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  CHAPTER ONE:

  
  




STORM 




ONE OF FELIX NADIR’S DAGGERS WENT STRAIGHT THROUGH HER RIGHT EYE.

The other went straight through her heart.

All the realmborns seated around her leapt onto their feet, and soon the roaring cheers of everyone who loathed her and adored him crashed into her in unmerciful tidal waves. Swords, spears, daggers, and shields clanged together to celebrate the one thing the realmborns she trained beside each day celebrated all the time. Which, of course, was Storm Keller’s newest downfall. It delighted the realmborns to see any earthborn such as herself fail, but she knew they held a special place for her in their malicious hearts. Storm glared at Felix Nadir with her good eye, who elegantly raised his hand, acknowledging the praise. Storm reached for both the blade handles in her eye and her heart, and as soon as she yanked them out, the purple glow that had kept her from perishing brutally turned red, then slowly faded away. Storm threw both the black-handled and blood-red-bladed daggers at his feet, and Felix sneered at her. “No need to be a bent arrow, oh wait,” Felix smirked, bending down to pick up the daggers, speaking in a lower tone as Giggles prepared to make his way towards them.  “I guess I would be a bent arrow as well if this were my sixth loss this week.”

It was actually her seventh, but there was no need to inform him of that.

“I will beat you.” Storm spat out, wiping the sweaty strands of hair from her forehead and mouth to speak more clearly. But he was already turning away from her toward the arena stands, where his fellow assassins, all clad in the same silver uniform Felix was wearing, were cheering his name.  He acted like she wasn’t worth the breath it required to talk to her for even a second longer. “So enjoy the pedestal so many others let you stand on so insufferably because your time there will run out, mark my words.”

Felix sighed loudly and stalled his movements towards the stands to speak to her without turning to face her. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Giggles giving them both the stank eye for beginning to cause yet another scene in his arena. “Not taking a loss gracefully is just going to emphasize how hideously stubborn you are, Obstinate. You should work on that unless you prefer being an outcast for the rest of your unremarkable life.”

Storm clenched her fists laughing sarcastically hoping to get out a few more scathing remarks before Giggles came to stop their bickering by spelling their mouths shut. Storm’s annoyance had only been fueled by the sound of the horrible nickname he had given her years ago. Obstinate. The title marked her as nothing but a foolish girl who didn’t know when to quit, despite all the people who had told her countless times to do so. Storm walked closer towards him as Giggles continued to evil eye her. “You think I care about what you think of me?”

“So what if you do care?” Felix scoffed, and when she was nearly behind him he did turn towards her. Storm felt the tip of one of his well-known daggers, which she hadn’t noticed he had pulled out, suddenly touching the middle of her throat as if it had been drawn to it like a connecting magnet. Felix had done it almost nonchalantly and she knew that if he had intended on actually harming her he could have done so. It took everything she had not to grab his wrist and turn the tables on him using his own dagger to give him a nasty cut or two, but she refrained. Storm knew well enough she was better off swallowing her pride than to try such a thing and draw more unnecessary attention than usual. Felix’s gold eyes were cold and unlit, and his sharp and cruel features were enough to give anyone who opposed him chills.

“I don’t care enough about you to care what you might care about. It’s about time you open your eyes and realize nobody in this kingdom does.”

Felix didn’t yell, but he spoke just loud enough that everyone in the arena seemed to be able to hear. The assassins began to laugh from the stands and most of the warriors shook their heads as if she were giving them second-hand embarrassment. Storm felt her face burn from both fury and shame. Felix took his dagger from her throat and rubbed it against his shirt as if she had somehow dirtied it. “You should get back to your pathetic friends…ah, but wait.” Felix glanced carelessly over at the runaway stands where, as usual, no other runaways were waiting for her. “I forgot the rest of them have enough sense to stay away from the arena.”

Storm looked down at her dark green uniform, which stood out in the sea of purple and silver uniforms. When she looked back up to give a scathing comeback she saw Felix was already continuing on his way to the stands and she was standing, open-mouthed and alone, at the edge of the arena’s center. Storm clenched her fists and spoke through gritted teeth, staring into his flaming orange locks, imagining daggers piercing his skull underneath. “Darker realms, I hate him.”

“Storm.” Storm looked over at Giggles angrily while all the other assassins began laughing loudly not hiding the fact they were ridiculing her. Giggles looked at her with a pitying look in his eyes as he glanced at the stands where she often sat alone, the Earthborn section. None of the other earthborns, as Felix had cruelly pointed out, had come to train today either. Nobody wanted to after their several losses this past year to the assassins and warriors in training who tried their best to remind the earthborns each day they didn’t belong in their realm despite being chosen by the Mist itself to come here. Storm jogged towards Giggles but stayed a few paces back so she didn’t hurt her neck looking up at his muscled seven-foot frame. Giggles was the warrior’s mentor, a half-fairy man who had scars all over his dark skin from past battles, blue eyes that seemed to spark with magic against the whites of his eyes, and a buzz cut with a purple heart magically dyed into it Giggles was an extremely odd name for a man who looked anything but giggly, but Storm wasn’t going to be the one to point that out to him.  Giggles looked down at her for a moment then sighed loudly. “Have you thought about what I told you?”

Storm was aware she was the only one who ever had this talk with him.  The talk about whether she was sure she was doing the right thing coming here every day allowing herself to be a spectacle for all the realmborn students. Realmborns that not only fought better than her, but looked superior to her with hair in all different shades of green, red, pink, orange, and blue. With eyes that glowed, eyes that sparked, eyes that were colored in ways no earthborn’s eyes could ever be colored. They were strong, muscled, and their whole aura gave off agility and strength. Storm was scrawny, her hair was a curly deep mud-brown, her eyes a murky green, and her skin was a deep olive, and her face was a mess of dark freckles that did not shine the way Nadir’s always did.

Giggles cleared his throat and she realized she had not answered him yet.

“Oh, you mean have I thought about giving up my training like all the other earthborns and focusing on something less tedious like helping the healers or picking up painting?” Storm was tired of having this talk and she was tired of repeating the same speech, but she did so anyway in a dry and tired tone. “Yes sir, I have. If I wanted to be a painter I could have found a way to do it on Earth, but I’m not on Earth, I’m here. I was chosen by the Mist itself to be here. That’s what Della and Hawn told me when I arrived here five years ago, right?” Giggles didn’t reply and she could tell he was trying to hide the frustration and pity he felt towards her. Giggles meant well, at least she knew he didn’t mean to be unsupportive, he just didn’t think her expectations of rising to the same level as the realmborns was realistic in the slightest. “There’s a reason I’m here, Giggles. I know it. I’ve always known I was meant for something bigger than being a nuisance all the time.”

Giggles hesitated. “You’re not a nuisance.”

“I see why you grew up to be in an arena and not a stage.” Storm grumbled. “You aren’t a very good liar.”

Giggles gave Storm a small and almost sympathetic smile just as the arena gates opened. Storm saw the assassins go quiet and turned around to see the assassin’s mentor, Alcyone, walking in. Alcyone always gave off the impression she could kill you the moment she felt like it and there was nothing anyone would be able to do to stop her. It didn’t help that her rose gold hair was always messily braided, her tan skin was always covered in new bruises and scars, and she wore a black jumpsuit with a gold rope belt decorated with sleeves of assorted weapons. Storm was constantly worried about Alcyone stabbing her in the back. It had a lot to do with Alcyone’s habit of suddenly appearing behind a training student’s back and stabbing them before they even realized she had entered the arena which drove Giggles insane because he was constantly giving out extra protection glows.

If Alcyone was looking at her it couldn’t be for a good reason.

Alcyone reached Storm and looked her up and down with penetrating dark eyes before racing to a conclusion. “You just lost another match? What is this? Your tenth loss this week?”

“I don’t count them.” Storm lied, knowing all too well this was her twelfth loss this month, which had just started, but chose to hurry the conversation along instead of pointing that out. “Did you need me?”

“The king and queen are requesting your presence,” Alcyone told her and Storm froze. Storm hadn’t seen much of the king and queen these past five years since she had arrived in the Mist Realms except in passing and when they’d stop by to check in with the runaway quarters head of house to make sure no problems had arisen. Alcyone looked amused. “Try not to look so guilty. I doubt you’ve done anything worthy of catching their attention.” Storm knew these words were supposed to soothe her, but they made her go tense instead as the biting words seemed to hit her every nerve. “I heard from one of the passing fairies that a new earthborn has arrived.”

“A new earthborn?” A thrill ran through Storm that got her heart racing and her bad mood finally went away. “There hasn’t been a new earthborn since Tinker arrived and she’s a nightmare!” Alcyone and Giggles frowned at her and Storm cleared her throat and spoke in a more well mannered tone. “I just mean that this new runaway might come down for training every once in a while. What are we standing around for? Let’s go!”

Alcyone nodded in agreement and began to lead the way while Giggles turned back towards the stadium to continue the training session. Storm walked after Alcyone ignoring the sneers she got from the assassins’ area. Storm looked over her shoulder to see Felix Nadir watching her as she made her way out of the arena. When their eyes met both their eyes narrowed and they both looked away in disgust. Storm shook her head and cheered up as she left Felix Nadir and the rest of her problems behind her. Surely this new runaway could help be the answer to getting the runaway status recognized in the kingdom.

Storm was hoping whoever it was would be an ally.

Alcyone didn’t bother matching Storm’s pace so Storm had to jog to keep up with Alcyone’s long strides all while dodging flying fairies in a rush, trolls dragging in wagons of supplies, and villagers on their way to work. Storm looked ahead and saw a group of familiar girls and reached out to grab Alcyone’s arm. Alcyone whirled around and grabbed Storm’s wrist a millisecond before Storm could make contact with her. “What is it?”

“Can we slow down?” Storm requested looking past Alcyone at the group of fellow runaways exiting the fabric store with new sets of the earthborn coded dark green clothes. They were girls about a year older than Storm who were laughing together. Girls whom Storm had been roomed with before they had finally gotten tired of her trying to get her to recruit them to train beside her and had requested she be moved to her own room. It had stung when she had been forced to accept the move, but she knew it was for the best. Storm tried to hide behind Alcyone, but Storm’s old room leader Jenny saw her and after holding eye contact with Storm for a moment quickly looked away from her whispering something to the other girls. They all looked over in Storm’s direction coldly before hurrying away without another glance back. Storm watched them go and looked at Alcyone who was staring at her dryly. “What?”

“If they intimidate you, you’ve already lost the fight.” Alcyone reminded her.

“Then, I haven’t lost.” Storm retorted. “Besides, I don’t need them. I want to be an outcast. It makes me mysterious and tragic and…better looking?”

Alcyone sighed as if Storm was a heavy weight on her shoulders and continued her brisk walk towards the castle. Storm hurried after her and a few minutes later they arrived at the castle at the end of Dellahawn’s surrounding stone wall barriers. Storm had only been in the castle once before and that was when Della and Hawn had taken her in when she first arrived to explain everything. Storm looked at the castle’s dark doors with the kingdom’s crest etched upon it. Two spears crossed together to form an X with the words DELLAHAWN written across the middle of it. The first time Storm had seen that symbol she had been a wreck. Angry, lonely, confused, and not really wanted anywhere or by anyone.

Not much has changed since then, Storm thought quietly.

“Why are you glaring?” Alcyone frowned.

Storm hadn’t even realized she was glaring, but shrugged and came up with a believable answer. “I was thinking of Felix Nadir.”

Alcyone huffed out a laugh as she waved to a half fairy guard nearby to let them in. “Yes, my student isn’t very fond of you either, you know.”

“No, he hasn’t made that obvious.” Storm rolled her eyes while the silver gates to the deep purple castle began to open. “I was certain he was a huge fan of me the way he makes sure every single one of my training days ends with his insufferable gloating face and his lackeys telling me to go back to earth.” When the doors were open the two of them headed into the castle and down the gleaming hallway with purple carpeting, silver chandeliers, and different paintings of old rulers lined up on the wall. Every time two rulers married the kingdom’s name changed according to their titles where the woman’s name naturally came first. At the end of the hall were the previous ruler portraits, Ember and Coven. Engraved under their portrait were the words KINGDOM OF EMBERCOVEN followed by the dates the pairs had ruled for. To the right of their portraits were the current rulers, Della and Hawn. “Were Ember and Coven good leaders?”

“One of them was.” Alcyone replied absentmindedly looking at the portraits as they walked. “They ruled during the Five Broken Realms war, as you know, they lost a lot when they first began to rule together. Once that war was over only one of them remained the great leader the kingdom knew them as. Coven lived a long time only falling ill and passing a year before Della and Hawn came of age to decide to rule together about fourteen years ago.”

“Oh that’s right.” Storm suddenly recalled something important and looked back at the portrait to see the painting which had Ember’s face blurred out. Something she hadn’t noticed before. “Ember betrayed the kingdom didn’t she?”

“We’re here.” Alcyone informed her, ignoring Storm’s question and stopping in front of large wooden doors. Before Alcyone could say anything else there was a loud crash from within the room. Alcyone whipped out one of her daggers and threw the door open in one fluid movement and Storm looked inside at an alarming sight. Della and Hawn were both standing with grim faces staring at a girl across them. The girl in question was wearing a long-sleeved black t-shirt with some band name scrawled on it in white, black sweatpants, one black combat boot, and one red one. The girl’s hair was red and not in the way Felix Nadir’s hair was red, like an orange sunset, but red like blood and greasy as if she had not showered in some time. The girl’s dark eyes were bloodshot and flitted around the room as if she were desperate for an escape as soon as one could be given.  Alcyone glared, whipping out two of the daggers lined along her belt and readying her stance. “Hands where I can see them!”

The girl’s eyes sparked with cold rage. “Might be a problem for me I’m afraid.”

It was only when she turned to them Storm realized she was missing her right arm. Alcyone stiffened, but didn’t miss a beat. “Hand where I can see it and drop the weapon now.” Storm hadn’t even realized the girl had some sort of sharp stick hidden under the sleeve of her shirt. Alcyone and the girl held eyes for a long time until finally the girl snarled out a frustrated breath and the stick clattered to the ground. Alcyone looked at Della and Hawn who both looked more worried for the girl than angry. Alcyone looked towards them in concern. “Are you two alright?”

“Very much so.” Della assured with a curious glance at Hawn who nodded to show he was fine as well, neither of them looked upset about being threatened with a sharp stick in the slightest.

Della and Hawn had always been the picture perfect image of tranquil ever since she had met them. With her soft dark hair, violet eyes, and unblemished amber skin she was the perfect queen. With his nearly translucent skin, grey eyes, sky blue slicked back hair, and veiny muscles Hawn, the half-fairy king, was the ideal king. They were both clad in the kingdom chosen colors, purple and silver, each wearing matching crowns where in the middle the Dellahawn symbol was etched in silver into purple gems. Della noticed Storm watching them and mistook her focused gaze for concern smiling in gentle assurance to show she was OK. 

“Storm, I’ve been meaning to check in with you about your training. Thank you for coming but it seems we may not need you to tour anymore. There seems to be a rather unpredictable turn of events.”

“I don’t mind the unpredictable turn of events.” Storm assured her gazing at the new girl with interest. Now that the newcomer was weaponless Storm risked a few steps towards her. “I’m Storm Keller. I’ll be your tour guide in Dellahawn and show you the ropes of things while you try to wrap your head around it all. Trust me, it’s a lot but the Mist Realm’s is a pretty amazing place.”

“Is that what you think?” The girl scoffed.

Storm was caught off guard by the girl’s tone and sudden question. It took her a moment to answer, but when she did she made sure to give the girl a lopsided smile. “I mean the assassins are really terrible and the warriors are pretty stuck up…” Della, Hawn, and Alcyone all gave Storm weary looks and she quickly changed her tune to a more positive one. “Still, I believe they have the capability to not be so horrible all the time!”

“Why did you two pick her to give a tour?” Alcyone grumbled.

“Storm, thank you, but I don’t think she’ll need a tour.” Storm looked at Della whose hands were clasped tightly together as if to keep from fidgeting. Hawn was still silent and staring at the new girl as if he still couldn’t figure her out. Della looked at Alcyone and cleared her throat. “We’re going to need Giggles to come in here in order to discuss the new turn of events. You see…” Della paused and looked at the new girl who looked tired now. “I’m sorry, but could you please repeat what you told us?” Della glanced at Storm and saw she was still there and bowed her head apologetically. “You may go back to your quarters.”

“I’m Wendy Seeker.”

Storm, who had been about to leave as the queen had advised her, froze in her tracks and turned around to stare at the new girl in stunned awe. Wendy Seeker was someone Storm knew well because they were all required to learn about her in Realm History.

Wendy Seeker had been the first earthborn to enter the Mist Realms ever, when the king and queen before Ember and Coven had ruled. A hero who had been here when the five cruel worlds still threatened the Mist Realms. Worlds made up of spellhanders, magical creatures, faeries, and nomeds. It had been Wendy who had helped bring peace between the majority of the worlds and banish the rest that had refused to agree to a treaty of peace.  The war had lasted seven years starting when Wendy was twelve and ending when she was eighteen with her passing.   

“Wendy Seeker is dead.” Della frowned.

“No,” the girl closed her eyes and spoke as if she were carrying the weight of the realm on her shoulders and knew nobody was coming to ease the load of it, “not entirely.”

The girl’s eyes opened and for a moment they glowed a luminous green before they faded back to normal and she fell to her knees speaking in a voice that now sounded strained.

“You have to let me explain.”
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  CHAPTER TWO:

  
  




FELIX




IF SOMETHING ATTACKED THE KINGDOM, FELIX WOULD BE OVERJOYED.

After all, Felix was Dellahawn’s Dagger, the best assassin in the realm. Felix had heard this claim repeated like a mantra nearly every lightcolor but what did he really have to show for it? All because he could handle a rogue creature or take down all the other assassins and most of the warriors in the class? That didn’t prove he was the strongest assassin the kingdom had ever seen. It just proved he was the least weak out of all the students in the arena. To make matters worse, he had to spend the majority of his time training with the two top fighters in each student category whenever full training sessions weren’t taking place. One of them was Briel Ashford, the top warrior of the kingdom who treated assassins as if they were nothing but future threats to the kingdom, like all of the warriors under him.

Then, there was her.

“I still can’t believe Alcyone and Giggles have you train as the top student of the runaways.” Felix sneered in Storm Keller’s direction as she walked into the arena with her protective glow already placed around her. Storm Keller was the sole reason that runaways were even allowed to train with his assassins and waste his time in the arena. Felix still recalled the lightcolor five years ago when she had walked into the arena demanding Alcyone and Giggles give the runaways a chance to train beside the others. Felix still couldn’t believe the king and queen, as wise as they were, had accepted her proposal. “You’re not even the top student of the runaways!” Felix scoffed. “You’re just the only student of the runaways.”

“Which, by default, makes her the best.” Briel Ashford told him calmly as he came up from behind Felix grabbing his boomerang ax from the stadium weapons wall. Briel Ashford walked towards Felix who glowered at him and sighed. “As I tell you, each lightcolor, whenever the runaways’ representative comes to the arena and you direct the same insult her way. Honestly is that a catchphrase?”

“If I had a catchphrase it would be something along the lines of shut up you stupid warrior.” Felix snapped. Storm, who was still hovering around the arena entrance looking a bit dazed, seemed to remember it was time to train and headed for the weapons wall as well. Felix glared openly watching Storm make her way towards him. “You’re late and you’re dawdling. Typical of a runaway such as yourself to not take something as simple as a set time seriously.”

Storm walked past him without a glance in his direction.

Briel looked after her, amused by her show of ignorance towards Felix it seemed.

Felix felt his face flush and was quick to hiss after her. “Don’t ignore me.”

Storm looked back at the two of them in slight surprise as if just realizing she wasn’t alone in the arena. Storm had an odd look on her face and when she looked around and noticed there was nobody else in the arena she hurried to them with an urgent look on her face as if she was about to implode if she didn’t speak her mind at once. Storm motioned to the two of them to come closer and neither of the boys made any move to listen. Storm scowled and moved closer to them herself and Felix stepped back away from her. Storm gave up, ignored him and looked at Briel. “I just learned something huge and have to tell someone to get their opinion on it but you can’t tell anyone else OK?”

“If it’s a kingdom secret shouldn’t you keep it to yourself?” Briel asked her in confusion and Storm looked at Briel in disappointment. Obviously upset that he wasn’t eager to hear her amazing news that Felix highly doubted was that amazing. “It wouldn’t be right if we were to talk about something that isn’t meant for us to know yet.”

“Warriors.” Felix’s eyes rolled. “So noble it’s sickening.”

“Assassins.” Briel replied coolly. “So indifferent it’s revolting.”

“Listen.” Storm ordered. Felix doubted that Storm Keller could have anything to say that would interest him, but he waited to hear it if for no other reason than to mock her afterwards for her boring news. Briel waited as well which led Felix to believe that the noble warrior wasn’t above a bit of gossip. “There was a new runaway in the castle.”

“You should have led with the fact this was to be bad news.”

“Shut up Insufferable.” Storm scowled and Felix bristled at the ridiculous title she’d embedded on him since they were ten years old. It also annoyed Felix that whenever she spoke, she looked directly at Briel and ignored him completely. Yet, it didn’t surprise him. Anyone he talked to in the kingdom who was not one of the mentors preferred to look at a warrior when there was a problem instead of an assassin. After all, assassins were the villains in the stories next to the warriors even if they had the same job at the end of the lightcolor. Still, it was not as if he wanted the runaway to look at him. If she dared to, he was sure he would lose his lunch catching a glimpse of her storm green eyes that always held such foolish defiance. “The new runaway was telling Della and Hawn that she was reborn a bunch of times and in one of her lives she was Wendy Seeker.”

Briel and Felix stared at her for a moment.

Then, both boys began to walk away to begin their training.

“I’m telling the truth!” Storm fumed looking after both boys who went to their respective areas. After all, the top student private training was designed for the front lines of the next generation of Mist Realm protectors to train to their very best. Felix did not have time to deal with Storm Keller’s ridiculous stories. Especially when, with each passing lightcolor, he had an eerie feeling something was about to happen. Yet, each lightcolor, nothing did. Still, the feeling was still within him even now and he didn’t think it was wise to ignore it entirely. “I heard she had been reborn a bunch of times and then Alcyone kicked me out of the room!”

“Train.” Briel ordered her.

“Or, if you’d rather not train, I’ll stab you right now so you can go back to your sorry excuse for quarters.” Felix mused.

“No need.” Storm snapped and picked up a dagger before stabbing herself in the chest. Storm’s glow faded away and she yanked the dagger from her chest before throwing it down at their feet and storming past them. “I don’t know why I bother trying to have one normal conversation with either of you.” Storm paused at the arena doors and glared over her shoulder and her eyes were filled with the usual fierce determination and the usual confidence that Felix was always annoyed by. How could someone at her status and her skill level have so much of those two things? It should be impossible. “Next time I come back to the arena I won’t be the only runaway. I’ll have Wendy Seeker with me and we’re going to take you both down together.”

“Is that so?” Felix smiled thinly, not taking a single word that came out of her mouth seriously. “In your dreams and my nightmares Obstinate.” Storm left and as soon as she did Felix felt the hairs on his arms stand up and fell to the ground just as an ax soared above his head. Felix spun himself around from where he took cover on the ground, rearing his arm back and throwing one of his daggers at Briel in the process. Then, he growled, watching in frustration when Briel leaped into the air, letting his returning axe knock Felix’s dagger right out of the sky before landing back nimbly onto his feet. All while the purple sand they kicked up into the air came back down around them.  Both boys regarded each other with Briel’s ice-blue eyes staring intensely and Felix’s gold eyes lit up in rage. “As if you could get the best of me, warrior.”

“I’d never expect that.” Briel frowned and picked up the dagger Felix had flung and stabbed himself in the neck with it. Briel’s glow faded and he took the dagger out and dropped it to the ground before turning on his foot towards the exit as well finishing his thought. “I only ever expect the worst of you assassin.”

Felix resisted the urge to dagger him now that his glow was gone, reminding himself Della and Hawn were not keen on murder. Briel left and Felix ran a hand through his now tousled orange hair in frustration before picking up a discarded arrow and slitting his own throat with the tip of it. Felix felt his glow fade and snapped the arrow in half before sitting down on the arena floor. Felix had been training to be his very best since he was eight years old and his parents had been taken away from him. Every assassin and every warrior in the kingdom were orphaned children. It was the one requirement needed for those who wished to be a warrior or assassin. After all, the king and queen wouldn’t let a child with parents at home risk throwing their life away at a young age. No, that was reserved for those who didn’t know what else to do with themselves after they lost everything they had ever known.

It was a way to build a new family.

A family that Felix knew he was in charge of protecting now at fifteen years old while all the other older assassins had graduated and were off in the Mist Realms protecting it. For the most part Felix was aware he’d done a good job, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that his family didn’t feel much like a family at all. There was always a divide between the other assassins who listened to his every word and him who wished, for once, one of them would be brave enough to just talk to him as an equal. Which was why, as well-known as Felix Nadir was, he really only had one friend. Felix suddenly noticed another shadow on the ground near his and grinned looking up at the arena’s open ceiling to see a tiny figure floating above him surrounded by the luminescent mixed-colored sky shining lightcolors and watched as his shadow got larger as he got closer. “Ryder!”

Ryder Knox flew down and landed a few steps in front of him and Felix grinned at the familiar face that he hadn’t seen in months. Ryder’s dark brown hair had grown out and curled slightly at the ends, his murky green eyes seemed more gray than green today, new scars lined the sides of his tan arms that were still healing, and his long sleeve maroon shirt and dark pants were muddy. Wherever he had been before he had come back to the kingdom he had gotten into a bit of trouble and Felix felt a pang of jealousy go through him. The arena around him felt more like a cage than ever. Ryder headed towards him, and the two boys embraced and laughed. Ryder looked at Felix who was at his eye level and raised his eyebrows. “No way you’re going to be taller than me!”

“Believe it, I’m catching up.” Felix laughed. Felix had first met Ryder when he was nine and Ryder had been, as he has always been, sixteen. Ryder Knox was a gifted spellhander that had been allied to the kingdom for years and never liked to interact with the kingdom’s people, but he had taken a liking to Felix and they had been a team ever since. Felix had been waiting for the lightcolor when Ryder would return back to the kingdom and see Felix as an equal rather than a little kid he was fond of. The hope that something dangerous would occur began to rise in Felix’s mind. What better way to show Ryder how much he had improved than to show him in a battle? Felix smiled. “What brought you back to the kingdom?”

“I got a note delivered to me by one of the creatures in the kingdom.” Ryder shrugged as they went to the stadium seats and sat down. Ryder patted the stadium seats fondly and looked around the way he always did when he came to visit. With an almost troubled, but reminiscing look on his face. “The note just told me that I needed to return to the kingdom at once for something important they couldn’t disclose in writing. I wasn’t doing much else besides gathering up some criminals that had stolen from a spellhander friend of mine.” Felix stared at Ryder not really believing that was something he could consider as not much. It sounded both thrilling and important to Felix’s ears. “Still, whatever happened here can’t be too bad that I have to rush. Want to grab a bite to eat?”

“Yeah,” Felix grinned, recalling something interesting, he could tell Ryder as they stood up, “you won’t believe what that ridiculous runaway was saying earlier.”

“The adorable little girl I saw last time who was demanding to train beside all of you?” Ryder laughed and Felix flinched in shock at the word adorable concerning that awful Storm Keller. Ryder saw his reaction and grinned. “I remember laughing myself out of the sky when she called you, what was the word? Insufferable?”

“That ridiculous obstinate girl still calls me that.” Felix fumed and Ryder barked out another laugh. “I was just training with her earlier as I’m always forced to and she was telling me that a new runaway arrived and you’ll never guess who she was swearing it was.” Felix shook his head. “Wendy Seeker.” Felix scoffed and walked for a moment before he noticed that Ryder was no longer next to him. Felix looked over his shoulder curiously and frowned when he saw Ryder had stopped just outside the arena and was staring at Felix with a stunned look. “Ryder? What’s wrong?” Ryder blinked slowly and his murky green eyes seemed to cloud over with gray. As if a flurry of thoughts were suddenly invading his mind. “The runaway was mishearing.”

“I have to go Felix.” Ryder said quietly. “I’ll see you when I’m done.”

Felix frowned. “Is everything alright?”

“I’m not sure.”

Felix wasn’t used to Ryder being so somber so he didn’t argue when Ryder turned towards the sky and began to fly towards the castle. Felix wondered if he should have just kept his mouth shut about what that inane runaway had said. Felix watched Ryder fly away and suddenly felt a shiver run down his spine and whirled around with his hand on the handle of his sheathed dagger, but when he looked all around him there was nothing. After a moment the feeling of dread was entirely gone and Felix wondered if he had imagined it. No. No he hadn’t imagined it. Felix began to walk away, suddenly troubled, and thought deeply about his constant hopes that something would happen that would lead him to prove that he was the best.

Felix realized that he might get his wish after all.

The kingdom, he felt, was about to go through something very big.

Possibly dangerous.

Felix wasn’t sure if he should be ashamed that the realization made him smile.
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  CHAPTER THREE:

  
  




RYDER


WHEN ALCYONE SAW RYDER COMING, SHE PULLED OUT A KNIFE.

Ryder raised his hand and a gust of wind nearly blew it out of her hand, but Alcyone knew well that he was an Air Spellhander and gripped the handle tightly. Ryder ignored her anyway and made a move to open the door, she was blocking, but Alcyone stepped towards him looking stern. “Della and Hawn were clear with their orders that nobody is allowed in that room right now and I believe that rule even applies to you.” Ryder hardly dared to believe that any rule applied to him, but this rule in particular certainly couldn’t apply to him. Not if what Felix had told him was true and Wendy Seeker was behind the door she was guarding. “I don’t know what you’ve heard, but we’re still trying to figure out the ordeal.”

“I can figure it out in an instant.” Ryder insisted. “Let me through now Alcyone.”

Alcyone’s eyes narrowed. “I won’t be spoken to like that.”

“I won’t be kept out here.” Ryder’s eyes narrowed back. “There’s a simple solution to both of these issues. Do as I’m asking you to do.” Alcyone’s eyes glittered with intense irritation and Ryder closed his eyes and bowed his head, apologetically. “Alcyone, please, if she’s in there I need to see her and she needs to see me.” Alcyone hesitated, then finally relaxed her stance and after a moment she nodded, stepping aside. Ryder hurried past her, throwing open the throne room doors. Inside the purple and silver-clad room with banners and portraits all around the king and queen were standing by their thrones and in front of them was a girl beside Giggles. When the doors closed behind Ryder and Alcyone everyone turned toward him except the girl, but Ryder could see the way she stiffened, as if being very careful not to show that something was bothering her. The same way they did nearly a hundred years ago whenever she sensed danger nearby. Ryder didn’t know what to say, but he went with a question he needed an answer to. “Wendy, is that you?”

The girl turned around and Ryder scanned over her blood-red hair, eyes that looked dark enough to be black, pale skin, sharp face and hungry frame. Whoever this was it couldn’t be Wendy Seeker. Not the girl with the dimples, coffee-toned skin, long curls, and wide puppy brown eyes always full of emotion. Ryder searched the girl’s dark eyes, but could see no tell that she was who they were saying she was. The girl gave no indication outside the fact that she had stiffened up at his voice that she knew him. Della breathed in a soft gasp, “of course you’d know her Ryder.” Della looked at the girl gently. “Aria, do you remember Ryder? He would have helped you during the Mist Realms’ last war.”

“I have nothing to say to any of you.” The girl’s tone wasn’t gentle, soft, and strong like Wendy Seeker’s voice had always been even in the face of danger. This girl’s voice was like gravel and her tone was weak and tired, as if she barely had it in her to make it to the end of her sentence. The girl glared over her shoulder at Ryder and Ryder felt a flicker of irritation rise through his stunned emotions. “You least of all.” 

The girl looked back at the king and queen. “If I may make a request, I’d just like a room to stay in and then to be left alone for the time being until I’ve gathered enough supplies to leave the kingdom.” The girl sighed. “There must be somewhere else, somewhere quiet, that I can go.”

“Leave the kingdom?” Hawn looked stunned. “What brought this on?”

“I can’t stay.” The girl insisted. “Not here.”

“I’d just let her go.” Ryder advised walking towards them as the girl ignored him. Ryder looked at the girl finally letting his hope fade away into annoyance and boredom. There was no way that this girl was Wendy Seeker and whatever the runaway had thought she heard before was wrong. If this girl thought she didn’t need the safety of the kingdom then so be it. After the disappointment she had just led him through he found the thought of her leaving a happy one. Ryder stopped by the girl’s side and noticed something strange about her right arm. That being that she didn’t have one and Ryder didn’t realize he was staring until the girl’s mouth curled up in disgust and she stepped away from him. Ryder’s face flushed as he glared at her. “What?”

“I didn’t want you to drool on me.” The girl snapped. “Staring open-mouthed like a complete fool.”

“Staring? At you?” Ryder bristled. “Get over yourself! I was just so bored by you and this whole ordeal I dozed off and started daydreaming about being anywhere else!”

“Leave then.” The girl ordered in a hiss.

“Make me.” Ryder seethed and the two of them were suddenly glaring at each other, daring the other to look away first. Della cleared her throat and Ryder looked over to see the four leaders were staring at him. It wasn’t like him to lose his temper and it certainly wasn’t like him to entertain a girl like her with conversation. Ryder looked away from the girl deciding it was time for him to go. “This was a mistake, it seems. I’ll be taking my leave.” Ryder turned swiftly not realizing he was still too close to the girl and the girl took a step back quickly to get out of his way, but lost her balance. Ryder reached out, on impulse, and grabbed her only arm to steady her before she fell down the throne room steps. As soon as he made contact with her Ryder felt a sharp pain slam into his brain and cried out. “Ah!”

Then, he saw a girl in his mind he hadn’t seen in over a hundred years.

“Freefall!” Ryder saw her in his mind and realized he had been wrong before. Wendy’s voice hadn’t been as soft as he thought it was. Wendy’s voice was bright and bubbly and like a bird’s chirp when she was happy. Especially when he had first met her and she had been nervous, but excited to meet someone of his status with his power. “Oh don’t look so stunned I think the name fits you perfectly! Freefall because you’re free to fall whenever you please because you’ll be able to catch yourself!” Wendy studied him with humored light brown eyes and laughed. “I wish I could fly…all I ever seem to do is fall!”

The girl struggled before freeing herself and shoving Ryder hard enough for him to stumble backwards.

Ryder caught the wind and began to fly before he could hit the ground and then he whipped around towards the girl who was holding her head as well. The two of them looked at each other and the girl stared at him for a moment then looked away as if in defeat and that was when he was sure. “Wendy, it is you.” The girl ignored him and he felt a flood of emotions arise in him before he shoved them back down. No wonder she wanted to leave so quickly. No wonder she couldn’t look at the throne room that she’d been in dozens of times before even if the colors of the room had changed and the people in front of her were no longer the people she once knew. No wonder she hated him for being here while others she’d rather see were not. “How? Why?” Ryder was at a loss for words again for a moment then swallowed nervously landing back on the ground, and took a step towards her. “Mist, Wendy…”

“Don’t call me that. My name is Aria Walness.” Aria took a step back away from him and looked away and he noticed that she said her name in a way that sounded like she hated it. As if she knew as well as he did, it didn’t fit her at all. “If I’m stuck here then I’d just like my request to be listened to.” Aria looked back at the king and queen. “May they be?”

Della and Hawn looked at each other then Della nodded. “Of course. I believe there’s a small private room right between the warrior and assassins you may make yourself comfortable at.” Della nodded at Ryder. “Ryder knows where it is so he’ll take you.”

“I will?” Ryder asked wearily.

“You will.” Della confirmed kindly.

Of course he would. After all, this was Wendy Seeker.

Even if she’s changed Ryder owed her too many debts to refuse her anything now.

~~~~

When Ryder stepped out of the throne room the first thing he saw her eyes land on was the portrait of Ember and Coven.

If there was any reaction she had upon seeing the faces of the king and queen she had served years ago Ryder did not catch it. Instead, Aria looked straight ahead and began to walk towards the castle exits and when she reached the castle doors she raised her hand against it and seemed as if she were bracing herself. Ryder opened his mouth to ask if she was alright, but she shoved open the door before he could. As soon as they stepped through the door he noticed darkcolors were beginning to come out and looked up at the sky full of glowing dark purple, orange, and green hues giving the kingdom a dark but colorful tone. Trolls were rolling back their wagons towards the kingdom grunting out laughs together and fairies were scolding children to go back home near the village. Ryder smiled at the familiarity of it after being away for months and grinned despite the tense situation. “You have to adore this time of lightcolors don’t you?”

Ryder glanced at Aria and his grin faded away at once.

A haunted expression lay on her face and her eyes looked almost lost. As if she knew where she was
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