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      Academy of Lost Souls stemmed from a dream I had several years ago, before I was published. While it lingered in my mind, half-finished, I could never seem to get to the heart of the main character. It wasn’t until this year that it all fell into place for me. Skylar is me in many ways, and her journey mimics mine.

      I hope you enjoy it!

      

      Cheers,

      K.N. Lee
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      I was supposed to be sleeping. 

      Gwynn and Mckenna snored softly on the pile of blankets that covered the creaky wooden floor of our living room fireplace, while I sat up staring out the window at the odd, red sky.

      In all of my eighteen years, I’d never seen the sky that shade before; crimson, with trails of white that resembled lightning. But, there wasn’t a storm, or thunder, and the moon was brighter than ever.

      Frowning at it, my stomach grumbled so loudly that I feared it would awaken them. I drank some water, hoping it would quench the ever-nagging hunger that plagued me every single day of the five miserable years since the gods had returned left the world absent of every great invention it had once developed.

      I remembered great power; electricity, cars, airplanes, cell phones, and every possible luxury and convenience. I also remembered the weapons, and those who owned them—how their hate and greed nearly destroyed the entire world.

      Perhaps the gods were right in sending us back to the Dark Ages.

      I knew I should sleep, and drown out the hunger with dreams of Chinese buffets and cute pizza delivery guys bringing hot pies to my front door. It had been so long since our table had been filled with food. After Darren and our parents died, I was left as the protector of my small family. As farmers, we were better off than most after the lights went out, and grocery stores became looted graveyards of past memories.

      I was only a child back then, but a smart one—a resilient one. In the beginning of the aftermath, I sold everything we could afford to lose for the essentials we needed to survive, but it was never enough and there were still a few weeks of winter left before the land would grant us with fresh food again.

      “Skylar, where are you going?” Mckenna asked, big blue eyes staring at me from the darkness.

      Stark white hair shone from over her pale shoulders in waves—hair like mine. The three of us could have been twins, if I hadn’t been born two years earlier than them. It was the most recognizable traits of our muddled line of extraterrestrial blood.

      Starseed was the title humans gave to those who had bloodlines from distant planets and galaxies. We were rare, and feared. Perhaps that’s why my sisters and I hadn’t been bothered at all by the full-blooded humans, even when we were here all alone on a rural farm.

      “Out,” I said, simply, and she narrowed her eyes.

      As she began to stand, I sighed.

      “I’m coming with you,” she said.

      I crossed the room and took her narrow face into my hands. How I hated to see the effects of near-starvation on my sister’s face and frame.

      With a broken heart, I kissed her on the forehead and let my lips linger on her dry skin for a moment as I fought tears.

      “No, you must stay here with Gwynn. I’ll be fine. I’ll even call Orion to join me,” I said, hoping to soothe her worries.

      “Okay,” she said, nodding. “As long as you take Orion with you.”

      As a fifteen-year old, she acted as though she was the oldest—like she was the mother of the three of us.

      I loved them both fiercely.

      That’s why I ventured out that fateful night.

      I smoothed her hair, forcing a smile. “Of course. He’s always a call away. Just like the old days.”

      She returned the smile, and settled back onto the makeshift bed where we all felt safe and secure by the crackling fire.

      “I’ll be back before you awaken. Hopefully, with fresh meat for breakfast.”

      That made Mckenna’s smile widen. “Be safe, Skylar,” she said, and closed her eyes.

      I breathed in a heavy sigh and turned to leave the house.

      I tensed at the sound of branches breaking in the distance outside our window. Stifling a startled gasp that would surely frighten Mckenna, I caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of my eye. I shot a frightened look in its direction.

      Slowly standing, I slipped on my boots and tugged on a heavy coat.

      Food.

      Whatever animal made that noise and those tracks in the snow would feed us for days.

      I tip-toed over the sleeping bodies of what was left of my family and grabbed my father’s old crossbow. He’d taught me how to use it when I was as young as eight, and I’d become quite good at it.

      Now that he was gone, it seemed I was the only one brave enough to take chances and do what needed to be done for survival. War had destroyed our lives and the world around us. It had taken my father, mother, and brother, but that didn’t mean we should stop trying.

      That’s not what they would have wanted.

      Armed with only a crossbow and the ancient powers passed down from a galaxy far away, I slipped out the door and into the frigid air.
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      The crunch beneath my boots was too loud in my sensitive ears, but it didn’t stop me from pushing forward.

      The forest was thick, and dark, with tightly-knit trees clustered together. Some of the exposed roots made it difficult to navigate the forest floor, but my sight was better than any humans.

      I could see the lifeline of the trees and everything around me as I crossed the forest with ease. The dim light that surged through the tree roots and sleeping animals was enough to light a path for me—one that led to a small wooden house the size of a miniature playhouse for children.

      Ivy grew along the dark wood, and I’d decorated it with flowers when I’d created it.

      I settled onto the ground before it and gave it a little knock.

      Out of the front door came a small fairy with thick black wings, dark hair, and big eyes the color of the sunset.

      “Orion,” I said, pleased to see his little face.

      He peered up at me through shiny hair and frowned. “Up a bit late, aren’t you?”

      Shrugging, I glanced toward the sky. “Night is when I’m most at home.”

      “The stars,” he said, and I nodded.

      “Yes. Exactly.”

      “What brings you to my part of the woods?”

      A shrill cry broke out in the quiet of the forest—a cry from the direction I’d just left from.

      An icy chill raced up my spine as I stood from my spot on the snow-covered forest floor.

      “What was that?” I whispered, narrowing my eyes as I gazed through the trees toward the main road that curved down the hill toward my farm.

      Orion’s flew up to my left shoulder and settled there, peering ahead.

      “I’ll take a look,” he said, and his eyes began to glow.

      Those ethereal eyes landed on me after a few moments of quiet and the distant howling of the wind.

      “They’ve come,” he said, his small voice merely a whisper in the cold night.

      I knew it. I didn’t want to admit it—but, I knew they would come one day.

      The Council of Souls—the founding force behind the great Academy of Souls that loomed over all from its mountain-top series of castles and medieval buildings.

      I closed my eyes. A slow breath was released from my lungs as I prepared myself for what was about to happen.

      The war had taken much from me and my family. Now, it would take me from what was left of them.

      The sound of trotting horses grew closer and I opened my eyes to see glowing lights from the carriage.

      “I won’t let them separate us.”

      “I know, Skylar. All will be fine,” Orion said.

      “Should I run?” I asked, desperate for an answer other than what was about to happen.

      He shook his head, and placed a small hand on my cheek. “They’d find you. No matter where you’d hide.”

      I knew he was right, even as the lights emerged from the trees and right toward me.

      To my surprise, it wasn’t a small army that had come to take me.

      It was one man—a young man with dark hair and glowing orbs floating around his body.

      Eyes the color of rust looked to me as he scanned the surroundings. Then, he reached out a hand.

      “Skylar, daughter of the traitors, Victor and Kelsey Thronton, I’m Rhys, son of King Darren of the Silver District.”

      “I wish I cared,” I said, tilting my head as I looked at him, face free of emotion. It took everything within me to not ball my hands into fists at the mention of my parents being traitors.

      Orion tsked. “Easy now, Sky.”

      An amused smile came to Rhys’s lips—a smile that only angered me more. Why did he have to have such a nice face to look at? Why didn’t they send one of the old bastards they liked to parade around whenever it was time to account for the poor souls in the district?

      This guy couldn’t have been much older than his early twenties, dressed in a sleek black wool coat with golden buttons, and dark slacks. He had a sword at his side, and looked like he knew how to use it.

      It didn’t frighten me. I could also wield a sword…amongst other things.

      “You’ve been summoned,” he said, disregarding my retort.

      Every inch of my body tensed. Despite my odd attraction to the man before me, I wanted to run. I wanted to gather my sisters and escape into the deepest part of the woods, or a cave somewhere remote.

      I didn’t want what fate had in store.

      I didn’t want to save the world.

      The world had taken everything from me.

      Let it burn.
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      Set above a mountain that overlooked the frozen city below, the Academy of Souls was once a scenic destination for all who toured Prague.

      Even in the desolate cold of the long winter, the cream and gold of the palace’s siding shone beneath the dreary gray skies.

      I tried to imagine what it once looked like with the sun shining onto it, how its rays would reflect off of the golden plates and glass windows.

      Throughout the long journey from my farm to the Old District, I’d passed the time by either staring at the handsome human before me, to looking out the window at the threads of life-force within the trees and vegetation. Once we came to town, I could even see the glowing life-force of sleeping humans inside of their homes.

      It must be very odd for normal humans to live without such beauty.

      When we arrived via battery-powered car, snow flakes and wind blew all around us.

      Rhys stepped out of the car, and reached a hand out for me.

      “I’ll show you to your room,” he said.

      Instead of accepting his hand, I climbed out of the back and brushed past him.

      “My prison,” I corrected.

      With a sigh, his brows furrowed. “You are not a prisoner, Skylar. But, you could quickly become one if you choose to be difficult.”

      I gave a bitter grin. “Oh, you’re making it seem as though I have a choice. You took me from the only family I have left.”

      “And, they will be cared for,” he said. “In exchange for your service to the greater good.”

      That made me scoff. “Greater good. That’s priceless. You want me to help the very people who killed my parents and brother.”

      “No,” he said, stepping closer. He stood so close that our chests nearly touched, and I found the air in my lungs scarce as I tilted my head to look up and into his eyes.

      “You, and the other recruits are the world’s only hope for saving the planet. We have to get things back to normal, and with your power and divine knowledge, we can put the world back together.”

      My smile widened, but hate burned in my gaze. “So you humans can screw it all up again. Brilliant plan.”

      With that, I sidestepped him and began up the stone steps toward the large double doors made of brass.

      “Come on then,” I said. “Show me my room.”

      I delighted in watching him purse his lips and join me on the platform.

      Two guards waited outside the main doors, with their swords sheathed and their armor polished. Thinking back to my ancient history books, I found it amazing how those with magic thrived off of life without the modern advances of the humans, and were happy with the same weapons and styles of their ancient predecessors.

      How fitting it was now, in a world without the modern advances it had once prided itself with.

      Once we stepped inside, the air in the room wrapped around me, with a reminder of times past. I couldn’t quite place where I’d felt that sensation, or when, but the familiarity left me a bit aghast.

      For a moment, I stood there completely still, gawking at the impressive open space before me, and the two staircases that led to the higher levels. Directly ahead was a long hallway that went through a room lit with torches, and had walls lined with art.

      I shuddered, and frowned as I struggled to remember something—something that felt important.

      Rhys put a hand on my shoulder, startling me. I jerked awake, as if from a dream, and looked at him.

      “You all right, Skylar?”

      I swallowed, and nodded. “Perfectly fine,” I said.

      We walked into the quiet entryway, and I handed my coat to a meek young woman with large bifocals. She scurried away, to a coat room, and Rhys led the way.

      “You’re on level 4,” he said, and we began to ascend the winding staircase.

      I followed him up the carpeted stairs and glanced at the elaborate chandelier in between the two staircases.

      “Looks a bit like the castle in Beauty and the Beast,” I said, running my hand along the smooth wooden railing.

      He glanced over his shoulder. “Bit of a movie fan, are you?”

      I shrugged. “Used to be.”

      He didn’t reply. Probably tired of my attitude.

      I didn’t mind.

      We walked in silence up four flights of stairs and stopped on the floor that was labeled.

      Keepers.

      Lifting a brow, I stared at the title. Did they truly categorize their students in such a way?

      “Tell me something, Rhys,” I said, tracing the embossed letters of the word on the golden plate with my finger. “Did your father know what he was doing when he executed my family? Did he know how big of a mistake that was?”

      Rhys spun me around, and for the first time since we’d met, his eyes burned with a ferocity that nearly made me shriek.

      His fingers pressed into my upper arms and he brought me close. “Enough of this, Skylar. What is in the past must remain there. What our parents did has nothing to do with us.”

      I frowned at him, and spoke softer than I’d meant to. “But, it does,” I said. “It affects my every waking hour.”

      Tears burned my eyes, and I hated them for it. When he noticed them, the harsh lines in his face softened, and he released me.

      “Let’s get you to your room before the sun rises. You’re going to need your rest.”

      I stood there for a moment, angry with myself for crying. I suppose I held it in for so long, not wanting to fall apart in front of my sisters. With a deep breath, I wiped the tears from my eyes, and turned to him.

      “Very well,” I said, and he led me to a room at the end of the hallway.

      Once inside, I sat on the single bed and stared at the moon from outside the narrow window. The room wasn’t anything special, considering it was in an actual palace. The walls were bare, except for two shelves on either side, a small window, a closet, and a wardrobe.

      Sighing, I tried to ignore the scent of mildew and closed my eyes.

      This would be home for however long, I’d better try to remember the positive.

      I lifted my hand, and focused on my power within, how it rose, and bubbled, and filled me with warmth.

      “Orion,” I said, and he manifested above my palm, glowing like a firefly.

      He flew and landed on my lap, and looked up at me with his wings flapping behind him.

      “Now what?” Orion asked in a whisper.

      I stared at the door, and a smile came to my face.

      “Time to tear this place down from within.”
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      Morning came too quickly, but I was ready—ready to face my first day at the Academy of Lost Souls.

      I awakened to the sound of voices, thundering footsteps, and laughter outside my door.

      I hadn’t slept well. All I could think about was whether my sisters were truly safe. Apparently, just from me being in service to the Council of Souls, my family would receive a stipend.

      That reminded me, I’d receive a stipend as well, and I needed supplies.

      Stretching, I sat up and crossed the room to the small wardrobe beneath the window. Inside, I found several uniforms that were oddly exactly my size.

      Twisting my mouth, I held one up to my body and glanced down at myself.

      “Nope,” I said. “Not wearing that.”

      I pulled my pants back on, and jumped when I heard the door open behind me.

      Startled, I spun around to see a girl standing in my doorway.

      “Morning, Skylar,” a woman whom I’d never seen before said, stepping inside. She was taller than any woman I’d ever seen, but thin, and with an air about her that was soothing despite her stature. “This is Lucia. Your roommate.”

      Shoulders slumping, I met the gaze of the red-head who entered what I was hoping would be a room I’d have to myself.

      Why would I be so lucky?

      “And, you are?” I asked the woman, as she walked past me and stood aside as yet another stranger pushed a rolling single bed into the room.

      Folding my arms across my chest, I glared at the three of them as they took over my space, and pressed the bed against the wall opposite my bed.

      The woman finally looked at me. Her eyes were unreal—a bright blue that was bordering on ice-white. With platinum blonde hair, and a bright smile that shone over stark white teeth, she outstretched her arm to shake my hand.

      “Ms. Charlotte Sharpe,” she said. “Headmaster.”

      Paling, I accepted her hand and tried to hide my embarrassment.

      I didn’t care that she was headmaster—even if I wanted to make a joke that her nickname could easily be Char Shar.

      No, it was the tattoo on the top of her hand that gave me pause.

      I’d never forget that tattoo, and how it seemed to glow at all times. It was the shape of a series of stars that resembled a hook of some sort.

      “You’re a Pleiadian Knight…”

      She smiled, and nodded. “I am. And, you’re Sirian…”

      Her voice trailed and she looked at me expectantly, as if waiting for me to finish the sentence.

      Shrugging, I shook my head. “Sorry. I don’t know what class I am.”

      Her smile widened as she searched my eyes. “Not yet,” she said, then clasped her hands together. “Lovely to meet you.”

      “Likewise,” I said, smiling as if I’d just met a movie-star. It was odd being around people who understood such things. Back when I was in human school, I would have never thought to discuss my origins. Blending in was always best.

      I didn’t have to blend in anymore.

      Ms. Sharpe straightened her black dress and turned to the girl who still stood in silence in my doorway.

      “And, this is—”

      “Lucia,” I finished, meeting the red-head’s green eyes. “I caught it the first time.”

      “Good,” Ms. Sharpe said. “I’ll leave you two to it then. Classes start at 8am sharp, right after the breakfast block.”

      On her way out, she paused, and glanced over her shoulder. She still held that smile, but a hardness entered her eyes.

      “Make sure you’re in uniform,” she said, looking me up and down. “Won’t you?”

      My brows lifted, and I nodded. “Of course.”

      Was that a question or mind control?

      “Brilliant,” she said, and waved goodbye before closing the door behind her.

      Once Lucia and I were alone, I grimaced and glanced back at the row of dresses hanging in the wardrobe. She stood there awkwardly, and I sighed. I’d been a mother of sorts since my own had been murdered. Might as well take up the title here.

      The girl definitely seemed out of her depth.

      I walked over and held up one of the dresses before me. It was black with silver buttons. “We look to be about the same size,” I said. “And, there are several in here.”

      She nodded, offering a small smile.

      She was bloody gorgeous. But, I could wager she didn’t know it.

      “Does look that way,” she said.

      “Good,” I said, and tossed one dress her way. “Let’s give this whole magical student thing a go, shall we?”

      We both tore off our clothes and put on the uniform, and then pulled on dark stockings and flat shoes. Standing in the narrow mirror hanging inside the closet doorway, I frowned.

      “I look like Wednesday Adams,” I grumbled.

      Her laugh made me smile. I couldn’t help it.

      When I glanced back at her, my tension eased a bit. I could see her energy, aura, and the lifeforce flowing through her.

      “We’re going to get along,” I said, and she nodded.

      “Seems that way.”

      Then, I closed the closet door and we headed outside the dorm room.

      When she opened the door, the sounds of hundreds of students filled my ears.

      We walked side-by-side, both unsure of what to expect, but in solidarity.

      “So, what’s your deal?” I asked, as we headed to the washroom. “What are you?”

      She glanced at me. “Witch,” she said, simply.

      My brows lifted. “Nice. Haven’t met a real witch before.”

      She twirled a red lock of hair around her finger, her big doe eyes scanning the surrounding students swarming the halls and corridors. “I’ve never told a stranger before.”

      “Well, its never been a better time to speak your truth. You think I go around telling people my ancestors aren’t even from this planet? Not a chance.”

      She grinned, and nodded. “It is liberating, isn’t it?”

      “Insanely,” I agreed, and she giggled.

      Another bell rang.

      “Hurry girls,” someone shouted from the other side of the hall.

      “Come,” I urged, and took her hand, pulling her along as we filed into the lines of students.

      There wasn’t much natural light at this early hour, but the noise assured me that it was indeed morning.

      My heart thumped in my chest as I tried to take in the sight of everyone all at once. We all wore the same uniform, and it looked as if my hallway was only for girls. I wondered where the guys were located.

      Groups of ten went into their own sparkling white washrooms and everyone quickly entered the stalls to relieve themselves. I waited under the bright light of the large candelabra that hung above us. Once my turn came, I quickly hurried to relieve myself. I didn’t want to lose sight of Lucia.

      Already, we were allies in this strange new world.

      When I exited the stall, I hurried and took a space in at an empty sink. We doused our faces with water.

      Gasping, I cringed.

      Cold water.

      “You’ll get used to it,” a girl to my left said.

      She handed me a white wash cloth.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      She shrugged, and scrubbed her flawless, bronze skin.

      I dipped the cloth into the communal washbasin that stretched along the wall and had water running down like a river. It was interesting, but I was freezing.

      I wiped my face with the cloth and reached for a cup of mouthwash.

      Tossing my cup, Lucia and I lined up again and we all exited the room.

      “So, what’s your name?” the bronze goddess asked.

      “Sky,” I said.

      “Nice name,” she said. “I’m Morgan.”

      Once outside the washroom, everyone made their way to the staircases, and a traffic jam ensued.

      While I waited for my turn to begin my descent, I caught a glimpse of the male students coming directly across from us on their own set of stairs.

      That’s when I saw the male students approach from the opposite side, and my interest perked. They wore black pants, gray sweaters, and black vests that had a single pocket on their left chest.

      I frowned down at my dress. I would much rather have worn the male uniforms.

      It was then that my gaze caught that of Rhys. He looked different from the night before. Now, he wore a shining badge on the right side of his vest, and glasses. The badge caught my attention, but it was his intense stare that kept it. That—and how stunningly handsome he was now that I could see him in the light—so much so that I nearly tripped and tumbled downward.

      “Holy hell,” Lucia said, under her breath, and Morgan glanced back at us. “Who is that?”

      She followed her gaze and gave us another look. “Oh. Looks like Skylar here has caught the attention of a real superhero,” she said. “That’s Rhys…or as the papers like to call him, Night Blade.”

      I covered my mouth. I had no idea he was the Night Blade. No wonder he came to retrieve me alone. He didn’t need a small army.

      He was a small army.

      “No way,” I said.

      Then, Lucia and I exchanged a look, and spoke in unison.

      “Awesome.”
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      The freaking Night Blade was actually in the Academy of Lost Souls, and I had spent hours with him.

      Stunned, I still couldn’t tear my eyes from his. My skin tightened, and my face flushed the longer we shared a look at one another.

      I’d heard tales about him, even in my small village. Even when people were afraid to come near me.

      He was one of the new age of superheroes who emerged after earth collapsed. After structured government fell apart in some areas, crime and paranormal entities almost overwhelmed many cities.

      But, people with incredible abilities—people like Night Blade, kept order. This was information that the general public weren’t privy to. No one outside of the academy knew the king’s son was a superhero.

      Still, I couldn’t forget the fact that his father had killed the people I loved.

      This was not good.

      Not good at all.

      I’d come to destroy this place…not turn my head for a handsome young man like Rhys.

      Tearing my eyes away, I tried to focus on the bottom of the steps, and how everyone went the same direction, toward the dining hall. From the grumbling in my stomach, it was a grand idea to finally sate its hunger. I hadn’t had a decent meal in weeks.

      At least the academy would be good for putting some meat back on my bones. Before Rhys had come for me the night before, I’d cast a glance at myself in the mirror and realized I was slowly withering away.

      When I went to look at him again, he was gone.

      I found myself looking for him, frowning, wondering if he was watching me from the shadows—making sure his prey was falling into line. Instead of seeing Rhys, I noticed three men in cloaks watching me from inside the dining hall. The way they looked at me left a sense of unease that made my stomach churn.

      I knew when energy was not right, and those three were the epitome of a loud warning.

      Unable to control my anxiety, I slipped away from the crowd and toward the nearest door.

      The first ground-floor door I came to led outside to the smell of fresh bread. Even though I wanted to eat more than anything, there was something sinister about those cloaked men, and I just knew I had to get away.

      In a bubble of quiet, I stood on the stairs and took in my surroundings. The chatter and chaos from inside was nowhere to be heard out in the cold light of morning.

      How it was so silent left an eerie sensation crawling up my spine. My building and three others formed a courtyard in the center of the academy.

      Brick paths led from doors in each of the four buildings to a metal fire pit in the center of a concrete circle. Four concrete benches surrounded an old square that had once housed a flowing fountain. Now, it simply served as a placeholder for the opulence of days long past. Concrete sidewalks led between the buildings, and ended at the stone walls that encompassed the academy.

      Inside the courtyard, leaves rustled on gnarled and ancient trees. The lazy buzz of insects, the occasional burst of birdsong turned it into a place out of sync with the rest of the world.

      It was perfect—exactly the kind of solitude I craved after being nearly swarmed by the students in the corridors.

      Breathing in the sweet scent of trees as they rustled with the autumn wind, I followed the brick path to the nearest bench. Its surface was still warm, although the sun had moved on, leaving the bench in shadow. Slumping down onto the hard surface, I stared at the clouds as they rolled by.

      “You’re not supposed to be out here, you know,” a familiar voice said.

      My throat tightened and every muscle tensed.

      I could have sworn I was alone out here. Even so, I turned toward the young man who had brought me there—the one I’d just been searching the crowd for.

      Rhys.

      When he had gotten there, I had no clue. And, why he’d followed me outside, I couldn’t fathom.

      “Well,” I said, frowning as I tried to make since of how he’d managed to sneak up on me. It wasn’t an easy task. I was a Rhys, and highly intuitive. “I don’t think anyone really cares.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest, peering down at me from behind his glasses.

      When did he get those?

      Somehow, glasses only made him more attractive.

      “Why do you care anyway?” I asked, leaning forward on the bench. “You’re not my keeper.”

      “Actually,” he said. “I am. Up.”

      To my surprise, he stepped before me and reached for my hand.

      I stared at his hand with distaste. “You’ve got to be kidding me. What are you talking about?”

      Inhaling, he closed his eyes, and withdrew. Then, he sat beside me.

      “Look,” he began, meeting my gaze. “I have better things to do than to shadow you. But, its what I was tasked with. So, don’t make it harder than it has to be.”

      I scoffed. “Oh. That’s just brilliant. Way to make a girl feel special.”

      He stared at me for a moment, searching my eyes in a way that made me incredibly self-conscious. Why did it feel as though he could see directly into my soul?

      “But, you are special, Sky. It’s precisely why I was asked to look after you.”

      He stood then, leaving me baffled by his comment, and colder without him beside me.

      “Who asked you to look after me?” I asked, lifting a brow as I looked up at him once he stood before me.

      “The Council, of course.”

      “Oh, yes. Of course.”

      “You’re already starting later than the other recruits, you might as well give it a try. The worst that can happen is you actually learn how to use your powers, and maybe even discover what class you truly are.”

      I couldn’t lie, those two points did sound worthwhile.

      “Now go eat,” he said. “Looks like you need it.”

      I rolled my eyes with a sigh as he walked away.

      “Very well,” I mumbled to myself as I stood and peered at the building that housed the dining hall and dormitories.

      Even though an odd sensation of fear began to rise up my throat, I shoved it back down.

      “No time to chicken out now.”
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      Once I headed inside the dining hall, everyone was already seated. Even Lucia had found a place to sit with Morgan.

      Good job. I get to make a scene.

      Nothing like being the new girl in a sea of mages.

      Avoiding the curious looks of the other students—or recruits as Rhys called them—I got my tray of food and walked past the packed rows of metallic dining tables that filled the room.

      I sat at the end of one of the row tables toward the wall of tall windows. It was uncomfortable being under the scrutinizing gaze of hundreds of strangers, but I didn’t mind the view. Watching the snow circle around and flutter by was like magic.

      Magic was why I was there—why all of us were there.

      I ate my eggs, canned peaches, and toast, watching the gray clouds make their way across the sky. Behind them was a sun, peeking through with its promise of warmth.

      That promise was a lie. It hadn’t been warm in ages.

      I paused, mid-chew, and looked in bafflement as Rhys placed his plate across from me, and sat down on the metallic bench.

      The boys from his table all made kissing sounds behind him, and he only laughed at them.

      What was this, fifth grade?

      He glanced at me, and frowned. I watched him stand and lean over the table. I froze when his hand wiped my mouth.

      He sat back down. “Crumbs,” he said, nodding to the pieces of toast that he had wiped from my mouth.

      I glanced down at the debris, and brushed it off the table.

      Now, I was really confused.

      He got up and moved his plate to the spot beside me. He turned to me and folded his legs before him.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I told you,” he said. “I’m now your shadow. Get used to it.”

      Rolling my eyes, I sighed. “Very well.” Then, I held my hand out. “Let’s just start over, shall we. See, I’m Skylar. And, you are?”

      He stared at my hand for a moment, and then a wary smile came to his lips. “Very well, indeed.”

      The moment our hands touched, a spark erupted between our palms and we were pushed together by an unseen force. I crashed into his chest, nearly taking him out with my head as I almost banged it into his.

      “Holy crap!” Stunned, I yanked my hand back, and put some space between us.

      It didn’t hurt. It was just shocking.

      Literally.

      “Did you feel that?” Rhys asked, staring down at his hand, brows furrowed.

      “Are you kidding me? Yeah. And, I saw it. What the hell was that?”

      He stared at me for a moment, searching my face. Then, he shrugged and dug into his eggs with his fork.

      “Can’t say its ever happened to me before,” he said, in between chews.

      “Certainly hasn’t happened to me.” I rubbed my hands together, utterly confused.

      “There’s only one explanation,” he said, and I tilted my head as I looked at him.

      “And, what is that?”

      He stopped eating and silence passed between us. I worried that I had just said something wrong, as his brows lifted over his crystalline eyes. This was the first I’d seen his face free of that charming smile.

      When he finally spoke, I was certain I misheard him—certain one of us had gone mad.

      “You’re my soulmate.”

      Soulmate?

      My jaw hung as I stared into his eyes.

      “Are you being serious?”

      Frowning, he nodded. “Yes.”

      I swallowed, and looked around, wondering if anyone else had heard his absolute insane words.

      “Well,” I said, gathering my wits. “You don’t look very happy about it.”

      “I’m not,” he confirmed, giving me a look that stole whatever excitement I had for being near him away.

      “Wow,” was all I could say. “Well, its not like I want to be your soulmate either, Rhys. Who says that’s the case anyway?”

      “Listen,” he said. “I only came over here to make you feel welcome, and not have to eat alone. Not this.”

      Oh, that’s just brilliant.

      He stared at his open hand, and then reached for mine.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m just double checking something,” he said, under his breath.

      Shoulders slumping, I sighed, and watched as he held my hand between his.

      I watched him as he closed his eyes, and exhaled. At that moment, we were locked in some sort of quiet space and time where no one else existed. My eyes fluttered closed, and heat rose from my feet and up to the top of my head.

      I bit the inside of my lip and tried to keep from moaning as the sensation took over my entire body.

      Abruptly, he pulled his hand away. Our eyes opened in sync, and we stared at one another, breathless.

      His hand was shaking, as he raked his hair back and caught his breath.

      “Meet me tomorrow evening in the woods behind the campus training grounds,” he whispered. “I want to show you something.”

      Then, he stood, and left me there.

      What just happened?
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      After breakfast, it took me forever to find my first class. When I arrived, I was at least fifteen minutes late, an almost all of the seats in the dungeon-eqsue room were taken.

      It was dimly lit, and smelled of stagnant water. Paintings of fairies with big eyes and skinny bodies were posted on the stone walls. A small skeleton was on display in a glass case beside the teacher’s desk.

      It was all very odd. Even the air in the room had an eerie sensation to it—like I was entering a different time period. If any room in the palace was kept in original condition from when it was built in the Middle Ages, it was this room.

      I couldn’t help but wonder how many people had been tortured and kept prisoner here.

      When I took a seat in the back of the class, I was still shaken by all that had occurred in such a short span of time.

      This was day one, and I was already thrown completely off of my game.

      Rhys—Night Blade—wanted to meet me tomorrow night for god knows what.

      The words “Dr. Thomas Grant” were a scrawl across the top of the chalkboard. Below his name was the title of the course “Elementals and Alternate Dimensional Entities.”

      He didn’t say anything to me when I walked in, but he noticed. He raised one eyebrow and looked right at me but never paused in his lecture.

      Dr. Grant looked like he was in his mid-30s. His black hair was long, and worn in a ponytail at his nape. There were gray streaks at his temples. His pale skin looked like old ivory, the kind of complexion that resisted burning and tanning alike.

      Once I was seated and finally set my mind to focus on what he taught, I realized he left the room utterly spellbound. He spoke of Ireland and their traditions centering around faeries, ghosts, and elementals.

      A flash of Rhys from that morning blindsided me. I couldn’t seem to get his eyes out of my head. And, how could we be soulmates? We didn’t even know each other.

      He was a legend.

      I was no one.

      Grant’s voice broke through my confusion like a church carillon.

      “If you look at the legends of changelings or trolls you'll notice different accounts of such occurrences throughout the world. You see, many think faeries are a type of angel, and some even believe certain types of unbaptized children.” He turned his back to the class to write on the board. He didn't erase his name. “Neither of those concepts are true.”

      He put the finishing touch on his written notes and turned back to face us once more.

      “No, they are beings who have been in this world much longer than any of us. Their roots are deep—their wisdom endless.”

      His gaze met mine, and I couldn't look away. I shivered and gripped the arms of my chair, an instinctive fight-or-flight response.

      “So, is that second example like in Tinker Bell?”

      Grant turned toward the girl who had asked the question as the rest of the class laughed. I couldn’t believe any of those around me actually remembered Teen Wolf. It felt like ages since television had been a real thing.

      I could already see that Dr. Grant was the kind of guy who made a person feel like they were the only one who mattered.

      The class discussion swirled around the room. It reminded me of when I’d attended the small school in my village. It had only been a week before my parents pulled me out and decided to teach me at home. As I listened to everyone else, I read Dr. Grant’s chalkboard scrawl. His first grouping was a bulleted list of the types of faeries we’d discuss.

      - trolls

      - banshees

      - gnomes

      - changelings

      - pookas

      - dullahans

      - grogochs

      - leprecauns

      - merrows

      - sheeries

      My mind wandered to Orion. I already knew most of this, so I tuned out the discussion that ensued around me. It was almost as if everyone didn’t have their own faeries they called their best friend.

      Dr. Grant seemed more than happy to answer any questions on the subject anyone in the class had, and I wondered if he had faerie energy within him.

      I remembered my mom telling me I had such energy, and that was why faeries were comfortable revealing themselves to me, and being around me.

      Sighing, I closed my eyes and tried to keep my thoughts in order.

      Academy of Lost Souls was already more than I’d bargained for.

      Way more.
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      After classes were finished, Lucia and I met back in our room and prepared to go shopping in the academy store.

      I’d gathered my stipend money from the main office, and couldn’t wait to spend it like I’d just won the lottery.

      Together, they walked the length of the academy grounds as the faint light of the sun began to wane, and more clouds rolled in with the scent of rain. Once inside, they parted ways.

      “I’ll meet you in the tea room,” Lucia said, and waved as she went toward the section full of crystals and pendulums she needed for her dousing and divination class.

      I waved back, and sighed, scanning the shop for anything that peaked my interest. To my surprise, I was drawn to many different sections. There were books on magic, angel cards, magic candles, incense, charms and trinkets that all called to me.

      I stood in the aisle filled with beautiful empty journals and guides. There was something special about a crisp, blank pages bound between leather or designed cardboard. To write your story from scratch was something I always wished I could do.

      To be a new person entirely.

      I’m sure it was something I’d grow out of. I should be proud of my soul’s origins. But, growing up around humans with small minds didn’t make it easy once they learned the truth about my family.

      Sighing, I glanced toward the quiet, and dark tea room and forced those painful memories away.

      I finally chose a journal for myself, a few snacks I hadn’t seen in ages, and a magic candle.

      Once inside the tea room, I stiffened at seeing Rhys sitting at one of the short floor tables with a girl with long, white hair and white brows. She had pale skin and an intense gaze that fixed on me the moment I entered.

      A perfectly arched brow lifted over her dark eyes as Rhys gave a nod of greeting to me.

      I didn’t nod back, and turned away from the both of them, an unsettling nauseous feeling overwhelming me.

      At that moment, a blast of something heavy nearly knocked me over.

      Shaken, I stepped backward, nearly falling over a table set with fine crystal tea settings.

      The world spun for a moment, and searched for whatever had just hit me. Whatever it was, held me in its icy grip, and I’d never felt more afraid in my entire life.

      “Don’t touch me,” I said, still unsteady, still unseeing what held onto me, and made my skin cold. I tried to regain focus but my eyes were closing, and it felt as though my body was being swept away by some unseen wind.

      I collapsed then.

      To my surprise, Rhys was quickly at my side, and helped me back to my feet.

      I stood there, and closed my eyes.

      “Just relax,” Rhys’ voice said, soothing my frazzled nerves, and the anxiety that began to build. “Take deep breaths.”

      I clung to him. “What’s happening?”

      He didn’t answer right away, but when I opened my eyes, they met his and I saw something new within his gaze. Within them was a bright light, one that I couldn’t free myself from. And, with his hands on me, a cool sensation filled every vein and muscle and inch of my skin.

      “Psychic attack,” Rhys said, brows furrowed as he stroked my cheek.

      Psychic attack? From who?

      “You’re going to want to pay attention in your magic defense classes,” he said, and I nodded.

      I didn’t want to feel that way ever again.

      I’d brought quite a little group of spectators, and the white-haired girl now approached, a wry smile on her full lips.

      “So,” she said. “This is the “special” starseed you were sent to retrieve…”

      Rhys didn’t look at her, but kept his eyes fixed on me. “Yes. Tabitha, this is Skylar.”

      She looked me up and down, unimpressed.

      The nauseous feeling returned and I flickered a frightened glance at Tabitha.

      It was her. Had to be.

      “You know, you’re not going to get very far if you don’t learn how to protect yourself, love,” she said, feigning true concern. She even mimicked a look of worry as she tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “This isn’t your typical university.”

      I moved her hand away from me. “I am aware.”

      She grinned. “I mean, you can actually die here,” she said, and stepped away, running a hand through her long, straight hair. “We wouldn’t want that? Would we?”

      She didn’t wait for a reply, and walked away—after kissing Rhys on the cheek.

      I glared after her, and then felt relief as the nausea subsided.

      Should I tell Rhys what his demented girlfriend had just done?

      I didn’t have a chance. Lucia appeared through the crowd, a look of confusion on her face as she stopped before the three of us.

      “What’s going on here?” she asked.

      I stepped away from Rhys and linked arms with her as we left the tea room.

      “Nothing,” I said, my fingers balling into fists. “I just learned exactly where the lines are drawn.”
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      Frowning, I realized it was morning, and I still didn’t feel rested. I opened my eyes a crack, and Lucia’s face swam into view.

      Why was she smiling?

      “Wake up, sleepy head,” she sang.

      Way too cheerful.

      “You’re going to be late for breakfast.”

      I growled at her and turned over, pulling the covers over my head. Lucia pulled them right back off, exposing me to the much cooler air of our room.

      “What happened yesterday, anyway? You seemed pretty shaken.” She sat on the corner of my bed, watching me with an expectant expression. “I was worried about you.”

      “Stop.” Groggy, still half asleep, I pulled the covers back up to my chin. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      She didn’t budge. “It’s not like either of us have loads of friends out here. It would be good for us to share our experiences.”

      Yanking my covers down, I looked at her. She was right.

      Sitting up, I sighed. “It was just weird,” I said. “That psycho, Tabitha hit me with a psychic attack.”

      Lucia’s brows lifted. “What? Why would she do that?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know.” Then, I squeezed my eyes shut and winced. “Actually, I do.”

      She moved closer, intrigued. “Tell me.”

      It was hard to voice what I was about to tell her. I still couldn’t wrap my mind around it myself.

      “Well,” I began. “Seems Rhys believes we are soulmates…”

      A laugh bubbled out of Lucia’s mouth. She quickly slapped her hand over her mouth and paled when I shot a glare at her.

      “Wow. I guess it is pretty comical,” I said, my tone dry and unamused.

      She placed a hand on my knee and shook her head. “I thought you were joking. Truly.”

      I plopped back downward on my pillow. “Well, I wasn’t. Just go without me.”

      She sighed and stood. “Sorry, Sky. I didn’t mean to laugh.”

      “It doesn’t matter. It can’t be true anyway. He has a girlfriend.”

      She didn’t reply, but headed for the door. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Yeah,” I said, as she closed the door behind her.

      I stared up at the ceiling, my mind a storm of images and emotions as the wind outside howled around the eaves. It promised a chilly morning. Tree branches outside our window scraped against the glass, tap-tap scree, tap-tap scree.

      I sat up with a glance at the gray morning sky and opened the top drawer of my nightstand. I pulled my new journal out, and a pen, and began writing.

      Somehow, it was freeing, just to get all of my emotions, fears, and worries out and onto paper. I wrote it all down. Everything I could remember from before Rhys came for me, to now. Then, I put it away and quickly got dressed for class.

      There was already a test in Dr. Grant’s class. I sat down and stared, wide-eyed at the lengthy test before me.

      The academy wasn’t playing any games.

      Luckily, I knew most of what was asked, and was confident I would at least pass.

      At lunch, I sat and ate my potatoes and soup alone, wondering why Lucia didn’t even offer me a seat with her and Morgan, but not really caring.

      Being alone was easier. I didn’t have to answer any nosy questions.

      While I ate, I studied the notes I’d taken during my class on magic defense. That morning, we’d learned about light shields and energy clearing and protection, and I’d soaked it all in like a sponge.

      I’d be ready for Tabitha next time.

      Speaking of Tabitha, I avoided her glare from across the room as she sat with a group of girls who also seemed to hate me.

      Very original, I thought. The world nearly ended and we still have mean girls.

      The best part of the day came when I went to my physical defense class. It, too, had a kind of pop quiz, but it wasn't anything written.

      Mr. Alessandro Patelli had us suit up in protective gear as soon as we walked into the training grounds.

      Swordsmanship.

      “Yes,” I said, getting excited.

      He paired us off according to a similarity of reach and stride for the first half of the test, the disparity for the second.

      For once, I felt in my element. Using a sword was something I’d done often. Father had always thought it was important to teach me and my sisters to defend ourselves, especially after the world went mad.

      I looked off to the field and forest behind the training ground, and realized that was where Rhys wanted me to meet him later that evening. I still didn’t know how to feel about it. But, I wanted answers.

      I let myself sink into the rhythms of lunge and parry, attack and riposte, advance and retreat. I did as well when Mr. Patelli paired me with a person of the same height and weight as I did against someone a foot taller and a hundred pounds heavier.

      With the masks and the padded suits, I had no idea if they were male or female or one of each.

      Talking was not allowed during the test, so there was no banter or taunting. I had to wait until the bout ended and we took off our masks to find out both of my opponents were male.

      I aced the test, beating them both.

      On the way back to my room, I caught a glimpse of Rhys.

      In just a few hours, I’d be alone with him.

      I couldn’t help but feel an odd mixture of excitement and dread.

      I couldn’t help but count down the minutes.
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      Evening finally came, I stood at the entrance to the forest, right behind the field, waiting.

      Tense and on edge, I held my arms across my chest and stayed on guard. When he finally showed up, he was wearing dark pants and a black sweater. He’d taken off his glasses, and wore his hair messier than normal.

      I liked it.

      “Hey,” he said, approaching. “Good job wearing your boots. We’re going on a little trek.”

      I shrugged. “I’m not a fan of the shoes we are forced to wear to class. I’d much prefer my boots any day.”

      “Right,” he said, hardly interested, and walked past me to enter the forest. It was almost as if he hadn’t asked me to come there and I was taking up his time. “Follow me.”

      Shoulders slumping, I kept up behind him as we stepped away from the academy and into the darkness.

      Rhys led me through the tightly-knit trees, and into the woods bordering the north end of the campus.

      Fallen leaves crunched underfoot. Each step released the scent of remembered sunshine as I followed him. We went through a break in the trees I had never noticed before.

      “I thought you needed glasses to see.” Something whizzed by my face, wings whirring, and I flailed at it.

      It was a bat…at least I hoped it was a bat.

      Stepping closer to Rhys, I ignored his snicker.

      The breeze diminished as we walked farther down what seemed to be an actual path. It started out narrow and overgrown but was better maintained the farther we walked. I could walk next to Rhys without bumping into him, something I couldn’t do when we first started.

      “I wear them in the daytime,” he said. “My eyes are sensitive to light.”

      “Oh,” I said. “That makes sense. But, why?”

      “You are just full of questions tonight.”

      “Well, why not? If we’re soulmates and all, I might as well get to know you.”

      He grunted.

      “You’re unbelievable,” I said. “Who says the term soulmate even means anything? Its not like we have to be together, Rhys. We can abandon this whole concept and go back to the academy right now. I really don’t care.”

      He paused, and glanced over his shoulder. “I do,” he said, and a flutter entered my chest.

      For a moment, I had no words. The winking lights of fireflies appeared and disappeared all along the trail. There were more of them deeper in the woods all around.

      More and more appeared, and became ridiculously distracting.

      “What’s with all of these fireflies?” I asked, waving them away as they got closer to my face.

      “They’re sheeries.” Rhys stopped and pointed toward a blue light coming straight for him. The glow landed on his fingertip. He brought it closer for me to see the tiny winged person on his finger, naked and skinny. “Do not ever follow one these little beauties into the woods.”

      Another sheerie landed on Rhys’s hair and started to pick through the dark strands.

      “They look harmless,” I said, but remembered Dr. Grant’s lecture on them in our class.

      Rhys reached out and tilted my head toward him, forcing me to look away from the mesmerizing creature and into his tawny eyes.

      “They’re not.” She had never heard him sound so serious.

      A purple sheerie landed on the end of my nose, and I went cross-eyed trying to focus on it. Rhys flicked it away just as it opened its tiny mouth filled with sharp, pointed teeth, ready to bite me.

      “That little bugger was going to bite my face!”

      “I told you,” he said.

      “Great,” I said, as we continued deeper into the forest. “So, is there anything else I need to know about?”

      “Like what?”

      “I mean—are dragons real? Unicorns? God, I’d love to see either of those. Oh, and what about the Tooth Fairy?”

      “Dragons are real, but they don’t live around here. You find them in the higher mountain ranges.”

      The woodsy trail twinkled with brilliant pastel sheeries, and I tried to keep up as he quickened his pace.

      “There are some out in the Rockies. The biggest colony is in the Himalayas,” he went on to say. “The jury’s out on whether unicorns still exist in this dimension. No one has seen one in a hundred years.”

      After that, we walked in silence for a bit. The woods were dark. Thanks to the sheeries, and my second-sight, I could see the ground in front of me. When we first entered the woods, the air had smelled of fallen leaves and fading sunshine. Deeper in, it smelled sweet, like honeysuckle and primrose. The scent of skunk had long since dissipated.

      “So, what’s your deal then?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “How did you come about being a superhero?”

      He shrugged. “It wasn’t something I planned for. I was born for it. Bred for it.”

      “I see,” I said, though I didn’t know what he meant. “So, what are you then? When I first saw you, I thought you were just another human. I thought maybe you’d been open to your innate powers, but never imagined you were Night Blade.”

      “I’m a wyzard.”

      Oh crap.

      I nearly stumbled on the thick underbrush.

      “Okay,” I said, trying to hide my surprise—and how impressed I was by his many layers.

      “There aren’t many of us around anymore,” he added. “Best to use my gifts, right?”

      I nodded. “That’s what I always say.”

      It wasn’t. I was used to hiding mine.

      “The fae are kind of a crap shoot, just like humans. Treat the ones like the sheeries here with extreme caution. Same with the Tooth Fairy and his buddies.”

      I stopped, and narrowed my eyes as I looked ahead at his back. “You’re joking, right? The Tooth Fairy isn’t real.” Why I balked at that and not the rest of it, I wasn’t sure.

      I still half believed the whole evening was some kind of dream. Either that or the weirdest first date in the history of the world.

      “Nasty piece of work. He isn’t anything like the stories you heard as a kid. He collects teeth, yes, but forcibly.”

      “Insane,” I said, under my breath, and continued on.

      We passed through the patch of moonlight. On the other side of it, the trail veered to the left, but Rhys went straight. It felt no different beneath my feet than it had before, but there was no visible path. My eyes and brain at war with the rest of her senses, leaving me a little dizzy.

      Finally, he stopped in front of a tree that was at least six feet across. “Get ready for your life to change, Skylar.” His gaze never left mine as he began to speak in a language I’d never heard.

      “De réir an grásta na déithe, a dheonú dom mbealach isteach.”

      The tree in front of us shimmered.

      I stumbled backward, mystified as the roots of the tree began to glow, and light up the entire surrounding area as more of the trees followed suit.

      Mouth agape, I stared in shock as a door opened in front of the tree.
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      A few sheeries had followed us through the woods.

      Their winking lights glinted from flecks of mica embedded in the tree. That’s when I realized that it was actually covered in stone.

      Somewhere along the way, the path had changed to cobblestones under our feet. The great wooden door, studded with squares of beaten metal, swung open.

      Rhys gestured toward the open door. “After you.”

      “Uh, no,” I said. “After you.”

      “Very well.”

      I followed Rhys from the forest and into a long narrow tunnel. The chill in the air was even stronger once we stepped onto the moist dirt floor.

      I kept close, not wanting to get left behind.

      It was much bigger inside than one could tell from outside. And, we walked down a series of tunnels that were completely dark aside from the orbs bouncing around Rhys, and my sight of the life-force around us.

      “Where are we?”

      “Underground,” he said.

      “I figured that,” I said. “But, why are we here?”

      He glanced back. “To see the Ancient,” he said, nonchalantly, as if I was supposed to know who she was.

      I rubbed the gooseflesh on my arms and kept close, almost an inch from his back as we walked a series of maze-like tunnels.

      “The Ancient?”

      He nodded. “She’s a faerie elder. She’s been around since the beginning. She knows everything.”

      As I walked in, wringing my hands, I thought about what would happen to my sisters if I ended up dead.

      I inhaled as I met Rhys’ ethereal eyes and prayed that I wasn’t making a huge mistake by trusting him.

      We came to wide space, with candles lining the room, and a woman sitting in the center.

      “Go, on,” he said. “She’d been waiting for you.”

      My skin tightened and I felt fear rise. My breath caught in my throat and I stared in awe at the woman before me.

      Rhys stood beside me with his hands folded before him. “Don’t be shy,” he said, brushing his shoulder against mine.

      Her aura was purple, as was her long hair that draped over broad shoulders. She looked just as her name hinted.

      Ancient.

      But, not in a way that took anything away from her beauty. Though her skin had deep wrinkles, there was a stunning woman looking back at me.

      Narrow eyes the brightest blue I’d ever seen looked up at me.

      “Sit down.”

      A smile came to her full lips as she looked me over, her hair gently swaying around her face as if a breeze came in.

      Her voice echoed along the walls of the room, and inside of my head.

      Hesitantly, I sat before her on the hard-packed dirt floor.

      “What a glorious day this has been,” she said as she leaned forward for a better look at me. “The Half-Blood Princess has arrived.”

      Half-Blood Princess?

      I glanced over my shoulder to Rhys. “What is she talking about?”

      He nodded his head to the Ancient. “Ask her, Skylar. I’m just as in the dark in all of this as you. I thought I was just coming to collect yet another mage. I had no clue you could be her.”

      “Yes, Skylar,” the Ancient said. “I’ve been studying you for some time now.”

      “Me?” I asked. “Why me?”

      She stroked the back of my hands and smiled. “No one has told you,” she said as she ran a hand through my hair.

      My skin ignited with tiny prickles of cold as she did so. Then, warmth filled me as she pressed the pad of her thumb to my forehead and closed her eyes.

      “It’s simple, really. You are indeed the lost heir of the Adriel Throne, the with the power of all the elements.”

      She laughed, and I blinked, mystified. I barely heard what she said. It was like I was under her spell.

      Faerie magic.

      “Well done, Rhys,” she said. “She’s even more beautiful in person.”

      “You’ve seen me?”

      The Ancient nodded. “Yes—well, I’ve seen you, but not your physical body. Your energy, shall I say.”

      “Oh,” I said, and licked my lips. What would I learn next? I couldn’t even fathom what new secrets I’d find out about myself.

      “Questions,” she said. “Ask me anything.”

      “What is happening?” I asked, with a nervous laugh. “Let’s start there. First, I get plucked from my home and forced to come to the academy. Now, you say I am an heir to some throne I’ve never heard of.”

      She nodded, narrowing her eyes as she looked at me. “It’s all a little jarring, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” I said, eyes widened. “Exactly.”

      “Well, the truth you sought after is sitting right before you.”

      “What truth?”

      “The Adriel Throne is not in this dimension. But, it still influences the balance of power here.”

      Baffled, I slumped back in my seat, utterly speechless.

      “You see, time and space are nothing for beings like us. We can go where most cannot.”

      “Is she truly my soulmate?” Rhys asked.

      She looked from me to him, and gave a single nod. “Yes,” she said. “She is.”

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.

      “Are you okay?” Rhys asked, sitting beside me.

      I looked at him, and nodded. “Yes. It’s just a lot to take in.”

      “Your father was from a long line of kings, and his execution has left everything out of balance. Out of whack,” the Ancient said.

      “Tell me more,” I said, relaxing my shoulders. This was what I had set out for. Though I was getting way more than I’d bargained for, I was ready for the truth.

      All of it.

      The Ancient tossed her head back and laughed. “That’s the spirit, dear girl,” she said. “Rhys, go into my cupboard and bring the vial of crystalline light. We have a lot of catching up to do.”

      Rhys stood and walked over into the darkness that was another room off of the main area. He came back with the vial. It glowed a bright blue, and was filled with swirling, white light.

      She reached over and gave my hand a squeeze. “Time to reunite you with your throne.”
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      “Tonight,” the Ancient said. “Begins your real training.”

      I was uncomfortable in my seat, but ready. “Okay.”

      “Rhys,” she said. “Sit before her, and take her hands into yours.”

      I inhaled and watched as Rhys did as he was told. I looked around him at the Ancient, and lifted a brow. “I’m all for this training, and whatnot, but please tell me what to expect. What am I learning?”

      “Tonight, you discover the depths of your power. You will walk through the spirit realm.”

      I grimaced. Yikes.

      “But, have no fear. Rhys will protect you. You can walk this path together. You will be safe.”

      Looking to Rhys, the worry lines in my face softened as he took my hands into his. Warmth flooded me.

      Rhys leaned close to my face. I welcomed his closeness. When he pressed his forehead to mine, and lowered his head as if in prayer, I did the same. We sat like that for a moment, and I relished the feeling.

      Then, he whispered to me. “Don’t be afraid, Skylar. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      I started to speak, and my voice came out as a scream as our bodies were sucked into a black hole. Every inch of my flesh stung and burned, and yet I held onto Rhys’s hand with all of my strength.

      Into darkness we went.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Whatever this was—it wasn’t my idea of an adventure.

      When my eyes opened, Rhys was beside me, staring at the dark sky.

      I sat up groggily, and my stomach retched. I was certain I would vomit, and so I rolled onto my hands and knees and started coughing.

      Tears stung my eyes. The pain I had felt still haunted my mind. The cold black dirt beneath my palms made me shiver.

      Taking in our surroundings, I realized that our nightmare had just begun. I looked at the burnt trees, and the black tar-like soil.

      Rhys helped me to my feet. Despite the ground being cold, the air was hot and steamy, like when my mom would open the oven. I was acclimated to such temperature outside and unbuttoned the white under my dress.

      A howl in the distance sent me running to Rhys. I gripped his arm, fearing that if I let go, I’d be ripped away by some unseen force.

      “What are you smiling about?” I asked, the fear threatening to seal my throat.

      Sweat collected on my forehead and I wiped it clean, only for it to perspire once more. My heart pumped fiercely.

      “Where are we? Are there wolves out here?”

      He held my hand tightly, and lifted it into the air with his own. “Welcome to the spirit realm.”

      His voiced echoed throughout the entire clearing of this strange, dead forest, where the sounds of crunching leaves, and faraway whistles from unknown creatures surrounded us.

      I tightened my grip on his hand. “I don’t like it here.” There was no way I was letting him go.

      Whatever we faced here, we would face it together.

      Rhys didn’t mind, he grabbed my other hand and spun me around.

      “What is wrong with you? How can you be so happy right now? I want to go back.”

      Rhys stopped. He grinned at me. “Don’t you understand what’s happening? We are in uncharted territory. We are where most mortals will not and cannot go.”

      Looking away from him, I tried to let my eyes adjust to the darkness. My head tilted back as I looked up at the sky.

      Red like blood, the sky held a silver moon.

      “I understand that,” I said. “But, it gives me the creeps.”

      I didn’t take my gaze from the sky. Somehow, I was entranced by it. Unlike our moon, this one spun slowly, causing the clouds to form what looked like a swirl all around it. I wondered if that was how we arrived. I hoped we’d be able to leave.

      Rhys folded his hands behind his back, and paced before me.

      “We are in the land of the spirits. This is sacred land, a land of great power.” He stopped and stood directly in front of me. “I am only here because we are soulmates. We are bound. We were meant to be, before we even came to be.”

      For a moment I thought he would kiss me. I can’t believe that thought seeped into my mind when I was so afraid, but there was something about Rhys.

      Something special.

      Instead of kissing me, he took both of my hands and looked into my eyes. “You’re special, Skylar,” he whispered. “I’m honored to have you as my soulmate.”

      It was Rhys. He calmed me like no other could ever do. I felt it deep inside, even though my parents had never explained to me the business of love and soulmates.

      “And, what about Tabitha?”

      He looked pained for a moment, then shook his head. “We haven’t been together in a long time. Our relationship is in the past. I want to know you. In every way.”

      My eyes widened. “Oh,” I said, still trying to wrap my mind around being pledged to a man I had just met. “But, don’t we have a choice?”

      He tilted his head. “Of course,” he said. “Soulmates are predetermined, but that doesn’t mean you’re trapped.”

      He let go of me, and took a step back. “We don’t have to make anything of this. If you don’t want to.”

      I wrung my hands, and turned away from him.

      Orion, where are you when I need you?

      I screamed as a blast of light erupted in the air before me.

      A light so bright that it nearly blinded me shone throughout the forest. I shielded my eyes, and once the light began to dim, I saw him.

      Orion.

      Except—he was taller than me, with brilliant wings that glittered and sparkled around him. Translucent, I wondered if he was truly there.

      “Orion?” I asked. “Is that you?”

      He smiled, and bowed before me. “Yes, princess. I heard you call my name. Here I am.”

      Ecstatic, I raced into his arms and wrapped mine around his slender body.

      My oldest, most loyal friend.

      Rhys walked to stand beside us, examining Orion. Then, he smiled.

      “See,” he said. “There is no such thing as time or space here.”

      Orion nodded. “This is true. Now, what lesson are you learning tonight.”

      Rhys glanced at me, and a bright shield of golden light encapsulated him.

      “Magic defense,” he said.

      Nothing sounded so beautiful.
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      The next couple of weeks blurred one into the other.

      I did attended classes, studied, and then studied some more on the weekends. After meeting the Ancient, it began a series of training that was unlike what I learned in the academy.

      I was enrolled in two schools now. And, the one I attended at night was a form of training not offered in the mortal realm.

      I didn’t go out much, but there was a meeting that Dr. Grant organized, where the students could get together after hours and have a meal or drinks together. That, I did enjoy.

      There was something mysterious about Dr. Grant, and that had been the main draw for me. Still, it seemed that no one was particularly interested in befriending me, and Lucia had bonded with Morgan, and a few other girls I still hadn’t been introduced to.

      Alas, that was the least of my worries.

      I was battling literal darkness while everyone else was preparing for some major event that might not ever come.

      I sat on the floor of the sitting room on the first floor of the main building. Several girls I’d either never seen before or only in classes were there.

      They chatted, complained about classes, talked up boyfriends or girlfriends. I heard someone mention the final trials we’d face at the end of the year. I kept to herself in the corner, reading from one of the books on magic I’d bought at the shop.

      When I went to move my wet clothes from the washing machines that ran on generators, I found my clothes laying on the floor.

      “What the hell?” I stared at my clothes in shock, and then scanned the room.

      The only other person there was the last person I wanted to see.

      Tabitha.

      At a loss for words, I looked from my clothes to Tabitha. With a flip of her hair, she went back to leafing through her book. “You left. The other washers were still running.” She licked the tip of her finger and turned a page.

      “Fair enough, I guess." I said, trying my hardest not to shout at her. "But you didn't have to dump my stuff on the floor."

      I kicked one of the wheeled laundry carts toward her. It wasn’t hard enough for it to hit her, but it still made my point.

      Blue eyes focused on me for a moment before she shrugged and flipped another page. "You don't leave your stuff unattended." Without looking up, she pointed to a sign hanging from the ceiling.

      It wasn't a direct quote, but it was close enough.

      Take the high road, Sky.

      Dragging the laundry cart back, I picked up my things and wheeled them to the other side of the room hang from the clothesline. Electricity was scarce, and drying clothes wasn’t a good reason to waste it.

      Still, as I hung my clothes, I noticed Tabitha steal another glance my way.

      After all I’d been learning with the Ancient and Rhys, I dared her to try to attack me again.

      Come on, bitch. Try me.
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      After I returned to my room, I noticed Lucia was still gone.

      She was rarely there anymore. I was a bit disappointed. That first day, I had thought we’d grow close. I couldn’t have been more wrong.

      The door slammed behind me.

      A foul stench of old blood and decay hit me like a slap in the face. Slowly, I took a chance to look over my shoulder.

      A man, pale and gaunt, stood centered before the door. Long, greasy-looking blonde hair reached past his shoulders. A once-white dress shirt and threadbare brocade vest hung on his bony frame. He took a step into the small room, opened his mouth to show sharp, long fangs, and hissed at me.

      Bloodshot brown eyes focused on the vicinity of my throat, and baffled, I took a step backward. My knees hit the bed and I fell onto it.

      He lunged.

      A cold hand gripped my shoulder, ragged fingernails sinking in. I tried to scream but no sound could escape past the grip of terror around my throat. He pushed me back onto the bed, ignoring my wild bucking to get him off me. His mouth opened wide, giving me a good look at those fangs.

      No way. A vampire?

      I gagged at the stench. Throwing every bit of my strength into it, I tried to roll to dislodge him, but had no leverage.

      Then, I heard a scream, wondered for a moment if it was my own, and fought to remember all of the training I’d undergone.

      I took a deep breath, and with both hands outstretched, I summoned a burst of energy from my chest, and grit my teeth as I shot it into the creature assaulting me.

      It snarled and gasped as bright red light crashed into its thin body, and engulfed it in flames.

      Wide-eyed, I shot up.

      “Holy crap,” I said, as I watched the writhe and flail.

      Rhys burst in, eyes wild with worry, and then rage once he saw what was happening.

      Within seconds, he ignited three blue orbs around him, and then flashed a series of intricate symbols that radiated around his hands and formed a bubble around the creature.

      I scrambled back, eyes wide.

      “What the hell is that?” I shouted. “Is it a freaking vampire?”

      The bubble imprisoned whatever it was.

      The only light in the room came from the hallway through the open door. I fell off the bed, striking my elbow on the unforgiving edge of the bookcase; but barely felt it.

      It hissed, and Rhys motioned for me to get up and join him at his side.

      “What do we do?” I asked, and instead of answering, Rhys laced his fingers through mine.

      A spark ran between us, a visible thread glowing blue flowed from Rhys into me.

      “We are linked,” he said. “Feel my power.”

      Feel it, indeed. I nearly fell over from the surge that was sent into me.

      “You can use it. You won’t hurt me, but hopefully, you’ll dust him.” Rhys squeezed my hand. “What better way to practice than this.”

      “Mine,” it whispered from inside the bubble, pressing its face against the walls of air and energy.

      Time seemed to stand still as I fought to get control of Rhys’ power and my own.

      Without thinking about it, I willed that blue energy to stab the creature, vampire—whatever it was—through its miserable, stone-cold heart.

      There was a flare of light, and a jolt within my chest. A heavy weight seemed to hover right above my head, weighing me down. But, the vampire opened its mouth in a silent scream a heartbeat before it dissolved into a shower of ash.

      “Not today, my pasty friend,” he said, and we stood side-by-side for a moment, staring down at the pile of ash that sparkled in the dim light of Rhys’ energy orbs.

      Rhys glanced at me, and broke the link of power. After a quick kiss on my forehead, he spoke again. ”Got a broom?”
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      The night after the incident with the vampire, Rhys and I returned to the Ancient while the academy slept.

      Ms. Sharpe had actually been impressed that I handled the creature on my own. Rhys never mentioned he helped, and that bothered me. I wanted to be able to protect myself, and not rely on his assistance.

      Soon, I’d be more powerful than whatever came out me.

      At least, that was the hope.

      I didn’t tell Rhys, but I knew Tabitha was behind the attack somehow. I mean, who else had a grudge with me, especially after our little tiff in the laundry room.

      I’d deal with her later.

      The Ancient opened a doorway with a key she’d taken from a chest kept hidden in a secret compartment within the dirt.

      She winked at me as the lock clicked and the doors opened to a vault. She pushed the doors open and a chilly gust of wind blew at my face.

      “After you,” she said, stepping aside to let me in.

      I stepped onto a metal walkway with grates that looked down onto dark vegetation. Torches lit the way along the narrow path that went directly to an altar.

      “Whoa,” I said, as I walked along and looked up at the doom-shaped ceiling that had to stretch hundreds of feet high. “How deep are we?”

      “A few hundred feet,” she said, following behind me. She pointed past my shoulder. “See that altar? I need you to go there, alone.”

      I glanced back. Warnings buzzed within my belly. “What is it?”

      Her smile was less comforting than it had been. Now, it was unsettling. I wonder if she sensed my fear, for she touched my cheek with her thumb and my fears dissipated. It was nice, like I’d just downed a glass of red wine.

      “There is nothing to fear or worry about. The altar was brought into existence long before any of us, and it is pure truth. It will never lie, and will never cause harm to those worthy of its presence. It is time to learn what has long been hidden from you. You’re ready.”

      I breathed in, and nodded.

      I was ready.

      “Go, on. Bow before it and return to me once it has released you.”

      I stared at it. It was tall, like a totem pole, with plates that glistened in the dim light of the torches surrounding it. Whatever this magic stuff was, intrigued me. But, there was still a nagging fear in the pit of my stomach. Still, how could I turn around and leave without the truth? I had seen things that shouldn’t exist. I’d done things that I never even dreamed of.

      I was falling for my soulmate.

      I ran my fingers along the raised symbols on the book’s cover. It was cold to the touch, but warmed me from within. Whatever awaited inside that book would change everything, and my heart raced with anticipation.

      “Bow to it?”

      “Yes. Bow,” she called from far behind me.

      Drawing in a cleansing breath, I bent to my knees and lowered my head.

      An inaudible screech ripped through my throat like molten lava. It burned and a rush of electricity surged through my entire body. I was lifted by the ground by some unseen force and my back bent backward as the power poured into me. I struggled to keep my eyes open—to see the white light fly from the book and into my chest.

      I saw it then. I saw myself in a flood of light, holding a sword, winged and beautiful. I could barely recognize myself, but the truth was clear.

      I finally knew my class.

      I was a warrior—a badass one at that.

      The pain ensued. There was nothing to grip, no one to save me, so I forced myself to not let the panic consume me as the pain grew and the light intensified.

      There I was, like a poor soul possessed by a demon, my body contorted and my mouth wide as the light filled me.

      All went quiet.

      I fell to the floor and curled into a ball.

      Everything hurt. My body. My mind. Whatever had just happened left me in tears, sobbing like a baby.

      “Well,” a strange female voice whispered into my ear.

      No—it wasn’t whispered into my ear—it came from inside my head.

      My eyes popped open.

      I’d gone mad.

      “Not mad, love,” the voice purred. “Just awakened.”

      “Who is this? Who’s speaking?”

      “Oh, we’re just your ancestors.”

      “Hello,” another voice, a male one, bellowed.

      My mouth snapped closed.

      You’ve got to be kidding me.
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      Rhys sat in a chair in the corner of my room, his legs crossed, eyes fixed on me, his hair falling into his face.

      Lucia wasn’t there. I was starting to think she requested to switch rooms. But, what really vexed me was the fact that after we left the Ancient, I was still glowing.

      And, to make things worse, there were several voices having a chat inside my head.

      “Calm down,” he said. “Everything will mellow out if you simply relax.”

      Stopping, I threw my hands up and turned to him. “You tell that to the voices inside my head!”

      With a frustrated groan, I balled my hands into fists and lowered them to my sides.

      “How do I stop my body from glowing?”

      He stood, and with a sigh, walked over to me.

      He wrapped his hands around my arms and just held them. The warmth of his hands and the smell of his aftershave distracted me.

      I swallowed and looked up to see his green eyes searching my face in a rather pensive manner.

      What was going on inside his mind?

      “Nothing like what’s going on inside yours,” a voice said with a laugh.

      I cringed. “Lord, help me.”

      “Lord, who? Tell us about this lord.”

      Frowning, I tried to ignore them. I turned my focus back to the Rhys who now stood so close to me that our noses could touch.

      “Just breathe,” he whispered, gently running his hands up and down my arms.

      Whatever he was doing was working.

      “Match my breaths with yours.”

      I did as I was told, and I listened to his soft breaths until I could match them with my own.

      Before long, the anxiety that plagued me faded, as did the yellow glow that had made me look like a jaundiced mental patient. Even the voices seemed to quiet.

      All I heard at that moment, was his breaths and the beating of my own heart.

      “See,” he said, taking my hands into his. “If that happens again, just remember to relax.”

      He traced the lines in my palms with his finger and smiled. “I’ve never seen the book do that before. Good to know I was chosen to watch over someone so special.”

      Licking my lips, I tried to process all that happened. It was useless.

      “What now?”

      He brought my hand to his lips and kissed my knuckles. A shiver zapped up my spine.

      “Well, the Council of Souls will be here this weekend. The academy holds a massive party whenever they come. They’ll want to meet you.”

      I sighed, but nodded. “I guess I knew I’d have to meet them one day. You know, when I first came here, I just wanted to watch the academy fall? I wanted to hurt those who hurt me.”

      “And, now?”

      I didn’t see judgement in his eyes, and that gave me the confidence to go on.

      “Now, I kinda see what we are trying to do here. There are dark forces that we need to be prepared to fight. I’m a warrior. I want to stand with the light against the darkness.”

      He smiled, and my heart soared. “Good,” he said. “But, first, I teach you how to use and control your magic before you kill us all—light and dark alike.”
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      Magic tutoring.

      Now, this was something I could get excited about.

      I could actually feel the power coursing through my body like a cool liquid. Considering how awful it felt to obtain such a power, it now felt nice, like a high.

      I guess I expected it to be like training for a marathon or something, because I showed up to my first session with Rhys the next day after classes in black jogging pants and a t-shirt.

      I was ready.

      Let’s do this!

      He, on the other hand, was dressed like we were going on a date.

      “So,” I said, approaching him as he stood outside of my door.

      With a lopsided grin, he leaned against the doorframe and looked me up in down.

      “Are we training, or what?”

      “Yes,” he said, nodding. “Follow me.”

      He took me to the training grounds, which were now empty except for a man walking and clearing away practice weapons and gear left from the previous class. Dressed in black slacks and a burgundy sweater with a bow-tie, he sauntered to the center of the field and clasped his hands before him.

      “The first thing you need to know, is that your magic isn’t like most forms of magic. It not only manipulates fire, but there are different disciplines and levels, like like any. But, you are a fluke, a beautiful miracle. You, can control all of the elements.”

      I clapped my hands together. “Great, show me.”

      He grinned. “No, Skylar. You show me.”

      Brows furrowed, my shoulders slumped and I lowered my arms to my sides. “What do you mean? I have no clue what to do.”

      He stepped over, taking my hands into his. He looked down at my hands, tracing the grooves and lines in my palm. "Just feel the magic, Skylar. Let it guide you. Unlock that little box hidden within your soul and set the magic free. Like you did with that vampire.”

      As he spoke, I tapped in, closing my eyes and reaching out to the little whisper that itched within. It awakened, stirring within my belly like a lamp that started dim and burned brighter the more I focused. He was right. The magic did guide me.

      It urged me on like a child on its first attempt at riding a bicycle.

      "That's it, Skylar," a voice inside my head cheered. "Give it a go."

      I ripped my hands away from Rhys', gasping as heat shot down my arms and with a burst of light and crackling of sparks, flames ignited and shot free from my hands. I fell onto my butt, stunned as the flames raged and licked at my fingers.

      Like a storm of rage, they flew from my hands...toward Rhys, who stood there watching me with a bewildered expression on his face.

      "No," I shouted, rolling onto my side to point it in a different direction. Sweat beaded on my forehead, dripping down my nose as I tried to shut it off. I closed my eyes, willing it away.

      It was fussy, indignant, but obeyed, fading back from whence it came.

      I fell onto my back, chest heaving, wiping sweat from my face.

      Rhys stood over me, clapping.

      "Good job," he said, nodding, impressed.

      "Yes, well done," one voice said.

      "A bit showy...but it'll do."

      I rolled my eyes. 

      Damned judgmental ancestors.
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      We returned to my dorm after several hours, sweaty and stunned by my show of power. I followed him to the corridor, and he stopped before my dorm room.

      I pushed open the door and stepped inside.

      I turned to him, sighing. “Thank you,” I said, touching his arm.

      He tensed, and his eyes rose to mine.

      “For?”

      Shrugging, I withdrew my hand and placed them on my hips. “For everything. Saving my family, bringing me into this world of truth, and making sure I don’t lose my mind.”

      I laughed and he joined in, turning to me. He took a step forward, and my breath caught in my throat.

      Did his eyes just flicker with light? I shouldn’t be so surprised. He was an enigma—one I still hadn’t fully explored.

      Backing away, I looked up at him, heart thumping in my chest as he stood so closely that I could smell his intoxicating scent.

      “What is it?” I asked, as his hands ran up my bare arms.

      Brows furrowed, he held one arm out, examining it.

      “Jeez,” I said, eyes widening with surprise. “What the hell is that?”

      As I stared down at my arms.

      They were glowing again.

      “Is this normal?” I asked.

      He tilted his head, chuckling. “I wish I knew. It’s not hurting you, is it?”

      I shook my head, and ran my hand along the orange flames. It was cool to the touch, and felt quite nice, rejuvenating. Still, as he stood so close to me, my throat tightened and heat rose from my thighs.

      Back pressed to the door, our bodies touched.

      The glow intensified, nearly engulfing me.

      I feared I would burn him somehow, but, as he laced his fingers between mine, no such thing happened.

      “I dare say your body approves of me,” he said.

      Unable to speak, my eyes fluttered closed as he whispered into my ear.

      “Have I awakened something else with you, dear sweet, Skylar?”

      Gulping, I craned my neck, desperate to taste him. He granted my wish, claiming my mouth as his hands slid up the inside of my shirt, smoothing my back.

      As I’d imagined, he was sweet, delicious. I had to have more. My lips parted, accepting his tongue as he held me close to the hardness of his body.

      Everything screamed for more. My very soul yearned for our union. I let out a soft gasp as he squeezed my bottom and tenderly nibbled my lower lip.

      In an absolute stupor, I wrapped my arms around his neck, ready to submit to my desire, when he abruptly stepped away.

      I don’t know what happened, but his face had gone pale and he raked his hands through his hair.

      With a slight bow of his head, he headed to the door.

      “Sorry,” he said. “That was imprudent of me. That wasn’t supposed to happen.”

      Then, he opened the door and slipped out into the corridor. “Good night.”

      Hot, frustrated with unfulfilled desire, and confused, I stared at the door as he closed it behind him.

      I flopped onto my bed, and fell backward, staring at the ceiling. My breaths took a while to slow back to normal, and I had to force images of what he looked like without all of those clothes on from my mind.

      I couldn’t sleep, and didn’t even want to try. Instead, I left the dorms and headed toward the Ancient’s lair.
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      I didn’t know if I could find the clearing in the woods without Rhys’ guidance, or remember the words Rhys spoke to reveal the Ancient’s lair.

      Even so, I intended to try.

      I ventured across the courtyard for the woods.

      The clouds overhead were gray. It wasn't snowing, but it might as well have been. I watched the steam from the cup of tea I had poured into a mug curl up through the opening in the lid. My breath mingled with it every time I exhaled. Wishing I'd thought to wear a hat or gloves, I wrapped both hands around the mug to suck the heat from it.

      The soles of my shoes made almost no sound on the concrete sidewalk. The wind overnight had blown all the leaves into golden-brown drifts against the base of the palace. A few of those leaves spilled across the walk where it left the courtyard. I shuffled my feet through them, scattering them in front of me with each step. 

      An old memory surfaced. A good one of raking leaves with my father dad and diving into the crunchy, earthy-smelling pile. If only he and mother had kept their true origins a secret, like the other cowards inhabiting this planet. They might still be alive.

      I took a sip of my tea, which was still quite warm. The sidewalk ended, and the hard-packed earth took over. A rock skittered out in front of me when I clipped it with the toe of my shoe. A few steps later and the dirt gave way to grass and weeds, overgrown and turning brown with the colder weather. 

      I stopped, studied the wall of trees. Most of the leaves had fallen and blown away; there were far fewer than had been there the night before.

      I scanned left to right. 

      There. 

      The opening in the trees Rhys had led me through was just a few feet to the right. I headed that way and into the woods.

      Almost immediately, the air turned noticeably warmer. The gloomy daylight had a hard time filtering through the tight canopy of trees. I hadn’t noticed it the night before, but the woods where I stood held their leaves. They were still green, for the most part, just starting to turn with season. The maples and oaks and sycamores shared space with pine and spruce. When viewed from the outside, there were no evergreens in the woods.

      A sheerie landed on my cup. Another winked in and out and back in a few feet away. The simple beauty of it made her want nothing more than to stay there and let her troubles float away.

      Enchanted, I could watch the sheeries dance and play, painting the air with pastel brushstrokes of light. A pale green sheerie fluttered in front of my nose, touched the tip, a whisper of sensation as soft as a mirage. 

      I started walking, trying to stick to the path, while the sheeries played all around me. More joined the first few, darting in and out of sight, winking blue or lavender.

      Here and there was a flash of red or deeper purple. I found myself paying more attention to the antics of the sheeries than to where I walked. I didn’t know how long I’d been in the woods when I noticed there was no clear path anymore. There was only the winking light of the sheeries, the sweet scent I’d smelled last night, the chirping of frogs and insects.

      The sheeries formed a ribbon of rainbow-colored light. I reached out a hand, and three of them, blue, green, purple landed on her knuckles. Half a dozen more played with my hair.

      Skylar.

      Stiffening, I thought I heard my name, but more sheeries darted around my face. They landed on my ears and eyelashes, distracting me.

      Yet, I kept walking.

      Fingers closed hard around my wrist, squeezed until the bones felt like they rubbed together under muscle and skin. Rhys jerked me backward with so much force we fell to the loamy, leaf-covered ground. I cried out from surprise as much as from the pain in my wrist.

      Blinking, I stared up at the scudding clouds.

      Beside me, Rhys rolled to his feet. He brushed dirt from his jeans, plucked leaf shards from his sweater. A grim expression on his face, he held out a hand to help me up.

      As soon as I was on my feet again, he turned away, and ran his fingers through his hair. But, then he spun back to me, tawny eyes flashing with anger.

      “What the fuck do you think you were doing, coming in here alone?”

      I was wrong. It wasn’t anger I saw in his eyes; it was fear. 

      My heart beat faster. A little sick from the adrenaline rush that mixed with the coffee in my stomach, I focused on holding my breakfast down. “I wanted to speak to the Ancient. I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Look!” He flung his arm out to point at something behind me. Reluctant to see, I turned, and my gaze followed where he gestured.

      There was nothing there. The ground ended about three feet from where we stood. 

      Eyes wide, I approached the edge. Before I got there, Rhys had hold of my arm again, but this time his grip didn’t feel like it would break bones.

      We stood on the edge of a cliff that rose at least a hundred feet from the rocky ground below. I’d had no idea anything like it existed near the academy.

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah, wow. If I hadn’t found you...” He pulled me back again but didn't let go of my arm. Or rather, he did, but only to take her hand in his, and I could tell he wasn't going to release that hand anytime soon. "That's what sheeries do, Skylar. They lead the unwary to their deaths."

      “But, why?”

      He ran his free hand through his hair again. He was still too serious, but the Rhys I knew had started to win free of the fear. “Who knows? All I know is they’re pretty to look at but deadly if you’re not careful.” He squeezed my hand as he looked down at me, and his voice dropped to a whisper so soft I wasn’t sure I heard him right. “All I know is I almost lost you.”

      My heart raced, and all I wanted was to kiss him again.

      He cared about me.

      Truly.

      He might even…love me.

      A smile came to my lips. He cupped my face in one of his hands.

      Pain.

      I cried out. Rhys’s faced turned white with fear. Something had stabbed me in the back. The pain seared into my entire body, hot and intense. I couldn’t scream any longer. The pain took over every vein, filling me with fire.

      Rhys looked past me. I don’t know what he saw, but he pulled me in close, and pressed his forehead to mine.

      “Hold on, Skylar!”
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      All went silent.

      In a burst of light, everything around us vaporized, and spun in a whirl of white.

      Whatever had assaulted me was gone, and so were we.

      I cried out in pain, and in a pop, we were back at the front entrance to the forest, by the field.

      When we returned to the forest clearing, all sounds returned with us, and the most prominent was my scream.

      It was as if time had stood still while we were away in the forest.

      Rhys looked at his hand and swallowed. It was covered in blood.

      My blood.

      “It’s okay, Skylar. Just don’t sleep.” He lifted me over his shoulder, and ran toward the academy.

      My eyes widened with terror, but I held onto him with what little strength I had left.

      “Don’t drop me,” I cried.

      “I won’t. I promise.”

      “What happened?”

      He pursed his lips, and exhaled.

      “Lucia,” he said, and I was certain my ears weren’t working properly. “She stabbed you.”

      Lucia? It couldn’t be true. She was sweet as can be. I gasped as another wave of pain took over.

      And, also the perfect person to get close enough to kill me.

      “I doubt she’s who she says she is.”

      “It hurts,” I said.

      “I’ve got you, Skylar,” he said raced toward the the main hall.

      Rhys shouted at the startled students and teacher congregated in the front sitting room. “Get the headmistress, the healer, and the resurrectionist!”

      Resurrectionist?

      Was I dying?

      “No, you are safe,” a voice said from within my head.

      “But, danger lurks.”

      “The witch’s power is strong.”

      “But, yours is stronger.”

      I succumbed to the darkness that called to me.

      I prayed the resurrectionist would hurry.

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading Academy of Lost Souls! I hope you enjoyed it. If so, please consider leaving a review where you purchased it. Academy of Darkness will release in November. See you then!

        For now, check out Throne of Deceit, and Quest for Dragon’s Fire, available now.
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      The soft splatter of cool rain dripped onto Wren’s hood.

      She sat in the tree, waiting, listening. It was just before sunset when the horns would blow and the villagers would be called back to town before curfew. Nightfall meant danger for anyone who dared to linger outside of the gates of The Vale.

      It was up to Wren and the other Dragon Elite to keep them safe—to protect them from the beasts who prowled at night.

      She’d taken this mission from the King of Saldoria—a king who balked at being sent the ‘little fairy’ instead of one of the elven males from the Elite.

      Arrogant bastard.

      She glanced at the darkening sky, and the gray clouds that rolled across at a leisurely pace. From the sweet smell of the air, she could tell that a storm was coming. She loved a good storm. Perhaps the weather would keep the creatures who haunted most children’s nightmares away.

      When the loud horns began to blow, she settled in on her belly, hiding within the leaves of a tall tree. The black bark and dark, evergreen leaves were perfect for such a disguise. Her purple hair was hidden beneath her hood, and her olive skin helped her camouflage herself along with the branches and foliage.

      She pressed her ear to the branch, listening to the wood nymphs humming. It was a hypnotizing melody that almost lulled her to sleep.

      Peeking down at the villagers as they left the fields and lakes from a busy day gathering food and supplies, she spotted North. He walked behind his two younger brothers, ushering them on as they begged to stay out and play just a bit longer.

      With a crooked smile on his face, and long chestnut hair falling into his eyes, he was one of her oldest friends from the Titan Academy for Mages.

      She was coming of age to leave the Academy and pursue a life of her own. It was either that, or continue her studies to rise up the ranks of mages, and perhaps ascend to greater things.

      She’d chosen her path, and the Dragon Elite was where her heart belonged.

      The silence that followed the procession of the villagers away from the forest was unsettling. She tried to focus on the hum of the nymph-folk and the soft drip of rain. Before long, thunder began to vibrate across the sky and strike lightning with a loud crackle that perked her up. She pushed herself to her bottom and wrapped her toned arms around her slim frame. The wind picked up and her soaked cloak and tunic began to cling to her in the most uncomfortable fashion.

      It was then that she noticed something out of the ordinary—something…odd.

      Two pairs of glowing red eyes emerged in the looming darkness as the sun set. She held her breath, tensing her neck as she watched a two-headed basilisk creep through the forest in search for food. The snake-like heads sniffed and searched the thick underbrush of the forest floor and let out a shrill sound unlike anything Wren had ever heard.

      Lips parted, she watched in awe as they seemed to communicate with one another in a series of shrieks and grunts that reminded her of a pig. Swallowing, she reminded herself of why she was there in the first place.

      She carefully pulled an arrow from the quiver on her back, not blinking and barely breathing. As the storm raged on, she nocked the arrow and pulled the string back as far as it would go.

      Rain fell into her eyes, clouding her vision. She blinked them away and clenched her jaw. Perhaps it was a bad day for a hunt, but she had no choice. She’d taken this mission, and would execute it.

      She sucked in a long breath of the cool air, and said a mental prayer, asking her wisp guides for clarity.

      Releasing the breath, she also let go of the arrow and watched it soar through the night and into the chest of the deformed basilisk.

      The roar that resulted made her jump, almost falling from the tree. She held steady, shivering as the massive creature ran. Her arrow protruded from its body.

      “Fiddlesticks,” she growled, and with a leap from the tree, she descended down to the forest floor, landing with barely more than a soft squish in the mud.

      The basilisk ran, and she chased it, nocking arrows and shooting as fast as her skilled fingers could go.

      The hide was tough, and as she ran behind the frantic creature, it took two more arrows into the back of the beast’s heads to send it crashing down to its death. The thud made the entire surrounding area vibrate, and sent dirt flying through the air.

      Skidding to a stop, she breathed heavily, lifting her hood and exposing herself to the onslaught of rain.  A soft sigh escaped her lips as she knelt and felt the beast for any signs of life. Closing her eyes, she thanked the Mother for her blessing. Then, she removed her dagger and cut out the beast’s heart.

      As she did so, her body trembled at feeling the spirit leave the the beast. For a moment, she was overcome with sadness for the poor creature. Her hand glowed a faint orange, and she placed it onto the belly of the beast, and closed her eyes.

      “On to the Mother,” she said. “May your journey be peaceful.”

      It was the only way she could do this job—to come to terms with bringing death to any living creature.

      She was a fairy, through and through, even if she only had scars where her wings had once been—even if she was one of the last of her kind.
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      The sound of hooves thundering down the main road rang in Elise’s ears.

      She jumped up from her spot on the ground. A summer breeze wafted through, sweeping ebony hair around her face as she peered downward.

      Sure enough, it was an armored messenger, astride a horse, with a red banner in his hand.

      Elise raced through the garden to the road at the outskirts of the grounds of Devynshire Castle.

      Bright sunlight cascaded through the trees, highlighting every ebony wave as she bounded down the grassy, poppy-littered hill.

      “Elise,” Lady Devyn, shouted after her, shielding her eyes from her spot on the blanket sprawled across the grass. “Where are you going?”

      “The messenger!” Elise shouted to her mother. “He’s here.”

      As she glanced over her shoulder, she caught a glimpse of her mother’s smirk as she waved her on.

      At eighteen, this would be her last year of seclusion from the world.

      Today, she just wanted to be a young lady, fuss over what elaborate gown she would wear, and try her charms on handsome suitors from all over the realm.

      Despite the fact that several eligible young men would be in attendance, her sights were set on only one—one very special prince.

      Practically giddy, she grinned to herself. To think, she might have her choice of husband in just a few short days.

      A giggle escaped her lips as she skidded to a stop, right before the messenger who leaped from his horse and gave her a bow with his head.

      “Good day, Harry,” Elise said with a slight curtsy.

      Harry cleared his throat. “Good day to you, my lady.”

      “Do you have something for me?” Elise’s eyes peered at his brown satchel, hoping to catch a letter or parcel with the crest of the kingdom of Arundell on it.

      “Hmmm,” Harry said, rummaging through his bag. “I don’t believe I saw anything for you today.”

      Shoulders slumping, Elise sucked her teeth. “Nonsense. You wouldn’t be here without a message,” she said, leaving the plush grass to stand on the hard-packed dirt road that led through the forest and to town.

      “Aye, I have a message for your mother,” he said.

      “It can’t be!” Forgetting decorum, she stood right before Harry and dug her hands into the bag.

      Instead of scolding her, he chuckled. “All right! All right,” he said and pulled out a cream-colored envelope with the Arundell seal of a golden lion.

      “You scoundrel!”

      Elise took the envelope, a smile spreading from ear-to-ear. He handed her another letter, and with a giggle, she ran back toward the castle.

      “You’re welcome,” Harry shouted after her with a laugh.

      Looking over her shoulder, Elise shouted back. “Thank you!” She gathered her skirts in her hand and quickened her speed.

      Smiling, her mother sat on her knees and ushered her back to their picnic.

      “What is it, dear?”

      Elise grinned, plopping back down onto their blanket and handing her mother the letters—one from Arundell, and another from the palace in Perth.

      She picked up Princess Polly, her pet pig, and held her in her arms as she watched her mother open the letters.

      Her grandmother Inora emerged from the castle to join their picnic.

      “Morning, Grandmama,” Elise said, and she nodded to her.

      “Good morning,” Inora replied. “What is all of the fuss about? Another cut in the household budget?”

      Inora stood, towering over them, her hands clasped before her gray gown.

      Her auburn hair was worn in a bun with a black veil secured to it.

      “Just the best news ever,” Elise said as her mother held the seal up for Inora to see.

      “Prince Tolwin will be in attendance,” she said, and gave Elise a wink.

      Inora eyed the letter and nodded, though her mouth remained in a single line. “Is this what you truly want? A match with Prince Tolwin?”

      “What kind of question is that?” Elise asked. “Of course, I do. He’d be a perfect match. Not only is he the crown prince of an empire, but he is closer to my age than most of the suitors I would consider.”

      “She is the king’s only daughter,” Mother said, lowering the letter. “It could unite the kingdoms.”

      Inora snorted, and lowered herself to sit with them. “That would be true if King Caden were a rational man, Seyena. Alas, he is not, and chances are that he will keep Elise imprisoned in this place until her death.”

      Shoulders slumping, Elise and her mother shared a look of worry. She’d only ever heard stories of her father. How when he came to see her as a baby, he didn’t hug, kiss, or hold her. It was said that he looked at Elise as if she were a monster. Perhaps that was why he kept her prisoner in her home.

      “Let’s pray that isn’t true,” Seyena said.

      “Didn’t Prince Tolwin just run off to fight in the Tidelands?” Inora asked.

      “What does that matter? It is the duty of a prince to act in service for his kingdom,” Elise pointed out as she kissed Princess Polly’s snout. She fed the pig a strawberry, and then popped one into her own mouth.

      “It is also the duty of a prince to marry whomever his father chooses. Do you think the king would choose a bastard for his son?”

      That stung. All traces of a smile faded from Elise’s face. She stood and frowned down at her grandmother.

      “Thank you,” she said, taking the letter, as tears stung the backs of her eyes. “For reminding me what I am; a bastard—someone not worth loving.”

      She turned to head toward the forest where her favorite place of solitude awaited. The Crystal River ran through the Hempstead countryside and all the way to Perth. It was the only place she felt safe, or at home, despite the stone walls that made up the castle she had been forced to live in since she was born.

      “Elise,” Inora called after her. “That is not what I am reminding you of, dear. It couldn’t be further from the truth. You are loved, and you are more than a bastard. More than anything you have ever dreamed. When you see that, you will know the truth of your fate.”

      Ignoring her, Elise trudged away from the castle and to the grove where the falls frothed and pooled and glistened beneath what trails of sunlight shone through the ancient trees.

      Didn’t Inora understand that marriage was the only way she’d be free to truly live? She had to know that Elise craved a life of her own.

      Her father would never let her leave Devynshire Castle, unless it was by being bound to a man of great standing—one he could use as an ally. Of course, that wasn’t all she wanted out of life. But, Tolwin was the best option. He hadn’t been promised to any of the other eligible princesses in the realm, or anyone of great standing.

      She was the natural choice.

      Dark stones lined the river, and piled onto one another just before the white falls. She sat on the cool rocks with a sigh and kissed Princess Polly on the top of her fuzzy spotted, pink head. She brushed her hair back over her shoulder, and opened the letter.

      Just the fact that the prince had agreed to come to her coming-out ball was a sign that things might be changing.

      Princess Polly snorted and Elise smiled down at her despite the tears on her cheeks.

      She brought the letter to her nose and sniffed the parchment, hoping for a brief whiff of his scent. There wasn’t any. His father had probably signed the letter.

      Once she’d read it through, she placed it onto the water and watched it float down the river.

      She rested her cheek on her bare knees and followed it as it curved and vanished around the bend.

      The sound of the forest sang to her, and as she hugged Princess Polly close to her chest, she prayed for an escape from her life in exile.
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