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Dedicated to the LJCs in my life. 
This book wouldn’t be here without either of you.





For the Reader1



1.
      Three Societies shape the world you’re about to enter. Need a quick reference? Flip to the Extras at the end—I’ve tucked a summary there just for you. Fair warning: those Extras include some spoilers, so proceed with caution.

This book also uses some non-English speaking words. Where they are more complex, I've added a footnote like this to clarify the meaning. I hope it helps. Enjoy!
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  Chapter one

1613 A.D. Astanalle, ARK1 dimension

Mission purpose: Find a missing prophecy
Code name: Amelie

My breath comes out in ragged gasps as I cling to the rough, weathered stones. A biting wind cuts through my clothes, leaving a chill that fails to dry the sweat trailing down my face. The salty droplets threaten to sting my eyes, blurring my vision and masking the perilous drop below. 
My feet are balanced precariously on the uneven protrusions of the ancient castle wall. I push up to the next handhold, my fingers curling around the cold, unforgiving stone. My left foot flails about until it finds a solid anchor. I inhale deeply. “You’ve got this,” I mutter.
Summoning every ounce of strength left in me, I claw my way up the final few feet, my fingers reaching for the opening above like a lifeline.
A closed stained-glass window blocks my path. 
“Oh, come on!” My fist hits the stone ledge in frustration, and my balance fumbles for a moment. A dim glow illuminates the image of a face on the glass. It seems to be mocking me. Teetering on the edge of disaster, I slam my hand on it in defeat, loathing the thought of climbing even higher. 
The window swings open without resisting.
“Oh.” I peer in. “Typical,” I mutter, feeling stupid but relieved.
Grasping the stone ledge with sweaty hands and trembling arms, I pull myself through the narrow opening. The effort all but takes it out of me, but once I’m almost fully through, I let gravity do the rest and slide down unceremoniously, landing with a thud. Sprawled out on the wooden floor, breathless and shaking, I spit out a section of hair from my long ponytail and thank whatever deity helped me this time. That was an uphill battle. 
Lesson number … I’ve lost count. My latest lesson learned: Scaling castle walls in the seventeenth century is not the same as rock climbing in the twenty-first century. Even my armpits are crying.
My breathing slows and I listen for any disturbance caused by my entry. All I hear are sounds of the festivities below, a birthday celebration for the young master that has gone late into the night. 
Time to move. 
I sit up and groan. My arms throb with pain and feel like overcooked noodles as I push into a standing crouch, rubbing my aching side through the slick, black outfit under my jacket. The discomfort makes me feel older than my seventeen years. My hands feel raw and I touch them. I wince and drag in a sharp breath through my teeth. 
“Oh, wait.” Frantic, I feel for the one nail I’ve managed to grow long. The edge is jagged. I release my breath on a sigh and slump in defeat. Of course it’s broken. Should have worn gloves. Didn’t think of that—this was a last-minute plan after all, and the only way to slip in unnoticed.
“It is what it is,” I tell myself, whisper-quiet. Gritting my teeth and looking ahead, my eyes adjust to the darkness, and I find my bearings. The moonlight illuminates a door on the far side of the room. Silent as a cat, I move toward it and step into a corridor, my senses alert to every sound and movement.
Everything’s in semi-darkness, apart from a flickering oil lamp casting shadows on the wall at the end, and I’m glad my hair blends in with my outfit to keep me hidden. I visualize the blueprint of the castle in my mind, tracing the corridors and chambers until I pinpoint my location—just a few rooms away from my target. 
Moving swiftly down the dimly lit corridor, I stop at the thick wooden door of the master suite, its surface adorned with ornate carvings. Leaning closer, I press my ear against it and listen for sounds of anyone inside. Just in case. 
The silence envelops me like a shroud. 
My hand settles on the carved metal handle and I nudge the door open a sliver, peering into darkness. No movement, only the vague silhouette of a canopied bed and the edge of a wardrobe looming in the gloom. Satisfied, I widen the gap just enough to slide through. The air inside smells faintly of old lavender and cold hearth ash.
I wait until my breathing steadies, then pull a small flashlight from my waistband and flick it on. The beam slices through shadows and glints off the gilt edges of furniture as my eyes sweep the room, searching. The light barely skims the top of a polished writing desk when it lands on a low chest of drawers, old but sturdy, its brass handles gleaming dully.
With a fluttering of excitement, I walk over and study the carvings on the front. A work of art. I snap a picture with my fitted company-issued 2.0 Vestige Lumé bracelet, then crouch down and dry my sweat-slicked hands before running them over the second drawer on the left. I almost lost my life for this, so it had better be here.
Easing the drawer open, it creaks in protest and gets annoyingly stuck on one side. I jiggle it a bit and it gives a piercing squeak. I freeze, glancing at the door. In this room, the party sounds quiet in comparison.
One last tug and the drawer obeys, my muscles unclenching in response. 
Shining light on the contents—heart pounding in anticipation—I glance through the papers on top and move them aside. An insignia stares up at me. I grin. Lying nestled beneath is a thin glass case, hopefully holding the document I’ve been sent to retrieve. 
I pull on some nitrile gloves, anchor the flashlight between my teeth, then lift the glass case out with care, revealing a thin copper wire running beneath it. My heart stutters. A pressure plate. I trace the wire with my eyes to where it disappears into a small hole in the drawer’s back panel—likely connected to some medieval alarm system, probably bells in the servants’ quarters. With steady fingers, I slide a hairpin from my ponytail and wedge it under the pressure plate, holding it in position as I disable the trap. The case comes away freely, and the knot in my chest unravels. 
A fine web of dust dances up in the beam of my flashlight, marking the spot where the case has lain undisturbed for ages. The glass itself is cool to the touch and heavier than it looks. I can feel the weight of history in it, or maybe that’s just the sweat from my palms. Steadying my breath, I place it on the floor and locate the wax seal, which I break with a satisfying crack. Then I run a gloved finger along the seam of the case until the lid gives. It slides free, and for a second nothing happens. There’s just me, bent over some ancient box, sweating and out of time, a fugitive in a world that technically doesn’t exist.
Then the smell hits, stale and parched, with a ghost of ink long since faded and old paper gone acid sharp. Prying the flashlight from my mouth before I start drooling, I lean in and, with the reverence of a believer, reach for the single sheet folded inside. It’s smaller than I thought, weightless, colorless, just a slip of pale yellowed parchment, but it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.
With trembling fingers, I unfold it gently under the flashlight’s beam and scan for the mark I was told to find. And there it is, in the lower right corner, the “mirror signature”—backwards, impossible to read unless you know the trick. The last known prophecy of Leonardo da Vinci, tangible and pulsing under my hands. I’m so giddy I almost forget to breathe, but somewhere in my head a voice is screaming, “Go! Now!” 
If they catch me with this, it’s over.
Which is when I hear it: the unmistakable scrape of a boot in the corridor. I nearly drop the parchment in panic, scrabble to replace it in the case, and then think better of it. With hurried movements, I refold the parchment and whip out a synthetic rubber bag to protect it. Except it isn’t the right bag. I was so focused on how to enter the castle that I forgot to pack it. 
What I see instead is a large Ziploc bag holding a handful of Skittles I haven’t yet eaten. 
I consider my options and sigh. Time to improvise. 
I tip the Skittles into my mouth and tuck the historic document inside the now-empty bag. It just fits. Once sealed, the bag slips easily inside my jacket. 
Footsteps sound outside the room. Moving fast, I return the case and push the drawer closed. It squeaks louder this time. 
I switch off my flashlight, tuck it back into my waistband and slink over to the wall next to the door. My mouth feels like it’ll burst, it’s too full to chew. But it sure tastes better than cold metal.
The footsteps come closer. 
Walk past. Please walk past. 
The footsteps move past the door and I slump in relief. 
The footsteps stop. They move back, toward me. I freeze, eyes wide, as the door swings inward with a sudden burst of force. I slide to the right. The door slams against the wall, missing me by a hair’s breadth.
The shadow of a man leaks into the room, the light from his lantern giving him a stretched appearance. 
I try to blend into the darkness.
The man steps into the room. It’s the young master, William. 
What’s he doing up here, instead of enjoying his own party?
He glances at the chest of drawers. Then he turns around. 
I shrink backward, pulling my ponytail over my nose to hide my face as my mind chants, I am the shadows. I am invisible.
It doesn’t work.
William makes a surprised sound in his throat. Placing his lantern on the floor, he takes on an aggressive stance.
“Who are you? Come out lest I kill you!”
My mouth is still full of Skittles. At his shout, one pops out.
We both watch as it bounces on the floor between us, made visible by the pale moon. It rolls into the brighter light of his lantern then stops, center stage.
William stares at the red Skittle then bends down as if to pick it up. Uh oh. Well, it can’t be helped. I doubt history will remember one tiny red Skittle. 
Let’s get this over with. I step into the light. 
William’s head jerks up and he stands, appearing tense. He looks me over once, then twice, confusion sweeping his brow. “Amelie?” he says to me. “What are you doing here—and dressed like that?”
I’m surprised he doesn’t mention my puffy cheeks, or maybe he finds it attractive when a girl has her mouth full. 
A lecherous smile crosses his face and he takes a step toward me. “Haven’t had enough of me, eh? Maybe I should cease teasing you and show you what love means.”
Eww. Snort-laughing, I gag, and a Skittle gets caught in my windpipe. I choke and a bunch of Skittles fly out of my mouth. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. Gasping for breath, I throw a hand over my mouth and cough a few times then munch the remaining Skittles and swallow.
William frowns at the colorful candy but shakes his head. “You don’t believe me? Aye, that may be. I will have to show you.”
He launches himself forward and tries to grab me, but I’m not half-drunk like him and I’m much faster. 
I shift to the side. He loses his balance and face-plants on the floor.
As I move to leave, he somehow manages to get up and grab the hem of my jacket, pulling me back toward him, hard. I roll with it, using his own force against him, and he loses his balance again. We hit the floor—or rather, he does. I fall on top of him, narrowly missing his lantern. 
Recovering, I turn and push myself up from his stomach. He grunts. Slipping out of his grip and shaking myself off, I head toward the door—but hesitate on hearing a sound coming from the corridor. 
It’s all the time William needs. 
Surging up from the floor, he grasps my ponytail. With a brutal yank, he wrenches me backward, ripping a cry of pain from me. William hauls me roughly against him, my back slamming into his chest. 
“Enough!” I stomp down hard on his foot at the same time as rearing my head back. His nose crunches with the force. William yells and lets go. I swing around and knee him in the groin. He goes down wailing. Crouching before him, I hit a few of his pressure points to overstimulate his brain and knock him out. 
The silence is beautiful.
Standing, nostrils flaring in annoyance, I turn toward the door, massaging the back of my head. 
A beautiful blond boy is standing in the doorway, holding a lantern and staring at me, wide-eyed. 
I freeze. He seems young, maybe around seven. Perhaps I can convince him I’m a damsel in distress.
I wince. “Ow,” I moan as I hold the back of my head and take a step forward. I try to squeeze out a tear for good measure. “Please sir, can you help me? This gentleman tried to force himself on me and I’ve managed to get free. I want to leave, but I’m so ashamed of what happened. Can you help me get away from this place without being seen?” 
After a moment, he nods. 
I smile in relief and walk toward him.
He’s staring at me and I wonder if he’s never seen a woman in trousers before. Though this catsuit is less like men’s trousers and more like a second skin.
“You must think me strange to wear this outfit,” I say.
His smile is shy and he looks down. I bend forward and detect a faint odor of paint.
I lift his chin with the crook of my finger and grin. He grins back. 
“I do beseech you to rescue me,” I say.
“I will help you, my lady. Follow me,” he replies. I’m surprised by his accent. He mustn’t have been born in Astanalle.
I’m not given time to ponder as he leads me further into the castle, then down winding stairs that seem to have no end. After what feels like forever, we exit into the cool night air through a side door. 
Catching my hand, the boy pulls me along a cobblestoned courtyard and past a slumbering guard at the gate, who smells drunk. We continue along a dirt path and around a lake to a nearby forest. 
“You can escape through there,” he says, pointing to the forest. A narrow path between two trees winds into the darkness.
I crouch before him, smiling in gratitude. “Thank you for helping me. I am saved. What would you like in return?”
The boy looks down again.
Feeling compelled, I unclasp my necklace. The pendant is a silver fleur-de-lis representing my real name, Lily. It’s made to look like an antique and was a gift from my parents on my thirteenth birthday. 
Reaching out to grab his hand, I pause when he whispers, “A kiss.”
A kiss? Then again, he believes he’s rescued a damsel in distress.
With a soft laugh, I take his hand, dropping my necklace in his palm and closing his fingers over it. Looking at him again by the light of the bright moon, I touch his cheek. He stares intently at me and I smile back.
“My knight in shining armor.”
Reaching up, I kiss his cheek.
The boy has a soft smile on his face as I pull away, and he examines me as if committing my face to memory. 
“What is your name?” he asks in a quiet voice.
I don’t know why, but I give him my real name. “Lily.”
He smiles. “Will I see you again, Miss Lily?”
“Maybe one day.” Guilt throbs in my gut at the lie.
He opens his mouth to say something, but we hear a shout from the castle. Concerned it might be because of me, I tell him, “I must leave now.”
He looks over his shoulder toward the castle. Turning back to me, expression serious, he nods.
I stand. “Farewell, my friend.”
“Farewell, Miss Lily.”
We smile as I start walking backwards. Then I turn and run into the safety of the dark forest, leaving him behind.






  
  Chapter two

Present Day, United States of America, Earth dimension
My mind spins as wildly as I do in the vortex of time and space. Did that sweet kid get into trouble because of me? I never even asked his name. 
A blinding light zaps me back to the present, and I crash-land onto the cushy pad at Vestige Headquarters. I’m back on Earth, with my employer.
A hand reaches out to help me up, and then I’m face to face with my colleague, Sam. She has a collection of non-prescription glasses. Likes to wear them as a fashion statement. Today she’s wearing bright red ones and I’m close enough to see the purple underside. 
“Nice specs, Sam. New?”
She grins. “Yep. Got these little beauties on sale. They’re getting lots of praise. Might wear ’em all week.” 
“You should.”
“Thanks. And welcome back to the twenty-first century. How was Astanalle? Did your mission go well?”
I hide a grimace. “Well enough. Where’s Peron? I should probably check in with him.”
“He’s in his office. Said to tell you to take twenty and freshen up before you head in.”
“That sounds like a great idea.” I need a hot shower.
Sam waves me off as I shuffle to the “de-virusing” zone—where mystery vapor sprays us down like we’re contestants on a game show. Two minutes later, I’m squeaky clean and off to my quarters, ready to unwind. 

      [image: ]The heat of the shower eases out my tense muscles. Like a river of warmth, it soothes my back and I find myself staring at a plaque on the wall. It’s the logo for my employer, Vestige, a secret organization that was founded by Alex Vestige in the Middle Ages after he discovered time travel. Alex came to be known as the Vestige Protector, a title that has continued down the line until today, although we don’t have a reigning Protector right now. Our later Protectors uncovered portals into other worlds and the rest is history. 
When I first joined Vestige, I was told I’d have constant training to prepare me for my work. When I discovered it was like school, I almost backed out. But then I found out multi-dimensional time travel was more than just theory and Vestige was the only known company with the technology. 
That sparked my interest, but I thought they were pulling my leg. I kept chuckling—until I walked into HQ and realized no one else was.
Then I saw someone disappear into thin air as they were embarking on a mission. My beliefs were upended in an instant, my entire world view altered. I blinked. It stayed. So I guess it’s real.
But I often wonder if I’m cut out for this. A teenage girl stumbling through time portals, fumbling with gadgets my father mastered decades ago. His faith in me feels like a weight. Everyone else sees what I am: an imposter with a famous last name.
I just hope I haven’t botched my chances to prove myself with this last mission.






  
  Chapter three

At twenty minutes on the dot, I head to Peron’s office. 
When I get there, his secretary isn’t around. Peron must have seen me arrive though, as he calls out from his office, “Come in, Lily.”
He sounds displeased. I hesitate, struck with a sense of foreboding. 
Peron clears his throat. Even in that, I hear irritation.
I walk into his office and stand to attention.
Peron Davies is my boss. He oversees my missions. Right now, he’s making me wait as he studies a document. My mind shoots in a billion directions, wondering what would make him upset. 
After an eternity, he straightens with an exhale and stares at me, as if trying to see all my secrets. 
I stare back and plaster a smile over my tension. 
“At ease,” he says after a long moment.
I deflate and relax my stance. 
“Lily, it’s come to my attention that a certain sugary obsession of yours may have landed in the past—in another dimension, I might add.”
A wave of heat shoots from my face down to my toes and I tremble, fearing the worst. They’re going to get rid of me. They’ll wipe my memory and fire me. I’ll never have the chance to prove I’m as good as Dad—
“Lily.” Peron interrupts my manic fears. 
I look up. The dread must be stamped in bright pink all over my face. 
Peron’s eyes soften. “How could you take something like Skittles to the seventeenth century? Only Vestige-approved items are permitted through the time vortex.”
“I’m sorry. I really am. It wouldn’t have been a problem except—” I sigh and bow my head. “It was an accident.”
Then a thought occurs to me and I jerk my head up. “But hang on—how do you even know?”
“Funny you should ask,” he says. I detect a note of sarcasm in his voice. “A painting appeared, stemming from that region and dated the year of your visit. A painting that doesn’t seem to have existed before. And guess what it shows?”
He reaches down and picks up his tablet, pulls up a picture and hands it to me.
I enlarge the screen and my eyes widen. A handful of Skittles are laid out in an assortment of colors, all with a definitive white “S” on their surface. A red one takes center stage, as if mocking me. 
Good grief. What have I done?
I look for the artist’s signature and see a squiggle on the bottom corner that looks like an “M.” Whoever M. was, he painted well … it’s realistic. Too realistic. I grind my teeth at my obvious lack of luck. Where did it come from? My dad never mentioned anything like this in his spy days. Why do I always mess up?
Peron clears his throat, drawing my attention away from the accusing picture. 
“Skittles aside, did you complete your mission?”
I nod, grateful to have something good to share. His eyes light up and he pulls on nitrile gloves with barely concealed excitement.
I pull the prophecy from the jacket I’d shrugged back on in my haste to get here, realizing too late that the document is in the Ziploc bag. The one I emptied of Skittles. 
A weight hits my gut. Have the rainbow colors transferred from the plastic to the document?
I look up at Peron and cringe as my struggling sense of achievement flees. 
He frowns and indicates that I pass it over.
A horrible feeling starts in my abdomen, like tiny, sharp feet are crawling up my torso toward my neck. Hands shaking, knowing I can’t avoid the wave of disapproval that’s about to hit me like a tsunami, I hand over my impending doom.
I’m not disappointed.
“What—what is this, Lily? Is this a Ziploc bag? Where is the approved synthetic rubber bag we gave you?”
I look down, hands trembling. He doesn’t wait for me to respond. He opens the bag, pulls out the prophecy, and gasps. 
“And what is this? These colors on the parchment? Are these from your candy? This is disastrous. You’ve ruined the prophecy!”
I wish I could shrink into the floor and become invisible. I may have retrieved the document, but one stupid mistake has turned my mission into a failure.
Peron huffs in annoyance. “Lily, this lack of professionalism leaves me questioning if you are the right person for this line of work. You knowingly violated our policy on artefact preservation. I want you to go and reflect on this, while I try to salvage the prophecy and determine whether I should give you any more assignments.”
I salute him then march out with my back straight, tears held in check, until I reach the safety of my room. There, I surrender to the waves.






  
  Chapter four

Over the next few weeks, I keep my head down and study hard in my Vestige classes. From Espionage to Language to History, Politics and Customs, and even Mixed Martial Arts, I apply myself more than I’ve ever done, in the hope that this won’t be my last chance. 
It isn’t made easier by the fact that Alyse Georges, the teacher’s pet in most classes, continues to make me look bad in front of the professors, in particular Professor Crabb. They’ve both taken issue with me since the day I arrived. I think it’s because I was the youngest spy to join Vestige in fifty years, and I unintentionally offended Crabb when we first met. 
But then, I once heard one of Alyse’s minions saying I got this job through my dad, who’d been a spy at Vestige before me. And really, they were kind of right. Peron recruited me because he knew Dad. I guess he thought I’d gotten his cool genes. He’s no doubt regretting that decision now. 
A sheet of paper being slapped on my desk brings me back to reality. I jump a little and look up to see Alyse’s sneer. She moves away to hand out test scores to the rest of the class and I look down. There in bold red ink like a victory flag, an “A-” stares up at me. I blink, then smile.
Alyse sits down at her desk near the front of class. “Professor, I hate to bring this up now, but …” She waits expectantly.
Crabb smiles at her. “What is it, Alyse?”
She glances back at me and a bad feeling pools in my gut. “Well, you see, I had thought being the better person would mean letting it go, but now I realize I’m not helping anybody by keeping this a secret.”
“What secret?”
“Oh dear … well, I mean, I hate to say this in front of everybody.”
Crabb opens his mouth to speak.
“I saw Lily cheating on our latest test,” Alyse says in a rush.
Crabb looks at me, frowning. He glances between us and seems to come to a decision.
“Lily, see me after class.”
“What? I didn’t cheat.”
“Lily, it’s best you deal with this terrible practice now, before it becomes a habit. You’ll thank me someday,” Alyse says. 
I curl my fingers, wanting to claw at her smile. 
Everyone is staring at me. Some are nodding like they believe Alyse. I hear a few snickers. 
I huff and then clench my jaw. “Where’s your proof, Alyse? For all we know, it was you who cheated.”
She bats her lashes at Crabb, lips quivering. Game over. He pivots, finger jabbing the air between us, and proceeds to champion Alyse’s integrity while assassinating mine.
A hot burst of anger fires through me, but I stifle it and remember I’m already walking on thin ice. Staring down at my desk, I take the rubbish Crabb dishes out with gritted teeth. No doubt as usual, Alyse got an A+, though I’m not sure if it was for her efforts or because of her relationship with the Professor. She’s his niece, after all.
I block out the unjust treatment by imagining myself in another place, like I always do. Today, I’m a wealthy shopper in a colorful bazaar, someone who can take her pick of the merchandise. As my thoughts float away from the classroom, I feel a calm settle over me. I’m deliberating between a rare marble statue and a fine yellow diamond necklace when I realize class has ended. 
Looking up, I catch Alyse’s evil smile as she swings out the door, her entourage in tow.
I wait as the class empties, packing my bag slowly. After the last student exits, Crabb closes the door and turns to me. 
“Lily, you are going to clean this entire room and think about what cheating means.” 
The door opens and a janitor brings in a bucket of water then exits. With a sinking feeling, I walk over and look down at the murky contents. Didn’t they at least have the decency to give me fresh water?
With an internal sigh, I crouch down and try to see if there’s anything creepy in there, lest I get my hand bitten like has happened in the past. 
Crabb clears his throat and I look up. “This is what you will clean with today,” he says.
In his hand is a small cloth. 

      [image: ]After two hours I still haven’t finished, and my hands are stinging from my recent ascent up a castle wall. 
My teeth unclench when Crabb tells me to stop. I get off my stiff knees and try to stand, hiding a groan. Now I know how Cinderella must have felt. I inspect my short fingernails. When did dirty water ever make anything cleaner?
“Lily, I expect you back here after class tomorrow to clean the rest of the room. If I didn’t have to be somewhere else, you would be cleaning this entire room today, your other classes be damned,” Crabb says. “As it is, I’m still deciding whether to fail you on the test. Cheating will not be tolerated.” 
I bite down a retort and nod. He eyes me suspiciously, then hands me a pass to explain my absence to the next Professor. My stomach protests that I’m already an hour late and missed lunch, but I take the proffered pass, grab my stuff and move to leave.
“I’m warning you, Lily,” Crabb says. “I will not tolerate your behavior much longer.”
Anger fills me again and I stalk out without a backward glance. Alyse must be filling his head with stories. If I were any more well-behaved, I’d be a statue. Guess breathing counts as rebellion now. 
I roll my eyes. Noted. 
 I fake a gasp. Oh no. I blinked too loudly. Crabby might alert the authorities.
I huff. This is ridiculous. 
Dad and George Crabb were colleagues back in the day. Dad was one of the best Vestige spies before he retired. From what I’ve heard, Crabb was pretty awful to him. I bet he was jealous. And even if Dad jokes about it now, it must have left a mark. Of course, why would Crabb treat Dad’s daughter any differently?
Throwing off my irritation, I turn a corner and head to my locker for the next class, reading Crabb’s note. It’s accusatory in nature and blames me for being late. How is that a pass?
Shaking my head, I reach the locker and turn the dial. It’s slimy. I can picture some guy’s filthy hands grabbing the wrong dial after lunch or fitness training. Gross.
Pulling a tissue out of my pocket, I wipe my hands then the dial, before turning it to a certain point and using a fingerprint scanner to complete the process. My locker pops open. It’s empty, except for a small pink note. 
A warning bell knocks against my brain. Alyse.
The note has one word on it: Toilet.
Dread crawls up my spine and slides back down into my gut like a cockroach on a water-slide. 
Giving my locker a quick sweep and relieved to find it clean, I drop in my books from last class and close the locker, taking a moment to change the code and hoping I’ll remember it. 
How did Alyse access my locker? Though Code Breaking 101 is one of our first classes, these lockers have fancier security. I bet one of her peeps did it for her. She does have some … let’s say “talented” friends. 
Tucking the “pass” into my pocket, I head to the nearest ladies’ room and push open the door. 
An unpleasant odor wafts in my face. I keep my mouth closed. The place is empty, so I shove into each stall and glance into the bowls. Yuck. 
Disgusted at what the cleaner has to face every day, I get to the last stall and almost backtrack. The smell makes me want to gag. 
Nudging the door open, I hold my forearm over my nose as I shuffle into the cubicle. Peering down, I recognize my Old English language textbook, half submerged. And someone has taken a dump on it. Craptastic.
I flush the toilet, but the book is a goner, with bits of human filth still sticking to it. There is no way I’m sticking my hands in that muck. 
I back out of the stall. 
Goodbye, book. Hope I won’t need you again.
Turning, I rush to the sink and scrub my hands, trying to clean the image from my mind. Thank goodness I just had one item in that locker this morning. I wouldn’t even use the locker if it hadn’t proven so convenient.  
Hands scrubbed raw, my vision blurs. Frustration robs me of breath. I close my eyes and count to ten, taking shallow breaths inside my elbow as I strive to get control over my emotions.
I can’t let Alyse see me crumble. She’ll think she’s won. 
When my heart slows its frantic beating, I straighten and stare at the girl in the mirror. “You can do this. You’re worth more,” I tell her.
Leaving the bathroom, I head to Reception instead of class, where I file a complaint. I don’t want to be blamed for flushing my textbook down the toilet and I definitely don’t want to be forced to retrieve it. 
I look at my watch. Class is about to end. 
Instead of making a late entrance, I head in the other direction and jump in the elevator. I’ll give Professor Nobby the pass tomorrow. At least she’s a little more understanding. 
I grab a snack from the canteen on the way to the dorm. On arriving, my emotions threaten to swell again, but I shut the door behind me before I break down. 
Leaning against the door, I slide to the floor and tremble. “Why are people like this?” I ask myself. All the repressed anger and hurt and annoyance and frustration jostle for room in my mind. I grab my plush toy dog from the floor next to me and scream into its side. 
Slumping back against the door frame, I use the back of my hand to wipe away tears, but they keep coming. Soon my nose is blocked, so I breathe deep through my mouth and try to calm down. 
I can’t lose control now. I can’t give in to them. I have to stay here and prove to Peron that I can be trusted. I can be as good as my dad on my own. I didn’t get in because of him. I didn’t. At least, I hope I didn’t. 
Bleakness rolls in like a thundercloud, threatening to sink me under the weight of depression, but something in me refuses to give in. I have endured bullying and threats of failure and removal since I started at Vestige, and I’ve survived. I’m a survivor. 
Determination wars with despair and I choke the bitterness down. I will not be fired unjustly. I will not have my memory wiped clean. I will not be a sleepwalker in a world of hidden wonders. 
I want adventure. I want to keep the good memories I’ve made at Vestige. I want to explore other worlds and see other cultures and learn and grow and live. 
My fingers curl into a fist, locking onto a new resolve.
Giving up isn’t an option. Letting them win? Not a chance.
I won’t back down. Not now. 
Not ever.






  
  Chapter five

The next morning, Peron sends me a meeting invite for nine sharp. I eat breakfast in my room, smuggled from the cafeteria again, and do some stretches and push-ups to get my blood flowing. Then, I head to his office. 
I pass a few students and turn a corner, almost bumping into Jason. I’m quick to step aside, but he stops and smiles at me. “Hey, Lily,” he says. 
I stare at him for a moment, lost as to why he would be talking to me. He was the star quarterback of his school before he joined Vestige. Alyse has been after him for ages, but they’re still “just friends.” 
I don’t know how anyone could be friends with a girl like her.
It dawns on me that I haven’t responded, and I probably look like a dork staring back at him. I open my mouth to say hey back, but Alyse calls his name.
We both turn and she shoots me a glare as she nears, before smiling at Jason. “Are you coming to class, Jase? We’re waiting for you!”
“I’m coming.” He glances at me again, hesitating. “See you, Lily.” He smiles and leaves. 
I’m dumbstruck. When has Jason ever given me a second of attention? 
Alyse cuts into my thoughts like the viper she is. 
“What? Jason’s talking to you now? He’s feeling sorry for you, after your little accident in the ladies’ room yesterday.” She laughs and walks away. 
My face grows warm, but I remind myself it wasn’t “my” accident. Shaking my head in disgust, I summon my resolve and continue to Peron’s office. 

      [image: ]The meeting with Peron leaves me reeling.
He’s decided to give me another chance. A mission in Pariseine, in the ARK1 dimension. For six whole months. 
Struggling to hide my glee, I race back to my room, not giving a hoot about who sees me. 
I’m getting fitted for some outfits later today, then leaving for a quick visit home tomorrow and then I’m off to the seventeenth century.
I throw open my suitcase, piling in necessities while mulling over Peron’s words.
“I’ve watched you, Lily, and can see you have applied yourself. I’m willing to trust you again. This is an opportunity for you to prove you are suited to this line of work. I personally think you have what it takes, if you just apply yourself like you’ve done with your studies.”
Like I’ve done with my studies? Given the grades Crabb gave me, I was surprised Peron saw my efforts. Perhaps Professor Nobby put in a good word. 
Then Peron hinted that every classroom and corridor has concealed cameras. 
I should have known.
Peron apologized for Crabb’s behavior, saying he would revise my grade and give me an A for Crabb’s test. I guess the videos satisfied him I hadn’t cheated. I chuckle at
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