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And the end and the beginning were always there

Before the beginning and after the end.

-T.S. Eliot

“Burnt Norton”, Four Quartets


BEFORE







THE AIR WAS COLD AND GRITTY, none of the crisp chill that kisses cheeks pink and floods lungs with a pleasant sort of ache. Arabella’s boots clacked a staccato rhythm as she made her way from the residential block of uniform townhomes into the portion of the city of Taville nestled in the harbor. In the misty gray of the morning, the walk to the bridge was solitary, though the steady noise droned on in the form of tugboat horns, the dings of streetcar trolleys, and the distant shuffle and call of dock workers preparing for the post-dawn shift change.

There was no broadening of the horizon as she ventured further, only an endless sea of brick and stone and dawning sunlight turned murky as it filtered through eternally gray skies. Tucking her coat tighter around her middle, Arabella felt the crinkle of the appointment ticket buried in her pocket. Her pulse thudded, as it always did, as she hurried her steps past a crooked alley that, at just the right time of day, glowed with a myriad of colors as slanting sunlight hit the semicircle of stained glass hung by a long-ago tenant. As a child she’d thought it was a bit of magic and it, like so many other tiny pockets of the city, filled her ears with a hum and pulled at her bones with a magnetic tugging.

A resigned heaviness settled in the spaces between Arabella’s ribs. Her persistent, resilient hopefulness and the fizzing spark just under her skin that she fought to ignore wouldn’t be silenced, no matter how hard she tried to smother them with reality.

This was all there was.

Wheezing puffs of ash-laden smoke rose from oil barrel fires dotting the docks where workers huddled, rubbing their chapped hands to regain lost warmth.

“You’re up early, Arabella,” one of the workers called, pushing his short-brimmed hat further up his sweat and dirt-streaked forehead. Barty wore knit fingerless gloves in a garish shade of chartreuse, a gift from Birdie, his new bride.

“They’re so very understanding of travel time for us south side magic users when assigning appointment times,” Arabella replied dryly. Barty knew well she was the only recent denizen of the south side of Taville to manifest.

Leaning on a stack of crates and crossing his ankles, flashing one of his grins that made the grayest of days a smidge brighter, Barty asked, “Time for your testing already? Feels like we only just graduated.”

Weeks turned to months with shocking speed and the clever scholar bent on mischief was now here, a dockworker with knit gloves made from secondhand store yarn. Lofty dreams shrunk into practicality, like Arabella tending her corner bookstore, surrounded by ink and paper adventures she could never fully lose herself in.

“Testing is mandatory every month for the first year.” Arabella tightened her grip on the worn leather handles of her satchel, a familiar companion from their university days that she clung to, a reminder of a time when she’d been part of something bigger.

“Seems like such a waste of time,” Barty said with a cluck of his tongue. “Continued testing post-grad seems pointless since you’re not actively using it. Are you and Winton coming out tonight?”

A foreman barked and Barty snapped to attention.

“Hope to see you later!” he called over his shoulder.

Forcing a smile, Arabella raised her hand in a wave, ignoring the sharp glance from Barty’s foreman. A flicker of something dark and bitter flared in her veins and she wished to wield something that would make him shrink back. If she was going to be the object of distaste and sneering looks, let it be earned.

Grimy puddles splashed watery mud onto her boots as she picked her way through the docks, the shortest route to the wide bridge that spanned the harbor, connecting the two sides of Taville. Or at least providing a façade of unity as the two sides of the city could not be more different. On the north side of the harbor townhomes of painted brick in a palette of pastel hues huddled together, like rows of pretty cakes in a display case or like the daughters of bankers and politicians whispering conspiratorially in the seminars for magic users at Taville University.

Wide tents were constructed midway across the bridge, each bearing the logo of Taville’s Outreach Ministry. Arabella hurried her pace, boots clacking, past the waiting lines of Taville’s ‘most unfortunate’ as they’d been deemed by the Ministry. Arabella just called them her neighbors. Other new graduates and denizens of the north side bustled about the largest of the tents, packing brown paper bags with necessities. Arabella distinctly remembered her brother Lucas clapping his baby hands to mirror her bouncing excitement when their father had brought home one such bag when she was barely more than eight years old. How little it had taken to solve all the world’s wrongs back then. She glanced at the line of faces, a mural of want, and her heart ached.

The smaller tent, nestled behind the first, was closed in with thick canvas walls. A security officer in crisp uniform waited outside the door. Though he was armed with only a short, blunt baton like the security officers at university, his presence needled under Arabella’s skin. Showing her identity card, she gained admission.

“Name?” The curly haired young man at the makeshift desk asked, not bothering to look up from his clipboard. There wouldn’t be many names there. Arabella could list every member of her graduating class with ease.

“Arabella Sarcroux.”

He flipped pages, running the tip of his pen down the alphabetical list. “There you are. What is your ability?”

Arabella hesitated; she didn’t have a name for it. Others could channel elements and their minor manipulations were greeted with wonder and encouragement. Arabella often wished away the sparking under her skin. She couldn’t light candles with her fingertips, heat water with a touch, coax a ray of sunshine through amassed gray clouds. She spent her school years in obscurity—the student her professors didn’t quite know what to do with. No one would ever know the new graduate working at the corner bookstore had once written a tree into existence in her backyard.

“What is your ability?” he asked again, finally lifting his face.

“I don’t know,” she said, the confession uttered at a whisper.

She wrote her first thing into being when she was nine years old. Undulating meadows of wildflowers shaded by the mantels of ancient oaks, fogged over by a haze of gnats and leaping crickets were the things of fairytales. The things she yearned for, but she grew up on the south side of Taville, an orderly grid of brick buildings with tiny patches of green barely bigger than an unfolded napkin but enough to call a yard..

Her mother called her whimsical, a frustrated sigh accompanying the word. A child with her head in the clouds. Her father pretended not to listen to her imaginings, but at least once Arabella overheard him telling her mother: Do you know what Arabella was playing today? You’d never guess. She has whole worlds in her head.

He was the one who gave her a journal on her ninth birthday. A place to put your thoughts. A gateway.

It sat unopened, the blank pages intimidating and inviting, for months before she ever slashed the deciding lines of ink that sprouted in her backyard. An ancient oak all her own with branches straight and strong, ideal for a swing and a treehouse and nestling into a barky crook to read on a summer day. The lacy shadows of leaves carpeted Arabella’s bedroom floor the next morning while branches scratched a beckoning rhythm against her windowpane.

Mouth agape, barefoot and hair sleep-snarled, she stood beneath the whispering branches and saw the threads of magic shimmering in her written words. In her and her tree. Something set apart from the mundane magics used by the talented few in Taville.

After the tree Arabella experimented. There were rules and boundaries, yet unknown to her, and she intended to learn every one of them. She wrote sweets for her little brother. A new bicycle. As her desires became more specific—a stuffed toy in a shop window, a board game, a way to ease her father’s weariness and financial concerns—the flow of words thickened to a sluggish trickle. The toy was never quite right, the board game box empty, the meager coins unpassable for real currency and her father’s sighs became heavier. Arabella couldn’t heal scraped knees. She couldn’t alter the weather. She couldn’t change past or future. Her manipulations were limited and it vexed her. She could feel the surge of magic beneath her skin like a swollen itch that worsens when ignored, begging to be noticed.

Years of schooling and periodic testing hadn’t yielded results. Now, over ten years since she’d written her tree, she was no closer to understanding the magic she housed and she’d earned only a sense of other. Of mangled. Of wrong.

“How do you not know your ability?” the surly young man asked, his tone soaked in mockery.

That bitter anger flared again but she tamped it down and gave what she hoped was a sweet, shy shrug. Meekness and docility had long been her shields.

She was ushered to one of the curtained wings where she was instructed to wait on the exam table. Feet dangling, she clasped her hands tight in her lap and breathed through the discomfort that ought to be familiar by now. These routine tests had been part of her life since she’d tried in her giddy child’s way to explain the tree in the backyard to her parents. No other Sarcroux had ever been a magic user—except for a distant and estranged aunt who, family lore said, had a thumb so green it had to be magic. No flower ever wilted in her home.

The medical technician slipped in with his ordered tray and Arabella rolled up her sleeve and made a fist, exchanging bland pleasantries as he swiped her skin with an alcohol swab. Her errantly hopeful heart stole a glance but, as always, it was ordinary blood that flowed from her veins. No shimmering ichor, no trickle of something more.

Pressing a bandage to the miniscule wound, the technician muttered a healing enchantment and Arabella’s skin itched.

He peeled off his gloves, dropping them onto the tray. “Per usual, your sample will be sent to our facility for study and documentation. We’ll see you for your next visit. Thank you for your cooperation, Miss Sarcroux.”

Arabella slid from the exam table, steady once more with her feet on the ground. “Do I get results now?”

“Now?”

“That I’m no longer a student. I’m curious what’s been documented about all these samples over the years.”

“Just monitoring and cataloguing all magic users. Nothing of great interest.”

“It’s of interest to me. Could I put in a request at the Ministry’s main office?”

“Samples are sent to an off-site location for processing and storage; the main office won’t have access. Good day, Miss Sarcroux.” Then he was gone, off to the next curtained corner.

Morning was settling over Taville and Arabella stood at the wall of the bridge overlooking the warped circles of multi-colored oil floating atop the murky river. Her skin prickled, her shoulders and jaw tense from a bone-deep awareness of unbelonging that followed her like a shadow. If she stared straight ahead in this spot the divide between the two sides of Taville merged into a strange middle ground, a threshold to both worlds yet belonging in neither. It was spaces like this—and under her tree and a corner of her bookshop—that she felt most at home in her skin.

The murmur of the crowd grew to a drone, a few sharp voices rising above the rest.

A gaunt woman clutching a patched coat across her hollow chest slammed her fist down on a stack of crates. “What’s in these, eh?”

Security officers drifted closer.

A north side volunteer, smoothing her pristinely pressed white apron, said, “Ma’am, we’re limited—”

“There’s still a bloody long line! Children. See them? Those kids won’t have anything to eat and you’re telling me this is the best you’ve got?” The woman snapped open her brown paper bag, showing the meager contents to the volunteer.

“There’s been a growing need and the Ministry is doing everything it can—”

“Everything but asking for a bit of decency from those fat cats across the way. There’s never enough for us but plenty for you!”

The security officers loomed closer, hands resting on the batons in their belts. They gave a word of warning but the woman waved a lye-burned hand at them.

“How much did those uniforms they keep you in cost? Since when did the Ministry need armed guards?”

“Ma’am, take your food and move along.” The elder of the two guards, his broad chest an unforgiving wall, stepped closer.

Spitting at his feet, the woman snatched her bag and departed, shouting down the line, “You’ll be lucky to get a wad of mud from their boots. Food’s almost gone and whatever medicine they’ve got in that tent they’re keeping to themselves.”

Arabella glanced back at the testing tent and the wide-eyed face of the guard stationed before it. A rush of pink flushed his cheeks and he looked so very young. His baton was in his hand now, glowing with a faint blue charge.

A man broke from further down the line and charged the tent. Volunteers screaming as he toppled crates, snatching what he could grab. Splintered wood skidded across the cobbles, striking Arabella’s ankles. Security guards bellowed warnings but several others followed the charging man, a waiting sea turned tumultuous. Aproned volunteers huddled in a crouch, arms over their heads as the crates and tables were ransacked.

The tang of electricity and the shimmer of magic flooded the air as security guards activated their batons. Fear took hold of Arabella’s joints, cementing her in the place between freezing and action. Cries rang out and the infuriated rush turned to panic as jolts of electricity traveled through the crowd. The searing scent of burned skin mingled with the oily grime of the river churned Arabella’s stomach, spurring her to move. She looked to the north side and the quiet, peaceful lanes. A retinue of guards rushed onto the bridge, their booted feet sending the stones trembling, while another squad formed a barrier at the end, batons at the ready. A divide drawn.

Clinging to the rough bridge wall as far from the pandemonium as possible, Arabella turned to the south side and dove into the scattering waves. Bodies jostled against hers, each strike like a sudden crest of a wave threatening to drag her under. She wrapped her arms around her satchel, holding it to her chest like a shield, and slowly fought her way across. Soft skinned fruits were trampled, their flesh ground into the spaces between the stones where the weaker and more desperate dragged their fingers to salvage a taste. Fists were thrown for loaves of bread. Above it all, the crackle of unrelenting electricity.

The downward slope of the bridge signaled the final steps towards the docks and Arabella’s pulse thumped faster with relief. The crowd thinned here, several lanky teens loping off to the dockyards with whatever goods they could carry. Arabella knew better than to scan the bobbing boats and orderly crates for a sign of Barty; he’d be well on his way home to a drafty flat and Birdie to sleep off his shift.

A muffled sob snagged her attention and Arabella paused, finding a young girl with dirt and tear-streaked face perched on a low crate beside the roped off docks. Her stockings were torn at the knee, her thin shoulders shaking from sobs or perhaps cold. Arabella’s heart twisted. She had nothing to offer, no power to right wrongs or ease worries.

Crouching before the girl, Arabella asked, “Are you hurt?”

“I lost my mom,” the girl said with a hiccupping sob, wiping at her grimy face. “It’s my birthday and we…we wanted something special for dinner. It’s all my fault.”

“I’m sure your mom is glad you’re out and safe. She’ll make her way out soon, too.” Arabella hoped her smile was reassuring. “None of this is your fault, darling.”

A knot of grief and anger sat heavy at the base of her throat. This was the world being handed on, each day another attempt to scratch out some semblance of purpose to carry on. And for what? Dim horizons, a divided city, fighting for survival. Arabella tried to ignore the shimmering under her skin, her warring hope. A wave of nausea accompanied painful memories she fought to smother.

But she took from her satchel a scrap of paper and a pen and, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, she said, “Would you believe I can grant wishes?”

The girl scrubbed her face with the back of her hand, a delighted brightness filling her eyes. “How?”

“With magic. Tell me what sort of cake you want.”

Arabella transcribed the girl’s description of a little cake with lavender frosting and a pink raspberry filling. A chill slid down her spine, pooling acidic in her core and leaving her lightheaded but she penned the words with careful precision as she’d once done for a tree. Like light on the surface of a clear puddle, matter wavered and shone for a moment as the cake, held by a petite paper box, formed in the girl’s lap.

A soft squeal of wonder broke from her lips as she peered in. “Thank you!” she cried.

A shadow fell across her paper and Arabella glanced up, meeting the wide-eyed gaze of the young security officer who had been posted outside the testing tent. He stared first at the pen in Arabella’s hand then the cake in the girl’s. A wrapped date bar rested in his outstretched hand.

“My lunch,” he said. His voice wavered and he cleared his throat. “I came to give it to her.”

Arabella’s hands trembled as she stood slowly, watching the rocky journey of thoughts painted on the officer’s face as he no doubt processed what he’d just seen. Her magic was strange, something wild and unpredictable, and there were a dozen good reasons she never used it.

“Leena, thank the heavens you’re safe!”

“Mama!” Leena cried.

The mother rushing past to scoop up her daughter stole the officer’s attention and Arabella took her opening to slip away into the gray morning of the south side of Taville.

THE WANING LIGHT OF DAY washed through the dusty window of the bookshop, finding Arabella nestled amongst the endless worlds that perched orderly on the sagging shelves. This was her place of refuge where she felt her lungs could expand, the boundless adventures trapped in the pages giving her a sense of freedom that she craved. Drawing a final rejuvenating breath, Arabella turned the tin sign hanging from the door to ‘closed’ and locked up.

Beyond the fortress of paper and ink and tattered spines her fingers tingled with the reminder of her expenditure of magic today, of the cake in the box that she hoped was edible under the glistening lavender frosting. The quiet hours of sorting through used books dropped off in exchange for meager pennies had left her far too much time to dwell on the security officer’s face. Was it disgust or awe? Suspicion or simple shock?

A lanky boy wearing a postal cap and vest darted forward. “You Arabella Sarcroux?”

“That’s me.” Arabella tucked her keys into an inner pocket of her satchel while the boy fished a letter from his pouch and handed it to her.

“Marked urgent,” he said. Then, as he darted away again, “Have a g’day!”

The envelope was deliciously thick and textured like linen, though plain. A fine, scrawling script spelled out her name and the address of the bookshop followed by a red printed note URGENT. No mark to indicate sender.

A distant bell tower from across the harbor chimed the hour and Arabella tucked the letter into her pocket.

She was late.

Streetcars dinged hastily, alerting pedestrians to clear the hilly streets. Dodging a sputtering automobile, Arabella hurried across the street and down the jumbled avenues.

None of the texts on magical gifts she’d devoured as a child mentioned anything about her kind of word-weaving. Perhaps if she knew just what to call it she could know where and how to search. University professors could teach users of common physical magics but hers was something beyond their scope and her school years had been spent percolating in frustration in back rows of seminars that offered her nothing.

No more, Arabella. Her father’s ragged plea echoed in the archives of her memory, a chilling reminder of just how little she knew how to control her gift. Or curse, as she’d overheard her father call it.

Light and laughter and the sharp tang of tobacco smoke spilled from the tavern unimaginatively named South Taville. The glass panes were fogged and Arabella maneuvered the dense wall of chatter to find the usual booth equidistant from the bar and the front door. Barty and Birdie nestled in one corner, pressed together with her mop of dark curls on his shoulder.

“There she is,” Birdie cried, her rosy face lighting with welcome.

After exchanging pecks on the cheek with Birdie, Arabella slid into her usual place beside Winton whose high brow furrowed.

“Bart says he saw you at the bridge before dawn,” Winton said. His hair glistened with a sheen of gel holding every wave in place; for as much as he railed against the north siders he was meticulous in mimicking their popular styles. “I thought you weren’t going to pay heed to those testing demands anymore.”

“If I don’t get any results maybe I won’t go next time.” Arabella filled her empty mug from the pitcher of weak golden ale. She wasn’t interested in having the usual squabble with Winton. Not today.

“I was so worried about you when we heard about the riot.” Birdie leaned across the table to cover Arabella’s hand with her own, her plump lips curved with concern. “Were you there when it happened?”

“Several people were detained,” Barty said. “Lots of kids separated from parents. Sad business all around.”

“It’s about time someone stepped up and showed them just what we think about their pandering,” Winton said with a huff. “They need us. They wouldn’t last a week without their waitstaff and drivers and launderers.”

“I was there but I avoided the worst of it. Thank you for your concern, Birdie.” Arabella couldn’t keep the bite from her words and she gave Birdie’s hand a grateful squeeze.

“Honestly, all this magic nonsense should be purged from Taville. We’re a simple, decent people who have forgotten the benefits of a good day’s work relying on our own two hands,” Winton went on and Arabella stiffened. He knew the girl whose knee he was currently warming was part of that ‘nonsense’ though she’d never shown him her ink-stained journals nor explained her tree.

“You’re working so hard in your posh office, Winton,” Barty said with a good-natured chuckle. He, at least, knew how to temper Winton’s moods.

While the others settled into routines of conversations revisited time and again, Arabella nursed her ale and ran her finger along the edges of the envelope in her pocket. When Barty and Winton went to fetch another pitcher and Birdie excused herself to the powder room, Arabella took out the envelope and turned it over. Her pulse skittered when she broke the wax seal pressed with an ‘S’. The interior was lined with gold that seemed to undulate as it caught the shifting light. The folded letter inside was as thick and luxurious a weight as the envelope.

Her eyes greedily skipped over the few words as she unfolded it.

Dear Miss Sarcroux,

Considering your unique magical ability, we extend an invitation for admission to Valarae, a private institution that seeks to nurture the gifts of talented individuals such as yourself. I would like to meet with you to provide more information and answer questions; a week from today.

We look forward to honing your gift.

You are not an oddity but a world-changer.

Regards, Mr. Abrahm Sorae, President of Valarae

“What’s that?” Winton nudged Arabella as he slid into the booth, plucking the life-altering letter from her hands. Skimming the words, he huffed but did not give voice to the protestations obvious in the lines of his brow. “A world-changer. Sounds like a scam. You’re not considering it, are you?”

Arabella slid the letter into the safety of its gilded envelope. “It wouldn’t hurt to hear what he has to say.”

Her words did not match the wicked beat of her hopeful heart. How simply penned words cracked the careful shell she’d hardened over time and her chest swelled with promises of belonging, understanding, a purpose. Not an oddity.

Laughter and conversation fell on far-away ears as Arabella kept a guarding hand on the letter tucked in her pocket. She wanted to read it again, to assure herself it was real, and read it again she did after parting ways with Winton who left a kiss on her cheek and likely would have lingered longer if she’d had attention to spare.

The narrow townhouse was quiet and dimly lit when she returned home, her parents otherwise occupied and—for once—Arabella didn’t feel the lonely dip of her spirits to not be greeted upon her return. Letter hidden away, she hurried up the narrow stairs to her bedroom, ignoring the pull to lean in her brother Lucas’s doorway and share the words with him. They shared everything, but this…this she needed to be all her own.

She drifted to sleep with the letter tucked half under her pillow like a talisman for pleasant dreams. The branches of her word-woven tree scratched at her window and she didn’t think of the mound of disturbed earth beneath it nor of the night when the hole had been dug and stained with the blood of her other creation.
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ARABELLA’S PULSE QUICKENED AT THE BRIGHT, metallic chime of the bell above the café door, and she inspected the face of the new patron, wondering if the brow shrouded by the crisp brim of a hat belonged to the man who would change the trajectory of her life. The letter, well-worn from a week of re-reading, crinkled in her lap. She’d always believed words have power. Depth. Magic. A single piece of paper and the bold, flourishing signature at the bottom redirected everything and, instead of sinking into the monotony of dusty shelves and gray-toned customers for another day, here she sat waiting on the cusp of change.

“More tea, miss?” The young server’s brows lifted, crinkling his wide forehead, and he held forward the carafe expectantly.

“Yes, please.” Arabella slid her cup hastily across the table, the cream-lightened liquid sloshing a bit onto the saucer. The black tea here was bitter and over-strong, hot enough to scald her tongue, but she hardly noticed today.

The bell above the door chimed once more, briefly letting in the dull roar of automobiles and the droning thrum of the factories along the river. Dressed in a knee-length houndstooth woolen overcoat, the man cut a striking figure to match the precision of his groomed salt-and-pepper mustache. Dark eyes cut an assessing glance over the café bustling with the usual morning chatter and Arabella’s heart leapt into her throat as his gaze settled on her. The world seemed to part around him, unknowingly recognizing power and responding with deference.

“Miss Sarcroux, I presume?” He offered a hand.

Chair scraping and teacup rattling in protest from the sudden jostle, Arabella stood and shook his hand. “Yes, pleasure to meet you, Mr. Sorae. I hope you don’t mind I already ordered some tea. Would you like something?”

“No, this won’t take long.”

He draped his coat across his knees and Arabella slid into her chair, bending slightly to snatch her fallen letter from the floor. She was painfully aware of the spilled tea, the frizz to her hair from the humidity that insisted on persisting through the winter months this close to the harbor, and the crinkle of the paper in her fist.

“You were a bright student,” Mr. Sorae began. “Graduated a year ago?”

“Six months ago. I work at a bookshop now.”

“Seems a waste of potential for one of your talents.”

The words nipped at an old pain and Arabella inhaled sharply. “I believe that’s where you come in,” she said. Bringing the cup to her lips, she drew in an edifying sip. “I do not have the resources available to me here to develop and understand my…gift. Your letter mentioned an institution of sorts but I’ve been able to find very little information about Valarae.”

Mr. Sorae drummed his fingertips on the tabletop. “That is because we are a private enterprise and our success depends on closed borders, if you will. Valarae exists in a magically sealed plane. Agreeing to join our ranks will mean no contact with the outside world during the extent of your training. Protecting our work from those who would abuse or misunderstand it is of utmost importance.”

A crafted and concealed realm…another world? “And what will I be training for, exactly? What work does Valarae do?”

Mr. Sorae leaned back in his chair and regarded Arabella, an inscrutable expression on his face, assessment seeming to settle into the lines of his skin. She sat taller, dropped her shoulders. With a flick of his wrist the drone of the café silenced, all patrons pausing as though frozen images in a painting. Trucks lumbered past on the street outside, but the fogged panes of the café windows were like the enclosed dome of a snow globe, the tableau inside a permanent moment in time. The blatant display of magic caused Arabella to inhale sharply, her jaw dropping in wonder.

“There are other worlds than this, Miss Sarcroux,” Mr. Sorae said, his voice a low, deep whisper, “and Valarae is the central point where they all converge. We aim to catalogue and protect Otherworlds, maintaining a delicate equilibrium. All worlds are connected, the boundary that separates them thinning in pockets. A strangely familiar new book, a well-worn chair that imparts a particular sense of comfort, faint music on the wind, whispers in shadows. You’ve no doubt felt the tug of such pockets even if you didn’t recognize them as such. Your gift as a Word Walker is rare. Powerful.”

With a subtle snap of Mr. Sorae’s fingers, reality rushed back into cacophonic movement.

Jumping in her seat at the sudden change, Arabella squeezed her fists closed in her lap. She wanted to ask what a Word Walker was but did not want to squander her chances by appearing naïve or foolish. “How did you hear about my…that I’m a Word Walker?”

“I’ve reviewed your test samples and one of our Guardians witnessed your gift. The cake at the docks.”

“The Ministry is an arm of Valarae?” That was why she never received test results, why the main office on the north side of Taville was a dead end in seeking answers—the Ministry answered to another entity.

“It is one of many like it that provides aid to Otherworlds that need it.”

Mr. Sorae went on as though controlling the world with a snap of his fingers was mundane, as though he did not casually paint a whole new world operating in Taville under Arabella’s nose.

“There are three positions our graduates undertake. Archivists, Guardians, and Researchers. Archivists catalogue and maintain our library, the only one of its kind that contains the written links to Otherworlds. Researchers receive special grants from our investors to find solutions to worldwide problems using the knowledge gleaned from Otherworlds, and Guardians protect all our enterprises. We work together using our unique gifts to better all worlds, but yours is exceedingly rare and vital to our operations. You can manipulate the deep magic that thins boundaries. You can read and write things into being. You can cross into Otherworlds. With time and training it will be as easy to you as crossing the street.”

Heart thundering a rhythm in her chest, Arabella sipped her tea as her world expanded a hundredfold. Fear hardened in her gut, the memory of her father’s weary warning an echo. No more, Arabella. No more. The fear had eroded something wondrous in her and, in that moment, she ached with the realization that she missed the wonder and beauty that her tree had instilled in her. A part of her had been stolen by fear; fear that could have been avoided if only she knew how to harness this magic in her. To create beautiful things, not broken ones.

“How long will it take?” she asked, her voice hoarse.

“If you choose not to remain in one of those three capacities, you can reenter this world with a wealth of magical knowledge. Spend five years with our professors and you will be a masterful wielder of your rare gift.”

Five years was a long time to be without contact with her family and Arabella hesitated. Her weekly pay was minimal, but it helped. It put an extra loaf on the table, bought new school shoes for her brother, added the little bit of color her mother craved in new curtains.

“Miss Sarcroux, if I may be frank. You have two options before you. One, remain here in the smothering smog of this city with a simmering greatness dying in your veins. Collect dust in that failing bookstore. Wonder what could be every time you pick up a pen. Or you could take this chance. Give us five years to expand your horizons, teach you how to access your innate gift that has the potential to change worlds, experience something greater than the fabric of the world you currently know. Now is the time to take a chance when you are young and unattached, as are the other recruits. At Valarae you will find purpose. Belonging. Understanding with similarly gifted individuals.”

A gray haze settled over the river across the street and a coal truck lumbered past, sending a rumble through the cracked street. She wanted more. Wider horizons. To not fear the glimmer just under her skin. To not feel that hiccup of hesitation tinged with terror every time she put pen to paper. Giving five years of her life, a life from which she secretly longed for reprieve, should not be a difficult choice but for the knowing at the back of her mind like a growing shadow she could not outrun. There would be no coming back. Whatever she answered today would be final and she held the whole of her life between her hands like a brittle page. She could leave it unchanged. Blank but sure. Or she could tear it down the middle, split the before from the after with this moment at the jagged center, and create something new.

“How long do I have to decide?” she asked, her throat dry.

“I can wait until dusk before I must return to Valarae. With or without you.”

THE AIR SPARKED LIKE A LIVE wire, the current hearkening to something in Arabella’s veins. A torrent of wind whipped around her, tugging at the hem of her coat and the ends of her hair, flipping up her collar and hurling the end of her braid against her cheek. Uselessly brushing the strands from her cheeks with one hand she gripped the curved leather handle of her bag tighter.

Mr. Sorae stood stoic at her side, the innocuous book from which he read the incantation cradled in his gloved hand. He’d informed her that the Valarae campus included several shops for necessities and she’d be provided with furnished lodgings and uniforms so she’d packed only the essentials. Her favorite books, a dozen half-filled notebooks, family mementos, and, grabbed hastily in a moment of sentimentality, a muffin cooling on the counter. It would be at least five years before she’d taste her mother’s cooking again.

“You cannot tell your family where you are going or what you will be doing,” Mr. Sorae had said as he placed a few crisp bills on the café table that morning.

She’d nodded and crossed the street, avoiding the silt-filled potholes, to make her way to the bridge. Boats spit gritty clouds into the air as they crept through the water, the oily sheen shimmering in their wake. Her gray patch of world seemed smaller than before, more confining, like there wasn’t enough air to breathe or room to move despite the expansive sprawl of huddled buildings that made up Taville. Her key stuck in the lock at the bookstore and she jiggled the handle until it turned and the dusty shadows greeted her. The woven basket brimming with stories of adventure sat, as usual, beside the well-worn armchair—her pocket of escape.

Scraping along the threshold, the door was nudged open and Winton greeted her with a polite kiss on the cheek.

“I can’t stay long or I’ll be late for my shift, but I wanted to hear how that meeting went.”

Arabella gathered an armload of new books to tuck into empty spaces, occupying her hands and her eyes. “It gave me a lot to think about. It’s a good opportunity.”

“There are good opportunities here.” He perched on the edge of the windowsill, his knee bouncing. Rosiness nipped at his cheeks and he cupped his hands as though something rested between his palms. “You’re staying, of course.”

Her pulse quickened and her chest grew heavy. Nudging aside colorful spines, she nestled another book into its spot. Adventures confined within pages, between covers, that only momentarily opened for her.

“You’re not even that good at magic,” Winton went on, his words slicing into her. “That kind of thing is better for the rich kids across the river, the ones who have too much time on their hands. We’re different. We’re the good salt of the earth kind of people that make Taville great.”

Arabella bit her lip to keep from saying all the bitter things that surged to her tongue. She didn’t know if she’d call it love, but Winton was comfortable, familiar, and seemed to make her parents happy. His roots were sunk deep in Taville soil, his place in this world solid and sure.

“What if I want to do it? What if I could find a way to make Taville better?” If she could be more than birthday cakes and a one-time tree.

“Change is coming to Taville without outside influence. Without magic.” With a slap to his knees, he stood and said cheerily before departing, “Wants are fleeting. I know you’ll make the right choice. You’re a good girl.”

The door slammed behind him.

Discarded boots toppled on the rug, knees tucked to her chest and book laying open on her lap, Arabella watched the trudge of passersby throughout the day and made her decision. Try as she had the past twenty something years, she wasn’t the good girl Winton or her parents wanted.

She went home late to avoid seeing her parents, to avoid the countless arguments they’d weave around her like a net. Her mother would be working a late shift and her father’s hours at the factory wouldn’t be over yet. Lucas would be with his friends and their little townhome would be empty. She didn’t allow herself a moment to be sentimental as she hurried to her room, fishing the tattered shoebox from under her bed. Though her savings were minimal, it was better than nothing and would hopefully ease her sudden departure. Hastily scribbling a note, she left both on the counter before locking the door behind her and going to meet Mr. Sorae by the river. The pocket of world he inhabited seemed to swell as though he could carve a way through all worlds, summoning all under his command.

“Are you ready?” Mr. Sorae asked, laying one hand across the cover of a well-worn book.

It was now or never and she would no longer be afraid of not knowing who she was and of what magic she was capable.

“I am.”

The world shifted, matter turning liquid as the solid ground beneath her feet gave way, and Arabella stepped from one world into another.

THE FIRST THING ARABELLA NOTICED WAS the sky, rich navy dissipating in the spreading wake of hazy coral. Moments before dawn. Her body tingled with an unfamiliar sensation and she stretched her fingers, relishing the static current. Imposing stone buildings composed of arches and crenellations rose like marble giants across a manicured green bisected by a brick pathway lined with ancient oak sentinels. The grandeur snatched Arabella’s breath from her swelling lungs.

Mr. Sorae stepped forward, tugging at the fingertips of his gloves and tossing them into his upturned hat. “Welcome to Valarae.”

Bodies shifted beside her and Arabella started, embarrassment heating her cheeks that she’d been staring slack jawed, so entranced by the beauty of this new world that she’d been oblivious to the existence of the four other recruits beside her.

One of the young men, cut like a statuesque god, his golden-brown eyes set deep in a smooth face, his dark skin accented by the soft luxury of the linen suit he wore. A woman stood beside him, all lithe curves, every inch of her as sleek and polished as her chestnut hair and modestly cut, fitted navy dress. Bouncing on her toes, hands clasped behind her back, the smallest of the four had a heart-shaped, rosy face that was framed by a bob of pale blond curls that seemed to quiver with excitement along with her.

The boy next to Arabella held her attention. A long coat sat heavy on his tall, lean figure, and his laced shoes were worn at the tips of the toes. He ran a long-fingered hand through his reddish waves, setting the crest of his hair on tousled edge. Though he was remarkably good-looking, it was the tense tick of his sharp jaw, feathered with an almost-healed yellow and purple bruise, and the deep shadows under his eyes that drew Arabella’s notice. He was pale and he held onto the handle of the leather satchel slung over his shoulder with a white-knuckled grip like it was a tether.

“You five are Valarae’s newest class of recruits,” Mr. Sorae began, but he was interrupted by the boy beside Arabella.

“Who are the others?” He cut a sharp glance towards Arabella before returning to Mr. Sorae. “We were alone when we crossed.”

“He was with me,” the sleek young woman said. “How was he also with you?”

Mr. Sorae exhaled, the small sound enough to command attention. Holding the book aloft, he said, “The words written in this book allow me the ability to cross into multiple worlds simultaneously, but only for a short period of time. You five were selected and retrieved together, each of you meeting a fifth of my person.”

A hunger twinged in Arabella’s core as her eyes hung on the book. Words with harnessed power, clear direction, possibility.

“It seems we should introduce ourselves,” the small blond girl said, stepping forward. She flashed a dimpled smile and waved. “I’m Maura Beaton. I look forward to working with you all.”

“Julien,” the god-like young man said, his voice as rich and silken as his skin.

The sleek young woman smoothed her dress over her hips and nodded to the fellow recruits. “My name is Leia Kalagari.”

The boy beside her remained rigid, arms crossed over his chest, and Arabella cleared her throat. “I’m Arabella Sarcroux. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Hi, Arabella.” Maura winked then turned her attention to the boy. “And you are? Always this grumpy?”

Arabella swallowed the surprised snicker that bubbled up at the sight of his stunned glare.

“Valence,” he said, finally. “Valence Kilacky.”

Mr. Sorae waved an arm towards the lush campus. “Welcome to Valarae.”
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STEPPING FROM DUSK TO DAWN, EXITING a world of brick and mortar, factory smoke and oil-slick water of the harbor and entering a place of slumbering, ancient promise, lush verdure in expansive greens, towering oaks whose swishing canopies cast lacy patterns of sun and shadow, was both thrilling and exhausting. Arabella ached to explore every part of this new world but her body dragged, the strange ache of burned magic sinking from her skin into her bones. Mr. Sorae handed the recruits over to the care of a third-year apprentice, Domnall, who led them down cobbled roads from the academic side of the campus to the residential side.

Wide-windowed storefronts with hand-painted signs were shaded by striped awnings lining both sides of a wide, cobbled street that reminded Arabella of glimpses of the side of Taville across the river. Circles of iron-fenced gardens ran down the center, the petals and plumage spilling over to the benches that circled the perimeter. Bistro tables outside a café were occupied by smartly dressed people, some perusing gazettes, some scribbling furiously in notebooks, others merely enjoying their beverages. One person hunched over a deckled-edge tome on one of the benches reached up to tuck hair behind a pointed ear, displaying long, blue-tinted fingers. Arabella darted her gaze away, not wanting to stare. How vast and varied were these Otherworlds of which she knew nothing about only hours before?

“The shops can satisfy any need you might have during your time at Valarae,” Domnall said. He matched his pace to Leia, directing most of his helpful commentary to her and seemingly undeterred by her polite indifference.

“Everyone is awarded the same weekly credits as currency. More credits can be earned by working in the shops, assisting professors or researchers, participating in research trials, among other tasks. You can, of course, choose to spend the credits however you wish or save them in an account to be converted into your world’s currency. Whatever your jobs or skills in your previous lives can be useful here. What was your occupation?”

“I managed political campaigns,” Leia said, her tone even to the point of sounding bored.

“Soldier, of sorts,” Julien said when Domnall shifted his attention.

“I am a prodigy student and something of a genius,” Maura provided, lengthening her bouncy stride to step between Domnall and Leia. She gave the other girl a subtle smile and wink. “Abrahm Sorae also happens to be my uncle and I’ve been developing my research for ages before finally coming here. What about you two?” She turned to walk backwards, her bright gaze fastening on Arabella.

“I worked in a bookstore,” Arabella answered, feeling woefully inadequate among these talented individuals. Had they known before that other connected worlds existed?

“A quaint little bookstore! How charming,” Maura cried. “And you?”

Valence lingered at the back of their group, just behind Arabella’s shoulder. He’d been markedly quiet during their walk across campus while the others had engaged easily in conversation and their small band began to develop a sort of rhythm, a camaraderie.

“Does it matter?” he said.

“We ought to know a little about each other if we’re going to be living and working together for the next five years,” Maura replied, her face bright but her tone tense with annoyance. “I, for one, would like to know who is going to be living under my roof.”

“My personal life shouldn’t matter. We left that behind, didn’t we? What matters is who we are from now on.” The bruise along his jaw darkened as he clenched his teeth.

“Goodness, someone is so serious.” Maura turned back to chatter with Leia and Domnall and occasionally pointed out a shop window displaying goods that caught her eye.

On the outside, the house that would be theirs looked like a rigid brick box, all angles and rough edges with curtained windows accented by shutters painted a fading navy. Compared to the long, narrow townhomes in Taville, it seemed quaint and charming to Arabella even before Domnall ushered them into the checkered tile foyer. Blue carpeted stairs, worn in the center from ages of passing feet, rose to a narrow balcony on the second floor with a wing extending on either side. The chandelier was petite and dusty, the dangling crystals like tired drops of opulence.

“Parlors or dens or common spaces, whatever you prefer to call them, are on either side of the house,” Domnall said, gesturing towards the two rooms on either side of the foyer as he led the way down the narrow hallway. “You’re welcome to redecorate, if you wish.”

Arabella caught a glimpse of enormous leather chairs and a plush sofa crowded around a marble fireplace as well as a cushioned window seat in the room to the right. She imagined herself curled up in the bay window overlooking the charming streets all lit up in the evening, the hazy shades of dusk washing over campus. Surely this was all much too fine for students.

Domnall’s brief tour included a spacious kitchen and breakfast nook, a mossy patio at the back, and a set of seven identical rooms upstairs, each with a desk, a bed, a wardrobe, and a window overlooking either the front or back of the house. Maura claimed the room with the best view of the shops.

“You will have the day to settle in. You’ll find maps of the campus as well as orientation packets on your desks. All recruits take the same introductory courses before formal placements at the end of the year.” Domnall leaned against the balcony railing as the five of them drifted into open rooms, silently claiming the spaces as their own.

“It’s all so precious,” Maura cried from somewhere across the hall.

A puff of fine dust rose from the mattress as Arabella set her bag down. She’d need sheets. Valence took the room across from hers, identical in layout as far as she could tell before he shut the door. She tugged on the chain of the green-glass lamp on her desk and the soft glow of golden light illuminated the faint markings in the aged wood from previous students. Unbuttoning her coat, she found hangers in the wardrobe as well as a blazer stitched with a shield and what she assumed was Valarae’s seal. Running a finger over the vibrant, silky threads, she peered at the simple design and the words beneath.

Endless Pursuit.

There are other worlds than this. Her head spun, dizzy with a giddy wildness that expanded her lungs and sank into her bones. She felt overcome with greed, the need for more sinking unrelenting teeth into her. What would Winton say? They’d made no promises to one another; she didn’t owe him her choices. To him, Taville had always been home. To her it had felt like shoes that didn’t quite fit, a coat drawn too tight across the shoulders like it had been made for someone else.

It didn’t take her long to sort her few belongings and compile a list of what she’d need from the shops. The distant clamor of the others settling in was a calming reminder that she was not alone in this. They, too, had left life and families behind in the pursuit of something more. Arabella closed her eyes and felt for the magic in her veins. It was there, like a slumbering beast behind a wall of impenetrable glass. It opened one eye, sensing the proximity of the others. Others like it. Like her.

“Tired?”

Arabella snapped her eyes open at the sound of Leia’s voice. The young woman leaned against the doorframe, her body one smoothly elegant line. She reminded Arabella of the north side girls, buttoned up with purpose.

“Maura has been reading the orientation packets. There are currency cards for each of us.” Leia held out a slim card bearing Valarae’s shield as well as a series of numbers. “This one is yours. It’s already loaded with our initial credits.”

“Did you tell her?” Maura bounded up the stairs, pushing past Leia to squeeze through the doorway into Arabella’s room. “There’s a little soiree tomorrow night for everyone to get acquainted. There are other new recruits brought in by board members. We’re specially selected by Uncle Abrahm.”

“There are two others joining our house,” Julien added as he came up the staircase. His broad figure was foreboding and impressive, but the softness of his constant smile diffused any intimidation he might have had though Arabella doubted he’d have any trouble shifting attitudes at a moment’s notice.

“Two others? Why didn’t they arrive with us?” Leia turned to Julien but it was Maura who answered.

“Oh yes, I already read their currency cards. Jasper and Salisbury Borcherd. Brothers, I’m assuming. I suppose we’ll discover what makes them special enough to join our little bunch. I have a feeling we’re going to be the campus darlings.”

DESPITE HER PETITE SIZE, MAURA BOASTED a voluptuously feminine figure as she flitted about the kitchen in the morning, dressed in a silk dressing gown edged in lace, cinched at the waist. Her downy hair was bound in curlers and tied in a scarf, the ends making a tiny ‘v’ atop her head. Mug of coffee clasped between her hands, she blew on the steaming liquid and tucked one leg under her as she lowered to the end of the plush sofa beside Julien.

Arabella sank into the cushions of one of the leather armchairs, an odd sense of peace settling over her as she sipped coffee with her housemates gathering for their first morning together. Five years together would make them fast friends, Arabella was certain.

Julien was quiet but his keen eyes never seemed to miss a single movement. Without a word being said he’d noted when Arabella was searching the cabinets for mugs and had handed her one with a kind nod. Bands of silver circled his wrists, etched with twirling designs that almost looked like script, but he’d tucked them under his cuffs just before she’d asked about them. He offered very little about himself, only answering direct questions when asked, like when Maura had wanted to know everyone’s purpose for attending Valarae. Julien said he was in search of a greater well of magical knowledge and had not elaborated further.

For Leia, Valarae was the next step in her pursuit of a political career. The boundaries of worlds were not as closed as they once were and, at Valarae, she could gain necessary knowledge not only about other worlds, but about Valarae’s processes for facilitating beneficial relationships. Research seemed to be her primary goal, as was Maura’s. Taville, it seemed, was one of few worlds that was in the dark about the existence of others.

Maura was the brightest and noisiest of them all. She seemed enamored by everything, repeatedly complimenting Leia’s hair, Arabella’s handwriting, Julien’s smart way of dressing. The only person she seemed to dislike was Valence.

He’d been up late into the night, the glow from under his door bleeding across the hall to spill under Arabella’s as she struggled to find sleep, and now he sat broodily on the window seat downing his second cup of black coffee. Valence’s angular face held shadows under his eyes and there was a sharpness to his lean form. He stretched his fingers in a rolling motion, twisting his wrist to reveal ink stains along the edges of his palm and smallest finger and Arabella rubbed at the same spots on her hand where graphite smears had once been semi-permanent on her skin. He glanced her way, like he felt her watching, and Arabella’s ears warmed and she gulped a too-hot mouthful of coffee. Smothering a spluttering cough with her hand she chided herself for staring, for the quickening of her pulse.

“Who’s excited for the soiree this evening? What are you wearing?” Maura asked, leaning towards Leia and Arabella on the chairs.

“I’ll have to see what I brought,” Leia responded with a smile. “You’ll help me choose, I’m sure.”

Though Arabella found her aloofness cold, the young woman seemed to brighten for Maura in a doting sort of way that made Arabella ache inside, thinking about her brother Lucas.

Though some part of her doubted they would, she hoped her family didn’t agonize over her sudden departure and her hastily written note that didn’t explain much of anything. Mr. Sorae had told her secrecy was necessary. She assured them she loved them, she was safe, and she’d see them again whenever she could, hoping her savings was an acceptable offering in her absence. This was an opportunity she couldn’t let go. Lucas would be a university student by the time she saw him again. She hoped the hardness of life didn’t steal the sweetness of his disposition. Didn’t condense him as it had her.

“What about you?” Maura tapped the coffee table, demanding Arabella’s attention.

“Oh, I didn’t bring much. I didn’t know we’d have social events.” Not that there would have been anything fancy to bring. Her social life in Taville had mostly been limited to tavern corners with Winton and his friends.

Maura gasped as though this was both thrilling and devastating. “Oh, you poor thing! We simply must go shopping. Nothing I have would fit you, I’m afraid. I’m much too short and you’re so terribly pretty it would be a shame not to dress you up properly.”

A pleasant flush rushed over Arabella’s face and she agreed to let Maura take her to the shops that very morning. Sipping her coffee, she glanced over the rim at Valence. When her eyes met his, he turned away quickly to scowl out the window, his fingers tapping a consistent rhythm against his knee.
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IN A STEADILY TRICKLING FLOW, THE recruits made their way to the main green of campus where scallop edged tents were erected, string lights of round bulbs suspended between them. The edges of night were shoved back by the brilliance, shadow and light meeting in a gradient as a string quartet wove an inviting melody.

Squealing, Maura linked arms with Arabella and Leia and urged them forward. “Isn’t it delightful?” she cried.

Arabella smoothed her free hand down her hip where the silk dress clung to her figure. She was unused to such finery that seemed commonplace to Maura and Leia, even Julien. Her currency card was nearly depleted already from the purchase of dress and shoes and the ‘understated’ jewelry Maura had insisted upon. There wasn’t a lack of elegance and finery in Taville, it was merely reserved for those who’d been untouched by the series of economic failures that had plunged so many, including Arabella’s family, into poverty. Though she’d been a child at the time of the latest collapse she’d learned from a young age to share the responsibility of providing, a burden she’d done her best to carry. The cost of the shoes on her feet weighed heavy on her chest. Should she have saved that money to send back to her family? They’d have fewer expenses with one less mouth to feed and her paycheck had never brought in enough to make a significant difference, especially since her parents insisted she save at least half to store away for her future, a future Arabella hadn’t been able to tell them she couldn’t picture.

“Tonight is a chance to make connections,” Maura said, wrapping her hand in the long strand of pearls around her delicate throat. “The headmasters of each concentration should be here. Meet and mingle, my darlings!” Blowing a kiss over her shoulder, she skipped into the swirl of bodies in the main tent.

Arabella lingered on the outskirts of the finery and gaiety. Before she would never have experienced such a night. After it was hers to partake in. She stepped into the light, plucking a flute of sparkling wine, and thrust herself into this new world.

The majority were young, like Arabella and her housemates, all glittering vastness of hopeful youth, and she reveled in it. An ache deep and tight in her chest eased being surrounded by others like her. She danced, she drank freely, she let go of the constancy of worried control, and simply existed. No one gave her second sidelong glances, no whispering behind hands about the south side girl that didn’t belong. Here they were all equal.

“Good evening.” Mr. Sorae’s voice rang out amplified over the quickly quieting drone of the celebration.

He stood upon a raised platform at the far end of the main tent, a satisfied smile gracing his face as he surveyed the gathered lifeblood of Valarae. Three people flanked him but it was the woman in the center that drew Arabella’s notice. She was regal, her high cheekbones dusted with gold to match the fluid gown draping her tall, muscular build.

Mr. Sorae went on, “It is with great pleasure we welcome our newest batch of recruits and begin another year. The endless pursuit of new horizons has always drawn humankind, challenged us, and here at Valarae we rise to those challenges in new and unique ways. Following that innate impulse to seek has pulled us across the Boundary that separates worlds, opening far more opportunities than have ever existed before. Each and every one of you presents a host of new ideas, new challenges, and new pursuits.

Under the direction of our headmasters, our esteemed professors will guide and shape you in your early years to not only aid you in fully understanding and accessing your gifts, but in directing your focus. Whether you pursue the path of Archivist, Guardian, or Researcher, you will have a unique set of goals. These three distinct classifications are not limits. We are boundless, individual sparks of brilliance forged together into radiant purpose. We join together in endless pursuit of greatness.”

Boundless. The word resonated with unshackled promise that grew from spark to blaze. No longer confined to a too small life in a too small world, Arabella could breathe—burn—in a first-time way that made her feel more alive than any moment in her past twenty years. The spark in her veins flared and she did not tamp it down, did not let old fear smother it.

She applauded around the stem of her glass as Mr. Sorae introduced the many professors of Valarae gathered at the base of the platform before releasing them to mingle and return to the celebratory evening.

“Miss Sarcroux,” Mr. Sorae called, his smile warm as he politely offered his hand. “I wanted to introduce you to Idris Maclin. As a fellow Word Walker, he will be tasked with the bulk of your early education.” He gestured to the man lingering behind him who was dressed in a wrinkled shirt with sleeves rolled to the elbows, revealing surprisingly muscled forearms for his slight figure and peppered temples.

“It’s a pleasure,” she said, offering her hand readily. Idris regarded it for a moment, his nose slightly crinkled, before taking it. “I’ve never met another Word Walker before. In truth I didn’t even know what a Word Walker was until recently.”

A huffed laugh escaped through Idris’s nose and he sipped his wine.

“Mr. Maclin has been with Valarae since his youth, returning as a professor following many years in field research. I trust he will guide you in your development with particular attention.” Mr. Sorae’s tone was tight, his gaze sharp as he regarded Idris. He cut a more imposing figure than the professor but Idris didn’t hold an ounce of deference.

He gave a wan smile. “It’s my unique pleasure to raise a new generation of Word Walkers.” Turning his gaze to Arabella, Idris added, “I trust you and your pair bond are up to the task.” Raising his nearly empty glass in a mock toast to Arabella and Mr. Sorae, he departed into the crowd.

“Pair bond?” Arabella directed her question at Idris’s departing back then turned to Mr. Sorae.

“Leave the questions for your seminars with Idris.”

Urging her to continue enjoying her evening, Mr. Sorae departed as well and Arabella noted the glances and whispers at her special attention. Adrift and alone, like a tugboat with a single lamp on the abandoned bay at night, she lingered at the edge of the tent. I didn’t even know what a Word Walker was until recently. Arabella tilted her empty glass, wishing for another drop to drown her foolish admission. For a moment she almost missed Winton.

A crowd gathered just outside the lit glow of the main tent seemingly drawn by the colorful flashes of light illuminating the sky where recruits and novices postured and preened with petty displays of physical magics.

Valence, tall, lean, and crisp at all his edges like not only his clothes had been pressed, rested a shoulder against a tent pole and watched from the outskirts. Arms crossed, his finger tapped against his elbow in time to the music. Heart fluttering, no doubt from the over-indulgence, she drew to his side. She felt his gaze shift to her. Curious, like she was.

“Enjoying yourself?” he asked, his gaze dropping to the empty glass.

“Are you not?”

He raised a shoulder in a shrug. “The evening certainly seems to be doing its job.”

Before she could ask what he meant, someone in the crowd exclaimed. Hands lifted in a cradling motion, a recruit with blue-tinged skin and fanned ears held aloft a wavering orb of water. Light reflected on its rippling surface as it rose higher and higher above the gathered, upturned faces. The blue-skinned recruit curled her red-painted nails inward and the orb of water condensed as feathers of frost raced across the surface. Within seconds the rippling orb was a dense ball of ice. As she clapped her palms together the ball exploded, sending out a spray of downy snow.

“So obvious,” Maura muttered behind the lip of a glass as she drew to Arabella’s side. A crescent of lipstick stained the edge but the scarlet shade still graced her pouty lips.

“Everyone seems impressed.” Arabella subtly gestured to the gathered novices and apprentices applauding with each increasingly complex display. She envied their mastery of their skills.

“Not everyone.” Maura nodded towards the professors lingering on the outside of the ring. “They know most of these recruits won’t amount to much. It’s the quieter magics that have more potential. Elementals have their place in certain climates and they’re showy, but their reach is limited. You can only do so much controlling water and fire etcetera. It’s commonplace.”

Leia and Julien drifted towards them and Maura brightened her smile, welcoming them. The crowd exclaimed as a student expanded a ball of light, throwing his arms open. In a violet-tinged flash, the form of a horned tiger burst forth, glowing so brightly Arabella shielded her eyes.

“He’ll likely be placed as a Guardian,” Leia commented as the tiger roared and shook its head. After a few seconds the tiger dissipated in a violet swirl of light and the student staggered, a lopsided smile spreading on his pallid face.

“He doesn’t have enough control,” Julien said. “He’s depleted just from the summoning. To be effective as a Guardian he will need to train for stamina and increase his reserves.”

Maura narrowed her eyes, tracking the recruit as he sank into a nearby chair. “He has potential and, with the right training, could be incredibly strong.”

“How do you know?” Arabella asked.

Maura tapped her temple. “I can sense magic in the body. I can see its source and intensity. My magic may be less showy than the physical kinds, but it’s far more useful in application and it doesn’t burn me out like others.” She ran her gaze up and down Arabella’s body. “You have quite a bit of untapped potential. What is it you can do?”

Arabella tightened her grip on her empty glass and fought the surge of nausea that arose. Magic was foreign to her and she envied the others their casual expenditure.

“Mr. Sorae said I’m a Word Walker.”

Valence straightened.

Maura sucked in a breath, her gaze sharpening. “Intriguing.” A smile thinned her lips but her nose lifted ever so slightly making the expression more like a sneer.

Mr. Sorae, impeccably dressed in a silk lapeled suit, strode forward, trailed by a pair of young men. Both were near identical images of one another with piercing, pale blue eyes and bleached blond hair. The broader of the two, his face darkened by a wary frown, had shaved the sides of his head, the skin beneath marked with indigo tattoos in an unreadable script. The other was all dimpled smiles.

“Good evening,” Mr. Sorae said, laying a hand on his niece’s shoulder. “These two, Jasper and Salisbury Borcherd, will be residing with you five.”

“Pleasure to make your acquaintance. I’m Maura Beaton. You must be twins.” Maura promptly offered her hand which was hesitantly taken by the smiling brother.

“Salisbury,” he said, his voice thick with an unfamiliar accent. “My brother’s a bit disoriented; please don’t mind him.”

Jasper regarded Maura’s outstretched hand like a slug. His response to the other introductions was no more favorable.

“Someone to rival Valence’s grumpiness,” Maura muttered under her breath to Leia and Arabella.

The evening trickled to an end and, in a delicious daze of laughter and radiating warmth, arms linked with Maura and Salisbury, Arabella and her household made the walk in the balmy night air to the steps of their house.

“It’s late,” Leia said curtly, heading for the door.

Julien lowered himself to the front stoop, stretching his legs and leaning elbows back. “The night is young yet and I don’t think any of us are eager to sleep.” His rich, amber eyes rested on Leia’s pink-tinged cheeks and she dropped stiffly into one of the chairs.

“Oh! I brought something from home to share.” Maura giggled and darted inside, returning with an indigo glass bottle and four tumblers. “We’ll have to share cups until we can stock the cabinets better.” Pouring a pale-yellow liquid that bubbled into each of the tumblers, she handed them out.

Salisbury offered his to Jasper first, his brother taking a swig and coughing.

“It’s sweet,” Jasper said, his accent thick. He’d shrugged off the fur coat that had been slung across his shoulders and sat upon it on the lowest step.

“Yes, it’s made from a particular grape that tastes almost like carnival candy. My aunt owns a vineyard.” Maura handed Leia and Arabella tumblers.

Leia sipped and shoved the tumbler towards Julien who held her gaze as he drank. Arabella swirled the glass, watching as the bubbles that clung to the side released and danced through the chilled liquid. Her head buzzed, squeezing a little at the edges, from the evening of drinking far more freely than she ever had, but she sipped Maura’s offering and passed the tumbler to Valence. He took it hesitantly, their fingers brushing.

“Now,” Maura said, perching on the top step in the center of their gathered household. “Our house is complete so we should establish a few things. I propose we take turns providing meals. Our schedules will differ, of course, and there’s an uneven number, so we can pair up and make dinners at least three nights a week with one person always having a week off.”

A plan was agreed upon and other household rules established to make for comfortable, communal living. Maura refilled tumblers as needed and the conversation drifted, everyone looser with their laughter. Julien laid his head back on the bricks, eyes closed though he spoke and laughed freely. Leia’s hair came down and she ran fingers through the silky length, her cheeks glowing.

“Tell me about your world,” Leia said, lifting her empty tumbler toward Maura while motioning to the twins with the other hand.

“Tell us about yours first, princess,” Jasper snapped back, though his mouth quirked in a reluctant smile. Salisbury jabbed him in the ribs.

“There isn’t much to tell. Very regimented and well-ordered. A society like a perfectly tuned machine. Everyone has their place, everything is designed to provide evenly for all needs, very little risk of any anomaly.”

“Sounds horrendous.”

“I’ve never had to wonder what my place is.” Leia swirled the tumbler, watching the wine create a gentle vortex. “My entire life was practically pre-written, including my years here. For generations my family have been benefactors of Valarae. I am to study law and government across Otherworlds and make connections with notable researchers in fields that may benefit my world before returning to my betrothed.” She steadied her hand, letting the swirling wine slow and return to stasis. “Every step predestined.”

“You have a betrothed? How utterly romantic.” Maura sighed. Tapping Julien’s shoulder with her toe, she said, “What about you? You’re pretty; I imagine you left a slew of broken hearts behind.”

Julien laughed, the sound rich and deep. “You’re quite mistaken. I never had time for such dalliances.”

“You never answered my question about your world.” Leia nodded towards Salisbury. A flush spread across her collarbones and Arabella noted the way her ankle shifted ever so slightly to rest against Julien’s shoulder.

“Big hunk of rock and ice,” Salisbury said. “Not many opportunities in our village beyond ice-fishing or farming. Not a lot of wielders, either. We have a few healers but they aren’t capable of much. Neither of us can use magic so I’m not entirely sure what we’re meant to do here.”

“Maybe yours hasn’t manifested yet,” Valence said.

The nearness of his voice jolted through Arabella and her awareness narrowed on him. His crispness had lessened, his auburn-tinted hair falling over his brow and his sleeves rolled, coat discarded.

“What about your magic, Valence?” Maura turned her piercing gaze toward him, her tone edged with a challenge. “You haven’t shared what you can do. Or anything beyond your name.”

“I thought we were talking about worlds.” He drained the tumbler and Arabella did not watch his throat bob with the swallow.

“You’re a Word Walker, Arabella,” Julien said, opening his eyes and turning towards her. “Word Walkers are the beating heart of Valarae. What is that power like?”

Arabella’s pulse quickened under everyone’s focus. She felt unworthy of the ability, squandered for so many years. “I don’t really know,” she said, dropping her gaze to her hands. “I am hoping to learn how to use it here.”

“Well, that’s a shame,” Maura said. “Considering the scope of Word Walker power and how much can be done with it, it’s a pity so much time will be spent learning the basics.”

“If it’s as rare an ability as everyone makes out, it’s no wonder she never had a guide in learning its mechanics,” Valence said and Arabella wanted to thank him.

“I’ve been working on my research plans and gathering donors since I was young,” Maura boasted. “I intended to arrive here ready to begin my work and spend my five years making greater strides. Uncle Abrahm has been incredibly supportive and Master Bairn Rossa, the headmaster of the Research division, is like another uncle to me.”

“How nice to benefit from being Sorae’s niece,” Jasper said dryly.

“Yes, it is nice, and it’s a benefit I won’t apologize for. We’re all here for ourselves, after all. We only have so much time to accomplish what we want and I will use every asset available to me. You should all do the same.”

Maura swirled the remaining drops in her bottle. “I have a good feeling about us; we’re all quite remarkable. No doubt we were all housed together for a reason.” Hand around the neck of the bottle, she raised it in a toast. “To us and an incredible five years!” 


4: ARABELLA

“OF THE SIGNIFICANT MAGICS, THE RAREST is the ability to traverse words. Those who possess this coveted power are called Word Walkers.”

Idris Maclin dropped his leather briefcase on the table at the front of the lecture hall with a resounding thud and turned icy eyes to the spattering of students seated on the angled tiers. “Archivists are essential to the work we do at Valarae and you must be familiar with the mechanics of Word Walker power in order to do your jobs.”

The lecture hall was cold and Arabella shivered despite her sweater, subtly rubbing her calves together to bring some warmth. Idris, looking for all the world a mad professor with disheveled hair that grayed at the temples and a perpetual scowl darkening his thick eyebrows, spent the entire introductory session leaping from thought to thought. As quickly as he scribbled notes on the faded green chalkboard he erased them in arching sweeps, leaving residue and a handful of flustered students behind. Pages of Arabella’s notebook were filled with half-completed sentences about cataloguing, archival systems, and the history of Valarae.

She gathered there were three main classes of magic: Significant, Petty, and Forbidden. Petty magic was the most common and included things like single elementals, simple object manipulation, and healing, the kinds of magic found in Taville. Little stamina was needed for such magics, unlike the massive expenditure needed for the significant magics. Those who wished to wield those gifts needed training, particularly in the awareness of burnout.

“Burn out and you die,” Idris said flatly. “Your interior well is finite and, like a muscle, must be rested as well as exercised. It is imperative you identify the internal signs of reaching and crossing your own magical threshold as the effects of stretching yourself too far can be irreversible, if not fatal. Now, for the forbidden magics.”

Mind reading, physical and mental manipulation, and blood magic that allowed one to control the bodies of the living and the dead were all strictly forbidden.

Though her wrist ached from the rapid notetaking in a futile attempt to preserve the too-quickly gone notes, Arabella was left with more questions. As yet another swipe erased the board, she exhaled sharply and raised her hand.

Idris arched a brow. “Yes?”

“Would you mind slowing down a bit? I have some questions about world links and the Archives.” A spattering of fellow students murmured agreement.

Idris’s hands slipped into his pockets, his ankles crossing as he leaned against the edge of his desk. “What’s your name?”

Had he forgotten her introduction from Mr. Sorae already? Perhaps he’d been sloshed at the soiree and couldn’t distinguish her from another. This was the fellow Word Walker in charge of her education, upon whom her hopes of understanding her power rested.

“Arabella Sarcroux.”

“Arabella. Why are you here?”

“Why? Why are any of us here? Mr. Sorae sought us out because we have skills and abilities that will be of benefit to Valarae.”

“So, you’re special. We need you.”

Cheeks burning, Arabella stiffened at the drip of condescension. “I just had questions.”

“You all have questions. You’ll have nothing but questions. I’m not here to hold your hand and guide you through a magical wonderland to your higher purpose. This isn’t whatever cushy little university you graduated from with a meaningless degree meant to funnel you into the role of another mindless cog in some mundane machine. I’m here to give you facts and information, to separate the wheat from the chaff. If you can’t keep up then get out.”

Taking up a snapped piece of chalk, Idris resumed his lecture at the same breakneck pace. Arabella sat back in her seat, her chest burning and her head dizzy. Indignation mingled with embarrassment left her clammy and her hand too shaky to take notes, not that it would matter if she couldn’t copy everything down. A faint sound something between a cough and a chuckle came from the student a few seats down to her right.

Valence leaned back in his chair, long legs stretched in front and crossed at the ankle. Angling his head back he caught her stare and smirked. An untouched notebook lay on the table before him and that irked Arabella more than his smirk.

“Why try so hard?” he asked, his voice barely a whisper.

Snapping a glance at Idris, Arabella leaned forward and lowered her voice to a hiss. “Don’t you want to learn?”

He shrugged. “I’m not entirely sure what I can get out of this. But you’re special, aren’t you?”

“I never said that.” Arabella dragged her attention from the teasing smile that flooded Valence’s face, but the whooshing in her ears drowned out Idris’s words.

She tried to focus but it was less than a minute later when she turned back to Valence and he was waiting with a serene smile. “Why are you here if you care so little?”

“Apparently I’m a Word Walker.”

“You too?” Surprise erased her irritation. Some deeply rooted part of her had thought she was unique and had liked it. Not a failure with some terrible magic capable only of half-formed horrors, but a rare gift to be cultivated. This infuriating, apathetic, always scowling, and smirking boy held the same power. Was he her pair bond?

“Why didn’t you say anything when we were all talking the other night?”

“If you can’t even be bothered to listen, get out,” Idris snapped without turning from the board.

STUDENTS FLOWED IN DRIFTING SWIRLS FROM the buildings as introductory classes were released. There was a crispness in the air so different from the eternal thickness of the air back home, but everything here was different. The charm and the age and the verdure, the daily structure of life like a machine working with precision towards a common goal all wrapped up in succulent beauty. None of the factory smog, no shiny slick in the gray water, no threadbare coats tugged close over barebones bodies.

Life in Taville had its moments of light and peace, though. Block parties when neighbors gathered to share what little they had for summer holidays, splitting a paper cone of popped corn while watching the passing ferries, the colors of dusk peeking through the window of the bookstore. Arabella didn’t miss home, not in the way she imagined she might. That felt like a different life and she was here now, made new.

“When did you first know you were a Word Walker?” Valence asked, the sound of his voice reminding Arabella he walked beside her. It was their designated night to cook dinner for the household so they made their way to one of the grocer marts on the residential side of campus, the bell over the door chiming as Valence opened it for her.

“I was a child.” She hadn’t shared the story with many. For so long she’d pushed the power down, drowning the wonder and ache to release it in memories of fear. Valence was like her and could, perhaps, understand like no one else had before so she told him everything. He listened, a tiny crease between his straight brows, as they ambled the single aisle of crates of seasonal produce.

“My little brother, Lucas, wanted a puppy,” she said, her voice made hoarse by the tightening of her throat. “He’d never wanted anything so badly and I knew what it was like to never get anything you want. In some childish way, I wanted to save him from that.”

By the waning golden light of a summer evening, she painstakingly sought and wove the words. She could see it all so clearly in her mind’s eye, the puppy wagging his tail in the backyard in the morning, and she fell asleep that night buzzing with the anticipation of surprising Lucas.

“I’m not sure what woke me, but it was the middle of the night and my tree scraped branches against my window.”

She didn’t think she’d ever forget that frantic creaking. A warning. Something snarled in the shadowy darkness of the yard, pacing and panting in angry snorts. The cold floor nipped at her bare feet as she crept across the hall, past the hazy glow from under her parents’ door, to the back doors. Arabella had switched on the patio light and screamed. The malformed beast in the backyard was a sickening lesson in magical limitation—blood and sinew and bone, skin and teeth, the imagined understanding of a living creature was not enough to give life.

Her mother held her as she retched and her father buried under her tree any evidence of such a thing’s cursed existence. Sweat beading on his brow, dirt and blood caked under the nails of his trembling fingers, he had said in a rough voice, “No more, Arabella. No more.”

“My parents never looked at me the same and I refused to use my magic for years.” The sight of her inked words in the journals lining her shelves brought on waves of nausea and fear. When the nightmares had become too much she’d taken down, stuffed them under blankets in a trunk, and sat upon the lid fighting for breath in her lungs, certain something would form from the words and claw its way into her room. She’d fought that feeling to write the cake for the girl on the bridge, her errant hopefulness inextinguishable.

Valence heaved a soft sigh, turning a bundle of herbs in his hand. “I’m sorry.”

They weren’t the words she’d expected to hear from him but they pinched her chest. Sorrow and regret wouldn’t serve her now.

“I intend to work hard and make up for lost time. Maura may have a head start on her efforts, but my time isn’t wasted. What about you?”

Valence reached over her to select a crusty loaf of golden-brown bread from a cart. “There isn’t much to tell. Ordinary town. Ordinary family. Ordinary life. Except for the power, of course.” He waggled his fingers and flashed a grin that didn’t reach his eyes.

“Have you used it effectively?” Arabella busied herself examining the miniscule selection of jars of sauce, wincing at the squeaky lift in her voice as she tried to sound casual.

“It depends on what you consider effective. The more I wanted something, the harder it seemed to find the words.” He palmed a round fruit with a smooth but thick reddish skin, staring at it as though he saw something else entirely.

Words were elusive things, either flooding her mind so intently she couldn’t sort them into neat rows or leaving her stricken in a wasteland. They never seemed to be strong enough, sure enough. Like her.

Selections made, Arabella offered her currency card to the young woman at the counter. Her nametag read ‘Birdie’ in bold, bubble-rounded letters and Arabella’s heart squeezed.

“Arabella Sarcroux,” Birdie said, glancing at the currency card as it passed the scanner. “You’re the Word Walker.” She regarded Arabella like an oddity.

“I am.” Arabella hurriedly packed their groceries into the paper bags. She wasn’t the only Word Walker—the other stood right next to her, casually passing her a jar with a vaguely amused smile on his face—but she was the one singled out. Valence could have offered the information about himself but he never did.

“I think my house backs to yours. Our yards are separated by the hedges. I want to be an Archivist, too, so maybe our paths will cross again.” Birdie seemed so hopeful that Arabella smiled, saying she hoped they would.

Valence gathered two bags into his arms and Arabella took the last, hurrying after his long strides as he left the shop. They took a shortcut through the green of a small park delineating the blocks of houses from the streets of shops.

“You don’t tell people you’re a Word Walker,” she commented, her words a little breathless from hurrying to keep up with him. She was used to walking everywhere since her family hadn’t owned an automobile for most of her life, but Taville’s streets were mostly flat and the city compact.

“I don’t tell people a lot of things.”

“Any particular reason you’re so cagey and unfriendly?”

His step faltered. “I’m not unfriendly.”

“You’ve hardly done anything but scowl since we arrived. I only just learned you’re a Word Walker. Like me. I’d have been glad to know I wasn’t the only one.” Her words ran away from her and she sucked in a breath, not wanting to spill any more. She didn’t know why it irked her; Valence didn’t owe them any parts of himself he didn’t want to share. But why didn’t he want to?

He shifted a bag higher, balancing with his crooked elbow. The muscles of his forearms corded as he held tighter. “I don’t mean to be unfriendly.”

“You don’t have to apologize,” Arabella cut in. Saints and sinners, she should have kept her mouth shut.

“I’m not apologizing. Just explaining. Or trying to.” The perpetual crease between his brows deepened in concentration. “I haven’t had much experience talking…about myself. We’ve all had to silence things in order to survive, cut off parts of ourselves in some way or another because that was easier.”

It would have been easier to silence the part of her that yearned for magic, that was caught between the reluctant drip and the torrential outpouring of words. A tide seeking a shore. Trapped between too much and not enough. Maybe in time she’d have grown bone-weary and let the spark flicker and fade into nothing. A piercing mourning twisted her heart at the thought.

The house was still empty when they reached it, unloading the groceries and searching for the necessary utensils in laden silence. Valence pushed his sleeves further past his elbows and ran both hands through his hair, setting the waves into a further state of disarray. The crease between his brows hadn’t eased and he looked lost in the mire of dark thoughts.

“I’ll learn.”

Valence turned to her, looking as shocked as she felt at the sound of her voice. “What?”

People shared things about themselves more often than realized; something she’d learned at her bookshop in Taville. The stories people gravitate towards speak to innermost wants and fears, the desires they don’t dare speak aloud. She’d learn to look and listen, cataloging the details, until—perhaps—that silenced part of himself felt safe enough to return.

“I’ll learn you.” Her heart fluttered in her throat and she almost wished the words unspoken. Valence’s brow furrowed and his lips quirked like he was caught between a frown and a smile, his body and mind unsure how to take her odd boldness.

“I’ll start with learning if you can cook.” She hurriedly dispelled the uncomfortable weight that had settled over them, turning swiftly to the task at hand.

He was adept enough at knife skills, humming faintly as he worked, and soon they had a simple stew, a cozy basic of Taville cuisine, simmering on the stovetop. Lifting a spoon to her lips, hand cupped underneath, she sipped the broth. It wasn’t as elegant as the dish Maura, Julien, and Leia had prepared days before, but it was a meal meant to invite others to table. It was a common meal for holidays and winter nights when warmth and light were found reflected in the faces of those around you.

She moved to set the spoon in the sink but Valence came behind her, plucking the spoon from her hand and dipping it in the pot. He leaned forward slightly, just over her shoulder, to bring the spoon to his lips. He hummed approval.

“I should have made bread to go with that,” he said. The clattering of the spoon in the sink made Arabella’s skin shiver.

“We usually serve it with barley. But that’s one thing I learned. You can make bread.”

“I’m full of mystery.” His tone was dry but the corner of his mouth softened into a smile.

“Something smells good!” Salisbury shouted from the foyer as the door banged open and he and Jasper trooped in. His pale blue eyes brightened at the sight of them in the kitchen. “Bells and Val are cooking so it’s bound to be delicious. Saints and sinners, I’m hungry.”

“You’re always hungry,” Jasper muttered, his steps heavy on the stairs. “Is the tiny scary one back yet?”

Arabella laughed, a warm glow behind her ribs brought on by Bells. She’d never had a nickname before and though it seemed small and insignificant, it felt like a token of belonging. “You mean Maura. She’s not scary.”

“She’s definitely scary,” Valence said under his breath as the twins’ chatter faded.

“That’s another. You’re scared of cute, tiny girls.”

“Only ones with a superiority complex.”

They fell into a quiet rhythm, Arabella passing ingredients with barely a word spoken and Valence moving through the steps with practiced ease, a recipe known more by his hands than his mind. A dusting of flour splashed from the bowl, clinging to his nose, and he at once appeared so much younger. Peace smoothed the perpetual crease of his brow and she wished to fade into the background, content to observe him in this state.

Gently sifting the dry ingredients into the bowl of golden, sugary froth while whisking, he said without looking up, “This is my sister’s favorite. She asks for it for her birthday every year.” A puff of flour rose over the bowl, downy soft coating on his knuckles. He said the words like an offering.

“You cooked often?”

“Most of the time.” He finished combining the batter, his spoon scraping the sides until it was all together in a neat bubbling pool in the center.

“And you have a sister.”

“Little sister. Esmie. And my mum. Just the three of us since I was little.”

Arabella leaned in the crook of the counter, watching the heaviness settle into the lines of his brow as he piled the soiled dishes. “I’m sorry,” she offered.

“Don’t be. He left by his own choosing.” Valence’s voice was stiff and Arabella didn’t press further.

Dinner was shared on the back patio as the final golden wash of day melted into amber on the horizon, the seven of them hovering over plates scraped clean of Valence’s dessert while the remains of the stew pot crusted over the sides. Jasper stoked a meager fire in the rusted metal brazier while Salisbury heaped seconds onto his plate. Maura perched behind Leia, plaiting her hair, and Arabella basked in the warmth of belonging.
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MONTHS PASSED AND LIFE BECAME A series of comfortable routines. Introductory courses turned to seminars and a rotation of practical applications of magical abilities. Weekend mornings were for scouring the grocers for the latest shipment of foods hoping for favorites from home, nights were for gathering around the table—either at home or at one of the handful of campus restaurants but always the seven of them together—and the before melted away in the sharp focus of the now.

Though Valarae’s weather was artificially maintained, never too wet or too dry in order to aid the climate controls in the Archives, the air turned crisp and leaves puddled along the walkways, providing a satisfying crunch. A semblance of autumn, missing the damp and bite of cold. Arabella marveled at the vibrancy of color, something lacking in Taville. The memory of her previous home faded with a quickness that, at times, surprised her. She couldn’t picture the color of the walls in her childhood bedroom, couldn’t recall the once achingly familiar scent of old dust in her bookshop, couldn’t remember how she used to spend her days in such a narrow world.

Her notebook lay open upon her lap and she stretched her stockinged feet out on the window seat of her new home, rubbing her toes together. Though she’d grown accustomed to the tingling awareness of magic woven through everything, her ability to access her own was still limited.

“Hullo, Bells,” Salisbury called as he burst through the front door, his pale cheeks reddened.

Jasper called down to his brother in their own language, causing Salisbury to laugh and snap back a reply with a shake of his head. He kicked the door closed and hoisted the brown paper bag higher in his arms.

“More snacks,” he announced, tucking his currency card into his back pocket, and continuing to the kitchen, whistling a jovial tune.

“At least one of them is chipper,” Maura said as she and Leia drifted into the front room. “Jasper is always locked away in his room brooding or reading books about plants, oddly enough. What are you working on?”

“Trying to make sense of my notes from Idris’s seminar.” Arabella had completed from memory at least half the page, but so many lines remained a muddled mystery. She’d have to ask Valence to collaborate.

Only a few weeks remained of their initial round of seminars and she was no closer to understanding her magic. Idris’s instructions were hurried and vague, seemingly dismissive of the handful of recruits under his tutelage. Recruits would be elevated to the rank of Novice following the formal placement ceremony and Arabella wanted the role of Archivist. To be worthy, she needed a better grasp of how everything worked, to not be the backwards Otherworlder who squandered her years avoided the magic in her veins.

Recruits were not granted access to the heart of the Archives, and every time she passed the elaborately columned building, something in her reoriented towards it like a magnetic pull. She belonged there, but she’d never amount to much without a proper grasp of her power. If she could only visualize it properly, know where and how to reach for it…

“Maura, do you think you could help me?” she asked, snapping her notebook closed.

Her palms dampened and her pulse went thready once the words left her mouth; asking for help meant burdening, admitting failure. She was the one to give help where needed. She was the rock to lean on. But maybe here there was room to lift one another. They were all equals here.

Maura was obliging. The colorful ring of her iris glowed faintly as she accessed her own power, reading Arabella’s. It was a knotted bundle in her chest woven so tightly it smothered its own light. Magic could be coaxed and awoken, Maura explained; the trick was finding the right catalyst. The younger the wielder the easier it was to tap into magic. Maura was shocked to hear Arabella didn’t have a tutor in the magical arts, but readily agreed to take on the role.

Over the next several days, as recruits were introduced to the various aspects of magical research, Maura stayed close and nudged Arabella whenever her knotted magic responded to potential triggers.

The greenhouse of flora and fauna from Otherworlds was dazzlingly beautiful, the gold-tinged wavy glass panes set in oxidized iron coloring everything with an ethereal glow. Pairs of research novices, marked by the badges on their blazers, busied themselves taking diligent notes about growth rates and plant care.

“Horticulturists, medical herbalists, and rare plant collectors,” Maura explained, “pay premium prices for clippings of these plants and safe passage across the Boundary to collect them in person. My aunt has the most delightful citrus tree in her greenhouse that came from an Otherworld.”

“My mother is a collector,” Leia said, trailing her fingers through highly variegated vines. “I’ve grown up around Otherworld plants.”

The faerie-realm flowers tugged at Arabella’s magic and she snuck a glance at Valence, wondering if he felt the same. Jasper, however, showed marked interest in the plants grown without soil.

“Farming is tricky in our world, considering the climate,” Salisbury said as they perused a forest of strange trees, some with papery bark that covered multi-colored burls. “Jasper’s hope is we can take some magical knowledge back to save our village from famine.”

“The Archives are absolutely loaded with possibilities,” Maura assured him.

Much the same, Arabella’s magic seemed unimpressed by the remarkable workings of the medical research laboratories. White-coated apprentices gave brief presentations on their fields of study and how the cures for various diseases could be found in Otherworlds. Field researchers and archivists worked closely with the medical teams to combine the collective knowledge gathered from across realms and save lives.

“This is what I dream of doing,” Maura said giddily, linking her arm through Arabella’s. “My ability to see magic would be quite an asset anywhere, but especially with medical research. With so many unique worlds at our disposal the possibilities are quite literally endless! Maybe we could even find a way to live forever.” She laughed, the sound full and bright, and Arabella envied her surety.

“Live forever? Really?” Valence’s tone was clipped and his brow arched. “Sounds horrible.”

“Ever the pessimist.” Maura pulled Arabella away.

This section of the facility was built like a crystalline hive, all stark white and buzzing with endless activity. Several sectors they passed were restricted, including one marked ‘nursery’ that Maura whispered was part of a new venture into artificial wombs.

“It’s a growing demand in my world,” she said as they filtered into the next sector. “Gestation and birth happen in a lab and a genetically perfect baby delivered to the biological parents without all the mess of…life. Oh, you’ll be interested in this!”

The dim hallway they passed through was chilled and rows upon rows of labeled glass vials filled refrigerated shelves beyond glass walls. This, their tour guide said as she walked backwards and raised her voice to address the recruits, was where blood samples from Otherworld magic users were sent for processing and cataloguing. Some Otherworlds began the assessment process as early as moments after birth.

Arabella scanned the labs beyond the glass, wondering just how many of those vials were filled with her own blood—how long had Valarae known she was a Word Walker, known more about her than she did? The thought tightened her chest.

“Did they have routine blood draws in your world?” Arabella asked as Valence slipped into the space at her side. “How did you first learn you were a Word Walker?”

A narrow furrow settled between his brows and his jaw was clenched tight before he answered in a low voice. “I was always aware of the magic threaded through the order of the world, but I discovered I could manipulate it by accident. Word and sound—music—seemed to make the magic malleable. I learned to shape it as I learned my letters. When my parents realized it, I was taken to specialists, funneled into school programs. Never amounted to much. Part of me has been in this lab without my knowledge.”

The tour through the various labs ended in the starkly white rotunda where a handful of novices waited to answer questions. Master Bairn Rossa, the headmaster of the Research concentration, passed through, his pristine white coat matched by the crisp perfection of his ageless face. Thin, round spectacles perched upon his shapely nose and he gave Maura a doting wink and a wave. A master of all elemental magics, Bairn was known for his incredible stamina and deep well of power.

Clasping her hands behind her back, Arabella examined the lit display cases showcasing collections brought back by field researchers and used by the medical teams. Minerals, crystals, artifacts, even a stub of horn made up of violet rings that, according to the plaque, could be ground into a powder and used to treat bacterial infections.

Would there be anything to clear the perpetual oil from Taville’s harbor? To feed Jasper and Salisbury’s people? To erase death?

“It’s barbaric,” Jasper said, coming up behind her. “Pilfering from unsuspecting worlds and peoples and subjecting them to experimentation.”

Valence drifted over before Arabella could wrap her mind around Jasper’s statement and form a response. He held a piece of paper, his jaw tight as he read it.

“What’s that?” Arabella asked, glad she didn’t have to contend with Jasper’s foul moods on her own.

“They’re offering additional currency to participate in research trials.” Valence creased the paper and tucked it into his back pocket. “Only a few slots available. Lot of commitment. Not sure it’s worth it.”

“Come on, you three!” Maura called from the doors. “We’re going to watch the Guardians train.”

Valarae’s campus was divided into three realms with the academic side taking the center, residential on one side and the Guardians on the other. The training grounds were a veritable fortress; walls of stacked stone that housed armories, healing centers, and barracks on the lowest, enclosed level and tiered spectator seats on the interior facing the open-air central training ring.

“This is where Valarae’s power core is located; it amplifies all the magic needed to sustain the world. There are magical wards around the entire thing, thanks to Master Fayden,” Maura said. Her irises glowed faintly as she inspected the emanating magic, casting a quick look towards Arabella. “Your magic is wholly unimpressed, Arabella.”

A handful of Apprentices in black tactical suits greeted the recruits, splitting them into smaller groups for touring. Clumping together almost instinctively, Arabella’s household managed to be in the same group.

“Once you reach the rank of Guardian Apprentice, you receive a magical brand that grants access to every wing of the center,” their group’s Apprentice, Maxton, said. He was stiff and polished, seeming more machine than human. “Guardians accompany field researchers to Otherworlds and the brand allows Valarae to track the movement of units across the Boundary. Those with an affinity for protective spells and wards are particularly useful in command positions since we rely upon ever-changing woven wards to protect Valarae.”

“It’s been decades since a breach,” Maura said in a whisper. “A decaying Otherworld found a way to cross the Boundary and stormed the Archives to try to flee their world. When they realized they’d be unsuccessful, they barricaded themselves in one of the wings and attempted to burn everything. A few Archivists trapped with them were severely injured trying to put out the flames. There are still scorch marks on some of the floors. Several connections to worlds were lost.”

“Books really are connections to other worlds?” Salisbury asked. “Paper and ink and all that? How?”

“Word Walker magic.” Maura’s reply was stiff. “A competent Word Walker can create links to Otherworlds. Magical threads and weavings and whatnot. Not my specialty.”

A chill snaked down Arabella’s spine as they perused one of the many armories. Rows of clear shields bearing the Valarae insignia lined the walls, each equipped with forcefield magic that could be activated remotely. Arabella had thought of Valarae as a bastion of learning and peace, not a battlefield. Perhaps her thinking had been naïve. Mr. Sorae had told her that Valarae’s existence and her work here had to be kept secret even from her own family, and she’d followed practically blind.

“Don’t worry.” Maura squeezed her hand and gave her a reassuring smile. “I see the wheels turning in your head. Uncle Abrahm has ensured we have the strongest wards ever and the best protection protocols. Master Fayden is the most powerful Guardian headmaster we’ve ever had. We’re safe here.”

“What are those?” Jasper pointed to padded shelves filled with batons about leg-length. Batons Arabella recognized from the Ministry security officers in Taville.

“These are the main weapons of Guardians.” Maxton selected one, holding his arm out as his palm molded to the center. The baton expanded in length and the brand on his wrist glowed. “Each Guardian learns to channel magic through the core and the bar changes. It can become a sword, a taser, a cuff, a glaive—whatever you need. The main goal is to subdue, never harm, especially when dealing with Otherworld inhabitants.”

“Are Guardians sometimes stationed in Otherworlds for prolonged periods?” Arabella asked. “I believe some lived in my world.”

“Where are you from?” Maxton tilted his head and smiled politely.

“Taville. We called them security officers but they carried the same batons.”

“It’s likely they were Guardians accompanying a field research mission. Researchers and Guardians would rotate out; it’s good of your world to accommodate them. Of course, knowledge that they were sent from Valarae would need to be guarded.”

Arabella thought of the riot on the bridge, of the desperate people, of those like Winton who, at best, scoffed at magic. She thought of the Guardian who came to offer his lunch to the lost girl, of how scared and young he looked.

“The technology is incredible,” Maura commented as the tour continued, briefly showing the command centers that monitored movements of Guardians, blips on grided screens. “Fusing magic and devices opens up a slew of possibilities.”

“Do the brands stay active even upon graduation?” Julien asked. “Is there a way to mask them, say if a Guardian was compromised across the Boundary?”

Maxton nodded. “Yes, but it can only be done from a command center. There are code words a Guardian can use if captured or otherwise compromised. Most brands are temporary and will fade within a few months after graduation and leaving Valarae, but many trained Guardians choose to stay and continue field work. Those brands are stronger and have a ten-year span.”

The tour ended with each group converging in the open-air training ring. A handful of Guardians, colored sashes tied about their waists to indicate rank, milled in the sandy ring, their batons activated in an array of weapons. Recruits were ushered into the lowest of the tiered seats for a ringside view.

“If any of you recruits wish to try your hand in combat against a Novice Guardian, you are welcome,” Maxton called. “Test your skills to see if you have what it takes to become a Guardian.”

Several recruits rushed forward, eager to select a baton and face off. Most were rapidly subdued, thrown on their backs before they had a chance to get a grasp on their weapon.

One girl, her hair braided tightly down the middle of her head to reveal pointed ears, selected a shield instead of a baton and held her own defensively. The Guardian, the largest in the ring, hurled his full force into his swings but she nimbly evaded until he was red-faced, teeth clenched in a frustrated snarl. She darted around him and ducked, throwing him off balance as he swung and missed yet again, and the spectators whooped.

A feral smile filled her face as she faced off again, knees bent as she crouched low and twirled her shield. Lunging, she tucked the shield close and rolled beneath his wide stance while he jabbed with his baton. A barely perceptible spark of magic issued from the end, connecting with her heel, and she yelped as she skidded into the sand. The Guardian planted a hand in her chest, forcing her down as he took a knee and leaned low.

“That was nasty.” Salisbury tsked. “He cheated.”

The girl was supported as she limped off the field and Maxton called again for challengers.

Julien stood.

“What are you doing?” Leia snapped.

“Challenging.” Julien strode to the ring and selected a baton that expanded in length.

The defending Guardian grinned, shifting his weapon into a simple baton to match Julien’s as they circled each other. Julien dragged his feet lightly through the sand, getting a feel for the terrain. His grip was loose but adept and he twirled the baton as easily as if it were an extension of himself.

“Is he a fighter?” Salisbury asked, leaning elbows on the spectator railing beside Jasper.

“He did say he was a soldier of sorts in his world.” Arabella shifted forward, the eager energy in the spectator stands, in Valence at her side, palpable.

Maxton gave the signal to start and Julien came alive. The ringing strike of baton against baton was like claps of thunder as the two fighters collided in a blur of motion. The crowd roared, each new strike or hiccup in movement exciting their fervor. Julien sank into his stance, his movements as fluid as birds in flight, flocks twisting and spiraling in midair. His opponent, though a substantial wall of muscle, matched his intensity. A gritty cloud rose around their feet but neither conceded an inch. The Guardian landed a blow to Julien’s shoulder, the dull thud echoed by a chorus of gasps from the spectators. Leia’s knuckles were white as she pressed her fists together in her lap, her gaze trained on Julien. He pivoted, his leg sliding back as he angled his body into a defensive position, baton wielded before him.

“He’s okay,” Maura said with a laugh as she nudged Leia. “Look at that smile. It’s like he thrives on this.”

Julien beckoned to the Guardian and their clash began anew. Leia huffed and straightened, dropping her shoulders as she lifted her chin. “I wasn’t concerned. It just seems out of character for him. He’s always been so…quiet and conscientious.”

Maura waggled her brows. “Since when did you know him so well? Don’t you have a betrothed waiting for you back home.”

Leia’s lips thinned in a pale imitation of a smile. “That I do.”

The crowd erupted, Jasper and Salisbury whooping triumphantly, and Arabella whipped her attention back to the ring. Julien stood over the Guardian, his stance wide and his chest heaving with labored breaths, and pressed the end of his baton to the downed opponent. Tracks in the sand evidenced the abrupt slide of the fallen Guardian.

“You have the makings of a fine Guardian,” Maxton said, applauding along with the other Apprentices.

Julien offered his hand and his opponent accepted, clapping Julien on the shoulder once he regained his footing. Turning to the stands, Julien raised a hand to the household. His buttons had loosened and the darkness of his exposed skin glistened from exertion.

“Are you going to try your luck?” Arabella said to Valence. He’d watched the matches closely, a hint of something she assumed was eagerness in his eyes, but he scoffed and shook his head.

“Those days are behind me.”

“I’m shocked you’re revealing so much about yourself today.”

“I’m not revealing anything.”

“Now I know you used to fight or spar or something but those days are behind you.”

Arabella grinned and leaned into his line of vision. A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth and eyes but he turned his head, feinting interest in the gaggle of admirers forming around Julien.

“You can’t be broody and mysterious for five whole years. We’re both Word Walkers so we’re bound to spend quite a bit of time together. Tell me about your violent past. Are you a reformed ruffian? A criminal, like Maura implied when we first arrived?”

“Nothing quite as interesting as that.” Valence matched his pace to hers as the touring recruits flowed to the sparring ring to speak with Guardians. Hands buried in pockets, he relaxed his shoulders against the railing of the spectator stands. “I was angry and I needed an outlet. It wasn’t smart or healthy, but I got involved in back alley fighting rings with cash buy-ins. Winner took the pot.”

Arabella couldn’t picture him in illegal fighting rings. She wasn’t blind and had noticed the lean muscle that packed his frame, but he seemed—softer, not like the bulk and confidence of Julien and the Guardians. “Did you ever win?”

Valence shook his head. “I tried writing outcomes. I’d tell my mum I was going to study and leave with a notebook. A block or so before I got to the street I would sit on the curb and write what I wanted. Then I’d hand over whatever cash I’d earned that week and lose it. Bruises were easy enough to hide or explain away, but broken fingers were harder.” He flexed his hand as though the memory still lingered between his bones. “We sold my piano to pay for the hospital visit, and I stopped after that.”

His voice was low, tinged with regret. Arabella leaned back beside him, letting her elbow brush against his. “I learned something else. You once had a piano.”

He laughed. “Congratulations, Bells. You’ve got me figured out.”

The nickname was more common in their household than her given name, but hearing it from Valence’s lips stirred her, and not unpleasantly.

“Coming?” Salisbury beckoned. “We’re moving on to the Archives.”

Shallow steps led up to a columned portico and enormous wooden doors carved with vignettes, a collection of creation myths from Otherworlds. Master Deitra waited outside, her tailored suit in a dazzling shade of cobalt.

“Welcome, recruits,” she beckoned with an effusive smile. “The Archives is the beating heart of Valarae, the source and summit of our existence. Inspired by the unbalance of all worlds and the desire to create meaningful change, Valarae was woven by Word Walkers and, over time, built into the enterprise it is today. We are a middling ground, a secure place to facilitate the balance of all worlds and to nurture your individual talents. Whether or not you are placed in the role of Archivist, I hope you all pursue purpose and connection here.”

A buzzing in Arabella’s chest ricocheted through her entire body as she crossed the threshold. Her gaze was drawn up to the glass dome towering several stories above the main floor, letting in a wash of sunlight to bathe the several floors. Every level was lined with shelves packed to the brim with books.

Endless. Eternal. Worlds upon worlds.

And Arabella’s magic stretched, yawned, and awoke gleaming and hungry.


6: VALENCE







AIR SCRAPED AT HIS LUNGS AS he pushed himself. Another step. And another. Another mile. And another. Valence’s feet and legs ached but he wanted more. Needed more, to feel his body was his own. To be in control of one damn thing in his life. The sky glittered with perfect stars, the clarity in the inky darkness unsettling. Everything about this place was unsettling in its crafted perfection and the falsity of it grated against his nerves. Where others saw idyllic perfection he saw soulless imitation.

Slowing his pace, gulping knife-edged breaths, and placing hands on his hips, Valence paced the cobbled walkway outside the Archives. The columned grandeur of the building rose like a looming giant, a titan with entire worlds caged inside. Worlds, people, and histories compacted within pages, reduced to catalogued information and potential assets. He drew closer, the pull of the boundless reaching out to the power in his veins. Like beckoned to like.

A faint glow issued from one of the arched, leaded glass windows, and Valence climbed the marble steps to peer inside. Despite the night hour and the eerie quiet of the slumbering campus, Arabella bent over a dusty tome at one of the wooden tables, scribbling furiously in a notebook. For a moment he watched, noting the way she bit her lower lip, the furrow of focus in her brow, the way she tucked a leg under her to lift her over the tome—more hovering than sitting in her thirst for knowledge.

She seemed to lose track of her body, drawn fully into whatever she was reading as though the world around her melted away. He was equally fascinated by the sudden snap of her mind back into her body whenever she was disturbed by a tap on her head, a brush against her foot, a word spoken by her ear. Why the blazes did he do it so often? Just to watch for the brief moment of completely unguarded emotion on her face? Because he felt a simmer of fear that she might be lost forever and not come back? And why the blazes did he care?

I’ll learn you.

As if he was something worth knowing.

The iron handle of the door, nearly the size of his entire arm, was cold to the touch as he pushed it open. Towering stacks spread on either side of the main aisle, a neatly ordered forest. Beyond the glass domed roof in the center peak the black sky gaped like an open maw and the shadows thickened, hovering hungrily over Arabella’s arched shield of light. His heart raged furiously in his chest and he shoved the old emotion down. This place was not going to tear her limb from limb and swallow her whole.

She hadn’t noticed him, the scritch of her pen the only sound in the tomb-like silence, and Valence paused on the threshold. He should turn and go. Leave her be. Don’t get caught in the cataclysmic pull of this place. Of her. He was stretched too thin. Drawn too tight. Full of thinned spaces and holes, a shield worn down, a wall on the verge of crumbling. He was broken and used and empty and he would not take from her.

The night air welcomed him and Valence urged his aching muscles into rhythm again. How many months had it been since he’d been plucked from his world? The brand of ‘recruit’ was changing to ‘novice’ within the week.

Sat upon the peak of the gentle slope, the house waited like a cat on a stoop. The mix of heat from his own sweat-dampened body and the coolness of the breeze warred on his skin and Valence slowed his pace to a walk as he counted his breaths.

The others had started calling it home.

Are you going home after classes?

Dinner at home tonight?

Will you be joining us, Val?

This wasn’t home.

The front door creaked, the glow of the porch light illuminating all the raised spots of dripped paint, and Valence hovered in the foyer listening. Maura and Leia were in the kitchen, the scrape and sizzle of cooking accompanying their voices. Julien drifted by on the balcony above, nose buried in a book and towel wrapped low on his hips as he made his way to his room. Jasper stoked a meager fire in the hearth while Salisbury stretched lanky legs onto the coffee table; Maura would hate that.

Arabella’s absence felt like an open window. A brisk chill seeping through the room. A shiver where there should be warmth.

He’d gotten too used to this already. Hoisting himself up the stairs he avoided contact with his housemates. One of the two common baths was open, steam lingering in the corners and fogging the mirror, and Valence kicked the door closed behind him as he peeled his shirt from his body. He avoided the mirror and the sharpness of his reflection. He knew the cut of his angular jaw and hated it was a trait shared with a man he’d never call a father. Once too-visible ribs were fading now and guilt pinched his chest. Running hands down his face, he let the water burn against his skin, hot enough to erase any other thoughts. Five years. He’d already given ten. A decade of just trying. Trying so damn hard to be everything when he was just a child. A child with useless magic in his veins.

It's unnatural. Vile. He’s no son of mine and that one isn’t mine either, I wager.

Ten years old Valence had stood at the top of the staircase and watched his mother, newborn baby sister wailing in her arms, cling to and plead with the man that shoved her off, curled his lip at her desperate cries, and left. As soon as the door slammed he’d barreled down the stairs to take the baby and support his mother who collapsed to the floor, weeping apologies. He’d held the two of them in his small arms, crying mother and sister, silently bearing the guilt and praying his sister didn’t have the same vile magic in her.

The bite of the water eased, quickly turning cold, and he shut off the stream. Drying and dressing hurriedly, he listened for the sound of footsteps on the stairs or in the hall before crossing to his room. He was used to putting on a mask and being what everyone needed. Truth was a luxury he could rarely afford, even with himself.

He lay on his bed, a thundercloud roiling in his head, and listened. Listened to Leia and Maura plate whatever they’d been cooking. Listened to Julien go down to make his evening tea. Listened to him gratefully accept an offered plate. Listened to the mundane movements of normal life.

The front door creaked. Familiar steps and the thud of a book-laden bag.

“I’m home!” Arabella called, her voice bright.

Longing twisted Valence’s chest as he listened to the others welcome her back to the fold. The shiver-chill melted and he closed his eyes.


7: ARABELLA

“WORDS HAVE POWER, THE BOUNDS OF which are still being tested, and you get to be a part of it.” Idris perched on the table, a massive slab of hewn wood, that ran the length of the hall, one of many coves in the Archives. His gray wool trousers were loose on his frame, but the pull of his green shirt across his shoulders spoke to a muscular frame. A day-old shadow of stubble, peppered with more gray than his temples, darkened the professor’s face.

The enormous table was unnecessary given that only the three of them, the current Word Walkers, were a part of this seminar. Hazy beams of sunlight filtered through the wavy wall of windows that provided a warped, watery sort of view of the walled garden beyond. The interior of the Archives, known as the Sanctum, lay beyond the overgrown maze of plants and hedges, accessible only to Archivist Novices. As the only Word Walkers in this class of recruits, Arabella guessed she and Valence would be shoe-ins for an Archivist placement. After all, they were selected for this specialty training with Idris.

“How much control do you have over your ability?” Idris folded his arms, planting his scuffed loafers on the cushion of the chair before him.

“I haven’t used it much,” Arabella admitted. A twist of warring emotions, old fear, a hint of shame, and no small amount of frustration, battled within her.

“And you?” Idris waved a hand towards Valence.

“I’ve never had a use for it.”

“Saints and sinners.” Idris pinched the bridge of his nose. “But you have accessed it, correct? We’re not starting from barebones?”

The animalistic huff and growl of the monster she conjured echoed in the back of Arabella’s mind. “I have.”

Valence shifted in his seat. “With little success for what I wanted.”

“Control is essential for this power. You must attune to the magic in the world around you, feeling for the subtle shifts and threads that you can pick up and spin into your own. Everything is channeled through words; setting it down in ink makes control easier.”

Picking up notebook and pen, Idris scratched a few quick lines while speaking under his breath and motioned to the air above them where three glowing moths fluttered, a faint sprinkle of cerulean dust shimmering from their wings. Within moments the moths seized and fell, their fuzzy bodies lifeless on the table.

“We can manipulate matter and the woven threads of existence, in a sense, but life is another thing entirely,” Idris said. “It is easier to write things into being within the framework of an existing world. Use all your senses and pour your core magic into the words you write. The larger the thing, the more it drains you so you must be aware of your limits. The use of it is intoxicating and you can die in the throes of euphoria.”

Standing, Idris carelessly crushed the body of a moth beneath his feet. “As a Word Walker, you also have the unique ability to see the fabric of the Boundary that separates worlds. Once your power becomes strong enough, you can manipulate the thinning of the Boundary to cross in and out of Otherworlds at will. Valarae’s Archives houses the entry points of hundreds of thousands of worlds and it is our duty to protect those worlds.”

“Protect them from what?” Valence asked.

“That’s the question, now, isn’t it? There must be some sort of moral code or rulebook for traipsing about Otherworlds and manipulating them as we see fit. Changing the structure of worlds for our own amusement can have cataclysmic effects and there’s an entire sealed wing of the Archives full of doomed worlds on the brink of collapse.

But is it not also our duty to test the limits? To push the boundaries of what can and can’t be done with this power? You’ve been paraded around and shown the tangible benefits of our work, the diseases cured, the famines eased, the boundless wonder and eternal goodness of Valarae.” Idris waved his hands mockingly before settling them on his hips. “Remember, this power is yours. It is in your veins. You control it, no one else. Now, let’s work on stretching those limitations, shall we?”

For days Idris meticulously explained the importance of word-craft, the blending of sensory detail and honed magic required to write a thing into being. Arabella fought the roiling nausea that loomed every time she put pen to paper and reached for the childlike abandonment to wishing and wonder that had resulted in her tree. She felt for the threads of magic in everything around her but the sense was fleeting and transient, slipping away the harder she tried to grasp.

The presence of the Archives stirred her magic and she plunged into it like a glittering lake, sinking beneath the reflective surface until she was surrounded by it, pierced through by the rippling light, floating in its endlessness. Warmth surged through her body and, with it, a wave of energy. She inhaled like she’d never drawn enough breath into her lungs and the colorful light flared. She wanted more, to fill every inch of herself with it. The feeling was pure pleasure and she lost herself to it, rousing from a sort of stupor only by a gentle nudge from Valence. His eyes were brighter than she’d ever seen them, a diffused flush across his cheeks, and she wondered if he felt so achingly alive, too.

“Are you alright?” he asked, his voice low as he leaned closer, his fingers hovering above her forearm.

A faint throbbing touched her temples, but all she felt was the absence of that sparking warmth, there and gone. Her lungs were deflated, too tight and too empty. Her heart skittered and heat rushed to her face in the wake of the spine-tingle elicited by Valence’s breath, of the proximity of him. His inhales and exhales danced on her skin and she ignored the flutter of his pulse in his neck, the way he glowed from within and how she wanted to tangle herself in the tangible threads of shimmering magic swirling about his form.

“Don’t lose yourself to it,” Idris said, his voice a distant warning.

Arabella struggled against the honey-thick mire of the moment, of her hyper awareness of her body. Safe wasn’t what she wanted. Safe meant staying within the bounds of what she knew, of this life with its limited horizons. Safe meant limited.

Pushing himself back, Valence stood, his pen clattering to the floor, and the intensity of the moment dissipated, leaving Arabella breathless. Running a hand through his hair, Valence scanned the room as though reorienting himself before bending to pick up his pen and settle in his chair, subtly moving it further from her.

Idris watched them with raised brow, an amused smirk on his face.

Arabella breathed past the lightheadedness that speckled her vision. “What’s a pair bond?” she asked, finally voicing the question she’d harbored since the soiree.

“That is your bond. Like recognizes like and naturally flows toward it,” Idris said, snapping closed the book he’d been reading. “Word Walkers have the unique ability to form a pair bond if trained together. As you develop your bond, you can learn to control the flow between you and, together, be capable of more than a single Word Walker. You’re reaching a state of exhaustion so you’re dismissed for the day. Tomorrow we will address the other aspect of your power, utilizing the written links left by previous Word Walkers.”

As they gathered their things, Valence asked, “Does being bonded make us more…powerful?”

“It does.” Idris propped his feet on the table, thumbing through one of the books he’d selected. “Some pair bonds have been known to write entirely new worlds.”

Delighted wonder fizzed through Arabella but the thrill dulled when she noted the clench of Valence’s jaw.

“Would we be capable of anything within a current world?” he pressed.

Idris heaved a sigh. “Within reason. Now go, rest yourselves. Without building stamina and basic understanding you’ll never move beyond this exercise of tapping into the magic around you.”

Valence didn’t seem satisfied, but he ceased pressing.

THE PLACEMENT CEREMONY CAME AND WENT, each former recruit proudly bearing the mark of their new novitiate assignment—black cuffs for Guardians like Julien and Jasper, badges based on track for Researchers including Leia, Maura, and Salisbury, and gold sashes for Archivists. The headmasters bestowed each student with their placement and Arabella had felt divinely blessed receiving her sash from Master Deitra. Valence, too, received the sash but her elation was not reflected in him.

In addition to their continued training with Idris, the Word Walkers learned the inner workings of the Archives and the division of labor cataloguing the written worlds. Novices were little more than errand runners for apprentice and master archivists, but Arabella enjoyed every minute memorizing the shelves whether she was plucking requested materials or shelving books returned. She particularly enjoyed witnessing the mundane magic utilized by fellow novices. Some could manipulate gravitational fields on small objects and could select books to float down from high shelves with barely a flick of their fingers. Others were elementals, monitoring humidity levels especially in the rooms reserved for especially rare and valuable worlds. Apprentices spent most of their time bent over tomes, drawing up detailed notes of the written worlds. Small teams of field researchers accompanied by Guardians would be deployed to worlds of note, returning with reports to be transcribed and catalogued for further use.

Valence, however, did not share her wonder and delight. Frustration seemed to nip at him, a perpetual thorn in his side as he dragged himself through the hours of menial tasks. He was in this for a reason different from hers but she didn’t want to press. She’d let him open to her in his own time; he’d already offered bits and pieces of himself and his story and she did not take his trust lightly.

Master Deitra graced the Archives with her presence often, showing interest in even the smallest tasks of the newest novices.

“She is an archival system in herself,” one of the fellow novices, a lean and studious boy named Rhys, said in a conspiratorial whisper as Master Deitra glided past, her abundant locks coiled atop her head like a crown.

Rhys aided Arabella in maneuvering a cart laden with books to be returned to their shelves before the end of day. “She has memory magic,” he went on. Lifting a finger, he directed a levitating book to its opening on an upper shelf.

“Isn’t that one of the Forbidden fields?” Arabella slid a leather-bound book into place, noting the fading left by fingers along the spine that reminded her of the well-loved adventures, her pockets of solace, in her bookshop.

“Yes, technically, but she doesn’t alter others’ memories. She knows the contents of the entire Archives without the need for any sort of paper trail. The cataloguing work we’ve been doing is mainly in preparation for the day of her departure.”

Headmasters devoted their entire lives to Valarae and Arabella found the tradition of referring to their inevitable deaths as ‘departures’ bittersweetly charming. As though no one could bear to speak of the day with the grim finality of death. Bairn Rossa had served as headmaster for longer than any other, predating even Mr. Sorae’s term as president. Speculations about his true age swirled around campus, no one quite sure of the truth. Not even Maura could venture a guess.

“There you are.” The tune of Valence’s voice sent a thrill through Arabella and she stamped the fluttering feeling down. She busied herself with the final books on her cart so she didn’t have to look at him. She and Winton had given no promises to each other but every time she found her attention lingering on Valence, her pair bond, she felt a stab of shame.

“Idris will be in a sour mood if we keep him waiting.”

“I can finish these,” Rhys said, his voice as bright as his starstruck gaze focused mainly on Valence. “Your work is more important than this.”

Arabella wanted to argue that her duty as novice Archivist was important and she wouldn’t shirk it, but Valence thanked Rhys for her and ushered her down the aisle.

MASTERY OF MAGIC GREW IN INCHES—a spark in the hearth, a bud coaxed to blooming despite the autumnal season, a fur-trimmed coat in the softest wool hanging in Arabella’s wardrobe—but it plagued her to wonder if her newfound peace with her magic was due to Valence and no skill of her own.

Bonded pairs were not rare, Idris explained during their sessions, but they came infrequently since Word Walkers were not often identified and trained together. Some bonds were natural and easy, friendly in nature with a simple exchange of power born of the unspoken, learned knowledge that comes from time spent together. Then there were the contemptuous bonds with each wielder vying for the greatest power; so much energy spent in draining the other they were never able to amount to much.

“Some bonds are far more…visceral,” Idris said. “A connection not unlike passion. The two are twin flames consumed and consuming. Foster the connection you feel. Hearken to it and willingly give as much as you take.”

The awakened bond pulled at her body every time Valence was near. Did he feel it too? Did every nerve stand on end whenever she brushed past him? Did his pulse race, skin growing warm, whenever they leaned across one another in a shared space? The kitchen felt too small, too closed to contain the brilliant flares of their twining magic. Maura could see it though the others couldn’t and often Arabella caught her staring, a drawn look on her face.

“Would you two just act already instead of smothering us in the heat of your obvious lust?” Maura chided once as she slid a stack of dirtied plates onto the counter.

Arabella’s neck and ears burned and she dropped a handful of cutlery with a soapy clatter. “It’s not like that, Maura,” she hissed.

Maura rolled her eyes, clearly not believing Arabella’s protest. From then on Arabella meticulously monitored her attention and behavior around Valence, particularly avoiding any physical touch. Being near him was like fighting for balance in the midst of a storm. When she sidestepped away with some pitiful excuse while they shared kitchen duties, he watched with a puzzled quirk of his brow.

The Archives were a sanctuary, a private space of calm and quiet where the two of them existed on a defined plane. Whatever was felt here was merely part of their education, nothing more. Arabella repeated the words like a mantra—nothing more—whenever her pulse quickened and her skin tingled, every inch of her orienting toward Valence like a north star and she a weary wanderer.

Nothing more, even when he changed, his demeanor easing like he left a weight at the door and was a version of himself she alone witnessed.

Nothing more whenever they shared words, breathy whispers rustling against skin and combined power bringing forth the most perfect fruit vine. The clump of berries glistened and Arabella reached out to cup and roll a few of the plump fruits into her palm. Brilliant in color with crisply shaped leaves of indigo marked with veins of blood-red, unlike anything that existed in either of their worlds. Wholly new.

“Let’s see how it tastes.” She offered her palm and Valence’s fingertips brushed the tender underside of her wrist. A drop of the red juice stained his lips. The fruit was sweet like a peach with none of the tartness of wild berries, and she did not think of that taste on his lips.

Saints and sinners, where was her mind?

Dabbing the dripping juice from her own mouth, she busied herself with inspecting the plant they’d created and matching the features to the written words.

“As nice as this is, it doesn’t serve much of a purpose.” Valence reclined, resting his elbow on the table and tapping an anxious rhythm. A furrow creased his brow.

“You’re barely novices,” Idris said. “Your power will grow and you’ll be capable of more. You can, in time, write worlds.”

“But to what end? Just stringing together enough magic to grow something? To be cogs in a machine of greed? Leia and Maura go on and on about how the wealthy and powerful in their worlds collect Otherworld oddities; are we just the conduits?”

“Such power isn’t enough for you?” Idris’s icy blue eyes narrowed, honing in on Valence, and Arabella’s magic fluttered under her skin.

“I’ve seen the lists novices are given to pull from Otherworlds. There isn’t any balance of exchange. What is the point of any of this if we can’t make a difference in actual lives?”

“You saw the research labs. Plenty is being done.”

“Nothing of actual value. There are people dying of incurable diseases without time to wait on searching Otherworlds for possible cures, especially not when resources are being spent on regenerative potions for wealthy, frivolous investors. Why can I not write a cure?”

“There are limitations,” Idris began but Valence slammed a palm on the table.

“Damn your limitations! What is the point of all this power if I can’t protect the people I care about?” His voice cracked.

Idris sank back in his chair like he’d been struck, a far-away look glazing his face. “What is the point, indeed? Our power is at once endless and painfully useless. We can push against the barriers and mock the limitations, but we will end up with monstrous mutations, like Arabella’s buried beast. We manipulate word, Valence. We are not gods. Stick to what we can do and don’t strive for power beyond your means.”

Fury and heartache battled in Valence’s eyes for a moment before he forced them down. Shoving away from the table, he snatched his notebook and stormed down the hall. Arabella surged from her seat to follow.

“Miss Sarcroux,” Idris called her back. Busying himself with shuffling papers, as much to occupy his hands as his eyes, he asked, “Are the others in your household getting on well enough?”

“Um. Maura is well on her way to running her own research projects,” she offered, unsure what he was seeking. Her gaze shifted to the doors where Valence had exited. “Julien asks a lot about the Archives, but he seems to be enjoying training as a Guardian.”

“Good, good. And the others? The Borcherd twins are with you, are they not?”

“They are. Leia and Salisbury might be sent on field research tasks soon. Jasper isn’t pleased at the prospect of being separated from his brother, but he isn’t pleased with much of anything.” The only time Jasper seemed free of whatever bore down on him was when he sparred with Julien.

Idris chuckled, a smile—almost soft—lifting the corner of his mouth. “Well. I will see you at your household dinner with Sorae tomorrow.”

“Yes, see you then.”

Her heart raced, the growing distance between her and Valence pulling at her. Leaves crunched on the cobbled paths as she ran down the shallow steps, her feet nearly slipping on the smooth marble. He couldn’t have gotten that far. The terrain was flat, the view to either side of campus hardly obstructed by the orderly trees. Closing her eyes, she felt for the tether between them. It was there, faint but pulsating, and she followed it to the walled Archives garden.

The exterior entrance, an arched iron gate in a tall stone wall, was unlatched and the metal gave a grating rasp as she pushed it open. Vines rustled and snapped, their overgrowth disturbed by the little-used gate. The tether pull grew stronger as she ventured down the leaf-strewn path towards the faint gurgling of water in a fountain. A stone goddess, one arm stretched towards the sky while the other clutched a book to her chest, stood at the middle of the fountain, the center of a crossroads. Water bubbled from the platform on which she stood, an ancient runic script inscribed around the perimeter.

Valence paced the mossy cobbles on the opposite side, his hands on his hips. “I’m sorry,” he said without looking at her, no doubt feeling her presence as acutely as she did his. “I can’t keep sitting there pretending to care about plants and other useless things.”

His anger struck a chord in her and she huffed a mirthless laugh. “I don’t find it useless. I’ve spent so long being afraid of my magic; I won’t apologize for taking my time getting my bearings.”

Running hands down his face which he lifted to the sky, Valence released a heavy breath. “Is this all really enough for you? Cataloguing worlds, plucking things from across the Boundary, writing petty nonsense?”

“We’ve barely scratched the surface of what we can do. And what if it was enough for me? What if I was satisfied with a direction and a purpose, a way to be at peace with every part of who I am? Would that make me less in your eyes?”

“No, not less.” Valence sank to the edge of the fountain, resting his forearms on his knees.

Taking a seat beside him, Arabella clasped the edges of her notebook set across her knees. “You asked what is the point of this power if we can’t protect the people we care about. We’re a bonded pair. We’re stronger together than we are apart. Maybe, in time, together we could be strong enough to do what you need to do.” She didn’t want to press, to needle at the pain that left him at once weary and emptied and brimming with futile anger.

“I don’t want to shoulder you with my burden.” His inhale rattled and he stared straight ahead, his knuckles whitening as he clasped his hands.

“What is it you need, Val?” Arabella whispered. “Let me support you.”

“My mother is sick. It’s been just the three of us since my father walked out after the birth of my baby sister. Mum’s kept on but the disease is incurable and it’s slowly killing her. There are experimental treatments, but we can’t afford them. She wouldn’t let me quit school to work full time and our combined incomes are barely enough to keep us afloat. I have pages and pages of words in my room back home trying to write her a cure, but nothing has worked. I was desperate when Sorae found me. He healed my broken hand with barely any effort and I—I felt hope for the first time in a long time.”

He opened his palms, staring at the red crescents where he’d dug his nails, and Arabella wanted to slip her hand into his.

“Vile Valence,” he whispered. “That’s what my father called me. This power has never been a friend to me.”

“Maybe it can be,” Arabella said softly. “If I can help you, I will.” She put her hand into his and pressed gently.

Gift. Power. Ability. The words were interchangeable, an attempt to define something beyond the scope of true understanding. They had a little more than four years left together and, surely, in that time they could expand their limitations and make something good out of what had only brought them pain and fear.


8: ARABELLA







ALL BEDECKED IN THEIR FINEST CLOTHING, Arabella’s household made the trek across campus to Mr. Sorae’s residence. Golden circles of lamplight illuminated the dreamy lane of manicured lawns and wrought iron fences topped with speared finials and orb-like newel posts. Uniform and idyllic. The professors lived in grand apartments beyond Valarae’s gates, set apart from the residential and academic sides of campus. The headmasters lived here at the peak of campus’s map, and Mr. Sorae’s house sat at the end of the lane.

“What is the point of this?” Jasper asked, not for the first time. He and Salisbury donned matching sweaters and slacks, notably more casual than the suits Julien and Valence had opted for.

“Dinner with Valarae’s president and the headmasters is a time-honored tradition,” Maura said. The slightly flared hem of her chiffon skirt swished about her knees, as light and fluid as the bounce of her bobbed curls. “We’ve reached an important milestone becoming Novices and receiving our placements; it is the duty of the sitting president to ensure our furthered success. If you have any requests or special interests you want to pursue, this is your chance to get cozy with the headmasters and ask.”

“Can we ask to go home?” Jasper muttered the question as though he knew the answer but could not keep himself from voicing it.

“I guess you two could ask for the world and be given it,” Salisbury said with a chuckle, forcing himself between Valence and Arabella, an arm slung across their shoulders. “What did we do to deserve sharing a roof with the Word Walkers?” Though in every way they looked identical, Salisbury could not have been more different in demeanor from his twin.

Maura rolled her eyes and led the way through the gate and up the stairs to the wide porch, lit by a substantial chandelier. The massive double doors opened, revealing an expansive tiled foyer and a grand staircase beyond. Maura whispered that the tiles were cut from Kirrish marble, imported across the Boundary.

Mr. Sorae stepped forward and spread his arms. “Welcome,” he called in his stately voice. “May I introduce my wife, Agatha Sorae.”

The woman at his side, every bit as distinguished as her husband, graced them with a maternal smile, offering a delicate hand to each. When Arabella shook her hand and introduced herself, she couldn’t help noticing the size of the diamond set in her ring.

“Arabella Sarcroux, I have heard so much about you already,” Mrs. Sorae said, her smile coaxing fine lines beside her eyes. “My husband tells me you have lots of promise and I am eager to see how you flourish here.”

Delight coursed through her. “I’m grateful for the opportunities Valarae has given me.”

“And this must be our other Word Walker.” Mrs. Sorae grasped Valence’s hand between hers. “What a wonder it must be to share a bond. We are so eager to see the fruits of your labors.”

Valence’s smile was thin and he extracted his hand as Agatha ushered them into the foyer where the three headmasters gathered. Master Bairn welcomed Maura with a familial embrace, his smile not creasing his pristine face. Master Fayden greeted Jasper and Julien by name, extending only a stiff nod to the others. Though he was broad and as muscular as an ox, age and care settled into the creases of his bronzed skin as though he’d been compressed over time, a shield worn down. Arabella wondered how much it taxed him to control Valarae’s wards.

Idris hovered in the doorway, crystal tumbler in his hand which he raised in a subtle toast to his students. “Arabella and Valence, you know the headmaster of the Archivists.” He gestured towards Master Deitra and she floated forward, everything about her ethereal like a faerie queen.

“It is my pleasure to welcome a bonded pair of Word Walkers,” she said, her voice low and thick, like honey or the vibrating chord of a harp.

“How is the bond progressing?” Mr. Sorae asked, his voice echoing in the foyer. “Do they have the makings of world-changers?”

Arabella slid a look to Valence, the intensity of so many eyes fastening on her leaving her unsettled. “Well—”

“Best to let these things develop naturally,” Idris said, drawing to her side. “Forcing a bond can result in a weakened joining. I assure you we are working quite diligently.”

Master Deitra smiled, the roundness of her cheeks giving her an almost childlike appearance. “I trust Idris’s care, especially in this. I look forward to seeing how two grow together.”

Mr. Sorae hummed politely but the look he cast at Idris hinted at warning. Idris gulped his drink and gave Mr. Sorae an irreverent smirk. The disdain the two held for each other was palpable but Arabella didn’t think it was a question Idris would indulge.

“Shall we?” Her beaded gown swishing lightly about her ankles, Agatha led the way into a side room with rich, polished wood walls and built-in bookcases lined with beautifully bound volumes.

A crackling fire in the ornately carved marble hearth made the imposing space cozy and inviting, though the sleek piano staged before a velvet-draped wall of windows gave the room a distinctly formal air. Maura plopped right down on one of the cognac leather sofas, kicking off her shoe and tucking one leg underneath her as though she were home. She patted the seat next to her and Arabella perched on the edge, her hands clasped in her lap. This was the sort of finery she imagined every home on the north side of Taville boasted.

“It must be so irritating to have everyone fawning all over you all the time,” Maura whispered, leaning in. “The rest of us are pittance compared to you two.”

“You’re Mr. Sorae’s niece. You’re practically Valarae royalty.”

That seemed to please Maura who fluffed the curled ends of her bob. “Yes, I suppose you’re right.”

“Please, eat,” Agatha said as she adjusted a cheese board on the glass-topped coffee table between the pair of sofas. “I’ve arranged a selection from various worlds, all the finest imports. My chef in our original world cured these meats himself and roasted the nuts in a unique spice blend borrowed from an island nation that’s all but extinct now. I keep telling him he needs to find a way to replicate it before I can’t get any more. Deitra, perhaps you can scour that remarkable mind of yours and find a similar product for me in another world.”

Mr. Sorae snared Leia and Julien along with Master Fayden in conversation and Agatha cozied up with her niece and Master Bairn to discuss the latest family gossip. In complete silence, Jasper and Salisbury sat opposite Idris who nursed his drink. With amusement, Arabella noted the odd similarity of stiffness and dour attitudes between her mentor and Jasper.

Arabella took a turn about the room, painfully aware of her empty hands which she alternately clasped behind or before her, twining her fingers. The books on the shelves were uniform in binding and she wondered if they were worlds of particular interest to the Soraes or merely ordinary paper and ink. Maybe these were the worlds of origin of Agatha’s favorite things, of which there seemed to be many. Reaching the end of the shelves, she turned, standing in a pane of moonlight on the wooden floor. Valence hovered by the piano, his fingers lightly stroking the ivory keys. Here, in the blue-silver shades of light, they were set apart from the golden glow at the other end.

The now-familiar tug oriented her towards him, her pair bond. Every time he drew near her heart pumped, filling her throat, while her chest ached with an uncomfortable yearning. She anticipated seeing him again, her body lighter than air, even if it had been only hours that separated them. The newness and the intensity scared her at times, but she couldn’t escape it. Was it merely the bond, or more? She’d never felt this way with Winton.

Valence lifted his head, gaze spearing her as though he knew she was there. As though he felt her presence as keenly as she felt his. The pale silvery light drew shadows on his face, darkened his eyes, and she—

“Do you play?” Master Deitra called.

Valence removed his hand, burying it in his pocket. “Not anymore.”

“That’s a pity. I find music to be its own kind of storytelling magic.” Master Deitra smiled, beckoning the two of them over. “There is a piano in one of the academic halls, I believe. So few of the students devote time to their musical talents these days.”

Few seats were available and Valence sat beside Arabella, causing the sofa to dip and her stiff back to buckle and lean into him. Heat rushed from her chest to her ears and she adjusted so their knees and shoulders were no longer touching.

“Hungry?” he asked, reaching for a bite of bread topped with creamy, melting brie.

“I’m fine,” she mumbled under her breath, adjusting her legs again so she could smooth her dress and tug the hem down to her knees.

“Shouldn’t have worn such a tight dress if you can’t eat in it,” he whispered past her ear as he leaned back, throwing one arm casually over the back of the sofa behind her and crossing an ankle over his knee.

“What does that mean? It’s not tight, it’s fitted.” She snapped in mock irritation.

“I didn’t mean it poorly,” he said hurriedly. “My mother would probably slap the back of my head if she heard me say that. You look—nice.”

“I learn another thing about you.” She was magnetically aware of every bit of him so near, his hand dangling right behind her close enough to reach out his long fingers and brush the space between her shoulder blades.

“Oh? And what is that?”

“You have a smart mother.”

His smile was wide, his low laugh slipping out as though it caught him by surprise. “She’d like you.”

Maura cleared her throat with unnecessary loudness and Arabella stiffened, turning away from Valence.

“Of course, supporting Valarae continues to be in the vested interest of the Kalagari family,” Leia was saying.

“Let’s not talk funding tonight,” said Agatha after bringing a glass of sparkling white wine to her lips. “I deal with enough funding meetings on the other side of the Boundary and would much prefer to spend tonight getting to know our stellar students. I hear you recently celebrated an engagement, is that right?” She patted Leia’s knee.

Leia’s smile was practiced. “I did. It’s a union that’s been in the works since I was a child. It’ll be a most advantageous match, I’m told.”

“Is he very handsome?” Agatha asked.

“Is he rich?” Maura added.

Leia’s face paled and her smile seemed practiced as her shoulders straightened. “He’s everything my parents wanted for me.”

Julien’s silence was weighted as he swirled the amber contents of his glass.

“How utterly romantic to have a betrothed from youth,” Agatha said with a soft sigh. “And how delightfully interesting to have a pair bond.” She turned her attention to Arabella and Valence. “What is that like? Is it like being in love, or far more intense?”

Arabella fumbled for an answer she couldn’t give. Love was not a stranger to her, but what she felt with Valence was—she didn’t know. She’d barely known him a year but now she couldn’t fathom an existence without him.

“Did you ever have a pair bond, Mr. Maclin?” Julien asked. He flicked a quick wink in Arabella’s direction and she could have hugged his neck in thanks.

Idris swirled the half-melted globe of ice in his glass. “I did. She’s been gone for nearly twenty years.”

“I’m sorry,” Arabella said softly. The thought of a life without Valence speared her with dread.

Idris seemed disinclined to elaborate so Agatha clapped her hands and stood. “Dinner will be a little longer and my dear husband and the headmasters have much to discuss, so why don’t we amuse ourselves? A tour of the house, perhaps?” She cast her husband a radiant smile and he ducked his head in a nod.

“Yes, please. I want to see the additions,” Maura said, hopping to her feet. “Come on, Arabella, you’ll love this.”

Mr. Sorae and the headmasters excused themselves, and Mrs. Sorae led the way up the enormous staircase and down a hallway, pointing out rooms as they went. Everything, it seemed, was plucked from Otherworlds, and turned the house into a museum of rarities. Arabella hung near the back, hoping she didn’t appear to be reeling from the magnificence.

“Seems excessive,” Jasper mumbled.

“It is,” Idris agreed readily. “The wood of this banister is from an ancient forest in a long-forgotten kingdom. Probably the last of its kind.”

“And here is my boudoir.” Agatha stepped into a room of utter perfection in shades of white and gold. The dressing room was as large as Arabella’s family living room, complete with a tufted, velvet ottoman in the center. Leia and Maura ogled glass display cases of jewelry and Julien complimented the painting hanging above a neat row of dainty shoes.

“You have fine taste,” Agatha said, admiring her artwork and sidling up to Julien, laying her hand daintily on his arm. “I was lucky enough to discover this artist before he went on to open his own gallery. I’m something of a purveyor of budding talent.” Her hand roved down his arm appreciatively.

“Bells, look at this!” Maura cried, holding up a fur-trimmed, white coat. “Isn’t it divine?”

“Ah, yes, I had that made with the pelt of a rare snow fox from a now Doomed World. I can guarantee it is the only one of its kind in existence.” Agatha returned the coat to her closet and showed Maura a pair of earrings made from lilac pearls found only in the oceanic trenches of yet another world.

The tour moved on to Mr. Sorae’s personal library which resembled the Archives in miniature. Underlying magic from the thread of world links thrummed against Arabella’s and she drifted towards the ordered spines. This magnetic tug wasn’t entirely new; she’d felt it in pockets and narrow spaces in Taville, the thinning pools of magic calling out to her.

Mrs. Sorae leaned against the carved desk. “Please, feel free to look but do not remove any of the volumes.”

In addition to the books, on the shelves rested an array of oddities. Bits of iron twisted into vaguely human shapes were used as bookends. Thick, short horns in a pale shade of lavender stood beside a blown glass jar of sand that looked like a midnight sky, dark and glittering.

Framed maps and charts Arabella couldn’t quite make sense of were hung above low shelves. Light tracings crisscrossed the overlapping planes, marked as boundaries. Some were labeled in red as no longer viable. Squinting, she leaned in to examine the tiny script. Were these defined paths between worlds? Were Archivists also cartographers for the realms beyond the Boundary?

“Have you ever thought about it?” Valence asked, coming up beside her yet again. “How many worlds there are?”

“I’d think it would be infinite,” Arabella replied. “Think of how many links are on these shelves alone, not to mention the Archives. There are too many for one person to travel in a single lifetime.” The thought always struck her with a sense of frantic dread tangled up with longing.

“Archivists catalogue worlds and their resources,” Idris said. “As long as they rely on Word Walker power to cross the Boundary, the ability to traverse and understand worlds is limited. We are rare and our ability finite.”

“It’s strange to think about,” Salisbury said, standing between them and draping an arm around Valence and Arabella’s shoulders. “All those worlds full of people, controlled and catalogued here. Why does Valarae get to control it all?”

“I want to know where all these things came from,” said Jasper, plucking a cracked brick from a shelf and turning it over to inspect the faintly glowing designs etched on its surface. “Trophies from worlds under control?”

“Spoils of war.” Idris spoke the words into his glass as he drained the remaining liquid, paled from melted ice.

“Mementos of travel,” Mr. Sorae said from the doorway, his gaze tense.

Arabella jumped, nervousness skittering over her skin like she’d been caught at something. Jasper held Mr. Sorae’s gaze for a heavy beat before returning the carved brick to the shelf.

“Are we finished here, Agatha?” Mr. Sorae asked. “The headmasters are waiting.” When he stepped into the room, the walls condensed and even his wife’s smile tightened as she left her relaxed perch on the corner of his desk and moved to the doorway.

Mr. Sorae closed and locked the door with a key from a chain attached to his belt. When he turned and caught Arabella watching, she whipped around to follow the others and found Valence close at her side. His shoulder, as tense as hers, brushed against her and she was startled he’d gotten so close without her noticing.

The light of the foyer was bright and welcoming after the darkness of the hallway and Arabella breathed easier when Mr. Sorae moved past her and Valence to his wife’s side.

“Shall we reconvene in the dining room for the meal?” Agatha said, her ring-bedecked fingers gliding down the railing.

Tiny placards indicating the seating arrangements around the ornate, polished dining table and Arabella found herself seated across from Valence with Idris on one side and Julien on the other. The dinner was sumptuous and consisted of many courses, the first a creamy and acidic bisque.

“Maura, how is your research project faring?” Agatha offered a pewter bowl fashioned in the likeness of a woven basket and Salisbury plucked two plump, golden-brown rolls.

“I’m quite thrilled! As a Novice I will be able to start putting my theories to the test and making real progress,” Maura replied, dabbing at the corner of her mouth with a napkin.

“Remind me again what it is you do?” Idris leaned back, folding his arms across his chest. “A niece of Sorae has had nothing but resources at her disposal, I am sure.”

“I’m developing a biotechnology—I won’t bore you with the minute details—but the goal is to extract and store magical forces for widespread use, thus bypassing the built-in fail-safe of human wielders who have a finite extent of power. With my ability to see magic I will be able to determine how much we can extract at a time without depleting subjects.”

“Several investors have already made quite generous pledges,” Mr. Sorae said, a note of pride in his voice as he shared a smile with his niece.

Master Bairn dabbed at his mouth. “I’ve been following her progress closely. Maura has worked tirelessly on her theories and calculations. We look forward to putting her work to the test very soon.”

“And what will you do with these stores of magic?” Idris pressed.

“The possibilities have been limited to the abilities of individuals, particularly to the availability of Word Walkers,” Maura said. “Valarae has made strides in accessing and distributing the commodities available in Otherworlds, but can you imagine how much more we could do with greater sources of magical power, with a nearly infinite bottling up of the magic that makes crossing the Boundary possible?”

“You’re talking about taking resources from other worlds in greater quantities?” Salisbury questioned.

“Without the consent of the inhabitants?” Jasper added.

“It would all be ethical, don’t worry,” Maura said with a dismissive laugh.

“Thanks to the reports of our field researchers, Archivists have several catalogued worlds that sustain minimal life yet have abundant resources. If those resources could be reallocated to worlds lacking in the necessities such as clean water, we’d be bettering life across the Boundary.” Mr. Sorae refilled his wife’s wine glass and passed the decanter to Idris.

“What about the risks of altering the structure and foundation of Otherworlds? Isn’t it one of the foundational principles of field researchers to not change too much?” Julien accepted the decanter to refill his own wine glass as well as Leia’s.

“The boy is right. Abrahm, you’ve witnessed the collapse of worlds too altered by greedy hands.” Idris drained his glass in a single gulp.

Mr. Sorae seethed silently.

“I must say, I have to agree with Idris’s reservations,” Master Deitra said. “Otherworlds are delicate and I do not wish to see an increase of worlds slated for fading. Once a Boundary closes it cannot be reopened.”

“Well, we’ll just have to be careful, won’t we?” Maura said, flashing a brilliant smile that left her gaze cold. “Plus, who’s to say without greater magic at our disposal we couldn’t force open previously closed pathways.”

“What about risk to those whose magic you’re taking?” Valence asked.

“I’m not taking their magic,” Maura said, her tone sharp. “My ability to see magic makes it all possible. I can observe the entire process and stop well before we drain the subject or reach a critical level. Part of my initial testing will be seeing how much is too much. If everything goes well I will make a presentation and demonstration for all Valarae and for my top investors.”

“We look forward to it,” Agatha said sweetly.

Arabella’s stomach clenched at the idea of her magic being siphoned, bottled, and used for someone else’s purpose. If greater good could be accomplished with more significant stores of magic, that would be a noble thing to support, wouldn’t it? It would be small-minded and selfish to want to keep it all for herself.

It is yours and yours alone.

Idris’s voice rang as clearly in her mind as if he’d spoken the words. Arabella started and found the professor’s eyes trained on her. Ears suddenly burning, she averted her attention to her wine glass, the sharpness biting her tongue and she swallowed rapidly to prevent a sputtering cough.

“And what is your goal, Arabella?” Master Deitra asked. “What do you hope to gain from your time at Valarae?”

Arabella had considered this question at length when night and shadows stretched timeless through the cracks in her door, when she lay awake with only a hallway and doors to separate her from her housemates yet the distance felt an insurmountable fortress.

“I want boundless horizons. Endless pursuit, like Valarae’s motto. My world and my understanding have been so limited my whole life and I want…anything but that.”

Her skin flushed at being so bluntly honest with the eyes of so many fixed upon her, but she would not be embarrassed. If she never spoke her innermost wishes, they could never come true. That’s the thing with wanting. Keeping it in the dark never gives the bud a chance to bloom.

“What a find, Abrahm.” Master Deitra’s voice was diffused with admiration. “She will be an asset indeed.” 


9: VALENCE







ARABELLA LAUGHED AGAIN AND VALENCE TORE his gaze away from where she sat with Julien who’d taken a particular interest in the Archives lately. The Guardian uniform, all sleek black with the Valarae insignia printed on the bicep and the breast, suited Julien well. What the blazes did he need to know about the Archives that required so much of Arabella’s attention?

His grip on his pen was too tight, the page before him too blank. Valence was supposed to be crafting a potential written cure to test the limits of their bonded magic, not noting how close Julien and Arabella’s elbows were. Saints and sinners, this bond was eroding his self-control. The threads of their magic were so intertwined he couldn’t tell his own from hers, yet he was constantly aware of her, orienting towards her like she was the sun.

Why did Julien need so much of Arabella’s time? Valence knew about Julien and Leia slipping into one another’s rooms late at night, no doubt when they believed the rest of the house to be asleep. He hadn’t considered it any of his business. Arabella wasn’t another planned conquest, was she? Julien was kind, well-mannered, and the only person other than Salisbury who seemed able to coax pleasantness from Jasper—but wolves were often wrapped in sleek, beautiful coats. Arabella frequently joined Leia and Maura when they perched on the porch railings to watch with admiration as Jasper and Julien sparred.

Closing his notebook, Valence quit the Archives. The artificial weather of Valarae grated against his skin, eternally stagnant. He missed the bite of cold in his lungs, the mist of rain, the clammy heat of summer humidity, the tingling burn of sunlight on his skin. The steady routine of his days kept him active, never letting his mind sit and ruminate. He steeped in his worry enough without time to let it fester. Testing his bond with Arabella was a peaceful balm—one he couldn’t let himself rely upon when their time was limited. He thought of his mother and sister and tightened the chains on his silenced wants. Five years was all he’d promised. Five years to give this a chance and he’d be gone, hopefully with a written cure and, if not, with enough money to try to buy one.

That pursuit made him listen when Maura sidled up to him in the living room.

“I have a proposition for you.” Maura dropped onto the chair beside him, loosely draping her arms over her crossed knees. “You need more currency for your sick mom and I need a subject for my research.”

“How do you know about my mother?”

“I read your file.” She waved a dismissive hand. “Never mind the ethics of using my relation to Mr. Sorae; we’re all here to get what we want. I can offer you a substantial payout to participate in my study on power extraction and regeneration. I’ll need you in the lab twice a week. Evening hours when it isn’t so busy.”

“How much currency?”

“Enough.” She inspected her nails. “I can also get you access to a comm tablet. You can call home.”

She regarded him like a mouse caught in a trap and smiled; she knew his answer before he spoke it. He’d sacrificed more than time and he would sacrifice even more if it meant saving his mother and sister.

“I’ll do it.”

“Good,” she said brightly, bouncing up from her seat. Pausing in the doorway, she leaned her head back and smiled. “Let’s keep this between us for now, shall we?”

THE RESEARCH FACILITY WAS STARK AND sterile, all white tiles and blue walls and glowing screens. Eight weeks, Maura had said, was what she needed for her initial stages and he’d be paid triple the amount he could earn anywhere else on campus.

“You can loosen up,” Maura said without looking up from the device cradled in her arm. “I’m almost ready.”

Unclenching his fists, Valence pressed his palms flat on his knees but the tension around him like a tourniquet didn’t ease. Medical facilities were nothing but crippling bills and news that prompted a sad smile and a ‘thank you for your time’. This wasn’t medical, he reminded himself as Maura placed electrodes upon his chest.

“These are just to monitor your physical vitals while I monitor your magical vitals,” Maura explained. “I’ll be in the observation room. You might hear some machinery, but you shouldn’t feel anything. Just lay back and relax and we’ll be done soon.”

The examination table was cold and flat but he lay still, crossing his ankles and gripping his wrists. Machinery whirred and beeped a steady blip.

“Okay, we’re ready to begin.” Maura’s voice was slightly distorted over the speaker.

Inhaling slowly, Valence counted his breaths. The mechanical whirring intensified and bolts of electric fire pierced his chest. He winced but the sensation subsided almost as quickly as it came, the sharpness dulling. Beads of sweat ran into his hairline and he bit the inside of his lip, struggling to regain steady control of his breathing.

Maura’s voice warbled over the speaker. “There are a few kinks to the tech.”

His ears felt heavy, sound struggling to reach him.

“Might be painful but it should subside.”

Saints and sinners, he felt like he was on fire but his body was leaden, his limbs growing numb. Like he was fading, drifting further from his senses, a reluctant ghost uncurling fingers from its temporal form.

“Almost there.”

Vision darkening, sound a ringing blur, body untethered. A coiled spark remained, beating faintly, stubbornly. Valence clung to that core and the thread of his pair bond woven through it. The mechanical whirring subsided and his body prickled back to life, a thousand tiny needle-points in his nerve endings.

“That went well,” Maura said brightly as the door hissed closed behind her. Her irises glowed as she removed the electrodes with quick movements. “I left quite a lot of magic this time. We got about three-quarters of a tank. How are you feeling?”

He didn’t have a word for how he felt so he answered, “Fine.”

“You’ll probably feel depleted for a while so go home and get some rest. We’ll do this again tomorrow. I’ll have the payments deposited to your account weekly.”

Five days of the sessions and the pain didn’t ease but Valence was used to biting down and bearing it. Physical pain was comprehendible and localized, something he could manage, something he could beat. The constant ache in his head became a relentless companion and when he wasn’t in the Archives or strapped to that infernal slab, he eased his body into bed and curled in on himself.

Drained as he was, progress with Arabella halted and it irked her. The books, the worlds on the Archives shelves, buzzed with latent magic and the reverberations rattled Valence’s body until he wanted to tear at his own skin to find some blessed silence.

“Are you with us, Valence?” Idris snapped.

The sound of the professor’s voice raised his hackles but Valence could only muster a weak glare.

“Are you okay? You haven’t been yourself lately.” Arabella’s tone was soft, the hand she laid over his warm.

“I’m fine,” he assured her, an old lie easier than the truth.

“I’ve learned you’re a bad liar.”

He wasn’t a bad liar, she could just see right through him in a way that terrified him. “I said I’m fine.”

“I can feel your magic, Valence. You’re not fine. Something’s happened and you’re on the verge of depletion almost every day. What are you doing? We’re supposed to be working together as a bonded pair. I know you’re worried about your mother…”

“You don’t know.”

“Then tell me! Are you working on writing something by yourself?”

He didn’t have the energy to combat the earth-swallowing terror and pain that nipped at him, that whispered to him it wouldn’t be enough. Too little too late. Mum could be dead before he made it back home.

“Saints, Bells, leave it.”

“No, we’re a bonded pair and I care about you. We’re supposed to do this together. I need you as much as you need me.”

Those words cleaved something in him, made him want to break, burn, and come alive. He held to them when straps bit into his wrists, his ankles. His body started rebelling against the pain as Maura pushed for more and more and he had to be restrained. He was a prisoner, an experiment. A chemical smell burned his nostrils and he drew shallow breaths as his stomach churned.

A scream rattled his chest and clawed its way up his tightening throat. He fought the urge. To fight. To recover what they’d taken from him. He wanted to go home, to see his mother and Esmie and return to a time in his life before he’d even known he had any sort of power. He couldn’t feel it, touch it, access it. It didn’t feel real.

“How are you feeling?” Maura’s voice sounded garbled over the speaker.

How was he feeling? He wanted to laugh, but his chest merely spasmed and a hoarse choking sound broke from him. I need you as much as you need me. Saints, no. He needed her far more and that terrified him.

“We will monitor your vitals until you’re recovered enough for another. Given the amount taken from this session you might need a little break,” Maura said, as casually as if she were discussing a routine procedure. “Whenever feeling returns to your extremities you’re free to go. I’ll have a comm device for you tonight.”

He closed his eyes and let himself sink back into the fog, willing himself back into a state of unknowing, imagining the darkness surrounding him like impenetrable armor.

VALENCE’S MOUTH WAS DRY AND HE fumbled with the comm tablet, his hands shaking. Fuzziness crept in at the edges of his vision and he blinked it away. Three weeks of the eight and he was already crumbling.

The line rang, each new buzz electrifying his heart and bringing a surge of bile up his throat. Did he want them to answer or not? Sweat beaded on his upper lip despite the shiver that rattled his bones, and he clenched his fist in his hair as he leaned his head back against the edge of his mattress.

“Hello?”

He nearly ended the call at the tinny sound of her little voice.

“Hey, Esmie.”

She gasped. “Val? Is that you?”

“It’s me.” He smiled, even as tears gathered in the corners of his eyes. It was so damn good to hear her voice.

“I got a gold star at school today,” she said. “Mum said I could pick out something at the penny store for a prize. Can you guess what I got?”

“There’s no telling.”

He closed his eyes, a warm trickle tracing a line down his cheek. He could picture her flopped over the back of the sofa, her feet dangling, as she pressed the phone to her ear. She told him about the wind-up toy she’d bought and cranked it over and over, explaining the hop of the frog to him in as much detail as she could muster. Esmie would be a teenager before he saw her again and it burned in his core that he’d miss those years.

“Esmie,” he said, clearing his clogged throat, “is Mum there?”

“She just got home.”

The phone clattered and Esmie’s voice grew fainter.

“Mum! It’s Val!”

“Valence?”

He exhaled shakily listening to his mother drop her bags and rush across the room. Her voice rattled with emotion as she cried, “Valence? Valence, is that you?”

“Hi, Mum.”

“Oh, my dear boy. How are you? Are you well?”

His hand trembled before his face as he held it up. His body felt weak and cold in a way he’d never experienced before. “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”

“You left us no way to call or write to you. Are you eating well? Are your accommodations comfortable? Can I send you anything?”

Her tender worry squeezed his chest. She didn’t need to be wasting what little energy she had concerned about him; he’d spent the past ten years making sure of it.

“No, I’m well, Mum. How are you?”

She gently urged Esmie to go upstairs and check on their neighbor, Mrs. Frunkel. When the door clicked, she sighed. “Work is steady. Esmie is doing fine in school. We both miss you.”

“Are you well enough to keep working?”

“A letter came for you.” She was evading the question. “There isn’t a return address or anything. How can I send it along to you?”

“Open it.” Valence drew his knees up and leaned on them, letting his head rest against his forearm. A bone-deep weariness ate at him, and he focused on the sound of tearing paper.

His mother swore softly. “It’s money, Valence. A lot of money.” She was quiet for a moment before asking, “Are you in some sort of trouble?” like she was sick to know the answer.

“I’m not in trouble. It’s clean money, I promise. All yours. There will be more coming and I want you to use it for those trial treatments, okay?”

“But Valence…”

“No,” he said firmly. “It’s mine and I want you to use it for treatments. No arguing, Mum. Buy something nice for Esmie for me.”

“This never should have fallen on you,” she said shakily. He heard the tears in her words.

Pressing a hand to his mouth, he stifled the rising emotion that threatened to undo him.

Where would we be without you?

My poor boy, grown up too fast.

His response was always the same and given with a smile, even when he felt a breath away from shattering.

He’d once burned with acidic hate for the father who abandoned them. The hate had tempered into glass, protective but fragile, and he’d let the embers of his anger cool to ash. He’d rather silence the rage in his head than watch his mother mourn for what should have been. He’d pick himself up, pick them all up, and carry on. He wanted to be impenetrable, but he was still just glass, a misplaced hope away from shattering.

“It’s what I’m here for. I love you, Mum. I’ll call again when I can. Take care of yourself.”

The connection ended and he let the comm tablet slide from his hands as he curled on the floor, waves of pain rippling through him and he sank into them. Part of him wanted to plummet into the darkness of forgetting, part of him wanted to not be alone with himself and the crushing weight of his world for just a moment. But alone was how he’d always been.

Her door was ajar. The light from her lamp was soft, diffused by the emerald glass shade, and caressed her cheeks with its glow. Arabella perched on her patchwork quilt coverlet. Notebook balanced on her knees. Knit socks slipping down her calf, toes pointed inward. Unruly curls strewn about her nest of downy pillows.

She looked at him when he shadowed the doorway, his shoulder pressed against the frame. Her look softened but she didn’t ask when he came in and sat on the floor, resting his head back against the edge of her mattress. When he closed his eyes every word he wanted to say rose like a tide that he held at bay. If Arabella had asked he’d have spilled his heart and regretted tainting her bower with the mess of him.

Her fingers raked through his hair, the gentleness of it enough to break him. The faint rustle of a turning page broke the laden silence and her touch drifted tenderly down his cheek to rest on his shoulder.


10: ARABELLA







LEIA TRACKED JULIEN’S MOVEMENTS AS HE and Jasper sparred on the lawn, their weapons sparking and shifting forms. Julien had been instructing Jasper in changing his weaponry mid-skirmish, but Jasper’s control of the magic was tenuous. Arabella was far more interested in the stolen glances between Julien and Leia than the hollow words inked on her page, and she welcomed the distraction.

“Field research teams are going out soon, aren’t they?” she said, closing her notebook with a snap. “Archivists have been pulling worlds for the crossings. Do you have your assignment yet?”

Leia palmed her hair, twisting it together into a coil around her hands and pulling it over her shoulder. “Yes, we’ll be going out in a few waves and I’m in the first.”

Jasper cursed as Julien tripped him and flipped him onto his back, end of a glowing blue glaive hovering over his throat. Both breathed heavily but Julien grinned.

“You’re stronger at offensive maneuvers,” he said, offering a hand to help Jasper to his feet. “Defense is just as vital.”

“Beaten again, aye?” Salisbury shouted as he bounded up the walk, tossing his satchel down on the doorstep and perching on the railing where Arabella was leaning. “Val is making dinner with me today. Is he home? I was hoping he’d sort of manage the whole thing. He’s a better cook than I am.”

“He isn’t here.” Arabella couldn’t disguise the stiffness in her tone. Her stewing anger over his frequent absence had chilled when he’d come into her room last night. He’d looked—broken. Her heart clenched and her hand tingled where the dampness from his eyes had touched her skin.

“Pity. We only have a few family dinners left before Leia and I sail off on our research trips.”

Salisbury was all long limbs and sunshine—Arabella would miss him terribly when he was gone. The mood in the household had been strained lately and she couldn’t put her finger on the root—Leia and Julien were clearly making the best of their time, Maura was devoted to her research, Jasper had always kept to himself, as had Valence. Though Julien did spend a lot of time in the Archives showing marked interest in the cataloguing and organization of the worlds, he spent the majority of his days in the Guardian training center. Salisbury was a consistent bright spot.

“I was hoping Jasper would be assigned to my unit,” Salisbury went on. “But his squad isn’t accompanying any research teams this trip. What squad is going with you?”

“Julien’s,” Leia said, avoiding eye contact.

Salisbury gave Arabella a knowing wink and smile. “Well, it’ll be nice to have a familiar face across the Boundary.”

“Are we discussing your lurid affair?” Maura said, bobbing up the steps.

“Maura,” Leia chided, her face burning.

Maura did not relent her teasing, but Arabella didn’t hear. Valence made his way up the drive. The fingers clasped around the spine of his notebook were gaunt and his clothes seemed to drape too loosely on his figure. She reached for his magic but it was a barely breathing thing huddled deep in his chest. He met her gaze, holding it without shame or retreat, a shred of desperation challenging her to say something. If he insisted on keeping her out, she wouldn’t try to force her way in.

Jasper and Julien joined their household huddle on the porch. Slipping into their native tongue, the twins exchanged words; Julien took a seat at Leia’s side but the two were careful to keep their distance. Arabella felt as much as she saw Valence draw to her side.

Maura invited them all to her research presentation prior to the field research teams’ departure. Several powerful individuals from various worlds, including the Surgeon General from her own, would be in attendance.

“Mikael only had two potential investors and some bored Apprentices show for his presentation,” she said with a pitying curl of her upper lip. “But the headmasters are giving everyone on campus an opportunity to attend mine.”

“You’re so very humble, Maura,” Salisbury drawled.

“We’ll be there.” Leia leaned over to squeeze Maura’s hand before casting a stern look around the porch. “We all will. We’re like a family, after all.”

“Speaking of family.” Salisbury stretched his lanky arms over his head. “Val, you’re helping me with dinner tonight. I’ll get prep started but if we want it to be edible you should handle the bulk of it.”

“A wise choice, I think.” Valence offered a half-hearted smirk.

Everyone drifted inside, leaving Valence and Arabella. She wanted him to speak, to cross that gulf that had been growing between them. Surely he felt her as much as she felt him.

“Do you dislike being bonded to me?” The words grated, stripping her in a raw way that prickled her eyes with heat. A question she was scared to have answered but couldn’t avoid speaking any longer.

She saw in his gaze the reluctance to hurt her and she wished he was cruel and callous with the truth. It would make it easier.

“You can say it,” she said through the tightness in her throat. “It won’t hurt me. Neither of us asked for this and we were bonded before we really knew each other. I wouldn’t blame you.”

“Do you dislike being bonded to me?” His voice was hoarse and raw and achingly gentle.

She wanted to lie. She, at least, could be callous. When the lies rose to her lips, she clamped them shut and cursed her swimming eyes. Saints, she didn’t know her own heart, whether what she felt was due to the bond or something more, but she could not speak the lie that she disliked him. A watery drop fell, her vision clearing to see him step forward and she turned for the door, throwing out some false excuse. It didn’t matter. She’d help Salisbury with dinner. Maybe Leia needed help packing.

“I can keep my distance.”

Valence’s hand closed over hers, pulling the door shut again as he caged her against it. She twisted to face him and he leaned close, the warm press of him turning her spine malleable. One hand rested on the door by her head and his thumb broke the pearl of her gathering tear.

“This is why I don’t want to be bonded to you,” he whispered. “I’m not a worthy partner. I have nothing to offer you in return.”

Their breaths mingled and he hovered over her, tracing her face with his eyes. Touching her chin, he lifted her gaze to meet his.

“I don’t want to avoid you. We will work together for our allotted five years then go our separate ways. We’ll be in our own worlds and you can forget me, Arabella.” 


11: ARABELLA







THE LIGHTS IN THE ASSEMBLY HALL dimmed as amid energetic applause Mr. Sorae and the headmasters took the stage. Maura trailed behind them, her steps clipped and her shoulders straight under her white coat. She exuded surety and confidence; this was the culmination of years of effort, the cusp of change and the continuation of her dreams.

“Saints, I’m nervous for her,” Leia whispered. Their household spanned a row and Maura gave a subtle wave from her spot just behind Mr. Sorae.

“She doesn’t look nervous,” Salisbury commented. “Don’t think Maura has a bone in her body that lacks confidence.”

Arabella sat a little higher in her seat. This was Maura’s day and she wanted to focus on supporting her friend instead of the mire of her own thoughts.

Several guests took the seats in the rows ahead of them—a Minister of Defense, a Surgeon General, and several executives of various companies from across worlds. Mr. Sorae welcomed them each by name but did not note their world of origin. Several professors slipped in and Arabella noted Idris at one of the exits, his arms crossed tight over his chest. Turning the stage over to Maura, Mr. Sorae and the headmasters took chairs behind the podium.

Thanking him for her introduction, Maura angled the microphone downwards.

“Valarae’s mission has long been to better understand our interconnected worlds and improve the lives of all citizens through this understanding. Incredible advancements have been made in many worlds thanks to the efforts of Valarae’s research teams and dedicated Archivists. However, our reach has been limited by the finite power of rare Word Walkers. Crossings must be planned and kept minimal to prevent burnout, thus limiting the scope of our projects. Imagine how many more trials, how many more resources, how much more change we could enact with unfettered access to Otherworlds.”

She explained her biotechnology and possible applications, her voice ringing through the assembly hall. She spoke about an end to casualties in war with the ability to bring humanoid armies from Otherworlds. Thunderous applause shook the assembly hall and Arabella’s stomach clenched.

“Humanoid?” Jasper said, the single word brimming with disgust and abhorrence. “She’s talking about ripping people from their homes to fight and die in wars that don’t matter to them.” Salisbury placed a steadying hand on his twin’s shoulder.

“Compensation could be offered,” Leia said. Jasper twisted his head to the side and Leia cleared her throat before continuing. “Knowing more about Otherworlds and their inhabitants means we can adjust our relationships. Valarae can provide residents with resources they want or need that aren’t readily available in their world in exchange for contracted labor. There could be service limits, tiered benefits. It can be viable and symbiotic.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Salisbury said, giving his brother’s dark face a concerned glance. “It beats ice fishing for a living.”

Valence’s face was still and set, but the straight line of his mouth and the tiny crease between his brows betrayed his ire. Arabella pulled her gaze away.

Maura continued, “I’d like to invite Dr. Quinn, the Surgeon General of Alovenia, to share some of the recent advancements made possible by the early stages of my research.”

The Surgeon General stood at the podium, her ageless face marked with an intelligent smile. “This incredible technology has opened up countless doors for the future of our worlds.” Her voice was warm and melodic, inviting trust. “My team has had the opportunity to work with this young visionary and, thanks to her efforts, the world of medicine is being forever changed. Previously incurable diseases will become manageable, treatable, and, ultimately, non-terminal. Otherworlders can serve as surrogates for those who cannot or do not wish to carry their own offspring and cannot afford Valarae’s artificial wombs. Lifespans can be extended without the need to rely on support machines but instead with the use of compatible humanoid donors.”

A heavy hush fell over the crowd and the Surgeon General flashed a blinding smile.

“No more risks of unknown side effects, no more lives lost waiting for organ donors. Drug trials and experimental research can progress at rates previously unobtainable thanks to a wealth of affordable participants. From a medical perspective alone, this biotech and the opening of the Boundary will save countless lives.”

Applause rocked the auditorium. A sense of dread slipped down Arabella’s spine and sank, oily and unwelcome, into her stomach. Jasper’s knuckles whitened as he gripped the armrests of his seat. He cursed under his breath and Salisbury ran a hand through his hair, his skin taking on an ashen tint.

The Surgeon General continued. “I have a special guest with us today.”

She motioned to a pair of double doors at the back of the auditorium and two figures walked toward the stage, a young girl, face sunken and lips pale, and a man in a stiffly buttoned coat pushing her wheelchair and an IV pole attached to her arm. The girl cowered a bit under the bright lights of the stage as her wheelchair was placed next to the Surgeon General. Maura bent down to gently grasp the girl’s hand and give her a glowing smile.

“This is Flora,” the Surgeon General said. “She has been suffering from a rare disease for her entire life and has a limited life expectancy. Organ donors to match her have been difficult to come by, and all potential treatments are high risk and experimental. Her future is bleak.”

Leaning closer to the microphone, her amplified voice rang through the hall. “But not anymore.”

Maura motioned to the side of the stage as a platform of machinery Arabella couldn’t make sense of was rolled to the center. A heady red glow issued from the machinery, enveloping the center of the stage. Flora raised her arms, IV pole shifting, to shield her squinting eyes from the blinding light. As the glow dissipated, the figures of a cowering man and young boy took shape.

The man locked a protective arm around the boy as he looked around wildly at the strange surroundings. “What is this?” he demanded, whirling, and took a step back from the sea of faces in the auditorium. The boy began to whimper as he clung to the man’s shirt, eyes wide and lip quivering.

“Students, I present to you Flora’s perfect organ donor,” the Surgeon General said, waving her hand at the father and son. “This boy is a near identical match to Flora’s genetic makeup, her one chance of survival. Found not in her world but in another.”

Jasper snarled a curse in his own tongue.

The boy sniffled. “I want to go home.” His father held him tighter, a violent glare darkening his sun-weathered face.

“Our doctors can use this boy’s body for whatever needs Flora has. We can test in the boy’s body how her disease will respond to various experimental drugs and cures. We can give her healthy organs and take the time to learn more about this rare disease without endangering Flora’s life.”

“No! You will not touch my son!” the man bellowed. Guardians came forward to separate the father and son. The child began to wail and cling desperately to his father.

Horror chilled Arabella’s blood as the boy’s cries struck her like blows. Guardians ripped the child from his father’s hands and restrained the father. He wrenched against their hold, his angry cries turning desperate and piercing. The boy screamed and struggled to reach for his father’s outstretched fingers. A final Papa echoed through the auditorium as the doors clanged closed. His father’s voice was hoarse as sobs rattled his chest and he fell to his knees.

“This isn’t right,” Jasper said, his voice shaking as he rose from his seat.

Leia leaned over to tug on the hem of his blazer. “Sit down,” she hissed. “Don’t embarrass Maura.”

“No, this isn’t right!” Jasper shouted.

The uneasy silence that had befallen the students turned to unsettled whispers.

“We are not animals to be experimented on and to do your bidding,” Jasper said. “Give this man back his son. Send them home!”

Valence’s hand found Arabella’s and squeezed, weakly trembling. “Saints and sinners, what have I done?” he whispered.

“They may appear to be distressed due to the shock of moving across the boundary,” the Surgeon General said, quieting the crowd, “but I assure you there is no cruelty happening here. They will both be compensated for their participation in this life-saving research.”

The father, still on his knees, raised his head and fastened a lethal gaze on the Surgeon General. “I will never forget what you’ve done, you she-devil,” he snarled. With a roar and a burst of strength, he wrenched free and launched himself at her. Before his hands could reach her throat, two booms echoed through the auditorium and he staggered back. Blood bloomed over his chest and his breath gurgled in his throat before he fell to the ground.

Dead. Bullets in his chest and forehead.

The Guardian who had fired holstered his weapon as it shifted back into a harmless baton. The breath emptied from Arabella’s lungs as her heart screeched to a stunned halt. Some students screamed, some fled, some were rooted to their seats in shock. She gasped and her eyes burned with tears. Master Deitra knelt over the man, the hem of her gown dipped in his blood as she closed his eyes.

Mr. Sorae raised his arms and called for order as the others on the stage were ushered to safety. Maura’s face twisted with wrath.

“This was an unfortunate incident, but I urge you all to bear in mind the incredible information we have seen today,” Mr. Sorae said.

“Human experimentation and murder?” Jasper cried, a tremor in his voice. His forearms quivered with the intensity of his clenching fists. He climbed over the back of chairs, crossing the rows to reach the stage. “You’re all murderers.”

Valence and Julien both rushed out of the aisle to follow Jasper before he wound up like the man on the stage. Arabella sank to her seat, her heart skittering in her chest.

“You will return to your seat,” Mr. Sorae shouted, his voice dark.

The threatening tone made her heart beat faster, harder. Julien and Valence reached Jasper’s side, each of them taking one of his arms. He tensed, staring up at Mr. Sorae from the foot of the stage, but stopped.

“Saints and sinners, Jasper,” Salisbury muttered, both hands fisted in his hair as he watched his twin. “Don’t do something stupid.”

Arabella stared at the lifeless body of the man on stage, his only crime wanting to protect his son.

Idris stood in the center of the main aisle, body poised to rush forward, his face deathly pale and eyes trained on Jasper.


12: VALENCE







WATERY, ARTIFICIAL SUNLIGHT TOUCHED VALENCE’S SKIN, but the creeping cold within was a barrier against the warmth. Salisbury vomited into a nearby trash can and Jasper began pacing, speaking under his breath in his native language.

“You’re all taking this way too seriously,” Maura said, breaking the heavy silence. “Everything is a commodity and sacrifices are bound to be made in the pursuit of progress. It’s human nature.”

Her scoffing, light tone grated at Valence, but it was Arabella who snapped, “Lives are not commodities to be sold to the highest bidder, Maura.”

Maura huffed. “You’re all fools if you think this hasn’t been going on since the dawn of Valarae; I’m hardly the first. Aristocrats and wealthy governments buy whatever they want from Otherworlds, be it test subjects or surrogates or party tricks or rare jewels. I’m at least trying to make a real difference.”

A dozen emotions roiled in Valence, beating against his ribs and tugging at his skin, tunneling his vision until the mounting panic nearly drove him to claw at his own throat, desperate for air. He glanced at Arabella, her feelings written as clearly on her face as ever, and she returned his gaze, confused and questioning.

What have I done?

His power had made this possible and he’d given it willingly. Sold it. That made him complicit in that man’s death, in the inevitable death of the child, didn’t it? Bile filmed his mouth. He was right to keep his distance from his bonded pair, to preserve the power she saw as a gift, no matter how the line in the sand he’d drawn between them warped with his silenced desire.

A shroud of dust coated every surface in the room like downy snow. The light flickered reluctantly, illuminating the once-polished black piano. Creased and dented chairs were scattered about, remainders of bygone days when students used this lounge. Valence lifted the lid, touched his fingers to the keys, and let go.

Music was his magic, his sense of order in a disordered world. All the locked parts of himself, the parts he’d tried and failed to stifle, poured forth through the notes and he let it come, unafraid of bursting.

The music swirled, rising in its climactic crescendo so naturally he was not sure he’d orchestrated the change. Music is its own kind of storytelling magic. One moment the notes were dancing sprites, the next they were charging warriors. The crescendo rose higher and the key changed, altering the song to a desperate plea that faded to a crumbled, defeated mourning that drifted away on a puff of air, the final notes barely making any sound as they trilled off and dissipated.

Then it was over and he was empty.

Applause.

Thrown back into his body, he whirled and knocked his knees against the piano leg, sending a folder of music skidding across the stage. Pain lanced through his leg and pages scattered over the first few rows of chairs.

Arabella stood in the doorway, staring at him. “I heard the music and…” Her expression shifted to something almost like embarrassment. “I couldn’t stay away.”

He felt laid bare in a way that terrified him, but there was Arabella with earnestness painted on her face and admiration in her eyes and he wasn’t afraid. His fingers skipped over the keys. “Music is one of the things I’ve known all my life,” he said. “I’m empty when I sit here. It’s unnerving. Comforting.”

She sat beside him on the bench and his entire being shifted toward her pull. Empty dreams, ashes of hope, flickered and flared in her presence. Want was a dangerous thing.

THE STARKNESS OF THE EXAM ROOM was cold and unforgiving, and the sight of the restraints on the table quickened Valence’s pulse.

“Oh good, you’re on time.” Maura flicked a glance in his direction before returning to her device. “We need to replenish our reserves.”

Some shred of himself wanted to believe he wasn’t what his father said; he wasn’t vile, a cause lost and tainted by this magic in his veins. Valence held his ground.

“I’m done, Maura. No more siphoning my power for this.”

She laughed, the sound bitter and edged with anger. “You’re being shortsighted. That whole presentation went awry thanks to Dr. Quinn not consulting me before her little stunt, but that doesn’t mean we have to stop.”

“No, I’m out.”

“Fine,” she seethed. “Arabella’s family is poor. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind the extra currency and I’ve been immensely interested in the possibility of breeding new Word Walkers. She could be the mother of a new generation.”

Fire surged in Valence’s chest and Maura bit back a cry as he gripped handfuls of her sweater. His chest heaved, roiling fury sparking under his skin, and she stared at him with a tentative mix of trepidation and daring.

“Arabella stays out of this,” he bit out. His hands shook and Maura’s feet scraped against the wall, toes seeking purchase. His heart hammered a wild pattern, fluttering like a trapped animal with no option but to fight back, no matter how futile the effort.

“Put her down, Mr. Kilacky.” Mr. Sorae entered the room, followed by a lab technician pushing a cart.

Power, what little he had, sparked in him. Setting her down, Valence stepped back and Maura smoothed the wrinkles his fists left in her sweater. She moved to stand with her uncle and the technician, a formidable wall between him and the door. He’d felt like this his first time at the fights—a cornered animal suddenly realizing the cage around it, no escape left but to fight. He wouldn’t waste his energy hurling his body against the walls of the cage.

“How is your mother?” Mr. Sorae wielded the words like a weapon. “You have a sister as well, do you not?”

Valence’s hand on the table clenched into a white-knuckled fist. His inhalation was unsteady. No, he couldn’t escape this.

“Along with your final earnings I have invited her to a Valarae-backed facility in your world able to treat her thanks to the success of Maura’s program.” Mr. Sorae motioned to the technician who cautiously came around the table. Every instinct in Valence urged him to fight but he stood his ground.

“It is what you’ve wanted, is it not?”

A cure for his mother is what he’d come here for, the only use he had for his power. If draining it would help her, why should he resist?

He thought of Arabella’s hand in his, her fingers raking through his hair, her quiet surety that, together, they could be enough. Saints, he wanted to believe her.

The technician took his arm and Valence jerked back. The restraints lay open, jaws ready to close and he was the quivering prey.

No.

No, there was still some light and hope in him. He wanted to believe in Arabella. Not this.

“No,” he said, the word catching in his throat. He wasn’t so lost, so broken, he couldn’t reclaim what was his.

Mr. Sorae gripped his wrist and leaned close, voice low. “It would be a pity if your sister was left alone. The world is unkind to desperate young women.”

Long ago his anger had left him. Even as a child he knew he’d brought pain and misfortune upon his mother and sister; it was his fault the man who’d been husband and father had left. He’d given himself—body and now soul—to protect them, his only chance at redemption. There was no going back.

“You understand, Mr. Kilacky, that you have no leverage here. We own you.”


13: ARABELLA







THE SENSE OF PEACE THAT HAD circled their household fled. Maura did not return home, opting to stay with her uncle and aunt outside Valarae’s gates. Leia and Julien packed their issued bags in preparation for the first team of field researchers to depart in the morning. A dreary pall settled over the dining table, grown too large in the absence of friendly faces. Arabella picked at her half-reheated food. She felt the lack of Valence in the house as keenly as a phantom limb.

You can forget me, Arabella.

She couldn’t accept that. He wouldn’t have looked at her like that, like she was water and he a dying man, if he wanted to forget. Was it only their bond that drew them to one another so fiercely? Was the heat and tightness in her chest, the overwhelming longing that filled every inch of her due to the pull of like magic? The feeling had been there since the moment she’d met him, even before she knew he wielded the same power. Had it intensified as she’d gotten to know the boy behind the bitter and secluded shell or had it strengthened as they’d developed their magical bond?

Word Walker power was needed for Maura’s program and she’d gotten it from somewhere. The weeks of Valence’s absence, hollow face, and seclusion came into focus—Maura had been draining him repeatedly and he’d accepted it. He’d chosen to believe in whatever promises Maura gave him rather than in the strength of their shared bond. In her.

A faint light flickered in the backyard and Arabella abandoned her plate, seeking the sustenance of company instead. Jasper sat under the stars, his face upturned, beseeching, as he twisted an intricate silver lighter over and over in his hands. Something glinted in his palm, as shimmering as a pinpoint star. A ring.

The coldness of night seeped through the knit of her sweater and Arabella hugged her elbows.

“Are the stars here the same as in my world?” Jasper closed his fingers around the delicate ring. “I cannot find my north, my guiding light. Fishermen are lost on a sea of splintered ice without it.” He held the ring up between his fingers, circling the faint moon within it. “I was going to ask her to marry me.”

“Why did you leave?” Arabella asked the question she’d wondered since meeting the twins.

“I did not have a choice. I ignored the letter, the invitation, but Salisbury didn’t. He wanted to come, I think. We were out hunting the tide pools on the beach when he came to take us.”

“Mr. Sorae?”

“No. That professor of yours. Idris. Salisbury went willingly and I had to follow my brother. Our world has been suffering for a long time now and I think Salisbury hoped we could find a fix. Idris assured us we could but I believe now it was a lie. It kills me to think of Marlene waiting for me, not knowing if or when I’ll ever return. She deserves to be happy.”

Arabella rested her chin on her knees. “If Idris was the one to find you, maybe he can send you home.”

Jasper closed his fist around the ring. “I’d give anything if he would. We won’t last five years here, not with people who think like Maura, the she-devil.”

“Come with me to the Archives tomorrow and we’ll ask Idris. We’d need a link and a Word Walker; both should be simple enough.”

It was Word Walker magic that had made all this possible. The beauty and splendor as well as the horror and ruination. What was she, the wielder of such a power, to have created both wonder and terror? Was it a wretched curse once gone right, or a twisted gift left to rot in her hands?

Archivist novices and apprentices flocked to Master Deitra like devotees to a benevolent goddess in time of turmoil. The usual susurrations woven through the shelves were amplified, the drone of an upended hive circling their queen.

“Our duties remain the same,” Master Deitra said, her voice lulling the students gathered around her. “Those in power have long sought to profit from Otherworlds and we as Archivists exist to protect the stability and integrity of these worlds. I assure you Valarae, as always, respects the autonomy of these worlds and seeks only the betterment of all people.”

The words rang hollow.

The once welcoming shelter of the Archives abandoned Arabella. There was no going back to life as it was. The harsh, violent reality of mankind dug its insidious nails deep—no matter the world, the time, the society, the people, humans will always know cruelty and the clever tricks of mind to silence protestations.

Endless pursuit. The betterment of all.

Grandiose dreams reduced to silver exchanging hands. Blood money preying upon the vulnerable. Everything a commodity.

Idris was silhouetted before the leaded window, the panes like prison bars. “Miss Arabella Sarcroux, Valarae’s perfect candidate.” Bitter-drenched words. “Has Master Deitra done her duty and soothed your worries, silenced your conscience?” He turned, eyes lighting on the twins behind her. Sharp pain crossed his features before he shuttered it.

“Do you remember their world?” Arabella asked bluntly. Sorrow drained her of words, stripping the niceties and leaving only bleak necessity. “You brought them across. Can you send them back?”

“I’ve visited many worlds. I can’t recall them all.” Idris waved a dismissive hand that trembled slightly.

“You’re lying,” Jasper said. “We want to return home and you know how to send us. I imagine a lot of students are going to want out after what we saw.”

Huffing, Idris folded himself into the chair at the head of the long table and steepled his fingers, pressing the pads together as though to steady himself. “I can’t do that.”

Salisbury gripped his twin’s shoulder and took a seat at the table. Spreading his hands in supplication, he said, “We believed we could find a fix for the coming famines but that doesn’t seem possible now. Whatever help we could have received would come at the expense of another world. Even if we could afford it, that is not a price we are willing to pay. We’ve survived life on that icy rock for long enough; we will find a way.”

Jasper’s knuckles curled white around the back of a chair, bone pressing against skin.

“I cannot send you back.” Idris drew out the spaces between words, his tone even and heavy. “You remember the entry paperwork you signed? You committed your lives to at least five years here.”

“I’m not respecting a commitment made on lies,” Jasper snarled.

Arabella felt the prickle of Valence’s magic moments before he entered the room, unnoticed by Idris and Jasper. He looked even more haggard, the hollows beneath his eyes bruised, and his clenched fists trembled. He tilted towards her, a branch on a wind, before drawing back.

“Sit down and listen,” Idris said sharply. He rubbed the stubble on his chin and stared at a whorl in the wood grain.

“I was a young student brimming with endless potential when I first came to Valarae. I was a coveted Word Walker. And part of a bonded pair. Our connection was instant and deep. We were capable of immense power together, and Valarae wanted to use us. Powerful people with lined pockets came with orders that were fulfilled under the table, Sorae and the headmasters profiting. Bairn Rossa is nearing two hundred years old thanks to the vile work of his private medical team, piecing him together and extending his life unnaturally with stolen blood magic.”

Arabella thought of Master Bairn’s ageless face devoid of any crease or sign of life lived and shuddered.

“Elodie and I ran rather than be used. Our power was ours and ours alone.” Idris’s eyes glazed over, the pale blue deepening as he was lost beyond the shroud of memory. “We settled in a world of little use to Valarae, a world of rock and ice, and we built a life there and were happy. We used our power to help our village prosper but we were careful not to alter the fabric too much and send the world into chaos or draw attention.” He raised his eyes and fastened them on Jasper and Salisbury. “Elodie gave birth to twin boys. She gave you your names.”

“No,” Jasper sputtered. “No, our parents died at sea.”

“That was the lie the village elders fed you. Although I don’t suppose it was a lie, not to them. It’s what they believed. I made sure the truth was hidden from their memories. You are my sons.”

“Where’s our mother?” Salisbury whispered.

“Guardians came for us one night in the dead of winter’s worst freeze. You two were barely six months old. Elodie hid you, and we fought back. We never stood a chance. I’d promised her I’d never siphon her power without her consent, but I broke that promise. I took as much from her as I could and I thrust her across the Boundary, as far as I could manage, and prayed to whatever saints would listen that she’d be safe. I drained us both in the process and was taken back to Valarae where I sold my soul to protect her. I’d be Sorae’s docile lapdog as long as he never went after Elodie, and he agreed. The fabric of your world was deeply altered by that night and the power expenditure. I’ve tried to patch it and keep it alive, but it’s slated as a Doomed World, locked in the depths of the Archives. That is why you cannot return.”

Jasper paced. “I don’t believe you.”

Idris tracked Jasper’s movements. “It’s the truth, whether you like it or not. I tried to protect and provide for you from afar and keep your world’s heart beating at the same time. I know Elodie will never come for me. She’ll come for you. Her children. I cannot let that world be silenced, not while she’s still searching for it.”

Salisbury dragged shaking hands down his face. “How do you know she survived?”

“Our bonded power is like a beacon to the other. I would know if she was gone. Losing your bonded pair, losing access to that shared power, is like having your wings clipped. Once boundless horizons shrinking until you feel the cloying hands of madness.”

Idris leaned forward, a pained softness overtaking his face. “I’ve done what I can to take care of you and that includes removing you from that world. I don’t know how long it’ll remain stable with an accessible boundary. I don’t know if your presence weakens or strengthens it. I cannot afford to lose you or that world because losing that world is losing Elodie again.”

“No,” Jasper said sharply. “You don’t get to be a father now. You don’t get to decide what happens to us or our world. Send us back. It’s where we belong.”

“The world is crumbling, Jasper. Its magic is fading.”

“But in that one we know who we are. The dangers are ones we know.” Jasper squeezed his fist, his jaw working. “Please,” he bit out.

Idris regarded his sons, anguish and resignation written on his face. “If I send you back I don’t know if I can save you. Doomed Worlds are sealed, your fate contained.”

“If we stay we suffer all the same.” Jasper sank into a chair between his brother and father. “Give us the choice. It is months before I’m branded as a Guardian and any chance of escape is gone.”

“Salisbury, do you feel the same?”

The other twin grew pale, his gaze dragging between his brother, his father, and his friends. “I…I belong with my brother. And if there’s a chance we could meet our mother, I want to be where it’s most likely.”

Idris’s nod was stiff. “I owe you agency over your own lives. Retrieving your world link is risky. When I returned to Valarae I was stripped of my access to the Archives Sanctum; another Word Walker will have to give me entry. There’s a risk for punishment.”

“I’ll do it,” Valence said quickly, as though he knew Arabella was about to speak.

“No, I will,” she interjected. Valence was weakened and she would not let him put himself at more risk. She’d long been the one—the daughter, the sister—to take up, to bear, to ease the burden. She was one who could be counted on. Who stepped into a role, unasked. Her value had long lay in what she could give.

Idris nodded, his gaze downcast. “I can’t read you across, either. My abilities have been shackled; I’m bound to Valarae’s plane. I’m little better than a leashed dog trained to do their bidding.”

“Is there a way to free you?” Salisbury asked.

Idris stood before the expansive windows, his gaunt figure silhouetted by the filtered sunlight. “Erase Valarae. Burn it all down and my spirit, at least, could be free. But never my body.”


14: ARABELLA







IN THE SOLITUDE AND SILENCE, THE towering shelves and lengthy windows of the Archives seemed to expand in size and grandeur and Arabella felt like an interloper. Beyond the glass dome of the main hall, the passageways were dimmer. Though she was familiar with the offshoots of cataloguing rooms, like hexagons of a beehive, Arabella was grateful for Idris and Valence’s flashlights. The stark beams spread before them like a road of light leading to the Sanctum. Here were stored ancient texts of old worlds full of deep magic that Word Walkers had yet to pick apart, loosening threads enough to allow a crossing.

Arabella swiped her card and a cheerful chirp welcomed them into the climate-controlled heart of the Archives. Powerful wards protected this place and Arabella felt them like sharpened steel against her skin.

Idris breathed deeply. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been in here.” A hunger seeped into his gaze as he took in the condensed rows of glass-protected shelves. He laid a reverent hand on a display case that held an illuminated, hand-written tome with intricate block letters. “Master Deitra was teaching Elodie and I how to use our bond to unravel the threads of some of these worlds. Before we realized what Valarae wanted with the secrets contained within.”

Valence raised his flashlight to examine some of the books lining the nearby shelves. “What sort of things?”

“Mythical beasts. Monsters. Plagues. Horrors our worlds haven’t known in millennia. Master Deitra knows everything found within these pages; her mind is an infinite vault of knowledge at Sorae’s disposal but all the knowledge in the world is empty without those who can touch it.” Idris shone his light on Arabella and she blinked in the sudden brightness. “Your power is yours alone. Guard it fiercely. Take it to your grave if you have to; don’t let them control it.”

Arabella’s stomach churned and she stepped away from the harsh light.

Valence directed his light to Idris and the professor scowled, looking eerily like Jasper. “Where’s the book we need?” Valence asked.

Idris led the way to a back wing, lacking any of the splendor of the rest of the Archives. The density of magic was smothering, though each bound world was little more than a fading flicker. Doomed. Arabella was startled at how many world links were housed here.

“What becomes of these worlds once their magic dies?” she asked. Many of the covers bore intricate foil designs, charming and beautiful.

“They’re silenced,” Idris answered. “Sealed from the inside. I don’t know if they survive; Word Walkers can only access worlds that are alive with magic, bending the barriers that protect them to slip through.”

It gave her some small comfort that Jasper and Salisbury might be safe within their world, even if they’d be confined forever. Idris found the book easily as though he was drawn to it. A simple clothbound book made of faded navy linen, the edges of the spine which he held with tenderness were threadbare.

“There’s little left,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. “I feared there wouldn’t be enough to bring them across, wouldn’t be enough left for Elodie to find her way back in. Or was it some selfish desire to see them again when they’d have been better off never knowing any of this existed?”

“It’s a little late for that,” Valence said, sweeping his light across the silent worlds. His gaze jumped from shadow to shadow like he was waiting for something to lunge.

These worlds were not dead. Doomed. Silenced. Beyond control or understanding. But not dead.

Idris put the threadbare book into Arabella’s hands and brusquely retraced their steps, Valence following behind. Jasper and Salisbury waited in the main hall, their figures awash in silvery moonlight pouring in from the dome. Dressed in the thick furs, leather wrapped boots, and waterproofed skins of their world, Jasper looked like something stepped from the pages of a book. In a way, he was. Arabella’s grip tightened on the book in her hands.

“Is that it?” Salisbury nodded to the book, his hands remaining tucked in his armpits. He, unlike his twin, had opted for a coat and sweater and patent loafers he’d purchased for himself at the shops.

“How does this work?” Jasper eyed the book and shifted his gaze to Idris then Arabella.

“Very much like we made the crossing the first time, though my freedom to do so was limited,” Idris replied, his tone tight like he held a tide of words behind his tongue. “Arabella will read you across.”

“I will?”

“Why not? You have to learn to use your power for more than just simple constructions sometime. Trial by fire.”

The words on the page swam before her eyes, a muddled gray and white puddle meant to form a vivid world she could access: Jasper and Salisbury’s origin, put down on paper. What if she did it wrong? Jasper and Salisbury hung in the balance and that wasn’t a hand she was willing to gamble on.

“Read. Find the pocket between the two worlds,” Idris instructed. Quick and demanding. “Flood it with your magic and hold it open like a doorway.”

I can’t. I can’t. I can’t. The book thrummed in her hands. A faint memory snarled, a monstrous gnashing of teeth and claws and fur and wrong. All her best attempts ended in failure. Doubt. A pile of mud and a bloody shovel.

Valence’s hand rested on her shoulder, drawing her focus away from the thickening web in her mind. “Just read,” he said softly. “Don’t think about it. It’s like music. Translating the notes on a page into something you can hear and understand.”

His magic wove with hers, sure and strong, filling the gaps where hers hesitated. Scanning the words, she imagined Jasper and Salisbury on a rocky beach, a place they called home.

A faint buzz and hum grew, and a chill wind whipped through the room, ruffling the long fur of Jasper’s cloak. An eager brilliance lit his eyes, but Salisbury breathed shakily, eyes darting between Idris and Valence before landing on Arabella. She held the book, their world origin, open in her hands. The thrum of power, tingling with electricity, ran through her fingers.

“I guess this is goodbye,” Salisbury said with a crooked smile. He glanced at Jasper who was staring at the book in Arabella’s hands. “Jasper?”

“We’re going home, Sal,” he said, his accent thick.

Arabella shivered as the cold seeping from the pages enveloped her. Only her hands were still warmed by tingling power. Tears stung her eyes. “I’ll miss you. Both of you.”

Jasper looked up, his pale eyes meeting hers and she thought of the ring and his voice choked with longing. The corner of his mouth twitched. “Thank you, Bells.”

The lights in the room dimmed and changed from blinding white to a hazy red glow, a blaring alarm droning. Idris cursed under his breath and rushed to the window.

“They’ve deployed a squad.”

Arabella’s heart thundered and her hands shook so she could barely read the words. The twins clasped hands. The door crashed open, uniformed guards pouring into the vestibule.

Idris reached for Jasper’s Guardian baton and strode towards them. “Keep reading,” he called. “No matter what happens, do not stop!” A flare of blue light emanated from the baton as it expanded into a stave.

Arabella raised her voice above the shouts of Idris and the Guardians, above the sound of the alarm, above the dull roar of the wind that encircled the four of them. As she read, matter began to form and change around her. A glowing light lit the floor where they stood and she had to squint to see the written words. The words were like music, warmth on her skin, flowing over and around her. A pebble in a stream.

A peppering of gunfire echoed through the halls and she jumped, her skin crawling and heart forcing itself into her throat. Idris bellowed. Jasper and Salisbury flickered, their figures growing faint.

Valence positioned his body by hers like a shield and urged her to keep going. Arabella stumbled through the final words. She met Jasper and Salisbury’s wide-eyed gazes the moment before they vanished. The book fell from her hands, slamming closed as the wind and light disappeared.

Jasper and Salisbury were gone.

Her hands were cold, empty. The draining of her power made her sway, a pinching ache growing between her temples. Valence’s back was strong and she leaned against him, head resting between his shoulder blades as her inhalations slowly grew more ragged, the strain setting in. The book lay lifeless between her feet. She should pick it up, keep it safe, hold onto it as a link to Jasper and Salisbury—

“Restrain them.”

Blue light flickered and buzzed. Valence threw a punch, knuckles colliding with jaw in a sickening thud and crack. There were too many. One Guardian recoiled, hand covering his gushing nose, but two more took his place and drove their batons into Valence’s sides. A throttled cry filled his throat as blue light skittered around his body.

“Val!”

Rushing forward, Guardians grabbed Arabella’s arms, hauling her away from the book. Terror clawing at her throat, she struggled frantically. Idris lay in a crumpled heap near the hallway entrance and he moaned as two Guardians bent to hoist him up. As Arabella was dragged past she caught a flash of ferocity in his eyes despite his slumped body. His gaze met hers for a moment and he grinned, bloodied teeth feral.

“As long as you have power you’re valuable to them. Don’t give in to anything without a fight. Use the leverage you have.”

They had nothing to fear, Arabella told herself as the Guardians boxed around them and ushered them from the Archives towards the Guardian headquarters. Taking a world link and sending Jasper and Salisbury home was a breach of protocol and disciplinary measures were a calculated consequence. The Sanctum was open to her as a Word Walker. Muscles feathered in Valence’s jaw as he clenched. His gait was uneven and dread slid down Arabella’s spine.

The lead Guardian led them down stark white tunnels to a narrow hallway of glass-walled containment cells. Arabella recognized him. Maxton. He’d been a friend and mentor to Julien and Jasper.

“Where are we going?” she asked. “Why are you taking us here?” She’d expected Mr. Sorae’s office or even Master Fayden’s.

“I have orders.” Maxton’s brand glowed through his glove; he was an owned pawn. With a bright chirp, the panel above the handle flashed green and she was pushed forward.

A figure rose from the floor in one of the glass-walled rooms they passed, a skeletal form of a man with close-shaven hair. His eyes were sunken, his cheekbones prominent, his shoulders bent and weary, though he couldn’t have been that much older than Arabella.

“I want to go home. When can I go home?” The husk of a man dragged his hands down the glass as he sank to his knees, dry, silent sobs convulsing his emaciated body. “I just want to go home,” he wailed. “Where is this place? What are they doing to us?”

“Us?” Arabella whispered in a weak croak. “There are more?”

The vile underbelly of Valarae reared its ugly head as she was led deeper into its chasm. Through the observation glass she caught glimpses of metal slabs, examination tables, wires, and devices, and under it all lay the thick tang of copper and antiseptic.

Maxton kept his spine rigid as he marched in front down another hall of glass-walled rooms and opened one. A cell. Arabella screamed and struggled, but the Guardians gave her a shove that knocked her off her feet. She hit the floor with a thud that jarred her bones.

Valence and Idris were led past and Guardians unlocked other doors down the line. Through the glass between their cells, Valence’s eyes met hers. The resolute terror written there drove a stake through her core.

“You can’t do this!” she shouted, scrambling to her feet, and running for the door.

Maxton looked at her, cold blankness in his gaze. He yanked it closed and another bright chirp locked her in. Screaming, she pounded against the door. Her heart raged in her chest and her lungs tightened. Rapid, shallow pants left her lightheaded and she sank to her knees. A cold sweat coated her body. Wrapping her arms tight around herself, she fought for each breath that felt like glass shredding her lungs.

Silence smothered her.


15: ARABELLA







ARABELLA LOST ALL SENSE OF THE passage of time in that stark white, sound-proofed cell. It could have been hours or days. Eventually, her bodily needs returned her to some state of awareness. Hunger clawed at her stomach and she paced the room. The glass walls gave her a view of the hallway and the cell next to hers where Valence sat against the far wall. His head leaned back, his eyes closed, and he’d draped his arms over his drawn-up knees. Arabella tapped on the glass and he started, turning immediately to their shared wall. He winced a bit as he stood and came to lean against the wall. His mouth started moving, but she could not hear him.

Touching the glass where his shoulder leaned, she whispered, “I can’t hear you, Val.” He was looking towards the door and didn’t see her mouth move, didn’t realize he couldn’t hear her either. Or maybe he already knew, he just needed to not feel so alone, as she did.

A tap on the glass made her lift her eyes to meet his. Valence’s hand was flat against the wall between them, a bitter half smile twisting the corner of his mouth. She placed her palm against his, the glass cold on her skin. Her magic warmed her veins, the familiar sparking just below the surface. Valence’s was faint, dampened by the separation.

“What are we going to do?” she whispered. Part of her knew it was in vain but she held to the hope that this was temporary before Mr. Sorae could issue reprimands.

Valence pressed his forehead to the glass and closed his eyes. His shoulders lifted in a small, defeated shrug.

A bright chirp preceded the cell door swinging open.

“Arabella Sarcroux, come with me,” a Guardian said from the doorway.

“If I don’t?”

“I’ve been authorized to use force if necessary.” His hand hovered over the baton in his belt.

Arabella pressed her back against the glass. The Guardian approached and Valence banged on the wall right behind her. They were valuable. The Guardians wouldn’t hurt them.

Don’t give in to anything without a fight.

The Guardian grabbed her wrist and yanked. She dug her feet in, clawing at his iron grip on her wrist while Valence continued to smash his fist against the glass. He was shouting, rage and terror clouding his face, as the Guardian hauled her from the room. Idris paced in his cell across the hall, his bloodied face dark with rage.

Was she the only one being taken or just the first?

“Where are you taking me?”

The Guardian ignored her and brought her to one of the medical observation chambers. Tossing her into the dark room, he locked the door before she could hurl herself at him.

Her pulse roared in her ears and she pressed her back against the door, scanning the room that was nearly empty except for a painted X in the center under a single, dimmed light. She crouched in the shadows against the wall, drawing shaking breaths. She felt exposed, like an animal on display. Though she could see nothing beyond the one-way glass, her skin prickled with the awareness of eyes upon her. She forced her trembling knees to support her and approached the glass. Her reflection, disheveled and defiant, stared back at her. Let them see she would not go easily.

“Stand on the yellow X.”

“No.”

The speaker buzzed and the voice said, louder, “Stand on the X or we will have to restrain you.”

“No,” she said again.

The door chirped and two Guardians entered to drag her to the center. On either side of the X were iron rings where the Guardians attached chains before shackling her ankles. The guards departed, locking the door behind them even though she could not take a single step.

“Begin.”

The sound of Maura’s voice rent Arabella’s heart. “Maura don’t do this,” she pleaded. The unbending metal bit into her skin with every jerking movement.

As a current sent sharp tingles through her entire body, a glow emanating from her skin filled the room. Heat coursed through her veins and she wiggled her fingers, a static growing between them. Pain, sharp and insistent, lanced the deepest parts of her—the marrow of her bones, the spaces between her nerves. Bile rose in her throat as shadow clutched the edges of her vision.

“Sir, the other is causing a disturbance.”

Valence.

Arabella’s heart rate spiked and the light above her flickered. She felt flayed, every inch of her prodded and exposed. How long had he undergone this pain?

“Restrain him.”

“He’s been restrained. He is still fighting.”

“Sedate him if need be.”

The buzz intensified and her jaw locked. Stars speckled her vision and she squeezed her eyes closed. When it finally ceased, Arabella collapsed, the shackles digging into her skin. Her head thundered, her limbs pooling numbly around her. Something vital torn from her.

She did not have the strength to fight when the Guardians returned to take her back to her cell. Idris’s anguished, enraged shouts echoed from deeper within the facility. Her entire body ached and she welcomed the silence of her cell as she lay in the middle of the floor, alone with only the sound of her exhausted breaths.

AN INSISTENT TAPPING WOKE HER AND Arabella stirred, blinking hazily in the blinding glare of bright light. Her mouth was dry, tongue thick like cotton, and every part of her ached. Valence crouched at their shared wall, his finger drumming against the glass. His hair was a wild mess of soft peaks as though he’d been running his hands through it. Other than heavy-lidded eyes, he looked unhurt and a single knot of worry eased in Arabella’s chest.

She crawled to the shared wall and met his gaze. Neither attempted to speak—they wouldn’t be able to hear each other anyway—but they sat together. He was so close. But she could not reach him and it was suddenly too much.

Valence shifted, his knee thumping against the wall as the first tears ran down her face.

This could not be their fate. No one beyond Valarae’s realm held any power to save them and those who might have done so were also ruled by Valarae’s elite. They lacked any power but that being siphoned from them.

The need to speak with Valence ate at her, twisting and tightening her insides until tears bathed her face. He tapped gently at the glass with a knuckle, his mouth forming words that didn’t reach her ears and she crumbled.

SOME DAYS VALENCE PACED, HANDS IN his hair or fists against his chest, silenced screams ripped from his throat. Other days they would sit back-to-back against the glass dividing them, grateful they weren’t alone. How had he borne this pain alone for so long? The raw ridges left by biting shackles around Arabella’s wrists and ankles were the least of her concerns. Idris’s lectures about burnout echoed in her fitful dreams; how long could they endure before lasting consequences changed them?

Closing her eyes, she felt for the tether of their bond, a winged thing fluttering weakly against the ground. Her control, what little she’d learned over time, was frayed. Another sense hurled itself against hers like a pebble against a window and she started. Valence shifted, no doubt having felt it as well.

Idris knelt at the wall of his cell, palm flat against the glass. He dragged his finger over the glass, his face pinched and dark, more haggard, and hollower than Valence’s. A trail of smeared red slowly formed letters. When the line grew too faint, Idris dragged his finger down his forearm and wrote again.

Run. Written in blood.

Arabella’s pulse ran cold.

Bloody hand against the window, shoulders heaving with struggling breaths, Idris traced the word again.

Run.

Knees weak, Arabella glanced at Valence who also stood at the edge of his cell watching Idris with strained concern etched on his face.

“How?” she whispered, her voice hoarse from disuse.

Idris seemed able to read her lips and wrote again. An ashen pallor settled into the lines of his face and he grimaced as he dragged his finger harder and deeper. Arabella’s stomach churned as the bloodied word took shape.

Bond.

Understanding bloomed. Turning to Valence, she met his gaze, as warm and intense as a hand upon her cheek, through the unforgiving glass that separated them. She grasped at the threads of her power, woven through with his, and hoped it was enough. It was feeble but it would have to be enough. They had nothing to read, nothing to ground them, no distinct other side to land on. Their crossing would be blind, if possible at all.

Looking back at Idris, Arabella hesitated. He’d spent his life at the mercy of Valarae’s designs. Even the precious little time he’d had across the Boundary with his pair bond had been spent looking over his shoulder.

“I can’t leave you here.” Her voice was trapped within the confines of her cell but she hoped he would see and sense her meaning.

Idris shook his head, resignation long ago etched in him. “Go,” he mouthed. “Save him.”

Save her own bonded as Idris had once tried to save his. Turning back to their shared wall Arabella placed her hand against the spot where Valence pressed his. Holding his gaze, she coaxed their power to waking. The web of control she’d kept woven around herself loosened; she bared herself to Valence’s magic, letting what they both still held flow and mingle together. Sparking warmth flooded her veins and she dove into the cresting waves, letting herself be swallowed whole in the sensation of unfettered ecstasy.

A soft glow surrounded them and she could feel magic moving around her, barely liquid like thick honey. Matter formed and changed and the air shimmered, wavering like a watery reflection. Her breath quickened, her pulse hammering. Valence’s lips parted slightly, the fullness of his inhale mirroring hers.

They were fleeing. Standing at the edge of a precipice, a sea of horizons.

The glass walls melted. Stepping forward, pads of their fingers touching, Valence and Arabella shed this world like a discarded cloak.


16: SALISBURY







THE COLD STRUCK FIRST, THEN THE unforgiving rocks beneath his feet. A salty spray misted Salisbury’s face just as a harsh wind whipped through the cove and he shuddered, wrapping his arms tight across his chest. The blare of the alarms still rang in his ears, the sight of Valence shielding Arabella a phantom shape before his eyes.

Jasper stood a few feet from Salisbury, facing the ocean. He closed his eyes and lifted his face to the salty spray as though it were the sun. The furs of his coat rustled like the wiggly armed creatures they’d played with in tide pools as children. His twin had missed this world much more than Salisbury had.

“We should find a village,” Salisbury called through chattering teeth. “I’m going to freeze to death.”

“It’s spring,” Jasper replied, his voice as far away as his stare. “See the ice floes? They’re nearly melted.”

“They never melt,” Salisbury muttered. It was always bitterly cold here, even in summer. There was a reason Idris—saints, their father—had chosen this place to settle. Remote, unremarkable, useless. But still—his parents had made a home here. An ordinary life.

Jasper made his way to his twin and braced a hand on his shoulder. He smiled and Salisbury felt a twinge of guilt for wishing they’d never come back. Jasper had not truly smiled since the day they’d been plucked from their world.

“We’re home, brother,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. His accent was already deepening. Jasper belonged here; why then did it feel so foreign to Salisbury? They were twins. One and the same.

“Can we please find someplace warm?” Salisbury offered a half grin as another shiver rattled his bones. Jasper draped the thick fur that lay over his coat on Salisbury’s shoulders and, though it was far more cumbersome than he remembered, he relished the instant warmth. He followed Jasper’s lead up the beach.

“What do you think will happen to Val and Arabella?”

“If Idris was correct, they’ll be safe as long as Valarae can use them.”

Though Jasper’s words were dismissive, Salisbury knew the tense set of his brother’s shoulders. Jasper was concerned for them, maybe even a little guilty that his demand to be sent home had put them in danger, but there was nothing to be done from here.

The cliffs and rocky beaches and frigid air had never had any love from Salisbury, but the sight of a bustling village aglow with lantern light and circled by high grasses persisting through the snow mustered some nostalgic emotion. Round houses sat like plump rolls, their windows set deep in the thick walls designed to keep out the cold. Colorful banners stretched from rooftop to rooftop over the town center; it was market week. Fishermen, farmers, tradesmen, and even a few entertainers would be making their rounds to buy and sell goods after the end of winter’s harshness.

A quick laugh burst from Jasper. “It’s our village!”

Their pockets were empty and Salisbury’s clothes bound to draw stares, but they were not strangers intruding on a new land. This was their home. That word felt flat. Home was supposed to be accompanied by a sense of belonging but Salisbury wondered if this was truly their home. Were he and Jasper the product of the place that had raised them or the origins of the people who’d parented them? They’d grown up here. These people would know them even if Salisbury felt he didn’t know himself.

Salisbury wondered what had become of their house, but didn’t dampen that hungry, eager light in Jasper’s eyes as they made their way through the familiar streets. His strides were filled with purpose as he pushed a straight line across the crowded town center. When he turned down an alley that smelled deliciously of brown sugar Salisbury realized where he was headed so laden with purpose.

“Jasper…”

Jasper didn’t hear him and Salisbury stayed the words on his tongue. They’d been gone for nearly two years without a single word. This may not be the reunion Jasper was hoping for, but Salisbury didn’t have the heart or the stomach to dissuade him. Even if it went poorly he wasn’t going to be the one to steal the wind from Jasper’s sails and stifle his anticipation.

The faded, blue chipping paint on the door was as familiar to him as it was to Jasper and the rows of braided breads and frosted pastries in the large paned glass window instantly made Salisbury’s stomach roar.

Jasper paused, his hand hovering above the handle. His shoulders rose and fell with a deep, shaking breath. Poor old boy was a mess. Grinning despite his reservations, Salisbury gave Jasper’s back a small push and he opened the door, stepping into the warmth and light. Jasper froze on the painted tile floor facing the counter and Salisbury quietly closed the door behind them, blocking the rush of frigid air.

There was Marlene, humming softly as she tied a ribbon on a saffron and cream striped box. Her wispy, straw-tinted white hair was a long mess of curls tied back with a ribbon much too fancy for the patched leather pants and simple belted tunic she wore. A sharp wave of homesickness—a bundle of relief and pain—struck him at the familiar sight. Salisbury could feel the tension radiating from his twin as she turned.

“What can I…”

Her words died on her lips as her pale gray eyes landed on them, on Jasper. Her cheeks flushed and a choked sob broke from her, rattling her chest. Marlene ran and Jasper could only take a few steps before she was in his arms, clinging to his neck as though to keep him from disappearing again. His hands cradled her face and he kissed her hungrily. Salisbury skirted around them and leaned on the counter, inspecting the pies in the display case, and wishing he could sink into the floorboards.

“It’s really you,” Marlene whispered. “Are you well? Are you safe?”

Jasper pressed his brow to hers, still cupping her face. His eyes were closed but Salisbury saw the glint of tears on his cheeks. Jasper’s breaths were unsteady and he leaned into Marlene’s touch as she stroked his cheeks. That hollow chunk of his heart was pieced back together and he was whole again.

“What happened to you, Jasper?” Marlene ran her hands across his shoulders and down to his chest as though she couldn’t believe her own eyes and had to feel his realness.

Pressing a kiss to her brow, Jasper allowed a little more distance between them, though he kept a hold on her waist, his anchor to this world. “I don’t know how to explain it,” he said after clearing his throat. “We were taken from this world and held in another. A friend helped us return. I came straight here.”

Marlene’s brow creased. “Taken from this world? What do you mean? Are you hurt?”

“We’re safe and unharmed. It’s going to take a long time to try to make sense of everything,” Salisbury said. “But I’m hungry. Can we eat first? Hullo, Marlene.” He stepped forward and kissed her soundly on the cheek.

She grinned and gave him a quick embrace, the tightness of her arms mirrored by the sudden tightness in his chest. “I’m so glad to see you, too, Salisbury. We started to think the worst when you two never came back from the beach. Some said you’d left to find a more prosperous village but I couldn’t believe you’d do that. Not without saying goodbye.” She squeezed Jasper’s hand, the evidence that she’d spent long nights convincing herself of that belief clouding her eyes.

After shouting up the stairs behind the back wall for her little brother to watch the shop, Marlene took Jasper’s hand and led them to one of the local taverns. She and Jasper tramped through the half-frozen mud puddles and Salisbury started to regret his nice loafers. He’d saved his Valarae credits for these but they were made for a different world, a different life. Thankfully the tavern was just across the square, the double doors thrown open to entice passersby into the cozy warmth from the massive hearth and promise of free-flowing ale that would, finally, be dark enough to tolerate. The briny smell of smoked fish and salted potatoes scrunched his nose.

The divide of the past nearly two years made itself abundantly known as the warmth of Jasper and Marlene’s initial reunion cooled, though they kept their hands locked or on one another as though they feared separation again. Methodically picking apart a fluffy roll, Marlene listened with an ever-deepening crease between her brows. Valarae, Word Walkers, the crossing of boundaries into Otherworlds, and magic-weapon wielding Guardians were a lot to handle and not exactly the most satisfying explanation for their disappearance. She asked a lot about Jasper’s training and the Archives and seemed relieved Jasper had escaped before receiving the Guardian brand. No mention of Idris, Salisbury noted. Their father.

Marlene shared the village news of the past two years and, though his twin listened, rapt, and laughed at her stories, Salisbury brooded over the growing seed of malcontent in his core. He’d been plucked from these shallow roots, thrust into a new world where he had started to settle—for once feeling almost right in his skin—then was shoved back into his upturned plot. He was brittle and bitter. They could not have stayed behind, not after what they’d witnessed and what they’d learned, but he was not convinced returning here was the right choice.

Jasper echoed Marlene’s laughter, leaning close to press his brow to her temple as she stifled her amusement with the back of her hand. His brother was happy here. For the first time in his life Salisbury wondered if, perhaps, they didn’t always belong with one another. He had grown up believing that as long as he had Jasper and Jasper had him, they would be okay.

“What happened to our house?” Salisbury asked, leaning back in his seat, and pushed aside his half-full plate.

The house had belonged to them for as long as he could remember, though most of their childhood was spent in the care of Marlene’s parents. As soon as they’d been able to live on their own, the place had been home. When he was small, Salisbury had searched for signs of parents he had no memories of within the walls that had once cradled their family. Precious little was left as though the house had been stripped bare. Ransacked. Searched. He shuddered to think of the night Idris had sacrificed his freedom for a chance at preserving theirs, their mother’s. He had so many questions and had lost the chance to ask them.

Marlene pulled her hair over her shoulder and ran her fingers through the length. “No one has settled there. At first I stopped in when I could to keep things clean and stocked for you, but then you never came back. It’s been a lean winter and we’re struggling through the first weeks of spring. Barnaby and his crew have been out for months without a word. Some expect the worst.”

At least they had a place to live.

“Barnaby was out fishing through the winter months?” Jasper asked. He reached for Salisbury’s plate and finished off his dinner.

As children they’d been enamored with the young, rugged deep-sea fisherman known as the only man to ever spear a horned whale. Some say he could summon the fish from the deep where other fishermen failed. Their town, like many others, relied on Barnaby’s abundant catches to last them through the winter. Salted fish and a few canned fruits were about all they had to sustain them through the winter. That, and the hearty bread Marlene and her family made at the bakery if the summer had given an abundance of wheat.

“A disease took out most of our crops and there were shortages everywhere, not just here,” Marlene said. “You know what it’s like when we have a bad summer and know winter is going to be scarce. Barnaby gathered a crew and decided to go out despite the thickening ice. We’ve had enough grain and sugar to keep making bread and sweets, and that alone has kept our village from suffering as much as some of the others. Well, that and Ulrick’s ale.”

Salisbury thought of family dinners, their household huddled around a fire in the backyard or sharing meals at their table. Warmth and belonging and a full belly. Bells jabbing him playfully in the ribs as he took another heaping portion. Val looking on with that soft smile he thought he hid so well. Julien’s coffee. Leia sneaking more sugar into hers while pretending to like the rich, dark brew to impress him.

Marlene went on. “The fields are still half-frozen. Many have lost livestock over the winter and they’re trying to plow everyone’s fields with just a handful of oxen. Fights broke out in some of the neighboring villages as people grew desperate for food. I heard a few were killed over salted meat stores.”

Jasper looked guiltily at the two empty plates on their table he’d just polished off. “Valarae’s greenhouse had a lot of plants that could grow in harsh conditions. Some didn’t even need soil. I’d hoped we could revolutionize farming here, but in the end it was all built on lies.”

The door blew open for the fifth time in the past two minutes and another group of bundled, red-nosed fishermen stomped in, sending sprays of slush over the floor from their boots. Trudging to the bar, they found a few empty seats and were greeted with mugs of ale.

“Oy, Marlene, that ain’t the twins, is it?” one of the fishermen, Lordic if Salisbury remembered correctly, bellowed. Foam clung to his half-frozen beard. “When did they flop back on our shores?”

“You look good, too, Lordic,” Salisbury called back, raising his ale in a toast.

“We should get you two settled at home before the crowd gathers,” Marlene said, waving to one of the staff. “Word will spread of your return soon enough and you might as well get a good night’s rest before being bombarded.”

Their home, a squat little two-bedroom house nestled in the fisherman’s district, was not quite how Salisbury remembered it. It was smaller, colder. Marlene lit a fat candle on the worn kitchen table and the soft glow from the half dozen wicks showed the place had been kept tidy. Salisbury could picture Marlene seeking refuge here, bolstering her hope by battling accumulating dust.

Salisbury walked softly, hands in his pockets, through the rooms, feeling oddly like an intruder. It seemed like the house had been holding its breath, waiting. He stood in the doorway of the room Jasper and he had shared as children. It had taken years and some convincing, but Jasper had finally decided to move his bed into the room that had belonged to their parents. This room, Salisbury’s room, hadn’t been touched. Blankets were strewn about, clothes tossed over a chair in the corner, mud-caked boots by the door. A shiver crawled up his spine. It felt like looking at a long-passed stranger’s room, not his own.

Had his mother sung him lullabies here? Had she spirited them to safety through that porthole window? Had she known she’d never see her sons again?

“I left it as you’d left it,” Marlene said as she came up behind Salisbury, arms folded over her chest. “Leaving it alone made it feel like you were always about to come back. I had to take care of the dishes and the food, though. I’m so glad you’re back.” Her voice broke and she swiped at her sniffling nose.

Salisbury grinned and gave her shoulders a quick squeeze, planting a kiss on the top of her head. She was a good friend and he had missed her.

Though she and Salisbury had spent the most time together working in the bakery as children, it was Jasper who had always held her attention. She’d forget her words mid-sentence whenever Jasper and her father returned from fishing, her whole face aglow. Marlene’s family had been more than willing to take them in full-time, but Jasper had wanted to make a go of it on their own. Jasper fished while Salisbury did odd jobs around the village. It wasn’t much, he supposed, but they had been content not knowing anything different.

As he lay in his bed that night listening to the distant crash and roar of the waves, Salisbury made a conscious effort not to notice how late Jasper and Marlene stayed awake. He also tried not to notice whether or not Marlene ever left.

In the morning Jasper was in the kitchen making breakfast when Salisbury trudged out and dropped into his usual chair at the table, his body remembering habits his mind had been too ready to forget.

Jasper glanced at him, eyes dropping to the Valarae logo on his sweater. “Do your clothes not fit you anymore or something?”

Salisbury shrugged. “This works just fine.”

“I thought I smelled something good,” Marlene said cheerily as she came in the front door, a laden paper bag in her arms. She set about unloading groceries and other essentials. “I tried to think of everything you might need but let me know if I forgot anything. Mom will be by later with some fresh bread; she’s eager to see you two again.”

Jasper caught her wrist as she passed and pulled her against him for a warm kiss. Salisbury leaned his head on his palm and concentrated on the meager breakfast plate before him. After refusing a second breakfast, Marlene left to manage her shift at the bakery. Jasper sat across the table but didn’t touch his food. Salisbury felt his eyes boring into him, but purposefully ignored his twin.

“What.”

Salisbury glanced up. “What?”

“You’re acting strange.”

Salisbury set down his fork and leaned his folded arms on the table. “What are we going to do?”

“We’re going to live our lives.”

“So, you’re just going to settle down with Marlene and live a nice little ice-fisherman life?”

“What’s wrong with that?”

Nothing.

“Everything. I miss our friends. I want more than this! At least in the other world we had choices. Maybe we left too soon. Maybe we could have figured out a way to help these people.”

Jasper frowned. “Our people. We don’t belong in that world.”

“Who is to say where we belong?”

Jasper’s jaw ticked and his hand on the table clenched. “Do you forget what they would do to us in that world? We’re not human to them. There was no future for us there.”

“Maybe we could have at least helped Val and Bells instead of abandoning them to who knows what fate just to save our own arses. Maybe we could have stayed for our father!”

Jasper huffed bitterly. “That man wasn’t our father. He may have sired us but he abandoned us long ago and is no longer part of this world, of our lives. I want nothing to do with him.”

“Saints, Jasper. He could have told us about our mother. He was family. We’ve never had family before.”

“Does it bother you that Marlene makes herself at home here?” Jasper asked, treading the words carefully.

Salisbury sighed and raked his hands through his hair. “No, nothing about Marlene bothers me.”

“You’re not...jealous?”

Salisbury threw his hands in the air. “Don’t be stupid. I love Marlene. She’s the best thing that has ever happened to you and I can’t imagine a life without her.”

“But you did.” Jasper’s voice was low, his gaze, a reflection of Salisbury’s own, boring into him. “You were ready to leave all of this behind, our home, our people, our world.”

Salisbury fisted his hands in his hair. “Idris said our world is decaying, coming apart at the seams.”

“I won’t let that happen.”

Salisbury forced a bitter laugh. “And how are you going to stop it? You’re not a god, Jasper.”

“And neither is Idris. Do you really believe people in that world somehow have the power to control our fates, the fates of every single person in our world? Why are we the Otherworld and not that fabricated, soulless place?”

“I don’t know!” Salisbury cried, rubbing the heels of his hands into his eyes. “Any scrap of security I had has been utterly destroyed this past year. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do, where I’m supposed to be. I don’t know what’s right or what’s even real.”

“You’re in shock.”

“I’m not in bloody shock!” Salisbury shouted, slamming his hands on the table. The dishes rattled and the wood protested, but Jasper remained still as stone, staring at him. His chest ached from the tightness of his lungs and the hammering of his errant heart.

“All we can do is live our lives,” Jasper said gently.

His calm stoked Salisbury’s anger, but he pushed his plate away and stood. “Fine. We’ll live our lives. Stuck in this damned hellhole.”


17: JULIEN







WINGED CRICKETS WITH IRIDESCENT SCALES CHIRPED and buzzed from rock to rock across the swamp. Fog slithered through the reeds and the spun-sugar clouds glowed with the palest blush of dawn. Julien felt the sway of the tiny bungalow through the wide planks beneath his feet; it was built upon stilts to weather the rise and fall of the watery earth.

They’d be returning to Valarae today.

It was early yet and he breathed deeply the richness of the bog, the air surprisingly clean thanks to the purifying qualities of the blue fronds growing in abundance in this world. Leaning in the chipped doorway he could overlook the rustic research huts where Valarae’s teams learned from the native people how to tend these plants. The other Guardians spent their time preparing materials for Boundary transfer or exploring the more carnal delights of the new world, but Julien remained close to the researchers. To Leia.

Leia had been attentive in her studies whether it was crouched in the silty mud of the low-tide earth to harvest new shoots or in the shadowy coolness of the makeshift labs where new plants were fostered from seeds in the soil samples of various Otherworlds. She’d told Julien of her hopes that the fern could be beneficial for worlds overcome with pollution, like her own. Hers was an industrial world with a sharp, pyramid-like divide in the class sectors; the lower tiers of the working class were sulfuric while the upper tiers enjoyed clean air.

“I hope it’s work I’m allowed to continue after my marriage,” she’d said, swiping at the tendrils of sweat-damp hair clinging to her brow. “They all seem to expect me to host social events and be a pretty puppet. My father thinks I was too involved in the political campaign of a revolutionary-minded independent but I’ll soon tire of it once I have a husband.” Her voice had wavered, disdain evident under the beads of tender fear.

Rolling his head to release the tension in his neck, Julien looked back at the rumpled bed and the figure curled there, his thoughts drifting back to the previous night.

Away from Valarae, Leia had blossomed and he craved her openness, her vulnerability, with a selfish greed that shocked him. She’d spoken, their fingers entwined under a pink cloud sky, of a life planned in steps for her, of a fiancé she didn’t choose who she avoided for fear of the one part of herself yet untaken to no longer remain her own, to be claimed by him like she was property and he had the right to possess.

Under a sky of sharp-edged green stars she spoke, resigned sadness in her eyes as her unbound hair tumbled over her shoulders, of the procedures she’d been subjected to with her fiancé’s mother as witness to ensure her viability, her use, her worth. He’d caressed the gentle slopes of her face, traced the curve of her ears, relished the press of her lips against his palm, and wished to wipe away the degradation and pain of her past.

“You’re my rebellion,” she’d murmured against his lips, her breaths warm and tinged with desperation like a cage was closing in around her.

He’d read the regret and apology on her moon-bathed face. “It can’t last,” she whispered, her fingertips trailing across his shoulder. “We can’t outrun the reach and power of my family, of my fiancé’s family. I’m bought. Owned. I have no choice.”

He held far more power in his name than any who would pursue her. If she wished, he could protect her. Hide her. But it was a secret not entirely his to share.

Leia stirred and Julien stepped onto the narrow veranda to give her privacy to prepare herself for the return crossing to Valarae.

Matter wavered, the solidness of form turning fluid and Julien closed his eyes, tightening his muscles, as the foreign magic coiled around him. He felt the moment one world faded and Valarae’s wards solidified.

“Welcome back,” an Apprentice researcher said, voice echoing in the empty chamber used for team crossings.

Heads were counted to ensure the crossing hadn’t left anyone behind and crates of fern clippings were prepared for transfer to the greenhouse. Julien hated this room and the oppressive bars of the magical conduits built into the floor used to crudely amplify Word Walker power for crossings. As lacking in finesse as the method was, it was the only one available to Valarae and reliant upon an available Word Walker to manipulate every crossing. Shackled to Valarae seemed a cruel fate for ones as bright and hopeful as Val and Bells.

“You’ll report to the medical facilities for testing this evening,” the Apprentice called as the researchers and Guardians filtered out of the room. “If you develop any skin rashes, fevers, or difficulty breathing please report sooner.”

Leia brushed shoulders with Julien as they made their way to their household, the stiffness in her posture a drawn line, an understanding that what they’d shared in the Otherworld had to remain there. Guardians patrolled the streets in pairs but Julien didn’t think twice of it until he noted the squads milling about the residential side. Signage about curfews was posted outside the shops.

“Hey, Julien,” one of the Guardians, a fellow novice named Klare, called as she stepped out of patrol. “I’m sure you’ll get the summons soon, but all returning Guardians are to report for branding as soon as possible.”

“Novices aren’t branded,” Leia said curtly.

Klare flashed the back of her hand and the raw, pinkish lines of the fresh mark imprinted there. “I’m fuzzy on the details, but the Word Walkers are missing, some say kidnapped, and all Guardians need to be deployed to find them. The Borcherd twins are gone, too.”

Leia gasped. “Missing? Are Val and Arabella okay? What happened?”

A squad-leader barked orders at Klare and she scurried back to her patrol. Julien’s pulse thudded and a wash of coldness rushed over him. He couldn’t be branded. Worry hurried Leia and she burst through the front door of the dark, empty house, calling to friends that didn’t answer. Julien swept the house, noting how Jasper and Salisbury had clearly packed and left their rooms turned down like they didn’t expect to return. Valence’s room was untouched and he guessed Arabella’s would be the same.

“They aren’t coming back,” Julien said, catching Leia’s arm as she stumbled from Arabella’s room.

“How do you know? We should talk to Maura.”

“Maura’s the last person we can talk to. It isn’t safe here anymore.” There wasn’t time to hesitate.

While Leia peppered him with questions increasing in pitch and panic, Julien rolled back the rug under his desk and pried up a floorboard, fingertips and biceps straining, to unearth the traveler’s stone and the book he’d stolen from the Archives just under Arabella’s nose. Leia followed him to the front room and the fireplace where he placed the book among the kindling.

“Light it,” he told her.

“You want me to burn a book?”

“Yes, I’d ask you to burn a book to keep my people safe.”

Julien felt the prickle of her magic a moment before she extended a fingertip and coaxed a rising flame to engulf the pages that curled and blackened, everything contained within reduced to ash in moments. Palming the stone, he closed the space between them, his heart in his throat as he wavered, briefly, wondering if this was right.

“What is that?” Leia whispered.

“Trust me,” he whispered, cupping the back of her head and pressing a kiss to her forehead. He did not ask her, did not give her a choice, and he’d have to accept the consequences of that decision but the Valarae they’d returned to was dangerous and there wasn’t time to explain.

Julien unclasped the silver cuff he’d kept perpetually on his wrist and let it fall. Speaking the ancient words and tunneling into his suppressed magic, he activated the stone and amplified the innate power with his own to cross the Boundary to his home world.

The endless starry sky stretched above, a glittering expanse of promise and secrets. Rising to his feet, Julien flexed his fingers, feeling the rightness of belonging.

He was home.

The traveler’s stone in his palm flickered and died, the faint glow dissipating. A pale scar with red tendrils radiating from the center scorched his palm where the rock rested and Julien pocketed the now-spent device. His temples throbbed from the expenditure of his unleashed magic.

“Where are we?” Leia gasped, her hair and eyes wild as she took in the enveloping, violet darkness, and the green-edged glow of the stars. She struggled to her feet, reeling from the suddenness of shedding one world for another. Her nails dug into his arm as panic sent a quake through her. “Julien, what did you do? Who are you?”

She had never been part of the plan. Not like this.

“This is my world,” he said gently.

On the horizon rose the incomplete tower and Julien’s chest swelled at the sight of the hewn-rock fortress. A pulsing glow illuminated the base from within, the cerulean light a pale comparison to the massive star suspended in the depthless pool of the night sky. He filled his lungs with the crisp, earthy scent of the world. Glowing orbs lined the path towards the tower, beckoning to him, but he waited for his presence to reverberate through the world.

“It was as though the very rocks of the mountain bases knew I’d come,” Grandfather had said, young Julien perched on his knee. The last time he’d truly been home since his temporary exodus. “I was the Master and the world had waited with bated breath for my arrival. Someday you will receive the same welcome. A prince returning to his homeland.”

A trio of sparking lights darted down the path and circled Julien and Leia. Sprites, with translucent wings and indeterminate features. He was reminded of the sparkler sticks he’d played with on warm, humid nights at his family’s estate in a far distant world.

“Welcome, Prince,” one of the sprites said, its voice a whispery echo. Another flitted around Leia, wings sprinkling dust. “Where to first?”

“Take me to my captain of the guard,” Julien said, and strode towards the gateway of his kingdom.


18: ARABELLA







DAPPLED SUNLIGHT FILTERED THROUGH THE LEAFY canopy and bathed the swaying grasses that itched Arabella’s calves and elbows. Warbling birds echoed beyond the whispering hush of grass and the rustling tree branches that lazily shed their golden brown, spotted leaves. Damp earth met her palms and an earthy aroma flooded her nostrils as Arabella pushed herself to sitting, the dirt cool despite the warmth, thick even in the shade of the trees.

Valence shifted beside her, the brush of his fingers against hers sending a shiver down her spine. She wanted to take his hand, to feel the life pulsing in him, but she resisted. His breaths came in quick gasps.

“Where are we?” The sound of his voice caused her heart to clench after so long quiet.

They sat at the edge of a forest. Just beyond the tree line dry ruts of a crude road descended a gentle slope. No words were written or spoken. Their power alone had brought them here. An ache built behind her eyes, the tax of magical expenditure, but Arabella smiled. This was what she was made for.

Valence shuffled through the fallen leaves as he took a few steps, drinking in their surroundings.

“You really did it,” he said, his words softened with wonder. Lacy shadows etched his face, and the tip of his nose reddened in the crisp air. He exhaled, a smile flicking over his lips, and a tiny white puff formed and dissipated before him. “You really did it.” He looked at her like she held a thousand worlds in her hands. “Saints and sinners, Bells.”

“We,” she said, the word catching in her suddenly taut throat. “We did it, Val.”

He turned his ashen face up to the caress of sunlight and the building ache in Arabella’s chest fractured. Hunger gnawed and thirst thickened her tongue, both stronger than the bone-deep exhaustion that urged her to rest. They’d fled for now but it wouldn’t be long before Valarae realized what they’d done. They’d be hunted but were currently in no condition to sustain another crossing.

Tall, seeded grass lined the road and they trudged through to a trampled path. The early morning dew rapidly soaked Arabella’s shoes and the hem of her trousers. Wispy tendrils of pale smoke rose in the distance downhill, most likely indicating a town. As they drew closer, the air took on a distinctly briny scent. Cresting a rise in the road they saw, beyond the edges of a port town, a crystal clear, glittering expanse of ocean.

“It’s beautiful.” Arabella shielded her eyes from the rising sun. How many days had they spent in those cells? How long since her skin had been kissed by this golden warmth?

Neatly plowed farmland surrounded the bustling port town and stone cottages, their chimneys expelling plumes of smoke, were the only delineating markers of the plots. Brassy bells tolled from the crowded harbor as enormous ships raised billowing sails and crept out to sea. Massive oars jutted out, their driving rhythm propelling the ships through the foamy water.

Signs swung above doorways, names carved in a language Arabella didn’t understand, but some basic images were decipherable: an anvil indicating a blacksmith, a scored loaf indicating a bakery, a needle and thread indicating a tailor. The narrow streets widened into a cobblestone square. Metal pinged as tents were constructed and merchants shifted crates and wagons to display their wares while the ships at the docks were swarming like disturbed anthills. Thickly bearded, lean muscled sailors lugged chests down gangplanks while robed merchants took stock of the unloaded goods.

“Looks like a market day,” Arabella commented, eyeing intricately woven silk scarves bobbing like an array of brightly colored feathers from the edge of a sun-faded and fraying striped tent awning.

“Hungry?” Valence asked, pointing to a farmer’s stand with overflowing crates of multicolored apples. “How good are you at sleight of hand?”

“Are you suggesting we steal?” she said in a hissing whisper, snatching his arm.

“We don’t have much of a choice. We’re both weak and need to eat if we’re going to keep moving.”

He was right though Arabella’s insides curled at the thought of theft. Given enough time, however, she was sure her scruples would cave to hunger and her hollow stomach groaned. Valence paced ahead and, without slowing his steps or turning his head, pocketed a few pastries while the merchant’s back was turned. Continuing his leisurely pace, he took a seat on a narrow wooden bench facing the shipyards. Setting one pastry next to him, he dug into another with a ravenous, desperate speed.

Though her pulse rushed in her ringing ears, Arabella mimicked Valence’s ease. But when she tried to palm a pair of apples the orderly stack toppled, fruit bobbing and rolling across the square. Jabbering angrily, the merchant rushed from behind his wagon and gathered the fruits, waving her away, his bushy brows knotted with scorn. Mumbling apologies, she scurried away, two apples tucked under her sweater.

Her face was hot and her heart leaping like a caged cricket but a laugh bubbled from her chest as she tucked herself onto the bench and shakily handed Valence an apple.

“Saints, don’t make me do that again,” she said breathlessly. “One more thing I’ve learned about you; you’re a talented thief.” The apple skin was as crisp as the tart inside and juice dribbled down her chin as she ate greedily.

“Hunger bred talent,” Valence said with a shrug. “It was several years until I could work a steady job.”

Whatever compensation he’d hoped to receive from his years at Valarae was likely forfeit now.

Gone was the cool morning breeze of the woods, replaced by a thick heat eased sporadically by a briny breeze from the ocean. Though the meager breakfast abated her hunger, Arabella knew it wouldn’t last. They needed a proper meal and rest but Valence couldn’t palm a hot meal and a bed. In lectures with Idris they’d learned an element of Word Walker magic allowed them to communicate in the language of visited worlds even if they couldn’t read it, but Arabella’s ears strained against the babble of the docks, picking up only pieces of conversations.

“What are we going to do?” she asked, sagging against Valence. In the sunlight by the sea, their captivity felt like a distant nightmare.

Valence’s gaze followed the path of a gray-winged seagull above. “We’ll figure it out.” His arm draped across the back of the bench, fingers dangling by Arabella’s shoulder. The feel of him was comforting, the warmth of his skin and the beat of his heart under his ribs.

His answer didn’t satisfy, but Arabella didn’t press as another ship docked and began unloading its cargo. A fat, balding merchant strode down the dock to meet the grizzled captain. After papers were signed, a sailor herded a chained group of women down the gangplank. Valence cursed under his breath and Arabella’s stomach twisted. There were women of all ages, some barely above childhood, and all glanced around with frantic terror in their eyes as they huddled together while the captain and merchant guffawed.

Valence moved, silent and quick, towards the women and Arabella crouched at the waist to follow, silently willing the merchant and captain not to notice them.

“Val, what the…” Her words died on her tongue as Valence knelt beside one of the smallest of the children and pulled a final, wrapped pastry from his pocket, pressing it into her tiny, trembling hands. The girl took it but pressed her face against an older woman’s knee.

“Please,” the woman hissed, bending down as she glanced anxiously at the merchant. “Take her.” The woman pulled frantically at the ropes that bound the girl to the group and she started to whimper. “Take her far from here. Don’t let them have her. Please.”

Kneeling beside Valence, Arabella helped him pull at the knots, swollen from moisture, as the woman shifted to provide something of a shield.

“What are you doing?” one woman hissed, her voice laced with roughness. “Leave her with her mother.” She, like the others, was clad in a simple tunic and sandals, but her eyes darted about the shipyards with intense focus. Something seemed to catch her attention in the market and a wry grin ticked up the corner of her mouth.

The women let up a sharp cry and the group moved, pulling the little girl just out of Arabella’s grasp. Valence shifted after her but Arabella lost her crouched balance and tumbled awkwardly against the ground.

“Trying to slip away, eh?” One hand fastened around Arabella’s arm, the other plunged into her hair and she was hauled up and thrust against the others.

Arabella kicked but the sailor wrestled her arms crossed against her chest and locked her against his side so she had little room to fight. She wouldn’t call for Valence, not as he was tucking the freed little girl to safety behind a row of barrels.

The sailor tugged at the length of rope that bound the fierce woman’s hands, barking an insult that made the woman’s dark eyes simmer. She bared her teeth and he raised a fist to strike her. A whistle shifted the air, stirring Arabella’s loose hair as a thin arrow pierced his wrist, drawing a pained howl from his throat. He fell to his knees, releasing Arabella, and the woman kicked his face, sending him to the ground, his nose bathing his face in blood.

Ropes swiftly cut, the woman pounced on the man’s chest and stole the dagger from his belt to match the one already in her hand, and many of the other women followed her example. Merchants and sailors shouted and ran, but the women formed themselves swiftly into a knot, the elderly and children in the protected center. Arabella ducked into the center of safety, her pulse wild. She twisted, seeking a glimpse of Valence, but couldn’t see beyond the protective coil of sisters, mothers, daughters. More arrows flew from nearby rooftops, incapacitating the ship captain, the merchant, and any of the sailors who drew curved swords and approached the women. Blood poured, soaking into the warped boards of the docks.

A booming voice silenced the shipyards and all eyes turned to the man swathed in black standing on the prow of a nearby ship. The woman who had begun the revolt looked up at him, a feral sort of smile lighting her face. From the rooftops, a dozen others swathed in black approached, bows knocked and at the ready.

The man standing on the ship slid down a docking rope, hitting the wooden docks with a lightness of foot that breathed of practiced stealth. If he did not want to be seen or heard, he could pass like a wraith, Arabella had no doubt. He was a few feet from her and she noted the brightness in his honey-colored eyes, the rich golden color of his skin, the angular lines of his jaw accented by a thin beard.

“The women of Narda are not to be bought and bartered,” the man said, stalking towards the profusely sweating merchant.

“The practice is not yet outlawed in all regions,” the merchant blubbered.

“The skin trade is outlawed in this region. This is your third offense, is it not, Mr. Uzum?”

“I have not mistreated any of the women. Ask them! They’ve been fed and clothed and my men have not laid hands on them.”

The lead woman huffed and the merchant cringed.

The man in black turned to her. “Aja? Does this snake speak truth?”

“Ask him about his man with the cut on his face,” the woman–Aja–replied. “Mr. Uzum’s secretary aboard the ship thought to take his pick. Unluckily for him, he chose me.”

“No, please, I would never allow such a thing! He will be released from my service immediately.” The merchant fell to his knees, clasping at the hem of the man’s tunic.

The man crouched, his forearms resting on his knees. Grabbing a handful of the merchant’s cloak, he pulled the man closer to whisper something in his ear that had the merchant howling in despair. At Aja’s urging, the women loosened their knot, many shedding tears of joy, and six of the black-robed men dragged the merchant and the ship captain away.

“You will pay for this, Kazimir!” the merchant shouted as he was dragged aboard the ship Kazimir had descended from.

Aja stood, now alone, on the dock, with all the air and carriage of a queen though she was dressed in little better than rags. Her long, dark fingers still wrapped around the hilt of the dagger she’d stolen.

Kazimir turned to her, lowering his hood to reveal waves of dark hair that shone in the sunlight. “Are you harmed?” he asked, his voice thick with emotion.

Aja’s fierce smirk returned. “You know me better than that.”

Then they were in one another’s arms, the emotion in their reunion palpable. Arabella shivered despite the heat of the day and the sweat dampening her chest. Fallen sailors writhed and screamed past clenched teeth as they clutched the shafts of arrows piercing them. Some lay motionless in pools of their blood, flies already gathering.

“Saints, Bells.” Valence cried, his arms around her before she could register he’d run up behind her. “I looked back and you were gone.”

“I’m okay,” she breathed.

The curved point of a scimitar pressed under Valence’s chin and he threw his hands up beside his face.

“Step away from her,” Kazimir ordered.

“Where’s the girl you took?” Aja added, bloodied knives gripped in her palms.

“I didn’t take her. She’s safe.” Valence pointed vaguely in the direction of the barrels. “I just wanted to help.”

“He speaks the truth,” Arabella said, stepping to Valence’s side, a swirl of panic spinning in her gut at the sight of the weapon against his skin. “He’s with me.”

“Who are you?” Aja and Kazimir blocked their path, their faces dark and untrusting though they lowered their weapons, their keen eyes sweeping over Arabella and Valence’s clearly misplaced features.

“Just travelers,” Arabella replied, hoping the frantic pace of her pulse didn’t come off as suspicious.

“You’re not Nardinian,” Kazimir said, his honey-colored eyes narrowing. “From Calagon, then?”

“No,” Valence said quickly as he angled himself closer. “We just arrived on ship.”

“Across the sea,” Aja said, glancing at the handful of ships at the harbor. Her eyes fastened on Valence, her brows tightening. “You are not in the skin trade?”

“Saints and sinners, no,” Valence breathed.

“Are you refugees then? Like the others?”

“Yes, I suppose we are,” Arabella said. “We just wanted to help the girl.”

Kazimir seemed satisfied enough and sheathed his blade, but Arabella didn’t think any answer could have satisfied Aja.

“You’re in Izmit, a northern port city of Narda near the Calagonian border. We are from the capital, Firoz, many miles southwest of here. Where are you headed?”

“Unsure,” Valence replied, glancing at Arabella. “We are looking to start a new life.”

Arabella’s heart twisted at the unsettling truth of that statement.

“Not much here,” Aja said with a huff. “Your time would be better spent learning a trade or farming in Calagon than making the trek to Firoz.” She exchanged a weighted glance with Kazimir as though they could wordlessly understand one another.

“We are not ones to turn aside those in need. We can take you to Sara’s estate,” Kazimir said, more to Aja than to Valence and Arabella. “What are your names?”

Brief introductions were made while Kazimir dropped hammered coins into the open palm of an old woman and selected some spiny fruits. Aja never took her eyes off them for a moment. Arabella wondered how long it had taken Kazimir to gain her trust and if anyone else ever had.

“Eat, Valence and Arabella,” Kazimir said as he handed them each a fruit. Aja reluctantly took the one he offered her, their eyes heavy with unspoken words as their fingers met.

Arabella watched closely as they split the fruit in half with a quick twist of their palms, revealing the creamy interior dotted with flat seeds. After a few tries she succeeded and slurped the somewhat grainy meat.

Kazimir generously provided them with fresh clothes, comfortable but simple, and sturdy boots before taking them to an inn for a proper meal. Shopkeepers seemed to have fond memories of Kazimir and Aja judging by the teary-eyed smiles and earnestly grasped hands. One old woman kissed Aja’s hands, her deeply wrinkled face brightening when Aja knelt before her, speaking gentle, loving words. There was a story, a smaller part of a greater story, in these small interactions and Arabella felt a pang of longing to explore, to know these varied worlds.

Valence and Arabella sat alone at a small table and rickety benches enjoying the fragrant roasted meat and herbed rice while Kazimir and Aja retired upstairs. A couple of men in black robes who’d been on the docks entered and went upstairs. Arabella tracked them. Who were these people?

“Hey.” Valence scrutinized her, a questioning furrow in his brow. She drew a breath, preparing to bare her thoughts, when he asked, “Are you going to finish eating that?”

Her fork remained tucked in the bed of steaming rice, her stomach so twisted in knots she could not eat more. Valence eagerly tucked in when she pushed the plate across to him. His gaunt features and his ease of palming the apples pricked at her worry. He’d sacrificed so much—it seemed even his own health—to protect and provide for his mother and sister. Valarae would use them as leverage. Worry wrenched at her, her mind turning to Lucas. It wouldn’t matter how far or fast they ran. Their families couldn’t run at all.


19: VALENCE







THE MID-MORNING SUN WAS WARMER than Valence expected for autumn, but the prickle of sunlight and beading of sweat on his skin was welcome after so long in Valarae’s void. Arabella tied her sweater around her waist, her breaths slightly heavy after hours of walking. Her hair shone like the blanket of coppery leaves in the light, frizzing up in curling strands. A belly full of warm food and a night’s sleep in the inn had been restorative for both of them, even if the mattresses had been little more than stitched covers for lumpy wool and down.

The countryside of rolling hills, swaying grasses, the not-so-distant rocky cliff and crashing, crystalline waves reminded Valence of a painting hanging in his childhood home. The landscape in a wash of gold, teal, and green had caught his mother’s eye at a city flea market and he’d rushed back before dusk, a fistful of saved bills in his hand and a childlike hope that the bit of joy would be enough to heal her aching heart.

The envelopes would stop arriving and, with no way to contact him, the sudden stop would consume his mother with grief and worry. How far would Sorae and Valarae’s headmasters go to retrieve their lost Word Walkers? Valence’s fist clenched, nails biting into his palm. Would Sorae make good on his threats?

They crested a hill and a breath-taking view spread below. Nestled by orderly rows of plowed farmland and fruit-laden orchards lay a sprawling estate. Other, more modest, buildings dotted the stretch of land, and figures could be seen harvesting in the fields, tending to livestock, and moving through the orchards with enormous woven baskets filled to the brim with colorful apples.

Arabella’s breath caught. Her cheeks were rosy from the exertion, so different from the ashen pallor of days prior. His chest contorted and burned with a surge of panic—he couldn’t protect them all. He wasn’t enough to fight on all fronts. To protect Arabella, he had to flee with her. To protect his mother and sister, he had to submit himself to a lifetime in Valarae’s service. Like Idris.

The herb gardens and clotheslines laden with crisp linens on the side of the estate were comfortingly domestic. As they neared, a little girl with an abundance of dark hair braided around her head darted from an open doorway, crying out in delight, “Uncle Kazimir!”

Kazimir barely had time to crouch and hold out his arms before the girl leapt at him, squeezing her arms around his neck as he spun her. “How have you been, little monster? Where is your mother?”

The girl ignored his questions and twisted in his arms, reaching for Aja who plucked her from Kazimir’s embrace. “Did you get the villains?” the girl asked, pushing back to peer into Aja’s face.

“Every last one of them,” Aja replied with a smile and a wicked sneer that the girl imitated.

“Ella!” a woman called. “Raphaella, you left the gate open. Your goats are going to get into the garden again.”

“Causing trouble, are you?” Kazimir reached to ruffle the girl’s hair as Aja set her on her feet just as a woman came around the clotheslines, drying her slender hands on an apron. She was statuesque and regal in her carriage, her olive-toned skin as luminous as her braided hair. Her dark eyes widened as she took them in.

“Mama, Uncle Kazimir is back,” Ella said, skipping to the woman’s side.

Kazimir smiled warmly and stepped forward to gather the woman into a tender embrace. “How have you been, Sara?” he asked, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.

“It’s been too long,” Sara said, stepping away from the circle of his arms. She nodded to Aja and the two exchanged warm smiles before her keen gaze landed on Arabella and Valence.

“We found these two newly arrived in Narda and in need of a little help getting their footing,” Kazimir said, turning towards them. “Valence and Arabella, this is Lady Sara and her daughter, Raphaella, the mistresses of this Calagonian estate. She’s taken in several of the recent refugees.”

Sara put an arm around her daughter’s shoulders. “Come, I will show you to one of our guest rooms. Ella, can you take Kazimir and Aja to their usual room?”

Ella obliged, taking their hands, and leading the way into the house, chattering all the way. Sara led Valence and Arabella through a side door into a kitchen with a massive stone hearth and a worn harvest table. A cauldron hung over the fire and a girl knelt beside it, stirring the deliciously aromatic contents. Two more women were kneading loaves of bread at the table, their hands coated in flour. Seated on three-legged stools, a trio of boys peeled potatoes, their knives deft in their hands and the purplish peels falling into a bucket between them.

“You just arrived in Narda?” Sara asked as they left the kitchen and entered a hallway, passing a large foyer on one side and what looked like a sitting room on the other. “We’ve heard the rumors of what’s been happening in countries across the sea. Soldiers in black armor with weapons of blue flame razing villages, stealing, and plundering, even kidnapping.”

Valence met Arabella’s gaze, understanding passing between them. Soldiers in black armor with weapons of blue flame—Valarae Guardians.

“Yes, our ship just came in and we ran into Kazimir and Aja,” Arabella answered. “They’ve been very generous.”

“They are good people,” Sara said, turning down another hallway. “Their work so often puts them in danger, both from the traders they hunt and those governors who still profit from underhanded deals. It’s always a relief when they return, and I am glad my home can be a place of refuge, supported by the King and Queen of Calagon.”

Despite the impressive size of the estate, there was a coziness to Sara’s home, a blend of stoic regality and washes of color from intricate textiles and painted alcoves housing trailing plants. People who Valence assumed were staff moved about, laughing and chatting, and Sara greeted each one by name. She finally paused before a coral-painted door and opened it, stepping aside so they could enter. The room was small but comfortable with two beds and windows that overlooked the orchards.

“There is an attached washroom with running water,” Sara said, gesturing to a door on the left side of the room. “There should be spare linens in the chest but do let me or one of the staff know if you require anything else. Feel free to roam the estate. We are busy with harvesting the apples this time of year and extra hands are welcome for however long you decide to stay. I offer daily wages for labor of any kind around the estate.”

They thanked her and she departed, closing the door behind her, leaving Arabella and Valence alone.

“I’m taking a bath,” Arabella said hurriedly and darted into the washroom.

Valence sank onto the creaking edge of one of the beds and stared at his hands. The steady rush of running water eased to a plinking drop. The cold and silence of the Valarae cells pressed upon his mind, eating away any sense of peace in his own skin. He rubbed at the tackiness of electrodes that marred the skin of his chest, and his arms bore the bruises from syringes of sedatives. The threads of his magic recoiled, surging with a cautious anger through his veins.

The washroom door creaked and Arabella emerged, scrubbed and glowing, her damp hair falling in disheveled waves that she combed with her fingers. The threads of her magic woven with his stirred, calming the fearful anger. She urged him to bathe and, refreshed, they ventured out to the estate’s land.

The orchards were shaded from the late afternoon sunlight, and the air buzzed with the hum of bees swarming the fallen, overripe apples at the base of the trees. The people were welcoming and didn’t ask any prying questions. Valence wondered how often people came and went from the estate, working for a day or two before moving on. He wondered how many had fled Valarae’s oppression.

The simple, mundane work of filling baskets was soothing. Ella’s squeals and laughter echoed from somewhere nearby, the sound so similar to Esmie’s it twisted something inside of him. He’d rip out his own heart to ensure her laughter never died, she never felt the empty wound of stolen childhood.

Valence picked a low hanging apple and bit into it. “I used to take my little sister apple picking every fall.” He was unsure what made him speak the thoughts aloud, but Arabella listened as she nestled into the crook of weeping branches laden with ripe fruit, a basket between her feet.

“We had to take a bus out of the city and a train up the mountains to this old orchard. We’d always pick too many and by the time we got to our bus station I’d have to carry Esmie as well as the apples.”

“What’s going to happen to them?” Arabella asked softly. The veil of leaves hovered, dancing in the breeze, between them and the lacy edged shadows cut a strip of sunlight across her eyes, the soft gray color growing misty.

“My mom has a sister across the country who could help take care of Esmie,” he said, though he saw reflected in Arabella’s expression the disbelief in his own words. If that aunt cared about them at all she’d have tried long ago. The task fell, as always, to him.

Hope had brought him to Valarae. Hope had sent him, little more than a child, into the fighting rings. Hope had fed him, abused him, picked him up and thrown him down. Yet for the first time, as he watched Arabella and felt the curling tendrils of her magic dancing through his—the magic that had ferried them from captivity to a new world—he didn’t curse the fickleness of hope.

AS THE DAYS STRETCHED, THEY FELL into an easy rhythm with life on the estate. Kazimir and Aja joined in the daily tasks. Firewood had to be prepared for the coming winter months, hay fields cut and bundled, harvest finished and foods preserved. When she wasn’t ladling fresh well water or handing out wrapped lunches, Ella trailed after Aja like a duckling, often hurling tiny knives at makeshift targets with the keen focus of a budding warrior.

Valence learned the repetitive swing of a scythe and worked the afternoon hours in the baking warmth of sunlight, pelted by clouds of gnats. Though his skin itched and he wiped at the back of his burned forehead with a grass-covered wrist, he was glad for the reminders that his body was his own. Each aching muscle was brought on by exertion, not extractions. During the long hours some laborers hummed or sang snatches of songs in cadence. He didn’t know the language, but the cadences were simple enough to follow and matched the sching and cut of his tool. His thoughts could drift, blessedly empty, unlike the stretches of night when lack of movement crept over him like thousands of ants.

Evening meals were served buffet-style in a grand dining room. The ornately carved chairs were pushed away from the polished table and Lady Sara herself handed out steaming rolls of flat, herbed bread beside a hewn-stone mantel above which hung a dented shield and pair of crossed swords. The name Torshall was etched into the shield.

“It must be her family name,” Arabella commented.

“My husband’s,” Sara said, noting Valence’s curious gaze. “He fell in battle shortly before Ella was born, not long after we were wed. Calagon’s king bestowed this estate in honor of his valor and to give me and Ella a home. He was kind to ensure I was close to the Nardinian border, my native home, as well as the ancestral lands of our queen and my dearest friend.”

“I’m so sorry,” Arabella breathed. “To lose him so soon.” Her face flushed and she stammered, “That was inconsiderate. I’m sure the memory is painful.”

Sara smiled, handing her empty basket to a passing serving woman. “It’s a wound that will never heal and I ache every day knowing Raphaella never knew her father and namesake, but the life I’ve built here with her is all in his memory. It was a blessing to be his wife, even if our time together was short.”

Valence’s gaze slid to Arabella, to the softness of her features and the emotions she wore on her face as plainly as the freckles that dotted her slender nose.

They moved on, letting the rest of the laborers compile their meals, and took places around one of the many fires built in the courtyard to combat the growing chill. Valence angled a split log with his foot so Arabella could sit beside him but closer to the warmth of the blaze. Balancing her plate on her knees, she briskly rubbed her hands together. The tips of her fingers, ears, and nose were pink from the cold but a smile graced her face.

Kazimir, Aja, Sara, and Ella joined their circle as dusk fanned its hazy colors across the horizon. News and stories from the neighboring countries were shared: the Calagonian royal family had recently welcomed a son, Narda was passing new laws and there was some unrest due to governors’ elections, Ella was eager to travel to the palace in the spring and meet the new prince. Somewhere in the Valarae Archives lay an inconspicuous book that held within this entire world.

“What of your country?” Kazimir asked, gesturing to them. “What sends you across the sea to find a new beginning?”

Valence glanced at Arabella, her face pinched and suddenly hollow, the memory of the cell etched on her as it was etched in his bones.

“We fled for our freedom,” he said.

A murmur of sympathy and agreement rose from the circle around the fire.

One woman, her face creased with hollowing grief, said softly, “I lost my husband and son. We’d fled the plundering of our village and had booked passage on a ship to reach Narda then on to Calagon to plead for the Dragon Knights to fight for us, but the warriors with swords of blue flame came in the night to our camp. They took my husband and my son and…they disappeared. I searched the land for days and could not find a trace. I do not know if they’re alive or dead.”

Arabella’s breath hitched and Valence laid a hand on her arm. He knew her mind went to the father and son and the blood spilled at Maura’s feet.

“Freedom is a precious thing,” Aja said, her voice lower and softer than usual. “And one worth fighting for. Or fleeing.”

Worth fighting for. The words repeated in Valence’s head when he lay on his bed, hands clasped over a tense stomach, staring at the slatted wood ceiling, and listening to the steady rhythm of Arabella’s breaths.

Worth fighting for. Calloused palms curved around the handle of the scythe cutting through the swaying field to the triple beat of the words. The peace and contentment they’d found here was thin and false, not a lasting thing, and they’d be foolish to cling to it.

His shirt stuck to his damp skin and he leaned into the burn in his muscles, relishing the feeling like he’d relished the thud of his knuckles in a fight. He was not made for peace. For contentment. For softness. He was like the shield above Sara’s mantel—a tool he could only hope would be worthy of memory.

Would he have to choose between Arabella and his family?

Would either choice encompass himself?

Straightening, he lowered his scythe and lifted his face to the breeze. Movement in the tree line snagged his gaze and he shielded his eyes. Two figures emerged and stood at the edge of the field. Two more followed. They wore the black uniforms of Valarae Guardians and blue-tinted magic sparked from their morphing batons.

Arabella.

Dropping the scythe, Valence sprinted for the orchards. Air raked his lungs and he dug deep, pushing himself faster and not daring a look to see if they’d given chase. Branches dragged across his skin like hands tugging at him as he ran, leaping over piles of mushy, fallen apples and dense grass.

“Bells!” he shouted, his voice rough and breathless from his sprint. “Arabella!”

A commotion stirred near the fields. Valence flew past startled laborers as panic built in his veins. He couldn’t find her. If the Guardians found her first…

Images of her curled against their shared wall, tracks of tears on her hollow cheeks, surfaced and he called her name again.

“Val, what?” She emerged from a tree, a half-full basket of apples tucked in the crook of her arm. He saw the moment she understood, quizzical frown lifting into horror. “Saints and sinners,” she whispered. “They’re here?”

“At least four,” he panted.

Her lower lip trembled and she set the basket down gently. “I wish we could say thank you and goodbye.”

She’d been at peace here, too. Taking her hands, threading his fingers with hers, Valence stepped closer and pressed his brow to hers. He tunneled into his magic, feeling hers against his.

“How long do we have to keep running?”

He felt their magic weave together and build, racing through his veins like liquid fire.

“At what point can we go back home and be safe? How will we know? What are we going to do, Val?” She asked like he would have answers she didn’t.

“I don’t know, Bells,” he replied, his voice strained. “For now, we run.”


20: MAURA







GLISTENING THREADS OF MAGIC WOVE THROUGH everything and the constancy of the glowing vibration flickered behind Maura’s eyes, arced through her dreams, and made every moment a waking sensory nightmare from which she could not escape.

Maura always saw the colors first, then the intensity. After she learned to read the magic it was easier to sift the valuable from the mundane. To find the ones who glowed brighter, who wove a finer tapestry, whose magical auras were more interesting to be surrounded by.

The Guardian training grounds were shielded by a dome of luminous magic originating from a central point deep below the earth of the arena. Impenetrable. A similar dome arced over Valarae’s campus, the ends of the closed world not so far off as most students thought.

With a tap of her keycard, the lock buzzed and the door clicked open. The control room looked different when occupied and abuzz with activity as Guardians hovered around their devices, monitoring and loading fields of data. Uncle Abrahm stood behind, arms folded tight across his chest, as he scanned the blinking radar monitor. Seven dots blipped, their locations changing slightly with each blip. As the seven converged, one of the Guardian technicians turned to Valarae’s president, trepidation etched on his young face.

“I’m sorry, sir,” he said. “It appears the Word Walkers escaped.”

“Can we trace them again?”

“They’re not using world links,” Master Fayden said, stepping forward. “Tracing a bonded pair relying on their own ungrounded power presents a uniquely difficult challenge. But it is not impossible. We’ve done it before.”

“The last pair were careless about their expenditure,” Mr. Sorae said stiffly. “Their altering of that world was like a beacon drawing us in. This pair is more cautious.”

He exchanged a weighty look with Master Fayden and Maura buried her frustration. Even with their careless expenditure, Idris and his bonded had stayed hidden for years. Long enough to settle and have babies. Maura seethed at the thought of the same being possible for Arabella and Valence. A lifetime of planning and research for naught. Accolades and power ripped from her hands just as she began to taste the sweetness of it all. She’d clawed her way up from the role of unimpressive youngest child and would not allow herself to fall again—she’d taken precautions to ensure it when she’d planted the chip under Valence’s skin, unbeknownst to anyone but herself.

Arabella’s magic swirled in a myriad of colors, a vibrant and ever-shifting shroud of perfection that would steal the breath of anyone who could see it. Valence’s magic, less dramatic but no less impressive, wove with hers and the two became something remarkable. A masterpiece.

Valence was her asset. He may have slipped from Maura’s fingers but he wasn’t lost. Not yet.

“We’ll prepare for another crossing expedition,” Mr. Sorae said. “How long are the traces of their magical expenditure able to be captured?” He directed the question to Guardian Maxton who stood at attention near the door.

“The residual readings should last for at least twelve hours,” Maxton replied, his gaze leveled across the room without making direct eye contact. That had always irritated Maura about him. So prim and proper. So accepting of his role as a mundane channeler.

“Find them.”

Sorae’s command was stiff but, Maura guessed, she was the only one able to read the underlying rage. Investors were demanding their returns—orders of able-bodied laborers or militants, Otherworldly goods such as rare fruits, unique animals for their meat and pelts. One particular investor sought a companion, a girl with unsawed horns. These orders should have been easy to fulfill with enough stored Word Walker power, but so much was wasted tracking down Valence and Arabella. If she had a strong enough power source it could be possible to siphon power from across the Boundary via Valence’s chip. Maura’s first attempts, completed hurriedly, had been unsuccessful.

The large monitor flickered to life, bringing up an image of worlds and boundaries that had already been mapped. A plethora of possibilities for the Word Walkers to hide.

An angry burn branded Maura’s chest. She deserved the power to travel worlds. She was brilliant, driven, but as powerless as the mundane channeler standing stiff at her side. She brushed shoulders with the young Guardian and he stiffened further, if such a thing were possible. She could admire the corded strength of his flexed musculature. He had his uses, she supposed. He’d been the one, after all, to teach her to use the devices filling this room.

“Maura.” Uncle Abrahm’s sharp tone snapped her spine and she despised the way she became pliable and fawning under his scrutiny. Like a trained animal begging for a word of praise.

“I’ll prepare Idris,” she said.

“How much longer can he sustain these crossings?” Master Fayden asked. He stepped closer to Mr. Sorae, shoulder to shoulder, and lowered his voice to a whisper.

“It’ll have to be enough. Maura’s ability makes it possible to drain him to the fullest extent possible and as often as we need without wasting him.”

She had her uses, too. But she’d never be more than a cog in the machine, a service to those who were greater like her powerful siblings, if she failed now. Uncle Abrahm may already consider her a failure but that was scorn she’d bear until she made herself and her contributions indispensable.

“There’s also the matter of my missing novice,” Master Fayden went on. “Julien should have returned from his field expedition and reported days ago; his amplifying skill would be greatly beneficial in following residual readings.”

“Leia Kalagari is missing as well,” Sorae said gruffly, pinching the bridge of his nose. He’d split himself to cross several boundaries at once in an attempt to soothe grumbling board members and the lingering effects weighed on him, clearly. His magic was a tangled, mangled thing pumping through him. “Leia’s parents are donors to our programs here and will not be satisfied for long.”

Leia and Julien were playing a dangerous, if romantic, game. A tryst beyond the Boundary was little more than a rendezvous at a sleazy motel and Maura repressed a disgusted curl of her nose. Poor political princess trapped in a powerful, loveless engagement ensorcelled by a charming, nobody Guardian. How utterly pedestrian.

“We’ll reconvene when we’re prepared for our next attempt.” Mr. Sorae dismissed everyone in the room.

Maxton fell into step with Maura, shortening his strides to match hers and leaning a bit too close into a turn, keeping her angled between him and the hallway.

“Will I see you tonight?” he asked in a husky whisper, glancing briefly over their shoulders to ensure privacy.

“Depends on my mood.”

“I’ve been thinking of someplace more…thrilling.”

She donned a sweet smile and arched her brows with interest. “Oh?”

His responding grin was lopsided and practically quaking with eagerness. “I was thinking what could be more forbidden than the control room. There are several sectors locked down to anyone, even Apprentices, but there’s one accessible only by Masters.”

Maura knew it well; the heart of Valarae’s power source in the crypt below the training grounds. An amplified source and, perhaps, the answer to her problem.

Trailing her fingers across Maxton’s chest, she leaned close but, before she could speak, another voice pierced the quiet of the hall.

“Maura.”

Maxton scurried away after a hurried salute and Maura lifted her chin. Her pulse skittered and her breaths came in frantic gasps, but she kept her lips pressed tight and her inhales as steady as possible through her nose. To be exceptional, one had to be disciplined, and when you were a child who could see magic but not wield it discipline was often harsher in an attempt to mold you into something worthwhile.

“You cannot afford to be distracted right now,” Uncle Abrahm began. “I gave you the Word Walkers, trusting in you to deliver. Everything you’ve worked for, everything you have to offer, hangs in the balance. I hinged much on your promises and if they prove to have been empty—” He let the sentence hang unfinished.

“I understand, Uncle.” She had her uses, had found a way to be worthy, and she’d play her part, diverting attention from her real work.

MAURA GLARED AT THE FIGURE BEYOND the glass wall. Idris’s arms were stretched wide, his wrists chained to the ceiling. Violet threads coiled deep in his core. He didn’t deserve his power.

Slamming her palm on the speaker button, Maura said, “Idris, you know you don’t have a choice.”

He raised his head, fastening his wild eyes on her as something between a grin and a snarl turned up his mouth. The man might have been halfway handsome at one point in his miserable life, but now he was aged beyond his years, a skeletal husk of a person. Losing his bonded was a constant strain on him but, even after years of a life lived under a glass, he’d never given any hint of knowledge of Elodie’s whereabouts.

“Do you want to know what it feels like?” Idris’s voice was a harsh rasp. “This power, whenever I see the boundary wavering, stepping into an entirely new reality...it’s exhilarating. And you will never know that.”

“Do it,” she snapped. “Take all of it.”

“But…” The technician did not alter the extraction levels.

“Do as I say!” she screamed. She was Maura Beaton, the prodigy who could see the threads of all worlds and their connectedness. The one who could usher Valarae into a new age of prosperity. She deserved the power to travel the boundaries or at least the ability to harness it as she saw fit.

Idris flinched, his shoulders tightening as the barely perceptible light pricked the back of his neck. His power recoiled. He kept his dark eyes fastened on her as a trickle of blood ran from his nose and over his teeth. She held his gaze as he started to convulse, a ragged scream of agony gurgling from his throat. Idris’s glow flickered then went out with a blazing flash. His body slumped, hanging limp from the chains. A singular tuft of magic remained, faint in the dark of his hollow core. A secondary tuft curled around his—a pale silver like the haze of the moon over water. No matter how hard she pressed, Maura could not touch that secondary power.

Barely a quarter of a charge. “Is that it?”

The technician cleared his throat, refusing to look at her. “I think so,” he stammered.

“Fine.” It would have to be enough until she could trace her asset and bring him back. “You have no power left to call your own, Idris. You’re a prisoner here and not even death will free you.”

The Word Walker hung from his restraints, blood and saliva pooling on the floor between his sagging feet as his chest rattled with the stubborn strength of clinging life.


21: ARABELLA







THE PUTRID SCENT OF URINE STRUCK Arabella first, then the festering aroma of refuse finished with the oppressive density of oil and smoke. Head throbbing, she put her hand out to push herself to sitting but the slimy touch of the pavement brought a surge of bile to her throat and she retched.

“Easy,” Valence said soothingly.

Her eyes burned and her shoulders shook, both from the sensory revulsion and the expenditure of her magic, like a tide rushing from shore.

“We have to keep going,” she said, her voice rough as she fought the urge to retch again. Staggering to her feet, she scanned the mouth of the alley and the dark curves behind them for any sign of uniformed figures in pursuit. The sight of Guardians in the golden fields of Narda had been harrowing, something deeply and unsettlingly wrong. “How did they find us so quickly?”

“Easy, Bells,” Valence said again. His hands were warm and firm on her shoulders as he eased her against the wall and she realized, against his solid surety, how much she was trembling. She thought of the way his fingers had coaxed beauty from ivory keys, baked birthday cakes for his little sister. He deserved better than this.

“Oh saints.” A crushing sob compressed her chest and she pressed the heels of her palms against her eyes, hard. She felt unwoven, frayed at the edges, and too-rapidly unraveling. One tug and she’d be undone.

Leaning a shoulder against the wall, he cradled her head and tucked it under his chin. “We’ll be alright.”

How many times had he offered those same empty words when he needed them himself? She couldn’t unravel and lean on him, another burden on his shoulders. She had to pull herself together, to be strong when others around her did not have the strength or energy for her to be anything else. It was what she was good at. Good for. There was no space for her to crumble.

Exhaling in a huff, she straightened and pushed off the wall. “Food. Shelter. Time to recuperate before making another crossing.”

Pale orange streetlights illuminated a trash-littered sidewalk at the end of the alley and a road beyond. Sizable buildings, like the ones in downtown Taville, rose on either side of the road and were squished together. A world of difference from Lady Sara’s orchards.

A raucous bout of laughter preceded a group of young people ambling down the sidewalk. At the head of the pack, walking backwards to face the others, was a young man with a knotted ball of dark hair on the top of his head and massive feathered wings tucked tight against his shoulder blades. One of the girls at the front of the crowd strutted closer, a flirtatious grin revealing pointed canines. Her skin shimmered faintly lavender and elegantly curved horns protruded from her shaved skull.

Considering their simple Nardinian garb and distinctly human features, Arabella hoped she and Valence would avoid notice.

Valence fell into step beside her as they made their way down the sidewalk. The oil-slick black topped road bustled with squat yellow taxis and small, nearly perfectly round vehicles, and the windows of the shops lining the wide sidewalk were plastered with brightly colored advertisements. Corner convenience stores advertised shampoo to keep feathers silky soft. Tattoo parlors had 50% off horn filing services.

Scattered throughout the brightly colored advertisements were printed posters in simple black and white, all with a different photograph and large text.

MISSING.

Have you seen me?

Reward for any information.

Missing.

Last seen a week ago.

Some of the posters were curling and torn, with faded edges and graffiti marks. Missing, lost to memory and time. Some were crisp and placed every few yards, speaking of fresh desperation.

“They all have horns,” Valence commented as they turned yet another corner and the garish neon glow of a noodle shop illuminated a pole papered over with signs.

Arabella looked more closely and the similarities of the missing were obvious. All had the same horns, ringed like an aged tree with subtly shifting shades. All were young, their pictures showing bright smiles and shining eyes.

“What’s happening to them?”

“The research facility lobby,” Valence said, his voice hollow. Anger and grief swirled in his gaze as he looked at her. “That’s where I’ve seen them before. There’s a horn like these in a display case in the Valarae research facility. I saw it during our tour along with other things from Otherworlds.”

“They’d never tried to hide it, we just didn’t care to notice.” Arabella smoothed out the fluttering edge of a faded poster and looked into the girl’s smiling face, wondering with a pang what had become of her. “Our work as Archivists, our power as Word Walkers, supported this. The Doomed Worlds were the ones stripped of everything of value and use, left to crumble.”

No more, Arabella. No more. A twisted and tainted thing. A curse, not a gift, and she the wielder.

Arabella ran her fingers through her greasy, tangled hair. She needed a shower. Her body groaned and protested and the throbbing in her temples wouldn’t fade.

“We need a place to sleep and some food,” she said though she doubted the acidic burn in her stomach would allow her to eat much.

A couple of the vehicles parked on the street sagged with flat tires, an abundance of tickets fluttering like feathers under the windshield, and bore rusted patches like countries on a map. Clearly abandoned, Arabella wondered if they could sleep in one. Her coil of magic was too faint to successfully make another crossing anytime soon and Valence’s was more drained than hers.

Valence leaned towards a two-door vehicle that had once been a shiny shade of teal, peering into the windows. “There’s a wallet on the front seat.” He looked at her and she raised her brows, scanning the deserted street. Her morality didn’t bother protesting.

“Keep an eye out.” Valence yanked a thin strip of metal from a nearby rusted trash can and bent it as straight as he could, using the curb and his booted heel. Arabella’s pulse hammered and leapt at every city sound as she kept watch, her back against Valence’s in a pathetic attempt to shield him.

She held her breath though it took him all of two seconds to grab the wallet, shove it in his pocket, and slam the door, discarding the metal strip under the vehicle. No one was around to have witnessed their theft, but they jogged two blocks away before slowing.

The pulsing thud of music vibrated through the sidewalk from a nearby warehouse, its flung open doors guarded by two winged men with cigarettes dangling from their clawed fingers. She and Valence stood in the shadows between two sources of light—a flickering streetlamp and the purple glow of the club’s sign. A faint thrumming touched Arabella’s magic, striking a chord deep within, and she examined the brick wall behind her. It wavered, the thinning Boundary lines faint, and an echo of another time, another space, reached out to her. How long would they occupy such liminal spaces, forever forgotten and slipping between shadowy recesses?

Valence searched the wallet. “I’m not sure about the currency, but it’s a decent amount of bills. We could probably afford a night somewhere.”

With a handful of stolen bills and driven by exhaustion, they secured a room at a motel whose sign read “vacancy” though both c’s were out. Windows spilled light from the edges of drawn curtains, leaving illuminated lines on the dirty breezeway outside.

A door creaked open and a young man stepped out, a canned drink dangling from one hand as he swiped blue-black hair from his forehead with the other. Feathered wings jutted from slits in the back of his shirt, the same blue-black color as his hair. Ducking their heads, Arabella and Valence slipped past. The droning buzz of televised voices and recorded laughs echoed from the room he’d left, just a few doors down from their own.

While Valence fumbled with the key, Arabella glanced back at the winged man. He was watching them, a curious look on his angular face.

The room was small but relatively clean, furnished with a desk and a single bed with a thin coverlet and flat pillows. Two folded robes sat on the edge of the bed along with towels and petite bottled oils. Arabella touched the waffle knit of the robes and picked up one of the bottles. Rose scented oil, advertised ‘for lovers’. Heat bloomed in her cheeks and she set it down.

“There’s hot water,” Valence called from the attached bathroom. He leaned in the doorway and they regarded one another, Arabella oddly aware of the closeness of the room and the smallness of the bed. How utterly ridiculous this all was.

“Go ahead and shower and I’ll find us some food. Lock the door behind me.”

The idea of being separated with no way to contact one another struck her like a fist. As Valence pocketed the key and moved to the door, she fought the rising plea. Don’t go. It was different in Narda where she could see him in the fields from a distance, when the very air whispered of safety and peace. The threads of this world were convoluted and strange, her magic and their bond murky. She didn’t know if it was their bond or if he was the one familiar thing, but an ache built in her chest and she grabbed his arm. Words collided in her throat.

“There are vending machines outside the office,” he said gently. His hand was warm over hers. “I’ll be back in minutes.”

As much as they needed food, he likely wanted to give her privacy and Arabella was appreciative though she spent the bulk of her time showering straining for the sound of him returning, holding the feel of their bond tightly.

She rubbed the steam-fogged mirror to reveal her reflection. Dripping waves of dark hair, a hollower expression than she was used to seeing, and the grayish circles of residue from electrodes on her chest. She barely recognized herself. How had Idris borne this for a lifetime? He’d tasted freedom, but never security. Never safety.

A knot of guilt twisted, the pain sharp and sudden, chased by the cold bite of terror. If it came down to it, would she be able to summon every ounce of strength and send Valence as deep into the tangled web of Otherworlds as she could? The thought of that severing of connection pierced her with agony and buckled her knees. Gripping the edge of the counter, she inhaled shakily and winced against the slowly subsiding pain.

The outer door opened and closed and a rustle of plastic followed. Tucking the folds of the robe about her, Arabella sat on the bed with the coverlet folded back. Valence arranged his meager haul on the desk. His cheeks were flushed and his chest swelled as though he was trying to conceal the rapid beat of his heart and the raggedness of his breathing.

“Val?”

“Pick what you want.” He tossed her a bottle of water. “I’m going to shower.”

She listened to the steady ‘schirrrr’ running water and picked through the packaged snacks. Voices rang and heavy footsteps thudded on the breezeway. High, coquettish laughter sounded through the wall. This world reminded her too much of Taville and she felt pried apart.

A puff of steam entered the room as Valence emerged, hair in damp disarray and dressed in his Nardinian trousers, a towel draped over his shoulders. The bed creaked as he sat beside her, careful to keep a respectful distance. His eyes were rimmed with red. A welt the shape of a rectangle, lumpy edges a marbled mix of pink and white healing scar-tissue, marred the back of his bicep. Arabella traced the edges.

“What did they do to you?”

She could see the dismissive response hovering between them, and his struggle against it. It was easier to offer a smile and false reassurance, a lesson she knew from experience. Her parents extended concern but she could see in their eyes they didn’t have the capacity to shoulder her sorrow and worry, too. So, she’d smile and retreat and build stronger walls, thicker skin. She was the anomaly. The strange child who wrote a tree and a monster buried in the backyard, the one they’d whisper about in hushed and anxious tones when they thought she was sleeping. The one who felt untethered, unbelonging, incomplete in her own skin until she’d met the boy sitting beside her.

“I tried to stop.” His voice hovered just above a whisper. “After Maura’s—presentation—I told her I was out. I didn’t want to be a part of it. Sorae threatened my mom. My sister. You.”

Her heart thudded against her ribs, swelling with that single word. You. “What did you do?”

“What else could I do? I let it happen. I was sedated a few times but I didn’t fight. No matter what I do, it’s never enough.” His voice broke and he coughed. Shoving the discarded wrappers into a bag, he said, “I can sleep on the floor.”

“There’s room for us both,” Arabella said, sliding to the far side of the thin bed. It seemed so small an offering in the face of all he’d endured—endured for her, too—but it was all the peace and comfort she could give.

Valence didn’t argue.

The bed whined, springs popping, and the coverlet wafted a vaguely musty smell. She rolled onto her side to face him, to see the way the streetlights that pushed through the thin curtains touched his profile. It felt selfish to be grateful she wasn’t alone in this, especially knowing his concern for his mother and sister.

“Mr. Sorae threatened me?”

“The thought of you bearing that pain, your magic ripped from you time and again.” He swallowed hard. “It was the worst thing I could imagine.” Every line of his body was drawn with tension, some unspoken turmoil swirling in his mind, as he stared at the ceiling. His breaths were shallow like he was holding something at bay, but the action appeared to come easily to him like he was practiced in hiding what he thought and felt.

It was a lonely, crushing practice she knew too well.

“If I could have helped…” she began.

“You’d do it, I know. But you…saints and sinners, I want you to know every good thing in this world. In every world.”

Arabella’s heart swelled. Some things were easier said in the dark.

“I want the same for you, Valence.”

Beyond the walls the eternal noise of the never-silent city droned on, but Arabella closed her eyes and listened to the thump of her pulse in her ears, the steady rhythm of Valence’s breathing, and the rustle of the sheets as his fingers stretched between them. Whether it was their bond or something else didn’t matter. Arabella reached out and held his hand and was glad they were together.


22: VALENCE







IT WAS DISORIENTING, MOVING FROM ONE reality to another in the span of a step, a breath, a pooling of mingled magic. Valence blinked against the change, a foul alley traded for a…he looked around, noting first Arabella’s presence a few paces away and then the river. It was a steady, gray thing with muddy, frothy waves cut through by sharp-edged ships laden with metal crates. Concentric circle rainbows of oil floated on top of the murky pools that formed in the broken dips of the cobbled streets, and Valence side stepped one such puddle.

“It’s the only place I could conjure,” Arabella said sheepishly, tugging her coat closer about her body as a gritty breeze rushed over them. “Welcome to Taville.”

Her hometown, the place that had formed her. Valence took in the surroundings with more interest. Tall buildings, many with crumbling bricks and once-elaborate cornices left to peel and rot, lined the wide streets clogged with bleating, chugging automobiles. People crisscrossed the streets, dodging vehicles as they scurried about their days, and an industrial haze settled over everything. Across the wide bridge that spanned the river lay another set of buildings, vibrant and neatly ordered, the lush trees and iron scrollwork of delicate fences a charming divide down the wide lanes.

“Let’s get some tea,” Arabella said, striking out down the streets with her hands pushed deep in her pockets, her shoulders sinking within the folds of her coat as though she wanted to pass through this place unnoticed.

As Valence followed at her side he realized how little he really knew about her, his bonded pair. She had worked in a bookshop. She loved her family. She had a brother but he couldn’t remember if he was older or younger. She was kind and gentle and unfailingly hopeful in the good. His heart jumped. Did she have a lover?

Half-skipping over a pothole, Arabella stepped onto the curb before a quaint café. A scalloped awning stretched over a few bistro tables littered with discarded porcelain cups and plates, and the navy-blue door was faded, the paint worn down to bare wood around the brass knob.

“This is where it all started.” Arabella had a faraway look in her gaze and a tiny crease settled between her brows. “Mr. Sorae met me here after sending his invitation letter. When he used magic as easily as if he’d brushed lint from his coat…I needed to go to Valarae. My choice was already made.”

Valence understood. He’d been exhausted, his hand in excruciating pain from broken bones poorly set, when Sorae had come to him. Promises of a world beyond the scope of his own, with cures and possibilities and hope he didn’t have there, had eased his pain and made his answer almost immediate. A slim smile had crossed Sorae’s face and he’d taken Valence’s wrist, offering instant healing. Hope and deceit, promises and lies.

A bell chimed above the door as they entered the cozy buzz of crowded tables and the whistle of kettles. Arabella directed him to snag an open table near the bar counters that lined the windows and she picked her way to the ordering counter.

Gentlemen with plump mustaches flicked through newspapers at the bar and a handful of uniformed girls, arm in arm and laughing merrily, exited together. Arabella wore her hair like those girls somedays, in loose curls that just kissed her shoulders. This place reminded him distinctly of Arabella’s favorite café at Valarae where he’d often find her pouring over her Archives work, a half-finished cup of tea gone cold on the table before her. It felt like a haven, a place where time outside ceased to matter and you could rest and refuel.

She laughed and his gaze darted to her. The young man behind the counter had dimples and eyes for her and Valence should not have felt a flicker of jealousy. Leaning forward slightly, she held the aproned young man’s gaze as she chatted and swiped a handful of coins from a tray at the front of the counter. Clever girl. She’d been indignant in Narda but how quickly he’d corrupted her.

“I commend you on your thievery there,” Valence said as she set two teacups on the table between them. He intended to maintain a straight face but couldn’t resist the twitch of a smirk.

“Hush,” she chided through a smile, her cheeks pinkening. “Everyone eavesdrops for gossip here. I know you prefer coffee, but I think you’ll like this.” Dainty spoon clinking against the ceramic, Arabella swirled a splash of cream in a vanilla-scented black tea before sliding the cup to him.

Valence had never been fond of tea and he didn’t know if it was because he disliked the flavor—either too honey-sweet or bitter and weak—or if it just reminded him of his mother’s hollow smile as she took the mug he’d prepared for her, her fingers nearly skeletal as they’d brushed his. Before he’d been old enough to work better paying jobs there had been many nights reused tea leaves and skimmed milk was all that had filled their bellies, both sacrificing their sustenance for Esmie. But this tea, sitting across from Arabella who cupped hers with both hands and impatiently scalded her tongue to drink far too quickly, wasn’t tainted with bad memories and he almost enjoyed it.

“Arabella?” The young man had a round face and his shoes were speckled with the grime from the streets. “When did you come back in town?”

“Winton.” Arabella’s smile was stretched thin, her fingers trembling ever so slightly as she set her teacup on the table.

Valence leaned back in his chair, assessing the young man. Winton. Arabella had never mentioned him. Winton flicked a look over Valence and his nose wrinkled upwards with distaste.

“Really classy of you, Arabella,” Winton said with a scoff. “Running off without a word then turning back up with this. Not a word said to me after all the time I wasted on you.”

Valence huffed through his nose. This? He wondered what he looked like, haggard and hollow, hardly a companion for a girl like Bells.

Other customers were taking note and Arabella’s shoulders sagged, her gaze darting between Winton and the morbidly curious stares. “It was an opportunity I couldn’t miss,” she said in a low voice.

“We’d discussed it already and agreed you weren’t going.” Winton’s hand rested heavily on the table and he leaned closer, Arabella shrinking back in her seat.

“We didn’t discuss anything,” Arabella shot back in a whisper. “You never asked me what I wanted.”

If Winton took one more move towards her Valence would grab him by the collar and belt and drag him onto the street.

“We had plans. I was going to propose.”

Chair legs scraping as she rose, Arabella slung her coat over her arm and, knocking her shoulder into Winton’s, tugged on Valence’s arm. Her eyes were brimming, her cheeks flushed, but she said in a bright tone, “Well, I’m glad I didn’t waste any more of your time, Winton.”

Winton spat a vile name at her back and it was only Arabella’s desperate grip on his forearm that kept Valence from shoving that word and Winton’s teeth back down his throat.

Her pace was clipped as they made their way down the block until she paused, groaning as she buried her face in her hands.

“Saints and sinners, Val, I’m sorry.” She exhaled heavily and wiped any traces of wetness from her face. “Winton and I…we never made promises but he made a lot of assumptions and I let him. It was what was expected of me. It pleased everyone.”

“Just not you.”

She shook her head. “I’m a terrible person for leaving like I did. I’d have told him if he’d given me a chance. Or maybe I’m lying to myself and I was relieved to disappear without a trace.”

“He considered it a waste of time when he didn’t get what he wanted out of you.” The words were sharp and bitter on his tongue. “Don’t waste your regret on him.”

A streetcar rumbled past, a tinny chime alerting the driver that a passenger requested a stop.

“We should probably keep moving so the Guardians don’t find us again,” Arabella said with forced lightness as she led the way in crossing behind the stopped streetcar. “I feel like we’re doing this all wrong; Word Walkers are meant to use world links and perfectly woven words to make crossings. We’re blinding leaping through the veils between whenever we can summon enough power to find the weak spots.”

“It’s harder to find us when we blindly leap.” Valence wasn’t sure if that was true, but he hoped it was. The feeling that they were being watched, followed, skittered over his skin like an itch and he couldn’t shake it.

The corner bookshop which Arabella led them to like a moth drawn to a weak flame in a dark night was a faded, forgotten thing. Embellished letters etched in a graceful curve on the window were chipped and missing. The interior was dim, the shroud of dust over everything visible through the panes, and a ‘for lease’ sign was propped in one corner of a window display ledge piled high with books. Placing a hand on the glass, Arabella leaned towards it like an old friend, sorrow and regret etched on her face.

“Oh,” was all she could manage.

Valence peered through the glass, seeing evidence of her in the books facing forward on display. Stories of adventure. Of elsewhere. Of anywhere but here. He jiggled the loose knob; he could make his way in but that felt like a violation of something she held dear.

“Do you still have a key?”

“At my parents’ house. I didn’t think they’d really close it once I left.” She lingered on the stoop as though leaving again would erase the shop for good. A pinched, pained laugh slipped from her lips and took hold of Valence’s chest.

He leaned beside her, arms folded over the growing tightness in his chest, and looked out at the fog hovering over the harbor. Her view from this window was bleak but at least it wasn’t obstructed and there was a sliver of sky and water that, from a distance, almost looked clear.

“We can get the key and come back,” he offered. “We can use one of the books to make our next crossing.”

Her gaze darted to a corner shelf that likely held a favorite story she longed to immerse herself in, as he’d suspected. The afternoon was lengthening, rapidly fading to dusk, and they’d need a place to rest and recover their sapped power before making another crossing.

IT WAS ONLY A FEW BLOCKS’ walk to the place she’d called home and, as they went, Arabella became increasingly tense. The houses were all uniform and sagged against one another, weary blocks of brick with the same evenly spaced windows. It wasn’t entirely different from where Valence had grown up and he noted the glimmers of lives lived behind the walls—a plant on a windowsill, a child’s drawing taped to the glass, an array of shoes left on a stoop.

“This is it.” Arabella paused outside a gray painted house. Her grip tightened on the iron rail that led up the steps to the front door. “It feels so strange to knock at a place I used to come and go freely.”

Her voice wobbled and he wanted to take her hand. He’d hesitate on the front steps of his home, too, wondering if he ever should have come back. His heart ached a bit at the thought of how all his hesitation would vanish the moment Esmie caught sight of him. She’d drag him in, catching him up on everything she’d done, said, thought, since he’d last seen her at a speed he shouldn’t have been able to process but somehow always did. Esmie would adore Arabella. Valence wanted them to meet, wanted Arabella to meet his mother, and the thought surprised him.

Arabella knocked, the rap quick and sudden, and stepped back to his side, imperceptibly closer. Footsteps sounded and she sucked in an inhale, her pulse jumping in her throat.

A man, obviously Arabella’s father judging by the slant of his nose, cracked open the door and stared. No shock or joy just stunned silence.

“Hi, Dad,” Arabella said feebly.

The man’s gaze snapped to Valence and back to his daughter. Still not a word as he took her and the lack of any luggage in then threw a look over his shoulder. Clearing his throat, he sidestepped and ushered them inside.

For a moment Arabella looked like she wanted to run. All she had to do was take one step and he’d run with her, but she crossed the threshold and Valence followed. The foyer was quaint and simple, a staircase leading upstairs and a long, thin hallway towards the back of the house. Not entirely unlike their house at Valarae but lacking the sense of warmth and fullness he’d always felt there. As much as he’d hated Valarae, there were moments of peace and belonging when the seven of them shared a roof that Valence missed.

“Best come see your mother,” the man said. His faded clothes fit his frame poorly and he hunched a bit as he walked.

A handful of photos decorated the walls in mismatched frames and Valence searched for Arabella’s face. There was only one, a school portrait of a freckle-faced girl with short hair that curled around her ears and a nose that pinched up with the fullness of her gap-toothed smile.

“I hate that picture,” Arabella whispered.

“Can’t imagine why.” He grinned at her and she narrowed her eyes as though she thought he was teasing.

The kitchen opened up and Valence looked immediately through the glass doors to the miniscule backyard and the grand tree growing in its center. Threads of magic wove tightly around its base, so blinding he had to look away.

“Arabella,” her mother gasped, turning from the sink and drying her hands on a threadbare towel.

“Hi, Mom.”

Her mother looked about the kitchen and glanced at Valence before darting to a pile of used dishes on the counter and hastening them to the sink. Rubbing wisps of hair off her forehead with the back of her wrist, she set about tidying and searching the cabinets.

“Did you know she was coming, Luke?”

“No. I’d have told you if I did.”

“Lucas will be home soon. He went out with some friends.” Her mother furiously wiped at the counters before pulling out a stack of plates and digging through the refrigerator for a meager spread of ingredients.

Arabella shifted her weight and wrung her hands. “Mom, I—”

“I’ll go get some beer.” Luke slunk down the hall, slamming the door behind him as he went.

Unwrapping a paper package of a cut of meat, Arabella’s mom started trimming fat while muttering about needing to clean and wondering if she had enough. Arabella stepped in, taking a cutting board worn with years of knife-marks, and began slicing through potatoes.

“If we’d known you were coming,” her mom said with a beleaguered sigh.

“It’s fine, Mom.” Arabella waved to a cabinet with the end of her knife. “Val, can you get me a pot?” Her tone was even but her eyes were pleading.

Amid a disordered stack of pots and pans he found a large pot with stained rings on the metal and filled it with water and the potatoes Arabella cubed. This he could do. The simple routine of preparing food was comforting and familiar and he and Arabella fell into their old pattern. He waited for the questions to start—he was sure his mother wouldn’t have waited more than the ten seconds it would take to squeeze the life out of him with a hug before she peppered him with questions—but they never came. A heavy silence rested in the kitchen, like a beast with a malevolent smile and provoking gaze.

Arabella was off her footing and her mother continued to flit about muttering and sighing as she cubed the meat and retrieved seasonings. Valence did what he could to ease the obvious burden. Luke returned with a brown paper bag and, as Valence was seasoning the boiled potatoes, a boy not much older than Esmie burst into the kitchen.

“Arabella!” he cried and Arabella melted into her first genuine smile. A short-haired rather oblong dog trotted in after him, immediately yapping at the newcomers.

Embracing her brother who held her with a tightness that showed how much he’d missed her, Arabella surreptitiously wiped a tear. “It’s good to see you, Lucas.” Crouching down and holding out her hands, she cooed, “And who is this lovely little thing?” The dog sniffed at her fingers before flopping onto the ground, belly up.

“That’s Bean,” Luke said before taking a swig of beer.

“Come here, baby,” their mother said, drawing Lucas to her to plant a kiss on his cheek and rub his arm. “How was your day?”

“Forget about my day, Arabella is here! Who’s your friend?” His warm brown gaze sharpened as it fell on Valence. “Good riddance, Winton.”

“Lucas,” Arabella chided, her ears blazing scarlet.

Introductions were made and the table set. Lucas’s presence eased the tension and he prattled on about his days, occasionally asking questions about Arabella’s. She was dismissive, giving vague answers about a university training her in her magic, until Lucas brought up the bookshop.

“Why did they close it?” Arabella asked. “Birdie was so fond of it since it had been her aunt’s.” Bean snuffled under the table waiting for scraps.

“After you left and Birdie got pregnant she just didn’t want to bother anymore,” Lucas said with a shrug.

“Birdie’s going to have a baby?”

“Already did. A girl. She and Bart moved out to the country somewhere. Left the shop and everything in it behind. You’ve been gone a long time.”

Valence forced a swallow. How would his world have changed in his absence? He wondered with a stab of horror if his mother’s slow deterioration might be hurried with his lengthy silence. He imagined her relief with every envelope of money that arrived, a sign that her son was still…there.

After the meal Lucas was dismissed to do homework which he groaned about, taking Bean with him, and Valence planted himself at the sink to do the dishes while Arabella put away the leftovers. Her mother wiped at the counters, an uncomfortable silence settling over the kitchen in Lucas’s absence.

“Are you staying here?” her mother asked, her tone high with forced lightness.

“I…I thought we would.”

“We? Both of you?”

Valence felt the eyes on his back but he kept his head down and hands in the soapy water. Arabella promised they wouldn’t be burden and they just needed a night. They’d be gone early in the morning. The reluctance was palpable but her mother said her old room was free for the time being. Valence half expected a rule to be made that would land him on a couch somewhere but no such discussion arose.

The atmosphere in the house was so thick he could have struck it and Valence excused himself while Arabella and her parents lingered in the kitchen. He’d have stayed if she’d asked him to, but Arabella gave him a weak yet grateful smile.

Their voices weren’t hushed as her father started, “Arabella, we thought you’d stopped using that cursed ability.”

“It isn’t a curse, I just didn’t know how to use it.”

“You made a promise. You’re a Sarcroux, whether you like it or not, and we don’t break promises.”

“I like being a Sarcroux, Dad.”

“And what about Winton? Do you know how embarrassing it was for us to have to tell him you’d disappeared? Why must you make everything more difficult? Can’t you consider the others around you for once?”

“I’m sorry, Mom, I—”

“We can’t keep doing this, Arabella.”

Valence blocked out the rest.

The tree was the only one of its kind in the uniform yards and Valence stood on the cracked concrete patio under its shade. Birds flitted in and out of the branches, their cheerful twitter a marked contrast to the clang and clatter of the world beyond the fence. Other patios in the yards beyond were awash with the harsh glow of artificial light but Valence preferred the sliver of shadow under the shade of this tree. It felt like a haven. A sanctuary. A bit of magic in a drought.

It wasn’t long before Arabella joined him, staring up at the tree while she steadied her breaths. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes glistening, and her chin quivered. Valence wanted to ask what had happened inside but he had an inkling and hearing it from her mouth would only turn his thoughts more incendiary.

Instead, he observed, “Your yard is the only one with a tree.”

“I wrote it.”

He could see her as a child—the gap-toothed, freckle-faced little thing from the hall—bent over a page writing with such fluid, vivid imagery filled up with longing that it sprouted in her backyard. He could see her eyes filled with wonder and joy as she beheld her own word-wrought magic for the first time and that warmth radiated to him.

“It was the first and last good thing I ever wrote,” she went on. Laying a hand lovingly on the bark, she nodded to a tiny mound covered with grass and weeds. “All my other attempts failed, culminating in a monster. It seemed the harder I tried to do good, the worse I failed.”

Wrapping her arms about herself, Arabella shivered in the chill and leaned her head back against the tree. “I feel like I should apologize for my parents. It was hard for them, having a daughter like me. I guess I just didn’t realize how hard it was.”

Her toe dragged through the dirt as though she wanted to tear this world apart to release herself from whatever ties bound her here. “I assured them we were just passing through. Lucas will be disappointed.”

She looked like she’d always been just passing through this life, like she sought to make herself small. She held her magic and her brightness back as though she feared she’d burn and, saints, he wanted her to. He wanted to see her released and undone, everything he could see simmering under her skin brilliantly alive. He’d bask in it, lose himself in it. Anyone who didn’t marvel at her be damned.

Valence stepped into her magnetic field and she tipped her head back against the bark, held captive between it and him. He traced a thumb along her jaw and down her throat, noting with a thrill the way her lips parted at his touch.

“You are worth knowing, Arabella Sarcroux.”

Her eyes welled and he wanted to offer her so much more but she was brave and bright and everything he was not. He recoiled his touch, pushing his hand that stole and fought and shouldn’t sully her into his pocket.

“THIS IS MY ROOM.” ARABELLA CLOSED the door softly and leaned against it. “Not much has changed since I left. They plan to rent it out so it won’t be this way for much longer.”

Valence took it all in slowly, the little trappings of her childhood and the young woman she’d become in this room. The things she had cherished as a child and held onto as she’d grown. A delicate porcelain carousel horse with a gold-painted pole and pastel flowers adorning its mane and saddle perched on a thin shelf above a well-worn desk just slightly too small for her now. Endless stacks of books in every nook and cranny, wherever she could fit them, the most loved tucked into the shelf of a nightstand by her bed that was covered with an abundance of downy pillows. Framed stained glass depicting a fairytale forest hung before the small window along with a chain of silver bells. Little signs of hope and wonder and beauty and wanting more, a life beyond.

“Take however many pillows you like,” she said as she dug through a trunk at the end of her bed, the wood painted with vines and flowers and polka-dotted mushrooms, to pull out an armload of blankets.

Valence touched the spines of a dozen notebooks, stretched from ink-filled pages, that sat orderly on a shelf above her bed.

“My journals,” she said, planting her knees on the coverlet and reaching for one. “This was one of my earliest, a gift from my father—before he knew what my writing could do. I bought all the rest.”

Flipping through the pages of childish scrawl, she explained her attempts at writing fairytales though they always ended tragically despite her best attempts to find happy endings. She showed the paragraph that had brought forth her tree and the subsequent pages of failed attempts to ease her family’s burdens.

Arabella left the journals scattered across her coverlet as she excused herself to wash up and Valence read page after page of snippets that trailed off, unfinished. The fading belief in magic, in herself, was etched in her words like the slow retreat of a tide but there was always another page, another attempt. The girl in the pages was not the brave, bright, burning girl he’d come to know but she never ceased trying.

A scratch and a whine at the door preceded Bean trotting into the room, ears flapping and collar jingling merrily. Lifting the journals out of the dog’s curious reach, Valence sat on the pile of blankets and pillows on the floor that would be his bed and acquiesced to the dog’s request for a belly rub.

“You’re spoiled, aren’t you?” he said with a chuckle as the dog closed its eyes and melted into a contented pool of fur.

“He’s not what I would have expected Lucas to pick.” Arabella uncoiled her hair from a towel and bent to pat Bean’s belly. The honeysuckle scent and the sudden nearness of her, the intimacy of sharing this space that housed her most tender years, struck Valence like a punch to the ribs and he focused on the dog instead of the girl busying about the room in familiar routines.

“It’s ridiculous and petty of me, I know, but I feel as if he’s replaced me.” Combing through her hair, perched on the edge of the painted trunk, Arabella eyed the dog half flopped in Valence’s lap.

Beans made a quick exit when Lucas came to retrieve him, the little brother casting a mischievous wink that made Arabella order him to bed.

In Lucas’s too-short pants and slightly too-fitted shirt, Valence vowed he’d never take clothing that properly fit for granted again. He felt odd in his skin, somehow stretched thin and inadequate standing before Arabella. He wanted to hold her, to ease a little of the pain that hung on her shoulders, but instead tucked himself into his makeshift bed and let her turn out the light.

Lying in the dark, the eternal bustle of the world continuing just out the window, sleep did not come easily. Arabella turned onto her side and looked down at him, the grayish haze from the streetlamps casting a gloomy halo behind her.

“I wonder, sometimes, if I was born in the wrong place and time. Like I don’t fit here and no matter how hard I try I can never belong. My bones were made from something else entirely and I’ll never feel quite settled in my own skin.”

“I’ve felt it, too.” Valence’s voice felt just a little too loud. “Maybe our Word Walker blood makes us belong a little bit everywhere and therefore fully nowhere.”

Arabella shifted again. “Maybe. Maybe someday we’re meant to find a world that finally feels like ours.”


23: ARABELLA







THE NEW WORLD HUNG IN LAYERS of a shimmering veil, pieces of lives passing in fleeting glimmers. A strange, broken thing conjured with a smattering of words she’d formed seated on her bedroom floor knee to knee with Valence. She’d wanted to avoid stilted, strange goodbyes so they’d slipped away in the early morning hours.

No sound echoed in the void Arabella occupied. Alone. She was an observer of this world, every time melding into one, and the weight of it overwhelmed her. Though her corporeal form reeled at the unsettling nothingness, the magic within her thrummed in a visceral way so she felt strangely, deeply, alive.

The absence of Valence was as keen as a phantom limb, but her senses were drawn as though in a trance to the hanging threads of the frayed world. When she touched the veil before her, the world collided into focus. She stood upon a rocky outcropping overlooking a lush kingdom with bounteous, visual magic spun in vibrant waves that arced and shimmered through the air like mist catching the sun. Walls of gleaming stone, a sea of golden sand, air that whispered of promise. It was beautiful and breathtaking.

Thunderous drumbeats rolled across the desert expanse and Arabella turned, shielding her eyes against the blinding waves on the horizon. Forms materialized in the ripples—an army bearing pennants that flapped in the wind of a coming storm. Billowing, angry clouds roiled beyond the approaching army that was led by cloaked figures, arms raised and summoning jagged streaks of lightning. The air tasted of electricity and destruction.

Arabella whirled back to the gleaming kingdom as a series of guttural horns pierced the quiet. Defensive forces flocked to the tiered walls as outlying citizens were ushered to safety behind the barred gates. In her mountainous cave she was hidden from the opposing armies, but Arabella shrank within the shadows of her hideout as a harsh wind cut across the expanse, hurling grains of sand like whips. The rising waves of magic surged within the earth, a time of reckoning for the very foundations of this world.

A lone man, bedecked in golden armor and carrying a tasseled glaive, strode from the city gates across the sand to meet the army alone. Magic wove golden around him, his power immense and mesmerizing.

The wind whispered his name to her. Malik Sihir. The Mage King.

The shadows of the cave deepened and wavered, and a tug in Arabella’s core pulled her back. The sand, the storm, the army, the kingdom all faded and she returned to the void. Another layer of the veil rippled and she stepped into another time.

A young man on his knees, arms stretched behind him at awkward angles by two men, hurling pleas at the feet of a gathered council. The white robed woman at the head had the same rich, umber skin and warm, amber eyes as the young man but her face was set like unfeeling stone as judgment was passed.

Banishment.

A reed-thin and pale young woman at the edge of the crowd cried his name.

“Aethius!”

He lunged for her but was struck in the jaw, a spray of blood spattering from his mouth. A surging wave broke from the sand beneath him, the cresting water eliciting trepidatious murmurs from the crowd. He writhed against his captors and wept, agony and anguish in his hoarse cries for forgiveness.

The world wavered once more and Arabella saw the young man again, much older now, astride a magnificent beast with the reed-thin woman seated before him.

Then once more and he sat at the shore of the world beside an ivory stone awash in the hazy light of sunset, a spray of desert roses in his hand. A briny wind followed foamy waves up from the beach and tangled Arabella’s hair. On his face mingled joy and sorrow. Love known but gone too soon. He began to sing a broken, deep-throated dirge to the wind.

Valence. Where was he?

The void snatched her back and Arabella resisted the tug of other times, frantically searching the snippets of movement for any sign of Valence. The threads of their bond were not gone but she couldn’t touch him, couldn’t strike a chord and find direction. She flipped through layers of the veil as the world’s magic grew fainter.

A girl crumpled to the earth in the cataclysmic ruins of a village, bleeding shadows as screams of grief tore from the snarl of magic and bitter pain at her core. Her golden curls clung to her damp forehead and she lifted a mottled, tear-streaked face to fasten her hollow eyes on Arabella.

“I killed them all,” she said through her sobs. There was no remorse in her words. She said them like she needed someone to know, someone to have witnessed the ruinous extent of her rage. “They killed him so I did the same.”

The void sucked her back but Arabella held the girl’s gaze until the bleeding shadows and wails of grief and rage faded. A dull ache settled at the back of Arabella’s skull and she waded through time, her magic coiling around her body. She needed to find Valence.

A milk and honey woman, her skin fair and hair like gilded fire, bent over a baby in her arms, leaving tears and kisses on the infant girl’s cheeks before handing her into the waiting arms of a white-bearded man. Bidding final goodbyes, she turned to a young man astride a dappled horse, mounted, and the two disappeared into the moonlit night.

The woman on her knees clutching her rent chest as dark blood gurgled from her red rose lips and shadows flicked about her dying form. With her final breaths she cursed her murderer and fell upon the fallen body of the young man.

Parents hunted, never to return to their daughter. This world was one of grief and loss, even the magic that had once been plentiful retreating.

Arabella screamed Valence’s name into the flickering void. Loneliness and anguish took root in her core as the pieces of the veil before her grew more faint, the threads of the world drawn far apart like a wavering mirage. Back the way she’d come everything was distorted, a twisted reflection of what had already happened, and she pushed her way through. Valence was here. She knew it. She could feel it. But she could not find him.

She saw the golden-haired girl again as a young woman, devastatingly beautiful astride a gray mount and wielding shadows with weaponized precision. Townspeople fled from her and the robed raiders that flanked her. Clouds of ash and smoke shrouded the air, so thick Arabella’s eyes and lungs burned. She’d been a silent observer throughout but this was real, her senses alive and present. Magic thrummed in the earth, bound in plenty. Bodies shoved past her. The crack and boom of gunshots broke through the screams. Houses and shops were plundered and any who fought back were lifted by shadowed claws and hurled to their deaths.

Crouching beside a wooden platform, Arabella covered her mouth and nose with the crook of her arm. Coughs rattled her chest and she squinted her watering eyes. The void had abandoned her, dropping her into this moment with no escape. She delved into her magic, searching for the threads of the world to take her back, but something else flickered and flared. A beacon, beckoning to her.

Valence.

Surging to her feet, she followed the tether. Past fires, past looting raiders, past growling beasts of shadow, she rounded corners and ducked through doorways, searching. The tether grew, the pull stronger, and relief began to flood her veins. She called his name again and again until her throat was hoarse, rough with smoke, and throttled by sobs.

There, across the wind-whipped sand of the main street, was Valence. He staggered from the fire-consumed skeleton of a building, bent over a small figure that he pressed into the waiting arms of a mother. Arabella saw the moment he felt the tether too. Saw it run through his body as he snapped up, searching for her. Their eyes met and he lunged forward, her name upon his lips.

Glass panes cracked and burst. People screamed and scattered. Arabella ran to cross the expanse that separated them, so small but yet too much. Shadows swirled like fog around her feet and a cold dart of warning shivered up her spine. Turning, she faced the golden-haired woman whose face creased with questioning then recognition.

“You,” the woman breathed. “You were there. Who are you?”

Rooted in place, Arabella saw the dark, sinister knot of magic that consumed the woman who had once been a little girl bleeding shadows she didn’t know how to control. She knew now and she was devastating, the bound magic of the world circling her.

“Arabella!” Valence reached for her.

Raiders circled, horses stamping and snorting as their sides heaved and the whites of their eyes shone. The woman dismounted, her golden braid falling over her shoulder. Shadows gathered, leaping into her skin and coiling around her hands, gnarled like those of an ancient crone.

As the moment stretched impossibly long, Arabella felt the fabric of the world curl like threads shriveling before a flame. She was not meant to be here, to be recognized and known. Her vision tunneled.

“Arabella,” Valence called again.

Tearing her gaze from the woman, Arabella reached for him. Their fingertips curled together, holding fast. Valence cried out and staggered as a blade of shadow struck him through the ribs, his fingers slipping from hers. He fell to his knees, gripping his chest.

Arabella screamed as everything faded in a searing burst of light and the bonded tether went slack.


24: VALENCE







THE GROUND ROCKED AND VALENCE FELL onto his back, the thump knocking the air from his lungs. Inky night sky and bare tree branches, illuminated by a plump pink moon, hung above. A searing pain spread from his ribs to his chest like his veins ran with molten fire, burning away everything within him.

Arabella hovered over him, panic widening her glistening eyes. Her pulse pounded in her throat and he inexplicably wanted to feel it beneath his fingers. She was here but it wasn’t enough; he wanted to touch her, cling to her, feel the life and reality of her.

“Please, don’t go where I can’t follow.” She choked on a sob and his heart wrenched. She wept for him. “Val, what do I do?”

“Is there a wound?” The effort of speaking, the air swelling his lungs, made him cry out again as needle pricks of pain stabbed at his side.

Hands shaking, Arabella pulled at his shirt. White spots flickered in the corners of his darkening vision as she pressed at his skin.

“It’s a black bruise. You’re not bleeding.”

Valence didn’t know whether that was a good thing or a bad thing. A wound was something he understood, something he could assess, unlike whatever dark magic had struck and infected him. His throat was dry, his lungs and eyes still gritty from hot ash and sand though that world was now shed. They needed to get their bearings. Arabella, at least, had to keep running.

“Where are we?” he rasped.

“How am I supposed to know?” Arabella sat back on her heels and looked around, raking her fingers through her mess of curls.

He wondered what those soft coils would feel like between his fingers.

Holding his breath, he pushed himself up, biting hard on his lower lip to keep a scream bottled inside. He clawed at consciousness as though sheer strength of will could hold him together. Arabella supported him, her trembling hands cool through his shirt, and he wanted to sag against her.

“There’s a camp or something just over there. I can ask for help.” Arabella sprang to her feet and ran before he could offer a word of caution.

Valence’s stomach churned and he rolled over as bile rose in his throat. The effort of coughing and spitting sent waves of agony through him and he collapsed on his back again. Shallow, rapid breaths made him lightheaded and a cold sweat dampened his body.

Where was Arabella?

Dragging himself up again, he focused on the flickering orange beyond the tree line and took one step, the press of his feet against the earth shooting up his body. One more step. And another.

The sky above swirled into a kaleidoscope of shades of pink and navy. He needed to get to Arabella. He grew weightless, like he was no longer anchored by his body. The pain eased and he closed his eyes, welcoming oblivion as he fell.

ROCKING. CREAKING. WARMTH. DARKNESS GAVE WAY to hazy redness then Valence was blinking against the sunlight and the crustiness at the corners of his eyes.

“How are you feeling?” Arabella’s face jumped into his vision as she leaned over him. Bits of straw stuck in her curls.

He pressed a hand to his side. He was sore, but the pain was gone. Sitting up, he lifted his shirt to see a faint yellow-black bruise in a perfect circle.

“What happened?”

They rode in the back of a hay-filled cart, following a mountain path. Judging by the golden-orange glow on the peaks, it wasn’t long after dawn.

“You scared me, that’s what happened.” Arabella sat back against the slatted sides of the cart and folded her arms tightly across her chest.

“You scared all of us!” A lanky young man wrapped in a patched cloak twisted in his seat on a bench just above Valence’s head. “Arabella’s lucky she found us when she did or you’d have been a goner. Our mage was able to neutralize it, but that was a nasty poison spell. Never seen anything like it. You must have powerful enemies.”

“I’m cured then?” Valence asked, his voice raspy.

“You’ll be sore and easily tired for a few days, but you’ll survive. It wasn’t meant to be fatal.” The man flashed a smile and stuck out his hand. “Name’s Victor. Lizabetta is driving.” He tapped the shoulder of the other cloaked figure who merely raised a gloved hand. “The others are riding ahead of us.”

“The others?”

“They’re adventurers,” Arabella said, something pointed in her tone. Her brows were raised and a simple smile graced her face. No doubt she’d have a lot to say about this bunch once they were alone.

Saints, he wanted to touch her.

“We’ve just done a quest on the other side of these mountains,” Victor went on. “Nothing too exciting, just locating some rare fungi for an herbalist in town. Moxi is an apprentice herbalist and needed a few more credits, so we decided to help her out. She’s the small, tight-laced one.”

Valence straightened, twisting to catch a glimpse of the riders. Two men rode near the side of the cart and Victor introduced them as brothers Lark and Levi. Moxi was seated on a shaggy pony, letting the animal plod after the others while she had her nose buried in a crudely bound book.

“Our mage, Sagan, is in the lead, followed by his guard, Arlyn. We don’t really do enough dangerous quests to warrant needing full-time guards, but Sagan and Arlyn are a package deal. Where one goes, the other follows.”

“We’re headed into the nearby city,” Arabella said, scooting closer. “There’s some sort of royal celebration and the palace is open for a masquerade ball at the end of the week.”

“It’s a worthwhile stop in your travels,” Victor called over his shoulder. “It’s a chance for all the guilds across the realm to come together and receive new missions as well as settle debts and grudges. Many are eager to see the famed collections the monarchs have gathered over the centuries. Our former queen was fond of books and there’s no other library like it in the Isles. You two can find rest in one of the travelers’ inns. Looks like you need it. You’re lucky we came across you instead of a basilisk.”

A bruised memory of pain clung to Valence’s ribs, intensified by the hammering of his heart against its cage. The rocking of the cart was by no means smooth, but after a few minutes Arabella’s head started to roll and nod. She fought sleep a few times before succumbing, her face pressing into the hay near his side. Slowly, Valence shifted closer and lifted her face onto his shoulder.

He was terrified of the way his pulse thrummed like a plucked chord every time her fingers entwined with his. A byproduct of their bond, he’d thought at first. It terrified him even more how everything in him quieted and settled in her presence, how being separated from her had felt like losing part of himself. Their paths may have converged for a time but it couldn’t last; they were products of separate worlds. He thought of what Arabella had said in her childhood bedroom: someday they could find a place of belonging, a place wholly their own. Valence ached with the wishing for it.

THE TAVERN ROOM WAS SMALL AND smelled of gamey stew and stout ale, but it had two beds and was paid for by their generous rescuers. Arabella’s complexion was wan, but she peered out the tiny window, craning her neck to take in the tiled rooftops and stone streets of the densely packed city that reminded Valence of a holiday village in a store window. They’d parted ways with Victor and his friends with promises to look for one another during the week leading up to the masquerade.

“Rest wouldn’t be a bad idea. You nearly died.” Plopping down onto the bed opposite, Arabella leaned across the very narrow space where their knees didn’t touch. She rubbed at her temples, no doubt feeling the same dull throb of pain behind her eyes that he did, a side effect of magic spent.

“Conveniently, you found a mage. What sort of game world is this?” Valence chuckled, ignoring the steady hum of his pulse and the ache in his side. Ignoring the errant urge to take her hand just for the pleasure of it.

She dropped her gaze, examining her hands. “Where were you when we got separated?”

Valence told her about the village and the raid. He didn’t tell her how he’d been overcome with emotion finally seeing her through the haze of smoke and wavering of heat. She, in turn, told him about the fraying veil and how she’d traversed the entire history of the world, witnessing snatches of time out of order and the fading of magic.

“I think there’s a reason Word Walkers are supposed to use world links to make crossings,” she said. “It takes less magical expenditure, of course, but it grounds us to a certain place and time. When we cross again we need to use a world link.”

“Don’t we need Valarae’s Archives for that?”

Arabella reminded him that Idris had taught them how to find links, how to be attentive to the boundary thinning trapped within pages, and Valence wondered if all of Idris’s lessons had been knowingly preparing them for this.

“Victor said there’s an extensive library in the palace; if we attend the masquerade maybe we can find a viable link,” Arabella suggested.

It was the best plan they had and Valence trusted her judgment. She rubbed at the nape of her neck and he urged her to rest. It didn’t take much convincing nor much time before she curled on top of the patchwork coverlet, arm tucked under her head, and slept.

Though exhaustion nipped at his bones, Valence resisted slumber, choosing instead to listen to the bustle of life passing beyond the window and in the tavern below. He hummed absentmindedly, as he often did, but the gentle vibration irritated his bruises.

If he did die in some other world, what would happen to Mum and Esmie? Would they ever learn what had really happened to him, or would they think he couldn’t take the weight of responsibility anymore and had left? Mum wouldn’t blame him, she’d just wish she could have said goodbye.

The scar on the back of his arm throbbed and he rubbed at the raised edges of the welt. Many of his scars were visible, but not all. He looked over at Arabella. His bonded pair. She was shackled to him, the broken and hollow boy who was unworthy of his place in her life. But, saints, he wanted to be.


25: MAURA







MAXTON BENT OVER MAURA’S SHOULDER AS he fastened the asymmetrical line of buttons of his uniform coat. Maura looked up from her device and plastered on a polite smile as he pressed a kiss to her cheek, but she wished he would leave.

“What are you doing?”

“Searching.” She didn’t care to explain the process but he didn’t seem inclined to leave either. They’d both gotten what they wanted. Why did he stay? Frustration sank its teeth into her and she fought the urge to dismiss him.

“Searching for what? You didn’t use me for access to the power grid, did you?” He laughed but the mirth was edged with hesitation.

He might be useful yet, so she lied.

“Of course not.” She flashed a smile and rubbed his arm which seemed to calm him.

Leaning an elbow on the lip of the impenetrable glass barrier, Maxton observed the string of cables she’d used to access the control panel. It was a crude set up but all she needed was to harness the power core that serviced Valarae’s shield wards, the strongest magical core known to existence. If this wasn’t enough to find Valence across the Boundaries, nothing could and all her hopes would be dashed.

Her device buzzed and a jolt ran through her. The radar blipped but the screen remained blank. One. Two. There, a faint but undeniable reading.

“What’s that?”

“My Word Walker.”

Maxton hovered as she loaded the data, trying to pinpoint a location. “We should alert Mr. Sorae and Master Fayden. A retrieval squad could be summoned within the hour. I don’t know how we’ll explain this, but maybe we’ll be forgiven the breach given the importance.”

“No,” she snapped. “He’s mine.” She would need the Guardians to bring him back. Eventually. But she wasn’t done with her experiments yet.

“What do you mean, no? This is my duty as a Guardian. It’s yours, too.”

“My only duty is to myself. I’ve implanted a chip in Valence and now I know I can track him across the Boundary so he won’t be difficult to find when it’s time to bring him back.”

“You can’t make that decision. I need to tell Master Fayden.” He pulled his comm-device from his belt but Maura lashed out, digging her nails into his wrist. Her forearm trembled with the force of her grip but she did not relent. Wincing, Maxton cursed under his breath and twisted.

“My research grant allows me to use my own discretion with my subjects. The chip acts as a leash so there is a limit to how far Valence can run before it starts automatically siphoning his power without stopping. He’ll be a burnt-out husk before he can slip away forever.”

“Saints and sinners. He’s a person, Maura, not an experiment.” His face as well as his voice breathed disgust, his skin turning sallow. “What about Arabella?”

“They’re a bonded pair. Where one goes the other will follow.” The same could be said for their power. She’d seen the way Arabella’s magic threaded with Valence’s in his core. The way Idris was sustained by the faint threads of another Word Walker—his bonded pair. Leashing Valence meant leashing Arabella as well.

Basking in her triumph, a renewed vigor coursing through her and honing her drive, Maura fine-tuned her devices to begin testing the limits of extraction. She wanted to start small at first so as not to alert Valence that something wasn’t right. Let him taste a bit of freedom and send out flares of his power willingly.

Maxton sagged against the wall, his face in his hands, shame rolling off him in putrid waves. “And I’ve helped you do this, haven’t I? I locked them up. I let you in here.”

“Oh, Maxton,” Maura said brightly. “Tell anyone about this and I’ll confess that you forced yourself on me and took advantage of my research against my will once you’d discarded me. It would be my word against yours and who do you think my uncle will believe? His darling niece or the Guardian that’s been salivating over her for weeks?”

Maxton cursed her and called her all the vile names he could summon but his words fell on deaf ears. Maura had long since learned to ignore the valuations of others.


26: ARABELLA







TROUPES OF ADVENTURERS FLOODED THE CITY as the days pressed on and shops as well as taverns were bursting at the seams. Coins earned from recent missions flowed freely. There was ale to be drunk, food to be shared, stories to be embellished, and costumes to be fitted.

Arabella had woken refreshed to find Valence setting out a tray of tea and sandwiches on a small table before their fireplace. The tea was bitter and the sandwiches were essentially stew slopped on stale bread but Arabella didn’t think she’d had better fare. After eating they plunged into the tides of adventurers and explored the city.

Pennants strung between the towering buildings across the close-packed streets bobbed and swayed and children wove their way between the knees of pressing crowds. Mages were easy to spot, their pointed hats and gnarled staffs rising above. The air tasted of delight and giddy camaraderie which filled Arabella with a stinging sense of nostalgia. Their first days at Valarae had been much the same.

An arched stone bridge crossed a thin, winding river and along its banks spread a caravan of canopied carts, each surrounded by buckets of blooming wildflowers. Some of the florists boasted magical properties of their rare flowers, new deliveries brought in with the adventurers. Scorch blossoms with golden petals and ashen pods to cure fevers. Lunar thistle to crush into a tea for spoken truth. Dragonweed to banish nightmares. Ladies with parasols and gentlemen sporting impressive mustaches inspected the blooms, many with curly-eared spaniels trotting after them.

Further down a ruddy faced man, his ample waist circled by a white apron, pushed a cart of sticky popcorn along the side of the street and several adventurers flocked to him, exchanging coins for paper cones laden with the salty-sweet snack. Brilliant, plumed birds perched on jutting rooftops, their whistling calls mingling with the tinkling of store bells and the cadence of clamoring voices. Elaborate masks were displayed in shop windows, some fashioned like beasts and others encrusted with pearls and drooping feathers. Arabella admired the delicate craftsmanship and wondered how far their bag of coins would stretch. She’d long harbored a secret dream to one day be able to attend one of the grand galas across the river in Taville and this might be the closest she’d ever get.

“Which one would you pick?” Valence asked as he drew alongside and offered a paper cone of popped corn.

Arabella considered before pointing out a lace domino mask embellished with tiny stones that glinted in captured light. A matching dress of champagne gold brocade overlaid with black lace adorned a mannequin.

“And what would you choose?” she returned the question.

“I don’t know if anything here would suit me.”

“Isn’t this a chance to find what wouldn’t normally suit you? We can be something else entirely as Word Walkers; we aren’t restricted to the trappings and limitations of a single world. We can be brave. Different.”

“Why would you want to be different?”

The answer stuck in Arabella’s throat and fluttered against her ribs. “Because I spent so much of my life not knowing who or what I was. Scared and ashamed. I held this horrible power that kept me apart from others because I didn’t know how to wield it. I tried to atone for my existence but it was never enough so I thought to make myself small instead. Sometimes I wonder how long it would take for everyone to forget I’d ever existed.”

The words left her feeling hollow, cold even in the pressing warmth of the crowd. Slipping between threads of worlds she could lose herself entirely, forgotten by all. So utterly inconsequential it made her ache.

Valence’s hand found hers, pressing palm to palm as their fingers entwined. He looked at her with an intensity that warmed her core and stirred their shared magic.

“Everything else could fade into nothing and I’d remember you, Arabella Sarcroux.” He said it like a vow.

“Arabella! Valence!” Victor burst from a store, arms laden with parcels stacked so high his crop of golden hair and deep dimples were barely visible. Lizabetta and Moxi followed, both girls dressed in the simple get-up most adventurers seemed to share—boots and breeches, linen shirts, and wool coats. Their belts bore an assortment of jewels, each a trophy of a mission completed.

“You’re not shopping here, are you?” Lizabetta lifted a manicured brow and motioned to the lace gown. “Madam Grere overcharges and her masks aren’t even enchanted. Come with us; there’s a secondhand store a few streets down that has all the best gowns.”

Lark and Levi were already scouring the secondhand shop—A Tailored Moon—when Lizabetta deposited Valence into their care and swooped Arabella into a sea of silk, taffeta, chiffon, and tulle. An assortment of dresses hoisted into her arms, Arabella was shoved into a curtained alcove to try them on. Each new gown the three of them emerged in brought on a series of appreciative whoops from Victor and Lark. Levi, who reminded Arabella of Salisbury, was more discerning which drove Moxi to stomp her foot and hurl a dress at him demanding he wear it instead. Valence merely grinned, raising a tankard of ale in a toast to the frilliest of gowns that Arabella thought resembled a storm cloud.

As the others bickered and laughed, their casual comfort with one another opening a wound Arabella didn’t want to prod, she stepped into the final dress. Tiered chiffon layers in moody plum and dusky mauve florals cascaded from a lacy, sheer bodice. It was by far her favorite of the bunch, but the corset-like bodice fastened with dozens of tiny buttons she couldn’t reach.

Peering from the curtain, she beckoned to Valence. “Help me with these buttons.” She held the front of the heavy gown flush against her chest and turned so he could tackle the trail of tiny pearl buttons.

She ignored the faint warmth of his breath on her shoulder as he mumbled a curse, his fingers slipping on the minuscule buttons. His knuckles brushed her spine as he tugged the fabric together and she flushed.

“Oh, Arabella, that’s the best one yet,” Lizabetta exclaimed approvingly.

Victor whistled through his teeth and even Levi had nothing to add from where he leaned against the floor-length mirror, admiring the ladies who inspected their reflections. Arabella watched Valence in the mirror, her stomach fluttering from the way he looked at her.

Arms laden with purchases, they reentered the bustling fray of the city and crossed the lush expanse of a park. Lizabetta, in charge of the guild’s purse, claimed their latest missions had paid handsomely enough to purchase dinner at one of the finest taverns in the city, The Blind Fox. Twilight cast a dusky blanket over the city that lit up with the glow of innumerable lanterns and the tavern spilled music, life, and laughter upon the pavement.

Bands of adventurers filled the dining space of rich woodwork, not a single table unoccupied. From a far corner Sagan raised a hand, his burgundy robes and raven hair easily spotted thanks to his impressive height. The guard, Arlyn, slouched at the end of the bench seat, her armored boot jutting out.

Packed into the booth with a couple spare chairs pulled up to the end of the table, they ordered a round of ales for a traditional toast to a safe return home.

“Drink with us, friends,” Victor said as he pushed tankards towards Valence and Arabella. “You were the tail end of our latest mission, after all.” Raking a hand through his unruly locks, he raised his tankard and the guild cheered.

Food came as often as drink, each new plate passed around the table and shared. Flaky pastries stuffed with spiced jams and creamy cheeses, roasted sausages, nutty cakes. Moxi wrinkled her nose at many of the treats claiming it should be a crime to charge so much for poor baking. Lark dutifully agreed she could do better and Arlyn chided him for fawning though she currently sat tucked under Sagan’s arm as the mage puffed aromatic smoke rings at the ceiling.

“Try this,” Levi said. His hand fanned warm on Arabella’s back as he leaned over to set down a tiny mug topped with whipped cream. “Legends says a knight, wounded from battle with a werecat in the opal mines to the north, was aided by a mysterious healer who made this drink with hot water and a pouch of powder. When he returned the following fortnight with gifts, she had vanished without a trace. He came back to Grendore City and devoted his life to learning to recreate it.”

With notes of caramel and chili, the chocolate drink was the most decadent thing Arabella had ever tasted. A bit of cream clung to her upper lip and Valence reached over with a teasing grin to wipe it with his thumb. He let his hand linger near her face, his knuckles brushing her cheek, as Arabella’s chest compressed until she felt her pulse throughout her body.

“Victor,” a booming voice echoed through the din of the crowd.

The sound of the man’s voice elicited disgruntled snorts from the brothers, Lark and Levi. Arlyn straightened, her hand subtly dropping to the knife in her belt.

Leaning across the table with a pleasant smile on his face, Victor greeted the man who planted a hand on the lintel of their alcove. He cut a striking figure in a leather jerkin and knee-high boots polished to a mirror shine. His teeth, flashed in a smile, were wide and dazzlingly white.

“I didn’t think you lot would make it out of the Carnage Pass,” he drawled.

“We managed just fine, no thanks to you, Harkan.”

“Pity you lost your instrument, though. Not much of a minstrel without something to play.” Harkan’s gaze roved the table, settling on Arabella and Valence. Bowing low, he took Arabella’s hand and pressed a kiss to her knuckles that made her skin crawl. His pupils flared as he looked up at her. “And what is such a fine woman as yourself doing with this petty lot?”

“Leave her be,” Levi said, his voice traced with a dark undercurrent.

Valence’s chair scraped as he shifted forward and Arabella’s pulse quickened under the fascinated gleam of Harkan’s eyes. Finally, he looked away and she felt like a knot released.

Tugging at the end of his jerkin, Harkan said, “I hear there’s a royal commission to be earned at the masquerade. Their Majesties have listened to the pleas of the western peoples and their plight against the rogue sorcerers. May the best guild win.”

When Harkan’s shadow had passed, Sagan let out a sigh and pinched the bridge of his nose. “So much for a fortnight of rest.”

“What rogue sorcerers?” Valence asked.

“They seem bent on thievery, mostly,” Arlyn said, drawing her knot of braids across her shoulder. “The opal mines are a main target, likely due to the healing properties of the stones. Some knights have taken up posts in the mining towns that are struggling from lack of income and the continuous raids, but they say these sorcerers use strange weapons that shift on command. It’s impossible to predict and protect against their attacks, and no one’s ever seen a magic like it.”

Valarae Guardians, no doubt. Arabella swirled the grainy remains at the bottom of her mug. Every world was violated and suffering in some way by Valarae’s overreach.

“I’ve heard rumors that the mines aren’t the only thing in danger,” Lark said, scratching at his stubbled chin. “Girls from the Fable Woods and their young griffins have gone missing.”

“Harkan will be in it for the glory,” Victor said, thumping his tankard on the table. “A guild with heart deserves that commission.” They drank a hearty toast to that.

A band of bards and minstrels struck up lively music and, several drinks and very little urging later, Victor staggered toward them. He clapped a beat against his knee and sang several songs, his deep, resonant voice smooth like velvet. The rest of the guild scattered to see old friends. Lizabetta danced and Victor watched her like a man enchanted as he sang. Arabella thought of the way Julien looked at Leia, and the ache of missing them squeezed her chest.

Setting down his empty glass with a thud, Valence stood and offered a hand. His shirt was wrinkled, buttons loosened and sleeves rolled sloppily to the elbows, and his hair was swept back in waves of disarray, but his gaze was bright and a smile quirked at the edges of his lips. “Dance with me, Bells.”

The music rose to a folksy jaunt and Victor perched upon the bar to sing. Arabella took Valence’s hand and followed him. His arm settled around her waist and she looped hers around his neck, abandoning herself to the music. The words were not difficult and soon they sang along, loudly and off-key, as they spun about the room.

Worlds were fleeting, their time in them barely a blip. A moment and then forgotten, no chance to leave a mark.

Valence Kilacky and Arabella Sarcroux passed between lines on pages and dissipated like stardust, leaving behind not even an echo. Would that be their legacy? Would they be erased from existence, lost forever and thinned between boundaries? This was not a night Arabella wanted to fade.

Valence caught her as she spun, his arm warm around her waist as he dipped her, his rapid breaths tickling her collarbones.

If they were going to spend their lives slipping between the cracks of worlds, let them leave behind a trail impossible to ignore. Splashes of brilliant color across a canvas, jagged tears in the seams of a story. Screaming into the void that they were here and they mattered.

The revelry poured into the night as the tavern closed its doors, none of the adventurers ready to retire. They parted ways with Victor and his cadre, promising to meet again at the masquerade. An unfettered smile graced Valence’s face and Arabella didn’t think she’d ever seen anything so wonderful. With Valence’s arm draped over her shoulder, they ambled beside the riverbank and Arabella crossed the bridge balanced on the stone railing. Valence chided her, his anxiety for her daring clearly written on his face. Swiping forgotten loaves of bread and half-drunk bottles of wine from bistro tables outside fine restaurants, they made their way to a rooftop. Bellies and hearts full, they lay on their backs under the sea of stars and warmed by the heat emanating from a brick chimney.

“What would you be if none of this had ever happened to us? If we weren’t Word Walkers?” Arabella asked as she traced constellations.

“I’ve never given it much thought,” Valence said, hooking an arm behind his head. “What I wanted never mattered the moment my father walked out that door. I had to be what my mom and Esmie needed.”

A resigned and quiet hurt edged with old anger lined his voice and Arabella wanted nothing more than to ease that pain. “Beyond caring for them, what would you want?”

He let out a mirthless laugh. “I don’t even know. I want to be sure Esmie has every opportunity she wants. I want Mum to at least start feeling better so she can really live again if she can’t be cured. I want…”

“What about for you?” Arabella pushed herself into a sitting position.

Valence sat up, angling towards her. He shifted closer, lacing his fingers with hers that were splayed between them. Their breaths mingled, the rise and fall of their chests matched, as his brow pressed to hers. A shiver stole down Arabella’s spine when he slipped a hand around the back of her neck, fingers knotting in her hair.

“There are a lot of things I want,” he said, his words warm on her lips.

The exhilarating pulse of the day was still warming her skin and she longed for more control through abandon. She traced Valence’s lips with her fingers and he closed his eyes as a stuttering breath rattled his chest.

“What do you want, Val?” she whispered as want surged through her like hunger.

Threading his fingers through her hair, he slanted his lips to hers. A shivering jolt went through her body and she kissed him back as a delicious warmth flooded her veins. Under the witness of the stars, he kissed her like a promise, a vow, a claim. Removing her hand from his face, Valence pressed a kiss to the inside of her wrist over her pulse.

“I can’t,” he said, his voice low and husky, and he pulled away from her, keeping his eyes downturned and snapping the magnetic pull pulsing between them. Raking a hand through his hair, his voice trembled. “I want so much, but I can’t think about any of it, not while Mum and Esmie rely on me. I have nothing left to give.”

His head sagged, brow dropping to her shoulder, and Arabella trailed her fingertips down his spine. He was filled up with weariness and wanting, like her.

“You don’t need to give me anything.”

You are a gift enough, she wanted to say. But she couldn’t. Not when she knew he was tied to duty and family and need and she was…not. Hope was a rooted but rotting thing in him. In her it was fresh and new like a cut flower in a vase but she felt the coming decay like a stormy fate she was desperate to outrun.

She was the one who had nothing to give.

SLEEP DID NOT FIND ARABELLA. SHE twisted in her bed to see Valence staring at the ceiling also unable to capture sleep. His eyes met hers, flooded with yearning regret, and she crossed the floor, tucking herself against his side. Shifting, Valence slid an arm over her hips and tucked her back against his chest. Shared warmth seeping into her bones as the curve of her body fitted into the curve of his, he buried his face in the nape of her neck. Arabella knew dawn would bury this night and she wanted to hold to it as tightly as she could while it lasted. 
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THE STREETS NEAR THE PALACE WERE clogged with adventurers in strikingly elaborate costumes, many on foot but a few in gilded carriages pushing their way towards the sprawling palace grounds. Arm-in-arm, parties sang bawdy ballads as they marched to revelry.

A gently sloping path led from the courtyard and array of arriving carriages to a pair of open golden gates with spindles as thick as a grown man. Beyond the gates rose a pair of glass doors that swirled like the surface of a river catching the reflection of moonlight. A tiered garden extended to a wooded line hundreds of yards beyond the glittering palace.

Valence and Arabella followed the crowd to what must have been the main hall and paused at the top of a staircase. Guests eddied around them while Arabella gaped with wonderous delight. Pearlescent fronds in painted urns adorned the curved steps, their soft arches forming a fairytale bower. Flickering votives led the way like fairy lights and gave off scents of vanilla and lavender. Adjusting her vision the way Idris had taught them, Arabella looked for the threads of magic woven through the world. Though enchantments were strung through the grand hall from the never-melting candles in the chandeliers to the roses that Arabella imagined never wilted, it was the adventurers that radiated power as varied as the costumes they wore.

The king and queen perched on their thrones on a raised dais, observing the decadent display below them. Guards in bright red uniforms lined the walls and were stationed in pairs near thrown open leaded glass doors leading out to a hedge garden bathed in blue-silver moonlight.

“It’s magnificent,” Arabella breathed.

Couples swished by, their steps perfectly aligned with the music. Feathers and pearls and tricorn hats adorned impressively styled and colored hair—one guest even wore thinly plated armor that changed color in the shifting light like dragon scales. Arabella’s fondness for this world struck deep, like homesickness, but the tense and distracted look on Valence’s face made his discomfort here evident.

“Library, remember.” Valence tugged on her elbow to move them away from the crowd at the doors and into the dense gathering along the edge of the dance floor. “We can’t linger.”

“Would that be so bad?” Arabella took two crystal glasses of sparkling pink punch, handing one to Valence. “We could join Victor’s guild and become adventurers. We could help if they earn the royal commission.”

“And risk being captured again by Guardians?” Valence stared at the cascade of bubbles along the edge of the glass.

“Friends, you made it! We missed you after you departed last night.” Victor had changed his patched cloak for an extravagant tailcoat and embroidered silver waistcoat that matched his thin mask. Slinging an arm around Valence’s shoulders, Victor gestured to the ballroom. “Wonderful, isn’t it? I hear the king will be hosting a tournament to recruit mages for his private force. I should sing Sagan’s praises.”

“Sagan will not leave our guild, no matter what he says,” Lark said as he and his brother, Levi, materialized from the crowd. Both wore matching gray suits, fur patches like pauldrons, and wolf-like masks.

“He’d be a fool not to at least compete for a steady purse like that,” Victor said. “What skill set did you two say you were? Obviously Arabella isn’t a mage or she could have healed you.”

“Is traveler an option?” Arabella said, eliciting polite laughs. Valence remained stiff, eyes trained on the dancing figures like he could see through them to the library and an escape from this world. Arabella knew he thought of Sorae’s threats to his mom and sister and guilt pricked at her. They had no time to linger in amusements.

“Haven’t chosen a permanent skill then, have you?” Victor snatched a glass from a servant passing with a tray. “Our knight brothers here could train you in basic combat.”

“Stop trying to recruit everyone we meet,” Lark said with a shake of his head. “You already made their ears bleed with aggrandized tales of our misadventures; let them have their evening.”

Victor pressed a hand to his heart in mock offense but Lizabetta arrived in her form-fitting down of glittering scarlet and he forgot everything else.

Moxi bounced forward, looking like a pixie in a glittering violet ensemble. Her cheek bones shimmered. “Here’s the thing you asked for.” She pressed a small vial into Arabella’s hands filled with a mixture of dried herbs. “It’s the best I can do on short notice; I hope it’s the right blend.”

“It’s worth a try. Thank you, Moxi.” Arabella pocketed the precious curative, bolstered with a little extra hope. For all its enjoyments, their time here was not frivolous.

“Would the lady grace me with a dance?” Levi offered a gloved hand, his gray eyes intense behind his mask.

Valence stiffened but said nothing and Arabella was surprised by a throb of disappointment. She wanted last night again, wanted Valence unbound and tinged with recklessness. Levi swept her up into his arms and swirled her onto the dance floor. She was not a talented dancer, but he was a skilled enough leader that she didn’t feel like she was stumbling helplessly. She caught glimpses of Valence on the edge of the dance floor, his shoulders and jaw rigid, his gaze tracking her.

“I apologize if I took you from your escort,” Levi said. “But it is a shame to bring a lady so beautiful to a party such as this and keep her on the sidelines.”

“Val is preoccupied with other worries.” Arabella felt the thinness of her smile but she wore it anyway. He’d been cold and distant since they awoke and she was terrified he regretted their moment on the rooftop, was terrified at the giddy fluttering in her stomach and the way she flushed to her ears when looking at him.

The world spun and glittered differently from the midst of the dancers and her chest swelled. This was the sort of other-worldly magic she craved, the adventurers and mages, the quests, and masquerades. She wanted to drink it all in, to live it and experience it beyond the boundaries of words on a page. Levi spun her, his strong hands guiding her through the steps as her skirts swished about her ankles.

The music faded for a mere moment before striking up into another and the dancers arranged themselves in two lines, partners facing one another. Moxi and Lark joined the lineup; her dress was like a puff of cotton candy with delicate fairy wings on the back. Clapping along to the beat, Arabella watched the other couples and, when Levi stepped forward, she mimicked the steps. Her heart thumped to the rhythm, so achingly alive.

She lost count of the number of dances, her partners changing with each. Victor and Lizabetta joined the couples and she spotted Lark and Moxi lingering by a pair of doors overlooking the garden. Levi was never far, always willing to sweep Arabella up if no one else offered. And Levi did, every time she cast a hopeful glance in Valence’s direction and he did not respond.

The song ended in a lively crash of instruments, all the dancers’ arms striking a pose in the air. Arabella’s face and chest were flushed, her breaths rapid, but she smiled from ear to ear. Levi grinned and broke into a pleasant laugh. He stepped forward just as someone tapped on her shoulder and Levi’s expression cooled.

“I think it’s quite time we go,” Valence said. His hand on her shoulder was little more than a light touch, but it felt restrictive.

“It’s just a few dances,” she muttered, shrugging his hand away. She wished it had been him and the wanting itched over her skin, sorrow following in its wake. The longing to return to that night in The Blind Fox, on the rooftop under a blanket of stars, punched her in the gut.

“Bells.”

She sucked in a breath and gathered her skirts in her hands, brushing past Valence and heading to the hallways. She’d known dawn would erase the night; truths were easier to speak in the dark, in the hours when anything felt possible and the world was bathed in the glimmer of starlight. When her errantly hopeful heart whispered to her that, maybe, all would be well.

“Bells,” Valence called after her.

The tiled floors were carpeted with velvet runners and a gallery of royal portraits lit with electric sconces. She had no idea where she was going, but she guessed the library wouldn’t be too difficult to find. Valence’s footsteps clicked after her.

Guests milled about the gallery and a few decadent parlors, but it didn’t take long to find wider, more abandoned hallways. Calligraphed signs hung at intersecting corners, pointing the direction to various attractions: the Menagerie, the Royal Patisserie, the Queen’s Garden, the Library.

“Arabella,” Valence hissed, hurrying his steps as she turned down another empty hallway towards the library. “Arabella, look at me.” He snatched her upper arm, whirling her around to face him. “Why are you angry at me? We came here for this. Not dancing.”

Wrenching her arm from his grip, she delved into annoyance to erase hurt. “I’m doing what you want! I’m just not so eager to be rid of this world as you are.” The words felt weak but she couldn’t speak the truth, couldn’t tell him that she was so afraid what they’d shared would stay behind when they moved on. That he wanted it that way.

“Guardians are barely one step behind us; do you want to wind up back in that cell having your power stripped from you? Have you forgotten what that felt like?”

“What good is having this power if I can’t use it? Didn’t you say the same thing once? Are my only options to be locked in a cage or to spend my life running?” Having a taste of magic but not being able to revel in it was a cruel fate. Tears burned the back of her eyes and tightened her throat.

“We won’t have any options if we don’t keep moving and get caught. Right now, find a world link and get us out of here.”

She felt impudent and foolish, but Arabella folded her arms. “What if I don’t?”

Valence paced in a circle, muttering curses under his breath. He rubbed at his upper arm as though his raised scar irritated him. A constant reminder of what they ran from.

“You could go on without me. You’re a Word Walker too.” She fired the words at him like a dare, ignoring the lonely knot that tensed in her core, terrified he’d do it.

Rubbing a hand down his face, he failed to stifle a flare of frustration. “You may not like it, but we need each other. We’re bonded.”

“You need me. You’ve never initiated a crossing, only I have.” She wanted to take them back as they crossed her lips, but the words were spoken.

“You don’t think I’ve noticed?” Valence said, his voice gravelly. He stalked closer until they were nearly pressed together. Behind his anger crouched a flicker of fear. “What if when they sedated me Maura took too much? What if I’m a worthless husk, a dead weight draining your power with every crossing? Would you leave me behind, Arabella?”

His voice wavered on her name. Not an accusation. A question.

The shadowed hallway grew heavy with the pressing weight of that question and Valence’s piercing gaze. Arabella’s chest swelled with a shaky inhale. They’d been thrust into this without any time to make promises or truces. They were wandering exiles, each other the only tie to their previous lives. What was keeping them together other than their shared enemy and the knowledge they were a bonded pair?

The silence stretched deeper. She should say something. She should tell him about the vial in her pocket. Suddenly achingly aware of the press of Valence’s forearm on the wall above her head, of the brush of his fingers against her hip, of the softness of his breaths over her lips, all words abandoned her to pooling warmth and longing.

Throat bobbing, Valence said, “The library is this way.” He turned and stalked down the carpeted hall, his hands flexing.

Ignoring the pang at the sudden loss of him and gathering her heavy skirts, Arabella trotted after him. Her mask was itchy on her face and her heart heavy in her chest, but all discomfort faded at the sight of the royal library.

If all the rich woodwork of the Valarae Archives was turned to marble and frescoed ceiling, it would have been nearly as magnificent as the sight before her. The grandeur snatched her breath from her lips and she stepped in slowly, reverently. Massive windows let in a flood of moonlight, cutting a sharp contrast between illuminated and shadowed shelves of leather-bound volumes.

“There are probably countless world links here,” Valence said, his voice swallowed up by the enormity of the room.

Neither of them moved to select a volume, lost in appreciative wonder as they meandered the main aisle, their footsteps clicking softly. Surrounded by written worlds Arabella had always felt a comforting openness. She could go anywhere, become anyone, even while lying on her bed in her small room in a small house in a small town in a small world.

“This is all history,” Valence remarked from where he browsed.

“We should pick something new instead of an older history of the same world,” Arabella said, moving ahead as she attuned her senses to the pull of magic, as Idris had taught her.

She should have at least said thank you and goodbye to Levi; he’d spent so much of his night dancing with her. Victor, Lizabetta, and the others had been nothing but kind and welcoming it was a pity not to thank them for everything.

“I’d had too much to drink.” Valence stepped into the main aisle and faced her, his body drawn with tense lines. “I never should have…it wasn’t right of me…”

The unspoken endings fastened around Arabella’s heart and she struggled to breathe through the tightness of her burning throat. He regretted kissing her.

“I’m sorry,” he breathed and she wished he didn’t say it.

What do you want, Val? He hadn’t answered. He hadn’t said, You, I want you, Arabella. Like you want me, too.

The main doors slammed open and masked Valarae Guardians spilled in, their bodies filling the squares of moonlight on the marble floor. Harkan slithered in after them, tossing a clinking pouch in the air, his eyes piercing as an arrow when they landed on her. A flare of sinister power issued from him. Arabella’s heart leapt into her throat and she backed away a few steps, nearly tripping on her skirt. She should have felt their presence, the shift in the undercurrent of the world, but she hadn’t.

“They’re the ones you’re after, are they not?” Harkan drawled. “They’re Otherworlders, alright.”

The lead Guardian stepped forward, his order muffled by his mask. “Take them unharmed.” His weapon sparked and expanded, flickering with buzzing blue light.

Guardians rushed, fanning out to block all routes of escape. Valence grabbed her hand, yanking Arabella after him as he sprinted for the garden doors.

“Wait!” she cried, lunging for a shelf and plucking a small book twinkling with threads of magic. It didn’t matter now where it would take them as long as they could get away. Tossing it to him, she gathered her skirts in her hands, cursing the hindrance, and barreled down the garden stairs after Valence.

The cool night air scraped her throat. Packed gravel crunched under their feet and they swerved around tight turns, the golden light from the palace disappearing behind the tall hedges and drowning them in long shadows. Valence’s coattails flapped behind him as he whipped around corners.

A rose bush snagged Arabella’s skirts, yanking her back with thorny fingers. Guardians pounded through the garden, closing in. Taking two handfuls, she pulled and jerked, but the fabric wouldn’t give.

“Val!” she shouted, her voice breaking. Clasping the vial in one hand limited her ability to free herself but she wasn’t willing to give it up.

Valence skidded to a stop next to her, sending out a spray of gravel. One arm looped around her waist and the other tore her skirt free, leaving behind a jagged swatch of fabric.

“Go,” he panted in her ear, giving her a push forward.

“Found them,” a Guardian shouted as he appeared around a corner. His weapon flared.

Valence and Arabella sprinted again, skirting a magnificent fountain. The hedge maze ended abruptly at a shallow staircase leading to wide pathways of flowering garden beds. She stumbled, her momentum barely enough to keep her on her feet as they ran.

Reaching back for Arabella’s hand again, Valence turned a sharp left towards the palace gates. “We can lose them in the city.”

“I can’t keep up in this dress!” The abundant fabric was weighing her down, tiring her out too quickly. Her ribs ached, the tightness of the dress preventing her breaths from deepening.

Valence pulled her into the shadows of an outer hedge and whipped her around to grab the dress on either side of the line of dainty buttons. In a couple sharp tugs and a splattering of pearls, he tore the dress off her. Arabella shivered in the night air dressed only in a chemise, but she was freer. Chest heaving, Valence tore his gaze from her to the hedge paths they’d just left and the sounds of pursuit.

They fled past the palace guards and into the heart of the city, skirting around carriages and heading for the narrower, darker alleys.

“I think we lost them,” Arabella said between gasping breaths when they paused on an abandoned side street. Violent shivers shook her body, half from the bite of the air on her skin, half from pulsing adrenaline.

“Here.” Valence shrugged out of his coat and draped it on her shoulders. “Read.” He pushed the book into her hands, scanning the streets for any sign of their pursuers. Perhaps they’d been halted by the palace guards, but Arabella wasn’t going to count on it.

Her fingers trembled as she opened the book and began to read. The familiar warmth spread through her as matter wavered and changed, the bobbing pennants above them fading. A watery portal formed behind Valence and their eyes met as she took his hand in hers, a promise.

“Every world could fade into nothing and I would not leave you, Valence Kilacky.”

She stepped forward as he stepped backwards into another world, utterly trusting her to lead.
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VALENCE LOST TRACK OF WHERE ONE world ended and another began as they fled, Arabella’s words echoing a relentless beat in his head. Are my only options to be locked in a cage or spend my life running? Guardians tracked them through the worlds, never more than a step or two behind, giving them no time to replenish their power until the strain of it wore at him like a fever.

They slipped like weary shadows, fragments of echoes, from world to world and he began to wonder if they were just stardust, fleeting and transient, and their brief burning course across the sky was all they’d have before flickering into nothing. What would any of it matter? All would fade, so slowly he wouldn’t realize until suddenly he was a dying star looking back at the trajectory of what was and what could have been. Forgotten on the other side of memory.

The power that simmered beneath his skin, rising in a burning surge to pound behind his eyes and sap the strength from his bones, he’d once wanted to cut from him. As a child he’d raged in his own head wanting to banish the thing that made him so vile, so unwanted. It was the source of every bad thing that had ever happened to him. To his mother. To Esmie.

Until Arabella.

She sagged against the laden shelves of a quaint bookshop in a seaside town, trembling hand reaching for a book. In the orchard grove outside a flurry of pale petals floated in the gentle, briny breeze. Swirling dust motes danced in rays of sunshine like the sprites they’d seen over milky waters in another world. A wave of wonder crashed over him at the thought of the endless horizons his power had opened for him and he, for the first time, saw it as a gift instead of a curse. Now was the time to burn, to fight, to shine.

“I’m so tired.” A tear slipped down Arabella’s cheek as her thumb brushed the deckled edges of the book she’d selected. Her lace-edged chemise hugged the curves of her hips and one of her stockings slipped past her knee, torn somewhere between the palace library and here.

Valence recoiled his hand that rose instinctually to catch her tear. Plucking the book from her hands instead, he stepped in close and read the words on the page. He welcomed the warming swirl of magic as it rose and filled his body; he felt Arabella’s entwine with his. Her arm slid around his waist and his breath hitched when her cheek rested against his chest, holding on to him to keep from being separated.

Light enveloped them as matter wavered and shifted. Valence’s scar burned his arm, the intensity sending a shockwave of pain to the tips of his fingers. In the glimmering moment between worlds when nothing else mattered but her and him, he let himself hold her like a lifeline.

The gentle warmth of the bookshop dissipated, replaced by blustery cold. The sting was instantaneous, leeching any bit of warmth from his body. Arabella shivered in his arms, his suitcoat doing little to protect her as they turned to take in the new world. Bleak gray sky, craggy cliffs topped with snow, a beach with just as much snow as sand, an ocean that was mostly frozen, nothing but rocks and more rocks for miles up and down the strip of sand-and-snow.

“I know this place,” Arabella said as a furrow deepened in her pale brow. “This is where Jasper and Salisbury grew up.”

A harsh wind, the sound like a breathy groan from the maw of a great beast, tore across the beach and, with it, a stinging spray of icy droplets. Valence shivered, the involuntary movement causing a cascade of sparks in his flickering vision. The pain in his arm was agonizing. They needed to find warmth and shelter and a way to keep moving.

A beastly war-cry echoed across the sky. The utterer—a short boy bundled in a furry coat and goggles—stood at the top of the cliff, a brightly painted board resting on the snow under his booted feet. The wall of snow sliding down to the beach bore a striking resemblance to a ramp.

A group of boys gathered with a few scrambling down the steep slope to the beach. They all chanted encouragement and the first boy, crying aloud again, kicked his board into action and raced down the slope. He picked up speed, flying down the icy surface, weaving and sending up sprays of downy fluff to cover his friends. They whooped, and two boys darted out onto the frozen strip of ocean, skidding across the ice as they followed. The boy on the board wobbled but threw out his arms and kept on his feet.

Shading his eyes against the pale glare of snow, Valence noted the darkness that indicated thinning ice. “It’s not frozen that far.”

Arabella stood on a rock for a better view. Water splashed in a white-tipped arc and two of the boys raced back to the beach, waving their arms. Valence’s chest clenched, but then he saw the third boy, board under his arm, sprinting after his friends. The others scrambled down the cliff and bolted across the beach.

“Run! It’s getting closer!” one boy screamed, cupping his hands around his mouth.

The boys on the ice slid and fought for their footing. The one with the board was still far behind and whatever was crashing through the water was gaining on him.

“They’re not going to make it,” Arabella said with a gasp.

One of the boys gasped and pointed. A massive, horned whale surfaced and dove back into the water, taking a huge chunk of ice with it. Swooping under the thinning ice, the bleached horns spiked upwards, almost impaling the boy with the board.

“I swear, I’m never doing this again!” one of the boys on the beach shouted.

“Go get help!” one of the boys on the ice bellowed.

Valence stepped out of his slick-soled shoes and onto the ice. His socks were thin but he was able to walk with some surety.

“Val, what do you think you’re doing?” Arabella called after him.

Saints, he didn’t know.

The boys started screaming encouragement as Valence worked his way across the ice, arms held out for balance. The bitter cold of the air sliced at his throat with each panting breath, but he pushed himself forward. He reached the first two boys and, grabbing handfuls of their coats, gave them hearty shoves towards the beach. Their friends skittered out and helped haul them to shore. The horned whale was whipping into a frenzy now, its spiked head cutting through the fragile ice much too quickly.

“It’s going to eat them,” one boy wailed. “It really is!”

The boy with the board scrabbled across the splintering ice and Valence crouched, holding out his hand to encourage him. Just a few more steps. The ice tilted and Valence lost his footing, dropping to a knee as he slid in a spiral. A massive shape surged past below.

“I’m going to die,” the boy blubbered, crawling on his hands and knees now.

“No, you’re not,” Valence said through his panting breaths. He’d lost track of the beast below which likely meant it dove down preparing for another strike. “Get up and jump as far as you can. I’ll catch you.”

“I can’t do it.”

“Yes you can. Come on.”

Something shifted in the water and Valence kept his voice level as he encouraged the boy again. Getting his feet under him, the boy took a few hesitant steps. Water lapped over the broken edge of the ice.

“My board!” The boy turned to catch the painted board sliding out of his reach but his friends shouted frantically from the shore and he hesitated.

“Jump. Now.” Valence called and the boy leapt just as the horn of the beast struck the ice where he’d been standing. Diving forward, Valence hauled the boy to his feet and shoved him towards the shore. “Run!”

With a head start and strong footing on the thicker ice, the boy flew towards the beach and the waiting arms of his friends. Valence started in his wake but an ear-splitting, grinding crack boomed as the ice broke into unanchored sheets, separating from the shore. The horned beast struck methodically, driving Valence’s patch of ice away from safety. The world tipped, the ocean waves growing stronger.

“Val!” Arabella screamed from the shore, her broken voice carried on the wind.

The whale dove and Valence ran, leaping across the growing divide to the next ice floe.

One of the boys must have run back to wherever they came from for help, because a throng of people were gathering on the beach. Women ran ahead, scooping the shaken boys into their arms and wrapping them in thick furs while several men tied a giant hook to a length of rope. The men shouted to each other and lined up along the rope while the man at the front swung the hook and hurled. It landed with a thunk near Valence but it cracked the ice with a splitting crunch and displaced the weight. Falling flat on his stomach, Valence kept the ice from tipping him into the sea, but the water that rushed over soaked through him and his body seized from the cold.

“Someone get Barnaby up here!”

“He’s not expected until nightfall tomorrow.”

Valence dove for the hook, ripped it out of the ice, and held on tight despite the shaking of his limbs. The whale was closing in, its horns glimmering under the ice as it lined up its strike. The men yelled and started to tug, quickly and methodically. But they weren’t quite as fast as the whale. Its horns pierced the ice and Valence twisted, barely escaping impalement.

“What the devil has happened here?” someone called. Another man—burly, with a mop of red curls—hopped over the rocks with a long, thin weapon in his hand.

“Barnaby!” The boys greeted him. “It’s a big one this time. A girl, River thinks.”

“A female, eh? Wonder if she’s missing her mate who I got last week,” the red-headed Barnaby said with a chuckle. He leapt onto a tall rock, raised his weapon, and took aim. Just as the whale rose again, he fired. A gigantic dart hissed through the air, grazing Valence's leg before it lodged in the whale's side. Letting out a piercing yet melodic shriek, the whale dove under and didn't rise again.

“You got her!” a girl cried, leaping up beside Barnaby. Her hair was bleached blond, as light as Salisbury’s.

The rocky shore hit Valence’s chest and he grasped at the frozen ground. Agony surged through his body and his leg left a trail of blood where the harpoon had wounded him. His senses wavered, sight and sound melting.

Trembling arms circled him as Arabella dropped to her knees and hauled him to her, pressing him to her chest. Terror laced her words as she cursed him for being so nobly foolish.

“Who are you?” the leader of the men—the one who had thrown the hook—demanded. He folded his muscled arms and glared down at them.

“Please, someone help him,” Arabella pleaded.

“Fennick, these children are going to freeze to death if we don’t care for them. Who they are doesn’t matter.” One of the women, a lean but kindly woman with full, pink cheeks and wisps of silver hair peeked from under her knotted scarf, crouched beside Arabella. She laid a gentle hand on Arabella’s arm and examined Valence’s feet. “Fig, honey, run home and get a pot of warm water ready.” Her son darted off at her command.

“Don’t try to warm him now, darling,” she said to Arabella. “If he thaws and then refreezes the damage will be permanent. Mack, help us get him home.” A sturdy man hoisted Valence up and the woman slung a thick shawl over Arabella’s shoulders.

“Arabella? Valence?” Salisbury shouldered his way through the parting crowd. Valence had never been so happy to see a familiar face after endless worlds of strangers.

A sob broke from Arabella and she stumbled into Salisbury’s arms. He staggered but wrapped her close, hushing her cries.

“You know these two?” Mack asked.

“Aye, I’ll come with you.” Tucking Arabella under the shelter of his massive coat, Salisbury followed Mack.

Barnaby stayed, along with the fair-haired young woman, but the rest processed over the beach to a cozy town nestled in the nook of the cliff. Fig stood in the open doorway of one of the houses near the edge of the town. Mack carried Valence inside and set him in a rocking chair by a gently blazing fire. The heat was agonizing, somehow intensifying the cold in his extremities.

The woman, who Mack called Ginny, drew up a stool before him. She ordered Fig to fetch clean cloths, blankets, and some pain medicine. The rest of the villagers dispersed but the leader and the board-boy stayed, standing with Mack in the doorway.

“Will he be all right?” the board-boy asked nervously.

Ginny smiled and dipped the bandages Fig brought into the prepared pot of warm water. “He’ll be all right if we take care of him properly. How are you, Colin?”

“Cold,” the boy muttered.

“Best get some dry clothes,” Ginny said. She checked the temperature of the water and picked up one of Valence’s feet.

“Where did you come from and why did you not dress for the weather?” the grouchy leader demanded, his disapproving gaze lingering on Arabella’s bare legs.

Mack laid a hand on his arm. “Fennick, now is not the time. This man saved your son’s life.”

“My son knows he shouldn’t be playing these ridiculous games,” Fennick snarled. Colin shrunk two sizes. “That beach is cursed.”

“It’s not cursed; Sal and Jasper came back,” Colin protested under his breath.

Mack’s wife peeled the socks away and bathed Valence’s bloody feet. “Fig, could you fetch him a glass of lukewarm water?”

“Ginny, there’s a crowd gathering outside,” Mack said as he peered out the window’s pleated curtains.

“Let them gather,” Ginny said dismissively. She smiled up at Valence. “You’re going to be quite the hero. Barnaby is the only one that dares to get close to the horned whales.”

Fig returned with the water and Ginny made Valence swallow a couple pills. “You’ll start to blister soon and it’ll be quite painful.” She glanced over at Arabella. “Check your skin for stinging, red areas. Mack, could you get a change of clothes for these two?”

Never altering her steady tone, Ginny continued to issue orders and keep everyone occupied while she tended to Valence. Arabella changed into dry clothes while Salisbury perched on the edge of a chair, his knee bouncing with nervous energy and his face brimming with questions he couldn’t ask in front of Ginny, Mack, and Fig. When Arabella returned, her cheeks pink with the return of warmth, she helped Valence straighten and slip out of his damp shirt.

“Saints,” she whispered as he peeled off the second sleeve. “Val, it’s bleeding.”

He twisted to peer at the rectangular scar on his arm. Raw, festering skin broke over the edges and a thin trail of blood ran down to his elbow. Gently, he prodded at it. The irritation had grown worse with each crossing but he’d never suspected this extent of damage. He’d grown numbly accustomed to the pain.

“We’d best get that cleaned up.” Ginny swiftly bathed and bandaged the wound. “Cuts from the ice can be terrible due to the salt in the water.”

“I don’t really feel it,” Valence said, his voice muffled by the sweater Arabella assisted him into. The faint graze of her knuckles against his ribs sent a ripple of gooseflesh down his spine. The movement and the heat from the fire were thawing him, though, and the sensations that returned were agonizing. His feet were repulsive, fleshy red and covered in nasty blisters. Blood was caking in the wounds where shattering ice had cut the skin.

Ginny’s composed face creased with worry as she examined the wounds. “Mack, send for the doctor,” she said and he departed, letting in a brief blast of cold air. She lowered Valence’s foot back into the lukewarm water.

Fig hovered nearby, hopping from one foot to the other. “Colin oiled his board and said he could go a lot faster. It worked. A little too well, I guess.”

“Kids haven’t changed.” Salisbury chuckled and Ginny shot him a pursed lip look of disapproval.

“I should be bandaging these feet, but I don’t want to before the doctor can see them,” Ginny said. “Infection would be terrible.”

Mack returned shortly with a doctor in tow. After lathering on cream that made Valence bite his lip and blanch, the doctor bandaged his toes separately then the whole foot.

“Keep the bandages dry and clean and try not to put too much pressure on them. I’ve seen much worse. I’ll check in, but you should be on the mend within a few days to weeks.”

“They’ll be staying with me, Doc,” Salisbury said.

Guilt twisted Valence’s stomach as Mack counted out the doctor’s fee. Though these people were clearly generous, the modest house and patched clothing suggested they weren’t people of means.

When the ointment and medicine Ginny had administered lessened the bite of pain, Valence accepted a borrowed pair of boots to ease his feet into for the short trek to Salisbury’s house. With Arabella under one arm and Salisbury under the other, Valence thanked Mack and Ginny for their care and they ventured into the cold.

It couldn’t have been more than late afternoon but the sky hung heavy and gray, the landscape bleak snow and rock. A village sat in a nearby valley, its lights like a glowing ember in a pit of ash and half-burned logs. Appropriately bundled in thick wool and furs, the cold did not pierce so deep and Valence allowed his curiosity to wander. This was where Idris and his bonded pair had fled, where they’d lived in peace and obscurity at least long enough to start a family. A twinge of longing for such a life pricked at him but he banished such thoughts. Rest and recovery would be needed before they could flee again. And again.

Salisbury’s house was modest but it was surprisingly tidy and bore homey touches like matching throw pillows on the couches and a date cake with a slice missing under a glass cloche on the kitchen table.

“Welcome to my home.” Salisbury removed his layers, leaving coat and wool scarf draped over the backs of chairs. His pale hair stuck up in several directions upon removal of his hat and the sight of his bright, friendly grin pinched something in Valence’s chest. He didn’t realize how much he’d missed their friend.

“Where’s Jasper?” Arabella asked, peering curiously about the open room.

“Out working in the fields. He’ll be back tonight. Now, tell me everything.”

Easing down and relieving his feet of the pressure of the borrowed boots, Valence let Arabella tell Salisbury of everything that had happened since reading the twins to their home. Resting mouth and nose in his folded hands, Salisbury listened with wide eyes as Arabella recounted their time trapped in Valarae’s cells while their power was siphoned from them under Maura’s direction. Her breath hitched as she told the barest of details of their time in Otherworlds, a whisper of grief crossing her face.

“And Idris?” Salisbury asked hesitantly, rubbing his thumb across his palm. “Did he escape?”

“No,” Arabella answered, guilt settling over her like a shroud. “He’s trapped there by some kind of leashing magic, likely the one fueling the Guardian brands. It was our shared power that made the first crossings possible without world links. I don’t know how I could have taken him with us. But I would have.”

The door swung open and Jasper entered, a girl on his heels. They stomped snow from their boots and deposited them onto a pebble lined tray while Salisbury leapt to his feet, running palms down the sides of his pants.

“Jasper, before you say anything…”

A guarded look darkened Jasper’s face as he whipped around but it shattered into shock and confusion when he beheld who sat by his hearth. The girl, tall and lithe, peered over his shoulder, looking from Jasper to the newcomers.

“Hello, Jasper.” Arabella stood and offered a cautious smile.

“What are you doing here?” Jasper demanded. Snow melted on the floorboards as he shed his outer layers and took in Valence’s heavily bandaged feet. “You were the one at the beach? You saved Fennick’s boy?”

“One and the same. Good to see you, too, Jasper,” Valence said dryly.

Stepping over his brother’s discarded coat, Salisbury drew the girl into the room and introduced her as Marlene. Introductions and explanations made, Jasper listened intently to the recounted story of capture, escape, and pursuit Salisbury just heard while Salisbury and Marlene prepared a meal.

“They’ve been tracking you and you came here?” Jasper’s voice rose to a sharp pitch. “You brought them to our doorstep?”

“It’s us they want, not you,” Valence said, drawing Jasper’s accusatory gaze from Arabella.

“They need to recover and we’re going to help them like they helped us.” Salisbury’s tone was firm and Jasper huffed but didn’t argue. He helped Marlene ladle wooden bowls full of watery potato soup that left Valence’s stomach no more appeased than before he’d eaten.

Gathered about the fire, Salisbury leaning against the edge of the sofa next to Arabella while he sat on the floor, Valence recalled with a pang of homesickness their days at Valarae. Though he’d kept himself aloof he’d been unable to resist the pull of warmth and belonging that circled the seven of them. He missed being elbow deep in suds washing dishes after cooking meals with Arabella, shouting taunts at Julien and Jasper through the open window as they sparred in the yard. He missed the way Leia silently ensured everyone had enough to eat and their glasses remained full. He missed feeling like part of a family, and anger flared. Valarae had given empty promises built on lies, a glamor sustained by the suffering of others. The wound on his arm burned and he grit his teeth against the pain.

“What are you going to do now? Keep running forever?” Salisbury tore apart another piece of bread in a practiced manner, the seeds and crumbs thickening his soup.

“If we keep running, Valarae will eventually find other Word Walkers,” Valence said. He’d given this question much thought on sleepless nights watching over Arabella. “They’ll drain other victims and keep profiting off Otherworlds. They must be stopped.”

“But how? How could you even get back?” Marlene asked. She was taking all this in remarkably well.

“Why would you want to go back?” Salisbury said, placing a hand on Arabella’s knee as though to keep her anchored. “You’re free now. And even if you did go back, how could you stop them?”

“We’d have to destroy it all. The tech, the world, everything.”

“Okay, so hop on back over and destroy Valarae.” Jasper said, his look withering. “I trained as a Guardian. I’ve seen the power source that fuels the wards; it’s an impenetrable fortress designed to be impervious to any kind of magical attack. The best you can hope for is to keep running until they find other Word Walkers.”

“I don’t want anyone else to be subjected to that,” Arabella said. “As Word Walkers we can manipulate the fabric of worlds; maybe we can do the same with Valarae. Find the seams and rip it to shreds.”

“Wouldn’t Idris have done that already if it were possible?” Jasper gathered the empty bowls and stacked them on the counter. “He chose to run.”

“He lost our mother, his bonded pair,” Salisbury said. “He gave up his freedom to protect us. As long as they could use him they wouldn’t go after us. After our mother.”

“So, they take Val and Bells instead. He’s not a hero, Salisbury.”

“He tried to warn us,” Arabella said, her tone hollow and her gaze unfocused as though she was peering back through time and memories. “He told us time and again that our power is ours and ours alone, to not test the limits of what’s possible. I think he wanted to keep us mundane and uninteresting so we couldn’t be used but Maura’s biotech changed everything.”

Jasper leaned forward, his tone lowering. “I want you to leave my world before anything else changes. Let me live my life in peace. I want nothing to do with any of this.” His pale eyes burned into her, rage and desperation and fear all bundled together in his gaze. “What I’m willing to fight for is right here, not back there.”

“How many more will suffer, how many more worlds will be tampered with and destroyed, if we don’t at least try to put an end to it?” Valence said, studying his folded hands and pale knuckles. “We all saw it firsthand at Maura’s presentation and Bells and I have seen it time and again in countless Otherworlds. This is your fight, too.”

“My world is doomed, remember?” Jasper rubbed at an inked mark on the bare side of his head just above his ear. “We’re safe from Valarae’s tampering now.”

“As long as the paths between worlds are open you’re never safe,” Arabella said, sagging against the cushions.

She looked at Valence and he saw her understanding. They were a bonded pair, capable of far greater power than any single Word Walker. If anyone had a chance to burn it down it was them. 


29: ARABELLA







ARABELLA WRAPPED HER ARMS AROUND HERSELF, hunching her shoulders and squinting against the blustery wind that rushed up the cliff side. The icy waves below crashed unforgiving and violent against the rocky beach. Dusk settled rapidly, darkening the gray tones of the world into charcoal and black.

For four days they’d stayed with the twins while Valence recovered. The doctor came to change the bandages periodically and was pleased with the healing process of the blisters though Valence could still barely hobble around the house. The wound on his arm, however, remained raw.

In this world Jasper was a different person than the one Arabella had known at Valarae. He laughed and smiled and orbited Marlene like she was the sun and he was a planet basking in her warmth. Every subtle touch, every exchanged look, seemed to sustain Jasper as though he remembered too acutely what it was like to struggle to breathe a world away from her.

What would life be like a world away from Valence? Like clipped wings, Idris had said. Horizons shrunk with power stripped and the agonizing absence of the other, a part of yourself. They were born of different worlds, their meeting only made possible by Valarae. Without it, would she have spent a lifetime feeling wrong in her own skin, never knowing the fullness of the magic in her veins? It was a strange and twisted thing inside her to feel both abhorrent disgust and gratitude for the place that had brought her here—a fugitive with her bonded.

The wind moaned and a biting chill speared her to her bones. Days of rest eased the spike of pain that drove into her skull but she still felt the tremors under her skin of power drained too much too often. They could not sustain running much longer.

“Pleasant, isn’t it?” Salisbury said in the dry tone she’d come to expect from him as he joined her on the cliff. He readjusted her hood but it did little against the wind. “I don’t know why Jasper clings to this world as he does. It’s never felt like home to me.”

When Valarae fell—Arabella would not allow herself the word if or the possibility of failure—what would become of the threads that had drawn them all together?

Marlene, Jasper, and Valence trudged up the path, little more than a line of dirt through the snow, after them.

“Carry your part, brother,” Jasper said through heavy breaths as he shoved a knotted bundle of split logs at Salisbury. Rods and lines, nets on poles, and other tackle for ice fishing dangled from the pack slung across Jasper’s shoulders.

“You’re the one bent on catching our dinner,” Salisbury said with a good-natured grumble. “Given enough time you’ll be the next Barnaby. Are you ready for him to start speaking to fish, Marlene?”

Marlene laughed, the wind ruffling the fur that lined her hood drawn about her face. “I don’t think he’ll ever go full Barnaby; Jasper isn’t the roaming type.”

Arabella had looked for a ring on Marlene’s finger when they’d first met but her hand was bare. When she broached the subject with Jasper he’d uttered a deep sigh and said he wasn’t ready. He had little to offer having been gone for so long and wanted to give her time. Though she’d waited for him as he suspected, time created distance and he didn’t want her to be caught in the emotion of reunion and join herself to him without thinking. He wanted her vow to be given freely.

They picked their way across the rocky beach and ice-covered pools to a flat spot surrounded by sheer, black cliffs. Jasper followed a marked path to a spot in the ice where he cut a hole and set up his poles.

Marlene added bits of brush to a tiny fire on the beach while Jasper showed Valence how to bait the line. Salisbury rocked forward on the balls of his feet, spreading his fingers towards the flame.

Arabella stepped closer to the orange glow, beckoned by the little circle of warmth and safety. “Is it always so cold here?”

“It’s early spring, believe it or not. The past few years have been harsher than most,” Marlene answered, rubbing warmth into her hands which were slender but honed with strength. She kept her hair in a tidy braid, her beautiful, angular face bare of any adornment but an oil swiped over her lashes.

“Some villages have had less and there are rumors of roving bands raiding for enough to feed their bellies, those too weak to keep up left behind to freeze. The ice has been too thick for fishermen to follow their usual routes and many have been lost at sea. When we were children we had years of plenty like we hadn’t seen in decades, or so my grandparents said, but whoever padded their stores during those times have already depleted their reserves.”

Idris had called this world doomed. Arabella felt for the fabric of the world but the threads were thin and weak, warped beyond something she could manipulate. She thought of Idris, a young father, using his power to bring warmth and bounty to the people of the world he’d made his home. She thought of his ignorant pride, not knowing he was fashioning the rapid deterioration of the world’s magic and leaving his sons a legacy of famine.

What good was this power if they could not change the worlds for the better?

Lowering himself to one of the rocks surrounding the crackling fire, Salisbury bumped shoulders with Arabella, a wicked gleam in his eye. “Tell me what happened with Val. And don’t try to deny it; we may have been separated for a few months but I lived with you two and your pining looks for ages.”

The throb of pain was lessened by the gladness of having friends to share her heart with, and Arabella told of the tangled web of the bond and her growing feelings for Valence.

“I didn’t know what was our bonded connection and what was something else. Eventually, as we fled with only each other to cling to, it no longer mattered. I care about him. He cares too, I know that much, but I don’t think he wants anything…more. He feels he has nothing left to give.”

But she’d seen Valence give time and again. Without hesitation hurling himself into aiding others like he couldn’t help himself. Freeing the girl from slavers in Narda, saving people from a burning husk of a building in the frayed world, running onto the ice after Colin and his friends, offering her food and the bed and carrying her along when she felt she couldn’t take another step. Treading her journals with tenderness like her words were not the stilted brokenness of a heartsick girl who conjured monsters. Valence would rip his own heart from his chest if someone asked it of him but he would not accept the same.

Salisbury slung an arm around her shoulders and nudged her head onto his. “He cares, Bells. I know that much. He looks at you the way my besotted brother looks at Marlene.”

“It takes courage to step into the unknown,” Marlene said. “You two have fled the very foundations of life as you knew it and nothing can ever be the same again. It is one thing to feel for each other, quite another to put it into words. Jasper has always shown me his love even if he can’t always find the words.”

Jasper let out a triumphant cry, slapping Valence on the back as Valence scooped a flopping fish from the hole they’d cut in the ice.

“A couple more and it’ll be time to eat.” Salisbury stoked the wavering embers, the bed of rippling red looking barely solid.

“You waited for Jasper, even not knowing what had happened to him,” Arabella said.

A shadow of grief passed Marlene’s face. “Somehow, I knew in my heart he wasn’t gone. Not in a way that couldn’t be changed. Still, they were long and terrible years. Having him back has restored my hope and I’m willing to fight for a future I once took for granted.”

The future. The idea wavered before Arabella as it always had: a mirage, a shifting illusion, an image she could not conjure. If she’d stayed in Taville would she have worked in that corner bookshop until she had melded with the shelves, a waning shadow that flitted between dawn, dusk, and dusty pages? Would she have become Winton’s good little wife? How long would she have stayed at Valarae once the initial five years ended and Valence left? With no roots, nothing to anchor her to a place, Arabella was unmoored and all she knew was that whatever her future held, she could not imagine it without Valence. Without the Word Walker power in her veins that steadied her with a sense of freedom she’d never tasted before.

As though he felt her, Valence lifted his head and met her gaze from across the beach.

Was this all the time they would have together? A fleeting race across worlds before annihilating it all? The vial in her pocket weighed heavy upon her heart; she should tell him but she feared it would hasten the end. He’d return to his family, his home, his world. And where would that leave her? Back at the beginning in a world too small? Like Salisbury, she loved her brother, her parents, but did not love the world she’d been born into. She should give the vial to Valence. Let him have that hope even if it meant silencing hers to find a world they could fully belong in—together.

The inky sky awash with stars was broken by a blinding flash, jagged streaks of white and green skittering across the ice then all went silent. Surging to their feet, Jasper and Valence turned towards the sea where only the steady rise and crash of the waves broke the quiet.

“What was that?” Marlene whispered as she huddled closer to Salisbury and Arabella.

A burning spark snaked through Arabella’s veins. There was a shift in the world, something foreign like a twig stuck in a knitted blanket. The more she tugged, the more the knit unraveled.

“Something isn’t right,” she said.

She opened her mouth to call to Valence but a quaking boom rent the earth and she lost her balance. Embers rolled from their perimeter, searing spots of ice into hissing steam. Arabella stumbled and fell, her hip striking the ground hard, but Salisbury pulled her to her feet as Jasper and Valence sprinted towards them. Breaths heavy from the run, Valence grit his teeth and leaned forward, hands resting on his knees in a loose attempt to ease the weight on his healing feet.

“Is it Guardians?” Salisbury asked, his eyes wide as he frantically searched the darkened beach. “We can hide you in the sea caves.”

“The tides will rise soon; they’d drown.” Jasper gripped his fillet knife in one hand and took a burning log from the fire with the other. “If we’re going to fight back, we start now.”

Distant cries reached their ears, carried on the bitter wind. A choked sob broke from Marlene’s chest and she took a staggering step in the direction of the village, but Jasper looped an arm around her waist and pulled her back.

“They only want us,” Arabella said, her voice hollow in her ears. Valarae had no qualms bringing destruction and desecration to Otherworlds.

Matter rippled further down the beach and Arabella’s spine prickled at the sudden rush of strange magic. A figure materialized, dressed in Guardian gear. He didn’t channel through his weapon but he kept it drawn and prepared to strike.

“We have to go,” Valence whispered, taking Arabella’s hand. Her body reeled from the sudden onslaught of his magic as he thrust it towards her. “As far as we can go,” he said.

The Guardian raised his hand as though to ask for surrender and Jasper charged, a rage-filled cry echoing from his core. Swinging first with the flaming brand he drove the Guardian back a step before driving up with his fillet knife. The Guardian flicked his weapon and a shield of blue light erupted, parrying Jasper’s hooked blade. Several more Guardians in full uniform stepped from the side of the cliff, batons morphed into various weapons.

Pulse thready, Arabella cast out desperately, searching for a thread of her power to mold. Her skin flickered, paths of light snaking down her arms leaving magnetic warmth in their wake. Streaks of orange flame and blue light illuminated the beach in violent flashes as the Guardian and Jasper clashed.

“Go!” Jasper bellowed. He drove again with his knife, catching the Guardian’s arm with the serrated edge and tearing away part of his sleeve.

Marlene took another brand from the fire and turned a tear-streaked face to Salisbury. “Go with them. I won’t leave him.”

“He’d never forgive me.” Salisbury reached for her arm but she stepped back, twisting out of his reach. “Don’t make me do this, Marlene.” His voice broke and he wrapped his arms around her waist, hauling her with him as she screamed and kicked.

The world creaked and groaned, splitting apart at the seams. Pain and anger warred in Arabella’s chest, wringing her in violent fists. The squad of Guardians raced towards them and another squad appeared at the peak of the cliff. The ground beneath their feet began to tremble and shards of ice exploded, the ocean forcing itself upwards and surging in cresting waves toward the beach.

The first Guardian rushed Jasper who lost his footing dodging the remains of the fire. Whipping around him, the Guardian grasped the back of Jasper’s collar and hauled him to his feet, arm looping around his neck to control his writhing body. Salisbury dropped Marlene and ran, barreling into the Guardian who grunted and rolled, striking rocks. Salisbury hissed through his teeth, pressing a hand to his ribs.

“Hold onto me,” Valence shouted, evading the squad and lunging across the splitting ice to grab Salisbury’s hand. Salisbury took his brother’s hand and Jasper’s fingers entwined with Marlene’s. Fighting for footing on the shattering ice Valence reached towards her. “Take my hand, Arabella,” he said, his voice steady. “We go together.”

The light emanating from her skin was blinding. Tears spilled down her cheeks and she reached out, tangling her fingers with Valence’s, the final link in the chain. Pulling her into his chest, their clasped hands pressed between their hearts, he whispered against her ear, “We stay together, no matter what.”

The others dragged against her power and she pulled from Valence. An ache built behind her eyes like a spike driving through her skull. Nausea roiled in her gut and she wavered, the drain too much too fast.

“Stop!” the Guardian shouted. A glowing light clasped in his fist, he sprinted across the ice and lunged for Arabella, driving the breath from her lungs. Valence’s hand slipped away and she tilted, untethered.

The world shattered into a glittering spray of icy dust.


30: VALENCE







THEY LANDED IN A WORLD OF endless night. A vast, inky canopy of winking stars, far larger and brighter than any Valence had ever seen, spread above them. Everything—from the mountains dotted with pale, white flowers to the winding roads lit by glowing, blue orbs—seemed velvety soft, like the edges were blurred.

Valence’s hand was empty, his pulse pounding. Salisbury retched, his body draped over a smooth boulder. Marlene staggered towards Jasper and the two clung to each other. She tangled herself in his arms, crumbling into panting sobs.

“Bells?” Valence called, blinking against the fading of his vision and the agony in his skull. “Arabella?”

No answering call. He couldn’t feel her. Panic coursed through him, crushing his lungs and sapping his strength. “Arabella!” His voice was ragged, her name scraping against his burning throat.

She was gone.

Groaning, a Guardian pushed himself to his hands and knees a few paces away. A deep-rooted rage reared its head and Valence rushed the soldier, hooking a kick to his abdomen that sent him skidding through the dirt. The Guardian raised his hands in placating surrender but Valence was blinded by a tempest.

“Where’s Arabella?” he bellowed. He’d kill him. Valence was vaguely aware of Jasper coming to his side but he had eyes only for the man drawing himself up to a knee. Grasping at the buckles, the Guardian pulled off his masked helmet and threw it aside.

“I am not your enemy!” Julien said through a cough. His dark skin was coated in a sheen of sweat and he cradled his bleeding arm where Jasper had sliced with his fillet knife. “Refrain from killing me for a moment and I’ll explain everything.”

Taking hold of the front of his armor, Valence dragged Julien’s face to his. “Where. Is. Arabella.”

“She was separated from us.” Julien laid a gentling hand on Valence’s forearm. “She was meant to be with us. I came to get you before they did and give you a chance at freedom. They’ve been tracking you, Valence.”

She was gone.

Raking hands through his hair, Valence fought the cresting surge of rage and terror that throttled him, squeezing his chest in a vice. His ears rang, his pulse sluggish, forcing itself through his veins. His well of magic flickered, a murky and shallow pool nearly drained. At the center lay a drop of Arabella’s power and he clung to it, his proof that she was still out there and he could find her again.

“What the devil just happened?” Jasper demanded, staggering towards Julien. “Where is my home?”

“I don’t know the extent of the damage,” Julien said carefully. “The fabric was already weakened. I’m sorry.”

A sound ripped from Jasper’s chest, half bellow of rage, half broken sob. “I wanted nothing to do with this,” he cried. “What have you done? Send me home!”

Julien unbuckled his armored jacket and heaved a sigh. He opened his palm, a white mark burned into the center and radiating purple welts. “I can’t do that, Jasper. My traveler stones can only make a crossing once. There is no going back to how things were; a line has been drawn and we must take our sides. We have much to discuss.”

“Valarae has been tracking me? How?” Valence recognized his voice but his body and soul were numb. Had he brought the Guardians every time, shattering the rare moments of peace they’d managed to find? Arabella could have stayed with Victor and his guild—if only she’d left him.

“Maura imbedded a device in your arm and was able to use Valarae’s power source to find you across the boundary. Val, you’re nearly drained. If you don’t rest and recover soon there could be lasting damages.” Julien’s voice was gentle but authoritative, the extended hand encouraging.

A deep, throaty toll reverberated over the night-blanketed landscape, aggravating the pounding in Valence’s head, and a pale light rose in serpentine swirls above an onyx stone tower at the base of the semi-circle of mountains. The light shifted and rose with all the grace and fluidity of a trained dancer, reaching towards the stars. Though the tower’s impressive height seemed almost to pierce the depths of the sky, the light fell short of its starry goal.

“Where are we?” Marlene bent to touch one of the glowing orbs that lined the path and it sent up a spray of glittering dust.

“My world,” was Julien’s reply.

Valence wavered, sheer force of will keeping him from collapsing, as Julien led the way to the tower that jutted from the landscape like a polished obelisk. The interior was simple, winding staircases leading up and up to several levels and it was to one of the lowest levels Julien brought them.

Despite the starkness of the tower, the room was softened by rugs and couches with rounded arms, a marble hearth, electric lamps and sconces, and a tea service on a trolley. Leia stood in the room waiting to welcome them, her face pinched and pale with worry.

“Oh saints,” she breathed as they trudged into the room, her eyes darting among the faces. “Where’s Arabella?”

Dropping his helmet to a table with a clunk, Julien pinched the bridge of his nose and said, “She didn’t make the crossing with us. Valarae’s Guardians have her.”

“Start explaining,” Jasper demanded.

Pouring a drink from a cut-crystal decanter, Julien motioned to Valence who leaned heavily in the doorway, supported only by the lintel. “He needs attention first.”

Words sat thick in his mouth, his head heavy and hot, and Valence didn’t know if he wanted to sleep or weep. He felt wrong. The wound on his arm itched and burned; he was a fool for not realizing what it was sooner. Reaching back, he clawed at the spot and a trickle of warm wetness trailed down to his forearm. He wanted it out. He wanted Valarae to release its hold. He wanted to coil his stolen magic back into himself.

Leia took his hand in hers and brought him to the couch, helping to remove the fur coat and woolen sweater he’d borrowed from Salisbury in another world, what felt like another life. “We’ll take it out now.”

She was sure and strong and Valence didn’t protest as Julien handed him a spiced drink. Gloves and a clean knife were found and Marlene offered to make the incision while Leia held his hand firm in hers. He cringed and fought the instinct to recoil his arm as Marlene made the cut with precision and surety. Plucking the device from her palm, Valence cracked it in two and dropped the broken halves on a table with a light plink.

“What now?” Salisbury’s face contorted with disgust as he stared at the device.

Arm bound and his shirt slipped back on, Valence settled back against the couch cushions though his body refused to settle. An oil-slick feeling of violation slithered across his skin. Branded, claimed, tracked, hunted like a prize animal.

“When we returned from our field expedition and found our household empty and heard of the missing Word Walkers, I got us out,” Julien began. He explained how he took Leia and they fled here to this world. His world.

“For generations my ancestry has kept this world hidden from Valarae. My role, as were the roles of many of my predecessors, was to spend the five years at Valarae ensuring this world remains hidden, destroying any archival research as necessary, and learning about Valarae’s strength and plans. Our wards are strong, but this is only a threshold world. A decoy if you will. Whatever Valarae knows of this world it extends no further than this tower and the sprites that inhabit this mountain range, nothing to tempt further exploration.”

Once he was certain Leia was safe and he had a protection spell woven to counteract the Guardian brand, Julien returned to Valarae to offer his services as a Guardian once again where he learned of Maura’s implanted device and how she used Valarae’s main power source to enhance its tracking capabilities. He’d been in the room packed with Guardians when Maura had shown Mr. Sorae and Master Fayden, triumph written on her face. Maxton was one of the first to volunteer to serve on the retrieval squad and Julien had followed, the traveler stone hidden in his uniform.

“My plan was to locate you first and bring you two to safety,” Julien said. “I wasn’t expecting Jasper and Salisbury to be with you. Your Word Walker power pushed against mine and I had to amplify my stone to move everyone. Almost everyone.”

“What now? Can you send us back?” Salisbury asked.

“I only have two more stones in the palace vault; they’re rare and incredibly dangerous to mine due to their latent power. I can’t send you back without a world link or a Word Walker. There’s a choice before us.” Julien’s gaze settled on Valence.

“It’s not a choice,” Valence said, his voice hoarse. “I’m going after Arabella and then we’re tearing it all down.”

Leia huffed a laugh. “You can’t be serious.”

“Whose side are you on?” Jasper snarled.

“I’m not taking sides.” Turning a shocked look to the silence of the others, Leia went on, “Our futures and our societies are built upon Valarae’s work; you can’t deny the positive advancements that have been made. Sorae needs to be removed from office and the headmasters investigated and likely removed, too, but we aren’t going to completely destroy everything Valarae is and stands for.”

“Everything Valarae is and stands for is preying upon Otherworlds, in the powerful few taking from the lesser,” Julien said.

“What of the students Valarae trains in their magical abilities otherwise unknown or untapped? What of the professors and those that have made their careers at Valarae? What of the original intention of bringing worlds together? We have so much we can learn from one another, knowledge to be shared, and Valarae is meant to be the neutral ground where such exchanges can be facilitated.”

“How has my world ever benefited?” Marlene said curtly. “My people are starving, parents wasting away trying to ensure their children don’t go hungry another season.”

“I’ve seen firsthand the mark Valarae has left on Otherworlds,” Valence said. “On me. On Arabella. On Idris. None of it is good and benefits no one but Valarae’s elite. If we don’t end it now, they’ll only find other Word Walkers and the cycle continues.”

“Sorae is problematic, yes, but what about Maura? She’s one of us,” Leia pleaded. “Julien, what about my research? I can help my people.”

Valence wanted to rip off his sleeve and show Leia his bloodied arm again, show her that Maura had tagged him like an animal she owned.

“You were all complicit,” Jasper said. “I’ve been torn from my life, my home, two times now because you people were too blinded by your own greed for power and dominance that you let these things happen. You believed the weak lies because it suited you and your ambitions.”

“I was bought and manipulated into compliance because of threats to my mother and sister,” Valence said, the words bitter on his tongue. “I’m done. It needs to end and I need to know my family’s okay. That Arabella—” He couldn’t finish the sentence, couldn’t speak what she was likely undergoing.

“Violence is your answer?” Leia’s voice shook.

“We tear it apart at the seams. We burn down the Archives, every single world link, and we destroy the power grid. We wipe Valarae from existence.” Valence let the anger sink, a dark promise.

“Saints and sinners,” Salisbury whispered, dragging his hands down his face. “We go to war.”

Leia’s hands shook and she cast a pained glance at Julien. “I could go to my home. I could ask my fiancé and my family to wield their influence. We could have a forced changing of the guard, so to speak.”

Pressing a steady hand over hers, Julien leaned forward. “No, Valence is right. We need to restore balance. Over the course of Valarae’s history my people have seen countless worlds doomed to annihilation due to the distortion of the boundaries. These worlds were never meant to collide and we’re only hastening their ends by distorting our connections with them.”

“How do we do it?” asked Salisbury. “We’re just a handful of students with mediocre magical abilities at best.”

Julien rose and strode to the wide window overlooking his world of endless night. “Beyond the wards lies my true realm and an arsenal at our disposal, things we’ve hid from Valarae for generations. I also have a retinue of royal guards.”

“Royal? Hold on, who exactly are you?” Salisbury narrowed his eyes.

Valence could see it written in Julien’s carriage, in his straight shoulders and angled chin, even before Julien said, “I’m the prince of this world. Heir to the throne of Ilvaress.”

A prince. Come too late. Rescued the wrong one. Valence harbored the sting of bitterness, the overwhelming weight of weariness, as Julien descended the tower stairs and they all followed, curving flight after curving flight. They reached the main room at the base of the winding stairs and Julien took a metal-wrapped stone from his pocket and placed it against the doors. He whispered strange words and both the stone and the doorway glowed, melting into an open portal. Beyond stretched a city bathed in the crimson and violet hues of budding dawn.

The rock-hewn dark of the tower gave way to the softness of pale sand and frilled flowers in shades of fuchsia and tangerine. Salisbury uttered a gasp and greedily drank in the cascade of colors like he had never seen such beauty before. After a world of rock and ice Valence imagined this must be a welcome violence upon Salisbury’s senses but he could not share the same wonder.

Arabella would have loved it.

“Meet the captain of my royal guard, Isha, and her brothers, Ibbin and Iliya,” Julien said as three figures approached. They were as statuesque as Julien—their prince—and all decked in silver breastplates and flowing robes. The leader, Isha, stood taller than Julien and her bare, muscled arms were circled by etched bands much like the cuff Julien wore. Her piercing, dark eyes took in the newcomers to her kingdom even as she bowed to her prince.

“This is my world,” Julien said, stepping forward. A breeze rustled his shirt and his dark skin seemed to drink in the rising sunlight as he turned to them.

The doorway to the threshold world shrunk and disappeared, the residue of magic lapping against Valence like a receding tide against his ankles.

Orders were given and they were shown to rooms, given tonics by healers, offered clean clothes and an abundance of food but through it all Valence felt the tug of Arabella’s magic in his core. He’d gotten used to her presence at his side, relied on her to steady him more than he’d realized. Her absence twisted every chord in him, tightening to the point of pain he could not escape.

The night was long and sleepless in a bed too large, too empty, too cold, shared only by the regret that he thought he’d have more time. More time to hold her, to breathe her in, to be close to her.

Valence had spent his whole life fleeing, too afraid to stand and confront the things that terrified him, the things beyond his control. The loss of his mother. That his sister would know sadness, grief, anger. That Arabella beheld him, knew him in all his rage and ineptitude and still chose him. That he loved her and couldn’t tell her because he was too afraid.

He coiled all his fear, pain, and years of helplessness, of feeling powerless, into a searing ball of rageful action to warm his chilling bones. Now was the time to fight, to dive into the belly of the beast.


31: ARABELLA







AGONY SPIKED THROUGH ARABELLA, HER HEAD constricting and her vision tunneling, as she skid across the ice and rock. Her hand was ripped from Valence’s and she shielded her eyes against the blinding shattering of a boundary forced open. Then the others were gone and she hoped with a violence that turned her stomach that they were safe.

A scream lodged in her throat and she hurled herself against the restricting hold of her captors, driving a kick to a knee that buckled one Guardian with a sickening crunch. Blue flame skittered over her body, morphing into chains that tightened around her arms and sapped any bit of power she had left. The Guardian holding the baton against her chest barked an order and Arabella lifted her face, seeing her distorted reflection in his helmet.

Do not go gently.

Idris’s words echoed in her mind as clearly as if he’d whispered them in her ear. As long as she held power she held leverage. Coiling what remained of her magic, and the thread of Valence’s that wove with hers, she swallowed her mounting panic and counted her inhalations to steady herself.

Wan light effused the beach and Arabella turned her face to the witnessing stars and the sickle moon, watching as they faded and she crossed back to Valarae. Bile coated her mouth and the splintering pain in her skull intensified, causing her to sway on her feet but the Guardians who flanked her held her upper arms tight.

The ancient, towering oaks that stood like sentinels sharpened into focus as did the perpetually still sky and the manicured landscape, never growing, never touched by the shift of seasons and the passage of time. Arabella felt for the foundations of the world, a tightly woven tapestry of wards and age-old magic. It would take immense power, a complete emptying, to break it. She hoped it would be enough.

“Welcome back.” Maura stood on the steps of the research facility, her arms folded behind her back and her gaze coolly calculating.

Arabella bit back the myriad of responses that rose, a mixture of grief and terror and anger, and faced her old friend in defiant silence. The Guardian with the broken knee was dragged up the steps supported by a companion, muffled screams and curses echoing from under his helmet.

Descending the steps, Maura linked her arm through Arabella’s as if they were heading to the shops. The Guardians fell into step as they made their way through the glass doors. Maura’s arm tightened. “Was it magnificent?”

“Beyond anything you could dream.” It gave Arabella no small sense of satisfaction that Maura would never experience the ecstasy of the world shifting and changing beneath her feet, passing from one vibrant reality to another.

The ache to go back, to fill her hands with warmth and life, and live nearly stole her breath. She buried the urge to fight and flee when the white walls closed in. Guardians’ boots clicked on tile as they passed the glass cells and dozens of faces stared out at Arabella, including a figure with pale lavender horns sprouting from a shaggy head of silver hair.

Mr. Sorae sat at the far end of a table that had been polished to a mirror sheen. Master Fayden, Master Deitra, and Master Bairn Rossa took up the seats beside him, each watching her expectantly. Hungrily. Mr. Sorae’s gaze locked on Arabella, a serpentine smile slithering across his face. She lifted her chin, ignoring the bite of Maura’s fingers on her arm.

“You don’t have enough power to keep chasing us,” she said, her voice far steadier than she expected. “Somehow, someway, all of this is going to come crashing down. I came back to make a deal.”

Master Fayden scoffed. “You did not come of your own accord.”

“It wasn’t easy to retrieve me, though. Ask your Guardians.”

Mr. Sorae remained stiff and cold, staring her down. “What are your terms?”

She forced the words out. “You can have me but you must promise to let Valence be free; do not pursue him anymore.”

Maura snickered. “You’re such a hero.”

A smile twisted Sorae’s mouth. “It’s only a matter of time until more Word Walkers are found. You are not as important as you think.”

“But you need reliable power now and you’ve seen what I’m capable of. That power, my power, could be yours to control.” Arabella’s heart thundered in her chest. They’d leashed Idris to this plane. They could leash her, she imagined. Whatever leverage she believed she had was likely a mirage, her hand weak. “You can’t deliver on your promises, can you? How long will this farce last if you don’t have the power to back it?”

“Idris is not enough to support our needs,” Bairn Rossa said, his voice little more than a forced hiss. His once pristine appearance was changing like softened wax pressed and puckered, signs of age that he’d kept unnaturally at bay creeping in. “If we can’t have the bonded pair perhaps we can…make more Word Walkers.” His gaze slid over Arabella hungrily. “She could be the vessel of a new generation.”

“If it was genetic, wouldn’t Idris’s sons have been Word Walkers, born to a bonded pair?” Master Fayden’s gaze narrowed and turned calculating as he reclined in his chair to observe her with a new interest.

“Maybe not all offspring carry the gene.” A gleam illuminated Bairn Rossa’s puckered, waxy face that made Arabella want to step out of her own flesh. “It will take time but I am confident I can successfully breed a new generation of Word Walkers, stronger and with more diverse abilities. Endless pursuit and all that.”

Master Deitra remained silent, her hands folded atop the table and her golden gaze fastened on Arabella.

“All this could have been avoided if you’d just done things my way,” Maura whispered with a beleaguered sigh.

Sorae tapped his fingers on the surface of the table, considering. “You offer yourself in exchange for Kilacky’s freedom? That’s all?”

“And the others are left alone, their worlds untouched.” She could, at least, be a shield of flesh and bone.

Sorae stood, his footsteps measured as he approached. Arabella willed herself not to flinch as his face drew close. His fingers gripping her chin were rough, but she didn’t pull away.

“I will unlock the secrets of your power and do away with the need for uncooperative sources once and for all,” he said, the words a half snarl past grit teeth. “I will draw all worlds under my command and have every imaginable thing at my fingertips. Whatever magic runs in your veins will be mine.”

As long as she held power in her veins, she would fight. Arabella tightened her jaw, forcing back tears. Do not let him see she was afraid.

“Leash her.” Mr. Sorae ordered her taken to a cell and it was Maura who escorted her.

“You should never have run,” Maura snapped. “Everything I’ve worked for, all my research, has been usurped and tainted. Given enough time I could have done it without dissecting you or using you as a brood mare. Valence’s tracker has gone dark so he’s lost; you’re all that remains.”

Arabella’s stomach roiled. “Tracker? You implanted a tracker in him?” The scar on his arm—she should have suspected.

“So, it wasn’t you who removed it,” Maura mused. “I wonder what tipped him off. Maybe I tried to siphon too much and he felt it.”

“None of this had to happen this way.” That hurt was a twisted knife in Arabella’s gut, every memory of their time as a patchwork family left in tattered ruins. Maura had chosen this path, one of deceit and violation.

“But it did happen this way.” Maura paused before a cell door. “These are the cards we’re dealt and we play the game we have. I intend to win.”

The cell closed around her and Arabella battled the mounting panic that threatened to claw its way from her chest in ragged breaths and screams. How long would she have to live like this, a battery in a wicked machine?

Idris sat in the shadows of the far wall. His face was sunken, his eyes hollow. A husk. But she’d never been so happy to see him.

“Cells must be full if they’re bunking us together,” he said, his voice hoarse. “Did you get caught or are you an idiot for coming back?”

Crouching beside him, she whispered, “I have a plan.” It was tender and new and made of nothing more concrete than hopes and assumptions, but it was there.

Idris laughed, the sound harsh and broken as it forced its way out of his hollow chest. “You’ll be leashed like me. They’re going to take you apart, draining and studying everything until they can discover where your power comes from. You should have kept running.”

“What if we could stop them for good?” Tear it all down, as Valence had said back in Jasper and Salisbury’s world—what felt like a thousand lifetimes ago.

Idris let his head loll to the side to look at her. “And how are you going to do that? You’re not all-powerful.”

“This is a constructed world. If I find the seams I can rip it apart.”

“And how are you going to do that?” he asked again, bitterness and mockery dripping from his voice.

“By writing. If I write the destruction of this world and the sealing of the boundaries we can erase it once and for all. We have to push the limitations of our power, break every rule, but it can be done. It has to be possible.”

“You’d never survive it,” Idris scoffed. “It would require too much power, more control than you’re capable of. Maybe with your bonded—”

“No. Valence goes home to his family.” The words nearly caught in her throat. “I do it alone.”

Idris cursed under his breath and rubbed his hands down his gaunt face. “This is wildly heroic but futile, Arabella. You’ll destroy yourself for nothing.” His voice softened becoming almost paternal as he shifted, angling himself closer. “Even if you were able to preserve enough power to tear it all down, it’s only a matter of time until this all happens again.”

“If we combined our power,” Arabella began but Idris shook his head and her hope began to sink.

“I have next to nothing left to give,” Idris said. “You should have kept running.”

ALONE IN HER CORNER OF THEIR shared cell, Arabella wrapped her arms around her drawn up knees and wished herself beyond the confinement of those four walls. She’d wink out of existence like a dying star, but it wouldn’t be for nothing. She’d bartered for her friends. For Valence. That would have to be enough.

Days or hours later Maura came for Arabella, Guardians at her back. Arabella bit her lip until she tasted the coppery tang of blood. She didn’t want to plead or beg but terror gnawed at her from the inside.

“Hey, pipsqueak,” Idris drawled from his side of the dim room. “Take me instead. She’s more valuable for draining and will last longer.”

“Nice try, Idris,” Maura snapped. The look that settled over Arabella was predatory and triumphant. “Valence will follow her; I’m sure of it. And when I’m proven right by whatever pathetic little attempt he’s cooking up to rescue her I’ll have leashed the pair.”

METAL BIT HER WRISTS, THE HARSH and unforgiving lines unbending to the curves of Arabella’s body. Everything ached and she was growing numb, the lack of sensation spreading like a chill that threatened to drown her. She clung to the stabs of warmth, a desperate resistance to the nothingness. The vein in her arm burned. She wondered how far the bruising had spread.

Neither heartrending words nor shimmering ichor flowed from her veins. Only blood, crimson and mortal. Arabella’s chest heaved, sending shattering ripples through her and the tears fell as the final syringe, emptied, was placed on the tray. With a thin snap, the med tech removed his gloves and tossed them beside the syringes. He left her lying there in a blinding prison of white, numb to all but the slow trickle down her arm. Whatever serum they’d injected her with fizzled through her veins, ignited her nerves, and burrowed deep into the core of her magic. Caged screams rattled her clenched teeth as she was seared from the inside, her body convulsing against the violence she couldn’t escape.

Arabella closed her eyes and drew air into her aching lungs. She was a Word Walker. She had channeled whatever power or magic there was that held the bits of worlds together and had passed from one existence to another. The sparking of her magic through her was dimmed and she tenderly reached for it, a coiled and damaged thing caged within her. A cosmos condensed. The barriers of Valarae, a finite realm, compressed her with a heaviness that was an agony to bear. Trapped in a cell far worse than one of four walls.

The tears continued flowing, though she lay still and silent, until her face, her neck, her unkempt hair, were all wet with the pain. The raw wound at the back of her chipped arm burned and she thought of the boy with an identical wound and empty hands. 


32: JULIEN







A GLEAMING ARC OF REFLECTED LIGHT danced and wavered in the air, shifting and changing as it flowed freely on the wind but ever constant. The unbound and visible magic of Ilvaress was a sight Julien had yearned for in the stagnant, constructed realm of Valarae. Here servants coaxed flame to fingertips to light candles. Channelers pulled water from deep in the earth to flow throughout the city in elaborate aqueduct systems. Fire and water elementals worked together to provide steam power that kept the city alive, ever bright and beautiful, a beacon of grandeur and power in the world. His kingdom. His home.

From the arched window of his turret room Julien watched Isha train squads of mages to summon and control spheres of swirling storms pierced through with lightning, the tang of electricity sharp in the dry, desert air. He’d missed his captain of the guard and old friend, too. They’d been raised together and she had born their separation far better than him, stoic and accepting while he’d been morose. It was a comfort to know she’d be at his side in this defining battle. That she would be there to witness his end if he burned out. So much of their plan hinged on his amplification power and he did not know how much he would need to funnel to the Word Walkers. He had to be prepared to give all.

Julien rolled his shoulders and made his way to the healers’ quarters. The wide hallways of the palace were composed of blocks of pale stone cut in the quarries of the southern kingdom, stark and functional but not lacking in beauty. Many of the pathways were open to the elements, sky bridges connecting the towers that made up the palace he called home. Rippling rivers of linen undulated above, blocking the sun and cooling the air. In the healers’ quadrant the linen ceilings were dyed in rich shades of saffron and sage—colors of life.

Herbs hung in bundles from the ceiling above the tiled worktable where Julien’s aunt Kalysia worked with Salisbury and Leia. Her gnarled hands deftly worked the stone wheel that ground the dried herbs as quickly as Salisbury could pluck the leaves from their stems.

“Hullo, your highness” Salisbury crooned. A streak of sunburn crossed his nose and cheeks, earned by the many hours Salisbury spent exploring the city.

“We are nearly ready,” Kalysia said, pausing her work to cup Julien’s cheek with her palm as soft as sueded leather. “There are only three replenishment stones you can take with you. Use them wisely.”

Two allotted for Idris and Arabella, only one left to restore his well. It would have to be enough. The tonics could give a brief surge of energy and, judging by the array of vials, they would have plenty to sustain them.

Leia paused her work of corking and sorting the vials to push the sleeves of her loose linen dress up and adjust the knot of her hair. Julien drank her in, the brief look she cast over him igniting him.

“How is Valence?” she asked.

“Restless. He will not let us wait much longer.”

“Wayasir alkalimat,” Kalysia murmured with reverence.

The phrase trailed Valence who shrank from the hushed awe. Weaver of words—it was a revered title. Magic here flowed from the earth, free but finite and limited to things of the earth.

“So is mine, in a sense,” Valence had said when Julien first explained the title to him. “We see the threads of worlds and pluck the strings like notes. The foundation and the magic are already there, we just manipulate it. We don’t create it.”

“He’s afraid for her,” Salisbury said, a furrow crinkling his brow. “He knows better than any of us what Bells is undergoing right now and the longer we wait the more she has to endure.”

“I share the concern, but we are up against an impenetrable magical fortress,” Julien said. The few of them—himself, Leia, Jasper and Salisbury, Valence, Marlene, Isha and her brothers—could not be called an army. “Our success is dependent upon precision.”

Dependent upon his endurance, upon the strength of the combined Word Walkers. It was precious little to bet their lives on.

FROM THE BALCONY, THE BALMY NIGHT air washed over them, the city and sky above a sea of twinkling lights, and Julien wished for the ability to halt the passage of time. If he could enclose this moment in a frozen shield he would.

“You are pensive,” Leia said, trailing her fingers down his chest. The curtains fluttered, enveloping her in a gauzy raiment befitting her, and Julien resisted the urge to draw her into his room.

“Do you wish to stay here?” Raking his fingers through her hair he drew her to him, claiming her mouth with a kiss. “Live a life with me. Make this world your own.”

She leaned into him but he felt the tension in her spine. “Would it be cowardly to run from my duty and my promises?”

“Those promises were made for you, not by you. Your hand and your heart are yours to give.” Julien kissed her palms in turn. “There is nothing to break. You need not give anything to me; you can make a new life anywhere you wish within my kingdom.”

You are my rebellion she’d once whispered against his skin. If that was all he’d ever be to her he would accept and cherish that.

Drawing his head down to her brow, Leia laughed. “I am already yours, Julien. No matter what world I inhabit that will never change.”

“You will always have a home in my world even if I am not in it.”

“Julien.” Her knuckle hooked under his chin, lifting his gaze to meet hers, fiercely commanding. “You are coming back with us. This will not be your end.”

“I’ll gladly submit to you,” he said softly, “if you have the power to command fate.”

“We make our own fate.”


33: ARABELLA







PAIN CRACKED OPEN ARABELLA’S BONES AND set up camp in her marrow. Everything ached but the worst was the fracturing in her chest as though she’d been pried open, ransacked, and discarded. Violent heat tore through her as her power was wrested from her grasp, forcibly restored with bitter medicines on her tongue and icy ones injected into her veins, and then drained again. And again and again until Arabella wished for death.

“Tell me about the worlds.” Idris’s voice was paternal and insistent, anchoring her to the world and her body. She wanted to scream at him to let her go, to release her.

“Tell me about the worlds you saw,” he asked again. His hand was gentle on her forehead, brushing matted hair from her brow. Whispering her name as if to remind her of who she was.

Her father had been right. This power was a curse; she should have buried it along with the monster in her backyard. Nothing good could come of it.

Tears burned her eyes, trudged slowly down her hollow face. No, even now she could not believe that because it was this magic fluttering in her chest that had given her Valence. It had given her a taste of the thousand lives she could live. Of endless possibilities and vast horizons. Of worlds filled with beauty and wonder and awe. So she forced words from her aching lungs and hoarse throat. She told Idris of the worlds she’d seen, the lives she’d lived, the beauty she’d known. Remembering hurt but remembering gave her the strength to stand when Maura came and Idris continually—futilely—offered himself in her place.

Maura never gave Arabella enough time to naturally replenish her magic like she was afraid Arabella would use it to flee, to somehow fight the leashing and slip between the bars that separated worlds. Without her bonded pair her wings were clipped; she was stuck with limited power and clinging to the frayed thread of Valence’s within her that could never be touched.

“He’ll come for you.”

Arabella hoped he wouldn’t.

“ARABELLA.” IDRIS’S VOICE SNAPPED HER WANDERING mind back into her body. He twisted, pressing his face to the glass so he could scan the hallway to ensure no patrolling Guardians were approaching, before pulling a scalpel tip from his pocket. “Are you ready?”

Something fierce and defiant stirred in her and she nodded. Arabella clung to that ember deep within. They could drain her blood, her power, everything, but she would not go gently. The words had been gathering in her mind, swirling into place, and repeated over and over until she’d committed them to memory. She may be leashed to this plane of existence, but that did not make her utterly powerless.

Idris knelt beside her, the tiny blade he’d stolen on his extended palm. “Do you want to do it or should I?”

Arabella thought she should pause, should take in this final moment before, but there was nothing of the oppressive blankness of the cell, the sour stench of her withering body, the stretched and strained weakness that filled her, that she wanted to remember.

“I’ll do it.”

She took the blade and made a small cut on her forearm. Blood quickly beaded and spilled from the shallow wound; Arabella grit her teeth against the pain and coated her fingertip in the crimson trail. In the absence of ink and paper, her blood on the glass walls would have to do.

The process was slow, a single smeared letter after another. By the time she finished the first fifteen words, the shallow cut started to coagulate. Arabella made another, identical cut just below it and began again, letter after letter, word after word. Idris’s power, what little he’d replenished, gathered in the periphery of her vision and Arabella hoped it would be enough. Wards protected Valarae from magic-based attacks but if they could write the failing of the power source—

“Saints and sinners,” Idris muttered, his sudden startled movement jarring Arabella’s concentration and smudging her writing.

Footsteps sounded in the hallway and she shoved the scalpel tip into her pocket, nicking her knuckles in her haste. She faced the fateful, unfinished words and with both hands ran frenzied circles over the words, erasing them into little more than faint, bloody smudges.

A bright chirp preceded the cell door sliding open and Arabella fought the exhausted, desperate scream that clawed its way from her core.

“What are you doing here?” Idris demanded.

Wiping her bloodied hands down the sides of her shirt, Arabella turned, steeling herself.

There stood Valence.

His long, wool coat hung open over rumpled shirt and trousers, and the cresting waves of his hair lay disheveled. He looked haggard and worn like terror had been dragged over him, settling deep into every nook and cranny.

She wanted to be angry that he’d come. She wanted to beg him to run and be safe. Her magic flared, pressing against the caged confines and spearing her with pain.

Arabella sank into his arms, clinging to him and letting him support her as her body shuddered. He folded her to him, hand tangling in her hair as he cradled her head, his chin coming to rest atop it and she could breathe fully. His magic slipped between the bars and bolstered hers, a blessed bit of coolness to the incessant burning.

“They leashed you?” Violence and tenderness struggled behind his eyes as he caressed her face and took in the hollows under her eyes, the wounds and bruises on her skin, as his magic twined with hers.

“I thought if I offered myself in your stead they’d let you go. Maura said you’d come. Then they’d leash both of us. Saints, Val, you have to run.” Even as she said it her fingers dug into his wrists as he cupped her face.

“We belong together, Bells. You and me. Always. I’m not leaving you behind,” he said, his voice a controlled rasp.

“You should have,” she said even as her heart swelled.

He let her rest for a mere heartbeat before holding her up, his voice an urgent whisper. “We need to go. Now. The shield will only last for so long and the others are waiting.”

“The others?” Arabella repeated.

“Everyone.” Valence’s hand slipped into hers, palm to palm. “Julien was the Guardian on the beach. He took us to his world. Take this.” He handed her and Idris vials of a syrupy liquid meant to restore their energy. The tonic was overwhelmingly sweet but filled Arabella with a tingling surge.

Valence wore a silver band around his wrist etched with foreign characters and he explained it was imbued with magic from Julien’s world that could shield him and those close to him for a brief period. He urged them to silence as they made their way through the halls, retracing the path he’d taken in. Though she brushed shoulders with Valence, his hand warm and sure in hers, Arabella felt a dread chill as they passed cells of Otherworlders. Some sat huddled in corners, faces blank and resigned to their fates while others raged, fists pounding on unbreaking glass until it was their skin and bones that tore and shattered.

The false sunlight and still air were pale comparisons but after so long in her cell, Arabella welcomed the openness. Valence led them to the Archives walled garden and through an overgrown wall of hedges to an arched gate with rusted hinges that heaved a squealing groan as he shouldered it open a crack.

“Julien has secured the Sanctum,” Valence said as they entered the darkened halls that smelled of paper and ink. “Our time is limited but if we stick to the beats we have a chance.”

A barely perceptible ripple of light blocked the sealed doorway but melted open when Valence placed his palm against it. When they entered the room and she beheld them all standing there, Arabella wavered. Salisbury was there first, his arms tight around her, then Leia’s gentle hand stroked her tangled mess of hair. Marlene, Jasper, Julien. They were together again and Arabella was whole.

When he finally released her, Salisbury turned to Idris, a hesitant, curious concern drawn on his face. Idris took in his sons with a flood of relief and sorrow but maintained his distance.

Three more figures filled the cramped room, warrior-built like Julien, and he introduced them as members of his royal guard. Isha, Ibbin, and Iliya.

The captain, Isha, knelt before Arabella and her sharply etched features softened when she took Arabella’s hands and placed in them a pink-veined stone. Closing her fingers around it and pressing the fist to Arabella’s chest, she whispered words that ignited the stone with an ethereal glow. Ibbin did the same for Idris and when the light enveloped them a tremendous rush of power flooded Arabella’s veins like a cresting wave hurling itself against a cliff, foamy fingers reaching over the edge. She gasped from the onslaught of power and heat seared her body like she was a piece of forged iron plunged into water.

The rapid return of her full power left Arabella tingling, her magic wanting release but still condensed. Meager rations were given to her and Idris, and Marlene tended their wounds while they ate. Valence remained close as though he, too, couldn’t bear distance from his bonded pair, and his jaw tightened at the sight of Arabella’s bloodied forearm. She wanted to ease his worry but there were no words of comfort to be given. Folding her arms across her chest, she hid the wound. Her magic was an owned thing now. Tainted and ruined.

Gathered about one of the tables in the center of the Sanctum the plans made in Julien’s world were unfurled, each person’s role reinforced while Arabella and Idris were informed. At the center of it all were the Word Walkers, those with the power to rend asunder entire worlds. Julien’s magic could amplify theirs and a single replenishment stone remained—it would be a terrible gathering of immense power but if Valarae’s wards remained intact it would be futile.

“We’re leashed,” Idris said stiffly, his thin hand rested splayed on the table beside Arabella’s. “We have use of our power but it is limited by the wards that shield Valarae’s plane. Your amplification ability will have to be immense to counteract it.”

Julien clenched his fists, hiding the welts that marred his palms. “My well of power is not shallow but it is also not bottomless. The wards will have to fall for any of this to be possible which means striking the power source.”

“That is our mission,” Iliya said, folding his arms across his chest and nodding towards Jasper and Salisbury.

This Julien, the prince and leader, felt like a stranger to Arabella and she searched for signs of the curious, studious Julien that had rubbed shoulders with her in the Archives.

The shields would only last for another few hours and, during that time, the Word Walkers were to write the fatal ending. A bloodied string of words Arabella had composed in her mind shifted and took form, the heralding of destruction. The confines of her leashing compressed her magic but she grit her teeth against the stinging burn and hammered the words into place, giving shape to the violence brooding inside.

Isha’s head snapped towards the door and she settled into a defensive stance. “The shield is wavering. The mage must be powerful to be able to tamper with it.”

“Is there another way out of the Sanctum?” Julien asked, drawing a Guardian’s weapon and taking his place at Isha’s side along with the two other royal guards.

Before Idris could answer, the faintly shimmering wards flickered and fell, gently like a feather on the wind. Master Deitra entered, the Archivist Rhys in her wake. She held her hands in surrender, her golden gaze sharpening on Julien and Isha. Rhys’s eyes widened at the sight of Arabella and he moved towards her, stopping himself hastily with a glance towards Jasper’s threatening scowl.

“I mean no harm,” Deitra said soothingly.

“Who else knows we’re here?” Jasper demanded.

“They know the Word Walkers are missing but have not yet located you. Any hope you had for secrecy is gone.” Master Deitra’s robes flowed about her as she brushed past Julien and Isha to cup Idris’s face. “I cannot tell you how much I regret my role in this, my pupil.”

Idris touched her hand upon his face, his gaze portraying years of helpless anguish. “Help us now, Deitra.” Turning to the others, he said, “We can trust her. She’s been my ally since I was brought back after losing Elodie.”

“I can find you a world link and I will destroy it once you safely cross,” Deitra said, her gaze falling to Arabella. “Valence can read you both across despite the leashing.”

“We’re not running this time,” Idris said. “We’re taking it down.”

ARMS TREMBLING AND SWEAT BEADING ON his brow from the strain, Rhys used his magic to move the shelves in front of the door after Ibbin, Iliya, Salisbury, Jasper, and Marlene departed to slip into the Guardian headquarters armed with magical devices to deactivate the power source and break the wards.

Arabella held the words between her hands. Marks of ink on a canvas of white. Something so mundane yet brimming with potential power. Across the table Valence and Master Deitra prepared separate words woven with the master’s memory magic.

“Will it work?” Idris asked. His hand, thin but strong, tapped a rhythm on the table.

Master Deitra’s gold-flecked eyes fastened on him, a wry smile turning her lips. “Do you doubt me? Do you doubt your own pupil?”

“It’s a vast, vague casting. Sealing the memories of everyone ever connected with Valarae and hinging it on Word Walker power—forgive me if I’m doubtful.”

“My amplification will back it.” Julien cinched the straps of his Guardian jacket, the patches of imbedded armor lending him bulk. “As long as Valence’s words are true, it’ll work.”

“And as long as the others are successful at breaking the wards,” Idris added dryly.

Valence’s jaw tensed but he kept his gaze on the ink and paper before him, the words meant to send everyone home and wipe every memory of Valarae from existence.

Valence had once said it was like music. Finding a rhythm and pattern in the notes, drawing them together and weaving something new. A kind of storytelling magic, evoking vivid imagery and emotion through sound and cadence. Arabella searched her words for the musicality but could not find it. Hers were sharp and brutal as the edge of a sword, not words of gentleness or beauty or healing, and she wondered if that was what she was. A sharp edge. Brutality. An ending.

You are worth knowing, Arabella Sarcroux.

The memory of Valence’s words stung her eyes and clenched her chest.

He stood across the room, Idris’s hand firm on Valence’s shoulder as the two were locked in tense, whispered conference. She felt uprooted, adrift. Time slipping between her fingers. The only thing that felt real and true was the tether that linked her to Valence.

Master Deitra brought the Word Walkers together as Julien fastened magic-etched bands around his wrists and ankles. Closing his eyes, his nostrils flared with the depth of his inhale and the bands glowed. The brimming power was palpable and Arabella’s senses fixated on it, hungry.

“I have a request, Valence,” Leia said, lifting her chin as she raked her gaze over Julien. “Write me into his world, not my own. Erase every memory of my previous life if you must.”

Valence smoothed a sheet of paper on the table and in his deep, melodious voice wove the magic that would send everyone home to their own worlds, sealing each boundary and their memories that Valarae had ever existed. With her amplified vision, Arabella could see the rapid drain and revival of Valence’s magic, how he pulled from Julien and how their wells ebbed and flowed dramatically before settling into an even, controlled trickle. Sweat beaded on Julien’s brow and his chest rose and fell quicker but he did not falter.

A distant thudding broke the measured focus and Valence’s head snapped towards the door where Rhys waited behind his barrier. Leia stood, a hand resting protectively on Julien’s shoulder.

“Keep reading,” Master Deitra urged, tapping the corner of Valence’s paper.

Valence’s gaze met Arabella’s and his lips parted, words gathering but unspoken.

“Val?” She glanced at the scrawl of ink across the page, the blots like drops of blood swallowed by the greedy paper. “I won’t forget, will I?” The question rose suddenly and she wanted to snatch the words away from him before the trajectory could be set into motion—unless it was already too late, her memory unraveling.

“Forgetting would be a mercy,” Idris said gently. “Losing your bonded and your power can drive you mad.”

Arabella’s pulse quickened, cold slicing through her. “No.”

The distant thud drew closer and became a pounding on the Sanctum doors.

“Read,” Idris urged.

“No,” Arabella said again. She planted a hand over the words and drew Valence’s gaze to hers, begging him with every fiber of her being. “I don’t want to forget.”

His eyes glistened. “I don’t either. But…”

“We cannot take risks.” Master Deitra gripped Arabella’s arms but she shrugged the woman off.

“No,” she cried.

Valence took her hand, as desperately as if they were being pulled apart and she was his lifeline. “Would you come with me? To my world? When the boundaries are all sealed we won’t be able to reach each other. Memories or not, we’ll be separated. Come with me, Bells.”

The ground trembled and a fine spray of dust rained from the ceiling.

“They’re breaking through,” Rhys called.

Tears burned Arabella’s eyes and Valence gave her a shaky, resigned smile. He knew her answer before she spoke it. His would have been the same.

“Lucas,” she choked out. She couldn’t leave her brother behind without a goodbye or an explanation, never knowing what became of her. And Valence could not leave his mother and sister. They were too deeply rooted in separate worlds, worlds in which they’d never fully belong or be whole, but theirs nonetheless.

“I don’t want to forget you, Valence,” she whispered.

A deafening blast rocked the Sanctum and Arabella’s senses shattered in its wake.


34: SALISBURY







THE CORRIDORS WERE DIM, LIT ONLY by caged green lights, and the emptiness disturbed Salisbury. It sat under his skin like a formless shadow lurking beneath the ice. Where were all the Guardians? Of all the disciplines at Valarae, the Guardians boasted the highest numbers but the corridors were soundless as a tomb. The weighted vest with its high collar itched and he found he hated that it looked natural on Jasper. How many hours had Jasper spent within these walls, feigning camaraderie and dedication while his heart yearned for the simplicity of their village? He and his twin were made of different mettle.

“What is your power, mage?” one of Julien’s guards, Ibbin, asked. He was the youngest of the three and though Salisbury doubted the boy had had his first shave he was cut of the precise lines of a warrior.

“I’m not a mage. My life is distinctly devoid of magic.”

“There is magic in all things. Perhaps you just need to open your eyes.”

A warrior poet, then.

Jasper signaled for silence as they reached yet another intersection of seemingly endless corridors. Marlene slipped into the shadows between them, her hand clutched tight around a baton. The black metal softened with the faintest blue light and Salisbury squinted. Was she channeling?

At Jasper’s command they proceeded to an enclosed stairway and made the next descent.

“She has healing magic,” Ibbin said, nodding towards Marlene. “Are healers not as revered in your villages that she is sent to fight? In my world our healers are second only to royalty and have positions of great power.”

“Marlene has magic?” Salisbury’s voice echoed in the stairwell but the words were edgeless and didn’t seem to reach his brother or Marlene.

“It is faint but it is there,” Iliya said, casting a sharp glance over his shoulder at the rearguard.

The warrior brothers moved and spoke so similarly, their features two edges of the same blade, despite the years that separated them. Salisbury had spent a lifetime considering himself and Jasper reflective, complete apart yet one half of a whole.

“So, can you two see magic? Like Maura does?” Salisbury asked.

“We’re attuned to sense it,” Ibbin answered, “but we cannot see it. Not here. In our world it is more visible, the lines between mundane and magical blurred.”

Salisbury remembered. Sunlight in glittering fractals suspended, the feathered weight of magic filling his lungs as it seeped from even the stones buried in the sand. A world he’d never see again if everything here went according to plan.

“Magic hides here,” Iliya said. He propped a door at the base of the stairwell with his shoulder and tapped the bandolier across his chest where two devices were nestled. “It makes our work more difficult.”

“Almost there.” Jasper ushered them all into a wide, dark corridor with low ceilings and faint lights. A low, resonant hum filled the space and buzzed through Salisbury’s head painfully.

The plan was simple enough. Break into the heart of the fortress that housed the power source that fueled Valarae’s wards and made the existence of the realm possible. Use the devices Iliya carried to disrupt the flow and high tail it back to the Word Walkers for the world’s imminent destruction. It all sounded so possible when they sat around the stone table in Julien’s palatial war room.

A chill snaked down Salisbury’s spine and coiled in his core. Ibbin and Iliya were built for this, for battle and plans and world-ending. Jasper and Marlene weren’t. Salisbury peered ahead at his brother, shoulders and back rigid as his silent, careful steps led them. Jasper was trained for battle and he’d fight tooth and nail but his ferocity was forged from desperation and his bone-deep desire for peace. Marlene walked behind him, unknowingly channeling her dormant magic of life and growing and healing into a weapon. An angry ache settled behind Salisbury’s ribs, the pressure of it shoving against his bones and stealing his breath. Very little in his life made sense but he knew one thing to be right and true—Jasper and Marlene deserved better than this. They deserved the cozy house with a snowy roof and a hearth that smelled of fresh bread, and a brood of children.

Jasper raised a fist, signaling a pause, and Ibbin and Iliya crouched. Bodies and energies shifted, preparing for whatever awaited them behind the sealed doors. Salisbury gripped the hilt of the knife Ibbin had given him and prayed he wouldn’t have to use it.

Hand hovering above the keypad, Jasper glanced back and met Salisbury’s gaze. “Are we ready?”

Salisbury didn’t think they’d ever truly be ready but the code Julien had given them worked and the doors slid open to reveal the glass-encased tower of thrumming white light. Ibbin and Iliya entered first, scanning the edges of the walls. The room was circular and expansive and filled with so much magic it rattled through Salisbury bones.

“Are there no guards?” Marlene whispered, scanning the deep, sharp shadows cast by the intense light.

Tubes extended through the glass connecting the well of power to keypads outside the protective wall; the access points they needed to destroy.

“Even this is leashed, as your friends,” Ibbin said with a low click of his tongue. “A well of magic this powerful could sustain Ilvaress for many generations.”

Salisbury’s gaze drifted up the walls opposite and the winding staircases and passageways. As soon as they emerged from the safety of the overhang they’d be easy targets to anyone lurking above.

Clinging to the safety of shadows they followed the curve of the room. Every pulse and flare from the source skittered across Salisbury’s skin and burrowed deeper into him until he felt unraveled, unsure of his own eyes and ears. Was it aware of them somehow? It was raw magic in its purest form mined from the heart of Valarae’s realm and it had been shackled, contained, usurped. Salisbury wondered if it would resist its destruction or relish its release from captivity. If magic could even desire such things.

As they rounded a turning point to reach the other side of the source, two figures stood silhouetted by the blazing light, one holding a forked spear. The other extended his baton and two glowing feline figures emerged, their eyes blank and lips curled back to reveal massive fangs. The beasts paced before the Guardians, their bodies flickering and translucent.

“Maxton,” Jasper said, his voice low and dark.

The Guardian with the spear inclined his head in recognition. “If you surrender now we don’t have to fight,” Maxton said. “We were comrades; I don’t want to hurt you, Jasper.”

“Then remove your helmet and put down your weapon,” Jasper said but Salisbury heard the resignation in his twin’s voice. It wouldn’t be so easy.

Ibbin and Iliya raised their blades as Maxton lowered his spear for a strike. The source flared, a low droning sound echoing through Salisbury’s skull, and weapons clashed. A snarling beast lunged for him and Salisbury hurled himself aside, barely avoiding extended claws. Twisting sharply like no animal should, the beast reoriented itself and stalked towards him, form solidifying as its shoulders rolled. Hollow eyes fastened on its prey.

“Saints and sinners,” Salisbury muttered as he backed away. How was he supposed to fight this? His knife felt useless in his grip.

Unhinging its jaw and uttering a detestable screech, the beast crouched. Raising his knife, Salisbury bellowed back and ran towards it. A sparking blue sword plunged into the beast’s side and it dissipated, falling in flickering pieces that quaked and reformed. Marlene stood over it, her face leeched of color as she stared at the morphed weapon in her hand then at Salisbury. Fighting back a retch, she surged back to Jasper’s side as he and Ibbin took on Maxton. Iliya wrestled with the second beast while their wielder hung back.

The destroyed beast oozed together, taking on a new shape of a bear-like creature that walked on its hind legs. Muscular arms swung, claws creating sparks as they scraped against the metal floor. Salisbury bolted as the beast charged, tucking himself under the lowest point of a staircase. With a breathless, lifeless, roar the creature hurled itself against the staircase and the foundations trembled but its sweeping paws couldn’t reach underneath. Cowering lower, Salisbury looked up through the foggy body of the beast as it pounded on the staircase in an attempt to crush him. Even if he could strike it, the beast wouldn’t die. It wasn’t made of sinew and bone, of finite, earthly things.

“Stop the channeling,” Salisbury screamed, hoping Iliya could hear him.

The beast retreated, its shape becoming liquid as it took a new form. Not waiting to see the new chimerical horror, Salisbury sprinted from his hiding place towards the Guardian. Claws scraped and skittered on the floor behind him but Salisbury didn’t look over his shoulder, didn’t look away from the snarling face of the Guardian and his glowing baton. If he could break it…

A force hurled itself against the center of Salisbury’s back and he fell, his knife sliding from his grasp as he struck the ground. Claws tore into his shoulder as a beast flipped him, bearing down on his chest until his ribs cracked and lungs clenched. Salisbury’s breaths were like molten iron, his chest pressed too tight. The beast remained motionless, no swelling of its sides, no snarls or panting, and the unearthliness of it stirred a primal fear in Salisbury’s core.

“The wielder must be stopped,” he whispered, speech eliciting agony from his cracked ribs. “The channel has to be broken.” No one would hear him.

The translucent, unreal beast atop him was as heavy as the regretful burden of stagnant years unlived. Through it he saw Jasper and Marlene in an evasive dance with Maxton’s shifting spear, holding ground but not gaining. Salisbury was going to die and all he could feel was anger at the years stolen from him, the years secluded in a world not truly his own, the generations of his family robbed of living.

“Did you really think you could take us down?” the beast-wielder approached, his form shrouded through the beast atop Salisbury. “A handful of rogues and some Otherworld soldiers?”

He thought of Arabella and all her wistful hopefulness imprisoned here, the horizons of her life tunneling into nothing. He thought of Idris—his father—sacrificing everything to give his family a chance, no matter how bleak and fleeting.

“Salisbury!”

The beast sat back, its wielder raising his baton to strike. Salisbury thought of the first drifts of snow over the village by moonlight, the bite of the cold unfelt in the wake of a suspended moment of awe. The houses spilled golden light, the chimneys puffed wispy plumes, and the harsh edges of everything were softened by downy white. He took such beauty for granted.

Metal skittered and Salisbury shot out his hand to catch the morphed sword Ibbin slid to him across the floor. Driving the fading weapon upwards, he cracked the center of the beast-wielder’s baton. Blue sparks flew as the metal shattered and the beasts dissipated. The Guardian staggered back and Salisbury found his feet, hurling every ounce of rage into his swing. Whatever magic Ibbin had poured into the sword form faded but metal against skull was weapon enough and the Guardian crumpled at Salisbury’s feet.

Tremors shook Salisbury’s body as a pool of dark blood formed beneath him. The Guardian groaned, his fingers twitching, and Salisbury swallowed the bile that coated his throat, relieved he hadn’t killed him. They were almost done; between the five of them they could hold off Maxton long enough to place the devices and end it all.

Iliya nursed an injured shoulder, fabric and skin torn, and grimaced as he slid one of the two devices from his bandolier. Salisbury stepped forward, his legs feeling like rubber and his ribs and shoulder burning, to take the second.

Steps thudded on the stairs and Salisbury’s pulse went thready.

“We’ve found the Word Walkers; whatever you hoped to accomplish here is over,” Master Fayden said. A wry, disdainful chuckle rattled his chest. “I’ve seen Otherworld peasants do more damage than you schoolchildren.”

The gloved hand that gripped the rail looked more like a beast’s paw than anything human and Salisbury dreaded the thought of what vile magic had twisted this man into something far more deadly.

Ibbin rolled his neck. Master Fayden lifted his arms, his hands cupped as sparking magic surged around his fingers ready to strike. Salisbury could smell the inevitable death hovering in the air—the tang of overpowering magic, the sweat of spent courage, the bitter, creeping cold in his veins.

With a feral shout, Master Fayden hurled a beam of slicing light and the resounding boom pierced Salisbury’s ears. Jasper shoved Marlene to the ground and shielded her. Crossing his arms into an X, Ibbin activated a shielding device and the thin membrane instantly cracked. With each slow, deliberate step, Master Fayden pressed harder and the cracks widened, splintering and shattering. Ibbin was thrown off his feet and hurtled backwards but Master Fayden clamped a fist and the warrior’s body halted, suspended, and was drawn forward.

Bellowing, Iliya launched a forked spear at Master Fayden but the weapon was shattered before it connected with a flick of his wrist. Ibbin screamed as his suspended body was forced into an unnatural curve, his spine threatening to break.

The baton in Salisbury’s hand remained useless, no more than a metal rod. There was nothing in his veins to channel, no power, no use. But he had life in his lungs and his veins yet. Spurring himself into a sprint, he handed the weapon to Iliya and snatched both devices from the warrior’s bandolier.

“Hold him off,” Salisbury said through panting breaths.

His hair stood on end but he didn’t look back at the gathering magic radiating from Master Fayden. Salisbury didn’t understand the magic in these stones that burned his palms but he knew it was either hope or desperation that seared his heart as he raced towards the first access point.

Marlene screamed. Jasper called his name. Salisbury tasted metal on his tongue as a beam of magic scorched the ground beside him. The power source flared, a feathered arm of white light thrusting against the glass that contained it.

The air grew dense and Salisbury’s skin tingled. Iliya shouted and the thud of a thrown body quaked through Salisbury but he did not falter. He slammed the first device against the access point screen and it shot out roots that sank deep, penetrating the glass. Throwing an arm over his eyes, Salisbury blinked against the sudden blinding flare and he dove for the ground as the protective glass cracked, the streaks like branched lightning over the sea.

Agony ripped through his leg as a whip of Master Fayden’s magic struck his calf, severing a muscle. The scent of cauterized flesh filled his nostrils and he retched. Salisbury crawled to his knees, clutching the final device to his chest. His leg quaked and the pain darkened his vision but he dragged himself to standing and placed a hand against the breaking glass to steady himself.

Alarms blared. Everything in the room was cast in violent shadows, the faint sparks of blue light Salisbury’s only sign that the others still fought back. It would have to be enough.

“Saints help me,” he ground out. Tears bathed his face but he pushed on, following the curve of the breaking glass.

A tendril of white light forced itself from a crack and circled Salisbury’s leg. He braced himself but it was relief, not pain, that followed. Hesitant fear and gratitude garbled in his chest and he broke into a hobbling run. The second device burned like an ember in his hand, the heat increasing as he rounded the curve and the second access point came into sight.

Iliya cried out, the sound raw and ripped from his core. Salisbury faltered, looking back to see Ibbin’s body hit the ground, his head severed. Master Fayden stood above the brothers, jagged spear of magic in his hand like an avenging god meting out death.

A portion of glass shattered in a glittering spray and the tendril of light supporting Salisbury’s leg vanished, reclaimed by the whole. The onslaught of power compressed his chest and surged against his body but he pushed on. His skin felt ripped from his bones, every inch of him burning, and Salisbury fell to his knees. Grasping the edge of the white-hot metal that supported the final access point, he placed the device and collapsed, covering his head with his arms as the power that fueled Valarae was unleashed.
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BONES AND JOINTS ACHING, ARABELLA PUSHED herself to sitting. Her head spun, her ears thrumming and popping, and the air tasted gritty of smoke and silt. Her lungs burned and each breath raked her throat. Plunging into the threads of her magic, she found Valence’s tether and crawled towards him, her hands finding his body in the murky dark. He gripped her arms as she felt him for injuries but he was whole, only a trickle of blood on his brow.

Isha lay nearby, her armor dented and her body protected by a precariously toppled shelf. Books piled around her, spines cracked and pages mangled. The warrior dragged her leg free, gritting her teeth as she clamped a hand over a deep gash above her knee.

The shouts of Guardians thundered in the space as they poured in, their helmets protecting them from the destruction. Through the haze Arabella saw Mr. Sorae, his form outlined by the light spilling through the broken wall.

Julien tapped Arabella’s shoulder and, placing a finger on his lips, urged her, Isha, and Valence deeper into the shadows where Leia and Idris hovered, both caked in dust. A shield stone shimmered in Julien’s hand as he activated its temporary magic.

“Deitra,” Idris hissed.

Lip quivering, Leia shook her head and pointed. The Guardians hauled Deitra to her feet. Her robes were torn, her dust-bathed face bearing the smeared tracks of tears as she fought her captors, reaching for the rubble. Rhys’s lifeless arm lay extended from the crush of fallen shelves and brick.

Isha urged them forward, hugging the far wall as they picked their way slowly over the destruction, careful not to disturb the crumbled remains and betray their position. Arabella held her breath, swallowing sobs as she passed the muddied blood and dust.

“Find them,” a Guardian commander ordered as the dozen batons morphed into lights, penetrating the shadowed Sanctum and settling blanket of dust.

Julien helped Leia cross the rocky threshold, mere paces from Mr. Sorae. Arabella could not tear her gaze from him; if she reached out her arm she could touch him.

Eyes narrowing, Mr. Sorae cocked his head and turned, gaze meeting Arabella’s. No recognition sparked, but he did not turn away. Could he see the faint outlines of their shielded figures? Could he sense their presence?

Arabella’s lungs ached from the strain of holding her breath and she took slow, deliberate steps. Sorae’s gaze fell to the carpeted hallway and Arabella’s followed. The five of them clustered together but distinct prints were made in the dusty carpet.

Snapping his head up, Sorae lunged.

“Run!” Arabella screamed.

Isha drew her short sword but Julien pushed her forward. “The shield will hide our positions,” he cried. “Go, gain distance!”

Valence’s hand slipped into Arabella’s and they raced through the darkened corridors of the Archives. Bolts of magic struck the walls, crumbling bits of brick and plaster. Even with the shield in place, confined in the corridors and clumped together they were easy targets.

The Guardians, clamoring from the rubble, were slow to retake their formations but the thud of their marching steps reverberated in the corridors by the time Arabella and Valence reached the main halls of the Archives. Streaming silver light pouring from the paned dome above cast an ethereal glow and, in its brilliance, Arabella saw golden threads slowly weaving around Valence.

“Halt!” a Guardian bellowed as a wall of sparking blue weapons formed.

“The shield is spent,” Julien said. “Pray the others lowered the wards or this is all for nothing.”

A furrow darkened his brow and Arabella noted the golden threads unwinding from his silver-banded wrists to envelop her and Valence. Burning waves of magic surged through her veins and she could see the world’s essence like visible threads at the back of a tapestry. The confines of her leashing pressed down upon her, searing like a hot coal in her core, but she did not balk.

Isha drew her weapons and placed herself before Julien. Leia, replenishment stone in hand, set her stance and leaned into Julien between his shoulder blades to support him as he hemorrhaged amplification power. This was it, their final stand.

A figure stood at the balcony railing and Arabella’s gaze drifted upwards to meet Maura’s.

“Forget rules and limitations,” Idris said, his voice brimming with dark promise as the golden threads reached his throat. “Summon everything you have. Tear it all down.”

Arabella’s pulse thundered in her veins and the revealed threads of Valarae’s tapestry wavered. Words danced behind her eyes, forming strings in her mind that she spoke into being, weaving with the world around her. Matter morphed and materialized, ferocious beasts with arched backs and dripping maws stepping from the shadows. Pure white eyes and bodies all wrong that moved with jerking gaits. The things of nightmares she’d outrun her entire life. The brutal side of her power that Arabella denied no longer.

The paper and ink tucked to her chest held her with a gravitational pull and the foundation of the Archives seemed to shiver as though the world knew its end was captured in those words.

Behind a shield wall of blue light, the Guardians pressed forward and Arabella unleashed her beasts. With hungry snarls they leapt, tearing through the approached army with vicious intent. She shuddered at the brutal carnage.

Valence’s voice broke through the roars and screams. Paper crumpling from his tight hold, he read the words he’d inked with Master Deitra. Embers of golden magic danced around him like sprites and cast a glow across his cheekbones like bold washes of paint. The beauty of it twisted Arabella’s heart.

Maura raised a glowing weapon, training her sights on Valence. Snapping out her hand, Arabella formed the matter of the world and drew a staircase down from the balcony. The sudden expenditure tore from her with a searing violence that sent her to her knees but she did not relent. Maura released her bolt just as a massive, pawed beast lunged for her. Arabella dove for Valence, gritting her teeth as their bodies struck the floor and the projectile struck her shoulder. Agony drew ragged screams from her and her vision blackened. Valence pressed her to his chest and her cheek brushed his as her trembling breaths bathed his ear. The feel of him grounded her as waves of pain shook her body. She felt her magic emptying, leaving a chill in its wake.

A warm hand cupped her cheek as another roved her body. Valence’s fingers touched the dart protruding from her shoulder and Arabella screamed again.

“Stay with me, Bells,” Valence cried as he gathered her into his arms, dragging them both further into the protection of the shelves.

Power bled from the wound in her shoulder, pooling in a gruesome trail. Whatever the weapon was, it was meant to drain her magic, not her mortal blood. Arabella said with gasping breaths, “Take it out.”

Resting her chin on Valence’s shoulder, she wrapped her arms around his chest and held tight as he grasped the weapon and gave a sharp tug. Blood bloomed from her cut tongue as she bit down and strangled a scream.

“It’s done, it’s gone.” Valence smoothed her hair from her brow and cupped her face. Anguish lined his features. “Why? Why did you take that for me?”

“You’ve borne so much for others.” Tears stung her eyes. “Let me bear something for you.”

His lip quivered.

“I know you, Valence. You deserve protecting, too.”

The Archives trembled as the balcony collapsed and the world-laden shelves toppled. Hauling Arabella to her feet before they were crushed, Valence dragged them both to the foyer just behind Idris.

“Finish reading!” Idris shouted. “Julien is burning out.”

He raised his arms and a tempest swirled around him, tearing wildly at his hair and his shirt. The towering doors of the Archives were ripped from their hinges and thrown onto the campus green. Baring his teeth in a wicked smile, Idris whispered, “And the sentinels awoke.”

The towering oaks trembled and the ground quaked, splitting open in jagged fissures as they were uprooted. Marching forward, the oaks ripped down the walls of the Archives. Blue arrows arced through the air from the Guardian army but the oaks batted them aside.

Isha slung Julien’s arm over her shoulder and she and Leia carried him outside. Idris remained in the broken doorway, arms raised like a puppeteer as the oaks tore down what remained of the Archives, Maura and Sorae trapped inside. Arabella’s heart twisted as she witnessed the collapse. Endless horizons smothered.

Isha’s voice trembled as she spoke the words to activate the final replenishment stone and pressed it to Julien’s chest. The etchings on the silver bands circling his wrists and ankles glowed as his magic was restored, but his breathing was labored and he rested his head in Leia’s lap.

An ear-splitting screech cut through the realm and Arabella threw her hands over her ears to dampen the painful sound. Undulating waves of translucent, white light fell from the star-laden sky like swathes of silk. The chains that wrapped around her magic snapped and the sparking flood of freedom that rushed through her stole her breath.

“The wards have fallen,” Julien rasped.

A white light arced through the air like a murmuration of starlings, banishing the stars. The horizon was erased, condensing the realm that had once seemed so vast. Staggering towards them, all bloodied and battered, came Jasper and Marlene.

Isha stood, her face filled with grief, as Iliya brought up the rear, Ibbin’s broken body in his arms, swathed in his outer robe. The warrior’s face was drenched in blood and tears as he laid his brother’s body at their sister’s feet.

“He died a warrior’s death, Captain,” Iliya said, his voice thick with emotion.

Isha nodded, a choked sob breaking from her tight lips.

“Salisbury?” Arabella tore her gaze from the blank horizon and Jasper’s jaw quivered.

“We didn’t see him,” Jasper said, his voice shaking. “The light…it was blinding. He was injured. I don’t know if he made it beyond…”

“You left him?” Coldness edged Idris’s words. “You left your brother?”

“He tried,” Marlene cut in, her arm firm around Jasper’s shaking shoulders. “I had to drag him out before the building caved in.”

As if drawn by invisible threads tightening their hold, Idris stumbled in the direction of the rubble that had once been the Guardian headquarters. Valence’s hand slipped into Arabella’s, the press of his palm against hers a steadying pressure though her chest felt cracked open. Delving into her freed magic, Arabella sent tendrils through the shattered earth, searching. She couldn’t feel Salisbury the way she felt Valence, but there had to be a flicker of something. Some sign that he was or had been.

A wavering shadow broke on the empty horizon that seemed to swallow everything and she shielded her eyes as a figure formed, rent and bloodied shoulder visible as a forearm looped around his abdomen. White light like undulating fog laced around his ankles. Relief flooded Arabella as Idris rushed to catch Salisbury before he collapsed.

Jasper rushed to his twin, gently draping Salisbury’s good arm across his shoulders to support him as Salisbury sagged between his brother and father. Golden light wove between Marlene’s fingers and her hands shook as she touched them to Salisbury’s ruined chest. His breath hitched and he grit his bloodied teeth but, slowly, the agony eased and he drew a full, shuddering breath.

“That’ll come in handy,” he whispered hoarsely to Marlene. Lifting his face, he met Arabella’s gaze and beckoned with a flick of his wrist. Not needing more invitation, she put her arms around his neck and choked back a laughing sob.

“You’re free now, Bells,” he whispered into her shoulder. “Make something good of it.”

Pushing himself to sitting, Julien turned to Valence and Arabella. “This is it. The end of all things.”

Make something good of it.

The realm was suspended in anticipatory silence, all focused on Arabella, the harbinger. The papers rustled, the sound oddly brutal, and she began to read. The words seemed to echo, reaching a crescendo as they scattered. Her entire body filled with delicious, searing heat and she drank greedily, drawing power to her with abandon as she ushered in the end. Julien’s magic didn’t infiltrate hers the way Valence’s did; it melded and became hers. She craved more.

“Steady,” called Idris, his voice distant and faint.

She did not need to be steady. She needed more.

With a high-pitched sound, an amplifier band around Julien’s wrist cracked and shattered, followed by another, then another until it was only Julien’s power, raw and wild, that she siphoned.

“Steady!” Idris called again. “You’ll burn yourself and him out too quickly.”

The sky split in two and a veil of darkness smothered the realm. Buildings were swallowed whole and yet all was eerily quiet. Pain raked across Arabella’s ribs stealing her breath and halting the steady flow of words from her lips. Valence’s hand slipped into hers and she squeezed, drawing a steady thread of strength from him.

“It’s time to go,” he whispered.

Arabella wavered, words dying on her tongue, as she looked at her friends. There wasn’t enough time. The world was fractured, bits and pieces suspended in a vast void of nothingness. Julien, on his knees bleeding power in thinning rivulets while Leia held him. The ring on Marlene’s hand gripping a weapon and Jasper beside her. Salisbury, the Guardian uniform foreign on him and his pale eyes brimming with pain as he looked from Arabella to Idris. His father.

“This is goodbye, then,” Salisbury said, his voice tight as he stepped forward to embrace Arabella a final time. Sobs shook her shoulders and he held her tighter despite his shallow breaths and broken ribs. “I’ll miss you, Bells. Don’t forget us.”

“I could never forget you,” she said through a sob. If Deitra and Valence’s magic worked, he’d forget. They’d all forget. But she would remember for all of them.

Make something good of it.

“Thank you. For everything,” Jasper said, closing his fingers on his twin’s shoulder. He, too, gave Arabella a warm embrace. The fur of his coat still smelled faintly of the briny breeze of his world and she wished it would linger, a final taste of the place she’d never see again.

It was all slipping from her fingers too fast and Arabella wanted to rake it all back, hold the breaking pieces to her chest and keep them suspended there.

“I leave you with enough power to finish this,” Julien said. Supported by Leia he stepped forward and kissed Arabella’s knuckles. “My heart will remember you, even if my mind does not.”

Arm in arm, Leia and Julien faded, followed by Isha and Iliya.

And it was just the Word Walkers at the edge of the decaying world.
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A PIERCING BEACON ILLUMINATED THE CRUMBLING world as the majestic towers of Valarae, once full of magical promise, shattered into clouds of dust. A tidal wave of nothing swept toward them, the world little more than a shredded remnant. There they waited on the threshold of the end and the beginning suspended in a moment outside of time both eternal and hurtling towards finality.

Arabella’s hair drifted weightless about her, her body light and empty, threads of her magic floating in the ether and her the grounding being. They could not remain for long.

“Where do you want to go, Idris?”

He stood apart, staring up at the emptying void with a bone-deep weariness. Pale magic enveloped his body like dense fog, free but clinging to the earth. “I’ve given my life to this place, willingly or not,” he said, his eyes meeting Arabella’s. “I will remain and ensure its end, and we will fade into nothingness together. Fitting end, really.”

The earth beneath them shuddered and dozens of fissures split the ground, pits of blank whiteness beyond. Valence at her side and the last pages in Arabella’s hand, she drew a steadying breath against the clenching of her heart.

“What of Elodie? Jasper and Salisbury? The magic that leashed you here is broken; you could be with them again.”

Idris shook his head, resigned. “I was never a father to my sons and now they can have a fresh beginning without even the memory of me. Sealing the boundaries between worlds also sealed my hope of finding her again. Here, at least, I can keep my memories of her until my end.”

An ache built in Arabella’s chest as Idris gave her a smile. “To orchestrate this, you are the greatest Word Walker I have ever known.” Idris’s voice was thick with emotion and his rough hand tender against her cheek. He looked at her with paternal pride and her craving heart leaned into him. “It is monstrous but that does not mean your power is devoid of beauty. When all is said and done you may not recognize or understand it, but I hope you do not fear it and do not apologize for it.” His voice broke and he pressed a soft and shaking kiss to her brow. “Now, go.”

Arabella turned to Valence and held onto him in this unsteady ending. The earth fell away, leaving only a sea of shimmering streams of raw power like glittering curls that circled the spot where they stood. Swirling shades snaked around them, the rawness of the magic palpable and thrumming through Arabella’s veins. Here, in this moment between ending and beginning, unshackled by the confines and trappings of any world or reality, everything felt possible.

Hands entwined between them, Arabella felt the mirrored beating of his heart and hers, felt deep in her bones the primal beat of their twined magic. “What do you want, Val?”

“You,” he whispered, plunging his fingers into her hair. “Always you.” His mouth met hers, claiming and desperate and brimming with promise.

They would be separated, but not forever.

She had to believe they would find a way to each other again.

The vast, boundless life Arabella had imagined crumbled with the decaying world and her heart was left in the hands of her bonded, of the boy she knew and loved, who knew and loved her in return with all her monstrosity and tender hope.

Arabella felt their magic fading, slipping from her fingers. She wasn’t ready to say goodbye. To all of this. To the magic. To him. They’d been through so much, seen so much, and the ending of it all before it had really begun ripped her heart from her chest.

Make something good of it.

Taking the vial from her pocket, the precious remedy she’d carried across boundaries and kept safe even as she was held captive, she pressed it into Valence’s hands. He looked at it then her, questioning.

“For your mother,” she said. “I promised you once we’d find a way to cure her together. I don’t know if it will work but it’s from Moxi and she said it’s the most powerful curative in her world. It’s all I can give you and I hope it’s enough.”

Pained gratitude crossed Valence’s face. “Arabella, I…”

The tether between them tightened, the cord stretching as the broken world sought to force them apart, to return them to their worlds of origin. The stars could evaporate, the earth burst into dust, the boundaries collide and everything collapse and she would still want him. But they couldn’t stay here in this erupting border world; they were fading, falling apart. Two beings belonging yet unbelonging, their souls knit together though the connection of their worlds was torn asunder.

“I will find you,” Valence said, his voice cracking. “Promise me you will never stop searching.”

Tremors shook the ground and their fissured remains of earth drifted apart. She wanted to beg him to stay, to cling to him and pass into another world together but they were forced apart like opposing magnets.

Arabella grasped his hands across the spreading expanse and felt his fingers tremble in hers. “I promise, Val.” She’d break down every wall, find a way to tear a path across the boundaries over and over again until she found him.

“I can’t hold it any longer,” Idris’s voice echoed above the chaos of the expanding nothingness and was swallowed by the yawning void.

A brilliant flash of warm, golden light enveloped them and Arabella blinked, squinting against the searing light to watch Valence’s fading form as long as she could.

“I will find you.”


After
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THE WIND SURGED UP THE CLIFF from the icy stretch of ocean, tugging at Salisbury’s clothes and hair. All the way to the horizon persisted shades of gray, a bleak and colorless world of rock and snow.

Home.

The fur lining his heavy coat brushed his ears and he pulled it tighter, cinching his belt around his waist to hold it in place. He inhaled deeply, tasting the hint of brine on the breeze which was a sure sign of the coming spring.

It had been a harsh winter and their village had not escaped the cruel scythe of famine and disease but, as all nights must end so too must all winters. The ground and the sea were thawing. A gull squawked overhead, riding the currents as it drifted out to sea and better fishing grounds. The twisting, aching part of Salisbury that he kept buried deep burned, a yearning for something beyond, something more.

There were times he caught the faintest glimmers of memory, some far corner of his mind or the deepest parts of his bones recalling a life that might once have been. In the swirl of night and dreams and twisted blankets he drew closer to that boundary, reaching out and almost able to touch that rippling barrier. If he could just reach it, break it…

Salisbury laid his hand over abdomen where he knew scars laced his skin. A fall from a cliff he couldn’t remember that had broken his ribs. His exhaled breath clouded before him and he started down the narrow, winding path to the beach. It was time he let himself burrow down and grow some roots. Perhaps he could join Barnaby’s crew and at least get out of this village, see more of the world. Months at sea, the bounds of his existence contained within a ship, didn’t exactly appeal to him, but it was time he do something.

The frozen sand crunched beneath Salisbury’s boots as he ambled across the rocky beach, away from the foamy fingers of the waves. His mind drifted back to the place he had always called home, to his twin and to Marlene, to the unfettered smile on Jasper’s face as he—dressed in white furs and crowned with a wreath of frost-lilies to match his bride—spoke his binding vows. Guilt and jealousy tangled in Salisbury’s chest. He did not begrudge Jasper his joy, his belonging to this life.

Perhaps if he said it enough times it would be true.

The rocks grew larger, a mountainous maze blocking a path to the far side of the cliff and the continuation of the beach. A foggy thought so akin to memory urged him forward and he picked a path across as though his feet knew something he’d long since forgotten.

On the other side stretched a large cove and on the beach lay the sodden remains of ash and half-burned sticks. An eerie quiet grew, the only sound the crunch of Salisbury’s footsteps and the rhythm of his breath. As he drew closer to the pile of ash his mind swirled, a cacophony of voices, but the more he grasped at the foggy sights and sounds, the faster they dissipated.

Crouching, Salisbury drew his fingers through the ash and blackened sand, finding soft earth below. There, in the center of the spot that was once warmed by fire, sprouted a shoot of green. A bud of new life valiantly pushing its way towards the sky of clouded gray searching for sun.

Digging gently, Salisbury uncovered the shoot and brushed clinging ash from its leaves while building a barrier of sand and sticks to protect it from the rising tide. He’d have to show Marlene later and see if she could transplant it, coax life from the brave and wild thing with her magic. A smile tugged at the corner of his lips and he sat back, relishing the feel of sweat gathering on his throat. Loosening the buttons of his coat, he turned his face towards the thinning clouds.

A grinding rumble shook the cliff and a spattering of loose rocks fell, rolling towards Salisbury’s ankles. In the heart of the cliff there stretched a crack, blank whiteness beyond. Pulse quickening, he stood before the emptiness and it thrummed.

Not empty. A pulsing, living something.

Salisbury stretched his hand in front of him, his blood racing through him with anticipation. The whiteness seemed to envelop him and the magnetic thrumming drowned out all other sounds as he drew closer.

The scent of flowers filled his nostrils and the memory of vibrant color flooded his senses.

Yanking his hand back, Salisbury retreated. A figure wriggled through the crack in the cliff, a woman with a patchwork coat and pale straw hair knotted atop her head. She shivered in the blustery cold but her eyes were bright, glistening, as she took in the frozen beach, the rock and the ice.

“Who are you?” Salisbury asked. His heart ached and thudded against his chest, knowing something he did not. “Where did you come from?”

The woman’s eyes widened and she covered her trembling mouth with her thin hand.

“I’m Elodie,” she said. “Elodie Borcherd. I came from another world.” 


JULIEN













FLAMELESS CANDLES IN IRON SCONCES REFLECTED multicolored light from glass lantern panels, casting the stone halls of the archives in a kaleidoscope of color. Color and light—the two words that could apply to every aspect of Ilvaress’s capital. From the blended saffron and rose wash of dawn to the rippling violet and navy velvet of night, and every moment in between, Julien was surrounded by vibrancy. The distinctly earthy and warm scent of sand and the heady aroma of flowers were everywhere, filling everything. Even the sweat and iron of the arenas where the warriors trained and competed were masked by the garden.

The rustling of dry pages broke the silence of the ancient archives as Julien meticulously surveyed yet another dusty tome brimming with scattered half bits of information. He’d started with the parchment scrolls and moved through the crudely bound early documents to the leather-bound volumes of mere decades past, but still his research led nowhere. Key words and passages seemed to have been erased from history, smudged or missing from every document.

The words were on the tip of his tongue, but always out of reach. Thoughts would form, hazy in the mist of forgotten memory, then fracture and dissipate like early morning fog. He knew all the legends of his people, of his royal lineage, but he could feel a piece missing so distinctly there were days it started to drive him mad. His aunt believed it was a side effect of burnout, a crack in the armor of his mind that he must guard against.

There was a hollowness in his core as though something vital had been carved out, a light gone dark. Julien flexed his fingers, twisting his arm to see the dark veins that marred his wrists and palms. He’d once housed magic in his veins but had lost it in battle—or so he’d been told. The recovery had been long and painful, the feverish weeks in bed blending with the foggy haze of battle until he wasn’t sure what was real. Ibbin was gone. His magic was gone. Whatever threat they’d faced was gone, though he could not remember it.

Whispering the words to dim the lights in the deep archives, he took the passageway to the main royal library beyond, a domed glass building with green marble floors and intricately carved shelves. The glass panes were treated with a special coating to allow in light without the risk of discoloration to the books housed there. Julien’s footsteps were muffled by the assortment of woven wool rugs on the floors, but his presence drew the attention of his people everywhere he went. Demurely bowed heads and kind smiles trailed him, at least within the city proper.

Isha was always willing to distract him in the training ring, their titles cast off like cloaks, and she did not question when Julien entered her barracks, selecting a short, curved sword from the assortment of training weapons. Unfastening the golden broach that held her white cloak, the symbol of the royal guard, she selected a spear and met him in the ring.

The evening spray of sun was blinding, the sand coarse and scattered from the morning training. In the breath of a moment of arching bodies and sunlight glinting on weapons, Isha caught Julien’s ankles and his back hit the ground with a thud that knocked the breath from his lungs.

“Our prince is becoming soft with so much time spent with books,” said Isha, circling him with all the predatory grace of a tiger.

“I merely want to find answers, but they’ve all been erased,” he replied. He didn’t speak the fear that he would soon lose himself to the needling frustration that something was missing. Rubbing at his ribs, he got to his feet and set his stance again.

It took all of three moves for Isha to have him on his back again, the blunt end of her spear set gently on his sternum. “Do not go searching for answers to questions you can’t even form. Only a fool would be so intent upon discarding the title of prince.”

“I don’t want to discard anything.” Julien took Isha’s offered hand and rose to his feet. “But why do I not recall my youth here? Why are there so many erased passages from our history? Whatever threat we vanquished could rise again and I would not know to be prepared.”

Isha shrugged. “I am captain of the royal guard, Iliya is an officer under my command, my people are happy and healthy, and we have peace across our borders for the time being though there are whispers that raiders are welcoming mages into their ranks in the deep desert. I do not look beyond the stars and wish for more. Now come, we don’t want to miss the festivities.”

Her words swirled in his mind as they made the trek from the barracks to the Thousand Steps. The shallow steps leading to the palace were lined with glowing orbs, dim in the daylight but swirling circles of light in the evening. The people would flock to the steps every evening to play music and laugh and talk together while the children darted up and down chasing one another. Tonight, they gathered to share their abundance and celebrate the summer equinox.

The domes and spires of the palace and its golden gates blended into the cloudless palette of dusk. Squealing children raced up and down the steps, their bare feet trampling fallen petals that fell like offerings from the hands of youths who wove crowns from the delicate, aromatic blossoms.

“My prince,” a breathless young girl said as she skidded to a stop at Julien’s side, her cheeks flushed and her hair frizzed from racing with her companions. “For you.” She lifted a crown of desert roses in her hands.

Kneeling, Julien allowed her to place it upon his head before she darted away giggling. His people were safe and happy, he should not wish for more. But still he could feel the breath of whatever beast was chasing him. The vibrancy of his kingdom, the sounds of joy, all faded. He felt the faint memory of the burning surge of waves of magic filling his body, passing from him. The desperation and primal panic that followed. The guttering fear of death.

But he had not died. Somehow, he’d survived the severing of his magic. It was a blessing, his aunt said, and one he should not squander. The dying sun bled gold across the sands, a blanket of starry night seeping in its wake and igniting the faint glow of the orbs that lined the Thousand Steps. Near the top, with a view of the city and the wild desert beyond, sat Leia. Her gauzy raiment flowed about her and petals caught in her unbound hair as she, surrounded by a court of the youngest children, sent bits of coal floating down the fountains on leafy boats. While he had recovered she’d thrown herself into the work of governing his kingdom and he was ever in awe of her wisdom and attention to even the smallest cares of his people.

Taking a seat on the step behind her, Julien allowed himself the luxury of running his fingers through her golden hair as she laid her head back to grace him with a smile. Drums took up a rhythm and pockets of festival-goers danced. As night settled over the city, Leia raised her hands and the floating charcoal ignited, a thousand embers flickering in the fountains that lined the steps.

“You’ve been with Isha,” Leia said, smiling as the children raced the floating embers. “Are you still so unsettled?”

Julien quieted his mind and relished the closeness of the woman beside him, of the peace and joy of his people. “No, I am not. I have everything I need here.” He should not look to the stars and wish for more.


VALENCE













KER-DUN. KER-DUN. KER-DUN. THE SUBWAY RIDE stretched an eternity as Valence watched the streaks of light and darkness speed past, bouncing his leg to release a pent-up need for action. Across the aisle under the garish orange-hued lights a young couple rested their heads against one another’s shoulders and surrendered their heavy lids to the lulling cadence of the ride. Valence turned away, resting his chin in his hand as he watched the flashes of concrete and light as they passed through tunnels. The ache in his chest was relentless. When he closed his eyes he was plagued by memories of tearing seams, shattering worlds, and Arabella’s promise he knew she couldn’t keep.

The train screeched and grinded to a halt and the opposing tides of bodies met on the platform, a swirl of coming and going and brushing shoulders with invisible strangers. Valence had always felt a bit transparent—someone to be filled with whatever necessary to protect and provide. The tang of his bitterness was followed by the familiar mellowing of guilt. He didn’t regret a single moment of caring for his mom and Esmie, but now that his mom was in recovery, thanks to Arabella, and Esmie had found her stride with school and friends and hobbies, Valence was unmoored. Who was he if he wasn’t taking care of them?

What do you want, Val?

The wide, shallow steps of the library rose before him as a familiar mountain whose rocky crevices he’d scoured and explored so often he’d committed every nook to memory.

The first days had been agony. He walked as though in a feverish haze, his mind not tethered to his body. Deep in his core, twined with his bones, lay the slack tether like a phantom limb. Lying in bed, his fingers digging into his chest as he grit his teeth against the relentless pain, he wondered if he should have heeded Idris’s warning.

Forgetting is a mercy. The fellow Word Walker had looked at Valence with pained compassion; Idris had known Valence wouldn’t allow himself the relief of forgetting. He’d bear the burden of memory for them all.

When he’d been able to leave his home and face the suffocating starkness of a sealed world, he’d been drawn to these steps. His breath clouded before him and Valence shoved his hands deeper into his pockets, squeezing his fists and feeling the scratch of his knit wool mittens between his fingers. How many hours had he spent scouring those shelves, searching for hints of his friends, of familiar worlds?

A few blocks from the library, tucked between a restaurant and a bank, sat a brick-faced bookstore with a scalloped awning and a jutting bay window where a plump cat blinked lazily at passersby. The bell above the door chimed merrily as Valence crossed the creaking threshold. Dust and paper and the hint of vanilla flooded his nostrils, and the glimmer of something more tugged at him.

Valence saw it all hung before him: the order and rhythm, the perfect composition that held all things in being and harmony. The sealing of the boundaries may have stifled his Word Walker magic but it hadn’t robbed him of his sensitivity to it. He could not control the music but he could play along, abandoning himself to the created order. If he learned how to look, how to feel, he could find those little pockets where the boundaries thinned. This bookstore was one of those places that felt as though it could bridge a gap between time and space. A threshold.

Winding his way through the laden, close-packed shelves and ducking under the low lintels of open doorways, Valence followed the thin thread of magic to a dusty, forgotten corner and the threadbare velvet armchair that resided there beside a low table stacked with tales of adventure. The ache in his chest eased and he sat, removing the gloves Esmie had made him, to trail his palm over the dense softness of the arm of the chair. He sniffled, his nose running from the cold outside and the dust inside. Cradling the spine of one of the books in his palm, he flipped through the pages and counted all the hopeful tokens he’d left between them. Pressed flowers. A cocktail napkin from an evening at a bar that reminded him of an Otherworld tavern. Letters. Snippets of memories.

He drew a note from his pocket, smoothing the paper on his lap to read the inked words torn from his heart.

Remember when you said perhaps we’d one day find a place of belonging, a world wholly our own? No world will feel like my own without you in it. You asked me what I want and I want you. Always you. You are brave and bright and everything I am not. I ache for you.

Tucking the folded note and all his hope at the back of the book, he returned it to the stack of stories that reminded him of her and made his way home.

STREETLAMPS FLICKERED TO LIFE, THEIR FAINT buzzing adding to the constant, dull noise of the block. Home was a quaint old townhouse and, when he shouldered open the door, Mum and Esmie called their greetings. Hanging his coat on the rack by the door, Valence’s gaze was snagged by the piano in the little-used front room. It was the first thing his mom had wanted to buy when they’d saved enough and he hadn’t protested, not wanting to dampen her joy. To her it felt like putting things right.

Music was a reminder of pain, of what could have been, of broken hands and hopes, of taverns in distant worlds, whispered dreams on rooftops under the witness of the stars, and of the girl he’d held. The notes held memory—stories that would last even once all who understood them had vanished into eternal dust.

He sat at the piano and let himself be taken by the music. He tried not to think of the way her hand tightened in his as they crossed from one reality to another. He tried not to think of the pulsing thrill of surrendering to wonder, of letting her guide him out of himself and the chains of restraint that had compressed him his entire life. He’d begun to want with an intensity that simultaneously heightened and burned away his fear and hesitation, and he would forever regret holding the words he’d wanted to say within himself and not giving them to her.

Valence played Arabella’s song, the one he had written for her but had never let her listen to. Maybe music could somehow stretch across the boundary and reach her even if he couldn’t discover the words to find her.


ARABELLA













THE AIR WAS CRISP, A COLD front blown in across the bay, and the doleful drone of tugboat horns broke the stillness of the early morning. Arabella tucked her wool coat tighter about her frame and darted across the street avoiding an approaching cab. Her favorite café was not as crowded that morning as she was running late. The dreams were sinking their claws into her more frequently, ensnaring her in vague shadows that she could not shake off.

A shiver stole down her spine even as the café bell chimed merrily and the familiar grind and hiss of the machines greeted her. The sudden warmth stung her chilled cheeks. Counting out her coins, she ordered her usual and retreated to a corner table with two chairs, angled towards the half-curtained windows. A bittersweet ache settled behind her sternum as it always did at this table but she couldn’t place why.

She had dreams sometimes of a boy with crisp edges, a scowl that could melt into a smile that made her burn, and long-fingered hands warm in hers. She’d wake in tears, missing him though she did not know who he was.

Her name was called and, retrieving her cup from the counter, Arabella made her way to the corner bookshop. Against the protests of her parents and after she’d recovered from the strange fever that had muddled her mind for weeks, she’d arranged an installment plan with Birdie and Barty to purchase the shop. A new beginning, a corner of the world all her own.

Arabella set about her routine opening chores, the mundane familiarity a balm. So often these days she felt untethered, uprooted. A hollowness had opened in her core and she attributed it to the fever. Those early days had been a nightmarish fog of snatches of memories that couldn’t have been true. Sparks of blue light, the feral roars of ethereal beasts, bloody words smeared on a wall of glass.

A pinch of sunlight spilled from the gray clouds that hovered over the bay and Arabella twisted the chain of the closed sign to open. Not many of Taville’s denizens frequented the shop in the early hours so she took up residence in the worn velvet armchair in the corner to finish her tea. A stack of books she’d been reading in her off hours rested in a basket beside her, all tales of worlds beyond. The words wove around her like the welcoming arms of friends, beckoning. One of her favorites, a tale of lost magic and desert raiders, rested atop and when she reached for it she noted an unfamiliar book hiding near the bottom of the basket.

When Arabella lifted the book a knot tightened in her core. She didn’t recognize the cover but the spine was worn, threads unraveling at the corners. A pressed flower, cerulean petals shaped like a delicate butterfly, fluttered to rest on her lap. Flipping through the pages revealed hidden treasures and she slipped to her knees so she could lay her finds out on the rug. Dainty, pressed wildflowers. A cocktail napkin from a bar whose name she didn’t recognize. Then there were the letters.

Arabella’s breath snagged in her throat as she reverently unfolded and read a stranger’s heart-inked words.

I can’t tell anyone else about her, so I will leave my memories here where I feel closest to her.

She is brave and beautiful and everything I am not. A mess of earnestness. From the beginning I sought her out, craved her light and joy and drive and determination.

And another and another and another. Weeks, perhaps months, of yearning and seeking. Of hoping.

Idris told me remembering would be painful. I didn’t know how painful. My mom recovered, thanks to you and Moxi. I can sense the threads of the world but I have to pay close attention. Do you remember?

I dreamt of that night dancing with you in the tavern. I wish I’d held you longer. Closer. Told you everything that’s trapped in my heart now.

Saints and sinners, I miss you, Arabella Sarcroux.

Our futures were dust between our fingers we could no longer hold onto or control, but there she was, her hand in mind, and nothing else mattered but we were here and we were alive. We existed and we would not be forgotten. Splashes of color on canvas.

A burning squeezed Arabella’s chest and her breaths quickened as a thread uncoiled in her core, blooming like a long-dormant tulip. She’d forgotten. All of them. All of it. Everything they’d been through, everything she had promised.

Her fingers trembled as she unfolded another page. She felt the words like warmth on her skin, flowing over and around her. A phantom melody echoed from the recesses of the shop as she unfolded the final letter.

I’m not sure exactly when it happened, but one day my heart was beating in my chest and the next it was in her hands. At the world’s end I could not say goodbye, would not speak those final damning words that burned in my throat. My heart was shoved back into my chest, raging and screaming, as she disappeared, her hand slipping from mine. A burst of brilliant light ripped us apart and I’ve been searching for hints of her ever since.

A sob wrenched Arabella’s chest. She could feel the threads of the world around her, a tightly woven tapestry like an impenetrable fortress. But here, in this small pocket, the air shimmered and wavered like a reflection in water. Music, full of longing, called to her from across the thinning boundary and she remembered the boy who told stories with ivory keys.

Rising to her feet, Arabella felt for the blooming in her core and focused her gaze, searching for the opening. A half-sob, half-laugh bubbled from her chest as she stepped forward into a room with dark blue walls, rich wood trim, and a faded vintage rug.

There, at the piano in the corner, sat Valence Kilacky.

The music stopped and they were staring at each other. Flesh and blood and bone, present in the same realm.

She came undone, shattering into a thousand pieces of memory.

Valence was there, arms tight around her, fingers plunging into her hair. He breathed her name against her lips and she was whole once again. 


THE BEGINNING













IDRIS STOOD IN A VOID.

White silt beneath his feet. A pure horizon. Utter, deafening nothingness. A name upon his parched lips. Elodie.

Sinking back onto his heels, he breathed deep. An endless, open world. A threshold.

The grainy silt was soft beneath his fingertip as he traced words, the beginning of something that would take shape, root, and grow.

Words have power and those that can manipulate them are known as Word Walkers.
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Dragonhearted

Dragons are extinct and with them the Dragon Knights of Calagon. After generations of brutal war, a rocky peace now exists between the kingdom of Calagon and Alharzat, a nation ruled by a cruel warlord thirsting for vengeance.

Determined to evade a fate of being married to the highest bidder, Torliana’s years of searching the skies are fulfilled as a pair of yearling dragons emerge from the Ruaidhri Mountains. Tori, along with her friend, Prince Crispin, form bonds with the young dragons and set themselves to restoring the once-mighty order of Dragon Knights. Torn between her father’s desire to shackle her to the ambitious whims of a nobleman and the yearning of her own heart, Tori strives to find her purpose.

As word of their discovery spreads to Alharzat, and faced with a bitter betrayal, nothing can prepare Tori for the truth behind the legends, or the lengths she will have to go to in order to save what she holds most dear.
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House of Shadows

A world drained of once-plentiful magic, three legendary powers lost to time, a fierce and desperate race to find them. If the wielders fall into the wrong hands, the fate of magic hangs in the balance...

Abandoned as a child, Kali’s longing for family and belonging lures her beyond the safety of Cardend. Kidnapped on her way to the academy, she is rescued by a mysterious elemental mage and becomes a player in a dangerous game, but the insidious ties she begins to form may threaten to destroy her.

Distraught by Kali’s sudden disappearance and trapped between duty and desire, her childhood friend, Rai, ventures into the desert to find her. Forming bonds with a band of raiders led by an elemental mage turned raider lord, Rai joins the hunt for the powers that pits him and Kali on opposing sides.

Thrust into a delicate balance of adventure and danger, Kali must unleash her own hidden potential to battle her way through a shadow realm in order to save the legendary powers from enslavement to a cruel master.
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All Our Flaws and Furies

Thea’s future is laid out for her as the natural heir to her father’s prized orchards, but she is determined to compete in the annual dragon riding tournament, earning not only a royal invitation to join the ranks of Dragon Knights but proving she is more than the balance of her lineages, more than a farm girl with a shepherding dragon that isn’t hers.

Though she has no dragon and no sponsor, she joins the Idesmoor estate’s competing team as a dragon handler, gaining intimate access to Calagon’s finest dragons and riders including the youngest prince. Darrin may be arrogantly certain of his right to victory, but Thea bears no deference for Calagon’s royalty. Champion is a title earned and she will fight for it.

But more than a title hangs in the balance as Thea is framed for plotting against the royal family and a violent explosion of Drakonbane. Her future as well as her family’s is threatened and she must make unlikely allies to protect her name, her life, and the dragons of Calagon.
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