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The air was thin. It was as if someone had flung Kol into the sky, thrust him into the cloud where there was little breathable oxygen. His weight was equal to that of paper floating through the thick air. Dusk swirled all around him. The sunset stood on the far end of the sky, where the vast ocean of clouds met the deep, unrelenting blue of the sea. Golden rays lined the beauty it was, shimmering brightly in a way no one had seen before.

Kol blinked.

He was soaring toward the sun, free as a bird. He was a bird, or at least, he was seeing through the eyes of one, feeling the joy that came with dancing under the sunset like a pull on his being. Every part of him floated with so much ease, navigating the clouds, breathing fine despite the thin air. Deep within his core, something burned so brightly and high. Something akin to life.

Flanked on both sides were two other birds squawking. Another squawked so loud, and for a minute, Kol understood it. The bird did too. It took Kol a few seconds to realize the louder squawking was coming from him. He stopped, meeting the bright golden rays; his wings flapped, dancing through the sun, swimming in its dim light. For the seconds he floated, everything was peaceful. Too peaceful, it felt all wrong…strange.

He spread his glinting wings by his side, pushing into the rays. Kol tasted freedom. Freedom that came not only from soaring high but the freedom that came from tasting fresh air for the very first time in what felt like forever.

Kol had never been caged. He’d never been locked away from the sunset or the sunrise. He was not a bird either. And honestly, if the sun didn’t rise or set — as long as it did not plunge the world into chaos — there would be no love lost between them. He’d seen many sunrises and sunsets, so that didn’t affect him much anymore but in this strange body, feathery and smooth, yet with a sharp edge and talons ready to tear, he felt a new freedom.

Kol jerked awake.

He had never been fond of his dreams, but this one stuck to him, refusing to leave his memory.

He shrugged at the thoughts in his mind. Morning had come quite fast. All the lies and secrecy with the rebellion had him on edge to the point that he was dreaming of stupid things like birds dancing in the sunlight. Or it was the burden of the days ahead that made his mind crave the simple things like the sun on one’s face and the freedom of the birds. But even as he interpreted the dream, he could not explain the strange feeling that came with it.

So he shook it off and began his preparation for the day.
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Imsun arrived at the city, making her way through the crowd that filled the port of Cegoven. It was that time of the year when the port buzzed with emissaries from different countries and merchants filling the walk side with goods both cheap and expensive. Even the native sellers made more money as people restocked after winter had fled. She made her way down the path, occasionally bumping against other passersby as she moved through the crowd. Winter was still melting, but the sun shone golden in the sky, warming the people. It was the calmest weather Cegoven would experience before the sun would rain down on them with a force that burned skin and made wearing anything like the fur she was putting on now an attempt at suicide.

Imsun stepped into the carriage. She’d asked to do this alone. Bringing Sienna with her would only raise questions, and Imsun would not consider putting her in danger as another payment for journeying with her. There’s still the part of her constantly feeling guilty about it all. Sienna… Something important seemed to have died that day with the baby. The light, the aura that made it seem like she could do anything with an optimism Imsun had never grasped, was gone.

“The Palace,” she said to the rider as she leaned back, memories of her journey replaying in her head.

The rider rode carelessly through the rough streets, the carriage bumping up and down in his attempt to get there quickly and beat some sort of timer he placed for himself, but Imsun barely noticed, lost in thoughts. She was supposed to feel proud of this moment. The story would spread throughout the world. The pool was no longer a myth; songsters would sing her name in different taverns, sung by many groups, and plays acted. They would know her amongst her people. Fame meant little to her. A part of her felt unsatisfied, like she had failed.

Imsun arrived at the palace, the enormous wall in front of her feeling exquisite as it always was. She’d lived here before, deciding her time was far better spent with people who needed to guide their powers, training and raising youngsters of the magical world than sitting in fancy throne rooms and discussing issues of just the rich. That, again, was one of the many matters most of the Twilight members had disagreed with her on.

She made her way through the first gate, the guards whispering among themselves as Imsun walked through. They murmured words like ‘the one who found the pool’ and ‘legend.’ Imsun raised her chin. She did not know why she did it, only that she did. She straightened her black dress as she stepped in.

Her shoes echoed through the grim halls of The Twilight Flame. Fire stands burned on both sides of the hall, tearing the darkness that would have otherwise filled the space, even if it was the day.

She reached the huge double door, her heart pounding in her chest. The last time she was here, she’d summoned the meeting by asking them to accompany her in search of the pool, but they’d ridiculed her motion, calling it a fool’s quest. She expected her hands to quiver with fear of what their response would be, but there was none. She pushed open the door, and the whispering voices hushed. They all stood.

The once coordinated people, members of the Flame that always had their affairs in order, stood, whispering in small groups, and had halted. Their eyes fixed on her like a child caught stealing eggs from a mother hen.

Imsun bowed, just a dip of her chin. Their eyes still trained on her, assessing her, no doubt wondering if she’d somehow found a mysterious pool that no one believed to exist and came back unscathed. Right now, their opinions hold extraordinarily little to her. They were only a bunch of power-hungry cowards. She trained her gaze on them, too, holding each of their stares one after the other until their charades of respect ended. They took their seats. The old man seemed to grin at her as he sat, holding a stick. The last time Imsun saw him, he didn’t need one. Perhaps, now, his power was demanding more than he offered. Imsun could have sworn she saw him limp.

Her gaze moved to her former foul tutor, Gladys. Fresh scars lined her face, and Imsun wondered what she’d tried to do to get those new designs but raised her head still, earning her a scoff from the arrogant bitch. Imsun didn’t let it get to her. She was by far the youngest, but while most would think that earned her respect, the rest felt she didn’t deserve it and this newfound fame. She knew there would be more than murmurings behind her.

“So… we heard you had a splendid adventure.” Not a question. Imsun didn’t bother to answer. Her face was a stone wall without emotion. Her gaze was unflinching and unafraid. Her shoulders remained raised. The only sign she showed to say she heard him was her lifting her leg over the other one, arching her back forward, and tentatively placing both hands on her raised knees.

They stared at Imsun, weighing her newly found arrogance. “Did you indeed find the pool?”

“Indeed,” Imsun replied flatly. If they wanted any information, then they would have to work for it. The fury that instantly laced their faces, vanishing as quickly as it came, under their mask of passive faces, told her little game of taunting was working.

The old man smiled, and it was a cruel look on his old, weathered face; his decayed teeth displayed proudly. “Tell us about this journey. How did you come across the pool?”

Imsun heaved a sigh. Another scoff from her tutor. She turned to the woman, her stare deadly, but as expected from the cruel woman, she held her ground in a contest of pissing off. Imsun threw her gaze away, feigning boredom as she recounted the story from when she decided she was going after the pool, pounding heavily on the fact that she’d told them to accompany her, and they had said no — groans followed — then she made to how she’d journeyed alone to the boat. She’d met a slave whose master was lost to a particularly rare but deadly illness. She took this new slave, and they journeyed to the land of Aetudale, where the pool lay. She mentioned the forest and all of it as though bored with the details and her return here as though, despite the pool being mysterious, it held minor power since it required something that was lost to time. A sort of key. Whether they knew she kept some details quite vague for them and some out entirely, they didn’t mention. In fact, beyond the groans and whispers under their breath, none of them said much.

When she finished, their faces were of horror, surprise, and many other emotions Imsun found unbothersome.

“So, in the end, your journey was equally a waste,” her tutor was the one who spoke first, analyzing every single action and word from Imsun.

Imsun rose to her feet, dusted some unseen dust from her gown, then turned to her tutor, ever so politely that it was more of a mockery to the sneering arrogance on the woman’s face, “If you think so,” she said. And without waiting for dismissal, she bowed to them, then turned her back and strode out of the room.

Once the huge doors closed behind her, she let out a breath, letting the thick wall she’d built crumple instantly. The gown she’d worn for this occasion suddenly felt like a thousand bees on her skin. She wanted nothing more than to get out of it. Playing rebel with her black was not entirely her. It had taken everything inside of her to wear that mask she’d put on there. Of course, she’d risked her life. The news of her discovery would travel into the ears of the five members of the council, and they would decide if such news was worth chasing. She hoped they didn’t. This part of The Twilight Flame had always been exhausting for Imsun.

Imsun grasped her gown and rubbed it, calling her magic to her fingertips. The gown sparked into flames, changing into an elegant black tunic. A shudder escaped her body as the magic collected its price. She heard the hushing sound followed by a metallic taste, like blood, except this one caused her to feel nausea. Something was amiss, she could tell. Magic coursed through her body. It would be impossible not to know her power had shifted. That something was different. “Lumos,” she whispered, and fire erupted from her hand. Where golden flames were supposed to stand, blue flames burned. She flipped her hand, squeezing the flame out.

Sucking in a deep breath, she walked out of the castle, trying not to let it bother her. She would pay attention and listen to the residue coursing through her blood, affecting her powers. Hopefully, with time, it will burn out.







There was someone behind Imsun. The feeling gnawed at her second after second. It was like her sixth sense screaming at her, but whenever she turned, it was either completely empty, or the people behind her did not know who she was and barely had their eyes on her, but she could still not tear her gaze away. No doubt the person must have concealed themselves, making them invisible, but still. The Twilight Flame might have sent an assassin. A shudder raced through her body at the thought. Making a swift turn, Imsun disappeared into one alley, disappearing into the mist of people. Merchants called out their products, selling hats, clothes, and charms. She pressed into the crowd of people and muttered some words, magic caressing her tunic back into a black gown. She pulled one hat from the merchant’s table, placing it over her head instantly. Taking another quick turn, she stowed toward the harbor part of the port, joining onto one ship as the crewmen called out Pludasia. One of the few good things that came from The Twilights- learning to change identity at a moment’s notice.

Imsun turned back swiftly as though hoping to catch the person behind her. No one was there. She examined the crowd again, watching for any invisible force tearing through the crowd, but when no one did, she exhaled, turning.

Lords! She gasped. One crewman stood behind her, a breath away, staring at her with what he considered to be a smile.

“Hello, pretty,” he said.

Imsun squeezed her face, the stench escaping his mouth, almost knocking her unconscious. Perhaps that was his plan. He opened his mouth to speak again, but Imsun slid passed him as fast as possible, as though her life depended on it. Her life might as well have depended on it.
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News of Imsun’s arrival traveled fast, followed by the news that, indeed, the pool truly existed. Drehel knew that if one believed solely in the words of drunks in taverns, then one was bound to live in ignorance for the rest of their life.

Drehel waited just outside of the palace, cloaked in the same invisibility magic he’d created long ago, watching for her to step outside. If Kol was right, then she was the next piece to fit into the rebellion’s arsenal, or she would be an enemy to contend with.

And true to Drehel’s timing, she emerged from the castle, radiant and gleaming under the sun, though her shoulders slackened as though the meeting had drained all the energy inside her, her black dress that lined the curve of her body now replaced with a loose-fitting tunic. Black. He was just thinking too much about it, or he was indeed right, and despite her being a part of The Twilight Flame, she’d worn this black today as a symbol of rebellion. Drehel smiled to himself, still cloaked as he was. He followed behind her, keeping his distance lest the scent of his magic stir her, and she turn to search for the magic wielder.

Imsun made her way through the streets onto one of the sides of the road leading to the port. She was returning to Pludasia. Drehel had known all about how much she loved teaching the students but seeing her return as her journey concluded deepened his respect for this woman. He continued trailing behind her, letting himself drift into thoughts of having her as a member of the team. For once, the dream felt like reality, something that could be achieved, but she halted, her shoulders stiffening as she turned swiftly behind her.

He did not have to stop himself from moving. His legs froze on their own accord; even his magic held its breath as she scanned behind her. A set of burning golden eyes seemed to radiate from her chest, fixated exactly where he stood. Her magic. He shook his head. Magic did not have eyes. Voice,yes… as though it was breathing and living but never really eyes like a body dwelling inside a host. When his gaze returned to focus, Imsun was nowhere to be found. No doubt she’d taken a swift turn and vanished into the crowd of people.

Drehel did not bother to chase after her. He had as much as he wanted for now. Merely watching her, he’d ascertain the kind of person she could be.




* * *




Sienna’s smile faded as the last of the children raced out to the playground, gnawing on the candy stick she’d shared with them. Every break she shared the candy with the children. A signal that, for a brief time, another of the caregivers would be taking care of them and stopping those who were always on the brink of tears when she made her way out to the teachers’ hall room.

She rose to her feet and exhaled, unstrapping her black apron before straightening her gown. She hung the gown among the rest of it, then made her way inside of the hall room. She quickly picked up a cup of tea, still warm with whatever magic was being used to keep it that way. Andor had once done it to keep their tea warm too. She reached for one of the sandwiches but changed her mind before striding toward the bench at the end of the room, next to a window in the building directly facing the sea over the smaller buildings.

The academy was the tallest of buildings so far, except for the castle. The architecture of it was a marvel that had Sienna staring brightly at it, wondering if one day she would be able to design something this grand. She’d only found out about her zeal for drawing buildings and machinery after their journey when the excitement and chills of the adventure had died, sending her into grim boredom. Late into the nights, she would draw up buildings, their prints, the fine art of it, she called it, and then, the final structure, planting machines of different kinds inside.

Second to her love for drawing were the children of this school. The innocence of them — however much she found bad apples here and there — she wanted to shield them from the terrors of this world, from the things people could unleash on them, the way the world broke a person and remold them into something else.

But when Sienna stared out the window, the cool wind breezing past her face, the sea in the distance looking calm and peaceful, it was not about drawings or children, she thought. Her mind brooded on a paler topic than any of the two. Things she would not mind doing without, but still, she found her hand caressing the flatness of her stomach, missing the little bump that had been there over the course of her pregnancy. Her mind toyed with the thoughts of what her life would have been like. The joy that would have followed rather than this hollow silence that filled her right now. Then there was the matter of her husband. His handsome face, an older version of Andor. The brightest of eyes.

She let herself remember the way he smiled, his chin lifting, eyes narrowing so much, the tell that his smile was genuine. And once again, her heart ached, bled even. A lone tear forced its way through her eyes, and she tried to bat it away, trying to push every obvious sign of the gloom resting on her slackened shoulders but too late. The liquid raced down. She wiped the tear with her hand, taking a sip of her tea for the first time since she set the cup down. Slowly, she forced her face into that calm, bored mask. The mask she decided was best for the rest of the world to see, not the truth of who Sienna had become.

The churning of the bells distracted her from her thoughts, reminding her that the day had ended. Outside, Pludasia’s sun was blood-red from the night, as it always was whenever the times were shifting. The winter here was quite different from the Cegoven she remembered. It was milder, just as the look of disdain from people was not widespread. Some had even gone as far as to hear the news behind how Cegoven treated its people for looking apart, and whenever this set saw her walking, they offered her things from fruits, coins, and well wishes. Always with a smile, Sienna greeted them even though she wished they would not do it. She was not some dying out flower in the gathering to be tended to and nourished to life. She was a fighter, and she did not have the heart to say sympathy was not what she was looking for but to be seen and heard for who she was.

It was for that reason, whenever these things happened, she found herself thinking of Imsun, the lady who had known right from the beginning that for someone who’d clawed and fought her way through life, sympathies barely made it through the walls she’d built around herself. Instead, she’d offered her that one journey, and despite how busy Imsun had been over these days that she’d barely caught a glimpse of her, Sienna would forever be grateful.

Sienna made her way out of the teachers’ hall room, nodding to a few of the teachers sitting on one of the end desks, murmuring to each other. Another one of the many things Sienna had come to learn in Pludasia. Here, the walls have ears. The teachers had no doubt eavesdropped on conversations, whether by use of magic or through stealth gained from years of experience spying.

She made out a few words as she walked past them. “Not… heard they are treated almost like animals,” one of the plump-looking teachers had said.

“I wouldn’t treat my animals that way, Miriam,” and they chuckled.

Sienna lifted her chin up, her gait changing into that one of a lady who could not care about anything not said to her face and so fearsome that no one dared voice their thoughts straight to her. She let that gait be her guard, let it carry her even as some of the other teachers along the hall nodded to her and snarled when she didn’t deign to respond to their greetings.

She reached the waiting hall just as Andor made it a few steps down the steps, bumping into her. A smile spread across his face. “Hey, mom,” he beamed, squeezing her into a hug, pretending not to hear the snorts from the rest of the children. The smile on his face was enough to make her forget about all that had happened in the hall room and every other thought that plagued her.

Andor led his mother out of the building onto the warm streets, crowded with people moving in all directions, no doubt returning home from the day’s work as he began to fill her in on his day. The magic they had practiced. He created small sparks of ice and flame. He even made the wind around them spin fast, their hair blowing in all directions, a few strands falling over their faces. They brushed it back, their smiles wide.

Sienna felt the tear fight against her wall, wanting to rush out, but she shoved it back. She’d never seen him this happy. Since the journey, he’d seemed happier, but Sienna knew it was not just because of the journey but because he’d been able to stand up to his bullies.

She’d been taking care of one of the smaller children, helping tend to a magic injury, when two boys shoved him to the ground, and his books scattered around him. The boys, the same height as Andor but much older, snickered as he fell.

She rose from where she crouched, wanting to storm in and rain as much hell as she could. Never mind that they were young and magical. Andor had risen just as quickly as he’d fallen, threw his fist with trained precision at the blonde-haired boy sending him to the fall, blood dribbling from his nose. The second boy took a few precious seconds to register his shock, seconds that allowed him the time to turn his attention to the boy knocking him off his feet as he evaded a blow from the boy.

The fight had sounded a warning bell, and Sienna could hear the steps of teachers rushing toward them. By that time, Sienna’s motherly instincts had settled, a smile on her face as she stormed into the classroom, halting her son from dealing another blow at the boys.

The fury marking the boys’ faces was obvious in their inhumane snarls. They were furious at their inherent powerlessness as the other teachers gathered around, Imsun being one of them. Imsun took one look at the boys and Andor with his hands still clenched by his side and gave a nod.

“Mom? What is it?” Andor asked, giving her a tug.

Sienna snapped back to the present. She gave a weak smile that barely reached her eyes. “Nothing, dear. You look… happy,” she said.

“I…” he grinned. “You didn’t hear a thing I said, did you?”

She opened her mouth, but the smile on his face said he knew she indeed didn’t.

“Sorry, I got carried away with my thoughts,” she said.

“I said, I need to practice tonight. I need your help setting up the study,” He said as they made another turn heading toward their small house.

“Anything you need, love,” Sienna said, and they both walked in silence. Not the piercing kind but the kind that seemed like every wrong thing in the world could be righted.
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Drehel returned to his house in the city, exhaustion rippling down every bone in his body. He’d rest if he were not so determined, if this were not like a second life to him, and he didn’t carry the understanding that every second he spent trying to take a rest for himself was another second someone suffered under the tyranny of these people. It was for these people that he’d kept his head down and worked time and time again.

He walked into his office, closing the door as he sank into his seat. There, the papers were brown, unlike the new and proper white papers used by the West Cegovenians. The inks bled through the body of the paper, no doubt one of those cheap ones found in the market, though. Just the thought of this plagued his heart. The thought was that there were people who could not afford ink for their paper, and even though they had taught themselves to read and write despite all their challenging work, they still could not have a proper paper to write on.

He opened the paper, reading the first one. His heart cracked as though it had fallen through a series of buildings, plumbing straight to hard marble.

No son of the soil can own what he cannot touch or see, and none can see the soul. Whilst you can hold these arms and break this skin, cut until blood runs thick, I am not yours. Do you think the wind only blows for you? That the sun shines only for you?

He tore through the second one instantly, the anger coursing through his veins. Anger laced with something else. Something he tried not to feel. Feelings he tried to push deep down and forget about. Everything as he gathered with the men of that court, the ruling council that tormented his people and forced them into slavery.

All you are is a bully, a tyrant under the eyes of the creator, and I’d rather be me than you - for you will have to make amends and your sins are many. The irony is that though some of the people were chained, their minds are freer than yours, less fearful. If I can be noble under these pains, I have naught to fear upon death - but you, addicted to comfort and power - you should be afraid.

Were you to have come to me as a brother, I would have given you everything. My heart, my labor, and even my soul. Instead, you wrap me in iron and beat me with a stick that I would have willingly surrendered with a loving heart. In doing so, you cripple yourself and come closer to being a human snake with narrowed eyes and a forked tongue. In the beginning, you beat me with a look of guilt and horror upon your face; now, there is only pleasure. In truth, you are only a master of a hell on earth, one you forge for your own greed and selfish ways. Under those dusty boots are the bones, blood, and tears of your betters. You think it foolish to stand meek, but you are wrong, for it is we that inherit the earth.

In slavery, my body is a cage for a spirit you cannot touch. You prefer those whose eyes have dimmed, submissive to your abuse, and hate those whose eyes burn with the knowledge of your inferiority.

Drehel read the first sentence of this part repeatedly, the words branding in his mind. The tortures of his people, their broken bodies, the injustice they suffered, and this time, when his eyes stung, he did not bother to fight back, did not bother when the tear flowed out of his eyes, dropping onto the brown paper making it even more transparent as though it would tear from just the wetness alone.

The silence around him seemed to register. The candle flame danced around the dimness of the night that was rapidly descending. The heat crawled his body, another signal that winter had ended, and a long summer would soon be due.

A true man is a man of love and integrity. You are neither an empty shell pretending to be human. Where I to draw your spirit animal from your snarled jaw, it would be the serpent, and mine… mine would be a lion not bearing a single mark from your whip. This was addressed to one of the generals of the council, a man Drehel had heard repeatedly, who sometimes spent most of his time using slaves for sport and entertainment for his visitors. He memorized the name. He could almost picture a face behind the name. Old, cruel, and snarling prick. He’d considered shoving all logic aside, finding this man, and making an example out of him, but things were bad enough as they were. Any ill-timed action would only lead to more bloodshed than they could collect right now, not like they needed to do anything to suffer, but trying to be safe first rather than sorry later.

There could have been a reality where we toiled side by side, where each worked with a heart of love to benefit the other - instead, you prefer power with a raised whip. There could have been a way for us to laugh and sing, to exchange the prettiest of our ways and learn from the errors of the other. Instead, you show me that you own my soul with nickels and dimes, rate my effort in a ledger written by a mortal hand. It means less than the bark of a dog. You have killed children of the lords, his sons, his daughters - praying will never be enough, and there is not a place you can run to.

After the last of the letters, some addressed to the councils, some to different lords of different houses, he could not take it anymore. Fury burned inside of him, stirring his magic awake with a kind of awakening that burned through every resolve. He reached for that Flame inside, trying to soothe it but nothing. His magic, ancient and vexed, roared with the kind of fury that unleashed hell upon his enemies, but somehow, he knew despite that burning ache to burn everything to the ground, his power alone would not be enough. Moreover, it had been the reason for all the preparations. The reason they had to fight the country and take up its leading councils and their protectors, The Twilight Flame.

The door swung open, Little appearing in front of it dressed in a maroon winter overcoat, his face a wall of calm, but Drehel knew beneath that calm mask was the troubled boy whose parents had fallen to the swords of corrupt guards and the young boy kicked out to fend for himself in a word that would first deal him cruelty before ever thinking of dealing him justice.

Little halted outside the door for a few seconds, then strode in to where Drehel stood, his hands still knuckle white on the squeezed paper, tears heavy on his eyes.

Little wrapped Drehel, and a choked sob escaped Drehel as he wrapped his hand against him in return.

Little pulled away and scanned Drehel’s face for a fleeting second before stalking away. Drehel pressed his lips into a thin line, then dropped the paper onto his table. On it was a mixture of books, maps, inquiries, and other papers he would have to go through to recall what they were about.

Snatching his coat from his chair, he walked out of the house onto his horse and charged straight for the hideout.

The ride outside was not as chilling as it once was, although the night was always chilling in Cegoven except in midsummer when the night was no different from the day. Those nights, He always found his study to be too hot, and sometimes he spent his magic keeping the temperature of the room cool.

Cegoven had two seasons, never mind that the Lunar calendar stated four: winter, autumn, spring, and summer. There were only winter and Summer, or at least, autumn and spring had never lasted more than two weeks, that the people now considered it merely a transitioning time from one of the seasons to the other.

Drehel raced through the spring night, some of the tension easing off his body. He resisted the urge to ride to the other side of the border and see the people on that side to see if there was anything else to do, but instead, he rode to that side, dangerously close to the city where the tavern stood. His horse neighed, coming to a halt.

The Tavern did not fit in with the other buildings made of white marble and a transparent rooftop that showed the night sky. During the day, they dimmed the light so much that despite the openness of the rooftop, the heat of the sun would not be felt. It was made of brown walls, which washed off when it rained, and windows that stood high. The wind was barely felt when it coursed through except for whenever the old wooden door was swung open.

He knew the moment he saw this that it was the perfect place for their hideout. East Cegovenians walked in and out of here every time their masters were not around, passing gossip about their masters and mistresses or something, just wanting to ease off some of the burdens that were laid on their shoulders. Even the guards rarely come here, and only on occasions of serious threats or when they felt they’d let them go on for too long and only wanted to remind them who was still in power, only then did they raid the place, trashing it and beating up a few people.

It had always been a… community.

Stepping closer to the tavern’s door, he could hear their banging against wood, songs sang aloud, the lyrics barely a slur of words, but he knew this song. Knew that whatever greater forces that watched over Gryna had placed these songs in their hearts despite knowing it.

The song was of a peaceful land, and if to be believed, that land was Cegoven. Before Lord Udos, before the existence of the gods worshiped now, there was magic, and there were the people. The East Cegovenians, before the West, knew of the lands.

He strode into the Tavern, keeping his head down. The tavern might be an easy place for his people to walk in and out of, harbor the rest of the community he was growing here, but for him, not exactly the dark skin of the East but a caramel complexion that set him out from both the dark and the pale skin of Cegoven, no doubt some of these slaves would recognize him as one of the merchants that must have sold one item of value at one point and if he was unlucky, report back to their master. And in this meeting, he did not want to be dependent on luck.

He kept his head down but no other camouflage to hide his appearance, except for the magic working through his hand to his face, adjusting his appearance.

He reached the bar, and for a second, he let the glamor down, allowing the bartender to see his real face. The man gave a stiff nod before walking to the door and tapping it thrice.

For their safety, every day, there was a new code to unlock the door and let them in. Only the bartender knew the code on this end and was not allowed to share it with any other person.

The man tapped the door twice and then muttered some words to the person on the other side. The wall in the building cracked, then slowly swung open, revealing a dim passageway.

Drehel walked through the passage and disappeared into the dimly lit hallway; into it, they went deeper and deeper until his companion halted, metal scraping against metal, a soft thud and the door on the other end opened into a well-lit road.

The road was filled with children, all oblivious of how dark it had become. Fire stands on either side of the brightened up the road. Here, there was no need to glamourize himself into something else. They knew him. The smiles of the children lightened his heart, eased it, even though he knew this was far from enough. This small piece of goodness in a fucked world. He waved at the children who stopped their game to greet him, and nodded to people passing by, his smile just as broad and welcoming as theirs.

He felt at peace here. He’d always felt at peace here…home. This was his home, with the people who had suffered through life but worked so hard to rebuild, just so they could have a better one. So, they could be happy despite the horrors that awaited them should they be caught being happy.

He reached the small building, no different from the ones around, except this housed some of the best fighters he’d met in all his travels, and behind it was another training ground for those who wanted to learn to wield the sword or any other weapon. Their army. Their base.

Drehel walked into it, greeted by one of the men as he stepped in just as a round of laughter escaped through the room. The laughter died as they beheld his presence, one voice drowning into the approaching silence, followed by the rest.

He stood, faced them, a small dip of his chin, and they responded the same.

“Look like the weather is having a fight with you,” Darkor said as he passed him a mug of ale.

“Maybe, but I’ll win the same way I always win you in a spar,” he winked, taking a sip of the wine.

“You’ve been lucky. I can’t say you will know that the night is here, and you have only an eye to see.”

They continued their game of drunken taunts, louder and louder, until they ran out of words to say.

“Why are you here? Everything alright?” Darkor asked, turning to face Drehel now.

Drehel nodded.

“I just… Just needed to clear my head.”

Darkor gave him a grim smile and nodded as though saying he understood the need to leave his space for a while.

After the bottle, when the chatters from different tables were up again, Drehel banged his mug against the wooden table, calling for the attention of the people around. Silence followed suit again.

“I… I have been reading letters addressed to the council, and page after page, it breaks my heart to see what is going on. To see that despite this, despite all we are doing, it’s still not enough to free the people.” Darkness swirled past his eyes. “We will free our people one day, create a world better than this, where peace leads, where discrimination is abolished.

“For years, decades, we’ve been cheated, assaulted, mutilated, our women raped, our children taken away from us. We are not the evil ones. The West sells lies to people about us. Our children can’t even walk peacefully on the streets without getting scared of when and how the next attack will come. But I tell you today. A new dawn is upon us! We will fight with everything we have. We will fight until our last breath. Till our brothers and sisters are respected and honored as we once were. We are the people of the East, and we don’t give up. We are tired of the discrimination.” A cheer chorused through the crowd.

“We are tired of them taking from us and taking from us but giving nothing in return, except pain and suffering and death.” The chorus was louder.

“We are tired of being caged, treated like beasts to be made into submission. Because even if they cage our body, they will never cage our soul.” The cheer was louder this time. “Because we are wild.”

“Hurrah!” the people echoed.

“We are defiant.”

Another hurrah.

“We are Wild Defiance!” He shouted, and the crowd burst into cheers with him. He raised his hand. He might as well have been glowing. He was a leader to these people. And right now, here, with the deafening cheers, he looked the part.

The night went on from there. Some of the women burst into songs. The men joined in at one point, their songs heavier and more off key, but they sang, and soon they were dancing, not the kind of body against one another the council always had in their palace but cheerful, playful music with their arms wrapped around each other’s shoulders, beer in hand as they formed one big circle, singing into the night. Tonight, they were not outcasts; they were not warriors. They were just people. People who worked so hard to be happy, and even though they were a long way from their dream, were just content enough.

Drehel forgot all about the letters, all about the pain. Tonight, they were happy. Tomorrow, the plight would still be there, but hope was just as important as breathing, and so, they would rejoice even if to keep hope.
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Kol sat in his office, fiddling with his pen. He had scrubbed through every single archive, trying to find anything about immortals. His search had yielded nothing, or rather, too many variables. There were lots of creatures rumored to live for thousands of years before meeting their demise. But still, searching and combing for more details to narrow his search had proven to be futile, leaving him with just one option. An option even before he considered it, he knew it would not be worth the time. An all-knowing creature, the Bartix, lived beneath the waters, but he knew all the stories told about it were dreadful. It was the creature mothers told their children would hunt them to scare them into behaving.

Kol exhaled, shutting the last of the books, and with a flick of his hand, the book flew back to its spot on the bookshelf. He leaned back, and his shoulders slumped.

I don’t have to know what I am to know who I am. He signed. He had one more task before calling it a night. He picked up his pen again, scribbling, “Teem em ta eht skocd” he folded the paper into neat lines, forming a bird shape, then placed it on his table. Another flick of his wrist and the paper moved as though it had turned into a living bird, paper wings flapping hard as the paper rose from the table, vanishing through the window into the dark night.

He wrote a few more letters but this time, rather than send it flapping through the air and for the fear that it might be intercepted, he dipped his quill into his ink again and began scribbling again. This time the letter was addressed to Drehel. They had been in communication, and a few times Drehel had been forced to go silent. Most times when he was invited to the palace for one trade or another. The High Solstice is coming now. The council would most definitely be working the servants into preparing for the feast and the merchants. People from various parts of the continent would be making their way in, taverns and inns occupied. It was the perfect time to go unnoticed and carry on with their businesses. It was for this reason, Kol had thought it to be the best time to bring Imsun in. Still, he could not shred off the lingering worry that bothered him. He’d known Imsun for longer than most. He’d seen her through all the cruel things her father forced her through. The sacrifice she’d endured before having to face the man. She’d had enough to worry about in one lifetime. If it were up to him, if they did not need her help to win this fight, he would let her chase after her dream and, after the battle had ended, join in her quest to find a way to help get her fertility back.




* * *




Imsun had just dismissed the last of her class for the day when she heard a bird flapping in through the open window. A white bird. No, not a bird. A paper flapping inside like a bird, except where a bird had feathers and mouth, and colors, it was all paper, propelled solely by magic.

She smiled. There was only one person who knew this trick other than her. When she was little, searching for any means to escape the brutality of her father, she’d met a certain warlock who helped her forget. Helped her smile repeatedly, and together they had created a spell to let paper fly and deliver messages. They never bothered to tell anymore, never taught anyone this small trick because it was their own thing.

The paper reached her, sustained in the air by the flapping of its wings and Imsun opened her hand. The paper landed on it, then opened. The last of the magic propelling it sizzled away like dust from a page as she unwrapped the paper to see his message.

The message was as clear as day to her but no other, another trick they’d learned in case their letters fell into the wrong hands. Imsun, locked up, could easily say she had nothing better to do and was scrabbling things on paper, but now… they had no need for it.

Despite the nostalgic feeling coursing through her, bringing a smile to her face, a quiet dread coiled around her, making her wonder why exactly Kol was writing this way. Why use a trick only she could understand and know where it was from?

She squeezed the paper into her hand, then raised her hand. She flicked her other hand as she muttered, “Purus.” Without turning to see the desks arranging themselves, papers racing to the waste bin like children racing to get snacks first. Imsun darted out the front door of the class and the door slammed behind her.

There had been no time when she should meet him, which means it was as soon as she got the message. She made her way through the flight of stairs down the hallway; most of the students had long left, and some of the teachers had as well.

She stepped out of the building and joined the stream of Wrigos and humans into the streets. She tapped her legs twice, and the wind circled around them, pushing her with speed far more than her own. Her concentration did not falter from ahead as she slid past people, humans, and Wrigos alike until she found herself outside the docks, darkness fully settled now.

The sky filled with stars, not the kind of look an unholy night carried, yet Imsun could not help the worry that troubled her.

She stood at the docks, silence rippling all around her into the darkness, except for the slamming of water against rock. The wind smelled of salt like it had sucked up the sea’s saline and now traveled to land. Imsun wrapped her hand around herself as the chilly wind raced past her, goosebumps filling her naked skin instantly.

She stared at the water, and a familiar feeling traveled through her. Like a pair of eyes in the dark, ancient and cruel was watching her. She knew even before the taste clogged her mouth. She felt it, the metallic taste like blood. She’d felt it before…

“You got my message,” Kol said, not at all surprised to see her.

She whirled to face him, startled by his sudden appearance. No, not him. She’d half thought the voice inside her head had materialized and now wanted to taunt her in the flesh.

Kol paused, taking her in, her pounding heart still struggling to settle, her angled arms with magic beaming on them just before she realized who stood behind her.

She let out a long breath before saying to Kol. “Of course, when we’ve not communicated like that for nearly twenty years.” The smile came easily to her face.

“I’m surprised you still know how it works,” he said with a grin.

“You forget you’re the ancient one here. I heard the memories tend to fail you when you’re that old,” she said coolly.

“Then you must have forgotten to bow in my presence.”

Imsun puffed her chest in defiance, holding Kol’s gaze, a smile hanging on both their lips, then ever so slowly, she lowered herself in a mocking bow. Kol could have cackled loud if he did not have other intentions for being here When she rose, she gave him a grin that would send lesser men fleeing, but Kol just replied with a grin of his own, and hers expanded, and they wrapped their hands around each other minutes later, chuckling as Kol patted her back softly.

When they separated, Imsun exhaled and turned to face the still water in front of them now.

There was a beat of silence, then two before Imsun said, “Why?”

Kol did not ask what she meant. He knew exactly what. Sending her that paper today would have sent her mind darting around, unsure of what was happening, but he could not risk the message falling into the wrong hands and the wrong people catching wind of the meeting they were about to have here.

“I didn’t want it falling into the wrong hands.”

Imsun clicked her tongue. “Still a cynic,” she said, staring at him from the side of her eyes.

He smiled softly; his gaze still fixed on the open sea ahead of them. “There’s something rotten in Cegoven, like a wound festering, destroying us ever so slowly.” He shook his head in a bittered glance.

As though reading that the silence that followed was the kind her companion needed to sort out himself, Imsun merely exhaled, leaving him with all the time he needed to begin again. Although the words remained in her mind, she had no idea what he meant or where he was driving at, but indeed there was something sore about the nation, although what both could do, she had no idea. She’d only been a kid when she discovered that side. She’d sworn then that she would spend her time teaching children, protecting and raising them, and even though the difference she seemed to have made was not as much as she hoped, changing the world was not something that happened overnight.

“There’s a group. There’s a group out there, trying to make a difference, trying to change Cegoven and restore it to a glory greater than what it had claimed to be before.”

Imsun stood still. So still, it was impossible to tell if she was breathing. She stared at the water with rapt attention, her gaze unblinking as though the dark surface of the water had something worth seeing beyond its glassy surface.

“I know you want to make a difference. It was the very first thing you said to me all those years ago. How you would love to change the world,” he said, and for the first time, he turned, holding her gaze. “I know you would not stand for such a thing. For the inhumane treatment people face down there,” Kol said.

“What are you talking about, Kol? What treatments?” She asked, wanting to confirm her suspicions.

“The East Cegovenians,” he said. “The way they are butchered, forced to live in slavery, treated like they are not living beings,” he said.

Imsun froze. Her mind drifted to the first time she’d met Sienna inside their stable, the bloodied woman with a small lump on her stomach, the only sign that she was pregnant, and even then, only a skilled eye would have been able to tell. The way she shivered in the cold, her feet covered in blood and ash. It all felt wrong. It was… she’d helped Sienna.

Something inside of her cracked. Her face was as pale as snow as she turned away, blinking.

Kol reached for her chin, cupping it up. “Don’t do that,” he whispered. His voice was steady and soothing.

“Do what?”

“Don’t blame yourself for it. You didn’t know. I…” he stammered. Lacking words was not a thing Kol did in Imsun’s presence, but here he was, trying to find the words to say. “I’m old… ancient,” a wry smile, “yet, all of these, I just….”

“You can’t do that either,” Imsun chirmed.

His brows rose as though asking, what?

“Ask me not to blame myself and end up blaming yourself. You did it then, always said you were my friend, and you should be able to protect me.”

He forced a smile.

“We know now. It’s what we do from now that matters,” he said. “And as bad as it may be, I can’t sit back and watch the years of tyranny continue,” he said, just as he let out a sigh and then turned toward the water, sitting over the wooden dock, his leg brushing the surface of the chilly water, sending ripples through it.

Imsun joined him, raising her tunic up as she took the seat beside him. “I think I might be interested,” she said.

“You want to be a rebel?” Kol teased.

“Well, I think so… If you’ve told them about me, then they definitely were the ones following me earlier after I had my meeting with The Flame,” she said.

Kol seemed to tense at the mention of the Flames, but his shoulders fell just as quickly as they had risen. “Sounds like something Drehel would do,” Kol mused, thinking back to his encounter with Drehel. No doubt, the man would have sparred with her if he deemed it necessary to weigh her strength but following a Flame in the city was dangerous enough.

“He actually sparred with me in the middle of the road,” Kol said.

“Really?” Imsun asked, her eyes shining as though the mention of those words delighted her. “You have to tell me all about it,” she said, wrapping her hand around Kol’s arm and tugging on him gently.

So, he did. He told her all about that day, how he’d felt distraught by the volcano heating up, how he felt the presence but never really shook the persistent —using Kol’s words — off until their confrontation, in which, to his surprise, Drehel stood his ground against him.

By the time he finished, Imsun laughed. Her voice sweetened the night, almost strange but comforting. Kol smiled at her.

They sat in silence for the rest of the night, staring into the deep sea, the calmness of the night soothing them. She leaned on his shoulder, taking in his musky scent. “I miss this,” she murmured.

“Me too,” Kol said, wrapping her finger around his, “Me too.”
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If the exterior of the palace was exquisite, then the interior was nothing if not supernatural. Hell, to a mere human eye, its beauty would rival that of the night sky and its glow, that of the sun.

Radiating from within was a supernatural glow. The glass walls reflected the spring sun into the room; the floor was almost reflective, made of clean marbles that could be used as mirrors. Small glowing lights of assorted colors hung at the top of the building. A number of them circled the golden chandelier that stood at the center of the room, covering a large part of it.

On one end of the magnificent rectangular room were five crystal thrones, each for every member of the council. The throne did not look like they were made of any known material, just glittering white stone. But even with the absence of color, they did not look like they would fit in any other room but here. This one room would house all their glory.

The Twilight Flame members stood side by side, their hands in front of them, a certain unnatural humility bestowed on their proud shoulders. It was unfitting for these cunning proud creatures, yet they looked like tamed wolves in this building, silence rippling all around them as though they dared not speak. As though the moving lights would speak of the things they said, and the crystal chairs would tell the truth.

In the wide space, no one stood. Outside, guards patrolled the wall, black obsidian shields in hand, capable of deflecting magical attacks.

The door swung open, and they all bowed their heads again, except for Gladys. She stood tall amongst the men; her chin lifted in defiance as though daring the council to act. Five steps approached them, each of them echoing through the walls.

The Flames did not bother to turn or peel their gaze from the floor until the council members walked past them.

The five men, dressed in thick gray cloaks that covered their tunics, walked in their ranks. Leading them was a sturdy human, towering over the five following behind him, forming a V. The council took their places, taking up the five seats, with the sturdy man, Gabriel, seated at the peak of the V-shaped chairs.

He leaned down, staring back at them with narrowed gray eyes, which made his cloak, however exquisite it was, dull. This man’s presence seemed to ripple with the kind of authority that turned the strongest of warlocks and sorcerers of the land into cowards, except for one.

Gladys held their gaze. Unflinching, without a single shred of worry. Though her hands remained loosed, two fingers out, ready if any attacks were to be made, but there would be none, as she knew already. Still, she kept her hand, a silent threat to them that though they controlled the army and ruled the nation, she could wipe them out here where their army was not allowed in.

The man held her gaze, his eyes darting to the hideous scars that lined her body before turning his gaze to the rest.

“Why am I getting news that one of our correctional camps had been attacked, all our prisoners are gone, and one of my generals with them?” Gabriel said in a calm voice. So calm that others would misinterpret it for kindness, but Gabriel was anything but kind.

The old man stepped forward, his stick in hand, holding him in place. He stared at the council; their gaze fixed on him now with that same cruel expression as they were filthy beggars on the road.

“We heard of it only before we got there. The culprits involved were no longer there. They seemed to have gotten what they came for already.”

“And what exactly is that?” the man asked.

“The prisoners,” Gladys replied. Their gazes snapped to her, and to her credit, she did not flinch. Instead, she stared them down with a bored expression of her own. “They went there for the prisoners. There have been rumors of a group stirring up in the East,” she said.

“Perhaps we need someone to remind them of their position,” the youngest of the councilmen spoke now.

Her gaze darted to him; the man held his ground. It was a game of intimidation. Not lies or deceit, but one where power rivaled against power in words, intimidation, and wealth.

“Perhaps you and the bunch of your minions,” he said, waving his fingers at them. Each of them had a precious stone of different colors.

She scoffed. Matt stiffened beside her. “You could send the full force of the army, the vanguard if you wish, and it would only stir them up more.”

“What do you suggest?” Gabriel asked, his face still a mask of boredom.

“Treat them with a little more respect. They are our people. Instead of raiding their homes in the middle of the night, go during the day. Promise their men work and their children education. Take their sorcerers, warlocks, and whatever they have but give them something in return.”

Gabriel did not peel his gaze from her, but the bored expression had been replaced with something else, something keen to amusement. Whether that was bad or good, it was yet to be seen.

“And when they demand more? Because they will surely demand more.” This time, it was the man to the right, with sapphire eyes and blonde hair. Gladys gave him a smile that did not reach her eyes.

“The aim is to plant discord amongst them. Once you offer them that dream of hope, they will cling to it rather than want to see your ugly side. They will not be united anymore, and it would be easier to turn them against each other,” she said.

A beat of silence.

Then another.

Gabriel rose from his seat and said in that same cool voice, “I won’t show my enemies weakness when they want me to be weak. The Solstice is tomorrow. We will revive old traditions again.”

“Old traditions?” Gladys asked, but the old man beside her had gone pale. So pale it was a wonder he was still breathing.

“Blood sacrifice,” he gasped.

Gladys, for the first time since the meeting, was taken aback. She blinked, not believing she was hearing them correctly. There was no way they meant blood sacrifice. She pulled her hard mask back on. There would be no love lost if they slaughtered all the Easterners, but that would bring down their nation and her wealth with it. She turned and walked away without another word, leaving the Flames standing in both shock and stunned.

“If you wish to destroy the nation because of your pride, then I won’t stop you,” she said loud enough for the whole room to hear as she stepped out and slammed the door behind her.

Gabriel stared at the door, his hard jawline grinding against each other. He was not the kind of man people turned their backs on, and Gladys’s performance today only bruised his pride. He could not deny he loved her guts, unlike these cowards who stood here almost pissing their pants for fear of what could happen if they disagreed with the council. He dusted off invisible dust from his cloak and took a few steps forward until he was standing in front of the old man. The old man held his gaze; somehow, unlike the rest, he was unafraid. “Send one of the generals to investigate the threat of this rebel group. I do not want to lose any more workers for my… establishments,” he said as he stepped out of the room, ignoring their bows.

Gabriel’s steps echoed behind him as he walked out of the room. His mind remained fixed on the woman who had defied him. It was not every day he met someone capable of turning their backs on him. Someone who was not afraid that the moment they turned was the moment he would strike. For centuries, the throne had been passed down from father to son on to him. Their ruthlessness was a trait that had kept the nation moving, for all his enemies knew to never go against him, or they found themselves crushed under his boot… yet this woman. Gladys, if his powers were right, had turned her back, ready to show her total lack of interest in whatever he planned to do, and for the first time, Gabriel found himself wanting to explain his plans.

He made his way through the silent hallway, two of his guards flagging him, their hands on the hilt of their swords. Maids dressed in pink blouses and gray aprons bowed as they walked past him. His steps were quick, but even as he stepped out of the hallway into the garden filled with more slaves. Their presence irked the living hell out of him. All he wanted right now was to unleash his power, turn them into dust standing there, but this power had been his family’s secret, passed down from generation to generation. A secret that kept them as the richest amongst the council, and fishing out enemies, just as he knew right now that the young son from the house of Theon coveted his place in the council.

He clenched his hand, the stone glinting in his folded knuckle like one of the many rings the rest of the council men possessed without knowing just how different he was.

Reaching the final gate where his carriage stood, he caught a glance of Gladys as she climbed onto her horse, casting him a glance once, and still, that defiance filled her gaze as she rode off into the scorching sun.

Gabriel stood still for some seconds, staring at the black horse bouncing off into the crowd. She was a person to ally himself with.

He halted at the door to his carriage, turning to the guards behind him. “I have a mission for you. Both of you.” Their gaits straightened. Their hands left their swords for the first time and stood by their sides. “Find out what the young councilman owns. His most vulnerable establishments are his most secured,” he said.

The men nodded as they walked to where their horses stood, leading them off the large stable out of the palace and strode away.

Gabriel climbed onto his carriage. “To the lady’s home,” he said, leaning back.




Gladys could not contain her fury. “Stupid councilmen,” she spat as she stepped into the threshold of her home, barely climbing off her horse and handing it to the stable boy.

The house was crawling with maids arranging and cleaning the house. “Out,” she barked at them, not bothering to check if they obeyed. She stormed to her study, slamming the door shut behind her.

The restlessness traveled through every part of her body. She needed an outlet. She slammed her fist onto the table, her chest heaving. The table vibrated, but the wound did not bulge. She sucked in a deep breath, then exhaled. Taking her seat, she pulled her sheets, each of them showing exactly where her establishments were. If things went badly, then she would suffer most of it. Her business was positioned exactly in the right place. Her establishments were the ones that would suffer the most for it. There was no relocating them.

A knock on the door caused her to snap from her books. “I want to be left alone,” she growled. But the knock came again, patient as ever. She snapped her fingers, and the door clicked open.

The person stepped in. Her gaze snapped to the door. If she’d not practiced the mask years before now, it would have slipped, revealing her surprise as the lead Councilman stood in front of her, the full weight of his bored gray eyes staring at her.

“Councilman,” she let out a bow.

He nodded, “Flame Gladys,” he replied.

She closed her books slowly, not deceiving herself that her unsummoned guest did not notice. “I did not expect you,” she said as she shoved the papers into her drawer and walked toward him.

Gabriel reached for that power again, surging it through her like a javelin, but his power slammed against rock-hard walls. Her mind was guarded to such powers, and as though she felt it, she took a step back and blinked at him, but the expression disappeared just as quickly as it had come.

He could not wrap his head around it. At first, he’d thought it was the distance between them and the disturbance from the rest of the Flame members that had caused his magic to be acting out but no. There was something different about this woman. Not just in the way she carried herself. She was far more deadly than the rest of the Flames or councilmen.

He forced a smile and casually strode toward her, taking the seat on his end of the table. “Your suggestion today was intriguing; the councilman Baron must favor you.”

It was a hassle not to snort. But Gladys knew better than to show any form of expression in front of the councilman if not for anything, then for the fact that they thought little of them, Flames, and rarely saw their relevance beyond cleaning up their messes. She gave a feigned smile, just like the one he had mustered. There was no way she was buying that he came here because of that. Of all the councilmen, he gave her the chills the most.

She slowly sat, not peeling her gaze from him. Wise.

He took in her room. The map of the country hanging on the wall with different pins that he instantly recognized to be the establishments of all the councilmen and the rest of the Flames. Gray for his and the old man, sapphire for the councilman Baron, and Black for Theron, but none of hers.

She followed his gaze to the map and clicked her tongue. “Our establishments,” he said.

A question.

“Need to know how to help improve your income,” she said.

He gave a grim nod. Bullshit.

He caressed his ring on his right hand, his gaze fixed on her. “Your suggestion was wise as expected of a reputable Flame member, but now, we have to show strength,” he said.

“You mentioned councilman, and I have no jurisdiction to try to stop you.”

“But I never gave the real reason, and I’m sure you suspected.”

She forced another smile as she leaned back, her hands poised to strike at any time.

“Why exactly are you here, Councilman?” she asked.

“I find you attractive. Not many would turn their backs on me,” he said.

“That’s quite a fable attempt to get me to lower my guard. I’m sure the leader of our esteemed nation can do better.”

He smiled now. “I—” he exhaled.

He could picture all it would take for a woman like her to ally with him. There was a storm coming, and to shelter this storm, he would need allies.

“There’s a storm coming,” he said.

She cast her gaze to the slightly open window, despite knowing full well that he meant something else. “I think you are gravely mistaken, Councilman.”

“The storm will come whether we like it or not,” he said, pretending as though she’d not said anything.

Okay, game time is over.

“We must ally ourselves with the right people if we wish to escape this storm.”

She remained silent.

He watched her; despite that mask of calm, he knew she was pondering everything their allying would profit her and the disadvantages again. Again, he reached for that power, surging through her but still, that wall remained uncracked. He would have to rely solely on his wits now.

Gladys could feel something bounce against her wards like a snake searching for a way in. It took a lot of effort keeping that mask of calm, pretending not to notice, but there was something at play here. Something evaluating her. She could have sworn the power was coming from that ring of his, but all the councilmen had one, and she’d never heard of the councilmen having powers. Still, she reached for her well of power, topping her defense even more.

“What’s your offer?”

The councilman opened his mouth.

“No haggling,” she said.

He gave her a knowing smile, then rose from his seat to where her map rested, picking up a pin from the table. He pressed the pin into a spot on the map. She watched him carefully. Her eyes widened just slightly at the surprise on her face.

“I know you are wondering who owns the gambling house on Frenys street.” She gave no reaction, trying to hold the reins even though her heart quickened for a second, watching this man. No wonder he was the king merchant, knowing exactly what she wanted. “I can offer you that establishment if you agree to a switch of Flame during the Solstice.”

“I doubt I’m a better wielder than the Oldman,” she said, cocking her head.

“No, but more cunning and ruthless,” he said, turning to her.

They stood there in the beat of silence. Gabriel knew he had her, but still, it was like dealing blindly, not knowing for sure. But was that not the reason he was here? Why did he want her and not the old man?

“I don’t claim to know your reasons or admit to anything but your offer….”

“It’s a one-time offer, Gladys,” he said coolly.

“I’ll draft out the contract. If by the solstice you switch off The Flames upon my request, then you’ll get the deed of ownership by the end of the day.”

Without waiting for a response, he strode out, halting only when he’d pushed the door open. “And you have to provide two slaves for the sacrifice on Solstice.”
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Sienna could not bring herself to sleep. She stared into the ceiling of her new home. Quite quaint but an upgrade from the one she used to live in back in Cegoven. The hours into the night were far spent, yet she pondered on her journey with Imsun. Her life was moving fast. Too fast, she was barely keeping track. Only months ago, she’d been running from the guards after killing one of them. She was more than certain her life would end there, and now, she was in a different country, where the people, however lowly they looked at her, had never treated her like she was not human.

But there were many who were not as fortunate as her. Many who had lost their lives and would still lose their lives the next morning. She could not sit back and do nothing. She not just turned her eyes and mind away from her people. What could she do? She had no money or influence of any kind. She had no skills to offer. Even as she remained in the beating silence while the cacophony of voices debated in her head, she knew come morning, she would leave for Cegoven. She would search for the group she’d overheard people talking about. The group was ready to stand against the government, and even though she had nothing to offer now, she would find something she could help with. She needed to make a difference. Needed to save her people and her husband.

It was barely dawn when she rose from her bed, throwing her cloak over her shoulders. The previous night she’d dropped Andor over at his friend’s place. She’d learned that the friend’s father was one of the researchers at the academy, and though she’d not met him for some reason, she knew he was safe.

She stepped out of the house, closing the door behind her as she vanished out of sight, heading to the port. It was impossible to not feel like she was taking a dangerous step that could go wrong so fast, although she knew the guards would not recognize her. No, it had been months since she killed the guard, and night at that. Not to mention, since she left Cegoven, she’d changed from the ragged clothes she wore into something better. Not like the wealthy fur cloaks and brilliant tunics worn by the rich and upper class, but something that said despite her skin color, she was not to be harmed.
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Imsun was neither asleep nor awake when she heard the familiar taunting voice, like a hissing snake in a language she could barely understand. She stared into the surrounding darkness. The voice hissed as it approached her, its voice sounding like some ancient language. It sounded more like incantations. She steeled herself, reaching for her power. It responded with a roar like a sleeping beast awakened, fury lacing its movement as it crawled through her body.

The dawn wind was on her skin, the presence of her pet roaming the house, chasing whatever it was chasing at this time but still, she could not bring herself to wake up.

“Lumos,” she muttered, and a blue flame erupted from her hand, lighting up the darkness, but even as the flame burned brightly, there was only darkness. Darkness and that hissing sound. Imsun listened anxiously, thinking any time now, this cruel creature that somehow sent chills through her spine would come out and would devour her mind in this endless darkness. She knew it was her mind trapped here, in this well of darkness with whatever the hells were down here.

“Who’s there?” She called out.

The voice hissed some more, muttering things she could not hear, the voice growing louder with every second. Imsun took a step back, then another, but each step seemed wasted as an invisible hand pushed her forward toward the ancient creature beckoning her.

She was not the type to frighten easily, yet there was something about this creature that made her yearn to flee, to get away and be safe. Yet her legs remain frozen in fear, her mind stuck in this alternate reality, refusing to find a sliver of light to help her escape.

“Who are you?”

I am she who is ancient, she who wielded the gift and gave it to all. I am what you are and more, the voice hissed.

Imsun rolled her eyes. “Parables. Why does every single voice in my head have to speak in parables?” she sighed.

A tremble shook the blackness that engulfed her, but her fear was slowly slipping away with each second.

The voice came nearer. “Bow in my presence, child,” it hissed. Imsun did no such thing. She just stared into the darkness until all she could see was the blue flame. The darkness beyond her was less frightening.

Something moved in the darkness beyond, the voice moving toward her. She reached for her power, digging into the well of magic until she hit bottom, all of it raging through her now.

“Show yourself,” she said, venom lacing her words.

“You do not fear me,” the voice said. “You do not fear she who wielded magic before the world was born. You do not fear me, Lady Enris of Aetudale?”

Imsun stiffened at the words, the fear crippling her where she stood. As though her magic recognized the voice, it recoiled inside her, sinking to the bottom.

She jerked awake. Her chest was heaving and she clutched her neck, fighting for breath when comforting arms wrapped around her. “You’re okay. You’re okay,’ the voice cooed.

Her breath slowed, and she pulled away from the person, the familiar scent grazing her nose instantly. Kol sat beside her; his eyes filled with worry as he observed her shaking form.

“Are you okay?”

Imsun did not answer. She could not trust herself with words right now. She nodded. Lady Enris of Aetudale. She made a mental note to look the lady up in the archive.

“How did you get in?” she asked.

“I magicked my way in,” he said. “I felt your power… like you were being drowned,” he said.

“I… I was having a nightmare.”

Kol only nodded. He would not push her. If that was all she wanted to say, that was fine. Kol deeply respected her wishes.

“We should leave for Cegoven now,” he said, trying to change the topic.

She gathered a few of her things into her bag. She scooped Chot from the ground as they left, dropping him off at the academy before journeying back to the port. The port was filled with people of all races, humans, Wrigos, and even a few Elves, all boarding boats leading to Cegoven. Every single boat was heading to Cegoven, yet there it was almost impossible to find one to take them.

Another boat rolled over, barely coming to a stop when the men called their destination, and the people raced in. Kol was the first to step in, followed by Imsun. They did not have to wait long for the boat to raise its ladder.

The boat steered into motion. Imsun and Kol remained on the deck. Long after they set sail, when most of the passengers onboard had settled down, they climbed back up to the deck, wanting to watch the open sea, when Imsun spotted the familiar figure. Sienna’s eyes were fixed so tentatively on the water, watching the horizon as the sun slowly crept out. From a distance, it looked like the sun was buried deep inside the sea and was emerging from it, its full glory unraveling with golden rays that spread through the water like a deity remerging to life. Sienna’s jaw remained slackened as she stared at the artistic sight in front of her. She wondered what it would be like to paint this view, own a house high enough that when the sun rises, it looks as though you would be the first to see it.

“You can blink; the sun isn’t going to go anywhere by the time your eyes open again,” Imsun teased as she took a spot beside Sienna.

Sienna jerked from her trance, her gaze darting to Imsun. She pulled the slender lady into a hug first, squeezing tight. It was a wonder her bones did not break. When she pulled away, her brows cocked as the thought hit her. They were not in Pludasia. On its waters, yes, but not in the academy. She turned to Imsun’s companion and back to Imsun, her eyes lighting up in understanding almost immediately.

“Oh, definitely not,” Imsun said, trying to keep her composure.

“Really? Cause you two do look like a good pair,” Sienna pushed, still uncertain. The chemistry between the two of them seemed more like lovers.

“If he was the last man on earth, I would date a siren,” Imsun said, a smile forming on her face. Kol’s jaw dropped in a mock surprise.

“I think your siren lover would be into me more, and I into him before he ever realized there’s a woman left in Gryna,” Kol retorted, and so their bickering began again, Sienna merely staring at them with that same knowing smile on her face.

Kol was the first to notice the way Sienna stared at them. He bristled and cleared his throat, calling Imsun back to attention. The two turned to Sienna, their expressions like that of children worried they had been caught doing something horrible.

“Definitely not lovers,” Imsun said with a shake of her head, and Kol nodded in agreement.

Sienna nodded, deciding whatever words she had to say, she would best keep them to herself. In a desperate attempt to search for something else to say, she noticed Kol’s ears for the first time.

“You’re an elf,” Sienna said

“I… No,” he shook his head, hiding the feeling gnawing at him at the mindless question Sienna threw his way.

Despite the sudden stillness of her companions, Sienna did have no idea what her words triggered in him.

Kol shook his head. “Elves have more pointed ears,” he said, with a jerk of his chin toward an elf standing on the other end of the ship. Sienna trailed his gaze to it, noticing the way their ears stood sharp as though if they poked someone, they would draw blood, then back to Kol’s, whose ears were softer. She stared at his ears, then at the lines on his face, she opened her mouth to question him again, but the sudden squeeze of her hand by Imsun told her not to.

Sienna forced a smile, then returned to the sunrise. The sun was out of the water already, rapidly rising toward the cloudless sky.

“Why are you guys headed to Cegoven, anyway?” Sienna asked.

Kol and Imsun stared at each other. Only the slight shaking of Kol’s head gave their signs away.

“To join a certain group of people on the other end.”

The look Kol shot at her would send lesser men running, but Imsun just said, “She can be trusted,” and turned her attention back to Sienna. Sienna stared between them.

Kol stood still, watching them as Imsun filled Sienna in on everything Kol had told her the previous day. The reason they were going to the Solstice and why the group existed.

When she finished, Sienna just stared at her, unable to form words. Her gaze moved between the two. “I… I heard about the group, and I was on my way to see if I could find anyone—”

“Why do you want to join the rebels?” Kol blurted out, not tearing his gaze from Sienna. Imsun stiffened at the harshness of the words but remained silent.

“I…” Sienna clenched her fist, fingers digging into her palms as she thought of all the things the West had done to her, the time her father never came back, the days he came back with bruises on his face, the day Dummir was forcefully taken from home, their village as it burned down, all the suffering. “How can you even ask me that?” Sienna turned to Kol, steel in her gaze. “How can you ask why I want to be part of them when all I have known is pain? When all that I am was taken from me even before I knew who I was. All that I have was taken from me repeatedly. How can you ask me…” her voice was barely more than a growl now, “I want to be a part of them when I have more reasons to be than you?”

She wiped the tears off her eyes, turning away from Kol and back to the calm water.

Kol let out a long breath, took a step toward her, and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I didn’t mean to upset you. You must understand that the risk is high, and if the government catches wind of us, they will send not just the guards but the military too. The risk for that is great.”

Sienna did not turn to him other than the subtle nod of her head showing she heard him.

They watched the sea in silence for the rest of the trip.
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The boat pulled to a stop between two larger boats of officials from distant lands. Sienna watched as guards dressed in shiny red uniforms, unlike the black of Cegoven’s forces, stepped down from the ships forming two lines. The full walkway of the port was getting more cramped, with people struggling to stand back not to disrupt the stone-faced guards.

Kol and Imsun did not wait to see who stepped out of the ship. They ushered Sienna through the crowd, pushing their way through, making it into one of the many taverns. The taverns were empty. Sailors had taken a day off drinking to haul the larger number of people coming. Merchants stood outside with goods in hand, and as the official stepped out of his boat, their voices grew even louder.

Kol led them into a quiet alleyway Sienna had never seen before, mentioning once that it was one of the many routes the rebels used when they hauled contraband and that even the guards had no idea such a place existed. The reasons were obvious from the stench of urine filling the air and the black sand, although dried now that winter was over. There was no way this was road when rain poured.

Kol made another quick turn, and soon they were walking toward another dead end, or so they had thought until they ventured close enough to the building to see another narrow way fitting for just a single person to pass through before leading out a few distances from where the carriages sat, beckoning on passengers.

“I’ve never seen the port this busy,” Imsun murmured. Sienna tried not to think of the last White Solstice. The guards had blocked all routes that led to them leaving the border to make any sales that day, just as they’d done the Solstice before that. So, every solstice, the East had been forced to trade amongst themselves, set up a small trade fair where goods were exchanged, and mini celebrations were held. It was the only holiday celebrated with the West side of Cegoven, yet while the West rejoiced in the creation of the sun in the lands, the east saw a day to wipe traditions that had long turned into something else beyond the fact that on that day, when the sun was created, a hundred East Cegovians were killed, their blood used as a cleansing ritual and a thousand of them forced to build the first wall of the palace day and night.

Sienna’s fist remained clenched for the rest of the journey even when they climbed onto a carriage riding them to a tavern where Kol had suggested they go on foot because two West Cegovians matching so close to the city’s dregs would be nothing short of suspicious. So, Imsun and Kol had put on cloaks while Sienna picked up a basket, buying some fruits and cabbage in the pretense of being a maid running errands for the coming celebration. And true to their disguise, no one had bothered to take in the cloaked figures gliding through the mist of dark-skinned people hastily making purchases, barely stopping to talk to each other, except for the few pale-skinned who’d outrightly glared at her fine clothes and the piece of jewelry that braced her wrist.

Sienna would have snared back if she was not trying to be inconspicuous as possible. Guards roamed the streets. Their hands ever fixed on the hilts of their swords as they observed the market, their outright snares visible.

They walked past the market into the city. Sienna might have as well had a signpost on her forehead saying she’d never been to the city of Flouby before. Her jaw dropped wide open as she stared in awe at the buildings. Kol tugged her a bit, leading her through similar walkways. “The city is crowded. We won’t want anyone spotting us,” he’d claimed as he led them through the small walks until they arrived at a less imposing place for Sienna. This part of the city was a tad wasted. From the way the place looked, it was obvious all kinds of fishy things went down here. Indeed, it did. Sienna walked stiffly behind Kol and Imsun, scanning her environment. She could hear sounds rising from inside the place, cheers as people got drunk, or whatever businesses they carried out there. Outside one of the buildings, two ladies stood, their clothes barely shielding their voluptuous breasts as they took in the cloaked figure and the woman following behind them.

Sienna did not bother to turn to them or welcome their snarls. She knew they were only furious because they were not customers. Soon after, they walked past there. They arrived at a more prestigious part. The city was of many colors indeed. Like what they’d left, but this time, the ladies wore fine clothes. When they moved, the bells tied to their legs jingled, and carriages even rode past. “This leads to the richer part of the city,” Imsun murmured to Sienna, who was still taking in the switch in the environment. “The establishments there are owned by your people. And as you saw, only your people fund them too. This… my people,” Imsun bit out the words but stopped as Kol announced their arrival just before ushering them into a tavern.

Kol walked to the bartender, took off his cloak, and muttered some words Imsun and Sienna did not know. The bartender nodded, then disappeared, reappearing only seconds later to lead them through.

“When the Western master died hundreds of years ago, he left his estate and enterprises to his chief maid who was pregnant with his son,” Kol said. “The son never fitted in anywhere but was forced to keep his possession and unable to find a single western bride but determined to keep the property, he’d paid a white whore into carrying his child, to leave upon birth. That had been the way they functioned, and with the blood of a western running through their blood, the western could, at the very least, endure their presence as landowners. They always paid the largest of taxes too, so the council doesn’t say anything. No harm done,” Kol said.

Not until now was what they did not need to say. Until the presence they’d tolerated was now the one housing the rebel group that would come to terrorize them.

They reappeared in the mini city of the rebels, children laughing and playing, building false mansions from the soil. Sienna’s heart stilled at the joy of these children. Every doubt she had about this place…about these people, disappeared. Despite how untrustworthy the memories of children were, she knew there was not a single time in her life where she’d smiled like this as a child.

The next turn they took, flour flakes were falling from the sky, no, not from the sky, but the stand nearby where some easterners stood, rolling flour into rich bread, the kind that reminded Sienna that she’d barely had anything to eat.

These people were so at ease, so free, unlike the ones from the border. And something like anger coursed through her. Anger that while they lived in luxury, only a border away, their people on the other end died.

“Don’t give them that look. They did nothing wrong,” Imsun said to Sienna, giving her a soft squeeze. Kol’s gaze darted from Imsun to Sienna as though instantly realizing what it was about.

“They all have their scars too. You see him there?” he pointed to a one-handed man sitting in a wheelchair. He looked like he was dishing orders out to the others, mixing the flour. “He burned the food his master was supposed to eat, and when the man found out, he broke the bones in his legs and gave him a saw, then asked him to cut out his own hand as an apology. He was near dead when some of the others found him and brought him to the healers,” Kol said. “Even with their magic, they could not regrow his hand or rearrange the bones in his legs without the possibility of missing a few of the debris.”

Sienna suddenly felt guilty for the anger she’d felt minutes ago. They reached another stop, and Kol pounded on the door with a soft knock.

The door swung open, revealing six men all seated around a table. Their gaze darted to Kol and Imsun, instantly reaching for their weapons.

Drehel smiled as he rose from his seat, his eyes fixed on Imsun. “Imsun Carr, most famous sorceress of Cegoven,” Drehel gave a small bow.

Imsun could have sworn the voice inside her head snorted.

She gave a small bow, keeping her gaze fixed on the people around her. She felt like she did not fit in here, not for strength alone, but the brute look about these people.

They all stared at her with outright snarls.

Sienna felt like a fight was about to burst. The way their eyes remained fixed on Imsun was as though if she made one wrong move, they would cut her down. If she’d not seen Imsun hold her own, she would be scared, but instead, she pitied these men if any of them tried to go against her, despite the sheer strength radiating from them. She turned her gaze to Drehel. He was by far the smallest of the lot, yet she knew behind that shy smile was a force. Thankfully, that force was trying to do some good for her people.

“Lower your weapons. She’s one of us.”

“One of us?” one of the men snarled. “She is no Easterner, or is it hidden under that cloak?” he asked.

The rest did not laugh; the tension still shimmered from their bodies. They were wary of her. But then they must have heard of her.

Imsun remained still, her eyes fixed on them, wordless as though taking them in or daring them to make a move. Slender-bodied, gracious, and now in what should be a dreg to her standards, she kept her chin up in defiance.

No magic sparkled beneath her fingertips, but it was there waiting to be called.

“You all trusted me,” Kol said, standing in front of Imsun. “You can trust her too.”

They held Kol for a long while as though deciding if it was worth it. “Do you know where you are, girl?” one of the men questioned, but Imsun remained quiet.

Fury coursed through the man and something keen to lightening sparkled under his fingertips, answering one of Sienna’s questions. Magic wielders, then.

“Perhaps, you can tell my people why you wish to join The Wild Defiance,” Drehel said.

Imsun stepped around Kol now, standing close to the table. She summoned that strength she used to address the Flames. “You don’t trust me. Good. As you shouldn’t. I would be wary if anyone with my skin color walked in, and you all jumped on the prospect of having them in your ranks. But if you all know me…” she turned to them, her eyes going to their hands still on their weapons, “…then you must know my companion throughout my journey was an Easterner, not a Westerner. But what you don’t know is I never met her until the night before my journey, where she appeared in my stables wounded,” she turned to Sienna, and Sienna gave a stiff nod for her to continue. So, Imsun told them all about her encounter with Sienna. And how Sienna had offered to go with her.

By the time she finished, their hands were no longer on their blades, and the tension in the room had slipped out.

Drehel nodded. They turned to Sienna now. “And you’re the lady in this story?”

Sienna nodded. “Why seek us out now?”

“I only heard about you. And before you question my motivation, I have personal stakes too.”

“No one questions your motivation. Your garment is enough reason.”

Sienna knew what garment the man meant. It was not the fine clothes she was putting on but her skin.

Drehel clapped his hand. “Now that we are all caught up, let’s get down to business.”

“What business?” Kol asked.

“The one where we cause a little chaos during the White Solstice.”

“What?”

“Our spies have it that the council plans on bringing back the old traditions.”

“Which traditions?”

“The one where easterners are burned on the stake,” Kol and Sienna said simultaneously.

And with that, Kol filled them in on the plan. Everything they were to do came to the White Solstice. Everybody had a part to play, he’d said.

Day after day, as the solstice drew nearer, their preparations grew accordingly.




* * *




Andor thrashed and turned into his bed. He jerked awake, sweat pouring out of every single pore in his body as though he had been running. Something was wrong. He could feel it even without knowing how. Every part of him was bracing itself for something terrible, yet somehow, he knew this was not his own feeling. This was something else. Something he could not explain.

The door to his room swung open, Raina charging in. She took one look at him, chest heaving in fear, and rushed to his side, wrapping her hand around him. “It’s okay. It was just a nightmare,” she said but still breathless, Andor pushed himself from her, staring into her eyes.

“Something is wrong.”

“What do you mean?” Raina asked.

The feeling remained buried inside of him, but the warning shook every part of him, making his senses jerk to the stillness of the dawn tearing through the darkness of the night.

“What is wrong?” Raina asked again.

He bowed his head as he shook it slightly. “I don’t know. I just… I feel like something bad is going to happen.”

“It’s just a dream.”

He shook his head again. “It’s not a dream. It’s… I think it’s a vision or something of the sort.”

Rania stiffened for a second. Visions or even permutations were rare. People had learned a long time that soothsayers were only liars who would say anything for scraps of pennies, but if what Andor was saying was true… she shook the thought from her head and took him by the hand.

“Come, let’s see Faelyn. He will know what to do,” Rania said, leading him to Faelyn’s room.

The door to the room was slightly ajar and Rania stiffened, fear racing through her, but when she pushed open the door, Faelyn stood facing the window, his eyes fixed on the darkness beyond them.

As the door creaked open, he turned, his gaze meeting theirs. “Couldn’t sleep,” he said with a forced smile, then took another sip of the wine before turning to them. He wrapped his sleeping gown around himself, tying the rope in the middle before asking, “What is it?” He walked to them, taking the boy’s hand.

“I… I had a dream, I think.”

“Oh…” he turned to Rania, as though wondering why it was that a dream had brought them to his room but turned his gaze back to the boy.

“I think something is wrong,” He said.

“Oh! What did you see in your dream?” Faelyn asked.

Andor closed his eyes tightly, trying to recall what had woken him up, but nothing popped into his mind other than inky darkness. He shook his head, feeling ashamed. “I can’t remember,” he murmured.

“He said it’s like a premonition of something,” Rania chipped in.

Faelyn stiffened. He stared at Rania and back at the boy, unsure of what to believe. “It’s nothing. No one knows for sure what will happen. It’s just your mind playing tricks,” Faelyn offered with a smile.

A feigned interpretation of what Andor was experiencing. He did not want to vent his own worries. Not wanting to vent that for the first time since Kol always traveled, he’d found himself unable to sleep and unable to stop thinking of his lover over the sea, with a group he’d nudged him to join.

What he would give to have him home now, but without saying much, he turned his back to the children, suddenly even more bothered than he had been before.

Andor and Rania, unsure of what to do, walked out. But as they reached the door, Faelyn said, “We’ll pay a visit to them tomorrow to confirm everything is okay.”

Andor nodded, even though he was quite certain Faelyn couldn’t see him.

Until dawn, Andor could not sleep. Every time he lay on the bed, he could not help but get that same feeling, like ice and fire breezing his body at the same time. Mercifully, Rania returned, sitting the night through with him. Only then was he able to sleep.







Ten




Maybe this was a terrible idea, and maybe they’d not had the time to plan it all, but Drehel could not stand by and let these people get slaughtered as offerings to gods that did not exist. He’d gone through the plans repeatedly all night, barely getting any sleep. There were no flaws, not that he could see. Every plan had its risks, this one was not excluded, but if they did everything right, then there would be hiccups. Or at least, he hoped.

The town center was crowded with people from all over the continent and beyond, making it easy to blend with the crowd. It was already at the height of the celebration. Drummers beat their drums, dancing in circles, their bodies marred with white chalk.

People sat in rows in the bleachers. Their gazes fixed on the performers dancing and throwing up flames. The drums rolled into a rhythmic beat before halting. Five sturdy men stood close to each other; the wooden drums placed in front of them. The center held the largest of drums with smaller ones on each side.

The performers formed a circle around the arena now. Their faces fixed on the bleachers as a mist of darkness swelled from them, cloaking the arena. The only source of light from the flames in their hands.

Kol knew this story. The two gods or goddesses, depending on who was telling the story, had been caught in an inhumane duel. Darkness was all there was. Darkness and a piercing silence.

A performer stepped into the arena, sword in hand. Drehel could make out the East Cegovenian poised like a fighter, every part of her built for fighting. It glistened in the shape of her muscles and the way she carried herself, a warrior with purpose.

Another female, this time pale-skinned, stepped into the clearing, the glow of her skin in the moonlight just visibly contrasted enough so the audience could see.

Their eyes met, and an ancient hatred older than time sparked. They launched into a fierce battle, swords clashing. The dark performer pressed on the pale. A depiction of a supernatural battle waged between them. Gasps escaped the crowd occasionally as people watched with bated breath, except for those who had ulterior motives.

Drehel raised his eyes to the other end of the arena. With his night vision activated, he could make out Kol and Imsun standing side by side; their eyes fixed on where he was, waiting for the signal. But the signal was not him. The signal was to come after this performance.

He moved his gaze again to the distractions, spotting two of his generals dressed in black, waiting, their faces grim from the display before.

The performer was on the ground now, and the thin West Cegoveian lady stood over her, sword raised. Cheers erupted from the crowd with one single word, “Kill. Kill. Kill.” This was merely a performance, but he had an idea the crowd would scream the same way if it were not.

The pale-skinned lady plunged her makeshift weapon into the East Cegovenian performer or made it seem so, and the flames from the hands of the mages surrounding them erupted to dangerous heights, shooting toward the middle where they formed a huge fire shaped like a star, pulsing with an explosive energy. The flame shot up, tearing the veil of darkness, and applause rained down as light shone on the arena again.

Drehel scanned the performers for the magic wielder who had performed it. There was no way they were all magic wielders; else, they would have been more than just performers. But still… to wield such power, create and sustain all those fires in twelve different spots, then bring them together while sucking the light from the arena. The precision of it, the skill… but most of all…the toll. He knew instantly. All the performers had been Cegovenians, Wrigos, and only one of them had been an Easterner. Only an Easterner would pay such a price.

He searched for the dark-skinned performer spotting her just as she rushed off the arena, wiping her nose with one hand.

Drehel thought of all she could do for Wild Defiance if she were a member. But he pushed the thought aside. Their mission was dangerous enough as it was. Becoming sidetracked would only cause more harm.

After what took forever, the performers cleared up. The Wild Defiance stood sparsely distributed around the area. Then Gabriel rose from where he stood.

“Welcome,” he called out. Silence fell amongst the people again. Drehel clenched his arms tightly. The four councilmen stood behind him as he announced to them. “We’ve come today to celebrate the White Solstice as we’ve always done at this time. It’s a reminder of our supremacy. Of our defeat against evil and a reminder that whenever and wherever evil resurfaces again… We. Will. Always. Be. Victorrrrr….”

There was one more performance. One during which the slaves would have arrived, unlocked from their cells, and chained to their legs, waiting to be sacrificed. It was when the blessing of Cegoven came out to present.

The voice in Imsun’s head snorted throughout every performance. Too opinionated for someone who’s dead, she thought.

I can hear you, Lady Enris seemed to say in response, but Imsun ignored her as she always did, fixing her gaze on Drehel, waiting for his order.

She’d thought with the first performance, they would rush in through the cover of darkness, but they hadn’t. Instead, they’d waited, and when the performance ended, she felt like a door had closed until she saw the figure step out onto the arena, dressed in a pure embroidery of glittering red with embedded gold. For a moment, she’d not recognize Gladys, her old tutor. She gawked at the woman as she stood in the center of the wide arena, owning the place with her sheer presence alone, stealing the breath out of even her lungs.

Gladys raised her hands, and the chattering of birds seemed to follow with that simple movement. Then she swung another in the opposite direction, and waves of water collided with rocks. Each fluid movement of her body told a story, each of them magical. You could almost see the power swirling around her like stardust.

She continued, and the sky above them darkened. Not the makeshift darkness the performers had conjured; this was pure darkness. A gaping abyss that felt alive, like it was stealing the joy out of everyone, leaving them with the hollowness that it was. But standing in the center of the darkness was Gladys. Where darkness did not glitter, she did. Shining as day. Imsun’s whole body stiffened, fixating on her. Gladys held her hand up for a long second, then she danced, each step fluent, almost God-like. Sparkles rained around her, sprinkles of joy lighting up the night in contrast to the darkness around them.

It took a few seconds before Imsun registered the signal. Kol tugged on her hand, and instantly, they leaped over the rails and into the arena. They moved silently using the performance as a distraction. Even with night vision, they were almost indecipherable as shadows through the vast darkness that swelled. Drehel, Imsun, and Kol halted at the door, stepping inside of the metal gate. Inside, the darkness halted just beyond the metal gate. On this side, the slaves stood, chains around their legs and brown bags over their heads.

They got to work instantly, unshackling the chains with a key Drehel had snatched for them. The slaves trembled, unsure of what was happening. As Drehel removed the bags from their eyes, they took them in.

“We must leave now. The performance will be over soon,” he said.

With that, they led the slaves out, seven in all. Kol led the charge, with Drehel and Imsun flanking both sides.

They raced toward the rays of light again, keeping their steps as quiet as possible.

Kol jumped over the rays reaching for the first slave and then another when something shifted in the night.

Something is wrong. She could feel it inside her bones. She felt the prying eyes of Gladys through the darkness.

“Run.” She murmured first, and as the feeling grew, “Run!” she screamed.

They jumped over the rails, picking up the pace.

Everything raced into chaos. The darkness retracted instantly. Gladys fixed his eyes on them, but Imsun quickly put a veil over herself. She heard guards racing charging toward them. Magic blasted toward them, and Imsun reached for her power, but Drehel grabbed her hand. “Don’t. They will track you.”

They sped off, racing through the crowd. The slaves followed them, looking like they were going to fall, but sheer strength kept their feet moving as fast as they could. They stepped out of the crowd of people, and as they reached the other end of the room, a blast of power erupted from the other end of the arena. The distraction. Thank the Gods for Drehel.

Drehel walked in brisk steps leading them through the running people as the skull appeared in the sky. The slaves followed him as he walked to where the caravan stood, the performers waiting.

A guard turned to them and raced out. He unsheathed his sword, and just as he charged, Drehel raised his hand and blew a white power at him. The white cloud was inhaled before they knew what hit them. Undeterred, the bodies fell around him like magic as he strode toward the caravan.

He pushed open the red curtain, coming face to face with the East Cegovenian performer. She jerked her gaze toward him. His eyes moved to the anklet on her leg, a snake, its tail inside its head.

“Come with me,” he said.

She stared at him, then went back to his leg and instantly took his hand.

“I… who is she?” Kol asked.

“Part of the plan,” he said as they continued their walk through the streets, their eyes darting in every direction, on high alert listening for any soldiers.

They halted, pushing behind a building, and took another turn as more guards raced the streets, sweeping it.

Imsun held her breath. This was different from the attacks in Aetudale. Then, it was bandits, but this time, it was just guards trying to do what they were trained to do.

They resumed walking again, making swift turns. Drehel kept a serious face, every part of his muscles clenched, poised to attack at any moment.

Soon, they were clear of the threats and made their way to the tavern.




* * *




It was the boldness that had him nervous. One minute, he watched in marvel as Flame Gladys performed for the crowd, stealing not just their breath but their happiness and turning it into dust in their minds. Sprinkling it, creating a kind of easy control that was so magical. And then it halted. Just as the darkness retracted, he noticed the cloaked figures racing through the crowd.

He watched as they disappeared into the mist of people, and Gladys chased after them. They’d stolen the sacrifices right under their noses, with all councilmen present and all Flames members. The rebels had dared come into their palace.

He should have thought of this. Considered that hosting the Solstice would be opening their gates to the rebels, but a part of him had not imagined they would dare.

A smile tugged on his face now. They were playing a deadly game, and he, Gabriel Acheron, always won.

He leaned back on his chair, that same faint amusement on his face watching as everything broke into chaos. He would not embarrass himself by chasing down some petty rebels. No, he had more things to do. Better things to do.

Someone halted beside him, and he turned to see his new Flame beside him. “Wondering when you would show up. Come with me. We have plans we must finalize.”

Gladys hitched up her gown, protecting the ethereal fabric from the filth around her as she stalked behind him.
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Furious was beyond words to the feelings flowing through Flame Gladys. The rage was simmering under her skin, her body shaking to contain the fire. Those wrenches, she seemed to find herself muttering every thirty seconds since she trailed behind Gabriel. Gabriel walked with an easy swagger as though they’d not been attacked by rebels who’d suddenly gained boldness to enter not only their capital but invade their arena during a religious ceremony. “Those wrenches,” she spat again.

“You keep saying that as though it would make them pop out of the blues again and have a one-on-one with you,” Gabriel said, pushing the huge doors open with both hands before the guards could reach for them.

Inside the huge hall, still glittering as though they’d not been here, the room had been arranged, and the thrones changed to accommodate the flames with their respective council leaders. Each of them sat side by side. A huge golden throne for a council man and a white one for his flame.

Gladys walked past her old council man, taking her position at the center half of the circle beside Gabriel. Gabriel had that same mischievous smile on him, like he was thinking of something so dubious Gladys could not make it out.

It was the singular thing about this particular councilman that both terrified her and pulled her close to him. She could easily place the rest of them as fools who wouldn’t know left from right. But this man, Gabriel Acheron, his mind was a labyrinth she could not navigate.

Better to side with him than risk being against him.

She sat beside him, her head raised in outright defiance of all the other flames and councilmen, her shoulders lifted with the gait of one who could not be touched.

Gabriel seemed to find her pride amusing. The smile on his face was ever so wide. But only a fool would mistake it for anything but what it was. The sheer cunny creature that he was.

Blastics turned his gaze from Gabriel’s unflinching gaze, “This attack was an insult to us.”

There was a murmur of agreement, but Gabriel remained quiet, watching them, his reaction just as blank as Gladys’s. They were like a power couple, playing the part exactly right and despite the rest of the councilmen not saying anything, Gabriel and Gladys knew they were wondering what kind of havoc both of them would wreak. But Gabriel knew the hearts of the councilmen. He could see through them, see the thoughts swirling around in strands of red, and if he wanted to pluck one out, he would reach for it, but even without seeing, he could feel it. Feel them tremble as they tried hard to hide it. He’d made an enemy of his allies in a way, but he wondered which of them would develop the balls to stand against him. Or the Flames against Gladys.

The murmurs went on, the requests for guards to be marched into the capital, the gates observed carefully as people made their way in and out, but Gabriel only smiled more, twirling the ring on his hand absentmindedly.

Gladys remained stoic, hiding the fury at their preposterousness. This was absurd, but she did not really care. They would let the rest of the council feel like they had power, like they decided and voted on what was to come, but their silence gave them power, gave their words power, and they knew when they spoke, it would be law.

It was the kind of power Gladys always sought. The kind of power that made her stand tall against enemies and squash anything below her. Her gaze turned to the old flame. He watched her with a kind of wary look only someone that old and wrinkled could possess. It was an effort not to break her placid wall for that look, but Gladys turned her gaze away from the man and fixed her eyes anywhere else but on the people in front of her.

“We have to be prepared for outright war,” Gabriel finally spoke. Silence rippled through the room again; this time, not even the breath of the councilmen and flames could be heard. Their faces had gone pale as though they were struck by this declaration. “For such boldness, they must have a reserve of force capable of fighting us, or at least have something worth risking it all.”

He turned to the councilmen, “Do you think any of it was worth the risk?”

They shook their heads, cowering in the menacing look he threw their way. Good.

He rose from his seat. “I have businesses to take care of. But in the meantime, tighten the guards around the city, and the members of the rebellion that were killed, chop off their heads and pin it to the gates of the palace.” he walked to the door, Gladys on his tail. “Use your magic to keep it fresh,” he said.

They made their way out of the palace, walking through the marble hallway. He cast a glance at Gladys walking by his side, “War is coming. We must act fast to protect our assets,” he said.

Gladys did not say a word. She merely turned this in her mind, the only reprieve she had from the acid that laced her veins every time the name of the rebels came up. She’d thought she’d seen someone who looked so much like a flame, not a serving flame to the council, but… Imsun. She shook the thought out of her mind. Imsun would not be dumb enough to put herself in a crossfire. Rather, she would stay out of it entirely, but Gladys still needed to be sure. As they stepped out of the palace, their carriage in front of them, Gladys said to him, “I will catch up with you. I have somewhere I need to be.” Gabriel gave her a puzzling gaze, then nodded his agreement before disappearing into the carriage.

Gladys stood there until the carriage rode off into the distance before she turned toward her horse, climbed onto it, and raced through the streets.




* * *




Gladys stopped outside the small suburban house, taking in the surrounding. From where she stood, she could see Imsun inside the house, seated with her parents around a table, laughing and smiling.

Something melted in Gladys’s heart at the sight, but she pushed it away. She’d never fancied the family gathering, perhaps because her family was never like that to begin with. Gladys was the last child of a family with too many children from too many lines and a father who did not have the means to take care of them, only the drive to sell them to whoever deemed it fit to marry any of his daughters off.

Gladys was only twelve when a rich merchant took to her and wanted to buy her off from the life of poverty and suffering. But she’d loved her sisters, never mind that they taunted her every chance they got.

She wanted them to be happy first. She’d learned to fend for her family, and had started trading in the market, helping traders sell off their goods in exchange for a fee. It was where she’d met the merchant.

Every time she returned home with the money, her siblings ended up bullying her into giving them all of it, and they shared it amongst themselves, leaving her with the barest to get by. Still, she loved them. Stupid, little child.

She’d scarred her own face then followed the man that day, thinking the man had picked her because of her physical qualities like most of her sisters had always said was the only thing that attracted a man—even though she could not understand why the man would pick her when she was nowhere near as beautiful as her sisters, or considering the fact that where her sisters were made of flesh, their bodies developed, she was all bones.

Standing here, watching Imsun, knowing her story, she remembered hers as though it was yesterday.

She sat in the living room, a far cry from the one Imsun currently was, her legs crossed under her as she picked dirt off her fingers. Her sisters ranted about the different boys in town, from the fisherman’s son to the farmer. Gladys focused on her fingers; it was all she could do not to snort at the things her sisters discussed.

The door swung open, and her father, a lanky man with a beard, was followed by someone who looked so wrong inside their small, poor house.

Gladys had barely cast the man a glance, assuming he’d come off to marry one of her sisters. And true to the man’s presence, her sisters began acting like butterflies, arranging their dresses repeatedly, pushing their breasts up. The man barely spared them a glance when he turned his gaze to where Gladys sat. “That one,’ he said.

Even her father’s jaw dropped.

Gladys jumped to her feet almost instantly. She turned to her sisters, all of them taken by surprise just as she was, but none of them moved. They just stared at her.

“What?” Gladys blurted.

“Are you sure?” her father asked, but even then, she knew he was not trying to fight for her. It was the shock speaking.

“I’m not marrying that man,” Gladys blurted out, but the man smiled broadly. Her father took a step. Gladys was in a panic, her heart pounding in her chest. She was backed against the wall. All her life, she’d been backed against the wall. Fight her way through or die there. This was no different. She reached for the knife on the table, holding it firmly.

Her father took another step.

Her gaze darted around her, searching for a way out. Her sisters all watched with bated breath, no one saying a thing. Blood was pounding close to her ears now. No. No. No. She knew she would not marry this man. She would slit her throat first before she was sold off like some cheap belonging, but even as she angled her knife toward her father, she knew there was no way in hell she was going to cut the man down.

“Why can’t he marry one of them,” Gladys said, jerking her chin to her sisters. Her sisters turned to the man again, with all the fine embroideries, and gave their sheepish smiles, but he barely deigned them worthy of his gaze.

He watched as Gladys’s father said, “Stop embarrassing me. Stop this nonsense.”

Gladys stood her ground still. Her fingers trembled at the hilt of her knife, but she did not cave to the fear. She’d never really worried about this day, and here it was, snuck upon her.

“You will stab your own father?” her father said as he took another step toward her.

Gladys knew she wouldn’t. She’d long thought of smoldering the man in his sleep, but she’d never come close to it.

Gladys lowered the knife. Their father, along with her sisters, let out the breath they’d been holding. But the merchant seemed to sigh in disappointment. Before anyone could realize, Gladys raised the knife to her face, tearing her skin.

Screams and gasps filled everywhere, but none came from her. “What have you done?” her father spat, frantic, turning to the man. Blood flooded her face, the sting burying itself deep into her so hard that all she could see was her red splattered vision; all she could hear was the pounding of blood in her ears. She fell to her knees, the pain driving her near mad, but a smile tugged on her face even then.

There was silence, or maybe the pounding had gone too loud. Her father, who had been on his knees apologizing, had frozen, and the man walked toward her. His boots were the first thing she saw. Fine leather, people of this small village would kill to wear one of those during the winter. He raised her head to meet his, and the words he muttered next were something Gladys never thought anyone would say to her. “Flawless,” he said.

There was silence, silence that was not taunting and filled with plaguing thoughts. A peaceful silence before the darkness swept her.

Gladys stepped toward the porch just when the door swung open.

“I knew someone was out there,” Mr. Carr said, beaming at Gladys. “Come on, in. You’re a bit late for dinner, though,” he said as he led her in.

“Not to worry, I already had one before coming,” Gladys said.

Imsun heard the familiar voice of her former tutor, and every single hair on her body rose. She almost jerked from her seat, turning to Gladys. Keep it cool.

Gladys gave her a warm smile that did not quite meet her eyes.

“What are you doing here?” Imsun did not bother to hide the anger lacing her words. She had every reason to be offended by her former tutor’s uninvited presence, and acting otherwise would show something was off, yet, she could not help but wonder if perhaps, her tutor’s eyes were sharper in that darkness of hers, and she’d made her out?

“There was an attack during the Solstice today,” Gladys said carefully, unsheathing her hand from her gloves. “Some rebels.”

Her gaze remained fixed on Imsun, calculating every single movement. Imsun flinched, a calculated reaction to surprising news, not too much for her tutor to understand the falseness of it, also not too small that she didn’t notice, like the fingers digging into her palms, falsely concealed as a clenched fist.

“What did they want?” Imsun asked.

“The sacrifices,” Gladys replied.

“Sacrifices? We never offer sacrifices during the Solstice,” Imsun said, playing the game of ignorant flame very well.

Gladys kissed her tongue and turned to the door, “I only came to see if you knew anything,” Gladys said, turning away.

Imsun exhaled as Gladys stepped out and left the way she came.

“Do you have anything to do with that?” her father said from behind his room’s door.

“Even if I do, you know I can’t tell you,” she said.

Her father merely nodded. The kind of nod that said he understood. His hand wrapped around his wife tightly even as he did so.

Imsun’s shoulders sagged. She turned for the door and said, “I need to be somewhere.”

If there was something she knew about her old tutor was that she was like a hound on a scent and never stopped until she found her prey.




* * *




Drehel led the slaves through the tavern into the defiance headquarters. The slaves stared with obvious awe, their jaws agape as they watched the people of the streets go about so freely. They’d not dared leave their master’s houses without permission. These people were happy. Happy in a way that was not delusional but genuine happiness.

But Drehel walked as though the cost of their happiness was being added to his tab. His men, three of them, had been lost today to save these slaves. Three men could push back the fate of this battle, especially since they were low on fighting forces and their attempts to locate the other camps had been futile. He’d sent words to the camp in the deep part of the east, but still, there had been no word from any of the men.

Drehel could not help the sadness that raced through him, yet he pushed it aside and walked to the performer, who watched everybody as though searching for the reason for this peace.

“This is what we are building,” Drehel said.

“Why?” she asked. She did not turn to face him or Kol, only the other warriors around them. Warriors who had gone out and fought yet did not seek praise from the people around them did not care about it, only that these people were happy.

Drehel and one of the passersby exchanged greetings just as they continued.

“Because I know what it is like to be treated like you’re not human. I know what it’s like to be deprived of what’s rightfully yours,” Drehel said, not oblivious of the listening ears all around him.

“A lot of people know what that is like. They don’t send themselves into the journey to become a martyr,” the lady said, her words laced with a bitterness Drehel could not ignore.

Yet he did not prove it; he just let it taunt his mind, wondering how she’d wound up a slave for the performers, using her powers like that. “Let’s say I’m a dreamer who would like to see the world be a better place tomorrow.”

He said this with so much nonchalance that the lady could not help but smile. And he smiled too.

They reached the door to their headquarters, just like every other house in the area; he pushed it open and stepped in.

Two women led the freed slaves away as Drehel and the rest made their way through the huge compound to the war room, joined by Imsun moments later.

“We need to begin preparations for war,” Drehel said. “The council would be infuriated by our audacious attempt today, and they would want to strike back. We are currently developing a city on the East, taking the children and those who cannot fight off the streets.”

“Where are we on the maps and defenses,” he turned to the scarred face man.

“None of my shadows have gotten in or even know where it’s kept.”

Drehel blew out a breath. “I must travel and make some arrangements. The game has started. It’s about how fast we can move now.”

“Scarred face, you need to train Sienna as one of your shadows,” he said.

“She’s not like them. She’s built for a calvary,” Darkor countered.

“But she has the stealth of one. We need her. You must train hard and train fast. You might be the only difference between winning or losing what’s to come.” He turned to Imsun, then to Kol. “You’re perhaps the strongest of us. But I think there’s more within you. I did some digging about you. There’s not much on your kinds or where you might originate from, but I believe you will begin with the Faes,” he said.

Kol’s eyes widened in surprise, but the reaction disappeared just as quickly as it had come.

“Imsun, killing is hard. I know you’re strong too. But we need to all improve ourselves. Learn about our weaknesses because they will try to exploit us with them.”

They all nodded in agreement.








  
  
  Twelve

  
  
    [image: Chapter Separator]
  







Her recent joining with The Wild Defiance was telling on her. During the day, she spent most of her time fulfilling her lecturing duty in Pludasia and later traveled back to Cegoven tutoring the women who had volunteered over time Alchemy, the act of healing. All the magic was making her weak even though she could feel the magic growing inside of her.

Once she got home, she collapsed into the bed and fell asleep. Times and times again, she’d told herself that she would do some more research on the pool, try finding out who exactly the chosen one was, but almost every night, she felt too tired to even open a single page or return to the archive. Who knew living a double life could be that exhausting?

Imsun collapsed onto her bed, every part of her aching. She drifted asleep. But this time, rather than the peaceful silence that met her, she found herself floating in a sea of darkness as though her consciousness had been transferred. She could hear two voices in the distance; their tone raised like a couple fighting with each other. Every step she took closer, the voice grew. She had no idea if she was even walking, only that she somehow was moving closer until she could make out finely what the words were.

“Power is not something you snatch by taking people’s lives. It’s something you earn. We each have a limit to how powerful we can be,” the woman said. Imsun froze. She’d heard that voice before. It was the voice inside her head since her return from the pool. Was this a magical reality, and was she trapped?

She moved even closer, the voices becoming clearer. “No. Power is everything.” The voice sent chills down her spine. She did not need to place a face to the voice; it made every hair on her body stand. Spoke with so much hatred and ancient malice. If he had been the voice resonating inside of her, she would have gone mad already. Or was she not mad? Here she was, lost in this dream, yet not a dream, hearing a voice of a woman long dead and lost to time and a man…whoever he was, was trouble. Trouble that she was stuck with and could not explain. The man’s voice boomed again. “Look at you, long forgotten to people. I do not need to introduce myself,” the man said.

Imsun stopped just where two figures stood in sheer darkness. She could not see them but made finely out their shapes in it. “Who are you?” she asked them.

Lady Enris smiled, and the man growled. Huge flames headed straight to Imsun before she had the time to make a move. She jerked awake.




Awake. She was awake and not dead. She pushed herself from the bed, her chest pounding furiously in her chest. She was alive. Awake.

She could not understand what was going on. Where had she gone to right now?

Only when her breathing settled did she take in her surroundings. she was still in her room, but it was far past dawn, and there was a flaming message on her table, the preferred means of communication by the rebels.

She took the paper, relishing the silence in her head when she opened it. It was from Drehel, requesting she meet him up for further discussions.




* * *




When others slept was when Sienna’s training began. She was made to do things that ordinarily felt almost impossible. She’d broken her arms over five times and healed them just this night, trying to swing herself through a rope and make it to the top of the building in ten seconds. Darkor was a real sadist. He merely sat there, watching as she fumbled through it breaking bone after bone.

“Agh…” Sienna screamed from another bolt of pain. A sharp wood had stabbed into her lower leg. She tumbled onto the sandy ground again, clutching her leg. The pain had numbed her so badly she’d forgotten to heal herself with the potion Imsun had made.

A few seconds later, Darkor was behind her, going to his knees. He brought his hand to her injury; he caressed the surface of it. Handed her a bottle. “This is the last for tonight. You need to rest, or you’ll tear your muscles beyond what even magic can heal,” he said.

“You are the worst teacher in the history of teachers,” she spat to Darkor.

A ghost of a smile crossed his face. “You’re an excellent student.”

Sienna did not know what to make of the words. If the man had just mocked her, she had no idea. She turned to the rope dangling from the building again and was half tempted to give it one last try, but her legs could barely keep her standing. Her palms had blisters all over them now, red and sore.

She leaped back to her sleeping quarters and dipped herself into the already prepared baths. She leaned back, letting the water cool her sore muscles, losing count of how long she sat there or that she’d drifted asleep already. Only when the morning chaos came did she realize she’d slept in the bathtub.

She stepped out of the tub, dried her body, and changed into black pants and shirt, strapping a twin dagger to both sides of her thighs before making her way out into the streets.

Sienna made her way through the streets. She could not help but think of how much her husband and son would have loved it here. Everything was so peaceful. Almost like there was not a world of people out there who would delight in their sufferings.

Darkor appeared beside her, following her.

“Why can’t we just bring them all here?” Sienna asked. “This is magically sustained. We can expand its borders and keep them all safe. Away from this coming war,” Sienna said.

“Protecting this small piece of good in a cruel world is easy. But the bigger it becomes, the less easy it is. Besides, if the whole of the East disappears, Cegoven will know of this place…” The part he did not need to say was that that would be the end of it. All this happiness.

All this happiness made Sienna sad. She’d once been happy. However delusional it might have been, she’d once woken up to a face that brought her a smile, loved and cared for her. A perfect husband, but Cegoven had taken it all away from her.

She exhaled.

“Have you seen the beach?” Darkor asked her as though sensing the cloud of sadness that had washed over her.

“There’s a beach?” she asked, her face lighting up with excitement.

Darkor nodded, taking her arms and leading her away.
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Sienna had no idea why seeing this still surprised her. Maybe her brain had not come around to the fact that such a place existed. A land where her people would be happy. Hell, she never thought something like happiness existed for her people beyond the feigned smiles they plastered on their faces to hide the broken heart they walked around with. Just how many rebellions had started since she was a child? How many had tried to rally her people, give them hope to fight back but failed times and times again? Butchered and hung for the world to see, and no one ever dared to say anything. It had become second nature, their suffering. It was like a part of them, from the moment their skin came out to the day the reaper finally stood at their door, ready to claim their lives. But this place… it was everything she never allowed herself to dream about. It was the truth of what her people could be and the redemption which they sought after. It was hope.

Sienna knelt on the ground. Her knees dug into the pale cream sand, soothing and moist. The sea was calm and soothing, just like the afternoon sun on her body. Yet it all felt too good. Torturously too good that she felt a part of her had intertwined with this cause. A core part of her that would break should it go wrong, like the small movements that had begun again and again over time. Sienna felt like if this ended, if all of this turned to ash and dust in her mouth later, she was not sure she could survive it.

The male beside her barely stood there watching her as she stared in silence, the sound of their heart pounding in their chest, children playing around on the sand on the other end of the beach, a few straddlers relaxing, but none paid mind to them. No one sneered at them or watched them like they were any different.

The water returned, and Sienna rose from where she knelt, peeling off the clothes from her body as she raced into the approaching water. She dove head deep inside, letting the current of the sea consume her, swimming deeper and deeper, further, enjoying its warmth. Every single burden on her—at this moment—had been shed off. It was just her and the peace that came with swimming.

The calmness of swimming through it, focusing on one hand after the other.

She emerged from the water. Darkor no longer stood where she’d left him. Her eyes scanned the beach to find him already stroking her. His huge, muscled hands were flexing the water. Darkor hovered in front of her, and the assassin master smiled for the first time since Sienna had seen him. He looked…foreign, yet beautiful.

“You should smile more often,” Sienna said to him.

He cocked his head to the side. “It suits you,” she added, splashing water onto his face. A throaty laugh escaped him now.

“Where did you learn how to swim?” he asked.

Sienna stiffened, the smile that once radiated from her face vanishing. She thought back. Gracefully, the assassin master realized the memory that had suddenly gripped him and opted for a change of topic. “My sister and I went to a nearby stream one day; it had just heavily poured the night before, so the water was full and clean.”

Sienna listened with gripped attention. She knew what clean water was like for them. Her father had always had to add APS to the water, letting the dirt settle at the lower part of the barrel before filtering off the top of it.

“My sister made to fetch the water, but the current was strong, and the stream swept her away, dragging her further toward the opening that led to the river. I knew there was no way I could save her if I waited for help. It was just us. Learn to swim that instant or watch the water swallow my sister.” Darkor paused as though the memories haunting him now would retreat but behind those grey eyes were the monsters lurking. “I already knew how to throw my hands and how to move. I just never practiced, so I jumped into the river and began swimming. At first, the water swallowed me. The more I struggled, the more it consumed me. Until… I don’t know how I figured it out. I’d given up, telling myself I’d failed only to find myself rising to the surface again.” he stared up to the skies above, muttering prayers to the gods. Sienna considered telling him it was more likely that he’d saved his sister out of some dumb luck that day than the gods ever being involved. Instead, he asked.

“Where is your sister now?”

Those shadows returned. “Dead.”

Sienna bristled. A tense silence appeared between them. Saying she was sorry right now felt wrong. The look on Darkor’s face said he did not want to talk about it.

“I joined the resistance to find my husband, but seeing these people, this beach… I just… It’s become a new purpose for me. Something I hope one day would come true for my people. Our people.”

Darkor rose to his feet. With one swipe of his hand, the water vanished from their body, leaving them almost as dry as they had been before stepping in. Steam waved off his hand, seemingly burning him, even though he hid it from Sienna.

“You’re beginning to understand. You must begin your training again. There’s no time to sit back.”

Sienna did not protest. Instead, she let him lead her back to the streets, passing the market of easterners all talking and selling without that general disdain that filled the eyes of the Cegoven whenever they saw them. She could not help the smile on their face even as they made it to the gym and into the sparring ring.

Each day was a different exercise. Mondays to Wednesdays, she was climbing robes, her hands blistering from the climbs, her back aching from the falls, Thursdays through Saturdays, she was forced to train in wielding all kinds of weapons, taking her stances, cutting herself earlier on, but at least now she was no longer cutting herself. Sienna had no skills, nothing beyond the fierce determination egging her on. And she grabbed it and rode with it.




* * *




Kol spent hours poring through books over books in the archive. He’d returned immediately after their meeting. Drehel had told him to look to the elves and see if he could rally support for them to join and fight the cause. If anyone could understand what a threat was to a particular race, it was the elves, but through every book Kol red, his blue eyes heavy and exhausted, his skin sweaty, he found no true trace of them, only the long-forgotten land of the elves as his lead. The land the elves abandoned and were never seen again, along with their beasts, birds, or monsters, depending on which of the transcription you read.

It was a long shot, but it was the only shot, and he knew if war was coming. No. Not if. War was coming, and they had to rally allies. He made his way to his room, had his bath, and began gathering his things. Faelyn had stepped with the children. He could not leave without bidding him farewell. He sat on the small chair, waiting, pondering on how his journey would be from here on. After a few minutes, the door swung open, Rania and Andor laughing as they raced inside, bags in hand. Their gazes fell on Kol, and it took a second for Rania to register the bag resting on the table, the black cloak he wore. “You’re traveling again?” Rania blurted out.

Kol winced at the hardness of her words, but before he could find the words to say, she stormed off, stamping her feet as she climbed up the wooden stairs to her room, slamming her door loud.

Andor only stared at Kol where he stood frozen, to the stairs Rania had just gone through, then back to Faelyn, who continued to watch his lover. Then as though to slip through cracks in reality, he made his way upstairs.

Faelyn finally had the courage to step in. “You’re leaving.” His voice was low. Dangerously low as though if he spoke too high, it would fracture his heart. He did not dare tear his gaze from Kol.

Kol nodded. His boyish figure seemed even more boyish as he took a step forward to meet Faelyn. Faelyn just stood there, staring back at him, almost unblinking. “There’s war blooming. We need allies, and I need to find the lost elves and see if they side with us. I might also be an elf, if our theories are right.”

“You just got here. You’re…” Faelyn pressed his lips together, and for this first time, he threw his gaze away, batting his eyes as though to keep the tears from rushing out. “You always pour yourself into everything you do. It’s why I love you, but… I feel awful for even thinking this, but I don’t want to lose you, Kol. I don’t want to lose you for anything, even this cause you’re fighting for,” Faelyn said.

Kol pulled him closer, wrapping his arms around him. He pressed a kiss to his forehead. “I’ll be careful,” he said as if that would stop his lover from thinking, but Faelyn just nodded and slipped his hand around Kols. He shifted his face for a kiss. Not the hungry kind that said he wanted to devour him the night when he’d returned but the slow, gentle one that conveyed all the words he could not say. As though he was trying to memorize the feel of his lips against his just in case. Kol stared into his eyes for a long minute. The rest of the world fell away. He wanted to lift him onto his arms, take him to bed and be with him in ways they would never forget. But he took a step back, pressed a kiss on Faelyn’s forehead, then walked out without another word.

Kol arrived at the volcano a few minutes later. A Wrigo stood there, dressed in the usual Keftan of the wealthy class. Kol barely acknowledged the man as he observed the volcano.

The night before, there had been some serious disturbance. Over twenty people had gone missing, according to the reports; some practicing even small spells at the time of the disturbance had found themselves with irreversible injuries. It was the reason the rebellion had not sought Pludasia for help. That and the fact that the Pludasia government and Cegoven had always been on friendly terms. Kol could not help but feel selfish at this point. These people needed help too. If nothing was done soon for them, their magic would become more of a curse to them. A lot of people were already fleeing the country, joining the Cegoven army, or just seeking shelter there.

Kol reached the docks, making his way to the small boat he’d purchased. He set his bag inside and let his magic take over, propelling him straight for the open sea. If the map he’d duplicated in the archives was right then, he was on his way to a land not written on any of the modern maps, forgotten to time. He climbed onto the bridge of the ship, steering into the water, his eyes fixed on the horizon. He had no idea how long this journey would take but had taken extra supplies and marked a few stops where he would have to resupply should he need to.




* * *




The merchant was exhausted, his red eyes were dimmed as though he could collapse onto the bed and he would not wake up for a whole week, but still, he only stopped in the hideout, gave out a few instructions again, and darted out of it back to his place. Drehel had to keep appearances of handling his business well, if not to keep the inflow of money sustaining the city but for the purpose of eyes that might be watching. It was during one of his many travels that he’d come upon the intel that the councilman had been secretly building a port where all the councilmen could sneak their contraband. He could only guess who would be serving on those ships. The same people he was fighting for.

He’d disappeared into his room, switched into a black cloak, and pulled it over his head. Then made his way out. Little stepped out, catching a glimpse of Drehel as he disappeared into the night, fingers clenched by his side.

Drehel rode his black horse like a night soldier riding through the field of darkness and horses with flames burning inside.

The wind coursed dangerously around him as though chasing behind. The night was eerily quiet except for the pounding of his horse against the ground and the whooshing of the trailing wind.

He rode with rapt attention, fixed solely on a particular purpose. An avenging knight with just one goal. Destroy that which was his enemy’s.

He halted only when he could feel the cool wind of the sea on his face and close enough when he could make out the shape of the huge ships and towers where guards were to be positioned. The posts remained empty, no doubt because Gabriel had decided to keep this a secret. He unsheathed his blade.

His gaze halted at the figures staring into the vast sea. The flame from the solstice was here beside Gabriel. That was bad news, but Drehel knew he would not return without bringing this place to the ground. A carriage stopped in front of the horse, and two imperial guards stepped out. They reached for the back of the carriage and pulled out a huge black box. The box fell to the ground with a loud thud.

“Careful! You don’t want to kill us all,” one of the guards gasped.

“I wonder where they are taking it all to. It’s… It looks like there’s a war about to happen.”

“With the rebels gaining boldness every day, what do you expect? I hear they’ve got no inkling where the rebels are hiding,” he said.

“Something they should leave to us. We’ll snuff them out,” one of the guards said, squeezing his hand. Smoke sizzled from his palm in a hissing sound.

Drehel moved closer, each step as stealthy as the wind itself on a peaceful day. He’d pulled the darkness around him, blending as one with his environment. He stood a breath away from the imperial guards ramping about how they would destroy the rebels and have the leader’s blood eagled. He considered unsheathing his knife and slaying the two fools, but he would not let himself be sidetracked by them. He’d come for a mission. He waited, tuning out the trash they spoke, his hand going knuckle white from grabbing the hilt on his dagger too tightly.

The men picked up the box again and continued hauling it up the huge ship. Their steps drowned his as he trailed behind them.

He followed them down, passing other guards, none of which noticed him until he was standing inside what looked like a war room. Weapons of all kinds filled the room, swords laced with Gorisha’s stone capable of stopping magic. Drehel stood there, unable to move. Just staring straight at the weapons. His eyes stopped on something. He could tell it was a kind of weapon, but this… he’d never seen before. His eyes moved from box to box. He picked up the barrel, pushed it inside his cloak, then some of the small silver stuff again.

“Lumos,” he muttered as he waved a hand to the door, spreading the flame through the under of the ship. He raced out, letting the flame trail him a bit longer before closing his hand and began racing as quickly as his legs could carry him. He got at least thirty seconds before everything came to hell.

His heart pounded in his chest as he took another turn, nearly bumping into two of the guards racing to examine the problem. The screens of the guards reached him just as the first loud bang erupted, splintering woods after him. Drehel did not turn back to see the flame spreading through every part of the ship. He just continued running, feeling the heat creeping closer to him.

He could feel the fire around him, reaching for him. Without thinking, he threw himself out, shattering through wood, colliding with the ground.

The chaos was all around him, guards racing away from the ship, loud bangs filling the air. Drehel slipped away to where his horse stood, climbing onto it, blood mixed with dirt. Every part of him ached; his vision was losing focus. He would not let himself be caught.

He charged his horse with the last of his strength.
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Gabriel bellowed.

A loud inhumane scream shook the foundations of Gryna. Every placid look of the male that smiled during the rebel attack the previous day was lost to the wind, replaced by this man drowning in fury.

Gladys could have sworn the red crystal on his ring seemed to be glowing. She remained quiet, silently cursing herself. This was one of her failings again. for a woman who hated to fail, she seemed to be failing a lot these days. She was supposed to see things like this. Prepare for things like this, but perhaps she’d seen Gabriel as untouchable and had slackened in her duties despite the obvious fact that rebels roamed their lands once more, and this time it wasn’t the kind that they could easily quench. These ones were audacious.

Gabriel had not risen from the ground since. His fingers clenched against the sand there, acid coursing through his veins, burning him from inside out. These people had to pay.

“How many times,” he said. The first word beyond the scream that woke the whole city and sent the sea spiraling to life. “How many times have they insulted me? Make a mockery of my intelligence?” He rose to his feet, his knees buckled. When his gaze met Gladys’s, there was no smile. No boyish grin or any of those charms. He was just the councilman others had learned to fear. The man who could destroy a whole generation and not bat an eye.

He walked to where Gladys stood. “Do you know how much that is?” he asked her, pointing to the wrecked ship still smoking. Ash and burned meat filled the air, but none of it mattered. “We do not even have an inkling of an idea how many were here. How many got in and destroyed all our weapons? My weapons.”

“I assure you, Gabriel…”

“It is councilman,” he screamed, spit flying in all directions. His chest heaved with the burden of breath, and his eyes strained as though they would burst out of their sockets as he stared at her. “You do not get to call me by my name if you cannot do your job, flame,” he added.

Gladys looked as though she’d been struck. She blinked, taking a step back. Her eyes widened in surprise; she could feel a hand wrapped around her mind, holding her firm. This invisible hand was furious, raging. She could feel the pulse of a heart beating from it, the same haggard breath of the councilman. Her eyes moved from her face to the ring glowing on his hand. But wisely, she did not say a word. Not when he held her mind like that, in what she knew was a deadly grip. Would that hold, however, kill her or just paralyze her thoughts? She had no idea.

She remained still, anger coursing through her. How had she let herself become this person? How had she let herself fall to the mercy of someone again? She closed her eyes, wishing the anger and panic inside her to still. Let the hand grabbing hold of her mind feel nothing like a threat, even though she was one step from death. The soldiers around them had no idea what was going on. Gabriel had let this secret remain hidden until now. He might have as well just shown her his secret weapon.

Gabriel observed her, her sudden preternatural stillness. He could feel her mind in his hand, fragile. It had initially raced in panic—that initial surprise when his power had surged around her, taking hold of her mind—but afterward, she’d relaxed as though the invisible hand of his power holding her was nothing more than a child playing and could not do any harm. But he could see through her, the facade. He could feel the panic rising behind her. She was all facades; he knew for sure. He’d thought he could use her to his advantage, but no. The Flames were nothing. They were nuisances. One of the many he was going to purge once he took control of Cegoven.

“You flames are good for nothing,” he scoffed, pulling his powers back from her. He did not bother to cast a glance back at the burning ship. The investment was a waste, but this was the perfect excuse—not like he needed one—to eradicate the rebels.

He walked away from her, leaving Gladys still standing.

Gladys clenched her fist tightly, her fingers digging into her palm. These rebels. She wanted nothing more than to eradicate them now. The humiliation they have put me through, she spat. She closed her eyes, taking a different route. She could feel the gazes of the soldiers on her, but she kept her head up, that defiant way she always had since she was a child, even when she wore torn clothes and the rich merchant children looked down on her.

Gladys followed Gabriel, reaching the carriage they had both arrived in. But Gabriel made no move to let her in. Instead, he slid open the small window. Barely turning to face her, he said, “I want you to take the men, go over the border and slaughter the lots of them.”

Gladys stiffened, but Gabriel turned to her. His face still was that of the monster she had known, with no remorse, none of the playfulness. “Redeem yourself.”

She mustered a nod even as her body turned to ice in the coldness of his words. As she stepped back to move away from him, he said to her, “And Gladys….” She turned to him again, “Make a show of it.”

Gladys had ice in her veins for blood as she rode on her horse through the streets, the soldiers riding behind her. Where they passed, the people gave way, some of them impossible to hide the surprise on their faces. They’d never seen a Flame riding through the streets, leading the soldiers toward the no man’s land. The hushes she could hear from the people, the grin on the soldiers’ faces like men invited to the bedroom of their lovers and damn those scornful gazes of the people as they watched her.

She realized a tad too late that this was Gabriel’s plan all along. He had not followed her to do this because he wanted to paint her in this way… the death hunter, as one of the people had called her. She knew instantly that the name would be carried throughout time. That the people would come to know her as the death hunter, and perhaps she always wanted the people to fear her, but this… how many lives will be lost today?

As she reached the border, slowing down to lead her horse through, she pushed away every single thought that brought doubt to her mind. She was here for only one thing, and she would not stop until she had completed that thing. She was nothing beyond the death hunter.

They had barely ridden a few miles inside the land when they came across the first set of people. The women had seen her dressed in her red cloak, and they had gone pale as snow. She reached for her sword, pulling it out. A mercy considering, she could wipe them out with a single sweep of her hand. She raised her sword, and the women snapped back to life with screams, racing back to their village.

The horses charged toward them, taunting the women, giving them just enough time to get a head start before bringing them down with single blows to them, laughing.

The women made it all of thirty feet before they were all cut down like sacks of meat. Their crimson blood oozed out of them onto the green soil.

Gladys forced the nausea rising inside her down. She knew this was only the beginning. She’d long put on that cold face that told people not to fuck with her, that she could do possibly anything and not flinch, so much so that those who knew her, her siblings included, had seen her as a monster and nothing more. And maybe once upon a time she was, but no. This was wrong on a whole new level. These people were not offered to any gods, just examples to make of for Gabriel.

She reached for her sword, their horses striding slowly toward the village. From the top of the hill, she could see the people going about their daily businesses, close to their deaths but none the wiser.

The grins on her soldier’s faces were enough to tell her that what would befall the village would be unpleasant. Something she would not like to see.

“Give the order, Flame,” one of them said.

She cast him a dead glance, acid coursing through her veins. The soldier was wise enough to shrink on the look, pushing back a step.

Gladys raised her hand to the air, “pluvia mortis hercle vocatio,” she chimed “pluvia mortis hercle vocatio.” The power whirled inside of her, roaring as it collected from her, sharp pain ringing from the side of her abdomen, the metallic taste of blood filling her tongue. The sky darkened, the clouds sucking into a circle around the village, lightning striking through the dark clouds.

The people of the village were only allowed the decency of gazing at the suddenly darkened clouds in shock before their gazes turned to the hills to meet Gladys glowing like a goddess in her red cloak sitting on her horse, her hands raised, blood rolling down her nose—although the villages could not see that last bit, else they would not gasp as they mutter the words, “filia mortis,” as the dark rain as dark as night began descending on them, turning every single person to statue where they stood.

Screams echoed from everywhere, the people racing away from the rain as the first person turned to stone and the second, but there was nowhere to hide. The shelters of their houses could not save them, not when their thatched rooves turned to stones, too, not when the wind hunted them like it was searching for something living to destroy.

From the corners of her eyes, she could make out the blanched faces of the soldiers around her. They were scared. Good. Let them be. Let them see the extent of her power and report to their master. Let them know she was not to be trifled with. No one could affect the sky in that way or call forth rain that turned people to stone.

Gladys stopped chanting, she closed her hands, and the rain seized. From below them, not a single voice cried out. Silence. An eerie silence tore through everything. Even the wind stood still as though too afraid to come face to face with that power.

Gladys pressed her lips together, refusing to show just how much that had taken from her. the pain from her stomach and her head was almost blinding, yet, she clenched her fist around the straddle of her horse, keeping herself seated.

Without a word, she turned and rode back to the West. Her soldiers did not hesitate to follow behind her. Gladys could not help but let her mind slip back to her life as a child just as she shoved the pain down, wiping the blood from her nose with the back of her left palm.




* * *




Drehel jerked awake. He had no idea what had woken him. Only that he jerked awake from his bed, his chest panting. Little sat beside him, hand placed on his chest, no doubt trying to keep him still.

It took all of three seconds for his vision to come to focus. Last he recalled; he’d blown the new mega-ship to bits along with all the ammunitions that were within. He gasped for air as he realized he was in his room. Little held his shoulders, no doubt trying to keep him in bed.

“How long have I been out?” he asked Little.

“Just a day,” Little barely said when the banging on the door drew their attention to it. His gaze slid to Little, who seemed just as surprised as he was. He pushed himself to rise, and in an instant, Little was there beside him, helping him to his feet. A groan escaped him as his body protested under what would have been an easy task.

Drehel made his way, guided by Little, toward the door. He halted just outside the door, gripping his side as Little made to open the front door.

Darkor stood there, disheveled as though he was the one bruised from the shipwreck. He pushed inside the moment the door swung open, halting only when he came face to face with Drehel. He cocked his brow, the only sign he did not understand why Drehel looked like shit.

“What happened?” Drehel asked, pushing forward even as his body fought against him.

“What the hell happened to you?” Darkor retorted. When Drehel made no sign of responding, Darkor cleared his throat.

“I just came from the other side of the border.” From the grim expression on his face, Drehel could tell it was bad. How bad was all that was left? He braced himself for impact as Darkor explained how the whole village had been turned to stone, not a single person surviving.

He felt his legs give in on him. Tumbling to the ground, Darkor and Little grabbed hold of him. He gathered himself slowly, his gaze fixed on a particular spot on the floor as though there was something interesting about it, but he didn’t see the floor. No, his mind seemed somewhere else entirely. A whole village was wiped out. Innocent women and children.

He pulled himself together. This was not the time to fall apart. “I acquired something I believe to be a new weapon to be used against us. Little, get me the metal I came home with,” Little disappeared into the house, appearing a few seconds later with the barreled gun. He handed the weapon to Darkor. “Treat it with care, study it and tell me how it works. I will be in the meeting ground by the end of the day.”

He nodded.

Drehel ground his fist tightly. He needed to pay this village a visit. “Get my cloak for me, Little. I need to see for myself.”

“Are you sure it’s safe? There might be guards…”

“I know how to talk my way through all of that. I need to see for myself.”

Little nodded, retrieving the cloak and reemerging. As he made to pull the cloak over his head, Little said, “I’m coming with you.”

Drehel snapped back to him. “It’s too dangerous. I…”

“Those are my people too. For too long, I’ve sat by, not doing anything. I want to be a part of the main fight,” he screamed back.

Drehel examined the man Little was turning into. The boy’s small figure was growing into an angular, lithe man. He nodded and led the way.

Little followed behind, strapping himself onto a brown mare after helping Drehel onto the black stallion he always favored.

They rode as quickly as they could through the busy streets of West Cegoven, the people going about their daily activities as though something terrible had not happened. Although, he could hear the occasional whispers of what they called the Fillia mortis— or who.

Drehel reached the hill. From his vantage point, there was nothing wrong with the village beyond the fact that everybody seemed frozen to a particular spot. Only when the horses descended did he realize the horrors that had been unleashed there. The statues of people, a woman with her baby strapped to her back, a child with his arms stretched out. All of them remained still, turned to rock, yet you could still feel the presence of life shimmering from them.

He reached for his magic, more like a plea for help than a master summoning what was his to help these people, but where his magic collided with the statues, obsidian rocks took hold. Each of them was the same, each of them changing from the soil statue color to deep black glimmering against the light. He stepped back, his heart racing. But he could not give up on them. He would try every single one of them if it brought any of them to life. Frantically, he moved to the next person, then the next.

“It’s no use,” Little said.

But Drehel blocked the boy’s voice out, as every single person blocked out the voice of wisdom at this point.

“It’s no use,” Little said louder this time, but Drehel poured himself more into the black rock, feeling the power sucked from him as though the rock absorbed it. And perhaps the rock glowed even more after absorbing his power, but he only stumbled back, not bothering to wipe off the sweat from his forehead as he moved on to the next person.

Little could not stand the sight of Drehel like this. The little boy’s heart was breaking. He recalled the words Drehel had always said to him. People always say they are ready for war. But they do not know the price of it or how gravely its marks are imprinted in the minds of the survivors.

“Drehel,” Little said, rushing to him.

“It’s all my fault,” Drehel breathed. “It’s all my fault.” His knees wobbled, and his whole body came crashing to the ground. Tears streamed down his eyes. It’s strange how when one gets emotionally hurt, they forget all about the physical pain.

Drehel wrapped his hand around himself, sobbing. Little was on his knees the next instant, grabbing hold of him. “You have to be strong. I could have been dead if not for you. These people would gladly lay down their lives again if it means the vision you have for the east comes to pass. I know it for sure. But to do that, you need to be strong. You are the one that always told me that.”

Slowly. Ever so slowly, Drehel gathered himself. He wiped the tears off his face as he rose to his feet, every trace of the broken man gone. Who remained were the merchant and the general. “We must send for a meeting at once. The first step toward war has just begun,” Drehel said.
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Wake up, silly witch!

The voice inside of Imsun spat with enough anger that her eyes shot open. But when she opened her eyes, she was not in the cozy space of her apartment. No. she was somewhere else. Somewhere she knew by memory yet had no recollection of being there. She scanned the room in search of anything to remind her of why she was here.

“You have wasted too much time, child,” the voice cooed again. This voice called her a child when it sounded just like a lady to her too. She turned around the huge halls decorated with stones that reflected the sun through them. She stood on a red carpet leading straight to the golden throne where the figure propped, staring back at her.

Imsun’s heart was pounding. She could tell this was a palace; from the opening between pillars, she could make out a busy city just outside, and still, it all looked so familiar to her. Where have I seen this? She thought as she stood there.

When her eyes met that of the woman, she felt a dread crawl through her spine. However calm and unthreatening she seemed, there was an uncanny existence hovering around her. Something that promised death should she make the wrong move. But Imsun took a step further; her eyes fixed on the ornate crown that rested on the woman’s head, her pale hair tied back in one big braid till it had a sharp edge glinting with a blade on it. A queen and a fighter, then, she concluded. But the woman was not just white-haired and pale-skinned like Imsun. There was a striking resemblance in the way her eyes glowed, fixed on Imsun.

The bored expression on her face was the one Imsun had surely practiced on her mirror repeatedly. A defense mechanism to brace herself for difficult conversations. If this woman had somehow summoned her here, why did she have to brace herself for a difficult conversation?

“You’re even weaker than I thought,” the woman said. Imsun blinked.

“Who are you?” She could consider this a prophecy of the future, but the person in front of her was no future self. Hell, if she was, she was a person from the past. She was sure, despite the boldness and authority at which the lady spoke, behind the layer was a young girl.

“What are you talking about?”

The lady gracefully rose from her throne, walking toward Imsun. With every new step, Imsun found the resemblance oddly striking. Too striking, she knew she must somehow be related to this woman. The lady stopped only a breath away from her, arching her gaze outside the palace, beyond the bustling city to the farther land. “A storm is coming,” she said.

Imsun turned, and indeed, a whirlwind roared through the sky, tearing everything that stood in its part, sucking everything around it. “It will destroy everything in its path until it’s done. And that is when there’s nothing left but things subjected to his mercy.”

“I don’t get it. What does this have to do with me? If a storm is coming, your people best seek shelter,” she said, turning to the woman.

The woman burst into a throaty laugh, throwing her face back. The flow of her red gown spread around her. And the next instant, her face was as rigid as it had been when she sat on the throne.

“Always naïve. I was like you too. Young and stupid. Thinking I knew it all.”

Imsun opened her mouth, but there were no words. And even if there were, the lady had raised her hand in a silencing motion. So, she pressed her lips together, deciding to keep quiet when the lady said, “This is no storm. This is how he came to me.”

She turned, walking away from the opening toward the huge doors. Imsun had the sense she wanted her to follow. “You see, I was a young queen, new to the throne. There were no kings and queens then, not until me. Even the sea of your time did not separate us. Instead, it ruled on its own shores, far away from any kingdom. Pludasia, Aetudale, Cegoven, all of it were lands where we dominated, humans and Wrigos, living peacefully. When one day, I went to dispatch of this hurricane that threatened my people. The whirlwind was dispatched, but with it came a man. Udos.”

“I fell in love with Lord Udos. Ever so slowly, we grew attached. The burden of ruling was lesser with him by my side. It was not consummated as a ruler, but everyone knew disrespecting him in Aetudale was disrespecting me. And surely my people did not take to the liking that an outsider had come in and ruled over them. But you know how it is…” Enris turned to Imsun with a pleading look—as though begging her to understand—to be young and in love.

She turned again, and every single girlish look disappeared, replaced with that queen-like elegance. “I taught him the ways of my people, how they thought, how to please them. He seemed eager to learn, and I thought it was perhaps because he loved me. Only when I showed him the magic of the spirits did he fail to learn or grow, like the spirits had refused to give him a gift,” she chuckled slightly at that. “I guess when one plans evil, they are ever so patient to make sure their plans go accordingly. And they don’t really care who they hurt in the process.”

Imsun could feel the broken heart of this queen even if it was an eternity ago. Being dead had not done anything to abate the feeling. But this story. She remembered it ever so slightly. Lord Udos of Cegoven had been a conqueror whose quest was to reunite the world as it was meant to be before the spirits decided they wanted it separated. He had gone against the gods, and the only way he could win was to make himself into one. So, Lord Udos had craved power, getting it from the monsters that plagued his lands — Monsters, Imsun had now come to realize were the East Cegovenians. He turned into a god, but despite giving up everything that made him human, there was one thing he could not bring himself to give up. And that was his love for a particular woman. This love had brought to his demise as this woman ultimately chose to side with his enemies over him, helping them defeat him. Although not before Lord Udos delivered her a fatal blow and promised they would meet and love each other perfectly on the other side.

But Imsun did not make her objections known. Instead, she followed beside Enris, walking past the deserted hallway of the palace building toward the huge garden that stood outside, the sweet scent of roses and lilies filling her nose. She could not believe this woman had trapped her, in this reality, alone in the world that she once knew.

“Udos ultimately came for the orb that gave my people power and prosperity, that was also responsible for the magic of the land. You see, my people were unlike most. We were born with magic in our veins, but with the orb, our land prospered.

“He took power from it. Caught, he weaved a perfect lie that if, perhaps, every festival, he were to return the magic to the land, the people would come to accept him over time as the one who helps them flourish. The one who saved them. I believed in him.”

“But that was only the beginning. I soon discovered my companion’s late-night adventures to our libraries and other places, reading from texts long forgotten.

“When I chose to confront him, I discovered I was with a child. His child. I panicked. I did not want to ruin this. Imagine the queen of some cynical people giving birth to a bastard child. I proposed a marriage. He agreed to it, but he had his own scheme. With our lives intertwined, he had access to my powers, and he could, on a lower level, perform elemental magic. And I had access to his rotten, vile power. Every time I used his power, I felt the rottenness of it, but he lied. It was the same with him using my powers.

After our child was born, Lord Udos took from his blood the ultimate price he needed to forge something he had long craved. Something born of him and of someone who cared dearly for him. His tethers to this world.

“He made himself into a god,” Imsun said.

Enris turned to her. “You have heard of it then?” she asked.

“Not quite this way. In Gryna, Lord Udos is praised to be the savior of Cegoven,” Imsun said. Enris scoffed at the name but said nothing further. “He was said to protect it from monsters and that he was betrayed by you.”

“The only monster that ever walked the planet is him. He and his vile quest to destroy the spirits and rule over everything.”

“By the time I realized what he’d done, he had returned to…” she threw her hands in a dramatic flair, “… he had begun his quest to conquer the world. First, going to Pludasia. He slaughtered every single person he saw, except for the few who fled and those taken to be used as sacrifices to lore the gods out or whatever his plans were. I pled with the gods when I heard of it. Begged them to let me carry the cross to defeat the monster I had created. But we knew if I faced him, I would die, and it would not make a difference. He was already on the same level with the four gods whose magic supplies us till today… the gods agreed, but I must offer something in return. So, I offered up the only thing I had left that was mine. The one thing that made me a woman. My breeding power. I offered my fertility to the gods in return for their power. With that new power, I faced him in a battle between the lands. In the end, I sealed his body in a tomb and locked him into a chamber where the ancient elves had spelled with their own power.”

“You killed him?” Imsun asked.

Enris gave her a sad smile. “Gods cannot be killed. They can only be contained. You must be ready to do the same should it come to that.”

Imsun blinked. She could not possibly have heard her correctly. “Do the same?”

Enris turned to the wall, staring blankly at it. “You must go now. You have stayed too long here. If you don’t, you will be trapped forever.”

Imsun opened her mouth to protest. But Enris pressed a hand to her chest, and a white light glowed there, sending searing pain through her.

Imsun jerked awake.




* * *




Kol woke up to the shouting of crewmen drowned by lightning bolts striking through the sky. He pushed himself up, willing himself to steady as water collided with wood, threatening to burst through. He could barely keep his legs planted on the ground; fighting to his feet, he struggled out of his chamber up the stairs, remembering only then to put a veil of darkness over his face, never mind that it was pitch black outside and the flames inside of the lanterns continually swayed, dimming with each passing second then as though his presence had given the order, fizzled into nothing.

The men halted all they were doing. Kol reached for his magic, reaching out to the raging sea, begging it to calm itself, promising it he meant no harm, but the sea bellowed some more as though furious.

He turned to the stilled crewmen, who seemed to be watching him with both dread and awe. They could not make out his face with the added veil he placed over them. If they tried, all they would see was a cloud of darkness in their heads. “Captain?” he called out…

The captain hastily made his way to him. The boat still rocked, but his power fought against the storm, pushing the wind and waves back. “Did you fish here?” he asked the captain. “Did any of you fish here?” he called out. The men turned to each other, pale-faced. Kol did not dare glance at them. He could feel the rage of the sea. It would tear their boat into halves if he dared remove his gaze or falter his concentration.

The captain was at his men, questioning and commanding them to pull back whatever they had taken from the sea. From the corner of his eyes, Kol noticed from the corner of his eyes as one of the men raced toward a chamber, pulling out a glowing blue fish from inside. The young crewman had barely made it to the end of the ship to toss the fish inside when he screamed from the dagger pierced into his gut, blood gushing out of his mouth.

The older crewman pulled the small knife again and slit the boy’s throat. Kol could not help it. He whirled toward the older man, a surge of power rushing out of him and knocking the man off into the water. The man screamed and clawed for anything to hold on to as the invisible power knocked him straight into the raging sea.

It was all the distraction Kol needed for everything to go into chaos. Full-blown chaos erupted as a strong wave crashed onto the boat, splintering wood with the full force of the water.

Kol reached to push the power of the sea back, but there was no stopping it. The crewmen fought amongst themselves now, the captain and two others fighting to send the fish back into the water while two others fought to keep it. Kol had no idea why they felt the need to. Even now, he reached for his power casting the fish into the water, but the crewmen did not stop fighting, nor did the sea stop raging. It had set its mind to destroy them, and it was precisely going to do that.

Kol pushed himself to his feet even as the boat rocked harder, wave upon wave crashing onto it, water knocking him off his feet.

The boat swayed right with force, and everything splintered. Perhaps he was dreaming, or perhaps they were the agents of death, but Kol watched as blue fins and tails navigated the raging sea toward them.

The wave had knocked him straight into the air, and slowly he was descending to the water. The water swallowed Kol, and the creatures swam toward him, circling the debris of their wrecked ship just as one of them reached for him and swiftly pulled him deeper and further away from the wreck. Kol had no strength left in him to struggle. His battle with the sea had drained him and the fall. His lungs burned from the crashing of water into them. He opened his mouth, but more water crashed in. Darkness swirled around the sides of his vision, engulfing him as the merman pulled him further down. He wanted to fight, wanted to reach for his powers wherever it was but was met with nothing but an emptiness that continually drilled further down inside of him. A blackness like the one engulfing him now.

Is this how I die? This cannot be. Raina, Faelyn… he could not help the thoughts ringing in his mind as though sending the last of his thoughts to them in hopes that they received it. Even though he knew they would not. The darkness rushing toward him was just it. The burning of his throat was the taste of death. And there would be no one. He would not say goodbye. His body would be lost to the sea forever.

A ripple raced through his body as though it’d entered a different part of the sea before the darkness took over him. And for the umpteenth time, he reached for his power. Nothing. Just bleakness as though whatever reserve he had been emptied entirely. As if he did not have a single sliver of magic in his body. He heaved his breath. What was to be his final breath?
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A calm fury raged inside of Drehel. Steadily as a storm brewing, he could feel it inside of him. But he could not let himself be devoured by it. No. He needed to make decisive moves at this point. There was no denying that the government would not back down—not like he’d expected them to—but things were rapidly escalating, and if they continued that way, a full-blown war would take place soon.

He scanned the streets for the umpteenth time, unable to shake off the feeling that someone was trailing behind him even though he knew it was his own fear of leading them into a trap. Many times he’d tried to shake the thoughts from his head, shake the image of the whole village reduced to nothing but statues but every time, the image slid back into his head, the doubt reining in his spirits. This was not the mindset of a leader. How could he lead them if he could not stop doubting himself?

He exhaled, releasing all the tension from his body as he stepped into the round room. If despair had an aura, then this was it. The gloom that his comrades wore was like a burden he could not seem to wash away. But beneath it, he could feel their rage, just like him.

“I take it we’ve all heard the news,” he said as a way of greeting them. A grim nod. He took the empty seat next to Darkor, scanning the faces of his comrades down to the empty seat beside Sienna where Imsun should be. His brows cocked as though asking where she was. “We’ve not seen her since,” Sienna replied.

“Did she get the invite?” Drehel asked.

“Yes.”

He turned to the rest of the team and then nodded. “Then we should wait for her a while longer.”




* * *




Imsun jerked back to consciousness. She’d not been asleep, yet she knew she had been trapped there, in that world with Lady Enris. She laid on her working table, covered in dust powder and parchment litterings. It took her a few seconds to take in everything. She’d been working on her untamed magic when it had happened. It was not the first time she’d heard the ancient witch speak to her, and most of the time, it always involved magic. Perhaps the magic was trying to mess with her head. Perhaps there was no real way she could possibly be seeing one of the greatest sorceresses of all times in her head, and what exactly was it with Lady Enris’s look? She arranged her desk, picking up the brown parchment on the table, different from the scrolls that contained the untamed magic she’d been practicing. It was a message from the rebels. Even now, with no one watching, her heart pounded in fear. They’d gone against Gladys of all people, stolen from under her nose. Her tutor would never forget that.

The parchment had only a brief note.

Urgent. Today. Before Dusk.

The paper lit into blue flames, turning to ash in her hand. Dread crept through her spine. The Wild Defiance always sent cryptic messages but never something this brief where the topic of conversation was not even hinted at. It could only mean something terrible had happened… She picked up her cloak, her hair swaying behind her as she hurried out of the house onto the busy Pludasia street.

After every meeting, she found her way back here, keeping up the ruse that she was still currently spending most of her time researching the volcano and teaching the younglings of Pludasia how to harness their powers. It was not exactly necessary since no one was looking, but it was a necessary precaution should anyone pay too much attention.

Imsun was late for the meeting. Dusk had already settled when she arrived at Cegoven. She had never been this distracted before, thanks to alarming information Lady Enris had given to her. Her head was spinning in every direction. The lady had told her it was happening again, but then something had interrupted their conversation. What could possibly interrupt the conversation with someone who was long dead? Then there was The Wild Defiance’s cryptic message.

For the former, there was really no answer, but the latter, well, only time could tell.

Imsun arrived at the tavern, passed the secret code, and made her way through. Today, she did not pay attention to the people moving about their daily businesses or the children; she did not bother with the bakery and the delicious flowery scent of bread. Hell, she barely bothered about the grumbling of her stomach, only the mission at hand to get to the meeting place.

She made her way through the hall door into the compound housing the elite members of this movement. It dawned on her that if this small paradise were to be raided and the members of this particular compound killed, then this movement could as well be dead. Never mind that Drehel had a sort of army base in the far East.

She pushed open the door with the grace only Imsun Carr could muster, turning the six gazes to her.

“You’re late. We feared something kept you,” Drehel said.

“Sorry,” was all Imsun muttered as she took her seat near Sienna. She did not fail to notice the gaze of her friend fixed on her, curiosity and fear lacing that look. It was genuine care she saw within it. She turned to Sienna, giving her a look she hoped would ease the fear the woman no doubt harbored in her mind, but it seemed to only make her look worse.

Everybody was watching her for some reason.

“Why are we here? The news barely said anything,” she said.

“There’s been some news. A village in the east was attacked. Everyone turned to stone.”

Imsun stiffened at the words. “Stone?” she murmured.

“Apparently by the flame Gladys,” Drehel answered. “Darkor’s spies gathered that much.”

A chill that had nothing to do with the weather raced through her spine. She could have told them that Gladys was not the type to mess around with. Their small boldness in rescuing some of the slaves in the palace would earn them this. She closed her eyes, pushing every vile thought away from her mind. But what visited her instead was the branded image of East Cegoveians with terror-stricken gazes, watching as their own bodies betrayed them, solidifying and turning to stone while they watched and screamed. Her eyes shot right open, unable to fight the picture anymore.

“Even I could not bring them back to life,” Drehel said with regret in his words.

“She probably did this to make a statement,” Imsun said but still… even by Gladys’s standards, this was still too cruel. People turned to stone. She closed her eyes.

“Mhm… I figured,” Drehel said. “I knew they were bound to react after I destroyed everything.”

Darkor did not say a word. His expression gave him away. He already knew what Drehel was talking about, but the rest of the team seemed rather lost in ignorance.

“Yes, I discovered Councilman Gabriel had been creating a new ship and some advance weapons…” he reached for the wrapped clothing, placing the black metal on the table. “I have no idea how it works, but I’m hoping we will be able to figure it out and see if we can develop something similar,” he said, his gaze turning to Bethel.

Bethel nodded, “I will look into it.” She pulled the metal, scanning it with such delight as though she’d been given some treasure. Imsun observed the performer. So much had changed since the last time they saw her performance in The White Solstice. The way she carried herself now.

Drehel turned to them. “War is coming. The council will not back down without a fight.”

“Their armies are already gathering,” Darkor said. “They have no idea where we are, but they move in large numbers now, ready to attack.”

“We must increase our numbers now more than ever. If a full-blown war takes place now, we are sure to lose.”

“If? The only way to take out those vile creatures is true bloodshed. And they won’t go down without a fight.” Even as Imsun said it, she was reminded of the conversation once again. She pushed the thoughts down inside her mind. She did not have the time for dead people to give her parables. After all, dead people were already dead.

“Sienna would retrieve the map of the camp locations and military bases we should worry about. From there, we can plot our attack.”

“True. The first order of business is to get the map. That way, we can free the prisoners there and see if those with powers can join our cause.” Drehel added to his point.

Sienna stiffened, but she clenched her fist. She was finally going to do something for the movement. All those sitting around had almost made her feel useless.

“We must act fast. Right now, it’s about who moves faster,” he said.

“Darkor, go find out how many of their troops are in motion and which generals they are calling back. Also, how many of our spies are in position and ready to move? We need to make sure we are ready to take out the army and the government at the same time. It’s the only way to avoid much bloodshed,” he said.

Darkor nodded, rising to his feet, and one minute he was standing in the room with them. The next, he’d blended in with the shadows and vanished.

Bethel rose to her feet, “I will keep working on this,” she said as she gathered the dismantled gun, rushing out of the room at once.

Sienna rose. She had no idea where to begin her mission, but she was sure as hell going to figure it out. She clenched her fist tightly when Drehel said to Imsun. “Please accompany her to Gladys’s house. The scrolls are hidden in her office but do not use your magic. Her wards will help her keep remnants of it, and once your magic signature has been discovered… You have been discovered.”

“How are we going to face her without magic?”

“My sources say she’s not at home. In fact, she’d not been out recently. Spends most of her time at her establishment.”

Imsun and Sienna nodded before leaving the room.

Drehel sighed, sinking into his seat. There was one more thing to do. Prepare for war. He was never the kind to leave things to hope for and never the kind to fool himself that everything would go as planned. This plan A, after all, was merely a plan for the optimist in him. They might have as well just carried signposts and marched to the palace and demanded their freedom. But to satisfy the pessimist in him, he needed to brace for the worst. But the sad thing was beyond the east, and the people that just vacated the room, Drehel’s reliable contacts were a small list. If it even qualified as one.

He rose to his feet. There was only one place he could go right now.




* * *

Bloody pesky rebel!

Gabriel could feel his blood boiling inside his veins. All his efforts. Years of building and discovering those secrets, all of them gone in the blink of an eye.

“I am going to wipe off those people from the surface of Gryna,” he growled as he slammed his way into the house. Servants jerked to life, fleeing from his path. His face was contorted in a kind of rage they had never seen before. Every bit of him burned with anger. Every part of him was filled with unexplainable rage. He darted straight to his study, ignoring the gazes of all his workers, slamming the door close. He reached for the wall pulling the ring from his finger; he placed the crystal against the small indentation on the wall. The wall glowed with a creaking sound and slid open. Gabriel descended the stairs. There was only one place he wanted to be right now. Only one place. He did not need weapons of the future anymore. No. He would not waste his time trying to find out ways to kill them. He wanted to exterminate all of them. He needed the ultimate weapon for that.

He reached the end of the stairs, light emitting from the center of the dungeon where the coffin stood open, the undecayed body of a golden-haired man laid, his chest being the center point from which the light glowed.

“I see you’re back again. Does that mean you failed?” he asked.

Gabriel clenched his fist tightly. “Those wrenches. I must kill them all,” he screamed.

The voice laughed sinisterly. “Oh, poor human. They thwart your plan at every turn. You do not possibly think you can win.”

Gabriel’s voice turned icy as he raised his gaze to the light. “Exactly why what I plan to do, they will not see coming.”

“And what do you plan to do?”

“To resurrect you, the slayer of monsters. Lord Udos.”
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There was an earthquake in his head. Or something equivalent. He woke up the massive throbbing, unable to shake it off, followed by the thought that he was drowning in some sort of blackness that seemed to give him oxygen, but not enough; a slow death by drowning.

The last he recalled, he had been knocked into the depths of the sea, lost consciousness to a bleakness quite different from this one. His eyes shot open at the thought. He was moving, not upwards away from the water, but down, deeper into the depth. A bubble seemed to wrap around his head as the force pulled him deeper into the sea, tearing through an invisible barrier into a whole new world.

He knew what it was even before the Mer holding him let go. It was a floating city, filled with Mers of all kinds of tails and talons. Even young Mer children, or what they would classify as children but were, in human years, too old to be human. The children danced in midair, at first, until he noticed the transparent floating ball which they gathered around, trying to knock over each person with talons. It was like a volleyball in the air. A green-tailed Mer snatched the ball from the center of the group, charging toward one end of the ball post where a white-tailed Mer stood. The white Mer looked frightened at the approaching big guy and began hailing for his companions to swim faster. Kol barely grasped what had happened when they swung past a gigantic water building. It looked more like a waterfall, except for the gaps that acted like windows, and inside he could see Mers moving about the whole city was like multiple waterfalls put together in one place, the water disappearing beneath the bubble into the vast sea that surrounded this city.

Who could have thought the city of Onurial was a mirror of paradise? Kol did not question the mere riding him on what looked like a sea monster with four legs and fins and a long tail that stretched out for miles. He was trapped by the sight in front of him, all he could think of was how such beauty existed, and most humans had not seen it.

The Mer rode the saddles of the monster, passing a few more dressed in the imperial red armor of the MerQueen’s personal soldiers. The Mer that rode past them carried a cage with two old-looking Mers stuck inside, their eyes void of hope as they traveled.

His transporter and jailor exchanged words Kol in the native Mer tongue, followed by throaty laughter. The jailor jerked his chin to where Kol remained bound, muttering some words to him. the man responded in that same infuriating tone, followed by an outburst of laughter that sent Kol’s curiosity spiking.

“Hey… What’s so funny?” he shouted, but the Mers only to receive a death stare that sent him recoiling back. They continued their chat again before giving a simple nod and charged in opposite directions.

“Hey, you speak Cegoven?” Kol tried in Cegoven’s tongue, but the Mer made no move to answer him. “What about Pludasia?” no response still. Sweat formed on Kol’s forehead. He never believed in rumors, and despite the fact that there were some hidden truths in the myths of the mysterious land of Onurial, he could not bring himself to believe the Mers were nothing more than savage beasts conning men into falling in love with them, only to enslave them forever. There had to be some sort of explanation to all this, and the city proved his point even though the cruel look and absentmindedness of his transporter said the opposite. “Aetudale, perhaps?” His Aetudale was not strong, but he could manage a few conversations in the language. But the Mer still paid him no mind. Instead, he made a swift turn that had Kol struggling to keep his balance with his hands tied in front of him. The Mer chuckled. Kol concluded Mers had a wrong sense of humor and decided to keep his mouth shut before his transporter slash tormentor decided it was best to let him fall off and catch him only when he’s pissed his pants.

They rode through the city, reaching a gigantic bubble with walls that looked transparent with nothing happening inside, yet Kol could not shake the ominous feeling oozing from within the building. There was definitely a being with tremendous magical power there, which meant this was not a prison. The guards stationed outside were well trained; their gaits remained straight as though instructed not to blink, only casting a sidelong glance as they rode into the huge blue walls of the estate.

It was like passing through a portal into an even more surreal world than he’d just left. The magic holding this place alone could destroy the whole of Gryna if something was to disrupt it. He could feel it shimmering through his bones and every part of him. The walls inside of this bubble were more human than the rest of the city. Glass walls shielded the inside, and the marbles were so white his undistorted reflection stared back at him. Each step vibrated through the walls of the building, hitting him back. Their steps, along with millions of other steps interchanging, maids hauling buckets and trays of food from one place to another. “Boy! The MerQueen definitely has a lot of maids.”

She did. The maids moved around, their hands constantly working on something, but there was a strange silence with which they worked.

“Every maid is sworn to silence before working here. It’s the only way to ensure the secrets do not leak to the outside world,” His transporter said, answering his unasked question in general fluent language that was adopted when the four nations decided to unite.

“You speak English?” he asked in awe.

“Do not be surprised, boy. There are many things we know of the mortal realm up there,” he said, each word draping with enough disdain to sour even a child’s mind.

Kol did not say another word. He just remained quiet, taking note of the fact that for whatever unsure reason, this Mer hated him. Whether that reason spread to the rest of the Mers was yet to be decided, but… point taken.

He sucked in a deep breath, raising his chin, taking in every inch of the beauty that might as well hold horrors from him.

Chandeliers hung on the ceiling, a bit too much, the only sign that this was not built by human hands. Who was he kidding? It was all human technology but not human style. There was a bit of excessiveness to everything. The small details that only those who lived with mortals could point out.

He continued behind the guard, leaving the huge banquet room into a corridor. The swift change from the total white that covered the previous room into a deep blue that resembled the surface of the ocean on a calm morning. The Mer continued leading him past a few maids who curtseyed as he walked past them, then stared at Kol in the kind of disbelief that made his stomach churn with a wretched feeling that no human had been allowed deeper into this place, or did the maids wonder what kind of creature he was, seeing that his ear was one of the first things their eyes catch before him and they tried to feign disinterest as they walked by.

Their long walk finally came to a stop as they passed what seemed to be an underwater garden with different colors of plants and breeds of flowers he had never seen in his entire long existence.

The Mer halted in front of a huge wooden door, knocking twice. Before standing back, his hands instinctively go behind him. A few seconds passed before a feminine voice boomed from the other end of the door. “Come in,” she said.

The Mer led the way in. Kol held his breath, unsure of what inside that door held for him. He could not have been prepared for the creature that lurked behind those walls.

The woman behind the door was absolutely breathtaking. All he could do was just stare at her, unsure if he was breathing as he was lost in the glowing beauty.

A transparent crown rested on her head, blending into her pale skin as though it was one with her. Behind her arms were fins, stretched down and razor sharp. He was more than sure they were just as deadly as they looked. She draped over the chair, chewing on some berries, her eyes fixed on Kol with lethal precision that sent a chill through the veins of the ancient warlock.

“Imagine my surprise when the sea whispered to me that there was a strange creature in my water. Well, not a strange creature, just an intriguing one,” she said, picking her terribly manicured talons painted black. Kol could take back everything he said. she was terrifying. Hell, she was beautiful too, but when the full focus of those sea blue gazes rested on you, it took only the will and the awareness of the disgrace to stop you from shitting your pants.

He swallowed, staring at the MerQueen as she sauntered toward him, each step decisive and precise like an animal poising to kill. His instincts were only of flight and fight at this moment, his power surging toward him, but he had a feeling that this MerQueen would blow off whatever power he thought he had, like a candle being snuffed out by the wind. His questions were answered by the cruel smile that tugged on her lips as she stared at his twitching hand. He grabbed hold of his hand, stifling the power, ready to rush to his defense. It would only mean our slaughter, he mentally told himself. Deep breath. He sucked in a deep breath, then another. It did nothing to ease the tension rising through his body or the bile stuck in his throat that threatened to pour itself out any moment now.

“You don’t know what you are, do you?” she asked, sniffing him closely.

“You seem to know more than I do,” he said, keeping a straight face.

The MerQueen burst into laughter, but the guard beside him stiffened, and he wondered if he should come to fear that laugh. The Mers were strange creatures, after all. Her laughter might mean she was angry. But he tried his best to keep a poker face trying to hide the fact that his bladder just got smaller by twice its initial size.

This was wrong. All this beauty, and yet, he could not hide the shimmering terror that raced through the place as though invisible tendrils coiled around.

The MerQueen glided around him, her wedlock dancing in a slow movement. She was deliberately moving slowly, he could tell. Too slowly that it felt almost as though she was sizing him up, ready to take him up any time now.

Kol held his breath, waiting for talons to dig into his skin when the MerQueen retracted, her gaze pulling away from him. “I like you,” he said. “It’s been a long time since we’ve had an intruder, one that even dared to provoke the sea at that,” she said.

He had not provoked the sea, in fact, he had tried to return what was taken, but this Queen was definitely not one you came to as a failure. It was better she saw him as one who had guts rather than a failure, so he straightened his spine and lifted his chin in what he hoped to be quiet defiance. Beyond the rebels, he’d always been the rule-abiding type, joked and teased around but never with something serious.

The queen gave a disgruntled sound, her fingers scratching her chin as though she pondered on what to do with him. 

“But it wasn’t you who took from the sea, was it?” She said. 

Kol stiffened; she was just taunting him then. If he admitted to it, then he would have also admitted to knowingly misleading her. This Mer was as clever as she was beautiful. He shook his head, muttering a low, “No.” he scanned her face for any sign of fury, but if he had learned anything, it was that she did not show her fury that way. 

“So, you knowingly tried to mislead me,” she cooed, fingers on display again as though reminding him that despite no weapons being on display, he could be ripped to shreds where he stood. 

“Technically, I did not mislead you. You misled me. I only let you believe it,” he said, not feeling as brave as he sounded. The queen regarded him for a long second, contemplating what to do with him, when she shook her head and smiled. Unlike the cruel grin, this one revealed a few of her front teeth.

“Why do you cross the sea when your people fear it? For secret golds in faraway lands?”

Kol shook his head.

“To discover new territories to conquer?”

Kol shook his head again. At this point, he began to realize how minute his reasons for crossing the sea were. But they were his reasons, and he would not let the water queen make him feel like a mistake. “To find my heritage,” he said.

The queen’s eyes widened slightly as though she was too bored to show any real emotions, but even for her, that was showing too much. She quickly gathered herself again. “Now, that’s a reason I’ve not heard in a long time,” she cooed.

“You’ve heard of it before?” Kol queried.

She nodded, rising to her feet. “There was a young merchant many years ago,” a dramatic pause as though she ran through pages of her memories for a particular answer, then snapped out of it. “Too many years that even I can’t seem to place a date on, only it had been in the early days of my rule as MerQueen.” Kol had always wondered how MerQueens came to be and if there were more than one MerQueen, and most of all, how old was this queen that she could not remember what year a merchant made it across the sea.

His boat sank just about the same place yours did, and he was rescued by one of my Mers. A lady who fell in love with him and he with her, or so your people told the story. She walked with that lethal precision she had earlier on that told Kol this was no ordinary story.

“Your people made songs of their love,” her finger trailed the back of Kol’s sleeve, those deadly talons scrapping the surface of his skin, their knife sharpness threatening lethal damages if he made one wrong flinch. “Except in your songs, she’s the villain. She tricked the man and made him lose everything, turned him into a lunatic for her, and killed her in the end. But that was not her. She was but a gentle soul who was meant to lead her people. She could not see anything hurt and not try to heal it. She’d loved this man and treated him right, despite the warnings of her elder sister. Oh… How the elder sister wished to have been wrong about this man, but she was right, just like she was right about everything. This man was evil and cruel like all of you, seeking power and to understand that which is beyond him.”

“I have never heard of such a song before,” Kol said earnestly. But all that earned him was a wrath-filled glance.

“You say, mister, you’ve not heard of the fisherman and the mermaid whom he fell in love with?”

“That I have heard, but of a merchant, I have not.”

“Of course,” she gave a dry chuckle, “Even amongst your people, merchants are the most cunning amongst them. They would betray even their birth mother for power and money. So, if the bard had sung of him, what would the people say? Serves him right. But picture a young, desolate fisherman married newly to a beautiful maiden, only to be smitten by the charms of a certain Mer as cruel as her species. This Mer takes from this man both his life and his love until there was nothing other than the dust from which he was made.

There was something about which the Queen told the tale that did not convince Kol that the Mers were not as cruel as the books had made them out to be. “Our people have a knack for good stories; they spin it whether it tells the truth or not. It’s why I don’t find myself too often in taverns or in the company of bards,” he said. Wondering if saying he was sorry for the queen’s loss would trigger a kind of reaction he did not expect, so instead, he stood there, unable to say more.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” he finally got out. 

“Are you?” The queen asked, cocking her head to stare at him at an angle. 

“Yes, I am.” He nodded with all sincerity. 

“No, you’re not. You say sorry because you think that’s what I expect from you. I assure you, I expect no sympathy,” she said. 

Kol remained at a loss of words, staring at the MerQueen, their eyes locked in a silent moment of indecision. 

Those seconds Kol prepared his mind. He was deep underwater, depths he knew he would not survive, but he would not be paying for another man’s crime or the crime of human’s skillful nature of making an enemy out of the things they couldn’t make sense of. 

“Tell me, mortal, why should I let you live?” she asked, every last bit of warmth disappearing from her face, replaced by a death stare.

Kol could not think of a reason. The humans had always seen the Mers as dreadful creatures, he had wandered into her kingdom, and for people who did not often see eye to eye, it was enough to be considered an invasion even though it was not of his own making.

“Because humans have always seen you as dreadful creatures. You can change the narrative,” Kol finally said.

“I don’t think or care much about humans’ opinion of us. They have always feared us and will always fear us.”

“Not in the world we are trying to create. Long before any king, the MerQueen led her people to land. With their ability to shift their tails to legs, they were able to walk on land, quench the rioting race that continued to wreak havoc on the whole of Gryna—”

“Do not teach me of my history, child!” she shouted. Kol might have imagined it, but the whole bubble shook with power as she did.

“I’m not trying to,” Kol said frantically. “I’m merely saying it’s a possibility,” He knew that was a sore topic; the MerQueen of then had been one of the many people tricked by Lord Udos to gain more power.

The Mers were slaughtered in numbers almost to extinction, save for the Queen’s niece, who had fallen sick and was taken back to the water by a knight. The sickness had been bizarre since Mers never felt sick, and when the niece heard of her aunt’s death, it was between riding up to revenge or replenishing again to build the line of Mers all over again with the surviving soldier. And so, she swallowed her anger, let it brew for centuries, focused on the race as she continued to reproduce, becoming a breeding thing for both her sons and the soldier, and her daughters passed through the same fate, the mermen seizing power while the female children were locked up until they could no longer reproduce. And until this queen line had challenged the men and took power in a bloody rebellion that sent the sea raging for six years until the war was over and the mermen submitted back to the ways of the MerQueens.

He had hoped that with the promise to walk on land again, the Mer people would fight for them. And he made his point across.

“The insolence,’ the MerQueen roared. “I should gut you where you stand and let the fishes have their way with your remains.”

“I do not wish to anger you, MerQueen. But this union will create a better world for both humans and Mer people.”

The MerQueen turned her back to him, gliding back to the golden throne. “I do not wish to send my people into some senseless war. However, I think we can both be of use to each other,” she said.

Kol fought hard to hide his delight, although something told him the request of the queen would be just as bad as when human queens make requests or even worse than that.

“How so?” he asked with bated breath.

“You are on your way to the elven lands, but it’s not where you think it is. The elves had long left those lands for elsewhere. I’m willing to offer you a map to those lands. In return, you will retrieve a favored artifact stolen by them a long time ago,” she said.

“I… stealing from the elves isn’t a good thing. I’ve heard gruesome stories of what happens to people that are caught,” he said.

“Then just ask nicely, or whatever,” she snapped her hand, and a maid approached them with a scroll in hand. “Just make sure you do not cross my sea without it,” she said. She lifted the parchment from the maid, strode toward him, and placed the parchment in his hand, talons digging into him. He groaned from the blinding pain seeping into his bones before she retrieved her hand. Where her finger left, a web of black ink formed, connecting with each other. “That’s a mark of death. Should you try to cross the sea without my artifact, the sea would make sure to swallow you. Now, here, you have until the inks disconnect completely to leave my sea.”

She turned and walked away, leaving him too stunned to move or do anything. He had somehow landed himself in the grip of the MerQueen, a woman who made it to the top ten scary creatures one should avoid.

Two maids strode in from behind the door. “Come with us. We will take you to the surface,” they said, guiding him out in the kind of warm goodbye he didn’t receive when it was welcome.
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This mission meant two things to Sienna. One: she would finally prove to Drehel and Darkor that choosing her was not a mistake. Two—which was the most important of reasons—she was one step forward to getting her husband back.

The day before the mission was filled with restless energy. Imsun had come to her again, talking her through everything in her attempt to ease her tension, but the rambling was only making her even more worried. If Imsun, who was always the first to make a brave face, who was the strongest woman she’d ever seen, was feeling this uneasy.

She made her way out of the chambers onto the training ground, tossing daggers against the strawman. It was her own way of easing the unease that coursed through her, trying to distract her mind from it. Going on a mission with many emotions racing through you is how people get killed, Darkor had once told her. She swung the dagger again, colliding with the wall, then strode to the strawman, retrieving the blades from different points in his head and neck.

“Lords! I never want to be that man,” Darkor’s voice boomed, distracting her. She whirled to see him standing by the door, his arms crossed as he took her in, maltreating the strawman.

She forced a smile as she drew the last of the blade from the strawman’s eyes.

“Nervous about this evening?” he asked, taking casual steps toward her.

“Nope!” she responded fast. Darkor just smiled. He picked two knives from her hand and tossed them toward the strawman, pinning it straight to the head. He tossed the second again, and the head flew off the neck as though sliced with a clean cut.

“It’s time to leave. You need to scout the place beforehand,” he said, patting her on the back before walking out of the training room again. Sienna exhaled, gathering herself. Sweat balls stood on her skin from the strain she had put on herself. Wiping it off with the back of her hand, she stepped outside, sheathing her blades into position again as she walked out.

Imsun met her in the preparation chambers cloaked in obsidian black save for the red strap around her waist, holding two small daggers and a short sword.

“Know how to use that?” Sienna asked.

“No, but I can hold it like I do,” she said with a smile and cocked her head. There was tension between them that neither of them were willing to admit to each other. To Imsun, it was the fact that they were going to the home of a known sadist. Gladys was not someone they should toy with, yet they were poking the bear for the second time and hoping it didn’t wake up and snap its huge jaws at them.

“You good?” Imsun asked Sienna.

“Yeah, I am,” Sienna lied, trying to shield the sweat that trailed her back. Her very first mission was one of great importance to the group and to her. She could not dare to mess it up. Not when so much was at stake.

She sheathed the last of her blade as they made their way out of the secret community into the streets of Cegoven, climbing onto two meres. Imsun climbed onto the white and Sienna, onto the brown.

They rode until they reached the city bustling with life, people moving from one establishment to another. The nightlife of Cegoven was growing, mainly because the flames and the council had focused their business on creating things like discreet hotels and gambling houses that lasted from dawn till dusk.

Imsun and Sienna continued, trying their best to blend into the streets; many did not pay them attention. After all, reputable men came over here for discreet sex and other kinds of fun before returning home to their husbands, and most times, they try to keep it as secret as such things would ruin their reputation.

They halted just outside of the mansion’s gate, examining the fold. There were no guards guarding the house. Gladys did not need them. she was well on with her magic, and every single part of this house would be ridden with magic.

Imsun cast a glance at Sienna, translating every single thing they could not say. Even their voices could be triggers for the magic.

The plan was simple. Imsun was to stay guard while Sienna went in alone, avoiding and detecting all the magical traps that were set. She would sneak into the main office, pick the lock, and then retrieve the map that contained every single entrapment camp in the whole Cegoven and stealthily return to meet Imsun outside.

But plans were made only as guidelines; nothing ever really followed that plan. Imsun did not like the plan, no matter how logical it sounded. Sienna gave a quick nod of her own before disappearing into the plantation, carrying herself like the wind, avoiding the maids that strode the place until she stood a few feet away from the door. Two maids hauled trays outside, halting for a chat before bidding each other farewell.

Sienna held her breath, waiting. If she could help it, she would not open or touch any doors, save for the one she was going to pick. Doors were the things ridden with magical traps most of the time. As the maid moved back inside as though realizing she’d forgotten something, Sienna took the time to scan the exterior of the house. There was only one possible exit, which was the door, the other was the tall window, and she was most likely to break a bone taking that distance. She prayed to whoever was listening that this went well and without a hitch, however unlikely that was. But there was too much at stake for things not to turn out well. Andor needed his father, the rebellion needed soldiers if things were to change.

She moved, slipping past the door as the maid tried to close it. The door gave a click as it locked behind her. She stared at the vastness of the house, the corridor leading to different places. She’d memorized this; thanks to Drehel’s inside intel on the house, there was only one place such important information could be.

She took the left door, racing down the corridor down until she stood at the fourth door to the left. She could picture her husband’s freedom stopped only by the wooden door. She reached for the door knob, turning it. The door swung open. The insolent flame had not imagined anyone would dare invade her home. Or maybe this was a trap, and there was a secret magic ward over the office, but there was nothing. Now that she thought of it, the amulet had not glowed since she entered the building, it was either it was broken, or the security of this building was ridiculously exaggerated.

She reached for the drawer, pulled it open, and retrieved the parchment before sliding it open. On the plain sheet were small cuts as though something had punctured them. But the pattern which they formed was definitely not ordinary. This was definitely what she came for. She rolled the parchment and slid it into her jacket. As she turned, her feet pressed into a fake floor. Time stilled all around her, or maybe every part of her slowed so much it seemed as though time had stopped. She waited for the arrow to shoot out of a secret compartment and attack her or some sort of trap or anything, but nothing happened. Not even an amber glow from the amulet, yet the dread that crawled through her spine was not something she could easily let go. Who puts a false floor and does not trigger something?

Just to be safe, she reached for a book, replacing it with her feet before stepping away from the false floor. She scanned the room one last time for any signs of something amiss but nothing.

Sighing, she made her way out of the office.

Steps crashed into the house. “Seal the doors,” Gladys’s voice echoed through the house, vibrating everything, or maybe that was just a shiver that raced through Sienna. She froze in position, a single block shielding her from Gladys’s view in the dimly lit house. Her head was pounding. She had to get out of here.

Gladys reached for her power, conjuring golden flames to her hand. The amulet glowed.

“Damn it!” Sienna cursed under her breath, fleeing the corridor deeper into the house with no idea where she was going. The plan only showed her enough to lead her in and out of the house, and she was sure Gladys had shut the doors with whatever magic she was using.

She spotted the stairs, casting a single glance back to where Gladys walked toward her, shoes cacking against the floor, a witch on the hunt. I have to get out of here. I need to get out of here.

She risked racing into the open and onto the stairs. Gladys’s stepped halted. Sienna did not believe she could have felt more dread than hearing the doors close and those steps of doom walking toward her, but here she was, frozen to the spot, unsure of where to move to. Her hand remained at the hilt of her sword, ready to attack. She narrowed her gaze, searching with bated breath, watching with rapt attention, listening for every single sound or movement so she could pounce, but she did not notice when Gladys appeared behind her, only when the magic hissed and she whirled to turn, golden flames charged toward her in the kind of fury that promised only death.

Green flames burst out of her chest, colliding with the golden flames. The force thrust both of them backward, slamming them against the fall.

* * *

It was sheer training that got Sienna back to her feet. Every part of her body felt like it had broken; her hand was twisted at a wrong angle, and each second like that pushed her to more agonizing pain. She raised her gaze to see Gladys rising through a cloud of debris. Without thinking of the pain, she snapped her hand back to place, unsheathing her blade and charged toward Gladys, going for the kill. As she charged, she realized something. She could not do it. This woman was a monster who had tormented Imsun as a girl and would kill her without blinking, but she could not bring herself to kill her. Why am I hesitating? She thought as she tried to stand behind her. Gladys whirled around, but Sienna was faster this time. Her blade cut through the air, slicing through Gladys’s index finger. She moved fast, standing behind Gladys with the knife to her neck. The blade pressed against Gladys’s neck, drawing blood, and even as Sienna’s body cried to end it, she could not bring herself to do it.

She’d promised that when this time came, she would kill without hesitating, but here she was, fighting herself. No. She would not succumb to their impulses. What was the point of the revolution if she became a monster just like the people? She pulled her blade from Gladys’s neck, punching her with the hilt of the blade. Gladys collapsed to the ground, knocked out by the force Sienna had used.

Sienna stared at her for a long second before racing toward the door. As she reached the door, a force pushed the door open. Sienna shoved herself to the ground as the door burst. Her gaze snapped to the figure standing behind the door.

“Imsun,” she said.

“We have to go,” Imsun responded, stretching her hand to Sienna. Despite the protest from her body, Sienna pushed herself to her feet and charged toward Imsun, taking her hand as they escaped the ruins they had left behind.

* * *

Gladys woke up with a throbbing head. For the first few seconds, she didn’t know where she was, then she remembered. The rebellion had broken into her home. She jerked awake, turning her gaze to the door. Her house was a complete mess. She raced to the open door, but the intruders were long gone. She would not accept being a failure three times in a row. First, they insulted her by stealing the slaves from under her nose. She touched the door, feeling the first mistake the people had made. She was a sorceress skilled in tracking magic, and they had messed up twice. The first was not killing her, and the second was not using a non-magical way out of her enchantment.

A cruel smile spread across her face as she whistled for her house.

“And so, the hunt begins.”
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One minute everything was going fine, and the next, all hell had been set loose. It happened so fast that Imsun hadn’t realized what was going on. Only when a horse raced into the compound and Gladys literally jumped off it and rushed into the house. It was only then that she realized they had not created a contingency plan should everything go to shit. They had gone here with the hope that everything would go smoothly and they would leave before anyone knew they were inside. But as to always be expected, things didn’t go as they had planned. Gladys had arrived.

Imsun was reeling. She had to do something, but what that thing was, she could not tell. She could not possibly distract Gladys, not when the flame moved with so much purpose. Moreover, Gladys would see through any deceit she tried to pull. Attacking Gladys now in the open would be naming herself Cegoven’s number one enemy.

She had only seconds to think. This is bad. This is bad. This is bad. 

Her first instinct was to jump out of hiding and try to buy Sienna time, but that would do neither of them any good. Gladys would sense it the minute she used her flame. Moreover, on the last day of her training, she had sworn to never set foot in this house again and Gladys knew her to be strong headed, which meant any plans of saying she had come to bury the hatchet would be met by a swift attack that she would not be able to recover from. 

Going head-on with Gladys would reveal her to the Flames and council at large. Her only option now was to hope. Hope that Sienna found a way out of this and returned to her safely. She had found a friend in Sienna, and she could not imagine losing her. 

Imsun remained hidden, the feeling of cowardice not helping her plan to wait and see how everything turned out. And when the doors slammed close with the kind of finally that said magic had sealed them, she knew that plan had gone to hell. There was only one plan now: do whatever the hell you can to get Sienna out of there. 

Leaving Gladys behind closed doors with a friend was not a good idea. Only one person would be able to leave that place alive. Despite Sienna’s talk about being capable of ending a life, despite the hardship she had gone through, killing someone was easy. Imsun was more than sure that at the last minute, she would hesitate, and that hesitation might be the difference between a successful plan and a failed one. 

She pushed out of her hiding place, scanning the surrounding for any spies—though she already knew Gladys would want to catch the culprits herself, interrogate them and extract whatever information she could before handing them over—there were none. She charged at the door, circling around for any other entrance, but the only way through was with magic. Imsun circled back to the front door; the silence inside was disturbing. She needed to know what was going on inside there. She needed to see for herself exactly. 

Then came the crash. It was all she needed to snap. She lashed out with her magic toward the door, sending a wave of flames crashing against it. But the door waded it off as though not an amber was once there. She sent another wave, but wave after wave, it was destroyed. She reached for her magic, digging deep inside of her well, deeper than she had ever gone. Her head kept showing images of Sienna caught in Gladys’s clutches, hoping she would come to save her. She drifted into a magical rage, digging deep inside herself, gathering her power, and sending the weight of it crashing against the door. The door burst open, and her gaze darted around in search of Sienna, finding her on the floor.

“We have to go,” she said to Sienna with her arms stretched out. Sienna rushed for her, and the two darted out of the house toward their horses.

They raced through the streets, ignorant of the ache traveling through every inch of their bodies. Their thighs burned as they rode toward the other end of the city. They cast frantic gazes behind them, even though they could not hear the sound of any marching army until they were certain no one was trailing behind them. They came down from their horses more than eager to disappear from the streets. It was not until they vanished into the tavern’s secret door and the door closed behind them before they actually believed they were safe. They both exhaled deeply, turning to each other, their lips curled into a broad smile followed by hysterical laughter as they made their way into the streets toward the meeting headquarters. People made way for them as they walked past, stepping in.

* * *

Their mistake would be the end of them. Her first thought had been to summon the rest of the flames and the military to wipe them out, but that would mean sending troops before she confirmed their location. She could not let anything happen to this lead, not when it meant she could finally bring home the culprits that had terrorized their leadership for a while now. She smiled to herself as she retrieved the tracing dust from her gown, and sprinkled it over the frame of the door, “Magia te ipsum revelare,” she chanted. Blue rays burst out, dim. It was fading away. She had to trace it back as soon as possible.

Gladys cast a cloaking spell on herself as she began trailing the magic leading her straight out of the house and onto the road. Magic always sang a low buzz no one could ever understand, but for every magic, its tone was different. Most times, it was considered to be the tone of the individual DNA mixed with the unexplainable power gifted to them by the gods. This one sounded so familiar, yet, Gladys could not place where she’d seen this color before. Something was off about the magic. Staring deeper into it, she could see the golden rays of elemental magic disappearing into it, the foul smell of corrupted magic. She reached into the glowing blue dust, picking out the strand of gold that shimmered inside of it. A shudder raced through her body as the magic seized her in that very moment. The image of the wielder was branded into her mind. Imsun.

“It can’t be!” Gladys said, releasing the glow and the strand of magic that was there. “She wouldn’t.” but even as she said the words, it all made sense. Imsun had left for a journey without the blessing of the flames; she had always had that rebellious streak in her.

But still, Gladys wanted nothing more than to see for herself. She charged onward, letting the long trail of magic lead her straight to where Imsun and Sienna jumped off their horses. Keeping her distance, she watched as they scanned the streets before sneaking into a tavern. The Tavern was known to harbor criminals, muscles for hire, and other kinds of people who wanted to waste away. Never had they imagined it was the headquarters for The Wild Defiance.

She stepped down from her horse, pulled her cloak over her head, and made her way inside the tavern.

The tavern reeked of cheap booze and of the stench of creatures she despised so much it was an effort not to wrinkle her nose or check her boots for dirt. She slid into the first table inside the dark tavern, her gaze roaming the crowd for any signs of the two she had been chasing. A huge man turned in her direction, muttering a few words to his companions, and they each chuckled, but she leaned back, pushing the thought from her mind. She could easily take them out, all of them, but the aim was to blend in until she got what she was looking for.

She leaned back, letting the scar on her face show. From her peripheral, she noticed the men—who had previously risen, probably to challenge her—sink back to their seats. Good.

She leaned back, her gaze taking in every bit of the tavern. It did little good considering it was designed to be constant night inside here. The bartender served drinks with no mind for anything, and just as her eyes slid to the bartender, she noticed the two figures slipping past the front desk, making their way through what was supposed to be a cupboard of bottles.

This was it. A breath escaped her as she rose again, she would have to return with the army, and they would wipe out these people. 

She returned to the palace, calling a summons almost instantly for all the flames to present themselves, both serving flames and none. Imsun would come, and when she did, she would be apprehended while the rest of her minions raided at the same time. Gladys strode in with the gait of a conqueror. This was the end of the rebellion, and history would remember her as the flame who single-handedly quenched the rebellion. History would remember her for the rest of time. 

She took her seat, crossed her legs, and leaned back, waiting and watching as the door slid open, and one after the other, the flames walked in, the tension growing every second. She waited until every single flame was gathered before she began. 

* * *

Imsun had just filled Darkor in on everything that happened when the burning message appeared on the air as though a hand was writing in flames.

“The burning message?” She gasped. The burning message was the highest-ranking Summons by a Flame. It can only be used by a selected few believed to be of higher ranking amongst the brethren.  The Flames believed to be equal, both serving and none serving, yet there were the little divides that said the longest one had been a flame, the more his words stood. The burning message was one of those few things they claimed did not separate flames, yet it showed only a few serving flames could use it to summon an emergency meeting for all the Flames to converge at a point. 

“What does it mean?” Sienna asked, seeing the expression on Imsun’s face. Imsun had gone pale from just seeing the message. A stretched silence passed through them before Darkor spoke. 

“Surely you don’t think of attending,” he asked Sienna with a hard gaze. He was an imposing man already, and that look on his face made him even more terrifying. 

“I have to,” Imsun responded even as a shudder raced through her body at the implications of this. It could only mean two of three things: one, Gladys was certainly awake. Two, Gladys knew exactly she was there and wanted to draw her out of hiding. Three, Gladys was calling a meeting to seek the help of all the Flames. Of course, they had stirred up enough that the rest of the Flames would be involved, and Gladys seemed pretty passed out when she had cast a glance at her. 

“She doesn’t know. If Gladys knew, the army would be knocking down our front door already,” Imsun said. 

Darkor regarded her for a long minute before returning his gaze to the map in front of him. “Okay. I have to get this to Drehel. I will inform him of everything.” He rolled the parchment up, casting a glance between the two women before stepping out of the chamber.

Darkor had barely stepped out of the chamber when Sienna blurted, “You’re not seriously considering going back there after what we’ve just done. What if it’s a trap, Imsun?” 

Imsun pushed down every emotion that threatened to show up, the shudder that was threatening to race through her skin; she shoved it down. She refused to face her friend. Sienna continued her dramatic rant over all the reasons Imsun should not go, but Imsun remained ghostly still. She had strengthened her resolve already. Paying mind to the things her friend said would mean accepting the friend cared about her. Gladys finding out she could handle, but Sienna broken in fear of what would happen to her. She could not handle it. 

“I have to attend,” she said, cutting Sienna mid-sentence. 

Sienna clenched her fist. She’d never felt like punching Imsun more than ever before, yet she understood the burden that rested on her friend’s shoulders. She needed to go for them both. If she did not return, then they were in deep shit, but if she did, then they were successful. She clenched tighter, fingers digging into her palm. “Fine. I’m coming with.”

“No,” Imsun responded with the kind of finality that could not be debated. 

She cast a cold glance at Sienna. That one gaze was devoid of any emotion, yet beneath the hard exterior was a raging war of emotions wanting to pour out. Fear. Anger. Fear. Love. Fear. 

Sienna backed down. Her fingers loosened their grip, and Imsun stepped out. The night felt chillier than when they walked in. Even the warmness of the tavern did nothing to abate the feeling coursing through her, yet she guided herself onto the horse and rode away toward Gladys’s home. 

Gladys sat at the chief chair; her legs crossed. Her gaze did not linger more on Imsun than normal. It was no secret that she snarled at Imsun, so even when she removed his face from her with that same look, Imsun could not consider it a warning to flee now she was still at the door. 

She stepped in, joining the ranks of Flames, their whole gazes fixed on Gladys, who was in no hurry to say what she had gathered them here. Her gaze remained trained on Imsun, the only one who did not really scan the room before facing her. She added that as one of the reasons to confirm her undoubted thoughts. 

When she rose, a shudder raced through the Flames. Her tight jaw was enough to say that she was pissed, and smiling Gladys was scary enough. Gladys, in this foul mood, was…terrifying. 

“What happened here?” Imsun asked, trying to sound curious as well as disinterested. 

“The Wild Defiance or whatever they call themselves invaded my home,” she said, making her way through the ranks of Flames. 

“And this is worth a flame summons because…?” It was the old man who spoke this time, his voice frailer than ever. He stepped from the ranks of the Flames, holding onto a stick in one hand. The rest of the Flames seemed to shudder in Gladys’s presence, but the old man remained still, unfazed by her furious gaze. She exhaled, breezing past him, ignoring him entirely until she was standing face to face with Imsun.

Stand tall. Stand tall. You are no longer afraid of her, Imsun reminded herself. Something shimmered in her eyes. Before she could react, the red crystal spiraled from Gladys’s hands, a bright light shining on her. The other flames jumped out of the way, but as Imsun moved but slammed against an invisible wall that burned her skin.

She slammed against the wall of shimmering red glow, but the wall pushed back, her struggle met by the increasing shrinking of the wall. The ground around her was quaking. It felt like she was losing her mind just staring at them. “Let me out,” a voice screamed. It took a few seconds before she realized the inhumane scream had come from her mouth.

The already thick air between them grew thicker, the tension rising as the Flames gazed between Imsun and Gladys.

“What is this madness?” The old man queried, but Gladys strode back to her throne, ravishing the terror that raced through her body, making her feel even more powerful. “She’s a flame, like all of us. The most famous of us. You cannot insult her this way,” The old man said, stamping his staff to the ground. 

Gladys sat back on her chair, adjusting to a comfortable position before she said, “And a rebel working with The Wild Defiance. In fact, I believe she might as well be their leader.”

“That’s preposterous. There is no way she is a rebel,” The old man said, but as his gaze shifted to Imsun’s guilty face, his conviction faltered. 

“Why don’t we ask her then?” Gladys asked, pushing herself from the seat toward Imsun again. “But before we do,” she towered around Imsun, “Let me tell you something about the capturing box. If you lie, it will attack you enough to cause severe pain but keep any physical damage from happening or anything fatal. So, you will be alive for a very long time should you choose to remain silent.”

She did not need to tell Imsun about the box. She had once tried training Imsun on how to get out of it as a child, but Imsun had been too stubborn, and one point, refused to try entirely. It was thanks to the faltering resolve of her father that she had been freed from imprisonment at all. How she wished he had not shown that resolve that day.

“So, tell us, are you a rebel?” Gladys asked. Imsun would not give her the satisfaction of getting an easy answer out of her, but knowing Gladys, she might enjoy the cruelty of torturing her first and then breaking her before she got an answer. Before she could decide what to do, a crack landed against her spine, shoving her against the box, the pain burning her arms. She screamed, pulling away from the wall. Gladys’s face cocked with an evil grin; the metallic taste of blood filled her tongue. It was at that point, Imsun decided she was going to kill Gladys if only to wipe the smile off her face.

“Let’s try this again,” Gladys said. Imsun stiffened, preparing herself for another gut-wrenching attack that would leave her wanting to cough out blood all over the place when the door burst open. Imsun had never been happier to see a councilman walk in more than she did right now, despite the fact that soldiers marched in with him, their hands on the hilt of their blades, their gazes trained on every single flame. “What is the meaning of this?” he asked.

Gladys walked up to him as though she had anticipated it all along. As his gaze moved from each flame, settling on caged Imsun and then back to Gladys, she said one word in a cold, seething tone.

“Justice.”
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Kol was definitely not a fan of Mer riding, although he would choose it over riding a monster anytime. At least with the Mer, he could hold on tight to a non-slippery body as they thrust through the water with a speed that should not be possible, zooming past fishes of all kinds.

The Mer burst out the surface of the water after what seemed like forever, guiding Kol to land. The Mer recoiled from the land just as quickly as he had come close to it. Kol turned, observing the worry that covered the Mer’s face. Could this be the curse of the Mers against land? No, this had more behind it. Surely, the Mers could come to land, but they could not stay for more than a few minutes, or else they would lose their near immortality and their fins.

He stared at the strange land in front of him and back at the retreating Mer. Where is this? Before he could get the question out of his mouth, the Mer disappeared into the vast ocean, traveling with the same speed that had brought them here as though fleeing from something. A heavy feeling settled in Kol’s chest. He stared at the pale sand on his feet, then toward the branchless trees that stretched into the thickness beyond. He had no idea where he was but somehow, the feeling that he used to know this place settled inside of him. He scanned the white sand that stretched over the beach without a single soul there until where the skies converged with the land. It looked like a beautiful place for a vacation, but the quiet was disconcerting, like a small tug at the back of his mind willing him to turn back and run while curiosity was the opposite force pulling him onward.

He needed to make a decision, and he needed to make it fast. If his fore senses were as good as the terror coursing through his body were making it to be, then someone was watching him right now. Although from where they watched, he could not tell. The whole place seemed far too exposed. Gathering his resolve, he began to walk. If he had survived the Mer’s palace, he could survive here. The thought reminded him of the deal he had struck with the MerQueen. He was not only a lost elf, but a thief to be. 

He walked stiffly toward the woods, engulfed by the canopy of trees shielding the sun. 

Kol had no idea how long he had been walking, but his legs were aching badly before he heard the first sign of life beyond the chirping birds and animals that scurried away at the sight of him. He followed the voice to the children playing in a small pool of water, splashing water against each other. 

Slowly their eyes turned to him, and their game halted. The smile on his face faltered as he tried a feeble attempt to wave at them. The children murmured some words in the old elven language Kol had never heard before, fleeing from him, barely snatching their clothes as they ran.

He considered chasing after them but imagined how that would turn out when the adults finally came out to see him. Instead, he kept a good distance from the children, trailing behind them. If they were fleeing in that direction, then there had to be some kind of sanctuary there. 

His mind floated back to his time with the Mer, and to the deal they had struck. He shook himself back to consciousness, but when his gaze roamed his surroundings. The children were no longer there and the trees were closer to each other. Enough that he could barely get past. He tried to squeeze his way through, arching his body this way and that.

In a blink of an eye, five men surrounded him, the edge of a sword pressed to his neck as one of them reached for his weapons. 

Kol instinctively raised his hands in surrender as the pointed-eared soldiers stood in front of him, their faces all a mask of anger and fury. His heart squeezed in his chest, but he closed his eyes and dragged in a deep breath. He could easily obliterate them with his power, but that was the thing. He could not feel his power at all. It was as though something had caged it inside of him, refusing every ounce of magic he had from escaping. Kol was trying hard not to panic, but that proved difficult when a blade was pressed to his neck, and his hands were bound securely. The broad men hauled him through the narrow forest terrain.

They walked past two trees, and the world around them shifted. The silent trees were suddenly filled with bustling birds. All chirping loudly while many pointed-eared people walked around.

The elven people.

They had been thought to be extinct, lost to time, or died out during some inter-fighting, but here they were, a small village of them, but thriving nonetheless. A sense of relief Kol had not known he would feel washed over him. At first, he had imagined here to be like the lost people scattered around, barely trying to get by, but no, his people were thriving. The villages built from palm fronds and woods were elegant, more elegant than the small houses in the distant villages in Cegoven.

Kol totally forgot he was their captive and his beaming face made the people wonder if he was in the right state of mind.

A young elf dressed in brown leather armor stepped out of a tent, white marks of her tribe around her neck like painted beads. The soldiers bowed deeply before her, speaking in the same Elven tongue. Kol could make out a few things, or he thought he could. He had never learned the old elven tongue, yet it felt like a language he knew. If he listened carefully, he could make out words… they caught him near their hideout scaring the children.

He wanted to explain that he didn’t mean to scare the children, but the words did not come to his mouth. 

“Should we kill him?” One of the elves asked.

Kol stiffened.

“What?” he blurted out before he could stop himself. He reached for his power, but where a wall of flames burned, only ashes met his touch. He coughed, the taste of ash filling his tongue. 

“Your magic won’t work here,” the leather-clad woman said, covering the distance between them.

How could she know he was trying to summon his powers? 

The men around him stepped back, unsheathing their swords. Their gazes fixed on him with that hard expression that told him they would cut him without a second thought. 

But where fear shone in her warriors’ faces, the girl just stared at him with a blank expression as though waiting for him to finally conjure up something. 

“I don’t want any trouble. I’m only here to learn about…” 

“Your origin,” she said. 

Kol’s eyes shone in surprise. Elves were not known to have that sort of power. Just as amazed as he was, dread crept through him. If she could read minds, then she would know exactly why he was here and the mission the MerQueen had sent him on.

“Yes, I am able to read minds,” the lady said, cocking her head. Her brows furrowed for a second as though there was something about their encounter she could not understand, but she shook it from her mind and said to him. “I’m Adrianne, daughter of Chief Amadia,” she said. 

Kol had no idea who Chief Amadia was, other than he must have been one hell of a handsome man to have birthed a lady that fine. Adrianne had dark, lustrous skin, unlike the soldiers around her or the people of Cegoven. She carried herself with the kind of poise that commanded authority. Kol found himself wondering how long she had led the people. She was young and beautiful, smart and commanding. 

“Kol. I’m Kol Baelweld,” he said. She reached for his hand. He shook her hand. The calluses of her hand gripping his. “I… I thought all the elves were wiped out,” he asked.

She gave a warm smile that did not reach her eyes. It was beautiful nonetheless. But Kol could not help the feeling of sadness that overcame him with that look on her.

She brushed past him and spoke a few words in the same elven tongue. The elves sheathed their swords and gave a quick bow before leaving.

“What language was that?” he asked. 

“The elven tongue. It’s the tongue our people used. It’s been taught to the children in secret from time to time. It’s a surprise you don’t know it,” she said, turning to him with that same look she had on her face as though trying to read him. He wondered if she was trying to read his mind now. 

“It doesn’t work that way. I don’t have to try. Your thoughts reach out to me.”, “Unless you guide them.”

“Guide them?” he asked.

“Yes, the humans do not have the leisure of doing that, their minds are feeble, and easy to get it all, but I can turn it out too.”

Kol exhaled, but it did nothing to expel the anxiety creeping inside of him. She gave him a knowing smile again. 

“All my life, I kept asking the question…who am I,” Kol said. “I know I’m not an elf. I don’t have…” 

“There are more to the elven people,” she interrupted lightly. “I read that there was a time when the elves and humans lived and loved freely… when we were not forced to hide. Back then, some elves took human mates, and although most of the unions were not blessed with children, some had a few. You will find most of it in our library.”

“You have a library?” Kol asked, amazed. 

“Knowledge is more important than anything, Kol Baelweld. We might not be with humans anymore, but we know what they are like, and history tells us not to trust them. You should rest. You’ve had a long journey. Tomorrow, I will show you to the library,” Adrianne said, patting him on the shoulder before walking away.  Kol made his way into the open tent. He laid on the soft bed, picking only a few berries from the table to eat before drifting asleep.

He woke up to the sounds of loud drums and chanting in what he could only assume was old elven tongue. When he stepped out, he was met with a group of elves dressed in white, marching out through the trees that encapsulated their territory, heading for the beach. What is going on? He wondered more to himself than anyone else.

Walking closer and around the children trailing behind, he could see at the forefront of the crusade was Adrianne, dressed in a similar white dress along with four other ladies and a man he had yet to see. They reached the top of the cliff before Adrianne turned to face the people, her eyes met his once, and the look in them caused a shiver to run through his body. It was the look of an unwavering leader.

This girl is born to be a leader.

Once again, he felt guilty that he had to steal from her. He pushed through the crowd until he was in front of them, watching what was happening.

“Are you sure you really want to do this? Malika?” Adrianne’s voice boomed with authority. She cast a solo glance at the young boy whose hard jaw formed a thin line, his pale skin so similar to that of Cegovens he could easily be misconstrued as one of them if his pointed ears were hidden and that shimmering look about him that radiated ancient magic was dulled. 

“You have brought a stranger to our home, refusing my suggestion that he poses a threat to us. For centuries, we have stayed hidden and that’s because whoever wandered here, wittily or not, must meet an end. Your father understood that, but not you. You’re too young to rule,” the boy declared with vehemence.

A chorused of agreement escaped from a small group in the crowd and when Kol’s eyes met Adrianne’s again, only then did he see the fright behind the girl’s hardened expression. He wondered what he could do to help, but these people… he barely knew them. How could he help when their traditions were foreign to him, and they were talking about killing him? I should not be here, he thought. I should be searching for the secret item of the MerQueen and the truth, he thought. Instead, he could not shake off this strong pull from the blue eyes that held him captive.

Another pang of guilt tugged on his emotions. He shoved it aside as the girl spoke, “Then we shall begin.”

“I’m warning you, Adrianne. Concede now, and I will spare your life and that of your child.”

“I am still your leader, and you will address me as Aran until otherwise.” 

The two gave a curt nod as the drums resumed. 

They both shifted into fighting stances at once, the elven boy charging at Adrianne with the brute force capable of smashing her over. Adrianne moved. She was quick as he had suspected, each movement quickly evading the boy’s blows. The boy growled with fury, his muscles flexing as Adrianne continued putting distance between them. The lines of weapons stood in a rack behind them, and he reached for a sword, eager to put a stop to her swindling. But Kol could see it. The elf’s mistake. Adrianne had been baiting him to pick up a weapon of his choice. The drums chased the silence, somehow making it even more eerie as her people, who had seemed quite eager for the fight to begin, were suddenly quiet, watching with a kind of bated breath.

Adrianne’s concentration did not waver from Malika for a second. She continued sizing him up, her arms spread apart, her steps slow and deliberate, as he swung the sword, ready for an attack. He launched at her, and she moved, the sound of a blade slicing through the air where she had been moments ago and the gasps of people every time Malika missed his target filled the air, but Adrianne was moving. Malika wanted this over soon. He was growing impatient. His whole body was calling for blood. He wanted Adrianne dead, so he could butcher the stranger. He would recognize that face anywhere. That boy was the son of the warrior Heru and the woman Gamia. The image of him stabbing Heru in the back many years ago still remained imprinted in his mind. He could not let the boy live, not when he would find out the truth, and if the mind-reading bitch was going to be in his way, then he would cut her down. 

He made a series of moves again, his blade slicing where her neck was, but she had moved again. Without hesitation, he pulled a dagger and swung it toward her. Adrianne evaded the attack, but as she moved, his blade struck her. As she tried to bend at an impossible angle, lifting her legs from the ground, it kissed her skin seconds before she reached her calculated height. She did not give in to the pain. She was not as skilled as Malika, not with any of the weapons or without, but she could tire him. She could access his mind as she had done earlier and knew a day like this was coming. Malika had never been the patient type, and she was going to use that to her advantage.

She could feel the walls around his mind breaking, the shield he thought he had on as the frustration grew, and slowly as each of his attacks failed to hit home, she could read him like a book. That was how she knew his next move would be magic, and she moved before the metals behind her clattered and charged toward her. The blades drove straight past her, piercing through his heart, his neck, and legs before he could halt them. 

She watched as he guggled blood, falling to the ground in front of her. And for the first time, she saw the reason behind his treason. Her gaze traveled to Kol, ignoring the stillness of the people around her. 

She walked toward her daughter, pulling her into a tight embrace. 

Kol was the first to walk toward her. He had no idea what he wanted to say or why he was walking, only that his legs were moving. He stood in front of her, and she forced a smile on her face, ignoring the protests of her body as she said, “I’m sorry you had to see that. It’s been ages since an uprise, but we recently lost a lot of people again, and my people are restless,” she said. 

The people wiped their faces of emotion, going on one knee before her. She knew she should address them but right now, with what she glimpsed inside Malika’s head, she just needed her rest.

“Come, I will show you to our archives, and you will find your answers there.”

“Shouldn’t you rest first?” Kol finally said.

“I will rest after,” she responded with a groan. The muscles in her back hurt. Kol nodded, but just as he did, she collapsed to the ground, everything going blank.
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Imsun and Sienna had barely left when Drehel ordered every single man who knew how to wield a weapon to accompany them from the secret quarters toward the rough terrains onto the hidden headquarters, where the weather was far harsher and the road just as rough. They could face bumps on the road, such as roadblocks with soldiers, but if they split themselves and left in little groups, then they would be able to get everyone out without drawing too much attention. So, every man who could fight gathered his family, and they left in groups, dispatched. Some hid in boxes of small merchants transporting goods from one point to another, a large number of them making their way into Drehel’s chambers pretending to be in his employ for a dangerous trip. 

As they made their way to a single checkpoint, searching the cart in front of Drehel, Drehel adjusted the eye patch, taking a long deep breath to calm his nerves. He was walking a fine line, and with one wrong move, everything would end before it even had the chance to begin. He could not let things go wrong. Most nights, he had found sleep impossible. Restlessness was his newest companion. He could not hide the feeling that things could go wrong even more than they had. 

Many had risen against the government of Cegoven, little groups who had protested in all the wrong ways, some of them coming out outright, thinking the government would hear them. But those were their mistakes. He knew the government better, he always told himself, but now he could not help but feel like someone must have mentioned the same thing at one point amongst those small groups. 

The soldier came to him. “Sir, Drehel, isn’t it a little too late for a trip?” he said.

Drehel knew the guards by name. “Mave,” he called the young man. “I keep telling you, a merchant never sleeps. I’m on a journey to acquire some important materials I heard of on the other side of things, but I need to do it quietly. A lot of other merchants have been on the move,” he said. 

“Yes, we’ve noticed a lot of small merchants moving, and most of them have hired extra workforce.”

“What exactly is out there?” the other guard said. He was much smaller than the first, and the uniform looked like it had been made for someone twice his size. The chill of the night caused his breath to come out frosty. Even as he spoke, he rubbed his hands together. 

“Come on now. If I tell you, you might as well leave your posts and be part of the chase,” Drehel chuckled, and the men joined him. “Why don’t you let me carry on as usual and use this to get a drink in one of the taverns around after your shift,” Drehel said, reaching inside his tunic and pulling out a sack of coins, handing it to Mave. The younger guard moved closer as the coins jingled inside of the sac.

“Of course, carry on, sir,” Mave said. Drehel patted the guard on the back before charging on. 

“Bring back some of the spoils when you return, sir,” the boy said, and Drehel gave one of his chuckles again, this time not bothering to soften his expression since he was already beyond them. He made past the open gates, the golden flames on either side casting shadows on him. He sighed, staring into the moon. 

They rode peacefully without any further disturbances passing over the border into the side of the border. Only then did the whispers begin of the small village that had been reduced to statues. At the hill, only then did he stop to rest, letting the people gather their strength before continuing on. 

Drehel was in his chambers that night when Darkor returned with the report of the mission. Darkor had submitted the parchment with the maps of the six largest entrapment centers dispatched around the East Cegoven, filling him in on situations. Drehel could not shake the feeling that Gladys was onto them. She was not the kind of person that let herself be embarrassed too much, and for too long, she had been the victim of their foul plays. 

“Send words to Sienna to check on Imsun before joining us,” Drehel had said to Darkor as he continued examining the parchment. “Also, send spies to all of these locations. We need details of how big they are, and how many men could be inside. We have to act fast. It’s only a matter of time before they realize what was stolen and react,” he said. 

Darkor nodded before stepping out of the chambers. Drehel walked out of the chambers. “Gather up your things; we are moving. We cannot afford to waste any more time.”

Day and night, they traveled until the third, when they reached the land of the constant winter. Only then did they rest, replenish for the night, sleeping with the chorusing wind as music and the howling of wolves as harmony to the sounds. 

While the men rested, Drehel and Darkor rode through the mountains, passing through the harsh terrains, pushing their mere and stallion through the harsh weather until they arrived in front of the huge castle hidden in the Land of Constant Winter. 




* * *




The first thing Drehel did once he walked in was to assemble the leaders of his army into the great room as they filled him in on the progress of the soldiers. “Gather your men, the best of them. We must pull six new rescues all at once.” 

“Six?” One of the generals responded. 

“Yes. Is that going to be a problem?” he turned to the man. The man stiffened but saluted as he shook his head. 

“How many men are we talking about?”

“At least a hundred men. I need archers, spears, and swordsmen.” 

Drehel was on the brink of fidgeting. Every part of him trembled with the anticipation of the next few days. He had no doubts that the council had figured out what was taken already. They would be marching reinforcements and redirecting soldiers to the various camps now. They needed to act fast. 

He was exhausted. He could feel the muscles in his body begging for rest, his eyes bags felt heavier than buckets of water, yet he pressed on. This was the only way forward. There was no denying that the council would rather go to war than succumb to their demands. But to stand their ground, they needed an army. Fighting the council with what they had right now would only lead to their end. It was all about timing. That was what he always told Little. But now, he could not help but worry with each passing second if he was making the right decision. 

After being filled in on what was going on, the generals had been quick to gather their men. By the time Drehel refreshed and came out, there were over five hundred soldiers of The Wild Defiance ready with their weapons and a hundred magic wielders. He stared at the men, memorizing their faces, knowing that he would not see some of those faces by the end of today. 

“We are about to make a move. It’s a grand move in the large chess game that has been going on. Years after years, caramel skin, brown skin, black skin… They have all been a curse. The curse Easterners bear. Persecuted for the things that separated them from us. Hunted like animals when the real animals rode on horses back. Our families, our brothers. They have been taken in the middle of the night and forced into labor and, ultimately, death for their captors. We are going to liberate them. Today we will be sending a message to Cegoven that we will not back down. Today we ride and liberate our brothers. Today we secure everything that’s ours. Today we fight for The Wild Defiance.”

“For The Wild Defiance.” the people cheered with him.

The cost of war is the burden bore only by the leader. Drehel could attest to that. His men marched behind him, their trust wholly on him. They had no idea if they would come back alive, but they could not think of it, not when they had a mission ahead of them. They trusted their leader who had taken them this far, united over seven different small rebel groups and, made soldiers out of them, turned them into wizards, sorcerers and sorceresses. They knew only the victory ahead of them, but Drehel could not stop revising the plan over and over again in his head. 

The plan was simple. For years, the Cegoven had abandoned them to the crippling tasks that left them with nothing to eat and the constant eradication of villages and abuse. They were to divide themselves into six different groups, seizing control of the East part of Cegoven and liberating the people. 

They arrived at the camp where a few soldiers stood guiding the border, blissfully unaware of their approaching doom. The first sign had been the stamping of horses charging through the night as Drehel and a hundred of his men charged at the guards. They were completely ignorant of the fact that the East could possibly sit on horses, let alone charge toward them on one. 

“It has to be one of the military exercises,” one of the men said as they watched the distance, listening to the pounding horses. Somehow deep inside, they knew what was coming. They had their arrows drawn, ready to pull down anything that charged toward the border. 

This would change the fate of everything. It would first establish their need, making them a state independent of the West, but he knew it was only the beginning of a war that would be fought. Hopefully, it ends just as quickly. 

As they approached the border, he pulled his sword, calling the archers to draw their arrows. Beyond the sound of their horses, it was the first time they made their appearance known, lighting up the arrowheads. 

“Release,” he called out as the arrows shot into the air. 

More and more, they shot the arrow. Chaos spread through the enemy camp as they scrambled to put out the burning tents and flee for their lives. “For our people,” Drehel called out. “For our people…” they chorused as they charged behind him toward the camp, cutting down everybody they met.

It all happened so fast that the Cegoven soldiers barely had time to take a formation or, in some cases, draw their blades. Magic coursed through the air ending people in waves of attacks, knocking them breathless as blades cut through their skin.

In mere minutes, they had forced their way through the fort and charged into the building, cutting down all resistance. Two guards charged toward him, and he stretched his hand. “Lumos,” he muttered as flames roared from his hand, igniting the two. The general would be hiding somewhere inside the structure, and it was only a matter of time before he found him. 

He continued until they reached the locked door where he was sure the man hid. He summoned a great wind from his hand, crashing the door open. The lord pulled out his sword as four more guards charged toward Drehel. Drehel did not move a muscle as the men around him cut down the guards. The man charged at Drehel, his grip floppy at best. Drehel summoned the wind again, slamming the man against the wall. The man groaned in pain, but Drehel slammed more against him. A tendril of wind wrapped around the man’s hands and legs, bounding him to the ground just as The Wild Defiance surrounded him, their swords to his neck. 

By the time it all ended, there was the kind of silence that succeeded death. It was the only thing that masked the atmosphere around them. Years of it all, Drehel still felt a bile rotten inside of him, ready to erupt any moment. He forced it down. These men had wives, they had children, yet here they were, dead in a war that never should happen in the first place. Their cruelty had painted an image in his mind for a long time. He had almost forgotten they bled red, just like him and every other person here.

He didn’t share in the victory cry from his men. He could not as easily put this behind him. Add it to my list of nightmares. He thought to himself as he walked past the fallen men, past the blood and the sizzling flames of his destruction.

His legs were heavy, as though his body had grown heavier. He let his sword drop to the ground as he reached the small series of cages where more men were locked inside as though they were animals being led to the slaughter, huge chains on their scarred bodies. They stared at him with fright in their eyes, the kind of terror that sent a shudder through his body and caused his legs to feel even less strong. 

Two of the men charged toward the wooden cages, breaking them free. The men stepped out, their eyes still wide as though the sight in front of them was something they could not believe. He knew that look. It was the refusal of hope because the fall would be far more shattering if they let themselves. 

He was to say something.

He swallowed, the metallic taste of ash and blood filling his throat. “People of East Cegoven, you’re free men and women. Free from the chains that hold you bind to the West. If, with this freedom, you wish to flee the country, a boat will be ready to take you to Pludasia or any lands, unmarked or not of your choice. But if you run today, you will be a deserter for the rest of your life. Your sisters will wake up with their husbands snatched from their beds, their sons killed, and their daughters raped just as you were. They will go to bed free people and wake up bound and shipped to serve in the cruelty of masters who treat their livestock with better care than they would them. But if you stay…” he paused, took a deep breath again, the scent of the battle still fresh in the air around him.

The wind seemed to have stopped, too, listening to the words he said, ready to carry the rumors around. “If you stay, then you are assured of a life of freedom. Will you die? The moment those chains clamped around your hands, you were dead. So, what do you have to lose? You have everything to gain. Your children, your husbands, your grandchildren. This is the beginning of the revolution, and if we are to die, then we must die with honor.” 

There was silence amongst the people, the air around them hushed. Slowly, the men rose to their feet. They looked at him in unison, in awe. And it was no wonder.

Amidst the flames of their conquered camp, he looked like a god, dressed in brown armor and covered in the blood of his enemies. 

The people stared at him, shedding the broken shells that they had slid into. And a smile spread across his face. There might be hope, at last, he thought as he raised his hand to the people. 

He joined the crowd, the cowardly lord kneeling in front of him alongside some of his men. This called for the harder part. He stood behind the lord, his men replicating the same action, their hands on the hilts of their swords. He unsheathed the sword, raised it up, and the air stilled. He was sure the death spirits probably hovered around with bated breaths, waiting for more to join the deceased. He swung. 

The lord’s head toppled to the ground, and seconds later, the head of his ranking soldiers joined. 

Drehel did not bother sheathing his sword as he walked away, making his way inside the castle. All he had to do now was wait for the return of the other groups. 

Six major camps bordered the East, keeping them trapped save for the port and the secret routes they were smuggled through. If all were successful, then they had a chance of winning.

If not…they would all die.
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The numbness that spread through Imsun was something she could not explain. She was beginning to understand what was going on. It had happened so fast; her chest was pounding inside of her. They had captured her. At least Sienna had escaped. That was what she continued telling herself, a weak distraction from the fate that awaited her after this but a distraction nonetheless, when the door swung open and the cruelest councilman, Gabriel, walked in. At that point, she felt like the ground should open and consume her. With the flames, she had felt a sense of safety despite the fact that she was caught in the burning box and could not escape, but with the members of the council here, there was no denying the trembling that took over her. 

Stop it. Be strong, or else they would break you just as easily. She chided herself, but it did nothing to abate the fear coursing through her body. This was the end of her road. Fame was not going to get her out of this one. 

She sat, reflecting on her life, memorizing the faces of her parents and her friends. If this was her end, perhaps they would continue on until the goal was achieved. That was before Gladys rocked her world from under her with her next words.

“I know where the rest are, Gabriel. With your permission, I will request the palace soldiers follow me and eradicate them once and for all,” Gladys said with a smug bow, her sly smile not missed from Imsun’s gaze.

An inhumane scream bellowed throughout the room, shaking everything around. It took a few seconds for Imsun to realize the scream had come from her. Tears welled up in her eyes. Every part of her was trembling, her magic roaring inside every bone, causing her to shake fervently. The walls around her were racing further away from her, the urge to smash everything around her growing by the second, wishing she could turn it all to dust. 

She was completely oblivious of the eyes on her now, the stances they all took, readying their magic to the surface. They understood what was happening; they could feel her power shimmering through the room.

Imsun’s eyes were not staring at the room, yet she knew exactly where everybody was, knew exactly when the councilman took steps toward her, each of them deliberate, knew that some of the flames trembled as her power shook everything around them. She took their fears and curled them around herself like fuel to her desires. She wanted them to quiver, their insides to explode. She was not reciting spells, but inside her head, the words continued to chime, again and again, repeatedly spreading as though flowing through her blood, her skin, her mind, connecting with them all, freezing them where they stood.

They stiffened as her magic wrapped itself around them in an invisible embrace, squeezing the life out of them with each passing second, bringing them to the ultimate end. They did not stand a chance against her fury, and even she seemed to be lost in this. She was trapped inside her head. This was not her power. This was different, the corrupt magic that now raced through her blood, corrupting her core. It was as though she squeezed them, and it was draining her life alongside theirs. 

The councilman seemed unaffected by the magic that surged around him. However, his face had gone pale as he forged on. The cage that surrounded Imsun had fallen prey to her powers, yet this man stood tall as though he was some kind of god. His hand stretched forward, touching her on the shoulder, and just like that, the magic retracted inside her freeing all the people around him. Imsun collapsed to the ground.

Gabriel stared at the young flame on the ground. He had no doubt she was the missing key to his obsession. She was everything he would need, yet as he stared at her, she looked far weaker than he had expected. Although, to her credit, she did almost wipe a room filled with Flames. “You have the soldiers. Take them and put an end to this nuisance,” Gabriel said without turning to face Gladys. She bowed to him, leaving the room instantly. “Lock her up. We will have a long chat when she wakes up,” he said to no one in particular before making his way out of the house.

He would celebrate his victory today. I could feel the end of the war drawing close. He thought as he stepped into his coach and road away.

Gladys could not hide the excitement that coursed through her body. It was strange that she, Gladys, found herself seeking the good graces of the Councilman when she never really cared much about them before now. Had she not thought them to be bloated people who had no knowledge of anything but their own blood as the reason for where they were while she had to claw her way to get everything she wanted? Why, then, had she looked at Gabriel and trembled at his presence?

Disgusting. She thought as she climbed onto her horse and, in the dead of night, led the army of five hundred men toward the rebel camp. 

Sienna decided to take a stroll through the streets and enjoy what it felt like at night. She had never felt at peace more than she did now despite the nagging worry inside of her that reminded her that Imsun was in the enemy’s territory. She had decided to hope for the best despite having her whole life as pointers that the best never found her appealing. 

Perhaps it was part of the reason why she needed this walk so badly. She did not care if it was very late nor if they would have another assignment for her come dawn. She just needed to clear her head and mind. By now, Darkor and Drehel would be on their way to freeing the captives, another topic she did not want to think about yet. She still found herself in this walk, wondering what it would be like to have her husband with her again. 

The walk was both relieving and sad. Sad with the thoughts that plagued her mind but relieved with the soothing wind that coursed through, a reminder that the water was close by. 

She was going in opposite directions from the water when she heard the first scream. Years of being on the receiving end of the Cegoven’s blade had taught her the difference between a casual scream and the one that called for help. She raised her head to the marching horses charging through the place, slaughtering everything they could see. 

Blood pounded in her head. All the men who could fight had been hauled away. The ones remaining were supposed to keep information flowing, and here they were being slaughtered. She reached instinctively for her daggers, but the empty fabric told her she had not come with them.

She moved, hiding behind the walls as the men climbed off their horses, chopping off women from the streets and children. Screams and cries bathed the air. There was no hope. She had to get out of there. There was nothing she could do in the presence of the men, and there was Gladys, overseeing the whole thing with her eagle eyes. If she had her dagger, then maybe she would have taken a shot at the woman, but she could not. 

She turned in time to see one of the soldier’s swords rise to the air, ready to chop a little girl. Before she could think it through, she moved, charging behind the soldier. The Soldier barely had time to react when she snapped his neck, sending him to the ground. She did not bother to glance at the field behind her. The flames burned bright, and anything behind her was surely dead or dying. She picked the girl into her arms and took the first corner, disappearing from their line of sight.

She raced through each corner, catching a few women on the way who joined her. They gathered around each other, five of them, hidden in the dark as everything went up flames. 

“What do we do?” one of the women had said. 

Sienna could not think. Her mouth was dry. She would give anything for a drop of water. No, for a semblance of sanity. Only a few minutes ago, she had been pondering on whether Dunmir was still alive and if he would be rescued. Now it was her who needed rescuing. 

Every part of her trembled. The women watched her, their hearts pounding in their chests when the neighing of a horse called their attention to the soldier holding a torch in front of them. He smiled, a broad triumphant smile like someone who had been served his favorite snack. He charged toward them with no doubt they were anything but a bunch of women who could not fight, but as the women trembled behind Sienna, she moved with agility the soldier could not have anticipated. Her steps were light; each one felt like she had springs under them, propelling her. In three steps, she was behind the man, her small knife unsheathed and pressed against his neck, slicing his throat open. The soldier barely had time to react when he fell to the ground. The horse jerked into motion, charging away from them.

“We have to go,” Sienna said to the women. They stared at her with the same question in their eyes. The hideout was built in the only place they would never look because it had no other way out. But Sienna said, “To the water.”

They raced to the water. A small boat floating in wait. Sienna had spotted the boat on her first visit with Darkor. Instinctively, she led them toward the boat and ushered the women on, casting frantic glances behind them. 

True to her fears, the soldiers appeared out of the flames, rushing toward them. Sienna pushed the boat with all her strength, each step difficult with their weight, when two of the women jumped out, joining her. They pushed the boat into the water when the first arrow tore through the air, piercing one of the women through her neck and out her mouth. The woman barely had the time to react as death carried her away. Sienna turned to the charging horses, but she had to keep her cool. She had to be reasonable. She climbed onto the boat, steering hard with the other woman, trying to put enough distance between them and land as more arrows flew, piercing different parts of the boat. Their screams followed as they patched up the holes until they were out of reach. 

When Gladys stepped into the hideout, her first thought was that something was wrong. All there were, were unarmed women and children and men who were definitely not fit to pull the kind of operations the group had proven capable of.

“Something is wrong,” she had whispered to herself as the soldiers ravished in the joy of the slaughter, taking down the women and children. Something inside of her pricked at the sight of it, but she shoved it away. She was the heartless, brutal, Flame. What would caring if the children and women get hurt say about her if she stopped them now? Moreover, had it not been a lady that had attacked her alongside Imsun? But the sick way the soldiers cut down the defenseless people churned her guts. She should stop this. Yet, she did not. She let it go on and let the dogs destroy it while she watched, searching for any signs that it was a trap. 

But it wasn’t.

The group had not sacrificed the women and children. No, they had fled and maybe these ones were unfortunate not to have left yet. She caught sight of the woman that killed one of the soldiers to save a child. That woman had to be one of the people that attacked her. The way she fought, but she didn’t attack. No. She watched the woman flee, and even as she charged her horse and saw her disappear into another alley, Gladys found herself not wanting to pursue. So, she didn’t. She had not come here to kill women and children. She had come to find the rebels and expel them once and for all, not slaughter the innocent.

She climbed off her horse, rummaging the dead and debris for anything, but her only conclusion was that they had left. They had been here here. The number of buildings did not correspond with the dead. There had to be others who must have left somehow, probably before she had arrived. 

She climbed onto her horse again and rode away from the destroyed tavern toward the gates. The dark breeze danced past her, whispering doubts into her ears, but Gladys was never the kind of person to accept being wrong or looked down upon. She shoved every doubt from her mind, reassuring herself that history would remember her as the hero who kept the country together and stopped the rebellion that would have set the monsters free. Even if the women today did not look like monsters. They bled just like she did. She shook the thought from her head. Of course, they bleed the same. Of course, you’ve seen many of them bleed before. It’s just how the world works. They are meant to be under us. Their souls are full of darkness. She reassured herself as she reached the gate. 

She climbed off her horse, and the guards bowed instantly. 

“Has there been any suspicious activity here lately?” she asked. 

“No. None, Flame,” one of the guards answered. 

She turned her gaze to the horizon, “Nothing out of the ordinary?” 

“Just merchants and a few stragglers. Tonight is even more dull than usual.” 

Gladys exhaled, turning to her horse. “Lock the gates. No one leaves or comes in.” She climbed back, riding back to the hideout.

The soldiers piled up the bodies and set them on fire. From a distance, she could see the smoke even before she arrived. The soldiers helped themselves to the tavern, celebrating their victory of eradicating The Wild Defiance. Some of the captives remained bound, watching as they drank. 

Gladys returned, summoning the commander. “Commander,” she called to the scrawny-looking man. He strode toward her, his shimmering black armor clanking as he moved. “Send your men back. Leave about fifty to secure the place while we investigate.”

“What’s there to investigate? We have wiped them all out. We should be celebrating. You should loosen up, Flame,” he said, patting her shoulder as if he had the right. She stared at him in disgust, clenching her fist tight, but the man, gulping another round of alcohol, did not notice. “Maybe you will land in my bed.” 

She cast him a cold glance that caused him to stiffen, and her words had bite behind them. “Take your men and return to the palace. I have work to finish here.” 

She spoke with the kind of finality that inspired swift obedience. There was no need to state a threat. Every single line of those words carried it.

The commander ordered his men to retreat, taking the captives with them. He barely glanced at her as he rode past. 

Gladys exhaled when the last of them left, and the remaining men only stared in silence. If she concentrated well enough, she could pretend they were not there.

It was time to get to work. 




* * *




Sienna refused to give in to the numbness that hovered just above the surface, threatening to consume her. She needed to get these women to safety. She could not let herself break in front of them. It was not her way. There was no way across except through the gate. She knew that, but at least they were away from Gladys at the moment. She led the women into the woods.

“We rest here for the night,” she said to them. “Tomorrow, we will find our way across the border.”

“Why not now?” One of the women said. “I mean, would it not be easier to get past them at night? We could use cloaks.”

Sienna leaned back, resting her back on one of the trees. She considered not answering, but it was of no fault of hers that they were in this mess. She swallowed before turning to the woman still staring at her. “If you want to leave now, leave. But those men are looking for anyone with our skin color, and you reek of ash and blood. We all do. If we attempt to cross, we might as well report ourselves.”

The woman gulped loudly before turning away. Sienna groaned again, resting. As she closed her eyes, she prayed on her dead ancestors for it to rain. Her throat was parched, and she was sure it was the same for the rest. 

As though someone stood in the skies listening to her prayers, thunder rumbled, and the sky opened up, unleashing a downpour of blessed rain. While the women were at first elated as they drank and filled themselves, soon the shivering started, and they all wondered when it would stop. The ground was too soft to lay on without feeling like they would drown or be swallowed by the viscous mud, but there was no other option than to sit around the huge tree and hope. Hope that the leaves were enough to shield them from the rain and that the arms they held around each other would be enough to keep them warm. 

It wasn’t. The night grew from bad to worse as the rain carried on until deep into the night with no signs of ending. Soon enough, they each drifted asleep, Sienna being the last.
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In the capital of Cegoven, everything was peaceful. Too peaceful. One would not have been able to tell that chaos stirred all around, about to erupt. It was perhaps the reason for the eerie silence that caused a particular young citizen to gaze out her window, watching the boring night with a stillness that could only be described as instinct telling her something was wrong with the darkness that engulfed her bed. She could not sleep. She had tried to sleep time and time again. Her mother had no idea. She had long tucked her to bed and sang the usual lullaby before heading for her bed.

But…it was too quiet for sleep. 

So, the daughter stared out into the night from her dark room to the dark streets where all the night candles had gone off one by one.

She listened to the wind tell her things she didn’t understand, the rain pattering hard against the ground, scoring it. Tomorrow she was to go to the market with her mother. Her father was not coming home anytime soon; his troops had been deployed to the far end of the country where monsters roamed. Monsters that looked like their maid, Nan Lucia. Since she heard those words, she found herself staring at Lucia, wondering if the same monsters inside of those people were in Nan Lucia, and if they were, would they come out when her father was not there to protect her?

But Nan Lucia had always been good to her. She had saved her from the bullies that tried beating her up once. She’d scared them away. Every time she thought about it, a shudder raced through her body. Did Lucia show them the monster inside? Was that what scared the children away? She had once, out of the nagging curiosity, walked up to Nan Lucia and said, “I know you have a monster face. I want to see it.”

Nan Lucia had been confused, paused her washing, then turned to her with that same brilliant smile on her face and said, “What are you talking about, sweetie?” 

“My daddy went to the city where you and the other monsters are from. He said you are one of them, so I want to see your monster face.” The little girl cocked her head, not oblivious to the hurt that flashed through Nan Lucia’s face at the mention of those words but confused as it disappeared just as quickly as it had appeared. 

“Alright, I will show you, but you must promise not to tell anyone,” Nan Lucia said in a low voice, scanning their surroundings. Instinctively, the little girl took a step back, her fingers clenched at her side, making her already pale knuckles go even more pale than normal. 

But when Nan Lucia showed her monster face, she was not impressed. It was Nan Lucia all the same, just squeezing her face as though trying to scare a child. 

She had protested, but Nan Lucia had sat her down and told her of a city not so far away that was blessed by the gods, so much so that their blessing became a curse. It was a city rich in magic and minerals. They loved with all their hearts, so when a certain king came with his people and claimed they were from across the sea, these people gave them a home, gave them lands to farm on, and taught them their sacred art. But the gift of the gods was not on these people. Only a handful could perform that magic and with dire consequences. Sometimes gruesome deaths. 

The visiting king wanted more. He coveted the ease at which they did things and interacted with nature, and when he slaughtered the first of them, he discovered his power grew. That began the first massacre in the history of Gryna.

Slowly his people killed the others and gained more magic power. When they saw that the tables were turned and the gift of those people belonged to them, they sought after other nations. 

The little girl had thought how cruel that king was. She cursed who the king was and asked for his name, but when Nan Lucia had said, “Lord Udos,” she, for the life of her, could never have imagined it possible. She had raced to her mother instantly and told her everything Nan Lucia had said. She remembered her mother being furious and her father leaving the house with her friend. One thing she also remembered was that it was the last time she heard or saw from Nan Lucia. 

Tonight, she had no idea why the thought came to her. Perhaps it was because Nan Lucia knew exactly how scared she was of thunder and rain. That she always snuck into her room at night to sing her back to sleep when she woke up like this.

She half expected the door to open, but it had been two years and many rainy nights had winters had passed, and none of them had Nan Lucia walked through that wooden door again.

The girl sighed, staring outside when she caught a glimpse of a man riding a horse. The man looked injured, and the horse cried out as it galloped past their house. She had no idea what it meant other than the fear that now gripped her tightly. She slammed her window closed and raced back to her bed, pulling the sheets over her head. The image of the man was branded into her mind. Of course, she was exaggerating, but what was to be expected of a child’s imagination?




* * *




I have to inform the council. That was the only thought in his mind as he raced through the streets on his horse, the warmness of his blood drenching his robe. He did not know how he escaped, but he knew everyone else was dead. All dead. The Wild Defiance had gained even more boldness. He rode through the night as fast as he could without knocking his foggy head unconscious. Uncertainty raced through his mind. Would he be able to get to the palace, despite the amount of blood he had already lost? It was most unlikely, but he had to try. He had to do something. He continued racing past his house without a glance.

When he arrived at the palace, it felt like he was going to pass out. He could feel the people hauling him down from his horse, but the darkness continued pulling him under, dragging him, even as he fought with it to get out.

“They attacked. They attacked,” were the only words he could get out before the darkness swept him whole. 




* * *




Gabriel was awakened from his sleep by the loud banging on his door. He had no idea when he drifted asleep. He was supposed to be studying ways to resurrect the dead lord, and true to the recollection of events, the book laid on the table where he had been reading it, his head pressed against it.

“Who’s there?” 

“My lord, there’s been an attack,” his guard said. He jerked fully awake at the mention of an attack. Surely it could not mean the attack Gladys had asked permission for earlier that day, then what other attack could there possibly be?

“What attack?” he said as he rushed out of his office. 

“An attack on the bordering camps.”

He stared at the guard whose head remained bowed, “How many?”

“All, my lord,” the guard said. 

Surely the guard had no idea what he was saying, the only way anyone could possibly attack all the border camps was if they did it all at once. They could not have done it. They did not have that size yet, but even as he thought about it, he knew. He knew if any rebel group could pull it, it was The Wild Defiance. 

He stormed his way back to the palace, ignoring the bows that ensued as he walked past. His fury boiled beyond his grey robe as he pushed the door open, met only by the flames and none of the councilmen yet.

“Where are they?” he asked, but the Flames remained quiet. 

“They are not here yet, but words have been sent out for them.”

“And Gladys?” he growled.

“She too, Councilman.” 

He paced the room, twirling his ring. A few minutes passed, and still, the rest of the council had yet to arrive. Decisions like this one needed to be made swiftly, yet those ignorant fools had proven to be worthless in everything. 

He climbed onto his seat and leaned back.

The door swung open, followed by chatters as the councilmen strode in. Their voices went mute as their eyes landed on him. 

“Councilman,” they greeted with just a slight bow, but he did not respond. The three stared at each other, confused as to what was happening, but he remained quiet as more stepped in until they all took their seats around him. 

“Who asked you to sit?” he said in a cold, low voice. His voice sent ice through the room. The men turned their gazes to him, a smile creeping up their faces. 




“Surely you do not expect us to take permission from you now to sit, councilman,” he chimed, his subtle threat not going unnoticed. 

Gabriel rose from his seat just as the door swung open, and Gladys walked in. 

He reached for their minds with that invisible hand, and the smiles disappeared from their faces, replaced with something else entirely. Fear. 

“We get insulted, good soldiers were killed, and you think your sleep is far more important than responding?” he growled. 

They struggled to speak as he strangled the life out of them. He could not help but feel the gratification that came with him having that power over them. He was power hungry and had long sought reasons to expel the council. Here he was with the perfect reason. 

He snapped his hand close, and the sound of their minds breaking in twos filled his ears.

Taking a deep breath, he turned to face the Flames, who stared at him with blanched faces as though they were staring at a ghost. He pictured them staring at him like he was a god.

His gaze moved from face to face, settling on Gladys. “And you. You led me to believe if you had the troops, you would expel them in a heartbeat.” Gladys opened her mouth to say something, but his voice cut her to silence. “While you were out doing whatever it was, they were busy chopping off our income. Do you know how much we are losing every second those slaves are not working? Do you know how much if the magicians don’t tirelessly refine those materials?” He roared. “You have burned the line with me, Gladys. This is your last failure. Consider yourself dead the next time anything like this happens.”

He brushed past them, saying, “We have to retaliate. Issue an order. Every single servant within the city walls should be killed tomorrow, their heads pinned outside the gate, close to the border. Let them see what happens when anyone defies us.

No one spoke as he walked out of the door. He let it slam close behind him as he made his way to Imsun. 




* * *




Gladys’s work carried her till dawn when the message came, summoning her to the palace immediately. A dreadful feeling had crept up her spine that very moment as she felt something worse had happened. After all, lately, things had only been turning to the worse, and indeed, they had. Gabriel killed the rest of the council. He had gone insane. But amongst it, was the threat he gave her. She had learned to shield her mind from his attack, but it was still a terrifying experience since she did not know the extent of his power. 

But of all the mad things he could have done, the ordering of the death of so many servants was the worst of them. She found herself disagreeing with his opinion of a message, but she knew she would obey. Behind the exterior of a strong and powerful flame, she was just a coward. She knew it.

She stiffened as Gabriel left the room; the silence ensuing his departure said enough of the rest of the flames. No one would dare challenge him. “Things are getting out of hand,” the old man said, but Gladys just cast him a sidelong glance. 

“We issue the order, and we let the soldiers carry it out,” she said as she walked out of the room.








  
  
  Twenty-four

  
  
    [image: Chapter Separator]
  




The stillness of the night carried itself through the morning. It was as though the dawn knew of the tragedy that would come and held its breath, awaiting the moment. Everything about that day felt mournful. Even the skies remained thick with clouds as though dawn dreaded its approach.

The morning fog was barely down when the screams began. The soldiers had marched door to door, pulling out every person whose skin was not as pale as the fresh milk of a white cow and slaughtering them. 

The streets were filled with blood, contested only by the chaos of the screaming people running in every direction, looking for places to hide. But there were none. Every corner was covered with either angry Cegovens who had no idea why the Easterners were hunted but participated anyways, using arrows and butcher knives. 

It was like hell had engulfed Gryna. Many lost their lives. Many had little hope of survival.

The chaos spread throughout the morning. For years to come, people would recall this time as the dark age of Gryna. Men and women who did not pray found themselves looking to the heavens begging whichever god it was to stand for them, but as every other person would expect, the skies only looked back at them. There was a melancholic silence spreading through them. The kind of calm that came with acceptance. 

Women filled the streets, and children cried when they saw death with no hope of salvation. They tried to flee, but the brutes who chased after them knew no mercy. The only mercy they were to get was a quick death, and if they were unlucky, it would be far slower, like a cat toying with a mouse, giving it all false hopes that it could possibly escape this trap but living in Cegoven in itself was always a trap waiting for the fool who was not any wiser to set it off. 

By the time the sun rose, the street was covered with blood, flies, and the dead. The silence that transcended through the streets was tense as though held by a single string, waiting to snap for another round of chaos to ensue. The once bubbling streets of Cegoven were still, save for the buzzing of flies and the crowing of crows as they feasted on what was left of the faithful citizens. 

The soldiers, accompanied by a few overzealous people, roamed the streets, weapons in hand, searching for survivors. 

In various corners of the city, East Cegovens hid, terrified of being seen and wishing they could escape. 

It was the longest day they’d ever known.













Sienna and the group of women navigated through the woods and stepped out the other side. Most were feverish from the night spent under the unforgiving downpour but knew there was only one way for them to go. Actually, they had always had a single path forged from the moment their skin shone the caramel color that distinguished them from the people of Cegoven. 

Sienna was the first to feel something was off. The silence was eerie, too eerie for a Monday morning in Cegoven when businesses were supposed to be flooding the streets. Granted, they had appeared in the avenue for fanatics, but still, it was usually flooded with sellers having bones of different gods 一 or so they claimed 一 from Lord Udos to Lady Enris and even the amulets holding one of the Spirits of Pludasia. Sienna was not the kind to believe in these things, but at one point, she escaped the soldiers using this route. It was strange how beyond the foul stench that filled her nose, there was nothing that remained of the small market. 

“Where is everyone?” one of the women said, scanning the market. Sienna had no answer. She felt the little girl’s hand tighten in hers, and she gave her a tight squeeze, reassuring her with confidence she did not feel. She pushed the worry from her mind as they moved. Their attention was drawn to movement at one corner of an array of wooden tables. Under it crouched a woman holding her sleeping baby. Her body and the baby’s covered in blood. Sienna reached for the woman. “Are you okay?” she asked.

“Sshh… They are still here,” she whispered, bringing her blood-coated hand to her lips. Sienna’s initial thought was the woman had to be mad. There was no one there, but only when she raised her eyes did her eyes collide with that of a man. 

The man said some things Sienna could not hear. It was only until his friends stepped out of the shade that had been blocking them from view did Sienna understand that these might be just civilians, but they were not here for peace.

“We don’t want any trouble,” Sienna said, raising her hands up, instinctively shielding the little girl from view.

“Look at that…” One of the men cooed. “She doesn’t want any trouble.”

His friends laughed beside him, a loud cry tore through the fabric of the silence in a threatening tone. Sienna did not mistake it for anything other than what it was. These men did not have any intention of letting them leave here alive. 

She took another step forward, slowly easing into that fighting stance with the ignorant men who didn’t know better. 

“Well, you should have thought of that before you existed.”

“Oh, right! I didn’t think of that. I will be sure to send Udos a message. Maybe he would reconsider.”

The smug grin on the man’s face disappeared upon her response.

It was Sienna’s turn to smile now. “Aww. You look pitiful. You sure you don’t want me to deliver a message for you too?” 

“Don’t worry; we will send you there to tell him yourself,” one of the men said. 

He pulled a dagger from his belt and charged toward Sienna. She watched him move. He was as flawed as she had suspected. He threw himself at her and opened himself to attack. She moved, maneuvering with ease, and as she hit, the man stumbled and lost his balance.

The lady under the table stared with wide eyes. Her hands had stopped trembling as she watched the unthinkable. Someone was fighting back.

In contrast, the man had a furious look in his eyes. He charged at Sienna with an uncontrollable rage and as fast as he could, but where his blade struck, Sienna was no longer there. Her graceful movement stole the breath from the room every time. The man’s frustration grew with each passing second as Sienna bumped him from behind, causing him to fall to the ground, face flat.

“Shoot her. Shoot her,” the man cried out to his friends. The friends were too stunned to react immediately, so Sienna moved and stole the knife from the man before he realized what she was about to do, nor could his friends string their bows. The first man was still struggling with the arrow when the blade pierced his neck, and blood gushed out. He gurgled in his blood. He had barely fallen to his knees when Sienna was beside him, yanking the blade out.

His friend to the right of his was quick enough to pull his sword but not enough to use it. The first wasted attack met air as Sienna crouched, letting the blade slice the air where her head was seconds ago, and her blade tore the man’s thigh, then silenced the scream that tried to escape his mouth. 

The woman crawled out from under the table. She stared at Sienna as though she was staring at her only hope. Sienna did not like that look. She had seen it before among her people. It was the look they had when they had given up hope and were about to embrace the sweet, bitter embrace of death. The woman stretched her hand forward, handing Sienna the baby. “Save her, please,” she said. 

Sienna looked down at the baby, an odd feeling settling in her chest. “You can come with us. We are headed to a sanctuary outside here,” she said, but the woman shook her head, taking a step back, trying to conceal the pain it caused her to even move. Sienna’s eyes roamed the woman’s blood-covered body. It was hard to tell whether it belonged to the woman or the people that had died. Until her eyes rested on the woman’s side, seeing the fresh blood still moist, unlike the rest of her that had dried blood. Sienna went still. She held the woman’s gaze as though asking her if this was what she wanted.

The woman responded by saying, “I will misdirect anyone that comes in this direction for as long as I can.”

Sienna nodded to the woman before taking the baby and continued on, followed by the remaining woman of Wild Defiance.

Crossing over to the other side had not been an easy feat. The roads were swamped with soldiers and angry mobs. But Sienna knew every route to the other side; she had learned them roaming the streets. She led the women through alleys, changing paths more times than any of the women could keep count of. At one point, they believed they were moving in circles until they disappeared into the woods, missing some soldiers only by a few seconds. They halted in the woods as the soldiers halted their horses, scanning the streets. Sienna stared at the men, her hand on the crossbow she had stolen from the men earlier, waiting for the men to move. She held her breath as the seconds passed, and the leader continued staring at the woods they hid in, praying the baby stayed quiet.

The man craned his eyes, trying to peer through the cover of the leaves, but Sienna and the women remained still. The kind of stillness only people whose lives had always hung on a thread could.

“Anything?” one of the men asked.

“Nothing. Let’s keep moving.”

They charged on. 

Sienna’s shoulders sagged in relief. She turned to the women. “We have to keep moving.”

They walked a long distance through the rough patches of the forest, shielded by the outstretched branches and leaves. This path led straight to the camp Drehel had taken over. It was the longest path in, but the safest which they would be shielded from view, and the soldiers would not dare venture, thanks to their own rumors of it harboring dead spirits of evil Easterners.

They walked in burdened silence, the broken branches ravaging their legs and tearing into their skins. One of the younger women had assisted in carrying the little girl on her back as they walked. 

Their bodies were covered in sweat, and they halted only once to rest before continuing on their way.

By the time they spotted the camp, they were exhausted beyond their bones, yet they found the energy to sprint into a run again, racing toward the camp with a new flag that made their hearts perform clumsy acrobats. A sign of a new era, a new beginning. The gate that once housed their fears was now their paradise. 

The group rested and Sienna handed the baby off to the makeshift infirmary.




* * *




Kol sat beside her watching her rest while the physician tended to her. He could not describe the feeling with this woman, yet he just felt attached as though at one point in his long life, he had known her. Even though he was quite sure he only met her the other day. Her daughter held her hand, having the same sea blue eyes that looked dangerously like his. A funny thought began developing in his head, but he pushed them away, reminding himself they were just thoughts and nothing more. It was a coincidence at best. Or at least, those were the things he told himself. 

Time was far spent. The physician came and left when Kol finally decided to go out for a stretch. 

As he stepped out into the chilling night, a feeling brushed his skin, causing the hair on his skin to rise. An invisible hand nudged him, pressing against his mind as though calling him toward a direction he could not explain. He followed the nudge forward, making his way past the tents of the sleeping elves. Not a single guard stood awake. Well, that was given, considering they habited an island that somehow had a way of stifling magic that was only habited by them. It was literally impossible to escape or even get in without being seen by them, which made what he was about to do even more stupid and preposterous, but as the nudge led him on, he knew he was not would not turn away. He needed to make friends with one of these people, and the elves did not look like they were ever going to leave their nest to help in war far from their shores, but for the MerQueen, he would have leverage over her, and that could mean a lot or change the tides of the war that was to come.

Kol found himself standing in front of what seemed to be an archive, the door left slightly ajar, leading into the dark room, completely void of the dim moonlight that lit the camp and the small fire stands at different points in the camp. He wanted nothing but to turn back and return to Adrianne’s side now, sit there until she woke up, but he could not help the curiosity that nudged him forward. Here was the truth he had searched for all his life stood behind that door. The moment he found the door, every choice he had between waiting for them to finally show it to him and getting in was lost. He knew somehow the MerQueen had a hand in this, but he shoved the thought away. It was thought for a different time. For now, he needed the answers, and he would get in. 

He walked into the dark room, shutting the door behind him. It was impossible to see through the sheer darkness that engulfed the room, yet he peered through it, trying to make his way. Nothing. He summoned his magic to his hand, an amber light immediately extinguished. It took even more energy from him to light that amber; he felt light-headed. But at least in that little insulting flame, he had made notice of where the fire stand stood. All he had to do now was light it. 

Managing his way to where the wood was, he brought his hand and called his powers forward again, “Lumos,” he added, hoping perhaps saying the words out loud would help rather than thinking it. The amber burned, catching the stick, before disappearing again. The ground under him shifted, although that might have been just him losing his balance from the toll his powers took from him. Kol picked the stick, staring into the long array of books stretched into the distance. With all this knowledge in front of him in what he was sure was a far smaller building than capable of housing this number of books, Kol could not help but feel naked. Naked in the way that being stripped of all your belongings could not make you. He walked through the rows of books, unsure where to begin, just marveling at the records the elves had, books dated back to the time without time. It was as though the history of Gryna sat here untouched, hidden from the rest of the world. And Kol found himself resenting the elves for keeping these books hidden. If they didn’t want the original copies destroyed, they could easily have created copies of the books and sent them over the world.

“We did,” a voice said to him so loud he almost jumped out of his skin. He turned swiftly, golden flames dancing in the darkness, tearing through it. But where he searched, no one was there. His keen ears had not picked anything either, but he had heard the voice almost as though it was in his head.

“Not almost,” the voice boomed again. Kol jerked again, taking a fighting stance. It took him a few seconds to realize the voice was actually in his head. “Kol Baelwald,” the voice called again. Adrianne’s voice. 

“How are you doing this?” he asked.

“It’s one of my abilities. I discovered it later after my parents died. I was distraught. I accidentally transferred my mind into them and raised them to life.” the voice said. Kol remained standing on the spot as though trying to size up an enemy he could not see.

“Like telepathy?” his skin crawled with dread. 

“Yes. It is necromancy mixed with telepathy,” she said. 

This time, real goosebumps lined his skin, and he remained frozen, unable to move. He wanted to flee, but how the hell could he flee from his own head?”

“But you’re unconscious!” Kol exclaimed. 

‘It’s easier that way, I would have contacted you earlier, but I needed to ask around amongst the dead elves if they could talk about you. I was worried about the mark on your face. I have heard of marked elves before, but I never saw any of them, so I had to ask my old teacher. He… he had a son who died on a voyage, and according to history, he was a marked one.”

Pause. 

The pause weighed heavily on Kol as his brain put two and two together. She could not possibly be insinuating. No. she shook his head. This was some sort of hallucination. He was dreaming.

“You already found the library. I see. You can check the texts. In the second row, the white scroll. It’s titled “Elves and the-” she seemed to swallow. “Abominations.”

Kol had no idea why the words did not sting as they were supposed to, but instead, he felt the curiosity rise like unrelenting bile reaching for an escape. Or maybe it was real bile rushing to his mouth. He reached for the scroll, pulling it out. The surface was smooth and barely carried any dust, as though someone had been taking care of it.

“And to answer your question, we did write books around the world. Every copy was hunted and destroyed. Other races, humans, in particular, prefer to twist history with their words until everything is complicated and children are born into divides. They have no idea how it started, only that it was meant to be so, and they were meant to abide by it. Unmarried women were free to perform whatever they wanted, but once married, they must relinquish every right to their husbands like they were livestock. Skin colors decide who is superior, and wealth determines value. It’s all human vanity.”

“Yeah, not like every other race is better.”

Adrianne did not argue with him, but he went on anyway, “The Wrigos think a male is deserving of more than one female. The elves, from the looks of it, your people don’t find strangers trustworthy.”

“We have a history to warrant our worry.”

Kol wanted to protest again, but Adrianne cut him. “You’re stalling. You’re afraid of opening the book. You know you want to know the truth. It’s all there.”

He opened the scroll and began reading. 

In the time when Gryna knew peace, there was a prophecy, a time when the ancient wise birds would be needed but would not be found. When they would have gone to extinction because a certain force, an abomination created by greed, would hunt them all down and put a stop to them.

“The prophecy was not taken seriously until the demon lord or what you will know as Lord Udos came around. He first appeared and began hunting the golden phoenixes, the people also called the grandmaster. Their worshippers were slaughtered, forced, and tortured to reveal their locations. Elves had their ears cut off, and if you’ve lived with the elves, you will know their ears are the source of their greatest pride. They would do anything to have it with them, but many still did not give in. They knew if they had taken the prophecy seriously, they could have averted it. So, they paid the price, but Lord Udos found better ways to make them pay. He created camps and used the broken men till they were nothing but living skeletons, enriching himself until he was rich enough. His demon followers pretended to be humans, and then when they had discovered they could not get what they wanted with the humans, he improvised.

“He went to the humans, bought a lot of them with his, and soon, they called him their king. But beyond the money, the king was losing his power, and he had to get it back, so he traveled to the land you call Cegoven now. Then, it was ruled by a group of Cegoveians who lived in clans and small villages, settling around each of the lands. They were rich from the fertility of their lands and their hearts pure until they welcomed a foreign king who claimed his throne was taken from him. Slowly he took their lands and their homes until he discovered how to take their magic, and that was when the killings began again. This was decades after the elven killing, so many could not believe it was the same man or demon.” 

Kol just stared into the darkness, not believing all he was hearing. He had been right to join the rebellion, but he had never imagined the issue ran this deep, not until now. Now, he had the will to fight even harder than before. But his head seemed like it could not contain the information, and that nudge that had led him here was growing intense. He could not do anything with Adrianne in his head. She could see everything he was thinking, but seconds passed, and he did not hear Adrianne mention the thoughts racing through his mind, and he considered maybe, for some reason, she could not see what the MerQueen had asked of him. So, he rose from the cold floor where he sat, following the nudge as he tried to distract Adrianne. “So, how does this have to do with me?”

“Well, Udos discovered a way to find the Phoenixes. A half-elf, half-human had locked them up upon their request with a magical spell that could only be broken by their descendant.” Kol did not like where this was going. “That descendant is you.” Kol froze. For a moment, the nudging froze, too, as though waiting to see what he would do. 

“Who did you speak to?” he asked. 

“Your father. And his father. They all confirmed it, Kol. The mark on your face. It’s the mark of the chimera that opens the pool and teaches you how to free the phoenixes.” 

Adrianne’s voice quieted for a minute. “My body is waking up. Our connection will disconnect. Wait. I’m coming to you,” she said. Kol began moving, never mind that he could still feel the faint trace of her consciousness in his mind. He followed the nudge, halting in front of a small vase standing alone on a row of shelves. The books kept a distance away as though nothing was supposed to come close to them. Instinctively, he reached for the vase and took off. He let the nudge guide him away from the camp. He was already out of the camp when he noticed the heaviness had set on the clouds slowly covering the moon from view. The whole camp came to life as though something invisible had woken them, and just as the jostling started, he felt the ground shift under him, and this time it was not because he felt dizzy from using magic, but the ground did really shift. Something feral inside him could feel the wrongness of this, but the elves were rallying. He could feel Adrianne’s consciousness just outside his mind, stopped by an invisible shield that wasn’t his. The MerQueen. As long as he held this vase and whatever was inside, the MerQueen would protect him. Where are you? What are you doing? Adrianne’s voice seemed to say with the feeling of betrayal that shattered his heart. Now is not the time to regret your actions, Kol Baelwald. He reprimanded himself before charging into the woods. 

For the second time that day, a force beyond which Kol could understand had invaded his mind. First, it had been Adrianne with her oddly familiar looks, and now, the nudge had grown beyond a nudge into a guiding hand leading him through the woods. He could almost hear the voice in his head, telling him when to jump, almost seizing control of his legs to make it to shore. 

The sounds of rapid steps chasing after him willed his mind to push himself further until all he could feel was his legs sprinting toward the end of the land to where the river remained calm amidst the trouble on the land. 

Kol stared at the empty sea. He had half expected a legion of Mers to be waiting to retrieve him but was surprised to meet empty water and the nudge pulling him gone. Behind him, the elves approached. He had seen what they did to one of their own for treason, and he had tried to steal something that should not be stolen.

Adrianne stepped out of the folds of the trees, their eyes connecting. The hurt that flickered in her gaze was enough to propel him into the water. Never mind, he could not swim the distance. The MerQueen had saved him once before. Maybe she would save him again. He grabbed hold of the vase tightly, letting himself sink deeper and deeper into the sea, refusing to let go of the vase. 

He was losing oxygen and getting tired of holding his breath. A few of the elves had dived in after him chasing after him with the kind of speed he had only seen Mers possess. He pushed himself, willing his legs to take him down. Something chased toward him from under the water, and in a blur, the thing passed him. It took a second for him to recognize a Mer moving in the water and a struggle for a few seconds before everything stilled. His breath was at its limit when he felt the enveloping of the bubble under water. Finally, he thought. He would have said it out loud if he were not too busy holding onto his air. 

The Mer propelled him down until they reached the familiar underground city and headed straight for the palace. All the while, Kol clenched onto the vase as though his life depended on it. At one point, it had. He knew if he had not held the vase, the Mer would probably not have saved him. 

They stood in front of the MerQueen. The tall, muscular Mer who had brought him bowed to the queen before retreating.

“I see you finally had the courage to do it.”

“I need something from you in return. Before I hand this over,” Kol said. 

The MerQueen cocked her head as though the thought of having someone bargain with her was absurd. 

“You mean beyond saving your life?” she cooed in that same melodious voice, but the threat behind each word did not go unnoticed. “Twice,” she added. 

Kol stood his ground, staring at her with unrelenting will and steel focus. The MerQueen, to his surprise, gave in. “Let’s hear your request.” The MerQueen brought her hand to her chin, her dark talon scraping her chin softly as she watched Kol decide if it was best to speak.

“I need your word that should there be a war on the upland, you will side with us,” he said. 

“Us? That’s a very vague bargain, Kol Baelwald, and I will not tie myself to something as fraudulent as that.” 

“You don’t have to pretend, MerQueen. I know your spies are everywhere, and you know of the struggle in Cegoven. I need to know you will join the rebels and fight against Cegoven should we need aid,” he said firmer than before. 

“Hmmm…” the MerQueen observed him with that same incredulous look. “And how do you expect I fight your battles when my soldiers cannot step on land?” 

Kol let out a forced laugh this time. “You think I don’t know what this is?” he asked her. The MerQueen’s face went solemn again, observing him with that same predator look. “You think I don’t know this is merely clay, and with this jar broken by you on a full moon, you shall once again be able to reenter the land.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the MerQueen denied, holding his gaze still. She had gone deadly still, taking every single flex of his muscles into account. 

“So, it’s okay if I take a look?”

“No!” the MerQueen practically leaped from her throne. Kol gave a satisfying grin.

“So, do we have a deal?” he asked. 

She nodded.

“Say it, your majesty,” Kol taunted. “I know the Mers always find a way to not give their words because once they do, they are bound by oaths to obey.”

“We have a deal. Upon my crown,” she said. 

Kol nodded to her, then walked to her, handing her the vase. The minute she retrieved it, she called for the Mer to take him out of her sight to Cegoven. 
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The ride back to the shores of Cegoven had been less difficult for Kol than his first two rides, save for the dread running through his mind. He had been gone for so long he had no idea how much had changed. What if The Wild Defiance had fallen and their mission failed? He had tried to push the thoughts from his mind, but the thought continued returning like a stubborn insect following a piece of cake. 

The Mer dropped him at the shore, disappearing into the water with the same preternatural speed only they possessed in water. His breath caught in his throat as he stared at the silent shores of Cegoven that once used to be filled with life, merchants bubbling about trying to make sales but not even the fanatics were out. It was as though he stood in a ghost town. The silence was a tension stretching out for miles waiting to be torn. He had no idea what was going on. Everything was so different.

What the hells is going on?

He made his way through the streets, every part of him listening for the danger he was quite sure must be lurking everywhere. Nothing scared him more than this. This uncertainty of what was going on around him, but at least he had his powers inside of him now. He reached for them, feeling the magic tingling his fingers while his other hand rested on his blade. 

The cries of crows filled the air when he finally reached the city. Birds called out. Kol froze at the sight in front of him. 

East Cegovens, or rather what remained of their bodies, lay piled up on the ground, surrounded by heads on spikes, while the crows held their feast on them, a swamp of the birds circling above the cloud. 

This time he was certain the thing that erupted from him was bile as he emptied his stomach. Then he felt a kind of anger he had never felt before. The ancient magic inside of him roared, and something clicked. He ground his teeth. A ground of soldiers rushed toward him on their horses. Kol sank into that calm where everything stilled, and all he could feel was the calculative rage, but as the soldiers approached, their captain removed his helmet. “Sir, you shouldn’t be out. It’s not safe,” only when Kol turned to them did they stiffen. “Flame. I… I’m sorry. I just… we assumed after the protest that the Flames. They…”

“What happened here?” Kol’s voice was impossibly calm. Too calm. 

The men stared at him; jaws dropped. They had no idea the flame had not been around during their uprise that had pushed the inhabitants of the city to retaliate and try storming their palace in desperation. Of course, they had failed, and it had been more massacre than the one already done. 

“We… The council– King Gabriel gave the order for the killing of all the Easterners in the land, the Easterners retaliated and tried to take the palace, but they were all killed. The streets are covered with…”

The man was still talking when Kol took a step toward him, taking the reins of his horse. “I need your horse, captain.”

“Of course,” the captain stuttered before rushing down. Kol climbed unto the horse without another word and charged straight toward the palace. 

Outside, the palace had not been any better. The soldiers worked tirelessly, pulling carts of bodies away from the palace, no doubt taking it to one of the centers where they would first allow the crows their feast before setting the bodies to flame. 

Kol did not understand how things had gotten so sour, but as he walked through the gates of the palace, he had a single resolve in mind. He was going to take down the councilman and every other person who stood in his way. 

He was a formidable force, but something stopped him. He watched as the councilman stepped out of the walls of the palace onto a waiting carriage. His power was already surging to the tips of his fingers when he saw who was being dragged behind the man, a metal cage over her head. He froze in his steps, watching the dull white hair of Imsun flow out of the cage on her head, her eyes were open, yet she looked so lifeless as the guards hauled her through the passageway. 

No. No. No. Not Imsun. 

It took everything from Kol to bow as the man walked past him with that same swagger like he owned the world and could do whatever he liked with it. Kol’s magic repulsed at the submission Kol showed, wanting nothing more than to tear through this man like a feral beast, but Kol knew that cage, knew the magic that bound it, and it was how he knew he had to play a longer game. He had dived right into the middle of an ongoing war with no idea where his side stood or what was left of them.

So, he waited until the Councilman’s, now King’s, steps faded away before moving again to push the huge doors open.

The flames and apprentices, all stood there, their eyes on him.  “What the hell is going on?”

“Kol Baelwald,” Gladys beamed. Only then did Kol notice where she was seated. Still exalted beside the throne. The other chairs of the councilmen had been taken away, leaving Gabriel’s seat and the smaller one, which now belonged to Gladys. 

“Flame Gladys,” he said. 

“It’s Grand Flame now,’ Gladys corrected him with a pointed look. Kol stiffened. He turned to the rest of the Flames, and they all had the same look about them, giving a low nod. “I will rather you look at me when I address you, Flame Baelwald.”

Kol turned to her. He clenched his fist tightly, his fingers digging into his calluses as he approached her, the rest of the flames stirring away for him to pass. The steps felt like the walk to hell, but he braved them nonetheless, keeping his anger tucked in. He would kill them, destroy them. All of them for their cruelty and cowardice. 

“Where have you been?” Gladys asked, leaning on one of her hands, watching him. The smile she had on her face disappeared when Kol raised his head in defiance and clenched his jaw hard, refusing to give her the satisfaction of seeing him squirm.

“If you are asking me a question, Grand Flame, I would rather you be direct. I will not tolerate my loyalty being questioned. I have lived a longer life than any other person in this room.”

“But you are close with that disgrace of a Flame, and she had been found guilty on the counts of leading the rebel group, The Wild Defiance,” Gladys retorted. 

They think Imsun started The Wild Defiance? Kol almost exhaled at the thought. It meant Drehel was still out there, and The Wild Defiance was not destroyed. The cunning fox, he thought. 

“I do not know what you’re talking about. I was a researcher with Imsun, and we were the only Flames sent to Pludasia to research the volcano and teach in the academy, to spy on the children and see if they had magical potential. And for my journey, it was one that would have helped in my assignment to Pludasia, but it was a failure. I had thought I would come here feeling like a failure, but I guess you beat me to it. What is this mess I meet? The entire city covered with bodies like we are barbarians without laws?” he said, keeping his face as neutral as possible.

The fury that burned through Gladys could take the whole palace down with it, but she refrained herself, clenching her hands against the handle of her chair until her knuckles turned white. “I have nothing to do with that. Your king ordered it. Do you not think it is a fitting punishment for the nuisance that disturbed us?”

A trick question. Kol knew it. He knew the laws of the kings when there were kings. If he spoke ill of the king now, they had all they needed to execute him. What they didn’t know was that even if they did, he would not go down without a fight. But there was Imsun in their clutches, and he needed to get her out. 

Kol bowed. “My apologies. I do not mean to insult you or the king’s judgment. I’m sure you have your reasons.”

He knew that would not be enough for Gladys. She would do whatever she could to get rid of him before she could finally find peace, so he took things one step forward, “If you think my loyalty is with her, why not execute her early? Get it over with. It will stop whatever preparations her people have of getting her out.”

Kol raised his eyes to hold her gaze just enough so he saw the sincerity in his words. There were gasps around him followed by murmurs, but instead, he kept the appearance of servitude.

“I will consider it.”

Kol bowed and made his way out of the palace room. 

* * *

Drehel was one of the first people to welcome Sienna. He stormed out of the fort dressed like a god of war, his black armor covering his youthful body. It was almost impossible to think that this young boy who looked so innocent save the hard lines of his jaw and the darkness that lurked behind those eyes telling the stories of all the horrors he’s seen was the one leading an army against the whole of Cegoven. Beside him, Darkor was the opposite. A warlord with all the builds of a fighter. 

Sienna almost collapsed into his arms, every part of her hurt from exhaustion.

“They killed all of them,” Sienna murmured, the words having a sour taste on her tongue as though she could taste the blood of all the women she could not save. “Not just everybody in the camps but the whole of Cegoven. They are wiping them out.” 

“We know. We’ve opened the borders and sent out multiple rescue teams to try and bring some back here. Once they cross the border, they will be safe.” Drehel said. But his head hung low as though the burden of those who did not survive rested heavily on his shoulders too. If Sienna had not trusted him before now, she did. Sure, there would be casualties, and she might be a part of them, but at least she knew this man had his heart in the right place, and for that dream, she would fight. 

“You’ve all been through a lot,” Drehel said. “Darkor, take them to where they can rest, bathe and eat. Sienna, I think there’s someone you would like to meet.”

Sienna followed Drehel, unable to read whatever he thought she would like to see. He took her through the hall, leading her to a small room that used to belong to one of the noblemen that inhabited the small castle before. 

Sienna did not know what to expect when she pushed the door open. But she had not expected to see Dunmir standing inside her room, his hair down to his shoulders and his beard trimmed like they had been cut with the jagged end of a blade. They probably had. 

Sienna’s knees gave in, causing her to stumble, but Dummir was already there, catching her in his muscled arms. “Miss me, my love?” He had grown thinner since the last time she saw him, but it was him. It really was him. 

It all felt like a dream to Sienna. She stared at him as though she could not bring herself to believe he was standing there, holding her in his arms. Tears welled up in her eyes as she placed her hand on his chest, feeling his heartbeat.

It was her new favorite sound. 

His finger grazed the line of her lips, their eyes locking with each other, and for that one second, everything else seemed to be secondary. The suffering he had endured had not changed the taste of his lips or the tenderness of them. She closed her eyes, leaning into the embrace that threatened to sweep her off her feet. For the first time in a very long time, Sienna was not afraid. She let herself not hold her balance, let herself get lost in the promise of Dunmir’s lips, and savored every second of it, replacing the years and months stolen from them by the cruel world. This was all the perfection she needed. It was as though he made her whole in his own way. A way that she never would be without him. They wrapped themselves around each other, climbing onto the bed, ripping the clothes off, ravaging their lips against each other. It was love in its rawest form. It seized control of them, and now all they cared about was the sweet relief only they could provide for each other.

They lay on the bed listening to the silence, wondering if time could just stand still, but time always had a way of moving faster when one wants it to go slower, and in this case, it came as a knock on the wooden door, reminding them of the revolving world out there. Sienna and Dunmir were led down to the huge hall that was once used to feast and make fun of the Eastern slaves that served in the castle. Drehel sat on the leading chair, to his left was Darkor, and on his right, the rescued slave that had begun the series of events that followed. Sienna took a seat next to the woman, giving her a nod, Dunmir following behind her and a few other faces Sienna had not seen before but must have been in charge of the main headquarters of the defiance before now. 

“So, we all know what transpired and is still going on. More people are fleeing to our side of the border now. Some have joined our cause, and some are seeking sanctuary for as long as they can, but there is no denying that war is at our doorstep. It will not wait for us. Right now, we have few soldiers to match the force of Cegoven and we don’t stand a chance to go to a full-frontal war, which would be what they want. We can only hope to seek alliances if we wish to end this war. So, I have decided I must travel to Pludasia and see if I can convince them to side with us. Pludasia might be purists, but they never really buy into the idea of Cegoven treating us like we were less human. Maybe if I can appeal…”

“It won’t work,” a girl said. Drehel turned to her. “Pludasia would rather purge those of us in there and submit them to Cegoven than help you. They are not the kind to stand up for anyone.”

“How can you say that?”

“Because the day I was captured by the merchant who sold me, I was in Pludasia. They watched it all happen, and none of them lifted a single finger to help. You think they will fight in a war now?”

“Surely, they know what Cegoven has done. The least we can do now is try to get them to change their minds.”

“Then I’m coming with you,” she said.

“What?” Drehel turned to her. Sienna and the rest watched everything transpiring between them. There was a steel resolve in the woman’s eyes that told her Drehel would not be able to change her mind, and she wondered exactly what had happened that she had not noticed. 

Drehel gave a low nod of agreement. The rest of the night, they went over battle plans, again and again, contradicting each other and arguing amongst themselves until they gave up the quest to find a way to beat Cegoven and decided it was time to call it a night. 

Sienna and Dunmir were the first to leave. The girl sat still; her eyes glued to the table as though there was something interesting on it that no other person could see. When the meeting hall was cleared, Drehel turned to her. “Going to Pludasia with me is a suicide mission.”

“But you’re going anyways,” she carolled. She raised her head to meet his, her eyes challenging him in that same defiant look that told him he was not going to win this battle either, but he sank to his chair instead, brushing his hand against his face, his eyes glued to the map in front of him. 

“I must,” he said more to himself than to her. 

“That is why I have to go with you.”

He raised his eyes as though trying to decipher her words.

“You are not an Easterner, yet you saw our plight, and you took it like it’s yours. Many rebel groups have come before us. Most of them died, and some were sold by their own leaders for money, but so far, despite the road, you have forged on. I keep asking myself what use I will be here, but I think this is it. I would not allow you to lay down your life for us. I must protect you.”

Drehel did not argue with her. Instead, he stared intently at the map spread out in front of him, the painted lines of the calligraphers and the lines drawn by Darkor to indicate the routes through which small units could sneak past. But there was no solution to it all. Just another dead end that said many years of building, wondering what the world would be like when these people were free was about to go in vain. 

The next day, despite sleeping late, Drehel woke up early. He was ready to leave the forte when the door opened, and Darkor stood at the door to his chambers, staring at him with a disheveled look. “What,” said Drehel.

“Pludasia sent two thousand men to Cegoven today, and they are there already.” he paused. The look in his eyes could not be described when he added, “they came with slaves as prices to appease the new king.”

Drehel felt like his legs were about to give out. He collapsed to the bed, his cloak falling to the bed beside him. Everything was falling apart. He could feel it. “What do we do?” Darkor asked. He felt the words reach him as though spoken from a distance. Taking a few more seconds, Darkor tapped him on the soldier before he snapped back to it.

“We must prepare to defend ourselves. If I’m right, their king is already calling all his forces to come here. We will have a full army on our doorstep soon. Seal all the secret entrances to the East. Consider ourselves in a siege.”

He stepped out, ready to begin the daily routine with more fervor and will to sharpen farmers and broken men into swordsmen. 

During Drehel’s training, two things happened. The women gathered around after the news of the killing, and the army on the other side traveled around, they volunteered their services to the cause, and while Drehel had initially thought it would be impossible for them, Sienna had taken up the task, teaching them the act of fighting stronger opponents, wielding swords. 

All around them, the fights went on, sparring and training, archers who were doing so terribly badly but could not stop because they knew what was at stake. Their lives, their freedom, their people. 

To crown the day, a message popped in midair, a burning message Drehel had always seen used by the flames for summoning, except this particular seemed only for him. He stared into the air, where the message was brief. Imsun has been taken. Attempting rescue. Either way, both of us might be compromised at the end of the day. 

Drehel found himself both relieved and anxious. With Kol and Imsun, the tides of the war could almost be leveled at this point, based on his calculations. But that was only if they succeeded.
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Kol was up first thing in the morning. Honestly, he was not sure he’d slept at all the previous night. He did not trust Gladys not to execute Imsun while he slept even though he had cast a spell that would tell him if anyone came to Imsun’s cell beyond the guards who were there. He needed to get her out, and even though he had considered doing it that night, he did not miss the guard Gladys had put on his tail, monitoring his every step. The message he finally snuck to Drehel had only been because he had spent the night brewing a delay potion which he drank. The potion had made his magic delay by a full five minutes, allowing the guard to follow him out to the archive. The guard waited outside, which was his first mistake. Upon arrival to Cegoven, Kol had known of the palace and the bricks that built the underground catacombs, which not even the councilmen knew about. The catacomb covered most of the palace grounds and led outside the palace. He had no idea why he had never told anyone of them, maybe because somehow fate knew a day like this would come when he would have to use this knowledge.

He reached the end of the archives and scanned the dark expanse of the rows of books confirming there was no one in sight. Cegoven had never really bothered with a librarian since the only people who paid mind to the books were just the flames like himself. He pressed on the door, pulling out the books in the sequence he remembered. Fifth book on the first row, book two on the third row, and book one on the first row. A click came as what was supposed to be an array of books revealed itself to be a door. He snuck through it, jamming it close behind him as he entered the humid environment. The air had a heavy stench in it, but it was expected since rats and all kinds of smaller animals roamed the dirt. 

At one point, it connected with the drainage that led outside the city, which was going to be their escape, although his memory was a little foggy on the direction of it.

He continued his walk, missing his way twice before he finally found himself standing over the opening that led to the prison where Imsun was being held. Kol sucked in a deep breath, regretting the action as the foul air filled his nostrils. Without another delay, he pushed himself up, climbing out of the drainage. The plan had been simple. With him being a flame, the guards would obey him, and even if Gladys had told them to report his movements to her, he would be able to get Imsun and disappear through one of the drainages. He just hoped he didn’t smell too much like shit to pull it off.

When Kol strode past the guards, they gave a low bow without as much as looking that way at him. They knew who he was here to see. He walked through each cell; this was no better than the drainage he came out from. It smelled even worse. With the guards constantly perceiving this, there was no way they would perceive the smell of the drainage on his or the sweet potion he released into the air that would cause them to fall asleep.

He tossed the emptied bottle to the ground just outside of Imsun’s cage. Reaching the guard who had collapsed across her cage, he retrieved the key and opened the door. “Come on,” we have to go,” he said to Imsun. Imsun growled a sound that sliced his heart into a million pieces. She used to be the lively one. The proud one who had a lot to say and was not afraid of it. He could not help but feel guilty for it all. 

If she lost her spirits forever, he would not forgive himself. “We have to go now, Imsun. It’s me.”

“Kol. You shouldn’t be here. It’s… it’s a trap,” Imsun said. 

Her words made no sense to Kol. A trap. Maybe she was reliving her capture. But he knew this was not the girl he knew. Whatever they had done to her, they had broken her soul. “No. It’s real. I’m here to rescue you.”

“It’s a trap,” she repeated, but Kol was already getting ready to free the obsidian chains that held her bound. 

He had no time to bother with this right now. Once they were in the clear, he would help her understand. 

Before Kol knew what was happening, Imsun had the chain wrapped around him, strangling him, screaming, “I will kill you. I will destroy all of you. Cegoven is nothing. Nothing.” Kol struggled to free himself, but the chokehold of a witless Imsun was far stronger than he could have anticipated.

“Get him from her,” a voice boomed as four boots stepped into the cage and clubs collided with Imsun’s hands, where the wood met bone. It felt like a vibration raced from her body to his. Her hold on Kol slackened with each blow, but at that moment, Kol understood. It had been a trap. Gladys knew he was creative enough and would find his way here to try and free her. She had wanted him to do it. And despite all that was happening to her, Imsun had seen through the ruse. She had not been foolish enough that the promise of freedom would wipe her memory. 

Her hands finally gave out with an inhuman scream that rattled the cage. Tears welled up in her eyes, but as she stared at Kol, she conveyed every single desire in that one look. It was the kind of look they mastered over the years. The kind of connection only friends possessed. Help. But save yourself first. 

“You’re despicable,” Kol spat at her. “Look how far you’ve fallen. All for what? A bunch of barbarians that should be killed and used for sport?” he said. “What is wrong with you? Wake the fuck up.” Please stay with me. Endure it. I will get you out. I swear it.

His eyes said, but he turned to Gladys, again that servitude all over his demeanor. “Punish her. She’s too much of a burden to look upon. Your mentee. My…or as I thought, friend. Let her be an example to even the flames of what could happen to them.” 

Gladys stared at them for a long moment. Despite her pain, she held on to the look of anger on her face, tricking even the cunning Gladys into agreeing to Kol’s plans. She had no idea why he would advocate for her death, but she trusted Kol. If there was one male she could trust with her life, Kol would be it. 

“Yes. You’re right.”

“No. She’s not going to be killed.” Another voice echoed as the King, Gabriel, walked toward them. Gladys and Kol bowed at the same time. The man halted, staring at Imsun. “The army has arrived. I have prepared a little present for the Easterners.” 

Kol’s blood turned to ice. He went so still; it was almost impossible to tell if he was still alive. 

“Imsun here, is one of them,” Gabriel said with a cruel grin. Two soldiers stepped out from ranks, lifting Imsun, and hauled her out. Kol considered taking them now, trying as impossible as it may be to save her now. He could fight his way out of it, but Imsun seemed to stare at him as though asking him to be patient. He watched as they hauled her away, unable to stop it from happening. “Come with me. You must all be present for the meeting,” said Gabriel as he made his way out.




* * *




They gathered in the war room of the palace; it had not been used in ages, yet the interior held terrors Kol could picture. The scars of the old rogue wooden table told stories that the last king who had sat here was a tyrant, and now, this time, the king who was sitting here again was just as worse. Kol was not superstitious, but maybe this was just Cegoven’s curse to be ruled by tyrants as opposed to fools.

But even with the ornamental blades and axes that decorated the room, it was the men that sat around the table that made Kol nauseated. He barely kept himself moving to his seat even as the guards discarded Imsun on the ground as though she were yesterday’s whore. Behind her were an array of Eastern women, bound. Kol knew from a couple of their faces that these were Darkor’s spies. “We once needed to extract information from this prisoner, but we do not need that anymore. As much as we can tell, the people are in the Eastern part of the country, and if they have decided they want to take over the country, then we must wipe them out. It’s high time we purify our lands.”

To Kol’s horror, the generals nodded their heads in agreement. This was insane, but he did not dare voice it out. He kept his opinion to himself, unable to help himself the few times he stole glances at Imsun. Imsun remained the same, void of life even when they spoke of her. He swallowed it all, feeling disgusted at himself. He hated himself more than he thought hatred to be possible. There had to be something he could do. All the generals were here. The king… even Gladys. He could take them all, but somehow, he knew it would not go as planned. The generals were not just generals for no reason. They had powers he did not know. 

“How many men do you have?” By the time the men finished their count, Kol had counted an estimate of ten thousand soldiers. This was a lost cause. There was no way they could defeat the army. 

“We march at dawn then.”








  
  
  Twenty-seven

  
  
    [image: Chapter Separator]
  




The bells went off for the first time since they took over the castle. Chaos spread like wildfire through their midst as Drehel charged out to take a look at the situation. “The army is on the move,” Darkor informed him. 

He had prepared for this day, yet the ice that slipped through his skin at the reality of it made his heart sink. “How many of them? They are not supposed to be here for two weeks,” Drehel declared as he climbed over the watch tower. Indeed, in the distance, the army marched toward them, far greater than the number they had anticipated. There were at least ten thousand men charging toward them. 

“Everyone in position,” he shouted, passing the binoculars to one of the men before moving. The chaos spread as people ran in all directions, some of the women and children helping them with supplies of arrows to fill their quivers. It was not going to be enough. Drehel could sense it. There was no way they could stop them. 

“Summon the rest of them. We have to meet them halfway; letting them near the forte is dangerous.”

“But they beat us by numbers, not to mention the five flames that ride with them. We cannot. It’s… our flames are gone. Kol, Imsun.”

“Don’t you think I know that?” Drehel said, spinning to Darkor. He grabbed the man by the clothes. “Don’t you think I can see they outmatch us ten to one? But would you rather surrender and throw yourself at their mercy now or rather fight to the death today and know you fought for your freedom and hence shall die a free man?” he asked. He turned to the crowd that had halted their chores. He turned to them, holding their gazes. “What do you think? Yes. They outnumber us. Yes, if we fight them, we might likely lose, but if we surrender, then we have lost already, even with far greater shame. Everything we worked for will be lost.” He paused and stared them in the eyes, holding their gazes. “We’ve worked so hard to get here. Made sacrifices. I don’t know about you, but I know if it all ends today, if it’s all for nothing, then it would be with my blood on that field out there. And if you want to surrender, go on, walk out that door and see if anything changes.”

He turned away, snatched the armor from Darkor, and climbed onto the stallion charging out of the gates. 







By dusk, Cegoven’s army camped outside of the castle, no doubt set to intimidate the soldiers of East Cegoven. The war would be sung by all bards and written in scrolls in archives for years to come. History was scribbling, and Drehel knew it. 

He stood middle ground as Gabriel rode toward him. “I see the cunning fox has finally revealed his true face.”

“Gabriel. All we want is our republic away from the oppression our people are forced to endure.”

“Our people?” Gabriel snorted. “Have you taken a look in the mirror lately? Your skin does in no way resemble theirs. They will kick you out the moment this is done. That is, if you’re alive by the end of it.” Gabriel twirled with the ring in his hand again. Drehel felt the invisible hand collide against the shields of his heart. 

“They are my people, and if history reads right, this land, even your land, belongs to them. You parasites stole it.”

The force slammed against the walls of his mind and reverberated again. The look between Gabriel and his guard was all the confirmation he needed. Although Gabriel was raised in court and knew how to hide a smile, the guy bristled. 

“Surrender now, Drehel, and we can put this behind us.”

“We surrender only if you leave our land to us and promise never to wage war on us as an independent country. 

Gabriel laughed for a split second; then, every humor turned to ice as he said to Drehel. “Be ready to be crushed.” As he turned his horse to leave, he added, “I have the stupid flame who defected. You will gather her ashes soon.”
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Gabriel’s words had wormed their way into Drehel. He knew what the man was capable of, and he would be damned before he let his friend remain. As he stepped down from his horse, he turned to Darkor, “We need to get her out of there,” he said. 

Darkor did not need to ask who. He had a clear idea of who they were talking about. Darkor made his way through the camp, picking two of his spies to make the advancement to the camp come dusk.

The night was hushed, silent, quiet as every other night save for the grim feeling that raced through Darkor and Drehel as they sat inside their tents, staring at the maps in front of them, but none of them said a word to each other. Five spies had been sent to retrieve Imsun, and even though they were not sure she would be in any shape to fight, it was far better with her on this side than on their side, where she could be used as a bargaining chip. 

Drehel felt this heavy feeling in his chest. He had not heard from Kol since the last message again. Two practitioners whose powers gave them a real fighting chance in this war, and yet it was these two important pieces that were not on the side of his board. 

The communion outside snapped him out of his thoughts. He jerked to his feet at the same time as Darkor, both of them charging outside at once. The reason for the commotion was quite obvious. Outside they could hear the piercing screams of five people tied to a pyre, screaming in agony as the flames consumed them alive.

Drehel’s body went cold. The ground under him felt like it was shifting, swallowing him into dangerous darkness that threatened to consume him. No. No. No. 

This cannot be happening. He continued telling himself, but it changed nothing as the darkness continued to consume him whole. A hand wrapped around his, anchoring him to this world, pulling him back. He could hear her voice pulling him back, could hear her telling him it was all going to be okay, and for the first time, the flames that threatened to consume him began retracting. Gabriel was definitely a force to be reckoned with. Drehel raised his eyes to see Darkor and a few of his elite soldiers staring at him. 

He pulled himself together, chaining that fury that raged inside of him. When he stood again with the man, he would release all his vengeance. He promised himself as he watched the distant flame, listening as the last scream died and the wind hauled the spirit of the dead away. 

Drehel made his way back into his tent and took a seat. He had slipped into that calm where everything revolved around him. All the pieces stared at him, and even with the price to be paid, even with it all, he knew they would not win. Unless…

“We need to split our forces,” Drehel said. He pulled the map toward him as Darkor and Sienna surrounded him. “We take a thousand men through one of the secret ways to attack from the left, another to attack from the right, and we send a few to cut off their path to return back. It’s the only way to win this battle.” he raised his head to meet theirs, and for the first time since he could remember, hope filled those eyes. 

“Looks like it could work,” Darkor said. He turned to Sienna. Sienna gave a nod. But with what they had seen today, she would rather be on her way to save Imsun. She would charge into the midst of those men, knowing full well that it would be her end, and it didn’t matter because she would make sure she reached Imsun or died trying. But for now, this felt like a solid plan. 

“Great! Cause we have to move now. I’m sure Gabriel is planning something, and if we are not in position before he does, we are guaranteed to lose this war.”

He turned to Sienna, “Take your force to the left. Darkor, to the right. And he turned. 

“I will take the small troop and cut off their supplies,” the lady said. It seemed only like yesterday when Drehel had stolen back her freedom for her, and now, they were standing here, ready to fight against the evil that had plagued their lands for as long as she could remember.

Drehel nodded. 

They hugged each other before exiting the camp, leaving in the cover of darkness. 




* * *




There was a thick cloud over the night only Imsun could see. Beyond the stench of human meat and the smoke that rose high into the night, she could feel it. Her death was near. But she did not feel afraid. No. She was furious. Furious that she had not been able to do more. She was furious that while her friends were going to fight for their lives, she would be a piece of the puzzle used to beat them. 

A lone tear escaped her eyes then, even as the thought of her rapidly approaching death weighed on her mind too. 

She closed her eyes, leaning back, keeping all the anger caged. The roaring of magic through her skin made it feel like her blood was boiling, and with this thing still on her face, if she tried anything, she was only going to explode. So, there was literally nothing she could do than wait until dawn crawled in and the soldiers marched to the small cage she was kept in, manhandling her as they led her to the pyre where she would meet the same fate as those who had tried in past times to rescue her. Her eyes met Kol’s as he lingered from the side, watching as Gladys led the soldiers. He needed to make a move and wanted nothing more than to charge at her now. He could take more than any of the men. But Gladys was the real challenge. He could not tell the extent of her powers. 

Imsun shook her head as though telling him not to get involved, but he would be damned if he didn’t. He needed to. 

They stood here, none of the flames knowing what the battle plans were, save for the generals and Gladys. On that front, he could not help the defiance. But this… he would not stop until he rescued her. I would be dead before I let them kill you.

Gabriel stepped out of their war tent with his generals, and they made their way to the pyre. He barely considered Imsun tied there when he said, “Unshackle her.” Gladys reached for the key and unshackled the metal from Imsun’s face and wrists. 

“Set her on a horse. Let’s give them a show. Take her to the middle ground there and set the pyre.” Gladys stared at the man as though he was mad, but she did not dare disobey. She commanded the men to move as two of the generals climbed onto their horses alongside two more flames too and followed her to the middle ground.

“Tie her to the pyre, prepare to light it on my command.” The soldiers moved, gathering the wood and strapping Imsun to the logs. She did not struggle and she did not move as they tied her, ready to light the woods under her legs. 

“Sound the horns,” Gabriel commanded. Loud horns blared through the thickness of approaching dawn, causing movements in the other camp. 

Kol watched from the distance. He could not take it anymore. He had to do something. He climbed onto a horse and charged toward Imsun, ignoring the murmurs that rose behind him, ignoring the fact that by doing so, he had made himself a target. Instinctively, he reached for his power, summoning a tornado wind that rose quickly, charging toward the pyre.

The Flames turned to him, stretching their hands out. Instantly, the tornado fizzled into merely a gush of wind that could not distinguish a candle.

They moved their hands again, muttering to themselves. Flames engulfed their hands and charged toward him. Kol did not flutter from his charge. His mind sent waves of panicked orders as though he had an alternate person listening inside of him as he charged. The horse neighed, swaying from the flame, tossing Kol through it, but Kol already had the words out of his mouth.

“Dissipate,” he shouted. “Ultra-Lumos,” he called, letting a gigantic flame charge toward them. An arrow tore through the roaring flame, piercing his arm. He screamed as the magic fizzled out of him, but he was not about to give up. He pulled his sword, charging toward them. The generals charged at him, but Kol could see them in slow motion. There was something about his elven inheritance that seemed to be activated. He moved, dodging each blow with ease, sure that the Flames would not attack. Not when they could hurt their generals in the process. But he still had them to deal with, with his magic stifled. 

Kol made the resolve in his heart. If this was the end, then it was the end, but he would have died trying to save a friend. He cut through the first man and the second fell to his quick maneuver, his blade sliding home through the man’s neck.

The first spell of lightning struck the man, shooting through his body. It was enough to knock him out, but his resolve remained as hard as steel as he fell to his knees. He was the ancient warlock. He was meant for this. He could not be beaten by the mere attacks. No. His gaze drifted to Imsun, bound to the pyre. He could see her fighting through the boiling of her magic to free herself. 

He reached inside himself and let the monster out, power radiating from him in waves.  He did not need to say the spell. He was one with his magic; it was not just something flowing through his blood. It was him, and he was it. 

When his eyes met the flames, they bristled and, without another word, raced for their horses, but Kol in this state was unforgiving. His magic surged for them, wrapping its hand and stealing the breath from them in an instant. 

His gaze turned to Gladys; she had the decency to look afraid, but he cared only about her life. He raised his hand, and the power shot out of him, charging toward her, but Gladys moved, dodging each attack, calling on her power to defend her. She climbed onto her horse and began racing back. Kol surged his power toward her, slicing her horse in two with a single thought. 

In the distance, Kol could see Imsun getting free. He coughed as blood poured from his mouth. Every part of him drained. His whole body ached from exhaustion. The demand of his power had been his life. A few more minutes, and he knew he would be dead. 
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Gabriel charged toward the middle, his army behind him and the rest of his generals following behind. This had not been the exact plan, but he knew it would work too. Kol had tried so hard to hide the fact that he wanted to free her. He wanted so badly that he had seen it through. So, that’s what it takes him to snap. He had thought when Kol lost it and charged toward the middle.

It had worked its magic. Drehel charged toward him, now head front with his whole army, all logic thrown from the window. The fight would end today. It was a resolve Gabriel had made. He was not going to spend any more time on pests like this. 

The air around them stilled. It was as though everything living and dead stopped to watch as the first blade clashed against each other, magic colliding with horses and humans. It was pure chaos. Shields and blades collided with each other with the kind of force that knocked people off. 

Screams filled the air, and blood spilled in every direction. 

Gabriel wielded his sword on his horse, cutting down men with single cuts. On the other hand, his ring spread the magic out, catching people and cutting them down.

Drehel could feel the whispers of death in his ears. Adrenaline pumped through every part of his body. The sound of war was not a pleasant sound, neither was the sound of blades clashing or the screams of people as they met their demise in his hands and even though he had had his own fair share of violence, this was different. This was a slaughterhouse. A mad slaughterhouse, with men falling down on either side. A soldier charged toward him. He moved, evading the attack just the same time he set the man on fire. He had a single goal, and that was to meet Gabriel, where he was flanked by the Flames using their magic to desecrate anyone who came close. He was not sure how he would fare against the two of them, but he had to. He watched as the flame went on a head-to-head with one of the newly trained practitioners, turning the man to dust before he could even reach for his powers. 

Two men charged toward him again. He bent, evading the cut of the first man as he sank his blade into the second and moved again as the man slammed his foot on him from behind. He rolled to the ground, digging his blade home into the man. A quick scan to the left told him that Dunmir had just sent the next man to flames. The man was still screaming, running into the arms of his friends, who tried to avoid the burning man. Maybe with Dunmir, we stand a chance of ending it all before it begins, He thought. “Dunmir…” he shouted amongst the chaos, still cutting down men, setting some on fire. Dunmir turned to him without looking and sunk his blade into another soldier that charged toward him. 

“The Flames.” Dunmir understood, and almost instantly, they cut their way to each other and made their way through the crowd of men to where the flames guarded Gabriel. 

The men went pale at the sight of them but reached for their powers, sending a wave of flames to them. 

Drehel’s hands ached, he could feel his power demanding bits from him, but he responded, flames colliding with flames. Through the burning, Dunmir sent his blade through the flames charging toward one of the flames. The man evaded the attack easily. It was only when he moved that he realized the attack had been meant to be dodged and was charging toward Gabriel. He turned swiftly, turning his back to Drehel and Dunmir. That singular action cost him. Drehel’s blade cut through his back, causing him to scream as blood spilled onto the ground. 

The second Flame was quick to analyze the situation. He quickly cast a fog spell that covered them. 

“Dispel,” Dunmir and Drehel called out at the same time. The sight in front of them cleared up, but where Gabriel stood before with a single Flame, ten men stood now, their gazes fixed on Drehel and Dunmir. In the distance, they noticed Gabriel and the Flame retreating back. 

The men charged, and Dunmir and Drehel grumbled as they began tearing their way through an endless stream of men, watching as their targets escaped. 

The wind shifted, and battle cries rose as Sienna and Darkor appeared from the flanks of the soldiers, pressing them against each other. 

“Shield wall,” Drehel shouted as he cut another man down again, pushing back to maintain the line with his men, losing sight of their chase. The command passed through the crowd in cries, and the next minute they stood behind shields staring at Cegoven’s soldiers who had the decency to be afraid as three units surrounded them.

“Attack.” Drehel commanded. 

The soldiers were helpless here. There was literally nothing they could do with the men cutting them down from all corners. They attempted to shield themselves, but Sienna and her force pressed from the left while Darkor pressed from the right and Drehel from the front, enveloping them.

It was a slaughterhouse. The tides of the battle had changed. 

Imsun still did not have access to her magic, and neither did Kol. They were barely holding up their swords now as exhaustion raced through every bit of their bodies, yet they flanked the front, commanding alongside Drehel and Dunmir.

The sound of horses charging toward them could be heard in the distance. Cries rang from behind Drehel; he turned in time to see the soldiers charging toward them from behind. 

No. No. No. He almost screamed. His body roared with anger and despair. This could not be happening. Gabriel had bested him, let him show his hand while he still had an ace under his sleeves. 

“Charge!” the Cegoven generals cried as they began cutting down the distracted fighters of The Wild Defiance. Drehel tried to keep order in his ranks, but when the arrows engulfed the clouds, there was no telling the men what to do. 

He could not believe it. Gabriel, just to destroy them, would kill his own men. He watched as men fell to the ground like sacks of potatoes, arrows knocking them out. 

He lifted his shield over his head, trying to block the rain of arrows that poured from the distance, but there was no stopping it. An arrow pierced his hand, knocking off the shield, but he was quick to reach again.  

The arrow rain stopped, and the chaos of war turned to even more senseless chaos. Both sides forgot about killing each other, searching for refugees as another wave of arrows knocked more men to the ground.

“Close shield. Close shield…” Drehel shouted, but no one cared. No one listened. The men were too terrified to even listen to others. 

Slowly, he watched as the Cegoven men died all down to their generals, and Sienna’s troops, Darkor’s troops, all stood with each other, terrified and waiting to be slaughtered. Five thousand men turned into two thousand, and two thousand were rapidly approaching a thousand. 

This was the end. There was no hope. They could not escape it. 

This time when he shouted, the men obeyed, engulfing themselves in a shield shell. The raining of arrows against their shields traveled through the group. They had to move, or the arrows would pick them one after the other but moving would distort the shields even more and created more holes that could be used to kill them.

He needed to think. He closed his eyes, blood and sweat rolling down the side of his eyes. He shook his head when the first cry ensued, and the wall broke, leaving just the top people with their shields as men tossed their burning shields away. 

Every ounce of hope Drehel had before left his body. His knees gave in as he collapsed to the ground waiting for the stream of arrows that would wipe him away. 

This is the end. It was all in vain. I’m sorry, Little. I’m sorry I could not keep my word to you. 

He stared at the sun just as the arrows flooded the sky, shielding the sun, his eyes closed, waiting for the embrace of the death carried by the wind. But it did not come. No. He opened his eyes again to the strangest thing he had ever seen.

A cloud of water hovered above them, freezing the arrows in position, guiding the arrows back. 

Screams erupted from their attacks as the arrows reversed their motion, each back to its own archer, knocking them down. 

Drehel did not understand what was going on. It was like a solstice miracle happening when he saw a humanoid woman with water for legs hovering in the air with the sea behind her. All around her stood an army of Mers and…elves. 

His mouth dropped. He had never seen or heard of so many elves in one place since the old days. The super army moved with the kind of speed that made it seem as though they were only breezing past. 

Screams filled the air as human parts flew into the air, Cegoven’s army racing away in chaos. Before they could take a step, they were cut in two, meeting the blade of an elf or the tridents of the Mers. 

The battle ended in a blink of an eye. One minute there was an army slaughtering them; he was at the doorstep of death, and the next minute, that army had been desecrated into nothing more than half body parts chopped. 

Kol could not believe the MerQueen showed up. Most of all, he could not believe the level of power that had been displayed. No wonder these creatures were banned from interfering with the humans by their ancestors. With such power and speed, no army stood a chance. He walked to the MerQueen, her skin covered in glittering scales radiating power. He stood in front of her, dressed in her fighting armor. She was even more terrifying. The water moved around her, obeying her command. He had threatened this being. He scoffed at himself. You have a death wish, Kol Baelwald. 

“I believe my debt is paid,” the MerQueen said.

Kol nodded. “But I doubt that’s the reason you came.” 

She smiled just as Adrianne strode toward him. “Hey, cousin. That was very rude of you to disappear before we had the time to talk officially.” Kol stiffened. 

Cousin? It can’t be. 

Of course, it is. You suspected from the minute you met me.  Kol stiffened. He had almost forgotten she could do that. 

“How are you two together? I…”

“This war will forever change this world as it is. And I had my debt to pay. It’s reason enough to bury any hatchet,” said the MerQueen. She turned and began making her way back to the water with her soldiers. 

“And I think it was high time the elves came out of hiding. We could finally live in peace amongst the humans,” Adrianne said with a smile. She winked at him before turning away from him.

Just before the MerQueen reentered the water, she said to Kol. “Something is coming. You must be ready. You and pale-haired girl.”

Kol opened his mouth to ask a question he did not even know, but the MerQueen disappeared into the water as though she was never there. 

He turned back to the field. This battle will be spoken about for years to come. 
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Gabriel had been lucky to escape. “Where had those bloody reinforcements come from?” he spat. He had retreated before those bloody Mers and elves attacked. The coach raced through the deserted streets of Cegoven, Gladys flanking his side. They made only one stop, where he raced down to the dungeon under his house with the help of the soldiers, picking only the important things alongside the coffin with which Lord Udos remained inside. 

He had everything he needed to resurrect him. The blood of the descendant of Lady Enris and the lives of a hundred men fell by his ring. All that remained was the ritual.

Gladys cast him a side look as they continued to the shore, stowing away on the boat he had filled as a plan for this. He had been sure he was going to win, but thanks to his father’s brewing idea of preparations for anything when he was younger, he had left this boat for the worse. Who would have thought the worse would actually happen?




* * *




They were in the sea for how long; he had no idea. But one day, he had enough. He made his way down to the cellar where the coffin lay peacefully. Without a second thought, he opened it and pulled the blood he had drilled from Imsun when she had been his captive. He dipped the ring into the blood. The ring glowed as he retrieved it, placed it on the body, and muttered the words, “A mortuis resurgemus.”

He waited for a few seconds and watched as Lord Udos’s eyes shot open. 
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