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Chapter One
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Autumn 4040



Frigid seawater soaked through his thick jacket, seeping into his skin and making his breath shiver in the air before mixing with the pelting rain. Jon Buan clutched the railing as the next wave smashed into the deck with more violence than the usual Lissaen storm.

“Get below, boy!” a voice growled into his ear. Calloused hands grabbed the back of his collar and thrust him towards the gaping hole in the deck. It might have led to warmth and safety, but down below was also guaranteed to make his face go green and his meagre dinner to travel upwards from his stomach.

“Get below!” Another pair of hands shuffled him closer to the hold and the next wave chased him in, a healthy dose of seawater burning the back of his throat and stinging his eyes when he surfaced.

Except he wasn’t in the hold.

He wasn’t even on the ship.

Jon could see the boards of the hull close enough to make out each nail and joint before the waves pulled him under again.

Then he was flying, flailing through the air, back onto the ship, and slamming into the wall of the hold as the double doors swung shut after him.

“Ya just canna ‘elp it,” Tim jeered, clutching a wooden bucket to his chest.

“Down ‘ere makes me need tha’ bucket more than you!” Jon scowled back, stumbling and grabbing it off Tim as the first wave of heaving overcame his stomach.

“Oi!”

“Leave off!” snapped Ian. At twelve, Ian was older by far, and considered the leader of the boys when the waves rose as tall as the masts. It was his job to make sure they were all in the hold safely. Anyone who fell overboard was pulled back in by Ian using his Air Innarn. He was accurate, even though the landings were rough.

“Thanks, Ian,” Jon muttered, scowling. 

“Shoulda let yer sorry arse drown.” Ian fondly ruffled Jon’s hair, taking the sting out of his words. “Almost didna find ye in the waves. Got two squid and a red phantom first.” 

“Good eatin’, phantom,” Tim said, looking slightly cheerier.

Groaning, Jon mutely nodded, worried if he said anything, dinner would reappear. In the corner, the glassy-eyed red phantom seemed to regard him, its burnt-red scales glimmering copper in the spluttering light of the torches.

There was a rhyme about the phantoms the sailors recited. Something about touching humans and stealing souls, but the thought dissipated as the ship lurched and bumped against something solid.

Cheers sounded, and the doors of the hold flew open, men scurrying to unload their goods onto the dock. 

Jon looked up as his father came in, tripping over one of the squid’s tentacles and landing, hands first, on the phantom.

The raucous cries from the sailors on deck died down as Michael Buan stood, hands glowing red as if the scales of the phantom melded with his skin.

“By the Life of Lissae,” one of the sailors breathed, tracing a circle over his heart.

“Tis nuthin but scales,” Michael scoffed and scrubbed his hands on his waterlogged pants before grabbing Jon by the arm and hoisting him to his feet. “We’d best get home, boyo, or yer aunt’ll worry.”

Men who were usually jubilant at being back on land watched father and son with worried eyes as they worked silently, unpacking their haul. The occasional face turning towards the blistering sun in relief from being out of the storm.

Jon felt like something important happened, but kept his mouth shut as his legs struggled to adjust to the steadiness of land after a month at sea. His father tugged him along, grinning down at him now and then until they reached the path leading to his aunt’s two-storey stone house.

“Och, boyo. Can’t go in lookin’ like yeh were just in a squall!” His father blasted him with hot air pushed from his palms, and Jon leant his head down, scrubbing at his hair to try and get it into some sort of order. 

Glumly, he picked out a bit of seaweed and flung it to the side.

“Da, I don’t wanta ...”

“So. You’re back.” Jon’s aunt stood framed by the front door, her long skirts falling perfectly, her blouse tucked in, and hair swept up, towering in a meticulously complicated wave. Eyes glittering with malice, she took in father and son as Michael turned his Air Innarn on himself to dry out.

“I have visitors. You’ll have to stay in the shed.”

“Amelia, I ...” Michael held up his hands.

Jon’s aunt, in the process of turning back into the house, froze. Her quick, sharp steps made Jon think his aunt would hit his father. He squared slender shoulders and pushed in front of his father. 

“Out of the way, boy,” Amelia snarled. She grabbed Michael’s wrist and examined his outstretched hand. “Is that?” 

There was the faintest glimmer of red scales were etched into his father’s palms.

“I hae patrol tonight. Tis why we’re back early.”

The adults shared a look that said more than Jon understood.

“Why tonight, da? Can it nae wait?” Jon asked, itching to break the tense silence.

“Lissae will always need savin’, boyo. Tonight, tomorrow an’ every other day tae come. If I dinnae go, some other poor soul will hae to.” Michael rubbed Jon’s shoulder. Jon pretended not to notice it was with the hand that hadn’t been touched by the phantom.

“I suppose you’d better come inside,” Amelia huffed, striding back to the house. Jon could have sworn he saw a shine of tears in her eyes. “And make sure you’re dry before you step foot in my house!” 

Tears. As if his aunt was capable of that.

Together, father and son slipped into the house, careful not to make a sound and disturb his aunt or her guests. They sated their hunger on the day-old bread and hard cheese laid out before they slipped into the cramped room just off the kitchen. Aunt Amelia swore it was all she could offer them. Jon had never seen the rest of her expansive house.

“Yeh take the bed, boyo,” Michael said. “I’m patrollin’ wit’ the Guardian tonight, so I willnae need it.”

“Da? Was Aunt cryin’ afore?”

“Oh, Jono. Nae. She wouldnae shed a tear o’er the likes o’ me.

“Why’s everyone so quiet tonight? When we got back?”

“Ah. Well, they’re superstitious, tha lot o’ em. They think cause I touched tha phantom, I’ll become one.”

“A fish?” Jon snorted, trying to imagine his Da with fins and scales, lips quirking up at the image. 

“Nae son, no’ quite. More like a ghost.” Michael leant down and kissed Jon’s forehead. “Plenty of life in me yet, boyo!”

As Jon’s eyes slipped closed, the last thing he saw was his father closing the door behind him. Everything went black as he tumbled into a dream. He was back in the sea, alone, and the boat was sailing away, getting smaller and smaller as he watched. Clothes weighing him down, and he sank beneath the waves, arms flailing in the frigid water. When he resurfaced, spluttering, his father’s face floated in the sea foam.

“Plenty of life in you, boyo,” his father said. Jon couldn’t tell if it was tears or seawater streaming down his da’s face.

Jon bolted upright as his door was flung open, hitting the wall with a bang.

Peering through bleary eyes, he saw his aunt sitting at the table, wringing a handkerchief between shaking hands, eyes red and silvery tracks on her usually emotionless face.

Gerrard, the leader of his father’s patrol group and a fellow member of the Mariners’ Guild, stepped into the doorway. “Why don’t ya c’mer, Jono,” he said in a voice softer than anything Jon had ever heard him use.

Clutching his crumpled hat in his hands, Gerrard looked out of place in his Aunt’s pale blue kitchen. His dark grey clothes did little to disguise the blood and grime. 

“I hae ta say summin’ firs,” Gerrard’s eyes were red-rimmed too, and Jon found his breath difficult to catch.

“Michael Buan was tha ... “

White noise took over. Jon could see Gerrard’s mouth moving as the patrol leader’s eyes darted around the room. The door opened and closed, and Jon was looking at the space where Gerrard had been standing.

Michael Buan had been a man who’d been at sea more than he’d been home. Jon had gone with him on all sorts of adventures, knowing from an early age his mother had died when he’d come into this Realm. Jon half-thought the reason his father preferred the sea was so the waves would wash away the tears on his face whenever he thought about her, although he’d never been game to mention it.

Four times a year, each of the fishermen was required to come to shore and help patrol the gateways to Lissae, their home Realm. Each time, Michael would drop Jon off at his aunt’s house with a reminder to be good, and he’d strode off to the departure point to travel to one of the Shifting Islands to do his duty to protect his Realm.

Only this time he hadn’t come back.

Strong, thin fingers grabbed his upper arm, heaving him to his feet with surprising strength. 

“Out. Out!” Aunt Amelia, his only family left in the world, pushed him against the front door, which fell open under his weight. Twisting and tumbling, Jon banged down the stairs and lay on the path, stunned.

A moment later, a heavy rucksack landed on his belly, driving out what little breath remained.

“Go away!” Amelia shrieked and slammed the door behind her.

The garden gate squealed, loud in the still morning air. Gerrard lifted him to his feet.

“Your dad put up a good fight, kid. But ain’t nuthin’ stoppin’ a Q’Aralide when they get goin’.” The patrol leader led Jon out the gate and shut it with a screech. 

“I caint be taken ya wit me. The curse ya dad fell fer.” Gerrard shook his head, weariness washing over him. Giving Jon one last pat on the back, he turned and walked away, hands in pockets, hunched against the wind. Behind him was a seven-year-old boy standing, unwanted, on the street outside his only relative’s house, tears running down his face and dripping from his chin.

Chapter Two
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“Get out of here, ya scruffy bastard!”

Jon dodged the shopkeeper’s kick aimed at his gut. Just last week the man had happily sold him a handful of sweets, but now Jon had become just another gutter kid, sleeping huddled against shop doorways when the weather was terrible.

The weather was always terrible in Freehorne.

Hoisting his rucksack up higher on his shoulder, Jon refrained from flipping a rude gesture and skipped nimbly away. The library would open in another hour, and he had time to clean up by the bay if he hurried. The fishermen would be back soon, and they’d chase him away with their oars if they caught him by the shore. They claimed the gutter kids contaminated the water with their filth, and they’d treat him no differently.

Rushing through cobblestone streets that smelt of brine and fish guts, Jon didn’t stop to take in the beauty of the newly risen sun shining over the ocean, or to ignore the occasional gruff “Get on wit’ ye!” from yet another shopkeeper who didn’t want to know him now he had no coins in his pocket.

Course he didn’t keep his coins in his pocket. The coins he had left were all tied on a string he’d carefully threaded through the small hole in the middle and rested around his ankle, hidden under his sock. 

Stumbling on the worn stones which led to the water’s edge, Jon hastily splashed seawater on his face, scrubbing away the dirt the best he could. Looking up, the tips of sails just visible. The first of the fleet was returning. He dunked a hand in the cold water to run it through his hair. Scrambling to his feet, he hastened away so the sailors wouldn’t see his face.

Scuffing hands against his pants to dry them off, he scampered back towards the library. Huddling against a sturdy tree trunk outside the main stairs, he poked at the growing hole under his pocket. Reverently he took out the book he’d borrowed yesterday and set about finishing it.

An hour later, deep in the Realm of knights and dragons, he failed to hear the squeak of the old oak doors opening.

“Don’t you have anywhere else to be, Jonathan Buan?” the librarian asked him. Miss Jo was just as weather-worn as the oak doors were. Still, she smiled at him and shook his head as he tripped up the stairs, righting himself before she could reach him.

“Why would I be anywhere but here?” he grinned, heaving his pack up and handing her the book. “Think I might go for something from Amaer today.”

“You know where to find it.” Miss Jo grinned fondly at him. She was the only person who still treated him like he mattered.

Grinning, Jon doffed an imaginary cap and scarpered, ignoring her cry of: “Walk in the library!”

Just before he got to the section of books by other-Realm authors, he spotted something curious on the table. A copy of the Shifting Island Sentinel newspaper was being displayed on the rectangular slab of Crystal. Advertisements for The Quiver and Quill, Thistlewood Academy and the Entertainers Guild ran along the bottom of the page, an article on How to choose your Guild taking up most of the page. Sighing, his fingers trailed over the article title. Now that the Mariners Guild wouldn’t have anything to do with him, he needed to figure out what to do next. Flicking to the front page, his mouth fell open at the headline screaming Guardian hunts for new Apprentice!

Jon stopped to take the article in, eyes skimming over the text. Words jumped out at him: killed ... replacement required ... testing starts immediately.

Sinking to his knees, he was grateful he hadn’t had breakfast. It was the same article used from his father’s death. Names had been swapped out, but the rest of the words made the back of his eyes burn and his throat tighten with anger.

Trembling, his face pale, Jon snatched up the crystal slab and stormed out of the library, ignoring Miss Jo’s worried call.

Striding towards the departure point, Jon let his fury burn through him even as the sun beat down, the glare making him squint. Hefting his bag, he stormed up the cobbled path. Grey gulls flew from behind bushes blooming with tiny pink and purple flowers. 

Angry with the whole Realm, Jon viciously knocked the flowers off the bush with sharp swipes of his hand.

Three people were in line before him at the departure point. Why, Jon didn’t know. Everyone knew that the Freehorne Travel Innarnian was unreliable, and the old duffer was likely to fall asleep at the drop of a hat. He sat in a tiny shack on the edge of a cliff. The Travel Guild had Air Innarnians set up offices in most ports, and for a substantial fee, you could sit in a cushy capsule and be transported anywhere on the Realm.

He supposed the others in line must be like him – desperate or mad. Travelling over Lissae’s seas was difficult at the best of times, and travel between the continents was best done below the waves, or well above the highest water spray.

Maddie, the Travel Innarnian’s assistant smiled at the couple in front of him and held out a hand for payment as the fellow at the head of the line took to the air, clutching his bags close to his chest.

The couple paid their fee and stepped up to the platform as Jon took their place. 

“First time by Air Travel?” Maddie asked Jon as the couple gripped hands tight. 

Jon nodded mutely as they rose in the Air, twisting slightly on the spot. Maddie kicked the wall of the shack. The Travel Innarnian snorted and grumbled. A white head popped up and peered over the counter. 

“He ain’t even on the platform.”

Rolling her eyes, Maddie jerked a thumb at the now nervous looking couple. 

“Ah.” 

The couple whooshed out of sight.

“Where’re you headed?” Maddie asked with a bright grin.

“Ronah,” Jon scowled, remembering why he was there.

“Oh, Shifting Islands. Good one. Thirteen gold for slip-stream travel, or eighty for a capsule trip.” 

“Thirteen!” 

Maddie’s eyes went the same flat slate-grey colour of the platform. Free-fall through the slip-stream the Air Innarnian created between the leaving point and destination did not sound like his idea of fun, but he glanced down at the crystal slap in his hand and scowled. Jon sighed and fumbled in his sock for the required coins, reluctantly placing them in Maddie’s outstretched hand. 

“Have a nice trip!” Maddie beamed, pocketing his coins.

Jon stepped up to the flat, rocky platform and gulped. Then he was shooting up, through the Air, before what he was doing dawned on him.

Although it was safer, slip-stream travel left plenty of time to dwell on the front-page article from the newspaper. Jon’s stomach roiled and pitched as he scowled. 

Now Jon was on his way to do what, exactly? Tell the most powerful man on Lissae to make the journalist write different words about his dead apprentice? 

The air pressure around him changed, and he spied a white sandy shore at the end of the slip-stream. Jon twisted around so his feet pointed at the ground. Trying his best to breathe normally, it was still a shock when the slip-stream ended abruptly, almost two clicks out from the beach. 

Jon dropped like a stone towards the sparkling water below.

Arms pinwheeling as he fell, Jon cursed the Freehorne Travel Innarnian. Apparently, the old duffer had nodded off again. Landing with a splash, Jon swore again and pushed to the surface. Tightening the straps of his rucksack, he swam for the shore, calling the old man at the departure point crude names in his head.

Bedraggled and waterlogged, clothes unkempt from sleeping rough, and a pack almost as large as he was, Jon staggered onto the beach. Looking up after tipping water out of his ears, he came face to chest with a portly man. Arms crossed, the man looked down his hooked nose at Jon.

“Well met?” Jon squeaked. He made a rather undignified noise as the man on the shore blasted him with hot Air, drying his clothes and shoes and leaving him feeling a bit more presentable.

“I suppose you’re here about the article?” the man harrumphed. 

Looking down, Jon’s eyes widened as he saw the crystal slab still in his hand. “Suppose,” he muttered, guiltily stuffing it into his rucksack.

The man looked him over and shook his head. “Did you read it?”

“Most of it,” Jon admitted, dropping his eyes.

Huffing again, the man held out his hand. “Joshua Izzaya Clemise. Guardian of Lissae.”

Jon tried to scruff his hand against his pants but only succeeded in making his palm damp again. “Jonathan Michael Buan, lately of Freehorne. I’m sorry about your apprentice.”

“Here to take his job, are you?” the old man glared at him.

“Not me. Came to say the journalist needs ta be more creative. He said the same thing abou’ me da.”

“Your father?” Joshua’s gaze softened. “He has passed into the Spirit Realm too?”

“Aye, only a week back.”

“And your mother allows you to come and tell strangers off, does she?”

“She’d nought care. She died when I was born.”

Joshua’s mouth opened, and for a moment, Jon thought the man was going to sprout the same useless platitudes that everyone said when they found out about his mother. “Do you have any other relatives?”

Jon fidgeted under the Guardian’s gaze. He’d used all but the last of his coin in a fit of rage, leaving only a few Ziom beads to his name. What was he going to do when they ran out? He didn’t think Joshua would take kindly to an orphaned beggar boy.

“I’ve an aunt, bu’ she’s done wit me. Tossed me out as soon as she heard about me da.”

The man looked at him, and Jon was startled to see legitimate flames in the Guardians eyes. “She put you out onto the street?” 

“Aye.”

“What’s her name?” Joshua said, his voice deceptively calm.

No stranger to storms, Jon shook his head. “I may be orphaned, but I ain’t a fool.”

“Boy ...” Joshua reached out.

“Ain’t your boy,” Jon said, skipping out of his reach, feet sliding in the soft sand.

Arm still outstretched, Joshua stood, frozen. “Who hurt you?”

“I travelled wit me da as a ships’ boy. Ain’t no one touching me if’n I don’t wan’ them ta.”

“No doubt.” The Guardian frowned at him. “Have you been tested?”

“Fer wha’?”

“Innarn.”

“Oh, course.” Jon raised his arm, and Joshua put his hands behind his back and stepped closer. 

“Well, well. Look at that,” Joshua murmured, peering at the brightly coloured beads on the bracelet indicating Jon’s Innarn levels. “I’ve only seen one other as bright.” Joshua pulled his own sleeve up. A bracelet flickered into view, just as bright as the one adorning Jon’s wrist.

As Jon marvelled at the similarities, Joshua sent a series of probes towards him, testing and prodding his Innarn with his own.

“Well boy. Seems like I need to ask the Sentinel to retract the article,” Joshua said, turning towards the path to town. A quarterstaff appeared in his hand as he hit the cobbled road, ringing sharply with each step he took.

“Why?” Jon called after him.

“Looks like my new apprentice found me already. Are you coming?” the Guardian asked.

Jonathan had to hurry to keep up with Joshua, the older man moving fast towards the town. He couldn’t help but gape at the sight of the domed buildings. The only straight line was the road. The houses themselves were different colours, the closest one a dull charcoal black, almost like the embers of a fire. As he watched, red appeared among the black cracks and suddenly, the house burst into flame. Startled, Jonathan made an undignified noise, causing Joshua to turn and see what all the fuss was about.

“It’s on fire!” Jon cried. 

“Don’t worry, boy. They’re just getting warm.”

Jon couldn’t believe how callous the Guardian was. How could he stand by and watch people burn? Frantic, Jon tried to do something he’d never done before. Thrusting his hands out like he’d seen fisherman do, he willed the ocean to help him rescue those trapped inside. Water surged up the street behind him, splashing his feet and rushing at the burning house. 

Watching impassively, Joshua held out a hand, stopping the water before it reached the burning walls.

“What are you doing?” Jon demanded.

“Houses on Ronah are created from the very elements we use for Innarn. This house is made of Fire. The occupants inside will not burn. Clearly they’re feeling cold this morning, and have activated the flaming walls to keep warm.”

Jon felt like a fool. 

Even worse, he felt like a fool with soggy shoes.

“Come with me boy. You have the heart of a Guardian, even if you don’t yet have the brains.” Joshua limped up the street.

Scrambling along after the Guardian, Jon found he was bursting with questions, but couldn’t find the courage to put a voice to any of them.

The Guardian led him past houses which made his jaw drop. Some houses had flat walls, but others rippled as he watched. Finally, the old man stopped at the biggest building Jon had ever seen.

Made entirely out of a mish-mash of Innarn, the structure loomed over them. 

“Best get inside boy. We need to get you settled before you begin your training.”

“This is your home?” Jon asked.

“This is Ronah’s Castle. It started as a volcanic crater which ceased activity on Kay’imi command. Now, I live here. If the Altoriae is around, she will live here with her family as well.”

Gulping, Jon eyed the top of the black crater walls, where the rock merged with plasma. Windows of clear Air dotted the structure, and Jon could see branches and leaves of a tree made up the majority of the rest of the castle, except for the top, which sprouted turrets of flame, and the second floor, which was made of blue-green water.

As they slipped in the front door, the Guardian made the door-knocker boom, causing Jon to jump.

“Let’s find you a room,” laughed Joshua. 

Jon stepped in after the Guardian, and the door slid shut soundlessly behind him.

Chapter Three
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When Jon woke the next morning, it took him a moment to figure out where he was. Blue-green walls gently swirled as he glanced around the room. The castle, Jon remembered. Yesterday seemed like something out of a dream — or maybe it was the beginning of a nightmare and he didn’t know it yet.

The Guardian settled him into a room with a bed three times the size of what he was used to, and his very own bathroom off to the side. His meagre possessions didn’t even fill one shelf of the bookcase. Old, holey clothes were gone, replaced with new ones: brown pants, a blue shirt and a green jacket. There were even new socks and boots. 

Gratefully, he pulled them on, sighing in relief at being warm and well rested for the first time since his dad died.

Stepping out of his bedroom door, Jon wondered what the Guardian had in store for him.
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Panting, Jonathan collapsed. Lifting a hand to itch at the sweat-soaked hair sticking to the back of his neck, he groaned. His hand fell back, slapping against the rocky floor.

Joshua looked over at him sharply. “What are you doing down there?”

“Jus’ restin,” Jon said and winced as soon as his words hit the air. The Guardian made it very clear he was not to shorten his words, but fatigue made his accent thicker.

Joshua lifted an eyebrow. 

“Tired, boy? Want a drink, maybe?” Joshua conjured a glass with crystal clear, sparkling water in it. Gratefully accepting the glass, Jon missed the glitter of malice in the Guardian’s eyes.

Taking a great mouthful and gulping it down, Jon expected to feel the cool relief of the liquid on his parched throat. Before he could finish swallowing, the liquid turned to ice inside his throat.

I’m so hot, it’s gotta melt soon, Jon thought. Joshua leant down to his student, his face coming uncomfortably close. Trying to suck in a breath, Jon discovered the chunk of ice was too big. Tears pooled in his eyes as the Guardian clinically took in his reaction.

“Think you’re going to get a rest on the battlefield, do you? Think those who want to take Lissae for their own are going to let you shore up your strength and have a drink before you get back to the fight? Think they won’t do something exactly like this if you try and stop? Think again, boy.”

Jon’s body was desperate for air. He tried forcing himself to cough but found he couldn’t. He reached out to grasp onto something — anything — to help. Joshua stepped away, looking down his nose at him.

“Think! How are you possibly going to get out of this?”

Jon’s lungs felt like they were on fire. Dark spots closed in on the edges of his vision as colours started flashing. he tried to thump himself on the chest, to no avail.

“Think!” Joshua commanded again.

Wanting to rage at the Guardian, Jon wished the fire would leave his lungs so he could have the breath to talk.

Wait. 

Fire.

Vision blurring around the edges, Jon created a ball of fire in his palm and thrust it straight at his throat.

The last thing he saw before he passed out from the pain was Joshua’s frowning face.
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The steady thud of his heartbeat woke him up. He ached, all over. He took a breath and sighed in relief. The last thing he could remember ...

Sitting bolt upright, Jon’s eyes flew open. The room was dark, but there was a patch of darkness near the window which seemed denser. An Air Innarn shield flared to life before he was even fully aware made the dark shape chuckle. The translucent yellow shield twisted gently around Jon who watched it in awe. 

A faint tinkling bell sounded, and a door opened.

“Glad to see you awake, Guardian,” said a slender woman in a silver coat. “I’m Healer Holli.” She came over and fussed with his blankets. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

Jon’s eyes slid over to where the dark shape sat, and a light flared to life, showing the disapproving face of the Guardian. “Training,” Jon croaked. Immediately, he regretted it. His throat felt like he’d gargled with lava and glass shards. Trying to raise a hand, Jon found the blankets tucked in too tight to move.

“Shhh,” the healer scolded. “Send, don’t talk. Your throat will be raw for a few more hours yet. You were burnt pretty badly.” 

Pictures slid into Jon’s mind as he met the Healers’ eyes. 

The Guardian shifting into the Healing centre with his own, limp form, watching impassively as a team of Healers working furiously to save his life. 

Healer Holli turning to confront Joshua, screaming at him for letting him get hurt. 

Joshua coldly answering: “If he can’t survive my training, then how will he protect Lissae?”

Even in the Healers’ memories, Jon saw the slight slump in the Guardian’s shoulders when it was announced that he would live.

‘He cares. He’s just not good at showing it,’ Jon sent to the Healer.

‘Do you know you’re the fifth apprentice in as many weeks?’ One last pat and the Healer stood. “I’ll get you some artuian broth. It’ll help your throat.” She turned and left the room, refusing to look at the Guardian.

Joshua took a pipe out of his pocket with slow, deliberate movements. Bringing the stem up to his lips, he clicked his fingers and a flame appeared, burning bright in the dim room. The smell of sage filled the room.

Jon flinched, and bit down on the inside of his cheek, hard enough to taste blood.

“You need to get over that, boy. You survived the first test though, so I suppose I’d better start training you properly.” Joshua rose to his feet, puffing on the pipe. “A day to rest and heal up. I want you at the shore as dawns’ light hits it.” Joshua strode out of the room.

 Jon gave into his desperate need to pull his arms free of the tight sheets. He felt like he should be heaving great sobs, but only a hoarse whimper made it out of his abused throat. Tears trickled down his cheeks as he struggled upright and hugged his knees tight to his chest, rocking on the bed as he struggled to come to terms with the man the Guardian was.

A tingle brushed against his skin. Jon used his Innarn to wipe the tears away and sat up straight like he hadn’t been falling apart just moments before. The door opened and Healer Holli came back in. He wondered if she’d sent her Innarn out to warn him she was on the way.

She took one look at his face and tsked but didn’t say anything as she placed a bowl of cool, green broth on a tray and handed it to him. 

Looking at the artuian broth, Jon stirred it around before spooning it into his mouth, marvelling at how much better his throat felt after he’d finished.

‘Now,’ the Healer sent to him as he set the bowl aside. Only the bare remnants of his broth were left. ‘You were training with the Guardian, but how did you get hurt?’

Jon’s eyes slid away as he thought about making up a story. He could say he’d inhaled a fireball, or met one of the dragons of Piltarn, or one of a dozen other countless lies. Looking back at the Healer, who tilted her head expectantly. He felt his cheeks grow hot. 

‘I wanted a drink, but he wanted me to keep training, so he froze the liquid in my throat. I panicked and, well ...’

The Healer’s eyes narrowed, and she seemed to be contemplating the best way to dismember the Guardian without anyone finding the body. Her expression cleared before she returned to the bed to collect the bowl. Leaning close enough so he couldn’t look anywhere but her eyes, she sent to him: ‘I will be available to you at any hour of any day — whenever you need healing. You keep training, so you can become the best Guardian Lissae has ever seen, so that horrid old man can stop torturing innocents who are just trying to protect the Realm.’

Jon gulped and nodded, eyes wide.

“Good.” The Healer pressed her finger against the pulse point on his arm. It tingled like the prickle of hot water on a cold day, before seeping into his skin. “You don’t have to send to me, I’ll know when you need help. I think you, out of all his attempts for an apprentice, will be the one who ends up saving us all.”

She whisked out of the room. Jon fell back onto his bed, trying to absorb everything.

He slipped into a restless sleep, where his skin tingled and his mind pulsed with too much information and too many new sensations.

Just before dawn, he slammed into wakefulness, his feet carrying him to the door as he pulled his clothing from a bag, slipping it on as he scurried towards the shore where Joshua told him they would meet.

Jon found him standing on a grassy dune, the long blades whooshing in the breeze created by Ronah sliding through the oceans on her travels around Lissae.

“The Healers think I’m too hard on my apprentices. They forget I saw the last Altoriae die, only a week or so after I became the Guardian. My first week, and I failed our greatest protector and our entire Realm. I don’t know why they think I would be soft on you.”

Jon considered the man for a moment. Joshua clearly had his reasons, even if his methods were objectionable. Stepping up next to the Guardian and looked out over the ocean, the salty tang of the sea breeze reminded him of travelling the waves with his father. Sniffling to stop the welling tears, he asked: “Wot are we doin’ next?”

The slap was unexpected. Jon’s hands flew to his face and he looked at the Guardian in shock. “Wot didya do that fer?”

“Speak properly. One day, you will be representing Ronah to the rest of Lissae. I will not have you sounding uneducated,” Joshua said coldly.

“Aint. I’m as educated as the rest o’ the kids ‘ere,” Jon said stubbornly, rubbing his stinging cheek.

“They will never see you as such, as long as you talk the way you do.”

“There ain’t nuthin’ wrong wit’ the way I speak,” Jon growled. He thought Joshua would hit him again. Instead, a blast of air hit his side with enough force to bruise. It felt like a sharp finger poking him just below his ribs. Gasping, Jon looked up at his mentor, who considered him through slate grey eyes.

“Every time you speak improperly, you shall be struck by a random burst of Innarn. Do you understand me, boy?”

Sullenly, Jon nodded. He wondered if he would ever be able to do anything to please the pernickety Guardian.

“Through the day I deal with foreign dignitaries, requests from the mainlands and the other Shifting Islands, training and organising the patrols, amongst other things. Until you are ready, our mornings will start with physical and Innarn training. We will break for lunch, then you will help me with the administrative tasks in the afternoon. At night, we patrol the gateways to ensure Lissae’s safety. Any questions?”

“What are gateways?”

Joshua raised an eyebrow. “Gateways are what connects Lissae to the other Realms. They are much like the gates you would have seen on the mainland. When they are closed, nothing can get through. When they are open, beings are free to come and go as they please. Lissae does take in beings from other Realms, but we must protect our borders and ensure only the beings who do not wish our Realm harm can settle on Lissae.”

“Who would want to harm Lissae?” Jon asked.

Instead of immediately answering, Joshua pulled out his pipe and lit it up. Jon was careful not to flinch this time. 

“Lissae is a Realm with a lot of rare and valuable resources. Certain things only exist on Lissae; like our Shifting Islands that are sentient. We have precious metals, animals, and crops. The Lissaen people are also valuable, as there are those who would seek to strip us of our Innarn and use it as their own, even though it is not theirs to take. As with anything of value, sometimes beings want it even though it’s not theirs to take.”

Trying to stifle his automatic responses, Jon mulled it over, poking his tongue at spot on his cheek he’d bitten last night as he thought. Joshua seemed content to give him the time to think it over.

“Can’t we work together with the beings who want what Lissae has?” Jon asked finally.

“Some of them we do. A great deal of my time is devoted to trade agreements and negotiations with dignitaries from other Realms. But sometimes they don’t want to talk and trade, they just want it all for themselves, usually at the cost of Lissaen lives.”

Scowling, Jon nodded his understanding. His father was one of those lives.

“Now, enough talk,” Joshua said as the sun spread its early morning rays across the beach. “One lap of the Island, as quick as you can.”

“Wot?” Jon asked. A slap of Air Innarn got him across the back of his thigh.

“Start running, boy. You can’t save the Realm if you aren’t fit.”

Jon flicked a glance at the Guardian, who puffed on his pipe and lifted a hand. Jon was off running before the Innarn blow could land.

Sticking to the shoreline, Jon made his way around Ronah. Beach gave way to a steep, densely wooded hill. A pleasant tingle of Innarn kept him going as he broke into a big clearing at the highest point of the Island. Following the path down a gentle slope between towering trees, he broke out into another clearing. 

Taking in the stone markers in the ground that listed the names of the fallen, Jon realised Ronah had her own cemetery. The spot between his shoulders tingled uncomfortably, and the fine hair on the back of his neck rose as he sprinted between the headstones. Between the trees lining the shore, Jon spotted a river mouth up ahead. Putting on a turn of speed, he increased his stride and pushed with Air Innarn to get over the water, stumbling on the sand on the other side. 

The sun was burning brighter now he was back on the shore, and he wondered if Joshua would punish him if he stopped to have a drink. Deciding it was safer not to, Jon rounded the back curve of the Island and came down the long straight side, laughing at the wind on his face and the sea spray kicking up at his heels as he flew past.

Around the last corner he spotted Joshua, still puffing on his pipe. The Guardian took in his flushed, sweating form, and nodded.

“Not bad for a ships’ lad,” he said and started the walk back to the town.

Grinning like a loon, Jon trotted after him.

Chapter Four
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For the next three months, Joshua wouldn’t let Jon do a single thing with Innarn. He carried, heaved and lifted; learnt how to use a sword, a dagger and a bow; beat his first time around the Island by a good fifteen minutes, and was constantly covered in bruises from Joshua’s unending campaign to get him to ‘talk in a manner befitting the Guardian of Lissae.’

Every night he stumbled into his room exhausted, wondering when his real training would begin, and falling asleep the second his head hit the pillow.

Jon’s dreams had changed. On the mainland or at sea, he’d dreamt of all sorts of things, but on Ronah, his dreams were peaceful. It was just him, sitting inside a softly glowing white bubble. Next to his morning run, it was his favourite time. He was able to recharge and prepare himself for the next gruelling day.

Until one night, his dream bubble literally burst, spilling him out into the middle of a rocky battlefield.

He fell to the ground, landing hard on hands and knees, tearing a hole in his pants and scraping back skin on his knee. Staring at the sparse grass, Jon brushed it with his hand and grumbled as it cut his palm. Sitting up, he examined his leg. Watching the blood well from the scrape, he felt the pain register in a way which told him he wasn’t dreaming anymore.

The noise was the next thing that caught his attention. A great cacophony of yelling, clashing blades, and the crackling of Plasma and Fire Innarn as it flew overhead.

Jon slammed his back onto the ground, trying to make sense of what was happening. Propping himself up on his elbows, he glanced around the battlefield. Looking to the side, he realised there was a woman lying next to him.

She had half a face. 

The other half was burnt beyond recognition.

Swallowing down the bile and panic clawing at his throat, Jon summoned clean Air, taking a moment to breathe. 

‘Guardian?’ Jon dared to send.

‘Bit busy at the moment, boy. There’s some trouble on ...’ the send broke off, and panic clawed its way up his throat again. ‘Shunar. Nothing to worry yourself about.’

Swallowing a scream as a bolt of Plasma Innarn lit up the battlefield, Jon sent back, ‘I think I might have something to worry about, actually.’

Fear lit up his insides. A blue-skinned being dripping with sweat dropped to the ground beside him, the single eye sightless as purple blood flowed from a head wound.

Eyes wide and frantic, Jon tried to make himself as inconspicuous as possible as he scanned the battlefield for any sight of Joshua.

‘Where are you, boy?’ 

Was it his imagination or did the Guardian sound worried?

‘Um ... next to a dead blue cyclops?’

‘You’ll have to be a bit more specific,’ Joshua’s send was as dry as ever, but Jon could see it was muddy worry, fear and a protectiveness he didn’t know the Guardian felt.

Raising his head, Jon spotted a small bluff about half a click away. Concentrating hard, he sent the image to the Guardian.

‘Laying down on the job, boy?’ Joshua sent. 

A dark shape appeared, and Jon was unceremoniously hauled to his feet by a hand on the back of his neck. Relieved that Joshua had found him, Jon raised a hand to wipe the muck from his eyes and saw his Guardian, eyes wide with terror, quarterstaff held tightly in both hands.

It took a moment to process, but Jon felt himself go pale when he realised Joshua wasn’t holding him up.

“Just what is a hatchling like you doing in a place like this?” a deep, drawling voice asked.

Everything in Jon prickled unpleasantly as a wave of Dark Innarn passed over him.

“He’s yours, is he, Guardian?”

The hand around his neck grew larger and rough scales rubbed harshly on the soft skin. Jon didn’t want to think about the sharp pointed talons digging into his neck. Tears welled at the back of his eyes as his feet slowly left the ground. He didn’t know what to do. The Guardian’s lessons had never covered being held aloft on a battlefield.

Gamely, he decided the only way he could fight was his words. “I’m me own person,” Jon squeaked. The slap of Air Innarn to his arm didn’t hurt nearly as much as the weight of his whole body being suspended by a clawed hand. 

Both Joshua and the being holding him stopped.

“Really?” the drawling voice said.

Jon tried to nod but found it impossible move his head. His airway was restricted and he fought the urge to gasp. Instead, he used his Innarn to pull air directly into his lungs.

The sharp points at his neck bit in further and Jon felt his skin give way. A rough wet tongue lapped at the trickle of blood.

There was a chuckle, and the being lowered him back to his feet. Jon stumbled over his shoes as he was pushed towards Joshua, who looked just as stunned and ten times as fierce.

“Well, little morsel, come back when you’re worth killing.”

‘Don’t look,’ Joshua sent to him.

So, of course, he turned and looked. A golden Q’Aralide, a large dragon-like being with three eyes, stood a handful of paces away, watching the Guardian and his apprentice as the claws on the ends of his massive wings flexed like fingers. 

“Who are you?” Jon blurted.

The dragon-like creature drew himself upright. “I am Sanithane of the Q’Aralide. Beware my kind, because we eat beings like you for a bedtime snack.”

“I’m not scared of you,” Jon blurted, face heating at the implication. He was more afraid of looking weak in front of the Guardian than he was that the Q’Aralide would eat him. Beside him, Joshua groaned. 

Sanithane chuckled, a low, menacing rumble. “I could kill you with a single breath, little hatchling. Be glad I’ve had enough death today.” The Q’Aralide bent down and gathered the fallen cyclops with his front limbs, then pushed off with powerful hind-legs, his wings pumping down hard, sending the stench of battle towards the two Lissaens.

“What just happened?” Jon whispered as they watched the Q’Aralide winging away across the battlefield, his breath hissing out toxic clouds as he went, the beings below dropping to the ground.

“That, I am not sure, boy. Time to get you home.” Joshua clamped his hand on Jon’s arm and they disappeared into the darkness.

Gasping and swearing, Jon stumbled to his feet.

“Never shifted before, boy? Ah well, first time for everything. You’re back on Ronah now, safe and sound, and only a little banged up. Stay here, I need to make sure the patrol returned safely. Do you understand?”

Jon nodded, and Joshua faded from sight with a rumble like thunder. Grumbling now his mentor was gone, Jon tripped over his feet as he staggered towards the sink in the bathroom off of his room. Splashing water onto his face, he tried to find his mental equilibrium again.

He was pretty sure he’d almost died tonight.

And to save him, Joshua had cut off his sight, splitting apart his very essence and pushing it across the Realms only to pull him all back together in his room.

Shivering, the adrenaline pumped through his body made him want to rush out and help Joshua with the fight — but it was on another Realm.  

Stumbling back to his bed, Jon collapsed as his body became sluggish. For the rest of the night, his dreams full of golden scales and rumbling words.
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Rising before the sun, Jon swung his legs out of bed to find a dark shape watching him from the corner of his room. With a yell, he threw out his hand, wooden bolts flying from his fingers. The form chuckled. The smell of sage filled the room, and Jon belatedly realised it was Joshua sitting in a chair he’d conjured, his hand holding one of Jon’s practice bolts an inch from his chest.

“Pretty good aim, boy. Interesting choice of weapon. Maybe we should start you on the crossbow next? Good to see you aren’t cowering in your bed after last night.”

Jon wanted to tell him shifting had been more terrifying than the battlefield but knew Joshua wouldn’t believe him. 

“Get ready. There’s something I need to show you.” Joshua faded from sight again, and Jon sighed, resigned. What did the Guardian have in store for him now?

Getting ready as quickly as possible, he followed the gently chiming crystals in the walls until it led to the door. Six-foot-high, and made of dark, carved wood, Joshua had told him not to go through it unless invited on his first day in Ronah.

‘You’d best come in, boy,’ Joshua sent.

Hesitantly, Jon opened the heavy door and stepped through. He didn’t know what he’d expected in a forbidden room, but row after row of bookshelves had not been on the list.

‘This is where the knowledge is stored of the Altoriaes, their Guardians and travellers from across the Realms. This room is where your intellectual training begins.’

Reverently, Jon ran his fingertips across the spines of the closest books, stepping further into the room. He spent a glorious few minutes wandering the stacks, picking out titles which piqued his interest before he heard it. 

A gentle, tinkling hum came come from further in the room.

Carefully reshelving the book in his hands, Jon frowned and followed the noise through the maze of bookcases. A few wrong turns and a dead-end later, he found it. An open book sitting on a pedestal, its pages glowing softly as Joshua added something to it with a grey feathered quill.

“Ah, I was wondering how long it would take you,” the Guardian said. “Quicker than me, I’d wager. This is the Altoriae’s Handbook. This is where we record everything we know about the Realms, the beings and the creatures we come across, and anything which might help the next generation of warriors.” Joshua tilted the quill at Jonathan, who straightened his shoulders.

“Only the Altoriae or her Guardian, or the Guardian’s apprentice may update the book. No one else is to ever know about it.”

Looking at the massive tome, Jon wondered how anyone could miss it, considering not only the weight but the glow and the hum emanating from the pages.

Evidently finished, Joshua placed the quill back in the inkpot and closed the book. The pages flared, and the soft dove-grey cover glowed before it turned a dull brown and the letters on the cover scrambled to say Sea Tailor Handbook.

“No one else is to know,” Joshua repeated.

Jon nodded, clenching his hands by his sides so he wouldn’t reach out and touch it.

Tsk-ing at him, Joshua beckoned him forward. “Come here, boy. I want to show you something.”

Opening the handbook again, the Guardian flicked through the pages until it showed a pencil sketch of the Q’Aralide. “Read this,” Joshua said and stepped to the side. Jon’s hands flexed as he fought the urge to flip through the pages, and instead started to read about the fearsome being who’d lifted him off his feet.



They are the Q’Araldie. They know no pain, they know no fear. Only hunger, anger, death and the need  to procreate. They are savage beings, as deadly as they are beautiful. Perhaps that is what makes their actions worse. They are ruthless. They will kill without thought for food, consequence or soul, whether it be their victims or their own.

The colours of the Q’Aralide scales indicate certain things. Generally, the lighter the scales, the older the creature. Red and its like are for warriors. Purple and metals, that is, gold, silver, bronze and the like are for mages. Green and its like are for hunters. But be warned, any mixture may occur.

There are only ever sixty Q’Aralide at any one time, and only ever one of each colour. It is believed they have between two and three times the maximum population waiting on their hatching grounds, which are found on their home Realm of Altum. They are master wielders of Spirit, Earth, Plasma and Air Innarn.

“Never trust one, never love one, and never let one live.”

— Fiona MacAde, Former Altoriae, Speaking on the Q’Aralide.



Frowning, Jon read over the entry again. If the Q’Aralide were all about death, then why had the one last night let him live? Unconsciously, his hand raised to his neck where the Q’Aralide had licked him. 

Just what was going on?

Raising his hands to his face to hide his confusion, Jon tried his best to ignore Joshua’s chuckle.

‘Learn to accept the inevitable, boy. We’re all going to die at some stage,’ Joshua sent to him.

Jon wanted to rant about living forever, but the blue cyclops hitting the ground beside him played out in his mind’s eye, and he snapped his mouth closed.

Swallowing roughly, instead, he asked, “What will I be learning tonight?”

“Tonight,” the Guardian said, taking out his pipe, “I’ll show you the gateways.” 




Chapter Five
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Joshua coddled him all day, offering his favourite foods and cutting training short with a small, strained smile. The odd behaviour made Jon wary. Just how bad were these gateways?

The day passed in fits and starts, rushing one moment and crawling the next. Eventually, the sun sank, and Joshua heaved himself up out of his seat. “Best get started then,” he said.

Jon held his arm out, gritting his teeth. Joshua latched on and they faded out. They returned almost as quickly, standing outside the big white stone museum on Ronah.

“But I thought ... ” Jon started.

Joshua looked at him sideways, one eyebrow raised. Jon’s mouth snapped shut. For some reason, Jon had thought the gateways to the other Realms would be on the highest point of the island, where he felt a tingle of Innarn every time he went near it. Joshua shook his head and led him into the museum, his quarterstaff tapping out the rhythm of their steps. 

There was no time to look at the displays as the Guardian led him deeper and deeper until they came across a set of double doors made of wood with an inlaid pattern of six coloured curved arrowheads around a silver ring.

Joshua paused, his hand on the door. “This is your last chance. Two of your predecessors died the first night they went through these doors. Are you sure you want to become the Guardian?”

Eyes flicking between the Guardian and the doors, Jon stopped and took a breath. He’d trained until he was proficient in weapons, ran until feet ached and lungs burnt from the strain. Jon had only been on one battlefield without the chance to fight. What was stopping him?

“I have no family left who’ll take me. I have no chance of joining a Guild or finding a home off of Ronah. Perhaps it’s time I learn to accept the inevitable,” Jon said softly.

Shaking his head and snorting, Joshua pushed open the doors and together they stepped into a grey hallway.

“What is this place?” Jon asked.

‘This is the portal,’ a short robed figure answered, its face hidden by its hood.

“The portal?” Jon parroted.

‘It is what we, the Ducibus, call it. The portal is the Realm between Realms, where beings from all over can safely travel between places.’

Looking around at the giant, empty hallways, Jon whistled raised. “Must be a quiet night.”

The Ducibus laughed. ‘Hardly. You are only seeing the travellers from Lissae. One moment please.’

The grey hallway expanded, and Jon’s jaw dropped as beings of all shapes, sizes and colours flowed around him. Garbled snatches of conversations saturated the air, causing his ears to ring as he struggled to understand them all. A fight broke out over to the side up ahead where the hallway became lighter, and two Ducibus appeared next to the combatants, who slumped and fell, hovering at knee height and were swallowed up by the unconcerned crowd.

Jon blinked and they were alone in the hallway once more.

‘That was a glimpse of what we Ducibus see. We are guides and sentinels, ensuring each being gets to where they need to go as safely as possible.’

“What’s your name?” blurted Jon.

The short being studied him from under the hooded robe. ‘I am Pala. I am the one who stands watch on the gateway to Ronah.’

Scrunching up his nose, Jon dipped his head in a bow. ‘Well met, Pala.’

‘You will be a fine Guardian,’ the Ducibus sent.

“I’ll leave you with the Ducibus, boy. I have a patrol group to take care of. Can you please give my apprentice a tour of the portal?” Joshua asked Pala.

The hood dipped in a nod and Joshua strode off, the tapping quarterstaff fading into the distance.

‘Does he not know your name?’ Jon sent.

‘He has never asked. Come, apprentice Jonathan. I will show you the gateways.’ Pala seemed to float down the hallway. Jon scurried after him, feeling more clumsy than usual.

‘There are currently eight hundred and fifty six Realms. The Portal contains the main hallway which we are in now, nine branching hallways which lead to the different shades of Realms, each of which has ten sub-hallways with ten gateways each.’

‘Doesn’t that make for nine hundred gateways?’

‘Occasionally, new Realms are created. The Ducibus must leave space for those Realms.’

‘Are Realms ever destroyed?’ Jon asked.

Instead of answering, Pala turned sharply into a branching hallway. They passed five entryways before Pala turned again, into the sixth. Four gateways in, he froze, hood bowed. Jon looked at the gateway. It looked like it had once been wood, but now it was charred beyond recognition. Jon brushed his fingers against the burnt timber and it crumbled into a pile of ash, only the frame left standing.

“Oh! I ... ”

Pala keened, and voices up and down the hallway echoed the noise back.

‘This was Sulpa’s gateway. It led to the former Realm of Ulnan. Sulpa gave their life to protect the last of the Ulanians.’

“I didn’t mean to ... ”

‘This gateway was left to teach. Not everything can be saved.’

Jon nodded, the fingers coated with the last ash of Ulnan curling into a fist. Not everything could be saved, but he’d do his best to try.

‘Come, apprentice Jonathan. I will show you where your Guardian is patrolling tonight.’

Back in the main hallway, they went towards the darker section.

‘What’s with the shades?’ Jon sent.

‘You have heard of Light Innarn and Dark Innarn, yes?’ Pala replied. Jon sent his agreement. ‘The Realms are split into three main groups, according to the main shade of Innarn. Light, Grey and Dark, then split into three further groups, then into ten groups - which you see in the sub-hallways. No matter what shade the Realm may be, there is always good and bad, villains and heroes. Now, tonight, your Guardian is patrolling Pezium. It is a Dark Realm.’ Pala led him down the second last branched hallway and stopped between the second and third last gateways.

Looking between his guide and the two gateways, Jon tried to figure out which one he should take. One gateway was a silvery metal with boltheads marking equal thirds on the gate. The other was a deep black with an engraved circular sigil which gave him a prickle of unease, the hairs on the back of his neck standing to attention. If the Guardian wanted to challenge him, then surely he would have to pick the gateway that caused the most uncomfortable sensation. 

There was a quiet tapping that echoed through the hallway. It got faster as Jon reached for the black door. Fingers flexed and brushed the handle. The tapping got faster. Jon could imagine it as his heart getting ready to beat right out of his chest. 

He went to grab onto the handle properly, and a hand clamped down on his arm before he could touch it.

“Don’t go through that gateway. It leads to Yettara, and she’ll leech you dry quicker than your heart can reach it’s next beat,” Joshua said gruffly. Glaring fit to send the Ducibus’ robes up in flames, he roughly pulled Jon around to face a group of people kitted out with weapons of every conceivable type. 

“Patrol, this is my apprentice. Apprentice, patrol. Pezium has been experiencing some difficulty, which my scouts have told me the U’sala have tried to clear up. We’re just to do a sweep and ensure no one from the U’sala needs help and the invaders don’t get to the gateway. Clear?” Joshua barked at the group.

“Clear,” the patrol group barked back as one.

“Edward, you take the apprentice here and make sure he doesn’t get himself killed,” Joshua added, striding back down the hallway with his tapping quarterstaff and rounding the corner out of sight.

The patrol group organised themselves without talking.

“Where’s he going?” Jon asked.

A tall man with salt-and-pepper hair clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Not our job to question the Guardian, Apprentice. I’m Edward. Stick between Shamus and me and you’ll be as safe as Lissae.”

Mutely, Jon nodded and fell into step between the two older men. He wondered what they thought of him, but figured it best not to ask. He could feel the tension in the group of adults as they gripped their weapons tighter and stepped through the gateway, held open by a Ducibus he was too short to see from between his two bodyguards.

Chapter Six

[image:  ]



The first — and last — battlefield Jon experienced had been a cacophony of sounds. This one was quiet, not even the occasional groan to be heard despite the bodies littering the ground.

Knuckles gripped weapons tighter, and Jon’s bodyguards hemmed him in, a shield flaring to life around the group.

‘Quick and quiet. We don’t want to disturb whatever did this. Into the usual pairs. Off we go,’ Edward sent to the group. ‘Stick with us, Apprentice,’ he sent to Jon.

Gulping back his fear, Jon nodded. What was he doing here amongst the dead and dying? 

The trio skirted the edge of the battlefield. Jon sent his Innarn out in tiny tendrils, seeking a heart-beat. 

He wished he hadn’t when he found one.

A tremendous golden shadow passed overhead. Jon felt his stomach sink straight to the blood-soaked ground. 

There was a thud and a final flap of wings before the voice Jon dreaded to hear again spoke. “Well, little morsel, we meet again.”

His bodyguards turned on the spot, weapons aimed for the speaker’s head.

“That won’t do,” the Q’Aralide drawled. A golden clawed hand shot out, sending both adults flying.

Reluctantly, Jon turned and suppressed a shiver at the sight of those three eyes peering down at him.

“You really do look like a snack,” Sanithane drawled. Jon gulped as the Q’Aralide stepped closer and began to shrink until he resembled a golden-skinned bipedal being dressed all in black. “Not quite snack sized now,” he said, tilting his head and regarding the Lissaen boy. Leaning in closer, he added, “More main course.”

“Why don’t you do it then?” Jon challenged.

“Begging for death and you’re barely out of the shell.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous. Lissaens don’t hatch. We’re born,” Jon scoffed.

“What do you think happens when you hatch?” The man started circling Jon, who turned to keep him in his sights. There was something deep down inside Jon which said it’d be a bad idea to have this being at his unguarded back.

“What are you doing here, hatchling?” the Q’Aralide asked.

“Coming to check on the U’sala.”

“Seems they’re all gone.”

“Did you do all this?” Jon asked, gesturing to the battlefield.

“You give me too much credit. My kin did most of the work. I ensured none suffered.”

“What did you do with the cyclops?”

Sanithane tilted his head. “What do you care? He wasn’t Lissaen.”

Jon tried to raise an eyebrow, but as Sanithane’s dark chuckle washed over him, he figured he needed to practice more.

“My Queen wanted him. What my Queen wants, she gets.”

Jon sensed any questions about the Queen would be deadly, so decided to change tack. “I’ve been learning about Q’Aralide, you know. Nothing I’ve read says they can shape-shift.”

Golden eyes seemed to pierce his soul. “I’m a different sort of Q’Aralide.”

“What do you mean?”

Gazing across the field, Sanithane hesitated. “I’m mixed. My mother was of my people, but my father was not.”

“Is that why you can change shape?”

“I believe so. Best you flee here, little morsel, before my kin decide they’re still hungry.” Wings sprouted from Sanithane’s back, and he was airborne before he was covered in scales again.

Shamus roused in time to watch Sanithane wing away from the Lissaen patrol group scrambling towards the trio.

“Where’s the Apprentice?” Shamus called.

Jon awkwardly patted his arm. “I’m right here.”

Shamus looked at the boy, rising to his knees and patting him down as if making sure all of his limbs were still intact.

“The Q’Aralide called you morsel. I thought you’d be gone for sure. Are you hurt, apprentice? Edward!” Shamus gave his patrol partner a rough kick. “The apprentice is alive!”

Edward groaned, holding his head. “Did your brains get scooped out? The golden priest ate him for sure!” Sitting up, Edward peered over, saw Jon, and almost fell back again.

“Sleeping on the job, Edward?” 

It was the Guardian, back from wherever he’d been. The rest of the patrol reached them and hastened to help the two fallen men to their feet.

“The apprentice saved us!” Shamus said. “The golden Q’Aralide was right here, about to eat us. Knocked Edward and me straight out! Dunno what the apprentice did, but the great golden priest was winging away when I came to.”

“The golden Q’Aralide.” Joshua looked sharply at Jon, who shrugged helplessly. He was about as much idea as to why he was still alive as the rest of them. 

The story of how Apprentice Jonathan saved the two men from the golden Q’Aralide grew with each retelling, until it became the stuff of legend, with Jon single-handedly saving the entire patrol from a hoard of the Darkest beings.

Joshua would roll his eyes when it was mentioned, but Jon noticed each time the story was told, the Guardian would keep a closer eye on him for a few days.
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Spring 4045



Due to his endless cycle of training and reading and testing, Jon’s early teenage years passed in a blur. His thirteenth birthday saw the start of trouble on Ronah for him. 

It began with the cake.

Kaya Silverstone, a lady four years his senior and part of his patrol group, was making suggestions involving tongues and dark rooms to him for a while. Joshua warned him against showing favouritism when Kaya first started showing an interest, and Jon sniggered, asking why in the Realms would he favour her.

Now, three years later, Kaya was still sending subtle signals his way, fluffing her hair and unlacing her armoured top far lower than was safe whenever he led her patrol group. 

They’d just come off patrol, and Kaya shifted a cake, a blanket and a stack of plates in from Lissae knew where to the main hallway in the Portal.

“Happiest of birthing days, Apprentice!” Kaya cooed at him. “I know how much you like traditions from other Realms, so I’ve been studying up. There’s a Realm called Earth which has a wealth of birthing day traditions, and I’ve got a favourite one I want to share with you!” 

Isabell and Drew ignored the rest and leant against the wall, rapidly sending to each other. The pair were rarely seen apart, and Jonathan wondered how useful they would be if ever they weren’t teamed up. So far, he’d never had to find out.

Jerome sniggered and nudged Rany, who covered his laugh with a cough. Rany had baby spit on his shirt. Jerome banished it without a thought, chuckling as Rany turned red.

Bryon looked on from between his fingers. Bryon was friends with Kaya, and Jonathan couldn’t quite understand why he was hiding. Serena rolled her eyes at the group, turning back to sharpening her blade. She was by far the best at weapons maintenance he’d ever met.

Zac and Zodian mimed flicking their hair and batting their eyes at each other. The Z’s were the best of friends, practically living in each other’s pockets. They still took the time to make sure Jonathan was included in the not-fighting aspects of life on Ronah. Zac made a point of inviting him to dinner at least once a week. 

Shooting the group a glare, Kaya said “Everyone sit, and we can all try out the tradition together!”

Jerome and Rany shot each other confused looks but sat amongst the rest of the patrol. Kaya waited until Jon sat down on his heels and knelt next to him, almost pressing against his side. As it was, their Innarn sparked and flared as they brushed together. 

Legs stretched out; Zac sat on Jon’s other side. Nudging Jon with his foot, his eyes lit up when Jon turned to him. He seemed to be ignoring the insistent prodding Zodian was delivering to his ribs.

“So, the tradition says we all sing a birthday song.” Kaya said, drawing his attention back. She flicked her hair behind her ear and looked at him coyly, “then you blow out the candles and make a wish before you cut the cake.”

“That’s it?” Zodian asked. Jon turned back to see him prod Zac again.

“Well, there’s this thing the beings on Earth do. If the birthday boy touches the bottom of the cake when he’s cutting it, then he has to kiss the closest girl,” Kaya batted her eyes at him.

Jon gulped.

“That sounds ... ” Joshua warned him to be tactful and always be polite, no matter what was offered to him. “like an interesting tradition.”

“What if he doesn’t want to kiss a girl?” Zac asked, winking at Jonathan when Kaya wasn’t looking.

“Oh, well, I ... ”

“No one’s kissing anyone,” Joshua’s gruff voice came from behind them. “The portal’s no place for a picnic.”

“S ... sorry, Guardian,” Kaya stammered.

“Better eat your cake quick, Apprentice, your patrol group is needed on Dansua,” Joshua said, stomping down the hallway.

Practising a trick Joshua only just taught him, Jon used his Innarn like an invisible blade to cut the cake into ten equal slices. “Thank you for the cake, Kaya. I’m sorry your picnic was wrecked.”

“The picnic was a great idea,” Bryon said, stepping up to Kaya and allowing Jon to retreat enough to eat his slice so quickly before leading his group to Dansua’s gateway.

His group were still smiling, full of good cheer and cake as they stepped through to the Grey Realm of Dansua. Jon was laughing at a cheeky remark Zac made.

It was the last time he’d laugh so freely.

Chapter Seven
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The gateway to Dansua opened to screams and cries of the dying. 

Not many would be walking away from the battle today.

He spied Joshua in the distance, identifiable by his quarterstaff and limp, ordering his patrol group to cover the east side of the battlefield. Jon got his group situated on the west side and they hunkered down to watch. Jon found he was oddly satisfied that Kaya was focused entirely on the battle, and not on him.

There were three groups fighting over the right to Dansua’s Lissaen gate. A group of neighbouring tribes, perhaps? They were all similar beings; four arms, short curved horns, dressed in rough clothing and wielding wickedly sharp scythes. The only way to distinguish between the groups was their Innarn use. 

One lot were throwing Water around with abandon, making the field muddy as they used thin, high-pressure jets to cut straight through their opponents. Another group were using Fire, but the Water Innarnians were putting out the fires before they could do much damage. The third group were using Spirit Innarn, and the wails of the dead rising to help their foes against their own kin rang in Jon’s ears.

‘What is our aim here?’ Jon sent to the Guardian.

‘We are to defend the gateway. Nothing else.’ Jon could picture Joshua’s sharp glance even from the other side of the field.

Using air from his sigh as the basis for a shield to protect his group, Jon set about weaving enough wards to keep them all safe and out of sight.

The Dansuians didn’t notice them at all. Their battle continued, and the watching patrol groups shifted uncomfortably as armour bit into soft flesh, and the heat of the sun beat down on them. Occasionally, one of the Dansua would pass close to the gateway but make no attempt to go through it. Just when Jon was wondering if the Dansua were even aware of the battle, the noises on the field changed.

Blades stopped clanging, spirits stopped wailing. The Dansuians turned in two separate groups to face the Lissaen patrols, their eyes glassy and unfocused. 

Next to him, Zac gulped.

‘Prepare,’ Jon sent to his group.

The Dansuians attacked with far more ferocity than they’d used on each other. The patrol groups had no choice but to fight their way through their decimated forces.

Jon knew there was something — someone — else at work here. The Dansuians were oblivious to pain. Even as Jon managed to lop off arms and legs. Blood poured out of the wounds and still the Dansua warriors kept coming.

Screaming his frustration at having to fight beings who were mostly likely being forced into battle, Jon pushed in close and slammed the hilt of his sword into the temple of his opponent, who dropped to the ground. Hastily cauterising the wound, but leaving the warrior unconscious, Jon turned to look at the others on the field.

His patrol group were faring better than Joshua’s. The Guardian himself was a whirlwind with a quarterstaff, twisting, turning, ducking, weaving.

Stumbling.

Falling.

Still.

Shifting before he knew it, Jon stood over the prone body of the Guardian, fighting for all he could.

‘What are you doing here, boy?’ Joshua sent.

Jon didn’t think he’d ever been so glad to hear the Guardian’s voice in his head. ‘Watching as you trip over your own feet,’ Jon sent back.

‘Not much chance of that now.’

Looking down and taking in the Guardian’s fallen form, Jon saw he was missing his feet. A Dansuian had struck with a scythe and removed everything below Joshua’s ankles.

‘To me!’ Jon sent out. The patrol groups rallied and surrounded the Guardian and his apprentice. Dropping to his knees, blood soaked into his pants as he grasped Joshua’s hand, pushing as much Healing Innarn as he dared to into his mentor. There were quiet exclamations as the patrols watched the Guardian’s feet regrow right there on the battlefield.

The battle died down, and the Dansuians came to a stop, dropping weapons or collapsing. A large shadow passed overhead and Jon’s heart sank.

“I do hope they’ve softened you up for me,” a sugary voice said.

Jon looked up. A bronze Q’Aralide paced before them, her feet grinding the fallen into the mud. She picked up one of the Dansuians who was standing there as if he didn’t know where he was or what was happening.

“I rather enjoy playing with my food before I eat it,” the Q’Aralide said and bit off one of the Dansuian’s arms.

It was enough to snap the being out of whatever stupor he’d been in, and his blood-curdling scream rang through the silent field.

The Q’Aralide laughed, blood spilling from between her lips.

Sick to his stomach, Jon went to rise, but Joshua grabbed the hem of his coat and held him down with surprising strength.

She bit off another arm, and the Dansuian’s cry was weaker this time, garbled as he pleaded for his life.

Unsatisfied that her meal was talking back, she shook him, blood spraying from his wounds and coating her bronze scales.

“So, tell me. Where does my dessert hail from?” she asked after another arm was eaten.

‘What should I do?’ Jon sent to the Guardian.

“Oh, telepaths. Tasty.” The Q’Aralide purred.

The Lissaens gripped their weapons tighter.

“Not in the mood to talk? That’s all right. I can think of ways to make that happen,” the Q’Aralide cooed at them.

As quietly as he could, Jon shifted out Zac and Jerome back to Lissae. The Q’Aralide, busy chewing the last arm, didn’t seem to notice. Before she looked up again, Jon shifted Kaya and Bryon away.

Looking up from the now limp Dansuian, the Q’Aralide’s eye ridges lowered. “I thought there were more snacks.”

There was another great flap of wings and thud behind Jon, who flinched. One, he might be able to save his group from, but not if there were two of them.

“Must you play with your food?” drawled a voice which was fast becoming familiar.

“What’s wrong with having a little fun at mealtime?” pouted the bronze Q’Aralide.

“Do you really think this lot is up for one of your little games?” Sanithane’s voice held a grin. Daring a peek, Jon saw the gold Q’Aralide  was indeed smiling, displaying razor-sharp teeth.

“Oh, I bet they are,” the bronze one fairly purred.

While the two bantered, Jon managed to send half of Joshua’s patrol group home. Edward Thorne latched onto the idea and shifted the other half out. One by one, the rest of Jon’s group disappeared until only he and Joshua remained. The Guardian moved to his knees and stood, testing out his new feet.

The movement caught the bronze Q’Aralide’s attention. Jon, panting from the effort of shifting so many beings in such a short time, rose to join his mentor. 

“Where did the rest of my snacks go?” she pouted. “I wanted to eat the fat one first.”

Sanithane circled the two Lissaens, standing by his kin. “Now it seems you’re left with a scrawny youth and a failing old man. Are they really worth the effort?”

Frowning, Jon realised the golden Q’Aralide was intentionally distracted the bronze so the others could get away. Trying to summon a fraction of his Innarn to shift, he found he couldn’t so much as send a single hair back to Lissae.

“You’ve been a good apprentice, Jonathan. It’s about time you learnt to accept the inevitable,” Joshua said.

“What?”

The world faded to black.

Bright light from the outside of the museum burnt his eyes.

“No. Joshua!” Jon scrambled up the path and raced through the halls, feet skidding on the polished floors. Pushing hard against the double doors which led to the Portal, he skidded to a stop.

The Ducibus were lined up, staves in gloved hands, their backs to him. They were facing the darker part of the hallway. A tremendous roar revibrated off the walls and made his teeth chatter.

For a moment, his vision shifted, and he could see the bronze Q’Aralide, Joshua’s limp body in her claws, growling at the line of Ducibus.

Jon didn’t know what they sent to her. Didn’t really see how the tiny sentinels stopped her from entering Lissae because his entire focus was the limp form flopping around like a rag doll as the Q’Aralide gestured furiously.

Sending out a tendril of Innarn, Jon checked for a heart-beat. He felt the dual thudding of the Q’Aralide’s angry hearts and the gentle beats of the Ducibus before him. His own pulse pounded loudly in his ears. 

There wasn’t another one in the Portal.

The Q’Aralide turned, her tail flicking furiously as she stomped back through her home gateway, tossing Joshua’s body aside as she disappeared.

Rushing forward, the Ducibus gently closed ranks and refused to let Jon pass. Pulse pounding loudly in his ears, Jon didn’t even hear his own cries. 

Finally, the Ducibus relented and Jon rushed forward, coming to a halt next to his fallen mentor.

There was no doubt he was dead. His chest cavity caved from where the Q’Aralide gripped him, her talons piercing the armour around his belly, and a ropey strand of entrails was hanging out.

Two Ducibus joined him and covered Joshua with a black sheet, leaving only his expressionless face exposed.

A fist squeezed his heart, and Jon had a flash of insight. Maybe this was what happened to his father? But they’d never brought his body back.

Other patrol group members came in, gasping and crying at the sight of Jon next to the fallen Guardian. With the help of the others, Jon managed to lift Joshua’s body. 

He felt the mental call go out to inform Ronah’s residents of the tragedy as Zac created a stretcher with Air Innarn, and Jon gently laid the Guardian on it. The solemn party made their way outside the museum, where Ronah’s residents gathered, silently weeping for their fallen protector.

Chapter Eight
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Summer 4045



The next week passed in a blur. Jon spent a lot of time with the Mind Healer, working on accepting not only his mentor’s death, but the role he must play now. The sessions helped ground him and ensured he didn’t get lost in the depths of misery. Jon knew he would continue to see his Mind Healer, a genderless being with smooth, green skin who only went by zir title. He even insisted that the other patrollers made appointments to see Mind Healers.

Some of them did so reluctantly, but once it was obvious they bounced back from the horrific things they witnessed on the Realms, others joined in. 

When the patrollers took his advice, Jon realised things didn’t have to continue the way they’d always done. He could bring about positive change and make Lissae a Realm that all of her inhabitants wanted to save.

A week after Joshua’s death, Jon informed the Elders of Lissae that he preferred the name Jonathan, and would not be answering to Jon or boy. They needed to show more respect to the person holding the title of Guardian.

The first month after Joshua died was the hardest. The Ducibus were shaken, and there was a rash of attempts from beings all over the Realms to enter Lissae. The closest being a Minotaur who’d made it through the gateway but had voluntarily returned to his home Realm, although he had scared a mother and child visiting the museum in the process.

It took Jonathan six months to stop looking for Joshua every time someone called out “Guardian!” It would take him even longer to stop jerking awake, screaming from seeing his mentor’s limp form dangling from the Q’Aralide’s claws in his dreams. 

After each dream, he’d sit and talk with the Mind Healer. Sometimes he railed at the unfairness of the Realms, and other times he cradled his head in his hands, wondering if he could have done more. Wondering if he was enough. The Mind Healer would talk him through everything, and give him the support he needed.

The older residents of Ronah tried to give him time to grieve. They still approached him with matters of the Realm. He handled them better than he thought he would, thanks to Joshua’s tutelage.

Ronah’s younger residents were a different story altogether. There were offers of companionship, warm beds and willing bodies from all genders. Jonathan politely refused them all, the first thought on his mind being: What would Joshua tell me to do? Slowly, his refusal became a habit. He dressed in suits and didn’t entertain anyone at the castle. 

After refusing yet another guest insistent on getting into his good graces — or his bed, he wasn’t sure anymore — he walked the castle halls, listening to the echo of his steps. He’d had enough. 

The Joshua who frequented his imagination tapped on his pipe and shook his head despairingly, sharing a glance with the shade of Jon’s father.

Turning away from the spectres of his imagination, Jonathan finally caved. ‘Ronah. May I ask a favour?’ Jonathan sent.

‘Of course, Guardian. How can I help?’ The island was fairly trembling with eagerness.

‘Could you build me a house on an unused plot of land which doesn’t belong to any of the Clans?’ 

‘Oh, a challenge! I like a challenge. Let me see ... There’s a little spot near the middle of town, with enough room for a home and a garden!’ 

Ronah sent him an image of the plot. Leaning against the wall, he allowed his Spirit to soar up and out of his body, Ronah guiding him to the parcel of land.

‘Perfect! Could you build a rezem for me, please?’ 

‘Oh, I love making rezems! I can have it ready for you in a week!’ Humming, Ronah pulled away from his mind. He could already feel the island setting to work on his new home. The earthen rezem would be perfect as his home.

Grinning for the first time in ages, he led his Spirit gently back to his body, satisfied he’d have somewhere to live which didn’t echo his loneliness back at him.

But what was he going to do with the castle? Having the big residence empty was pointless. He’d go to The Quiver and Quill Tavern for a meal and see if he could come up with any ideas. It was preferable to eating alone. 

Strolling down the street with his hands in the pockets of his suit pants, Jonathan marvelled at how far he’d come in such a short time. From a ship’s boy, to homeless orphan, to the Guardian of Lissae. Life couldn’t get much better.

It took him a week to have his meal at the tavern. The owners, Arilla and Calem Dawn, were a lovely couple. Their daughter, Shari, scarpered around under the tables handing out napkins and missing cutlery without bumping into anyone. She seemed quite shy and refused to look his way when he’d greeted her. 

“Well met, Guardian! How can we help you tonight?” Calem asked Jonathan as he slid into a seat, his back against the wall, to better see the front and side doors.

“One of your brilliant meals, please, Mr Dawn.”

“Please call me Calem. Do you have a preference?”

“Nothing spicy,” Jonathan said. Sometimes his throat still tingled uncomfortably.

Calem tilted his head and nodded. “I’ve got just the thing. Be about fifteen minutes.”

“Sounds perfect.” Resting his head against the wall, Jonathan sipped on a glass of water and wondered how to broach the subject, when his patrol group staggered in, sinking into the comfortably cushioned seats of the booth next to his table.

“Mum’s going to kill me if I go home like this!” Jerome grumbled.

“You think your ma’s bad! My dad’ll have my hide if I track mud inside again,” Zac muttered.

“Oh, you poor boys! You should get a place like the girls and bunk in together, then you can make as much mess as you like.” Kaya sniggered as they groaned and growled at her, shifting uncomfortably in their seats.

“Well met, Guardian!” Bryon called from their table, nudging the others. “Enjoying a well-deserved night off?”

Jonathan lifted his glass. “You bet! Any issues tonight?”

“Yes!” Zac and Jerome almost shouted.

Kaya and Bryon giggled. “These two clowns tripped over their own feet and fell down an embankment.”

“Oi! I didn’t! He tripped over his feet and pushed me down the slope!” Jerome said indignantly. 

The others laughed as Arilla came over with a tray of drinks for them. 

Jonathan waited until she left the table and the patrol group had ordered. “Do you think there’d be much interest in a place for Ronah’s young bachelors to live?”

Zac and Jerome lit up. “Absolutely! We don’t have the funds or the goods to trade for a place big enough for all of us,” Zac said.

“I can think of twenty blokes straight off the bat who’d love a place to live away from their parents!” Jerome added.

“What about the castle?” Jonathan asked. Four mouths dropped open and Jon tried to hide his grin behind his glass. “It’s too big with just me in it. It may as well go to some good use.”

“But where will you live?”

“Ronah’s just finishing up a place for me now.”

“Oh, so that’s why there’s a new rezem,” Bryon nodded. “We’ve been wondering who it was for.”

“Well, how about it?”

Zac and Jerome looked at each other, dopey grins shining through their mud-streaked faces. “When can we move in?” 
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The move out of the castle and into his own home went smoothly. Loads of people showed up to help him ‘move his things’, and they seemed disheartened when he’d shrugged the shoulder he’d slung his backpack over and said he had all his possessions already.

That night, more food than he could eat in a month had been dropped off by well-meaning residents. Jonathan had never been more grateful for the ability to store food into a pocket Realm where it didn’t go off. He even crafted a little doorway to it in his kitchen and made it look like a cold box. Only his had about a thousand more shelves. 

By the end of the week, he could eat like a king for years.

Free of the ghosts of both his father and mentor, Jonathan found he was sleeping better. Good food and good sleep did much for his state of awareness, as did his regular visits to the Mind Healer.

Knickknacks and trinkets started showing up in a crafted wooden box someone had left near his front door. He mistook it for a seat the first time he’d seen it. He’d been startled when it chimed as he’d parked his rear on it. It had taken him a moment to figure out the chime indicated there was something inside it. Now, every other day a new blanket, or a cushion, or a vase showed up. One time, there was even a great jade green jug which rotated and hummed pleasantly.

Ronah was finally feeling like home.

Chapter Nine
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For Jonathan’s fourteenth birthday, he hid away for a week and crafted a crossbow he could proudly call his own. 

He’d found a hunk of black ziom, one of the most precious metals in the Realms, in his trinket box a few months back, and it had sat on his mantle until the night before his birthday, when he’d figured out what to do with it. Using Innarn, he crafted himself the body of a repeating crossbow out of the block of ziom, carefully putting the offcuts to one side. It took him two trips and several hours of hard bartering with the Wisara, but Jonathan managed to get enough prime ondirhund hair to make the bowstring.

He spent the last two days decorating the limbs with glowing runes, crafting the ends into razor sharp scythe-like curves. He carefully wrapped the stock in green Sephina silk which he’d discovered in his trinket box and decorated it with Lissae’s symbol.

Crafting the quiver kept him up at night as he tried to decide what material would work best. Ziom would be too heavy, Sephina silk too light, and his bartering skills weren’t up to the challenge of getting enough ondirhund hair to weave a quiver out of it.

Giving up sleep as a lost cause, he wrapped a blanket around his shoulders to ward off the chill and padded into his garden. Frowning at the vines threatening to take over his seedling bed — again — he started pulling them out by the handful. When he had a sizable pile next to him, a thought clicked into place, and he began laying the vines out on the ground, trimming them to length with one of the ziom offcuts he kept on the little table beside his bed. 

Holding his hands out over the top of the vines, he concentrated on speeding up time to dry them out. Shaking hands and beaded brow, time travelled faster around the vines, making them wither and shrink while Jonathan cursed and sweated. Half an hour for Jon turned into two months for the vines. He couldn’t believe how long it took to get them dry! 

Shaking off the lingering Innarn from his fingers into his seedling bed, he picked one of the vines up, testing the dexterity and flexibility before nodding and dropping to the cold grass to set about weaving a quiver. The morning sun kissed the sky just as he finished, and with a quick burst of Innarn, Jonathan etched the outer side of the quiver with rows upon rows of chevrons. So long as his etchings held, they would replenish the bolts within the quiver, enabling him to refresh the engravings after a battle, or during a break. If he was careful, he’d never run out of bolts.

Standing and shaking his legs to get some feeling back in them, he headed out to test his new crossbow.
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Thwack.

Once again bolt hit the direct centre of the target.

Standing on one side of Ronah’s cemetery with his target on the other, Jonathan delighted in his newly crafted crossbow. He summoned the bolt back to his side and loaded the repeating chamber. Capable of firing up to twenty bolts in quick succession, he wanted to see what it would do to the target.

Backing up, he took aim and fired, holding the trigger down.

A hailstorm of bolts flew with deadly accuracy to decimate the target he’d pinned to a piece of board. The board was good for little more than scrap or sawdust.

Letting out a whoop of excitement, Jonathan did a goofy victory dance amongst the gravestones.

“Well, that was rather impressive.”

Jonathan froze.

He knew that voice.

Turning, crossbow raised, he came nose to chest with the Spirit of the late Guardian.

Mentally berating the old man for taking so long to show himself, Jonathan forced himself to take a breath.

“More than impressive, don’t you think?” He asked, pleased his voice didn’t crack for once.

Joshua floated closer, puffing on an ethereal pipe. He ran opaque hands over the stock and limbs, the runes glowing at his touch. “Quite. In the hands of an expert archer, this bow is capable of firing arrows over 140 clicks while still retaining lethal power.” 

Mind flashing back to Joshua’s limp body being flung around, Jonathan blinked back the sting of tears.

“It’s been a while since you visited the cemetery,” Joshua said. “Are you still doing your exercises?”

Raising an eyebrow, Jonathan nodded. “Of course. Have to keep fit, don’t I?”

“Have you chosen an apprentice yet?”

Barely containing a flinch, he shook his head. “The Elders say I must be twenty before I choose an apprentice.”

“Ah. I was hoping they’d forget that bit of nonsense.” Clouds of smoke rose lazily from Joshua’s pipe. Looking over his shoulder, he nodded at someone Jonathan couldn’t see. “I have to get back. It was good to see you, boy.”

As the form of his mentor faded, Jonathan swallowed the lump of tears in his throat.

Seeing his mentor again was a remarkable birthday present.
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Eight months after his fifteenth birthday, Jonathan greeted the three diplomats from the Light Realm of Orna. The lead diplomat, Vallen Lowe, wore long white robes, hiding cloven feet. His belt was silver, indicating his status as a Spirit Innarnian. The next in the party, Hemmin Bane, wore the same white robes, with a purple belt, and offered Jonathan a shy smile and a bottle of the famous Ornaian wine.

To be polite, he took the box, and offered his gift of ziom to the third diplomat, the bored looking Rulla Woth. She gave a fixed smile, her eyes flicking to Hemmin before meeting his gaze again.

Jonathan smiled back, noting her gaze go cold. There was something a bit odd about the whole party.

“Well met. Please, take a seat.” Gesturing to the expansive trade table, the Ornaian representatives sat on one side, while Jonathan took his place between the Mayor of Ronah and Elder Silverstone.

“We’re meeting today to discuss the trade negotiations between the Grey Realm of Lissae and the Light Realm of Orna,” Elder Silverstone started. Hemmin coughed pointedly. The Elder paused. 

“I’m afraid on Orna, it is tradition to quench our thirst before beginning such delicate negotiations.”

Both the Mayor and the Elder looked at Jonathan. He wished they wouldn’t defer to him. “Far be it for us to prevent tradition.”

Rising, Hemmin moved to the side table, conjuring glasses and another bottle of wine. He poured five glasses quickly, splashes adorning his robe. Moving to pour the sixth drink, only a few drips trickled into the bottom of the last glass.

“Forgive me, Guardian,” he simpered. “May I avail you of your bottle?”

Shrugging, Jonathan handed the gift over with a shrug.

Rulla’s chair scraped across the floor as she abruptly stood. “Hemmin.” 

“Oh, Rulla, be a dear and hand these out?”

Jonathan frowned as he watched Hemmin uncork the bottle he’d been given as a gift. Rulla placed a glass in front of the Lissaen diplomats as Hemmin poured the last glass showing a care he’d not displayed with the others. As Jonathan moved to take a sip from the deep red wine, Hemmin stepped forward. “Oh, Guardian. Here. That glass was meant for me. It’s got my family crest on it, see?” 

“My apologies, Diplomat Bane.” Jonathan exchanged glasses with him.

“How do you find Ornaian wine?” Vallen asked, sipping from his glass.

Raising his own glass as both the Elder and the Mayor waxed poetical about the heady bouquet, Jonathan took a drink.

The wine was rich and sweet. It tingled pleasantly. He quite appreciated it. Until his insides started burning. The tingling running through his veins was not, as he’d first thought, the glass or Ornaian wine, but rather the yenbarium poison.

Gasping, Jonathan’s glass hit the table hard, his hand slamming down as he tried to stand. The mark Healer Holli had put on him flared to life. Teetering on the spot, he barely heard the curses on his side of the table, or the screams on the other. 

The Healer jabbed something sharp into his arm, and all he knew was darkness.

By the grace of Holli Doonavan, Jonathan thwarted the first assassination attempt on his life. He never found out what Holli did to the Diplomat Bane, but he did find she’d managed to restrict trade negotiations to only four times a year. All the diplomats, including ones from Lissae, would sit down together in a pocket Realm and sort things out there. 

He’d never admit it in front of Joshua, but the trade deals he’d negotiated were harder than the battles he’d fought. Diplomats were far more vicious in some ways, and Hemmin Bane just proved Jonathan’s point.

Chapter Ten
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During a particularly bad blizzard, Jonathan got the call about a small army massing on Tuklopia. He’d never he been more grateful he could shift between Realms from wherever he wanted. Figuring he’d scout it out and see how accurate the information was, he grabbed his crossbow and shifted.

Blazing heat on a sizzling black stone road greeted him. It appeared Tuklopia’s gateway was well used. Flicking a glance around proved he was the only one foolish enough to be standing in the open under the oppressive heat of the dual suns. 

They struck as he raised a hand to shield his eyes.

Superheated Water scorched his exposed skin and he cried out, turning his head only to cop a blast of Plasma to his face.

His world went white.

Heavy footsteps pounded on stone and Jonathan lashed out, screaming out his fear into a massive blast of Earth Innarn.

Collapsing to his knees and covering his face, Jonathan didn’t know how long he knelt, rocking and mourning his lack of sight before he heard boots heading his way.

Rising shakily, chest heaving from the effort, he turned to roar his fury at the next lot of attackers, when they spoke.

“Guardian? Jonathan? Quick! We need to leave now!”

It was his patrol group.

Rocks crunched underfoot as gentle arms lifted him up and away from where he’d fallen.

In the back of his mind was the thought he should shrug off their help and walk back to the gateway under his own steam, but he seriously doubted his legs would hold his weight.

His own steam.

Giggling, he tried to raise a hand to touch his face, but he was stopped.

“Easy Jon, I’ve got you.” It was Zac. He didn’t think he’d been more grateful to hear anyone’s voice before. “Reckon you’ve bought us home safe enough times that we owe you one, hey?”

Zac kept up an easy banter, and Jonathan leant against his chest, comforted he was out of harm’s way for now.
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When Jonathan woke in the Healing Centre, all he could see was black.

“ ... and that’s when I told him I wasn’t about to believe he kept a wikkur in his closet.”

Frowning, Jonathan twitched his hand.

“Well met, sleepy head. Took you long enough.” Zac’s words were teasing, but there was a rough, worried edge to them which made Jonathan wonder just how much sleep the other man had gotten.

“Sorry about that,” Jonathan said hoarsely.

“Want to tell me what happened?” There was a tightness to his voice which made Jonathan think of punishments and straps wrapping around his knuckles. Or pointed slaps of Air Innarn on his ribs.

“Scouting,” Jonathan managed. There was a sigh and the shifting of cloth. Heavy steps on a smooth wooden floor, and a body smelling of days old sweat. Liquid pouring into a glass. Gently, something bumped into his lip.

“Drink, and you can tell me all about it,” Zac offered.

Jonathan desperately wanted to tell him what he could do with his offer, but he gulped the words down with the water. “Why don’t you go first?” Jonathan said when Zac pulled the glass away.

A long-suffering sigh and the mattress sank. Jonathan drifted a bit, concentrating on the warmth by his side, before Zac’s words finally penetrated. 

“We were meant to meet you at the Portal, but when we got there, you weren’t anywhere to be seen. Rany wanted to wait, but then Pala came out, saying we had to get to you now because you were in trouble. When we got through the gateway,” Zac’s voice faded, and if it weren’t for the warmth was still by his side, Jonathan would have thought he’d left the room.

After an age, Zac started up again: “When we got through the gateway, there was nothing but rubble, and limbs sticking out of the broken stone. It was like the ground rose up and swallowed them whole, only it had no teeth, and so it crushed them instead. I started to panic, but Kaya held me back. Calmed me down. Bryon worked his magic and traced your Innarn signature. We found you in the middle of a crater, the ground under you undisturbed. But Jon,” Zac’s voice cracked, and Jonathan reached out, blindly, and Zac grabbed his hand. “Your face and your hands were red. Giant blisters everywhere, and your eyes ...”

Part of him wanted Zac to continue, but at the same time, Jonathan really didn’t want to know just yet if this dark world was going to be all he’d know. How could he effectively be the Guardian if he couldn’t see?

“The Healers say it’ll take another two days, but you should be able to take the bandages off then.”

“Bandages?” Jonathan broke in.

Zac laughed. “Yes, bandages. Your head looks like you’ve been mummified.”

With his free hand, Jonathan groped at his face, feeling the soft Sephina silk coverings wrapping the top part of his head. “I’m not blind?”

The room fell silent, and Zac’s soft curse sounded unnaturally loud. “I ... The Healers don’t know yet. You weren’t in any real state to tell us. Two more days. Holli’s amazing. She managed to reverse as much of the damage as she could.”

There was an awkward silence. 

A breeze blew, and the latch of the door clicked. Jon’s free hand dropped back to the soft blankets, and Zac cleared his throat, gently freeing his hand. “We’ve all been taking turns sitting with you,” he said smoothly.

“Yeah, well, we would have if Zacky here let us. My turn now.” Zodian’s voice. An octave deeper, but still with the lilt of teasing. “Go home and shower, Hudson, you’re stinking the place up.”

Jonathan wasn’t sure how, but he knew Zac was blushing.

“Yeah, yeah. I’ll be back later, ok?”

Not sure whether the soft voice was aimed at him or not, Jonathan nodded. “After you shower and rest,” he added.

“See! Even the Guardian thinks you stink!” Zodian laughed.

The whisper of fabric and the warmth by his side moved away. “Rotter,” Zac said without heat. “Make sure he eats.”

“Yes, Healer Hudson,” Zodian laughed. The door unlatched, and the breeze wafted past as Zac left the room.

He really did need a shower.
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The next two days lasted forever. The rest of Jonathan’s patrol group came to visit at regular intervals, and he was never left alone. It was as if they thought he’d skip out on them again. They kept him so busy he barely had time to think, which he was grateful for, as his Mind Healer was stuck on the mainland due to a seasonal squall.

When Healer Holli came in to take off his bandages, she shooed everyone out of the room. “All right, Guardian, here we go.” Kind hands undid his wrappings, and the world became lighter as each layer was removed. 

When the last of the wrapping was gone, Jonathan took a shaky breath and opened his eyes.

Holli’s worried face peered back at him.

The corner of Jonathan’s mouth quirked up, and he laughed softly. “I can see!”

“I’m glad,” Holli said, grinning back at him. “Mr Hudson will be glad too, no doubt.”

“What do you mean?”

“Ready for the light? Good.” Holli checked one eye, then the next. Each time she shone the light in his eyes, he was reminded of the flash of purple before the world when white. “Zac Hudson is quite keen on you, you know.”

“What?” Jonathan was shocked.

“Your eyes are fine. He barely left your bedside. The others were giving him quite a ribbing about it.”

Jonathan’s mouth opened and closed. Heat bloomed in his chest and he allowed the giddy sensation to fill him up. “D’ya really think so?”

“I know so. I may have overheard a few things he was saying to you while you were asleep,” she winked at him, and for a moment, Jonathan luxuriated in the feeling of being a typical teenage boy.

Then he slumped. “He can’t.”

“He most certainly can,” Holli said.

“Do you know what happened to Joshua’s family?”

Holli shook her head as she fussed over her blankets.

“They were taken and tortured. It was how he got the limp, trying to rescue them. He failed.”

The hands smoothing over his blankets shook. “I didn’t know,” she whispered.

“Zac can’t like me. Much as I want him to.” Jonathan plucked at the covers. A lump lodged itself in his throat. “What will make him stop?”

Sitting on the edge of the bed, in the same spot Zac had occupied when he first woke up, Holli crafted something Jonathan couldn’t see through the sudden blur of tears. 

“Here,” she said, and gently placed something on his head. 

“Glasses?” 

“Technically, no. Just frozen Air framed in metal. He’ll see this as a failure to keep you protected and will distance himself.”

“Thank you,” Jonathan whispered.

When the patrol group came back into the room, there were exclamations of surprise when they saw Jonathan’s new eyewear. No one said a word when Zac slipped out. Any tears Jonathan shed were put down to losing his perfect vision, and he’d never say otherwise. 
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Jonathan worried he was going mad.

Whenever he was on patrol, the fine hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. He could have sworn someone was watching him, but he could never see or sense them. He even checked with the Ducibus, but they reported no beings had crossed onto Lissae. Still, he kept his crossbow accessible and always made sure a blade was within reach.

His days became a blur as he organised patrol groups and split up long-standing teams to see if they’d work well with anyone else. With the steady rise of attacks, he needed to try out different groups of people and have them work fluidly as a team no matter who they were with.

It had nothing to do with wanting to distance himself from Zac and his old patrol group.

Nights however, had him on edge, peering around corners and aiming his crossbow down dark alleys. He could never catch the being watching him.

After a precarious patrol on Lefo and an encounter with yet another Q’Aralide, Jonathan was worn out. Back on Lissae, he slumped against the museum wall and ran a hand over his face after the last of the patrol members left, and the doors of the museum closed.

Looking up at the statue of Kay’imi, the first Altoriae, Jonathan wondered if he was losing his mind. He’d thought he’d sensed his Altoriae, the one he was meant to protect and guide. Joshua warned him that his soul would ache for her, but he hadn’t expected the sensation of a phantom Innarnian following him through the Realms. Looking back over the night, he was glad that if his Altoriae was traipsing the Realms, she hadn’t come across Yakel.

He took a moment to compose himself before heaving a deep breath and striding out of the museum, glad to be back on Lissaen soil.

Chapter Eleven
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There were a few times in Jonathan’s life when he thought he would die. The unforgettable ice cube, being held around the neck by one of the Darkest beings on the Realms, and what seemed like a standard gateway check on Zelbon.

Zelbon was a Light Realm and, as far as Jonathan knew, there was rarely any trouble around the gateway to Lissae. Tonight, however, he was finding lots of odd tracks. A tripedal being had been this way as recently as a day ago. The big, green moon hung too close in the inky sky, making everything that little bit harsher on the eyes 

More tracks, this time a being with paw pads. The two seemed linked, and as Jonathan and his team traced their path, he wondered if they were hunter and prey or friends. Looking up, he spotted a glimmer of silver in front of Terrance Thorne, too busy scanning the ground to see the danger about to cut into him. 

Jonathan opened his mouth to call a warning, but it was too late. Terrance stepped forward, and Jonathan did the only thing he could.

He shifted between the trip wire and his patrol member.

Pain.

So much pain.

Terrance threw his hands up in surprise, pushing Jonathan further into the wire. It cut straight through his armour and into his stomach as easy as slicing through water. Terrance stumbled backwards, dragging Jonathan with him. Hands flying to his stomach, Jonathan lost his balance as blood and intestines spilled over his splayed hands. Terrance hauled him upright and looked down, horrified.

Jonathan had a strong feeling he shouldn’t look down.

Being the contrary tuzar he was, he looked down.

What little blood remained in his face was lost. Jonathan wanted to lose his lunch as well, but decidedly didn’t want to see what his insides looked like when it happened.

Lizbeth, the only sightless member of their party, had more sense than the rest of them combined. 

She slapped a hand on top of Jonathan’s and snapped at the others: “Are you really going to stand around gawping all day?” before shifting them directly back to the gateway.

A tiny part of his mind was occupied with the idea he needed to remind Lizbeth to stick to the protocol, but another part was just glad that at least he’d die in a familiar place. He’d walked these halls so much they were almost his second home.

Healers descended on him, snapping words he wanted to swat away. But wasn’t he holding onto something?

Looking down, he groaned and paled. Someone in a silver coat came closer, and Jonathan wondered if it was finally his time to go to the Spirit Realm. He couldn’t. Not just yet. He hadn’t met his Altoriae.

A green healing glow settled around his abdomen, and Jonathan relaxed. He was on the floor. Where’d it come from? It was all right though because something warm and sticky was flowing out of his middle and making sure he didn’t get cold.

So cold.

His eyes rolled back in his head.
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It was dark. So dark. Wasn’t there a moon? Where was the light?

‘Come back, Guardian.’

Who was that? He didn’t know the voice, but he knew the feeling it gave him.

‘Guardian, come back to me.’

Where was the voice coming from? He felt like he should know the speaker, but he couldn’t figure out who it could be.

‘Guardian.’

Was that a light? He wasn’t blind. He thought he’d gone blind for sure this time. Had he been attacked again? He didn’t want that. He wanted to float in this peaceful darkness forever.

‘Follow the light, Guardian.’

Oh, the light was getting brighter and bigger, coming straight for him.

‘Follow me back to Lissae.’

Lissae? Lissae was home. Wasn’t he already home? He felt at home, now the light was here.

‘Almost there, Guardian.’

Guardian. Pah! He wasn’t the Guardian, he was Jonathan.

‘Just a bit further, Guardian.’

The light shone brighter and brighter, and when he stepped through, he was slammed back into his own body. 

Pain? Deep breath, and, oh, sweet relief. No pain.

How?

Frantically, Jonathan scanned the room, confident somewhere in the crowd of people hovering over the top of him that he’d see his Altoriae.

Only she wasn’t there.

Chapter Twelve
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Sometimes Jonathan hated the Altoriae’s Handbook. The Elders had been harping on about him knowing who the Altoriae was again, and he’d gone looking for a clue, only to stumble across something far more intriguing.

Alright, not intriguing, worrying. Worrying was closer to the word he was after.



Linked by blood, the Guardian’s Dark relative 

Will be the saviour or downfall of Lissae’s child.

The invitation cannot be revoked, 

Unless Lissaen blood is spilled.

At the final hour, he must choose to die 

Or to conquer.

The fate of the child lies with him.



A curse or a prophecy, perhaps? One regarding the Guardian, a relative and Lissae’s child. Lissae was a Realm, how could she possibly have a child? There were old stories about Lissae being the ‘mother Realm’ and ‘giving birth to all the Realms we know’ but how could she? For all she was sentient and capable of feeling, her body was essentially a planet.

Who could Lissae’s child be?

Maybe his mysterious Altoriae?

His train of thought was interrupted by a knock at the door.

Closing the book and putting it on top of a haphazardly stacked pile, Jonathan wondered who would want him this late at night.

He opened the door to reveal a tiny slip of a girl. It took him a moment to place her. Shari Dawn, daughter of Calem and Arilla.

Their eyes met for the first time.

Altoriae.

Enjoy this book?
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You can make a big difference.



Reviews are the most powerful tools in my arsenal when it comes to getting attention for my books. They help me gain visibility and they can bring the realm of Lissae to other readers who may enjoy the journey.

If you have enjoyed this book, I would be incredibly grateful if you could spend just five minutes leaving a review (it can be as short as you like) on your favourite book store or Goodreads page. You can jump right to the page by clicking below.



Bookstores

Goodreads



Thank you very much.
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It all started with a trip to the museum and a charging Minotaur. 

Shari Dawn was three and a half years old when her dad had left Ronah to go on a rare visit to his family on one of the other Shifting Islands. On a balmy summer day, her mum had given into her incessant pleading and taken her to the museum. The big, white stone building had intrigued Shari for as long as she could remember. She'd always felt a pull to it, but it hadn't been until that afternoon she'd been able to figure out why.

“Well met!” Anna Warfield, the museum curator, called out as Shari and her mum, Arilla, slipped out of the heat and into the cool shade of the museum. Shari smiled and waved a chubby hand at the curator. Anna wandered over, bringing with her the scent of parchment, dust and something spicy that tickled Shari’s nose and made her sneeze. “There are a few new things in the artefact room, Shari. I wonder if you can find them?” 

Shari squirmed out of her mum’s arms and started to toddle determinedly towards the artefact room, right at the back of the museum. 

“Hold on, young lady!” her mum said, grabbing her hand and holding it tight. Shari sighed but relinquished her freedom when Anna winked at her. 

Walking through the spacious rooms filled with treasures and trinkets of times long gone, Arilla tried to dawdle in the Innarn room, where there were all sorts of displays of elemental magic from all over the Realms. Everyone knew that the elemental magic from Lissae was the best. It had to be, it had the best name — Innarn. Her mum didn’t use Innarn, but her dad was an incredibly powerful Innarnian who could tap into the elements and wield Innarn.

Shari kept tugging on her mum’s arm until she gave in and Shari led her into a room that she just couldn't get enough of. Filled with clear crystal cases containing the ancient objects from all across the Realms, a sense of mystery intermingled with the polished stones, musty books and foreign idols. On the far side or the room, a set of double doors made of wood with an inlaid pattern of seven coloured arrows around a silver ring called to Shari as soon as she spied them.

“Don’t wander far, Shari,” her mum said.

Shari nodded and kept an eye on her mum, who wandered over to the displays on different books from around the Realms. Sneaking a look and seeing Arilla bent over the books, Shari skipped over to the doors long enough to lay a single, chubby hand on them.

That instant, her life changed.

The doors flung apart, and falling backwards was the only thing that saved her. A massive bull headed man stomped through the open doors, bellowing so loudly, the ancient artefacts rattled in their cases. With wide eyes, his huge, pounding steps carried him closer to Arilla, who frantically looked around, more concerned about spotting Shari than getting out of the Minotaur’s way. 

Shari did what any three-year-old would do when something scary happened. She screamed.

The Minotaur stopped and snorted, throwing a huge, muscled arm out as he turned, sending her mother flying, his hot breath sending clouds of steam into the air as he took in the toddler screaming at him. 

When the big, bull headed being charged at her, Shari screamed again and threw her hands into the air to fend him off. A glowing purple Innarn shield crackled like lightning as it sprang from her fingertips, covering the space in front of her.

The Minotaur bounced off the shield and slammed backwards into a glass case. He'd landed with a crunch, the object from the case destroyed beneath his bulk. Shari, her chubby three-year-old legs trembling, walked up to the giant being and beat her fists ineffectively on his chest as clouds of his breath danced over her head. 

Dazed, he looked at his diminutive attacker from his prone position, eyebrows drawing together as he struggled to make sense of this tiny being hammering on his chest.

"You go now," Shari told him fiercely. His dark eyes peered down at her as she scowled up at him. "Now!" she demanded, stamping her tiny foot on the ground. 

Rising on shaking legs, he stumbled back through the double doors, glancing over his shoulder at the tiny warrior who glared fiercely at him before the doors shut behind his hulking form.

Arilla’s eyes fluttered open as the door clicked closed, and she staggered to her feet, rushing to wrap Shari up in the tightest hug, saying her daughter’s name over and over again into Shari’s hair.

Shari had a feeling it would be a long time before they could revisit the museum. 

“What happened?” Anna called as she came to a shuddering halt in the gateway of the room.

“There was a Minotaur,” Arilla said. “It charged at me, I went flying, and when I woke up. . .”

“Shari?” Anna’s hand fluttered up against her throat, and Shari poked her head up out of her mum’s hair. “Oh, child. What happened?”

The doors behind Shari and Arilla opened, and a small cloaked figure poked a hooded head through. It seemed to pass a message on to Anna, despite its face being hidden beneath the hood.

“Oh, thank goodness. Thank you,” Anna said. “Maybe it’s time to go home now, Arilla. You take Shari and stay safe, ok?”

“Yes. . . yes. Thanks, Anna.” Distracted, Arilla got to her feet, cradling Shari close to her, trembling all the way home.

Order now at:  lissae.com/ronah
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Keep up to date with the Lissae Series and receive exclusive extras by signing up to the newsletter at:

lissae.com/welcome
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The Eni Inside

When evil takes over good, who will win?

The Headmaster of Ridden Hall, Lawrence Anderson, went out on patrol, but never returned. Instead, a being bent on taking over Lissae came back in his place. 

Starting with the students, Eni Anderson lays a careful trap so his brethren can take over their bodies. Who will stop the Eni Anderson from wreaking havoc on Lissae? Or will he get his way? The Eni Inside is a short story prelude to the Lissae series included in the 3rd Australian Pen anthology, The Evil Inside Us.

Full of stories about dark secrets, you’ll want the lights on when you read your copy of The Evil Inside Us now!

Order now at:  www.lissae.com/short-stories





[image:  ]



Ronah

When a sentient Realm asks you to be her protector, how can you say no?

Shari Dawn, a Blank, appears to be just another teen, until a band of wandering Wisara visit to her home - Ronah - the sentient, Shifting Island of Lissae.

Now her secret identity has been uncovered, Shari must learn how to control her powers, preparing to be tested in a prophecy past down from the ancients, which will determine her role in the future of the Realm.

But sinister forces infect the dreams of Ronah's people. With a team she didn't want by her side, Shari must decide who lives and who dies.

The fate of the Realm is in her hands...

Buy Ronah and step into Lissae. 

Order now at: lissae.com/ronah
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Rakemyst

A misplaced arrow could cause a war...

Wracked with guilt, Shari must face the joining of two Shifting Islands with her sword at the ready.

But the search for the Guardian's next apprentice is still underway, fear strikes her heart. Not all the candidates are who they claim to be. And a fearsome new foe is out for revenge.

Can Shari lower her defences enough to let someone else in? Or will the decision cost her more than she's willing to give?

Buy Rakemyst and fly into Lissae. 

Order now at: lissae.com/rakemyst
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Talhan

Something is watching them from the shadows…

After a devastating betrayal, Shari longs for life to return to the way things were.

 

But she has little time to dwell on normality. A devastating new foe rises, and former enemies become allies in the fight to save Lissae.

 

Juggling school by day, and patrolling by night, it will only take one slip up to bring everything crashing down. Shari must battle her way to the heart of her problems… or die trying.

Buy Talhan to search Lissae today.

Order now at: lissae.com/talhan
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