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      RYLAND

      The shackles rattled and clanked as little Ryland’s body twitched. He opened his eyes.

      Where was he? This wasn’t his home. This wasn’t the Aronian Palace.

      “Mama? Papa?” he called out, his voice echoed in the darkness. Only to be met with silence. No one answered back.

      Until he heard footsteps on the cold, wet concrete floor, he shivered and tried hugging his arms around his body.

      What he wouldn’t give for a nice hot bath, a hot meal, and a hug from his parents. Instead, he was visited by his nightmares.

      “I’m c-c-cold,” he stuttered. “W-w-where’s Mama and Papa?”

      A woman stood, half there yet half not. Ryland blinked. Surely he was dreaming.

      Markila crouched down before the boy, her body becoming visible as the shadows disappeared.

      “It’s okay, child. I’m going to take care of you from now on. Your mama and papa are waiting for you in the Realm of Fire.”

      The Realm of Fire. Ryland froze. He knew that place. His parents had spoken about it with him before. He knew it as a place of beauty, peace, and safety.

      “Can you take me there?” he asked, his body shuddering more violently. Markila snapped her fingers, and fire appeared in her palm. She then flicked her wrist and sent the fire into the hearth, where it grew, warming and illuminating the damp, dark room in which he was being held. He was thankful for the heat, the flames. He sighed in relief, his body sagging. He sat on a threadbare cot on one side of the prison cell. He had come to realise, due to the shackles around his wrists and ankles.

      “Not yet, my dear. Now, I’m going to help you grow strong and powerful. One day, you will be the ultimate weapon and help me in my quest.”

      Little Ryland crinkled his nose in confusion and looked at the strange woman in curiosity.

      “What’s your quest?” he asked.

      “I’ll let you know soon. Right now, you need some medicine to help you get stronger.”

      Cautious and afraid, Ryland gasped as Markila, the Shadow Woman, reached for him, placing her hands on his arms. Shadow tendrils poured from her skin like inky snakes into his.

      He screamed.
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      RYLAND

      PRESENT DAY

      Ryland sat upright in bed, panting heavily. Gillon burst in, sword drawn.

      “Ryland? Is everything okay?”

      He blinked, gazing sleepily at his best friend and captain of his guard.

      “Yeah. Just nightmares. Or memories, I’m not sure these days,” he said, his voice breaking, his eyes staring into space, deep in thought. He absentmindedly rubbed his forearm where his Wyvern skin cuff used to be, the one he had given to Mitchi—the very spot where the Shadow Woman had marked him, injecting him with her dark magic.

      “Memories? Are you remembering what happened?”

      “I think so.” He suddenly threw off the duvet, his bare feet touching the cold floorboards. But he didn’t wince. He walked to his closet and began dressing, putting on his riding gear, boots, and, lastly, his tunic, along with two daggers, one of which belonged to Mitchi. She had dropped it when the Shadow Woman had taken her.

      “Where are you going at this time of the morning? It’s not even sunrise,” said Gillon, nodding at the small glimmer of peach coloured sky that peeked above the tree line outside the window.

      “I must get her back. I can’t let her go through what I went through.” He finished dressing and ran out of his rooms. Gillon followed close behind.

      “Ry, it’s not wise to go alone. We should wait until we’ve trained more of the students so they can accompany you to fight.”

      “That will take too long. Who knows what Markila is putting her through right now? She began inflicting pain and torture on me from day one. Mitchi is a Light Bringer, a user of Lux. I don’t want to think about what Markila has planned for her. To her, a Lux user is dangerous.”

      Gillon swore under his breath, running after Ryland as he continued his descent down the winding palace steps.

      “Is that what the nightmares have been about?”

      “Yes. I remember everything,” he replied before bursting out the front doors into the pre-dawn air. Before Gillon could take another step, Ryland had shifted into his shadow form and taken to the sky, crimson wings glimmering in the rising sun.
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      MITCHI

      Mitchi wakes gasping for air. There is no air…

      She moved her arms to her throat, but her fingertips dragged through a viscous substance. She sat up, but it enveloped her body, filling any space that had existed previously. As she attempted to move, and the more she wriggled, the tighter the cocoon got until it was vacuumed tight around her. She paused in her pushing and shoving, trying to find a way out, but it was futile. Was she trapped in quicksand? At least the thick goo wasn’t in her airways… she gasped…

      And found herself flying backwards, as if the cocoon of goo was a sack and she was being carried. Lights appeared through the thick but transparent cocoon of goo, a goo that was a sepia-brown in colour. She was travelling so fast, she feared she was going to die. Mitchi screamed, but it was as if she were underwater. No sound escaped. Only air bubbles. And she couldn’t try to inhale, as that would only cause her to suck in the vicious liquid, whatever it was.

      Until suddenly, she is thrown out of the sticky cocoon onto solid ground. She gasped and inhaled the fresh air, pulling it into her now raw lungs. She coughed and spluttered, trying to expel whatever she had been trapped in.

      When she had finished coughing and spluttering, Mitchi took in her surroundings and found herself in the middle of a strange forest. – a dead forest. There were no leaves on the trees. No bird song. No lycan, moss, or fungi.

      And she wasn’t alone.

      Surrounding her were six beings dressed in black cloaks with swords pointed straight at her.

      She felt around her waist for her dagger, but found none. It was missing. She must have dropped it in her battle with the Shadow Woman…wait, the Shadow Woman!

      She had kidnapped her and brought her here… wherever here was. She climbed to her feet and called her magic to her fingertips. She tried to recall what Ryland and Gillon had taught her and the other students at Aronia Academy about seeing their magic as a physical manifestation, forming a ball in their hands.

      At the thought of Ryland, her heart flip-flopped, her stomach clenched.

      He was probably worried sick. And knowing his penchant for taking risks, being the masochist that he was, he was perhaps on his way to rescue her right now. Alone.

      “How did you escape your restraints?” asked an angry and gravely male voice. Mitchi turned to face them, standing in a row before her. Behind her was a cliff and a sheer drop to a treacherous sea far below. There was no way to escape. There was either a plunge to her death on the rocks in the deadly sea below, or fight whomever her new foe was. She clenched her fists, her magic tingling.

      “I have no idea. One minute, I was standing toe to toe with Shadow Woman, your boss, I assume. Now I’m here, having woken up in a giant ball of goo. You tell me.”

      Two of the hooded figures, whose faces Mitchi couldn’t see, glanced at each other.

      “You were meant to make it all the way to the Wyvern Keep, but the sack began to break open when your… magic broke through. She warned us of you, the Light Bringer. She told us you were dangerous and had been working on something to capture you, to hold you. But clearly, she doesn’t know your full power.”

      Mitchi didn’t want to let them see her emotions, so she kept her features schooled. But on the inside, she was smug and giddy. That was one for her, and none for the Shadow Woman. Mitchi held her head high.

      “I’d like to see the Shadow Woman. Where is she?”

      One of the figures cloaked in black stepped forward, but didn’t drop his hood. He wore riding leathers underneath. Mitchi wondered what creature he rode. Dragon? Equine? Wyvern? Or some other winged beast? Some other twisted experiment of the Shadow Woman’s?

      “Light Bringer, you need to come with us. We’ll take you to see her. But don’t try anything.”

      “I won’t make any promises.”

      As if to be safe, one of the cloaked figures wrapped some shackles around her wrists and tugged her closer to him. Standing this close, Mitchi could smell his acrid breath. It smelled of sulphur. She held her breath so as not to gag.

      The man holding her moved closer. She heard him sniff her. Utterly repulsed, she closed her eyes and froze.

      “I can smell him on you,” the man said, voice just above a whisper. Mitchi shivered.

      And then he tugged her with him, as they started down what she thought was the edge of the cliff, but was really a narrow winding path cut into the rock on the side of the escarpment. Mitchi couldn’t look down.

      “Him? Do you mean, Ryland?” Mitchi asked.

      The man who held her chains, attached to her cuffs, didn’t answer. So, she didn’t talk the rest of the way.

      Until they came to a curve in the path, and a cave opened in the side of the bluff.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To meet the Queen of Shadows.”
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      WAVERLY

      Waverly pushed out her hands, cradling the flame in one palm, and loosed her voice. With all her might, with all her soul, and with everything she had, she focused on her magic. But she still couldn’t manage to wield her flame for more than a few seconds or throw it further than two feet in front of her boots. All her fireballs did was plummet to the earth and die, leaving a puff of disappointing smoke. Her shoulders sagged in despair.

      “Try again,” said Gillon, crossing his arms, watching his class.

      Sweat beaded her brow as she, yet again, for the fifth time that morning, called her magic to her and attempted to throw it at her imaginary target. Still, every time she tried, the flame died down to mere embers before being snuffed out in the dirt or disappearing in a cloud of smoke in mid-air.

      “It’s useless, Captain Gillon! I can’t. I’m tired.”

      Gillon sighed loud enough for all the students to hear and swiped a hand over his face.

      “Okay, let’s try something different,” he said, gesturing at someone out of view behind the students. They were lined up at intervals in the courtyard of the Aronian palace and academy, with their backs to the doorway of the palace. A figure stepped out of the shadows into the sun and stood before the students.

      “Professor Artemis, let’s try what you suggested with the students, as the first way isn’t working. Merely practising wielding is only succeeding in exhausting them.”

      Artemis toddled to stand before the line of students on her cane.

      “Are you sure, boy? I thought you said my idea was a bad one, that it would traumatise the students. That they aren’t ready, blah, blah.”

      Gillon sighed.

      “Ignore what I said before. It seems my way isn’t working. So, let’s try it your way.” He then quietened his voice and leaned in closer to the ancient woman so the students couldn’t hear. “Anything to advance the students as quickly as possible so Ryland doesn’t go on a suicide mission on his own.”

      Artemis smirked, straightened her back, and with a flick of her wrist and a wave of her cane, an image materialised in the air above the students’ heads.

      Several people screamed; one girl ran back into the academy, and another fainted.

      Gillon’s stomach clenched as he looked upon the frightening image before them.

      Hovering above their heads was a ghastly sight; a familiar-looking crimson Wyvern, with half its flesh hanging from its bones. His scarlet eyes had lost their fire; his eye sockets were hollow, black, and soulless. The undead Wyvern screeched a haunting cry that scratched everyone’s souls.

      But that wasn’t the worst part.

      The worst part was the undead Wyvern’s rider. For perched upon his back was the Shadow Woman, Markila, wearing a tattered black cloak trailing like smoke behind her. The Wyvern and the Shadow Queen were one. And there was no sign of Mitchi.

      “Students, before you is an image of the future. Before is what will happen if we let the Shadow Woman get her way.”

      “Where is Mitchi?” asked Buzz, their voice shaky. Waverly stepped closer to them, their pinkie fingers brushing. Buzz glanced at her, a look of fear in their eyes.

      “Gone. Dead. Ryland, too, turned into the thing she, Shadow Woman, has always wanted, her undead puppet to do with what she pleases. This is what will happen if we don’t act, students. For the love of the realms, we need you to please try your hardest, with all your souls, to fight, so we can join Prince Ryland in saving not only Mitchi, but himself, from this fate,” said Artemis, waving her cane again. The image of the undead Wyvern Ryland,  flickers like ripples on water before fading.

      The students, left speechless, moved back to their practice stations, if they had moved at all, and tried again, wielding their magic.

      Buzz frowned, stamped her foot, sending a crack through the earth, zig-zagging right for Artemis. More shrieks from students ensued. Taken unawares, Professor Artemis tried stepping out of the way, but she was too old and too slow, and began to fall into the ravine that had formed beneath her feet. If it weren’t for Gillon’s Aura magic catching her and floating her safely to the ground, Artemis would have been swallowed up. But the crack in the earth, caused by Buzz’s Terra magic, had claimed one victim: Artemis’s trusty cane.
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