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      Something was wrong.

      Kaila knew it the moment she heard the footsteps. They weren’t the calm, measured footfalls of her fellow citizens, but quick and hurried, betraying haste.

      Someone was running.

      Kaila Dwyn had lived in the mining village of Elgoss her entire eighteen years, and she could count on one hand the occasions she’d heard an adult running. People didn’t run in their sleepy town. Elgoss was safe, protected by its sandstone walls, perched on the side of a volcanic mount and hidden deep in the mountains of the Iron Pinnacles. The enemy might seek this place for the precious crystals they mined from the fiery depths, but their location remained a closely guarded secret. Only the most trusted citizens were allowed to leave Elgoss, and only with the earl’s permission.

      Nor was there any crime to speak of. What little they possessed was shared among the community. To steal for personal gain contradicted everything her people believed; a violation of the precious unity that had held humanity together throughout a thousand years of war against their ceaseless enemy, the Elysian.

      So when she heard the footsteps approaching, Kaila reacted as any upstanding citizen of Fresia would. She was already in motion as shouts echoed down the narrow street, a knife finding its place in her hand as she unsheathed it. She might be smaller than most of the men in Elgoss, but her father had prepared Kaila for this moment, training her to fight, to wield a blade and trust her instincts.

      A figure staggered into view, face pale and smudged with ash. She recognised him; it was Leonardo, one of her father’s men. Strange. The bell signalling the day’s end had yet to ring; everyone was still in the mines or tending to the crops. Kaila only had the afternoon free to prepare for this evening, when she and her classmates would sit the Trials of the Aegis, a final test that all children must complete to become full citizens. The Trials decided your future within the kingdom and served to root out any Elysian infiltrators among their ranks.

      But Leonardo was a grown man. He should not have been here.

      She smelt treason.

      The shadows were already long with the short winter day and the fleeing man didn’t notice Kaila until she stepped into his path, knife glinting in the sunset. “Stop, Leo—” she began.

      The man did not pause, launching himself at Kaila instead, a fist aimed squarely for her face. Her father’s training saved her from the blow as she ducked, but not from his momentum. They crashed together, the impact hurling them both from their feet. She clung to him as they struck the ground.

      “Get off!” he yelled, struggling to free himself.

      Kaila refused, digging her fingers into his flesh and slashing at him with the knife. Desperate, he rolled, sending them tumbling down the steep street. Sharp stones tore her skin and her teeth rattled with each jolt of impact, but she endured, refusing to let go. She could hear the distant shouts of pursuers, the heavy thump of their boots approaching, and knew she just had to hold on a little longer…

      They came to a halt with a thump. Still clutching her knife, Kaila found a well of extra strength and surged upright, pulling herself on top of the man. Pinning him, she raised her blade.

      “No, please!” Leonardo gasped, his face red from exertion. He began to thrash. “No, I can’t go back down there! Not again!”

      She knew the truth then. Her stomach sank, jaw hardening. He was a deserter. His turn had obviously come for the deep shift, the newest tunnels in the volcanic depths, where the air boiled and harsh gases burned at men’s flesh and lungs. It was the most perilous section of the mine, but it was also where agimet formed. The crystals were crucial to their soldiers on the frontlines, where they powered weapons against the Elysian. So each man did their duty, drawing lots and bearing the risk, knowing their sacrifice kept the kingdom safe.

      Unless you were a filthy coward and fled.

      Leonardo moaned and bucked, attempting to throw her off. Snarling, she pressed her blade against the soft flesh beneath his chin.

      “One wrong move, coward, and you won’t live to face my father’s wrath.”

      With the mine down a man, someone else would have to step up. Her father, the overseer, would likely be the first to volunteer. Kaila’s anger stirred at the thought of him risking his life because of this craven. She pressed down on the knife until Leonardo yelped and grew still.

      His eyes watched her, dark in the dying light, black with hatred. It didn’t touch her. What did she care about the hatred of a coward?

      The thud of heavy boots announced the arrival of reinforcements. Kaila looked up to find Sareen standing over them. A muscular woman, she had once fought on the frontlines herself. Now she served as a guard for the mine.

      “Kaila!” She gasped. “Bless the First Matron, we thought the spineless bastard had slipped away from us.” She gave Leonardo a sharp kick in the ribs, making him double over in agony.

      Another man in the scarlet uniform of the Fresian military arrived. Only then did Kaila release her grip and step back. Her heart was racing and as the moment passed, her scalp began to tingle with the shock of what she’d just done.

      I stopped a deserter!

      Duty to your fellow man was the first law of the Magisterium—the ancient association that had ruled humanity since their liberation. It was all that had kept humanity alive through centuries of slavery to their Elysian conquerors. And it had given them the strength to fight when T’iana, the greatest of their heroes, had risen against their masters—and called on them to do the same.

      Pride swelled in Kaila’s chest as Sareen dragged the moaning man up by his collar and shoved him into the hands of Tomas—another ex-soldier.

      “Well done, kid,” he grunted, locking shackles around Leonardo’s wrists. Leonardo continued to shake his head and beg for mercy, but his captors steadfastly ignored him.

      “It was an honour, sir,” she said respectfully, offering a salute. “Do you need help escorting him to the pens?” The mine had several cages for deserters. They were always the first sent into the depths each morning.

      Tomas chuckled. “I think we can handle it.”

      Kaila pursed her lips but ignored the mockery in his tone. The pair were veterans and she was no one. But one day soon, she hoped to wear their uniform, and not as a regular soldier. Her father had been preparing her for something more—to join the greatest order of heroes humanity had ever known.

      The Wardens of Fresia.

      Kaila’s heart swelled. Her father had been a hero on the frontlines, beloved by his comrades. He had been awarded the medal of T’iana for saving his entire company. They’d been scouting in the mountains when the enemy had surprised them. Without the protection of a Warden, they should have been slaughtered—but her father had charged the enemy alone, buying his captain time to order the retreat. His company survived, but Gideon Dwyn was presumed dead—until, weeks later, he stumbled back into camp alive.

      As for her mother, Kaila had never known her—only that she’d been a soldier as well, but had died shortly after Kaila’s birth. Heartbroken, her father had resigned his commission the next day. Normally, such an action would have condemned Gideon as a coward, but since the captain owed his life to her father, a transfer was arranged instead.

      “Don’t you have the Trials today?” Sareen interrupted Kaila’s daydreams.

      She jumped. “Oh!”

      Adrenaline had driven the Trials from her mind. Glancing at the sky, she swore. The sun had already set behind the curve of the mountain. She was late!

      “Sorry!” she quickly apologised for the foul language. She would have to confess to Sister Eurador later, but if she wanted any chance of becoming a Warden, she needed to move.

      Unfortunately, the end-of-day bell had already rung and a crowd had now gathered, drawn by the commotion. A pack of wide-eyed children had crept close, and as she turned to go, Kaila careened into one of them, knocking the boy to the ground, where he began to howl.

      Kaila stumbled to a stop. She recognised him, of course. She knew every single one of the six hundred and twenty citizens of Elgoss. The boy was Jacob, the son of one of her father’s miners. He was young, barely five years old, and curious—which meant he was always getting underfoot. Not unlike herself at that age. His lower lip trembled as he stared up at her, on the border of tears.

      With a sigh, she offered him a hand.

      “Is it one of them?” the little man asked quietly as he stood.

      Kaila shook her head, eager to be on her way. “No, Jacob. It was just Leonardo. He turned coward. Don’t let him worry you.”

      The boy’s eyes widened. “He deserted?” he whispered, as though just speaking the word was sacrilege. “But what if he got away?” Tears finally spilt down his cheeks. “He could have told.”

      “But he didn’t.” She smiled, trying to reassure the child. It was a scary world beyond their walls, but there was no need to scare the boy.

      “Thanks to you?”

      Kaila, about to turn away, hissed in a breath between her teeth. “And Sareen and Tomas!” she said. “Remember, we’re a community. Together, the enemy will never beat us.”

      The boy drew himself up, puckering his lips in what he likely thought was a look of determination. “Then I’ll stop the next one!”

      She was about to laugh when she remembered Tomas and his mockery. “Is that so?” she said instead, and then because it felt right, she unclipped the knife from her belt. “Here, take it,” she said. “That way if there are any other evildoers, you’ll be here to stop them.”

      Jacob’s eyes were as bright as the twin moons on a clear night as she pressed the dagger into his little hands.

      “Really? I can have it?”

      Kaila nodded. Jacob’s fingers trembled as they closed around the hilt. She watched with satisfaction as his jaw hardened, his lips forming a little grimace. Now when he met her gaze, there was no sign of fear in their amber depths.

      “Will you protect our home for me?” she asked.

      “I will!”

      “Then it’s yours.”

      It would be useless to him—Kaila’s father had been teaching her to wield a blade since she was old enough to walk. But courage wasn’t always about the truth. Sometimes, it was about the lies you told yourself to confront the darkness. Or at least, that’s what Sister Eurador said sometimes.

      Besides, she had a spare knife tucked in her boot, if she needed it.

      Patting the boy on the shoulder, Kaila rose. Her heart sank as she glanced at the sky. Darkness stretched across the distant mountains, the last glow of the setting sun turning their volcanic peak a violent red. Shadows filled the streets. Sister Eurador would have begun the Trials by now, and Kaila still had to cross half of Elgoss.

      A weight settled in her gut as she pushed her way through the crowd. She was going to be late. Very late. Would there be enough time to finish? She had to try!

      Emerging from the press of bodies, Kaila was about to start down the street when movement flickered in the corner of her eye. Turning, she found herself staring at an empty alleyway. Kaila frowned, a hint of unease tugging at her stomach. She could have sworn someone had been standing there, cloak swirling in the harsh wind funnelling through the narrow street.

      Shaking her head, Kaila focused on the way ahead. The stone walls bore the scars of centuries, chipped and cracked by the harsh mountain climate. The ground sloped away steeply, winding down into the town centre where the black rooftop of the colonnade loomed above the three-storey flats of Elgoss.

      There was nobody else around—the crowd had followed Sareen and Tomas uphill towards the mine and their homes.

      Kaila hesitated, torn. People did not run in Elgoss.

      But there was only one day in a young woman’s life when she faced the Trials of the Aegis.

      One day when she could actually, truly be late.

      Cursing under her breath, Kaila Dwyn threw caution to the wind and ran.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Emerging from the shadows where he’d hidden, Theron studied the girl as she raced down the street and out of sight. She was handy with a knife, he would give her that, keeping her head as she fell and holding onto the weapon until an opening presented itself. Attractive too, in a rustic kind of way. Her raven-black hair had been brushed until it fell straight around her shoulders and there was still life in those emerald eyes. Duty to an ungrateful kingdom hadn’t beaten her down yet. And she must have been hiding some muscle beneath her homespun tunic. The fugitive had stood a head taller than her and she’d taken him down by herself.

      Poor bloke; he’d never stood a chance. Theron almost felt sorry for the man—if not for the fact he was human and on the other side. Whether he liked it or not, that was how the world worked. Humans and Elysian could never be friends.

      The girl obviously understood as much. She was a zealot if ever he’d seen one. Most people were these days, to be fair. The Sisters of the Magisterium were nothing if not efficient, spreading their propaganda far and wide.

      The crowd cleared as the guards departed, the prisoner held tightly between them. They were heading in the direction of the mine. Theron muttered a curse. That was inconvenient. He’d been hoping to have the place to himself for the night. He needed time to determine whether he had the right town, or if this was another dead end at the bottom of a long list of dead ends.

      Instead, he would have company. Things could get messy. Honestly, how was a thief to make an honest living when the good citizens of Fresia were so eager to stick their noses where they didn’t belong?

      Ah, well. That’s the job.

      Detaching himself from the wall, Theron started up the narrow street. With his hood drawn around his face, the few stragglers in the streets didn’t glance twice in his direction.

      Unlike the girl. She had almost seen him. People didn’t see Theron; he was a ghost, a shadow. He had perfected the art of going unnoticed long ago. People’s eyes slid off the man in the grey trenchcoat. And yet there she’d been, just another peasant girl, staring into the shadows where he hid. There had been something perturbing about those emerald eyes, the way they shimmered in the dying light. Could she be Gifted? No, humans were annoyingly fastidious about weeding out his kind with their Trials.

      He shook himself. She was no one, and he had a job to do. If this was really an agimet mine, he was about to be very, very, rich. Humanity and his kind had been fighting over the sacred crystals for centuries now. As far as Theron was concerned, they could go on doing so for another millennia, so long as he got his share. Raw crystals, uncut and fresh from the earth, went for a fortune on the black market back in Tah’raus. If the Trickster finally smiled on him tonight, he would be a rich man.

      Theron snorted. Fat chance of that. The Elysian god wasn’t exactly known for blessing his people with a life of joy and prosperity. He wasn’t called the Trickster for nothing. But a good thief made his own luck.

      The volcanic peak loomed above as he emerged from the buildings. An opening in the cliffs marked the entrance to the mine. His heart quickened. This was it. The last village on his list. The others had all been a bust—either they no longer existed, or they mined lesser minerals—coal and iron and copper. Theron cared for none of it. He’d borrowed from some powerful people to get the names on his list. If this was another dead end…

      He pushed the thought from his mind. He couldn’t afford another failure. This was it.

      Tonight was the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m here!”

      Kaila’s cry rang from the classroom walls as she burst through the front doors. Inside, a dozen of her classmates looked up from the papers on their desks, eyes wide in surprise. The room itself was small and windowless, cloistered in the basement of the colonnade along with many other of the town’s governmental functions. The familiar odour of damp and mould greeted her as she stepped inside.

      “Kaila Dwyn. You are late.”

      Sister Eurador stood at the front of the class, hands clasped before her, hidden in the sleeves of her garnet-red habit. A plain cloth belt cinched her overly long robes at the waist, while around her neck she wore the silver collar of a Sister. At that moment, her brow was creased in an expression usually reserved for troublemakers. Kaila cringed at the glint in her eyes.

      “Half your time for the Trial of Knowledge has already passed,” the sister continued. “You may wait outside for the Trial of Agimet.”

      For a second, Kaila stood fixed in place, frozen like a rabbit caught in the light. She struggled to formulate a response. If she didn’t complete the first Trial, she could bid farewell to any chance of being a Warden.

      “Please!” she managed to gasp. “Let me try! I can do it!”

      The sister arched one silver eyebrow. “You believe you can pass with the time remaining?”

      Kaila’s confidence wilted beneath her iron glare. But she couldn’t give up, not like this. She was a devoted citizen of Fresia, uncowed by a thousand years of war with their unrelenting enemy. She could stand up to the likes of Sister Eurador.

      “I can do it.”

      An agonising second passed as Kaila stood alone in the doorway, impaled by the eyes of her classmates. Finally, the sister gave a single nod.

      “Well then, are you going to just stand there, or are you going to take your seat?”

      “Yes, Sister! Sorry, Sister!”

      Kaila didn’t need to be asked twice. Grateful, she darted to her desk. The rusty joints of the chair squealed as she sat, drawing glares from her classmates, who had already returned their attention to the exam. On the sister’s desk, the candle used to mark the time was already burning low. Struggling not to let panic take hold, Kaila picked up her piece of graphite and set to work.

      Question One: Who was T’iana before she became the First Matron?

      Well, at least they started with the easy questions. It all went back to the Awakening. A thousand years ago, before humanity had won their freedom. The Elysian had been wily masters, often exploiting the abilities of their slaves to their own benefit. T’iana had been a poorly mechanist, until her master realised her genius and brought her to their hidden city of Iselador. There, she had slaved away on their machines, using her brilliance to make their arcane devices all the more powerful.

      Ultimately though, her genius had become their downfall. T’iana had used her position to learn their secrets—and then steal their most precious artifact—a device known as the Aegis. With its power, she created the first Wardens and led humanity in a rebellion against their Elysian rulers. After the uprising, T’iana had ruled for many decades as First Matron, creating the laws and dictates that still governed Fresia to this day. The Aegis had been lost not long after her death, but the Wardens and their sacred armour remained to guard humanity from the enemy.

      The next few questions were just as easy. They dealt with the value of societal roles and the hierarchical structures used by the Magisterium to maintain societal coherence. Easy. Her pencil flew across the page, even as her wrist began to ache. But there was still another side of the paper. Glancing at the candle, Kaila bit her lip. Ten minutes!

      What function do the Daughters of the Magisterium play in Fresian society?

      She glanced up at this question, her eyes drawn to another of her classmates. Eliza Wrenn sat primly in her chair, hands folded neatly on her desk. Her exam paper lay before her, filled margin to margin with tidy handwriting. As their eyes met, a smirk touched the other girl’s lips.

      They were not friends. At least, not now. A long time ago, maybe, before Eliza had apparently decided the daughter of an overseer was not a suitable friend for the daughter of the town’s earl. Particularly one with ambitions to be a Daughter of the Magisterium.

      Kaila had never understood why someone would willingly choose such a fate. Sure, it was an honour to be chosen. The Daughters of the Magisterium embodied the height of sophistication, selected for their beauty and intelligence, and then groomed in the etiquette of the nobility. If Eliza was chosen, she could look forward to a life of privilege, free from the physical toils and strict rations meted out to the rest of society.

      But she would also surrender her autonomy. The Magisterium would decide what she ate and when she slept, how she behaved, who she associated with. And when the time came, they would choose her husband—a match decided not by desire, but who the Matron deemed of greatest benefit to the kingdom.

      The Daughters were an important part of Fresian history. T’iana herself had created their order from the children of her closest allies, using their marriages to solidify the emerging kingdom. And so it had continued to this day.

      It still sounded like living hell to Kaila.

      She finished scratching the answer and glanced at the candle again. Her heart lurched in her chest. It’s almost gone! The flame was guttering in the wax pooling at the bottom of the saucer. There wasn’t enough time. Her future was slipping away with each drip of wax.

      Cursing beneath her breath, she skipped to the last question on the page. If she couldn’t finish the whole thing, she could at least answer the hardest question.

      What is humanity’s most important weapon against the Elysian?

      Surprisingly easy. Her hand was beginning to cramp as she lowered it to write about the Wardens, before she paused. The Wardens were the obvious answer. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the flame turning blue. The Wardens and their magical armour were a powerful symbol in the battle against the enemy. Their nobility, their sense of courage and heroism, they were all she ever wanted to be.

      But ultimately, they were a tool. An important one, but it was not by their power alone that humanity had found the strength to discard their Elysian masters.

      A smile spread across Kaila’s lips as she realised what answer Sister Eurador was looking for.

      Duty.

      It was the central pillar of Fresian society. The war might still rage on, but the frontlines were now miles from their cities, beyond the vast wastelands to the west. How difficult it was to maintain your resolve against an enemy that could no longer be seen. How easy it would have been to forget their peril. Only duty kept them united.

      “Pencils down!”

      Kaila stifled a moan as she let the graphite fall. She’d left several answers empty, but she’d done all she could…hadn’t she? Her hand twitched. She steeled herself to stop from picking up the paper and checking the answers. Sister Eurador was already moving through the classroom to collect the sheets. She grimaced as she took Kaila’s—no doubt for the chicken scratches that were her handwriting.

      Then returning to her desk, the sister took up her quill and ink pot. The class watched in silence as she picked up the first paper and peered at it through the thick lenses of her spectacles. For a few minutes, the scrape of her quill against paper was the only sound in the silence. Kaila could hardly breathe watching the woman, wondering if she’d done enough, which of the two dozen papers was her own, if her fate had already been decided…

      “Psst, how’d you go?”

      Kaila almost leapt out of her chair as the boy in the desk alongside hers leaned over and jabbed her in the shoulder with his pencil. It was Caellum, her only real friend in the village. His parents worked the maize field on the western slopes. The rocky soils and harsh mountain climate meant the crop was barely worth the effort, but ‘barely’ in the winter when the crown stipend ran out could mean the difference between starvation and survival.

      The glare Kaila fixed him with had been known to rival Sister Eurador’s when it came to silencing dissenters, but Caellum only replied with a wolfish grin. Of course, for him the stakes of this test were far less. Unless he suffered a calamitous failure, he would work the fields alongside his parents, just as his grandparents and great-grandparents had before them. That was the way of things in Fresia, except for those with aspirations to join the Magisterium.

      However, by now others were beginning to chatter as well, the tension finally breaking as the pile of marked sheets outnumbered the unmarked. With a heavy exhale, Kaila relented.

      “Terribly?” she muttered. “I had, what, twenty minutes?” She shook her head. Nothing more needed to be said.

      Caellum snorted. “Even with half the time, I bet you still come out on top.”

      “Eliza seemed pretty confident.”

      “I think you’re mistaking confidence with arrogance,” Caellum replied, though he dropped his voice to a whisper as he said it.

      Probably wise, given Eliza’s parents had the power to make anyone’s life in Elgoss miserable. Anyone but Sister Eurador, of course. Hers was the most important job in the village and even the earl couldn’t touch her. She had taught three generations now the values of the Fresia and its Magisterium, and while her face was wrinkled and her vision fading, the old woman would teach another generation yet if she had any say in the matter.

      “Whatever,” Kaila muttered. “Even if I passed, no way my results are enough to get to the third Trial.”

      There were three Trials, though most only sat the first two. This one had been the easiest. After five years of schooling by the local Sister, every child in the kingdom was expected to have a basic knowledge of their duties and history. Failure meant being denied even their familial labour. Instead of following her father in the mines, for instance, if she failed Kaila would be consigned to cleaning chamber pots and beating laundry against rocks in the river for at least the next decade of her miserable life.

      As for the third Trial, that was reserved for those the Sisters judged worthy. People with the potential to be Daughters, Sisters or Wardens. The Trial itself was a closely guarded secret. To Kaila’s knowledge, in their class only she and Eliza harboured such high ambitions.

      “What made you so late anyway?” Caellum asked, interrupting her thoughts.

      “Oh!” Kaila’s heart pulsed. “I didn’t tell you. There was a deserter, from the mine. Leonardo. I stopped him up on High Street.”

      “What?” Caelum’s eyes grew wide. Several heads swung around at the shout, but at her desk, the sister didn’t look up from the papers. “You’re not serious?”

      “Yeah,” Kaila said quickly. “Tomas and Sareen arrived a little after and took him to the pens.”

      Caellum nodded, his eyes still wide, but a knock came from the door before he could respond. All eyes in the class swung around, the silence returning. Kaila’s scalp prickled. In her anxiety for the third Trial, she’d completely forgotten about the second and most perilous of the three.

      The Trial of Agimet.

      “Enter,” Sister Eurador called.

      The door swung open, admitting a pair of unfamiliar soldiers. They wore uniforms of the finest satin, the golden threads embroidering their cuffs marking them as active combatants. Between them they carried a chest of polished lead. Golden wires had been welded into the heavy metal in a pattern of swirls and twists, forming ancient runes against the magics of the enemy.

      Kaila shivered, her hands suddenly clammy. Locked inside that box was the most dangerous substance known to humanity—a piece of agimet. But this would be different from the crystals her father and the other miners dug from the caverns beneath their volcanic mount. Those were still inert, useless to the Elysian. To be used in the enemies magics, the crystals had to be charged in a nexus—areas where energy known as atar gathered naturally.

      There was no nexus in Elgoss, thankfully. The nearest was meant to be several weeks’ journey away, somewhere high in the Iron Pinnacles. Even so, as a precaution, none of the agimet crystals they mined were stored in the village.

      Kaila had never seen one of the crystals charged. That would change today. In the second Trial, each of the young men and women in this room would hold the glowing crystal, to prove they were not one of the enemy.

      It made Kaila’s stomach clench thinking about it. But, well, the risk was too great to ignore. Just last year, a girl in an older class had been found out. Because of the Trial, she had been caught before she could do any damage. But there were stories about other villages that were lax in their security. About the monsters that came to live amongst them. They always came to a gruesome end.

      The chest made a dull thud as it was placed on the table at the front of the room. The soldiers took up positions on either side, standing to attention. Whispers spread around the room as her classmates exchanged glances.

      Then from outside came the heavy thump of iron footsteps on stone.

      A vice closed around Kaila’s chest as a shadow appeared in the doorway. Blue metal shimmered as a tall man wearing a suit of scale armour entered. The armour was a masterpiece of craftsmanship, a thousand steel scales rippling like water as the man moved, catching the flickering light of the oil lanterns.

      The Warden had arrived.

      His face was hidden behind a full-faced visor, but there was no mistaking the power of this man as he advanced down the rows of desks. Kaila watched him, breath held, hardly able to believe she was in the presence of one of them. Finally, after all these years.

      Reaching the front of the class, the Warden laid a hand on the chest the soldiers had carried. It seemed to Kaila that he muttered a few words, but whatever he said was lost within the iron helmet. At last, though, he turned to face them.

      “Children,” he said, his voice soft, almost metallic. “Today you become true citizens of Fresia.”

      And then a new light appeared. Like six tiny suns, agimet crystals welded into his armour burst to life, casting back the shadows and catching them all in their brilliant glow. In that light, there was nowhere left to run, nowhere to hide. Kaila and the other students could only sit, transfixed, as the dark eyes behind the visor studied them.

      Agimet, used not for the vile magics of the enemy, but to guard and protect.

      As quickly as it had appeared, the light died away.

      “I am called Elric Chain,” the Warden continued, “and today you need not fear the enemy and their magics, for I am here to protect you. If any hide themselves amongst your people, it is my job to extinguish their dark magics.” With that, he turned to Sister Eurador and nodded. “I am ready. You may proceed.”

      Stepping out from behind her desk, Sister Eurador produced a key, which she placed into the lock on the chest. There was a sharp click as it popped open.

      Kaila leaned forward in her chair, curiosity momentarily overcoming caution. This Trial would reveal those twisted souls who put their own desires above the survival of their species. Those who had bred with the enemy, who sought to contaminate humanity with their filthy offspring. That was the Trial of Agimet. No one of Elysian blood could resist the call of the crystals, the desire to consume the atar inside.

      And when they did, the traitors would reveal themselves.

      There was a deadly silence now as Sister Eurador stepped back from the chest and turned to face the class.

      “Well,” the old woman said, folding her age-spotted hands in front of her. “Who would like to go first?”

      A trickle of cold sweat ran down Kaila’s back. She cast her eyes around the room.  Were any of her classmates traitors? She had known each of them her entire life, since she’d been a little girl helping carry water from the well to the workers in the mine. She knew their parents, their grandparents, some of them. Some worked almost as hard as her father, while others like Eliza preferred to slack.

      Not once had she ever suspected any of them of serving the enemy.

      But no one had suspected Amelie either. She had been the one caught last year. The other kids said she’d tried to run when they brought out the agimet. But the Trials weren’t optional—not since King Francis and Matron Anya had declared them mandatory three hundred years ago. All citizens of Fresia must go through this rite of passage.

      So, the soldiers had caught Amelie and dragged her back. Sure enough, the moment she laid her hands on the shining crystal, her eyes had burned with a devil’s light.

      She had been marked as one of them.

      The silence stretched out almost a minute before, to no one’s particular surprise, Eliza was the first to rise. By virtue of her parents, her loyalty was practically unimpeachable. Yet even Eliza was uncharacteristically nervous as she approached the lead container. A soft glow seeped from inside, flickering on the golden wires on the lid. For a second, she hesitated, staring down at the source of the light. Her face was pale, her usual confidence leached away by the deadly substance that lay before her.

      Then Eliza seemed to overcome whatever fear had taken hold of her, and reaching down, she plucked the crystal from the box.

      The soldiers were instantly alert, hands going to their weapons, while the Warden only folded his arms and watched.

      Kaila barely noticed. The instant the crystal had been drawn from the box, it had captivated her. It was…beautiful. For some reason, that surprised her. She had expected the charged agimet to be an ugly thing, corrupted by atar and the enemy’s magic. But it was nothing of the sort.

      The crystal was uncut, exactly as it had been when the miners had dug it from the fiery chambers beneath the earth. Yet there was a natural kind of beauty to that, the way the murky, uneven surfaces emitted the light within. And that light…it wasn’t just a white glow like the polished crystals in the Warden’s armour, but violet and sapphire and scarlet and indigo, and a hundred other colours Kaila could not put a name to.

      Shivering, she looked away, her mouth dry. It scared her, how beautiful it could be, the forbidden power of atar. Yet with that power, a single Elysian could tear each and every one of them in the room to pieces.

      No wonder the soldiers were on alert. But that was why the Warden was there, of course. His power would be more than a match for any Elysian.

      A minute passed and no light appeared in Eliza’s hazel eyes. Finally, the sister nodded, and with a snort, Eliza let the stone fall back into the chest. Grinning, she flicked a lock of blonde hair out of her eyes and strutted back to her desk as though she hadn’t been trembling with apprehension a few seconds ago.

      “Next.”

      The silence returned as the students of Elgoss looked at one another, each waiting to see who had the courage to face the crystal next. Kaila waited too, looking from Caellum to Johnny to Lyssa while the minutes stretched out…

      In the end, Kaila was as surprised as everyone else when she found herself on her feet. She hadn’t realised she was going to do it until everyone’s eyes were suddenly watching her. By then it was too late. She would not be chased down and forced to do this. She was not a traitor—she was a loyal citizen of Fresia. A warrior, and one day soon, a Warden.

      Let this be her first step on that journey.

      Her heart crashing against her ribs like an enemy battering ram, Kaila took one step, then another towards the light shining from the lead chest. She caught a glimpse of Caellum, smiling and holding up two thumbs, while behind him, Eliza rolled her eyes. The rest of the class was a mess of apprehension and fear.

      Drawing in a breath, she continued to the front where the Warden waited. She could feel his iron gaze on her as she approached. Despite her dreams, her nerves came fluttering back. It took an effort to force them down this time. She had nothing to fear from this man. He was here to do his duty, to protect them. He was no threat to a loyal citizen like herself.

      Then she was looking down into the lead box, and there it was. That beautiful, deadly stone. It lay on a cushion of velvet, the light of atar rippling strangely from the lead and golden wires. As far as humanity knew, agimet was the only substance that could contain its shimmering energy. How beautiful it was.

      Beautiful, and deadly, she reminded herself.

      “Go ahead, Kaila,” Sister Eurador said softly. Her earlier scowl had been replaced by a kindly smile.

      A ripple of nervous laughter followed, and Kaila realised she’d just been standing there, staring at the box. Her cheeks flushed, but she forced herself to ignore the mocking of her peers. Eliza and the rest of them be damned, she was Kaila Dwyn and she feared nothing!

      Swallowing the last of her nerves, Kaila reached down and grasped the stone.

      And everything went a brilliant, fluorescent blue.
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