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Chapter One

I adjusted the straps of my backpack, braided my knee-length hair over one shoulder, and walked downstairs as the last bit of sleep faded from my eyes. I turned the corner into the dining room, and a starfruit sailed toward my head. I caught it in my telekinetic fist before it passed under the archway into the dining room. 

My twin brother, Aiden grinned at me from the direction the fruit came from. I levitated the fruit to the empty plate on the table and tossed my tied braid over my shoulder. 

“You’re getting good at that. Michael said you threw Spike across the room during gym class yesterday,” Aiden divulged as my best friend, Michael stepped out of the pantry to Aiden’s left. He set the pack he was carrying on an empty chair and slugged Aiden in the shoulder. Aiden groaned and rubbed it with a pout on his full lips. “Ow! What was that for? It’s not like I told her about—” 

Michael covered his mouth before he could finish. He glared at Aiden before he turned to me with an angelic smile. I cocked an eyebrow and the left side of my mouth lifted into a smirk.  

“What aren’t you telling me? Did they decide to cancel the field trip?” I asked, hinting at my hesitance. The entire Senior class was traveling to the Outskirts, a sector that was off-limits to everyone except the Council and a select few, until today. 

The only teachers that were accompanying us were Spike, Mister Caleb Anthony, Miss Aria Mortem, Mister Korah Eclipse, and Headmaster Jericho Misery. Five teachers for four-hundred students. Some of our parents shared my hesitance but the Council quelled their fear with an official news broadcast.

Aiden licked Michael’s hand and he pulled it back, wiping it on his pants. He glared at my brother, who stood straighter, proud that his little plan worked. Michael turned to me and shook his head with a smile that could have made even Mister Anthony smile. 

“No, we’re still going. This little experiment will be longer than just this week. The Council and the Academy,” he paused to throw Aiden a warning glare. “Shouldn’t you be going to school?” 

Aiden groaned and ambled to the door, grabbing his backpack from the floor on the way by. “I’m going, kill-joy,” Aiden mumbled. He closed the door behind him, and I watched Michael, wondering what he couldn’t say in front of Aiden. 

Michael watched Aiden walk off the porch as The Master’s presence, which had eased the last two months as he started to trust me, returned. I wasn’t happy about how much he was watching me this week. 

Michael turned around when Aiden was out of sight and his mismatched green and brown eyes deepened with knowledge. If that look was any indication as to how the day would go, I wanted two cups of coffee with breakfast.

“This trip will be a week, but it’s just the first of many. The Council and the Academy are looking for promising students to be a part of the newest Law Enforcement Agency on Earth, the Preternatural and Mythical Creatures Agency,” he stated, pulling out a chair. We sat, and I refused to react. I knew about the Agency, but no one knew about my trip to see my father last November, so I stayed quiet. I stared at him, twirling the end of my braid in my fingers, and waited for the rest.

“That’s why they moved you to the Senior Class. Someone recommended you for the program and only Seniors were being considered,” he continued, keeping his eyes on mine. A lump rose in my throat and the Master’s presence eased. My mind raced with the faces of people who could pull that off. I wanted to ask them why, but I couldn’t narrow it down. I swallowed my fear and dropped my braid.

“Do you know who it was? Do they live in the city or are they back on Earth?” I asked, with a hopeful smile. He sat back and shrugged, slipping his hands into his pockets. My smile fell, and I dropped my eyes to the table, eyebrows scrunched in thought as he watched me, feeling my emotions through his Pathokinesis. 

“I don’t know, Kali. I tried to find out from Calhan and Ramah, but they wouldn’t breathe a word of it. I’m not even sure when it happened. It could have been during a council session, or in a private meeting,” he continued. I opened my mouth and there was a knock on the front door. I shot out of my seat to answer it with thoughts of the mystery being. When I opened the door, all thought stopped. I looked up into the face of our teacher Mister Caleb Anthony, aka Cannon Tragedy, the Information Gatherer and Interrogator of the Council of Fire.

“Good morning, Kalista. Is Michael here? We were gathering in the square, and Mishael informed us that he hadn’t seen either of you since last night,” he explained, adjusting the pack on his back. I turned to find Michael still at the table, staring off into space. It wasn’t like him.   

“Yes, he’s here too. Mike! Mister Anthony is here. They’ve been looking for us,” I called over my shoulder, levitating my bag from the floor by the table. I slipped my pack on, and he slowly stood as his aura darkened to charcoal gray.

“Sorry, Mister Anthony. We got caught up in preparations,” he said. Mister Anthony adjusted the straps of his pack again and nodded. I smiled at his unamused grey-blue eyes and wondered why everyone was so dull this morning, or was it just because it was so early?

“Don’t apologize. I merely wanted to make sure you weren’t left behind. I bumped into Mishael and Allistasia on their way to the square,” he said, walking down the front steps. We followed him, and I locked the door behind me. Makumae wasn’t home this morning; she told me yesterday that she was going to see Aunt Josephine, which was another reason for the going away party they’d thrown last night. 

Michael and Cannon took up a normal enough conversation, but my mind was straying back to the previous one. Who would be so bold as to approach a member of the Council of Spirit about me? Was it Headmaster Misery? Was it someone higher in their ranks? We were halfway to the square when I jumped off that train of thought, and Mister Anthony turned to me. 

“A penny for your thoughts, Kalista?” he asked with a small smile. I looked up to find Michael jogging ahead toward his sisters, Freedom and Morgana. I slowed our pace and focused on the new black asphalt beneath our feet. 

“Mike told me that my transfer to the Senior Class was suggested to the Council first then to Headmaster Misery. He didn’t know who did it and no one would tell him,” I said, craning my neck so that I could see his face. His thick glasses that had sat on his face for years made it hard to see his eyes, but his face was painfully neutral. He knew I wouldn’t like the answer. He adjusted the straps of his pack again and shook his head. His large pack covered his entire back and judging by the weight of it. He was bringing a lot of books. 

“Jericho said that he talked with Ramah and Justin. I wasn’t aware that it was an official Council decision. Michael knows more than I do about the inner workings of the Council of Spirit. They don’t want my involvement, and we both know why,” he implied, lifting his chin to someone in the distance. I turned and found Ephraim talking with Miss Aria Mortem and Headmaster Misery. The Latter shook his head, and Miss Aria glared at Ephraim before they turned to us. 

I hooked my thumbs into the straps of my pack and held my head up high. It was a technique Packana taught me and one the Master reminded me of whenever I dropped my eyes to the ground. I shouldn’t have to avert my eyes or hide them when someone scrutinized me. I was a Keætæ1, the Angelic Princess, heir to the Throne of Light, and princesses should hold their heads high to keep their crown level.

 ‘Head up or the crown slips,’ I remembered a female voice saying, but I couldn’t quite recall her face anymore. 

“Kalista, come here a moment,” Headmaster Misery called, setting his hand on the top of his cane. My heart jumped into my throat, and I forced my muscles to obey. Mister Anthony joined Spike and I sauntered over to the trio. 

“Yes, sir,” I acknowledged, inclining my head to both Headmaster Misery and Miss Aria but not Ephraim. As far as I was concerned, Ephraim wasn’t worth my time. The Cantoris Demon, and my soulmate’s twin, glared down at me and his dark forest green eyes glowed red around the pupil. His powers stretched toward mine, and I kept mine safely behind my metaphysical shield. Headmaster Misery cleared his throat, and Ephraim turned to him. 

“Ephraim was asking about you. He’s worried that this may be too daunting a trip for one so young,” Headmaster Misery said. Ephraim was still an ignorant, arrogant, chauvinist pig. Ephraim looked back at me, and I dropped my hands to my hips. 

“If you think I’m not capable of handling myself, you’re wrong,” I set him straight. His eyes turned red from pupil to tear duct and he lunged at me with both arms out. I grabbed his left arm and placed my hand on the back of his neck as he leaned down to my level.

 I used his moment of pause to jump over his head, hooking his neck in the crook of my right knee. I tucked my left knee into his back and curled my torso under him, pulling him off balance. We fell toward the blacktop, and I kept my head to his torso. I braced, keeping his throat and arm pinned as we fell. His head hit the road, not hard, but enough for him to see stars, and a crowd gathered. I uncurled but kept his neck in the bend of my right knee and his arm pinned to the pavement.

“Just because I’m short and petite doesn’t mean I can’t take care of myself, Highest,” I whispered, flipping my legs up and over my head. I landed in a crouch and slowly rose, dusting myself off. Ephraim stayed on the ground staring up at me, dazed. His eyes squinted in the morning light, and I rolled my shoulders. I’d regret this later, but right now it felt good to prove myself. 

“Kalista, that was perfectly executed. Well done,” Spike praised from the front of the crowd. I turned and bowed my head, confident yet not arrogant. Miss Aria cleared her throat and turned to the crowd of students. 

“There’s nothing to see here. Gather into your assigned groups. If you’re still not sure what group you’re in, you were assigned to Mister Chimera. We’ll be leaving in five minutes,” she announced, her voice echoing off the brick façade of the surrounding buildings. Everyone said their goodbyes to family and friends, but I stayed near the teachers, knowing it was the safest spot. Headmaster Misery’s eyes rested on me, and I returned my thumbs to the strap of my bag.

“Have you said your goodbyes? It’ll be a week before we return,” he reminded me, staring at the rest of the Seniors mingling with the younger students and their parents. Mister Anthony helped Ephraim to his feet, and the Cantoris demon limped off toward the Courthouse with a glare in my direction. I gave a curt nod, and Headmaster Misery turned to me, his grey eyes deep with concern and his bushy white eyebrows furrowed.

“You’ve said goodbye to everyone? Even your friends?” He asked. He gestured toward the group surrounding Freedom. I nodded again, and he watched them.

“You’re much braver than I thought, Miss Angelic,” he said. He walked off to find his group, and I watched him. 

If he only knew the truth, would he say that? Miss Aria Mortem ambled up to me and smiled. Her pearly white teeth glistened, but there was a darkness in her light, orchid pink eyes that hadn’t been there yesterday. She tossed her blonde hair over her shoulders, and I noticed her natural orchid highlights peeking through. She’d stopped having them bleached recently, and I was curious as to why, but didn’t want to pry.

“Kalista, are you ready to face the outskirts? Your aura is active and rapidly changing colors,” she commented, then faced the group again. I smiled and nodded, trying not to cringe at the question. 

Did I look that bad, or was I missing something? Miss Aria set her hand on my shoulder as the whole troop started to walk and Headmaster Misery led the way. We were near the back of the group. I was placed with Miss Aria’s eighty students, and I wasn’t sure why. She squeezed my shoulder and I turned to look up at her.

“Keætæ, you’re distant. Tell me what’s wrong,” She telepathically whispered. Her warm power flooded my soul, and a smile lifted my lips. After a few minutes of thoughtful silence, I shrugged. A feeling of impending dread hung over me, but I didn’t know why, so I couldn’t explain it. I clutched the straps of my bag and watched the streets come alive with people waving us goodbye, like it was some sort of a farewell that we wouldn’t return from. It was eerily similar to all the films we watched in school of soldiers going to war. 

“It’s this whole ordeal,” I replied telepathically, “Why are so many people out to see us off? What is in the Outskirts that is so dangerous?”

Her wide eyes watched me as I tilted my head to one side. Her eyes returned to normal, and she slowed our pace, staying ten feet from the nearest student.

“The Outskirts aren’t necessarily dangerous… with the right guide. It’s mostly unoccupied. Only one group was assigned there, and the Council of Fire kept it secret. Jericho, Korah, and I were the only ones permitted in the sector until today,” she said. I slid my hands down the straps until they rested on the hidden knives at the bottom of each one. The air was thick and hummed with enough electricity for me to notice but no one else did. My eyes flitted to a figure moving across the rooftops like a shadow dressed in complete black, and Miss Aria followed my line of sight.

“Don’t worry about her. She’s a friend, and one of the best combat trainers I know. She and her family are the sole occupants of the sector. Don’t be fooled, there are many of them,” she reassured me, but my hands still inched toward the blades. I didn’t bring the gun with me, even though I was sorely tempted to. I left it locked in my room when they announced that no one was permitted firearms, or electronics, of any sort. That left me with my knives. 

“Iliana, you mustn’t dwell on the Shadow. She will make herself known when the time is right,” The Master’s deep voice resonated through the halls of my mind. I kept my hands on my blades and ignored him. After six months of training, I still didn’t trust him or the Dark Angel. My father’s warning back in October might have come too late, but I hadn’t dropped my guard.

She followed us all the way to the outskirts, and I was surprised that the huge, wrought iron gate was open. I warily slipped my blades from their sheaths and crossed my arms over my chest. I slid the knives into the wrist sheaths hidden in the lining of my knee-length leather coat and curled my fingers around my biceps, disguising the movement.

When everyone was through the gate, it squealed shut and the mist of the sector closed in around the group. I whirled around and there stood the woman who’d been trailing us. She was dressed in black from the cowl on her head to her boots. The cowl covered most of her face, while the outfit hid her skin from the harsh desert and clung to her voluptuous body like a second skin.

As my eyes met hers, she lifted her gloved hands to the cowl and lowered the hood revealing long, coffee-colored hair that she’d swept back into a high ponytail. Her heterochromic, sunken, hazel eyes that both looked orange and green watched me from her caramel-colored, regal face and her aura seethed with dominant energy. A few students gasped behind me, and I rolled my eyes before I stared her down, unmoving. She held her arms out to either side and scanned the crowd.

“Welcome to the Outskirts, Senior Class of Fire and Spirit Academy. My name is Lashka2,” she paused here, and I tried not to raise my eyebrows at the Demoki word for Shadow. I had to hand it to her, the name fit her. “I am one of five liaisons between you and my Clan, the Ancients.” 

Everyone’s eyes were glued to her except mine. I was distracted by the dark shapes on top of the gate. A man in a matching black outfit jumped down from the top of the wall to her left and the others jumped back. 

“This is Kreshka3. He is my equal and my mate,” she paused again, holding her hand out to him. Death? That wasn’t the least bit ominous. 

“He will oversee Spike’s group. Those of you in his group will obey him, or you will be brought back here and returned to your families,” at this, a sly smile crossed her face, “after we’ve finished with you.”

My stomach tightened at the implications. I was betting that our own mothers wouldn’t recognize us after they were through with us. Kreshka removed his hood and his shorter sandy blond hair ruffled in the breeze. His blue eyes looked as dry and as cold as the sands of the Nomadic Sector at night. He was built long and lean, lithe like a runner or someone who didn’t want to bulk up in a gym, though probably could if they wanted to. 

Another figure landed to Lashka’s right. As the being stood to its full height, I took in the tall, muscular, yet curvaceous female. Unlike the couple, she didn’t remove her hood. 

“This is Sibyl4. She is the overseer of Caleb’s group,” she said. Mister Anthony walked to her without question. Prophetess. Did they all have Demoki names, or were they just titles they gave to visitors?

 Mister Anthony bowed his head to Sibyl, and she put her palms together in front of her, bowing at the waist. Two more black-clad Ancients dropped on either side of the trio, and I scrutinized them. They were equally intimidating, but I’d expected that. 

“To the right is Saksha5. She will take Jericho’s group. To the left is Doshkin6. He is assigned to Korah’s group,” she explained as I stared at them. Blood and Warrior. This was getting better and better.

They dropped their hoods, and I was surprised by the similarities. They would have been identical twins if they were the same gender. Their blue eyes were striking, their build tall and athletic, but what struck me as odd was the way their bright blonde hair and light eyes contrasted their naturally dark skin. Lashka’s voice rang out again, and I turned to her.   

“I will be working with Miss Aria’s group. Now that everyone knows their assignment: Ancients, take them to the camps to settle in before we meet for the mid-meal,” She ordered with a sharp nod of her head. The others bowed to her as Sibyl had bowed to Mister Anthony before they led their respective groups in different directions disappearing into the sandy haze.

I watched Miss Aria walk to Lashka as if the woman was nothing to fear. My powers surged, wanting to reach out to Lashka and peek inside her mind. The two women spoke low enough that I couldn’t hear past my heartbeat pounding in my ears. Lashka turned to me and stopped speaking long enough to scrutinize my entire being. She and Miss Aria approached me, but Lashka was focused on the other seventy-nine students in the group. 

“Welcome, Students, this is the first in a series of tests to weed out the weak and prove which of you is good enough to become an agent of the Preternatural and Mythical Creatures Agency, and who isn’t worthy of such a prestigious privilege. Those who fail will continue their studies under the teachers at the academy and never return to the Outskirts,” she explained, slipping both hands behind her back. She clutched her right wrist in her left hand and paced, inspecting us like a sergeant with her newest batch of recruits.

“You’re going to follow Miss Aria and I to Shadow Camp in two single-file lines. Kalista, I want you behind me,” she ordered, putting her dominance to good use. We obeyed without openly questioning, but I watched her warily.

 Her words coated my mouth with the coppery metallic taste of lies and my fingers wrapped around the hilts of my knives. There was another reason for the next few weeks of training, and I would find out.

Lashka glanced over her shoulder at my face and smiled. It wasn’t at all pleasant, more like a lioness baring her teeth. She didn’t intimidate me. If it came down to it, I was more than ready to prove myself like I had with Ephraim.

“You’ve got a level head on your shoulders. One should always travel armed into unknown territory. You’re going to need those while you’re here. You’ll be training with my elite forces but that isn’t until Wednesday,” she commented watching my eyes for any hint of fear. I didn’t respond. She hadn’t lied this time, but the uneasy feeling was settling into my bones. What were we walking into?



   

Chapter Two

We walked the rest of the way in complete silence. She led us to a multi-level compound with many rooms, each containing two single beds and a separate bathroom on the opposite side as the door. We were separated into groups of two, except for me. I was the odd one out, and it didn’t make sense. 

“There were four hundred students when we left, and we divided them up equally into groups of eighty. Someone must have slipped away from the group, or maybe we counted someone twice.” Miss Aria looked at me and pushed the worry from her mind. “Kalista, you’ll bunk with Lashka and I,” she said without missing a beat. 

I wanted to object but found myself nodding. Her aura burned with white-hot worry, and I didn’t need to make it worse by arguing. Bunking with them would give me more useless information to feed the Master.  

Lashka led us into her lavish quarters without argument. She seemed more than happy to have me bunk with her. I wasn’t too sure about it. She flashed a devious smile as we entered the room, and I tightened my grip on the knives. 

“Welcome to my little Oasis in the Desert. I’ll be in and out so feel free to roam about in these rooms. To the far left is a bathing room,” she informed me, sweeping one arm toward it. My eyes wandered over the lavish area and widened at the sheer decadence of it all. 

The main room was large with floor pillows, blankets, and tables spread around the outer edge leaving an open area in the middle. Four chambers opened off it. She already said there was a bathing room. What about the other three doors? 

Lashka removed her elbow-length gloves and the bottom half of her shirt, revealing toned abs and a solid core with stark black tribal tattoos across them. She turned to us, her smile lifting to genuine happiness as she held her arms out to Miss Aria.

“Aunt Ari, it’s good to see that you’re well. After the riots broke out in January, I wasn’t sure I’d see you again,” she warmly greeted my teacher. The change in her aura and personality was staggering. My brows furrowed as I watched, unsure what was going on. They embraced with a warmth that made me question my own intuition. When they broke, Miss Aria turned to me and Lashka kept her warm smile in place. 

“And it’s a privilege to meet you, Keætæ Kalista, daughter of Ashton Angelic and the Healer, the prophesied Soulmate, Anna Natalia Healer Tragedy,” she proffered her hand to me, and I hesitantly shook it. When I dropped my hand, I slipped my thumbs into the straps of my bag and watched her muscles relax. She looked at Miss Aria and crossed her arms over her chest. 

“Aunt Ari, why don’t you see how the troop is settling in and introduce them to their drill instructors. Kalista and I have some things to discuss,” Lashka hinted. Miss Aria nodded, hefting her bag from the floor, and Lashka held her hand out for it. “I’ll put it in your room,” she said, and Miss Aria eyed her hand a tad warily. “Don’t worry, Aunt Ari. It’ll be fine,” she reassured her. Miss Aria sighed, shoulders slumping and handed over her bag. 

“Very well, I’m sure the two of you will be civil. Your Uncle wouldn’t like it if you hurt her,” Miss Aria warned Lashka. I looked from her to Lashka, who inclined her head in feigned submission. Once the door was shut behind Miss Aria, Lashka turned to me, inspecting me with a trained eye. Miss Aria’s pack disappeared, and there was a thud in the room to the far right. She had teleportation abilities yet still traveled on foot, interesting.

“Kalista Angelic, how is it that you’re involved with the Master?” she questioned, circling me like a vulture. I stood, frozen, hands itching to hold a weapon as my stomach tightened and my heart leapt into my throat. I shoved all of it aside and watched her, forcing myself to breathe evenly.  

“The Master is someone I’ve only heard of. What makes you think I would associate with such villainy?” I lied with the Master’s horrid purr echoing in my skull. She stood in front of me and examined me again and saw deeper than my calm façade. My stomach tied itself in knots as she shook her head with a knowing smile.

“You’ve been trained to question everyone and everything. The only person I know that would teach that to someone so young is the Master. He’s made a distinct imprint on your aura,” she stated tilting her head to one side, “You’ve made a deal with him.” 

It wasn’t a theory. Somehow, she knew. She set her hands on her hips and stared into my eyes. I glared back, noticing the same dark sheen that was in Aimee, Claude, and the Dark Angel’s eyes. It was a sign of the Master’s touch. Would my eyes look like that soon, or did they already look like that?

“You use the same techniques. I watched you follow us. He taught me to watch the rooftops when I traveled. ‘An attack from above is deadlier than one on equal footing’,” I quoted, and her smile fell, “No one else noticed you besides Miss Aria…” 

My words trailed off as the Master’s presence lifted and the lack of him in my head produced a deafening white noise. My head throbbed, and my ears rang. I watched as she tugged the leather cord around her neck and a green stone slipped from under her shirt. White veins ran through it, and copper wire was twisted around it.

“All Angels have one mixed gemstone and one metal that when paired drains their power. His is jade mixed with jasper, and copper,” she informed me as she removed her shoes and reclined on a floor pillow with her tan face toward the table. “You don’t have to hide it from me. We all make mistakes.” 

I took off my pack and leaned it against the table before I mimicked her. I reclined with my elbows on the pillow and my chin resting on my palms. The two colors in her eyes seemed to dance similar to her aura as I watched. There were lines of dark red, bright blue, and green in her aura but I wasn’t sure what it all meant. The bright blue was a soulmate connection, but the dark red and the green were foreign to me. 

“Your aura is dark. He must have his claws deep in you. How long have you worked for him?” she asked, trying to loosen my lips. I stayed quiet and expected his presence to return but it didn’t. I was temporarily free to give her whatever information I wanted without him finding out. Would she tell the Council though?

I pushed that thought from my mind and she waved her hand over the table, her powers stretched, and a bowl of grapes appeared. She picked a grape from it and tossed it into her mouth biding her time. 

“I don’t work for him. It’s a mutual exchange of information,” I countered, and her eyebrows rose. She waved her hand and a small bowl of grapes appeared in front of me. I nodded my thanks and took one of the grapes without questioning it. 

“You must be his new spy. I’ve heard about you through the rumor mill. I’m surprised he chose you. You’re young, in need of training, and full of curiosity,” she said, and knelt with her feet under her, “You are also observant, quiet, and a quick learner.”

That was high praise from the leader of another culture. She ate a few more grapes before they disappeared, and she stood. She sauntered to a cabinet by the wall, and I stayed on the floor. My nerves urged me to run, but I dismissed the feeling and settled for watching each movement of her toned, tattooed body, and long, lean legs.

“You don’t have to worry about me telling anyone your secrets. I know what it’s like to work for someone you despise,” she hinted. My head spun, and I put my arms down on the table, setting my head on them. I needed to calm down more than I needed to watch her.

“Kalista, are you all right?” she asked voice calm with a concerned lilt at the end. I tried to nod, but my head refused to move. When I managed to lift my head, she was kneeling beside me. I started to roll away, but she grabbed my chin in one hand.

“He’s trying to enter your mind, but he can’t. Not while I’m here. He’s nervous about you telling me his secrets. He has no idea how many I already know,” she hinted before dropping my chin and holding out an identical necklace to hers. “This will help you keep him out when you’re here. It won’t work when you’re in his presence and you need to take it off before then.” 

It wasn’t a suggestion. I nodded, and she placed the necklace over my head. My head instantly stopped spinning, and I moved to kneel, facing her. 

“I should see to the others. You can take the middle bedroom. Aria is in the left room, and when I sleep here, I take the far right,” she further instructed. She stood, and her lean frame was taller than I thought. I was suddenly aware of just how short I was. I stood in front of her barely reaching her sternum, and she gazed into my purple eyes as sadness dulled her aura. 

“I hope you get out before it’s too late,” she paused, searching my eyes for a moment. “Don’t tell him about your friend. He’ll use it against you.” 

She walked to the door and, when it was shut, I shuddered at the ominous warning. I shuffled into the middle room with my boots in one hand and slung my pack over the opposite shoulder. I stopped in the doorway and forced down the urge to backpedal out of the room. The Dark Angel sat at the desk under the room’s only window and smiled at me, but it wasn’t friendly.

“Speak of the devil and one of his minions shall appear,” I muttered under my breath. There was a prominent tick in his jaw that made it obvious, even with the faked warm smile, that he was angry.

“I see you’ve made a friend.” His usually enticing voice was gone and a sleek threatening one replaced it. “Do not trust her.” 

Another warning. Why was everyone so concerned about me today? Hadn’t I proved myself enough? I ground my teeth and slipped my pack off, glad that the necklace was hidden under my red flannel shirt. I didn’t need the Master to know I had it.  

“Why? She seems nice enough, unlike some other Preters I could name,” I cut him with words. He stood, and the wooden chair scraped against the stone floor. 

He crossed the distance in one stride, utilizing his Angelic speed. He reached one large hand toward me, and I snatched his wrist from the air with his hand inches from my face. I glared at him through his fingers as his eyes turned black as pitch, their usual stars were nowhere to be seen.  

“Since when do you question me?” he growled. His power roiled like a tsunami under his skin as the dark blue of his Angelic form slid out. I grabbed hold of my own power and threw it over his, suppressing it like flour on a grease fire. His eyes returned to their icy hue, his skin returned to its pale hue, and his eyes went wide as saucers. 

“I’ve always questioned you. You have secrets, you use half-truths, and you’re as much of a manipulator as the Master,” I threw at him before shoving him back. 

He took one step and stared down at me, jaw slack, eyes narrowing. He pulled a note from the pocket of his shirt and placed it on the desk. His anger boiled in his aura, and it swirled orange like a potion spilling from an alchemist’s cauldron.

“You have a training session tonight. Do not forget and do not be late. He expects you before the dawn.” With that, he disappeared in a sinuous twist of shadow. I shivered as his presence fled. 

I collapsed onto the bed. My muscles shook with the strain of my defiance and my mind raced. How had I done that? I’d never stood up to him before. Was it my training with Mister Anthony and Spike, or the necklace? I levitated the note to me and flipped it open. Two words were all that was written on it in fresh, dripping, crimson blood. 
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Him who? I stared at the note and blinked a few times before my clairvoyance took me to the moment it was written. 

⁂

The Master stood over a dead body and dipped his finger in the blood on the ground. His orange eyes flashed in the darkness of the alley and the sound of running footsteps approached.

He growled as he jumped to the roof two stories above his head. He turned toward the entrance of the alley as two men entered dressed in the black uniforms of the Council of Spirit’s Enforcers. One face looked up, and I stared at Michael’s mismatched eyes. The Master wrote the words kill him on the paper, knowing I’d see it before he crouched down to eavesdrop. 

“Dammit all to Valkarah7!” Mister Lone Darkness cursed, and Michael looked at the body. “He’s killed another informant. It’s his handiwork,” he stopped short and stared at the victim’s shoulder. “What’s this?” 

Mister Darkness slipped his hand into a glove and pulled back the tattered shoulder of the victim’s shirt. My breath caught in my throat as I recognized the gashes on his shoulder, the ones I’d given Claude when we sparred last night. 

⁂

I returned to the present laying on my bed, forcing my muscles to stop shaking, and trying not to cry. He killed Claude. Why? Mister Darkness said Claude was an informant, which was just a polite word for a spy. Could it be true?

I’d come to trust Claude over the last few months. He was nice to me, helped me with my training, and he was Cedric Shyfter’s son. Tears trailed from the corner of my eyes to my ears, and I palmed my knives. 

He’d made them for me and given them to me Sunday Night in that very alley. The hilts fit just right in my small palms and the flint blades didn’t reflect any light. It ensured that my enemies wouldn’t see them coming. He treated me like a little sister. How did I not know that he was an informant for the Council? Had he told them about me?

I looked at the note on the bed and immediately ignited it with a thought. I didn’t need anything linking me to Claude’s murder. How did the Master expect me to kill Michael? He was my friend, my confidant. Sure, we’d had some rough moments since my birthday, but that didn’t mean I wanted him dead. When the smoke cleared, there was a knock on the door. I sat bolt upright and froze. I didn’t shut the door earlier. Had the Dark Angel shut it?

“Kalista, are you all settled? We’re leaving for the meeting in a few minutes. Change into something light. It’s rather warm here in the Outskirts. We’ll be socializing with the Ancients and the others for the rest of the day,” Miss Aria clarified from behind the door. 

I jumped up, put my knives back, and ran a hand through my hair before looking down at my outfit. I’d dressed for mid-winter weather, but Freedom had warned me to pack lighter clothes since she’d been studying the outskirts for weeks. I was glad I listened. 

“Yes, Miss Aria,” I replied before her shadow moved from under the door. Lashka whispered to her, and I couldn’t hear her clearly. I slipped out of the fur-lined leather jacket and pants with a disgruntled sigh at the patchy bruises that covered my shins. I’d gotten them during yesterday’s sparring session with Claude. They would be more evidence against me. 

Why did he kill Claude? Had he found out about him being a spy? What was the penalty for espionage? I levitated my pants to one of the hangers in the armoire with a thought and hung my jacket on the chair the Dark Angel vacated. 

I pulled an airy, lavender three-quarter sleeved silk blouse from my pack and laid it on the bed before removing my flannel shirt. I opened my corset and slipped the blouse underneath, knowing it’d be too short to wear over the top. I grew two inches over the winter and some of my clothes were too small, but I didn’t have time or want to replace them.

The clasps on my corset swung closed as I fished my sandals and floor-length skirt out of the pack. The skirt was lightweight, black cotton that was bunched on my left hip and billowed down on either side of a slit that started at mid-thigh. 

Miss Aria said light, this was the best I had. I changed quickly and slipped one of my knives into the lining of the corset, which Packana gifted me through Jameel, the Nomad, last October. 

I sauntered out of the room and stopped just outside the door as I felt their eyes on me. I slowly turned my head to find them standing together and realized how different they looked. 

Miss Aria’s blonde hair was swept up into a pink fabric headband that matched her natural highlights. She wore a pink top that displayed her pale toned midriff and a flowing skirt that was at least five yards of fabric with coins hanging from the bottom, around her ankles, that clinked when she danced. I hadn’t seen her wear it since the Nomads threw the Council a feast two years ago. She’d blended in seamlessly with the Nomadic dancers, and she looked stunning even after having a baby this past year. 

My thoughts stopped as it rested on the memory of the feast. Would there be dancing tonight? Maker, help me. If there was, I’d be too sore to move in the morning. My eyes drifted to Lashka next.

She was dressed in a simple black sheath dress with slits up each side that trailed up to the middle of her thighs. Her face was painted with thick black charcoal lines probably signifying her rank, if not her title too. Her dark hair was down around her bare tan shoulders and was shorter than I’d originally thought. She was exquisite, and the contrasting styles were staggering. They both stared at me for a few minutes before I smirked and smoothed my skirt.

“I feel underdressed. I wasn’t aware that I needed to bring something fancy,” I commented. A grin crossed Lashka’s face and Miss Aria blushed. I stepped in front of them and Lashka held up one finger, turning it in a circle. I slowly turned and she nodded, giving the outfit her stamp of approval.

“You’re not underdressed at all. The corset is a nice touch. I just finished dismissing the others and sent my instructors with them. They have a bit of a head start. Nadia, my second, has orders to inform Cannon that we’ll be along shortly to kick off the festivities, but you didn’t get to hear the initiation speech,” she informed me, gesturing toward the pillows in the middle of the room. I glanced at Miss Aria who nodded before my stomach churned, and I obeyed. 

“Today is a day of rest, but there is another purpose. Through the festivities that will go on well into the night, you’ll become acquainted with the Ancients’ way of life. To be a proper agent, one must learn to adapt to any situation and culture,” she explained as we sat forming a triangle. “You’ve already shown that you’re capable of that.”

Another compliment. That made two within a handful of hours. Why did it bother me? I didn’t even know her, yet her opinion mattered to me more than the opinion of the Council. It made no sense. When I realized she was still talking, I watched her face and listened again. 

“You will hear our histories, engage with the liaisons, and be introduced to the Trainer who will be teaching you this week,” she continued, not pausing for questions. 

Miss Aria shifted on her pillow, and I noticed a yellowing bruise on her forearm. Her jacket had covered it earlier but now it was exposed. She met my eyes and slid her hand over the bruise, but her thin fingers didn’t cover the handprint. Judging by the color, it was barely a week old. 

“Kalista, have you been listening?” Lashka asked, regaining my attention. She held her hand toward me, and I nodded. 

“Learning the culture and interacting with the people is essential in any new situation. We need to learn to accept other cultures that may be different from ours, so we don’t offend them,” I summarized, and she nodded with a small approving smile. It wasn’t warm or devious this time, but cold enough to send chills rolling down my spine. 

“Good, we should be able to teleport to the meeting now. I’ve given them enough time. Stand up,” she ordered, and we obeyed. She took one of Miss Aria’s hands and one of mine as the devious smile returned. “Be prepared for a warm welcome.”
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