his plate only half-eaten.

      Eddie looked up from the food he was preparing for Jace. Then, his face softened. “You okay?”

      He shrugged, leaning back against the counter and looking over at the three huddled around the table. “Malak's coming with us.”

      “I heard.” He nodded. “It was good of you to extend the invite.”

      “I owe it to him, you know.”

      He smiled. “You'll do great things, Carrick.”

      “I wish you were coming along.”

      “I know. I do too, but I can't. People need me here, and I'm old.”

      “You aren't old.”

      “Compared to them I am.” He gestured towards Addison and Jace. “I’d slow you down. Besides, someone needs to be here to keep up things for when you return.”

      “If we return.”

      “Don't talk like that.”

      “Sorry. It was a joke.”

      “It wasn't, and it's a possibility, but there’s no point putting evils into words or thoughts.”

      He looked at him. “I’ll miss you, Eddie.”

      “I’ll miss you too, and I love you so much. We'll all make it out of this someday.” Without being asked, Eddie wrapped him in a hug and whispered, “When you leave, I’ll be waving on the porch. When you return, I’ll still be waving on the porch.”
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        Carrick

      

      

      They had left early in the morning. Eddie had made them a feast, packing lunches and dinner for that day's travel. Now, over two months later, Carrick would kill for his cooking.

      Sighing heavily, Malak pulled off his boots next to him. Blood seeped through his socks from blisters, but he made no comment. Everyone's feet were in roughly the same shape.

      After the first three days, they had made it to Brakos. Jace had found some Commanders he knew there, and they let them stay in their home. But the remainder of the stay was fast and unwelcoming.

      The Head Commander of Brakos had initially laughed at them, thinking it was some joke. Then, Aella showed them what she could do, and they nearly had her killed on the spot. After she revealed the mark of Dokimi and calmly—far calmer than Carrick would've been able to—proved she was not a Master and indeed part of the Sun and, oh, by the way, the seventh Master would rise on Winter Solstice, they were asked to leave the clan.

      The following six clans on the list of those known to have taken in Murnad refugees had similar stories. In each one, they met the Murnad survivors, reuniting for a happy evening before requesting to meet the clan’s Head Commander and going down a predictable cycle. All required Aella to demonstrate her powers, all demanded her to show the mark, and all asked them to leave immediately.

      “Here you go. Fish stew with fish caught by yours truly,” Aella announced cheerfully—far too cheerfully—handing them a bowl of what could only generously be described as flavored water with a chunk of fish.

      “Thanks,” they both muttered.

      Over the weeks trudging through the mountains and deserts, floating down random rivers, and climbing through foliage that should never be climbed through, Aella had only grown stronger. She sparked with life, happier than Carrick had ever seen her and with more energy than the rest of them combined.

      As she moved back to the creek, Jace limped to them, groaning as he eased to a seat. “She'll make you feel bad about yourself if you think too much about it.” He chuckled, noting their expressions as they both watched her balance on a rock while simultaneously tying a bit of worm to her line.

      When Carrick commented that she could just trap the fish with her Terre powers or use Aqua to create an eddy, Aella looked appalled and announced she’d never use the powers of the universe on such unsuspecting creatures.

      “Was she always like this?” Carrick asked, glancing at Jace.

      “Yeah, she was. No one could keep up with her. No one even tried, honestly.”

      “Was Loysia the same?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “No. Loysia loved peace. She was peace. She could sit in a field for hours and be perfectly content. Everyone and everything loved her. She was just—as soon as you talked to her, you could almost feel yourself exhale.”

      Carrick looked away, hurting himself at the words of the man who had loved his wife so much.

      He hadn't known Jace that well in Rhaelyn. Jace had been guarded there, always on edge, always trying to keep Aella from challenging the wrong person—but here, he had changed too. He had relaxed, revealing a dry wit which would catch you off guard and make you laugh until you cried while he remained perfectly stoic, only the crinkling of his eyes showing his humor.

      He never once complained about his leg, even though watching him move was painful. He'd listened patiently to Addison plan and re-plan and plan again where they would travel next and offer insight only when she wanted it. He'd sit with Malak and Carrick, talk about Murnad, tell them stories of Aella when she was a little girl—stories Carrick knew she'd be mortified to learn he was telling them. Then with Aella, he'd simply be there—he'd be the first to tell her she was insane and the only one she'd listen to. He could make her smile more than anyone, and their wit combined would leave everyone breathless from laughing so hard.

      “They were complete opposites, Aella and Loysia,” Jace continued, looking on as his sister-in-law came dangerously close to falling into the river. “Knowing Loysia was to know tranquility, and knowing Aella was to know vitality. The Aurellian sisters, fire and ice. That's what everyone called them.”

      “What was Killian like?” Malak asked, also absentmindedly staring at Aella.

      Jace looked over at him, then caught Carrick's eye in a knowing look missed by Malak. “Killian's friendly. That's probably the best way to describe him. And he's talented. He was at the top of his class by leagues—well, I guess like any member of the Sun would be—but no one knew that. Most people thought he was just a regular kid, and that didn’t bother him.”

      “I can't picture her with someone like that,” Malak said.

      And Carrick all but rolled his eyes. “Why? You picture her with someone like you?”

      With a sharp look towards him, Malak sat up, turning from Aella. “You know that's not what I meant.”

      Resisting the urge, barely, to argue with him, Carrick landed on a simple side smile that would tell his friend he wasn’t as good at hiding as he thought. It was painfully obvious.

      Jace ignored all of this. “They were a balanced pair—Killian and Aella,” he said, leaning back in the sun-warmed grass. “He was the only one who could truly challenge her. Not with stubbornness—Fate knows no one has a chance at that—but with patience. He was good for her.”

      “Jace?” Addison called, walking over to them with a map in hand and a frown on her face. “Would you be able to look at this? I'm confused⁠—”

      Getting up, Jace left with her to leave the boys in silence. And it was an awkward one.

      “Why would you say that?” Malak asked, looking at him.

      Carrick shrugged.

      “No, you don’t get to shrug and say nothing. Were you making fun of me?”

      “What?” Carrick looked at his friend in surprise. “No, of course not. It’s just—do you? Like her I mean?”

      Malak was silent, jaw tightening.

      “You don’t have to say. I know you do.”

      Looking back at the girl slipping out of view by hopping from rock to rock along the stream bed, Malak looped his arms around his knees and sighed. “Don’t tell her.”

      “So you do?”

      “She's—different,” he said. “She's strong, powerful.”

      “And you nearly killed her.”

      The sharpness was back. “You’re seriously bringing this up again?”

      “You were willing to execute her, are now in love with her, and might throw the rest of your life away because of it. I think it deserves to be brought up a few times.”

      “I’m not throwing my life away.”

      “You haven’t found any clan you wanted to stay in, and we have one left. You’re going to return to Rhaelyn because you don’t want to leave her, and she won’t like you back—not in the way you want.”

      “You know that how?”

      “Because you nearly killed her,” he said slowly—amazed his friend couldn't understand the ramifications of betraying someone to that level.

      “She understands why I did. Unlike some, she's forgiven me.”

      “You know I've forgiven you⁠—”

      “You don't act like it. What's your problem? Maybe you're the one in love with her.”

      “Aella?” He laughed. “No. I am not in love with Aella. I am only telling you, so you don't ruin this opportunity for something that'll never happen.”

      “Noted,” he grunted, getting to his feet, picking up his boots, and walking off.

      “Fate, Carrick, you're tactful.”

      “You heard that?” he asked, looking around to spot her. She was no longer visible by the stream.

      “It was hard not to. Especially when there was so much talk of who loves me.”

      With a chuckle, he watched her emerge from some bushes with leaves sticking in her hair and a crooked grin. “Should I be insulted you literally laughed when he asked if you were in love with me?”

      Returning the grin, he laid back in the grass. “It would be a tumultuous coupling. Me constantly worrying. You not caring about the amount of worry you’re causing me.”

      She laughed, lying on her back next to him. “That already describes our relationship.”

      “Then we better not mess with something that works so well.”

      “Fine. Friends it is then,” she smiled, looking up at the blue. Without turning away from the sky, she said, “I dropped the fish off with Addison and Jace. That's how I overheard you.”

      “But you already knew? About Malak?”

      She nodded.

      “And am I right?”

      “It'd be more right to say I don't think I'll ever love anyone again. I don't mind the fact he tried to kill me.”

      He chuckled, looking up at the sky as well. “Are you nervous for tomorrow?”

      “Not so much nervous—sad, disappointed. I wished I could've found his parents.”

      “Commander Knightly thought Parva took in the most refugees. At least he told Addison, those tenderhearted country folk would never turn away anyone. They don’t understand danger like we do.”

      She glanced at him, smiling. “That’s a good impression.”

      “Thank you.” He turned back to the sky, amazed to find he missed the pious Head Commander—though, it was only because he reminded Carrick of Rhaelyn. He missed Rhaelyn. “Maybe we’ll find them there, Aella. Parva’s close to Murnad—much closer than Rhaelyn was.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” she nodded. “It hasn't been what I thought it'd be like—reuniting with people. As soon as they see who I am, they realize I’m the reason their home was destroyed. It's lonely.”

      “I think the rest of our lives are going to be pretty lonely,” he muttered.

      She looked at him. “Fate, Carrick.”

      He looked back at her. “Sorry. Was I supposed to comfort you? I'll try again.”

      “Please do,” she said with mock somber. “I feel lonely.”

      “Don't feel lonely, Aella!” he exclaimed dramatically. “After all, we're bound together for eternity!”

      She laughed, elbowing him in the arm. “Don't say that. That makes it worse.”

      He chuckled. “Have you heard if we’re moving today?”

      “Addison wants to camp here and arrive in Parva tomorrow morning.”

      “And after they run you out of the clan in fear, we'll head back to Rhaelyn.”

      “Just because Parva's last on the list doesn't mean we still don't need to find the Sun.”

      “I know,” he sighed. “But the clans we haven’t gone to—the ones not on the list…Can you imagine having to go someplace like Kent? You'd be killed.”

      “No, I wouldn't. I'm the Aether.”

      He frowned at her.

      Laughing softly, she turned away. “At least we’ll be done with the fall of Murnad after tomorrow. I think it'll feel finished, going to Parva. Like I can move on.”

      “To face seven Masters in roughly three and a half months?”

      “Carrick, seriously?”

      “Oops—should we try that one over too?”

      Without the trademark smile and with an expression he felt was a far truer representation of what she was feeling, Aella sat up and gazed at the stream. “It's reality, I suppose. Want to fish?”

      “I personally want to nap and never eat another fish again.”

      She glanced at him with complete seriousness. “You should. Get your beauty sleep, I mean. You're looking haggard. Not at all like the Adonis I first met.”

      “Shut up,” he grunted, nudging her with his blister-oozing foot.

      With another infectious laugh regaining the energy she had briefly lost, Aella got up and moved once more to the water.

      He closed his eyes. Parva. The last on the list. Then, he prayed to Fate it'd be Rhaelyn next.
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        Killian

      

      

      “I have some news for you.”

      “Oh, do you?” Killian asked, raising an eyebrow at Elodie as she opened his door and welcomed herself in. “It's not disguised as more books for me to read, is it?”

      “No,” she frowned at him. “Some people from Rhaelyn arrived this morning with information involving the Sun. They're giving a presentation at the main hall.”

      He rolled his eyes. This was pretentious even for Rhaelyn. “They're probably parading their best Chosen Children and seeing if anyone wants to challenge them. It's a show.”

      “Maybe.” She shrugged, not as bothered by the prominent clan as he was. “But I thought it'd be a good walking exercise for you. Do you think you're up for it?”

      “Do you think I am? You're the one who’s mapped out my entire recovery plan.”

      She didn’t even consider it as a joke. “You’re ready, and I want to hear what they have to say,” she said, holding a hand out to him.

      Using it to help him stand, he slowly shifted his weight to the wooden stump. As secure as it was, it felt awkward, and the first couple of times he'd tried walking, he'd fallen within a few steps. Now, he was at least remaining upright, able to move about the town, but it was still challenging. He'd lost more strength than he had realized with the Scythe wound.

      As Elodie held the door open for him, he limped through and was immediately met by Elodie's mom, Nomi Rose.

      “Look at you,” she gushed, reaching up to pinch his cheek between two calloused fingers. “I’m so proud of you. Are you feeling okay? Do you need food? You need food. You are much too skinny.”

      “He's fine, Mom,” Elodie said, walking past her younger siblings to the front door.

      Killian chuckled at Elodie and smiled at her mom. “Thank you, Mrs. Rose. I'm feeling much better.”

      “Oh, my Fate—” She clutched her hands to her heart. “There are those dimples. It does a world of good to see them. Wait here.” With the command, she bustled over to a crowded table by the stove ladened with half a dozen lunches in varying degrees of completion.

      “Mom, we have to go.”

      “You have time for some food, Ellie,” she countered. “It'll only be a minute.”

      “I, for one, will never say no to your cooking, Mrs. Rose,” Killian said, giving Elodie a wink. “All of Rhaelyn can wait as far as I'm concerned.”

      Waving a floured hand at him, Mrs. Rose laughed. “Such the charmer.”

      Elodie didn’t appreciate any of this. “Mom, we want to see what they have to say about the Sun,” she said, hand halfway turning the doorknob to exit. Killian wouldn’t be surprised if she simply decided to leave him.

      “They'll say nothing more than usual. Five spoiled children from five wealthy homes have been chosen to masquerade as heroes,” Mrs. Rose said, placing baked goods in two cloth sacks for safekeeping.

      Mrs. Rose—actually everyone in Parva—had heard what Elodie said about them being part of the Sun, and not a single soul believed it. The people of Parva would listen and nod, placating the young genius who was their chief medical officer, but they would also joke behind her back, “Sometimes too much brain makes a person crazy.”

      The people of Parva did not believe in the Sun, Masters, or anything to do with the lore surrounding this year. They barely believed in Shadows. Which was probably why they welcomed so many from Murnad. They weren't afraid of the potential darkness.

      “Here you are, my loves.” Mrs. Rose handed them their parcels with a peck on each of their cheeks. “Have a beautiful day.”

      Killian waved goodbye, thanking Mrs. Rose as Elodie pushed him out the door.

      Then, she started down the road at a clip that left Killian shortly behind. “Um, El?” he called, trying to get the leg to move faster.

      She didn't slow.

      “Elodie, are you trying to make me fall?”

      “We're already late,” she responded without sympathy. “Just try going faster.”

      With a slight laugh, he did as she asked. His legs burned in the way they used to when Aella would drag him on training exercises, but it felt good. To finally be moving and not needing to curl into a ball every other step.

      Then, he fell. Swearing as he sort of tilted over and tried to catch himself on a leg that was no longer there, he slammed into the gravel in a spread like a fawn on ice. Then, he laughed—he couldn't stop himself. It was so awkward.

      Elodie appeared over him. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      She offered a hand up. “You have to remember you don't have a leg there anymore.”

      “Oh, I know,” he said in mock seriousness. “It’s just so difficult when I'm trying to run.”

      With a single nod and missed tease, Elodie said, “We'll slow down.”

      “Why do you want to get there so bad?”

      “They're talking about the Sun—about us. The real question is, why don't you want to?”

      “Because it's like your mom said. They'll have their hand-picked kids standing up on some stage, showing off their arts, and asking for donations for their camping trip come Winter Solstice.”

      “Or we'll find out more information, no matter how small.”

      “Maybe.”

      “You're annoyingly insouciant,” she grunted, moving back to the town square.

      He chuckled. Half the words out of Elodie’s mouth, he didn't know. And it drove her crazy that he never asked.

      Merging into the main square of Parva—a small, cobbled opening surrounded by the town's three businesses—they joined a significant crowd. He didn’t know that many people even lived in Parva. They filled the space with a grid of bodies that completely obscured the steps to the Head Commander’s home. However, that was where all the focus was directed.

      Elodie began pushing her way through them, leaving Killian to apologize to each disgruntled person she moved aside.

      “Excuse me. Sir, excuse me?”

      A man turned, seeing who was knocking into his broad shoulders. He looked first at Elodie. Then at Killian.

      Killian stopped. Heat buzzed into his brain, and then a coldness washed from his head to his toes. He stared, trying to force his mind to compute if it was reality or just a very real vision.

      “Um, sir?”

      The man ignored Elodie, staring at Killian with the same expression. “Killian?” he asked uncertainly.

      Choking on an inhale, Killian managed a nod as he pushed someone else out of the way so he could move forward. “Jace—Fate—Jace, what are you doing here?”

      “What am I—what are you—you're supposed to be dead?”

      A collection of the crowd toward the front gasped in surprise and awe, drawing Killian’s attention to the stage. He felt his hand numbly reach for Jace, clutching his tunic for some sort of support as he saw her.

      She stood strong, commanding the crowd's attention with as much force as he remembered. Four rings of four elements were dancing, moving in and out of each other as a piece of art. A small smile showed on her lips, and she looked relaxed, completely at ease in her role. It was exactly as he had imagined her to be.

      “Killian?”

      Elodie's voice barely entered his subconscious.

      “Killian, are you alright?”

      Stumbling forward, he tripped into the packed crowd. Jace grabbed him, and everyone around them stepped back in the helpful instinct to catch a legless boy before he fell.

      Then, she saw him.

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      The elements dropped, sending sparks and tinkling ice over the stage and causing the front row of people to jump back, startled.

      “Aella?” Addison asked, looking from her to the crowd in confusion.

      But Aella could only stand, frozen on a stage in front of hundreds of people, staring at him. Tears started flowing down her cheeks without acknowledgment. Her chest heaved in one movement like it had forgotten how to breathe altogether.

      Then, she moved. Jumping off the stage, she ran to him, throwing her arms around his body and sobbing uncontrollably. She could feel him laughing as he held her back with equal energy. It was how they were—he was laughing, and she was crying.

      As she pulled back to look at him, the dimples dug deep into his cheeks. And though he was pale, far skinnier than he had been, his eyes shone with the same humor and love they always had.

      “Killian—” Her voice broke. “I—holy Fate, Shadowed hell⁠—”

      The confused crowd around them began to clap uncertainly—deducing they were witnessing a reunion after the fall of Murnad but also trying to grasp the show they'd just been presented.

      “You're Aella?” someone asked, accompanying a grip on her arm to pull her back from him. “Killian, this is Aella?”

      Aella looked at the owner of the voice. She was tall and slender, with a full figure and dressed in a way that made Aella guess she was far older than herself, but the girl stood next to Killian with an air of possessiveness represented in peers.

      “This is Aella,” Killian answered, voice brimming with pride and joy as he threw an arm around Aella's shoulder. “I told you she was alive.”

      The girl frowned at him before turning to Aella with pure professionalism. “Aella, I am Elodie Rose, and I am also part of the Sun. We must find a place to talk.”

      Behind her, Aella heard Carrick’s quiet curse. Then, she turned to find him. He met her eyes, mouth slightly open in disbelief before it shifted into a smile, and he laughed. “You’re Killian! This is—and you’re the—you already know who you are?”

      Killian glanced at Aella for an explanation.

      “Carrick Zaria,” she said. “He’s the Ignis.”

      The young woman, Elodie, looked at him. “Ignis? Then we have⁠—”

      “We need to talk,” Addison interrupted her, joining them to place one hand on Carrick’s shoulder and one on Elodie’s. She looked stressed. As did Jace, who stood behind Killian and Aella with the same expression. “Commander Cole⁠—”

      Marilyn Cole, Head Commander of Parva and the woman they’d met with that morning, gave a direct nod. “You can use my home. The door’s unlocked. But we will need an explanation.”

      “Of course,” Addison said, then turned to the four of them. “Up the stairs now. We need to talk somewhere more private than this.”

      Carrick and Aella exchanged looks again. Yesterday, they were alone by the stream thinking they would be facing seven Masters alone. Now, there were four of them. And Killian was alive. Killian was alive.
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      “I don't understand…” the Aether, the infamous Aella Aurellian, said for what Elodie believed was at least the twentieth time.

      Aella wasn't anything like Elodie had pictured her to be. Killian had told Elodie so many stories about the girl that she ignored him the minute her name surfaced. He had said she was stubborn, the best Ignis in Murnad, more energy than anyone he knew, and passionate in a way few possessed.

      From that description, Elodie had pictured a tall, serious girl with cut cheekbones, a proud stance, hair slicked into a tight ponytail, and intimidating mannerisms. Someone like Elodie, but Aella was none of those. She was of average height with a small build. Her thick hair all but overwhelmed her small, round face, and her disproportionately large eyes made her appear innocent, even approachable, and young. So very, very young.

      “I saw you die,” Aella continued, staring at Killian like he was a ghost but clutching his hand like she was the one who could keep him on earth.

      “I was—I don't know—paralyzed, I guess when the Scythe hit me, but I saw it hit you. Fate, Aella, I saw it wedge into your side.”

      “Jace got it out. I used Keiria to get to Rhaelyn,” she said, brushing over the small detail of surviving a mortal wound like it was nothing. That was what Elodie had wanted to talk about. “I tried to go back to you, but you weren't there.”

      “I was able to use a Crux, but it—I don't know. It was horrible. I woke up in a cart being brought to Parva. I don't remember anything except snippets of events until Summer Solstice. Then, I had a dream about you holding back a river, and I woke up with Elodie communicating through my mind.”

      “You two can talk in your minds as well?” the Sun's Ignis, Carrick, asked.

      “Yes,” Elodie answered. “You too?”

      “Can you hear me?”

      His voice pushed into her mind, and she redirected her attention to him. “Yes, I can.”

      “We all can,” Killian said with a smile. “Aella?”

      “This is…too much.” The hand not clinging to Killian was being used to massage her forehead, and she was looking at Carrick.

      To be honest, he was exactly who Elodie would’ve pictured a Rhaelyn Ignis to be. He sat with an unrelaxed posture, the secure gaze of a person who had been born with everything needed to hold power. It was a held confidence he earned by nothing more than possessing slightly bigger muscles than his peers or having a stronger cut jaw, eyes that made silly girls swoon, or simply being what the Sun’s Ignis would’ve meant. He was the strongest in the elemental art celebrated the most.

      If Killian knew she was thinking any of this, he would’ve told her she was judging without any merit. However, her judgments were often right.

      “What happened to you? On Summer Solstice?” Elodie asked, redirecting everything to Aella. “You were, after all, only an Ignis, and now you're everything.”

      “Um, it was during the Rhaelyn challenges,” she answered. “The Aqua was molding the river's water, but they were using too much force and broke the dam. I stopped it. I don't know how. I just knew I could. Then, I got a horrible headache and fell unconscious⁠—”

      “She nearly died,” Carrick added. “I had to get her out, and Mal had to help her start breathing again.”

      Looking towards the boy standing away from the rest, quietly leaning against a wall, Elodie met his eyes. He returned the look, giving her a slight nod. Terre. In Rhaelyn, only Terres were trained in medicine, and he would’ve had to have been to make her “start breathing again” if what Carrick had said was true.

      Nodding back, Elodie then turned to Carrick. “What do you mean you got her out? Out of where?”

      “She was stuck with the Masters—in her head somehow.”

      “The Masters? Pleural?”

      “That's why we've been traveling,” Aella said. “We've been trying to get people to believe in the Sun, the Masters—that this is all more than a legend. Come Winter Solstice, there will be seven Masters. Carrick and I have both seen them.”

      “Seven?” Elodie looked to Killian to see if he knew the meaning of that as well. The brief closing of his eyes told her he did. So he had read the books she left. “Well, that's unfortunate. How’d you know Killian was the Aer?”

      “From the blood on the Scythe. We used Dokimi, and it showed he was⁠—”

      “Part of the Sun. Fascinating. Not many know it would do that.”

      “Addison’s been researching the Sun for years. She knew.”

      “I see. How many clans have you been to?”

      “Including this one? Eight. We've been going anywhere that took Murnad refuges,” Carrick said, taking the explanation from Aella again…in the way boys like him often did.

      “And they've all believed you?” Elodie asked Aella.

      “Once they see what I can do or the mark.”

      “What mark?”

      Aella hesitated, exchanging a look with Carrick again. They were close. All their mannerisms and expressions told her that. How close that was or what that might mean, wasn’t discernible yet.

      Then, Aella turned to Killian who was looking at her with the same question Elodie had asked. “Um, I was—it’s hard to explain.”

      “No, it’s not. You only don’t want to for some reason.”

      “Elodie.” Killian gave her a look across the table.

      “What? We’re all connected. There can’t be secrets between us. What was the mark?”

      “Dokimi.” Neither Aella nor Carrick was who answered, but the boy still leaning against the wall. “The Head Commander of Rhaelyn used it to prove she wasn’t a Shadow or worse.”

      “What?” Elodie stared back at him, then at Aella. Dokimi on an Aether…it didn’t make sense. And the fact they’d used it?

      “They branded you?” Killian turned to Aella. “Are you serious? That's legal?”

      “Rhaelyn uses it on anyone with suspicion of darkness, including Shadow-born. When I had my awakening, it looked suspicious—what I did,” she said, visibly attempting to settle both Elodie's and Killian's outrage. “I’m not from a pure line. They had to prove it.”

      “There are other ways of proving Stoicheia.” Elodie shook her head. “Where's the mark? Can I see it?”

      With further hesitation, Aella looked once more to Carrick, and he looked back with a small frown. He didn’t like that Elodie had asked that, but Elodie didn’t care. It was information. Information needed to be shared.

      “Um, it’s…here.” With the death of her attempted words, Aella drew the left side of her tunic down.

      Elodie scraped her chair back, leaning forward. She felt Killian move closer as well, both peering at the mark. On Aella’s chest, just below her left collarbone, was the brand of Stoicheia formed from black, charred flesh thickening her skin in a nauseating scar.

      “Holy Fate—” Killian stared at it. “You—Aella⁠—”

      “Everyone thought I was a Shadow or worse. It looked⁠—”

      “You couldn't look like a Shadow if you tried,” Killian interrupted. “I can’t believe⁠—”

      Still studying it, Elodie shook her head. “This should've killed you. They should've known if you were an Aether, that it could kill you.”

      “They did.”

      “They did, and they still used it on you?” Killian asked, nearly levitating off his seat. Elodie had never seen him look like this. “Where was Jace when this was happening?”

      “Jace was being physically restrained from burning the whole Shadowed clan to the earth. What do you think he was doing?” Aella shot back, in an equally matched anger. However, the recipient was wrongly placed.

      “Where were you?” Elodie asked Carrick. “You let your clan do this to her?”

      Carrick’s face fell first in surprise she would’ve asked him that, then to look towards Aella whose face had darkened considerably.

      “You think he had any control over it?” she asked. “No one did. It happened. I didn’t die, and now, I have something to show people to make them believe me. It's worked more than my powers have.”

      “So, you've been traveling to clans and exposing your chest to large crowds to get them to listen to you?” Killian asked in obvious disapproval.

      “I haven’t had a choice⁠—”

      “You have a choice! Fate's sake, Aella. You're being used⁠—”

      “I’m not being used,” she protested. “I’m the Aether, Killian. The Fate-spoken, legitimate Aether. The first discovered Aether in hundreds of years, and I'm a girl from Murnad. In less than three months, there will be seven Masters, and I will use everything I have to get people on my side!”

      “Our side.”

      “What?” She turned to Elodie.

      “Our side,” she repeated calmly. “We're five points of an equal Sun. It's not your job to make them believe you. It's our job to make them believe us.”

      “Well, there hasn't been much of a us around lately.” Aella stood. “I need some air,” she muttered before leaving the room.

      Her absence hurt. Like physically. It was mystifying—this sudden bond with strangers.

      Getting up, Killian limped to the door without another word, and then it was only the three of them.

      “She's had a bad few weeks,” Carrick said in explanation of her behavior. “Every clan we've gone to has kicked us out after she's shown them everything. It's been exhausting.”

      “The other clans didn’t support you?”

      “They supported us. Well, I guess, they believed us, but they didn’t want us to stay. It's too dangerous. And they're scared of her. She scares everyone.”

      Elodie nodded, looking back at the Terre who didn’t join them but didn’t sit either. “What's your deal?”

      “I don't have a deal.”

      “You must if you're here.”

      He gave a small smile. “I was the one who made the Dokimi to brand her.”

      “Oh.” She was surprised. She was hardly ever surprised. Though, this day had been proving her wrong in that aspect. “So this is a penance trip?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Interesting. You must be a good Terre if you know how to make Dokimi. How did you learn?”

      “I had to have the brand myself. My parents were Shadows.”

      “Ah,” she said with understanding. “So, you're the reason she lived. You made it well.”

      “Or I'm the reason she almost died. It all depends on how you look at it.”

      Elodie smiled. She liked him. “We'll have to talk. There are many things about Shadowed medicine I don't understand.”

      “Seeing as you're the Sun's Terre, I doubt that. You made his leg?”

      She nodded.

      “Very impressive.”

      “Fate, what is this? Some sort of Terre who did more contest?” Carrick asked.

      Elodie looked at him. “It is merely what you Ignis do every day, is it not?”

      
        
        Killian

      

      

      “Aella, Fate—Aelie, I'm sorry,” he called, running down the steps of the Head Commander's home. Running was, of course, a loose term. Swearing, he barely caught on the railing before falling a second time that day. “Shadowed hell, Aelie, stop. Please.”

      She did, walking back to him with her arms wrapped around her. “Are you okay?”

      With a mustered breath, he moved down the remaining steps to meet her. “Aelie, what was that?”

      “What was what?”

      “In there…I’ve never seen you look like that.” And he hadn’t. He had never seen that little of a fight against something so clearly repulsive. She accepted that they had branded her like they were doing her a favor.

      “I’m sorry,” she sighed. “I’ve just been—I'm happy you're alive.”

      “I’m happy you are too,” he smiled, tilting her chin to look at him.

      As he did, her eyes filled with tears, and they began slipping down her face despite the curses willing them away. This was different too, the way she cried.

      “Aella—”

      “You won't recognize me,” she whispered. “I’m—Fate⁠—”

      “Let's sit,” he said while lowering himself to the step, waiting for her to follow.

      She did, then, he wrapped an arm around her gently guiding her to lean against him. “I’m sorry I got mad,” he said. “But that mark⁠—”

      “It's hideous. I know.”

      “Someone did that to you. I've been here being waited on, dragged from the brink of death by people who are the kindest humans I've ever met, and you've been placed on trial and branded.”

      “It hasn't been that bad. Not as bad as it all sounds. We—Carrick’s family is who we stayed with. They’re good people; the only reason I survived anything since Murnad.”

      She had given this statement a small smile as if she was grateful to them, but Killian secretly didn’t think they deserved it. They should’ve been able to stop it.

      “Have you heard from your parents?” Aella asked, looking up at him.

      He shook his head. “I don't know anything. As soon as I could walk, I was going to try to find them. You didn't see them?”

      “No.”

      His heart sank a bit, but it was what he had expected. Not many survived Murnad.

      “I’m sorry, Killian,” she said, sinking further against him.

      “I’m sorry about your family too,” he said, brushing her hair from her tear-streaked cheeks. All he could care about now was that she was alive. Her loss had been worse than his leg, and her return was like a part of him returning as well.

      “Aella?” he asked quietly.

      “Mm?”

      “You know I love you—no matter what you've turned into.”

      She looked up at him. “You don't want to hold out on that declaration? You barely know the new me.”

      He laughed.

      She grinned back, lifting to kiss him. Fate—it felt like he was breathing for the first time since Murnad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      They had been in Parva for over a week without a real plan. The last two months had been spent searching for Murnad residents in what seemed to be a pointless chase to the Sun.

      But now that they'd done the impossible, they were lost for the next move.

      “There has to be a fifth,” Addison murmured, leaning over the map spread on the Head Commander's table. “We've covered most of the southern, eastern, and western regions, but we've barely been to the north or the clans who refused refugees.”

      “Wherever we go, we need to leave soon,” Jace said. “We're putting Parva at a risk they're not prepared for.” He had said that nearly every day for the last week.

      “I hate to say it, but Rhaelyn is the only clan who would be prepared,” Addison sighed. “They have more security than anyone.”

      Looking away, Jace nodded. Though, they all knew he hated the idea of going back to Rhaelyn to stay.

      “They should be starting the trials soon,” Carrick said. “We never know—the Aqua might be there.”

      “Logically, it makes sense,” Elodie added. “They'd be able to offer the protection we need and a higher probability of finding the missing Sun member.”

      Carrick hid a smile. Elodie Rose was a great character. Her brain was pure logic. Emotions rarely—if ever—entered her decisions. Though, he got a feeling she didn’t like him very much.

      “El, your whole family is here. You're the town's only capable healer,” Killian said. This had been the main reason they had stayed for as long as they had. Elodie Rose wasn’t like the rest of the Sun. She had a family—mom, dad, siblings. And she had a clinic, which was brought up often. It wasn’t as easy for her to just leave as it had been for them. Which secretly, annoyed Carrick. It was easy for Aella to leave because her entire family had been killed. It was easy for Carrick to leave because his aunt had been researching this for decades, coincidentally leading to the reason his family was dead as well.

      He knew it grated on Aella too by the way her eyes would narrow ever so slightly whenever the topic was brought up. She had wanted to leave days ago as well, and he saw her and Killian discussing it often. By discussing, he meant he’d see Aella talking animatedly with enough gestures to figure out what she was saying without her words being audible, and Killian listening only to counter every once in and while—with far less movement.

      Killian was not who Carrick imagined him to be. In Rhaelyn, Aella had hardly ever talked about him. It was too painful. But somehow, Carrick still had developed a clear picture of the male version of Aella—crazy, bold, high-strung, challenging.

      But Killian was none of those things. He was possibly the friendliest person Carrick had ever met, and he'd only known him a week. You couldn't go anywhere in Parva without a dozen people stopping to talk to him. He'd greet each by name, ask about their children, their pets, or their ailments with equal interest. He had a way of talking to you that prompted you to tell him everything—your deepest fears, your darkest secrets, and he would listen without judgment. But he'd never share back.

      “I know,” Elodie nodded to Killian. “But I think I’ve come up with a solution. Malak said he would stay to run the clinic.”

      “What?” Carrick sat up, glancing back at his friend. “Since when?”

      “They need a good Terre, and I need a place to live,” he said with a shrug, meeting Carrick’s eyes like it wasn’t insane he hadn’t mentioned this before Elodie did. “I like it here.”

      “He'd have my practice until I return,” Elodie said. “It's a perfect solution.”

      Carrick still looked at Malak with all his questions pressing into his gaze. Malak looked back with a promise to talk later, so—for now—he tried to focus on other things. Other things like they might very soon be leaving for Rhaelyn…without Malak.

      “How long will it take to get to Rhaelyn from here?” Elodie asked.

      “A few weeks,” Addison answered, looking up from the map. “It’d all depend on the weather, how fast we’re able to move.”

      Elodie nodded like she was the only one making the decision. “Then, I think Rhaelyn is our best bet at the moment. It'll allow us the freedom to train together.”

      “What do you think, Ael?” Jace asked.

      With the question, they’d all looked towards Aella. She'd been sitting silently at the end of the table, gaze drifting out the window of the Commander’s home. It wasn't altogether unlike her. Over the last few days, she'd grown increasingly withdrawn. Carrick had assumed she was tired, maybe annoyed they weren’t leaving yet. But now—she hadn’t even heard Jace’s question.

      “Aella?” Killian nudged her, and she jumped a little, eyes snapping back into the room.

      “Sorry,” she said quickly, looking at each of them. “What is it?”

      “Are you alright?” Addison asked.

      “Yeah, I just have a headache,” she answered, but the way she was holding her side where the Scythe scar was, the way her eyebrows were knitted together reminded Carrick distinctly of the day of Solstice.

      “Aella…” he hesitated because more than half of him wished it was only her who could hear what he was saying. But they all could. The Sun. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

      “I don’t know. I’m—I think we need to leave.”

      “Well, yes,” Elodie said in their minds. “Obviously. That’s what we’re talking about.”

      “I know. I just…I think we should’ve already left.”

      Elodie raised a single eyebrow, and Killian laughed slightly, looking between them. “Aelie, we can’t go back in time and leave.”

      “Then, we need to go now.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I just—I feel it. That smell⁠—”

      “There is no smell,” Elodie said. “Maybe you need to rest a bit? I could⁠—”

      “We need to leave.” Carrick had stood, saying the words out loud. The scent that had been tingling in the back of his nostril finally registered and with it came a surge of movement. “Addison, it’s⁠—”

      “What is happening?” Elodie asked, getting to her feet as well.

      Then Jace swore. “Shadow Fire. Fate, Addison, we have to—” he didn’t finish his words as he went to peer out the window.

      Then, the first explosion hit.

      
        
        Killian

      

      

      With the rupture of sound, Killian flung back against the wall. The breath he managed to get back was stifled by smoke flooding into the home via a new hole in its side.

      As he struggled to sit, his ears whined in a high-pitched whirl and his eyes burned as he tried to find her.

      “Aella!” he yelled, coughing the second his throat opened. Fate—what the—he saw her. She was already to her feet, sprinting towards the exit of the home.

      And he followed her.

      The cobbled square he’d grown to know was now soot. Flames with the acrid stench of Shadow Fire moved up and down the buildings in their sickening white aura. Screams lifted from every corner, and forming a half-moon in front of the Head Commander’s home, was maybe two dozen hooded figures.

      In the arc of their crescent, Aella stood with the elements encompassing her form, and for a breath, it was silent. Then, there was only light. The violence of the attack surprised him—from both sides. It was a calculated force meant to kill and a skilled defense of someone who was used to such things—when he knew Aella was not used to it.

      For an unknown amount of time, Killian could only watch her—the way she effortlessly met every single attack without losing a step. He watched as Aella formed a blade of ice and decapitated a hooded person before moving to the next without pause. He watched her do this until a blade flung past him to wedge into the siding of the home a foot to his right.

      It was a Makhaira. A single-edged blade drenched in Shadowed arts. It had been in one of Elodie's books—one of the books he thought was too exaggerated to be true. All this was too exaggerated to be true. It had to be.

      As Killian was still ducked next to the Makhaira, someone tore down the steps beside him, running without hesitation into the chaos. Blood slid down the side of his face, but he never stopped—his flames taking out three Shadows in one move. Then they fought, back to back, without the need for communication as the Shadowed attack ended in a sterile simplicity.

      The entire thing could’ve only lasted ten, fifteen minutes at the most.

      Stumbling to his knees next to one of the dead Shadows, Carrick threw up everything in his stomach. Beside him, Killian saw Aella make sure he was okay, then turned in search of something. It wasn’t for a few heartbeats later that Killian realized it was him.

      “Here—” he coughed, getting to his feet. “I’m here.”

      “Kil—thank Fate—are you okay?” she asked.

      He nodded, then stumbled to a seat on a step, his entire body shaking. A few steps below him, Carrick stood, drawing a sleeve over his mouth and squeezing his eyes shut a few times. Then, he opened them and gagged again.

      Opposite to both himself and Carrick, Aella stood in the middle of the carnage without tremble or sign of fear. As Killian hunched over in shivers and Carrick attempted to vomit a third time, she spread water from her Aqua art to quench the remaining flames around him. Her calmness…it unsettled him. How could anyone—how could Aelie react like that? To death of that level?

      “Kil, can you check inside?” Aella asked, bringing him out of his trance. “Make sure everyone’s okay?”

      “Um, sure—sure.” His movements were numb as he climbed the steps again, entering the building. “El? Elodie, you in here?”

      “In here—” He heard the muffled voice and turned into the room they'd been in moments before. He stopped.

      Elodie looked up at him, pressing cloth into Jace's abdomen as blood seeped from him to a puddle on the floor. On his other side, Addison crouched, holding his hand as he choked over blood foaming from his lips.

      “Get Aella,” Malak said softly, supporting Jace's head in his lap. “Aella needs to be here.”

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      “Aella?”

      Her shoes were sticking to the cobblestones. Each step she took left a bloody footstep in its wake.

      “Aella, stop.”

      She looked back at Carrick. He was still kneeling next to his vomit, face pale and eyes half closed to not look at the blood further.

      “I—Carrick, we killed them. We killed all these people,” she whispered.

      “We—” His words were stolen as he heaved once more—this time without production. Squeezing his eyes tighter, he sat up with his hands braced against his knees. “I’m okay. Are you okay?”

      She didn’t respond.

      “Aella?” He looked up. Worried.

      “Is this what it’s going to be like?” she asked. “Killing all these⁠—”

      “Aelie, you need to come in here.” Killian’s words interrupted her audible ones. “Right now⁠—”

      She stopped. Carrick straightened, looking at her. Then, she saw Killian in the doorway. He looked pale—like a ghost.

      All of this she knew. It crept through her nerves like a numbness. It was familiar. It was all so horribly familiar. Next to her, Carrick staggered to his feet, and he grabbed her by the shoulder—probably without realizing he was doing it. He knew this as well.

      “Aella, it's Jace⁠—”

      With just those words, Aella sprinted up the stairs, pushing past him into the room they’d been in moments before. The wall to the outside was gone, the roof beginning to cave on that side, and Jace lay crumpled against the table. It was how her father had been lying when she found them in Murnad.

      “Jace?” She slipped on his blood, trying to reach him. “Jace⁠—”

      Choking on the life leaving his body, he looked at her. A hand reached up to her face, and she caught it. “Jace—you can save him?” She looked at Elodie. “You can⁠—”

      “Aella.” Elodie lowered her tone. “I’m trying but⁠—”

      “You can save him!” she screamed. “You're the Sun's Terre⁠—”

      “Aella.” Addison's hand landed on her shoulder, and Aella jerked away from it, looking back at Jace. “Jace—Jace, you can't do this to me. You can't leave me. You said that no matter what, you wouldn’t leave me.”

      Malak looked away, and more blood bubbled from Jace’s lips and through Elodie's fingers.

      “No—no, no, no—” Aella shook her head. “Jace, you can't leave me—you can’t. You promised⁠—"

      He struggled to talk, gasping over the agony. “Ael—you'll—save⁠—”

      “No.” She shook her head. “No. You don't get to die. You don't get to die!”

      “Ael, I'm—sorry⁠—”

      “No!” she screamed. “No, you don’t—you can’t leave me!”

      More blood.

      Her screams turned to a muted gasp, and she squeezed her eyes shut—as if she could get rid of the scene altogether, choose a new one the way you were able to with nightmares sometimes. But it wouldn’t leave. Every time she opened her eyes, he was there…dying.

      “Aella?”

      Malak’s quiet voice made her look up; her friend, the first person who’d been kind to her Rhaelyn, and looked at her with the knowledge she needed to hear from someone else…despite her continually shaking her head as she looked back at him.

      “This is the end,” he whispered. “I can make him comfortable.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut. When she reopened them, they were to meet Jace’s gaze. Blood streamed from his mouth, trailing down the corners of his lips to trickle onto his neck. His body jerked in spastic movements for a single breath, and he was fighting with everything he had to keep his promise, to be there for her. But it was done, the end.

      “Jace, it'll be okay,” she whispered, still holding his hand to her face. “I’ll be fine—you'll get to see Loysia again. You'll—tell her I miss her?”

      In a cough that produced more blood, he nodded.

      “Tell her—” Her voice broke with sobs, and she clapped a hand over her mouth for fear her heart would fall out. “I love her. Tell her I love her. And tell my mom and dad—I love them.”

      Jace closed his eyes, unable to keep them open, and fell limply against Malak's lap. But he still squeezed her hand. She felt the dull throb of his pulse against her fingers. “I love you,” she whispered. “You know I love you.”

      There were no words he could utter through the blood drowning him, but he twitched a finger against her palm.

      “You can—you help him?” she whispered, looking up at Malak. “Help him—I can’t⁠—”

      With a nod, Malak produced a single tendril of the vine they all stared at. The Thanasima. It would bring instant death without pain, and only a Terre could conjure it.

      Elodie looked at it and then to Malak, who only nodded. With unspoken words, Elodie moved aside, and Aella took Jace's head in her lap as Malak moved to the open wound.

      Brushing his hair and cradling him against her, she said, “Jace, we're helping you. You'll see her soon. You'll see Loysia and your baby⁠—”

      Picking up the vine, Malak held the leaves between his fingers. As they touched his blood, they would bond, stopping chemical pathways in his body. He wouldn't feel anything.

      “I’ll be fine,” she continued. “I’ll be—Jace, it’ll be okay. It’ll⁠—”

      His eyes opened again as Malak brought the vine to his stomach. In the last second of life, his eyes met hers. “We’ll meet—again—I’ll wait—Ael.”

      Then that was it. His body stilled, eyes staring at her but not seeing. His hand fell limply from hers, no longer able to hold himself.

      And she broke.
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        Carrick

      

      

      “Morning,” Carrick said, moving to the stove to grab coffee.

      “Morning,” Addison replied, not looking up from the plan she and Jace had set only yesterday. “The others still sleeping?”

      “Elodie and Malak got up before me. Killian and Aella are—or at least pretending.”

      She nodded, rubbing her face with her hands as he set the cup of coffee in front of her.

      “Thank you,” she sighed. “Did you talk to her? Aella?”

      He shook his head. To his knowledge, no one had. She’d screamed until she lost her voice, then she sobbed clinging to Jace’s body until Killian convinced her to let go and get some sleep. A response to something like that wasn’t something you were taught.

      “We’re going to need to leave,” Addison said, looking back at the planning while cradling the coffee mug. “We can’t put them more at risk than we already have. Do you think she’ll be ready?”

      “If she has to be. She’s Aella.”

      “She’s Aella,” Addison agreed with another sigh before getting up. “I have to meet with the Commanders, tell them we’ll leave in the morning. We’ll bury him this afternoon when the ground thaws a bit.”

      “I’ll talk to her.”

      “Are you okay?” she asked, brushing her thumb over the cut on his forehead he got in the initial blast. The touch alone could’ve made him cry.

      But he didn’t…yet. Instead, he shook his head. Honestly, it didn’t feel possible to be okay after something like that. “Are you?”

      “No,” she answered. “He was—he didn’t deserve that, and if I had only listened to him…if we had left soon…”

      “Addison, don’t.”

      “They both wanted to leave,” she whispered. Then, she closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and straightened her shoulders. “But of course, we can’t change anything now. I’ll be back by noon. You know where to find me if you need anything?”

      “Yeah, we’ll be okay.”

      “Alright, see you later.” Giving him a small kiss on top of his head, she left—nearly at the same time as the back bedroom door opened.

      Exiting with a soft click behind him, Killian looked up to see him. Then, he smiled—kind of. Carrick thought it was mostly a reflex on the face of a boy who was only ever friendly. “Hey, Carrick.”

      “Hey.” He nodded. “Is she still sleeping?”

      Shaking his head, Killian went for a cup of coffee as well. “She thinks this is her fault because she didn’t fight to leave sooner.”

      The admittance didn’t surprise Carrick. Aella easily took the blame onto herself. It was easier to control that way.

      “Of course, I told her that wasn’t true,” Killian sighed. “It’s not anyone’s fault, but she—” he shook his head. “She wants to know when we’re leaving.”

      “She asked that?”

      “Yeah…I told her we didn’t have to rush; we could wait, but she—wants to go. If she could, she’d leave right now.”

      “Addison’s meeting with the Commanders. She thinks we need to leave tomorrow morning and bury Jace this afternoon. I was going to talk to Aella about it. Unless…do you want to?”

      Killian shrugged as if it didn’t matter to him. “Did you see Elodie leave? Is she okay?”

      “Yeah—I think she’s showing Malak the clinic.”

      Nodding, Killian looked to the door—then back to the room Aella was staying in. “I’m not good in situations like this,” he said quietly. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “I don’t think anyone does.”

      Killian didn’t look like he agreed. Turning back to Carrick, he sighed. “Um, I’m going out for a bit. Can you stay here? In case she wakes up?”

      This surprised him. If that was his girlfriend, there was no way he’d be leaving. Actually, it wasn’t his girlfriend, and there was still no way he’d be leaving. No one should be left alone with that much grief.

      “Um, yeah—I guess, but⁠—”

      “Thanks,” Killian said, moving to the door without another look. “Tell her I’ll be back, but I just needed some air.”

      “Okay, but⁠—”

      The door shut on his words.

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      She didn’t remember falling asleep or even laying down in the room Killian had recovered in. She remembered thinking it’d be impossible—having the picture of his dead body flitting over and over again in her mind. But somewhere amid the exhaustion of sobbing and keeping the picture from invading her conscious, she’d fallen asleep.

      He had held her—Killian had. He’d argued with her about the darkness of her thoughts, assured her she had done nothing wrong and fell asleep still holding her. She supposed she woke up when he stopped—the absence of his warmth at her back.

      When she sat up, a waft of sour copper rose to her nose. The cloth of her tunic was still stiff with Jace’s blood. His blood. The image entered her mind again, and she squeezed her eyes shut. Though, it didn’t help. And with another wave of the smell, she hurled forward on her knees and lost everything she managed to keep inside her from the day before.

      Then, the door opened.

      “Fate,” Carrick muttered, kneeling next to her and gathering her smoke-scented hair into his hands as she lurched again. “You’re okay,” he soothed. “You’re okay.” It was so motherly that she would’ve laughed at him if it had been different. Even then, the inappropriate urge rose within her, but it was quickly snatched by the desire to sob instead, so she ignored both.

      Finally, able to straighten, she sat with a sleeve over her mouth and eyes closed. Then, she realized the sleeve was still bloody, and she pulled it away. “It’s—there’s—Carrick, it’s his⁠—”

      “It’s okay. I got it.” Without moving from behind her, Carrick rummaged through the small pile of clothes in Killian’s room until he found a tunic. Then without a pause of movement, he helped pull the stained shirt off before guiding another one over her head, lifting each arm through the sleeve as if she was incapable of doing it herself. And maybe she was because she barely moved to help him.

      As Carrick dropped the old tunic to the floor, she brought both hands to cover her mouth and shook. It wasn’t even with a sob. She couldn’t name the emotion that was causing it; all she knew was she was shaking, and she couldn’t stop anything from happening.

      Without saying a word, Carrick let her sit there and shake as he left to retrieve a rag and some water to clean up her vomit. Then he took the blood-soaked tunic and the vomited rags out of the room where she heard him dispose of them somewhere. After that, he came back and sat beside her—all while not saying a single word.

      And she had no idea how long it took for her to utter one. “Um—I’m sorry,” she whispered. “It was just the blood, and I…”

      “It’s okay,” he said.

      Clearing her throat, she gritted her back molars until a sharp zing of pain spread into each cheek. She couldn’t cry anymore. “Where’s—where are the others?”

      “At the clinic. Elodie’s showing Malak around so we can leave.”

      She nodded. “And when is that going to be?”

      “Tomorrow. To Rhaelyn.”

      “Is Killian—did he leave too?”

      Carrick was silent…enough that she turned to look at him, and she could see an expression of subtle disapproval. Again, she could’ve laughed. He was so obvious.

      “Um, he’s—he said he needed air.”

      The degree of discomfort Carrick said this with did make her laugh…a small one at least. In order to explain both herself and Killian, she said, “He’s not great with low emotions. And he was there all night…with me. He’s sad too.”

      She knew by looking at him, Carrick didn’t understand. But not everyone could be a Carrick Zaria. His level of emotional comfortability was impossible to learn. You had to be born with it.

      Getting to her feet, Aella moved out to the main room of the home, and Carrick followed her.

      “Jace—where is he?”

      She could feel Carrick shift with the question.

      “Um, I meant his body—I know he’s—you know.” She hated the weakness apparent over every crack of each word. She needed to get out, go somewhere; Fate, she needed air too.

      “He’s in the clinic,” Carrick said. Every answer he had for her was direct. There was no excess of words or forced talk of her feelings, and it was the only thing making this moment bearable. “We’ll bury him this afternoon.”

      “Did anyone else—were there any other deaths? From Parva, I mean?”

      “Aella—”

      She took a breath. “I want to know what I’ve done.” The whisper again. Fate, she hated herself.

      “You didn’t do this.”

      “I’m the reason they attacked. They were looking for me, Carrick. It was just like Murnad, and they⁠—”

      “They were looking for us.”

      She pressed a hand against her forehead, squeezing her eyes shut again.

      “Aella, you aren’t the reason he died,” Carrick said, his voice dropping nearly to a plea to get her to listen to words she was incapable of hearing. Killian had tried this too, but neither of them were right. They were looking for the Aether. That was why he and the rest of her family had died.

      “How many were there?” she asked again. “I—need to know.”

      A heavy sigh she knew was brimming with more arguments, but he finally answered. “Five. All before they even got to the main square.”

      “Five.” She gave a nod. Five people who had families, who were loved. Five lives ended in one night. Well, six. “We should leave today.”

      “Aella—”

      “Am I the reason we aren’t?” She turned to Carrick.

      “You need to rest.”

      “I don’t need to rest any more than anyone else,” she said. “Where’s Addison?”

      “With the Commanders, but⁠—”

      She nodded, cutting him off and moving to the door.

      Hearing him mutter a curse, he followed her out of the home.

      “You don’t need to come with me,” she grunted.

      “Yes, I do. I’m not leaving you alone today.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You aren’t. I’m not. Killian and Elodie aren’t. Addison certainly isn’t. No one’s fine. He was loved, Aella. He deserves our feelings.”

      It completely stopped her, those words.

      And Carrick didn’t take them back. Instead, he faced her with his cheeks slightly red and his own eyes brimming with tears. “Jace was someone I wanted to become. He was so—strong and so funny. I’ve never laughed harder with a person. These last few months were bearable because of him, and he—he always knew what to do. Watching him with you—you with him—he loved you so much, and I—” his words broke, and he looked away. “I think he deserves our grief.”

      A sob hiccupped out of her throat unannounced, and she brought a hand to her mouth again as she closed her eyes. But this time, his dead body didn’t play across her mind. A picture of him laughing did.

      Standing motionless on the gravel road, Aella kept her hands over her mouth as her body shook in sobs. Then, he stepped closer and put his arms around her. As soon as he did, she hugged him back, feeling the life in his body as her tears soaked the collar of his jacket. Everything about this moment was impossible to grasp. Jace was dead.

      
        
        Killian

      

      

      He’d felt guilty within a few minutes of escaping the home; guilty enough, he’d gone back to it to find them standing in the middle of the road together. His arms were wrapped around her, and hers were—well, she was clinging to him. The cloth on the back of his tunic was trapped in her enclosed fists, and she was shaking with none of the sobs that were present last night. This was not an Aella he knew.

      Pulling away from him, Aella placed both hands on her forehead, facing Carrick and saying something Killian couldn’t hear from that distance. But he could see Carrick nod and smile slightly while placing his hands in his pockets. Whatever Aella said back was accompanied by a small laugh that did carry to him. Her laugh, he swore, could carry for miles.

      And he’d made her laugh. It pricked the guilt further and added a touch of jealousy. He couldn’t fathom what would make Aella laugh after Jace’s death.

      Carrick’s close-lipped smile turned to a full one, and he nodded again, said something else, then looked up. The moment Carrick saw Killian the expression shifted to relief. Killian knew Carrick didn’t want to be left there alone with Aella that morning. He had assumed it was because he’d be uncomfortable, but that wasn’t it. None of him looked uncomfortable; he only looked concerned for Aella and for the fact that Killian hadn’t waited. Worse than that, Killian had needed a break from her, and he suspected Carrick knew that. Somehow.

      Looking behind her, Aella turned and gave Killian a wave. Then, they both moved to meet him.

      “Good morning,” she said with a smile, though her eyes were still red, still blistered with a few rebellious tears.

      “Morning,” he greeted. “Sorry I wasn’t there when you woke up.”

      “It’s okay,” she fell in step next to him, wrapping her arm around his waist. “Sorry I was so dark.”

      Killian glanced at Carrick, who quickly looked away. His hands were in his pockets again, head tilted down slightly, and he had recent traces of tears as well. Why was he crying? He barely knew Jace.

      Expertly pushing all the unpleasant emotions away, Killian took a deep breath and draped his arm over Aella’s shoulder as well. “What would you like to do?”

      “I’m going to talk to Addison now. I think we should leave after we bury Jace this afternoon.”

      It was said so sterilely, he was repulsed by it. Though, he shoved that aside as well. “Okay. You’re sure you’ll be ready?”

      She nodded.

      “Alright, I’ll have to talk to Elodie. Make sure she had enough time to say goodbye to everyone.”

      Another nod.

      “Aella…” he hesitated, and she looked up at him with that little smile again.

      “I’m okay, Kil. Sad, but okay.” It was a lie, and it wasn’t a lie she’d told Carrick.
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        Addison

      

      

      “Commander Ryder, it’s not that we don't appreciate you,” Marilyn Cole continued. “We do—more than we can say. You all saved our lives during the attack, but we aren't prepared to withstand another.”

      “I understand.” Addison nodded. “We all do. We're going to leave first light tomorrow⁠—”

      “We'll leave today.”

      The entire room looked up in the same breath as Aella walked in with Carrick and Killian a few steps behind her. The boys looked awkward, like you'd expect an eighteen-year-old to look when faced with half a dozen adults running a meeting. But Aella commanded attention, entering with shoulders back, words clear.

      “Commander Cole, I'm sorry to interrupt,” Aella said, taking a place at the head of the table—and it fit her. That place. Ever since Aella had become Aether, Addison had seen glimpses of this, of who she’d have to be to defeat seven Masters. In all honesty, when they told her there were seven, her first thought was that they had already lost. But ever since then, in the moments like this, Addison couldn’t help but be hopeful. The girl was entirely broken-hearted, and yet she was able to stand and think clearly. That was who she’d have to be. Fate knew Aella would be broken-hearted for most of what was to come.

      “It's quite all right, dear,” Commander Cole said, half raising to give comfort to the girl they all knew had lost someone very important. Though, she didn’t fully extend it because she was seeing what Addison was. Instead, she sat back down and nodded for Aella to continue.

      “You've been more than kind letting us stay here,” Aella said. “We’ve outstayed our welcome, and I am truly sorry for the grief we've caused you. We'll be gone by this afternoon unless you think there is any way we can help you further.”

      “No—no, we don't need help,” the Commander answered, a tactful way to say the sooner, the better. “But, my child, we don't mean to rush you out.”

      Aella shook her head. “We'll leave this afternoon. I only wanted to express my apologies. If I caused you any pain, I’m⁠—”

      “You have saved Parva,” the Commander interrupted in confusion. All of Parva had been talking of Aella as their savior—Aella and Carrick. They’d seen what they had done together. It was an unsettling feeling for Addison to see what her sweet, quiet nephew was capable of as well as the impression he caused. The event of yesterday felt ominously like a snapshot of their future—however long that may be.

      “I—"

      “We're in your debt, all of you,” Commander Cole said firmly. “And we are so incredibly proud one of our own is in your story. If you hadn't come—if you hadn't done what you did⁠—”

      “You wouldn't have been attacked.”

      “No, we would never have known about the Sun or the reality of Shadows, and we would never have been ready for Winter Solstice. You gave us time.”

      Aella looked away. For the first time, a sliver of discomfort was exposed. “Thank you, Commander Cole, for everything. I only—would you mind—my brother-in-law⁠—”

      “Of course,” she said, gracefully preventing the need for Aella to finish the question. “He'll be buried wherever you'd like, and we'll give you whatever you need for a ceremony. After you leave, we'll tend to his grave.”

      She exhaled shakily. “Thank you—thank you.” Then, she turned and left. Addison stood, following them out.

      “Aella.” Addison caught her arm. “You want to leave today?”

      “Don't you think we should?”

      “You don't want a day? To be with Jace?”

      “He's dead.”

      Addison felt her own stab of pain at her words but forced it not to surface. “He's your family.”

      “It won't be better tomorrow.”

      “Aella—”

      “If I wasn't here, would you say we should wait to leave?” she asked, meeting her eyes.

      Addison was quiet for enough time to marvel at the girl's strength, grapple with her own feelings of leaving his body buried underground in a strange place, and the reality in which departing from the clan was growing more and more imperative. “No, I wouldn’t.”

      “Then, we'll leave today.”

      “Okay, we'll leave today. What do you need?”

      “I just—would you help me with his burial? I've never had to⁠—”

      She nodded. “I will. Carrick, find Malak and Elodie and tell them we're leaving. Make sure Elodie has enough time to say goodbye to her family. Killian, are you packed?”

      “Yeah, I don't have much.”

      “Good, then you can help us find a place to dig a grave. Aella⁠—”

      The girl looked up at her. Her big eyes were red with emotion, but her posture was straight, undefeated.

      Addison cupped a hand on her cheek. “He'd be proud of you, you know that.”

      She only nodded.

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      She knocked on the clinic's door, opening to the pleasant aroma of rich cedar walls and tins of crushed herbs, bottles of saps, and jars of honey. It was beautiful, cared for, swollen with pride.

      “Aella, hello.” Elodie entered from a back room, drying her hands with a towel.

      “Hi.” She looked away uncomfortably. Elodie was the person she'd dreaded seeing the most. It was her home. “Did Carrick⁠—”

      “Yes, I've already said goodbye to my parents. I wanted to show Malak around before we left.”

      “Elodie, I’m⁠—”

      “Don't be sorry. It’s not your fault. If anything, we should’ve left sooner like you had wanted.”

      “Your home⁠—”

      “Was attacked. So was yours. As I said, if anyone was to apologize, it would be me to you for not allowing us to leave before we were ready. But I don’t believe in apologizing for things one would’ve needed to read the future to prevent. I am sorry though, for your loss.”

      “Thanks,” she cleared her throat and blinked enough times the itching in her eyes stopped. “Um, Carrick said—is he here?”

      “In the back. Malak's with him. Would you like to see him?”

      Aella shook her head with more force than she meant to. She couldn't see him dead again. She couldn't—Fate, she was a coward.

      “It's okay,” Elodie said. “We made you this, Malak and I.” She handed her a woven, braided cord with two rings set into the middle. “He had hers around his neck,” she explained. “His was on his finger. We figured you'd want them?”

      She nodded, the burning in her eyes and her throat growing more painful. “Thank you.” The words barely made their way out.

      “It's okay to feel, Aella,” Elodie said.

      “I don't think it is,” she whispered, clutching the rings in her hand.

      “It is. It's one of your strengths. That's what Killian always said when he talked about you. He'd always say, Aelie feels things no one else does, and it moves her beyond where everyone else would go.”

      “And Killian's strength is that he can see the good in anything.”

      Elodie smiled. “I know.”

      “Aella—” Malak stopped mid-stride from the back room. “I’m sorry, I didn't know you were here.”

      “It’s alright. Is he—did⁠—”

      “He looks restful,” Malak said in answer to the question that would’ve been impossible for her to ask.

      “I’m going to check on the grave,” Elodie said in a tactful exit. “I’ll come get you when it’s ready.”

      Aella only nodded, waiting for her to leave for good. Then, she looked up at Malak. Her friend; the person who’d been strong enough to help Jace when she couldn’t. “You're still staying?”

      He nodded. “You're okay?”

      She shook her head, brushing a few tears from her eyes and swearing in the same breath.

      “It's okay. I won't tell.”

      She chuckled, looking up at him. He gave a soft smile back—the same way he had when they first met. When he first saved her life in Rhaelyn.

      “I hope you get everything you never had, Malak,” she whispered.

      “I already have. People here couldn't care less who I am, where I'm from, and I can help them. Um, I'll take care of his grave, Aella. I'll visit him. Whatever you need me to do.”

      She wiped her eyes again. Fate—she couldn't stop.

      “Aella?”

      “Just tell him every once in a while that I miss him, yeah?”

      He nodded.

      “Thank you for being with him. I can't—I can’t.”

      “It's okay.”

      She nodded, trying to express words for goodbye but unable to. Instead, she drew her sleeve over her eyes and left.

      
        
        Killian

      

      

      Killian held her tightly as they lowered Jace’s body into the earth. And Aella didn't make a sound. She watched the entire time without blinking, one arm wrapped around her and the other clutching the rings Elodie had braided into a necklace.

      “Jace Kelley, you were one of the strongest, most loving men I've ever met,” Addison said, standing at the foot of the grave, struggling to keep her tears back. “I thank you, with everything I have. You lived well, and you earned your rest.” Kneeling, she took a handful of dirt and let it drop to his body, signaling a few members of the town to begin covering him with soil.

      As they did, Killian turned away. He hated the sound of that dirt.

      After Addison stepped back, Carrick stepped forward. He had unashamed tears running down his face and made no move to hide them. “I remember—” His voice broke as he began, but he continued without attempt to control the breakage. “When Jace first came to Rhaelyn and stood up to Commander Knightly in front of hundreds of people. I had never seen anyone do that. I remember thinking there is a man I wish I could be. I still think that. Um goodbye, Jace.” He knelt, took a handful of dirt, and tossed it into the grave.

      “He was intimidating,” Malak started next. “He scared me more than most people, but it was because I cared so much about what he thought. He only ever judged based on actions, and he was always fair and honest. You'd take his word as law. He was a man to admire. Thank you.” He did the same, tossing his handful in.

      “He caught us the first time we kissed,” Killian said—nearly surprised he’d spoken, but he felt Aella give a small laugh, so he continued. “He took me aside and told me that if I ever hurt Aella, he'd pull off my toenails one by one and make me eat them. I had never been so scared. The way he loved was so intense. He chose to care for you, and he gave every piece of his being to that. Jace, I'll miss you, and I swear with everything I have I’ll take care of her.”

      Dropping his arm from her shoulders, he took her hand instead and threw a handful of dirt into the grave.

      Kneeling next to him, Aella picked up some dirt, holding it in her hands as she stared at the box below. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I love you and thank you.”

      “I didn't know him well,” Elodie said, the only person there not crying but with a distinct tone to her voice. She had known the others who had died the day before, and their burials wouldn’t be until the next day after she was already gone. “But I do know he got all of you to me. He got Aella to Rhaelyn in the first place and kept everyone together until I could find you. He will always be a legend.” She moved to the filled grave, raising her hands over it. A beautiful woven vine gradually surfaced over the fresh dirt and rose into a solid block of wood and stone at the head, cutting his name into it.

      

      
        
        JACE KELLEY

        HUSBAND, FATHER

        PROTECTOR OF THE SUN

      

      

      

      Clearing his throat, Killian began the mourning song familiar to all, and as he did several voices joined in. “From breath to dust. From life to death, to your soul finally freed. Rest my friend in the arms of the wind, let the sky carry you. From where you’ve been, from the journey you’ve taken to the final place to call your home. Be still, my friend, in the bed of the earth, let your soul be free.”
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        Carrick

      

      

      He didn’t believe he’d ever see the looming gates of Rhaelyn again until they were standing directly below them. It had taken longer than Addison thought it would to get there, and she’d been right in her estimate before they left. It had been three months.

      “Commander Ryder, is that you?” someone called from the wall.

      “Yes, with four members of the Sun.”

      There was a silence. “Wait there.”

      “Wait? Just open the gates, Cliff!”

      There was no answer, and Addison cursed harsher than he’d ever heard her. Going to the gate itself, she pounded on the wood, yelling, “Rowan, I know you’re there! Let us in!”

      “Is this how it always is?” Elodie asked, watching Addison and the silent response from the other side.

      “Yes,” Aella answered at the same time as Carrick said, “No.”

      He frowned at her, and Killian chuckled.

      “It depends on where you’re from,” Aella said. “How likely it is you’re a Shadow according to the opinions of one man.”

      “We didn’t leave on the best terms,” Carrick tried to explain, casting Aella another look. “Commander Knightly doesn’t like Aella. She nearly killed him twice.”

      She rolled her eyes back at him. “I did not nearly kill him. I showed him how small a man he was.”

      “Oh, boy,” Killian sighed. “We’ll be waiting out here for a while then.”

      Carrick laughed just as a small door in the gate opened, revealing Commander Knightly and two men standing behind him with force.

      “New bodyguards, Rowan?” Addison asked, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Addison, who are these kids?”

      “The Sun—all but the Aqua.”

      “We’ve already found the Sun. The trials concluded last week.”

      “Of course, you have. Let me guess, Raina is Aqua. Luka Aer? Or are you still trying to say he’s the Aether?”

      “Prospects from the five main clans are here,” he said. “The trials were conducted fairly. Of course, there would be a few from Rhaelyn. We know Miss Aurellian is the Aether. That’s been proven enough.”

      “And Carrick?”

      “We’ve found our Ignis.”

      “I see. Well, can we at least enter? We’ve been traveling for a very long time.”

      “How do I know these kids aren’t trouble?”

      “They aren’t. Do we have to go over this every time someone new arrives?”

      “It’s late.”

      “Yet, you are here and can open the gate. I fail to see the issue.”

      Peering around Addison’s shoulder, Knightly let his gaze roam over each of them.

      “Quite a ragged bunch. Fate, he’s even missing a leg. This is who you think will save us from the Masters?”

      “I might be wrong, but I don’t think there’s a limb requirement for the Sun,” Elodie said.

      Knightly looked at her. “Do you expect someone with one leg to be able to fight?”

      “Yes. He can, and he has. We have had six Shadowed attacks since the four of us have been united. Do you think that is a coincidence? Out of curiosity, how many have your Sun had to endure?”

      “We have great security here.” He frowned at her. “Who is this?” he addressed Addison.

      “I’m Elodie Rose from Parva, the Terre of the Sun.”

      “Parva?” He gave a sharp laugh. “Parva has barely five hundred people, and last I heard, they don’t even believe Shadows exist.”

      “Do you? If you think you can hand-pick a Fate-appointed Sun, then you surely don’t. Or you are willing to give the earth to Masters on Winter Solstice.”

      “No one understands what you are speaking of better than Rhaelyn. We have⁠—”

      “Been telling lies for centuries. Which is, if I understand this correctly, the reason seven Masters have been allowed to ascend.”

      “Seven?” he turned to Addison. “Seven?”

      “I would’ve told you if you weren’t so disgruntled when I last saw you,” she said without apology. “Let us in.”

      “You can’t believe they are actually the Sun.”

      “I do. They all hold rare gifts, and they can communicate with each other through their minds.”

      “There’s no way of knowing that.”

      “Carrick, whisper something in his ear,” Elodie said, stepping back a few paces. “A full sentence of the most random things you can think of.”

      “This is nonsense.”

      “I’m sorry, Commander,” she said. “I thought you wanted proof?”

      He glowered at her but consented to Carrick approaching him and whispering a line in his ear.

      “Carrick, to make it more interesting, say something to each of the other men as well.”

      He did as she asked.

      “Commander Knightly, Carrick will now tell each of us one thing he said. Watch.”

      “Fate, Elodie⁠—”

      “Just tell me what you said.”

      “There’s a purple dog under a green pineapple tree.”

      She gave him a look that expressed how un-clever the sentence was. “Carrick told you there’s a purple dog under a green pineapple tree.”

      Commander Knightly’s mouth tightened.

      “Aella, what did Carrick tell the first man?”

      There was a slight pause, then Aella nodded. “He said, my house is orange, there’s a blue pillow on my bed, and I like tea from dragon fruit.”

      The man’s eyes widened. “Holy Fate, Commander Knightly, that was exactly what he said.”

      Elodie smiled. “Killian, would you mind saying the last one?”

      Chuckling, Killian looked at Carrick before turning back to the Commander. “Carrick said, Fate, I can’t seem to think of anything other than colors or fruit, so I guess this’ll have to do.”

      The second man looked between them and then at the Commander. “Uh, he was right.”

      “Interesting talent,” Knightly said dryly—in an attempt to disguise the obvious disbelief. “It’s quite easily a Shadow talent as well.”

      “We have to go over this again?” Aella asked. “Do you want to Dokimi all of us and be remembered as the man who branded the Sun?”

      “I would gladly if it meant I kept the clan of Rhaelyn safe. Speaking of which, where’s that hot-headed brother-in-law of yours? It doesn’t look good for you coming back without him.”

      “Rowan,” Addison said with a quiet shake of her head.

      “What? Found a different clan he could command?”

      Killian placed a hand on Aella’s arm, and she shrugged it off without losing Knightly’s gaze. “Jace was killed. May we go in now?”

      The smugness of Knightly’s smirk fell slightly. “I’m—um, sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you. Can we enter?”

      Barely recovering, he gave a nod, signaling up to the towers. As the gates began to creak open, he said, “We’ll discuss this further in the morning with the other Commanders.”

      “We’ll do whatever is best for them tomorrow,” Addison countered, waving them through the opening. “That may or may not involve you.”

      “Addison, you hold no authority here.”

      “Open your eyes, Rowan. Neither do you. It’s the year of the Sun, and the Shadows are winning. We don’t have time for your pissing matches. You can support us. Or you can oppose us. I don’t care. But come Winter Solstice, think about who you want to support. Your crew of semi-talented offspring from wealthy families or reality.”
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        Aella

      

      

      After several knocks, Eddie opened the door, blinking at them in groggy surprise.

      It was a full two seconds before the confusion dropped and his face transformed into relieved joy. “Addie! Carrick! Aella!” He threw his arms around each of them. “My Fate, I've missed you. Where's Jace? Malak?”

      Addison shook her head. “Malak made a home in Parva. And Jace—” She took a breath, looking from Aella to her brother.

      “Jace was killed in a Shadow attack,” Aella said, answering the question Addison hadn’t.

      Eddie’s breath left him in an exhale. Then, he took two steps forward and wrapped her in his arms again. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered.

      “Thanks,” she said, squeezing her eyes shut as he held her. She’d sworn her last tears were days ago. “Um Eddie,” she pulled back, forcefully ignoring the empathy in his eyes. “This is Killian and Elodie. They're the Aer and Terre of the Sun.”

      “Another two? My Fate—Commander Knightly must've been furious.”

      Addison chuckled. “He wasn't happy. How have things been here?”

      “I’ll tell you all about it. First, come in.” He held the door open for them. “It's freezing out. You all look like you need to sit down, eat something; you all need food—” Abandoning the open door to bustle to the kitchen, he began taking various items out of the cupboards and lining the counters with them.

      As they filed in after him, Aella watched Elodie and Killian do the same as Jace and she had all those months ago. Their gazes shifted from the pillows, to the shelves, to the clutter neither Addison nor Carrick had been able to prevent while they were gone. But Carrick held less embarrassment about the mess than he had when she first met him; all he looked now was relieved to be home.

      Then, he caught her looking at him, and the relief shifted to worry.

      “I’ll make some tea and a bit of a snack. Anyone need anything?” Eddie asked, pushing his glasses up his nose as he filled the kettle.

      “Carrick tells me you're a Terre?” Elodie moved from shelf to shelf like she was cataloging the items in her mind. And she probably was. She was brilliant.

      “I am,” Eddie nodded.

      “I need to treat Killian's leg.” Turning away from the shelves, she looked at him in all the sophistication she presented the world with. “I’d appreciate it if you'd be my second.”

      Eddie glanced at Addison with a twinkle in his eyes, a smile twitching over his lips. “Of course. Of course. Show me the problem.”

      While Elodie and Eddie corralled Killian into the living room to begin inspecting his leg, Aella sank into a cushion in front of the fire that was big enough to mostly obscure her from the rest of the room. Which was exactly what she wanted. She wanted to be there but hidden—only as an observer and not someone present.

      “Fascinating,” Eddie murmured repeatedly as Elodie showed him the stump she'd created for Killian. “Just incredible.”

      Over the edge of the cushion, Aella looked back to catch Killian’s look of slight amusement over the two Terres discussing the blisters on his stump in great detail. She smiled back at him before turning once more to the fire, sinking further against the cushion. Then, she let her flames join the ones already in the grate, letting them dance over one another in warmth. Watching fire move had always given her peace.

      Entirely predictably, also equally wanted and unwanted, Carrick took a seat on the one cushion beside her. Then, he handed her a cup of tea. He wouldn’t leave her alone; he’d said as much. It was annoying…also comforting.

      “Tomorrow will be interesting,” he said, watching her flames until he added his own. She didn’t even think he’d realized he had.

      “Are you nervous to see Raina?” she asked.

      “No. It'll probably hurt a bit, but I'm used to that.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He shrugged, holding his mug with his left hand and letting his right fingers lift and fall in motion toward the flames. The flames over the log breathed with various colors, coinciding with the flicks of his fingers. It was beautiful, and she didn’t even know she could do it. Though, Carrick was better than she was at creating beautiful things.

      “Are you nervous?” he asked, not taking his eyes from the fire. “You're the only one both sides believe to be the Sun.”

      “A little. I don't know how to do this. I knew how to be Ignis. I don't know how to be⁠—”

      “Everything?”

      “Yeah.”

      He nodded in agreement and didn’t contradict her words.

      “Do you think we'll find the Aqua here?” she asked.

      “I hope so.”

      “You two need to rescue me,” Killian interrupted into their minds. “I’m trapped between two Terre masterminds, and I'm afraid that if this continues, I'll be bathed head to toe in weird ointments.”

      They both glanced back at him, chuckling to find his exasperated expression as Elodie and Eddie were both applying paste to the angry blisters.

      Elodie frowned at all of them.

      “We don't want that attention on us. You're an easy target, missing a leg and all,” Aella teased.

      “You’re lucky I’m here,” Elodie scolded. “It’ll take as long as it takes.”

      “Well, are you almost done?” Aella asked.

      Elodie shot her another look but turned back to the leg. “Eddie, I think that’ll be enough for tonight. Do you have crutches?” she asked out loud as she began bandaging the stump.

      Glancing at her, Eddie pushed his glasses up his nose. “Oh, of course, of course.” He got up to begin rummaging through a pile of supplies stashed in a corner…then moved to a different corner. “Ah, here they are.” He pulled out the crutches Jace had used when he first arrived.

      Aella turned back to the fire. She felt Carrick turn back to her.

      “I would say keep the prosthetic off for at least three days. Would you agree, Elodie?”

      “The week to be safe. We don't want the integrity of the stump to scar. It'd mess with the seal.”

      “Mm, very wise. Killian, crutches for the week.”

      Killian took them, getting shakily to his foot. The seven-day march hadn't been easy on any of them, but it'd been torturous for Killian. Though he never complained, his missing leg had grown swollen and macerated, causing the wooden peg to slip often, sending him crashing to the ground. He was covered in bruises, scrapes, welts, and any other abrasion you could think of. Every time he'd fall, he would simply get his good leg under him and stand, usually with a grin, a chuckle, or a comment about being “clumsy.”

      Even still, Aella knew Knightly's remark had hurt. And to look even more broken for the first week in Rhaelyn, attempting to prove himself to a group of the most prestigious Stoicheias in existence, would be painful.

      “Addison's room is the last on the right. Mine is the last on the left,” Eddie said, gesturing to the stairway leading up to the bedrooms. “The rest are up for grabs.”

      “Thank you, Mr.—”

      “Eddie,” he cut Killian off with a smile and a pat on the back. “And it's my pleasure, truly. Get a good night's rest.”

      Killian nodded with another thank-you and headed upstairs, leaving Elodie and Eddie to become enthralled in medical talk. They'd probably be up until early morning.

      “Goodnight,” Aella said to Carrick as she got up from the cushion.

      “Goodnight. Warn me what room he chooses. I don't want to walk in on the two of you⁠—”

      “Sleeping?” She finished for him with a grin. “Don't worry, I don't think he'll choose the room with all the bears.”

      Chuckling, he slumped by the fire again. He looked sad, Carrick did. To be honest, she rarely thought about what Carrick was feeling. She’d think of Killian often because she knew him better than anyone. She knew he was trying to make everyone happy, to keep the mood elevated. She knew he didn’t think he was good enough to be with her in the pain she was in after Jace, and she knew he was way harder on himself than any of the others would’ve guessed from his dimples and quick smile.

      Elodie was also easy because she would simply say exactly what it was she was feeling. But Carrick—it was easy to not worry about him, despite him worrying constantly about everything else. And it wasn’t until she looked down at him, slumped in the cushion exactly how she’d been, making fire into art, that she realized this. Here she was assuming he’d joined her at the fire because he was worried about her. It hadn’t even crossed her mind, that he might also want to be invisible for the night, close to the flames that gave him comfort as much as they did her.

      It nearly made her sit back down, but then he looked up at her. “What is it?”

      “Um, nothing—just…are you okay?”

      His face showed the surprise she knew it shouldn’t have. If she was a better friend, he would’ve been used to being asked this. Instead, it was maybe the first time she had since before Parva. “Yeah, I’m—I’m fine.”

      “Convincing.”

      “I’m tired—and thinking too much. You know, the usual,” he smiled. “But I’m happy to be back. I think I’ll sleep here tonight.”

      “Okay.” She still hesitated.

      “Do you I look that bad or something?”

      “No, it’s just—no. Sleep well.”

      “You too,” he said, turning back to the fire.

      As Aella began walking up the stairs, she looked back to see Eddie glancing over at his nephew with an expression that gave her some relief. He saw the same dip in Carrick’s energy, and he’d be what Carrick had been for her since Jace’s death. He wouldn’t leave him alone.

      Moving down the hall, she found the room Killian was in. It was Jace’s room. There was still a half-drunk mug of tea left by him on the bedside table.

      “Hey,” Killian smiled, laying on his back sideways in bed with his arms stretched over his head and leg dangling off the side.

      “Hey,” she smiled.

      “Eddie’s nice.”

      “He is,” she agreed. “How are you feeling?”

      “Fine.” He glanced at her. And again, she knew his frustration as clearly as if it was her own.

      With a chuckle, she crawled to the far side of the bed and slipped under the covers. He picked his head up to let her legs extend, then laid back down, resting it on her thighs.

      “Am I obvious?” he asked.

      “No. You're never obvious. Only to me.”

      “He's right—that Commander. How can we expect the Sun's Aer to fight with one leg?”

      “Don't listen to anything he says. Ever. He's an idiot.”

      “He's right, Aella.”

      She sat up, leaning over him so their faces were inches apart. “He's wrong, Killian.”

      “This last week killed me,” he whispered. “You made almost the same trek with a Scythe embedded in your side.”

      “I have Keiria. And I passed out the instant I stopped using it.”

      He sighed, closing his eyes.

      “Besides, since when has Killian Madalyn cared about what people think?”

      “You have us confused. You are the one who doesn't care what other people think. I do constantly.”

      Chuckling, she gave him a small kiss on his forehead, brushing his hair with a hand.

      He smiled up at her. “I know I'm ridiculous, and I know I'll be fine. It was just a long week.”

      “Yes, it was. I’m tired.”

      “Me too.” Sitting up, he carefully moved his leg under the covers as well, blowing the lantern out before lying next to her in the dark. Within a few moments, they were both asleep.

      
        
        Killian

      

      

      Commander Knightly knocked on the door halfway through their breakfast.

      “Getting a late start to the day, I see,” he said in way of a greeting. “We were hoping you'd meet the Sun for training, but it looks like that might be wishful thinking.”

      “Fate, Rowan,” Addison began to protest, but Aella only set her spoon down and turned to face the Commander.

      “We'd be happy to. Where?” she asked.

      With the expression that crossed the man’s face, Killian couldn’t decide if he was surprised she agreed so quickly or annoyed that she had.

      “At the main training fields,” he answered. “Are you sure your crew is recovered enough?” As the question was asked, Knightly’s eyes landed on Killian and moved from his head to the end of his stump.

      “Oh, yes. We're quite sure.” Aella gave a sweet smile. When Aella smiled sweetly, it was—in Killian’s opinion—truly terrifying.

      Carrick glanced at him with an expression conveying a similar sentiment.

      “Well, good. Very well then.” Knightly smiled stiffly in return. So he had been annoyed. “We're starting in twenty minutes. We understand if you're late.”

      “We won't be. See you there, Commander Knightly.”

      Nodding at them, he left without another word.

      “Aella—”

      “What?” Aella asked, immediately interrupting Elodie’s protest. “How long do you want to wait to show them who we are?”

      “There are some of us who may not feel up for it,” Elodie said. By some of us, Elodie meant Killian. If there was any doubt, her sideways look towards his being was enough to confirm it.

      “He's not an invalid.”

      “No, he just had to walk over a hundred miles on one leg.”

      “And he's fine.”

      “He’s not fine.” Elodie laughed in harsh disbelief that made both Carrick and Killian look down at their food. “Would you be fine if you had⁠—"

      “I am fine,” Killian interrupted, then took another bite of his breakfast.

      Though, he didn’t see it—on purpose—he knew Elodie was looking at him. “Killian, if you get hurt…”

      “I won’t.”

      “You don’t know that!”

      “You don’t know if you won’t get hurt either,” Aella said.

      “I am not the one with one leg and some of the worst blisters I’ve ever seen.”

      “Elodie, stop,” Killian said. “We need to show them who we are sooner than later.”

      He had dared to look at her and was met with a fuming gazing, holding a bit of betrayal. “Fine,” she said. “We’ll show them who we are. A bunch of idiotic, prideful eighteen-year-olds.” As she left to her bedroom, she ensured every footstep was heard, then the slam of a door.

      Aella and Carrick glanced at each other.

      “Don't worry,” Killian said, taking another bite. “She gets like this sometimes. Eddie, this is wonderful.”

      “Thank you, Killian.” The Terre nodded at him, moving to the shelves of jars in the kitchen. Pulling one down, he placed it in front of him. The liquid inside was an odd golden color with a thickness like nectar.

      “What's this?”

      “Elodie made it last night after you went to bed. She said it'd help with your pain. Drink a third now, a third at lunch, and a third tonight before you sleep.”

      Killian looked at it with a prickle of guilt. Chugging a third, he wiped his mouth and headed upstairs, knocking on her door. “El, let me in.”

      The door opened. “You're being an idiot, Killian,” she said as soon as he stepped into her room. “They don't know how sick you were before they came to Parva. You're not the Fate-named Aether. You don't have a super strength to help you get over a Scythe's bite. They don't know how hard it was to keep you alive for months on end, and they don't understand⁠—”

      “Thank you for the drink,” he said softly.

      Her lips tightened.

      “I’m sorry. I should've been kinder.”

      “You do not have to be kinder, Killian. You're too kind as it is,” she said, throwing her hands in exasperation and widening her eyes at him. When she got like this, she had always reminded him of Aella. Though, it was more that this was Aella constantly. It was only Elodie in brief windows of time where her opinion was being questioned. “You have to be smarter,” she continued. “Who cares if they don't think you can be the Sun's Aer because you're missing a leg?”

      “I do, and I need to know I can be. Aella knows that, which is why she said what she did to the Commander.”

      “That's ridiculous.”

      “Not all of us have your confidence, El. This isn't getting better. And there's no use waiting.”

      “There is, and you will get better unless you don’t allow yourself to heal because of something as trivial as pride.”

      He shrugged. “At least I have the Sun's Terre next to me.”

      “Killian, Aella is a different breed than we are. You saw her fight. She loves it. It heals her. You⁠—”

      “Need this, El. I need to know I can be the Aer of the Sun.”

      “By a petty match with teenagers?”

      There was a knock on the door, stopping his response, and Aella let herself in. “Elodie, I didn't mean to⁠—”

      “It's fine,” she cut her off. “I just think it's stupid.”

      “It's the best way to find the Aqua.”

      “It's the best way for you to make a point that doesn’t need to be made.”

      “You think this is about me?” Aella asked.

      Sighing heavily, Killian sat on the edge of the bed to wait out the inevitable fight. Neither Aella nor Elodie were the type to let their opinions be left unheard.

      “I am not trying to make a point,” Aella said. “They believe I'm their Aether. It's you three no one believes. We have to convince them you are the Sun. Do you think come Winter Solstice they'll support us without question?”

      “Yes. They'll see who we are. We don't have to prove anything.”

      “That is coming from someone who's never had to prove anything in her entire life.”

      “Don't speak about what you don't know.”

      “Am I wrong? Parva gave you a clinic at fourteen because you were the best Terre they had. You were a celebrity there. I got placed on trial to be executed because they thought I was a Shadow.”

      “We aren't you. We aren't Aethers. We don't look like darkness.”

      “I look like darkness?”

      “Yes! When you fight, it's like you forget about everything and everyone else. The only time I've seen you at peace since I met you has been when you're fighting. You kill without thinking twice, and it doesn't stay with you. You are darkness.”

      The words had hurt Aella. Killian saw the barely perceptible flinch, the slackness in her jaw before it set. “I don’t enjoy killing, Elodie.”

      “Of course not, but it’s easy for you. It’s not for us. We won’t look the same. That’s all I’m trying to say.”

      “It’s not easy⁠—”

      “Well, you make it look it. No one’s going to see Killian or me and think we’re Shadows. We have time to prove ourselves.”

      “And Carrick?”

      “Please. Anyone that neurotic isn’t following commands from someone else,” Elodie gave a half laugh. “He’d probably lighten up a bit if he was.”

      In the trek since Parva, who Carrick was had been revealed in nearly the entire opposite as he first presented. Instead of the arrogant Ignis from Rhaelyn that both he and Elodie had written him off as, he was nervous. Constantly. His nature was filled with worry, plans, more worrying, and replans. It was exhausting to be around at times, and Killian nearly laughed at the joke before he saw Aella’s face darken to another level. This, out of everything Elodie had just said, made her the angriest. “Go to the Shadows, Elodie,” Aella said, slamming the door as she left.

      “Lovely.” Shaking her head, Elodie turned to the mirror to neatly plait her hair.

      “Elodie—”

      “Don't lecture me because you love her, Killian,” she said, meeting his eyes in the mirror’s reflection.

      “I wasn’t going to.” He got up, moving to the door.

      “Killian—come on. I’m only trying to help you.”

      “How? By proving I’m weaker than them? Than she is?”

      Elodie’s mouth fell open. “I don’t—Killian I don’t think you’re weaker than they are. I just⁠—”

      “Then let me do this.”

      “I don’t understand why this matters to you.”

      “Aella does, and that’s why she’s pushing it. She’s doing it for me. She knows me better than you do.”

      The words made Elodie wince slightly, her gaze dropping to the brush lying on her dresser.

      “I’m sorry, El—I didn’t⁠—”

      “It’s okay. But is it yourself you need to prove your strength to or is it Aella? Because I know you pretty well too, even if I’m not her.”

      In a heavy sigh, he sank back onto the bed. “You do. I don’t know who I’m proving it to.”

      With a nod, Elodie smiled. “Alright.”

      “Alright?”

      “Alright, we’ll go prove it to whoever you need to prove it to. I do not doubt your strength, Killian. I’ve seen it. You’re the strongest person I have ever met. And I don’t get this desire to prove anything, but if it’s what you need to do, I’ll be there to mend anything broken in the process.”

      Chuckling, he got to his feet again. “Thanks, El. Seriously.”
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        Elodie

      

      

      Aella had remained silent on the walk to the fields. Elodie knew she shouldn't have said what she did. Her weapon had always been words. She knew exactly which ones would hurt and which ones would end an argument instantly. The problem was what Elodie said wasn’t usually delivered in a way people would listen to. And that was the only part of the argument she regretted.

      Carrick was also quiet. So quiet, Elodie half wondered if Aella had told him the joke Elodie made at his expense. But she didn’t think that was the reason. If anything, Carrick would’ve only agreed with her. She had made similar jokes to his face about his constant worrying, and he’d made them back to her about her own particularness. It was the one thing they understood about each other.

      The only person who wasn’t quiet in their foursome was Killian. He, as always, was trying to get everyone to like each other again. And the only reason Elodie wouldn’t allow herself to fall in with Carrick and Aella’s silence was because Killian needed the mood to be lightened.

      “Carrick, are you excited to see your friends again?” Elodie asked as they turned off one path and onto another.

      “Um, I don’t have friends,” he answered. “Except Malak, obviously,” he added as an afterthought.

      “You don’t? Weren’t you slotted to be the Sun’s Ignis even before you knew the Sun existed?”

      “Yeah.”

      She could tell he was uncomfortable. The tips of his ears and back of his neck were turning red, and his gaze was straight on the path in front of him. But now it was more than for Killian’s comfort. She was curious. “Wasn’t the Sun basically a popularity contest? How’d you be chosen as the Ignis if you have no friends?”

      “Because he was the best,” Aella answered. “And look at him. He fits the role perfectly.”

      The flush drove up towards his cheek, but he laughed slightly glancing at Aella with a frown that only hid a smile. She smirked back at him.

      “That’s true,” Elodie shrugged lightly. “When I first met you, I thought you were going to be intolerable.”

      “Elodie,” Killian protested. However, the mood had lifted.

      “You did too, remember? You don’t look like your personality, Carrick.”

      “The anxious mess of an overthinker, you mean?” Carrick asked.

      “Yes.” She smiled. “Consider it a compliment.”

      “To my looks or my personality?”

      “Oh, definitely the personality.”

      He laughed, and next to her, Killian smiled. She knew for a fact if they were somehow returning to Murnad after months, Killian would be already surrounded by a dozen friends. He’d mentioned at least that many by name in the stories he’d told. He’d lost so much in those months. More than any of them.

      Reaching the edge of a long field, they stood—all of them hesitating briefly before stepping onto the manicured earth. There were hundreds of kids there and the air was sprinkled with elements. If Elodie didn’t think they should be there in the first place, she would’ve thought it a beautiful site.

      As he saw them coming closer, Commander Knightly clapped his hands. The elements dropped at once and the kids divided themselves into four groups. Within each group, were equal rows seven long and at least ten back. Then, in response to another clap, one individual from each group stepped forward, standing without expression and with their hands clasped behind their back.

      “How wonderful to have everyone here together,” Commander Knightly said with a fraudulent smile. “Students, you all know our Aether, Miss Aurellian.”

      The students bowed in unison clearly practiced.

      Aella gave nothing back.

      “As you know, Miss Aurellian, we have conducted the Sun trials while you were away. With the confirmation of you being Aether, we believed it would be best to name our Sun before Winter Solstice to offer you support.” He smiled again…actually, it had never left his face. “The Chosen Children you see here are the finalists, and these four,” he motioned to the front row, “are the Sun.”

      “Your Sun,” Aella corrected.

      The smile hitched. “Our Sun. The victors of nearly a month of trials, naming them as such.”

      “I see. All from Rhaelyn, I assume?”

      “They were fair trials.”

      “Of course, they were. The same fair trials that lead to a seventh Master rising on Winter Solstice?”

      “I forgot how spirited you can be, Miss Aurellian. Let me introduce you⁠—”

      “No. Let me introduce you. This is Killian Madalyn, originally from Skye and Aer of the Sun.”

      A boy in the opposite line scowled down a long nose from two beady eyes.

      “Elodie Rose, from Parva, Terre of the Sun.”

      A mousy boy with narrow glasses didn't even look at her. As if this was supposed to be her equal.

      “And of course, you know Carrick Zaria, Ignis of the Sun from your very own, Rhaelyn.”

      One of the biggest boys Elodie had ever seen gave a laugh that felt like it personally assaulted your eardrums in its volume. “Zaria, good to see you again.”

      “Tallum,” Carrick nodded at him, shifting from one foot to the other.

      “You ended up like your parents huh? Believing in all this? Such a shame. I know crazy runs in the family.”

      Carrick said nothing, but Elodie could see the heat increasing on the back of his neck. Though, there was no smile or laugh accompanying it this time.

      “Raina told us all about your panic attacks, the Masters in your dreams, the way you’d cry every time you were away from your uncle for like ten minutes,” Tallum laughed again. “And you still think this position is yours?”

      Elodie knew what none of this meant, but the way Carrick’s entire body seemed to slump and the dark anger began to enter Aella’s face, told her it was personal. Certainly, too personal to be said like this in front of their peers.

      “And you are?” Elodie asked.

      “Tallum,” the boy grinned. “The Sun’s Ignis.”

      “Oh, I see. So you were…third in your class? After Aella and Carrick, of course.”

      He scoffed. “Third doesn’t get you a placement in the Sun sweetheart.”

      “Of course, of course. First does—thus, Carrick’s placement. I’m guessing your entire life he has beaten you, and you have only wanted to be him. This type of pointless mockery is usually sourced in an alarming amount of insecurity. It’s comical really.”

      The boy’s eyes narrowed. “Who do you think you are?”

      “Elodie Rose. If you were paying attention, you would know I was the Sun’s Terre.”

      “Terre,” he laughed with a blatant eye roll. “So you’ll what—” his words were interrupted by a large leaf from a vine she had snaked up his back without him knowing. The leaf smacked over his face, suctioning against his mouth as he let out a very high-pitched and muffled cry.

      Everyone behind him laughed. It was hard not to, and although he tried to glare them into submission, it was not effective since he currently looked like he was making out with a plant.

      Commander Knightly swore. “Stand down—stand down at once!”

      She let go. “No problem, Commander. I only thought he might be wasting time. Would we be able to continue to the reason we were called here?”

      Commander Knightly’s mouth opened and closed, but he couldn’t argue further. She had done exactly as he had asked and alluded to the reason he’d asked them to be there. “Very well,” he said, turning back to the rows of students. “As you can see, our Aether says she has found her own Sun. Today, we'll prove her otherwise. Aers, would you line up?”

      As Killian crutched forward, the beady-eyed boy started to laugh. “This? Dad, you want me to fight him? Hardly seems fair.”

      The insult grated on Elodie, and she wanted nothing more than to slap a leaf over his mouth as well. But when she looked next to her, Killian’s face was expressionless, and Aella…she was smiling.

      “Son, do you feel up for it?” Commander Knightly asked Killian in a similarly condescending tone as the one the boy had just used. “You don't have to fight. We would all understand.”

      “I’m up for it,” Killian answered.

      “Very well. Rules are simple. No killing and no permanent injuries if you can help it. Begin.”

      The beady-eyed Aer threw the first strike. Lunging in a dramatically violent gesture that accompanied the use of his entire body, he flapped his arms like a bird’s before bringing them down in a sharp motion towards the earth. In that motion, the sky darkened, crackling with thunder, and a thin line of lightning sprung just as…

      Killian only had to flick a finger from his crutch to block it.

      Stepping back, the Aer turned to his father in confusion. Then, he tried again—making his body even bigger. He looked ridiculous.

      Once more, Killian used a single finger, and the students began to snicker within their formed lines.

      Killian smiled. “I’m sorry, I never caught your name. What was it?” He blocked another attack while asking the question.

      “Luka Knightly,” he growled, lunging a fourth or fifth time—now the flapping motion was accompanied by an actual jump.

      “Knightly? I heard you were going to be this year’s Aether!” Killian exclaimed with his friendly grin. “Congratulations. Sorry a girl from Murnad messed it up for you. Still, an honor to have almost been chosen.”

      Luka dove for him—this time without his art. He was trying to hit him. As he crashed past Killian, Elodie gave a little yelp which made Killian look back at her with a grin. He was in complete control.

      “Here, let me help you,” Killian said, using a gust of wind to pick Luka from the ground.

      “Let go of me,” Luka growled. “Stop playing games and fight!”

      “Oh, do you want me to? It seemed rude since we’re getting acquainted.”

      “It seems rude to fight a little girl with one leg who won't fight back.”

      Killian clucked his tongue. “That's in ill taste, Luka. Especially seeing as your Aether is little in size, and by gender, a girl.”

      Aella gave a small laugh.

      “But if you want me to fight, it seems equally impolite to say no since I am your guest, after all.” Killian snapped his right fingers, and a wave of wind hit Luka with enough force to knock him back to the ground. His blonde hair plastered against his head and his skin pulled taut on his face, puffing out his cheeks as he attempted to push back with his own gale. It didn't come close to reaching Killian.

      Killian snapped his left fingers, and the wind picked up from a different direction, spiraling into Luka’s other side.

      A slow dimpled smile spread over Killian's face as Luka crouched lower to the earth, unable to even stand within the hurricane forming around him.

      In a move no one could even see, Killian added a torrential downpour to the dance, drenching the poor boy within seconds. The feeble return of powers Luka had managed up until this point dissipated, and he sunk his head into his knees for any form of protection.

      “Is that enough, Commander?” Killian asked. “Or would you like me to continue? I’m fine either way.”

      Knightly was looking at his cowering son with a brief expression of disbelief—until he remembered there were dozens of students watching. Clearing his throat, he straightened and said, “Yes, that’s enough. You may stop.”

      The wind and rain ceased at Killian’s command, leaving a heavy stillness over the fields and the boy who barely lifted his eyes to make contact.

      “What’s your rare gift?”

      “Sorry?” Killian looked towards Commander Knightly.

      “Addison said you all had rare gifts. What’s yours?”

      “Oh. Would you like to see?”

      “Please.”

      Shifting to hold both crutches under one arm, Killian held up his other hand. As he held it there, a single flame developed on his index finger, an icicle formed next, then a thorn, followed by a minuscule bolt of lightning over his pinky.

      Gasps flew over the kids and the Commander himself stepped back. To look at the Cruxes was unnatural. They gave clear warnings as to what would happen if one used them. They did not give without taking. It wasn’t the Scythe that made Killian lose his leg, it was the use of the Cruxes.

      “Holy Fate,” Knightly whispered, then shook his head. “You can stop. Please stop.”

      With a nod, Killian released them, then hopped back into line. Knightly briefly looked at Elodie like he was debating whether to ask her what her gift was, but he didn’t. He probably didn’t want to know. And he wouldn’t have.

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      One by one Knightly called them forward, but the battles were as pointless as Killian’s and Luka’s. The only one damaging was Tallum who shot a flame before Knightly had even moved on from the Terre trial. It singed Carrick’s left arm in an angry burn, but Tallum had never been a match for him before. The fight ended within the minute after Carrick had placed so many rings of fire around him that Tallum begged for mercy. It was a better revenge than if Carrick had delivered his own burn.

      “Commander Knightly,” Aella said, stepping forward as Tallum sank back into line. “I believe you know exactly what you've seen today, and I believe you care a great deal about Rhaelyn and Stoicheia in general. I don't know how else to prove to you who we are, but if this has been enough, we'd welcome your support. Fate knows Rhaelyn is a powerful ally.”

      “And if you don't have it?” Knightly asked. However, the fight had been taken from him. He now looked like a very confused and dejected Commander resolved to whatever an eighteen-year-old girl was telling him.

      “That’s never stopped me before has it?”

      “No, it has not.” He gave the slightest hint of a smile. “What about your lost Aqua? Raina⁠—”

      “Raina is not it,” Aella said with an assurance that made Raina wince.

      The entire morning, Carrick had been watching Raina, trying to get her to look at him. He wanted to talk to her. He had missed her, and he hoped it had been enough time for her to miss him too.

      But at that moment, when she winced and then she saw Carrick notice it, she threw her shoulders back, flicked her braid, and looked at him with an expression that told him exactly the answer he’d received. She wanted nothing to do with him.

      “How could you know that?” Knightly asked. “We held trials. They were all clear winners.”

      “Until they met us?”

      “Yes, until then.” Crossing his arms over his chest, he looked at his daughter, then back to Aella. “I’ll round up every Aqua in the year of the Sun for you to meet. Would that suffice?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “Father—”

      “They won, Luka,” he interrupted, not giving Luka a second glance as he moved off the field.

      But after Knightly left, the energy shifted. These were all kids who from the day they were born were told they were a part of something special; more than that, they might be something special. Their entire lives had been dedicated to this moment just to have a group of—admittedly—bedraggled kids, most from clans that didn’t even believe in the Sun, take the positions. It was an oversimplification to say they were hurt. Their entire belief systems had been challenged and proven incorrect.

      In two steps, Tallum approached Aella to tower over her. “He might've conceded, but we haven't. This year was meant to be ours. Not a bunch of nobodies from clans no one has even heard of.”

      Aella looked up at him like his size was more ridiculous than intimidating. “Yours, Tallum? Come now. You were always second to Carrick. You were never going to be the Ignis of the Sun anyway. I understand why Luka would be upset, but you?” A short laugh. “Please.”

      “Carrick would’ve never pulled it off,” Tallum grunted, pressing closer to her. “Not with his weird parents and crazy uncle. The only reason he was top was because he was dating Knightly’s daughter.”

      “You think?” Aella asked as Carrick once again begged to be anywhere else. “He did just beat you though—again. Which, to be honest, exposes your words for what they are: pathetic attempts to mend a wounded pride.” Aella stuck out her bottom limp in false sympathy. “I know it must hurt, but it does get better.”

      “Who the Fate do you think you are?”

      “The Aether. Haven't you heard?”

      “I’ve heard you're the reason Murnad was destroyed. And I heard you were also responsible for the death of five innocent people in Parva—which was like half their population. If you are already the cause for this much destruction, why should we ever back you?”

      “Aella, ignore him,” Killian said, crutching forward. “He's an idiot.”

      “I’m no idiot,” Tallum said. “Who are you anyway? The boyfriend? Careful, I wouldn't get too close if I were you. Kissing that is like kissing death.”

      “Tallum, come on,” Carrick said. “You lost. Deal with it.”

      Aella’s back was to him, to all of them, but they could all see what he saw. Her shoulders rolled back, her head tilted down slightly, and her hands fell limply to her side. Aella hadn’t processed Jace’s death. She shoved everything aside to become something she had no idea how to be, and it would come out at some point. Over the last few weeks, it made her edgier—quicker to fight or say something mean…usually to Elodie. But this was…Shadowed hell.

      “We all feel the same,” Tallum said, not reading any of the signs to back off. “The Sun is old-fashioned. To rely on it is impractical and outdated. I think there might be better options come Winter Solstice than someone who gets their own family killed.”

      The energy had stilled—and in the next moment, it’d either erupt or sink deeper. The expression on Aella’s face was the first Carrick hadn’t wanted to read, and Killian shifted his crutches to lay a hand on her arm.

      “Let go of me,” she said, shrugging her arm out of his grip.

      “Aella,” Elodie sighed. “He doesn't deserve a reaction.”

      “I’m not scared of her,” Tallum chuckled. “I’m dying to see what’s so special about her. Exactly how powerful are you? We have a right to know what’s supposedly going to be our savior against seven Masters.”

      There were multiple laughs that hurt to hear because most—if not all—still didn’t believe Masters existed. They still thought being the Sun only meant you’d get good jobs, fame, and probably an attractive spouse. When to the Sun, it meant probably an early death. Especially to Aella.

      “Tallum, stop being an ass,” Carrick said. Then, he moved to Aella’s other side to look at her. “Don’t.”

      “Don’t what? He wants a demonstration, Carrick,” Aella said, addressing him though not looking. “I’m only going to give him a demonstration.”

      Tallum chuckled. Shadowed idiot.

      “Aella, come on.”

      “Don’t worry, Zaria. We won’t hurt her.”

      “I’m not worried about you hurting her. I’m worried she’ll hurt you,” Carrick said back. “Do you still not get who she is?”

      “If they want to understand who I am, I'll show them who I am. It’s entirely their decision,” Aella said—the smile was back on her lips, and it did nothing to comfort him.

      “Aella—”

      She looked at him, and in that look, he knew she needed this—as unhealthy as that may be. “Whatever,” Carrick sighed. “Tallum, just remember I tried to warn you.” Then, he retreated to where Elodie and now Killian were standing.

      In a disgusting smile, Tallum nodded to a few other students to encircle her.

      “You think that'll be enough?” she asked. “Come now.”

      “Your choice,” Tallum grinned, then nodded to more until she was surrounded.

      “This is ridiculous.” Elodie shook her head, sinking to the grass next to Killian who was reclining back without a care in the world.

      “She does this all the time,” Killian shrugged. “Honestly, I’m surprised it didn’t happen sooner.”

      “That doesn’t mean it isn’t ridiculous. Did Fate not think to choose people secure in themselves, who don’t feel the need to prove everything?”

      Killian laughed, and Carrick hated the comment. Elodie naturally believed she was perfect for the Sun. He hadn’t, neither had Aella, and he doubted Killian did—yet, he had laughed at the immensely complicated feelings being whittled to something as simple as insecurity.

      “She just likes to win,” Killian said. “And she’s good at winning.”

      They could all see that as they watched the match begin to unfold. Everything about it looked so easy to Aella she could’ve simply been going on a stroll. Though, she wasn’t. She was melding the elements of the universe into one.

      There was a kind of frustration in the sparks flying from the flames and the lightning, a melancholy dripping from the ice and vines. It was helpless. As Aella fought, that was the overwhelming feeling Carrick picked up from both her movements and her expression. He hadn’t wanted to read it before because it mirrored his heart. This would be by far the easiest and most innocent battle Aella would have to face. In three months, their opponents would be equal to the five of them together—and the goal would be death—their death.

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      It felt so good. So good to be surrounded by Stoicheia, all trying to fight her and none even coming close. She felt strong, whole for maybe the first time since she arrived in Rhaelyn. With every block and carefully aimed attack, she felt the tension slowly release from her and the calmness center her.

      “Aella, we're getting bored,” Carrick said in her mind.

      “Honestly, can you speed it up a bit?” Killian asked. “It's been nearly half an hour. These poor kids are exhausted.”

      She chuckled, spinning in time to deflect an ill-aimed vein of lightning, and then creating enough of a gust to knock at least six Chosen Children off their feet.

      “But I'm having so much fun.”

      “I don't know if their egos will survive this. It's thirty to one, and they're losing horribly.”

      She returned the attack on a sheer wall of flames from three different Ignis banding together. They also fell to the earth, steam rising as she quenched the fire with water.

      Then, she saw them—her. Knightly had returned with the remaining Aqua.

      Aella stopped. Something hit her cheek, breaking the skin and bruising the bone beneath. A brief cheer rose from whoever delivered the blow, but it was cut short as she brought her arms down in one movement.

      Every Stoicheia surrounding her now lay in heaps, dazed from the microburst.

      “You could've stopped that before they destroyed half your face,” Elodie said.

      “Do you see her?” she asked, ignoring the quip of disapproval.

      “What? You see someone?” Carrick asked. “Like the Aqua?”

      “I think…so.”

      “Miss Aurellian,” Knightly said, looking in bemusement at the Stoicheia on the ground. “These are the rest of the Aqua.”

      “Who are you?” she pushed her thoughts to the girl, focusing on her.

      Behind all the others, there was a yelp. And with the yelp, the gathered Aqua turned, naturally exposing a path of humans to a girl with both hands clamped over her mouth.

      “What?” Carrick stammered, also staring at her. “You're⁠—”

      “Our missing Aqua?” Elodie asked.

      “I’m not—I’m—I’m—” The girl couldn't get a single word out.

      “You're kidding, right?” Commander Knightly asked, looking between the four of them and the girl. Then, he laughed. “Haylen? Haylen Ealie?”

      “You can hear me, yeah?” Aella asked, again speaking to her.

      The poor girl began to shake. She was small, not only short but so petite it looked like she could be knocked over by the slightest breeze. Her light brown hair was straight, brushed, and placed in a simple ponytail at the back of her neck, and her eyes shifted to everyone presence without staying on anyone for more than half a second. She was not someone used to being noticed.

      As they all stared back at her, her eyes filled with tears. “I—I’m not,” she shook her head, then turned and ran.
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        Elodie

      

      

      “Aella, for Fate's sake, hold still!” Elodie snapped for the hundredth time as she pinched the edges of the puckering cut together.

      For a second Aella did, but her eyes continued to shift to the window as if the Aqua was standing outside of it. “Why would she run like that?”

      “Maybe because the most skilled Chosen Children from the most powerful clans were all staring at her at the same time she discovered who she was?” Killian suggested.

      “She looked terrified,” Carrick muttered, also looking out the window as Eddie treated the burn on his arm.

      “Aella!”

      “Sorry—sorry,” she apologized, straightening again after following Carrick’s gaze out the window.

      “If you don't want this to leave a terrible scar, you need to stay still,” Elodie lectured. “Addison is talking to her parents right now. The respectful thing to do is wait until she comes to us. It's not like she's leaving Rhaelyn.”

      “You're right.” Aella nodded, then stopped immediately, glancing up at her. “Sorry.”

      “You're the worst patient I've ever had.”

      “It’s not like it matters if it scars,” Aella said.

      “Uh-huh. You’ll thank me later. At some point, Aella, you’ll grow out of this⁠—”

      “We’re the same age.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Aella looked at her. “It seems you keep forgetting that we’re the same age, so whatever it is you think I’ll grow out of, I probably won’t.”

      “My birthday is a few days after Summer Solstice; I’m one of the oldest⁠—”

      Aella’s eyes blatantly rolled. “Oh, yes, I’m sorry. You’re right. A year is way older. Please continue to tell me how I’ll ever grow up to be as mature as you.”

      “Aella,” Killian said from his reclined spot on a few cushions. Then, he shook her head at her.

      She, briefly, narrowed her eyes back at him. Then, fell silent…along with the rest of the room.

      Until Eddie let a small chuckle escape.

      They all turned to him.

      “Sorry—I’m sorry. You all, your bickering, it’s funny to me.” He chuckled again, starting to spread a thick ointment on Carrick’s arm.

      “Why?” Aella asked, surprisingly without a hint of annoyance. Elodie was. However, it was hard to be completely annoyed at the kind man who was maybe only a bit spacey and out of touch with reality.

      “You’re all tied together by Fate. I would think that would make you feel bonded—though I suppose it would equally allow space for genuine truth. You four hold very different strengths, and I don’t mean your art. Your personalities, the abilities you hold in who you are as people—they could balance you if you let them.”

      “Or tear us apart?” Aella asked with a small laugh Elodie didn’t understand.

      “Exactly,” Eddie winked at her. “And my girl, you don’t want a scar. Sit still.”

      Without any of the resentment Aella showed towards Elodie, Aella smiled and did as he suggested and sat still for the first time that morning.

      “I can't believe we convinced Commander Knightly,” Carrick said, looking down at his arm without a single comment as to what else had been mentioned.

      “From the look of you all, it seems he didn’t have much of a choice.”

      “Of course, he didn’t⁠—”

      A knock interrupted the rest of Elodie’s words, and there was no further pause before it opened.

      Aella sat up, making Elodie drop the needle as Addison ushered three people in before her: a tall skinny man who beamed with pride, the girl they saw at the field—still appearing terrified, and a woman who looked exactly like the girl but maybe thirty years older.

      With a swiftly moving gaze, Haylen Ealie took them all in—Carrick's ripped shirt and blistering burn, Aella's half-stitched face with the needle helplessly dangling, and Killian's bandaged stump. In a quick calculation, Elodie realized she was by far the most approachable.

      Stepping in front of Aella, Elodie not subtly pushed her back to her seat. “You must be Haylen?”

      The girl nodded.

      “You know who we are?”

      She nodded again.

      “And you can hear us? When we speak to you?”

      “Yes,” she answered timidly in their minds.

      “We couldn't believe it,” Haylen's dad said. “I mean, we knew she was special, but the Sun! It'struly a pleasure to meet all of you.”

      “It's a pleasure to meet you too,” Elodie nodded. “Especially you, Haylen. We've been searching for you for a while.”

      Haylen didn’t speak. Her mom had an arm around her, hugging her close. She also wouldn't look at anyone, exhibiting the same shyness and the same fear of being there as her daughter.

      “Were you not part of the trials?” Aella asked. “How did Raina beat you?”

      Elodie turned to frown at her, and she was met with Aella's own frown, which looked comical in her face's current state. “You look ridiculous.”

      “I think I look edgy.”

      “No. You look ridiculous, and you're scaring her.”

      “I don't think I'm the one scaring her. I think she's just scared.”

      “I was scared too.”

      They both looked up as Carrick moved past them to the girl while holding a bit of gauze to his arm to hide the burn. “I know it's a lot. We're a lot. But we're excited to meet you. We’ve been…well, we’ve been trying to find you for a while.”

      “I don’t fight,” she whispered—at least, it seemed like a whisper. It could've been the sound of her voice. “That’s why they didn’t know. I never entered the challenges.”

      “She doesn't fight?”

      “Aella.” Killian frowned at her.

      “What? Who doesn't fight? Where's she from anyway?”

      “I’m from Lauria.”

      Wincing under her bruising face, Aella turned to Haylen with an apologetic expression. “Sorry, I forgot you could hear us.”

      “It's okay. I wouldn't choose me either.”

      With a slight laugh that sounded very much like he understood, Carrick gave a nod. “Um, would you like to stay? Have dinner with us? We could talk.”

      Haylen looked up at her parents. Her dad nodded, still beaming, and her mom kissed her cheeks. “Whatever you want, Hale.”

      “I’ll stay.” She said—again in a whisper. Seriously, Elodie had to move closer to even hear the girl. “See you at home later.”

      “Let me walk you back,” Addison said, holding the door for Haylen’s parents again.

      After the door shut, Eddie clapped his hands together. “Well, I'll start making dinner then. Haylen, any preferences?”

      She shook her head, not moving from the door.

      Placing a firm hand on Aella’s shoulder and using the other to grasp the needle once more, Elodie refocused on the cut. “Now sit still so I can finish.”

      As Elodie began to push the needle through Aella’s skin, Haylen turned away. “Doesn't that hurt?” Haylen asked.

      Aella moved to look at her, and Elodie placed a hand on her head, forcefully turning it back.

      “I swear to Fate, Aella, I'll immobilize you with vines if you move again.”

      “It doesn't hurt,” Aella ignored Elodie’s warning. “Not much anyway.”

      “She's lying,” Elodie said, digging through her skin again as Aella flinched to expose the lie. “But you'll find Aella to be the prideful one. She'll never admit anything hurts because she's the all-powerful Aether.”

      “You're the one who made the other Terre cry in less than a minute,” Aella grunted.

      “Because he didn't know what he was doing.”

      “They're both crazy,” Carrick said. “Killian and I are the normal ones.”

      Nodding in agreement, Killian patted the pillow next to him. “Sit down, tell us about yourself.”

      “Um, there's not much to tell,” she said as she sat on the edge of a cushion, arms wrapped around her knees and ready to bolt any moment. “I'm from Lauria. I'm an only child, and I don't want to be involved in this.”

      “But you knew you were?” Carrick asked.

      She looked at him. “Why would you ask that?”

      “We all did. We all went through something on Summer Solstice, but I was with Aella, and Killian was with Elodie at the time. I don't know what it'd be like if you were alone.”

      “Oh.” Haylen looked down at the floorboards. “I saw what was going to happen on Winter Solstice.”

      “What?” they asked in unison.

      Aella turned sharply, and Elodie didn't scold her. “You saw what was going to happen? How?”

      “Um, I have Meyotas. It’s where⁠—"

      “Meyotas?” Elodie interrupted in surprise.

      “What is that?” Aella asked. “I haven't heard of it.”

      “It's rarer than Keiria,” Elodie explained. “Or even Cruxes. It's the ability to see snapshots of the future. You can't control it. It comes in certain moments. Is that right?”

      Haylen nodded.

      “So you saw something?” Killian asked.

      “Yes, um—” she looked away from all of them, tucking a strand of hair behind an ear. “I saw the seventh Master rise, and I saw the world become dark—not black. I could still see, but daylight was gray—there were no colors, just different shades of gray. Something rose in the sky, but I couldn't tell if it was the sun or the moon. Everything was dead or dying. And I saw myself—and you four—and⁠—”

      “And what?” Aella asked. They had all leaned forward.

      “It was a feeling of utter chaos and devastation. Hopelessness. I prayed it was a bad dream, but then, I saw you today⁠—”

      Carrick swore softly.

      “Did you see any details?” Aella continued to prod, earning frowns from both Carrick and Killian but a nod from Elodie. “Like do we kill a Master?”

      “Yeah—you do.”

      “Aella does? Or we all do?” Killian asked.

      Haylen looked up at him in slight confusion. “The Aether is the only one who can kill a Master. You didn't know that?”

      “No. That's not in any of the books,” Elodie said. “We're five points of an equal Sun.”

      Haylen shook her head. “That's not true. It is in theory, I guess. But Aella has to kill all the Masters. If she dies before the seven Masters do, we're to the Shadowed.”

      “Yeah, but she kills one, right after Winter Solstice,” Carrick said, breaking the silence that had followed the statement. “It wasn't news to us that there'd be seven Masters. This is a good thing.”

      Haylen looked down.

      “What aren't you telling us?” Elodie asked. And Aella sunk back to her chair, for once remaining still.

      “Um—I didn't see much else,” Haylen whispered. “But to kill a Master—they'll each have different powers, different tricks. They're deceptive. The first Master kills—um, I can't tell for certain…” Her voice trailed off, and she looked nervously around the room at everyone staring at her.

      “What?” Killian asked. Elodie could feel his fear. Or maybe it was just her own.

      “It looks like she dies after the kill, and we're lost anyway.” Haylen took a deep breath, pushing past the horrifying words. “I think the best thing for the Sun to do would be to return to your families and spend the remaining time with them.”

      Another silence.

      “So, Aella can face the Master alone and die in the process?”

      Elodie looked at Killian. She had never seen or heard that amount of anger from him.

      Averting her gaze, Haylen looked only at the base of the door across from her. But she had believed every word she said. It was evident in how she sat, the way she needed to get the words out so she could return to her family, her home.

      Where Killian’s gaze had hardened on Haylen who was refusing to look at him, Carrick’s moved to Aella. And Aella looked back at him. None of these looks, Elodie had wanted to see. She didn’t want to see Killian angry when he was not an angry person. And she didn’t want to see the look Aella and Carrick exchanged—the look that said they might believe it.

      “But you said you couldn't tell for sure,” Elodie said. “You are only assuming without evidence.”

      “She's pale—dead pale, limp and cold—her lips are blue, blood's pooling beneath her, and she doesn't move. She's alone, and she's dead. That's when the vision ended.”

      Now, everyone turned to Aella. They all knew Aella was the “she” Haylen referred to without a name.

      “I’m not going to die,” Aella said, getting to her feet.

      “But I saw⁠—”

      “I don't care what you saw,” Aella interrupted, looking down at Haylen. “If you want to use this as an excuse not to try and fight, that's entirely up to you. I don't think anything I could do would change your mind. But I won't die.” She moved up the stairs to the bedrooms, and they all heard the door slam.

      “Aella?” Elodie’s words bounced back in her head. And then, both Carrick and Killian tried, neither being able to get through. Elodie hadn’t even known they could do that, to choose to not allow their voices to enter her mind. Then in a thought she didn’t want to have, she wondered if they could do that or if it was only Aella. If she really was that much stronger than they were—if she really was the only one who could kill a Master. Elodie hardly knew what a Master was; they still seemed so unbelievable, but one thing she did know—if they indeed existed—was that it didn’t matter who you were. One person could not kill seven.

      
        
        Haylen

      

      

      They were furious. She knew they'd be furious. It took all Haylen had to get the words out. But now, all she felt was relief.

      “So, that's it then? You won’t join us?” the boy with the golden locks and chiseled build asked. He was the only one who'd stayed, who probably wasn't cursing her to the Shadows. At least not verbally. The other two had already left to follow the Aether upstairs.

      “I’m not lying. I didn't make it up,” Haylen said. “She dies on Winter Solstice, and then the Masters will have all of this.”

      “And if she doesn’t?”

      “She does.”

      “If she doesn’t,” he continued to press. “You could be the reason she dies—this decision to not be a part of what you're destined to be.”

      “Meyotas doesn't work like that.”

      “How do you know? What if it's only showing you one reality based on what you decide to do?”

      “It's not.”

      Sighing, he ran a hand through his curls. She knew why he wasn’t showing his anger outwardly. He was trying to find a way to get her to stay.

      “Don't you wish you weren't involved in this?” she asked. “Wouldn't you rather spend time with your aunt and uncle?”

      “Yeah, of course,” he answered. “But I won't. I couldn’t⁠—”

      “What if you knew with certainty that she would die? Would you then?”

      He hesitated.

      “That's what I know. My Meyotas has always been right.”

      “Because you do exactly what you think you will.”

      Haylen shook her head. “I’m a coward. I'm afraid all the time, even before this, and I have no problem admitting that. I only came here to let you know and allow you to make your own decisions.”

      “And what about Aella? What decision did you give her?”

      She looked down.

      “What if she decided to run too? To hide until after Winter Solstice?”

      “She never would.”

      “But what if she did? Then, your Meyotas would be wrong.”

      “It knows what people will do. She will never not fight.”

      “Just like you never will?”

      “Exactly.”

      The anger he was keeping hidden surfaced for a moment as he looked at her, but he quickly masked it, turning away. “Do you see what the rest of us will do then?”

      “No. It’s only about Aella, about her fighting the Master and dying alone. I assumed it was because you would make different decisions too. That's why I wanted to tell you. So you could choose.”

      “Choose to leave her to die alone?” he asked, looking at her again.

      She didn’t like the look. It was uncomfortable in its appall that anyone would ever choose to do such a thing. But Haylen knew as soon as they saw what she saw on Winter Solstice, the state their earth would drop into, none of them would want to stay and fight. It was hopeless.

      “Haylen—”

      “I’m not a hero,” she said, getting to her feet and moving to the door. “This is hard enough to realize we only have two good months left.”

      
        
        Elodie

      

      

      As Elodie and Killian opened the door without knocking, Aella didn’t look up. Instead, she stood in front of a mirror, shoving the needle through her skin, only succeeding in butchering the cut further.

      “Aella set that down and sit,” Elodie said, pushing a stool behind her.

      “I’ve got it.” She shoved the needle through again—or she attempted. It slipped through her fingers, dangling once more on the silk thread as she cursed.

      “You certainly do not.” Elodie took the needle from her and firmly guided her to a seat. “How did you block us out?”

      “It was easy,” she muttered, not looking at her. “Try it.”

      “I did try it, and I couldn’t do it.”

      “Must be an Aether gift then.”

      This annoyed Elodie instantly. Five points of an equal Sun. Aella was no more special than any of them. But given the current moment, she set the annoyance aside and focused on the problem at hand. The problem of a completely incompetent fifth joining their ranks. “Well, don’t do it again. It’s childish.”

      “Childish?” Aella’s large eyes swiveled to Elodie’s in anger that needed a target. “You think it’s childish to need a moment after someone predicts my death?”

      “When it affects all of us, yes.”

      A harsh laugh. “Okay. My bad. I should’ve thought about your feelings before my own about my imminent death. I’ll be better.”

      As Elodie was about to respond, Killian put a hand on her arm and shook his head. Then, he moved to where Aella could see him, leaning against the dresser as he looked down at her. “Haylen didn’t know what she was saying, Aelie.”

      “Or she does, and you should take this as a truth. Spend the rest of your days with your family so I can bleed out alone in some⁠—”

      “Stop,” Killian interrupted. “For Fate's sake, we aren't leaving you. And you aren't dying.”

      She fell quiet, her jaw tightening as Elodie finished the last few stitches and placed a salve over the line. Normally, she’d admire the work. Well, she still did. She just did it silently. “I don’t believe in Meyotas,” Elodie said, retreating to sit on the edge of the bed. “It's a fickle gift based on choices. There are a million realities that could happen. It would be ignorant to assume what she saw was the whole truth. It is simply one possible outcome.”

      “Exactly, Aelie,” Killian nodded. “Elodie knows about the gifts. She’s read about all of them, and if anyone would know if Meyotas is trustworthy, she would.”

      “Oh, so she knows more than the girl who holds it?” Aella asked, with a sharp edge to her words that made Killian look away.

      With a heavy sigh, Elodie stood up. “If you’re going to be mean, then it’s not productive for us to be here.”

      “Great. I wanted to be alone in the first place.”

      “Aelie—”

      The door creaking open broke into Killian’s words, and they all fell silent as Carrick stepped through. He looked at all of them while his hand hesitated on the handle. “Did I interrupt something?”

      “No,” Aella said, getting to her feet. “Did she leave?”

      “Um, yeah. She’s going back to Lauria to be with her family.”

      For a breath, it looked like Aella was going to start sobbing. Her eyes reddened, tears glistened within them, and her chin cramped a bit as she tried to purse her lips enough not to quiver. Then, in a nearly impressive—if not toxic—ability, she masked all of it. “I’ll talk to her later,” she said. “It’ll be fine.”

      “Aelie,” Killian began tentatively. “Don’t you think—don’t you want to talk about this?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I would rather not. Talking about it won’t help. Thinking about it won’t help. I am fine. I don’t need your comfort.”

      “What if we need comfort?” Carrick asked, and they all turned to him. Elodie would’ve expected the flush of embarrassment or nervousness Carrick normally held, but the question was spoken directly, and his gaze matched it. In fact, he looked angry. “Fate, Aella, we all care about you. It’s not easy to hear you’ll be dead in two months.”

      “Would you rather have heard you might be dying alone in two months?”

      “Yes!” Carrick snapped. “You know I would’ve because then I would’ve had some control over it. You don’t get to sulk about this when it affects all of us.”

      “I don’t get⁠—”

      “No, you don’t, Aella!” They were sharp words, matching Aella’s energy easily. Elodie raised both her eyebrows to look at Killian, but he was staring at Carrick with his mouth open slightly.

      “This is not all about you,” Carrick continued. “In two months, we’ll be together facing what seems to be the end of the earth, and you shutting us out now isn’t going to help anyone.”

      “It’ll help you if it helps you decide to stay with Addison and Eddie or go back to Parva or⁠—”

      “That is so insulting, Aella.”

      “Then what do you want me to say, Carrick?” she exclaimed, throwing her hands in the air.

      “I want you to be honest for the first time since Jace died. I want to admit you can’t do this alone and never could, and I want you to give us enough space to let us help you without already telling us to abandon you when it’s not about you! It’s about the entire earth, the world, all of our families, and we are choosing to stay—not with you—but with the Sun because we might be the only hope of the world surviving. To make this about you instead of the entire world is an arrogance I didn’t even think you were capable of.”

      “Carrick, enough,” Killian said, getting up.

      But Aella laughed. It was a short explosion that bubbled into a sob and shifted once more into a laugh, and she couldn’t stop. As the shaking subsided from either laughter or tears, Aella pressed both palms over her eyes before nodding. Dropping her arms to hug them around herself, she looked at all of them. “You’re right. I’m sorry. This is just…a lot.”

      “We’re not leaving you, Aelie,” Killian said—his voice was tighter, and he looked more scared than relieved by the laughing. Elodie couldn’t help but feel the same.

      “I know. I—know,” she nodded again. “Um, I’m going on a walk. I just…need to get out.”

      “Want company?” Killian asked.

      She shook her head. “I won’t block you out again, though. I promise.” As she passed the door, she looked at Carrick. “For the record, I don’t think I’m more important than the world.”

      Smiling first, then letting a small laugh escape, he stepped aside to let her leave.

      Then while his back was still turned, Elodie met Killian’s gaze. Neither of them felt like laughing—or at least she knew she didn’t. Killian looked more like crying, and the girl he loved just left to go on a walk alone. This was not what Killian had imagined being reunited with Aella would look like, of that Elodie was certain.

      As Aella left, the consistent thought since Summer Solstice resurfaced. Elodie should’ve been the Aether, not Aella. Yes, it may be arrogant to think or admit, but it was truthful. If Elodie had been the Aether, if Aella was only a Terre and all that had happened happened, Elodie would not be leaving them to go on a walk.

      She’d be preparing, convincing Haylen not to leave, and wasting no time on the Meyotas that was so unreliable in the first place. She wouldn’t block anyone out. She’d be meeting with the leaders of Rhaelyn, and she would be taking action. On top of all of that, Elodie would appreciate being loved by the most wonderful person she had ever met, who at the moment was staring heartbroken at a closing door.

      
        
        Haylen

      

      

      Haylen entered the room her parents had been staying in, quietly shutting the door behind her.

      “You told them?” her mom asked, going to wrap Haylen in her arms and planting a kiss on her forehead.

      “Told them what?” her dad asked.

      “I’m going back to Lauria,” Haylen said, keeping her mom’s arms around her. She knew he wouldn’t like this.

      “What? No, Hale, you're a part of this⁠—”

      “I don't want to be.”

      “But you are. You can't just leave⁠—”

      “They're going to lose, Dad. The Aether will die the night of Winter Solstice, and we'll be to the Shadowed anyway. I don't want to spend my last days here. I'm ready to go home.”

      “Hale—”

      “Randal,” her mom said softly, still holding onto Haylen. “She's right. We don't need to offer up our daughter to be killed.”

      “So, we're encouraging her to desert them?”

      “Yes,” she answered. “No one needs to be a sacrifice. She saw the girl die.”

      With a fallen face, her dad looked at both of them. He’d been so ridiculously proud of her. He was the one who had always told her she was special. She was the one who never believed it. “What did you see?” he asked.

      “The Aether alone, dead, bleeding out after killing the first Master on Winter Solstice.”

      Of course, the vision hadn't ended there. Haylen didn't tell anyone it hadn’t. She couldn't. If she had told them that the boy—the Aer—had then found the Aether and used his Cruxes, they would've latched onto it as hope. It wasn't hope. No one could survive four Cruxes.

      “Hale, you know Meyotas isn't reliable,” her dad said. “Maybe⁠—”

      “It is. It knows exactly what I will do. And that is leave.”

      “Haylen…”

      “I’ve made my decision, Dad,” she said, letting go of her mom to sink into the bed she’d been staying in since arriving for the Sun trials. She hadn’t even wanted to go to those. Her dad had insisted because she was special. That was the day her father found out how special she really was, how especially cowardly.
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        Aella

      

      

      Slipping from under the sheets and careful not to wake Killian, Aella crept out of their room and down the stairs. She had to find Haylen before she left, and it'd be easier if the timid girl didn't have to face all of them again.

      Looking behind her once more to ensure no one had woken, she opened the door…to be met by a blast of snow that made her instantly shut it. Instead of attempting again, she moved to the window. Outside there was at least a foot of snow, maybe more. It drifted against everything in heavy blankets that weighed the branches of trees until they touched the earth beneath them. She’d never seen anything like this. In Murnad, they were lucky to get rain…and even that was generally construed by a few Aers to fill their reservoirs.

      Grabbing the first coat she saw, Aella put it on as she stuffed her feet into boots that were far too big. They must've been Eddie’s. This time when she opened the door she was ready. Or she thought she was. As she stepped into the snow, the icy particles blasted into her cheeks and made opening her eyes painful.

      In a way, it was beautiful. But it was also difficult…hopefully difficult enough to prevent the Aqua from leaving.

      It took Aella twice as long as normal to get to the town square. By the time she got there, her feet were frozen blocks of ice as the snow slipped in over the tops of her boots to pack around them. There was no longer feeling in her fingers, her nose, or her lips, and she’d long since decided that the beauty of snow was not worth its presence. It was miserable.

      As she stomped her feet to attempt to gain back any amount of feeling, her mind drifted to the corner she’d strictly abandoned. This would be what freezing felt like—to be frozen and alone…bleeding out and…no. She shook her head in a physical act to stop the thoughts. She had to focus.

      In front of her were the dorms where she knew the families of the challengers were hosted, but Haylen could be in any of them. Although she would if she had to, knocking on each door until she found the Aqua wasn’t something Aella wanted to do.

      “Haylen, do you hear me?” she asked, pressing into the mind she assumed was somewhere in front of her.

      Nothing.

      “Haylen, I just want to talk. Please come out and talk with me.”

      Still nothing, but she could tell her words had gotten through.

      “Haylen?”

      “Did you do this?”

      As Aella turned to one of the apartments behind her, Haylen emerged in an expensive, knee-length coat the color of lavender. Each hand wore a mitten of gray fur that matched the tops of her boots, and an intense look of hatred accompanied the question Haylen had just asked.

      Aella had never really been hated before. Disliked by a lot of people, but not hated. It took her words for a moment, and she could only stare at the girl as her feet grew numb until she stammered a question of her own. “Do what?”

      “Like you don't know?” Haylen laughed harshly. “The snow. We can't travel through this.”

      “I didn't. I⁠—”

      “It doesn't change anything. I'm not joining you. You can't make me despite the tricks you use.”

      “Haylen, I'm not trying to trick you.”

      “No? Then are you only trying to make me believe you could somehow defeat seven Masters? Look at yourself.”

      Aella did. The way too big of a coat, her lopsided buns, the boots—it all made her look younger than she was. She was eighteen. Maybe at the beginning of all of this—even in Zuri Kade’s time—eighteen-year-olds were viewed as adults in society’s eyes. However, in this age, she was only a child. Both she and everyone around her felt that. The confidence she’d been gripping like a vice since returning to Rhaelyn slipped.

      “This is all a joke,” Haylen continued. “All of you are a joke. I'm a joke. Fate is laughing at us. Can't you see that? A little girl as our Aether, a legless Aer, a terrified Aqua, a Terre who dresses like she's eighty? Honestly, only Carrick fits.”

      “We were chosen by Fate⁠—”

      “Fate?” She lifted her eyebrows to the question. “If there is such a thing as Fate, we have disappointed them long enough. Whoever Fate might be probably wants to humiliate humankind one last time before deserting us entirely. We were chosen by Fate to fail.”

      “I’m not going to fail.”

      Haylen laughed. Her laugh hurt. “Honestly, I don't know where you find this confidence. Were you constantly told you were special as a child? Better than everyone else? Well, you aren't. You are a small girl against seven Masters. How can you believe you’ll be strong enough for that?”

      Aella didn’t have a single word against that statement. Because she didn’t know if she did believe she was strong enough for that. And she didn’t even know what that was.

      “You are scared, Aella,” Haylen said. “It’s obvious. But just because you are afraid doesn’t mean you had any right to strand me and my family here. You have prevented us from spending our last days together in our home. Thanks a lot, Aether.”

      “She didn't do this.”

      They both turned to the door behind Haylen. It cracked open, and the tall, gangly man Aella knew as Haylen's dad stepped out.

      “Dad?”

      “She did not do this, Haylen,” he repeated. “Myself and few other Aers did.”

      “You—what? Dad?”

      “You can't run away from your potential.”

      “Potential?” She gave a shrill laugh. “Potential? Dad, do you see who the Aether is?” She gestured to Aella, standing helplessly in the snow. “Look at her. This is who will kill one Master and die. This is who I'm supposed to give my life for?”

      “Haylen,” he said; he never looked at Aella, only at his daughter in equal heartbreak and resolve. “You don't know anything with certainty. You only think you do because Fate gifted you with the ability to see the future. Do you understand me? You know nothing, and you don't know anything about the young woman you're tearing down. Where do you want to be in history when this is in the past?”

      “There won't be history. We'll all be dead.”

      “I won't let you desert this.”

      “You won't let me? Does Mom know that?”

      Giving her one last look, the man turned to Aella for the first time. “I apologize for my daughter and for how she has treated you. We'll stay in Rhaelyn until Winter Solstice, but that might be the best I can do.”

      “Thank you,” Aella said, though it didn't feel right. She needed Haylen there—on the night of Winter Solstice. The feeling that had come over her when they were all together—it had added to her powers. Aella had grown stronger. She knew she needed her. But in the same breath, they were imprisoning a girl who simply didn't want to fight.

      Instead of looking at the blatant hatred again, Aella turned and left the square. The snow stung her skin the entire walk back, and she felt more lost than she ever had in her life. How was this her life? She needed to wake up from it.

      “Aella, where are you?” Killian’s voice entered her mind just as Eddie’s house became visible.

      “I’ll be there soon.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “To see Haylen.”

      “And?”

      “They'll stay until Winter Solstice, but she thinks we've already lost.”

      “Well, she's wrong.”

      “What would happen if you used the Cruxes on me?”

      “What?”

      “If I wanted to get stronger, what would happen?”

      “Aella—”

      “I’m serious. I want you to use the Cruxes on me.”

      “No.”

      “Killian, this isn't like when we were kids. I need to be stronger.”

      “You're strong enough without them.”

      “I’m not. You have a gift, and I need it.”

      He was silent, and she continued to trudge towards Eddie's home. She would've killed to have Jace back with her. To somehow help navigate this. She needed an adult.

      Aella stopped, seeing Killian stomping through the snow towards her. She could've laughed. He looked even more ridiculous than she did. He hadn't bothered with a coat. Instead, he'd wrapped a blanket around him while wrestling with crutches in over a foot of snow.

      “I will not and will never use the Cruxes on you,” he said as soon as he was close enough she could hear his words.

      “But they'd make me stronger, right?”

      “They'd make you paranoid, send you into a place of hell, and we wouldn't know when or if you'd get out.”

      “But you've used them.”

      “Once when I was little and didn't know what they were. Once when I was dying and thought it was the only way to help you.”

      “Maybe this is the only way I could be helped.”

      “The Cruxes aren't an option, Aella. You know that. Look at them.” Stepping closer to her, Killian held a hand out between them before meeting her eyes.

      An element grew across each finger, and she looked at them. Her scar from the Scythe began to burn with their presence; the Masters that filled her dreams filled her awake mind, and the ache in her head felt capable of splitting her apart. Through all of this was the bonding feeling of fear, and she choked on the next breath she was supposed to take but it wouldn’t enter. It stopped in her throat and⁠—

      “Aella?” They disappeared, being replaced by Killian’s concerned face and his hand resting on her arm.

      It was a moment before she answered. Then, she could only shake her head.

      “What's this about? Haylen?”

      “She thinks Carrick is the only one who'd remotely pass for the Sun.”

      “And you believe her?”

      “Don’t you?”

      “No. Carrick has nothing on you.”

      She frowned at him.

      “I’m serious, Aelie. He’d say the same thing. You’ve never noticed nor cared how others see you. You know you can do something, and you do it. You've been surprising people your entire life. Don't let one scared girl change that.”

      “I don't need compliments, Killian. I need reality—I need to see reality so I can prepare.”

      He all but rolled his eyes. “Reality is everyone in that house has never had a single doubt about you, and you haven't either until some spoiled kid from Lauria says she doesn't think you can do it.”

      “Well, she can see the future, and it turns out I can’t.”

      “It doesn't matter what she saw. She doesn't want to be with us. She could've made that up for all we know.”

      “She didn’t.”

      “She could've. Fear does a lot to a person. Don't think about it.”

      “Easy for you to say. You aren't the one alone, cold, and dying.”

      He did roll his eyes that time. “You won't be alone. I'll tether myself to you if it makes you feel better.”

      She gave a weak laugh—mostly because she knew he needed it. “You're right. Of course, you're right. Sorry. I just got in my head. I won't die, and I'll kill all seven Masters.”

      He grinned, kissing her on the cheek. “There she is.”

      
        
        Killian

      

      

      It took all he had to say the words and not let her feel the fear inside him. Haylen had made everything real—the girl who showed up and spoke death over Aella without any regard for the impact of her words.

      He hated that Aella would have to kill all of them. That death was even a possibility, something being discussed without irony. He hated that they were in Rhaelyn, in the home of people he barely knew yet who had become Aella’s new home. He hated who this was making Aella turn into. He saw the darkness in her when no one else did. Aella’s energy was that which always had the power to consume her or others. It was a constant battle, to keep the energy up instead of spiraling down. When it was up, there was nothing like it—it was magnetic, like sun glistening off the surface of the earth in early dawn. But when it was dark, it sunk into you like a stone. He could tell she was trying to hide this from him; she knew he hated it, but it didn’t mean she was good at keeping it hidden.

      Killian loved Aella. He had loved Aella since they were small. He had loved her for so long that he couldn't remember a time when he didn't. He loved the way she fought, the way she spoke, the way she stood her ground, the way she smiled, and the way she loved him in return. But now the love hurt. He couldn't imagine her dead when she was so alive. And yet, as much as he'd denied the truth of the prophecy, her death had been prophesied.
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        Aella

      

      

      She stared at the home for a long time—long enough for Magdalen to eventually open the door and squint out at her.

      “Aella? My Fate, Aella Aurellian, is that you?”

      “Um, yeah, it's me.” She took a step forward in the brutal snow as the woman continued to squint out at her. “Sorry to bother but⁠—”

      “No bother!” Magdalen beamed, holding the door open. “What did I do to deserve this honor? Two members of the Sun under my roof on the same day?”

      “Two?” Peering around Magdalen, Aella saw Carrick sitting on her couch, looking up from a mug in the same surprise she directed towards him.

      “Aella? What are you doing here?”

      “What are you doing here?” she repeated the question as she shrugged off her coat that Magdalen immediately took to set by the fire.

      “I was telling Mags about Mal. You?”

      “Came for advice.”

      “The great Aether comes to me for advice?” Magdalen turned back to her with a grin and a wink. “This day just keeps getting better and better. The kids are all in town, and I promise no other guests are lurking about. Tea?” she asked, while already pouring a second mug.

      “Um, sure,” Aella said, carefully stepping out of her boots to not track even more snow into the home than she already had.

      Though, Magdalen didn’t seem to mind. Handing her the mug, she brought Aella’s boots to the fire as well and motioned to the other side of the couch. “Sit, sit, my child, and tell me all you've experienced since I last saw you.”

      Aella did sit, though she firmly avoided Carrick’s gaze. She knew the expression he held, and she didn’t want to meet it. If she had, there was a dangerous chance of either sobbing or laughing when neither would be helpful at the moment.

      Though, it didn’t work. As Magdalen went to place more water on the stove, Carrick leaned forward enough that his curls became visible in her periphery. “Why are you here?” he whispered.

      “I told you⁠—”

      “This has to do with Haylen, doesn't it?”

      “Everything has to do with Haylen,” she said, risking a look at him. She was right. His face was both comical and touching with the concern he held, thus the laughter and the tears. She looked away.

      “You're going to do something stupid, aren’t you.”

      “I’m not. Why do you always assume I'm going to do something stupid?”

      “Because you usually do.”

      “You—”

      “You two have grown to be like an old married couple since I last saw you,” Magdalen chuckled, moving back into the room with her own steaming cup. “It must've driven Malak crazy.”

      Both blushed, glancing at each other before turning away.

      “He seemed happy,” Aella said, forcefully changing the subject. “He has a whole clinic to himself.”

      “Mm, Carrick told me. I pray it's what he needs to get the darkness out of him. I'm sure it was hard to leave you two.”

      “Leaving was rushed. I wish we had a chance to say a better goodbye.”

      Magdalen nodded, then looked at Aella with an uncharacteristically serious expression. “I heard about that as well. I'm sorry, Aella. Your brother-in-law, by all accounts, was a man to be respected.”

      “Thank you.” She nodded. She didn't like bringing up Jace—his death. She wanted to ignore it…pretend he, like Malak, simply decided to stay in Parva.

      “Someday it will not serve you well to keep that grief inside. You should be careful.”

      Instinctively, Aella turned to Carrick who only shrugged back at her. They both knew that when you entered Magdalen’s home, you resigned yourself to awkward moments.

      “I’m not keeping it in,” Aella said, looking back at Magdalen. “I just haven't had time⁠—”

      “Because your death was prophesied? Carrick already told me. The girl—Haylen Ealie—has Meyotas?”

      Aella looked at Carrick again, and he didn’t return it—though the entire back of his neck was bright red. That single flush told her this was the reason Carrick had gone to Magdalen, and he knew she knew this which only increased the blushing. However, what he didn’t know was what a relief it was.

      With Killian, Aella had to be fine because she could feel his fear oozing from every pore, and he had already lost so much that year. If Aella showed Elodie how afraid she was, it would only make its way to Killian or be dissected in logical explanations that held no place in emotional reactions. But Carrick—well, Carrick was already there talking to Magdalen about what made Aella most afraid and not mentioning the hour Aella stood outside her home before going in because he had assumed, accurately, that Aella was terrified. And he wouldn’t give her fear any more thought than that because who wouldn’t be afraid if their death was prophesied? It was a space that would allow for something to be figured out.

      “Haylen said her Meyotas has never been wrong before,” Carrick explained in answer to Magdalen’s question.

      “But Miss Ealie was also scared and is now angry. Anger and fear can change any version of reality, Meyotas or not,” Magdalen said, taking a sip of tea as if they were discussing whether it’d be an early spring.

      “So, you don't think she saw me dying?” Aella asked.

      “No, I believe she did. You're in for a bad night come Winter Solstice, but dying and dead are two different things. I do not believe you will become dead, no matter whatever gets you there.”

      “Why?”

      “It's a feeling. A seventh Master rises, and you fight him or her that night. She said she saw you kill one, correct?”

      “Yes, but…you think it’ll be the one to rise with me? Not an older one?”

      “The older Masters will be biding their time. They've had centuries to teach them patience.”

      Aella’s eyes dropped to the tea in her mug, watching the heat swirl off it into thin wafts of steam. Centuries of years compared to her eighteen. Nothing like an opponent who had lived for millenniums to make her feel more hopeless of her youth.

      “Are you ready to fight, Aella?”

      The question made her look back up. “Yes, of course, I am.”

      “Good.” Magdalen smiled. “Make sure you believe that by the time Winter Solstice arrives.”

      Carrick glanced at Aella before turning to Magdalen. “Haylen also said Aella is the only one who can kill a Master. Is that true?”

      “It is.”

      “Why?”

      “You'll know as soon as you meet one. Masters encompass everything. They will prey on every point of your being—tricks on your mind, body, and soul. Despite the talents and strength of the Sun, Aella is the only one strong enough to withstand such torment.”

      “I don’t understand,” Aella said. “What do you mean ‘strong?’ I almost died during the awakening. Carrick was the one who was able to speak to them.”

      “Because it was through your mind he met them. You, Aella, hold everything the earth will lose on Winter Solstice. You carry within you the essence of the universe. And, above all else, you are you.”

      “What do you mean, I'm me?”

      “I mean, you are Aella Aurellian. You have been hand-selected to fight Masters. And if there is one piece of advice I can give you, it is to never forget that. There will be times people you love will think you're turning into the very Masters you're fighting, but you are Aella Aurellian, chosen for this.”

      Again, Aella turned to Carrick, but he wasn’t looking at her. A small frown pressed between his eyes, and the knuckles around the mug he was holding whitened with his grip. His gaze was neither on the wall nor out the window but seemed thousands of miles away and until Magdalen said something, he didn’t notice either of them studying him.

      “You look perplexed, Carrick,” Magdalen said, bringing his focus back.

      “Sorry…” he straightened to place his mug on the small table in front of him, then drug both palms over his pants looking equally as concerned as before. “I just—if what Haylen said is true and Aella kills a Master on Winter Solstice but nearly dies, can’t we—there has to be something we can do now. Something other than waiting for a night when Aella may or may not die?”

      Aella nodded. “That's actually why I'm here. I asked Killian to use the Cruxes on me.”

      “You what?” Carrick turned to her.

      “He didn't obviously. But I need to get stronger. How can I get stronger?”

      “Glad you asked,” Magdalen said, getting to her feet and moving to a locked cabinet. “No one knows I have these,” she said, taking a key from her bosom. “You know I met a Master once?”

      “No…” they both said, looking at each other again as she twisted the key, opening the door.

      “I did. It was a horrible experience.” Withdrawing a stack of parchments, she moved back to them. “It was what caused me to recant, and it was what caused Kenden to attempt to become a Master himself. The process killed him. Becoming that void of light is a dangerous, painful thing.”

      “Malak’s dad tried to become a Master?” Carrick asked in surprise.

      “Sadly, yes.”

      “How? How does someone become a Master?” Carrick questioned further, and Aella hadn’t even noticed she was inching closer to him as they both stared at Magdalen in raptured focus.

      “There are three kills you must complete: the woman who bore you, the man who you admire, and the one you truly love. Kenden wasn’t strong enough for any of them—few are. But at that time, there was a lot of talk about it. We were experiencing the era of a new century, both the rise of an Aether and a Master. It was exciting until it became horrifying.”

      “And the Master you met⁠—”

      “Bronwyn,” Magdalen nodded. “That's her name. Malak was only a few months old when she came to us. She was—” She shuddered at the thought of it. “This is how I know, Aella, you'll be the only one able to kill a Master. That meeting nearly ended me. I was a fully developed, very skilled Shadow, and Bronwyn was only in her human form. When she transitioned to her Mastered being it made Kenden go mad with the sight.”

      “What did you do?” Aella asked.

      “I ran. I took Malak and ran as fast as I could while Kenden destroyed our home and himself within it.” Extending the bound parchments to Aella, Magdalen waited for her to take them.

      “What are these?” she asked while Carrick looked over her shoulder. Then, he swore.

      “Zuri Kade? Zuri Kade wrote these?”

      “You know of her?” Magdalen asked him in mild surprise.

      “Aella told me about her when she first got here, and I tried to find out more…” he let his voice drift as he began reading the papers in Aella’s hands.

      “How do you have these?” Aella asked.

      “Zuri Kade was the Aether the year Bronwyn rose to power, and she survived one year after her awakening. In that time, Zuri had managed to kill three Masters before finally being ended by Bronwyn. But she kept a diary—I think to pass on to future Aethers, tell them what she discovered, and help them. Bronwyn took it when Zuri was killed, and she had it the night she came to visit us.”

      “You…took it from her?”

      “To this day, I'm not sure why I did. Bronwyn would appear to people when summoned, only if she deemed them worth her time. Kenden was looking for a Master's blessing. It took him over a year to receive her into our home. We were in Murnad at the time.”

      “What?” Aella stammered. “You were in Murnad? You were—that was the year I was born.”

      Magdalen smiled slightly. “I know. Which is why Bronwyn brought the writings. She read us some of the passages and told us about Zuri. She told us it was the year of the Aether again, and she had a feeling this Aether would be a force like she hadn't faced since Zuri Kade. She was looking for a new Master to arise in eighteen years, but they'd have to be strong—strong enough to face this baby who was about to be born in the last minutes of Summer Solstice.”

      “You knew? When you first met me—you knew who I was?”

      “I did.” She smiled.

      A shocked sort of yelp escaped her throat, and she nearly stood. “You didn't tell me? Why?”

      “What would you have said if I had? To you, I was just Malak's crazy mother who used to be a Shadow. At that time, you didn't believe Aethers existed.”

      “But you hinted it to me,” Carrick said slowly. “After I brought Aella here for the tincture, you said⁠—”

      “You were connected,” she nodded. “Mm, yes. I knew about Aella the minute she walked through the gates. I figured you were involved, Carrick, after seeing you two together that day.”

      For the hundredth time, they looked at each other. As confident as Magdalen seemed to be, they hadn’t known they were connected. That day was an annoyance for Carrick brought on by his protective nature, and for Aella, it was an unhealthy need to be fine so Jace wouldn’t have to be. Yet, this woman had known?

      “I have never understood why I did what I did to take the journal,” Magdalen said. “And I’ve half expected Bronwyn to come after me herself for doing so, but it is obvious now why I did. Fate must’ve known that someday the baby girl in Murnad would find her way to my home. They're yours to keep, Aella. Physically, you are strong. Mentally, you're strong, but you are lonely. You think you are left to experience all this pain by yourself. That'll be your downfall—read Zuri's writings. You'll see what I mean.”

      Everything in Magdalen’s words was the truth, and it hit far too close. Instead of staying and exposing this to anyone else, Aella got to her feet. “Um, I better be getting back. Thank you, Magdalen.”

      “You are quite welcome. It has been a pleasure to meet the young woman a Master told me about years ago.”

      With a single nod, Aella stuffed her feet back into the damp boots and grabbed her coat. Holding the door handle, she looked back at the couch. “You coming, Carrick?”

      “No, um…” He looked up like he’d been lost in the same thoughts she had been. “No, just tell them I’ll be back in time for dinner.”

      “Okay,” she said before exiting the home into the blizzard.

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      “You're worried about her?” Magdalen asked after the door had shut, and Carrick sat straighter so he could see Aella’s disappearing form through the snow outside the window.

      “Of course, I am,” he said. “Everyone is. They’re all trying to keep her from feeling it.”

      “You aren’t.”

      With a short laugh, Carrick sunk back to the couch cushions. “No, I’ve never been good at hiding things.”

      “You have never been good at ignoring what is present. It is a gift.”

      Giving a non-committing grunt, he sipped his tea and looked out the window again. He couldn’t see her anymore. Should he have gone after her? Maybe…the expression she had held…

      “Don't leave her, Carrick.”

      He looked up at the words that interrupted his thoughts. “What? Why would I leave her?”

      “It'll get rough—in the next years. People won't understand the decisions she'll have to make. Right now, it all sounds very mystical and enthralling—a justice-filled fight of good versus evil. It's easy to say you'll stay beside her, but things become gray quickly. Read what happened to Zuri and don't let it happen to Aella.”

      “What happened to Zuri?”

      “The Sun abandoned her.”

      “What?”

      “All of them. And that was at a time when the earth wouldn't yet turn to Masters. The stakes weren't as high as they will be now.”

      “I don’t understand.” He sat up again. “Why would they abandon her? Did she do something?”

      “She did nothing but what was necessary to kill beings you and I can’t even look at in their dark forms. If Aella is to be successful, you will learn a side of her you could never imagine existing. A power that may terrify you, and to many, it’ll look like darkness. Do you understand?”

      “Mags, it’s Aella.”

      Magdalen chuckled. “You are a beautiful boy, Carrick. You truly are.”

      The heat rushed up the back of his neck and through his cheeks again, but he was mostly confused…and nervous. The time with Magdalen had done little to comfort him.

      “You won’t leave her,” Magdalen stated with a definitive nod. “The world might just have a chance.”

      Gulping the remainder of his tea, Carrick set the cup on the table and prepared to leave. That was usually the way it was with Magdalen. You would feel uncomfortable, have your mind blown, feel uncomfortable again, and need an abrupt out.

      “Um, thanks, Mags, for everything,” he said, slipping into his coat. “I’ll visit again soon.”

      “Please do,” she smiled, opening the door for him. “And I’m sorry for what you are about to experience, Carrick.”

      Looking at her for a moment, he nearly asked what she meant by that. But he felt like he already knew. It was the feeling of dread he’d held since Summer Solstice—actually since he was aware of emotions themselves; he’d been destined for something since birth, and that something was going to be harder than he currently had the capacity to imagine.

      Trudging into the snow, Carrick followed Aella’s disappearing footsteps until they stopped at the same rock he’d found her at after she’d taken the tincture. Seated on the snow-covered granite, she looked up at him. Her arms were wrapped around the bound parchment to protect the pages from the moisture, snowflakes coated her hair, and her face for once since Parva was honest.

      “Hey,” he said. “You okay?”

      “Yeah…I wasn’t ready to go back yet.”

      “I can tell them you’re on a walk or something.”

      She didn’t say anything.

      “Aella?”

      “I’m fine. I’m just—sad and lonely and overwhelmed.”

      “Just,” he chuckled.

      Smiling, she looked down at the journal in her arms and didn’t raise her gaze again. “What did Magdalen say after I left?”

      “To promise never to leave you. I guess the Sun left Zuri right before she was killed.”

      “The Sun left her?”

      “That’s what Magdalen said. It’s in the journal.”

      With a soft curse, Aella closed her eyes. Then she swore again as a single tear managed to slip down her cold-rosed cheeks. As another fell, he took a seat beside her.

      “I don’t want to die,” she whispered. “And I don’t want to be the Aether. I wish none of this had happened, but I’m trying not to show that because I need people to believe I have a hope of succeeding. And I am lonely—I’m so lonely that I can’t breathe at night. I keep thinking how could this be possible? How is it that I was chosen to be the Aether? Carrick, I can’t do this.”

      Before he had a chance to say a word, she shook her head. “I can do this. I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said all that.”

      “Because it’s true?”

      With a sigh, she gave a single nod. “Can you not tell anyone about this?”

      “Don’t you think they already know?”

      She shook her head. “I hope not.”

      “I won’t tell,” he promised. “Want to go home?”

      “Yeah.” Drawing her mittens over her face, she got up from the rock and faced him. “Is it obvious?”

      He smiled slightly. “That you’re a human being and afraid of your death being prophesied?”

      “Yeah, that.” She gave a slight laugh and looked away with the flash of pain that resurfaced.

      “It’s not,” he said, getting to his feet too and starting down the path. “But maybe let it be a little more. At least to those of us stuck in the same future as you.”

      The crunch of her footsteps followed him as they wove through the trees back to Eddie’s, and they were both quiet. But as they neared the main paths, he looked back at her. “Um, you know that I won’t leave though, right?” he asked. “Like Zuri’s Sun…you know that won’t happen. I won’t leave.”

      With a more genuine laugh, she looked at him with the familiar uptick of her right lip into a smirk. “After these last six months, that’s the only thing I know.”
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        Elodie

      

      

      They sat in the Head Commander's home the morning before Winter Solstice. In front of a large map of Rhaelyn, Aella stood with the other Commanders confirming the plans for the following day. Next to her, Carrick peered closer to the map, asking a question he’d probably already asked several times before which would inevitably be met with Aella answering it and telling him to stop worrying. There wasn’t a point to Killian and Elodie joining them. To the Commanders of Rhaelyn, there were those who might be able to do something on Winter Solstice, and then there was Killian and Elodie.

      The reason for this was as adolescent-driven as anything else. The response to the journals had polarized them. Aella had read them until she’d memorized every page, using them to ignite a new fiery resolve within her. Carrick had also memorized them due to his worry about what the words were doing to Aella, and he matched her fire—also, simply, because he was worried.

      Aella would wake earlier than was reasonable, drag herself through a strict training regimen that involved sprinting up hills through mounds of snow, climbing trees, scaling buildings, and dueling anyone willing to fight her with whatever methods. And Carrick would follow her, keeping up with nothing more than the fuel from his own anxiety.

      Out of support, Killian and Elodie had each tried, but they lacked the internal motivation to do so; Killian because he had one leg and Aella never seemed to remember that. Elodie because she couldn’t take it seriously. They were fit enough. What they should spend their time doing was learning.

      So while Carrick and Aella tore out of the house each day to put their bodies through all levels of physicality, Elodie and Killian sat in front of Eddie’s fireplace, drinking tea and discussing Haylen’s prophecy, the journal entries Killian hadn’t even been able to read, and the words that would never be uttered in front of Aella.

      Once Aella and Carrick returned, they would plunge into every paper, map, or book they could find to create outlandish strategies that never had a hope of being used unless very specific things first occurred. It made Elodie want to scream, and it made the banished thought resurface far more frequently—she would’ve given anything to be the Aether.

      The one fact that in the past had served to comfort Elodie—that they were five points of an equal Sun—was challenged by the journal of Zuri Kade.

      In one sitting, Elodie had read it and then never picked it up again. She couldn’t fathom why Malak's mom would've allowed Aella to read them. Within the first year, every member of Zuri Kade’s Sun had decided the battle was not worth fighting. In dark and depressing details, the previous Aether had outlined exactly why each one left. Every Master’s death was described in visceral horror, and the roles of the Sun within each death were mapped out—meaning they had hardly anything to do with them. It had all been Zuri Kade.

      Predictably, this encouraged Aella. If she could do it alone, she would. Though, of course, she denied that. She only said they helped her prepare, to know what she might expect.

      Which, also predictably, had crushed Killian. He’d refused to read further than the first entry but knew enough to know they all had left her. So he spent most of his time trying to convince Aella that he would never leave her, to put down the journal, and for Fate’s sake, Aelie, it’s not Solstice yet! Can’t we enjoy a Shadowed second? It was an argument spouted often and met with Aella saying that she couldn’t rest until the last Master fell, and he should know that. Elodie could only, generously imagine, that Aella didn’t realize how cruel she was being.

      But all of this had led them to this day—with Carrick and Aella next to the Commanders and Elodie and Killian forgotten about at the table.

      Massaging his leg, Killian’s frown grew as Aella pointed along Rhaelyn’s East wall, going into details as to how the guards would alert the clan if they were first attacked.

      “You okay?” Elodie whispered to him.

      Glancing at her, Killian shook his head.

      “Do you want to leave?”

      As if hearing them herself, Aella turned back to the table. “Um, we’re just going through the final stage. Do you guys want to come and see?”

      “Isn’t it already planned out?” Elodie asked as Killian, once more predictably, got to his foot and limped closer to look so he wouldn’t hurt Aella’s feelings.

      With a heavy sigh, Elodie followed.

      “Tonight, we'll move to the northern bunker,” Aella explained, looking mostly at Killian as she pointed at an X on the map. “If Rhaelyn is attacked and if we cannot help fight, we will exit through the cliffs here.” She moved her finger directly up from the bunker. “But I’m hoping it won’t come to that.”

      “Good,” Knightly murmured with a nod to his head that seemed never to end. “Good. It's a solid plan. Hopefully, the fight won't come to us this soon. Does anyone have any questions?”

      No one said anything.

      “Very well. Then, I suggest taking the last day of freedom to be with your families. Fate be with you all.”

      As the great hall began to disperse with its people, Aella looked back at them. “Did that make sense?” she asked.

      “We can read maps as well as you,” Elodie said, earning frowns from both Carrick and Killian. How she always became the bad guy was beyond her. “I mean to say, yes it makes sense. Can we get going?”

      “Yes,” Aella nodded, grabbing her coat and leading them out of the hall to the paths heading back to Eddie’s. “What should we do today? Before we move to the bunker?”

      “What would you like to do before bleeding out alone on a cold rock?” Carrick asked, quirking an eyebrow at her.

      Though Aella laughed, neither Elodie nor Killian had. It wasn’t funny. And it could be a possibility.

      “I say we avoid anything that involves Aether journals, plans, or training—or any talk of what may or may not happen tomorrow,” Killian said—in as much confrontation as he ever risked.

      Turning back to him, Aella looped her arms through his and gave Killian a small kiss on the cheek that effectively recentered him. “There will be no talk of any of those things. Plus, I told Eddie it was your birthday tomorrow. He's making a cake.”

      “Oh good,” Killian chuckled. “I was hoping I'd get one last birthday celebration in.”

      Aella grinned, giving him another kiss before letting go of his arm to run ahead in a dance of the elements she’d been honing, leaving Elodie to watch Killian’s face fall into a heartbreak.

      
        
        Killian

      

      

      They had played games throughout the day, eating more food than they thought possible. They laughed until it hurt, and they cried because it had gotten too real. And at the end of it, Eddie had placed a cake in front of Killian with a candle in the middle of its heaping frosting.

      “Make a wish,” he said with the smile only Eddie could produce. Small tears trailed down the man’s face, and there hadn’t been a time that day they weren’t present. As the minutes passed, he had hovered by Carrick’s side—using every moment in intentional conversation with his nephew while still taking time to make the ominous day something to celebrate instead of mourn.

      Though nothing in Killian felt the celebration around him. He had pretended well. He knew how to do that, but he couldn’t enjoy the day. In fact, a part of him resented that anyone could.

      But as Eddie placed the cake in front of him, Killian closed his eyes and made a wish. He wished Haylen was wrong. He wished they’d somehow wake up the next morning and find everything to be false—that the Sun truly was only a mark of ancient myths and nothing more. The journal he hadn’t been able to read was only the scrawled words of a person who’d lost their mind and held grandiose ideas of being an Aether. He wished he’d wake to find out Aethers didn’t exist at all, that Aella would only be an Ignis, and that they could rebuild their lives together away from Rhaelyn, away from all of this.

      As he blew out the candle and looked up, he saw Aella smiling back at him. Fate, she was beautiful—her dark hair, big eyes. He had loved her as long as he had been old enough to know what love was. She was everything to him, and he loved that she was his. But now…it only hurt to look at her.

      After the evening came to an end, after Eddie and Addison said goodbye to Carrick at the bunker, after Haylen’s dad brought her there with further apologies—after Haylen refused to say goodbye to him despite the tears streaming down his face—and after they’d settled into their cots, Killian closed his eyes again. This couldn’t be real. Out of everything moving through his mind, that was what he’d focused on. There was no way this could be real. There was no way Masters existed, and there was no way Aella would fall to one.

      It was what most in Rhaelyn believed. This was only a ritual, something used to placate those who fought for their truth to be exposed. By the time the sleep began to soften his mind, Killian believed it. By the next night, they’d all laugh over the fact they’d spent a night in a bunker believing the world would fall to darkness overnight; he and Aella, maybe Elodie too, would all make plans to leave, and this would only be a bad memory. Their life could finally begin.
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        Haylen

      

      

      Haylen waited until everyone was asleep before she made her move. It hadn't taken too much to decide to do it. After all, the Aether had helped her father hold her hostage, and this was war. Lives were lost in war.

      All Haylen wanted was to be in Lauria. She wanted to see her room again, her friends, her dog. She only wanted to be home, and she—the Aether—had made it impossible.

      “Aella?” Haylen whispered, crouching beside her cot.

      Her eyes opened immediately. Out of everyone in the room, two people knew without doubt what was going to happen. Haylen and Aella. Haylen because she saw it with her Meyotas, and Aella because her mere existence as Aether was damming evidence of a Master. The others said they believed the same, but they were asleep. If they had known it as far as both Aella and Haylen did, sleep would’ve been impossible.

      “What is it?” Aella whispered back, sitting up.

      “Can I talk to you outside?”

      “What?”

      “It’ll be fast.”

      Glancing at the other sleeping bodies, Aella sat up and moved to the door without further comment. As soon as they were outside, she turned to her again. “What is it?”

      “I saw something. The Master's here, coming in through the northern rocks.”

      Aella hesitated, looking behind her at the door. “That doesn’t make sense though. How—can it even happen this soon? It’s not even⁠—"

      “I saw it,” Haylen interrupted. “I didn’t tell anyone else. Aella, I’m scared. I don’t want anyone hurt, but…I think what I saw before…I think I was wrong. This…feels different. If you go now, maybe you can stop him before he transitions completely. I don’t think you’ll die, but I—if I tell others, it feels like they might.”

      Aella was silent. There was fallacy littered through every word Haylen spoke, and Aella was intelligent enough to see it. However, she was also selfish and reckless enough to attempt to go alone. On two occasions already, people she loved died in Shadowed attacks. She couldn’t risk that happening again.

      “I’m going to check it out. I'll sound the alarm if it's something. Don't wake up the others yet.”

      “I won’t.”

      
        
        Elodie

      

      

      She woke to Carrick’s curses.

      Through her sleep-blurred eyes, she saw him stumbling around the bunk, searching through the blankets on a cot while a continual stream of curses left his mouth.

      “Carrick?” Elodie sat up.

      “She’s gone—Aella’s gone. Fate…”

      The alarm obliterated the rest of his words, and he rushed to the window as Elodie got to her feet and Killian jerked from sleep.

      “What’s…El?” Killian rubbed his eyes, looking around in confusion. “What was⁠—”

      Another alarm.

      “The sky,” Carrick said, pressing his face to the window to see. “Holy Fate—the sky is—the sky’s—Shadowed hell.”

      Moving next to him, Elodie peered out of the pane. At first she thought it was the smudge of glass, maybe a stain playing tricks on her eyes. But it wasn’t.

      She had read about this. The stories were only speculation, what it would mean to give the world to darkness. But they had been right. If anything, they were watered-down images of the truth. Outside the window, the needles of the surrounding pine trees showed gray in an odd light. The sky was pale, a sickly iridescent aura—no longer dark—but something in between daylight and nighttime. And the earth lacked all colors. The brown of bark, the stars in the sky, the subtle shades in the snow covering the ground, all of it was gone. The only thing left was death traced through every bit of nature she could see.

      “Where's Aella?”

      Turning back, she saw Killian beginning the same search Carrick had been in moments before. “El—Elodie, Aella’s gone.”

      Also looking away from the window, Carrick’s gaze landed on Haylen.

      She had sat up with the alarms but didn't stand. She didn't look outside or around the room. She only sat, hugging her knees to her chest while tears streamed down her face without control.

      “What did you do?” Killian asked, turning on her also.

      “I didn’t⁠—”

      “What did you do?” Killian yelled, making all of them flinch.

      “I’m sorry,” Haylen sobbed. “I’m so sorry—I’m⁠—”

      Haylen’s words broke into a scream as Killian lunged at her, stopped only by Elodie stepping between them, holding a hand to Killian’s chest. “Kil, calm down.”

      “Calm down? Aella's gone and this—” He bit his lip before letting the vulgar words slip out. He drew a breath. “What did you do?” he asked a third time with a forced control.

      “I’m sorry⁠—”

      Killian’s fists clenched so tightly that Elodie thought his nails might break the skin. His face twisted in anger, stealing the dimples from his cheeks, and sparking the air with slivers of electricity that could become dangerous.

      “Killian, stop,” Elodie said. “Stop. You aren’t⁠—”

      “What did you do!” He screamed, pushing against her. “What are you doing?” This was directed at Carrick in the same amount of anger.

      Kneeling quietly in front of Haylen, Carrick ignored him. “Haylen, look outside. It's already happened. You can't pretend this isn't real anymore. And whether you believe in her or not, Aella's our only chance at ever seeing color again. Do you know where she is?”

      “I told her—I said I saw it—the Master—on the cliffs. And she left—she said she'd sound the alarms if it was anything.”

      Shrugging off Elodie, Killian moved to the door in a slam.

      In a slipped curse of her own, Elodie grabbed her pack and followed him. “Carrick, stay with her. I'll go with Killian. We'll check in every ten minutes.”

      “Elodie, I want⁠—”

      “Stay with her, Carrick,” she repeated harsher. “I’ll let you know if we hear anything.”

      Not waiting for a response, she shut the door and jogged to catch up to Killian. It was all becoming true. And the reason it was true was because Haylen surrendered Aella to the Master. And Aella was the idiot who’d agreed to it.

      
        
        Killian

      

      

      “Aella? Aella, can you hear me? Aella?”

      As Killian attempted in vain to force Aella to hear his words, Elodie walked silently behind him. The ghost-like trees loomed above them, casting a double shadow that made everything look like ash—like the earth itself would disintegrate with a mere touch. The moon and sun collided together in a contrast that cast the grounds in dizzying half-light, illuminating only a spectrum of white to black. It wasn’t until it was gone, did Killian realize the amount of color present in their everyday life. Now, the only colors he could see were on the clothing he and Elodie wore, the manmade hues looking painfully out of place.

      “Aella? Aella⁠—”

      “Get out.”

      He stopped. Elodie nearly ran into him.

      “Did you hear that?” Elodie asked.

      “Aella?” he tried again.

      “Get out—all of you—get out while you can.”

      “Aelie, we're here. We're looking for you. Where are you?”

      There was no response.
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        Aella

      

      

      It all felt off.

      Haylen had told her about the Master before midnight, and a Master could only rise on Winter Solstice…right? And Haylen had seen something else—had a different vision? What did that even mean? Though, she knew what it could’ve meant. It could’ve been as simple as Haylen wanting to run away and knowing Aella was the only one awake.

      That was what she had convinced herself of as she started to climb to a shelf on the cliff. It was maybe twenty feet from the ground, ten feet wide, and would serve her a good enough vantage to look around, see nothing, and head back to the bunker. From the edge, she could see the outline of the wall—the guard posts with their small flickers of light and nothing else.

      But as she looked over the sleeping Rhaelyn, she didn’t want to return to the rest of the Sun. It all felt…melancholic. In that moment, everything she’d prepared for in the last six months dissipated into this anticlimactic night where none of it would matter anyway.

      But nothing had happened yet.

      Shaking her head in a useless attempt to rid the feeling, she walked towards the back of the ledge and peered up at the cliffs continuing to a point where she could see the intersection of rock and a starry sky. Then, she lowered her gaze to look at the cold, icy stone directly in front of her. This was ridiculous. This feeling of melancholy was nothing more than a sleep-deprived girl who’d been sad for six months.

      Shaking her head again, she turned to retreat to the bunker.

      Then, he lifted himself over the lip of the cliff. Smiling, he walked slowly across the shelf toward her.

      Breath catching in her throat, she stumbled back to hit the rock wall. Its icy cold seeped into her back as a thick metal crept over her wrists to keep her there, pinned to the stone. Her body fell in weakness. Her arms, hands, legs turned numb, and it felt like her muscles liquified. She struggled to stay standing, much less conjure a single flame, and she knew—in one distinct second—Haylen’s first vision was coming true. But him?

      “Hello, Aella.”

      “Malak? I don’t⁠—”

      “You don't? Come on now. I thought you were smart. Though, I could've been wrong.”

      “You're a⁠—”

      “Not quite. I will be soon, though. Are you familiar with the rituals of the Masters?”

      She didn't let him finish—or she tried not to, but her powers—her elements were gone.

      “You remember the weaknesses, don't you?” His smile grew. “Those little vines keeping you in check while I delivered the Dokimi? This is, of course, stronger than that. I doubt even Elodie could do this. Simply put, it'll turn anyone into a Null if it touches their skin. Even an Aether.”

      Aella tried to breathe, tried to quell the fear rising.

      “I’m guessing you can't communicate with your friends—friends might not be the right term—the other cursed members of the Sun? Would you like to try?”

      She closed her eyes, and he laughed.

      “Of course not. You don't want anyone else to get hurt. Let me explain.”

      Cold and alone on a cliff shelf, bound to rock. She was alone. She had done this. She already failed.

      “The ritual of a Master is pretty simple,” he explained. “You must already be a Shadow, having submitted your mind to darkness. I had done that a long time ago before I even met you. It was so adorable how you kept defending me, saying things like, you know when someone's a Shadow. You didn't know, did you, Aella?”

      She didn't respond.

      He stopped pacing to turn to her. As he did, the bonds around her wrist dug into her skin until a thin layer of blood pressed beneath them. “Did you, Aella?” he asked again.

      “No. I didn't know you were a Shadow,” she answered—her voice shook as much as her body did.

      “Good girl.” He smiled. “My first act of a Shadow—the initiation they call it—was starting the fire that killed Carrick's parents. That's when I gave my mind to the darkness. It was the best decision I ever made.”

      “Why?”

      “Excellent question. Here, in Rhaelyn, I was only a Shadowed spawn. A Terre at that. The weakest art. My own mother didn't believe I'd become anything, and my stepfather—well, he hated every inch of my being. They both said I'd follow in my father's footsteps. I resisted for a bit, but then I asked myself the same question you just did, why? Why was I resisting? I could continue living as a helpless, bullied child, or I could become powerful. It was an obvious choice.”

      She was silent, and he stopped moving to study her before an odd smile stretched over his face. He was nearly unrecognizable.

      “The voice then told me to become Carrick's friend. I did. Very well, I might add. Carrick's pathetic. Everyone thinks he's some brilliant Ignis, the epitome of what it means to be a man, but he's just an insecure little boy begging for someone to understand his angst. I, of course, knew he was the Ignis of the Sun. The voice told me. And the moment you walked into Rhaelyn, I knew you were Aether.”

      “But you saved my life⁠—”

      “Another winning observation. I saved your life three times. The voice told me to do it or I wouldn't have. The Scythe wound was meant to kill you, but it was delivered by an idiot Shadow with no forward-thinking. I knew I was to save your life. I had even set it up so beautifully. With the extent of your injury and the potion I used to help heal it, you would have had the side effects for over a year. Thus, you wouldn't have been able to use any elemental power without reliving the day your family died. Then, my mother got in the way, and Carrick realized—for the first time in his arrogant teenage years—that maybe he was just weak and that was why he had so many panic attacks. Very inconvenient timing for his revelation.”

      She was silent.

      “The second time I saved your life was after you nearly drowned on Summer Solstice. That one was ammunition. I knew Carrick wouldn't trust me after using the Dokimi on you. I had to have something for him to rely on, the nagging piece of evidence that maybe I wasn't bad. After all, I saved your life when he asked me to. Though, honestly, after that day, I think Carrick knew—deep down, of course—I wasn't who he thought I was. Our friendship changed.”

      “And the third?”

      “The third was when you were in the throes of Dokimi, and I visited you. I was the one who got you to come back. When I was left alone with you, I gave you a simple herb that brought you out. So, as I was explaining, the ritual of a Master—to sell not only your mind, but your body and soul as well—includes three kills: the woman who birthed you, the man you admire, and the one you truly loved.”

      An icy dread washed down her spine.

      “When I met you, I nearly thought about recanting the Shadowed art. Isn't that something? A girl like you possibly stopping my transition to power? But you scared me. You were smart, bold, powerful—more than even they realized. I wasn't sure I could defeat you. I wasn't sure I wanted to. But there was one thing that changed my mind for good. Do you know what that was?”

      She didn't answer until the bonds began tightening again. “Killian,” she gasped against the bite. “It was Killian.”

      “Very good, Miss Aurellian.” He smiled. “You see, I had fallen in love with you. And then, you found each other, and I saw you with him. That stupid, dimpled boy who had a tenth of my power and skill. That boy with one leg, who'd grown so weak from a mere scratch of a Scythe, who'd never be as strong as you, who'd never be your equal, and never had a hope of protecting you—and yet you loved him. You loved him to the point of eclipsing all others, and I knew you would never love me as I loved you. That was the day I decided. The rest was easy. I admired Jace, truly. He was a good man, though an easy kill. The ironic part was that you asked for it.”

      She felt a tear slide down her cheek, and he scoffed, catching it. “Fate, Aella, you're crying already? You always were a crier.” He shook his head, mocking her. “Anyway, I killed Jace. My mother was also easy. I ended her last night while everyone moved to their allotted positions. And now you, the one I truly loved. I thought you'd be more difficult, but sadly, it doesn't seem you'll offer much fight.”

      Walking slowly towards her, Malak focused his gaze on hers—with the soft, brown eyes that had once reminded her of Killian. Killian. Fate, what would he do now? She’d been so selfish. So stupid.

      “I did love you—I do love you,” Malak continued. “The Masters fear you. They think you would've been different than any other Aether. You might've made it if I hadn’t put in my bid to become the seventh. I'm nearly sad I won't see your glory.”

      Grabbing the back of her head, he forced his lips against hers. She fought, trying to turn from him, but he only held her harder. “Imagine what Killian would think if he saw us now,” he whispered. Then, she bit him.

      Jerking back, he brought a hand up to his lip, before striking her violently across the face. “Enough of that,” he grunted as she slumped against the bonds, and he withdrew a thin arrow and a small vial from the inside of his jacket.

      Meeting her eyes again, he slowly poured the vial over the tip of the arrow, twisting it as a thick nectar-like liquid coated the end. “If it wasn't for you, this transcendence wouldn’t have been possible. You were the only one—the only human I ever loved. In a way, this has always been our destiny. Yours to be the Aether. Mine to be the Shadow who'd be your equal—the one who could kill you. Bronwyn knew that when she visited my parents that night eighteen years ago. Incredible to think, you and I, babies in different Murnad homes, destined to be here today in these roles.”

      Moving towards her, he held up the arrow. “This was made especially for you—my own invention. Even Elodie won't find it anywhere in her books. It'll kill you, very slowly and very painfully. Do you see the tip? It'll spring open once inside you. Each prong is laced with each Stoicheia's weakness—the very things coating the metal on your wrist.”

      “You don't have to do this,” she whispered. “Malak, we can help you.”

      “And not join the reign of the Masters?” he laughed. “You don't make a good case for yourself.” Pushing up her tunic on her left side, he placed the tip of the arrow between two ribs, directly above the end of the coiling Scythe scar. “If my calculations are correct, it'll take you eighteen to twenty-four hours to die. You'll be in torturous pain the entire time, all while your friends are trying to find you. Are you ready?”

      “Malak, don’t—” Her words were stolen from her as he slowly pushed the arrow into her flesh.

      “I’m sorry, Aella,” he whispered, giving the arrow a slight twist. It expanded, grinding against her ribs. Then, the pain hit. It was all-consuming. The scream that came from her throat wasn't one she'd recognized or acknowledged as her own. As the weaknesses released into her blood, her body tore apart, shredding in a war against itself.

      Stepping back, Malak smiled in relief and looked to the sky as he held his hands palm up. “Masters, it is finished,” he chanted. “To your bidding, I give my life.”

      As the words left his mouth, his hair fell from his head in clumps, and his skin stretched over his bones, exposing every black blood vessel beneath. The brown of his eyes darkened, and the curve of his lips twisted into a chaotic grin, spreading over his face. Throwing his head back, he laughed, relishing the power—the insanity.

      The world lit in a blinding light, and Aella forced her eyes to shut. When she opened them again, the earth had fallen into a gray death. In the sky, the sun and the moon collided into a blinding orb, eclipsed by a deep shadow, giving everything a glowing, dimmed appearance. Nothing held color—the trees, the earth, the rock around her—only her crimson blood dripping rhythmically to the stone. That was when the first alarm rang.

      Through her pain-drenched mind, she wondered how he'd become a Master already. She was still alive. She wasn't dead. Though, he fully suspected she was. In every inch of his black heart, he knew her to be dead.

      But, she wasn’t.

      “You should've learned your lesson—” she gasped, choking over her own words.

      He stopped laughing to look at her. “Why are you still talking? You shouldn't be talking.”

      “You shouldn’t—let an—Aether live.” As she forced the words to leave in audible form, flames licked over her metal bonds. They seared into her flesh, dripping to the stone as they heated against her. But they did not affect her powers.

      “This isn't possible. What are—how are you doing this?”

      “You should know—Aethers don't behave—the way you want⁠—”

      The metal bent behind the pressure of the heat.

      Malak's twisted mouth flinched as he stepped toward her.

      Her knees buckled; her vision grew black, but she fought to enunciate the following three words, “You—are—nothing.”

      Forcing all her energy into him, she drenched him with it. And he screamed terrible, gurgling cries until there was only silence.

      The Master form left him as he stood briefly motionless in the body of the Malak she had known. Then, he tilted, slipping over the edge of the cliff without an exclamation of life. He’d been dead before the fall. She had killed him.

      Falling to the rock, her blood pooled beneath her exactly as Haylen saw. Using the last of her mind, she forced the words and prayed they’d listen. “Get out—all of you—get out while you can.”

      Then, she slipped into the pain.
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        Carrick

      

      

      “Carrick, don’t,” Haylen begged, curling further into herself.

      He tried to ignore her, forcing as much as he could into a pack to prepare to leave. He’d heard her voice. She was…well, she was alive and that was all he’d let himself think. Now, he had to find her.

      “This is what I said would happen,” Haylen sobbed. “She's dead. Our deaths won't help her.”

      “You aren't this person, Haylen.”

      “What?”

      “You aren't this much of a coward. I know you aren't. You wouldn't have been chosen as the Sun if you were. Why are you pretending?” It was a snap of a question, but one that made her sit up and take the coat he was thrusting at her.

      “No…I am. I am.”

      “You aren’t,” he said firmer, handing her a pack as well. They would need at least something to survive, and once he found Aella…well, it couldn’t be promised they’d be able to return. “You're making a choice not to help when you can just as easily make another. Who do you want to be, Haylen?”

      “I want to be home.”

      “That's not possible!”

      She flinched back against the yell, and he threw the pack to land on the cot beside her.

      “Do you know where she is?” he asked, hand on the doorknob.

      “She's dying, Carrick.”

      “She's dying. She's not dead. You heard her—I don't want her to die alone⁠—”

      “She won’t,” she whispered. “Killian finds her.”

      “What?”

      Her head sunk into her knees over the coat laid on her lap. “The vision I had—I never told you—Killian finds her and uses the Cruxes—all four.”

      Carrick stared at her. Then he opened the door.

      “Carrick don’t—” she got up to grab his arm. “Don't leave me—please!”

      Jerking his arm from her, he stepped towards her. “She had a chance, and you never said anything. Get your coat on, grab that pack, and stop crying. You did this.”

      “No, I⁠—”

      “You did this, Haylen. We’re the Sun. Look around you.”

      With a quivering lip, she turned back to pick up the coat, then the pack. As he left the bunker, she stumbled behind him in silence save for her occasional sobs.

      “Killian?” he forced into his mind.

      “We haven't found her.”

      “I know. Haylen said she saw you in her vision. You used the four Cruxes on Aella.”

      “Four?” Even in his mind, he could hear the shock. “Carrick, that’s⁠—”

      “I know, but she saw you do it. We're coming to meet you now. If that's true, we'll need to get out fast.”

      There was a long silence. “Okay. We're near the cliffs. Fate⁠—”

      “What are you seeing?”

      Silence. “Malak is here. He’s dead.”

      “What?” Carrick’s feet stopped moving, and as Haylen stumbled into his back, he subconsciously held out a hand to steady her. “Killian, Malak is there?”

      There wasn’t an answer.

      “Killian, what is it? Do you see her?”

      Nothing.

      “Killian? Elodie?”

      Again, no answer.

      
        
        Elodie

      

      

      Elodie stared at his corpse and the blood pooling beneath him. “Killian, it's—it's—how? I don't understand.”

      Barely looking at Malak, Killian climbed over the large boulders in search of Aella while not responding to anything Elodie said.

      So, Elodie knelt next to him, the Terre she'd given her clinic to. What had he done to it? Pulling her mitten off, she reached her fingers to his temple and let his last thoughts flood into her mind.

      “I would've been great. I would've been an unparalleled force. Imagine the type of powers that would come from claiming an Aether as the third soul. They would've all bowed to me⁠—”

      “Elodie?” Killian’s voice broke her concentration.

      “I’m a Necromancer,” she muttered, still looking at Malak. She hated doing this.

      “You're a what?”

      “Necromancer. You didn't think I was the only one without a rare gift, did you? I'm trying to find where Aella is, so I need you to be quiet.” She reached out to touch Malak’s temples again. “Please, continue.”

      “They would've worshipped me. I would've ruled the earth, heaven, and hell. And then she killed me. She shouldn't have been able to do that. It doesn't make sense. She's far more powerful than I realized, and I thought I knew that better than anyone else.”

      An image started to form in Elodie’s mind. Aella bound to rocks with metal—Stoicheia weakness. Malak pressed an arrow into her ribs, then twisted it. A horrible scream. Then, a blinding light. She saw Aella slump to the stone, no longer imprisoned with metal. Then, he tipped backward.

      Elodie opened her eyes, searching the rising cliffs. She stood. “Kil, look⁠—”

      He followed her gaze, swearing as they both saw the small hand dangling over the edge of a shelf twenty feet up.

      “Aelie—Fate, Aella⁠—”

      Moving to the cliff face, he started to climb. The wooden peg slipped several times off the damp stone, but he made it to the lip, pulling himself over the edge. As Elodie crawled over next, she stopped.

      In a pool of blood, as Haylen’s vision prophesied, Aella lay on the stone. Her eyes opened with their arrival, and she shook with pain as she tried to focus on them. “Go—Go—you have to⁠—”

      “Shh, it's okay,” Killian murmured to contradict Aella’s command, but the way he looked up at Elodie stole the calmness of his words.

      “What did he do to you?” Elodie asked, immediately kneeling beside her to assess the arrow protruding from her side and—gasping, Elodie held up a wrist. “Aella, what is this?”

      “Four weaknesses—I don't—he said you wouldn't know⁠—”

      “He's wrong,” Elodie interrupted. “Killian, help her lay on her back but keep her upright. She won't be able to breathe if she's flat.” Her words came out strong and confident. They always did when someone was dying, and she was responsible for attempting to save their lives. But the small part inside her that held her emotions—her soul—was screaming in equal rage at this happening in the first place and terror of possibly being written into history as the Terre who failed to save the Aether’s life.

      As Killian did as she asked, Elodie inspected the arrow, feeling along the shaft for any mechanism to press the prongs together. There wasn't one. Each barb dug deep against Aella’s ribs, making it impossible to release without breaking the bone itself.

      “El?”

      Looking up from the wound, Elodie met both Killian’s horrified expression and Aella’s—that looked closer to death.

      “Am—I—” a weak cough that left a speckle of blood on her bluish lips. “I’m—dead?”

      Killian turned away from the question, and Elodie stated, “Of course not,” as confidently as she could. Though, if she had to bet, she’d say she was.

      A single tear slipped from the corner of Aella's eye. “I’m so—sorry⁠—”

      “Stop talking,” Elodie said, refocusing on the problem—how the hell she’d get the arrow out. “You’re using too much energy.”

      Aella didn’t listen. Even half dead, she didn’t listen. “Leave—El, you—there might be⁠—”

      “We won't leave you, and you aren't going to die. You told us you wouldn't. Remember?”

      Aella’s eyes filled with tears. “Elodie⁠—”

      “Tell me you aren't going to die.”

      Squeezing her eyes shut, Aella slumped further against Killian. Then, she nodded.

      “Good. I'm going to have to get this out.”

      From her bag, Elodie took a knife, a bottle of pure alcohol, and a roll of bandages. Then, instructing Killian to hold Aella’s tunic out of the way, she hunched closer to the wound, straining against the weak light to see where precisely to cut. As she did, Aella's stomach moved in and out with quick breaths, her muscles trembling beneath Elodie’s touch. The skin was already beginning to turn black around the entry point.

      “Aella, you can't move,” Elodie said, as she placed one hand on Aella’s abdomen and the other around the arrow itself. “You have to stay still. The more the weaknesses get into your blood, the worse it'll be.”

      Aella nodded—though she looked incapable of hearing much less answering, so Elodie turned to Killian. “Killian keep her still.”

      He looked away, but his grip tightened.

      With a deep breath, Elodie slid the knife into Aella’s skin.

      Muted gasps of pain escaped Aella’s lips, and Killian closed his eyes, tucking his head next to hers.

      “Fate, Aella…” Elodie murmured, trying not to think about the pain she was causing as she made the final cut.

      “I’m okay—Elodie—I'm okay⁠—”

      Aella’s hitched voice entered her mind, and Elodie looked up to see the confidence in Aella's eyes—confidence in Elodie’s ability to somehow help this situation.

      “I’m…okay.”

      “I have to break your ribs,” Elodie said out loud for no more reason than she didn’t want Carrick to hear that, and she didn’t believe Haylen had a right to.

      Aella only nodded in return.

      Recentering herself, Elodie turned back to her fingers in Aella’s flesh. She had done this before, though she didn’t know many Terres who could. Her art was to hold the energy of the earth, of nature. The cells that made up humanity made up the rest of biology, and flesh and bone could be bent. Though, she had not found a way to mend through touch. She could only break.

      Firmly placing a finger against each smooth edge of bone, she forced energy into them, feeling the crack beneath her touch. Then without stopping movement, Elodie plunged her fingers into Aella’s side and jerked the prongs through her flesh.

      Aella's scream had grown silent as her body arched against the agony, her fingers digging into Killian's arms.

      Casting the arrow to the side, Elodie stuffed a wad of bandages into the gaping wound and commanded Aella to hold still.

      As if that was a possibility. She knew what had happened. As she released the arrow, each weakness it held seeped into the flesh to attack the Aether. It would’ve been torture. Weaknesses were not meant to be placed internally.

      This couldn’t—they weren’t meant to interact with blood, and if they did…she couldn’t survive this. There was no way for Aella to survive this. And she just—looking up at Killian, Elodie waited until his pale face turned towards her.

      “El?” he whispered.

      “She’s not going to make it,” she whispered back. “This—no one can survive this.”

      Killian turned away again as movement made them both watch Carrick pull himself over the edge of the cliff. He looked at each of them, then at Aella lying on the stone surface.

      Elodie shook her head to signal the same thing she’d just told Killian, but Carrick ignored her.

      Kneeling next to Aella, he took her limp hand in his. “Ael? Can you hear me?”

      Somehow, she managed to open her eyes. “Car—Mal⁠—”

      “I know. I saw him.”

      “I’m…sorry. I had to—I had⁠—”

      “I know,” he whispered, still holding her hand. “It's okay. This will be okay.” Then, he looked up at Killian. “The Cruxes?”

      “Carrick, I can’t—” Killian shook his head. “The pain…she'd go insane. It wouldn't help⁠—”

      “What?” Aella gagged, body arching under each of their hands, leaving her gasping for breath. But she stayed focused. She had been the only one to not hear the second half of Haylen’s vision.

      Elodie closed her eyes.

      Killian looked away.

      And Carrick took a breath to turn back to Aella. “Haylen saw Killian use his Cruxes on you—all of them.”

      “Do I—make it?” She didn’t say this to any of them, but to a point over Elodie’s shoulder, and when she turned, she saw her. In her foolish fur coat and boots, Haylen stood near the edge of the cliff with a full pack on her back.

      Shifting a gaze between each of them, Haylen refocused on Aella. “I didn’t see. But…how could you? You’re—already dead.”

      Aella shook her head, coughing as more blood slipped from her lips. “I’m not—” More coughing, more blood. “Dead—I’m not.”

      For once Elodie agreed with Haylen. It wasn’t possible to survive this wound and to use the Cruxes…it would create possibilities worse than death. Killian, probably better than anyone, knew that as truth. And as he heard both Haylen’s and Aella’s words, he had turned his head away, squeezing his eyes shut as his body shook with grief he tried not to let Aella feel. It was all coming true.

      “Killian, I can help her,” Elodie whispered. “I can make this peaceful.”

      “What the—no!” Carrick protested, looking between them. “No.”

      “She’s—El, you can—help—” Killian was sobbing too hard to finish, his tears dropping onto Aella’s hair while Aella stared at Carrick.

      “No,” Carrick’s voice rose as he looked first at Aella, then between Elodie and Killian like they’d lost their minds. “You can’t let her die. You can’t.”

      “She’s drowning in her own blood, Carrick.” Elodie lowered her voice to attempt to keep Aella from hearing the discussion, but Carrick was making it difficult. “We have to do something⁠—”

      “Yeah, use the Cruxes on her!” Carrick shouted. “Haylen sees it⁠—”

      “She doesn’t see it helping,” Elodie snapped back. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. It would increase her pain tenfold at least. Then, she’d live in torture for Fate only knows how long before probably dying the most horrific death you can imagine.”

      “El—”

      Everyone stopped talking at the single, barely audible name. She looked down at Aella, finding her struggling to keep her eyes open—to speak.

      “The Crux-es…” Her voice broke pathetically with each syllable. “Could—help?”

      “Aella, the pain would be unbearable. You’d go through torture I can’t describe, and you would probably still die. If you lived—you wouldn’t be the same, Aella. It’s not—” she stopped before saying it wasn’t worth it. How could she tell someone the chance they would survive wasn’t worth the risk? How could she explain that? The change that would happen to a person if they survived those levels of stress and mortality?

      “But—” Aella coughed, more blood slipping over her lips. Her chest heaved with the exertion to communicate. “Would they⁠—”

      “Each Crux has its counter weakness,” Elodie explained as quickly and succinctly as she could. “He used four on you to attack each side of the Aether. We'd need to use all four Cruxes. Aella, you'd never survive that kind of pain. It's never been done before.”

      “I’m not—surviving—this⁠—”

      “I know,” she whispered. “But we can make you comfortable—I can right now. It’d be peaceful. You could see your family.”

      Aella shook her head, closing her eyes. “Kil, you need to⁠—”

      “Aella, I don't want to do this,” he said. “I can’t⁠—”

      “You do—she saw it—it's the only way⁠—”

      “Aelie—” His voice broke. “El can make you comfortable—let you be with Jace, your family—you’ve done enough.”

      Aella’s eyebrows knitted together in pain. She looked so young and so terrified. Her bottom lip quivered, and her body shook, trying to keep herself alive for them—for their new, dark world when none of them knew what that meant yet.

      “I have…to try…”

      Elodie exhaled slowly. “Aella, are you sure? The pain—no human should experience it. I could⁠—”

      Aella cut her off with a single shake of her head. “I’m…sure.”

      Elodie glanced up at Killian. He’d placed a hand over his eyes, body shaking with grief as he kept Aella upright. Fate, what would this do to him?

      “Kil?” Elodie hesitated. “It’s your choice. You don’t have to.”

      “Yes, he does,” Carrick said. “Why would she see this if it wouldn’t help?

      “The cruxes, they’re⁠—”

      “I don’t care,” Carrick interrupted Killian firmly. “You’re the only one who has a chance at saving her.” Forcefully moving next to Killian, Carrick lifted Aella from Killian to his own lap, keeping her upright. “Do it.”

      Killian was sobbing. He moved only enough to look at Aella. “Aelie⁠—”

      “Please…”

      In Aella’s broken word, he looked at Elodie.

      “She's our Aether,” Elodie said quietly. “She's not like us. We don't know what's going to happen, but if she wants to try, we're running out of time to even have that chance.”

      “Okay,” Killian nodded. Placing a hand on Aella’s forehead, he forced a smile—but it shook into another sob as he had to look away again. “What do I do?” he whispered, now not looking at anyone, but the question was directed at Elodie.

      “I’ll withdraw the cloth and point to each corner where to use the Crux. One at a time. It has to be methodical, coinciding with the weaknesses.”

      He closed his eyes.

      “When you’re ready, get the Aer Crux ready,” she directed. Everything in her gut instincts was telling her not to do this.

      Killian did, raising a single finger with the spike of lightning suspending over the tip.

      With even the site of the Crux, Haylen dove to the side to throw up. Carrick’s face tightened, and Aella looked like she stopped breathing altogether.

      Taking a deep breath, Elodie withdrew the saturated bandage, releasing a fresh flow of blood. “Right here,” she said, pointing to the top left corner.

      A low whimper left Aella's throat as Killian brought his hand closer.

      And Elodie closed her eyes. She should've never let this happen. It was too much—she should've put Aella out of her misery⁠—

      But then, Killian had placed the Crux into the wound, searing the Aer weakness out of her.

      The scream that came from Aella was inhuman. The instant the Aer Crux touched, Aella’s flesh had turned black.

      “Terre's next, Killian,” Elodie ordered, forcing her voice to remain steady.

      With tears streaming down his face, Killian brought the thorn over, needing to hold his wrist with his other hand to place it into the corner Elodie pointed to.

      If possible, Aella’s screams grew worse as the poisonous vines spread, twirling into their neighbor's black scars.

      How was Elodie doing this—how did she let this happen? “I’m so sorry…” she whispered the phrase repeatedly, staring at the horror they were creating.

      “El—El, what's next?” Killian asked.

      “Aqua.”

      He created the icicle. Then, Elodie took hold of his shaking hand and pressed it into the bottom left corner. A cold whiteness coated the flesh.

      Aella wasn’t screaming anymore. Her voice cracked into a silent agony. It was like a dream where something terrible was happening, but there was no way to cry out.

      “Shadowed hell…” Elodie pressed her fist into her forehead, knowing she had to continue. It was too late to make her comfortable—too late to be humane. Who the Fate did she think she was to play with destiny like this?

      Carrick shut his eyes, holding Aella to him while silently mouthing prayers to Fate.

      Haylen wailed, curling into a fetal position.

      And Killian created the final Crux, Ignis.

      “Forgive us, Aella,” Elodie whispered as she guided his hand to the last corner. The flesh beneath his fingers curled into themselves in an angry red spiral. There was nothing to describe the pain Aella was exhibiting.

      Then, it stopped.

      As Elodie stood, the world spun around her. Her chest heaved with sobs, her being numb. “I need to⁠—”

      She stumbled back, and Killian barely caught her before she could pitch over the edge of the cliff. She sunk against him, throwing up everything in her body before collapsing, rocked with sobs she had never experienced.
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        Carrick

      

      

      He felt Aella still against him when it stopped. He heard Elodie throwing up, Killian sobbing, and Carrick looked down at Aella's face.

      She'd fallen pale, the shaking—tremoring—had left, but he could feel her heart racing against his arm over her chest. Wherever she was, she was still fighting.

      The distant shouts and explosions siphoned from Rhaelyn, conjoining with plumes of smoke lifting into the sky. And he searched for an adult. Someone to tell them what to do. Where to go. If they should join the fight or if they needed to flee.

      But no adults would come. He knew that. They were the Sun, and Winter Solstice had begun.

      “Elodie—” Carrick’s voice barely escaped his throat. He tried again. “Elodie, what do we do?”

      “I don't—I don't know—I—we shouldn't have done that.”

      “But we did, and she's—can she move?”

      Elodie looked back at him, eyes red. She drew a sleeve over her face and got shakily to her feet again. Taking a deep breath, she knelt next to Aella and felt her pulse, lifted her eyelids to see Aella’s vacant stare.

      “She's terrified,” Elodie whispered. “I don't know what moving her would do. Is there—do you know of anywhere close we could be protected?”

      He shook his head. “Not that I know of, and we don't have many supplies. We—can we go back to the bunker?”

      “No, we can’t.”

      They all turned to Haylen. She'd sat up, back against the rock, face transparent. She still looked afraid, still crying, but she held the slightest hint of hope.

      “Did you see something?” Carrick asked. Both Elodie and Killian had stiffened at the sound of her voice.

      “Yeah—um, just now. There are Shadows in Rhaelyn—I mean, the Stoicheia. They're turning to the Shadows.”

      “What? How do you know?”

      “When the seventh Master rose, there was an open invite. You didn't hear the voice?”

      They continued staring at her.

      She looked away. “I did. It was probably because I was deserting you, but many of them chose to follow it. They think the war's lost and—the voice is telling everyone to kill the Aether at all costs. It's the only command so far.”

      Carrick’s heart sank. Addison. Eddie. Raina—everyone he grew up with—everyone in Rhaelyn…

      “If we bring Aella back to Rhaelyn, she'll be killed,” Haylen continued. “I saw it.”

      “Did you see what we should do instead then?” Elodie asked.

      “Uh, yeah—there's a lake—on a shelf. We have to climb to it. But there's a cave there for shelter, and we can wait until she wakes up.”

      “You see her waking up?” Killian asked, speaking for the first time. His voice cracked painfully, and his red eyes stared at the girl with desperation for the answer he wanted.

      Haylen hesitated.

      “Haylen—”

      “I don't see her waking up, but I don't see her die either. And it feels—hopeful—my vision does.”

      “Can you lead us there?” Carrick asked.

      “I think so.”

      “Very well,” Elodie said in resolve. “I'll bandage her the best as I can. Haylen, where do we have to go?”

      “Up.”

      They looked at the rising cliffs and then, at their unconscious friend.

      “I can carry her,” Carrick said. “As long as—El, can you make her stay on my back?”

      “Yeah.” She finished, lowering Aella's tunic again. “Killian, help me lift her.”

      Killian did, placing her carefully on Carrick's back as Elodie wove a net of vines around them.

      “I’ll be careful,” Carrick spoke into Killian's mind. “I promise. I won't let her fall.”

      “Thank you. I should—I can't—I—thank you,” he finished.

      Carrick looked back at him, nodding. Then turned to Haylen. “Lead the way.”

      
        
        Haylen

      

      

      As soon as she heard the voice at midnight, Haylen knew she had made a mistake. To talk about the Shadowed power was one thing. To listen to it was another. She felt pathetic—none of the others had heard it. The darkness knew they couldn't be turned, but her? It probably thought she'd be easy.

      She had to make up for it, and she thanked Fate the entire way up the cliffs she'd received another vision when she did.

      Behind her, she could hear Carrick breathing heavily as he carried Aella up the steep rocks. Every once and a while, a curse would fall from his lips as a foot-hold proved icy—but he was the only one making any sound.

      “I’m sorry,” Haylen said to their minds. Even Aella's—but she felt it bounce back at her, hitting a wall of some sort.

      “We know,” Carrick responded, but again, he was the only one.

      Honestly, Haylen had been surprised Elodie had spoken to her again on the shelf below them, and she’d bet her life neither she nor Killian would ever do so again. Fate, Killian could barely look at her. And when he did, it was with a hatred she'd never experienced. How could she have made a decision that would affect them all so severely? Hurt so many people?

      If she hadn't sent Aella to the northern cliffs, would her Meyotas have been proven false? Would Aella still have been alive?

      No. She wouldn't have. It would've happened one way or another. The Shadow boy—Malak—had needed her as his final kill. But still⁠—

      “Are we close?” Carrick asked.

      “I think this is the final rise.”

      Proving her words correct, Haylen pushed over the cliff's lip, seeing first the frozen lake—and second, the man with an arrow pulled and aimed directly at her chest.

      She let out a yelp, stumbling back with her hands up.

      “Who are you?” the man asked, motionless.

      Unsuspectingly, Carrick came over next. Then, he stopped mid-movement.

      “Stay back,” he warned Elodie and Killian. “We're not alone.”

      “What?”

      “Who’s—”

      The man's gaze landed on Carrick with Aella strapped to his back. “Ah, Shadowed hell,” he muttered.

      “Ender, who are they?” someone called from a vantage point Haylen couldn’t see.

      “Two Stoicheia,” the man—Ender assumedly—replied, still holding the bow and arrow but with less force. “Anyone else down there?”

      Neither Haylen nor Carrick replied.

      Sighing in more annoyance than concern, Ender bobbed his bow for a subtle message. “Is anyone else with you?”

      “Um—” Carrick raised both his hands. “There are⁠—”

      “Two,” Haylen answered. “Come up,” she said in their minds. “He knows you’re here.”

      Carrick looked at her, but he didn’t give away the fact that she was the reason the man knew this as both Killian and Elodie slowly climbed over the ledge.

      “Mastered hell,” Ender muttered. “Grayly, they’re just a bunch of kids.”

      Another man, older than the first, appeared from seemingly nowhere. “For the love of Masters. You four alone?”

      “Yes sir,” Carrick answered, giving a look to Haylen which told her to stay quiet from now on.

      “Where are you from?” the older man, Grayly, asked.

      “Rhaelyn,” Carrick answered.

      “Rhaelyn. Mm—you aren't to the Shadowed yet, are you?”

      They each shook their head or murmured, “No, sir.”

      “What happened to her?” Ender nodded to Aella, still on Carrick's back.

      “What do we say?” Haylen asked the others in words the men couldn’t hear.

      No one answered.

      “Guys, he has weapons. What are we going to say?”

      “We know, Haylen!” Even in her mind, Elodie’s tone was harsh. “But we can't just⁠—”

      “I don't know what you five are hiding,” Grayly said. “But I'm pretty sure you aren't in the position to withhold information.”

      “You're holding a bow,” Carrick said. “We could attack with elemental powers.”

      “Typical Stoicheia arrogance,” Ender chuckled, though in a way that insinuated they had no idea what he could do to them, and they wouldn’t want to find out. “You think you own the world because you can light a candle? Kid, there are more of us all over these rocks. None of you would be able to lift a finger before being gifted an arrow through the neck. That girl looks dead, and if you want our help, you'll start explaining yourselves.”

      “She's the Aether, and we're the Sun,” Haylen said.

      “Haylen,” Elodie gasped, snapping a look at her.

      Killian closed his eyes, gripping his raised hands into fists.

      Carrick shifted slightly as if he could somehow protect Aella with her still strapped to his back.

      And Haylen blushed heavily but continued to meet the man's eyes, which were now focused on her in disbelief.

      “You're the Sun?” Grayly asked. “The five of you?”

      “Yes, and she's the Aether. She killed a Master but not before he nearly killed her. We need help.”

      Ender let out a low, whistled exhale, glancing at the other man. “What do you think?”

      “I think it's crazy enough that it could be true. You know there's an open invite to become a Shadow right now, right? And if she is who you say she is, the first command is to kill her.”

      Haylen nodded, swallowing hard. She couldn't look at the others. “That's why we had to leave Rhaelyn. I have a gift, Meyotas—it's where⁠—”

      “We know what Meyotas is.”

      “Of course—sorry—I saw this lake, and I saw refuge here. We need—we can't move her far. She's too hurt, and she's—she's our only hope.”

      The younger man nodded slowly, lowering his bow and arrow. “I’m Ender, and this is my brother, Grayly. There's a group of us here, but we'll give you refuge as long as you need.”

      “Thank you—thank you⁠—”

      “Follow us.” He nodded to them in interruption of her gratitude, then turned and expected them to as well.

      
        
        Elodie

      

      

      As they entered a cave, Grayly reached a knife to cut Aella from Carrick's back. And without thought, more of a reflex than anything, Elodie caught his wrist.

      You would think she was no more than a child reaching for her father’s hand with the amusement both brothers turned on her. But Elodie kept her grip, eying the knife.

      The amusement fell from Grayly’s face, replaced with a softness that made her want to begin sobbing instead. “I promise I’m not going to hurt her, but we can help.”

      “El, it's okay,” Carrick said, glancing over his shoulder. “They’re our only choice, and Haylen saw⁠—”

      “I don’t care what Haylen saw,” she interrupted—but let go of the man’s wrist. Carrick was right in that they were their only choice.

      Grayly glanced at her with another promise not to hurt Aella before carrying her inside a cave with a narrow opening, the width of two men at the most. But inside the cave, it was much bigger. Mats surrounded a fire in the center with its smoke wafting through a narrow hole in the ceiling acting as a vent. Though there were more than a dozen mats, only one person was present, a single woman nursing a small baby by the fire.

      “Who’s this?” she asked, more curious than startled.

      “Apparently, this is the Sun,” Ender grunted. He spoke in a way that seemed to always be a grunt, a growl, or an insult. “Though we haven't learned their names yet, and they don't trust us.”

      “Given your natural warmth, that does not surprise me,” she said, then gave them a wide smile that gave no hint of awkwardness at getting caught with a breast out and baby suckling it. “I’m Marnie, Grayly’s wife. What happened to her?” she asked as Grayly lowered Aella next to the fire. All the woman could have been able to seen was Aella’s face, but even that was enough to cause her to lose the smile, shifting into a motherly concern instead.

      “I need some tools,” Elodie said. “Hot water, a knife, bandages⁠—”

      Her orders stopped as she began pulling back Aella’s tunic. The cloth had stuck to her flesh in a congealed mixture of old and fresh blood, pus already crusting the fabric. The bandage she had placed mere minutes before had nearly disintegrated under the pressure.

      As she peeled it back, Ender peered over Elodie’s shoulder while she fought to remain expressionless.

      There were no words to describe the gaping hole in Aella’s side. The four scars of the Cruxes molded together in their brands of misery. Though the Cruxes had seared her flesh, they did nothing to stop the continual ooze of blood and pus down blistered, irritated skin.

      “Holy Shadowed, what did you do to her?” Ender whispered, beginning to move his fingers to the scar before Elodie stopped him.

      “It looks like—you used Cruxes?” Grayly asked, looking over at her from his brother’s other side.

      Elodie could only nod as Ender’s gaze drifted from the wound to Aella’s wrists. Swearing, he lifted one of Aella’s arms, and this time Elodie didn’t stop him. She’d been so focused on the Cruxes and the weaknesses that she had forgotten about the burns. Enclosing each wrist was a thick blistering mark, maybe two inches wide. Slivers of metal melted into Aella’s flesh, becoming one with the charred skin, and streaks of black ran up her forearms and down into her hands.

      “Stoicheia weaknesses?” Grayly asked, inspecting the burns as well.

      “She was bound with them,” Elodie whispered. “She couldn't use her powers. And then—she was the final kill for the Master to become a Master. He had loved her and—This was caused by a four-point arrow.” She motioned to the cavernous wound. “It expanded inside her, each tip drenched in a weakness. I had to break her ribs to get it out, and then Killian—” Her voice stopped. The forced professionalism dissolved, and she couldn’t finish explaining what it was that they had done to Aella. It was an experiment on a human life that would have horrific consequences if she even made it that far.

      “I used the Cruxes on her,” Killian said. “It was the only way we could try to save her life. We couldn't—we wouldn’t have done it, but she asked us to⁠—”

      “She was conscious until that point?” Grayly asked.

      Killian nodded.

      “You’re a strong one,” Ender murmured in reverence, carefully laying Aella’s hand back onto the mat. “What have you done so far? To help with the fear?”

      “I don't—I haven’t⁠—”

      “I haven't seen this, not with the use of Cruxes, but a Shadow reversal presents similarly,” he explained through Elodie’s panicked words.

      “A Shadow reversal? You were Shadows?” Killian asked.

      “We weren't. Grayly and I are Nulls from birth. But there are others here who were.”

      “Were? How do you know they aren’t now?” Carrick asked.

      “How do I know you aren’t?” Ender countered.

      “You don't know, and I don't know and—holy Fate—” He ran a hand through his hair. “I just—this is too much.”

      “They could've responded to the voice again,” Elodie said, easily letting Carrick's fear cascade into her own accusations. “The command is to kill her.”

      “They won't. They're good people.”

      “Good people who listened to the voice before?” she asked. “Those kinds of good people?”

      “There are circumstances, which you know nothing about, which makes a person choose to be a Shadow,” Ender said. Fate, she hated the condescending tone of his voice. She hated that she didn’t know what to do, and she hated that Aella wasn’t smart enough to simply not listen to Haylen. All this could’ve been avoided if she’d just used her brain for once.

      “What are justifiable circumstances to sell one’s mind to the darkness?” Elodie demanded. “It seems to me⁠—"

      “Do you know of something that might help her?” Carrick asked, interrupting Elodie’s words without so much a look.

      “It might⁠—”

      “No.” Elodie shook her head, getting to her feet. “No. Something for a Shadow recantment wouldn’t work⁠—”

      “Aella wouldn’t give a second thought to there being recanted Shadows here⁠—"

      “And look where that got her!” she cried. “Her inane open-mindedness—he placed the Dokimi brand on her himself, and she still defended him. None of this would've happened if she didn't trust the son of a Shadow! There are choices you don't make⁠—”

      “Stop.” Killian closed his eyes, taking a deep breath. He looked exhausted. “We’re sorry—we're all scared, but if you know of something that could help Aella—please—” His voice broke. “Can you please help her?”

      Ender looked at him, nodding slowly. “I will. I'll be back.”

      Having handed the baby off to Grayly, Marnie got up and walked around the fire. Without hesitation, she lowered to her knees next to Elodie and wrapped her arms around her. And Elodie started to sob.

      
        
        Killian

      

      

      Elodie had cried herself to sleep. Haylen had as well, as far apart from the others as she could and still be near the warmth of the fire. Carrick watched Ender carefully for the first few minutes of him mixing whatever treatment he was using, but his eyes had grown heavy as well and was currently sleeping while still sitting vigil over Aella.

      So Killian was left alone to watch Ender crush a variety of herbs into a bowl with precision that must’ve been learned. Ender was tall. His brother was too, but Ender was tall in everything—the way he spoke, the way he stood, the way he moved. Even with an arrow pointed at them, Killian had felt relieved to see him, see someone who'd take control one way or another.

      His dark eyes had studied each of them for far longer than was comfortable, but also in a way that felt necessary. Like that gaze would be their judgment. His face was angled, severely lined with scars telling ominous tales. Aella would've liked him instantly. She always liked people who terrified everyone else.

      “You kids have been through a lot,” Ender said, watching Killian watching him.

      “Um yeah.” He cleared his throat. It burned from keeping the stress and fear inside. “It's been a long six months.”

      “What happened to your leg?”

      “It was a Scythe wound—when Murnad was attacked.”

      “You're from Murnad, then?”

      He nodded. “Aella and I both are—well, I'm from Skye originally, but⁠—”

      The man chuckled, looking over at him. “Everywhere you go ends up getting decimated then, yeah?”

      The comment was brash, dark humor, but it wasn't ill-spirited. “Yeah, I'm three for three now.”

      “No wonder you don't fear Shadows or Nulls, living in Murnad.”

      Massaging his forehead with his hand, Killian sighed. “Aella’s dad was a recanted Shadow. Her mom was a born Null. I just knew—Aella would’ve been mad that anyone cared, and…it seemed like you could help her.”

      “Our Aether came from an ex-Shadow and a born Null?” he repeated, then gave a short laugh. “That’s some irony for you.” But even with the harshness of the laugh or the bitterness of the joke itself, Ender’s face softened as he looked at Aella. She was still shaking, still breathing fast, her heart still pounding like she was sprinting, running away from something.

      “Do you think you can help her?”

      “I hope so,” Ender said. “I’ve used this on a handful of Shadows during the recanting. When a Shadow recants, they enter a realm where they have to face the darkness, the voice, and also the light. It's painful, terrifying, and confusing. From what I’ve heard, this at least helps.”

      Pouring oil from a small vial taken from his coat pocket, Ender stirred the mixture, causing a sweet aroma to fill the cave. Killian felt calmed just by smelling it.

      “Who is she to you?” Ender asked, dipping a rag into the mixture.

      “What?”

      “This girl—who is she to you?”

      “Everything. She's everything to me, to the Stoicheia, to the rest of the world. She's everyone's only hope.”

      “Something tells me you'd still be up all night if she was nothing more than ordinary.”

      “Aella’s never been ordinary,” Killian chuckled, but the laugh fell quickly. “I can't remember a time when I didn't love her, or she didn't love me. But this—will destroy her, and I can barely walk, let alone help. I'm not⁠—”

      Ender shook his head, cutting him off. “Strong women don't need a strong body. They want a strong heart.”

      “I don’t know if I have that either.”

      “No one does until something like this happens,” he said. Taking the cloth out of the bowl, he brought it to Aella. Gently lifting her tunic, he placed it on her skin near her bandage.

      “Thank you for helping us,” Killian said, watching the care he took to place the treatment on her.

      “My pleasure. Truly.” Ender lowered her shirt again. “Get some rest, kid. But stay close. Your presence will probably help her more than anything else.”

      Consenting to this, Killian laid down next to her. “Aella, I don't know if you can hear me. It feels like you can, but please, please come back to us—come back to me.”

      Then, somewhere while begging her to live, he fell asleep.

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      She watched them each change in front of her. Their faces—the human first and then the Mastered form. She watched Malak transform, then saw his dead body—twisted, bloodied, horrified. She watched them on repeat for what felt like years.

      Voices came at her from all directions in a blurring cacophony. She could only pick out some of the words. There were too many voices. But the words she heard⁠—

      It's your fault, you stupid little girl.

      

      Betrayed. Alone. Deserted

      

      Fate made a mistake picking you. Haylen's right. It's just for a laugh.

      

      Betrayed. Alone. Deserted

      

      Imagine waiting seven hundred years for an Aether, and she manages to kill one Master and then up and dies.

      

      Betrayed. Alone. Deserted.

      

      Any of them would've been a better choice than her. Look at her. Who does she think she is?

      

      Betrayed. Alone. Deserted.

      

      She killed him, just like that. Just killed him without hesitation. He was her only friend for weeks, and she just killed him.

      

      Betrayed. Alone. Deserted.

      

      She'd screamed for them to stop, but she was mute. Her being held no voice, no movement. She was floating in a vast empty wasteland, immobile without control—made to only see, feel, and hear.

      As the voices stopped, the slide shows would begin. Everyone she loved dying, asking her why she caused their deaths, why her life was more important than theirs. Then, she saw her friends, the Sun, die one by one.

      She couldn't breathe against the pain. It never let up. It attacked her from places she didn't know existed, and it was suffocating.

      In the horror before her, she occasionally caught sight of a light—Jace and Loysia, standing with their baby. Her parents. And she fought to meet them, fought to get through all the chaos to join them. They gestured to her. They wanted her with them.

      Then, a distant voice continued to drag her back into the pain and misery.

      

      “Aella, I don't know if you can hear me. It feels like you can, but please, please come back to us—come back to me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 38

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Haylen

      

      

      There was no hint of morning. The sky remained the same without difference between the dead of night when they first arrived and however long she had been asleep.

      As she sat up, she saw Elodie and Killian sleeping close to Aella. But the mat where Carrick had eventually laid was empty. Which was for the best. Out of all of them, he’d be by far the most approachable—the most willing to give her another chance. Hopefully.

      Moving out of the cave, she found Carrick standing near the lake by Grayly who was cooking breakfast over a fire while a small crowd of people milled about and kids ran across the rocks, giggling as they watched the doubled shadows dance. They didn't understand the ominous new day. She would've killed to be them.

      “Hello.”

      She hadn’t noticed the woman walk up behind her. “Sorry—um, sorry.”

      The woman only offered a friendly grin as she bounced a baby on her hip. Marnie. Haylen remembered her. “I didn’t mean to startle you. Did you sleep well?”

      “Um, yes, thank you.”

      “Would you like some breakfast?”

      Haylen was hungry. It was probably what woke her up. Though, even that fact made her feel guilty. Her first thought shouldn't have been where she'd find food, but how the girl she sent to be killed was doing.

      “I’ll get you something,” Marnie said without letting her finish anyway. “Come.”

      Following her to the edge of the water, Haylen braced herself for Carrick to look up and see her. As he did, his face dropped and he looked away. Grayly’s next to him, however, lifted into a smile. “Welcome! Are you hungry, Haylen?”

      She was amazed he’d remembered her name. “Yes, thank you. Um, Carrick, can I talk⁠—”

      “No—not yet—sorry,” he muttered, shoving his hands in his pockets and walking back to the cave.

      “That was cold,” Marnie commented, watching his figure disappear behind the rocks.

      “I deserve it,” Haylen sighed. “I deserve worse.”

      “Why is that?”

      Had Carrick not told them? She would’ve figured at least one of them had. In fact, she was half surprised to find everyone still there when she woke up, instead of deciding to move on to a new home and leaving her behind. “I’m the reason she's dying,” Haylen said. “I didn't want to be a part of this—them. I didn't believe in them, and I didn't want to fight. I told Aella where the Master would be, and I was the reason she was alone. I don't know if any of them will talk to me again.”

      “Mm.” The woman nodded in understanding—not condemnation. “Choices are hard to come back from sometimes. What do you feel now?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you want to be a part of this—them—now?”

      “Well, yeah. I knew I made a mistake when I heard the voice and when everything went dark. I just—they all love her. And I only ever hated her because she was the reason I couldn’t go home to my family. I feel like an imposter—especially watching her die like this.”

      “Fear easily turns into hatred,” Grayly commented. “Heaven knows most of us have experienced it. Here.” He handed her a bowl of porridge, and she took it.

      “Thank you.” Taking a seat on a boulder, she sipped the porridge and looked at the kids running across the rocks. “Why are all of you here?”

      “Seeking refuge mostly,” Marnie explained. “None of us ever had a clan—at least not one that would claim us—and we've been a gypsy crew for many years, jumping from one place to the next. When we heard the rumors of an Aether and Winter Solstice, we began looking for more well-protected places to hide.”

      “I’m glad you happened to be here.”

      “Us too. It's an honor to be a part of your legacy,” Marnie said, placing a hand on her husband's shoulder. “Whatever you need, we'll try to help.”

      “Why?”

      They both looked at her.

      “Why would you want to help us? You've seen us. We're a mess. And we're supposedly the world's only hope. We're barely eighteen. There are seven Masters, and Fate picked us because we're all a joke—a legless Aer, a traitor for an Aqua⁠—”

      Marnie shook her head in interruption. “Don't speak of yourself like that. The only thing that separates mediocrity from greatness is the mind. You can't let thoughts like those enter your consciousness.”

      “But what if they're true?”

      “What if they're not?”

      Haylen was silent, looking down at her bowl. They were right—kind of—though saying it was much easier than believing it.

      Muffled cursing followed by the telltale clunk of wood on rock, sounded behind her, and she knew it was Killian. No part of her wanted to turn around, but she made herself. “Good morning, Killian.

      “Good morning.” His voice sounded like gravel, aching—painful, deep bags drug under his eyes, and he kept looking back towards the cave in worry.

      “Here. Have some breakfast.” Grayly said, handing him a bowl.

      “Thank you. Um, Haylen—” He wouldn't look at her as he spoke. “I was just—have you seen anything else? That could help her?”

      “No. I'm sorry.”

      He only nodded.

      “Killian—Killian!” A shrill cry sounded from inside the cave. Then, the vision flooded Haylen’s consciousness.

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      Aella felt him leave. The voice. It finally left.

      She didn't waste time. She fought through the pain, the agony, reaching for the light. She had to make it there. She felt her heart pounding relentlessly against her shattered ribs. It wouldn't last long. It couldn't last long.

      She saw their faces. “Jace!” she screamed. She had a voice again.

      In front of her—between them—the Masters and their morphing forms reached for her, tearing her skin from her body. She was beginning to disintegrate.

      Her heart stopped—her vision blurred.

      “Ael, don’t,” Jace said. Aella could just make out Loysia, holding their baby behind him.

      “Jace, I’m—” She gasped as her heart began to beat again. Her blood was boiling, burning her. The Masters started to laugh, in unison, a metronome.

      “Ael, don't come closer,” Jace said firmly. “Listen to me. Don't come closer.”

      She choked again, dropping through space with a dizzying speed. How could they not see she was being tortured? “Why?” She sobbed.

      “It's not your time, Ael,” he whispered, tears in his own eyes. Aella stared past him at Loysia, her parents, her friends—why were none of them moving to help her?

      Her bones broke one by one. They wouldn't let her come closer. She couldn't get closer—she was going to die, and they wouldn't let her join them. She'd be stuck in the Masters’ torment for eternity.

      “Please,” she begged. “Please⁠—”

      “Not yet,” Jace said. “I promise you someday, but not yet. Don't give up.”

      “Aelie? Aelie, can you hear me?”

      Shadowed hell—the voice was back. It pulled her backward, and she screamed in agony.

      “Aella!” It grew sharper, nearly angry. “Aella, you cannot leave us. And you have a choice. Choose to stay.”

      Her heart stopped again. Everything blurred. A cool buzzing covered her.

      “Aella!”

      Then, she was doused in ice.

      
        
        Elodie

      

      

      Elodie woke when Killian left. She felt groggy, exhausted, and wanted nothing more than to sleep longer, but she crawled over to Aella, pulling back the blankets. “Fate⁠—”

      “What is it?” Carrick glanced over at her.

      Elodie didn’t answer, beginning to remove the bandage.

      “Elodie, what is it?”

      She could only stare, trying to comprehend—the wound had nearly doubled, the Cruxes spidering into each corner, eating at the flesh. “I need…” Her voice fell into sheer helplessness. “I need help. I need⁠—”

      Beneath her touch, Aella began to jerk, her shaking growing into full-body seizures. Her skin was hot to touch and sweat poured down her face. Elodie could feel Aella’s pulse race against her fingertips. Then, it stopped. “Killian—Killian!” Elodie screamed.

      “Elodie? What’s happening?” Carrick asked again as the pulse came back, but barely.

      “Killian—I need—Fate, this is it. This is⁠—”

      Killian skidded next to her, lifting Aella into his arms as she continued to convulse. Closing his eyes, he held Aella closer and began speaking to her.

      “What's happening?” Ender asked somewhere behind Elodie, but she couldn’t pull her eyes from the wound.

      “She's burning up—suddenly,” she said. “Her wound—it's twice the size, and her heart's stopping. It's erratic and—I don't know what to do.”

      “If this was what you knew, what would you do?”

      “Get her fever down, but⁠—”

      Ender nodded. “Killian, I'm taking her outside. Come with me.” Wasting no time, the man lifted Aella into his arms and moved with Killian in tow.

      Then, they all watched Ender lay Aella into the snow, packing it around her body, and as he did, Aella began to still. For a moment, she seemed to relax. Her breathing slowed, and her muscles went limp. But then, her lips and cheeks began to turn blue, and she started shivering with equal violence to before.

      “I don't—I've never seen this—I don't understand—” Elodie stammered.

      “Grayly, get blankets,” Ender ordered, digging Aella out of the snow and carrying her to the fire. His brother moved quickly, bringing blankets to wrap her in as Aella choked, coughing until blood slipped from her blue lips.

      “Dear Fate,” Carrick whispered.

      “I don't know—I don't know what to do—” Elodie stared at Aella in helplessness. This was death.

      “You have to kill her.”

      
        
        Haylen

      

      

      Haylen felt every last pair of eyes land on her as she uttered the words.

      “What?” Carrick asked.

      “I just—I don’t⁠—”

      “We don't have time for you to be scared, Haylen,” Elodie spat. “She's dying. What do you mean we need to kill her?”

      “I saw it—” She tried to force her lips not to quiver, force herself not to run from their anger. “It's the—the Cruxes were too much. They're continuing to destroy her. She wants to die. Killian's keeping her from passing over, but she can't live either—she's stuck in this place. It’s—” Haylen shuddered, closing her eyes against the images she just experienced.

      “And killing her will get her out,” Ender finished the words Haylen couldn’t say. He looked up at Elodie. “You could kill her and bring her back?”

      “I could try—but if she's not strong enough⁠—”

      “You saw it?” Killian interrupted all his focus on Haylen. “You saw it working?”

      Haylen nodded, biting her lip. “She wakes up.”

      “I can't just kill her!” Elodie exclaimed. “I can't—what would be the repercussions of that? She'll never be the same—what else did you see?”

      Haylen looked away.

      “Haylen, so help me Fate⁠—”

      “She'll know,” Haylen whispered. “She'll know she was supposed to be dead. But we need to. She needs to live, or this will be the world forever.”

      Elodie shook her head tightly. “I can't do that to her.”

      “You're going to have to decide soon,” Ender said, removing the blankets as Aella once again grew feverish.

      Elodie swore. “I can’t—I⁠—”

      “You have to,” Haylen said. “You know you do.”

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      Her blood began boiling again. Why wouldn't it stop? She just wanted it to stop. It had been centuries in this place. It had been long enough.

      “Aella—”

      She grew to hate the voice keeping her there. And she grew to hate her family, preventing her from joining them. It was cruel.

      “Aella, we're getting you out. It'll be okay. I promise, whatever happens, I won't leave you.”

      She felt a new pain envelop her core, spreading through her. Then, she was drenched into a drowning darkness. Nothing. There was absolutely nothing, and she was utterly alone.

      
        
        Killian

      

      

      He felt her grow limp. She fell against his being in an unnatural motionless, and there was a break in a connection that felt kin to a piece of his soul being severed.

      He knew the others felt it too. One of them—the Sun—ceasing to exist. But it wasn’t only the Sun; it was his Aelie. And she was currently dead.

      Elodie's hands shook violently as she withdrew the vine from Aella's open wound. It had been the same thing used on Jace.

      “I’m sorry,” Elodie whispered on repeat as she withdrew the vine from Aella’s flesh and began smashing various herbs into a bowl before dissolving them with the alcohol she carried in her bag. She waited until it had turned an odd neon green before draining the liquid into a large syringe with a three-inch needle.

      Pushing down the top of Aella's tunic, exposing the entirety of the Dokimi brand, she set the needle in its middle. “Please forgive me,” she whispered, then plunged the syringe deep into her flesh, flooding the liquid into Aella’s non-beating heart.
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        Aella

      

      

      Aella’s head split in pain. It throbbed with every beat of her heart, slow at first, then hammering a quick cadence against her temples.

      She felt her lungs expand as if they’d been dormant for some time, needing to stretch their stiff shells. As she swore, she didn’t recognize the rasp of her own voice. She didn’t recognize anything.

      “Thank Fate,” someone, a female, whispered in genuine gratitude to a deity instead of an expression.

      A deeply exhaled curse sounded from her other side, a male.

      The confusion in her head battled the knife-like jabs, and all she knew was that being there wasn’t right.

      “Aella, can you hear me?” a man asked.

      It took ages to remember how to respond, to decipher the words and an answer to them. “Mhmm⁠—”

      “Can you open your eyes?”

      She did, then immediately closed them, groaning.

      “That’s okay. You’re going to hurt for a bit.”

      A slash across her ribs burned, and she tried to reach for it, but someone caught her hand.

      Then, she fought to sit, whimpering as her skull threatened to rid itself of its insides. A pitiful cry of pain escaped her throat, and she hugged her arms around her body, trying to force herself to move. Open her eyes. Do anything to help her escape.

      “Fate, Aella,” someone murmured, keeping a hand on her shoulder that held too much pressure in it.

      “Killian?” she coughed, remembering him. He’d been⁠—

      “I’m right here.” His voice was connected to whatever was holding her. It sounded taut, tightened to a breaking point.

      “I-I don’t understand—this wasn’t—” Her head buzzed in confusion. “This wasn’t⁠—”

      “Aella,” someone tentatively began speaking over her. “It’s Elodie. Haylen had a vision. I killed you to get you out of the place you were in. And then, I brought you back.”

      “No—no. I was almost to them—I almost escaped.”

      “To whom?”

      “Jace, Loysia—I—this doesn’t—I don’t understand⁠—”

      “I’m sorry,” Elodie whispered. “I’m so sorry⁠—”

      “I don’t understand⁠—”

      Someone laid a hand on her head, pulling a blanket around her. “Don’t try to understand. Just rest for now.”

      “No,” she whispered again but was already letting the darkness take her back. This wasn’t right. All she knew was that it wasn’t right.

      
        
        Elodie

      

      

      “What did I do?” Elodie asked, staring in horror at Aella.

      “You cheated death,” Ender said matter-of-factly.

      “I-I shouldn’t have.”

      “You saved her life. She’ll understand eventually.”

      Elodie looked up at the man. “What if she doesn’t? Apati⁠—”

      “Apati doesn’t change who a person is. And it’s not always permanent.”

      “What’s an Apati?” Carrick asked. “What just—what happened?”

      “It’s a term to describe a living ghost,” Ender explained while Haylen and Elodie both looked to Aella or the ground in remorse and guilt. “It’s when a person has cheated death to the point they feel they should be dead and nothing makes sense. You feel alone, achingly alone, like you have no hold on the past, present, or future, and no one can reach where you are. I’m guessing it’s what you saw in your vision, Haylen?”

      Haylen only nodded.

      “Will she—hate us? For bringing her back?” Killian asked.

      “No, but she won’t know how to feel. She’ll be numb.”

      “How long does it last?”

      “Ender’s lasted six months in his worst time,” Grayly said, entering the conversation.

      “You had—” Elodie looked up at Ender. “You were an Apati?”

      He nodded. “But everyone is different. My journey won’t be her journey.”

      “Did anything help?” Carrick asked.

      “Support. I lost a lot of friends during that time. A lot of family, but Grayly and Marnie were always there, and they’re probably why I got out. Just don’t expect her to be the same person you knew.”

      Elodie looked down at Aella. The girl Killian loved. Elodie did this to her. She used the Cruxes, killed her, and brought her back. Elodie was the reason Aella would be an Apati—left to always feel alone and forgotten.
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        Carrick

      

      

      Carrick sat on the solid ice of the lake, fishing through a hole Grayly had cut in its surface. It felt so basic. So necessary and straightforward. Peaceful. The act of providing food for a group of people.

      “Hello.”

      He jumped, nearly dropping the pole. “Shadowed hell, Aella.”

      She gave a small smile, keeping a hand clamped tightly over her side and drawing shallow breaths while bright flashes of color warmed her cheeks. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Killian and Elodie must be sleeping or they’d never allow you this far.”

      Nodding, she used her other arm to hug her coat tighter. Her eyebrows furrowed together as she looked into the black water exposed through the broken ice. It seemed like she was tracing his fishing line to the very depth of the lake with her gaze.

      Aella had been awake for three days now. They saw what Ender explained about an Apati after the first day. This was maybe the most she’d talked to any of them.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “Fine.”

      He went back to fishing.

      “Carrick, I’m sorry about Malak.”

      Glancing back at her, he turned to face her completely. “Fate, Aella, you don’t have to be sorry.”

      “He was your friend.”

      “He was yours too.”

      “He didn’t—” She brought a hand to her forehead, wincing slightly. “He thought it was his only choice.”

      “Headache?”

      She nodded, frown deepening.

      Handing her a flask of water, Carrick turned back to his line. Ender had also told them not to force conversation with her. Though, it was a hard rule to follow.

      “Look who’s up and about.” Ender smiled, striding across the ice towards them.

      “Hello,” Aella greeted.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Fine—a headache.” She shrugged, still holding the flask of water.

      “That won’t help. Here.” He exchanged the water with his own flask.

      Taking a sip, she grimaced, giving a single wheezing cough. “What is that?”

      He chuckled. “Makes you feel alive, yeah?”

      “I’m not sure yet.” Aella offered it to Carrick, who gave her a look and firmly shook his head. If she had smirked back at him, it would’ve been exactly as before.

      Except she didn’t. Instead, she handed the flask to Ender without comment.

      “Any luck?” Ender asked, nodding to the hole.

      “A few—wait…” There was a tug. “Here we go.” Carefully guiding the line up until the water began to churn with the desperate squirm of the fish, he reached down and pulled it from the surface.

      Taking the hook out, he tossed the fish to the pile he’d already caught and started preparing another bait as Aella drew a sharp breath. He looked up at her. Her gaze had frozen on the fish—the two already killed, and the one giving a few flops in the snow before stilling as well. The expression she held scared him, and he threw a glance at Ender to see if he noticed it too.

      If the man had noticed, he didn’t show it.

      “Ael, you okay?” Carrick asked.

      “Yeah.” She shook her head and looked away. “Yeah, I just—I’m going for a walk.”

      Ender nodded, and they both watched her go.

      “What happened?”

      “It was the fish dying. The transition from life to death. She wants to be there too.”

      “Dead?”

      Ender nodded again.

      “Fate, I should’ve known.”

      “Changing how you live your life will only make it worse for her. She doesn’t understand anything right now. Life continues, and she has to face what she feels in each situation.”

      “Did you wish you had died?”

      “Yes, for a long time. And even now, the feeling will wash over me sometimes, but it goes away.”

      “Are you glad they saved your life? Whoever it was?”

      “I am. I don’t think she’s glad, the woman who did. She probably still feels guilty—if she’s even still alive,” he added as an afterthought.

      “How old were you?”

      “Around your age. I got into trouble in Kent. They don’t like Nulls, especially confident ones. And I was young with a big mouth. I got taken out by a group of Stoicheia.”

      “They almost killed you?”

      “They would’ve if Nila hadn’t stopped them. Nila was who saved me. We were dating at the time. I think I was her youthful rebellion, being with a Null. And after she saved me, she felt so guilty for me being an Apati she couldn’t look at me. Grayly and I left Kent after that. Neither of us has been back since.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m not. It’s part of my story. Do you feel guilty? For saving Aella?”

      “No, but I didn’t do any of it. Haylen had the vision. Elodie committed the act. And Killian kept her from dying before we could even get to that point. I am just here, thankful she’s alive.”

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      She stared out at the ice, its coldness, its darkness, and she wondered how it’d feel covering her—taking her last breath.

      But it became too much to think about, so she closed her eyes and placed her forehead on her knees, feeling the hole in her side beneath the thick bandage.

      

      You are nothing.

      Anyone would’ve been a stronger Aether. They would’ve stood a chance.

      Look at you, a stupid, emotional girl. You were destined to destroy us? Ha!

      You silly, silly child⁠—

      Betrayed. Alone. Deserted.

      

      “Hello.”

      She turned, seeing a little girl climbing on the snow-covered rocks leading to her.

      “Hello,” Aella said back.

      The child’s face furrowed in focus until she reached the rock Aella was sitting on before tucking next to her with a naturalness only in children. “I’m Nettie.”

      “Nettie. That’s a pretty name.”

      “Thank you.” She looked up at her curiously. “You almost died.”

      “I guess I did. Did you see it?”

      “Yeah, my mom tried to cover my eyes though.”

      “I’m sorry. I hope it didn’t scare you.”

      “No. She said you’re a warrior. You’re going to give us colors again.”

      Aella’s heart hurt at the words, and she looked back to the lake with pure longing. She didn’t understand this feeling—this emptiness—the desire to be empty.

      “Are you sad?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You look sad.”

      She looked down at the little girl. “Maybe I am then.”

      Grabbing Aella’s hand, Nettie rested her pigtailed head against her arm. “It’s okay.”

      “Nettie—Nettie, Fate, there you are.”

      They both turned to see Marnie moving over the rocks with her other baby strapped to her chest. “I’m sorry,” she breathed heavily with a warm smile. “I hope she wasn’t bothering you.”

      Aella shook her head, forcing a smile of her own. It felt as dead as the rest of her.

      “Just don’t go in,” Marnie said, her smile fading to a softer one. “I know you feel like it.”

      It took Aella back, that she had guessed this. “Um, I—how’d you know?”

      “We were with End when he went through it—the Apati.”

      “Ender went—what do you mean?”

      “My dear girl, has no one told you?”

      “No one tells me anything. They barely talk to me.”

      “They’re scared,” Marnie said, taking a seat beside her. “Nettie, why don’t you go find Dad, okay? Help him with the fire.”

      “Okay,” the little girl chirped, hopping over the rocks with alarming balance.

      Marnie watched her leave, making sure she arrived on the path safely before she turned to Aella. “You know Elodie killed you to bring you back?”

      Aella nodded.

      “You cheated death. You weren’t supposed to have those wounds and make it out alive. That is why the Master was able to fully transform.”

      She nodded again, understanding to this point.

      “And that is why you’re looking at the lake like the only thing you want in the world is to submerge beneath the ice and never come up for air. Like smiling is the most difficult task and laughing—the smallest amount—hurts more than driving a knife into your heart would. Am I right?”

      “Yeah, but⁠—”

      “It’s called Apati. Ender was one too when he was around your age. You feel like you’re a living ghost, like any second you’ll look down and see a limb vanish—like you’ll wake up one day and no one will be able to see you.”

      “Apati.” The mere word made sense. Aella looked back at the lake. “That’s why they’re all afraid of me. Why they can’t look at me.”

      Marnie smiled sadly. “They don’t know how to deal with this any more than you do.”

      Aella was quiet, staring at her fingertips, pale from the cold.

      “It’ll fade eventually, Aella,” Marnie said, getting to her feet and patting her on the back. “Just, whatever you do, don’t slip under. Fight to feel things.”

      Fight to feel. Feeling was what got her to this point. Maybe a numb, cold being was who she needed to be to defeat the rest of them. After all, if she was to die, she’d welcome it.

      By the time Aella made it back to the main camp, everyone was seated around the fire, eating the fish Carrick had caught.

      When they saw her, most of them stood. It was unnatural—like startled dear, skittering with eyes averted.

      “Aelie, want something to eat?” Killian asked, his freckled, dimpled face drenched in love and concern for her. And she felt nothing. Haylen had remained sitting, staring at the fire with her purple coat and fur boots. She was the reason this happened, but again, Aella felt nothing. Elodie wouldn’t even meet her eyes, digging through her belongings with the only purpose of avoiding Aella’s gaze. Still, nothing.

      The only one who actually met her eyes and kept his there was Carrick. “What is it?”

      “We need to leave,” Aella said, glancing around the camp with detachment. “We need to find the other Masters so we can end this.”

      “Aella,” Elodie protested, looking at the rest of them. “You can barely stand⁠—”

      “I can stand. Clearly. We’ve wasted Fate knows how many days here.”

      “Aelie, you died⁠—”

      “I know.” She turned on Killian but looked away. He hurt to look at. It was a flash, an urge to flee, end it. So instead, she faced the rest of the group. “I want to thank you all for taking us in. I know it put you in more danger, and for that, I’m sorry. We’ll leave tomorrow morning. I’ll come up with a plan today, and if there’s anything we can do to help you⁠—”

      “I would like to go with you,” Ender interrupted, getting to his feet.

      “What?”

      He nodded. “I know the mountains better than anyone, and there is no longer a point in hiding. It will be an honor to give my life for you if it comes to it.”

      It was another flash, another affirmation of how wrong this all was. He should not be promising allegiance to her when she shouldn’t even be there. But she also had no words, so she simply left, leaving their looks behind her.

      As soon as she entered the cave though, another set of footsteps followed her.

      “Aella?”

      “You can’t talk me out of this, Killian,” she said, lying on the mat where she hadn’t been allowed to die.

      “Marnie said she told you about the Apati?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Aella, I’m sorry…I should’ve explained.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not. I need you to fight this. I don’t want to lose you.”

      “Which is why you kept me from dying.”

      “Aella—”

      “They kept me from dying too. My family. They wouldn’t let me join them. I was stuck and then there was nothing. Now we’re here—me living as a ghost, the rest of you too afraid to look me in the eye.”

      “I’m sorry. Aelie, but you aren’t⁠—”

      She shrugged to cut off his meaningless words. “It’s fine. This is who I need to be to defeat them. Then, if I’m lucky, I’ll die somewhere in the process.”

      “Aella—” His voice broke, and she looked up at his devastated face, his heart shattering into pieces, and she felt nothing.

      Swearing and wiping away a tear, he got back to his feet. “I’m not leaving you, Aella. I’m not going to be good at this. You know I won’t. But I told you I wouldn’t leave you, and if you leave me, I’ll follow you.”

      She was quiet until she heard him leave. Then, there was only silence for a few moments.

      “Um, Aella?”

      “Fate’s sake, no one is going to change my mind,” she said, then had to clutch her side as it sent a shock of pain through her.

      “That’s a lot of angst for someone who supposedly doesn’t feel anything.”

      She kept her eyes closed. This wasn’t right. None of it was right. “What do you want, Carrick?”

      “Nothing. I just wanted to give you something and then take a nap.”

      “What is it?”

      “If you opened your eyes, you’d see.”

      Sitting up, she looked at him, and he grinned. Then, he crouched next to her and opened a hand. In the center of his palm was a chain holding the two rings—Loysia’s in its delicate woven silver and Jace’s etched gold band.

      “I climbed down the cliffs a few days ago. I wanted to see what happened to Mal. He was gone, but I found this—well, I found the rings. The rope had been destroyed, but Marnie gave me the chain. She said to let it remind you to keep your head above water.”

      Taking the chain, she held the rings in her hand, feeling their heaviness. Then, she slipped it around her neck and let them rest against her heart. The metal reverberated with each beat—it was proof she was still alive.
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