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For anyone who has ever felt like giving up, but was too stubborn to quit.






AUTHOR’S NOTE

This story is one of battle. A battle to persevere, to seek light, even when all we see and feel is darkness. It is a battle that many of us will face, or have faced already, at some point in our lives. Some of these wars are fought on the surface for all to see, but for the majority, they are waged far beneath the surface. If there is one thing you take from reading this book, it is to ensure that, no matter how fierce the opponent, you do not yield, and should you fall, you get back up and continue the fight.
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PROLOGUE


Eleven years ago

Blaise Ademola’s parents were certain their son was the happiest and bravest boy there was, completely and utterly fearless.

They were wrong.

Blaise was petrified of everything.

So when he heard a person in his house whose voice he didn’t recognise, well after midnight, Blaise flew out of his bed and dashed into the wardrobe. He pulled the door almost shut, plunging himself in darkness, save for the small nightlight in the corner of his bedroom, which illuminated the walls with an orange-red glow.

Blaise had always been scared of the dark; the only fear his parents didn’t attempt to condition out of him. Even in their bedrooms, where they slept separately due to his father’s snoring, they themselves left a small light on. It made Blaise feel like he wasn’t the only one who felt uneasy in the shadows.

Everything else, however, all of Blaise’s other fears, those were things they did not stand for.

Most recently, his mother had caught him squirming at the sight of a dead pigeon on the side of the road. The next day, when he came home from primary school, there it was, its bloody entrails sprawled out on the patio garden. Blaise had been forced to sit there and stare at it for hours on end until he said it didn’t bother him any more.

‘Face your fears.’

That’s what they drilled into him. It seemed like that was the only thing they were concerned with. So long as he ate what they told him to, slept when they instructed and kept up a rigorous level of daily physical activity, even on the days he was unwell, Blaise’s parents took very little interest in their only son.

If Blaise ever complained or asked any questions, they would tell him that the strongest little boys were beautiful and fearless. Nothing more and nothing less. After a while, Blaise learned to stop asking questions; being strong and beautiful and fearless seemed to be the only things worth caring about. The only things of any value.

But Blaise didn’t feel fearless most of the time. Certainly not now, as his body trembled inside the narrow wooden wardrobe. He allowed the clothes on their hangers to drape over his head, another layer of concealment. If he listened closely, he could make out a conversation between two people.

He could hear his mother. Blaise’s small shoulders relaxed slightly with relief. Who is she talking to? It wasn’t Blaise’s father; the accent was similar, but the voice sounded deeper. Blaise hadn’t ever heard anyone else who spoke like his parents, not even people who said they were born in Nigeria where his parents said they were raised. Even in the Nollywood films they sometimes watched, no one sounded quite like them.

Why is a man in our house so late? Blaise’s parents wouldn’t even let him invite friends over, not that he had many.

‘May I see the boy?’ asked the man from downstairs. There was a creak from the bottom step beneath his weight.

‘He will be sleeping now,’ came his mother’s reply. ‘But you may look.’

She sounds different, Blaise thought, although he couldn’t describe how or why. All he knew was that he would be in big trouble if she caught him awake.

As Blaise heard footsteps approaching, he tore out from the wardrobe and clambered into his bed. He had barely thrown the duvet over him and shut his eyes by the time the bedroom door opened gently, flooding his room with light from the hallway.

Blaise’s heart thumped in his chest, but he urged himself to stay still. He was already sweating under the covers, his body temperature hot at the best of times, but he couldn’t risk his mother catching him out.

The man let out a soft gasp. Blaise could feel him drawing nearer, blocking out the hallway light. He smells of firewood, Blaise thought.

‘Beautiful,’ said the man under his breath in awe.

‘He really shines in the summer season,’ Blaise’s mother reported. ‘His seventh birthday is approaching soon. We work every day to build his strength and remove his fears for when the time comes.’

‘He looks strong,’ the man agreed, his voice so low that Blaise could barely hear it. Blaise felt a hand touch his pyjama top and he prayed his face didn’t portray his startle. The neckline of his top was pulled down slightly to reveal the deep-red triangular amulet that rested on his chest: the necklace he wore every day; the necklace his parents forbade him from ever taking off. ‘Beautiful,’ the man said again.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, he let go of Blaise’s top. ‘You have done an incredible job, My Queen. I consider it an honour to have laid eyes upon him.’

‘An honour you must keep to yourself,’ hissed Blaise’s mother in response. ‘Should anyone know you have been here and met the boy, should the king find out, my hand would be forced.’

There was a rush of air. Had the man bowed to her? ‘Of course, My Queen. I promise to speak no word of this encounter to the tribe.’

Blaise needed air. He could feel himself wet all over with sweat. He needed them to leave so that he could breathe properly. There was so much he didn’t understand: who was this man and what did he look like? Why was he calling Blaise’s mother a queen? What was a tribe? And why was he here? But most importantly, when would he leave?

As if he’d willed it, he felt his mother and the man withdraw from his bedside and heard the door open and close again. Their voices grew muffled, barely audible over his own anxious breathing. His mother sounded like she was giving the man orders and he was murmuring in agreement. Blaise heard his mother’s faint laugh, or at least he assumed that was what it was because it wasn’t a noise she’d ever made with him or his father.

Blaise wondered if his father knew this man. A friend from work? Blaise’s parents often went on extended trips that took them away from him for weeks at a time. Most of the time, one went and the other stayed, but there was one time when both of his parents had gone and Blaise had been so overwrought with the fear that he had been abandoned that he hadn’t left his room for a whole day, not even to go to the toilet. ‘Work,’ they had said when he asked, and then they shut the conversation down and swiftly moved on as if it had never happened.

Blaise could no longer hear them. He knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep until the man was gone, so he crept out of bed and padded to the door. It hadn’t been shut properly. All he needed to do was press his fingertips against it and push it lightly to see out.

He could see two figures at the top of the stairs. At first Blaise thought they were hugging, arms wrapped tightly around each other and bodies pressed close. But then the angle of their heads shifted slightly.

And kept shifting. Over and over again, their faces squished together, mouths slightly ajar every time they met. Blaise stared in horror, unable to move. Each kiss was hungry. Passionate. Like they would stop breathing if the other pulled away.

Emotions that Blaise didn’t recognise flooded through him, making his eyes burn. Many of them he had never felt before and didn’t have names for. He would later learn what they were: shame, anger, confusion, embarrassment, fear. Always fear.

Blaise blinked away tears and when his vision cleared, he saw that his mother’s eyes were open and were staring straight at him. He stumbled back, retreating into his room. His mother mumbled something to the man and a moment later, the door to her bedroom clicked as it shut.

‘Blaise, what are you still doing up?’

Blaise backed into his bed, his heel kicking the sturdy bedframe as his mother entered the room. She wore a long, colourful dress he hadn’t seen before. An explosion of reds and oranges and yellows hanging loosely from her tall, muscular frame. He noted the bright lines on her face and thought it looked a bit like face paint, although he didn’t know what all the swirls and points were meant to make her look like. Great golden chains dangled from her neck, decorated with numerous jewels that glinted in the glow of his nightlight.

She looks like a firework, Blaise thought. No wonder the man had called her a queen. She looked like one.

‘I asked you a question,’ she said, stepping closer.

‘I couldn’t sleep,’ Blaise replied, his voice coming out high-pitched. He placed his hand on the mattress behind him to steady himself. ‘I heard a man. I thought he was Father. Who was he?’

‘A friend,’ she said noncommittally. ‘Let’s get you into bed; you’re up far later than you are allowed. We’ve got a big day tomorrow, lots of walking and climbing.’

Blaise got beneath the covers, but he stayed upright. ‘Why were you kissing him?’

A look passed across his mother’s face, one he couldn’t decipher. ‘What did I tell you about asking questions?’

Any other time, Blaise would have dropped it and done as he was told, but he couldn’t shake the unease he felt in his gut at what he had seen. He felt deeply as though it was something he shouldn’t have. He didn’t know why it made him want to cry.

Questions clamoured inside his head; questions he was too afraid to ask out loud.

Why are you dressed like that? When’s Father home? Do you love him?

Blaise’s mother knelt down beside his bed. She rested her hands against his shoulders and pressed gently until he was lying down flat. He thought she would be cross, but she wasn’t frowning. In fact, her face looked sad almost.

‘Love isn’t as simple as you think, Blaise. Not for adults. You won’t ever understand – love is not important to you. You are meant for greater things. You are to forget tonight and all that you saw and never speak a word of it again. Is that understood?’

The tone of her voice was one Blaise knew better than to argue with. He nodded, the fear swirling in his chest, tears pricking at his eyes.

‘Good,’ she said. Her hand reached towards him and Blaise thought, hoped, it was to caress his face. Instead it went to the fiery amulet at his chest. She twirled it between her long fingers, inspecting the stone with fascination and wonder. She had never looked at him that way.

‘Good,’ she repeated, letting the amulet fall between her fingers. She rose to her feet and looked at her son. ‘You are so pretty and so strong, Blaise. You are lucky: that is all the world will ever want or need from you.’








Eleven years later

Blaise was a pretty boy. This he knew was undeniable, confirmed in the eyes of anyone who saw him, anyone he graced with his charm or subjected to a flirtatious smirk. He had grown into a young man who was actually tall, dark and handsome. A muscular build from years of training, maroon eyes, chiselled jaw, flawless skin.

It was all he had ever been told. His defining characteristic. Not wise like Caeli or honourable like Demi or thoughtful like Alexis.

No. Beautiful. Handsome. Pretty.

So why bother trying to be anything else? Why waste time on anything other than his looks? Why be anything more than what was expected of him: a pretty thing to be stared at?

Blaise wished that was all he was. Life would be easier if he did not feel so deeply. He constantly compared himself to the people around him, petrified they would outshine him or, worse, grow bored of him. That was why he had so few friends. That, and their jealousy.

Minus Alexis, of course. Alexis had an irresistible quality that made Blaise gravitate to him. Blaise wanted to impress him… or maybe he wanted to be him. Not that he’d ever share that. To the outside, Blaise was as his element implied: bright, bold, brilliant.

That was why it grated on him so much that the girl whose door he had been knocking on for the last ten minutes still hadn’t opened it. She was in there; he could hear her walking around. He didn’t want to be alone that night, not after everything that had happened on the quest. It was normal to need a little comfort, no? Mortem had plans to imprint any person with a drop of Elemental blood come the summer solstice, which just so happened to be in less than two days. Blaise needed to not be alone.

The door to the room of the girl he wished to distract himself with remained firmly shut in his face. He couldn’t understand why though. She had called him beautiful. Wasn’t that enough?

She must be playing a long game. The thought came as a cool, calming tonic. Two could play that game. Besides, Blaise had always enjoyed a little competition.

He turned and stared down the length of the corridor. Perhaps, he thought, he could start walking. Perhaps he shouldn’t stop walking. Leave the Haven and get away from Stonehenge before Mortem and the Shadowless came to poison it in a little under two days’ time. He had to stay alive and stay alight. Let others do the fighting; he wouldn’t risk extinguishing his flame for anyone. If that was selfish, so be it.

Blaise Ademola was a pretty boy and he wanted to stay that way so he didn’t end up a pretty corpse.

After all these years, it appeared that he was still very much afraid, and the larger his world got, the more he had to fear.






PART I
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1 INDURATIZE



Induratize (v.) Latin origin

To make one’s own heart hardened or resistant to someone’s pleas or advances, or to the idea of love



‘Valentina?’

If he called her name one more time, she would consider slitting his throat. Maybe then he would get the message.

Blaise Ademola had been knocking on the door for a while now. In that time, Valentina had changed out of the rags tossed her way in Mortem’s castle, taken her first shower in a week, changed into the clean clothes Ziya Parashakti had given her and braided her long black hair into a simple plait that fell down to her waist. If there was one thing about Valentina everyone could agree upon, it was that she was efficient.

‘Valentina,’ Blaise said again, drawing out the end of her name playfully. ‘I don’t know if you’re still awake, but did you want to talk?’

And if there was one thing Valentina knew, it was that this beautiful boy, born from the fires, did not want to talk. Valentina knew by the way he had looked at her: lust, provoked by a girl who could resist his good looks and charm. This must be a rare occasion.

Valentina had half a mind to let Blaise in. Let him drive out her anxieties and quieten her rage. She did like him, and it would be entertaining to watch the fallout if his girlfriend found out. Getting under her skin had been one of the few things that had brought Valentina joy recently.

Would it be greedy to ask Alexis Michaels to join? He looked like a man who would worship the woman he was with. Would he kiss her all over and tell her he loved her?

No, because she was not Demi.

Blaise’s footsteps retreated in reluctant defeat, and so too did the image of the grey-eyed Caeli Doran – a girl who knew nothing of her own heritage or of the waves her ancestors had made that had torn apart their community centuries ago.

For what felt like the first time ever, Valentina was left with her thoughts; her own thoughts.

They say when you are born into a burning house, you think the whole world is on fire. But the scars from the flames stung that much more when you trusted the people who poured the gasoline.

Valentina had been in the shadow of abuse so long, it almost felt comfortable… safe.

No. More.

There had been no place for her at her home.

That was why she burned it to ashes.

Dignity and hope had once sustained her through every act of disrespect and desecration. Not any more. The only thing that kept her going now was revenge; a thirst that could only be quenched with the bloodshed of those who had harmed her.

Mortem Arcangelo needed to pay for what he did to her. For what and who he took from her. But he wasn’t the only Arcangelo who threatened her safety.

Incantus had seen the scarification on her wrist before they came to the Haven, as had Alexis. The burned tattoo of a dragon coiled into a circle, forever chasing a flaming pearl. Incantus would know what it meant, what it symbolised. As for Alexis, she didn’t know him well, but she could tell the type of person he was.

He wasn’t like others, satisfied with the illusion of the show, blissfully happy to remain naive to what went on backstage. He sought what was behind the curtains. She recognised it because she was just the same, yet that filled her only with unease.

She liked Alexis as she did Incantus. She respected them more than most, but she couldn’t trust them to keep her secret. She couldn’t trust anyone, not even Ziya, who had done her very best to make her feel welcome.

Despite everything, Valentina had found Ziya oddly endearing, showing her around the Haven, to her room. She was authentic to her core in a way Valentina had always been discouraged of. If Valentina had planned on sticking around, maybe they would have grown to be friends.

But trust was hope personified: a virtuous but innately vulnerable gift to entrust another with. Gone were the days of allowing someone to hold that kind of power over her.

Valentina would be gone by morning. She couldn’t guarantee Incantus would conceal her identity from her enemies, who would not rest until they punished her. She couldn’t risk Alexis asking questions, discovering the truth of who she was and what she had done.

It was a secret she would kill to keep buried.

For one night only, she would sleep in a warm bed, comforted by the certainty of safety her locked door brought her. Then she would leave to enact her revenge on the man who had enslaved her, before the summer solstice stole her opportunity from under her.

But by then, Valentina had to make one more choice.

Was it just one Arcangelo she was going to kill… or them all?






2 ANABIOSIS



Anabiosis (n.) Greek origin

Return to life after apparent death; suspended animation



Alexis Michaels buried his blade into his opponent once again and watched as its body disintegrated into pixilated cubes onto the grass in the centre of Stonehenge.

Sweat plastered his dark wavy hair to his forehead. He pushed it from his eyes, soreness and exhaustion doing their best to cripple his body after hours of fighting. He clenched his teeth. Rather the physical pain than the mental. Rather pain from the present than pain from the past.

The private Training Academy of the Haven was quiet save for the sound of his heaving breaths. No one was around at this hour. He alone stood within the projection of Stonehenge, which was as convincing as the real thing, accurate to the very last detail, even to the touch. The perfect replica, printed by the Academy devices. Alexis had come as soon as the nightmare ripped him out of his slumber at sunrise, little after half four in the morning.

The vision of a young Mortem and Incantus awakened him as it had every night since his memories began, although this time, as the body of Nero was clawed apart from within, the pain Alexis felt was infinitely more vivid. He was almost relieved when the boy who would grow up to be Mortem finally fell off the cliff and crashed into the black sea, an end to both of their torment.

‘Send me another,’ Alexis demanded, swinging his bi-sword, equal halves bronze and steel, in an arc. The Haven’s projector immediately printed another corporeal combat bot that raced towards him, sword in hand, but Alexis shattered it without so much as a glance over his shoulder.

The bots weren’t enough of a match. He needed something better.

Alexis pressed his palms together and thought of the only person that would provide a challenge.

Himself.

His proxy appeared in front of him wearing nothing but a pair of grey tracksuit bottoms that hung loose at its narrow waist. With its toothbrush still in its mouth, it blinked wildly and took in its surroundings before its blue-and-black-ringed eyes settled upon Alexis. It frowned slightly. ‘You’re still alive.’

Alexis gave an exaggerated thumbs-up. ‘Fantastic observational skills. You would’ve known otherwise as proxies cease to exist if the Elemental dies.’

Alexis sized up his double. It was risky to have summoned it without warning. What if it had been with his parents or Jason? How would they react to seeing who they’d thought was Alexis suddenly vanish into thin air?

‘How are Mum and Dad?’ he asked, readjusting his grip on the hilt of his sword.

His proxy eyed the bronze-and-steel blade, holding its toothbrush similarly at its side. ‘You should ask them yourself now that the quest is over.’ It wiped the frothing toothpaste from its mouth. Unlike Alexis, the proxy showed little emotion in its expression and held no real conviction in its voice. It was simply a superficial reflection after all.

Alexis almost envied it. What he would do to feel nothing.

‘I should’ve checked in with them before I left,’ Alexis admitted guiltily. ‘But I was worried they might sense something was wrong. Besides, it’s your job to keep up my mundane appearance.’

The proxy hummed in agreement, but it was otherwise transfixed on the circular monoliths of the holographic Stonehenge. ‘It’s so real, I can’t even see the walls of the Haven beyond it,’ it said, placing its hand against the stone. ‘Why am I here?’

Finally.

‘To be my distraction,’ said Alexis, splitting his bi-sword down the middle and throwing his proxy the bronze half.

‘Bit of an unfair duel,’ said the proxy, pocketing its toothbrush and gesturing to its half-naked body. ‘We last synchronised over a week ago, so your most recent memories haven’t transferred over. I’m already at a disadvantage without your powers.’

Both powers, Alexis thought, dropping his gaze. The proxy noticed the minute change in his expression; annoyingly, it was as observant as he was. To prevent the impending question, Alexis tucked his sword beneath his arm and extended both hands outwards. The proxy matched him until their palms were touching.

There was a soundless exchange as Alexis harmonised with his reflection, encoding its memories and experiences from the previous week. It had argued with his dad for getting into a fight with Jason and had spent most of its days hanging out with Demi or reading. Nothing unusual or exciting, but that was a good thing.

Alexis’s own memories were crawling up his spine, stretching out like taloned claws around his throat, hoping to suffocate him. He had to silence them.

The proxy stared back at him, its head slightly tilted, full lips pressed into a sympathetic line. If it had been human, its eyes might have looked sad. ‘You don’t really want to fight,’ it said with a sigh. ‘And you’re not sure if you really want to live, either.’

Alexis swallowed the lump in his throat and steeled himself. He then swung his sword at his proxy.

His proxy reeled back, barely missing the blade. Alexis swiped at it again, but his blade cut into one of the giant monoliths. He was surprised when it did not disperse into holographic pixels as the training bots had.

His proxy lunged at him, but when it swung its blade, it was with the flat edge. Alexis parried it away and threw a punch with his free hand, but the proxy ducked beneath it gracefully. It darted to the vacant centre of Stonehenge to free itself up some space, but Alexis advanced on it again. He swung his blade down lightning fast, relishing in the surge of blood and adrenaline that pumped through his muscles and preoccupied his mind. He had to keep moving, keep fighting, keep acting, or risk remembering the icy powers of darkness at his fingertips.

The proxy shuddered under the weight of the incessant strikes, its mortal body struggling to compete with one of the famed Children of the Elements. It staggered backwards, blocking each blow just in time but unable to return any of its own.

‘Hurting me isn’t going to make you feel any better,’ it said, gasping after Alexis kicked at its stomach, forcing it to keel over. It looked up at him. ‘We need to talk about what happened at the waterfall.’

Alexis’s breathing hitched in his chest as memories flooded his mind, the dams of his resistance crushing beneath the overwhelming weight of what he had endured during the quest for the Elemental Gems.

The vacant expression on Demi’s face as the arrow struck her through the chest. Holding her limp, soaking body in his arms after catching her in the waterfall, praying to the god she believed in to take him instead. The collective powers of the four primal elements destroying the darkness poison and reviving her. The prophecy the Woman of the Water had disclosed to him.

‘By the blade of darkness, you will fall, wielded by the one you expect the least.’

The proxy tackled Alexis to the ground. His head smacked against a fallen monolith of Stonehenge’s inner circle and his vision exploded into undulating flashes of light and dark. Fighting to stay conscious, he jabbed the hilt of his sword into its side. Its weight shifted for only a second, but that was all Alexis needed to thrust his hips and heave it off, pinning it down by its arms with his knees.

The proxy shared every feature of Alexis’s face. The tan of his skin, the curve of his bow-shaped lips and harsh contours of his cheekbones. Yet in that moment, Alexis saw the flash of another’s face: sunken eyes, bulging cranium, a line of phlegm dripping from its nose. As Alexis drove his sword down, he saw Mortem’s assassin, Sinner, in front of him, and a sword made of shadow in his hands.

The blade stabbed into the floor millimetres from his proxy’s neck.

‘Enough,’ Alexis whispered, releasing his sword, his hand coming away trembling violently. He tapped his thumb to his index finger, then the middle finger, then the next. Over and over again, synchronising it with slow and steady breaths.

The proxy stayed pinned beneath him, breathing heavily from equal parts exertion and fear. It sat up slightly, the hard muscles of its abdomen tensing as it attempted to gauge the panicking Elemental.

‘What if people find out what I did?’ Alexis said through ragged breaths, staring at his hands as if darkness would suddenly start seeping from them. ‘What if Incantus knows I used my shadow powers? What if my old psychiatrist caught me on camera? To Dr Dash, it must’ve looked like I killed a defenceless man for no reason. What if I’m no different to Mortem?’

What if I’m worse? he thought, unable to say it aloud, not even to himself.

‘You did what needed to be done,’ reasoned his proxy. ‘That doesn’t make you an evil person.’

‘All sinners look innocent standing next to the devil,’ Alexis cut back.

‘You did it for Demi. You would do anything for her.’

Although Alexis knew its words to be his own, he still dismissed them. No sane person could justify the act of cold-blooded murder. No sane person could enjoy using a power sworn to corrupt its user, a power intrinsically unnatural, the power of death and shadows. The depth of the guilt he now felt was matched only by the rush of pleasure he had experienced in that moment.

The proxy took Alexis’s shaking hands in its own. Despite there being a replica of a beating heart within its chest, nothing could simulate the trueness of the living, and so its hands were cold and lifeless around his.

‘Try it,’ said the proxy. It pulled free the amulet that lay under Alexis’s compression vest, the carved fragment of the Water Gem, cut into the shape of an inverted triangle. When Alexis’s sleep had been restless, which was more often than not, he had examined his amulet, turning over the pendant, inspecting it for any traces of discolouration. It was now as it had always been: a swirling mix of cobalt, azure, cerulean and all shades of blue in between.

‘Try it,’ the proxy repeated, remaining on the ground even as Alexis drew to his feet. It nodded in encouragement as it stared up at the amulet it would never possess, that would never glow under its touch.

So he did. Alexis lifted the chain from around his neck and lay the stone flat in his palm. He closed his eyes, attempting to channel the power that had been written into the very fibre of his being, the power of the ancestors he had never heard of or met, the power only he had the ability to create. Darkness had been the last power he had used. He prayed it hadn’t eclipsed the former.

A gasp escaped him when a small ball of clear water bled into the palm of his hand. Not a manipulation of the water vapour in the air or the sweat from his skin, but a liquid conjured from nothingness, birthed into existence at his will. He poured more and more into it, spurred on by its crystalline colour, a smile flourishing upon his face. It fountained in the air, flowing in between the illusory stone monoliths, washing over their surface until they glistened.

Alexis could feel the tide of his element cleansing his mind and body. With its current, he came to appreciate the fundamental nature of his element: water would only keep clean if it flowed. If it fell still for too long, it would become stagnant, infected. As would Alexis. To be still was to suffer.

‘Sink or swim,’ as Incantus had said on his first day of training.

Alexis pulled the water back with the closing of his palm. It swept into his amulet, where it was absorbed with a flash. ‘Thank you,’ he said, finally helping the proxy to its feet.

The proxy’s eyes lifted from the amulet to meet Alexis’s. There was something in them, Alexis noticed. A glint. It lasted only a second, but Alexis saw it nonetheless; it was the first time that the proxy looked like it had felt. Like it had wanted.

‘Thank yourself,’ it replied. It gestured to the sword Alexis had almost speared it with, still embedded into the ground. ‘For a second, I thought you were really going to stab me. You know I don’t feel pain to the degree that you do, but that would’ve still hurt and you would’ve remembered it when we next synchronised.’

Alexis knew that.

After all, it had been his intention to strike true. If only his hands hadn’t been shaking so much, he would have hit his target.

He clasped the hilt of his sword and pulled it free from the grass that sprouted between the rings of the three-dimensional projection of Stonehenge. As he drew the blade away, he flicked his wrist and brushed the tip of the blade against the bare neck of his proxy. It was only a superficial cut, but it was enough to make the proxy grunt in pain.

Alexis was almost surprised when he saw blood trickle freely down its neck.

The proxy took a few paces back, its hand clamped to its neck. Its expression was somewhere between shock and anger. ‘What was that for?’

Alexis didn’t blink at his reflection when he looked it in the eye. ‘To remind me that I can’t trust anyone… not even myself.’






3 YA’ABURNEE



Ya’aburnee (phr.) Arabic origin

‘You bury me’; a declaration of one’s hope that they will die before their lover because of how unbearable life would be without them



‘Lexi… can I join you?’

Alexis knew it was her without having to look up; only she and his family called him by that name. His heart swelled at her voice. Demi Nikolas stood tentatively in the doorway to his bedroom. Incantus’s loyal dire wolf, Gibbous, stood at her side and nuzzled into her palm, his snowy-white hind nearly as tall as she was.

Alexis was torn a hundred ways to reply. Conjuring the right combination of words to express how much he wanted her there with him felt impossible. Instead, he just offered her his hand. They both knew Gibbous wouldn’t follow her inside, partially because he wasn’t Alexis’s biggest fan, but mostly because he preferred his spot in front of the ever-burning white hearth of Incantus’s library office.

Demi lightly kissed the wolf’s forehead before parting from him. She took the short steps that bridged the single-lane pool that split the two halves of Alexis’s bedroom and joined him at the foot of his bed, holding his hand long after the customary welcome Caeli or Blaise would’ve given.

‘I thought you’d be back on Valerian Lane by now,’ he admitted once he realised Demi hadn’t planned anything to say. He gestured after Gibbous as he trotted away. ‘Gibbous kept you company last night?’

Her damp curls brushed her bare bronzed arms as she nodded. Sat so close, Alexis could smell the floral scent of her lavender conditioner. ‘I don’t know if I asked or he offered or Incantus told him to, but Gibbous hasn’t left my side all night. I think it has something to do with my Gem. Since connecting with it, I can better understand the nature of the Earth’s creatures.’ She wrapped her arms around herself as if acutely aware of Gibbous’s absence. ‘I know a seventeen-year-old with the power to create earthquakes shouldn’t need a fluffy animal in her bed to help her sleep. I guess, even after everything we’ve survived, I’m afraid to sleep alone. Silly, isn’t it?’

She said it lightly, but her words fell flat when unaccompanied by her typical radiant smile. Her pain was cellular. Alexis could see it somehow; it permeated her aura that had once glowed yellow as spring but now hung dark.

‘A month ago, we had a conversation beneath the oak tree in my room,’ she said abruptly, crossing her legs beneath her. Alexis remembered the secrets they had traded, of fathers and faith. ‘I swore to never take the life of another human. I was so certain in my conviction that there wouldn’t ever be a situation that justified such an innately immoral act.’ She shook her head, cursing herself. ‘All of you were right. I was naive to think I would be able to fight for my life without ending another’s. The embarrassment, the fall from grace, hurts as much as that arrow in my chest.’ Her breathing hitched. ‘And the weight of this guilt is suffocating.’

Her voice broke. Alexis could see tears that hadn’t yet fallen lining her thick eyelashes. Somewhere beneath her loose green pyjama top, he knew there was the scar that sat between her crucifix and her amulet. A scar that divided her faith from her duty, inflicted by a man she thought she’d killed.

‘Do you want me to get Incantus? Or I could call your parents?’ He felt far too inadequate to help her through this grief.

Demi’s intense green eyes found his. ‘No,’ she said firmly. ‘It’s you that I want… to talk to.’ She looked away just in time to miss the flush of red that rose to Alexis’s cheeks. His skin had tanned during the quest, but he knew the blush would be unmistakable.

He cleared his throat and shuffled to sit directly opposite her. ‘Demi, I know you feel bad, but don’t you think Sinner deserved it?’

‘Does anyone really deserve to die?’ she replied, her dark eyebrows furrowing in consideration. ‘Doesn’t that make us just as bad as them? I’m not stupid; I know he was a monster. I can’t even imagine the things he’s done. At the time, I thought I was doing it to protect Caeli and Valentina, but now… I don’t know if it was just for revenge.’

Dead eyes and a punctuated blood-soaked canvas for a chest was all that Alexis could see in his mind’s eye. That’s the difference between you and me, he realised. Demi’s attempt on Sinner’s life had been desperate and necessary. It was grounded in instinct, fight or flight. And even so, she was ashamed of it.

When Alexis had seen Sinner on the riverside, he’d made sure his murder had been intentionally slow to ensure Mortem’s assassin felt a fraction of the pain he had inflicted on others. Alexis didn’t feel guilty for doing it; he felt guilty for enjoying it.

Demi tilted her head up in stubborn refusal to let her tears fall. ‘In light of everything that we’ve discovered – Elementals, creatures of legend, powers and all of that – I have held on to my faith. I still believe in God, my god, and have found a way to reconcile Him with this world just as I do with science. But that is what is tearing me apart.’ Her throat bobbed and her next words came out as gasps as she fought to breathe. ‘Now I know I can’t go to Heaven. I’ve done something unforgivable. He brought me back from death only for me to take another’s life. And now I’m going to spend an eternity in darkness.’

The shame of it all came crashing down. A loud sob escaped her, a savage, unrestrained cry that came from her core and shook her shoulders.

Alexis wrapped his arms around her, hoping that if he held her tightly enough, she wouldn’t fall apart. She breathed hard, ragged breaths against his chest as he stroked her hair, his lips on the top of her head, uttering reassurances she likely couldn’t hear and probably didn’t believe.

He should tell her. He should tell her that he was the one who had really killed Sinner and absolve her of her guilt.

I can’t, shouted the fearful part of him.

That would destroy the image she had of him. It would confirm the suspicions the Women of the Elements had about him – that he was a tainted product of the corrupted waters. That he was just like the person they had set out to stop. That all those years his adoptive parents had spent raising him to be a kind, honourable man meant nothing against the influence of his blackened blood.

To admit his guilt was to admit to his shadow; a shadow he didn’t cast. Was it selfish to keep it from her, to let her think she was a murderer? Alexis rationalised that telling the truth would bring her no relief. It was the intention to murder that was hurting her just as much as the act itself. Sinner would’ve died from his wounds even if Alexis hadn’t finished him off. Demi’s guilt would only turn to horror at what Alexis had done or shame that he had done it for her.

He wasn’t convinced that what he was doing was the right thing, but if he was certain of anything, it was that to lie was to conceal, and to conceal was to protect. He had protected his parents by concealing the existence of his nightmares, which remained even after the Shadow Man had disappeared. Now he was protecting himself and protecting Demi by concealing the existence of the blade of darkness he had swung.

‘Demi,’ said Alexis, cupping her face in his hands, wiping away the wetness on her cheeks with his thumbs. When he spoke soft words to comfort her, he desperately hoped they would comfort him too. ‘You are a good person. A pure person with a virtuous soul and incredible morals. You light up any room you walk into and light up the people around you. If you weren’t a good person, then you wouldn’t be feeling as bad as you are right now. You did what was necessary to save us and save the world. So thank you. In my eyes, you are a hero.’

Alexis gently pulled on the thin gold chain around Demi’s neck until her crucifix emerged. He could feel her eyes on him, staring intently, but he couldn’t bring himself to meet her gaze, not when they were sat so close. He didn’t trust himself. So he stroked his thumb across the length of the crucifix and finally leaned back.

When fresh tears rolled down Demi’s cheeks, they were not from sadness. They bled into her full lips that now curved upwards into a faint smile. ‘That was why I came to you,’ she said, slowly sitting upright. Her eyes remained trained on his. ‘Incantus healed my body, and my parents and Kallisto will heal by heart, but you always have a way of healing my soul.’

With her words, all thoughts of shadow and death recoiled from Alexis’s mind. If he hadn’t known otherwise, he would have been certain that it was Demi who possessed the angelic power of light.

‘Forget whatever the Woman of the Water said to you,’ she told him, gripping his hand with a force as unyielding as the ground beneath them. The sadness of her voice had withered away, replaced by the stubborn tone of conviction Alexis had always associated with her. ‘Forget about the darkness that may exist far beneath the surface. Forget about all of that. Don’t let anyone tell you any different. You are perfect, Lexi.’

At what point in the quest or during their training had Alexis realised his true feelings for her? Feelings that had been shoved aside for years; feelings he thought were too ludicrous to even consider. Feelings he now wondered, hoped, might be reciprocated.

He thought back to the waterfall, to the moment she’d sat up after being healed. To the feel of her wet lips on his. She hadn’t kissed him back, and at the time, he thought it was because she didn’t care for him the way he had and would always care for her.

But what if she does? If she could someday?

It wasn’t fair to Demi to ask her about it though, not when she was already processing so much else. She seemed more herself now than Alexis could have hoped for and he didn’t want to risk overwhelming her.

Even so, Alexis couldn’t help but smile and foolishly believe that for a brief moment, there may come a time when they could go back to chasing sunsets, only this time, as something more than friends. He squeezed her hand back, knowing that it wouldn’t break no matter how tightly he held it. Knowing that the Shadow Man could never reach him as long as he had her.

‘Believe me,’ he replied, ‘the perfect part of me is you.’ And then, for reasons he knew not, he added, ‘If you decide to spend another night at the Haven, don’t ask Gibbous to stay with you. Ask me.’

He felt his pulse thrumming in his throat, but he forced himself to keep her gaze. Demi didn’t look away either, not even as her expression darkened from one of softness, of bashfulness, to an intense, brazen seriousness to match his.

They remained like that, locked in limbo for many moments, until eventually Demi replied. ‘Didn’t think I’d need to ask.’






4 EXHȲDRIA



Exhȳdria (n.) Greek origin

The winds which are accompanied by rain



Even though her room was only across the hallway from his, Alexis walked Demi to her door. He lingered by it long after she left.

Incantus wants to see you all in the lab before you leave, read a message from Ziya on his phone. Demi said she would join once she’d done her make-up and finished packing her bags for home. Alexis didn’t plan on doing either one of those things, although the former might help in hiding the dark circles beneath his eyes.

He was just about to knock on Blaise’s bedroom door to ask to walk with him when he heard the slow creak of Caeli’s door opening from further down the corridor. The figure that emerged from her room was not who Alexis had expected.

The tall man with floppy blonde hair froze when he saw Alexis, his pale cheeks deeply flushed.

‘Alexis! Hi!’ said Joe Coin, in an unusually high-pitched voice. With the hand that wasn’t holding his shoes, he reached hastily for the open buttons on his shirt. Behind him, Alexis caught a glimpse of Caeli’s long platinum hair as she shoved Joe out then slammed the door shut, leaving him to explain himself.

‘Morning,’ said Alexis, stifling a smile. ‘You’re here?’

Despite Joe being several years his senior, and an Elemental with the ability to change the properties of his skin to be impenetrable to any blade, he tripped over himself to answer Alexis’s question. ‘Yes! The Haven graduates that assist the Security Council of the High Order were sent back here late last night. Mr Arcangelo must have convinced them we need to be here… for tomorrow.’

A solar eclipse on the summer solstice: the day the Prophecy of Light and Darkness referred to. Or so Alexis had been told. He hadn’t heard the direct translation of the Prophecy himself. The day that Mortem would make his way to Stonehenge and unleash his powers of darkness, imprinting all Elementals to be nothing but mindless puppets, instruments for his influence. The only thing that stood a chance in stopping him was Incantus, supported by the Gems collected by the Children of the Elements.

‘I’ll be seeing you on the battlefield then,’ said Alexis, declaring his decision to stay for the first time.

Joe’s eyebrows lifted. ‘You’re going to fight with us?’ The corner of his mouth curved into a smile. ‘Brilliant. We could use your help. Mr Arcangelo told me he’s got me stationed near the front lines with Althea. It means we’ve got a better chance of wringing the neck of that incel, Ezra, for betraying us.’

‘You’ll have to fight me for him.’

Alexis truly meant it. He wanted to punish Ezra Alastor for allowing Mortem to invade the Haven and imprint the Leaders and murder Teller Sagen just as much as he wanted to confront Mortem.

Joe didn’t say anything; he only grinned.

‘So… that explains why you’re here,’ Alexis went on, his voice teasing as he gestured to the corridor that led to the Haven’s hive. He then pointed to Caeli’s room. ‘But why were you there?’

Joe stammered, casting a wayward glance at the closed door behind him. Almost as if answering his silent distress call, the door was thrown open.

‘You don’t have to answer to him,’ said Caeli, spearing Alexis with a cutting side-eye.

Then, much to Alexis’s surprise, Caeli tiptoed to plant a soft kiss to Joe’s cheek. A frown flickered across Alexis’s brow at the genuine display of affection.

‘He’s toying with you in the name of his own warped sense of humour,’ Caeli added. She lightly pushed Joe on. ‘Go. I’ll find you later.’

Alexis stepped aside to allow Joe to pass. The fair-haired Elemental placed a hand on Alexis’s shoulder as he slipped past.

‘Good to see you again. Congratulations on the quest, by the way.’

Alexis nodded in thanks, but he was already making his way up the stairs towards Caeli’s room where she had disappeared.

‘Not your usual morning cardio, Cae.’

‘Mind your business,’ she warned, slamming the door with a gust of wind conjured from her hand. Alexis caught it before it shut, slipping inside. Caeli took a seat in front of her vanity and started brushing her hair. She sighed when she saw him, but she didn’t look surprised.

‘Now when have I ever done that?’ Alexis folded his arms as he leaned against the side of the wall. He would’ve taken a seat on the bed, but the unruffled sheets and the sight of a discarded sports bra made him change his mind.

Each of their bedrooms was unique in its own way, suited to their powers. Alexis’s housed a wide, arcing pool; Demi’s grew a twisting oak tree in its centre; and lines of coal and a long hearth patterned Blaise’s. Caeli’s room was a stormy grey colour and mostly bare save for the dresser, wardrobes and a king-size bed. Instead of a ceiling, the walls vanished at the marking of the white chalk characteristic of the teleportation lines. In its place was a cloudy early morning sky, breathing in gentle gales of fresh air to the training facility far underground.

‘So… Joe again.’

Caeli ran a finger along her sharp jawline before pressing it against her chin. Noticing that all of her nail varnish had been scratched away, she quickly shut her fist. Through the mirror, her hooded grey eyes found Alexis’s. ‘Yes. And what? It’s none of your business who I’m with. And it’s none of Blaise’s.’

‘I never said anything about Mr Ademola,’ Alexis said coyly. He really was doing his best not to smile.

‘Yeah, but I know you’re thinking about him,’ she snapped, getting to her feet. She stalked past him and walked straight out of her room, forgetting to pick up her suitcases. Alexis had to jog to catch up to her as they walked in tandem down the pristine corridors of the Haven towards the hive.

‘I’m just surprised, that’s all,’ Alexis admitted, trying to engage her. ‘Less than a week ago, you broke up with Joe because you said there was “no fire”. After everything that happened between you and Blaise on the quest, I thought it would be the last push you both needed to finally get together.’

Caeli turned on him. ‘So did I, Alexis! So did I. After years of trying to pretend it would never happen, I thought we could finally just admit it. I thought he realised that too.’ The words tumbled out of her, taking them both by surprise. ‘But last night after we all went to bed, I heard his door open, and I knew he was going to see if he could find Valentina.’ She almost spat her name. ‘Turns out that it was nothing more than a holiday romance when there was no one else around.’

Caeli started walking again, raking her fingers through her hair, leaving long strands of silvery blonde floating in the air.

Alexis would’ve let her be any other time – it was foolish to approach a storm – but she had chosen to walk when she easily could have flown from him. Maybe it wasn’t that she wanted to be alone; maybe it was that she wanted him to prove he would stay, even if she pushed him away.

‘Blaise only went after her because he knows she’s not an option,’ he said softly. ‘Not really. It’s easy for him to be rejected by someone he doesn’t care about than to risk being rejected by you… by the only person he really wants.’

‘I’m tired of watching him chase everyone else,’ Caeli retorted. ‘Joe isn’t afraid to show me he cares about me. And I’m starting to care for him too – he’s sweet and attentive and disgustingly attractive. If Blaise wants to pursue things with a random stranger he met once instead of make any effort with me, then I won’t be the one to get in his way.’

‘Would you waste your time chasing after something you thought you could never get?’

Caeli went to react, her face beginning to contort into disagreement as she inhaled. But as Alexis tilted his chin up at her, she slowly let go of her breath. She shook her head. ‘The fire boy that’s scared of getting burned and the sky girl who changes her mind like the wind. What’s the likelihood of that working out?’

‘I think if he knew there was even a sliver of a chance, you could count on Blaise to play those odds.’ That pried a smile from her lips. Alexis squeezed her arm and decided he should stop meddling in his friends’ love lives. It wasn’t like he was well positioned to give anyone relationship advice. ‘I just want you to remember that tomorrow could be our last day. Who would you want to spend it with?’

Caeli arched an impossibly high eyebrow as she smirked. ‘Hypocrite.’ She turned on her heel, raising her hand to silence whatever excuse he began to conjure. ‘Let’s go before the bloody eclipse starts.’

‘And she’s back.’



The bright core of the Haven radiated with a hum of energy, fuelled by the powers of all who resided within. It was a place of contradictions for Alexis: it felt both grand and homely, ancient and modern, a place for everyone, but also as if it had been built for him and him alone.

Alexis and Caeli ascended one of the many marble staircases that weaved across its hollow centre, connecting its multiple levels in a lattice of Grecian white and gold.

‘I forgot to ask you about your dad,’ said Alexis, suddenly remembering a conversation they’d had during the quest. ‘Did you want to talk about it? I know you still don’t know anything about him, but drawing on my own experience, sometimes it’s better to have no dad than to have a murderous, psychopathic one.’

Caeli shook her head firmly as they approached a short, round woman who stood at the highest level of the Haven, talking with a muscular dark-skinned boy with a red-stone amulet. Ziya Parashakti gave Alexis a slight wave as they drew closer.

Caeli’s eyes were trained on Blaise. ‘I’m not wasting my last couple of days thinking about the men who didn’t care enough about me to stick around.’

‘Hello,’ said Ziya at their arrival. Her arms were folded awkwardly in front of her chest, her dark hair tied into a taut bun on top of her head. Something about her was off, Alexis noted immediately. Usually, she was giddy to spend time with the Children of the Elements. Why was her mouth settled into a frayed line?

‘Hey, bro.’ Blaise smiled. Alexis clasped his calloused hand that was forever warm to the touch. ‘What’s up with you, Cae? Not happy to be going home?’

Caeli crossed her arms as she glared at him. ‘You are not worth the air it takes to converse with.’

Blaise looked at Alexis quizzically, as did Ziya. Ziya could read several languages and half a dozen books in one day, but she had never been good at reading the room, which meant the scathing look of disdain Caeli was giving Blaise was universal in all languages.

Demi waved at them from the far end of the walkway as she approached. She took a deliberately large step away from the edge to avoid seeing how high up she was as she adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder. ‘Sorry I’m late. Where’s everyone’s stuff?’

Blaise turned his back to Caeli before answering, ‘I’ll probably head later. Got no reason to go home; my parents will be out anyway.’

Alexis avoided the question by asking another. ‘Is everything all right, Ziya?’ She was playing with her sleeves, pulling them over her hands methodically as if the motion of doing something would occupy whatever was on her mind. ‘You don’t seem yourself?’

The young Indian woman raised her head, meeting Alexis’s eyes. She never looked at him in the eyes, not for longer than a transitory glance. He was almost taken aback by it.

‘It’s Valentina. She’s gone.’






5 SCHWELLENANGST



Schwellenangst (n.) German origin

Fear of embarking on something new; fear of crossing a threshold



‘What do you mean, “She’s gone”?’ Blaise asked.

Caeli scoffed and muttered something inaudible under her breath. Blaise shot Alexis another confused look.

After a long pause, Ziya replied in her usual rapid fashion, running out of breath at the end of her sentences until she was physically forced to inhale. ‘She left. We had a really nice conversation last night. Really nice. I told her about the Haven and she gave me some advice and… we kind of bonded. Or at least I thought we did.’ At that, she shook her head. ‘But this morning when I went to her room to check on her, she was gone – no note or anything. And the night before, she said there was no one she needed me to call, so I’ve got no clue where she could have gone. I’m sure she can handle herself just fine, but it’s not safe out there for powerful Elementals this close to the solstice.’

‘Oh, bless you, Ziya,’ said Demi, placing a hand on her slumped shoulder. ‘I’m sure she’ll be okay. She looks like she can handle herself better than anyone.’

Alexis knew that Ziya hadn’t left the Haven in years; she had told him that during one of their first conversations. Despite the Haven’s immeasurable size, the outside world must be an overwhelming place to imagine after so long.

‘I went to check on her last night to see if she had settled in,’ said Blaise, looking at anyone except Caeli as they started making their way down the long corridor that led to Incantus’s office. Caeli cut Alexis a look as if to say, I told you so. ‘She didn’t answer, but I could hear the sound of her shower. She must have gone early morning.’

Alexis spoke his thoughts aloud. ‘I wonder if she’s in trouble.’ The last time he had seen her, he had noticed the dragon-shaped branding on her inner wrist. He remembered the look on her face when Incantus seemed to recognise it. Perhaps it was something she could be identified by, like a family tattoo. Maybe she didn’t want to be found.

‘She must be,’ Ziya agreed. ‘She’s an Elemental that can portal anywhere, including places she’s never been before. Ezra’s powerful, but not even he can manage that. How could Mortem capture and imprint someone like that?’ She clenched her jaw at the mention of the man who had killed her mother, and left her and her sister orphaned. ‘I’m just worried that she left because she thought she had to and not because she wanted to.’

Caeli threw her hands up. ‘Who cares anyway.’ She observed the looks on her friends’ faces. ‘What? It was obvious she didn’t want to stay. Don’t pretend like you’re all best friends with her; we barely knew her. She portalled us right into the hands of Dr Sinner and the Shadowless, and she nearly broke my nose. Why are you all so forgiving, considering what she did?’

Blaise made a noise of disgust. ‘You can be so cold sometimes.’

Caeli tutted, but otherwise didn’t retaliate. She attempted to catch Ziya’s eye, but Incantus’s protégée had them fixed on her own footsteps.

‘Would you be able to find her?’ Alexis asked, steering the conversation back. ‘Track her using aura maps or something?’

It was a redundant question. He knew she could. He had asked Incantus to do the very same thing but with his birth parents nearly a month ago. He didn’t know how difficult it could be or how long it would take, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that Incantus hadn’t tried very hard. Maybe it was because he knew Mortem was Alexis’s father and he didn’t want to confirm it.

Whatever the reason, Alexis had agreed to let Ziya take over the task before he left for the quest. Still, she hadn’t mentioned anything to him since then. By all accounts, his birth parents had been ghosts. It was as though he was a product of the tsunami itself, birthed from the seas and abandoned in the wreckage from the tidal wave he likely caused.

‘I could try,’ Ziya decided eventually. She had been staring at him and he averted her eyes when he zoned back in. ‘All portallers are legally required to inform the Transport and Portalling Council of the High Order of their whereabouts, you know, so that they don’t go around breaking the law. I presume she hasn’t, which would make breaking into their database relatively useless.’

‘You can break into the High Order’s database?’ Caeli asked, with much more enthusiasm than was customary of her. She let out an impressed hum. ‘The skill and the readiness to do so… You never fail to surprise me, Ziya.’

For what was probably the first time since they’d met, Ziya smiled with pride. ‘You’ve got your powers; this is mine.’ She tapped the side of her temple and grinned when both Demi and Blaise shook her shoulders in cheers. ‘Not that I ever would,’ she added hastily.

Behind them, Alexis smiled to himself. Despite their flaws, his friends had a way of bringing out the best in people, celebrating their achievements as much as they would their own. They had done it for him and now they were doing it for Ziya. Not a bad batch of people to spend my last few days with, he considered.

Incantus Arcangelo was waiting for them at the end of the corridor. He was every bit as beautiful and impressive as he had been the first day Alexis met him, as if he had been carved by the angels themselves. Incantus’s pale shirt was rolled three-quarters of the way up his forearms, displaying the taut muscles and veins that snaked down to his wrists, his hands clasped together. Gibbous stretched by his side and yawned as they approached, his tail wagging idly.

‘Brilliant; you’re here,’ he said, an easy smile spreading across his ageless face. He brushed a strand of frosty white hair from his eyes, tucking it behind his ear where it had grown over the course of the summer, giving him a ‘classic old-money look’ as Caeli had called it.

The door to Incantus’s office folded away at his presence, revealing his grand, warm headquarters that looked more like a lived-in library than someone’s workspace. More cluttered than ever, papers upon books upon battle plans were scattered across whatever surface there was. From the zigzagging floor-to-ceiling bookshelves to the aged brown leather sofas, Alexis dreamed of spending hours there consuming everything he could get his hands on.

‘Mind the mess,’ said Incantus, snapping his fingers. A white mist trickled from his hand and coated the surfaces. Encompassed in its glow, the files and books started to stack themselves, tidying away or flinging themselves into the fireplace that blazed white beside his desk.

Caeli’s mouth hung open, her eyes wide in marvel. ‘You need to teach me how to do that; it would honestly solve at least half of my problems.’

‘Only you get that excited about cleaning,’ noted Demi, patting the taller girl’s back.

‘Are we getting another proxy?’ asked Blaise, but Incantus led them straight past the door to the Proxying Chamber.

‘Elemental law states you’re only allowed one proxy,’ Ziya reminded him. She trailed after them, walking alongside the white dire wolf, scratching him behind the ears.

The tall walls of bookshelves towered over the Elementals like an assortment of ceiling-high mazes, forcing them to walk in single file as they followed Incantus deeper into his office. Alexis caught glimpses of the book spines as he walked, lagging behind the group as he tried to read them through the thick layer of dust. Most were intact, some had withered with years, and about half were partially burned, scorched black as though they had come from a library that had gone up in flames.

‘Have you read all of these?’ Alexis asked, not bothering to hide his wonder. He jammed his hands into his pockets after the thin, papery spine of an old book written in hieroglyphics tore away at his touch.

‘Most,’ Incantus called from the front of the line. He had come to a stop at the plain back wall. ‘Some are historical; some encyclopaedias; others are sacred texts preserved for thousands of years dating back even to the beginnings of literature. I take a great comfort in books, as does Ziya. Maybe after all of this, I will write one about our story.’ He winked at the young Elementals before pointing at Alexis. ‘Feel free to borrow them, although for every book not returned, I will sever a finger.’

Alexis’s hand clamped into a fist. ‘Most bookstores just give out a fine,’ he mumbled.

The far wall before Incantus glowed white at recognition of his power. A tall section of it opened inwards with a soft click, revealing a sterile, rather bare room that was no bigger than a store cupboard. The only thing it contained was four metre-tall marble Corinthian pillars, one at each corner of the room.

‘All this space for dusty books and you crowd us into this cramped space?’ Blaise moaned as they filed in behind Incantus. At Incantus’s presence, the walls of the room illuminated with a steady white glow. Caeli thrust Alexis in front of her so she wouldn’t have to press up against Blaise.

The grooved marble pillars bulged as if they contained something, like a clam holding on to a pearl. They looked like pods, Alexis observed, shuffling closer. Behind him, the door shut slowly, sealing off Ziya and Gibbous as she waved goodbye.

‘Are our Gems in there?’ Demi asked, placing her hands against the column that her amulet pulled towards. Her amulet had lightened to a rich green glow at the proximity to the Earth Gem, as did the other amulets to their corresponding Gems.

‘Yes, being examined to ensure they are stable to be used without your guidance,’ Incantus replied, shifting from in between Caeli and Blaise.

Noticing there was now no one between them, Caeli took a step back as Blaise simultaneously put his hands up to protest and turned away from her. Alexis caught Caeli’s eye, but she just shrugged at him. If she thought she had hidden her look of disappointment in time, she hadn’t.

‘This is the White Room,’ said Incantus, snapping his fingers to garner their attention. ‘A housing place for the Gems, and the oldest and most secure part of the whole Haven. Sitting directly beneath the centre of Stonehenge, it is protected by the sacrifice the First Borns made aeons ago when they first vanquished the shadows with your powers. It is the only place in the world where you will be safe from Mortem’s imprinting powers should we fail during the solar eclipse tomorrow.’

‘There’s barely enough space for us,’ Demi stated, her eyebrows drawing together. ‘I’d want my parents and sister here – all of our parents, and Ziya, and… Wait. Who else knows about this?’

Incantus shook his head. ‘Only us. Everyone else, if they are of age, will be fighting tomorrow, alongside the operatives of the Security Council of the High Order. In a few hours, my dear friend Serena Aevum and the Elementals of the Sanctuario will join us for final battle strategies.’

Alexis recalled Aevum’s name from Teller Sagen’s stories of the Quinate. He imagined the female counterpart of Incantus: strong, famed, brilliant. And powerful. If she was anything like the other members of the Quinate, Alexis couldn’t wait to meet her.

‘As I have said, staying to fight tomorrow is not something I have ever or would ever ask of you,’ Incantus continued, offering them a small, sincere smile. ‘You have made enough sacrifices for our world with your quest and I should be able to fulfil the Prophecy with the power of the Gems in your absence.’

The decorative heads of the four Corinthian columns slid away to reveal the Elemental Gems. Glowing steadily and humming with limitless power, they beamed green, grey, red and blue from each corner of the White Room, painting the monochrome walls with splashes of colour.

Between the Woman of the Water’s revelation, his fight against the Serpent, the unhinged murder of Sinner and his old psychiatrist spotting him in the jungles of South America, Alexis hadn’t had a moment to appreciate how entrancing his Gem was. How its colour swirled beneath the surface of the stone. All he had to do to feel its immeasurable power again was touch it to his amulet.

A flicker of jealousy crossed Alexis’s mind. Incantus and Mortem didn’t have stones to inhibit their abilities; they had their eternal powers within their grasp at all times.

‘You haven’t been raised powerful,’ said Incantus, studying his face as though he had Akili Pierce’s mind-reading abilities. ‘You have obtained your power recently. Despite all you have learned from your past month of training, one thing you cannot rush is time itself. Once you have learned to completely control your elements, then you will be free to access all that you are entitled to and become “Omni”: it’s a name I’m trying for when you wield your Gem’s inexhaustive power over your element. But I can’t sanction that unless I am certain it won’t cause corresponding and potentially catastrophic effects across the natural world.’

‘Why show us the prize we fought and nearly died for, and then tell us we can’t cash it in yet?’ asked Blaise, crossing his muscular arms.

‘Tomorrow, Elementals and our allies will be fighting to prevent Mortem from entering Stonehenge. If he unleashes his power during the few minutes of totality, all of us will be enslaved by his powers.’

‘We all remember what Akili said last night,’ said Caeli grimly.

‘In your absence, I hope to weaponise the power of the Gems to safeguard Stonehenge.’ He clasped his hands. ‘That is why I have brought you here before you go. The last thing I ask of you is to help me harness your elements to protect Stonehenge.’

‘Of course,’ said Demi without a second thought. ‘We’ll do everything we can to help you.’

‘I want to fight.’

It wasn’t until Alexis saw his friends turn to face him that he realised it was he who had spoken. Paranoia and insomnia had weakened his inhibitions. He had planned on telling his friends at some point before they left, but he would rather have waited so they wouldn’t have the opportunity to argue with him, which was exactly what they proceeded to do.

‘Alexis,’ said Incantus, a kind but sad smile adorning his face. ‘You don’t have to, son.’

Blaise backhanded him, his fear masked with protective anger. ‘Are you crazy? I know it’s fun being the “Chosen Ones” and all, but we’ve done our bit.’

‘Why would you risk being anywhere but here during the eclipse?’ added Caeli, elbowing Blaise out of the way so she could get closer. ‘No offence, Incantus, but I am not chancing losing my mind if you fail out there. Let’s stay here in the White Room where we know we’ll be safe if Mortem succeeds.’

Demi spoke last, and although she was quietest, her words were the ones that had the greatest impact. ‘You are admirable for wanting to stay, Lexi, but this won’t be like the quest. Thousands of people and things will be out to hurt you to settle the Prophecy in their favour. The bloodshed will paint the fields red.’ She swallowed hard. ‘Wouldn’t you rather spend the day with your family as fate decides which side the coin lands? Aren’t you sick of the sight of shadow and death?’

Alexis thought of his mother in her scrubs and his father stroking her hair as he showered her face with gentle kisses, declaring his love for her between each one, refusing to accept that she was the one who ‘loved him more’. The smell of home-cooked food and the sound of explosions from a superhero movie Jason had picked out for them to watch. Falling asleep on the sofa yet waking up in his own bed. Strong arms around him and assurances that he was safe. A childhood of care and a lifetime of love.

Stephanie and Jackson Michaels had done everything for him, for a child they didn’t birth. They had made so many sacrifices for him.

It was only fair that Alexis made this sacrifice for them. To grant them a world and a future where they could bathe in the glow of sunlight until they were old. They may not have powers, but the world as they knew it would be forever changed by Mortem’s success. Alexis could not sanction that.

‘I will fight for every Elemental who will lose their shadow if Mortem wins and every mortal who will grieve the loss of a person cursed with a gift they did not mean to inherit,’ he said, hearing the waver in his voice. But that was another thing his parents had taught him.

Shout, even when your voice shakes.

‘I won’t judge you for your decision, so don’t judge me for mine,’ he continued, looking between his friends. ‘I have a chance to make a difference out there tomorrow and I’m going to take it. Incantus, you can attempt to stop me, but we all know how hard it is to try and hold water in your hands.’

His words rang out against the hard walls of the White Room. The five Elementals had fallen still, but their beating hearts had synchronised into a crescendo conducted with the wave of absolution and purpose. Alexis could feel it; he could sense the pulses within their bodies quickening to match his own. But did their hearts race from fear or from conviction? Perhaps it was both.

Even though he had never explicitly asked his friends the question, he received their answer.

‘Well, when you put it like that, I guess we have to now as well,’ decided Caeli with a roll of her eyes. She picked up the grey glowing Gem of the Air. ‘So long as I get to go Omni again. I want the world to know how powerful I can become.’

‘We’ll make a big difference on the field,’ Blaise confirmed, turning to look back at Incantus, who’d put a hand on his shoulder. ‘It should be a wash if we’ve got the backing from the High Order too. We won’t have to do anything with them there. I don’t know about you guys, but I don’t feel scared. You didn’t see us on the quest, Incantus – we were on fire. Or at least, I was.’

‘I’m sure you were.’ Incantus beamed, gesturing for him to pick up the Fire Gem. He looked towards the only person who hadn’t yet spoken. ‘Demetria, you can still go home and be with your family – it is completely your choice.’

Demi shook her head. She clenched her strong jaw and took the Gem of the Earth into her hands where she held it just millimetres away from her amulet and her crucifix. ‘If I go home, I know I won’t come back. I’m not leaving my friends. If we fight, we fight together.’
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