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Prologue:
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“She can help!” a woman with green hair says.

“No. She is only a child. This is not for her to do. I’m not sure she can handle it,” a man argues. 

“Are you forgetting that she is the one who freed you from the Homaso’s curse?” the woman argues back.

The man opens his mouth to reply but another woman cuts him off. 

“Quiet you two. Don’t wake the children,” she reprimands them quietly.

“Sorry Aya,” they both mutter. 

The green-haired woman would find a way for her apprentice to help. No matter what it took. And that blue-haired friend of her apprentice would come in handy. 

The woman is sure of it.

But she didn’t think that Aya recognized her. But Islana did. And so did the green-haired woman.

If only the Elders would let children help. If only they were a bit more open-minded about these extraordinary children.

“Enough arguing for tonight,” the man decides. “You will go to the council with us tomorrow, and you will not tell any of the children what you have heard!”

The green-haired woman sighs. She has no intention to follow that rule but he doesn’t need to know that. She knows that she cannot change his mind. Only his daughter and her friends can do that. “Yes, Telek,” she says obediently. 

The man nods. “Get some sleep.”

The woman pushes herself off the couch and heads down the hallway toward her bedroom, dragging her feet behind her, feeling bone tired. But she refuses to sleep. One peek at her clock tells her it is time for her meeting in the secret library. 

She has work to do.

––––––––
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A Few Hours Later...
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​Chapter One: Let Me Sleep, It’s Four Thirty In The Morning!
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“Lyra! Lyra, wake up!” I hear someone say. I decide to ignore them.  

“Let me sleep!” I demand, though my tongue doesn’t work so I end up saying, “Lemesleep!”

The person sighs and yanks the covers off me. 

“Hey!” I yell. I peek at my watch – 4:30 a.m. Ugh! Groaning, I push myself upright and pelt whoever woke me up with hail.

I yawn and stretch with my eyes closed, only opening them when I hear: “Ack!” 

My cousin Ateil raises her hands over her head and shoves them towards the hail cloud. Wind gushes out from behind her, swirling around her forest green hair and my braid, blowing the hail cloud out my always open window.

“Well, that was unexpected,” she says.

I stifle a laugh. I don’t want to laugh; I want to sleep. 

“Can I go back to sleep now? You said to meet you in the library again at five, not four thirty.”

“I said to meet me in the library fully ready for the day at five,” Ateil corrects.

I sigh. There is no winning this war. “What exactly are we doing at five in the morning?”

Ateil bites her lip and looks away. 

“Ateil?”

She sighs. “Your father doesn’t want you to help at all.”

What? How could he not want me to help? 

In case you have forgotten what happened, let me give you a recap.

Four days ago (I think it was four. Or was it three?), I got my first visitor in two years. It was my best friend Obsidian. Of course, I didn’t know that at the time because he had been ordered to erase my memory. He gave me a riddle which led to me finding the old worm queen and freeing her from a curse, discovering the last surviving Frost Flower (a flower that can cause an ice age, and as it turns out, I am its Guardian), and Zara’s camp. Zara is the twin sister of my other best friend, Xara. Zara wanted to rule the galaxy, so she took the solid drop of light that fuels the Sun (more on that later). She also took everyone’s magic which then turned everyone into stone. I escaped because I was hidden in the heart of the Hidden Forest. With the help of Obsidian and Xara, we got my memories back, broke the Homaso of everyone’s magic, making them not stone, confronted Zara, took the solid drop of light from her, and then encased her in ice with the Frost Flower. 

Sure, that knocked me out for two days, and this is the beginning of my first full day of being awake, but how could the council not let my friends and I know what is going on, after all we have done for them?

Ateil seems to know what I am thinking because she says, “I am going to get you and your friends to that meeting!”

“Where are my friends?” They aren’t in the hammocks that they were sleeping in earlier.

“They have been with Sev, James, and Acari in my room since 3:30 a.m. We figured it was best to let you sleep.” 

Sev is a Tree Spirit that I freed, James is my younger brother, and Acari is the worm queen whom I freed from Acari’s curse.

“Get ready for the day and I’ll meet you there!” Ateil quietly slips out of my room, leaving me to get dressed, brush my teeth, and comb my hair into a tight braid.
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​Chapter Two: Another Secret Meeting In The Library
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I tiptoe over to Ateil’s room, careful not to wake my parents. I crack open the door to find the room empty. Where could everyone be? 

I look around and find a note on the desk that reads: Library! 

I smile. Now where is the switch that opens the door to the secret library? Ah! There it is.

I walk over to the light switch. Underneath it is another switch, so tiny you would never notice it unless you knew what to look for. I flip it and a door pops open, right beneath Ateil’s hammock. 

Not even my parents know about my library. It’s not like it's a secret or anything (even though secret is in its name), it just never comes up. I walk down the 109 steps that lead to it, counting each one like I do every time. 

The library is deep underground. About 1,000 feet under. When I reach the bottom of the stairs, I find everyone sitting at the table, sipping what I think is dandelion root tea. 

Ateil stops talking and looks up, noticing me. “Lyra, come in! I was just catching Sev, James, and Acari up on what we found last night. Come have some tea!”

I grimace. Ateil is great and sweet, but her tea is not. Still, I drink the tea to make her happy. The tea is extremely bitter but super healthy.

“I can’t believe that the drop of light that fuels the Sun has been stolen once before!” James exclaims, referencing what we found last night.

Ateil nods. “The book we found last night said that replacing the light had been done before, and claimed to tell you how to replace it, but when I reread the paragraph, I found the book didn’t truly explain how it was replaced.”

“I thought you said we had to get something from the Human World and then go to Mercury where we will stay with our cousins?” Obsidian reminds her. 

I startle. I hadn’t even noticed he was there!

James chokes on his tea. “We have cousins on Mercury?!”

I laugh. “Apparently.”

He crosses his arms. “How many other relatives do we have on other planets that I don’t know about?”

Ateil laughs. “Not many. Although I think that we do have an uncle living somewhere on Enceladus...” she trails off.

Enceladus? Who could we possibly know that lives on Enceladus? Why doesn’t anyone ever tell us these things?

“I heard the council won’t let us help,” Obsidian says, breaking through my thoughts and bringing us back on track. 

“Unfortunately, yes. I tried to argue with Lyra and James' parents, but they wouldn't budge. Neither will your grandparents.”

Obsidian sighs dramatically. “We literally just saved the world and now no one will let us save the world again. Oh, why is the world like this?”

Ateil laughs dryly. “I don’t know why the world is like this.”

“Strange. You would think that considering we have the most experience with saving the world, they would let us help,” I point out.

“You do make a good point. But the council won’t budge.”

“What's the plan?” Xara asks.

I jump. She had been so quiet I didn’t even realize that she was down here either!

Ateil grins. “We sneak you in.”

Now I’m the one choking on my tea. “Sneak us in?! The Elders Council Room is the most heavily guarded place in the forest.” 

“Probably because the forest would crumble the second we lose one of the councilors!” Obsidian points out. 

He does make a good point. There are ten people on the council. Mama and Papa are two, Obsidian’s grandma and grandpa make four, Tia Islana makes five, Acari makes six, and I don’t know the rest. If we were to lose one of them, every forest in the world would basically have a panic attack and die. That is why the councilors all took a willow-infused tonic that allows them not to die until their successor is of age to take over. Then, they can retire and live a normal life for the rest of their time, or they instantly die.

The room isn’t guarded as you humans would expect it. In fact, you probably wouldn’t consider it guarded at all! But to us, it is heavily guarded.

The walls are made of magic-infused weeping willow branches, the strongest material we know. The floors consist of hardened clay, so you can’t tunnel under. You can’t Ttufos (Transportation Through the Universal Fabric Of Space) in either. And there are three guards at the door. Three! That is a lot for us. We know that we must coexist peacefully to survive, so we do. We only get about three “bad” people a century, and even then Eloh tends to swallow them.

What if Eloh swallows us?

Ateil must see my mind racing through the hundred things that could go wrong because she says, “Don’t worry. I have a plan.”

“And what is that plan?” Xara demands, hands on her hips.

“Easy. We sneak in there right now before everyone is awake. Let's go!” 

“I’m sorry, what?!” we all exclaim.

That isn’t a plan!

I look around at my friends to see if they agree and realize that Xara is fading away. What is happening? Before I can voice my question, Sev beats me to it.

“Um, what’s happening to Xara and Lyra?” he asks. 

Huh? I look down and see that I am starting to disappear too.

“That tea I gave you was infused with shadows. Now, as long as you stay in the shade, you will be a shadow yourself!” 

I frown at that logic. “Don’t shadows need light to form though?”

Ateil sighs, shaking her head. “I don’t understand the logic either. All I know is that it is an old recipe I have used countless times.”

“Hey, why didn’t you offer me any tea?” Obsidian asks.

“Because you are going to turn into a voice recorder and record everything you hear. Think you can do that?” Ateil asks.

Obsidian pales but nods nonetheless. I just stare at Ateil.

She grins. “Great! Then let's go and sneak you into the hardest place there is to sneak into in the Hidden Forest!”

We all shake our heads.

“Do I have to go?” a wide-eyed Sev asks.

“No, you are not going,” Ateil says kindly.

He relaxes back into his chair.

“You and James will come up with a lie about where Xara, Obsidian, and Lyra have gone.”

“What?!” Sev shrieks, jumping up.

“Oh yeah!” James exclaims, pumping his fist in the air.

I laugh at their completely opposite reactions.

“If you need anything, just send a worm,” Ateil says.

They look at each other and nod. 

“Don’t worry,” I whisper to Sev. “You have a queen to look after you.” I nod towards Acari.

Sev nods, looking a little faint. 

“You good?”

He nods again.

“Time to go!” Ateil announces. 

“Wait, what exactly will we be doing?” Xara asks.

“You and Lyra will find out where they hid the drop of light that fuels the Sun. Obsidian’s grandparents stopped by last night to pick it up and hide it somewhere.”

She pulls a Ttufos machine out of her pocket and holds it out to my friends and me. We all gather around and place our
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