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One

RIN

The pause between the ticks of a clock pulls at me. The pause is long and heavy; the ticks are rushed—close, maybe only a few metres away. But the clock in my apartment is electrotech. At the academy, Eliote’s sweet scent fills our room, and her even breaths soothe me as she sleeps. Here, there is nothing.

I never wake up alone. Not even when my father passed or when my mother left us or when Stephen’s presence faded. Liam and Eliote are always close by. But closeness doesn’t feel real. Distance does.

A string of vibrations rakes through me from the ticking in my ears, down my body to wind my heart into heavy beats, and my muscles into knots. I draw a deep breath.

My eyelids heat and scrape my eyes as they open, unveiling windowless, concrete walls. I might as well be in some type of hell because everything is wrong, and everything burns. The walls are ghastly white, the ceiling too far away with a crack in the paint like a crooked smile. Lamp light flares in the corner of my vision. My red jacket hangs opposite a bookcase stuffed with titles I don’t recognize. They would be comforts, but in the absence of company and explanation, they are cruel. There should be a blue jacket beside mine.

I never made it to Liam. They took him because I didn’t see it. I didn’t put the pieces of Liam’s spirit sight together fast enough.

Drawing tight breaths through a dry and bitter throat, I clench my fingers around the smothering white sheet covering me and rip it off. I swing my legs off the bed, but my chest tightens, doubling me over as I cough with a rattle deep in my lungs.

The man I last saw had a mask, which means he tossed the gas. It knocked us all out, me and the Revival. So, who was he with? And his eyes. He looked right at me with my father’s eyes. It’s still impossible, just a trick of the gas.

Tears wash over my eyes. Good. Wipe out his face. I shake my head into my hands, pressing at the sting. I have to get out of here.

Standing with my hand on the small of my back, my body moves without pain. I let go of my breath, thankful my weak spot wasn’t hit in the fight. Was Stephen with the attackers? A shudder jerks through my body. I need to find out what happened to Liam.

The face of the clock on the wall glares at me. Nine thirty. In the morning or evening? A raindrop slips down the arm of my jacket into a puddle on the floor. If it’s still wet, then it couldn’t have been too long since someone hung it there, intending me to stay awhile with the books. Malicious intent couldn’t have set up this room, but there’s still a possibility that it could be a bribe from the Revival to placate me into cooperating with them. Liam might be somewhere outside that door too. I have no idea.

Every beat of my heart sends a rush of blood and adrenaline to my tight muscles. I grab my jacket and throw it on, zipping it right to my chin, like somehow it can armour me or hide me. If anything, it’s mine, and it smells like home and rain and even Eliote’s perfume. My fingers wrap around the memory of my team in the pocket. I run my thumb over the glossy image, letting its damp, frayed edges ground me. But my breaths still rage.

Setting my hand on the doorknob, I wait for the crackle of my jacket to settle so the sounds beyond the door can meet my ears. A deep hum comes through like the vibration of a core-energy hub, but nothing else, not even voices. Holding my breath, I try turning the handle.

The door creaks open. I cringe. A cage shouldn’t open so easily. Hot air creeps over me from the long hall with white walls and ceiling. A line of fluorescent lights sterilizes the atmosphere, contradicting the heat. The hum grows louder as I slip out of the room, my stomach churning with hunger, and my head spinning from the heat and not enough coherent thoughts.

Down the hall, to the right, there’s a door with a small window in it. To my left, a light flickers over several doors, but they don’t have any windows. I scurry over to the one with light spilling through the cut of glass, and a clanking sound fills my ears as I draw close. Voices echo down the hall from behind me. I press the handle down, my tongue going dry, my vision tunnelling on the door. I pull the door open, slip through, and draw it shut.

I step onto a grated walkway. Heavy machinery clunks and whirs in the centre of a wide factory hall below. Workers shout back and forth to each other. I duck and backtrack to the wall, hunching in on myself, regretting putting on my red jacket, hoping no one looks up. Heat and body odour radiate up to me with an earthy scent mixed in. Below the metal grate, there are bins filled to the brim with different coloured stones caked with dirt. On the far edge of the room are similar bins, but those hold neatly sorted, gleaming stones. A powerstone refinery.

“What the hell?” I whisper.

A burst of laughter comes from one side of the room. A blinking light accompanied by a screeching beep and a hiss of steam from a machine swirls around my head from the other side. My heart rate spikes as I try to get a glimpse of the workers’ faces, trying to find those eyes. But I can’t look for those eyes—they’re not real. I need to find Liam, or Brand, and figure out how I got here.

I clench the cuffs of my sleeves, and the door opens behind me. Jolting, my heart leaps to my throat and I dash across the narrow walkway above the workroom, my knees unsteady with the vibration of metal under my feet. My skin tingles with cold energy. Blue sparks through my eyes and I throw my fists up in front of my face as I turn to the door, ready for round two with the Revivalists.

Brand stands across from me. She folds her hands in front of her, keeping her cold-grey eyes on me. Her curly hair is twisted into a bun with shorter strands tumbling around her light-brown face, and she wears her black leather jacket. Every muscle in my body tenses as she stands there.

Her eyes lock onto me. “I leave you for two minutes and—”

“Where is Liam, Brand?” I shout, arms falling like weights at my sides with the fading blue light.

Her lips part, giving me a glimpse of her teeth, almost bared as she avoids my eyes. “The Revival took him. We weren’t able to catch up to them.”

It’s a slap in the face. But the sting is deeper than a slap, more permanent, and it aches through my whole being. After all these years of trying to keep him safe, I’ve lost him. I couldn’t keep him out of the hands of people wanting to use him. I was supposed to protect him and love him, but all I did was leave him.

“Fuck!” I turn and slam my hands on the metal railing, sending tremors through the entire platform and a thrum through my bones.

Brand steps toward me and I step away from her.

“I have to go after him,” I say.

“I have a team tailing the Revivalists to find Liam. Bringing him back to the Vein is their top priority.”

The Vein.

The name sweeps through me, stirring my memories. It came up in heated arguments between my mother and father, hushed conversations about my grandparents. It was an organization that my parents were somehow involved in, not a Guardian organization, or at least I didn’t think it was, but I never asked them about it—I wasn’t supposed to know. My stomach sinks. If it caused so much tension in my family, then I don’t want to be here.

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” My face scrunches and my strength to stand is fading under the heavy air. The noise builds around me, too rhythmic and mocking.

Brand slips her hands into her pockets, eyes wandering away from me. She sighs, long and heavy. “Of course not. Please just come with me and I’ll answer any question you have.”

All I want is to get to Liam, and she might be the only person in the world with the answers. But she’s the reason I’m here and not in Akinnera, so I can’t help but wonder if this would have happened if she’d been honest with me from the start. She wasn’t honest about being Ironskin, and I don’t know what else she has kept from me.

The urge to scream tastes like metal and pinches my lungs like a vise. I press my lips together and swallow long and hard so I can nod. A scowl burns on my face as Brand motions toward a staircase down to the factory floor. I follow her, leaving lots of space between us. She must know how much this is killing me, but she takes her sweet time.


On the ground level, we pass two Fyrra. They stand at a workstation chiselling excess dirt off stones and sorting them before sending them through a machine. Behind them, the logo for the factory is painted on the wall. East-side Refinery. That’s Senn’s main refinery, just outside the city wall in the mountains. I’m still in Senn, but how does this factory connect to the Vein? Whatever the Vein is, it’s been here my whole life, right under my nose.


We continue through the workroom, passing workers of every lineage. They share smiles freely between each other, making it hard to believe we are actually just outside Senn. At the far end of the room, before a wide door leading down another fluorescent hall, is a woman alongside a cart filled with gleaming curestones. She runs her pale hands along the smooth stone surfaces and uses a glass to inspect each one. Her long, white hair is braided loosely and hangs down her back. Black coveralls conceal her tall, thin frame. Looking over her shoulder, she captures me with storm-cloud eyes, light skin crinkling around them as she smiles.


My heart leaps inside me. The strange sense of familiarity washes over me, like it does every time I lay eyes on Brand. It prickles like being too close to core energy. Ironskin. It’s so different to be in the presence of Ironskin women. Oron and Liam are around me all the time, but my mother was the only female Ironskin presence I’ve ever known before Brand.


A sharp pain spreads through me as my eyes itch. Blinking only chases the itch with a thrill of heat. Wrapping my arms tight around myself, I drop my eyes from the distractions in the room that are slowing my feet. The noise is fading to the back of my mind, the colours are draining to grey, but Brand’s voice catches in my ears.

“Peter, hold on, give her a little space.” She holds her hand up in front of a man, but he pushes around her.

His footsteps are heavy, and they slow as he gets closer. This man steals the rest of the noise away. Silence rings in my ears as an alternate reality forces itself on me. My heart fights against my brain. It’s not real. This man in front of me isn’t my father. My father is dead.             

Breath catches in my throat. It forms a lump that refuses to dislodge and let me breathe. With my lungs shutting down, my heart races. I take a step back, but my foot is a cement block, too heavy, too dense, as it touches the floor, making a sound that clashes with the ringing in my head. My eyes widen as this man moves slowly toward me—his eyes sunken and grey, sparkling with tears.

“Rinny.”

People fade to ghosts and light pulses around my vision as my eyes catch on the gas mask hooked onto his belt.

No. It can’t be him. He looks like my father, with the long face and wide jaw. But this man has more wrinkles around the eyes. And my father is dead. I saw him in the casket. Fucking casket. His hair is the same dark brown as my father’s with a slight curl, but it’s greyer. Broad chest and shoulders—he’s larger than life.

A shiver runs down my spine.

“I-I’m sorry about the gas,” he says, lowering his head. He even sounds like my father. “I tried to call out to you, but you couldn’t hear me over the life affinity.”

The muscles in my face twitch. He takes a few steps forward, closing the gap between us to just a foot. A scent I thought my body had forgotten tangles around me—something like sawdust and pinichu berries and cold. Tears spill down my cheeks and the cold spreads through my muscles, drawing them tight. My vision sways and my body pitches off balance as his arms come up, bringing in his smell and strength and locking it around me.

“Rinny, I’m sorry it had to be this way but I’m really here. I’m real,” he says, his voice muffled.

His shoulder stifles my breath and my tears seep into his jacket. My arms come up but stop, hands hovering in the air, like they’d get burned if they touched him. But I’m icy inside.

His death was real, it shaped my reality, a reality I wanted to run away from, and now he’s here. He’s in it again. Or has he been here the whole time? I’m not the girl he knows anymore, and there is no way he is the man she knew. The man she knew would have gone back to her. So why is he here now, when I’m a shadow of her, formed by shitty mistakes and dark corners and Ease and bloody knuckles and so many weeds?

I grit my teeth. My jaw is like rock but my head is like a balloon about to fly away.

I’ve wanted this for so long; this hug should be easy. It shouldn’t make my stomach sick and my body squirm. I shouldn’t want to pull away.

I squeeze my eyes shut and expel all my tears. My jaw unlocks. “Let go,” I whisper.

His arms loosen, but they keep their hold. I flex my fingers. Energy builds inside me. It shrugs my shoulders and shakes my arms and hands in desperate jerks. They still can’t touch him or even shove him off. They’re not ready to feel his reality yet. I step away and his arms fall.

This man towers over me, face wet and drawn in a long frown. His lips part, close, then open again. Running his hands down the sides of his pants, he takes a step toward me. I step back. His eyes, deep pits of grey, used to be comforting, but now they pierce me like silver blades. I can’t look anymore, so I turn my head to hide his face from my blurring eyes.

Will those blades cut through me and see it all? The long, dark nights I left Liam alone, the clank of saphrite in my pocket after a few hours of beating my opponents in illegal fights. The song that played at Ralin’s party pricks my ears. I take a sharp breath, but my lungs fill with Ease, burning and chilling my body. I slip into the deep pit of darkness in my mind where I have no home and no purpose in this world.

My fingers stretch and clench into fists at my sides.

Breath comes in short bursts. “We have to find Liam,” I say.

I glance past the man to Brand. She plants her hands on her hips and says, “We need to wait for intel from our team in pursuit.”

The clang of stone and machinery crashes in on me, and I turn away from them. Out. I need out. Where is out? My feet move me back. Through the workroom and to the stairs. The only way I know how to move forward is back.

Feet shuffle behind me. Within the time of a heartbeat, a hand clamps around my wrist, bringing along the rough and sweet scent. I rip his hand off me as a blinding flash of red explodes from my eyes. “Leave me the hell alone,” I yell, and push him away from me. He stumbles and falls to the ground. Right in front of my burning ember eyes, his face contorts with horror.

My mind swims through a murky sludge. Energy surges through me and I slam my fist into one of the powerstone bins as pain compounds on my forehead. With the burst of energy, the lights above explode, and I fall to my knees as the glass tinkles to the ground around me.

“Peter,” someone says, but I can’t look up. The demon inside me wants nothing more than to curl into the darkness. I can’t look at him. I clutch my head and my shaking hands find solid energy pulsing in the shape of two horns on my forehead.

Gasping for breath, I let go of my horns and dig my fingers into the cold cement. The slab cracks beneath me, and I clutch a handful of rubble, nerves firing with every crunch, and it crumbles to dust.

People rush to help my father off the floor. Someone pulls me away from him. He hasn’t seen me for six-and-a-half years, and now all he sees is the demon.

Hot breaths rattle in and out. My body teems with energy.

I struggle against the hands that hold me, unable to resist the Ironskin grip. My eyes are burning, itching. I can’t rub them.

Murmurs of workers throughout the refinery swell around me.

“Are you all right, Peter?”

“I’m fine.”

“Is that your daughter? What happened?”

“Nothing. I just made a mistake.”

Brand appears in front of me, her skin is pink under the glow of my death eyes. She grabs me by the shoulders with a firm grip. “Rin,” she says. “You need to focus. Focus on your breath.”

Air shudders inside me. My fingers unravel and dust spills between them. A line of mud remains on my hands where sweat and dust have mingled. The breath escapes and my body goes limp as the demon inside slithers free. I fall into Brand’s arms, sweating and panting and squirming with spasming muscles and burning skin.
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When I was young, the rain never kept me awake. Even when I’d moved into my apartment and the thin windowpanes rattled and the building shook in the wind, the steadiness of the rainfall was always soothing. It was consistent, a hush over the more menacing sounds of Senn.

But one night, I lay wide awake on my back staring at the cracks in my ceiling, the rush of rain the only sound, and knew something was happening inside me. My sheets, worn thin and soft, left my skin prickling with heat. Each frayed fibre of my quilt irritated the hairs on my arms. Even though I lay perfectly still, my hair was soaked with sweat at the crown of my head, and my t-shirt was damp, my mouth parched.

My eyelids were heavy, waiting for sleep, but my body said no. I threw off the blanket with a huff and padded over to the kitchen for a cup of water. I drained the cup and padded back to my bed.

Starlight filtered through the gritty city smog and spilled through my window like noxious gas. It swept over my bed. It swept over a rusty red stain in the middle of my white sheet. My brain pinged alarm signals through my skull and over my arms with a bitter shiver. I held my gasp inside so it wouldn’t wake Liam.

My stomach dropped and my hand swung behind me to my weak spot, where blood had spilled with so much pain a few months before. And yet here was more blood, but no pain, no cut, no sharp edge. The nurse at school had encouraged girls in my class to carry hygiene products, even if our cycles hadn’t started yet. With all the things I had to remember for school, for Liam, for our move, that was the one thing I forgot.

I stood still in the poisonous light, one hand on my scarred back, one hand on my lower belly, and blood trickled down my leg.

I knew what it meant. I knew what it was. I just didn’t know what to do.

The rustling of sheets pricked my ears as Liam rolled over in bed. I glanced over my shoulder at him, heart pounding in my throat, but his eyes were closed, his chest rising and falling with easy breaths. My shaking, icy hands left my wounds to run over my sweaty face.

Swallowing hard, I stripped the sheet from my bed.

“Shit,” I whispered, with the bloody sheet clenched to my chest.

The blood had soaked through to the mattress.

I flung my quilt over the stain, grabbed a clean pair of pants, underwear, and a sweater. In the bathroom, I dropped the soiled sheet in the tub and drew the curtain around it so I didn’t have to look at it until I figured out how to clean it, and first clean up myself.

The strength in my knees faltered. The mess of blood in my shorts was more than I had imagined. The scent of iron wafted over me. I sat down on the toilet, the rust-red stains burning themselves like a brand on my memory. How long had I just been sitting in my blood, sweating in irritation?

I braced myself on my knees with the bloodied clothes pooled at my feet. What could I use to soak up the blood while I went to the store to get the products I needed? All my dishcloths were dirty. The cloth I used to clean the bathroom the day before sat crumpled in a bucket, mocking me. Toilet paper would have to do.

Oron was at work that evening, and I wouldn’t have known how to ask him for help if he had been there. Maybe just for the money to go get the products, but at that hour? He wouldn’t let me go by myself.

I stuffed as much paper into my underwear as I could and pulled on my clean jeans. My blood-soaked nightclothes got left behind in the bathtub. As I searched my apartment for stray saphrite coins and my keys, I attempted to get my sweater on. My head went into the armhole with the first attempt, and my hair sprawled over my face with the next. Heavy breaths bubbled in my chest and my eyes stung. I grabbed my coat, stepping out of the apartment before waking Liam.

A cloud of Ease floated up from the floor below. I tried not to breathe, but holding my breath put pressure on my heart, which pulsed blood too hard through my veins. My hand wavered over the first lock with each pulse of blood. The key in my trembling hand clicked against metal. I braced my hands against the door to steady them as much as possible while I guided the key into the lock with my fingers. A quick sip of poisoned air between locking each bolt left my vision spinning.

Leaving Liam alone set a fire in my legs, and I clambered down the stairs, each step echoing through the dingy stairwell to assault my ears. I flipped up my hood and sprinted down the street to the corner store. A few paces away, I pulled up short. The toilet paper bulged at my inner thigh. It was so easy to forget I had only just become a woman when I already had a child in my care. I tugged at the hem of my jacket and pushed into the store, my face melting with the wave of heat from inside.

I blinked away the glare of the fluorescent lights and scanned the aisles. The cashier and a group of men turned their heads to me. Invasive eyes and emotionless faces trailed me as I tracked rainwater into the hygiene product aisle.

The products blended together while the men’s chuckles churned in my gut.

Nothing in the colourful packages was familiar. Was it the hygiene gauze packet I needed? What was the cup thing? I’d need something with essence barriers, that’s all I knew. But heavy flow, light flow, medium flow, heavy flow with medium essence level—I couldn’t say the word flow in my head anymore. It was going on a loop. I grabbed a gauze packet with medium everything. It was a safe bet. I turned it over to check the price.

The packet and my arm fell limp at my side.

The saphrite in my pocket was too light.

My body went rigid, a stiff, bleeding bag of flesh.

In ancient times, when an Ironskin girl became a woman, her mother would take her into the wild. They would spend her first week of womanhood together, hunting, fishing, protecting themselves from beasts, and providing for themselves to honour how their bodies protect them during their monthly cycle. During each month, while blood accumulated in a woman’s womb, so did her essence in the red blood cells. Through the month, her body regenerates essence enough for her and enough for a child. When she sheds that blood, the essence she loses creates distress signals between every body cell. This leads to regulation of essence throughout the entire body. Each cell that generates essence decreases its generation. Each cell of the weak spot increases its generation. The body balances the essence distribution naturally to protect it from harm in this weakened state.

The mother and daughter would support each other. The mother would teach her the gift of self-sufficiency and autonomy.

That sounded about right. Almost.

Be strong, Rinnaya, for your brothers.

Don’t cry, Rinnaya.

Mother taught this to me, but it was so fucking backwards—isolating instead of a comradery between mother and daughter like the Ancients.

“Hey.” The barking reprimand from the cashier pulled me back to consciousness. “You buyin’ or you standing there all night?”

He was behind me, and I didn’t know if my jacket covered me enough. The fabric between my legs was wet.

I turned, my boots squeaking on the dingy tile. The man scowled at me as I walked straight toward him, bashing him in the shoulder as I passed.

“Bitch, you gotta pay for those.”


A smile fluttered on my lips. Pay not to bleed on myself.


I just kept walking to the exit.

A meaty hand fell on my shoulder. I jerked my elbow back and sunk it into his gut. He grunted and wheezed, and I sprinted out the door. As fast as I could, I ran to a cruiser service station and locked myself in the public bathroom.

I sank down on the second toilet of the night. The light flickered above me. A syringe lay in the corner of the stall. My knees shook, causing my boots to send ripples through the yellow-brown puddle at the base of the toilet. Ripping open the package, I brushed at my eyes. The damn things weren’t allowed to leak when I already had other bodily fluids leaking out of me. I sniffed and swallowed a gag from the nose-full of urine fumes. I stuck one of the sanitary gauze strips to my bloody underwear. It was crooked and the adhesive stuck to itself. It bunched up when I pulled up my pants.

I unlocked myself from the stall and stopped. There was something written on the wall opposite the lock. Dawnranfet. An address. It said to talk to Marco at the bar. Saphrite rewards.

Father had taught me basic Telando. That’s all I needed.

I pushed the bloody stain from my mind and the sensation of bulging gauze in my crotch and left the stall.

Blood stains and all, I went to Dawnranfet. I was going to get my saphrite.
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Two

Johanna

I haven’t dropped my guard since Jeff-Ray and I started sparring, but I haven’t landed many hits either. Dodging his jab, I shift my feet and throw my fist at him. A pain pulls tight through my chest—the pain that’s been there since Rin left the academy. With heaviness sitting on my sternum like a lump of clay, and the telltale headache of the Soul Tether being strained, a sting slices through my scalp and drills through my temples.

Jeff slaps my fist away. “Come on, Jo. You’re pulling back.” His breathy voice shuffles through my mind, hitting the pain, stirring a nauseating twist in my gut.

I inhale and focus on the tension in my muscles, my form, his movement, and strike as his guard slips. My fist clips his chin, but the nausea jolts through me and a wave of heat blisters over me, and my body hits the ground. I gasp, shuddering against the sting through my mind and body.


Fucking tether. Exams start in two days. I really need to figure out how to get rid of this pain before then.


“Hey, hey, hey,” Jeff says, getting down on the floor next to me. He peers at me, brushing curls out of my face, eyes wide and attentive. “Damn. It’s not like you to be beat after two rounds.”

“Who said I’m beat?” I say, glaring at him.

“Uh, that does.” He points at me.

“What?” I swipe the back of my hand over my sweaty forehead.

“That. Your face. It’s all pasty. You only get pasty-face when you’re beat.”

I roll my eyes and shrug him off, shifting into a cross-legged position. I cradle my head in my hands for a moment as the heaviness spreads through my neck, over my cranium, and into my eyes. Holy fuck, I want it gone.

“So, what’s going on?” Jeff asks, sitting down across from me. “Is this a Soul Tether thing?”

My cheeks prickle, and my hands go clammy. The way he says Soul Tether without hesitation, without hushing his tone, makes the tether’s reality even more pressing. It draws my hidden reality into the open, where I have to talk about such an intricate and oddly intimate connection to another person.

A smile creeps across Jeff’s dark-brown skin, sparking a glint in his eye. I run my tongue over my teeth, shaking my head at his amusement from my embarrassment.

“You shouldn’t be embarrassed by it. You should be proud of your tether.”

“I’m not embarrassed by the tether . . . I’m embarrassed that it controls so much of how I feel and what I do. The only time I’ve been able to experience the tether in a positive way was when Rin and I were faced with a giant Ironskin clone.”

“I don’t think it controls all that much.”

“Rin is literally an emotional time bomb, which means I have this constant tension inside me. How is that not controlling?”

“Because you’re angry about it, as usual. You are always present and reacting to the tether in your own way, a consistent way, with concern and attentiveness. You are you, with or without the tether.” Jeff wrings his hands. His eyes trail away from me. “And I like who you are.”

The starlight is soft on his skin. Shadows define the hard line of his jaw, and his eyes are bright, round, and kind. He’s handsome, the kind of guy Mom would pair me with in a heartbeat. I can almost hear her urging me on. But I keep quiet, just watching the subtle movements of his face—dark eyelashes fluttering, his lips pressing together.

He turns to me again. His eyes take their own account of me. Stiffness spreads through my bones so all I can do is stare back at him. If I look away, I might lose him, but if I keep looking, I might have him in a way that I don’t want to.

His hand, so large it cups the entire side of my face, is warm and dry despite training. Leaning into me, his breath touches me first, then his lips. His kiss is as careful as he always is, not pushing into me too much, but lingering all the same. I wait for the moment to fill with desire, something inside me that wants to lean in, but it’s just a moment. A moment of pause and reeling thoughts that make no sense with the way the world works. Shouldn’t I want to be kissed by the handsome Jeff-Ray Warden? But my body is still, my lips have no sincerity, and my eyes, closed now, beg to open, beg for a space between our bodies again.

Shuddering, I pull away. I brace one hand on the grubby training room floor and raise one hand between us, warding off the uninvited change. My cheeks flood with heat and the Soul Tether pain stabs me behind the eyes. Tears swell and I don’t know why, it’s not the pain. I just know that this change between us isn’t what I want.

“I’m sorry, I should have asked.” His low voice is broken in a whisper. The hollowness of loss fills my stomach as I shrug off his arm.

I wrap my arms around myself.

“Yeah, you should have,” I whisper back.

“There’s someone else, isn’t there?” he asks.

Licking my lips, tongue brushing against the scar from my fight with Rin, I draw in a long breath through my nose. Shaking my head, pressure builds inside me. “No, Jeff, there’s not someone else. You just can’t . . . you just can’t do that.”

Jeff holds up his hands. “I’m just trying to understand. I thought we had a good thing going. Thought we could take another step, but I guess I was wrong.” Jeff rubs his hands together, slowly back and forth, a shadow of the movement he does when he’s excited about something.

I clench my fists tight in my lap, stomach churning and my head spinning. I don’t want to be angry about this, but I can’t process it. It doesn’t work in my brain.

“Why does there have to be another step?” I say.

Jeff shrugs. “I can’t help that I like you, Jo.” He catches my eyes. I can’t keep the hold as my face heats even more and static buzzes in my heart. “And when I like someone, I want to be close to them, you know, romantically. Hasn’t there ever been someone like that for you? Back in Senn, maybe?”

I used to think that I had just never met my match. None of the boys at school sparked anything in me, and I never thought the girls were attractive beyond simply being pretty. Now, with the most handsome man I’ve ever seen in front of me, I haven’t felt the butterflies Mom described when she met Dad. Despite this indifference, it would kill me to see our friendship break—it would kill me to know that his feelings were so strong for me that he couldn’t be around me if we couldn’t be more than friends. But I don’t think romance is more than any other feeling.

“Why isn’t this enough? What we have now?” All I can do is breathe. Taking breath after breath, my chest rises and falls. I can’t get any more words out to explain what I feel for him.

“I . . . It is enough, Jo. Don’t worry.” Jeff smiles, but his face grows long and tired as it falls. “I’m going to call it a night.” He pushes off the ground. Crossing to the door and into the arena, he leaves me too fast.

Aside from Rin, Jeff is the closest thing I’ve had to a best friend, and he’s walking away. His most powerful feelings have been rejected by me. I want him to come back, but I can’t get my feet to move. I want to apologize, but how do you apologize for saying something that’s true?

The green starlight blankets the empty training room in eerie light that makes shadows stretch and the room wider, taller, emptier—the blood-red punching bags are the only company. The silence creates its own energy that stirs around me.

Rin is a different type of friend. She makes me feel like there’s challenge and meaning to life, and that it’s worth fighting through it, to look for peace. We had companionship before we broke apart. Now she’s my Soul Tether, a likeness and a complete opposite of me that I’ve bound myself to. Something profound that I don’t understand.

She doesn’t feel it though, I’m pretty sure of that. Maybe I should tell her about it. Maybe I can still contact her with Mind Fire, even at this distance.

I close my eyes and focus my thoughts, searching for her mind’s aggressive cold like a snowball to the face. My body cools, but it’s not her—I’m just losing heat from the fight, from the confusion. The hit doesn’t come. I grunt and draw my knees to my chest, hiding my face in them to block out the light and the distracting emptiness around me. Focus.

I imagine my mind spanning the entire province back to Senn. Searching through locations we used to go together or ones she would frequent alone, but I can’t find the cold. A dull pain pulses at my forehead like I’ve hit a wall.

“Shit.”

If I can’t connect to Rin’s mind, then I can’t get to the Wander Lands to find the Silver Wander Wraith. Maybe I can find her if I go back to where she first appeared to me.

I slap my hands to the ground and push myself up. “That fucking wraith is going to tell me more about this stupid Soul Tether,” I mutter as I cross the training room to my coat and shoes. “She warned me”—I stuff my feet into my shoes—“and now she’s got to follow through.”

Throwing on my coat, I barge through the door into the snow. I didn’t want to acknowledge the tether. It’s not like I want it more now, but I need to understand it. For me and Rin.

I tromp through the snow, scrunching my fingers open and closed in my pockets to keep my essence flowing for the warmth against the cold all the way from the academy to the city centre. Once the whitewashed walls become grimy and grey, I know I’m getting close to the underground train station. As the streets get tighter, an old melody haunts the back of my mind—an energy, mental energy. I follow the song as its weary trills stand my hairs on end.

Each step down into the train station brings the energy closer, the song louder. I shrug my coat tighter around me and breathe on my hands as I keep my eyes alert for the sparkle. At the platform where we met, in the absence of drunken students, the song is so much louder, and my mouth is dry with the taste of ash.

“All right,” I yell into the tunnel, to the grey-brown stain of the ale I smashed against the wall. “Where the hells are you?” My bitter voice bounces all around me with its own energy and fades down the tunnel.

My heart thumps hard in my chest. I shake my hands. “Come on.” The words crack through my throat and tears well inside me.

I can’t be like this forever. I can’t break down every time Rin leaves me—that’s pathetic. How am I supposed to go into the Illysonian army as a Warrior if we can’t be separated?

My stomach lurches and my pain pounds in a circle around my head as I step off the platform onto the tracks.

Flames burst to life from my palms as I shift my essence. I hurl a ball of fire down the tunnel. The tracks vibrate and the cold air blazes as the flames illuminate nothing but graffiti and rat shit.

But my spine tingles. A melodious chuckle wraps around my mind. I spin around and my hand burns with nervous energy and fire as I link with the wraith’s mental energy. I thrust out my hand and grab the wraith by the throat. But silver mist doesn’t flow around me. This wraith is blue, shimmering like sapphires. Her hair is dark and wild, and it snakes around me. Her piercing irises lock onto me with a raging sea behind them, unlike the endless, pupilless orbs of the Silver Wander Wraith I came here for.

The wraith struggles, shaking flecks of her shimmering body off like sparks. My grip on her is tight, linked from my nervous system to her mental energy like steel chains. A smile crackles on the wraith’s lips as she stops her fight.

Her voice rings in my head without her forming words with her mouth. “She won’t be back for a while, the Silver Wraith, as you call her.”

“Where is she?” I say, my tongue thick and dry.

“How would I know? She’s always on the go. Very determined that one.”

“If you don’t know where she is, then do you know anything about Soul Tethers?”

I let go of the wraith and she chuckles again, not sweet and rhythmically, but callous and pointed. It stings inside my mind, sending a string of nausea through my gut.

“Sorry, girly,” she says skirting around me, hair rippling over my shoulder. “I can’t stay much longer in the land of the living. You got yourself into a tether? Well, then I’m afraid you’re going to be stuck with that pain in your head for a while.”

I whirl around to follow her, but the tunnel shakes and my vision blurs as a streak of black slashes through the tunnel. A rectangular shape like a mirror reflecting shadows instead of light appears, and she vanishes into it with her voice echoing in my mind. “Friendship, what a pain.” The black streak strikes again with a force that knocks me off balance. I land on my ass, gasping for air and head spinning.

Further away from anyone I give a shit about, and in more pain than before, I haul myself back onto the platform.

Fucking Wander Wraiths. There’s got to be someone here on the solid Karess who knows more about Soul Tethers. I just have to find them.
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Three

Rin

The death affinity drains from my eyes like blood rushing from my head after sitting too long. It leaves my skin hot, rashy, and energized. Brand leads me down a long hall, her arms wrapped around me to keep me upright, away from the noise of the refinery and away from the stairs. My lungs are burning as I fight to keep air in them, my eyes are going spotty with black dots, and my feet drift like the concrete floor is merely clouds.

“How is he here?” I ask as Brand ushers me into an office. Everything inside me readies to run away from her, away from my father, and away from the prying eyes of the refinery workers in the hall. But I keep leaning into Brand.

“No one disturbs us,” she commands and slams the door.

Brand helps me into a chair as my limbs start to shake. With gentle hands, she unzips my jacket and removes it from my arms like I’m a child. But I’m eighteen. I haven’t felt like a child since I was twelve years old waiting for my father to return for my birthday party. Since then, I’ve been the one removing little helpless arms from dripping rain jackets, brushing off scraped knees, and wiping tears from one little face. I clasp my hands in my lap, urging my eyes not to cry any more.

Another small room, with not enough air and no way to see the sky. This one also has books; they’re scattered everywhere—stacked on top of each other, lying open, papers sticking out of them. Files cover a wooden desk at the back of the room in haphazard piles along with an open journal and a handful of pens, none of which are in the empty holder that’s about ready to fall to the floor. On the wall behind the desk are all kinds of maps of Illyson, the Vein, and Senn.

Brand moves to the desk, but I grab her arm. “How is he here, Brand?”

Letting go of her, my skin retains the pressure of his arms around me, and I rub at them. It is so different than the last time he hugged me in his newly washed Protector uniform. He said it was a simple escort mission, but usually for an escort mission, Johanna’s dad, his partner, would go with him. That time he went alone and didn’t come back. They said he was captured, that they’d found his weak spot.

“We had an open casket.”

There’s a small crack in Brand’s cool façade as she leans against the desk in front of me—a flinch in her silver eyes, a quirk of her jaw. “What do you know about the afterlife?”

I have a hard enough time keeping myself out of the afterlife, so a simple answer would be great. Gripping the arms of the chair, I say, “Somethin’ about an intermediate space that you pass through and then go on to the Beyond.”

“It’s called the Lesser Worlds. Your father found a rift from the Lesser Worlds back to Illyson instead of moving on to the Beyond.”

A rift from the Lesser Worlds. Beastshit.

Did Mother move on? Did he see her?

I can’t focus my eyes. They rove around the room, skipping from one pile of mess to another, slipping over the solid objects. Tapping my thumb and pointer finger together gives me just enough pressure to bring my mind back to my body, and my body back into the room. I slump back and allow the chair to support me.

“How long ago?” I ask.

“Three years.”

I tap my fingers harder, and crack my knuckles, and shift my weight on the seat. Three years ago, I was fifteen, winning my first Dawnranfet match with blood on my hands.

“Three years and he didn’t show his fucking face to me once?” Tears prickle my eyes. I tilt my head back and grind my teeth to keep them there. Glancing at Brand for answers, she just takes a long breath, folds her arms over her chest, and shakes her head.

Am I really that worthless?

The thought takes up space in my mind, right in the centre. It wasn’t just me he didn’t come back for, though, it was Stephen and Liam too.

“Fine.” I swipe my hand across my face, energy building in my chest. “Why are we in a powerstone refinery?”

“I wanted to bring you here so you would be safe from the Revival. We think they have an Ironskin-Emberstead halfie with them. A collection of powerstones in one place protects against Mind Fire abilities.”

Logical. Good, I can work with that. I can follow. “You called it the Vein.”

Brand pushes away from the desk. The pen holder teeters on the edge as she moves to the other side to sit. “The Vein was created shortly after the Fourth Great War. It started as a place of refuge for Ironskins. A place to live, work, and to stay safe.”

“But I’m Ironskin. Why didn’t I know about it?”

“Your mother didn’t want to raise you and your brothers in the Vein.” Brand leans back in her chair, head tilting to the side. “The Vein was built with good intentions; it was supposed to be temporary. But safe became isolated and the mission to avoid war became an obsession. Some broke off because of this, leaving the Vein to live normal lives for themselves—your mother wanted this for you. Others believed that the Vein’s methods were slow, ineffective. Threats to Ironskins were rising at the time. Geret Aronson took it upon himself to try to reverse the Death Ritual and many supported his efforts.”

I press my lips together, expelling air through my nose.

“Your father went with him, Rin,” Brand says, her eyes steady on me.

Heaviness fills my body. It shifts inside me, moving memories and pinching nerves.

“He went without your mother’s knowledge. He helped find the Ritual instructions. But Geret and your father had their differences. Your father backed out of the Revival’s plans and was going to report them to the LPs. Geret killed him for it.”

The cold starts at the tips of my fingers. It climbs my limbs, weakening them bit by bit. My mind spins, trying to make sense of the truth about my father. Those times he went off alone, they were to the Revival. It’s all worse than I had imagined. What’s left of my lineage is completely divided, and my parents fell right in the middle of it.

Brand rubs her hand over her face and deflates with a heavy sigh.

My armpits are damp with sweat. I press my shaking hands to my eyes, breathing in and out through my constricted throat. The truth spreads out in the darkness behind my sweaty palms, sinking heavily inside me, slipping into my boiling blood.

“And you?” I ask. “How do you know all this, and why do I have this weird feeling about you?”

Brand nods. The blond curls around her face shake. Her sleepy eyes stare at me, a glint of light twinkling from the swell of tears. Why is she crying? I take a breath as her chest heaves and her thin lips part but make no sound. An ache stirs inside me as her silence overwhelms me. The way she moved during the ambush sparks my mind. She was so fast, just like my mother. The way she acts, the way she speaks, the cold in her presence. All like her.

Brand’s lips move again, letting a whisper slip through. “Your mother was my older sister.” A tear slides down her perfect face. “I changed my name after I graduated from the academy.”

My brain is an ocean of memory with missing pieces like waves crashing against my skull. Heat envelops my face. I paw at my eyes with my sleeve to dry my tears.

“When I—”

“Stop.” I’d intended to yell it, but the whisper makes it harsher as the air rips through my throat. The ice inside me sets a rattle deep in my bones. A broken laugh jumps out of me just as breathy as the whisper. “Stop talking. I don’t want to hear any more.”

My life has been battered and boiled in lies and it makes me sick. My stomach spasms and my tongue is heavy and dry. Brand, all muscle and poise, can no longer meet my eyes. She shifts in her seat and tears drip off her chin.

“I want to get to Liam.” It’s a direction away from the mess here. Backward again, to the one constant in my life.

“Liam . . . ” Brand stops to rub her eyes.

Until now I thought the tired shape of her eyes was natural, but with the way she pauses to relieve the stress, it could be acquired. She has so many secrets on her shoulders, and she just unloaded them. I don’t want to accept them. She can keep them. Let them weigh on her.

“I want to get to Liam.” The words slip out, leaving my chest to cave in. I press numb hands over my heart, over the hole.

“Do you think Stephen would hurt Liam?” Brand asks. Her voice is strained, but the ice in her tone, full of Commander and full of my mother, pushes against the tension.

“No.” I stare at the pen holder balanced halfway off the desk. “But he shouldn’t be forced to be involved in this against his will.”

“They’ll use him to get to you. We can’t give them what they want.”

I snap my eyes back to Brand. They itch. I know why now. The death affinity is ready, and Brand makes the itch worse. That’s as far as I can comprehend.

“They’re not just using him to get to me, they need him for the Ritual too.”

“Why?” A crinkle cracks the smooth skin between her eyebrows.

“They need his blood for the Ritual to work. What if they convince him to do it?”

Brand averts her swollen, red eyes and her face pales as she straightens some papers. “We can’t risk the Revival getting their hands on you too. You’ll have to stay here while my team searches for him.”

Burning fills my eyes and heat spills down my neck. I blink away the pain.

“Beastshit,” I say, slamming my foot into the desk sending the pen holder clattering to the ground. I push away from my seat. The room is too tight, too full of the cutting truth, too humid, too close to Brand.

“Rin, wait,” Brand says as I turn.

I throw on my jacket, hold my pinky finger in the air, and slam the office door behind me. The hallway shudders against the force, splinters skittering through the cement walls. As I run back through the hall, the stale refinery air is heavy in my lungs. She can’t be serious. Liam is my brother, and I will find a way to get him home safe. I’ll do it myself, so no one else gets hurt.




In the factory work room, sweaty and directionless, I stop. My breaths collide into each other, tightening my lungs, and my eyes burn with tears—I’m unwilling to let them fall again. The scent of earth and metal is intoxicating. The clang of machinery and chatter is as jarring as the new information about my family. My fists clench at my sides and my heart thuds in my chest.

It all rattles through my brain until it stills with a disorienting calm.

My father could still be around. He could walk past me any second.

I press my palms to my eyes. My pulse taps through my blood vessels in hurried bursts.

The heat of the room is heavy on my clothes. My heart sinks to my gut with pounding thuds, anchoring me to the hard slab of concrete beneath my feet.

If only my mother had known that he could come back.

The thought screams inside me. It rips through my veins, leaving them raw and burning hot under my skin. It bleeds through my heart like a scab’s been ripped off a cut that never healed.

I can’t urge my feet to move as my knees go weak and my vision blurs with the rush of blood.

Someone clamps their hands around my shoulders as I teeter. My stomach flips. They turn me around to face them.

It’s not him.

“I don’t want to talk to you,” I say. My pulse shakes my body, but I remain upright with Brand’s hands steading me.

“I know you don’t.” The chill that comes crawling out her throat with her words is so much stronger now that I know she’s related to Mother. She drops her hands from me. I sway, taking a step back to right myself.

Brand looks straight at me, her blond curls circling her round face like a wreath. I used to think she was taller than me, but her eyes meet mine and our broad shoulders are level. We match. I don’t remember if Mother was this tall or taller. She always stood with her back so straight, her hair was so sleek. Everything about Mother was long. Or maybe I just felt small in her shadow. My stomach churns at being so visible to her sleepy, silver eyes, just as she is visible to me.

I take another step back. “What more could you have to say to me?”

Brand casts her gaze away from me. Her teeth click together as she bites down on an exasperated huff.

Her irritation with me spikes red in my eyes and pressure fills my face. Red edges into my field of vision.

“That.” She points her finger at my eyes. “I’m not letting you out of my sight until you have that under control.”

I scoff, slapping her hand away. “I want out. Out of here, away from you. You all lied to me. This place is a lie. Shit. It’s such a fucking lie.”

Turning on her heel, her stray curls fly. “The death affinity is heightened by exhaustion,” she says. “But it also drains you. More exhaustion. It’s a cycle. You need to calm down and you need to eat.”

“Where are you going?” I yell at her back.

“I’m going to get some food, and you’re going to follow me because you can’t go anywhere else.”

Feet planted, I work my jaw with a wave of heat running over my body, making me sweat even more. The walls of the workroom are floor-to-ceiling concrete, metal rails, and water pipes—a cage, and beyond this cage is the Fōstrank, a mountain range filled with beasts. The heady aromas of grease and stone and mechanical heat mixed with the undeniable rumble of hunger in my stomach jar my gag reflex. I take a step after Brand with lead in my feet.

Brand leads me to an elevator, and we take a silent trip two floors down. We stare at our muddied reflections in the metallic doors with long frowns, the seconds drawing out endlessly. The door slides away, and Brand nudges me into the Vein’s next dark corridor.

The smooth concrete ground slopes down to an intersection of tunnels. The ceiling is rounded and covered in white tile. Cutting through the white tiles are black ones with white, Slyvic script. The script trails from the right side, up over my head, and down to the left. The message repeats—up and back over to the right. It’s always on an angle, so the script moves down the tunnel back and forth in front of me, guiding me. On both sides of the script are lines of alternating colour. They start red, circle back around in purple, and then continue on with the script in blue until they spiral again in purple and back to red. It’s like a depiction of the continuous network of blood vessels in the hédin body. Red for oxygenated blood, blue for deoxygenated blood, and purple for the exchange of gases.

Our skin as strong as iron, our blood stronger, our hearts stronger still.

My throat constricts. Not only do these markings resemble the cycle of blood, but they’re the colour of the spirit affinities, red and blue. And the purple reminds me of how the bright flashes in my blood aura at Registration merged into one purple hue.

I drop my eyes to the ground, focusing on Brand’s feet leading me through the images clamouring for my attention. Recycled air, heavy with humidity, rushes through me, until at the end of the corridor its scent twists with spice and thickens with salt and a splash of ale.

We enter a bar lit with lightstones that cast an amber glow over the room. The walls are rough, red brick, the tables and the bar are dark wood. Music plays just loud enough to irritate my ears.

Brand walks with confidence through the crowd, nodding to those she makes eye contact with. “Commander,” they say, returning the nod. Despite the noise, the rhythm of her heavy tread gives me something to focus on. Pulling my coat collar up around my face, I follow behind her, eyes on the rough tile floor, half blinded by hunger, saliva pooling in my mouth.

At the far end of the bar, she stops at a corner booth. Brand motions for me to sit and waves to the bartender. I slide into the booth, right into the corner where the noise doesn’t reach me. Hands clasped between my knees, I shrink into myself, like a bag with the air sucked out. Brand takes off her jacket. She smooths the creased lines of her blouse and then hooks one arm over the back of the booth.

I swallow as she watches me. I run the back of my hand over my sweaty forehead. Sighing, I fan myself with one side of the open flap. It’s still too hot. I shrug the coat off but have trouble getting my arms out of the sleeve in the tight space. A hand takes my jacket by the hood, pulling it away from me, allowing me more space to remove my arm. I jerk my arm out and whip my head around.

Hot breath escapes me as I stare up at a man with dark-umber skin towering over me. Not my father.

“Just heard about your brother,” he says.

My jaw goes slack as I stare at him. He says it like he’s known me his whole life.

“How are you coping?” he asks with one hand on his hip and rubbing the other over his scruffy white beard. He must be Eethian Ironskin, with his dark skin, silver eyes, and white hair.

I swallow hard. “Fine.”

The man exchanges a glance with Brand and a sad but knowing smile pulls at his mouth. “Cold and blunt. No doubt she’s related to you, Commander.”

A hunger pang hits my gut and I ball my jacket up beside me.

Brand smiles back, just a show, a formality compared to this man’s sincerity. She drops her eyes as I stare at her. I turn away from both of them, resting my eyes on the rusty red brick where there’s no movement or expectations as Brand says, “Just bring us two specials, Devin.”

“Two riijune coming right up.”

“Make them big,” Brand adds.

“Only for you, Commander.”

The bright-red brick blurs, the noise is distant, my hands run over my knees—the only thing keeping me grounded. The fading of sensation around me is a menace and a blessing. My mind is stifled with information, so at least my body is filtering something out.

“Warrior Commander? Or Commander . . . of the Vein?” I ask.

With a slow turn of my head, I scan the bar. Some people wear Protector and Warrior uniforms, others ordinary clothes. A few tables away, two Nytrue girls are engaged in a conversation using hand signs.

“Both. I went to the academy. I focused on making my way through the ranks as a Warrior, a fighter, before coming back to the Vein.”

My eyes jump to her. The way she says fighter stirs something in me, but I don’t think we are the same kind of fighters. I shouldn’t have asked. All the information she’s given me is not enough, but also too much, because none of it helps Liam. The Revival always came to me since Stephen knew I was at the academy. He was talking to Professor Hans the first time he told me about the Revival. Professor Hans was the one to deliver the note from Stephen. Maybe he can contact Stephen the other way around. The only way for me to talk to Hans is at the academy. The winter break is two months, Jodvan and Fevron. I can’t wait that long.

“Cassy and I grew up in the Vein,” Brand says.

I draw an audible breath and lean forward, pressing my hands to the table for strength and staring Brand right in the eyes. “You are just another family member who left us,” I say as a steaming plate of riijune appears in front of me, obscuring Brand’s stony face. “I don’t know if I wanna know your story yet.”

I jam my fork into the riijune—a flat, fried-potato and egg mixture with mushrooms, keeta leaves, and fire-pepper sauce served over rice. Shaking my head, I shovel in a few scalding hot bites. Brand’s silence is just as hot, hotter, pulling at my tears for the hundredth time. But I’m not crying in front of her again.

I down the whole plate of food in silence, every bite sinking heavy in my stomach and soothing my nerves.

Brand finishes her cup of water and says, “Cassy and I weren’t close. When I found out your father was alive, you were his responsibility, and I had no say in the matter of bringing you into the Vein.”

I set my fork down, the metal clinking against the porcelain plate. The moment I viewed Liam as a responsibility was the moment I made the biggest mistake of my life. My fingers go stiff with sudden cold. “Responsibility,” I say in monotone, like an automated device providing the correct pronunciation of an unfamiliar word. Correct but heartless.

The blood drains from Brand’s face. She lets out a small gasp and her eyelids fall. “Rin, that’s not what I mean.”

Squeezing my eyes tight and my fists tighter, I say, “I want to talk to Oron.” It’s louder than I meant to say it. The buzz of conversation falls for a moment and rises again as Brand passes her echo to me.

I snatch the echo and shuffle out of the booth. My fingers shake over the lightstone as I move through the bar and into the deathly dark hall. Flipping through the lightstone registry for Senn, a breath escapes me once I find Kruger. I select it and press the lightstone again. The connection tones wind my breath tight in my chest, as I count them.

“Hello?” Oron’s voice is rough, frantic, tired. “Hello, who is this?”

“O-Oron?” I say.

“Rin, is that you?” His tone softens and my tears break free, streaming down my cheeks. I sniff and nod, even though he can’t see me. “Thank mother fuckin’ Carnity. The headmaster told me you were comin’ home but got back from work and you weren’t there. And . . . and Liam. He’s gone. I don’t know how this happened. I’ve been cussing out the LPs for hours . . . I . . . ”

“The Revival took him. I tried, Oron, I tried to get to him before they did but I . . . Did you know about all this?” A sob escapes me and bounces around the tunnel. I clasp a hand over my mouth to silence myself and mumble through my fingers, “The Revival and the Vein?”

His heavy huffs crackle through the echo between swears. “The Revival and Vein I know about, yes.”

“And my father? Did you know he was alive?”

The echo goes quiet. My mind goes quiet.

“Shit,” Oron says, his bitterness punctuated by the static of the call. “No. No I didn’t.”

My eyelids fall closed. I find the wall with my fingers and rest my head on the cool stone. The dark is like velvet against all the cuts of truth. I let it brush through my mind for a little. I just can’t shake the pit in my gut.

“Rin, are you still with me?”

I swallow, opening my eyes, still leaning my head on the stone for one point of contact with something solid. “Yeah, I’m here.”

“Okay, I’m going to stay on the echo with you until you’re ready to tell me more.”

His voice is calm, still urgent, but where’s the accusation? It should be in there somewhere. Might as well get it over with.

“Are you mad at me?” I ask. “F-for losing him?”

“Oh, my sweet girl.”

He knows I expect it. He always gets mad first. When I got suspended, when I’m late, and so many other times when I just needed someone to understand.

Oron clears his throat. “He was under my watch. You don’t blame yourself for this.”

A draft through the dark hall freezes my body, but not the quivering tears in my eyes. I’ve never been good at doing what I’m told, so I’ll probably blame myself forever. Without his anger, though, Oron becomes solid again, as if he’s standing right in front of me and I could touch him.

“This is too much,” he says. “I just want you safe. You and your brothers.”

My knees give way and I drop to the cold floor, clinging to the echo. I take in a long breath of my musty jeans and the last hints of Eliote on my coat. Oron has always been rough, but deep inside, I know he wants us safe. He loves us. Me. I think. Does my father? Did my mother?

Oron’s wish for our safety was Mother’s too. At Father’s funeral, she said we can’t all be together, but she told me to be strong for my brothers. Right now, the Vein and the Revival are dividing us. I need to find a way to get me and my brothers back together. Maybe then we’ll be safe.
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Four

Eliote

I set out my notes, colour coded by topic, and bring out a list of questions to ask the Guardian Basics professor during the review. I received a fine grade on the midterm, but fine doesn’t cut it for my parents. Anything short from perfect shows them I’m not putting enough effort into Guardian training; it will confirm their suspicions that I’m not cut out for this place. It sets a lump in my gut, and for just a second, I wonder if maybe I’m not taking it seriously. Which is why I have to get as much understanding from this review session as possible. There can be no room for doubts.

But the Guardian Basics professor dims the lights. I grip my questions as he turns on the vision tech. Sitting straighter, I raise my hand, but he turns to a man standing by the door in a grey uniform. It’s similar to the Warrior and Protector uniforms, but theirs are green and blue. I’ve never seen a Guardian in a grey uniform. Still, he has decorative metals adorning the thick, grey fabric of his jacket, a hat tucked neatly under his arm, ironed slacks, and polished boots. Everything about him screams Guardian. His gaze is measured and calm as he turns to the vision tech. Under that calm, his aura dances in rippling, pale-blue waves. The ripples are frantic but controlled, a constant vibration through his aura—he’s excited.

As I glance around the room, my peers close their notebooks to give attention to the video. I drum my fingers on my desk, giving my notes a quick read through for as long as I can concentrate with the competition of the video. I read through one page, but the spike of motion on the vision tech draws my eyes.

An airship streaks through the sky. I’ve never seen any airship like it. It’s sleek and compact, made for one pilot with no passengers. A shiver passes over my arms at the shock of the airship’s speed. The pilot manoeuvres the aircraft with such precision, taking it further up into the sky, back down, spinning the entire ship upside down and levelling out to a smooth, sustained flight pattern. My stomach lurches and my heart thrums. A rush fills me from head to toe, constant and rippling—like the man in grey’s aura.

The view shifts to show the inside of the aircraft from the pilot’s perspective. His gloved hands are nimble, switching from steadying the aircraft and flipping switches. He hits a button, and a stream of fire and smoke projects from the aircraft and hits a drone dead on. The airship speeds past the wreckage.

I clasp a hand over my gaping mouth. My eyes are transfixed as the view switches back to the outside of the aircraft parked in a large, open garage. It pans over the glowing firestone connected to a tank of core energy that fuels the rest of the compact flight anomaly.

The pilot made that explosion with a button. No essence manipulation. A smile pulls at my lips as I imagine my hands on those controls.

The vision tech goes dark and the lights come on, bleaching my sight. I blink and turn to Ace sitting next to me. He’s hunched over his open notebook, glasses sliding down his dark, crooked nose, and he twists one of the studs in his ears. My stomach drops. His aura is calm sapphire water with a midnight slurry of shadow glinting underneath, the shadow he gets when he’s deep in thought.

The rest of the class rub their eyes from the shock of light, or lean back in their chairs, stretching, or prop their heads on their hands, eyes glazed.

I’m on the edge of my seat, my knees bouncing uncontrollably, my fingers still drumming as the man in grey approaches the front. I give him my full attention, putting the bored faces out of my mind.

“The world is always advancing, and the tools we use to protect our homes advance just the same,” the man says.

I grip the green lightstone hanging from my neck. Running my thumb over one of the smooth surfaces of the stone, I cross my legs to contain my jitters. I can’t remember the last time I had this much pure energy bringing life to my essenceless body.

Behind me, a blush-pink aura flares. I peek over my shoulder. Johanna stares right at me. Her high ponytail sends red, frizzy ringlets all around her head. As she raises an eyebrow at me, a snarky but sincere smile quirks her lips. The pink energy of her aura sparks into flame. She twirls her pencil between her fingers, then points it at the screen, leaning back in her chair.

The man says, “Airjet technology is the next step in Guardian advancement. As the High Commander of the new Flight Sector, I’d like to encourage you to consider how you will evolve with the times. Will you stay the course of a Guardian on foot or take the next steps of combat into the sky?” The High Commander nods to us. “The process to enrol requires no essence-manipulation demonstration. All that is required is a full, updated, physical exam with special attention on vision and reflexes. The Flight Academy in Lorisal is looking forward to seeing some new brave faces in its halls.”

The entire class stands in unison to bow before his departure. I can’t get myself to move. I’m drowning in adrenaline, stuck on the High Commander’s words. No essence-manipulation demonstration.

We just got an invitation to go fly airjets for the Guardian forces of Emberstead, and no one is batting an eye.

I can barely focus on the review for the final exam. I keep imagining the controls in my hands, flipping switches, gliding through the air. An image of a fleet of enemy airjets in front of me. But in that image, my mother rolls her eyes at me. I already put so much work into coming to this academy. My parents wouldn’t be surprised if I dropped it. But would they be surprised if I wanted to do something that’s potentially more dangerous?

Class is dismissed, and I scoop my books up and plop them onto Ace’s notes. He startles and pushes up his glasses.

“What did you think of the video?” I ask, giving him a kiss on the forehead.

“The video?” He brings a warm hand to my cheek and stills me, kissing me on the lips. A tingle buzzes in my chest as I linger for a moment with him. “The tech sounds interesting,” he whispers to me.

I nod to him, my head swimming in the sweetness of his voice. My face fills with heat. But my heart goes cold like the contractions have been paralyzed. Ace focused on his notes the whole time. He’s on the Guardian track with no intention of leaving, and why should I? I got this far and I’m on the advanced team. How can I think about the Flight Academy? It’s all the way in Lorisal. For Vin’s sake. I’d be crazy to throw away my progress.

“What did you think?” Ace asks, gathering up his things.

“Oh.” I twist my hair between my fingers. “Yeah, the tech is really cool. I’ve never seen anything move that fast before. It’s nothing like those hulking passenger airships.” I slide my books off his notes so he can reorganize them. “Kind of makes me wonder why they didn’t have the tech sooner.”

“Mechanics have always focused on elevation and sustaining large weight capacity for passengers and the powerstone trade.”

“Right, right.” I smirk at him, still searching for any ripples of excitement in him, something that might encourage me to keep up the conversation. His aura stays steady.

“Right,” I mutter.

A final note. No more of this. I shake my head as Niko and Jeff come over to us.

Niko props himself with both hands on Ace’s desk. “Study schedule, guys. Tonight, crank out history and elements and run some combat drills. After the exams tomorrow, we hit the books for calculations and Guardian Basics and bring the sweat for weapons training. Sound good?”

Niko looks nothing like his aura. His face is narrow, his eyebrows stark and mean, his smile is mischievous. And yet his aura is soft, pillowy, and white, with a sharp spike here and there like burs in bear fur. They say a Beastblood’s beast form is their second soul, which explains some discrepancies between his wiry, sharp looks and the soft aura.

“Sounds good to me,” Jeff says. “Food first though.”

Jeff’s aura has become clearer to me in the last few weeks. It’s almost as if his aura is shy. But Jeff isn’t shy—quiet and calm, yes, but not shy. His aura is bundled. It’s layers and layers of pale-green and lavender held together by clay and bound in twine. The twine is thin, strained, as if pulled too tight, the load of his layers too much to handle. I inhale and the image takes on a sharpness that sparks all my senses. My nose tingles like the green is fresh grass cuttings and the lavender, not just colour, but tiny, fragrant blossoms. The clay is cool, earthy.

“Yeah,” Ace says. “Food first.”

The guys shuffle out of the classroom. I follow after them, but Johanna claps her hand around my arm and pulls me back.

“What the hells was that?” Johanna says. Her smile from earlier has vanished. The pervasive crinkle between her brows tightens, and her green eyes hold the weight of an entire accusatory jury.

“What do you mean?” I say, wiggling out of her grasp.

“You were practically drooling over that video.” Johanna pulls herself up onto her desk and props her feet on the chair Ace was sitting in, her chunky black boots hitting the wooden chair with a thunk.

“I wasn’t drooling. At least I don’t think I was.” I run the back of my hand over my chin just to make sure.

“Your head practically exploded when the pilot shot that missile, and all you can say about it is that it’s cool tech?” Johanna scoffs, rolling her eyes and shaking her head at me.

“It is cool tech.” I take the hair tie from my wrist and pull up my hair, providing an excuse to avoid her eyes and calm some of the energy skittering through my veins.

“Cool tech that you want to operate.”

“Don’t put words in my mouth.”

“Am I though?” Johanna’s head tilts forward, her eyes boring into my skull. “Am I really putting words into your mouth?”

“Fine.” I drop my arms. “I want to fly the cool tech and shoot the missiles and not be at a disadvantage because I don’t have essence. But . . . ”

Johanna’s boots slide off the chair and swing back and forth under the desk. She nods at me, curls falling forward.

I plant my hands on my hips. “But it’s all the way in Lorisal. My boyfriend is here. All my friends are here. My parents would think I can’t hack actual Guardian training and that I’m copping out.” My chest heaves for breath. I clutch my lightstone. “And I chose this. I chose the Guardian system.”

“Mm.” Johanna clicks her tongue. “I think it would be good for you.” She slides off the desk, hikes her backpack up on her shoulders, and heads out the door as she flips open her pocket gamer.

The din of voices and footsteps, the clouds of brilliant auras, all fade to a muffled buzz as everyone goes to dinner. I slump back down to my seat. Short winter days have darkened the sky already and let the green glow of the stars sift into the room. Neat rows of desks surround me, empty, but energy lingers in each seat. I’ve never seen auras do that before. I rub my eyes, but even a subtle aura lingers where the High Commander had stood. I get up. Moving down the aisle, my skin prickles. A force presses on me from one side, a heat from the other. Stopping in the place where the High Commander stood so proud and strong, the energy is gentle. Maybe just gentle enough to spark a level-one essence reading.


My mother had opened my acceptance letter to the Akinnera Academy for Guardian Training before I could get my hands on it. She didn’t know I had applied. As she read it, her brow crinkled. Her magenta aura folded in on itself like a spring. She turned to my father. “She’s not going. She’s not embarrassing us again.” She threw up her hands, letting the letter fall to the floor. My father picked it up. He read it through while I stood in the doorway, still waiting for congratulations. He frowned. The night-wing moths fluttered on his shoulder as his essence churned. The letter dropped to the kitchen table, and he said nothing about it.


For the first time, someone looked me in the eye and told me I could do something. But now, even with approval, I don’t know if I can. Sending in that application was supposed to show them I can be a Guardian, receiving the letter was supposed to show me that I belong, but neither of those things have been confirmed.
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Five

Rin

I locked myself in my room this whole week to study for exams. Brand was away in Akinnera to finish up the year’s training with the advanced team, but she’s back now to proctor me. I sit across from her at her desk. My knee bounces underneath and she sighs every time I bump the desk. But really, I’m kicking myself. I should have had Ace help me with calculations. I run my sweaty hands down my knees, stilling the shake. Eliote is probably a wreck. She studies more than any of us and puts more stakes into doing well academically. I wish I could be with her.

Brand glances at me from her files. I snatch up my pen and scribble in the last few answers.

“Done,” I say, sliding the booklet over to her.

“That was fast.” She slips on her round gold-rimmed glasses to look over the answers.

“Why? A girl from South Senn can’t have a brain?”

Her silver eyes glare at me, magnified by the thick lenses. “You do realize I’m a girl from South Senn, right?”

I raise my eyebrow at her and slump back in the chair while she marks the exam. It’s happening again. Building walls of petty jabs, sarcasm, and cold to distance myself against someone who hurt me. Just like with Johanna. What has Brand done to me? Nothing. She’s done nothing except confuse me by keeping important information from me. More than that, the only reference for interacting with Brand is my mother. Brand isn’t just my Commander anymore, and interacting with family members isn’t my strong suit.

The air in the office is heavy inside me, too hot, after sitting in the windowless space across from each other for two hours.

Holding up the exam, Brand says, “What number is this?”

I lean forward to see the scribble. “Forty-nine.”

She nods and puts a red check by it and then folds the booklet closed. “Well,” she says, pushing her glasses up into her curls. “Guardian Basics was perfect, your history essay was well written, elements was really good too.”

“What about calculations?” I ask, twisting in the chair to crack my back.

“Eighty percent. The work was a mess though.”

“So, hand-to-hand exam next?”

“Yes.” Brand marks her signature on the front of the booklet that is just as messy as my scribbles.

“Am I sparring with you?”

“Unless there’s someone else you would like to spar against, then yes.”

We leave the stuffy office, and Brand leads me through the Vein to a training room where I’ll do my hand-to-hand, essence-manipulation, and weapons test. Passing another small office, my nose itches. The rustic, sweet smell of my father wraps around me and I stop. At a desk lit by a lightstone lamp, he sits, studying a large book, his back hunched, making him small in the dark. My heart stutters. The ghost of him in my memory is large. If I think of him as a ghost, it’s better, it takes the pressure away. But this ghost still isn’t the man I knew. My father was a large presence, always working, always on missions. He taught me to fight. If he’s going to be real to me, he has to make sense. Someone in this shithole Vein has got to make sense.

“Hey,” I say, coming to a full stop. Brand is already halfway down the hall.

My father looks up from the book. Our eyes clash, and I take a step back.

“Rin,” he says with a sharp breath.

He’s why I studied so hard. I don’t want to see him contrasting the ghost in my head. I squint and he blurs a little. If I keep his outline blurred and his face not so stark, maybe I can get within three feet of him.

“You,” I say.

He blinks, holding a pencil over the book, but I can’t speak any more words to him. I turn to Brand, who’s made her way back to me. She peers into his office.

“Him?” she says, pointing her thumb at the ghost.

“Yeah, him.” I nod.

“All right, Peter, you’ve been elected to participate in Rin’s final exams.”

The constant thrum of machinery is dampened by the wall of silence that falls between us. My father stands, bringing his full height back into reality as he ducks through the door. His smile is flat. He brings his hand up to my shoulder, but I turn away from him before he can touch it and make my way to the training room.

“I was preparing myself to get destroyed, but now it’s on you,” Brand whispers to my father.

A chuckle warms the space between us. I could linger in that warmth if it wasn’t from a cold body, if it wasn’t a conversation with a dead man and a stranger, if my heart wasn’t still bleeding.

The room is long, about twice the size of the training room we use at the academy. There are a few sparring rings mapped on the floor, punching bags, and weights. Some of the Vein members practice with swords or spar hand to hand. They stop as they see us.

“Peter, you doing some training today? It’s been a while,” one of them says.

Brand holds up her hands to them. “Rin’s doing her exams today, everyone stay quiet so she can concentrate.”

They line up between our sparring ring and behind Brand, folding their arms across their chests, muttering to each other. Their eyes track me as I shake out my arms in the middle of the ring, waiting for my father to remove his coat. The audience brings a thrill to the air. My heart pounds and my mind conjures an electropulse song that gets played at Dawnranfet too often. It draws me back into the dimly lit cage, drunken shouts surrounding me. Haze fills my eyes as my father joins me at the centre.

“Rin,” Brand says. “You’ll need to demonstrate your specialties, Dawntimdato and Telando in this spar. One takedown will need to be demonstrated, along with defensive and offensive manoeuvres. Show me strength restraint and control over the life affinity, and you’ll get a pass on your essence manipulation too.”

I nod and raise my guard. My father mirrors me in a perfect Telando stance. The last time we matched like this, I was eleven. So much has changed since then. I’ve done so many things I wouldn’t want that eleven-year-old girl to see. I bring the blue veil of the life affinity over her eyes and lock her behind the pulse of essence in my skin.

My father is painted in blue, and the cool electric rush fills my every cell. I jab at his face. He blocks and back steps. Steel sharpens in his eyes, and he strikes at me. Bobbing away from his reach, I sweep a crescent kick to his head.

My body knows these moves like it’s a simple walk around the block. The impact of fist to bone is like a deep inhale, the rush of blood like a cool breeze. I just need my brain to connect with this effortless contact with my father.

“You were dead. You could have gone to the Beyond,” I say.

His brow furrows as he takes heavy breaths and raises his fists to guard his face. “I found something. A Hold in the Higher Plane.”

He tries to land a hook, but I block. He kicks low, but I counter, step back, and kick him in the gut, sending him stumbling back. As our audience applauds, I lunge forward, smacking my fist to his face. He hits the ground.

I prop myself on my knees and look down at him. “What’s a Hold?”

Pushing himself off the ground and rolling his neck, his eyes never meet mine. “Angel and Demon Palm,” he says. “They’re supposed to send someone straight to the highest level of the Lesser Worlds.” I step back to give him space to reset. “The techniques keep their vital energies fully integrated, mind, spirit, and essence. They can go right to the Beyond from there.”

The life affinity flickers in my eyes. He moves in with a combination of quick fist strikes. I block them, but he sneaks in a kick to my side. I jolt to the edge of the ring.
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