
  
  
      
        
          A Sky Of Storms

          The Terrulian Trials Book One

		      
          Chloe Hodge, Rebecca Camm

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
This book is written in Australian English. 


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by an electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the author. The only exception is a reviewer, who may quote short excerpts in a review. 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.





A Sky of Storms


Copyright © 2023 by Stormcrest Ink


First edition: May 2023





Find us at: www.chloehodge.com | www.rebeccacamm.com 


Instagram: @chloeschapters | @readingwritingdaydreaming


TikTok: @chloehodgeauthor | @readingwritingdaydream


Facebook: Chloe Hodge Author | Rebecca Camm





Reading Groups: 


Chloe Hodge’s Reading Coven -- www.facebook.com/groups/chloesreadingcoven





Rebecca Camm’s Reader Group -- www.facebook.com/groups/rebeccacammsreadergroup





Ebook ISBN: 978-0-6456250-2-8





Special thanks and acknowledgements to:


Editor; Emily Morrison


Cover Design; Cover Dungeon


Formatter; Rebecca Camm










  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        The Houses of Terrulia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Fallon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Fallon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Kayden
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Ace
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Fallon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Fallon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Zane
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Kayden
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Noah
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Fallon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Fallon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Ace
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Kayden
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Noah
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Fallon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Zane
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Ace
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Fallon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Kayden
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Fallon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Fallon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Noah
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Fallon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Zane
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Ace
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Fallon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Kayden
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Fallon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Noah
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Zane
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Fallon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Noah
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Fallon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Ace
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Kayden
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Fallon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Zane
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Authors
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Authors
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  

The Terrulian Trials

A Sky of Storms




A Forest of Fire

A Sea of Secrets

A City of Smoke

A Desert of Despair

A Kingdom of Conquerors











  
  













Content Notes

A Sky of Storms is a why choose urban fantasy romance novel. It contains cursing, sexual references, violence, assault, bullying, sexual assualt, and other adult themes. 

A full list can be found on rebeccacamm.com or by scanning the QR code below.





[image: ]









  
  















For those who love marshmallows, broody boys, silent admirers, and toxic book boyfriends…. You’re welcome 











  
  


[image: ]









  
  



House Jupiter

STORMCREST CITY 

Auger Family


	Victrus and Eliana


	Victoria, Fallon, Ethan, and Hadley







House Neptune

TRITOSA CITY 

Loch Family


	Zale


	Zane, Zuri, Zara, Zeke, Zach, Zion, and Zariah







House Ceres

THE VERDANT PLATEAU

Hawthorn Family


	Gabriella and Rosa


	Wren and Noah







House Pluto

DAMASCON HOLLOW

The Drakes


	Cormac


	Ace







House Mars

THE CRIMSON STEPPES

Hale Family


	Barrett and Myra


	Kayden







Notable Characters


	Kendra Reynolds- The Crimson Steppes


	Flynn - The Crimson Steppes


	Dick Jobs - Tritosa City


	Mark Leroy - The Verdant Plateau


	Celeste, The Overseer - The House of Ascension


	Master Nolan - The House of Ascension


	Master Luna - The House of Ascension


	Master Jeremiah - The House of Ascension


	Julian, Advisor - The Palace














  
  
[image: ]



I circled my prey, letting him stew in his fear for a moment before I pounced, plunging my blade into his thigh like a knife into butter. This guy was toast, and his actions today had gotten him burnt. 

The dude squealed like a pig, his eyes wide as he stared past me, pupils dilated like round discs and his skin gleaming with sweat. High as a mother-freaking-kite. I could almost laugh, were it not for me playing the role of his torturer.

“Look, man, neither of us want to be here, so just tell me who you were going to sell the crystals to, and we can both get on with our day.”

He jerked in the wooden chair he was tied to, hiccupping and laughing like a creepy clown as he watched something imaginary fly through the air. I clicked my hands in front of his face, which made him go a bit cross-eyed as he focused.

“Two angels. Pretty, pretty angels,” he said, then exploded into hysterical laughter.

I clapped him on the back, rolling my eyes. “Okay Chuckles. That’s enough crystoxx for you. Now tell me what you were planning or the pretty angels are going to chop your little dick off inch by inch.”

He blinked, his eyes bugging out of his head. Yeah, I thought that might get a reaction, not that I had any plans of following through with that. I might’ve been ruthless when I needed but a dude could die with some dignity.

I had to give him credit though. This runt had big fucking balls. But what was he thinking trying to steal crystals from the mine? They were the most precious resources in Terrulia, responsible for powering the grid, weaponry—all manner of things. Not only that, but they were also only sourced from Stormcrest City and our surrounding orbit.

Which of course, was all managed by Auger Enterprises, the biggest corporation in Terrulia and also the most corrupt. My parents weren’t just the beautiful faces of this business, they were the ringleaders of the biggest crime syndicate in our country and the head of House Jupiter.

So, yeah, stealing from a member of the mafia was sheer fucking stupidity. Stealing from an Auger and the most elite family in Stormcrest City? That was signing your own death warrant.

Unfortunately for me, I was the executioner today. 

I pulled my blade from his flesh and he barely even flinched, so high on the drugs he’d managed to sniff—definitely crystoxx, a substance made from the very crystals he had tried to steal—before my father’s cronies had found him attempting to flee near the edge of the mine.

The fucker never stood a chance. He was an employee of Auger Enterprises, and no one escaped the mine once they’d signed a contract with my parents. No one.

I crinkled my nose at the smell of iron and the pungent waft of urine that trickled down his chair and formed a puddle on the ground. Sucked to be the cleaning crew.

My sister stood beside me, her copper eyes gleaming with approval, her perfect blond hair coiled into a tight bun, nails immaculate even as she studied them. We were similar in appearance—the same eyes stained copper from proximity to the crystals, the same straight nose. Only, my hair was long and black, and my lips were fuller, maybe from my lack of sneering that she constantly did. 

I stepped back, waving a lazy hand at my victim whose eyes had gone vacant again. “Victoria, he’s not going to tell us anything. The guy’s checked out to cloud nine for the day.”

And I wouldn’t mind packing my bags, flipping my sister the bird, and going on that little trip with him. Anything would be better than having to play this part and being around her.

Victoria’s lips curled into a smile. Damn viper knew how much I hated this. Knew and exploited that fact. “Again.” She had the nerve to look bored as she glanced at me. “And Fallon, make it hurt, or I might find someone else to torture. Someone like Ethan.”

I smiled sweetly, coating my words with venom. “Lay a hand on him, Victoria, and I’ll cut your pretty fingers off.”

“Aw, but I just got them done.” Her nails did indeed look fresh, glimmering in a blood-red hue. How predictable. “If you don’t have the stomach to do what’s needed Fallon, I’ll be sure to tell Father you’re not cut out for it.”

Oh I bet she’d just love that, knowing I would be severely punished once she did.

“Don’t bother,” I snapped. “Wouldn’t want you to get your claws dirty.”

This was the game we always played. I would rebel, she would threaten to hurt my brother, and inevitably, I would give in. The alternative was too horrible to think of. I would never let my younger siblings, Ethan and Hadley, be harmed while I was around.

Problem was, my parents and Victoria knew it. Pricks. 

I couldn’t count on my hands how many times Victrus, Eliana and Victoria had beaten the ever-living shit out of me for daring to say ‘no’. When I’d reached my breaking point, they’d changed their tactics, threatening to punish my brother Ethan instead.

I never wanted my younger siblings to go through that. They were both still innocent, still pure. When my parents had threatened me with their safety, that was it for me. The moment I had decided that once I got Ethan and my sister Hadley out of this hellhole, I’d come back for my parents. And when I did? 

I’d kill them.

Without a single sorry bone in my body. Not after everything they’ve done to me, and certainly not after all the people they’ve killed, abused, extorted, or forced out of house and home.

Victoria grinned wider, as if knowing what I was thinking, and gods damn did I want to punch that fucking smirk off her face.

Instead, I pictured it in place of the man’s and clocked his jaw, then again on his nose, causing it to crack. My sister cackled behind me, clapping her hands. 

Interrogations were Victoria’s favourite thing, mostly because our father, Victrus, gave her full authority to run them. Assholes. Power hungry, corrupt, and cruel, Victoria and Victrus were the biggest cunts in high society. 

I’ve told her that more than once too. I received lashings and beatings for it, but it was totally worth it. And maybe I was naïve, but I still had hope for Victoria. Our parents had fucked her up good and proper, but maybe I could get her to see the light. To change her allegiances and remind her that we’d loved each other once. Back when she taught me to fly, when we’d play hide-and-seek in the house or when she shielded me from our parent’s wrath.

But then she’d been forced to enter an initiation week with Auger Enterprises. She’s never been the same since.

I looked back at the dude before me. “You gotta give me something, Chuckles, or we’re both going to have a shit time in a minute.” He looked at me blankly, then smiled toothily. I sighed. “Your funeral.”

There was no point dragging this out. The guy had nothing to say and probably had no real reason to do what he’d done except sheer desperation. The workers in the mines were half starved, beaten and bruised. I didn’t know what Auger Enterprises was offering prospective employees on paper, but whatever they promised certainly wasn’t this.

The mines were in the middle of butt-fucking-nowhere, so once they came in … well, safe to say it wasn’t a party here. Anyone who somehow managed to escape the guards found themselves in a desert with monsters for company. Death by overworking and starvation, or death by teeth and claws? I couldn’t decide what was worse.

At least I could give this guy a more dignified end. I lunged, covering his body with my own as I pretended to stab him. “Please,” I whispered. “Just one small detail. A name. Even a fake name for fuck’s sake, I don’t know. I just need something.”

Or else it’d be me getting tortured soon. For not getting answers, for failing my duty. Any number of bullshit reasons Victoria would report to my father later. 

“Fuck. You.” 

I pulled back, shocked to hear the most lucid tone from the guy yet. 

“Fuck you and your family. Fuck Auger Enterprises. Fuck every last one of the Auger bloodline. I hope you rot in hell.”

I shrugged. Well, that was a no to my request then. “Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve heard that,” I said, clutching his shoulder with one hand. “But you know what? You can get in line.”

I rammed my blade into his chest, twisting it up towards his heart to make it hurt. Painful, but swift. Enough to give my sick puppy of a sister the show she wanted. The guy sagged towards me, blood gurgling in his throat as the final breath escaped him.

“Happy?” I withdrew my dagger and turned, glaring at her. “I did my duty. Can I go home now, boss?” I saluted her mockingly, then folded my arms.

She sneered, looking the guy over. “A waste. But his body will serve as a warning when we string it up in the mines. A reminder that Augers don’t forget, and we certainly don’t forgive.”

I flicked my blade, splattering a few drops of blood onto her face. “Oops, sorry.”

Her gaze was murderous, but she only smiled, a promise of payback for later. Then she turned and stalked from the room.

I lingered a moment, looking back at my victim. One of many. Their deaths would haunt me forever, but I vowed to avenge each and every one of them, and I had just the plan to set the wheels in motion.

One more sleep and I’d be out of this city and in the House of Ascension, the famed academy where elite citizens from the most powerful Houses tried their luck at competing in a brutal round of trials to become the next king or queen of Terrulia.

The old king was dead, and it was my one chance at becoming powerful enough to tear my House down and wipe out my parents’ empire. What I had yet to discover was how the business operated and, ultimately, how I could bring it down, but once I did, they would rue the day they’d been born.

I just had to survive the trials first, but after everything I’d endured so far, how bad could it be?








  
  
[image: ]



The current buffeted the feathers of my wings as I soared over the city, my brother laughing beside me as we raced around turrets and under archways, speeding along with minimal effort thanks to the aid of updrafts created from vents throughout Stormcrest. I shot over one of the larger vents and let it propel me, adrenaline pumping through my veins as I launched higher into the sky. 

Fuck yes! 

I laughed, tucking in my wings and letting myself freefall, my stomach dropping. I embraced the feeling, revelling in being airborne.

When I was with Ethan, my worries melted away and we could pretend we were free. Up here, no one could hurt us or force us to be or do anything. For a little while at least, I could forget the crimes my parents and Victoria made me commit.

I laughed as my powerful copper wings beat at my back, propelling me around and around as I circled my brother, teasing him, while my black hair rippled in the wind. He was fifteen, only five years younger than me, but his wings were smaller than mine and not yet fully developed. For now. With a bit of bulking up, he’d be stronger than me one day. Not that my parents could see his physical potential, nor did they value his quiet intelligence the way I did. Just another aspect of our fucked-up family. Everything my parents did was always a show of power, and if their children didn’t live up to appearances and play their part, we were treated like the dirt beneath their feet. 

“Last one to the summit has to be Victrus’s shadow for a day.” I winked at Ethan. 

He grinned, his blond hair streaming back as he fell into a deep dive, tucking his wings in and gliding like a missile. I held back, watching my brother tear through the skies as he was born to, and only blazing after him once he’d got a good head start. We both knew I could beat him, but where was the fun in easy competition? 

I caught up, reaching out to tap at his ankles, and he laughed. Seeing him and my little sister happy was one of my all-time favourite things. If I could bring a smile to their faces, I abso-freaking-lutely would. 

Despite Ethan and I having the magical power to conjure our wings to sprout from our backs at will, it wasn’t a common gifting. Our adaptations mostly stemmed from our bloodlines and our geographical locations. Those of us with wings could travel near anywhere and reach unobtainable heights, but the higher the climb, the greater the fall. Only the wealthiest families could travel by portabracelets—stupidly expensive jewellery that could portal the bearer anywhere they pleased—and of course, the wealthiest of these families were all members of House Jupiter. So basically, they were all assholes.

We still used regular vehicles and aircrafts like the rest of Terrulia, of course. My home was fully decked out with top-of-the-line cars, motorbikes, and even a helicopter, but down on the mainland, anything goes.

Rather than transporting, I liked to fly when I could, and being able to conjure my wings at will came in handy for exploring the city or finding good vantage points. The summit, as my brother and I liked to call it, had a view over the entire city. From here, the white buildings were a maze, with their golden domes glittering, and waterfalls roaring over the edge of the city in the sky. I scowled. It was a beautiful place if one could forget how sadistically House Jupiter ruled over it. Even the glittering decadence reminded me of the corruption paying for it all. Every home was gated, every street lined with trees, flowers, and white cobblestones. A pretty mask for an ugly underworld.

I swooped closer to Ethan, my wings blasting me forward until I was nose-to-nose with him. He glanced at me, brows pulling together as he gritted his teeth and exerted every muscle in his body to power up the column leading to our usual perch on the tallest building. 

The monstrosity looked over the entirety of Stormcrest City, its stone symmetry and dainty arches inspired by Parisian architecture from Earth, where we’d originally come from. Like the house names that were a nod to gods of an ancient civilisation, the building was a showcase of power. Nothing awed and intimidated quite like wealth amassed over generations. Even though our civilisation on Terrulia was fairly new, we had kept to many of the old ways. 

At the last second, Ethan’s eyes widened, and his wings stalled. His body went limp as he plummeted to the city below. My heart stuttered as I dove to catch him, wings flapping furiously as sheer panic riled within. My fingers reached out for him and just as I was about to grab his arm, his eyes opened and he laughed, shooting upwards and leaving me staring disbelieving at his departing form. 

At the top, he plopped himself on the rampart and grinned broadly. 

The little shit.

Expelling one long breath, I shot him a wry look, flying up to sit beside him as we collapsed and magicked our wings away.

“Shifty,” I said with a chuckle, ruffling his hair fondly. 

“Sometimes you gotta use the tools at your disposal.” He shrugged. “It’s not my fault my safety is one of your biggest weaknesses.”

“Since when did your cleverness evolve into the beginnings of an evil mastermind?”

He laughed and shot me a wry grin. “Since you stopped letting me win. So, are you still planning on raiding Victoria’s room tonight? She’s going to have your neck when she catches you.”

I smirked and shook my head. “Don’t you mean if she catches me? You underestimate my abilities, Ethan.”

He studied me for a moment before his smile widened. “You’ve already done it.”

“Yup,” I said, smacking the ‘p’. I pulled my backpack off and opened it, my new spoils spilling out. Treasures I may or may not have borrowed from Victoria’s secret stash. Okay, fine, stolen. Whatever. “A collection of daggers, an expensive-looking short sword, a crystal-powered proton gun, and some crystal stun balls. She’d also stashed some chocolate bars into the lining of her satchel.”

“That’s it?” he asked, looking a little disappointed.

“Well, I was going to mention the gigantic sparkling dildo in there, but I figured you wouldn’t want to know about that,” I said thoughtfully. Ethan blanched, and I burst out laughing. “I’m joking, but I did find this.”

I wiggled the fingers of my right hand in his face where the House Jupiter ring—the same one as our parents’—glinted in the sunlight.

He gaped at me, shaking his head. “Holy shit Fallon. Put that back. If Victoria finds out…”

“She won’t,” I replied cheerfully. “Because you’re taking it.”

“Are you crazy? She’d kill me if she knew I had it.”

I grinned, looking into his sea-green eyes, so like my mother’s had been once upon a time. Only his were filled with all the kindness hers lack. He looked so much like her, with his blond hair, freckles, and bronzed skin. 

I took after my father, with long, straight black hair, full lips and an athletic build. Of all our likenesses, I hated that we had the same eyes most—once hazel, they were now stained copper from being in proximity to the crystals farmed only in Stormcrest. So far, I’d managed to keep Victrus’s filthy claws from sinking into Ethan and forcing him there, but my attempts would only last so long. I could foolishly hope he never visited that place and kept his green eyes forever.

“She won’t find out because you’re going to hide it. Here—” I jimmied a stone loose from the wall to reveal our little hidey-hole. No one would look for our stash here. 

I placed the ring inside, along with our new finds. Over the years, we’d hidden many treasures in there, from toys to chocolates to money. Yeah, we had to hide sweets, because our parents were monsters like that and never let us have them. As for the money…

“This ring alone will get you enough credits to grab new papers and get the fuck out of here. This is your get-out-of-jail-free card, Ethan.” The reference to the old Earth boardgame made his lips twitch but the seriousness in his eyes didn’t budge. I sighed, resting my hand on his gently. “If something happens while I’m gone, I want you to take Hadley and run. Get the hell out of here and head to the Verdant Plateau.”

My brother looked at me, his eyes clouding with worry. “I know why you’re doing this.”

I didn’t respond, shielding my face with my hair and basking in the setting sun. The clouds looked like fairy floss today, swirling in front of peachy rays.

“You don’t think you’ll come back, do you?” he pressed. “I’ve researched the odds and, well…”

I pasted on a smile and turned to him, dangling my legs off the edge. “Come on, you don’t think I can take on some elitist assholes? If I can deal with Victoria and our stick-up-the-ass parents, this will be a piece of cake,” I joked.

He smiled slightly, but Ethan was a hound on the scent. He always knew when I was lying and saw right through me, deep down to my core. He was my best friend, the only companion I had ever been able to rely on. I loved him with everything I had.

“Swear you’ll come back,” he said suddenly, with a fierceness to his gaze as he grabbed my arm. “Swear you’ll win the Terrulian Trials to become queen.”

“Ethan, I—”

“Swear it!”

His face was so stern, so serious, that I shifted, straightening. Fear swam in his big green eyes—not for himself, but at the very real idea that I could die in the competition. The unpredictable trials that decided the next ruler. I burned the visual into my brain, telling myself I would remember this moment every time I wanted to give up or roll over. I could do this for Ethan and Hadley. I would do this to keep them safe and away from our parents’ clutches. The world needed it and frankly, so did I.

“I swear,” I said, lifting my chin and clasping his hand in my own. The power of that promise seemed to reverberate through my very soul, and I knew there was nothing I wouldn’t do to hold true to my word. My parents may have been some of the worst people in this world, but they had done one thing right, even if they wished Ethan was anything but himself.

All my life, I had been trained among the very best. A scholar, a gifted, a killer. My life had never been pretty or perfect like my parents wanted the world to believe. It was raw, gritty, and ugly. Most of all, it was real. If competing meant becoming the worst parts of myself, then so be it.

I would one day be queen … I just had to become a monster first.

“Come on,” I said, nudging my brother. “We’d better get home. Victrus will blow a lid if we’re late to dinner.”

Ethan grinned and in a sudden move, he shoved me over the edge. I fell with a surprised scream, my wings immediately beating on instinct and levelling me out. I gaped at him as he hovered beside me. Then we burst out laughing. 

“Race ya.” He grinned, shooting towards the hill overlooking the city where an enormous mansion sat. Our home. And our parents’ lair.


      [image: ]I pulled up on the landing balcony with Ethan by my side, both of us jogging along the marble floor and slipping into our seats at the dinner table without a word. 

My father sat at the head of the table, Victoria on his right and my mother on his left. No one batted an eye, nor bothered to acknowledge us. Typical. Bastards.

“Are you ready for the Terrulian Trials?” Victrus asked as he sliced into a steak, his copper eyes directed at my sister.

Victoria smiled serenely at our father; her blond hair coiled perfectly into a tight bun. “I have been training all my life for this. I was born ready.”

It took everything I had not to roll my eyes or jam my fork into her hand. She was like a mechanical doll. In fact, machines had more personality than she did. I bet if he commanded, she’d roll over and bark like the whipped dog she was.

Victrus nodded satisfactorily, swirling his wine goblet in hand. “You will make the Auger family proud when you take the crown.” His eyes narrowed as he studied the slender curve of his knife. “Our enemies won’t dare to cross us when you win the competition.”

When she wins, I thought bitterly. Victoria was their shining star and prize pupil. Always had been. For Victrus and Eliana Auger, their eldest and first-born daughter was the crown jewel of this family and House Jupiter’s most promising candidate. The rest of us were merely placeholders in the event our enemies ever displaced or dispatched my dearly beloved sister. Ethan, Hadley, and me? We meant nothing to our parents.

I used to cry over that, but my heart was shrivelled and blackened now. Years of bitterness and abuse had seen to that. Oh, they still found ways under my skin, but I’d learned to replace those little hurts with anger. My parents were ruthless, cruel, and unforgiving, and they ruled with an iron fist. Victrus and Eliana loved each other fiercely, which, in any other family, might have been a wonderful gift, but in ours, it was a curse. For each other, for their empire, they would do anything. Kill, torture, maim, and, as was their business, smuggle their goods to the highest bidder. Everything we owned, everything we had, they built off the backs of innocents or acquired through unforgivable crimes.

House Jupiter was the worst of them all. And because of it, the best. It made me sick, and one day I’d bring them to their knees and make them pay.

“When I win,” Victoria added smugly, “I will dispose of them before they get the chance.”

I scoffed, hiding my outburst behind my glass as I sipped my wine. Victrus’s eyes narrowed, but he said nothing.

Victoria glared at me, but her lips curved into a coy smile before turning back to Victrus. “It’s a shame they will pit me against Fallon in the finals,” she continued, glancing meaningfully my way. Uh-huh. A crying shame. The bitchy once-over she gave me really screamed sorrow. If she had it her way, she’d be first in line to take me out. Well, two can play that game.

“House Jupiter weeds out the weak,” Mother said in her lilting tone. “Only the strong survive.”

My lip curled. “When I beat Victoria’s ass into the ground, we’ll know how true that is,” I said sweetly, looking all three of them hard in the eyes. “And when I become queen, you will bend the knee as my loyal subjects.”

Ethan kicked me under the table, warning me to shut up. He shook his head ever so subtly as I frowned at him, but I understood. Victrus did not appreciate being baited, and Eliana, however lovely she pretended to be, was no better.

My father’s hand clenched around his knife and, for a second, I thought it might be plunged into my chest. Instead, a sharp, piercing pain burrowed into my mind, lashing at my mental barriers. I cried out, doubling in my chair as my father pushed against my mind, inflicting pain for what I said, or simply because he could. A single tear trickled down my cheek as I fought him off, but this was an agony I could not defend against, no matter how hard I tried. Ethan’s hands closed into fists, but I managed to shake my head just once, lest my father’s wrath move to him instead. When I thought my brain might shatter or melt into a puddle of goo, my mother rested a hand above Victrus’s until his grip relaxed—both on his dinner knife and my mind—and his posture eased.

This was the twisted game he liked to play to keep me in my place. It also served as a subtle reminder that he was more powerful than me and that my telekinesis abilities, however strong, were no match. Not many gifted held the kind of magic my father had. Someday, I would rip it from him, one way or another.

My mother cleared her throat, returning to her meal and cutting it up ever graceful and dainty.

“We wish both our children luck in the trials, of course,” she said, as if I’d simply imagined my father’s attack. I straightened, still panting from the lingering pain, but I caught the way she directed her gaze at her prized pony. “The trial is brutal, girls. It will take all your cunning to survive. You will be pitted against each other time and again, forced to make allies and to meet your greatest fears. When the time comes, you must be ruthless. Trust no one and offer no mercy.”

I almost snorted. Right, brutal, because I hadn’t learnt the true meaning of that by now. Nothing could be worse than being in this place—than Victrus and Eliana and their whole gods damned House. Nothing.

“I don’t want you to go,” Hadley said, clinging on my shirt sleeve. Her green eyes were wide and full of tears.

My little sister, still so pure and good-hearted. I had to win this, if only so she never had to learn how monstrous her parents really were, so she never felt the sting of my father’s power.

“I’m not leaving until tomorrow and, when I do, it will only be for a little while, Ley-ley,” I said gently, twisting one of her brown curls around my finger. “And just think, when I’m queen, I will be able to build a toy store and ice-creamery just for you.”

Her little face brightened at that, but she cocked her head cautiously. “Will there be rainbow flavour?”

“And chocolate and strawberry.” I winked. “Whatever you want.”

Her eyes just about bugged out of her head at that, and I chuckled, but our little moment died as soon as I noticed the family watching me. We weren’t allowed treats or toys. Hours outside of education or training were supposed to be spent bettering ourselves or the House. Honestly, they could go to hell. Maybe I’d force them to work in that ice cream shop one day, wearing cute little candy-striped uniforms and bobble ice-cream hats. I almost snorted at the imagery. It would be a satisfying sight, but I had more sinister plans in mind, starting with crumbling their empire.

“Sweets make you soft and complacent,” Victrus growled, stabbing his knife into the table. “There will be no ice cream, Hadley, nor toys. Your sister knows that, and if she insists on ignoring that fact, I’ll have her whipped for her insolence. Now, off to bed.”

Hadley whimpered, and I shot up, lifting her into my arms before the servants could step in. “I’ll take her.”

He grunted but waved a dismissive hand. I left hurriedly, bolting for the door when his voice stopped me in my tracks before I managed to reach them.

“Fallon.”

I gritted my teeth before turning slowly, raising a brow. “Yes, Victrus?”

“If you fail the trials, your place in this family will be forfeit. There is no room for weaklings in our House. I’d rather see you dead than look upon your failure.”

His words slithered inside my gut, coiling into a long spool of bitterness and hatred. I didn’t reply, turning my back on him and giving him the finger once I’d stalked down the corridor. As I put Hadley to bed, I snuggled in beside her, once again promising to buy her that ice cream one day. 

Pinkie swear it.

I stayed with her for a long time, stroking her hair and watching her little chest rise and fall. Ethan appeared at the door sometime later, and I carefully untangled myself from Hadley. Silently creeping out of the bedroom, I found him in the hallway.

“You need to be more careful,” Ethan whispered once I was out. “Provoking them isn’t smart.”

I sighed as we walked towards my room. “I know, but I can’t help it. Victrus makes me so mad. It’s like a reflex.”

Ethan frowned. “That so-called reflex is going to get you killed.” 

“Luckily, I’m leaving tomorrow, so he will have to wait a while,” I replied, pushing my door open. I could hear Ethan grumbling under his breath behind me as I grabbed a bag from my cupboard and started filling it with clothing. 

“You’re forgetting one tiny detail that other people will want you to fail instead,” he said. I turned to see him flopping onto my bed, his eyes tracking my movements. “I looked up the past Terrulian Trials. Fallon, the stories people tell aren’t exaggerations.”

“I assumed as much.”

“I’m talking trials that either drive you to insanity or literally rip you to shreds,” he continued, eyes wide and hands waving dramatically. “According to a witness to the fourteenth trails, one guy was obliterated into nothing but a bloody mist. A. Bloody. Mist.”

“Sounds painful,” I replied dryly. I didn’t want to think about all the ways my life could be ended. That shit was scary, and I didn’t have time to be afraid, not when so much hung on the line. “Ethan, you could die tomorrow just walking down the street. Life is full of unknowns; I can’t stay here and do nothing when this is such a golden opportunity for us.”

Ethan ran a hand through his hair. “I get it, but please be careful. You’re all Hadley and I have that matters, and you made a promise.”

“I swore I’d come back.” I nodded. “I never go back on my promises with you both, and I’m not about to start now.”

“Good,” Ethan replied, moving to help me pack for my journey tomorrow.

We talked for an hour, reminiscing on all the mischief we’d gotten up to and making more promises to each other that somehow, despite all the obstacles, we’d get through this together. That we would live a life free from all the bullshit at each other’s side.

Once he left, I lay in bed and thought about the life I was leaving behind. Tomorrow I’d be done with Victrus and Eliana, but I’d be stepping into the belly of the beast instead. Many people wanted my family dead, and they’d make no exception for me. The Auger family had ruined many lives and stripped so many resources from other cities. I may as well have painted a freaking target on my back as well as packed my bags, because the other participants would sure as shit be coming for me.

I frowned, rolling over in my bed. The Terrulian Trials were going to make me or break me, but I knew one thing for sure, I would never give up. I was clever, and I was strong. I’d been beaten and bruised inside and out more times than I could count and seen things I’d never forget. The things I’d been forced to participate in were so fucked up, they would haunt me forever.

I wouldn’t let Ethan and Hadley be subjected to the same fate. I would do anything it took to become queen, and if I had to claw my way to the top, then screw anyone who got in my way.

This could all go away. The exploitation of those under Auger Enterprises, and the incessant greed from my parents and those who orbit them. And Stormcrest City was just the tip of the iceberg of a whole host of problems in this country. If I wore the crown, I could do something about the bullshit squabbles among the great cities and the petty warmongering between Houses. 

My enemies had better watch out because Fallon Auger was about to tear them apart.
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I stared at the sun emerging above the horizon and felt a kinship to that burning orange ball in the sky. I would soon rise too and claim my rightful place in this world. 

Kayden Hale, King of Terrulia. 

It had a nice ring to it.

Old King Theodore the Blessed had finally croaked in his sleep one month ago after a long, drawn-out battle with old age. Bro had been losing the plot for years, his body and mind failing like an old battery. The last few years had him constantly shadowed by his advisor, Julian, who was a dead-set oddball.

“Reckon I’ll have Julian breathing down my neck when I become king? Or can I fire his ass?” I asked Flynn. He was my second of sorts, but mostly my best friend. We grew up together here in the Crimson Steppes and instantly clicked thanks to our love of pulling pranks, weight training and boxing.

The stocky guy chuckled as he adjusted the tape around his knuckles. “Not a chance. I’m gonna be there to advise you. Unless you want him around to wipe your ass like I heard he was doing for old Theo?” 

I punched him hard in the side, earning a barrel of a laugh from him as he stumbled. The news may have said that King Theo had died from natural causes, but Chief Advisor Julian was way too shifty for that to be believable. The guy was suss and had probably been doing something dodgy to the king for years.

It’s kind of sad because old Theo had been a top-notch king in his youth, but now it was time for a new reign … and I planned to be at the head of it. With the Terrulian Trials fast approaching, I would have the perfect opportunity to compete and secure my throne as the new king.

There were five ruling Houses in Terrulia. Jupiter in Stormcrest City, Neptune in Tritosa City, Mars in the Crimson Steppes, Ceres in the Verdant Plateau, and Pluto in Damascon Hollow. Each had its own specialised industries and people with geographical adaptations. Unfortunately, the divide between cities was only deepening in Terrulia, and it was bound to get worse without a fair leader.

Good luck to Julian if he thinks he will mess with me. He’ll be out on his ass as soon as I stroll through the palace doors.

“You’re a dick,” I said to Flynn, huffing a laugh and curling my fingers. “Break’s over. Ready, bro?”

He nodded, and we spread out again on the cliff edge overlooking the red sands of The Crimson Steppes in all its glory. There wasn’t much room up here to spar, but nothing raised the stakes like a drop to your death. We circled each other in the limited space, the dusty red stones kicking up with the movement. 

“No adaptations this time,” Flynn declared, and I grinned. Being unable to turn my skin to rock meant I was more vulnerable. He wanted to draw blood. 

“Fine by me,” I said with the shrug of a shoulder. “You’re the one who’s gonna spend the night being patched up.”

“We’ll see about that.”

I made the first move, darting towards him and throwing a fist at his chest. He grunted, but it didn’t stop him from retaliating. We exchanged punches, blocking and absorbing blows. We were relatively equally matched, but that was to be expected. Having trained together for so long, we knew each other’s strengths and weaknesses the way I knew each crevice on my rocky hand—at least when I let my adaptation cover my skin; otherwise, my tan was silky smooth.

“Couldn’t let me get the first hit?” Flynn said with a grin as we stepped back, and he wiped his thumb over his split lower lip. “Impatient bastard.”

I laughed, bouncing from one foot to the other and shaking out my shoulders. “If I had to wait around for you, I’d be long dead. We both know that I take the lead.”

“Not like I ever get the chance to forget.”

“It’s going to be burned into your brain when you see me in the crown,” I replied with a shit-eating grin. “And made worse when I make you bow.”

“Fuck off,” Flynn said, chuckling.

It wouldn’t be easy winning the crown, but I didn’t cower from a challenge. The trials were notoriously dangerous, and over the centuries, countless people had died in pursuit of becoming the kingdom’s future ruler. The Terrulian Trials were renowned for its brutality. Consisting of three brutal tests, the trials were devised by a council of representatives from each of the five cities to ensure only the most powerful and cunning Terrulian was crowned in the end.

The throne had my name written all over it. 

“Why do you think the first Terrulians thought trials to the death was a good way to find a ruler?” I asked.

Flynn shrugged. “It takes a special kind of person to survive the destruction of a planet. Maybe leaving Earth scrambled their brains.”

“Damascians are still feeling the effects,” I joked, earning a booming laugh from Flynn.

Damascon Hollow was like an illegal dogfight. They were just a bunch of psychos scheming to survive. From what I heard that place was a free for all.

“Go again?”

“Nah,” Flynn replied. “I got called into city hall for a meeting scheduled soon.”

“What for?”

“No idea, but maybe after I’ll check in on your mum,” he said with a sly grin. “She’s been looking fine lately.”

“Don’t make me cut your eyes out,” I said, shooting him a half-hearted glare. I knew he wouldn’t touch my mum like that. He respected her too much. My dad too.

They were the heads of House Mars, making them the leaders of the Crimson Steppes. Our city in the sands had been crumbling to dust for a long time, our people struggling to survive with minimal resources, nothing to trade, and a failing council. My parents’ seat was under threat, and House Mars was falling, but they were still respected despite it all. Especially since they nominated anyone who wanted to go to the trials. 

They’d used the last of their credits to make sure anyone who wanted to compete could. Deeming it a worthy challenge to show who was the strongest of all from not only the Crimson Steppes but the entire country. The other Houses would be throwing as many young people as they could find at the trials in the hope they would win power, and they had enough credits to pay for it too. My parents weren’t as rich, but they were resourceful and knew well enough that this was the Crimson Steppes’ last chance to save itself. 

Power was everything in Terrulia, and every House happily sacrificed its best candidates between the ages of twenty and twenty-five to compete, knowing only one would walk away the winner.

It was about time The Crimson Steppes had a win, and I would be the one to deliver it.

The people of Terrulia believed in modern advancement and technology, so what better way to start a new reign than with someone young and fresh and not so set in their ways?

“It’d make me look like a badass. King Flynn the Eyeless,” he said, making his way down the cliff.

“More like second,” I replied, catching up and dropping an arm over his shoulder. “The crown is mine, bro, there’s no way you’re gonna beat me, but maybe I can get you a little badge or something made.” I tapped him on the chest. “‘Badass Advisor.’”

Flynn laughed. “Might have to get rid of you in your sleep.”

I grinned, thinking back to when we were kids, and my parents organised some camp for a bunch of us. We’d spent the week doing competitions, and of course, I won every single one of them. Not because my parents ran the thing but because I was, and always have been, the best. You couldn’t call it favouritism when I was a league ahead of the rest in speed, skill and strength. 

Flynn had been pissy about coming second, so he tried to eliminate the competition. One night he dragged me out of the tent and tried to bury me, sleeping bag and all, in the sand. He was surprisingly stealthy about it. But I played dead until I scared the shit out of him mid-bury. 

We’d thrown a few fists, then slept out under the stars together.

“Remember how last time went?”

“I was six. This time would be different,” he replied with a huff. “Though maybe I’ll pack some stuff to make s’mores just in case.”

“Beers too.” I slapped him on the back and teleported home, leaving him and the cliffside behind. 

“You’re late,” my father scolded as soon as I appeared in the house. Despite my parents being the head of House Mars, our home wasn’t as glamorous as those I’d seen on TV in places like Stormcrest City or Tritosa. We didn’t have the credits nor the resources here, but compared to everyone else in the sand bowl, we were living very comfortably. “All we ask is you have dinner with us one night a week, and you can’t even make it on time.”

“I was training with Flynn,” I replied, dropping into a seat at the table. “Mum’s not even here yet.”

“Her meeting’s running late,” he said, returning to chopping the vegetables on the bench. He was a big guy, built like a boulder with muscles that could break skulls without a thought, not that he would ever do it. My dad was a walking contradiction. Hard and intimidating on the outside yet soft like a marshmallow on the inside. “It takes time to work out the logistics of supply distribution.”

“Soon, we won’t have to worry about that,” I said. I leant forward, resting my muscled forearms on the table. “The Crimson Steppes won’t be scraping around to make do much longer.”

“We are sending our best.”

I grinned. “I won’t let you down.”

“We know,” my mum said as she strode into the room. Her long red hair was like a burning blaze that fell to her broad shoulders, and a warm smile graced her lips. She kissed my father before sitting beside me, squeezing my wrist in greeting. “You always do us proud.”

I wasn’t a soppy sucker, but I’d seen how shit some people’s parents were, and I was glad I got these guys. In fact, the entirety of the Crimson Steppes was lucky to have my parents. It didn’t matter the number of credits in your bank account or social standing, all that mattered was your strength and your drive to take what was yours. My parents cared about this city. Those opportunistic assholes that were trying to steal House Mars were going to fuck us all over if I didn’t win the trials.

“House Mars is not going to bow any longer,” I said, raising my chin. I looked from my mum to my dad and held my tone firm. “I’m going to save the city.”

My parents beamed. The crown was mine.


      [image: ]I woke to hands grabbing my wrists and ankles. I roared as my senses kicked in and my skin turned to rock. It was pitch black, but that wouldn’t stop me from beating the shit out of my best friend for this stunt. Then I’d eat about fifty s’mores.

“Fuck Flynn! You’re so dead!” I shouted, pulling against his hold. “Payback is gonna be a bitch for you, bro, and whoever else you roped into this. Just you wait.”

Flynn didn’t reply. Bro must have been too busy trying to hold me down with whomever he convinced to help him. 

“You’re a sneaky shit,” I huffed, kicking someone off my leg.

“Why isn’t he out yet?” someone hissed, and I froze. That wasn’t Flynn’s voice. It wasn’t a voice I recognised at all.

“Who—”

A gag was shoved between my lips, and I thrashed, putting all my strength into head-butting whoever the unlucky bastard was in front of me. A satisfying crack sounded as my temple connected with cartilage, and I tore my wrist free from someone’s grip.

Snarling, I made to teleport and get the fuck out of there when something sharp pinched my neck, and my magic suddenly fizzled out, fading away into the deepest recesses of my mind.

I shouted through the gag, my words muffled, as I fought to rise from the bed. I threw a fist to my right, making contact with some asshole. A gruff curse echoed, and I smiled viciously.

“Restrain him,” a man barked, and a bag was shoved over my head as I growled behind the gag.

These fuckers were going to beg for mercy when I got out of this.

I felt a weight on my chest and swung my arms, trying to knock whomever it was off, only to hit the air. They were using their powers on me. I pushed all my strength into fighting them off, but I felt myself fatiguing despite the rage inside me. 

My body slackened against my will, and with one last surge of effort, I managed to kick someone before the world slipped away.
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The familiar metallic taste of blood coated my tongue and a thudding pain pulsed through my forehead as I slipped back into consciousness. Rough fabric rubbed against my cheek and nose, reminding me of the attack that brought me here. I’d been jumped in the streets, and even though I’d put up one hell of a fight, my opponents had gotten the better of me and shot me up with something to knock me out. 

I remained still, my wrists tied behind my back and ankles strapped to the legs of the chair I was sitting on. I didn’t want to alert whoever was speaking around me that I was awake. The bag over my head inhibited my view of whomever the fuck had the guts to kidnap me, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t memorise the sound of every voice in this room. You didn’t need to see someone’s face to recognise them; a person’s voice was as distinct as a birthmark. Over the years, I’d learned to catalogue a scene down to the most minute detail. This wasn’t my first kidnapping and in my line of work, I doubted it would be my last. Though I was rarely on this side of the game.

Those who ran the Terrulian Trials had accepted my nomination to compete which meant life was going to get really fucking interesting. Normally only candidates from House Pluto of Damascon Hollow—or DH—were allowed to compete, but seeing as my gang, The Drakes, now had the leaders under our payroll, things were a little different this time around.

I’d been on some unusual jobs, but I never balked at a challenge, and the trials were just another obstacle between me and my orders. First, I needed to get out of this mess. It wasn’t lost on me that I had been jumped the night before I was supposed to leave for the trials. I was eager to learn what these thugs wanted, just so I could deny them and put them in their place.

I reached for my power to check for any electrical currents in the vicinity. In these modern times, there was always some current pulsing away. No one left the house without a phone or smartwatch, and hell, even the human body had currents sparking inside to manipulate if one had the gift to do so. My brows furrowed as I continued reaching for my power, but I felt nothing. Something was blocking me, and that knowledge tightened my chest with uneasiness. The bag was tugged from my head, and a light like something out of an old gangster movie illuminated the room. Whomever these people were, they were stuck in the olden days. No real criminal worked like this anymore. Why have a swinging globe when you could blind someone with the tap of a phone?

My eyes adjusted quickly to find three men in the uniforms of the Terrulian guard standing before me. There were no windows or decor of note in the room we were in, just smooth grey walls like an isolation cell. One guy stepped forward cockily and slapped me hard across the face. Hello to you too, asshole. He’d be the first one to go.

“Where is he?” the guard demanded; his brown eyes boring into mine. He was at least twice my age, judging by the wrinkles beside his eyes and the stormy colour of his hair. A scar cut through his right brow, giving me the impression that he had some experience in the darker side of his occupation. I smiled. Reaching his age meant he was either very good at his trade or very green when it came to interrogations. My money was on the latter. I was no small fry and these scare tactics? This was foreplay. “Speak!”

The idiot was in way over his head. I was a Drake, and we didn’t break, not for the DH cops or the knuckle draggers of rival gangs, and definitely not for any of the assholes standing before me. I assumed they were asking about my boss, Cormac, but if they didn’t know his whereabouts, they’d get nothing out of me. Loyalty to my gang was stronger than any law and worth any torture they could deliver.

“Tell us!”

“Fuck off,” I growled, receiving a hit to the side with a metal bar from the blond guy on the left, breaking at least one of my ribs. Son of a bitch. Scratch what I said before, that beanpole was first up.

“Speak now or it will only get worse,” the guy in front of me said. He must have been the leader of this little trio as the other two waited by his side for direction like good little pups. “The choice is yours.”

I smiled wider, reclining in my seat. I knew how this shit went down. They would kill me once I told them what they wanted to know, and if I didn’t break, they’d still kill me—slowly. I wasn’t interested in being tortured to death, but a man’s got principles. Besides, I didn’t plan to let them live long enough to try.

I jostled my tied wrists, testing the ropes only to find them tight and digging into my skin. I had no access to my power or my limbs. I couldn’t even move the fingers on my bionic hand let alone use the weapons hidden in it. They must have disabled it too. Looked like I needed to get creative and luckily, I had a few tricks up my sleeve.

“You really gonna make me get my knuckles bloody, kid?” the leader continued, pacing before me with his hands behind his back. “You’ll only drag out the pain. Is he worth dying for?”

The guy on the left slapped the metal bar in his hand in a shitty attempt at looking threatening. Had these people read the Idiot’s Guide to Intimidation and Torture? The whole thing was so stereotypical it almost made me laugh. I didn’t get the chance though as Beanpole slammed his bar against my chest. I grunted as it connected with my aching rib and rewarded him by spitting blood on his face. His eyes widened furiously, and I laughed as his leader held out a hand to stall the next hit.

“All we need is a location and this could be over.”

“Say please,” I said smugly. The leader waved his hand, and another blow snapped my skull to the side.

I hung my head. “You know what? I’ll tell you,” I croaked, dropping my voice.

“Speak up,” the leader commanded. “What did you say?”

I mumbled under my breath and Beanpole took the bait, stepping closer, his ear hovering near my lips.

“I said I’m going to enjoy making you bleed,” I drawled, then slammed my head into his.

The guy tumbled to the floor, crying out in pain. Blood dripped from my temple down the centre of my face, but I ignored it. The leader seethed, helping his lackey to his feet before punching me in the head.

“You’re pathetic.” I laughed, but the sound died in my throat when I spotted my favourite possession.

“Need a hand?” the guy on the right taunted, holding up my bionic limb. His long fingers curled around the metal like the talons of a bird.

Blocking my power was one thing, but stealing my hand was too far. They’d just signed their fucking death warrants.

“Did you really think we’d leave you with a weapon like that?” the leader asked.

Judging by their actions so far, I didn’t need access to my power to know that they didn’t have enough of a spark between them to power a phone, let alone the interrogation of a member of The Drakes. They had my hand, so whatever was currently stuck to the end of my right wrist had no value to me. I’d done this move before but knowing that I wouldn’t damage my bionic hand was a bonus. In one well-practised movement, I tugged my wrist, pulling whatever was at the end into the rope loop, then twisted. It didn’t budge on the first go, but on the second, it clicked, which I covered up with a shout.

“Give me back my fucking hand!”

“Answer my question, and it’s all yours. Where is he?” the leader asked again, his patience dwindling. When I didn’t reply, he sighed deeply. “You need to give us something.”

Wrong. They weren’t getting shit out of me. I stared down the trio of thugs. “There’s nothing to say.”

“Very well then.”

Fuckwit on the left lifted the metal bar once more and strode towards me, a sadistic glint in his grey eyes. He hefted the weight of the bar in his hands, clearly anticipating the infliction of pain on me. The joke’s on that fucker, because I was really going to have fun using that bar to paint the walls red in a minute. I jiggled my wrist and couldn’t help my own shit-eating grin as whatever they’d swapped my bionic hand for fell to the floor with an audible thump. The rope loosened immediately, freeing both my arms.

The guard in my face frowned, but his eyes widened when I launched myself forward. I grabbed the bar with my left hand and slammed my right elbow into his ribs. Because nothing in my life came easy, my legs were still tied to the chair, and the thing fell on top of me as I collided with the guard. It wasn’t ideal, but I was creative when I wanted to be and was going to make fucking do. I pulled the bar from the guard’s grip and slammed it down repeatedly, rearranging his features.

“Enough!” the leader shouted as he kicked the chair I was still attached to and dragged me away. I didn’t acknowledge him as I slammed the metal bar into the other guard a few more times before he was out of reach. “That’s enough!”

I swung the bar in the leader’s direction, a snarl ripping from my throat. You didn’t get to my position in The Drakes without losing part of yourself to your inner beast. The man backed up; his hands raised in surrender as fear flashed through his eyes. My favourite kind of expression.

“You passed the initiation to the trials,” he said hastily. “Drop the bar and I’ll untie you. The Overseer will address you shortly.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I asked, panting, the bar still firm in my grip. A billion questions filled my head, like why the hell Cormac hadn’t known about this initiation bullshit when he was gathering intel? What was the point of it, and what information had they wanted from me?

“It’s not my place to say more,” he said, his voice shaking as he spoke. He glanced to where the blond guard lay motionless on the floor, blood pooling around his body. He was still breathing … barely, but he’d live. “Put down the weapon, and you’ll see for yourself. The Overseer will tell you everything you need to know.”

“Give me back my hand and then I’ll drop it,” I replied, because there was no way I was trusting him that easily.

“Yes, fine.” He gestured for the remaining guard to hand it over.

The other grunt stood in the far corner of the room, his face pale and beaded with sweat. He dropped to his knees and slid my hand over to me cautiously. I scowled at the sound of metal scraping against the concrete. That tech was expensive, and the fucker was scratching it up while he refrained from pissing his pants. As much as I wanted to reattach it, I didn’t trust the guards while I did. Fuck knows what they’d do in the few precious seconds it took for my brain’s nerve endings to connect with the signals in my hand. I dropped the metal bar, quickly untying the ropes around my legs one-handed. I didn’t want or need their help with that. I rose to my feet without a sound. My body ached, but I refused to give them the satisfaction of my pain.

“Open the door,” the leader commanded, and the other guard punched a couple of buttons before the door slid open with a woosh. “Follow the hallway to the left.”

I nodded, not giving them a second glance. They didn’t deserve shit from me.

Stepping over the injured guard, I strode through and found myself in a hallway lined with doors. I leant back onto the wall and looked both ways before twisting my hand back on. My vision blurred as my brain reconnected to the metallic prosthetic. I hated this part; I was still there but lost control of my body and all awareness of my surroundings.
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