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To my younger self.

	Every nightmare ends where a dream begins.

	So, never stop dreaming.
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	“Order. Order. I said ORDER.”

	The dark lit room finally quieted enough to allow the speaker to continue.

	“Now as I said before, there are people—many of which are in this room right now—that agree that something must be done. We cannot allow this kind of action to continue within our very walls.” His ancient voice trembled with both fear and hunger. He knew what the child was capable of. 

	If he was a younger man…  

	But he wasn’t.

	He stared each of the other councilmen in the eyes. Many nodded in assent. A few near the back stayed still. Malika and Dominstadi. They had known the child’s mother and were leery to do anything more. 

	“It must be done. In the name of the first world, the second and the great beyond.” His voice shook through the walls as everyone looked up at him. Finally. 

	“Alkira Vincit Omnia.” 

	The speaker glanced over at the middle-aged man. He liked the councilman’s dedication. Even his fervor for the protection of Alkira. But at times, he worried about the crazed look in the younger man’s eyes.

	“Alkira Vincit Omnia!”

	Another young councilman yelled, a close friend of the first. The speaker worried his chin as the two men riled up the rest of the group. To soon everyone but the speaker and the two councilmen in the back were yelling Alkira in unison.

	Aye. Alkira. 

	His gaze took in the scene. He had lived long enough to know some of her secrets. Enough to know that what the men were playing with right now could very well end all of the universes.

	“Enough!”

	His voice shook through the men as the two councilmen who started the rally cry stood stock-still. The speaker looked both of the men in the eye before giving them a slight nod. Satisfied the two men took a seat, silent once more. 

	“Now with that matter decided for, let’s move onto the next order of…”

	 

	Not long after the speaker left the small room, the councilman left as well. 

	“Dimtri!” A loud whisper bounced across the stonewalls. The councilman whipped around and held the other councilman by the throat.

	“How many times have I told you, don’t use my name!” he whispered back. He watched the fear swimming in the other man’s eyes with satisfaction. One day, he would have the entire council watching him with the same fear. The thought excited him. 

	But until then, the need for secrecy was imperative. 

	He released the other man, watching as his body slid to the ground. With a grunt the councilman stepped over his body and continued on his way. He needed to hurry. Bruchkova would find him later. Whatever he wanted to speak of was nowhere near as important as what he needed to do. 

	A few twists and turns through the stone maze of the caves finally led him to an old cavern. Stalagmites rose as great teeth gnashing at the caves ceiling. The boy better be here.

	The quiet drips from the stalactites hit his already tight nerves, the tension screeching off of his body. 

	There. A quiet shuffle. He turned in time to watch the boy’s cocky saunter. His hair was spiked back and gleamed like his moms. And yet he was half-sighted. 

	“You wanted to speak with me, sir?” 

	Even his voice was cocky, and too loud for the echoing cavern. He winced before turning to the side, forcing the boy to come closer to hear him. 

	The young man walked closer, his shoulders hunched with tension. Good. 

	“It’s done.”

	For a moment the boy just watched him. Then his eyes widened, and his face paled before finally settling into stone.

	“Is that all?” he asked, his voice scratchy with emotions. 

	The councilman stepped closer to the boy until that slight widening of his eyes finally gave way to fear. That’s all he wanted from the boy. Nothing more.

	“You follow him, and you make sure it’s done.”

	With that he shouldered past the boy. He hadn’t made it two steps before the boy called back to him. “And if he survives?”

	The councilman stopped but refused to turn around, keeping the power of the conversation with himself. “Then don’t bother coming back until it is done.”

	And with that he walked away for good.

	The boy watched him leave with a heavy heart. It wasn’t what he wanted. But it was the first time the councilman trusted him with something important. He couldn’t screw this up. Because if he did… No. He didn’t want to think about that.

	He wouldn’t screw it up. And he wouldn’t come back until it was done. Even if it broke his heart. With a grim face, he followed the councilman’s steps back to the main caves before disappearing into the night.

	 


CHAPTER 1
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	Trees whip and scratch at my face as if trying to claw away my speed. But I don’t let them. I can feel the Shade close behind me as I push past the underbrush. 

	At least the Shade is here rather than back on Alkira. It would be a lot harder to hide from the courts attention if a Shade was found at home. I shudder at the thought, as my mom hasn’t made an effort to leave the house for over a decade. 

	I push my legs harder, feeling the burn of my hamstrings singe away the imaginings of blood-spattered eggshell walls.

	The darkness here is eerie. Almost heavy. Not even a moon in the sky. Just leaves above, below, and all around. My heart beats in time with my pounding feet.

	Finally, a light. The heaviness in the air here makes it hard to breathe. A humidity I am not used to. At least there is air to breathe in this world. 

	Be thankful for the little things.

	Clearing the brush, for a moment I’m taken aback by the sight in front of me. A long smooth single stone road with poles lining the sides that have a light somehow attached to them.

	The inner tinker in me wants to stop and take a closer look—it looks like something from our history books—but the survivalist pushes past the novelty as the distinct crackle of breaking tree limbs comes closer.

	Fuck it.

	I decide to go left, taking the middle of the smooth road. For some reason there are long lines painted there.

	I don’t have long to wonder. Right now, I need to put as much distance between me and the Shade as possible.

	Slap.

	Slap.

	Slap.

	My shoes echo through the still night, in a strange harmony with my strangled breaths. I should have taken a running elective this year rather than the natural design class.

	Too late now. 

	A buzzing can be heard in the distance ahead. But it quickly morphs into a loud hum before becoming a roar.

	I only have time to cover my face as a bright light swings around the corner ahead on the road.

	CRASH.

	Darkness.

	 

	“Oh my god, are you alright?”

	Groaning I take stock of vitals. Breathing. Check. Heartbeat. Check. Can feel my legs and arms? Overly so. My left leg in particular is screaming at me. It’ll be bruised for sure.

	A cool touch wisps across my forehead. I open my eyes and all I can see is dark holes rimmed in desert gold and burning blue skies. 

	And then it blinks.

	Jerking back, I forget my pain for moment.

	“Hey you’re bleeding! Let me help you. The hospital is not far.”

	Coughing, I push myself onto my knees before awkwardly standing.

	“No need. I’m alright.”

	“Alright? You’re insane!”

	I look up at her in shock as her concern shifts into anger.

	“What the fuck were you thinking running down the middle of the road wearing nothing but black? At night!?”

	“Uh…”

	“You weren’t thinking! That’s what!”

	A rustle from the bushes. Crap. The bright lights from the crash seem to be attached to some sort of grounded moving machine. 

	“I need a ride.”

	“Like hell I’m going to drive you anywhere but straight back to the hospital.” She crosses her arms, her eyes spitting fire at me. 

	Glancing back at the darkness, I turn toward her. “You don’t understand, something is chasing me and if you don’t help me, we are both going to die.”

	She raises an eyebrow in disbelief. “Who do you take me for? This is Ponoka, not some horror movie set.”

	“Look, you won’t understand but—” Before I can get another word out her eyes widen as she looks over my shoulder. She lets out an ear-splitting scream, stopping the Shade in its tracks for a moment.

	Grabbing her shoulders I shake her. “We need to leave. Now.”

	She just nods wordlessly, pointing me to the other side of the machine. Its shape tickles my memory. I’ve seen it before. I slide over to the front, opening the door and slamming it behind me as I sink into the plush stained seats.

	A moment after the girl slams her own door, cranks the stick between us back and stomps her foot. That’s when I realize; I’m in a car. An ancient machine from the fifth cycle of dArs. I was right! I can’t believe I’m sitting in one instead of studying it in class!

	Suddenly we are in motion as I watch the Shade shrink in the distance. Then in horror, I watch as it’s strange arms curl under it with great-serrated claws, each the size of a scythe, and it leaps forward toward us.

	“Hurry up!” I yell, as the Shade claws its way closer.

	“I’m hurrying, I’m hurrying!” 

	A screech like the sound of a hundred fabrics being torn at once fills the night air. 

	The girl’s knuckles go white on the steering wheel. She looks up at me, her face set as stone.

	“Hold on.”

	I brace myself on the ceiling and the door. Just as the Shade gets within leaping distance, the girl stomps on the gas and pulls up the emergency brake. For a moment my face is plastered against the window, and then we are going forward.

	She shifts and the engine growls as trees hurtle past us faster.

	“Where to?” she asks. Houses pass on the left of us.

	“As far away as possible.”

	She looks over at me as the car slows to a stop.

	Glancing up in the mirror, she turns left and the car lurches forward.

	“The two isn’t far from here.”

	I just nod, my attention caught by all the lights in front of me on the inside. I have only ever seen holopics of a car, but the model was very different to the one I sit in now.

	“You’re not from around here, are you?”

	I push in a button and noise blasts out from all around us. Covering my ears I yell, “how do you stop it?”

	She reaches forward and turns the volume back down. Cool. She swats my hand away before I can touch any other buttons. I decide to look out the windows instead. We cross over a bridge, an ancient locomotion with rusted grain cars below us. 

	It always fascinated me the technologies that are present from one world to the next. Trains I am familiar with. It is how the four courts are connected. One big loop connecting all four corners of Alkira. 

	“What do you call this planet?”

	The light poles pass us by as we glide over and down the hill. The girl squints at me before returning her gaze to the road. 

	“Earth.”

	Nodding, I go back to studying the inside of the car.

	“And this car we are currently sitting in?”

	“A ford.”

	“And do all aford’s look like this?” 

	She snorts before replying, “Its ford, no a. And no, there are cars, vans, trucks, SUV’s. Then there’s the sports models, they look entirely different.”

	“How does it work—”

	She waves me off. “Hold on. Before we go talking about the mechanics of a car, we need to talk.”

	“Are we not talking already?”

	“Ha ha, smart ass.” I can’t help but grin at her sarcasm. Feisty. Not that I expect much else from someone whose hair is bright red. Like the colour of a big shiny apple, the kind I always bought for Kian’s birthday. 

	“Okay, let’s start with the basics. What’s your name?”

	“Does it matter?”

	“I just ran you over and saved your ass from some…thing… and for all I know you could be some creepy serial killer or alien waiting to abduct me.”

	She has quite the imagination on her. The alien reference hits a little close to the heart. I never much liked the word. I am human, just from another universe. 

	“My name is Jared. I’ve never killed another human being much less kidnapped one.”

	“So, what you’re saying is you are an alien.”

	“No.” 

	We come to a stop ahead of a set of lights. Except these ones are red.

	“Look, Jared, if I’m going to be driving you somewhere, I need to know I can trust you first.”

	My fingers tap without my consent on the armrest. The sidelights are green. As I watch, they shift to orange. The car moves as the lights ahead of us turn green. 

	Green, go. Red, stop.

	I can’t help but chuckle.

	“What’s so funny?”

	“The shifting lights.”

	For a second, she just scrunches her nose at me. And then it’s like a light flicks in her mind. “Oh. You mean the traffic lights.”

	Nodding, I continue, “In Alkira, green is a sign of life while red is death.”

	“I’ve never heard of Alkira before. Is it far?”

	“Very.”

	“You’re not much of a talker, are you?”

	“Not much to say.”

	We lapse into silence, the lights flickering past. 

	“My name is Katie, by the way.”

	Shifting in my seat I take a moment to properly look at Katie. Her red hair falls in waves down her back, half of it shaved around the ear. A metal wing rises from the bottom corner of her ear and up the side. Her arms are bare of any adornments, but her shirt hints at skin beneath, the lace flowers teasing my eyes. 

	Blinking, I shift back in my seat, covertly adjusting myself. 

	“That thing is still following us.”

	A quick glance in the side mirror confirms my fear. 

	“We need to be moving faster.”

	“Yah, well, I’m not getting a ticket. Just wait until we get on the highway.”

	Nodding, I try to focus on the last few minutes. To think not an hour ago I was shoveling down dinner, trying to make sure I wasn’t late for work. Kian hadn’t been to ecstatic to leave me at home, but I needed the money. The Councillors had decided that mom no longer needed as much support. That it was long enough now for her to be over the grief and moving on with her life. Except she hasn’t.

	I had
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