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        After the showdown at the Afterlife Academy, Ylva is no longer sure of her place in the world. She has to figure out who she is and quick. The war is far from over.

        -

        Valkyrie 106 is the 6th book in the Afterlife Academy: Valkyrie series and is an Urban Fantasy with an F/F romance in the background. Best read in order.
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      It only took a split-second decision to change the world forever. Gone were the beautiful days lounging at the Academy with little worries like grades or being popular. Even fighting for my life was a breeze compared to the muddy reality that was war. Warm, soft beds and hot meals were a long forgotten memory, just like rooms filled with laughter and private dorms. Camped in a clearing in the forest with hammocks and leaking tents, there was no such thing as personal or private. It was never quiet, never peaceful. Adults moved around me like shadows and shades, always on the go, but never really there. I heard whispers of plans and rumours of solutions, but nobody shared those with us. After all, we were just students. Unfortunate and unlucky to have met Commander Folk and Ormslang at the height of their crazy plan. That was certainly how it felt when people looked at me. Unfortunate.

      The cold wind whistled through the camp site, fighting the struggling fires and chilling everyone without blankets or jackets. The wind had always been my friend but it didn’t feel that way right now. Not anymore.

      I hugged myself tighter and rubbed my arms for some warmth. Down at my feet, Hyde was curled up in a tight ball. He’d grown big from all his time in the Veil but to me, he was still a puppy that needed protecting.

      I gave him a scratch between his ears, glad he was here with me. As I looked around the forest, I realised I wasn’t the only one that had sought the company of their Shadow animal and how little I really knew about them. Up ahead in a clearing, a group of dusk wolves surrounded their second-year Wind Children masters. Those were easy to recognise, but that wasn’t the case for some of the others. There was a girl being chased by a long, serpent-like animal that I’d never seen before. It swirled through the air, leaving traces of dark smoke as it weaved in and out of this world. Majestic and a little spooky. Next to her, a boy was stroking a massive black cat the size of a small house. Every so often, it purred loudly and made the ground vibrate. Terrifying. I’d be staying away from that. Far away. In fact, if it was up to me, I’d be far away from everything here. I wanted to go home, back to my mother, back to the Academy, back to better times, but that wasn’t possible. War was coming and nothing or nobody could shake me from this nightmare.

      “Hi, Ylva.”

      I looked up as I heard my name and a faint smile tugged on my lips. “Ryoko.”

      Hyde opened one eye as the dark-haired girl sat down on the log next to me, but immediately went back to sleep.

      Ryoko smiled at me. “Are you cold?”

      “A little.”

      “Come here.” She reached out for my hands and took them in hers. She mustered a smile and brought my hands up to her mouth, pressing them to her lips. In a single breath, she released the fire from within her and the heat hugged me like an old friend as it travelled through my body. The warmth flooded through my system, temporarily erasing the aches and chill.

      I sighed, relishing the brief moment of summer. I never appreciated the sun within her more than right now when it felt like eternal winter had come.

      Overflooded with affection, I stared at the beautiful Dragon. She had dirt on her cheeks and twigs in her hair, but despite everything, she managed to look unphased by everything going on around us. I caught her gaze and smiled at her. “Thank you.”

      “For?”

      “Being here.”

      “I didn’t exactly have a choice.”

      “No, I don’t mean here in the forest. Here for me.” I reached out for her hand, the warmth of her skin no longer unfamiliar. I’d touched her so many times that by now it wasn’t just familiar, it was comforting. With a smile, I gave a slight squeeze. “It means the world to have your support.”

      Her smile grew and reached her eyes. “I’m glad you feel that way, Ylva.”

      At another time, the moment would have been romantic, intimate. But not here, not now. Covered in grime, surrounded by strangers, stuck in a cold forest with barely any food, romance was the last thing on my mind. Her support and presence were so much more valuable at this time and I hoped I could make her feel the same way, even if I wasn’t fully recovered yet.

      “I think they’re serving food,” Ryoko noted as she gestured to the biggest fire where a big, heavy pot had been bubbling away the entire day with who knew what. It didn’t really matter and it was better not to think about it. At the end of the day, food was food.

      “Can you help me up?” I asked.

      “Of course.”

      Her arm snuck around my waist as she supported my rise from the log. I winced from the tension on the wounds on my shoulders, the searing pain just as bad as the first day I woke up.

      “Fuck.”

      “You okay?” Ryoko asked, concern laced through her voice.

      “I’m fine,” I lied with a hissing breath. Doctor Wagner’s medicine was wearing off and leaving me with searing pain. Even with some of the drugs still in my system, I knew the pain was going to be unbearable, but it was my burden, my mistake. My choice. There was no honour in whining and moaning about it. I’d known what I was giving up.

      My heart fluttered as I looked up at the beautiful woman taking care of me. The gold in her eyes, the warmth of her hands. Even in a cold forest, she managed to carry a little flicker of summer wherever she went.

      As much as my shoulders hurt… it was worth it. To protect Ryoko from Ormslang’s crazy ideologies and get us all out of that awful situation, I would give up a hundred wings. The Midnight Ravens were crazy and if they wanted to have the Academy, that wasn’t my problem. Buildings could be rebuilt but people… people were irreplaceable.

      I glanced around, searching for familiar faces. A group of cowering Elves were sheltering under a well-crafted roof of branches, the worry written on their faces. Sim was one of them. I’d never seen him look like that, not even when we were trapped in the bunker.

      A little further away from the campfire, more Valkyrie students were gathered together in huddles. Nobody looked like they wanted to be here, but we didn’t have a choice. We had nowhere to go. Unlike some of our fellow students, we couldn’t go home. Not even a war was enough to get Wind Children parents to go easy on their own. War was supposed to be where we thrived. At least, human war. Elemental war? That was a whole other thing.
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      Ryoko guided me through the slippery mud to the main campfire where an eclectic group of students and teachers were lining up for the only hot meal of the day. Most people had grouped in small cliques but there were equally as many standing on their own, all with the same lost expression on their face. Most of the soft chatter was drowned out by the roaring fire at the centre of the camp despite the soft trickle of rain and a big cauldron bubbled away on the coals, emitting a big plume of steam into the damp forest. The whole place smelled like smoke and dirt with occasional wafts of stewed meat.

      I joined the back of the line, narrowly avoiding stepping on a weird, grey mouse type of creature and bumped into the person ahead of me. Some of the chatter died down as people realised who had joined and stared at me.

      Not this again…

      Although this time around, I definitely deserved all the glares and whispers. If I hadn’t been selfish, if I hadn’t given up my wings… Maybe things would be different now.

      “Ignore them,” Ryoko advised. She reached out for my hand and gently tugged me so I couldn’t see all the gossiping students. As I turned, an electric twang shot through my shoulders and I buckled under the pain. Fuck!

      Immediate concern flitted across Ryoko’s face. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I hissed. I didn’t mean to lie to her, but what was the point in worrying her? I did this to myself and she couldn’t help me. With the pain burning into my shoulder, I moved so I didn’t have to see the others. Another twang shot through me and I barely managed to keep from wincing. Despite being careful, there was no escaping the pain. I hoped it would get better over time but I didn’t have high hopes. There was a reason why most Valkyries without wings perished soon…

      After queuing for a while, I arrived shivering and shaking at the front of the food line. The light trickle was deceptively heavy and I was soaked to the bone. With trembling hands, I accepted a bowl of greyish stew or soup that could’ve easily passed as what was left in the bottom of the sink after doing dishes. I tilted the bowl and a strange smell wafted up from the slodge. Appetising.

      “Let’s sit over there,” Ryoko said, holding her own bowl of soup. “I think I see Flavia.”

      “Right. Flavia.”

      We weaved through the scattered crowd to a small section of logs where the older girl and Astrid were sitting with some other Wind Children. The group fell silent as they noticed me and most of them moved away without looking at me, including the girls from Flavia’s clique. So much for friendship then…

      I took place on the rough log across from the two girls and smiled at her. “Hey.”

      “Hi.” Flavia looked up at me, no longer quite as blonde as she used to be. Not showering for days and trekking through the forest did that.

      Astrid glanced wearily at me. “Hmm.”

      Not a surprise. I didn’t expect our fragile friendship to survive, especially not when she had Peterson whispering in her ear. How they got together was beyond me.

      The older girl put her empty bowl down on her legs and gestured to me. “How are you?”

      “Cold,” I admitted.

      “I meant your shoulders.”

      “Ah… Those.” I held back a wince as I rotated one of my arms. “I’m fine.”

      I could tell from everyone’s faces they didn’t buy my crap, but they didn’t push me. Ryoko sat down next to me, scooped a healthy bite of stew, and mumbled her usual thanks before a meal. I didn’t understand how she could be so grateful for a bowl of anything-everything stew, but it put my own feelings about it in perspective. Someone had taken the time and effort to make this and it was edible. Why shouldn’t I be grateful?

      Less resistant, I took my first bite and swallowed without really chewing. The fibrous meat didn’t have a lot of taste anyway and I didn’t like the hard bits of cartilage. There was just something about the texture that didn’t sit well with me. At least it was hot.

      “How long until we reach your father’s military base?” Ryoko asked.

      Flavia looked up at the sky and hummed. “Hmm… If the rain clears up, we’ll be there by nightfall tomorrow.”

      “I look forward to it,”  my girlfriend said as she brought another spoonful of her stew to her mouth.

      “Not a day too soon,” I grumbled. Recently, I’d been spending way too much time in forests and on hillsides. I just wanted to be safe and dry inside without having dirt under my nails or wet clothes or smell of smoke.

      Despite my earlier resolve to be grateful for my meal, I couldn’t get myself to take another bite. I scraped the spoon through the thick stew, splitting what looked like a chunk of carrot. What I hoped was a chunk of carrot.

      “I’m checking on Sim,” Flavia said as she rose from her log. She gestured at my bowl. “Eat up. You need your strength.”

      With Flavia making her way towards the Elves, Astrid got up too. She raised her hand to pat me on the shoulder, only realising that wasn’t the best idea mid-air, and shot me a smile filled with pity.

      “Chin up. Things could be worse.”

      I appreciated her attempt to cheer me up and mustered a faint smile back.

      She cleared her throat awkwardly and left to join a group of ex-Midnight Ravens in blue uniforms sitting further ahead. She curled her arm around Peterson’s shoulders, not looking back once.

      I didn’t mind. After her initial response, I’d expected worse. I’d hoped for better though. Our relationship was complicated. Not quite friends, not quite enemies.

      A couple of branches snapped behind me and for a second, I thought I saw a familiar face with pink hair.

      Aellyn? Had my friends been wrong and had she not betrayed us after all?

      I knew it wasn’t her fault! She didn’t even know I was a Shadow Walker, so how could she have spilled the beans anyway?

      Hopeful, I leaned forward to check out the figure but upon closer inspection, it became clear it wasn’t my friend. Just another Wood Elf with the same shade of hair.

      Dejected, I scraped my spoon through the steel bowl and in silence, I made my way through the meal. The relentless rain slowly ate away at me and a shiver ran down my spine as the reality of it all settled in. It didn’t matter what Aellyn did or didn’t do, this was on me. All of it. I’d done this. Crouched in the mud with nothing to shield us from the rain but flimsy tarps and the forest, driven away from the Academy with no home waiting for us… A rough bowl of anything-everything stew, no wings, and war on the horizon. A depressing situation and things were only going to get worse from here.
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      I breathed a sigh of relief as I set foot on the first step of solid concrete after wrestling through the mud for days on end. The entrance of the military compound had a sizable patio but as it filled up with students and teachers, it seemed much smaller than I initially thought. Stark light cast long shadows on exhausted faces and slumped shoulders. Everyone was wet to the bone and desperate to get out of the forest, including me.

      In silence, we waited for the Headmistress to alert the guards on duty and wait to be let in.

      “What if they turn us away?” someone behind me said, her question sparking a train of whispers and murmurs.

      “No way!” a Guardian student gasped.

      “I didn’t fucking walk here for nothing!” an Elf shouted.

      A quiet, defeated group morphed into an angry, desperate mob in seconds. A moment ago, we hoped we’d gain entrance. Now, we demanded it.

      The discontent and pent-up frustration grew and grew until the heavy doors slammed open and a group of soldiers marched out. Perfectly in sync, all in green uniforms and heavy boots, they stomped out of the compound, driving a wedge into the crowd. At the front, a short man with a ton of white stripes and stars on his uniform held up his hand and the troops halted immediately, the silence returning.

      “At ease!” he commanded and the soldiers obeyed, all moving into a relaxed-ish stance. He nodded and directed himself to us. “Afterlife Academy, we heard about the recent attack on your school and we’re honoured to receive you on our base. Please make your way into the cafeteria in an orderly manner where you’ll get a hot meal. We’ve made space in the barracks for the night and started contacting your clans and houses. That’ll be all.”

      The mass moved like one as it charged towards the entrance in anything but an orderly manner. Everyone was eager to get out of the rain and I couldn’t say I blamed them. Shoulders and elbows jabbed into me as people raced forward, desperate to get inside. Instinctively, I grabbed Ryoko’s hand and pulled her to me. I didn’t want to lose her, not here, not ever.

      “What are you waiting for? Let’s go,” she encouraged, tugging on my hand.

      “You’re right.”

      I was ready to put my feet up, sleep in a regular bed, and be warm again.

      With Ryoko’s hand firmly in mine, we joined in with the hurried bodies and ran for shelter, not thinking twice about what we were really signing up for. We just wanted to belong somewhere again.
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      A familiar smell greeted us as we neared the cafeteria. A smell of vegetables stewed until they were mush and meat that had been reheated a couple of times too many. Together with the chatter of people, the occasional laugh, and the sound of clattering cutlery, it was the right kind of familiar. An easy kind. I wouldn’t have to worry about figuring out something new, I just had to join the queue, grab myself a tray, and find a table. I missed the time when this was the hardest task of the day. Eager for a slice of normal, some of the heavy thoughts lifted and I managed a smile.

      It didn’t last long.

      Arriving at the dining area, my mouth fell open. The hall was much more crowded than expected and not with the anticipated soldiers in green uniforms either. Students from all kinds of Afterlife schools were moving around the cafeteria, all proudly wearing some sort of marker of their respective academy. I studied the various groups, only recognising a few. Striped red ties from our rival, The College of Beyond up north. Some were wearing yellow blazers with wing insignia, which I guessed were from the Angel Academy, but the others… Green, blue, orange, lilac, there were so many colours and crests, I didn’t recognise half of them. I didn’t even know there were this many schools around. What were they all doing here?

      “Woah,” I gasped, staring at the eclectic mix of people. “Why are there other schools here? Do you think they were also attacked by the Midnight Ravens?”

      “I don’t know… Possibly? Let’s join the queue for some food before we try to figure it out,” Ryoko suggested, tugging me along. “I hope they have rice.”

      “Right. You and your rice.”

      “It’s the cornerstone of a healthy diet.”

      Despite myself, I managed a smile. What would I do without her? She brought so much light and joy into my life without even trying. She brought a new definition of marriage too.

      Ryoko chuckled uneasily, unnerved by my stares. “What?”

      “Nothing. Just, you… You’re so optimistic. You always know how to find the beauty in things even when everything is just so drab and depressing. It’s one of the reasons why I love you.”

      Her awkward grin grew into a beam. “Aww. I love you too, Ylva.”
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      The sight of a clean bed made my legs buckle and I fell down on the thin mattress at the bottom of the bunk bed. The whole metal contraption shrieked and swayed, but I didn’t care. My whole body ached from sleeping in the cold in hammocks or tents and even though this bed was springy and hard, it was a hundred times better than the wet forest.

      Around me, collective groans of contentment and exhaustion were released by some of the other students. The dorm wasn’t massive and it was packed by lots of students I didn’t know. Elves, Spirits, Dragons, the military didn’t care about separation and had just filled beds. From the looks of it, the girl occupying the bed above me was a Faerie from the Angel course. The scythe on the bed next to me indicated an Elf and further ahead, I saw a set of winged boots from a Guardian student.

      A while ago, this would have made me incredibly uncomfortable, but at this point, I couldn’t care less. I was exhausted and a bed was a bed. Not even just that, after befriending so many different types of people, I was coming to realise that my sentiment about beds could be extended to them.

      I shot a faint smile at the Faerie girl occupying the bed on top of me and she half-smiled back as she reached for her green jacket. She was still wearing the purple tie from our school but her white shirt was no longer white and she’d taken to the boots provided by the military. She wasn’t the only one wearing a mixed uniform of sorts. Ties, no ties, suspenders, belts, boots, shoes, everyone was clad in a combination of parts. The prestigious school uniform no longer meant anything.

      With a sigh, I thudded my head down on the lumpy pillow and stared up at the metal slats and mattress of the top bed. It was great to have a roof over my head again. My eyes and body grew heavy and before I knew it, sleep had overtaken me.

      I wasn’t sure how long I’d been out, but a loud voice awoke me. I jolted up, slamming my head into the bed above me.

      Fuck.

      I’d forgotten about that.

      “Yo!” Astrid kicked my bag and dropped her demonstratively.

      I glared at her, rubbing the tender spot on my forehead. “What?”

      “Looks like we’re lumped in the same dorm.” She glared at the Angel student that occupied my top bunk and gestured to a bed a couple of rows away. “Swap with me. My bed is over there.”

      The girl hesitated briefly but quickly collected her things and scrambled away. She clearly didn’t want to get caught up in Wind Child drama and I didn’t blame her. Maybe the military didn’t care about mixing courses and people, but that sentiment was deeply ingrained in the Afterlife Academy.

      I rolled my eyes at Astrid as I laid back down. Did I want to share bunk beds with her? No, not at all. Did I prefer it over sharing with a stranger?

      Marginally.

      “Why did you swap beds?” I asked Astrid.

      “The girl next to me smelled like beef.”

      “Right.” I nodded and collapsed back onto the bed, forgotten about my back injury until I hit the hard mattress. “Eeeeef!”

      “Eeeef?” Astrid echoed, snorting. “What’s… eeef?”

      “Eeef means I-sacrificed-my-wings-and-risked-my-life-to-keep-the-Academy-safe,” I hissed, fighting the tears pooling in my eyes.

      My classmate rolled her eyes before she darted up the metal ladder and flopped herself on the bed. Her head appeared upside down above me and she grinned. “And in turn, endangered the whole world. Good job, Ylva.”

      “What is your problem?” I snapped, jolting up and hitting my head again. “Fuck!”

      “I don’t have a problem.” She shrugged, which looked ridiculous from where I was sitting, and disappeared back onto her bed. “You’re the one that did it.”

      Before I could retaliate with a clever reply, the speakers hanging in the corners boomed. “Attention, Afterlife Academy students. Please gather on Training Grounds One immediately. I repeat, please gather on Training Grounds One immediately.”

      “Looks like we’ve got to get moving,” Astrid announced as she swung her legs over the side and jumped down from the top bunk. “Let’s go.”

      If only I had the energy to engage in this petty squabble, and while Astrid still got under my skin, I wasn’t nearly as antagonised by her taunting ways as I used to be. Almost dying really put things in perspective.

      I just gave her a short nod and followed the stream of students pouring out of the barracks. I wasn’t sure exactly what kind of training the military did here, but the neatly-trimmed field suggested some kind of footwork or drilling exercises.

      Out on the field, I recognised a familiar blonde and weaved through the groups and cliques. A set of Shinigami glared at me and I almost stepped on a Banshee’s foot. Despite having been at the Afterlife Academy for a couple of months, I’d never really noticed how much diversity there was. The school usually kept us all running in our lanes but after the Midnight Ravens took over, that went out of the window and it seemed that here at the military, it didn’t mean anything either.
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