
Shadowless

B. Joyce


Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Content Warning

Maps

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Epilogue

Ancestry

Glossary

Martial Arts

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Author's Note

Illysoverse Books


Copyright © 2024 B. Joyce

S H A D O W L E S S

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any manner without the written permission of the copyright owner except for the use of quotations in a book review. For more information, contact b.joyce.author@gmail.com.

This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is coincidental.

First paperback edition March 2024

Cover Design by B. Joyce
Interior Formatting by  B. Joyce
Edited by EditElle – Writing & Editing Services
Map and graphic design by B. Joyce
Sensitivity Reader - Samantha Kassé

ISBN ebook: 978-1-7779077-6-1


Dedication


For my mom.


Content Warning

In this book, Adrianne experiences intense anxiety. For her, the symptoms of anxiety are very physical and cause her to feel nauseous and sometimes vomit. She will often not eat breakfast or eat too much during the day because of nerves. I want to point out that this is disordered behaviour. It may be triggering for people who also have such intense anxiety or for those who have experience with eating disorders.

There are also instances where people make comments on Adrianne’s eating patterns, weight, and suicide attempt. Please note that I believe this behaviour is deplorable. I explore these topics to illustrate how our society’s unhealthy relationship with food, body image, and mental health has long lasting and heavy impact on individuals. Adrianne’s story is here to explore real feelings, real struggle, and real self-discovery in the midst of hardship. I hope in the end it is encouraging to the reader to accept yourself.

This book contains instances of suicidal ideation, account of a previous suicide attempt, anxiety, depression, fat phobic comments and concerns about body weight, vomiting, blood, violence, death, and near-death experiences. Please only read on if you are safe to do so. 
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Chapter 1


No matter how much I prepare, the stress always comes at me like a hit to the tits.

The bathtub ledge presses cold through my thin shorts, numbing my butt as I brace my arms on my knees. My bags are packed. I’ve printed my schedule. I’ve picked out my clothes for tomorrow. There is nothing I’ve forgotten, and I’ve made it through all my years at the Akinnera Academy for Guardian Training alive—barely. Every fucking year my body resists leaving home. I can do it one more time. I can, even if I’m stuck here in this moment, in the same bathroom I was potty trained in, drenched in a cold sweat.

A stab of pain in my gut sends my breakfast lurching to the back of my throat. Resting my head in my hands, I still myself with my breath. One deep breath in quells the gurgle in my esophagus. Letting the air go, my mind grabs hold of the last time this happened. A scene just like this a year ago with early morning stomach spasms pounds its fist into my ego. I’m never getting over this.

Heat blisters over my neck. My stomach seizes. I keel forward and vomit my toast into the toilet. My hair spills around my head to caress the toilet seat. Acid coats my teeth. A shudder creeps through my nerves.

Holy Dien, you son of a tit-punching asshole, you’re the one who cursed me with this, aren’t you?

All I want today is to rest before stepping back into the world of Guardians. But it is customary for Beastbloods to receive blessings from their elders before their year of training. All the blessings dinner really does is eat up time I could use to calm my mind. My grandparents’ blessings are more of a pinch than a balm anyway. They have the highest expectations, and yet I’ve lowered them significantly since I left home for the first time. If I can bite my tongue long enough, the sting from their visit will be quick.

There’s a tap at the door.

“Adrianne?”

I groan and the door opens. My scraggly orange kitten slips in first. She rings around my feet, and I dangle a hand to stroke her fur.

“Hi, Eeny girl,” I mumble.

I stare at the floor and blink in an attempt to bring the cool morning light into my foggy brain. My matta’s skirt rustles into view and her red toenails poke out from under the blue fabric. Kneeling on the multicoloured rug we made together years ago, she gathers my hair away from the porcelain pot.

“Aw, sweets.” She puts a cool hand to my cheek, and I put mine over it, pressing the cold into my skin. “I know you’re nervous.”

“I’m so stupid, Matta,” I whisper.

She shakes her head, her wavy, sand-brown hair shifting around her shoulders. “We don’t talk like that.” Taking my chin, she tilts my head up to look at me. Her earthy eyes twinkle, and her soft brown skin is creased in laugh lines. She pulls a smile to her face, making her fluffy cat ears on the top of her head twitch. “This is the way you are, and it doesn’t have to drag you down.”

I’ve heard these words so many times. One day, maybe they’ll be true.

“No shame, sweets.”

I match her smile with quivering lips, an acidic worm still wiggling around in my stomach and tension in my spine.

“Tell me what’s in your head,” Matta says, settling on the floor beside me. Her hand rubs my knee, and her words take the weight from the air so I can breathe.

Tears leak from my eyes, taking a tumble down my cheek, neck, and minimal cleavage. “I can’t imagine any other academy student barfing their guts out the day before heading out for training.” I squeeze my eyes shut, sending a rush of tears down the same trail. “I hate that I’m older than everyone in my class. I hate having to tell people why.”

Guardians are the Protectors and Warriors of Illyson. Warriors fight military conflicts, Protectors keep citizens safe in cities, enforcing the laws, calming conflicts. Guardians are brave and honourable. Just the thought of leaving home fucks me over every time. And I signed up to be a Medic of all things.

Matta takes a wad of toilet paper and dabs the wet from my face. “It’s hard to tell the story of your pain. But please don’t worry, you know you always get through.”

She takes my darkest parts and polishes them like gold. Gold they may be, she loves the lustrous shimmer, but it’s dense and heavy inside me. She asks me to tell her my demons, and every time I do, it’s a short conversation—she is quick to shine the gold. There are stacks of heavy metal inside me.

“Up now.”

She helps me up and positions me in front of the mirror. Taking a brush, she runs it through my hair. With every loving attack on the knots, my scalp prickles. Once the strands are smooth, she weaves it into a clean, strawberry-blond braid like a tail reaching down to my knees. I can’t raise my chin to meet my eyes in the mirror because the length of my hair wasn’t my choice—it was a Vow I didn’t choose for myself.

“Get dressed, then come help me with the beading on a dress for a little while.”

I let her tug me to my room by the hand with Eeny at my heels. She deposits me with a kiss to the cheek and a pat to the butt.

My body shakes as I open my window, letting the mountain air ice out the nausea kicking around in my gut. The breeze dances with my long red curtains. Not a colour I would choose, but Matta insisted my room needed more energy. I disagreed. She said the colour would honour Zenta. I said she might be right. Marking Zenta’s sign above my head, I close my eyes and ask my ancestor for a little extra fire in my heart today.

I throw on an oversized sweatshirt and sit on the edge of the bed to put on a pair of my dad’s socks. My feet swim in them, but he’s closer now, even if he’s in prison across the province. I scoop Eeny off the floor and settle her in a ray of sun. She licks my finger in thanks as I take a moment to settle, eyes locked on the rays of sun and shadow making an artistic rendering of calm across my mint-green walls.

With only a dull shake inside me, I straighten my bedspread and the one frame on my wall. In it is an embroidered heart with every vessel and valve stitched to perfection by Matta. I love that she put our initials into the vena cava. I told her it’s the vessel that brings blood back to the heart, so she said she would put them there because the best day of the year is when I come back to her.

I meet Matta in the living room. Compared to the simple decoration of my space, this room is like an extension of her inner vibrance—her spirit flowing over so everyone can touch it. Every time I walk in, it’s like I’m seeing it for the first time. Today, the pillows embroidered in all colours, bells, and mirrors are stuffed neatly across the green velvet couch. Most days, the pillows hang out on the floor, spreading glimmering dots of light throughout the room.

Blue vision tech stand. Pink lace curtains. Plants fill every available surface and hang from the ceiling in front of the windows, basking in sunlight. Family pictures adorn the room, just me, Matta, and Dad. Vibrant yellow walls surround our possessions in a constant glow. Last year, Nima McCarthy, my dad’s mom, said it looks messy. My Nana reminded her that colour is good energy. It’s definitely energy, and there’s a lot of it, and the yellow walls are starting to look a little too much like bile. I rub my stomach and blink a few times.

“Feeling better?” Matta asks, sitting in the middle of the room on the soft red carpet. A client’s dress is splayed over her lap, and she beads an intricate pattern on the base of the skirt.

I get down on the ground with her, taking the other end of the skirt. “A bit.”

The dress has a silk slip and a black chiffon overlay. Matta has sketched out a flame pattern using red, orange, and clear crystal. It’s probably for an Emberstead woman’s wedding, or a funeral. Emberstead wear black for all occasions.

I take a needle, some thread, sort out enough beads, and get to work.

“Just one more year. I know it’s long and hard. But you will feel so accomplished,” Matta says. Her voice is low, confident in her words.

“I know,” I mutter.

“You are so strong, my sweets. You’ll make it through.”

With busy fingers and Matta’s words combatting any berating phrases my mind can throw at me, the ache in my stomach subsides a bit.

“Now tell me what you’re looking forward to.”

I coax my lungs to take even breaths, my eyes transfixed on my work. “I’m looking forward to working with the advanced team.”

The silk sifts over Matta’s legs. I can almost hear her jaw drop. “What’s this?”

A chuckle tickles my throat. “Headmaster Evelyn wants me to teach an advanced first-year team defensive combat. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t know if I was going to do it.” Good grades don’t always cut it, so working with the advanced team could ensure that I get a good recommendation for Medic placement from Evelyn. “It’ll mean my time will be split between work study hours at the Guardian clinic and advanced team training at the academy.”

“What’s your schedule then?” Matta asks.

“An eight-hour shift on the first day of the week. Then for two days I’ll work with the team in the morning and do clinical in the afternoon. The last three days I’ll have advanced team training in the morning, and a full afternoon of Medic classes.”

It’ll be hard, but a good recommendation will be worth it. The sooner I can get a good Medic placement, the sooner I’ll be able to help Matta with our expenses.

My stomach prickles with fire, but Matta’s eyes glaze over with tears, a smile she wears so well warming her face.

“You’ll do well teaching them,” she says. “You have so much to offer.”

My cheeks burn and my beads tumble off my needle. They roll through the pleats of the dress. As I gather them, I say, “This dress is gorgeous. Who’s it for?”

Matta hums a song she used to sing to me when I couldn’t sleep. She gets lost in her work sometimes, so I ask again. “Who’s it for?”

“Someone very special.” She snips a thread with the scissors we’ve spent hours looking for over the years. No matter how many times they disappear, they’re never replaced. “Someone who knows the depths of hédin pain, the joys of family, the importance of hard work.”

My eyes prickle and the beaded fire pattern blurs. It’s also a little clearer.

“She carries the essence of the Beastblood and the Emberstead lineages in her body. The woman this dress is for has overflowing compassion for all hédin and animal life. I’ve even seen her tear up when she hears beast slaying reports on the vision tech.”

I wrap my sweaty fingers into the soft chiffon. “Matta, this is for me?”

She nods. “For your graduation, my sweets.”

These intricate flames are for me. Matta knows me like she knows her sewing kit. The kit is a disaster of tangled threads, needles, thimbles, and stray snacks. I am just like that sewing kit—a fucking mess—but she orders everything back into their compartments when things get out of line.

“Thank you,” I say, bowing my head.

The open door to the garden creaks. Mar isn’t nearly warm enough to keep the door open, but Matta insists we let fresh air through the house ten minutes a day. I shiver, struggling to keep my grip on my needle while Matta’s strong fingers weave her needle in and out of the fabric like they don’t feel the cold.

Leaves and petals trail from the door to the dining table covered in freshly picked winter flowers. I set my needle down and rub my hands together, sending my essence coursing through my fingers in easy pulses.

Matta smiles at her work and says, “Why don’t you take care of the flowers, sweets?”

I nod.

She knows how to keep me calm. She knows I like to be prepared with time to spare and activities to busy myself. Yesterday, I fixed syrup-glazed fruit and fresh bread for today’s traditional Beastblood blessings dinner. Ever the first to jump in a mess and save the day, my Beastblood ancestors were at the forefront of establishing the Guardian system. To this day, Beastbloods take great pride in sending their youth to the Academies. And yet here I am, my spirit quaking at the thought of going back. But Matta takes that Beastblood saviour mentality and softens it in a knowing direction. I’m not sure I know how to direct myself yet.

“What time did you tell Nipan and Nima McCarthy to be here?”

“I told them to come around five,” Matta says.

“Great, so that means they’ll be here at four thirty.” I run a clammy hand over my face. “Why does the Emberstead Lineage insist on being early?”

“Your father always said it ensures the best seats. But we know they won’t stay long. My parents will barge in right on time, dinner will be quick and snappy, they’ll all leave, and we can watch something on the vision tech when they’re gone.”

I chuckle and set aside the lovely beading. It’s safer in Matta’s hands anyway. Mine are jittering again, and a flower arrangement is more forgiving than fine stitching.

Matta picked an assortment of pale-green jaden lilies, energy suckles, and a few white prickle buds. I cup a golden energy suckle in my palm. It glows over my tan skin and the warmth soothes the shake in my hand. I reach for the vase in the cupboard. A small packet of rillia bush seeds leans against the vase. The warmth from the energy suckles vanishes. Seeds trickle through the packages as I take them from the shelf. I wanted to plant them with the rest of my flowers. Rillia bushes have beautiful dusty-blue blossoms, but they’re associated with death, only used for funerals. No Beastblood would associate themselves with death unless through the guidance of a Helpful mystic beast. And that is just one of the reasons I lost my grandparents’ favour; I associated myself with death too many times.

Even with tasks to distract myself, my stomach is angry. I pocket the seeds and push down the nausea with a long breath. This year, I’ll show them they can expect more from me.


After hours of preparation for tonight’s meal, Matta paints my feline Vishal on my forehead as spices float to me from the sweet tomato zolza simmering in the kitchen. I feast on its heavenly scent instead of my Emberstead Nima’s musty perfume from the other room. I run my hands down the creamy silk of my wide-legged pants. My fingers have finally calmed enough to grasp the tiny buttons of my orange blouse, so I pinch my collar closed and hide the tail ends of the long pale scars that span my forearms under the cuffs. Matta makes me wear long sleeves to hide my tattoo. My Beastblood dano would have a heart attack if he saw any marks on my body that weren’t a Vishal. I wear them to hide my scars. None of my grandparents like to see them.



“All right, I’m done. It’s a miracle I didn’t mess it up with all your fidgeting, but it’s done.” Matta smiles down at me with a matching feline Vishal. She taps her finger to her forehead and then taps it to mine. “Out you go.”


Standing, I sigh. “Why’d they have to come so damn early?”

“Just go talk to them.”

With a buzzing heart and churning stomach, I leave the bathroom. I collect Eeny from the hallway floor and tuck her in the crook of my arm. She licks my finger with her rough tongue, giving my heart a little warmth with the simple touch.

Nima and Nipan McCarthy sit on the couch, pushed to the very edge by the sparkly pillows. Nima wears a black velvet pantsuit. Her silver hair is in a sleek bun, her mouth a straight red line. Nipan wears black slacks and a black dress shirt. His hair, still auburn, is combed neatly to the side.

They stand in unison, touching two fingers to their heads, then their hearts. “Strength of the ancestors, Adrianne.”

“Strength of the ancestors,” I say, returning the touch.

Sitting across from them on a footstool, I nestle Eeny on my lap.

“How is your fire manipulation coming along?” Nipan asks.

I clear my throat. “Good. I’ve started on protection barriers to make safety zones when treating injured comrades.”

“Just started, you say? Most Embersteads with essence level three perform that technique upon essence maturity. Your younger cousins have just mastered it.”

My hand pauses on Eeny’s head. “Yes . . . but I’m also Beastblood. I have a few natural fau essence markers that can’t be manipulated for fire techniques like fann can. It’s taken a while to get a hang of it.”

The energy molecules in essence channels are different for each lineage; a particular combination of jint, unama, or fann energy. Beastbloods have some unama molecules and a large amount of fann. Emberstead have pure fann, Ironskins have pure jint, Fyrra have pure unama, and they all take great pride in this purity.

“Ah, I see.” Nipan nods. “Well, work hard at the technique. I’m sure it will be very useful to you.” His tone has a little too much air to it. He wrings his hands. “And your beast transformation, still no luck?”

Fucking hells, he sounds so much like Dad right now. He would always ask me the same thing. My family believed my Beastblood ability was shapeshifting rather than summoning because at a young age I could transform my eyes. Doctors studied the anatomy of the transformation and matched it with a tiger’s eyes. They thought a tiger must be my beast form. I was never able to transform, even after seventeen, when my essence was fully mature, only my eyes. But I lost even that ability.

“Nope,” I say.

“Mm. And what is the word the Beastblood use for . . . for your condition?”

I clear my throat. “Shadowless,” I say—blunt and unforgiving, just like the word itself.

They all want to see my beast form. If I have mixed affinities, then I could at least be powerful. They would love that.

Pulling my eyes away from the frown on my nipan’s narrow face, I glance at Nima. The scent of her perfume is the only thing about her that moves. I pet Eeny in rapid swipes that can’t be relaxing, yet the kitten snuggles deeper into the folds of my pants.

“I see you’ve kept the weight off,” Nima says in her deep rasp that travels through me like gravel in my veins.

I give myself permission to snort. “Daily training will do that to ya.” I stand, letting the kitten slide off my lap.

I move to the dining table and grab plates with whispers behind me. My hands snatch a spoon, and I scoop artichoke dip onto two plates without asking if either of them wants any. After stacking a few carrot crackers on each, I shove the plates in my grandparents’ faces for them to fill their traps before Nima can ask about my mental clarity and Nipan insists on testing my Firtōn vocabulary. He would be disappointed again.

The plates leave my hands, and the hairs on the back of my neck stand straight as the energy surrounding the house shifts. The front door opens. My heart leaps to my throat. A clatter of boots, voices, and the clang of the bells to ward off Wander Wraiths jumbles through my brain. Even though I’m desperate to stuff my face with crackers and dip, I leave my munching McCarthy’s and shuffle to the door to greet my Atherie grandparents.

Nana Atherie marches up to me with a deep scowl on her leather-brown face. She is a tiny woman, dripping in yellow silk and orange beads. If she were to hug me, her head would just graze my under-boob. I offer her my hand and put my left fist to my heart in a Beastblood formal greeting, the only embrace she would ever accept. She gives my hand a jerk and slinks further into the house on light feet.


Dano Atherie fills the doorway with wide-set shoulders and a paunch fit for an ale-guzzling king. The pale skin of his forehead is marked with a summoner sage Vishal. He wears his green Warrior uniform with his rank and metals on his chest. Straightening the lapels, he steps to me.


“Strength beyond strength, my girl. The ancestors salute you today. You may be Shadowless, but all the more, their strength is granted to you.” Dano’s voice booms through the entryway, and he turns me around with massive hands. “Lead me to your table and we shall eat.”

There is no time to respond. A spark lights in my belly, fuelling the sickness. My face twists with the effort to stay calm as I usher us into the dining room. I sit at the head of the table, Matta to my right with Dano and Nana Atherie, Nima and Nipan McCarthy to my left with a seat empty for Dad beside me.

“We will start the blessings for Adrianne with silence as Bowen is not present to lead us,” Dano Atherie says.


My first time going off to the academy was the only year Dad was able to bless me. That day, he’d stood, straightened his suit jacket, and dished out bowls of zolza. “Ancestors,” he had said, passing the first bowl to Nipan McCarthy, “for Adrianne, I ask that you bless her with an open mind, an open heart, and swift hands to aid her comrades.” He didn’t know I was going to choose the route of a Medic, but somehow his blessing guided me.


Nipan McCarthy serves us the zolza today. His face hangs long and ashen in the silence for his incarcerated son. Once each of us has a bowl of zolza, I cover my face with both hands to receive Dad’s blessing that has never changed and forever stays in my heart. I place my hands back in my lap.

“Zenta, light your fire in Adrianne so she has strength to protect the province of Emberstead.” Nipan McCarthy sets aside the zolza and takes a pitcher of water. His hands are careful as he shuffles around the table to fill the glasses.

Zenta and Fōsten’s essence fight inside me at his prayer, pulsing blood to my cheeks. I shield my eyes from my family for a moment to receive the prayer for only half my being.

Nima McCarthy stands. “Ancestors, may she not be ruled by appetite but by regard for healthy eating.” She breaks pieces of yellow-fenn bread to pass to each of us.

After accepting the bread, with hands wet from sweat, I hide my face once again, then set my hands back in my lap.

“May Dien damn her desire for death.” My hands curl into fists under the table as Dano Atherie grinds pepper into a dish for us to season the zolza. He takes his seat, and my fists unfurl swollen red fingers to hide the heat in my cheeks.

Tiny Nana rises. “Fōsten, let her beast soul be fierce and terrify her cowardice that it may never return.”

My hands rest in my lap. Nana Atherie passes fried whisper weed stems around the silent table. The stems won’t be half as bitter as her bite.

Is this it? Is this me? I’ve always taken their advice. Ever since I was little, they all taught me what they knew of fire manipulation and beast transformation. My inability to perform as well as they’d like must make me seem dense, like I don’t listen. So their blessings become harsher and harsher warnings. The sick in my stomach moves up, and my body braces against it, but instead of a lurch of acid, a pressure fills my chest. It pulses. It keeps my hands in place. They want me to take their judgement, but what if I don’t want to stack it up with the gold bricks? I don’t want to be a girl who hides anymore.

“Receive, Adrianne,” Dano Atherie says in a low rumble.

All that escapes my lips is a trickle of breath with a curt chuckle. Nana Atherie’s back straightens, growing her presence tenfold. I grab my bread and take a bite. “This is beastshit.” I roll the bread into the pouch of my cheek. “Beastshit,” I say, eyes still turned downward.

Dano Atherie stands again, shaking the table with his hulking thighs. “Insolence.”

“These aren’t blessings.” I get up from my seat, pressing my shoulders back and raising my eyebrows at Dano. “These are fucking insults.”

“Anipa, have you taught your daughter no respect?” He leans on the table to look down the way at his daughter. But Matta only brings her gaze to meet mine. Her eyes are bright, her ears twitch toward me.

“Every year you say back-handed blessings, insulting my past instead of bringing in hope for my future like Dad.” I chuck my bread down. It plops in my soup, splattering my blouse with angry red spots.

“Girl, when you try to cross the Voids, there is no fight in you. We must ask for all the strength we can,” Nana Atherie says. “Even halfies of your essence power should be able to transform into their beast form, and yet here you are, Shadowless, and unable to even make your own Vow.”

I grab hold of a long chunk of my hair. Though I stand still, my blood rushes, my knees threaten to collapse, pressure builds behind my eyes as deep, growling thoughts in my head want to agree with them and damn myself to be fractured in the Lesser Worlds.

“Your halfie blood has gone cold, child.” Nima McCarthy’s gravelly words send a wave of itchy heat over me.

“Yes, yes,” Matta says. “Mixed affinities trouble the soul. One tail is better than two. Fangs of fire are neither one nor the other. We’ve heard this all before.” She waves her hand to ward off repetition. “Now, let’s finish the blessings and eat. We’ll all feel better once we have something in our stomachs.”

“We just want Adrianne to find a path that will honour her family names,” Nipan says and crosses his arms over his thin frame. “Perhaps her suicide attempt was a warning that she is not fit for Guardian work.”

I grind my teeth; my breath is trapped by a lump in my throat. It was three years ago, four years in the fall.

“I’ve been working so hard, can’t you see that?” There’s a squeak in my voice, a residual adolescence, mirroring the defiance that stuck my hands to my lap a moment ago.

“Adrianne.” Dano stares at me, eyebrows lowered. “Your actions when you are home for the break don’t speak to your claim.”

His stature and standards are mountainous. I open my mouth to speak. My body trembles, sending a fat tear down one side of my face.

“Guardian work is sacred, it is to keep the peace between the provinces of Illyson,” Dano says. “You may work hard at school, but when you are home, without the structure, what do you do? Sleep all day. The times of freedom from command are where a true Guardian is made.”

“It’s my choice to be a Medic.” My voice shudders out of me.

Dano scoffs. “Leave the Medic work to someone who has essence abilities suitable for healing. The Lifebloods, the Fyrra. What can you do for a dying comrade with only a flame?”

Stinging pulses of blood race through my body. “It’s my choice, and I’m going to stand by it. No Beastblood or Emberstead in this family has ever been a Medic, but this Shadowless halfie will be. I’ll show all of you I can make it.”

My tongue has cast a spell over the dining room that quells any retort. I turn on my heel and leave with tears streaming from my eyes. I knew the hit was coming. I was ready for it. I even prepared myself for it. It hurts all the same, maybe more.
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Chapter 2


I slam the door. Dano’s voice carries above the rattle of the shutters and the bells. My essence churns within its channels, hot and wandering aimlessly from head to toe as I round the side of the house. One sentiment rings louder than the rest. “That school changed her, Anipa. I do not condone her finishing,” Dano says.

The words cut so deep in a wound that has been gouged and ripped and torn too many times to count. The wound doesn’t bleed red blood but a dark, sludgy grey, smothering and slow. I escape behind the house to find a place to bleed in peace.

“We went through all the trouble of the Monitor checkups that first year, and what does she have to show for it?” Dano says.

“She’s still alive, isn’t she?” Matta says. The tension she rarely shows me is tied around her words.

The replies are murmured, and I’m not sure if I want to know what the rest of them think of that statement. I use the force from those words to hoist myself up the vines crawling the wall to the roof. It’s the place I’ve gone to be alone with my thoughts since I was little.

I was assigned a Monitor when I got my scars. A Monitor is a Guardian Medic trained to help hédin who have had essence bursts that ended up killing someone and those who are a danger to people around them. They also help Guardians through the traumas they face in their work. It’s a new branch of Medic. Beastblood Guardians like my dano think it’s irrelevant. If you can’t hack Guardian hardships, then you shouldn’t be a Guardian, and we already have Psychological Health Professionals.

In my case, I was assigned a Monitor because I was a danger to myself. If I wanted to continue my Guardian training, I had to have someone keep tabs on me. The only reason I’m alive today is because my body transformed where I inflicted the damage. My arms became a bloody mess of corded muscle and fur. The strength in that form kept me from bleeding out. But because of that, my scars remain since they weren’t healed on my hédin body and my beast body. How could they? I couldn’t transform at will. For weeks after the incident, my essence surged randomly. My Monitor, Officer Pellen, would sit beside me holding my hand and rubbing my shoulder where one of my transform points kept spasming. In a calm voice, my Monitor told me that my essence might never be the same, that when our vital energies touch the Void between this world and the Lesser Worlds, they can change. He lowered his head, found my eyes, and told me I might never transform into my beast form, that I’d be Shadowless.

Any hédin who touches the Voids is bound to have some essence dysregulation. But for Beastbloods it’s far worse. The Shadow refers to how, when Beastbloods summon and transform, they are closest to being their true, integrated selves. Some people call it a second soul. Without a Shadow, the only way to fully integrate your spirit, mind, and essence is to find that little piece of essence and spirit that got stuck in the Lesser Worlds beyond the Voids. Integration can only be achieved after death.

My grandparents use the term Shadowless as a consequence. My Monitor spoke of it as a tragedy. Without him, I doubt I would have made it this far. I should attribute my life to my mother, since she gave it to me, and she encourages me daily. Or my father, with his outlandish dreams for me, the freedom he gave me to express myself and experience things maybe I shouldn’t have been experiencing just yet, from taking me to Dawnranfet matches and letting me sip his ale at age twelve to restricted vision reels. My grandparents saw my suicide attempt as a disgrace, my mother was caring but didn’t know what to do, and my father saw it as something to be fixed. But my Monitor made my rehabilitation feel like it was truly part of my life. Life implies death. Life is full of tragedies like becoming Shadowless. My Monitor made me feel hédin. To me, that made him heroic.

I’ve never been sure of anything in my life. The world would go on without me. The Karess spins. The moon and sun switch places. Pain stays, wounds get deeper. Sometimes it seems like there’s not much point healing Guardians who keep causing more pain. But that kind of thinking was how my first year at the academy went down hill so fast. I do want to be a Medic. I can’t explain away that gut feeling and try something else.

“I just think there is too much of Bowen in her and not enough of you, Anipa,” Nana says. “He was a passionate man. We all saw that. But he was everywhere and nowhere.”

Chairs scrape the floor. Lowering my self to sit on the ridge of the roof, I drop my head to my knees, as Nipan says, in his slow, measured tone, “I believe that’s our cue to leave.”


My heart breaks. I left my matta to take the brunt of their accusation even though I’m the one they’re disappointed with. Matta has to deal with so much. Dano’s wrath should be piled on me, not Matta. I hate myself for it. Who’s going to direct my hands, so they don’t idle in a trembling stupor on my lap? How could I use such language against my grandparents? I am insolent. Wasted essence.


Which is why I have to make them see that I’m fit to be a Guardian, to stand on my own two feet and take the burden off Matta.

I inhale the sweet notes of spring in the evening air and gaze over Neejaan. The town is nestled in a valley between one craggy, pointed mountain and one with a steady slope and a single prominent peak. Sunlight toys with their snowy crests as it fades. Everyone is home at their dinner tables. The empty streets are lit in amber from lightstone poles, undisturbed by the rumble of cruisers. Neejaan is ignorant of the whistle of wind through the thatched rooftops and the angry voices from within my home.

The bells ring as my grandparents leave, muttering to each other and splitting ways so they don’t have to spend another second in each other’s company. Their cruiser doors slam. Engines sputter to life, and they roll away, right over my trampled heart.

Without their presence to cut into me, my shoulders drop. For a moment, my body is heavy with no sense of bone or muscle, just heavy and aching.

I don’t want to continue to be the girl who hides. I want my wound to heal.

Taking a breath, I lift my head back up to the divide between the mountains.

The sun winks on the horizon, leaving the green starlight to flood the sky. There’s a thud and a scrape behind me. I turn to find Matta in her lynx form, climbing up the roof to sit next to me. She lingers a while in her beast form, letting the wind brush her whiskers, lifting her chin high, eyes closed. A flash of white light brings her gifting smile and warm skin back to me.

“A mess as usual,” she says, nose still in the air.

Her ears twitch in the wind. Beastbloods who become deeply connected to their beast form or their beast familiar often have a part of their body that remains transformed. Sometimes patches of scales, long sharp fingernails, or tails. It stings to see how connected Matta is to her beast form when mine has vanished.

My essence has stilled, leaving me stiff and cold. I rub my arms. The scars are firm ridges under the smooth silk.

“Sorry,” I whisper.

“Don’t be.” She nudges me with her elbow. “I liked what you had to say.”

“I’m sorry I cause you so much trouble.”

“Ah, sweets.” Her voice lowers again to a register that soothes me. Her truth voice. “I chose trouble a long time ago when I chose your dad. I’m quite fond of trouble.” She winks at me. “Your dad and I don’t love all our choices in life, we don’t love the ones that landed him in prison, but we love the ones that let us choose each other and choose you.”

If going to the academy causes me so much stress, why do I continue? Someone without anxiety-induced vomiting would probably be a better body working in a Guardian clinic.

The wind sends shivers over my skin. “I guess the academy is my trouble.”

“You still want to go?”

My chest is tight as I hold back tears. I pull my knees in close.

“Yes,” I say. “As much as you appreciate my help with the beading, I fucking hate it.”

Matta chuckles.

“And I love to learn as much as Dad does, but it kills me inside to think of going on to advanced ed.” I scan Neejaan in the green starlight. “I feel okay once I’m there, training to be a Medic. Okay is the best I’ve felt in years.”

Matta soaks in the chill with her smile glued to her face.

“This realm is only the Beginning,” Matta says. She is radiant in her colourful skirt pooling around her and starlight caressing her face.

She always says that. It’s to remind me of what she’s told me ever since I was little, that there is experience after death. In this life, our spiritual, mental, and physical energies learn to be one. In death, if these vital energies aren’t joined, we stay split through the Lesser Worlds. But our energies can find each other again. She reminds me to stay in the present, that there’s life to be lived in the Beginning. It’s true, but it churns my blood. She, like every other Beastblood, thinks I’m linked to the Lesser Worlds, the world of the dead. My Shadow is waiting for me there, but I have to gain whatever experience I can before reuniting. And, well, that’s not easy.

I crumple into myself. “Don’t, Matta.”

She takes a long breath, looking down at her hands. “The ancients wrote about Helpful mystic beasts. Helpful beasts were the ones the ancients could summon. They weren’t feral and could aid their summoners in both the Beginning and the Lesser Worlds. One beast in particular walks through the Lesser Worlds, guiding dispersed energy back to unity. She senses their vibration, their desires, and helps them pass into the Beyond, if that’s what they want.” Matta turns her smile to me.

My brow furrows. “Why are you telling me this?”

Cupping my face with soft hands, Matta says, “I’m saying that beast has an intuitive spirit, just like you. Trust your intuition, even if it means looking paranoid or doing something uncomfortable. You instinctively know the way that is right for you, the path that’ll keep you whole.”

Letting go of me, she reaches into her pocket to reveal a glittering gold chain with a small triangle pendant. “When we look at all sides, we stay whole,” she says as she drapes the delicate gold necklace around my neck.

The metal is cold as I run a finger along each edge, but this gold isn’t so heavy. I smile at Matta and nod. She taps her forehead and then mine as if she could imbue her knowledge with a simple touch. I press my fingers to the spot as we climb down the roof. I won’t disappoint her.
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Chapter 3


The strip of light from under the door faded an hour ago when Matta went to bed. As the minutes pass, the subtle vibration in the house stills as sleep takes her in, leaving me to lie here, alone, with tension gripping my shoulders.

Starlight washes my room in a pale-green glow, and shadows from tree branches etch dark paths along my walls. My breaths are shallow, quick. I fluff my blankets and smooth them around me for the tenth time tonight, only for my skin to crawl and my heart to squirm. A sigh breaks through my lips. I press my eyes closed as if the dark can push away the nagging urgency at the back of my mind.

Is this lingering pressure from the day? Is my body unsettled from my fucking grandparents? Matta quieted that ache for me a little, so I don’t think it’s that. I know I’m nervous about tomorrow. But those nerves make me sick, they make my eyes blurry, and my breaths acidic. There’s a pressure in my chest now, like a hook stuck in my sternum, tugging upward.

Hands pressed to my face, I sit upright, following the pull. Breathing through my fingers, I shake my head. My hands fall to my lap and my head hangs back, my spine bowed. With a grunt, I throw off the blankets. “What the fuck am I doing?” I mutter, swinging my legs over the edge of my bed.

I can’t lie here because sleep is not interested in me tonight—the most aggravating thing that can happen right now. I need my sleep. Something drives me to put my socks back on. Something stuffs my body into my sweater and a jacket and a hat.

I ease my door open. Even with the slight motion, the air shifts through the house. Matta’s door is closed, but as I step into the hall, the stagnant quiet of the night lights with energy as she wakes. It’s been like this as long as I remember. I know when she is awake and when she’s resting. I would feel her presence when she would pick me up from school, even if she was in the parking lot and I was in the back play yard. The house is dull without her in it. She can sense my movements, but not as intensely. I think it has to do with our feline essence alignment. Nana’s beast form is feline and so is Dano’s familiar, and I can sense their essence when they get close. So, I make my footsteps quick, crossing the house to the back door with my shoes in hand. She’ll want me to stay inside, want to comfort me, but I can’t stay inside.

I slip through the sliding doors and jerk my hands a few times to set my essence in motion to warm me as I put on my shoes. I hurry with my laces, as if the motions of my body will aggravate my mother’s senses more. Laces tied, I lunge off the steps and through the yard, soggy grass squelching beneath me. I cross to the front of the house with my arms wrapped around my body and eyes on the ground. Matta is at her window; her eyes are on my back. My essence shudders, as if blushing, and my eyes prickle as I continue to follow the pull in my chest up the hill and along the city wall. This escapade into the night is unfounded; I don’t know where I’m going. I’m like a child following my imagination on a quest that I’ll make up as I go. A small quest, and just as for a child, it’s so important. I don’t want the adults to interfere.

A tear drips from my eye now that I’m out of her sight and the houses are clearing. I hike up the hill with my arms still hugging my chest. The cobblestones break into bits of gravel and then into soft dirt, still drying from the winter snow. Energy suckles glimmer along the stone city wall. The wall is tall and blocks half the sky, leaving me in deep shadow. It’s here, the climax of my quest. My essence pulses in gentle waves in my central essence node, right below my sternum.

Taking a long breath, I trap the pleasant, honey scent of the energy suckles and wet earth, and I hold it in my chest for five seconds. My eyes are drawn to the ground. A squeak pricks my ears. Metal clatters, and a low warble rolls through the dark.

My feet carry me over a lingering pile of snow and through the bushes. The energy suckles tap warmth into my numb legs as I brush past them. The metallic clatter continues. Crouching low, I find the source. Tucked between two pinichu berry bushes is a metal cage with a small Rover trapped inside.

My heart drops and my essence is a dense curl in my chest. The Rover scrambles back, pressing into the corner of the cage. Its mouth opens, revealing small pointy teeth, and a hiss escapes it.

“Mm,” I say. “Are you the little monster keeping me up tonight?”

Its warbles stop short at my voice. A sliver of starlight touches its charcoal-brown skin and his narrow head tilts to the side.

“Poor baby,” I say, taking a step closer. “I bet there were some tasty snacks in there for ya, huh? Yeah, it would fool me too.”

I’m just a foot away from the metal bars. Snowmelt seeps out of the ground, cooling the soles of my feet. The Rover watches me with gleaming yellow eyes. Its breaths come in quick bursts, rumbling through its little body and creating ripples through its chest—the way my essence ripples. My throat constricts.

“You know, I’m supposed to report little buddies like you who get into the city.”

The beast’s breaths stay steady and urgent, but it flicks its tail, twanging the metal bars.

I’m not going to do that, am I?

The LPs will kill it if I report it. If I leave it, the patrol will come by and kill it later. My stomach lurches. I shake my head and drop my face to my hands, still crouched in a snowbank in the middle of the night when I should be resting for my final leg of Guardian training. I stay still, curled into myself, breathing and unable to stir. The Rover’s breaths rush in my ears. Minutes pass and the breaths slow. Its claws scrape the metal bottom of the cage. Prying my face from my hands, I find the gleaming eyes trained on me. A ruby-red tongue snakes between its teeth and back in. I can’t shake its stare.

“Fuck it.” I tip forward onto my knees and get to work unlatching the cage. Slowly, I stick my hands inside, the air warm around its small body. The Rover shuffles back, but it doesn’t make a sound. Reaching a little more, I wrap my hands around its bony frame. “Just don’t be a little shit and bite me.”

The Rover squirms and I clamp his hind legs in one hand and its front legs with the other, lifting it out of the cage. I cradle it to my chest. Its breaths revert to the ragged rhythm, but it doesn’t fight me, and I run a hand over the skin of its back. Its fine hair gives a suede-like texture, soft one way and course the other.

We tromp through the brush, green starlight sprinkling us through the canopy above as we search for a break in the wall—because, of course, Guardians would rather cage a beast rather than fix a hole. The Rover watches too, its little lizard head bobbing around in my arms. I scratch my nails in the folds of its skin, and it nips at me.

“Hey, I thought we had a deal, bitch.” I chuckle and a shudder of breath vibrates through its body.

After a few minutes, the Rover’s yellow eyes blink rapidly, and it kicks at my breasts. I keep my arms tight as it squirms, searching the dark for what excites the Rover. My foot sinks, wrenching my ankle, and I tumble to the ground. The Rover slips out of my arms, an excited sniffle escaping it, its claws ripping my sock as it propels itself down the hole.

With my ass soaking on the damp ground and my ankle tingling, essence prickles in me like the cadence of the little Rover’s excited breaths once it saw its escape. The pull on my chest recoils like it’s following after the small creature. I suck in a clean breath. It comes out, and my body relaxes from my head to my stinging ankle. The breaths are clean, and I am clean and full and calm, even with numb butt cheeks, muddy pants, and the stench of Rover shit on me.

I stand, my knees shaking with adrenaline. Saving this Rover is good. It is true. The day I made my choice to be a Medic, I had beast slaying training and then after that I saw a slaying report on the vision tech. Everything about that day felt wrong, except the choice to be a Medic.

Up this path is the shrine of my revered Beastblood ancestor, Fōsten, where I should have made my Vow almost four years ago. If there’s a truth in me, then there’s a Vow. I can make that Vow tonight. Being Shadowless, I don’t really fit anywhere, and I can’t be who my family wants me to be. But if I say a Vow out loud, and cling to this bit of Beastblood culture, maybe I’ll finally have a guide for my life.

The night is crisp and thrumming with the hope of spring. The energy pales in comparison to the new drive in me to make my Vow, so I follow it to the shrine. The crunch of gravel spooks a fox snuffling down the way, and it scampers off. A deer stares at me with ghostly eyes before bounding off after it. As I enter the shrine grounds through a low arch, a gentle thrill passes over me. Birds rustle in the branches overhead, and on the steps to the open door sits a scrappy black cat. I reach a hand to the cat and stroke its head. It mews and winds through my legs.

The shrine is no more than a small hut. Moss grows around the planks and energy suckles sprout in the corners, sprinkling the peeling paint with light. The paint is still bright—orange for the vibrance and tenacity of the Beastblood Lineage, the white line three-quarters of the way down the walls represents the light that flashes during summoning and transformation, and the purple strip signifies the link to the Lesser Worlds through Helpful mystic beasts. Despite the age of the structure, the sturdy floorboards are swept clean and there is no sign of leaks in the roof or snowbanks piled too close that would make a mess as they melt. This place is continually tended to maintain cleanliness but not to keep the forest out.

I sit on my knees in front of the painting of Fōsten. He could summon a mystic beast named Annat’an, a great stag with essence alignment the same as all Beastblood energy. Mystic beasts are said to have bodies of coursing essence not captured in flesh. They appear ethereal but have a physicality just like the essence within me. Over the centuries, the lineage became adept at summoning animals and then transforming into animals because of its lower energy cost. And here I sit, in front of a man who could summon from another plane of existence, and I can’t even transform into my beast form.

Fōsten’s eyes are kind though. A warmth settles on me as we stare at each other. He’s not so petty that he would compare us. I know I’m always welcome here with him.

I light the incense provided and bow my head. All Beastbloods make Vows at eighteen years old, a year after essence maturity. Vows to protect hédin, Vows of valour, Vows to protect animals, to never eat meat, and so on. Most importantly, Vows show your commitment to a well-lived life.

I didn’t make a Vow—another disgrace to rub in my grandparent’s wounded pride. What could I feel so strongly about when all I wanted was to die? Instead, the elders gave me a Vow to never cut my hair until I could make a Vow for myself.

My true Vow is inside me though. It was evident with that little Rover, and it will help me become a better Medic if I speak it out loud.

I lick my lips and my breath makes white curls between me and Fōsten.

“I Vow . . . ” My throat tightens, pressure builds behind my eyes, and I swallow hard. Vows are supposed to have a poetic quality. I was given a list of potential Vows to study before my ceremony. Their flowery language had swarmed my mind, twisted, and lodged in my throat as I sat right here. I’d serenaded my audience, Matta, my dad, my dano and Nana, with graceless silence.

“I Vow to protect all life, to never kill any animal, hédin, or beast. I will not eat of the meat an animal can provide. My hands will not touch a living being’s blood unless it is to”—I gasp, tears heating my cheeks—“unless it is to heal or save a life.” I swipe my hand over my wet chin.

The visage of Fōsten is blurry in front of me. I made my Vow. Something no Beastblood has ever Vowed before. Most justify killing beasts to protect hédin, but I left the scripts behind.

I blink away the cloud of tears and take in the space around me. There is a shadow where my grandparents should stand, a hollow that should be filled with my parents. My skin is cooling with the calm in my essence. I might as well be naked without the tension in my chest. Without a friend at my side, I almost wish the anxiety would return to provide some company.

Hands steady on my knees, my head bows, and my hair falls around me in tangles. I’ll keep it. Just until I know I can make good on my new Vow. Maybe both Vows will strengthen me this year.

The breath of every bird in the trees, the scraggly cat, the deer, rushes in my ears. I clutch my chest, my heart picking up pace with a surge of fire hot essence through my body. They see me; they heard my Vow. I tremble, and my stomach sinks as darkness claws at my vision. Heat fills my arms with a pulsing pressure at my nail beds. Taking a breath, I sink my awareness into my essence, urging it to calm with a palm over my heart. It flares hotter. The transform point between my eyes pulses and my vision clears for a moment. The skin around my eyes stretches and fur fans across my brow.

This can’t be happening. Am I actually transforming? The sensation of my cells becoming other is a comfort from my childhood, but my heart is angry at the change as a sharp pain strikes through my jaw muscles.

“Shit.” My lips fumble over the curse, spit trickling out the corner of my mouth.

I barely remember how to control the transformation. I focus my eyes on the ground as the clarity of my feline sight is swallowed by darkness. Flares of light sparkle all through the dark. They multiply as my pounding heart comes to a stop. I scramble in the dark, breathing but not breathing, writhing, but still. What the fuck is happening to me? This isn’t right.

My body is unresponsive to my distress. Something presses on me. An energy, a presence just paces away. It is hot and yet my skin has evaporated from existence. It is heavy even without pressure on my joints. A light crawls out of the blackness, golden, not like the white lights littering the expanding darkness. A pair of eyes flash before me. Though I want to scream, my voice is stuck; I have no connection to my mouth.


Those eyes, they look just like mine. Am I . . . Is this . . . Am I seeing the Lesser Worlds? Those eyes can’t be my Shadow, can they? Because if they are, that might mean she’s calling me, asking me to join her—finish what we started. It’s such a gentle call, whispering around me.



No. I still have things to finish, goals to accomplish. My grandparents would tell Matta they were right, that I can’t handle this life, and she doesn’t deserve to be shamed like that.


She’s still alive, isn’t she?

All I can do is think of Matta’s words, about my body, where I was just sitting in the cool of the shrine, the dark, the smell of the moss and soil surrounding me.

My voice bursts into the dark void. “I’m not going. I’m not dying today.”

The air presses on me from behind, hot and wet like breath. Still blinded and without a pulse, I jerk a hand to the nape of my neck and wrench my body around. One arm outstretched, I shuffle back. My back slams into Fōsten. A flash of light bursts in front of me, just where I was sitting. Searing pain stabs through my shoulders on both sides as my essence pulses in my transform points. I shriek as the light blinks out, leaving a phantom image burned onto my eyelids—the pair of eyes blinking back at me, an otherwise shapeless presence. This other entity heard my Vow. And I’m not sure I wanted it to.

My essence cools. The darkness swathing my eyes peels away, leaving a blurry image of those eyes glowing in my mind as I collapse. I lie motionless, breaths shallow but sweet on my tongue.
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