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PROLOGUE


 


 


Sharp angles and discordant geometries defined the citadel of the Netherkin, a structure that denied the laws of the world it loomed over. Suspended in the twilight void, it pulsed with an unsettling rhythm, casting sinister shadows across the seven Elite gathered within its darkened chamber. They stood in silence, yet a storm of shared thoughts raged between them, unseen tendrils of telepathy weaving a complex tapestry of strategy and dissent.


The memory of the Eldritch Maw, a creature they deemed inferior, slaying a Netherkin Warrior, seared through the collective consciousness. The image was vivid — carapace ended, black blood staining the jungle floor — a symbol of their vulnerability. And the human, the female who had somehow controlled the Maw — the one who had spoken to the wilds, somehow communicated with the brutish beast —


"Unacceptable,” one Elite snarled, words unnecessary but spoken out of habit, a vestige of their past before telepathic unity. Then, through their psychic connection: The humans grow bolder. Their alliances with beasts are a mockery to our supremacy.


A mockery — and a threat. The telepathic link kept no secrets among the Elite. They shifted, irritation crackling between them as the thought entered each mind. 


There is also the male, another Elite said. Of the clan that seeks our kind for their foolish hunts. A low, rattling hiss rose over the circle as the memory surged through the collective mind — a human, his body warped by native magic, slaying the Netherkin Mage sent to infiltrate the academy and corrupt its Nexus. 


Resentment swelled, a tide threatening to overwhelm their composure. They had underestimated the ragged band of greenhorns, their ingenuity, their tenacity. Thornhaven had transformed these young humans into warriors, into threats.


Thornhaven must fall. They have bled us for the last time.


The chamber hummed with renewed purpose, their luminous forms casting an eerie glow that danced upon the monolithic walls. Their decision was made; retribution would be swift and merciless. 


Thick shadows stretched across the chamber's walls, warping the jagged spires that seemed to claw at the void beyond. Among them, discord rippled — a divergence in thought as factions formed like fissures in dark ice.


Strike now, one Elite urged, its thoughts a razor-edged lance piercing the collective mind. The humans reel from loss; their defenses are thinned. We must exploit this vulnerability before they mend it. This argument was a tempest, insistent and wild, driven by a lust for vengeance that had been fermenting since the fall of their Mage. It reverberated through the thought-space, echoed.


Another current rose from the opposite side of the circle, more calculating than its counterpart, a slow-moving glacier grinding stones to sand. Patience, it whispered. We must not be blinded by rage. Thornhaven is a viper’s nest — heedless assault will only see us bite at stone.


As the debate intensified, minds clashing like titans, a presence emerged, towering over the squabble. The commanding figure stepped forward. This Elite’s form exuded authority that quelled the storm of dissent. Its skin shimmered with an otherworldly hue, marking him of the highest caste, his thoughts resonating with the weight of aeons.


Enough. His voice echoed, not aloud but within the minds of all present, silencing the tumultuous chamber. These fleeting victories of the humans are but motes of dust upon the scales of eternity.


The chamber pulsed with a sinister energy, its walls thrumming with the collective frustration of the Netherkin Elite. The commanding figure — whose very presence had silenced the earlier strife — stood solemnly as another of the Elite stepped forward, their form sleek and less imposing but resonating with an urgency that demanded attention.


We know that the humans have delved into arts we thought beyond their ken. Their school — this word was a derisive sneer, even when not spoken aloud — must be dealt with, and quickly. We cannot allow this impudence to be left unchecked as we have in the past. 


A ripple of concern passed through the assembly, a dissonant chord in their otherwise harmonious intent. The Elite's translucent skin reflected the chamber's eerie glow, casting a pallid light on the etchings that adorned the ancient stone beneath them.


Let this be the catalyst for our assault, the Elite commander declared, his psychic touch firm and unyielding. Thornhaven has yet to feel our strength. The strength of Elite. We target their Nexus — the heart of their power — and extinguish the flame of their resistance.


Murmurs of agreement echoed through the mindscape, each Elite now a blade honed by purpose. The commander's vision expanded before them: an army descending upon Thornhaven, a storm of retribution that would raze the academy and all it stood for.


Prepare for war, the commander intoned, the finality of his decision hanging like a blade above their heads. 





 


 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


The jungle constricted around the ancient ruins like a thousand serpents, snaking over the academy’s stone walls. Faye stood within the Whispering Grove, the air vibrating with the muted hum of life that thrummed through the underbrush and high into the canopies above, where sunlight fought to pierce the dense foliage. Beads of sweat mingled with the dirt on her brow as she reached out, her fingers splaying among the leaves and petals.


Plant fibers swayed to her silent command, curling and uncurling with the ease of living breath. She guided their growth with an intimacy that blurred the lines between magic and nature. A lattice of vines thickened under her touch, weaving into a structure sound enough to bear her Fluxbeast’s weight as Ember bounded onto it. 


A flash of memory seared across her vision — Longtooth's vast presence. The Eldritch Maw, a creature at once terrible and majestic. A creature that had felt loss, just as she had. A creature of this world, no matter how warped it had become. She had felt its ancient soul intertwined with the very roots that now heeded her call. They had shared a moment of unity against the Netherkin, those vile invaders who sought to corrupt and control. 


Faye's hands clenched, channeling more energy into the burgeoning greenery. Longtooth had understood the stakes, its primal wisdom acknowledging the Netherkin as a blight upon the natural order. The memory fueled her practice, igniting a fierce determination. Every leaf and tendril became an extension of her resolve, each new sprout a symbol of resistance.


The plants danced and writhed with increased vigor, animated by Faye's passion. Thorns sharpened like daggers, flowers bloomed into vivid warnings, and the ground itself seemed to pulse with latent power. 


“Faye!”


Faye exhaled at the sound of Iris’s call, the grove momentarily stilling as she released her hold. 


"Care for a break?" Iris stood at the edge of the grove, just outside of the sentient trees’ reach. Her voice sliced through the stillness like a beam of sunlight piercing canopy shadows.


Faye turned. Throughout this off-season, Iris had been her sole source of company. She’d expected more time with the masters, training, but the masters seemed to spend the breaks in Thornhaven’s terms deep in their own studies. Faye had encountered them rarely. The loneliness and uncanny quiet of Thornhaven’s compound gnawed at her. Even if she was surrounded by life in this jungle, the flora couldn’t replace human companionship.


"Thought you'd never ask," Faye replied, her lips curling into a smile that felt foreign on her face after the intensity of her training. "Lead the way."


Iris and Faye made their way up the third-season tower, set into the compound’s inner wall, and climbed through a window onto the battlements. The ancient ramparts offered a vista that was both breathtaking and unsettling — as wild as it was beautiful. Around them, the jungle stretched endlessly. A light breeze played with Faye's long, dark hair, offering a brief respite from the oppressive heat.


"Seems you've made quite the impression on the grove," Iris observed, unpacking a modest supper of bread, cheese, and dried fruit. Her silver eyes reflected the world with a clarity that belied her cheerful demeanor.


"Every plant and creature here speaks a language I'm beginning to understand," Faye mused, accepting her portion. 


Iris watched her with an unreadable expression. Her Fluxbeast, Flicker, sat on her shoulder; the iridescent songbird peeked through the curtains of her windswept blue hair. 


“With Longtooth,” Iris began carefully. “Last season. You never really told me….”


“It’s hard to explain,” Faye admitted. “When I do Floral Manipulation, I’m essentially reaching into a mind, but the flora don’t think the way we do. Longtooth, though… it does. It has memories. And yet, it’s part of the jungle, connected to the plant life.” 


A cool breeze swept across the battlements, carrying with it the scent of a thousand exotic blooms from the jungle below. Faye inhaled deeply, letting the magic-tinged air fill her lungs, yet she felt an unsettling void within her. She sat with legs dangling over the edge, her eyes scanning the vibrant canopy as if it held answers to the questions churning in her mind.


"Something feels off," Faye murmured, breaking the silence that had settled between her and Iris. Her gaze remained fixed on the undulating sea of green, searching for signs of disturbance — anything that would betray the presence of the Netherkin.


"Off?" Iris tilted her head, silver eyes reflecting concern. "What do you mean?"


"Too quiet." Faye's fingers twitched, grappling with the nagging frustration that had been her companion since the Netherkin had retreated into shadowy stillness. "It's been weeks since we've seen any sign of them. Not even a whisper."


"Isn't that a good thing?" Iris's voice held a hopeful lilt, but her body was tense, ready to spring into action at a moment's notice, much like Flicker, perched on her shoulder.


"Maybe. But it doesn't sit right with me." The lull in conflict was a balm for some, a time to heal and rebuild. Yet for Faye, it was an ominous pause, a deep breath before the plunge. "We should be out there, tracking them, finding out what they're planning."


“I’m sure the masters are,” Iris pointed out.


Faye's fingers splayed open, then clenched into fists. "I know. But they haven't told us anything or given us any missions beyond Thornhaven's walls. I thought they'd at least send us to scout wellsprings this summer, but they've just about left us to our own devices." She sighed, her shoulders slumping. "It almost makes me wish the Netherkin would try a new attack, just to give us something to do." 


"Peace is preferable, Faye," Iris reminded her gently. "We could use the rest." 


There was some truth to that, Faye supposed. The previous season had been fraught with peril like no other. Between the Netherkin Warriors’ attack, the deaths of two masters, and the traumatic rift dive Faye and her friends had taken, the respite of the off-season was much needed. Still, it didn’t sit right. 


“This isn't peace. It's the calm before the storm,” Faye muttered.


Iris sighed, her hair ruffling in the wind as she considered Faye's words. "You might be right, but we can't go looking for trouble. We need to be prepared, yes, but there’s only so much worry can do for us.” 


"Prepared..." Faye echoed. She glanced down at Ember, her Fluxbeast, who sat nestled in her shadow with its tail curled around its body. Preparedness was one thing, but this waiting game was unnerving. She didn't just want to react; she wanted to act, to strike out against those who had taken so much from her.


"Being vigilant doesn't mean we must seek out conflict," Iris said more firmly. "We'll handle whatever comes our way.”


The sun dipped lower, painting the dense canopy in shades of amber and gold. Faye leaned against the battlement's edge, her gaze tracing the labyrinthine sprawl of Thornhaven below. The air was thick with the scent of moss and damp earth, a reminder of the ever-present pulse of the jungle.


"Think everyone's managed the break without too much trouble?" Iris asked, breaking the silence as she idly plucked at a frayed seam on her sleeve.


Faye turned, the stone cold beneath her palms, and her smile emerged slowly, like a bloom unfurling at dawn. Thornhaven's students were due back this week. Some would arrive early or late, depending on the dangers they faced on their journeys. "I hope so. It'll be good to see familiar faces again, won't it?"


"Definitely. I miss the noise," Iris admitted. "It's been too quiet here without them.” She sighed. "The day's almost done. What are your plans for the evening?"


"Rest," Faye replied without hesitation, her muscles aching pleasantly from her earlier exertions in the Whispering Grove. "I want to be fresh when everyone gets back tomorrow. Plus, Ember could use a calm night." A subtle warmth curled around her ankle, an invisible weight that grounded her — a silent agreement from her Fluxbeast.


"Smart," Iris chuckled, her hair catching the last rays of sunlight as she stood. "You'll need all the energy you can get. Once they're back, it'll be non-stop until the next break."


"Exactly." Faye pushed off from the wall, feeling the pull of the coming night.


Descending the ramparts, Faye's boots met the uneven cobbles of Thornhaven's courtyard with a rhythm that spoke of readiness. The air was thick with the scent of damp earth and the subtle perfume of night-blooming flowers. As the last light of day bled from the sky, the jungle beyond the academy's barriers seemed to inhale, poised on the brink of nocturnal awakening.


"See you at sunrise," Iris said as they parted ways. Her silhouette melded with the shadows, silver eyes glinting one final time before she slipped into the central fortress, which housed most of the academy’s classrooms, the masters’ quarters, and the wellspring scouts. 


Faye passed through the courtyard, her gaze tracing the labyrinthine paths that crisscrossed between training yards and quiet alcoves. The third-season bunkroom awaited, a chamber that had grown too small for the person she'd become. Her strides were measured, each step a farewell to the room that had been both refuge and prison during the off-season.


At the threshold, Faye paused, casting an involuntary glance towards the looming fourth-season tower. It stood like a silent sentinel, windows darkened, waiting to be filled with the energy of returning students. There was a pull within her, a yearning to ascend to those heights and claim her place among those who had weathered their own trials.


She could feel the new season cresting like a wave, ready to crash upon her. She hoped fervently that with the arrival of the new term, the masters would lift the restrictions on her movement. The wilds called to her, and the thought of being confined within Thornhaven’s walls for much longer felt like a noose tightening around her neck. 





 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Faye perched on the crumbling edge of an ancient battlement, her legs dangling over Thornhaven’s abyssal jungles. The sun hung low, casting a golden hue over the wilds that had become less hostile in her eyes and more of an enigmatic companion. She pressed her palm against the warm stone of the ruins, feeling the pulse of life thrumming beneath.


The gates below creaked open, a sound that brought Faye's heart to her throat. Students trickled in, their voices swelling into a chorus of laughter and chatter — the silence of the off-season shattered at last. Among the returning students, she recognized familiar strides, confident postures, and the eager glints in their eyes. 


As Faye slid down from her perch, her boots hit the ground with muted thuds, stirring small clouds of dust. She navigated through the throngs of reuniting friends and brushed past new recruits, their wide-eyed and brimming with naive excitement, their journey just beginning.


Then she saw Raven Voss.


The headmaster’s daughter entered the central courtyard like a storm heralding its own arrival, her black hair a stark contrast against the ivory of her collar. Her presence seemed to command attention; students parted for her like waves before a ship’s prow. Faye felt the pull of those dark eyes before they even met hers, the air between them charged with an unspoken challenge.


As Raven’s gaze locked onto Faye, it was as though the jungle's cacophony fell mute. Her lips twisted into a scowl. Faye returned the look with a grimace that tightened her jaw, acknowledging the rivalry that simmered like Thornhaven's ever-present spores waiting to burst.


"Back already, Wilderpath?" Raven's voice cut through the din, sharp as a shard of obsidian.


"I never left," Faye replied, her tone steady despite the quickening of her pulse. "Thornhaven is full of surprises during the off-season."


"Is that so?" Raven circled Faye like a predator sizing up its prey. "Well, this season will have its share of surprises too. I hope you're ready."


"Always am," Faye said, shoulders squared. She didn't let on about her bond with Longtooth or how the Eldritch Maw had revealed Thornhaven's deeper secrets to her. Such knowledge was power — power she wouldn’t squander in petty squabbles.


Raven seemed about to say something else — something sharp, if the curl of her lip was any indication — when a sudden commotion interrupted her.


Elias, all gangly limbs and wild curls, barreled into the courtyard. His glasses askew, he was a tempest of enthusiasm. “You’re here!” he gasped out, his voice echoing between the ancient stones. He wrapped Faye in an embrace so vigorous it nearly bowled them both over.


"Easy there," Faye laughed, steadying them both, her arms finding their way around Elias in a reciprocal hug. She felt a wave of relief wash over her, her laughter genuine and free for the first time since the end of the last season. Her bond with Iris had been strengthened by the off-season, but she had missed her friends more deeply than she ever had before. 


Faye ruffled Elias’s hair affectionately. Her grin lingered even as she glanced back at Raven, whose scowl had deepened at the interruption. Without another word, Raven turned on her heel and marched toward the fourth-season tower; Faye was relieved to see her go. 


Iris approached, giving Elias a hug of her own. Then she turned to Faye with a gleam in her silver eyes. “What do you say we grab some food? They’re serving breakfast in there.”


The clatter of dishes and the babble of voices welcomed them inside the hall. It was a symphony of chaos, each student recounting adventures from the break or sharing plans for the upcoming challenges. Faye, Iris, and Elias collected their meals — a vibrant stew of jungle fruits, blended into a thick, syrupy sauce. 


"Let's not stay here," Iris said, reading Faye's mind as she often did. “We should go eat near the gate. Wait and see who else shows up.”


“Great idea,” Faye said eagerly. 


They exited the hall, crossing the courtyard toward the outer compound. As they walked, Faye felt the weight of her responsibility to Thornhaven settle upon her.


They settled in the grass near the gates, which stood half-open after the latest group of arrivals. As the three of them dug into their breakfasts — the stew, it turned out, was almost painfully sweet — they watched the great, wooden gates slowly close.


"Who are you most looking forward to seeing?" Elias asked between mouthfuls of fruit.


"Everyone," Faye said truthfully, though images of Ren and Callum flickered at the edges of her thoughts.


"Everyone," Iris echoed, her tone light but knowing. She leaned back on her hands, her gaze fixed on the gate as if willing it to open.


With their backs pressed to the warm stone of the outer wall, Faye and her friends shared in the simple pleasure of a meal amidst the vibrant greenery that encroached upon Thornhaven's ancient architecture. Elias's laughter mingled with the distant calls of flux hounds, while Iris’s quiet, steady gaze scanned the gate as if reading the future in its timeworn grain.


As the gates groaned open, the trio paused mid-chew, anticipation sharpening their focus. Sage stepped through the threshold, her stride the embodiment of resolute calm. Iris sat up, grinning.


"Over here!" she called out, waving Sage over enthusiastically.


Sage approached, her pack thudding softly onto the earth as she joined the circle. The moment she sat down in the grass, Iris tackled her in a hug.


 "Didn’t expect to see you all waiting right here!” Sage gasped, the air driven from her by the force of Iris’s greeting.


“We figured we might as well,” Elias said, straightening his glasses as he waited his turn to embrace her. “Here — you can have some of my breakfast. It’s making my teeth hurt.” 


As Sage accepted the bowl and dug in, the gates, which hadn’t fully swung shut after her arrival, groaned in protest and began to open once more. 


“Oh!” Iris sat up straighter. “Someone else!” 


Ren emerged from between the massive slabs of aged wood, and immediately, Faye rose to her feet. 


Her first instinct upon seeing him was relief. She had asked him where he went during Thornhaven's breaks — where home was, given that he had grown up in the shadow of corruption, the Netherkin-ruled city of Tirimund — and he had offered no answer. Whenever her thoughts had turned to him during the off-season, which had been often, she found herself worried for his safety. 


Their rift dive the previous year had forced them to traverse a warped landscape in the Netherkin's home dimension. Faye remembered the way Ren had been rendered motionless, frozen by dread as he stared at a distant Netherkin city; she was certain that the trauma of his past had caused this reaction. He must have seen Tirimund echoed in the distorted, hostile world of the Netherkin. The idea of him returning to that place had haunted her during the long months apart.


Now, as he approached the four of them, Faye felt her relief laced with something heavier — unease. Ren looked the same, yet different. His silver hair was haloed with frizz, damp from the ever-present jungle mist, giving him a disheveled, restless air. A half-hearted smile twitched at his lips, but his golden eyes, which had always been quick to spark with amusement or irritation, were guarded as he met Faye’s gaze. 


“Ren,” she said, by way of a greeting.


“Faye,” he responded. His voice was steady, but there was something in the way he said her name — like he was testing it, like he hadn’t been sure until this moment that he would return to find her here.


She took a step closer, Ember padding silently at her side, ears flicking forward in recognition. Nox, Ren’s ever-shifting Fluxbeast, was draped around his shoulders, its civet-like form blending into the dark fabric of his tunic. It lifted its head, its whiskers twitching as if it were sniffing their air. As far as Faye could tell, Fluxbeasts had no need to breathe, but they often imitated the motions of inhaling and exhaling as though mimicking their bonded partners. A habit, or perhaps a lingering remnant of the instincts they had inherited from something more organic.


Ren’s gaze flickered to the others — Elias, Sage, and Iris stood just behind her, their expressions varying between curiosity and wariness. But his focus returned to Faye almost immediately.


“What did you get up to during the break?” Faye asked. In any other context, it might have been an innocent question. 


A wry smile hinted at his lips as Ren reached up and tugged at his collar, revealing the freshly inked lines on his skin. Intricate runes spiraled around his collarbone, their patterns etched with deliberate precision, sharply geometric. That was answer enough. There was only one place Ren could have gotten those runes tattooed: in Tirimund, where the collective of runic mages who had raised him lived. Ren had told her that the mages did everything they could to subvert the Netherkin’s aims from within the belly of the beast, but in Tirimund, survival itself was a victory. 


Faye leaned in, scrutinizing the design, her fingertips tempted to explore the raised flesh where magic had been inscribed. The air between them was charged, full of unspoken words and shared experiences that bound them closer than any physical tether could.


Before she could comment, the heavy gates creaked open once again, drawing their attention outward. Callum Ashborne strode through. 


His long strides carried him with purpose, his posture rigid and yet somehow fluid, the aura of control he wore as tightly as his worn leather gloves. Immediately, his eyes found Faye’s, and she felt a jolt in her chest, as if he had reached across the courtyard and seized something vital within her. His stormy blue gaze was unreadable, but there was no mistaking the weight of it — heavy, deliberate. For a moment, the noise of the world faded, leaving only the quiet pull between them, a tension she wasn’t sure she was ready to face.


Then, just as quickly, his expression shifted. His eyes flicked past her, landing on Ren. The change was subtle but unmistakable, a tightening at the corners of his mouth, the barest stiffening of his shoulders. Whatever had flickered in his gaze when he looked at Faye was gone, replaced by something colder.


 


Beside her, Ren's expression tightened into a grimace, his golden eyes tracking Callum's retreat. The muscles along his jaw clenched visibly, and he swallowed hard as if forcing down the words, clawing for release. But he said nothing. 


Callum turned. Without a word, without breaking stride, he moved toward the inner courtyard, his back to them. But Faye saw the way his jaw clenched, the way tension rode his shoulders as he walked away.


She exhaled, a breath she hadn't realized she was holding.


Ren let out a slow, measured sigh beside her, though his gaze lingered on Callum’s retreating figure. He tilted his head slightly, a humorless smirk flickering across his lips. “Well. That was dramatic.”


Faye didn’t respond. She only stared after Callum, that unspoken moment between them stretching long after he had disappeared from sight.





 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Evening’s light danced through the slits of Thornhaven's towering windows, casting elongated shadows across the mess hall's stone floor. The clink of utensils and the shuffle of boots created a symphony of anticipation. Tomorrow marked the first day of term, and the air hummed with whispered predictions and covert glances — everyone wondered what terrors this season would unveil, who might crumble under the weight of it all.


Faye sat with her back straight against the weathered wooden bench. Her friends were seated beside her, but their conversation seemed to roll over her like beads of water along a duck’s feathers. She couldn’t bring herself to join in, even though she got the sense that they were doing their best to distract her from the stares directed her way. 


She speared a piece of salted pork with her knife and tried to pretend she didn’t notice the scrutiny. She was used to being the subject of other students’ interest; her past encounters with the Netherkin had always intrigued her classmates, many of whom hadn’t come across one of the invaders before coming to the academy. The looks cast her way this season felt different, and it wasn’t difficult to guess why. Her communion with Longtooth at the end of the prior season — allying with the great Eldritch Maw to defeat two Netherkin Warriors — was an unprecedented feat, according to Elara Voss. Word had spread quickly among the students, and in the aftermath of the battle, Faye had found herself the subject of admiration and gossip in equal measure. She had thought that the off-season might abate the attention, but she should have known that time away from the academy would do nothing to stifle the other students’ interest.
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