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Stroke that spine, baby. Tap that kindle. Yes, turn my pages, just like that.


Good girl.
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My Starfish had freed her Willys. 

Yeah, this dolphin pod of men had turned into a deadly orca pod, and we were hunting our prey. We swam through the figurative ocean that was the House of Ascension, pursuing the dude who’d hurt the one person Noah, Ace, Kayden and I cared about the most.

Fallon Auger.

As we raced through the dark night, the chill breeze caressed my skin but did nothing to cool the vengeance powering me on. We would catch the slimy squid who’d dared to hurt our starfish. Then we would make him pay.

Ahead of me, Kayden and Ace led our pod, charging after the hooded dude and gaining ground with each second. They hadn’t hesitated when Fallon gave them her command. They’d raced after the coward who’d fled as soon as we’d arrived and interrupted his attack in the auditorium, leaving Fallon with her likely fatally injured sister, Victoria.

We gave chase across the grounds, through buildings and rooms that, so fixed on our prey, I hardly noticed them. The dude in question suddenly darted right and scaled the wall of the gym, with Ace and Kayden quickly on his tail. I hadn’t even known there was a ladder there, let alone seen it in the low light. So whoever this hooded dude was, he knew the academy grounds well.

As the others pursued without hesitation, I stopped and noted the blood drops below the ladder, a wicked grin gracing my face. My starfish must have cut him. Her fierceness was so fucking hot. If the sneaky squid was hurt, then he wouldn’t be able to keep up his pace for long. The guy would be calamari in no time.

“Don’t follow,” Noah called, appearing at my side before I could take a step on a single rung. I chanced a look at his grim expression, but didn’t want to ask about Victoria’s fate; I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stop myself from returning to Fallon if it was bad news. So, I kept my mouth shut as tight as a clam protecting its pearl. “He’ll have to come down eventually.”

“Smart,” I said, tapping the side of my head. I left him waiting at the ladder, choosing instead to keep moving by running along the edge of the gym building, listening out to the footsteps on the roof above. He would have no escape.

The chase overhead was heated. Kayden and Ace shouted at the dude as they ran, their voices carrying through the air. Hearing them sent a buzz through me, like Ace was sparking me with his magic. My senses felt wired.

Chasing the attacker kind of reminded me of the games I used to play with Zach and Zuri back home. A fun one in particular was when they would go out without telling me where they were—instead leaving clues for me to figure out myself. Sometimes I’d have to hack into their messages or call up all their friends. You know, the usual. Then when I’d find where they’d gone, that was when the gnarly fun began. I’d turn up and Zach and Zuri would run off and try to hide. 

I’ve always been super skilled at seeking. I’d find them pretty quick and chase them. They were no match for Zaney.

Ahhh, fun times. Real Loch family shenanigans.

Tonight wasn’t fun, but at least the games with my siblings had prepared me for this. 

The voices above grew more distant as Noah joined me to round the corner and race for the other side of the building. There were no other Potentials in sight, not that there were many of us left. The poisoning earlier tonight had made everyone scurry away to hide like hermit crabs.

I was no crab looking for a shell to bury myself in. 

Not going to lie. It had been a close call. Others weren’t as lucky as me and had died from that poisoned punch. I glanced at Noah by my side, the one who had healed me. My eyes were suddenly touched by water like the sand on a calm tide. 

Fuck, I loved that dude. Noah was a real friend—a true podmate—and I was never going to let him go. He was usually so calm and yet, here he was, hunting the evil squid with vengeance in his brown eyes. Noah had a simmering rage like an underwater volcano beneath his skin. It would only be a matter of time before he exploded, and I wouldn’t miss that eruption for anything.

Ahead, a dark figure flew through the air, barking a cry when he landed. It was our squid prey. The guy’s voice was familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it and didn’t have time to ponder it either. Ace and Kayden were close on the dude’s heels, landing skilfully on the ground before continuing their pursuit.

Noah and I weren’t far off, racing along the side of the building before trailing the others. I smirked like a maniac as the hooded dude was once again in my sights. I caught glimpses of him beneath the bright beams of the light posts, his dark cloak flowing behind him. The sissy squid was fast, but we were faster. He’d be ours in no time and then I’d get another chance to test out my torturing techniques, cutting him up like sushi.

Ace had been impressed with my little snail manoeuvre that time we had been torturing Danger Dog for information. Just wait until he saw what I was capable of when a sad Starfish was on my mind. He’d be so impressed I’d knock his boardies off.

A crash drew my attention to a shadowy pile on the path ahead. 

“He went left!” Ace shouted as he leapt over the heap. His metallic arm flashed briefly in the light as he ran past another lamp. “Towards the cafeteria! He’s bleeding!”

At that, Noah sped up, bypassing Kayden and joining Ace in the lead. I pushed myself to move faster and leapt over the pile at the same time Kayden did, missing the trash can that had been knocked on its side. The stench of rubbish filled the air. Kayden grunted as he landed with a heavy thud. I swear, I felt the ground shake beneath my feet. Even when he wasn’t in his rocky form, that dude was a massive unit of pure muscle and intimidation. He’d give a great white shark a run for its money, let me tell you. Yet another dude I was glad to have in my pod.

The cafeteria door swung open, slamming against the wall as we pursued the hooded dude. We spread out to cover more ground, and I caught my side on a table, causing me to gasp. I scolded myself for being such a clumsy clam. 

We each took a path between the tables, running up the aisles as the dude shoved chairs behind him in an attempt to block his escape. I could almost taste the desperation in the air as he scurried away. He knew his time was up. There was no escaping us or his fate.

I darted onto the nearest table, leaping from one to the next like a dolphin jumping in and out of the water. Together, this orca pod was gaining on him, rounding him up from all sides and going in for the kill. 

“Here squidy, squidy!” I sang as I leapt again. A grin stretched over my face as my feet slammed onto the tables, the sound like a war drum. Adrenaline pumped through my veins, the poisoning earlier in the night had become a distant memory. Now my mind was focused solely on Victoria’s attacker.

The hooded dude didn’t stop fleeing, though his movements grew more erratic as he threw more chairs down to block our path. I scoffed. As if that would stop Kayden. The wooden chairs were nothing compared to the giant boulder.

“There’s no getting away!” he shouted as if reading my very thoughts. He sent a seat flying as he batted it aside. “You’re just delaying the inevitable!”

Ace threw a blade, missing the hooded dude by an inch as it embedded into the wall instead. The hooded dude cackled like some deranged seagull and hurled the chair he’d been holding at the nearest window, breaking the glass. It didn’t shatter. Instead, sharp shards stuck out, like glass knives waiting for anyone who dared approach. Noah was that brave barramundi as he moved closer to the hooded dude. 

Misty tendrils seeped into the cafeteria through the broken window like a low-lying fog on the ocean, creeping towards us. But Noah didn’t seem to notice or care as he dove for the hooded dude.

I jumped off the table to help Noah wrangle our prey, but the dude had somehow slipped free, darting out of Noah’s reach, and jumped through the fractured window. Bleeding wounds, jumping off roofs, and now diving through windows… The hooded dude was in desperation mode for sure. 

Noah picked something up off the ground, pocketing it before leaning out the window to peer into the misty night.

“Which way?” Ace demanded at my side, his dark hair slick as he shoved Noah aside and kicked at the broken glass, making a safer exit for the rest of us. 

“I don’t know,” Noah grumbled, following Ace as he climbed out the window. The latter gripped a handful of steak knives in one hand. They took off into the night without hesitation, with Kayden and I hot on their tails. They didn’t need to check to know we would join them. Victoria’s attacker had to pay for what he'd done.

I glanced at Kayden, noting the sweat beading on his determined brow whilst we made our pursuit. Fallon had set him a task and he, like Noah and Ace, had immediately obeyed. No questions, no hesitation. They had taken one look at her distraught face and fell to her command.

There was no question about it. We were all devoted to her.

A cough rattled my chest as we ran, the lingering mist giving me the chills as we passed multiple lamp posts. I thumped my fist against my sternum, trying to clear my lungs. Whatever was causing the mist couldn’t be good. It made me feel like I was being tickled by a blue glaucus, which was never a fun time. Those little dudes were cute but nasty as all hell.

The rest of my pod didn’t seem to care about the mist, though, so maybe it was me just being a sensitive salmon. 

Toughen up, Zaney.

We were so close to catching the slippery squid. A little bit of fog wasn’t going to get in our way, no sir-ee.

That was the one thing the members of this pod had in common; a desire to protect and support Fallon. Not to mention hurt anyone who caused her pain which, for some reason that confused my noggin on the daily, was a fair few people. Why so many people had it out for my starfish was a mystery, much like the deepest depths of the ocean.

Seeing Fallon crying over her sister had been too much for ol’ Zaney to bear. It had sliced open my chest like a shark feasting on a seal. Right now, that image of my starfish was what drove me forward with Ace, Kayden, and Noah.

I never wanted to see her like that again.

Ace threw something—one of the steak knives, I guessed—the motion of his arm was the only evidence of his actions in the dark. At least until the hooded dude cried out. The sound pierced the air as he stumbled.

Luck wasn’t on our side, though, as our prey quickly regained his footing and powered on.

Who was this guy? He’d sustained multiple injuries, yet he was still zipping around the academy grounds. He must have had excellent training because any other person would have fallen on their ass by now. This wasn't just some hired low-life. Whoever the hooded dude was, he had to have come from a powerful family for that level of skill.

He darted right, running towards the miniature Terrulian cities and attempting to hide amongst the shadows. A clever move from the squid, though not smart enough. Ace signalled, using a steak knife that glinted in the moonlight as he gestured in the air. We immediately split up, he and Noah continuing straight ahead whilst Kayden and I continued to trail the hooded dude.

Once again, this pod of orca was closing in. Hopefully, now we'd catch our prey.

We entered an area where there was no light in this part of the grounds. Even the mist had become invisible to the eye. The earth was soft beneath my feet, though, and I was confident enough to take a stab in the dark and say we were in the grassy Verdant Plateau. I could barely see what was in front of me and prayed I didn't collide with a tree or anything. They may have been good for hugging, but they were hard if you hit them.

My eyes did their best to adjust to the lack of light, but my vision must have been off, because Kayden started to blur, like I was wearing foggy glasses. He was just a reddish-dark blob running beside me. Suddenly, he coughed loudly, his form disappearing altogether in a foggy haze. The next thing I knew I was tumbling through the air. I threw my hands out at the last minute, catching myself and stopping my face from colliding with the ground. 

Luckily, I’d been right about the grass, the clever crab that I was. 

More coughing sounded and I looked back over my shoulder to see where Kayden had stopped. At least, I was pretty sure the big lump was Kayden.

Digging my fingers into the ground, I dragged myself towards him like a beached whale and, through my hazy gaze, confirmed it was indeed him. He lay on his back, clutching his chest as he coughed uncontrollably.

Fear spiked through me as sharp as a shark’s tooth. Had he been poisoned, too? Had I been targeted again?

“Kayden,” I gasped, suddenly seeming out of breath as I drew closer. Shit, shit, shit. “Kayden.” I reached him and put my hands on his chest. Relief fell over me as they were lifted up and down. “Now’s not a great time for a nap,” I mumbled, shoving him and then using him to stabilise myself enough to stand. My body shook with another cough and the darkened world around me spun. “Wakey, wakey, reddy teddy.”

My knees buckled, losing the fight against whatever was trying to send me to sleep. But I was determined not to let it take me. It used to take hours to put me to bed as a kid, so I wasn’t going down that easy. 

I needed to find the hooded attacker for my starfish. Fallon rarely asked for help; she always wanted to stand on her own two feet, yet this time was different. I couldn’t let her down.

“No time for sleepies,” I slurred while my whole body tingled.

I fell forward and my head hit the ground, scattering my senses. I groaned, lying flat on my belly like a sea slug. I pictured Starfish. She was so beautiful. She wanted me to find the squid, but first, maybe just a quick visit to Dreamland to recoup my energy…

No. I had a job to do. I’d promised Fallon.

Coughs rattled my chest and itched my throat. I could have used a glass of water. I could feel the fight leaving me as my eyes fluttered closed.

Okay. Maybe just five minutes…








  
  
[image: ]



I kept my eyes shut and my body still as I let myself fully wake. Whatever had put me to sleep had been strong, but despite that, I had regained some semblance of consciousness sooner than I imagined I was supposed to. Still, it was better to appear asleep until I was fully functional so that I might gain the upper hand if necessary. I was still unsure whether the mist was a device employed by the attacker to mask his escape, or if it had been scheduled to be released regardless with the beginning of the next trial. 

With each moment that passed, my muscles grew taut as the memory of all that happened before I was put to sleep returned. Guilt held my chest in its vicious grip, its talons entwined into my ribs like a wicked monster waiting to devour me from the inside out.

If it weren’t for Ace tearing out the chip that inhibited my magic, then Zane and many more would have died from the punch that had been poisoned the night before. I didn’t know when Zane had become someone close to me—someone I cared about—but he had. His eccentric behaviour had gnawed its way in and there was no getting rid of him now. 

I’d healed as many of the poisoned Potentials as I could but the punch had worked too quickly. Far too fast for my magic to fight on its own. Eventually, my magic had been exhausted. I hadn’t been able to do anything to stop death creeping towards Fallon’s sister. There had been far too much blood, and I was too tapped out of magic to stop the flow.

 I wanted to believe her life was in fate’s hands and that perhaps she still had a chance, yet I knew it was only wishful thinking. Logic didn’t care how much I hoped Fallon wouldn’t have to endure seeing Victoria die in her arms. When I’d left, it was clear Victoria’s passing was imminent. Neither fate nor time had been on her side, and she would have taken her final breath alone with Fallon in the auditorium.

A sharp pain pierced my chest at the thought.

It was strange how even fleeting moments could shift perspectives entirely. If someone had asked me a few months ago if I’d feel anything other than relief over Victoria Auger’s death, or if I’d feel guilt for not being able to heal her, I would have answered a firm no. It would have been a quick reply with no room to waiver; solid as a stone pillar.

Yet here I was, feeling like I failed not only Fallon but Victoria, too.

More names to add to the list of people I had let down.

Anger continued to rise at how close the others and I had been to catching the hooded attacker. He’d slipped through our fingers like the mist that had knocked us unconscious, and all that time we were chasing him, Fallon was all alone with her dying sister. It was beyond unfair.

Yet, those running the trials didn’t care about my anger or any other feelings or needs. They didn’t care about anyone. The purpose of the Terrulian Trials was to seek out the next monarch. The Overseer and Masters wouldn’t let anything get in the way of finding that one person who could survive every relentlessly horrific thing they threw at us.

The thing was, humans, like all living things, needed time to recover. Physically, obviously, but mentally too. In many cases, the unseen damage was the most crucial to the health and well-being of a person. Without adequate care, it didn’t matter the physical shape; things could go downhill pretty quickly if the mind was unwell.

The Overseer and Masters didn’t prescribe to that logic. They didn’t follow any logical reasoning at all, only the path that caused the most trauma. It was a sure-fire way of crowning a madman of their own making.

This fact had me pissed.

My jaw ached as I gritted my teeth and clenched my fists, the rage inside me now almost at boiling point, eager to lash out.

I was fucking done.

Done with knowledge constantly beyond my reach.

Done with being tortured and abused.

Done with watching those close to me get hurt and not being able to do anything.

Done with waiting.

Done with being the nice guy.

I was fucking done.

In my eagerness for revenge against the hooded attacker, I’d dismissed the presence of the mist. A stupid decision that went against everything I was and believed in. That was what Fallon did to me—she made me irrational. Yet whilst the attacker may have gotten away; an understanding had solidified in me.

Fallon and the guys were what mattered in these trials and at the academy, and if that meant being irrational, then I didn’t want to have another rational thought.

My arms itched now; the exposed skin irritated by the soggy dirt I realised I was lying in. My pants and t-shirt were soaked, the wetness seeping up my sides. Yet I didn’t move. Instead, I stared up at the smoky purple sky and allowed myself to feel the anger coursing through my veins. 

I wasn’t sure whether it was night or day, the thick clouds above hid any sign of blue or sunshine. But I knew that time had passed since we’d been unconscious. The air was cold and wet and smelled of ash mixed with something sweet I didn’t recognise. It reminded me of winter… but without snow or rain. Rising onto my elbows, I took note of my surroundings beyond the sky above and instantly regretted the decision. My stomach dropped. It wasn’t the dirt making my skin itch.

“Fuck!” I barked. I jumped to my feet and dusted myself down, shaking my body desperately to remove the tiny crawling bugs. I fought back rising vomit, gagging at the knowledge that those bugs had been on me for an unclear amount of time. I didn’t even want to think about how long I’d been knocked out and lying amongst them, or where they could have possibly crawled along or in. I shuddered.

The sickening crunch of bugs under my feet had me hurry away from my waking spot until I heard the crunch of gravel underfoot instead. My eyes adjusted and I saw rows of hedges formed walls around me, directing my path. There was no sign of the others, nor any other Potential. As far as I was aware, I was alone. For how long that would be the case, I had no idea. Judging by my surroundings, I deduced this was the Trial of the Mind, which meant that I needed to keep my wits about me more than ever.

 A cool breeze blew by, brushing up against my arms and rustling the leaves to reveal bright crimson beneath their dark red tops, making the hedges appear as though they were blood-speckled. I continued along the path, taking multiple turns and retracing my steps at dead ends. Instantly, the word ‘maze’ came to mind. I mean, why else would there be hedged pathways?

I reached out a hand, running my fingers along the wall to my right as I continued. My senses were on alert after the bug bed with every movement and sound distinct. The crush of the small stones beneath my boots, the light breeze that fluttered the hedge leaves, my breath as it passed through my lips, and even the shifting fabric of my loose-fitting trousers with my movement seemed magnified.

My first instinct was to find Fallon and the others. If I was going to survive this trial, I needed to be in a group with the people I trusted to watch my back. I had no idea how to locate them but finding my way out of the maze was my first priority. The Overseer would be pulling out all the stops in this trial to test not only our knowledge but our problem solving too.

Thankfully, I was confident in my ability to succeed in both.

If I had to guess, it had only been a few hours since we’d celebrated what should have been a reprieve after the second trial. We had deserved a chance to relax and unwind and reconnect to the good parts of ourselves; the pieces that were slowly being eroded by this place. We trusted that we would be given time to rest and mend after such ordeals.

How wrong we had been.

Even if we had been given the time to recuperate, the murders across the grounds kept everyone on edge anyway. They were a constant reminder that no one was safe. In the trials, death was inevitable, yet in the academy, we were supposed to be shielded to some extent. Fights and bullying behaviour were expected as long as the Potentials remained breathing, and their heart still beat in their chest. We were otherwise allowed to torment each other to our heart’s content. It was the smallest of graces given from the ordeal of fighting for a crown during the trials. At least, that was the way things were supposed to be until the bodies started appearing. That speck of safety had been stolen. 

The academy was not immune to the outside world and its politics at play. There was so much more happening beyond a royal title being fought for. This was only made clearer by the Potentials falling victim to some unknown assassin while our guards were down and framing Fallon for the crime. But nothing remained a secret forever. Until the assassin was found and their employer discovered, we would no doubt witness more murders outside the trials. Victoria would not be the last victim.

This thought reminded me… I stuffed my hand into my pocket, retrieving a small silver coin. I turned it over, examining the symbol on one side: a circle with a cross in the middle. It looked familiar, but I couldn’t place where I’d seen it before. The hooded attacker had dropped it whilst fleeing and I’d quickly snatched it up. I didn’t know what it meant, but it was a clue I would investigate as soon as this trial was over. 

I popped the coin back into my pocket and contemplated the symbol while I searched for any sign of other Potentials as I walked through the maze. Despite not seeing anyone, there was a growing feeling that I wasn’t alone. Never thought I was one to be scared of what I couldn’t see, but fear crept in, nonetheless.

Someone or something was watching, and it wasn’t the bugs. At one point, I felt a light caress of warm air on the back of my neck, like a breath, and quickly spun around only to find no one there. 

I was tempted to use my invisibility but the idea of roaming around naked purely because I was paranoid seemed like a bad idea. Not to mention I didn’t want to exhaust my already lacklustre energy supplies. We weren’t supposed to have the use of our magic in this trial. I guess the Masters hadn’t thought to check my chip when I was knocked out, not that they would have examined my person. As far as I could tell, they’d merely removed our cuffs so we couldn’t communicate with each other. 

I suppose one gets careless with repetition. The chips were programmed remotely so that a simple flick of a switch from a control point meant the Potentials’ magic and metahuman traits were effectively blocked. So, their lack of diligence meant I still had my invisibility and healing powers. It was a careless mistake on their part.

Their loss was my gain.

I pushed on, determined to get out of the increasingly creepy maze and be done with the trial. I’d come so far and I wasn’t about to let a bit of fear keep me from finishing what I’d started. There was too much at stake.

Left, right, left again… the maze continued in a seemingly endless configuration. The hedges towered beside me, leaving me with only the purple sky above and the ground beneath my feet to look at. Black birds flew overhead, squawking as they passed. Their appearance was ominous; harbingers for what the trial held in store for us no doubt. Yet nothing had happened to me since the bugs. Still, the expectation of something to come kept me on edge, my senses heightened, and the blood in my veins pumping hard.

Would there be monsters? Magic? Both? The Trial of the Mind could bring any form of obstacle to overcome.

It was only a matter of time until I knew what.

“Run!” A voice cracked through the air, startling me.

I scanned my surroundings, eyes wide. Despite my instincts telling me to do as the voice said, I held my ground. I would get naked and use my invisibility but hold my ground, nonetheless. I quickly stripped and then let my power flow over me, pressing my back to the hedge while I waited. I realised my discarded clothes were too conspicuous and quickly kicked them under the hedge.

Thud.

Thud.

Thud.

More shouts echoed from the direction I had just come, the sound of fear and desperation increasing with each second. My heart rate and breathing increased as I listened. 

Thud, thud.

Thud, thud.

Thud, thud.

The pounding of feet drew closer, footsteps getting faster and faster like a sickening drum beat counting down to whatever awaited me. The maze twisted and turned, prohibiting me from seeing who was coming. But I didn’t need to see. My ears heard each step as they got closer.

Thud, thud, thud, thud, thud, thud, thud, thud, thud.

“Run!”

The shrill scream was close. Sweat beaded on my forehead and trickled down my spine. Whoever it was, they were moving closer still. I pressed deeper into the hedge. Twigs scratched at my back as the branches dug into my skin and drew pinpricks of blood. It wasn’t the smartest choice. Anyone who took the time to notice would have seen my imprint in the hedge, and any animal could have smelled my blood. But I counted on the Potential and whatever gave chase as being too occupied to catch those details. 

Seconds passed. No one came.

The path remained empty with not a soul in sight.

The shouts and footsteps faded into the air and an eerie quiet settled over me.

They must have taken a different turn than I had. But which way did they go?

Steadying my breath and easing the adrenaline coursing through my veins, I breathed deeply. The smart thing to do would be to continue on my current path, but curiosity got the better of me and I decided to grab my clothes and investigate. It would be better to know what we’re up against.

I donned my gear and took a few steps when suddenly, something restrained me.

Branches encircled my legs, waist, and chest, holding fast, like the hedge had embraced me from behind.

“Fuck,” I hissed, trying to break the branches and shove myself forward. How had I not noticed? I couldn’t let this thing trap me. I needed to find Fallon and the guys.

Alarm rose like bile in my throat as my calculated attempts to unfold myself turned to panicked thrashing. The hedge held tight as more branches slid around me like wooden snakes. I tried to scream, but no sound came out. Fear stormed inside me as I was suddenly dragged backwards into the hedge. I wrenched at my bindings one final time, breaking the branch holding my torso and fell forward, dragged now by my legs. I dug my fingers into the gravel, where tiny stones lodged beneath my nails. I gritted my teeth as blood spilled from my fingertips. There was no way I was going to let this fucked-up hedge get the better of me. I had too much to live for and a long, long list of things I needed to do before my time came. 

Fear and rage fought inside me, fuelling my desperation. 

This was not the end of my story.

I wouldn’t let it be.
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Metal coated my tongue, and the sharp tang of blood filled my nose and mouth as I came to. My head spun like a whirlpool, pulling me down, down, down into the depths of despair as my brain caught up with the steady aching of my heart. 

I was in the auditorium what felt like only moments ago when some kind of gas came through the ventilation system. Once I realised, I’d tried to cover my nose and mouth, but it had been no use. Which meant they’d taken me and done who knew what with her. With her body…

Bile climbed my throat as visions of my dead sister came flooding back to me, and I snapped my eyes open, lurching up with a gasp. My sister was dead. My sister, who had never shied from a fight, who never let anything get in her way, was now gone from this world.

A tear trickled down my face. Victoria and I were once so close… before our parents got their claws into her and turned her into a monster. So, over the last few years, we’d been at each other’s throats and once she began forcing me to do our father’s bidding, the love I’d held for her had quickly turned into resentment. Eventually, that resentment had festered into something deeply close to hate. 

The feeling must have been mutual. She had tried to kill me several times since entering the academy, after all. I’d thought her so cold and cruel, but now I knew she was little more than a puppet pulled by my father’s strings. The fact that he’d manipulated her and warped her mind so thoroughly with some kind of brainwashing… fuck.

I didn’t know what to think of it, this elaborate scheme, this unending nightmare. All I knew was I wasted years hating my sister when I could have been helping her. If I’d known…

And the murderer… My fingers curled into claws at my sides. Oh, I had some special plans in mind for him. And for my father, the man responsible for all the pain and suffering my siblings and I had endured—Victoria, most of all.

Questions upon questions filled my mind, but they would have to wait because if my guess was correct, the Masters and Overseer had just pulled us straight back into a trial.

Pricks. They were miserable, blood-hungry bastards for doing this so soon. Especially after the poisoning of so many Potentials. What kind of shit show were they running at that damned academy?

With a groan, I hauled my ass up, ignoring the dried blood still coating my hands. I couldn’t think about that now. Not if I didn’t want my siblings to find themselves another sister short. I needed to stay strong for Ethan and Hadley.

Fuck!

I’d sent the guys—bless their sexy butts—after the murderer and had probably left them exposed and vulnerable as a result. I just hoped the guards had come quickly to retrieve their unconscious bodies and transport them here, wherever the hell here was. Oh gods, what if they’d been hurt? Or worse? 

A chill ran down my spine, but I shook my head. No. I wouldn’t even entertain the idea of that happening. Besides, they were some of the strongest guys I’d met—certainly the strongest at the academy. They were more than capable of handling any big baddies that got in their way, especially if they were together.

Alone, they were a threat, but as a unit they’d be damn near unstoppable. My heart skipped a beat as I thought of them all. It wasn’t even the fact that they were powerful—although it didn’t hurt that they were all built like gods—but it was the different ways in which they were strong that endeared me.

Kayden was built like a damn dump truck, but he had the softest heart of all. Noah was quietly intelligent and kind, Zane was the glue that held us all together—the beating heart of our little group—and Ace… My broken bad boy. He was true grit and stubborn determination with the force of an electrical current.

Why was I worrying again? I shook my head and smiled grimly, wondering if they’d caught up with the guy who’d attacked me and Victoria. I hoped with all my shrivelled little heart that they had... That they made him pay, slowly, before wrenching all the answers we so desperately needed. 

If things had been different, I’d have exacted my own revenge. ‘Pain’ wasn’t strong enough a word for what I would do to him. For the first time in my life, I’d be grateful for the fucked-up things my father had taught me. Things I had a good mind to do to my father when I got the chance. Now wouldn’t that be ironic. But I was a long way from having a little heart-to-heart with Victrus Auger. And when I did? There wouldn’t be much left of him to identify.

I forced myself to take a long breath, then exhaled, the sound rattling from my lungs. I had no doubt I looked like a damn zombie or some kind of creepy doll, what with mascara staining my cheeks, the matted hair, and my killer outfit now ripped and dirty.

It seemed kinda fitting though, considering my surroundings. I was in a maze, that much was clear. Hedges shot up on either side, its leaves turning from a deep red to a blood-like hue. So, basically, just another day in the life of a tortured Potential. I sighed, braiding my hair back quickly with the elastic on my wrist.

“Not ominous at all,” I muttered under my breath, before glancing over my shoulder. One might even call it a little cliché. 

Behind me, a wrought iron gate groaned and creaked from a breeze, but it was covered with barbed wire and thorns, which seemed a good enough warning for me to take the path ahead. 

Right. Only one way forward. No looking back.

Steeling my shoulders, I adjusted my leather jacket and knelt to tighten my combat boots, more grateful than ever that I’d swapped my stilettos out earlier. Gravel, high heels, and whatever beasties lay in wait did not make for a good party mix.

A small smile curved my lips. I had no plans for attending any such party from down low. I looked to the purple sky and summoned my wings, waiting for their copper magnificence to burst from my back.

And kept waiting.

I tried again, frowning as my adaptation fought to get out, but it was like punching against a thick, invisible wall. I blinked, feeling my breath quicken as panic twisted my stomach. I’d expected our magic to be blocked, yes, but they’d never said anything about our adaptation. My wings were as much a part of me as my arms and legs, and to have that part of me stripped away…

A cold shiver climbed my spine. Not right. This was not fucking right. What else could they possibly take from us all?  A quick mental tally of all responsible for this saw the name Celeste added to my hit list. The hippie bitch of an Overseer wouldn’t be smiling so much when I was through with her, and she and the Masters had much to answer for these days.

I gritted my teeth and started walking, the ground crunching beneath my heavy boots. So, I was starting this trial with no magic, no weapons, no adaptation, and no friend in sight. Juuuust peachy.

I trekked through the maze with a rising temper, sticking to the right hedge as much as possible. It was eerily quiet, not a sound to fill the silence except for the occasional caw of a crow and the gravel shifting beneath my feet.

I wasn’t sure I’d ever felt so alone. A point emphasised by my sister’s blood still staining my hands. A thousand thoughts over what had happened to the guys ran through my head. But I couldn’t worry about them right now. I knew stealth was my best friend in an unknown situation, but the silence stretched so thin, that I contemplated calling out for the others despite myself. But I snapped my mouth shut, silently cursing myself for such a stupid thought. 

The hairs on my arms and neck rose and I registered a rotten stench filling the air. I had to force myself not to gag as it increased, becoming nearly unbearable. Something brushed my neck, wet and warm. I spun, arms raised and fists up, ready to defend myself. Only, there was no one there.

My heart thundered, sending blood rushing in my ears. Was it the maze playing tricks on me? Or my mind? Shaking my head, I breathed in the air. 

Fresh. Not a hint of carcass on the breeze.

Nope. I refused to go bat-shit crazy in this creepy place. There wasn’t some creature out to get me. I was just imagining it. Get a grip, Fallon. 

With a snort, I tossed my braid over my shoulder and lifted my chin. Badass bitches didn’t get scared of a little ghostly activity; my schedule didn’t allow it. 

I resumed walking, straining my ears for any sound, trying not to see shapes and faces where there were none in the shadows of the maze. But who was I kidding? It was easier said than done, with nothing but my thoughts and my own treacherous thumping heart for company.

I brushed my hand along the hedge, needing something to ground me. The leaves felt comforting beneath my palm, and even when a thorn pricked my skin, I was glad for it—for the distraction of that pain, and for my own blood to cover the now dark brown stains already blotched over my skin.

No, I was definitely not alone. Too many of my senses told me there was something close. I just hoped my hunter was human and not some other monstrosity the Masters had pissed off by plopping us into its lair. As quietly as possible, I scooped some dirt in one hand. It would do me little good, but I could temporarily blind any attacker and try to outrun it before they chased me.

As if on cue, gravel suddenly crunched a distance behind me, the steps so fast and thunderous I almost yelped as my heartbeat tripled. With a roar, I threw my dirt grenade, but again, there was nothing there. Nothing but footprints and sprayed gravel at least. I swallowed. My footprints were clearly there, but there was a distinct second set. Tracking wasn’t my forte but judging by the size and shape of those indents in the path, whatever was here with me was not imaginary at all. It was also decidedly not human. 

“Fuck that shit.”

With a deep breath, I turned and ran—outright bolted in the hopes that my phantom would grow bored with the chase or get lost in the maze. 

I should be so lucky. 

Not long after I started running, a wet, rasping sound followed, louder and louder until it became low, gurgling moans. It was so close it felt like they were right behind me. A pitiful sob escaped me, my breath turning ragged as I forced everything into my legs. 

Everything burned. Everything groaned in protest from the second trial we’d only completed less than a day ago. And my heart… it just wanted to give in to the pain and let go. Victoria’s lifeless body flashed before my eyes and I missed a step, stumbling and grazing my hands on the sharp rocks beneath me.

Tears tracked down my face because I was so tired of all this. So tired of running and fighting this battle. I hadn’t even begun the war. Hadn’t scraped the surface of all the things I wanted to achieve and all the people I wanted to bring down. I had an empire to topple and key players to destroy. I had a kingdom to win. 

So, no, I couldn’t give up or give the Masters, the Overseer, my father or that mysterious hooded fuck one freaking inch if I wanted to survive. And I was too stubborn to give up. 

I ran, and I ran, and I ran, until my lungs were on fire and my legs throbbed so much it felt like they’d fall off. Still, those pounding steps followed. But I didn’t dare look back; didn’t give myself a second to despair as I ran down a long, hedged corridor and turned… only to find a dead-end. 

The thing behind me was groaning heavily now, the sound so utterly wrong that my stomach twisted, my bones turning brittle as the noise raked over my skin. Trapped, I shifted my stance and held my fists up. I didn’t care if I had to beat that thing bloody or kill it with nails and teeth. I wasn’t fucking dying today. Hell, I’d crawl out of here if it was the last thing I did. 

Any second now the creature would turn the corner and find its dinner waiting like a sitting duck…

What horrible creation had the Masters come up with this time? We’d faced bat-like animals with squashed noses, spiders, wasps, lake monsters, and even a freaking dragon. Beyond that, I also had the other Potentials who had it out for me to contend with, and now my sister’s assassin.

Honestly, I was just a girl, standing in front of a world full of monsters, asking them to leave her alone.

I made to step forward, thinking if I got the jump on it first, I stood a better chance. But something clamped around my mouth, stifling my scream as whoever or whatever pulled me back into the spiky branches of that maze’s hedge.

I was helpless as the thorny mouth of the bush opened wide and swallowed me whole.
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I tugged Fallon to my chest, pulling her from the monster’s path and ruining the thing’s lunch. If anyone was going to feast on the princess, it would be me. 

I’d been minding my own business, working my way through the maze and avoiding any of the shit that was doing its best to scare me. The place was like some haunted ride at a carnival, except instead of being at risk of pissing your pants and getting your shit stolen while distracted by your fear, there were actual threats. Not that I was scared of any of that crap. I was the guy terrorising people and stealing their shit. Nevertheless, this maze was crawling with all kinds of fucked-up things.

Case in point, the monster pursuing Fallon.

I heard hurried footsteps heading my way and hid in the hedge. When the person turned into the dead end, I saw it was the princess. I’d moved on instinct to protect her and now here we were, tucked into an alcove hidden by overgrown vines in a dead-end of the maze. A statue of a medieval knight stood between us and the monster who’d appeared. 

I kept my hand over her mouth as we watched the creature round the corner hedge and step into the opening. Huge eyes protruded from a spotted round head, its tentacle-like limbs stroking the world around it as it searched. It reminded me of snakes writhing in a pit. All the while the most disgusting wet noises filled the air as it searched in vain. I’d seen some shit, but the sight and sounds combined made even me wanna fucking gag. 

Thankfully, there was the little distraction currently nestled up against me that helped me keep it together.

Fallon’s back pressed to my chest as she watched the creature, her body fitting perfectly against mine as my arm circled her waist and we crept back around the statue. I directed us, with her focus never straying from the monster sniffing the dead-end in search of its lost meal.

It was a special kind of torture having her close to me like this. The woman had changed so much in my life within such a short time. Because of her, everything had turned on its head.

She wasn’t to blame for any of the crazy shit that was going on at the academy, yet she was to blame for my shift in moral stance and behaviour.

Fallon pushed my buttons and forced me to face shit I’d usually brush to the side or twist until it suited my worldview. I think she was making me better. I wouldn’t say it aloud, though, and I sure as fuck would never say that a certain merman, blockhead, and nudist had also been involved in this unexpected shift in character.

It was never the plan to enter even the first trial. I was supposed to get in and get out with Cormac’s weapon, whatever the fuck it was, yet here I remained. It was trial three and I had zero interest in following Cormac’s orders. I was going to get that weapon for my own use, then I’d get my hands on the crown, too. No one could tell me to do shit after that. The world would be mine to do with as I saw fit. I’d finally be free, with everyone else at the mercy of my whims—including the princess. She’d look so fucking good leashed for me.

I became aware of my hand still over Fallon’s mouth, those lush lips pressed to my palm. I slid my bionic hand along her waistband, grazing the skin back and forth because, yes, I was a cheeky bastard and there was no point denying it. My lips tugged up at one side as her ass pushed back into me. I released her mouth from the grip of my other hand, wrapping my fingers around her neck and feeling her accelerated heart rate. My bionic hand slipped further south, and she swallowed hard against my touch.

She didn’t shove me away, so I leaned forward, pressing my lips just below her ear and making her shiver. The monster groaned in front of us, its giant green eyes darting around in one last search before a far-off scream caught its attention and it retraced the way it had come.

Or should I say, slithered.

Fallon jumped out of my hold as soon as the coast was clear and spun around with a wry smile on her face. “Opportunistic asshole.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I replied with a smirk, leaning against the knight statue.

Her face softened as her eyes dragged over me. “You’re okay.”

“Is that genuine concern I hear, Princess?”

“Don’t let it go to your head,” she teased, turning away from me and walking in the only direction we could, which happened to be the way the monster had gone. Her hands fidgeted at her sides, the only sign of her discomfort as I followed.  “Did you… did you catch him?” 

“The hooded attacker?”

“Yeah.”

“The fucking mist got us first,” I replied, irritated by the turn of events which meant the fucker had avoided capture. We’d been so close.

“That’d be right,” she said. “Nothing is ever easy.”

“We’ll get him,” I told her. “I promise.”

We paused at an intersection in the hedge, noting the slime on the ground. “Thanks for going after him.” 

“Don’t mention it,” I replied, rubbing the side of my head. “Really. Is your sister…?”

Fallon shook her head. “She didn’t make it.”

“Ahh. I’m sorry for your… loss.”

She nodded, her lips a thin line. “Where do you think we are?” she asked, abruptly changing the subject as she rolled her shoulders and glanced around before taking the slime-free path to the left.

“In a maze.”

“No shit,” she scoffed, making another turn. “Any ideas of where said maze is? Or what it leads to?”

I was glad the conversation shifted away from feelings. I was no good at the emotional shit and I’d probably fuck up if I tried. Fallon seemed to know where she was going, and I was in no position to argue. I liked a good puzzle or code to crack, but anything to do with direction was not a good time. I relied on technology or landmarks to gauge my whereabouts. This place was nothing but hedges, and I wasn’t exactly an adept tracker.

I stuffed my hands in the pockets of my black ripped jeans and shrugged. Unlike the other trials, we’d been left in the clothes we wore when we fell unconscious, not a jumpsuit in sight. “Does it matter? We could be in the middle of Damascon Hollow for all we know. The magic of this place could be hiding anything.”

“Speaking of magic, do you have yours?” she asked, looking up at me with her bright copper eyes.

I shook my head. “You?”

“Nope, and I don’t have my wings either,” she replied with a frown. Her lips pouted distractingly. “At least we’re no longer alone, so that’s a positive...”

The princess kept talking, but I found myself struggling to concentrate. Those damn lips. I couldn’t help but remember where they had been and how they had moved against my dick and—

“Ace?” she snapped with her hands on her hips.

“Yeah?”

“Are you listening to me?”

“Sure,” I replied, running a hand through my dark hair.

I was lost and at her mercy. A place I wasn’t keen on being. I liked being in control and Fallon having any power over me only made me want to pin her down and show her who was really in charge. I chuckled to myself, knowing full well that she wouldn’t complain if I did. The princess enjoyed being dominated, and I fucking loved having my way with her.

“What did I say then?” she asked with a smirk. She knew damn well I hadn’t been listening.

“That my dick is huge. Best you’ve ever had.”

She rolled her eyes, her smirk shifting into a broad smile. So fucking beautiful. “I was actually thanking you.”

“You’re fucking welcome.” I winked. “When we get back to the academy I’ll give you another ride.”

“Ace! Stop talking about your dick. I mean it.” She sighed, then turned her back to me, striding away. My eyes went straight to her ass.

Concentrate, you fucking idiot.

There was no point denying that Fallon was distractingly hot, but I was no lovesick puppy. Something about Fallon was messing with my head, and I needed to snap out of it asap.

Jogging to Fallon’s side, I placed my hand on the small of her back.

“Look, I’m not a feelings sort of guy, you know?” I began. “I keep that shit locked down. What I am good at is fighting. And I’ve decided to stop fighting for myself and fight for you instead. Whatever my future holds, you’re in it.” That was as close to a declaration of emotion as she was likely to get from me.

“Okay,” she said with a nod, not looking my way.

I pulled her to a stop, gripping her shoulders with both hands and looking her in the eyes. “That’s it? Nothing else to say to that?”

“Nope.” She popped the ‘p’ with all the attitude in the world. 

“You’re a brat.” 

She grinned at me wickedly. “Yahuh.” The princess closed the distance between us, her hand moving to grip my neck and dragging me towards her. “Now, shut up and kiss me.”

My hands braced against her waist, keeping her at bay as I stared into her lust-filled eyes and grinned. “Not so fast.”

“You’re joking right?” She tried to step back, her cheeks flushed, as I held her still.

It looked like my princess forgot who was in charge. I tugged her closer until her front was pressed into me. I kept my mouth from hers as I leaned close to whisper in her ear. “I call the shots.”

I released her, spinning her around and slapping her on the ass. Fallon swore as she jolted forward, then rounded on me, fury burning in her gaze.

“Asshole!”

She lunged, slapping me on the face, and I barked a laugh as I caught her wrist before she could do it again.

“Keep this up and you’ll get exactly what you wanted,” I told her, tightening my hold. “If you’re going to misbehave, then you’ll have to be punished.”

“Fuck you,” she hissed, her words breathy.

I winked at her. “Later.”

I pulled her close, wrapping my arms around her and finally kissing her. Her mouth opened, allowing my tongue to sweep in and taste her. What was usually a battle of wills between us was now a submission. Where I was giving into my feelings, she was releasing control over to me. My mouth dominated hers, my tongue taking what I wanted and directing the kiss. Fallon was pliable in my grasp, her body soft and willing.

She could be such a good girl when she wanted to be.

If it weren’t for this fucking trial, I’d have revelled in the opportunity to have my way with her—test her limits and see how far I could push. Unfortunately, life was never fucking fair. Drawing back, I ran my thumb over her swollen lips while my other hand slid down her side and squeezed her ass.

“We’re in a trial,” I said, releasing her. “Not the best place to go further.”

“You’re a jerk,” she replied, but there was no heat to her words. She simply chuckled and we headed off once more.

She called me so many names, but all that did was turn me on. I guess I was fucked up like that. I didn’t want nice; I wanted raw honesty. I wasn’t a good person, and she knew that. The princess didn’t shy away from who I was. She embraced it. Relished in it.

We walked on through the maze in silence, listening out for the creature or another Potential lurking about.

“I wonder where the others are?” Fallon mused at my side. “There’s no way this place is big enough to stop us from running into any other Potentials or from hearing them for that matter.”

“Maybe we’ve won the fucking lotto and they’re all six feet under. Maybe we’re the last two.”

Fallon raised a brow. “How is that lucky? What about Zane, Noah, and Kayden? Kendra, Lou, or Dick, too?”

I shrugged. “I’m not as attached to other people as you.”

“Sure.” She smirked. “I dare you to say that when you see Zane again.”

“If—”

She elbowed me in the side. “When.”

I shot her a glare. “Always so violent.”

She flashed a closed-lipped smile at me, batting her lashes.

“Fine. When we see the merman, I’ll tell him,” I relented.

“I’ll film it on my cuff,” she teased, wiggling her bare wrist where her cuff usually sat. “I can imagine a video of you being scared would be valuable. Evidence of you chickening out when you don’t tell—”
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