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Hi Mum. This one’s for you.
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CHAPTER ONE

Mist clings to the manticore’s sides, glistening on cinnabar fur. Its warning growl rumbles through the alleyway. Stinger-tipped tail lashing. I lift the crossbow. I’ve got maybe thirty seconds before it attacks. Then it growls again, although its toothy maw didn’t move, which means – shit. There’s a second one, padding out into the dim light beneath the single burning street lamp to join its buddy. Shadows pool in the hollows of its eyes.

I bite down on my back teeth, on the urge to panic-laugh. Two manticores. Just one is classified as grade four savage. Extremely injurious, high risk. What does that make two? Certain doom?

And I chose a crossbow. Oh, Priscilla. Well done.

I shuffle backwards. Maybe I have a chance to gracefully retreat.

Then another manticore lunges from the left, closer than the others, scorpion tail arced over its back in full attack mode. Wait. There’s three of them? I pivot to face it, swinging up the crossbow. Can’t believe I picked a crossbow. I release the trigger and the serum-filled bolt slams into the beast’s face, poison slaying it instantly, and I’m loading in the next bolt already but now the second one is way too close on my right, and the first one – hold on, where did the first one go? I spin around to see a wide open mouthful of fangs and –

My vision flashes and goes dark. Glowing text appears, helpfully announcing SCENARIO FAILED. YOU HAVE DIED.

I yank off the visor and push back from my desk with a sigh. Who designed this stupid scenario anyway? Manticores are solitary. They never leak through in packs.

It’s almost like they’re helping me fail.

Hmm, I think that one was all your own doing, Mouse says from her little nest on my bedside table. Maybe if you’d picked the blaster gun ...

‘Come on, that scenario was flawed,’ I complain to my familiar.

Mouse sniffs. That’s rodent laughter – I hear it a lot. Sure, sure. It was the scenario.

‘Hey. You’re supposed to be on my team here.’

I am. Her nose twitches. Which is why I know you deliberately picked the wrong weapon so you wouldn’t pass.

I cough. ‘Uh, keep that yourself, please.’

Mouse is the only one who knows I’m trying not to pass. Luckily she’s mind-linked only to me, so nobody else can hear her sarcastic commentary and figure out what I’m doing.

Tilting the chair to the side, I check the clock hanging on the far wall; the school day is done. I pretend I don’t see the blinking cursor that means my teacher is typing a response to my scenario attempt, and log off from the Hollow Warrior edusys.

Mouse’s whiskers flutter with exasperation, but she doesn’t have any further reprimands. She knows she isn’t going to change my mind about anything – she already tried that. She skitters out of her nest, crosses my desk, and runs up my arm to her usual perch on my shoulder. I switch off the visor and dump it onto my desk next to my edusys screen. Next to it is a datapad showing the stupidly long list of scenarios I still need to pass before I can take my second oath – the oath of service.

It’s going to take months to complete them all.

Which is kind of the plan.

Anyway. Even if I did fail this scenario, surely there are benefits to experimenting with different types of weapons, like knowing what’s useful and what isn’t. Really, a good Hollow Warrior should know every pro and every con for every weapon before they take the second oath.

And the whole reason I’m doing this is because I need to be more than just good.

I wind my way down the levels of our tall, crooked apartment, which is stacked like a haphazard afterthought on top of an old warehouse. I try not to see the Congratulations! banner tacked up over the windows when I get to the sitting room and kitchen. It plucks at an old, familiar hurt, reminding me how there’d been a banner like it for me back when I turned thirteen and took my first oath – the oath of power. How it had felt like a tease, one that only I could see.

Congratulations on your inadequacy, Priscilla!

Followed by all those compliments from my family, each one thumping into my chest like a stone. Compliments, as if the tame power I’d received didn’t matter, as if I were on my way to becoming an incredible Hollow Warrior like the rest of them.

But this particular banner is for my niece, not me, and her oath of power ceremony will not go the same way as mine. She’ll receive a power befitting the Daalman name, like everyone else. It’ll be something she’s proud to receive and wield. A power that won’t make her wince whenever she thinks about it.

She’ll fit in.

And we’ll all be here to witness it: the first oath ceremony in forever that every single Daalman will attend. I’m still not sure how, this stormy December, the stars have aligned to allow my whole family to get together in one place. It’s been six years since that last happened, when we managed to meet up for my grandmother’s birthday. A lot has changed since then – we have a whole new Daalman for starters, with my littlest niece – and at the same time, nothing has. My grandmother is still powerful and bossy. My mothers are still busy and dramatic. My sisters are still three versions of chaos. And I still love them all like mad. Maybe it’s been six years because that’s how long it takes us to recover from interacting as a complete unit. Or maybe it’s just what happens when you’re a family of monster hunters, charged with protecting humanity, and evil doesn’t care about family reunions.

A rush of wind rattles hail against the windows, and something tickles the back of my mind. Closing my eyes, I tune out the sound of the wild weather, listening with my other sense. There’s a burst of Hollow energy outside the front door downstairs, tasting sweet-burnt like dark caramel on the back of my tongue. I hurtle down the rest of the stairs, run across the entry hall and yank open the heavy steel door to find my grandmother standing on the doormat, dusting flakes of snow off her shoulders, Blackbird beside her boots. 

‘Geema!’ I cry. From her perch on my shoulder, Mouse squeaks in greeting too.

‘Priscilla,’ Geema says. ‘I hadn’t rung the doorbell.’

‘I know, I sensed you –’

‘You sensed me, did you?’ One perfectly groomed eyebrow arches.

Ah, crap. ‘But I knew you were coming.’

‘You still did not know that I was me. You only sensed Hollow energy, child. I could have been a sly demon. I could have been a creeping bog troll. And do you have a weapon?’

I swallow down a tart retort and shove my empty hands into my pockets. For a hot second I hadn’t been thinking about how hopeless I am. Now, with my grandmother’s question, that feeling is back. She’s right, of course. I can’t tell the difference between the Hollow energy that is the source of our powers, or that of a monster from the evil universe itself.

‘No, Geema.’

‘You ought to be carrying a weapon at all times. Next time, answer the door armed, please.’ She steps inside, tugging off her burgundy leather gloves, leaving me to haul her giant suitcase in and close the door. As Blackbird darts alongside her, Geema turns to look at me. The matriarch of our family is also the shortest of the Daalmans, but only a norm would mistake her for a frail old lady. In my mind Geema is seventeen feet tall and indestructible. She’s bold and stern, and one of the strongest Hollow Warriors of all time. She puts her dry hands on each of my cheeks, looking up into my eyes. Snow peppers her flossy grey hair, and despite her greeting bringing my sense of inadequacy back to the surface, I feel calm and seen beneath her palms. She still loves me. I’m so glad she’s back. 

‘Priscilla. My listener. It’s good to see you,’ she says. Then she grins. ‘Now, is there vodka?’

‘In the usual spot.’

‘Excellent. Tell your mothers I’m here.’ She snaps her fingers at Blackbird, who flits up to her shoulder, and turns for the stairs. Click-clacking heels trace her progress up to the next level, and the kitchen, and the liquor cabinet. My grandmother takes being off-duty very seriously – maybe because she so rarely is.

Mouse makes a disgruntled snuffle. Didn’t even say hello.

‘Don’t be so cranky. Blackbird was probably a bit ruffled from the teleportation,’ I murmur, patting her soft head with a fingertip. One of the reasons Geema is such a powerful warrior: she can send herself halfway around the world without breaking a sweat, fast enough to bring unmelted snowflakes with her.

The suitcase looms before me, zips practically bursting and corners scuffed. It was hard enough getting it over the doorstep. My mother Lydia, with her telekinesis, can move it up to Geema’s bedroom on the fourth floor. Or maybe the imps can carry it – they’re surprisingly strong creatures.

Leaving the hulking case in the entry hall, I walk along the hallway to the command centre. The lights in the briefing room are dimmed, and the door to Lydia’s office is open to the dark interior – I remember now she’s out on a job, sweeping up some pesky ghouls that leaked through last night. The door to the weapons closet is also open, where Bosco, one of the imps, is stealing a nap on the bottom shelf – skinny grey hands tucked beneath his cheek, drool pooling beneath his slack jaw studded with needle-like teeth. The teeth are all show: imps are vegetarian, and the only Hollow creatures to be classified as benign. I try not to disturb him as I grab a poisoned throwing dagger off the rack and tuck its sheath into the waistband of my jeans. Except then the creature farts loudly as I creep out. I pinch my nose, my eyes watering. They might be tame, but their stenches remain wholly foul. Could be why most Hollow Warrior divisions don’t have imps on staff. Besides the fact many warriors have a hard time working alongside anything Hollow-born, even decidedly not evil things.

But my other mother, Mama, runs things her own way. She says an ally is an ally, no matter where they come from. The boss of our division, she sits at the desk in the main office, concentrating on the array of monitors before her. Shifting pink blobs of forecasted activity crawl over various maps of the world, tracing those areas where the fabric between our world and the evil universe is thin. Places prone to tears, like fault lines are prone to quakes. In the middle is our territory, the Oceania Division, covering the vast continent of the New Pacific Territory across to the swamped coastlines of Aotearoa. Smaller maps display our neighbouring territories in the Drowned Islands through to the eroded edges of Southeast Asia and Pan-America. Everything in Oceania looks quiet. Any high-potential tears would be showing up in orange. Civilian call-ins are marked by black Xs and there’s only one, further up the coast, which is where Lydia is right now. 

Mama’s familiar, Tomcat, is curled up beneath a screen displaying the live cam footage from Lydia’s headset. Lydia slams around her fast-moving targets using her telekinesis. The tinny shriek of a caught ghoul comes through the speakers, and Tomcat’s ear flicks.

‘Geema just got in,’ I say from the doorway.

‘Oh, good. Do we happen to have vodka for her?’ Mama doesn’t turn around, her face bathed in the mottled light from the monitors, one hand absently fiddling with the end of her thick black braid. Her goggles are slung around her neck.

‘Of course. She’s getting into it already.’

A ghoul rushes at the screen and Lydia curses. Her hand comes up; she gestures at the creature and it is flung aside. She’s in some dark alley, the shadows seething.

‘I could’ve gone with her,’ I say, trying hard to sound casual about it. Does Mama realise it’s been three weeks since I went out on a job?

‘Lydia’s got it covered, honey. She’s got Rosco and Rosie with her.’ Those are the other imps. ‘Go sit with your grandmother and relax. I’ll be up in time for dinner.’

‘Yeah. Okay.’ I watch as Lydia tosses two more ghouls into a wire trap. Rain sparkles in the dark, and I hear her laugh and say, ‘Got you, you little a-holes.’

Maybe they think I would’ve got in the way. And maybe they’re right.

I head back upstairs to our living quarters, my footsteps echoing. The base is quiet at the moment. Our latest bunch of trainees finished their placements last month, and the next ones won’t arrive till the new year.

Still. That doesn’t mean monsters aren’t continuing to leak through from the evil universe. My mothers haven’t sent me into the field for ages, not even for the lowest classified call-ins, not even as back-up, not even as an observer. I don’t exactly know why, but, ultimately, it has to be because of my power. I think they’re worried I can’t handle it, that I’ll mess up. They haven’t said anything in the four – almost five – years since I turned thirteen, took my first oath and received my power. But they don’t need to. I’m the only Daalman to end up with such a feeble ability: to sense Hollow energy.

I never wanted it. It wasn’t the power I’d thought I’d get. But then, during my oath of power ceremony, as the Hollow energy coursed through me and Mouse appeared at my side, it was what felt right. The power settled inside my skin like it’d always been there. Just like how, in that same instant, I felt like I’d always known Mouse. At least I got a good familiar, even if my power is the worst.

My other sense is always there, in the back of my mind, a kind of listening-tasting-feeling for Hollow energy. Most of the time I hardly notice it, the same way we don’t notice our own breathing. But if I close my eyes and concentrate on it, blocking out the rest of the world, my ability comes into focus – like focusing on breathing. I can sense smaller amounts of Hollow energy, and extend my range further than my immediate vicinity. It’s hard work, and I can’t do it for very long. Geema says as I get older, the power will get stronger.

But it’s not like it will get any more useful.

Everyone in my family is exceptional. They always have been, ever since the first Daalman warrior was formed during the Fires, generations ago, when the Hollow first tore into our world.

And then there’s me.

Geema’s murmuring to Blackbird in the sitting room, both of them nestled on the couch beneath the sloped windows that look out to the glittering wet cityscape. Hail lies banked like dirty snow against the glass. She holds up a scratched plastiglass cup with a picture of a smiling banana on it.

‘Cheers, my darling. You never forget the little things. Did you get my suitcase?’ A sly grin.

‘Ha. Did you pack bricks for a laugh?’ I drop onto the other couch, curling my feet underneath me.

‘I like to pack for every occasion. You never know what’s going to happen. Once, while I was on holiday in the nations of Pan-America, the princess of the New England Realm invited me to supper. Needless to say, I was very glad I had packed my formal ball gown and white gloves.’

‘You have a ball gown in your suitcase? Aren’t you only here for a few nights?’ Although I doubt her claim about supper – the percentage of truth to Geema’s stories can vary – somehow I suspect she does have a gown in her case. There’s always been a touch of glamour to my grandmother.

‘For every occasion,’ she repeats, sipping her vodka. ‘Who’s home next?’

‘Probably Cheryl.’ My second-oldest sister is flying back from the Drowned Islands, flushed with success after a three-year safari hunting a kraken. Only she’s never exactly been reliable. Next to knock on the door could well be my oldest sister, Jet, and her husband, Eddy, flying over from the west coast base for a few days. With them will be my two nieces: Pumpkin, the youngest, and Bree, who has just turned thirteen and is taking her first oath. 

I grab a pillow, hugging it to me. ‘Didi will be last, anyway. She and this guy of hers have the furthest to come, from Mexico.’

Geema winks. Didi’s just finished her five years of training placements, with her last one in the Central America Division – and apparently she’s bringing a boyfriend home with her.

Everyone I love is on their way. I’m a tangle of feelings, waiting on their various arrivals. I adore them all to pieces and can’t wait to see them, but family gatherings exhaust me. That sensation of not measuring up, which I try so hard to contain, only intensifies when they’re all around me with their prestige, their power, their confidence. Soon they’ll be filling the empty rooms of this apartment with their voices and messes and laughter, familiars underfoot and powers crackling in the air. My family: the Daalman Hollow Warriors.
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Lydia is back from the job by dinnertime, washing her hands in the kitchen sink, a smudge of green ghoul jelly smeared on a cheekbone. Her iguana might have matching splatter, but it’s hard to tell since the lizard is naturally a bright emerald colour. Mama comes upstairs as I lay out the plates. Since there’s only the four of us, we can eat at the little table by the doors to the rooftop terrace. The imps like to have their dinner together downstairs, where they have a kitchenette in their quarters. The fairy lights I strung up the other day blink merrily against the windows, raindrops catching the colours as they slide past outside. 

I’ve made Geema’s favourite: miso-roasted tofu cubes sprinkled with sesame seeds, on a heap of crunchy salad. My grandmother is totally sauced by the time we sit down, almost missing her chair with her butt, hooting with laughter as she drops spoonfuls of salad across the tabletop. The familiars gather beneath the table, squawking and chirruping, Blackbird having apparently got over her teleportation-lag.

‘Delicious, my darling!’ Geema says, licking a fingertip. ‘Oh, it’s so good to be home. I’ve missed sitting around the table with you all.’

‘It’s good to have you back, Mother,’ Mama says. ‘It’s been too long.’ She grabs the serving spoons and loads up Lydia’s plate, knowing how hungry she’ll be after slaying a bunch of ghouls, before serving herself.

‘Hard to find the time lately, with the Renegades causing us all this trouble. But I’m here now! For my first great-granddaughter’s oath! And what a celebration too, to have all my girls here for it.’ Geema raises her banana glass as if to toast herself.

I snag the spoons from Mama and serve myself last. Geema retired from active service when I was a kid, but as an avowed workaholic she replaced that duty by taking on a head role with the United Warrior Families guild. I’m not sure she’ll ever officially retire. It’s not like she has any hobbies outside of warcraft. She’s a warrior down to her bones.

‘So Didi is bringing a boy back from the Central America Division, hmm?’ Geema looks delighted at the prospect. ‘Has anyone met the fellow yet?’

‘She is, and nope,’ says Lydia. With her face turned towards Geema, I can see there’s ghoul jelly in my mother’s short chestnut hair, like evil hair gel. ‘His name’s Fergus. We only found out about him last week, she’s being very coy. Nimue reckons it’s true love.’

‘Of course it is!’ Mama cries. ‘Didi’s never brought a partner home, ever. It’s always been about work with that girl. She’s head over heels for this Fergus.’

‘What if he’s a complete douchebro?’ Lydia says. ‘What are we going to do then? The girls are supposed to let us vet partners before they go and fall in love.’ She looks at me in mock warning.

‘Oh hush, Lydia. The heart wants what the heart wants,’ Geema scolds. ‘I’m sure Fergus is lovely, knowing our Didi. She’s a thoughtful, clever girl. How about you, Priscilla – any young persons hanging about that I ought to know about?’

I shake my head. ‘Nope.’

‘Wasn’t there a girl with blue hair –’

‘No, Geema. There’s nobody,’ I say firmly, because there was but there isn’t anymore, and I don’t want to talk about it.

Geema gives me one of her brief but searing looks – where I feel like, for a moment, she sees everything – and then she gives me a nod and turns to Lydia, and asks about the ghouls, and the conversation moves on. Beneath the table, Mama reaches over to pat my thigh, which is all and exactly what I need.

I listen as my mothers and grandmother chat about the guild headquarters, in Prague, and Geema’s work there. They talk about the Renegades, a group of warriors who left the guild and are threatening to take it down; about new monster varieties cropping up in the North African Chasm; and about a move by one of the families for more power on the security council. I tune out. Geema has reminded me about my broken heart, and I keep blinking and seeing a blue-haired girl behind my eyes. I’m trying so hard to forget her, and how we’d been so in love.

After dinner, I get Lydia to float Geema’s suitcase all the way up the stairs, and make sure my grandmother has everything she needs – fresh soft towels, the password to the apartment network, her favourite soap in the ensuite. Her bedroom is across the hall from mine and I tell her to come get me if she thinks of anything else. She kisses me goodnight, smelling of sesame and vanilla and vodka.

I wait until she closes the door before creeping up the last set of stairs to the attic.

I had this idea recently. It’s a little ridiculous. Okay, it’s a lot ridiculous. It’s also a great distraction from a broken heart.

If I can trigger another power, maybe I’ll be good enough to be a Daalman warrior.

As a kid, growing up as the youngest, I always wondered how I could match up to the incredible warriors in my family. I’d thought the oath of power ceremony would be the moment when I would feel like a Daalman. I’d get an amazing power, and fit in. Instead, I received my lame little power and it only strengthened my feeling of not being good enough.

If I take the second – and final – oath, the oath of service, with this power ... that would cement my future as a second-rate warrior. I’d go on my training placements at other Hollow Warrior bases around the world and they’d all discover Priscilla Daalman is not the Daalman they’d expected. Not the warrior they need. I can picture the pitying ways they’d look at me. And I know what they’d do to me: funnel me into some crappy specialty in support crew or administration.

I don’t want that future.

Having another power isn’t unusual among Hollow Warriors – Geema gained secondary powers while in New Europe, actually, adding sizeshifting to her teleportation ability – but generally it only happens to older, more seasoned warriors. But what if I could do more than sense Hollow energy? What if I could be like Mama, whose optic blast vision fries monsters to dust in seconds? Or like my oldest sister, Jet, whose touch can turn anything to stone?

I’d never have to carry a weapon for safety again. I’d be able to sense an attack and repel it in the next instant.

I wouldn’t be the odd one out in my family anymore.

I could live up to the Daalman legacy.

I’ve been practising up here in my spare time over the last few weeks, by the round window at the end of the long attic. I need another, better power before I turn nineteen, which is the deadline for taking my second oath. All my sisters took their oath of service the second they turned eighteen. But I will wait.

The rain has eased off, whispering against the tiles above me, and a draught blows around my ankles. I duck under dusty rafters and settle cross-legged onto the pile of old cushions I dragged in when I first came up with this scheme. Mouse sits on my shoulder, light as a feather and quiet as a typical mouse, knowing I won’t listen if she starts arguing with me. She objected strongly when I first started doing this, claiming I was being absurd. That I’m good enough, strong enough, smart enough, the way I am. 

Mouse didn’t grow up with the Daalmans like I did, though. She didn’t grow up with this expectation. She arrived when I was thirteen, and she thinks I’m okay the way I am, but she’s wrong.

I close my eyes, resting my hands on my knees.

I don’t actually know how to trigger another power. When we take our first oath at age thirteen, we use special talismans to call Hollow energy into us. That energy transforms us. It grants us a superpower and creates a familiar, which conducts the energy through us. Though it comes from an evil place, the Hollow energy itself is neutral, like electricity – and it powers our abilities.

Those older warriors who develop secondary powers do so without a ceremony, though; as their strength grows, their new power sparks naturally. I’m far from being that strong, but I’m hoping that, since my power lets me sense Hollow energy, I can somehow call it into me again and spark a new power, even without the oath ceremony and the talismans.

I start as usual by slowing my breathing and turning away from my racing thoughts, blanking my mind to reach out and listen with my other sense.

First I taste three burnt-sugar blazes in the apartment below me, as strong as fresh flames. I can’t differentiate between sources of Hollow energy, but I know those have to be Geema, Mama and Lydia. Near each of them are the orbiting fireflies of their familiars, with another one on my shoulder where Mouse sits. The imps are further down in the command centre, a cluster of sweet char impressions. There’s faded energy in a corner of the garage, where Lydia’s empty ghoul cages must have been tossed after she finished her job, and the energy of our family’s talismans locked up in the safe. Extending my sense further, I can taste a few faint almost signatures in the apartments around us: people who have a tiny filament of Hollow energy inside them but probably don’t even know it. 

They could become warriors too.

Potential warriors manifest everywhere, although they’re most likely to occur in the existing warrior families. Most people outside of the families never know if they have the potential to become a warrior, and go on with their lives as norms, none the wiser.

Warriors are made by the Hollow. Those seeds of potential are just one of the ways it has affected our world since it first breached our borders, along with risen sea levels and wild weather and cracks in the earth. But we are not the Hollow’s allies. Instead, we use that potential to fight against it. Our purpose lies wholly with our own world.

I turn my sense inwards, tasting my own Hollow energy, like my veins are running with caramel and cinders, pulsing in time with my heart. Flowing from Mouse, and through my body.

I take a sharp breath in and curl my hands, like I’m gathering something into my palms. The energy inside me flares.

Something rustles.

I open my eyes. Shit.

Shit, shit, shit. My neck tickles as Mouse silently slips to hide beneath the black curtain of my hair. You are in big trouble, she whispers in my mind without a trace of laughter.

There’s a bitterlin in the attic. A leathery armadillo-like monster, blinking red eyes as it looks around in a startled fashion. Its purple ears flap a couple of times. Then it sees me and snarls, and dashes into the shadows on snicking claws.

I’m too surprised to chase after it. Did I do that? Nothing like this has ever happened before. Maybe it was a coincidence – one of those stray, unforeseen tears that happens now and then, disgorging a Hollow inhabitant, while I was meditating. It’s possible. It’s totally possible.

Or I somehow summoned a bitterlin. Into our apartment. Which is so much worse.




CHAPTER TWO

No. I definitely can’t have summoned it. The only thing worse than having a lame power like mine would be having the ability to bring more monsters into our world, a concept not worth giving one iota of consideration. So it must be a coincidence.

A total coincidence.

At least that’s what I tell myself as I lock the attic door behind me and flee back to my bedroom.

Luckily, bitterlins aren’t one of those savage types determined to destroy the whole of humanity. If I remember rightly, from what I learned in bestiary class last year, they’re classified as something like nuisance pest: pretty tame by Hollow standards, the smallest and most vacuous of pawns in an army of evil monsters. They’re the beast beneath the bed made real, lurking in dark places and lunging at unsuspecting ankles.

There’s only one in the attic, where my family pretty much never goes. No civilians know about it to make a call-in through the hotline. So as long as I remember to keep the attic locked, I can come back to hunt it down another time.

You should deal with it now, Mouse advises, still tucked beneath my bobbed hair. That poisoned dagger would –

‘I’m a bit shook up. Anyway, I should figure out where it came from first, right?’

No. That is not the correct order of things, you should –

‘I’m going to figure out what happened first. It’s a low-rent monster. There’s no rush.’

Mouse’s only reply is a long-suffering sigh.

I don’t get much sleep that night. My mind churns with nightmares about bitterlins teeming beneath my bed.

In the morning I get up early, as usual, hoping that sticking to my regular routine will mean nobody will think anything unusual is going on. I slug back a coffee, give Mouse some sunflower seeds, then make a big pot of porridge and leave it on the stove for the others before I head down to the command centre. I start every day with a workout and weapons practice in the gym. If it’s a school day then I’ll log onto edusys afterwards and start school – my studies are a mix of ordinary schoolwork and Hollow Warrior lessons. On non-school days, I’ll tidy up the workspaces or clean the weapons or take care of other duties – such as attending our city’s quarterly Meet’n’Greet a Hollow Warrior. It’s my turn to do that today and, frankly, I’d rather be doing schoolwork. I loathe Meet’n’Greets. First of all, loads of civilians treat us like we’re comic-book characters and not actual human beings – once, this old woman wanted to cut off a piece of my hair for good luck, and another time a man tried booking me as an entertainer for his son’s birthday party. And second of all, I know I’m not the comic-book character they actually want to meet. Civilians want to meet a real warrior, not a currently failing, worst-power-ever student like me. 

The lights are on in the briefing room and offices, where the imps are at the monitoring station. Imps have the weirdest sleeping habits – they’ll stay awake for a week, taking only minimal naps before crashing into day-long sleeps, making them handy co-workers when it comes to 24-7 monitoring for potential monster activity. Bosco is polishing the glass cabinet that holds my family’s set of handbooks and bestiaries – books which are mostly for show now, since all the information is stored in online databases. The imps wave their spindly hands in hello as I head past them to the gym.

The lights are already on in there too. I hesitate on the threshold. Geema’s voice comes through from the back of the gym somewhere.

‘It’s not. She’s been known to use that alias before. Follow it up.’ A pause. ‘All leads, Adam. I said all leads.’

She’s on a call. And she sounds strained. I hover, unsure whether to turn around or keep going.

Geema heads up Internal Affairs at the guild, the department charged with taking care of rogue or defecting warriors – such as the Renegades. Ever since the Renegades rose to notice last year, Geema and her team have been trying to shut them down. But they’ve been evading her efforts – and growing in number. What had been a small activist group in New Europe has spread its tentacles around the whole world. Last month I received a piece of recruitment material myself, an anonymous digital flyer in my inbox. Do you want a future you can own? Free yourself from the fetters of the guild: renounce your oaths and join the Renegades.

I haven’t deleted it yet. Maybe it’ll be useful to Geema one day.

My grandmother paces into view, headset atop her grey hair, a winking red light indicating she’s still on the call. She gives me a curt nod, then says, ‘I have to go. Let me know what you find out.’

She tugs off the headset and tosses it aside. ‘Morning! Thought I’d join you today.’

But Geema doesn’t need to practise. She’s not on active service and besides, she’s already ridiculously powerful. Maybe she wants to interrogate me about something.

Hopefully it’s not my ex-girlfriend.

Geema sits on the floor mats and gracefully arches one arm over her head, while I start up the treadmill and begin running. Mouse settles in the cup holder of the treadmill, grooming her whiskers. I run faster and faster towards myself in the mirror, going nowhere.

It’s been three months since my blue-haired Onyeka left me behind for a whole new life on the other side of the world. Three months ago, my favourite mornings were the weekend ones when my mothers let me stay over with her. Waking up in Onyeka’s bed with the smell of coffee wafting through her tiny student apartment ... She and I would drink it while still lying in the warm sheets, spending the blissful early morning mostly in silence. Those times were like another world, one where I felt like a grown-up living my own independent life, far away from the stresses of schoolwork and monster-hunter training. She made me calm. She made me happy. 

The Priscilla running in the mirror back then had always been smiling. For a little while, for her, everything had felt perfect.

I slow down, come off the treadmill, and join Geema on the mats to stretch. Her grey braid hangs down her spine as she lifts her arms towards the ceiling.

‘What have you been up to lately?’ she asks.

Conjuring bitterlins out of thin air. ‘Uh. The usual schoolwork. And getting things ready for Bree’s ceremony.’

‘You seem a little tired, my darling.’

‘I’m fine. I’ve been busy, that’s all.’ I reach towards my toes, deepening the stretch in my hamstrings.

‘Well. Don’t push yourself too hard. Don’t take on anything more. You do plenty as it is, my wonderful girl.’

I only nod in reply. I tuck my feet together and sit up straight, and change the subject. ‘You’ve been busy too, though, right? At guild headquarters.’

Geema’s been at the headquarters in Prague for almost nine years. The United Warrior Families guild is the global organisation that oversees and supports Hollow Warriors – the guild is our keeper of rules, our news hub, our weapons developer, the home of our historians and archivists. It was set up by the first generation, during the time when the Hollow first breached our interdimensional borders. It grew from an informal network into a global organisation with a self-imposed mandate to keep our world safe, supported by the world’s new governments. We’ve come a long way since the Fires, when monsters freely rampaged through the broken quarters of our world. Humanity fought its way through the violent upheavals, and flourished – with the help of our league of superheroes. The guild saved us. The guild keeps us safe. 

‘I have been busy. The Renegades are giving us hell.’

‘But you’ll deal with them, won’t you?’ I can’t imagine anyone getting away with crossing my formidable grandmother or her team. These traitors will have to be defeated eventually.

Geema pauses in her stretch. ‘Well. It’s become apparent it won’t be easy to do so. The Renegades are fanatics, totally unable to be reasoned with. They believe Hollow Warriors should rule the world, absolutely. Want to call themselves gods, and hold humanity to ransom. It’s no small conspiracy, and it has spread faster than we anticipated, underground and undercover. Warriors I personally knew and trusted have turned out to be Renegades. It’s so dangerous, my child. Threatening our organisation in turn threatens the whole world. So we have to meet this threat with an appropriate response, and that is turning out to require more and more resourcing. More and more time. Already we’ve had to placate certain governments that are aware of the traitors and have become concerned enough to start questioning their funding commitments. But yes, we will deal with the Renegades. No question.’ She sounds angry. My fierce, exacting grandmother. The guild takes a hard line on dissent – it has to, to keep the fragile balance our first warriors fought so hard for. There is no tolerance for opposition. No room to undermine what it takes to keep the Hollow at bay.

It’s not unheard of for warriors to go rogue. Sometimes warriors get turned by the Hollow, abandon the two oaths, and give themselves over to evil. And that’s why we have Internal Affairs – to identify rogues and apprehend them. To take their powers away, so they can no longer be a threat. To make it clear to the world that Hollow Warriors can always be trusted. 

But it sounds like the Renegades are a bigger challenge than anything they’ve had to deal with before.

Geema tucks in her knees and leans forward in a child’s pose stretch, resting her forehead on the ground. Then she sits back up with a sigh. ‘If it wasn’t for all that, I’d be staying here for Christmas too. I could do with some festive cheer. But as soon as Bree’s had her ceremony, I have to get back to Prague.’

Even if I’d felt like confessing about the bitterlin I seem to have summoned, I can’t now. My grandmother doesn’t need to be burdened with my problems on top of everything else she has going on.

Stretches done, I grab one of the bo staffs and start running through a series of simple moves, blocking and striking an invisible opponent. Meanwhile, Geema closes her eyes and balls her hands into fists. A moment later she is standing at the back of the room. I blink and she reappears by the rack of weights. She moves around the room in staccato bursts, so fast I can barely keep track, the staff hanging loose in my hands as I watch.

Geema stops near the rack again. She holds one palm out at the dumbbells, the other palm towards her bottle of water. One of the weights balloons in size, the water bottle shrinking in counterpoint. She reverses the move, returning the items to their usual sizes.

What must it feel like to have such an incredible power, to direct it so precisely? To have two such powers, teleportation and sizeshifting?

Maybe I’ll never know.

I return to my movements with determination, clearing my mind to let muscle memory take over. Gliding between each form. The exercise puts me in a trance, washing away anxiety, the last sediments of my nightmares and the tension in my body. When I’m done I slot the bo staff back into its loop on the wall, and pick up Mouse to return her to my shoulder. Now I’m calm and ready to face the rest of my day.

Like what you’re going to do about the monster in the attic?

It’s hard to avoid your problems when a mouse keeps reminding you of them. I growl at my familiar, ‘Busy day today, Mouse. We’ll talk about that later.’ When I’m not anywhere near my overly perceptive grandmother, for starters.

Geema pats me on the back as we stroll out of the gym.

‘I liked this, just you and me,’ she says. ‘While I’m home we should practise together.’

‘Uh-huh.’ She probably means I need the practice. That I need her help, just like I needed reminding to carry a weapon.

We part ways upstairs, and I have a quick shower before heading to the garage, which stinks of ghoul jelly. The panel on the door of the Hollow waste incinerator is lit up in red, tagged to Lydia’s ID, indicating it’s still processing the remains of her successful hunt – a hunt done without me. At least I could help by cleaning the cages. I’ll try fitting that in later. Right now I have some errands to run before that – ugh – Meet’n’Greet.

I climb into the small floater and turn it on. Angsty pop-rock starts bleating out of the stereo and I thumb it off with a groan. Mama must have taken the floater out last. She has the worst taste in music.

The garage door slides open and I glide out into the windy, wet morning. Misty rain blurs against the curved plastiglass windows as the floater lifts into one of the lower flightlines. The stream of traffic skims over the rooftops of the ’burbs towards the city’s commercial heartland, where the skyscrapers are bedecked in neon. The rivers are flat and dark, roiling with stormwater between the levees. A giant lit-up Santa stands on one of the bridges, waving a fat-fingered hand at the floaters flickering past. I haven’t even thought about getting ready for Christmas yet – first I need to deal with the arrival of my family and holding Bree’s oath ceremony in our apartment.

In the mall I stop by a tea store to get a huge box of Jet’s favourite, lemongrass and ginger, then pick up some honey-yellow candles from a homewares store. I wind my way through a packed supermarket, loading a basket with popping corn, maple-glazed macadamias and sparkling apple juice. I traipse back to the floater with everything, then return on dragging feet to the ground-floor plaza for the Meet’n’Greet. The ad displays on each side of the rotunda are already switched on, flicking through dramatic scenes of famous Hollow Warriors battling monsters. Cool and calm and in control beneath stormy skies, the monsters falling at their feet, time and time again.

The Meet’n’Greet assistant, one of the mall staff, sees me arriving, and switches on the sign above the rotunda. Glittering letters scroll past: MEET’N’GREET A REAL HOLLOW WARRIOR/PROUD DEFENDERS OF OUR WORLD. She gives me a thumbs up. I weakly return it before slipping on my Hollow Warriors jacket, with the guild logo stitched on the chest, and taking a seat on the stool. 

And I wait. This always happens. Nobody really wants to meet me.

I don’t know how much time passes – a millennia of quiet discomfort – when someone taps me on my shoulder. I turn around with a practised friendly smile. It’s usually a little kid or an old lady wanting a picture. But the shoulder-tapper is a white guy only a few years older than me. He’s kind of handsome.

‘Hello there, Hollow Warrior,’ he says, and I find myself sitting up a little straighter. He’s wearing a loose black knit with skinny trousers, and he reminds me of the boy I was madly in love with when I was eleven years old, all slinky and wry with a direct gaze.

Okay, he’s one hundred per cent handsome.

‘Hi,’ I say, feeling my cheeks warm. ‘Priscilla Daalman. I’m not actually a fully fledged Hollow Warrior yet.’ And before I can stop them, all these apologies come bubbling out. ‘I’m sorry it’s me you’ve met. I’m sorry, you probably wanted to meet a real warrior.’

I slam my teeth shut too late on my unexpected candour. Where did that come from?

He’s looking at me like he’s wondering the same thing. Like I’ve surprised him.

I keep my mouth firmly shut because I’m this close to saying sorry for saying sorry, and I would actually die of embarrassment.

‘Well ... you’re still a Daalman. I’m a huge fan,’ he says, as if it doesn’t matter. ‘I ... um. I hope this isn’t too weird. May I please get a photo?’

‘Okay. Sure.’ I’m charmed enough for the rest of my apologies to fall away as I regain some semblance of professionalism.

He steps next to me and holds up his handset, its camera a glossy bead that reflects our faces upside down. He smells like spiced soap, and I’m acutely aware of how close we are, of the hand he rests casually on my shoulder.

‘Smile,’ he whispers.

The camera clicks, and he steps away almost immediately, as if embarrassed by our proximity. I’m disappointed. I could have lingered longer in that moment with this one hundred per cent handsome guy.

‘You look like your grandmother,’ he says, tucking the handset into his back pocket.

‘I – you know my grandmother?’ It’s been a while since Geema was an active warrior in the Oceania Division.

‘As I said, I’m a fan.’ He smiles at me again. ‘It was so nice to meet you, Priscilla Daalman. Thank you for your time.’

‘You too –’ I realise he didn’t give me his name, but he’s already turned around, walking away into the busy crowd.

I blink, watching him disappear. Wow. I wish more fan interactions involved guys like that. It’d make these Meet’n’Greets a lot more interesting.

The rest of the allotted time creeps past like a snail in sloth’s clothing. Nobody else comes to see me, and finally the mall assistant switches off the signs and I’m free to go. I shrug out of my jacket and take off back through the shops on my last errand: ordering a cake for Bree’s ceremony. There’s a bakery upstairs that makes great cakes, certified real-sugar ones. My family loves a store-bought cake for special occasions. Years ago, Hollow creatures destroyed almost all of the world’s sugarcane fields, so it can be hard to find proper sugar-filled confections. For Bree, I definitely want something gooey and chocolatey and – damn. The bakery windows are dark, the shelves inside empty. A peeling SHUT DOWN by order of the Department of Agriculture sticker is plastered to the door – the store must’ve been caught selling sugar illegally on the side. 

I can’t believe my go-to source for cakes is out of business. I’ll have to try somewhere else. I think there might be a place in a suburb closer to home.

I turn to head back to the parking levels, and a flash of periwinkle braids catches my eye. My heart betrays me; for a moment it forgets what she said, and snatches at my breath in delight. Then my memories catch up with my heart, and the delight washes away. Onyeka.

As if I said her name aloud, Onyeka turns around. She sees me and startles, and at least has the grace to look embarrassed.

‘Priscilla.’

‘Aren’t you supposed to be in Munich?’ I say, hating the fractious tone of my voice.

‘The lab has closed for the year. I’m back for a little bit,’ she says. ‘For Christmas.’

She’s been here, practically beside me, for days. In this city. ‘And you didn’t let me know?’

She holds up a finger. ‘Hey. You told me not to contact you. Ever again, I think, were your precise words.’

‘Because you’re the one who was leaving! You left me!’ I can hear the way I’m about to spiral back into an argument with her, the argument. The biggest one, the final one.

We fought so much in those last few weeks. About anything and everything. When we finally split up, my heart was torn asunder – and yet, I still had a moment of relief that at least the fighting was over. And then I felt guilty for that relief, as if it in some way negated all the wonderful, sweet aspects of our relationship. I shouldn’t have been happy it was over, not even in the smallest way.

I don’t want to fight with her now. I close my eyes for a second and try to compose myself. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘I’m sorry, too. I should’ve told you I’d be back in town. I thought about it, but I figured the chances of us bumping into each other ...’ She glances aside and sighs, her profile proud against the bright mall lights. My disloyal heart flutters.

‘Yeah. I get it,’ I murmur.

Mouse wiggles out from under my hair and squeaks. She’s on my heart’s side too.

Onyeka smiles at her. ‘Hey, little beastie,’ she whispers.

When Onyeka first told me about the graduate job offer in Munich, I didn’t want to believe it would happen. I hoped it was a mistake or that she’d change her mind, that they’d rescind the offer or that it would fall through in some way. But the days kept going past and her departure date kept getting closer. When she graduated, I realised she really was going, and something inside me closed off. I put a wall up. We stumbled on together for a few more weeks, finally breaking up before she left. There were no tearful goodbyes at the airport. I sat at home, unable to even look out the window, thinking about her plane taking off into the sky. Taking her away from me. 

I swallow as the memories come back, loaded with heartache. ‘I have stuff to do. It’s Bree’s ceremony ... a cake. I need to get a cake for her. You have a good holiday.’ Retreating, before these perfidious things like my heart and Mouse can draw me back into Onyeka’s orbit. She is not here to stay. She will only leave me again.

‘Bye, Priscilla,’ she says to my back. And part of me can’t help wondering if it’s the last time she will say that to me.
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I want to go home now. I’ll get a cake tomorrow. The flightlines out to the ’burbs are bumper to bumper, and I flip the floater into autopilot, sitting back to watch the crawl of red lights through the sky before me.

There’s a dull ache in my chest, back to full force when I’d thought it had finally ebbed away. The image of Onyeka behind my eyelids, too, has returned to full colour. I didn’t think I’d have any more memories of her – now, I close my eyes and see her in the mall, blue braids sweeping over her denim jacket as she turns and locks eyes with me.

I don’t want to think about Onyeka, so I force myself to think about the bitterlin instead. As much as I don’t want it to be the case, I know in my gut that hadn’t been a natural tear. It was no coincidence. Somehow, I’d accessed Hollow energy and pulled it in and – 

Something rustles.

Oh hell no.

I’ve done it again.




CHAPTER THREE

I turn around and look right into the berry-red eyes of an alarmed bitterlin before it squawks and starts bounding around the back seat like a pinball. I punch the button to raise the divide between the front and back of the floater, flinching as the bitterlin bangs into the plastiglass, where it leaves a smear of purple-tinged saliva.

TWO of them. This is definitely trouble. Mouse shivers behind my ear. The bitterlin thuds from side to side, rocking the floater in the air.

‘Shush! I’ll handle this,’ I say, except my voice betrays the tight panic squeezing around my ribs. I frantically look around the cab and spot the poisoned dagger I’ve been carrying since Geema got home. I unsheathe it and lower the barrier by a fraction, enough to wedge the dagger through. The bitterlin – ludicrous creature that it is – eventually flings itself past hard enough to scratch its leathery hide. Within a few minutes it drops to the seat and rolls up into a ball, looking like a very large and very dead purple louse. 

‘Ugh,’ I say. Thank goodness, I got it. And now to go home and get rid of a stinky dead bitterlin before anyone notices.

A while later I zip into the garage. The big floater is gone, which means one or more of the others are out, so maybe I can actually get away with this. I can’t stuff the dead bitterlin into the Hollow waste incinerator – it will leave a record in the database, and then there’ll be questions from Mama and Lydia about what I’d hunted and why the job wasn’t in the system – but I figure I can hide it in the attic with the first one, then figure out how to dispose of them both at the same time.

I pull on a pair of gloves and roll the critter into a bag, then wipe down the slick fauxhide seats and plastiglass interior of the floater, finishing with liberal sprays of freshener. Bag in hand, I creep cautiously out of the garage. Everything seems quiet. The briefing room and offices are dim, with only Rosie the imp on duty – she doesn’t look around as I scuttle past, the bag hanging by my knees. All the other lights in the apartment are off. Mama, Lydia and Geema must be out with Bosco and Rosco.

I kick it up the stairs and am walking through the kitchen when a voice says, ‘What the hell is that you’ve got?’

I scream, almost dropping the bag, and turn around. Standing in the open doorway to the rooftop terrace, a cigarette hanging in the corner of her mouth, is my sister Cheryl. She’s dressed all in black, camouflaged against the dark beyond.

‘Holy hell, Cheryl! You scared the crap out of me. When did you get home?’

She wrinkles her nose. ‘While you were out, obviously. Is that a dead bitterlin? What are you doing with it?’

I look down as a drip of goo slowly plops onto the floor from the bottom of the bag. I can’t think of a half-sane excuse. ‘I don’t know,’ I say lamely, putting it down. ‘I don’t know what I’m doing.’

Cheryl tilts her head, regarding me for a second. Smoke spirals into the air past her short chestnut hair, the shortest I’ve ever seen it. Curled up on a deckchair behind her, her familiar, Dingo, watches us with one sleepy eye. ‘What’s going on, kiddo?’ she says.

Everything. Nothing. Someone in particular. ‘I just saw Onyeka. She’s back in town for the holidays.’

‘Ah, come here.’ She stubs out her cigarette and pulls me into a fierce hug, leather jacket creaking. I press my face into the nook below her chin. She smells of smoke and salt. Oh, how I’ve missed her. Even though there’s almost twelve years between us, Cheryl is the sister I am closest to. Not a week goes by without us being in contact. She knows all about what happened between me and Onyeka. She knows how much it hurts to have seen her again.

We weren’t close when I was younger. I was only four years old when Cheryl got pregnant and all my memories of that time are constructions, built from what my family has told me. Then she left for a while. But I remember when she came home again, when I was seven and she was nineteen. We started hanging out all the time. I never felt like she was trying to parent me. She always treated me like her equal. Her sister. 

She is powerful and amazing, like every Daalman. But she’s also dark, and different. Recently it occurred to me that maybe the reason Cheryl and I get on so well is because we are both, in our own ways, disappointments to our family.

It’s been three years since I last saw her, which isn’t unusual – Cheryl is hardly ever here – but right now I really feel how long that’s been. I close my eyes and breathe out shakily. ‘I miss her, Cheryl.’

‘You’ll be all right,’ she murmurs. One hand brushes my hair. ‘You’ll be okay.’

I really want to believe her.

‘And you also know not to bring dead monsters up into the house,’ she continues. ‘Throw it in the incinerator, then come to my room. I’ve got a present for you.’

She thinks I hunted the bitterlin down on a legitimate job. A spontaneously leaked monster, as per normal. She doesn’t know there wasn’t an alert from the city’s surveillance grid, or a call-in from a civilian. That there’s no record to back up the running of the incinerator.

For a moment I consider telling her everything, that bitterlins are kind of appearing around me somehow, but I bite my tongue. I shouldn’t drag Cheryl into this. She creates enough drama on her own without getting caught up in mine.

‘Okay.’ I wipe my nose and head back down the stairs – and stand there on the steps in the dark, waiting and listening for her and Dingo to go up to the fourth floor, where she has a bedroom alongside mine and Geema’s. I only wait a few seconds, then creep up after her. If she catches me going into the attic, I’m screwed. But she doesn’t, and I quickly shove the wrapped-up ball of dead bitterlin through the attic door, then lock it. Wiping my hands down my thighs, I head to Cheryl’s room at the far end of the hall. 

She’s sitting cross-legged on her bed. Stuff is strewn around the room, as if seventeen suitcases simultaneously exploded. I clamber onto the bed to sit opposite her. She is thinner, weathered, with new freckles across her face and deeper lines beside her eyes. Cheryl’s never been soft, but there is something even leaner about her, as if some protective covering has been stripped away. A gold-and-diamond stud glitters on her nose, and when she smiles I notice two gold teeth. My sister’s gone pirate after three years hunting kraken on the high seas.

‘Tell me what it was like.’ I wish I could see what she’s seen.

‘Brilliant. Wild,’ she whispers. ‘Here, I got you a souvenir.’ She hands me something wrapped in soft chamois. I flip it open, revealing a shell-shaped disc of lustrous green. Light skids over its pearlescent surface as I angle it in my hand.

‘A mermaid scale,’ Cheryl says.

‘You saw mermaids?’ Hollow creatures that abandoned their evil world to settle in the watery depths of ours, they’re notoriously secretive. Mermaids aren’t intent on destroying us, but they’re not at all friendly towards humans, unlike imps.

‘Uh-huh. This was given to me freely. I was told it would give clarity and insight to whoever carries it.’

I hold the scale up to my face as if I can breathe in the cold, ferocious tang of saltwater from it. ‘It’s beautiful.’

‘Keep it safe,’ she says. ‘Now get outta here, kiddo. I’m beat and need to crash. I’ll show you photos tomorrow.’

She scoops me close to kiss my forehead, then shoos me out of her bedroom. I stand in the hallway with the mermaid scale in my hands. Its Hollow energy tickles the back of my mind and I wonder what insights it might bring me.
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Mama, Lydia and Geema aren’t home by the time I go to bed. I leave my bedroom door open a crack and lie awake, listening, until I hear footsteps and hushed laughter coming up from the stairs, the clink of glasses. Then I roll over and go to sleep, which is thankfully free of bitterlin-infested nightmares.

For breakfast the next day I prepare fat slices of hot raisin toast with curls of cold butter, and mugs of coffee. Mama, Lydia and Geema tell Cheryl and me about the civilian call-in that came in yesterday afternoon, for a vapour spirit. Geema couldn’t resist going along for the ride even though she’s retired. Oh. I hunch over the dart of hurt as I realise they went without me.

They talk over each other and finish each other’s sentences, sometimes laughing too much to even do that. Afterwards, Cheryl shares photos of her expedition in the Drowned Islands, to a running commentary of questions. A pang of longing hits me when I see those pictures – the endless arcs of blue-green Pacific Ocean, the grinning wind-lashed faces of salty warriors, the giant limp tentacles of the kraken they finally caught. Cheryl might be our family miscreant, but she’s still a powerful warrior. She’s been on a real adventure.

I hope I can be a good enough warrior, one day, to go on an adventure like that.

My handset vibrates in my pocket and I tug it out, glad for the distraction. It’s a message from Onyeka. I couldn’t bring myself to delete her from my list of contacts, and seeing that tiny circle of a photo – her round brown cheeks and bright smile – makes me melt.

Hey there’s a bakery in Brunswick I can recommend – good cakes, certified sugar dealers – if you’re still looking.

That’s Onyeka for I’m glad we bumped into each other.

Before I lose my nerve I swipe out a reply. Thanks for the tip – appreciated.

That’s Priscilla for I’m glad too.

I wonder what she feels when she sees my photo come up.

I tuck my handset back away, feeling strangely better. Onyeka’s always done that for me – made me feel like things will turn out all right.

Cheryl is switching off the projector feed from her own handset. As she does so, the base’s security network chimes with a series of descending tones: another civilian call-in.

Mama gets up to check the screen on the wall. ‘Over east, near the coast,’ she says. ‘Two fatalities, the town’s gone into lockdown. From the description it sounds like a direkin.’

‘I’ll go,’ my sister says. Dingo lifts her head, ears perked, like a normal dog whose owner has said let’s go for a walk. Cheryl looks at me, her gold teeth flashing. ‘C’mon, kiddo. Must be our turn to team up.’

A balloon lifts inside me. ‘Really?’ I glance at my mothers. A direkin is a big threat. It’s not the kind of monster students normally go into the field for, let alone – let’s face it – a mediocre student like myself. 

‘That’s a grade four savage.’ Mama seems hesitant.

Cheryl scoffs. ‘It’s nothing. We’ll deal. I’ll look after Priscilla. It’ll be good for her training.’

At least my sister wants me out there with her. She tugs me to my feet.

‘Well ... be careful,’ Mama calls after us as we head upstairs to pull on our hunting gear.

‘We’re always careful!’ Cheryl and I both yell back.

We get changed, then meet in the command centre downstairs, grabbing weapons and armour from the closet. Cheryl straps a harness onto Dingo as I put on my headset and do up the buckles on my favourite armoured vest, the one with the special protective pocket for Mouse on the front. Anticipatory adrenalin fizzes down my limbs as I flip the switch to charge up an electric-tipped bo staff. Current snaps and pops in the air.

Mouse ducks into her pocket. She’s as eager as Dingo. It’s about time!

‘Amen, beastie,’ I say.

I just hope I can handle it.

Cheryl collects the call-in information from the imps, and we clamber into the big floater. The engines thud as she lifts it into the rain-soaked day. We ascend to the upper streams, accelerating into misted clouds. The city disappears in the haze beneath us. Cheryl switches the autopilot on and leans back, dropping a hand to idly scratch Dingo’s head.

‘What are you going to do now the safari is done?’ I ask. I want to know how long I’ll get to have with her this time, before it’s back to messages and video calls. 

‘I don’t know.’ She pauses. ‘I thought maybe I would stay here for a while.’

My sister, born with itchy feet, claiming she’ll stay put? I narrow my eyes. What did those mermaids say to her? ‘For real?’

‘Look. I don’t know, okay? I’m thinking about things.’

I prop my feet up on the dashboard. ‘You seem kinda different.’

‘I guess we all have to face up to who we are, at some point,’ she says. ‘And figure out ... who we might want to be instead.’

I turn my head to look out at the grey surrounding us. Face up to who we are. Maybe for Cheryl that means not running away anymore. Maybe for me that means admitting I’ll never be a Hollow Warrior like the rest of my family.

I squeeze my eyes shut. No, that isn’t the future I want. I will not face it. I can’t face it. I have to be a good warrior, somehow, some day.

We’re quiet for the rest of the ride, the floater buffeted with wind as we descend to the co-ordinates. The call-in has come from a small town clinging to life behind a giant seawall. The tempestuous sea rages behind the huge swathe of pitted concrete.

Everything is quiet. The locals are in hiding, following civilian guidelines for monster attacks. Streetlights glow orange in the gloomy drizzle. We land on the main street near the remains of an old building, where creeping purple vines twist over tumbled bricks.

‘Can you pinpoint our monster?’ Cheryl says as she jumps out, boots thudding onto the wet concrete.

Ah, crap. I hadn’t thought of that. Last time I accessed my power a bitterlin appeared. If it happens again now, Cheryl will see – along with anyone watching the footage from my headset cam.

Maybe it won’t happen, though. If I use my power as I ought to, as I always have – and definitely do not think about bitterlins – then everything might be okay. No bitterlins. No problem.

I take a deep breath. I can already feel the tickle in the back of my mind. I carefully focus my other sense. Hollow energy swirls through me and Cheryl and our familiars, and there’s also another burst nearby. It’s on the other side of the ruins.

Wordlessly I point in that direction, while hope flares inside me. We’re bitterlin free. Maybe the problem fixed itself.

Cheryl swings out her scimitars. Dingo bares her teeth. I grip the humming bo staff firmly and follow my sister along the silent street.

All I hear is my heartbeat thudding in my ears and the distant booming of the ocean.

The direkin is crouched in the middle of a disused carpark, bony knees by its heavy jaws, knuckles resting on the tarmac. Beside it are two human bodies, blank eyes open to the uncaring clouds. I’ve seen casualties before – you can’t avoid it as a monster hunter – but I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to seeing that utterly distressing stillness. Two people died today beneath the claws of the Hollow. Preventing any more deaths is why we are here. I force myself not to look at the dead and focus instead on the monster. Its tail sweeps against the ground, the rattle at the end echoing through the vacant space. 

It hasn’t seen us yet.

My stomach twists with nerves, palms getting damp inside my gloves. I can smell the tang of poison on its claws and I’m suddenly very aware of how close it is. I’ve never seen a direkin in real life, although I’ve seen footage of warriors in battle with them during my lessons. They’re as tall as a person, with mucousy grey skin and brawny legs. I remember one particular edusys training sheet that said to be watchful for a direkin’s leap. They can jump right over you, slashing with those poisoned talons from behind.

Death by direkin is painful, it warned.

Once I saw a video of a warrior fighting two at the same time. The beasts had teamed up –

The back of my mind itches. My other sense tastes a flare of Hollow energy. And then another direkin is hopping through the carpark towards us. It barks, alerting the first one.

Both direkins see us.

I freeze.

There are two direkins now and they’re both coming in fast, muscles bunching in their powerful legs, claws scorching the tarmac. Mouse squeaks but I barely hear her. I can’t move. I did this. Summoned another monster, and now there’s two, like in that video. They’re only a few paces away and I am totally petrified by what I’ve done, and –

A whoosh and snick. Two direkin heads go rolling, spinning cobalt-coloured blood, and their bodies slump to the ground. Cheryl materialises with blue-bloodied scimitars in her hands, Dingo at her feet. I hadn’t even noticed she’d activated her power of shadow cloaking. 

‘Shit, Priscilla,’ she says. ‘Why didn’t you attack?’

Hot monster blood speckles my face. I look down at the staff in my hands, at my white knuckles gripping the pole. I start shaking, and jam it over my shoulder into the holster on my back. ‘I – I don’t know. I’m sorry.’

‘Are you okay?’ She steps closer, concern knitting her brows.

‘I’m fine. I’m sorry,’ I repeat, unable to look my sister in the eye. A fearful embarrassment burns inside me. Why didn’t I move? What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I do anything right?

‘Hey, kiddo,’ she says softly. ‘Don’t worry about it. You’re still learning. Freezing up happens to all of us at some point. Why don’t you go get the floater and bring it over here so we can load these carcasses and get back home. I’ll update the system and call the medics.’

I head off to do as she suggests. I can’t stop reliving the moment I felt the Hollow energy change, when the second monster appeared. What if I had pictured a different creature, something even more deadly? I endangered my sister. I could have killed us both. I feel sick with guilt.

I shouldn’t have come on this job. I shouldn’t be on any job.

Not until I truly can control what I’m doing ...

Summoning monsters.




CHAPTER FOUR

I clamber into the floater, tossing my weapon into the back, and flip the vehicle on, noticing sprays of blue blood speckled across my trembling hands. Mouse eases out of her pocket and crawls onto my shoulder. The tickle of her whiskers is comforting against my neck.

We’ll figure this out, she assures me. It’s all right. Everybody is okay.

‘But it might not have been all right,’ I say, lifting the floater across the road and circling around into the carpark, where Cheryl waits beside the two dead monsters and two dead people. ‘I can’t let this happen again.’

You don’t know how it’s happening yet.

‘I’m a disaster. A complete disaster. My family’s going to disown me. The guild’s going to take my power away and excommunicate me and they’re going to put me in the handbook as the worst ever example of screwing up and I’ll never –’ 

Calm down, Mouse interrupts. You’re being a tiny bit irrational.

‘Mouse, didn’t you see –’

Yes, I did see. But don’t go jumping to far-fetched conclusions in an emotional crisis. Do some research when we get back. Actually try to find out how this is happening. See if there is a precedent. There could be a simple answer, a simple fix.

‘Okay, okay. Yeah. You’re right. That’s a sound idea. Research,’ I say, trying not to let panic get the better of me.

I know. Mouse sounds prim. She loves being right.

Cheryl and I pull on disposable gloves and load the monsters into the plastic-lined rear storage section of the floater. She logs the kills into the floater’s system, which will broadcast the update to the locals’ handsets and let them know it’s safe to emerge. As we rise back into the sky, an ambulance is already descending in our stead, red lights flashing. Coming to collect the dead.

Two bitterlins and now a direkin. There’s no avoiding it: I definitely brought them into our world. Is it possible I did trigger a secondary power in the attic – to summon Hollow monsters? Because holy hell, I can’t be a warrior if that’s the case. Summoning monsters instead of slaying them. There’s no way the guild would allow it, just as it doesn’t allow any challenge to its authority. No matter what Mouse says, that isn’t a far-fetched conclusion.

If I can’t control this, can’t fix this, what will I do? If the guild finds out, it will remove my abilities. A senior warrior like Geema will make me give up my oath of power, and then they’ll take ... take away Mouse. That’s how it’s done. They’ll take my familiar far enough away from me that the connection between us breaks, and she unravels, returning her energy to the Hollow – and taking my power with her. Our familiars are our anchors, our conductors. If they go, so does our power. 

We don’t know why we get familiars when we receive our abilities. The guild researchers think it might be because that’s how our world has always responded to unusual power in humans – that there’s truth in the old-world folklore about animal familiars keeping witches’ secrets.

I brush Mouse’s velvet-soft head. All I know is I can’t lose this constant spirit of mine. She’s been with me since I was thirteen. A tiny bundle of honesty and reassurance, love and exasperation. Nobody truly knows me like Mouse. And only Mouse knows how deeply I fear not living up to the Daalman legacy. Without her? I’d just be a norm. It’s bad enough thinking I won’t be a decent warrior, but I can’t even entertain the idea of being a norm. There’s never been a norm born into the Daalman line before.

Mouse is right. I need to do some research so I know how to deal with this, before the guild can find out. In the meantime, I absolutely cannot use my power. I can’t even be tuned in enough for the awareness of Hollow energy to tickle the back of my mind.

I have to ignore it completely.
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It’s late afternoon by the time we get back. Silently I help Cheryl stuff the limp and clammy carcasses into the Hollow waste incinerator, and clean out the floater. She doesn’t pressure me to talk, probably thinking I’m embarrassed. 

I am. Cheryl’s a dark sheep but she’s still powerful and competent. She still belongs.

We shove our equipment into the returns crate in the weapons closet. Cheryl goes upstairs while I scoot a chair up to one of the cubicles along the side of the briefing room – one that isn’t within view of the imps at the monitoring station.

I log in to the Hollow Warrior information database and navigate to the section on superpowers, where all the different abilities are listed. When I was younger I used to browse this section, looking up the powers for all the generations of Daalmans and bookmarking my favourites, wondering which one I would end up with. I’ve never seen anything about summoning monsters before, but there are hundreds of powers. Every unique variation has its own article.

I click in the search field and then stop, my fingers hovering above the keyboard. What if they’re keeping track of people’s searches? Somebody might notice there’s a student in the Oceania Division searching for information about a horrifying power to summon monsters, and figure out that Priscilla Daalman has a Really Big Problem.

I log off straight away, as if that hypothetical somebody has already looked in my direction.

Message boards, Mouse advises.

‘Yes. Good idea.’ I open up the universal-access message boards and make up an anonymous username to post my question. You don’t need an official Hollow Warrior login to use the message boards. Nobody has to know it’s me doing the asking.

NEED ADVICE. I think I’ve triggered a secondary power – maybe I am summoning monsters?? Has there ever been a Hollow Warrior with this ability before? What happened to them? What should I do?

I don’t hesitate – if I do, I won’t post it at all – and click submit.

Ding. There it is. Posted for anyone to see, buried among the scree of random messages posted by warriors and support crews and random fans from across the world. Maybe no-one will see it. Maybe no-one will answer. I just have to hope there’s someone out there who will take pity on me, poor Anon5678.

I push back from the cubicle and step into the weapons closet to clean up after the direkin hunt. I usually take on the job of cleaning everything, recharging weapons, and putting it all back in place. Rosie pops in to help me, slotting the weapons into their racks as I finish wiping them down.

‘Direkins, huh,’ she murmurs, long grey fingers curling around the bo staff as I pass it to her. ‘Hate those jerks.’

‘Me too.’ If I never see one again, it’ll be too soon.

I don’t remember when the imps first asked Mama if they could work at the Oceania home base. I was too little. I’ve grown up with them and Hollow Warriors working together. We know a lot more about monsters thanks to the imps defecting from the Hollow and joining our side. They told us the best way to trap ghouls, for instance, is by baiting them with what they find irresistible: burnt matches and vinegar.

When we’re done, I go back upstairs. It’s late now. A heavy storm batters against the windows, with lightning flashing and thunder shaking the building’s bones. I get two trays of my homemade vegetarian lasagne from the freezer and heat them up. I take one tray down for Bosco, Rosco and Rosie. The rest of us squeeze around the little table in the kitchen to eat. Cheryl tells the others about our hunt, although she omits how I froze up. 

‘And there were two direkins,’ she adds. ‘Which is weird, right? The call-in was only for one.’

‘Maybe the locals didn’t see the other one,’ Lydia says, as I silently thank Cheryl for not giving away my screw-up.

She gives me a tiny smile – a no big deal, kiddo smile – and says, ‘Except direkins don’t spread out, not if there’s more than one. You know how they stick together. I checked the cam footage and the second one wasn’t around, then it just came out of the shadows. Seriously, we were lucky there were only two fatalities. I don’t know. Maybe there was a dual tear.’ Cheryl jams a forkful of lasagne in her mouth and talks around it. ‘Unusual but not unknown.’

‘That must be it,’ Geema says, pulling the lasagne dish closer to help herself to more. ‘And don’t talk with your mouth full.’

‘Aye-aye, captain.’ Cheryl salutes with her fork.

The conversation makes my stomach churn, even though I know I needn’t worry. They’re not going to work out that one of the Hollow Warriors sent to hunt the direkin is the reason another direkin appeared. At least, I hope they won’t.

I shove down on the unease and ask if anyone needs a top-up. While I’m adding more vodka to Geema’s glass, I ask Mama when the next group of trainees will be arriving for their placement, and – to my relief – the conversation moves on. After dinner I hustle everyone out of my way so I can clean up. When everything’s done, though, I don’t move on to another task. I just stand at the sink, looking out at the wet tundra of rooftops unrolling towards the city centre in the distance. The weight of the storm has passed, leaving a softer rain hissing against the glass. The apartment is quiet behind me. 

I hate having a secret like this. I hate not having anyone to talk to about it other than my little furry familiar, currently curled up on the windowsill. But if I tell anyone in my family what’s going on with my power, I could risk losing it. Losing Mouse. Losing the future I was born to have.

If Onyeka and I were still together, I could tell her. She always made me feel like any problem was surmountable, like I could handle anything life threw my way. She made me stronger, and more capable.

Now I’m alone. Unmoored.

I turn around from the sink – and yelp. Geema is on a couch in the sitting room behind me, scratched banana cup in hand.

‘I didn’t know anyone was there,’ I say. Ignoring my other sense means not even realising when members of my warrior family are nearby.

She grins, and pats the cushion next to her. ‘Come relax. Geema’s orders.’

I plop onto the couch next to her. I’ve never been very good at relaxing. I waggle my foot as I sit there, thoughts circling around the bitterlins, the direkins, my anonymous message board post. Onyeka. Onyeka back in town.

‘My darling.’ The way Geema looks at me, I feel like she knows exactly what went down hunting the direkins – that I froze, that I summoned the second one. I wait for her to say so. Instead, she tilts her head, and something in her expression changes. I sigh. I know what’s coming next. 

‘Are you going to call this girl with blue hair or not?’

‘She moved to Munich, Geema.’

‘What’s a little distance?’

‘Easy to say for someone who can teleport.’

‘Pssht.’ She takes a sip of vodka. ‘Powers have nothing to do with it. S’about your priorities.’

‘Yeah, well. She prioritised Munich over me,’ I say.

‘Child,’ she murmurs, but she lets me be with that. For a while we sit in silence, watching the dancing fairy lights, listening to the rain. Geema doesn’t even launch into one of her usual improbable stories. I like the quiet. Eventually I realise my jiggling has stilled and I’ve softened against the cushions. Following orders without noticing it. That’s when Geema hauls herself up with a pleased grumble, kisses the top of my head, and bids me goodnight.

I can’t stop thinking about Onyeka. Even as part of me cries out not to – I will only get hurt again, surely – I have to message her. Knowing that she’s in town and will soon be back on the other side of the world is something I can’t let go of.

I’ll check out that cake shop tomorrow. Want to meet me for a coffee after?

Her reply comes seconds later. Of course.
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Before I go to bed, I check the message boards on my handset. It takes a lot of scrolling to find my post again, sandwiched between a sales notice for a slightly used old-model blaster gun and a complaint about the cafeteria food in guild headquarters. 

There’s no reply. No-one cares. Except then I notice there’s an alert for a new private message. I click the inbox for Anon5678 to find a note from someone with a similarly anonymous username: DSC5678.

I had that power. They took it off me. YOU MUST HIDE IT. Don’t tell ANYONE. DELETE YOUR POST RIGHT NOW before anyone else finds out. They don’t want you to have it. It makes you too dangerous. Makes you a threat to their hierarchy. I can help, I am the only one who can, but you must listen to me. I will be in touch – in the meantime, BE CAREFUL.

A lump lodges inside my throat. With shaking fingers I swipe to my post and tap the trashcan icon. My plea for help disappears.

I click the handset off and drop it onto my bedside table, next to the gleaming mermaid scale.

My anonymous confidant, whoever they are, has confirmed my fears.

This new power is wrong and dangerous, and I am in big trouble if I can’t learn how to fix it.




CHAPTER FIVE

I didn’t think I’d be nervous about this, but I am. I could hardly concentrate on my schoolwork this morning, knowing what I’d be doing in the afternoon. Mouse picks up on my vibe, flitting all over the dashboard of the small floater as I guide it down from a flightline into the Brunswick parking building. I’m lucky to find a spot on the first level. I flip up the hood of my raincoat and jog down the ramp to the street. Puddles vibrate as hovermobiles scoot past. In the dark afternoon, neon signs glow above shopfronts. Sulphurous steam rises from the void-crack that bisects the neighbourhood, mixing with the misty rain.

I cross one of the footbridges over the void, and pass a store selling Christmas trees. Fauxneedles litter the ground outside. Mental note: come back when I have time to pick one up. Everyone in the family demands we have a full-size biodegradable replica tree. Of course, none of them have to wrestle one into a floater during the height of storm season – never mind clean it up afterwards, when it’s already biodegrading all over the carpet. There’s still a stain in the sitting room corner from last year’s tree. 

Further on I find the bakery that Onyeka told me about, a tiny shop beneath a tatty striped awning. Except its shelves aren’t laden with iced confections, and there’s another closed down sign on the door. The Department of Agriculture must be on some kind of black-market-sugar-dealing shutdown rampage. Who closes cake shops at Christmas?! I grit my teeth and mentally dust myself off. I can stress about a cake later – right now, my stress basket is already overflowing with the fact I’m about to have coffee with my ex-girlfriend.

Onyeka is waiting outside the cafe in a black coat and gumboots, a tangerine beanie pulled over her braids. Butterflies start flitting around my stomach when I see her.

‘Hey,’ she says. ‘Did you get a cake?’

‘No. They’re shut too, unfortunately. But thanks for the recommendation anyway.’ I hold the door open for her and we duck into the warmth. The smell of roasted beans, steamed milk and cinnamon wraps around us as we find a table and order coffees. I hate how awkward this is. How I don’t know what to say, now we’re here. When I look at her, all I see is the decision she made. All I remember is what she said. I’m going.

I’d thought enough time had passed for my emotions to fade away. Instead, they’re reawakening, as if they’d only been sleeping within me. My heart thumps against my ribs and my breath catches in my throat, because she’s so close to me – there are only centimetres between our hands on the tabletop – and this is how I always was around her. Floating, breathless. 

But I’m also swirling with bitterness. With betrayal.

She left me behind.

Onyeka pulls the beanie off and shakes out her braids. She looks around the room, not meeting my eyes. Everyone else’s conversation washes over us, accentuating the silence at our table. Our coffees turn up, which gives us something to do other than avoid making eye contact. As usual, Onyeka adds an obscene amount of sweetener to hers, which I can’t help smiling at. She’s still the same.

‘So this is kind of weird,’ she says, looking at me at last.

‘Uh-huh.’

‘How’s your family? Nimue and Lydia?’ She only met them a few times, but Onyeka adored my mothers. Most civilians get starstruck in front of Hollow Warriors, but she was cool about it, treating them like she treated me – people first, warriors second.

‘They’re fine, all fine. Everyone’s fine. How is Munich?’ I ask, even though I don’t really want to know.

‘It’s ... different. I miss you.’

‘Well, that was your decision.’

‘Priscilla. I didn’t want to leave you.’

‘You chose Munich over me,’ I snap. Here we go. It only took seconds for us to get back into the same argument, riding the same waves of emotion.

‘That’s not how it went and you know it. I thought we would both choose it, but you gave up on me first,’ she replies hotly. ‘You gave up on us. We could have had a long-distance relationship. It would only have been for a few months while you finished school and then you could’ve come and done your training placements over there.’ 

I shake my head. ‘That never would’ve worked. There isn’t a Hollow Warrior base in Munich.’

‘But we talked about that. We talked about you going to one of the other bases in New Europe or the Gallic Republic or even the Divided Kingdom. You know I couldn’t turn down the offer. It was the opportunity of a lifetime, to start that job right after finishing university. We could have made it work if you’d wanted to make it work.’

‘You were the one who didn’t want to make it work! That’s why you went. You’d have stayed here if I was important to you,’ I retort.

‘There’s a whole world out there. We could have explored it together. I thought you understood. I thought I was important to you, too.’

I don’t want to argue with her anymore. The words are like barbs, piercing the joy I’d felt to see her again. ‘You were. You are.’ I sigh. ‘I miss you too.’

‘You could still come.’ The glimmer of hope in her voice cuts like a knife.

‘I’m not going to take my second oath and start training for a while,’ I say to my coffee. ‘Probably not for another year. I need more time here.’

She doesn’t say anything for a few seconds, a pause that feels like an eternity. I still can’t look at her, but I can feel her watching me in return.

‘So nothing has changed, then,’ she says quietly.

‘I suppose not.’

Because I think I still love you.

Because I don’t know if I can get over this.

When I look up, despite the stubborn set to her jaw, there are tears in her eyes. I feel like she’s silently saying the same things to me.

‘Will you let me know when you come back next time?’ I ask. ‘Maybe we can ... maybe we can stay in touch.’

‘Okay. And if you ever come to New Europe, give me a call. I’ll meet you wherever.’

I nod.

‘So.’ She wraps her hands around her mug, and tries on a slightly shaky smile. ‘What else is going on with you? Where’s Mouse?’

My familiar sticks her fuzzy head out of my pocket and squeaks.

‘There you are, beastie,’ Onyeka says, her smile widening.

Tell her, Mouse says to me.

My secret churns inside, wanting to be let out. I sip my coffee, trying to hide behind the mug.

She tips her head. ‘Something is going on, isn’t it? You can tell me. It’s all right.’

This is one of the things I adore about her. Onyeka always makes time for people, no matter what. She is always ready to listen, even to her bitter monster-hunter ex-girlfriend.

‘I think I’ve developed a new power,’ I whisper, as if someone in the guild could overhear me. ‘And it’s kind of scary, and dangerous. I don’t know what to do.’

‘What do your mothers think?’

‘I can’t tell them. If anyone finds out, I could get my abilities taken off me – they’d take Mouse away.’

She frowns. ‘But if it’s dangerous, then ...’ She doesn’t finish the sentence. Onyeka knows how much I want to be as powerful and respected as the other warriors of my family – that not having a power is not an option for me. 

She always used to tell me you’re amazing the way you are, which was lovely to hear. But Onyeka is a norm. She can’t understand what it’s like to be part of the Hollow Warriors, to be born into a family who’ve been fighting monsters since the Hollow first appeared.

And she doesn’t know I did this to myself on purpose. After we broke up, I was so utterly lost, and that’s when I decided to attempt triggering a secondary power. It was a distraction from my pain. The perfect, if ridiculous, solution to everything else wrong in my life, even if I couldn’t fix my heartbreak.

‘I suppose this gives you even more reason to put off taking your second oath and start training,’ she says.

She’s like Geema, digging out truths.

‘I’m totally not putting it off! It’s not like I’m failing on purpose –’

Mouse coughs loudly in my mind.

‘– the studies are actually super hard,’ I protest, maybe too loudly. Of course I didn’t want to take the second oath while I had my lousy original power. And now I have this new power to randomly summon monsters, it’s not a matter of don’t want to anymore. I can’t, not if I want to be any kind of Hollow Warrior at all.

‘I’m stuck,’ I whisper.

‘Is there honestly no-one you can ask for help?’

I think of DSC5678 and their warning. The only person who knows, whoever they are, wherever they are. I will bein touch. Will they? Can they really help me, this invisible person behind a screen? 

‘I don’t think so,’ I say.

‘P ... you’ve got it in you to figure this out. Your power is not what defines you.’

‘What do you know?’ I snap without thinking, immediately regretting it. I sound like a petulant child. I am a petulant child.

With four words, I restore the cold war between us.

Onyeka’s mouth twists. She sits back in her chair and folds her arms.

I grit my teeth and force out yet another apology. ‘I’m sorry, you didn’t deserve that.’ It’s true. I took my fear and frustration out on her. The person who offered to listen to me, when she didn’t have to. I look down at my hands.

‘No. I didn’t.’ Onyeka sighs. ‘I guess I’m a sucker for punishment. Look. If you want to talk it through without being an asshole about it, you can. Just send me a message. I’m around for a few weeks.’

‘All right. Thank you.’

But if we’d been approaching anything like harmony, that’s now gone. We return to being super awkward when it’s time to say goodbye out on the street. Neither of us know what to do. Once, we would have hugged and kissed as if it’d be forever till we were together again. Now, our newest quarrel sticks in me like a burr and I think she feels the same way. We dodge and dance at each other and end up shaking hands, like business partners closing a deal. Like strangers.

‘I – uh – have a nice afternoon.’

‘Same. I mean. The coffee was good.’

‘Okay.’

‘Yeah.’

Nooo, I can’t believe we did that. We’re each as horrified as the other. Onyeka yanks her beanie down over her hair and I flip up the hood of my raincoat and then we’re walking away from each other.

I thought seeing her would settle something that’s been restless inside me ever since she left, but we just picked up right where we left off. Bickering. Apologising. Sniping again. How can we have even a polite friendship if we keep trading barbs?

Maybe we can’t. Maybe it’s over. Maybe I need to box up all these muddled emotions and what ifs, and move on. Don’t look back.

I walk towards the parking building. Rain patters against my raincoat as I cross the street, dodging puddles. I’m so mixed up after seeing Onyeka that I almost walk right past a vaguely familiar face. But something pings in my mind. I know that person. Beneath the shelter of a shop awning I stop to turn around, and he does too. It’s the fan from the Meet’n’Greet, the guy who took a photo with me, the guy who said I look like Geema.

‘Well. Isn’t this a coincidence?’ he says with a crooked grin. ‘Hollow Warrior Priscilla Daalman.’

‘Hey,’ I say. I’d forgotten he was this cute, this charming, and I find my sour mood easing.

‘Are you out hunting monsters?’

‘No. I’m off duty.’ A vague gesture at my street clothes.

‘Shame. I would’ve liked to see a warrior in action.’

‘Generally we don’t bring civilians along for the ride. On account of the possibility of being eaten by evil monsters, you know,’ I say with a smile, squaring my shoulders to face him straight on. ‘I didn’t get your name the other day.’ 

‘Ah, forgive me. My manners are terrible. I’m Bastian.’ He sticks out his hand. ‘Pleased to meet you. Again.’

Now we’ve exchanged a few more words, I notice the curl of a French accent in his voice. Silver rings decorate fingers on both of his hands. His palm is warm and his grip strong, and he definitely holds my hand for a fraction of a second longer than he needs to before dropping it. It’s a completely different handshake than the one with my ex-girlfriend.

‘It seems quite rude to refuse to let me get eaten by evil monsters,’ he says, with a quirk of his eyebrows.

‘Well, it does tend to be frowned upon.’

‘I will have to have words with my representative.’

I tap my chest. ‘Hi. Hollow Warrior representative right here.’

‘Corruption!’ he says, laughing. ‘I object to this crooked system!’

‘Your feedback is duly noted,’ I return, although I can’t keep a straight face, and we’re smiling at each other like we’ve both made an enthralling discovery. I should be going on my way. I should be getting home, and studying, or training, or cleaning. Except here I am beneath a stripy awning, lights glistening on the wet pavement around me, and this one hundred per cent handsome guy is looking at me as if we are all alone in the world.

I wonder how much he knows about me, while I know nothing about him. ‘How come you’re a Hollow Warrior fan, Bastian? You were the only person who came to that Meet’n’Greet, you know.’

‘Appalling! The real question is how come everyone isn’t a fan.’ He waves at the passers-by around us. ‘Check out these fools – they’re in the presence of a superhero and they have no idea. Walking past like you are simply part of the scenery. Hollow Warriors protect us from evil, keep the world from harm, have abilities no humans have wielded before. You ought to be walking a red carpet everywhere you go, confetti raining down, a full orchestral backing – the works.’

I can’t help laughing. ‘Thanks, but we’re mostly pretty ordinary people.’

‘Please! Far from ordinary. You’re all heroes to me.’

Bastian’s another norm who doesn’t really know what it’s like to be a Hollow Warrior. Still, I can’t deny it’s nice to hear him call me a hero. For a moment, I get to be the warrior I’ve always wanted to be.

Bastian shoves his hands in his pockets, lifting his shoulders. Raindrops sparkle across his dark waxed jacket. ‘I’m kind of serious, though.’

‘Kind of?’

‘I mean. I’d love to know more about what it’s really like. Or – truthfully – know more about you.’

He’s so focused on me, so intent, that I can feel my cheeks getting warm. The last person who looked at me this way was Onyeka. Could he actually like me? Like Priscilla me, not the warrior me?

‘Oh.’ Wow. I can be really articulate sometimes.

‘Maybe ... we can go out one day?’

I’m seeing someone. It’s an instinctive reaction that I manage to keep inside. Onyeka and I aren’t together, she isn’t staying, she’s going to leave again. I’ll still be here by myself when she’s gone. And I think I could like Bastian, too – Bastian the guy, not the fan. I’m wondering who he is and where he’s come from. What it is about me that he likes. I could get to know him too. 

‘Yeah, that’d be nice,’ I say, managing to find some actual words. ‘Sure.’

His face lights up. ‘Wonderful. Let’s swap numbers.’

We exchange handset details, and make a plan to catch up tomorrow. Just like that, without any warning, I have a date. Bastian holds eye contact for a few long, delicious seconds before he tilts his head and gives me another charming smile, and we part ways.

I practically dance back to the floater. I have something to look forward to now, something warm and thrilling to distract me from my latest fight with Onyeka.

Mouse climbs out of my pocket. Her nose twitches, fluttering her whiskers. I didn’t like that guy.

‘What? He was perfectly fine.’

He is too pleased with himself.

‘Oh, come on. That’s not a thing.’

It is too. Watch out for him.

‘I sure will. On my date with him. I will be watching him for sure.’ I unlock the floater and jump in, and Mouse sighs.

You have other things to be focusing on.

Ah, that’s what this is about. My little worrywart familiar thinks I’m not going to do my due diligence in figuring out my new power.

‘Don’t worry. I’m perfectly capable of focusing on multiple things,’ I say, lifting the vehicle up into the sky. I direct it home, and think that maybe this date is exactly what I didn’t know I needed. 
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I get home and dive straight into making dinner: fried halloumi and hydroponic aubergine burgers with a spicy onion relish. We eat squeezed in together again, swapping stories and anecdotes and jokes. I’m clearing up the dishes when the doorbell rings, and I drop a handful of knives with a clatter. The view from the front door security camera pops up on the wall display, showing my oldest sister and her family. For a second I’m baffled: why didn’t I sense so much Hollow energy? Then I remember I’ve pushed down on my power and tucked it away, actively ignoring it to the point I don’t even feel those tickles in the back of my mind anymore.

‘Jet’s home!’ I call out and head for the stairs.

Jet and her family tip the balance from reasonably noisy Daalman gathering to all out chaos. My oldest sister tumbles through the door first, followed by her husband, Eddy, and their two girls, and then everyone is exclaiming hellos at everyone else, the entry hall ringing with our voices.

Eddy’s beard bristles against my cheek as we embrace, and I scoop up my youngest niece, Pumpkin – real name Penelope, but none of us call her that – into a twirl that threatens to knock over the coat stand. Then Jet collects me into her vice-like arms. She hugs the tightest of all my sisters, as if she’s trying to take a part of you into herself. Seventeen years older than me, she’s always been my third mother-figure. I refuse to believe that Jet didn’t arrive in this world calm and composed and logical – I can’t imagine her any other way. She’s been with Eddy since forever, so he’s always been in my life too. Jet’s the one who started calling our grandmother Geema, back when she was a little baby and the first grandchild, and the nickname stuck to permanently replace Gemma everywhere my grandmother went. 

‘Priscilla-my-cilla,’ Jet says. ‘You look wonderful. Gorgeous. Your skin is glowing!’

‘Thanks, Jet,’ I squirm. She’s effusive with compliments. I’ve learned not to brush them aside, or she’ll only pile more on top till I cry for mercy.

I turn around and come face to face with a young Cheryl, and my heart skips a beat. It’s not Cheryl. It’s my niece, Bree, thirteen years old, as beautiful and gangly as Cheryl was at that age.

‘Oh, you went and grew up on me,’ is all I can say, pulling her into a hug. I bet every single one of us say that to her as she moves through our family like a butterfly we can’t get enough of admiring. Ah, except for Cheryl. I know I’m not the only one to notice how stiff and silent the embrace between Bree and Cheryl is, the way they can’t quite look each other in the eye.

The familiars chirrup and squawk at each other, chasing us up the stairs. We pile into the sitting room, and I make us all drinks. Jet accepts her cup of lemongrass-and-ginger tea with a smile and blows me a kiss. I sneak a handful of extra fauxmallows into Pumpkin’s hand as I pass her a mug of hot chocolate and she smiles too, like her mother, pink-cheeked and sunny.

For a while we all shout across the room at each other, telling the same stories and updates over and over again, until finally everyone is caught up with everyone else. In the brief silence that follows, the room’s attention turns to my niece. We all know why we’re here. Bree meets our scrutiny with a confident smile. I can’t believe how cool and together she is. I would’ve shrunk into the carpet at her age with so many people looking at me.

‘How are you feeling?’

‘Are you excited?’

‘I think you’ll get a hedgehog. No, maybe a polecat.’

‘Do you know what power you want?’

She grins at our sudden interrogation. ‘I’m fine, you dingbats. And I won’t say what power, not until I receive one,’ she says, because she’s a smart girl who has been raised by a smart woman, and she knows it’s impossible to guess what your power will be until the moment it fits inside you. And look at her, my niece, only a few years younger than me. She’s a Daalman through and through. I have absolutely no doubt she belongs, that she will receive a glorious power and rise to the demands of warcraft without hesitation.

I can’t escape a prick of envy.

My family eagerly starts discussing Bree’s ceremony. I mentally step back, trying to prevent the old hurt inside being grazed anew, and start ferrying empty mugs back into the kitchen. Cheryl follows me, ducking out to the rooftop terrace. When I’m done stacking the dishwasher I join her. She’s sitting in one of the deckchairs with her feet up on another, smoking and staring out at the glistening, rainy night. Dingo is lying beneath the chair, head on her paws.

I sit down next to my sister.

‘She’s like me,’ Cheryl says quietly.

‘I know.’

‘I didn’t see it happen. I wasn’t around. And now she’s all grown up and she’s like me and –’ She breaks off, and chews on her lip. ‘I missed out on it all.’

I can hear the regret soaked into her words. ‘Cheryl ...’

‘Don’t. It was the right decision. It’s always been the right decision, it always will be. But I – I don’t know. Maybe I didn’t need to run so far away.’

I hate hearing the hurt in her voice, that I can’t do anything about it. Cheryl made her choices. She hasn’t been a big part of Bree’s life. For a while, she wasn’t a big part of any of our lives. And I hate knowing how that has hurt my niece too.

I reach over and grab Cheryl’s hand. ‘You’re here now,’ I say.

She doesn’t reply. A muscle on her cheek jumps. I think she’s struggling up a mountain. And she’s got a few mountains in her path.

Normally I don’t try giving advice to Cheryl. That’s not how our relationship works. But I feel like she needs more than general support. Something changed her on that safari, and she’s ready to stay, to hear truths. What would Jet say? My calm oldest sister, who’d quietly put aside her own feelings and tilt everything from side to side to see the big picture.

‘I think ... you should be a part of her life, Cheryl. You’re her birth mother and her aunt. Her family. It’s not too late. But you should talk to Bree about how that’s gonna work, and respect whatever boundaries she wants to set.’

‘Yeah,’ she whispers, and she looks at me for the first time. Her dark eyes shine. ‘Thanks, kiddo.’

‘S’okay.’ I pat her hand.

I duck back inside and re-enter the sitting room just in time to hear Mama say, ‘The old storage crystals are up in the attic somewhere. Let me go get them, I want to see those holos too!’

‘Nooo!’ I say, and a few faces turn in my direction. ‘I mean. Um. I’ll go, Mama, I was going to look for the Christmas decorations anyway and I know exactly where those cubes are. I’ll be right back!’

I’m up the stairs before anyone can stop me, dashing past the living room and the formal dining room we hardly ever use, up past the bedrooms, up into the attic, where my sense of panic does not lessen because I suddenly find myself staring at an entire row of bitterlins.

There are five bitterlins in the attic now, and they’re all very much alive.




CHAPTER SIX

My mind scrabbles to make sense of the scene. I look to the side and see an empty bag. I guess I hadn’t killed that bitterlin in the floater after all. Typical Priscilla, screwing up her monster hunting. And bitterlins – well, bitterlins multiply, if there’s more than one. It’s one of the first things you learn about them as a student. And I didn’t figure anything was wrong because I wasn’t listening to my other sense.

I stare at the monsters. The monsters stare back. They inch towards me as a group, jaws opening. Individually, they’re silly and afraid. As a colony, they get braver. Mouse’s tiny paws dig into my neck.

I jump at them and yell, ‘Boo!’ and all five screech and scatter into the dusty shadows.

‘Mouse! Holy crap. What am I going to do? How am I going to get rid of them?’

You better figure it out fast. Before there are any more baby bitterlins.

I can’t do anything right this moment because Mama is expecting me back in the sitting room. A tight band clamps around my chest as I head to the rack of boxes against the wall. I heft down the one with the storage cubes in it and retreat to the door, looking around the suspiciously silent attic. I lock the door behind me. As I walk away I’m no longer able to ignore the back of my mind itching with my other sense, hot and prickly.

I’m not sure anyone notices my discomfort. They’re overjoyed to dig out the crystals, plug them into the network box, and start projecting old family holos into the air. Mama and Lydia’s wedding day, Geema and Pops on holiday in the wastelands with their armoured campervan, a whole host of nude babies in bathtubs, us celebrating after taking our oaths. I can’t tune into the nostalgia, though, filled up with this itchy dread instead. I sneak out when they’re all laughing at Jet’s teenage haircut, and head down to the command centre. Bosco, Rosco and Rosie are chatting and pay me no heed as I return to the same cubicle in the briefing room.

There’s nothing waiting in Anon5678’s inbox. Why hasn’t DSC5678 messaged me? They said they’d be in touch, and – apart from Onyeka – they’re the only person in the world who knows what I’m going through.

I write a reply to that first private message – short, and desperate. Please help.

Then I log in to the information database and navigate to the bestiary. Everything we know about every monster is stored here. A lot of our early Hollow Warrior training is bestiary lessons – identifying monsters, learning the ways they attack, how best to hunt them. 

I type bitterlins, feeling weirdly guilty, like I’m cheating on a test. I mean, I learned about bitterlins last year. They’re the monsters that destroyed the world’s sugarcane fields. But I’m still a student. I don’t know every little detail about every monster yet. And since I’ve managed to create a colony of bitterlins in the attic, it’s clear I need a refresher.

The bitterlin page pops up.

There. Mouse scampers down my arm to point her whiskers directly at a paragraph on the screen.

Bitterlins are immune to most of the common Hollow Warrior poisons, although poison can incapacitate them for a short period of time. See local guidelines on safe handling requirements for incapacitated bitterlins. Immediate incineration or vaporisation of incapacitated bitterlins is recommended, before they reawaken.

Mouse sniffs. Not in the laughing way. In the I can’t believe you didn’t know that way.

Well. I guess you learn something new every day.

I scan through the rest of the information quickly. They’re considered low-impact critters, almost as low impact as imps, despite their tendency to replicate. They are naturally predated on by other Hollow monsters, such as scaled chimeras and greater ghouls. Current recommendations are for swift attention due to their probability of overrunning environments – gee, that’s fantastic news. Bitterlins should be contained immediately, if slaying them is not an option. Okay, I feel better for having locked them in the attic. At least I’ve done one thing right. Oh, and this is interesting: you can slow down their replication rate by feeding them. 

I quickly scroll down to the options for slaying bitterlins. For those warriors without powers to slay, like me, the article suggests weapons such as laser guns and vapour rays. Thank goodness, we have those in the weapons closet. If I use a vapour ray it’ll smoke them into atoms, meaning there’ll be no need to run the Hollow waste incinerator. I’ll still have to explain why the weapon has been discharged, but I’ll come up with an excuse, like maybe I accidentally set it off ... five times ... while doing inventory and cleaning.

I’ve got some time to think up something plausible, anyway.

I wipe the history and close out of the bestiary. First things first, I will toss a bunch of food into the attic to keep the number of monsters down. Then, one night this week, after everyone’s gone to bed and won’t see me hefting a vapour ray up the stairs, I’ll sort them out for good.

The vice around my chest eases somewhat now that I’ve got a plan.

We still don’t know how you summoned the monsters in the first place, Mouse reminds me, running back up to my shoulder.

She is such a killjoy.

‘I know,’ I mumble. I’ve got no answers. I feel like everything is riding on my anonymous confidant telling me what to do.

As I’m thinking that, the screen in front of me chimes – there’s a new message in Anon5678’s inbox.

I click through, and a shiver goes down my back.

I’m forming a plan for you. Be patient. I can and will help you but DON’T TELL anyone else – they cannot help. I promise I will tell you everything. You should be aware ... there’s more to your power than you know.

What the hell? What does DSC5678 mean by that? Am I dangerous?

The vice around my chest starts squeezing again.

I know I’ve given myself a new power to summon monsters. I know I can’t control it. I know it has to be outlawed by the guild.

But what don’t I know?
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I’m slightly alarmed to find my oldest sister in the kitchen early the next morning, surrounded by empty containers and dirty bowls, the benches strewn with raisins and sticky spoons and slivered nuts. Sitting on the windowsill, Jet’s Possum looks at me and shakes her head as if to say, Hey, I have nothing to do with this.

‘Jet. What’s going on?’ I say slowly, like I might to someone standing on the edge of a very tall building.

‘I’m baking,’ she says cheerfully.

‘That’s what I was afraid of.’ I sidle past and turn on the coffee machine. Out the windows a dusky orange smears the horizon, the glimpse of a sunrise that will soon disappear inside a surge of storm clouds.

Geema once claimed she could remember when summer in the New Pacific Territory was warm, all blue skies and white-yellow sun. Could’ve been one of her fantastic stories. I always thought that world disappeared for good the moment the Hollow first invaded, well before she was born. But maybe it lingered long enough for her to catch a glimpse, and remember, and try to explain a time when there wasn’t an evil universe rocking the foundations of our world. 

I can’t picture December without the storms, without the heavy iron skies and acid rain and yellow hailstones.

‘Honest, Priscilla, it’ll be grand. I’ve got a foolproof recipe. It’s got hundreds of comments – everyone says it’s really easy.’ ‘Uh-huh. What is it supposed to be?’

‘It’s going to be fruitcake.’ Jet mashes the mixture vigorously. ‘To celebrate Bree’s ceremony.’

I make the best non-committal hmm I can. I’m pretty sure there isn’t a single Daalman who likes fruitcake, let alone one concocted without any legally acquired sugar by someone who can’t cook. Damn, I really need to sort out a chocolate cake now. After yet another sleepless night wondering what to do about my power to summon monsters, I don’t have the energy to talk her out of baking.

As I take my first sip of coffee, it occurs to me that maybe I could give the power back.

If I could trigger a new power by myself, could I release it? Let it slide out of my skin like it had never been there? I’ve never heard of that before, but then again, I’ve never heard of a warrior my age triggering secondary powers either. It couldn’t hurt to try.

Well, Mouse says. You might summon even more monsters while trying, but yeah. Sure. Give it a go.

‘So not helpful! Until you have a better plan, you can shush,’ I mutter.

The coffee washes away some of the cobwebs. While Jet’s distracted, I grab a box of cereal and sneak it upstairs, tossing it into the attic and locking the door straight away, because I really don’t want to know how many bitterlins are in there now. Despite my efforts, I can’t quite block the niggling itch of my other sense anymore. I’ll sneak a vapour ray up to the attic tonight and take care of them, so at least that will be one problem properly dealt with.

I head back to make a second cup of coffee, trying to keep out of Jet’s way as she bounces around the kitchen. Her face glows with sweat, and her energy reminds me of a wind-up toy that has just been released. She swears. A spoon drops into the sink with a clunk – it’s suddenly a smooth matte granite flecked with black mica. I note there’s also a matching fork and measuring spoon. Crap, she’s turning things to stone. She really has gone into Full Chef Mode: the only time Jet ever seems to get out of control.

Possum looks at me with round yellow eyes. I’m not mind-linked to Possum, but I imagine she’s saying HELP.

‘How are things, er, going, Jet?’

‘Fine! Fine!’ she says, waving a hand at me, flicking cake batter everywhere.

‘Can I do anything?’

‘No! Look, it’s done. Ready to bake.’ She yanks the oven door open, then bangs the cake tin inside. Batter drips over the sides.

I help Jet pile a staggering number of dishes into the washer, and wipe down the benches. We collapse opposite each other at the little table as the day’s storm rolls in.

‘Cheryl had a freak out, didn’t she,’ Jet says, tracing the patterns on the laminate with her fingertip. There’s a smudge of batter on her chin. 

‘Yeah. It’s different this time, though. I think she’s ready to step up.’

Jet says nothing for a while. Anyone else I could picture replying with something fiercely protective of Bree; with how Cheryl ought to step up, and not ever step back again. But Jet sees both sides of every coin. My oldest sister rubs at her messy bun, dislodging chestnut threads of hair. ‘Cheryl’s been running for a long time. I wonder if she even knows how to stop.’

‘Will you talk to her?’

‘Of course. That’s the one thing I can’t stop doing.’ She laughs. Our self-appointed agony aunt. She loves inserting herself into other people’s problems and dishing out advice. I’ll have to make sure she doesn’t get even a whiff of my secret bitterlins before I sort them out.

Mouse and Possum scamper over my feet below the table. ‘Her and Bree are different in a lot of ways,’ I say. ‘But they’re also really similar. Bree’s a neat kid.’

Jet sits back in her chair, and sighs. ‘Yeah, she is. I’m pretty proud of her. And you know what? Cheryl will be too. I’ll make sure of it.’

I get the sensation that something that’s been at odds in our family for so long, like a tilted book on an otherwise orderly shelf, is finally about to be set right. Jet and Eddy were only twenty-one when they adopted Bree – kids themselves. The adoption wasn’t long after Jet’s best friend, a trainee warrior from Vietnam, had been killed by a nest of bone fiends. Back then, I was too young to understand how hard everything must have been for them. It’s only as I’ve got older myself that I’ve realised how much Jet had to deal with, all at the same time. 

I reach over to squeeze her hand. ‘She’s clearly your daughter. You’ve raised her well.’

My sister beams at me, and grips my hand in return – it’s as vice-like as her hugs. ‘Ta, Priscilla-my-cilla,’ she whispers. ‘I appreciate that.’

I return to the kitchen, and set a pot of tea brewing for the rest of the Daalmans as they begin to emerge. Then I head back to my bedroom, clutching my one idea in my mind like a drowning person clutching a lifebuoy.

If this power is so awful and so dangerous, then I’m going to give the damned thing back.

I’ve got free periods this morning, to complete an English report. But my edusys screen remains untouched as I settle on the floor next to my bed. I can’t meditate in the attic because of my teensy tiny bitterlin problem, so here I am. All my fingers and toes crossed that I don’t make things a million times worse.

Mouse radiates doubt like a tiny furry furnace. She takes a spot on the windowsill nearby, whiskers twitching. Be careful.

‘I’m always careful,’ I reply.

She doesn’t even sniff at me with laughter.

I rest my hands on my knees and close my eyes. Breathing out slowly, I tap into my other sense. I don’t seek out the flares of my family members or the imps or the bitterlins in the attic. Instead, I focus inward, like I did before the first bitterlin appeared. Tasting my own Hollow energy as it flows into me from Mouse. Feeling my heart beat through my body. The energy is entwined with me, the difference between what might be my first power and what might be the new power invisible to my senses. I don’t know how to do this – I can only try. So I think about letting go. About allowing some of the caramel and cinders to flow out of me and slip away on a silent plea to return to the Hollow. 

Mouse makes a small noise, not even a squeak, that I hear more in my mind than with my ears. I lift my concentration to where she sits on the windowsill, and a burst of panic explodes like fireworks in my chest.

Mouse is unravelling. Fading away, as the Hollow energy that animates her comes apart at the seams. Oh shit, I’m unmaking Mouse! I’m not giving away a new power, I’m giving away all of my power, and Mouse along with it!

Adrenalin spiking my heart rate, I desperately wrench on the energy, calling it back to me. The burnt-caramel taste returns with a snap, reverberating like a plucked bow string. Breath hisses between my teeth at the sensation, like boiling sugar splashing over my body. It settles back beneath my skin, simmering and intact.

Panting, I stare at Mouse. She’s still here. Oh, thank all the stars in the sky, my familiar is okay: whole and complete and brimming with anger.

That was not being careful! Mouse glares at me, and I can’t blame her. I’d be pissed off if someone tried to unmake me too.

‘I’m sorry,’ I whisper, mind reeling. What just happened? Why would Mouse start to disappear ... unless.

Unless I wasn’t trying to give away a secondary power at all.

‘Mouse. It’s not a new power. It’s my first power. My original power has changed. I can’t give it back.’

The impact of my discovery bulldozes me backwards. I slump against the bed, feeling sick with the realisation.

I’ve massively screwed up. I didn’t trigger a secondary power up in the attic. Instead, I somehow broke my first power, turning it from a simple but normal superpower into the nightmare ability to summon monsters.

I can’t remove it. Can’t stop doing it. Not unless I lose all of my power. Not unless I become a norm, ordinary and defenceless.

I have the power to summon monsters, or I have nothing at all.




CHAPTER SEVEN

I clap my hands over my face. What have I done to myself? What did I almost do to Mouse? What if I hadn’t heard her? She’d have gone away ... my little familiar, who’s been with me since I was thirteen.

It’s okay. You’re forgiven. Don’t worry about me – do you feel all right? I drop my hands as Mouse skitters along the sill closer to me. You have ... on your skin ...

I look down to see angry red welts coming up over my arms. As I see them, I register the pain – hot and crawling. Tears prick at my eyes. The pain is physical now, on top of the guilt I feel.

I clamber to my feet, strip off my T-shirt, and stare at myself in the mirror. Red marks twist over my neck, upper chest and arms, like the tentacle marks of a vile-squid. Hollow burns. They happen sometimes when the flow state of Hollow energy is disturbed or reversed. Usually we’re wearing high-tech armour to protect against the possibility, designed by the boffins in the guild’s research division. There’s not much I can do: only time heals paranormal wounds. Until then I’ll have to cover up so nobody can see them, and ask what on earth happened to me. 

Cover up my skin, cover up my fear. Pretend everything is okay. Pretend I haven’t broken my superpower.

‘I’ll be fine,’ I mutter to Mouse as I pull open my wardrobe doors. She and I both know I’m lying. ‘Will you?’

As long as you don’t do that to me again.

A bubble of laughter pops out of my mouth, devoid of any humour. ‘Ha. Oh, I promise.’

Not that I’m even sure how I did it. Normally, a familiar only becomes unmade when they’re too far from their warrior. It doesn’t make sense that I could start unmaking Mouse when she was right beside me and still mind-linked with me.

Although it’s not like anything about this summoning monsters problem makes sense. How did I corrupt my power in the first place, if I didn’t trigger a secondary one? How can a power change into something else?

I close my eyes, taking in a deep breath. My only idea to fix this problem almost ended in disaster. I almost lost Mouse, almost lost my power – almost did to myself the very thing I’m most afraid of.

It wasn’t a new power. It’s my original power. And it’s broken.

I cannot fix it.

I cannot get rid of it.

I’ve reversed past square one and gone into negative territory.

The first tear spills down my cheek as I take in a shaky breath. Mouse scoots over to me and nibbles at my sock. Hey, hey, hey. You tried something, it didn’t work out, that’s okay. Now you know more than you did before. Information is power, right?

‘Right,’ I reply automatically. I don’t feel like I’ve gained anything, although her calm voice in my mind still helps. Maybe I answered one question. Now the problem is, I have seventeen million more questions.

Getting myself under control, I put on a camisole and the softest long-sleeved T-shirt I own. I tie a silk scarf around my neck. The burns itch like rows of fire ants nibbling on my body. I’m not sure I’ll be able to resist rubbing at them and giving the game away – surely everyone will figure out what I’m hiding. It seems obvious in the mirror. Tension grinds in the tightness of my jaw. The T-shirt swims around me. I watch myself absently rub at the crook of my elbow.

Damn. On top of all that, this is exactly not the outfit I’d had in mind for my date with Bastian later today.
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School that day is a struggle. It’s hard to concentrate when you’ve burned yourself in a failed experiment. When you know your superpower is broken. And when you have a date afterwards. A date with a one hundred per cent handsome guy who might even like you ... for you.

I log off the second school officially finishes, putting it firmly out of my mind. I don’t want to be thinking about late English reports when I could be thinking about Bastian. I choose my favourite pair of black jeans to add to my T-shirt and scarf combo, and iron my hair glossy and straight. 

And my mind somehow roams back to my first date with Onyeka, on a bitter spring day over a year ago. We walked the long track around the lake near the seaside, and stopped for milkshakes in a cafe on stilts over the green waters. I can still remember the way my whole ribcage seemed too tight, too full of air. How I couldn’t taste the milkshake on my tongue. How I couldn’t look away from her wide smile and the fringe of her lashes over copper-bright eyes.

I push the image away. Bastian. I’m meeting Bastian today, not Onyeka. And now in my mind I see a tall, slinky guy smiling at me on a rain-soaked street, feel the slow press of his fingers enclosing my hand. Feel that warm spark of attraction as his eyes linger on mine.

I slip out of the apartment past my distracted family. I’m meeting him nearby, within walking distance. As I step into the whispering wet afternoon my hair immediately fluffs up, and I mutter swearwords at it as I flip up my hood.

Mouse sniffs with laughter. At least one of us finds humidity amusing.

Bastian is outside the cafe I picked. He’s leaning on the wall beside the door, arms crossed, staring blankly at the street. I can tell he’s not seeing whatever he’s looking at – his mind is far away.

‘Hey,’ I say when I’m close enough.

He tips his head in my direction and his whole demeanour shifts as he pushes himself away from the wall, a big smile breaking upon his face.

‘You came!’

‘Well, yeah. Did you think I was going to stand you up?’ I’m genuinely curious. I’d never do that to anyone.

‘No, I thought perhaps you would be ... too busy or something like that. No, never mind. You’re here, I’m here. Let’s go inside.’ He opens the door and waves me in, following closely enough that I catch his scent of spiced soap. He’s wearing all black, damp hair pushed back from his crown, buzzing energy coming off him like fizz off soda. He beams at me and I can’t help returning it – his expression is so infectious.

‘I’ve been looking forward to seeing you.’ He leans in to nudge my shoulder with his own.

‘Me too,’ I say honestly, feeling sunny and charmed all over again.

We order tortilla chips and guacamole, and cold glasses of lime juice, and sit up on stools at the bar in the front window, close enough that our knees bump. I’m highly aware of every place our bodies brush against each other as we settle in. From here we can watch people walking past outside, the way the rain curtains the street. Our food arrives and we dig in, Bastian rolling his eyes heavenward at his first bite.

‘This is good,’ he says through a mouthful.

‘I know, right?’ I’m proud to have made the right choice of where to go. I’m pretty sure this cafe has some connection with black market smugglers because this dip tastes like it’s made from real avocado.

‘I haven’t lived here long enough to discover the best places to eat,’ he says. ‘You’ll have to tell me all your secrets.’ He shovels another chip into his mouth.

Except for the bitterlins one. And my broken superpower. And my Hollow burns. I tug at the scarf around my neck. ‘That’s a bold demand. We might have to see if you can earn any of them first.’

A sideways glance. ‘Hmm. Somehow I think it’ll be worth trying.’

We joust for the next chip, like seagulls coming in for the same prize, and I laugh. ‘How long have you lived here, then?’ I’d assumed he knew the city well.

He waves his hand, offering me the first pick. ‘A little less than a year. I moved for work. There’s a lot to discover, I’m finding.’

‘What do you do?’

‘Recruitment for a very dull company. Don’t ask for details or you’ll pass out from a sudden attack of extreme boredom.’ Outside, the rain starts coming in heavier, drowning the tarmac. I’m glad we got in before that hit. Bastian knuckles a smudge of guacamole from the corner of his mouth, gestures outside. ‘Speaking of discovering things, what’s with the rain? Is it always like this?’

I smirk. ‘Is that your conversation game? The weather?’

His eyebrow raises. A pause. ‘And yours is mockery?’

‘Oh, so you can’t handle it. That’s fine.’

‘I didn’t say that.’ He’s keeping a straight face, but there’s a playful smile waiting in the wings of his mouth.

‘No, no. It’s fine. I can play nice.’

‘Hmm. I didn’t ask for that, either.’ An answer that’s almost a challenge.

‘Look. Fair warning. I’m very good at relentless ridicule. I have three sisters.’

‘Bring it on, Daalman.’ He looks at me like he’s re-evaluating. Like maybe I surprised him.

I grin. ‘It rains all summer, weatherman.’

‘Fascinating.’

‘Anything else you’d like to know? Public transport timetables ... where to watch the best drying paint? I know a guy who can make you a fine pair of sensible orthopaedic shoes.’

He waves airily. ‘Oh, I brought my own pair with me. Why don’t you tell me about being a Hollow Warrior?’

‘That is suitably boring.’

‘It’s not, actually.’

‘That’s right, I’m in the presence of a fan.’

‘Is dating your fanbase allowed?’

‘I don’t know. I mean. I think most of my fanbase consists of little old ladies.’

He leans in, and whispers, ‘That’s because they’ve lived long enough to become wise about shit.’

Now I’m laughing again. ‘Which is a very attractive feature, true.’

‘Don’t you go messing around on me, now.’

I push the bowl of guacamole closer to him. ‘Promise I’m not dating any little old ladies. Or anyone else.’

He picks up a chip, countenance serious all of a sudden. ‘Good.’ Holding my eye contact like he had beneath the awning.

I look away first, my cheeks warm.

While we continue to snack, he asks me more – and more serious – questions about being a warrior. Letting me answer without interruption. That kind of devoted listening makes me feel like what I’m saying is worth saying. He already knows a lot about Hollow Warriors – about the two oaths, and going on training placements, and the different kinds of powers. He knows about my family, too – that there’s been a Daalman in the Oceania Division ever since the first generation of warriors. He even asks about my familiar, and I introduce him to Mouse, today hiding discreetly in a pocket in my bag. Mouse’s whiskers twitch dismissively. 

Good thing Bastian doesn’t understand rodent scorn like I do.

As we scrape out the last of the guacamole, I realise I’ve done all the talking and still barely know anything about him. ‘What about your family? You already know about mine. Do you have any siblings? What are your parents like?’

At that, Bastian looks aside and for the first time, I realise there is something unsteady, something uncertain, inside him. He comes across so assured, but I’ve caught a brief glitch to his polished surface.

His fingers pinch and fold the paper serviette next to his plate. ‘My parents are dead,’ he says quietly, pain laid bare on his words.

‘Oh, I’m sorry, Bastian.’

‘It was a while ago now, but the grief doesn’t go away. You just learn to cope with it.’

I nod. Pops died when I was eight. I still miss him, almost ten years later. Still feel his absence in our family. And he was my grandfather – I can’t imagine losing both of my mothers. The thought alone takes my breath away.

‘It was a bad accident. It shouldn’t have happened the way it did. My sister and I were pretty traumatised – it’s the kind of trauma that stays with you.’ He seems to have gathered himself back together, enough to return his gaze to mine. Grief burns behind his eyes. ‘The rest of the world moves on, but for me ... that loss is always with me.’ 

‘I imagine it’s the sort of thing you carry with you forever.’

‘You understand. Losing them changed my whole outlook. Changed everything. Life wasn’t ever the same again.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I repeat, because I don’t know what else to say. What can you say? He still grieves. I would too. ‘Are you close to your sister, then?’

He sits up straighter, and blinks away the shine in his eyes. ‘Not really. After our parents died, we were raised separately by other family members. And we’re different people, I suppose you could say. She’s older than me and is very set in her ways. I’m too – I don’t know – contrary for her. We stay in touch, but we aren’t like you and your sisters.’

We’re not that close, I think. My sisters don’t truly know my dark thoughts – nor any of my secrets. ‘I guess someone always has to be the black sheep.’

‘That’s not you, though?’

‘I’m not that great compared to –’

‘Ex-cu-se me,’ he interrupts mock-sternly, getting his confidence back. ‘Enough with that humble-humble bullshit. You have a superpower. You are a real-life superhero. No way you aren’t as impressive a Daalman as the rest.’

Another smile that I can’t help returning. It’s nice to have wild praise heaped on me. Especially when I don’t really deserve it. ‘Um, thanks. I needed to hear that.’

‘Oh? Is there something going on? You can tell me, if you like. I’m a good listener. Big ears.’ He wheels fingers around his ears as if they’re saucers on the side of his head. 

It isn’t a lie – I mean, his ears are normal sized, but he is a good listener. It’s my turn to look aside, though. ‘It’s nothing,’ I say.

‘I get it. It’s fine. We don’t know each other like that. Yet.’

That yet is a warm, glowing coal. ‘It’s – yeah, sort of that. Tell me more about yourself, then. Where are you from – I’m not imagining an accent, am I?’

‘No, you are not.’ He carries on, unrolling some of his life story for me. He was born in the Gallic Republic. His family moved to Quebec when he was a kid, which is where his parents died. He returned to the Republic to live and later went to university there, but ended up dropping out. He’s vague about that, skipping over it, and I wonder what happened to make him drop out. He’s right though, we don’t know each other well enough to share everything. Yet.

‘And will you be staying here in the New Pacific Territory?’ I ask. Like when I asked Cheryl, I wonder how much time I might get with him ... or whether he’s going to disappear on me.

I want him to stay.

I want to know more about him. I want to tell him more about myself.

Bastian shrugs. ‘Honestly? I’m not sure. My job isn’t going anywhere, though.’ He crooks his head. ‘And I don’t want to be going anywhere else. Not right now.’

We smile at each other again. This, here, with him, it’s easy. Uncomplicated. There’s no awkwardness or bad history to pretend we don’t share. I wonder how the universe knew I needed this. In the midst of all the crap I’ve managed to get myself into, I’ve also found someone I can laugh with. Someone who makes me feel special. Someone who is looking back at me with the same delighted expression. Bastian didn’t expect to find me, either. 

We order more drinks. We talk about summer storms and festive traditions. I tell him he has to watch the death yacht race that starts on Boxing Day, which had once been sailed by real boats before the sea became too deadly. He tells me I have to hang a pickle ornament on our Christmas tree. We share stories from childhood, and it turns out we were both the type to find hidden presents and open them before the big day.

Our empty plates and glasses are cleared, and the waiters start hinting that we should leave. We pull our jackets back on and step outside. It feels like night even though it’s only late afternoon. Clouds have descended to mist the world, and spin halos around the streetlights. I flip my hood up and, for a heartbeat, Bastian and I are quiet and still next to each other.

I’m not ready to finish this date. I’ve been enjoying the keen way Bastian looks at me, as if he’s committing me to memory. While I’ve been with him I haven’t been thinking about the monsters I’ve summoned, or my broken power. I haven’t even noticed the itching of my Hollow burns. I don’t want to part ways here, and go home to reality.

Perhaps he feels the same way.

‘Let me walk you home,’ he says, and he’s moving in the direction of my apartment before I know it. I catch up with him, and we walk along together, following a line of shelter beneath shopfronts and awnings. We talk about movies – the supposedly family-friendly ones that terrified us as children, and the old favourites that we watch over and over again. We talk about the latest batch of celebrities marooned in a tropical island battledome, and who might win. We talk about how we’d both totally do it if we were famous enough and which weapons we’d choose, debating the usefulness of scythes versus maces. 

‘Here’s me,’ I say, as we reach my apartment.

Bastian pushes his hands into his pockets and looks up the façade, at the old sash windows and brick walls woven in with modern plastiglass and steel. ‘The famous Oceania Division home base. Cool place.’

‘Thanks.’ I pause, gathering my nerve for a moment of vulnerability. ‘Hey, I – I really liked this.’

To my relief, he returns it straight away. ‘Hey. Me too. Let’s do it again.’

He steps in, close enough that the toes of our shoes almost touch. Does he want to kiss me? I want to kiss him. It’ll be my first kiss with anyone since Onyeka. And I’m ready for it. I’m ready to move on, with this guy, this slinky guy with a smile always lying in wait, who makes me laugh, who is open about wanting to see me again.

He tucks his head towards mine and I catch that glimpse of hesitancy again, a smooth surface cracking over a kernel of grief and doubt. We’re so close I can feel the warmth of his breath on my lips. Our noses brush, and I angle my head to press my mouth to his. The kiss is soft and giving, except there’s a tension behind it in his body, in the tiny distance he keeps between us. As if he will not give in all the way, even as his hands come up to brush my hair, thumbs by my ears, sending sparks down my spine. 

The kiss deepens before we break apart, foreheads touching.

‘Let’s definitely do this again,’ he whispers. ‘Is tomorrow too soon?’

‘Yes. I mean, no. I mean yes, let’s catch up tomorrow.’

It can’t come soon enough.




CHAPTER EIGHT

The sensation of Bastian’s kiss lingers on my lips for the rest of the afternoon as I squeeze in some homework before dinner, trying to catch up on what I didn’t finish during the day. I’m not very productive. I keep drifting off, smiling blankly at the edusys screen, going over our date. Dreaming of what we might do tomorrow.

Just before dinner I finally give up, and sign off. I head down to the kitchen and sitting room, where my family have started to noisily gather. There’s one Daalman remaining to complete the full set and raise our noise levels to maximum. As I think of her, I realise my other sense is picking up a new flare of Hollow energy approaching the apartment. I almost shout out Didi’s here! but hesitate. Perhaps it isn’t my sister, and I’ve only summoned another monster. There’s something odd, isn’t there? Something different in the energy, like a spike of cardamom through the char-sweet fire, which is weird, because usually it’s all the same to me. I haven’t got a dagger on me, and I wonder if I have time to grab one. 

But then the doorbell rings, and Didi’s face appears on the security cam display alongside that of a very handsome white guy. Everyone drops what they’re doing and we thunder down the stairs like a herd of elephants.

‘Family!’ my sister shrieks as Mama hefts open the heavy front door. Didi steps inside, tugging the guy in after her. He does very well, not even flinching at the sea of expectant Daalmans eager to greet him.

‘This is Fergus. Fergus, this is everyone!’ Didi says, shoving him forward. Like chum into a sea of ghost sharks, he is enveloped.

I touch Didi’s hair with a laugh. We’ve got the same haircut again – this time long bobs with thick fringes. I remember when I was fourteen and I got a streak of blue put in my hair. I thought I was so different and cool, until I came home and found Didi already there with a green streak in hers. On her shoulder, beneath her black hair, Rat squeaks. On my shoulder, beneath my black hair, Mouse replies.

‘Welcome home, sis,’ I say, hugging her. I try not to wince as our hug chafes against my Hollow burns, gritting my teeth to avoid rubbing at them in front of my family.

‘Didi-my-dee, you look stunning. Doesn’t she look stunning, Priscilla? Our own model, you are. Gorgeous!’ Jet says as she swoops in and squeezes the life out of her.

I’m struck by how tall Fergus is. He towers above the rest of us, an affable smile on his face as he does the rounds meeting everyone. He’s square-jawed and solid and polite, and he’s going to marry my sister. I can see it in the way she looks at him handling the Daalman onslaught. I’m not sure he knows it yet, but he’s going to be a Daalman himself one day. 

We trample back upstairs, skipping past the kitchen and sitting room, continuing to the larger living room on the next level, which is better able to accommodate us for the imminent interrogation. Geema, Mama and Lydia, Jet and Eddy and Bree and Pumpkin, Cheryl, Didi and Fergus, and me. We’re finally together. Looking at them shouting at each other, repeating all the same news and updates yet again, warm affection swells in my chest. These sorts of moments, when they’re less a formidable family of warriors and more a bunch of noisy clowns, are the ones when I feel the most connected to them.

Didi and Fergus sit closely on the small red couch, heads tilted and torsos angled towards each other, while she tells us about her final training placement in Mexico. She goes through everything she learned and how excited she is to start running her own satellite base. While over there, she had the idea we should expand the Oceania Division with a permanent base in Aotearoa. Mama and Lydia agreed, and the guild approved it, and Didi is going over to set it up in the new year.

I wonder if she plans for Fergus to join her there.

After Didi’s rundown, the interrogation of her lad starts in earnest. We get the Potted History of Fergus: he was born in the Independent Nation of California, he grew up in Mexico, his family works in the Central America Division home base. He likes rock climbing and all-you-can-eat Korean barbecue.

Mama narrows her eyes at Fergus, doing her best impression of a protective mother and failing utterly because a sweet smile is hovering on the corners of her mouth. I remember her doing the same to Onyeka. ‘And how did you two meet?’

‘Uh, Didi kind of marched up and informed me she was going to take me out on a date,’ he says, grinning. Matching the grin on my sister’s face. They’ve got their meet-cute sorted. And I think about Bastian, touching my fingers to my lips. We have a meet-cute too. Maybe one day Bastian and I will sit on that couch, and I’ll talk about a Meet’n’Greet that had been singularly boring until this guy walked up –

‘Where’s your familiar?’ Geema says.

Wait, my grandmother’s right. He doesn’t have a beastie by his side. Fergus and Didi glance at each other.

‘Fergus is a norm,’ Didi says.

‘Is he now?’ Geema says, like she’s asking if they’re sure about that.

Fergus is nodding. ‘I didn’t want to take the first oath, when I was thirteen. It’s not for me.’

‘But your parents are Hollow Warriors.’

‘Uh-huh. My mom is. My dad, um, isn’t part of our life.’

Geema shrugs and sits back, as if to say, okay then.

‘That’s fine with us,’ Lydia says. She doesn’t look at me when she adds, ‘The girls have dated norms before.’ I know she’s thinking about Onyeka, even as I’m thinking about Bastian.

‘Yeah, but I’m a norm from a warrior family, which I know is a little weird,’ he says, and I’m sure I’m not the only one impressed by his simple honesty. ‘Pretty much everyone in the families chooses the oaths. It’s who I am, though. I appreciate you having me stay, I know how important oath ceremonies are. Hang on, I got you something. Here.’ 

He digs around in his backpack, sitting beside the couch, and pulls out ... a little cactus in a beribboned pot. With googly eyes glued to it. He hands it over to Lydia.

‘This is to say thanks for having me, Mrs and Mrs Daalman.’

‘Oh! Goodness. A cactus.’ Lydia turns the pot around in her hands. The googly eyes rattle. ‘You’re, uh, very welcome, Fergus.’

He smiles, all big white teeth and crinkled eyes. I can see my sister getting some weird birthday presents in her future. I can also see her not minding in the slightest if she receives such lovely smiles with them.

The questions continue, but the two of them start trying to hide yawns behind their hands. They’ve come off a long chain of flights from Mexico and must be exhausted. Eventually our family has mercy on the lovebirds, the interrogation is closed, and the pair shuffle downstairs to Didi’s bedroom on the bottom floor.

The rest of us have dinner, then hang out in the upstairs living room and watch movies, with popcorn and macadamias and hot chocolate, or vodka. It’s late by the time everyone decides to turn in.

I try not to act impatient – lingering in the kitchen, tidying up – as my family bumbles around me getting glasses of water, locating their misplaced handsets, and arguing about who’s going to use the bathroom first.

When everyone is finally settled in their bedrooms, I quietly head downstairs to the command centre.

I pause in the doorway to check if the coast is clear. I can see Rosco sitting up at the monitoring station in the main office, pale grey skin bathed in the blue glow of the screens. No Bosco or Rosie – they must be off duty in the imps’ quarters further down the hall, where they have their own living space and bedrooms.

The weapons closet is a few steps away. Rosco won’t see me if I stay low. I’ll commando crawl in there. A thief in the night. Deadly cool and silent. Secret bitterlin-slayer extraordinare.

The industrial carpeting scratches my knees and elbows as I awkwardly haul myself across what had seemed a short distance and now feels like an acre. I’m really slow. Wow. This is actually quite uncomfortable, plus the movement stretches and pulls at my itching Hollow burns.

Delicately scampering beside me, Mouse is sniffing with laughter, and I can’t even mutter at her to shut up.

I pull myself into the weapons closet and get to my feet. It’s shadowy, and I can’t risk turning the light on, but I know the vapour rays are stored on a rack at the back of the room, and I’ll be able to feel them –

My hand touches something warm and leathery.

A terrified squawk rips through the weapons closet. ‘Whassat?! Get off me! I know karate –’

The light flicks on to reveal Bosco, one hand on the switch and the other held up in the air, spindly fingers quivering. ‘I will f– Oh. Priscilla. It’s you. What are you doing?’

I cough. ‘Um. I was ...’

Being a terrible commando. Mouse is finding this highly entertaining.

‘Practising my silent approach,’ I manage. ‘It’s in one of my current training modules. Sorry. I didn’t think this through. I didn’t mean to scare you.’

Bosco rubs his yellow eyes and yawns, displaying dual rows of needle-like teeth. ‘Maybe give us advance warning next time. I almost karate-chopped you.’

I have to act like that would have actually hurt. ‘Of course. I’ll – uh – I’ll let you get back to your nap.’ I back out of the weapons closet and scuttle out of the command centre with my amused familiar.

I’ll sneak a vapour ray out another night.

The bitterlins have gained a temporary pardon.
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I’m up early again the next morning, only to find my grandmother has yet again beaten me to it. She’s on a couch in the sitting room, reading a bunch of news report holos and murmuring to Blackbird. I plop down next to her. Above us, the windows rattle in their frames as gusts of wind buffet outside.

‘Morning,’ I yawn.

My grandmother switches off her handset, the holos disappearing. She’s almost horizontal, sinking into the cushions with her fluffy slippers resting on the coffee table, Blackbird perched on top. ‘Morning.’ She pats my thigh. ‘Hey, what’d you think of that Fergus yesterday?’

‘He seemed nice.’

‘Really? I thought he was a bit ... green-looking. Did he look a bit green to you?’

‘Green?’ I frown. ‘Like, nauseous?’

‘Hmm. Maybe. He has big teeth too. Very big teeth.’

‘I guess.’

She looks at me for a while, long enough that I start to fidget.

‘What?’

She shakes her head. ‘Nothing. He did seem nice, you’re right.’

‘She’s going to marry him,’ I whisper.

‘I know,’ Geema whispers back, and we grin at each other. ‘Isn’t love grand? Speaking of. Are you going to see your blue-haired girl again?’

Does she really not understand that Onyeka and I can’t make it work? ‘I told you, Geema. We’re over.’

‘Well. We’ll see, I suppose.’

I snort. ‘There’s no supposing. It’s already done.’ Anyway, I’m thinking about someone else now. Someone who lives in the same city as me, who doesn’t bicker with me, who I kissed in the drizzly rain. Someone who messaged me this morning to say how much he’s looking forward to seeing me again.

But I don’t want to share Bastian with my family yet. I want him to be just mine for a while, like the sweet counterpoint to my other secrets – broken superpowers, secret monsters, Hollow burns lacing my body ... and Bastian.

I haul myself off the couch to make breakfast – fried garlicky mushrooms on toast. As everyone starts trickling in, I get caught up in the warm, familiar banter with them all. The hours slip by until it’s time for school, and I realise I haven’t done my workout yet. I guess I’ll ditch it. I wish I could ditch everything today, including school, and just hang out with my sisters. 

Okay. One more coffee. Then I’ll log on to edusys. I’ll only be a tiny bit late.

As I’m filling up the coffee machine with fresh grinds, Geema stands up, putting her headset on, its red light blinking as she answers the call. ‘Hello?’ She heads downstairs, her voice drifting up as she descends. ‘What? Is that confirmed? When? Hang on.’

She’s gone for a few minutes, then reappears, teleporting into the room like a woman in too much of a hurry to use a mortal method such as stairs.

‘My team’s tracked down a Renegade fugitive,’ she announces. ‘He’s right here in this city. Right here. I have to get him. Now.’




CHAPTER NINE

Geema whirls to face Mama. ‘Nimue, is the holding cell downstairs operational?’

Mama nods, opening her mouth, but my grandmother is gone before my mother can say a word. She sighs. ‘That’s Mother for you. I was going to say almost, except for it being full of boxes.’

‘I’ll clear it out,’ I offer. Like all Hollow Warrior bases, we have a holding cell in the command centre, built into a corner of the garage. It’s a requirement, although in our case it’s never been used except for storage.

‘Thanks,’ she says, kissing my forehead. ‘Don’t you miss any schoolwork, though.’

‘I won’t,’ I say, heading downstairs. It’s only a little lie.

I wonder who Geema and her team are hunting. I imagine some hardened, scarred warrior, the guild logo ripped off his armoured vest, grizzled and tired from being on the run.

Maybe he’s the author of the flyer I received. The words spring easily to my mind. Do you want a future you can own? I remember it all, without needing to read the flyer again. Free yourself from the fetters of the guild: renounce your oaths and join the Renegades.

You want to USE your powers, not be suppressed by rules and regulations.

You want to be compensated for the grievous risks you take EVERY DAY.

You want to be listened to.

We hear you.

The guild does not listen to you.

The guild promotes and protects their own.

The guild is not held accountable.

WHO WATCHES THE WATCHMEN?

Become not a pawn but a glorious warrior: join the Renegades today.

Sure, demanding to renounce the oaths is treason. But the rest doesn’t really sound that fanatical, despite what Geema said. I suppose that’s how the Renegades tempt warriors into joining the other side. Hook them in by echoing their rumbles of dissatisfaction. It would be especially appealing, I can imagine, to newer warriors – those who haven’t come from the established families. They wouldn’t have grown up learning how delicate the system is. How important the guild is for maintaining our defence against the Hollow.

I’m sure no warrior really enjoys spending ten years of their life studying and training, but that’s how long it takes to learn what we need to learn. No warrior wants to die beneath the claws of a Hollow monster either, but that risk has to be taken – there aren’t any others who can protect the world like us. And if the senior warriors of the guild all know each other, that’s because they have to. They have to trust each other, to know that the people they’re putting in charge have the right experience and the right motivations. 

It’s all necessary. It’s how the system works.

I get to the garage. The holding cell is stuffed with boxes of things I carted in there thinking I’d sort through it later. There are foam training weapons, old versions of the handbooks, a broken edusys screen, traps for small monsters, and all the spare bedding and supplies for when we have a full contingent of trainees on base. I start hauling stuff out.

Maybe I already know the Renegade they’re hunting. Geema said they’ve been acting undercover. Known and trusted warriors on the outside, their betrayal lurking beneath the surface. They could be one of my teachers, or a warrior who worked here on a casual basis during busy times.

I lug the boxes down the corridor, dumping them in a corner of the briefing room. I’ve only just stacked the last one when the garage behind me is suddenly filled with shouting, a swell of Hollow energy tickling the back of my mind. I run back to see Geema and three of her team members wrestling with a fifth figure, surrounded by a riot of familiars. The space echoes with their yells, and I can smell the fizz of ozone. Lightning booms as a warrior’s power is unleashed – I can’t tell whose in the midst of their struggle. The four Internal Affairs warriors grapple with the Renegade, caught in their arms, all of them teleported with Geema’s power from wherever they seized him.

They twist, turn, and ... oh.

The Renegade is not the hardened warrior I’d pictured.

He’s just a boy. An ordinary boy only old enough to be a trainee. Blond thatch of hair falling over his forehead, he wrenches himself violently as he tries to escape the grips of the warriors holding him. He’s screaming the loudest. ‘No. No, don’t do this! Please!’

His hands contort, fingers spread. I hear a crack in the garage wall near me, and turn to see a tree root pushing through the concrete, cresting towards the tussle. The Renegade has the power to manipulate plants, and is calling them to his aid.

‘Hold him steady!’ Geema roars.

The boy sees me, desperate blue eyes locking onto mine. ‘Help me! Please help! Oh, don’t let them –’

I shrink against the wall, away from the tree root, away from the struggle. He’s an enemy? He could be one of my classmates.

Geema has a stun gun and she finally manages to press it against the Renegade’s neck. He slumps into stillness, into a sudden quiet punctuated only by the screech of a tiny owl – the boy’s familiar, fluttering to his side in concern. The tree root stills.

The other familiars press the small owl into following Geema as she and her team members drag the Renegade into the cell I’ve emptied. Boy and familiar are deposited on the floor. Geema unclips a dull silver cuff from her belt, and closes it around his wrist with a snap. A blue light comes on. The owl makes another sound, quiet and mournful, and I realise the cuff must be a dampener. I’ve never seen one before. They’re used to suppress our superpowers, breaking the circuit between familiar and warrior. While wearing that cuff, the Renegade can no longer access his powers. He’s effectively a norm, with only the mind-link with his owl remaining. 

The Internal Affairs warriors step out, and Geema turns on the energy field that encloses the cell. Humming red bars zip across the cell’s entryway, locking the Renegade inside. He looks even younger asleep, with the terror on his face smoothed away.

‘Rafael Purbrook,’ Geema murmurs, shaking her head. ‘You’re a long way from home.’

Purbrook! He’s not a newer warrior. Purbrooks have been warriors along with the Daalmans ever since the Fires, a stalwart family of the Canadian Division. Why on earth did he join the Renegades? I stare at him, trying to reconcile what I had thought a traitor would look like with this boy – this peer of mine, from a family like mine. Who has learned what I learned, and knows what I know.

‘Priscilla, meet some of my team,’ Geema says, drawing my attention away from her captive.

I turn around. I already recognise her three fellow warriors from a news holo I saw last week. Brushing charred leaves and vines from themselves, they greet me as Geema introduces them. The youngest is Adam, a white guy with a white arctic fox for his familiar. He looks the same age as Didi, maybe twenty-three or twenty-four. The other two are older: a woman about Mama’s age called Madhuri, with black hair and smoky-oak skin and an owl sitting on the shoulder of her fur coat; and a man called Kwasi, with a scar on one nut-brown cheek and a vivid green chameleon perched beneath his gold-hooped ear. Dressed in full tactical armour, with the guild logo emblazoned on their chests, the three of them are commanding and intimidating. I find myself shuffling on my feet, trying not to let my feelings of inferiority show. 

Geema seems pleased with herself, rubbing her hands. ‘No time to stay and chat, I’ve got to get these three back to headquarters. Priscilla, don’t you have school today? You ought to get started.’

Looks like I’m not getting away with ditching it today after all.

I say goodbye to Geema and her team, and she whisks them away with a burst of fiery Hollow energy I taste on the back of my tongue. Alone in the silent garage, I look at the Renegade again. His Hollow energy is weak to my other sense, suppressed beneath the dampener on his wrist. His owl watches me back with round, yellow eyes. Mouse twitches on my shoulder, watching the other familiar too.

The dampener is a temporary stop. Soon they’ll permanently take away his power to manipulate plants. That’s what they’re doing to Renegades – that’s what they do to all traitors and threats. That owl ... they’ll carry it away from him ...

I turn away, unable to look at the little familiar anymore.

He made his choices, Mouse says, only she sounds a touch doubtful. Like me.

I can’t help wondering what drew Rafael Purbrook to the Renegades. Why did he make those choices? Didn’t he know this was how it would end for him?

I return upstairs, log onto edusys, and look at the list of today’s schoolwork. There’s a message from my first-period teacher, noting my tardiness with a stern warning against any further late sign-ins. It all seems so mundane and boring, even the Hollow Warrior lessons. 

It’s hard to concentrate; my mind keeps drifting to the digital flyer in my inbox, and I wonder whether Rafael Purbrook received the same thing. Whether that sparked his eventual defection to the Renegades, or if it was something else. Until now, the Renegades were a faceless threat to me, somewhere off stage. Now I’ve seen one. Now one has been captured in my home city. They suddenly don’t seem so distant or mysterious.

Some of them are just like me.
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I decide to squeeze my workout in after I finish school. Downstairs, I poke my head into the garage to check on the Renegade, but see the energy field turned off and the holding cell empty. They’ve already transported him away, to face his consequences at the hands of Internal Affairs.

They’ll make him a norm. That’s what he was yelling about. That’s what he was so afraid of. It’s strange to think we both fear the same thing. But he chose to become a Renegade.

I only wanted a better power. And I had no idea what could happen.

Didi’s in the gym when I get there, pacing on the treadmill in her easy, contained style. She pops out an earbud to give me a short-winded hello. Her Rat is curled up asleep on the weights bench. Mouse runs down my body to join her familiar friend.

I start my session by moving through a series of bodyweight activities on the mat. Soon Didi joins me, groaning as she tugs her foot up behind her to stretch her quads. There are shadows under her eyes.

‘Jet-lagged?’

‘Feels like it should be one in the morning,’ she confirms. She drops her foot. ‘Hey, listen to this.’

She hands me one of her earbuds and I tuck it into my ear to hear a wave of up-tempo beats and delicious melody.

I laugh, and tell the apartment network to play the same song over the gym speakers. It’s a new pop band from the Divided Kingdom. ‘I just discovered them too. Amazing, right?’

‘Of course you did,’ she says, and laughs as well. People have mistaken us for twins our entire lives, and not only because we look similar. We’ve always worn the same style of clothing, and loved the same music, the same shows. And once – disastrously, for a month when I was eleven and she was fifteen – the same boy.

‘Remember William?’ I say.

‘I’d rather not.’

‘Because you have Fergus now.’

She looks at me, her tired eyes suddenly aglow. ‘Yes, I do.’

‘I’m happy for you,’ I say, trying to cover a familiar splinter of jealousy. There’s always been something competitive between me and Didi. Wanting the same things means we’ve fought over them too. Maybe she doesn’t remember, but I do: William chose her. And now, she’s found love. Found someone who will stay with her.

Maybe Bastian will stay with me, though. Bastian, dark and willowy, just like William. If she saw me and Bastian together now, what would she see in my eyes? Would she see what I hope is there?

I smile to myself and step onto the treadmill, beginning with a brisk walk.

‘So you must’ve been slaying monsters left and right lately,’ Didi says as she picks up a couple of dumbbells. ‘Lydia said it’s been busy, lots of tears leaking beasts in.’

‘Uh. Yeah.’ I start running.

I’m not going to tell Didi I’ve barely gone out on any jobs, let alone why. She’s always been the more talented and powerful of us two youngest sisters – she even finished her training placements a couple of months early, thanks to her brilliance. I don’t think she understands how I feel – like I don’t fit in. None of my sisters do. It’s like they have a blind spot when it comes to me.

I don’t want Didi to feel bad about her own accomplishments, and I don’t want her feeling sorry for me either.

So I don’t tell her anything. Instead, I run. I run until sweat slips down my back and my chest heaves and my ankles ache. Didi finishes her workout, and waves as she leaves the gym, but I keep going. I run away from Renegades in the garage and powerful sisters, from broken superpowers and multiplying monsters, until I’m empty. Until I’m calm.

I may not have solved any problems, but at least now I’m able to properly focus on my next activity: my second date with Bastian.




CHAPTER TEN

I have a shower and get changed. My Hollow burns are fading but still visible, so I cover up again. Bastian will think I have a thing for scarves at this rate. With Mouse in my bag, I slip outside and hail a hovercab. I’m meeting him in the city this time. The whole ride there, butterflies dip and flutter in my stomach. The hovercab drops me off near the huge sinkhole that swallowed up the city’s old arts district, and I skirt its fenced edge to where we agreed to meet, outside one of the hotels on the riverbank. I’m the first to arrive so I tuck myself into the dry space beneath its entrance awning.

‘Hey there, Hollow Warrior.’

I yelp and turn around. Bastian’s appeared from behind me, coming out of the lobby on a gust of warm aircon, tapping a long umbrella like a cane.

He smiles, thumbing behind his shoulder. ‘I have an apartment here.’

‘Oh! Right. Yeah – um.’ Okay, okay. Cool it down a notch, Priscilla. I’m all flustered – partly from being startled, but more from being next to him again. The butterflies whirl even faster. ‘What’s the plan for today?’

‘I’ll show you.’ He opens up his umbrella with a snap. The fabric is transparent, glittering streetlights and rivulets of rain showing through its curve. We head out, walking along the busy promenade beside the huge levee wall. Beyond it the wild waters of the river rumble, misting into the air.

I’m very conscious of how close we are beneath the shroud of the umbrella. Shoulder-to-shoulder, hip-to-hip, our steps falling into rhythm as we dodge other pedestrians and their umbrellas. He smells good, and then I’m thinking about our kiss outside my apartment, and wondering if we’ll kiss again, and the whole afternoon with him stretches out before me, full of possibility.

Bastian nudges my shoulder, guiding me down a narrow road between the hotels. The buildings soar above us, disappearing into low, fleecy clouds. Then we emerge from the shadows, coming out into a square where a carnival has been set up: there’s tents with red-and-white striped awnings, a slowly rotating ferris wheel, and a tilting temporary picket fence encircling the whole sparkling delight. People cram the walkways, shrieking above the jangling noises of the games. I can smell hotdogs and donuts, trampled grass and generator fuel. It smells like fun and festivity and the most perfect thing we could do right now, hidden in this little square away from the bustle of the riverside.

‘How did you find this?’ I breathe out.

‘A magician never shares his tricks.’ He taps the side of his nose and gives me a grin. ‘Come on, let’s play.’

Bastian insists on buying us both a fistful of tickets before we start wandering. The awnings keep the rain off so he closes his umbrella, but we continue to walk pressed side-to-side. The backs of our fingers brush, and it seems perfectly natural to slip my hand into his. For a microsecond, he stiffens. Then his fingers gently curl and he holds mine back, and we’re walking hand-in-hand through the crowd.

He glances at me. I keep looking ahead, but I smile, and from the corner of my eye I see him smile too.

We amble through the walkways, passing food stands and game stalls: bobbing ducks, twisting clown heads, dodgem cars, pink fauxfloss, wheels of fortune ...

We both stop in front of the shooting gallery.

‘I feel a challenge coming on,’ Bastian says.

‘You cannot be serious.’ I raise my eyebrows.

‘You afraid I’ll win?’

‘I’ve been trained to shoot things with a high degree of accuracy since I was thirteen. There’s no way you’d beat me. No way.’

‘The lady doth protest too much, methinks. Trying to talk me out of it. You are afraid.’

‘Game on. You are so going to regret this.’

We drop hands to exchange tickets for weapons – dented lightweight pellet rifles, chained to a board. I lift mine to my shoulder, sighting down the barrel at the targets jerkily moving past at the rear of the gallery. The chain restricts my movement, and the trigger feels stiff. This gun is going to be wildly inaccurate.

It’s okay if I miss a couple, as long as I beat him. Imagine ending up second-best to a norm – it’d be even worse than with my sisters.

I take a breath and let it out slowly, then focus on the targets, blurring out the rest of the world, gauging their speed as they jerk past. It’s not consistent, which makes aiming even trickier.

I squeeze the trigger. One, two. Three. Four, five. Each shot hits home, slamming into a tin bullseye with a plink and knocking it over. The sixth one goes wide, missing the target. I put my gun down triumphantly. That’d be a solid pass in a training scenario. ‘Top that.’

‘As you wish,’ he says, already sighting down his own barrel. And then he proceeds to calmly knock down six targets without pause.

What?

‘Victory is mine!’ he crows, putting down the gun.

‘Where’d you learn how to do that?’

‘Aw, are you sad?’ he grins. ‘We should’ve put a bet on it, it would’ve made this moment even sweeter.’

I only just stop myself from stomping my foot. I want to sniff that he must’ve cheated. Or that my gun was defective. I can’t even mutter a half-hearted congratulations.

Bastian tilts his head to the side. ‘It’s only a game,’ he says quietly.

I try to smile. ‘I know that.’ Except it doesn’t feel like a game. It feels like my life. I don’t know if I can explain that this is what my experience as a Hollow Warrior is always like.

The stallholder asks Bastian to pick a prize. He waves the man away, scooping my hand back into his instead. ‘Let’s get something to eat. My shout.’

He buys warm cinnamon donuts at a food stand and we’re both quiet for a few minutes, walking and eating, and I like that he’s giving me the space to pull myself back together instead of trying to talk me out of my little conniption. I’m already feeling better. I’m practised at pushing those feelings aside and besides, Bastian is a cute companion, with dusted cinnamon on his lips. It’s suitably distracting.

I sneak some donut crumbs to Mouse as we skirt the bottom of the ferris wheel.

‘Shall we go up?’ I ask.

‘Definitely.’

We exchange tickets, climb into one of the pods and ascend slowly, swinging back and forth. The little carnival spreads out beneath us as we lift into the cold air, and the wheel stops for more passengers when we near the top. Our cage rocks gently. It’s just the two of us in this little metal bubble. Well, two of us plus Mouse, being respectfully quiet in my bag, bless her. Bribed with donut dust.

‘Good thing neither of us are afraid of heights,’ Bastian remarks.

I glance down; we’re still not moving. ‘Well. I might be a tiny bit afraid of getting stranded forever in a ferris wheel.’

‘We’ll be okay. We have plenty of supplies.’ He rustles his bag of donuts. ‘We’ll build a nest up here. Like birds in a tree. Get our mail redirected. Become famous as the couple who live in a giant wheel.’

My heart leaps when he calls us a couple, even if it is a joke. I want to continue the banter, except I’m struck again by that sense of Bastian hiding something. The spangled lights reflect in his eyes like stars, and beyond them is the real Bastian – the boy I want to learn.

There’s something between us. A connection. One that makes me feel like I know him, but I don’t, not really. And he doesn’t know me either.

A seriousness comes over me. ‘You’re not afraid of heights. You’re not afraid of any of the little things, are you.’

His lips part slightly, as if releasing a silent word. He shifts on the metal bench, sending a tremor through our perch. ‘Neither are you.’

So we see each other.

So I’ll share mine, and see if he shares his. I’m ready to share it all with him. Fears. Hopes. Desires.

‘Do you know what I’m really afraid of? That I’ll never become a warrior like the rest of my family,’ I tell him, the burst of honesty leaving me raw and open. ‘That I’ll never be good enough.’

I half expect him to scoff and tell me I’m amazing. Instead, he looks at me – really looks at me – past the lights that glitter in my eyes too. ‘That’s a heavy thing to carry around.’

It is. I’ve carried it for years, like a suitcase full of stones. ‘I wish I could put it down.’

‘That’s the thing about fears. It’s not easy to let go of them, as much as we want to.’ His quiet empathy soothes my raw edges.

He gets it.

‘The shooting gallery ... that made me feel it again. That same thing.’

‘And it doesn’t matter what any of us say, does it? You don’t stop feeling it.’

‘No.’

‘I understand that.’ He takes a breath. Looks out over the carnival as he says, ‘I’m afraid of always losing what I love. Of the unending pain of grief. And of being forgotten.’

Such big fears. Opened to the light and held out to me like secrets for appraisal. Like secrets he’s never shown anyone else.

I put my hand over his, over the knuckles holding the safety bar so tightly they’ve gone white. ‘Anyone who’s experienced what you have would feel the same way.’

‘Kind of you to say so,’ he murmurs, ducking his head as if his honesty embarrasses him, too. I wait for him to close up and move away from me. I didn’t envisage telling him about my deepest doubts today, and I’m sure he didn’t, either. But then his hand twists beneath mine, turning us palm to palm, and our fingers interlink. We lean into each other and I breathe in his warmth as he lifts both our hands and touches his lips to the skin by my knuckles, sending sparks racing through me. I turn my face to his, wanting that kiss on my lips, that kiss I’ve been thinking of all day, and finally, finally, he obliges. His mouth is warm, his nose cold. Our pressed-together hands are tucked beneath our chins, each other’s secrets folded between our palms. He kisses me back, and there’s something more wanting in him than yesterday, something rawer … and yet, I still feel like he’s trying to keep part of himself at a distance. 

Perhaps he doesn’t want to fall. Perhaps he doesn’t want to fall as fast as this. But I know he feels a connection between us too.

Eventually, we stop kissing, nose to nose, breath mingling. ‘Priscilla Daalman,’ he says, with a quiet huff of surprise. ‘Where did you come from?’

He’s talking about me. Not the Hollow Warrior me, but the real me.

‘Hi. I’ve been here the whole time,’ I whisper.

He chuckles. The ferris wheel jerks, motor whining, and starts moving again. We’re lifted to the highest point of the circle, perched above the world, and I can’t stop smiling.

I’m smiling all the way down.

[image: Image]

After we’ve had our fill of the carnival, we wander back to the river.

‘Let’s go along the other side,’ Bastian suggests. We cross one of the caged bridges over the rushing water and start strolling up the other bank, where a row of tiny shops is squeezed beneath a raised railway. One of them is a certified sugar-dealing bakery. Warm light spills from its windows, painting the footpath with gold. It’s open. And the shelves inside are piled high.

I stop in my tracks. Luckily, Bastian is in tune with me and stops as well.

‘I need a cake,’ I blurt out.

‘Do you? What a happy coincidence. Let’s go in.’

I can’t believe my luck. I push open the door as Bastian closes the umbrella and shakes it out. A real brass bell tinkles with our entrance. The man behind the counter is amazingly cheerful, and has the perfect cake – a small and gooey chocolate one with piped white roses. He packs it securely in a waxed pink box, holographic sticker of authentication on top, all wrapped up in a bag so it won’t get wet on my way home. Bastian seems as delighted at the find as me, and he hasn’t even seen the leaden alternative Jet made.

By the time we return to Bastian’s building, my feet are damp inside my rubber-soled boots, and mist clings to us both like twinkling cobwebs.

‘You better get that cake home,’ he says. ‘Before another storm comes. Here. Take the umbrella.’ He presses it into my spare hand, snatching a kiss on my cheek as he does so.

‘Can we do this again?’ I ask, still feeling the warm brush of his lips on my skin.

‘I’m counting on it.’

‘I’ll message you. The rest of this week – it’s going to be busy.’ It’s Bree’s ceremony tomorrow. I’ve found this cake just in time.

‘I’ll be waiting.’

And he does wait, standing beneath the awning as I walk away after a final, lingering kiss. Before I go around the last corner I look back over my shoulder. He’s still there, watching me, shoulders hunched and hands shoved into pockets. A corner of his mouth lifts in a crooked smile, as if he’s pleased I caught him. 

I’m filled with a fizzy bliss. I feel like I’ve known Bastian for much longer than two dates. I like him. I really like him. And he seems to like me – the real me. Not just the Hollow Warrior part of me, but also the darker, insecure parts of me. He didn’t run away when I showed him my fear. He pulled closer.

The rest of my life might be falling apart, but at least I have Bastian as the warm, bright spot in the middle of it all.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

I catch a hovercab home, pink box resting on the fauxhide seat beside me, folded wet umbrella at my feet. Looking at the box, my mind strays from Bastian to thinking about how I can explain the cake to Jet without her becoming suspicious. Onyeka would know what to say. I’ve got my handset out before I know it, swiping through to our last conversation.

Hey, I found a cake today! Crisis averted.

She replies quickly. Phew! So glad. Say congrats to Bree from me tomorrow.

I will. Thanks.

I fold my fingers over the screen. Maybe I could be friends with Onyeka. Friends with her ... and a partner to Bastian. All those old, muddled emotions pale beneath the intensity of my new feelings for him. He’s here. He’s who I want. He’s the one I’m thinking about kissing again, about walking through this city with, playing games in arcades with, dancing in clubs with. 

I’m about to close my handset when I remember my other messages – the ones with DSC5678. My secret confidant, who has yet to give me any real aid. I read their messages again.

There’s more to your power than you know, they’d last written.

Clearly that means they knew I hadn’t triggered a secondary power, but had instead broken my existing power. I feel a spike of annoyance, and start typing back.

HEY. You could have warned me! Instead, I’ve discovered I don’t have a secondary power – this is my original power, and it’s changed. I didn’t even know powers could change! And I can’t give it back. And now I’m covered in Hollow burns!

A new reply pings into the inbox. Wherever they are, DSC5678 is reading my words right now.

You’re hurt? You should have told me. You can trust me. I’m the only person you can. Hold on, for just one more day.

Hold on, and I’ll tell you everything.
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The next morning arrives in a haze of dark violet clouds outside my bedroom window. I roll over in bed, limbs heavy, drowsily wondering if Bastian’s messaged me. We chatted late into the night before I finally had to concede to sleep. I check my handset and see he’s left me a bunch of sweet notes. I smile into my pillow and message him back. Meanwhile, DSC5678 hasn’t made good on their promise. But it doesn’t seem to matter when I have Bastian to chat to. If a mouse could roll her eyes, Mouse would be doing that right now. She’s not exactly warming up to Bastian yet, but she does seem to be defrosting, seeing how smitten I am. 

My brain finally clicks into gear and I remember it’s Bree’s oath ceremony day. No workout. No schoolwork. We’ve all been graced a family day for this important event. I tell Bastian I’ll message him soon, then hustle downstairs. For a change I’m one of the last up, finding everyone rushing around frantically, shouting about lost handsets and misplaced talismans and has anyone seen the ceremonial gown. The more Daalmans you gather in one place, the more time it takes us to get ready. At least one thing will always be mislaid or left behind. Once, we left behind Didi. She never lets us forget it.

Everyone’s too panicky to eat a proper breakfast, so I set out some crackers for people to pick at. Then I go up to the living room and help Eddy push the furniture to the side and roll up the rugs. We turn off the lights and set up the candles.

It’s been a long time since we held an oath ceremony at home base. Didi’s was the last, about four years ago, when she took her second oath to become an active Hollow Warrior. That was only a couple of months after I took my own first oath and ended up with the power to sense Hollow energy.

For four years I lived with that feeble power, thinking it was as bad as things could get. Ha. Guess I was wrong.

The first generation of Hollow Warriors didn’t have this rite, the oath of power ceremony. Instead, they discovered by accident they could become superheroes by absorbing the Hollow energy coming out of a tear as it happened, which meant many were casualties of the resultant monster that was leaking through. Then the survivors had to learn how to handle their new superpowers, and how those powers were anchored in their animal familiars, which appeared at the same time. 

Thanks to their efforts, we now have talismans – cut and polished bones from the slaughtered remains of Hollow monsters, which channel Hollow energy without creating a tear through to the evil universe – so we can safely turn someone’s seed of potential into a superpower. We know our familiars are like conductors in an electrical circuit, and must always remain at our sides, and be safeguarded. And we know it takes time to become accustomed to having a power, so we have the two oaths, and training that lasts for ten years, from ages thirteen to twenty-three.

When all the missing items have been located, we gather together in the living room. Candlelight flutters over the walls, and rain drums against the windows. Those of us who are warriors stand in a circle, with our familiars behind us in a wider circle. The three imps, little Pumpkin, and large Fergus sit on the couches against the wall, watching. Bree kneels in the middle of the room, the crimson gown draped over her narrow shoulders, chestnut hair spilling down her back.

My stomach twists with unease. I can’t help remembering my own ceremony. How excited I’d felt as I knelt there with the silk of the robe pooling around me, thinking I was about to become the powerful warrior I’d dreamed of. How confused I’d been when I realised what power I’d received – it had felt so right, so perfect, as it slipped beneath my skin. Yet it wasn’t right. It wasn’t what I’d expected. I remember the banner, and my family’s congratulations, and the incredible dismay weighing me down like lead. Smiling while trying not to cry. 

My own ceremony was such a turning point. I hope it will be different for Bree. I hope this will be everything she wants it to be.

Geema stands before my niece, holding the box with the talismans. ‘Let us begin by remembering those who were our beginning. We commemorate the first Hollow Warriors, forged in the Fires. They founded these paths we walk on, and we thank them for their explorations so that today we may fulfil our potential, we may be stable, we may be powerful.’

‘Thank you,’ we all murmur.

Geema looks at my niece. ‘Bree Daalman-Moore, do you wish to take the first Hollow Warrior oath, the oath of power?’ ‘Yes, I do.’

‘Do you understand the consequences of receiving a Hollow power?’

‘Yes, I do.’

‘Does anyone object to Bree Daalman-Moore taking the oath of power?’

The room is silent. Jet and Eddy’s eyes gleam with proud tears.

‘Then we will begin. Take these talismans into your hands.’ Geema passes the two orbs to Bree. My niece’s hands shake as her fingers wrap around the smooth bone. I think of my own ceremony and the jolt that went through me as the bones connected to that strand of Hollow energy inside, and started amplifying it.

‘Repeat after me,’ Geema whispers. ‘I swear my fealty to the United Warrior Families guild. I swear to serve our world and all its true inhabitants, to faithfully protect against all enemies from the Hollow and beyond, to the greatest extent of my abilities. I shall accept both the power vested in me and the familiar at my side, to take on this solemn duty. I will not misuse it. I will not abuse it. I will respect it. I will obey.’ 

Bree whispers the words in return, her knuckles turning white around the talismans.

‘We witness your transformation. We are those who hunt the Hollow,’ Geema says. ‘We will protect our world to the end of time.’

All of us repeat her words this time. The floor seems to tilt beneath my feet. I gasp as Hollow energy surges around my niece. I’ve never seen Hollow energy before. I’ve never seen anything like this. I stare, wonder hitching my breath.

It’s incredible.

Everyone in the inner circle is a column of fire, white and gold and hot. Somehow I know what their powers are, as intimately as I know my own, by the way their shapes are woven together.

Bree is exploding into light from the inside out as her potential flames into power. I can tell she has received the same power as Cheryl – shadow cloaking – and even as part of me is astonished at my knowledge, another part of me is thrilled that I know it before anyone else does. It’s settling into her, and it looks a little washed-out, tangled. It should be smoother to fit into her form. As I think it, the power comes to rest inside her, bright and smooth. Bree hiccups a laugh of pure delight.

A swirl of energy bursts out of her and coalesces into a sparkling egg. It cracks open to reveal a silky brown animal with short ears and black eyes – a bandicoot. The other familiars squawk their greetings to the newcomer, who chitters in response as she scampers into Bree’s lap. 

Geema clears her throat – for a moment, she seems uncertain. Then she says confidently, ‘Bree Daalman-Moore, you have accepted your duty, and your power is complete. Congratulations and welcome to the guild, dear warrior.’

Pumpkin claps her hands with glee. I look across the room to where my youngest niece sits next to Fergus – and my heart seizes. Fergus is supposed to be a norm. As the child of Hollow Warriors, he should only have that tendril of potential inside, like Pumpkin. Instead, strong welts of Hollow energy paint his shape in jade and ferocity, and I don’t know how I know, but I know what it means.

‘Hell-beast!’ I cry, shock breaking my voice. I’m not even aware I’m moving until I’ve got Pumpkin in my arms.

Bree drops the talismans and they thud to the floorboards. The visual rush of Hollow energy whirls and disappears, leaving me with my usual other sense. Except ... it’s not. It’s burning brighter than ever in the back of my mind, impossible for me to ignore. And it’s altered. I still get the sense of a burnt-sugar flare in Fergus, but I can also taste it is a shade different. Cardamom in the char.

‘What’d you say?’ Cheryl says, as Didi pushes past me. Didi puts her arm around Fergus and stares at the rest of us, her mouth a thin line. Jet kneels beside Bree, while Eddy lifts Pumpkin out of my arms. My family all look back at Didi and Fergus, questions sitting thickly in the air.

Geema steps forward. ‘It’s all right, child,’ she says kindly to Didi. ‘Just tell us.’

I realise Geema already knew. Maybe she figured it out the moment he stepped into the apartment. Doesn’t he seem a bit green to you? Looking at Fergus with clear eyes, I understand what she meant. That heft to his shoulders. The watery tone of his skin. The size of his teeth.

‘Fergus is half hell-beast,’ Didi says. ‘And he’s not evil. He’s not.’

‘I dunno,’ Cheryl mutters. ‘What kind of person thinks that weird cactus thing –’

‘Cheryl! Not helping,’ Geema barks. To Didi and Fergus she says, ‘We can see he isn’t evil, my darling.’

Human-Hollow creature hybrids aren’t unknown, but they’re not common. To begin with, there are few sentient humanoid monster varieties – such as shadowmasters, which are rarely seen in our world, and hell-beasts. And there aren’t many situations where a human and a monster might partner up: a warrior turning evil, for example, or a monster defecting and coming to our world in peace. Fergus’s parents must be from the latter example, his father a Hollow deserter. I wonder what happened to his father. My dad isn’t part of our lives, Fergus said. I wonder if Fergus ever met him. If he has ever seen the other half of himself.

‘Why didn’t you tell us?’ Geema continues.

‘You should see the way they treat him in the Central America Division. It’s not right. It’s only because his mother is a high-ranking warrior that they tolerate him.’ Didi’s voice is fierce.

Mama shakes her head. ‘Oh, Didi, you goose. We don’t discriminate like that here, you know my policy. Bosco, Rosco and Rosie are as much a part of our team as any warrior.’

The cheeks of all three imps, sitting quietly on the other sofa, turn pink.

‘And I don’t want you to tolerate Fergus like they do, I want you to love him, because I love him, and he’s amazing and clever and good –’

‘You love me?’ Fergus whispers.

‘Of course I do, you lump.’

‘I love you too!’ he practically yells. Then they’re kissing and laughing, and Cheryl rolls her eyes.

‘Okay, he’s definitely not evil,’ she says, running a hand through her hair.

With Bree tucked against her, Jet looks at me. My oldest sister’s expression is contemplative. At her feet, Possum and the brand-new Bandicoot sniff at each other curiously, whiskers twitching. ‘How did you know about Fergus, Priscilla? I thought your power is to sense Hollow energy in general. Can you actually distinguish it?’

Eyes turn in my direction. I swallow. I don’t know if I can explain it and I’m terrified that if I try, they’ll realise there’s more going on than me differentiating between types of Hollow energy. My power has gone far beyond that.

‘Um, I’m not sure. I saw the Hollow energy building in Bree, during the ceremony. That’s never happened before. I could understand it.’ I look at Bree. ‘I know what power you got.’

‘Shadow cloaking,’ my niece says.

Cheryl starts. Then she grins, gold teeth flashing in the candlelight. ‘For real? Like me?’

Bree nods, grinning too.

But Geema’s focus remains on me, laser hot. ‘You knew that, Priscilla?’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘When did you know it – before I pronounced Bree a warrior? Hmm. And you could see the hell-beast in Fergus too.’

‘Yeah. I just – I could understand it,’ I repeat. I shuffle on my feet. Now that I’ve calmed down, I realise I can also tell his energy is muted. It isn’t strong, like the Hollow Warriors’ energy, nor what I imagine the energy of a full hell-beast would be. I shouldn’t have yelled at Fergus like that. I reacted without thinking, rushing to protect Pumpkin when she didn’t need it, and disrupted the ceremony. Disrupted what should have been Bree’s moment. ‘I’m sorry, Fergus. Sorry, Bree.’

‘S’all good,’ Fergus says cheerfully, chunky arms around my sister. Both of them look like cats with cream, like they’re going to explode with pure joy.

Bree shrugs. ‘Daalman way of doing things,’ she says, seeming genuinely unruffled, even a little amused.

‘It sounds like your power might have evolved, Priscilla,’ Geema says casually, as if that’s totally normal. I always knew powers could grow stronger over time – and that new powers could be triggered – but evolve? From the looks on my family’s faces, some of them are as surprised as me, but others – the older, more experienced warriors – are nonplussed.

I guess a power evolving must be like a human-monster hybrid. Rare, but not unknown. And I suppose if it’s normal for powers to evolve, then mine was always going to change. My meditation in the attic must’ve only hurried the process along.

Differentiating between types of Hollow energy wouldn’t be so bad an evolution ... I wish that was the only way my power had changed.

All of my family are glancing between me and Bree, as if unsure who to focus on.

Geema spots the disquiet on my face. ‘You’ll be fine,’ she says. ‘We’ll look into it further shortly. But first of all, I need a drink. That was a very eventful ceremony. And we need to celebrate our newest warrior, our dear Bree!’

Inwardly, I sag in relief that Geema isn’t going to start poking and prodding at me right away. When she does, she’ll figure out what’s wrong. For now, I have a reprieve, and can keep pretending everything is normal. I watch as my family puts aside the ripple of tension to muster up smiles and turn wholly to Bree. This moment should be – and is – about my fabulous and capable niece. She glows before us, a new upright pride to her posture, a new Bandicoot winding around her ankles. My own worry is somewhat mollified by a billow of affection. I’m excited on her behalf. Of course there was no doubt Bree would take the first step towards becoming an amazing warrior. She deserves it.

‘My Bree-bree, you are magnificent,’ Jet says. ‘Isn’t she magnificent?’

‘Magnificent,’ Geema agrees.

‘I can’t believe you got the same power!’ Cheryl says, linking her arm through Bree’s.

We trample down to the kitchen and sitting room, where I serve lunch, pour champagne and sparkling apple juice, and put out snacks for the familiars. My niece makes her first attempt to use her power. Bree’s figure dissolves into the background, leaving Bandicoot, a weirdly disembodied gown and a hovering bowl of soup. That’s normal – learning how to extend her control to her familiar, clothes and implements will come next. But then those too disappear, and everyone exclaims. Bree is a natural talent. She reappears, blushing at our praise, and a stab of envy pierces my gut. She’s already more powerful than I am. Nobody could ever question Bree’s place in the famous Daalman lineage. 

After lunch, Cheryl, Bree and Jet take off to the gym to keep playing with Bree’s new power. The imps return to their monitoring in the command centre. Eddy, Didi and Fergus restore the living room and Pumpkin curls up on a couch to play a game on her handset. I remember I have a bunch of towels to shove into the washing machine. While in the basement laundry, I pull out my handset. Bastian’s already messaged me.

It’s a link to an article about the old Coney Island amusement park. A few years ago, it was dredged out of the turbulent ocean. The rebuilt park, including a shiny ferris wheel, has finally reopened in its new inland location in the Hudson Valley Republic.

Next date, he’s written, and I swoon a little. I love the idea of us making exciting future plans, even if they’re only daydreams.

Can’t wait for the shooting gallery rematch, I reply.

On my way back upstairs, I hear my name and stop where I am, out of view. My mothers and Geema are still at the little table by the kitchen, talking quietly.

‘I didn’t even think this might happen to her.’ That’s Mama’s voice, threaded with a sliver of apprehension. Judging by her reaction earlier, she’d known powers could evolve. She doesn’t sound thrilled that it’s happened to me. ‘It’s young, isn’t it?’ 

‘It is. But it’s not unheard of,’ Geema says. I hear the clink of her glass.

‘I only know one warrior this has happened to. And ... with Priscilla’s age, and with the power she has, and with what she saw, doesn’t that mean she’s just like –’

‘Hmm. This is not the time to discuss it. She’ll be fine, Nimue. Trust me. We’ll go over it later.’ Geema doesn’t sound as anxious as Mama. In fact, she sounds the opposite. Unconcerned.

Mama sighs quietly. Then she says, ‘What are you thinking, Lydia?’

‘I’m thinking about Didi and Fergus. Is this worse than if he’d been a douchebro? He’s a good kid, but ... he can never share Didi’s passion.’

He’d said he’d chosen not to take the oath, but now we know Fergus most likely couldn’t become a Hollow Warrior anyway. If he attempted to go through the first oath ceremony, opening himself to that much Hollow energy could turn him into a warrior – or it could turn him full hell-beast. There’s no way of telling.

‘Our Didi has always been so devoted to warcraft,’ Lydia continues. ‘She’s never brought a partner home before because of that, always too busy with it. And now she brings home a half hell-beast. She can’t share that devotion with him, not truly. And their children – their children will never be warriors.’ Her voice wavers as she says that. I know she’s picturing all those grandbabies she won’t see take an oath. Because if Didi and Fergus have children, it will be the same for them as for Fergus – too much hell-beast in them will make taking the oath of power too risky. 

I clear my throat – hello, Captain Obvious – and enter the room super casually, crossing past my mothers and grandmother to the kitchen, where I pour myself a glass of water.

‘Lydia. What really matters is if she’s happy,’ Geema says gently. ‘I’m sure she’s considered these things. Didi is a deliberator. She always puts a great deal of thought into everything she does.’

‘I know.’ Lydia rubs at her short chestnut hair. ‘And she is happy. I mean, you saw them up there.’

All three of them smile.

‘She was so goofy,’ Mama laughs. ‘I’ve never seen Didi look so sappy.’

‘They were absolutely wrapped up in each other, weren’t they? Did not give a shit about the rest of us,’ Lydia snorts.

‘It’ll work out.’ Mama leans over to give Lydia a kiss. ‘Love conquers.’

I look down at the glass in my hands. My mothers are worried about two of their daughters, for two different reasons. Me, because I’m a screw-up, and they don’t even know how much of one yet. Didi, because they don’t want anything getting in the way of her potential as a formidable warrior. Sometimes I feel like I’m not really Didi’s like-minded, similar sister ... I’m more like the dark mirror to her. The upside-down version.

I glance over at Geema, one hand tented over her dancing banana cup as she slowly turns it around on the table. She wants to talk about how my power has evolved. It’ll take her three nanoseconds to figure out what I can do – differentiate between types of Hollow energy, sure, but also summon monsters at random. And then what’s going to happen? Can Geema fix this? 

Anxiety churns inside me.

I don’t even want to think about what Geema would do if it’s not fixable.

[image: Image]

I start prepping dinner early in the afternoon, glad for an activity that lets me set aside my anxiety and focus on something ordinary. I’m going to make Bree’s favourite: steamed dumplings, eggy fried rice, and greens. For dessert we’ll have the two cakes ... I’ll just have to tell Jet I’d already ordered the chocolate one. My family has dispersed throughout the apartment, and I’m alone (except for Mouse, of course) as I start getting the ingredients out. That’s when my renewed other sense picks up the tumble of wild Hollow energy in the attic that I’ve been trying to ignore. Oh yeah. The bitterlins. The first of my problems.

It’s about time I dealt with them for good.

Hallelujah, Mouse mutters.

This could be my moment to sneak a vapour ray up the stairs. First I’ll confirm the number of monsters, so I know how much charge the ray will need. I don’t want to run out of juice when the job’s halfway done. I tiptoe up to the attic and put my ear against the door. Muffled scratching and rustling comes through the wood.

Mouse’s whiskers brush my neck. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.

‘Shhh,’ I say, unsnapping the lock as quietly as I can, putting my hand on the doorknob. ‘I’m only going to check –’

The knob flies out of my hand as the door swings inward with a bang. A swarm of bitterlins surges past me, some taking an opportunistic bite at my legs as they pass, before they go screeching and squawking and barrelling down the stairs.

‘Holy crap!’ I cry. Pinpricks of fire light up my calves. I turn around to follow the swathe of damage, screaming warnings at the top of my lungs, Mouse screaming along in my mind. I’m at the rear of a blistering charge, and my family’s on the other side. The bitterlins – how many are there?! – are faster than me. I hear a shriek that I think is Lydia – that I know is Lydia, when I see two bitterlins fly back up the stairs and smash into the wall in a telekinesis toss. Another yell, which sounds like Didi.

I descend into the sitting room and kitchen – and chaos. Lydia, Didi and Fergus are surrounded by a whirlwind of bitterlins that are thrashing through the cupboards and drawers. Some are sitting placidly on the floor, stunned by Didi’s power to mesmerise, while others are being flung into walls as Lydia gestures. At her heels, Iguana hisses and snaps. Fergus has a kitchen knife in his hand and is standing protectively over Didi’s familiar, Rat, swiping at anything that comes near them – he is unafraid and agile and knows how important it is to keep familiars safe, despite not being a trained warrior. Bitterlins hang from the ceiling and clatter in the sink, and I hear the doors to the rooftop terrace smash. Footsteps start thundering up the stairs as the rest of my family rush to see what’s going on. 

I feel like I’ve been stunned. How could there be so many? I thought food was supposed to stop them multiplying. They’re ferocious. A horde. I would never have been able to zap them all with a vapour ray. I would have to be something like a scaled chimera myself to deal with them. Scaled chimeras are classified as a grade five savage, about as bad as Hollow creatures get, and are fond of eating their fellow monsters. For a moment I picture one snatching the bitterlins up in its razor-sharp jaws, one by one – and then my hands fly to my mouth.

Oh no.

What I have done?

Mama’s eyes are heating up pumpkin-orange behind her goggles. Jet reaches with her stone-tipped fingers. Suddenly all the bitterlins pause, their leathery ears perked up and red eyes glowing. As a group, a shiver runs through them. Then they turn and flee, diving through the broken doors and disappearing into the wet night sky, leaving only the mesmerised ones behind. I sense them go, a fading wave of Hollow energy spreading away from the apartment.

Which is then swiftly overtaken by the sense of something much larger, much angrier, and much deadlier.

A scaled chimera.




CHAPTER TWELVE

For a few blessed seconds I’m the only one who knows.

‘What. The. Hell?’ Cheryl says, materialising in the doorway with a scimitar in her hand. Mama’s eyes turn back to brown and she pulls the goggles down around her neck. Jet flicks her fingers, and the mesmerised beasts that remain turn to stone.

The security feed begins pinging with faint chimes as the city’s surveillance grid registers the influx of bitterlins and sends alerts to our system.

Then the chimes are drowned out by a blood-curdling roar from the attic. I watch their faces as they realise. I think Geema, Mama and Lydia, at least, know exactly what it is. Everyone else just knows there’s a monster in the attic. A big one.

A crunching rumble rocks the whole apartment, noises cascading down the stairs. The floor shivers under my feet. I sense the scaled chimera’s fierce energy starting to move away. It must have broken its way out of the attic. It’s probably flying after the bitterlins. 

It doesn’t matter, though. It’ll be back. As well as bitterlins, scaled chimeras are also particularly fond of eating Hollow Warriors.

‘Is everyone okay?’ Mama looks around the room at each of us in turn.

‘Oh no! No, no, no!’ cries Jet. She dives into the pantry. ‘My fruitcake! It’ll be – oh.’

She’s holding a plate with the perfectly intact fruitcake on it. Behind her, the pantry is strewn in shredded pink cardboard smeared with chocolate. Oh, my Jet. I don’t know if I’ll ever have the courage to tell her about the chocolate cake I’d hidden in the pantry now.

Cheryl makes a strange hooting noise, smothering it with her hand, and turns to the wall.

Mama blinks rapidly, and I hear a few coughs and shuffled footsteps from everyone else.

‘Ahem. So it looks like we don’t have any casualties, including of fruitcakes?’ Geema says.

We’re all okay, no thanks to me. I released a colony of bitterlins into my family, and followed that up by summoning a scaled chimera. I hang my head, unable to look at them.

‘What just happened? We didn’t get a security alert. There were no forecasted tears for here!’ Lydia says. She picks up some shattered crockery. ‘Bitterlins, and that sounded like a scaled chimera. All at once. In our home!’

‘Perhaps Priscilla can explain,’ Geema says.

Of course. I wonder how long she’s known about the bitterlins in the attic, and what else she must know too. The extra direkin. My fading Hollow burns. Where the scaled chimera came from. 

Exactly how my power has evolved.

It’s all over. I can’t hide my secret anymore. The collective gaze of my family sits like a millstone on my shoulders. I shrink beneath the weight, and whisper to the carpet, ‘I’m sorry. This is all my fault.’

‘What on earth, Priscilla?’ Mama says.

‘That bitterlin you brought inside,’ Cheryl murmurs, serious again. ‘You didn’t incinerate it, did you?’

‘I, um, accidentally summoned bitterlins. Two of them. I tried to hide them in the attic, but they multiplied.’ My voice sounds nervy, the confession unsteady – and non-refundable. That’s it. Now they know.

‘You summoned bitterlins? What do you mean?’ Mama says.

‘And what about the chimera?’ Lydia adds.

My mothers sound more confused than angry.

I take a deep breath. ‘I’m not just sensing different types of Hollow energy. You see, I was trying to trigger a secondary power, and – and then bitterlins started appearing. And now I think I can – I can summon Hollow monsters. I summoned –’ I look at Cheryl, guilt soaking me. ‘I summoned the other direkin at that civilian call-in we went to; I imagined there were two and then there were two. Just now, I was thinking if I were a scaled chimera then I’d be able to deal with all the bitterlins. And then a scaled chimera appeared.’

Didi holds up her hands. ‘Woah, whatever you do, sis, do not think about any more monsters right now.’

They’re all looking at me like I’m a loaded, unstable weapon. Which I suppose I am. Tears prickle in my eyes and I bite my teeth together, trying to keep the tears inside.

‘Oh, kiddo.’ Cheryl drops her scimitar with a clatter, strides across the room and gathers me into her arms. ‘Everything’s going to be all right. Breathe.’

I close my eyes. I want to let myself feel the solace of her embrace, but the tumble of anxiety inside is too great. I breathe out shakily. ‘I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.’ ‘Of course you didn’t, you’re not psychopathic. It’s cool, okay? We’ll figure this out.’

‘Cheryl’s right. These monsters are nothing to a household of Hollow Warriors. We’ll take care of them like we take care of any job,’ Geema says, snapping her fingers. ‘Everybody, start gearing up.’

Cheryl gives my arms a squeeze, then heads downstairs, along with most of the Daalmans. But my mothers and Geema remain, standing amid the scattered debris.

‘This is another aspect to the evolution of Priscilla’s power, correct?’ Lydia turns to Geema. ‘These monsters. Along with why she could see Fergus was half hell-beast.’

‘Mm-hmm.’

Lydia is about to say more, when Mama interrupts. ‘Did you know about these monsters?’ she says in that exasperated tone she sometimes uses with her mother, as if she is the parent and Geema the wayward child.

‘I was waiting to see how Priscilla would deal with them,’ Geema replies. ‘I was confident she would figure things out. Learning moments like these make us stronger, make us better warriors. They are the fires that forge us.’

‘For goodness sake. You need to lay off the vodka. It sounds like we were lucky not to have been gatecrashed by hell-beasts at the ceremony,’ Mama says. I wince.

‘We would have handled it. We are Hollow Warriors.’

Mama glances at me. She looks apologetic as she says, ‘If my suspicion is correct, should we consider using a dampener? Just until –’

‘No,’ my grandmother snaps. ‘Priscilla can control it.’

I swallow. Mama is suspicious of my power, of me. She thinks I need a dampener, like a Renegade. Like a traitor to the guild.

‘There is a scaled chimera on the loose,’ Mama says.

‘And we will handle it.’

‘The question is whether there will be any further monsters like it to handle.’ Mama presses a finger between her brows, closing her eyes for a second. I can see she’s trying hard to stay cool. She doesn’t want to argue with her mother about how much of a hazard her own daughter is. ‘What else might –’

‘Everything is in hand, Nimue. I am not going to have this conversation now.’ Geema is steely, and it’s clear she’s pulling rank as a senior warrior of the guild.

Mama mutters something inaudible, but drops her hand to look at me with a tender expression. She puts a finger under my chin and lifts my head. ‘Well. If your grandmother believes you can control this, then so do I. But honey, why did you try triggering another power in the first place?’

Her voice is soft, and I hear in it all the times she has comforted me in her quiet way, all those grazed shins and unrequited crushes and schoolyard snubs that she made better. Except this is so much bigger than all those moments. How can I tell her that I don’t feel like I belong? I don’t know if she’d even believe me. 

‘My power isn’t very ... helpful. I want to be helpful. I want to go out in the field, but you never send me. Do you know it’s been four weeks since you last sent me on a job? With a better power, I could help more.’ The words come tumbling out, almost dragging the tears with them. I swipe at my eyes. The other words stick in my throat like bones. I’m not good enough to be a Daalman. I’m always going to disappoint you.

‘Oh honey,’ Lydia says. ‘You already help too much.’

‘We haven’t sent you on a job lately because you’ve been running yourself ragged with your schoolwork and training, helping out around the base, getting everything ready for Bree’s oath ceremony,’ Mama says. ‘You haven’t had time. I’m amazed you had time to try triggering a secondary power.’

I blink. I hadn’t expected that.

‘You spend all your waking moments helping. You know exactly what everyone needs and you get it for them. The Oceania Division home base has never been so organised in its entire history,’ Mama continues. ‘The weapons closet is catalogued by severity grade, there isn’t a smidge of dust in the offices, our efficiency rating is off the charts. You take on so much, on top of keeping up with your schoolwork and training.’

I glance down at Mouse, who coughs politely in my mind. Oh. She might’ve tried telling me that.

‘You don’t need another power,’ Lydia says. ‘Goodness. This is so like our Priscilla, isn’t it. You want to help so much you actually change your power. Oh honey.’

I thought they weren’t sending me out into the field because they thought I couldn’t handle it. I guess I have been doing lots of extra work, but then again, I have to. I’ve always had to, to make up for my lack of power. And now what I’ve done is make extra work for everybody else, by making my problem their problem.

The tears do come then, spilling over my cheeks. ‘I’ve messed everything up,’ I wail.

‘You’ve added a bit of colour to our family get-together, let’s put it that way,’ Mama says, pulling me in for a hug. Lydia’s hand rubs my back. For a few moments my mothers silently console me. For a few moments, I let their love wrap around me and warm me up.

Then we pull apart, and the warmth dissolves. Despite all their assurances, the tight knot of misery remains lodged in my stomach. I have a messed-up superpower and now my whole family knows about it.

‘We will talk about the evolution of your power later, my darling. There’s a lot to discuss, and I want to make sure we can really focus on it. So first, let’s clean up this little mess of monsters,’ Geema says. ‘Come on, everyone.’

I can’t imagine what there is to talk about. Priscilla, you summon monsters. Priscilla, you can’t do that. And then what? What would Geema – my fearsome grandmother – do to me? The senior warrior who just stared down her own daughter, cold and imperious.

I don’t want to think about it.

I step back and sniff. ‘You want me to come too?’

‘Yes.’

‘What if I make it worse? What if I summon more monsters?’

Mama’s brow wrinkles. ‘Is this wise, Mother?’

‘It will be fine. Quite fine. Priscilla will stay calm, listen to herself, and know that her family is here to support her. If anything does happen, then it’s best Priscilla is with other Hollow Warriors who can deal with the results. Come on. Down to command. We have monsters to hunt.’

I follow them downstairs on heavy feet. Of course everything will be fine – because they’ll be babysitting me.

I don’t think that’s what she meant, Mouse says quietly. Her tail slips over my neck as she moves from one shoulder to another, claws tugging on my shirt.

I touch her little head, my heart aching. She’s always trying to get me to see her point of view.

But even my familiar’s gentle encouragement can’t banish my embarrassment at causing such trouble for my family, let alone the sinking dread at what it might mean for my future.
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Mama steps into her role as Division boss and splits us into three teams. I’m with Geema and Lydia. Jet goes with Eddy, as they’re used to working side by side, along with Bosco and Rosco. Lastly, Mama, Didi and Cheryl join up. As a newly minted warrior, according to protocol, Bree will attend with them too, but only as an observer in her first field outing. If any of us come across the scaled chimera, we’ll take cover and call in the other teams. Fergus, Pumpkin and Rosie will remain at the base. They have an evacuation plan if the scaled chimera returns there. 

I suppose Geema is right not to leave me behind. I’d hate to summon a new monster for them to deal with while everyone else is out.

Mama sends us off to choose weapons and armour, then we head to the garage. Our team will be transported via Geema’s power of teleportation, while the other teams are taking a floater each. Everyone has their game face on.

The engines of the big floater thud as Mama guides it out of the garage, while Jet, Eddy and the two imps start climbing into the small floater.

Mouse ducks into her special pocket on my armoured vest. You’re going to be all right.

‘Yeah, okay,’ I mutter, shoving a vapour ray into a holster on my hip. My lower legs feel cold, the bitterlin bites plastered with numbing antiseptic gel. Fresh wounds to match the Hollow burns on my upper body.

You’re still jumping to conclusions. Your family will take care of you. In the meantime, just be careful.

I don’t have the nerve to scoff that I always am.

Geema loops her arms around me and Lydia. Our familiars cling to us. I close my eyes and hold my breath against the dizzying sliding sensation.

Cold rain bites my cheeks. I open my eyes, squinting against the drizzle. We’ve landed on a narrow suburban street, a silent row of townhouses on each side. City lights illuminate the undersides of the clouds. Geema and Lydia move to cover each side of the street, and I’m their third wheel in the middle. My breath puffs in the frigid air and I blink water out of my eyes. I unholster the vapour ray and hold its grip between both hands. 

Something rustles in a straggly garden. I turn my head. From the corner of my eye, something else rolls swiftly along the other end of the street. It’s gone by the time I look back. My other sense itches like mad, but I keep it pushed down.

‘They know we’re here,’ Geema murmurs. ‘We’ll have to flush them out.’

Pinpointing monster locations should be my job. There’s a pause where neither my mother nor my grandmother look at me, and we’re all thinking about how I can’t use my power. Then Lydia flicks her fingers. The gardens shake, as if giant invisible hands ruffle through the plants. Bitterlins snarl, and start to flee into the open. Lydia points, and clumps of garden lift into the air, trailing dirt and wiggling monsters. As Lydia lifts the bitterlins, Geema aims her weapon. One by one, she zaps them in quick succession. I don’t even need to try helping.

A couple of monsters escape along the road. Lydia and Geema chase them down and take them out the same way. And then we are done, three women on a silent street, with dishevelled gardens and sprinkles of mud the only signs of our hunt.

At least I didn’t summon another monster. I didn’t screw up ... any more than I already have. We’re only out here in the first place because of me. I shove the unused vapour ray back into its holster. Guess I won’t be zapping any bitterlins with it after all.

‘Nice job, team A.’ Eddy’s voice comes through my earpiece. ‘The others are still on their way to their locations. I got a civilian call-in from Toorak, it sounds like a couple more bitterlins went that way.’ 

‘Ping me the co-ordinates. We’re on it,’ Geema says. She loops us back into her arms and we slide again.

Mustardy fog swirls around our arrival onto a patch of old tarmac. The edge on one side crumbles away into a noxious swamp, where spindly grass and thick moss have swallowed up the foundations of long-gone buildings. On the other side of the tarmac, some buildings remain for now. Once again, I become the observer of two highly qualified Hollow Warriors, like I’m a newbie. They flush out another nest of bitterlins in an alleyway, Lydia yanking them up and Geema blasting them. Efficient, quiet, deadly.

My grandmother then takes us to where Mama, Didi, Cheryl and Bree landed with the big floater. Geema and Lydia join the other advanced warriors, spreading out across the streets of a quiet suburb, methodically hunting down the monsters while Bree and I stand by the vehicle. My other sense keeps tickling. I want to check in with it – to reach out and see what I can taste. But I keep a lid on it, one that is screwed on as tight as can be. I can’t risk endangering my family any more than I already have.

Contrasting with my simmering uselessness, my niece seems excited to be watching the hunt. Bree’s eyes shine as she drinks the scene in, her eagerness palpable. She’s thrilled to be a part of it, to be embarking on her ten years of training.

The remaining bitterlins – such low-grade beasts – don’t stand a chance. Soon my family is regrouping, holstering weapons and chatting away. Cheryl high-fives Bree and they laugh, two versions of the same melody. I see how satisfied everyone is with a job well done. I feel like I’m watching them from a distance. It reminds me of nightmares I’ve had where I’m invisible and nobody can see or hear me. 

I’ve never felt more like an outsider.

We get back to the apartment at the same time as the others. No-one caught any sign of the scaled chimera. While we were gone, Fergus, Pumpkin and Rosie cleaned up the mess, sweeping up shattered crockery and spoiled food and sticky-taping cardboard over the smashed doors to the terrace.

‘The attic isn’t looking good,’ Fergus says, holding a now-dozing Pumpkin in his chunky arms. Outside, dawn is beginning to stain the sky. It’s been a long night. ‘We’ve moved everything up there into the corner away from the hole in the roof, and Rosie put a tarp up, but you’ll need builders to repair it.’

Mama waves it away. ‘Thanks for your help, Fergus. As long as the weather’s kept out, we can deal with that after Christmas.’

Even though he’ll never be a warrior, it’s clear Fergus will be a valuable asset to the new base in Aotearoa – the base he is obviously going to join alongside Didi.

‘Let’s get this girl to bed,’ Eddy says, gathering Pumpkin out of Fergus’s arms and taking her downstairs. The imps return to the command centre as Mama shepherds the rest of us into the sitting room and kitchen.

‘Break time,’ she says. ‘It’s late. Well. It’s early. We’ll make a plan for the scaled chimera hunt, but only after recharging. That is not the sort of monster to go hunting for when you’re tired or hungry.’

The hot chocolate and coffee were casualties of the bitterlin swarm, but the big box of Jet’s lemongrass-and-ginger tea wasn’t touched. Cheryl helps me ferry mugs of tea out to everyone.

‘What was the final count?’ Lydia says, sitting on the floor. Mama sits on the couch behind her, rubbing her wife’s neck with one hand. Iguana and Tomcat cuddle together on Lydia’s lap.

‘Twenty-five bitterlins, according to the imps,’ Eddy says, coming back from downstairs. ‘Quite a colony.’

‘How were there so many, Priscilla?’ Cheryl asks, and there’s laughter in her voice. ‘Honestly! Were you breeding them?’

‘I was feeding them,’ I protest. ‘The info sheet said that stops them from multiplying.’

Geema cackles. ‘You were feeding them. My sweet summer child. Did you read all of the info sheet? You gave them human food, didn’t you?’

‘I ... yes?’ I say, with a sinking feeling.

Mama and Lydia are already laughing as Geema says, ‘You have to feed bitterlins their natural diet – what they normally eat in the Hollow. Which is rocks.’

‘Rocks?’

‘Ideally, igneous rocks. Human food makes bitterlins multiply faster. Makes them hungrier. That’s how they overran the sugarcane fields, back in the day.’

Now everyone is cracking up. Even Mouse is sniffing away, the traitor.

‘Still didn’t eat the fruitcake, though, did they?’ Cheryl says with a smirk. ‘And it’s practically a rock too.’

My family’s laughter increases as Jet starts protesting. ‘Oh, why don’t we have some now then? Is anyone hungry, I can slice –’

‘Nooo!’

‘But the comments all said it’d be –’

‘Jet! No!’

I can’t believe they’re all laughing, as if the time Priscilla bred a colony of bitterlins in the attic is merely one of those silly Daalman stories to get trotted out at future gettogethers, like when Cheryl crashed the big floater into the neighbour’s roof, or that time Didi got swallowed by a folding deckchair. My cheeks burn with embarrassment. It doesn’t feel like a silly story to me. It feels like it could be the start of a very serious story – one I can hardly bear to think about.

My family starts talking about how to track down the scaled chimera. Empty mugs accrue on the coffee table. The conversation pauses, allowing Jet and Eddy to take Bree down to bed to join Pumpkin. My older niece looks like she’s about to fall asleep on her feet, although the thrill of partaking in her first hunt still shines in her eyes. Lydia heads up to the attic with Fergus and Didi to check on the tarpedover hole, and Cheryl goes to check on the imps and the current forecasts, leaving me with Geema and Mama.

‘We ought to go down to command too – document this plan and set out everyone’s duties for the chimera hunt,’ Mama says, standing up. Tomcat winds around her ankles. ‘First shift should go out in a couple of hours. Everyone else should eat and catch up on sleep. Priscilla ... I think it’s best your role is centred here at base.’

I nod, my throat too tight to talk. I understand why she wants me to sit this one out.

‘I’m sorry, honey. I know how much you want to be out in the field.’ She puts a hand on my shoulder. ‘When this hunt is done, we’ll talk, okay? Us and your grandmother. Work out what’s going on.’

My quietly reassuring mother cannot quite hide her concern, which in turn spikes my own. Maybe she’s as worried as I am about how serious this really is. She gives me one of her quick one-armed hugs, and heads for the stairs. Geema follows her, pausing to touch my shoulder too.

‘You did well tonight,’ my grandmother says.

‘Right.’ I didn’t make things any worse. I’m not sure that’s much of an achievement.

‘I mean it. You rose to the challenge, and controlled your power admirably.’ She looks at me, firm and direct, probably thinking she’s reassuring me too, before she leaves.

It doesn’t work.

Alone in the sitting room, I turn to see the drooping Congratulations! banner hanging over the rain-rinsed windows. The knot in my stomach tightens until, suddenly, I realise I don’t want to be here anymore. I don’t want to hear my sisters tease me about bitterlins. I don’t want to sit on the bench while they all head out to hunt down the vicious monster I summoned. I want to be somewhere else, with someone who thinks I’m amazing.

Bastian.

The one who makes me forget all about summoning monsters and broken superpowers and Hollow burns. Who sends me sweet notes and daydreams.

The one who likes me for me.

I pull out my handset and send him a message. Turns out I’m not busy after all. Want to hang out?

Yes, he responds straight away. There’s something I want to talk to you about too. Meet me outside the hotel? x

I stare at that x for a long time, thinking of what it means. I’m smiling as I type, See you soon x

Mouse balances on my shoulder as I turn for the stairs. Your family loves you, she says. You know that, right?

‘That they can love a screw-up doesn’t make me any less of one,’ I tell her as I go down to the entry hall. I grab a coat and the umbrella Bastian lent me and slip quietly out the front door. ‘Right now, I don’t want to feel like one.’

She huffs. I think you should stay at home. That’s where they want you.

‘Mouse. Home is the last place I want to be right now.’ I step out into the grey morning. It’s too early even for commuters, and there’s just me and a couple of other aimless souls on the footpath. An automated street cleaner rumbles past, its brushes whisking up scraps of rubbish, almost taking my sneakers. I dodge around it, flipping up the hood on my coat, and walk away from home, jamming my heels onto the pavement.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

I catch a hovercab on a corner, the vehicle swishing me away through the early morning streets. Although I’ve got Bastian to look forward to, I don’t really feel any better. I’m still carrying that suitcase of stones, even though I want to leave it behind. Leave it all behind.

Bastian’s standing in the exact same place I last saw him, outside the hotel, as if he hasn’t moved this whole time. Watching and waiting for my return. The wind blows rain across my legs as I stop in front of him.

‘Hey,’ I whisper.

He looks at me with that direct, dark gaze. Like he’s drinking me in, folding away the rest of the world. This is why I came. This way he looks at me, like I’m the most important thing to him, fears and worries and all … no-one else looks at me like this.

A muscle twitches in his jaw before he speaks. ‘Hi, Priscilla.’ He gently wraps his hand around mine and tugs me into the hotel lobby, into warm air thick with the scent of synthetic rose and luxury. Standing in the mirrored lift, he leans over and gives me a kiss on the cheek, something so chaste yet so intimate, as if we have known each other a million years. Our reflections stretch away into infinity, kiss upon kiss.

We step into the carpeted hallway, and he unlocks the door to apartment 202. I pause on the threshold. Onyeka and I dated for ages before I finally visited her place, and it felt like a significant step – one that cemented the relationship as something that was really happening.

My relationship with Bastian has moved much faster. There’s no question. No caution. We’re already there. We were there even before he invited me over.

‘Are you coming in?’ he calls from inside.

You bet I am. I step in, the door clicking closed behind me.

The far wall is one big window, curtains pulled back to show clouds draped like a blanket over the city’s skyscrapers. A couple of couches guard a glass coffee table, and in the corner is a kitchenette, its counter empty. Through a doorway I spy an immaculately made bed. The space smells like him, of spiced soap and warm skin. There’s a handful of things on top of the coffee table – a handset, a small datapad, a pair of goggles. Two velvet slippers are tossed beneath.

Bastian paces down to the windows and back to me, running his fingers through his black hair. He gets so close I think he’s about to gather me into his arms, but he halts, pushing his hands against the bridge of his nose like he has a headache.

‘Are you all right?’ I ask. I wonder what’s rattled his usually polished surface, leaving him full of a jittery energy.

‘I want to tell you something,’ he says, dropping his hands. ‘Actually. A lot of things.’

‘Okay.’ I bite my lip. It can’t be anything small. ‘Bastian, you know we don’t have to talk about anything. We can go for a walk, or watch holos.’

We can pretend everything is normal. Which, hey, I’d quite like to do myself.

‘No. I want to tell you everything. I promised I would.’ He takes a deep breath, lifting his chin when he says, ‘I used to be a Hollow Warrior.’

It takes me a few beats to process what he said. Bastian was what now? That would mean ... without thinking about it, I let go of the hold on my other sense and concentrate hard, reaching towards him with it. And there it is. Bastian has that kernel of Hollow energy nestled inside his ribcage. Except, with the change in my power, I can tell it isn’t a spark waiting to be ignited. It’s an ember that once flared brightly and has now been doused. He’s telling the truth. A power used to course through his body, but now he is a norm. An ordinary boy, looking at me with worried, dark eyes. I push away my other sense to look at him, astonished. Seventeen million questions bubble up inside me.

‘What happened?’ is the first to break upon my lips.

‘The guild took my power off me. They called me dangerous, and they stripped it from me, and then they excommunicated me.’

The realisation hits me with full force: he’s not a fan. He never was. He already knew of everything I talked about – the two oaths, the training placements, the Daalmans – because he’s lived the same life as me. Except he had his power taken away and was excommunicated, and ... that’s serious. Those are the greatest punishments the guild will lay down upon a warrior. Just as they’re doing to Renegades. 

Wait.

Is Bastian a Renegade? What else could he have done to deserve such treatment?

Who is this young man I thought I was getting to know?

‘You’ve been lying to me?’ I whisper. ‘Are you a Renegade?’ I take a step backwards, and a flash of pain crosses his face as he notices.

‘I thought you trusted me,’ he says.

‘I thought I knew who you were.’

‘I haven’t changed. I’m the same Bastian you already know. And you know me better than ... than anyone. I’ve told you things I haven’t told anyone else before. I haven’t lied, I swear. Only omitted the truth, here and there. Not because I wanted to, but because I had to. I wanted to tell you everything about my past. But by guild law I’m not supposed to be talking to you at all – about anything. They won’t allow me to have contact with any Hollow Warrior. If the guild found out I was seeing you ... they’d imprison me. And I don’t know what they’d do to you.’

Do to me? What does he mean by that?

‘I tried telling myself to walk away,’ he continues, hesitantly, as if scared to say it aloud. ‘I tried denying how I feel. But there’s something between us. A stronger connection than I could ever have imagined. I can’t walk away from this. From ... from you.’

Breath catches against my teeth. I knew he felt the same way, that we had a bond. But I had thought my connection was with a charming guy I met at an otherwise boring Meet’n’Greet. I had thought it was with a norm who heroworshipped Hollow Warriors. This Bastian in front of me used to be a warrior himself. He used to have a power, and the guild took it from him.

‘Are you a Renegade?’ I ask him again.

‘No.’ He looks me right in the eye.

I decide to believe him. To believe the boy who told me his fears. ‘What did you do, then?’

‘This might sound strange to you, but nothing. Nothing except own a power they would not let me keep. And now I’ve been banished from my own life. I never wanted to give up my oaths. In my soul, I am still a Hollow Warrior. They might have taken away my power, but how could they take away my history or my education, my family or my culture? I belong to the Hollow Warriors and I always will, no matter what they do to me.’

I can feel the anguish in his voice. Feel his belief in what he’s saying, even as I’m struggling to understand it. I’ve never met an ex-warrior before. I know they exist – like those who lost their familiar and thus their power, or those who defected and had their power taken away. I’ve even been dreading it happening to me. But what reason would they have to take Bastian’s power? Dangerous. He doesn’t sound dangerous, or like a traitor. In fact, he sounds like the opposite.

‘What power did you have?’ I ask.

He steps closer, taking back the distance between us. ‘The same as yours.’

‘The ability to sense Hollow energy?’ That doesn’t make sense. They wouldn’t take that away, unless he means –

‘No, Priscilla. The full capability of your power. You can do more than sense Hollow energy.’

‘How do you know that?’ I say with a rush of fear. Only my family know how my power has evolved to summon monsters. I haven’t told anyone my secret, except for –

‘I am DSC5678. The person you’ve been messaging.’

Hang on. Bastian is my anonymous confidant? The picture I have of him in my mind needs to be redrawn. Again. Not only once a Hollow Warrior, but the only person I thought could help me. The faceless, anonymous person who knows my secret.

Who I never revealed my own identity to.

‘How did you know I wrote that post? The message boards are anonymous. I never told you my name.’

‘The boards are not, in fact, totally anonymous,’ he says, mouth twisting into a small, apologetic grin. ‘Especially not with Renegades out there, who’d find the message boards the perfect grounds to recruit in.’

Oh. Of course. I hadn’t thought about that.

‘That’s why I told you to delete your post. Those in the guild have ways of tracking what’s on the boards. I still have friends there, people who are loyal despite all the lies told about me ... and one of them contacted me after seeing what you’d written. He knew what my power had been, and what your post meant. This was after you and I had already met. When I got that message, I realised why I was so drawn to you. It all became clear. Why I feel this way, why we have such a connection. It’s because we are kindred: we have, or had, the same power.’

Now I remember the first message I received from DSC5678. I had that power. They took it off me.

And I remember the messages I sent in return, begging for aid.

‘I’ve been waiting and waiting for your help. You said you would and you didn’t answer.’ Suddenly, I’m close to tears. How desperately I’d wanted someone to talk to. How alone I’d felt when I realised I didn’t have a secondary power, that I’d screwed up my original power, and nobody knew except this faceless person behind a screen.

Bastian is close enough that he must be able to sense my heart thudding in my chest and see my tears so close to spilling. He takes one of my hands in his own, and the other touches my collarbone. Where my Hollow burns are. The burns he knows about, because I told DSC5678 about them.

‘I was scared we were being tracked. Scared for you as well as myself. I had to make sure we would both be safe before I could tell you anything more. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. You got hurt, and you shouldn’t have. You were afraid, and I wasn’t there to tell you it will be okay. I know what you’re going through – I went through it myself. All I want is to protect you. That’s why we’re here now. That’s why I’m telling you everything, just like I promised I would.’ His agitated energy has gone, replaced with an intensity so strong I can barely meet his eyes. ‘I did not abandon you. I never would. My friend has removed all of our messages, your information, my information, it’s all gone. We’re safe for now. But we will not be safe for long.’

‘Safe from who?’ I don’t know what they’d do to you, he’d said.

‘Those who took my power. Who might take yours too.’ His long fingers curl over the backs of my hands. Warm palms and the cold sliver of rings. I’d thought DSC5678 had given up on me, but he’s been here beside me all along. I think back again to the messages in my inbox. There’s more to your power than you know.

‘You’re not talking about just summoning Hollow monsters, are you? There’s something else. Something more.’

‘Yes. You already know that you didn’t trigger a secondary power, that your original power has evolved. It’s greater than you think, and it’s always been so. It’s simply been latent until now. You cannot only sense Hollow energy. You can see it. You can manipulate it.’

I can do what?

Part of my brain screams this is nonsense. The part of me that wants to pretend everything is fine, there’s nothing to see here, move along, because it’s definitely not true – I definitely cannot manipulate Hollow energy.

‘It makes you extremely powerful. It’s the kind of potential that terrifies the senior warriors. It threatens their command structure. And when they face a threat ... they do what they always do. They neutralise it.’

Me, powerful? No. No ... except. I knew Fergus was part hell-beast. I watched Bree’s new power slip through her body. I saw my family’s energy. I manifested bitterlins and a direkin and a scaled chimera. I tried to give my power away and started unmaking Mouse. And if I reached into myself right now and snagged at my power, at the Hollow energy that drives it through me from Mouse, I could tug it out like a string of molten caramel, wind it around my fingers, sculpt it ... instinctively, I know I could. I just hadn’t thought it was possible. 

My chest is tight, like my lungs are stuck together. I pull in a panicky breath. I absolutely can’t control something like this. I’ll do something wrong, like I always do. I’ll be a walking disaster. The truth of it smothers me like a thick blanket, suffocating and hot.

‘Priscilla. Priscilla! Breathe.’ His hands come up to frame my face, his eyes pinned to mine, exuding a warm confidence. ‘You’re okay. You’re going to be okay.’

Bastian had this power too. And now it’s gone. I stare at him, unable to find any words, my cheekbones cupped by his fingers.

DSC5678 was the only one who knew what I was going through. Bastian was the only one who knew.

The only one.

‘I don’t want what happened to me to happen to you too,’ he says. ‘You deserve more. You deserve a better life than being a norm, an outcast, like me.’

I shift away from Bastian’s palms and glance down at my bag sitting at my hip, where Mouse is hiding. My sweet, snarky familiar. She hasn’t breathed a word, but I know she is listening. I can feel her own astonishment echoing mine.

Manipulate Hollow energy. Holy crap. I’ve heard of this power before. Warriors with it are the ones who create our devices – like the talismans used to transform potential into power, and the dampeners used to suppress power. It’s scary. It’s rare. I don’t even know if there are any warriors alive today who have it.

Well. Maybe there were warriors with this power, like Bastian, and it was taken from them. When I discovered my power had changed, I worried about this. I hadn’t even wanted to consider it.

To consider what Geema, in her role at the guild, might do to me.

And now I know it’s been done before.

You don’t know if she would do that to you, Mouse says. You don’t know.

Except now I’m thinking of my grandmother, looking at me with her stern grey eyes and telling me we have to discuss the evolution of my power. She knows everything. She’ll know exactly what I can do – and that I’m not strong enough to handle it. That I don’t deserve it. This could be why she hasn’t had that discussion with me yet. She knows what has to happen next as well. Maybe she’s figuring out how to break it to me that they’ll have to take the power from me, and make me a norm. Like Bastian.

I imagine how gentle she would be, taking my familiar away. Mouse. Oh hell. A grim certainty washes through me, cold and clear. Of course Geema would take my power away. It’s part of her job. And, more than that, it’s what she believes in: protecting people. Protecting warriors. Protecting the guild.

Of course she would do that to me.

‘They’ll take my power,’ I whisper.

‘Unless we do something about it.’ He smooths back a lock of my hair.

‘What could we possibly ... Surely there’s no way ...’

‘What if you stayed with me?’

My eyes snap back to his.

‘I could take care of you,’ he continues. ‘Money, a place to live, you wouldn’t have to worry about those things.’

‘The guild wouldn’t allow that.’

‘Then maybe they don’t have to know about it. I’m the only one who knows what it’s like to have your power, Priscilla. And I want to be the only one who knows what it’s like to lose it, too. We could go someplace where they won’t find us. Just the two of us.’

‘Where?’

‘Wherever. Anywhere. The world is full of abandoned little pockets. We can make one of them ours. It doesn’t even have to have a ferris wheel, as long as it’s you and me.’

You can’t, Mouse whispers in my mind.

I ignore her. ‘Could we?’

‘Of course.’ A sad smile. ‘I know how to run away. I’ve done it before.’

Perhaps that’s the part of his history he was vague about, when we talked in the cafe over guacamole and chips.

He touches my chest, just below the notch of my throat. Tracing where a fading burn lies upon my skin. ‘I think we belong together. You feel it too, don’t you?’

I swallow. ‘Yes.’

Like we’ve been missing each other, and didn’t even know it until we found each other.

‘But you’re talking about me walking away from everything I’ve ever known,’ I say.

‘Everything you’ve known? It’s going to change anyway. You’d have left home someday soon. So maybe now you’ll leave home a little earlier. Go somewhere a little different. That’s all.’ 

That’s all.

‘I was always meant to be a warrior,’ I say, barely getting the words out. A bad one, maybe, but a warrior nonetheless. All that fear about not living up to the Daalman legacy ... Now it seems, either way, I’ll never be a part of it.

He holds my hands again. ‘You always will be a warrior. Like me, you are one in your soul. The difference is, you could keep your power. You could be a different kind of warrior, untethered to the guild, and its fear, and its rules. I’ll show you how to control it. I’ll show you everything you’re capable of. Imagine that future. We’ll get a little cottage somewhere in the middle of nowhere, live among the trees, pretend to be norms when we buy our groceries at the nearest tiny town. We’ll drink wine in front of a fire at night. Fight monsters in secret by day. You’ll have your power. I’ll be by your side.’

I can see everything he’s describing. It looks cosy, magical.

Unrealistic, murmurs Mouse.

But all dreams are. And my old dreams are dead in the water. Maybe it’s time for a new one.

You’d be on the run from the guild for the rest of your life, Mouse says. A Renegade in all but name.

Maybe that’s better than being stripped of my power and excommunicated.

I pull my hands out of Bastian’s and follow the path he’d paced, down to the window. I look out at the world outside, at hazy neon and strings of floaters through the mist.

Could I run away – actually run away? Go with Bastian at my side, and keep this power, yet leave behind my entire life?

I really like Bastian. That connection between us ... Maybe he’s right, and we do belong together. I’ve already felt that. And this is the kind of incredible power I’d once dreamed of, the kind a younger Priscilla would have leapt at the chance to wield. But the cost of keeping it is greater than I’d ever imagined: walking away from my life.

A life that – he’s right – is going to change anyway.

The alternative is to stay with my family, and face up to whatever the consequences of having this power are. To stay in the place I’ve always desperately wanted to belong to, even though I’ve never felt like I do.

Maybe this is why I’ve always felt like that. Because I’m supposed to make my own way into the world. Maybe I’m not supposed to be a Daalman after all.

I remember the piece of Renegade propaganda I couldn’t delete. Do you want a future you can own?

Here it is. A future so different from the one I’d always pictured. A Renegade in all but name. Instead of taking my place as a Daalman warrior, I would take my place somewhere else – and become someone else.

Face up to who I am.

‘This is too much to take in,’ I whisper to the rain. ‘I need to think about it.’

‘Choosing to go back to your family could be choosing to lose your power,’ he says from behind me. ‘Could you stand that? When the alternative is true freedom?’

‘I’m not choosing anything right now. I can’t make a choice so quickly when the stakes are so high.’

‘You have to,’ he says, kindly. ‘Because they would take your familiar, take your abilities. Lie to you, lie about you. Not let you be who you are supposed to be. You’re risking so much, when you could be a butterfly – emerging from this chrysalis as the Priscilla you’re meant to be. And if you want that, I’m afraid we don’t have the grace of time. We have to go before it’s too late.’ 

He offers a future cracked wide open, and it’s so hard not to turn and go to him. Except my mind still weighs heavily on my family and my home, and on the things I know for sure. Such as: there’s a scaled chimera out there, and until it’s dead, my family could be in danger. How could I leave not knowing the outcome of that hunt? It’s a monster I summoned and it’s my responsibility to see it slain. Even if they won’t let me help them hunt it.

I have to know everything’s under control. I have to know my family is safe.

And then, maybe ... I will be able to walk away from them.

I turn around to tell Bastian I’m going back to the base, and I see he knows it already, a shattered expression on his face.

‘Priscilla.’ His voice cracks. He opens his mouth, but no more comes out. It’s like he’s run out of things to say to me.

‘I need more time. I’m sorry. I’m not making a choice … not yet. I have to see something done first,’ I say. I don’t want to hurt him. I hope I’m not. I hope he understands. ‘This is a lot, Bastian, and I have to think about it. I’ll call you when I know ... when I know what I’m doing.’

He can’t quite look me in the eye as we say goodbye.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

I get home, and nothing has changed – except, everything has. The entry hall feels odd, both familiar and strange, like I’ve come back to it after weeks away. This tall and crooked apartment, cobbled into the old frame of a long-gone factory, has been my home for almost my entire life. A lodestone in my sense of self.

I thought I’d always come back here. Now, I’m not so sure.

I slide down the hallway to the command centre. The door to Mama’s office is closed, with blinds pulled down over the windows. I can faintly hear the voices of Geema, Mama and Lydia inside, planning the hunt for the scaled chimera. I wonder if Geema has told them about the true evolution of my power. Deal with Priscilla will have been added to the to-do list, right after slay the monster she summoned.

I slip over to my favourite cubicle, open the information database, and click through to the section on powers. No need to use the search: I know what I’m looking for now.

Manipulate Hollow energy.

But there’s hardly anything there, compared to other powers. There’s nothing about the ability to sense Hollow energy turning into this power, or about warriors summoning monsters. It doesn’t even list the names of any warriors who’ve wielded it, past or present.

Instead, there’s a brief note on how this power allowed the guild to develop important and useful devices. That it is a rare power, but the few warriors with it have always worked closely within the guild in total support of our mandate to protect the world.

It reads a little bit like ... like the guild doesn’t want people knowing anything about it. Which means Bastian is right. They don’t want anybody knowing they’ll take this power from warriors who can’t handle it.

I blink, the words swimming before me. My lids are heavy over scratchy, dry eyes.

You need a nap, Mouse says gently. It’s the first thing she’s said since we left Bastian’s apartment. I’m sure she’d have had plenty to say if I hadn’t come back home. I can sense she’s pleased I’m here.

But my familiar is right. I’ve been awake for twenty-four hours and my body feels like noodles and cotton wool. I can’t concentrate. Since I’m not going to be on duty and I still have an absence permission from school, I could sleep all day if I wanted to. I can look into this power again later.

I shut down the screen and head to my room, where I crawl onto my bed and think I’ll close my eyes for just five minutes.

When I wake up, though, the morning has crept past, and the day is turning on its hinge. I roll over and groggily slide off my bed, feet searching for my slippers. Mouse runs up to her usual spot on my shoulder. My eyes land on the mermaid scale on my bedside table, lustrous in the gloom of my bedroom. I rub a thumb over its ridges. It tickles the back of my mind, a piece of Hollow energy that is hardened and distilled and cold.

Clarity and insight.

Perhaps I can use it to help me decide what to do next. Stay here, or go with Bastian. Choose my family, or choose my power. It seems like an impossible choice.

My heritage or my heart’s desire.

I tuck the scale into my back pocket and head downstairs, stomach rumbling in complaint like it can’t believe I prioritised sleeping over eating. In the living room I find my two nieces and Fergus, sitting on the carpet playing a candy-fruit game on Pumpkin’s handset. There’s a plate of abandoned snacks beside them; I hijack it and settle on the couch by the rain-lashed windows, picking at the crackers and olives. Bandicoot and Mouse skitter away onto the cushions of the other couch. I can smell the honeyed wax of the oath ceremony candles, gathered on a side table.

I’ve lived in this apartment since I was one. My mothers bought it when they needed to expand the Oceania Division home base from its previous location. I used to crawl up and down these stairs. Chase the imps once I could walk. I’ve always been surrounded by Hollow Warriors – my older sisters, my mothers, my grandparents, casual employees, trainees completing placements. My whole world has been centred here. I thought it’d be my future too. 

Now I’m picturing a different kind of future. A little house in a forest somewhere, smoke coiling from the chimney. Bastian sitting in the cool shadows on the porch.

I’m looking at this place differently now, as if I’m already nostalgic for it. Sitting in the living room, I allow myself to soak up the comfort of the home I grew up in, listening to my family giggling and the familiars squeaking. Pretending this is an ordinary day and I am still ordinary Priscilla Daalman.

And then I sense the scaled chimera descending.

It’s been up high, riding the winds above the clouds, beyond the surveillance grid and my own reach. A falcon circling prey. Now it plummets, fast and hot, an arrow into my conscious. The sensation overwhelms me, momentarily stealing my ability to speak and breathe.

A crunching thud vibrates through the apartment, as if a meteor has slammed into the building. Loose bricks and shattered glass fall down the walls outside. I find my breath and, with it, my voice. ‘It’s here. Run!’

I chase my two nieces and Fergus out of the living room, familiars at our heels. We fly down the stairs as the splintering rumble grows louder and louder behind us. We get to the kitchen and sitting room, where my three sisters and Eddy all are. But before any of us can make it across to the next staircase down, the scaled chimera is there too.

A malformed head peers in from the doorway, lipless mouth open to reveal rows of jagged teeth. Its Hollow energy is like pure venom to my other sense, aura burning around it like phosphorus when I blink. 

We scuttle backwards. In unspoken agreement, Jet and Eddy hustle Pumpkin to the staircase while the rest of us gather in front of them, familiars behind our heels. Warcraft basics: protect the most vulnerable, and guard your familiar.

The grotesque beast pushes into the room, leathery wings scraping the doorframe, claws sinking into the floorboards. It stinks of molten metal and decay.

Cheryl and Bree fade away, along with their familiars. I step towards the kitchen while Didi and Fergus step the other way. Another warcraft basic: split the monster’s attention. Time feels syrupy, even though I know everything is happening at speed. Grade five savage. Deadly beast, maximum risk.

We need to delay it until the others get into the room, and we can combine our attack.

The scaled chimera snaps at Didi and Fergus, its teeth meeting with a sickening click. Its nostrils flare as it tastes them through the air.

Fergus steps towards it, in front of my sister, his fists balled up. He is too brave. He will die. The same terrified realisation spreads across Didi’s face. She lifts her hands towards the monster, fingertips pinching as she summons her power.

The monster steps past Fergus, ignoring him. Maybe it’s the hell-beast in Fergus, making him appear not to be prey. Or maybe it’s that the scaled chimera wants to eat my sister, the Hollow Warrior, first.

Didi snaps her fingers. The monster pauses and shakes its head, but keeps going. She can’t mesmerise it completely – she isn’t strong enough. I can see with my other sense how the beast shakes away the glowing tendrils of her power. Muscles bunch on its neck as it prepares to pounce on her. 

‘Hey!’ I shout. I lurch for the nearest thing to hand, and throw a stone measuring spoon. It bounces off the gleaming titanium-keratin scales.

The chimera’s head swivels in my direction.

Shit.

Mouse’s paws turn into needles clinging to my shoulder.

I dash back for the upstairs doorway as the monster whirls around after me. Its acrid stench fills my senses. I flee and it rushes behind me. With every step, I imagine its bite on my heels.

I slip into the living room, backing up, stumbling over the plate of snacks I just discarded. The monster stands at the other end of the room, blocking my exit, light glinting on its teeth. Its head tilts from side to side, like a bird. Considering which angle to eat me from first.

This is my monster. I summoned it. But at least I’ve drawn it away from my family and given them time to gather their weapons and resources. I take a deep breath, preparing for the inevitable pain.

Geema winks into place beside me, Blackbird’s wings beating. I can’t take my eyes off the beast to look at her. She doesn’t do anything, though. She just stands there, like she’s waiting for something – waiting for what? – and the monster is coming towards us now, opening its maw, tail lashing – and suddenly I know what I have to do. It comes to me like a splash of salty water on my forehead.

I reach without thinking, taking Geema’s power of sizeshifting. It surges through me like a tsunami, a strange and potent magic that doesn’t belong to me, terrifyingly strong. I gasp, trying to control it, trying to wrap myself around the thundering power. The scaled chimera spreads its wings till the horned tips scrape the wallpaper. It’s so close I can taste its bitter smell, so close its spiked tail whips around and lashes both me and Geema. A line of fire lights up across my chest, and I yelp, and Geema’s power burns through me, unchecked, relentless, almost draining out of her entirely, and I think, I’m going to die here. This is how it ends. 

My grandmother calls out, like a plea. ‘Priscilla.’

She’s waiting for you! Mouse cries.

She wants me to do this. She needs me to. I gather up my strength and throw Geema’s power towards the scaled chimera. The tsunami pours forth, wrapping around the creature and shrinking it. At the last second I realise I need to direct the offset, as Geema once demonstrated in the gym. I fling my other hand out, and the energy flies out of me and into the little potted cactus with googly eyes.

In the blink of an eye, we have a seven-foot-tall cactus standing in one corner of the living room, and a teeny monster squeaking in the other.

I let go of Geema’s power and it barrels out of me and into her, back into its home. I fall to my knees, gasping for breath, a line of fire across my chest. I look up at my grandmother to find her watching me, one hand clasped to a bloody gash across her shoulder, a strange, proud smile on her face.

‘Well done,’ she says.

Sounds fall away. A sparkling darkness creeps in from the corners of my vision, and I pass out on the living room floor.
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I wake up to a sea of anxious faces staring down at me.

‘She’s awake!’

‘Priscilla, are you okay?’

‘How do you feel, can you sit up?’

‘Ease her up, come on – that’s it – who’s got the water?’

‘I thought you brought the water up.’

‘No, I had the first-aid box.’

‘Well, who has the water? Where’s the water?’

‘Don’t look at me, I don’t have any.’

‘Uh-uh! That is vodka, child.’

‘For goodness sake, I’ll go get it.’

‘Don’t stand up yet.’

‘Sit down, Priscilla!’

‘Priscilla, sit! Listen to your grandmother right this second!’

My wobbly legs don’t hold me anyway, and my family collects me before I hit the floor again. As a team, they hoist me awkwardly onto a couch, and I sink into the cushions.

I wonder how long I’ve been out. They’re looking at me with a very large amount of collective concern.

There’s still a tingle of unfamiliar power in my fingertips. I look down at my hands, as if it might be visible – and instead, I notice something else. A cuff on my left wrist.

A dampener.

I hold my arm out like it doesn’t belong to me, like it’s someone else’s. Because ... no. They’ve locked me up.

‘It’s just a precaution,’ Mama murmurs, sitting beside me. ‘Temporary. I promise, honey.’

I curl inwards, reaching for my other sense, and I can’t get to it. There’s a barrier in my mind, like thick jelly, stopping me from reaching my power. Mouse! I listen for her, and almost collapse with relief to hear her voice.

I’m still here, she whispers in my mind, alongside the tiny tickle of her whiskers on my neck. I lift my other hand to her, desperate to touch her fuzzy little head, those soft ears. She’s there. The gesture tugs at my chest below my collarbone – where my questioning fingertips move from Mouse to find a hastily applied dressing and the damp traces of antiseptic gel numbing my skin.

I must’ve been out for a while. They had time to put a dampener on me (they put a dampener on me, like a Renegade, like a danger, like a threat, I’m a threat) and to clean and dress the slash from the scaled chimera’s tail – wait, the chimera! I startle, and look across the room to see a statue of a tiny chimera lying on the floor.

‘I stoned it. Don’t worry,’ Jet says, noticing the direction of my gaze. ‘Easy to do when it’s the size of a cat.’

‘I’ve seen cats bigger than that.’ Cheryl stands behind Jet, holding a scimitar loosely in her hand.

Lydia comes into the room, water slopping over the edges of a glass onto her knuckles. She thrusts it into my hands and insists I have a sip, even though I’m not thirsty.

‘A normal-size cat. An average cat. Do I need to spell it out?’ Jet says.

‘Really, most cats are bigger than that. As a simile it’s not very effective, cats do come in all different –’

‘Hush.’ Geema nudges Jet out of the way. Her deep grey eyes appraise me. There’s a bloodied slash to her shirt, a white dressing against the shoulder beneath it. She seems a little wobbly herself. ‘That was quite the act,’ she says. Her voice is a tiny bit unsteady – only someone who knows Geema would hear it – and I wonder if she’s regretting the huge risk she took with me. She just stood there in front of that chimera. Waiting for me to do something. 

Imagine if I had frozen up like I did before the direkins.

We’d both be dead.

‘Look, what’s going on here?’ Cheryl asks. ‘That was your power, Geema – how did Priscilla do that? Why does she have to wear a dampener?’

Everyone in the room stills, ready to listen. I pretend that I need it explained as well. I swallow, the water like grit.

Geema kneels down, takes the glass from me and puts it aside. She folds my hands within her own. ‘You’re a smart girl. You figured out what to do – luckily, in time. You used my power on the scaled chimera, and because I am stronger than you, it knocked you about somewhat.’

‘What?’ Cheryl blurts out, at the same time my oldest sister Jet says, ‘I don’t understand.’

Mama and Lydia only glance at each other. So they already knew. Mama’s suspicion must have been correct.

Geema continues, ‘Priscilla’s original power has evolved. She summoned Hollow creatures, saw the hell-beast in Fergus, knew what power Bree chose – she even made Bree’s power stronger during the oath ceremony. Now she has taken my sizeshifting and used it. Priscilla used to only be able to sense Hollow energy. Now she can manipulate it. It is an extraordinarily rare gift. Only five other Hollow Warriors in the history of warcraft have had this ability.’

‘The dampener is only temporary,’ Mama adds. ‘To give Priscilla time to rest and heal. This power is – well. We don’t want her getting fatigued.’

‘Holy shit,’ Cheryl breathes out. ‘You have that power, kiddo?’

‘You made me stronger?’ Bree says. ‘Holy shit.’

‘Language!’ Jet snaps at her daughter as Eddy simultaneously repeats the swearword. He shrugs bashfully when she turns her glare on him.

My family all know now. The panicky squeeze of my lungs returns, the same as when Bastian told me the full extent of my power. They’re continuing to exclaim excitedly, and I can’t – I can’t join them.

I look at the floor.

Bastian said I didn’t have much time, and he was right. The hourglass has run out.

Geema steadily holds my hands, watching me. ‘You already knew,’ she says, amid the hubbub of my family’s continued clamouring. She sounds pleased at the idea I figured it out myself. No way am I telling her I learned about it from an excommunicated warrior.

‘I ... suspected.’ I look back at her, wondering when she plans on telling me that she’s going to make me a norm. No time like the present, I guess. ‘When are you going to take my power from me?’

Geema blinks. ‘Why would I do that?’

Because they did it to Bastian. ‘You can’t let me keep this.’

‘Child ... what gives you that idea? The dampener?’ She looks up at Mama. ‘I told you that device was a bad move.’

Mama sets her jaw. ‘It was his advice.’

Whose advice? Who told Mama to lock up my power?

As if hearing my silent question, my mother drops down next to Geema to look at me. Within the cool brown of her eyes I can see the flash of orange fire. ‘I want you to understand, honey. This’ – she taps the device on my wrist – ‘isn’t permanent. There is another warrior with this same power, just one other. His name is Arnold Woo and he’s based in Vienna. While you were out I called him and asked his advice and he said this was the right move, so you can rest and regain your energy, without risk of overtaxing yourself even further. This power can be draining, he said. And sometimes, Priscilla, you don’t know when to stop. This solves that. It also stops anyone else from prompting you to do too much.’ She side-eyes her mother. I guess Mama isn’t happy that Geema decided to see what I was truly capable of. It’s a good thing Mama doesn’t know how close I came to completely draining Geema during her little experiment, or I’d be wearing a dampener for the rest of my life.

Arnold Woo. So there is another warrior with this power – and the senior warriors in the guild haven’t taken it off him, like they did to Bastian.

You see, Mouse whispers. You don’t know that they would take your power away. You should trust your family. Not that guy. You don’t have to run away.

‘You’ll probably do all of your training with him,’ Mama continues. ‘I think that’s what Arnold himself did – an apprenticeship, with the warrior before him who could manipulate Hollow energy.’

Lydia leans over, her eyes alight. She nudges the cuff on my wrist. ‘It’s like training wheels for a bicycle. When you’re ready, we can take it off, and you’ll fly. Not literally – well, unless you decide to borrow the power to fly from a warrior who has it.’ 

Cheryl reaches down to knuckle my shoulder. ‘Kiddo. Seriously! Imagine what you’ll be able to do.’

‘You are going to be fine. More than fine – magnificent.’ Geema pats my hand, and her knees pop as she stands up.

Magnificent, just like they said of Bree after her oath of power ceremony. Only I’m not, am I? I’m Priscilla, the hopeless one.

Suddenly I realise I’ve got what I’d always wanted: a huge, amazing power. My family’s approval and delight. A future with the guild.

And it all tastes like ashes.

This power almost destroyed me, almost got me and Geema killed by a scaled chimera. It’s bigger than I can handle. It isn’t right that I have it. I’m not good enough to wield it.

The spark of hope I’d felt, hearing about a warrior who’d been allowed to keep this same power, dies within me. My family don’t know it yet – they love me and they think I’m like them, like the rest of the Daalmans, that I’ll go to Vienna and do my training and join their ranks – but I don’t deserve this power. Eventually the guild will figure it out, too. Eventually, they’ll take it off me. No matter how I turn the situation over in my mind, it all ends up the same way.

I’ve tried so hard, but it’s time to face up to who I am.

Geema claps her hands. ‘Right. I think that’s enough for now. Go on, all of you. The apartment needs fixing up, and this one needs to rest. She’s not to lift a finger, all right?’

I couldn’t even if I tried. I am wiped out, like I’ve run seventeen marathons. My family file away as I lie down on the couch with Mouse below my collarbone.

Something digs into my butt, and I tug the mermaid scale out of my pocket. It’s warm from my body heat, the colour richer. My fingers fold around it. Clarity and insight. It must have told me to take Geema’s power. I wonder if I would have figured out what to do if I hadn’t been carrying it.

I listen as my family run helter-skelter throughout the apartment, yelling about dustpans and brooms, duct tape and tarpaulins. They’re hectic and excited, thinking they should be proud of me. I’ve always wanted to make them proud of me. And now they are, and it isn’t right. And it’s not going to last.

I close my eyes, trying to ignore the ache of shame inside. Trying to blank my mind.

The rising tide of sleep starts to envelop me, and I let it take me away.
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When I wake up, a few seconds pass before it all floods back. I try reaching for my power, and find my way blocked by a heavy wall in my mind. The dampener cuff presses against my wrist, the metal warmed by my body heat, its blue light blinking slowly.

Mouse snoozes away in her nest on my bedside table. My family must have moved me up to my own bed, and I didn’t even notice. The apartment is silent around us. It’s the dead of night, and I’m wide awake.

I wonder if anyone else is too.

I collect my handset from beside Mouse and thumb it on, creating a circle of light around my nest of sheets.

There’s a message waiting from Bastian. One word: Priscilla?

I swipe it aside without answering.

I don’t know what to tell him. That I took my grandmother’s power and it was terrifying and I barely handled it. That it’s probably for the best they take this ability from me, like he warned me would happen.

Maybe Bastian and I can’t go live in that house among the trees. It was only a dream, after all. No more real than us going on a date at an amusement park on the other side of the world. How can I explain that to him?

There’s someone else I can talk to right now, though. The one person who has always listened. Someone who is neutral – not my family and not a Hollow Warrior in disguise.

When we were seeing each other, Onyeka and I used to message each other into the witching hours. Let her be awake, I think desperately. Please, let her have meant it when she said to message her any time.

Something really weird happened & are you there? Can I talk to you about it?

My handset vibrates with a call a few seconds later, her ID popping up on the screen.

‘Hey,’ I answer. ‘I didn’t wake you?’

‘Heya. No. I’m watching this awful movie,’ she says. ‘Chatting to you is much better. What’s up?’

‘I don’t even know where to begin –’ and I stop talking as tears tighten my throat, surprising me. Just hearing her voice was enough for all my pent-up emotion to come spilling out. 

Mouse wakes up, watching me with her button-black eyes.

‘I’m sorry,’ I whisper.

I hear a rustling, as if Onyeka’s sitting up, as if she’s really listening to me now. ‘Are you all right, Priscilla?’

‘Not really.’ I take a shaky breath. ‘Can I come over?’

All I want is to see her, and talk about the evolution of my power with her. To talk to the person who used to make everything feel okay. I can’t believe I’m asking for her help – my ex-girlfriend, who I shouldn’t be putting demands on, who I should have let go when she left me behind – but hers is the only help I want.

A pause. Then Onyeka says quietly, ‘Of course. I’ll make hot chocolates. See you soon.’

‘Thank you.’ I end the call.

Do you know what you’re doing? Mouse says.

‘Nope.’ I slide out of bed and zip a hoodie up over my pyjamas. ‘Come on. Let’s go.’




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Rosie, on duty, gives me a puzzled look as I pass the offices on my way to the garage. I must look a hot mess – my hair’s turned tumbleweed and I’m wearing sloppy pyjama pants and my oldest hoodie, shambling like the undead. I’m bone tired despite the huge sleep I had all afternoon and most of the night. Geema’s power is super strong to leave me so weakened. To think she wields it so easily.

I guess that’s the difference between us.

I take the little floater, plugging in the address from memory and then putting it on autopilot as it lifts into the air. There are barely any other vehicles in the dark sky. With bleary eyes I watch the achingly familiar route go by, noting all the little things that have changed – a new billboard, the gap where an old building has been demolished, a cafe where there had once been an empty store. The world moved on, when I could not.

Onyeka’s apartment is in a curved row of terraces on a hill above a highway. I leave the floater in the parking zone on the flat roof and head down into her building. There are differences here, too – the front door is missing a big pot plant and her usual jumble of shoes outside. She doesn’t actually live here anymore. She’s only staying in her old home.

Onyeka opens the door straight away after my knock – she must have been waiting. Her braids are wrapped in a patterned pink scarf, and she’s got her favourite fleece on, the sleeves tugged down over her hands.

‘Hey you. Come on in,’ she whispers, and it’s a year ago, and we’re still together, still in love, and I’m about to throw myself into her arms.

I blink the memory away. ‘Hey.’

I can smell the hot chocolate as I step inside, super sweet and slightly spicy the way Onyeka always makes it.

‘C’mon.’ She passes me a mug, and nudges me over to the lounge area.

We used to sit together. Tonight, we curl up in different spots – her on the ottoman beneath the window, me on the couch. The furniture in the tiny apartment is still the same, but her framed prints and wooden masks and basket of scarves are all gone. It’s like a hotel room.

‘This doesn’t really feel like your place anymore,’ I say.

‘I know. It’s weird. I sort of feel at home and sort of not. Everything is different.’ She looks at me as she says it.

I take a sip of hot chocolate. For the first time, I don’t want to snap that it was her choice. For the first time, I wonder if I would have stayed if the situation was reversed. What if I was the warrior I’d always wanted to be, and I’d had to go on my training placements – would I have stayed in the New Pacific Territory for her instead? 

Onyeka went, by herself, to Munich. For a job she couldn’t refuse. I made it harder for her. I didn’t even consider trying to make it work with her.

I’m a jerk. I’ve been too hard on Onyeka.

Finally, Mouse mutters in my mind. But apart from that little aside, she is giving me space, staying hidden in the hood behind my neck.

‘Tell me what’s going on,’ Onyeka says. Behind her, the sky is dark through the window, a momentary clearing of the clouds letting the night hang its stars for us.

I take another sip of hot chocolate, and start from the beginning. I tell her about summoning the bitterlins and the direkin, about meeting Didi’s boyfriend, Fergus, and realising he was half hell-beast, about Bree’s oath ceremony and the swirling rush of Hollow energy I could see. I tell her about the bitterlins escaping the attic, and how I summoned the scaled chimera, and how I used Geema’s power to subdue it and how scary that was.

I leave out Bastian. I leave out falling for him, and his plea for me to run away with him, and how achingly hard I considered it. But I do tell her that it turns out I don’t have a new power – instead, my original power has evolved, a lot – and that my family suppressed it with a dampener. That I suspect the dampener is only a stopgap and they will eventually take the power from me anyway.

She listens wide-eyed, taking in the cuff on my wrist. She whistles quietly when I stop talking.

‘Wow. That’s heavy. I can’t believe you’ve gone through all that without – well. I wish I could have helped. Do you really think they’d take it off you, though? Priscilla.’

‘Yes. No. I don’t know. They’ll see I can’t control it. That I don’t deserve it.’

‘Oh, P. Have faith in yourself. You’re more capable than you think. You know you’re amazing. And I said this before – even if you can’t keep this power, it isn’t what defines you.’

‘Ah, sure.’ I try to brush the compliments aside before my brain latches on to them and starts making up all the reasons she’s wrong. ‘There’s more, too.’

‘More monsters?’ Her eyebrows raise. She looks at the cuff again, as if it might be defective.

‘No. More to think about, if I get to keep this power. They said I would do my training with a Hollow Warrior who’s based in Vienna.’

I see her mentally calculating the geography of New Europe, figuring out the distance between Vienna and Munich, hope brightening on her face before she bites her lip and tries to rein it in. ‘So, if this works out – you might go to Vienna?

‘Yes. If it works out.’

‘It will if you have faith. Like I have faith in you,’ she says.

All at once the air is sparking electricity. Her eyes are pinned to me, and she’s smiling as if a weight has fallen from her shoulders. The wall I built three months ago fractures, and crumbles, and I can’t bear the distance between us anymore – not even that of this tiny living room.

I lift off the couch and go to her. She tastes like chocolate and chilli, her skin as smooth as the silk wrapped around her hair. Now I remember how Onyeka kisses – with her whole body, giving herself with a generosity that both delights me and soothes the deepest, most fragile parts of me. The rest of the world falls away as she laughs against my lips and tugs at a lock of my hair and it’s like no time has passed since she last did that. I wrap my arms around her and slide my hands down the arch of her back. I’d thought I’d never hold her again, and here she is. Here we are. 

The sky beyond her shoulder is stained greeny-gold. Dawn is coming without the usual storm clouds, which means ...

‘Let’s go watch the sunrise,’ I say, taking her hand. I feel light, floating on my feet, momentarily free from all the worries that have been dogging me. Everything will be all right. This is how it is with Onyeka.

We head out of the apartment and up to the rooftop parking lot. A cold wind whips across the concrete, raising goosebumps on both of us, so I unlock the floater and pull her in with me. We cuddle together on the fauxhide seat, watching as the sky changes colour from blue to gold, and I kiss her again as the clouds start descending to steal away the daylight.

I’m so deep in the kiss I don’t notice anyone approaching the floater.

A rapping on the window startles us apart.

I turn my head to see someone looking through the driver’s side window, and for a moment my brain refuses to acknowledge who it is. And then I realise. It’s Bastian. My fingers touch my mouth guiltily. I deliberately hadn’t been thinking about him while seeing Onyeka. And yet – he’s here?

‘Bastian?’ I say.

He indicates I should open the door.

‘Who is that?’ Onyeka asks.

Mouse pops out of my hoodie and sees him.

Priscilla, don’t –

I open the door.

Bastian reaches past me and there’s a weapon in his hand and he’s pointing it at Onyeka and then he shoots.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Onyeka! I reach for her as she makes a small noise and slumps over on me. I feel the heavy weight of her against me and think I might start screaming except Bastian pushes me, hard.

‘It’s only a stun, don’t panic. She’ll be fine. Move over. Move!’

Mouse leaps out of the way as he leans on me, almost squashing her.

‘What – what is – happening?’ I can barely find the words.

I try to cradle Onyeka and stop her slipping into the footwell. She’s breathing, thank goodness. She’s breathing. There’s no blood. Bastian climbs in beside me, shoving me along the seat so he can sit at the controls, and pulls the door closed. He starts up the floater and we’re lifting into the air as the rain starts, pattering against the plastiglass. Dawn is done.

‘I’ll explain everything in a sec,’ he says, frowning.

‘What did you do to Onyeka?’

He shot her! He shot her, Priscilla! This is super bad. Mouse clings to the seat on the other side, little ears flat against her head in rodent fury.

We’re zooming low over rooftops and treetops, not travelling in any of the flightlines, which is illegal. He’s turned off the floater lights. There must be some mistake. I’m missing something, something that explains this whole situation. Were Onyeka and I in danger, and he’s rescuing us from whatever it was? Because otherwise it seems like Bastian is kidnapping us, and that doesn’t make sense. He wouldn’t do that. Would he?

I look at him, one hand white-knuckled over the controls and the other still gripping the weapon. Anger rides on his rigid shoulders, in the scowl pinching his brow. That dark, twisty core has risen to the surface, shattering his smooth exterior. Shattering the boy I thought I knew.

‘Bastian?’ I whisper.

‘I’m sorry, I really am. I had to do this,’ he says, not looking at me. ‘I have to make you understand.’

This isn’t the Bastian I first met, who was charming and made me smile. Nor the Bastian I last saw, an excommunicated Hollow Warrior painting me pictures of a cosy future together. This furious young man is a Bastian I’ve only caught glimpses of before.

He’s knocked out Onyeka and stolen my floater and I don’t know where he’s taking us.

I don’t know what he’s capable of.

‘Shit.’ This is super bad. ‘Land this floater right now. Right now!’

‘I can’t do that.’

I launch myself across him, aiming my hand at the emergency landing switch on the other side of the console. But he bats me away, knocking my temple with the weapon in the process, hard enough to send sparks over my vision. I fall back, tears spilling from my eyes as pain flares across my head. The floater wavers and dips in the air, engines whining, and something scrapes its metal belly.

‘Please don’t do that,’ Bastian says calmly. ‘Or we’ll crash, and your girl there might get really hurt.’

I touch my head, feeling a tender, sticky mark. Bastian hurt me. He’s hurt both of us. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m sorry. This isn’t how I wanted it to go. I’ll tell you everything, I swear, but you need to be quiet. I need to concentrate.’

I didn’t see what direction he took us, so I don’t know where we are now – one of the many outer suburbs of this sprawling city, the buildings flying past. He spins us in a wide circle around a huge, rusted pylon, and then we come down to land through the broken roof of an old warehouse. Dust billows up, obscuring my view. I don’t know where the exits are, or if I can run to them. But it doesn’t matter – I can’t leave Onyeka behind anyway. I curl my arms around her protectively, my head throbbing.

Bastian turns the engines off and a thick silence falls. I feel helpless. I stare at him, still trying to reconcile this fierce boy with the one I’ve been dating, and realise the stun gun in his hand is like the ones in our weapons closet at home. A Hollow Warrior weapon. I thought he was excommunicated, that he had been forced to leave that world behind. So where did he get that gun?

He must see the bewilderment and hurt all over my face, because something in him seems to soften. ‘Come on, I’ll explain. You and the familiar. Leave her there.’ He slides out of the floater.

I make sure Onyeka’s head is resting against the seat, that she is still breathing, touching my hand to her cheek. Wishing for her to wake up. There are two angry marks on her neck where the stun gun blast hit her. The stun gun Bastian is holding.

Nothing more can happen to her.

I scoop Mouse into my palm and follow Bastian. The dust risen in the air makes my eyes water, and I sneeze. The sound echoes before being swallowed up. There’s a massive empty space around us, lost to darkness. I follow the sound of his footsteps until Bastian snaps on a heavy-duty construction lamp mounted on a ladder, revealing a camp set up in the middle of the empty warehouse floor. A circle of scuffed footprints surrounds a couple of folding chairs and stacks of metal crates with equipment on top. I recognise a monitoring screen, like we have at home base. The same kinds of crates we use to store tools and ammo.

‘Welcome to my salubrious base,’ he says. He waves me towards one of the chairs with his gun. ‘Take a seat.’

I sit uneasily. ‘Base?’

He opens one of the crates, digging around inside until he retrieves a small green pouch. He unzips it, revealing a first-aid kit. I flinch as he tucks my hair aside, at the featherlight touch of his fingers as he examines the mark where he struck me. ‘This is going to bruise,’ he says. ‘You should have listened to me.’

I swallow back an angry retort, holding it inside with my fear and my doubt, remaining silent as he dabs cooling gel to my temple and sticks a small bandage atop. The pain eases a little, but my distrust and discomfort don’t. I’ve received yet another wound to be dressed, only this time it is from him. A boy, not a monster.

I lift my hand to touch the bandage as he steps away from me. Bastian startles, staring. ‘What have they done to you?’

He’s looking at the dampener cuff on my wrist.

I drop my arm and tug my hoodie sleeve over the device. I don’t want to tell him anything.

Bastian swaps the first-aid kit for something else in the crate and drops to his knees in front of me, putting down the stun gun in order to take my wrist.

Kick him! Mouse yells. But I find myself unable to move as Bastian rolls up my cuff. His thumb presses against my palm as he tenderly turns my hand from side to side.

‘See how much you scare them already,’ he murmurs.

He reveals the second item he took from the crate – a magnetic key to unlock the dampener. With a soft click, the cuff opens, and he eases it off me. I’m surprised at how light my wrist feels without it. I had become used to it already.

Bastian continues to kneel like a supplicant before me, holding my hand between both of his as he looks up into my face, as if he is proposing, as if he is pleading for something. He watches as the power returns to my reach, like a light switching on in the darkness. It blooms, crackling with potential, and I know he can see how relieved I am to have it back.

‘That’s better,’ he says, sounding pleased.

He retrieves his weapon and sits in the chair opposite me, gun dangling from one hand and long legs outstretched. As if we’re casually hanging out instead of at a live kidnapping event – one where my ex-girlfriend and I are the captives.

Summon something, Mouse says. Now.

I consider it, except I might not be able to handle my power right now, not when I’m already struggling with confusion and pain. I don’t know what Bastian wants. I’m afraid for Onyeka, lying motionless inside the floater. And I’m still physically exhausted and wounded, along with a thumping new ache in my head. I need to get a handle on the situation before I try upending it with monsters.

‘I got worried about you, Priscilla. You didn’t reply.’

I realise his anger isn’t gone. He’s only pulled back on its reins.

‘I told you I needed time to think.’ I look over at the floater, parked beneath shards of grey daylight coming through the broken roof. Oh, please let her be all right.

‘She’ll be fine,’ he says, following my line of sight. ‘She’s all you want, right? I knew you weren’t really into me. You couldn’t quite pretend enough.’

‘I liked you plenty,’ I whisper, unable to cover the hurt in my voice, because it’s true. I’d fallen for the way he looked at me, as if he was trying to imprint the image of me in his mind. I remember how he kissed me on the ferris wheel, high in the sky, and my heart skips, betraying the truth: part of me still cares about him. Even after what he’s done. ‘More than plenty.’

We’d been building a connection, woven out of attraction, out of sharing our doubts, out of a mutual superpower and history. Now he’s unravelling it.

‘I thought we would make this amazing team,’ he says. ‘Then tonight you went to her and not to me. That’s how I knew it was over between us.’

‘Maybe we could have been amazing.’ It wasn’t me going to see Onyeka that finished anything. It was this. It was him – the casual way he’s hurt both of us. The fact he was on that rooftop parking lot too, which means he must have been following me around, and I had no idea. How long has he been following me for? What does he know about me? It’s become perfectly clear that I know nothing about him in return. My head throbs, and my heart aches. I was a fool.

‘We still could,’ he replies. ‘You could still come away with me. I’ll give you anything you want. You deserve it.’

‘I’m not sure I want anything you have to give.’

‘Really? Come on, Daalman. I’ve already been looking out for you. You think you found that cake by accident?’

My stomach twists. He walked me past that bakery on purpose because he knew what I’d been looking for.

A fool.

‘I’ll give you everything. The whole world. A world where you not only keep your power, but wield it like a queen.’

‘Gifts with strings attached, I bet.’ I glance around the warehouse, a creepy abandoned expanse of dust and darkness. I need a plan. I need to find out what he wants, and then work out how to get out of this scenario – which seems more impossible that any training scenario I could attempt in edusys.

There’ll be no chance of gracefully retreating from this one.

‘You have to understand, there’s something going on that’s bigger than me and you. Bigger even than your unfolding power, which terrifies them so much they locked it up. It’s about the future of Hollow Warriors altogether.’

My gaze returns to his. Dark eyes, watching me. Seeing if I’m listening.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean the organisation that keeps us chained has had its time. It is tyrannical. It is corrupt. I am done with it, and there are many more like me. We have to start afresh. We have to let warriors be warriors, let them be free to use their natural powers. Have them play the role they ought to be playing in this world, in the natural order of things. And there’s a place for you in that new world. A place at the top.’

I blink, trying to corral my thoughts into something that makes sense. He sounds like ... like the digital flyer I never deleted. ‘You told me you weren’t a Renegade.’

He grins, but his expression lacks warmth. ‘I might have lied about that.’




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

He waits a few seconds, watching me, watching the information sink in.

‘I asked you right to your face,’ I whisper, remembering how he looked at me directly and said no. And how I believed him.

‘I couldn’t tell you the truth. I knew you weren’t ready to hear it, and it was too risky. You would have told the guild about me. But now look what they’ve done to you.’ He pointedly looks at the discarded dampener on the dusty floor. ‘They locked you up. They’re already treating you like a Renegade. Maybe it’s time you accept that’s who you’re meant to be. The Renegade Queen. It has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?’

This whole time I had the vague sense he was holding something back, but there was more hiding behind his eyes than I could ever have guessed. A Renegade, kissing me. A Renegade, telling me his secret fears. A Renegade, like Rafael Purbrook, who was snatched off the street and locked up in our command centre. ‘Did you know the boy they captured?’ 

‘Yes. Poor Rafael.’ He doesn’t seem sympathetic at all, lounging in his chair with the gun slung carelessly in his hand.

I wonder if Geema knew Rafael wasn’t the only one. If she’s been hunting Bastian ... while I’ve been dating him. ‘Geema’s looking for you too, isn’t she?’

‘I expect so. I’m sure she doesn’t like that I escaped from her little hellhole.’

My brow furrows. Escaped?

He shrugs. ‘I’m a Renegade, Priscilla. They don’t let us just leave, even after they’ve taken our powers and excommunicated us. When I first met you, I knew you looked like her. That’s because I’d met Geema Daalman. She is the one who took my power from me. Your grandmother looked me in the eye, caged my familiar, and walked away. Locked me up, threw away the key, leaving me powerless and broken. I escaped, and I won’t go back there. And I won’t let her do the same thing to you.’

‘She wouldn’t lock me up.’

‘You think not? She’s one of the senior warriors who control everything. A self-appointed judge, jury and executioner. Who watches over them? Who holds them accountable? Who could ever stop her?’

‘She wouldn’t do that to me. I trust her. They took your power off you because you’re a Renegade. Geema’s already told me they won’t take mine. I asked her. She knows what I can do, and she trusted me to figure it out myself. There’s a warrior in Vienna called Arnold Woo who has the same power and I’ll do my training with him. He still has his power, and I’ll keep mine. I’m not a Renegade. I don’t believe what you believe.’ I can hear the frantic edge to my own voice. 

‘Maybe you should, though.’ He pauses. ‘It’s true, Arnold Woo does have the same power. But Arnold is their little pet. A puppet the senior warriors control. They have him to do their bidding, which means anyone else who can do the same things as him is expendable. A risk they won’t allow. Having that power made me a threat to them and they were always going to take it off me, regardless of what I believed. It will be the same for you. That is how the system really works, Priscilla. They neutralise threats – and you are a threat to them, just as much as I was.’

‘She’s my grandmother.’

‘She’s also a senior warrior, before anything else. You know that. And do you know what else is in Vienna? A guild prison. The very hellhole they locked me up in.’

I rub my hands over my pyjama-covered knees. Has Geema been lying to me? My mothers? I don’t know anything about Arnold Woo. I haven’t heard of him before. And Bastian is right. There is a guild prison in the Vienna base. And my grandmother is a hardened warrior, down to her bones. Prepared to do what is required of her.

And despite what she said, I know she is capable of taking my power away from me.

Of course, Bastian could be the one who’s lying. He’s been sidestepping the truth this entire time.

I know the guild rules with an iron fist. It’s necessary: Geema has drilled that into me since I was a child. Necessary to ensure we don’t slide back to the horrors of the Fires, when the Hollow first tore into our world. She has always said we live a hair’s-breadth from disaster. That without the guild, the world would be chaos, at the mercy of the Hollow and its monsters. 

Her other stories might be prone to embellishment. But this time, I have to believe her. He is the threat. The Renegades are. Not me. ‘We need the guild. It’s how we protect our world.’

‘It’s how the senior warriors protect themselves. Have you looked up this power in the database? There’s nothing there. Do you know anything about it? No. Because they control it. Because they own it – not the warrior who wields it.

‘You’re still wearing your blindfold, Priscilla. You’ve been brought up as a sheep in the herd, content to be ordinary when you really are extraordinary. You are marvellous. Can’t you see that? We are treated like commodities when we ought to be treated like gods. Restricted, and forced to train like minions, like pawns. Stripped of our powers should we merely whisper disagreement or refuse to join their ranks. Lorded over by the senior warriors, that little cabal who select and protect their own. And then, if we’re finally allowed to become warriors, we are sent out to be slaughtered in the defence of humans, without care, without thanks, and without rewards. We are mere tools. It is wrong. We should not die for them.’

Die for them. It occurs to me that if he is a Hollow Warrior, then his parents likely would’ve been too. His parents, who died in a terrible accident he said shouldn’t have happened.

‘Is that what happened to your parents?’ I whisper. Is that the source of his dark anger, the wellspring for his fury? Is it retribution he wants?

A muscle twitches in his jaw. ‘They died in the field, that’s all you need to know. That’s all in the past. I am focused on the future. A future I want you to be a part of.’

It’s not retribution he wants.

It’s me.

He wants me to join them – to become a Renegade. I wonder if he was the one who sent me that flyer. If those are his words I keep coming back to. A future you can own. Except he’s demanding it at gunpoint. Trying to force-march me to that little house he spoke about. The future he painted is starting to look quite different now.

‘You said we’d go away together. A house in the forest.’ I don’t mean to say it out loud. I don’t mean to sound so hurt.

‘Of course. We have to build our army somewhere,’ he replies. ‘My queen.’

I hate how tenderly he says it.

I hate how, despite everything he’s just done, I can’t help wondering about that future. Part of me aches for that dream, and for the freedom I could taste in it – freedom from the expectations I can never meet, from the crushing weight of my own inadequacy.

I could be someone special.

I understand that temptation.

When I look at Bastian, I can see he’s full of pain. I would be too, if my mothers had died and I’d had my power taken away and been excommunicated. It was enough to drive him to kidnap me and Onyeka, and to hurt us. What could I be driven to do, if I’d lived the same life and lost the same things?

When I saw Rafael Purbrook lying in our holding cell, I wondered why he’d made the choices he did. Perhaps Rafael and I aren’t so different after all. Perhaps this is how he started his journey – with an ache for a dream.

‘It’s time to choose your future, Priscilla. You can remain with the herd, little sheep, and have them lock you up and take away your familiar and your power. Become ordinary and forgettable and abandoned. Or you can come with me and have everything. Be everything. In your deep-down soul, isn’t that what you’ve always wanted? Majestic power. A position of great command. They’ll talk about you for generations to come: Priscilla, the Renegade Queen who led the way into a new world.’ He’s leaning towards me, eyes shining, energised by the picture he’s painting me.

The future I’d once dreamed of. The future that my secret heart still sings for. Keep my power, become a queen! A future I can own.

I’d told him I wanted more time to think. Now I have no option, and must decide right now between my heritage or my heart’s desire. Can I tip from temptation to treason, like Rafael Purbrook? Or am I destined to remain who I am?

I’ve always been Priscilla Daalman. I don’t know if I can turn my back on that. On my family. All those dreams I had – they were always as a Daalman. The incredible power I’d wanted was so I could take my place in the family legacy.

Imagine giving up Mama as leader of my division. Giving up learning from Lydia’s brutal and efficient warcraft. Not being inspired by the stories of Cheryl’s adventures. Not getting any more unprompted advice from Jet. Not witnessing my nieces receiving their powers, joining the fold. Never again being mistaken for my clever sister Didi. 

Never having Geema squeeze my shoulder and tell me I did well.

I can’t do it. It’s too much to give up. Too much of myself belongs to my family, even if I’ve never felt like I fit in with them. Being a Daalman is what’s woven right into my deep-down soul.

So maybe Geema will end up taking away my power. Maybe I will end up as a norm like Bastian promised, like I’ve feared. But today, I choose my family. When it comes down to it, I always will. It turns out they are what matters most to me.

I will always be a Daalman. I can never be anyone else.

‘I can’t leave them,’ I whisper to him.

His expression shuts down immediately. He looks aside, nostrils flaring as he sucks in a tight breath. ‘Fine.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Maybe part of me truly is sorry, too. That soft twist to his mouth. The grief I know he’s felt. I’d give him what he wanted ... if I could. ‘Please, can I go. Please, can Onyeka and I go now.’

‘Ha.’ He clears his throat. ‘I didn’t expect to have to do this, but here we are. No. You may not. Not until I have what I want.’

‘Bastian, I can’t walk away from my family, I –’

‘I mean your power.’

I freeze. What?

‘You can manipulate Hollow energy, which means you can give me your power. I cannot wait for you any longer. The world is going to change – the new warrior order is coming. If you will not be a part of it, then you must give your power to me instead. I will be a better caretaker of it anyway. 

‘I need my abilities back, Priscilla. That’s why I’m here. I knew your family had an oath of power ceremony coming up – a fresh little thirteen-year-old to join the ranks of dutiful pawns. So I knew the Daalmans would be getting their talismans out. And I thought how apt it would be to steal the Daalman talismans and use them to try to get my own power back. Even if it hadn’t worked, I would still have struck into the heart of the family that destroyed my life. Here I was, in this awful city, in this awful weather, wondering how I might break into that fortress of an apartment ... steal those bone orbs ... and then I found out about you. Posting secret messages for all the world to see about how powerful you truly are. And you had no idea. No idea at all!’

It hits me like a slap in the face: this is what he wanted all along. To steal our talismans. To use them to try gaining his power back, to try turning that filament of almost energy into full power again.

I scowl. ‘So I was what, collateral? A stepping stone to your real agenda?’

‘No, Priscilla,’ he whispers. ‘You were a delightful surprise. Once I knew about you, I didn’t need the orbs. You were meant to choose me. Take that damned blindfold off and stand beside me. Nobody will ever want you the way I want you. But you’re refusing to free yourself – and so we’ve come down to this.’

My mind is racing. With his full power returned, what will he be capable of? Without it, he’s lied to me. Kidnapped me and Onyeka. Stunned her. Hurt me. I don’t know the true depths of his anger or beliefs. How far will he go if he has this terrifyingly strong power to wield too? 

He will go too far. You cannot give it to him, Mouse hisses in my mind.

I look back at the floater, sitting under the ragged hole in the warehouse roof. Onyeka is inside, so she’ll be somewhat protected if I summon something and lose control. I take a deep breath, my mind sorting through the bestiary of monsters. Grues. If I bring in some grues, then –

‘Don’t,’ Bastian says coldly. He’s picked up something, some kind of small box. ‘My choice of parking spot was no accident. Beneath that floater is a bomb, and this here is the detonator. You’re going to transfer your power to me. It is a very rare gift and I will be so delighted to have it ... have it back. Have what’s supposed to be mine. You can be assured that I will be a much better owner than you. And if you refuse, then I will blow up the floater – and your girl inside it too. Simple, no? You want to be responsible for her death? You want that blood on your hands?’

A chill crawls over my skin. This is what he is capable of. I have no doubt he is not bluffing.

When a warrior loses their power, they lose their familiar. If I give him my power, I will lose Mouse. But if I don’t ...

Stall him, Mouse says, urgency in her tiny mind-voice.

‘There has to be another way, Bastian.’

‘No. You chose this way. And now you have your next choice. Fire and blood; or give me your power.’ He lifts the detonator. ‘Those are your options.’

I can’t stall him. I sense the knowledge in Mouse, too. He is as fanatical as Geema said the Renegades were, and he is done waiting for me to become the same.

It won’t be the end of you, my familiar says firmly. Onyeka is right. You’re more than your power. Reach inside and find that knowledge, Priscilla. Find yourself, and know yourself to be whole and perfect the way you are.

‘But it will be the end of y–’

‘I wouldn’t have thought this would be so hard a decision.’ Bastian’s thumb hovers above a button on top of the small box.

It’s okay. I forgive you.

‘I can’t.’

‘We’ve talked about this long enough. If you want to walk out of here with your girl, then do it. Now!’ Bastian commands.

Over in the floater, Onyeka is finally stirring. Lifting her head, a hand rising to her neck. A muffled whimper floats through the dusty air.

Bastian’s thumb touches the top of the button.

‘Mouse,’ I say, my voice cracking. This is happening too fast.

It’s okay. You need to do this for her. I love you. Whiskers tickle the back of my neck. It’s okay, Priscilla.

‘I’m sorry.’ I close my eyes, spilling hot tears down my cheeks. I reach for that other sense inside me, and it’s like when I tried to give my power back to the Hollow, when I thought it was only a secondary power. Before I knew it was mine.

I spin it out of me and direct it to the traitor facing me.

The caramel and cinders go in a rush, whirling out of me and leaving only a tiny grain of sand behind.

It is gone.

I blink. There’s a heavy numb silence in my mind.

Mouse is gone too.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Bastian yelps and kicks back, falling out of the chair.

I don’t know what’s happening. My mind’s stuffed with cotton wool where once I could listen, could taste, could see. Did it work? It must have. My power is utterly gone, and Bastian is twisting on the floor.

Oh. I’m waiting for Mouse to tell me to go.

Mouse. My heart splinters inside my chest. For almost five years she’s been my constant companion, and now she is nothing, her spirit unmade and her energy returned to the Hollow. I’m never going to hear her voice in my mind again – her gentle encouragement, her reminders to be careful, her prim judgement. I am alone with my thoughts, waiting for someone to speak who no longer exists.

With a sob, I push out of the chair, trying to think of what else Mouse would yell at me to do.

I should get the detonator. He could have been lying again, and I don’t trust him not to kill Onyeka, kill us both. I have to get us out of here, or Mouse will be gone for nothing.

Bastian’s arching backwards on the concrete floor, as if receiving my power is hurting him. I hope it is. I hope it doesn’t work. I reach down and rip the detonator out of his hand. As I do, a hare tumbles into existence out of thin air. It bares long yellow teeth at me.

I run for the floater on wobbly legs.

‘Priscilla?’ Onyeka croaks as I fall onto the seat next to her. ‘What’s going on?’

She’s talking. She’s going to be okay. We’re both going to be okay.

‘Hold on.’ I punch the controls and the engines roar, kicking up dust as the floater rises, bursting through the hole in the roof into wild, wet wind. I use the verbal command set to order the autopilot home on the fastest flightline it can take.

‘Are you all right, do you feel all right?’ I say in a rush. I touch her hands, her cheeks, push the pink scarf aside so I can check the marks on her neck.

Onyeka is crying. ‘Who was that guy?’

I’m crying too. I got Onyeka hurt. I gave away Mouse and my power. Not that long ago I’d thought summoning bitterlins was a terrible thing to do, and now look where I am. Now look what I’ve caused.

‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘He’s not who I thought he was. Will you come back to our place? He knows where you live.’

‘Priscilla. Is he dangerous?’

‘Yes.’ I pause. The words are hard to say. ‘He has an extraordinary power now. I gave it to him.’
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I message Mama on the way, although I don’t tell her all the details. Only that there’s been an incident and I’m bringing Onyeka to our apartment because she needs protection. My family is waiting in the garage when the floater slides in. I can’t look at any of them as I help Onyeka out. Her legs buckle when she tries to stand, and Fergus comes to her other side to support her.

He’s only a particularly tall guy to me now. I can’t taste that hint of cardamom. Can’t taste anything. This isn’t like wearing the dampener. My power was still there then, just out of reach. Now there is a void inside me. I am empty, and terrifyingly alone in my own mind.

Everyone is silent as we hustle out of the garage and up the stairs. Fergus helps lower Onyeka onto a couch in the sitting room, and then I realise my legs are about to give out too. I slump down next to her, overcome with a thick, shaky shock. A thumping ache pinches in my forehead.

The absence of Mouse is an icy hole above my shoulder.

I finally lift my face to my family, crowded around us.

They’re waiting for me to tell them what happened and I don’t know where to begin. Maybe I need to start with my oath of power ceremony, back when I was thirteen. Back when I first realised I would end up disappointing them in the worst possible way.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say.

‘Whatever for? Priscilla, what happened? Why do we need to protect Onyeka?’ Mama’s voice is tight with worry. ‘Are you both all right? Where is the dampener? Do we need to organise a hunt – are there more monsters out there?’

Oh, of course. She sees the dampener gone and thinks I summoned something. This is so much worse, Mama. I shake my head.

‘My darling ... where is Mouse?’ Geema asks quietly.

I glance at the familiars clustered behind my family. They’re watching me with unblinking animal eyes, ears perked. They all knew, the moment I got back, that one of their own was missing. Geema probably noticed right away too.

‘She’s gone.’ My voice breaks, a fracture in the dam holding my emotions in. ‘I … I gave her away. He was going to hurt Onyeka and I couldn’t let him so I had to do what he said.’

‘Who?’ Geema says.

So I tell them about Bastian. How I thought he was a fan when I met him in the mall. How we went on a couple of dates. I can’t look at Onyeka, but I feel her stiffen beside me. I’m hurting her all over again.

Mouse isn’t here to tell me off for not listening to my familiar in the first place. I didn’t like that guy. She would’ve got a real kick out of being so right.

I tell them how I went to see Onyeka in the middle of the night, and how Bastian kidnapped us.

When I tell them he’s a Renegade, an escaped prisoner, Geema’s face changes. She looks so strange it takes me a few seconds to figure out why: she’s surprised. I’ve never seen her surprised before.

Then that surprise transforms into anger. ‘He’s here. Bastian, as in Sebastian. Dominic Sebastian Cado, one of the Renegade leaders,’ she hisses. One of the very sources of the conspiracy she is trying to stamp out. ‘Priscilla, what did he do to you?’

He told me I was marvellous. No. Maybe that’s what he said, but his actions spoke differently.

I don’t know how to tell them this part. They’re going to be so upset with me.

‘It turns out ... he wanted my power.’ Hesitantly, I confess how I gave it to him, and then ran. ‘And it must have worked, because Mouse is gone, and as I left, a new familiar appeared next to him. Which means he has it. Has it all.’

Geema isn’t listening properly. Her eyes have turned to flint. She’s a column of stone-cold rage in front of me. ‘Tell me where he is this instant.’

‘I – I don’t know. I didn’t recognise the place he took us to.’

‘You came back in the floater, right?’ Didi says. ‘The location is probably in the floater memory.’

Geema flickers out of view. Teleported to the garage, I guess.

‘Wait a minute. Did she just go after this guy by herself?’ Eddy says, looking around. Without my grandmother in it, the sitting room feels smaller and quieter.

‘Oh for goodness – she probably has.’ Mama pinches between her eyes.

‘Let’s check,’ Jet says. My oldest sister and Mama jog downstairs to the command centre.

Beside me, Lydia turns her attention to Onyeka, checking where Bastian stunned her, tucking a braid behind her ear. The way Lydia murmurs reassurance to her is a kind of comfort to me as well. My mothers always liked and trusted Onyeka. At least I know she’ll be okay with my family to protect her.

I lean back, the numbness enclosing me like a cocoon. Like I’m not really here with my family. I’m somewhere else, alone, trying not to hear the nothingness in my head.

Mama’s voice floats out of the apartment intercom. ‘Geema’s already gone. She told me she can’t wait, and hung up on me, and now her commlink is switched off.’ There’s a wired exasperation in my mother’s voice. ‘We have to take the floater to the same location in case she needs backup. Eddy and Cheryl, I need you to join Jet and me. Didi, while we’re out can you monitor our systems with the imps? Have them show Bree how it’s done too. Lydia, please take care of everything else.’

My family moves quickly, warriors with a mission. If they glance at me as they leave, I don’t know. I can’t meet their eyes, the same way Onyeka can’t look at me right now. She and I remain on the couch, an acre of space in the small gap between us. Lydia crouches in front of us. Pumpkin hugs her knees in an armchair across the room, watching. We are everything else. We are those who must be taken care of.

A deep trembling comes over me and there’s nothing that can be done for it, nothing that can soothe me, no little critter to tickle my neck and whisper reassurance. The last things Mouse said to me turn over in my mind, again and again.

Those are the last words I’ll ever have from her.

I forgive you. And that’s it, after almost five years. There’s no more. She’s no more. No more.

With a waft of sweet-oak and lavender cologne, Lydia leans forward to squeeze me into her strong, wiry arms. Jet really learned how to hug from Lydia. ‘Hush. Hush now,’ my mother says.

I hadn’t realised I was whimpering.

She doesn’t tell me everything will be all right, because Lydia doesn’t lie or offer useless platitudes. Instead, she holds me, and lets me cry against her. My sweet little niece uncurls from the armchair and comes to sit beside Onyeka, sharing comfort too.

I’ve lost Mouse. I’m a norm. This is what I was always supposed to be. No matter what I wanted, or did, or tried to do. This was always going to happen. I should never have tried to become a warrior.

Now I’m heartbroken, and I’ve hurt Onyeka and let my family down, all in the process of failing.
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Geema returns to home base first. She snaps back into existence in the sitting room, a small figure with raindrops misting across her grey hair and pink spots on her cheeks. Blackbird flaps her wings, settling her feathers after the bursts of teleportation.

‘He’s gone,’ my grandmother snaps. ‘But he can’t be far. I knew there must be more of them here, but that little ba–that Renegade we caught last week refused to talk. I must call my team to update them. We’ll bring our operation here – I’ll go get them. I’m not going to let Dominic get away. Not after this.’ 

‘Nimue and the others?’ Lydia asks.

‘They’re on their way in the floater. I can’t wait for them. If Dominic is here then the other leaders might be too.’ Her voice wavers. It’s only a momentary hitch. But it’s then I realise Geema is not only furious.

She’s fearful.

I shrink back on the couch, as if her high emotion is a buffeting wind. She disappears again, I assume down to the command centre. She’s all business, not even taking the time to use the stairs. When she returns, the rest of my family have come back too, re-congregating in the sitting room around Onyeka and me.

‘Did you reach your team?’ Lydia asks.

Geema nods. ‘They’re prepping. I’ll get them soon. I need to brief you all here too. We’ll need your local assistance in this mission.’ This is what she must be like at headquarters: brisk and decisive.

‘Okay.’ Lydia’s hand still rests on my knee, and Mama comes over to kneel beside her, taking my hand and enclosing the circle between my mothers and me.

‘Honey,’ she whispers. She thumbs a tear off my chin. ‘We can take care of this. Everything will be okay.’

I’ve nothing left to hide now. No secrets to conceal, no hope or pride to protect. I won’t be carrying on the honour of the Daalman legacy. I gave up my power. Gave it up in a heartbeat to someone unworthy, without even trying to fight him. And now I face my family as a broken and feeble norm, totally powerless.

I’m a complete failure.

‘I’m sorry, everyone,’ I say. ‘For disappointing you.’

A wave of puzzlement crosses their faces. Geema’s grey eyes flicker to me, taking in the tear-tracks on my cheeks. Then the part of her that is a furious warrior slides off like a cloak, and she is my grandmother again.

‘What a thing to say. Of course you haven’t – what on earth do you mean?’ she says.

I let it out. The whole poisonous truth I’ve been carrying around, the suitcase full of stones. ‘I’m not good enough to be a Daalman. This proves it. Now you all can see so.’ Broken open by my own honesty, I shut my eyes as the first sob works its way through my chest.

Then Onyeka’s hand is gripping mine, and Mama is leaning forward to pull me against her in a hug, and the rest of my family are loudly exclaiming.

‘Are you out of your mind? You’re amazeballs.’

‘Priscilla-my-cilla, you really are amazing.’

‘I’ve never seen anyone as brave as you.’

‘The way you look after us and the base is incredible. You’re the most caring person I know.’

‘You are perfect the way you are, with or without a power.’

‘You chose love. You chose Onyeka. That’s the Daalman thing to do.’

‘You’re a Daalman through and through, and you always will be.’

A fingertip touches my chin and lifts my face. I open my eyes to see Mama smiling at me.

‘I want you to listen to me right now. We will always love you. You can never, ever disappoint us. You’re special because of your love for people, the way you take care of us, your fierce, protective instinct, your empathy, your listening. Not your power, not your qualifications, not even your surname. It’s you. You’re one of us.’ 

They’re all looking at me and nodding energetically, like a row of dashboard dogs. Like they really do believe in me, and all they want is to pick up all the pieces and give them back to me and make me whole again.

The certainty of their love is a balm, one I desperately want to soothe away every last shred of self-doubt.

Mouse told me to trust my family, and so for once I try to listen to them. To let the things they’ve said settle into my mind instead of dismissing them. My family sees everything I do, and they appreciate it. They’re not disappointed. I’ve given up everything and yet they still love me. They love me just the way I am.

They think I belong.

I think of what Mouse said to me. Know yourself to be whole and perfect the way you are. Reach inside and find that knowledge.

And I try. I really try.

I sniff, and scrub my palms over salty wet cheeks. ‘You’re the best family anyone could ask for, really.’

‘Kiddo, it takes one to know one. I’m glad you’re my fam,’ Cheryl says, bending down to give me a gruff hug. ‘And I’m sorry about Mouse.’ As she says it, Dingo’s damp nose pushes against my hand.

Onyeka leans against me, bridging the distance between us. Bumping shoulder to shoulder, her hand touching mine.

Oh. I love her. I’ve tried so hard not to, to distract myself and move on and pretend we could be friends, but there’s no avoiding it. No changing the way I feel. I want Onyeka, and only her.

It hits me then that choosing my family – to not run away with Bastian – was also me choosing Onyeka. I want to go to New Europe. It doesn’t matter what I’ll do there, or who I will be. I’ll be there with her.

Please forgive me, I think. You’re the one I want. I squeeze her fingers. She looks at me with those copper-bright eyes. Like maybe she understands. Like I hurt her, but she’s still prepared to listen to me and let me try apologising.

I’d do it again in a second. Give up all my power to save her.

Onyeka and my family are gathered around me like a protective wall, replacing that numb cocoon with their warm faith. But their reassurances can’t erase all my fatigue and fear, nor the sharp edges of my loss. The absence of Mouse is like a wound in my ribs that I curl over inwards to protect.

Nothing remains of the power I’d once tapped into so easily: I can’t even feel the kernel that remains.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

My scarily astute grandmother sees me sinking beneath the weight of my grief. She claps her hands, tells Cheryl to give Onyeka her room to rest in, sends Didi and Fergus down to work with the imps, and hustles the rest of my family out of the sitting room, until it’s just me and her on the couch beneath the rain-stippled windows. Blackbird hops across Geema’s lap into the space between us. She ruffles her feathers, then touches my leg with her beak, so softly I wouldn’t have felt it if I hadn’t been watching.

Geema’s quiet. Waiting for me.

I look down at my feet as I say, ‘Is there really a warrior in Vienna with the power to manipulate Hollow energy?’

‘Of course. Arnold Woo.’

‘Would I really have gone there? To train with him?’

‘Yes.’

‘Because there’s a ... the prison is there, that he –’

‘Yes. I know. The Renegade leaders we caught were imprisoned there. Arnold is stationed there for that reason: he’s one of the wardens. I don’t know what Dominic told you, my darling, but there’s no way you’d have gone into those cells like them. You are truly good, in your very soul, unlike those I am searching for.’

I swallow. ‘Did you take away Bastian ... Dominic’s power?’

‘I did.’ She sighs. ‘It’s never an easy task, but it had to be done. They would tear down our world. They would condemn our peace. Such sedition must be quashed.’

As always, she sounds so certain. She extinguished his familiar, as he made me extinguish Mouse. I wonder if she knows how gut-wrenching it feels to lose your familiar; what it’s like to carry a silent absence around with you. To Geema, it’s only a job, taking away the powers of rogue warriors when the guild deems it necessary.

I wonder if she knows he came here to steal the Daalman talismans because he wanted revenge on her.

‘Did Arnold train Dominic too?’

‘Train him? No. He doesn’t usually train anyone. He’s not a tutor. Why would you ask?’

‘Because Dominic had – has – the ability to manipulate Hollow energy.’

Geema pauses. Her fingernails tap the arm of the couch. ‘My darling ... Dominic never had that power. He was like Cheryl and Bree. He had shadow cloaking.’

My breath sticks in my lungs. He said that was why we had our connection. He called us kindred.

He never knew what it was like to have that power. Not until I gave it to him.

‘He was lying to you, Priscilla. He lies all the time. You shouldn’t believe anything he told you, anything at all.’

Except I remember when he told me about his fears, and the open expression on his face when he held them out to me like uncovered secrets. I remember feeling like I was the only person to ever see them bared to the light.

And I remember how he said nobody will want me the way he wants me.

Even amid all his sidestepping, some of the things he showed me were real, I’m sure of it. And some of the things he said weren’t exactly lies, either ...

‘There’s hardly anything in the database about the power to manipulate Hollow energy, Geema. Is it dangerous? How did Bastian know more about it than me?’

Geema rubs her chin. ‘It’s complicated,’ she says slowly. ‘We do protect that information, you’re right. It boils down to the fact we don’t want the world knowing exactly what our most powerful warriors are capable of. We cannot have them fearing us too much.’

So it is dangerous. And it must be even more so in the hands of a Renegade. I wonder what someone with that power can really do. Someone like Bastian, who has no boundaries to his zeal.

‘As for how he knew, the Renegades got access to information they shouldn’t have had access to before we became aware of them.’ Geema pats Blackbird absently. ‘I don’t know what else he told you, so let me tell you who he really is. There are five of them – five leaders of the Renegades. Troubled young people who we failed to notice until it was too late. If they hadn’t met each other, perhaps their cause would not have bloomed. Instead, each of them brought their own rage, their own ideals, and their own brilliance. And by the time we caught them and imprisoned them, it was too late. Their monstrous movement had caught on. Dominic is perhaps the smartest of the five, and the most unstable. He did not have a cheerful childhood, I’m afraid.’ 

‘His parents died.’

‘That is true. He was then raised by an older cousin, a warrior in the Gallic Republic. Subsequent accounts have come out that they did not have a good relationship. Dominic left for his training placements early – he was given dispensation, due to his cousin ... well ... abandoning his duties as Dominic’s guardian. During his training, Dominic met the other four when they were all placed in the Southeast Asia Division. Later, they all moved to the same base in New Europe. After they came to our attention there, we brought in someone to keep an eye on them. A spy. I believe Dominic is the one who murdered him.’

‘He what?’

‘We had a young man on the inside of their little group of followers, feeding us information. They discovered he was a double agent. They killed him. Hung his body up in the local security council chamber for us to discover.’

I shudder. ‘There wasn’t any news about that.’

‘There’s a lot going on that doesn’t make the news. You can understand now why I was so alarmed to learn he’d been near you. They are so dangerous. We hadn’t really understood how dangerous, until then. We’d underestimated them. Afterwards, we immediately went on the offensive and were able to apprehend all five, and we had them imprisoned in Vienna.’ 

‘Did all of them escape? Not just Dominic?’

‘Yes.’

‘It was an inside job, wasn’t it? He said he still had friends in the guild.’

‘I’m afraid so. We don’t know how they managed it, only that there are clearly unknown traitors in our midst. It’s like we are fighting fires on all fronts against a malignant enemy.’

I hesitate. ‘Geema, that boy you captured ... Rafael Purbrook. Was he one of the leaders? He didn’t look so dangerous. Have you tried rehabilitating those –’

‘All Renegades are a threat, whether followers or leaders,’ Geema interrupts firmly. ‘Their very existence troubles the civilian governments, with whom we must maintain absolute trust. The balance between the guild, the governments, and our fight against the Hollow is so delicate. We cannot afford to lose warriors to the Renegades, lest the Hollow gain ground. We cannot afford to shake the confidence of civilians, lest we lose their support.

‘So it is imperative I recapture Dominic Cado. If he gets in contact with the other escaped leaders, the five of them will be as dangerous as ever. Because he can give them their original powers back now. The power you gave him means he can retrigger their potential – guaranteed. No chancing it with talismans.’

Oh. Oh. I can barely ask, ‘Does that mean –’

‘He could’ve had you use your abilities to retrigger his own original power to shadow cloak. Instead, he made you give your power to him.’

I didn’t have to give my power away. I didn’t have to lose Mouse. He tricked me. He used my love for Onyeka to get what he must have wanted all along.

It wasn’t me.

It was never me.

I really want to hold on to all the lovely things my family said about me – oh, wouldn’t that be nice, to believe what they told me? But those sweet reassurances start slipping through my fingers like sand as a heavy, familiar refrain pings into my mind: I’m not good enough. If I had been, I would have seen through him. If I had been, he wouldn’t have done that to me.

Geema was right. I can’t believe anything he told me. Now he’s stronger than he should be – because of me. And I’m a norm.

A tornado whirls inside me, full of grief for Mouse and my abilities, red-hot anger at him, and fear and guilt for what I’ve done. Within the eye of the storm, a silent promise crystallises inside my mind.

I will not let him get away with this.

‘You couldn’t have known,’ Geema adds. ‘You did the right thing with the information you had. Saving Onyeka. I will not let him hurt anyone else. My team and I will find him and end this.’

I hear what she does not say: end him. Cold as ice.

‘Did he tell you about the others, about where they might be?’ she asks.

I shake my head. I don’t have any useful information, only the lies he told me. I can’t believe I’ve given an incredible – terrifying – superpower to a Renegade who killed someone, who would use it to tear down the world.

The tornado threatens to overwhelm me. I cover my face with my hands.

‘Child,’ my grandmother whispers, her ice melting immediately. ‘I’m sorry you were caught up in this. That he did this to you, and you faced him alone. Come on, come with me.’

Her warm, dr y hand catches mine, and I follow her upstairs to her bedroom. Dim late-morning light comes in through the high windows, and the lingering vanilla scent of her perfume hangs in the air. Blackbird hops up to her perch and watches us. Geema opens the jewellery box on her dresser and plucks out a ring: a small emerald surrounded by tiny pearls, the gems set in a gold that is burnished warm. It’s the beautiful ring Geema’s father gave her, which had once belonged to his own mother, Alora – who, along with her two sisters, were the first Daalman Hollow Warriors.

‘I want you to have this.’ She puts it into my palm and closes my fingers over it. ‘You deserve this heirloom because you are a Daalman, my darling, down to your soul, regardless of any power you do or do not wield. One day, in turn, you can give this to your daughter or granddaughter. And with this ring I also want to apologise. I saw you and what you were dealing with. Warriors are forged in fire and I thought you had to find your own path through those flames. I thought that would make you a better warrior. But I should have intercepted sooner. You shouldn’t have had to deal with Dominic Cado like that, alone, without knowing all your capabilities. I let you down. I am sorry.’

‘You didn’t know he was here, Geema,’ I say, my hand clenched around the precious treasure. She gave this to me. To me. The one with no power left. And, holding tight to that idea, I reach again for the lovely things my family said about me and what Mouse told me. Perfect the way I am. 

I must believe that I can be good enough. I must believe I am a Daalman as much as any of them. It’s the most important thing I have, and I must be strong enough to use it.

‘I should have given you more guidance,’ Geema says.

‘It’s done now. It can’t be changed. So now we have to bring him in and make sure he never, ever gets out again.’

She chuckles, and kisses my forehead. ‘You are my granddaughter, no mistaking it. Now, you need to rest. You haven’t recovered from using my power, and you’ve been up almost all night. Grandmother’s orders again – and this time, stay in your room.’

She ushers me out. I stop to check on Onyeka in Cheryl’s bedroom, hoping I might apologise to her, but she’s asleep. I go back to my own room. The bed’s rumpled from when I left in the middle of the night – and, on my bedside table, the felt nest is empty from when Mouse left it too. I run my finger along the inside of the soft fabric, wishing it was still warm so that I could feel one last trace of her.

It’s cold, and she is gone.

She was supposed to be with me until the end of my days, not the end of hers.

Bastian – no, Dominic. That’s who he really is. That’s how I need to think of him now. Bastian was someone else. A façade. Dominic had no right to do that to her, or to me. He lost a familiar when Geema took his power away. He knew exactly what this would feel like, and he took my power anyway. He punished me for what happened to him.

I cannot believe he treated me like that. Not only as if I was a mere stepping stone to his goals, but as if I was his enemy, right from the start.

I sit on the edge of the bed, pinching the ring between my fingertips. Light slips over the tiny gemstones. My great-great-grandmother Alora wore this during the Fires, when she fought the Hollow monsters that leaked through the earliest tears into our world. Back before the guild, and handbooks, and bestiaries. She figured it out herself. I pick up the mermaid scale Cheryl gave me and hold it in my other hand. It showed me I could take Geema’s power. Let it show me now that I am worthy just the way I am.

I don’t have a power anymore. I don’t have Mouse anymore. But I have her last words and I have this ring and this mermaid scale. I have Onyeka’s support, and I have the full, unconditional love of my family. Maybe that’s all I need. No incredible powers. No legacy to fit myself into.

Find yourself, and know yourself to be whole.

I can go to New Europe. I can be with Onyeka, if she’ll have me. I’m not sure yet who I’ll be when I get there, but ... I can figure that out.

Despite the grief burning freshly inside, there’s a weight lifting off me. A weight of expectation I’ve been walking beneath since I was a child, unaware until now that I put it on myself. Mouse tried to talk me out of bearing it, tried to tell me that nobody else had set it upon me. It’s only now she’s gone that I can see what she was talking about.

I had to lose her to realise it.

I had to lose my power to begin learning how much it doesn’t define me. I don’t know who I am yet, without it. But I can figure it out. 

But, before that … I need to get back at Dominic Sebastian Cado for what he’s done to me.

An idea comes to me like a rush of salty wind through my mind. About something Geema said to me, and what it might mean.

Maybe my power isn’t gone for good ...




CHAPTER TWENTY

Despite my idea, I’m not going to defy Geema when she’s in that steely kind of mood, and find her right now to ask if my suspicions are correct. Instead, I follow her order to rest, crawling into bed and tucking the duvet under my chin. My grandmother is right: tiredness has sunk into my bones. My body feels as heavy as concrete.

Mouse would’ve demanded it of me anyway. Imperious, exasperated. You need to rest. Now that I’m finally alone, I lose hold of my fragile control, and let her loss in. It’s like opening a door to admit a bitter wind. The finality of her loss cuts through the lingering numbness and shock. She’s gone. I hiccup a sob into my pillow, tears soaking the fabric below my cheek.

And she’s not there, she’s not there. She’s not there to tell me everything will be okay.

I cry until the tears carry me away into sleep.

On waking, the first thing I feel is the absence of Mouse – and of my power. The inside of my head is weird and dull, as if lined with felt. There’s a hollow nothingness where once a little voice had been. And yet this is how I always used to be, before turning thirteen and taking the oath of power. This emptiness was normal.

I never knew how much I’d miss the power I hadn’t wanted.

I never knew how much Mouse was a part of me until I lost her.

My sore red eyes prick with fresh tears, which I scrub at fiercely. If she were still here she’d tell me to pull it together, to stop having an emotional crisis and get on with what I need to do.

I have an idea, and it’s not the most ridiculous one I’ve ever had. In fact, I think Mouse would agree, and would urge me to go see Geema about it right away.

Outside the window, glittering trails of floaters crisscross an early evening sky. I must have slept for hours. And I can smell pizza.

I head downstairs, finding the door to the formal dining room open and everyone gathered around the old mahogany table inside, paper plates and serviettes and masses of pizza boxes strewn between them. Onyeka’s in there too, between Cheryl and Jet. She grins at me as she brushes a smear of tomato paste off her lips. She must be loving having dinner with a whole family of superheroes. She always wanted to meet my three sisters.

I linger in the doorway, realising that Geema is wrapped in dark turquoise silk. She’s wearing her formal ballgown, a paper napkin tucked into the neckline, with shimmery drops of earrings hanging from her lobes and long white gloves thrown over her shoulder. I’d smile at the sight, but I’m too preoccupied. She meets my eyes, and immediately understands I have a question only she can hear. She tugs off her paper napkin and wipes her fingers one at a time, gemstones glittering, then gets up and comes out to me. 

In unspoken agreement we walk away from the dining room door, down to the other end of the living room. Where we had both been standing when the scaled chimera attacked us, and I borrowed her power, and thought I was about to die.

‘What is it?’ she murmurs.

‘If Dominic can use the power I gave him to restore powers to other warriors ... Arnold Woo can do the same thing,’ I say.

‘That’s right.’ She doesn’t look away from me; she must know how stunning her confirmation is.

Every year a number of warriors lose their familiars in battle, and subsequently lose their powers. Often, the warrior dies at the same time. Of those who survive, many don’t want to rejoin the Hollow Warriors after such a loss. But there are some who do. And for those warriors, the only solution is to try going through the oath of power ceremony again. It’s why Dominic wanted to steal the Daalman talismans – to try retriggering his power.

Sometimes it works.

Most of the time it doesn’t.

Most of the time, a warrior never gets their power back once it has been lost.

Now Geema is telling me that all along there has been a guaranteed way for a warrior to restore their power – using the ability of another warrior. A way which has obviously been kept secret, or I would have known about it. It would have been in the database.

With a sinking feeling, I say, ‘He doesn’t give warriors their power back, does he?’

‘Usually ... no. He does not.’ She must see the bewilderment and disappointment on my face, and continues, ‘The guild made a ruling on it early on, well before our time. They had good reasons. First of all, the process is extraordinarily draining. Remember how exhausted you were borrowing my power? Think of being like that, time after time. It takes too much strength from the warrior, whose power is frequently required elsewhere, on things which are – and I don’t mean this unkindly – more important. There are many things the guild relies on this power for. Second of all, if he did do this – if it was common knowledge – then it would cause warriors to become too cavalier. Imagine, child, if every warrior knew they could get their power back with no question? They would take too many risks. Too many of them would lose their familiar and their power. We would end up with too many for a warrior like Arnold to restore. And all of that would destabilise our position against the Hollow.’

What she’s saying sounds logical. Except I think of what Dominic said: Arnold Woo is their puppet. And I think about the lack of detail on this power – on its true capability – in the information database.

It’s not hard to see this situation from Dominic’s point of view.

‘He would restore the power of a senior warrior though, wouldn’t he?’ I say, startling myself. It feels like I’m challenging her.

‘That’s different,’ she says, a sharper edge to her voice.

I look at Geema, unwilling to push her further. I know I won’t get anywhere trying.

They protect their own, he’d said. Because it’s necessary, I’d replied.

I still believe it. I can see where the Renegades are coming from, but I still believe in the guild and its system, in my grandmother, in their reasonings. They do what they do to protect the world. We all do.

Then she says, ‘And he would restore yours too.’

I stare at her. What? My ability to sense Hollow energy? That isn’t – and then I realise. She doesn’t mean that. She means what it evolved into.

‘The power to manipulate Hollow energy is important. So few warriors receive it. We can’t afford to let you lose yours permanently,’ she says quietly. ‘You would be an exception to the ruling.’

I feel like crying all over again. If Mouse were here, she’d nudge me. Tell me I was right: my power isn’t gone for good. Even though she is. My sweet, snarky rodent is gone forever. If I get my power back, it will be channelled through a new familiar. I’ll have a new voice in my mind, reminding me of what I’ve lost.

But it will be worth it.

‘I want my power back,’ I say, my voice taut. I don’t know if I have ever put so much desperation into so few words.

I can’t even tell her that I don’t care about the power to manipulate Hollow energy. I’m talking about the ability to sense Hollow energy. My original power, which I once thought tame and unimpressive. Without it, I’ve realised how worthwhile it really was. How useful it was. My power chose me, when it slipped beneath my skin, and I would choose it again if I could. In a heartbeat.

‘And you shall, one way or another.’ Storm-cloud-grey eyes regarding me. ‘I need you to understand something, though. It’s important to protect Arnold, and to protect you.’

I unpack what she means. ‘Nobody is supposed to know.’

‘Exactly. I could take you to see him and return you with your power restored, but we could not tell anyone how it happened. We would have to find a story which made sense: we would have to tell them you underwent another oath of power ceremony, and it was successful.’

That would mean lying to my mothers and my sisters. The people who ought to be at my side if I did such a ritual again. ‘But I don’t want to do that. I’d rather try taking the oath of power again here. If it worked, we wouldn’t have to arrange a lie.’

‘Correct.’

I briefly close my eyes. Of course. That’s her plan. Geema’s already figured it out.

‘Let’s go tell them,’ she says, and shepherds me back to the dining room.

Lydia waves me in, pulling out the chair next to her and nudging a loaded plate over to me, as Geema returns to her own seat.

‘How do you feel, kiddo?’ Cheryl asks from her spot across the table from me, a slice drooping in one hand. Behind her, the heavy velvet curtains have been pushed open, old-fashioned windows distorting the grey evening light.

Everyone else’s familiars are underneath the table, begging for morsels.

‘Not so good,’ I answer honestly. How could I be anything but not good without my power and familiar?

‘Priscilla has an idea,’ Geema says.

I take a deep breath and let it out, and avoid looking at my grandmother as I say, ‘I want to take the oath of power ceremony again.’

A doubtful silence hangs in the musty room. They all know how rare this is, and how slim the chances are.

But I don’t think they’ve thought about what I could do if I did have my power back.

‘I’ll go through the ceremony and try to retrigger my power. Maybe it won’t work. Maybe it will, and even then, maybe it won’t be in its evolved state. It might take time to evolve into the ability to manipulate Hollow energy again. But if it does work, then, no matter what, I will be able to sense Hollow energy, which means I will be able to find Dominic. He won’t be able to hide from me. We can make a trap for him.’

I hope it works. I don’t want to have to come up with a plan B.

Mama looks thoughtful. ‘You know the odds.’

‘I do.’

‘And you still want to try.’

‘Uh-huh.’ I swallow down the bubble of grief as I think again of Mouse.

‘And we will do it. Straight away,’ Geema says.

‘Can we – can we do this straight away? What’s the protocol?’ Jet asks. She loves her rules, my oldest sister.

‘I’m not sure. Shall we check the guild handbooks –’ Mama begins.

‘Screw protocol. Forget the handbooks. I’m making it happen,’ Geema says. ‘Finish your pizza, everyone, because we need to set up for another ceremony. I’ll call the guild and fast-track the paperwork. Now. Does anyone know where the ceremonial gown ended up?’
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The guild approves Geema’s request – well, her demand – overnight. Didi finds the ceremonial gown stuffed behind a cushion in the sitting room. L ydia can’t remember the combination to the safe where the talismans are locked up, and starts yelling at the imps for help. Cheryl ferries armloads of candles to the living room, dropping half of them down the stairs, while Eddy rolls up all the rugs he only just unrolled.

I go wait in my bedroom.

It’s strange to have them all running around like headless chickens again, but this time for me. Only a few days ago we did this for Bree and I was in the middle of it, filing documentation, getting the room ready and preparing food, remembering my own awful ceremony when I was thirteen. Now I’m the one who isn’t participating, waiting with my fingers knotted together. I’m still smiling as I listen to them freak out at each other. You’d think none of them had held a ceremony before, the way they’re carrying on. Although I suppose this time it’s different. This time, none of us know what’s going to happen. 

Regardless of the outcome, this oath ceremony will not be like my first. I’m almost eighteen now, and far less certain of things, and I have this building sense inside me that maybe the outcome doesn’t even matter. My power isn’t what makes me important to my family. They don’t care if I have one or not. They’ve told me I have worth by other measures, and part of me is starting to believe that. Starting to think maybe I do belong, in my own way.

And that power I’d once thought disappointing and lame? Well, I could still do good with it. It allowed me to warn on the possible approach of monsters and to find things others could not. I would be glad to receive it again, even if it did not – or could not – evolve. Going on my training placements and being known as the Hollow Warrior with that power would actually be okay.

I’d still be me.

Although now, it’s looking like I won’t have to consider that future anymore. I have a feeling that, regardless of what happens next, Geema will make sure I get my full evolved power back.

She has other plans for me.

There’s a gentle knock on the door, and Didi pokes her head into my room. She holds up the slightly creased silken gown. ‘Ready?’ She seems apprehensive, like she’s not quite ready herself.

I rub my hands down my thighs, telling myself to relax. It’s what Mouse would say to me. I’ve done this before. The uncertain thing then was what power I would get. The uncertain thing now is whether I will get any power at all. ‘Sure.’

The sitting room is set up the same as it was for Bree’s ceremony, with the additions of an enormous cactus in one corner and a miniature stone statue of a chimera on the mantelpiece. And Onyeka, sitting with Pumpkin and Fergus and the imps off to the side. My family knows how much Onyeka means to me, so they’ve included her. She’s sitting straight-backed and attentive, hardly even blinking – possibly more nervous than I am. I smile at her, hoping it comes across as encouraging and not some kind of terrified grimace that only puts her further on edge.

I take my position in the middle of the circle, silk gathering on the floor around me. My hands tremble as I fold them in my lap. I keep my head bowed, listening as Geema thanks the early warriors.

When she asks if I am ready, I am. I look up to see my grandmother’s hands before me with the orbs nestled in her palms. Candlelight flutters over the polished bone.

Please let this work. Please don’t let me have to arrange a lie for my mothers.

It’s now or never.

I take the talismans.

A shock of lightning zings up my arms when my fingers touch the bone.

The quelled kernel of Hollow energy inside me flares back to life, like a dying flame beneath a breath of air. The fire builds, streaming through me. Goosebumps rise over my skin, singing joy. It’s happening. It’s happening again. 

I repeat the oath after Geema.

We are those who hunt the Hollow.

I am not afraid. I accept it. I welcome it.

The power slides into me like something I wear on the inside, settling into my frame and anchoring itself. Recognisable this time as something I’ve worn before.

Claws scrabble on the floorboards. A little nose touches the back of my hand. I look down to see sharp brown eyes and perked ears and a ruff of soft orangey-grey fur. A fox. I hear my family collectively gasp as they see her and realise what I realised moments before: my second oath of power ceremony is working. Fox creeps onto my lap and pushes against my chest. A burst of thought cascades into my mind as the link between us is forged.

Hello.

I put down the talismans and bury my fingers in her soft pelt. The anchor of my power. My familiar.

I’m sorry for your loss, she whispers, because she knows I’d once had Mouse, and I feel her sorrow, her keen attachment to me, and an earnest desire to help. She’s different. A tear skims over my cheek. Fox is with me but she isn’t the same, and now the loss of Mouse and her irritable rodent nature feels even more final.

‘Hello,’ I whisper, because I still welcome her too. I can be happy to have Fox as well as sad to know Mouse is gone.

Geema’s feet shuffle in front of me. ‘Priscilla Daalman, you have accepted your duty again, and I am pleased to announce that your power has been restored. Congratulations. Welcome back, dear warrior.’ 

Everyone cheers. I stand up to be received into their arms, the other familiars scampering in to greet their newcomer. Here I am again, freshly minted with power like I was as a thirteen-year-old, except this time I’m not at all dissatisfied.

‘Is it ...?’ Cheryl asks. Dingo tilts her head to the side, watching me with ears perked.

I close my eyes, and feel the tickle in the back of my mind.

And that’s all.

‘It’s my original power,’ I say, without qualm. It’s home again.

‘I wonder when it will evolve,’ my pirate sister says, and bends down to let my brand-new Fox sniff her hand.

Geema’s putting the talismans back into their box, but I know she’s listening. I know she’s wondering the same thing.

There wasn’t time to organise a proper breakfast, but Cheryl helps me scrounge up edible remnants from the destroyed pantry – tinned spaghetti and sausages, followed by a pack of candy canes I’d hidden in an old biscuit tin. I’ll have to order some groceries soon, or we’ll be reduced to attempting Jet’s fruitcake. We eat crammed into the kitchen and sitting room, as we had after Bree’s ceremony. This time, the celebration is for me. And this time, it’s all right. No wincing when I see the Congratulations! banner hanging over the windows, no retreating into my own shame, no trying to deflect Jet’s overflowing compliments.

The morning storm opens up, with flashes of pink lightning followed by cracks and rumbles of thunder. With our celebration complete, we have a hunt to prepare for. Forget monsters: today, the Daalmans hunt a Renegade. A Renegade I empowered. Geema blinks away, teleporting to guild headquarters to get her team. The rest of my family slips away through the apartment, along with Onyeka – the time doesn’t feel right, yet, to seek her out to talk, although the sense of something being unsaid between us niggles at me like a splinter. 

Soon, it’s just me and Cheryl in the kitchen. Dingo and Fox grin at each other, tongues lolling.

Hey, Fox says in my mind. Dingo told me sausages are delicious and she is so right.

‘They’re bonding over sausages,’ Cheryl snorts, dumping the empty plates in the sink and turning the tap on.

‘I know,’ I chuckle. A familiar at my heels, and the tickle of my other sense in the back of mind, and my wiry sister laughing beside me. This feels like belonging.

‘Hey, so,’ Cheryl says, her expression switching to sincere. ‘I wanted to say ... you know it’s okay to be different. It’s okay not to be sure who you are, or who you want to be. There’s always time to figure it out, and figure it out for yourself. The mermaids told me we each must find our way to the pearl within.’

Normally we don’t give advice to each other. That’s not how our relationship works – no, that’s how it used to be. We’re different now. Me and Cheryl, we’re growing together. I bump her, shoulder to shoulder. ‘Thanks.’

‘You’re welcome,’ she says, flipping open the dishwasher. No big deal. ‘Now. Tell me the honest truth. There was another cake in that pantry, wasn’t there? I saw the remains, don’t try to fool me. Did you tell Jet? Honestly. I think she needs to know ...’




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The following day, Geema comes back with three of her team, teleporting them into the entry hall amid a swirl of snowflakes. They’re all dressed in tactical armour, with sacks of equipment and weapons strapped to their backs, and familiars on their shoulders. I recognise them as the warriors she brought over to apprehend Rafael Purbrook: Adam, Madhuri and Kwasi.

‘Into the briefing room,’ Geema says, ushering everyone towards it. ‘We’ll do introductions there.’

Almost all of us gather there – only Pumpkin and Onyeka stay upstairs, playing the candy-fruit game on my niece’s handset. Cheryl and I bring down some plates of snacks. The imps haul extra chairs out of the closet so we can all take a seat around the giant table, while Mama switches on the screens that line one wall. Fergus sits next to Didi and she says something quietly to him, their heads bent towards each other.

How ridiculous was I to think a norm had no place in our family, when Fergus has been in plain sight this whole time. He’s part of the Oceania Division, even without a power, and nobody here gives a damn that he’s a norm – the same way they hadn’t cared whether I had a power or not.

As the younger newcomer Adam takes his seat, he gives the imps a sidelong look. Maybe it’s the jingly Santa hats they’re wearing – the imps love Christmas and start preparing for it even earlier than I do – or maybe he disapproves of imps in general. Either way, he’s clearly a jackass. I catch Didi watching him too, a flicker of disdain flashing across her face, and I contain a huff of amusement. We continue to like – and dislike – the same things.

Madhuri and Kwasi don’t seem to care either way about the imps, which I do like, and I also like how they respectfully wait for Geema to speak. This is her operation, and they’re her team.

I settle into my chair across the table from the newcomers. Fox tucks herself in beside my feet. She may look relaxed, but I can sense how alert and ready she is beneath her sleepy exterior. In the back of my mind, my other sense prickles. I don’t try to ignore it. There’s a lot of Hollow energy gathered in this room, and I’m glad to know it. I can see and hear and taste it, and I am never going to take my power for granted again.

Geema clears her throat, one eyebrow arching, which is all that’s needed for us to quieten around the table. As she introduces her team members, I sense a different cast to their energies. Adam’s is sweeter. Madhuri’s is dustier, like moth wings. Kwasi’s is sharper, with the acid edge of citrus to his power.

I sit back in surprise. Beginning to differentiate between types of Hollow energy means my returned power has started evolving, with no need for intervention by Geema and Arnold Woo. I hadn’t expected this. I’d thought that, without my meditation sessions, it would take time to come back – if it came back at all. Instead, it is already unfurling within me, meant to be mine. This awesome power to manipulate Hollow energy, rare among warriors, dangerous ... and mine.

It frightens me. I’m afraid of what I can do with it. I’m afraid it’s bigger than I can handle.

Fox noses me gently, feeling my consternation. Remember what Mouse said. Remember what you have.

Mouse’s last words. My family’s love. The mermaid scale and the ring. Fox is right: I have the most important things already, the things which are more useful to define my worth by than any kind of power.

I must believe I can be good enough, that I deserve this power. That I can control it, with the help of Arnold Woo, the warrior in Vienna. Because there’s no question now: that’s what I want to do. That’s where I want to go.

But for now, I must hold tight to this power, like holding on to the reins of a wild horse. I can’t lose control, but I can’t suppress it entirely either. I’m afraid of it – and I will have to learn how to deal with it.

I have no other choice.

Suddenly Dominic is staring at me furiously from one of the screens on the wall, breaking my chain of thought. Geema has swiped up a set of photos. Five young faces look out at the world in a challenge. Dominic Sebastian Cado. His chin is lifted defiantly, and he looks younger. Angrier.

He’s not even the ringleader, according to Geema. That’s another one of them. To think all five could be as devious as him.

‘I want everyone to know who we are up against,’ my grandmother says. ‘These are the five Renegade founders. We don’t have a bead on any except for Dominic Cado, but it’s possible they’re all here in the New Pacific Territory. If you see any of these faces, call in your location – and for reinforcements – immediately.’

She starts going over logistics, filling in the newcomers on recent activity, including my embarrassing antics such as dating Dominic, being kidnapped by him, and giving him an incredible power. Mercifully, she doesn’t include how I originally tried to trigger a secondary power, or the sad reasons why, only that my power evolved – before I gave it to him. The three of them appraise me silently as Geema talks, and I squirm in my seat.

Yeah, I’m sure they’re thinking how I’ve caused a whole heap of trouble. How I’m such a big screw-up.

Who cares what they think, Fox says. She moves to sit on my feet, a comforting, fluffy weight. I, on the other hand, am very important and happen to think you’re awesome.

That makes me smile. I find I can meet their stares. Fox is right: I can’t worry about what other people think of me. We all make bad choices. We’re all only human. Well, except for the imps, and Fergus. But I’m sure they’ve made mistakes too.

‘Now. For how we’re going to bring in Dominic Cado,’ Geema carries on. She swipes the other mug shots aside, leaving his. She adds a map of the city, divided into grids and dotted with coloured icons. ‘Stage One is to determine his location. I believe he is still somewhere in the city. Nimue and Lydia have already updated border patrol and police on our operation. We’ve got alerts set up in the database for those departments, so we’ll be notified of any activity recorded against Dominic, or any of the other leaders. We’ll feed their profiles into the surveillance grid, and station sentries at key exit points – airports, out-of-state flightlines, the old motorways – to keep a lookout for them. 

‘The main task of Stage One falls on the shoulders of Priscilla.’ She looks at me – not as my grandmother, but as a senior warrior outlining a plan to her team. I’m part of her team. I sit up straighter. ‘Using her restored ability to sense Hollow energy, we’ll have Priscilla cross the city in the large floater. She’ll have backup with her – we’ll assign those roles shortly. As soon as she locates Dominic, we will move into Stage Two.

‘We have two options for this next stage. Take him by surprise and by force. Or we could level the playing field. Madhuri, you’ve brought something that might help.’

‘I have.’ The newcomer reaches down to one of the sacks. She moves so slowly she doesn’t even make a sound as she brings out and sets down a small box. It’s made of smooth dark wood, with inlaid platinum shining in a lattice design around a piece of bone set in the top. It looks similar to the bone orbs we use in oath of power ceremonies. Madhuri’s owl ruffles her feathers and sidesteps in agitation, and on my feet Fox shifts with a whine. All the familiars in the room are twitchy.

And I can sense it too. There’s a dark, sucking grasp inside that box. A pull like gravity, somehow contained.

‘This is an inhibitor talisman. Rare new technology. There are few Hollow Warriors who get the capability to create any kind of talisman –’ Madhuri glances at me, and I realise she’s talking about the power she thinks I used to have. The power I am getting back. I hadn’t even thought about that aspect yet: warriors with power like mine and Arnold’s create all our talismans. ‘... Let alone have the talent and reserve to create one like this,’ Madhuri continues. ‘This is a bomb. One that implodes rather than explodes, drawing in Hollow energy within a certain radius.’

‘Say what now?’ Cheryl leans forward, a glint in her eyes. ‘Does that mean –’

‘It will incapacitate any Hollow monster. And temporarily take the power of any Hollow Warrior, by incapacitating their familiars too.’

There’s a collective intake of breath, and more than one warrior reaches reassuringly for their familiar.

‘You’ve tested this?’ Lydia asks quietly. ‘Does it reverse the energy flow?’

Madhuri looks at my mother, and tilts her head. It’s not really a yes or a no. ‘It’s been designed to maintain the Hollow energy flow state. We won’t risk burns. However, this is a new weapon. We’ve done some initial tests, but haven’t had the opportunity to use it in the field yet.’

‘It’s very shiny,’ Cheryl murmurs, and her gold teeth show in a crafty smile. I know she’s mentally planning her next monster slaughterfest.

‘And rare.’

‘Hmm, you mentioned that.’

‘Producing an inhibitor takes a lot out of the maker. This is only the second such talisman he has made, and he does not have the capacity to replicate this work quickly. He must recover. Build his strength.’ Madhuri sounds firm, discouraging Cheryl from asking for one of her own.

I know she’s talking about Arnold Woo, the warrior in Vienna. I look at the box and wonder if he can teach me how to make something like that. Whether I’ll ever be strong and capable enough to do so. Inside that talisman is something like a black hole of Hollow energy, stabilised and waiting to be triggered. It wants. It’s incredibly complex, and I’m the only one in the room who can get close to sensing just how so.

‘So we’d only have one shot. And because we’ll need to be close to him to trigger it, we’re talking about taking out our powers at the same time,’ Jet says. My oldest sister is rubbing the back of her head thoughtfully. Beside her, my niece Bree is a quiet observer.

‘That’s right,’ Madhuri says. ‘Level the playing field, as your grandmother pointed out. None of us will have a power. It’s no small thing. From our testing, it can be – well, rather alarming to lose your power. To have your familiar knocked out. And recovery time isn’t guaranteed. It could be a few minutes. It could be hours.’

‘Regardless, that would be enough time for a team of us to apprehend the Renegade,’ Adam, the younger newcomer, says. ‘Which is what’s important.’

‘It would take me, Bosco and Rosie out too,’ Rosco points out. The yellow eyes of all three imps are focused on the device designed to debilitate them. ‘It wouldn’t be wise to have three members of a team go down during an operation like this.’ 

‘Yes. Of course. You three should stay at base,’ Mama agrees. ‘Act as our co-ordinators with Fergus.’

‘Well, say those of us who are there apprehend Dominic. Doing so as norms, without our powers and familiars. We recover. What happens when his power returns too?’ Jet’s thinking ahead. ‘Would it be the same – to manipulate Hollow energy? In that case, we’d be providing him with a handy supply of powers to steal.’

‘He won’t recover. He won’t get any power back,’ Geema says, resolute. ‘I will take away his new familiar during the aftermath, and unmake it.’

‘We bring him in as a norm,’ Madhuri confirms. ‘We don’t want to harm him.’

I resist the urge to say how much it hurts to have your familiar unmade. Becoming a norm is not the same as being unharmed.

The briefing room is quiet for a few seconds, the only sound a regular situation normal beeping from the monitoring screens as we chew over the options.

‘The alternative is what? Trying to overcome him with force. It sounds just as risky,’ says Lydia. ‘Even with all our powers combined, Dominic could take and use any of them against us, as well as summon a storm of Hollow monsters. We couldn’t sufficiently control the scene to limit damages. With the inhibitor talisman, at least we have a measure of control.’

‘The talisman is our best shot,’ says Adam. ‘We need to use it if we want to achieve our goals here.’

‘Only if everyone agrees to it.’ Kwasi steeples long brown fingers on the table in front of him. The chameleon on his shoulder swivels his eyes, as if watching every corner of the room simultaneously. ‘Does anyone object to using the inhibitor talisman?’

No-one says anything.

‘Very well. Stage Two approach is confirmed. Let’s get down to specifics now,’ Geema says.

We spend the next few hours working out the details, going over different scenarios and determining weak spots or opportunities. The snacks disappear, and the plan develops complexities, roles, alternatives. Geema calls it firm enough, then, and also calls for a break. She checks the glowing red figures on the wall clock.

‘One hour,’ she announces. ‘Have something to eat. Collect your allocated items. Gear up. Stage One begins at four o’clock sharp.’

Everyone trickles out while I start stacking empty plates to take upstairs. The three newcomers remain in the briefing room, unpacking their gear: weapons, armour, headsets.

Madhuri nods at me as she sets down a blaster gun. ‘You are very much like your grandmother,’ she says, echoing what Dominic said when we first met.

‘I – uh. Thanks. I guess we do look similar.’

‘No, I mean in spirit. Her fire, it burns in you too.’ Her eyes are heavy-lidded, enhanced with a flick of dark eyeliner. Someone who wasn’t paying attention might mistake her as drowsy. But her gaze is concentrated, her expression serious. ‘Out of all her family in this room, you are the one to take after her. I see you walking in her footprints.’

I give Madhuri a tight smile. ‘Really?’ Geema manifested teleportation, one of the strongest powers, when she was thirteen. She aced all her training placements. She was boss of the Oceania Division for over thirty years, before ‘retiring’ to head up Internal Affairs with the guild. I might be on a journey to find myself as a warrior, but I don’t think I’ll ever walk a path like that.

‘Really.’ She smiles warmly in return. ‘I have known Geema for many years. You listen like she does. You see like she does. It will be an honour to work this operation with you both.’

A blush heats my cheeks. Oh. Maybe this amazing warrior doesn’t think I’m a screw-up after all, especially considering she thinks I only have the power to sense Hollow energy. ‘Um, thanks.’

Charmed by the concept that anyone would think I take after Geema, I carry the plates up to the kitchen and dump them in the sink. Fox’s claws click on the floorboards at my heels. I’ll have to get used to this new accompaniment – no more tiny body riding on my shoulder. Mouse’s absence keeps hitting me at random, quiet moments.

You are like Geema, Fox agrees, as we continue upstairs to my bedroom. Clever.

‘Huh, you’re my familiar. You have to say that. I’m pretty sure Geema was never childish, or petty, like I’ve been. You know, when I was seven, I stole Cheryl’s diary. When I was nine, I accidentally set the kitchen on fire trying to cook toast. When I was eleven, I locked Didi in the cloak closet because she had a crush on the same boy as me. Geema would never have done those things, even as a kid.’

Fox leaps onto my bed, watching attentively as I pull on my hunting gear – the lightweight trousers and anti-stab top, then the armoured vest. I smooth my hand over the pocket where Mouse used to sit. I’ll have to look after Fox differently. Get her an armoured harness like Dingo has. Today, on her first job, Fox will have to be careful, and look after herself.

No worries, boss.

I need to get her a little bed, too. A harness and a bed.

Sure, sure, a bed is fine, but can we talk about my sausage allowance?

I laugh. ‘When this is done, you can have as many sausages as you want.’

So, say, seventeen million a week? Tongue lolling, eyes squinted. If a fox could wink, she would totally wink right now.

‘As many as you want,’ I repeat. I know another use for the little pocket now. I slip the mermaid scale and family ring into it, and buckle the flap tightly closed. My personal talismans, imbued with the power to bolster my confidence. ‘Let’s get some food.’

Passing back through the living room, I realise there’s someone else in there, by the windows. I stop. It’s Adam. The one who was scornful of my imp teammates. The room’s still in disarray from my ceremony, with the rugs rolled up and furniture pushed aside. The young warrior is silhouetted against the foggy light outside. It looks like he’s peering down behind one of the armchairs.

‘Hey.’

‘Oh, hey. Priscilla,’ he says, turning his head. His white fox emerges from behind a couch, ears perked in our direction.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Kind of ... exploring, I guess. Sorry. I’ve always heard how cool the Oceania home base is. All the bases I’ve visited are so ordinary, but this place, this apartment, it’s legendary. Is this the room where you had your latest oath ceremony? I guess that’s why it’s set up this way. What’s with the huge cactus with the eyes? Is it real?’

‘Yeah, it is.’

Fox brushes against me almost imperceptibly. He’s lying.

I glance down at her.

I don’t know about what. Only that he’s not acting truthful.

‘We need to get ready,’ I tell him.

Adam lifts his shoulders, laughing. ‘I know. I know! Okay. I’ll stop being a tourist fanboy.’

He crosses the room, giving me a sheepish grin, before heading downstairs with his arctic fox.

My Fox bristles. Shady jerkface.

‘What?’ I can’t help laughing in surprise at her vehemence. ‘I mean, he is a bit of a jackass. It’s not cool that he doesn’t like the imps.’

Which is proof he is a shady jerkface.

Mouse was right about Dominic. I should probably listen to Fox about Adam.

Fox looks at where Adam disappeared down the stairs, and her mouth lifts in a perfect vulpine sneer. Oh bless. My new familiar can be as scornful as my previous one. Filled with a sudden happy warmth, I reach down to ruffle between her ears.

‘You’re all right, you know, Fox.’

Yeah, yeah. Just watch out for that one, okay?

‘Sure will, familiar.’
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Not long later, we’re all back in the command centre. Everyone is silent as we gear up, riding a wave of intense, expectant energy. I arm myself with a poisoned dagger and a vapour ray – I can’t have too many weapons tonight. Not because my power isn’t good enough, but because I am not letting him get away.

‘Make sure you hide when the inhibitor talisman is set off,’ I tell Fox. It will knock out the familiars where they stand.

Fox sits with her tail curled around her paws, watching me. It’s fine. Dingo and I will hide together.

‘Good. Watch out for each other.’ The same way I do with my sisters.

We’ve split into groups, like when my family tracked down the bitterlins and I tagged along. But I don’t feel like I’m being babysat today. I have an important role to play, and I’m part of the team – in my group there’s me, Cheryl, Mama, Adam and Madhuri. Fergus and the imps will remain at base, acting as our central comms hub, while Pumpkin and Onyeka wait it out upstairs.

Jet starts up the engine on the small floater, the rumble reverberating through the garage. Mama slips into the driver’s seat of the large one. Everyone begins to pile into the vehicles – both large and small floaters, plus a third one we’ve hired – but I can’t join my group. Not yet. I jog back down the hallway, passing Didi coming the other way yelling that she’s being left behind.

I have to pop upstairs real quick, to gather the last thing I need.

But it looks like she already knows, and is waiting for me on the bottom step.

Onyeka gives me a tiny smile when she sees me in my armour, headset over my hair, weapons on my hips.

‘Look at you, mighty warrior,’ she whispers, and in her voice still curls a crinkle of hurt. The hurt I gave her.

‘We’re going to get him,’ I promise, taking her cheeks beneath my hands and pressing my forehead to hers. I want to take that pain away but the apologies I owe her are stuck behind my teeth. I’m too keyed up to be able to let down my defences and let the words out.

‘Stay safe.’

‘I’ll see you soon.’

I kiss her – a brief, fierce little kiss because I can’t be soft right now – and dash back to the garage to climb into the large floater.

The hunt is on.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

In the large floater, my warrior companions are silent, giving me the solitude I need to concentrate. I haven’t told anyone yet that my power is evolving again.

Over in the other floater, Geema has probably figured it out anyway.

Eyes closed and hands in my lap, with Fox curled up in the footwell by my boots, I let the hiss of rain on the window and the vibrating engine of the floater wrap around me, blurring away any other noise. I reach out with my other sense, working hard to keep it on a leash even as I allow this part of it out. Control it, Priscilla. I catch the fiery signatures of powerful Hollow Warriors and familiars in the vehicle with me and in the other two nearby, and the faded scent of recently passed bitterlins in the city streets below. I focus my attention on a small radius below the vehicle, sifting and listening, as Mama guides the floater along the lower flightlines.

I’m going to find you, Dominic.

This is what we had originally planned to do for the scaled chimera, before it burst through the roof and came looking for us instead. Slow, methodical grid work. The other floaters trail behind us in the sky, waiting for our signal.

I search. The rain deepens to a rolling rattle, then fades again. Hours pass with nothing snagging upon my senses, and my stomach growls, fracturing my concentration. I need to take a break. I’m about to say so – when I find him. It’s like tasting a reflection in the mirror – the power that used to be mine, caramel and cinders.

‘I’ve got him,’ I say.

The echo of myself hides inside an abandoned building in an overgrown, hilly old park. Cheryl taps on her commlink to alert the other teams. Then we’re all descending in a rush to the tangled parklands below.

We settle down on a patch of wild grass near the old building. As the engines wind down with a vibrating hum, I jump out of the floater. The rain has eased but the air still smells damp and cold, like wet leaf litter and ice. In the dark night, my breath mists before me. As the others jump down silently, I reach out with my other sense, checking Dominic’s still inside. There are no other signs of Hollow energy, not even almost signatures that could indicate other Renegades without power. Unless he’s got norms in there, he’s alone.

Only a few days ago, my stomach fluttered at the thought of seeing him. I warmed beneath the way he looked at me. Now I’m full of vengeance and anger.

He hurt me. He stole from me.

I am here to even the score.

‘Clear to move,’ I say.

Mama directs us quickly. My team heads for the first door. The second team will take the rear entrance, with the rest spreading out around the perimeter. Through my earpiece, Fergus murmurs a quiet, ‘Good luck, everyone.’

Gravel crunches beneath my boots as I follow the shadowy shapes of the others towards the southern entrance, Fox silent as a ghost beside me. Darkness swallows up the edges of the long, low building. A faded sign tilted on a rusted pole tells me this used to be a factory of some kind. Now it’s only a collection of old stone walls and shattered windows.

Up front, Cheryl’s scimitars glint. Madhuri carries a steel-tipped club, and Mama has a set of throwing stars ready on her belt. Behind them and in front of me, Adam treads carefully as he carries the inhibitor talisman. He has to wait until the last moment to detonate it, giving us the maximum amount of time to apprehend Dominic in the aftermath.

We come to the door. Cheryl eases it open and we slip through, one by one.

It’s totally black inside. The air smells of rust and mouse droppings and mildewed paper. I hear footsteps on creaking floorboards, on desiccated leaves. Quiet breaths. My heartbeat in my ears.

I flex my fingers around the grip of the vapour ray.

Even within its leash, my power has evolved to where I can see Hollow energy when I blink, an afterglow of fire outlining the warriors and familiars around me.

Deeper in the building I sense Dominic. He hasn’t moved, standing like a statue.

As if he’s waiting for us.

‘Everyone is in. Detonate now, Adam,’ hisses Fergus in my earpiece.

Except Adam doesn’t respond. I turn my head to see him sliding back outside.

‘What the hell?’ Cheryl says. ‘Adam?’

‘He’s gone? He’s gone,’ Mama says.

That seems like a shady jerkface move.

A gust of Hollow energy starts eddying up around our feet. I switch my attention back to Dominic, only to find him moving upwards – scaling a ladder, maybe. The swirling Hollow energy gathers into clusters around us, solidifying, beginning to taste of monsters.

A lot of monsters.

‘It’s a trap,’ I shout, touching a finger to my earpiece to send the message across the entire group. ‘Get out. Everybody get out now! Hollow monsters incoming.’

A wet growl echoes through the dark as we turn and run. As I burst outside, the large floater lifts into the sky, Adam behind the controls.

Adam has betrayed us. I should have seen that coming. He took us into the lion’s den and told the damned lion we were there.

Mama tugs goggles over her eyes. Ferocious orange light shoots towards the old building, where something slithery and toothy attempts to follow us outside. Blue lightning crackles in Madhuri’s upturned palms, and Cheryl flickers out of existence. On the other side of the building, the others will also be powering up to face the imminent horde Dominic has summoned. Jet, Eddy and Bree run in from the perimeter to join us.

My family and the newcomers can take care of this. They have enough combined power to deal with the monsters Dominic has summoned. But the beasts will keep them busy, and Dominic will get away.

I’m not going to let that happen.

I spin around to where my oldest sister is coming towards me with her husband and daughter.

Bree’s power is fledgling, which means I should be able to borrow it without draining myself like I did with Geema’s; without losing control. She can retreat safely to the floaters while the fight is going on.

I’m sorry, I mouth to my niece, and I reach out and take her power.

It’s like pulling on another person’s jacket, worn to fit their shape, imbued with their perfume. I look down and my boots are no longer there, and nor is my familiar.

This is super weird, Fox says from the space beside my emptiness.

‘Tell me about it. No time to get used to it, though – we gotta go.’

Dominic has exited the building, leaping from the roof to the hillside, and is moving uphill with his long-legged hare.

I take off after him, Fox my only companion.

‘Priscilla, what are you doing?’ Geema’s voice comes through my earpiece. Trust her to notice even though she’s not within sight of me and I’m invisible.

‘I have to do this. You take care of the Hollow monsters,’ I pant, plunging into a patch of overgrown weeds. Seed heads cling to my legs.

‘You can’t take Dominic on by yourself. He’s much more powerful than you.’

She’s right, but I’m not going to let that stop me. I have the mermaid scale. I have the ring. I have Onyeka’s love. I have my family’s support. ‘I’ll figure something out.’

I grab handfuls of grass to help pull myself up. Dominic’s gone over the top of the hill already. I slip on a patch of crumbling soil, knees slamming into the ground. Grit my teeth and carry on. There’s a patch of cracked tarmac up here, a road that once carved its way around the slope. I haul up onto it, breath tight in my lungs. Which way. Which way did he go? If I reach out with my other sense –

He’s here. Crouched on the other side of a floater parked around the bend. I press my lips closed, breathing through my nose, and start towards the vehicle. I have no idea if he knows I’m here. He could be watching the flare of my own energy as I watch his. He probably is. He’s stronger than me.

As I get closer, my awareness of him sharpens. I catch rage and giddy satisfaction. A surge of adrenalin like my own. An endless well of hurt.

She’s coming.

I’m coming.

She thinks she’s being quiet.

I’m trying hard not to make any noise.

I stop. The clouds drift high above. From below comes the screech of a wounded hydra.

‘Bastian?’ I say.

That’s not my name.

The hurt that broke him. The little boy who lost his parents and started spinning out of control. The feeling that he will never be good enough is uncomfortably familiar.

Holy hell. I’m in his head.

I swallow. Can he feel me too? Can he see how only a few days ago I’d felt so horribly useless, unworthy of being a Daalman? How much I love my family, how much I love Onyeka?

‘Yes,’ he says. He stands up from behind the floater, looking right at me despite Bree’s shadow cloaking. ‘You’re pathetic.’

I let go of Bree’s power, dropping the illusion. ‘How come –’ and then I see Hare beside him, and I realise I’m sensing Dominic through his familiar.

You’re not mine, Hare hisses in my mind. I’m linked to him just as I am linked to Fox.

It’s because Dominic took my power. It’s still mine, even though he has it and he controls it, which means now that I’m close to him, his familiar is connected to me as well.

I know he knows this too, although I’m not sure if it’s because he figured it out himself, or if he realised because I did and he saw it in my mind. We can’t hide from each other now. All our hopes and plans are laid bare. He knows I have no idea what I’m doing, that I am perfectly aware of how much stronger he is than me. I know he is working out how he can take me hostage, and use me as leverage against the guild. There are no limits for him. He’s prepared to do whatever it takes, which includes hurting me – hurting anyone who gets in his way. Or in the way of his fellow Renegades.

They have amassed a far greater network of warriors to support their scheme than Geema fathomed. The traitor Adam is only one of dozens. They are an army, infecting every branch of the United Warrior Families guild like the poison roots of a weed about to break through the surface and bloom.

A war is coming.

I’m astonished by the depth of Dominic’s conviction, by his absolute certainty that Hollow Warriors are akin to new gods, and ought to rule over norms. To him, that concept is indisputable. He is a fanatic, just as Geema declared. A nameless urgent anger has its claws stuck in him. He’s angry. He’s angry all the time.

I feel his emotions like my own, and he knows it.

‘You’re in love with a norm,’ he says in retort, words thick with contempt. As if it’s a weakness, like his perpetual anger.

‘And you don’t love anyone at all,’ I say. Not his sister, whom he simply pities from a distance, a woman he doesn’t know. Not even his familiar, the way I loved Mouse. Except, then – as if he cannot hold it in any longer – on a rush of emotion I discover how much he cared for me, this boy who doesn’t care for much of anything at all.

I was different for him. He didn’t want it, but I became tangled in his heart, the same way he did in mine. Intensely tangled, in a way he tried to deny at first, not wanting to acknowledge he’d never felt this way before. And that is why he is so consumed with jealousy over how I feel for Onyeka.

Those fears he told me, on the ferris wheel in the sky, were just as I suspected – deep truths, not shared with anyone else before. I can see them now, beneath his anger. A fear of love and loss, of being consumed by his own grief, of being discarded. Forgotten. 

We stare at each other. I can feel his surprise when he learns how strongly I felt for him too. He hadn’t known how fast I’d fallen, or how close I’d come to choosing him.

‘We could still be powerful together, you know,’ he whispers, his voice an echo of his thought in my mind. ‘You still feel it, like I do. I don’t want to leave you behind.’

‘But you will leave me behind. You’ll have to.’ Because your conviction is stronger than anything you feel for me. And I cannot be part of his army, even if a fragment of my heart still yearns for him. For the boy who made me laugh, and made me feel special; for the future he’d promised. For the boy who unveiled his fears for me.

I poke, wondering what else I might discover, and he does the same to me, and our thoughts skitter around each other like nervous horses.

When he approached me at the mall Meet’n’Greet, it was after he’d already been following me for a while. Taking that selfie with me was a ruse that allowed him to slip a trackerbot onto my jacket – a trackerbot I took back to home base, where he intended to use it to locate my family’s talismans.

When he realised the power I had, that plan faded away. I became important. I became the one. I still could be. He sees I have my power back. He sees it’s evolving.

He also sees how deeply he wounded me when he betrayed me.

How I can’t trust him again.

Dominic tilts his head. An image blooms in patches, pieced together, filling my mind. I see his boots, propped up on the peeling beam of a porch railing. Sunlight spears through pine trees. I can smell sap and the drying undergrowth of pine needles, and hear birds calling. The treetops sway. Behind me in the cottage, the voices of close friends murmur, drifting out through the screen door. 

It’s a real place. A Renegade base.

He’s pulling it from his memory while deliberately not showing me any details about where it is. A snapshot that disappears, whisked away by the wind of his intention. He’s learning how to hide things from me.

‘It’s where we would have gone together,’ he says. ‘Our little palace in the forest. We can still have that. I didn’t lie about that. About any of my promises. You can trust in that.’

In return I show him my devastating heartache when Mouse unravelled at his command, leaving me numb and powerless. Beside me, Fox flinches. ‘But you did lie to me. You took my power and unmade Mouse and you didn’t have to do that.’

‘I’m sorry about your familiar. I needed this power. Sometimes sacrifices are necessary.’

Like the boy they killed. Now I can see the death wasn’t at Dominic’s hands – another of the leaders was responsible – but he supported the brutal act nonetheless.

‘You’re so ready to sacrifice others to your own cause. I know what you did in New Europe, to Geema’s spy. I know what you did to me and Mouse. You’re capable of anything.’ He took my power even though I can tell how being powerless was, to him, the worst of ordeals. He hated having his taken off him, being made a norm. He felt useless, like he was nothing. I coped without a power – but he didn’t have anyone to tell him they loved him regardless, like I did.

We stand there on the crumbling tarmac with the clouded night sky wheeling above us, the sounds of fighting floating up from the park below. Glaring at each other and wondering who will make the first move and how either of us could best the other.

I realise it first, like salty water splashing into my mind. The thought quickly starts rebounding between us, becoming solid as we examine its aspects, and we are both daunted. He is uneasy, but I am hopeful.

It might work.

I can give up everything, and still be loved. He cannot.

I will always be a Daalman, regardless. Beside the mermaid scale in my pocket, Alora’s ring is proof of my legacy.

This is right, Fox says, because she is as brave as Mouse ever was. Her ruff bristles.

‘No,’ Dominic says. ‘Don’t do this to me, Priscilla. You don’t understand.’

‘Except I do. I’m the only one who does. And I still wouldn’t choose what you have chosen.’

Unleashing it entirely, I reach out with my other sense towards Hare. Dominic’s thoughts turn into a red wave of anger. His familiar leaps at me aggressively. I dodge to the side as Dominic follows with his own attack. He thinks to knock me out, preventing me from using my power. My ankle twists, sneakers skidding on the rough asphalt, and I fall backwards. Sharp teeth impale my calf as Hare bites down hard. I yell. Fox barrels into Hare, tearing him off my leg, and the two familiars bowl over each other, snarling.

Dominic falls to his knees beside me, and then his hands are around my neck, thumbs pressing. Voiceless words, thick with fear, fall into my mind. Pass out pass out pass out I can’t let you do this.

My mouth works, gasping for air that isn’t there. Too late.

I know how to do this, because I almost did it to Mouse in my bedroom. He doesn’t know that, and I sense him trying to figure it out before I slam down walls in my mind, blocking him. I know how to hide things too.

Tonight, on this cold and unused road, there is a chance I will lose Fox. There is a chance this power will overwhelm me and I will lose control, like when I took Geema’s power. But this is the only way. I find the core of Hollow energy inside Hare and I see how it is a reflection of my own power. It doesn’t belong to Dominic. Without thinking too hard about it, I unravel it.

Hare fades out of existence. My connection to Dominic snaps.

Dominic lets go of me and screams. The raw anguish rips into the air. His stolen abilities are gone – gone before he could figure out how to do to me what I just did to him. I cough, sucking air through my bruised throat while dragging myself backwards. Alongside my feeling of triumph, his anguish is mine too. I know how he feels. He is powerless again – and I am not. Fox is still here, coming back beside me, whole and perfect and humming relief in my mind. Thank all the stars in the sky. I hoped that would be the case. She is mine alone, linked solely to my power, whereas Hare was linked to both me and Dominic. Taking out Hare risked taking out my own power, but Fox was my safety net. Caramel and cinders still roll through my veins, wild and strong. I grab hold of it again, tightly, before I can accidentally make the situation worse.

She noses my leg. You did it.

‘What have you done?’ Dominic cries, standing up.

‘What were you going to do?’ I say. ‘I had to stop you. This was necessary.’

He pushes the heels of his hands against his eyes. I can see his chest heaving, pulling in sharp, small breaths. Then he lowers his hands and glares at me. ‘You’re just like your grandmother. In all ways.’

‘Proud of it.’ I stand up too and set my jaw, trying to ignore my rush of compassion for this lost boy who felt just like me – different, an outcast. Sad and angry.

We are not the same. We can’t be.

‘The empire that you prop up is wrong. It will not last. The sooner you realise that, the better it will be for you. Come and find me then. I’ll be waiting for you.’ He pulls something out of his pocket: a square box with a button on the top. The detonator for the explosive – the same one he’d parked the floater on top of when he kidnapped me and Onyeka. The explosive now hidden in the building nearby. No. He’d thought about it for a mere fraction of a second, before he’d thought fiercely about his goals to overthrow the guild, distracting me with his fury. He was trying to hide it from me. He did, until now, until I remembered what I’d seen among the onslaught of his thoughts and emotions.

Dominic touches a finger to his earpiece. ‘Adam. Drop the talisman,’ he says. And then he pushes the button.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The world behind me cracks open in a burst of heat and thunder. I fall to the ground, hands over my head. Burning debris starts raining down around me. Oh, shit. My family. Where’s my family? Through the tarmac I feel the vibration of an engine as the floater takes off. Dominic is getting away again. I won’t follow him.

I have to make sure my family is okay.

I stand up into a cloud of black ash, and turn around to see hot flames dancing up the hillside. Terror seizes me. The old factory is a wreck of blackened stone and twisted timbers. Beyond the ringing in my ears, all I can hear is the creaking of the structure, the crackle of the fire.

I can’t hear anyone. I’m not sure if that’s worse than screaming. If I can’t hear any of them, what does that mean?

‘Anybody? Anyone! Who’s there? What was that?’ Fergus’s voice through my earpiece sounds like it’s coming from far away.

‘Fergus. It’s Priscilla,’ I gasp. ‘There was a bomb, and I think they set off the talisman, I don’t know –’

‘Is everyone all right? There’s too much smoke on the cams, I can’t see. Are you all right?’

‘I have to see. I don’t know. Wait.’ I start running down the hill, skirting the blistering heat, Fox flying beside me. I can’t breathe, can’t pull enough heated air into my lungs, can’t feel my legs as I leap. Shit, shit, shit. Don’t let anyone be hurt. I go faster than I should – if I stumble, I will hurtle down and seriously hurt myself – but how could I possibly go any slower? How can I exist not knowing if they’re all okay?

The first person I see is my oldest sister Jet, her face and hair dusted in black. She’s got something in her arms and she’s crying and my heart seizes in my chest, before I realise it’s a very small something. A limp Possum. And if Possum is still here instead of fading away, then she still lives.

Possum is alive. Knocked out. None of the familiars are awake, Fox confirms, her whiskers twitching and ears flicking around like antennas.

Which means Adam did detonate the inhibitor talisman here, alongside Dominic’s actual bomb. Dominic and I were outside the radius of both, up the hill. I run towards the wreckage, past the charred corpse of a hydra. I can’t see or sense any live monsters – they must’ve all been taken out by warriors or the bomb. Jet is okay. I see Eddy and Bree. Geema is supporting Madhuri, who is bleeding bright red from a cut along her hairline and carrying an armful of feathers – Blackbird and Owl. One by one they emerge, coughing, from the smoke, holding their familiars and looking stunned. Didi and Mama. Lydia and Kwasi. Powerless and singed but otherwise unhurt, except for – 

‘Where’s Cheryl?’ I yell, staring at the fire, and I can feel the heat of it on my eyeballs, inside my mouth, crisping the ends of my hair. Flames start whooshing up a nearby pine tree, pinecones popping in mini explosions, creating a terrible glow over the whole area. This is not happening. Cheryl has to be here –

And then she comes stumbling out of the smoke, clasping Dingo in both arms, tears tracking through her ashy cheeks. I sink to the ground with relief. Everyone is accounted for. We have all survived.

‘Everyone’s okay,’ I tell Fergus, and I hear his wobbly huff of relief in response. He’d been sitting there with the imps, silent and terrified, waiting for the worst.

They’re all watching the burning wreckage in silence. The shock of losing their powers, having their familiars incapacitated and experiencing the explosion at the same time is etched across every face. I look over my shoulder. Flickering red-and-blue lights are already racing across the clouds towards us. Mama usually deals with emergency response units whenever there’s a crossover between our work and theirs, but from her blank expression and the way she is tenderly holding Tomcat’s limp body, I guess I’ll take care of it this time.

‘Fergus, can you start telling everyone to move back? Tell them to gather by the floaters. Adam’s taken the big one – oh. You don’t know. He was a traitor. He helped ... he helped Dominic escape. I’ll fill you in soon. I’m going to liaise with the fire brigade.’

As my family steps back, I wait for the heavy appliances to arrive. Two of them start circling the fire from above, raining algae-stained seawater down on it, while a third lands and disgorges firefighters in yellow suits. I approach them, Fox at my heels. The captain sees me and pushes up the visor of her helmet.

‘Hollow Warrior,’ she says. ‘This one of yours, is it?’

‘It was unexpected,’ I say. ‘There was a bomb. No casualties, except of Hollow monsters.’

‘Okay. Let’s get this under control.’ She starts giving orders to her crew, and I answer her questions as to the source and extent, whether there could be any secondary explosives, what had been inside. I watch the firefighters work. A team, working efficiently, communicating and listening. They remind me of my family in the field – when they’re not incapacitated. When they haven’t almost died at the hands of a Renegade.

Dominic Sebastian Cado. I met a lie, then found out who he was supposed to be. But now, after sharing our thoughts, I know him more deeply than any spoken words could convey. Deep down inside him there’s a melancholy young boy who lost everything he ever loved, and around that sorrow has grown a dense thicket of fury and entitlement, one I’m not sure could ever be torn down. It’s woven right into his skin and bone.

He tried to kill my family, and I think he’d do it again if he could. Thinking about that makes my blood boil. I want Dominic in a cell for the rest of his life.

His voice whispers in my thoughts. Come and find me. I’ll be waiting for you.

I will find you, Dominic. This isn’t over.

After a while, Mama appears next to me. Tomcat is awake, blinking sleepily in the crook of her arm.

‘Are you okay, Mama? Your power’s come back?’

‘It’s getting there.’ She puts her hand on my shoulder. ‘Priscilla. Are you okay? What happened?

I try to smile, not sure it quite reaches my mouth. ‘He got away.’

‘What matters is that you’re all right.’ The goggles around her neck have cracks in the lenses, rainbows dancing along the fractures.

‘I guess I am ... I took his power off him. Mine’s evolved again.’

For a beat she looks at me and, once again, I sense concern in her hesitation. A part of Mama is troubled by my superpower.

‘I didn’t know if I could do that to him,’ I continue. ‘But I did. It made him so angry. That’s why he did ... this.’ I wave my arm at the fire.

Mama shakes her head. ‘You aren’t to blame for Dominic setting off that bomb. For Adam dropping the talisman. None of us had any idea Adam was a turncoat, or that the explosive was in there.’

‘I know.’ And I do know. She’s not trying to make me feel better. How Dominic reacted – that’s on him.

‘You did a good job,’ my mother says. I think I did too.

I lean against her, smelling the smoke in her clothes, and she winds an arm around me, pulling me closer.

‘You’re my lionheart, Priscilla,’ she murmurs, and this time I smile for real.

‘How are the others doing?’

‘Recovering. Geema and Jet have their powers back, the rest are still waiting. That was more disconcerting than we’d expected. We really understand what you did now, when you gave up your power for Onyeka. We have some idea of what that felt like. When I lost my connection to Tomcat ... it was like having a light in my mind turned off. Oh, my girl. You went through so much.’

‘It’s okay,’ I murmur, resting my head on her shoulder. I am safe. She is safe.

We watch as the firefighters bring the fire under control. Their urgency abates as foam and water suppress the intensity of the flames. Mama and the captain exchange details, arranging for us to return later to collect the monster corpses for incineration. Then we’re ready to go home, and leave the firefighters to finish dampening it all the way down.

Mama and I turn back to the rest of my family, who are waiting for us on a patch of wild grass under a dawn-washed sky. They’re hurting right now, but it’ll get better. Their powers will return – and Dominic’s will not.

He got away this time, but he can’t run forever. I know him too well. I’ve learned some of his secrets, some of his plans. The army he’s amassing, the conflict he wants to start ...

A war is coming. And we’ll be stopping it.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

The general aura of disorientation continues even once everyone is back at home base. Despite the number of people in our home, it’s almost entirely silent, as if empty. Almost everyone is huddled in the briefing room, including Onyeka, who is patching up Madhuri’s cut brow. The imps are quietly gathering smoke-stinky armour and weapons, dropping them into the crate in the closet for cleaning later. Each warrior guards their familiar, their faces grim with unease. Mama slips past me to join Lydia, tenderly smudging a fleck of ash off her wife’s cheekbone. Cheryl leans against the wall near the monitoring station, a floppy Dingo half-bundled in her lap. On the screens above her, there’s thankfully no monster activity forecast across any of the maps, leaving us free to recuperate.

My family needs time to heal. They’re bruised, inside and out.

I dump my weapons into the crate and turn to my ex-girlfriend.

‘Are you okay?’ she whispers, handing me a damp washcloth. I rub my face and hands, turning the white fabric a muddy grey.

‘I’m fine. Come, help me make tea for everyone.’ I toss the washcloth into the crate as well, and take her hand. We go upstairs.

‘What happened?’ she asks as we get to the kitchen. ‘Everyone is really weird and subdued. Did you get that asshole?’

‘Sort of.’

‘What does that mean? Is he going to come after us, or what? Are you safe?’

‘We’re safe. He got away, but he can’t hurt anyone anymore.’

Onyeka’s eyes fill. She presses a hand over her mouth and looks aside, taking a breath before saying, ‘Good.’

We brew up a mega load of lemongrass-and-ginger tea with the last of Jet’s box, while I tell Onyeka about what happened at the abandoned factory. She listens, withholding commentary and judgement. The apology I owe her is still a silent wedge between us.

We bring mugs down to everyone, which brightens the mood a little. Silent warriors slowly head off to take showers and have their cuts and scrapes attended to. There are tears in my trousers, grazes on my legs beneath, that I didn’t realise were there until Onyeka points them out. She holds up a fresh cloth and a bottle of antiseptic lotion.

I sit down and bite my lip against the sting of the lotion, the clean, sharp smell burning my sinuses.

‘My brave P,’ she murmurs as she cleans the scrapes, and it’s my turn to blink away tears. I can rely on Onyeka to always tell the truth. Brave is truly how she sees me.

She pats my knee. ‘All done.’

‘Thanks.’ We hold eye contact and my stomach flip-flops. I’m drowning in her bright brown eyes. I could stay here forever.

‘Oh shit.’ It’s Lydia, sitting at the monitoring station with the imps. She makes another sound, like a growl bitten between her teeth. I switch my gaze up to my mother. She turns around to face those of us still in the room.

‘They’ve left the country. Adam and Dominic. We’ve just received an alert from the border patrol database. They managed to get on a private plane, destination Singapore.’

Mama heaves a sigh. ‘Contact the Southeast Asia Division and update them. But we shouldn’t expect that plane to arrive there. They can go wherever now. They’re in the wind.’

A simmering silence falls. I know where they’ve gone. A little cottage in a forest ... somewhere.

‘This wasn’t a failed mission.’ Geema breaks the quiet. ‘Our Priscilla took that boy’s stolen power back. He no longer has the ability to restore power to the rest of the Renegade leaders. The situation has been reset back to where it was: we are dealing with a threat to our organisation from a group of Renegades, whose leaders are without their powers. The guild has a plan in place to deal with this situation.’

It’s a cold comfort. Strained expressions reveal everyone else feels the same way.

‘We also have intel we didn’t have before,’ I add. Faces swivel in my direction. ‘When I took the power back, I saw into Dominic’s mind. I learned a lot about the Renegades. How many of them there are, and what they plan to do. There are lots of things I need to tell you, Geema.’

Like: there’s a war coming.

She sees it written on my face, and her serious expression mirrors my mine. ‘You do. So you’ll have a talk with my team and tell us everything you know. Knowledge is power, and we’ll use it to help quash this treason once and for all.’ She dusts off her hands, as if that settles it. ‘Go rest up, my darlings. We’ve dealt with the immediate threat – this job is complete. I’ll write up the report tonight before I return to headquarters.’

She turns to me and says, ‘That means you too, child. We’ll talk later, after I’ve filed my report. Go relax with your blue-haired girl.’

She gives me a sly smile. Kind of like she’s saying, Didn’t I tell you things would work out? I grin over my shoulder at my exceedingly perceptive grandmother as I head to the door. I don’t need any more encouragement to hang out with Onyeka.

I scoop up her hand and we go up to my room.

Maybe we’ll only have a few hours. Maybe we’ll have the rest of our lives.

Rivulets of rain twist and spin down my bedroom windows. We sit down on the carpet, Fox curled up between us. Looking at Onyeka across from me, I’m struck by how much I’ve missed simply being in her presence. That secret of a smile in the corners of her eyes. Her grace, her patience. We’re together again, in the same place where I once sat alone, refusing to watch the sky when she left. I’m not the same person I was then, but my heart still belongs to her, and I can tell her that. My words can be a bridge over the last tumbled-down stones of the wall I built between us. 

‘I’m sorry.’ The apology comes up from its nest inside me, spinning into the air, real and sincere. ‘I messed up, right from the start, when you told me about your job in Munich. I was afraid.’

Onyeka listens to me talk. She accepts what I have to say without brushing it aside, allowing me to attempt to repair the hurt I caused. Then it’s her turn. She tells me about Munich and I listen without bitterness, picturing the city as she describes it. The matter-of-fact people, the perpetual snow drifting off nearby mountain peaks, the loaded plates of delicious salty food. I imagine myself walking the icy pavements with her. Riding a bike through the park, snowflakes catching on our lashes. Stopping for a beer. Laughing and kissing beneath the clock tower.

All the things I wouldn’t let myself imagine, once.

When we kiss, it’s one of silent promises. We’re not unfinished anymore, and nor are we finished.

Around noon, Mama gives the all-clear for Onyeka to return to her apartment, which is also the all-clear for her to return to normal life. I escort her down to the entry hall, both of us quiet. Neither of us are sure what normal will look like after she walks out that door and catches a hovercab back to her place.

‘Let me know about New Europe,’ she whispers. ‘About Vienna. If that’s still a possibility. I’ll meet you there.’

That’s Onyeka for I’m in this if you are.

Beneath my tight hold, the caramel and cinders flowing through my veins is as strong as it ever was. In a distant land waits a man with this same power, the only one who can teach me how to handle it. And downstairs, I’m pretty sure my grandmother is already planning for that to happen. ‘That’s where I want to go,’ I say, which is Priscilla for I am too, and we smile at each other like shy kids on their first date. That electric potential is sparkling between us again.

I get to have another chance with Onyeka. We get to start again, and try not to make the same mistakes.

‘I’ll call you,’ I say, and we embrace goodbye the way we used to, so tightly, as if it’ll be forever until we see each other again.

Except I know this isn’t the last time she’ll say goodbye.
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That afternoon, Jet, Eddy, Bree and Pumpkin pack up their suitcases. They have a plane to catch, a base to get back to where their colleagues have been taking care of the west coast monsters.

Daalman goodbyes are as noisy and chaotic as our greetings. My favourite bunch of people amasses in the entry hall, tripping over bags, yelling farewells, squeezing each other half to death. I hope it’s not another six years till we do this again.

Jet and I stumble across each other by the coat stand.

‘Priscilla-my-cilla,’ she says. ‘I know about the chocolate cake.’

‘Cheryl!’ I bark angrily into the crowd.

‘I didn’t do anything!’ comes an indignant reply from somewhere in the back.

Jet’s laughing. ‘Oh, don’t worry about it, you absolute sweetheart. You were only trying to take care of everyone, including me.’

‘I’m sorry.’

On Jet’s shoulder, Possum looks at me as if to say, Ooh gosh, me too.

‘Look. I forgive you, because I know how you encouraged a certain someone to step up,’ my oldest sister says.

We both glance back, catching a glimpse of Cheryl and Bree embracing by the stairs before they simultaneously fade away on a cascade of giggles.

I adore how easy it seems between them and how happy they both are. And I’m so proud of them. Cheryl has reached out, and Bree has let her in. They’ve put Cheryl’s absence in the past. I’m sure repairing their relationship won’t always be easy, but they’ve made a start.

‘Cheryl’s going to come over to the west coast in the new year,’ Jet tells me. ‘She’s joining the team.’ The warmth in Jet’s smile could melt icicles. Joining the team. Joining the family.

Jet will have been gently encouraging their relationship from the sidelines. She’s such a good mother. A good sister. Secure, and level-headed, and giving.

‘That’s fantast–’ I yelp as Jet cuts off my air supply with one of her custom hugs. She makes me promise to visit before she lets go.

I hug Eddy, whose beard still smells smoky, and then sweet little Pumpkin. And then I manage to find a materialised Bree, and hug her too. My clever niece, my brand-new Hollow Warrior, full of cool confidence and a thrilling superpower. 

‘Thank you,’ she whispers in my ear, and I know all the layers to it. For encouraging Cheryl to mend the bridge between them. For tweaking her power as it slid beneath her skin. For taking care of her, along with the rest of our family.

‘You’re welcome.’ I touch her chestnut hair. She’s so like Cheryl, but not. She’s present, and open, with her feet firmly on the ground.

Eddy starts to get vocal about their flight check-in. Like the professional Daalman-wrangler he is, he manages to shuffle the whole bunch of us towards the door, open it, and gently extract my oldest sister and her daughters, along with himself. The door closes, and we who remain are quiet.

A black-leather-clad arm slings over my shoulders. ‘Hey, kiddo.’

‘Hey, Cheryl.’

She leans her head against mine, and I feel a quiet sigh lift its way through her.

‘I know,’ I murmur, patting her hand. ‘I know.’

‘Thank you,’ she whispers in an echo of Bree.

‘You’re going to be fine.’ And I know she will. That wandering spirit inside her has finally gone to rest. That’s what she lost, going pirate on the high seas: the last of her defences. My fierce prickly sister is raw and open, feeling all the wounds she once pretended didn’t exist.

Now she can heal.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

That evening, night falls late for once, without rain clouds. An orange summer sun sinks into the skyscraper horizon, scalding the world in a rare brilliance. Like it’s burning away the evidence of the last few days and granting us all a fresh start.

Clean, fed and rested, I return to the briefing room to meet Geema, Madhuri and Kwasi, expecting them to reflect my own sense of composure. But Madhuri taps a stylus staccato against the table, Kwasi’s jaw is fixed, and Geema is looking at a datapad, its blue glow illuminating her deep frown.

‘Uh. Hi.’ I slide into a seat across from them, Fox settling on top of my toes in a way that’s quickly becoming familiar.

‘Priscilla.’ Geema puts the datapad down on the table. ‘We’ve got some bad news. Our Daalman talismans are missing.’

My stomach sinks. ‘Did you look in the couch upstairs? The ceremonial gown was stuffed behind the cushions, maybe ...’ My babbling trails off.

I know what’s happened.

‘Adam took them.’ That’s what he was doing in the living room. Not being a tourist fanboy. He was being a –

A shady jerkface, Fox growls in my mind. She’s not taking any pleasure in being right about him, either.

‘We believe so,’ Madhuri says.

‘Which means they might be able to get their powers back,’ I say, the understanding dawning on me with a cold dread. ‘It’s what Dominic wanted in the first place – why he came here.’

‘Yes. He wanted revenge on me,’ my grandmother says quietly. Of course she knew all along why Dominic was in the New Pacific Territory. ‘Those talismans have been in our family for generations. Every Daalman after Alora and her sisters became a warrior through them.’

‘And they were stolen by someone who was, we perhaps naively thought, trustworthy,’ Kwasi says.

‘Which makes it even more important we know everything you know, Priscilla.’ Geema slides the datapad into the middle of the table, switches it into record mode. ‘You are our advantage, child. The information you give will make the critical difference.’

I swallow, looking down at the blinking red dot that waits for my words, telling myself not to keep anything back. Closing my eyes, I return to that moment on the cold hillside, beneath the swathes of cloud, where we faced each other and saw into each other’s souls.

All his hurt. All his fury. All his dreadful plans.

‘They will stop at nothing,’ I begin. ‘They are going to bring a war down on us all.’

I talk for hours, unravelling every glimpse I remember. I know there’s a lot I didn’t see – that he deliberately hid from me – but I saw faces, and clandestine meetings, and lists and memos and blueprints.

Yet somehow, when it comes down to it, I find there are things that I can’t reveal. I tell them the Renegades have a cottage in a forest somewhere as a base, but not that Dominic promised we could build a life there together. I don’t share how there’s a tortured and broken little boy inside him. I don’t share how I understood his pain.

I give them facts, without compassion, and without the connection that once bound me and Dominic.

I don’t even know why I want to keep those things to myself. Perhaps I’m embarrassed to admit them, because despite everything he’s done – despite wanting him caught and locked up – I still can’t hate him.

I can’t reveal the last shred of sympathy in my heart.

My grandmother and her team tell me what I’ve given them is plenty – that it will be enough to turn the tide, and bring the Renegades to justice. I hope it’s true. Dominic showed me his true fanaticism. The Renegade leaders want to burn the world down and rule as gods. But their complaints about the guild are just a smokescreen for their campaign of terror.

I sit back, my mouth dry and mind emptied. The warriors across from me are already making plans. Turning over everything I gave them to figure out how to use it against the Renegades.

I’ve given them everything I could. The rest is up to them.
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The following morning, with Geema’s powers returned to full strength, she arranges to teleport Madhuri and Kwasi back to guild headquarters. I pause my schoolwork to say goodbye.

Kwasi shakes my hand, tall and straight-backed, his chameleon a bright splash on his wide shoulder. ‘Thank you for the information, Priscilla Daalman. You have a fine attention to detail. You will make a very good Hollow Warrior.’

Madhuri follows him, gripping my hand in her own leather-clad one. A black cloak swirls around the owl on her shoulder and beneath her chin. Her heavy-lidded eyes appraise me. ‘I look forward to working with you again,’ she says.

Again? I glance at my grandmother, who is busily trussing up a gear bag and very much not looking in my direction.

‘All right,’ Geema says, throwing the bag over her shoulder. ‘Back to New Europe and winter. Come on.’

She loops her arms through each of her team, and in the blink of an eye they’ve disappeared. I think maybe Geema winked at me before they went, but I can’t be sure.
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Geema’s gone for almost the whole day. When she comes back, she finds me in the gym, running on the treadmill while watching an edusys training video on the wall monitor. Wisps of silver hair have escaped from her long braid.

I pause the video and slow the treadmill down to a walk, popping my earbuds out. On the mat beside the machine, Fox sits up, her black-tipped ears perking.

‘I talked to the other senior warriors,’ Geema says as she approaches us. My grandmother’s voice is croaky, like she’s talked herself ragged. ‘And I got confirmation on your apprenticeship with Arnold Woo. You’ll be coming to New Europe.’

I’m going to be with Onyeka. A grin breaks upon my face.

‘There’s more. You’ll be commencing training with Arnold in Vienna, but also coming across to Prague on weekends to work with my Internal Affairs team in guild headquarters. We need you there as soon as possible. So start studying like you’ve never studied before. Schoolwork must be your priority now. You cannot put off your second oath any longer.’

I open my mouth to deny I was ever putting it off, but she gives me this look. A don’t even begin with me kind of look.

And then it dawns on me what she just said. Me, work with Geema and her team? I mustn’t have heard that right, because who would want me in their team ... Wait. That’s my old way of thinking. I have an astonishing power now – one I will learn how to wield properly – and Geema and her team want me. My insight, my help, my power.

My new future is beginning to unfold right in front of me, and it’s something like the one I’d once dreamed of.

I know I am capable of handling it. I’m facing up to who I’m meant to be.

Geema taps the treadmill arm. ‘So. Have Christmas here. Have your birthday, and take your oath. Before the season changes, we need you in New Europe. We have to stop the Renegades before they can bring down the chaos they plan.’ She pauses, looking at me with her ash-grey eyes. ‘You will be the reason he fails, child.’ 

I nod at my grandmother. ‘Okay, Geema. I’m in.’

She winks at me again – we both know there was no decision to be made – and leaves me alone. I stab the buttons, bringing the treadmill back up to speed, and start running again. I’m still grinning. The Priscilla in the mirror is smiling once more.

Later, after we have dinner, my grandmother returns to New Europe. Next time I see her, I will be there too.

A few days after that, Cheryl flies out to the west coast, not even trying to pretend she isn’t nervous about it.

Builders come in to repair the attic roof. Mama and Lydia return to work with Bosco, Rosco and Rosie. Didi and Fergus spend every day in the command centre, pulling together plans for their new base, ordering materials, shortlisting potential locations, interviewing warriors on video calls to join their staff.

And I get going on my schoolwork, starting by completing the manticore scenario properly: using a blaster gun to take down every last one of those toothy suckers which technically aren’t supposed to leak through in packs.

I complete it in record time.

Mouse would’ve been so proud of me.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Christmas is one of the quietest ones we’ve ever had, with only myself, Didi and Fergus at home with my mothers and the imps.

I didn’t have time to get a Christmas tree. I was too busy obeying my grandmother by kicking ass in my schoolwork. But when I wake up early on that festive morning, my subconscious has figured out what to do: use the giant googly-eyed cactus instead. Didi helps me decorate it with tinsel and fairy lights, the two of us still in our pyjamas, and we poke a star in the top. The cactus sparkles in the corner of the living room where we gather after lunch, its enormous eyes staring back at us, cheerful and blank. It’s definitely the weirdest Christmas tree we’ve ever had. The imps adore it. And I’m happy it’s not going to biodegrade on me too.

Tiny yellow crystals of ice rattle against the living room windows, the glass misted from the warmth inside. Carols burble from the apartment speakers, Mama humming along as she pours glasses of bubbly. Her taste in festive music is much better than her usual angsty pop-rock. Her black braid, woven with ribbons, swings over her shoulder as she hands the glasses out. She gives Lydia a nudge with her foot, and my other mother jumps with a snort, pushing up the silly paper crown that had slipped over her eyes. 

‘I’m awake, I’m awake,’ she claims, accepting her bubbly before sliding back onto the couch, her eyes falling shut.

Fergus, sitting next to her, rescues the glass before it falls out of Lydia’s hands. He raises it in a silent toast to Mama and takes a sip. Didi’s Rat is curled up on his shoulder, pressed against his slightly greenish neck. Didi is tucked into his other side, her black hair pinned back with a candy-cane-shaped clip – there’s a matching one in my own hair, a present she gleefully unveiled to me earlier. The hairclip has googly eyes glued to it. Actually, it’s kind of cute. I have a feeling the new base in Aotearoa is going to be full of googly-eyed accoutrements.

I’m glad Didi is going there. It’s the leadership role she’s cut out for.

And once, I might have envied her for it, or thought of it in terms of what I’m not cut out for. But that’s not what I want.

Didi and I might look similar, and like the same things, but we are not supposed to have similar futures. We’re not in competition, and I’m no dark mirror of her. We’ve got separate paths to walk.

Finally I’m appreciating that the differences between us are not examples of what I lack. She’s going to head up a new base in Aotearoa, and I will be going to New Europe to find my own future. 

[image: Image]

Four weeks later, I wake up on a rainy Tuesday morning with warm, fuzzy sheets wrapped around me. I don’t feel any older, but today is my birthday. I am eighteen, and I am ready. For the last few weeks I’ve been studying like mad, cramming hard to complete all the necessary scenarios, assignments and paperwork for my second oath. Despite how hard I worked to avoid this not that long ago, I’ve managed it. Like the rest of my sisters, I will be taking the oath of service on the same day I turn eighteen, the very first day we can.

My handset rumbles on the bedside table, and Fox snorts from her brand-new bed on the floor beside mine. Whassat?

‘Nothing,’ I murmur. ‘Go back to sleep.’

I hear the creak of a yawn. Okay, boss. Happy birthday, by the way.

‘Thanks.’ A new message icon blinks on my handset. It’s from Onyeka. I flip it open.

HAPPY BIRTHDAY LOVELY. Good luck today! Thinking of you xx

I smile, and send her a thank you, and pop the handset back.

I’ll get to see her soon. Really soon.

I wrap myself in my dressing gown and go downstairs with Fox at my slippered heels. Today we’re going to have my favourite breakfast, which means I have a mountain of croissants to slice and stuff with ham and brie. Everything is stacked and waiting in the rebuilt pantry and repaired fridge. 

Except the aroma of already-toasted pastry greets me when I get to the kitchen. Lydia’s there, trussed up in my pink apron with oven mitts like boxing gloves on her hands. She opens the oven to slide out a tray of croissants, the pastry brown and flaky over ham and gooey brie. This is my no-nonsense mother’s way of expressing her love – making breakfast so I don’t have to. I smile as she kisses me on the forehead.

‘Happy birthday, honey.’

‘Thank you, Lydia.’

We’re already digging in as Mama comes into the kitchen.

‘Good morning, wife,’ she says, kissing Lydia. Then she loops an arm around me, nudging her nose against my hair. ‘Good morning, my birthday baby.’

She takes the other seat beside me. ‘Croissants, of course. Wasn’t it only yesterday you were my angry little poppet who refused to eat anything except bananas? You used to scream the house down till we gave you one.’

‘Thank goodness you got over that phase,’ Lydia grins, licking flakes of pastry off a finger. ‘I swear for a while you were fifty per cent toddler, fifty per cent banana.’

While we eat, they reminisce. Mama talks about being pregnant with me, and how I bawled all night long as a baby. How they moved house when I was tiny, and they were too lazy – with their fourth daughter – to babyproof properly, until I fell down the stairs and cut my eyebrow, a scar I still bear. Lydia laughs as she remembers how I bossed everyone around – my mothers, my older sisters, the imps – and everybody was fine with that because I was the littlest.

They’re so fond, and proud, and I bask in it like sunshine for the soul.

The imps, Didi and Fergus join us, and after breakfast we leave all the dirty plates and mugs for later and head up to the living room. Me and my two mothers, the youngest of my older sisters and her half hell-beast boyfriend, all our familiars, and the imps. It’s a small one for the Daalmans. In the rush to get me to this moment, we haven’t organised a complete family celebration. Well. We probably need another six or so years to recover from the last one.

There’s no need to move furniture around, to form a circle. No Hollow energy will be transforming anyone today. The second oath is not a ritual like the first, but more a formal ceremony. The one that marks the completion of our schoolwork, and the beginning of our role as an active trainee.

Mama, Lydia and Didi stand in a row with their backs to the rain-laced windows. I face them, putting my shoulders back, linking my fingers together. Our familiars wait beside us, while Fergus and the imps sit to the side.

Anticipation and nerves simmer in my belly, but I am not afraid. I feared this for so long – too long. Now I’m standing here in this moment, prepared to go forth into a future unwritten, uncertain, but with the courage to meet it. I’ve worked for this. I want this. I deserve this.

Three amazing warriors stand before me, and now I get to join them. My mother Lydia, with the chestnut hair she gave to Jet and Cheryl. My Mama, with the black hair she gave to me and Didi. My sister Didi, my mirror.

Mama is carrying the handbook – the Master Handbook, the first to be written for the United Warrior Families guild. Holding it before her, she opens the heavy cover to the first page, the thick cream paper covered in a list of names written with stark black ink: the names of the original Hollow Warriors who formed the guild. They were forged in the Fires. I have been forged by the generations of knowledge that followed. Among those names are three in particular: Josie Daalman, Margot Daalman and, beside her sisters, Alora Daalman. Alora, whose ring I now wear, the gold warm on my skin, the emerald and pearls glinting in the light. 

‘Place your hand upon the book,’ Mama instructs.

I lay my palm on the paper, connecting myself to the original warriors. My pledge is to them, to the guild, to my family, to myself.

‘Tell us the words,’ Lydia says.

I take in and let out a deep breath, and say the oath. I have practised these words so much, they are seared in my brain. ‘My name is Priscilla Daalman, and today I give myself wholly to the United Warrior Families guild. I know the power vested in me, and I swear to always wield it faithfully. I have passed my studies, and I swear to always recall them. I have learned our laws, and I swear to always obey them. I promise to always uphold the ideals of the guild. I promise to protect humanity against all that threatens us. We are those who hunt the Hollow. We are those who will not fold. We will protect our world until the end of time.’

‘We are those who hunt the Hollow. So we witness,’ my family murmurs.

I lift my hand from the page, a tingle in my fingers as if the spirit of my great-great-grandmother has seen and acknowledged me too.

Mama closes the book. ‘Join us,’ she whispers to me, and smiles. She and the others gracefully make a space for me as I step towards them. I turn around and take my place beside the warriors of my family, their arms threading around me, pulling me close. We all face the same direction.

Fox cheers in my mind, tongue lolling, grinning at me, and I grin right back.

I am Priscilla Daalman, Hollow Warrior.

THE END
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