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            About the Book

         

         Journey back to the world of Medora to follow Alexandra Jennings and her friends – and enemies – for one last adventure.

          

         Spanning four years after the final book in Lynette Noni's #1 bestselling series The Medoran Chronicles, this is an epilogue like no other, full of laughter, tears, and above all, the unending power of friendship.
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            To Medoran fans everywhere:

            This book is for you.

            Forever and always.
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            WARNING

         

         Dear Reader—

          

         This book offers an epilogue to The Medoran Chronicles covering four years after the end of Vardaesia. As such, it’s full of spoilers for the whole series, so DO NOT READ IT unless you’ve finished all the previous books.

         I’d also recommend that you read the novella collection We Three Heroes before starting this one, since some of the characters and places mentioned in these pages are first introduced there. (I’ve tried to write the following in a way that will still make sense if you haven’t read We Three Heroes, but you may miss out on the full reading experience!)

         Thank you for loving these characters as much as you do, and I hope you enjoy taking one final journey with them!
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            ALEX

         

         “We’re late, we’re late, we’re late!”

         “Calm down, Alex,” Kaiden said in a soothing voice, reclining on her bed with his hands casually behind his head. “They know we’re coming.”

         “Calm down?” Alex repeated shrilly. “It’s the first Kaldoras since—since everything. Nothing about today is going to be calm!”

         Kaiden sat up, his hand shooting out as Alex rushed around her dorm room in a panic, his strong fingers threading through hers and tugging until she fell onto his lap. He swivelled her so she was facing him, one of his arms curling around her back to pull her closer, the other cupping her jaw.

         “Breathe, sweetheart,” he said quietly, his piercing blue eyes holding hers.

         When he looked at her like that, she was helpless to resist. She drew in a breath, then another, feeling her tension begin to fade.

         “That’s better,” he murmured, still holding her gaze. His hand at her back started to draw small, soothing patterns, making her skin pebble into goosebumps. “Do you want to tell me the real reason why you’re so frazzled?”

         “Frazzled?” Alex released a quiet snort. “Who says ‘frazzled’? Are you eighteen or eighty?”

         “I know what you’re doing,” Kaiden returned, albeit with a glimmer of humour in his eyes. “Don’t change the subject.”

         Alex sighed. “Fine.” Then she remained silent.

         Kaiden gave her a squeeze. “I’m not letting you go until you talk to me.”

         “You say that like it’s a threat,” Alex said, wiggling closer.

         Kaiden gave her a look. The look, as she’d come to consider it. The one that meant she wasn’t fooling him, nor would she succeed in distracting him. Sometimes she really hated that her boyfriend was so good at reading her. Especially on days like today—the hard days.

         “You’re worried,” he murmured, his thumb stroking her cheek.

         “Aren’t you?” she whispered back, grateful that Kaiden was one of the few people she could be so honest, so vulnerable with. She felt safe with him—she always had, and she always would. “It’s the first Kaldoras since last year.”

         Kaiden’s lips twitched. “Yes, they do tend to come around annually.”

         Alex swatted his shoulder, more tension leaving her. “You know what I mean. It’s the first Kaldoras since the battle. Since we lost so many people.”

         Kaiden nodded, all traces of humour gone from his expression.

         “And since we’re heading to Woodhaven…” Alex continued, then trailed off into nothing.

         “With William gone, you’re worried about what’s going to happen today,” Kaiden filled in the silence.

         Alex’s fingers fidgeted against his hard chest. “It’s more that I don’t know what to expect. Last year, Jordan had just been Claimed, and Bear, Dix and I were so focused on saving him from Aven that I don’t even remember the holiday.” At least, not the first part of it. She did, of course, remember the part where she went back in time. That wasn’t something she would easily forget. “This year, everything is different. Plus, it won’t just be the Ronnigans and their village friends. You’re coming. Jeera and Nisha, too. Not to mention—oh, hell. My parents.” Alex froze in his lap. “I can’t believe I forgot. My parents are coming. And you’ll be there. With your family. This is going to be even more of a disaster than I thought.”

         “Your parents love me,” Kaiden said, a simple statement of fact.

         He wasn’t wrong. They did love him. It was something they were deliberate in making known to Alex as often as possible. Usually in the most embarrassing of ways.

         Like at Roka’s coronation, when the newly crowned Meyarin king announced the date of his and Kyia’s upcoming nuptials, and Alex’s dad had said, loudly, “How about that, Kaiden? Weddings are a beautiful thing, aren’t they?”

         Then at the actual wedding, when Alex’s mum had said, loudly, “In case you’re wondering, Kaiden dear, you have Jack’s and my blessing.”

         Alex had wanted the ground to swallow her, even as all her friends—human and Meyarin—snickered and coughed their amusement. Instead, Alex had hissed back, “Mum! I’m barely eighteen!”

         “That means it’s legal,” her dad had returned. “No point in waiting for the grass to grow. Am I right, Kaid?”

         Kaiden, to his credit, hadn’t run screaming into the hills. He’d instead spent an hour after the ceremony easing Alex’s mortification and assuring her that he didn’t intend to propose anytime soon.

         “Don’t worry, I’ll wait until we’ve both graduated,” he’d said, his eyes dancing at the knowledge that his words would still give her heart palpitations. The fact that he was even thinking about it… Alex broke into a cold sweat every time the memory came to her.

         … And then that feeling was always chased away by a warmth so acute that it nearly brought her to her knees.

         Kaiden was it for her, she knew it like she knew her own name. But that didn’t mean she wanted to spend her Kaldoras wondering if—or when—her parents might say something to embarrass them. Or really, just embarrass her. Kaiden always seemed more amused than anything. He was so much better at handling her parents, a skill of which she was immeasurably envious.

         “Did I lose you?” Kaiden said, pulling her back into the present.

         She focused on him again, her face softening as she said, “Never.”

         “Liar,” he replied, grinning. “You were spiralling. Let me guess? You think Jack and Rachel will try and force me to propose today?”

         Alex pulled a face. “How is it that you can’t read my mind, and yet, you still can?”

         Kaiden tweaked her nose. “It’s a gift.”

         Rolling her eyes, Alex pushed back from him. But he didn’t let her go.

         “Speaking of gifts…” he said. His face became uncertain, an expression Alex rarely saw from him. It was enough for her to stop worrying about the day and instead wonder what he was thinking.

         She didn’t have to wait long.

         Kaiden cleared his throat, looking adorably self-conscious as he said, “I thought we might exchange presents here, before we meet up with the others.”

         Alex cocked her head to the side, squinting at him. “Wait. Was I supposed to get you something?”

         Kaiden tickled her in the ribs. “Smart ass.”

         “Stop, stop!” Alex gasped, laughing. “I take it back!”

         Kaiden halted his attack, then stood, pulling her up with him so they were both on their feet. He then reached into his back pocket and withdrew a small box.

         A jewellery box.

         Alex’s heart skipped a beat.

         “Happy Kaldoras, Alex,” he said quietly, handing it over.

         She peered back and forth between the box and Kaiden for long enough that he laughed and said, “It’s not a ring. Just open it.”

         “Stop reading my mind. Again,” Alex said back, but she did so with a smile.

         Carefully, she opened the box, her breath catching when she saw the shimmering bracelet inside. Charms dangled from it, but before she could look closer, Kaiden plucked it up and asked her to hold out her hand. As soon as it was clasped around her wrist, he moved behind her, his arms circling her middle, his front to her back.

         “Touch one of the charms and say ‘kelarna’,” he whispered into her ear.

         Alex tried to look back at Kaiden, but he avoided her gaze and kissed her neck, repeating his instructions.

         Shivering at his touch, she held her wrist up to her eyes and, spotting a charm in the shape of a sword, touched her finger to it and said, “Kelarna.”

         Alex jerked backwards when two people burst out of the bracelet and settled in the middle of her room. She stilled as she took in the life-sized holograms, before melting against Kaiden as understanding washed over her.

         Kelarna. It was the Tia Auran word for ‘remember’.

         The charm bracelet—it was full of memories.

         Kaiden’s memories.

         Of Alex.

         One of which was now playing out in front of her, a holographic depiction of both Alex and Kaiden facing each other, swords raised.

         “Do you know what to do with that?” hologram-Kaiden asked.

         Alex grinned at the memory, leaning deeper into her boyfriend, nostalgic tears prickling her eyes.

         “Stab, stab, stab, right?” Alex’s hologram replied, thrusting her sword with each word.

         “I genuinely thought you were going to gut me that day,” the real Kaiden murmured into her ear. She felt him smile against her neck as he added, “Accidentally. Probably by tripping over your own feet.”

         Alex elbowed him in the stomach. “If memory serves, I beat you. Soundly.”

         Kaiden nuzzled her with his nose, his voice rumbling with humour as he replied, “I’m pretty sure I let you win.”

         Alex shushed him, not wanting to miss anything.

         “There’s a little more technique to it than that,” hologram-Kaiden replied, his tone dry. “Finesse. Etiquette. It’s like a dance.”

         “As much as I enjoyed our first ‘dance’, I enjoyed our second one more,” the real Kaiden said. “Do you remember?” He twisted the bracelet on her wrist until it revealed a charm of a man and woman dancing. “Try this one.”

         Alex was tempted to let their Combat exam continue playing out, just for the sake of reliving the memory, but since she knew Kaiden had let her win, she was happy to come back and watch the rest of it when she was on her own. Multiple times. For now, she touched the dancing couple and said, “Kelarna.”

         Instantly, the sword fighting duo vanished into dust, and a new hologram erupted from the bracelet. This time, Alex was dressed in an emerald ballgown, and Kaiden in a tuxedo, both of them twirling in each other’s arms around the glittering opulence of the palace in Tryllin. New tears prickled Alex’s eyes, these ones because of how much damage had befallen Medora’s capital city during Aven’s months of attacks—months that Alex and her friends had missed while they’d been undergoing the Gates of Testing in Vardaesia. Barely a week had passed for them, only to return and find their world in ruins.

         Like the rest of the warzones in Medora, Tryllin had been restored to its former glory in the nine months that had now passed since Aven’s defeat, but the scars remained. The survivors had begun to heal physically and mentally while their cities were rebuilt, but none had forgotten. And they never would.

         In Kaiden’s memory, neither he nor Alex knew about the coming danger. Instead, they were lost in each other’s eyes as they danced around the room, oblivious to everyone and everything around them.

         Alex groaned with embarrassment.

         “What?” Kaiden asked.

         “Look at my face! It’s so red that I’m surprised I didn’t spontaneously combust in your arms.”

         Kaiden chuckled, pulling her closer. “I thought it was cute.”

         “Cute,” Alex deadpanned. “What every girl wants to be called.”

         “I love this next part,” Kaiden said as their dancing selves came to a halt but didn’t move apart. It was only when D.C., Jordan and Bear interrupted them that they realised the orchestra had stopped, and they were still holding each other. Both the real Kaiden and the hologram of him laughed softly when memory-Alex jumped away as if burned, before she quickly ‘introduced’ him to her friends, all of whom he’d already known—for years.

         “I’m pretty sure I wanted to die, right then and there,” Alex said.

         “I’m glad you didn’t,” Kaiden said.

         “You and the rest of the world,” Alex returned dryly.

         “Stars forbid the Chosen One expire before fulfilling her destiny,” Kaiden said, in a mocking voice.

         She elbowed him for the second time, then reached for another charm. There were so many of them, the bracelet brimming with memories. Instead of picking one, she turned around in Kaiden’s arms and pulled his face down to hers, kissing him lightly on the lips.

         “This is the most thoughtful gift I’ve ever received,” she said, the words insignificant in the face of all she was feeling. “I love it. Thank you.”

         “You’re welcome,” Kaiden said against her lips, before kissing her again, this time much deeper.

         When they broke apart, Alex inspected the bracelet again. “I know we’re running late, but maybe another quick one? Or two?”

         “I’ll bet you anything that Jordan and Dix will be later than us,” Kaiden said knowingly. “We’ve got all the time in the world, beautiful.”

         Alex was smart enough not to bet against him, aware that Jordan and D.C. had left early that morning to spend Kaldoras breakfast with her parents in Tryllin, after which they planned to head to Woodhaven for the rest of the day. Knowing how much Jordan liked to eat, there was no way he wouldn’t be taking advantage of Medora’s best chefs while at the royal palace. It’d be a miracle if they arrived at the Ronnigans’ in time for lunch. But then again, the call of Gammy’s apple pie was strong. Jordan wouldn’t be able to resist for too long.

         “Maybe a few extra minutes,” Alex said, rifling through the charms. “I don’t know which to look at, though. There are so many.”

         “May I?” Kaiden asked.

         She held out her hand.

         He peered at the bracelet, his brow furrowed in concentration. “How about a teaser for a few? Then you can come back and watch them all properly later?”

         When Alex nodded eagerly, he pressed his fingers against a number of the charms at once and said, “Kelarna.”

         Images appeared all around them, one after another, quick bursts of movement and sound erupting in the room before disappearing into the next memory. A crescent moon-shaped charm revealed snippets of their disastrous SAS overnight trip. A delicate grave-shaped charm showed Kaiden telling Alex about his childhood illness and the death of his parents. A glittering cottage-shaped charm displayed them sitting in Nisha’s home with Jeera afterwards, the four of them eating his aunt’s famous chocolate mousse.

         Next came a scene Alex wasn’t in, just Kaiden and Declan alone, with Kaiden saying, “When you know, you know. And when it comes to Alex, I know, Dec. I just do. I’ll wait as long as I have to. As long as she needs. She deserves that much.” That was a heart-shaped charm, and Alex’s chest swelled with feeling as the scene faded out, keeping her from hearing any more. For now.

         A shiny draekon charm activated next, revealing the memory of Alex pulling Kaiden over the balcony in Vardaesia, with them falling through the air until Xira caught them. Then came a charm shaped like a stoppered medicinal vial, which showed Alex and Kaiden stumbling along a pathway at Akarnae—well, Alex was stumbling, while Kaiden tried to keep her from falling over. The real Alex tried to recall the scene, but another memory took hold before she could do more than crinkle her brow. Her expression cleared when a shooting star charm showed her dressed in her Vardaesian finery and being held in Kaiden’s arms on their balcony in the otherworldly city.

         More memories flashed by as Kaiden whispered the command word again and again, scenes of their times together in Combat class and SAS, as well as their sessions with Master Athora. Then came glimpses of the Gates of Testing, and the quiet, tender moments in between the harrowing trials.

         Times of grief and times of joy, there were so many memories, with plenty of scenes like the one between Kaiden and Declan that she hadn’t been a part of—and she couldn’t wait to go back and watch those later. But something about the stumbling memory kept niggling at her, so when Kaiden reached for the next few charms, she halted his hand and touched the medicinal vial, saying, “Let’s go back to this one.”

         Kaiden stilled, his expression caught between trepidation and amusement. “Are you sure?”

         Alex raised an eyebrow. “Your tone suggests I should be concerned.”

         “Not at all. I did say that I’d remind you about it one day.”

         Apprehension filled Alex. “Remind me about what?”

         In answer, Kaiden pressed his finger to the charm, right next to Alex’s, and uttered the activation command.

         As Alex watched what played out next, heat filled her cheeks, her mortification growing with every second that passed. She wasn’t sure what was worse—Fletcher dosing her on pain meds after her Combat exam and asking how she felt, to which she’d answered, “Like I’m a cloud of happiness riding a rainbow of tranquillity,” or everything that came afterwards.

         But as she continued watching, the answer was easy: everything that came afterwards.

         Alex groaned as she witnessed her drugged self being escorted from the Med Ward all the way back to her dorm by Kaiden, repeatedly veering off the path and stumbling the whole way. Just when she thought it couldn’t get any worse, not only did she declare—loudly—that she really loved his smile, but she did so while grinning at him like an absolute lunatic, before tripping so badly that he had to catch her and hold her close until she could stand on her own again.

         “Kill me,” Alex groaned again. “Please. Do it quick.”

         Kaiden laughed quietly. “I think that’s the moment I knew.”

         Not sure she wanted the answer, Alex hesitantly asked, “Knew what?”

         “That I liked you.”

         Alex’s embarrassment vanished in an instant.

         “And that you liked me, even if you weren’t willing to admit it,” Kaiden added. “Not even to yourself.”

         Alex shot him a look. “Careful. There’s a thin line between confidence and arrogance.”

         He laughed again, then pulled her in for another kiss. “Good thing you love me.”

         Alex harrumphed, but didn’t disagree. Instead, she looked back at her bracelet. Squinting at a charm shaped like a rolled up piece of parchment, she said, “Maybe one last memory before we go?”

         Kaiden stopped her before she could touch it. “Save that one for later.”

         His tone was gentle, but it also held enough warning that Alex swallowed, having an idea of what memory it might show.

         The letter—Niyx’s letter.

         Knowing better than to open that can of worms before heading out to see their friends and family, she nodded in agreement and said, “In that case, it’s your turn.”

         She stepped away and headed over to D.C.’s side of the room, where she’d hidden his gift beneath her friend’s bed. Similarly, D.C. had hidden Jordan’s beneath Alex’s bed, the two boys visiting their dorm room so often that neither Alex nor D.C. had wanted to risk ruining their surprises. Bear, of course, could be trusted not to go snooping, so it didn’t matter where they hid his presents.

         Returning to Kaiden with the gift-wrapped box in her hands, Alex’s stomach fluttered with nerves as she held it out to him.

         “Merry Christ—er, Kaldoras, Kaiden,” she said, stumbling slightly over the holiday name. Some Freyan-isms were hard to shake.

         “You look uncomfortable,” Kaiden observed, taking the box carefully from her.

         Alex moved from foot to foot and didn’t respond. She was uncomfortable, but only because she feared her gift was too sentimental, that it gave away too much of how she felt. But then she looked at the charm bracelet on her wrist, confidence filling her as she watched Kaiden unwrap the bow and lift away the lid.

         His expression was curious as he looked inside the box, carefully withdrawing what appeared to be a snow globe, but instead of snow, the glass held dull, multicoloured sparkles that were floating lazily through the otherwise empty space. In the light of the dorm room, it was an unremarkable gift, seemingly thoughtless in comparison to the effort Kaiden had gone to for her. But before he could thank her for it—and Alex knew he would, even if he didn’t know what it was yet—she pressed her fingers to his lips and spoke first.

         “One second,” she said, and then raced over to switch off the overhead light. She frowned at the amount of morning sunshine still coming in through the window, fearing it would ruin the effect of her gift. Thinking quickly, she called out mentally for Soraya, the Shadow Wolf arriving in a flash of shadows and lightning.

         “Hey, pretty girl,” Alex cooed, stroking Soraya’s silky black coat. “Help me out here, would you?”

         The wolf uttered a quiet woof and bounded over to Kaiden, who petted her head, bemused, but remained quiet as per Alex’s instruction.

         Walking over to her boyfriend, Alex watched as Soraya pressed her muzzle to the ground, her three black paws beginning to bleed shadows that spread from her body outwards. It was a new ability, something she hadn’t been capable of during the war, still young in body and mind. But as she grew to adulthood, she continued to surprise Alex with unexpected skills, like what she was now doing: filling the room with an impenetrable darkness that consumed everything around them—everything except the gift in Kaiden’s hands. Not even Soraya’s shadows could keep it hidden, just as Alex had anticipated.

         Kaiden sucked in a breath as he looked down at the globe, his face illuminated by the brightness of the enclosed sparkles enough for Alex to see the understanding hit his eyes. He now knew what he held in his hands, the gift she had given him. It wasn’t just dull specks floating in the air—they were bioluminescent starbursts, now glowing vividly against the darkness. More than that, they were something Kaiden had seen before. Something he would never forget. Something he had first witnessed on a floating island, high up in the Tia Auran sky.

         With an inner smile, and no small amount of trepidation, Alex placed one hand on the globe and whispered, “Kia ellarna”—the Tia Auran equivalent of ‘my love’.

         At her words, the glass shattered and vanished into nothing, the bioluminescent sparkles exploding out of it and multiplying by the tens, hundreds, thousands, until Soraya’s darkness was transformed by the hovering lights.

         The wolf gave a happy yip and pressed her nose to one of the colourful specks, before sneezing when it stuck like paint to her fur. She blinked in confusion, before her intelligent amber eyes looked around the room. With a snuffling, excited sound, she leapt forward, smears of colour latching onto her coat as she collided with the bioluminescent orbs.

         “Someone’s going to need a bath after this,” Alex murmured, grateful that the wolf would see to that herself. She smiled as Soraya continued jumping around the dorm, chasing the floating specks, reminding Alex of her own actions when Xiraxus had first delivered her and Kaiden to the sparkling island in the Sky Kingdom.

         “Alex.”

         At her name, she turned back to Kaiden, finding him staring at her with an expression she’d seen directed at her many times over the last few months, but each instance was nevertheless a gift.

         Awe. Wonder. Love. It was radiating from him.

         Alex cleared her throat and, feeling embarrassed, explained, “Zaylin helped me. Or really, Raife did. When I told Zaylin what I wanted, she just muttered about humans being hopeless romantics, but Raife was all in. Xira, too—which I guess is obvious, since we had to travel through the abrassa to get to Tia Auras.” Alex scratched her nose and continued babbling, “But once there, it was Raife who helped me collect the—the—” She paused, looking around helplessly, and admitted, “I don’t actually know what these coloured thingies are called. But he helped me gather some of them into the globe, then he had his genius friends come up with a way for it to activate at a word, and then—”

         Alex stopped rambling only when Kaiden’s lips met hers. His kiss was long and deep and thorough enough that she was panting when he pulled back, his forehead resting on hers, his eyes shining with a thousand glowing sparkles when he said, “I love it. But not as much as I love you.”

         “I should hope not,” Alex whispered back, albeit breathily.

         Kaiden smiled as he kissed her again, softly this time. It was too brief for Alex’s liking, but she allowed him a moment to look around their glowing surroundings, nostalgia etched into his expression.

         “Our first kiss truly was memorable, wasn’t it?” he mused.

         “Which part?” Alex said wryly. “The part where we were covered in rainbow splatters?” She jerked her head towards Soraya, who was still bounding happily around the room, her black fur streaked with glowing colours. “Or the part where Xira was an unintentional third wheel?”

         Kaiden grimaced. “I’d forgotten about that.”

         I wish I could forget, came Xira’s mental reply as he approached the academy, soaring lazily downwards. Believe me, I’m more scarred than either of you will ever know.

         Alex grinned at the mental shudder he sent down their link, sharing the reaction aloud to Kaiden, who remained entirely unapologetic.

         “I guess that means our ride is almost here?” he said, nodding in the direction of the window, even if Soraya’s darkness—now speckled with light—hid it from sight.

         “Don’t move,” Alex warned when Kaiden was about to step forward. “So far, neither of us have any extra colour on us. But if we touch any of the glowing thingies, we’ll have to clean up before leaving for Woodhaven.”

         “Or we could tell the truth about where the colour came from, and why,” Kaiden suggested.

         “Or we could lie,” Alex returned just as fast, certain she’d never hear the end of it if her parents learned about her first kiss with Kaiden—and the Kaldoras gift she’d given him to recreate it whenever they wanted.

         Chuckling at the look on her face, Kaiden gestured toward the floating lights and said, “I assume there’s a way to deactivate this?”

         In answer, Alex touched the base of the globe and repeated her words from earlier. At her command, the starbursts sucked inwards as if caught in a vacuum, the shattered glass reappearing and reforming around the coloured specks until they were fully contained once more.

         After a quiet word to Soraya, the wolf released her shadows, the darkness dissolving as sunlight flooded back into the room. And just like that, the globe in Kaiden’s hands looked as unremarkable as when he’d first unwrapped it.

         “Best present ever,” he said, kissing her again. “Truly.”

         Alex could argue that his gift to her was better, but she knew he would just shake his head. Instead, she led him towards the doorway and said, “I’ll have to find a way to top it for your birthday.”

         Behind them, the colour-splattered Soraya disappeared in a flash of shadows and light. The wolf could have easily delivered them to Woodhaven, but despite the wintry temperature, Alex still enjoyed flying with Xira as often as possible. Perhaps after their Kaldoras meal, they’d return to Akarnae with Soraya—or through a Bubbledoor. Whichever would be kindest to her full stomach.

         “My birthday is ages away,” Kaiden said, helping her into her Myrox-threaded coat before donning his own, both gifts from their Meyarin friends. “And besides, the only thing I want is you.”

         “You say that now,” Alex returned as they left her room and started down the hallway, “but remember how you reacted when you thought I hadn’t gotten you a Kaldoras gift? I don’t want to be tickled to death, thanks very much.”

         Kaiden squeezed her hand. “There are worse ways to die.”

         He’s not wrong, Xira agreed, before sending a mental image showing that he was just about to land outside.

         Alex had long ago given up asking her draekon to stop eavesdropping. There was no point, especially when she was so terrible at blocking him. And it wasn’t like she wanted to keep secrets, anyway. She’d had a lifetime of them—more than enough for one person.

         “Ready to face the music?” she asked Kaiden as they stepped down the staircase and approached the front of the dorm building.

         “Are you?” he replied, serious.

         Alex bit her lip, unsure. Exchanging gifts with Kaiden had offered a reprieve from her worries, but now she was back to not knowing what she was about to walk into once they reached Woodhaven.

         And then there was what she planned to do afterwards…

         “Let’s leave that as a rhetorical question,” Kaiden murmured when she failed to answer, drawing her close enough to kiss her cheek before guiding her out the door and into the cold where Xira waited. “Kaldoras, here we come.”
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         By the time they reached Woodhaven, Alex was so cold that she struggled to do anything but breathe against the burning chill, her worried thoughts frozen along with the rest of her. If not for their Myrox-threaded coats, she and Kaiden would have turned to solid ice long before their arrival at Bear’s house. It was a relief, therefore, when Xira dropped them off just outside the front gate, huffing a laugh at their discomfort and ordering them to get inside before frostbite set in.

         Neither Alex nor Kaiden argued, but as they hurried up the snowy garden path and were approaching the front door, it swung open, revealing the harried face of Bear’s second eldest brother, Blake.

         “Finally!” he cried. Rushing forward, he tugged Kaiden’s hand free of Alex’s and said, “Mate, I need a word.” He then dragged Kaiden back down the path, the latter looking over his shoulder at Alex in amused confusion as they disappeared from sight.

         “Good to see you too, Blake!” Alex called after them, unsurprised when she received no response.

         Kaiden’s earlier use of ‘frazzled’ was an apt description for Bear’s brother, especially when he was normally so carefree, but Alex was too cold to question his behaviour. Instead, she staggered up the steps and into the warmth of the house, closing the door behind her. Within seconds, heat began to seep back into her bones, a grateful sigh leaving her as she unbuttoned her coat and left it on the rack.

         Moving down the hallway, Alex inhaled deeply at the inviting aroma. Meat was roasting, and vegetables, too. Hints of apple and cinnamon tickled her nose, along with a mixture of other holiday scents that had her taste buds watering with anticipation.

         “Alex! You’re here!” Bear cried as she stepped into the living room. He was seated on the couch beside Declan, with Evie wedged in the middle and showing them what looked to be every gift she’d ever received over the entire course of her life.

         Jumping up, Bear left his sister in Declan’s capable hands and bounded over to Alex, wrapping his arms around her in a warm hug.

         “Didn’t Kaiden come with you?” he asked after letting her go.

         “Blake kidnapped him.”

         “Ah,” Bear said knowingly.

         Alex sent him a questioning look, but before she could ask, Evie climbed up onto the back of the couch and flung herself off it, a child-sized missile spearing through the air. “LEXIE!”

         “Ooof,” Alex grunted as she caught the young girl in her arms. “Well, hi there, gorgeous.”

         “Evie, what did Mum tell you?” Bear said in a stern voice as he untangled his sister from Alex and placed her on the ground.

         The young girl scrunched up her face in thought. “Don’t let Jordan eat all the candy?”

         “The other thing,” Bear said patiently as Declan joined them, giving Alex a quick hug in greeting.

         “Don’t let Jordan eat all the pie?” Evie guessed.

         “Nothing to do with Jordan,” Bear said, less patiently. “Or food.”

         The young girl looked adorably confused.

         Sighing, Bear leaned down until they were at eye level and said, “No jumping on people.”

         Evie’s face cleared before her mouth puckered and she said, “But Dec lets me jump on him all the time. He throws me in the air, too. I go really high!”

         “Dec’s about three times bigger than Alex,” Bear said. “He can handle it.”

         Looking worried, Evie turned to Alex. “Did I hurt you, Lexie?”

         “I’m good, baby girl,” Alex assured her. “I’m stronger than I look.” When Bear coughed pointedly, she hastily added, “But you should listen to your mother. Best not to jump on people. Kaiden will be arriving any minute and you’ve seen him—what a weakling. You’ll topple him right over.”

         Evie’s eyes widened. “But I like Kaiden! I don’t want to topple him!”

         “Stick with me, kiddo,” Declan told the young girl, nudging her gently with his elbow. “You won’t topple me.”

         She beamed widely at him, and Bear rolled his eyes, grumbling under his breath about favouritism.

         Alex used his distraction to shoot a quick glance at Declan, who gave a furtive nod in response to her unspoken question.

         How is he?

         He’s okay.

         Both of them had been worried about Bear—and all the Ronnigans—in the lead up to Kaldoras. But Declan’s nod helped ease some of the weight in Alex’s chest.

         “Why don’t you go and tell the others that Alex and Kaiden are here?” Bear said to his sister.

         Before he could finish his sentence, Evie was off like a rocket, sprinting out of the room. Immediately, a shadow passed over Bear’s face, as if he’d been keeping his emotions in check for her sake.

         Alex wrapped an arm around his middle, leaning into him, waiting.

         “I’m all right,” he told her, unprompted. “Not great, but all right.” He paused. “I think today will be good for us all, to see the house full again. Even if—Even if Dad’s not here.”

         Alex gave him a squeeze of encouragement, earning a grateful one in return, then turned to Declan. “How long have you been in Woodhaven, Dec?”

         “Since the start of holidays,” the burly boy replied. “With Jaxon gone…” He trailed off at the mention of his grandfather, but then straightened his spine and continued, “I don’t have any family left, so Dorothy insisted.”

         “You know what Mum’s like,” Bear said, humour replacing his melancholy, if only for a moment. This would be a hard day for them all, Alex knew. “No orphans at Kaldoras.”

         Alex felt a pang of longing. The Ronnigans had invited her to stay with them, as they had in previous years. But for the first time since arriving in Medora, she had declined the offer, instead remaining at Akarnae with D.C., Kaiden and Jordan. It wasn’t, however, entirely by choice. She, Kaiden and Jordan had been partnered by Hunter for a Stealth and Subterfuge assignment which they’d failed to complete before the start of holidays. They’d decided that it made more sense for them to remain together at the academy—with easy access to the Library—until they finished their nightmare tasks. D.C. stayed with them as a show of support, but Alex knew the princess was also motivated by the surplus of homework-free time she could spend with her boyfriend.

         “Well, I’m jealous,” Alex stated, looking around the comforting room and taking in the shredded wrapping paper all over the floor. Home—it felt like home.

         Declan grinned at her. “How’s old Hunter?”

         “If he heard you calling him ‘old’, he’d probably skin you alive,” she replied.

         His grin widened. “I loved SAS, but I’m glad I’m not apprenticed there, unlike Kaiden.”

         “I don’t know,” Bear said musingly. “You’re apprenticed to both Finn and Karter. PE and Combat—you’re a glutton for punishment.”

         “But I still have Kaid in both of those, and Alex in Combat. It’s like hanging out with friends.”

         Alex pulled a face. “You’re crazy. And I don’t even want to think about apprentice positions yet.” She shuddered dramatically.

         “Better start soon,” Declan said, his dark eyes filled with mirth. “You only have, what, six more months before you graduate? Then you’ll find out if—”

         The rest of his words came out muffled when Alex leapt forward and covered his mouth with her hand.

         “Shhhh,” she hissed at him. “Happy thoughts only today!”

         Bear laughed louder this time, and Alex felt as if she’d won a battle.

         Not wanting to talk more about their studies—and definitely not wanting to think about her SAS assignment, since she felt as if Hunter had them running around on a wild goose chase—Alex instead asked, “Who else is here? I thought we were running late, but—”

         Before she could finish, they heard the front door open and close, followed by footsteps, and then Kaiden and Blake entered the room.

         “How’d you go?” Bear asked his brother.

         “Well, I didn’t throw up,” Blake answered. “So I guess that’s a win?”

         Alex’s eyebrows shot towards her hairline, while Bear, Declan and Kaiden all chuckled, before moving to embrace each other with welcoming hugs—the manly kind, with hearty back slaps that normally would have amused Alex to no end, but she was distracted by Blake’s words, and his earlier behaviour.

         Eyes widening in realisation, she looked between him and Kaiden and gasped, “No way!” But before she could say any more, the front door opened and closed again, followed by Jordan and D.C. hurrying into the room.

         “Brrrr, it’s cold out there!” D.C. said, shaking snow from her hair.

         “Good thing you’ve got me to keep you warm, baby,” Jordan said, winking at her.

         Bear made a gagging sound, which was interrupted when D.C. pulled him in for a tight hug.

         With his best male friend occupied, Jordan made his way around the room, greeting Blake, Declan and Kaiden, before holding out his arms for Alex.

         “Missed you,” he said, kissing her on the forehead before pulling away.

         “I saw you less than three hours ago,” she reminded him. When he sent her puppy dog eyes, she rolled her own and laughingly added, “Fine, fine. I missed you, too.”

         He smiled widely before being pushed aside by D.C., who linked her arm with Alex’s and leaned in to whisper, “Did Kaiden like his gift?”

         Alex nodded, then asked, “Did Jordan?”

         D.C. grinned widely. “What do you think?”

         Returning her friend’s expression, Alex could only imagine the look on Jordan’s face when he opened D.C.’s present—an all-day taste-testing feast at Mrs. Gribble’s Cupcakes and Nibbles in Tryllin. Jordan would be in heaven.

         “What did he get you?” Alex asked.

         D.C. snorted—an indelicate sound from anyone, let alone a princess—and pulled out a folded piece of parchment. Inside was a note in Jordan’s handwriting that read:

         
            MY GIFT TO YOU:

            One full-body massage at the hands of your talented boyfriend. (I got you some of your favourite chocolates too, but they’ve, uh, disappeared.)

            Happy Kaldoras, Dix. I love you.

         

         “I’m pretty sure he’s going to enjoy the massage almost as much as me,” D.C. said, her blue-green eyes sparkling. “Almost.”

         “It’s actually a clever gift,” Alex commented. “I mean, think about it—you’re not easy to shop for. What can you get royalty that they can’t get themselves?”

         “A full-body massage, evidently.” D.C. was looking at Jordan with love in her gaze. “Honestly, I don’t care what he got me—as long as I’ve got him.”

         Alex wrinkled her nose. “Eugh, spare me.”

         D.C. laughed. “Like you can talk. Don’t act like you’re not just as gushy when it comes to Kaiden.”

         Alex was saved from replying when the sounds of many footsteps echoed down the hallway from the kitchen area, just before a swarm of people entered the room.

         First came Evie, having rounded up the others, skipping back and forth as she led the procession. With her came Gammy, Dorothy and Dorothy’s sister, Tessa, all trying to calm the young girl, before giving up to greet Alex, D.C., Kaiden and Jordan. Bear’s oldest brother, Johnny, appeared next, pausing his conversation with Jeera and Nisha so the three could offer their own welcome. Lastly, a handful of villagers brought up the rear, uttering the briefest of “hellos” since they were busy debating who made the better dillyberry juice: Benny or his daughter Sal—both of whom were part of the lively discussion and advocating fiercely for each other.

         In seconds, the serenity of the room had transformed into chaos. Alex wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or concerned that her parents didn’t seem to have arrived yet, but as Kaiden embraced his aunt and sister, she decided relief was the clear winner. She didn’t want to consider what Jack and Rachel might have said to his family, if left unsupervised.

         “Still saving the world, Alex?” Jeera asked as lively chatter sounded from all around them.

         “You tell me,” Alex returned, grinning at the Warden, whose career required her to do exactly that on a daily basis. Nisha, too, being the commander of Medora’s armed forces. If ever there was a family of overachievers, the James’ were it. And yet, both Jeera and Nisha had always gone out of their way to make Alex feel comfortable with them, before and after she and Kaiden had become a couple.

         “Someone else will have to save it today,” Nisha said, edging her way into their conversation. “We’ve got the day off.”

         “I should hope so,” Dorothy said, their small group growing. She turned to Alex. “It’s so good to see you, dear. We’ve missed having you stay with us this year.”

         “Trust me, I’d rather be here,” Alex said, before realising that the room had quieted enough for her friends to hear. Like clockwork, Kaiden, Jordan and D.C. all made sounds of offence, so she sent them a droll look and said, “Holidaying in Woodhaven, or staying at school for a life-threatening assignment?” She tapped a finger to her lips. “Hmm. Let me think.”

         This time they uttered resigned sounds of agreement, so Alex turned back to Dorothy, pleased to note that while her blue eyes were darkened by grief, there was a spark of life that had been missing since her husband’s death nearly a year ago.

         “Are you well?” Alex whispered to the older woman.

         “I’m getting there,” Dorothy whispered back. “Days like today help.”

         Alex hesitated. “I thought…”

         “That I’d be an emotional mess?” Dorothy asked, smiling slightly. “The day’s still young.” She shook her head, as if clearing her thoughts. “Don’t get me wrong, this isn’t easy. I feel like there’s a blade digging into my heart, and one wrong move could cut an artery, making me bleed out.”

         Nisha placed a comforting hand on Dorothy’s shoulder, who reached up to grasp her fingers as if they were an anchor.

         “But while I wish with everything I am that William could be here today, I know that if he was, he would love this,” Dorothy said, looking around the room. “He would love having our house full of people, full of light and love and laughter. Full of hope. Knowing that, how can I be sad today? This would mean everything to him. And that means everything to me.”

         The back of Alex’s nose prickled as she fought to keep tears from her eyes.

         “He’s here with us in spirit,” Nisha said to Dorothy, before receiving a wobbly but grateful smile in return.

         “I know,” Dorothy whispered. “I know.” She then cleared her throat and lifted her chin, clapping her hands loudly before calling, “Lunch is ready, if you’d all like to start moving towards the dining room?”

         “Wait!” Blake said loudly, as people began to move off. Everyone halted, all eyes on him as he nervously ran a hand through his light brown hair. “There’s, uh, something I need to say.”

         Jeera groaned quietly from beside Alex. “He looks guilty. Why does he look guilty?” She speared a look from Blake to Johnny and then back again before hissing, “I told them not to break into the—”

         “Shhh!” Alex interrupted, excitement making her heart rate begin to pick up speed. If this was what she thought it was… If this was why he’d ambushed Kaiden on their way in…

         Alex reached for her boyfriend’s hand and held on tight as Blake slowly approached them. Or rather, approached Jeera.

         And then got down on one knee.

         Gasps of delight sounded from all around them as he pulled out a small box and opened it before her.

         Jeera was as still as a statue, her blue eyes wide as she stared down at her boyfriend.

         “Jeera James, from the moment I met you, I knew you were the woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.”

         A statue no longer, Jeera snorted. “Liar.”

         Blake grinned up at her. “Fine. I hated you. And you hated me, possibly more.”

         Alex’s eyes widened in shock, and she heard Kaiden chuckle quietly beside her.

         “Possibly?” Jeera repeated, arching an eyebrow.

         “Okay, definitely,” Blake acknowledged. “Now stop interrupting. I’m trying to propose here.”

         Jeera’s face softened, and she lowered herself until she was kneeling before him.

         “What are you doing?” Blake demanded. “I’m not done—get back up!”

         “I love you,” Jeera said, cupping his face and kissing him lightly on the lips. “Of course I’ll marry you.”

         “But—”

         Blake didn’t get another word out before Jeera kissed him again, much deeper, prompting whoops and cheers from around the room, along with hearty yells of “Congratulations!”

         Alex couldn’t stop smiling, and when she turned to look at Kaiden, she found him wearing the same expression. Nisha, too, was beaming down at the kneeling couple.

         “Dad would have loved this,” came Bear’s quiet voice from Alex’s other side.

         She looked at him, tears prickling her nose again when she saw the light in his eyes, his joy at his brother’s happiness overriding any of his lingering sadness.

         “Now that was a beautiful moment, don’t you think, Kaiden?”

         Alex closed her eyes and groaned, ignoring Bear’s snickers from beside her. Talk about bad timing.

         “Rachel, Jack, good to see you both,” Kaiden greeted politely as Alex’s parents made their way through the crowd, her father having called loudly enough for the entire room to hear. Their frequent attempts to marry her off had never been subtle, resulting in widespread amusement—for everyone but Alex.

         “Alex, honey, did you see that Jeera didn’t even let Blake finish proposing? She took over and did it herself, like the empowered young woman she is,” Rachel said, moving close enough to pull Alex into a hug. “You should take notes, dear. You look up to her, don’t you? Follow her lead.”

         “Mum, we’ve talked about this,” Alex said in a pained voice.

         Her mum and dad opened their mouths at the same time, but Kaiden jumped in before either could respond and gently suggested, “How about we let Blake and Jeera enjoy their moment? We can talk about our future another day.”

         Jack’s and Rachel’s eyes brightened at hearing him say ‘our future’, likely already imagining wedding bells and grandchildren. Alex wanted to rip her hair out, and might have, if Kaiden hadn’t threaded their fingers together and brought her hand up to his lips for a soft, soothing kiss.

         She melted at his touch, leaning into him and ignoring the contented sighs coming from her parents. But then she shook herself and turned to them again, swiftly changing the topic to something much safer as the room around them continued to offer congratulations to Blake and Jeera.

         “How long have you guys been here?” she asked. “I didn’t see you arrive.”

         “Zain dropped us off just in time to see Blake get down on one knee,” Jack said, with a quick, encouraging look at Kaiden, before acknowledging defeat and turning back to Alex. “He said to tell you he’ll come back later with Roka and Kyia to offer their season’s greetings.”

         “I hope Gammy has made enough pie,” Jordan said anxiously, joining them just in time to hear Jack’s last words.

         “I always make enough pie, sonny,” Gammy called from the other side of the room. “Don’t you fret!”

         Jordan’s eyes bugged out. “How does she do that? It’s like a circus in here—I can barely hear my own thoughts.”

         “Thought. Singular. At best,” D.C. said, appearing beside him and patting his cheek. She turned her winning smile towards Alex’s parents. “Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Jennings.”

         “Your Highness, how many times have we asked you to call us by our names?” Rachel said with amusement.

         “The same amount that I’ve asked you to call me by mine,” D.C. returned kindly.

         “Tell you what,” said Jack. “If you can convince our girl to come and visit us more often, we’ll call you anything you want.”

         Jordan’s brow creased. “What are you talking about? Alex visits Meya all the—ooof!”

         “Oh, I’m so sorry!” D.C. cried, pressing her hand to Jordan’s back as he leaned over, winded. “I was swatting at a bug—I didn’t mean to hit you!”

         Kaiden coughed, his free hand covering his mouth, but not hiding the laughter in his eyes.

         Alex bit her cheek to keep her own smile from breaking free. She’d have to remember to thank D.C. later. After she yelled at Jordan.

         It wasn’t that she didn’t want to see her parents. She loved them dearly and enjoyed spending time with them, for the most part. But sometimes, they were just a little too much. If they knew how often she really visited Meya—multiple times each week—they’d insist on seeing her more. And despite what they might argue, that wasn’t what they truly wanted. They were having the time of their lives exploring the immortal city. Even when she did venture there with the sole purpose of seeing them, they were always distracted by some unearthed artefact or buried treasure or ancient tomb. There was so much for them to see and do that their archaeologist minds were in overdrive. She’d only be a distraction, so she felt no guilt in leaving them to their own devices.

         And besides, Roka kept a close eye on them—or his Zeltora warriors did, at least.

         “Are we eating, or what?” Bear called loudly once the congratulations began to die down.

         “We’re eating!” Jordan wheezed in agreement, still struggling a little to breathe. “I’m starving!”

         “You had a mountain of food for breakfast,” D.C. stated. “And then a mountain more for brunch.” She poked him in the stomach. “How can you possibly be hungry?”

         “It’s a Kaldoras miracle,” he replied, grabbing her finger when she went to poke him again.

         “More like an everyday miracle,” Bear said, slinging an arm around his friend’s shoulders and leading him and the rest of them from the room. “Jordan’s stomach: the eleventh wonder of the world.”

         “And what a wonder!” Jordan exclaimed, a skip in his step. “I can’t help that you’re all jealous.”

         “I feel sick just thinking about how much food he’s already eaten,” D.C. murmured to Alex. “Remind me what I see in him again?”

         Alex grinned. “Love is blind.”

         
            [image: ]

         

         Lunch was a boisterous affair, so much so that Alex inwardly scolded herself for being so worried in the time leading up to the holiday. Yes, it was an emotional day for them all, but there were good emotions, too. And now, after Blake’s proposal—or his attempted proposal—it was impossible not to be affected by the positive feeling in the air.

         The hours whirled by, full of laughs, sometimes tears, and plenty of love and affection. Soraya appeared as soon as they all sat down to eat, staring at everyone with pleading eyes, acting like a starved stray. She vanished frequently in a flash of darkness and light, only to appear beside another victim, silently shaming them until they yielded their food. When Alex finally began to fear for her wolf’s stomach, all it took was a quiet command for Soraya to bound happily over and curl up at her feet—her silky head tall enough to nuzzle into Alex’s lap, even while lying down.

         “You have them wrapped around your little white paw, don’t you?” Alex murmured to her companion, running her fingers through her soft black fur. She could have sworn she heard a wolfish chuckle in reply.

         Roka, Kyia and Zain arrived towards the end of the meal, just as Gammy’s pie was being served—perfect timing, which Alex doubted was an accident. Outside of the holidays, she saw the Meyarins often, partly because she had taken on the role of Meyarin–human liaison in the wake of Meya no longer being hidden from the world, and partly because the three immortals regularly sparred with her to keep her Meyarin reflexes strong—just in case. But mostly, it was because they were her friends. They’d all been through so much together, and she couldn’t imagine not sharing her time with them.

         For the others in the room—particularly the Woodhaven townsfolk—the Meyarin trio were a novelty, so Alex didn’t get to speak with them until just before they were about to leave. After a quick hug from all three—her ribs cracking from Zain’s offering—they handed over a small pouch and said, “For you.”

         Squinting at it—and at the giddy looks on their faces—Alex untied the cord and looked inside, finding a glittering powder within. It took her a moment, but then her eyes widened in recognition.

         “Myraes,” Kyia said, touching a finger to the pouch, almost reverently.

         Alex’s heart soared at the gift in her hand. It wasn’t so much what it could do—although, she did love that it could spark a multi-coloured fire that burned without wood and was harmless to the touch—but more what it represented. Myraes had been all but depleted from Meya in the time since the draekons had fled to Tia Auras thousands of years earlier. But now that they were back, Meya was thriving once more under their protection and care.

         “I’m so happy for you,” Alex said to her friends. She wiggled the pouch, grinning, as she added, “And for me.”

         “Friendship perks,” Roka said, squeezing her shoulder.

         “Don’t use it all at once,” Zain said jokingly. But then he turned serious. “No, really. That is a very bad idea, assuming you want to keep all of your limbs attached.”

         The latter was likely added since Jordan was leaning in, looking excited by the offering on Alex’s lap. She had a feeling Zain’s warning wasn’t for her.

         Her Meyarin friends left soon after that, vanishing on the Valispath, and taking Alex’s parents back with them. Thankfully, there were no further mentions of anything relating to marriage when Jack and Rachel hugged their daughter goodbye.

         One by one, the other guests began to disperse, the villagers leaving in groups of twos and threes, some needing assistance if they’d imbibed too strongly on the dillyberry juice brought by Benny and Sal. Alex had kept to her one glass only rule, having learned her lesson long ago. And besides, she was too full to even want to look at another glass of anything right now, her stomach feeling like a helium balloon.

         Soon the only people left at the table were Alex and her closest friends. Dorothy, Tessa and Gammy had retreated to clean the kitchen with Evie, refusing everyone’s help—to the point that Gammy had raised her wooden spoon in threat when D.C. tried to insist—and Blake had snuck away with Jeera to celebrate their engagement in private. Nisha had disappeared after claiming she was going to spend the rest of her work-free day curled up with a book by the fire—to Alex’s envy—and Johnny had escorted the last of the villagers, Benny and Sal, back to On The House. At Bear and Declan’s amused looks, Alex realised that Johnny had perhaps just wanted to spend more time with Sal. Alone.

         “You’re going to have to carry me out of this room,” Jordan groaned, leaning back in his chair. Not two seconds later, he eyed the single slice of apple pie resting on a plate in front of Alex and licked his lips. “Are you going to eat that?”

         D.C. rolled her eyes to the heavens, mumbling under her breath for strength and prompting everyone to laugh. Alex was grateful for the distraction, since it kept her from having to answer Jordan’s question.

         A knot of anxiety grew within her as she stood to her feet and gathered the plate. “I’m, uh, going to see if Gammy and Dorothy need anything.”

         “Watch  out  for  that  wooden  spoon,”  D.C.  warned, shuddering in memory.

         Alex nodded distractedly and left the room. But despite what she’d said, she didn’t head to the kitchen.

         Instead, she doubled back towards the front door, donning her coat and venturing out into the frigid air before quietly calling for Soraya. It was sneaky, what she was doing. But she knew her friends would object—and with good reason. Rather than wasting precious holiday time arguing, she intended to slip away unnoticed, then return as quickly as possible. It wasn’t like she wanted to linger where she was going, anyway.

         “You know what to do, girl,” Alex said, after which her wolf swept her away in shadows and lightning.

         As soon as Alex touched down at the academy, Soraya vanished again. Frowning, Alex looked at the spot where her wolf had just been standing, surprised by her desertion, before shrugging inwardly and turning towards the imposing Tower building.

         “Here goes nothing,” she murmured to herself, making her way inside and then downstairs into the Library.

         The pie wobbled on the plate as she continued deeper and deeper into the depths of the ancient, sentient building. She told herself that she wasn’t nervous, and that was true. But every time she made this walk, she never knew what to expect. Never knew what would happen. Never knew how she would feel once she left again, whether she’d be distressed or just disappointed. She’d yet to leave feeling anything positive, and she knew today would be no different.

         And yet, she persisted.

         She couldn’t leave him alone, abandoned forever.

         Not even after everything he’d done.

         Once, they had been friends. Once, he had been in love with her. She had done this to him, made him this way. And while she now knew better than to carry any responsibility for his actions, she still hurt for him, still missed the person he had been. There had been good in him, once. Others might be able to forget, but she couldn’t.

         Trying and failing to calm the storm of emotions within her, Alex arrived at her destination—at the painting.

         Surprising even herself, a smile stretched across her lips as she took in what awaited her there. “I should have known.”

         Kaiden was leaning against the wall beside the portrait, one hand in his pocket, the other resting on Soraya’s head, the wolf panting happily beside him.

         “Traitor,” Alex murmured to her, but she wasn’t upset. Not at all.

         “I know you won’t let me go in with you, but if you think I’m not going to offer moral support from out here, then we need to have another conversation,” Kaiden said.

         Aware that a ‘conversation’ was his way of reminding her—frequently—that she could trust him, and that they were in this together, Alex moved closer to her boyfriend, warmth chasing away her tension.

         Placing her free hand against his heart, she whispered, “No conversation needed.” She rose up to kiss him. “Thank you for being here.”

         “I wish neither of us were here,” he said pointedly, before sighing and adding, “But I understand why we are.” He nodded to the pie she held. “You think that will work?”

         Alex shook her head. “No. But it gives me something to do with my hands.” She frowned slightly, looking at the one resting on his chest. “Hands are so awkward. I never know what to do with them unless I’m holding something. Like a weapon.”

         “I’d much prefer you went in there holding a weapon,” Kaiden stated.

         Alex’s lips twitched, before her face gentled and she said, “He can’t hurt me. Not with the Library protecting me.” And he had tried—numerous times during her earliest visits, before finally acknowledging defeat.

         “He can’t hurt you physically,” Kaiden corrected.

         “Then I guess it’s lucky that you’re here to make me feel better afterwards,” Alex said.

         Kaiden pushed off from the wall and wrapped his arms around her in a tight hug, causing her to shoot her hand holding the pie out to the side to avoid mashing it between them.

         “I’ll always be here to make you feel better,” Kaiden promised, before kissing her forehead and stepping away. “Come back to me.”

         “Always,” Alex said. Then she squinted at him. “Wait a minute. How did you sneak away without the others questioning you?” She peered along the darkened corridor, half expecting their friends to jump out and yell at her.

         Kaiden shrugged, reclaiming his position against the wall. “I told them I was stealing you to go and make out in the garden.”

         Alex groaned.

         “Hey, it worked. They won’t come looking for us.” Kaiden grinned widely. “If you hurry up here, we might even make it back in time to follow through.”

         He waggled his eyebrows and Alex laughed, before facing the painting and instantly sobering.

         “Don’t let him get to you, sweetheart,” Kaiden said gently, his humour gone.

         “I won’t,” Alex promised, even if they both knew she was lying.

         Dallying no longer, she made herself push forward into the portrait, coming out the other side atop the Golden Cliffs overlooking the majestic city of Meya.

         Turning slowly from the view, Alex braced for what she was about to see. For who she was about to see.

         But as she searched the familiar area, there was no sign of him—no sign of the Rebel Prince.

         This wasn’t new, so Alex wasn’t immediately alarmed. She’d entered the painting before to find that he’d taken off to wander his abandoned city. But he always returned to the cliffs—the place where she had left him, cursed him, to live out the rest of his eternity.

         A rustling sound came from the bushes, and Alex knew he had returned. Whether he had somehow sensed her arrival, or he’d already been on his way back, it didn’t matter. Soon, they would face each other once again. Soon, she would try and see if there was any trace of humanity left in him, buried beneath the mass murderer. Soon, she would be disappointed, as she always was.

         But when the figure stepped out of the bushes and into the light, it wasn’t who she expected.

         It wasn’t Aven Dalmarta.

         Alex gasped loudly, the pie falling from her fingers and smashing on the ground.
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