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Chapter One
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Kazel den’Leafshade

I was too drunk for this.

The first swig of liquor had taken the edge off my nerves as we waited, vigilant in the forest bordering the Holy Ruins. The flask emptied quickly as the hours passed without any sign of the Clockwork army.

I pocketed it as Dasheit Emmelyn scrambled through the underbrush to my side, his resplendent Vyrezi-issue uniform now replaced with a worn pair of breeches and tunic, his dark hair pulled up and out of his scale-framed face.

“The informant was right,” Dash told me, breathing hard. “A platoon of soldiers heading this way.”

“And? Is she with them?” I tried not to slur my words.

He frowned down at me. “Hard to tell. Something is going on.”

“No one is to make a move until I know what we’re dealing with,” I ordered. I tried to rise and thought better of it, but the spasm of movement was enough to turn Dash’s suspicious pout into a scowl.

“Tell me you didn’t,” he demanded.

My head swung from side to side. “Jus’ tired.”

“I can smell it, Kazel,” he said flatly. “You promised me you’d stop five moons ago!”

“Yes, I did, then Tessa disappeared,” I reminded him.

“If you’d kept a better eye on her—” he began, but I’d had enough of this argument to last several lifetimes.

“You have your orders,” I interrupted, my tone brooking no argument.

He shook his head in disgust but made no further protest, just disappeared back into the shadow of the trees.

As soon as he was gone, I slumped back against the ground, vision blurred and limbs heavy. The flask was at my lips before realizing what I was doing.

I was considering throwing it away when Dash returned.

His face was etched with fury as he snatched it from my hand. “I can’t believe you!” he nearly shouted. “After everything, you think you would take this a bit more seriously!”

“I am taking it seriously!” I snapped back, anger and embarrassment burning away some of the numbness.

“We’ve got confirmation. It’s her,” he told me. “I think I should take point.”

Ignoring him, I rose to my feet. “Show me,” I demanded. Dash hesitated.

“Kazel, you’re not fit—” he began.

“Do it, or I’ll go alone,” I warned him.

“You wouldn’t,” he countered. I stared at him, unwavering. He sighed. “Fine.”

We made our way back to where Orion sat in the boughs of a large oak. The dryad that lived there stood at the bottom, one green foot still within the trunk.

“Clock men,” she informed me in the Language of Magic, her voice irritated.

“Yep,” I said and pulled myself up into the tree. My head spun, and I had to stop to avoid vomiting.

“You alright, Kazel?” Orion asked. His nose wrinkled, and his expression soured.

Dizzy and disoriented, I gritted my teeth and hauled my sorry ass the rest of the way, perching next to him and taking the spyglass he offered me.

“Where?” I said. He pointed. Squinting through the spyglass, I spotted the company as they made their way down the worn forest path. I counted an entire platoon of twelve soldiers in dazzling gold armour. And there she was—walking among them, confident and unafraid.

“Tessa,” I breathed, blinking moisture from my eyes. I looked again. “And they’ve got someone else all trussed up there—an old woman?”

Orion nodded. “Cypress recognized her. She’s the healer from Willowden.”

“An elf,” I noted. “They can’t have had her for long.”

“I don’t understand,” Orion said. “What are they planning on doing?”

A lump dropped into my stomach and almost knocked me from the tree. I tossed Orion the spyglass and leaped from the branch. It was not graceful, and I twisted my leg upon landing.

Dash crouched next to me, frustrated. “Kazel, think this through. You’re in no condition—”

“Under no circumstances should those soldiers be allowed to reach the Holy Ruins,” I ordered, ignoring the pain. “Gather the others, get them into a position to ambush.”

“And what about Tessa?” Dash demanded. “An ambush isn’t going to work.”

I grimaced. “Right. You’re right. Any move we make will be detected.”

Orion made his way down from the tree, landing better than I had. “What are they trying to do?” he asked again, face pale with worry.

My head throbbed, and my throat ached for another swig from my flask. “It doesn’t matter. Get the others to surround the Ruins. We’ll foil their plot if we can distract them and free the healer. Dash, with me.”

While Orion went to rally the others, I led a bemused Dash in a wide arc parallel to the soldiers, rushing ahead towards the gate. I fought to focus on the ground’s vibrations, concentrating on the others as they got into position. We crouched in the shadows. The company approached, the poor healer dragged behind them like a grain sack.

Dash shifted, anxious. “Whatever you’re planning, I think you should reconsider.”

“Shut up,” I snapped.

“Kazel, we can’t win this,” he urged. “There’s too many of them.”

A familiar voice echoed through the forest, catching me off guard and sending my heart into a panicked rhythm.

“Hold for a moment,” Tessa’s voice carried through the forest, smooth as ice.

The soldiers stopped. I held my breath.

She strolled toward the front of the company, reaching up a gloved hand to lower the hood of her regal blue cloak. Her dark tresses had been elegantly styled and pinned in a complicated braid. Her pale skin almost glowed in the dim light, marred slightly by the faded pink scars trailing up the right side of her face, a memento of the Rot.

The memory of the last time we were together spiked to the forefront of my mind. Tessa begging for me while she lay broken in the healer’s tent.

“Hiding in the shadows is very unbecoming of you, Kazel,” she said. My blood turned to ice in my veins.

“Kazel...” Dash warned.

“No matter what happens, get to the healer,” I told him, rising.

“Kazel, no!” he reached to grab me, his fingers brushing my arm as I stepped out onto the path.

Squaring my shoulders and feigning confidence I didn’t have, my eyes met her vibrant green gaze for the first time since Rayni and Thorn left Dreamwing thirteen moons ago.  Of course, it was not Tessa who looked back at me.

“I know what you’re trying to do, Michael,” I said, forcing the worlds through numb lips. ”I can’t let you.”

“Must we?” Michael said through Tessa’s lips, exasperated. “You are refusing to let us pass in an attempt to distract me while your rebel friends surround us in a foolish attempt at an ambush. All you do is fruitlessly shorten their lives.”

My face burned and my eyes watered. “By the magic. Tessa, I am so, so sorry.”

“Don’t beg, dear,” Michael snapped. “It demeans us both.”

“Tessa,” I went on. “Tessa, please, I’m here. You need to fight him.”

Michael scoffed. “Tessa is unavailable, and you are far too late.” He lifted his arm, flashing the bracelet which bore my cursed enchantment. ”You craft your spells well, Kazel. There will be no breaking free this time.”

Rage flooded my body. I let out a fierce cry, the ground quaking beneath our feet, casting the soldiers to the ground. Michael remained unaffected, staring at me impassively. He raised a hand, and the air was pulled from my lungs. I clawed at my throat, the world narrowing to two fierce emerald eyes.

Dash exploded from the tree line, hands raised, sprinting towards Michael, and I could breathe again. I dropped to my knees, gulping down air. The buzz of Dasheit’s magic stuttered and faded as he was caught in Michael’s grasp, his limbs twisting at horribly unnatural angles.

“No!” I choked.

“Foolish,” Michael said.

There was the terrible sound of crunching and splintering bone. Dash went limp, and with a swift wave of his hand, Michael discarded him, his body crumpled beside the path like a rag doll.

“Foolish,” Michael repeated.

I was on my feet and charging blindly towards Michael before I knew what I was doing. Of course, he stopped me, freezing my body inches in front of Tessa’s smirking face.

“Hold her,” he ordered, and two Clock Hands rushed to obey, grasping my frozen arms tightly.

“Bring forward the sacrifice.” The healer was dragged forward. She struggled wildly as Michael led the way up onto the dais of the Holy Ruins, circling the crumbling marble pillars in a ritualistic motion, murmuring incantations.

“Attack!” a voice yelled from the treetops, and the rebel warriors swarmed the soldiers all at once. The Clock Hands threw my frozen form to the ground in favour of drawing their weapons.

I found myself face down, nose pressed to the dirt, while the sounds of battle echoed through the forest. Hands found me, a voice whispering an incantation. My body sagged, and I struggled to my feet, barely acknowledging my rescuer as I drew my whip, launching myself onto the dais and towards Michael.

He already had the healer by the throat, draining her life force. The soldiers intercepted me, blocking my strikes with their swords. My whip caught around a blade and the soldier jolted me forward, pulling me off balance. I fell forward into a roll, dodging around the soldiers and springing up at their backs. A flick of my wrist jerked the sword from the first one’s hand while the other ran face-first into my elbow. I flicked my whip again, catching the first soldier around the throat just as the magic around us trembled and the old healer made a feeble cry.

Her body crumpled. Michael stood before a vibrant, glowing portal, flashes of a strange alien world filled with metal mountains and a too-blue sky. The power was almost enough to send me to my knees, but I forged on, struggling forward just as Michael stepped through and disappeared.

Gathering the remainder of my strength, I propelled myself after him.
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Chapter Two
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Jeremy Senger

I couldn’t find my pink anime t-shirt.

Most of my t-shirts were scattered on the floor since Thorn could never be bothered to hang anything up. The pink one was the only one that didn’t make me feel like I was wearing sandpaper.

I stormed up the stairs from my basement bedroom to find Thorn at the breakfast table with a plate piled high with pancakes. He was wearing my t-shirt.

“That’s mine!” I told him, meeting his eyes for the briefest moment before lifting my gaze to glare at a spot just above his head. “I need that shirt.”

He looked down at his chest, mouth full of pancakes. He swallowed. Syrup was smudged at the corner of his lips. “You said I could share your clothes.”

“Yes, but I need that one,” I said, fingers flexing at my side.

Thorn’s brow furrowed. “There was a bunch of other shirts.”

“I need that one,” I reiterated, rocking back and forth on my heels.
“Also, it would be great if you could hang them back up,” I told him, voice rising. “Half my closet is on the floor, and the mess makes my brain itchy.”
Thorn just stared, fork still raised. I held out my hand.

“Shirt, now!”

“I’m wearing this one,” he protested.

“I need it!” I shouted.

“Boys!” Mom burst through the beaded curtain that separated our living room from her small herbal shop. “Calm down. What’s going on?”

“I need that shirt,” I complained, far too much like a child, but the bees in my head made it hard to concentrate.

Thorn threw his hands up in defeat, pulling the shirt over his head and handing it to me. “I apologize,” he said while I glared at his chiselled abs. “You told me to help myself to your clothes. I didn’t realize—”

“It’s fine, Thorn,” Mom assured him while I pulled the t-shirt over my head. It still didn’t feel right, but it was the best I could do.

Mom frowned at me. “Jeremy, stop scratching your arm.”

I blinked down at where my nails had reopened the layers of healed scratch marks. Blood beaded under my fingers. I dropped my hand.

“I—”

“It’s fine,” Mom said. “Are you hungry—why aren’t you dressed yet?”

The last part was directed at Randi, stomping down the stairs in her Pikachu pyjamas, her brown hair a snarled mess.

“Why aren’t you wearing a shirt?” Randi asked Thorn, ignoring Mom.

“Your brother needed it,” Thorn told her. Randi groaned.

“Jeremy, have you tried not being a freak for like one day?” she snapped at me. I jerked back, insulted.

“Randi Ann Senger,” Mom scowled, her face turning red.

“Big talk from troll girl, hero of unicorn land,” I shot back. My face was hot, and my pulse pounded obnoxiously in my ears.

“Enough, all of you,” Mom shouted. “We do not speak to each other like that. Randi, get ready for school.”

“I’m not going to school,” Randi told her.

Mom dropped her face into her hand. “I am not having this discussion with you again. You must have a ninety percent attendance rating to graduate on time.”

“I don’t care about graduating,” Randi insisted, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Don’t you talk back to me,” Mom hissed. “You cannot just give up on your future—”

“I don’t care, Mom!” Randi snapped back. “I don’t care about school or graduating or my future! Those things are such small potatoes in the grand scheme of things!”

“Oh, because you’re waiting to be pulled back into the world where you can fight dragons?” Mom retorted. “You see, this is why I didn’t want you to know about Dreamwing in the first place. This is what happened to your grandmother and her mother. They spent their lives yearning for what they would never have! They made us outcasts for chasing a dream world.”

Randi’s face turned red. “Tessa is trapped there!”

We all went still. My body reacted as it always did whenever someone mentioned Tessa. My face and fingertips grew numb, and my heart pounded in a painful rhythm.

Mom’s face fell. She turned away. “We all care about Tessa, Randi.”

“Yeah, it feels like it,” Randi spat, “while we sit here, munching pancakes and talking about the importance of education, she’s there slowly dissolving to sea foam, like the little mermaid!”

“Rayni.” Thorn was scowling. “Enough.”

Randi scowled at him. “You’re supposed to be on my side,” she complained.

“Not when you’re acting like a child,” he told her. “Your family doesn’t deserve this from you.”

She glared down at him from her perch on the stair, the two of them locking eyes in a way that made me nauseous. Finally, Randi stomped her foot.

“Go put on a shirt,” she told him before marching back up the stairs, the stucco ceiling trembling with the pounding of her feet.

“Sorry,” I told Thorn after the awkwardness had set in. “About the shirt, I mean.”

“It’s no bother,” Thorn told me and headed downstairs to find another.

Mom turned away quickly and shuffled over to the kitchen, flicking the burner on the stove and retrieving a bowl of gooey pancake mix.

“Do you want some help—?”

“I’m fine,” she snapped, but I could see the bowl was shaking her hands.

“Did you take your meds today?” I asked.

Mom paused in her frantic mixing of the batter. She closed her eyes and took a long breath through her nose. “Jeremy, I’m the parent. I take care of you, not the other way around.”

I rocked back and forth on my heels, my hand rising to my arm. “I know, I just—”

“Don’t scratch,” she reminded me. My hand dropped. There was silence while I rocked back and forth.

“Do you want me to talk to Randi?” I asked.

“You can try,” Mom said. “If she insults you again, she’s grounded.”

Upstairs, Randi’s door was open, expecting an intrusion. She was on her back on the bed staring at the ceiling.

“I’m sorry I called you a freak,” she said as I stepped through the door. “That was super mean and uncalled for.”

“Yeah, it was,” I told her, absently crossing to her desk where a million crumpled pieces of paper were scattered. Drawings and messily scrawled notes in a dozen different colours of pen. The changing of colours in the middle of sentences always annoyed me.

One image caught my eye and I pulled it from the pile. It was a simple pencil sketch of Tessa. I recognized it as one Randi had done for art class two years ago. She had scribbled over it. The paper was torn and crumpled.

“Why did you wreck this?” I asked.

Randi lifted her shoulders in an awkward lying-down shrug. “I didn’t like how she looked at me, all accusatory. Like she knew I was going to leave her behind one day.”

I looked back but could see none of that in the drawing, though it made my insides ache. “You didn’t do it on purpose,” I assured her.

“It was my fault,” she said.

“Technically, it was mine,” Thorn appeared with his annoying swagger in the doorway. No one had any right to look that good in a neon yellow band shirt. “I tried to rush Michael,” Thorn went on, oblivious to his annoying attractiveness. “I pushed you into the portal. If you want to blame someone, you should blame me.”

Randi groaned and rolled over to her front, planting her face into the mussed comforter. “No, I don’t want to blame you. I want to keep blaming myself and dissolve into a puddle of self-loathing.”

“Sounds messy,” I told her.

Thorn sat next to her on the bed, and how he looked at her made my insides squirm and had me missing Tessa with renewed ferocity. I looked away.

“What if we’re stuck here forever?” Randi asked him. “What if we can never get back?”

“Would that be so terrible?” he asked.

Randi didn’t answer, and when I looked back, she was rolling off the bed, away from Thorn. She got to her feet and stared at him across the pile of unmade blankets.

“How can you say that?” she said.

“I want Tessa back too,” Thorn assured her. “But there’s nothing we can do. We have no power here. I just think there are worse places to be trapped.”

“I can’t believe I’m hearing this!” Randi paced around the bed, nearly clipping me as she marched around the room. “You would just abandon everyone?”

“That’s not what I said.” Thorn stood facing her. “I meant that the ideal plan would be to get Tessa home, not return to Dreamwing.”

“Oh, I get it.” Randi flung her hands into the air. “Pancakes and indoor plumbing are all it takes to forsake your friends and family.”

“Randi, be reasonable.” Thorn snapped at her. “You, Jeremy, and Haylee are more family to me than El ever was. You are what I care about!”

“That and interior heating,” Randi snarled. I bristled.

“Hey, that’s not fair. Thorn spent like three years on the run for his life,” I glanced at him for confirmation. “Right, you told us that. Anyone would appreciate a safe place to sleep and some hot meals after something like that.”

Randi turned her back on us, crossing to her closet. “You know what, I changed my mind. I am going to school. Get out so I can change.”

I started for the door. Thorn remained where he was. “Rayni—”

“Stop calling me that,” Randi demanded. “There’s no Rayni here.”

“But—”

She snatched a shoe from the floor and hurled it, narrowly missing Thorn’s head. “Get out!” she screamed.

We got out.

“I’m an idiot,” Thorn murmured as he stared forlornly at the closed door.

“That’ll be the title of my autobiography,” I mused.

“I didn’t mean I wanted to abandon Dreamwing,” Thorn said.

“‘Course not,” I told him. “She doesn’t want to know what you meant so she can stay angry.”

“What?” he asked as we descended the stairs.

“You know, it’s like I know what you meant, and she knows what you meant, but she doesn’t want to know what you meant, ’cause she just wants to be mad.” I paused, considering. “Unless you meant what she thought you meant, and she’s mad that you did mean what she thought you meant.”

Thorn stared at me. “I don’t get it.”

I shrugged and continued down the stairs. “Looks aren’t everything.”

Mom was waiting for us, her face creased with worry.

“She’s going to school,” I told her. “Thorn made her mad enough she doesn’t want to stay here.”

“It wasn’t my intent,” Thorn muttered.

Mom didn’t seem pleased with this outcome, but didn’t comment. A fresh batch of pancakes were now sizzling on the stove, but I wasn’t hungry anymore. My body felt heavy, and I all but collapsed into my chair.

“Are you alright?” Mom asked, studying me.

“Yeah, I’m good,” I assured her.

“Maybe you should stay home today,” she suggested. “Get some rest.”

I struggled to sit up in the chair. “I can’t. I have...a study session.”

“I’m sure you can miss one,” Mom insisted. “I don’t want you overdoing it.”

“I have to go,” I told her. “It’s important.”

“Jeremy, stop.”

I was scratching again.

“Sorry, sorry,” I chanted, dropping my hand and twisting my fingers into my shirt.

Randi stomped down the stairs, generally presentable in a pair of jeans and a wrinkled t-shirt. Her hair had been wrangled into a messy ponytail. She didn’t look at us as she made her way to the backdoor, snatching up her backpack and shoving her feet into her sneakers.

“Don’t you want some breakfast, sweetheart?” Mom asked. Her smile looked like someone with a shaky hand had drawn it.

Randi shook her head. “Not hungry.”

“Ray—Randi—” Thorn tried again because apparently, the dude had a death wish.

Randi didn’t even glance his way. “We’ll talk later,” she said, and left.

Mom sighed and turned back to the stove. “These are done. I only have two houses to clean today. Thorn, would you mind looking after the shop? I doubt anyone will come in.”

“No problem, Haylee,” Thorn said. His face reminded me of the meme with the dog with the large eyes. He’d moved away from the door and started piling dishes into the sink much more slowly than I would have.

I wondered if I’d ever looked like that around Tessa, then stopped because thoughts like that hurt too much. The smell of pancakes made my stomach turn, so I grabbed my bookbag from the living room and headed out.

“No breakfast?” Mom asked as I put on my shoes.

“I’m good,” I said. “I’ll get something at the...library.”

“Jeremy,” I turned back, shoulders tight, but Mom was only holding my glasses. I forced a smile and pushed them onto my face before heading out.

I didn’t go to the library. I got off at a bus stop a block away from a gilded white manor, like the big house of a southern plantation.

There was no gate separating the vast manicured lawn from the sidewalk. Still, I knew from experience that several security cameras were tracking my arrival. I strolled up the marble pathway and tried to look confident, or at least a fair approximation.

Before I lifted my hand to knock, the door creaked open.

Mona Montgomery hadn’t let the disappearance of her daughter affect her appearance. She looked the way she always did, dark hair sleek and shiny, sporting a custom-tailored suit and ridiculously tall high-heeled shoes. If I had taken off my glasses and squinted, I could have probably made out some minor resemblance to Tessa, but it was overshadowed by the crinkle of her nose and turned down corners of her mouth.

“Hey,” I said, my eyes on the ground as I tried not to cringe under her ugly stare.

Mrs. Montgomery scoffed. “Well, I suppose you should come in.” She turned and headed back through the foyer and the enormous entrance hall. The walls were solid wood, hand-carved with meticulously intricate designs. On the other end, a spiral staircase led upstairs.

Mrs. Montgomery ignored the stairs and took a sharp right, her high heels clicking against the marble floor. She led me into a sitting room furnished with a set of uncomfortable leather sofas. Until two years ago, there had been a white sofa and matching chair, but those were replaced after an unfortunate incident with some strawberries. Tessa had nobly taken the blame, which caused my gut to twist even more viciously.

“Well, are you going to stand there staring like an idiot, or will you sit down?” she snapped, perching primly upon the sofa.

I sat, dropping my bag to the floor beside me and causing Mrs. Montgomery to wrinkle her nose so hard I thought it might fold right back into her head.

“I found what you asked for,” she told me without preamble, and I glanced up at her in shock before moving my gaze back to the wall just behind her.

“Really?” I said.

She nodded and took a folder from a side table. I hadn’t noticed it at first, but now that I was aware of its existence, right here in the same room, my mind fixated on it, barely taking in anything else. It took Mrs. Montgomery snapping her fingers in my face to realize she’d even been talking.

“I have no patience for the slow and stupid,” Mona sneered. “Either you answer my questions or get out.”

I swallowed and nodded, eyes on the floor. “What do you want to know?”

“Where is Theresa?” She demanded.

“I don’t know,” I said because it’s what I’d been telling people for a year, and that lie was second nature.

“Bullshit,” Mrs. Montgomery said. “I don’t believe she ran off with your sister just to abandon her at some gas station. You and your family are in contact with her.”

“We’re not,” I said with as much confidence as possible. “I swear I haven’t talked to Tessa in months.”

“Then why ask for this?” Mona demanded, brandishing the file folder, pulling random pages from its depth and waving them under my nose. “Personal correspondence, diary entries, business deals with my family dating back to the fourteen-hundreds.”

“The ones missing from public record,” I confirmed, fighting to focus on the conversation, not the holy grail of knowledge Mrs. Montgomery was waving around. “There were a bunch of gaps in the history that I couldn’t fill—”

“These are family heirlooms,” Mona snapped. “There’s information here not for the public eye.”

“I need it.” There was no way to keep the yearning from my voice. My legs twitched, and my fingers dug into the leather upholstery. I wondered if I could snatch the folder from her and make it out the door before she caught me.

As though reading my thoughts, Mrs. Montgomery tucked the loose pages back into the folder and slid them away under a heavy glass vase on the side table, well out of my reach. “I need to know where Theresa is.”

I slumped in defeat, eyes still fixed upon the folder. “I can’t tell you that.”

“Then I suppose we have nothing left to discuss,” she started to rise, and I panicked.

“You won’t believe me,” I told her.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her stiffen and sit back down. My face burned under her scrutiny.

“Try me,” she said.

Pain shot up my arm, and I realized I’d been scratching it again, blood seeping out under my fingers. I dropped my hands and swallowed, my body gently rocking back and forth while Tessa’s mother glared at me.

“She and Randi travelled to another world. Randi managed to come home, but Tessa is stuck there.” As soon as I said it, I felt ridiculous. I wouldn’t have believed me. I would be lucky if Mrs. Montgomery didn’t send me to a mental institution.

There was another too-long pause, and I glanced up, expecting her face to be twisted with anger. It wasn’t. Her eyes were way too wide, and her mouth hung slightly open. Surprised, my brain provided from my catalogue of memorized expressions. That’s how people looked when they were surprised or confused. That made me confused. I watched her mouth move wordlessly for a moment.

“How do you know about that?” she asked, voice hoarse.

Yeah, I was really confused. “What?”

Her hand brushed over the file folder. “The diary entries—they all talk about escaping a parallel world, a fantasy dimension—”

“Dreamwing?” I asked.

Mrs. Montgomery’s face went white, her eyebrows almost touching her hairline. She rose, abruptly towering over me as the anger I had first expected surfaced. “How
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