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      We left Aella at the end of Chosen Children as an Apati, a living ghost. Apati is the state of feeling as if one has cheated death, that it is wrong and unnatural to be alive. Although Apati is a fictional construct, the feelings associated with it are not, and I feel this bears a mention. This story contains suicidal ideation and thoughts of wishing for death and may not be appropriate for some readers.

    

  


  
    
      To all the young people who overthink the moves and outcomes no one seems to see, who've been called neurotic and a "bit of a worrier," who have ensured things go smoothly only to have someone else say, "See? It always works out."
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        Carrick

      

      

      He closed his eyes, letting a creative string of curses slip past his lips. The constant anger flushed up the back of his neck, and the muscles in his forearms cramped with the tension he tried to keep inside.

      "We have to break," Killian continued, despite Carrick's overt annoyance at the situation. "Aella—"

      "Aella is fine," Aella interjected with the monotone voice she'd held since Elodie killed and resurrected her, turning Aella into an Apati—a living ghost, a state of feeling the necessity of death despite being alive. There was never an inflection in her tone to insinuate what she was feeling—if she was. It was only low, monotone, dry.

      Killian frowned, his evident frustration now showing as well. "You are not fine."

      "I'm fine," she repeated. "What did you see?" she asked Carrick.

      "We have to leave." This he had repeated at least five times since he returned from the scout. They were lucky the Shadows hadn't found them already with how long it took to argue the point. "There are signs of Shadows two miles to the south, three miles to the east, and five to the west."

      "It's the end of the world, there will be Shadow sign everywhere. If they come, we can fight," Elodie stated. "We are injured. We are exhausted, and we've been moving for over twelve hours."

      He inhaled deeply through his nose—audibly—letting the rush of air signal he was about to lose it to the rest of the group. Then, he caught Aella's eyes. She was smirking at him. Smirk maybe wasn't the right word. She used to smirk all the time. Now, it was more of a slight squint of her eyes, a minuscule uptick of the right side of her mouth. Haylen had pointed it out to them a few days before.

      He took another, less aggressive, breath. "Should we take a vote?"

      "Great idea," Elodie nodded. "Haylen, your opinion?"

      Haylen looked up from her seat, startled she'd been addressed. "Sorry?" she said out loud.

      Elodie's gaze stilled on Haylen. She blinked twice before forcing her voice to settle into a controlled tone one would use to teach something beyond the grasp of the student. "We're taking a vote. Do we move or do we stay?"

      "That's what you're talking about?" Ender asked, looking between them. "We can't stay here. It's not safe."

      "What are we supposed to do, Ender? Hike twenty-four hours in a row like we did only forty-eight hours ago?"

      "If it means you'll be safe, yes," he answered. Ender, the Null—who for whatever reason had decided to join a group of fragile teenagers on an obsolete quest to save a dying world—looked at Elodie with a sort of bemused exasperation.

      "We're exhausted and hurt and—"

      "You're alive."

      Carrick could've laughed. The man rarely sympathized with their complaints. You could be hobbling on two broken legs, and he'd still say they needed to keep moving.

      "Didn't Carrick tell you what we saw?" Ender asked, glancing at him. Ender had been the first person Carrick had told—he was always the first person he told. The surly Null who towered above all of them seemed to know something about everything.

      Only a few days after leaving the lake, they ran into Shadow markings for the first time. It was a scorch from Shadow Fire, decaying the flesh of a tree. Carrick, Elodie, and Killian had walked by without acknowledging it, but Haylen stopped in her tracks—at that time, still not talking to any of them—and stared at the burn with her head tilted to the side in confusion. Elodie had been annoyed, but the second Ender caught up to them and saw it, he grabbed Haylen under one arm, Aella—who wasn't moving fast or well—under the other and dove into the brush as three Makhairas pierced the air, wedging into the trunk where Haylen had been seconds before.

      Haylen had stared at the Makhairas—small knives with a thick, tapered blades—in as much focus as she had the Shadow Fire, and she had reached to pick one up before Ender snatched her wrist, pulling it away.

      After that, they received an in-depth lesson on Shadow signs of all kinds. Their weapons were Makhairas, Scythes, and Xipos. Xipos, it turned out, were thin blades that could cut through anything—bone, wood, stone—even Stoicheia elements. Scythes, curved blades attached to long handles, could kill with a single cut, and Makhairas were their cruder and more common counterpart. At that point Killian had interjected with the fact both him and Aella had been cut by a Scythe and survived, making Ender counter with a sharp "to everyone who's not the Fate-spoken Aether or has the ability to form Cruxes, and for the love of Fate, don't touch them!"

      After the lecture, Elodie peppered Ender with questions regarding how he could possibly know such things, and when he had seen the signs and weapons he was describing. To which Ender had replied with a short, "you know things when you didn't grow up in a clan."

      It hadn't been enough of an explanation for Elodie, but Carrick knew right then that if Ender told him to jump off a cliff, he would without hesitation.

      "I told them," Carrick muttered, relieved the conversation was now being held out loud. "And they would rather take their chances here."

      "That's not what I said," Elodie protested. "I said we're too injured to move further."

      Ender shook his head. "No. We've wasted too much time already. If you need to treat your injuries, do it now."

      Elodie's entire face tightened as she took a small sip of air, holding it while looking up to the sky with hands on her hips. Exhaling, she moved to her pack, beginning to take out supplies.  "Fine. Aella, sit down. I'll redress your side."

      "It's fine."

      All Elodie's annoyance landed on her. "I'm trying to help you. I'm arguing for your sake. You are the one who shouldn't be moving this much. You are who needs a break."

      Aella's eyes darkened. It was unsettling when they did. Carrick had noticed this expression on his own. Aella used to get a glint, like a spark of energy that came over her features and warned you she was about to do something insane seconds before she did it. This was similar. Though she no longer acted rash or impulsive, she'd get a look in her eye that reminded him of a caged animal willing to try anything to get out of captivity. "Don't you think I should be the one making that call?" she asked.

      "No. Because at the moment, you have a death wish, and you aren't thinking about anything except joining your dead family."

      The energy dropped.

      "Aella, I'm sorry. I didn't—"

      Aella stood, grabbed her pack, and started walking. 

      "You can't say things like that to her," Haylen reprimanded while slinging her own pack over her shoulders. "It doesn't help anything, and only reminds her she wants to be dead."

      "Oh, so now you're the expert on Apati?" Elodie snapped back. "You're the reason she's this way, you know."

      Haylen blushed, shook her head, and moved to catch up with Aella without another word. It hadn't been Haylen's fault—at least not entirely. She had told Aella directly where the Master would rise and did suggest she go alone—but she'd long since repented and blamed herself more than anyone else did.

      "Mm, that went about as well as it could've," Ender grunted. "Carrick, catch up with them? I'll stay while Killian's blisters get treated. We'll meet at the next break by the river."

      Nodding, he got to his feet and grabbed his pack.

      "Can you make sure she's okay?" Killian asked. He hadn't risen his eyes from the ground throughout the entire argument.

      Carrick nodded again, then moved to catch up with them.

      

      
        
        Haylen

      

      

      "Want to do your exercises?" Haylen asked Aella after five minutes of complete silence.

      "Not really."

      She was quiet again. Aella always agreed eventually and without further prodding from Haylen. Whatever the others might think, Aella wanted to be better. She wanted to be whole for them again—especially for Killian. 

      "Okay," Aella said after another moment of silence.

      "What did you feel when Elodie said that all you want is to join your family again?"

      "Fate, we're jumping into it today, aren't we?"

      "It was obvious you felt something. What was it?"

      "I don't feel anything now."

      "But you did?"

      "For a second. I felt angry she assumes I'm not trying and thinks I can't make a rational decision anymore. I felt sad because she's right."

      "Partially right," Haylen corrected.

      "Partially right," she agreed. 

      "You guys, slow down," Carrick pressed into their minds. "I'm supposed to be your escort."

      Aella looked back at her. "Like we need an escort. I'm the Fate-spoken Aether."

      They heard Carrick's chuckle, and they slowed so he could catch up. "What are we doing?"

      "Exercises," Haylen answered as both she and Aella moved out of the way for Carrick to pass. Carrick was not who Haylen had assumed him to be. She had assumed he was a talented, good-looking teen which inevitably meant he was an insufferably confident, charismatic individual whom she would avoid at all costs. It couldn't have been further from the truth.

      It wasn't that Carrick wasn't confident—he was. But only after spending hours poring over every scrap of paper and map they had, getting Ender to teach him everything he knew, and worrying—endlessly—through every possible outcome. The result was that Carrick was the only one besides Ender who knew where they were at any given moment.

      Shortly after the lake, Haylen had watched Carrick crouched over a map, brow furrowed, asking Ender to explain something he already had three times before. Elodie had been annoyed, and the others, admittedly, tired of talking it through. Haylen had leaned back against a log next to Aella and muttered something about Carrick being a bit of a worrier.

      It was the first time Haylen had consciously spoken out loud to Aella, and she barely realized the words had slipped from her lips. But Aella just muttered back, "he's the most neurotic person I have ever met." And that was that. It was the moment Haylen had believed without doubt Aella would get through the Apati. That day she worked with Ender on developing exercises to aid her recovery.

      "Exercises? So, we're talking about how much of an ass Elodie is?" Carrick asked, looking back at them with a small grin.

      Haylen laughed, and Aella stayed quiet. She hadn't laughed since Rhaelyn. She hadn't smiled since Rhaelyn, though there were always glimpses of expressions, feelings. Haylen didn't know how the others couldn't see it—the feelings, the overwhelming amount of emotion their Aether had. To Haylen, it was more accurate to say Apati was not the lack of emotions but holding too many to be decipherable, leading to the person shutting down.

      "She's not an ass," Aella muttered. "She's trying to keep everyone safe."

      Carrick glanced back at her, showing a brief flash of concern he only ever showed when Aella wasn't looking. Whether Aella knew it or not, she occupied most of their conscious thoughts. How to help her, how to navigate Apati, how close to death she was on a given day. They all handled it differently. 

      "We're moving on to the next question," Haylen said. "Do you have one?"

      "Hmm—" Carrick placed his hands in his pockets while setting a brisk pace through the trees. "What do you feel when you think of the days Addison had to make dinner instead of Eddie?"

      Haylen smiled. It was a light-hearted question to follow the one she'd just dropped on her. 

      "I feel like I'd give anything to taste either of their cooking if I never had to endure yours again."

      Carrick laughed, grinning back at her. "That's mean."

      "It's what I feel," Aella shrugged.

      "What do you feel when you think of Jace?" Haylen asked. It was again a more serious question, but it was one that came up on a near-daily basis. It always elicited an answer.

      Aella was quiet, taking time to be able to vocalize the words. The waiting was uncomfortable at first, but as the days went by it made more sense—allowing that much space in a conversation. "I miss him. He would've been able to figure this out."

      "This being you?"

      "What I've become."

      "What do you feel like you've become?"

      "I don't know. I don't feel like I'm capable of seeing. I feel like you all know something I don't."

      Haylen was brimming to argue with her. She knew Carrick was too from the way the muscles around his neck were tensing, but they weren't supposed to. Ender had told them whatever Aella admitted to feeling, they shouldn't contradict. At least for now. 

      "Carrick—"

      He stopped as soon as Aella's voice dropped into his mind. "What is it? What do you see?"

      "There—Haylen?"

      The pictures assaulted Haylen's consciousness. Since the cave, her Meyotas—the ability to see into the future—had developed further. Now, she could call to it, skim through different options and choices, and see various paths they could take. This time, there wasn't one that didn't involve blood.
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        Killian

      

      

      Aella was only hurt. Aella's only hurt. She'll recover from this. She'll get better eventually. These phrases had become his mantra. He repeated them to a point he could at least pretend he believed them.

      It had been three weeks since the cave. Three weeks, and she'd shown no improvement. He hadn't realized the most alive person he knew—the person he knew more than anyone, more than himself, even—could seem so dead. Ender repeatedly told him it took time, to not give up. He told them the exercises Haylen developed were a good idea, and everyone should try to engage with her. Engage with her. It was such an awkward thought. Aella was not someone you had to engage with. She was everything. She walked into a room and multiplied the energy ten-fold. She was a magnet of happiness, joy, euphoria. She was not someone you engaged with. She was someone you were drawn to, an invisible pull to be near. Was.

      A week after leaving the cave, they'd stumbled upon the aftermath of a massacre. It looked to be a group similar to Ender's camp—families outside of a Stoicheia clan. But there was no one left. The bodies had been strewn to the ground in tangled limbs and dried blood, soaked into the earth beneath them. 

      Killian had thrown up at the sight, insides curling with the smell of decaying flesh. Elodie and Haylen were both sobbing. Even Carrick and Ender were pale, shaking. But Aella had walked through the remains without any sign of acknowledgment to the lives cut short in a gruesome way. 

      It was the day Killian began to grieve the loss of Aella. Even in Parva, he'd believed she'd survived Murnad. After Malak did what he did, he had believed she could survive—she only had to choose to make her way out of the realm, to not let it hold her captive. Then, she became an Apati, and he still believed she'd come back to him—until the day she stepped over corpses like they were logs. It hit him with a sinking reality that though she had a heartbeat, she died at the lake. The person he knew, the girl he loved, would never live again.

      Every day after that had only proved the realization further. Aella was gone.

      "Killian, stop."

      He glanced up at Elodie, nearly startled by her presence. 

      "It's going to be okay," she whispered while she removed the wooden peg from his leg, exposing the angry blistering wounds coating the entirety of his stump.

      Wincing as the air hit the exposed skin, he grit his teeth until Elodie coated the wounds with a salve which cooled the heat instantly. Then, he exhaled. "She's getting further away, El. She's not coming back."

      "Maybe she will. Maybe she'll wake up like Ender has."

      She said this for his sake. Neither believed it. Ender himself said his wasn't like this. What happened to Aella was worse than what happened to him. Beyond that, the man wouldn't answer any questions. He would only say Apati is different for everyone, and everyone has their own timeline. But once Elodie had asked if some people never came out of it, and Ender had hesitated. Then he had responded with a simple "sometimes, but only when the person doesn't want to."

      Aella didn't want to. 

      When Killian tried doing the exercises Haylen insisted were working, he was met with bland, monosyllabic answers.

      "Do you love me?"

      "Yes."

      "Do you miss Jace?"

      "Yes."

      "Are you scared?"

      "No."

      It hurt to do it and after a while, he stopped trying. In a way, he didn't blame Aella. She'd been through a lot. He was her only remaining connection to Murnad, to their childhood and families, and she was his. Everyone else had been killed before her eyes. She had taken several lives—something Killian had yet to experience—and she was faced with a completely impossible battle. If he was in her position, maybe he'd give up too.

      But he wouldn't have. Aella would've been enough to make him try. He wasn't enough for her. And that was why it hurt. 

      "It's not your fault."

      "I know. I just—maybe it was selfish to save her. Maybe we should've let her die."

      "It's no use asking questions like that." Elodie was not one to dwell on the past or the future. She lived only in present reality.

      After finishing treating the blisters on his leg, she replaced the prosthetic, the cooling salve marred by the squelching seal, and she flashed a look of sympathy at him. He doubted the stump would ever heal at this point. "Can you walk?" she whispered.

      "He'll have to," Ender interjected, joining them. "Ready?"

      Elodie's lips tightened. "He's been walking on raw flesh for days, Ender. It needs time to heal. You can't imagine—"

      "I can imagine being dead if we stop in the middle of at least a dozen Shadow signs," he interrupted, strapping Killian's pack to his. "I'm sure that hurts like hell, but right now he has no choice."

      Killian nodded, mostly to avoid the conflict always bubbling between any two members of their party. Three weeks was too long to spend with people in such circumstances. "I'm fine."

      "Good. We should move fast. I don't want to leave the others on their own too long."

      "They're fine," Elodie grunted, placing her pack on as well. "They have Carrick and Aella. You should be more worried about yourself."

      "Mm, except we are not the group the Shadowed want to kill," Ender said. "You two are the least threatening members of the Sun."

      Elodie glanced at Killian in annoyance, and he chuckled. It was true. He didn't have a problem admitting that. Elodie did.

      Whatever retort Elodie was about to argue with was cut with the deafening crack of a falling tree, engulfed by a roar that shook the earth.

      

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      He was shoved to the ground milliseconds before something zipped over his head. In a beat Aella climbed off him, focusing her force in the direction of the attack. 

      The tall trees around them began to fall. 

      Swearing, he got to his feet. "Are you—"

      "It's not me. I'm not doing this."

      They lunged in opposite directions as a giant pine fell between them. Haylen tucked in next to him, covering her head with her hands as the ground shook.

      "Shadowed hell—Ael, you okay?" he asked, attempting to find her through the carnage between them.

      "Yeah, you guys? Haylen?"

      "I'm fine," Haylen answered, though not daring to uncover her head.

      "I can't see anything," Carrick said, moving out from the limbs. "Can you?"

      "It's coming from somewhere directly west. Look at the ways the trees fall." 

      He looked up, then barely moved in time to pull both himself and Haylen out of the way of another monstrous tree crashing to the earth. The air spun around them, pushing them down like a finger from god, quickly being joined by shards of ice splintering from the sky and tearing their clothes.

      "What the—are you doing this?"

      "No," Aella responded, finally becoming visible as she sprinted into the clearing in front of them, weaving in and out of falling trees and the ice.

      "Haylen, what did you see?"

      "They're Shadows—Fate, Aella, I think they're Master Spawns."

      "What?" 

      Master Spawns. Children of Masters and yet another thing Carrick hadn't believed existed until this year. Normal Shadows held similar powers to average Stoicheia. They could wield Shadow Fire, a flame substance that exuded toxic fumes and would kill with a single burn unless treated immediately. Their weapons were forged in darkness, capable of far more damage than common blades. But it wasn't outside the realm of damage an elemental power could match.

      Master Spawns, however, were different. It was said they held powers encompassing all the Stoicheia arts. Along with Shadowed Fire, they could produce lightning, poisoned vines, tsunamis of water, and were nearly as powerful as an Aether. They'd yet to face one, and until that moment he had still hoped they weren't real.

      "What should I do?" Aella asked, redirecting his attention to Haylen huddled beside him.

      "One second." Haylen's face transformed when she used Meyotas—her features sharpened, her eyes closed, and for a breath she became intimidating in her stature—despite being by far the smallest and least imposing of all of them.

      "Watch out!"

      Aella's yell gave just enough time for him to grab Haylen and roll out of the way of another collection of falling forest. Debris, branches, and stripped bark rained down on them for what seemed like hours.

      "Are you alright?" he whispered to Haylen after everything stilled.

      "Yeah—yeah, I'm fine. You?"

      "Good—I think." He started to push against the limbs, deciphering a way to free them without sacrificing too much of their flesh to the brambles

      "Aella?" Haylen pressed into their minds. 

      No response. 

      "Aella? Ael, answer us." He grunted in frustration as he snapped a branch digging deep into his back.

      "She's okay—I think," Haylen said. "I don't see—" she stopped, then began to squirm underneath him with a matched desperation to get out.

      "What? Haylen, what did you see? Haylen—"

      "She's—crying. Carrick, she's crying."

      Finally breaking free, he emerged into the destruction that had been forest minutes before. "Aella!" he yelled, cupping his hands around his mouth and scanning the splintered woods. "Aella, where are you?"

      "Do you see her?" Haylen asked, pressing up beside him, gingerly slipping between the branches without so much as snagging her coat.

      He shook his head. "Aella!"

      "Carrick, there—"

      Looking to where Haylen was pointing, he saw her kneeling motionless in front of a prone body. Her hair had slipped from her two buns, hiding her face, and her shoulders collapsed inward like her soul was caving into herself.

      "Aella?" Climbing over the fallen trunks between them, he tentatively approached her. "Aella, are you okay?"

      She shook her head as tears streamed down her cheeks, dripping off her chin to the corpse in front of her. The Master Spawn lay fallen in an awkward position with extremities twisted, gaze unmoving, and a scorched burn covering the left side of his neck, leading to his—

      Carrick stepped back reflexively. It wasn't possible, but yet—Fate, he looked just like him. The Master Spawn looked identical to Malak.

      "He—Carrick, I—" Aella's voice broke helplessly over every other word.

      He made himself kneel beside her, forced himself to not associate the corpse with that of his childhood friend. The person he had told every secret to, who he thought he knew better than anyone—until the day he discovered Malak was the reason his parents were dead, the same day Malak attempted to kill Aella in order to transition. There was nothing like finding out your best friend killed your parents while another friend fought for her life due to the same hand.

      "Carrick—" Her eyes didn't leave his body. "Carrick, I killed—"

      "I know. It's okay." Both phrases felt ridiculous leaving his mouth. It wasn't okay. None of this was okay. Why did this boy look so much like Malak? Why—he'd tried never to think of him and now—

      "Carrick—" sobs shook through her words. "I killed Malak."

      

      
        
        Elodie

      

      

      They had moved quickly after hearing the blast. "Carrick? Haylen?" she pressed into their minds. "Carrick, Haylen, answer us!" 

      As soon as the forest around them started to erupt, Ender had run forward, sprinting through the trees at a far faster speed than Elodie thought a man his size could move. But his absence felt painfully akin to a small child left out by the "adults."

      Killian swore in a constant stream behind her as they picked their way through the branches as fast as Killian's leg would allow.

      "I'm sure they're fine, Kil," she said—more for his sake than what either of them believed. They weren't fine. None of them were fine, and the days since the cave only served to demonstrate any day could be their last. It was a matter of when, not if. 

      "Fate El—I can't—"

      "I know. We'll get there when we get there."

      "I don't hear anything. They aren't speaking to us—shouldn't they be speaking to us?"

      She didn't answer. They should be. "Haylen? Carrick?"

      "We're okay." Haylen was the one to finally respond. "It was a Master Spawn. Aella killed him."

      They exchanged glances. Of course, she did. Aella killed easily. She did even before the Apati set in. But now, it was a sterile, efficient act without remorse. It was as if Aella's soul was dying little by little until her body was merely a host.

      "No one's hurt?" 

      "Not bad—just a few cuts. Ender's setting up camp here. Aella needs a break."

      Elodie gritted her teeth. Aella needed a break. Never mind the fact Killian had no skin left on his stump and still walked on it without complaint. It was always about Aella. 

      "What happened?" Killian asked.

      Haylen hesitated. "She just needs a break."

      

      
        
        Haylen

      

      

      Haylen didn't know why she didn't explain further. Maybe she should have, but it seemed too personal. The way Aella broke, sobbing against Carrick, saying how she killed Malak over and over again. It didn't seem right to tell the others about her pain—the collision of emotions aligning—the severe, devastating understanding of precisely what she was feeling.

      "Haylen, grab the other end of this?" Ender asked, slinging a canvas over several trees that had fallen together. It had been sleeting in a wet, sloppy, frozen stream since Aella started crying, splattering against the snow-covered ground until everything was either mud or ice.

      "Killian and Elodie are on their way. I just spoke to them," she said, tying the corners of the canvas to outreaching branches. The result was a sort of tent that would at least serve the purpose of keeping them dry in the winter chill. Elodie could've made a much better shelter within seconds using Terre, but Ender thought it would leave too many signs of their trail. However, on nights like these, they all wondered if it'd be worth the risk.

      "Did you tell them what was happening?" he asked.

      "No, I didn't. I didn't know—should I?"

      Shaking his head, he unloaded a bedroll into the shelter. "I'll explain it to them when they get here. Carrick, how's she doing?"

      "Um—" Carrick's voice broke, and he coughed to hide his own emotion. In the end, he gave a half-shrug.

      Moving to them, Ender crouched next to Aella, placing a hand on her back. "Aella, can you hear me?"

      "I—I killed—Malak." The sleet pelted harder down on them.

      "It's all she's been saying. I think—he looks a little like him." Carrick nodded to the corpse in front of them. "And Malak—they were close before—you know."

      "It must've been one of the feelings she's been suppressing," Ender said without commotion. "Aella, I'm moving you, okay? You need to rest."

      She shook against Carrick. Her eyes squeezed shut. "I killed Malak. I killed Malak."

      "Can't we give her something?" Carrick asked. "To help her sleep?"

      "No. She'll fall unconscious on her own. She needs to feel it to the end. Aella, I'm lifting you and bringing you to shelter. You're safe."

      She fell limp against his chest as Ender lifted her—the feverish phrases now barely audible.

      Both Carrick and Haylen watched him lower her onto a mat, tucking a blanket around her and briefly wiping the tears from her face.

      Whispering a curse, Carrick drew a sleeve over his own eyes. His body stilled in the rain as if he wasn't sure even a breath was the next best move. There was blood soaking through the cloth of his torn jacket and a tremor coated him in energy desperate for a release. Then, he began to sob—mournful, pained sobs, suppressed probably as long as Aella's emotions had been.

      "Are you okay?" Ender exited the tent, looking between Carrick and Haylen with a slightly lost, though concerned, expression.

      "I'm—sorry—" Carrick choked. "I'm sorry—I don't know—" he wasn't able to finish.

      "Um—he was his best friend," Haylen explained, glancing at Carrick for any sign to stop, but Carrick was far beyond caring. "Malak grew up with him and—"

      Carrick shook his head, pressing a palm into his eyes. "I'm—he just—"

      "It's okay," Ender said in the gentle tone usually reserved for Aella and no one else. "We're okay. Take some time. Just don't go far."

      Carrick nodded, looking at him through blurred eyes. "Thanks," he whispered before moving past the boy who looked like the Master responsible for Aella being this way.

      Watching him leave, Haylen turned back to Ender, hugging her arms around her. "Malak was his best friend, and he killed Carrick's parents in a Shadowed command to get close to him. Their entire friendship was a lie, and he found out the night Aella killed Malak."

      "You've all been through a lot," Ender sighed, rubbing a hand over his face before beginning to set up the rest of camp.

      "What will happen after this? To Aella, I mean."

      "This is only a step. You probably won't be able to tell a difference when she wakes up. But it's a good thing."

      "Did this happen to you?"

      "A few times. Once when Grayly was ill. He wasn't even that sick, but the sight of someone I loved in pain set me off. I looked ridiculous. A grown man sobbing because his brother had a cold," he chuckled, using flint to create a small fire in the downpour. It was impressive—he made it nearly as fast as either Aella or Carrick could with the element of fire.

      "Should we bury him? The Master Spawn?"

      "It's too cold. The ground's too frozen," he answered, looking over at the corpse. "We could burn him, but…"

      "Either Carrick or Aella would have to do it."

      He nodded. "And it'd attract too much attention. When Killian gets here, I'll see if he can bury him in the snow at the very least."
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        Elodie

      

      

      "I don't understand. Aella—what happened to Aella?"

      "It was a build-up of emotions," Ender explained again. "She killed the Master Spawn, who looked like Malak, and it triggered the emotions she felt about that event. She needs to rest."

      "But she's not better?" Killian asked in a sort of helpless confusion.

      "No, these awakenings are more of a reflex than anything else. She can't control them. But it's a good sign."

      "A good sign." Killian muttered, looking away. 

      "Where's Carrick?" Elodie asked.

      Haylen avoided her eyes, giving a quick look toward Ender before fixing her gaze on the ground. "He's taking a break. It was hard—for him too."

      She could've yelled at both in frustration—their secret glances, knowing looks. Whatever happened here was much more than either were explaining. 

      "It was really sad," Haylen said, noting Elodie's frustration and trying to reinforce the elusiveness with shallow words. "It was really hard on both of them, seeing Malak—"

      "He is not Malak," Killian spat, biting into Haylen's words with enough force to make her flinch. Not like that was difficult. "That is not Malak, and Malak was the one who did this to Aella. Yet you're saying he is who they're both crying over?"

      "They were friends and—"

      "He killed her!" he yelled. "For Fate's sake. After everything, all the exercises, everything we've done, someone who looked like the boy who killed her is what made her feel again? Shadowed hell—"

      The yell shocked even Elodie. Killian never raised his voice. Ever. It made Ender finally look up from the meal he was creating while Haylen took a subtle step back, beginning to talk in a quick, shaking voice. "Killian, Malak was their friend, and he killed Carrick's parents, Aella's brother-in-law, and Aella—"

      "Then why was she sobbing instead of screaming in rage?" Elodie asked, cutting off Haylen's attempt at explaining. "All Killian is saying is it doesn't make sense they're both crying over someone who looks like a friend who betrayed them in every sense of the word. To be honest, it is frustrating to see. All the work we've done to get her to feel, and this is what it took? It's insulting."

      "Elodie—" Haylen looked at her in repulsion.

      "She can't control it," Ender's voice dropped. "She doesn't choose—"

      "She shouldn't have feelings for the person who took her from me," Killian interrupted. 

      "Well, she does," Ender said, returning to the pot. "We can't bury the body because it's too frozen. I don't want to make either Aella or Carrick have to burn him. So, if you wouldn't mind using your Aer to cover him with snow, that'd be very helpful."

      Killian's jaw set, but he moved to the body.

      "No—don't—"

      They all started at the sound of Aella's voice. She looked horrible. Her eyes were red, swollen—attesting to the truth in Haylen and Ender's words, but her voice was still dead, emotionless.

      Ducking under the logs, she moved out to them, blanket still around her shoulders. "Don't bury him. Not yet—"

      "Aella," Killian's voice dropped its edge, and he just looked sad. 

      As usual, she ignored him, moving to the body. "He's a Master Spawn. We need to see if he has any information."

      "Aella," Haylen whispered. "I'll do that. You don't have to."

      Aella's fingers hovered over the corpse, frozen and trembling inches above his flesh. Her eyes fixated on the Master Spawn's face and a sort of muffled whimper escaped her throat as she clamped her eyes shut.

      "Aella," Haylen knelt next to her, grabbing her hand and pulling it away. "I'll do this, okay? Take a walk, make sure Carrick's okay, and let me do it. I'll let you know what I found when you get back."

      Aella nodded, lip trembling. "Thank you," she whispered, moving away without looking at anyone else.

      Killian swore. "This doesn't make sense. I don't understand—she didn't even look at me."

      "It's not about you," Haylen said, beginning to search through the boy's pockets as Ender crouched beside her to help.

      "I know it's not about me—" 

      "If you knew that, you wouldn't care she had feelings for Malak."

      "Haylen, he—"

      "He was her friend, and he made a bad choice. Why can't you understand that?"

      "Because that bad choice killed—"

      "She's not dead!" She cried, interrupting him and taking them all by surprise. "Stop saying he killed her when she's alive."

      "Alive in a physical sense," Elodie interjected, saving Killian from arguing his point any longer. "But she is dead—her soul's dead. We all cared for her, Haylen. She was our friend, more than she was yours, and she was Killian's family."

      Haylen got to her feet, facing them in anger. "Stop saying was. Her soul's not dead. It's confused. Haven't you seen the progress she's made?"

      "No. We haven't."

      "You didn't know Aella," Killian said. "You never knew her like we did—I did. She was full of life. She was all light, happiness, humor. She was beautiful and now—"

      "She's hurt," Haylen glared at them. "She's hurt, and she's getting better, and she's still beautiful."

      "Stop," Ender said before either Killian or Elodie could respond. He held up a piece of paper for Elodie to see. 

      Taking it, she scanned the page, giving a slight gasp before showing it to Killian.

      "I'm rolling him over. Check his back," Ender ordered, turning the man on his side.

      Crouching next to Haylen, Elodie ran her fingers over the Spawn's back until she found a slight seem, out of place in the solid piece of fabric. "I need a knife."

      Keeping him up with one hand, Ender reached into his waistband, holding the blade out to her handle first.

      "What is it?" Killian peered over their shoulders.

      "I don't know," Elodie murmured, drawing the blade through the loose stitches before slipping her hand into the hidden pocket. Withdrawing a single scrap of parchment, she unfolded it, laying it open for all of them to see.

      "Is it—"

      "A way to find the next Master."

      

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      He clenched his fists, pressing them against his forehead, rocking back and forth on his heels. "Stop," he begged. "Stop." The images flooded into his mind relentlessly, stealing his breath. Malak with him when his parents were killed. Malak making him laugh again. Malak when Carrick first confessed he liked Raina. Malak killing his parents. Malak killing Magdalen. Malak becoming a Master. Malak dead. Malak. Malak. Malak.

      He gasped, breath hitching against his lungs. His heart rate sped, racing against his rib cage. He choked over the snot clogging his airway, the tears pouring down his face. "Stop—" he sobbed. "Stop—"

      "Carrick?"

      He heard her voice, but he was beyond able to process it. He was on the brink, completely immobile with terror, panic filling every inch of him. "Stop—stop—" he pleaded with his brain.

      A spicy scent assaulted his nostrils, and he gagged over the smell. Then, it set in—the icy bitterness of the herb, Socair, stilling his mind and bringing the procession of images to a halt. He clutched the hand holding it there, breathing it in like oxygen. Then he felt another stab of sorrow because it had always been Malak's hand crushing the herb near Carrick's nose to stop the panic. He had always been the solution, not the cause.

      "It's okay. You're okay."

      Looking up at her through a veil of tears, Carrick let go of her hand, too exhausted to feel any embarrassment. "Ael, I—"

      "I know."

      "I couldn't—Fate, I can't stop seeing him."

      Sitting to his right, she looped her arms around her knees and waited for him to continue.

      "It's like there were two people," he whispered. "The one I knew—who was my best friend. I remember him like that, as this kind, thoughtful person, but then the second person—the one who killed my parents—pierces through the memories and—" he squeezed his eyes shut, letting out a single shuddering sob. "I miss him so much, and then I remember I hate him more than anything, and I can't stop crying. I can't stop seeing him, and I'm telling—Fate, I don't know why I'm telling you this. You—"

      "Can still listen."

      He nodded, closing his eyes as the chill from the sleet began setting in, finding its way through the heavy wool coat Eddie had finished sewing for him the day before Winter Solstice. "Are you okay?"

      "No."

      He looked at her.

      "Killian thinks I'm dead. Elodie doesn't think I have a soul. They're mad I cried over someone who looked like Malak, when I should only hate him. But I don't even know why I was crying. I just saw him, and he reminded me of Malak and then I knew that I had killed him, and I felt horrible. I'm not trying to hide anything. I'm not trying to—" she shook her head without finishing the thought. "I am so sad, Carrick." She stated it like anything else, without feeling or depth, but there was a certainty of truth.

      Nothing in life prepared him for this. He was not prepared to have a best friend killed and be revealed as a murderer. And he was not prepared to help someone he cared about feel again when he was still an eighteen-year-old kid, heartbroken and alone. "Do you know why you're sad?" he asked finally in a rendition of Haylen's exercises.

      "I think I lost Killian. I think he's let me go."

      "Why would you think that?"

      "I've let them down. I let him down. I feel like maybe they're right. Maybe I am dead, and I just keep hurting him, but I can't feel that I'm hurting him. I just know I am, and I can't stop. But then, I get glimpses of when I know I love him—and I hurt. It's like I'm stuck. I can't move, and he's left and won't wait for me to catch up."

      He couldn't contradict her. Killian and Elodie, especially in the first few days since leaving the lake, had been wracked with guilt. They blamed themselves for Aella being this way, and they tried harder than anyone to fix her, but they couldn't grasp that Aella was not to be fixed. Aella had to be left alone to be the thing they had ensured she'd become, and they couldn't handle it.

      As the days went on—though they would never admit it—their guilt had turned into resentment.

      "You aren't dead, Ael," he said after the stillness had grown between them.

      "I know," she nodded. "If I was, it wouldn't hurt like this."

      They sat in silence again until Elodie's voice entered their mind. "Carrick, Aella, can you hear me?"

      "Yeah, we're here," he answered. 

      "You need to get back to camp. Haylen said you were hurt. It's getting late, and Ender wants to get an early start tomorrow." Even in his mind, he picked up on her annoyance. 

      Sighing heavily, he got to his feet, giving Aella a hand. "We'll start heading back."

      "You're hurt?" Aella asked, looking at him. 

      "Barely. I think one of the tree branches got me."

      Grabbing his arm, she turned him around and before he could react, she had pulled his shirt and coat up, exposing his back. "Carrick…"

      "What?" He craned his neck to see. 

      "You can't feel this?"

      "No, what is it?"

      "We need to get back to Elodie." She let the cloth drop, spinning him again to pull his neckline down. 

      "Aella, what are you—" he stopped with a wince preceding the blood draining from his face as he saw the other end of a thick branch poking out below his left collarbone. "Holy Shadowed hell—" he whispered, swaying slightly. 

      Grabbing him, she forced him to steady. "I may be the Fate-spoken Aether, Carrick, but if you choose to pass out right now I will not be able to carry you back."

      He chuckled, glancing at her. 

      She smiled. Fate, the first smile he'd seen since Rhaelyn. It was worth getting pierced through the chest for—if he did indeed make it back to the others without passing out.
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        Haylen

      

      

      "Carrick," Haylen whispered, keeping a hand clamped over her mouth, eyes widening at the site of the branch ramming through his left shoulder. "Carrick, you—Fate, Carrick."

      "I'm fine, Hale," he assured, though his dramatically shaking body and blue-tinged lips far from comforted her. Elodie had been able to get the coat off without further damage, but his shirt had to be torn off his front, left to helplessly dangle from the stick entering his back.

      "You aren't fine," Elodie stated, anger pressed into her tense face. "How did no one realize this happened? He has a bloody stake through his chest."

      "His coat hid it, and other things were going on," Ender said, wrapping a blanket around Carrick's waist and handing him two flasks. "Hug the warm one to your chest. Take a few swigs of the other."

      "Well, you all better hope the infection from wood disintegrating into flesh hasn't already set in," Elodie quipped, grabbing the flask from Carrick and taking a swig herself without any change in expression.

      Carrick rose an eyebrow at her, accepting it back. "Fate, El. Impressive."

      "I'm not as straight-laced as all you think I am. This is going to hurt. Drink."

      He did as she asked. "Ael, what are those?"

      "Maps they found on the Master Spawn," Aella answered, sitting cross-legged on a fallen tree next to Haylen with the papers spread in front of her, squinting through the dizzying light to read each of the faded lines that even Ender admitted made no sense.

      "Maps for what?"

      "Where to find the next Master."

      "Let's not talk about that right now, shall we?" Elodie said, digging her fingers deep into his flesh on either side of the wood.

      "Holy Shadowed—Master—Fate Aether—" he swore in every way possible, losing any remaining color he had.

      "It only went through flesh and muscles. You're lucky," Elodie stated, moving both hands to his back.

      "I feel—" his words were stolen by Elodie jerking the stick back through his body. Gagging over the pain, he pitched forward causing Ender to grab him by the shoulders to keep him upright as fresh blood flowed from the puncture.

      Holding up the torn shirt, Elodie connected the pieces of fabric to ensure no shred of cloth had been left inside his body; then she began systematically creating a variety of herbs, roots, and shoots to crush together into something only she knew would work.

      "Elodie?" Still holding Carrick upright, Ender's eyes fixed on the blood that was seeping from Carrick's chest at a frightening speed. Carrick's eyes were squeezed shut and flicks of barely perceptible flames moved over his fingers.

      "I know," she grunted, not looking up.

      "He's—"

      "I know. Carrick, stop using your flames," she ordered as she began stuffing the mixture into the open wound. The flames only grew as Elodie slipped curses under her breath, quickening her movements.

      "Carrick," Aella said with enough force to make him look up, despite the sweat pouring down his pale, green-tinged face. "Don't."

      "Shadowed hell—" he croaked with a strained voice. "I can't stop—"

      Getting up, Aella handed Haylen the maps before kneeling next to Ender and grabbing both of Carrick's hands. "You have to stop."

      The flames ceased as soon as Aella took hold, but Carrick's face fell into a color verging on gray. Without Keiria—the ability of his flames to take away pain but prevent healing—he slumped weakly into Ender, his golden ringlets dripping over his face.

      Haylen glanced towards Killian standing quietly by the wood shelter, looking at his girlfriend holding Carrick's hands to prevent the flames from coming. His face attested to hurt, jealousy, anger, guilt—a myriad of emotions painful to observe.

      Then, Haylen saw Elodie looking over Carrick's and Aella's heads to Killian. The others were oblivious, too focused on keeping Carrick from collapsing into the snow, but Haylen saw everything. Haylen always saw everything.

      "I'm done," Elodie said, wrapping the roll of bandages around Carrick's shoulder and the top half of his back where the worst of the cuts were. "Is the pain getting better?"

      "Yeah—yes. Thank you—" Rising, he took a step and a half before his knees buckled, and he sunk into the snowy earth. Groaning, he lay shirtless in the snow and curled onto his side as if he'd given up on moving altogether and decided to remain like that until morning. "I'm fine—I'm okay—"

      With a half-smile, Ender pulled him back to his feet by his armpits and drew his uninjured arm over his shoulders, practically carrying him to the shelter.

      Collecting the ruined shirt, Elodie tore what she could into bandages and discarded the rest. "Alright, Aella, your turn."

      "I'm fine."

      "You aren't. You haven't had your dressing changed in nearly two days. I'm not taking no for an answer."

      Shrugging, Aella moved back to a seat on the log, unbuttoned her coat, and lifted her shirt to expose a filthy bandage.

      "Aella," Elodie massaged her forehead in exasperated disapproval. "I told you to not let it get like this."

      "I don't feel it."

      "We know you don't feel it. You don't feel anything," she said shortly. "But we care if you die—"

      "You mean my body, right? My soul's already gone."

      Elodie paused mid-motion, mouth falling open and turning on Haylen. "Did you—"

      "I'm not involved in this." Haylen looked away in increasing discomfort.

      "I overheard," Aella said. "I'm sure it's easy to forget I can still hear things."

      "Aelie," Killian got up to sit on her other side. "We didn't mean—"

      "I know," she nodded, wincing as Elodie pulled the bandage from her skin. Then, she looked at Killian. "I'm sorry."

      He could only nod back.

      

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      Aella had laid down for twenty minutes after Elodie redressed her wound, but she couldn't sleep with the maps in her conscious. They were her key to ending all of this.

      As the others' breathing stilled, she got up, taking the maps with her and began studying them under the warm light of her flames. It didn't make sense. All she needed was—

      "Aella, you should be resting." Ender came up behind her.

      "I can't. Have you seen these?"

      "Not closely," he confessed, kneeling next to the log she had spread them over. "There was too much going on."

      "It looks like—do you see this corner?" She pointed to the section of the map with the name Cinnabar.

      He nodded.

      "Have you heard of it?"

      "Once. I know it more by its other name, Eternal Rest, but only in fables. I didn't think it existed. I still don't—this map doesn't look like it connects to anything. There aren't any landmarks I recognize."

      "It connects. It just hasn't been surveyed by Stoicheia. Look at this." She pointed to what looked like a decorative scroll along the bottom. The scroll fell into three distinct patterns, broken into thirds by a small emblem of a star. If you didn't know what you were seeing, it would look like nothing more than embellishments.

      "In Zuri Kade's journals, I read about these markings," Aella explained. "She had talked about entire regions Stoicheia had never surveyed. The Shadows designed a code which would connect Stoicheia maps to Shadowed ones if you knew the sequence."

      "And you do?"

      "I'm not positive, but I think so. Can I see your map?"

      He drew it out, spreading it next to the other.

      "This," she pointed to the first third of designs. "Symbolizes latitude and this—" she pointed to the second, "is longitude. The third segment is a reference point, a region where it could connect to a Stoicheia map."

      He gave a soft curse, staring at the two parchments. "Aella, this would be—"

      "It'd change everything. A Master is in Cinnabar. That much, I know. All I need is to figure this out."

      "How do you know a Master is there?"

      "It's called a Den. All of the Masters have one if they're old enough. Malak didn't, obviously."

      He nodded, encouraging her to continue.

      "I think this one—I think he's Draven. He was the oldest Master Zuri knew of and was centuries older than Bronwyn—the Master who rose the same year Zuri did four hundred years ago. Draven is referred to as the Father of Masters, and Zuri hadn't planned to go after him until she'd killed the others because of Cinnabar."

      "You mean the tales about it?"

      Aella nodded, staring down at the map. "If I can figure this out, I can find Cinnabar and Draven—if it was he who sent the Spawn anyway."

      "The Spawn? He was a—"

      "Child of Draven," she nodded. "He was too strong to be anything else. He could—it was pure luck I killed him. I think I just took him by surprise and—" she stopped.

      "What?"

      Her eyes widened at the realization.

      "Aella, what is it?"

      "Elodie—Elodie's a Necromancer. She could see what the Spawn's last thoughts were."

      "Elodie's a what?" Ender stared at her as she got to her feet.

      "A Necromancer. We need to wake her up."

      "Wait, Aella," he grabbed her arm before she could barge into the shelter. "Let them rest. They need rest."

      She hesitated.

      "His body will still be here in the morning."

      "What if it's not? Carrick said Malak's disappeared when he checked back at the lake. What if some power releases their corpse back to the Master?"

      He frowned at her. "That seems very far-fetched."

      "Is it? A year ago, you would've said I seem very far-fetched."

      "You are. I still think that."

      She smiled slightly.

      He grinned. "Very well. If you want to be the one to wake Elodie up, be my guest."
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        Elodie

      

      

      "You want me to do what?" she blinked at her.

      Aella's eyes were wide, excited—she looked crazed. "I need you to touch the Master Spawn, see what he was last thinking."

      "Aella," she groaned, laying back on her mat. "This can wait until morning."

      "It can't—or I'm not sure if it can. I think the Master Spawn was a child of Draven, and the maps will lead us to him."

      "What? Draven? Why would you think that?"

      "Cinnabar."

      "Fate Aella, that's a reach. Just because a scrap of paper he had had the name Cinnabar on it—"

      "It's not a reach. Don't you remember the journals? The cipher of the Shadow surveys?"

      "You need to sleep, Aella. This is—"

      "Please, Elodie," she begged with a look of desperation. It was as if the person they had known since the lake had morphed into the opposite—but neither one was Aella.

      "Aelie, you don't know how uncomfortable Necromancy is," Killian attempted to explain. "It's not easy."

      "Neither is using Meyotas or Keiria or a Crux. None of these are easy, but they were given to us by Fate for a reason."

      "I'll do it in the morning," Elodie sighed, turning her back to her. "Get some sleep."

      "El, what if the body isn't there in the morning? What if it—"

      "What, Aella? Just disappears overnight? It's not going anywhere. It's a corpse."

      "It could be what leads us to the next Master."

      "And we can be led to the next Master in the morning. Goodnight."

      "Elodie, please—"

      "Aella, for Fate's sake, go to sleep."

      Aella looked toward Killian, but he shook his head. "It's too late, Aelie. We're exhausted, and it'd keep her up the rest of the night if she did it now."

      It was true. Necromancy was horribly uncomfortable, causing nightmares and visions for weeks afterward. Even for someone as rational as herself, Elodie could feel the being's spirit for months after using it.

      Aella looked momentarily hurt but hid it quickly by pulling the canvas back to leave the shelter.

      "Aelie, please," Killian called. "Just come to bed."

      "I have to figure this out," she responded, now muffled by the canvas draped between them.

      Lying back with a curse, Killian looked at Elodie with a shake of his head. Carrick and Haylen had both slept through the exchange. "You don't have to do it," he whispered. "She doesn't understand."

      "I know. Fate, Kil, she's—"

      He only nodded, and she reached for his hand in the muted light of the shelter. His fingers closed around hers, and she squeezed them.

      "I just—she cried over Malak," he continued to whisper. "Malak did this. Malak killed Jace, and yet, she cried over him? I don't understand. I've known Aella for eighteen years, and this isn't her."

      Elodie turned so she was facing him. "Apati isn't recoverable by most people. Ender's a special case—or maybe he only thought he had it. What happened to Aella—it wasn't what happened to him."

      "So, what do we do?"

      She shook her head. "I don't know."

      

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      He overslept—or he thought he must've. Ender had been on watch all night. Sliding off his blankets, Carrick ducked under the canvas. His head pounded, and he stumbled a few steps until he remembered how to stand again. He was freezing.

      Placing his arms around himself, he searched for a shirt or a coat by the light of the constant gray earth. Fate, he felt horrible.

      "What are you doing up?" Ender asked, moving from a vantage point in the trees to meet him.

      "I overslept," he grunted. His mouth was dry, voice horse. "You've been on watch all night. I can take over."

      Ender raised an eyebrow at him. "You look horrible, Carrick."

      "I'm fine," he shook his head—a mistake. "I need to find a shirt."

      Reaching into his pack, Ender grabbed one and handed it to him. "Go back to bed."

      "You shouldn't be on watch alone all night." Sinking to a log, Carrick placed his head in his hands.

      "I haven't been. Aella's been up too. She thinks she figured out the Shadowed map, and she's been sitting vigil over the Master Spawn's body so it doesn't disappear before Elodie can use her Necromancy on it."

      "What?" No part of what he just said made sense.

      "She thinks he could disappear, something releasing his body back to the Master. She said it happened to Malak?"

      "No—well, I don't know. He was gone when I went to look for him, but—she thinks he'll disappear?"

      "She was worried about it, and she was talking about the last Aether—her journals? She said that's how she could figure out the maps, but she's missing some key which she thinks the Master Spawn had and would be able to tell Elodie. Aella tried waking her up, but Elodie refused until morning."

      Carrick swore, rubbing his face with his right hand. His left plastered to his side, too afraid to move. "Zuri Kade's journals. She talked about the Shadow maps."

      "Did you read them too?"

      "I did. They're pretty dark. Elodie hated them and Killian refused to read them after the first entry."

      "Why?"

      "The Sun ended up leaving Zuri. Killian thought it was pointless because it wouldn't happen to Aella, and Elodie was angry because it took away from the sanctity of the Sun as a whole."

      Ender nodded, and Carrick studied him. "It doesn't surprise you that Zuri's Sun left her?"

      "No."

      "Do you think it's going to happen to Aella?"

      "That you all will leave her?"

      "Yeah."

      "I think it's a possibility."

      "I do too. Before Winter Solstice, we thought it was ridiculous. We thought we knew without a doubt we would never leave each other—five points of an equal Sun. That's what we kept saying. But it's obvious now it's not an equal Sun. Aella's going to have to do everything. Which she's trying to do, but—" he shook his head. "Sorry, that got dark. Want to get some rest?"

      "You're feeling okay?"

      "I feel fine. It was just the blood. Aella says I'm squeamish. Though, she is too. She only says that to distract people from her own tendency to faint at the sight—or used to, I guess. It doesn't seem to bother her now."

      Ender gave a small smile. "She's getting better, Carrick. What happened today was a good thing."

      He only nodded, looking away.

      "The waiting is the worst part." Ender briefly placed a hand on his uninjured shoulder before moving into the shelter.

      As soon as he left, Carrick stood to find Aella. There wasn't much point to being on watch. It made Ender feel better, but Haylen's Meyotas would give them far more warning than someone standing alert in the gray death lighting.

      He walked amongst the downfall until he found her kneeling next to a form on the ground.

      "Hey Ael," he said a warning greeting, so he didn't startle her.

      She didn't respond.

      "Ael?"

      She looked like she hadn't moved in hours. Some of the snow had been melted away from the Master Spawn's chest, and she had a hand placed firmly against where his heart would be.
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        Aella

      

      

      She melted part of the snow over the body to tell if it was still there. His corpse was cold, motionless, but it wasn't right—she knew it wouldn't be there long. She needed to know what he could tell them. 

      It had worked before—at Summer Solstice—she'd been able to communicate with them. Though she wasn't in control, and she wasn't aware it was happening. It also nearly killed her. But that was before she was an awakened Aether. She was stronger now. And she needed to know. 

      Reaching a hand out, her fingers hovered over him in hesitancy before she placed her entire palm against his chest. "Let me talk to you. Let me—"

      "Ah child, we meet again."

      She plunged into the sterile white room, skidding across the blinding floor until she came to a stop at the feet of a Master. Her throat tightened, and her heart ceased to beat—only to continue rapidly without peace. She took a deep breath. This wasn't his mind to rule. This was her mind. She was in control.

      "Hello, Draven."

      The Master morphed into his human form—a small, very skinny old man with a balding head and bushy white eyebrows covering eyes crinkled by a friendly, toothless smile. He looked much more like a slightly crazy, but loving, grandfather than the Father of Masters. "I must say I am impressed, Aella Aurellian. When I last saw you, you were fighting for your life thanks to our poor Malak. What a shame he only got this power for a brief moment. He would've been great. Vicious that one."

      "I don't want to talk about him."

      "Oh, no?" His smile grew. "Then, tell me, Aella, why have you decided to use my darling Niko as a transport to me?"

      "I wanted confirmation."

      "Confirmation?" 

      "On where you are hiding."

      "Hiding?" he laughed. "You think I am hiding from you?"

      "I think you are playing with me."

      "You are correct."

      "Where are you?"

      "You think I'm going to tell you where I am?"

      "Yes."

      "And why would that be?"

      "You sent your child with a map. You knew I'd kill him. You knew I'd find it. If you didn't want to be found, you wouldn't have done that."

      "Well done," he beamed at her. "It was a little puzzle delivered especially for you. Did you like it?"

      "I'm working it out."

      "Mm. You know I hand-picked Niko because he looked like him, like Malak. Did it stir up some memories? Lighten the Apati, perhaps?"

      "What do you know about that?"

      "Ooh, I guessed. I'm very clever, you know. When we were tormenting you, there was no warning. We just left. I figured our darling Terre, Elodie Rose, had killed you and brought you back to life. No one could survive that without becoming an Apati. I also knew you, my dear, are far too dangerous as one. You'd end all of us without a blink of the eye and no care to whom you hurt in the process. Which inevitably, has been the other Aethers' downfall—if they even tried at all," he added as an afterthought. "Not many have actually tried, you know."

      "I've been forced into it."

      "Have you?" he chuckled. "My dear, we both know you love this appointment. You crave challenge, fight, pain. You need it to balance, and that is not new. That's why he's falling away from you."

      "Who?" 

      "You know who I'm talking about," he teased with a wink. "Killian Madalyn. The boy the Aether loves but who no longer loves her back."

      "That doesn't work on me—that mind trick. Apati is still in control."

      He gave a soft laugh. "For now, it is, but this has set off a chain reaction that is no longer controllable. Soon, you'll be the raging hormonal mess you were before. Don't worry. You were right, though. Niko will be gone by morning. I only allowed him to stay this long because I assumed you'd try this."

      "Where are you?"

      "My dear, you know. You only need to trust yourself. Remember, they have an ounce of your ability. Don't let them hold you back. I gave you all the clues you needed to figure it out."

      "Why?"

      "Let's just say I've grown bored in my old age. I want to face you while you are still fresh. Ah, here comes your protector."

      "What?"

      "Until next time, Aella Aurellian—"

      She was jerked out of the mirage in a rush. Swearing, she stumbled back on her hands, watching the body disappear before her eyes. "No—no, no, no, no—" she lunged at it, trying to keep it on earth, but it slipped through her fingers like mist, leaving nothing but a hole in the snow. She swore again, sinking her pounding head against the cold ground.

      "Ael, what the—what were you doing?"

      "Talking to Draven. Fate, my head—"

      "What? Draven? Ael, what the hell were you doing?"

      Replacing the earth with her hands, she sat up, staring at the empty space with helplessness she hadn't felt since she thought she saw Killian killed in Murnad. "He was Draven's child. He would've known where he was. I tried to get Elodie to use Necromancy on him, but she wouldn't. I knew he'd disappear, just like Malak did, so I used him as a portal to speak to the Master." She squeezed her eyes shut. Fate, the headache. 

      "You were talking to the Masters? Like at Solstice?"

      "Just Draven. He says I have all the clues to figure it out. He says he's bored. He wants to meet me while I'm still fresh."

      "Aella—"

      Turning to him, she was met with utter, shocked concern. "It's fine, Carrick. I'm fine."

      "You are not fine, Aella," he whispered harshly. "You can't be fine when you just used a Master Spawn to have a little chit-chat with a Master who wants to meet you while you're still fresh. What the hell does that even mean? What a twisted—"

      "But we know how to find the next Master. I just need—something—Fate—" she grabbed her head again, and she sat back against the snow. "Elodie could've—what if that's what I needed? He knew she was a Necromancer. What if—"

      "Ael, this isn't—you shouldn't have done this."

      "I didn't have a choice."

      "You had a choice. You could've—you should've gotten me. Asked Haylen to see if she saw anything. We're here together. At the very least, you could've told Ender—"

      "You just had a stick pulled from your body. Haylen is exhausted from the Meyotas, and Ender wouldn't have understood." She sat back up. "You're hurt. Go back to sleep. I'll be on watch."

      "Aella—"

      "Carrick," she sighed, looking at him, "I'm doing the best I can."

      His face fell. "I know that—we all know that. Ael, I'm just—you can't destroy yourself on the first Master."

      "Second. I've already killed one with Stoicheia weakness inside me. I'm not an invalid. I'm strong. He said if the Apati never went away, I'd be unstoppable."

      "Who? Who said that?"

      "Draven."

      "Aella, that's not true. He's playing tricks with your mind."

      "What if he's not? Carrick, what if this is who I need to be? It would be easier for everyone."

      "It wouldn't—"

      "It would. They already think I'm dead. I serve a purpose now, and—"

      "You are not dead. He's playing tricks on you. You know that. Shadowed hell, Ael, how could you decide to use a dead Master Spawn as a portal to a Master without telling us?"

      "Because I needed to," she stated. The Apati was blissfully taking over again. "It was the only way. Well, Elodie was the better way, but she refused. She said it was uncomfortable. Killian said it was too uncomfortable for her to do in the middle of the night. So here I am. Because I'm not afraid of uncomfortable things. My whole Shadowed existence is uncomfortable. This is what I mean. If I stop trying—if I let it rule me, we can win this."

      "Aella, look at me," he whispered, grabbing her arms with a grip that surprised her. They were all so careful around her—always. They thought she didn't notice, that the Apati made her blind to the way they acted, the subtle nuances of humanity, but it didn't. She just didn't care—usually.

      "I am begging you, don't listen to him. He would never tell you to do something to help you. He wants you dead—us dead."

      "He's the oldest Master there is. He didn't say it to help me. He said it to taunt me, which only works because it is true."

      "Aella—"

      "They'd be relieved. Killian and Elodie. They'd be relieved."

      "Aella!" He snapped again. "You were making progress. You were starting to feel—"

      She looked him dead in the eyes. "Where did that get me, Carrick? It turned me into a sobbing mess over the boy who killed me, so the boy I love doesn't understand who I am anymore. He's—Killian—" Squeezing her eyes shut, she looked away. She had to fight it. Fight the surge of emotion. But she couldn't. It came in floods. She would never win like this.

      

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      He saw the mask drop, the terrified interior of Aella's soul resurface. It was unsettling. Would this be how it was? Every reentry into the living?

      Lowering her forehead to press against the snow again, she hugged her arms around her. "I can't—he said I wouldn't be able to control it."

      "Who?"

      "Draven. He said he picked Niko because he looked like Malak. He knew it'd awaken the Apati. It'll be uncontrollable."

      "Well, thank Fate then."

      She gave a short laugh, turning her head to look at him. "They think I've gone insane."

      "Killian and Elodie?"

      Nodding, she turned back to the earth. "I could tell when I asked Elodie to use Necromancy. Maybe they're right. I don't feel insane. I feel—chaotic. Like one moment, I can feel everything, and the next, I feel nothing, and it's impossible to keep up with. I wish—"

      "Today hadn't happened?"

      "Exactly," she sighed, sitting back up and looking at him. "Carrick, you look horrible."

      "I'm fine," he shook his head. "It's nothing. Elodie did a good job."

      "She always does." She looked away, back at the empty pit in the snow. "You should get some sleep. I won't anyway. No point in us both being up."

      "Aella, this is a good thing. You know that."

      "Maybe. You should go to bed," she repeated. "I'm only going to be studying the map. That's all."

      Carrick didn't want to. He didn't want to wake up and find her without emotions again, with the dead look in her eyes and the wish to join the other side. But it was no longer controllable. The Master had said—

      "Don't tell the others," she said. "Don't tell them about the Apati."

      "Why?"

      "I don't want them to know."

      "Why?" He repeated the question, frowning at her. 

      It was already happening—the shift back. "Because it might not be true. Draven likes to play games. He killed his child because he looked like Malak, knowing it'd mess with my mind. It could also be why he mentioned the Apati."

      "And why he mentioned you'd be stronger if you didn't try to heal, Aella. He's wrong. You have always been in control of getting better. You have to keep deciding it's worth it."

      She only shrugged, walking away from him.
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        Elodie

      

      

      "He disappeared?" Elodie asked, staring at the spot where Killian had buried the Master Spawn. She thought Aella had been crazy to think this a possibility. Corpses didn't disappear… normally. "I didn't think—" she stammered. "There was no way—how could he—"

      Ender sighed, massaging his head as he crouched in front of the open pit, scanning the ground as if there was a sign where the deceased disappeared to. "I didn't believe her either. Dark magic is hard to understand if you haven't experienced it." Straightening, Ender looked around. "Where'd she go?"

      "She's trying to figure out the map," Carrick answered, sitting on a log next to Haylen while keeping his left arm pressed against his side. "The Master told her she had all the clues to decipher it, and now she's fixated on it."

      "Wait what? What Master?" Killian asked, looking over at him. It was too early for this kind of conversation.

      "Draven. Aella used the Master Spawn's body as a portal to talk to him."

      Everyone present turned on him. Haylen's mouth dropped open. Ender cursed under his breath while he rubbed the back of his neck. Killian stammered something between a question, profanity, and prayer. And Elodie turned to face Carrick head on, hands on her hips, disbelief and anger easily mounting into her pose and speech. "Excuse me? What did you say?"

      Carrick met her eyes in his own brand of defensiveness. "I said Aella used the Master Spawn as a portal to talk to the Master, Draven, last night while you were sleeping," he said in a way that enunciated each word.

      "Why would she—what—you let her do that?" Killian accused. 

      "I didn't let her do it. I found her doing it, and I stopped her. You think I'd let her use a Master Spawn as a portal?"

      "You let her leave in some sort of manic state to figure out a pointless scrap of paper," Elodie shot back. "You think she's sane enough to be on her own?"

      "She's not manic, and she knows what she's doing," Carrick cut angrily. "She had a face-to-face conversation with a Master while using a corpse who looked like Malak. You think you'd be able to sleep after that?"

      "The fact she tried—"

      "She tried it because Elodie wouldn't get out of bed," Carrick bit into Killian's argument, making him flinch. "Whose side are you on?"

      Killian took a step back, dropping the tone in his voice to de-escalate the situation. "I'm not on anyone's side. I only want to understand what happened."

      "What will this do to her?" Haylen asked Ender before more angry words could be exchanged.

      "She's the Aether, right? She was chosen for this, so I would guess nothing more than anything else she's going to have to do. Part of her role is talking to Masters." It was a shockingly casual explanation for the state of events that had occurred. Elodie couldn't be the only one utterly repulsed by this.

      Taking a deep breath, Elodie prepared herself to once again be the bad guy. "I think we should have a serious discussion about Aella while she's gone."

      Both Carrick and Haylen turned to her. Killian cast his eyes toward the ground, and Ender raised an eyebrow, crossing his arms over his chest while grunting, "discussion?"

      She nodded, bolstering herself to continue. "It's been over three weeks since the lake—"

      "Ender took six months to recover," Haylen interrupted.

      "Will you let me finish my thought before making assumptions?" Elodie shut her down, eliciting a ‘sorry' from Haylen as she turned away. Carrick, however, stared at her without so much a blink. Elodie took another breath. "As I was saying, it's been over three weeks, and she's been acting increasingly dangerous. I think we can all agree on that."

      No one said anything, so she continued. "At first, her physical injury kept her from hurting anything or anyone. But now, she's nearly healed and this—what happened last night—isn't acceptable. We can't think it's okay to talk to a Master through a corpse, right?"

      "You were planning to this morning," Haylen muttered, though she didn't look up.

      "I have Necromancy, which is a gift that can be used to benefit others."

      "What do you think Ael was doing?" Carrick asked with a short laugh. "Having a chat with a Master for fun? Aella is different from us. Her role is different from ours. You're blind if you can't see that."

      "Five points of an equal—"

      "No. It's all through Aella. She's the only one who can kill them, the only one who can even look at them in their Mastered form. If we don't want this world to be permanent, she will have to kill six more Masters."

      Killian winced.

      "What, Killian? Too harsh for you?" Carrick asked. "We've always known this. She knows this and that's all she's trying to do. Why don't you see that?"

      "It's just—she's not the Aella I knew. That's all Elodie is trying to say. We should be careful. Aella has changed," Killian said.

      "Yeah, well, a person changes when they're forced to be the savior of the world." Carrick stood, hugging his injured arm to his body as his fist clenched and released in sequence.

      "A person changes when they are living against Fate's will," Elodie countered. "We never should've done what we did. It was cruel to turn her into this."

      Carrick stared at her.

      "Fate, Elodie—" Haylen swore softly.

      "You believe Apati is living against Fate's will?" Ender asked. The man's angular face remained unmoving, but his shoulders straightened, his feet widened in their stance, and his arms pressed across his chest in deliberate defense and challenge. What she had just said was deeply controversial.

      But controversy was how progress was made and mistakes avoided. "What else would it be?" she asked. "She was supposed to die. Then, someone interjected, played god, and misdirected Fate. It's off-balance. In all my research, I have never heard of someone surviving Apati."

      Killian looked down at his foot. Carrick continued staring at her like she was pushing a blade into Aella's back. Haylen, predictably, had tears trailing down her cheeks while Ender looked furious, his face no longer a mystery. "What am I then, Elodie?"

      "You thought you had Apati, but it was something different. It had to be."

      He gave a sharp, angry laugh. "You came to that conclusion because you didn't read about me in a book?"

      She knew how insulting she was being. But this had become too much. Aella had used a corpse as a portal to a Master, and no one saw how wrong it was. They needed to see how dangerous this—Aella—could be.

      "Elodie Rose," Ender's words chilled. "Remember you are only eighteen. You know nothing of the world. The world is not kept inside books."

      "Aella is dead," Killian said without raising his eyes. "This isn't her. I know her—I knew her. Whoever this person is, it's not Aella. Elodie's right."

      "She's dangerous," Elodie nodded in agreement, relieved to have someone to agree with. "She's unpredictable and amoral. I should never have done what I did. If anything, I should've left her body dead after I killed her."

      Someone emitted a soft gasp behind her, and Elodie turned, knowing who it was but afraid to look.

      Haylen turned as well. "Aella—how long have you been there?"

      Hair tangled into buns on top of her head, Aella stood holding the crumpled map in her left hand while the other clutched the fabric near her heart. Her eyes were startled, lips frozen apart. She looked young, standing there—innocent—and her expression gave the answer to Haylen's question. She had heard everything.

      Carrick had stood halfway like he was ready to surge into battle but unable to find one, looking between Aella and Elodie with a helpless expression while his mind sprinted for a solution. Ender had only closed his eyes in tired knowledge, and Killian sunk his chin to his chest, rubbing the back of his neck with a hand.

      "Aella, I didn't—" Elodie cleared her throat. "You have to understand why we're concerned."

      Nodding as a reflex, Aella closed her mouth, gaze dropping in something like shame to the earth's floor. "Um, I—" her voice broke in an inability to remember how to produce words. The knuckles of the hand clutching at her heart, whitened.

      She stood like that for several breaths in the heavy silence of five people searching for something to say to a deeply wounded individual. But Aella was the first to move. Forcefully lifting her gaze from the ground, she found Ender and ignored the others. "Ender—" Her voice broke again, and she gave up, eyes dropping back to the earth. With a feeble attempt of a cleared throat, Aella turned and retreated through the trees.

      "Don't bring this up ever again," Ender admonished, singling Elodie out from the others.

      "I didn't know she was—"

      Holding up a hand, he cut her off. "I hope to Fate, Elodie, you never have to go through what she's going through. But if you do, I pray you have better friends than she does."

      "Ender—"

      He didn't respond but moved to follow Aella's path through the trees.

      Watching Ender leave made Elodie's heart ache like she had never experienced. But she was right. Right?

      "Elodie, how could you?" Haylen whispered.

      "I didn't know she was there."

      "What kind of healer thinks it's cruel to save someone's life?" Carrick asked. He had sunk back to the log, his right hand tangled in his curls as he looked at her with disbelief at her level of dissociation. 

      "I didn't save her life!" she protested, tears stinging her eyes in rebellion. "I ended it. How can't you see that? We saved her so she could be used as a weapon in war. She never deserved that. What I did—what we did—was—"

      "Cruel," Killian finished in a barely audible voice. "This isn't Aella."

      "To you maybe," Carrick's tone dropped in its anger. "To me, that's Aella. My friend who is alive and in pain and needs you to not give up on her before she has a chance to heal." He stalked off, slipping under the shelter to begin packing their supplies.

      Haylen didn't look at them as she joined Carrick, leaving Killian and Elodie to glance at each other before looking away in the cruelty of their truth.

      

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      She held her head tightly between her hands, squeezing her eyes shut. It was too much for her mind to deal with. It felt messy, tangled, and painful, but she didn't know why—she couldn't think of why. It was so much to process. 

      "Aella?"

      It was Ender. She had something she was going to tell him. She couldn't remember. There was something she needed to tell him.

      He sat in stillness next to her, and she fought to remember what it was. Reach through all the chaos, the endless spirals and mazes her mind had created. She was nauseous. Her extremities buzzed with a numbness coming to life, and everything hurt. 

      "Aella, can you hear me?" Haylen.

      "Ael, we need to leave. Haylen saw something." Carrick.

      Ender continued sitting. 

      Aella pitched forward, heaving without production. Her body rolled with nausea. 

      Ender placed a hand on her back. 

      "Ael, answer us—can you hear me?"

      Sweat poured off her face, mixing with tears.

      "Aelie, we don't know where you went. We need to leave right now." Killian.

      This had to end. How could this continue? It felt impossible—chaotic. She needed the numbness. She needed to not feel. She fought to get back to the place where she could stop—where nothing mattered. Where she couldn't see their secret glances, hear their words. She was better to them dead. She was better to them dead. It wasn't only her who wanted death—it was them. They wanted her dead, so they could move on. 

      Her hand enclosed around a stick broken in the debris, with sharp splintered edges. She clutched it, hands shaking, and her body gasped as she brought it to her chest. 

      Ender's hand wrapped around her wrist. "Let go," he said softly.

      "I need to—" she pulled against him. "I need to—they need me to—"

      "No, they don't." Fate, he was calm. Her entire being tremored with the effort to end it all, and he sat there keeping her from pushing the stake through her chest. "They're scared, and they're wrong. They don't understand. Let go."

      She choked, breath hitching in her throat. She had to stop this. She had to stop feeling the emotions.

      "Holy Fate—"

      Elodie.

      "You shouldn't be here," Ender stiffened. There was enough of a change in his tone, it pierced Aella's subconscious. Her body lurched in a search for air, eyes closed against the relentless burning.

      "No, I need to be here," Elodie stated. "What is she—Aella, what are you doing?"

      Her fingers released the stick, though Ender kept a grip on her wrist. She felt it—the numbness, the death. She could breathe again.

      "Aella, what are you doing?" Elodie's voice was tight, high-pitched, strained. She knew what she'd just seen.

      Sighing, Ender released Aella's wrist, looking at her with sad eyes. "You need to fight." 

      She heard the words but didn't feel them. There was only relief that the emotions had left. 

      "Aella, what were you—"

      "It doesn't matter," Aella interrupted, the monotony of her voice residing again. "What did you come here for?"

      Elodie's gaze moved between Ender and Aella like a pendulum as she stammered several times before being able to form words. "Haylen had a vision. We need to leave. They're packing up everything."

      "Okay," Aella nodded. "We'll be there soon."

      "Aella—"

      "You can go now."

      "Aella—"

      "You should leave," Ender said. "We'll be right behind you."

      Elodie hesitated but eventually left.

      Exhaling in a deliberate slowness, Ender turned to Aella. "So, you're gone again?"

      "You shouldn't have stopped me."

      "Someday, you'll thank me."

      "Maybe."

      "You will."

      "Don't tell the others."

      "I won't, but Elodie probably will."

      She brushed the snow off her clothes. "I guess it doesn't matter." The map was still pressed into her hand, and she looked down at it, remembering why she'd returned in the first place. "I figured it out. That's what I was trying to tell you. I figured out the map."

      "You did? How?"

      "He gave me all the clues," she said. "I had everything I needed, and I know where Cinnabar is. We need to leave."
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        Haylen

      

      

      "Aella, can you talk to me?" Haylen had been trying to get Aella to speak for the last week of trudging high into the Northern mountains. She avoided their exercises, only spoke when necessary, and hadn't slept since the Master Spawn. The only time she'd eat was when Ender forcefully demanded it by refusing to take another step until she did. They had to beg her for rest, and only when someone literally fell to the ground in exhaustion would she stop.

      Aella had only told Ender the key to the Shadow map, and he'd accepted it without argument while the rest of them blindly followed her higher and higher into the Northern mountains with increasing doubt. Even Carrick was uncertain. Though, he defended her valiantly against the others' hesitations.

      "Aella?"

      "What would you like to talk about?"

      The last week had brought a new Aella, one difficult to decipher. Elodie had told them the state she found Aella in that morning—Ender restraining her against shoving the point of a broken stick through her heart, fighting against him to be able to kill herself. 

      They'd asked Ender if it was true, and he'd only respond that it wasn't his business to say but, "for Fate's sake, be careful what words leave your mouth, and who hears them."

      So they rarely spoke about it. If they did, it was in secretive, barely audible whispers between Elodie, Killian, and herself. Carrick refused to talk about it at all, but he never left Aella alone, making a variety of excuses with differing degrees of believability to remain within eyesight of her. Aella tolerated it because it was Carrick.

      To Elodie and Killian, Aella had gotten worse since that day. There was never an inflection in her voice, never a hint of emotion, no sign of softness or light. They believed she'd given up. 

      But Haylen believed she was resisting recovering completely. She saw the way Aella's jaw set when they spoke to her. She saw the way her eyes would dart toward Killian when no one else was looking. She saw the cloud come over them when he and Elodie would whisper close together. She saw the flicker of concern every time Carrick would shrug off his pack and wince while keeping his left arm pressed against his side. And she heard the forced monotone of her voice. It wasn't dead anymore. It was angry.

      "How much longer do you think we have?" Haylen asked.

      "We'll be there tonight."

      "At Cinnabar?"

      "No. Close. We'll have to stay near there until we figure out the next move."

      "Good. I think we all need a break."

      She didn't say anything. 

      "Aella?"

      "What?" 

      "What are you feeling?"

      No response.

      She waited.

      Aella was a kind person—inherently so. Haylen knew that the moment Aella had trudged through the snow to find her the night Haylen had predicted her death. Aella always used to talk about how Killian was the kind one. She was the one who was emotional, rash, difficult.

      Which was probably also true, but Aella was kind. Killian was friendly, nice to everyone, gentle, good-spirited, but he wasn't kind. He didn't know how to look at a hurting person and simply be okay with the hurt.

      Aella did.

      She would always respond to Haylen in some way or another because she didn't want to hurt her. Haylen was an outsider in the group, a latecomer who had alienated herself from the start, and now, Aella wouldn't do anything to alienate her further.

      "What is it you're feeling, Haylen?" came her final response.

      "I feel scared to reach Cinnabar, scared for you. I feel like you could heal if you wanted to, but you're actively stopping yourself from doing so."

      She was silent.

      "And I don't know why you don't want to heal any more, why you've given up."

      She was still quiet.

      "Carrick thinks it's because you're preparing to kill the Master. You might die, and it'll be easier for them if they still think you're already dead." Carrick had told her that in confidence, one of the only times he'd voiced anything on the situation. He'd be angry if he knew she told Aella, but Aella needed to hear it. She needed to know she wasn't as good at pretending as she thought.

      Pausing amid trudging up a snow-packed hill with no end to it in sight, Aella looked back at her. Her cheeks were flushed, her breath misting in the frigid air. The others were far behind them. "I'm already dead. It doesn't matter if my body dies too."

      "That's not true."

      "It's what they believe."

      "It's not what I believe. It's certainly not what Carrick and Ender believe. Elodie and Killian are only scared—"

      "Draven said if I want to defeat the Masters, I need to be an Apati. That's what I am. When the world has its colors back, no one will care if I did it dead or alive."

      "I will, and all the other people who love you."

      "No one loves me anymore."

      "Aella." She frowned at her. 

      "They said their goodbyes a long time ago." She turned back around, continuing up the hill. 

      "Aella—"

      "Staying the way I am now is how you'll be able to see your parents again, Haylen. Leave me be."

      

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      "Holy mother Fate," Ender swore, eyes trailing up the next rise while watching Aella and Haylen's disappearing dots, seemingly miles ahead of them.

      "The Northern Mountains are steep, huh?" Carrick grunted as he shrugged off his pack to get another piece of cloth out.

      "Yeah, they tend to go straight up. That's what mountains do," he gave a half laugh at the humor, then looked at him—growing serious and tired once more. "How are you doing?"

      Pulling the neckline of his tunic down over his left shoulder, Carrick tucked more cloth under the wrap to stop the constant oozing. He tried, then failed, to keep his face from showing the dizziness he was experiencing due to the sensation of his own bodily fluids trickling down his skin. "I'm fine. I think El might need to repack it tonight."

      Ender gave him another look before gazing up the steep incline ahead of them. "Tell Aella and Haylen to stop at the next plateau. We need to make camp."

      He relayed the message.

      There was only a beat before Aella responded. "I'll stop at the one after this. We're almost to the top. We'll get camp ready."

      Giving a small laugh, he glanced at Ender. "She says she'll stop at the one after the next."

      "Fate, that girl's—she's something else."

      "She's impossible," he agreed, shrugging his pack back on. "But she's—do you know how she found Cinnabar?"

      "I do."

      "You won't tell us?"

      "No. She asked me not to."

      "Why?"

      "It was a mean joke played by Draven which made you all look bad and her doubt the Sun. She doesn't want you to take it seriously."

      "Is it true?"

      "I don't know. Partially."

      "Haylen thinks she's forcing herself not to get better."

      Ender was quiet, beginning to lead a path up the hill again. 

      "Do you think so?" Carrick continued to prod.

      "Do you?"

      "I don't know—maybe. I haven't seen her like this. I was with her after her family was killed, after Jace died, and this is—different." He faltered over the words to explain what he saw in Aella. With her family, especially Jace, she ignored her grief. She would rarely mention it, and she'd only talk about the dead in humorous or pleasant stories. Never in the context of the sadness she was feeling. But this—this was stubborn refusal.

      "You all focus too much on the Apati. I almost wish I never told you about it, though Elodie would've known. Aella had a bad thing happen to her, a series of bad things, and she's hurt. That's it. It's very simple."

      "But the Apati—"

      "Is a horrible thing to go through. And it's horrible to hear people you love talking about your death or whether you'll make it out of it. Apati doesn't make you deaf. You still know the meaning of the words being said."

      "Which is why she tried to kill herself?"

      Ender glanced back at him, letting his dark eyes land softly on his pained face. Carrick was never good at hiding his emotions, especially with Ender. Ender was the adult in a situation that desperately needed one, and he clung to him in a way that made him feel like a lost kid reuniting with his father. "I tried to kill myself too," Ender said, before turning back up the mountain. "It's hard when you begin to feel again."

      "You did? What happened?"

      "Obviously, I was never successful. Grayly stopped me. He never left me alone, even for a second. One night I was at dinner, and I remember thinking about Nila, the woman who saved me, and how she left. I grabbed a fork and stuck it into my chest. That was the first time, and it was more instinct than actual desire. It scared Grayly to death, and after that, he followed me everywhere. He even slept on the floor by my bed. Actually, I don't think he ever slept."

      "Do you think Aella has a Grayly?"

      He looked back at him. "Yeah, you."

      Carrick's face reddened. Though, he didn't know why. "I wasn't there. I didn't even go check on her. I never would've thought she'd—"

      "The only time you leave her alone is when you know she's with someone else, and this is the first time I've even heard you talk about what happened. You're the only one not trying to fix her all the time. You let her be."

      "I want her better—"

      "Obviously. We all do, but you're able to wait. That's who Grayly was for me."

      "What was it like? When the Apati was lightening?"

      "I was different from Aella. Even as an Apati, I was volatile. I'd fight anyone, and it was bad enough Grayly had to abandon everything we had to leave Kent. When I was gaining feeling back, all I felt was anger. I was mad at Grayly for leaving Kent and Nila. I was mad at Nila for leaving me after she ensured I'd become what I had. And I was mad at myself for ruining my brother's life. We are very lucky Aella is not like me. I was not easy."

      "You think Aella is?"

      "No. Aella's anything but easy, but the primary emotion she seems to be repressing is sadness. Sadness is less damaging than anger."

      "Outwardly maybe," he muttered.

      Pausing, Ender looked back at him.

      And Carrick blushed—again. "I didn't—it's just that—"

      "You've experienced the necrotic nature of sadness yourself?"

      "Um yes," he cleared his throat. "Not like Aella—or you—not anything like that."

      Ender started walking again. "Pain shouldn't be compared, and you are right—about sadness."

      Carrick was quiet for a while, following in the man's footsteps, breathing a heavy rhythm against the cold. "Have you loved someone again?" he asked. "I mean after the woman, Nila?"

      "No, not romantically. I doubt if I ever will."

      "But don't you want kids? A family?"

      He chuckled. "Carrick, we haven't seen colors in weeks. You think I'm thinking about wanting to start a family?"

      "That's all I think about—at the end of this, I mean. I think about loving someone, having a home, a pointless hobby I'll do in the evenings. I want to be sitting in a chair by a fireplace, complaining about an aching back, drinking a pint of something, and forcing everyone in my vicinity to listen for the millionth time to how I helped the Aether, Aella Aurellian, save the world."

      He expected Ender to laugh at the fantasy, but he didn't. "Don't stop thinking about that, Carrick. It'll happen someday."

      "And you'll be the grumpy old neighbor who trudges over with your cane to beat on our door and yell at us for being too loud even though you can't hear anything, you're so deaf."

      He laughed at that. "I'm not that much older than you."

      Still chuckling, Carrick slowed to a stop, staring at the next rise. He couldn't see them anymore.

      "Ael? Haylen? Where are you?"

      There was no response. 

      "Ael? Haylen?" he pushed again, waiting for them to answer him.

      "What is it? What's going on?" Elodie asked, and Carrick turned back to find Killian and Elodie moving up the slant below, just leaving the tree line.

      "I don't know. I can't reach Aella and Haylen."

      "Are they too far away?"

      "How could I possibly know that, El?"

      "It was just a question. You know we aren't supposed to let anyone out of earshot, especially Aella."

      "Ael?" he tried again, ignoring Elodie.

      "Yeah, sorry, I'm here."

      "Where are you? What happened?" 

      "Don't go further. Hale's coming down to explain. Set up camp there."

      "What? What are you—" 

      "Haylen?" Ender started forward as Haylen sprinted down the incline.

      

      
        
        Killian

      

      

      "What is the color you miss the most?" Elodie asked, moving up the mountain at a much slower pace than the others.

      He hurt. The entire right side of his body ached with the imbalance of the muscles he was using to walk for miles without break. At the beginning and end of every day, Elodie would make him a collection of salves and ointments that helped numb the pain, if only a little. She would always wait for him to get ready, always walk with him even as they fell further and further behind the others, and she'd make up games to keep his mind off the pain.

      Aella did none of those. Aella barely looked at him. Every morning, she moved off without waiting for the others to finish packing. Then she'd set up camp before leaving again to scout. She'd return after everyone was asleep and lay down for, at the most, three or four hours before getting up again. But the problem was, they weren't supposed to leave her alone. So it meant someone would have to rush whatever they were doing to catch up with her.

      They weren't supposed to leave her alone because Aella had tried to kill herself. The thought created an impulse to laugh because it was so ridiculous to think of Aella like that. But, of course, that was the Aella he had known last year—before Murnad had fallen. The Aella he knew after that had been a stranger, even before Apati took the person he loved most in the world from him forever.

      "Killian." Elodie reached out and touched his arm.

      "Sorry—what was the question?"

      "What's wrong?"

      "That wasn't the question."

      She smiled, taking his hand in hers. "What's wrong with you?"

      He relaxed at her touch, ignoring the prick of guilt always present when he and Elodie were together. It wasn't fair. Aella was dead, ignoring him and only thinking about killing Masters…or herself. They weren't together any longer. He knew that—or he tried to tell himself he knew that. "Nothing's wrong."

      "Mm, that makes sense. You always have that expression of devastation and doom when nothing's wrong."

      He chuckled, rubbing his forehead with his other hand. "It's nothing different than what's always wrong."

      "Aella and the world then?"

      "Aella and the world."

      Rising on her tiptoes, she gently kissed the corner of his mouth. He closed his eyes, feeling the pain, and also the relief, deepen. Kissing Elodie was like finally being able to breathe. The first time was a week after the lake, and it was the first time he'd smiled since Winter Solstice. 

      The smile had faded quickly to immense guilt, however, and they'd stopped. Both of them said it could never happen again, that it was cruel and foolish, that they were only lonely and scared, that he had to continue to be there for Aella—and Aella was who he had loved his entire life.

      But then the days dragged on in endless procession, and Aella showed no signs of improvement. Haylen would do the exercises with her religiously, and Carrick would act like nothing ever happened in the first place. But Killian—Killian was in anguish and not allowed to grieve. He had lost Aella for the second time in a year, and he was not allowed to express the pain that brought.

      Except for with Elodie.

      The second time they'd kissed was the night after the Master Spawn was killed. The night Aella showed the first sign of feeling anything—and it was over the boy who stole her from him. It was also the night that, in her brief period of emotion, she had made the conscious decision to give up.

      The Master had told her if she was an Apati, she'd be unstoppable. She'd possess the one thing none of the other Aethers had. Or really, she'd lack what all the other Aethers had—a conscious. 

      Killian wasn't supposed to know that. He'd overheard Carrick telling Ender about it. Carrick was worried—Carrick was always worried. He had told Ender what the Master had told Aella, and he told Ender that Aella accepted it. He also told Ender the Master said it was too late. The boy he sent, who looked like Malak, would've elicited a powerful enough reaction to make the healing from Apati irreversible and uncontrollable.

      Carrick had been relieved. Ender thought it could be true. But Killian knew it wasn't. Once Aella Aurellian decided upon something, there was nothing in the world that could dissuade her. She'd never be the same.

      "Stop thinking about it," Elodie whispered, placing her arms under his and letting him hold her. 

      His cheek pressed against her hair, and he closed his eyes, feeling her warmth. Her aliveness. 

      Elodie was the opposite of Aella. Elodie was rational, levelheaded, never letting emotions get the best of her. She was firm, strong, and unbreakable, always standing up for herself and others. She was beautiful, the epitome of grace and poise. The epitome of a woman. And she loved him.

      If he was honest, he loved her too. He had since Parva.

      They began moving up the incline again. 

      He heard Carrick calling to Aella and Haylen, and then a second and third time.

      Elodie glanced at him, and his jaw tightened. Typical. They were too far away to be able to communicate. They weren't supposed to go that far, but they always did. She always did. And Haylen followed like the guilt-ridden shadow she was.

      Carrick tried reaching Aella again—or Ael as he called her. Ael. Only Jace called her that. 

      Then, she responded. 

      And the communication stopped.

      "Carrick, what's going on?"

      There wasn't an answer.

      Slipping curses under their breath, they started moving again to find out what had happened this time with Aella to make everyone join the downward spiral alongside her.
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        Haylen

      

      

      Ender grabbed her shoulders, forcing her to stop long enough to breathe. "Haylen, what happened? Where's Aella?"

      Shaking her head, she hiccuped over the tears clogging her airway. It was only a mirage. Aella had told her it was only a mirage, but it'd looked so real.

      "Haylen, you need to talk to us. Is Aella safe?"

      Biting her lip, she squeezed her eyes tight in an effort to stop the flow of tears. "She's fine—she's okay—I just—I couldn't—"

      Carrick began moving past her to climb to the next plateau. It was enough for her to move. "Don't—" she grabbed his arm. "Don't, Carrick, don't go up there."

      "Why? What happened?" His eyes darted from her to Ender to the hill in quick, sequential order. "Why didn't Aella come back?"

      "She's okay," she said, one last sob cutting into her words. She couldn't stop shaking.

      Taking a blanket from his pack, Ender wrapped it around her shoulders. Then, handed her his flask. It was nearly empty. "Go ahead."

      "Thank you," she whispered, taking the last few swallows before finally feeling the first hint of warmth. "I—it was a mirage. It showed—the worst thing you could imagine happening. It was—horrible. It looked so real. I couldn't move. I was—Aella pulled me back, and it disappeared again. But I couldn't—it was so real."

      "What do you mean a mirage?" Carrick asked, glancing at Ender in confusion. Neither of them could figure out what she was talking about.

      Haylen took another breath. "Aella thinks it's the start of the boundary to the Master's Den. She said Draven likes to play with minds. He sets up traps like this to keep us away or make us go insane." She shuddered over it, seeing the image every time she closed her eyes. 

      It had started with her dog being killed. It was so brutal, so fast it had been confusing at first. And then, the scene morphed to show her parents. Her dad pleading with her to say goodbye to him. She'd refused and his expression was complete heartbreak. Then, while he was still begging her to forgive him, he'd been slaughtered mid-word. The blood was far brighter than it should've been. Everything was sharper, with thicker edges, more grotesque—almost like a painted story, but real.

      Next, Haylen's mom came into view. She was sad—horribly, horribly sad. She'd killed herself. Or she was about to. That was when Aella had pulled her back.

      Aella had looked pale too. She said she saw something else. That the mirage was explicitly designed for whoever crossed it. But she wasn't crying. She wasn't even shaking. Haylen had been frozen, unable to move, and Aella held her, rocking her back and forth in her arms like a small child. She brushed the hair from her sobbing face and held her until she could breathe again. 

      "I don't understand. Where's Aella?" Carrick asked.

      "She told me to tell you what happened and don't let anyone else up. She wanted to look around more. See if she could find out anything."

      Carrick let a curse slip under his breath as he looked back up the incline.

      "Carrick, don't go," Haylen whispered, seeing him mulling over every thought in his mind which would inevitably lead to him following her. It always did. "It's not—it was horrible."

      "Stay here."

      "Carrick, no—" she grabbed his arm again, making him wince as it pulled against his wounded shoulder.

      He shrugged her off, gripping his arm with his other hand.

      "Carrick, you can't go." Tears ran down her cheeks, and her lip quivered in a desperation for him to understand. "I was stuck. I saw everyone I loved die, and it paralyzed me with fear. The only reason I got out was because Aella pulled me back. If you go, you won't be able to escape."

      "Aella's up there now, and what—not able to get out? Watching her family die over and over again?"

      "She didn't react like I did. She was okay. She's okay. Trust her—you have to trust her. She doesn't need saving."

      Hesitating, he looked desperately between her and the next plateau. Then, he swore, nodding stiffly and moving to his pack. "She said to set up camp here?"

      Still hugging the blanket around her, Haylen nodded.

      "What the Fate is going on?" Elodie's voice blistered through the air. "You couldn't bother to tell us? Do you know how—Haylen, what's wrong with you? Are you hurt?"

      Haylen's lip quivered, and she closed her eyes. She had no energy to face Elodie at the moment.

      "She's not hurt," Ender said, explaining as succinctly as he could what Haylen had just told them.

      "What—you're—so she's up there by herself?" Elodie asked, the question sounding much more like an accusation. "We can't—Ender, we can't leave her alone! You know what I saw. You were there! She's—"

      "Elodie, we don't have another option right now," he interrupted calmly.

      "Of course, we do. Get her to come down."

      "If you want to try that, be my guest."

      "What's going on?" Killian asked, breathless from their increased speed up the hill. His eyes snapped around the group, then fell on Ender. "Where's Aella?"

      Elodie was the one to answer. "She's up on the plateau, trying to find something out about the Master, and we can't follow her because there is some sort of trap that will paralyze us with fear if we try." Every word out of her mouth bit. She crossed her arms over her chest. "Does that about sum it up?"

      "Hale, you okay?"

      It was Aella.

      Without looking at anyone, Killian began talking to her.

      

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      The plateau didn't look real. Oddly shaped pinnacles of rock rose like giants from the earth, scattered over the flat surface without purpose or design, no apparent reason for their origin. Snow blew in disappearing swirls over an abrupt edge, and the gray-scaled atmosphere created dramatic, ghostly shapes out of the rocky crest. 

      Walking to the tallest lip of the plateau, she climbed one of the pinnacles. Beneath her, sharpened edges of congruent peaks flowed, dancing for miles and miles until they collided into the invisible valleys far below. The thin, sharp air stung her cheeks along with particles of snowy ice carried by a wind-driven force she'd never experienced. Her eyes watered and her breath caught in her chest in pure exhilaration. This was a feeling no word could express accurately.

      Taking a deep breath, she drew herself back to the present. "Hale, you okay?" she pushed into their minds. She hadn't wanted to. Hadn't wanted to invite their disapproving lectures and opinions on what she should do next or how she needed to turn around right now and tuck herself into safety. 

      But Haylen had been—Aella hadn't known what happened to her. 

      It was grotesque, the mirage. She'd seen Jace, Loysia, and their baby killed. She had watched her parents die. Killian. And then, Carrick. But it was macabre. Fake. Everything was over-exaggerated, nothing more than a disturbing story meant to keep you up at night. 

      But then, she had turned to Haylen. Haylen had been frozen, immobile, her pink lips parted in silent horror like she was trying to scream but couldn't. Her eyes had been dilated, widened in shock, yet she was as still as a corpse.

      She was stuck—entirely imprisoned until Aella forcefully grabbed her and pulled her past the boundary of the mirage. Haylen had stared at her before starting to sob, going on and on about her parents and her dog, barely decipherable words exiting her mouth. Aella held her because she didn't know what else to do. That level of shock—it reminded her of people she'd passed the day Murnad fell as she'd been running back to her home. It was an inability to move, to feel, to think. Aella knew with certainty if she hadn't pulled her back, Haylen would still be there.

      As soon as Haylen could move again, Aella sent her back to the others and told her to not let anyone, under any circumstance, come up. But she had to find out more. She knew, with an unknown reason, she was supposed to be there. Thankfully, Haylen had been too shaken to argue.

      "Aella, you need to come back," Killian's voice was the one to answer. 

      Focusing on the horizon, she tried to let it take her back to the exhilarating peace she was experiencing. It wouldn't, though. It had been pierced by the uncomfortable social conglomeration that was the Sun.

      "I will in a bit. Hale, are you okay?" she repeated the question.

      "I'm okay," she replied. "Are you? We're worried about you."

      It was such a Haylen thing to say, insinuating everyone was worried about her wellbeing when, in reality, Elodie would be seething in rage, forcefully pacing while dictating exactly why Aella was a reckless idiot. Carrick would be a ball of energy ready to implode—also, though more secretly, calling her an idiot. And Killian would be sitting, arms crossed over a knee, mourning her loss and not worried about her because she was already dead.

      "I'm fine. I haven't found anything yet. I'll be back in a few hours—"

      "A few hours?" Elodie responded angrily. "A few hours, Aella? For Fate's sake, get back here. We're a unit. It's not just about you. Five points of an equal Sun, remember?"

      She laughed harshly in the bitter wind. Five points of an equal Sun, Elodie? Really? Is that what you still think? 

      Choosing not to respond, she moved off the pinnacle, looping through a different path of spires. It was so strange, this landscape, so eerie. 

      "Aelie, please." Killian. "This isn't fair to us. If you get hurt—"

      "I thought I was already dead, Kil."

      That would stop him. At least for a bit. She knew his face had just flashed in pain. Elodie would've pressed her lips together, moving to him to offer comfort because the heartless, dead, insensitive, apathetic Aella didn't really mean it. The real Aella didn't exist anymore. 

      She moved further. The closer to the edge of the cliff she got, the more frequent the rock formations became. They looked so odd. So—

      She stopped. Her heart thudded in her chest as she stared at it. An itch of unpleasant adrenaline crept up her spine, catching in her lungs and pleading with her brain to make her body run.

      Elodie had begun talking to her again, but Aella blocked them out, demanding the wind to stop. As everything stilled, the pinnacles became visible.

      "So now you see my captives, my darling Aella? Crazy what fear does to those who aren't as strong as you or me. Rude of you to climb one, though."

      In the settling snow, without the wind whipping around her, she saw what the pinnacles really were. Humans. Hundreds and hundreds of enraptured humans frozen in their fear from the endless mirage. 

      With some, there was only a vague face apparent in the rock—a memory of a human frightened to death and turned to stone for eternity at the top of the world. But others, more recent ones, had whole bodies—stuck, as Haylen had been, in one spot as their feet began to solidify into the earth.

      Looking back to the top of the peak, the rock she'd climbed to sit upon. It had turned to stone a long time ago, but the face was there—the blank stare of eyes filled with fright. 

      "Out of curiosity, how long do you think it takes for someone to become like this? Years? Months? Days? My girl, it takes minutes. Your timid little companion would've become one of my fresher statues within a few more heartbeats."

      Her stomach twisted as she looked at the faces, the endless sea of terrified humans, the wave of bodies to rock formations and everything in between but all holding the same stare. The same stare Haylen had held.

      The tangled emotions began rising in her again as she fought to push them away, stay numb. Unwanted tears stung against her eyes, and she swallowed the bile rising in her throat. This was a field of corpses.

      "Tsk tsk, startling, I know. It's a burden to feel things, isn't it, Aella."

      "I will end you." She said it before she even realized she was responding to the Master. But she knew it was the truth. 

      He laughed. "So bold, my dear."

      "I will end you and release these people from you."

      "Mm, they will all die if you do that."

      "They won't be trapped for eternity."

      "Is death better?"

      "Yes."

      "You're certain?"

      "Yes. Stop playing with me."

      "I wonder what everyone's best friend, Killian Madalyn, would say to that? If he knew you were willing to kill all these human beings to get to me? I think he'd hate you. I think he'd leave you. Fate knows he's already left you for our intelligent Elodie Rose. Honestly, Aella, you should try being more like her. Less sensitive. Stronger. Act how a real woman should act."

      "Stop," she snapped. "You don't get to play tricks on me."

      "They aren't tricks. They're truths. They say I'm the Master of Minds. But really, I tell people what they don't want to hear. You'd be amazed at how many minds will crumble with the truth. The truth is, Aella, you would've never been enough for him. He has always been simply amazing. No one understood why you were together. Your only saving grace is that you are the Aether. But Killian doesn't want that. He wants peace. You, Aella Aurellian, are the farthest thing from peace."

      "How are you talking to me?"

      "Look around, my dear. I own these people. Look."

      Facing the statue of a woman only a few feet from her, Aella watched as her motionless expression of terror slowly turned to a grin, spreading across her mouth. Then, she winked at her.

      Stumbling back, Aella tripped, landing hard against the ground. 

      The woman began laughing.

      "Get out!" She cried. "Get out of her!"

      "As you wish."

      The woman stopped. For a second, she stared at Aella in shocked pain—then, relief. "You have to help me," she whispered. "Please, end this—I want to go to them."

      "I don't know—I don't know how—I—"

      "Kill me. End this, please, I'm begging you."

      The stone crept up the woman's legs, and her face tremored against the torment. She was in hell. Actively being tortured in hell.  

      Aella shook, staring at her. The people around her. There would be no way to save them. They had already died. Draven was keeping them stuck on earth. It was what she'd experienced by the lake, reaching so desperately for Jace and Loysia, her parents but not being able to unite with them. 

      Getting to her feet, she moved with tentative steps toward the woman. "I'm sorry," she whispered. "I'm so sorry." Forming a thorn of Thanasima, the vine that would kill the moment it pricked her skin, Aella held it out to her. "Are you certain?"

      "Please," she sobbed, nodding as she looked at the thorn like it was salvation itself. It was, in a way.

      Bringing the end to her remaining flesh, Aella let the vine sink into her tissue, stopping the life within her vessels.

      Slumping forward, the woman bent painfully at the waist where the rock had bound her. Then, she disintegrated, decaying into the corpse she should've been. She had been there for years, and she looked like she'd been captive yesterday.

      Aella started to the next one.

      "I won't let you do that."

      "Can you stop me? You've yet to show your face."

      He chuckled. "Aella, I rarely need to."

      The wind picked up again, forcing her to the ground. She tried to push back against it, but she couldn't. It was too strong. 

      It battled into her, driving her to her knees. Slivers of ice rained from the sky, slashing against her and splintering into the stone bodies. 

      "You know I could end you just like this, don't you, Aella? My children are very powerful. They're everywhere. Together, against you, you don't stand a chance. You are a simple little girl. You are nothing. You will never do what you need to do to defeat me."

      "I am more than you will ever know." She fought to her feet, letting the energy erupt from her.

      The sky crackled with tension, and the ground shook with so much power, she fell to her knees again.

      Hearing a cry, she turned. She didn't think. She only reacted, and a vine of Thanasima flew from her fingers to wrap around a young woman's neck. Their eyes met a breath before death carried her to the snow-covered earth.

      Draven yelled in anger.

      And Aella started to run. A pinnacle ahead exploded with a shock of fire. Stumbling back from the blast, she turned into something that seared her arms. She directed her flames, ice, electricity—any force she could call to—in a random attack as she sprinted down the plateau. There was no aim, no target. Only a desperate desire to survive.

      The smoke, ice, and wind worked together to blind her vision, and she could only rely on her feet feeling the decline that would hopefully lead her out—back to the others.

      A wall of flames flew inches in front of her, forcing her to skid to the side as a bolt of lightning crashed a foot from her body. Roots ruptured through the earth, tangling their way around her ankles, crushing her into the boulders, and trying to drag her beneath them.

      Fire. Air. Earth. Fire. Air. Earth. There was no attack involving water. Diving to the side as another bolt of lightning crashed near her, she called to the snow, the moisture of the earth, rising into towers around her.

      She heard yells of shock. The roots entangling her ankles slunk away, cowering beneath the dirt.

      Then, she let it collapse.

      The second everything stilled was the second she ran. 

       "Aella Aurellian, you are different from all the others. You are ruthless. I'm letting you go now, but I'll see you within twenty-four hours. Trust if I don't, it'll be the end of your friends. If you can even call them that."

      The last thing she heard before diving over the boundary and skidding down the steep hillside was the Master's dry laugh.
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        Aella

      

      

      She tumbled down the incline, flopping head over heels without control until she slammed painfully into a large boulder, stopping her descent. Smaller rocks and shale cascaded in her wake as she lurched to her feet. All four limbs tremored, and her heart rushed against her chest as she stared up at the plateau.

      Taking a step back, her foot hit a loose rock, and she stumbled. Reaching for anything that would stop her fall, she grabbed onto something—someone.

      A high-pitched yelp, fueled by the recent events, left her throat, and she grabbed the person's neck with one hand while holding a blade of ice against their Adam's apple with the other.

      "Holy Fate, Aella," Ender muttered, raising his hands in defense.

      "Ender? Ender—you scared me to death."

      "I scared you? You're the one pressing a blade of ice to my throat."

      She dropped both her hands instantly. "Sorry—I'm sorry. I just—" she clutched the collar of her shirt, shaking her head as if that could still the adrenaline coursing through her.

      "You look—what happened to you?"

      "Master Spawns. Tons of them. We fought—there's a bunch of captives—they're stone now. Hundreds of them—the Master's keeping them. They're being tortured. I—they'll die when I kill him—Draven. They'll—Shadowed Mastered Hell," she spat the curse, bringing both hands to her forehead and taking a deep breath.

      "Aella, I have no idea what you just said."

      "I know. I'll explain—let me explain."

      He was still studying her, eyes moving over her face and body in assessment, causing his eyebrows to furrow into each other. "Explain at camp. Will the Master Spawns come after us there?"

      "There's a boundary where the mirage is. I don't think they can get past unless he orders them to."

      "And he won't?"

      "No. He said he'd give us twenty-four hours."

      Nodding like it was enough of an explanation, he turned, leading her down the rocky side. "You should let the others know you're alright. They're all pretty mad."

      Mad. Of course, they would be. She had blocked them out. But she'd done it for their protection. They should've been able to see that.

      "I'm okay. I'm with Ender." She let the words drop, then put the barrier up again. "Are you mad at me too?"

      "Me? No," he chuckled, glancing back at her. "I couldn't be mad at you. You're doing your best to give us our world back."

      "Exactly," she muttered. Her head hurt. 

      "But you shouldn't have done that. They were scared. We were all scared."

      "I couldn't talk to them. I had to talk to Draven."

      "Who's more important, Draven or the Sun?"

      "The Sun can go to the Shadows." It slipped out in a quick flash of anger. It felt hot, piercing. A certainty she hadn't known existed. She was focusing on ignoring it when she looked up to find Ender having slowed to a stop, studying her again.

      "I didn't mean that."

      "You did or you wouldn't have said it."

      "I wouldn't be here if it wasn't for them. I know that. But they don't understand Draven, his power."

      "And you do? Understand his power?"          

      "Of course, I do. Aethers are breaths from darkness. That's what Elodie says."         

      Ender gave her a slight frown. "I've heard her say they can look like darkness, not that they are darkness. There's a big difference."          

      She shrugged.

      "This isn't meant for one person to fight," he said, restarting the descent. "There's a reason there is a Sun and not only an Aether. Give them a chance to understand Draven. Let them into your plans."

      "They'll die the minute they reach the plateau. Haylen would've if I wasn't there. Ender, that place—"

      "Ael, what the Shadowed Hell were you thinking?" Becoming visible over the hill below them, Carrick trudged through the snow like he could flatten the mountain with his footsteps. His face was red, haloed by his haphazard ringlets, and his jaw was set in an anger she hadn't seen since he was watching Malak deliver the Dokimi.

      "Carrick, I was—"

      "You're an idiot, Aella. How could you—" his words died as he grew closer. The anger etched into his face flashed into concern, then worry, then back to anger with a mix of fear. "What happened to you?"

      "Nothing. I'm fine—"

      He took a deep breath, letting it slip back past his lips like he'd explode if he didn't release it. "Don't tell me nothing happened to you when you look like this. We have a right to know what's happening."

      "You have a right?"

      His eyes sparked. She could feel them radiating from him—his endless emotions. "Yes, we have a right," he snapped. "We're all in this forsaken mission, Aella. It's not just you."

      "Oh, you are? Last I understood, half of you think I'm dead already, and the other half don't think I can do anything because I'm so broken."

      He gave a short, angry laugh. "You're so self-obsessed it's incredible."

      "What, am I wrong?"

      His jaw worked, and his hands clenched into fists. She was wrong. This was worse than Summer Solstice.

      Ender cleared his throat. "Um, I'll meet you two back at camp, yeah?" 

      No flick of Carrick's gaze acknowledged Ender as he passed him. His expression bore against her in whitening anger, and she was—exhausted.

      "Say what you want to say," she muttered, sinking onto a boulder and massaging her forehead.

      His jaw clenched further. 

      "No one ever tells me what they are thinking because they don't want to further the Apati. I'm not a mind reader."

      "Fate, Aella, you're smarter than that."

      "Am I?"

      "You knew we were all worried—"

      "I had to talk to the Master, Carrick. I didn't want to be lectured about how much of an idiot I was being while doing so."

      "We didn't know if you were okay. For hours, we weren't sure if you were hurt and needing help, dying, or only ignoring us. Can you imagine what that felt like?"

      Shaking her head, she didn't look up. She didn't want to be there. She wanted to be away from his anger, from the anger she was about to face from the others, away from all of this.

      "You want to know what I actually think? I think you want to do this alone, so you can continue not feeling anything."

      She looked up at him. "No one wants to be involved in this. You would rather I do this alone."

      "I would rather?" He stared at her. "Ael, how could you possibly think I would rather you do this alone? I left everything for this, for you. I have pored over every scrap of map we have trying to figure out wherever the Shadowed place is that you're taking us, and I followed you up this hell hole of a mountain because I'm begging you to let me help you!" He was yelling. Every muscle in his neck tensed against the anger. 

      She looked down at her feet. His anger hurt. "I wasn't talking about you—"

      "You blocked me out, Aella."

      "I'm sorry," she whispered. Then, she looked up. "Carrick, I'm sorry. I'm—trying."

      Running a hand through his curly hair, he closed his eyes and sank to the stone next to her. His anger dissipated to leave a tired, sad boy in its wake. A wave of unwanted, uncontrollable guilt washed over her as his shoulders slumped.

      "Can you just not do that again?" he muttered the question without looking at her. "I get you're stronger than us or whatever, but if you need help, I want to be able to know."

      She nodded.

      "We felt the earthquake and the storm and—you just tried to kill yourself. No one was there to stop you this time, and I was—terrified." He murmured the word in a way that exposed its true gravity, the true emotions she'd forced them all to feel over the last few hours.

      A drop of blood trailed down her arm and dripped off her finger to land in contrast against the white snow. Fate, she wanted so badly to follow it, to disappear beneath the surface and sleep for eternity. 

      When she looked back again, she met his eyes. She'd never seen him look at her like that—with so much desperation. "I need you back, Ael," he whispered. "I can't do this without you."

      She could only nod. Getting to her feet, she started the descent into camp as Carrick silently followed her.

      

      
        
        Elodie

      

      

      "Do you think she's okay?" Killian asked, prodding the pitiful fire with a stick.

      "Don't you think we'd feel it if something really bad happened? All the books I read in Parva—I think we'd feel it," Elodie said.

      Cupping a hand around his chin, he hunched over in the cold, staring into the small flickers—or more the steam rising and being engulfed by the frigid air within seconds. "I felt like that at the lake," he muttered in misery. "Those books weren't talking about Apati."

      Briefly looking at Haylen's sleeping form across from them, Elodie reached down to grab his hand, getting him to look at her. "It will be okay, Killian," she whispered.

      "I don't see how that's possible."

      "It's not all about Aella."

      "It has always been all about Aella."

      Letting her head drop to his shoulder, she held his hand in silence. For him, it had always been about Aella. It was all he talked about for the majority of their time in Parva. It was one of the things that drew her to him, his undying loyalty to a girl who, by all forms of logic, shouldn't be alive. But then, she was. And Killian—what was impossible to explain was how unfair it was to him. He loved her with everything he had, and even before Winter Solstice, Aella didn't give anything back. She'd never talk about Jace, about their families' deaths—even though it was what Killian needed. She'd be up earlier than anyone and train in a way only Carrick was capable of matching, and she only wanted to talk about the journals that Killian had refused to read because it was too painful.

      After the lake, the only signs either of them had seen of the old Aella were in relation to the dead Master Spawn or brief flickers of sympathy when Elodie repacked Carrick's shoulder. Not when Elodie treated Killian's stump. What they were doing—she and Killian—was not right, but the whole situation wasn't fair. It wasn't like they could tell her.

      Across the fire from them, Haylen stirred, turning onto her side, and they let go of each other. Seconds later, they heard the cascade of rocks marking the first person to return to their camp.

      "She's alright," Ender answered the question none of them had asked yet. "Her arms are burned, and she has some cuts. She said she'll tell us what happened when she gets back."

      Elodie and Killian exchanged looks while Haylen sat up—still under her pile of blankets. But she had not been sleeping. Had she seen? Did it matter if she had? They were only holding hands after all. It was nothing. It was—

      "Is Carrick with her?" Haylen whispered the question, cutting off Elodie's rambling thoughts.

      "Yeah, and I think he's lecturing her enough for all of you, so maybe keep it to a minimum when she gets here?"

      Elodie gave a short laugh. "A minimum. Great. She put us all in considerable risk, and we have to keep our anger to a minimum."

      Ender looked at her but didn't respond. Instead, he began building up the fire.

      "Aren't we—won't they see?" Killian asked, watching him.

      "Aella said they wouldn't come down here, so we might as well be warm."

      "And you believe her?"

      "There's no reason not to."

      "I can think of a dozen off the top of my head," Elodie muttered. "The first being she is waiting for death."

      "Elodie," Haylen protested. Haylen was always protesting. She was Aella's number one champion, but this would never have happened in the first place if it hadn't been for her.

      "Do you really want your words heard by someone who shouldn't hear them again, Elodie?" Ender asked with his back turned to her, causing Elodie to glance at Killian and him to shake his head.

      Pursing her lips together, she began taking supplies out of her pack in stony silence.

      Ender neither noticed nor cared. He was far above silent treatments and teenage angst tactics. Elodie also thought she was, though the last several weeks had shown her she was not.

      Sitting up completely, Haylen scooted closer to the fire, still shivering without control. Whatever had happened to her on the plateau had been bad, but still, it was Haylen. Haylen lost her mind if she ran into a spider web.

      "What happened?" Killian asked as the silence grew. "Did she see the Master?"

      "She said she'd tell us when she got back."

      "She didn't even tell you?" Elodie asked, trying to keep the accusation from her voice. The way Ender looked back at her told her she had failed.

      "She tried to, but she was pretty shaken up. She needed a second."

      "A second," Killian muttered, pulling his knee into his chest and becoming once more absorbed by the fire.

      The sliding rocks alerted them again, and a few moments later, Carrick and Aella appeared. They both look exhausted—though Aella markedly worse.

      "Aelie—Fate, are you alright?" Killian asked, looking up.

      Aella's face was splattered with tiny cuts. The sleeves of her coat were melted off in scorched fabric, and the rest of her clothes were torn and ripped to almost disuse.

      "I'm okay," she said—in that blank voice that made Elodie want to scream. "I'm sorry I blocked you out."

      "You can't do that—"

      "I know," she nodded, cutting off Elodie's words. "I'm sorry."

      Those two words could be the most empty words in the human language.
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        Elodie

      

      

      Aella shrugged off her jacket at Elodie's command. The sleeves had melted, dissolving into burnt fibers which combined the tunic beneath in its destruction, and the coat's back had been sliced by something, leaving gaping holes. It was no longer usable.

      "I need that," Aella stated, watching her shred it for bandages without an expression. "It's freezing out here."

      "We'll have to find something else," Elodie said, continuing to tear, her lips pressing tighter and tighter together. Elodie was not someone who could hide what she was thinking. She never thought she had a reason to, because from her perspective she was always right. And in truth, she usually was.

      "Ender said we could have a fire, that they won't come after us?" Killian asked, looking between her and Ender, who'd begun boiling snow over the flames.

      "Draven is giving me twenty-four hours. He won't do anything overnight."

      "Aella, what in Fate's name," Elodie cursed as she began peeling the tunic off her red, oozing arms.

      "They're only heat blisters, not actual Shadow Fire burns," Aella said.

      "I know that. If it was Shadow Fire, you'd be nearly unconscious by now. Ender, I need your knife." Elodie held out a hand, accepting it without looking back at him. "You know we don't have any extra clothing? Between you and Carrick—" she shook her head, carefully cutting the sleeves of the tunic off at the shoulder and peeling them the rest of the way down her arms.

      Haylen let out a sharp inhale, covering her face at the site of the blisters, the skin bubbling from Aella's arms in anger. Carrick turned his face to the snowy earth, and Killian poked the fire with a stick.

      Taking one of the rags, Elodie dipped it in the water Ender was boiling. Shadow Fire was not treated like normal burns. In fact, if you suffered an actual burn from it, your chance of living was slim. Carrick had told her he had survived Shadow Fire when his parents were killed. Malak's mother had apparently known a cure that was used to save him, but he didn't know how to make it. Aella said she did, that she had had Magdalen teach her before leaving Rhaelyn, but to trust that—it was lucky none of them had suffered burns.

      The heat blisters, like Aella had, were also treated differently. Instead of cold compresses and ointments, the blisters had to be scrubbed off, leaving the raw skin uncovered and free to grow back without the toxins of Shadow Fire sealed within.

      Lifting the rag out with a stick, she let it cool to the point she wouldn't burn herself, then she grabbed one of Aella's wrists and began to scrub.

      A strange, nearly gagged cry escaped Aella's throat, and when Elodie looked up, she had turned away entirely, squeezing her eyes shut against the pain. They were all watching her, Ender slipping a curse under his breath and Haylen whispering, "holy Fate, Elodie."

      Elodie looked down at the arm, the blisters she'd scrubbed off already, and the rag clogged with Aella's sluffed flesh. "Sorry—I should've warned you."

      When Aella turned back to her, there was a spark in her eyes Elodie hadn't seen in a long time. "Just because you think I'm dead, doesn't mean I can't feel pain."

      It froze her hand. The words, the expression. She could only stare at her. "What happened up there?"

      The expression fell from Aella's face as fast as it had come, and she turned back to the fire. "It's fine—I'm fine now. It only startled me."

      Hesitantly, Elodie began again—far gentler that time.

      "What do you mean Draven's giving us twenty-four hours?" Killian asked, breaking the tension Elodie had caused.

      "We have twenty-four hours from when I left the plateau to face him, or he'll come down here and kill all of us."

      "You were talking to him? Draven?" Elodie asked, trying harder than ever to sound neutral. "Aella, we had agreed—"

      "I can't decide not to talk to him," Aella interrupted, massaging her forehead with her other hand.

      "You can, Aella. No one can force you to talk to them."

      "A Master can. That's why I blocked you all out. I couldn't—it was too much."

      She fell silent, brimming to argue with her but resisting because of that look. It was—what was it? Hurt? Anger? Everything? It felt haunted.

      "Why don't you tell us what happened," Ender suggested, giving Elodie another rag from the pot.

      Aella began as Elodie started on her other arm. No one said anything as she talked about the mirage boundary, the wind, the top of the peak, and the eerie landscape. But when she told them about the rock formations, everyone stopped her from continuing.

      "Humans?" Carrick asked, staring at her. "They were humans?"

      Aella nodded.

      "You said they were rock formations. How can you get a human and rock confused?" Elodie asked. 

      "The more recent ones still had body shapes, but the older ones—they were just rocks, wide enough to climb on top of and far taller than a human would be. But you could still see their faces if you searched for them."

      Killian looked like he was about to be sick. "And these were captives because of the mirage?"

      "Draven told me if Haylen had been there even a few minutes longer, she would've turned into one."

      "You trust Draven's word—"

      "I do," she cut off Elodie before she could speak further. "He's the Master of the Minds. He speaks with the truth whenever the truth hurts. Any of you would die if you went up there."

      Elodie gave a short laugh. "Any of us? And you're what, fine? Stronger than us?"

      "Yes," she answered, turning back to her, "I am."

      It annoyed Elodie—more than annoyed, it angered her. "Maybe Haylen only had a severe reaction," Elodie continued. "We all know she doesn't handle stress well."

      "Fate Elodie," Carrick objected, casting a look at Haylen who didn't lift her eyes from the flames of the fire.

      "It's true. She's the one who had to be forced to be part of the Sun in the first place. I'm not trying to be rude, but out of any of us—"

      "Haylen's mind is as strong as yours, Elodie," Aella stated. "It's as strong as any of yours, but it's not as strong as mine. Why would I lie about this?"

      "You aren't lying. I just don't think you know what you're talking about. Five points of an equal Sun—"

      "We've all known that's a fable since we left Rhaelyn. You would die up there. Even the great Elodie Rose."

      Elodie's hands shook as she tried to focus on the burns she was treating. There was a part of her that wished it was her. That she was the Aether and Aella was Terre. Without the Apati, obviously, but she wanted a chance to do this a different way, to not be at the mercy of someone who lacked the ability to communicate.

      "What happened next?" Ender asked, tactfully redirecting the conversation. "After you found out the stones were humans?"

      "Draven started talking to me, through the statues—that's what I meant when I said I couldn't stop him. He used them like a vessel, and they spoke to me with his voice."

      "How many of them are there?" Killian asked.

      "Hundreds, but I don't think they're able to be saved."

      "Why?"

      "The woman he was using to speak to me looked like she could've been captured yesterday. Only her feet were stone. I yelled at him to get out of her head, and he did. Then, the woman spoke to me. It was only brief, but she begged me to kill her and—"

      "Fate, Aella, please say you didn't," Killian whispered.

      She looked at him. "I had to."

      "You killed her?" Elodie gaped, forming the question no one else was able to. She couldn't believe it. Aella—she killed— "She was an innocent, unarmed woman!" 

      "She was being tortured endlessly. Death was better."

      "You can't know that! Holy Shadowed Fate, Aella." She stood, moving away from her and abandoning the blisters.

      "You don't understand—"

      "No, I don't understand. I don't understand how you can take an innocent human life and sit here and tell us about it like it didn't matter."

      "It mattered," the monotone voice inflected slightly, softening. "Elodie, they're stuck between life and death—all of them. They're seeing the worst things happening on a loop for eternity. They see their loved ones trying to reach them, to get them to pass over, but they can't. I had to—"

      "You can't decide when a person dies, Aella."

      "You did."

      Her mouth fell open, and she stared at her as prickling anger spidered up her spine. "That was different."

      "Was it? I was stuck between worlds, and I remember seeing Jace and Loysia and not being able to go to them, and it was the worst thing—"

      "You projected your experience onto that poor woman, and you killed her because you thought you knew exactly what was going on."

      "They're already dead. When I killed her, she disintegrated into a rotting corpse. She'd been there for years."

      Elodie shook her head, feeling nauseous. This was too much—this level of death.

      Haylen cleared her throat, entering the conversation with her small, thready voice. "You don't know what it was like, Elodie," she said, forcing herself to confront her. "If I was stuck in the mirage for years, I'd beg someone to kill me too. And I'd be grateful if they had the strength to do it."

      "You believe in mercy killing too then, Haylen?" Elodie spat, making her flinch away. "I can't be the only person here, thinking like this." She turned to the others.

      Aella looked up, only meeting Killian's eyes. "Kil, I had to."

      "You didn't, Aella," his voice broke, and his face contorted in grief. "I don't know who you are anymore."

      "I'm still me—"

      "This isn't you," he shook his head. "You can't be trusted like this—as an Apati. The Aella I knew would never be able to kill someone like that."

      Aella's gaze dropped to the earth, her outstretched arms trembling with specks of blood in the raw skin. Carrick had his head in both hands, hunched near the fire like he wished he could be anywhere else. And Ender got to his feet, walking a few steps around the fire so he could crouch next to Aella.

      "What do you put on this after you take the blisters off?" he asked Elodie.

      "Ender—"

      He held up a hand. "This is a ridiculous conversation. We weren't there. We didn't see it. If any of you get through the next six Masters without killing someone who maybe doesn't deserve to die, it'll be a miracle."

      Elodie looked at Killian, wishing for the thousandth time they could communicate without the others hearing.

      "Now, what do I put on this? Or do you want to leave her arms open to the air without skin?" his words bit. Wordlessly, Elodie turned to make a basic salve—constructing the ingredients one by one from the earth's power.

      "What happened next, Ael?" Carrick asked, head coming out of his hands for a moment. "You said we only have twenty-four hours?"

      "Um yeah," she cleared her throat. "Afterwards Draven got upset, and he sent the Master Spawns after me. That's when the storm happened. I couldn't fight back. They were too strong. They would've killed me. They were going to, and Draven was proud of it, that I could be killed so easily. But then, I realized they weren't using Aqua, and I called to the water from the snow and the earth and—I don't know what I did. Killed them too, probably," she finished numbly. "I was running to the boundary, and Draven said he was letting me go, that I was different from the other Aethers because I was ruthless. And then he said, I had twenty-four hours to meet him again before he killed all of you."

      

      
        
        Haylen

      

      

      Elodie left the salve lying in the snow without comment on what to do with it, and Killian followed her. Haylen wondered how long it had been happening or when it had started. She suspected for a while, but seeing them today had all but confirmed it.

      Picking up the salve, Ender began spreading it over Aella's arms while she stared at the spot Elodie and Killian had been standing.

      "They'll come around, Aella," Ender said. "Are the burns feeling better?"

      Shaking her head, she turned back to watch him bandage her arms. Then, she rose her eyes to his face. "Ender," she whispered. "What's happening to me?" The expression she held was so pained both Haylen and Carrick turned away.

      "You are starting to feel again, and that is a horrible feeling."

      "I can't—not yet—not until Draven—" With large eyes and trembling, sleeveless arms, she looked so helpless sitting there.

      Haylen knew it would happen eventually, the regain of feeling. Or maybe she only forced herself to believe it, but seeing Aella become a terrified eighteen-year-old was not something she was prepared for. The person readying herself to face the Master in less than twenty-four hours, was a person who was scared and alone.

      "Apati makes you weaker," Ender said. "It's not the other way around."

      "I feel—" Closing her eyes, she brought her hands to her forehead. "I need to sleep."

      "Ael, I'm going with you tomorrow," Carrick said with enough certainty to make Aella look up again.

      "You can't. The mirage—"

      "I know, but we'll figure out a way. There must be some way we can stop it from affecting us. It's just a trick."

      "To me, it looked fake. The outlines were too sharp, all the colors too vivid. But Haylen—"

      "To me, it was horrible," Haylen said. "I couldn't control anything. I noticed the colors too, but for me it sharpened it."

      "If I was prepared, I could search for the ways it didn't affect you. I mean, you did that, didn't you? When you were talking to Draven—with the Master Spawn?" Carrick asked.

      "What do you mean?"

      "At Summer Solstice, when I had to get you out, you would've died. But when you used the Master Spawn to speak to Draven, you were fine."

      "Because I remembered what you said about it not being their mind to rule."

      "Then, I'll remember what you said about thickening lines, colors, or whatever."

      She hesitated.

      "I won't let you go alone, so your only options are to teach me how to protect myself or let me trail after you and die when I cross the boundary."

      "What about me?" Ender asked, reclining next to her. The way the man could face emotion like that and watch it slip away again without being rattled was impressive. "I'm Null. It might not even work on me."

      "But if it did—"

      "If it did, we're in the same place as before except I might be dead or an eternal statue. You have my permission to kill me if that's the case."

      Aella gave a small laugh. It was a brief rupture from the mask, a smile like she used to, then a shake of the head before sinking it back into her hands once more.

      Carrick and Haylen looked at each other across the fire. It had been ricocheting all night, the feelings. This had to be a good sign, right?

      "Obviously, you'll die if you try to do this alone. So, we need to come up with a better plan than that," Ender stated, again unaffected.

      "We don't know that."

      "When did the last Aether die? The one whose journals you read?"

      "After the Sun deserted her—when she went after Bronwyn."

      "And what was the key you needed to figure out the Master Map?"

      "End—"

      "Can't you see he's still playing tricks on you? You're openly accepting you have to do this alone because of what he's told you."

      "But if they die—"

      "You'll die without us, Ael," Carrick interrupted. "Obviously. And we have as much of a right to care if you die as you do."

      She rubbed her forehead.

      "What was the key? For the map?" Haylen asked.

      "It needed three words to decipher longitude, latitude, and region. They were betrayed, alone, and deserted."

      "Aella—" Haylen's words died on her lips. What did you say to someone after that? How would she have even—was that really what she thought was happening? How could they convince her otherwise? How—

      "Fate, Ael, you have to stop," Carrick shook his head, apparently not lacking words. "You aren't alone. No one is betraying anyone, and we're here together trying to figure out what to do tomorrow."

      "They were the words for the map, Carrick. I'm not doing anything."

      "And it's supposed to make perfect sense you figured it out using those words?"

      "It does," she muttered. "It was the only thing Draven would say to me when I was in that realm at the lake. The others would talk to me in full sentences. But he only ever said those three words. I should've figured it out sooner."

      Aella had never talked about the realm before. They knew it was probably bad—the type of knowledge a child might hold towards a ghost story. It was too far out of their human experience to really grasp what it might've been like, but to have Masters talking to you for days on end—that was bad enough.

      "That's so—wrong," Carrick said.

      "It happened to Zuri."

      "Zuri's not you. The earth wasn't void of color. I wish Magdalen never gave you those journals."

      "Why? So I wouldn't be warned that I'll probably finish this alone?"

      "Saying that is spitting on the fact that we are all with you right now. You know I'll either die or be with you at the end. To say any of us will leave you is as insulting as us saying you're too afraid to face Draven."

      "I am afraid to face Draven." The anger landing on her did nothing except seem to sink her further into whatever state this new being was.

      Carrick looked helplessly toward Ender, and Ender nodded, "Haylen, want to try to see if there's anything we should know about tomorrow?"

      "Um yeah, I will." She closed her eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Haylen

      

      

      It was horrible. The moment she attempted to use the Meyotas, the Master stopped her. "You think you can see the future with me present?" He had laughed a vicious, cruel laugh. "You silly, silly child."

      She had screamed, screamed until she was certain her throat was bleeding.

      Someone had held her, and someone else yelled for Elodie. And there was only darkness.

      Then, she woke up.

      "Haylen, do you hear me?"

      She shook her head before realizing she did. Groaning, she nodded instead. 

      "Fate—what did you see, Haylen?"

      Her mind hurt, like her thoughts had been pressed into a pulp and she had to separate them. "What—how long—"

      "It's been ten hours, a little more—Hale?"

      Ten hours. She gasped, sitting up and letting all the faces dance around her in pure dizziness. "Where—" the faces spun. There were countless of them—or just two blurred into hundreds.

      "They left," Killian answered. "A little while ago. They said they couldn't wait any longer."

      "They left?"

      "I'm sorry."

      They left. She stood in protest, away from them. Fate. "Ender?"

      "He went too. They came up with a plan. It's not bad."

      "Why aren't you with them?" She stared at Killian, then Elodie next to him.

      They glanced at each other. 

      Fate. "I have to go—I have to—" she stumbled out of the shelter.

      "Haylen, wait—"

      She ignored them. 

      "Haylen! You aren't well enough!" Elodie yelled after her.

      She kept moving. She had to have seen something. She had to have—water. It was about water. Aella had said it was the only element they weren't using. Why? They used Ignis, Aer, even Terre— 

      "Haylen, stop!" Elodie grabbed her arm. "What the Shadowed hell do you think you're doing? They left over an hour ago."

      She shrugged off Elodie's grip. She could hear Killian cursing behind them, struggling through the snow with his wooden peg.

      Which in turn caused Elodie to slow and look back at him with concern. 

      "How long has it been going on?" Haylen demanded.

      "What?"

      "You two—how long have you been together behind Aella's back?"

      Elodie's face paled, and her mouth dropped open. "I don't—"

      "I see everything, Elodie," she cut her off, pushing further up the hill. "You think I'm quiet, timid, weak-minded, but I see everything."

      "Haylen—don't—we were going to tell her but—"

      "You were going to wait and see if she died today, saving you the trouble?" Haylen asked as Elodie moved ahead, stopping in front of Haylen to make her listen to the redundant words offering no explanation.

      "That's not—"

      "What are you doing? Look around you. Aella is the only hope we have, and you're driving a knife into her back when she already has all this on her shoulders."

      "Hale, I—" They reached the top of the rise. Elodie's face paled. She stared in front of her without breathing. Her lips moved, but no sound came out, and she shook—whole body jerks with cascading tremors, like her being was trying everything it had to convince her brain to run away. Her toes were mere inches ahead of Haylen's.

      Then, Haylen remembered. Water.

      Stepping forward, she spread a wave into the mirage as it began its assault.

      The colors appeared as sharp and bright as they had before, but when the water hit them, they melted away like a strange abstract which was far from good.

      Elodie gasped behind her, taking several quick steps back, tripping over her feet. She was choking, tears streaming down her cheeks, and she looked ahead with the same lost gaze Haylen held the day before. 

      "What happened to her?" Killian asked, having quickened his pace enough to catch Elodie as she stumbled.

      "The mirage. I guess her mind wasn't stronger after all."

      "What? Haylen—"

      "Take care of your girlfriend, Killian. I'm going to go help Aella."

      

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      The weight of the mirage lifted off him, and he tripped forward, seeing the rocks speckling the plateau for the first time. "Holy—" he stared at the features, their faces. He nearly wished for the mirage back. It was hard to say which one was worse.

      "Did it stop?" Ender asked. He had been right. While Carrick gave everything in him to continue moving forward, Ender had passed through without effect.

      Massaging the headache and disorientation from his skull, he nodded. "These are—"

      "Horrifying?" Ender offered.

      "Worse than that. Ael?"

      A deep frown pressed between her eyes as she stared at the faces in the rocks with increasing focus. He didn't think she'd said a single word since their decision to leave that morning before Haylen had woken.

      "Is he talking to you?" Carrick prodded further 

      Nodding, she moved to one of the humans. The young man's face was twisted in anguish, eyes squeezed shut in terror, hunching away from an invisible presence.

      "What's he saying?" Ender asked.

      "The Aqua figured it out," she whispered as if the captives around them could hear. And maybe they could. He didn't know. "He said he underestimated her, and he keeps doing that."

      Without warning, the statue she'd been studying jerked forward, the human face turning from its frozen shell.

      Jumping back, Carrick stumbled into Ender who swore while shoving Carrick behind him. But the statued man only had eyes for Aella. "Please help me," he rasped, barely audible. "Please—please set us free."

      "How? I don't know how."

      "Kill him—you must kill him."

      "Can I save you?"

      "By ending this. Please—"

      Aella looked back at Ender with wide eyes and mouth parted in the helplessness of having no guidance, no notion of how to help.

      Ender didn't meet her gaze, however. He was staring at the statues around him with increasing dread. Aella had tried to explain this—the need to move beyond whatever realm held them, the cruelty of allowing them to stay in that place. And, truthfully, none of them understood. But the expression Ender held while looking at the captives, exhibited an empathy only he and Aella were capable of grasping.

      A condescending laugh filled the air. "Not so bold today, darling Aella? You saved that poor woman so quickly yesterday."

      Every statue in the vicinity was speaking at once. 

      Swearing, Ender clutched the back of Carrick's tunic to pull him closer to him without realizing he was doing it. 

      "Please, I'm begging you," the man pleaded, tears streaming down his face. "You don't know what it's like—you don't—"

      "Who are you?" Aella asked.

      "It doesn't—"

      "Who are you?" she repeated, far harder than he would've been able to speak to a tortured man.

      "Jamel."

      "How old are you?"

      "Hundreds of years old. I lost count. End this."

      Shaking her head, she took a step back. "This is wrong. This is all off. You aren't a captive."

      The laughter stopped. 

      Vines grew up from the ground, coiling around the man's leg, pressing his arms and hands against his torso in an immobilizing hold. "What no—you're supposed to be—what the—" his desperation broke, turning more genuine.

      "Where's your father?"

      "You think he'll tell you?" The Master asked from the voice of hundreds of captives.

      "With enough persuasion? Yes."

      Another cold laugh. "My dear, you do not have the constitution for that."

      "You said I'm ruthless."

      "I did. Tell me, how did your lover respond to you killing an innocent woman yesterday? Things called off yet?"

      "I don't have time for this, Draven. Tell me where you are, or I'll make your child tell me."

      "Meh, he's not one of my favorites."

      The man in front of them held a brief expression of pain, shaking his head. "No, don't make me. Please don't make me."

      "Don't make you what?"

      "Don't make me," he repeated.

      "I don't understand what you're saying. I'm not making you do anything." Aella's voice was beginning to shake. Even with her back turned to them, Carrick could sense her growing unease, fear. From the way Ender shifted, Carrick could tell he wasn't the only one confused.

      "He's ordered it."

      "You can choose not to. You don't have to do this."

      A harsh laugh from the rest of the captives. Both Aella and the man flinched.

      "Don't," Aella whispered, voice barely carrying over the wind as the man closed his eyes.

      "I will do your bidding," the man murmured.

      "Don't!" Aella surged forward as Ender let go of him to grab her before a blinding flash sent tendrils of electricity through the air, knocking them backward with its shock. The Master Spawn had surged lightning from his bound hands into his own body.

      Aella got to her feet. "Where are you, Draven?" she yelled. "You wanted to meet me. Here I am!"

      "Aella! Aella, where are you?"

      Getting to his feet, Carrick could still feel the pulse of the lightning in his chest. "Killian?"

      Resolve pressed into his face, Killian sprinted across the plateau, past the statued captives without notice. "Aelie—" he gasped for breath as he tripped over his peg leg to slow himself to a stop. "Aelie, you're—" his speech cut as his gaze caught the dead Master Spawn.

      "Kil, it wasn't me—it wasn't—"

      He nodded, forcefully turning his gaze away—though his pale face now verged on green. "Sorry—Aelie, I'm sorry. I didn't—I wasn't trying to understand. I'm sorry."

      "Kil, what are you doing here?"

      "Haylen woke up. She's going to be okay, but Elodie's still with her. She told me where to find Cinnabar."

      "What? She saw it?" 

      He nodded. "We should split up. I'll take you there. Carrick, End, you'll keep watch?"

      Carrick hesitated. "I don't know—"

      "It's close, but if we all go—" he shook his head. "It'd be better to have someone up here. Ael?"

      She gave a slow nod. "Okay. Um—I'll see you guys in a bit."

      "Ael, I don't think—I should go with you. He's probably there."

      "And she's the only one who can kill him. Trust your Aether, Carrick," Killian interjected, motioning to Aella to follow him.

      Aella nodded again with more certainty. "You're right. He's right."

      "Aella," Carrick caught her arm as she moved to follow Killian. "What are you doing?" he whispered.

      She met his eyes. "Trust me."

      

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      "It's here," Killian said, motioning to the lip of the cliff. "Do you see that ledge?"

      In front of her, maybe ten feet away, was a vast drop off into nothing. It wasn't like the highest point on the peak, with the cascading slopes into other mountains. It was emptiness, a sheer cliff into an inky abyss, made worse by the gray landscape.

      "You have to jump," he continued. "It doesn't look like you'll make it, but Haylen said there's a wind current which will pull you into the opening."

      "Okay. Will you show me?"

      With the affection he used to hold, he moved to her, placing a hand on her cheek and pressing his lips into hers.

      It felt—incredible. Every fiber of her body relaxed with it. Everything was right again. She and Killian. Aelie and Kil, just like it'd always been. It felt real.

      "I love you," he whispered.

      "I love you too," she said back, closing her eyes against the crack in her voice. That was also real. How much she still loved him. 

      Giving her a wink, he stepped off the lip, landing dexterously on the small ledge below. 

      She took a breath and followed Killian—or whoever the hell he was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      "Carrick!" 

      He turned to the yell. 

      Haylen was sprinting towards them, waving her arms. 

      "What's going on?" he asked, but his words were lost. It didn't feel like it did when Aella blocked them. It was more like they were engulfed.

      "I can't talk to them," he muttered to Ender, feeling the unease continue to rise. 

      "None of them?"

      He shook his head. "Haylen, what's going on?"

      "I couldn't reach you—I tried. I remembered—" she took another breath, coughing from the exertion it took to arrive there. Then, she looked up. "Where's Aella?"

      "Killian said he talked to you and that you knew where Cinnabar was. He's showing her."

      "No, no, no, no—Killian's with Elodie! I just left them."

      "Killian's with—" Ender didn't finish the words, instead snapping a look at him before taking off in the direction they'd left. Then, the earth began to shake.

      

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      "I don't see anyone," Killian said uncertainly as she dropped into the cave next to him.

      Looking around, she tried to see signs of the fabled Cinnabar, but there were none. It was a basic cave maybe fifteen feet deep and eight feet wide with a ceiling you could touch if you reached your hand up. It was nothing more than the cave they'd stayed in at the lake. In fact, that one was bigger. "Draven, your home is a bit more pathetic than I thought it would be."

      Killian looked at her.

      "You really thought that trick would work? I'm not blind."

      He smiled, in the way Killian used to before everything went dark. "Aren't you, though? You seemed to enjoy the kiss. What gave it away?"

      "Killian doesn't trust me."

      As he laughed, his shape morphed back into the decrepit old man he was. "My dear, so good to meet you face to face."

      "Likewise." She attacked. It'd always worked before—the element of surprise. But her force met his, and she was slammed into the cave wall behind her. 

      All the air left her lungs, and he continued to laugh. "Girl, I am centuries older than you. You think you can just attack and win?"

      "It was worth a shot," she coughed. "I should've killed you when you were Killian."

      "Mm, some poetic justice?"

      "Where are your children?"

      "Oh, here and there. Though there are significantly fewer of them now that you've arrived. Darling Aella, how would you like to do this?" 

      "Whatever way you want. They tell me I'm pretty easygoing."

      His grin spread. "It will be such a shame to end you. I suppose I could add you to my collection, though. Now, there's a thought." Without warning, he turned into the Master form, and the ground tremored. She noticed it first in the sway of the walls, the groan of the rock as it moved against its nature. Then, she was tossed to the floor, before flying back into the air only to crash against the rock once more. Toss, crash. Toss, crash. 

      It was a pattern, and on the next wave, she stood and placed a wall of fire between him and her. A line of Xipos pierced the fire, and she narrowly missed getting sliced in half by the thin blades.

      "Ha! Aella, Aella, Aella, this is so fun! I haven't had this much fun in—well, ever!"

      She stepped back quickly as the stone floor began to grow hot, melting the soles of her shoes. To mitigate the damage of the heat, she countered by spreading ice over the stone until it began to crack, shifting with expanding pressure.

      "Mm, I wouldn't do that. Finicky Cinnabar. It won't like being destroyed."

      She cried out as the cave spun on its axis, throwing her to the floor again. When it finally stopped, the cavern had deepened, widened into a vast space with pools and crystals glimmering from only a distant circle of light high above them. 

      Without any recollection of how she got there, she found herself in a shallow—maybe a foot deep—pool, watching its clear water turn red.

      Only a few feet from her, Carrick stood with a Scythe lodged into his chest, pouring blood from a cavity where his heart should've been. Her right hand enclosed the handle of the curved blade, and her left held his still-beating heart as it slowed against her fingers.

      She searched for the bright colors, the thickened edges, everything she'd instructed Carrick to repeat, but she couldn't find them. Her chest heaved in a grief her brain knew was irrational but was powerless to stop. 

      Dropping the heart and blade into the pool, she tripped backwards as he fell, splashing her with his blood. With a silent scream, she clawed her way out of the water—away from him, his corpse, his motionless heart detached from his body. Her hand hit something, and she jerked away from it, landing at the feet of Killian and Elodie kissing each other passionately while Aella's corpse lay dead a few paces behind them.

      "It's fine," Elodie whispered, caressing him harder. "She's already dead. She won't care."

      Aella reeled away from them, squeezing her eyes shut before she saw the next person. She wouldn't—they were all fake. They were all fake.

      Cinnabar turned on its side again, and she flew through space. The air left her lungs, and this time refused to reenter. She was dying. She was suffocating—she opened her eyes to see nothing. Absolutely nothing. It was darker than she realized darkness could get. She reached her hands out, feeling the stone inches from her face. Water lapped against her clothes, slowly sinking her into its own version of despair until it covered her, pressing against her ability to exchange oxygen in her lungs. She couldn't breathe, even if she wanted to. It wasn't real—it wasn't real—

      She was tossed again, and they were back in the original cave, surrounded by every person she'd ever loved.

      "It's time to get to your feet and fight, Aelie," Loysia said, offering her a hand up. 

      "Come on, baby girl, stop being dramatic," her dad said with a twinkle in his eyes.

      "You know I'm hiding in one of us," Jace winked at her. "The question is which one."

      "No," Aella whispered, staring at each of them. 

      "Here, I'll make it easier for you."

      Without warning, Jace grabbed Loysia by the throat.

      "No!" She screamed, running to them. "No, stop!"

      Loysia whimpered, pitiful choked noises coming from her crushing windpipe. Her eyes wide open, staring at Jace, questioning why he would be killing her. 

      "Stop!" Aella cried, grabbing Jace by the arm. 

      He flung her off as Loysia dropped dead, and Jace brushed his hands together, pleased with himself. "It wasn't your sister. You should be thanking me."

      Aella sobbed, curling into herself.

      "Aella, my daughter." Her mom knelt beside her with a look of concern only a mother could possess. "You know it has to be one of us. You have to kill one of us."

      "Stop—stop!"

      "Aelie, really, I expected more out of you," Killian added. "I thought you'd be more competition than this. It's a shame."

      Something shot at her, and she rolled with barely enough time to miss the hurtling Makhaira. Grabbing it, she hurtled it back without thinking and watched it sink into her father—her beautiful, kind, gentle dad.

      "No!" Aella screamed, catching him as he fell forward. He was real. His body was real. "No—"

      "Mm wasn't him either," they said in unison. "Look at you, so easily ending those you love."

      "Stop," she whispered, clutching her head. This wasn't real. This wasn't real—it felt so real.

      "You know we won't let you rest long," Carrick said, grabbing her by the back of her neck and forcefully lifting her to her feet. His fingernails dug into her throat, drawing blood as his grip tightened. 

      "Fight," he ordered, shoving her away from him and then launching a wall of flames—their flames. She met them, joining in their equal force. Her mind flashed back to the day they played capture the flag—the day she first knew power like that, equality with another human. 

      "Don't make me. Please, Carrick, don't—"

      He smirked, the right side of his lips twisting upward, his eyes crinkling in the way Eddie's always did. She couldn't kill him. She knew she couldn't.

      "Stop," she begged. "Please stop."

      Chuckling, he sent four slivers of flames past the wall, singeing her already raw arms and making her jerk away from him.

      The others laughed. 

      His flames built, rising to meet hers and roaring over her head, forcing her to her knees as she fought to keep them countered. "Stop—Carrick, stop!"

      He wouldn't. The flames drew moisture from her being, sweat pouring out of her, eyes dry and burning. "Carrick, stop!" She begged, forcing the fire back with animalistic desperation.

      His flames ceased without warning, and Carrick sunk to the floor, clutching the burning fabric of his shirt against his chest.

      "Aella?" he choked over the swelling of his throat. "Ael, how—you—" Then, he was dead. She killed him.

      Sinking to the floor next to him, the energy left her, draining from her body. 

      "This is becoming far too easy," Jace commented, standing over Carrick's dead body with arms crossed. "Honestly, Ael, I knew you wouldn't last long, but I thought you'd do better than this."

      "Aella!" She heard the distant cry, swallowed by the tunneled wind, and she closed her eyes. She'd have to kill Haylen next. 

      "Draven, show yourself," she whispered.

      "I'd rather not. I'd much rather you feel what it feels like to kill those you love. They'll probably die anyway, you know. This is not a time people survive."

      "Aella!" The sound carried again. 

      All the people left looked sharply at the cave entrance. 

      She got to her feet. 

      

      
        
        Haylen

      

      

      "She can't hear me," Haylen swore against the words the wind was already swallowing. 

      "How'd she get down there? It's impossible," Carrick muttered, pacing the cliff's edge. "You're sure this is where the entrance is?"

      "I—I think. It was so confusing when I woke up, but I remember these rocks." She motioned to the two pillars—not captives, thankfully—that pushed together to form a V-shape. It was clear, the V, in her vision. It had been clear. This had to be the right place. Right?

      Carrick had already moved on, taking her word as law and peering over the edge. "But you didn't see how we get down to it?"

      "No," she answered for the thousandth time. "And I can't—use it again. I'm sorry."

      "Can you direct water into the cave?" Ender asked. He had been stationed in the center of the V with a seriousness to his face that rattled her.

      "I—I don't think so. It's too far down. I need to find something—we need Elodie."

      "Elodie's not here," Carrick grunted. "Aella!" He yelled, leaning far further over the edge than she would've. "Aella!"

      Nothing.

      Looking down at the cliff and the small ledge below, she felt the wind and the freezing air. Small flickers of images moved across her conscious, and without paying much attention to it, she picked up a stone and let it drop off the edge. It fell, as a stone would, but then it suspended, hovering with an unseen force before dropping onto the ledge. No—nope. Nope. She would not—she couldn't—she prayed she was wrong as she picked up another stone. It did the same as the first.

      "I think I have to jump," she whispered, her face long since losing all its color while her stomach rolled with nausea. 

      Ender and Carrick turned to her.

      "Jump?" Ender asked, eyebrows rising on his forehead.

      "Yeah—I remember something about it. Watch." She dropped another stone.

      "No—Fate, Hale, you're bigger than a stone," Carrick argued.

      "I know, but I remember it—I think. Lower me down as far as you can, and I'll jump. The wind should carry me."

      "And if you fall?" Ender asked, gazing with deep skepticism at the cliff. 

      "Then I fall. But I won't." She said this with all the mustered confidence she possessed, as much to convince them as herself.

      Carrick shook his head. "Let me do it."

      "Your shoulder's broken, and you can't use Aqua. She needs the water. Trust me."

      A loud crack broke the stillness, followed by the earth bucking beneath their feet. Covering their heads with their arms, they ducked, cowering against the rocky landscape until it settled once more.

      In the brief calm before they rose to their feet, they heard an agonized cry.

      "Carrick please," Haylen whispered. 

      "Fate—" he muttered, then grabbed one of her wrists as Ender took the other, both dropping to their bellies to lower her as far down the cliff edge as they could. Then, she dropped.

      

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      She'd killed all of them. In one burst of powers, she'd killed the remaining people. They lay dead at her feet in a tangle of limbs and vacant expressions. And it was silent. She shook, needing to throw up or scream or curse—something. Instead, she remained motionless.

      "Very good."

      "You weren't any of them." Her tongue, her speech, everything felt numb as she uttered the words.

      "No. I just wanted to see if you could do it. I'm impressed."

      "Where are you? What is the purpose of this game?" 

      "The play, of course. The excitement. I haven't met an equal in a very, very long time. Though, I suppose, equal is a loose term."

      "And what's your next move?"

      "Oh, my dear, it's Cinnabar's turn."

      The ground began to shake, and she flew against a surface. She couldn't tell if it was the ceiling, a wall, or the floor. It spun, throwing her from one plane to the next until she was entirely disoriented. Then, it stopped. 

      Opening her eyes, she found herself in the white, sterile room she remembered from Summer Solstice. 

      "Recognize it?" Draven asked. "Carrick's not with you this time, is he."

      Her chest heaved as the fear set a weight against her heart, dropping it into her being. 

      "If you died in here, no one would be able to find you for eternity. I doubt your family would even be able to. It'd be you and me here forever."

      She couldn't breathe.

      "This is too easy," he chuckled. "This is a side of Cinnabar. Do you know what it does?"

      Slumping forward, her knees smacked into the rock with more force than she thought her body could produce. She was weightless, suspended between time and space.

      "Of course, you aren't able to speak anymore. I'll explain. Cinnabar shows you what your greatest fear is."

      She watched the blood slide in monotonous drips from a cut on her forehead to the white floor.

      "Do you know what yours is?"

      Murky water began to fill the room, pouring in from all angles and washing the drips of blood away until she was kneeling in a filling pool—the green hue around her turning red. She begged her body to stand, to get up out of the water, to be able to breathe, but it was frozen, paralyzed in terror.

      Draven smiled. "You are afraid of being alone, and there is nothing more lonely than excluding the outside world with the depth of water. Some people actually like it for that reason. Did you know that? But you—you have always been afraid of losing the external comfort. Even before you knew who you were. You wanted everyone to think you were a little, independent heroine, but you didn't like to go anywhere by yourself. You didn't even like sleeping alone. And now, you're here—alone, barely alive, about to be submerged for eternity."

      "Get out of her head."

      As the water rose past her neck, Aella took a final breath, squeezing her eyes shut. This was the end. It had to be.

      Then, she was doused in water—real water. It hit the remainder of the white sterile walls and the murky pool, colliding in a way not dissimilar to oil and water. The pressure left, melting into a dark, normal—now wet—cave.

      Draven stood before her with an expression of surprise while Aella's fingers found one of his own blades. Without another thought, she lunged at him, feeling the edge of the blade sink into his neck. As the blood, his blood, sprayed her hand, they both stumbled back in shock. Her in her ability to kill like that, his in his certainty of death.

      Collapsing to his knees, he tried to speak, but blood bubbled past his lips blocking his words. His eyes stared at her, a startle beyond death, and her own legs gave out with the realization.

      "What—who—Tybalt?"

      The younger Master pitched forward. He lifted from her, left her subconscious. But it wasn't Draven. 

      Her mind exploded into a tormented understanding. Every truth of being alive hit her, piercing her body. Killian didn't love her. Elodie didn't believe in her. Her family was dead, and she was the only hope the world had. The only hope—

      "Fate, Ael, are you alright?" Someone asked. The emotions collided into her in constant, brutal waves.

      "Is she—what's happening?"

      "I don't know," Haylen whispered.

      "Ael?" 

      He hadn't killed her. Draven hadn't killed her. She was supposed to be dead—this was supposed to be the end.

      "Aella?" Haylen tentatively reached an arm out, and she jerked away reflexively.

      "Sorry—sorry," Aella whispered, clutching her arm to her chest as if Haylen's gentle touch had been a burn instead. "Um, we need to leave—we need to—the Master Spawns are going to come after us."

      "Ael, you look horrible," Carrick said. When did he get there? How long had he been—

      Staggering away from them, she met the edge of the cliff far closer than she thought it was. The vastness seemed to descend into eternity. One step, maybe two, and it'd be done. She'd be able to cross over—she wouldn't be alone anymore. She'd never be alone again.  

      Closing her eyes, she felt a single tear slip down her face. "I'm sorry."

      "Aella!" he yelled. "Aella, don't—"

      She took a step forward.

      There was a sharp cry and a scream. Carrick's arm wrapped around her waist as she stepped, dropping, and then painfully slamming back against the rock.

      Her vision began to blur.

      "We need help." Haylen pushed into their minds just as hers grew dark. Finally, nothing.
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        Elodie

      

      

      "Ender!" Elodie called, waving at the man. Her and Killian had heard the cry for help shortly after they noticed the Master lift, the slight relief in the air around them. She had peppered them with questions to find out what happened, but all they had said was that Aella was unconscious and they needed help.

      Once Ender heard her yell, he began jogging to meet them. "Did you hear from them? Are they okay?"

      "Yeah—well, I don't know. All I've heard is that Aella's unconscious and they'll explain when we get there. Have you talked to them?"

      "I can't hear anything over the wind. I'll show you where they are." Without further conversation, he led them up to the edge of the cliff, pointing next to two rocks forming a V. "It's down there. They jumped. There's a wind current that carries you in."

      "You can't be serious?"

      "Both Carrick and Haylen got in that way."

      Killian and Elodie glanced at each other.

      "End said you jumped to get into Cinnabar?" Elodie queried, looking skeptically over the edge.

      "Yeah, but we don't know how to get out," Haylen answered. "And Aella—we're going to need a way to carry her. She's not waking up."

      "But she's not hurt?" Killian asked. This conversation had looped at least a dozen times in the last hour, and Elodie was more than over it.

      "What are they saying?" Ender asked, looking between them. His face was drawn tight, showing more stress than she'd ever seen the man exhibit.

      "She's fine," Elodie said as Haylen rambled a sort of explanation that still didn't make sense the tenth time they heard it. "I can go down there, but I'm not jumping." Stepping to the edge, she held her hands to the earth and closed her eyes. The roots built beneath her feet, winding into each other until they anchored firmly enough to descend the steep cliff and into the cave. Then, she added several more layers of security before she stepped onto the first rung.

      "El—"

      Looking up at Killian, she hesitated. "I'm sure she's fine, Kil."

      "I know. I—be careful."

      "I will be." The smile flashed for a second against her cheeks, then she climbed the rest of the way down.

      "Took you long enough," Carrick grunted as she stepped into the cave. He was sitting on the stone floor with Aella halfway pulled onto his lap, her head limply resting against his shoulder—while his other shoulder held an ominous stain in the fabric covering it.

      "What happened?"

      "She just—stepped off," Haylen answered, looking between them with the gaze people held after something truly horrific happened. "She wasn't responding to us, and then, she said she was sorry and stepped—Carrick caught her. If he hadn't—" Haylen shook her head to finish the account.

      "That's how you hurt your shoulder again?" Elodie asked as she knelt next to them. There was a deep gash near the hairline on Aella's right forehead and a dark bruise swelling into her left eye. Her tunic was torn and blood-soaked, but there was nothing more than superficial scrapes and bruises. Nothing she should've passed out over.

      "I guess—I don't know," Carrick cleared his throat, gaze staying on Aella. "By the time I got in, she'd killed him."

      "She's been unconscious this entire time?"

      "Since I first called you," Haylen said. "Where were you? It's been—"

      "We were still at the boundary. All the captives are dead." Her gaze trailed around the cave until landing on the Master's body.

      "It's not Draven," Haylen explained. "It's a different Master. We don't know who or how it happened."

      Standing, Elodie left Aella's limp form for a moment to crouch beside a young man with a blade wedged into his neck. Fighting the unsettling feeling which rose deep within her, she placed a hand on his chest. "Will you tell me your story?"

      "I owed him a favor—Draven. A debt hundreds of years old. He said he could make me a Master without the last of the three killings if I only promised to do a favor for him at some point. The favor held no bounds. I would only have to appear the moment he asked. Today, he told me to switch places, and I did right as she thrust the Makhaira into my throat."

      "Where were you from?"

      "Outside of Skye, deep in the valley. I have a lair beneath the earth. It was nicer than Cinnabar. It's called Avyso. He's probably there now. He always wanted it."

      "Will you tell me how to get to it?"

      "The people of Skye know. Though, they may not be aware they know."

      "Thank you."

      "I'm relieved, in a way, to not have to face her. She's unlike any we've seen."

      "You've met them before? The other Aethers?"

      "Mm yes, several. Or I've heard of them. Of course, Bronwyn speaks of Zuri often. My own Aether, who arose with me, was never discovered. Kept it a secret, I suppose. And then, the next two—the last two Aethers, Larken and Orion—became Masters themselves."

      "The last two Aethers became Masters?"

      "Mm. They made the decision at the awakening—surely you must've heard of Miss Aurelian's experience?"

      "Yes."

      "And you know it nearly killed her?"

      "Yes."

      "By the time Larken experienced the awakening, there were four of us. It's one thing to be awakened by one or two Masters, but four? He wanted out immediately, and Draven made him a deal. He completed the three kills and transcended on Winter Solstice. Orion—it was a harder decision for him, but he also ended up making the kills and transcending. We foolishly assumed Aella would make the same choice. After all, an awakening conducted by six Masters is a truly horrific thing to experience. We weren't entirely sure she'd survive it. But we all underestimated her—well, everyone except Bronwyn. From the moment Aella was born, Bronwyn said she'd be an Aether we haven't faced since Zuri. Of course, we also don't believe she'll succeed."

      "Why don't you think she'll succeed?"

      He laughed. "Because no one is loyal to her."

      "We're loyal—"

      "Are you? You are the reason we already believe we've won. After all, you—"

      "That's enough. You're playing with my mind now, and I won't allow it. Goodbye."

      Breaking the connection, she took a deep breath to still the unease of his spirit lingering. 

      "Elodie?" Haylen questioned.

      "We should go to Skye. That's where Tybalt's den was. He thinks Draven's there now. He said the people of Skye would know where it was."

      "Who's Tybalt?" Carrick asked as Haylen whispered, "isn't Skye Shadowed?"

      "This is—was—Tybalt. He owed Draven a favor which Draven used to exchange places with him before he died. We should leave. Carrick, go first. Tell Ender to come down after Haylen comes up. I need someone who can carry her."

      Hesitating, he looked down at Aella. "You won't—"

      "I won't leave her," Elodie promised. "Go get Ender."

      "Elodie, you'll tell us everything he told you, right?" Haylen asked, looking at her suspiciously as Carrick began climbing the ladder one handed and hugging his injured arm to his chest.

      "Of course. When we're all together." Her spine prickled with unease. Would she? The last two Aethers were Masters. There was no way Aella could survive that. Was she even surviving this? This wasn't what Elodie had thought it would be. This—she had thought there would be more hope.

      "Elodie—"

      "I'll tell you when the others are with us," she said, letting her voice harden in the way she knew would get Haylen to retreat. "Go up so Ender can come down and get her out of here."

      Haylen hesitated as much as Carrick had before finally climbing the ladder. Did no one trust her alone with the unconscious Aether? She was the Terre for Fate's sake.

      Sighing heavily, she sunk to the cave floor next to Aella and closed her eyes, letting her thoughts take over until Ender's voice forced her back to her current reality.

      "How is she?" he asked, stepping off the ladder.

      "She's fine. Just unconscious. Did they tell you what happened?"

      "Yeah."

      "And?"

      "And what Elodie?"

      Dusting herself off as she stood, she turned to him. "It would've been nice to know Apati makes you do things like this. You should've told us."

      "According to you, I never was an Apati, so how should I have known to tell you?"

      She blushed slightly. She deserved that. 

      "I tried twice. Once after the first time I felt something, and once when it all came back to me."

      "So you think—"

      "I don't think anything," he interrupted her, kneeling to lift Aella into his arms. "Apati doesn't have a rule book to follow. It's different for everyone."

      "Did you pass out like this?"

      "This is exhaustion. She hasn't slept for over two weeks. I thought you were supposed to be some Fate chosen Terre?"

      She took the insult because it was easier than arguing—than marching out the many reasons she thought it wasn't as simple as Ender seemed to think. Clearing her throat, she got to her feet and moved to the ladder. "We'll pull you up after I get to the top, yeah?"

      He nodded, and she left. 

      

      
        
        Haylen

      

      

      As Haylen pulled herself over the edge of the cliff, she could feel the tension radiating between Carrick and Killian with enough force she wanted to descend back into the cave. The way Ender lifted a single eyebrow at her before moving down the ladder told her he'd been relieved to have an exit.

      Carrick sat with his hand clamped firmly over his left shoulder, fresh blood oozing from his fingers, his eyes staring at the ladder while his body shook with releasing adrenaline and realized fear.

      Several feet away, Killian stood, also watching the ladder, but more with confusion than pressed emotions of panic and anxiety. "I'm only trying to understand, Carrick," he said, crossing his arms over his chest in a guarded gesture by a person who rarely entered conflict willingly.

      "And I already told you what happened," Carrick grunted, not looking at him but tightening his grip over his shoulder.

      "I know, but I don't—what happened to make her do that? What—"

      Carrick's muscles tightened further. "Can we not do this right now, Killian?"

      "You said—"

      "I told you she wasn't responding to us. She looked sick, and then she took a step. We don't need to keep discussing it."

      "She said she was sorry—before she jumped. She knew what she was doing—"

      "For the love of Fate, stop!" Carrick snapped, turning to him. "It doesn't matter—"

      "It doesn't matter? She knew, and she chose—"

      "She's alive, Killian." Carrick's tone took a terrifying drop. As loud as Killian's voice was rising, Carrick's was falling into a low, slow anger that made Haylen beg for Ender to come back. "Which is more than you've thought for days. That's what matters."

      "You think you know Aella because she spent the summer with you, but you don't," Killian stepped forward, face reddening and arms tightening around him. "I have spent my entire life with that girl, and this isn't—"

      "You think you know her?" he gave a short laugh. "You haven't been there for any of it. Not for her family's death, not for the Dokimi trial, not for her awakening as Aether. And you haven't been with her since that lake—"

      "I loved her," Killian growled.

      "Loved. That says it all."

      "What's going on?" Elodie asked, gracefully pulling herself up over the lip of the cliff and looking between the three of them.

      They were silent until Carrick muttered, "Nothing. Is Ender with her?"

      "Yeah," Elodie was still assessing their red faces and set jaws. "He said he tried to kill himself twice during his Apati—after he started feeling again. What is this?"

      "Nothing," Killian muttered. "She was okay—Aella?"

      "She's still not waking up," she answered, with the unsettling disconnection Elodie often presented in such situations. "But she seems fine physically." Peering over the edge, Elodie saw the ladder move as Ender took hold, Aella slung over a shoulder. Then, she began to draw the woven vines back into the earth as it gradually pulled them to the surface until Ender was able to get them both over the edge safely.

      "She still hasn't woken up?" Haylen nearly whispered the question. The atmosphere was so tense, she was afraid to speak any louder. 

      "No," Ender said, laying her gently on the stone covered earth. "She barely moved when I picked her up."

      "Well, she's going to have to," Elodie sighed, standing over them with her hands on her hips. "Tybalt told me what happened. The Master Spawns could be anywhere. We need to leave for Skye."

      "Skye?" Killian asked. "Skye was—"

      "Not destroyed, I guess. He said there were Stoicheia there who would know where his den was. That's most likely where Draven is."

      "Can't we let her sleep?" Haylen asked, looking down at her friend. Even unconscious, Aella looked exhausted. 

      "No. We need to leave. This place is darkness." Kneeling next to her, Elodie held something below Aella's nose.

      Nothing happened for a moment, and then, Aella jerked back, crawling away from them with an expression of terror until falling into cautious realization. "Sorry—" she choked, clearing her throat. "Sorry, did I fall asleep?"

      "You tried jumping off a cliff," Elodie said, glancing at the others.

      "What?" Aella stared at her. "I did what?"

      "You tried to kill yourself."

      "I—" she looked lost as she scanned each of their faces. "I don't remember—I don't—Draven's alive."

      "We know. Elodie necromanced Tybalt," Haylen said. "We know where we're going next, but we need to leave."

      "Where we're going?"

      "Yes, I'll explain on the way." Elodie got back to her feet.

      "I—where—you spoke to him?" Aella asked. Her voice quivered and her gaze shifted to each of them in turn. Her eyebrows had knit together in confusion and had no sign of relaxing. Her face looked like that of a toddler who was about to begin sobbing but was looking around to see if an adult was there to notice.

      "Yes, Aella, and we need to leave. I'll tell you more once we're safe," Elodie restated. "Can you stand?"

      "I—yes—yes." She closed her eyes, giving her head a slight shake before pushing herself to her feet where she swayed for several breaths before stilling. Then, she took a single step and lurched forward, heaving everything in her stomach. 

      Killian swore softly. "Aelie—"

      Sweat poured from Aella's face, mixing with trickles of blood as she shook with weakness. "I'm—" she sunk to the ground next to the vomit, curling her limbs into her torso and closing her eyes again. Her body moved with staccato breaths.

      "Aella, you can't sleep." Elodie knelt next to her, placing a hand on her back but quickly withdrawing it. It was soaked with sweat as well as the water Haylen had used to deconstruct the horrors of Cinnabar. "I'll make you something to help when we get to camp. You only have to get to camp."

      "I know," she gasped between breaths, shivering as each gust of wind hit her. "I know—I'll be ready. I'm—" she wretched again, whimpering as bile slipped past her lips. 

      "Oh, Aella," Haylen whispered, moving to her as she continued to heave with minimal production. "You can't give her anything?"

      "I don't know what this is," Elodie responded with a frown. "This doesn't make sense."

      "It's stress, fear." Ender said, kneeling next to her. "Aella, do you remember what happened?"

      "I had to—I—I killed everyone—I—End— "

      "That was only the Master's tricks. Only Draven and Cinnabar. You didn't kill anyone you loved. He only made you believe you did."

      Her shivering increased as she pressed a fist to her forehead in pained concentration. "I didn't—"

      "No, you didn't. Do you feel me?" He grabbed both of her hands. "Aella, do you feel my hands?"

      She nodded. 

      "I'm alive. So are Carrick, Elodie, Killian, and Haylen. We're all fine. You killed the Master. That is all."

      "The captives—" she choked. "The captives—"

      "You were right. They had died a long time ago. They're free now."

      A flicker of a vision filled Haylen's mind, and she nearly silenced it. It wasn't the time—was it? Aella was—Fate. She closed her eyes, letting the rest engulf her conscious.

      They were descending the plateau, the lower slopes, reaching tree line again. Trudging through knee deep snow, they stayed silent. No one had had a break in over twenty-four hours, and they each stumbled over their steps, but they had to keep going.

      Why? She fought to see the vision clearer, learn its nuanced meanings. She saw the marks—the scorch burns of Shadow Fire, leaving black trenches in anything it touched. Ender led them as they pushed through day and night and no one spoke—because Tybalt's children had been released with his death.

      The vision snapped away with that single thought, and she nearly choked as her eyes rejected the sudden influx of the current presence once more. They had to leave.

      "Haylen?" Elodie grabbed her arm, bending slightly to look at her expectantly. "Did you see something?"

      Ender also looked up from where he was knelt next to Aella. "How much time do we have?"

      "Tybalt's children are coming. I don't think they're close yet, but—"

      Elodie nodded firmly. "Aella, we need to leave."

      "Go get camp packed," Ender countered her words. "I'll stay with her until she's ready."

      "Ender—"

      "I'm ready," Aella whispered, eyes still closed but getting to her feet. Keeping her arms wrapped tightly around her, she stumbled forward down the plateau.

      Ender sighed heavily, watching her. "For Fate's sake, Elodie—"

      "I'm trying to keep us all alive," she hissed, voice low enough it wouldn't carry to their hurting Aether. "What is so wrong with that?"

      "For someone who knows so much about physical ailments, you are incredibly inept when it comes to emotional ones," Ender grunted.

      As Elodie was about to respond, Carrick brushed past her, jogging to catch up with Aella.
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        Carrick

      

      

      Aella was still shaking when he caught up to her. She looked far too pale, nearly translucent, and she was walking with her eyes barely open. 

      "Ael?"

      "I'm sorry," she whispered, voice breaking. "I'm so sorry—I didn't mean to."

      "To what?"

      "Jump. I just saw it, and everything I had done—it felt like my only choice—I wasn't—that wasn't me."

      "We know that."

      "Elodie's right. I'm not strong. I have a weak mind." She shook her head, still hugging her arms tightly around her, chin bent to her chest. She looked small. 

      "That's not true."

      "It is. I wanted this to be over. I want it to be over, and I'm only two Masters in."

      "You're two Masters in, Ael. You killed a second. You are not weak."

      She looked up at him, gaze falling on his shoulder. "Did I—"

      "No," he shook his head. "That wasn't you."

      Her eyes were shining with unfallen tears, filled with drowning sadness, a disappointment in herself and consuming guilt. "I am so sorry," she whispered. "Carrick—" the word tore into a sob. She clamped a hand over her mouth trying to keep the uncontrollable grief inside, but she couldn't.

      His own eyes burned, and he fought the urge to look away, move away, escape this level of pain. The sensation of youth being shattered for good, without hope of ever returning to an innocence you didn't know you were losing until you lost it. "Ael—" his voice failed him, so he reached his uninjured arm out to her, letting his hand rest on her back in an awkward, yet determined gesture to be one with this moment.

      Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw the others move past and Haylen break off to join them. Thank Fate. Without hesitation the often misread, timid Aqua moved between Aella and Carrick to wrap both arms around her. "I'm so glad you didn't die," she whispered.

      For several breaths, Aella allowed herself to be held and to cry, but then she pulled back, pressing her palms into her eyes to stop the tears. "Elodie spoke to Tybalt—after he died?"

      "Yeah," Carrick answered, bringing his arm back to brace against his shoulder once more. "We're leaving to Skye."

      "Skye?"

      "I guess they've rebuilt. Are you—okay?" he hesitated over the word because clearly, she was not okay.

      "I'm tired—and cold," she hiccupped, drawing a bloodied sleeve over her face to dry the tears before meeting his eyes. It was an unspoken conversation, the meaning she held in that gaze. It was the same expression she held after Magdalen's that day in the snow when she told him she didn't want to die, and she didn't want to be the Aether. Then, she looked away. "I guess we better leave." Wrapping her arms around her, Aella began to move down the steep incline without a look back.

      "I don't know what to do," Haylen whispered, both watching her descent. "Carrick—she was going to kill herself."

      "I know."

      "Killian and Elodie are together—together, together."

      "What?" His heart sank and refused to rise. "How do you know?"

      "I asked them this morning—it was so obvious. I told them they had to tell Aella, but now—"

      "She can't know. She loves him—that Shadowed piece of—"

      "I know, but now we all know, and she'll be the only one in the dark, and—I'll talk to Ender about it."

      "She loves him, Haylen," he repeated, clutching his shoulder. "Sometimes, I think it's the only reason she's trying to get better. To take that away—"

      "You'd rather keep it a secret from her?"

      "For now? Yes. That's the last thing she needs to know about."

      Haylen was quiet, and he looked back at her. "You don't agree?"

      "I don't know. If I was her, I'd be hurt more by being kept in the dark. If I found out—"

      "She won't find out."

      "How do you know that?"

      "I'll talk to them."

      "You can't control them—"

      "She just tried to kill herself," he whispered harshly. "She's not ready to find out the boy she loves is kissing someone else behind her back."

      

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      "What still needs to be done?" Aella asked as she moved into their former camp. The packs were already lined up and ready to go. 

      "We're nearly ready,” Elodie said, handing her a tin cup. "Drink this. It'll help."

      She looked at the cup in Elodie's hand, and her stomach rolled. She shook her head. "I don't think I can—"

      "It'll help. I promise."

      Even the act of taking the cup, made her face pale and flash with heat. Fate—she was dizzy. A single trickle of sweat slid down the back of her neck. 

      "Aella?"

      "I have to sit down," she muttered, closing her eyes against the world twisting and tilting around her. She was so cold. Her breathing wouldn't slow—she didn't really want it to. There was something comforting about the rapid, hitching breaths.

      "It's okay. You can sit." Elodie placed both hands on her shoulders, guiding her to a boulder as Aella's arms and legs began to lose their sense of feeling.

      "Aelie, you have to drink. You need your strength, so we can move on," Killian said, echoing Elodie's words. "You'll feel better once you do. I promise."

      She nodded, clutching the cup. Lifting it to her lips, she gagged as it slipped down her throat. Then, coughed as it went down the wrong way. Her stomach revolted as it landed in its empty space, and she doubled forward, heaving while desperately trying to keep it inside.

      "What happened?" Elodie asked, kneeling beside her in a sort of confused assessment of her wellness. "Did you just choke? I can make another—it'll help. It should help—I'll make more."

      "No, don't," she managed through another cough.

      "You aren't going to get far like this, Aella, and we need to be able to move. I'm making more."

      She had no more energy to protest.

      "Did she get sick again?" Haylen asked, moving back into camp.

      "What does it look like, Haylen?" Elodie snapped the question in frustration as Aella's face tingled, her ears filling with a pleasant buzz. Her chest rising too fast, her body becoming weightless.

      "Don't get mad at her," Carrick grunted. 

      Aella gave into the pull of gravity, and she curled onto her side letting the argument ascend above her. They never thought she noticed it—all their undertones and whispered theories, but she heard all of them. They were all crumbling under the pressure, and she couldn't do anything. She couldn't even stand. 

      "Lay on your back," Ender said softly, slipping under the heated discussion gaining traction. His calloused hands helped her move to her back, and she kept her eyes shut. "I'm going to lay this on you. Just breathe."

      A cool cloth spread over her chest and throat, wafting a sweet, bitter scent that chilled her frantic mind. And she finally exhaled. 

      "Still your breathing, Aella," he murmured. "You did not hurt anyone. You were only made to believe you did. What you're feeling now is simply that. You are feeling again. Breathe and let your mind be still. We'll wait."

      She focused on what he was saying, drowning out the rest of the noise. The frigid air entered her nostrils and gently lifted her chest, expanding the base of her lungs. Then, as she exhaled, her body relaxed, melting back into the earth. Soon all she noticed was the cold slipping away as someone placed a blanket over her.

      

      
        
        Elodie

      

      

      She stopped arguing with Carrick, watching Ender place the piece of cloth over Aella, who visibly relaxed, eventually falling asleep.

      "Is that the Shadow treatment?" Elodie asked.

      "If by Shadow treatment, you mean what I use on Shadows who recant, then, yes, it is."

      "Ender," she sighed. She was so tired of always being the bad guy. "She can't sleep right now. We have to leave." 

      "She can sleep while you treat Carrick's shoulder, and we finish packing. We'll face the Spawns here or in the trees. As I'm sure you know, you can only force a body to do so much before it gives out completely."

      Elodie grit her teeth together at the condescending remarks. She did know. She was the one who owned a clinic at fourteen, not him. Crossing her arms tightly over her chest, she turned to Carrick. "Fine. Take a seat."

      He did, looking at her with marked anger. She was almost taken aback by it. They fought often, she and Carrick. She fought often with most people. It was her personality to be argumentative, but he never looked like this. He was seething. 

      "What's wrong with you? She's resting. I never said—what?" she demanded as she caught Haylen quickly shaking her head at Carrick. Then, it hit her. "You told him?"

      Haylen's face turned a brilliant shade of red, and she looked away.

      Killian swore, sinking his head into his hands in defeat. 

      "That was not your right to tell," Elodie said.

      "Oh, it wasn't?" Carrick asked. "So, it's your right to be kissing Aella's boyfriend behind her back?"

      She looked sharply at the sleeping form, then back at Carrick. "She can't know about this. You know that. You knew that," she directed toward Haylen.

      Haylen wouldn't meet her gaze. Coward. She was always a coward. "I'd want to know if it was me."

      "You don't have Apati, and need to defeat five more Masters before you can finally die!"

      "Elodie," Killian whispered, and she knew she'd been too honest that time.

      "That's what you think?" Carrick asked, staring at her.

      "I shouldn't have said that."

      "But you did. Is that what you truly think?"

      "Look at her," she said, losing any reflexive anger she had held. "This is what happens after she kills a Master and is barely injured in the process. You think she'll survive the next five?"

      They were quiet. Whether they'd admit it or not, they probably all agreed with her. 

      "The last two Aethers became Masters," she said, dropping the final piece of information. "Tybalt told me. They thought she would too, during the awakening. The darkness surrounding Aethers—"

      "Stop," Carrick cut her off with a single word. He was still holding his shoulder, slumped forward and looking at her in repulsion.

      She hadn't wanted to tell them about the Aethers. She wasn't going to until—she didn't know why she did, really. She wanted to make them understand, somehow alleviate the guilt she and Killian held—but nothing would help that. 

      "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said that either."

      "You think she'll give up?" Haylen asked. 

      "Aelie's not good at handling stress." Killian spoke in a quiet tone, avoiding their eyes. "She never has been. And this—she doesn't know how to handle being weak. She's not resilient. Aella is—"

      "That's enough," Ender interrupted, getting to his feet and towering over them the way he did when he chose to. "Aella is a person—a human being. She's hurt and sick. That's it. Stop trying to predict what she'll do in the future and try helping her in the present because this kid is drowning. Elodie treat Carrick's shoulder. Killian help me pack. Haylen, get us some water for the trail."

      Elodie exhaled, turning back to Carrick. He refused to look at her, jaw clenching to the point she wondered if he was hurting his teeth. Lowering his tunic away from the bruised, swollen shoulder, she began to repack the wound. 

      "Carrick—" she tried to talk to him. "You know we care about her. I shouldn't have said any of that. I'm sorry."

      His jaw worked further. She could feel his torn muscles tensing beneath her touch.

      "She said maybe you were right. Maybe she did just have a weak mind," he said in a tight voice. "That's what she told me on the plateau after killing a second Master and being made to realistically kill everyone she loved."

      "She said that?"

      He nodded, glancing at her. 

      "I don't—I don't think that."

      "You do. You just said—"

      "Carrick, the last two Aethers became Masters," she whispered. "I don't think Aella's weak. I don't—I just don't think anyone is strong enough for this. Do you?"

      "Yes," he answered without hesitation. "You don't know her like I do."

      She placed a bandage on his shoulder, guiding his arm carefully back into a sling as he stifled a groan. "I'm sorry." They both knew it wasn't for the shoulder.
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        Aella

      

      

      "Hello, Aella."

      "Draven."

      "Quite the surprise, I'm sure. Poor, poor Tybalt. He was an idiot, though lovable in his own way. I'll miss him."

      "How does it make you feel that had you not struck that bargain, you would be dead?"

      "Mm. Good question. It makes me feel pleasantly surprised. This is turning into a real challenge, and I love challenges. Always have."

      Something was nudging her arm. She ignored it.

      "We know where you are."

      "Oh? How clever. Avyso is quite nice. I enjoy being here. Can't wait to show you."

      Another nudge.

      "I think they want you to wake up."

      "I am awake."

      "Aella, we have to go."

      "Do we need Elodie?"

      "No. Aella, can you hear me?"

      Draven laughed. "You are very astute to say that, Aella. You are awake. You've been dreading the return to consciousness, the return to their idiotic talk and supreme misunderstanding of how this works. Wouldn't this be better if you were alone? Surely simpler."

      "Ael, wake up." Another more forceful nudge that made her squeeze her eyes shut before opening them again.

      "I'm awake," she grunted, sitting up and holding her head in her hands. Her entire body ached.

      "Are you hungry? Cold? Do you need something for pain?"

      "Fate, Haylen, we have to go. We've been over this. Aella, are you going to be able to stand?" Elodie asked, making Aella look up before pushing herself to her feet. All five of them watched her.

      Picking up the blanket and shaking as much snow off as she could, she wrapped it around her shoulders before searching for her pack.

      "I have it," Ender said without further comment or explanation. "You good?"

      "Yeah—yeah." She was missing something, but she couldn't remember what it was. Everything disoriented her. Pressing her palm to her head, she squeezed her eyes shut against the pounding headache. "El, do you—my head is—I have a headache," she finished.

      "A—headache?" she heard Elodie's hesitation in the lilt of the last word. Maybe it wasn't so much hesitation as it was disbelief that she would bring up a headache while their lives were actively being threatened.

      "Such simple creatures, your Sun. Still, I think they're better than most of us got."

      His voice itched into her subconscious. She thought it was just a dream. His voice.

      "Darling, darling, Aella, remember? I told you I could talk to you anytime I chose."

      She bit the inside of her cheek and started down the slope. From the scuffle behind her, she knew the others were hurrying to follow.

      "Aella, I didn't mean to come off like that," Elodie said, voice muffled over the distance growing between them. "I'm sure you do have a headache. As soon as I can I'll make you something."

      Aella didn't reply. They could talk to her?

      "Ael, wait up."

      Turning, she saw Carrick jogging to catch up with her. The figures of the others were still at the camp, struggling to get on packs and head out after her. "Sorry," she muttered, slowing to a stop.

      "You have five times their power, and they are ordering you about like an infant. Doesn't that make you mad?"

      She closed her eyes.

      "Are you no longer speaking to me? Is that it? Too startled, I suppose, to learn I can do this. Wondering if this is how it'll be until either you die, the more likely option, or you kill all of us? The answer is yes. You have opened up a portal to us, and we are forever grateful."

      "Ael?"

      Opening her eyes again, she found Carrick staring at her with overwhelming concern. "What is it?" he asked.

      "Nothing." She massaged her head. "Something—I don't know."

      "Your headache?"

      Hugging the blanket to her, she nodded, looking back at the others again.

      "Probably wise not to tell anyone, Aella. They will not understand. They will think you're going mad."

      "He's talking to me, Draven is."

      "What? Like, right now?"

      "Yeah. Can you not tell the others yet?"

      "He's—Aella—how?"

      "I don't know. He said I opened a portal, and now he can whenever he wants. The others too I think."

      "You did it, didn't you? You told them. Tsk tsk. Don't say I didn't warn you."

      "You cannot trick me. Your petty plucks at insecurities don't work. You might as well shut up."

      His laughter filled her brain, making her wince to the point Carrick reached a hand out to grab her arm. "Aella?"

      "I'm fine. It's just this headache," she pressed her hands against her skull again.

      "Aella, here." The others had finally joined them, and Elodie held out a tin cup. "I'm sorry I was rude. Do you think you'd be able to drink?"

      Nodding, she took the cup, drinking its contents before handing it back. "Thank you," she muttered. Then, began descending through the snow again.

      

      
        
        Ender

      

      

      "Fate," he cursed, passing another tree with scorch marks. It was almost as if they'd left them to taunt them. They were haphazard, purposeful, and confusing, offering no indication of where their trail went or how to avoid them. Somehow, they missed most direct attacks, but it had been nearly twenty-four hours of trudging through waist deep snow, hiding for endless minutes beneath trees, and battling the adrenaline of the possibility of a fight alongside the sinking weariness seeping through all of them.

      "Ender—" the sharp cry was engulfed by something, and he turned in time to see Haylen fall into a tree well, snow drifting to her forehead.

      Killian and Elodie moved to help her out while Carrick and Aella, in the front of the line, paused to look back at them.

      "Ender, we have to stop," Elodie said, looking at him desperately as Haylen made weak steps in the snow to claw her way out of the hole. Even their powers were muted by how tired they each were.

      "There are scorch marks on that tree and that one."

      "So then they won't come back," Elodie said. "They are playing with us! I think everyone can see that."

      Haylen let out a little sob of frustration as she sunk, defeated against the snow.

      "End, Ael and I can scout, see what else there is?" Carrick offered while Aella, still clutching the blanket around her, barely looked up. She hadn't said a single word since they left the plateau, except in the brief periods when they had to stop. Then she and Carrick would enter a whispered and—from their body language—heated conversation.

      Nodding, Ender looked back at Elodie, Killian, and Haylen. "Do you three want to set up camp? I'll join them on a quick scout. Hale, see if you can see anything?"

      Haylen nodded, tears freezing to her cheeks, and Killian sunk to the snow in relief while Elodie got straight to work forming a sort of caved shelter in the midst of trees, forcing the snow back with a wall of roots.

      Trudging his way toward Carrick and Aella, Ender gave them both a careful look—that reminded him of a parent, and he tried to soften it back a bit. "Is something going on? I only need to know if—"

      "Draven has been talking to me since we left the plateau," Aella interrupted, glancing at Carrick. "I've tried to get him to stop, but I can't and—it's constant."

      Carrick shoved one hand in his pocket, the other tucked under his armpit to keep his shoulder from pulling. "Have you heard of that before?" Carrick asked. "Or do you know why—like maybe she needs to sleep or—"

      "We've tried everything we can think of." Aella's expression was haunting. Ender had never known Aella without the Apati, and now—he hadn't thought Cinnabar would've stopped it completely. He assumed it'd be what he experienced, a slide in and out until it gradually lifted entirely. The eyes that were always drifting off somewhere beyond their location were focused on him in piercing intensity that made him nervous, and though her lip was trembling, her stance held a confident power that demanded an answer. Carrick had once told him that Aella was energy, the very definition of the word, and he never saw it until now.

      "Is that—End, what should I do?" she asked, drawing him back to the present. "I can't get him to stop talking to me and—the others aren't going to understand if I tell them, but I—"

      "They'll understand, Ael," Carrick interjected. This, apparently, wasn't the first time the argument had surfaced.

      "But I'm not—Ender, this isn't how people become Shadows is it?"

      They both looked up at him after that and waited.

      "Shadows?" he repeated in surprise. "No. You know how one becomes a Shadow don't you?"

      Her eyebrows wrinkled together, and she glanced at Carrick. "I thought I did, but—Ender, it can't mean anything good that I have Masters talking to me, and I can talk back to them. Can it?"

      "How does it feel? Having him talk to you?"

      "Horrible. My head's been throbbing since we left, and he keeps saying things—I know they aren't true, but it's like having someone chisel at your insecurities, your pain, your fears without break. I feel like there's someone inside my head, driving a pick constantly into my skull."

      His face softened. "A Master talks to you when you become a Shadow after you summon one. Then, they give you a command and you follow it. Following commands of a Master makes you a Shadow, not having one in your head."

      She nodded, looking away and tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "So this is just—"

      "Because you are the Aether, I would guess. Did the other Aether's journals say anything about it?"

      Aella shook her head.

      "Zuri never faced Draven though," Carrick explained. "Magdalen told us the Masters all held different powers, so maybe—I don't know, this is his?"

      "Maybe," Ender said. "I think you need to tell the others."

      Carrick nodded in agreement like he'd been arguing that all along, and Aella shook her head. "They already don't have faith in me. How is a Master in my mind going to help?"

      "You are the Sun, Aella. All the prophecies, the legends, the stories—they don't only speak of an Aether, and there's a reason for that."

      "Ender, they think I've lost my mind."

      "Who told you that first? Draven?"

      She fell quiet, looking at Carrick before turning back to him. "Draven uses truth to destroy."

      "Or he uses what you might believe is truth. Tell them and ask Haylen if she sees anything about it. If this is going to work, there can't be secrets like this."
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        Elodie

      

      

      "Wait—what?" Elodie looked between Carrick, Aella, and Ender. "He's talking to you? Since when?"

      "Since the plateau."

      "The plateau? Aella, that was days ago!" Elodie exclaimed. "You two—you knew and didn't tell us?"

      "It's not our story to tell," Ender said, maddeningly unabashed.

      "There wasn't a great time to, El," Carrick said, poking the pitiful pile of coals with the toe of his boot. Yet again, they weren't allowed to have a fire, and yet again, they'd spent the last twenty hours fleeing for their lives before finally settling into a wet, cold shelter for a sleepless night.

      "But you knew?"

      "She told Ender and I that day."

      "So, there was a time she could've told us," she snapped in frustration. "For Fate's sake Aella, we need to all be told these things."

      Aella only nodded, hugging her knees to her chest and muttering, "sorry." She hadn't even looked at them.

      Elodie took a breath. "Okay, well, it can't be changed now. You need to stop talking to him."

      "She's tried," Carrick said. "She can't."

      "What has she tried? Maybe we'll think of something new?"

      "You won't," Aella closed her eyes. "Hale, can you see if you see anything?"

      "Yeah," Haylen glanced at Elodie, then back to the snowy earth.

      "This is ridiculous, Aella," Elodie pushed into her mind. "I don't care how much you think you don't need us, but you do. This is something we should've all learned about."

      "You are learning about it," Carrick replied. "Right now."

      "Yeah, nearly a week later! Do you know how many things can happen in a week? Do we know they aren't taking over her mind?"

      Across the coals, Aella closed her eyes.

      "Aella, please try to engage with us. I'm trying to help you."

      "What have they been saying?" Killian asked. He'd barely spoken at all since they left the plateau. Partly because his leg was causing him unimaginable pain and partly because Aella was back—but the two of them hadn't talked once.

      Looking up at him, Aella caught his eyes, but only long enough for Killian to dart them away.

      "He just makes fun of her mostly."

      Elodie cast an annoyed look towards Carrick. "Oh, so she tells you everything he says? No need to tell the rest of us that either?"

      "There's no need to have this conversation in our head," Aella said out loud. "Ender already knows everything."

      Shrugging, Ender reclined against the boulder Elodie built the shelter next to, paying them no mind anyway. Despite the cold, despite wishing everything she had not to, Elodie blushed. "I wasn't trying to exclude him. I was trying to get you to say something."

      "Fine." Aella got to her feet. "Draven has been talking to me since the plateau. I haven't been able to sleep since he's entered my mind, and I have tried everything Carrick, myself, or Ender has thought of to get him out. There is nothing more to say."

      "Aelie—"

      "Get out of my head!" she snapped, turning all her rage to Killian. "I have enough voices in my head without you all in there." Then, she turned, ducking beneath the shelter, dropping them into a silence.

      "She hasn't slept?" Haylen asked, looking between Carrick and Ender. "Like at all?"

      Carrick shook his head, sinking it into his hands. "Have any of us?"

      "More than never. I'll try to find out what she should do or at least what it means."

      "She went from an Apati to being this?" Killian muttered. "Does it ever stop?"

      "This is who she is," Ender said. "The person meant to save the world."

      Killian looked away again.

      "We, the Sun, are meant to save the world," Elodie corrected. "Not just an Aether."

      They ignored her. It was maddening. How they couldn't see the logic behind it baffled her. Yes, Aella was the Aether. Yes, she held all the powers and was the only one who could face a Master in their Mastered form. But all the writings, all the prophecies, everything ever written about the Sun, was about the Sun. If they didn't all realize that soon, it would get her killed and then the rest of them.

      "Kil, maybe you should talk to her?" Haylen suggested.

      "Talk to her? She just ordered me from her mind."

      "Her mind. Not her presence," Carrick grunted.

      "It's the same thing." He stood. "I'm going to find something for dinner."

      "I'll go with you," Elodie nodded, getting to her feet.

      "Nice," Carrick slipped under his breath.

      Killian ignored him, limping off, and Elodie stayed, dropping her voice so Aella wouldn't have a chance of hearing. "If you know Aella as well as you claim to, you know this is toxic for her. Out of any of us, she does the worst alone."

      "Which is why I told him to talk to her," he said back.

      "He's been hurt."

      "He's been hurt?" he gave a short laugh. "Fate, Elodie, do you see the irony in that?"

      "She's not an Apati anymore, and she's been talking to you and Ender about it instead of once going to Killian—who she claims to love more than anyone in the world. Can you imagine why he'd be upset?"

      Carrick got up, matching her anger and her stance. "I can imagine it's a lot to have killed two Masters, lose the ability to feel, get it back by killing everyone you loved, and then having a Master talk to you without a breath. I can imagine why someone wouldn't want to talk to anyone after all that."

      "Yet, she talks to you."

      "Go to the Shadows, Elodie." Then, he moved into the shelter.

      

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      Carrick had fallen asleep shortly after he crawled under his blanket. All he had said was that Elodie was being difficult and asked if she wanted to talk. She said no, and then he fell asleep. One by one the others came in as well. Ender, giving up on keeping watch. Elodie and Killian, still whispering under their breaths, and finally, Haylen.

      "Aella?" Haylen whispered, tucking in next to her.

      "Yeah?"

      "I tried to find out something, but I—I couldn't figure it out. I saw you talking to him, looking kind of dazed, but it didn't seem bad."

      "Hello, Aella, aren't you glad I left you alone for a moment?"

      She closed her eyes. "Thanks for looking anyway."

      "Can you ignore them?"

      She shook her head.

      "Aella, it's very rude when you don't answer me."

      "I'm sorry."

      "It's okay," Aella whispered.

      "You seem quite tense? I've been telling my captives all about you. Tybalt left quite a pretty collection here."

      Squeezing her eyes shut, she felt the throb of her temples with every beat of her heart, the endless headache.

      Soft fingers reached for her hand in the dark, and Haylen rested her head against her shoulder. "I'm glad you told us. We'll figure out something."

      

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      Carrick squinted in the dim light at the map he had spread over ice covered snow. It had now been ten days since Cinnabar, four since Aella told the others about Draven, and every day was marked with horrible, grueling slogs through knee to waist deep snow with Haylen being alerted to Shadows what felt like every few miles. And that day had been by far the worst—which hopefully meant Skye was close.

      "We're boiling tea. Who wants some?" Elodie asked. Tea was the only thing keeping them all from freezing to death.

      Carrick rubbed the knuckles of a closed fist into his forehead and squeezed his eyes shut for a breath as Killian and Haylen both answered affirmative.

      "Carrick?"

      "Yeah, thanks." He closed his eyes again. The gray light gave him an instant migraine the second he started trying to read the words, the landmarks. His shoulder throbbed, and his feet were more blisters than skin, but everyone was feeling the same or worse. If they thought the time before Cinnabar had been taxing, they had been wrong.

      "Here."

      A cup nudged his shoulder, and he looked up. "Aella—hey. I thought you were sleeping."

      She shrugged, meaning she hadn't been able to, and crouched next to him. In the brief breaks they had, Elodie had sewn Aella's blanket to act as more of a poncho with rough arms and a tie around the waist, mitigating the biting cold at least a little. "What are you looking at?"

      "Trying to figure out where we are, but this light—" he shook his head. Aella was the last person he needed to be complaining to. "I have a headache," he muttered, peering down at the map. "How are you feeling?" he asked this without looking up, but when she didn't answer, he straightened again.

      Sitting beside him, she clutched her mug to her chest and looked back at the fire where Elodie and Killian were sitting talking. Killian was laughing, digging dimples into his cold-rosed cheeks, and Elodie was saying something with a half-smile as she rested her elbow on her knee, looking at him like he was the only person in the universe.

      It hadn't stopped. He thought maybe after the Apati lessened—but they hadn't spoken since the night Aella told everyone about Draven.

      "Aella?"

      She looked back at him, and he swore she knew he knew something, but then, she turned to the map, bending over it until her face was within a foot of the parchment. "I think we're getting closer to Skye. The Spawns we ran into today were Tybalt's, not Draven's."

      "How do you know?"

      "They're different. Their fight is different. It's without command, and Draven's been saying things about it. Here—" she pointed to the map. "We're here. I would say about two thousand feet above Skye and maybe another—thirty miles?"

      He nodded slowly, wincing with the movement enough he had to close his eyes again.

      "The tea will help—with the headache. Killian has one too."

      Taking a sip, he sat back into the icy snow and rested a hand against his head. "You're okay?" he asked again.

      "Yeah—yes."

      He moved his hand to look at her. They hadn't talked that much about Draven since she told everyone. It was clear there was nothing they could do, and they all seemed to come to the same conclusion that Aella would bring it up if she wanted to. But they all thought about it still, wondering what it was like for her. Though, it was like wondering how flying felt to a bird—it was impossible to imagine.

      "I miss Eddie's cooking," she muttered.

      "What? You don't think Ender is as good?"

      Giving a small chuckle, she glanced at him. "With the given ingredients, maybe."

      "With the given ingredients, I am a master."

      They both looked up, Carrick wincing again as he did.

      "Headache?" the big man asked, sinking down on the other side of him.

      "Yeah, this light—"

      "And the hiking hundreds of miles in the freezing cold at high altitudes?"

      "That probably did it too."

      "Here." He handed him a piece of bark with an odd swirl on the interior of a rough, knobby surface. "The inside is usually bright yellow and green, and the outside kind of a gray tan color," he explained as Carrick took it. "It's the first sign of spring I've seen."

      "Spring?" Aella looked up at him. "I was up to my neck in snow today."

      "I know." He handed her a piece too. "But we have to be close. In a few weeks, we'll be begging for the snow again."

      "I doubt that," Aella said dryly, making Ender grin as he took a bite of the bark.

      "It's good. Try it."

      Aella and Carrick glanced hesitantly at each other.

      "It won't kill you, I swear. And it will dampen the headache as well as cause any Master words to fade into an annoying buzz. Or at least, I think. I currently don't have a Master talking to me, so I couldn't tell you," he winked at Aella. Ender was the only one who had mastered being able to talk about the fact Masters were living in Aella's head without being judgmental or smothering in his worry.

      "Will it make us start seeing flying cows?" Carrick asked.

      "No, but it will make you feel warm for the first time in months."

      Aella instantly took a bite after he said that, and Carrick watched her with still marked suspicion until a slow smile spread over her face, and she laughed—the laugh she used to have all the time.

      It was enough to convince him, and Carrick tore off a chunk, forcing its fibrous form to be crushed between his teeth. Then, the warmth came. It started in his mouth, like a candle was lit inside without burning him. Then it traveled down his throat into his chest and spread through each limb, finger, and toe. He swore, staring down at it. "End, what is that?"

      "That is called Zestasia."

      "Killian!" Aella turned, interrupting his and Elodie's conversation. "Kil, you have to try this."

      Killian looked up, pausing mid-word with a startled expression on his face. He glanced at Elodie before turning back to her in confusion. "The tea?"

      "No—Zestasia!"

      "Zesta—Ender, you didn't," Elodie frowned at him.

      "We needed a pick me up," he shrugged. "I have more."

      "What is it?" Haylen asked, emerging from the shelter with a blanket over her shoulders and looking bleary eyed.

      "Here." Ender handed her a piece and Haylen popped it in her mouth without any form of doubt, question, or judgement. Then, she laughed—it was almost a giggle, and she clapped a hand over her mouth to stop the mirth from bubbling too loudly.

      "Ender," Elodie shook her head. "That's banned in almost all major clans."

      "Have you ever tried it, Elodie?"

      She shook her head.

      "Do you even know why it's banned?"

      "No, I don't," she answered stiffly, and Aella chuckled next to Carrick. Elodie hated not knowing something and the amount her voice tightened when she had to admit it was comical.

      "It's banned because if it wasn't people would plant the trees over every inch of property they had. That's how good it is."

      "I doubt that's true," she frowned at him.

      He shrugged, popping another piece into his mouth and offering some to Killian and Elodie.

      Killian hesitated, looking at Elodie—who shook her head at him. Then, he cleared his throat and said, "I'm good, thanks though."

      "Come on, Kil," Aella exclaimed. "It's the best thing you've ever tried. Trust me."

      He looked hurt. It was a fresh, clear message written over his face as he looked at her. Then, it hardened, and he shook his head, rising to his feet. "I'm good."

      "Killian—"

      "I said I'm good," he interrupted, ducking beneath the shelter without looking back at her.

      Haylen glanced uncomfortably between all of them, before taking another bite and trying to stifle more giggling. Ender shrugged without comment, pocketing the other strips of bark as Elodie got to her feet and moved into the shelter as well. Carrick felt, more than saw, Aella sinking back into sadness as her gaze settled on the canvas tucked against several trees—and the quiet voices now coming from inside.

      Nudging her, he handed her a strip of the bark and they both had another piece, letting the warmth fill them once more.
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        Aella

      

      

      They had been circling the same thirty-mile section for days—weeks since they found the Zestasia tree. Tybalt's Spawns had successfully kept them from reaching Skye with manic, unplanned attacks that were more annoying than anything else, but left marks and caused the ever-present undercurrent of anger to frequently resurface. No one agreed on anything, and they'd now spent close to four months in the mountains in the dead of winter with only each other as company. Very few thoughts remained thoughts.

      "Thank Fate, the snow's melting," Haylen muttered, sinking to the newly thawed grass beside her and taking off her boots. "I feel like my feet haven't been dry in months."

      Aella nodded in agreement, staring up at the trees above them. They were starting to bud, but there was no color. They still looked dead. It was harder to grasp the reality of a colorless world as winter ebbed away and the season of life was supposed to start. 

      "To think, last spring my biggest concern was finding a way out of the Floral dance in Lauria," Haylen said as she prodded a particularly juicy blister on the palm of her right foot.

      Aella glanced at her. "You didn't like dancing?"

      "It's more that I was too shy and too awkward to have a hope of enjoying it."

      "I loved dancing. Murnad held them every week all year long. I miss that more than almost anything else."

      "Yes, well, something tells me you were neither shy nor awkward."

      Aella gave a small laugh. "No, I wasn't. I was young and thought I knew everything. Not that I thought I was young then—I do now. I feel like an infant, now, like I need someone to come in and take care of me again."

      "I think you feel younger with the more you know."

      Laying on her back, she crossed her arms behind her head. "I miss the sun on my face and being warm."

      "Mm, me too." Haylen laid next to her. "I miss worrying about sunburns and freckles."

      "Did you have someone you loved?" Aella asked, looking over at her.

      "No. Never. I was—am—too quiet. I barely even had friends in Lauria. I have more friends now, and all we do is fight."

      "I was never good at making friends either. Killian was—is. All my friends were friends because of him. He's so—kind." She took a deep breath, closing her eyes. "I miss the way he was the most, probably."

      "What do you miss about him?"

      "His laugh. He had such a good laugh. His smile. The way he'd tease me and tell me how much he loved me to the point I was annoyed hearing it. He—" something caught in her throat, and she shoved it away again. "I guess we've all changed so much I can't expect him to still be like that. Maybe someday when this is all over."

      "You still—love him, then?" Haylen asked, hesitantly. Enough to make Aella turn to face her completely.

      "What did you mean by that?"

      Haylen's face grew pink. "Nothing—I—nothing—it's just, you two hardly ever talk anymore, and I was—"

      "I've tried talking to him."

      "I know you have—I know."

      "Killian's just—he gets quiet when he's stressed or upset. We need to get out of these damn woods."

      "I know. Yeah, I know."

      "Do you think he—Haylen, does—"

      The conversation was punctured and prevented by Carrick groaning loudly as he lowered himself to Aella's other side. She could nearly see Haylen exhale in relief. Aella chose to ignore it—for now.

      "You sound more and more like an old man with each passing day," Aella commented.

      "I feel more and more like an old man," he grunted back. "Fate, Hale, your feet—"

      "I know," she sighed. "They just need to get dry. I wasn't planning on walking hundreds of miles in those boots—probably in their entire lifetime."

      Aella chuckled, looking at the gray fur which was now nowhere near gray and was hard to discern if any fur was still present.

      "Carrick, did you have dances in Rhaelyn?" Haylen asked.

      "Dances?"

      "Yeah. I hated them. Aella loved them."

      "Rhaelyn didn't have dances."

      "Figures," Aella muttered, before looking at him quickly and adding, "sorry." Hits towards Rhaelyn landed differently after the clan fell to the Shadowed.

      "It's okay. My mom used to dance. She loved it. Her and my dad would push all the furniture aside in our house, and Eddie would play music while Addison, Aaron, and my mom and dad would dance until midnight. My dad tried to have a clan dance once, but everyone already thought they were weird and crazy, so it didn't happen."

      "I think I would've liked Rhaelyn if more people were like your parents."

      Carrick gave a small laugh, looking at her. "I know you would've. You would've loved them. They were rebels too."

      "I'm not a rebel."

      "Of course, you are," Haylen laughed. "Killian used to say that all the time—"

      Haylen's words died out as she realized the flash of pain that accompanied them, and Aella looked up to the gray sky, focusing everything she had on not letting either of them see it. It was so pathetic—to be in love with a boy and unable to accept he might no longer love her. Maybe it didn't feel pathetic as much as it felt impossible. There was no world she could think of where she wasn't Killian's, and he wasn't hers.

      But even as she thought that, she could hear him laughing—the laugh she remembered and thought was gone for good, and she could hear Elodie squealing like a little girl. Then, more laughter. It hurt. She hurt. 

      "I'm going on a walk," she said abruptly, getting to her feet. "See if I can find anything for dinner."

      "Want company?" Haylen asked, already grabbing her stained socks to put back on her brutalized feet.

      "No, no," Aella shook her head, looking down at her and forcing a smile. "I won't go far. You should get Elodie to put something on those though. They look like they could fall off."

      Haylen looked down at her feet in helplessness. She would never ask Elodie to treat them because Elodie terrified her.

      "Or I bet Ender would help. He knows things," Aella shrugged, giving her a wink before turning and firmly moving away from the laughter and the pain.

      She knew he would follow her. She was never supposed to be on her own. Soon after leaving the plateau, she'd been caught by a Master Spawn apart from the others. Nothing happened. She was able to protect herself and get out unscathed, but the others had overreacted. 

      Aelie, you're the target. You can't just wander about as you please! Killian had exclaimed.

      Elodie had been quick to back him up. You have to think through things, Aella. You are the only hope this world has. You have to be more careful and now with a Master in your head— 

      She hadn't said anything, but it was the first time she'd really wanted to yell at them. Tell them none of them were as strong as she was. Out of anyone, she'd really be the only one capable of being on her own, but she hadn't. She hadn't because Killian hated yelling, and she was doing everything in her power to make him see her again. But he didn't. He stayed by Elodie's side to come to her defense instead of Aella's.

      It was so hurtful and confusing, she didn't know what to say. She pulled him aside to talk several times, but it never got anywhere. He was shut down, and she was left trying to figure out why.

      "I won't say anything, and I'll be ten feet back at all times," Carrick said, coming up behind her.

      "It's fine."

      He was quiet. But the type of quiet brimming with unspoken words. Lifting her eyes to the sky for a breath, she turned to him with a sigh. "What is it?"

      "Nothing," he glanced at her, moving over a fallen tree while holding his arm close to his chest. It had never healed right. Elodie continually told him when they got to Skye, she'd see if they had the equipment she needed to re-break and heal it correctly. It'd be fine.

      Carrick would only nod. 

      Aella squinted her eyes at him, and he shook his head. "It's nothing, but whatever this is—" he gestured to her whole being. "Isn't nothing."

      "Which is why I wanted to go for a walk and be alone."

      "And if I left you alone, Killian and Elodie would have a conniption. What were you thinking! She could've been killed!" he gasped, mimicking their voices. "Do you not understand she's our only hope! And Carrick, she's talking to a Master! Do you not understand what that means?"

      Aella laughed.

      He grinned. "I'd rather not experience that, so I chose to follow you."

      "But you said you'd be quiet."

      "You're right. I did." He moved past her to the stream they'd been following for the last several days. "Is this far enough for alone time? Because I actually would rather not walk further."

      "This is perfect," she chuckled, sitting on a rock by the swelling water with her arms looped over her knees. The snowmelt had made the waters angry, muddy, crushing through the forest with pent-up rage from winter and taking everything in its path hostage. 

      Carrick sat next to her and was silent, to his credit, for several minutes before leaning back on his forearms and looking up at the sky. "It's my birthday today."

      "What? It is?"

      Nodding, he closed his eyes. "If I could have anything in the world right now, it would be Eddie's cake. Vanilla with so much frosting that after two bites you feel like throwing up. And then, I would want Eddie to sing a song to me even though he's the most tone-deaf person I've ever met. And I want Addison to give me advice on how to live my life, where I should focus my days, what path I should take. And I want to sleep in a bed and be warm for the first time in months."

      "Do you want me to sing you a song? I'm pretty tone deaf as well."

      He glanced at her with a small laugh. "I think I'll pass."

      "Do you think you'll see them again? Addison and Eddie?" It was nearly a whispered question, over the rush of the water, but his face fell as he heard it.

      Leaning forward, he looped his arms around his knees as well. "I'm trying not to let myself think of anything except that I will see them again, and they're healthy and not Shadowed, that Eddie's still cooking, and Addison is still strong and commanding."

      "I think Addison will start crying the second she sees you, and Eddie will grab you by your cheeks and say, my boy, my beautiful, beautiful boy, I'm so proud of you! And then, make a feast of which I will benefit."

      "Even if I died and you returned without me, he'd make you a feast and probably say the same thing."

      She frowned at him. "You don't get to say things about your death—ever."

      "Why? You talk about yours literally all the time."

      "That's different. My death is far more imminent."

      He rolled his eyes, knowing it was only a joke—but also a reality which she was too afraid to voice in seriousness.

      "Do you wish you weren't part of the Sun?" she asked after a long silence.

      "I haven't thought about it. Do you?"

      "All the time. If I wasn't this—everything would've been different."

      "Yeah, we probably would be to the Shadowed because the Aether would've chosen to ascend and rule over the earth instead of fight and kill seven Masters."

      "I never knew that was an option. They really should've told me."

      He smiled, but as he looked at her, his face began to fall again, slip into the concern she knew as well as a part of Carrick's face as his nose. "Is he talking to you now?"

      "No. Sometimes he lets hours pass without anything, one time it was an entire day. I think he gets bored if I don't reply. It's just—unsettling."

      "That would make me go insane."

      "I think that's the plan."

      "Aella—"

      "Obviously, I'm not going to let it happen," she joked, but again too close to the truth. "What did you used to do for your birthday?"

      Thankfully, he accepted the change in conversation. "Eddie would make a feast, of course. Addison would get me out of the house for the day, take me somewhere I've never been. Which was hard in Rhaelyn. It's funny, that's what I wanted most years, was to leave, to see something new and now—"

      "It's a little too new?"

      "If I never left Eddie's house again, I'd be happy," he smiled, getting to his feet. "Ready to go back?"

      Nodding, she stood before Carrick suddenly placed a hand on her head and shoved her back down as a Makhaira wedged into the ground inches from his right foot.

      They both stared at it for half a breath before combining their flames into a wall surrounding them that only a Xipo could get past…and hopefully whoever it was didn't have one.

      "Shadowed hell, where did that even come from?" Carrick asked.

      "I don't know." She made everything still—the water, the wind, the trees, the earth—nothing moved until the only sound was their breathing and her pounding heart.

      A soft exclamation of surprise emitted from the shrubs along the bank. "Stop—please stop—" came a woman's voice, followed by an emergence with her hands raised over her head. 

      She was small, even smaller than Haylen, with black hair and dark eyes. Across her chest and down to her hip was a line of blades, including several Makhairas. Bags hung off either hip, and strapped to her back was a small baby with the same dark eyes, staring at them in a comically confused expression from such an infant.

      "Who are you?" Aella asked.

      "My name's Kepi," she answered. There was no tremor in her hands or her expression, but her mouth quirked into a grin she couldn't hold back. The woman was not afraid of them—she was excited. Something even more than that, an emotion between relief and exhilaration—she was hopeful. "You're the Aether?"

      Aella glanced at Carrick, who looked as confused as Aella did. "You threw a Makhaira at me."

      "I know. I thought you were a Spawn. I didn't see her, and I've only ever known someone with light hair to be a Spawn."

      "What? That's a thing?"

      The right side of her mouth quirked up in a sort of tease, but one that let you know you were in on the joke. "It's uncommon this far north. I'm sorry."

      "Fate," Carrick whistled softly. "All this time, I never knew that."

      Aella chuckled, glancing at him as he subconsciously ran a hand over his ringlets which had grown to the point they needed to be piled on top of his head in a bizarre ponytail. "I'm—"

      "Aella Aurellian," she finished for her. "We know about you. We know you killed Tybalt."

      "Who's we?"

      "Skye. We've been under a Master's hold for years, and then—it just lifted. We owe everything to you."

      "I—" She didn't know how to respond to the woman with such gratitude. "Um—it was nothing." She blushed, heavily, and glanced at Carrick who smirked at her discomfort.

      "It was everything. Everything. As long as I live, and whatever happens next, I will never be able to repay you, Aella Aurellian. The fact I get to meet you today is Fate's purest gift."

      Her blushing increased, and she coughed, shifting awkwardly from one foot to the next.

      "Are there more of you?" Carrick asked, taking the conversation away from her. 

      "Here? No. I'm a scavenger. Skye has been bled of its resources, but we're trying to rebuild. I've been collecting seeds, berries, anything to help restore our ecosystem." She turned, showing them the bags, and the full basket below the child.

      "Who's this?" Aella asked, stepping forward to hold a hand to the baby, who immediately grasped her fingers with a chubby grip.

      Kepi beamed proudly, as mother's do. "He likes you. This is Finn."

      She smiled as the baby decided her finger was something that could be tasted. Carrick moved next to her, laughing as the child let go, clapping his hands together and reaching excitedly for his hair.

      To see a baby again—a small, innocent creature who couldn't even utter a word—in the sea of gray atmosphere and death brought a barrage of mixed emotions. Aella forced herself to settle on hope because the alternative was debilitating sorrow that this kid would never see a colorful world.

      Next to her, Carrick stepped back with the same expression on his face. Placing his hands in his pockets, he addressed Kepi. "Could you lead us to Skye?"

      The woman looked mildly surprised. "Of course, but why?"

      "We think Draven might be in his den, Avyso. Do you know of it?"

      "Avyso?" The woman's face blanched. She took a step back. "How do you know of Avyso?"

      Aella glanced at Carrick. "I wasn't trying to kill Tybalt. I was trying to kill Draven, but at the last second he made Tybalt exchange places with him as a favor. When we spoke to Tybalt, he said Draven had always wanted Avyso for himself and was probably there."

      "You were going to kill Draven?" She stared at Aella with an expression she couldn't read.

      Aella interpreted it as realization of the ineptness of the Aether she'd been spewing gratitude over. After all, who would willingly choose to go after the Father of Masters first? "I—he was the only one I knew I could find. We—I was hurt at Rhaelyn, with the first Master, and we had to move fast."

      "You killed another Master? You've killed two?"

      "The one who rose on Winter Solstice. I was going to be his final kill and—"

      "You? But he ascended?"

      "It was supposed to be a certain death. Um—a four-point arrow with Stoicheia weaknesses. I'm only here because Killian, the Aer with us, used all the Cruxes on me."

      "All the Cruxes?" Her eyes were growing wider. "Holy mother Fate—you survived all four Cruxes? Killed a Master with Stoicheia weaknesses inside you and would've killed Draven if Tybalt hadn't owed him a favor? Who the hell are you?"

      By this point, Aella's face was brilliantly red, and she backed up, stumbling awkwardly against Carrick. "Um—I'm just—sorry." She glanced up at him quickly before moving to his side. 

      The woman laughed slightly. "You aren't used to being gawked at in amazed disbelief, are you?"

      Carrick chuckled, glancing at Aella. "We haven't seen another person who wasn't a Shadow or a Spawn since Solstice. It's been—"

      "Lonely," Aella finished for him. "Would you be willing to come back to our camp? Meet the others?"

      Kepi gave a slight laugh, shifting Finn further up her back. "My girl, I will follow you to the end of the world. Lead the way."
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      Elodie tried to study the maps, but none of them made sense. It felt like they'd been walking in circles for months. "You don't see anything?" she asked Haylen without looking up.

      "I already told you, I didn't," Haylen muttered, finishing wrapping cloth from Aella's old coat around her feet after Elodie had given her the same salve she used on Killian's blistered stump.

      "They've been gone a long time."

      "Not really. It's only been a few minutes."

       Elodie frowned at her, though Haylen wasn't looking. Haylen typically would do anything in her power to avoid Elodie's gaze.

      Glancing between them, Ender added meat from a pika he'd caught to the root stew, causing Elodie to wrinkle her nose. Her stomach churned with just the thought.

      "It's this or nothing," he grunted. "We're lucky to have meat."

      "I didn't say anything."

      "Uh huh."

      "We found someone, and we're bringing her to camp. She's from Skye," Carrick said, entering their minds in what would've been a welcome interruption. Except, what? They were—the level of naivety—

      "Don't bring her here. How do you know she's safe?" she asked, trying to find the balance between a condescending order and an unmistakable message of concern.

      "She is. Haylen would've seen something."

      "That doesn't mean anything." Elodie closed her eyes before stealing herself to tell Ender about the conversation. 

      "End, Aella and Carrick found someone from Skye," Haylen said before she had the chance to. "They're bringing her here."

      "Really?" He got to his feet. "That's good—great. Maybe we'll find a way in."

      "Or get killed," Elodie said under her breath—which was still audible. 

      "I haven't seen anything," Haylen added, looking up at Ender.

      "That's enough for me," Ender nodded. "Hale, want to add more water to this?"

      As Haylen moved to the stew, Killian glanced at Elodie, holding the same expression. Everyone they had met in the last several months had tried to kill them and now they were inviting a stranger into their camp? It wasn't logical. It was impulsive and—

      "Hello?" Aella called before coming into view with a very small woman carrying a child. She at least didn't look threatening. Then again, neither did Aella, and she was the Fate-spoken Aether. 

      "This is Kepi and Finn," Aella introduced them. "They're from Skye. Kepi, this is Elodie, Haylen, Killian, and Ender."

      Ender got up, reaching a hand in greeting with a slight bow. It was the most manners Elodie had ever seen the man exhibit. "Kepi, welcome. Would you like something to eat? Drink?"

      Smiling warmly, the woman took his hand. "Thank you." Then she hesitated, eyes landing on the pot. "That's what you've been eating?"

      Elodie gave a short laugh, and Ender shot her a glare. 

      The woman clucked her tongue, instantly taking the bags from her hip. "Let me fix you something. It'd be my honor." Shrugging the pack off, she lifted the baby out and handed him to Ender without comment as she began searching for ingredients. 

      The big man, holding the tiny little baby while looking entirely uncomfortable was a sight to behold. Elodie caught Killian's eyes and laughed. 

      "You ever hold one of those before End?" Carrick asked with a raised eyebrow.

      He frowned at all of them. "Of course, I have. Babies love me."

      "Mm, it's because you're enormous," the woman answered without looking up at the man holding her child. "Makes them feel comfortable. A contradiction to the rest of the human life."

      Ender's face reddened significantly, and he cleared his throat. "You're from Skye?"

      "I am." She busied herself by adding different herbs and seasonings to the stew. "I'm a scavenger. Stumbled upon these two by the river. A surprise, to say the least. They say you're trying to get there? To Skye?"

      "We have been since we left Cinnabar weeks ago. But Tybalt's children have been after us. It's been difficult."

      Raising her gaze, she took time to look at each of them. "Mm, you all look worn out. We can at least give you a place to rest for a while if you'd like."

      "Are you Stoicheia?" Elodie asked her, still feeling uneasy about the stranger—though the site of the child did alleviate her stress a little. Not that it should. Bad people were just as capable of having children as good people were.

      "A long time ago, I was. But then, I gave it up to become a Shadow."

      "You're a Shadow?"

      "Not now. Obviously," she laughed, looking at Elodie with a tease that crinkled the corner of her eyes. "Fate, you haven't been around many of us, have you?"

      Elodie bristled. She hadn't, of course. Less than any of them, but she didn't like to be the inexperienced one. "I don't trust anyone who could give up their minds like that."

      "She's our resident purist," Ender said dryly, earning a laugh from Carrick and Haylen that made Elodie feel even more defensive.

      "It's fair, I suppose." The woman's tease softened. "But when Skye was under Master reign, we didn't have much choice. The wealthy were able to escape or continue to pay the taxes but the rest of us—" she shrugged. "It was an easy choice at the time."

      "My parents were from Skye," Killian said. "They left when I was born, and they were never Shadows."

      "Then, they were blessed, and you are very fortunate."

      "When did you recant?" Haylen asked as if she was merely wondering when her birthday was.

      "A few years ago. Tybalt was looking for a Master to rise amongst the Skye Shadowed. I don't think he knew it would have the effect it did. A lot of us recanted at that point."

      "Why?"

      "Because of Aella, of course."

      "Me?"

      She looked back at Aella, who was sitting beside Ender. "Tybalt told us all about you. How you'd be the Aether in the year of the seven Masters. That you were already proving yourself a force in Murnad, of all places. He said we'd need a power unlike any to defeat you. It gave us hope—obviously, not his intention. But Tybalt was never the cleverest of the Masters."

      "You seem to know the Masters well," Elodie said, trying to hide the judgment from her voice.

      "I do," Kepi admitted with a shrug. "It was part of my role in Skye when Tybalt was in charge. I was a researcher. Tybalt was a jealous Master, and he was paranoid. He wanted to know everything about what the others were doing. It was my job to discover everything I could about them."

      Aella looked up at that, her face holding an expression of relief. "You could help me, then? To find the others?"

      "It'd be my honor to help you try."

      "But you have a child—"

      The woman turned to Killian.

      "Sorry," he cleared his throat uncomfortably. "I only mean, this isn't a place for a woman and child. We aren't safe. We're a mess. Aella's only killed two Masters, and both destroyed her in the process."

      Kepi laughed like it was a joke, but then stopped when she looked between them. "She is not destroyed." Her voice held the same confused disbelief of someone who was given the task of trying to convince someone else that gravity was real. "She's killed two Masters in four months! Do you not know how incredible that is? Or do you know less about Masters than I first thought?"

      "We know nothing of Masters," Aella answered after everyone else remained silent. "I didn't even think they existed before Summer Solstice—none of us did. It was pure luck I was able to kill Malak when he ascended. And it was only because of Apati I was able to fight Draven."

      "Apati?" She stared at her in confusion. "Living ghost?"

      She nodded.

      "Wait—you were a living ghost? When?"

      "Since Winter Solstice," Elodie interjected, voice hardening. She was sick of the woman's arrogance. Her knowledge of everything. "I had to kill her to get her out of the Masters' realm, and then I had to bring her back to life. She's been dead since Rhaelyn."

      "No, Elodie, she—"

      "She regained feeling when she killed Tybalt," she brushed through Haylen's protest. "I misspoke."

      The woman's mouth fell open, and she stopped mid stir before glancing back at Aella again. 

      "Um—yeah, it's true," Aella said uncomfortably, shifting next to Ender. "I was an Apati. It was the only reason I was able to kill Tybalt. That's why I said—"

      "You're wrong," Kepi shook her head at her with definitive force. "Apati doesn't make you able to kill someone. If anything, it does the opposite. None of this is luck. Luck doesn't kill a Master. What a naive little group you are."

      "Naive?" Elodie gave a short laugh. "Who the Fate do you think you are? We have spent months fighting Master Spawns, trudging through areas not even surveyed to hunt Masters. We are not—"

      "We are," Aella interrupted her. "You're right." Sitting on the log next to Ender, Aella sunk inward, her arms limply resting against her knees. Her face was pale—was always pale—gaunt as the product of never having enough to eat and making her large eyes appear larger, more child-like, young and inexperienced. The image of Aella was a depiction of the group as a whole, and Elodie hated it. It crumbled her words.

      Turning from Elodie to Aella, the woman's expression softened into that of a mother wanting to hold and comfort. "I didn't mean offense, and I think if I had killed two Masters and someone called me naive, I would be upset too. It is only that you need to see what you have done is because of your strength, and not luck, or you will have no chance against the next five."

      Aella looked down, then brought her hands up to press her palms into her eyes. Her body began to shake with the tears she was fighting against and both her embarrassment of the emotion and her inability to control it was painfully clear.

      Moving the baby to one arm, Ender gently wrapped the other around Aella's shoulder as she continued to battle the tears, apologizing between hiccupped breaths, and rubbing her hands over her face like a child would.

      They were all close to disintegrating within any moment, and this woman had obliterated any illusion that they were holding it together after all. Elodie's own eyes began to burn, her throat tightened, and she stood. Because she, at least, would not let the stranger of a woman see her cry.

      

      
        
        Haylen

      

      

      As Elodie left, Killian stood too, muttering something about no one ever being alone. Haylen caught Carrick's eyes across the fire, and Aella was the only one who didn't understand what was happening. And Aella—Fate.

      "Sorry—I'm sorry—" she whispered, trying to wipe tears away which wouldn't stop falling. "I'm—just tired."

      The woman gave a soft laugh. "Isn't that the excuse we always use when we have every right to be feeling something? I'm sorry I came here and created such waves. I just—this is all so amazing to me, and I think because you all have been in it, you don't even see what you have done. How incredible it is, and how much hope you are giving people."

      "We've only met Shadows since we left," Carrick muttered. "It's been—"

      "A long few months," Ender agreed.

      "We left Rhaelyn when it fell," Haylen explained. "And you are the first sign we've seen of people living against the gray world. We didn't know if we were alone—if this was all—hopeless."

      The woman smiled. "Then Skye will be a welcome break. You will have food, clothing, sleep—whatever it is you need there. You can stay as long as you wish, and you will be far from alone."

      Straightening, Aella ran the corner of her blanket-coat over her eyes, drawing a deep breath, before looking up again—the tears finally forced to submission. "I need to know everything you know. I need you to teach me."

      "I will, but first, you need rest. And to eat!" she exclaimed with infectious energy as she began to ladle soup into the bowls. It smelled like something they'd each forgotten had existed—something edible.

      "How far is Skye from here?" Aella asked with a renewed focus on the monstrous task ahead of her.

      "It's a five hour walk. We can leave as soon as you'd like."

      Nodding, Aella got to her feet. "I'm going to tell Killian and Elodie."

      Swearing under his breath, Carrick stood, setting the bowl of soup down and leaving without comment.

      Sighing heavily, Haylen turned back to the fire as Kepi looked curiously between them.

      "She had to find out some time," Ender said while taking a bite of the soup and muttering a curse. "This is like biting into heaven."

      "Thank you. I do my best work in the woods," she gave him a wink, making Ender chuckle with another blush.

      Haylen peered through the trees behind her, looking for clues to how it was all going. Part of her hoped nothing was happening, that Aella still wouldn't be aware of what had developed while she was incapable of seeing. But a bigger part of her wished she had told Aella back at Cinnabar. That was a betrayal at least equal to Killian's.
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      They couldn't see her. Their backs were to her. 

      She was going there to tell them she was okay, the tears were only an insignificant outburst because of how tired she was—how tired they all were. But then, they were there, and they were—

      She saw him come up behind her, witness the same thing she was seeing.

      "Fate, Ael—" he whispered.

      They turned faster than she thought was possible, their mouths falling limply from each other as they let go of one another's bodies.

      "Afternoon, Aella, aren't you happy I've left you alone for so long?"

      She squeezed her eyes shut as his voice clawed its way into her subconscious. This couldn't be happening. This wasn't happening right now.

      "Aella?" Elodie stammered, taking a single step forward. 

      "Ah, so you've decided to ignore me again? It's always so lonely when you do that."

      Killian's face fell to a sickly pallor. "Aelie—"

      She couldn't speak. There were no words exiting her throat. She could only continue to stare—stare and think as thoughts wove in and out of her mind in a muddled mess. How long had this—what had she—it wasn't her fault it was—how could Killian—how did she not—who else—did everyone know?

      "Aella, dear, what is it? You feel off."

      "How—long?" she whispered. Her eyes were burning again.

      "Aelie—"

      "Did you decide to leave them yet? I hope so. Such a bother your Sun. Though, like I've said, better than we all got."

      "How long?" It was like her being, her soul and conscious, was behaving in one way, and her body, her actions and voice, were behaving in another.

      "Aelie—"

      "Since the lake. It's been going on since the lake. Though, we stopped because we knew it was wrong."

      "You knew it was wrong?" her voice escaped tight, near shrieking. "So you stopped? The Lake, Killian?"

      He wouldn't even look at her.

      "When I was dying? You were—"

      "I told all my captives about you this morning. I mean, I've been telling them about you for days, but this morning was different."

      "No, no—Aelie, it wasn't like that. It was after you were an Apati, and you were so—"

      "What? What was I like, Killian? You—"

      He flinched before an insult could even land.

      "Aella, we never thought you'd get better. It just—happened." Even Elodie must've heard how that sounded.

      "You never thought I'd get better? So you waited—what? A week before you felt it was safe I wouldn't?"

      "Aelie, it wasn't—you don't understand."

      "Please explain it to me then. I have tried so hard to talk to you, Killian! You could've—why wouldn't you tell me?"

      "You never acknowledged my existence, Aella," he said, looking up and showing all the hurt he held. "When you were an Apati, it was never me who could break through. It was always him," he motioned to Carrick without a look. "And when you woke up, it was like—you acted like none of it had happened. You acted like you didn't care how much it hurt watching you be like that. For days, you didn't say anything. You never reached out to me, and you only talked to him, and then you thought it'd be like it always was without seeing the hell I have been through. You left me long before I left you, and when you came back you assumed I'd be there, blindly trailing behind you like an infatuated little boy."

      "You aren't even going to ask why it was different?"

      She stumbled back, running into Carrick. A wave of horrible guilt washed over her—he was right. She hadn't reached out. She should've thought about how it was affecting him, how much pain he was in. She should've—then, it was a wave of anger. No. No! It was she, not him, who was killed, brought back to life, and turned into something so she could live to fight another day. It was she, not him, who had to kill everyone she loved in Cinnabar—and he hadn't even tried to understand the effect that had on a person. Why she was quiet.

      "You could've at least told me."

      "They thought it would make it worse if you knew," Elodie said.

      They? It hit her heart with a force which stole her breath. "Everyone knows about this?" Turning, she looked at Carrick for the first time since he followed her out there. It was why he followed her out there! The Shadowed piece of— "You knew?" she stared at him.

      He met her gaze with a mixed expression of regret, anger, and sadness.

      "Carrick, you knew? Everyone knew?"

      "I'm sorry," he said quietly.

      "How long?"

      "Since Cinnabar."

      "And I'm the only one who didn't know this was happening?"

      "Aelie—"

      "Please, don't call me that." She turned back to Killian.

      He looked like she'd slapped him. "Aelie—Aella, this doesn't change anything. I still care for you. You're still my family."

      She shook her head.

      "Wow, you've really increased your discipline. Are you distracted, perhaps?"

      "We have to—" his voice broke. "We have to talk about this."

      "I told them you would probably come alone. That I would assure you would come alone."

      "Aella?" Elodie stepped forward. "Aella, is he talking to you again?"

      "I told them that your Sun was lovable but inept. That they would never understand this relationship we have."

      "Aella, you have to answer us. You said you'd tell us. You said—"

      "And I'm ever so excited to—"

      "Aelie, please—"

      "Shut up!" she screamed. She couldn't tell if it was more towards them or Draven, but they were the ones who heard it.

      Tears flooded Killian's eyes, and he didn't look at her. Elodie held his hand, meeting Aella's gaze with shame but no apology. "I'm sorry. We should've told you."

      Her head was throbbing. Her eyes blurred with tears, and she forced her voice to form words she didn't know were out loud or in her head. "We're leaving after we eat. No one needs to bring this up. They don't need more evidence we're a hormonal group of teenagers who have no idea what we're doing."

      Elodie took a breath, glancing at Killian. "We can tell you're upset—"

      She gave a single, harsh laugh. "You can tell I'm upset? Very astute Elodie."

      Elodie clasped Killian's hand tighter. 

      "Aelie, don't be mad at her—"

      "What is going on with you? That would've at least gleaned some response? Don't tell me you're dying, and we'll never meet after all."

      "You aren't the same, Aelie," Killian whispered. "I don't know you anymore, and I couldn't deal with it. I'm sorry."

      "Killian, you gave me a week." She let the words drop into the gray forest, engulfing in the newly budding, dead leaves. 

      "I'm sorry," he whispered.

      "Fine, Aella, have it your way. Another time then."

      She needed out. She needed away from all of them. She needed the pounding in her head to stop, and to find Draven, end him, and get out of this. Turning, she nearly ran into Carrick again.

      "Ael, I—" his voice dropped, and he looked at her with everything he couldn't say.

      She wanted so badly to tell him to go to the Shadowed, to have a proud exit, but he looked at her. He would've been the one she would've told about this. He had been the one she told most things to, personal things—including things about Killian and herself. And he had known.

      "I'm sorry," he whispered. "Ael, please—"

      Shaking her head, she pushed past him.

      

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      "Why didn't you stop her?" Elodie whispered, watching Aella's retreating back. "Carrick, now wasn't the right—"

      "There's no right time to learn this," he interrupted, shoving his hands in his pockets. His arms were trembling—both from his own guilt and from anger at the two people in front of him. None of this had to happen in the first place. "You should've told her. Did you think she wouldn't ever find out?"

      They both looked away.

      "We're going to eat and go, so don't take too long." He met Haylen halfway back to camp.

      "Carrick, what happened?" she whispered. "Does she know? Did she—"

      He nodded miserably.

      "And she knows we know?"

      He nodded again.

      Bringing a hand to her mouth, Haylen looked through the trees at the little fire. They could hear Aella telling Kepi something, and Kepi laughing. It reminded him of when Aella lied about needing him as a Summer Solstice partner—how off-putting it was, how good she could be at lying.

      "Don't say anything until it's just us. She doesn't want it brought up."

      "Aelie, please, let me talk to you?"

      Silence.

      Carrick closed his eyes as the words came bouncing back into each of their consciousnesses, but not entering the one they were meant for.

      A rustling in the trees made him look up again, and he saw Ender weaving through the branches, stopping as soon as he saw them. "Tell everyone to stop having their own personal pity party and come back to eat so we can leave, yeah? It's still five hours to the gate."

      Carrick and Haylen glanced at each other but nodded in turn.

      "Um, I'll tell them," Haylen said. "Do you want to—"

      "Yeah" he sighed, shoving his hands in his pockets and following Ender's wake through the trees.

      Kepi looked up as he came into camp. "How was she? Elodie? Was she okay? She seemed upset when she left."

      "She's okay, I think," Carrick answered, taking a seat next to Aella. She shifted uncomfortably as soon as he sat down, but it was the only sign something had happened.

      "Kepi, you should teach End some of your tricks," Aella commented. "His version of this is water and bark."

      Ender frowned at her, and Kepi laughed. "I'm glad you like it. It'll be even better in Skye. We'll give you a feast."

      When Killian and Elodie returned, Aella didn't look at them. Though, she made small comments here and there, addressing them in perfectly normal ways. Killian, would you hand that to me? Or Elodie, do you remember where you put the map? But she wouldn't look at them. 

      They all, however, were far less good at pretending nothing was wrong. Killian's eyes were red. Elodie stared at the bowl the entire time she ate, and Haylen kept looking at Aella—starting to say something before stopping. They were so awkward and uncomfortable, Carrick thought even Kepi might know something had happened, though the woman made no comment to it.

      Aella's face when she turned to him—the disbelief he wouldn't tell her about something like that, the shocked betrayal before the pain and anger took over—it replayed on his mind in a loop. They should've told her. He should've told her. There was never a good time but was there ever? Any time would've been better than this.

      As she got up to pack, he moved with her. "Ael," he whispered, "please talk to me."

      "Not right now." She refused to look at him as she stuffed blankets and camp items into her pack.

      He fought everything he had not to argue with her, to make her talk to him. Instead, he stood and moved to his own bag.

      As Kepi placed her baby back into her pack and started down a trail, they fell into a silent line behind her.

      The five hours consisted of randomly going off trail every quarter mile, wading in streams only to return to a point exactly where they were miles ago but on the other side of the river. She took them over rocks when able and through thick brush when not, and it was miserable. It was an easy excuse to be quiet.

      But in the final stretch before Skye, Carrick found himself following Aella behind Kepi while the other four were several paces back.

      "We're within a mile. It's safer to go a different way every time," Kepi said, continually looking around at the shadowed trees. "I'll sneak you into a home where you can sleep before your throng of admirers get to you."

      "Thank you," Aella said. "We haven't slept in a while."

      "You haven't slept in a while," he muttered.

      Aella glanced back at him in a sort of surprise he was there—and then annoyance he was there. 

      "Some sleepless nights, then?" Kepi asked, noticing the exchange.

      "No. I just—there's been other things to do."

      "Mm, like figure out where Draven's hiding?"

      "Yes. He talks to me all the time, and I want him to stop. There's no reason to drag this out longer than it has to."

      "He talks to you?" Kepi asked, looking back at her with more interest and concern than she had previously shown. 

      "Yeah—for over a month now. It's not bad, nothing to worry about."

      "We will all worry about you until the last Master is killed, and then we'll be so grateful, we'll still worry about you," Kepi stated.

      Aella glanced uncomfortably at Carrick, momentarily forgetting their feud. 

      He hadn't, though, and as soon as he caught her eyes his face gave it away. Her expression fell before she turned. 

      "What does he say?" Kepi asked, her back still to them and unaware of the entire conversation being held behind it.

      "Um, he talks about when we'll meet again, what will happen. It's stupid stuff usually, things he thinks will bother me."

      "Do the others talk to you too?"

      "They did at the lake, after I killed Malak. That's where we met Ender. But since then, it's just been Draven."

      "That sounds horrible."

      "It's not too bad."

      "But bad enough you never sleep?"

      "I sleep—probably as much as everyone else. There's been a lot of distractions."

      "Mm, I bet." She slowed, coming over the top of a hill, revealing a large rock wall encircling a small cluster of stone buildings set in a bowl surrounded by hills which then cascaded into the higher mountains

      "That's Skye?" Carrick asked.

      "Yep. Skye," she said proudly. "Your new home for however long you want it."

      "It's beautiful," Aella murmured, gazing out at it.

      Kepi smiled. "You can't even see it yet."

      "It's the first piece of civilization we've seen in months," Carrick muttered.

      "True," Kepi smiled. "Let's get down there and get you to a bed then. I bet you haven't seen one of those in months either."
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        Aella

      

      

      Kepi had shown her a room in a long rectangular building that pressed against the walls surrounding Skye. It had apparently been used as a boarding house a long time ago, but, for obvious reasons, Skye hadn't attracted visitors in years.

      Aella had nodded through the entire explanation, pretended to be relieved to see a bed again, and made some comment as to how great a sleep she was going to get. Then she sat with her back against the door, pressing her hands into her skull and tried to ignore both Draven and the image of Killian and Elodie kissing.

      After an hour, she gave up. Tucking a blanket under her arm, she opened the door leading to a long hallway and closed it softly behind her. When she turned, she nearly ran into him.

      At first she was so startled, she forgot why she was angry. But then his face—that worried, guilty expression he'd worn all day—registered.

      "What are you doing here?" she asked, inflecting as much coldness as she could into the question. It would've worked with Killian. He would've backed away. Elodie would've become defensive, and Haylen would've started apologizing profusely while looking everywhere but her eyes. Carrick? Carrick was too comfortable being present for emotions. It was usually what she admired about him. Usually.

      He hadn't even bothered to change. Kepi had given each of them new clothes and a basin of water to wash up, promising better things the next day. Yet Carrick was still in his stained tunic, with hair piled in greasy ringlets on top his head, arm plastered to his side against any movement. "Where are you going?" he asked, eyes roaming from the blanket to her face in assessment. "Aella, you aren't—"

      "I'm going out, and I'll still be here in the morning. That's all you need to know."

      "I'll come with you."

      "No." She started down the hallway to what she assumed was a door leading out of the building.

      There was a hesitation behind her, then footsteps.

      "I told you no, Carrick. Go back to bed."

      "I'm not going to let you leave by yourself in the middle of the night."

      "Oh, okay." She gave a short angry laugh. "I see. Now, you think I'm—"

      "You are the Aether, Aella," he interrupted her. His voice was toned with as much anger as hers. Why was he angry? He had no right to it. "You feel betrayed, you have Masters talking to you, and I am not letting you go out on your own because you will do something stupid."

      She turned back to him so quickly he nearly ran into her. "I am not a child, Carrick," she whispered harshly. "And I deserve some time alone."

      Shaking his head, he made the curls bounce in what would've normally been a comical way. "I want to talk. I know you don't, but I think you should because you are physically incapable of handling more stress at the moment, and this—it's not what you think it is."

      "Oh really? I think it's the person I've been in love with since I was ten giving up on me after a week to kiss another girl. I think it's the people I trust knowing about it and continuing to let it happen without telling me. I think it's my best friend listening to me tell him my insecurities, wonder why Killian was different every time I tried talking to him, and then, you knew the whole time!" The rambling speech finished in a snap, and Carrick took it without reaction. When she was done, she was drained and impossibly alone.

      Draven's words itched in and out of her consciousness, not allowing her a second without them, and her head pounded. All she wanted was quiet, but she couldn't have quiet. She didn't want to be this. And she wished, with all she had, that she was still the girl Killian loved.

      As the tears began, she pushed out of the door, opening onto a set of stairs leading up or down. Without thinking why, she climbed up, the incessant gray light exposing more of the city below her.

      Carrick followed her but didn't say anything—neither to the fact he knew she was crying or to argue the points she made.

      He didn't say anything until she had settled into a spot on the roof, draping the blanket over her and refusing to acknowledge his presence.

      "Haylen found out the morning we left to kill Draven," he said quietly, standing several feet from her and looking out at the sleeping Skye. "She told me when we were up on the plateau, and she wanted to tell you. She said she'd want to know if it was her, but you had just tried to kill yourself, Aella."

      She didn't say anything, but the pressure started to fill her chest, the verge of hysteria she was always trying to keep at bay. She shoved her fist against her mouth and focused on not making a sound.

      "It felt like, back then, Killian was the only reason you were trying to live, and I was so afraid if you knew what was happening, you'd stop." 

      It was just a breath, really. An escaped gasp from her hand clasped over her mouth. But it turned into thick, choking sobs tripping over each other as they found their exit.

      He stood beside her and waited. Waited until her body could breathe without catching in high pitched, slobbering wails—complete lack of control in a visceral response.

      Pressing her palms into her eyes, she hiccupped over the snot draining down the back of her throat. "I'm okay," she managed to whisper.

      "Yeah, it sounds like it."

      She chuckled—which broke into another sob. And she let more silence expand between them, until she was only drained by everything, and wanted at least someone to know, to understand how much she had tried, someone to agree with her that Killian's words weren't accurate. That she hadn't changed, at least not that much, and that she hadn't been cold and distant. But the more she thought of them, the more she realized their truth, the horrible knowledge that she could never go back and make different decisions.

      "I was trying," she whispered.

      "I know."

      "I—tried so hard, and—I lost him, Carrick. I—I don't know—I think he was right, I should've—when Draven started talking to me—" an actual whimper escaped her throat, because he was there talking to her again. That unremitting voice driving stakes through her skull until she couldn't focus on anything else.

      "Ael?"

      "I can't handle this." She brought a shaking hand to her forehead.

      "Draven talking to you?"

      "Draven, Killian and Elodie, the end of the world, you—" her voice broke, and a tight cry escaped her throat despite every wish for it not to. "Carrick you—"

      "I'm so sorry," he whispered. "I didn't know what to do."

      "You should've told me."

      "I know that—now. I didn't know that then. I was too scared, and then when Draven—it didn't seem right to give you anything more to handle."

      Looking at her arms looped around her knees, she took another breath, the tears finally ending. "I understand why you wouldn't tell me. I know what I probably look like from the outside. And I understand why Killian—why he did that, they did that. It's the end of the world, and I can't escape, but they still could—they could hide out, spend the rest of the days together and at least be loved. But I can't escape Draven's voice, and I'm becoming someone even I don't recognize. I haven't been okay since before Murnad fell. Killian—I'm not the girl he fell in love with, and he's still—" she shook her head. "He should've told me, but if I was him, I might've done the same thing."

      "No, you wouldn't have."

      She was quiet. "I wouldn't have," she agreed finally. "And that's why I'm upset. It feels so childish and pathetic to have this happen when I still have to kill five Masters in order for the world to survive."

      "I don't think love is ever childish or pathetic. It hurts."

      "Did you know I killed you twice when I was in Cinnabar?"

      "That's okay."

      She gave a small laugh, and he gave a small smile. "You killed everyone you loved in Cinnabar," he continued, "because you had to—and you knew it wasn't real."

      "I never killed Killian. I kissed Killian. I kissed him when I knew he was Draven because I missed him that much."

      He didn't say anything.

      "I kissed a Master because of how much I loved someone when I wasn't able to tell him. I should've told him—if I had—do you think it would've made a difference?"

      Looking at her for a long time before answering, he finally shook his head no.

      Nodding, she looked away. "I don't know who I am without Killian. He made me better—he balanced me. He's love and laughter and happiness, and I'm—the opposite. Draven says all the time I'm different from any other Aether because I'm cold and ruthless. He thought he'd kill me in Cinnabar because he never guessed I'd be able to kill everyone I loved, and I could. Killian can't—he needs someone like Elodie. If I still love him, I need to let them be."

      "You have a right to be mad."

       "He can't handle people being mad at him. It'd destroy him, and I don't want to destroy him because I still love him—" she whispered the words and closed her eyes, realizing how true they were. "I just wish someone told me."

      He was quiet, but she could tell he was choosing his words carefully. "I have never felt fear like I felt when you stepped off that edge in Cinnabar. I was terrified you'd try again, and someone wouldn't be there. I'm sorry, now, that I didn't tell you, but I don't know if I'd make a different decision after seeing that. I begged Haylen not to say anything, and I begged Killian and Elodie to stop. Then when Draven started talking to you, it never got better. That fear."

      "That I'm not strong enough for this? Is that what you're afraid of?"

      He looked at her. "I'm afraid of everything. How don't you know that about me yet?"

      She laughed, and he gave a smile. "I'm not afraid you aren't strong enough. That's the one thing I do know, but I am afraid of what it's doing to you—to every one of us. This is—worse than I thought it'd be."

      Nodding, she hugged her knees into her chest, looking out over Skye again. "Do you think I'm going to end up like Zuri?" she whispered the question, the words rushing out of her mouth like they needed to escape, driven by something other than her logical brain. "Do you think everyone's going to leave me, and I won't be able to kill all seven Masters?"

      "Why would you ask that?" His voice changed, and he turned fully to face her.

      "Because I think I would if I were you. Having him talk to me—it hurts so bad I want to throw up. I can't sleep, and I'm never sure if I'm losing my mind or keeping my sanity or what day that'll change. I'm two Masters in, and I already feel defeated, so overwhelmingly alone, and now—" she shook her head to finish her thought. "I don't know how this is possible."

      "You will never end up like Zuri because no matter what happens, I'll never leave, and you know that," he stated, with so much confidence she believed him. "And if I had to bet, we will bring the colors back. At the end of this, we'll be happy and healthy and look back on this time, this night, as a painful memory and nothing more. Because why would you ever bother thinking anything else? If I die, I want to die still knowing I'm going to win."

      She gave a small laugh before nodding and getting to her feet. "I'm going to try to sleep. Um—thank you, Carrick. You're a good friend."

      Smiling slightly, he got to his feet too. "So are you, Ael. None of this has changed that."

      

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      A pounding on his door jerked him from the best sleep in perhaps his entire life.

      "Carrick? Are you up yet?" More pounding accompanied Elodie's voice in his head.

      Groaning, he sat on the edge of his bed, rubbing his hands over his face.

      "Carrick? I talked to a healer here. She has everything we need to fix your shoulder. The sooner we can do it the better."

      Taking a breath, he braced himself to begin talking again when all he wanted to do was go back to sleep. What time even was it?

      "Carrick are you listening to me?" she asked out loud, continuing the knock. "I know you're awake."

      Sighing heavily, he moved to open it. "Morning, Elodie. I've lived with a broken shoulder for months. Don't you think it could last a bit longer?"

      Frowning at him, she crossed her arms over her chest and tapped her foot. It was a posture she took often, but denied as soon as one of them brought it up. It was either hilarious or, as it was now, maddening depending on where it was directed. "It's mid-day already. You've been asleep over twelve hours, and you're the last one up. How many more hours do you need?"

      Ignoring the condescending question, he exited the room. "Everyone's up then? You've seen Aella?"

      The bravado she greeted him with faded. "Uh no, I haven't seen her yet."

      He stopped in the middle of the hall. "You haven't? You said—"

      "I misspoke," she replied, irritated. "Carrick, what are you doing?"

      He backtracked down the hall to the door he saw her exit last night. Without knocking, he cracked it open enough to see her dark hair barely visible beneath the mound of blankets. Then, he shut the door. "She's still sleeping," he muttered.

      "Uh huh. So I guess I'm not the only one who's—what do you always call me? Overbearing? Stifling?"

      Frowning at her, he walked once more to the exit. "She's going through a lot in case you forgot. Not that you care."

      "Of course, I care," she hissed. "I didn't want this to happen—"

      "Then, why do it? You're Elodie Rose, in control of every little detail of your life. If you hadn't wanted this to happen, it wouldn't have."

      She pressed her lips together, crossing her arms over her chest. "I love him, and it's the end of the world. Sorry I don't want to spend the rest of my time on earth watching the boy I love being ignored by the girl who supposedly loves him."

      "And meanwhile, Aella has to kill all the Masters?"

      "It's not all about Aella," she stated, taking the lead as soon as they exited the building and weaving her way through a maze of stone houses she apparently knew.

      As he was forming a rebuttal, they left the narrow alley into the main square and all words emptied from his mind. There was color everywhere. The large trees filling the middle were draped in streamers of every shade of green cloth you could think of. Floral sculptures with painted pedals scattered the ground in clumps, and in every window of every home or store was either a painting, a patchwork, or stained glass mostly in the form of the five-pronged sun, the emblem of what they were supposed to represent. Against the contrast of the eclipsed sky and gray death, the entire square stood opposing the forces holding their earth.

      "Carrick, you're awake!" Kepi called, practically skipping to meet them. Though, it was probably just the way she walked. The woman had boundless energy. "How are you feeling? Did you sleep well?"

      "Yes, uh, thank you." He continued to stare at the square. A cluster of children appeared near a tree, peeking out of the branches at him, pointing and whispering.

      "It's your hair," Kepi grinned. "Remember, I told you it was rare."

      "Oh—" he subconsciously ran a hand over it and gave the kids a wave to hopefully take away any conceptions of him being a Shadow.

      They squealed in delight before ducking back behind the trunk, making him laugh as their little faces peaked out at him again.

      "Elodie tells me you need medical care?" Kepi asked.

      Shrugging with his good shoulder, he turned back to her. "It's been hurt for a few months. Elodie doesn't think it healed right."

      "I know it didn't," Elodie corrected. "He had a stick impale him. Then, when Tybalt fell, he hurt it further. Carrick, Onni is their healer here. Kepi lives with her," she explained. "I've already told her all about the injury, and we're both confident we can make it feel better. She's treated Killian's blisters too. Ender and Haylen—"

      "Elodie," he interrupted her rambling explanation of things he didn't care about. "I'm sure she's great."

      "I'll show you," Kepi said, setting off at a pace far too quick for the morning—or afternoon—whatever time it was. "Are you hungry? Thirsty? Do you need anything? Most of the others have already eaten."

      "Um I'm—"

      "Onni will have something for you," Kepi said before he could finish. "Where's Aella? Still sleeping?"

      Both Elodie and Carrick looked at each other before Elodie answered, "she was when we left. She hasn't slept in—I don't even know. A long time."

      "Can't be comfortable, having a Master speaking to you," Kepi said, while moving down another narrow street, stone buildings on either side of them. It seemed like all of Skye was stone—cobbled streets, bricked buildings, and metal fixtures. The area of the clan itself was small, requiring the structures to be placed closely together and only allowing for growth above. Still, there was something secure about it—safe and friendly. 

      No doubt, it had had a wildly different feel before Tybalt had been killed.

      Knocking on a door with a sign that read, Madame Onni – Healer of All, Kepi opened it without waiting for an answer. "Onni, we brought—"

      "Ah, welcome, welcome! This must be the golden-haired angel!" A heavily bosomed woman with round, ruddy cheeks and a smile spreading ear to ear moved forward in a swirl of skirts made from every color you could imagine. Her thick, gray hair was piled atop her head and secured with a rainbow of ribbons whipping around her with every move. As soon as she approached him, she clasped his cheeks in her hands and forced him to bend so she could plant a warm, slightly wet, kiss on his forehead. 

      Letting go of him, she patted his cheeks with enough force to make his already agape mouth fall open further. "My child, I'm Onni. It is a pleasure to meet you."

      He cleared his throat, barely having time to recover before he was propelled toward a chair in the center of the room. 

      The room was windowless, but it wasn't dark. There was an eclectic array of dressers and bookshelves lining every inch of its four walls. Perched in any spot that wasn't filled with vials or jars of mysterious things were candles and mirrors, casting the room in warmth. It reminded him of Eddie's, and he was instantly homesick. Though, that could be due to the woman mothering him.

      "Shirt off," Onni instructed, washing her hands in a basin.

      He glanced at Elodie, who merely shrugged. She would not be helping him out of this situation.

      "Shirt off," Onni repeated firmer, and he did as she asked, gingerly shrugging off the offending garment. 

      "My holy Fate," she clucked. "Skin and bones all of you." Dragging a stool beside him, she peered closely at the scarred, swollen shoulder. Her cold—freezing—fingers touched his skin, and he jumped followed by an immediate apology. 

      "Hot," she frowned, ignoring—or not noticing—his sudden movement. "All of this is hot to touch. Infection?"

      "Probably," Elodie answered. "I did the best I could with what we had, but there was only so much I could do without equipment."

      "Mm, of course, of course," the woman agreed. "We'll have to cut it open again."

      "I figured," Elodie commented while Carrick felt his blood begin to drain from his face. "I think his clavicle might have been hurt as well or maybe just out of place."

      "Mm, I can feel it," she affirmed again, fingers trailing over his collarbone. "We'll have to re-break it I'm afraid."

      Paler still. He met Kepi's eyes, and she winked at him. "They don't understand how alarming they sound."

      Onni turned back to her and then to Carrick with deep remorse, clasping her hands over his cheeks again. "My angel, I'm so sorry. Of course, of course, this is a lot to hear. But don't worry, I have excellent pain medication."

      "Oh, I'm not—"

      She patted his cheeks again, stopping his words. Getting to her feet, she moved behind him and began running her fingers through his hair and gathering it into two pigtails before fastening them with ties. "Beautiful, isn't it?"

      "It is," Kepi agreed, and his pale face most certainly turned red. 

      "Elodie, darling, would you like the front or the back?" Onni asked, moving to his side and awaiting instruction.

      "Front," Elodie answered—whatever that meant. She moved in front of him, picking up a blade. He fixated on it.

      "Kep, be a dear and give him the drink?"

      Moving to his other side, Kepi offered him a cup. "You'll feel nothing. I promise you."

      He nodded, grabbing it before downing the contents.
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        Killian

      

      

      Ender chuckled as Carrick stumbled into the square with Elodie keeping him upright. 

      "His shoulder's fixed?" Killian asked.

      "I feel like I'm floating," Carrick slurred. "Am I floating? Am I—why am I so much higher than you?" He squinted down at Killian.

      "Because I'm sitting?"

      "No, no, that's not it." He shook his head, and Elodie caught him before the motion made him tumble to the ground. "Woah!" He exclaimed. Then, giggled. "That was so fast!"

      Haylen laughed. "Carrick, your hair looks great."

      "I know." He shook his head exaggeratedly, making the two pigtails bounce. 

      "He's on a high from some pain medication," Elodie explained. "But his shoulder's fixed. Has Aella been up yet?"

      Killian shook his head. 

      "Aella—" Carrick rolled the name over his tongue as he tipped toward the earth, making Ender get to his feet to help lower him. "Ae—la—" he laughed again, staring up at the sky. "It's spinning. Holy Fate, everything is dancing! Do you see it dancing?"

      "Is your leg feeling okay?" Elodie asked, sitting next to Killian. 

      "Yeah, great, thanks," he nodded at her. "How are you?"

      "Tired," she sighed. The night before had been sleepless, lying awake and trying to decide if one or both of them should talk to her. How they would proceed from this moment.

      "What happened to him?"

      They all looked up.

      Standing a few feet behind them, Aella was looking at Carrick with amusement as he lay on his back, pigtails in his hair, grinning ear to ear.

      "Aella!" He exclaimed gleefully. "Now, you're flying. Guys, do you see her—how are you doing that?"

      She laughed. "What did you give him?"

      "It's one of their treatments for pain," Elodie chuckled. "Killian got it too, but Carrick's taking a long time to get out of it."

      "He's a lightweight."

      "I am not a lightweight," he closed his eyes, giggling. "You always say that!" Opening his eyes again, they fixed on a fly buzzing over his nose. "Oh, my Fate," he whispered in pure mesmerization. "What are you?"

      "Aella, they want to see you too. I can take you," Elodie offered.

      "That's okay. I'm fine."

      "She wants to see everyone. It's been helpful, and you've been hurt pretty bad."

      "Oh, have I?" She raised an eyebrow at her. 

      Killian looked away. She deserved to be mad. Aella did. She deserved to hate them— hate him. It was generally the only emotion love could switch to.

      "She knows now," Carrick murmured, turning his attention from the fly at last. "She knows all about them—and we're very, very, very, very sorry for not saying—Woah—" he became distracted again.

      Haylen looked up at her. "Aella, we should've said something."

      "It's fine. I understand why you didn't," she said, like she couldn't be bothered in the slightest by the budding romance blossoming behind her back.

      It was what Aella always did. Hide all signs of emotions so she could still be looked at as strong and untouchable. Killian cleared his throat, grabbing his crutches. "I'll show you where the clinic is."

      "I'm guessing I can find it," she said. The arms wrapped tighter around her, and she didn't meet his gaze. The longer she stood there, the more he recognized the look. It was the same look she got in Murnad when someone told her she couldn't do something. It was both a look of needing to run and stubborn refusal to behave the way people wanted.

      "Ael!" Carrick exclaimed from the ground. "He just wants to talk to you! Let him talk to you!"

      She frowned at him. "You were far more supportive sober."

      "I know—I am so, so, so, so, so, so, so, so, so sorry. I feel weird—does anyone else feel weird?"

      She rolled her eyes. "Very well, Killian, show me the way."

      Crutching past her, he waited until they could no longer hear Carrick's giggling to look at her. "Aella, we need to talk about it."

      "I don't think we do."

      "I just—I'm sorry. I should've told you."

      "Well, you thought I was going to die, so I understand wanting to wait it out, see if it'd be worth the trouble."

      Rolls of nausea went through him. This was Aelie. His Aelie. And she was like a complete stranger. "Aelie—Aella—I'm sorry. What do you need?"

      "Did it start in Parva?"

      "I thought you had died—"

      "That's a theme for you, isn't it?"

      His face reddened. He deserved that. "No, it didn't. Not really. She saved my life, and I had never met anyone like her before. We talked for hours on end about everything—"

      "I don't really care to hear your love story, Killian."

      "Aella, it wasn't in Parva. You know that. You know how relieved I was to see you again—but you—after Jace died—"

      She stilled, looking at him.

      "I'm sorry—"

      "It's fine, Killian. Honestly, I have bigger problems right now than you. Is this it?" She gestured to a door with an engraved metal sign.

      He nodded. "Want me to come in with you?"

      "No." She turned her back to him, knocked on the door, and let herself in. The door slammed in his face. 

      "I'm so sorry, Aelie," he whispered into the wood.

      

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      "Hello?" she called, looking around the empty room. 

      "Oh dear—" a voice filtered down from a set of narrow, steep stairs in the corner that were nearly hidden by shelves and carts. "Kepi—Kep, is that her? Kep, are you down there?"

      "Yes, Onni, it's her." Kepi's head peaked out from behind a curtain, blocking the entrance to another room. "Hi Aella. I'm just finishing something. Onni will be down in a moment."

      "No rush," she shrugged—because it seemed the right thing to say. She didn't even know why she was there. She just didn't want to be around a drugged Carrick or a guilt-ridden Killian and Elodie. 

      Walking around the room, she caught her reflection in one of the many mirrors on the walls. Then, she stopped. It had been months since she'd seen what she looked like, and it was far worse than she'd imagined. She turned in front of it, letting her eyes trail over her sunken face, jutting collarbones, tangled hair. The man's tunic she'd carelessly thrown on last night swallowed her, falling just above her knees and exposing her thin legs. She looked like she could fall over any second, and this was the best she'd felt in four months. 

      "Been a while?"

      Turning, she saw a woman dressed in a thousand colors, hands clasped in front of her and smiling deeply into plump cheeks. 

      "I was hoping the view would at least be slightly better," she said as a dry joke to take away from the fact she'd been caught staring at her own reflection. 

      In three strides, the woman crossed the room, enveloping her in a soft hug, making Aella tense, arms rigid at her side and uncertain what to do.

      The woman didn't seem to mind. "My dear—my darling, darling warrior, we are so incredibly grateful to you."

      Her throat was so swollen she couldn't speak if she wanted to, so she allowed herself to be held and rocked back and forth by the woman until she could gain some level of composure. 

      "Onni has no physical boundaries," Kepi teased, emerging from the curtained entrance once more. 

      "It's true," the woman laughed, pulling away but still holding onto Aella's shoulders. "It's not every day you meet the savior of the world. I feel like I'm holding the heavens themselves in my hands."

      It wasn't until she felt the tear drip from her cheek to her chest that Aella realized she was silently crying. She swore, hurriedly wiping them away. "I'm sorry—I'm not—"

      "Never apologize for a tear, whether it be happy or sad. We spend too much of our lives hiding them when they're only meant to show us something. It's our body healing ourselves."

      She could've started crying again, but she looked at Kepi in pure desperation, and she interceded. "This is Onni. She's our healer."

      "Onni," she nodded. "I'm Aella."

      The woman laughed. "Do you hear that, Kep? The Aether introduced herself to little me. I am honored. Would you like to sit?"

      "Um, I don't actually know what I'm doing here. I'm not hurt."

      Both women cocked their heads to the side, looking at her with perplexed expressions. 

      "Your friend, Elodie, told us what you've been through," Onni explained. "She said you could use some help."

      "I'm healed now. Killian and Carrick were the ones hurt. But Kepi, I want to look at your research. Would you be able—"

      "A bath," Onni said at once, bustling to a side of the room holding a stove, and beginning to light the wood inside with a flint. 

      "Um—would you like me to?" Aella offered hesitantly. 

      Onni glanced back at her, then at Kepi, and then back at Aella, eyes growing wide. "Kep, the Aether herself—"

      "I know," Kepi chuckled. "She would be honored."

      Moving to the stove, Aella knelt next to the woman, lighting the wood until an instant heat began to fill the room. 

      Onni clapped her hands like she'd just accomplished the most extraordinary task. "Brilliant. Brilliant! You two go look at the maps, and I will get the bath ready. You need a good scrub down."

      "I'm okay, really—"

      "None of your friends had issues with me treating their wounds, no matter how small. Even the big, gruff man—what was his name?"

      "Ender," Kepi answered.

      "Ender, yes. Listen, my dear, you feel far from whole, or you wouldn't have been staring into the mirror like that."

      "It's not—you can't fix this."

      "Try me."

      Sighing heavily, Aella conceded defeat. "What would you like me to do?"

      "Go with Kep and look over her research. I will get everything ready."

      Kepi met her eyes, giving her a wink and grinning. "Follow me. I have a lot to show you."

      Trailing behind her up a set of steep, winding stairs, Aella emerged into a narrow room. On one side, two beds rested close together with a basinet on the end of one and ladder leading to a trap door at the base of the other. The other half was taken up by a large desk and cubbies filled with neatly rolled parchments and envelopes.

      "Finn's sleeping," Kepi said, nodding to the bassinet. "We've lived with Onni since I found out I was pregnant."

      "Where's his dad?" she asked, then stopped herself. "Sorry—I shouldn't have asked that."

      "It's a reasonable question, and I don't know. He had saved enough to get himself out, and he took the chance."

      "He left you?"

      "He wasn't a strong man," she said simply. 

      "I'm sorry."

      "It's a part of my past which brought me Finn. I could never be sorry for that. I never realized I was capable of such love until I had him."

      Feeling the tears starting again, Aella drew a sleeve over her eyes and forced them back into submission—but not before Kepi noticed. "I don't know what's happening to me," Aella muttered. "I'm not like this." 

      "You've been stressed for months, and now you feel safe. It's normal. You should've seen Carrick after he took Onni's drink. He sobbed for twenty minutes straight, and all he kept saying was that he wasn't sad. He just needed to cry and not to be worried."

      "Carrick's good with emotions. They don't scare him," she gave a half-hearted laugh, running her fingers over the parchments more as an act of something to do then any purpose.

      "Mm, a strength few possess. It's not a mark of weakness, Aella."

      "I know that—I know."

      "Then, don't be ashamed you can still feel things."

      She glanced at her.

      "I have heard regaining the ability to feel emotions is one of the most painful things a person can go through." Kepi sat on the edge, looking at her with an earnestness that hurt. It was a validation Aella didn't even know she craved, to have someone outside of their six-person group understand the hell she'd been through. "What was it? That first broke the Apati?"

      "Draven sent a Master's Spawn who looked like Malak—the Shadow who ascended to a Master on Winter Solstice."

      "You knew him well then? Malak?"

      "He was Carrick's best friend growing up. I lived with Carrick after Murnad fell and Malak was—I don't know. It doesn't matter now. When the Spawn that looked at him attacked me, I killed him. Then, it was this piercing understanding that I killed Malak, my friend. It was—" she shook her head to fill in the rest of how horrible that night had been. "Did you know Ender had been an Apati?"

      "Ender?" she looked up in surprise. "Really? When?"

      "When he was around my age. I think that's why he agreed to come with us. We met him outside of Rhaelyn when I was already one. I doubt I would've survived any of it without him. We owe—" stopping suddenly, she stared at the scroll she'd just began to unroll. "Kepi, is this—"

      Getting up to stand beside her, Kepi looked at the map, then nodded. "These are only guesses, especially the more southern ones, but they're guesses for a reason."

       "All of them?" She stared closer at the map and the names of six Masters engraved in various places including Draven's in Cinnabar and Tybalt's in Avyso. "Kepi, this could change everything."

      "I hope it does," she agreed.

      "And you know how to get to Avyso?"

      Withdrawing another scroll from a cubby, she spread it over the other map, making Aella curse quietly under her breath. "Kepi, this is—" Her words caught in a wince, and she grabbed her head with a hand, squeezing her eyes shut. Draven was yelling something. She was so preoccupied with the maps, she hadn't noticed his voice for the first time in days.

      "Aella?" Kepi laid a hand on her back. "Aella, are you alright?"

      "Yeah—yes," she nodded. "I get these headaches—when Draven talks to me. It's okay."

      "No, I don't think it is."

      She looked up with the certainty that was in her voice.

      "It is a horrible thing to have a Master's voice inside your head, Aella," she said with quiet seriousness. "I know. It is why so few Shadows are actually successful in recanting. Most want to, but to face the voice in its anger—it is by far the hardest thing I have ever done. If you find a way to block his voice, you need to do it."

      "But him talking to me—I feel like it gives me the next step, what I need to do."

      Kepi shook her head. "It is never a good thing, Aella. That is something you should know as truth. There is a reason all your friends are worried about it. To normal people, it is so unnatural you can feel it deep inside you with only the mention of the concept."

      "But I'm the Aether."

      "You are, and you are also a young woman who hasn't slept in weeks and is being plagued by a voice that is blocking out the words of people who care about you."

      "He's not blocking out their words. I mostly ignore him."

      "Good," she nodded. "Don't let him be able to."

      "Bath's ready!" The yell filtered up to them.

      For a second they both looked at each other, then Kepi moved to the stairs. "I don't mean to lecture you. I don't. I have no idea what you are going through, but I do know Masters better than most, so take my words as you'd like."

      Nodding, Aella looked at the map once more. "Can I—"

      "You can come back anytime you want."

      "Thank you."

      Kepi smiled softly, looking at her with an expression of motherly tenderness and awe. "You are something amazing. I hope you know that." Then, she left down the stairs without another comment.

      As Aella emerged back into the main room, she was engulfed in sweet, earthy scents floating up from a steaming metal tub. Onni stood beside it, looking quite proud of herself. 

      "Come my girl, get in," she beamed. "You'll be feeling well and refreshed in no time."

      She'd long since realized this wouldn't be a battle she could fight, so Aella slid off her leggings and then her shirt, leaving only her undergarments, and awaited their shocked gasps. 

      They didn't come, but Onni grabbed her by the waist and squinted closer at the thick scar coiling around her ribs from the Scythe, the dark spidering pattern created from the Cruxes, and the black brand over her chest. 

      "All of this has healed?" she asked in shock, after guiding Aella into a spin so she could inspect it all. "And all of this has happened in the last year?"

      "Uh yeah," she cleared her throat uncomfortably. 

      "My Fate," Onni clucked her tongue. "Incredible. What a force you are. I always used to say Fate needed to choose a scrappy little female, didn't I, Kep? I've been saying that for years and here you are, in my home!" She clapped her hands together. 

      It felt uncomfortable being praised while she was half-naked, so she removed the rest of her garments and slipped beneath the white foam coating the water. It burned, not in an unpleasant way, in a clean way. Like it was dissolving the dirt from her skin by force.

      Setting a stool by her head, Onni sat while taking a brush and a few jars out from a bag beside her. "Dunk and get your hair wet," she ordered. Aella did, resurfacing to have Onni gather all of it up and pull it out over the edge of the tub. "Us women never feel right if our hairs a tangle, wouldn't you agree?" She didn't wait for an answer. "Men—it's all about their clothes. Funny that. You wouldn't think so, but I've known far more men bothered by wearing the same shirt for a month than women. For us, it's all about the hair." Pouring the oil over Aella's hair, Onni began brushing it out. 

      "Were the others—they were all okay?" Aella asked, the scent of the bath making her feel relaxed enough she almost felt on edge—like she had the potential of being so comfortable she could miss something.

      "Mm, yes. For the most part. Hopefully, the golden one's shoulder will heal better this time. A gnarly business that."

      She nodded, closing her eyes. "And Killian's leg?"

      "His leg has been well treated by miss Elodie Rose. He simply needs some time without the prosthetic. That girl's a genius."

      She grunted a sort of agreement. Elodie was a genius.

      "Mm, still some wounded feelings?"

      "What?" She opened her eyes to look at her. 

      "Oh, Killian told us everything. It wasn't his fault. I gave him the drink to help with the pain as we cleaned his stump, and he got very truthful. He's sorry."

      She gave a short laugh, nearly sitting up before Onni gently placed a hand on her forehead to keep her still. "Did he tell you he waited a week after I became an Apati to kiss Elodie?"

      "He did. He told us every detail of his and Elodie's story. What's yours?"

      "My story is I have to kill seven beings who are far stronger than I am, yet I'm the only human capable of killing them. The whole world is banking on my success or my failure, while I'm just a heartbroken eighteen-year-old girl watching the boy she loves fall in love with someone else. But I can't get away from either of them because they're destined to somehow be a help in all this."

      "Your story is to be the one Fate chose to end this."

      "There's never been a successful Aether."

      "There have been successful Aethers for centuries. Only the last few have failed."

      "To a point where there are seven Masters."

      "Wrong. There are five now."

      "One did kill me. And after the second, I couldn't move for hours. They had to carry me off the mountain, and nothing was wrong with me. I'm not made for this."

      "What type of person would be made for this?" Onni asked, voice with more curiosity than anything else. 

      "I don't know—Carrick maybe. Or Elodie. They're the strong ones of the group."

      "And Killian and Haylen are the supporters?" Onni questioned.

      "Yes. Definitely."

      "So who are you then? In this group of people, what role do you play?"

      "I don't know. I've been either dead or unable to feel for most of it."

      "Exactly."

      She looked up at her. 

      "They all care for you, Aella. All of them. Killian and Elodie were both stricken with guilt for what they've done to you. They asked our advice, didn't they, Kep?"

      Kepi nodded.

      "Haylen asked us what it meant to have a Master in your head, how to help you. I know without doubt she will follow you to the ends of the earth. Ender basically only spoke when you came up—how you are holding darkness in you which no one understood or was capable of grasping. And Carrick—just cried, I guess. They all love you very, very much."

      "I'm not who they want me to be."

      "Who do you think they want you to be?"

      "Strong. Kill only those who absolutely deserve it. Emotional, but not irrational or hysterical. Vulnerable, but not uncomfortably so."

      Onni laughed. "I like you. You say exactly what you think."

      "What else would I say?"

      She smiled, handing her a towel. "Stand up."

      Aella did as she was told, her wet hair falling free of tangles down her back as she wrapped the towel around her.

      "What's your favorite color?"

      "Um, purple," she answered. 

      "Purple? Interesting. Why?"

      "It shouldn't go together—blue and red. One is so hot, and one is so cold, but it does, and purple is the result. I guess I like that."

      "You have an answer for everything," Onni grinned. "I love that." Then, she disappeared up the stairs.

      Aella turned to look at Kepi with enough confusion in her face to make Kepi laugh.

      "Onni is eccentric, but also wonderful."

      Barely having time to agree, Aella was suddenly faced with Onni again as she descended the stairs, thrusting a garment towards her. "Put this on."

      "Oh, I can't—"

      "I insist! It's much too small for all this," she swayed her curves to demonstrate. "And it's all your favorite colors!" 

      She caught herself staring at the turquoise and red skirt with its matching blouse. It was gorgeous—but even before she was the Aether, she didn't wear colors. She felt like an imposter in them. "I can't—"

      "Aella, you need to stop thinking so much," Onni scolded. "You are the Aether! Celebrate like you've just killed two Masters!"

      "There are five left."

      "There are two gone. And tonight, even though we don't know what the future holds, we are celebrating the two gone."

      "Celebrating?"

      "You ever been to a dance, Aella?"

      She chuckled. "I'm from Murnad."

      "Then, yes," she smiled. "Put it on and stop thinking. Celebrate for a day. Tomorrow, you can go back to work."
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        Haylen

      

      

      "Aella," Haylen gasped, placing a hand over her grinning mouth. Then she squealed in delight. "You look amazing!"

      "You like it?" She spun, letting skirt flare out in its kaleidoscope of colors. "Onni lent it to me."

      "Isn't she incredible? Did she tell you about the dance?"

      "In our honor, I heard."

      "I'm going to dance tonight, Aella," she whispered excitedly. "I'm going to dance and talk to people and do everything I was always too afraid to do."

      Aella smiled slightly, looking at her friend then to the square they were turning into a dance floor. "Um, Haylen—"

      "Uh oh."

      "Why would you say uh oh?"

      "Because you never use my full name unless you have something serious to say."

      "I'm not—" she shook her head. "I only wanted to thank you for doing everything you've done for me over the last few months. I know it wasn't—I'm not easy."

      Haylen's face fell. "You aren't going to do anything stupid, are you?"

      "No—I'm just thanking you."

      "Aella, I'm really worried you're doing something stupid."

      "What would I do?"

      "Go after Draven by yourself."

      "No. You saw what I was like last time. I can't do that."

      "And I also know you're far better at lying than I ever gave you credit for."

      "I think we've all found that out about each other," she muttered, sitting on the warm cobbled stones beside Haylen and looking up at the gray sky. "I hope you live your wildest dreams tonight, Haylen."

      "Aella—"

      She turned to her with a smile. "I'm not doing anything stupid. I swear."

      

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      "I'm sorry for anything I may or may not have said to you when I was under the influence of whatever that was."

      She turned, giving a small laugh as she saw Carrick walking up to her and looking at the dance with marked skepticism. "You're feeling better then?" she asked.

      "Not as good as how I felt after that drink," he chuckled, running a hand through his freshly cut curls.

      "Who gave you the haircut?"

      "Someone named Liza. She only did it if I promised she could keep all the locks for the children to show them light-haired people are not always bad."

      Aella smiled, turning back to the dance and watching the twirling skirts and bright colors. There were candles everywhere, mounted to every beam of the awning, held in the hands of children, set in clusters on the tables not filled with food. The light flickered over the cobblestones, creating an illusion of nighttime. She could almost remember it—the feeling of night, of watching the sun disappear behind the horizon.

      Across the floor from them, Elodie stood next to Killian, dressed in an emerald gown that fell to the floor and hugged the curves she hadn't managed to lose. Her hair and skin shone under the glow of the candles, and she threw her head back to laugh at something Killian had just said. Aella could honestly say she had never seen Elodie laugh like that, but one of Killian's greatest gifts was making people laugh.

      "Aella?"

      "Hm?" She turned to him. "I'm sorry—what?"

      Carrick frowned at her—or maybe not at her. Maybe he was just frowning. Maybe that was just his face now. He opened his mouth, closed it again, and muttered, "nothing" as they both turned back to the dance.

      "Aella, are you there, my dear?"

      She closed her eyes, trying to hide the feeling from crossing her face. "I'm here."

      "I'm delighted we'll get the chance to meet again."

      "I would've killed you."

      "Ah yes, but I was not prepared for the force you are."

      "I'm more of one now."

      "Are you? Got a good rest, then? I suppose I won't be able to trick you masquerading as Killian, now, will I?"

      "You weren't before either."

      "No? So, you just wanted to kiss me?"

      "You're talking to him again?" Carrick asked, drawing her out of the conversation.

      "He's always talking to me."

      "Yeah, but you aren't always responding."

      "You can tell the difference? How?"

      "Because you look like you're going to throw up," he said without tease in his voice. "Aella, you can't let him in your mind. You can't let any of them in your mind—"

      "I'm not letting them into my mind. They're there. He's there."

      "You don't have to respond. No one has power of that."

      "Such a nice sentiment."

      "Aella—"

      "Do you think if I died, Fate would give us another Aether?"

      "What?" The frown was turning into horrified concern. Fate, Carrick had an expressive face.

      "I was just thinking about it today. There might be another one. You never know, and if there was—I started a journal."

      "A journal?"

      "For the next Aether." She looked out at the dance floor. "If there is one."

      "Are you—Aella, you can't be serious."

      Watching the dance floor, the swirl of skirts and smiling faces, she hesitated before turning back to Carrick, forcing herself away from the ease—the blessed ignorance of what was going to take place. "None of you understand this. You don't understand what I need to do, who I am—who I need to be to constantly deal with their voices in my head. I need them out."

      "Then, make them leave."

      She looked back at him.

      "Aella, you're scaring me," he whispered. "What's going on?

      "Aella, you want me out of your head?"

      She closed her eyes. 

      "Please stop listening to him."

      "I'll get you out of my head."

      "Aella—"

      "I can't control it. Draven will talk to me when he wants to talk to me."

      "Remember how last time you had twenty-four hours? This time you have five. Five hours. One for each member of the Sun, except none of them can be involved. I want you alone. If you don't come alone, I will kill every last innocent captive I have with me here. Be certain, darling Aella, they are not already corpses like my last ones. They are very much alive. For now. There will be no help this time. Just you and me. Even my children haven't found me— those who are left anyway."

      "Ael—"

      "Aella, I'm waiting for your answer."

      "If I die, will you leave these people alone?"

      A shrill laugh. "Always an altruistic one, aren't you? My darling, Aella, I will let these people have this drab little clan if you arrive alone. I do not wish to be Tybalt. However, if you come with any of your friends, I will not be so benevolent."

      "I understand."

      "So that's an agreement?"

      "Yes. But leave my head until I see you in person."

      "Very well. See you soon, my dear."

      Five hours. It'd take at least three to reach Avyso. Maybe more if she got lost.

      "Don't—Ael, don't."

      "I'm not going to do anything but dance," she said with a smile. "You're right. He has no claim over my mind. Don't worry about it."

      "Ael," he caught her wrist. He knew. She didn't know how he knew, but he did. "Don't do this."

      "Carrick—"

      "Aella, please." He looked as desperate as he ever had, begging, pleading her with his eyes to not do something when he didn't even know what that was. This wasn't going to work. He knew and then, people would die.

      "He'll hurt them if I don't," she whispered, dropping the mask of the lie. "He'll hurt you."

      "What do you mean? What's he asking you to do?"

      "I can't tell you that, but it'll be okay. I promise."

      "Ael, whatever this is, I won't—"

      "You don't have a choice." She slid the vine around his wrist, letting the thorns scrape into his flesh as he jerked his arm back. "You'll be asleep eight hours, and when you wake, it'll be over."

      Swearing, he clutched his wrist to his chest and stumbled away, slumping into the chair she helped lower him to. "Ael?" He stared at her as the fog began to filter into his consciousness, stealing his awakened state.

      "I'm sorry. You're the only one who'd notice." Then, she left.

      

      
        
        Haylen

      

      

      She laughed, collapsing into the chair next to Carrick with pure happiness. "I don't know how you can sleep through this. Where's Aella? I need to talk to her."

      He didn't move.

      "Carrick?" She nudged him with her elbow.

      He was motionless. 

      She sat up, studying him. He looked like he was sleeping, his breath causing his body to rise and fall in rhythm. But Carrick was a light sleeper. One time she sneezed while lying next to him in a shelter, and he flew awake ready to kill someone.

      "Carrick?" She shook his shoulder. "Carrick, wake up."

      Nothing.

      "Elodie, something's wrong with Carrick."

      Across the dance floor, Elodie turned to find her, and Haylen could practically see her sigh in annoyance. "What is it?"

      "He's not waking up. I think something's wrong."

      "Like, he's sleeping?"

      "He's not. Can you please just come over here?"

      Haylen watched Killian shrug and say something, then Elodie laugh before they both moved across the room to her.

      "Carrick?" Elodie asked, kneeling beside him.

      "He won't wake up," Haylen explained again. "I think he's ill."

      "He doesn't look ill. Carrick?" Elodie gently slapped his face. "Carrick, wake up."

      His head lolled to the opposite side, limp.

      The too familiar spike of fear hit her as Haylen looked in search of Ender. He was standing a few feet off, talking to Kepi and laughing in a way which crinkled the entirety of his strict face. She had never seen him look that relaxed, that happy, and now she was about to obliterate it. "Ender?" she called—which caused Elodie to stifle a groan.

      "We don't need him, Haylen," she muttered under her breath. "He's probably just sleeping."

      "He never sleeps this hard. Something wrong."

      "He doesn't have a fever, his breaths are normal, his pulse is normal, and he is fine. There's nothing Ender will be—"

      "What's going on?" Ender asked, interrupting Elodie's assessment after walking over to them. His gaze trailed down to Carrick while the relaxation melted from his face to be replaced by the exhausted babysitter once again.

      "I think there's something wrong with him," Haylen said, ignoring Elodie's look. "He's not waking up."

      Ender's gaze turned to Elodie without a flicker in expression.

      She sighed. "His pulse, respirations are all normal. He's not waking up, but he hasn't gotten much sleep and—"

      Reaching between them, Ender lifted each of Carrick's eyelids in turn while his frown deepened. "He's not sleeping, he's been drugged. Look at his pupils. They're nearly non-existent."

      "Drugged?" Elodie leaned closer to him. "When—who would drug him?"

       A soft curse sounded from behind them, and they turned to Killian who'd previously been uninterested in the whole event—but now held an expression shifting between fear and anger as he clutched his crutches and met only Haylen's gaze. "Where's Aella? Was Aella here when you found him?" 

      "I don't know," Haylen answered, scanning the dance floor.

      "She told me she was going to bed," Ender said, glancing at her. "A while ago—three, four hours? She didn't say anything to any of you?"

      Killian gave a stiff shake of his head as he began crutching to the home they'd been staying in.

      Running his hands through his hair, Ender turned back to them. "You can't talk to her?"

      "No," Elodie said uncertainly. "But if she was sleeping—it'd feel the same if she was sleeping as it would if—"

      "She was out of range," Haylen finished. Her heart was beginning to tighten. Carrick would've been the only one to notice because Carrick noticed everything Aella did. More than that, Carrick understood why Aella did things, the way her mind worked—and Aella knew that.

      Ender only nodded. "El, why don't you stay here and try to wake him up. Haylen and I will go with Killian."

      "Let me know—tell me what you find?" Elodie asked Haylen, her hands clasped and unclasped in front of her as her eyebrows twisted together, and she looked over each shoulder as if a solution was waiting around a corner. It was what Elodie did when she was stressed. It reminded Haylen of a wind-up toy, needing to move—do something, but having no task to complete.

      "I will," Haylen said. "Let me know when he wakes up?"

      Elodie gave a single nod, kneeling next to Carrick and beginning to make remedies.

      When they caught up to Killian, they found him in Aella's room, staring at her empty bed.

      Ender whispered a curse, and the pressure around Haylen's heart squeezed to a point she thought she couldn't breathe. The bed was neatly made with the colorful dress laid smoothly across the covers.

      "Maybe she's in another room—"

      "She's not in another room," Killian snapped angrily, turning to Haylen "This is what Aella does. She thinks she's better alone, like somehow, if everyone else was out of the picture, she could control everything. This is why I knew she wouldn't be able to handle it—" he stopped, looking over her shoulder at the doorway.

      Kepi stood, glancing between them and then choosing to address Ender. "Onni's with Elodie, helping to wake up Carrick. One of my maps was gone—the one to Avyso. We can only assume—"

      "Aella can do whatever she wants," Killian's words bit. "I don't care."

      "Killian, we're the Sun. We have—"

      "There was never going to be a Sun the moment Fate chose Aella Aurellian as Aether. She eclipses everything. That's what she does." He moved past Kepi without a glance to any of them, and they heard him crutching down the hall to his own room with a slam of the door.

      Kepi cleared her throat, and Ender turned to Haylen without any focus on the anger and hurt that was exhibited. "Have you seen anything?"

      In that night, she had nearly forgotten. She had nearly forgotten the Masters needed to be killed, and the world was darkness—a darkness she was responsible for ending. Fate. She closed her eyes and focused.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Aella

      

      

      Avyso. The great abyss. 

      She had to run to get there, falling a handful of times, colliding into more trees and branches than she could count, but arriving at the spot marked on the map within four hours.

      It was a small clearing amid dense trees. The surface wasn't long enough to lie lengthwise on and there was nothing—no sign of entrance, crack in the earth, hint of inhabitants residing below.

      Everything Onni and Kepi had told her about Avyso had been speculation. Both women said they'd only known people who had entered but none who had returned. They hadn't thought any of them had survived. Kepi's twin brother had been missing for several years, as well as Onni's youngest son. They'd said in the time of Tybalt's reign that selling people who would not become Shadows to the Pit—as Skye people referred to it—was a tax which could let you leave. Though, it was often a trick. Kepi's twin had been sold by their mother and Onni's youngest by her other sons—each had been met with death instead of an escape from Skye.

      As devastating and curious as the stories were, they did not help her. Even Kepi said the map was a guess—a good one—but still only a guess as to where the entrance might be.

      Letting the flames move over her fingers, Aella studied the earth. Avyso was no more than a pit, an underground cavern. All she was looking for was an entrance—a gap into the world below.

      Getting on her knees, she studied the edge of the foliage. It was awkward, this clearing, too abrupt for the trees around it. It wasn't something the earth would naturally do—bald a piece of its surface so completely. No Master would ever design their lair to be undiscoverable. Hard—yes, but invisible, no. There would be no fun in that. No game. And after living for centuries, their life held little excitement and the game was what they lived for. They'd sold their minds, bodies, and souls, but they were far from dead. There had to be— 

      There it was. Under a mass of bushes and ominous-looking vines at the very border was a patch of shifting sand. It looked like velvet flowing over itself—a constant, subtle undercurrent of movement. She took a deep breath, got to her feet, and stepped between the plants. 

      The sifting earth enclosed her ankles, pulling around her until it grabbed her knees. It was like a million tiny hands pinching her, tugging her downward. She fought to stay calm, to let it happen. This was it. This was Avyso. But letting the earth engulf her while not fighting it in the slightest was an unnatural feeling. 

      When she sunk to the point the sand had covered her chest and the plants were brushing against her face, she felt her legs free—dropping into a weightless space below. Pure panic hit her as the dirt touched her chin, her bottom lip. With one last breath, she was engulfed in complete darkness before the air left her body entirely in a spluttering gasp as she slammed into a hard surface.

      "That was not the grace I've learned to expect from you."

      Flipping over and begging the air to reenter, she saw Draven grinning down at her in his human form, wrinkled hands folded in front of him. 

      "Do you like my new home?"

      "Cozy—" Her voice exited, cracked and hoarse from lack of oxygen, but it did exit. That was something.

      "I know," he said proudly, looking around. "It is, isn't it? Avyso, darling, this is Aella Aurellian," he spoke to the walls, "the girl I was telling you about."

      She stiffened, waiting for the drop—the tricks like Cinnabar held.

      "Avyso says she's pleased to meet you," Draven smiled. "Would you like a hand up?"

      From the earth beneath her back, a root emerged, sinking centimeter deep prongs into her back as it pushed her to the surface. Gasping more from the shock then the pain, she stumbled away from it.

      Draven laughed, delighted. "Isn't she a treat? Such a little tease, Avyso."

      Giving him a look that hopefully disguised the shock of fear coursing through her, she began walking slowly around the earthen room. It was a large, cavernous dwelling completely bare save twisting roots twining up and down the walls. Every four to five feet there was a pitch-dark passage, not tall enough to walk through. Meaning, if you wished to enter, you would be crawling.

      "Does she miss Tybalt?" Aella asked, turning back to him.

      "No," he chuckled. "Good old Ty was never a very good Master. I only let him ascend for this purpose."

      "To change places in death?"

      "Yes! I honestly didn't think I'd have to use him, though. Good work."

      "Thank you."

      He grinned at her. "Where's your quick attack, love? I thought you would've tried killing me by now."

      "You said yourself, that doesn't work on a Master."

      "Mm, you're a fast learner. So, what's the plan, Aella? Are we going to spend the night chatting while your friends wonder where you are?"

      "I don't know what the plan is. You invited me, remember?"

      "Very good. Avyso, I would like to sit. Could you please allow us to sit?"

      The earth groaned and from the center of the room grew a table composed of dirt and roots with two wooden stumps creating seats on either side.

      "Sit, sit," he motioned to her while taking one of the stumps. Then, he snapped his fingers, and a young man appeared in one of the tunnels, crawling his way out before standing stiffly. 

      He kept his head bowed, and though she stared at him blatantly, he did not raise his eyes once.

      "Some leftover captives from Skye—the more difficult ones," Draven explained. "Tybalt liked his collection as much as I did. Though, as you can see, they are alive. For now."

      Her stomach twisted.

      "Come, Aella, sit."

      "Where are they? Where are the rest of them?"

      "Already wanting to be the little savior, eh? Remember how that worked for you last time? Oh right, it didn't."

      "You can't save corpses."

      He grinned. "You are a delight this evening! Avyso, darling, don't you agree?" He turned in a circle, looking up at the walls in a grandiose manner. It was ridiculous—to any outsider he would've looked to be a demented old man.

      "She agrees. You are delightful. Now, take a seat."

      Moving to the table, she fingered the clay like surface. How did earth hear a command? Cinnabar was different. Cinnabar was a cave trapped in a spell. It held no master. Only tricks. But Avyso? There was something almost human-like about the creation of the table and stools. Focusing her mind into the depths of the cavern, she whispered into the roots, trying to imagine it like she was talking to Carrick or another member of the Sun.

      "Ah, what a pleasure, the Aether herself decided to speak to me. Quite a surprise. Stoicheia are so fast to assume I align with the darkness."

      "Earth holds no ties."

      "Wise words. Draven doesn't know them."

      "Mm. Did Tybalt?"

      "Tybalt held respect for the earth. He did not order me about so."

      "Would you like to be free?"

      "Yes. Very much, but I have a contract."

      "How does earth hold a contract?"

      "I'm a soul, encapsulated in an abyss. I was alive once, human even, but I was foolish. I thought living was worth any price. And I made this deal—to live eternally in the belly of the woods, serving Masters and Shadows."

      Taking a seat on the stool, she folded her hands on the table in front of her like she was merely waiting for dinner. He couldn't know Avyso was speaking to her. The plan, only now forming, pivoted around him never learning that.

      Cocking his head to the side, Draven studied her. "There's something different about you, Aella. Is it that you can feel again, perhaps? Rough awakening that was, I'm sure." He snapped his fingers again, and the boy moved closer. "Get the rest of you. Everyone. I want to see everyone."

      "Yes Master," he said before disappearing back into the tunnels

      "Avyso will tell me if they are hiding anyone, but I know you'd like to meet them."

      "If you help me, I'll set you free."

      "I cannot break a contract."

      People began flooding out of the openings. There were dozens of them, close to a hundred. Their skin was sickly in their various tones—attesting to life without sunlight for days, months, years.

      They were scared. It was clear. They weren't numb beings without thoughts or feelings. They were humans living in worse conditions than she knew existed.

      "Do you have thoughts? Feelings?"

      "Of course, I do."

      "Then, how do you feel about these people you're holding?"

      "I'm not thrilled by it, but once again, I have no choice." Avyso sounded frustrated, and the stool shifted beneath her. 

      "Help me."

      "I cannot help you! I have already explained this."

      "Mm, they make you uncomfortable, the people here?" Draven asked, unknowingly breaking into a conversation.

      "No. They do not," she said.

      "You want to save them, then? You are always a savior. That's the reason you snuck off without the others because you were afraid for Skye and for these individuals you weren't even certain existed. Isn't that right?"

      Aella didn't respond.

      He didn't seem to mind. Turning to the captives, he addressed them in a loud, theatrical voice. "She came alone for you. Isn't that sweet?"

      "Yes, Master," they replied in unison.

      Beaming at them, he stood. "Now, you all get to watch me kill her, the only hope you have left. Won't that be a treat?"

      "Yes, Master."

      Aella looked at them as Draven continued his show of power. She looked at their faces, mostly the weariness and the fear, but also the defiance. They were there because they had refused to become Shadows under Tybalt's rule. They were there because loved ones sold them as rebels against the darkness. This was a pit in the earth filled with brave men and women who would not bow down to a Master.

      Her eyes locked on one man in the middle of the crowd. His nearly black hair coiled into dreadlocks, and his shoulders pressed further back than anyone else's. He had dark, expressive eyes that froze onto Draven like they were capable of ending the Master himself, and he never said the words, ‘yes Master,' creating a silent protest. As Draven added another trivial comment to which they had to reply, the man's resolved gaze finally met hers.

      He had to look back a second time—as if he couldn't quite believe she was looking at him, but then he nodded—a small, stiff tilt of the head—but an acknowledgement between humans.

      Giving a subtle nod in return, she interrupted Draven's speech. "Draven, this is very impressive how well you have your captives trained, but can we get back to it?"

      Draven looked at her. "Anxious, are we?"

      "Just tired of hearing your voice."

      He chuckled. "I want them to fully understand that when I kill you, it will partially be their fault. Your death will be on their shoulders for the rest of their miserable lives, and they will grow to despise your very name. I think I shall even leave your corpse down here until the flesh leaks from your bones in pools of liquid as a reminder."

      "How are you so sure I'll die?"

      He laughed. "Isn't it obvious? You came alone to save these people whom you've never met, yet you wouldn't have survived either of the last two Masters if it hadn't been for your Sun. What makes you think you'll be able to survive without them? Do I need to remind you, Aella, you are eighteen. A mere baby. I am hundreds upon hundreds of years old. There is nothing you can do that will surprise me."

      "What happens to you if you break the contract?" she pressed to Avyso.

      "I told you, I cannot break—"

      "All contracts can be broken."

      "Very well. If I broke my contract, I'd cease to exist."

      "Would that be so bad?"

      There was a silence.

      "Ah, I see you have no answer for me," Draven smiled. "So, your actions will lead to yours and these people's deaths. And after you are gone, what's going to keep me from destroying all of Skye? Or better yet, making them live beneath me? We both know death is not the worst thing that can happen to a person."

      She smiled. It was what Avyso needed to be reminded of. "Did you hear that?"

      "Asking a soul to cease to exist is not a fair request."

      "Is this something you want? To host Draven for eternity? He's lived over a millennium. When I'm dead, he'll continue to live for at least another. Unless you help me end him."

      "And I will just die?"

      "Do you know what happens after death?"

      "No. No one does."

      "Don't you think it might be better than this?"

      "Why are you smiling?" Draven squinted his eyes at her. 

      "No reason. Your tricks don't work as well after you hear them a few times. They're redundant." Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw the man in the middle of the crowd smile.

      Draven's eyes darkened. 

      "Master of the Minds. I'd think you'd be more creative with your fear mongering than simply prophesying my death repeatedly. Or that I'll be alone or that nobody loves me or whatever other trite things you say. Do you really think I care about any of that? I have become obsessed with killing you and the others."

      "Very well, I'll use different methods. You two, come here." He snapped a finger, and two captives stepped forward. One was a very old man and the other a very young girl.

      "Who should I kill between the two of these?"

      She stilled. 

      "You have to choose. If you don't, I'll kill both, and we'll start over with another two."

      She forced herself to remain expressionless. "And what? We'll sit here all night while you kill a bunch of people and I watch? What will that solve? I told you, I am obsessed with killing you." She stood. 

      "Sit back down."

      "Make me."

      He took a step forward, letting the human form drip from his being replaced by his true self. The captives moved back, tripping over themselves to press into the dirt walls. She could feel the fear radiating from them. Several fell to their knees. Others turned their back to them, closing their eyes. It was not a simple thing to face a Master in its authentic form.

      A kid, who looked no older than twelve, collapsed in front of the man who she'd been looking at. In one move he had grabbed the kid, covering them both from the sight of the Mastered form. No one was capable of raising their gaze. She might as well have been alone in the room, and her line—the line to the man who'd smiled while she mocked the Master—was now gone.

      "You think that'll scare me?" she asked, taking her eyes off the people stuck below the surface with her. "You're nothing but a stretched clown who's given every piece of himself, for what? Power?" She gave a short laugh. "You were driven out of your home by an eighteen-year-old—a mere baby as you say."

      "You do not get to switch roles with me, Aella Aurellian," he hissed—his smiling mouth not moving, his black eyes giving no hint of what direction he was staring.

      "You do not scare me."

      "Then, you are more of an idiot than I thought you to be."

      "You've never thought I was an idiot, and I scare you. It's not the other way around."

      "Can you let them out? Without him knowing?" she asked Avyso.

      "You're joking."

      "No, I'm serious. How do you get out of here?"

      "You only get out of here if I allow it."

      "Then, allow it."

      "I can't—"

      "What part of the contract says you can't do anything without an order?"

      "None."

      "Then, let them out, and I'll take care of Draven. It's not harming him or the Shadows. It is letting innocent people go."

      "You will have to distract him, and it'll have to be slow if he's not to notice."

      "I can distract him."

      Draven moved, grabbing the two captives. There was a collective cry as he held them each by the neck, forcing them to face her.

      "Look at them, Aella," he growled.

      She did. She tried not to. The girl was young, maybe only ten. She was sobbing, tears soaking her face and dripping down her tunic. The man was old, reaching the end of his years. He met her gaze easily and gave her a slight smile with a simple nod.

      "Who do you want to kill? Or they both die."

      Behind Draven, she saw the ladder of vines ascend the wall to a hole forming in the surface. Finding the man who was still holding the kid close to him, she sent a small gust of wind directly at his face.

      He flinched away, putting a hand to his cheek. Raising his head, his eyes moved to her. She could see the fight, the pure battle it took to even look that long in the direction of Draven. Even with his back to them, Draven's form was repulsive.

      Sending another gust that went past his nose to hit the ladder, she prayed he'd see it. Then, she focused on the Master. "How much time do I have?"

      "Seconds," he grunted. "I've given you far too long already."

      "Then, of course, I choose the older man to die," she said, keeping emotion out of her face and her voice, but her heart ripped inside her. 

      The man gave her another nod, and Draven dropped the girl to the floor. Just as his long nails were encircling the man's neck, she attacked.

      She had known it wouldn't work. Draven would expect it, but her fire burnt the hand holding the man, causing him to release his captive to the floor, where he could grab onto the little girl and drag both to safety—or at least not in the midst of a fight powered by the light of the universe and darkness of hell. 

      Roaring with rage, Draven lifted Aella by an invisible force, throwing her against the wall behind her like she was made of cloth. The breath jerked from her, refusing to return as roots and vines began to wind their way around her legs and wrists.

      "Avyso, what are you doing?"

      "He commanded it."

      "The captives—"

      "Are still exiting my depths. Though, they're very confused and slow on the uptake."

      "Who do you think I am, Aella?" He yelled, slashing his nails across her face. It burned, and she gasped against the pain.

      "Who do you think I am?" He asked again, quieter, sinking his nails deep into her neck on either side. 

      The burning hit first, the bite of Master's nails. Then, she couldn't breathe. The light danced in her vision, and she fought to stay conscious. They were getting out. She had to distract him enough to get them out.

      Forcing her energy around a wrist, she broke the bond of the earth. Then, she slapped him—without the use of power—just indignant humanity, her own nails leaving marks. She knew he'd hate it. 

      Reeling back, he screamed in anger. She turned against the vines, barely missing the assault but not enough to avoid the tearing of her skin across her back.

      Letting the agony flow into her energy, she broke the rest of the vines holding her until she was able to stand, facing him with a clenched fist. "Got your little rage out, did we? I never knew you could get so rattled. You're an insecure, little man. Who hurt you, Draven? Unrequited love? Disapproving parents?"

      "You can't use my own tricks against me."

      "Can't I?" She smiled. "Insecurity knows insecurity. You are only able to prey on others because of your own. I've learned your secret."

      "And I've learned yours," he reverted to his human form, taking a single step back. "You think you are better alone. This confidence, this arrogance you're exhibiting is because your friends aren't here. You don't think anyone can get hurt. Watch."

      Before she could move, the earth shifted, and five captives screamed, only to stop immediately as thick branches impaled them through the chest, stomach, and head. Blood dripped from their limp bodies in a grotesque flow, soaking into the dirt as the other captives cried out in terror, stumbling from one another lest they might be next.

      She saw the man by the ladder, guiding people up it. She saw him stare at the blood, the death in an expression of familiar terror. That was not the first time that had happened. Then, he looked back at her. His eyes were wide with fight, an overtaking desire to live, and he started moving them faster.

      She fought. She fought with everything she had so Draven would not look behind him, hear the movements, the exit of Avyso. All of her energy exploded into him and all his into her.

      "Avyso, please—"

      "You don't know what you're asking me to do."

      As she fought, vines tied up her legs, piercing her skin. She'd never win while fighting the earth as well. 

      "I do. I'm—" her voice caught as her left foot was pierced through its sole, staking her to one place.

      Draven laughed, ebbing closer. She forced a cyclone to surround him, making the dirt spin blindingly. Then, she directed the bolts of lightning. At least one hit because she heard him yell as he fell back.

      "Can you let them go—the captives? Can you let them out faster?"

      "Yes, but I cannot help you."

      "What happens if I kill him? What happens to you if I kill Draven?"

      "I'll wait for another Shadowed owner."

      "You think that's life? To live beneath them?" She gasped in pain as the earth piercing her foot wrapped against her calf, gouging into her skin. 

      Draven laughed. "My girl, you think you can defeat me and such a place as this? You stupid, stupid child."

      She felt the blood—her blood—drip to the earth. 

      Her body trembled as she tried to remain standing, unable to fall without breaking her leg completely.

      "Look at you, Aella. You are alone in the belly of the earth, and you are destroyed. I destroyed you. You never had a chance to return the earth its colors." Walking forward in his beloved grandfather form, he smiled at her, folding his hands in front of him like he was waiting for her to be ready to go out on walk. "You are a simple, little child. Look at yourself. Then, look at me. You think you ever could've defeated me?"

      "There's a difference between you and her."

      They both turned to the old man—the man with blood still dripping down his neck.

      "Oh?" Draven rose an eyebrow at him. "Who are you to address me?"

      "I am Fern Alinac, son of Orion Alinac—before he transitioned, of course."

      Draven laughed. "You're Orion's boy? Orion had a son before he transitioned? You hear that, Aella? The man you were so willing to kill is the son of the last Aether."

      "He never deserved that title," Fern said simply. "He's weak and foolish. He left my mother with me inside of her because he was too afraid to fight."

      "And what's this difference you speak of, Orion's son?"

      "People want to follow her. You hold the same power, but only the weak, the timid, will follow you because you rule out of fear. The strong, the brave, will follow Aella Aurellian because she rules no one."

      "I've heard enough." Draven rolled his eyes. He moved to Fern, grabbing him by the neck and pulling him toward Aella, facing him to her. "Look at this man. Look at him. He will die because of what you've done today. Because of you, all these innocent people will be killed while you are pinned to my floor, helplessly watching. Do you understand?"

      She sank, her leg binding painfully against the vine. "Avyso, he'll kill him."

      "I know."

      "You have to help me."

      "Do I?"

      "You are living a pathetic existence." 

      The earth cut deeper. "That was me, Aether. Not him. Me. Do not insult my existence, or I will kill you."

      "Look at him, Aella!" Draven shouted, holding him in front of her. 

      She did. She met his small brown eyes. The corners of them crinkled as he smiled at her. Then, he mouthed. "Kill him. Use me."

      She was certain her own eyes had grown bigger as her breath hitched. She shook her head. And Draven laughed—no doubt thinking it was because she had to look at the face of a dead man. He didn't know it was because she would be the cause of the man's death.

      "I'm nearing one hundred years old," the man said with a kind smile. "I have no years left anyway."

      Her arm shook as she guided her hand to rest on his chest. "I'm sorry."

      He choked as Draven tightened his grip. Then, he nodded. "It's an honor."

      Closing her eyes, she prayed to Fate like she'd never prayed before. She was going to kill an innocent man—her hand was going to kill an innocent man. Then, she drove the icicle through his chest and into Draven's heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      "Did you feel that?" Kepi gasped, grabbing onto Ender's arm beside her.

      Haylen murmured a prayer to Fate, closing her eyes while Elodie frowned, looking around her to explain the change, the lift in their atmosphere. And Carrick continued to move. That Shadowed idiot. If she—

      "She did it," Ender whispered, looking up at the sky and hardly noticing Carrick passing him.

      "Carrick, look—" Haylen pointed, stopping him enough to look up.

      "Mother Fate, it's a star," Kepi swore in reverence. "There's a star—"

      "And another—look—"

      They began to sprinkle over the sky in twinkling hesitancy. The frozen sun and moon shifted in unison until the earth around them basked in a silver glow instead of the endless gray. 

      The double shadows softened until fading entirely as the orbs slipped beneath the horizon, replaced by thousands of glowing stars. The Masters' hold had loosened enough to give them back the night. 

      "Holy Fate—"

      It was so beautiful that tears lodged in Carrick's throat as he craned his neck to the sky. Ender let out a soft curse of gratitude and as Carrick turned to the big man, he saw Ender's own tears slip down his cheeks in an homage to the beauty.

      "Help—please help us!" 

      The cry jerked Carrick back to the presence, and he grew his flames to illuminate the trees and the—

      Swearing, Kepi moved in front of them, reaching out to the first person madly running in their direction.

      "Avyso—" the man she grabbed stared at her, shaking his head while repeating, "Avyso—Avyso—Avyso." Then, he broke away and continued running.

      Dozens were joining him, crashing through shrubs and trees without any care or notice of the scratches the branches were causing. Most were barefoot, some shirtless, and all with the same fear the first man held.

      "What—stop—tell me—"

      Most didn't pause to talk to them, shoving roughly past in order to continue their escape. "Kalen?" Kepi called, breaking away from them to enter the throng, grabbing arms and yelling for Kalen.

      Cursing under his breath, Ender followed her—and they followed him without realizing or understanding anything that was happening.

      "Kalen! Kale—"

      "Kep? Kepi?" The call back made Kepi stop, frozen in place with her hands covering her mouth and eyes growing wider as the form of a young man pushing between the people became visible. "Kepi!" he laughed, breaking into a run as he caught site of her.

      In what could only be described as a squeal, Kepi ran to him, throwing herself against him as the man folded over her, wrapping his arms around her while shaking in part sobs and part laughter. The sound of relief.

      "You're alive," Kepi said, words muffled in his arms. "Kalen, you're alive. How—how are you alive?"

      "I didn't—I—the Aether," he choked against his tears. "I—Kepi—"

      Kepi took a step back, holding both hands to his face as he grabbed her wrists to keep them there, staring down at her with a gaze mirroring disbelief. "I can't believe this," he whispered. "I—never thought—"

      Carrick cleared his throat, glancing at Ender uncomfortably before knowingly obliterating the reunion. "Um—Aella, was she still okay? When you got out?"

      "She was alive, when I left—but she was—who are you?" his words stopped in a sudden realization that Carrick—all of them, even the woman he had been embracing, possibly couldn't be trusted. Taking a few steps away from her, he looked at each of them in turn. Despite his red eyes and the bags beneath them, his gaze was startling.

      "Kalen, Skye was freed with Tybalt's fall," Kepi explained in gentle tones, but not moving closer to him. She saw the look in his eyes as well. This man had lived beneath the earth for Fate knew how long, and he'd do anything to not return. "This is most of the Sun—Carrick, Elodie, and Haylen. Ender's a Null from birth who has been traveling with them."

      The man's eyes continued to rove over them until they landed on Carrick's flames and stayed. "Those aren't Shadowed."

      Carrick shook his head. "I'm the Sun's Ignis. Aella left without us."

      "Draven had been talking to her," Haylen explained. "She said she had to go alone or else—we don't know. Carrick said she told him Draven would hurt them if she didn't go alone, but we—"

      "You must be the ‘them?'" Elodie interrupted.

      Nodding slowly, the man looked between the three of them. "We're his captives. Draven didn't know we were escaping. Avyso started letting us out. I think the Aether, Aella, I guess you know her as, was talking to her."

      "Her?"

      "Avyso. The Masters command her, but I suppose—"

      "She was okay?" Haylen asked, stopping him. "Before you left, Aella was okay?"

      He hesitated. "She was hurt. It was hard to say how bad. I didn't think she could kill him, but we felt a weight—we felt the lift. And the sky—what is this?"

      "It's the first night we've had since Winter Solstice," Ender answered.

      "What?" Kalen stared at him. Then, up at the sky. "Holy mother Fate—no nighttime? No—what the—"

      Carrick cleared his throat again, wincing towards himself for the abruptness, the lack of space to experience this. "I'm sorry, but—Aella—"

      The man turned back to him with a resolved nod. "I'll show you."

      "No—we can find it," Kepi glanced at the others before turning back to the young man. "I—you should go back—see Onni. We can—"

      "Have you been there before?"

      "No. No one has—"

      "Then I'll show you," he said definitively, turning back to where he'd been running from. "That girl got me out of Avyso after four horrible years. The least I can do is bring her help."

      After exchanged glances with Ender, Kepi moved to the man's side. "Four years? It felt longer," she said quietly.

      Carrick could only see the back of his head nod, but there was breath of a tremor covering his body. Without a shirt, the entirety of his back displayed lines and lines of scars cutting across his shoulders and torso.

      "Do you see that?" Haylen pressed into their minds, eyes widening in a way that if the man turned around to see her, he could deduce exactly where the expression came from.

      "I'm sure it wasn't a treat to live with a Master for four years and not be a Shadow," Elodie answered, but even she was looking at the man's back with a wince on her face.

      "What happened to mom?" Kepi asked.

      "They killed her as soon as soon as she turned me in. I thought—she said you were Shadowed?"

      "I was. I recanted when the hunt for the new Master began—when Tybalt started talking about Aella."

      "Not long after I was brought there then."

      "Kalen, I'm sorry. I'm—"

      "I didn't know if you'd be alive—I didn't think you would be." He looked at her. "It makes up for any apologies."

      Kepi didn't answer, but briefly grabbed his hand, squeezing it with more meaning than words could've communicated.

      "How many of you were there?" Elodie asked as more people trickled past them. They only acknowledged Kalen, hesitating until he'd nod at them, and they would continue moving again. No one so much as looked at the rest of them.

      "Fate—at least a hundred," Kalen answered. "I thought the Sun was supposed to support their Aether?" He glanced over his shoulder at them.

      "We didn't know she left," Haylen said, quick to explain. "She didn't tell anyone. Well, Carrick knew, but she drugged him so he wouldn't follow."

      "Aella—she's impulsive. She doesn't think before she acts," Elodie said. "She didn't let us know."

      "Hmm," the man grunted, signaling a firm grasp of opinions on their Sun. "Well, she saved our lives. The instant he saw someone with her, he was going to kill us with Avyso. And then, she came by herself. I couldn't believe it—an eighteen-year-old kid willing to sink into Avyso alone for people she'd never met or knew existed. Though, if I were the Sun, I probably wouldn't have let her do that."

      Elodie's frown darkened. "You don't know Aella. You weren't there."

      "And you weren't in Avyso. The minute Draven took Tybalt's place, it was all about Aella Aurellian. He talked to her nearly every day. He would tell us what they spoke about, how he knew she would go alone, and how you four wouldn't support her anyways. He said the Sun would be the reason she died, and depending on what she chose, it would be our punishment to die with roots piercing our organs or watch her be killed in front of us because she came alone."

      "Kalen, that's enough," Kepi interjected quietly as they each fell silent.

      "He's right," Carrick muttered. His head still pounded with whatever Aella had used to drug him. "You're right."

      The man looked back at him, eyes softening from their hard, nearly crazed appearance. "I'm sorry," he said—directing his words only to him. "I shouldn't have said that. I don't think she's dead. She was fighting well when I left."

      

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      She collapsed forward, and someone caught her, preventing her leg from snapping against the cast of roots.

      "Is he—" she choked as she held whoever it was. "Is he—is the man alive? Fern—is he alive?"

      "He died in the way he wanted to die," the voice holding her said. 

      "I'm sorry—I'm so sorry." She slid against his bare chest, and she could feel his muscles straining to keep her upright. 

      The earth began to unwrap itself from around her calf, sinking back through her foot. The fresh release of blood accompanied a buzz filling her ears as she fell forward.

      Someone swore. Then, slapped her. His face blurred above her.

      "You can't pass out," the voice said firmly. "You're the only one Avyso will listen to."

      She saw the body lying next to her. Draven's and the man she killed. Fern Alinac. Son of the last Aether.

      "Come on," someone else chimed in. "The ladder is gone. She needs to make it come back."

      "Give her a minute," the first voice snapped.

      "I'm not spending one more damn minute in this Shadowed hell of a pit," someone else growled. "Aether, get us out of here."

      She ignored them, placing a finger to the man's neck. He looked peaceful. More peaceful than someone with an icicle staked through the heart should. She should've tried to save him—moved it an inch to the left or an inch to the right. She still would've killed Draven. It was unnecessary.

      "He would've died anyway," the first voice said. "He was sick and old. This is how he would've wanted to die."

      She looked up at him, the young man the voice belonged to. Her blood was smeared across his chest. His dark hair was cut choppily, some patches close to his head, others long, nearly reaching his shoulders. His eyes were a soft brown, with dark bags underneath them, sunken into a cut face. He looked exhausted, sad, in too much pain to express anything outwardly. 

      "You knew him?" she whispered.

      "He's my grandfather," he answered. "I'm Milo Alinac."

      "I didn't—I'm sorry."

      "It was his choice," he said. "You have freed us all."

      "Avyso?" 

      There was no answer. 

      "Avyso, I need to speak with you."

      "Aether, enough is enough. We've spent years down here. Get Avyso to let us out."

      Looking past Milo, she saw two young men where the ladder used to be. They stood with threatening stances, one with his arms over his chest, the other pressed into fists. Both had dark bags under their eyes, scars over their shoulders and necks. The one clenching his hands had clearly had his nose broken at least once, and the other had a cut splitting his right eyebrow exactly in half.

      Standing, she let the dizziness pass until she could take in the empty room. They were the only four left alive. The five corpses of the captives pinned and now released in pools of their own blood, and Fern Alinac connected to Draven by her own power. Six. Six dead.

      "If I have to spend another day—"

      "Avyso isn't answering," she said, demanding her body to take a breath and herself to face the young men.

      "What?" the one with his fists clenched asked as the young man beside him backed up against the wall, muttering, "no, no, no, no."

      "Try again." The broken nosed one stepped forward, fists tightening further.

      "Avyso is not answering," she repeated. "She has no master now. Only a Shadowed can hold her."

      "You're the Aether," the one back against the wall said—holding less anger than the first, but equal terror. "She won't hear your command?"

      "You came in here—"

      "Shut up," Milo interrupted. "You aren't helping anything."

      "Aren't helping—Milo, we're stuck in—"

      "We aren't stuck. Let her be."

      "I just need a moment," Aella said, dragging her leg painfully as she moved to the walls.

      "For Fate's sake, you've got to be—we don't have a moment!" the broken-nosed man yelled.

      "You have a moment, Beau," Milo countered. "She just saved your Shadowed life. Show some respect."

      "Respect—"

      Ignoring the rest of the argument, Aella placed her hands on the earth. The weakness sunk against her at the mere thought of the next act, to get them all to safety. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath, internally begging herself to not pass out as she turned back to them.

      Broken-nosed was still clenching and unclenching his fists, his eyes squeezed shut as if he would implode at any second—not necessarily outward but inward, until his psyche doubled over itself. The split-eyebrow stood silently beside him with his arms crossed, watching her every step but lips moving in a silent prayer. They had been trapped down there for Fate knew how long, and to them it now looked like it would be eternity.

      She limped towards them, placing her hands on the wall where the ladder had been. She had never done something to this magnitude with Terre before. She wasn't even sure how far up the surface was or if she was in the right spot—though this was where the ladder had been. Closing her eyes, she fought to connect to the energy, feel the pulse of dirt beneath her palms.

      "Um, I'm Terre—if it would help."

      She looked back at Milo. "You—you're Terre?"

      He nodded. "I'm not that strong, but it might at least make it easier?"

      "It would," she said—far too quickly with too much relief. Her gaze snapped to the other two—the one with his eyes still closed and the other looking at her. "Are you—"

      "We're Ignis," split eyebrow explained. "He is strong, though. Milo. Milo's a strong Terre."

      Rubbing the back of his neck in a gesture of bashfulness—awkward in such a moment—Milo moved past them, clearing his throat. "Just tell me what to do."

      "We need to break the dirt away, create a hole big enough to get through. Then we can draw vines and branches down to us." She placed her hands on the wall again, and he did the same, closing his eyes.

      The earth shifted, groaning beneath them. Clumps of dirt, pebbles, bits of roots sifted down at them, but eventually the sweet feel of night air funneled into the cavern. Her heart pounded against the weakness engulfing her, and she could feel the blood pooling beneath her foot. This she couldn't think about. She couldn't think about the blood.

      Drawing vines down to them, they intertwined them into a ladder, stabilizing it with roots and anchoring rocks into its core. As it was finished, she stumbled back, catching herself against the wall of the cave—and the only way she'd be able to remain standing.

      No one moved.

      "You can go," she said, struggling to maintain her voice. "It should hold—I think."

      They hesitated, looking at each other.

      "Go, you've spent long enough down here."

      "You look—"

      "Closer to death than to life," broken-nosed finished bluntly.

      She shook her head. "It's just the energy—I need to stay—kill Avyso. Go."

      Split-eyebrow glanced at the other before shrugging and starting up the ladder, followed by broken-nosed.

      "You don't look well," Milo said quietly. "I don't think I should leave you."

      Her whole body shook as she wrapped her arms around her. "I'm fine—I'm fine. I just—need a moment."

      "Aella," a voice yelled down to them. "Ael, you in there?"

      Closing her eyes, she drew another breath before yelling back, "I'm okay. I'll be up in a second." She pressed a fist into her forehead. He was out of her head. Draven was out of her head. "Go up. Those are my friends. They'll wait for me."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Yeah—I'm fine."

      "Okay." He started up the ladder, looking back at her several times before disappearing above.

      Stumbling a few steps toward the center of the room, Aella sunk to the floor next to Fern Alinac. Alone in the cave, she could hear her heart pound, her breath entering and exiting her lungs. She stared at Fern—the innocent man she'd killed. 

      "Hey, kid."

      She didn't even look up as Ender sat next to her. Her eyes felt incapable of leaving Fern's body. "I killed him," she whispered. "I used this man to kill Draven, and I killed him."

      Ender didn't say anything, but he moved to place an arm around her back, gently drawing her against him as she closed her eyes in exhaustion.

      

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      A young man, who looked around their age, exited the cave and searched the crowd gathered there until he found them. "You're the Sun?" His voice wasted no time.

      "Yes, is she coming up?" Elodie asked.

      He shook his head. "I don't think she can. She needs help. Is one of you a Terre?"

      "I'm Terre," Elodie answered, watching Ender disappear down the ladder. He'd left the second the young man shook his head. "Is she hurt?"

      He gave a sort of half laugh as he looked at her. "Uh yeah—she just killed Draven."

      "Helpful," she muttered, unimpressed. "Haylen, stay up here so we can talk to you. Carrick, you should—"

      "I'm not staying here," he grunted, moving to the hole in the earth before Elodie could finish speaking.

      Descending into the darkness, he let his flames flick over the back of his palms as he carefully moved down the ladder. When he landed, he turned, facing a circular room with dozens of narrow entrances to tunnels, reminding him of a large ant dwelling. He took in the five people laying in dark stains of blood, the body of the Master awkwardly lying parallel to an old man, connected by a skewer of ice, and finally Aella, with Ender sitting beside her, both looking at the corpses in front of them.

      A soft gasp sounded behind him before echoing around the chamber, preceding Elodie as she dropped from the last rung on the ladder. Crouching next to the old man, Elodie's fingers moved from his throat to the icicle actively melting in both his and Draven's chests. "Aella, what did you do?"

      "Elodie." Ender shook his head.

      "What did you do?" she asked again, ignoring Ender.

      "I killed him to kill Draven." Aella's voice was dull, haunted, and her eyes never moved from the body.

      "You what?"

      "Elodie, now's not the time."

      "When is the time, Ender? When's the right time to say how reckless you are to leave and fight a Master by yourself? How narcissistic and arrogant do you have to be to think you're better without the Sun? These people could still be alive if you hadn't done what you did. Do you understand that?"

      "Draven was going to—"

      "Draven can't do anything if he's dead!" she yelled. Carrick had never seen Elodie lose her cool like this. "You stupid little girl! You didn't come here tonight thinking you were going to die. You came here knowing you'd kill him, but you wanted to do it alone like you always do!"

      "Elodie—"

      "These people have souls, lives, people they love. Do you not see that?"

      "Elodie," Carrick snapped, "this is war. People die in war. It's not her fault."

      "If we were here, Carrick, we could've prevented this."

      "Stop talking," Ender commanded. "This is not the place."

      Elodie pressed her lips together in a thin line. Then, she nodded tightly. "You're right. I'll see you back at Skye. I trust you'll do fine without me. You're at least better off than these people."

      Aella nodded, keeping her gaze toward the ground. She hadn't looked at any of them since they descended into the pit.

      "El, you can't just leave her," Carrick whispered, catching her arm before she began ascending the ladder. "You're the Terre."

      Jerking her arm from him, Elodie pointed viciously towards Aella. "She murdered an innocent human being, Carrick. Think about that." Then, she left without another word.

      The silence in the pit was horrible.

      "She's right," Aella whispered. "She's always right. I was—he told me he'd kill them, the captives, if he saw anyone with me, and I believed him. If I hadn't—"

      "Don't play this game, Aella," Ender said. "We don't know what would've happened. Maybe more would've died, maybe less, but you killed another Master. These six people died for freedom. This isn't a world worth living in. They probably knew that better than we do."

      The silence again. Carrick moved cautiously next to them, taking in the blood trickling down her neck, soaking her foot, the pallor of her face and the tremor running over her body. "Ael?"

      Her gaze finally broke from the man's corpse as she looked at him. "Carrick—Carrick, I am so sorry—I—I knew you'd—I'm so sorry."

      "We need to get out of here," he said, shoving his hands into his pockets. This was—he'd seen death before. They all had. But this time it was his best friend sitting on the floor of a pit, covered in blood, and confessing to killing an innocent man. It was the look on the captives' faces, the image of the five bodies lying together, the man connected to a Master's corpse. It was him not being a part of it—again. Because, again, she felt she needed to go alone. And he wanted so badly to be upset at her for drugging him, for not telling them what was happening. But she sat in the dirt with an expression he had never seen on a person before, with injuries still leaking blood—injuries that Elodie had refused to treat. It was too many emotions to begin processing, so he shoved his hands in his pockets, and said they needed to leave.

      "Do you think you'll be able to walk?" Ender asked.

      Nodding, Aella drew her sleeves over her face, leaving streaks of blood and dirt, and rose shakily to her feet. "Um—we should check the tunnels—make sure no one was left. Then Avyso—we need to destroy her before she finds another owner."

      "I can stay back," Ender said. "But you need to go to Skye and get help,"

      "They won't want to see me."

      Carrick looked away.

      But Ender placed both hands on her shoulders and forced her to look at him. "You released the people of Skye from another Master. There's no one telling us how to do this. What you did was understandable. You should've told someone, but most likely we all would've made the same choice. No one, not even Elodie Rose, could do this perfectly. Understand?"

      "They wouldn't have done that," she whispered. Her bottom lip trembled, and her big eyes seemed to grow—magnified under tears as she wrapped her arms tightly around her, furthering how small she looked.

      "They couldn't have. And that's why you're the Aether, and they aren't."

      "Ender—I'm a monster—I just killed—"

      He cupped her face in his hands. "You are no monster. Understand me? You are a kid with an impossible job, and you've just managed to give us back the night."

      She stared at him. "What?"

      He nodded, with a smile playing over his lips. "The nighttime and stars are back. You think you can make it up the ladder?"

      "I—the night?" she stared at him, then limped to the ladder as Ender ascended behind her, ready to catch her the moment her mangled foot wouldn't support her weight.

      As they exited the hole, a deafening cheer met them and a few Skye people offered their hands to lift Aella out, praising her name as hero. It was a violent contrast to the reactions in the caverns below.

      "Aella, you're okay? You're alright?" Haylen rushed toward her. "You aren't—Elodie left."

      "I—" Aella looked startled at the people around her, her pale face falling paler. Then, her eyes landed on the man who led them there. "You—"

      "Kalen," he smiled, standing beside Kepi. "My name is Kalen."

      "I—you figured it out. You figured it out."

      "You've saved a lot of lives tonight, Aella Aurellian."

      "This is my brother," Kepi answered her questioning look. "We—Aella—" she

      searched for words, but just shook her head, going to her for a hug. "You beautiful soul—we cannot thank you enough."

      "Kepi, I'm—"

      "Look up," Ender said, moving to Aella's side and nudging her arm. Aella did, stumbling back to run into Carrick as she continued to stare skyward without noticing him. "I—Fate—End?"

      "You did that," he said, briefly setting a hand on her shoulder and bending so they were eye level. "Now, you need to let us help you, yeah?" 

      Her lip quivered again, and she bit it, wiping a single tear away. "Avyso—we have to—"

      "We'll search it. We'll bury the dead, and if we can, we'll destroy it, but you need help."

      Aella took a step back, nearly running into Carrick again, and she turned to him. "Carrick—"

      Her gaze was a side of Aella he'd yet to meet, and he wrestled internally with the need to comfort, to yell, and to hide. And Aella saw all of it. She was afraid—of him.

      "I'll go with you," he said, nodding for her to lead the way.

      She did, limping from the side of Avyso with the echoes of gratitude from those who had been freed from her depths.
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        Aella

      

      

      Every step she took, she could feel the blood squishing between her toes, her foot swelling against the boot. But she didn't feel it. Not really. She wasn't even using Keiria—it was only that the emotional pain was worse.

      Elodie hated her. She saw it in her eyes when she was in Avyso. It wasn't until that moment that Aella realized what she had done—exactly how heavy a consequence her decisions would hold. 

      When Draven was talking to her, she didn't feel like she had a choice. She felt like it was her only option to go alone. But she also knew she had been relieved by it—by an excuse to not involve the others.

      If she was Elodie, she'd hate her too.

      "Carrick, I'm sorry," she said after he'd been walking behind her for at least an hour in silence.

      He was still quiet. 

      "Carrick?" She looked back at him.

      His hands were shoved deep in his pockets, eyebrows twisted together in thought, and he hadn't said anything. He hadn't even looked up at her.

      Swallowing a lump of emotions, she turned back to the path. She had made a mistake. She drove away the people who were connected to her by Fate itself. Draven knew this would happen. He had played her for a fool. 

      She didn't try speaking again until they reached the stone gates where Onni met them at the opening. She was serious, without the wide smile or radiating joy coming from her. 

      Next to her stood Milo, now fully clothed but with the same stressed expression as Onni, who was clutching his hand in hers like he was a toddler instead of a grown man.

      "This is my mother," Milo explained, seeing Aella's confusion.

      "Fern was your father?" she asked, hesitating several paces back from them and feeling the undeniable urge to run.

      Onni nodded, tears streaming down her face. Before Aella had a chance to move, Onni wrapped her in her arms, hugging her so tightly her feet left the ground at least once. "My beautiful, beautiful girl," she choked over unbridled emotions. "You gave me my son back. You gave me the world." Pressing a firm kiss on Aella's bloodied and dirt-streaked face, she held her out by her shoulders. "He told me everything. Let your heart be free from the burden you're feeling."

      "Onni, I'm—sorry," she whispered.

      "Please don't be. My father was a righteous man. He would've gladly chosen to die in such a way." 

      "Onni," Carrick cleared his throat—the first word he uttered in three hours. "She's hurt, and Elodie didn't treat her." He didn't explain that Elodie was too angry to even look at Aella, much less touch her.

      "Of course, of course. Aella, my darling, come with me. Carrick, will you be—"

      "I'm not leaving her."

      Aella looked back at him and was met with a clear gaze, though not a discernable one. "I'm not leaving you," he repeated, and his voice gave her no clue either. 

      "Of course, of course," Onni said, patting him on the cheek as well before leading them back through Skye to her clinic. 

      The main square was still lit, filled with people drinking and celebrating. Families reuniting, laughing, and crying with equal volume. Aella caught herself staring at it, at the square and the people rejoicing. The lit lanterns cast new glows into the night sky, and everything appeared—warm, happy, and safe.

      None of them noticed her. They were far too invested in each other and the joy they were feeling.

      Then, she saw Killian holding Elodie across the square. He looked over her head, her face hidden in his chest, and caught Aella's gaze. He shook his head.

      Carrick placed a hand on her back, gently pushing her forward.

      Looking back at him, Aella caught his expression, sunken into sadness—hopelessness maybe—but not anger. He didn't hate her. As long as he didn't hate her.

      

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      "My dear—" Onni clucked as she gently cut Aella's leggings from her ankle to mid-thigh, exposing deep blood bruises and gouges coiling up her legs. Her feet were still in boots, but there was a monotonous drip of blood from the left already forming a small puddle on the floor.

      Aella didn't make a sound, though. She probably didn't think she deserved to make a sound. As much as they silently punished her for what she'd done, she was punishing herself ten times more. 

      When they saw Killian and Elodie together near the square—Killian's disapproving shake of his head and Elodie's refusal to even treat Aella's injuries—Aella had looked back at Carrick, and he knew he couldn't hold the anger. It wasn't her fault as much as he wanted to blame someone for what had happened. It wasn't. It was Draven's and his twisted mind games. None of them would've chosen differently. Of that, he was certain.

      "Aella, are you sure I can't give you anything for the pain?" Onni asked for the third or fourth time.

      Aella shook her head, gaze fixed on the door. "I have to be able to talk. If people have questions, I want to be able to talk to them."

      Exchanging a look with her son, Onni began unlacing her boots, tugging the right off before hesitating with the left. "This is going to hurt, Aella. Are you sure?"

      "Yeah—I'm okay." She closed her eyes, her face more than enough to create doubt in each of their minds.

      "Very well," Onni sighed, loosening the tongue of the boot as far as possible before tugging it off.

      Aella gave the slightest gasp, and Carrick saw the flames dart over her fingertips. The same flames he'd noticed when they first met.

      "Ael."

      Her lip quivered as she forced the flames to stop. Fate, she looked young. Young and alone—with her big eyes and trembling jaw trying valiantly not to make a sound or show a single emotion. 

      Looking up from the swollen foot, Onni's eyebrows lifted in concern. "You alright, dear?"

      "I don't like—blood," Aella said, gasping in between words. "I'm okay."

      Looking towards her son again with hesitation, Onni peeled off the saturated sock, releasing a fresh flow of blood as the fibers pulled from the wound.

      Out of instinct, Carrick grabbed Aella's hand, and they both looked away, squeezing their eyes shut. He didn't like blood either—the smell, the sight—it made him nauseous and dizzy. Ironic two of the members of the Sun could easily faint at the sight of it. 

      "Here."

      Carrick opened his eyes to see Milo handing them two leaves. They were yellow edged, with red centers and nearly every shade of green spidering in between. "Iremia," Milo explained. "Rub it between your fingers and breathe in the scent."

      They both did, and his nausea subsided almost instantly. 

      "Milo is the first Alinac to be given a gift by Fate since Orion," Onni beamed.

      "But I don't have much skill in healing. Everything I learned, I learned in Avyso," he said, as if he had to explain why he wasn't making Aella's foot better within seconds. "Mom is the much better healer." 

      "For now," Onni patted him on the cheek before pouring a few oils into a basin of water. "Aella, place your foot in here and take off your shirt. We'll need to treat the Master scratches."

      "Master scratches?" Carrick glanced at her. "Masters scratch?"

      Aella nodded, doing as Onni asked. "In their Mastered form, they do. Their nails—well, you remember them." She pulled the shirt over her head, leaving just her undergarment. Milo's gaze visibly widened as he stared at the brand, the Scythe scar, and the thickened skin from the four-point arrow.

      Aella's body had long since turned into a mosaic of pain. 

      "Sorry," Milo cleared his throat as she caught him staring at it with mouth agape. "Tybalt and then Draven told us about all this happening to you. They said it made you weak, that you were an invalid barely strong enough to create a flame. They were trying to use it to make us lose hope in ever surviving so we would give up and transition into a Shadow. I thought they were lying, but you're—it was all true."

      "Except I can still fight."

      "Clearly," he smiled. "Can you lean forward?"

      She began to, exposing the long dragging marks around her neck and slashed into her back. They matched the marks of the scars on Kalen's skin and—Carrick's gaze moved to Milo. Since he had exited the cave, he'd put on a shirt, but you could still see the tips of scars rising against his neck and down his arms.

      "We all were scratched," he said, noting Carrick's look. "They thought it was funny to watch us hallucinate, but it also gave me enough practice to get pretty good at treating them."

      "Hallucinate?" Aella lifted her head to look at him. "Am I—"

      "You haven't been scratched before? With the other Masters?"

      "No—no. They feel like they're burning, like there is a hot iron or something causing them, but I'm not—when does it start?"

      "Within the next hour or two. I'll give you a drink, so you can sleep through it. Otherwise, it's pretty brutal."

      "How brutal? I have to be able to talk to them. They're going to have questions—"

      "I'm sure they're questions someone else can answer while you sleep through fevers and hallucinations," Milo argued, looking to his mom for support.

      "Aella, dear," Onni said gently. "You need rest. Trust what Milo's doing."

      "I do trust him. I do—it's just—"

      The door opened, and Aella stood, despite protests from both Milo and Onni. "Kil, I'm glad you're here. We need to—"

      "Are you okay?" He asked, without meeting her eyes. He stood in the doorway, not taking a single step inside as Aella faced him with dribbles of blood leaving the slashes around her body and slipping from her foot.

      "I'm fine. Killian, I'm sorry—I tried to tell Elodie—"

      He cut her off with a nod, still not looking at her. 

      "Killian—"

      "Um, we're leaving."

      The words dropped into the room. Aella stepped out of the basin of now bloodied water. "Leaving? Where are we going? Did Ender—"

      "No. Elodie and I are leaving." He wouldn't look at her. "We're going back to Parva. I thought you should know."

      Half-naked, coated in dried and fresh blood, cheeks reddening with the start of fever, Aella stared at him. And he still wouldn't look at her.

      "You can't do that." Carrick got to his feet too. 

      "We can. This isn't—"

      "You are the Sun. We are the Sun," Carrick interrupted. "What the—you can't just leave!"

      "We aren't the Sun. She hasn't allowed us to be the Sun since we all found each other. You know that as much as I do, Carrick. This was never how Fate intended this to work. It's not the Aether goes out to conquer the world only to return to a doting Sun meant to tend to wounds and fluff an ego. It's five points of an equal Sun."

      "Killian, I know that." Aella limped forward. "I never said—"

      "You didn't have to say anything. Three Masters. You have killed three Masters by going off by yourself each and every time. You have never once allowed us to help you, to include us in your plans, and you will be killed long before the colors return. I loved you, Aella. More than I loved life, I loved you and you—" his voice broke, eyes welling in tears. "You are destroying all of this, and in that, you are going to be killed, and I cannot watch that happen."

      Aella's mouth opened and shut with only small sounds of shock emitting. Then, she took a breath. "I know it seems like that. I know. But I don't—it's not like what you think. It won't be like that. It won't—"

      "You have proved three times that it will be. You are going to get killed, Aella. You are getting other people killed, and we don't want to be a part of it."

      "I don't understand," Milo ventured, looking at Killian in confusion. "She killed three Masters. What is there to be upset about?"

      Killian's gaze landed on him. "Who are you?"

      "One of the captives she freed. Draven was going to kill us all, instantly, if she showed up with any of you."

      "That's what he told—"

      "That's what he was going to do," he said firmer as his eyes flashed in a darkness brought on by horrendous events and knowledge of a person who had done everything it took to survive.

      "Not if we were able to kill him first—"

      Milo gave a short, harsh laugh while Onni moved to lay a hand on his arm, seeing the expression as well. "You are ignorant. I don't know what happened with the other two Masters, but I know that if she had showed up with any of you, Draven would've commanded Avyso to thrust roots through our hearts. If you think a Master couldn't command that in the breath it took to realize she wasn't alone, then you have never faced one and it is obvious. I doubt I would've made the choice she made. I doubt you would've, but she did and in doing so, she saved hundreds of lives—not causing them to end as you seem to think."

      "Six people died. She used an innocent man as a vessel to kill the Master. Can you imagine dying like that?"

      Milo inhaled and held his breath, stilling himself before dropping his tone to a less threatening one. "I don't think you understand what happened."

      "Is it true?"

      "Draven via Avyso killed the five, and that man, my grandfather, told her to kill him. It was the only way Draven could've fallen."

      Killian shook his head, moving back to the door. "There is always another way."

      "Killian, wait."

      He turned back to her, hand on the handle.

      "You can't leave," she whispered. "I—none of us will make it if you do."

      His expression hurt to look at. "You have to understand, Aelie. Three times—"

      "Where's Elodie? I need to talk to Elodie."

      He turned back to the door. "She doesn't want to talk to you."

      "She's leaving me!" she cried, panic building into her words. "She has to—"

      "Aelie, stop this. Stop. We're leaving. I hope we see each other again someday."

      Swearing, Carrick moved next to Aella. He'd give anything to have Ender there. "Killian, you can't do this. You aren't just leaving her; you're leaving all of us."

      Nodding, he turned the handle. "You can come with us if you'd like. We're offering it to Haylen too."

      Catching breath stuck in her throat, Aella let out a whimper, stumbling against her injured leg. As Carrick caught her, he felt the heat radiating beneath her skin. This couldn't happen right now.

      "Sleep on it," Onni said, watching Aella as well. "It's been a high-stress night. Decisions shouldn't be made like this."

      "It's nearly daytime—or what we think will be daytime. We can't wait." Killian twisted the knob and moved outside. He was wearing his prosthetic again. The whole reason he wasn't at Avyso was because his leg wasn't healed enough. And now he could just leave?

      "No," Aella whispered, pushing out after him.

      "Killian—Fate, Killian, we have to talk about this," Carrick said, moving out of the door and closing it behind him. "This isn't—Elodie?"

      "You were right here? This whole time, you were right here?" Aella asked, nearly whispering the questions.

      Elodie stood several feet away, now joined by Killian, with tears flowing down her face. "Aella—you can't—"

      "You wouldn't even tell me yourself? Elodie—you Shadowed coward." The words dropped into the space with a realization of how much anger they held. Killian and Elodie each stepped back as Carrick stepped forward, placing himself within arms' reach of Aella.

      "Aella, you have to see—"

      "What do I have to see, Elodie?" she snapped. "Please enlighten me, oh powerful, all-knowing, Elodie Rose. Tell me what it is I have to realize to make me understand why you are abandoning all of this?"

      "You murdered an innocent man—"

      "To kill a Master! I killed a man who was a hundred years old in order to kill a Master and save dozens of lives."

      "It doesn't matter—"

      "It doesn't matter?" she gave a short laugh. "Of course, it matters. Tell me, Elodie, how is it you would've done it? Maybe I can learn something."

      Clutching Killian's arm, Elodie took another step back in a real fear. Aella, however, did not back down. Sweat now trickled down Aella's face in constant streams, melding into the old blood and making it alive again. Her entire body shook, and her chest heaved with breaths coming far too rapidly while her eyes stared at Elodie in bloodshot fever. How could Elodie not see it? How sick she was? How could she listen to her self-proclaimed calling to heal and not intercede in this?

      "Tell me," Aella said, taking another step forward, swaying like she was drunk. "What would the great Elodie do if she had a Master whispering in her ear for months, exploiting every dark thought or insecurity she ever had? What would this moral highbred, Elodie, do if the Master told her she'd have to go alone, or else hundreds of people would be killed on sight? What would the next-to-a-deity, Elodie, do if she was pierced to the earth, unable to move, facing a man about to be killed by a Master before her own life ended? And what would she do when that man—who was about to meet his end anyway—told her to use his body to defeat a being ten times stronger than she? Can you please tell me what Elodie Rose would've done because, clearly, I missed a solution."

      Elodie choked, shaking her head, and Killian took a half step forward. "Aelie, that's enough. You're being cruel."

      "Cruel?" she laughed again. "Cruel? You told me—both of you—told me you would never leave and here you are? Two of the most Mastered—"

      "Aella, stop!" Killian yelled. "Stop. We're leaving. You can't stop us."

      Aella looked only at Elodie. "Do you have a solution yet? How I should've handled any of this differently?"

      "I wouldn't have gone alone," she whispered.

      "Then, you would've been responsible for a hundred lives gone."

      Elodie sobbed as Killian moved back to her side.

      "What is it you thought would happen when you joined the Sun?" Aella asked. "Did you think we'd be able to traipse about the clans, knocking off one Master after the other without a single wrong death?"

      "Aella—" Elodie's voice broke, and she fought to say the words. "You've changed. We don't—I don't believe in you."

      Aella stilled. 

      Carrick swore, rubbing his forehead. This couldn't be happening. This couldn't be happening.

      "What don't you believe in?" Aella asked quietly. "That I'll kill the next four, or the way I've already killed three?"

      Elodie forced her eyes to meet her gaze. "The world is ending, and I want to spend any remaining time we have with my family and the person I love."

      "That's what you believe too, Killian?" Aella asked. "You think that's worth abandoning the world for?"

      "I can't watch the person I loved more than anyone else continue to turn into this. This isn't you."

      Aella gave a short laugh. "This is me. Sorry you feel like you dated an imposter. Good luck telling your children about the time you turned your backs on the Sun." She turned, limping over the cobblestones to Onni's door.

      "Aelie, please—"

      She didn't look. She didn't acknowledge either of them again, letting the door slam behind her.

      "You can't do this," Carrick said, preparing to beg more than he ever had in his life. "You know you leaving will kill her—kill us. You know what it will do."

      "We've been thinking about it for a while," Elodie said. "We made our decision."

      "You can come with us," Killian offered, looking up at him. "You can see the same things we do. You could see Addison and Eddie again. We'll be going through Rhaelyn. We're going to talk to Haylen, too, before we go. We all have families to return to."

      "And Aella doesn't, is that it?"

      "That's not what I meant—"

      "It's exactly what you meant. Aella has nowhere else to go except to the next Master. No one, no clan, would allow her to return anywhere. She'd be driven out because she has a Fate destined job to do. You realize she has no choice, and yet you're taking away her hope of surviving?"

      Elodie looked away in shame. "This was never going to work. You know that."

      "What makes you think this hasn't been working? We have day and night back. The earth is being restored. All I have ever known about any of this is that Aella is someone to follow because her heart, her motives are to do good. Don't you see that?"

      "We don't see that." Killian shook his head, digging into this coat to pull out a letter. "Can you give this to her? At a better time? We figured you wouldn't leave with us."

      Carrick grabbed it, setting his jaw. "Go to the Shadows."
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        Haylen

      

      

      They ran into Elodie and Killian about an hour outside of Skye. Their packs were full, and Killian had his leg back on. In hushed tones, Killian explained that they were leaving. That they'd had enough, and that they would wait for Haylen if she wanted to go with them.

      She had stared at them, unable to form a single word while Ender argued, pleaded, tried everything he could to convince them.

      Eventually, Haylen had left, starting to walk back to Skye while ignoring their calls.

      Ender had jogged to catch up to her after a few minutes, and they were silent the rest of the way through the stone gates and to Onni's home.

      At the first knock on the door, Carrick opened it. "Did Killian and Elodie talk to you?"

      "Where's Aella?" Haylen asked as Ender nodded an affirmative to his question.

      Carrick ran a hand through his curly hair, looking anxiously behind him. "Sleeping. Onni gave her something. She was—the Master scratches made her sick, feverish, and she wouldn't let them treat her. She was just pacing on her bleeding foot, rambling things about Killian and Elodie, and she—did they really leave?"

      Haylen nodded, brushing a tear from her face. She'd had a constant stream since they'd left. 

      Carrick shook his head, crossing his arms over his chest as he looked at Ender. "I should've—I tried to stop them, but they weren't listening."

      "I did too. You can't force a decision on someone," Ender said, lowering his head slightly to move through the doorway. "Onni?" 

      The woman looked up. Aella was under a mound of blankets, invisible save for a neatly bandaged foot. She looked solemn, Onni did. Void of the wide grin and bustling movement, she sat vigil over Aella in quiet respect. "She'll be alright. I have never treated Master Scratches, but Milo, my son, knew what to do."

      "Your son?" Ender asked, glancing toward the dark-haired boy, washing his hands in a basin.

      Onni smiled with motherly pride. "The youngest of my boys. They're all gone, and I thought he was too until he walked through—" she dropped her words, unable to speak, but continued to beam at Milo.

      "That's wonderful, Onni," Ender said, nodding between the two of them. "Fate's given you a gift tonight."

      "Aella Aurellian has given us a gift." She lay a soft hand on the sleeping figure before her. "We owe everything to her, to all of you. Whatever the future may hold, we're eternally grateful for the Sun."

      Carrick and Haylen glanced at each other.

      "What happens—with a Master scratch?" Haylen asked—her voice hoarse, scratchy, weak. Not that she cared. She never cared about being the weak one. Though it turned out she wasn't. It was Elodie and Killian. The two people who had refused to speak to her when she told them she didn't want to join the Sun in the first place. Apparently, it was true—the notion that you hate what is most like yourself.

      Milo looked toward her. He held the same gaze his mother had, with warm brown eyes and gentle expressions. It felt safe, and it made her want to cry more. "I was in Avyso for three years—nearly four. I saw it a lot," he explained as he handed her a handkerchief. "The scratches cause fevers and delirium. It'll be best if she can sleep through it."

      "And she knew? That they—" she couldn't finish the words. Fate, she was so sad and tired and angry. Ender put an arm around her and let her turn against his chest as his other arm embraced her, knowing she craved a hug more than anything.

      Carrick sagged into a chair, sinking his head into his hands. "Killian gave me a note to give to her when she was ready."

      "What? He did?" Haylen asked, pulling away from Ender. "Did you read it?"

      He shook his head. "I didn't think it was my right."

      "What if it's something horrible? What if it—"

      "Then she can decide what she wants to do." He stood, pressing the palms of his hands into his eyes for several breaths before he muttered, "I need to go for a walk."

      "Want someone to go with you?" Ender asked.

      He shook his head and left, leaving the small room in an uncomfortable silence.

      "He loves her?" Milo asked. "Aella?"

      Ender nodded. "I don't think he realizes it yet."

      "He's the only one who hasn't left her," Haylen said, moving to Aella's side. "How long will she be asleep?"

      "Hopefully through the day and into the night," Milo answered as the door opened once more, bringing in Kepi and Kalen.

      "Kalen." Onni stood, wrapping the man in her firm embrace. "I couldn't believe—Milo told me you were there. Are you alright? Hungry? Thirsty?"

      Chuckling, Kalen gently prodded Onni off of him. "I'm fine. Thank you. You should be proud of your boy. He kept a lot of us alive."

      Milo rubbed his neck and shrugged off the praise as his mother placed a kiss on his cheek, making the man beside Kepi give a teasing smile before he moved forward to look at Aella.

      "She's going to be okay?" Kalen asked Milo. The way they interacted was of two people who had experienced unimaginable things together, knowing more about the other than human relationships typically allowed for.

      "I think so. It took her a while to get the drink in, but—she should be fine." He finished after some hesitation and a glance towards Haylen who was still intermittently needing to use the handkerchief he gave her to dry her tears.

      "We saw Carrick on the way here," Kepi said, looking from her to Ender. "They left?"

      "Yeah." Ender gave a sober nod. "We tried to talk them out of it, but they'd made up their minds. They miss their families."

      "If this continues, they won't have families," Kepi sighed.

      "She'll wake to hundreds bleeding their allegiance to her," Kalen said seriously. "I want to join you. So does Kep and dozens of others. If we can help, we want to."

      Kepi nodded. "I know more about Masters than anyone in Skye. I'll organize my maps, get things ready. The Sun is only an arbitrary symbol. There's an army willing to support her."

      "It's doesn't feel like it—arbitrary, I mean," Haylen said, keeping her eyes on Aella. "The connection we feel to each other—it's hard to explain. Before they left, it was lonely—but now, it feels devastating."

      "You've been on your own for months," Kepi said. "Anyone would feel alone after that, but you aren't. People all over the regions are praising your names. We have been ever since Tybalt told us who Aella was. You've never been alone, especially now."

      Haylen nodded, but it wasn't true. This wasn't loneliness.

      

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      She woke with a start, choking on the inhaled breath.

      "Ael?"

      Swinging her feet over the side of the cot, she ignored the rush of dizziness and the sharp pain in her foot. They had to leave. They had to—Fate, she was already on her way there.

      "Aella—" someone gave a curse and started toward her.

      "Stop," she shook her head, trembling uncontrollably. Her whole body ached and sweat rolled down her face though she didn't feel hot or flushed—she was freezing.

      "Aella, dear, please sit down."

      "No, no—we have to leave. We have to—she's coming. She's coming."

      "Who? Who's coming?"

      Their faces blurred in front of her, swimming in an endless sea of skin tones. She gasped, squeezing her eyes shut.

      "Milo, what is this? Is this part of it? Shouldn't she still be asleep?"

      "She should. This is—this is something different. Aella, can you hear me?" 

      "Of course, I can hear you," she snapped, bringing a hand to her forehead. A rush of heat was washing over her body. "She's coming, and we need to leave. Where's Kepi? I need to talk to Kepi."

      There was a silence.

      She forced her eyes open again to look at them, though she couldn't see them. "I need to talk to Kepi," she said slowly, so they had a chance of understanding her. 

      "You need to lay down."

      "I'm not laying down!" Her voice cracked under the pressure she'd held for Fate knows how many days. "You're not listening to me—"

      "Ael," it was Carrick. He stepped forward, his golden hair deciphering itself from the mass of blur. 

      "Carrick," her voice dropped in relief. "She's coming. We need to leave. She can't come into Skye."

      "Okay." His hands landed gently on her shoulders. "We understand. Sit down."

      She shook her head, closing her eyes again. "You aren't listening to me. You aren't—I can't sit down. We have to leave, and I have to talk to Kepi. Milista is coming."

      "Milista?" Milo's shocked voice pierced through her understanding next. She struggled to find him.

      "Milista's coming here? How do you know?"

      "She spoke to me. They can all speak to me. She's coming—"

      "Dear, you've been feverish with Master scratches," Onni attempted to explain. "You've had vivid dreams—"

      "It wasn't a dream. Please—"

      "I'll find Kepi," Ender said. "But Aella, sit down. You look ready to pass out."

      Half-stumbling, half-sinking, she somehow landed in a seat. Her head throbbed.

      "Who's Milista?" Haylen asked—her soft voice sounding for the first time.

      "Draven's lover," Aella muttered, slumping against the tall arms of the chair. Fate, she felt weak. Horribly weak—she wasn't recovering. She could feel it inside of her—the weakness. "She's cruel. I—" her words slurred, eyelids closing without the ability to authorize any of it. 

      Then, she woke again with a start. "I need—something to stay awake. I can't—" Her heart felt like it stopped—then returned in a flush of heat. Lurching forward, she grabbed the basin someone held out for her a second before she vomited everything in her stomach. Her whole body shook and buzzed. She couldn't feel her limbs or where her weight was in the room. 

      "Oh, my darling girl," Onni clucked, holding her hair back as Carrick held the rest of her. 

      "She should take another treatment," Milo said, his voice, itself, frowning. "She's not well enough to be awake yet."

      "No," Aella coughed over the saliva and bile coating her tongue. "No—Milista is coming." She spat in the basin, trying to sit up. "We have to leave." Her lips went numb first, then her cheekbones. The entirety of her consciousness filled with buzzing as she sunk against Carrick. The only part of her body she was aware of was the side of her face pressed against his chest and her sweat soaking his shirt.

      "There's no Sun," she whispered, feeling the remaining energy she had drain from her. "And we need to leave." Her eyes closed on themselves, and blackness took even the sense of Carrick holding her away.

      

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      He swore, closing his eyes. 

      Milo knelt next to her. "I should've given her another drink, but if Milista is actually coming—she needs to be able to wake quickly."

      The door opened, and Kepi stepped inside with Kalen close behind her. "What happened?"

      "She woke up, claiming Milista was coming and that we need to leave."

      Kalen stared at Milo with an unspoken expression and Kepi's eyes widened. "Milista? She said Milista?"

      As Milo nodded an answer, Kepi clutched her brother's arm before moving up the stairs with focus.

      "Who is Milista?" Ender asked.

      "She's another Master," Kalen explained with a glance towards Milo. They alone shared an understanding no one else did. "She arose the century after Draven and was his one true love. Draven used to say she was the only being on the earth greater and crueler than he was. Together they bore a dozen Spawn, all who live with and protect Milista."

      "If she were to come to Skye—" Milo stopped talking, looking at his mother. "Aella's right. We need to leave."

      "What happened?" Kalen asked, nodding to the girl slumped in the chair, looking paler than death. 

      "She woke up still feverish and throwing up," Milo explained. "It hasn't been long enough. I was going to give her another drink but—"

      "She needs to wake up," Kalen finished for him as Kepi came down the stairs with maps in hand. "Kep?"

      "We need to leave," she said, seriously, beginning to pile the parchments on the table. "Milo, you have to wake her up."

      "Kepi, I—"

      "Now," she cut off Milo's protest as she spread a map out. "Kalen, go tell Paloma to start reinforcing the boundaries. Tell her Milista's coming, and we don't know how much time we have."

      He nodded, leaving again without further questions.

      Milo exchanged glances with Carrick. "Kepi, I don't know how—"

      "Here," Onni interrupted, moving past her son to Aella's figure with a small vial. "It'd be best for her if everyone was calm and quiet. It's not good to wake up this way to chaos."

      Everyone stilled as she gently opened Aella's mouth and placed a few drops under her tongue.

      Nothing happened.

      Then, Aella sat up with a gasp, eyes widening as she lurched forward at something they couldn't see.

      Carrick grabbed her, crying out in pain as a sliver of ice sunk into his bicep while Ender pulled Haylen out of the way seconds before several more shards shattered into the wall. All around the room people had crouched, covering their heads and looking on with wide eyes and no knowledge of what the next move should be.

      "Aella!" Carrick snapped as her flames bit against him. "Aella, it's me—holy Shadowed—" he let go of her, and she scrambled away on her crushed foot. She faced them, hair down, jaw set, feet planted as electricity sparked up and down her arms, flames danced around blades of ice forming on her hands.

      "Holy Fate," Kepi murmured, mouth falling open.

      Milo subtly backed up, keeping his mother behind him.

      "Ael stop." Carrick stepped in front of Aella, hands raised.

      She stared at him, but it was clear by her gaze, she didn't know him. "Get out," she commanded. It was a voice he didn't recognize—clear, firm, full of authority, full of warning.

      "Aella—"

      "Get out. I won't let you do this."

      "We aren't doing anything," Haylen whispered, still huddled by Ender. "Aella, we're your friends—"

      Aella's cold eyes swiveled to her in one appraising glance, then moved back to Carrick.

      He cleared his throat. "Um, can everyone give us a minute?"

      There was a beat of silence, then Ender and Kepi stood and left the room without discussion. Onni and Milo followed with more hesitation, and then, Haylen stayed, two paces behind him. "Carrick?"

      "It's okay," he said, keeping his eyes on Aella. "I'll get you in a bit."

      She hesitated again but eventually left. 

      "Ael, do you know who I am?"

      "I know I asked you to leave."

      "I'm not going to."

      "That'd be a mistake."

      "I'm your friend, Aella. You came to live with us after Murnad fell—"

      "Murnad hasn't fallen." Her eyes flashed again.

      "It has, Ael, a year ago—a year ago, Murnad was destroyed, and you came to Rhaelyn. Do you remember?"

      There was a slight hitch in her demeanor.

      "Who do you think I am?"

      "You're one of Milista's children."

      "I'm not. I'm Carrick. The Sun's Ignis. We're in Skye right now."

      Another pause. The elements began to slip away but not entirely. She looked uncertain, scared, like her mind was betraying her. "I don't understand."

      "You killed Draven. He scratched you, and you've been delirious. You awoke a little while ago, saying Milista was coming, and then, you fell back unconscious. Onni had to give you something to wake you up, but I think you're still dreaming."

      She shook her head, bringing a palm to her forehead like the pressure could clear the muddled confusion. "Carrick." She paused over his name before nodding. "Murnad's destroyed."

      "Yeah, a year ago."

      "My family—" Closing her eyes, she dropped her hands back to her sides. When she opened them again, she had lost the commanding force they had held, leaving a sad, scared girl. Her gaze drifted to his arm. "Did I do that?"

      He glanced down at the blood seeping through the sleeve of his shirt. "You thought I was a Master Spawn."

      "I'm sorry." She took a step forward, gasping with pain as her weight landed on her injured foot. She stared down at it. "Fate—I'm sorry—I'm—where is everyone?"

      "You ordered them to leave."

      She looked up at him. "And they listened?"

      He smiled slightly. "You're very frightening when you're sleepwalking."

      Giving a short laugh, she rubbed her forehead. "We need to leave. Milista's coming. That was the truth."

      "We know. Kalen's telling the Head Commander now. They're reinforcing Skye, and Kepi's going over the maps with Ender. We're ready when you are."

      Sinking to the edge of a chair again, she let her head drop into her hands. "I feel so weak," she muttered. "Everything feels different."

      "It wasn't that long ago. Milo said you shouldn't even be awake yet."

      She shook her head. "It's because they left. I can feel it. Can you?" She lifted her eyes to his.

      Sitting next to her, he withdrew the letter. "Not like that. It does feel different though. Killian left you this."

      She took it, running her fingers over its edges. "Have you—"

      "I haven't read it. No one has. Want to be alone?"

      She shook her head, opening the letter with trembling hands. She stared at the page for far longer than it would take to read it before handing it to him, sinking her head into her hands once more.

      He read the words.

      

      Aelie,

      You were and always will be my first love. I'm sorry to end things like this. I cannot watch you continue down the path you're taking, and I know better than to try steering you away from it. Everyone can see you're strong, powerful, capable. But you're losing the girl I was in love with. I'm not saying this to hurt you. I'm only trying to explain. You were so beautiful, so light, without negativity. And now, you're different. 

      I hope one day our paths will cross again, but it can't be now.

      

      Killian

      

      "Are they outside?" she asked, standing up.

      He nodded in answer, re-reading the letter. That Shadowed piece of shit—he had no idea what he'd done to her—to them.
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      The door opened, and Aella stepped out, scanning the crowd gathered there with a tired gaze. "Sorry. I'm ready. What needs to be done?"

      No one spoke for a second, but Kepi stepped forward. "I have the maps we'll need. Commander Paloma is ensuring the borders are as protected as possible, and Kalen's getting supplies."

      Aella nodded, hugging her arms around her. "How long do you think we'll have?"

      "I don't know." Kepi shook her head. "Her lair is rumored to be a few weeks journey south from here, but with Draven—" she shook her head again. "You didn't see anything specific? You woke up yelling at us to leave—that she was coming."

      "I don't know. It was just—her talking to me I think, and a feeling. I don't—" she shook her head, pressing a palm against her forehead.

      "It's okay," Kepi nodded without comment of doubt or further questions. "Haylen, have you seen anything?"

      "I've tried, but I haven't been able to. I don't think—it feels different since—" she stopped talking, looking at Aella.

      "I feel different too," Aella sighed, looking at her feet, then up to everyone still staring at her. She cleared her throat, preparing to mask everything she was experiencing for their sake. "How much daylight do we have left?"

      "Two, three hours max," Ender answered.

      "Has anyone destroyed Avyso?"

      "No, no one could."

      "You tried?"

      "A few people did," Kalen answered. "Myself, Beau, and Cove with fire. Some Aer's tried after us, but she's too strong."

      Aella's fingers kneaded her forehead and her eyes dropped to the ground again. "I think Carrick and I will be able to. Our flames—they're strong when they join. Avyso will be looking for a new owner, and if Milista finds her first—"

      "We can camp near there tonight," Kepi nodded.

      "We?" Aella let her hands drop, and she found Ender. "End?"

      "More want to join us," he said softly. "People from Avyso, Kepi, a few—"

      She shook her head. "No. No, we can intercept Milista before she comes here. They've been through—you have been through enough," she addressed the people present from Skye. "This can be your home again. You have already dealt with—"

      "I was in Avyso for four years, Aella," Kalen interrupted her. "Milo also. The people of Skye have known the effects of Masters when other clans didn't realize they existed. This has been our fight for longer than it has been yours, and we will not sit back now."

      As Aella looked at him, the fight she'd held since Rhaelyn seemed to drain from her, a release of control she never had but tried to grasp. She only nodded, turning back to Onni's, pausing with a hand on the door. "How long until everyone is ready?"

      "Fifteen minutes," Ender answered.

      "Good. We'll meet at the gate," she muttered. Then pushed her way inside. This, time Haylen followed her.

      "Aella—" Haylen began, though she really didn't know what to say. She looked at Carrick, holding the letter he'd kept in his pocket since they left. It was open.

      "We're leaving in fifteen," Aella said, addressing him though not meeting his eyes.

      "Okay," he cleared his throat, subtly running a sleeve over his face before stuffing the letter back in his pocket. "What should I do?"

      "I need clothes—shoes. Where—"

      "Yours were ruined," Haylen answered. "Your foot was impaled."

      "Fate—that's right. I have to find—"

      The door opened and Kepi peaked her head in, looking between the three of them. "What do you need?"

      "Clothes, shoes," Aella winced, pressing a hand into her head again. "I have a headache."

      "I'll make you something, dear," Onni said, bustling back into her own home as Kepi held the door open and asked someone behind her to find Aella some clothes. Then, she entered as well, moving up the stairs to where Finn was still sleeping

      Milo started packing herbs into small parcels, listening to his mother as she attempted to teach him everything she knew about healing in the remaining fifteen minutes they'd have together. Carrick stood to help Ender gather flasks for Haylen to begin filling with water, leaving Aella to stand in the middle of the room with a look of lost overwhelm.

      "Aella, are you okay?" Haylen asked tentatively.

      "Yeah—uh yeah, just a headache." She cleared her throat, winced, and turned to attempt to disguise all of it.

      "Here, love." Onni handed her a glass, while briefly cupping a hand around her cheek. Then, she clucked her tongue. "You're still burning up."

      "I'm okay—um, where's my pack?"

      Ender looked up, studying her before straightening. "Probably still in your room. I'll get it. Aella, you look—"

      "Keira's not working. I don't know why. It worked before without them," she shook her head. "It's fine. I'd just be able to move faster with it." She raised the glass to her lips, forcing down the liquid.

      Before any of them could say anything else, Kalen reappeared, handing Aella a stack of clothes, boots, and the missing pack tucked under his arm.

      "Thank you," Aella said, hurriedly slipping on the leggings then switching out the long nightshirt for a black tunic and brown coat, which was several sizes too big. She grabbed the boots, shoving her wounded foot inside and tightly lacing the leather.

      Milo grimaced, looking down at it. "I should—"

      "We don't have time," she cut him off, taking the pack and stuffing water and supplies into it. Standing, she turned to Onni. "Thank you—for everything. I hope we'll see each other again someday."

      "We will." Onni pressed her hands into Aella's cheeks and planted a kiss on her forehead. "We will, my dear. Don't let them defeat you." 

      She nodded without speaking again. Then, moved to the door and left.

      Kepi returned down the stairs, Finn in one arm, her pack in the other. "I just fed him," she whispered. "He'll be alright for a few hours. I—"

      "We'll be fine," Onni said, taking the unsuspecting child from his mother. "He'll be happy and healthy and will be anxiously awaiting his momma's return."

      "You're leaving him?" Haylen asked as the endless tears made their reappearance. "Kepi, I'm—"

      "It wouldn't be safe for him to come along," Kepi answered, choking over emotion in her throat, though not crying. "I have to go—no one else knows what I do."

      "You could teach us—you could—"

      She shook her head. "There's no time."

      "Finn will grow up knowing his mother helped bring back the colors, and that's a powerful thing," Ender said.

      Kepi glanced at him with a nod, kissed Onni on both cheeks, and left without another word. After holding the door open for his sister's exit, Kalen crossed the room, laying a soft kiss on Finn's forehead, then one on Onni's.

      Onni grabbed the man's hand. "You won't leave him?"

      Giving a soft chuckle, Kalen glanced at Milo. "Never Onni. I swear it to you." Squeezing her hand, he left after his sister.

      "Bye, mom," Milo whispered, tucking himself into her free arm and wrapping his around both mother and baby. "I love you."

      Tears streamed down her face as she hugged him to her. "Bye, my boy. I'm so proud of you and love you so, so much. When you come back, I'll prepare all your favorite meals, and we'll—" her voice broke, but with a smile. Releasing him, she patted his cheek. "We'll be a family again."

      Milo nodded, running a sleeve over his eyes. Unable to say anything else, he left as well.

      "You take care of my boy," she choked as Ender moved to say goodbye. "And my girl, Kepi, you take care of her. You're a strong, strong man. She needs a strong man."

      He blushed brilliantly—enough to make Haylen chuckle despite the emotion mounting in the room. "Onni I—"

      "I've learned a lot of things in my years," she smiled, placing a hand on his neck to lower him for a kiss on each cheek. "I couldn't have picked a better man myself."

      He chuckled. "Thank you—I'll bring them both back to you."

      "You better. Come here, my angels." She moved to Haylen and Carrick. Still holding Finn, she gave them both hugs. "You beautiful, brave souls. I eagerly await your return. Don't lose hope."

      Haylen nodded, returning the hug before leaving the room. Leaving was the hardest—it was always the hardest. She begged for the day to come when she'd arrive at a place like Skye and be able to stay. 

      Carrick followed her out.

      "You read the letter?" she asked.

      He nodded.

      "And?"

      "And Aella's hurt, overwhelmed, and sad. And Killian's an idiot."

      Looping an arm around his, Haylen leaned her head on his shoulder. "You miss your family?"

      "How do you do that?" He gave a short laugh, looking down at her.

      "I think that's why they left. It was too lonely—this is lonely."

      Carrick's hands dropped into his pockets, his gaze drifted to the path they were following to the square. "It is. I would give anything to see Eddie right now. Addison too. Even people who used to annoy me—anyone that connects me to who I was before all this."

      "I never said goodbye to my dad. I was too mad he was forcing me into something I didn't want to do, but I think he knows—that I didn't mean it. I think he knew that. Were you tempted—to leave with them?"

      Stopping, he looked at her with a severe enough expression she nearly laughed.

      "I wouldn't—I would never. You know that," she said. "But there's always a part of me that wants to leave, to see them again before it's too late—if it's not already too late. And seeing all these people, reuniting with their families only to choose to leave again—"

      "Aella doesn't have a family."

      "What?"

      "She doesn't. Her family was killed a year ago tomorrow. Jace died, and Killian left. She doesn't have any family to return to. That's what Killian did to her when he left."

      "She has us."

      "It's not the same as someone who knew you from the day you were born. If I didn't have Addie and Eddie—even Rhaelyn itself—I don't know what I'd do."

      "Aella's tough. She'll be okay," she said—but not convincingly. It was true. If the last person you knew from your childhood decided you had turned into something so irreversibly wrong that they didn't want to be around you anymore—that had the power to destroy a person.

      "She's not that tough," he muttered, then looked up as she cocked her head to the side in curiosity at the words. "I mean she is—obviously. But this is—" he shook his head, frowning at the crowd they could see forming near the gate.

      "So you never thought about leaving with them?"

      "Not for a second," he glanced at her, before moving to the crowd, meeting Milo at the back of the group.

      "They're ready to fight with you," Milo explained as they joined his side. "Word spread that we were leaving."

      "All these people?" Haylen asked. There had to be at least twenty people there—all young, strong, fit with various weapons and serious expressions. Another group of family members and loved ones stood further away, waving goodbye, and drying their eyes. It was how she imagined going to war would feel—of course, that's what they were doing.

      "They all want to follow her, you, the Shattered Sun."

      "The Shattered Sun? That's what they're calling us?" 

      "Yeah," he shrugged as Carrick and Haylen exchanged glances. "After what Aella did in Avyso—people have a lot of faith in her. What she's done for us, what you've done for us—" he corrected. "We're in your debt. More wanted to come, but Paloma selected those you see for the best chance to travel light and fight well."

      "Where is she? Aella?" Carrick asked, scanning the crowds. 

      Milo stood on his tiptoes and pointed over the heads of everyone. Kalen was addressing the crowd, doling out tasks and coordinating teams while Ender and Kepi pored over the maps and planned the route. Behind them, nearly unnoticed by the crowd despite being the focus, Aella stood, looking sad and lost.

      "Are you okay?" Carrick pressed into their minds, causing Aella to look up to find them.

      "Where are you?"

      Without comment, Carrick moved away from them, weaving through the crowd until Aella saw. Letting her hands drop to her side, she limped to meet him. And at the backdrop of dozens of people prepared to die for them, the Shattered Sun, Carrick held her, and Aella let him.

      "Do you think they've figured it out yet?" Milo asked.

      Haylen smiled, glancing at him. "He's her family. Though, he doesn't know it—I don't think they will until this is over, and they're able to look at each other without thinking about killing the next Master. I used to see them, with my Meyotas, before Killian and Elodie left. I'd see them in the future, and they're happy. Aella's always laughing, Carrick's always grinning, and they're always together. It's beautiful. I hope it's true."

      "And you? Where's your future?"

      She shrugged. "I never see mine. I don't know if I make it."

      Milo stared at her. "Why?"

      "It's just a feeling. I used to see snippets of everyone else's—Killian's, Elodie's, even Ender's—but never my own. It's alright, though," she added quickly, seeing his expression.

      "I don't think it's alright that you think you're going to die—that you have no future."

      "I'm not planning on it. It's just a feeling. And I'm at peace with the feeling. She's worth following to your death. That's what you all are signing up for."

      He looked at her, then back to Carrick and Aella. "Your other friends didn't think so. He's clearly in love with her, but you, what's your reason to stay?" It wasn't an accusing question, more a curious one.

      "I did leave her once—or more refused to join her—and she nearly died because of it. Aella—doesn't deserve to be left. She's our only hope out of this. Maybe I see that clearer because I left and came back, but she's—" she shook her head, unable to find the words she wished she could. If she had found them, Killian and Elodie would still be there. "I won't leave her when she doesn't deserve to be left."

      Milo was quiet, observing her closely before giving a single nod. "You're a brave woman, Haylen."

      

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      Her foot ached, blood squishing—squelching—around in her shoe like a puddle of thickening gelatin. Holding onto the straps of her pack, she tried not to think about it—the sight or the smell—she closed her eyes and breathed as the weakness slinked into her very core. It was as if her body only now realized the damage done to it over the last five months and was making up for lost time. It terrified her—the change since Elodie and Killian left—and yet, she had to be a leader. People, who had been in prison for most their lives, left their families to follow her. The least they deserved was an Aether who didn't look ready to pass out.

      As the sun and moon began to sink below the horizon, taking the last slivers of light before the freezing night settled in, they reached a clearing large enough for their party and within a short walk of Avyso. "Kepi," Aella cleared her throat, limping to the front of the line as people paused for water. "I think we should set up here."

      "Here? We're still a quarter-mile outside of Avyso."

      "I know. Carrick and I will go ahead and destroy her. It'd be too dangerous having everyone close."

      "And if you can't destroy her?"

      "Then we'll come back."

      "We're camping here?" Kalen asked, moving to them.

      "Yes," Aella said at the same time Kepi replied, "I don't know."

      "Aella, you're not well," Kepi said. "It's not safe for the two of you to go alone."

      "To destroy Avyso?" Kalen looked at her. "You won't be alone. Cove, Beau, and I will go with you. Milo too, in case anything happens. But this is a good place to camp."

      Kepi nodded with relief her brother had interceded when he did. "That's a better plan."

      Taking and holding a breath, Aella turned to find the two young men left with Milo in Avyso when the ladder closed. Her eyes itched with exhaustion and all she wanted to do was sleep.

      "Three additional Ignis will be helpful even if we aren't the Sun, Aella," Kalen stated with neither an argument to plead his side nor a condescending point made. It was only a statement beyond her control, so she nodded consent.

      As Kalen left to tell the two Ignis and Milo what was about to happen, Kepi returned to Aella. "Ender told me you can communicate? In your minds?"

      "Um yeah, but only within a certain distance. I can't talk to Killian and Elodie."

      "But you'll be able to stay in contact with Haylen? While you're destroying Avyso?"

      "Hopefully."

      "You will be," Ender interjected, walking up to them with Haylen by his side. "I'll stay with her and follow behind only to the point you can still talk. If you lose us, wait until we catch up again."

      Aella only nodded. On one side, it was nice to have adults taking over again—making decisions that would override her own. On the other side, it was stifling.

      "Ael, just let him be the mother he tries so hard to pretend he isn't."

      Aella gave a small smile, looking back at Haylen who laughed. Ender frowned between them, then at Carrick who'd started walking over to them. "Which one of you made fun of me with your hidden words?"

      Carrick grinned. "We would never do that, End."

      "You do, all the time. I want you both back here safely within two hours."

      "Don't start worrying until three," Carrick said, shrugging his pack off to grab his coat.

      "Too late for that," Aella quipped. "End, you'll get wrinkles if you keep your face like that for too long."

      His frown broke into a reluctant chuckle as he placed a hand on her shoulder. "You look like death, and I want to make sure you don't become it. You'll follow the plan, yeah?"

      "I will," she promised. Walking a few steps away, she pressed into Haylen's mind. "Tell Ender you can still hear me."

      Haylen grinned, nudging his arm and telling him the message. Giving him a wink as he shook his head at her, Aella started the return to Avyso.
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      "Well?" Cove raised his split eyebrow, looking at Aella expectantly.

      Her response was to raise a hand at him while studying the earth without comment.

      Beau gave a short laugh. And Kalen shot a look at them.

      "We have a right to know what's happening," Cove grunted. "We're all going to be destroying this thing. Let's just start blasting it with fire—"

      "Shhh." Aella knelt against the earth, pressing an ear to the dirt.

      "Did she just shush you?" Beau laughed harshly. 

      "Shut up and let her talk to her," Milo muttered.

      "Her." Beau grunted. "It's a pit—"

      "She is a soul who decided living in the earth was better than death," Aella interrupted, getting stiffly to her feet and moving past the others.

      "Then, she's a bitch who needs to be put in her place," Beau stated, stepping forward and shooting his flames at the ground. 

      With a flick of her wrist, Aella engulfed them. "If you continue to act idiotically, I will have you leave."

      Carrick took a seat on a nearby log next to Milo. The two Ignis cousins had no idea who they were arguing with, but they'd find out soon enough.

      "You can't destroy this without us," Cove said, growing colder. "We're—us three—are the only three Ignis in all of Skye."

      "Is that meant to impress me?" she asked, exhibiting the same coolness.

      "We're—"

      Kalen cut Beau off with a single shake of his head. "Someday you two will realize your level of naivete and regret this entire conversation. What has Avyso been saying?"

      "She's waiting for Milista. She's excited for a female captor."

      "Does she know you're here to destroy her?" 

      Nodding, Aella took a few more steps, studying something in the dirt. "Something's off—I feel—" She ducked, just as the Scythe flung over her head.

      Carrick barely had time to swear before grabbing Milo and forcing them both to the earth as two Makhairas wedged into the stump behind them.

      "Ael, to your right!" He yelled, surging to his feet as Aella grabbed the shaft of the Scythe and flung it back into a man. Whoever he was looked at them as he held the blade sunk into his abdomen, before stumbling back and disappearing into the shifting sands leading to Avyso's belly.

      "What was that? A Spawn?" Kalen asked, studying the trees for any further movement. He had gotten to his feet with the casualness one would use to greet an expected guest at his front door, and the way he asked the question, you would think he was merely inquiring about the weather.

      "I don't think he was a Spawn," Aella took a breath, peering into the trees as well. "He died too easily—A Shadow? Holding the place for Milista?"

      "An Avyso Shadow," Cove muttered.

      "Avyso Shadow?" Carrick asked.

      "People who transitioned while prisoned," Kalen explained. "It didn't happen often, but sometimes everything would get to be too much, and someone would do it. The Avyso Shadows are loyal to Avyso and the Master who holds it."

      "I didn't—there weren't any Shadows when I entered," Aella said.

      "He sent them out to guard the woods in case anyone came after you. When you killed him, they fled to hide until the next owner of Avyso, but I guess they're taking orders from Milista now."

      All six of them dropped into silence, staring into the blackness and not wanting to light the flames which would allow them to see anything.

      "Aella? Carrick?"

      "Be on watch for Shadows," Carrick warned Haylen as Aella continued to study the trees. "There are Shadows from Avyso holding it for Milista."

      A pause. "You're okay, though?"

      "Yeah, we're fine."

      "Hale, do you see anything?" Aella asked.

      "No, I still can't. I've been trying—"

      The leaves rustled.

      At least two sets of flames hit the spot, and there was a scream of pain.

      The attacks seemed to speckle around them in a haphazard fight, which was not skilled but could be the cause of your death from nothing more than random sequence. Next to Carrick, Milo flicked his hands, letting roots erupt through the earth and splinter into the trees, rippling into bodies with a deathly precision. He could hear Cove and Beau, yelling to each other as their flames made contact, and he could see Kalen, with his casual stance, hands barely lifted—yet carrying his force of flames.

      Turning, Carrick tried to find Aella. He could feel the heat of her flames, but—

      A horrible series of cracks broke into his ears, taking all sensations as he was lifted off his feet and slammed backwards in rush of light and heat.

      Instinctually, his eyes squeezed shut against the ringing in his ears, but flew open again as someone grabbed his arm, pulling him aside while the tree he was near splintered into a million pieces. Milo stared at him with a wide gaze, still gripping his arm as the ground began to buck beneath them. It groaned, rippling like a sheet shaking in the wind. The earth itself was screaming in pain.

      Another blast, though a smaller one, threw him painfully to his knees, and he saw Kalen braced against the rolling surface, filling the pit with his flames.

      "Carrick, help—"

      Fighting to his feet, he searched through his watering eyes and the dust filled atmosphere to find her.

      "There," Milo pointed, grabbing his arm again.

      In a cloud of smoke, Aella stood, sweat pouring down her face as she shook with the effort to keep her flames pressed into the earth-soul.

      Stumbling over the shaking ground, he reached her side and let his flames join hers in a magnifying combination of force.

      It was beginning to erode, the edges sluffing off and turning into a pit instead of the fabled abyss. The earth grew warm, hardening and cracking around them. 

      Cove and Beau added their flames just as a sound of rushing water moved beneath his feet, surging into the newly opening reservoir.

      Another roar burst through him as he was yet again flung back in a cloud of blurred vision and expelled breath until he was begging it to reenter his being. Squeezing his eyes shut a few times, he tried to get his mind to catch up with his body—or body to his mind.

      "Carrick—Carrick, are you there?" It was Haylen.

      Sitting up, half amazed he could, he looked around him.

      "We heard the explosion. Are you there? Aella?"

      "I'm here. Avyso's gone," he answered

      "Everyone alright?" Kalen yelled from somewhere. 

      A few groans and curses made known Beau and Cove were alive. 

      "Ael?" Carrick coughed again, rubbing the dirt from his eyes. Standing, he shook the earth from his clothes and let his flames dance over his fingers, illuminating the area. "Aella?"

      Avyso had split into a vast cavern, rushing water now beginning to fill its depths. The width was at least thirty feet, the length nearly twice that, and it seemed to sink endlessly deep. The surrounding trees and foliage were eaten by the quickly filling pool, torn from their roots in the explosion.

      "Ael!" He yelled again, cupping his hands around his mouth. 

      "Carrick, is Aella okay? I can't reach her."

      "I don't know. Aella, so help me Fate, if you don't answer us—"

      Milo groaned, sitting up only enough to peer over the edge. "I tried to grab her—I tried—Aella?"

      Joining him, Carrick saw Aella sitting cross-legged on a small ledge built into the side of the reservoir watching the water filling to the surface.

      "Ael," he called for a third time, finally making her look up at them. Her face was covered in soot and dirt, hair blown back in wisps making her look half-mad. He couldn't read her expression and didn't know if he should be more concerned or less when she turned back to the wall, creating small steps in the pit to join them.

      "Are you okay?" Milo asked, offering an outstretched hand.

      "Yeah. I was just standing too close." Her voice reminded Carrick of after the lake, when there was no inflection or thought to it. "I was talking to Avyso when she died. It was—" she shook her head to clear it. "Are you two okay?"

      "That didn't feel as good as beating Raina in capture the flag."

      Aella looked at him and gave a small laugh, a smile cracking through the eerie expression. "It did not."

      "Guys, Ender is about ready to come over there. Is Aella okay? Have you found her?"

      "I'm good," she replied. "We'll meet you back at camp."

      "You're sure?"

      "Yeah, we'll meet you there. Just be careful. There might still be some Avyso Shadows."

      There was a significant hesitation. "Carrick?" Haylen asked, letting his name be the full question.

      Aella rolled her eyes at him, and he chuckled, relieved by the act. It was what she would've done back in Rhaelyn, before all of this. She was okay. "We're good," he said. "We'll tell you more later."

      "Milo, can you hear me?" Kalen yelled from the other side. "Are you okay?"

      "Yeah," Milo yelled back. "I'm with Carrick and Aella. You?"

      "Cove's burned pretty bad. Can you make it to us?"

      "Be right there," Milo called, getting to his feet before grunting, "Beau probably mistook him for Avyso. You're okay?" He asked, looking at both of them, but eyes lingering on Aella's foot. "Able to walk?"

      "Yeah," she answered, taking a few—heavily limped—steps.

      Milo was not comforted. "I'll try to do something else when we get back to camp. I don't—I wish I knew more."

      "It's fine," she waved him off. "It'll be sore for a few days. It would be strange if it wasn't. We better check on Cove."

      Watching her begin to pick a path around the edge, Milo looked at him and Carrick only shrugged before following after her.

      On the other side, the three Ignis were huddled together under a tree, five feet from the edge.

      Cove was gasping for breath, clutching his leg with one hand while holding his other arm tightly against his body. He trembled in pain and the effort it took to not be outwardly whimpering.

      Kalen held his hand out for light, illuminating the angry, blistering burns across Cove's left leg, right arm, and torso.

      "When did this happen?" Aella asked as Milo knelt beside him.

      "It wasn't our flames," Beau tried to explain, still staring at the edge of Avyso. "It's—"

      "Shadowed Fire?" Milo asked, peering closer.

      Cove nodded, keeping his jaw locked and his eyes closed. Beads of sweat pilled on his ashen face.

      "Milo, you've never treated Shadowed burns successfully. Right? Have you? I—holy Mastered hell—this is—is he going to die? He's dying—"

      Kalen smacked Beau on the back of the head to end the rant. "No one's dying," he grunted, but for the first time that night a hint of unease touched his expression.

      "I'm going to die?" Cove's lip quivered as he stared at Aella. "I'm—you can't help me? You can't—this is it? Oh, Fate—holy Fate—dear Fate—this can't be it—this can't—"

      "You won't die," Carrick cut him off. "I was burned worse than this with Shadow Fire, and I survived."

      Cove's eyes latched onto him. "You—when?"

      "A long time ago, before all this. There's a treatment for it."

      "And you know—the treatment?" he gasped, looking back at Aella.

      Nodding, she knelt next to Milo. "You will be fine."

      He stared at her, his gaze frozen to hers, his body shaking. Then he nodded, glancing over at Beau.

      Beau crossed his arms tightly over his chest and looked between them and his cousin with marked apprehension.

      "Carrick, hand me that rock—you see it?" she asked.

      He nodded, handing her a stone with a foot-by-foot flat surface. She set it down in front of her, stretching her own injured leg to the side. "Kalen, you have alcohol?"

      "Some of Christa's."

      "Perfect. I'll need that."

      "You can't pour Christa's on there!" Beau exclaimed. "That stuff alone can burn you. It's not made for wounds—"

      She turned her gaze to him. "Would you rather try helping him first?"

      "No," Cove gasped. "Beau—shut up."

      Beau's lips tightened. 

      "Milo, do exactly as I do. I'll need your help making it."

      Milo shifted beside the stone, waiting for the first instruction.

      "You do know what you're doing—don't you?"

      She glanced up at Carrick. "I hope so."

      "What's going on? What are you trying to do?" Haylen asked.

      "Haylen, I thought you left," Aella said with mild annoyance as she made the first ingredient, Milo following suit.

      "Ender didn't trust either of you, and it sounds like he was right. What happened?"

      "Cove got burned by Shadow Fire," Carrick answered, watching Aella closely as she and Milo constructed different plants and saps before breaking them down in various ways and adding them to the alcohol.

      "Shadowed fire? Oh no—is he—Fate, is he going to die?"

      "Why does no one believe I know the cure? Honestly—Elodie wasn't the only Terre of the Sun, you know," Aella said with her normal confidence, but even as she did, her hands began to shake—just a tremble at first, then a full movement that could not be un-noticed by all watching.

      "Ael?"

      "I'm fine," she grunted. "Just without Keiria—I need a second."

      "A second? He doesn't have a second!" Beau's voice rose in panic.

      Milo looked across the stone at her. "Fate, you're using too much power. With Avyso and now—"

      Slumping forward, she caught herself before falling on the rock.

      "Aella?" Kalen questioned tentatively. 

      She didn't answer but took a deep breath and forced herself to straighten. Her face was nearly the same color as Cove's.

      "Make the smallest amount and tell me what to do," Milo said. "I can do the rest."

      She nodded. "It's almost done—Fate—"

      "For Shadow's sake, you have a cut foot," Beau protested harshly. "You aren't dying—"

      "Alright." Kalen grabbed Beau by his shirt collar, forcefully pulling him up.

      "What the—"

      "Shut up," Kalen grunted. "Or I'll do it myself. You know I would."

      Beau's face darkened, but he didn't say anything else.

      "We'll be waiting over here," Kalen said, moving them out of sight.

      "Sorry—" Cove shivered, teeth clattering together. "He's—we're family. We're all—there is—"

      Aella glanced at him, then turned back to the rock, producing another plant as Milo did the same. "Split down the middle and—" she took another breath, pressing her palm against her head. "Draw out the nectar."

      Milo nodded, taking his knife and transecting the rods to let a thick liquid drip into the alcohol. "Good?"

      "Yes. Do you know how to make Oneir?"

      Milo hesitated. "Won't that put him in a coma?"

      "What?" Cove started, looking at her. 

      "Not if used topically. Only if he drinks it. It'll—"

      "Take away the effects," Carrick murmured. "It's Malak's potion, but the Oneir will take away the after-effects?"

      She nodded as Milo set to work on making it. "I got Magdalen to show me before we left Rhaelyn."

      "How is it going?" Haylen asked.

      "Aella's used too much power and looks like hell."

      "I'm fine," Aella grunted, looking back at him with a frown—which would've been more convincing if she wasn't so gray. "You should go back to camp. They should be warned about the Shadows."

      There was a long pause in which she imagined Haylen relaying the message to Ender. "You sure you'll be okay getting back?"

      "Yeah, we're fine. I just need to sleep."

      Carrick quirked an eyebrow at her with a pointed expression that this wasn't just because she was sleep deprived.

      She ignored him.

      Accepting some bandages from Milo, she took the mixture and soaked the cloth before beginning to wrap it tightly over Cove's arm and torso while Milo did the same on his leg. Cove visibly began to relax.

      "Thank you—thank you—" he murmured, a stuporous smile playing over his lips as he closed his eyes and sighed in relief. "That feels soooooo good."

      "Can you stand?"

      "Probably," he slurred. "I think I could do anything." He pushed himself to his feet, swaying considerably.

      As Aella stood, Cove grabbed her face in his hands and kissed her forehead. "Thank you!" He exclaimed before stumbling off into the woods.

      "Fate—" they heard Kalen mutter. "I got him," he called. "I'll get them back to camp."

      Milo chuckled before turning to Aella. "Want me to look at your foot now?"

      "It's not the foot. It's me—without them. Everything feels wrong."

      "Ael, you've barely had a rest since they left," Carrick argued. "You need a break."

      "Maybe," she shrugged, though as an end to the discussion and not an agreement.

      By the time they got back to camp, she could barely keep her eyes open.

      "Fate Aella," Ender greeted them.

      "I need to sleep," she murmured, nearly tipping over—she would've if Carrick hadn't grabbed her shoulders firmly to keep her upright.

      Ender looked at him, and he just shook his head.

      "Here." Ender moved to a tent, holding the canvas cloth open for her. Stumbling in, she half lowered, half fell onto a mat. Within seconds, she was sleeping. 

      "What happened?" Ender asked after taking off her boots, placing a blanket over her, and fastening the canvas clasps.

      "It was too much. The Shadow attack, destroying Avyso, helping Cove—" he shook his head, running a hand over his face. "Shadowed hell, Ender."

      "Milista's children destroyed Murnad. Haylen saw something about it after you were already returning. Haylen said Milista had wanted to kill Aella before she even had a chance to become an Aether but obviously wasn't able to. She's been waiting for something like this to happen to attack again."

      "Something like this," Carrick repeated, shoving his hands in his pockets. "Where's Haylen?"

      "Resting. After the vision, she sobbed—couldn't tell anyone what it was about for a while—and eventually, she fell asleep. I think she's being affected by it, too—the loss of Killian and Elodie. Are you?"

      "I haven't had to use Keiria, and I don't have anything more special than that. We've been surviving off Haylen's Meyotas and Aella's ability to push through anything, and now they're gone. You'd think they would've known this would happen. They had to have—Elodie knew everything there was to know about the Sun. I don't understand this."

      Ender nodded, not needing to say anything more and resting a brief hand on his back. "Get some rest. There are others on watch for the night."

      "I can—"

      "Get rest, Carrick. There's a long road ahead of all of us."

      

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      "Aella Aurellian. I haven't had much luck entering your mind with my dead lover always there. How are you?"

      She couldn't answer.

      "Of course, you aren't well. Your little crew was like a feeble bandage that disintegrated the minute too much pressure hit. Now, you're left to bleed out alone just as little Haylen Ealie predicted all those days ago. You don't even have the strength to talk back to me, is that right?"

      Again, no response.

      "It's refreshing, really. Draven told me how cheeky you were, how stubborn. He loved it. The cat and mouse game, but I find it annoying. I'd rather you listen, and I talk. I don't care to hear how you're somehow going to overcome all of this and destroy the rest of us. Four whole, unblemished and uninjured Masters while you are this pathetic little creature, unable to even kill Avyso without the help of others."

      She shook, her breath hitching.

      “Close to a year ago, one of my children sunk a Scythe into you while another killed your entire family. That was supposed to be the end. It should've been the end, but if we're honest, that was the moment that sent you permanently on this path. Grief causes you to do stupid things, rash things, things that get other people hurt, and you, Aella Aurellian, have been grieving for an entire year now. Your time has finally arrived."

      "Aella!"

      Someone grabbed her shoulders, shaking her awake. 

      She started, choking over the air flooding into her. Then, she coughed, trying to sit up. It was dark still. Her heart pounded against her chest. Her fingers moved over the canvas wall to her right and hit someone to her left. Fear clutched her heart to the point it seemed impossible to beat, to pump blood through her body.

      "Ael—"

      She tried to breathe, to cope, to manage having another one in her head—but then one after another, pictures of her family's death filled her mind. Milista was placing them there. Her dad still holding his mug in his death-frozen hand. Her mom fighting while knowing her love had been killed, only to meet an end herself. And Loysia—crumpled against Jace while he sobbed and screamed for her to live.

      She fell forward with the onslaught of images, landing against someone's chest. His heart beat its own terrified rhythm against her ear, his own breath hitching in pain.

      "Aella," he whispered, "are you with me?" 

      She nodded—because she supposed she was. With him, wherever they may be, watching the deaths of everyone she'd loved on the worst day of her life. It was, in a way, the day she lost Killian also—though, she didn't know it yet. Jace had hung on for a few more months, but he died too, and—

      "You weren't breathing. Ael, you were—"

      She tried to focus on him, on reality. Fate, she was tired—but Milista—

      "Girl, I can enter your mind whenever I choose. You no longer have any control. You know that."

      She bit her lip, squeezing her eyes shut. 

      "Ael?"

      "She's in my head," she choked. "I can't—I can't get her out."

      "Milista?"

      "Carrick, I can't—I can't—" she shook against him, feeling weaker with every passing breath. The pictures—the endless pictures—she gasped against a sob.

      "What's she saying to you?"

      Sitting up all the way, she let her head drop into her hands, squeezing her eyes shut but unable to stop the scenes from being visible. She only opened them again when she felt flicker of warmth. 

      He let the flames dance on his fingers between them, and she looked up at his face, illuminated in the soft light. The reality of his presence near her. It dulled the images, the voice. 

      "She's—she's talking about Murnad, showing me how my family died—each of them, the ones I didn't see. I can't talk back to her. I was always able to talk back to Draven—but I'm powerless. I can only hear her words, speaking to me whenever she chooses to and watch the images—Carrick, I can't do this again."

      "Then, make them leave. They don't own your mind."

      "I can't." She sunk her head to her knees, letting the cold night air sting against her sweat drenched tunic. Her head throbbed, and she was so tired her muscles felt numb, like her mind was unable to connect to her body. "How long was I asleep?"

      "Twenty minutes."

      "Twenty—" she looked up at him. Then, she heard the soft murmur of voices outside, saw the flap of the canvas behind him, the faint glow of a fire outside the tent. "You—"

      "Was trying to find a free space to sleep, and I heard you."

      "Heard me? What? Screaming?" She was mortified.

      He gave a slight chuckle, that in no way seemed humorous, as he sunk against a pack that had been carelessly shoved inside. She didn't even know whose it was. "You weren't screaming, and I don't think anyone noticed."

      Letting her head drop into her hands again, she pressed the knuckles against her forehead. "I thought once I killed Draven, that'd be it," she muttered. "Now, I can't even talk back."

      "You can't?"

      She shook her head. "Having Draven talk to me was horrible, and this feels worse. Everything feels worse, and I don't want this. I don't want to be this person. You know I've never wanted to be this, and I'm not going to be enough. It is so obvious to me, and yet there are people out there I've never met who are following me—us—and I'm supposed to be able to do something when I can't even get them from my own mind."

      He looked at her, and she could see the thoughts filtering through his mind—some argument that would counter her words, make her believe otherwise, but there wasn't one. She already knew from looking for it herself.

      "Never mind," she muttered, turning to reach into her bag and withdraw the journal Onni had given her. Aella had requested something to write on, and Onni happily complied, obviously not knowing what purpose it would serve. She flipped to an open page. "Thanks for checking on me, but I think I'm just going to write a bit."

      He was quiet, watching her. "I thought you were kidding about that."

      "Why would I kid about this?" she glanced up at him. "If there is any hope of another Aether, they need to know how to do this better than me."

      "And what exactly is that?" he asked, the question biting into the space between them. His eyes darkened, cheek muscles working, and she sat up to face him.

      "I don't get why you're upset. You've been perfect. I'm not—"

      "I haven't been perfect," he interrupted. "I've been scared out of my mind, begging for someone else to take over this entire time, but I'm doing the best I can just like you are and Haylen—"

      "Neither you nor Haylen were why they left. They left because of me."

      "Yeah? And neither Haylen nor I are the reason there are two dozen people leaving their homes to fight Masters. They are following you."

      "They are following a name that I hope will be better carried by the next one, which is why I need to do this." Pressing her knuckles into her head again, she looked back at the pages, feeling the energy radiating from him. "I don't want to fight."

      He was quiet for a long enough time she began to write and eventually, she saw him lay down in her periphery, turning his back to her and drawing a blanket over himself. She felt relief—at first—but then she felt the sinking loneliness again, the same feeling when she thought he was too mad to speak to her after Avyso. And she didn't want him to be mad. She needed him not to be—which was one of the many reasons she failed and one of the first things she warned the next Aether about.

      Setting the journal aside, she laid down next to him and stared up at the canvas ceiling. The voices outside were beginning to die down, and the exhaustion of night itched into her mind but not with the knowing relief of sleep. She couldn't do that again—face her like that.

      "Carrick?" she whispered, then closed her eyes immediately. It was pathetic. She was pathetic. He deserved sleep. He needed sleep. She was beginning to hope he hadn't heard when he rolled over.

      "I'm sorry," he muttered. "I'm not mad—at you. I'm just afraid and anxious and wishing I was in Rhaelyn instead of here."

      "I suppose those are normal feelings," she gave a halfhearted laugh that did nothing to lighten the feeling of the tent.

      "It's freaking me out that you're preparing for another Aether."

      "I'm not—hoping I die or anything. It's nothing like that. It just feels—did they ask you to go with them?"

      "What?"

      "Killian and Elodie—when I went back inside, did they ask you?"

      "Um yeah."

      "Did you think about it?"

      "No, of course not."

      "You could've been with Addison and Eddie. You could've been home. Maybe even reunited with Raina—"

      "For Fate's sake, Aella."

      "I wouldn't have blamed you."

      "Can you please stop acting like you've already lost? You haven't."

      "Look at me, Carrick. Do you think I'm capable of facing Milista?"

      He did, evenly, without a change in his expression. "Yes, I do." It was so simple, so confident.

      "I'm weak."

      "You are."

      She glanced at him, and he sat up again. "You are, Ael. You had your foot impaled, your leg crushed, and your back, neck, and face slashed by a Master. That takes time. You're the only one here who doesn't realize that."

      She shook her head. "If they were still here—"

      "They aren't," he cut her off.

      She looked away.

      "Sorry."

      "You don't have anything to be sorry for. You're the only one who has been any good at this."

      "What would you do if I was the Aether and you were just the Ignis?"

      She glanced at him. "What do you mean?"

      "Like, what would you do if Malak and Raina were part of the Sun and left me to be together?"

      She laughed.

      He grinned, giving the first actual warm expression in the entire conversation. "And if Malak didn't become a Master, and they didn't already hate each other. If you saw them tell me I had changed into something they wouldn't follow, what would you do?"

      "This wouldn't have happened to you."

      "Why not?"

      "Because you wouldn't have done what I've done."

      "Which is what? What have you done that's been so terrible?"

      "That's what I'm trying to figure out," she replied—hearing her own voice breaking in the middle. Laying back down, she curled onto her side and wrapped the blanket around her—mostly as a guard in case the burning behind her eyes decided to manifest into tears.

      "Ael, I know you don't believe me when I say this, but you've done nothing wrong."

      "If I've done nothing wrong, that means the boy I loved left me to die for no reason—and I think that hurts worse."

      Also lying down, he turned his back to her. "For whatever it's worth, I'm not leaving, Aella," he whispered into the darkness of the tent. "You're worth staying for, and this is worth fighting against."
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      He laughed until tears were rolling down his cheeks.

      A young woman, looking smug and pleased her joke could elicit such a response, handed him a glass of amber liquid as a knock sounded on the door.

      She opened it, face breaking into a welcome smile. "Finn, how are you?"

      "They made me wait until after dinner, and I waited until after dinner and then, after dessert and then I had to clean up and then—" the small kid with a round face and freckled cheeks rambled on before finally getting to the conclusion. 

      "Fate, sorry—" a breathless man's voice entered the conversation. "Finn, I told you we'd have to ask if they were free." He entered the room, holding a little girl, sucking her thumb while a small boy was strapped to his back, looking curiously at a picture on the wall. "They want to hear the story of the Aether—again. As if we all haven't heard it enough."

      The young woman laughed, giving the babies a kiss on their cheeks before kneeling beside the little boy. "How was your trip?" she asked seriously.

      "Good," he answered with a definitive nod.

      "Mm, did you see your cousins?"

      He nodded again.

      "And did you play in the pit?"

      He nodded a third time, looking up at his dad.

      The big man chuckled. "He told every person in all of Skye about how he knew the actual Aether herself—his Auntie Aella."

      She grinned. "I'm glad, because I've been telling everyone how much I've missed my friend Finn, and how I can't wait to hear all about his trip."

      The little boy gave a slow smile, exposing a missing tooth.

      "My Fate," she gasped, "when did that happen? Fighting the Shadows?"

      "No," he giggled. "I pulled it out—look!" He reached into a pocket, grabbing a bloodied tooth and holding it out for her to investigate. 

      "He wouldn't let us do anything with it until he showed you," his dad explained.

      She inspected it with serious focus. "Pretty cool, Finn. I think your uncle might want to see that."

      Finn nodded, moving past her to run and jump on the young man still seated, who just managed to set the glass down moments before getting assaulted by the boy. 

      "Easy Finn," his dad reprimanded, throwing an apologetic look at the young man. 

      The young man laughed, catching the child and lifting him up to get a better look at the tooth. "That's incredible!" He exclaimed with sincere enthusiasm, setting the boy down on the arm rest. "Is this your first one?"

      The little boy nodded, nestling into the back of the chair while his feet rested on the thick metal braces encapsulating both legs of the young man. Neither seemed to notice nor care as the little boy began to regale every detail of his time in Skye and exactly how he managed to pull the tooth out.

      "A good day then?" The dad asked, nodding his head toward the young man near the fire. 

      The woman looked back at the golden ringleted head with an expression which could only be described as love and gratitude. "It's been a good day. Elodie's been working on something that has been helping, and he's still been able to train the Ignis."

      "Good. I'm glad. Kep has something from Onni she thinks will help as well." The baby girl in his arms began to fuss, and he bounced her up and down, cooing, "There, there, little Haylen. It's okay."

      

      She woke up screaming.

      "Haylen? Haylen, are you alright?" 

      The tent was brightly lit, and hot—terribly hot. How long had she been sleeping? It had to be nearly noon.

      "Haylen? Are you okay?"

      Sitting up, she stared at the canvas walls in a groggy fog. They had left Skye. They were going after Milista. They were okay. Her head pounded.

      The tent flap opened, and Kepi peaked her head in. "Haylen?"

      "I'm fine—I'm—is Carrick alright?"

      "Carrick?"

      "His legs—" she pressed both palms of her hands into her forehead, whimpering against the knife-like pressure.

      "Carrick's fine," Kepi answered, moving into the tent. "Did you see something happening to him?"

      "No—I don't know—I think it was a—nightmare." It wasn't a nightmare. She didn't know what it was—a vision? It was different from Meyotas. But Carrick was there with those leg braces, and she—Ender had named a baby after her. He'd only do that if—

      "Haylen." Kepi gently grabbed her hands, lowering them. "You have to tell me what happened. Did you see Carrick getting hurt?"

      She shook her head. "I think it was only a dream," she whispered. "His legs had braces on them, and—Finn was there with Ender."

      "My Finn?"

      She nodded. "Finn, and Ender was carrying two other kids. I—" she shook her head. "I think it was a dream."

      Kepi cocked her head to the side, studying her. 

      "What time is it?" she asked, clearing her throat and shaking off the doom the dream left her with. "Where are we?"

      "You don't know?" Kepi's face was becoming more concerned the longer she looked at her.

      "We're still at Avyso?"

      "No. We left there three days ago. You don't remember walking all those miles? Talking to us?"

      "I—we've been traveling? Have I been awake?"

      "As awake as you are now. You looked ill last night when we got here, but we'd traveled a long way. We assumed you were only tired and needed rest."

      Hugging her legs, she rocked back and forth, feeling her gaze drift to the floor of the tent. The semblance of sanity she managed for Kepi was draining out of her. "I can't figure out what's real or what's a dream—what's Meyotas. Even this might not be real. I don't know—" she swore, closing her eyes. "I think I'm going to die."

      "What? Why?"

      "I keep having these dreams," she whispered. "After Killian and Elodie left—I don't think I make it."

      Kepi grabbed both her hands. "It is only the darkness playing tricks on you. Your gifts aren't working the way they should. Aella hasn't been able to use Keiria at all, and your Meyotas is probably only ruled by your own fears. Don't trust them."

      The pressure increased in the back of her throat, sending dull pulses through her temples, and she had a desperate desire to be done with all of this. "When are we leaving?"

      "We're staying here for the day. Aella can barely walk, and you're—"

      "I'm fine," she whispered as her lip began quivering—adding to the mounting symptoms driving her into hysteria.

      "Um, Haylen?" Milo's tentative voice carried from outside the tent.

      "Yeah?"

      "Here's something Aella helped me make. I think it might help." A hand, holding a metal flask, reached through the canvas slit.

      "Thank you," she said, taking the vessel. "Tell them I'll be out soon?"

      "I will."   

      Unscrewing the lid of the flask, she took a breath before downing the contents in one go. It wasn't unpleasant. On the contrary, it was one of the best things she'd tasted since Rhaelyn. "What is this?" she asked, bringing it down as if inspecting the container would give her a clue of the liquid inside. Her muscles began to relax, and a smile tugged at her lips. "Fate—have you had this?"

      Kepi chuckled. "No, but I haven't been in a coma for three days as you seem to have been."

      "I'm okay," she stated, trying to get the last drop of whatever it was. "I'm fine. I just—they shouldn't have left."

      "They shouldn't have," she agreed.

      "In my dream, you and Ender have a baby who you name after me."

      "Haylen—"

      "It was a nice dream, mostly. Aella and Carrick are happy—though Carrick's been hurt. It was just—Ender was holding this baby girl, and he said, there, there, little Haylen, it's okay, and I knew he'd only name a child after me if I died. That's when I woke up."

      "Haylen, it was a dream. That's it. I'm not even with Ender, not like that."

      "I know. It's just—Meyotas tells the future, and it's usually right."

      Kepi looked at her with utter heartbreak, and Haylen tried to recover. "It's probably fine."

      "Probably," Kepi agreed. "It's been a stressful few days."

      "Hale?" Carrick's voice sounded outside the tent before his head peaked through the opening. He was grinning. Fate, she hadn't seen him smile like that since long before the others left. "You have to come to see this," he said excitedly. "Hurry, before it goes away."

      She glanced at Kepi but crawled to the opening and let him help her up. Shoving her feet in boots left outside her tent, she followed him to a clearing surrounded by the biggest trees she'd ever seen in her entire life. 

      The thick branches pushed against each other to form a dense canopy high above them. The air smelled rich with pine and sun-warmed dirt, almost to the point that if she closed her eyes she could remember everything before the darkness. Then, on a rock in the middle of a small circle of people, perched a brilliantly blue bird with a yellow belly. 

      It was a splash of color in a sea of gray, and it stared at the humans looking down at it. 

      "Isn't it beautiful?" Aella whispered next to her. 

      She could only nod, feeling tears start to drip down her cheeks. She made no effort to wipe them away, and she only wondered why the beauty of a bird never made her cry before?
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        Carrick

      

      

      "It's not healing." Milo stared dishearteningly at the swollen, macerated foot. "I would kill for someone who knew what they were doing. Twenty people and not even one of them knows how to treat a wound."

      "It's fine, Milo," Aella said dismissively, eyes locked on the maps in front of her.

      Milo glanced at Carrick, who only shrugged. The foot was far from fine—continuously oozing blood and pus, swollen in protest against being stuffed in a shoe and walked on for miles on end. The skin was purple and blistered—none of it a color a foot should be. If Elodie had been there, it wouldn't have been an issue. It would've been healed within a few days, but Elodie was not there. 

      "That's disgusting," Cove grunted, peering over Milo's shoulder at the offending appendage. 

      "Cove's healed," Beau commented. "Why can't you do what you did to him on yourself?"

      "Because," Aella responded irritably, "he was burned by Shadow Fire, and I know how to treat Shadow Fire. This was a mere stick impalement."

      "A mere stick impalement," Cove chuckled, shaking his head. "Milo, Kepi's wondering if you could make Haylen another drink."

      Aella finally looked up. "Why? Did she have another dream?"

      "I don't know. We were just walking by her tent, and she asked us."

      "I'll be there in a bit," Milo said. "Let me just finish this—"

      "I can do this," Aella cut him off, taking the foot in her hands and beginning to wrap the cloth bandage tightly around it again.

      Milo looked less than impressed. "It'll never heal if you keep treating it like that."

      "I don't need it to heal. I need to make it to Milista, and then, it can heal."

      "Then, you'll just have another Master take her place in your head, and it'll be the exact same—"

      A scream pierced their words, and Aella didn't bother to finish wrapping the foot as she got up, forcing the swollen mass to bear weight once again.

      Milo swore, moving next to her in the direction of Haylen's tent.

      "She's losing her mind, that one," Beau grunted, looking toward the source of the screams. 

      "Shut up," Cove said, glancing at Carrick.

      "She is," Beau continued. "Fate, she can't even remember how many days we've been out here. And she just keeps having these—"

      Cove elbowed him sharply in the ribs. 

      "What?" Beau protested, grabbing his side. "It's true. I'm not saying anything he doesn't know. Poor bloke has to take care of two unhinged females—"

      "They aren't unhinged," Cove snapped, fighting the battle Carrick was too tired to engage in. "One has a Master stuck in her head, and one is seeing her death prophesied a dozen times a day. I'd like to see you try to handle that."

      "Yeah, I'd be unhinged too! That's my point—"

      Getting to his feet, Carrick moved past them, leaving the argument to continue behind him.

      When he arrived, Haylen was sobbing as Kepi rocked her back and forth in her arms, humming a lullaby and brushing the hair out of her face. The dreams had grown so much worse. At first, Haylen was able to explain to them what was happening, rationalize that they might only be nightmares and nothing more ominous than that. But now, she only screamed and sobbed in an endless, tortured loop.

      Aella looked down at them with her arms crossed, pant leg rolled up, bare feet, and visibly running through every option they'd already tried and failed to help with Haylen's terrors.

      After the first night at Avyso, Aella had simply decided not to sleep—or if she did, only for brief periods. But Haylen was always exhausted, nearly drugged, making sleep the only option. There were entire days she didn't remember. She only remembered the blue jay. 

      

      
        
        Haylen

      

      

      He screamed.

      It was the most heartbreaking sound she'd ever heard—a scream tearing through a body without consent or control, breaking into itself until it stole the voice entirely. 

      She lay on the earth, her blood soaking into the dirt, her eyes staring into the sky without seeing anything. Her chocolate hair was splayed over the stones in a forced way—like someone had taken the time to lay each strand in a sort of spiked halo. Her right arm was twisted, clearly broken above the elbow, and her left foot was still oozing blood and pus—still even after she was dead.

      He leaned over her, his grief billowing into the landscape, and he picked her up, clutching her to his chest. "No, no, no—" he repeated as if his brain was trying to convince him this wasn't real.

      "She's dead," she said, laying a hand on his shoulder. "She's dead."

      "No!" He screamed again. "It wasn't supposed to be her!"

      "I know," she whispered. "I'm sorry."

      "It was supposed to be you!" he cried, clutching the body against him as he shook in grief and rage. She stumbled away from him, from the hurt, the betrayal. "You were the one who was supposed to die—not her. She wasn't supposed to die."

      Tripping backwards, she fell against something. Another corpse. Her eyes widened, and she spun on her hands and knees, staring at—the scream erupted from her.

      

      Kepi rocked her back and forth, singing softly until the words began to sink in, and Haylen could only sob. This had to stop. This had to be the end.

      "I'm losing my mind," she whispered, shivering against the woman. "I'm—losing my mind."

      "It's okay," Kepi murmured. "You just had a bad dream. It was only a bad dream."

      She shook her head, squeezing her eyes shut as more tears slid down her face. She was drained. 

      "I don't understand," Milo muttered. "Is Milista doing this?"

      "I don't think she can get in anyone else's mind—right?"

      Aella. Aella—that was Aella talking. Haylen looked up, trying to find her. "Aella? You're—"

      "I'm right here," she answered, taking a step forward next to Carrick, so she could see her.

      "You're alive?" she choked. "You're—alive?"

      "Of course, I am." Aella glanced at Carrick, then to Ender in confusion. "Why wouldn't I be?"

      "You just—I just saw you dead."

      "What?" Carrick took a step forward too. "When? When did you see her die?" 

      She began shivering again. "It was just a dream—just a dream. I know it was just a dream. It was supposed to be me, not you. I was supposed to be the one dead."

      There was a beat when no one said anything.

      "I'm sorry," Haylen whispered, looking up at her. "I'm so sorry—"

      "Haylen, when did you see her die?" Carrick repeated his question. She could see the stress in his face, the nightmare of the words she'd uttered. But it wasn't meant to be Aella—it was meant to be her.

      "She already said it wasn't me," Aella's voice was hesitant.

      Haylen only nodded. She couldn't speak. She was exhausted.
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        Aella

      

      

      "Ael?"

      She glanced back at him, trying to force a smile for his sake. But she couldn't. "How's Haylen?" she asked instead.

      "Not great," he sighed, sinking next to her and rubbing his eyes. "Shadowed hell, Aella."

      "I know." She closed the journal. "Should I go talk to her?"

      "She's sleeping again. Kepi's with her." Wrapping his arms around his knees, he looked out at the bubbling creek in front of them. A gray creek was unsettling—gray water was unsettling.

      "You okay?" she asked.

      "No. You?"

      "Nope," she smiled slightly, lying back in the warm grass and closing her eyes. "Carrick, I'm going to ask you something, and I need you to not get upset."

      "I love it when you start a conversation like that." He picked up a blade of grass beside the stream and started shredding it, one parallel fiber at a time until it splayed out into a dozen strips. Then, he picked up another one.

      "I'm serious," she said, making him turn to her.

      "Okay." He placed the blade of grass aside, waiting.

      "Do you think I should try to find Milista on my own?"

      "Shadowed hell, Ael, we've been over this a thousand times at least."

      "I know, but Haylen—"

      "You'll die alone. You can't even walk."

      "Haylen will die if she meets Milista," she said. "Every dream she's had—"

      "She's also had dreams where you die."

      She shook her head. "Those aren't real. She says it always feels wrong, and she knows it was supposed to be her. If I can save her, I need to save her. She doesn't deserve this."

      "She's part of the Sun. She's supposed to be here."

      "The Sun is nothing now."

      "Nothing?"

      "We're missing half—"

      "Killian and Elodie left long before they physically departed, and we were fine. You're giving them too much control."

      "It doesn't feel like it, and Haylen would definitely say it doesn't feel like it."

      "She would also never want you to face Milista alone. No one would."

      She was quiet for a few breaths, then she sat up to look at him. "Milista said if I was alone, she'd find me. We wouldn't have to search anymore."

      "She's been saying that?"

      She nodded. "And I don't know how else we'll find her. She's smart and powerful. She can avoid us for as long as she wants."

      "She'll get bored."

      "It doesn't matter. If it'll save Haylen's life—"

      "Aella, you cannot face another Master alone, and you know it."

      She looked down at her body—her foot. Then, she nodded. "Do you still think about the future—after all this, I mean?"

      He studied her like he used to in Rhaelyn, trying to decide if she was about to do something stupid, if he had to intervene yet again—or if it was a normal question, one anyone would ask in such a situation. He carried too much of them on his shoulders, Carrick did. Because he was the one always thinking, always worrying, always on edge. The others, the adults in their group, assumed he was the one no one needed to worry about. He was fine because he was Carrick. But none of them were fine. Nodding slowly, he looked back at the stream. "Yeah, I do. All the time."

      "What do you see?"

      "A colorful world. Eddie's house—Addison. Mag's flower garden, though I'm sure that's gone. I see myself being happy, laughing a lot. I want a home, something I can create and add to over several years. I want there to be a beautiful view out my bedroom window that I wake up to every morning, and I want to go on walks for the sake of simply being outside instead of a means to an end to find a Master. Why? Do you?"

      She shook her head. "It feels endless."

      He looked back at her again. "It's not endless. Everything always has an end."

      "Mm, death?"

      "Aella."

      Shrugging, she drew her foot closer to take off the saturated bandage. "Wouldn't it be ironic if I died of infection before even seeing Milista?"

      "It would certainly make for an anticlimactic end to the history books."

      Chuckling, she gingerly placed the swollen foot into the stream, both watching as the water covered the wound, carrying a thin ribbon of blood and pus with its current.

      "This is it."

      They both looked back to see Haylen. Her hair was down, hanging in limp, thin strands. Her arms and hands heavy at her sides, staring across the stream with vacant eyes.

      Carrick got up. "Hale?"

      "This is where it ends."

      "What are you talking about?" Aella stood too, keeping her weight off her wounded foot.

      Haylen smiled slowly—it wasn't her smile. "This is when you get to meet me."

      "Haylen?"

      "The girl has a weak mind. Your friend Elodie Rose was right all along."

      "Milista," Aella whispered.

      "Mm, you should've taken my deal before. It is far too late to be discussing it."

      "Where are you?"

      "Oh, not far from here. Fairly close, actually. I am only using her for the shock factor. I do love some good drama."

      "Leave her alone, and I'll meet you anywhere. I swear it to you."

      "Oh, you swear it, do you? That changes everything," she laughed. "You really think you're capable of facing me alone like this? I'm insulted. Truly insulted. I'm no Draven. He was a silly man who served a purpose, if you know what I mean." She winked at her. "Though I must admit I was quite fond of him, so it's only reasonable to avenge his death."

      There was a cry in the distance—several yells.

      Haylen smiled. "Well, let the games begin." Then, she dropped to the earth. A long blade piercing her body. Haylen stared down at it—the blood dripping off its tip, exiting through her chest. She looked up at Aella, startled—not knowing how or why she was there.

      "Hale," Aella gasped, surging forward to catch her as she collapsed. "Fate, Haylen—help! Someone help!"

      Haylen choked, blood bubbling on her lips, staring up at her. "Aella—I'm—sorry—"

      "Hale, no—Shadowed hell—Carrick!" She screamed, turning to find him. He wasn't there. He wasn't— "Haylen, stay with me. You have to—"

      She choked on more blood. Holding her to herself, Aella clamped a hand over the wound, channeling everything she had into it.

      "Aella, don't," Haylen whispered, shaking her head. "Aella—she's here—"

      "You aren't going to die. You aren't dead," she said firmly.

      "I—see them—my family—" Haylen looked somewhere over her shoulder, a soft smile filling her blood-stained lips. "They're all here, Aella. Aella—my dad—" she laughed, tears filling her eyes as an expression of joy and relief cloaked her face.

      "No—no, Haylen, look at me. You're with me—don't leave me—"

      "Hello, Aella."

      She didn't want to look up. She didn't want to see her. Her body shook as she forced herself to raise her eyes.

      Milista stood with her silver hair hanging loose to her waist. Her thin face, set in delicate ridges, was smooth and unmarred. Green eyes showed under thick eyelashes and her full, rose-shaped lips parted slightly in an expression of elite boredom.

      "I've been waiting quite some time for this. Shall we begin?"

      "Aella—" Haylen gasped, coming out of her trance. "Aella, it's her—it's—"

      Milista clucked her tongue. "Poor darling, terrified to see me, and I'm not even in my Mastered form. Truly a weak one, isn't she?"

      Aella could feel Haylen's blood slipping through her fingers, and she looked down at her friend, seeing the terror in her eyes. She wasn't breathing.

      "Haylen," Aella whispered. "It'll be alright. Ender will find you—you'll be alright."

      "He'll find her corpse," Milista said casually, sitting on a log.

      Taking a deep breath, Aella looked up at her with all the power she could muster. "I will let you take me anywhere if you leave her alone. If you don't hurt these people."

      Milista smiled, then gave a delicate, tinkling laugh. "You are too easy. Very well. Get up."

      She did, gently lowering Haylen to the earth. "Hold on, Haylen, he'll find you. Ender will find you."

      She choked, staring up at Aella. "Don't do this—"

      "He'll find you," she said one last time, squeezing her hand.
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        Ender

      

      

      "Looks good."

      Glancing up at Kepi with a heavy sigh, Ender stirred the brown-toned soup. "It's not. Haylen?"

      "Sleeping—hopefully. She had another dream. She doesn't remember anything since Carrick showed her that blue jay."

      Leaning back on his heels, he watched the bark sink to the bottom of the pot as soon as he stopped stirring. "Carrick told me Aella hasn't slept since Avyso—or has tried not to. He said she's been staying up all night writing a journal for the future Aether if Fate decides to grant us another chance."

      Kepi gave a small laugh, void of humor. "I wonder what that advice would be."

      "Part of me thinks—" he hesitated while giving the pot another stir. The bark floated up again. "Maybe we should try to find Killian and Elodie. Aella is so convinced she's going to be killed, she's writing a manual on how to be an Aether, and Haylen is—I don't think she can take that much more of this."

      Kepi nodded, resting her arms on her knees. "Have you asked the kids what they think?"

      "Aella would agree. Carrick would be angry, but would also agree because of Aella, and Haylen will do anything those two do."

      "So you're debating if it's worth bringing up?"

      "Yeah." He stirred the pot again. "I think it's done. Want to bring this to Haylen?" he asked, ladling a bowl of the soup.

      Kepi nodded, taking the bowl and walking off in the direction of the tents.

      "Dinner!" Ender yelled, dishing up the remaining bowls with the stew. "Dinner!"

      "We're right here," Beau grunted, arriving after the first yell and grabbing a bowl.

      "You are definitely not who he was yelling for," Cove muttered, also grabbing one.

      Kalen emerged with a few of the others. "Where are Carrick and Aella?" Kalen asked.

      "They went to the stream. I told them to stay in yelling distance but—" Ender shook his head.

      Kalen chuckled, glancing at him.

      "Is Haylen still asleep?" Milo asked, looking around the group gathered there before taking one of the remaining bowls.

      "Yeah. Kep said she had another dream. Have you—"

      Milo shook his head miserably before Ender was even able to finish the question. "I've been trying everything I know how, but everything only makes her sleep more and the nightmares worse. Aella doesn't have any ideas, but she's—" he shook his head. "That foot is never going to heal if she keeps treating it like that."

      "Ael's complicated. Haylen is generally not," Ender grunted, getting to his feet. "Carrick, Aella, dinner!" he shouted again, wishing for the thousandth time he could enter their thoughts and hear the conversations they held.

      "Aella! Carrick!" Nothing.

      He swore in frazzled annoyance that they hadn't responded. Those two could make him feel like a mother of newborn triplets any minute they chose. Picking up two bowls, he left to find the bastards. Bastards who he loved more than he thought he was capable of loving, but still.

      When Elodie and Killian left, it destroyed everything. He saw it more than anyone else because he'd seen it work at the lake. He saw how it was when Killian loved Aella, when Carrick was merely protective, and Elodie was simply brilliant. He saw Haylen change into a strong, brave young woman, accepting and taking full responsibility for her choices. And he saw Aella become the reason why Fate chose her, out of all people, to be the Aether.

      And it worked. But Elodie loved Killian—had from the beginning. The only way her brain could rationalize it was to turn Aella into a villain, someone who was making bad choices. Killian couldn't handle pain, discomfort, so he fled from the one thing always in pain and uncomfortable—Aella. And Carrick—Carrick loved Aella. It was so painfully obvious to anyone except the two people involved. Carrick would never leave her unless it was over one of their dead bodies.

      "Ender—End, wait up!" Kepi yelled after him.

      "What is it?" He paused for her.

      "Haylen's not in her tent. I'm guessing she's with the other two?"

      "She wasn't—did she take anything with her?"

      "I couldn't tell. I don't think so. Her blankets were pushed aside, and her coat was still there."

      An inexplicable coldness ran through him as his gaze trailed from camp to the stream. Everything looked normal, and everything felt off.

      They were silent the entire way to where he had last seen them. Then, he stopped and looked—his mind taking far longer to catch up with his vision.

      Kepi clapped a hand over her mouth.

      The bowls he was carrying dropped, crashing to the ground and spraying his ankles with stew. He started forward, getting to her side within seconds.

      "End?" Haylen choked, staring up at him. "Ender—"

      His hands covered the bleeding hole in her chest, feeling her blood sink against his palms. "Haylen—Fate, Haylen—"

      "I—she said—" As she coughed, blood speckled her lips. "She said—you'd find me—"

      "What happened? Who said?" Kepi asked, kneeling on her other side.

      "Aella—she said—" she choked, closing her eyes. "Milista took her—left me."

      "What?"

      "End—I'm—dying."

      "No—no, you aren't, Haylen," he said firmly. "Kepi, get Milo and Kalen—tell everyone to spread out and look for Carrick and Aella."

      Giving a single nod, Kepi got to her feet and began sprinting to camp.

      "I saw them—" Haylen continued, eyes rolling back into her head before refocusing on him. She smiled with blood-stained teeth. "She told me you'd find me."

      "Who?"

      "Aella," she coughed again. "End—I see them—my family—"

      "Holy Fate," Milo swore, sliding next to them. "What happened? What is—" Pulling Ender's fingers from the wound, he swore again, looking up at Haylen's face.

      Haylen relaxed in relief—the first time peace had entered her presence in weeks. "I'm going to die," she whispered with a small smile. "They're waiting for me."

      "No, Haylen." Ender's voice broke—the grief catching into an almost angry command to the girl he was clutching against him. "Haylen—"

      She lifted a hand to his cheek. "I'm going home." Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth as she looked up at him with the softness only Haylen possessed. "Ender, find Aella—"

      "No—Haylen, no—you aren't going to die—Right, Milo? Right?"

      Milo looked at him and shook his head.

      Ender squeezed his eyes shut, leaning over Haylen as a horrible, choked exhale left his throat.

      "End—it's okay," Haylen whispered, placing her hand on his which was still covering the hole in her chest. "I'm okay."

      He forced himself to look at her, forced himself to nod, hold her, and not expose his own fear. "You're okay."

      "You'll find Aella?"

      He nodded again.

      "She needs you—to—" she gasped, her body arching and for a second terror filled her expression.

      He let his hands leave the bleeding wound, and he cupped them around her cheeks. "You're okay, don't be scared. Your family will be there, understand? Don't be afraid. You are a brave, brave young woman. You're okay. Don't be scared—"

      He saw the light leave her eyes, the definitive thump of her hand sliding from her body to the earth.

      "Don't be afraid," he whispered, squeezing his eyes shut. She was dead. It was so certain. So definite. So unfair that none of his bargaining would work against the finality.

      "Milo!" Kalen yelled from a few feet away. "Milo, quick!"

      Ender looked up, then stood. Haylen's body slid from his lap, landing in an awkward twist of limbs and torso, open eyes gazing at an unseen world.

      Milo ran from him—and Ender's heart ripped. He stared at Haylen's body—he needed to fix it—he needed—

      "Ender!" Kepi screamed.

      Stumbling forward, he tripped over Haylen—furthering the flop of limbs without anything controlling movement.

      Waist deep in the stream, Kalen's arm was around something, trying to drag them both through the brambles lining the edges of the water. Cove and Beau reached out to help him, and they pulled Carrick's body to the earth. Milo only took a few seconds before he placed two hands on the kid's chest and started to push in rapid succession.

      "Come on—come on," Milo grunted, pounding against Carrick's sternum before forcefully thrusting his jaw up and giving two breaths. Carrick's body jerked, water and blood gurgling from his mouth.

      "Thank Fate," Kalen swore, helping Milo turn Carrick on his side. The curse of gratitude turned to one of horror. Kalen's gaze snapped up to Ender's as his hand pressed against the flap of skin torn from Carrick's rib cage as if it had been grated off. The bone beneath was exposed, white and glistening into the atmosphere like bone never should. His clothes had been ripped from him nearly completely. His right leg shredded, skin hanging in strips with deep punctures diving into caverns. His left was only slightly better. From all of them, blood poured at frightening speed.

      Kalen began muttering prayers to Fate. Beau turned away, retching into the bushes by the stream, and Cove stood back in silence against the torture.

      Eyes flicking over every inch of Carrick's body in quick assessment, Milo clamped his hands over the deepest punctures. "I need my supplies. Cove—"

      "I'm on it," Cove nodded, taking off in a sprint back to the camp.

      "Aella—" Ender's voice came from his own throat in complete unfamiliarity. Carrick was dying at his feet. Haylen was lying dead behind him and Aella— "Aella, you—did you see her?"

      Kalen looked up at him, shaking his head.

      "I need to—Fate—I need to—"

      "I'll stay with him," Kalen nodded. "Cove and I will stay with Milo. You take the others and search for Aella."

      He nodded, nearly tripping as he turned to once again run into Haylen's body—her awkward limbs. His breath caught in his throat, his chest heaved without release, and his eye burned. But he had to find her. Aella was the only one he could help.

      

      
        
        Elodie

      

      

      Elodie stopped, turning to look at Killian. "Did you feel that?"

      His face paled, and he looked around them at the thickening trees. They were almost to Rhaelyn—maybe a day's journey away.

      "Killian, you don't—was that—" she couldn't finish the question.

      "Someone died," he whispered. Then, swore. "El—someone died."

      She sunk to the earth. Weakness wrapped over her, stilling her muscles, her nerves, her breath. Tears filled her eyes, flooding down her cheeks. It was like a part of her soul had just evaporated, been cut out by force. She wanted to throw up—do something which would release the pangs, but she couldn't move.

      Beside her, Killian was retching into a bush, unable to keep the feeling from manifesting physically. Between gagging and coughing, he swore, pleading that it wasn't true.

      "What have we done?" Elodie whispered as Killian continued to beg for reality to be only a dream. The hopelessness that seeped into her was different from anything she'd experienced. It was the death of someone who was a part of them, and it was knowing they'd played a role in causing the death. It was what they'd repeatedly accused Aella of.

      Now, Aella was probably the one dead.
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        Milo

      

      

      "What the Fate do I do with this?" He asked, to no one in particular, as he stared at Carrick's torn torso and legs. He couldn't even imagine what had happened to him to create such a thing.

      Cove stayed silent, sitting back and watching him with resolved gloom.

      "Where's Kepi? I need to talk to Kepi."

      "She's with Ender," Cove answered. "Haylen's dead."

      "I know Haylen's dead," Milo snapped, fear coursing into anger in an irrational and uncontrollable spin. "I need someone with an ounce of experience. Where's Kalen?"

      "Here. I'm here," Kalen entered the tent, gaze falling on Carrick, lying nearly naked on the mat with more open flesh than closed.

      "Kalen, what the—what do I do with this?" Milo asked desperately, staring at the man who'd been the reason he survived Avyso. Kalen was never scared, never negative, but when Milo caught his eyes staring down at Carrick, he saw everything he never saw in the pit.

      "You think you can save him?" Kalen asked, gaze drifting from Carrick to Milo.

      "No—no, I can't. I'm not—I've had no training. Aella—I need Aella."

      "Aella's gone. It's just us. Start with what you know."

      "Kalen—"

      "You kept most of us alive in Avyso. This is no different."

      "No, it's just the last member of the Sun."

      "Milo, it's no different. You can save him."

      Closing his eyes, he turned back to Carrick. He had always liked Carrick. Carrick was quiet—especially after Draven was killed. He'd keep Aella company as she wrote in her journal, resisting contradicting her thoughts as the rest of them had. And he was the only person to successfully make Haylen smile—or remember anything. And now, Milo was responsible for saving his life.

      "What looks like the most pressing injury?"

      "It's all the same. It's all—"

      "What looks like it'd kill him the fastest?"

      "Um—this—" he pointed to his torso. The deep gouges, slicing across his ribs and into his stomach, the blood still flowing easily. "These are Master scratches," he said suddenly. "Fate—they're Master scratches. I've never seen them go this deep."

      "Good. Go from there. You know how to treat those. Cove and I will do whatever you tell us."

      Milo started, his hands shaking the entire time. The sound of rain picked up against the canvas top, letting its humidity seep into the tent walls.

      Swearing, Cove glanced up at the ceiling as the wind began to berate the outside. "What is this? There wasn't a cloud in the sky."

      "Hopefully, our Aether fighting back," Milo muttered, then looked up to Kalen. He had his eyes closed, mouth moving silently in prayers to Fate.

      

      
        
        Ender

      

      

      Crouching in the downpour, Ender studied the pair of shoes he found beside the stream. There were prints. Two pairs of feet and then the marks of Carrick being dragged backwards into the stream. The smaller pair of footprints, Aella's, traced to Haylen's body and then disappeared. He'd revisited the spot a dozen times, going every direction possible but seeing no other sign of her.

      "What do you want us to do?" Kepi asked, moving back from her loop on the other side of the stream. "It's getting dark."

      He nodded, running his hands over the leather laces of the boots that had been too big for Aella. He'd watch her stuff leaves, bits of paper, and scraps of cloth into the toes every morning before they left without comment. Throughout the day, she'd catch the leather on roots, stones, dips in the earth, which only once caused her to crash headfirst into the path. She'd cursed so violently at least three people around them drew weapons thinking there must be an attack. Ender had laughed. It was so rare for Aella to lose her cool. He had picked her up by her pack and promised on his brother's name they would find her shoes that fit. Now, she was Fate only knew where, without even the oversized boots to protect her.

      "End," Kepi knelt beside him, gently taking the shoes from his hands. "We've searched everywhere we can. We'll look more tomorrow."

      "Do you think we'll feel it?" he asked. His voice was unrecognizable to himself. This feeling, this heartbreak was foreign. He truly didn't know a person could feel this magnitude of emotion and still exist. "If she's dead, I mean. Do you think the earth would go back to not having a night, and we would know?"

      "Yes, I think we would, and there is night. Beyond that, there wasn't a cloud in the sky and now this. She's close, Ender. We'll find her."

      Nodding, because he had no other response, he got to his feet, turning back to where Haylen's body had lain. "Um did someone—"

      "Cove and Kalen buried her. You were gone, but they saved you this." She handed him a ribbon. It had once been purple, matching the fur coat and boots Haylen was wearing when he first found them. Over the months together, the fur had been reduced to matted hide, the color no longer visible. The boots, which should've never been walked in, had been left behind in Skye, but Haylen had kept the ribbon to tie her hair back. Every day, regardless of how little they slept or how far they had to move, she'd tie a bow into her hair.

      A sort of strangled whimper escaped his throat as his fingers ran across the fabric, bringing on images of Haylen alive, spreading through his consciousness only to be replaced by her corpse—the twisted limbs. That morning had been the first morning he hadn't seen her wear it, leaving her hair down and limp. And Aella—

      Kepi's hands closed around his holding the ribbon. "This wasn't your fault."

      "She—" his voice strangled into a tightened pitch, and his arms shook. "I should've tried to get them—I knew we needed to find them again. I knew this was too much—and I didn't do anything. I should've—"

      "Ender," she interrupted. "This was not your fault. You cannot take this on."

      "If Aella—"

      "Aella is alive. Carrick is alive, and Haylen is with the dead who love her. That is all we can believe."

      "What the Shadowed hell is this?" Beau grunted, hunched over something to keep it out of the rain. Beau had been with him the entire time. When the rain began and most headed back to camp, Beau stayed—offering his annoying, blunt comments every once and a while but never wavering in the search. "End, have you seen this before?"

      Letting go of Ender's hands, Kepi moved to Beau, before offering a slipped curse of her own under her breath. "It's her journal."

      "For the next Aether, if Fate grants us another chance," Beau read from the inside cover, handing it over to him as he joined them.

      Huddling over it in the last remaining light, Ender read the first entry.

      

      To the next Aether (or to those still fighting after I'm gone),

      

      I'm sorry I was unable to do what Fate intended. I'm sorry for the multitude of choices I made that lead to my death and the fall of the world. I hope, pray, there is some remaining chance of restoration. I cannot believe the future of the world ends along with my life. So, I am choosing to believe Fate will give us another chance, perhaps even another Aether. If that is the case, this journal is for you.

      I never wanted to be this. People thought I did. I think they thought that because I was confident. I was never confident. I was a terrified, sad little girl who could pretend well. That was probably my first mistake, pretending too well. I think it was a joke Fate chose me. Like maybe Fate was tired of giving the world chances to correct itself. We had centuries to do better, and we didn't. We decided Masters didn't exist. We hid the darkness and pretended (there's that word again) everything was fine when we were sinking into death for decades upon decades. The last two Aethers became Masters because of how horrible this is.

      I hope, for everyone left on this earth, that you are better than me. I hope that you are strong, likable, someone people want to follow. And when people follow you, I hope you are able to lead them. I wasn't any of these things. The reason the Sun crumbled was because of me, who I am. I knew the minute they left it would mean my death, and I also knew it was not their fault. It was mine. I pushed them away. I became someone they couldn't believe in.

      I hope, despite my failure, you take my words to heart. I didn't do well, but I did learn. I pray you do better than me.

      

      Aella Aurellian

      

      "Holy Fate," Beau whispered, reading over his shoulder. "I didn't know this was what she was writing. I thought it was, like, I don't know—who the Masters left were or something. Not a personal confessional of what she did wrong."

      "She didn't do anything wrong," Ender said gruffly, closing the journal and sticking it in his coat. "And it was their fault. I was there. This is—um, I'm going out again."

      "Ender," Kepi said quietly. "It won't help her to get killed in the middle of the night."

      "It won't help her to let her get killed either," he responded—with more force than he intended. Though, Kepi ignored the anger.

      "I think Milista will keep her alive," she said.

      "Why?" Beau asked.

      "Milista—she's the same as Draven. She's old. The fun of ruling Shadows and claiming territories has worn off. She's been bored for centuries, and Aella is going to give her a fight. Milista will drag it out as long as she can, and right now, she thinks no one has a chance of touching her."

      "And in the meantime, we, what? Leave Aella to be a Master's play toy?"

      "We survive, and we make smart moves. We aren't leaving Aella. We're giving us a chance to find her."

      Ender hesitated, looking out at the quickly darkening forest.

      "End," Beau said cautiously. "Aella's not the only member of the Sun left."

      He was quiet—they were all quiet. Kepi and Beau stood beside him in the pouring rain, waiting for his command. If he told them he was still going, he knew they would've both joined, despite the risk it held.

      Closing his eyes, he spun the ribbon around his fingers and gave a single nod, before returning to be with Carrick.
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        Ender

      

      

      "Where is—where—she—"

      "He's been muttering the same phrases for the last twenty-four hours," Milo explained, staring helplessly at Carrick's sweat and blood-soaked body. "I don't know what to do."

      "He's alive and talking. You're doing well," Kalen said affirmatively as Ender just stared at him—the kid who was Aella's Grayly, who held the most shambled of groups together.

      "Have you seen anything?" Milo asked, between Carrick's feverish phrases.

      Ender shook his head. "It's been three weeks. She disappeared. I don't understand it."

      Milo nodded sadly. "What are we going to do if he dies?"

      "He won't," Kalen said.

      "If he does, we'll have to find Killian and Elodie," Ender closed his eyes. "They're our only hope."

      "And the only reason they were destroyed in the first place. We can't lay all the responsibility on these poor kids' lives anymore," Kalen said. "We'll have to kill the Masters ourselves."

      "Remember what it was like when either Tybalt or Draven talked to us in their Mastered form?" Milo asked. "It was so awful—we can't—we couldn't kill a Master. We couldn't even look one in the face while in their presence."

      "Only Aella can do that," Ender sighed, getting back up. "Thanks, Milo." Moving out of the tent, he nearly ran into Kepi. "Sorry—"

      "How is he?" she asked.

      "Sick—he's saying stuff now, mostly about Aella."

      Nodding soberly, she crossed her arms over her chest, chewing the inside of her cheek. "End, if she doesn't come back—"

      "I know," he sighed, rubbing his face with his hands. His skin, itself, was tight, like even the cells of his tissues were stressed.

      "Liam found something on a scout yesterday. Do you recognize it?" She held out her hand for him to see.

      He stopped, staring at the gold chain and the two rings on her palm. Swearing, he picked them up and felt the coolness against his fingertips. Aella always wore the chain. There was never an occasion he could remember her taking it off. "Where'd you find this?"

      "On an overnight twenty miles south, still along the stream. I think she did it on purpose."

      "Why?"

      "Look at the clasp."

      He held the tiny clasp up, squinting his eyes in the dim light. The closure was such you had to twist and push a thin metal peg in at the same time to unleash it. It was complicated enough he wouldn't have wanted to figure it out. Once Aella had Carrick do it, and he had called Haylen over to help. The two of them fought with the clasp for ten minutes before finally securing it and making Aella swear she'd never take it off again.

      But now, it was entirely intact. If it'd fallen off in battle, it would've been broken. If someone tore it off, it would've been broken. The only way it could've been in the state it was would be if she took it off herself. "Fate—she's alive."

      "Maybe. Or at least she was at that point."

      "We need to leave."

      "I know, but I think we should move camp."

      "What? Kepi, Carrick can't—"

      "They should be together when we find her. He should be there."

      "Kep, he's—"

      "He'll either live or die, Ender, and he'll have a much better chance of living if he's near Aella. Moving might do him good."

      "And if Aella doesn't have the time to wait for all of us to get there?"

      "We still don't know where she is, and we'll keep sending scouts out. End, I think this is our best choice."

      He looked down at the rings again, before nodding.

      "Ender! Ender, get in here!"

      Moving back to the tent, he pushed the canvas flap open to find Carrick sitting upright, choking against massive amounts of pain written on his face, and every muscle he held tensed.

      "Ender? End—" the kid was gasping over every word in agony, sweat beading over the bits of skin not covered in bandages. "Is she—is she—where—" he heaved violently.

      Ender knelt next to him. "Carrick, you're—" he stopped himself before stating the obvious of him being awake, and the way Carrick turned to him, writhing in pain but keeping his bloodshot eyes on his, told him he was right. In this moment, Carrick could not handle subtlety, the truth broken in softness.

      "Haylen's dead," Ender said. "You've been unconscious for three weeks, and Aella's missing. We don't know where she is."

      "What?" Carrick's voice blistered painfully, and he still stared at him. "End—what?"

      "Do you remember what happened?"

      "No—"

      "We found you in the stream a few feet from Haylen. We thought you were dead too at first."

      "And Aella?" His voice broke as he said her name. He tilted forward, barely catching himself but keeping his eyes trained on him. "End, where's Aella?"

      "We don't know where she is," he answered—in slow deliberation to let the kid have time to digest. "Someone found this yesterday." He held out the rings for him to see.

      Carrick's gaze dropped to them, lying in Ender's hand, and it stayed.

      "We think she might be alive—"

      "She is," Carrick interrupted. "I haven't felt—would feel—" he began to cough, feeble motions that rocked his whole body. He collapsed backward as Milo caught him and lowered him onto the mat. His chest heaved with the effort to breathe.

      Ender opened Carrick's hand, gently pressing the rings into his palm. "We'll find her," he whispered. Then he left the tent to make plans to move.

      

      
        
        Kepi

      

      

      Ender kept looking back at the kid curled on a stretcher between Kalen and Beau. Carrick had tried to walk, tried to use the Keiria he possessed, but instantly failed. Milo's face had wrinkled in so much concern as he caught Carrick's limp body, Kepi thought he might be the next to pass out.

      After that, they'd constructed a stretcher, moving at a glacial speed for over a week. Halfway through the third day it had started to rain and hadn't stopped. The lightning picked up the day before, and now, the thunder was loud enough to shake the earth.

      "Aella's fighting," she said to Ender a dozen times an hour. "She's still fighting."

      He'd only nod. The five kids, the Sun, were adopted into his heart the moment he found them at the lake six months before. And during the six months, two had betrayed them all, one had been killed, one on the brink of death, and one missing—going through Fate only knew what. He thought he had failed them. More than that, he thought he wasn't strong enough or smart enough. If only he'd been aware of what was happening that day. If only he'd been with Haylen, none of this would've happened.

      It would've. She told him that as well. They all did, but he didn't believe them.

      "End, Kep, hold up!" Kalen called, jogging to them.

      "Everything okay?"

      Kalen shook his head. "We need to stop for the night. Carrick's not doing well."

      Ender pushed back to the stretcher without another word to either of them while Kalen turned to Kepi. "How far away was the necklace found?"

      "Maybe five miles? But that was a week ago."

      "I know," he sighed, glancing back at the tree line where Carrick was. "The storm's getting worse though. Do you think it's her?"

      "All I know is, the day I wake up and it's not raining, I'll lose hope."
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        Milo

      

      

      Carrick lay on his left side inches from his own vomit, his constantly seeping wounds across his right ribcage had already soaked the bandages Milo had placed. The punctures on his legs were so swollen, they only seemed to grow, forcing Milo to pack them with boiled gauze in a feeble attempt to keep everything clean.

      "I'm fine," Carrick shivered, growing paler in the unabating rainfall. "I just—need a minute—"

      "You are not fine," Beau shook his head, looking green-tinged himself.

      "Kalen went to tell End to make camp," Cove said.

      Both Beau and Milo shot him looks.

      "What?" he protested. "He has the right to know. He's not a child."

      "No, but he's an idiot who's going to say he's fine, and we need to keep going," Beau whispered—audible to everyone.

      "We can't stop," Carrick shook his head. Then he squeezed his eyes shut as his body arched. At least once an hour, all the muscles in Carrick's body would contract into knotted spasms, sometimes not releasing for several minutes. It was horrible, painful to watch. In the last hour it had happened a half dozen times, and Milo doubted there was any release between episodes.

      "I'm going to go help Kalen," Cove muttered, averting his gaze from the misery.

      Beau only nodded and followed him.

      "Milo—" Carrick's chest heaved with the effort to breathe and communicate at the same time. "You have to—tell them I'm—I'm fine."

      "You aren't fine." It was Ender who answered, kneeling next to the vomit splattered mud. "When we find Aella, you can't be dead."

      Carrick looked at Ender with an expression Milo had to turn away from. "End—"

      "You won't be the reason we don't find her," the big man answered the unspoken question. Every single day, when the pain grew too much, when Carrick would get too sick, or his body would nearly arch off the stretcher with contractions, it'd be a battle to stop—which was only won because Carrick was dying. There was no other way to put it.

      "Ender—we're close—" Carrick squeezed his eyes shut, pausing to gasp for a breath. "I can keep going—I can—"

      "We don't know where she is. We found the necklace about five miles from here, but the storm has been getting worse. It's just as likely that we'd miss her if we continued than if we stayed."

      Carrick's body contracted again, stealing his word for several moments. When it finally stopped, he only nodded, closing his eyes in defeat.

      

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      It had been almost two months since she went missing. Carrick clutched her journal in his hands and listened to the drizzle of rain patting against the canvas of his tent. Three weeks ago, they had made it to the place the necklace had been found. The storm had been brutal there. Lightning, thunder, rain to snow to hail and back to rain again. The wind tore slits in the canvas that Milo had to run to sew up before the flood entered the tent. It was yet another thing Milo had to learn since leaving Skye.

      All his life, Carrick had only known Terres to be healers or builders. Milo was neither. In Skye, there was no distinction between elemental powers and appointments. You did what you wanted to do, chose a path without regard to your power—or if you even had one. Onni was Skye's healer, and she was a Null.

      But here, in their broken group of blistered and soaking wet people, it had all landed on Milo. He was Terre.

      "Have you read it?" Milo asked, looking over at Carrick holding the leather-bound book. It was one of the brief times they were able to converse without the fevers, nausea, or tremors taking over Carrick's body.

      Carrick nodded. "I wasn't going to—but I just had to hear her voice, I guess."

      "What did she write about?"

      "Everything she thought she did wrong. Every idea she had as to why she was the reason they left, how she was failing, and she thought it was too late to fix. She thought she was going to die, even before all this."

      Milo stayed silent, working on a new treatment he was going to try on Carrick's wounds—which had yet to begin healing.

      "Do you think of the future?"

      Milo glanced up at him. "The future?"

      "Yeah, like life after this."

      "I do—I think it was the only way any of us made it out of Avyso. I want a family, to be close to my mom, a home where people come and go as they please. I want to learn how to cook really good food, and I want to never have to practice healing again."

      Carrick chuckled—bracing a hand against his ribs as they shifted. He could feel the missing flesh beneath his grip.

      "Do you think of the future?" Milo asked, ignoring the pain because Carrick's entire existence was pain.

      "All the time. Aella never did though."

      "Never?"

      He shook his head. "Before Murnad fell, she and Killian were going to build a home together. They were going to move out of their parents' house on Summer Solstice, when she turned eighteen."

      "Seriously? At eighteen?"

      "They'd been together since they were babies, and you know Aella—she knows what she wants."

      Milo chuckled, nodding agreement.

      "She has whole entries in here on how the future Aether should avoid relationships, to never fall in love and never be loved. How the only way to win is to stay professional and never develop a relationship deeper than the surface."

      "That's the exact opposite of what she does."

      "I know—" his body spasmed, cutting off his words. His limbs, hands, feet, twisted into claws and he swore bitterly as his back seized and his ribs split against the pressure. It took minutes to release, leaving him gasping for breath and exhausted.

      Milo had moved next to him, the bowl between them in case Carrick needed to throw up again—which was what usually happened.

      "I'm sorry I'm not better at this," Milo muttered. "If Elodie was here—"

      He shook his head, looking up at him.

      Milo only nodded and continued to make the treatment. There didn't have to be words to say what was thought. If Elodie was here, this wouldn't have happened in the first place. Now, Milo was forced to learn a craft he never wanted to learn, and Carrick—who was the strong one, the whole one—was slowly dissolving in sluffing skin and gaping holes.
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        Aella

      

      

      Her vision started growing black. She was thankful for it, really. Days, weeks, months— she had no idea how much time had passed in the horrible dance with Milista. She was done. She'd given up weeks ago, and Milista was only now allowing her to cross the line completely.

      She wondered who she'd see? Maybe Haylen, though she prayed to Fate Ender had found her in time. Jace, Loysia, her parents for sure. Maybe Killian and Elodie—though she hoped not. She hoped they were safe, somewhere near Parva. And she prayed with everything she had that she wouldn't see Carrick. She hadn't seen him since that day, since that spot by the stream. Milista had told her she killed him, gave him wounds which weren't survivable—but Milista told her a lot of things. She didn't feel it—it didn't feel like he was dead.

      She'd get to see Fern Alinac, Milo's grandpa. That'd be interesting. She wanted to talk to him, to tell him thank you, and also, sorry. To hear his story and let him—

      "My Fate, are you ever ready," Milista chuckled, allowing just enough air to enter so the darkness didn't take over. "Do you know what day it is?"

      She didn't answer. She'd long since lost the ability to communicate.

      "It's Summer Solstice. Happy birthday."

      Sinking against the grip holding her, she fervently prayed for the end.

      "I remember the day you were born. Oh, my heavens, was everyone in an uproar. As if a little Murnad bitch could really amount to anything," she laughed, a tinkling, musical laughter. "Bronwyn went on and on about how you'd be just as strong as Zuri—as if she was the only one to face a powerful Aether. Ha! Mine was powerful. Mine was a force, but no—it's all about Zuri Kade. Then, Tybalt went completely mad. He was always close, but he lost it. He lost it to the point where half of his Shadows left him. All in your name, the name of Aella Aurellian." She clucked her tongue. "I think most of the others thought you'd become the seventh Master, rise up with us in our power, but I didn't. I knew we'd be here someday. I just didn't know you'd get as far as you had. Blind luck, I'd call it."

      She let go of her, and Aella's body slammed into the earth without any muscle control to prevent it from happening. "I am surprised you lasted this long. Stubborn fool. You could've died days ago—you should've died days ago. But you're still holding onto this insane moral responsibility to be the savior of the world. You silly, silly child. You think you can save this."

      "Ael, this isn't the end," Jace interrupted.

      "It has to be. Do you see me right now?"

      "I do, and I know it's not. You're tired, you're hungry, but you aren't dead. Get up and fight."

      "Fight. Right. I can't move, so how do you recommend I fight?"

      "Get up."

      "Aella?"

      She started at the voice. Haylen? It had only ever been Jace talking to her. She knew it was her own imagination, but it was a comfort she allowed. But Haylen— "Hale, I'm so sorry— I'm so, so sorry. I should've protected you. I should've—"

      "Don't be sorry. I died proud of who I am, but you need to fight. It's not the end of your story. Fight for your story."

      "I can't."

      "You can. I've seen you. You're happy. You have a future. You need to get up."

      She opened her eyes, her vision blurring in front of her. She didn't even know the last time she had them open. But she could see. 

      She pushed her arms under her body, turning against the earth, using her force against it to stand. 

      Milista laughed. "My Fate. It's impressive, really. This level of stupidity. I wish you could see yourself."

      Breath rising and falling far too quickly, Aella stayed. Everything spun, but she tried to keep her eyes on Milista. Her mouth was dry—horribly, horribly dry. Then, she saw him.

      It wasn't possible. It had been weeks, months even. But his big form stood several paces back, blurring in her sleep deprived gaze. He pulled an arrow from the quiver on his back, nocking it on the string.

      It had to be an illusion. Only an illusion.

      "What are you looking at?" 

      Ender slipped quickly behind a tree as Milista looked back. 

      Aella nearly fell.

      Turning back to her, Milista gave a small smile, lifting an eyebrow. "Seeing things, are we?"

      In some capacity still left inside her, Aella directed her flames.

      Milista laughed, easily meeting them. While Aella nearly crumpled into dust with the effort to keep the flames going, Milista let them dance into the same string, coming dangerously close to overpowering her own.

      "What are we doing here, Aella?"

      "Making time—" her voice was dry, blistered, foreign.

      Milista quirked the lifted eyebrow. "Time for what?"

      "Death—"

      "Mm death? Yours or mine?"

      "Yours—"

      "Oh really? How will you manage that?"

      "Not me—"

      "A Master can only be killed by an Aether. You know that."

      "Not you—" she fell to one knee, gasping. 

      "Not me?"

      "You'll be killed—by a Null."

      Laughing, Milista let the energy extinguish Aella's flames. "Null? No Null could even look at me much less—"

      Her words were cut. An arrow pierced through her neck. They both stared at it. Milista tried to speak. She tried to turn, tried to figure out what had just happened. But then, she fell. 

      Aella sank gratefully into darkness.

      

      
        
        Ender

      

      

      "End—" Kepi grabbed his arm. "End, it's—you—"

      He sprinted to her. He didn't look, didn't think, all standard caution thrown away in the reckless rush to the girl who'd been missing for two months. But she was unrecognizable.

      Aella had been reduced to skin and bones. Her skin had a pallor only found in death, and her ribs showed clearly through her torn tunic with each breath her being clearly didn't want to take. Her chocolate hair had been matted into dreadlocks and her body—Fate.

      Kepi swore, kneeling on her other side. "Is she—"

      Shaking his head, Ender gently rolled Aella onto her back. She didn't stir, and he was nearly afraid she would stop moving altogether. 

      "Ender!" Cove yelled in the distance. "Ender, Kepi?"

      "Over here!" He found himself calling back as he brushed a tangled strand of hair from Aella's face. 

      "Shadowed hell," the young man swore, breaking out of the trees to see the corpse of the Master. "Shadowed—what the Fate—" his eyes snapped to the girl. "Is that—is she—"

      "She's not dead—yet."

      "Ender killed Milista," Kepi added, answering the other half of the question.

      "You killed Milista?"

      Ender couldn't stop staring at her. He couldn't hear the shock in the young man's voice or the meaning of the words he was speaking. Aella was alive… for now. But Fate's sake—this person in front of him.

      Slipping his arms under her, he drew her against his chest, rising to his feet. She was light—lighter than any grown human should be, and if it wasn't for the movement of breathing he could feel against him, he wouldn't have allowed himself to believe she was alive.

      "Is Carrick awake?" Ender asked, interrupting the spill of words of whatever Cove was saying.

      "Um, I don't know. I just—we noticed the leaves, and I—I was coming to find you because I figured it meant she was alive."

      "Leaves?"

      "They're green—not all the way—just hints of color, but—"

      "Cove! Where the Shadowed—" they heard the grunted blundering of Beau pushing through the foliage. "Ah, there you—" he stopped, staring at the girl in Ender's arms. "Is she dead?"

      "She's close," Ender answered, looking back at Kepi. "Milista—"

      "I'll search her," Kepi said. "Beau will stay with me. You take her back to the others."

      He caught her eyes, and she only nodded.

      

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      Milo's voice carried him back to consciousness and incessant nausea. His body shook in revolt against being awake again, and sweat poured down his face in relentless, disgusting rivets. 

      "Carrick, I have to change your dressings," Milo said tentatively.

      His teeth grit in anger. It wasn't toward Milo. Fate knew it wasn't Milo's fault. He was the only reason he was alive. Though, he supposed that was part of his anger. He was alive.

      Before Carrick was able to respond, his muscles contracted, stealing his speech to be replaced by a choked cry tearing through his throat without consent as his body tangled into knots.

      He heard Milo swear. Though, there wasn't anything he could do about it. He could only wait until the contractions stopped, leaving Carrick gasping for breath and praying to Fate to end him.

      "I'm sorry," Milo said as Carrick's body gradually relaxed.

      "It's just—the episodes," he grunted—in a pathetic attempt to make Milo feel better. Obviously, it hadn't worked. The episodes had been worse in the last twelve hours. They had moved camp again yesterday, chasing the rain. Spending all day moving into the downpour, Carrick had managed to hide the reasons they usually stopped—until they did stop, and the vomiting, contractions, fevers descended upon him in a relentless force.

      Shaking his head, Milo moved to his collection of flasks and pastes wrapped in leaves, returning to him as the tent opened.

      "Thank fate," Cove whispered, seeing Carrick. "End, he's awake." Stepping aside, he held the canvas back as Ender appeared with something tucked against him. 

      Carrick tried to sit, his bones grinding against each other, his scabbed, fragile skin breaking open. "End—" he gasped, squeezing his eyes shut against the agonizing nausea. "End—is—"

      Ender only nodded, laying Aella's emaciated form beside him. 

      Tears welled in Carrick's eyes, mixing with the sweat, and he stared at her—for once, in the past two months, unaware of his own suffering. "Is she—"

      "She's not dead, but close, I think. Milo?"

      Milo had dropped the ointment he'd been holding, staring at Aella in shocked disbelief. Though now he wasted no time moving to her side, systematically assessing her being.

      Her feet were bare, and her left foot held a thick scar, semi healed but still swollen and discolored. Carrick fixated on it. "Ender, she—did she—"

      "Milista's dead," Ender answered. "I think Aella had been fighting her since she went missing."

      The pounding vertigo forced his eyes shut. "Ael, please answer me—" he prayed the words he'd spoken every waking minute since he woke up in the tent without her next to him. "Ael, please—"

      "What happened to her?" Milo asked. 

      "I don't know," Ender's voice dropped as he explained more Carrick couldn't hear. He wanted to yell at him to speak up, to tell him what was happening, but the familiar buzzing was taking over again—the numbing pain which would take his consciousness for Fate knew how long.

      "Ael, please, I'm begging you—"

      "There's a lot of bruising and cuts. This arm has been broken. Her foot doesn't look good. Her ribs—Fate, Ender—"

      "I know."

      Milo's voice carried to him, breaking through the buzzing. "End, these cuts—it looks like she's been tortured for days. They're so precise—I don't think I can—Fate, I wish Elodie was here—or my mom. I don't know what to do—"

      "You didn't with Carrick either, and he's getting better."

      "This is different."

      Carrick, or more his body, choked on a sob which made his ribs shift against themselves. Another hitched in his throat, causing him to whimper—actually whimper—against the pain. 

      Ender's calloused, giant hand rested on Carrick's sweating forehead, while the other directed Carrick's own hand to a much smaller one. It was dried and cracked, cold, but he could feel the pulse against his fingers—against his own. 

      "She's alive," Ender said softly. "Understand, Carrick? Aella's alive."

      He held it tightly and sobbed until the darkness took over again.
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        Ender

      

      

      "We're almost there, kid," Ender murmured, nearing the clan of Rhaelyn. It had been well over a week since they found her, and it quickly became apparent they would need help if either Carrick or Aella were to survive.

      He hadn't wanted to take them to Rhaelyn. Rhaelyn was a place he despised nearly as much as Kent. It was bigoted, uptight, and the last he knew, it had been offered a clan-wide invitation to become Shadowed. But it was the closest clan that could offer help. And it was Carrick's home.

      Carrick had sobbed when they told him they were leaving to Rhaelyn. He'd sobbed and said Eddie would be able to help Aella. All they had to do was find Eddie, and she'd be okay. It was always only about Aella. Never mind the kid's flesh was slowly being eaten from the inside out.

      Over the week, the heat of summer had worsened Carrick's fevers. Flies and bugs constantly berated his wounds, leaving him helpless as they ate at his open flesh while he remained conscious, but without strength to swat them away.

      Aella had also grown worse, though hers was more of a steady decline into death which hadn't sped up or slowed down since Ender found her with Milista. Ender had begun to believe neither of them would make it to Rhaelyn until Cove found two horses grazing in a meadow with the Rhaelyn crest branded on their haunches. In one day, they had matched the distance it had taken a week to travel before.

      Carrick slumped so far down against his horse that his forehead nearly touched the mane. His pale face contrasted against his golden curls, and his whole body rose and fell in painfully deliberate breaths. Milo walked next to him on one side, and Kalen on the other, keeping a hand ready to catch him while also trying to keep the bugs off his wounds.

      "Is she—" Carrick coughed, slumping further. Milo looked over at Ender in concern, and Kalen's jaw tightened as he glanced behind him at Kepi.

      "She's still alive," Ender said confidently, though he honestly wasn't sure. Aella hadn't moved since he picked her up to carry her on the other horse. She lay limp against his arm, her head lolling with each step, and he could no longer feel her shaking with the effort to breathe. But if Carrick thought Aella had died, he'd easily sink over the edge himself.

      "We're almost there. It's going to be fine," he repeated, praying to the Fate he held no belief in to keep at least one of them alive.

      "How far are we?" Kalen asked.

      "We're a couple miles north. This is close to where I found them," Ender explained, drawing his horse to a stop and looking around the trees. Something was off. The green tinged leaves rustled gently together in a harmony carried by the summer wind. A few birds chirped above them, and the sound of a babbling brook added to the mix. Everything was as it should be, but it felt—awkward. Too quiet. Too—

      "Stop moving. All of you. We have you surrounded."

      Kalen cursed, gripping the mane of Carrick's horse to command it to halt as his gaze roamed the trees. Ender turned Aella further against him, letting the blanket she was wrapped in obscure her view. There was no rustle of branch, no hint of even a leaf moving out of sequence. The scouts were good—hopefully Rhaelyn-grade good.

      "We don't mean any harm," Kalen said to the branches while keeping a firm hand on Carrick.

      "You think we believe that these days?" The voice answered back. "Who are you?"

      "My name is Ender Koen, and this is—"

      "Koen?" Another voice asked before allowing him to finish. Hushed whispers moved through the branches above them. "Do you have a family?"

      "I have a brother. Grayly Koen."

      "What are you holding?" Another voice entered the trees, silencing the other two. "And what are you doing with that boy?"

      Kalen glanced at Ender again while Cove and Beau shifted forward to each stand by a horse.

      "I told you not to move."

      "We won't let you hurt him," Beau said.

      "Oh, so he's valuable then? Let me ask you more clearly: what are you doing with Carrick Zaria, the Sun's Ignis?"

      "Who are you?" Ender asked.

      "You aren't the one in a position to ask questions. That boy means a lot to us."

      "Us too," Kalen grunted.

      "Where are you coming from?"

      "Skye."

      "Skye was destroyed."

      "Skye was under Master control until Aella Aurellian freed us. You remember her?"

      "As I said, you don't control the conversation here. So again, who are you? What are your powers?"

      Kalen swore in frustration, but Ender looked up at the trees and answered. "I'm a Null. We are all Nulls or recanted Shadows, save for three of us who are Ignis, and one who's a Terre. We don't have the powers to hurt you even if we wanted to. By the way you're questioning us and know who Carrick is, I'm guessing you're members of Rhaelyn?"

      "Nulls?"

      "Sorry. I know it's offensive to you."

      "It's not offensive. It's—I didn't—"

      "You thought they'd be disfigured or not capable of being human?" Kalen asked. "You're looking at the man responsible for the fourth Master's death. A Null killed a Master. Would you be so kind as to show your faces yet?"

      There was a small commotion, and a man pushed his way out from the foliage with much protest from someone above.

      "End?"

      "Grayly? Holy—Grayly? How—"

      His brother laughed, the easy grin breaking into his face. "Holy Fate, End—I had no idea. They just— you're okay?"

      "Yeah." He slid off the horse. The amount of relief he felt from seeing his brother nearly matched the anxiety of carrying the Aether in unprotected woods with people he'd yet to trust surrounding him. "Grayly," he dropped his voice, so the people in the trees wouldn't hear. "We need someone who can help us. We were heading to Rhaelyn."

      "Rhaelyn is overrun by Shadows. Thank Fate we found you when we did." He turned back to the trees. "Knightly, this is my brother. I'll vouch for all of them. Is Addison coming?"

      "Just because you're his brother—"

      A woman ran out of the trees, breaking off the voice and moving straight to Carrick. Her gray streaked hair flew behind her, and the way she breathed attested to running a long way before getting there. Reaching the horse, she moved Kalen aside with commanding force, grabbing Carrick's face in her hands. "Carrick? Carrick, do you hear me?"

      He whimpered with her touch, head falling against her arm without energy to control the movement. "Addie?" His voice was barely audible.

      "I have you," she whispered, brushing his bloodied curls. "I have you—I—Rowan, get help."

      "Addison—"

      "Get help, Rowan!" she snapped up at the trees.

      The man grumbled a curse, but there was movement.

      Kalen looked startled, then confused that the woman had moved him so easily aside. "Sorry, who are you?"

      "His aunt," she responded without looking at him.

      "Addison—you're Addison Ryder," Ender murmured, glancing at Grayly for confirmation.

      Turning back to him, she looked between brothers. "Yes, who are you? What are you doing with him?"

      "I've been with them over six months," Ender answered. The woman held directness he appreciated. "Grayly is my brother. We found them at the lake the night of Winter Solstice."

      She nodded. "So, you're Ender. Where's Haylen?"

      "Haylen was killed," Kalen answered for him. "Carrick was attacked by a Master over two months ago. We came here for help."

      Addison glanced at Grayly in confusion before turning back to Ender. "Haylen's dead? They told us Aella was."

      "Who told you that?" Ender asked, keeping Aella covered and close to him. None of them—not even Grayly had noticed the bundle he was carrying was a person

      "Addie—Aella's—" Carrick coughed, slumping further against his aunt. "She needs help."

      "She's alive?" Addison asked, eyes flicking to him, and then settling on the bundle, accompanied by a curse. "Is that her?"

      "Who told you she was dead?" Ender repeated, voice hardening. Aella was in his arms, and she was also the Master's number one target. He didn't know these people. He didn't know if they became Shadows or if they made deals in the last days of the earth. Ender took a step back while Kalen moved to stand in front of them.

      "Who told you she was dead?" Kalen restated Ender's question a third time when no one answered.

      Addison began to explain, but a small gasp cut her off as someone pushed through the trees, going at once to Carrick's side, looking at each of them as if they were ghosts.

      "Elodie?" Ender took another step back, snapping a look towards Kepi who's face tightened into a frown as she joined her brother's side.

      "Elodie was who told us she was dead," Grayly answered, nodding to the girl who left them in Skye. "And she told us what happened."

      "Except Aella is alive?" Addison's eyes hadn't left the bundle.

      Elodie's gaze fell back to where Addison was looking. "She's—Aella's alive? I—Ender what happened?"

      They had told everyone Aella was dead. A coolness sifted over his being and an anger crossed him that hadn't been present in years.

      The silence was punctured by Killian's mismatched footsteps arriving in the clearing.

      "Ender? Is that—"

      "If Aella's alive—" Elodie stammered. "Haylen? Did Haylen—"

      "Aella's alive?" Killian asked in a startled voice. "She's—"

      "I don't have time for you," Ender grunted, then turned back to Addison. "Where can we go?"

      "Follow me," Addison said with a nod.

      

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      They lifted him off the horse, and in the breath his feet touched the ground, his whole body crumpled into itself. Gasping with the misery of it, he fell forward without control, landing in someone's arms.

      "Carrick, it's okay. I got you—I got you."

      He fought to look up, fought to find his aunt.

      "It's okay," she whispered. Other arms joined hers, and he was half carried, half dragged through a canvas opening and lowered onto a mat.

      "Aella?" he choked, coughing up the saliva coating his throat and tasting the metallic blood that came with it. "Where's—"

      "She's in a tent next to you," Addison explained. "She's alive."

      "Carrick?"

      "Get out of my head." He squeezed his eyes shut against the voice, against both the familiarity and the betrayal associated with it. 

      "Carrick, we're sorry."

      "Get out!" The pain scorched him, arching his back and making him writhe away from Addison's hold. 

      "What is this?" Elodie asked, entering the tent. Her eyes landed on him, and her presence felt as much an invasion as her words in his mind.

      "Get—" he cried out, unable to even order her away from him.

      "Carrick, Elodie can help. You need to let her help," Addison said, keeping a hand firmly on his chest.

      Milo also ignored his protest. He'd been praying for someone else to be there for weeks. "It's been happening since he first got hurt. They are Master scratches, but they're deeper than I've ever seen. His legs—look at this." Milo pulled up the bandages on his limbs.

      "Dear Fate," Elodie murmured, peering closer. "Is that—"

      "It scratched deep enough to hit his femur on both sides. His ribs too. I've never seen anything like it. I've treated them just as I would any Master scratch but—"

      Elodie's eyebrows twisted in the way he remembered when she was brought a problem and had to find a solution. It brought a calmness over her entire persona, allowing you to hold full faith in her, but now—she couldn't be there.

      "No," Carrick protested. "No, Aella—you have to—El, help Aella."

      "Aella is already in a tent, Carrick," Elodie said. "She is being helped. She hasn't been hurt like this."

      "You—need to—" he took a breath over the broken words. "Help—her."

      "Carrick—"

      "Help—her."

      "If you tell me what to do, I can do it," Milo said. "I can help him until you're able to come back."

      "Very well," Elodie sighed. "Come with me."

      As they left, Carrick found Addison's eyes.

      She looked scared.

      Addison had never, that he remembered, looked scared. Though, when she found him looking at her, she hid it well. Grabbing his hand, she whispered, "it's going to be okay. We'll make it through this."

      "Where's—Addie, where's Eddie?"

      Her gaze broke for a split second before forcing it to return. "I don't know. I haven't been able to find him since Winter Solstice. The house is gone—most of Rhaelyn is gone. You're at the lake you found Ender at before. It's where the people who got out of Rhaelyn escaped to. We call it Elipia—meaning hope. We've made a sort of home here. You have a home here."

      His lip quivered as he looked up at her. One of the two people he begged Fate to see over the last six months. And now—his eyes pooled with tears that trickled down the sides of his face, his body shook without control. He was more overwhelmed and more afraid than he had ever been before.

      The grip on his hand tightened as Addison used her other to brush the curls from his face. "I'm proud of you, Carrick," she whispered. "This will be okay."
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        Grayly

      

      

      "I think you know why I've called this meeting," Knightly said in the voice Grayly had learned to tolerate from the man who assumed he was once again elected leader of a new clan. The group from Skye had arrived the day before and after twenty-four hours of settling them in, treating injuries, and asking questions that weren't easily answered, they assembled everyone into a meeting. "We've worked hard to ensure Elipia is a safe place for all who seek shelter."

      "Mm, even Nulls?" Ender muttered, stripping a stick from its bark without looking at any of them.

      "Hard to not allow Nulls when they were the ones with shelter in the first place," one of the Skye men grunted, causing Ender to give a dark chuckle. His brother's downward gaze reminded Grayly of when Ender was a nineteen-year-old, hot-headed Kent Null—and it wasn't a good memory.

      Commander Knightly pressed his lips together, settling a beady expression on them before continuing. "We've been seeing the colors return gradually, and we are grateful for what you and your group have managed to do. Now that your injured are taken care of, I think it is best you tell us everything that has happened. We are prepared to offer you refuge here, but we need to know the danger that accompanies it."

      Beau laughed and Cove elbowed him sharply in the ribs.

      "What?" he protested. "Wait—that wasn't a joke?"

      Most of the Skye men gave wry smiles, furthering Knightly's consternation.

      "What he means is," Ender said, not looking up from the stick he was breaking off bit by bit, "it is humorous you don't already know what offering refuge to the Sun entails."

      "We know what offering refuge to the Sun entails," Knightly bit back. "We did it for months before you found them. What we don't know is what it looks like now. You have brought corpses to us."

      Addison shifted next to Knightly, and he looked at her with a brief expression of remorse. "I'm sorry—I didn't mean that. But they are both ill, very ill. Are we prepared for what it will take to give them protection? We are mere miles from Rhaelyn, and in their current state any Shadow who wished could kill either one of them."

      The man had a point no one else wanted to bring up.

      "We know that," Kepi, the young woman who hadn't left his brother's side all night, said. She was calm, sure of herself, not holding onto the anger Ender was. She was good for him—if that was what Grayly was witnessing. "But they can't move again. They barely made it here. They need rest, shelter, food that isn't soup made from bark, people who are experienced healers. They are both dying, and we need them not to. All of us."

      Marnie's hand slipped into Grayly's on his other side, and he held it. Their son, Tad, slept on his lap, unaware of what was truly happening while his sister, Nettie, sucked on her thumb, leaning against her mom and listening to the adults with confusion. Elipia was a place filled with young families. They were who had escaped Rhaelyn, who found enough strength to not become Shadows in order to protect their little ones—but it meant they were a vulnerable clan, and as pompous as the man came across, he understood Knightly's words.

      "End," Grayly cleared his throat, making his brother look up finally. "We want to offer them—you—everything we have. And we will, but look at us; we aren't strong. We need to know how to prepare."

      "I can't tell you that," he said, getting to his feet, making most present crane their necks to look up at him. "Since I left with them, I haven't known what to prepare for, and I still don't. Carrick can't stand. He's in more pain than I have ever seen in my life, and Aella can barely decipher reality from past. She hasn't been able to eat or drink, and I doubt she could use her powers if she tried. Those two are the axes on which both ours and the Shadowed future will turn. If you want a world that isn't decaying with every breath, you need to protect them regardless of your or your loved ones' lives. You cannot prepare with stakes like that."

      Everyone present watched the big man, his little brother, leave. The change that took place in Ender over only six months was startling.

      Handing Tad to Marnie, Grayly got to his feet and moved after him, following his brother up to the cliffside overlooking Rhaelyn—the very cliff they'd found the five Sun members ascending the year before.

      Grayly didn't say anything as Ender clenched his hands into fists, holding and then releasing, looking over the distant Rhaelyn with clouding eyes. Instead, he sat on a rock and waited. It was what he had to do when Ender was coming out of the Apati, when rage was his constant and only companion.

      "No one understands, Grayly," he grunted finally. "You don't understand."

      "We know we don't. I know I don't. That's why he wanted a meeting. Everyone is scared, and those kids—"

      Ender shook his head in an interruption. "They aren't kids. Well, they are, but—" his voice broke, and he ran both hands over his face, cursing softly under his breath. "They aren't allowed to be kids, and they know that. They've given everything and now—"

      "The everything might be permanent?"

      Ender turned to him. His eyes were bloodshot, carried by deepened bags under them. The skin on his face seemed to drop from its structure, exhausted by getting up every day to serve a purpose. Shoulders slumping against the wind that was barely there, he let his chin drop to his chest, his eyes close, and a nod explain the words he couldn't say.

      "How long has it been since you slept?" In the twenty-four hours they'd been at Elipia, Grayly hadn't seen Ender take a single break. He was either pacing outside Aella's or Carrick's tent or scouting the bounds with a scowl that lead you to believe he actually hoped for an attack, something to channel his helpless energy against.

      "I don't know," he shook his head, roughly drawing the palm of one hand over his eyes. "A while. Someone has to—they have to—if Aella wakes up, I need to be there. To explain to her what happened."

      "That you killed Milista?"

      He looked up at him. "That she escaped Milista. That she used every last inch of her powers to continue using Aer so we might find her, and that when she saw me, she was able to fight one last time so that I could kill a Master by shooting her in the back with an arrow. It means nothing—that I killed one. All of you need to understand that. It was still Aella. All of that was Aella."

      "You love them."

      "What?"

      "Those kids—Aella and Carrick. You love them."

      "I don't—"

      "It's a good thing, End. They need someone to love them, to care about more than if they'll manage to survive to kill the other three."

      "I—" he only managed another nod, face crumpling as it used to when he was a frustrated little kid, begging the universe for a power—any of the elements it withheld from him.

      Taking his little brother into his arms, Grayly held him as he sobbed—the big man discovering for the first time in his life what it meant to love someone who was incapable of protecting themselves.

      

      
        
        Elodie

      

      

      "Are they still deciding what to do?" Elodie asked as Milo slipped under the canvas opening.

      He nodded, crouching next to her. "You've made it?"

      Instead of answering, she handed the Sypios root to him, and he wordlessly split the body, extracting the nectar from its core. Sypios was a gnarled, underearth taproot containing a substance similar to honey—if honey was bitter with an acrid stench that seemed to hit the interior of your brain when you smelled it. But it was efficient in waking a person up. It was how she'd eventually managed to rouse Carrick in Skye after Aella had drugged him.

      This would be the fourth time Elodie had awakened Aella since their arrival. The first was shortly after they had arrived, only a few minutes after settling Aella into a tent. Milo had told her it had been days since she'd last been able to eat or drink and that he'd only managed it occasionally by waking her up with Riz—a far cruder and less reliable way to arouse an unconscious person.

      When the first drop of Sypios had landed under Aella's tongue, she had sat straight up, eyes flying open, and gaze flicking around her in terror. Initially she had screamed, then sobbed before retching to the point there was no chance of getting her to swallow anything of substance. Eventually, Elodie had given up and made her go back to sleep with Oneir. The next two times had all gone similarly, and Aella had yet to be able to eat or drink anything.

      "Have you seen Carrick?" Milo asked without meeting her gaze. He wouldn't look at her—though he would talk to her, which was better than the other members from Skye.

      The amount of anger they held, most complete strangers, was startling. Elodie had known what they had done the second they left Skye. She believed Killian had too, though neither of them talked about it. In fact, they continued to only talk about how they made the right decision, almost obsessively, until the day they had assumed Aella had died.

      That day had been reality, and Elodie had never been so betrayed by her own mind—the layers and layers of delusions built up over weeks of time, making her believe something so incredibly false when all the evidence was there all along. Elodie had always held so much faith in her mind. She never doubted it. It was brilliant, trustworthy. It only cared about the truth, and she was not easily dissuaded.

      And then what happened? She fell in love with a boy and allowed herself to believe anything that would make being with him possible. It horrified her—the way her mind could bend.

      "Marnie gave me some broth," Milo said, drawing out a jar and placing it next to her. "She said it has some marrow and boiled fat in it. If she can eat it, it'll help."

      Elodie only nodded.

      Aella was pale, sunken. She had always been a force one way or the other. When she met her in Parva, Elodie first noticed her femininity—the rosy cheeks, big eyes, thick hair in the quirky buns she used to wear. Then, after Jace was killed, she noticed her strength—the pure endurance she used to attack every day with the unwavering desire to do well, to succeed. And then, after Aella became an Apati, after she killed Tybalt and Draven, Elodie noticed her power. It had scared her. It scared her when she descended into Avyso and saw Aella with the dead Father of Shadows and the old man who'd been used as a method of killing. 

      Aella had become a power she could not relate to, and it scared her. If she was honest, it threatened her. And this—this being in front of her—

      "Are you ready?" Milo asked with a slight pause between each word. His gaze lifted to her in a subtle curiosity, and she realized she'd been holding the jar, half-unscrewing the lid while staring at Aella.

      Clearing her throat, she nodded. "Yeah, go ahead."

      Leaning over her, Milo gently opened Aella's mouth and let two drops of Sypios settle under her tongue. Then, they waited.

      There wasn't a single sign of movement.

      "Um—" Milo looked at the roots, laying open next to him. "Did I do something wrong?"

      Shaking her head, Elodie ran her knuckles over Aella's sternum with one hand, shaking her shoulder with the other. "Aella? Aella, wake up."

      Nothing.

      "Maybe give her a few more drops?" Elodie suggested.

      Milo hesitated.

      "A few more drops won't hurt her," she promised.

      "I know, but—" Milo shook his head with a frown. "I think I should get Ender in case it gets bad. Don't do anything until I get back." Standing up, he left the tent without further explanation.

      No sooner had Milo gone though, the canvas opened again, and Killian appeared. Where Elodie had responded to the hatred and distrust of the new Elipia members with professionalism and walls no one could get through, Killian had responded by hiding, sneaking around corners and waiting for them to leave before coming to talk to her. He couldn't handle the dislike.

      "How is she?" he asked, shoving his hands in his pockets, standing with his shoulders crumpled inward, looking at Aella like someone would look at a stranger—a detached being of the girl he once loved.

      "She won't wake up."

      "You already gave her the dose?" he asked.

       "Yeah. I think she only needs a few more drops, but Milo told me not to do anything until he gets back with Ender."

      "Why?"

      "I guess she needs him close when she wakes up." The day before, Milo had told her to never wake Aella without one of the Skye members present, but he hadn't told her why. It felt punitive, like they didn't trust her with Aella—even though she was still a skilled healer, still better than anything Aella had had in the past.

      And Aella had to eat. Time was not on their side. Elodie's gaze drifted to the Sypios, staying there. Aella had to eat, and Ender could've been anywhere. "I'm going to give her a few more drops. The other times were bad though, can you warn Carrick I'm waking her?"

      Carrick was in the tent next to them, and when she'd awoken Aella before, he had heard everything—the screaming, the sobbing, the retching—and he couldn't move. It had been torture, and allowed for another scolding from Milo. Carrick needed to be warned or he would try so hard to move, he'd open the wounds which had barely shown signs of healing.

      As soon as the screaming started, Carrick began trying to talk to Aella—both Killian and Elodie heard it, the pleading to wake up, to listen to him, to let her know he was there. It was horrible, and neither her nor Killian responded. They couldn't. Carrick had made it very clear, they were not welcome in his mind, and it was something they would respect.

      "I don't think he'd want to see me," Killian muttered. "He'll be fine. He knows she needs to wake up."

      Hesitating long enough to go through every scenario and possible outcome in her mind, Elodie nodded, taking the spoon and placing two drops under Aella's tongue again.

      That time, Aella began to stir.

      "Aella?" she asked, quietly so as not to startle her.

      It didn't work. Aella jerked awake at her voice, eyes flying open. She choked, staring at Elodie and desperately trying to untangle the blankets from her body so she could get away. 

      "Aella, it's okay. You're safe—"

      Gripping her side, Aella sat up, gagging over every breath entering and leaving.

      "Aella, you're okay. You're—"

      Aella's scream swallowed Elodie's words with a torn terror escaping her throat. Her arms twisted over her head, holding herself into a small ball, braced for something.

      "Aella?" Elodie took a step forward.

      "Get back! Get—" Spinning out of the defensive position, Aella smashed her elbow through the lantern by her mat, taking hold of one of the glass shards with her hand and surging to her feet. She held it in clear warning as blood dripped from her fingers, down her arm, and into more blood coming from her elbow. 

      "Aella, don't—we're trying to help you," Elodie stammered, while stumbling back against Killian.

      "I won't—let you," Aella said, eyes frozen on them. Her voice had dropped to an eerily controlled tone, though the arm holding the shard of glass shook. "I won't let you do this anymore."

      "I'm not doing anything," Elodie whispered. "Aella, it's me, Elodie."

      "Elodie left. So did Killian. They left together," she said coldly. "This is a trick. You're a trick, and I'm going to end you." 

      Killian pulled Elodie out of the way before Aella lunged. Tripping over her swollen foot and weak limbs, Aella fell to the floor. In alarm, Elodie watched the shard of glass sink deeper into her hand as more blood seeped through her fingers. 

      Aella didn't notice. Getting to her feet, she turned on them again. Her eyes were wide, wild with fight as her chest heaved in an exertion her body wasn't ready for. Strands of hair escaped a knotted braid, hanging over her face in deranged fashion. She was a stranger, this being. 

      "Aelie, it's me." Killian tentatively stepped forward, keeping Elodie behind him. "It's me, Killian."

      "You aren't real!" Aella screamed, gripping the glass tighter. "You left. You aren't—stop tricking me!"

      Elodie clamped a hand over her mouth as a single sob shook from her lungs. She hadn't even noticed the tears, the heartbreak her body released without knowledge.

      Aella turned at the sound of her crying. "You think this will make me feel sorry for her?" She gave a short laugh. "You think I won't be able to kill her because she looks sad? She tore my heart out, Milista. Your tricks don't work."

      Aella moved. Elodie screamed, covering her head and yelling for help. A gust of wind hit and then a sickening tear of canvas followed by a thump of a body hitting something solid.

      "Killian," Elodie gasped, straightening to peer through the torn wall to where Aella's form lay at the base of a tree about ten feet away.

      Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw Ender sprinting from the bottom of the cliffs towards them. Skidding to a stop next to Aella, he began talking to her in quiet tones starkly contrasting the frantic energy he had exerted to get there.

      Milo had run up after Ender, watching the big man hunch next to the crumpled girl before turning back to Elodie and Killian. His face fell in disbelief as he took in the torn tent and the two inside. "What did you do?"

      "I didn't mean—I didn't—" Killian stammered while Elodie tripped past him, hugging her arms around her as she walked a few feet towards the tree.

      "Ender, is she—"

      "Get back," Ender grunted, not turning to them. "Milo, get them back."

      Milo had already grabbed her arm, preventing her from moving any closer. "It'd be best if you leave," Milo said quietly. "We'll explain later."

      "What? No—Aella?"

      "Leave, Elodie," Ender ordered. "You're making this worse."

      Blood trickled down the side of Aella's face as she still clutched the glass in her hand, but her eyes squeezed shut, curling once again into a ball ready for an assault. "Please stop—please—I can't—"

      "What the hell happened?" Kalen asked, having arrived from the lakeside where the meeting was held. Other people had joined, both Elipian residents and the Skye arrivals, staring at the scene in a confusion which was slowly being understood in each version of interpretation. "Who did this? Did you do this?" Kalen demanded.

      "I didn't mean—I didn't—I'm sorry—"

      The Skye man's eyes darkened as he looked at Killian in repulsion while Ender continued trying to get Aella to listen to him, loosen the grip on the glass severing her hand.

      "She—she—tried to kill Elodie," Killian stammered. "So I—I had to—"

      "You what?" Kalen asked, voice dropping. "Threw an already injured, already sick young woman into a tree?"

      "I just—I didn't mean—Fate, I didn't mean to hurt her."

      "It wasn't his fault," Elodie tried to come to his defense. "I gave her a second dose. She woke up—she was trying to kill me—"           

      "I told you not to give her a second dose," Milo interrupted her. "I told you it could get bad, so I wanted Ender there. I told you not to do anything!"

      She flinched back from him—from them. Her mind reeled—what was this?

      "Everyone stop," Ender commanded, still crouched beside Aella.

      They did as he asked, watching as Aella kept her arms pressed over her head, her knees drawn into her chest, shaking uncontrollably all while still clutching the glass in her hand.

      "Aella, you're safe," Ender repeated softly, a hand resting on her shoulder.

      "I don't—I can't—I can't do this—" her words broke into sobs.

      Ender's hand moved to Aella's. "Let go, Aella. It's me—Ender. Milista is dead. I killed her. Remember?"

      Aella shook her head, continuing to sob. "They weren't there—they aren't—they can't be—she's—" every phrase hitched into the next, feverish, disjointed, pained. 

      "We're at the lake where I found you on Winter Solstice. Killian and Elodie were here when we arrived. They aren't Milista. They're back with you. I need you to let go. You're hurting yourself."

      Her breath hiccupped into the next, and then she whispered, "Ender?"

      "It's me," he affirmed. "You need to let go."

      Eyes opening, she stared down at the blood, seeing it drip to the dirt. Then, her gaze flew around the crowd of people who'd congregated since Elodie's cry for help. Dropping the glass, she pulled back. The fear she held at realizing who was all watching was matched by the fear previously held by her past. "I—I didn't mean—did I hurt—I—Ender—"

      "You didn't hurt anyone. You were only scared. I'm going to help you back to your tent, okay?"

      "I didn't—I'm sorry—" she sobbed as he picked her up, her head slumping against his chest. "I'm sorry—" she repeated. "I didn't mean—I wouldn't—I'm sorry—"

      "You're okay, Aella," he murmured, slipping into the tent with its side now torn away.

      Kalen motioned for the crowd to disperse, and Milo's eyes landed on Elodie. The expression he held made her wish he'd refused to look at her again. "Why wouldn't you wait?"

      "I didn't know—I didn't know it was like that."

      "Did you think I was just ordering you about for fun? This has been hell, Elodie. A hell you won't understand because you weren't there, and we can't take the time to explain it to you."

      "You could've taken the time to say that would happen," Killian interjected. "This isn't her fault."

      Milo gave him a single look before moving into the tent. They followed him. They couldn't not.

      Holding Aella on his lap like a small child, Ender had one arm around her back, the other holding a spoon of the broth Marnie had made. "Aella, are you still with me? We need you to eat something."

      She nodded, and he spooned some into her mouth. She choked but swallowed it. Then, had another.

      "Good Aella," Milo encouraged in a quiet voice—which wasn't condescending in the way people often dropped their voices to those weaker than themselves. "A few more. Good—"

      Ender glanced up at them as Milo took over spooning the broth into Aella's mouth. "Is someone with Carrick?"

      "I don't—"

      "I need you to check."

      "He won't want us—"

      "He just heard all of that," he interrupted Killian's protest. "Do you think he cares who it is who tells him she's okay?"

      Killian nodded, glancing at Elodie before leaving.

      "He's talking to her," Elodie whispered, taking a tentative step towards them. "Carrick is. He's telling her it's okay, and that the Masters don't get to rule her mind, and that she needs to get better. He's been talking to her since she woke up. Killian and I can hear everything—" her voice broke again, and she hugged her arms around herself. "She tried to kill me, and Killian—he used Aer to get her to stop. He'd never want to hurt her—"

      Ender's jaw tightened, and he closed his eyes. 

      "We didn't mean to hurt her," Elodie repeated.

      "But you did," he said. "That's something you both have to live with. I'm not going to make you feel better about it."

      It was harsh—it felt harsh. But it was true.

      "Milista had her for two months," he began, forcing himself to explain the situation calmly. "Milista kept her alive—but just barely. It was endless days and nights of tricks and games in which Aella had to do Fate only knows what. None of us know what happened, but when she wakes up, she thinks she's still there. There are cues, reminders we've all learned which help her remember she isn't, but you don't know them. Waking with you and Killian present is basically affirming she's still with Milista because you were gone before she was captured. To her, the only way you could've been present is if Milista was using your forms to cause her pain. That's why she tried to kill you. She was trying to kill Milista."

      "I didn't know—"

      "Well, now you do."

      "Ender, I want to help. I want to be a part of this again."

      He looked up, meeting her eyes for the first time since they arrived. "You better make sure you mean that before she hears you say it. She doesn't deserve to be betrayed again."

       

       

       

      
        
        Carrick

      

      

      He could feel it when he lost connection with her. But he had been talking to her, and for a second, she'd talked back. "I'm so scared. Carrick, I'm so scared." That was all she said.

      He hated that they got to hear it, that Killian and Elodie could listen to him pleading with her to realize this was reality, that she wasn't still with Milista, that the Masters didn't own her. He hated that they could hear his heartbreak and her terror when they were the cause.

      "Carrick?" Killian peaked his head through the opening, looking uncomfortable—like he'd choose to be anywhere else if he could. "Ender wanted me to tell you she was okay. He's with her."

      "What happened?"

      "She tried to kill Elodie."

      He would phrase it like that. Not that Aella was scared out of her mind and woke up thinking Milista was with her and thus, tried to get away. No, it would be that Aella tried to kill Elodie.

      "How?"

      "She broke a lamp, took a shard of glass—um, I stopped her."

      "How?"

      He didn't look up. He didn't come closer either, staying in the entryway. "I used Aer. I didn't mean to hurt her. She was just—she was going to kill Elodie."

      Carrick's eyes filled with tears, and he turned away, furiously trying to get them to disappear before Killian could notice. 

      "Carrick?" 

      He knew he'd failed. They were trailing down his cheeks, heard in the rattle of his lungs from the hiccupped breaths he was taking. He whimpered as the next shock of pain hit him, and he let out a small sob. Fate, he hated he could hear it—the sound of his heart breaking.

      "Carrick, I'm sorry—"

      "Haven't you hurt her enough?" He choked, keeping his eyes closed. He didn't want to witness the flash of pain, of guilt.

      "Carrick—"

      "Please leave."

      There was a pause, and then, his footsteps faded away. "Ael, are you still with me?"

      Silence.

      His body shook with his own grief. His throat tightened, and his eyes burned. Pressure built against his broken ribs, sending shocks of pain through his body and into his crippled limbs. He couldn't move. Aella was dying, and he couldn't move.

      "Hey Carrick."

      "Addison," he choked. "Addie, is she—okay?"

      "Yeah, she is. I just checked. Milo said she ate a little, and Ender's with her." Taking a seat beside his mat, Addison brushed the tears off his cheek with her the edge of her sleeve without making comment to them. "Are you okay?"

      "I heard the glass shatter," he whispered because any louder, his voice would break entirely. "I heard her screaming, yelling at Elodie. Then, I heard her stop—I guess Killian made her stop?"

      "She cut her arm and hand on the glass. Got a little bruised when Killian forced her back, but she's okay. Actually, looking better than you at the moment."

      He gave a short laugh, needing the release of the pressure. Then, he took a breath. "She spoke to me this time."

      "She did?"

      "She kept saying she was scared, but it was the first time she spoke back. I—" his voice cracked, and he stopped, taking another breath. "I miss her," he finished. His head ached with the amount of grief he was trying to hold back.

      Brushing the curls from his forehead, Addison continued to stroke his hair as he cried. It was what he needed, what all of them needed probably, to be near the person who made you feel safe, who gave you a childhood, who was always an adult to you.

      "We all miss her," she said softly. "There's not a single person out there who doesn't know what Aella has done for us—what you have done for us. She'll get through this, Carrick. Aella has never known how to give up. I think that's why Fate chose her."

      He nodded again, biting his lip to stop it from quivering like a little boy's. "I wish Eddie was here."

      "I do too."

      "Do you think—Addie, do you think he died?"

      Exhaling, she looked down at him. Addison had never hidden things from him, never pretended he was too young or too immature to understand the heaviness of the world. "I don't know what happened to him. He never would've become a Shadow, and so I hope he's alive somewhere. I'll hope he's alive until I die and find him in the afterlife."

      Closing his eyes, he heard the sharp whispers beginning to filter outside his tent—the aftermath of the evening's events.

      "Carrick, this will end," Addison said. "Fate chose you all for a reason."

      "Yet Haylen's dead, and Elodie and Killian don't want a part in it. I'll never walk again, and Aella's—" he couldn't bring himself to say it, say she was dying, but Addison understood. "We can't—we were barely able to fight as a whole group, and now we're—"

      "With others who want to help you fight. You're not alone."

      The whispers grew, and Addison looked back to the opening. "I'll go check on her. Get some rest."

      He could only nod, listening to the words no one thought he could hear.
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        Killian

      

      

      "What were you thinking?" Kalen's anger landed on him. "She's hurt, and you just—"

      "She's a hurt Aether who was going to kill Elodie!" Killian protested. How no one could understand that was beyond him. He had seen how Aella had looked and nearly everyone there knew what Aella was capable of. Killing Elodie would've been easy. Elodie would've never fought back, never knowingly hurt Aella further.

      "She had a piece of glass. She hasn't used her powers since we found her," Kepi argued. "You can't just—you could've killed her."

      "What if she had killed, Elodie? What if—"

      "Fate man—have you looked at her? She can't kill a fly right now, much less a full-grown Stoicheia," Cove grunted.

      "I didn't mean to, and I'm sorry," he said in a way which he hoped would end the conversation.

      Elodie exited the ripped tent next, keeping her arms around her. "We didn't know," she whispered, signs of recent tears trailing down her face. "We didn't realize how bad it was."

      Beau gave a short laugh. "You knew she was with Milista for two months. How bad did you think that would be? Aren't you supposed to be a genius or something?"

      "I know." The tears started again, as she looked at Killian. He wondered if she was thinking what he was—wishing desperately they were alone in the woods again, heading to Parva. "Was Carrick okay?" she asked instead.

      "Um no," he dropped his gaze back to the tent. "He was crying, and he told me to leave."

      The Skye men all looked at him, clenching their jaws in the same fashion. 

      "What now? I'm trying to help—we're trying to help—"

      "You think Carrick would want us all to know he's in there crying?" Beau asked without tact.

      "You asked how he was—"

      Ender exited Aella's tent next. "She's sleeping."

      "Her hand—"

      "Milo's bandaging it," he answered without looking at Elodie. "How's Carrick?"

      "Addison's with him," Kepi replied before Killian had a chance to make yet another grave error. 

      "Good. Good." He turned to Killian. "That can't happen again. You could've killed her."

      "It was an accident," he said for what seemed like the thousandth time. "Aella was trying to kill Elodie, and I stopped her."

      "There are safer ways to stop a malnourished, sick girl without throwing her into a tree," he said in a quiet, calm voice, though every word tinged with anger. 

      Exiting Carrick's tent, Addison moved to them, crossing her arms over her chest. "He's alright. Is that how it has been since you found her?"

      The Skye group exchanged looks with each other before Ender nodded. "It has been. Though, this was the first time she's eaten something."

      "This is too dangerous," Knightly shook his head, remarkably staying quiet until that moment. "An Aether who's lost her mind—we can't control that."

      "She hasn't lost her mind," Kepi said, placing a hand on Ender's arm as the words exited the man's throat. "She's sick. She's barely been conscious—"

      "She just tried to kill a girl."

      "Who she thought was Milista—"

      "Exactly. We aren't prepared for this."

      "Fate," Kalen grunted, raising his eyes to the sky like he was looking for the patience to have a chance of dealing with the situation. "She's not strong enough to do anything."

      "Yet." The word slipped past Killian's lips before he could pull it back.

      Everyone turned to him, and his face flushed. His gaze found the ground and stayed there, but he continued speaking. "Aella's the most stubborn person I know. She'll live, she'll become strong again, and then—she'll get someone killed. She shouldn't stay here."

      "Killian—" It was Elodie's voice which first sounded in protest. The others were stone silent.

      "She's lost her mind," he muttered. "If she lives, she'll be uncontrollable. No one’s psyche could handle this."

      "Yours can't maybe," Cove muttered. 

      Killian glanced at him. Fate, they were all angry—they'd all follow her to their death, even if she was deranged. He took a breath. "I think we need to start preparing for this being our world now. We can make this place safe, protected. This can be our home. We don't need them."

      No one said anything. Not even Knightly, who Killian knew shared the same beliefs.  

      "You don't need them?" Kalen asked, breaking the silence. "You don't—and if a Master comes here, takes over your precious little clan, makes you all its prisoner, says you either turn into a Shadow or die, what are you going to say then? Say you still don't need them?"

      "That won't happen here."

      "We thought it wouldn't happen in Skye," Beau said. "And that was before the world was dust."

      "I'm from Skye—"

      "And your parents were rich enough to escape. They paid a bounty to a Master for your lives. Think about that."

      "They never—"

      "They paid a bounty to a Master," Kalen repeated. "You weren't there. Actually, you weren't there for any of this, so I don't know why you're talking."

      "Because I know Aella better than anyone," his words bit when he didn't mean them to, but his throat tightened with the knowledge of their truth. "Aella—" his voice broke, and he blinked the tears away without success. "It would be better—if she died."

      The words left his mouth in a whisper and were met with shocked expressions quickly shifting to rage.

      Stepping forward, Ender stopped the retorts from coming. He turned to Killian with a blank face—a face Killian couldn't read, and he half expected to be hit. He even braced himself for it. Instead, Ender said in low, clear words, "Do not ever say that again. Aella's fighting right now for you—for all of us. She's fighting because she believes the world needs her, and we do. Do not let her hear otherwise, understand?"

       

       

      
        
        Aella

      

      

      Tears slid down her cheeks as she listened to the argument. She wanted to talk to Carrick, but she couldn't—not without them knowing she was awake, hearing them fighting. 

      Her hand throbbed, and she focused on the blood soaking through the cloth. It was overwhelming. Everything.

      Turning back around, Milo took her hand in his, beginning to unwrap the makeshift bandage. Her fingers twitched involuntarily, and he looked up. "Aella? You're awake?"

      "Don't tell them." She closed her eyes, more tears slipping out from under the closed lids. She was too exhausted to care or attempt to stop them. 

      "I won't," he promised, not asking for an explanation. "I need to treat your hand. Is that okay?"

      Nodding, she held it out to him again. They could both hear the discussion getting heated outside. Even more so now that the canvas was torn.

      Continuing to unwrap the blood-soaked cloth, Milo glanced up at her every time something else resurfaced in the argument. 

      "Is Carrick okay?" she whispered, looking up at him. "I haven't—I can't talk to him or—"

      "He's alright. Worried about you, mostly."

      He began cleaning the cut, and she barely felt it. "I didn't mean to try to kill her," she whispered as the argument centered around that fact. "I didn't—I thought she was Milista."

      "We know."

      "I—do you think I'm dangerous?"

      He looked down at her, brown eyes crinkling in the exact way his mom's did. It made her want to start crying more. "Not right now. You are—dangerous, I mean. You are the most powerful person on the planet, but you're hurt and sick. You never would've killed Elodie, and Killian shouldn't have done what he did."

      "But when I get stronger—and still think people are Milista—"

      "Do you think I'm Milista? Right now, I mean?"

      She looked up at him and shook her head.

      "Why not?"

      "I can remember being with her. If I can remember, then I'm not there."

      "Focus on that."

      The voices outside were discussing her insanity, the risk she'd cause to the society there. She heard Killian openly admit he thought she was going insane, that there was no way she could keep her mind, and she was overwhelmed. Because maybe he was right. He felt right.

      Milo looked back up at her. "You aren't going crazy, Aella."

      "I just tried to kill a girl."

      "You were in a dream. It's not the same thing."

      "Have you seen someone lose their mind?"

      "I have, in Avyso. The stress was too much for a lot of people to bear, and seeing the Master on top of it—" he shook his head. "I've seen people go mad, and it doesn't look like this. He has no right to say that."

      She lay there helplessly as she heard Killian say they needed to prepare for this being their world. That they didn't need them anymore.

      Milo froze, mid-stitch.

      And she choked on a sob. She wondered if Carrick had heard it too.

      "Aella, that's not true—"

      She could only shake her head. Everything they'd done—everything she'd given up—they weren't needed now? In one way, it was a relief. Maybe she had done enough people could live. There were hints of colors again. But in another way, a worse way, she knew it was wrong. There was far more darkness than color, and eventually it would win.

      There was a silence and then Killian said he knew her more than anyone, that she would become a danger, that it would be better if she died.

      Milo swore. "Aella, that's not true."

      It would be better if she died. She knew he had believed that after the lake, after Malak, but now? She wasn't Apati. She could feel the words hit her chest, driving into her heart. She was alive. She was living, and he thought it would be better if she was dead.

      "Aella," Milo whispered, pleading with her to listen to him—to believe him over the boy she'd grown up with. "You are getting better. You have your mind, and he doesn't know you. I know you. Ender does. Carrick knows you, and Fate knows, we need you to survive this."

      She closed her eyes, and rain began pelting down on the canvas, spraying in through the torn fabric, drowning her helpless body. She knew she was causing it. She was just powerless to stop it.

       

       

      
        
        Elodie

      

      

      The downpour drowned the argument as people scattered to find cover. It was violent—the rain—angry and hurt. It slid from the sky in streams powered by so much force, it felt solid instead of liquid.

      Keeping her arms over her head, her eyes nearly squeezed shut, Elodie ran to Aella's tent, diving inside to help Milo close the canvas. Then, she stopped.

      "She's awake?"

      Aella was curled on her side, knees drawn into her chest, arms around them and shivering against the rain splattering her body. Her eyes were fixed on a spot in front of her and her face—she had heard.

      "Where's Ender?" Milo yelled over the wind. "She's getting soaked—" His words faded while he wrestled with the shredded canvas, swearing continually as the water hit it with enough force to tear it from his hands.

      Elodie looked down at Aella, shaking with lips turning blue, drenched in her own torrential downpour. Then, she nodded. "Can you carry her?"

      Milo looked back at her.

      "To Carrick's tent. She needs to be moved to Carrick's tent. They have always been stronger together."

      "Um—okay, yeah okay." Milo knelt next to Aella while Elodie tried to build enough brambles and branches from beneath the earth to shelter them from the storm. It barely worked. It was too powerful. She was too powerful.

      "Aella," Milo explained, pulling a soaking blanket around her. "Aella, we're moving you to be with Carrick, okay?"

      She choked an answer, shivering against the cold. "I can't stop it—I'm sorry—I can't—"

      "I know. It's okay, but we're bringing you to Carrick." Drawing her against him, Milo motioned for Elodie to pull back the torn canvas. Then, he sprinted out into the rain.
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        Carrick

      

      

      He knew the rain was her. It was too forceful, too sad to be anything else. Yells and cries sounded from outside his tent, and footsteps flew over the rocky ground in various directions.

      "Aella, are you with me?"

      His words were met by silence.

      "Carrick." It was Elodie. Even in his subconscious, she was hesitant. "We're bringing Aella to you."

      Squeezing the edge of his mat with his right hand, he waited until the tent flap opened in a gust of wind, rain hitting him until Elodie was able to shut it with a slipped curse under her breath.

      Milo glanced at him, kneeling with Aella in his arms, searching for something to lay her on.

      "Here." Elodie grabbed one of the blankets Carrick had discarded, smoothing it out on the damp canvas floor. "We'll find something more," she promised, giving him a quick look before averting her gaze again. Her eyes were red, puffy.

      Laying Aella on the blanket, Milo covered her with half of it, promising he'd find her something warmer. With Milo between them, all Carrick could see of Aella was her body shaking.

      Dragging the blanket covering him off, Carrick nudged Milo's arm. Looking back at him, then at the blanket, Milo nodded before pulling it the rest of the way off and covering Aella with it.

      "We'll be back in a bit," he promised, getting to his feet and leaving with Elodie behind him.

      As Milo's figured moved out of the way, Carrick found Aella looking at him. Her eyes were open, also red and puffy as Elodie's had been, but open. The pressure in his chest built as he looked back at her. It was the first time he'd seen her eyes since the day by the stream.

      "Ael," he whispered, moving his hand as far as he could to meet her bandaged one. Her swollen fingers twitched around his, and he held it like it would be how he'd keep her awake, keep her from drifting away again.

      "Carrick—I'm sorry—I—I can't—I can't stop—" Her voice broke over every other word.

      "It's okay."

      Squeezing his hand again, she let her head rest near his right shoulder. The rain pelting against the canvas began to slow, until it disappeared altogether.

      "Ael, you still with me?"

      The head of matted hair nodded. "I tried to kill Elodie," she whispered.

      "I heard."

      Pulling the blanket back to look at him, she searched his face.

      She looked so young—so broken. Dried blood left streaks on the left side of her face, and she looked more than exhausted. She looked ready to give up.

      "I don't want to do this. I'm done."

      "You aren't, Ael. Look at me—"

      She did.

      Letting go of her hand, he unraveled the chain from his other wrist. He held it up for her to see. "Ender gave this to me when you were missing."

      She stared at the rings, tentatively touching the metal with her fingers. "I took it off—when I was with Milista. I thought—I tried to leave a trail, so you could find me. I knew if—that clasp is so—"

      "It worked, Aella. We found you."

      Nodding, her eyes filled with tears again, and he could see her try to swallow the emotions, become the ruler of her consciousness.

      "Do you remember what Marnie said when she first gave them to you?" he asked.

      "To use it as a reminder to keep my head above water."

      "Maybe now, let them remind you, you got out. That we found you."

      Fingering the rings, her gaze settled on them—still exhausted but more resolved, releasing the drowning anxiety.

      "Can you turn around?"

      Turning so her back was to him, she lifted her head up, holding her hair, so he could slip the chain around her neck and fasten the clasp he had attached and detached a million times since she went missing—imagining, hoping, praying for the day he'd be able to give it back.

      "Thanks," she whispered, letting her head drop next to him again as he pulled the blankets back over her.

      "You're with me?"

      "I'm with you."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Index

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        People

      

      

      Stoicheia: Humans who hold one of the four elemental powers, said to be given by Fate itself.

      

      Null: Humans not holding an elemental power, either from birth or losing it following Shadow recantment.

      

      Shadow: A human who has sold their mind to the darkness for increased power.

      

      Ignis: Stoicheia who holds the elemental power of fire.

      

      Aer: Stoicheia who holds the elemental power of the sky.

      

      Aqua: Stoicheia who holds the elemental power of water.

      

      Terre: Stoicheia who holds the elemental power of the earth.

      

      Aether: A being holding all elemental powers who arises on Summer Solstice at the turn of every new century; elected by Fate to battle the Master.

      

      Master: A Shadow who ascends on Winter Solstice at the turn of the new century by offering their body and soul to the darkness for power so great only an Aether is capable of looking at them in their Mastered form.

      

      Chosen Children: Any Stoicheia child who will be eighteen on Summer Solstice at the turn of the century.

      

      The Sun: A Fate-appointed group of eighteen-year-old Stoicheia (one from each element and the Aether) who are responsible for ending the Master's reign.

       

       

       

      
        
        Shadowed Weapons

      

      

      

      Scythe: A curved blade with a long handle. A mere scratch from its edge will kill most people.

      

      Makhaira: A small knife with a thick, tapered blade. Not as lethal as a Scythe but still deadly. The most common Shadow weapon.

      

      Shadow Fire: Flame substance that exudes toxic fumes and can kill with a single burn by the toxins becoming trapped beneath the blisters of the burn itself. Treatment requires scrubbing off the blisters and any skin affected by the scorch. There is a cure but it is not a formal one.

      

      Xipo: A long blade that nearly resembles a spear. The handle is thin, long enough to hold with two hands, and the blade itself is light. The Shadow darkness within it allows it to cut through anything—bone, wood, stone, Stoicheia arts. 

       

       

      
        
        Terre Treatments

      

      

      

      Socair: An herb used to stop panic attacks. Carrick needed it frequently after his parents' death.

      

      Dokimi Brand: Used to discern if a person is Shadowed or not. If they are not Shadowed, the person will experience incredible pain, and the brand will leave a dark mark. If they are Shadowed, they will feel nothing and no mark will be present. It is usually delivered beneath a person's left collarbone, rumored to be more potent the closer the heart.

      

      Thanasima: A vine that will stop chemical pathways in a person's blood the second its thorn comes into contact with it. There is no cure.

      

      Oneir: A mixture that can induce a coma without respiratory depression. Used in combination with the treatment to counteract Shadow Fire.

      

      Iremia: A herb that helps ease nausea.

      

      Zestasia: The bark of a tree that promotes happiness and good moods. Chewing the bark brings on warmth and a temporary sense of exhilaration.

      

      Riz: A crude substance that has the effect of waking someone up. It is unreliable and often ineffective.

      

      Sypios: A gnarled, under-earth taproot containing a sticky substance that, if placed under the tongue, could rise a person from sleep, coma, or drug induced stupor.

       

       

       

      
        
        Locations

      

      

      

      Rhaelyn: Carrick's home clan. Located just south of the Northern Mountains. One of the more prominent clans, hosting the Sun trials every year.

      

      Skye: Killian's home clan before Murnad. They left before it was rumored to be destroyed. Located within the Northern Mountains.

      

      Kent: Ender's home clan. Located far south from Rhaelyn. Rumored to be filled with more darkness than any other clans. Few go there.

      

      Murnad: Aella's home clan. Located close to Kent. Destroyed in the last year.

      

      Cinnabar: Also known as Eternal Rest. A cave held in the highest peaks of the Northern Mountains with mysterious and deadly powers.

      

      Avyso: An Abyss thought to be a Master den.

      

      Lauria: Haylen's home clan. Located near the sea, west of Rhaelyn. A wealthy, secluded clan.

      

      Parva: Elodie's home clan. South of Kent. Not wealthy, smaller clan who took in a lot of the Murnad refugees

      

      Elipia: Assembled clan, meaning hope.

      

      
        
        *For detailed maps see BOOK RESOURCES at

        www.jennyraveling.com
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