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Runes and Rebellion - Blurb


A trip through time. A mission for justice. A momentous journey. 
War is on the horizon.
After Asha uses her power to turn back time, she vows to protect her loved ones from the Queen of Althuria’s wrath. Her efforts bring her into a desperate rebellion, guiding her outside of Althuria and all she’s ever known. Despite lingering doubts about her diplomatic abilities, she seeks the Eltyr dwarves in the great Mystil Mountains for their advanced weapons, the rebel forces for their manpower, and the Lanthan Eternos tower to restore the balance of magic across the world.
But it quickly becomes clear that her actions are painting a target on her back…and placing her allies in the line of fire. With danger following her every step and spies lurking in the shadows, how far will Asha go to get what she needs? Will her struggle devolve into chaos, or will she prevail with the full force of her might?
And, most importantly… Can she win against the Queen?
Runes and Rebellion is a journey of the strongest friendships, the worst betrayals, and the mightiest foes. This is the third installment in the Althuria Chronicles coming-of-age fantasy series.

This is a four-book series.
Reading order:
Smoke and Spells
Shadows and Shifters
Runes and Rebellion
Void and Valor




Chapter 1


The mugger is watching me. 
Or perhaps I should refer to him as the would-be mugger. He did mug me, once, but he hasn’t yet.
Time travel is confusing.
I tread out of the alleyway, fear pouncing onto my heart. Out of the corner of my eye, the shadows shift. The mugger’s movements play out in my mind. He’ll wrap both arms around me from behind, restricting my movements.
Back then, I had no training. Now, my two months at the Academy have taught me well. I’ll buckle one knee, grab his arm, and twist it hard. Judging by his height and size, it shouldn’t be a difficult task.
First, I must find my dog, Bruiser. He’ll try to save me from my attacker but then get injured badly. The events flutter in my head. They feel surreal, like a dream.
I look down at my cleaner’s gray outfit. Once, I went to the Luminus Academy, the most prestigious institution in Althuria. And wasn’t I just in the Queen’s castle? These events are burnt into my memory, yet erased from reality. Like I’ve made them up.
My last memory is of my sister hanging from chains bolted to the wall in the dungeons. The Queen ordered Cyrus to kill her, and I watched helplessly as he slit her throat. Grief clouded my senses—even now I can hardly breathe, recalling the image—so I screamed and dived into the void without a second thought. I had no idea what to do. I only wanted Althea back and to get out of that cursed castle.
And then I landed in the dark streets of Althuria, staring up at Mrs. Turner’s bakery. When my would-be mugger started following me and picked up his pace, I realized what I’d done.
How else could I remember this entire event—the mugging, the vanishing gate, Bruiser’s injuries? All of it happened in the past, yet I’m experiencing it now. The only possible explanation is that I turned back time.
There was no other choice, I tell myself. My friends were doomed, my power diminished, and my sister…dead. My void magic—the most powerful type of dark magic there is—pulled through and allowed me to turn back time to save them.
The only solid proof that any of it happened is the mark on my ankle. It stings slightly, and I’m pretty sure it’s more than proof of my royal blood. Somehow, it stayed branded onto my skin even after I turned back time.
I have the chance to not repeat my mistakes. But I have so much to do and so little time to do it. I won’t have this opportunity again.
Memories flash by of the Queen coughing up blood, splatters covering her gown. Another flash permeates my mind of a short, elderly woman drawing symbols on my arm in blood. The Queen latching on to my life energy, drawing it out of me in the void.
Stolen void magic made her sick, and she needed me to turn back her time to her youthful, healthy self. She needed to stay alive long enough to wage war against our neighboring kingdom, Lanthany, and gain control over their Eternos tower. When I refused to help, she hunted me.
Behind me, slight shuffling sounds echo down the street, followed by a muffled curse. After enduring so much under the Queen, the mugger is the least of my problems. 
“Bruiser!” I call.
A passerby looks up, and the shadow in my peripheral vision shrinks. Good.
But where is Bruiser? I swear that darned fleabag has selective hearing. If I had a few crumbs or treats in my hand, he’d be bouncing to my side from miles away. But when I used to call him out after discovering another pair of bitten, ragged socks, he’d be nowhere to be found.
This time, I won’t let him get hurt. Not again.
A small bundle scrambles toward me. I recognize his floppy ears, spotty fur, and lazy gait. A rumble vibrates in his throat as I pick him up and sprint out of the alleyway.
I reach the train station’s gate. But of course, it swings shut just as I reach it, and the lock falls into place. My would-be mugger’s air manipulation ability sure is handy.
With one hand, I shake the gate violently. My first instinct is to call upon my void magic, shield Bruiser and myself, and pass through the gate as if it were nothing.
Bruiser whines, his little paws scratching at the air. I look back to find that the mugger is gaining on me, moving fast, despite his limp. His figure outlined by the moonlight is lopsided as he gains on me.
Now that I’m stuck near the gate, is it safe to use the void to shield myself? No matter how much I scour my mind for answers, I can’t find any. Panic swells, and I struggle to bring my void magic out. I practically beg it to help me, but it refuses to answer.
I don’t blame it. My emotions are getting out of hand, and it must be getting confused. I’ve changed my mind, I want to cry out. But the void stays stubbornly silent. Go figure.
The man is close now, so close the rustle of his trench coat whistles past my ears and the stench from his body wafts around me.
I turn around, defiant. He grins, the moonlight illuminating his yellowed teeth. In a blur, he takes out a wicked knife and aims it at me.
The memory from my past flashes in my mind. No matter how I dodge, he’ll try to redirect the knife to plunge it into me. While I lie helpless, he’ll steal my weekly pay.
The knife whizzes toward my face. Time slows, and my only thought is that I never got to see my sister again. I never got to stop the Queen.
I close my eyes, waiting for the end. Disappointment, rather than fear, sinks into my heart. I never got the chance to fight the Queen, to prevent her from causing so much suffering. I never got the chance to warn people about the Queen’s plans.
The knife never strikes.
Did he miss on purpose? Is he using his air magic to strike when it suits him? Dread oozes through my veins.
A loud curse finally convinces me to crack one eye open. Confused, I see the knife lying at my feet. The man is stumbling backward, swatting at a…raven?
The bird violently flaps near his head. I flinch as its claws almost scrape the man’s eye. Somehow, the action encourages my magic to flow through my body, and it seeps out of my hands.
The void swirls around my hands, urging me to use my power and disintegrate the twisted metal before me so I can escape. Black smoke clings to my sleeves as the void’s excitement skyrockets and my adrenaline surges.
But I squash the impulse. This is the place where the Queen caught her first glance of me. A figure of a girl who had access to void magic and disintegrated the gate. Cyrus, my former jailor and tormentor, is patrolling this area, watching for this very moment.
There’s no time. So instead, I wrap the void magic around me like a cloak and walk right through the train station gate. This is the advantage of the void—when it shields me, I can walk right through walls, and no one ever sees me.
Only when I’ve emerged on the other side of the gate do I realize Bruiser isn’t by my side. Frantic, I look around, but he’s nowhere to be found. By now, the man’s rushing away, shielding his head and flailing around. One of his swats connects with the raven’s wing. The raven falters, turns, then dives straight at me as if it can see through the void’s veil.
I instinctively duck, and another memory flashes in my mind. As it flies overhead, shaking from its injury, I note the strange white pattern on its wing. It’s the same one Bruiser has on his fur.
When Professor Salone trapped me in the Academy basement, a similar raven led Lex and Zaniyah deep underground to save me. Without the raven, I would’ve died.
When we were hunting through the abandoned warehouse behind the Arena, looking for illegal rune books, the raven appeared again.
And when I was fighting a horde of Lykros in the forest, a wolf with dark fur and the same white pattern as the raven came to our rescue.
Bruiser must be a shapeshifter, I’m certain of it. There’s so much proof, yet I’ve never actually seen him shift. So how do I confirm it?
As if on cue, he comes trotting down the alleyway and squeezes between the bars of the gate. I blink, confused. How I wish he could explain what I’d just seen. I know my theory is improbable, but if I’ve learned anything in these past two months…
Improbable is not impossible.
A small, pitiful yelp escapes him. He’s injured. When this happened the first time, his ear was nicked by the mugger’s knife. I hope it hasn’t happened again.
He stumbles straight to me, as if he can see through the void’s veil. Clever dog. It bothers me that even after resetting time, he ended up with an injury. It doesn’t seem as bad as before, but worry settles in my stomach.
I hold him tight to my chest and board the train. A slight change of the timeline can make huge differences in the future. A different choice leads to a different path, weaving through other paths.
Now, I have to change Althea’s path.




Chapter 2


On the outside, my small, hut-like home appears to be built from nailed sheets of rusted metal. Although it looks like it might fall apart, its strong foundation even allows for planks on the floor. It’s been home for Althea and me for as long as I can remember. As I drink in the sight, my heart aches at the memory of burning furniture and charred metal. The work of the Queen…that hasn’t happened yet. Perhaps it never will. 
Sadness weighs heavy in my mind at the thought of seeing Althea. For it’s my decisions that will cause her death in another timeline.
As I step inside, she’s rushing about, getting ready for her night shift at the hospital. I catch her rankled look at my tardiness and watch her expression become drawn and worried as she looks me up and down. My throat tightens.
“What happened?” she shrieks.
I look down. Dirt cakes my pants, red tresses cling to my cheek, and sweat soaks the collar of my work uniform.
“Are you injured?” she asks. I shake my head.
Her eyes zero in on Bruiser, and she gasps. She lifts him out of my arms, carries him to our kitchen table, and gently lays him atop a fluffy pillow. I remove my boots and step inside.
Emotion pours from my heart. The last time I saw her, she was beaten and bloody. Then Cyrus slit her throat, and only her lifeless eyes stared back at me. She was a husk, a faint imitation of the vibrant woman she once was. Now she’s healthy and whole. Joy zips through my veins, so overwhelming that tears prickle at my eyes.
I also know this joy is fleeting. Her safety is fleeting. 
I can’t help myself. I step forward and wrap my arms around her, suppressing my sobs. Silent tears trickle down my face, and I pull away.
Althea’s eyebrows furrow. It’s been a long time since she last saw me crying. She seems to be at a loss for words. It’s been a long time since she’s comforted me, too.
“Do you want to talk about anything?”
I nod and wipe the tears from my face. “A lot of things. But first, you should take care of Bruiser.”
She hesitates, brows still pinched together. But after a beat or two, she turns her attention back to Bruiser.
It’s my responsibility to keep her alive.
“His leg is cut. It’s more serious than it looks,” she says, stroking his fur. “With proper treatment, it could mend in a few days. But with this…” She sighs. “I don’t know, but he better get up soon. Little rut buried my shoe again; he better dig it up. How did this happen, anyway?”
I recount how the mugger followed me to the gate. “Bruiser must’ve snuck on the train this morning wanting market food. He slipped out of my grip and ran off somewhere. When the man threw his knife at me, I thought I was going to die, but a bird attacked the man. When I saw Bruiser again, he was limping.” I pause, clutching the hem of my shirt. “I’m sorry, I’m rambling. But the bird…it was a raven with the same pattern on its back as Bruiser. Do you think he might be a shifter?”
The question sounds silly, but something glimmers in Althea’s eyes. She purses her lips. “An animal shifter?” She pulls a black feather stuck in Bruiser’s fur. “I’ve wondered the same thing before. But I can’t test him until he’s better.” She looks up, a jar full of medicinal herbs clutched in her hand. She applies the salve to Bruiser’s leg and prepares a splint. His shaking lessens. “Now that I think about it, he hasn’t aged much in the fifteen years he’s been with us. I’m surprised he’s still alive and kicking.”
“He must be very old then, if he belonged to Mother.” My voice cracks as I say it. Only a few hours ago, as I went back through the Queen’s lifespan inside the void, I watched her plunge a knife into my mother’s chest.
Focus, Asha! Keep your emotions at bay. You need to plan how to get your sister to safety. You need to convince her.
A quizzical expression crosses Althea’s face. She puts down the jar.
“Asha, it’s not like you to be so upset. Why don’t I brew some tea for you and we talk about it? No matter what happened, we’ll manage.”
I stay silent, unsure how to start. She sighs.
“Maybe you should quit your job. Ellhoris isn’t safe.”
“I’ll quit tomorrow,” I say. “I just have to return my uniform.”
I don’t plan on staying at the Arena for long, anyway. I have to stop the Queen. But Althea’s eyes widen and fill with concern. She isn’t used to me agreeing with her.
“The mugger must have really scared you. You sound so different… I can’t put my finger on it.”
“I have something to tell you, but it will take a long time.”
Althea hesitates before wrapping Bruiser’s leg and taking the satchel off her shoulders.
“Okay then, I’m all ears.” The worry in her eyes returns. I take a deep breath. My eyes land on the rug.
A memory glimmers at the edge of my mind. I roll the rug back and run my fingers on the wood beneath it. When my fingers catch on a small dip in the wood, I dig my nails underneath and pull. The little wooden board lifts, revealing a compartment beneath. Inside is a journal, a dagger, and a necklace.
“Okay…so you know about the secret hidden compartment,” she says, eyebrow arched. “Those are from our mother, all we have left of her.”
“It’s my mother’s, Althea. Not yours. I saw your mother, the princess’s nanny, and she knew about my mark.” I lift my pant leg and show her the mark on my ankle. “I know you have papers somewhere with this mark—of royalty—imprinted all over them. I never had the chance to go through them.”
“My mother… How did you get the mark?” She looks both stunned and scared.
“From a book in a warehouse close to the Arena,” I answer. Somehow, I have to contact Professor Sylvester and tell him about the warehouse. The rune books stashed there contain important information to defeat the Queen. The sooner he and Zaniyah start on their research, the better.
Althea sighs, looking conflicted. “Yes, I have papers bearing the royal emblem. It reveals that you are, indeed, a royal. But with the Queen in power, there’s no way I can bring it forward. What about my mother, then? I saw her executed before my own eyes.”
I frown. “I saw someone. An old woman. She said she had a daughter called Althea. But she was in the dungeons, so maybe the Queen manipulated her mind. Maybe I was wrong.”
She shakes her head. “You’re not making any sense.”
“I know, but—”
“The Queen will destroy you if you try to prove any of this.” She’s right. “Even I’m skeptical. Have you read the journal?”
“I know every drawing and word by heart.” I pick up the dagger. “The dagger has the mark too.”
“And the mark was activated by a book with special runes on it, right? A book about the history of Althuria, more likely.”
I nod.
“But what are you doing with such books? Asha, you know what I’ve said about being careful. And all this talk of dungeons and my mother doesn’t make any sense—”
“Please listen to me,” I say. “Once I finish explaining, it will make sense. The Queen will find me no matter what I do. But you can help by hiding so she doesn’t use you as leverage against me. First, you need to know about my ability, how I know where you should hide, how I got my mark, and how I know what the Queen will do. To you and all my friends.”
Well, former friends. Perhaps in this timeline I’ll never meet them.
Althea’s face remains impassive while I talk, though she’s obviously struggling not to interrupt. I start by telling her how everything that happened to me occurred in a previous timeline. And then I start on the void and its ability to turn back time. How it first came to me, and I disintegrated the gate one night—tonight. How I accepted the offer to the Academy and learned to control the void. I tell her that the Queen, who at this moment already knew of a girl with void magic who would disintegrate the gate, sent her guard to patrol it. Whether she knows anything else, I don’t know.
I tell Althea about my first encounter in the void with the Queen and how my friends—and a certain Bruiser-like raven—rescued me. I sought refuge in the Sylvester house and only came back to the hut to find a note with the papers.
“In your note, you said you had received a warning that the Red Shields were coming for you, and you’d left with people you trusted.”
“I–I wrote about people I trust? You know me, Asha. I don’t trust anyone.”
“I know. Your phrasing indicated that you had doubts about these people. But think, Althea. If the Red Shields were on to you right now, who would you turn to?”
“Why does it matter? I can’t think of anybody.”
“Because I’m trying to retrace your steps. How did you go from staying with these people you ‘trusted’ to getting taken by the Queen? Did you ever even make it to those people? You ended up tortured and beaten. And when I didn’t do her bidding, when I did what I thought was the right thing, she—she had you killed before me.”
There’s a long, deep silence.
Then something strikes me. “Kestrel!”
Althea furrows her brow. “Kestrel?”
“Yes! He said he was part of some…” I falter. “Some sort of group?” Her expression remains blank. “Kestrel? The boy who lives by the lake. Well, he doesn’t anymore because he’s a Lykros that can’t shapeshift. Look, that’s not the point. He mentioned he was a part of this alliance—”
“I know who Kestrel is! How—Kestrel keeps to himself. The group he’s talking about is called the Black Daggers.” Althea’s lips are pursed, and her brow is furrowed in confusion. “I can’t say I trust them for sure, but yes, they’d be the people I’d turn to if the Red Shields were on to me.”
“These Black Daggers are the people Kestrel is tangled with? Who are they?”
“They’re another group of rebels plotting against the Queen—an offshoot of the Althurian-Lanthan rebels here. Much more dangerous, but they have a sparse supply of weapons. With the Althurian-Lanthan rebels and the dwarves on their side, they’re growing their numbers.”
“Maybe I should meet with some of these Black Dagger people, then—”
“Are you sure?” Althea says. Her tone makes me clam up. “If you make this decision, there’s no going back.”
I swallow. “What’s so bad about these people?”
“They make you swear allegiance in exchange for…protection. You get everything you need to survive and thrive, but you also have to do what they say. Their cause is noble, but their methods can be quite violent. There have been incidents where they targeted trade routes that were important to the Queen. In those incidents…” She takes a deep breath. “They ended up killing civilians. Whole families, sometimes.”
I feel my eyes widen.
“Never doubt that they’ll use you to achieve their ends,” she continues. “I believe your story, no matter how ludicrous it may sound. But I think we need to be careful about where to go from here.”
“Whatever we do, we have to do it fast. The Queen wants to hang on to her power. She has access to the void, and it’s making her sick. I’m the only one who can heal her, take away the disease that eats at her. But that means taking away her access to the void.”
“How does she access the void? Why is she sick and not you? What if you access it and it makes you sick too?”
“Because she used blood magic to gain her power. The void rejects her.”
Althea rubs her eyes, as if doing so will erase the dark circles beneath them. “So she’s even more desperate than I thought.”
The tension leaves my body, and my shoulders slump with exhaustion. My relief, I realize, masks how terrified I really am. I can’t go back to cleaning the Arena or return to the Academy, knowing that I have the power to save Althuria from the Queen’s tyranny. There’s an itching desire in me to do something. If only I knew how.
“I’m not sure I’ll stay here for long, Althea. If I don’t go to the Black Daggers… I have to go somewhere.”
“What do you mean? Where will you go?” She sounds frantic. Sometimes I wish she didn’t care so much for me. It makes everything so hard to bear.
But she always taught me do the right thing, no matter what.
“Tomorrow I’ll leave the Arena. I have to warn Professor Sylvester that they’re coming for him—”
At this, Althea’s head snaps up. “What did you say? Who’s coming for him?”
“The Red Shields, after a spy within his house betrays him and everyone underground. In my future, they were all taken.”
Althea sighs. “I don’t know what to think about all of this. It’s a bit too much to process.”
“Then I’ll give you some time to process it. But know that I can’t just hide out here in the hut anymore.”
She turns to retrieve her cloak from the chair beside where Bruiser lies. “If everything you’ve told me is true, then I guess you’re right. We can’t hide anymore.” She gives a little laugh. “I can’t believe I’m agreeing with my impulsive little sister.”
A few months ago, I’d be seething at her for calling me impulsive. Now I smile too at the joke. I didn’t realize how much I missed her barbs until she was gone.
She has a faint twinkle in her eye as she heads to the door, swinging her cloak around her shoulders. “I have to head to the hospital. Don’t do anything stupid, all right? Will you stay until I get back?”
“Sure. I’ll look after Bruiser.”
She steps out, her hand on the door handle, reluctant to leave. “We’ll talk about this later? Tomorrow, before you go to work?”
I nod. As soon as the door closes behind her, I slump into a chair. Bruiser moans on the table, and a loud rumble emanates from his belly. We both need food.
I stumble into the kitchen and reach the cupboard to find a loaf of bread that Althea left out for me. I tear off a chunk, walk over to Bruiser, and place it in front of him. He sniffs it inquisitively before nibbling at it. He looks at me for more, but I shake my head.
“Sorry. I’ve got to put the rest back.”
He whines and butts his head against my stomach. He’ll recover soon for sure.
“Are you a shifter, by any chance?” He looks up at me from his curled up position against the pillow. I feel silly asking him questions. “I wish you could talk. I like you better as a dog than a raven bird.” He makes a scoffing sound. Is he mocking me?
Silly child.
The deep voice permeates my mind. I freeze. Was that…Bruiser?
But the dog just rests his head down on his paws and closes his eyes, a small huff escaping his lips.
Maybe I’m just hearing things. Yeah, I’ll go with that.
If that really was him, though… I wish I could ask him about my parents and how it was like living with them.
I tear off another piece of bread for me and leave the rest in the cupboard. At the back of the kitchen is a small door that leads to the bedroom Althea and I share. The two mattresses on the floor are old and yellowed, but it’s better than sleeping on the cold floor.
The stench of the alleyway still clings to my skin. I have a quick wash, scraping the grime from my arms and face. My head spins. In a few hours, I’ll have to be up for work to return my uniform.
As I lie down staring at the moon through the window, I become aware of the sinking feeling in my stomach. I lift my hands gently. Black tendrils slowly curl around them.
Have I abused my power by turning back time? Will I pay a price, like the Queen did? I may not have used blood magic, but I could still lose my power and become sick.
You have used your power in a way I have never seen before.
Holy Eternos. I spin around. Where in the world did that voice come from?
This isn’t the same voice I’d heard earlier, when I was with Bruiser. No, the voice in my mind now has a distinct, ethereal quality.
Instinctively, I know it’s the void. But how? Does it possess a consciousness and a means to communicate with me through my thoughts? It’s a connection between everything on this earth and the source of my power, so I wouldn’t be surprised if that was the case.
I used it for good, I think back. I can now change the course of events and stop the Queen’s tyranny.
After waiting a few moments for the void to respond, I sigh and turn to my side. I must have imagined it.
I have seen queens and kings overthrown.
I shoot up from the bed. So I didn’t imagine it!
But I have also seen good people become tyrants.
I clench my teeth. I’ve never felt so determined before. I’ll never allow any harm to come to my friends or the people of Althuria. I cannot take down the Queen without you, my friend. I’ll seek allies and only ask for your help in times of need.
The void goes still in my core, as if taking a moment to think. Remember, the Queen is still strong at this moment and has the power to weaken me. I will try, but I may not be able to come to you when you need me most.
I try to focus on the void’s presence, but my eyes flutter closed. Just before the darkness swallows me, I send another thought to the void.
Thank you.




Chapter 3


The next morning, we go to the Sylvester house. It’s just as grand as I remember. When I first saw it, I regarded it with distaste. But now it all feels familiar and almost comforting. 
When we reach the front door, Althea places her hand on the doorknob and whispers something. I stare at her, amazed. She never indicated knowing anything of spells or charms—she only taught me herbal remedies.
“It’s a special code the professor tells the rebels,” she explains. “So they can get in and out with ease in case of emergency.”
She then leads me down the halls. Although I remember some things—a glimpse of a painting, a particularly shiny vase—the hallways to the Lanthan base still confuse me. By the time we reach the hidden underground part of the house where Professor Sylvester waits, I’m thoroughly bewildered.
The large base is home to many Lanthans escaping the Queen’s wrath. Professor Sylvester provides them with safety, and they support themselves until they can get out of the kingdom.
We weave through the crowd and into another hallway. As soon as we step through it, the air goes still and quiet. Only the sound of our footsteps echoes through the air. Althea turns to me.
“I sent the professor a note this morning stressing the severity of the situation. He should be arriving soon,” she says.
I glance at her strong profile, and it’s like I’m seeing her in a new light. She has the same red hair, sparkling brown eyes, and stubborn chin. Yet something about her seems more alive, even after working all night at the hospital. This is her place, I realize. This is where she belongs. She’s been a Black Dagger since the start, and in communication with Professor Sylvester. I was just never clued in.
We finally stop at a small wooden door. It swings open to reveal a warmly lit office, a cluttered desk sitting before us. We stand. I wring my hands nervously, waiting.
When Professor Sylvester does arrive, it looks like he was up all night, shirt ruffled, glasses askew, beard untidy. He clutches a full cup of Serasian tea, barely avoiding sloshing it onto his polished shoes. He almost looks like the male version of Professor Salone.
“Hello, Althea,” he says, tipping his head in greeting at her, then me. “Asha. Please, sit.”
He snaps his fingers, and two sturdy wooden chairs appear before us. I jump. I’d forgotten about his spells that allow him to summon objects wherever he wishes.
We sit, and Althea waits for him to get settled behind his desk before launching into her story. Our story. I jump in occasionally, correcting certain facts—Professor Salone’s deceit, the Lykros’ roles in the Queen’s plans, my mother’s dagger, the Queen’s sickness, and her control over the void—until we’ve painted the fullest picture of the situation to Professor Sylvester.
A long silence stretches in the space after we finish. The professor takes a sip of his tea, and the smell of jasmine and mint floats through the air. He scribbles on a piece of paper.
I fiddle with the hem of my shirt, and my heart feels like it might burst out of my chest. Althea, on the other hand, appears to be perfectly calm and composed, confident that he’ll know what to do. I can’t help but envy her.
Finally, the professor’s voice cuts through the silence. “Can you prove any of this?” he says. “How can I be sure that you really have void magic or that this time travel business is real?”
I glance at Althea, and she nods. “I can show you my power,” I say. “I’ll try my best to control it.”
Professor Sylvester downs the rest of his drink and sets the empty teacup on his desk. “Hm,” he says. “Go ahead.”
I take a deep breath and call out for the void, then panic when I realize it’s not there. But didn’t I just use my power to shield myself when I was being pursued by the mugger? Why isn’t the void responding now?
“Is everything all right?”
My eyes fly open at the sound of the professor’s voice.
“Y–Yes,” I say. “Just give me a moment.”
I close my eyes again and search for the void. My heartbeat finally slows down to a calming rhythm, cutting through my nervousness. Then, I feel it.
It envelops me, and I flicker out of Professor Sylvester’s office and into darkness. In the void, I examine the sparse office through a veil. I focus on the professor’s teacup, standing tall and proud on his desk. Its timeline whizzes past my eyes, and I focus on aging it, disintegrating it into dust. In a flash, I shoot out of the void and back into the office.
Professor Sylvester raises a brow at the pile of dust on his desk where his teacup once was. “That was expensive.”
“I can put it back together.” I take a deep breath. “I think.”
Althea frowns. “You think?”
I dive back into the void and repeat the process, except this time I focus on bringing the teacup back to its younger state. Clean, new, and shiny.
When I resurface, Althea gives me an awed look.
“Satisfied?” I say.
Professor Sylvester nods. “I still can’t be sure about this time-travel business, but at least we’ve covered that you actually have void magic. Now, if I heard this correctly…” He shuffles through the papers before him, the ones he’d been scribbling on while Althea spoke earlier. “You are in possession of an Eternos dagger, which you can use to disrupt the Queen’s plans of taking control over Lanthany’s tower and, consequently, the ultimate power that could destroy us all. And because the Queen murdered her sister, Queen Audrey, she acquired a weak imitation of void magic that is sickening her body.”
I nod.
He sighs. “On top of that, you’re accusing Professor Salone of a very serious crime. You’re arguing that a traitor within my ranks will soon give us all up to the Queen. And that an abandoned warehouse by the Arena contains illegal rune books that will give us a great advantage over the Queen, and some girl named Zarah—”
“Zaniyah,” I correct.
“Will help me decode them. You must understand, this is quite a lot to take in.”
“It’s all right.” I reach into my satchel. “I have the dagger, if you’d like to take a look.”
The deep black gem on the hilt of the Eternos dagger shines as I slip it out and hand it to the professor. He raises a brow. Just like when I first introduced it to him in the previous timeline, he takes out a strange metal contraption and holds the Eternos dagger beneath it. His eyes widen.
“It really is an Eternos dagger,” he says.
I start to respond, but Althea interrupts.
“Professor,” she says. “Let’s not waste time. Asha is telling the truth. We both know you care about Althuria and have the means to help.”
He sighs. “Indeed.”
“So let’s move on.” Althea leans back in her seat. “Who do you know that would be willing to protect Lanthany’s Eternos tower from the Queen’s grasp?”
“Lanthans, obviously. The dwarves who are currently giving the Black Daggers protection in their mountains.”
“Rovers?” I add.
He appears to mull over the idea for a moment. “Possibly. It will take some convincing, though.”
“And how would you go about recruiting them?” Althea asks.
“Hypothetically?”
“Hypothetically.”
“The Lanthans and dwarves are easier candidates. It would take some time to get the dwarves to forge weapons for us, though. They’re very protective of their secrets. But their leader is wise. She will understand the situation.” The professor sighs. “The Rovers are more difficult. They have reason to hate the Queen, but they fear her as well. The Queen probably already has their loyalty.”
“What about Lykros?” I ask.
Both Althea and Professor Sylvester shake their heads.
“It’s a waste of time,” she says. “Just like the Rovers, they fear the Queen.”
“And one wrong move is a death sentence in the Lykros’ camps,” the professor adds. “It’s too dangerous.”
“But with their Aurias, aren’t they a major part of—”
“No one’s going near the Lykros,” Althea says. Her tone is firm, and I clamp my mouth shut.
“With that said, hypothetically,” Professor Sylvester says, “I may have connections to many of those groups.”
“And hypothetically,” Althea continues, a spark in her eye, “we could send a representative out to each of those groups for negotiation, gather them, and start putting this into action.”
A thick silence falls over the office.
“We also must address the daggers,” Professor Sylvester says. “You said the Queen also has one, meaning if she acquires the other,” he gestures to the dagger on the desk, “we’ll lose a massive advantage.”
“And what, exactly, do these daggers do?” Althea asks. “When my mother gave it to me, she told me to guard it with my life. I never knew why.”
“They are keys to the Eternos towers,” he says. “Thus, wielders of the daggers hold immense power over all life and magic on this earth. When restored to their respective towers, it’s rumored that the word and magic of the ancients will flow freely through all lands once more. If we can restore the balance of magic in this world, the Queen will no longer have an advantage. Theoretically, her blood magic will dissipate and her hold over the void will weaken.”
I vaguely recall Professor Sylvester telling me about the immense power of the daggers, but this…
“The problem is, the Queen has already placed the first dagger into Althuria’s Eternos tower,” he continues. “Somehow, she has managed to siphon energy from the tower for herself, amplifying her mind manipulation abilities. She’s also started experimenting with this energy on her soldiers, although it’s uncertain how successful she’s been. Without the second dagger in the Lanthan Eternos tower, she can do whatever she wants.”
I glance down at the dagger on the desk before me. This dagger, one I had so carelessly stuffed into my satchel, could save us all.
“We can use this as a bargaining chip,” I say, an idea forming. “The dwarves and the Rovers, they can’t turn this down. The possibility of a new age, where they can have better lives.”
“And with your heritage,” Althea says, “it’s even more convincing.”
“Her heritage?”
I show Professor Sylvester the mark on my ankle. “My heritage. First in line to the throne. Althea is not my biological sister.”
“Holy Eternos.” He shakes his head, awe etched in his features. “I can’t believe it.”
I smile softly. “It is quite unbelievable, isn’t it?”
Still, my expression turns sour as I think of the massive responsibility that comes with such a title. Princess. Royal. It’s all nonsense. I’m no ruler, even though I wield the title to my advantage.
“What’s unbelievable?”
The voice resounds from the doorway to Professor Sylvester’s office. I turn, but I already know who it is.
Lex Sylvester.
“Lex,” Professor Sylvester says, his mouth drawing into a tight line. “How many times do I have to tell you not to barge into my office?”
I glance at Lex’s fair features, and a strange emotion washes over me, something like dread or desire. Or maybe both.
“Sorry,” he says. “I didn’t realize you had…guests.”
His eyes flick from Professor Sylvester to me, then Althea, and back to me again.
“I apologize for his behavior,” the professor says to me and Althea before turning back to Lex. “I must conclude business with the Olingers. We can talk later.”
Lex nods, but a strange look crosses his features when his eyes land on Althea and me. “Right, sorry for the interruption. Nice to meet you, ladies.”
He tips his head in acknowledgment at us before leaving.
Professor Sylvester waits a moment before addressing us again. “Asha,” he says, “I believe you should travel to the Eternos tower in Lanthany. Not only to restore the dagger to its rightful place, but so you can connect more deeply with your power. Eternos towers are heavily connected with void magic.”
“How would she cross the border?” Althea asks, perfectly mirroring my thoughts. “It’s dangerous terrain as well. She’d need a guide.”
“Many Black Daggers use this house as a reference point for their travels,” the professor says. “I can recommend you someone to lead you to the border.”
I shake my head. “I have a friend, Kestrel, who is part of the Black Daggers. Let me first ask him to guide me. I’d be more comfortable going there with someone I know.”
“I’d be more comfortable with you not going at all,” Althea says.
I’m about to protest, but Professor Sylvester beats me to it. “We can take the appropriate precautions to keep Asha safe. The mark on her ankle and her control over the void can give us an advantage over the Queen.”
“So…” Althea trails off, a question in her eyes.
He nods and turns to me. “Asha, you’re going to Lanthany’s Eternos tower.”




Chapter 4


I stride down the path leading me away from the Sylvester house. As I walk, I feel the extra weight in my satchel of a special tablet Professor Sylvester handed to me. 
“So you can communicate with myself or your sister if you need help,” he said when he handed it to me. “You just need to write on it—”
“And the words will appear on its counterpart,” I finished, smiling. “I remember you showed it to me back at the Academy before I traveled back in time.”
I accepted the gift with almost reverent awe. Back at the Academy, when he let me use the stone tablet to contact Althea, I was fascinated by it. That same fascination still burns brightly within me.
“Ms. Olinger?” someone says behind me.
I whip my head around to see none other than Lex Sylvester.
“Yes,” I say. “What is it?”
He steps forward to walk beside me. “Just curious. Why does my father look so concerned?”
“None of your business.”
It isn’t any of his business, but I know he made it his when he saw the lottery winners during his summer job at the Academy’s administration office. Even now, the glaring late morning sun highlights curiosity in his eyes.
Part of me wishes that he’d leave me alone. The other wants to tell him how much he means to me, right here and now. The feelings war inside me, and I can’t seem to decide whether to push him away or let the present unfold.
“Is your first name Asha, by any chance?” Lex asks.
I raise my eyebrow. “How did you know?”
Of course, it’s because of the list. During his temporary work at the administration office, he came across a list with my name on it, along with two other girls. All of us lottery winners. One girl was murdered, the other poisoned and barely recovered. He connected that to other lottery winners in the past couple of years that died and started his own little investigation into the matter.
But I’m curious to see what lies he might come up with.
“I must’ve heard your sister mention it.”
Not a very good lie, but I give him a pass on it.
“So,” he continues, “what were you talking about? How come I’ve never seen you around before?”
“Because I haven’t been here before.” It’s a bit of a lie, but it’s better than trying to explain the truth to him.
I did hide here before, when the Red Shields came for me at the Academy. Professor Sylvester let me live in their abnormally large home until I ran away to find Althea. I didn’t succeed and ultimately ended up in the Queen’s dungeons.
Images of Zaniyah and Lex and Althea as lifeless husks flash through my mind. Images that will haunt me till the day I die. I hate this—experiencing such sorrow, only to have it all reversed.
Time travel sucks.
Lex snaps his head to face me. “What was that?”
“What was what?”
“You said ‘time travel sucks.’”
Ugh. I must’ve said the sentence out loud. “I guess it’s one of those things no one believes in, and I’m thinking of impossible things right now. Sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry.” He turns to face me again. “I’d actually like to know what you’re thinking of—impossible or not. You look worried.”
“I do?”
Now that I think of it, yes, there’s this fear plaguing me. The fear that whatever plan we come up with to defeat the Queen won’t succeed. She’s always a step ahead.
“Yeah,” Lex continues. “You’ve got a little crease between your eyebrows. Like your brain is thinking so hard that your forehead decided to join in on the action.”
I can’t help but laugh. “That’s a strange way to put it.”
“So why does time travel suck?”
We’re passing the bakery, and I wave at Mrs. Turner, grateful that she doesn’t stop us. I don’t like the foreboding that’s building inside me. Now that Lex is with me, I decide to cut through the alleyway and get to the station as fast as possible.
An ice-cold, uncontrollable wave of fear crashes into me, but I push through. Lex gives me a curious glance but follows me out the alleyway and to the streets.
“Time travel sucks…” I pause. “Because, um, well it doesn’t exist, right? I can’t change my future. And I can’t change my past.”
That’s a blatant lie. Time travel sucks because I can. But then none of my friends remember me, but I remember them. I’ve seen horrors that never happened but still can. I’m constantly scared that one wrong move will send me spiraling back into chaos. And what’s worse, if I mess up in this timeline…will I be able to turn back time again? Will I get another chance?
“The past certainly affects the future, I think,” Lex says. “I mean, sure, seeing the future is great, but you can accidentally create a self-fulfilling prophecy.”
“A what?”
“A self-fulfilling prophecy. It’s when you know a future event and you try to avoid it, but in doing so you unleash the very circumstances that make it happen in the first place.”
I furrow my brow. “So I know what’s going to happen in the future, and no matter what I try, it happens anyway?” That’s disheartening.
“Yup.” I must still look confused, because he elaborates. “There’s actually a story about this, a small legend from Lanthany. My mother once told it to me.”
“Go on.”
He begins the story, his voice low. “There’s a kind, gentle, and smart girl whose mother loves her with all her heart. But her mother has seen into the future. And she knows that her daughter will die a violent death before she reaches adulthood.
“She worries so much about her daughter’s safety that she decides to hole her up in their home her entire life. She orders her daughter never to go out. The girl listens, but as she grows up, she longs to go outside.”
We’ve reached the gate, but I don’t head to the platform. Althea has a rule for us too: never draw attention. Lie low. A rule I’ve defied many times and paid the price for it.
Also, I hate to admit I’m enthralled by the story. Or, more likely, Lex’s silky voice.
“As she grows into a teenager, she starts to get curious about the outside world. One day she sneaks out and roams the streets of Tarros, drinking in the beautiful sights and marveling at all the stalls and vendors. She sees new things and new people, tastes spiced meats, warm breads, and sugar-filled sweets, hears music, and dances. It’s the most fun she’s ever had.
“But soon night falls, and she’s lost. She’s walking down a path when she sees a man stumbling about. The man mumbles, his words slurred. She immediately assumes he needs help to walk. She’s never seen a drunken person before and is too naïve to believe anyone would attack her. She doesn’t see the knife tucked in his belt.”
“Oh, no,” I whisper. Suddenly I find myself dreading the end of the story.
“That’s right. The girl approaches the stranger, asking if he’s hurt. She reaches out a helping hand. The man, in his inebriated state, thinks the girl is trying to strangle him, so he takes out his knife and stabs her first.”
“That’s a terrible ending!”
Lex grins wryly. “Yes, well, that’s what a self-fulfilling prophecy is. If the mother taught her child the ways of the world—of knives and drunken men—she probably would’ve had a better chance of survival. By keeping her safe and away from danger, the mother caused more harm.”
“Huh. A self-fulfilling prophecy.”
By the standards of the story, Althea would be to blame for my demise. She had all these rules and gave me no explanations. I had no idea how dangerous and cruel the Queen was. Is. I had no idea what I was walking into.
But I also wonder about my plan now. Am I creating a self-fulfilling prophecy? I’m trying to warn Kestrel and Professor Sylvester to hide the rebels. I’m also planning to find a place to hide, which I didn’t do before. Then it strikes me, as fast as lightning.
I have to assume the worst. That the Queen is coming for all of us. We can’t hide, because she’ll eventually find us with all her Aurias and trackers. We need to fight back.
To do that, I need allies and weapons and runes, and—
The questions swirl about in my mind, so forceful I don’t realize Lex is looking at me strangely. I open the gate to the train station and step onto the platform. He follows, and we walk in silence.
When the train rumbles to a stop in front of us, I step forward onto it.
“See you around, Sylvester.”
“Right back at you, Olinger.”
The conductor slides the train doors shut, and I take a seat.




Chapter 5


The Arena is a monstrous building, towering over all of Althuria. Other than the castle and the Luminus Academy, that is. Inside are seats and benches, packed tightly to form a ring around the fighting pits where contestants fight for money and fame. Or, as with today’s selection, a place at the Academy. 
I quickly check in with Agnes, my supervisor. In the previous timeline, she handed me the offer from the Academy, and I accepted it ecstatically. Now, I must refuse that offer no matter what.
I go to her, but she hands me the rota and my cleaning schedule instead. She hasn’t received my acceptance letter yet. My heart flutters.
The Academy rejected my application months ago in this timeline. In any case, Althea forbade me to go, so I went behind her back and ran away. The few months I spent at the Academy were the best of my life…before I was kidnapped and tortured by Professor Salone.
Today, I will receive my letter of acceptance, one of the three students chosen by the lottery system.
The lottery was all a ruse. The Queen manipulated it to include girls of my age with red hair. She then sent Professor Salone to test their powers before killing them. Of the nine girls total picked over the course of three years, only two survived, Sara Finley and me.
All because the Queen was trying to find me.
I wonder, if I go to the Academy, will I be able to save Luna Morris? She would be alive now. And Sara Finley. Will she die without my intervention?
Agnes waves me off, and I swear I hear the bones in her wrist creak. She’s getting old and will probably be laid off soon.
Today, I have a part to play. I plan to catch Kestrel to warn him about the spy within the Black Daggers, and if he’s in a good mood, about Flynn too. With some luck, I can also wean out a good route to Lanthany from him.
Mop and bucket in hand, I hurry over to my post near one of the less-used exits where I can monitor the entire building. I have no intention of cleaning, but the outfit makes me inconspicuous. My gaze roves over the pit where Veronica, the Crown Princess, is fighting Kestrel. It will be some time until one of these two go down. It’s a good show, and the bets ramp up as the fight goes on.
A sound makes my ears perk up. Shuffling, followed by a gasp. I realize I’m alone in this section, shrouded in darkness. I can’t pinpoint the location of the noise. Again, the sound echoes, eerie and haunting. I shrug off my disquiet. I’m not the fearful girl I was before. I duck under the benches and follow the sound.
As I weave past the stands, I run through all the moves I learned in the Academy. Whoever is down here could be dangerous. Chances are it’s just some kid who got lost in the seats, but I don’t want to take any chances.
My breathing quickens as my feet carry me to the stands farthest from the pit fights. Dangerous dealings take place here in the seats closest to the exits.
But then I catch a flash of red, and my heart thumps.
A Red Shield.
The sniffling grows louder, and I can now hear a familiar voice. I round the corner, my breath catching in my throat when I see a girl huddled in the corner, knees scraping the earth, strawberry blonde hair shielding her face. She looks up.
Zaniyah.
In the Red Shield’s hand is a worn bag, presumably hers. The Red Shield riffles through the bag, ripping things out and throwing them to the floor, crushing them beneath his boots. He takes out other things—a hunk of bread and cheese, an almost-empty bag of coins—and pockets them for himself. Zaniyah’s body trembles, but she keeps her mouth shut and her chin stubbornly raised.
“Have anything else?” the Red Shield asks when he’s done searching her things.
“No.” Her voice comes out steady, but I see the burning fury in her eyes. “Nothing.”
The Red Shield kicks her in the ribs, and she keels forward, grunting. Then she straightens up and fixes him with her steely gaze.
“I told you, I have nothin—”
But her word is cut off by another kick in the ribs, this one harder than the last. She gasps for breath, eyes sparkling with unshed tears.
Feral rage rises within me. This kind of behavior is accepted in Althuria’s cities, where the Red Shields do whatever they like—even encouraged at times. No matter how hard you try, no matter how much you struggle, someone will always kick you down.
I’m tired of getting kicked down. I’m tired of seeing others get kicked down.
I grit my teeth and step forward. “Drop the bag.”
The words are out of my mouth before I register their absolute stupidity. I can’t take down a trained soldier. I can’t help Zaniyah. I’m risking myself and my mission, risking the powerful dagger in my satchel. If I lose it, if I get found out…
I glance up at the Red Shield.
Instead of seeing a red-uniformed man, I see the Queen.
I see the pale cruelty in her eyes. The sadistic curl of her mouth. My own flesh and blood, discarding the lives of innocents for her power.
I see her taking me to the dungeons.
I see Althea’s body, lifeless.
“Drop the bag and leave.”
My voice rings out, and I feel something blossom inside me. If I can succeed in my mission and get that key to Lanthany’s Eternos tower, I can restore the balance in this world. I can give people a chance to fight back against the Queen and her Red Shields. Zaniyah won’t have to suffer indignities like this ever again.
The Red Shield turns from Zaniyah to face me. He smiles, a harsh twist of his mouth.
“Mind your own business,” he says. There’s a dangerous edge to his voice. “Move along, now.”
I don’t, and his stare hardens.
“I said, move along!”
“I’m waiting for my friend,” I say, gesturing to Zaniyah. “She’s coming with me.”
Zaniyah’s eyes widen.
“She’s not going anywhere,” says the Red Shield. “She’s a dirty criminal.”
“I highly doubt that she’s the criminal here,” I say. I know I’m goading him, but I can’t help it. I need to give Zaniyah a chance to escape.
“What are you saying, girl?” The Red Shield’s voice rises in intensity.
From behind him, Zaniyah stealthily reaches for her bag and slips it around her waist. She slowly rises to her feet, but the Red Shield doesn’t notice.
“I’m saying that you’re the real scum here.” I force all the ire into my voice I can, silently thanking Zaniyah for catching on quickly. Hopefully she’ll make it out of here in time.
“No respect,” the Red Shield says, stepping forward. “You have no respect. You need to be taught a good lesson, don’t you? Filthy forest girl.”
He continues to advance on me, and panic races through my body. I can’t use my powers lest I reveal them to the entire Arena. I have no weapons.
Darn, I should’ve thought this through.
I frantically search around the area for something I can use to defend myself, but it’s too late. He’s already right in front of me, hand resting on his scabbard. I thrash and move away, trying desperately to get out of his reach, my vocal cords freezing when I realize there’s nowhere to go—
He yells in surprise. The clammy heat of his presence is whisked away.
My eyes fly back open. He’s crumpled on the ground, slumped over. He murmurs something before closing his eyes and drifting into unconsciousness.
“What in the world…” I trail off when I see Zaniyah behind him. “How did you do that?”
“Just whacked him with my bag,” she says, bending over to pick up her crushed belongings.
I break into a relieved grin and crouch to help her. As we gather her broken things, I can’t help but marvel that she’s safe and whole and alive. The last time I saw her, she was on the brink of death in a filthy dungeon cell, about to be executed.
My elation fades quickly when I see her expression. Not gratitude or relief: suspicion.
Of course. She doesn’t know me. Not yet.
She moves close to the unconscious Red Shield, and I see her take out a quill and ink. She hesitates and glances at me with
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