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UMBRA TALES:


LEGENDS OF THE LIGHTCASTERS


AUTHOR: UNKNOWN



Introduction


The stars never lie. They tell stories every day, and once a month they tell the same story: ‘The Legends of the Lightcasters’.


The constellation is a prophecy – one that says that the kingdom may one day fall to a man filled with shadows and rage.


For the kingdom to have any chance of survival, the shadow beasts, creatures born in the heart of dark and light, are key. And beside them will be two children with the power to change the world.


A girl wielding a staff takes the lead at the forefront of battle, the boy beside her aiding her fight. The light that shines around them symbolises the hope they will bring back to our people.


There is no telling when this prophecy will come to fruition, but may my family far in the future take heed and keep this book safe until then. It will contain everything I know of the world that we, the founders, have created.


May the light save us all.
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Today, no matter what, we were going to see a wild umbra.


Under the light of the forever moon, we wove in and out of our starlit city. My shoes clicked against the pavement of the empty streets, the two of us listening out for any sign that we were not alone.


With glowing blue roofs, the houses and shops towered over us like silent watchers, keeping our secret. In the distance the faint buzz of the market-day festival sounded ahead, keeping all the adults in town busy with celebration pastries, doughnuts, and trinkets to buy from the few cities left in our kingdom.


‘Are you sure this is a good idea, Mia? What if we get caught?’ Miles whispered, trying to keep up.


Pfft, of course it was a good idea. This was the best plan I’d ever had.


We ducked, the sweet waft of bread filling my nose as we snuck past Mr Davies’s bread stall when he turned his back to check his leftover stock.


The cold breeze tugged at my dark curly locks as we blended into the shadows where the light of the floating glow bugs and bright streetlights didn’t touch. I looked back at Miles with a grin. My heart was beating a thousand times a minute. There’s no way I was giving up. We got this!


‘I know what I’m doing. Trust me.’


The stars that dotted the sky sparkled, cheering us on as we dipped past Ms Dawn’s little flower shop, decorated with the prettiest crystal lights and cherry vines. I exhaled with relief, having passed unnoticed, but nerves had my body tingling all over.


The Aquila constellation shone down as we neared the edge of our city and my excitement bubbled up more and more.


As long as we were back in time for dinner, Nan and Grandad would never know. Mum was in the lab all day and Dad was out on town patrol. It was perfect.


I smiled, taking off down the alley with Miles close behind. Attached to my back, my baby brother gurgled, babbling to himself, all tucked into the blue-star swaddle blanket.


The last thing I expected was to be lugging Lucas around on my back, but like clockwork, Nan and Grandad had fallen asleep listening to the news channel on our hologram TV, and Miles and I couldn’t just leave my little brother behind. He had to come too.


‘Oh, just so you know, I’m going to be the best tamer in the world. I’m gonna have five – no, six – different umbra!’ I said.


My pale, dark-haired friend quirked an eyebrow, slowing down to a stop. ‘Yeah right. I’m gonna be the best. You’re too short to be the number one tamer. You have to be THIS tall.’


He stretched his arm way above me and grinned. I stuck my tongue out but zipped it back in before he could pinch it. The meanie.


‘You’re such a liar. You don’t even know anything about the umbra.’ Ever since I could read, I’d devoured every book, hologram report and research paper I could find about umbra in the library and my mum’s lab. These creatures had helped us when the Darkness came and took over our city. They fought beside us against the reapers and we survived. They’re the best.


‘I know they’re made of shadowy stuff,’ Miles shrugged. ‘And they look like a mix of different animals with awesome gold eyes. What else is there to know?’


I flicked his cheek and he hissed, rubbing it.


‘They’re so much more than that, you clown,’ I said, looking left and right down the alley. ‘Some have teeth so sharp they can bite through anything, even bones, and some have talons that can tear you apart in one second flat.’


His eyes widened. I raised my hands like claws, ready to say more, but he stuck his fingers in his ears, spun around and shouted. ‘Lalala, I can’t hear you, you’re just trying to scare me.’


I held back my laughter. Mum and Dad’s umbra would never hurt us, and I was sure that wild ones wouldn’t either. They were the smartest, kindest and strongest creatures in the kingdom. Not once did I read anything about them actually being dangerous to people – only to the Reaper King’s minions, the reapers. But Miles didn’t have to know that.


He was still singing out loud with his fingers in his ears when I flicked him again, earning another hiss.


‘Shh, come on. We can’t be late to the gate,’ I said. He peeked through one eye, grinned, and we were off again.


We raced down the alley, then slowed to a stop, having reached our destination. A big smile spread across my face. A humongous gateway, taller than any house in the city, stood ahead. It was what separated us from the Nightmare Plains, the wild abandoned fields of forests, swamps and a bottomless sea that had taken the lives of many. Home to all the wild umbra.


My heart thumped heavily with each breath. We were so close now.


‘You don’t think we’re gonna see any reapers outside the walls, do you?’ Miles asked.


‘I doubt it.’


It was true that reapers were the real dangers outside the walls, but an actual reaper hadn’t been seen since Mum and Dad made the city liveable again years ago with the other tamers. We had all heard the stories of what happened when the dark first took over our city, Nubis, and the lost city of Astaroth, way before Miles and I were born. First came the black smoke, so thick that it burned your eyes. Then came the reapers. Bony creatures, clad in cloaks, with teeth like sharks’ and eyes like bats’, who bowed to the Reaper King, bringer of darkness and nightmares and taker of souls. No one knew – or knows, even now – how the Reaper King’s dark powers slipped into our world, making the Nightmare Plains a death sentence for everyone but the tamers, whose umbra protect them.


Mum, Dad and the others were confident the reapers wouldn’t try to breach the walls of our city again; if they were going to, then they would have already. Plus, we had tamers who guarded the gates and patrolled the area just in case, but never say never, I guess.


It was said that if the reapers ever took over all six cities, time itself would end. The king would be released from the Spirit Plain and rise once again – and one look at him would cause you to have nightmares forever. He was truly the worst.


‘OK,’ Miles said as we neared the gates, bringing my thoughts back to our mission. ‘But if we do see a reaper, we’re running,’


‘Deal.’


Just as we planned, it was the hour of switching guards, a slim two-minute window when they would be more focused on changing positions than their immediate surroundings. The perfect time to sneak past.


I silently watched the men and women dressed in blue uniforms up ahead as they collected their things and walked away from the gate. That was our chance.


I tiptoed forward, checking on Lucas before approaching the small wooden pallet that leant against the wall further down from the giant gate. Just where we had left it.


Beside me, Miles took a deep breath and we bumped fists.


‘Ready?’ he asked with a small smile. I nodded and took off first.


I leapt over the first barrier, ducking and weaving through signs and stop posts as sounds of the replacement guards’ stomping feet got louder. I tripped as the concrete turned to mud but recovered my footing just in time, keeping Lucas secured on my back and staying out of sight. Almost there. My chest heaved as the footsteps echoed closer and I crawled under the final barrier. The cold mud squelched against my knees as I clawed the dirt and my palm slapped the wall. Made it!


Right behind me, Miles came through huffing and puffing as I slid the pallet, revealing a small gap under the wall. We’d spent ages digging and keeping it hidden during the annual repairs when the tamers were making sure the moon crystals embedded in the walls were still functioning well. Sometimes though, pesky four-eared rabbits and horned beavers would try and dig tunnels, so the tamers always double-checked to make sure there weren’t any holes or cracks. But Miles and I had found one, made it bigger, and kept it hidden. Ha!


All our secret planning had come to this. We were gonna do it. We were going to see a wild umbra! Miles went under first and, after he called back to tell me it was safe, I unwrapped Lucas from my back and passed him through. Once Miles had him, I took a deep breath and crawled through the hole myself. Freedom!


I’d only ever seen glimpses of the Nightmare Plains from inside the walls of the city, but being in it was completely different.


Tall grass stretched out as far as we could see, a darker violet colour than what grew within the walls. It was wild and untamed, and reached all the way up to our knees in some places. No doubt filled with creepy crawlies and who knows what, but nothing was going to stop me. Once Lucas was secured on my back again, Miles and I slowly trudged on into the Plains, away from the city.


The trees were bare, some with only a few stray silver leaves that shook violently in the wind. Their branches jutted up and down like hooks or crooked fingers, like faceless scarecrows that watched our every move, and I shivered. Creepy wasn’t a strong enough word. But we’d come this far and I wasn’t going back. Not until I saw a wild umbra.


The moonlight glistened, making my hands glow golden brown, and Lucas’s dark, tight curls shone brightly.


‘All right, Tanaka, this seems like a good spot,’ I said, coming to a stop. ‘We don’t want to scare them off.’


Miles pulled a face at being called by his surname. I grinned, inspecting the area ahead. If we were too loud, the umbra would run away. The purple bunches of grass reached only to our ankles here, and the sweet flowery smell of the rosy-dill plants with teardrop petals comforted me. Mum’s favourite flower. Nan’s too.


Something rustled ahead by one of the trees and I squinted my eyes. My pulse raced.


Little horns poked out from the bushes and I gasped. A small three-horned goat popped its head up, looking at me with its beady blue eyes before it scampered off, and my shoulders slumped. It was just a normal animal, not a being made of shadows and stars. Disappointment washed over me. Silly goat.


Miles sighed.


‘It’s OK, Miles, I’m sure the next one will be—’ I turned my head and froze.


Behind the sparse silver trees, a creature was standing, still and quiet. Its fur shimmered like a million black diamonds, but its wolfish appearance sent a shiver down my spine, even though its floppy ears were rabbit-like. Spikes spread around its neck like a collar. Lucas whimpered against my back, but despite all that, I found myself stepping forward.


‘Umbra . . .’ I breathed. My knees threatened to buckle. I wanted to scream with joy, but something stopped me. Its eyes connected with mine and my throat closed up. Its eyes . . .


They were blood-red.


‘I thought all umbra had gold eyes . . .’ Miles whispered.


That’s what I had read. All the books said the same. Even Mum and Dad said it.


‘You were right about the teeth though,’ Miles said, gulping.


My body ran cold, like all the blood had drained away. I shifted Lucas on my back. What was this thing?


My gaze didn’t move as the wolf-like creature walked out from the trees, never breaking eye contact. A red aura pulsed around it, ever so faintly.


Danger. Danger.


When it opened its mouth a loud roar ripped through the air and I clutched my ears tight, screaming. Lucas cried out behind me. Was this really an umbra?


Miles looked as frightened as I felt but he clenched his jaw and pushed me and Lucas behind him. ‘Stay back. Maybe I can tame it,’ he said but I shook my head, stumbling as the shadow creature stepped closer.


‘Don’t!’ I yanked him back, my palms sweaty. It took years of training to tame an umbra. The books never mentioned anything like this. I didn’t know anything!


The wild hellhound umbra growled again and Lucas wailed, pounding me with his little fists. I sneaked a glance at him and when I looked back, the umbra bared its fangs and I barely held back a scream. I’d never been so scared. The creature’s blood-red eyes pierced straight through me, pinning me to the spot. Lucas’s cries got even louder, and invisible sparks zapped from the umbra’s mind to mine. I clutched my head and screamed again, feeling it invade like a virus. My knees gave way and I fell to the ground.
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‘We need to get out of here, Mia!’ Miles yelled, clutching his own head.


I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t move. The pain kept me on my knees as panic took over and a voice invaded mind.


‘I’m starving . . . You’re a little small but you’ll do.’


The shadow creature licked its lips, stopping just a foot away from me. I mentally shoved the voice out of my mind, blocking it out. As the creature’s hot breath engulfed my face, a roar rattled the air behind us and something leapt over our heads. It crashed into the wolf-like umbra and they tumbled across the field.


In a flash, the pain in my head disappeared and I scrambled to my feet, watching as another shadow creature jumped away from the wild umbra, snapping its head back at us.


‘Bolt!’ I yelled with relief as I recognised the panther-like shape of Dad’s umbra.


Bolt’s golden eyes shifted to us before facing forward as the wild umbra bared its fangs again. He smacked the wild umbra with his long, rattlesnake-like tail, leaping in front of us protectively.


‘Be careful!’ I yelled as the wild one prepared to pounce.


Bolt sprang at the wild umbra again and I gripped my hair, almost yanking it out as they clashed once more. If something happened to Bolt while he was protecting us, it would be all my fault. The hellhound growled. Its blood-red eyes connected with mine once again, and it leapt past Bolt straight for me. I turned around to run when something snatched me backwards. Lucas cried out, the blanket wedged between the umbra’s teeth.


‘No!’ I yelled, yanking the blanket from the beast’s sharp fangs. I desperately tried to keep a hold of my brother as the umbra tried to get him.


Pushing the hellhound back, Bolt slashed at it with his claws, earning a cry of pain. Shaking its fur, the shadow wolf shifted its red eyes from Bolt to us, growling low. It gave me one last glare, before dragging its paw against the dirt then turning around and racing away, deep into the plains.


‘Mia! Miles!’ A voice boomed and I jumped as I turned to see Dad running towards us. His uniform and shoes were muddied and the panic in his face made my stomach twist. Behind him two more adults raced toward us with their umbra beside them.


‘Why aren’t you at home? What are you doing outside the gate?’


I raced over and hugged him tight, those red eyes still burning in my head.


‘Dad—’


‘Mia! Miles! Lucas!’ My stomach dropped even lower as Mum ran over to us, her lab coat swinging. ‘You could have been killed if it wasn’t for Bolt catching your scent!’


She took Lucas from me, clutching him tight, part of the ripped blanket falling to the ground. Beside Mum, a huge shadowy bear with a spiked back looked at us with disappointment in his bright, golden eyes. Spike, Mum’s umbra.


‘Not only did you put yourself at risk, but your baby brother too!’


I hiccuped. It was true. That thing could have killed us. It could have killed Lucas. I couldn’t even move.


‘And you, Miles,’ Mum said, turning to the boy. ‘We are responsible for you now! Why would you put yourself in danger like that?’


He bowed his head. I scrubbed my sleeve against my eyes, sniffing back the tears the best I could. I just wanted to see a wild umbra . . .


‘Sorry Mummy . . .’ I whispered.


Gently brushing one of my curls out of my face, Mum brought her eyes to meet mine.


‘Promise me you’ll never go beyond the walls again without permission,’ she said, resting her palm on my cheek. I leaned into it, sniffling.


‘I promise.’


After everything that happened, I never wanted to go beyond the walls again.


Umbra weren’t amazing at all. They were monsters.





ATTENTION
BLOOD MOON CURFEW


To all residents: this is your reminder that the Blood Moon is nearly upon us.


CURFEW:
SKY CONNECT UNTIL SKY CONNECT


You must not leave your home under any circumstances.


If you see anyone outside alone, report it to a tamer via holophone.


Should you have to leave your homes for any emergency reason, contact a tamer and you will be escorted as appropriate.


BE SAFE
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Bo staff: Check.


Hoodie: Check.


Hair done in a tight, low ponytail: Double check.


Bravery: Gulp.


I stand in the hallway, staring dead ahead at the front door. Once I step through, there’s no going back. I wipe my sweaty hands against my leggings as I inhale deeply and focus forward. Today’s the first day of training. The first step in actually becoming an umbra tamer, one of the protectors of our city, and the first port of call for anyone who needs help beyond the walls. Soon I’ll be one of them. If I pass training, that is . . .


I hear a chuckle behind me and turn as a gentle hand rests on my shoulder. Dad smiles softly and runs his hand down my arm until he reaches mine, squeezing it.


‘You’ll be fine, Baby-girl. I promise.’ I search his brown eyes, the very same eyes that me and Lucas have. There’s nothing but honesty in them, yet I can’t stop my arms from shaking. Yeah, I’ll be fine . . . I’m only gonna be facing a creature capable of tearing me in two, but yeah . . . No big deal, right?


When I was younger, all I ever wanted to be was an umbra tamer. But after what happened in the Nightmare Plains, I never wanna step foot out there again, be a stinkin’ tamer or come anywhere close to a wild umbra.


I’m the only kid in Nubis being forced to be a tamer, and it sucks. I just want to go to normal school, to be normal. I guess that’s not an option when your parents are the most famous tamers in the city, though. Yay for me . . . The only good part about being a tamer is the martial arts training that comes with it, but you do that at normal school too. So what’s the point?


Besides, if the other kids saw the same thing I did three years ago, they wouldn’t dare dream of being a tamer either. It still gives me nightmares.


My eyes shift to the wall behind Dad as I distract myself by staring at the moving pictures that hang there. In one of the images by the stairs, a younger me is holding a newborn Lucas for the first time, looking from him to the camera in a continuous, wondering loop.


Another shows me and Miles with the biggest smiles on our faces, arms wrapped around each other as we sway side to side. I can’t help but smile back at it. He squeezed me so tight that day, almost like he knew that was the last time we’d see each other. My smile wavers and I hear a sigh.


‘I miss him too. He was a good kid,’ Dad says.


‘Was?’ I ask, looking at him.


‘People change, Baby-girl.’ I catch the slight dryness in his tone, the knowing in his voice.


‘Not Miles,’ I say, shaking my head. ‘He’ll always be my friend.’


Dad only smiles, which he always does when he doesn’t agree with me but doesn’t want to say it. But it’s true. Miles will always be my friend . . . even if I don’t know where he is right now.


‘Why did they have to leave the town so quickly?’ I ask, earning another sigh.


‘We told you, Mia. His parents and a few others wanted to do something bad, so they had to leave.’


Yeah, but what did they want to do? Every time I ask, he avoids answering.


A low growl makes me jump, and I whip my head around to see a curious creature made from shadow and stars walk in from the living room. Bolt’s fur shimmers and I hesitantly reach down and pet his fluffy head. Just like Dad, Bolt doesn’t like hearing or talking about Miles’s parents and all the other people who had to leave Nubis too. The shadows play around my fingers and his golden eyes stare up into mine, his huge fangs and sharp claws glinting, reminding me that he’s far from a pet.


‘Are you ready?’ Dad asks, and I shrug, putting on my lilac gloves and tying the ribbon around my wrists.


Not really . . . I think, tugging my sleeves down, but turning to him, I sigh. ‘I just . . . I don’t want to let you and Mum down and be that one kid who failed to follow in their parents’ footsteps . . . but I don’t want to be an umbra tamer, Dad. Why do I have to do it?’


In Nubis, it’s tradition for kids to follow after their parents but not everyone does. Besides, I’m only twelve. I don’t get why Mum and Dad are so insistent.


Dad smiles, kissing my head and holding me close. His stubble tickles my cheek but I hold him tighter, enjoying the warmth.


‘You couldn’t ever let us down, Mia,’ he says. I close my eyes, focusing on his gentle voice and not the twisting of my gut. ‘You’re stronger than you think. This training will help you become the powerful girl we know you to be. Trust us. I love you, Baby-girl. Always. You can do this.’


He lets go and the tiniest of smiles spreads across my face. I know it’s not just about their legacy as the first-ever tamers of Nubis in this forever-dark city. I know it’s more than that, but . . . I just don’t know what they’re training me for, or why they seem to have more faith in me than they should. I’m nothing special.


Only a select few even make it as tamers, and I don’t want to see any more shadow monsters than I have to, especially untamed ones. My heart pounds just thinking about it. Mum and Dad say all umbra are good and that the one I saw was just an anomaly, something rare. But how can they know that for sure? There’s a dangerous, terrifying side to umbra; there’s no way that red-eyed umbra in the Nightmare Plains was the only one of its kind. No way. Even if no one else in Nubis has seen one, someone somewhere must have.


‘Make sure to stop by the research lab on your way,’ says Dad. ‘Your mum wants to see you before your first class.’


I nod, watching Bolt out of the corner of my eye. He just bows his head again, thankfully keeping his distance, but I could have sworn I saw a flicker of something in his eyes? Still, I shake off the thought as Dad squeezes me tight again.


‘Do you have your bo staff?’


‘Always,’ I say, patting my thigh where the lilac staff is safely attached. Mum made it for me years ago in my favourite colour.


‘Good. Never be afraid to use it on those no-good boys in your class. Focus on doing well in your lessons.’


I pull a face. ‘Yeah-yeah, Dad. Love you,’ I say, walking to the door.


‘Love you too, Baby-girl. Have a good day.’


He steps back and I suck in a deep breath as I open the door and it swings open, revealing our city, sparkling before my eyes. It’s time.


I take a step out of the door, then spin on my heel. ‘I already gave Lucas a kiss, but tell him I said bye, OK? Wish me luck.’ I’m gonna need it. I force the corners of my lips up, and wave as hard as I can. Dad waves back with a bright smile.


I break into a run, my shoes slapping against the pavement. Here goes nothing I guess . . . As soon as Dad is out of sight, my smile drops and the dread sinks back in.


The light of the forever moon shines bright over my head, making my brown skin glow as the stars dot and shift in the sky like crystallised fireflies. In Nubis, the moon is our sun and the stars are our time. Only in the City of Light, Stella, where that useless Queen Katiya lives, do the days follow the rays of the sun that she protects far on the other side of the Nightmare Plains.


It’s because of her that Mum and Dad have to go on dangerous missions to protect our city and others. Stella has all that technology – self-navigating travel pods, high-level security gates and more – but they don’t help anyone else outside the city. They even have a whole crystal, similar to the fragments Mum has in her lab, but when our scientists asked the queen if they could study it, she denied them. Even after all the years that Mum worked as a scientist in Stella and trained to be part of the Queen’s Guard, that was the stinkin’ treatment she got.


Every time the tamers asked Stella for help or assistance when it came to saving other cities from the Darkness, they were denied – for the ‘safety of the capital city’. It literally makes no sense, but it’s why my parents and most of the other tamers don’t trust or respect the queen. They even shared their knowledge of the umbra, helping the queen tame one herself, yet they got nothing in return. They’re all doing her job for her when it comes to fighting off the Darkness and the reapers even though she’s supposed to be the all-powerful one. Selfish gutterslug.


Slowly the constellation begins to take shape overhead as the silver line that stitches the stars together fades, signalling the start of a new day: Sky connect. Our version of morning in the city of Nubis.


I hop from rock to rock across the shimmering river, blue fish splashing and swimming by my feet. Then I jump back on the cobbled path where the floating travel pods are stationed. Before the Darkness took over the latest city, Lunavale, these pods would take groups of people across the Nightmare Plains to visit the other cities that were still lit, for trade and festival events. Unlike the ones in Stella, our pods don’t move unless an umbra are pulling them. Now they’re mainly used for rescue missions, and there aren’t many cities left to save.


When I reach the market, rich smells of bread and sugar fill my nose. The place is already busy with people holding baskets with their tokens in hand as they shop for food and trinkets. Bright lights trail along the walls and across the ground, twinkling like magic in different colours.


I duck under Ms Mabel’s food market stall, a large wooden table decorated with beautiful blue ribbon and a big sign hanging above with her name on it. The elderly woman jumps, laughing. Her braids are as pretty as ever with the jewels in her hair glistening in the light. The cinnamon smell hits me and I slow down as she knits her fingers together, nodding to me in greeting.


‘Good luck today, Mia!’ she calls out. She throws me a small pack of chewy honey drops and I reach up to catch it, nodding back in respect.


‘Thanks Ms M! See ya later!’


I dodge through everyone, bumping into a man with a weird red cloak. I always see him around the market. He never really speaks to anyone, but he helps out with the food stalls sometimes. I wave a sorry to him before racing out of the market. I slow down as I pass the huge metal gates, the only way in and out of our city, and nerves hit me as they always do.


The wooden pallet that was once my secret exit out of the city with Miles is long gone, the hole under the wall patched up with cement so no one can sneak into the Nightmare Plains again. Good. It was for the best.


The walls keep us locked in from the outside world, and they also keep the outside world out. Cameras mounted at the top watch my every move, along with anyone else who passes within ten feet of the entryway. Beside them at the top are posts where extra guards and umbra birds now perch, watching the plains.


Sometimes you can hear the guards setting off fireworks, but I always seem to miss seeing them light the sky. Fireworks used to function as a warning to any reaper who threatened to get close, but after the fall of the Reaper King, they wouldn’t dare come back. I imagine the only thing the guards are scaring off now are bears and wolves.


Everyone’s safe from reapers and those monstrous red-eyed umbra. That’s what matters. There’s no way there’s just one out there.


I still don’t know what caused that creature’s eyes to go red, and I can’t help but wonder if the eyes of our own umbra in the city could do the same. The thought makes me shiver.


‘Hey, Mia. Staying out of trouble?’ one of the guards calls down, breaking my thoughts. I look up and force a smile.


‘Of course, Bently!’ I yell back, jumping over a small crack in the ground before pivoting and backflipping over another one. ‘I’m always staying out of trouble!’


He waves me off, chuckling, and my smile drops as I glance at the shadowy rhinoceros umbra guarding the front of the gate, flicking their horse-like tails. Their golden eyes stare ahead. I accelerate my pace until I pass the giant pictures engraved on the wall – a mural telling the story of the legendary battle between old Queen Lucina and the Reaper King.


I slow down to scan it, looking at her ancient staff ready to clash with the Reaper King’s shadow claws. Each image is carefully chipped into the stone with what look like tall towers engraved on either side of the two figures. The king’s hooded minions are all around him, ready to attack, but what stands out the most is the sharp jagged line, with tiny umbra-like creatures beneath it, that connects the queen and king together. No one knows who engraved the story on the wall but legend says that it depicts the moment umbra were created.


I carry on walking until the huge white research dome comes into view. When I reach the entrance, I stand in front of the scanner, blinking rapidly as a bright light blinds me.


‘Welcome, Mia McKenna,’ a robotic voice says, and the doors slide open.


The room buzzes with energy as people dressed in lab coats race to and fro, some tapping away at computers and others examining things with mini microscopes. The ceiling is covered with lunar panels, drawing on the light of the moon for power, and the sterile smell of technology hits my nose as I make my way through. The walls are shiny white, covered with moving pictures of different types of umbra, some with long wings, some with sharp teeth and others with fluffy tails. I keep my eyes to the ground, hoping I don’t slip on the squeaky clean floor.


A huge shadowy horse with twisted horns and a scaly tail suddenly charges at me, then through me, disappearing as I jump and gasp aloud.


‘Sorry!’ one of the scientists calls out as the holographic image appears again behind me.


I hurry past and see my mother perched on a stool with a book in her hand and something black swirling in a glass jar on the counter in front of her. I don’t know half the stuff they do in this lab but Mum runs all the umbra research. I gaze on the star maps that shift and spin at a touch on the wall behind her. To the right of those, the crystal fragments discovered beyond the walls, said to hold the power of the founders, sparkle behind special glass cases. Mum says that the royal family found one of the crystals originally and she thinks that’s where their powers come from, but she wasn’t one hundred per cent sure. One of them was destroyed into fragments, which is what we have, and the other is kept by Queen Katiya in the City of Light.


My eyes fall back to my mum and my heart warms. Mum’s pretty hair frames her cheeks, her curls showing off her beautiful brown face and hazel eyes, whereas my curly hair is tied back into a low ponytail with bangs. I wish I had her eyes though – mine are much darker.


At her feet, I’m mindful of Spike, the huge bearlike umbra with spikes all the way down his back. His fur glistens like midnight and I twist at my sleeves nervously. He lifts his head and as soon as our eyes connect, Mum looks over with a big smile.


‘Mia, how are you, honey? Are you ready for today?’


Nope.


‘Yeah, I think so,’ I say, rubbing the back of my neck, my eyes lingering on Spike. What if my first lesson is to ride on an umbra? Shivers tickle down my spine just thinking about it.


‘Are you sure you don’t want me to walk you to class?’ Mum asks, and I blink at her, shaking my head.


‘Nah, it’s OK. TJ’s meeting me at the bridge.’


She nods, and I eye the jar on her desk, watching the darkness inside swirl and warp my reflection. Seeing me look at it, Mum leans closer and grins.


‘It’s called shadow matter, baby. It’s what the umbra are made of. We’re trying to find out its origin and this is the first time we’ve been able to isolate a piece of it to examine. Hopefully, during this Blood Moon we’ll be able to see if our theories are right.’ Her eyes almost sparkle as she speaks but I scrunch up my nose. It almost looks alive.


I glance down at Spike and he raises his head. How did Mum even get that stuff in the jar? Maybe an umbra pooped it out, or something . . . I’ve never seen an umbra actually poop though.


‘Are you sure TJ will be there on time to meet you?’ Mum asks. She arches her eyebrow and I nod.


‘Yep, he promised.’


She kisses my cheek. ‘All right. Well I’m glad you came here first. I have something for you.’


Mum opens a drawer in her desk and pulls out a small blue box that’s beautifully wrapped with a silver bow. She hands it to me and when I open it I gasp. Inside is a small glittery star bracelet, twinkling brightly.


‘Wow,’ I say with big eyes. ‘But why?’


She chuckles and I see Spike’s shoulders shake, like he’s chuckling too.


‘Today is a big day for you, honey, and I know you’ve been on edge about it. It’s made with real stardust, just like our family necklaces. Your nan gave me this bracelet when I first left home and now it’s yours. Think of it like an extra good-luck charm,’ she says. I bite my lip, trying not to cry as I think of Nan and Grandad. They never visit any more, and we only visited them once when I was really little and I barely remember that. Hologram calls just aren’t the same and we barely have those either.


Mum says it’s because they’re still upset that we didn’t live in Stella with them, but I think it’s just because Nan doesn’t like Dad. I don’t know why though. Nan always tries not to say things around me, but I still hear them. And lately Nan and Grandad both say that Nubis is getting too dangerous for me and Lucas, but it’s always been the same here.


‘We’ll visit them soon. I promise.’


‘Thanks, Mum,’ I whisper. She helps me put the bracelet on and I give her a hug, breathing in the fresh smell of her perfume.


‘I’ll see you later, honey. Have a good day.’


I head out of the lab, glancing up at the sky with my bracelet on my wrist. Still on time.


The paths light up with different colours from floating glow bugs and hanging fairy lights along the walls and houses. I count them, trying my best not to think about the day ahead.


The mini bridge comes into view, crossing over the tiny stream that flows beneath it through the city, and I sigh. No sign of TJ.


I stop when I reach the bridge and as the stars slowly shift in the sky, I kick a rock into the water. He promised . . . I twist and turn the ends of my sleeves, jumping from foot to foot, looking for the familiar afro, denim jacket and white trainers. We’ll be told off if we’re late, and we could miss something important, like how not to be eaten or something. This is serious.


For the millionth time I really wish Miles was here. He always turned up when he said he would.


I look left and right, spotting a few people getting their floating lanterns ready for the Blood Moon that’s coming soon. It happens every five years, and it always makes people nervous. During this time, both the Darkness and the umbra are at their strongest, and someone always goes missing. Snatched away in the night – by someone, or something.


Some people think it’s the reapers serving the Reaper King and bringing souls for him to devour so he can get stronger in the Spirit Plain, but others think the Blood Moon somehow puts people in a trance-like state, making them walk away into the Nightmare Plains, never to return. Honestly, I don’t know which theory is worse. Both give me the creeps.


We release the colourful neon lanterns into the sky as symbols of hope and protection, and as beacons for all of those missing and lost to find their way back home. But they never do.


I look farther, beyond the silver trees, to a small collection of houses. A particular white one catches my eye, just like it always does. Miles’s old house. The violent carvings of the word ‘traitor’ are still visible on the door despite all the times Mum and I tried to scratch the word out or paint over it.


What could his parents have done that was so bad? My fingers drum against the bridge. Either way, Miles had nothing to do with it, I’m sure of it. He would have told me and maybe he wouldn’t have had to leave Nubis if he’d stayed living with us like he did whenever his parents went out on missions . . .


I shake my head, looking back up at the stars.


The Capricornus constellation forms beside the Kay star and Ursa Minor – time is ticking and still no TJ. I can’t wait any longer. The jerk . . .


I take off in a jog and skid to a stop as the bright purple field surrounded by low stone walls comes into sight. I hop over the wooden gate, panting as I join my classmates. Above our heads, a shadow circles, weaving and blending with the night sky. I squint my eyes, but the braided-hair teen in front of me clears her throat with a smirk on her lips as she clasps her hands and nods to me.


‘Glad you made it on time, Mia. I thought you’d chickened out for a second.’


I force a smile. It’s probably best not to tell her that this is the last place I want to be. Instead, I clasp my hands, nodding back. She grins.


The girl before me is Jada Halliwell. At seventeen, she’s the up-and-coming star tamer of Nubis. It usually takes three years of training before you tame an umbra but she tamed hers after just two. She’s especially cool because she always makes time to chat with me and the other kids. If any teacher is going to get me through this, it’s her.


Tiny glow bugs flutter around the field, their warm light gently bouncing off her brown cheeks and highlighting her freckles as she paces back and forth in front of us. The space beside me where TJ should be feels especially large and empty.


I grab my hand to stop it from shaking and we stay put as Jada turns and strides across the field away from us, her hair tied back in braids. In her thick combat boots, she trudges through the purple grass, wet with dew and glistening in the moonlight. I breathe in the sweet, earthy smell of pine as she reaches the middle of the field. Deep breaths . . .


She spins to face me and the other kids who, confusingly, have chosen to be here: Mikasa, a short girl with jet-black hair and sparkly brown eyes, and Thomas and Lincoln, the oddly quiet but friendly freckled twins. My eyes shift forward. With her spiked choker, boots and fingerless gloves, Jada is ready to kick butt . . . our butts.


I force myself to focus, pumping myself up. I can do this.


‘As most of you know, my name is Jada Halliwell. You guys can call me Jada, though. None of that Ms Halliwell stuff, all right? I’m not some old lady,’ she says. ‘Now, this isn’t going to be easy. There’s a reason only a few make it as tamers. It takes years to be a tamer but the first thirty days are the hardest. Not everyone has the mental strength to do it, but if you continue your martial arts training too, then within the next two or three years you should all be ready to try to tame your own umbra through the spirit calling.’


My palms are slick with sweat, my throat dry. Beside me, Mikasa grins and jigs up and down, her silky black hair pulled up in two pigtails that bounce right along with her. On the other side of her, Thomas and Lincoln stand still as rocks with their eyes glued to Jada, not missing a single word.
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