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    For my niece, Juniper.

Speak up for those who don't have a voice and choose to be kind—no matter the cost.

 

For the girls who didn't want to wield swords or conquer worlds but wanted to be the princesses and queens who held an inner strength that even the evilest foes couldn't take away.

Dori's story is for you.
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REGRET IS A GOWN I am forced to wear, shame a crown for my brow. If I had known the cost, would I have still chosen this path?

I stand at the door to the dungeon, too much of a coward to step inside. It is not because of the filth and the smell of decay. Nor is it because of the dank chill that seeps through the doorway, caressing my legs beneath my onyx skirts. It is because I cannot face the man in the farthest cell. Not after everything I have done to him. After everything I have cost him.

He does not know he has more yet to lose.  

“I am certainly glad to see you. These chains were beginning to chafe.” Garret’s voice is full of relief at seeing Yrvis holding the ring of aged-brass keys. His tone changes when the former royal correspondent makes no move to do anything but stare at him. “Why are you just standing there? Open the door and help me.”

I flinch, knowing what is coming next, but doing nothing to stop it. Why would I? It is my fault he is here.

Yrvis tuts. “I do not think I will.”

I may not be able to see my brother’s face, but it is not hard to guess the confusion lacing his features. “Is this a joke? I am not in the mood. If not for a friend, then I order you to unlock this door and unchain me as your future king.”

My teeth clench. That was the wrong thing to say. 

A twinge of a smile appears on Yrvis’ bronze face, a smile I would not wish on my worst enemy. “You are looking at the future king, Garret.” 

No formal title. No respect. If I was in my brother’s shoes, I would summon a squadron of guards to remove Yrvis’ head for his insolence. But I have always taken more drastic courses of action. It is one of the reasons Garret is in chains and I am not.

Yrvis squats, careful not to touch the dirt and grime strewn over the cracked stone floor. “Did you truly believe the Renaud family would rule forever? Of course, you have never been taught anything else. I, however, know the truth.” Rising to his feet, he dusts off his pristine black jacket, the blood rose pinned on his lapel matching the one bound on my wrist. “You will learn the accuracy of my words, but I am afraid you will not live long enough to see the fruit of my labors.”

“What?” I ask, too softly for either man to hear and barely louder than the thundering of my heart. I must have misheard him. Killing my brother was not part of the plan. That was never part of the plan. Yes, I failed in my efforts of convincing Garret to marry that girl and yes, the transfer of power will be more precarious, but...

“What are you talking about? Is my sister or the travel witches bribing you? They are lying to you for their own gain.” 

Something in me breaks at the hatred in his voice. I turn from the too-dark dungeon, rubbing my face hard and hating the moisture there. 

I have heard enough. 

I made my choice, and I can do nothing now to change it. From the beginning, I was willing to do anything for the throne. I would usher in a new era, doing whatever was necessary to accomplish my goal. But now that the Crown is in my grasp, have I become a monster to attain it?

I take one step, and then another, hoping I can leave before hearing anything else, but their voices follow me like vultures to a carcass.

“Travel witches? It would appear a certain Texas girl has been talking,” Yrvis clips, disdain lacing his words. 

Why am I not surprised? I do not regret my actions in sending Dorcas to the Mortalworld. I only wish I had made it a more permanent solution. She should have stayed where she belonged. If she had, none of this would be happening. 

Yrvis sighs, and I do not have to look to know he is flexing his fingers in annoyance. “Fortunately, she will not have the opportunity to interfere again.”

I pause my departure at the sound of Garret growling and pulling against his chains, surely slicing his wrists in the process. 

“What have you done to her?” he yells. “I swear, if you have hurt her, I—”

“My, my. There is the Prince we all know. From what Primrose has told me, you have not been yourself as of late.”

Leave me out of it, I want to scream. Garret already hates me enough. He has not been himself because of me, because of my gift. It is my fault, not his. Yet I keep my mouth shut, afraid to draw attention to myself. A coward bedecked in silk and rubies. 

My brother seethes, “Where is Dori?” 

Dori, Dori, always Dori. His overwhelming devotion to her was something I did not expect and did not prepare for. It was the flaw in my plan. I should have ignored Yrvis’ instructions to keep her alive. If I had, would my brother be facing the gallows? Or would he still be as loyal as a lovesick dog to that girl, pining after her through eternity?

“Tell me!” The plea in his voice cuts through me like a knife, chipping at my heart of stone. 

Though I know the words that are coming, unease envelopes me. Unease at how I betrayed him. Unease in how this triumph is nothing like I expected. But in that unease, another plan forms—a plan that could leave me facing death as well.

I do not second-guess myself as I stride away, my skirts swishing across the gold-flecked marble floors leading from the dungeon. This is my kingdom and I refuse to be anything less than royalty. I refuse to be anyone’s subordinate. 

I refuse to be a coward any longer.

I hear Yrvis uncork the vial of abeyant powder, the sick-smelling contents a sworn promise of nightmares and unrestful sleep, and blow it on Garret. 

The Blood King states, without a speck of the guilt that weighs on me, “The War Ender is gone. And this time, it is for good.”
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TWO HUNDRED AND FORTY-seven days.

I’ve been stuck in the Silentworld for two hundred and forty-seven days. Stuck wearing a boxy beige jumpsuit and a translator pack. Stuck sleeping in a bunk bed that’s crammed in a room with forty girls and training with said girls every dark day from moonrise to moonset. Stuck eating colorless and flavorless protein-rich food and hiding my emerald engagement ring on a stolen chain around my neck. Stuck thinking about how Mom probably believes I’m dead. And stuck reliving the last moments of my time in the Otherworld, over and over again, and wondering if there was anything I could’ve done to change the outcome. 

That all ends today.

“Weather seems to be changing. Don’tcha think?” I say softly to Quinn as we clean our weapons in the barracks, the metal fans above us slicing through the air and rattling faintly. 

Quinn’s aquamarine eyes widen. “I would have to agree. Do you think we’ll get rain this evening?”

I dare a glance at Sergeant Eerie, engaged in berating one of the younger soldiers on the other side of the barracks. The fourteen-year-old girl winces at every harsh word the old woman barks, murmuring apologies and holding back tears. The sight sends a spike of hatred through me. 

“I’d say that at midnight we’re gonna get a downpour.”

Quinn nods and whispers, “We’ll be ready.” She tugs three times on her long strawberry blonde ponytail and swishes it in a complete circle, the signal to everyone that the plan is in motion. And oh, what a plan it is.

When I arrived eight months ago, I was clueless as to what this place was or why Yrvis sent me here. My former friend did a token switch on me, transforming my triangle-like Otherworld token into the one for this world, an oval-like shape. Because he did that, I’m stranded here without a way home.

I absentmindedly fiddle with my translator pack, the darn thing both nuisance and necessity. In the Otherworld and Netherworld, a magical translator made it so I could understand everyone. Here, there is no magic. The lights use electric bulbs, and no one flicks their wrist to turn them on. There aren’t flying cars or unicorns transporting people around, and I sure as heck haven’t seen any glowing touchstones. It was strange at first seeing common items that I used back in Balfour, like jeeps, flashlights, and walkie-talkies. I’d have gotten used to it if it weren’t for the fact that there are more guns here than in the entire state of Texas, and that’s saying something.

“Are you two finished yet?” Sergeant Eerie interrupts my thoughts, turning her ire on Quinn and me. “If you work this slow in battle, you’ll be dead in a few heartbeats. Wielders of magic spare no one.”

I clench my jaw and keep my eyes fixed on her polished black boots. The first time I heard one of the sergeants spewing that kind of nonsense, I’d been naive enough to argue. 

“What are you talking about? People who have magic can choose to use it for good or evil.” 

For my insubordination, they locked me in the icebox, a dark walk-in freezer, and didn’t give me food for two days. By the time they let me out and handed me a plate of what I now call “cat vomit,” I thought it tasted like homemade bread. As I scarfed it down, one of the sergeants stated, “Magic is the enemy. The sooner you understand that, the sooner we will defeat it.”

Magic is the enemy. An interesting statement, considering gift magic is dying in the Otherworld. But if the people here know that, they don’t show it.

I was asked when I arrived on the white sandy shores of this world if I had any magic, and I honestly answered no. I don’t think of my gift as magic. Not anymore. It’s just part of who I am. It’d be like saying I have two eyes or a nose.

My gift purrs in my chest at the thought, and I inwardly hug it. They can steal my freedom, my name, and my autonomy, but they can’t take my gift. 

“Livingston, I asked you a question,” Sergeant Eerie seethes, looking down her pointed nose at me. My attention catches on her high collar, where she’s failing to hide her Otherworld token. It glitters in the overhead lights beneath her bun of graying brown hair. At my focused gaze, she turns so I can’t see it anymore and sniffs in distaste.

Like her, some of the soldiers I’ve met came to this world of their own volition, choosing to make deals with travel witches to get the necessary token. In the case of the sergeants and other higher-ups, they were magic haters and heard this was a magic-free world. The normal soldiers who came here by choice were trying to escape abusive families, poverty, or wanted a fresh start. 

Or escaping an arranged marriage. It didn’t take me long to figure out that this was the world Charlotte Birsha escaped to when she was running away from marrying Garret. But I haven’t found her. I’ve asked around and even snuck into the main database to search for her name. I came up with squat. She’s got to be in one of the other compounds. 

If she’s alive.

I push down the thought and stifle a shiver. They’d eradicate her gift of giving peace just like they’d destroy mine... if they knew I had one.

“Yes, ma’am,” I grit out with an unapologetic stare. “I’d be happy to answer any question you pose to me.”

Eerie’s face turns uglier. It always does when she talks to me. Maybe it’s because I’m different from most of the girls here in that I’m from the Mortalworld. Or maybe it’s because she knows I’m the person who has been raiding the sergeant kitchens and giving the stolen food to the kids in the children’s barracks. More likely, it’s because I’m not afraid to look her in the eye and speak my mind. I guess that’s another thing they can’t take from me. 

“What is the first rule in battle?” she spits.

To not get killed. Duh. 

I hide my smile at my unsaid snarky remark and sit straighter. “Never underestimate the enemy.”

She swivels to Quinn. “The second, Killian?”

“Hesitation is defeat,” my friend rattles off. 

The sergeant continues down the line of girls, each responding with the next rule. There are one hundred rules in battle and every soldier knows them better than their own name. They’re drilled into us from the moment we wake until we go to sleep. 

“The last rule, Livingston?” Sergeant Eerie asks me from the other side of the hall, her voice echoing off the concrete walls. 

The words are sandpaper in my mouth as I reply, “Magic is the root of all evil.” As I say it, my gift roars inside me. Roars at being kept secret these many months. Roars at having to conform to this world’s standards. Roars at me for being silent.

I won’t be silent much longer.

The sharp cry of the bell sounds, and we rise in unison for our afternoon run, lit only by fluorescent lamplight and the sliver of jade moon. Twice a day, we take a lap around the Eastern Women’s Compound, running three miles each time through the dusty barren wasteland just inside the electrified barbed wire fence.

As usual, Quinn and I lead the pack. She used to be a thief in Calynado and had to outrun the law for years. I don’t know how she ended up in this world, but she hinted that it was a robbery gone awry and that she was in the wrong place at the wrong time. My guess is travel witches. I’m not surprised, considering the great grandson of the first one sent me here.

Yrvis. An onslaught of emotions rushes through me when I think of him. Betrayal. Loss. Worry. Above all, rage. 

A rage I’ll soon vent.

I trusted him implicitly. Then he took my trust, and our friendship, and crumpled them up like a piece of paper. He stabbed me in the back without an ounce of regret. I wish I’d never met him or seen his stupid sunset eyes. But if I hadn’t, I never would’ve known about the Otherworld or discovered my gift. I never would’ve had him as a friend.

Speaking of friends, he’s got his claws in Rory. Yrvis started something with my best friend akin to dating before he stranded me here. I’d warned him she’d be madder than a wet hen when she found out what he did, but she hasn’t brought the cavalry to rescue me from this world. If she knew what he did to me, she’d have stopped at nothing to save me. My concern is that he’s messed with her brain, using Primrose’s gift against her to forget me. It wasn’t hard for that stuck-up jerk of a princess to wipe Garret’s mind.

Garret. The thought of him cuts my heart in two. While I’ve been stuck in this world playing soldier, Garret is in all likelihood dead. The man I love was the one thing standing between the Blood Rose and the throne. Scratch that. The man I loved. It destroys me to use the past tense, but I have to prepare myself for the worst. They would’ve eliminated him quickly to clear a path for Yrvis and Primrose’s reign. 

I wrap my fingers around the ring hidden beneath my jumpsuit as I run on the sandy path. My only hope is that they keep him alive to prove a point about how weak the Renaud family line is and that the Blood Rose is the better option. It’s a weak hope, yet I can’t help but hold onto it.

Quinn nudges my shoulder and gestures with her head at the fence. I flick my gaze to Harlow on top of the main transformer, doing her daily diagnostic tests. Her slimy green eyes dart to me. I nod at her and pick up speed to avoid anyone noticing. She’s one of the few Netherworlders I’ve met here. In the entire compound, there are only six or seven Netherworld adults. They keep to themselves for the most part, but when they don’t, they get sent to the icebox, mainly for causing uproars in the mess hall or starting fights. 

Calling them unpleasant would be an understatement.

Harlow is a different story. Sure, her skin and long fingers are the same murky shade of green, and her asymmetrical bob of bluish-gray hair is twiglike in texture, but that’s where the similarities end. She has an intelligence that even others of her kind notice. They fear her, cowering in her presence and shutting up the moment she walks into a room. I can’t blame them. She’s downright scary.

Even though she arrived five months after I did, those in charge immediately sent her to the technical division. She’s got some major skills with computers. How she got those skills is a mystery to me. All I care about is that she’s using them to help us. And she’s got a secret that’s going to set this world on fire. 

Quinn interrupts my thoughts. “Have you heard from Marion?” she asks, keeping her voice low. 

“Not yet,” I say without moving my mouth in case the cameras are watching. If they get a whiff of what we’re planning, we’re screwed. They’d lock us in the icebox and my plans would come to nothing. 

My plans. If this goes south, it’ll be my fault. Everyone has put their trust in me, their precious prophecy-foretold War Ender.

Those in charge haven’t figured out who I am or what I am. But for the Otherworld and Netherworld soldiers in this compound, my identity is overwhelmingly known.

On my second day here, a basket of stolen cucumbers appeared at the foot of my bed with a note that read, “For the War Ender. Long may she reign.” Three days later, I found a wool blanket under my pillow. For weeks, I discovered extra rations and other valuable items on or near my bed every evening. The final straw was when someone got caught leaving a sergeant’s knife on my trunk. The girl was carted off to the rehabilitation center, kicking and screaming.

The moment her cries of anguish were out of hearing range, I quietly spoke to the barracks, keeping my eyes on the concrete floor. “Please stop.” Guilt coated every word. “No one should be hurting themselves for my sake. I’m no one special.” 

One of the older girls, Augustina, called out, “You are more than special. You are the War Ender the prophecies have foretold.”

The statement had me spinning in her direction, surprise overpowering my lingering guilt. “You know the prophecies? All of them?” Eric Stowe had been in the middle of telling me the last one when Garret thought he was about to kill me and inadvertently impaled the advisor on a crystal shard. I never heard the ending. 

Augustina glanced around, her chestnut brown bangs swaying with the motion. “Of course. Everyone knows the War Ender prophecies.” Then she stepped to the center of the room and recited from memory:

“A call will come from the South, 

The voice of death and pain

Fear not the queen soaked in blood, 

A puppet for roses reign 

Forces rise on every side, 

The worlds will break and fall 

A gifted one will end the fight, 

Stand and heed the call

For War Ender, three in power, 

a choice must you make

Choose your return to our dismay, 

or stay and face your fate

“The reality in which you seek, 

is but a handbreadth away

Break the barriers, end the curse, 

Fulfill your duty to stay

Though foes surround on every side,

Be wary of those kept near

Mistaken trust will be your doom, 

and you will lose all held dear

For War Ender, you have one path, 

Full of grief and doubt

In the end, to make things right, 

Truth will and must be found out

“Challenges and trials you have faced, 

A shadow of what is to be

When silence breaks and rulers fall, 

Power will shift to thee

Though not of might nor of strength, 

To free the needy and oppressed 

You must accept your destiny, 

To the end of worlds is thy sole quest”

She swallowed, and I couldn’t help but lean forward. That’s where Eric had stopped.

“For War Ender, you are the hope, 

A symbol that shines all too bright

Heavy is the crown you shall bear, 

and under you, all will unite”

She looked at me and I couldn’t breathe, the prophecy ringing in my ears. “So you see, you are our hope and our rightful queen.” 

It scared me at the time, what she said and the implications of the prophecy, but that fear has now shifted into a heavy weight on my shoulders. Under you, all will unite. 

While I’m not sure I’m the War Ender or their rightful queen, I recognize that I have a purpose. I saw my gift in action in both the Otherworld and the Netherworld, and never have I felt so powerful and able to help others. Soon after I arrived in this world, I discovered I could use my gift here and I didn’t hesitate. Mostly by using it to help the kids in the children’s barracks.

Fifty-seven children between the ages of five and thirteen fill the barracks to the south of us, all from the Otherworld and Netherworld. From the intel I’ve gathered, this is the only complex that allows children from those two worlds. Children born in the Silentworld are in other locations, keeping them far from the kids who have seen or experienced magic. There’s also a special district for building the population where men and women do their duty to create more soldiers called the Procreation Center. When one of the sergeants explained this as our glorious purpose and future, it freaked me out so much that I threw up for a solid three minutes.

The first time I saw the Otherworld and Netherworld children, saw how they were standing in perfectly straight rows and saying the same mantras we were forced to learn, it broke my heart. From what they’ve told me and my observations, they aren’t allowed to play. They aren’t granted a speck of individuality. Rather, they’re being molded into tiny soldiers with a one-track mind of destroying magic and eliminating everyone who wields it.

Until they met me. It took me a few tries to use my gift on their night guard, but once I got my emotions in check, it was a piece of cake to ask her to do the kind thing and look the other way. I’ve discovered that in this world—after a ton of experimentation on Quinn and the other girls—I have to be touching a person to use it. So, I strode up, touched her arm, and my gift sent her on her merry way.

Then came the hard part of convincing the children I wasn’t a spy for the sergeants. After explaining who I was and that I wasn’t going to hurt them, their fear turned to excitement. I regaled them with stories of my time in the Otherworld and fairy tales for half the night. And the next. And the next. Eventually, the older ones started telling stories of their own and the air of hatred changed to one of hope.

Hope. It’s one of the strongest feelings in the four worlds and not even a magic-hating society can control it. 

Tonight, my hope is going to be realized.

A flavorless dinner passes, and we’re given our daily hour of outside recreational time. I head to my garden to water and check on my plants. The sergeants assigned me to be the caretaker of a small plot of land filled with desert vegetation since I have a green thumb. But even with my skills, half of what I grow dies. The artificial light doesn’t do much and the seeds they’ve given me are from whatever plants they’ve found in the desert surrounding us. The only fruit I’ve gotten to take root are soft green melons and a couple varieties of squash.

I give the plants one final soak, then hop to sit on the outer sandstone wall just inside the wire fence, turning from the hundreds of girls milling about. The sliver of moon casts the sand dunes in shades of green and grey, but my eyes are fixed on the heavens above as I fiddle with my engagement ring.

It took me days to notice what was different about this world, other than the obvious not having a sun thing and sand being everywhere. It’s the absence of stars. No twinkling pinpricks dot the dark sky, leaving a barren black void. If you stare too long, it feels like something is staring back.

Quinn slips beside me and notices my gaze. “Careful. If you keep longing for the darkness, it might find you. Then the sergeants will send you to the rehabilitation center like the others.” 

I hold back a shudder. The rehabilitation center is where those who can’t conform to this life are sent to be rewired. To be stuffed into a mold and popped back out as good little soldiers. For those of us who weren’t born here or in the Netherworld, the lack of sunlight has an intense effect, like seasonal affective disorder but worse. Some people lose their minds within days of being in this world. For others, it takes months for the insanity to set in. It always starts with a person staring at the sky too long, as if solving a puzzle that doesn’t quite make sense. They lose focus during drills, lose interest in eating, and eventually lose themselves.

I’ve been tempted to get lost many times, but I refuse to succumb. I met the darkness when I almost died on the pirate ship in the Otherworld, and I have no desire to reacquaint myself with it. Thankfully, it’ll only be a few more hours and it won’t be an issue anymore. I’ll never see this dark sky again.

Quinn glances behind us to make sure the coast is clear before asking, “Heard anything from Marion?”

I grit my teeth. “Nope, and I don’t think I’m gonna.”

“But she’s the—”

“She’s just another part of the plan. It’ll be fine,” I say, not believing a single word. Marion is irreplaceable, and Quinn knows it.

Quinn bites her chipped nails. “We could try contacting her. At least then we’d know why she hasn’t responded.”

“No.” My voice is more forceful than I intended, and Quinn flinches. “If anyone reaches out to her, it’d put the whole mission in jeopardy. We can’t risk it.” 

We can’t risk the children is left unsaid. 

The moment I first entered the children’s barracks, my main mission became saving them. Sure, I brought them food and stories, but this world wasn’t meant for kids. They were being raised as mindless soldiers who hated magic. So, I hatched my most reckless plan yet, and I was lucky enough to find others who agreed to help me. Including Lieutenant Marion Brass. 

Or so I thought.

“Fine,” Quinn murmurs, nodding a bow. “Your wish is my command.”

Your wish is my command. The last person to say that to me was Liam McNamira, captain of The Tempest and world-renowned pirate. I don’t know what he did when he discovered Yrvis sent me here, but I hope he pitched a hissy fit. Though, I’m betting Yrvis paid him off and he didn’t think about me again. Once a pirate, always a pirate. 

Quinn snaps in my face. “Hello? Are you quite well?”

“Sorry. I was lost in the past.”

“Please don’t get lost. We need you.” She adds in a softer tone, “You are the War Ender and with that title comes responsibility. You are our only hope.”

I don’t respond to her, hopping off the wall and heading back into the yard. It would appear I’m their only hope, like some kind of galactic savior. Goody.

Another girl, Brooke, sidles next to me as I pass by. She slips her light brown arm through mine and whispers, “All’s set, Texas.” She’s another one that confuses me because of how she got here. Brooke Grisham is from New York. She didn’t even know there were different worlds until she washed up on the shores of the Eastern Compound after a boating accident in Lake Ontario. 

There aren’t many girls here from the Mortalworld, but the ones who are have been molded into soldiers just like the rest of us. Those I’ve talked to have had similar situations to Brooke’s—always an accident or strange occurrence in natural bodies of water. Though the sergeants won’t admit it, I’ve heard them quietly discussing recruiting more magic-less soldiers, and I’ve seen maps of different rivers and oceans with spots circled and annotated. I’m betting they have a system to steal Mortalworlders like the Netherworld used to take people from the Otherworld. 

Brooke pokes my side, bringing me back to the present. “Say the word and it’ll go up in smoke.”

“Thanks,” I reply and squeeze her arm. “When the clock strikes midnight.”

“Sure thing.” She spins on her heel and flits to another group of girls as if nothing is afoot. As if in a few hours, this place isn’t going to burn.

I’ve thought through my plan a hundred times and haven’t been able to find a flaw in it. Of all the kids in this world, most are from the Otherworld. Several of the children are from the Netherworld, but none are from the Mortalworld. That means we only have to get the kids to two barriers.  

I had thought the barriers were as simple as going from point A to point B, but I soon discovered they’re more complicated than that. 

“It has to do with the way the worlds were created,” Jaqueline, an extremely intelligent girl from Iceltier with wavy blue hair, explained to me during our initial planning sessions. 

“The Otherworld and the Netherworld were the first worlds to be separated from the main sphere that was the original world, leaving the Mortalworld on its own. The Silentworld was created when the all-powerful wielders realized a place was needed to send anyone who hated them and their magic. Through the course of history, magic haters sprang up in the Mortalworld, but the wielders could not have foreseen that outcome.” 

She went on to tell me how the barriers worked in a drawn-out technical explanation. I paired it down to this: Otherworld to Mortalworld is through dirt and vice versa. Netherworld is always reached through magical fire, though with all her fancy words I couldn’t tell you why. The Silentworld is reached through water, the exception being anyone from the Netherworld. I think she said it was because of how their world was created, but again, she was proficient at making the overly complicated even more convoluted.

Once I figured out that much—and believe me, it was a lot to figure out—I ran into my first snag. While the Otherworld kids could use the water barrier in the sea to get back to their home, what would the Netherworld kids do? Considering this world hates magic in every form, creating a magical fire seemed an impossible task.

That was where Harlow came in. She overheard me quietly discussing my plans in the mess hall and caused quite the stir when she joined the group, swinging her long green legs over the bench and resting her claw-like fingers on the tabletop. 

“I can summon fire.” At our stunned silence, she snapped and held out an open palm. Tiny sparks spewed to life, dancing between her fingers. Before the sergeants noticed, she closed her hand and killed the flame.

I’d been thoroughly confused. “I thought gifts influenced or affected other people.”  

She giggled, her laugh as creepy as her former leader K’lono’s. “When you see my power in action, you won’t be questioning whether I can affect others.” 

A small demonstration in our barracks later, and I didn’t doubt her again.

With that part of the plan settled, the rest fell into place. The girls agreed with me that getting the kids home was our first priority. What they disagreed on was how I played into this. 

“Inspection,” Sergeant Hermine shouts, and groans sound from every side of the yard. “Trunks open and weapons at the ready in five.” These walkthroughs are pointless and yet, like clockwork, they do them every week.

It’s what my plan counted on. 

While the sergeants inspect what little we have in our trunks and peruse our weapons, our thief has a special job. Quinn is silent and moves quickly as they pass, her subterfuge near invisible.

Once they’ve left the barracks and are headed for the next, Quinn holds up the keys to the main gate with a gleeful smile. “Not too bad for a rusty thief, eh?”

Step one complete. Still... many more have to happen. Let’s hope they go as smoothly. And let’s hope Marion Brass doesn’t fail me now. 

Because much like I’m everyone else’s only hope, she’s mine.
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I STARE AT THE GLOW-in-the-dark clock on the wall, counting down the seconds. The barracks is silent and most of the girls are asleep, but my eyes won’t shut. Can’t shut. 

In thirty minutes, there’s no going back.

Quinn rushes through the barracks’ door and leaves it swinging open, letting in light from the yellow lamp outside. She doesn’t stop speedwalking until she’s climbed into my bunk and gotten as close as humanly possible to my face without kissing me. “Something is wrong.”

Not what I wanna hear. I slip off the side of the bed, pulling my hair into a ponytail and not bothering to grab my shoes. Stealth would be impossible in those steel-tipped boots. “What is it?”

She follows me to the door and starts to respond to my question when I hear it.

The drone of a hundred metal blades slice through the air, each thwop-thwop a promise of trouble. The sound echoes throughout the metal room and sleeping girls sit up in terror, some muttering curses and prayers. Helicopters can only mean one thing.

General Wyrm. How didn’t we know? Three months ago when he visited, we’d scrubbed the compound from top to bottom and had been fed extra rations for two weeks to make us appear healthier. The soldiers were paraded in front of him like prized cattle, and he took his pick to bring back to his headquarters.

I wasn’t in attendance for that presentation. I was freezing in the icebox for standing up to Sergeant Eerie. She’d been yelling at one of the younger soldiers and was about to hit the girl with her baton. I’ll never forget the look on the sergeant’s face as I stepped between them and said, “Goodness. Someone didn’t have her morning coffee. Maybe you should get a cup before you start flipping out over nothing.” I earned a busted lip for my insubordination, but it was worth it.

“What do we do? What do we do?” Quinn asks, biting her already short and jagged nails.

Think, think, think. I’d been betting on a sleepy compound and that the sergeants would be caught unawares. The general will have twenty guards for his person alone. That means triple the amount of security and a probable chance this plan will fail.

One glance at the clock has me steeling my resolve. I’ve gotten out of stickier situations than this, and most of those involved monstrous creatures who wanted to bite my head off. 

I take a deep breath and place my hands on Quinn’s thin shoulders. “We follow the plan.” We have no way to get the word out to everyone that we’re calling it off. Plus, Harlow will have already cut the cameras. I’m not going to give up just because some general appeared. This can still work. It has to.

The rumble dies down as the helicopters land and silence returns to the compound. It’s uncomfortable, like the stillness preceding a tornado touching down.

“C’mon. We’ve gotta get the kids. When Harlow begins, there won’t be time to sneak them out.” I don’t give Quinn the chance to argue before stepping into the perpetual night. 

It isn’t hard to blend into the darkness. Since I’ve been visiting the children’s barracks the past few months, it’s become second nature. Even though she’s only visited them a couple times, Quinn is a master at being a ghost. She hardly breathes as we move, her round eyes ever watchful for sergeants and anyone else who might get in our way. As we’re about to cross to the next barracks, she throws out her hand and presses me flat against the concrete wall. 

A group of soldiers runs past us, heading in the direction of the airfield. Their weapons are at the ready and from the looks on their faces, they aren’t too happy to be awake at this time of night. I’m saying as much to Quinn when the sirens ring out.

“Dang it,” I mutter. This is the exact opposite of what we need. 

“Should we abort?” Quinn asks, peering around the corner. 

I consider it. Truly, I ponder the idea. 

“Not a chance,” I say and keep walking.

She follows me with raised brows. “You do know this isn’t a suicide mission, right?”

Another bunch of soldiers marches past, and we slip into the shadows beside the mess hall. 

“I’m not about to give up. Not when we’re so close,” I whisper to her, keeping my gaze fixed on the passing group until they’re out of sight.

“Fine.” Her tone isn’t pleasant, and I can’t blame her. She’s been in the icebox more times than I can count. I highly doubt she wants to be sent there again. Or worse. 

We get to the children’s barracks at a quarter to midnight. I’m heading around the corner to the entrance when Quinn grabs my hand. 

“I’ll have everything ready for you in fifteen minutes. Good luck.” 

“Good luck to you, too,” I say, swallowing back apologies for what I have to do. What they’re making me do. 

She gives my fingers one last squeeze, then slips into the shadows.

Fifteen minutes. I have to do everything in fifteen minutes. If I don’t, that means the plan has gone horribly wrong. And that means no one is escaping this world. And that means I’m a failure. And that means...

Stop. 

My spiraling is doing nothing but freaking me out and making my blood pressure go through the roof. If this plan is going to work, I have to control my emotions. Inquisitor Opal taught me that my gift is highly affected by my feelings, and tonight of all nights, I need it to work.

The middle-aged sergeant guarding the door doesn’t hear me until I’m right behind her. She spins to face me and reaches for her gun, her brown eyes wide with surprise. “What are you—”

I grab her wrist before she can aim the weapon at me. My gift hasn’t always worked like this, but the more I use it, the more it becomes second nature to me. It purrs beneath my skin, and I can’t help but smile. 

Clearing my thoughts and focusing on being kind, I calmly say, “For your safety, you need to leave your post and stay far from this building. Go get a cup of coffee.” I add the last part because she looks exhausted, but it doesn’t matter where she goes. She just can’t be here in fifteen minutes.

Her eyes glass over like they’ve done every time I’ve visited, and she walks toward the sergeant’s barracks.

Once her footfalls are echoes in the distance, I throw open the door to a dimly lit, white-walled room full of children. Usually, they’d be fast asleep at this late hour. Tonight, they’re dressed and ready for action.

“Is it time?” 

“Do I need anything?” 

“Why are there helicopters?” 

“I had a bad dream.” 

The questions and comments hit me in a jumbled mess. I gesture to Ptolemy and Vanya, the oldest kids in the barracks. Both thirteen-year-olds were set to be shipped off to another compound tomorrow morning, but I’m afraid they’re going to miss their scheduled transport. They push through the crowd of younger children to reach me by the front door. 

“Take this and this...” I hand each of them a radio and a flashlight. “...and get the Otherworld kids to the beach.”

“What about them?” Ptolemy asks, gesturing with his head of cropped black hair to the Netherworld children lurking in the darkness under their beds. It’s what they’ve always done when I visited, though I swear I’ve heard them laughing after I told a joke or a scary story.

“Leave them to me. Get everyone else out.”

Within minutes, every child but the few Netherworlders are out of the barracks and trekking across the white sand. I watch them until they’re shadowy specks in the dark expanse.  

“You’re leaving us?” the eldest of the Netherworld group asks, sliding from her hidey-hole. Her skin is more yellow in the fluorescent lamplight, but her chin-length stick-like hair is unmistakably green. “Figures you’d save your kind before the likes of us.”

I don’t flinch at her harsh tone. “If you wanna go to the Otherworld, feel free to join them. I just thought you’d like to return to your own world.”

The girl doesn’t show any emotion but for a slight crinkling of her eyes. “You weren’t lying about who you are.” To the children under the bed, she snaps, “Get out here, idiots. She’s sending us home.”

It’s strange helping these creatures who in any other circumstance would likely try to kill me, but kids are kids. It’s not their fault they were born in the Netherworld. 

Just like the dragons, giants, and other misunderstood creatures in the Otherworld who didn’t get to pick their heritage. 

My bare feet move quicker. I’ve got to get back and speak to the Queen about their plight. I made a promise to the dragons and the giants. Of course, there may be a different queen now. Still, I’ve got to help them. 

Even if it means convincing that snake of a princess that they deserve an equal place in the Otherworld? 

Yeah, even then.

I lead the group to the mess hall and motion for them to sit against the concrete wall. The main power supply is a football field’s length away, but no cover exists anywhere between here and there. 

Leaning down, I speak to the eldest girl. “Can y’all run?”

“Easily,” she responds.

“Good. When that...” I point at the metal box with a thousand wires and flashing lights. “...blows up, run to it. You should be able to pass through to your world.”

Her mossy green eyes widen. “I was taught we needed magical fire to create a barrier. There is no magic here.”

I hold back my smile. “Trust me.”

She doesn’t argue, so I walk away with the hope that they’ll follow my advice.

“Why are you helping us?” the girl calls after me. 

I face her and make a helpless gesture. “Because it’s the right thing to do.” No matter how I feel about the Netherworld, no matter how terrible that place was, I couldn’t live with myself if I left these kids behind. 

The girl considers me, her head tilting like a predator’s. “The rumors about you appear to be true.” Placing her palm on her forehead, she twists her hand while lowering it in a kind of salute. “If you are the War Ender, I hope you savor the cries of your enemies and relish in their demise.”

“Thank you?” I remark, unsure what to say but feeling like that’s the best response. 

She returns to the others and we part ways, hopefully forever. I don’t plan on visiting her world anytime soon. 

I make a beeline for the central power supply, running across the well-trodden sandy path. This isn’t part of the plan, but I have to make sure Harlow is set and ready. I round the corner of the giant metal box and skid to a halt.

Harlow stands at the base of the metal behemoth with outstretched hands. Swirls of flames spin between her palms, bright enough that I squint. She spots me and spits to the side in disgust. 

“Making sure I’m still doing my part? It’s like you don’t trust me.” The sparks threaten to explode at the violence in her tone.

“I trust you fine,” I rush to say. “I just wanted to warn you that General Wyrm is here. You’d better skedaddle once you’ve gotten the blaze started.”

She wrinkles her nose. “I hate that man. Such a sicko, and that’s saying something considering where I’m from.”

I don’t know what she’s talking about, so I return to the matter at hand. “The Netherworld kids know to run as fast as they can when they see the fire. Once they’re through, get the heck out of here and back to your world.” 

I’m turning to leave when she says, “I’m not going back.”

I whirl around. “Why not? You’ll have a barrier right in front of you. This is your chance to escape.”

“Maybe I wasn’t clear. I don’t want to escape.” At my befuddled expression, she clarifies, “I chose to come here. While it’s not the paradise I was hoping for, it’s better than my world. At least they allow me to use my mind and not extort my body for their depraved wishes.” The thought has chills running up my spine. She spits on the ground again. “I’d rather be sent to the icebox for a hundred years than return.”

When I was in the Netherworld, I was a prisoner. For her, that’s where she grew up. She lived with the foul and detestable things I barely glimpsed in my short time there. I can only imagine the horrors she has seen and experienced. 

“Understandable,” I say without a hint of judgment. “I wish you all the luck in the world.”

She spins the ball of light in her hand, ready to send it flying. “And I, you, War Ender.” The clock strikes midnight above the mess hall. “Don’t just stand there. Run.”

And so I do.

Harlow gives me a few seconds’ head start and then uses her gift. Popping erupts behind me, but I don’t dare turn around as the heat of the blaze licks up my back. Not when I have to get to the shoreline before anyone catches me. 

If it weren’t for the past eight months of training, I’d be nursing a side stitch, for sure. My feet fly and my breath syncs with the rest of my body, each footfall bringing me closer to freedom.

I slip through the side gate that Quinn opened and am relieved to see the guards passed out over two cups of her “sleepy-concoction.” I checked and double-checked that it wasn’t poison and made her swear to me that she wouldn’t murder anyone when we were hatching this plan. Just because I want to get out of this world doesn’t mean I want to kill anyone.

The sand dunes past the gate stretch forever, but I keep running, afraid that if I slow down someone will stop me. The blaze behind me grows, lighting my path as well as any flashlight.

It’s odd I haven’t heard the sirens again. When the sergeants spotted the fire, they should’ve sounded the alarm. That was always a part of the plan, knowing that they’d be focused on the middle of the compound instead of the shore. But as I approach the water, the only sound behind me is the roaring blaze. An uncomfortable feeling surges through me, the hairs on the back of my neck rising in warning.

I glance over my shoulder, and my mouth dries. Harlow wasn’t kidding about her gift. The fire reaches to the sky, menacing tongues of flame lashing this way and that. I wish I could enjoy the spectacular sight, but I can’t. I’ve got a meeting to attend.

In all the planning, I’d assumed we’d get the kids out and then I’d deal with finding a way to free everyone else, including myself. Plans changed the day I received a secret message about four months after I was sent to this world. I was taking a shower and when I came out of the stall, a crisply folded ivory envelope rested on my jumpsuit. Two words were emblazoned on the front in blood-red ink. War Ender.

I ripped it open and found a letter from Lieutenant Marion Brass. 

You have no reason to trust me, but for your sake, I hope you do. While you may not know me, I have heard much about you, Dorcas Livingston.

She went on to tell me she was a travel witch who was sent to this world for not playing along with the Blood Rose’s schemes. She also told me that she was ready for retribution.

The time has come for the prophecies to be fulfilled. You are the only one who can save us all. Therefore, you need to travel to where you belong. The Blood Rose believed they took my travel ring before sending me here, but they foolishly stole my decoy instead of my real ring. Their mistake is your salvation. I would be delighted to assist you and give you the necessary Otherworld token.

My fingers trembled as I read the words. I can go home. 

I will send instructions for when and where to meet me soon. Until then, stay safe War Ender.

-Lieutenant Marion Brass of the N. Women’s Compound

I’d been ecstatic at the thought of going home, but my mind snagged on the fact she wasn’t offering the token to everyone. Quinn caught me moping that evening, and it wasn’t long before I showed her the letter. 

She glanced down at me from her perch on my upper bunk, the paper trembling in her hands. “Why in the worlds are you upset? You have a way back.”

“She said she’d give me the token, not you or anyone else. I can’t leave y’all here while I go home.”

Another girl, Kaliyah, with honey brown hair and pointed ears, overheard our conversation and leaned against the bunk bed frame. “You are the War Ender. Who are we in comparison to that?”

“People,” I said, unwanted tears brimming. “You’re people who deserve a chance at living where you want. A chance at getting back the lives that were stolen from you. How can I leave knowing you’ll still be stuck here?”

“Because,” Brooke said, plopping down on the lower bunk. “You’re the all-powerful War Ender. So, do your dang job and end some wars.” The Otherworld girls had filled her in on my destiny, as they called it, after she joined the planning meetings and became a part of our group. She’d taken the news that I was this savior fairly well. She only called me Your Majesty for a month.

Brooke scratched at her DIY micro braids, her scalp flaking from the lack of a good moisturizer. “Once you fulfill whatever it is you’re supposed to do, you’ll come back for us. Right?” she asked, a twinkle in her dark brown eyes.

“Of course,” I said without hesitation. Because I would come back for them. I’d do everything in my power to save them all. 

My thoughts jerk to the present as I stumble on the sand, but I keep running until I reach the shore, the water lapping at my bare feet. I hastily peer both ways, scanning the dunes in the distance. She has to be here somewhere. 

The Otherworld kids are long gone, thank goodness, and hopefully in their families’ arms. Even their footprints are lost to the tide, making their unlikely escape untraceable. Pretty soon, the sergeants won’t have a clue where I went, either.

The sliver of jade moon reflects on the waves, the ebb and flow of the dark water peaceful despite my anxiety. As I cast a glance out into the open sea, I swear I see something swimming, its tail flipping out of the water. Leaning forward, I focus on the distant—

A shout sounds to my left. “Run!” A woman in an officer’s uniform sprints down the coastline toward me, her auburn hair whipping in the wind. Behind her is a sight that has my heart stopping. Ten armed soldiers are chasing her, the first one barely out of arm’s reach to catch her. 

I spin and run as fast as I can. Maybe we can outrun them. Maybe Marion can give me the token before they reach us. Maybe...

Another group of masked soldiers steps from behind the sand dunes in front of me. “Freeze!” one of them orders, their voice full of ice.

I throw my hands into the air, silently cursing. This can’t be happening. They force me to my knees and bind my arms behind my back, but I barely feel the sting of the metal handcuffs cutting into my wrists. I was this close to getting out of here. I was this close to going home. 

A crazed cackle fills the night. The soldiers caught up to the woman, but she’s backing into the ocean with a wild grin, her pale face tight. “I told you not to trust me, General. Remember?” 

My eyes dart to a tall, bulky figure at the rear of the assembled soldiers.

The man steps forward, his visage cast in shadow and his hands clasped behind his back. “And I told you not to cross me, Brass. You never were one to listen to reason.” His voice is surprisingly high and airy for his large frame.

“Reason?” She laughs and slips something from her pocket. Holding the liquid-filled vial aloft, she glances at me and whispers, “I am sorry,” then chugs the contents.

General Wyrm adjusts his off-white jacket in impatience. “Is that supposed to intimidate us? If so, you are more of a failure than I had thought.”

She smiles again, her teeth stained cobalt blue. “On the contrary, you are the failure.” She slips off her travel ring and holds it above her head, the silver band glinting in the dim light.

The general curses loud enough to make the line of soldiers jump. “You will give that to me or face the consequences!”

“As fate would have it... I have been told that before,” she says with a mirthless chuckle, then tosses the ring as far as she can into the ocean.

The general rushes forward into the waves, but the ring is irrevocably lost in the dark water. “Find it,” he commands. “Drain the sea if you must, but bring me that ring.”

He turns to yell at Marion, but she’s already gone. Her auburn hair floats lazily in the water current and her red eyes are open but unseeing. 

My only hope of escaping this world is dead.

They shove a black bag over my head, and my vision goes dark.
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TWO HUNDRED AND FORTY-eight days. At least, that’s my guess. I’ve been slowly freezing to death in the icebox, so it might be two hundred and forty-nine by now.

The soldiers didn’t say anything when they threw me in here, and they weren’t kind enough to turn on the light. I’m barefoot and handcuffed in the frozen dark, awaiting my fate.

Not putting shoes on was a mistake.

They aren’t going to give me a slap on the wrist for this one. If they connect me to the mass escape of children, which I’m sure they will, I’ll be labeled a traitor. I also used my gift on one of the sergeants. They’ll interrogate her for not being at her post, and it won’t be a hard conclusion that I used magic. Plus, I was meeting a known travel witch. 

Which begs the question: why was Marion Brass allowed to keep her travel ring? This world hates anything to do with the M-word, so what was so special about her? And why was the general freaking out when she threw the travel ring into the sea?

The sound of the freezer door unlocking interrupts my pondering. Sergeant Eerie and three others I don’t know step inside the icebox, including the one I used my gift on. The lights flick on, and I blink in the sudden brightness. Sergeant Eerie points at me with an indignant glare, her normally pristine uniform wrinkled. “Are you certain this is the one you saw before you blacked out and left your assigned post?”

The other sergeant nods, her short brown hair bobbing. “I have no doubt. It was her.”

Sergeant Eerie squats in front of me, and I do my best not to recoil from how close she is. This woman could learn a thing or two about dental hygiene. “Care to tell me how you, a girl from the Mortalworld, used magic?”

“Not particularly,” I respond in my snarkiest voice. I don’t have anything to lose at this point. The one person who could get me home is dead. “I am curious why Marion Brass was working for the general. Care to tell me how she, a travel witch, was allowed to keep a magical object when magic is supposedly banned?”

Sergeant Eerie slaps me. Hard. My cheek stings but I defiantly meet her gaze. 

“Touchy subject? Guess it would be, considering the last rule. What was that again, Eerie?”  

This time I’m ready for the slap. And the next. And the next. 

“You will tell us what you did, or you will face the consequences.”

I spit to the side, blood spewing across the icebox floor from my busted lip. “I think I could stay here quite a long time. I never got a good winter as a kid living in Texas. Might as well soak up the freezing temps while I can. Feels like it might snow any minute.”
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