
Mind Fracture

B. Joyce


Copyright © 2026 B. Joyce

MIND FRACTURE

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

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

No AI Training. Any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

First paperback edition 2026

Cover Design by B. Joyce
Interior Formatting by B. Joyce
Map and Graphic Design by B. Joyce

Edited by EditElle – Writing & Editing Services
editelle.com

Proofread by E. A. Whyte - eawhyte.com

ISBN: 978-1-7779077-9-2
ISBN ebook: 978-1-7779077-8-5 

Visit the author’s website at
bjoyceauthor.carrd.com

For the ones who want to be free.

Moon Beetles Series

Book One: Moon Beetles


Book two: Soul Tether


Book three: Mind Fracture


COMPANION NOVEL

Shadowless

Note: Shadowless can be read at any time. This novel takes place during the same time period as Moon Beetles. It is a stand-alone novel that provides more exploration of Illyson and the beloved characters within the Moon Beetles series.





Content Warning

This book contains instances of anxiety, depression, suicidal ideation, mentions of a parent who died by suicide, derealization, mental manipulation, blood, violence, death, mentions of a previous sexual assault and the abuser, discrimination, self harm, drug use, gun violence, and illness/vomiting. If these are sensitive topics for you, please only read if you are safe to do so.




Maps

[image: ]




[image: ]

[image: ]




[image: ]


[image: ]

One

RIN

My being is naked and aching after six months without my death spirit. She’ll be welcomed once I find her again, but I have to make sure it’s safe for her here first. Safe for me. Safe in this body. In my world. That’s why we’re here today—to find that safety within this family.


As we enter the stadium, a shared energy passes in bubbling murmurs from mouth to mouth. It’s not just excitement for the match—it is life. Their spirits are intact, unlike mine. My fingers are stiff as I set them on Liam’s shoulders, and we merge with the crowd behind Oron, Brand, and our father. Even with layers of people around me and layers of clothes, my unama-jint essence is primed in my skin, sharp with cold.

Liam’s eyes jerk to me. The furrow on his brow when he’s this close is inevitable; he says the garden he sees inside me is full of thorns choking dehydrated flowers. Slipping his warm fingers over mine on one shoulder, he asks, “Do you want to get something to eat before we go in, Rinnaya?”

The unrelenting ache in my stomach claws into my chest and along my arms. It won’t go away with food. “Not now.” I push his straggly blond hairs out of his face.

“You didn’t eat before we left. Ace gave me strict orders to keep you in a steady stream of sustenance.”

A chuckle warms my lungs for a fleeting moment. “Later. I just want to find our seats,” I say pushing him forward and scratching an itch at the back of my neck. With the shift, the little moon beetle that’s been hiding inside my sleeve crawls farther up my arm to the crook of my elbow where there’s a fold to nestle in.

Brand hands Liam a ticket, and he joins Oron and Father at the booth. Hanging back, I take my own ticket from her. “Thanks for getting these for us,” I say.

“It’s my pleasure. About time we got this family together for more than two minutes of hells freezing interaction.”

As I fold the ticket over, blots of cool sweat mark the paper, and I can’t get my feet to follow the crowd even as it tries to move me. “You’re not worried?”

“About Alyxia?” Brand says, tilting her head to me.

Alyxia disappeared after trying to steal the utanic Death stone from the Revival six months ago. I know Brand destroyed that stone, but Alyxia still needs the energy to transform the Hold into her Mind Fire prison. She still has to find a way to compact dense utanic energy, unless she’s done it already.

“Yeah,” I mutter to my hands. “I mean she hasn’t surfaced in months. That means she’s planning, getting stronger, and like, what if Thea’s getting weaker? Bein’ here feels normal and stupid and—”

“I am. Worried. But you’ve hidden enough, we all have.” Her gaze drifts to the crowd with a frantic shake that would never be seen anywhere but in her tired eyes. She can’t look at me because I’m the only one who has seen that tremor shake free into her actions, and she hates that I’ve seen that. Giving in, she swipes her eyes over me and frowns. “I gave you cash specifically for something in Slayers’ colours so you wouldn’t look stupid at the match.”

“I tried, but everything was scratchy.”

“The red was scratchy?”

“The red wasn’t scratchy the—I look stupid? You’re the one with a red sword painted on your face wearing a crop top in the middle of Jodvan like an advanced ed student.”

Running her tongue over her teeth, she pulls off her cap with the Braya Slayers’ logo on it and shakes out her blond curls. A sweet peach-blossom scent engulfs me, pushing back the stuffy body-scented air of the stadium.

“I look fantastic in this shirt.” She plops the hat on my head. “Even Oron’s wearing Slayer colours.”

I glance at my soulkin father. He’s dressed in a black polo with a Slayers’ crest on it. My father stands with him in an outdated jersey. He raises his hand and, with a moment of hesitation, sets it on Liam’s shoulder. A smile blooms across his face as Liam remains still, unfazed.

The thickening lump in my throat is difficult to swallow. “I just don’t see why we’re cheering for the Slayers when Senn finally has a team.”

Rolling her strong shoulders back, she smirks. “We all grew up with the Slayers. It’s in our blood.”

She taps the brim of the hat and saunters over to join the rest of the family, the familiar tromp of her boots bringing focus to my mind. Stopping to adjust the size of the hat, shadows brush my feet. The brim blocks out some of the glare of the lights, and somehow it helps my breaths come smoother.

A tremble remains in my bones, and behind me, heat like the radiation of an open palm sparks at my neck. My muscles tense. I turn on my heel with outstretched hands. The entryway is empty but for the green light of the night spilling through the glass doors. There’s movement here. A darkness digging in at the corners of my eyes, a shake of the earth. That’s normal, right? For Senn? It’s a brand-new arena; it’s bound to be a little off.

“Rin, come on. We’re going to miss the first serve.” My father’s voice cuts through the incoherent murmur with a sweet, urgent point. An olive branch with syrup on it. I’ll take it. I have to start taking it. This outing was my own extension of goodwill anyway.

Turning and cracking my knuckles a few times, I catch his face in the crowd. His dark eyes pull me to our group. I hand my ticket to the man at the booth and fumble the tiny stub he returns to me. Sucking in a breath, I tug at Liam’s sleeve. “Where’d you get a fucking Slayers’ shirt?”

Father grimaces, but Oron nudges him with his elbow. “Don’t. No use trying to clean up her language. The damage has already been done.”

We enter the stands just as the teams line up. Fans rise and cheer at the top of their lungs. Brand thrusts both fists in the air, her shirt inching higher, and joins the chant erupting around us while I slap my hands over my ears. The roar shakes me, but not as much as the sight of my aunt in a moment of raw abandon. She turns to me, light-brown skin rosy, grey eyes glittering. The shine isn’t just the lights; the warm glow isn’t just heat. A thin film of tears runs over her eyes and my heart sinks to the bottom of my stomach. In an old photo album, there’s a picture of my mother holding up a medal, cheering just like this, wearing an Ascension uniform. I don’t think Brand ever played, but a love for the sport might have been the only thing they had in common.

I couldn’t afford to be on the Ascension team at school, but whenever there was a home game, I’d always watch. Johanna played. Did Brand have the same awe for her sister on the court as I had when Johanna spiked a ball to her teammate across the field? There have aways been opportunities for Johanna to show off her strength, but this sport isn’t about that; it’s about precision and teamwork.

Dropping my hands from my ears, the noise churns inside me, and I let it out in an awkward cheer. Brand beams and ushers me into the row of plastic seats. I sit with Oron and Father on my right and Liam and Brand on my left. My heart vibrates inside me, echoing through the long, tense halls of my limbs. Stuffing my hands under my thighs, I focus on the stale air filling my lungs for a moment, waiting for a stillness in my blood, and raise my eyes to the game.

The Braya Slayers and the Senn Hunters face off on a field that slopes up from the centre on both sides until the terrain levels out to the goals. All the players face the Slayers’ captain, their knees bent and arms open at their sides, ready for her to put the ball into play. The whistle blows and the Slayers’ captain sprints, leaps forward, and serves the ball into the centre of the field. The teams merge like dyes diffusing in a basin of water. A Slayers player receives the ball on their forearms, passing it in a high arc to their teammate, moving up the Hunters’ hill.

Brand leans over her knees, cheering and pointing out players to Liam. Oron takes out his echo, lifts his bad leg up on his other knee with a wince, and starts scrolling through news feeds.

My own echo buzzes from the pocket of my sweater. It’s still strange to have one after all these years, but my father, Brand, and Oron all pitched in and got it for my nineteenth birthday with a simple service plan. Leaning back in my chair, I slip the silver device out and open a message from Lance, my cheeks warming.

Lance: Had a pretty intense day.

Three dots ripple under the message, and my heart pounds with them.

Lance: The Tanna Sasoka, the High Teacher of the Lava Dotoran, wants me to become a Devout so I can teach the order about invisibility and matter manipulation.

I flex my fingers a little to bring some heat to them before tapping out a laborious reply.

Rin: that’s amazing. are you going to do it?


The Lava Dotoran devote themselves to Seena, serving their community by teaching Lavarian youth essence manipulation techniques, and maintaining the health of their natural and societal environment. All of which suits Lance perfectly. As the dots appear and disappear for a minute or so, the weight of the invitation sets in. Most Devout pledge themselves to the lifestyle when they’re children. Recruitment is taken very seriously.


Since he still hasn’t sent a reply, I type out a question requiring a simpler answer.

Rin: how long do you have to decide?

Lance: The Tanna Sasoka said I can join them for their tattooing ceremony at the end of the month and make my decision then. Not super excited about getting tattoos.

Rin: let me know what you decide

Lance: Of course.

Rin: do you have to be a Devout to teach them?

Lance: I don’t know. The Tanna Sasoka made it seem like it would be best, for the community as a whole, for me to be around more. Like long-term.

Rin: big decision

The chill in my fingers makes each tap on my echo bite back with deep pressure, so I hold it out to Liam. “Uh, how do I make the little faces again?”

Liam leans into me. Smirking, he taps a few times on the screen. “If you go into this category, you can send a heart.”

Heat skitters down my back as I nod to him, and he sends off a little pink heart.

“Oh fuck.” I slap my forehead, sending a crack through the ice in my body, relieving the pressure a bit, and Father starts next to me. “Ravi. I didn’t feed him.”

“I fed him.” Liam gives me a patronizing pat on the knee.

“Ravi?” Father asks.

I twist the other way, forcing my eyes to meet his for a second, then shifting them back to the Ascension field when they lose focus. “Yeah, he’s my cat.”

“Where did you get this cat?” Oron peers around my father. “Because I seem to recall a certain fourteen-year-old kicking a stray that got into the garbage dumpster one night.”

Brand hides a smile with pressed lips, and my father’s eyes are wide, mouth agape. I clasp my hands between my legs, keeping quiet and focusing on my breath like my Psychological Health Professional taught me to calm the erratic energy brought up from uncomfortable memories.

“Lance gave him to her, right, Rinnaya?” Liam says.

His voice is too light for this. None of them know the whole story, how the cat really came into my life, or why I would kick a cat.

“Uh, not exactly . . .” I slip my fingers into the cuffs of my sleeves and press them to my mouth. The moon beetle squirms.

Father shifts his large frame in the tight space between me and Oron. “Who’s Lance?” He blinks. “A friend of yours from the academy?”


My mouth twitches and a breathy laugh slips out of me. This is what this outing is about, getting to know each other. But this is my father. My father. And Lance is a very handsome, young Lavarian man. My parents were married young. I’m nineteen, and Lance is turning twenty-one next month—that’s already older than both my parents were when they got married. Fuck, why am I thinking about this right now? I can’t even say the three most defining words in a relationship.


I clear my throat. “My boyfriend.” I string the words out a little too long and a little too softly. Both Oron and Father squint, turning their ears to me as the crowd boos at an unexpected development in the match. “Lance is my boyfriend,” I say again, winding myself.

Oron’s eyebrows raise, pulling the wrinkles around his eyes into pleasant arcs. I tug at the collar of my sweater. The motion puffs the stale air around my cheeks, but an intense chill grips my neck, and I press my sweater back to my chest. Father’s face is blank.

“Well, that’s . . .” He drops his eyes to his hands.

“He’s Lavarian. His family is really wonderful. He likes to read.” I could keep going, but my lips are numb. Lance is so many things to me. He’s the gentlest person I’ve ever met, but there are things about him, just like there are things about myself, that I can’t tell this man yet. They are secrets only a few people know—darkness that feels less deadly when we’re in each other’s arms.

Father’s low voice rumbles over the noise. “Does he treat you well?”

I nod.

His eyes shift away from me as he leans on his knees. “You’re being careful?”

“Careful?”

“Sex, Rin. Even I know what he’s talking about,” Liam says.

I throw up my hands. “Okay, conversation over,” I say and flop back in my seat.

Liam chuckles, and I shoot him a glare, my face pulsing with foreign heat.

Brand cocks her head to the side. “Went better than when I told my parents about my first girlfriend.” She turns back to the game. Shadows glaze her eyes. They stay put on centre field even as the Hunters press the ball up the Slayers’ side, even as her knees start to bounce, and she twists her fingers together. I don’t know if Thea was her first, but any talk about young love is bound to bring her to mind. Six months without Alyxia is six months without Thea. Another pin in an old wound. I reach over Liam to squeeze her knee. The touch is enough to bring her back and track the ball across the field, and her fingers return my touch.

The Slayers take the lead, six to five, in the stretch of silence between us. I shiver and hug my arms around my middle. Liam drapes his coat over my knees.

“So, Liam, I was thinking,” Father says, stroking the stubble on his chin. “When your sister goes back to the academy, maybe you could come stay with me.”

Every muscle in my body seizes as my essence grinds in place, unable to ignite with my death affinity. Flicking my eyes to Father, breath stops in my lungs, turning bitter with each second. He looks straight ahead.

“Liam?” he says.

“I—why wouldn’t I just stay in our apartment? I mean, Oron’s right upstairs,” Liam says. His eyes are on me, I know they are, but mine are on my father.

He takes a breath, and it burns my ears. “Well, I just got a new place, and it would be great to spend more time together—”

“You didn’t think to run this past me first? I gave you one rule.” My voice is blunt, a battering ram that I want to hit and hurt.

“I am now. We’re having a conversation, aren’t we?”

“Oh, Peter.” Oron huffs and runs a hand over his face.

It makes sense for Liam to live with his father, for them to build a life together. After all, a soulkin father’s duty is to take care of a child in case of parental death. A sister, well, what does it matter if I raised him?

“Why are you doing this?” I ask. My arms shrivel into my sides as tension seizes them. I jolt them in front of me, shaking them out. “Why now?

“It’s just a suggestion. We can try it out one Freeday, see how he likes it. I just want to get to know him.”

“You just want to get to know him? Fuck you.”

“To be quite honest, I don’t think that’s a bad thing, and I’m getting a little tired of being sworn at.”

“Are you? You’re full of shit.” The words growl out of me. “She asked you to stay.”

“You don’t think I’m doing this for her?” His voice jumps up an octave and his hands with it.

“No, I don’t, you’re doing it because you think it will make things better. You’re using Liam to look good. If you were doing this for her, you’d have stayed the first time, when Stephen needed your help. He still needs your help. You weren’t thinking about your family then, and you’re not thinking about us now.”

Father’s face is flushed, his mouth fluttering around words. He huffs, still bracing on his knees. Oron squares his shoulders, looking at me dead on, strengthening my resolve.

“Rin,” Liam says, quietly. “I don’t think—”

I grab his hand. Father will do the same thing to Liam. He’ll leave him hanging, somehow. It will all break again. Nothing is set, nothing is solid, the only solid thing is Liam. “How can you suggest getting to know Liam and even live together when you haven’t even gone to see Stephen? Your oldest son is rotting in prison for something you started, and you want to have sleepovers? Piss off.” I stand and start shuffling down the row. Whipping back to face my father, I say, “Me, I’m done, I’m grown. I’m going off to the academy, right? I graduate this year, so I’ll have a job and maybe I’ll move in with my boyfriend after that.” What if he becomes a Devout, oh Carnity, what then? I’ll be alone again. “But we do what’s best for Liam, and you’re not that.”

Tears stab my eyes as the people around us turn to look at me. Their faces twist under their face paint—snarled lips and pointed stares. Tripping over Liam’s coat and catching myself on Brand’s shoulder, I tug Liam along with me. “Come on. I’m hungry now.” We stumble to the end of the row, and I paw at my face with my sleeve, my body trembling as blue light ices the corners of my eyes.

We clear the confines of the rows onto the steps. The crowd fades. My family fades—not Liam, never Liam. I cut back my father’s words leaving only my thoughts, my own actions, and my mind is the scariest place of all. It’s still not safe. No matter if I am justified in my anger, there is pain and dark and I hate it in here. I need some space to breathe if I’m ever going to make peace with myself.







I lean on the counter at the food kiosk, head cradled in my hands as it spins. Greasy air licks my skin, and the bubble of the deep fryer taps on my skull. Liam waits next to me facing the opposite direction, arms crossed. His silence weighs on me like the strange, heavy grasp on my shoulders I felt back at the entrance. Slipping him a side glance, our eyes meet. He looks because he saw something he shouldn’t. Not only does he see everything I feel in his own pictorial way, but he witnessed me fucking lose it. His lips part to speak. I turn away just as the boy working the kiosk dumps fried keeta into two paper plates.

“Can you put fire pepper sauce on one of them?” I ask, rubbing my eyes.

The boy nods and squirts a thin stream of bright red sauce over the keeta.

“Rin,” Liam says.

My eyes narrow and blur staring at the keeta. “A little more.”

“Um, can we talk about what just happened back there?”

I jumped too fast. He should have been able to tell our father yes, no, or even maybe for fuck’s sake.

The vender pushes the keeta across the counter. “That will be twelve-fifty.”

“More sauce,” I say, my voice blunt and gritty, and I wave him on to squirt another oozing layer over my keeta.

“He is my dad.” Liam takes his portion, and I fish out the saphrite. “I . . . I want to go live with him.”

The words are a gentle noose around my neck, wringing out my pride.

“Thanks,” I mutter, and we carry our heaping piles of fried food to a small table at the outer edge of the food court.

The door to the stands opens and a wild cheer resounds through the less populated space. I stuff a dripping piece of keeta in my mouth. It crunches and oozes through my teeth. Letting the warm food slip down my throat, I glance at Liam. He stares at his food, one hand picking at the crumbling batter, one stuck under his leg.

“I know you want to,” I say, mouth burning and cheeks hot.

Face downturned, he peeks at me through his hair.

“And I want you to.”

“Really?” He drops the piece of keeta.

“Yes, of course I do. I want you to get to know him and feel comfortable with him.” I shake my head. “Even if I can’t.”

It’s not like our apartment is safe, especially for a young boy who wakes up screaming from nightmares of being stolen by the Revival, and Oron works most nights. I want someone there for him, always.

“He still should have asked you first,” Liam mutters.

I brush the grease from my lips, deflating a little. He’s been quiet the last few days, overly careful with his words and keeping his eyes down after seeing Stephen in prison for the first time since his sentence. My stomach flip-flops as Liam’s blood-streaked arm flashes in my mind, the Death Stone in his hand, dripping on the floor. He was so fed up with Stephen, the Revival, and me probably that he didn’t care what happened, he just wanted to be done with it all. That’s going to linger with him forever.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “Maybe we shouldn’t have done this so soon after seeing Stephen. I know how hard it was for you.”

One keeta medallion goes into Liam’s mouth. His eyes are shaded, mouth drawn as he chews. He takes another. My heart wrenches as the wall inside him that blocks negativity manifests in front of my eyes. He doesn’t want people to hurt, or for them to see him hurt, because he saw me slowly break all these years and do the exact same thing. I take his hand and squeeze. My eyes fall closed as his fingers wrap around mine. The act of privacy releases a breath from his lungs.

“Do you think Stephen loves me?” he asks.

“Yes.” A cutting, simple answer. Its simplicity is broken down into a million and one wrong choices. Stephen is love, the way the death affinity is beautiful—obsessive, brutal, resentful, and still gentle. The crack in Stephen’s voice, his inability to speak the simple words, that gentleness is his love. He’s just too selfish with it. “Yes, he does.”

I open my eyes.

“I feel like my whole life I’ve just been waiting for them.” Liam looks off to the side, his eyes darker than I’ve ever seen them, more hidden and more like our brother’s. “Waiting for them to see me.”

“And you don’t even know what you’re waiting for,” I say, because neither do I. I have shady memories of my father’s love, of companionship with Stephen, but those are only pieces of what it’s like to have a family, especially older family. Oron and I are the only protective forces Liam has known.

“The Dalaan’s have such a big family. It’s kind of hard for me to be around Anik sometimes. It makes me feel small, like I’m not whole.”

I let out a long breath. It snakes around the table and Liam’s eyes finally come back to me. “I know.”

“It’s almost like we have to be something different than whole”—he gestures to the both of us—“I don’t really know what that is.”

I stand, round the table, and pull Liam out of his seat with too much strength, but he collapses into me, clinging to my layered sweaters. “I’m sorry I don’t know what that is either,” I say, and he presses his eyes to my shoulder.

With only greasy batter in my stomach and my whole world in my arms, it’s the fullest I’ve been in months, and I still ache. It compounds, and I gasp as a force claws at my back, pulling and twisting around me. I cling to Liam as my life spirit strains in the prison of my body. The moon beetle crawls over my shoulder and out through my sweater neck. It perches on me, facing the stadium doors, its wings twitching.

The floor trembles beneath us.

“What’s happening?” Liam asks, unravelling from me. “Is that you?”

I clench him, the blue light of my life affinity bleeding and freezing my eyes. “No.” I turn to the inner stadium doors. They burst open, every wall shuddering, every mouth gasping or screaming. People pour through the small space, tumbling over each other headed for the exit. A light flashes behind them, the air takes on a bitter taste, and a jagged crack splits the cement floor.

Heart slamming my ribs, I pull Liam out of the frenzied stream of people. Over the ear-splitting screams, a sound takes hold of me, ringing pure, singing a melody I can’t quite place. I’ve heard it before. It drips with bloodlust and bitter joy. Surviving without my death spirit to ignite the fann side of my essence has left me parched. Light seeps from my skin, sapphire brilliance, to meet the sweet sound, and for one moment I am satisfied.

Liam shakes me. “Rin. What do we do? Do you see Oron?”

I pull in rough breaths, swallow, and focus on Liam. “We get you out of here.” Power rumbles in my lungs with each word rising over the hollering crowd.

Liam nods. I snatch him in my arms, dip my head, and sprint for the doors. Light streams from my eyes, and in three powerful lunges, we break through the doors and are outside before the mob can breach the exit.

As I scan the heads for familiar faces, sirens blare, and the floodlights come on. The sound, a beat like a heart, rages for me. “Do you hear that?”

“Hear what?” Liam screeches, eyebrows pinched and hands pressed over his ears.

Blinking a few times, I let my vision scan for the red glow of weak spots. The rush of bodies dissipates around one form. The red spreads over wide shoulders and a broad chest, right where my head rests when I hold on to him. Oron pushes a man out of the way and carves himself a path without regard for anyone else until his eyes lock with mine. The determined line of his brow melts, and he runs straight to us. Clutching the back of my neck, he kisses me and pulls Liam to his side.

“Where are the others?” I ask.

Oron bends over his knees. Panting, he says, “Don’t know. I was just focused on getting to you two.”

The crowd spreads in every direction. A man barrels toward us but stops short, stumbling to the ground as his eyes lock on me, my spirit energy rippling over my skin in blue light and my moon beetle flitting in frantic circles above my head. He shuffles back, face blanching, and another person trips over him.

“There,” Liam says, dropping his hands from his ears and waving them in the air. “Brand, over here!”

Brand presses through the bodies. With my life affinity revealing her weakness, every inch of her vulnerable skin is swathed in red. She stops by the man on the ground and yanks him up with one hand, propelling him back into the stream away from the stadium. “Thank Keena you’re both okay.”

“What’s happening?” I ask, my voice still resounding around me with the strength of a hurricane.

“A rift.” Brand wraps an arm around Liam, giving him a quick hug and my arm a squeeze. “That’s the only thing it could be. It opened up right in the centre of the playing field.”

My keen vision cancels out every face that isn’t Father’s. Every face. “Where is he?”

“Peter?” Brand lets go of me, turning in a circle, curls spraying around her head. “He was ahead of me at one point. I thought he made it out.”

We stare at the thinning crowd. Protector squads are already taking their places, filing into the trembling building. My feet are moving before I command them.

“I’m going with you,” Liam says.

“Stay here,” I say, whirling back around.

He meets my gaze, chest rising and falling, eyebrows fixed and lowered. “I don’t want to wait.” His shoulders shake with each word.

“Please. Stay with Brand and Oron,” I say and hate myself for it. Liam’s teeth catch a glint of light, and he grunts, turning away from me. Oron grabs him and holds him tight over the chest, nodding to me.

A crash sounds from deep inside the stadium—where the call resounds. I dash for the doors, skirting around Protectors and straggling Slayers, their red uniforms blue under my life affinity energy. I burst into the stands, skidding to a stop with rubble grinding underfoot.

A band of light stretches from the lowest point of the playing field up through the ceiling and slices through the verdant sky. Only a disk of rock remains of the playing field, like a pedestal for the glimmering rip in reality. The earth crumbles around it. Core energy streams from the gaping crevasse, twisting around water jetting from broken pipes.

At the base of the column of light is a split of periwinkle blue illuminating one figure. My jaw sets. Father is still, as if petrified, stuck between the decision to go through or turn back. My essence pulses, and the floor shudders.

Go through it, motherfucker.

A metallic screech forces air into my lungs and leaves a stiff taste of copper at the back of my throat. A cry echoes it. To the right, three blocks of seats away, a woman is trapped under rubble, and a metal support beam hangs precariously overhead. The woman presses against the slab of concrete, face pinched. The beam teeters. She shrieks and slaps the rock with bloody palms.

As the beam lurches, I plant a foot on a plastic chair, leap over two blocks of seats, and bolt down the narrow aisle of the third. Screams escape the woman and rake through me as the beam slams down on my shoulders. The air around us gusts away, my lungs emptying with the force. My feet cave through plastic and cement. With a grunt, I thrust the beam off my shoulders, and it crushes the chairs, sending bits of blue and red plastic everywhere.

“H-help me,” the woman whimpers.

I grasp the slab and toss it off her. Blood curdles in my veins as her mangled limbs appear and a Protector and Medic flank us, shooing me away and starting emergency treatment without hesitation. Turning back to the blinding light, a figure grasps the edge of the stands. Flickering arms of energy and a maw of razor-sharp teeth clamber into the stands. Ribs cut from shards of energy expand with a breath as it towers over its surroundings, its massive heart pulsing through sheer layers of energetic muscle. Amber light drips off the beast’s form. I shudder, but there are more of these beasts prowling around the stadium.

I launch myself over a few aisles and land right in front of it. Slapping my palms together, a shockwave washes the stands as my wings burst from my back. With the raging energy around me, the beast’s features distort. It lets out a warbling bellow, scrambles over the ledge, and leaps back onto the playing field. All the shimmering beasts prowl away from the stands, scrambling back to the opening in the light.

My father shields himself from the rush with his arms, and as I jump the gap from the stands to the remaining solid ground in the centre of the arena, the light expands around him like thick breath. Core energy particles sparkle at the entrance to the rift. They expand, pulling apart in long strands, then snap back together as they enter the doorway to the Lesser Worlds. The air is heavy with dust and energy, perfumed with sweat. I cough it out and breathe it back in.

“Hey.” My voice runs the length of stone from my feet to the rift. It collects in the light and bounces back like the bellow of that beast. I grab my father’s thick, muscled arm and yank him to me. “What the fuck are you doing?”

Father blinks, my light reflecting off his eyes. His lips quiver, but he finally says, “It’s a viable path, Rinny. It’s a Lower Void rift and—”

“What? You were goin’ to go through it? You were down here gawkin’ at this shit? Good thing I came back for your ass. A woman would’ve died if I hadn’t.”

“Rinny, I was just—”

“Liam’s waiting!” I shove him away from me. My father grimaces again; he’s always shaken by me. “He’s waiting for you to go to him. Always fucking waiting for someone to come home, dead or alive.”

I heave a breath and press my hands to my ears, blocking the resounding trill of my spirit pulling at me through the rift. “You can’t go through there,” I yell. “You never can. You said you were going to spend time with him. You said he can live with you. You can’t be gone exploring the Lesser Worlds looking for that hell-damned Hold!”

The air builds in my chest, rubbing my lungs raw. I throw my arms over my spinning head and let out a short cry with tears cutting through my eyelids. When my death affinity would activate, my tears would turn to steam. These tears are cold, plummeting down my cheeks and pounding the ground.

“I’m not going anywhere.” My father’s voice washes over me, pushing back my life affinity energy. A sob swells through the emptiness inside me. I cage it so fast with trembling hands that I tip forward and scramble to get my feet to follow.

My father’s arms catch me, pressing warmth through all my barriers, both knitted and emotional. My head is supported by his strong shoulder, and my hands curl into fists between his chest and mine. Gasping, I let the tears fall.

“How do you think I found the rift back to the Karess?”

He pries me away from him and tilts my chin up. Placing his hand over his heart, a quivering smile shaking the mist in his eyes, he says, “I’m an integrated soul, Rinny. I was presented with a way to the Beyond and a way back to the Karess. I am drawn to the Hold because I sent people into it instead of stopping the Revival when I should have. That’s my burden to bear, but you are my heart. I found the rift home because I could feel your spirit. Not because you are stronger than anyone else, not because you are my blood. I knew your call, and I love you so much.”

Protectors storm around us, shouting orders and setting up barricades, but my eyes are glued to this man in front of me. I shake under his touch.

“I felt you and your brothers. It killed me over and over again to stay away. Just because I’m integrated doesn’t mean my pride is gone, or that my priorities are right. I’m here now, and I’m not going anywhere. Your life matters more to me than my mistakes. I wanted to see this rift with my own eyes to make sure it’s the right path to your spirit. It is. I hear you in there.”

Light glaring on one side of me and rubble on the other, I nod. Liam will get to grow up with a father. He’ll make amends with Stephen. He’s here. My father is here, standing in front of me, holding me. I step back. My arms slip out of his grasp. “Okay,” I say in my normal, thin rasp as my energy curls back inside me.

With one last look at the pale-blue light of the rift, I turn my back to it and my eyes away from my father. The half of my spirit inside me and the half outside reach for each other. They share a touch, knowing I don’t believe everything he said, but I’m too exhausted to ask for proof or search him for that gentle love. I don’t think I’ll really feel his love until I go through that rift and get my spirit back. And just as my spirits reach for this rift, Alyxia will be reaching for it too.
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Two

JOHANNA

I finally clear the dungeon I’ve been working on for the last thirty minutes and set my controller down to rest my eyes. Slipping my echophones off, the quiet that ensues is rough with static. Yesterday, the cramps started, and the headache came back this morning; the minds of Senn are ready to be heard. If I pee really fast, I can get the echophones back on and my mind set on the game before it gets bad.

Since my death broke the bond between our physical essences, I’ve been relying on Rin to help me through these energy bursts. That’s what I always do and have always wanted—Rin to help me, be there for me. The tether isn’t what makes our bond special, but I like that it keeps me tethered to her mind and spirit. I chose her and will always choose her.

Being integrated now and accepting all the rough and soft bits of myself shows me how I abused Rin and my mom’s presence. I want to get through this cycle on my own. Rin is spread too thin as it is, and with the rift opening, it has only made the discomfort in her body worse. The moment that rift split into our world, I heard the mirror half of Rin’s spirit and became dizzy by how it shook her.

Bracing my hand on my temple as I stand, my knees crack and my back is stiff. Shit, it’s dark outside. I lost track of time again. As I cross the hall to the bathroom, a sharp pain stabs through my lower belly. I cringe, quicken my steps, and collapse on the toilet.

Heat takes a slow circle around my skull, twisting my vision and welcoming all the mental energy of Senn that I’ve been trying to avoid by focusing on my tech games. Mom’s hit’s me first.

I DON’T THINK I SHOULD TELL HER YET. IT MIGHT BE TOO MUCH.


An image of her echo screen forms behind my eyelids with bright white light. She reads the latest message: You know I want to meet her soon, but I understand the process of inviting someone new into your life after a loss isn’t easy.

My jaw slackens as pins stab my uterus, and a trickle of blood hits the toilet basin. My mom has been dating someone?

Before I can even finish peeing, fire ignites my brain. Streams of consciousness layer through my mind with stabbing prongs, too impatient to take their shot on their own time. A man on the west side of the city is cheating on his wife. She knows. She won’t confront him, too worried he would become angry; it wouldn’t be safe. Their daughter, she’s only fifteen, is hiding an addiction to her prescription medication.

With the possibility of situations like that, who would want to date again? Dad was already perfect for us. But if it would make her happy, I guess I stand by her. I have to. If she has to deal with me like this, then I can deal with whatever sap she fancies.

My doctor said it would take about half a year before my cells managed to regenerate essence at the rate they were before I tethered myself to Rin. Turns out, drawing on Rin’s fann-jint energy for a whole year and a half meant I didn’t need to regenerate essence. The essence molecules that were in my system the moment I tethered myself to Rin were the same ones I had when I broke the tether of our physical essence, sustained the whole time by her jint energy.

My internal organs throb as the essence that has collected in my womb snakes slowly to my core essence node at my chest. The burning rush tunes the strength of my Mind Fire even more as the stored essence becomes usable throughout my body. The last few months at the academy, Rin was closer; she cooled me and kept me focused. I don’t know if I can keep going through this much longer.

Red lights and a flashing strobe paint the back of my mind. A man scans the half-naked women in the strip club, but he keeps coming back to the brunette on the pole.

I slap my face and slam the bathroom door as I leave before I can latch on to his next thought. I liked it better when I could only hear Rin’s mind. She thought less about sex. With the sting on my cheek and the slam of the door, my pulse pounds in my teeth. I flex my jaw, storming down the stairs.

“Joey, you okay?” Mom asks. She sits at the island with a cup of tea. Her echo illuminates the red flush in her cheeks as her fingers twitch for it.




OH ZENTA, SHE KNOWS.




Breath fills my chest. The air is eaten so fast by my brain and the uncontrollable essence manipulation that I heave another.

Thoughts of every hédin in Senn fight for occupancy in my psyche. My body sways as I stare at my mom, my face probably just as pink as hers. She licks her lips, adjusting her sweater and avoiding my eyes.

She never had to hide it. The last thing I want for her is to feel shame for craving company. I just can’t talk about it right now, so I turn and stumble to the garage door. My toes hit cold cement and my mind instantly sends a streak of mental fire to hit the play button on my audio system. Noise fills the dim garage, meeting the whir of the core energy hub. Shaking out my arms, I bounce on my toes and roll my neck a few times. Maybe sitting around playing tech games wasn’t the best idea. If I get my blood moving now, get focused, I can fight off the barrage.

A shout crashes through my mind. I swing my arms to warm them up. My head pounds, so I pound the punching bag. After a few reps, I do fifteen push-ups, which should be nothing, but sweat drips down my face.





YOU DID IT FOR THE MONEY BUT IT’S GONNA COST YOU  HELLS OF A LOT MORE THAN WHAT SHE PAID YOU.




I pause with my arms extended, core quivering. A firestone pistol wavers before me, pointed away, and beyond the barrel is a shadowed face—a young man’s, angular with dark eyes. Now the barrel is pointed between my eyes, another face just as dark snarling behind it. The scent of Ease burns my nose. I blink. A shot rings out. My vision goes black, my body cold, my heart still. I hit the ground, a cry bursting from my lungs. Gasping for breath, I claw at the cement with my nails, and my heart regains an erratic rhythm.

There’s bile burning my throat and three more bolts of consciousness slicing through my mind already. This power is beating me. I learned to use Mind Fire so easily in the first place through Rin’s power. Before we reconciled, all my anger left me reeling, it took control over my actions. I don’t have any control of my own.

I roll onto my side. “Mom?” I groan. The room spins and the exhaust from the cruiser irritates my throbbing head. Tears splatter the pavement as I drop my head to the cool surface. “Mommy?” I whimper, curling into a ball.

The door opens and Mom is beside me on the floor, lifting my quaking body into her lap.

“What did you see, baby?” she asks, lips pressed to my forehead.

“He murdered him in cold blood.” At least I think it was. None of it makes sense. “What do I do? I-I’m a witness, aren’t I?”

“Oh Zenta,” Mom says under her breath. “Okay, write the names down. I’ll handle the rest.” She hands me a pad of paper and a pen. I take them but only get through half the name of the murderer and my hand drifts off the page, a new mind blatantly revealing their darkest longings leaving the crime a blank space in my mind.

“I can’t remember,” I say, my throat thick with a sob.

“That’s all right, hon. Do you want to try the meditation the doctor suggested?”

Nodding a few times, I push away from her and cross my legs. She does the same, sitting in front of me.

“Okay, just listen to my voice and let the clutter be.”

Taking in her floral scent, her voice, and trying to match her breath, my eyes close. One marriage proposal and a scholarship to an advanced ed academy. I wish I could hold on to those energy streams, but a tidal wave of regret from across the city crushes them. I sigh, focusing back on her voice.

“Engage your essence,” Mom says.

My fingers are hot and shaking as I try to tap them together, breathing in through my nose and out through my mouth.




TAKE YOUR TIME, JOEY.




A few more taps, and I find a good rhythm to centre the heat of my churning essence in my palms. A spark glows on the other side of my eyelids. It bolsters into a single flame, and Mom says, “Good, now split it.”

The split. The break in the tether led me to death. I was wrapped in a peaceful glow there. Even the dark was bright in the Higher Plane. I had an understanding of myself that I can only grasp halfway here. There’s shit everywhere here. But if Eliote can see and feel this pain every day from everyone she meets and not have a contextual explanation, then I can do this. If Rin can still face the day after all she’s been through, then I can too.

I build the flames with tears shedding down my face. The fire is warm at my chest. Tensing my fingers, the flames crackle and flicker at the centres of my palms. I hold each above my knees.




OH, ZENTA HELP HER. MY BABY. SHE’S IN SO MUCH PAIN. I DON’T KNOW WHAT TO DO.





Dad taught me my first fire manipulation, and when he died, I tried to have as little instruction from Mom as possible. A quick instruction and then I’d tell her to get lost so I could practice on my own. These days, a simple fireball is all I can make, and I need her here beside me the entire time. While my Mind Fire continues to get stronger, I don’t think I’ll ever make myself a full suit of fire armour and flaming swords to match again.

“That’s one minute, Jo. Longer than last time.”

The vanishing fire takes all the strength from my body, leaving me to slump in curling smoke. I drink it in. It’s almost sweet, or maybe just familiar—a memory.

“Can you try another minute?”

I open my mouth to answer, but through all the grit of Senn, Ace’s consciousness washes in. His usual calm is flooded by grief. He misses El. I don’t blame him. His family worries over him, their neighbour is dying, and a Wander Wraith just snuck into our world through a nearby rift.

One after another, minds dogpile me, taking Ace away. The only one I can’t find is Rin’s, her cold relief. It just keeps getting darker.

“Can’t you just use your Mind Fire to make me think about one thing?” I ask.

Mom glares at me. “You did not just ask that.” Shaking her head, she runs her fingers through my hair. My body wavers at the light touch.

“Okay, okay.” Mom steadies my shoulders. “I have an idea.” She scrambles over to the workbench and grabs our old family memory tech. “Every time you have a clear thought, take a memory. If it’s your thought, write it below the image. If it’s someone else’s, write it on the back.”

I take the memory tech. “What is this supposed to accomplish?”

“Focus without the physical strain of fire manipulation or exercise. You love taking memories, so maybe using something you like will help push everyone else back.”

I roll my eyes and switch on the tech. Focusing the view on Mom, a burgundy curl hangs along the side of her face. Her eyes are deep wells of emerald green; most of their shine is lost from too much worry for me. Her unsmiling face is marked with laugh lines that give me hope as the lights from the core energy hub sparkle behind her. I snap the memory. Below the image I write, “Invite him to dinner next Freeday,” and hand it to her.

She runs a painted finger down the edge of the glossy paper. Taking in the beauty I captured and my simple offering of connecting with her new love interest, her breaths slow. A smile softens her mouth, and she nods. “Thank you.”

Grungy thoughts, like hot coals, sear my mind, and I snap a memory of the cement floor.

I wander the house in a fevered haze, snapping memories, and scrawling bites of thought onto their backs. My trigger finger itches for ice. I go to the spots where Rin and I frequented when we were young—where I keep my tech games, the backyard where we planted flowers, the kitchen island where we ate birthday cake. Still, my mind keeps glancing past the cool of her mind for the energy around her.

In the living room, my mind latches on to a thought from the edge of the city, and I lift the memory tech, blindly snapping a memory of the very corner of the couch. Choking down bile, I scribble the thought just as the mind goes dark, not dead or asleep, but numb.

Why would I serve you?

I go on for an hour, unable to let go of the mental world. My heart takes a unique aching beat for each person, leaving me breathless, jittering and sweating.

“That’s it!” I chuck the memory tech onto the tile floor, and bits of plastic and tech disperse around the kitchen. Crouched around my knees, arms braced on my head, I let the tears fall. “I can’t do this anymore. Can-Can you just echo her?”

“Echo her?” Mom says. She squats in front of me, and I tip forward, so she catches me.

“Rin, I can’t find her.” I whimper into her shoulder. “Please.”

I hand her my echo with Rin’s lightstone registration number saved. As Mom echos my Soul Tether, I pull myself off the floor and up the stairs back to my room. Through the echo, Rin’s voice finally crackles in my ears.

“I’ll be right over.”

I crawl into bed. Clutching my pillow, I wait for the one person I can’t let go of.







My mind clicks into place, syncing with Rin’s the moment her fingers touch the front door handle. Chilled waves of her mind spill into me, darkening our shared space and storming out the rest of Senn. Blinking, I take a sip of the musty air caught between me and the wall. The barrage of psychic energy has left my body cramped from stress that isn’t mine, and I can’t let go of the breath.




I’M RIGHT HERE, JOHANNA.




Strong but tentative, her hand brushes my shoulder. I strain my fingers, trying to bring just a tip to her cool touch, to will her to hold tighter, but my tendons are taut, one move and they’ll snap. My lips twitch with gratitude. The air is still caught inside me, and my eyes are glazed and fixed.

Rin tucks her knees behind mine, and the bed dips. My body exhales, falling back into her. The scent of coffee stimulates my senses as she pulls me tight to her chest.




FOCUS ON MY THOUGHTS.




With a jerking motion, I coax my hands to take hers.

An image soothes my mind’s eye. Rin and I are sitting in my room, but I see my own face, younger and brighter than it is now. I have yellow nightclothes on and a crinkle between my eyebrows. This is how Rin saw me when we were young. Good Zenta, my hair was orange. The clock says twelve midnight. Wait, I remember this. We were supposed to be in bed, but we had snuck some coffee and couldn’t sleep.

My small hands wrapped around a single flame like the one I created today. Rin held out her hands, her heart pounding.


What a powerful flame, she thought. I placed it in her hands and let go. I still didn’t believe it wouldn’t hurt her, but she stared at the glow as it warmed us, and I tried to maintain the heat.



Don’t let go, I told her.


Now, I am the flame, and she holds me.




I WON’T LET GO THIS TIME. I WANT TO MAKE IT THROUGH.




The longer she holds me, the calmer my mind becomes. My thoughts trickle in with the balance of her unama-jint essence behind my fann-riddled body. A balance between us is far better than stealing from her. My chest expands with a full breath, and her grip loosens. Her fingers brush my jaw and pull my curls away from my face.

“There you are,” she says, her voice rough and clear in my ear, the only bit of Senn that sounds like music.

I roll onto my back. Rin looks down at me, propped up on one arm. Silver eyes search me like they always do, but they’re less shy and more believing than they were a year ago. I wish I could give to her the way she gives to me.

“Why couldn’t I find you?”

Her brow furrows, fingers lost in my curls, motionless now that I’m trying to make sense of the one-sided tether. She knows that’s what I’m doing, because if she thought I was asking why I couldn’t weave my way through all the energy in the world, she would say, “Because you’re just one person and there are thousands of people in this city.” Instead, her mind staggers, eyes falling closed as she tries to brush away thoughts that have already formed. She doesn’t know if that’s a choice she can make right now, not with everything going on with her family, the world, her spirit. Oh, her spirit.

I shake my head to dismiss the conversation. “How are you doing after the rift opening?”

As she pauses, her finger trails my jaw lightly, and she retracts her touch. I hold my breath to stay out of her head and wait. “Okay. It’s only been a few days, but I’m waiting for something to . . . happen. It can’t be random, can it?”

With all the information still running at the back of my head, I wish I could say I knew, but I don’t.

“Have you heard from Eliote?” she asks.

“She doesn’t reply to any of my messages,” I say. “I’ve been thinking about her all night.”

Rin nods and lays down on her back beside me.

Staring at the ceiling, I say, “I still can’t believe how Alyxia couldn’t maintain control over Eliote’s mind, and then when El got rid of her, Alyxia easily took over multiple minds.”

Rin snorts. “Yeah, and I have trouble with the one mind I have.”

Multiple minds.

“Multiple minds, Rin. You said Alyxia was able to control Brand, Ace, Niko, and Jeff at the same time.”

“Huh? I mean, yeah.”

I bolt upright and roll myself over Rin, my elbow digging into her stomach.

She grunts. “For fuck’s sake, did you forget that Ironskins need to breathe?”

I grab the door frame and whip myself toward the stairs, and Rin’s cool force is at my back as I race down. Alyxia can control more than one person at a time while maintaining full control over her host. How many though? And how long can she control them?

“Thank you, Mom,” I say, dashing past her.

She jolts. “I’m never finishing this cup of tea, am I?”

Skidding to a stop at the living room window, I snatch one of my memories as Rin collides with me.

“Geez,” she mutters.


Behind an image of our fireplace, I wrote in bold letters, “Our queen never leaves us for long.”


The ancient queen of Emberstead.

“Joey?”

The young man who was shot, his face is clear to me. It was Tōmas. And the “she” who paid him was the queen. The deed she paid him for was to create an emotional link between him and Rin, so Alyxia could manipulate Rin through Thea’s Mind Fire.

Rin’s sharp eyes take in the darkness between my fingers and flick up to my face. My heart plummets in a sticky mess, oozing with gratitude that Rin will never have to see that snake’s face again, but the horror of Alyxia’s ruthlessness mars the occasion.

“Alyxia’s coming back,” I say without breaking eye contact.

Rin licks her lips with an unbelieving pinch in her stare, not for what I said, but for what I didn’t. We both knew Alyxia was coming back.





Tōmas. He’s dead. She killed him, or well, had someone kill him for her.





The fine muscles in her long neck strain as she shakes from head to toe. Brushing her hair back, I snatch her fingers as she blinks, her face growing blotchy. A slap rings in her mind, accompanied by a subtle cry that was never expelled but caged inside for years. It resounds and will ring for as long as it needs to, echoing with the rifle shot inside me to ease the pain, until she wipes her soul clean of him.

The colour drains from my mom’s face as I say, “She’s here, already. In the city. In other people.”

If it wasn’t for the two of them. I would have missed this.

Still staring at the memory, words drift from my mouth. “What do we do?”

I used to always have a reason and a means to fight. The lack of drive, of action, of clarity, makes my bones quiver. I have to do something, don’t I? I came back from the dead for this very reason. Nolaria stayed as a Wander Wraith all this time to find someone who could defeat Alyxia. Everyone is counting on us.

“I don’t know, but I know where to start,” Rin says, locking eyes with me. “I have to go see him anyway.”

Stephen. Of course, the Revival would have information that would help. They were going about defeating Alyxia in all the wrong ways, but they must have information that would be valuable to us.

“Do you want me to go with you?” I ask, my voice is weak, rasping through my dry throat.

“No, it’s about time we had some quality time together.”

My stomach tightens and tension rolls through me, overflowing through my eyes. I grab her arm and yank her to me, grasping her tight. If she can figure out one step for us, then I’ll be here to support her. I’ll be better in a few days; I’ll think better. All I can do right now is not leave her alone.

Mom stands a foot away from us, her back straight and her head tilted slightly as she takes us in. I let Rin go but she takes my hand and holds it.




THEY’LL BREAK THE CYCLE. I KNOW THEY WILL.




“What do you mean, Mom?” I ask.

She smiles at me in the way I’ve been accustomed to in the last few years, a distant, loving admiration. “You girls know Nolaria taught her lineage to thrive through the appearance of the spirit affinities, and the Emberstead only viewed them as a threat.”

We both nod.

“Our lineages are bound by retaliation. You two have learned to teach each other instead. Hold that close to your hearts and Alyxia will fall.”
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Three

ELIOTE

The grip of my rahanaso is my home. The blade whispers through the air, its weight amplifying my strength, and the glint of light off polished metal attempts to purify me. It goes where I tell it, and it draws me with it. We travel together now.


As I step forward, swinging my blade in a clean arc, ten blades mirror me. The tap of small feet against the floormats is as gentle as rain. A shiver runs down my spine as I sheath the blade and pace around my class with my hands behind my back, paying attention to each student’s form.

“Good job, everyone. Remember, your off hand is where your force comes from. Use your dominant hand to stabilize.”

At the back of the room, without their attention on me, I can let my eyes rest. It used to be so exhausting to see every intention, but the colour is a welcome rush from my young students. Clouds and cords and nets layer among the children in my training room. My heart picks up speed to match their enthusiasm. The focus of each intention is fixed here. Some spin in pale-blue swirls above their heads, reaching for help as their eyes trail to the student next to them to see if they’re doing it right. Another student’s intention spills down their feet in green waves, grounding as their brow furrows and a trickle of sweat slips down their cheek. They are all present with me, and their young hearts take on challenges so willingly. I want to be like them, to see the world with wonder again.


Giggles float through the room as one girl at the front takes my usual spot for instruction. She sways her hips and flicks her long, inky purple hair over her shoulder. “Look at me, I’m Kan’hata Nohar,” she says, sheathing her blade, her Lavarian wings giving a delicate shiver behind her.


“That’s not how I walk,” I say, crossing my arms, but a smile warms my lips.

The laughter swells through the room with a cool breeze from the open window.

The Karess has its own intention, as does the sky and the universe beyond. Everything has meaning and purpose and desire to thrive. It creates distinct movements of energy, some I can see, others I experience in the soles of my feet or as a tap on my skin. There’s been a shift in vibration lately. It doesn’t touch the children. It’s not even in the city, I don’t think. It’s been building for a while now. Every so often it will spike, awakening my skin so my hair stands on end. It grinds my bones. It has heat to it. Like an engine, it hums.


Pressing past the purity of the children’s will, it sinks into me. I brace a hand on the wooden slats of the back wall. Heavy and electric like thunder clouds, it hangs over the Karess. My tongue is thick in my mouth as a warmth touches the centre of my forehead. The heat is at my neck, around it, digging. My hands. Oh, Carnity.


Hot knives pierce my shins and my knuckles pulse, stiffening with a violent jerk that shakes my body. The smell of tar stings my nose. My eyelids twitch, they threaten to close. Shutting my eyes is surrender, so I blink away the sting, and I swallow the choke.

“That will be all for today.” The shake in my words mimics the shudder of the darkening cloud over Illyson.


Several pairs of gleaming eyes find me while the others dart for their shoes, eager to get home. I nod to them, gripping my rahanaso with new vigor. The warmth of the darkening world is so like her—cruel, possessive. It is also like Stephen—narrowed and obsessive. This is a layered intention and so much worse than just one Alyxia.


The children blur around me.

Alyxia’s laugh is embedded in the pattern of my mind. It wraps around my thoughts with tight cords. I blink again, and stride to the bell in the corner of the room, tapping a student on the top of their head as I go. Gripping the cool metal bell, I ring it hard for the parents outside to hear and gather their children. I ring it harder for myself, letting the pure tones push against my sickening, laughing companion.


The studio clears out as the stars take hold of the sky. I draw in a long breath as the straggling students’ intentions drift away, replaced by the glow of their spirits and glimmering essence. Bathing in jade starlight and the cooling air, I sit on the front step to rest. The rhythmic instructions from the upper-level rahanaso class float to me from the inner courtyard of the studio. A shout echoes from the students. Weight sinks in my shoulders, and I brace myself on my knees.


The team would have finished final exams about a week ago. Unread messages from the last six months clutter the face of my echo beside me. I can’t clear them, and I can’t read them. I need to know they’re there but can’t read the sweet words that I know are waiting for me. There are none from him. The one person who would have something to say that would move me the most. Ace is good. I asked him not to echo me, which is the very reason I wish he would. There’s so much bad in the world that even being around these sweet children can’t shake, but he could.

There’s a new message from Brand. She’s been trying to get me to speak to her council about Alyxia, to inform them of the intricacies of her power, help them create a plan of attack for when she reemerges. Her request paints me as a beacon of resilience when I can barely stand in front of my students without Alyxia stealing a moment from me.

A swell of light approaches from behind, pointed with energy and sharpened by discipline.

“You ended early again.” Master Kotora’s voice rumbles through me. “I’ll have to start cutting your pay if you make this a habit,” he says as he meets me on the step, his long, dark wings blocking out the rising moon.


Taking my rahanaso into my lap, I keep quiet.


“I moved from Valisor to Yugon for the sun,” Master Kotora muses. “Or that’s what I tell people. I thought it might be easier to live with shadows where I could burn them with the sun.”

I peer at him over my shoulder. His dark eyes are fixed in a gentle gaze at the sky.


“Training rahanaso is about trust. My students here trust you. As do I, or at least I want to. I cannot trust you fully until you trust yourself, even in your shadows.” His essence trickles in a delicate stream through his core. His aura pulses like a steel heart. Steel reflects the brightest light, but its sheen deepens around the edges of its contour. Deep shadow, bright light, and strength, like a trusty rahanaso blade and not unlike a sharp-eyed girl I used to share a room with. This dualistic contrast is what drew me to Master Kotora’s studio in the first place.



Standing, the wind presses my wide, silk pants to my legs as I bow deeply to my Kon’hata.


My sandals tap along the black brick of the sidewalk. The heat of the late afternoon sun caught in the brick heats the soles of my feet even now. The brick serves as a reservoir of energy for Luminee. The energy isn’t light, obviously, but the heat from the sun is healing and helps Luminee regenerate their essence. Even the little essence I have in my eyes seems to accept the rejuvenation. With the chaotic green in the sky above, it’s like a lens over my eyes has been cleansed.

The smouldering energy consuming Illyson slows my steps. The northwest sky is filled with an orange intentional aura like smoke, layered with sparks. Everything about it is and isn’t Alyxia. My lungs burn with her suffocating presence plaguing the land, plaguing my mind. As the moments tick by with my eyes glued to the sky, my shins tingle, my hands go numb, my mind smarts with Alyxia’s laugh. Thea’s still out there, somewhere, allowing Alyxia to do exactly what she did to me, what she’s been doing for centuries—violating the hédin will.


I push myself forward, my stomach churning as a phantom trickle of blood warms the back of my throat. She will not keep stealing from me. I stamp my feet and grip my rahanaso. In Yugon, it’s legal to carry a blade with you in public as long as you have the right training, which is why I trained with Master Kotora in the first place. It’s the only thing that got me to leave my grandmother’s house the first four months here. In some way, I will use this blade to gut Alyxia, regardless of whether it’s through Thea’s blood or if I have to fight my way through her armies until I perish and strangle her in the Lesser. I won’t let her see the afterlife without paying for what she’s done. If only I could get myself to leave this town.


In the centre of Eve’kai, bodies press around me and music swells from restaurants and bars. The air is heavy with spices but light with the cooling night. Lightstones dazzle every doorway in homage to Vin. The friction of light and sound against my mind still doesn’t push away her hold. Just short of running, I elbow my way into the small tattoo parlour that’s become more home to me than the house I grew up in.

Wraith bells ring over my head in a valiant attempt to rake the witch from my mind. Sound waves are more protection than light, but nothing works as well as the needle.


“Eliote, shönnat. You’re back so soon.” Cailo flashes me a broad smile in the purple light of her shop. Rounding the cash, she marks the sign of our great ancestor Vin overhead and grasps my hands in the Luminee formal handshake. Here in Yugon, it isn’t so formal. Her warm hand squeezes mine, and as I firmly grasp my forearm with my other hand, she plants two kisses on my jaw, firm and quick. “Belhalia Mavesh na’Vin.”



“Belhalia Mavesh na’Vin,” I repeat with little faith and a lot of breath.



“Shönnat, you seem stressed. Come, let’s get you in the chair. We’ll talk there.”


Cailo escorts me by the hand to the back of her shop, passing several chairs curtained off with her talented staff inking her most loyal customers. The back of the shop retains the heat of the day and is perfumed with jaden lily oil. With a flick of her hand, the lightstones along the ceiling glow brighter, and her immaculately clean workspace glimmers.

I sink into the chair, heart aching in my throat, and swipe at the sweat on my brow.

“So.” Cailo straddles a stool next to me and slaps both hands on her thighs, back straight. “What are we doing today? You want to look at the book?”

I open my mouth to tell her the design weighing on my heart, but the look-book is already in my hands. I smile and start flipping through it. At least it gives me time to catch my breath.

Pushing up my sleeve, Cailo inspects the flare-wing moth she did for me just two weeks ago. There are new images in her book too, mostly of the tattoos she’s done for me. There’s the delicate dagger design between my breasts, the pattern of swirls covering my left arm that she thinks is wind or clouds but for me depicts utanic energy, and then the moth. But what I want won’t be in the book.

I close it and set it aside gently. “Could you do a moon beetle?”

Cailo’s face twists. “Why would you mark your beautiful skin with a nuisance like that?”

“They remind me of another nuisance who is very special to me.”

“Ah, well, I guess we can’t choose which hédin fill our hearts with light. It’s on me this time.”

She said that last time. Of all the tattoo artists in Eve’kai, she has the highest rates and the most lenient payment plans.


“Tell me about your day, shönnat,” she says as she sanitizes her hands.


I swallow past the rapid pulse in my throat. “I’d rather not talk about it.”

“Mm, well you just sit back, let me tell you, there’s been a lot going on since we last chatted.”

The sting in my legs has fizzled away, and the sensation of blood flow stops in my hips. My breath hitches. I roll my loose pants up to expose my right thigh for Cailo.

Getting right to work cleaning my skin, she says, “I had Rahna in yesterday for a touch-up, and you know her daughter, Sammia?”

I don’t, but I nod.

“Well, Sammia’s daughter just turned fourteen and still hasn’t bent the light. I’m telling you, Vin’s light is getting farther and farther away from us. I prayed for an hour to cleanse this booth after Rahna left. Who knows where the darkness is coming from.”

My lips part as my eyes lock on the woman before me. I let the auras around me fade as I came over, just to focus on moving my legs. Now, her aura bleeds around me. Like my mother when she prays, Cailo’s violet aura streams upward. It is smooth, like it’s been drenched in her sterilizing fluid. With all her prayers, lightstones, and incense around, her spirit is as clean as they come for Luminee devoted to Vin, but a strand of her aura shimmers in an ugly kink in the centre, almost hidden by the pristine arrangement around it.


“You look like you’ve seen a wraith, shönnat.” She presses the back of her hand to my forehead, a furrow on her brow.


I grab her wrist. “Ever wonder why you don’t have to wear your essence filtering mask while you do tattoos for me?” The deep, dark velvet of my voice brushes the sterilized light of the booth, moving against the grain.

Cailo’s purple eyes grow wide as my chest rises with a long, hot breath, my own eyes unblinking—if I blinked, I think they might bleed.

“Just do the tattoo, Cailo, and don’t worry; there are larger shadows among us than a sweet, young girl.”

The needle presses into my skin, the pressure increasing with each stroke. I stare at the ever-lights until stars fill my eyes. Finally, the needle does its work, filling my leg with heat as my nerves create their fire. I focus my attention on the tiny pricks, each one a reminder of my skin, my form here on the Karess, my mind that holds the control, and my spirit that is starting to show its true colours.

With the last stroke, Cailo says, “That will be two-hundred and twenty yona.” She turns her back to me, and I take out my echo to transfer the yona as, once again, I’ve lost a home and trust for being essenceless.







The stones in the lamps lining the walk to the house are dim as I return home. Grandma must be in bed already. I hope she found the dinner I left for her before I went to the studio. At the front stoop, my body slows with all the energy of the day sloughing off me in the cooling night. My hair is sweaty along my scalp, but I smooth it a few times to quell the hot shake in my hands before entering my grandmother’s house.

Slipping my sandals off, I step onto cool stone in the entryway and stop by the memory of my family in a gold frame. My arms wrap tight around my middle as my mother’s gaze presses the air out of my chest. She has beautiful eyes. She’s always been strong, stubborn, and heavy-handed. My brother and my father’s faces push my heart into a gentle beat, but it aches the most for her.

Once I’ve passed the threshold, my body shrinks without any reason to stand tall. The mixture of spices I used this afternoon lingers in the air, stronger than it would be if it hadn’t been reheated. It’s a large house for the two of us, but it never feels that way. Each of the elegant pieces of furniture holds my grandmother’s light even when she isn’t sitting in them. No surface is left empty, a candle or a piece of embroidery or a bowl of candy fills the space.

The weary weight of my body slows my pace even more, and my feet linger on the steps to muffle their sound.

“Eliote?” Quiet and clear, my grandmother’s voice stops me at my door. Her snow-white aura guides my feet to her bedside.

She sits upright in bed with two pillows behind her and a book in her lap. Her hair has lost all its colour and lies in long, white tresses over her shoulder.

“Sorry I’m late. You didn’t have to wait up,” I say, straightening the covers.

She pats the space beside her. “I wanted to.”

I crawl onto the bed that still holds the shape of my grandfather after all these years and lay my head on her lap.

“Show me.” There’s light and lift in her voice, and as her aura wraps me in cool light, I peel away the bandage from the last tattoo I’ll get from the best artist in the city.

Grandma taps frail fingers on the red skin around the moon beetle. “Who is this one for?”

“Rin, my roommate at the academy.”

I roll my pants back down, and grandma starts removing the pins from my hair. The prickle along my scalp makes my eyelids heavy. A strand of hair slips over my cheek. She brushes it away and runs her fingers through my hair.

“Have you received new messages from them?” she asks.

“A few.” My stomach twists.

“Have you read any yet?”

Pressure builds behind my eyes. I release a breath and a tear. “Could we read them together?”

“I would love that, my light.”

I pull out my echo, my skin still pricking from Grandma’s gentle touch, and tap on the message at the top of the list from Johanna. The words swirl together with the glare of the screen streaking through the tears. I blink until my vision steadies.

“Um”—I thumb through all the messages Johanna sent me since I left the academy—“the first one Johanna sent says: Marcus made us do rope climbs for half the class today. I miss you already, spider arms.” I sniff. She’s left me so many since then. Dozens of complaints, and months of I-miss-yous.

“She’s the bitchy one?”

“Grandma!”

“I’m just making connections from what you told me.”

I giggle and settle back into her. “Niko said: You need to come back. You’re the only one who appreciates a good drinking game.”

“Drinking game?”

“It was just one time, don’t worry about it. Jeff said: I hope Yugon is treating you well. It feels empty here without you. And Rin . . . There’s only one from her.” My eyes fill and overflow in an instant. “I just got my first echo,” I read, my voice breaking with each word. “I looked up your lightstone registration number right away. I love you so much, El.”

Leaving the message from Brand unopened, I turn off the screen and tuck my echo to my chest.

“What beautiful people. They all love you so much.” Grandma’s hands run down my arm covered in chaotic swirls. “As do I.”

She knows about the utanic essence in my eyes. She knows that we went to Sarr to save Liam from the Revival and how Alyxia was there to steal the utanic Death Stone. I’ve talked endlessly about learning to use my sight, and how it’s changed, about defending my mom against a beast. All the trials of my life have hit my grandmother’s ears. She softens their blow, and I am lighter because of it. Alyxia is evil though. What she did to me has been hidden in my heart for six months.

Something about grabbing Cailo, holding on to who I am as I watched it dawn on her that I am essenceless, gave me strength. Because it is my strength.

“I broke my own bones,” I whisper.

Grandma goes still.

“Every broken bone I came out here with, I snapped because she used me.” It’s not coming out in a linear way, but the one woman who holds all my trust is quiet. The space my words take up in the room is honoured by her silence. This house becomes more and more of a sacred place with each passing day. “I choked myself. I figured if I had no oxygen, if I reduced brain activity, she wouldn’t be able to manipulate me. It worked, but she was so strong.”

“Alyxia.” The name is a whispered curse on my grandmother’s lips.

The dark is on my skin like thick, sticky paint. Heat claws at the nape of my neck, circling around my throat again. I push more words out. “For hours, she manipulated me. I thought she would make me kill Rin. I thought I would have to kill myself to save us both.”


I want to kill her. I want to be the last pain she ever feels.


“She stole my body. And now nothing feels safe.”

“What about those people who sent you all those messages? Are those relationships safe?”

I drink in a long breath. It sifts through me too fast now that I am filled with the static left behind by stale memories of Alyxia.

“When I first told your mother and father that I wanted to return to Yugon for my last years of life, your father said it wouldn’t be safe. He meant that even as my son, he wasn’t prepared to move with me, and your mother didn’t say otherwise. I told them right away that you would go with me, and we would be safe.” Her warm, gravely voice is choked. “I meant you wouldn’t be safe with them.”

I stayed at my father’s house while Grandma and I prepared to move. It was a wordless and quiet stay. He worked from his home office mostly. My brother came by to deliver my things from my mom’s house. He didn’t say much, couldn’t even bend down to me in my wheelchair for a proper hug. Although he was uncomfortable, it was more than I got from our parents. It made it easy to go. I would have left faster had I known about that conversation.

I push away from her lap and wrap my arms around her.

Kissing my cheek, she says, “I just think I took you away from too much. You can’t let what Alyxia did to you make you hide from your friends, my light.” She taps the green lightstone on my neck. A subtle heat fills my chest as it glows.

I slip off her bed and kiss her forehead, leaving her for the night with the lightstone illuminating the dark halls. In my room, I sit on the edge of my bed with my echo in my hands. Brand’s message blinks at me. I open it, my stomach tumbling.

Brand: You’re the only one who has ever survived Alyxia with their memory intact. I’d like to speak to you in person about your experience before the Vein council summit in Mar. I know it’s not fair of me to ask.

After months of ignoring her calls, and with tears streaming down my face, jaw set, I tell her I’ll be there. If Brand wants my help, and if I oblige, then maybe I can get the information I need to get close to Alyxia and finish her myself. After all, I’ve beaten her before. Beating her permanently is the only way to stop her from stealing anymore moments from me.
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Four

LANCE

The smell of the Lavarian Devout’s complex gives my nerves an aching tug. It’s thick and cool with tones of earth but warmed with beeswax. It’s been a while since I’ve waited to be taught by the Saso, the Teachers. Now, I’m here because I have abilities no one else has unlocked. I lean my head back for a moment, fingers laced tightly on my lap, and let the reality sink in with the scent. Everything has come full circle.

My sister sits to my left, re-situating the folds of the grey cotton sash over my shoulder. I take in a long breath, eyes closed, fingers clamped, and say, “Chiara, if you don’t stop touching me, I will go invisible, wait until the precise moment to reappear, and scare the crap out of you.”

Her fingers linger a few seconds to pick off a piece of lint.

My mom sighs. “You’ve been home for three weeks, and that trick is already old.”

On the other side of Mom, Dad chuckles. “I still get a kick out of it every time.”


I flick a finger at Chiara’s hand, and she pulls it away with a snap. “I just don’t want you looking like a butt in front of the Tanna Sasoka.”


“Why would I look like a butt? This is what every Initiate wears,” I say, running my own hand down the smooth fabric to the knot at my side.

“You just tied it weird.”

“It’s just going to have to stay weird because I’m not going to take it off and be half naked when an Attendant comes to get me.” I push away from the bench as Chiara’s precise fingers come at me again.

Keeping my back to my family, I pace to the other side of the room. Despite the heavy snow outside, thick cement walls keep in the warmth of the candles that line the perimeter of the square room. I pace to the entrance where we left our shoes. The brown brick is cool on my toes, and the draft from the door flutters my white cotton pants. The outfit I’ve been given is what a Devout Initiate wears. I’ve only seen children wear this.


I turn back to my family. Aside from a few fleeting side glances to each other, they don’t hide that they’re staring. Chiara’s grin lifts her cheeks. My own cheeks grow tight with a flush of heat and a smile. They’re here with me because I’ve accomplished something good. We don’t know what will happen once I’m called in, if I’ll become a Devout today, in a few months, or not at all. I want to hear what the Saso have to say. I want to show them what I’ve learned. Nodding to me, Dad takes Mom’s hand as voices come through the doors of the Saso Hall.



In the centre of the room, my wings stretch to the sides, loosening the stiffness in my back, and I let them fall as I run my hands over the soft fabric of my robe. Six years ago, I came to this compound in my street clothes for essence training lessons from the Teachers, but they weren’t able to help me with my inability to manipulate my essence. So, Mom and Dad arranged a meeting with the previous Tanna Sasohan to see if he could give me an explanation. He told me what herbs to use and what forms to practice. I tried everything, but the only thing that made my essence stir was drugs. That fourteen-year-old boy needs me standing here again, and so does the devastated sixteen-year-old.


The doors creak, and two Attendants come out. They wear long brown robes belted at the waist with black satin. Over their faces are wooden masks fastened with matching ribbon. One of them stays back to shut the door, and the other motions for me to kneel with them.

“Hello, Lance,” they say, kneeling in front of me, red wings folding behind them. Their voice is soft—high like the tinkle of a bell. “You may refer to me as Nina. Hold out your palms for me, please.”

I wipe my hands on my pants and then hold them out.


“You may also use she and her to address me, or jihok and jihokn in Lavese,” Nina continues. “And for you?” With a brush and ink, she marks out the Lavese word for Seena on my left hand and a simple black line on the other.



“Oh, he and him, hak and hakn.”


Nina puts the tools back into her robe, and I blow lightly on my hands. My eyes wander to my family. Chiara has taken my seat next to Mom. Their silence and attention send a tingle down my spine. They won’t come in, but I’m still so glad they’ll be waiting for me.


“Today you will stand in front of the Tanna Sasoka of Jiaan. In reference to the Tanna Sasoka, you will use the name Arden, their given name, or heshk and heshkn when needed. You will also meet with the other Nanna Saso. All current Saso use identifiers that correspond with their gender assigned at birth.” Nina’s eyes find me. They are like glowing amber within her mask.



The Lava Dotoran’s reverence for hédin gender expression sinks into me, finding a warm place in my heart.



“We will walk into the Saso Hall together, side by side. There will be two cushions on the floor for us in the centre of the room. The Tanna Sasoka and the other Saso will speak around you. Listen and follow the conversation with your eyes and ears. When you are addressed directly, you are free to speak openly.” Getting off her knees, she offers me a hand to stand. “Do you have any questions?”


I press my lips into a smile and shake my head. Nina’s words are careful but not slowed too much that her instructions are laborious—it must be why she was chosen to become an Attendant. It’s a weight off my chest to know what is expected of me.

“You may quietly ask me questions at any time. Korin”—Nina turns to the Attendant at the door—“will take your family to the next building over where they can rest and have something to eat.”


My mouth opens to respond, maybe with a thank you or an acknowledgment of all the information she’s given me, but the kindness in her eyes, the open posture, and the mask hiding any expression that doesn’t touch her eyes lets the urge to fill the silence fade away. Instead of mirroring what might be on her face, my eyes widen, and my lips slip apart. Nina responds to my silence by shifting to my left, ready to walk with me. Korin opens the door. My heart jumps into my throat as I take my first steps toward the Saso.



Eight Nanna Saso, all dressed in white robes, are stationed on either side of the woven mat stretching down to the Tanna Sasoka. Each one sits cross-legged with their hands folded in their laps. Their faces range in a variety of wrinkled patterns. The man closest to the door has a sharpness to his eyes that sticks needles in my heart, racking up a few extra heartbeats. Behind the Saso are rows of young children in grey Initiate robes. Their faces are bright, and their expressions bounce back and forth between each other as they exchange glances. Finally, the Attendants in brown and Devouts in red line the walls, standing with their wings wide and hands behind their backs.



Cool air swims around my bare feet. Even though the room has no windows, and the oxygen should be used up by candles and lungs, the air is fresh. There are a few vents along the walls, but the flow is definitely manipulated by the Saso. It reminds me of when I went to see the Seer, Zy, how she kept her environment in such a fine balance. Here, the Saso keep a similar equilibrium of the gases in the air, the water vapour, and temperature. There’s even a slight shock to it, a gentle storm brewing from the far end.



Nina and I sit on our knees in the centre of the room facing the Tanna Sasoka with the rest of the Saso facing us. The Tanna Sasoka sits with crossed legs, hands on their knees. Their wings swoop around them on either side. Periwinkle blue, they catch the candlelight and glimmer like the surface of oil with variegated colouring. Their shoulders are broad, wrapped in a gold silk shall with an opening that plunges down to their sash exposing the smooth, brown skin over their sternum. With high cheekbones and a wide jaw, their face is like a chiselled statue but with far less stoicism and a humble gaze. Short bangs cut across their forehead. The rest of their long raven hair hangs down their back between their wings.


“Lance, I am delighted to meet you today.” Their voice catches on the circulating air, sounding behind me and from the side and the front, all in a sweet, low tone that conveys appreciation even without a smile on their face.


They’re so different from the last Tanna Sasohan. He was more like the man on the end of the row, knowledgeable, but severe and cold. This Tanna Sasoka radiates energy—they’re warm, comfortable. Nina nudges me to respond.



I take a breath of the energetic air. Letting it out, I say, “I’m just so happy to be here.” My pause lifts the Tanna Sasoka’s lips. “I never thought I would be back.”



Murmurs acknowledging my statement wind around the room. I follow them with my eyes and ears, like Nina instructed. I’m met with frowns, smiles, eye rolls, and blank faces. My throat goes dry with their disunity. I snap my focus back to the Tanna Sasoka.



“The Lava Dotoran pursue peace and balance within their communities by caring for their wellbeing,” they say. “The environment needs tending, as do social ties, spiritual health, mental health, and social structures. In the world of hédin, caring for physical health means caring for essence. Lance, your invisibility is a fascinating addition to the range of Lavarian essence manipulations. How has developing this technique affected you personally?”


“It . . . wow, that’s such a good question because it’s really changed how I feel in my body and in my head.” I brace one hand on my knee. My other hand rests over my heart. “I’m a lot more open. A lot more aware of my capabilities.”


“Thank you,” says the Tanna Sasoka. They scan the room from right to left. “We will all take these words into consideration. I have asked you to come because I hope you will be able to teach us all. However, our customs follow a precise structure.” The Saso closest on my left nods adamantly. “My proposal is, if you so desire, you will join us and train as a Saso, skipping your years in Devout status. You would work closely with me and the other Tanna Saso throughout the regions so we can develop training methods for these newfound Sage abilities.”



“Tanna Sasoka, you can’t be serious,” says the woman to my left. Her words are a shot through the room. She clenches her fists in the folds of her robe. “This goes against the entire system of the Dotoran. How—”



The Tanna Sasoka holds up a hand. A long streak of black ink extends from the tip of their middle finger, down their palm, and follows the line of their arm under the gold silk. Each Saso has similar ink. I hold my palms open on my knees. The marks Nina made on my hands are already fading from sweat, the lines broken by the creases of my skin. Nina’s design is a simple line, thinner than most, that I didn’t even notice before. The Devout Initiates behind don’t have any ink. Today, they’ll receive their first marks, done with dye of course, until they’re old enough for ink. I suppose I might as well, although it seems the Tanna Sasoka has sprung this on the other Saso.



The Tanna Sasoka doesn’t speak. Instead, the woman steadies herself and continues, lowering the tone of her voice. “How can we disregard our elders’ ways? Are Sage abilities, if they can be called that, even that important?”



A Saso on the right side with thick red wings and a long beard says, “I agree. The boy is a Guardian Academy student. The kind of essence manipulation they learn there doesn’t compare to what we teach our youngest Dotoran. The government makes a mockery of our ways by not acknowledging the training we give our people. We would be mocking ourselves if we allow academy training to waive the long list of requirements we all had to meet.”


My back muscles tighten, inching my wings toward my ears.

“This boy is an academy student?” A gravely voice comes from the back of the room, from the man with the prickly gaze. “The Guardians do not have the same heart we do. We uphold a code of strict nonviolence. All they teach is violence within those halls.”

A new voice swells through the room. I crank my neck to keep my eyes on the speaker even though they burn and my throat is tight.


“That does not mean Lance has a violent heart,” one Saso says.


The kindness of this voice gets swept away by another. “It’s not fair for all of us who have devoted our lives to our people. That’s what we are. Devout.”

“Not to mention, his reputation here in Jiaan precedes him. Strings of lovers, drugs, parties—”


“Silence.” The Tanna Sasoka thrusts a gust of wind through the room.



My breath escapes me, my sweating body shakes, but I keep my eye on the Tanna Sasoka. All the Saso are right about me. They know who I was. They know I haven’t made good choices.


“To become a teacher, we all must be taught, even by the most unlikely teacher. If I can learn from this boy, then so can you.”

“You are naïve, Arden. You have not been with us long enough to understand the weight of changing our system, of the effect of rash decisions.” It’s the sharp old man again.


If I turn to him, I won’t be able to hide the shake in my body. It doesn’t seem like the Tanna Sasoka is trusted, yet they were elected to a position of power over them. How could that be?


The Devouts stir around the perimeter of the room providing me with an answer. Even the youngest child in the room must be allowed to vote, and all the Devouts and Attendants too. A girl probably no older than eight stares at me, biting her lip, her hair hangs over her shoulders in two jet-black braids. I give her a small smile.


“Unity of the Dotoran must be maintained through following the ways of our elders,” says the woman on my left. She’s too close, even with Nina between us. “The opening of the rift to the Lower Void can only mean that a massive shift in the wider society is about to happen. We’ve already seen it. Funds have been poured into researching the terrain around the opening, and the Guardian system is being flooded with funds as well. It is not the time to be focusing on changing our system when the government is scrambling. We should prioritize the initiation of our young members who have already made their choice.”


My shoulders slump a little lower as my stomach squirms. I echoed Rin as soon as I heard about the rift. She was quiet mostly, until she said it hurts more now, the strain within her body and the distance between her spirits. I wish she’d echoed or messaged first, wish she felt comfortable to lean on me like that. Maybe that’s the real reason why this isn’t a good idea.


“We can also maintain unity while advancing our knowledge and accepting that not all of us have the same journey,” Tanna Sasoka says. “Sage abilities allow the mind to question everything it has learned and break it open to find more. More life. More peace.”



Yet their unity is at stake with me sitting here. The Saso don’t agree with the Tanna Sasoka’s decision to bring me in, and they barely agree that their highest-ranking member should hold their place of honour. I roll back onto my toes and stand.


“Everything you’ve said is true. I’ll see myself out.” Turning, I head back down the hall. Eyes on the ground and closing my ears to the outrage, I reach for the door. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a Devout shifting on their knees. A young man, fifteen maybe. His brow is furrowed and his jaw works. Over the commotion in the room, I catch his words. “You don’t have to go.”

With an aching heart, I dip my head and leave. The heavy wooden door clicks behind me, shuddering the closest flames.

I have to leave because I can’t disrupt an entire system, and I’m not any kind of teacher. There’s so much inside me though. So much I wish they would let me share with them. What good is it for me to keep it to myself?


The door opens behind me, and I whirl around. Tanna Sasoka stands before me holding the hand of the girl with the braids. Drawing the girl in front of them and gently holding her close, they say, “You said it yourself; they are all right.” They look down at the girl and smile. “I am naïve.”



“Tanna Sasoka, I’m honoured—”


“Please call me Arden.”

“Arden, I am honoured that you would want to learn from me, that you would change the system for me. I want to share this gift that I’ve discovered, but . . .”

Arden’s eyes dart to me, magnetically pulling my back a little straighter. “Then share, share with Kawri.” They nudge the girl forward.


Clasping her hands at her chest, the little girl giggles. “You know something that’s making all the Saso upset.” She steps closer, and I squat in front of her. “Show me,” she whispers.


Tears spring to my eyes so fast the flood almost knocks me off balance. I swallow hard. Holding up both hands, I focus on the air moving through the room, the distinct rush of my essence, the energy in my heart, and even the space in the chambers as the blood fills and leaves. My hands disappear, and Kawri squeals.

“How? How?” she says, bouncing on her toes.


“You know how one of the Saso talked about some pretty wild things I’m known for?”


She nods. I glance at Arden. Their smile encourages me to continue.

“Well, we can’t see all the molecules in the atmosphere, but we can still manipulate them. My past is something we can’t see. I created space in myself by letting those negative things be true of my past and not my present.”

Crinkling her nose, Kawri shakes her head in disbelief, her braids swinging back and forth. Arden crouches down beside us.

This life is so different from anything I’ve ever imagined for myself. I didn’t exactly choose to be a Guardian. It was necessary for me to choose a form of training and government-sanctioned service to my community. Arden invited me here, but I didn’t ask for the invitation. I have to finish my Guardian training because this year my fieldwork will be my act of service for the community after the tragedy with Kahlie.

“I don’t think we should start working together yet,” I say as my hands reappear. The girl traces a small finger over the name of Seena.

Arden frowns. “No?”

“I’m nowhere near mastery level with this ability. There’s so much to learn. And I didn’t do anything right to get here. Finishing what I committed to, without distraction, should be my top priority right now. My Guardian training.”


Air rushes into Arden, raising their broad shoulders, their wings, and the gold chain on their neck shimmers. “Once you’re done all that, won’t you reconsider?” They pull a small book of Devout practices out of their shawl and hand it to me. “Look it over, see what you think. I know we’d love to learn more from you.” Arden squeezes Kawri’s arm.


“Yes!” she says with a wide grin. “But first, my tattoos!”

Arden gasps, eyes shining and wide. “Yes, of course, Kawri. Will you stay to watch the ceremony, Lance?”


Kawri’s hand is already in mine, and she tugs me back to the Saso Hall. I guess this is what family is, what home is. The youngest being the most open, the oldest all with different opinions, formed and solidified within their character, and then the ones in between who have the most belief in outlandish possibilities, like Arden, like my dad. I’d love to be a part of that.


Kawri slips through the doors, but Arden lets go of her hand and the door closes behind her.


“Lance,” they say, low, deep with concern. “If I can convince the other Saso and you choose to become a teacher after your final year of training, you will be required to spend four solitary years in Valisor studying under me to be given your title.”



Mouth dry, I stare into Arden’s brown eyes, lost in their words. The tight muscles along their jaw twitch as they look away. “You will not be able to have contact with your family or any partners. If the other Saso agreed to let you become a teacher, I was going to tell you privately and give you some time to make your final decision. Many lovers do not withstand the wait.” Throat bobbing, Arden slips through the door without another word.



Alone in this open room, I run a hand over my chest, now tight, aching. I was so excited to be invited here, but none of the Saso want anything to do with me while I want everything to do with them. And if by some miracle Arden sways their hearts, I might not be able to share this home with Rin.



[image: ]

Five

RIN

It will be difficult to visit Stephen when I’m at the academy. I have to make an effort to see him while I can. He doesn’t get to bleed in a cell alone, not when he’s spent years accumulating information that could be an asset.

The view of the countryside on the way to the Tsuna high-security prison is bland from the layer of snow, yet it calls to me. Its openness and purity offer a chance for my thoughts to breathe. Curling my fingers into my sweater, my back relaxes against the seat.

I told Brand that red makes me itchy. That was the truth. It is wrong to itch without my other half. The death affinity burned through my eyes. The itch meant part of me was coming alive, but now everything inside me is stuck, cold and empty.

In my last session with my Psychological Health Professional, Sovya, suggested I buy myself new clothes. Not only because the few I owned were threadbare, but because it would be an act of attention and care to my present body and the spiritual energy inside and outside. The clothes I chose for myself, the first ones I’ve ever chosen, specifically for my needs, are to soothe my absence. The sweater I wear is heavy knit—it presses on the emptiness inside me and keeps my skin warm. This pair of jeans in my size is like wearing designer fashion. Oron left the jacket in my apartment. He doesn’t need to have it back if he hasn’t noticed it’s gone. I sniff the musk caught in the thick jean collar—a minty balm. To think I used to wear my father’s clothes to smell him and be close to him sinks a slimy weight in my stomach.

Liam is with our father today. He’ll spend the night. My father will cook for him. He’ll say goodnight to him. I’ll talk to Stephen alone. I’ll eat alone. I’ll go to bed alone.

The white of the snow is muddied by straggly trees as they whip past the window in a blur. My rib cage presses on my heart and squeezes my lungs. The only thing that soothes me a little these days is a hug from Jo. Her skin melts the chill whenever we touch. The fire in her eyes burns passion into me even though I know she’s struggling.

Keena, it fucking hurts so much without her.

The crisp winter air matches the temperature of my skin. Curling my arms around my torso, I step off the train. It’s easier to cross the chain-linked fence now than a month ago. It’s appropriate. Not that incarceration is appropriate, but the links, the patterns, they show how we fall into rhythms within ourselves and in society. It hurts us all, isolating us in cages. As I go through the security checks, the guard who pats me down never meets my eyes. She’s quick, following the rhythm. Taking me to a private meeting room, her feet don’t make a sound, as if she’s minimizing contact with the floor, distancing herself as much as possible from this place.

Stephen is already in the cubicle. His cuffed hands are on the narrow board between him and the glass. I keep my eyes down, not ready for his face. Slumping into the creaky chair across from him, I grip the armrests. The clock ticks for well over thirty seconds. I let them go a while longer.

“Hi.” Stephen’s tone is clear even though it is muffled by the glass and the ampliphone. It gives my heart a squeeze, and I smile. With pressure in my eyes, I meet his.

“You came,” he says. His hair has been trimmed. He’s thin in the baggy jumpsuit, and there are still dark rings under his eyes, but the colour in his cheeks is so, so wonderfully pink.

“I did.”

“No Liam.” His chains clink, and his grey eyes dip to his hands.

I draw a breath through my nose. “He’s spending time with Father”—I run my hand over my face—“Dad. I don’t know what to call him.” My hand freezes at my temple. We haven’t talked about Father yet, Stephen and I. There’s never been a chance for me to get the words out, to hear what Stephen knew, if he knew anything. Now we have plenty of chances. The ticks of the clock are slower here.

Stephen’s eyes are unwavering as they stare at me. “I just call him Peter.”

Obviously, it’s no surprise to Stephen. The sting in his eyes is deep. I imagine the sting fills his entire being. To us, our father is intangible, but so impactful—a glowing heroic story with a dark message.

“What . . . what did you know? About him?” I ask, pulling my feet up onto the chair.

Scoffing, Stephen leans back and takes the posture I just left, holding onto the arms of his chair with white knuckles.

“You had to know more than I did,” I say.

“When we lived under his roof, I didn’t want to know much about him. It didn’t seem like he wanted to know about me either.” Eyes caught on a spot on the wall behind me, Stephen barely moves, and his thin frame is concave in the rickety chair. “I learned everything when Geret found me. He talked about Peter a lot, not in any way that suggested he was alive, but that they worked together on the Revival. Slowly, the truth came out. When I learned that Geret killed him . . .”

Stephen’s eyes fill with blue light until his body jerks and the shackles neutralize the surge of energy in his cells. Adia modified his lifeline code so he could preform the Revival ritual himself. It’s strange to see life affinity paint his face, yet the blue tint tells me everything I need to know about how Stephen feels about Father. He has to protect himself from the pain. I swallow a sob and dash a tear from my cheek.
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