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CHOSEN AVATAR

	 


Prologue

	 

	Aurelia ducked as the sound of explosions roared through the city. The shining white stone towers that once touched the sky were now blackened, broken and burnt. Their windows long gone, and their walls crumbled. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” she muttered. “I never meant for this!”

	Airships hovered overhead, lighting up the sky with fire. The great city her people had built and treasured for centuries was falling before her eyes, and around her hundreds lay dead or dying. People coughed, and hands reached out for her as she moved past them. She was their avatar, someone meant to help them. But she knew she had very little time left. Her people would punish her for breaking the balance of magic by creating a device that had brought so much death. Magic prickled against her skin and she knew she had only minutes before the curse took effect. She would die today, no matter what happened. It was her punishment, her fate.

	I never meant for this to happen, she thought. Yet, nothing can change it now.

	 “You’ve lost, avatar,” Esme, Queen of the Esrac, smiled. Her long blood red hair and teal skin gave her a menacing look, and her fangs glistened like metallic points. “Surrender now, and I’ll let you live.”

	Aurelia wiped a tear from her cheek as she shook her head. What was left to live for? Her family, friends, her beloved – all dead. She could sense it. Now the city had fallen. “You should know I’ll never surrender, Esme,” she hissed.

	“I hoped you would say that.”

	Aurelia shot to her feet as Esme came at her.

	The runes surrounding the gate—the very device she had created—flared to life, forming a glowing field of static around it. Fire flared in Aurelia’s hand, and she hurled it at the Esrac Queen.

	Esme stumbled backwards, falling into the glowing wall of energy. Her talons gripped the sides of the gate to prevent the magic from pulling her through. 

	“What are you doing?” Esme screamed.

	“Sending you and all your kind to a realm where you’ll never harm anyone again,” Aurelia replied. “You will never escape the hell I’m sending you to. You made a big mistake coming here and waging war on my people.”

	She hurled another ball of glowing blue fire at the Esrac. She knew she’d made a mistake creating a doorway between the worlds. It was one that had cost so many people their lives, but she’d fix it. She might not have the power to destroy the Esrac, but she’d make sure they never hurt anyone else.

	Esme’s claws scraped against the sides of the gate as she fought to hang on. “You can’t do this.”

	“I’m the one who first set foot in your world. I’m the reason the Esrac came here, I’ll make damn sure you never come back.”

	Screeches rang out as, one by one, every Esrac was dragged through the gate. Esme still hung on to it, refusing to let go.

	 “You can’t leave me locked up forever! My followers will wipe out every avatar in this world so there will be no one left to control the gates and keep me out. Your precious city of Arkadia is already falling. You may have won this battle, but you haven’t won the war.”

	“Go ahead. I’ll be there to stop you. Even death won’t hold me.” Aurelia shoved Esme through the gate, watching the runes turn dormant as she did.

	Aurelia slumped back against the wall as she drew her final breaths, knowing she had performed her duty. Their world would be safe from the Esrac. For now, at least.

	 


Chapter 1: Ella

	 

	Ella Noran pushed her long black hair off her face, smudging dirt over her cheek as the midday sun beat down on her. She brushed the dirt off and sighed. Digging by hand was tedious work, but it was the best method of finding potential artefacts, and far less invasive than using any tech. She had to find something to prove to Griffin it would be worth excavating the area. He insisted this part of the old city wouldn’t be worth exploring, since scans had shown no potential artefacts. But she disagreed.

	A faint whisper carried on the breeze came from behind her. She turned around, half expecting one of her team members to be there. No doubt Eric would try to play a practical joke on her again. 

	“Eric, if that’s you, then stop it. This isn’t funny!” she snapped.

	No one there.

	She frowned, certain she’d heard something, but shook her head. She didn’t believe the multitude of legends that said the city held some kind of monster. Most of the teams who’d come here over the years had soon returned empty-handed, using wild stories to protect their reputations. But Ella wasn’t superstitious like the rest of them. Those stories were almost as absurd as the rumours. Yet it had taken months to convince the Senate to agree to an expedition.

	Glancing at her link, she saw she’d already been in her spot for over an hour and had found nothing but layers of dirt. It was already past noon, but she had a few more hours before heading back to the citadel for dinner with the rest of the team. 

	A low growl made her jump and scramble for her stunner. Its high voltage energy would deter any would-be assailants. Excavating the old city so close to the border where rebels lived had made everyone on the team uneasy, but she had felt bravest. Eric had stayed with her for a while before flying back to Celestus to get more supplies. He hadn’t been happy about her digging on her own. He agreed that as long as she had a weapon with her, she could take care of herself. She doubted the rebels would be interested in an archaeology student digging through dirt, anyway. What possible use could she be to them?

	It’s just the wind, she told herself. Stop being so on edge. 

	She slipped the stunner into her belt. More whispering and the sound of chanting filled the air with words she couldn’t understand, yet she found no one there.

	What is going on?

	Ella glanced around for her dust bunny, looking for the tell-tale signs of his snowy white fur. 

	“Fidget?” she called. “Fidget! Where have you wandered off to now?” 

	She knew he’d come back. He always did, but he always seemed to get up to mischief.

	 “Fidget, don’t do anything stupid or you’ll go back in your cage.” The last thing she needed was for him to get stuck somewhere.

	“Food?” chirped a voice. A pair of pointed ears appeared through the long grass, followed by the rest of the dust bunny. 

	Ella rolled her eyes and breathed a sigh of relief. “No, you’re not having more food. I’m not wasting supplies on your never-ending appetite. We didn’t come all this way for me to feed you all the time. If you’re that hungry, go look for some food on your own.”

	His ears drooped, and he gave her his best ‘but I’m starving’ look.

	“Come help me dig. We’ve got to find something useful to show Master Griffin, or he’ll never take me seriously.” She cursed as another strand of hair fell over her face before scooping it back behind her ear. “I need to prove this area is worth excavating.” 

	As much as she wanted to find artefacts, she also hoped she’d find some trace of what had happened to her father here.

	Fidget sat grooming his fluffy white coat, wagging his long tail behind him. Sometimes he helped, but dust bunnies had limited attention spans.

	“I’ll give you treats after,” she promised. “Come on, just dig down a few feet for me. I need to know if there’s something down here or not.” She held up her scanner. There were signs of metal in the soil, but it didn’t tell her what kind.

	Fidget perked up at the sight and used his paws to burrow through the dirt. This was the place she kept seeing in her dreams. She knew it was insane. Still, she hadn’t been able to shake off the feeling something important was hidden here, so she’d decided to investigate for herself.

	Again, she found nothing but rocks and empty earth. Sighing, she rose, pushing her hair off her face again as loose strands escaped from the knot she’d tied it in. “Maybe I’m going mad letting dreams lead me here, but they felt so real. We’ve only been here a few days, and I still feel like there’s something for me to find. Maybe excitement made me act on dreams about things that don’t exist.” 

	Ella knew following dreams seemed like complete madness, but she couldn’t get this area out of her mind. She kept seeing another building in her recurring dream, but so far, the scans hadn’t shown much.

	She muttered a curse as Fidget started tossing stones everywhere. “Stop that!” 

	She made a grab for the dust bunny as he continued burrowing his way through the small trench.

	A stone landed by her feet, but she ignored it. Maybe Griffin was right, and she should stop searching here, even though it had been home to their ancestors a thousand years earlier. Her theory about this being a potential hotspot for their excavation hadn’t gone down well with him. He wanted to focus on what they could find in the citadel, which was still in good condition.

	Ella glanced back to see its rising towers in the distance. Despite being abandoned and uninhabited for over a thousand years, its spires still reached toward the heavens and watched her like silent witnesses. It almost felt like the eyes of the ancestors were watching her every move.

	Ella knelt as Fidget’s white form disappeared beneath the earth. 

	“Come out of there. I…” 

	She pulled out her maglight and pointed it down the hole. Something small glinted in the low light. She frowned as she picked up the object. A stone with a silver rune carved into it. It flashed as she rolled it between her fingers. 

	“Fidget, you did it! I can’t believe you found something.” She grinned and pulled more stones out of the hole. “Good boy, I’ll give you a whole pack of treats later.” 

	Ella turned on her keyno—a golden, orb-shaped device—to record everything as she examined each stone. It hovered above her head. 

	Fidget reappeared; his furry coat covered in dirt. He held a silver stone between his paws. This one looked to have a gold rune carved into it.

	Oh, no! Ella groaned. Fidget loved shiny objects almost as much as he loved food.

	“Fidget, give me that.” She held out her hand.

	“Mine,” he squeaked.

	 “Yes, but won’t you let me see it first?” Ella put her hand into the pocket of her tunic and pulled out some honey drops. “You can have these.”

	Fidget stared up at her with beady black eyes looking at the treats. “Mine,” he said finally. He took off, his long tail dragging behind him.

	“Fidget, come back!” Ella grabbed the other runes, shoving them into her bag and rushing after the dust bunny. The keyno whirled behind her, following like a silent companion. “Fidget!” she yelled, running downhill. She dropped her bag as she went, but didn’t bother stopping to pick it up again. She’d collect it later.

	The dust bunny proved too quick for her. They were hunters in their natural habitats and could move a lot faster than people.

	Ella skidded downhill, almost tripping as earth fell away with each footfall. “Fidget, come back here. Please, you’ll get lost.” 

	She scanned the embankment, but found no sign of him anywhere. Sweat poured down her face from the heat of the midday sun. She sighed. It was pointless to keep chasing him. He’d reappear before she left. He always did, almost as if he could sense her movements.

	A chortling sound made Ella turn to see Fidget waving the stone at her as he stood on the edge of the embankment. She had to get it. Unlike the other runes, that one looked like it had been made from pure gold. She didn’t care about its monetary value, but it could prove historically priceless. 

	“Come here!”

	 She scrambled down the embankment. She’d get that stone, then head back to the citadel to show Master Griffin what she had found so far. Fidget waved again, then vanished from view with a yelp as he went down the embankment.

	 


Chapter 2: Ella

	 

	“Mum said this animal would be the death of me. I should’ve listened to her,” Ella muttered. “This is what I get for trying to turn him into a house pet!” 

	She ran, or at least tried to, before losing her footing on the loose earth. “Fidget!”

	As Ella reached the edge of the cliff face, the ground beneath her fell away. 

	She screamed, falling through the air for several seconds, until she hit the edge of the cliff again. Rocks and brambles cut into her arms, legs, and face as she rolled down the embankment, making her cry out in pain. She tried to grab onto things as she descended, but kept losing her grip.

	Ella yelped as she landed on the edge. A deep cavern filled with blackness loomed below. She winced, clutching her face as blood dripped down her cheek.

	“La.” Fidget appeared beside her; the stone still clutched in his front paw.

	“What are you doing?” she grumbled and scrambled up. “It’s going to—” 

	The earth beneath her feet gave way. She shrieked, clawing for something to hold on to. She fell through darkness for what seemed like forever until she finally landed hard on solid earth, and the air left her lungs.

	Her head throbbed. Her face, arms, and legs all stung. Ella closed her eyes, wanting the nightmare to end. 

	Groaning, she rolled over onto her side, relieved she could still move all her limbs. Nothing seemed to be broken, and she managed to sit up without too much pain. Darkness surrounded her, so thick and heavy it felt like a living thing, watching her, waiting for her to do something.

	She raised her hand. Light flared to life like tiny stars between her fingers as beautiful, coloured flames burst forth. Ella prayed her keyno wasn’t hovering around. Magic wasn’t supposed to exist here. Only people living on the other side of the border were supposed to possess it. It came from their strange pagan goddess.

	Her father had always warned she couldn’t show her gift to anyone. If they found out, her people wouldn’t hesitate to put her to death, just as they did with anyone suspected of possessing magical talent. She never used the magic—not intentionally—but she’d always wondered where her strange power had come from. Part of her had hoped coming to the old city would provide answers. 

	She also hoped it might give her answers as to why, and how, her father disappeared ten years earlier. No one had ever been able to give her or her mother an explanation as to why he’d vanished without a trace. Legend stated that their ancestors had not only possessed magic, but used it for incredible things, like wandering into different realms. As much as she doubted it, she clung onto her hope something similar had happened to him, and he was still out there somewhere.

	The fire rose higher from her hand, hovering above her and creeping through the blackness. Cuts and abrasions covered her arms. She noticed a deep slash on her shoulder, but it had clotted with blood and dirt. Her trousers were torn, too. She glanced around for signs of white fur. Her heart skipped a beat as she began to panic. What if he’d been hurt? 

	“Fidget!” Her voice echoed through the darkness, and she moved the flames lower to examine the dark earth surrounding her. Finally, she spotted Fidget sitting a few feet away. He chortled and waved, scurrying over to her. Dirt and bits of bramble clung to him, but he appeared unharmed. 

	Ella breathed a sigh of relief, but admonished him. “Fine mess you’ve gotten us into!” 

	She used her light to scan the space, but saw nothing but blackness. Too thick for the flames to penetrate. Rocks covered the ground, and she looked up to see how far they had fallen. As she stared, faint slivers of sunlight crept down through the darkness. Fallen earth and pieces of trees covered the steep cliff face, and there was nothing but sheer hard rock all the way up. 

	“Too bad my magic can’t help us,” she grumbled as she tore off a piece of her tunic, tying it around her arm as best as she could. “How are we gonna get out of here? Really, Fidget, why do you have to be such a…” 

	Her voice trailed off as dread washed over her at the thought of being swallowed further into the darkness. Something inside her warned her to stay put, but she knew she had to find a way out. 

	Ella twisted her link and tried to engage a call. “Eric, are you there? Luc, come in. Please, if you guys can hear me, answer.” Despite their recent break up and her desire to stay away from him, she’d have been glad to talk to Luc now. Even if it meant hearing him lecture about being so reckless.

	She waited, but only static greeted her. She guessed she was either too far underground for the call to work or she’d damaged the link during her fall. She twisted the device again. After a few more attempts, the link’s light finally engaged as a thin blue glow emanated from her wrist. It didn’t do much to cut the darkness, but the light gave her a little more comfort. Now that her eyes had adjusted, she could just make out the outline of a large cavern a few feet in front of her. 

	Ella moved along, careful not to trip on any fallen debris. Fidget scurried alongside her. She expected to find an empty void filled with nothing but rocks and dirt, but up ahead she spotted something white glistening in the darkness. Goosebumps covered her arms as she approached. 

	Odd, she thought, but she didn’t believe in omens or superstitious nonsense. 

	She pressed her link a few more times to increase the intensity of the beam. Rubbing away at the stone of the cavern with her fingers. Whiteness appeared underneath the dirt. She couldn’t be certain, but it looked exactly like the stone used back at the castle. Maybe this section had fallen away and become buried at some point in the last thousand years?

	 Ella felt a rush of excitement. Maybe she’d found what she’d been looking for. Cursing the fact that she didn’t have any tools with her, she continued to rub away at the dirt, praying she wouldn’t damage anything by using her bare, bloodied hands. As she ran her fingers along the stone further up, she felt odd shapes. 

	Something glittered in the low light, reflecting in the orbs of her floating fire. She realised more runes were etched along the walls as she shone her light closer. They were just like the ones she’d found outside.

	 “I take back everything I said. Well done, Fidget!”

	Ella moved further along the wall, using her fingers to trace every shape. The runes vanished, revealing a gap and a door that seemed to block it. She brought her fire down closer and saw that it was indeed a stone doorway, yet there seemed to be no sign of a handle.

	Something gold glistened in the low light at the edges of her vision. She turned to find her keyno on the floor and grabbed it, relieved to find it still working. She checked to make sure it wasn’t recording before stowing it away. The last thing she needed to worry about was having to explain how she conjured floating fire. 

	“Fidget, this is incredible. I wonder what this place was?” 

	She rubbed her hands together, feeling a rush of excitement, and examined the doorway. Trying to find an opening, but found nothing. Next, she ran her hands along the other side of the wall, touching each of the runes one by one. As she touched the last rune in the first row, something hissed and vibrated. With a loud groan, the door swung open. Ella coughed as a wave of dust swirled around her.

	She called her fire closer, so she could examine the space inside. Art had been carved along the walls, depicting various people accompanied by strange symbols that she had seen before in the old city. She and her friend Sam, the historian on their expedition, were still trying to figure out what they were, hoping to use them to decipher the written language of the ancients. Ella knew they were close to making a breakthrough. As she scanned the other walls, she noticed more people who she guessed were the ancestors. Some looked as though they had green skin, but others had pale white skin and wore long, flowing robes. The green-skinned people seemed to have large, ominous teeth. That made her shudder, but she shook off the feeling. None of the images she had uncovered in other parts of the city had depicted anything like this, preferring instead to focus on the ancestors’ way of life and the deeds they had done.

	Ella fumbled with her keyno, relieved when its bright white light broke through the darkened room. The darkness seemed somehow thinner here than the heavy shroud that had surrounded her outside. 

	“I can’t wait to start researching. I knew there was more down here. I just knew it!” 

	 Examining the floor further, she found the bones of what appeared to be a woman, judging by the size and shape of the skull. Another body lay nearby. She suspected there may be more. Something bad had happened here.

	She couldn’t wait to test the bones back in her lab. Having actual remains of the ancestors was a dream come true for someone as obsessed with her heritage as she was, and even Master Griffin would be impressed.

	“La, home,” Fidget squeaked as he followed her in. “La and Fidget go home.” He wrapped his tail around her foot and clung to her leg, frightened.

	Ella frowned down at him, surprised by his fear. He never seemed afraid of anything. “I’m trying. We need to find a way out that doesn’t involve trying to climb up the cliff.”

	 She moved through the room, checking the walls as she went. With a flick of her hand, she made her fire bigger and brighter, but kept it away from the keyno’s line of sight. 

	Fidget’s fur slicked back and his tail raised. His eyes turned bright blue as he went into defence mode and hissed a warning, “Bad.”

	Ella ignored him and waved a hand, spotting what looked like an archway carved into the back wall. Runes were etched around it, and a circle with a wavy line through the centre had been carved above.

	On closer inspection, there was no gap for entry, let alone a handle. 

	A door that led nowhere?

	“This is incredible,” Ella breathed. “I wonder what the ancients used it for. Maybe—” 

	“Bad,” Fidget hissed again, louder this time. “Home.”

	“Soon. Maybe this thing is a transportation device to help us get above ground,” she mused, moving closer to the wall. Had it been used for decoration or ceremony?

	White fur blurred in front of her as Fidget stood in her way and growled.

	Ella drew back, alarmed. She’d never seen him act like this before. “What is wrong with you?” She put her hands on her hips, frowning. “You know not to interfere when I’m working.” 

	She moved past him, and the runes glowed brighter as she touched the wall.

	“Bad, bad, bad,” Fidget repeated, tugging at her trouser leg with his tiny paw.

	“Ella?” a voice called. Seconds later, the figure of a man appeared.

	“Who…Who are you?” Ella gasped. 

	The man’s form wavered, making it almost impossible for her to see what he looked like.

	“Help me!” The man reached a hand out. “Please, I’m dying.”

	Ella tried to see through the swirling golden light that surrounded him and stumbled. She reached her hand out to touch the glowing wall, and static jolted through her, first shooting up her arm, then flinging her across the chamber. An image of a dark-haired woman crying flashed through her mind. She hit the ground hard, her head knocking against the wall.

	Ella winced, clutching her head as she sat up. 

	What was that?

	 She looked up, but her vision started to waver.

	A blur of darkness emerged from the archway, which glowed with golden light again. Glittering emerald eyes stared at her, and Ella caught a glimpse of long white hair. Fidget hissed at the shape, his fur slicking back as he growled in warning.

	She screamed as the blur drew closer and threw a glowing ball of purple fire at it. The creature growled and vanished in a flash of light. As darkness dragged her under, Ella thought she heard the whisper of voices and a chorus of low growls before everything went black.



	




	Chapter 3: Esme

	 

	Something dragged her from the depths of her centuries long hibernation. Blackness wrapped around her like a blanket that offered no warmth or comfort. What had woken her? What had interrupted her slumber?

	She tried to rise, but her limbs felt stiff and weak when she attempted to use them. Hunger gnawed, so harsh and deep it seemed to rip through her stomach. It was all she could think about; all she could feel. Her body was tightly cocooned in dark and sticky fibres, rendering her as helpless as a child tucked away in their mother’s womb. Long, vine-like tendrils were attached to her hands, trailing away as they connected to the rest of the pod. She shoved them away in disgust, pulling her hands free. 

	She tried to focus, to remember where she was. Her pod, she remembered, the structure that had kept her nourished and secure for all these years. She shook her head, trying and failing to recall why she had chosen to be in here. How long had it been? Why couldn’t she move?

	It took a moment for her thoughts to clear. Esme, yes. That was her name. She ran a hand over her chest, feeling an echo of pain where something had struck her, the near fatal injury that had forced her into her pod. Esme shook her head. That injury had been a long time ago—lifetimes ago—yet the pain of it still echoed through her body. 

	It does not matter; she told herself. I am safe now.

	Her stomach panged with hunger again, and she looked around her impatiently. 

	Where were her helmsmen? Why hadn’t anyone brought sustenance for her yet? Had the fools forgotten?

	She needed nourishment, strength. The blood in her veins felt just as stale as the dryness in her throat. When she opened her mouth to call out, only a low growl came out. 

	Damn it!

	She needed to feed. She needed blood. She used her claws to rip through the fleshy surface of her pod, yanking it open until a large enough hole formed for her to crawl out of.

	Esme landed on the floor in a heap, muttering curses. Around her stood walls of dark stone, and cold, hard earth lay beneath her. Her breath misted before her eyes, but the cold didn’t bother her. On her hands and knees, Esme crawled across the ground. Someone would pay for not being there to greet her. She was their queen, for goodness’ sake! How dare they leave her to wake up alone without any blood?

	As she crawled on, a knot of dread began to form in the pit of her stomach. This shouldn’t have happened. She shouldn’t have woken yet. She had programmed the pod to wake her when it was time to leave this place, when her helmsmen had found a way out of this hell realm. Getting to her feet to stagger into the passageway, she dug her claws into the wall for support. Her helmsmen lay in their pods, still deep in hibernation. Each male lay in a black pod with its tendrils connected to them, keeping them alive just as her own pod had done.

	Ripping off one of the lids, she placed her hand on the chest of one man and gasped as she drained the blood out of him, feeling some warmth flooding back through her cold veins. It didn’t feel as good as feeding from someone warm and living, but some of her strength returned. 

	The male’s body disintegrated to dust.

	Esme straightened, able to move freely now. Flashes of awareness returned as the blood flowed inside her. Someone had opened the gate. At first, she thought herself to be dreaming—it could be difficult to distinguish between a dream and pod slumber—but no, she’d felt it.

	For the first time in a thousand years, the doorway, her only escape from the hell she’d been forced into, had finally opened. She ran through the corridor until she reached the gate room. The runes on the wall still glowed with light as she approached. She threw herself at the gate, screaming when a blast of energy repelled her, sending pain through her every nerve ending. 

	“No!” Esme cried. “No! Let me pass!” 

	She scraped her claws along the runes, written in the language of the Arkadians who had cursed her and her brethren to spend eternity in this prison. She had to get free. Then would she have her revenge on the people who had sent her here. She didn’t know how much time she and her brethren had spent hibernating in this awful place. Their pods nourished and maintained their bodies, keeping them alive through long centuries of sleep.

	Esme cursed, trying once again to break through, but still the wards held in place. She couldn’t pass through the gate unless an avatar opened it for her. One of them must have been out there to open it.

	She raised her hand, trying to tap into the gate’s power. The ancients may have stopped her from going through it, but she could still see what lay on the other side. If one of her men had gone through, maybe she’d still be able to see him. If he had caught the one who opened the gate, she’d take great pleasure in watching him torture the avatar. All the Arkadians deserved to pay for what Aurelia had done.

	The gate clouded over, shimmering like a mirror. Beyond lay a darkened room. A young woman with a mass of long curly black hair stood there, her face and body marred by blood and scratches. Esme’s fangs and barbed hand ached to reach out and drain the woman dry.

	But it wasn’t the woman’s blood that caught her attention. She knew this woman and recognised the pale skin and dark eyes of the one who had cursed her to this realm. 

	Aurelia. 

	Her hands clenched, black blood seeping out as her claws dug into her palms. She screamed, cursing the woman’s name. 

	How could it be her? She should have died centuries ago. Even the Arkadian avatars couldn’t survive like her brethren could.

	The woman breathed a sigh of relief. “I think that thing’s gone, whatever it was,” she said. “By the ancestors, what have I done? Master Griffin will kill me when he finds out. What am I going to do, Fidge?”

	Esme frowned. This one seemed nothing like the avatar she knew. She’d never seen Aurelia whimper like a child and couldn’t understand it. The woman looked the spitting image of the avatar Esme despised. Esme continued watching her moving around and talking to a strange white animal with pointed ears. 

	Not Aurelia, someone else. But why does she look like her? Still, she has to be an avatar to have opened the gate.

	The woman picked up a gold shaped ball at her feet. “Fidget, we’ve got to find a way out of here.” She glanced toward the gate, almost as if she could see Esme watching her from the other side.

	Esme raised her hand, trying to use her weakened senses to discover how powerful this girl was. She sensed the woman possessed the same raw power as Aurelia and the Arkadians, but based on her childish naivety, Esme doubted she knew how to use it. 

	Her lips curled into a glistening smile. An avatar with no idea how to use her power or protect herself!

	Esme couldn’t have hoped for a better opportunity. This was what she had been waiting for. The centuries of sleep hadn’t been in vain. The time had finally come for her to get revenge on the avatars, as well as on the Arkadians and the Valan who had helped imprison the Esrac here. All of them would pay for what they’d done to her people. It was their turn to suffer, and she’d make sure their agony lasted longer than a few painful moments before death. She’d bring them to the brink of death but revive them over and over until they begged her for mercy.

	One way or another, you will free me from this prison, Aurelia. I will have my revenge on you and your people. I won’t stop until I’ve drained you all dry.

	 


Chapter 4: Luc

	 

	Luc was pulled out of his meditation, yanked away from the peace and serenity that came with it as alarm bells went off inside his mind. After being awake half the night helping his teammate, Eric, and Master Griffin move rocks out of the way, he’d hoped to have a couple of hours of relaxation before he went to sleep. Meditation could be just as rejuvenating, he’d learned from long nights when sleep had proved impossible, if not even more so.

	He stood up, glancing around the whitewashed walls of his chamber, and gasped as realisation dawned. One of the gates had been opened. He’d felt it, like being jolted from a deep sleep. 

	He pulled on a shirt as he raced from his room and headed down the hall toward the chamber where Master Griffin had set up his office. He stopped midway as a chill ran across his senses, and dread overtook him. 

	No, this can’t be happening. It couldn’t. 

	Pushing the feeling aside, he ran faster and pushed the door to Griffin’s chamber open. Piles of books and paperwork were scattered across the desk. Another table contained rocks and other artefacts they’d found in their expedition so far. No sign of Master Griffin himself.

	Luc muttered a curse, running a hand through his short, dark hair. He hurried back down the hall, taking the lift to another part of the castle. The ancient mechanisms groaned as they lifted him up to the next floor. Despite Eric’s assurances, Luc still felt uneasy using it, but he didn’t have time to search every part of the castle on foot. He ran through the empty corridors of the castle, checking each room as he went. Griffin had mentioned wanting to explore the third floor of the citadel when the team had breakfast together that morning, so there was a good chance he’d be there.

	Luc gasped for breath when he reached the double doors on the third floor. He pushed the doors open, and Sam’s eyes narrowed as he came in. With her short blonde hair and piercing blue eyes, she looked nothing like the librarian she was.

	“Is there something you wanted, Luc?” 

	She gave him an annoyed look. He knew she hated it when he interrupted her time with Master Griffin. Sara worshipped the ground the man walked on and was eager to learn everything she could from him. Working alone with him was her life’s dream come true.

	“Master Griffin, I need to talk to you. It’s urgent,” he puffed.

	Griffin, scratching his head of shocking white hair, rose from where he had been sat on the floor holding his scanner. He wore his dark blue university robe and had deep creases around his eyes. “Luc, I thought you were taking a few hours off. Is something wrong?” Griffin pushed his glasses up to the bridge of his nose. “Is it Ella? I haven’t seen her since breakfast this morning.”

	“You know, Ella, she loves to go off and do her own thing,” Sara remarked.

	Luc had no idea where Ella was, nor did he have time to worry about her just now. He had to talk to Griffin, then go and find out what happened to the gate.

	 “Master, I need to speak with you—in private.” Luc glanced over at Sam, who gave him a disapproving look. “It’s urgent.” 

	Griffin sighed, set his scanner on the table, and followed him into the hall. “What is it?”

	 “One of the gates has been opened.” Luc hissed. He glanced around, half expecting Sara to have followed them, or Ella to appear, though she would no doubt be off exploring some remote part of the city. His heart twisted just thinking of her. It had been hard enough coming on this expedition after their recent breakup.

	Griffin took his arm, leading him back to his office and not saying anything until he closed the door behind them. “You’re sure?”

	Luc nodded. “I felt it, and I think something came through.” 

	As one of the Valan, he could sense the presence of the Esrac—the age-old enemy of his people.

	Griffin rubbed his stubbled chin. “That’s impossible. The gate was sealed centuries ago, and there hasn’t been an avatar born in almost fifty years. How could anyone have opened the gate?”

	 “Maybe there is one out there. There must be.” Since the avatars had designed the gate to act as a transportation device, only someone with the power of an avatar could open it. 

	“Then who is it?” Griffin demanded. “I’ve searched the descendants of the ancients for almost years. The last known avatar died decades ago, and no one since then has shown signs of such magic. No Valan has sensed anyone with the potential to be an avatar, either.”

	“Does it matter? If one of the Esrac came through, we must find and kill it.” Luc’s adrenaline flowed in anticipation. The one thing he trained for his whole life had happened.

	“Esrac aren’t easy to kill, you know that.” Griffin sighed. “I’ll—”

	“I’ll go to the second gate and see what I can find,” he said. Griffin opened his mouth to protest, but Luc cut him off. “I can handle this, Master. I’ve been preparing for it my whole life. You’ll be safer here, and we need to make sure the others don’t notice anything.” He glanced behind him. “Do you know where Eric is?”

	“He flew back to Celestus to get more supplies and equipment. I don’t expect him back for at least another hour.” Griffin glanced at his link. “Sara will stay here with me; Eric should be safe enough. You must contain the situation quickly, Luc. We can’t afford to have anyone finding out about the Esrac.”

	Luc nodded. He knew the importance of containment better than anyone, he’d find any Esrac who’d come through. He didn’t know who the avatar might be, but he’d worry about that problem later. Finding and killing the Esrac was much more important.

	“Do you know where Ella is excavating?” Luc asked. It would help if he knew where everyone was when he searched for the Esrac. If the Esrac fed on one person, they would be much harder to kill.

	“She said she was going to have a look around the lower part of the citadel, but knowing her, she could be anywhere.” Griffin pushed his glasses back onto the bridge of his nose. “I’ll keep trying her on the link, don’t waste time looking for her. Your first priority is to kill any Esrac and ensure that the gate is still sealed.”

	Luc pressed the button on his link. Despite Griffin’s assurances, he had to know his teammate was safe. “Eric, where are you? Is Ella with you?” 

	“Jeez, I’ve only been gone a couple of hours!” Eric said. “You haven’t broken something already, have you? I sometimes wonder how you people manage to survive without me.”

	Luc rolled his eyes. “Just tell me where you are.”

	“I’m flying over the citadel now. I’ll be inside in a few minutes.”

	“Good, I need a lift. Hurry back.” Luc disengaged the call and pressed the link again. “Ella, are you there?”

	This time, static greeted him.

	 Damn, why does she never answer her link? That girl might have a brilliant mind, but she has no concept of time or safety. 

	She often got herself into trouble through wandering off without telling anyone, and Luc sometimes wondered why Griffin tolerated such behaviour.

	“We’ll fly out to where the gate is buried. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure Eric flies straight back after he drops me off,” Luc told Master Griffin.

	Master Griffin shook his head. “Have Eric go and search for her first. If something came through that gate, she might be in danger.”

	“I will.” Luc nodded. “I’ll make sure he doesn’t stay close to the area near the gate. The last thing we need is for them to find out about it and what may come through it.”

	“You’re to tell no one of this, are we clear, Luc?” Griffin warned. “Don’t you dare let the others stumble across it. Secrecy is just as important as hunting down and killing the Esrac. If anyone finds out about this, we’ll both be killed.”

	“I won’t.” He bowed his head and hurrying away.

	Returning to his room, he gathered a pack and filled it with supplies. He slipped his sword into its holster, making sure it was concealed underneath his jacket. 

	Time to face an ancient evil that hasn’t walked this world for over a thousand years. 

	Luc hurried down to the courtyard, where he found Eric waiting
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