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    For those who fight, 
and for those we've lost.
You are not alone.
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Prologue

Limbo
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She did not know where she was. 

If she focused, she could see a structure around her, a tunnel barely lit. If she paid attention, she heard gravel crunching under her feet that she could not feel or touch or move, heard the electric whine of the lights evenly and sparsely placed along what she assumed was the right-hand wall. And she heard that constant and distant drip. Drip. Drip. Drip. 

Never speeding. Never slowing. Never ceasing.

Something she was certain she’d heard before, somewhere, and she’d reach out, as if to catch the fleeting memory in her fingers, then stare at her hand and wonder what she was doing.

The tunnel had an end, of that she was certain. Though it stretched on and on, with no opening in sight, no matter how far she walked, she knew intrinsically that an end existed. Even if there was always another bend, another curve, a little further to go. Even if she could not remember what she was walking towards. Something, somewhere, someone.

Eventually, one of those lights would turn out to be the end of the maintenance tunnel—she wasn’t sure how she knew it was a maintenance tunnel, when she bothered to think about it. Just that it was a maintenance tunnel, one of many that ran under the palace, one used to check on the piping or underground power grid, or even to carry in and out bigger equipment that might damage the palace grounds. She couldn’t remember the palace itself, but she did remember that this tunnel was mostly used by servants. And she knew that she wanted to leave, that she was using this tunnel to leave. There had to be an end somewhere, if she could just find it. There was an end, and there was... someone waiting for her. 

She was following someone. And then she wondered who that could be, where they could be, perhaps somewhere further ahead, and she tried to call their name, her name...

Something squeezed within her hands. Squeezing something, something, no, someone thrashing underneath her.

No name left her lips. 

Eventually, she would give up. Though there was no ache in her joints, no strain of her muscles, there was weariness all the same, a weight that made her sag, that pulled her down, so that she stopped, then she fell, and she saw them. People turning to ash, whole countries burning, the screams of ten million souls as their planet collided with the neighboring one, the silence as a sun went supernova, consuming its solar system and all the life within it. Memories, visions, she wasn’t sure, but she felt a burning ache in her stomach, a need to be sick and unable to spit up a thing. She curled up, eyes closed, hoping these visions would go away. 

But she could not escape. These visions would follow her there, flashes of memory elongating into nightmares. And the tunnel would fall away, and there would be a sweet, bitter nothingness all around. And in that numbness, she could forget herself, forget everything. 

Yet even then, she could not bear to be still for long. She couldn’t have explained it if anyone was around to ask. But she just felt a strange urge to keep moving, to keep trying. So she would stand and make her way once more through the tunnel, because no matter how often she stumbled, no matter how often she stopped, she knew there was an end somewhere, if she could only find it. 

Time was nothing. At first, she tried to count the seconds, the hours, the weeks, the years. But she could make no marks on the walls, on herself, on anything, and she could only count for so long before she forgot what she was doing, why she was counting the drips of the water, where she was, where the water was. And then she’d have to start over, and she often couldn’t bring herself to try.

Distantly, always distant, she heard that constant drip. 

Drip. 


Drip. 


Often, she would get angry. She’d claw at the walls, pound on the ground, run back and forth in the tunnel, swear and scream. 

Let me out.

Let me out!

LET ME OUT!

And yet she continued forward, continued to take step after step towards the light at the end of this limbo, towards that person she knew was at the end, even if she couldn’t quite bear to remember their name, even if she wasn’t sure that light at the end was what she deserved. It was where she wanted to go. She wanted to find that person at the end, that light.  

So on she went. 

#
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART ONE

Chapter One

Lost
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Isleen was certain that she was dying.

She knew this was likely an exaggeration. She had only just run out of food a day or so ago, but twenty-four hours without food, even for someone who’d grown used to sparse meals, did not make one’s stomach particularly happy. It ached like nothing she’d ever felt before—no, she had felt this hunger in the past, shortly after she’d escaped from the lab that made her. Then, someone had given her food. She still couldn’t remember who it had been, a kind stranger who handed her a few nutrient bars and a small plastic card guiding her to a shelter for people like her—homeless, they meant, homeless, jobless, purposeless. 

That was what Isleen was now. 

It startled her to realize such a thing, to realize that she was once again without a home, that she was back to where she’d started the first time she’d made such a great escape. 

Isleen’s aching stomach quickly banished that thought, as did her dry throat. She’d run out of clean water last night and couldn’t perform the simple spell to purify more. Another problem that she’d have to deal with if she wanted to survive another day or two. But her stomach was not her most urgent problem. 

Isleen rubbed the clouds from her bright green eyes and looked just a little to the left, only to see that the ground was very, very far away. She jolted with surprise, only caught herself thanks to the makeshift ‘rope’ she’d tied around her legs and the branch she sat on—really just two hoodies tied together at the sleeves—and a branch just above her head that she clung to. 

First, she had to get out of the tree that she’d lashed herself to the night before.  

That does not get easier to wake up to, Isleen thought, rubbing her bony chest with her free hand. She was all skin and bones now. Isleen could still remember how shocked she’d been when she’d looked in the mirror for the first time after escaping prison. Thea had passed out with her familiar snuggled up beside her, and Isleen had taken over the bathroom for a good hour, just trying to clean the prison off of herself. She’d caught her reflection above the sink, and had just stopped, toothbrush hanging out of her mouth, still only half-dressed, startled by the image before her. At first, Isleen wondered whether there was a ghost in the mirror. It had been like seeing what she’d look like as a two-year-old corpse that had been unceremoniously dug up from under the tree planted over it and put on display in the mirror. Isleen had always been pale, but in Morgan’s—no, in Thea’s mirror, because Morgan’s house had become Thea’s house—her skin had been a sickly sort of pale even with the soft yellow lights of the bathroom casting a glow on her from overhead. Even dry and clean for the first time in years, Isleen’s dirty blonde hair had fallen around her face in straggled clumps, like it didn’t know how to be anything else. Her face had been so gaunt, not even a pinch of fat left on it, so that she appeared more skeleton than person, her sharp cheekbones becoming like handholds on either side of her face. She remembered looking down at herself, wondering at how thin she actually was. It had never been an issue in prison, never something she’d noticed. But at that moment, fresh out of the shower, having finally cleaned off the last of the tar and the last dregs of the prison, she had realized just how uncomfortably skinny she’d become. 

Isleen hadn’t ever had much extra fat on her bones—it was deemed useless when the scientists made her. Any fat that was on her went into storing fuel that needed to be refilled quickly and frequently—and any other fat was simply carved away to make flying easier and more energy efficient. As a result, she’d always been a lanky but lean sort of muscular with just enough fat to fill out the harsh lines of her body. In the mirror, all those sharp lines had been on display—the flat bones of her chest and ribcage jutting out like they’d pierce her skin, her arms and elbows little more than sticks, her skull pressing up against the skin of her face.

Then she’d seen the massive fleshy wings behind the ghost, a smattering of feathers still somehow clinging to the skin, and realized that the corpse looking back actually was her reflection. 

And how she’d stared, at first. The reflection’s mouth hung open, its eyes widening slightly at this realization. Lifting her hands to feel her cheeks, watching the ghost in the mirror do the same. That was when she averted her eyes, when it finally, fully hit her, and Isleen did not look back at the mirror again. Her whole body had trembled then as she hugged herself, and her hands shook a little just thinking about it, thinking about how she’d wondered if she’d even escaped, if she had just been back in the Lab this whole time and everything that had happened since her escape had been just a long, complicated dream. Because somehow, looking in the mirror, Isleen had not recognized herself.  

How did I not recognize myself?

Isleen briefly leaned back against the tree, steeling herself for the climb, and wondered if she should force herself to stare at her reflection, and if that would help with the trembling she felt even thinking about it. I can’t be shaking when trying to climb down this stupid tree. But I don’t think I want to look in a mirror again. I suppose if I fell... Isleen glanced over the side of the tree and immediately wished she hadn’t because the ground below seemed to be spinning slowly. Quickly, she leaned back against the tree again and closed her eyes, breathing in and out. 

No, that wouldn’t be a long enough fall to end this miserable life. At least, it wouldn’t guarantee it. 

And then, she wondered, when did heights become such an issue for me? I’ve flown higher than this. And it might even be easier to climb up a bit higher, and then just let go...

As soon as that thought popped into her head, so did a memory. Thea, hugging her, watching her as she fell backwards through the portal that had brought her to this Creator-forsaken forest. Isleen sighed and pushed the idea of going any higher out of her head. 

The forest that Thea had dropped her off in was huge, all towering trees with trunks as wide as a single-pilot airship and needles the color of faded scarlet. She’d once lived on a planet covered in forests like this, had spent time living amidst large trees with trunks wider than some of the largest airships possible, and had gotten into the habit of sleeping in the canopy. But that had been when she could fly. Now she had to get up and down the hard way. 

Isleen began her new routine of untying the hoodies, making sure to keep hold of both so they didn’t fall. Then she stood and stretched, still holding onto at least one branch. Isleen had not wanted to wake up to some large, carnivorous creature (or even a small one, really) chewing on her wings. So she’d taken to climbing a tree each night, even if it made her arms shake like a spaceship with a broken FTL drive trying to come out of light speed. 

That one smugglers’ vessel always had issues with its FTL drive, the... third or fourth ship I was on. What was it called...? Can’t remember. The mechanic was holding it together with duct tape and hope most days. I wonder what’s holding me together?

Isleen decided to focus on getting down.

She retrieved the satchel that she’d hung on a branch above her, cautiously stuffing one hoodie inside, then even more cautiously slipping into the other one. It was difficult to change, what with both wings in the way and a thirty-meter drop just one wrong move to the left, but Isleen was used to changing her clothes on the fly—literally in some cases. And she’d made some drastic adjustments to the borrowed hoodies so that she could slip it on around her wings, including a bit of a part where she had to sort of attach the two ends at the bottom under her wings with a couple of buttons she’d potentially stolen from a little cardboard box in Thea’s closet full of clothes that didn’t seem to be in use. Isleen had gotten really good at fixing clothes like that, having to do it all the time on the streets. She didn’t know why it still irritated her to this day that she had to make her clothes fit her that way. Maybe a leftover instinct or memory from the person she’d been before she had the wings. But Isleen didn’t remember anything about that person.

Isleen stretched her arms and back carefully, doing all she could to put off the inevitable climb down the tree. She could still recall some of her time in the lab and after the lab. That was certainly easier than trying to climb down. 

She’d spent much of her early life, after escaping the lab that created her, on the streets. Those days were now a blur of working wherever she could, saving up money, eventually bargaining her way onto a vessel that would take her to another planet, and eventually, another universe. It had taken Isleen a while to learn how to live like a normal person, and her initial confusion about money, conversation, and just about everything to do with everyday life had made it difficult to find her way at first. Had made it easier for other people to take advantage of her, in more ways than one. 

Those memories were so faded, though, like old scars that she had forgotten until she looked and thought Oh right, that did happen. They haunted her, but Isleen had too many other memories to keep track of lately.

Properly stretched and not at all ready for the exercise, Isleen started to climb down the tree. Her entire body trembled with the effort, with every step she took, every branch and knob she grasped. The task of getting out of the tree was made harder by the very wings she wanted to protect, useless lumps of flesh that they were. Gravity pulled them down, catching their enormous weight and threatening to drag her down with them. 

On the plus side, Isleen did have a very neat pair of leather boots that she’d borrowed from Thea. My boots now, I suppose, Isleen thought, but she couldn’t stop thinking of them as Thea’s. She’d discovered a fun little quirk of said boots—they had little retractable blades in the soles just under the toes—an accidental discovery that still made her flush to think about. 

The blades were activated by tapping the heels of the boots together in the right spot. And Isleen had tripped over her own feet. 

Isleen decided that she shouldn’t be thinking about the fact that she’d nearly stabbed herself when she was still struggling to climb down as it was. Thea had not said anything about the fact that the boots could literally be used as weapons for reasons other than simply being sturdy boots. Of course, she had a pair of boots like that. They didn’t call her the Angel of Death for nothing. I wonder what they would’ve called me if I’d ended up fulfilling my purpose, if she hadn’t disappeared, and I hadn’t escaped. Definitely not the Angel of Life. Probably not an angel at all. I always thought Empress of Night had a nice ring to it. Or maybe the would’ve just called me ‘Vacah.’ 


Void. 


Isleen rubbed her eyes and sighed to herself. I really should have tried to figure out what language they were speaking in the Lab. I’ve nearly forgotten it with all these years speaking yfde’il. 

But she didn’t want to think about that, another thing to add to the extensive list of things she really didn’t want to think about. Unfortunately, her treacherous brain jumped from one unwanted memory to another. 

Isleen recalled how Thea had stared at her as her heavy wings dragged her backwards into the portal so that Isleen couldn’t even try to stop falling away or pull Thea with her. And there stood Thea, that fierce female hominid, dark-skinned and dark-eyed but for that bright yellow pupil, so tall and muscular, so solid and firm that she might as well have been a wall preventing Isleen from trying to get away from the portal as it sucked her backwards, while Thea gazed at her with an expression that Isleen couldn’t recall well enough to read... familiarity maybe, sadness or regret or... or something if she could only remember Thea’s expression better. Thea had not been attractive in the conventional sense, but there had been a startling, ferocious beauty in that hard, square face with its scars and broken nose, in her muscular build and her straight and confident way of standing. There was something familiar that Isleen just couldn’t place, something that she felt that she should remember but couldn’t...

“Focus,” Isleen spat aloud. She closed her eyes and paused briefly to catch her breath, but the memories only chased her there. “Focus on the now, you old vacah. Focus.”

Gripping the rivets in the bark with her fingertips, Isleen carefully made her way down the wide trunk, chanting the rhythm softly under her breath to distract herself from the memories that threatened to overwhelm her. Right foot, left hand, left foot, right hand, right foot... With each step down, she stabbed the blades of her boots into the side for help, tugging loose when it was time to take another step. 

Below the thick canopy, the trunks of the scarlet-needled trees were bare, the bark thick with grooves. Most of the forest floor was littered with dead leaves, needles, and moss, all occasionally broken up by the thick roots arching out of the earth like the fins of some large sea creature. Isleen was pretty sure she’d seen a sea creature that resembled those roots at some point, with its huge, sharp dorsal fins, smooth, eyeless head, and mouth full of teeth. Probably during her travels... or was it on some documentary? She wasn’t sure. She was sure that the ‘creature’ below her smelled of mold and pine and sap rather than salt spray and fish, and she had no desire to be eaten by either a sea creature or the roots of a tree, but her body didn’t seem to care this morning. Her arms and calves ached, and there was a stabbing pain in her upper back. 

Figures, Isleen thought, stretching her wings carefully to help with her balance. The muscles protested, but they did help manage her weight. Isleen rested her forehead against the tree trunk before continuing the descent. 

Feathers might grow back now that I’m out of the tar. Can’t remember exactly how that all works. Didn’t get my memory journal until I came here, and that bookbinder... shoot, I forget their name... Ah well. With luck, Thea burned it with the rest of my stuff before... before...

Isleen thought of her face in the mirror again. Well, maybe with a healthier lifestyle, with proper food and sleep, she’d actually get a tiny bit of her old self back. Or there were... other ways to restore herself, she knew. 

She hung briefly on the trunk of the tree again, pondering that. The Scientists had built her in a way that allowed her to absorb magic, though she just told people that it didn’t work on her. And absorbing magic was how the Kind One had explained it to her later, because young Isleen had just stared at the Scientists slightly open-mouthed, nodding along but not quite listening. She knew she was already doing it passively, albeit at a very slow rate; otherwise, all the scrapes on her hands from climbing trees would’ve stuck around longer, and her skin would not be so smooth and unmarred as it was now. 

Isleen could do it actively, too. But she really, really didn’t like doing it actively. 

Even if it would maybe help to restore my wings. Which I don’t know for sure. 

The last time that she’d done it actively... Isleen tried to mentally push the memory away, but she was tired, and it overtook her regardless. 

Basement, dark and dank. A strange pull on her chest and neck, screaming inside her head but outwardly silent. Feeling the beating pulse of a thousand souls, like glowing threads that all she had to do was reach out and pull...

A loud screech broke the stillness of the forest, startling Isleen out of her daydreams midway through a step down and causing her to lose her balance. The boot that was securely stabbed into the tree snapped loose with a loud twang as the blade broke in half, unable to bear her full weight.

Isleen plummeted. 

Luckily, she’d been more than halfway down, and her useless wings actually showed some use by cushioning her fall. Unluckily, her upper back still landed squarely on an exposed root, the bulk of the impact right between the points where her wings were attached, shoving all of the air out of her lungs. Isleen lay there, vision blurring, wheezing heavily.

Then she heard the sound again, that same screech that had startled her.

Fight or flight instincts kicked in, adrenaline flooding her lungs with air. Isleen scrambled up, made sure her satchel was still on her shoulder, then scanned the trees. It is quieter. No small animals. No insects buzzing either. Odd. 

After a week of wandering around without direction, Isleen knew what the forest should sound like. Not loud, but not this quiet either. There wasn’t even a breeze. She took a long breath, trying to reinflate her lungs.

The trees are holding their breath, said a voice in her head. The whole world is holding its breath around you. Can’t you feel it? All the eyes in the trees, staring at you, waiting to see when you’ll break—

Stop that. Don’t think like that. 

Isleen checked herself over. No broken bones, even in the fragile cartilage of her wings. Probably a bruise on her back, which was stiff and sore to touch, but otherwise, she seemed to be alright. The remaining blade on her other boot retracted when she knocked the heels together, albeit with a bit of a crunching sound. And her borrowed neon green hoodie was still in one piece, or at least, in the shape that Isleen had put it in so that she could actually wear it. 

Isleen gulped a bit more air, then let out a long, wheezing breath. 

“It’s okay,” she told herself. With few people to talk to over the years, Isleen had grown used to talking to herself. “That definitely could have been worse. I probably just imagined the noise—”

Isleen’s words died in her throat when, fifty meters away, a shadowy figure peeled away from the trees as if it had formed itself out of the darkness at their roots. Tall and narrow, it seemed to pour out of the shadows, rising to form a long-limbed, bipedal creature. It blinked two bright purple orbs, one darker than the other, eyelids moving just a little out of sync. When it moved, the shadows stretched with it. Its lipless mouth parted, stretching further than any average hominid jaw ought to have.

Isleen froze. Shadow walker.

She had only seen a shadow walker in action once—Wait, no. I’ve seen them twice. There was the kid who was after Thea and me, but he was probably under Daniel’s mind control... so if that’s him, then what is he doing all the way out here? Is it a different one than the kid? I guess it’s been enough time that he could’ve made his way out to find me, but I don’t know why.

Shadow walkers were feared creatures, able to melt into a sort of shadow dimension inaccessible to the rest of the multiverse. They could pass through magic defenses with ease because of their affinity with the shadows inside those defenses. And they tended to be hired as assassins. And what Isleen kept thinking of was not that kid but a news feed on a seedy planet, in a universe far away, almost forgotten now. A faint memory, one that she couldn’t quite place, could barely recall, but for a dusty pub, a dark sky, towering buildings on either side, everything strung together like children’s toys. Isleen knew the rumors, though. 

This shadow walker did not look timid or harmless, like the kid that she had once known. This one looked like it was trying to find its next victim. It hadn’t spotted her yet, but Isleen was eager not to get on anyone else’s hit list. Actually, the more she thought about it, that kid... one of Daniel’s friends, that was right... probably had her on his hit list already. If he had a hit list. He wasn’t the type to have a hit list, whatever his name was. This one, though... this one looks like it does. 

She started to make her way backwards, very slowly, being careful not to trip over the roots. All she had to do was get out of sight and stay quiet until it left. 

And then Isleen stepped on a particularly crunchy stick. 

The crack was like a roar of thunder and immediately got the shadow walker’s attention. 

Isleen winced. So much for quiet.

The shadow walker’s eyes landed on Isleen. They were meters and meters apart, but it wasn’t nearly far enough. Isleen thought quickly—there was a river not far from here that ran through the forest, and she’d crossed it just yesterday evening. Shadow walkers couldn’t touch water, something about light refraction or an allergy, she couldn’t remember the exact reason. That kid had a bad reaction to it, I remember that... 

If she could make it to the river, she’d be at least temporarily safe.

Still staring at her, the shadow walker sank back into the shadows. Isleen took a more traditional method of the chase and sprinted off in the direction that she hoped the river was. 

The worst part of this chase was the silence of her hunter. Shadow walkers did not make a sound when they chased you unless they were angry. Isleen wished she were that silent, but her breath came in heavy gasps, each footfall was a heavy crash on broken twigs and dead leaves and needle litter, and her heart was pounding so strongly in her ears that she wondered if the whole forest could hear her. Every shadow in the corners of her vision seemed to move, reaching towards her, trying to find the right moment to snatch her away, and all Isleen could do was run and run because her useless wings would never be able to fly her out of here...

The trees cleared abruptly, announcing the river before she even saw the water. Isleen splashed into it, going right to its center before she stopped and spun around. And there she stood, staring at the empty bank behind her, knee deep in the cold, slimy river, her wing tips already damp and shivering. Isleen scanned the line of the forest for any movement, anything at all. 

There was nothing there.

Isleen put her hands behind her head to catch her breath. Every intake of air was like a cold knife to her chest. For a moment, she thought she might faint. Hallucinating. I’m just hallucinating again. It’s fine. There’s no monster in the shadows. I’m just tired and hungry, and now I’m wet, which I really, really hate, and I probably was thinking of... of... Creator help me, what was his name? 

“Losing your mind already?” 

Isleen ignored the voice that rang in her ears. He’s not really there. It’s all in your head. Just don’t engage, and he’ll go away.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Daniel snorted, his voice close to her ear. Had he been real, she would have felt his breath. “You lost it a while ago. How insensitive of me.”

“Shut up,” Isleen mumbled, like that would do anything. A vision of Daniel appeared on the riverbank, despite his voice definitely coming from inside his head. He looked like he had before he died—young and unburdened, with one of his typical overlarge sweaters falling over a pair of ripped jeans. Big blue eyes glaring at her from underneath blond, curly hair, barely reaching the familiar little markings under his eyes, like distended freckles. Round face that hadn’t quite lost its baby fat yet, slightly pointed ears sticking out of the curls, a thin-lipped grin. Little birthmarks under his eyes, left over from unknown ancestors. All that was different here was the blood—so much blood staining that shirt, more blood outside than in his pale face, more blood than any warm-blooded, hominid species could stand to lose without dying. 

“You don’t know that this blood is mine,” the hallucination of Daniel pointed out, putting his hands behind his head. He yawned. “Could be the Angel’s. I did cut her throat—"

“Go away,” Isleen muttered, covering her ears. It didn’t matter. His voice wasn’t coming from that vision on the riverbank.

“Make me. Oh wait. You can’t.”

If Isleen was being honest with herself, she was simply too tired right then to try. That had been an awful lot of exercise on an empty stomach. She waited a few moments more, just to be safe, then splashed her way back to the riverbank. She caught a glimpse of her wavering reflection in the water, but looked away quickly, focused on putting one foot in front of the other without tripping. 

Despite all her effort to clean up after getting out of prison, there was still something cast aside about Isleen’s appearance. Long, dirty blonde hair still an awful mess, even when tied back in a single tail at the base of her neck. Skin reddened by the sun, heavy shadows under her eyes. Worse, there was still that hint of something that she used to be, in her high cheekbones and symmetrical face and bright green eyes, some regal beauty that she had once maintained with ease. But now she might as well be a phone broken beyond saving, tossed towards the incinerator, but the owner had missed, and now she lay somewhere underneath, slowly being degraded by the heat and the elements...

Isleen closed her eyes briefly. What does it matter? What does any of this matter? Why did I even run? I should’ve just let it have me...

But it was Thea she thought of, Thea, watching her, pushing her towards the portal, giving her a chance. 

I really, really wish you hadn’t, Thea. 

She unconsciously ran a hand across her hair, checking for twigs and leaves and insects that might’ve tangled in it. Her hair was a magnet for just about any type of debris, physical and not. She considered taking her hoodie off, but it hadn’t gotten as wet as her jeans, and it was warm with the sun on her, a warmth she desperately needed after how cold that water had been. 

The worst was definitely her socks. The pools in her boots made wet, squishy sounds, and she could feel her toes turning blue. They were so cold that each step hurt, making it even worse. Isleen winced. Nope. Nope, don’t like that.

“Nobody likes wet socks.”

Isleen whirled around to face the hallucination of Daniel forgetting in that moment that addressing it would probably make her symptoms worse. But what else was she supposed to do with only the voices in her head for company?  

“You know what you little—"

A scream pierced the air. Isleen flinched so badly that she nearly lost her balance. Even after a decade of being unable to fly, she still wasn’t used to the weight of her own wings. She had spent more of her life noticing their bulk rather than their weight. Isleen grimaced and steadied herself against a nearby tree trunk. The Scientists had never considered that she might one day lose the ability to fly. 

“Who’s there?” Isleen called. “I... I’m armed!” She held up her fists. Armed with arms, she thought, and a desperate giggle pushed its way through her lips. I’ve absolutely lost it. Creator above, Thea should’ve just left me to die.

Another scream echoed over the trees, spooking several antlered birds from the treetops and brutally murdering the laughter in her throat, followed by a loud, hoarse screech. 

Isleen frowned. Two separate sounds made by two different creatures. The second one was certainly the shadow walker. And the first sounded like the scream of a child.

Another hallucination? I mean, I suppose this could all be a dream, but I think I’m feeling a bit too sore for this to be a dream. 

The child screamed again, and this distinctly sounded like a call for help. 

Isleen groaned and rubbed her eyes.

“I better not be imagining this.”

She took off in the direction of the screaming.

Her boots squelched with each step. Now and then, she slipped on an exposed root or stone. The forest grew darker the closer she got. Magic, she knew. She could smell it, the wet moss, the cold breath, like fingers lightly brushing the hair on the back of her neck. Soon she was unable to see at all. 

Isleen halted and closed her eyes, focused on that scent. When she opened them again, the forest was clear as day, though the sky above still looked black. 

Weird. Am I really dreaming after all? Or maybe... maybe this is on the environment, not me directly... oh, it definitely is, I can see little patches of blue sky now and then through the shadows. Now that’s a terrifying sight. I didn’t realize that shadow walkers could do that, but then again, I don’t know much about them. That kid... oh, Creator help me, what is his name... he never liked to show off his magic, timid little thing that he was.

Isleen frowned. It had been a while since she’d really experimented with her abilities. There’d been no need really, not since she arrived in Elysia decades ago. And a decade in solitary confinement had done her memory no favors. 

Guess if it’s not on me directly, my resistance isn’t so effective. Good to know. Might have known that before... but at least I know it now. 

She was already on the way towards the source of the yelling, so Isleen continued regardless of her misgivings. If not for the constant ache in her stomach, she’d have assumed she was hallucinating all of this.

Isleen slowed at the thought. What if this is a dream after all?

After all, why would a shadow walker be out here—hell, why would a child be out here—far away from civilization, in the middle of a forest? 

Oh, come on. This is all a dream, isn’t it? I’m going to have to climb down that stupid tree again, and it really sucked the first time...

Something small and solid smacked into her stomach, knocking the wind out of Isleen again and knocking her out of the spiral of self-pity. Isleen took a step backwards on instinct rather than because of the force of the impact, wheezing and seeing stars once again. 

The figure that had run into her also recoiled on impact, probably just as startled as she was, and based on the magic still on this area of the forest, probably not able to see as well as she could. Isleen caught a glimpse of them between the spots in her own vision. A dirty white oval-shaped plastic mask with a single hole for a bright yellow eye. A smile and second eye drawn on the surface in shaky, permanent black marker. Two arms and two legs, all dressed in soft, worn cloth. A rough, patchwork cloak, the hood pulled low, but not enough to hide the few little curls of pink hair that wriggled free. A bright pink backpack pulling the cloak back so that it better resembled a cape.

They’re small. Their head only comes up to like, my stomach, doesn’t even reach my chest... oh. That’s like an actual child. 

The child hefted a makeshift spear made from a huge stick, the end sharpened to a point. Isleen held up her hands, trying to look a bit less threatening. Stick or not, the pointy end could easily turn her into a kabob. Just because she could heal fast didn’t mean that getting hurt didn’t hurt. 

“I won’t hurt you!” Isleen said quickly, desperately. “I’m just—”

A dark shape appeared right behind the little spear-wielding hominid. Bright purple orbs glared down at Isleen. 

Without thinking, Isleen grabbed the kid, pulled them into a tight embrace, the makeshift spear briefly hitting her chin as she did so, wrapping her wings around them both. She felt the blast of magic, but it was nothing more than a cold prickling all over her body. Great, now I feel even more damp. 

Focus. It still has claws.

Those claws did scrape her wings as she spun back around, which caused a flare of pain that she pushed down, trying to recall how best to fight this enemy.  

Years of combat training did not come back to her in an instant, but instinct did. Isleen whacked the figure aside with one wing—which she suspected hurt her more than it did the shadow walker—and grabbed the kid’s makeshift spear, jerking it from their grasp with ease. She rammed the butt of it against the shadow walker’s head.

Dazed, the shadow walker stumbled back. Isleen breathed out a sigh of relief, just for a moment. But quicker than she expected, the monster recovered and lunged towards her again, ducking under her next swing with the spear. 

So Isleen did the only thing she could think of. She clicked open the remaining blade in her boot and kicked the shadow walker in the thigh as hard as she could just before it could try and grab her.

The shadow walker let out an angry, pain-filled scream. And Isleen nearly cried out in panic because she couldn’t get the boot loose. The blade at the end had gone in deep, probably had gotten stuck in the wet muscle, between bones. She frantically pulled at the laces, trying to loosen them enough to get her foot out, swearing under her breath.

Oh, not good, not good, this is not how I imagined losing a limb for the first time. Can it pull my leg off? Is strength one of their things? I can’t remember, and I know I can’t regrow my limbs, abnormally fast healing or not, I’m not a freaking ustchina like that lizard I saw on TV...

With the restraints on her foot finally undone, Isleen stumbled backwards—just as the shadow walker grabbed the boot and tried to pull it out of its leg. While it was distracted, Isleen whacked the thing in the head with the spear again, then stuck the point end down towards the foot of its uninjured leg with enough force to drive it partially through. The shadow walker howled in agony. 

“Sorry, sorry,” Isleen mumbled on instinct, backpedaling quickly as the shadow walker jerked the spear from its foot. The kid followed her, sticking to her side so closely that Isleen worried she might step on them. They’d grabbed the back of Isleen’s hoodie, holding it tightly. 

For a moment, the shadow walker stared at the sorry pair that Isleen and the kid made—her bleeding and exhausted, the kid clutching Isleen’s arm like it was her only anchor. Purple blood bubbled and spat from the wounds that Isleen had caused, but the thing didn’t even seem to notice it was staring so intently at her.

“Isleen? You’re alive?”

They sounded just as shocked to see her as she was to hear her name on their... not lips, because even in this strange, shadowy yet somewhat solid state, that mouth was still horrifyingly closer to stretched taffy than actual lips and teeth. And yet that voice, that voice, it grated on her ears, inspired a strange fear in her heart that she hadn’t felt in a very long time. Isleen had never heard that voice before, and she never wanted to hear it again because there was something so discordant about it, something wrong. 

That was what shadow walker magic did, though, twisted the user beyond recognition, hence why they made such good assassins. You never could tell if a shadow walker was around, not really. And no one would ever see them leave. 

“You must be thinking of another blond hominid with wings that’s not really an avian but looks like one,” Isleen spoke quickly, wincing inwardly the whole time. Stupid mouth, shut up, stop talking.

The shadow walker reached out with one of its long, awfully unnatural hands, like a peace offering, like it was trying to introduce itself, or perhaps to simply grab her.  

Isleen decided to grab the kid’s hand instead and fled back towards the river. To her relief, the kid didn’t fight her. They seemed to understand that Isleen was just trying to help. Or maybe they figured their chances were better with Isleen than the monster behind them. Isleen didn’t know how badly she’d hurt the shadow walker, enough to slow it down at least. Between that and the surprise, she was really hoping she could get back to the river before it could try and grab her or the kid again.

The foot without a shoe was taking a beating. Thorns, exposed roots, branches—all were a bit more of a problem now that she was missing protection. The only good thing was that it distracted her from the fiery pain scouring her wings where the shadow walker’s claws had caught them. Isleen tripped more than once, but she had to stay upright because there was a child clinging to her hand, keeping up with her with unexpected ease despite their shorter legs.

Have to keep the kid safe. Just have to get to the river.

She smelled the blast of the shadow walker’s magic just as she saw the river. Isleen dove for the kid and tackled them into the water, spinning around to make sure she landed on her back so as not to smother the kid. The magic whooshed above them just as the river claimed Isleen’s head, and Isleen caught a glimpse of something like a dark, shuddering spear. 

Isleen and the kid both came up sputtering, but despite the water being cold enough to give her frostbite, it didn’t seem deep enough to drown in. 

Pity. I feel like drowning after that mess of a fight.

The kid probably could’ve stood in the water with ease, but they continued to cling to Isleen, their grip like iron around Isleen’s neck, struggling to keep their head above the river.

“Can’t swim?” Isleen asked. The kid shook their head. “I’ve got you then.”

She wrapped an arm around the kid’s waist to help them sit up and also to hopefully take some pressure off her own neck. The kid was strong. It was at least a good sign that she wasn’t hallucinating this. Unless maybe there were snakes in this forest like in that nature documentary she once watched with Mo—what was that planet called they were doing a special on, something about how it had been turned into a proper reserve for the animals living there—and the snake was slowly strangling her in her sleep.

I should not have watched so many nature documentaries.

The kid let out a small gasp, waking Isleen from her daydream. 

The shadow walker had appeared on the bank, back to its full shape. Purple blood dripped down its leg and from its foot as it half stalked, half limped, along the riverbank. Here in full view, without the need to fight or run clouding her thinking, Isleen saw what the grainy footage from that long-lost planet in her patchwork memory had been missing—the monstrosity of the shadow walker. Though it could have been an average hominid species on first glance, a second glance showed just how twisted its form was. Its legs were bent backwards rather than forwards like most hominids, with long, clawed toes at the end of each. This in itself wouldn’t have been so creepy, but for some reason, the way it walked still looked wrong to Isleen, and that was when she realized that its gait was like that of a hominid with forward-facing knees, and her brain couldn’t comprehend this discrepancy. Its arms had far too many joints than necessary, each one ending in three long, ragged claws that seemed to drip with darkness, not quite dragging across the ground, but not far from it either. Its head was wider than the rest of its stick-thin body, with two glowing purple orbs for eyes in an otherwise smooth surface above the large jaws that were more like taffy stretching open whenever the shadow walker growled, like the lower jaw was trying to peel away from the upper one. 

Luckily, Isleen’s foggy brain had remembered the shadow walker’s weakness correctly. It didn’t try to cross, didn’t even try to touch the water. Just stalked back and forth, pacing along the bank.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Can’t touch the water, can you?” Isleen snarled. She made a rude gesture with her free hand, forgetting that a child was watching, and splashed as much water in its direction as possible. The shadow walker shrank back from the riverbank, hissing. “Try and get us now, bozo!”

She could’ve sworn she heard the kid snort, but it was hard to tell. There was a bit of water in her ears after the brief swim.

The shadow walker paced a little more, silent and fuming, jerking back when Isleen tried to splash at it. It shrieked at Isleen, a hoarse, scratchy sound that hurt her ears. 

“Oh yeah?” Isleen snapped. “How about you tell me how you know my name, huh? What are you doing out here?”

The creature snarled at her, then slowly sank back into the shadows of the trees along the river’s edge. 

Give chase... no. Definitely not. I’m in no shape to deal with that thing out of the river, and I’ve got the kid to think of. 

The kid in question wriggled in Isleen’s grasp as soon as the shadow walker vanished. Isleen held them fast and hushed her. 

“Wait. Just wait.”

They waited for several minutes. There came a hesitant bird song. A series of cricket choruses soon followed. And then the forest was back to its gentle, quiet life. 

I think it’s gone. I hope it’s gone. 

“Okay, I think it’s gone.” Isleen gasped for breath. Now that the adrenaline was fading, she remembered that she was tired, bruised, and starving. She actually felt like she might pass out. But there was the kid to think about, a child that she needed to soothe. So rather than saying what she wanted to say, she instead mock-grumbled, “That was so rude. It attacks us and steals my shoe, and it doesn’t even have the manners to bring my boot back?”

The kid started to giggle, a breathless sound but not a frightened one.

Good, Isleen sighed inwardly. They’re not too traumatized. Maybe they should be. I don’t know. We were always careful with Daniel as he was growing up, making sure he couldn’t watch random crap until he was old enough to understand it, and look how he turned out anyway.

Isleen sat back in the water with a loud splash, trying to catch her breath again. Her foot was really cold, but she couldn’t remember why. 

Right—missing boot. 

“I think,” she said between breaths, “we’re safe now. You okay?”

The kid nodded. 

“Good. I’m going to pick you up. Try not to choke me, would you?”

Isleen stood. The water was freezing, and the spring sun still wasn’t warm enough to combat the chill in the air. She hefted the kid up with her, as the kid had decided to cling to her even more tightly rather than stand themselves. They were definitely way too old and too big to be carried, but Isleen still had a bit of strength left, and she decided she could carry the kid to the bank at least. 

The kid buried their face—well, their mask—into Isleen’s shoulder and neck, causing the edges of it to dig painfully into her shoulder and neck. 

Something caught in Isleen’s throat, a strange, cloying emotion, a fierce burning sensation emanating from deep within her. And, as if sensing this, little bits of that void deep inside her started to hiss in the back of her mind, and Isleen could feel it rising, a numbness that always started in her fingertips. She mentally shoved it down, which felt a little like trying to push against gelatin—it kept squeezing up between her fingers, and now it was bubbling up her throat, as if she’d gotten a mouthful of water in her airways, like it might choke her where she sat, like at any moment, it would lovingly wrap her up and drag her down, down, down...

The kid’s mask was still digging into her neck, and that sensation brought Isleen forcibly back to herself. Isleen took a deep, shuddering breath, then another. And another. Slowly, painfully slow, feeling came back to her fingertips, and the choked feeling in her throat cleared. 

“Let’s get out of here.” 

They splashed over to the other side of the river. There, Isleen set the kid down and retreated a few steps to try and wring out her clothes. Her feathers had a layer of oil on them to protect her from situations like this, so the water simply beaded up and slipped off her wings, but the rest of her was soaked, and she was shivering uncontrollably. That at least confirmed something—this forest was definitely somewhere up in the mountains. She wasn’t entirely sure what part of the planet she was on, because Thea hadn’t entirely known either when she’d tossed Isleen through the portal. But only the mountains held rivers this icy cold right at the start of summer. Snow and ice melt fill these up, making the water basically glacial. If I could find some of that snow, that would be safe to pack into my canteen and drink once it's melted. I should follow the river up to its source.

After a bit of internal debate, Isleen tossed her other boot to the side, along with the damp socks. They weren’t much use now anyway. She’d be better off letting her feet dry. Maybe then she’d avoid any warts or fungal infections or whatever else could potentially sneak in between her toes. Like frostbite. If Isleen was going to lose an appendage, it definitely wasn’t going to be to something as simple as frostbite. 

While she squeezed a day’s worth of water out of her hoodie, Isleen did her best to surreptitiously study the kid she’d saved. They were on the short side, wearing ragged, patchy clothes and worn, sturdy rubber boots that seemed just slightly too big. Though it might have just been because they wore an oversized sweater and leggings that the boots seemed a bit big. Or maybe it was the kid’s stature. They had a skinny, underfed look to them. Bipedal, definitely, probably hominid, though with all the clothes covering literally every inch of skin and any defining feature, Isleen found it hard to tell. The kid only had one hand that she could see, the more average sort with four fingers and a thumb, but it was covered in a fuzzy black glove. The other arm ended in a stump halfway between the elbow and where the wrist would’ve been. The sleeve that covered it was tied up with a bright pink rubber band. A scarf covered their neck, and the oddly childish, smiley-face mask covered their entire face. They were checking the contents of their pink backpack, unaware of Isleen’s inspection. A small, fluffy key chain shaped like a pink parrot hung from one zipper, though it was looking a little smashed thanks to the dip in the river. A little compass swung from another chain onto one of the smaller pockets.

Once they were done, they put the backpack over their shoulders and turned to face Isleen. It was a little weird to be looking at a child’s interpretation of a face rather than the child itself, but this whole morning had been weird. 


Hell, the past few weeks had been the strangest of Isleen’s life, and that was saying a lot. 


“Sorry about—” Isleen fell into a fit of coughing. Her chest ached. She stuck her hands in her armpits to try and warm them up faster, hugging herself tightly. The ground was colder than she’d expected, too, so she moved over to the sun-warmed earth by the river’s banks, even if it was a little wet.

Once Isleen was sure she could speak without her esophagus interrupting, she tried again. 

“Sorry about the swim. It was the first thing I thought of doing to get away.”

The kid just shrugged. 

“It’s okay,” they said softly, barely a whisper. Their voice was high-pitched, but that didn’t give Isleen much to go on. “I’m fine.”

They didn’t seem too bothered by their own damp clothes. Oh, to be a child again with a child’s stamina... though Isleen hadn’t ever been a child, not like a normal person. She’d been made to look the way she did. That was what set her apart, made her alone in a world where everyone had a place they were from, a family or species they could trace their lineage back to. The Laboratory had put her together like a puzzle. The scientists told her that they’d taken the main body of some dead female hominid, cast away on a dusty old planet, found by one of the contacts they’d stationed there. Isleen had never managed to track the contact down. Like the rest of the lab and any hint of her origins, he had vanished shortly after her escape.

That body had then been carefully crafted into Isleen, installed with fresh organs bought off the black market from the body of some Itacha, a species with innate and incredibly fast natural healing, and then manipulated with magic and science to provide the body with overzealous regeneration. More gene manipulation to give the body more height and muscle. And then a pair of wings, stolen from one of the largest known avian species in the multiverse, a war-like creature known as Albreict that appeared hominid but had massive wings and squat legs ending in hard talons. Likely, the wings had been cut off a POW of the lab’s empire. A lot of gene therapy had been needed to get all of these incongruous elements to work together, but after a long time—the Kind One told her it was nearly a year that Isleen spent in a medical coma while the various parts of her body were coaxed into working in harmony—Isleen finally opened her eyes, a child in the body of an adult, with no memories whatsoever to define her.

Isleen wished she knew what it was like to be a real child. But that was in the past, and she had a child to take care of now, in the present. A child that was watching her as intently as she watched them, and it reminded her of the first day Antylla showed up at her door, because Isleen had gotten lost in thought then too, shocked by their face, their harsh beauty, those piercing dark eyes... and she was getting lost again, staring without meaning to. 

Do not think about Antylla. Never think about Antylla. 

Isleen cleared her throat.

“So uh... have you ever met a shadow walker before?” 

The kid was still for a moment, then shook their head. Isleen sighed. Yeah, makes sense. I’d be more worried if you had seen one before.

“Well, that’s what that was. Oshstr-nwu. Shadow walker.” Isleen ran a hand through her damp hair, then started squeezing that out too. She should have cut it long ago, but Tylly had always liked to play with it when they were particularly frustrated about a spell for work, lightly stroking it or twisting it through their fingers, braiding it loosely while they ranted... 

Stop it. Stop thinking about Tylly.

“Nothing can stop a shadow walker but water and light,” Isleen went on, doing her very best to focus on the situation at hand. “If you make eye contact with them, they’ll freeze, but that’s only temporary. They’ll be able to move the moment you blink. And you won’t be able to move either, except to blink. Plus, their eyesight will be a lot better than yours once you do, so I wouldn’t recommend that. Got that so far?”

“I think so.” 

Isleen finished squeezing the excess water out of her hair and continued. “If you use light, you’ve gotta get rid of all the shadows, including your own, so they can’t come near you. Get out in the open, somewhere flat, with the sun overhead. Or a building with all its lights on. It’s not ideal because they might use your shadow if you’re not careful. Water’s your best bet. I’d stick close to the river until you get home.”

Isleen glanced around, lips pursed. 

“Is home—” She coughed again and pounded on her chest, trying to loosen whatever had gotten stuck in her lungs. “—Is home close for you? You’re not lost, are you?”

“I’m not lost.” The kid waved vaguely in a direction that seemed to follow the river. “I live that way.”

“Right. Well, get in the water if the forest gets quiet again.” Isleen glanced around, noting that the birds had begun to chirp again, flitting from branch to branch. Now and then, their antlers caught on the pine needles and sent them showering on the ground. “Animals are smart; they know when a predator is around, and the river is slow and shallow enough that you’ll be safe there. If you have to hop back in the river, take a big stick with you for balance and watch your step. Tell your parents that you saw a shadow walker and it attacked you. They’ll alert the authorities in this area.” 

Whoever that was. Isleen didn’t know, and she didn’t want to meet them. She would rather die of malnutrition in the woods than go back to her awful prison cell. 

The kid was still staring at her, like it was waiting for her to say something else. And suddenly, all the fight and concern left her, deflating her much like a balloon at a kid’s birthday party. Danny had always insisted on having balloons at his birthday party when he was little, because he’d loved blowing them up, sucking up little mouthfuls of helium with Morgan so that their voices squeaked, popping them and collecting the pieces to throw in the recycler like it was a scavenger hunt. He was there before her eyes again, leaning against a tree, standing just behind the kid, leering at her with a mouthful of blood. It always threw her off, that sight, the blood bubbling out of his mouth, down his chin, dripping onto the ground below.

Isleen tried to look away, but he was still in the corner of her vision, no matter where she turned. 

“So... um. Yeah. Good talk. Stay safe, kid.”

Isleen turned and headed off in the opposite direction the kid had motioned to. The last thing she needed to do was stumble onto some random civilization, even if it meant food and water. The whole of Elysia likely thought she was dead or imprisoned. She had no desire for them to discover otherwise. She’d just have to go somewhere else, especially since the kid likely knew her name now. Maybe just follow the river to its source, hopefully a bunch of untouched snow that she could pack into her water bottle. 

Stupid shadow walker had to go screaming my name for all to hear. Maybe I can try and remember all those books I read on plants that are safe to eat. For now, I’ll follow the river up the mountains. Gotta make some sort of effort to survive. 

A coughing fit overtook her. Great. That dip in the water didn’t do me any favors. She searched through her own satchel, but there wasn’t anything useful inside. Just a spare change of clothes that had somehow contrived to remain dry. An empty canteen. A flashlight. A knife. Not food, that was for sure, or a spare set of shoes and socks.

She did glance back once, only to see that the kid was still watching her. They hadn’t even moved from where Isleen had left them. 

Seriously, kid, I’m fine. Just go. 

Isleen waved, made an exaggerated motion to get the kid to head off, and did not look back again.

What was more concerning was the fact that this shadow walker, whoever it was, had recognized her. If it decided to tell someone, then Elysia’s authorities would be on her like... Isleen frowned, but the analogy she’d been thinking of had already slipped out of her grasp. Something about insects and syrup. Or maybe it was insects and a zapper. No, in that case, I would be the insect, always drawn to trouble... or do I cause trouble? Did I cause problems for that kid? I hope not. I’m going to be so embarrassed if that whole thing was just a game and the shadow walker thought I was kidnapping the little one... but that kid was definitely scared of it, and that thing was definitely attacking the kid. So, unless this is a very elaborate dream, I think I did the right thing.

The day passed slowly, too slowly. Isleen was cold, and then she was boiling, and then she was both because her head was on fire and the rest of her was shivering. She tried to recall the last time she’d felt like this, tried to remember exactly what had happened... lying on the street, covered in a thin tarp stolen from... somewhere. Someone talking, tapping my shoulder... hard concrete under me, I couldn’t even stand straight... shortly after I escaped... 

Exhaustion dragged her thoughts away, fleeting little images and sensations pushed out of her head by the hot pain before she could keep them straight, could order them properly.

She briefly ducked into a thicker part of the forest, away from the riverbank, to change into dry clothes and to cool off. The shade did nothing to comfort her, and after seeing the shadow walker, she was too nervous to go too deep into the forest in case it found a dry place to cross. So she stuck to the riverbank, out in the open sun. After a while, she could barely bring her bruised, muddy feet to take another step. They were cold, too, despite her attempts to walk along the sun-warmed earth. 

Isleen coughed heavily and rubbed her arms. It might be close to the afternoon, but she already needed a nap. She squinted up at the nearest spruce tree. I don’t think I can manage another climb. 

No sooner had she thought it than her knees gave out. Isleen caught herself on the spruce’s trunk and slipped to the ground, hands scraping on the bark. More blood spilled, and Isleen thought that it was a miracle she had any left to lose. 

The authorities will be on me like bark on a tree. That’s what I was trying to think of. Had nothing to do with insects at all. Why was I even thinking about insects? Maybe because I’ve been listening to their constant buzz...

“Just a quick nap,” she murmured to the forest. Isleen patted the bark, leaving a slight smear of red on its surface. “You’re a good tree.”

“You’re pathetic,” Daniel snorted in her ear. He wasn’t really there, she knew. But that didn’t stop her from responding.

“You’re a jerk.”

So many other words to say, but she had grown so used to not
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