
        
            
                
            
        

    
	

	Prologue

	The weak die first. It was the first lesson Imsun’s father taught her. She was not cruel enough, not powerful enough. That’s how the brute of a man felt. To Gaedor Carr, the world was either with you or against you, and those against needed to be put down like an ailing beast that lost its purpose. Gaedor cared little for anything else. He had not made it; not as high nor as far as he’d liked. And Imsun always felt like his failure was hers to carry. That’s how he had made it seem. Unlike him, she had been born with the gift. Gaedor had always wanted to be a sorcerer. He had tried casting spells and many other things, but it was not news that the gift skipped generations randomly. 

	It was believed that before the great war divided the continents and separated men from monsters, that all creatures lived together, sharing the gift of magic. When every child was born, the magic chose them in its element. Fire for the fierce in heart, water for the meek. Men mated to beget men, and the gift spread, changing forms and taking new shapes, but magic was a complex system. Each new strand built upon the last, and it was only a matter of time before it all exploded. 

	And so it did. 

	No one knew how it started. The memories and tales of those days were still whispered and told in taverns, even though one could feel the superstition behind the tales. Magic took a form. It possessed people and held the world captive. It was impossible to keep count of what had happened, especially if your most reliable source of information was a drunk trying to gain free ale.

	For Imsun, her gift, or curse, depending on which story you listen to, started manifesting when she was five. Her father had been happy for the first time, according to those close to him. It appeared her powers had brought on the happiness that her birth could not. The pinkish glow of electricity on her fingers and the change of her eyes from the dark brown common among the powerless people to icy gray sparked hope in him that he had lost. It was with that hope that her father dragged her out of the house and shipped her to the academy to study magic. 

	And now, at last, it was her graduation. The lessons, the words of her father, soaked into her heart. Power is strength, and weakness is death. It was these thoughts that brought her here today. If there was one thing she craved, it was the power she could unlock tonight.

	She had spent the last year studying her abilities, training, and pushing herself. In the end, there was the last rite to become a sorceress. 

	She strode through the woods dressed in a transparent white gown. The fire sticks directed her path as she walked towards the circle for the ritual. The wind was calm, but she should have known it did not approve but rather mourned every step she took. She was young and filled with her father’s lust for power. Driven by the desire to feel accepted, confusing her father’s words as her own. 

	She craved this moment with the confidence that it was everything she wanted. Every breath, every step, she felt to be her own. She wanted to be her own. The trees sang, but not from happiness. Their rustling bore stories she could not understand. That she did not understand, not yet. 

	The blood on her hand bubbled like it was on fire. Her feet felt the coldness of the forest underneath her. The fig branches squashing under her feet and the sorrowful cries of the forest. The flames danced to the wind’s mournful music. None of it caused her to flinch. She needed to be here. 

	She reached the center of a pentagram carved out on the ground, laced with flaming salt that burned blue, repelling the smearing darkness around her. Her father stood a distance away, watching her with that same passive look, but this time, she noticed the small curve of his lips. His head rose as if, for the first time, he was proud of her. She turned her gaze back to the dancing flame and the man who stood at the mouth of the pentagram, holding a blade in one hand. 

	She crossed the flames, keeping her gaze fixed on the man. He was ancient, with his teeth smeared so black that it was difficult to tell that they were there. Her father stepped closer but still outside the pentagram. With the light of the flames, she could make out his face. Her father’s jaw was clenched. It was the first thing she noticed about him when he was happy. 

	She dropped the brown wooden bowl on the ground and pulled the ropes of her robe, letting the white fall to the ground. She now stood naked in front of the old man. The coldness of the night was frozen into her body. She pondered on what her father would say if she complained about it. Look at you. You want to be great, yet you can barely stand the cold? How can you call yourself a sorceress if the cold threatens you? He had a way of making everything seem like a minor problem that should be looked at with askance. A man that only found a few problems worthy of his time and brushed off the rest, leaving nothing in his wake.

	“To become that which you desire, you must give that which was given,” the man said in the old tongue as he dipped the blade into the boiling blood. 

	“Do quod dabatur accipio quod volo,” I give that which was given to get that which I want, Imsun responded. The wind cried out a last plea to end the madness, but the magic inside of her sang in excitement. It celebrated its near liberation. It whispered in a sweet, intoxicating voice, beguiling her further beyond the tales her father had embedded in her. 

	“Take my child and grant me the power of yours, mother nature,” the man responded in a cranky old voice as he let the knife trail the lines of her petite body, piercing into her just enough to draw blood and sting. She closed her eyes even as the pain slowly dulled her senses and repeated the words. 

	“Accipe puerum meum et da potentiam tuam, mater natura.”

	The flames danced even higher around her. The wind responded. She had called on the source of magic even though no one knew where it came from, even though no one can pinpoint exactly why it selected some and didn’t others. And the magic answered. It answered in wind and flames, hissing and excited. She could feel it all. She could feel the power inside of her growing, a fountain slowly filling up to its brim.

	“Let what is mine be yours and what is yours be mine,” the old man said in the same voice as he moved behind her again and dipped the knife into the blood. He began artistically trailing her back with its sharp edge.

	“Accipe quod meum est, et da mihi quod tuum est,” take what is mine and give me what is yours, she responded again. The sky cried out now, tearing up as the screeching of lightning lit up from its bowels. Inside of her, like a cranky old woman, her magic laughed, welcoming her. Even now, she was unable to tell if her magic had an evil side, but if it did, she saw it that night. She felt it. She was it, and it was her. 

	“A worthy sacrifice I offer,” the man said as the knife trailed down her spine, halting just above her buttocks. 

	“Sacrificium dignum offero,” she murmured back. The sky tore even more. “Sacrificium dignum offero,” she repeated even as the blood-red lightning struck from the sky, colliding against the pentagram, turning the flames blood red and the leaves and trees scattered a distance away from it all. 

	The fountain filled up. The power washed over her, sweeping her off her feet and knocking her out.

	“It has been done,” the old man said, turning to her father. “She has unleashed her full potential. All that remains is to fill it.

	When Imsun opened her eyes again, she could feel the power coursing through her veins. She was one with it, but just as she felt its fullness, she also felt an absence… a part of her was missing. Something she couldn’t quite place her finger on.



	
One

	There had been more reports of magical blasts all over the city.  It has been five years since the ceremony that changed Imsun’s life. But that was far from what troubled her as she walked into the school’s main archive. It was the fifth building on the west side, detached from the main building. It stood on its own, but there was a secret passage that was built during the first years of the school when they were practicing darker magic. Practitioners decided a passage cloaked with spells would be best to keep a secret. Now, however, it was just a regular passage. Of course, still cloaked from most of the world, but students and teachers who would rather make a short pass to the archives preferred taking it than having to pass the admission block into the great halls that then led to the main door before finding your way to the archives. 

	Imsun walked in, her gaze shifting instinctively to the other end of the room where Kol always sat. But it was not until she met the empty seat did she realize that the brooding stench of Kol’s favorite tea, something he called his personal herb, had not filled her nostrils and that winter was here again. The snow was already beating hard. 

	She sighed. Time moves oddly fast. 

	The archive contained books said to have been lost in time. It was one of Pludasia’s attractions if you exclude the mountains and the great volcano. The archive was divided into sections based on topics. The shelves were stacked so high they’d built spiraling stairs around each section, forming false floors for the researchers to stand on while observing reads. The place was always filled with tourists and researchers from far-off continents in search of knowledge, but if Pludasia was anything, it was greedy with the knowledge it held. They restricted the tourists mainly to the lower level of the archives, where books had been reviewed, edited, and all knowledge Pludasia deemed them not privy to was removed. The upper part of the archive, the part which Imsun was headed now, climbing the dreadful spiraling stairs upwards to the last floor, was exclusively allowed to top researchers. A few others could also enter should they receive notes of permission from the head. They have built the building with the slogan: To crave knowledge is to take a risk. Those words were inscribed on the pillar outside that marked the archive, and they did not miss any chance to display them — on the top of the shelves or by the cylindrical walls of the archive. To crave knowledge — at least, from the great archive of Pludasia — was to take the risk of climbing painstakingly high stairs with no rails or support system, coiled so bad you barely know you’re climbing until you’re plummeting to your death or your legs ache from walking for too long. 

	Imsun continued her walk, ignoring a few students and tourists that greeted her as they went past. She could not rid herself of thoughts of what she had dreamed of the previous night. It was a strange dream. Odd to think she had never really said anything to anybody, so there was no way anyone could mess with her mind. Yet, she had heard that voice call unto her like it knew her, like a mother beckoning her daughter to heed her. It was soothing and scary in its own way, a way that lingered in her mind long after the dreams ended, and her day was half-exhausted already. 

	There was only one thing she truly desired. Only one beyond teaching children the act of magic, raising them to wield their powers with a semblance of extraordinary pride yet retain the humility that once made them children. To her, there was nothing more of a gift than a child. The unfathomable love and bond they shared, even if they were miles or worlds apart. 

	She arrived at the top floor, unfazed by the journey. Imsun had completely lost track of what it was she came to find. It was unlike her to be so absent-minded. She could blame it on a long day, with two accidents and two kids almost dying. The first almost burned himself to death, and the other almost froze. She had rushed in on time to save them, but they would each bear the scar of what their magic had done to them. Magic was a strange thing. It blends so much with our body, fuses into the DNA, and becomes one, but like a parasite, it feeds off the nutrient of the soul, scarring the flesh as it goes on.

	Imsun caressed her hand as she thought of it. There was burned flesh, like a plaster on her milk-pale skin. She caressed the injury softly, recalling the childish accident. She had only newly discovered her powers and played with them, thinking how cool, like most children did. Then one day, she burned herself out to the point she had blacked out. When she woke up, the scar had been there, a daily reminder of the naivety of children and its cost on adulthood. But even as she rubbed her hand against the rough patches of her mutated skin, it was not that scar that burned the most; it was one nobody could see beyond the strong facade she put on, with her shoulders high and the gait that made an opponent think twice before crossing her.

	She stood at the top of the archive now, the only floor, except the ground floor, with desks set for reading. These were cushioned for the researchers to feel more comfortable as they carried out their tasks.

	There were a few other researchers of the institute spread out on different benches. The serenity of the hall said enough about the chaos inside of her. 

	As she stood there, another researcher made his way up with an enormous book in hand of creatures beyond the continent and beings outside of the planet. There were rumors of planets existing beyond their own, and most people have taken a liking to the topic, but not Imsun. To her, they were simply rumors. Spread by naïve people focused so hard on believing there were beings superior in magic outside their universe that they failed to live here and maximize the resources of their planet.

	The researcher bowed lightly, lowering just the upper part of his body, barely stopping to do it. Imsun responded similarly. It was the greeting of scholars. 

	She stood in front of the huge brown shelf filled with books gathered from all around the world. Every story sung by bards had the original tales here. If any truth was in her dreams, it was here. 

	She trailed the wall with her fingers, searching the titles. There was the book of the long-forgotten creatures. It was twice the size of most books here, with thick brown covers woven neatly to its back. She was not on a knowledge dive; else she would have picked it up and found what had lost their will to survive on the planet and disappeared off its surface, although she knew of a few. Like the chinosuras that were long extinct even before elves and other creatures inhabited the planets. Another book that caught her eyes was titled “Molten Flames of the Fire King”. She pulled the book from the shelf and caressed the smooth surface of it. They only placed the title on the spine. It was customary to print it boldly on the front page of the book, yet this one had it in only one place. She flipped open the first page, but she was greeted by a puff of dust. The book had probably not been opened for years. 

	Her gaze rested finally on a white book. The same she had seen in her dreams. It was pure white with no blemishes or color blend, yet it seemed like the cover was in white flames. She ran her finger through it, wiping the dust from its body. If the previous book had not been read for years, then this one had never been opened. 

	She pulled the book from the rack, dusted it off, and made her way to the seats, away from most of the researchers. She crossed her legs, her hand instinctively moving to the patch of black skin on her left wrist and rubbing smoothly against it. There was a calmness it brought her she could not explain. Something that steadied her nerves. She rubbed her wrist even more until it was nothing but a side action carried out by her subconscious. 

	She opened the book and began skimming through it. There was nothing of note. It only spoke of the infamous pool told by the same bards who sang in taverns and whorehouses. She was not proud of it, but now and then, she found herself in one of those taverns that smelled of human urine more often than it smelled of ales. She would sit in the dark corner, hidden from the views of most of the drunks, lest her dressing give her away as one researcher at the university. At one of her not-so-welcoming visits, she had sat through a bard, a terrible one with a voice horrible as the ale tasted, singing about a long-forgotten pool whence seven men had bathed and regained their youths. Then in the second verse, he talked about women who had traveled to the pool and drank from it only to get pregnant with gifted babies capable of performing magic from the moment they were born. 

	Imsun found this to be a fool’s tale, but there was one thing her friend always said. Behind every fool’s tale is the wisdom of a once wise man. The words had never made sense to her. Nonsense was always nonsense, whether spurted from the tongues of the wise or that of the foolish. It was not a tale subject to the wielder, and even now, as she read the unnamed book, she could not help but wonder: Behind every fool’s tale is the wisdom of a wise man. 

	She flipped the page, and on the next was the image of the pool drawn in blood-red ink. The book enthralled Imsun. She did not notice when Kol, her childhood friend, walked in.

	“What are you reading?” he asked with a mischievous smile on his gentle face. 

	Imsun jerked up, startled by his presence. The smile changed into a worried gaze, and he furrowed his eyes, watching her. He folded his arm and took one step forward. 

	Imsun gulped, leaning back on the bench. She placed her hand over the book. “Nothing. Just carrying out my usual daily research,” she said as she closed the book and rose to her feet.

	Kol watched her with a knowing gaze. His hands still crossed around his broad chest even as she slid past him, wanting to return the book. 

	“The secret pool of Aetudale. The one believed to grant wishes and restore what is lost,” Kol said. 

	Of course, he knew! Imsun sighed. She turned to him. Kol had been her friend since she could remember, and despite them being at each other’s neck all the time, she always knew he was someone she could rely on. To think that she would even consider this to hold some elements of truth was beyond foolish, and if she knew Kol well enough—which she did—she would never hear the end of it.

	“How long have we known each other, Imsun?” Kol inched closer to her. Imsun stood her ground. It was barely a confrontation but one of the many ways they expressed themselves. 

	“Am I supposed to answer that?” she responded. Her lips curved in a half-smile. 

	Kol chuckled, pulling back from her. “Nice one.” He brushed his narrow nose with his slender fingers, then raised his gaze to meet hers. 

	They both stared at each other with a smile, then Kol broke the silence just as it was getting awkward. “You know it doesn’t exist, right? It’s mere folklore, like the tales of a different planet with more species than ours.”

	Imsun agreed with him about the planets not existing beyond theirs or at least had no concern for that story, but there was something about this pool that she couldn’t get out of her mind. 

	“I don’t know. There is a thread… a connection nagging me for my attention. I just…” she dropped the book into the shelf again, then slid her hand across it, reactivating the protective spell that kept it new and intact. She took a deep breath. No letting go of this thought, which continually pulled on her string. “I can’t let it be.”

	Kol sighed. There was no changing Imsun’s mind once it was made up, and he knew that. She would readily travel around the world to be proven right or be proven wrong. It was the woman she was. That was probably what drew him to her. 

	“Why? Why is it so important to you?” Kol asked as they began their descent down the flight of stairs, Imsun leading the charge. 

	She kept her gaze straight, her face fixed in front of her. She was lost in a lucid dream as a group of students walked past them, making their way up with one teacher. Imsun was barely taller than the students. 

	Imsun’s gaze followed the children for a while, and Kol observed silently. It was no news that his friend had been searching for ways to procreate for a while now, but going on a goose chase only proved how incomplete she felt. His face had gone somber even before the words came out of her mouth.

	“I want to be able to procreate. To have that bond and love someone selflessly,” she said, with a dreamy look on her face as though she could picture herself with the baby. 

	“Hmm.” Kol continued behind her in silence. 

	They reached the last floor of the archive and made their way through the passage into the main hallway, bustling with students and teachers. The two had not said a word to each other since the descent, and Imsun knew there was more than a lot her friend wanted to say.  She could see it in his eyes even though he kept his silence. There was doubt on his face, but she could live with that. 

	They stared at each other silently, not saying a word. The silence grew, the surrounding sound reminding them they were yet to bid farewell. 

	“You’ve really decided, huh?” Kol asked.

	“I have.”

	“That’s good. I know if the pool exists, you’ll be the one to find it,” Kol said.

	“Well, you’re nice when you’re not being an asshole,” she muttered and pouted. 

	Kol frowned, nudging her gently with his fist before turning to leave. “Alright, see ya.” 

	“See you,” she responded and went her own way. 

	
Two

	Winter was here. The wind danced heavily, carrying in its womb icy dust that both froze and burned at the same time. The dust fogged any view of the horizon—white and heavy. Snowflakes navigated the sky, falling in heavy droplets.

	Outside, one could see people barely dressed for such weather, crouched with their arms wrapping around their bodies. The snow shimmered down on them with all its furiousness, ignorant of their starving conditions. For the first time, it was desperately quiet. Forgotten in deep sorrow that filled the air, like the mourning of the living abandoned by life and left to be done with. Beggars sat on either end of the galloped streets made smooth by the drizzling snow. Some unmoving, letting the white liquid bury them alive. In their minds, maybe they were already dead. Long dead and just waiting for the reaper to catch up on old promises. 

	The quiet that hovered there was a deadly herald. The whistling of the wind and the cries of children was a reminder that a great tragedy had befallen them and far worse was to come. The lonely quiet street listened for the riding of horses, the command of men dressed in ironed plates and charging towards them. It spelled doom, and they knew it. 

	It had only happened a couple of weeks back when the men rode in, their heads plated in golden armor with the symbol of fire proudly embedded on top of the helmets, the sign of the great nation of Cegoven. 

	To Sienna, there was nothing great about the nation, though. Unless one prides himself on the oppression of his citizens and those who work being starved of their earnings. She could proudly speak for most of East Cegoven, their nation might seem powerful, but they were only as powerful as they were cruel. 

	She walked under the snow, coated only by the huge torn wool, weakened by age and the fact that it was not really wolf skin as the seller had claimed, but of course, she would not have been able to afford the original one. Cold seeped into Sienna even as she hurried back home. 

	Sienna did not hear the bird's caw today.

	The birds had migrated from the poor city, not like they were many of them that could survive the difficulties of the East Cegoven unless they were magically protected. The ones left that navigated the sky above, flying against the icy wind and calling, were the crows as the popular jokes made by West Cegoven always made up. In East Cegoven, there are beasts and there are crows. But don’t worry, they are friends. 

	Sienna did not know why she was thinking of a joke made by her oppressors. The people who saw them as nothing beyond beasts and birds. Things to be slain or tamed. She pushed through the wind, barely able to see what lay ahead. She let her intuition guide her. After all, she had been born in these streets and could navigate them with her eyes closed. 

	She walked silently, her thoughts pushed by the storm and indecisiveness. Staying in East Cegoven had been the death of her parents. It sure as hell would be the death of her if she stayed. But it was not that easy. She could not shed off her skin like a snake, nor could she conceal it. No matter how far she ran, she was always going to be a shade darker than West Cegoven, and that would be all they needed to throw her back in her place—the place they created for her. 

	Her mind was just as troubled as the wind that troubled her skin. Only the wind had it better, for nothing contested with it when it roared furiously or determined to travel west towards the mainland where it would have lost its fervor before arriving, blessing them with humid weather, enough to make life bearable. 

	We always have it worse, don’t we? Sienna thought even as she shielded her dark brown eyes, then made a turn more out of instinct than out of a sense of direction. I need to get out of this place.

	Growing up, she always wanted to leave. The way her people were treated pained her. The way her father always came back looking like he had got into a brawl with bruises all over his face and a dirty loaf of bread that looked like it had been baked in a pit alongside a few coins he always put in his pants, saying it was the safest place. But every time she coiled up his arm and asked him not to go to work, he enfolded her in his arms, squeezing her tightly, as he whispered, “I need to go to work, honey. That way, I would buy our freedom from this place, and we will travel to a land where we never have to work again.” She believed him. It was fool’s talk, and now she knew it, but back then, she believed him as every child did their fathers. Despite the look he shared with her mother every time he said those words. She believed him, like a child she was. 

	One day, her father had walked out of their small hut of a house and never came back. All night, she sat up, curled in the small bed with her mother, waiting for him to return with the same bread in hand and the coins he earned from that day’s work, but he never did. She had fallen asleep in her mother’s arms that night, and the next morning, when she woke up, she raced out of the room but was met with an empty house. Her father was not there, and neither was her mother. 

	Sienna spent the rest of the day crying; her arms curled around her. She sat down, waiting for either of her parents to walk in, but the longer she waited, the more it seemed like they were not coming back. Her stomach cried out for something. Anything. Even if it was not the hard, dirty bread she was used to, but nothing. She waited as long as she could. She could see the deep shade of the three moons overshadowing the sun, deep and black up against the white snowy day. 

	Sienna didn’t know how long she waited, only that her stomach threatened to collapse on itself if she did not do something about it. So, young, naïve, and unsure of where she was headed, Sienna left the house. She walked for miles in the snow, passing people who wore the same rue face like they were all related. Their clothes were made of rags, just like her father’s. After walking in the cold with no hope, she returned home. 

	She arrived at the same time as her mother. Only her mother looked as bloodied as her father, or even worse. Her left eye was swollen and black. Her lips looked like they had been split with a knife, and they made every other part of her body a different color. 

	Her mother was not as dark as her father. She was of a fairer complexion. Not fair enough to be West Cegoven, but not dark enough that she entirely fit with the looks of the lost land of Cegoven. 

	Because of her mother’s skin, the same skin she had inherited, darkened even more by her father’s complexion, Sienna’s mother had never fully been accepted. The people always saw their oppressors whenever they looked at her. Even though she looked exactly like them: ragged from top to bottom, straws for shoes and a basket rewoven more times than it took to weave a new one. So much for people who suffered oppression too.

	Sienna realized the worst life could offer had happened when her mother fell to her knees, hugged her, and cried. Her mother cried. It was as though the resolve of a mother, which could be compared to the pride of a lion, had melted away, and there was nothing left but a shell of the woman she used to be. 

	It was only five years later, on her mother’s death bed, did Sienna realize her father had never really worked a day. He fought for the same people who placed them in this condition, in an underground brawling pit where they were made to kill each other for a few coins and a loaf of bread. And her father always won. He had won the last fight, and when, happily, he received the last of his coin, he had let slip that he planned to escape the den with his family. The overseers couldn’t let that happen. They could not let the one person who brought in most of the money leave. So, they pitched him against more people. Five matches on the same day, each against two opponents. He killed them all, but by the end, he could not defend himself when the overseer ran his blade through him.

	Her mother had gone to find out why her husband did not return, but the overseer had said he lost, owing him money to pay the people who betted against his opponent. Of course, she knew he was lying, but saying so wouldn’t change anything. She had agreed to pay once she got a job, but the overseer was quick to move from his seat. He held her by the neck, then brought his face to hers until his yellowed teeth were shining on her face and said, “I know just how you can pay.”

	Then she had fought. She fought with everything she had, but the man only laughed more at her terrible attempts to free herself. 

	Sienna soon realized her mother had signed up to whore herself for the overseer, but of course, the West Cegoven could never taint themselves with such dark blood, except they were as filthy as the overseer. They instead forced her to act in theaters, naked and in most cases with other men, for their amusement. They gave a fraction of the money generated to her, and once again, she returned home with a few coins and had to act grateful that she got anything at all.

	Sienna was only sixteen when her mother became ill and could not leave her bed. It was only a week after she fell ill that she gave in to the sickness and died. 

	Sienna had been forced to the streets to beg for alms, most times returning empty-handed until she resulted in stealing. She was not proud of her actions, but it was the only way to survive when you’re sixteen with no one to look after you.

	She remembered the winter when she met this boy who stole her breath. Literally and metaphorically. He had punched her under the guidance of his boss for trying to steal from them. When she collapsed, he had taken care of her, fed her most times, brought some of his clothes, even though they were merely the same rags he wore, and given them to her. We can say it was Love at First Fight. 

	Sienna understood. The winter brought back memories. It had been a while since the wind was this heavy, and now, the wind had brought back memories of it. Memories she would rather put behind her rather than cling to. At least for the most of it. There was the hope that her husband would be free. There was hope despite its unlikeliness, but she could not unlove him. She only had to move forward and hope his love would meet her halfway.

	Sienna reached the door to her hut. She pushed it open and shook some of the snow off her slender body and her shaggy black hair. She was about to step into the house when she heard the unmistakable cries of horses descending rapidly down the cliff. She stepped back from the house and furrowed her gaze. The sky was clogged with black horses racing the wind. 

	The first scream came shortly. It was void of any words, just pure pain, and Sienna did not need anyone to tell her what was happening. She turned back, taking to her heels. The cries of the horses blended with the wind and then with the cries of people, men, and women alike, children. Chaos fell. The whole settlement knew what was happening now. Everybody raced out of their homes, unsure of what direction to run to, their legs carrying them far from the danger—they hoped. 

	It was one of the many hunts again. One of many she lost people to, including her husband, Dunmir, who was captured. Sienna ran as fast as her legs could carry her. She did not need to know where she was headed. There was nothing deadlier than West Cegovenians on horses and throwing nets wild, catching everything in their path. The more she ran, the louder the sound of the horses, like every step she took did the opposite of what it was supposed to do, but still, she ran. Every thought is replaced by one. Her son. He would not grow up without a mother. She needed to survive. From one house, an old man stepped out. Sienna stopped for a second, considering helping the man. The neighing of a horse close—too close to her, decided for her. She turned back in time to see the man stare back at her, his skin almost as pale as the snow that fell on him. His horse cried out as it raised both legs, and the man swung his sword, getting ready to cut her down. Something stopped him. 

	Sienna turned around in confusion as the man fell off his horse, losing his sword. 

	“Go…” the old man said. Sienna glanced at the fallen Cegovenian soldier and back at the old man, still holding one rock in his hand. It was sure death for the man, and she knew it. She considered ending the soldier there, there were no other soldiers, and while the man had dropped his sword and was fighting to get his helmet off, she could cut him down. 

	She didn’t.

	She turned and took to her heels. Her conscience frowned at her, but she had to survive. She needed to

	Sienna ran as fast as her legs could carry her, fleeing far with some others following behind her and others popping out from all directions. 

	“Sienna. Sienna,” a voice called to her. Sienna turned in time to see her friend racing towards her. 

	“Cate,” she gasped, rushing towards Cate. It was only then she halted to see the men were not chasing her anymore. She was panting now. She bent over, her hands braced on her knees, and tried to catch her breath. 

	“We have to leave. It’s not safe here. We have to put as much distance from here as possible,” she said to Cate.

	Cate turned back to the distance, where they could still hear the cries of people and the horses calling. Flames rose in dark smoke, countering the snowy wind. 

	“My brother. He’s in there,” Cate muttered, her eyes transfixed. “I have to get him.”

	Sienna dove toward Cate, wrapping her hand around her before the younger girl could make a run for it. “You can’t save him, Cate. Listen to me,” she cried out.

	Cate fought to free herself from the hold, crying out. “I have to get him. I have to get him.” Cate was a few years younger than Sienna. She had lost her parents in a similar raid to this one. Sienna understood the girl’s pain but was not about to let her run to her death. 

	She wrapped her hand around the struggling girl, refusing to let go until they both fell into the snow, rolling together as they tussled. 

	Cate froze, her eyes stuck on something behind them. Sienna followed her gaze to meet a soldier staring back at them.

	They froze as though staying still would make them invisible. Even with his helmet on, Sienna noticed the mischievous smile that curled up his face as he charged toward them. 

	They rushed to their feet and ran. The snow did little to aid their quest. Each second, the horse gained on them. The man swung his sword to cut. Instinctively, Sienna pushed Cate and dived away from the blade. The man circled back, rushing towards Cate now. Sienna barely had time to think. She reached for a stick, swinging it hard against the leg of the horse. 

	The horse cried as it fell to the ground, the man tumbling with it. She would not make the same mistake she did with the old man. This time, she slammed her stick against the man’s shielded head, slamming harder, using everything she had to crush him. He did everything wrong to her. He was the reason her son would not live a good life. Her husband was taken, her mother died, and her father was killed. It was because of men like him, and even though this was for vengeance, she ravished it with every part of her. Unleashed all her anger and frustration until the man’s skull was nothing but crushed. 

	

	 


Three

	Sienna felt a surge of adrenaline as she slammed the wood against the man. Grief rushed through her as she continued long after he was battered, each strike fueling her rage as she let the blood spill all over her ragged brown clothes, warming her skin in contradiction to the icy snow that beat against her. 

	When she stopped, warm blood drizzled down her hand and face, and her breath was labored as though she had just battled a harpy and lived to tell the story—although more have seen harpies and lived to tell the tale more than those who had stood against a Cegoven soldier. Her face was a mixture of dark skin and red blood blemishing it. Her hair danced in wavy steps to the tone of the wind caressing her, chilling the warm blood against her skin.

	She stared in horror at the man. He was dead. His blood was on her body. His skull was smashed at her feet. 

	For a minute, everything paused. Even the wind stood still to see what would happen next. Time stood still. Lords, even the reaper waited, pondering the sinister silence that hovered in the air like a ticking bomb waiting to explode.

	“Sienna… Sienna.” Cate battled her way out of the snow and rushed towards her. “Are you okay?” she asked, gripping Sienna by both shoulders.

	Sienna trembled in horror. Every anger, every hate, every tragedy that had befallen her slipped into a dark corner of her mind and shimmered with dread at what was to come. This would be the end of the road. This was where the reaper grinned with charcoal teeth, arms widespread and ready to accept her to the other side.

	“I killed him,” Sienna muttered, still in her trance-like state. “I killed him.” 

	The wood fell from her hand onto the crimson snow, spreading slowly but surely. 

	“Sienna, we have to go. They cannot find you here. We have to leave,” Cate said. She picked up the stick, the edge of it still coated in the man’s blood. She turned to the horse, standing there. Having a horse would not have been such a terrible thing, but in an entire land where no one had decent enough money to buy good shoes, riding a horse would be too suspicious. She spanked the horse on the ass, getting it to hurry away. Then pulled her friend to her feet. 

	Sienna understood the need for urgency, yet she could not tear her eyes from the man she had just murdered. She told herself it was not in cold blood; he wanted to kill her; he was an evil man, but still, it was not enough for her conscience to stop tightening against her chest. 

	Cate pulled her as far away as possible. She would have gotten rid of the blood and cleaned her up, but they had just escaped one of the beasts’ hunts. Looking like she was preparing for a low-budget beauty contest would raise suspicions, but blood was more likely to say a family member got killed or a friend. So Cate left it. For the wood, she tossed it away once they had put enough distance between them and the village.

	Even after they were far away from the village, they ran further until they found themselves in the neighboring village. 

	Sienna had gathered her wits. A bit, at least. She pondered on what she had done, and dread crawled through her at the repercussions of it. Her son. He could live without a mother if she were caught. Lords! He could be killed alongside her. 

	The villages of East Cegoven looked the same. It reeked of poverty and stunk of death. Dead bodies lingered around every lurking corner and gleamed out of them. But this village seemed even far worse. The people lay outside on the bare streets, void of hope or will. It was like they were ringing death’s door, and he was yet to respond to their calls. 

	“Keep your head down,” Cate said to her, but Sienna couldn’t. In the presence of these people, she looked rich, and that said a lot about them. They stared at her straw shoes with gaping holes like one would stare at a mythical creature flying above or at the famous beauty of the siren’s of Onurial. Their eyes carried a longing Sienna well understood. The state of East Cegoven was growing worse with each passing day, and she feared that one day they would either die of hunger or be killed by the West Cegoven soldiers. 

	They hid in the village, circling around, keeping their heads low as if trying to evade attention. The soldiers would not come this far. They never did, but again, one of theirs had never been killed before. 

	They sat in a tavern or what would pass as one. The tavern, like most taverns, was dark as night, even though outside, the snow was heavy and the weather was bright. Tiny light rays escaped into the tavern, and the owners rearranged the chairs so the light did not hit directly on the customers. 

	They took their seats, keeping their heads bowed for two reasons. One was that a woman in a tavern was asking for it and, in case the soldiers reached the tavern, spotting them would be difficult. Despite the soldiers not knowing who they were or if they were hunting them, precautions were necessary.

	The two women sat in silence, their fingers pressed against their mouths, their bodies trembled in fear, and their minds raced through all the viable options they had left. There was only one… to run. But they did not have the means. Something kept them tethered, and even if they wished to run, their hearts would not run with them.

	Cate thought of her brother. There was no way of knowing for sure if he had escaped. Although, as long as she did not find his body in the ashes or hear any news of his capture, it was as good as she could hope. That was just it. Her brother’s life could not possibly be reduced to that of hoping and uncertainty.

	Sienna felt bile surge into her throat. Clapping her hands over her mouth, she raced out of the tavern, pushing the wooden chair in front of the table aside. Cate caught the table and rose from her seat to follow. 

	Sienna opened her mouth and released the contents of her stomach onto the ground. She suddenly felt tipsy and leaned against the tree next to her. All her strength felt like it had been drained, although she blamed that mostly on her early confrontation. 

	“Are you alright?” Cate asked. 

	“I’m fine,” Sienna responded, wiping her lips with the back of her palm. She could still feel her stomach churn, biding its time to clench again. She turned to reply to Cate, but her stomach clenched, and she vomited again. She had barely had anything this morning, and the next time she just dry heaved, so she sucked in a breath and leaned back against the tree, face tilted towards her friend. 

	Her legs felt weakened. Every part of her was. She sighed and picked herself up.

	Cate observed her with a diligent gaze, watching her return to the tavern. She knew Sienna was avoiding her gaze and hiding how bad she felt. “We should go back,” she said, holding Sienna’s gaze. 

	Sienna stared at her. For a moment, anger flickered on her face, then washed away like it never was there. She nodded, and they both made their way back.

	The people watched them still, but they were too scared to come any closer.

	After a long walk back, passing through the narrow forest, they made their way to the settlement up the hill. All that remained were ruins. The stench of burned bodies and the dark smoke rose to the bleeding sky. 

	They watched from a distance for movements, but there were only a few, and there were no horses. The stormy snow had settled, and one could make out clear images from a distance away. Now, they could see the dark-skinned people roaming around, searching for ruins among the ruins. Buildings had been burned to the ground. Sienna knew this feeling. In the past years, West Cegoven had consistently taken up more land from the East, pushing the border further and further, consuming more of it.

	She knew this village—one she’d known all her life—was about to become one of the West Cegoven territories. Sienna could not make out where the soldier’s body was, but she knew it was somewhere near. Since the body was not there and little snow had fallen, she assumed they must have taken it.

	They reached the settlement center. The West Covina soldiers had made an altar of their dead, setting them on fire and offering them to their god, Lord Udos. 

	He was known as the dark lord. The one who had brought strife and starvation to their lands. It was popular amongst the bards of the East that Lord Udos had used the East Cegoven people as a sacrifice to gain magical powers, after which he had cast them to a barren land where very little other than weeds survived and wild animals only came to feed on the people there. The people were all atheists by nature and nurture. The thought and mention of gods reminded them of the privileged elite who claimed to be the descendants of Lord Udos and were entitled to all his land and his powers. It was why they raided the villages, why they took up everybody with magical powers who could actually make a difference and destroyed them. 

	Sienna felt her heart shattering into a million pieces. These were her people. They were few, but they’d been hers, and now they were just ashes on a flame. A sacrifice to some unworthy god. Sienna raced away from the burning bodies to empty her stomach again, feeling it clench in agony as there was nothing left to vomit. 

	Cate watched her without a word. Her eyes were heavy as her mind drifted to her brother. There would be no way of identifying him amidst the burned carcasses. She shook her head. She was thinking the worst, and she shouldn’t. Her brother must be one of the escapees. He was smart enough to flee. She closed her eyes, returning her gaze to the bonfire in front of her.

	The other escapees gathered around, their gaze fixed on the flame that burned high. There was a silence that lingered, both of fury and defeat. This village was lost, and the people did not have the courage to fight back. They stood for long, respecting the dead just long enough before turning to the ruins and began scavenging for what the West Cegoven might have deemed unworthy of a penny while it might have been a fortune here. There was a lot. There were a lot of old clothes tossed to the wind and bread on the ground. A child had even picked up a fake woolen ball. 

	Sienna returned to where Cate stood. “Do you think he’s here?” she asked.

	Cate shook her head slowly. “He was smart enough to get away. He had to be,” Cate said with enough confidence that Sienna wondered if it really was just gut instincts or if she was trying to convince herself that it was true.

	“We have to pick up some items before they snatch it all away,” Sienna said, turning away. 

	Cate caught her wrist. “Tell me what’s going on with you,” she said.

	“What do you mean?” Sienna turned to her friend, staring into those lost brown eyes.

	“You’ve been off. What’s going on?”

	“Nothing. I’m totally fine.”

	“Stop lying to me. You don’t look fine. You…” Cate paused, watching Sienna for a moment. Her eyes widened in shock, and her jaw dropped. She covered her gaping mouth with both hands, staring at her friend. 

	Sienna knew instantly that Cate had figured it out. It would not be that difficult for anyone who knew her before now to notice the slight changes in her body, and Cate had been with her more than most. Not figuring it out was probably because of Cate’s youth and inexperience. An older woman would have seen it a mile away. 

	“You’re pregnant.”

	Sienna reached for her mouth, covering it with both hands. “Sshh…” 

	Cate muttered despite her mouth being shut closed by Sienna, but Sienna was not about to take her hand off her mouth to find out.

	Sienna turned around. None of the surrounding people had noticed. They were all engulfed in the items they were picking up. A village being burned down was like a free-for-all, with survivors making the most of free food and gifts. There was always a lot of loot to take. A few coins, bread, a change of clothing, if lucky, some fake wool for the cold. 

	Cate was finally calm now. Her tensed body slackened, and Sienna gently removed her hand from her mouth.

	“But you already have a son,” she muttered.

	Sienna could only nod. They were both going to arrive at a conclusion soon.

	“If… if they find out you’re pregnant again, they will kill you,” Cate said.

	“Which is why you cannot tell anybody about it,” Cate said.

	“Fuck!” Cate was still thinking to herself. “Anybody here can offer you up for a decent meal and probably immunity for a few raids and some serious coin. They would be the richest person in East Cegoven.”

	“Which is why you cannot tell anybody, Cate” Sienna said again, taking a step back. “Cate.” She demanded again.

	Cate’s gaze turned to Sienna, and as though, for the first time since the news got out, she saw the conviction in her friend. 

	“You cannot tell anybody.”

	Cate nodded. 

	Sienna sighed in relief, then turned around. “Let’s pack up some supplies.”

	“What happens when your stomach shoots out?” Cate asked as she picked up some old clothes and stretched them out to see if they would work. She tossed it over her shoulder, then pushed burnt planks of wood on the floor, searching for what lay underneath. 

	When Sienna had not responded to her question, Cate turned to see her standing there, unmoving. Maybe lost in the thought and fantasy of living a perfect life. Maybe in her fantasy, her husband was not in some camp in gods-know-where, probably dead, and she was not alone with her younger friend searching the ruins. Instead, she was with him, in a small house by the lake to the back and a garden to the front. Her husband was teaching their son Andor how to use his powers in the back, practicing on the lake while she prepared meals with her daughter. In her fantasy, which lasted only for brief seconds, she was happy. A feeling she never quite understood anymore. Something perhaps lost to age. She doubted she still knew how to smile.

	“I don’t know. I don’t know if I want to keep it or just get rid of it. I…” she stammered.

	Cate rose and took her hand. “It’s okay. You’ll figure it out,” 

	Sienna nodded. They hugged tightly, then turned to face the world in front of them. Sienna joined her friend in search of anything that could aid their journey in life further, and despite the two remaining silent for their tasks, they each held troubling thoughts. 

	For Sienna, she wondered how she would navigate this pregnancy and her son, while Cate pondered on the fate of her brother and wished his safe recovery back to her. 

	 


Four

	The wind hammered the fortress with a ferocity that threatened the very existence of the building. The wood of the watchtower wavered and danced like it would somersault over the wind and get carried away by it into the distance. With their age, the old woods creaked and cried from the harsh conditions. Not a single soul sat on top of the tower. They had abandoned post, considering staying up there was beckoning death to visit you either by the freezing cold or by the collapsing of the structure. 

	They instead stood outside of the grey wooden gates, their spears made of long branches carved out of trees and knives tied to the edge of their weapons. It wasn’t much, but they were the few men who had been pushed too far. There was not a single fat man in their ranks. They all looked like they were, at one point, starved. That much was true. 

	The snow made it impossible to see beyond a few feet from where they stood. Everything they could see was covered down to the grass and trees in the far distance. 

	It was harder this side of the country than it was for other sides because they were far nearer the great sea and far enough away that the Cegovenian soldiers needed more motive to reach them, although news of their ranks hiding there would be a perfect motive for any Cegovenian general to charge through the people to them. Who were they kidding? The generals would probably fight for who to travel first and who to bring back their heads. If only it was mutually assured destruction, they would consider it. It was not. The Cegoven army was not that stupid. 

	This was the sacrifice they must make if they wished to keep the rebel movement going.

	The men at the gate stood still other than the desperate shiver running through all parts of their body and the gnashing of their teeth so hard it could sound like an instrument to some mad dance. Their helmets were made of fabric tied as turbans heavily around their forehead, then loosely around the sides down their neck. A piece of it covered their mouth and nose, leaving only their eyes exposed. Their clothes were brown shirts over black trousers. The materials, like the structure, looked like they suffered from aging. 

	They jumped to alert at the notice of something fighting to navigate the snow.

	“Heyo! Something is moving out there,” the man to the right said, pointing into the snowstorm.

	“Where?” the second man asked, leaning closer to look. He stared into the windy snow. It looked like a mini snowstorm, curling snow up into the sky and all about until it was impossible to make out anything other than the blur of white. He wondered why they were out there. They could not see ahead of them, and if anything were to charge through this wind, it would be some wild beast. “There’s nothing out there,” he responded.

	“There is. Take a closer look,” the first man said, his hand clenching his spear even tighter as he waited for whatever it was to escape the wind. He observed. The unmistakable brown was heading in their direction, but he could not tell if it was a beast or a human. Whatever it was, it was having a tough time. The brown disappeared where the snow got thicker and appeared where it was lighter—but only for a few seconds before disappearing again. 

	The two men watched in silence as the brown flickered through the snow and vanished again. The second man’s eyes shone brightly. “You’re right. Someone’s out there,” he said, gripping his spear. “Show yourself,” the man barked.

	“Don’t be a fool. He can’t see us or even hear us,” the first man said, turning to his partner. 

	“Eh? How can you be so sure about that?” 

	“Can’t you see the wind is loud, and it’s struggling to get out of there alive?” the first man responded. He frowned at his partner, then turned back to the stormy wind, searching for whoever was trying to walk out of it.

	The second man remained silent for a while, pondering on the best course of action. And finally, he spoke, saying, “We should head out and slay it whilst it struggles. Could be a foe.”

	The first man turned to him again, this time dramatically. His irritation was written all over him. He turned his whole body to face his partner. 

	“You idiot!” he smacked his head lightly with the side of his spear. “If we go into the storm with him, we’ll get lost, and then he will find his way in with no one guarding the gate,” 

	The two stared at each other for a long second. One thinking through the new information he just received, the other waiting for the first to say something stupid again. 

	“What do we do then?” the second man asked.

	“You go call the captain and tell him someone is coming. I’ll stand here and wait for him to arrive.”

	“Why do I have to call the captain? Why don’t I get to wait here?”

	The first man turned again, furious. “Because you are a dummy who would get jumped by the enemy once he arrives.” 

	The second seemed to consider this for a while, then finally settled for it. “Okay.” He turned and pushed open the smaller part of the wooden frame, then made his way into the compound. 

	The first man sighed, then turned his gaze back to the wind, searching for whoever the foe was. For a minute, he saw nothing other than the pure angry snow spurring in all directions. He furrowed his eyes, concentrating his gaze as he searched the place. 

	From the snow, the boy emerged, his hand raised to his face, shielding his eyes. He was drenched in snow and visibly shaking. When he shook his head, a huge chunk of it fell off his hair. 

	To the guard, the man—boy—looked harmless. Almost like a baby dove undergoing hardship but somewhere in the back of the man’s mind, he thought, the ones that seem the most harmless are often the most harmful. 

	The boy coughed, or it seemed like it. He rubbed his palms together, trying to give his obviously shivering body some heat. The mere caressing of both palms against each other was useless compared to the heavy storm he just walked through or the beating snow that seemed almost never-ending. 

	From a distance, one could see the three moons forming a single full black circle over the sky, encapsulating the sun. 

	It was said that winter only came when the moons—which moved at a higher speed—formed a single body with the Cegoven sun. Most people believed it was Lord Udos’s wrath for shielding the sun and a way of punishing the people for their transgressions. 

	Shortly after, his partner arrived with the captain of the movement, Jack. He watched as the young boy walked towards them, oblivious to the men now watching him. It appeared he had more interest in trying to survive than he cared if he was in danger or not. 

	Jack watched the boy for a few more minutes. He was getting closer now to the point Jack could make out who he was. He quickly recognized the boy to be the son of one of his lieutenants. With no hesitation, he charged forward. 

	His guards raised their hands to stop him, caught by surprise, but Jack was already rushing towards the boy, paying no heed to the shouts behind him. 

	The boy finally raised his face to see the men rushing towards him. The snow had weakened his body; he did not even have layers on. Only red clothes fit for scorching summer weather and not the brutal winter.

	Jack rushed to the man’s arms and grabbed the boy just as he collapsed. 

	“They… They attacked a village up the hills,” the boy said before he passed out. Jack pulled his fake wool from his body and wrapped it around the boy. 

	“Someone start a fire for this boy,” he shouted as he lifted the boy onto his arms and began making his way back inside. 

	Two more guards inside the structure greeted him. “Send words to the leader, immediately,” he commanded as he hauled the boy past them into the wooden structure. 

	WEST CEGOVEN

	Drehel stood by the open window of his study, watching the snowflakes fizzle down to the ground in small droplets. Up in the sky, the black moon stood. He could see the extra layers of the moon, showing the fact that it was, in fact, three celestial bodies camouflaged as one. The thick Lunar of the East and the Lunar of the West had met at one point, shielding the sun whose heat could no longer be felt. It would be the same for the three months or so. 

	To the bards of the West, it was quite a popular thought that the celestial beings were Lord Udos’ way of showing them that the two sides of Cegoven should never meet or that would spell the doom of the nation. But Drehel was not a religious man. He had studied the Udos’ texts, written in the ancient language, and the other texts of other so-called gods and goddesses, but none of them struck him as true. To him, they were all lies written to keep people united with the idea that a superior was watching over them. But to him, the planet was just there. There were no gods.

	One had more chances of proving to Drehel that there were beings outside of the planet than one had of convincing him that Lord Udos was the true god of Cegoven. 

	So, he stared into space, pondering a few too many things. In the next couple of days, the weather would grow worse, and then it would settle. It was on days like this he missed Aetudale, his hometown. The nostalgia was overwhelming. He paid a visit, but he left immediately, regretting the decision. 

	As he stood there, the wind blew against his face, and snowflakes managed their way in through the open window, landing on his face. He smiled, raising his hand to touch the scar. “Curious where it came from?” he said, as though the snow was a person. The same rue smile was on his face, the gleam of sadness hovering all around him. “The world is a cruel place,” he continued. “If you were one of us, you'd understand.”

	The door swung open just as he muttered the words. He did not turn to see who it was. There was only one other person in the house with him. The little boy who ran errands and brought him messages. 

	“What is it?” he asked when he realized the boy would not speak.

	“A message. From camp,” the boy said, still standing at the door to the study. 

	He turned swiftly. The winter was when they laid low since sending a bird through the storm was a risk. It could lose its flight in the wrong place, and a letter like that could fall into the wrong hands.

	“What did it say?” he asked the boy in a sharp tone. 

	“I haven’t opened it,” the boy responded, stretching a brown scroll to him bound by a red ribbon. He snatched the scroll from the boy and opened it. 

	He read the content and visible fury lines appeared on his face. 

	“Damn it!” he slammed his hand against the wooden table in his office. The pain of hitting it with that much force vibrated through his body. 

	“What does it say?” Little asked, finally gaining the confidence to step into the office. The boy was dark-skinned, like most of the lower-class slaves made to work for top officials and smaller houses alike in exchange for clothes and food. Drehel had taken the boy in the guise of company.  There were multiple interpretations of the word ‘company’. Drehel used that ambiguity to his advantage. 

	No one would fathom that he trained the boy as his heir. Educating him in a way beyond his means and giving him the tools he needed to help East Cegoven. Did anyone know of the real reason he picked the boy? Did anyone know that he planned to tutor the boy for the success of West Cegoven and the things to help East Cegoven? Should he fail? Or that it was a way to show the people that a man was not to be judged by the color of his skin but by the fruits of his hand in a fair world. 

	It was like every other thing, politics. 

	It was far from fair for Little, but it was a chance most of the others did not have. Gaining the knowledge and exposure to the things people of Cegoven had, Drehel hoped to raise an heir for the East Cegoven, someone to govern the govern-less nation and forge it into something that could not be trifled with. He knew for the same reasons that West Cegoven would not see the East as one of them. The East would see no one without the pure dark skin of their people to be their leader. 

	He handed the boy the letter, then turned to his seat on the other side of the office, sat down with his hands under his chin as he watched, and waited for the boy to finish reading. 

	The boy’s face flared in fury. “An entire village!” he barked. “They killed a whole village and burned the dead? We must do something. They are monsters,” Little shouted, with tears already forming in his eyes. 

	“In due time, boy. Patience and strategy would get you far more than…?” he waited for Little to complete the words.

	“More than blind anger and irrational reactions,” Little responded. The boy became calm. There was a bond the two of them shared. A bond far greater than that of father and son. Little trusted Drehel with his life and righteous anger. His people had suffered way too long, but he knew Drehel had a plan, and so, despite Drehel’s unnerving calmness, Little calmed himself.

	“Rogue soldiers who believed offering the blood of East Cegovenian's as sacrifice did the attack sacrifice to Udos would pacify the weather and not bring it to its worst.”

	“Fools,” Little murmured under his breath.

	“Yes, fools. But privileged ones. Reporting the incident would spare nothing, but rather, they would be applauded. So, what do we do?” 

	Little searched his head for a solution. A few ran through his mind, but he knew they would be no good. Hunting the soldiers would only incur the wrath of the West, and the East stood nowhere to challenge them. 

	“If we hunt them down and kill them, would that solve it?” Drehel asked, knowing the thought had crossed the little boy’s mind. 

	“No. That would only bring more death to our people and provoke the West,” Little responded without hesitation.

	“So, what do we do?” he asked.

	As much as it pained Little, he already knew the answer. “Nothing,” he said, then bowed his head in shame and fury.

	“Yes, nothing. But just because there are no direct actions, does not mean there are no actions at all.”

	Little raised his head in confusion. 

	“We respond by seeking more strength. Growing our allies, and when the time is right, we strike,” he said.

	Little was beaming by the time he was done. The thought of having his revenge on the West. The boy had a smile on his face as he left the office. Drehel stared into the wall quietly. They needed someone of power. Someone who had morals and standards. 

	Sadly, judging by morals and standards in a nation as corrupt as West Cegoven was like searching for a needle in a haystack. 

	Drehel rose from his chair, picked his eye patch from the table, and made his way out of the door. He did not know who he needed to recruit, but he would figure it out. He only knew they needed to be a person of power, and that meant they needed to be a member of The Twilight Flame. He walked through the study, shut the door, and made his way downstairs and to the stable to his horses. 

	
Five

	A few days had passed before Drehel found out an attack on an Eastern village had occurred. Drehel was filled with righteous rage. It was not the first time the West had invaded the East and seized the people. It was not the first time the west had cried out from the oppression, and he knew it would not be the last. The people of the West saw the East as nothing but animals that should be put down, a thought unfathomable to him.

	He had been a victim of such himself, recalling his father and all the scars he bore, thanks to him. It was one reason he understood what it meant to have all power seized from you and your right to live freely taken every time they deemed fit. 

	The fight to free the East was not something he could finish quickly. He was far from accomplishing it, and creating a group to rise was nothing if the group could barely respond to attack.

	He was on the right course; patience was the key. The time to act depended heavily on their strength and strategy, and so far, the difference in strength between the two sides was still too great. Despite his powers, despite the power of his lieutenants. They were far from matching the government they sought to overthrow.

	He rode to the capital as fast as he could, riding through the freezing snow. He arrived at the city about an hour later, making his way in.

	For a nation rotten to its core, Cegoven did not look like it. It was beautiful, or at least as beautiful as a nation could be when they tucked their dark side and hid it in land too barren to yield much and filled it with people as playthings. The walls shine bright, made from white bricks and brightened by snowflakes found on the walls. Outside of it was a huge red fabric with a golden flame printed on it, the Cegoven flag. 

	Sellers chorused outside, offering to sell different things to people from the broken bones of lost warlocks said to grant magical powers to the foodstuff and other things. Yet of all the people who crowded this space, buying and selling, none of them looked half as bad as the people he’d seen in East Cegoven. 

	It enflamed him that he could not storm into the city, head to the fortress, and storm inside, blade swinging, magic responding to his call.

	The city wall was built so that it all looked the same. Houses were arranged similarly so that each route looked just like the previous. The streets were a maze, almost impossible to navigate except if one knew his way or one was headed to the palace, which was just ahead. From the gate, you could see the immense building at the center of the city, another fortified wall guarding it, with guards equipped with swords and spears. 

	Drehel had been in the palace only once, but he could remember every inch and paste it on a map if he had to, despite it being an even more difficult maze than the one city.

	There were three walls before the main castle. The first one led to soldiers and some of the lower-ranking officials of the country. The meeting room for the council too. 

	Drehel made his way into the first gate, walked past the garden, and made his way to the second gate, then the third gate. The third gate harbored the king, the ruling council, and The Twilight Flame, the ultimate guardians of the kingdom. It was the second time he’d been to the third gate. The Cegoven palace walls, made of complete glass, still amazed him, although he long understood the mechanism behind it. After all, he was the merchant who had produced the raw materials for the palace. 

	It was like staring at one of his sins and having it stare back at him. At fifteen, they had forced him to leave his home and travel through the sea, a young warlock with barely a grasp of his skills, making his way to a city where he knew no one. He was almost sure he would die at sea, but death had not claimed him. He had a purpose to fulfill.

	He reached West Cegoven, where he began work for a lowly merchant, running errands and transporting goods. Despite being untamed, his warlock skills helped to wade off bandits and accomplish things that would normally require more labor. After every workday, he always felt the inside of his gut wrench like it was sore and swollen. It was. He had not realized it until one day, bandits attacked him on their way to distribute some timbers. Like always, he summoned his magic. Thinking that death by fire was too brutal, no matter their crimes, he summoned water first to threaten the bandits. The bandits had a sorceress of their own. She had countered his spell and sent him crashing against a tree. It felt like every bone in his body cracked and broke. He tried again, agony racing through his body, to summon the flames. His hand stretched in front of him, a flame ball forming over the tip of his fingers, the heat of it creating sweat balls on his face, and then he pushed. The flame danced in the air, attacking his opponent. They were too distracted to counter it, and one man caught up in flames. It was a good win. One down, more to go. He tried to stand, but his legs would not respond to his call. His hands burned like the flames still danced on them, and every hope of moving was futile. The sorceress seemed to have noticed. He could see her from the side of his eyes as she murmured some words and placed her forehand on the merchant’s head. The man screamed in agony, clutching his head with both hands as though trying to detach it from his body.

	The sorceress walked toward him as fear gripped his bones. He begged his powers to respond to his call, but every time he summoned them, the magic cooked inside of him, roasting his intestines and abdomen like it was meant to be devoured. He cried out in pain, cursing at his weaknesses. To him, death had been certain. The lady in black would kill him and put an end to his misery, but she didn’t. She leaned over him, murmured some words he barely understood, then pressed her hand on his forehead. A chill rushed through his body, wiping every pain off with a calming wave. He gasped from the relief of his muscles unclenching and his constricted chest clearing up. “You almost killed yourself casting spells without incantations,” she said with a voice so low it reminded Drehel of the lady called the Singing Bird. “Here,” she handed him a folded parcel. He watched her, still exhausted and unable to draw his magic, but he could feel it. “You need to find your amulet. That way, you can concentrate on your power.”

	He remained quiet; his hard gaze trained on her as though waiting for her to finally offer the kill shot. What kind of sick game was she playing? She just killed his master, looted the whole timber and every other valuable thing they had, and now she was helping him? She had to be a psychopath.

	“Why not kill me?” Drehel asked, confused.

	The lady halted as she pulled the hood of her cloak over her head. “You have the potential to be great. Besides, I think your destiny leads far beyond this wood today.” 

	Drehel did not know what she meant by his destiny. As far as he could tell, he’d had a shit destiny. Barely had a roof to sleep under, and with his master gone, it was only a matter of time before his siblings came to claim the merchant branch and all that was in it. And anything they didn’t consider valuable, like an extra mouth to feed with little to know trained abilities, they would kick off the team. And again, he would be back on the streets.

	But days turned to weeks, weeks turned to months, spring to summer, and then winter and the year ended, but nobody came. It was a fresh start, and he would not waste it. So, despite having no one to sell to, Drehel loaded the first of the timber and made his way to new villages being set up, offering them timbers. He would convince them it was the strongest wood to survive winter, and he would prove it with his powers. 

	After every expenditure, he would return the ledger the lady had given him. He read every inch and taught himself to practice his magic. The thought of an amulet had been lost to him. Every time he finished practicing, he would feel his body wrenching, the magic demanding what it was owed for the time it served. It collected most nights in blood, ache, and swollenness that left him paralyzed for days. And when he finally got himself again, he would go to the woods, chop trees, and saw them into pliable timbers, then fix his carriage and ride alone to then try to sell them. The business of timber was losing its markets. No new settlements were being established, and he did not have the resources to carry himself out of Cegoven to make sales. It would require buying a ship, and ships were owned only by the richest of merchants. 

	Mining was on the rise then, and as a warlock, when he signed up for the mining, he was accepted with both hands. Drehel suffered in the mines with the East Cegovenian's, who had no other jobs than to mine, and even as a kid, he was paid higher wages than them. Believing the stereotype, he thought them ungrateful to the West for securing them a job when all they did was destroy their lands and live on scraps. Another sin he carved on the inside of his heart, never to be forgotten. 

	Drehel had been shipping timbers to a small settlement. It was very little, and the distance barely covered the cost. Even if he calculated the price for the inns, he could have slept in had he not cut cost and slept inside his carriage on top of the woods. The stress of it even when the rain came down heavy on him at night and the sun beat him at day. He had barely crossed the city when a group of bandits attacked him. Drehel froze for the first minute as the men giggled and tossed him around. He recalled the words of the lady as he always did every time he was in danger. “I believe a great path lies ahead for you.” This was not the great path yet, and Drehel knew it. The men seized his horse and dragged it away while some set the timbers from his carriage on the ground, forming a fire. They tied his arms and legs to a stick, placing him above the flame. The heat burned through Drehel’s skin. He could sometimes still hear his screams as he begged them, but they laughed and watched. He called his power, forcing it to answer him. The flames whispered in response. “Una mecum flammae,” he repeated the words even as the heat seared into his skin. The men laughed and watched him struggle to break free from their barbaric act. To cut it short, the flame responded and seized. The men’s eyes widened in horror, and the ropes around his hand loosened. He turned to them with his whole fury, ignoring the curse to use a spell and not cast magic without words. “Oh, no!” he muttered just as the magic flowed from his hand, forming a wild flame out of his hand. The flame spread, the temperature soared, and Drehel collapsed. When he opened his eyes, all around him was frozen sand and a transparent substance. He stared at it, unsure of how it had formed, though he had a rather good idea.

	He took a chunk to the blacksmith, who later studied it, and they created the hardened glass. When Drehel discovered their findings, a glass strong enough that not even an ice dart could penetrate it, he knew there was only one place fit for it. The palace.

	That was the first time he had entered the palace. Just a young merchant ready to make a name for himself.

	Drehel stepped into the glass castle. The walls reflected him, the black patch on his eyes, his disheveled blonde hair tied back. He arched his shoulders high and kept his head straight but bowed in response to every maid he approached.

	The offices of the Twilight Flame had their names printed on the door, and a maid stood outside. There were no guards. There was no point in guarding warlocks and sorceresses of the strongest order.

	He reached the one with Kol on it. “Hello. I’m here for Kol Baelweld,” he said to the lady dressed in the blue uniform for palace maids.

	“Sir Baelweld is unavailable at the moment,” she said, the words barely coming out of her lips coherently. 

	Drehel understood her perfectly. He’d spoken with enough East Cegovenian's to know the common mistakes when they spoke the common language and the accent that followed it. 

	“Perhaps you shall find him in the university,” the lady added as he turned to leave.

	He paused for a minute, then continued walking again. His shoes clicked against the glass, echoing through the halls. The silence of the palace would make one think it was a peaceful place, but he knew that was far from it. The second time he had been here, he had seen the walls for what they truly were. Seen the dirty politics, the greed of men at its finest, and he knew then and there, he would be on the opposing side of it all. 

	***

	Drehel left the palace for the tavern just outside the city. It was the usual place for the meeting with his conspirators. They gathered inside the secret room. The tavern owner was a member who believed in their fight and had lost a loved one to the oppression against the east.

	He greeted the beardy man with a nod, then continued to the rear door, then took a false wall into the room. The room was with no window, and the door was sealed, so from the outside, it looked like a wall and not a door. Inside, a round table stood at the center with six stools surrounding it, five already occupied by five different men. The men seemed to argue about something when Drehel walked in. Silence fell instantly. He took a seat. He was the youngest amongst them, or he looked the youngest. One man already had white hair coming out of his trimmed beard.

	“They raided another village in the East. Most of them were taken to the camp, and others burnt on the stake,” he said with bitterness in every word. 

	“We have to do something. We have to strike back, take out their soldiers or something,” one man swore. “We need to show them we exist.” 

	“Do not make the mistake of thinking they don’t know we exist,” Drehel said calmly, even though inside him raged a thousand furies calling for revenge. But revenge was not what they needed. What the people needed was liberation, and he would give them that.

	His ranks were made of slaves who had grown to gain a certain amount of liberty from their masters. Their faces were lined with scars that showed they, however well-dressed as they were, could not escape their skins just yet.

	“We can’t just sit back and cower,” another said.

	The men fought amongst themselves, voices raised, chairs pushed back. Their rage could be felt in the limited air in the room. Their voices sounded most definitely through the walls, and Drehel thought someone might hear us. Still, he merely brushed the back of his palm against the scar on his face as he pondered in silence, slipping away from the room into a place in his mind. 

	“We have to do something,” most of them were arguing about the course of action.

	“We will rebuild East Cegoven in the image of no other nation,” he said loud enough to be heard among the other voices, yet his voice held the same calmness it always possessed. 

	“How?” one of them asked.

	“Have you even been to the East recently?” the man challenged, walking towards him. “The people have lost hope. With each winter, it gets worse. In five winters, there will be no east.” he slammed his hand against the table, and it vibrated through the room. Drehel did not flinch. He understood their anger, understood why they felt it was a waste or to deal a blow now, and that was all.

	“We’ll rebuild the nation, but first, we will rebuild its strength by giving it hope.”

	“Yeah? How are you going to do that?” the man asked, hands raised. Drehel stared at him with his single red eye, watching the man with a dead stare. The man did not flinch. He was a good foot taller than Drehel and built far more. In physical prowess, he surely would take on two of Drehel and wouldn’t break a sweat. Drehel smiled. 

	“We’ll crumple their workforce by freeing the captured, but before we can do that, we need someone on our side.”

	“Someone?” another of the men asked. “Every East Cegoven man is on our side. They would fight and give up anything to see the oppression.”

	“Not of the oppressed. We need to get a weapon of theirs.”

	The tall man chuckled and threw his hand up. “He’s gone mad,” he said.

	Drehel ignored him and continued, “Kol Baelweld.”

	Another roar of shouts, this time targeted at Drehel. Drehel shook his head. These were commanders of certain outposts, yet they barely had their heads wrapped to see the long game. They were filled with so much fury they only cared about a cut for a cut when they could go for the kill. 

	“Have you gone mad? Kol Baelweld is an elite member of The Twilight Flame. They protect the ruling council and the king,” the man said. 

	“That’s why he’s perfect. Kol Baelweld has a good heart. Reaching him can change the outcome of what’s coming,” Drehel said. 

	He opened his mouth to speak again but was interrupted by a knock on the door. It was the secret knock to inform them of the city guards.

	Drehel pulled his hood on again, then walked to the false wall. “I’ll find Kol, and I’ll convince him to join our cause.”

	“What if he decides against it and kills you instead?” the man asked.

	Drehel smiled that same smile that had words hidden behind it like an assassin’s secret dagger. “It’s a risk I’m willing to take,” he said and walked out. 

	
Six

	The night was cloaked in total darkness. So much so that Imsun could not see in front of her. She could feel the shadows all around her, her fear growing, unsure of how she’d got there. The wind howled, accustomed to the singing of leaves. She was fifteen again, walking through the forest in a white robe, trembling like she had the world’s greatest cold. The wind sang to her, trying to keep her company.

	Dread coiled in her guts. Her mind raced, unsure of what to do, what to say—if to do or say anything. She reached inside of her to seek the comfort of her magic, but there was nothing. She was met with raw emptiness, like something had been harvested from it, her core empty like an eggshell without its substance. 

	Her courage cracked; her mind struggled with a lack of comprehension. She could only wait to see what came next. She walked; the ground was cold. She definitely was there again. The fire did not burn. Her father was not standing on the other end watching as the old man drew lines and recited words with her, nor did her inside burn like she had been tossed inside a fire that only burned on the inside. The moisture of the soil, the cracking of fig branches under her feet. The silent humming like there were eyes staring at her in pity and the comforting voice of the wind brushing her skin, promising to guide her. 

	“You can have it all.” A voice called out from everywhere, echoing with each tree as she walked by. “Everything you desire, you can have it,” the voice said again. She could not tell if it was a man or a woman or if it was some evil creature. She had not returned to the night of the ritual. She’d returned to the dream again. It was the same voice that called to her when she closed her eyes, ushered her into an abyss, took her on the terrifying ride, and reminded her of that as the wind brushed her face. Her heart filled with terror, happiness, or whatever feeling she wished for. She could have it all. 

	She continued walking, and the wind followed behind her; it whispered in her ears, nudging her forward. She was the only one here, despite the feeling of being watched. Every step she took felt like a relief in its own way. 

	She reached a point and stopped. Her gaze fixed in front as a sudden glow erupted from a pool, shining bright, tearing the once bleak darkness at its seams. Imsun shielded her eyes from the glow, and with her head raised, she searched for clues, but there was nothing, except for a signboard with the words “Prohibe” She recognized the word instantly. “Keep off?” she muttered.

	The wind screamed. She felt a force pull her away from the pool further and further. She screamed just as everything went dark again, and she jerked awake. 

	Imsun clutched her chest, wheezing. Her eyes shone bright, and her heart raced. She scanned the surroundings. There was no one inside. She was alone.

	It took a few more seconds before she settled. It had been a dream, and it was not the first time. She could not wrap her head around what it meant. Every night, she had the same dream. The same creature called her to the pool, and then she woke up. What exactly was going on? It was a mystery that she could not solve. 

	She groaned as she rose from her bed and made her way to the window of her apartment. Her apartment was on the top floor of the academy’s residence. She had not had the time to find a more decent place to stay since she moved to teach in Pludasia. 

	She watched the dark sky, lost inside her head. She would have to visit Cegoven soon. The dreams were becoming more and more vivid, and they were not something she could ignore or hope the archive had something on it. There was something mysterious about this dream. It brought a feeling she could not put away. 

	She’d been too young and so desperate to please her father. She did not know what she was giving up. She wondered what her father would say now. ‘Greatness comes with a price. If you’re unwilling to pay, then you’re not my child.’ 

	Adult Imsun would not have minded. The man was a cruel one, and he had pushed it all on her. If her powers would be the cost of her getting what she had lost, then she would gladly give it. Even as she thought the words, she felt the bitterness of it. Her power was like a baby of hers, too. Saying she wanted to have a child, even if it meant giving up her power, would be saying she would sacrifice one child for another. Besides, she was in a school of magic and history. She could not teach the young warlocks and sorceresses how to use their powers if she did not have any.

	The bitterness of the choices she must make rested on her shoulders. Sleep fled from her, refusing to come back, and her mind taunted her surely, repeating the things she already knew. She felt the sudden urge to drink some ale, but it was far too early in the morning, and if she hoped to travel to Cegoven later today, she needed to be clear-headed.

	She sighed again. She needed to get her mind off this thought, and since she could not go back to sleep now, there was only one thing left to do. She walked out of her room dressed in the see-through robe she’d worn to sleep. She walked to the table, flicked her fingers, and the candle came to light atop the candle stand. She pulled a book from the stack of books on the table. The book had a brown cover and a brown ribbon. It looked like something that had survived the sail of the rough waters of Onurial, and back on the first page of the crème paper were the words Untamed written in italics with some words scribbled under. Imsun had learned not to read the words of a magic book aloud or even dwell too much on the thoughts, especially when you do not know what they opened. As she flipped the page of the book, opening to the first page, there was the first spell, the binding spell. The untamed was unlike the spiritual and elemental magic known to the average warlock. It was raw magic, untamed, with access to demon dimensions, summoning creatures that had long been extinct, and if every rumor were to be believed, even Lord Udos. But Imsun, however cautious she was, never believed in rumors. Lord Udos was a powerful being who had attained God’s status by developing his magic beyond any other warlock that ever lived. His practice of untamed magic was widely known as well as the effects it had on the great god-like warlock.

	A chill crept down her spine as she read, but she knew she would keep going. If there was something her father had embedded in her, it was a craving for knowledge and power. Find the knowledge, then think about what it means later. 

	According to the book, she was going to need a special item of whatever—whomever—was to be bound and tied around a stick doll reciting the words. 

	She walked to the cage where the Chotauq rested. She caressed the hair of the small creature; it leaned closer to her, wagging its small tail. She pulled a hair from it, then made her way back to the table. She placed it on top of a wooden doll, then wrapped it with the wool on the table. 

	“I bind you as one,” Imsun said in Polish. Nothing happened. She muttered the words repeatedly. Upon saying the words the third time, she dropped the doll on the table. 

	As she dropped the blade, the skin of her palm tore like a blade had swiftly run through it. Her blood spilled over the bonded doll and fizzled up like water dropped on flames. 

	“Ouch!” she jerked back, clasping her wrist as she watched her bleeding arm. The arm remained open, not magically sealing as it had been. There was definite truth to the sayings of the things that happened to Lord Udos. 

	The untamed magic was like the rest, spiritual or elemental. It always had a price only for that magic. You knew you would pay the price in the long run. You could feel it feeding on your body’s nutrients every time you use your powers. You could feel it demand more and more, consume the strength in you, consume the blood in your skin until you’re almost completely blanched. But for Untamed, it was different. The magic was dangerous because it was wooed with the promises of great spells, the ability to teleport, bind a person, and an event that could lead to death if you knew the right words. But Imsun knew for it all there was a price. A price too great to pay that the copy of books teaching untamed magic had been locked in the highest clearance of the archive and protected with magic to ensure it was not stolen. This was dangerous magic. It was magic with no source. Imsun then decided it was the Devil’s magic. 

	She picked up the doll and stared at the roughly patched wool over the stick. There was no indication her blood had spilled over it. She turned her palm again, making sure she’d not imagined it. 

	She poked the doll, and the Chotauq cried out in pain. She turned to the creature. A huge hole tore through his left forearm, and blood gushed out, filling the cage. The Chotauq cried more in agony. Imsun stood frozen for a minute, unsure of what to do. She turned to the doll. The injury was not supposed to be that big. It multiplied the damage done to the bound creature. She quickly unwrapped the bind from the wool. According to the book, it would break the binding. 

	As she pulled on the wool, the wool obliged, loosening itself. She turned again, too concerned for surprises, and went to the Chotauq. She opened the cage, and the creature crept into her arm.

	“I’m sorry, Chot,” she said as she caressed its gray furs. The Chotauq had been the only small animals that were not hostile to the intellectual community. It was a rare one to find, but Imsun had stumbled upon this one in the academy of Cegoven after she had just finished her ritual. They had been together ever since. The Chotauq leaned on her hand. The stab hole that was once there no longer was. “Alright, go back inside,” she said. 

	The four-legged creature walked back inside when it collapsed to the ground. 

	“Chot.” she leaned down and picked him up into her arms. She watched as his eyes closed, and she knew that was death. Her jaw dropped. It was supposed to be the simplest of spells in that book. She wondered what else she had unleashed. Swiftly, she rushed to it, slammed it closed, tied the surrounding ribbons, then stepped away like it was some plague. 

	She returned to where her pet lay dead on the floor. She caressed the smoothness of its hair, all the while hoping it would open its eyes and be okay. It never did.

	Imsun sat on her bed, staring out into the bleak cloud for the rest of the night. Most times, she fondled her silver hair, curling it around her finger. She remained still, lost in her mind yet unable to pin down a single thought. She stayed the same way until the darkness faded, replaced by the dull morning light. 

	She quickly changed into her usual white robe and black cloak and dashed out the door. 

	Imsun made her way out of the apartment and out of the building into a single compartment carriage outside of her gate. The riders, most of whom barely went home but slept in their carriages till dawn, were up and ready to transport her to the docks. The deck was always filled with lazy sailors who spent most of the hours sleeping and crossed the waters only twice or once the whole day, despite spending the night on their boats. The second type were poachers, men who traveled the unsailed waters hoping to catch a siren and skin them.

	Imsun made her way to the boat, setting up to sail. “How much for a pass?” she asked. 

	“The docks are no place for a lady at this hour,” the big-bellied man said, climbing down the boat. He grinned at her with stained teeth, and Imsun politely returned his grin, then repeated her question. 

	“How much for a pass to Cegoven?” She was a good inch taller than the man, so much so that with his round, protruding belly, he looked like a football waiting to be kicked. 

	“A bronze and a shelly,” he said, turning his face from her as though deciding she was no fun. 

	Imsun reached inside her purse and fished out two bronze coins. “I shall take the first class. I do not want to be disturbed.”

	She handed it to the man, whose eyes widened as though he’d never held two bronze coins at the same time. 

	Imsun’s shoulders eased as she climbed onto the deck. For a moment, she’d thought they would do something stupid. She walked further, making past some men loading grain down into the hold of the boat. 

	The smell of saltwater breezed by, whistling as it danced past her ears and caressed her skin. Her silver hair waved in the steady wind. The water was so peaceful even though she knew at one point they would experience a strong tide that then required the expertise of the sailors, who most of the time were paralytic drunk, but navigated those times with little issue. How can something be so soothing and so troubling? 

	But even as she thought, she reached for her magic, feeling it like home inside of her, soothing yet, she could tell it was hungry inside of its cage, searching to destroy her from the inside. She sighed. Maybe the more soothing, the more unnerving it was.

	Dawn was slowly settling in. The shivering snow lightened up, and the sun rose slowly from the horizon for just a few minutes before the moons encapsulated it again and trapped it for the rest of the day. 

	Imsun sat inside the cabin. It was the first time she’d ever boarded first class. The cabin was smaller than the broad pass, with everyone seated in an open space. This one had a small bed, although Imsun suspected there might be bugs hidden there. From the cabin, she sat in silence, listening as the sound outside rose slowly, from the calming water clapping against the wood to the chaotic chants of sailors and the beckoning of boarders calling and deliberating prices with different sailors. Traders called from the offshore, offering their goods for money, and amidst that clamor of chaotic arguments and trading, Imsun knew there would be a few begging for alms. Pludasia's shores were unlike that of Cegoven, raided with beggars, but there were a few of the Wrigos who felt entitled to the wealth of strangers and decided begging was the right way to go. She could, unlike those in Cegoven, not sympathize with them. For a nation whose reach is overshadowed by Cegoven, the nation had built itself to a standard. They gathered knowledge of all kinds of creatures and all kinds of magic, including some that had been lost to time. She’d even spotted the floating book behind closed doors of the archive, and the research group was always looking for new workers for the volcano. 

	She caressed her silver bracelet, feeling the comfort of its weight on her wrist.

	A knock came on the door. She rose and opened it.

	“We’ll be setting sail soon, just wanted to let you know,” the captain said, staring at Imsun like she was his favorite dinner he should have before going to bed. His eyes moved down to her chest, sizing her up. 

	Imsun nodded, her hand still on her bracelet, flicking it. It was not the first-time men turned to look at her or say words about how they wanted to have her, and she had grown accustomed to those words, but sometimes they got bold. And what gave a man the right to get bold if not a woman locked in a small chamber with a bed, a table, and a chair? 

	The man’s gaze went to her hand on her wrist, then back to her face—her full lips, then back to her chest, and as though realizing himself, back to her face again, holding her gaze. Whether he had an opinion about her dark eyeliners like most people, he didn’t say. A timid man. 

	“Also, we’ll be passing through the silent island. Most of the water has frozen over except for that side.”

	Imsun stared at the man, who grew uncomfortable, then said, “I just wanted you to know.” Imsun nodded again. 

	He stepped out.

	Imsun motioned towards the door, closed it, and before she knew it, she was feeling the urge to lie down. She climbed onto the bed and gave out a sigh as she stared at the top of the cabin, creaking with steps as people walked by. 

	She lay there a while before finally giving in to sleep.

	
Seven

	The sound of sailors shouting at the top of their voices, footsteps receding, and bells jingling in the distance, awakened Imsun. 

	She yawned and stretched as she climbed off the bed. She turned to the huge mirror: her silver hair was a mess. She brushed her finger through it, straightening it the best she could. She’d not known how exhausted she was until she had fallen asleep. She made her way out of the ship. The other passengers were already up, and some were boarding. The sailor sat on the deck, drinking from a bottle of old ale. His crew sang one of the old elven songs said to pacify the waters and keep the spirits from sinking the boat, only this time, they sang in a more chorusing manner. She wondered how long they had been singing. Their voices were croaking from singing beyond their pitches. Even if the spirits did not want to obey the songs, they would fear those voices, thinking there were monsters on board.

	Imsun Carr did not take in her surroundings until she stepped off the boat onto the wooden walkway above the water. She raised her head to take in everything now. Everywhere around her, there was a clamor for attention. The women were trying to sell their fish, the traders on opposite ends selling items from fake magical amulets to real ones. The sailors called passengers aboard their boats. And just behind the scenes, a few feet away from all the chaos, was a different brand of wares, the whorehouse that served as both an inn and tavern. 

	Imsun took the path to her left, keeping her head high and ignoring the chaos. The women called on her to buy from them, lifting their products for her to see. She smiled politely when she could and decided it was best to throw off deaf ears, or she would spend the rest of her hours here declining purchase offers. 

	A child raced her way, stopping in front of her. She halted as her gaze rested on him. He was a young boy, no more than ten years old. His dark skin told all she needed to know that he was from East Cegoven. She wondered where his parents were. Despite stopping already, the boy did not say a word. He just kept his gaze on her face. Imsun reached inside her purse, pulled out a bronze coin, then decided against it. Giving a kid a bronze coin on the shores of Cegoven was like asking the kid to be killed. She pulled out some shillings and handed them over.

	The boy smiled, then stretched forth an apple to her. 

	“I’m good, thank you,” she said, then tried to circumvent the boy. The boy caught her by the arm and stretched forth the apple again. 

	Imsun stared at it for a while. She went on one knee, keeping her at equal height with the boy. She collected the apple, bit on it, then handed it back to the boy.

	The boy retrieved the apple, then ran away. 

	Imsun smiled. The innocence of children never ceased to amaze her. She made her way from the slugs of the shore, passing the horrid smell of waste and alcohol until she arrived just outside of it, stepping down from the wooden walkway. 

	Carriers sat atop the carriages, waiting to pick up people. Horses neighed as they came to a halt upon reaching the stop. She climbed into the first carriage. A man with slightly tan skin rode it, probably an immigrant. He had a hunched back, causing one of his shoulders to be broader than the other. “Where to, ma’am?” he said in a hoarse voice.

	“Flouby,” she said as she leaned back. She watched the countryside fading away as the horse neighed into motion. Imsun could not help but feel nostalgic. In some way, she missed Cegoven. Since she left the city, she had put everything behind her and promised not to visit her parents—a punishment they well deserved. She reached for the comfort of her bracelet. Funny how this journey was only possible because of what her father had made her do. The world is all about power, her father always said. No, Pa, the world is about love and a lot more. It was only men with cruelty in their hearts disguised as simplicity that came to believe they could reduce the emotions of people to just one ingredient. It never takes just a single ingredient to cook food. 

	The horse rode with speed, chasing the wind as it raced through the woods, making its way from the lonely streets into more crowded ones. 

	After about an hour, the horse slowed down, striding through the city’s gates.

	She stepped out, handed him some shillings, then made her way inside. The guards in their uniforms bowed in greeting. She responded in kind.

	The castle was still the same as the last time she’d been here. From outside, you could see the glass walls glinting despite the absence of the sun. The glass palace had been meant as a symbol to reflect Cegoven’s glory. Their dominance over the surrounding nations and their advancement in technology. And the castle did just that. All those who never saw the castle wondered what it looked like, how they had made fragile glass strong enough to hold together during storms. 

	Honestly, Imsun still thought one day it would collapse and the entire government of Cegoven along with it. It wasn’t a bad thought. The council were all just a bunch of lazy assholes given too much power. She shook her head. She was not supposed to be having thoughts like these. She was one of the elite. 

	She reached the main gate. Atop the fence were four guards stationed with crossbows. They were said to be the sharpest of shooters in the entire kingdom and beyond. They could shoot a squirrel from a mile away. 

	Imsun did not know what the result of her meeting would be, but she knew she would walk in there with her head high. She would tell them of her plans, and they would join her. Like every organization, The Twilight Flame was submerged in politics. Some had sided with different political bodies, working for personal favors. It was against everything they stood for, but people still masked themselves in a unified body and whatnot.

	She stood at the door; the words scribbled above the conference room: “The Twilight Flame”. She was about to enter the room filled with the best practitioners the world has ever known. She would’ve been a fool if a shiver didn’t run down her spine. 

	She steeled herself. No matter what the result was, she would start her quest to find the pool. She pushed the door open and made her way inside. 

	The seven seats of the Twilight members were all occupied except for one, that of Kol, who remained in Pludasia overseeing things. 

	Their gazes were fixed on her as she made her way in. Their seats formed a crescent moon, leaving the open space for whoever summoned the meeting.

	Imsun felt her body tremble. What was wrong with her? She knew these people. Some she had graduated school with,  broken bread with. She closed her eyes and exhaled. 

	“About time, Imsun,” Gladys teased. Gladys was the sorceress who had initiated Imsun into The Twilight Flame. You would think she would be a mentor, but on the contrary, she had been a pain in her ass. She had assisted Imsun during her training, carving her magic and horning its sharp edges into fine shape. However, she had also taunted the nineteen-year-old silver head every time she had the chance.

	Beside her were two other men, one old and ruffled with white hair in the places where hairs could still grow. His skin was wrinkled with age, and even though he could tailor himself with his magic, he’d decided not to. “There’s no virtue in looking young when one is ancient and full of wisdom already,” he always said. Well, there was no virtue in looking like you could fall over any time and die. Beside him was another warlock. His age was unknown, and he was one of the few who knew his ways around untamed magic. He tailored himself now and then, deciding what new jawline to wear or if he wanted to look taller by a few inches, depending on the occasion. 

	Today, he wore a tight jawline and a huge body. His beard was ruffled like a bird had picked it, and the same with his hair. Imsun knew he would tell her it came with the look, but she knew it was the magic. She had only practiced untamed magic, and she still felt the soreness in her palms despite the healing abilities of her silver bracelet. She could still feel the pain, wrenching on the inside, waiting for another try or use of her power for it to all come rushing out.

	“Thank you for gathering here on short notice,” Imsun started.

	“Well, we hope it’s worth it,” Gladys crooned. 

	Imsun cast her a glance and clenched her fist tightly, reaching for the soothing feeling of her magic. Years later and the purple head still got on her nerves. She wished she could tell her she looked like a broomstick waiting to be snapped into two or a match with a purple head waiting for the rain to put her out to dry, but that would be too harsh for her old tutor—not like the creature didn’t deserve it. She was the meanest person Imsun had ever met, but just as she was mean, life had been meaningful to her. Gladys had once used her powers to fight off bandits and save the life of a drowning minister the same day. Later, when all was well, her power had demanded what it was owed. She had brought the man back from the reaper’s claws, and her magic had placed her there instead, constantly draining her life source with each passing day, her body slowly failing her. She was still tutoring Imsun when her legs began to fail, and the burned patches appeared on them. Imsun remembered her mean tutor falling to the ground, screaming in agony as her smooth, alabaster skin turned black and rough with patches like the cursed lands of the volcano. 

	“I recently have been having these visions of a pool. It glows brightly at night….” 

	“The magic pool of Aetudale,” the old man murmured.

	Imsun nodded. They shared gazes amongst themselves as though curious what her point was. Just wait. 

	“The magic pool is a fantasy, a myth. It does not exist,” the old man crooned, picking his words one by one.

	“How can we say for sure it does not exist if we’ve never gone to find it?” Imsun countered.

	“Because we believe in the works of our fathers who held magic in its rawest forms. If they could not find the pool, why do you think we can?” Gladys asked.

	“It was still the same fathers who mentioned the pool. While some fervently insisted it didn’t exist, others, with the same fervor, if not greater, insisted it did,” Imsun said. This was going to be a waste of time. The Twilight Flame was not interested in leaving their comfort, hoping to find or not find a pool that may or may not exist. She should have known better. 

	There was silence. They all stared at each other, then back at her with a questioning gaze. They could deliberate terms and perspectives all day and talk about what the pages said and what they didn’t, but they needed to know her point. 

	Imsun took in a long breath, holding it in as though to seal her heart before they attempted to shatter it. “I’ve decided to go in search of it. I only came to ask for volunteers.”

	Another silence. Fucking cowards. They would pine and dine with politicians and steal people’s funds from behind the scenes, but for one true adventure to find something that could alter the perspective of the magical world—give her the opportunity to procreate—they will not lift a finger. Cowards. 

	“I’m afraid we cannot endorse your goose chase, Ms. Carr. There are matters—real matters—that require taking care of. You would know if you stayed and did not chase any dream that comes your way,” Matt, the sorcerer, said. 

	Imsun stood there, dejected. She had expected them to welcome her with closed hands, but not this closed, that not even one of them would chase this with her. She sighed when she turned to each one of them, then to the empty seats where she and Kol would have occupied, and sighed exasperatedly. She turned to leave when Gladys said in a tone that didn’t quite fit. 

	“I hope you find what you’re searching for, Imsun.” 

	Imsun paused only for a brief second. It was all she needed to do to acknowledge her former tutor’s words. 

	She walked out of the room with her spirits down. She did not realize she had been hoping for a little validation from one of them, but as expected, the worst happened. Now, she had to go back to Pludasia. 

	She made her way out of the palace, greeted by the soft wind. The snow was mild today. She raised her hood over her head, turned to her left, and began walking.

	Imsun navigated the streets of Cegoven, caught between frustration and exhaustion. Her mind swindled through thoughts, not holding on to anyone long enough for her to make any sense of it. She was not about to doubt herself right now. She’d reached a powerful place in the magical society, and she had her whole life ahead of her. She did not care if she would be half as strong as she was now. She just wanted something. That feeling of loving something—someone—as though it were your own flesh. 

	When she raised her head, she was standing in front of a house that looked abandoned. The flowers and the weed battled for space. The snow-covered most of it. 

	She walked to the door; a feeling of pain clutched her chest. She’d not been around for them. She’d turned her back on them. She pushed the feeling aside. They’d been horrible people, her father for the most of it, her mother for deciding to stick with the man despite all his issues and turning his daughter into an instrument for his magical ambitions. But he’d been right, though. She’d accomplished everything he said she would with ease, had graduated top of her class, performed bigger, tamed magic more than any other person, and as expected, had been scouted by The Twilight Flame, but it had been her life, and she was supposed to choose the path she wanted to travel. 

	She realized this was why she was drawn to the pool. The opportunity to do something for herself, live the life she wanted to live, and not be forced into one by people. She’d thought Pludasia academy would give her that, that investing herself in children and teaching them the craft her father had forced on her would not only give her a sense of accomplishment but also put the gift to good use. She was wrong. Instead, it had opened a wound that slowly festered. 

	She knocked on the door twice. There was no answer. She lifted her hand again and knocked on it. The door swung open; her father stood there. They stared at each other for an awkward minute, unsure of what to say. Her mother called from inside. 

	“Who’s that?” Only then did her father give way, allowing her into the house.

	Her mother lay on the bed. Her gray hair had multiplied since the last time Imsun saw her. She was a shell of her previous self, lying on the bed like someone waiting for death. Imsun stared at her in shock, unsure of what to say. She turned to her father in the same muted conversation. Only then did she notice her father’s gray hair forming and the thickness of his collarbones. They both looked like they’d gone through hell in the few years since she’d been gone. Her father sighed. His shoulders slackened even more as he turned and slowly headed for the kitchen.

	“Imsun,” her mother said in a faint voice, raising her hand to hold her. Her mother coughed. 

	Imsun instinctively picked the cup from the bedside and brought it to her mother’s lips. She drank from it.

	“You came back. My daughter, you came back,” her mother said, tears welling up in her eyes.

	“Mama, what happened? Why?” she asked, but her mother just let the tears roll down her eyes and grabbed her daughter’s hand in a clutched grip as though saying I never want to let you go again. 

	Imsun held her mother back. 

	Her father returned.

	“What happened?” she asked again.

	Her father sighed and ambled to the wooden seat on the other end of the small house. When he was comfortably seated with a few groans, he began.

	“When you left, your mother believed you’d return. She waited for you by the shores every day for as long as she could. For an entire year, she would leave in the morning, sit by the banks of the water, and watch the boats come and go. She would come home, hope depleted and exhausted, so much so that she would fall asleep almost instantly. But the next day, when she woke up, she would curse herself for not praying for you before going to sleep. She would curse me for pushing you away,” he cleared his throat, “she would repeat the same thing. An entire year passed, and not once did she stop going to the shores or chase after people with silver hair, thinking they were you—” he paused, took a few breaths, and continued.

	“Every day, it broke her heart, yet she never gave up. She told herself this would be the day you came home. When she wanted to give up hope, she went to the market, bought your favorite cloak, and said it was winter and you would need something to keep yourself warm,” he reached for a black cloak made from animal skin and tossed it at Imsun. Imsun caught it. “She took it with her each time.”

	“One day, she’d come home late because she’d seen a silver-haired girl board a boat but was too late to stop the boat. She boarded the next boat and followed it to Pludasia only to find out the girl wasn’t you.” 

	Her mother coughed, tears running down the sides of her face, her hands clutching her daughter’s hand tightly. “That day, on her way back, she encountered some bandits. They beat her up, and when they realized she had no money and would not let go of your cloak, the warlock poured a potion on her, cursing her. Ever since, a week has been like a year to her. Her life keeps draining out of her.”

	Imsun turned to her mother, both their eyes filled with tears. She could not find the words to say. For the first time, Imsun felt something akin to revenge. She’d felt anger before, felt sad, but this was a warring of emotions pointed at the people who did this, despite their faces being a blur on her mind. She wanted them to pay. Luckily, she knew just what potion they had used. She only needed the ingredients, and she would reverse the spell. 

	Her mother held back tightly; their silence filled the void words could not fill.

	
Eight

	At the end of the day, Sienna had circled around with no other place to stay unless she considered laying on the streets. She returned to the settlement, making her way into what was left of the place she called home. It was dangerous because it was a wood filled with vicious predators. The eeriness of it loomed the scent of those that had died there. The walls carried their cries in echoes and creaking. 

	She drowned in the silence, her whole-body alert like she was in the den of a lion, afraid it might wake up from its slumber. Every sound caused her to jerk awake, turning in all directions. If Sienna was grateful, she was grateful her son was still in school and he would not have to come home until the weekend. By then, she would figure out what she had to do—she would figure out what to do with what was growing inside her belly. 

	No, she wouldn’t.

	If she was anything, it was tense and frightened. She could not think about having a second baby in a world where just being from East Cegoven was crime enough. How about actually breaking one of their laws? One which was within your country. Stupid girl, she cursed herself.

	Indeed, she was a stupid girl, or it was a stupid world, but the law of popular opinion has always led the count. If the world deemed itself sane and righteous, then she was the one who needed to flee from it.

	The night was far spent. The silence slowly became calming. Small insects swizzled and sang as they danced their way around the house, making their presence known with each annoying sound. On other days, Sienna would curse them for it, curse that their singing would not allow Andor to go to bed or that if he went to bed, they would feed on him, injecting their poisonous blood into him and leaving him with a fever. She’d earned enough and bought the right magic object to heal him the last time that happened. But right now, she was grateful for their company. Grateful they had not forsaken her. She let them sing their choruses in her ears. Sienna listened to them even as she pondered on what the first light tomorrow would bring. 

	As Sienna drifted to sleep, she dreamed of her family. They all sat outside a house in a new Cegoven where both dark and light-skinned were neighbors and greeted each other with genuine smiles. Her parents sat on one side of the table, her on the other holding her baby. Dunmir, her husband, to the left, and her son, Andor, to the right. It was a baby girl. She had brown eyes that stood out with her warm brown skin. She sucked on Sienna’s hand cheerfully, and when she laughed, Sienna’s heart melted away, like a calming sea, breezed by the cool greetings of a calm day. Her wordless sounds calmed her. 

	The pastures were green, the tables long and filled with food enough to fill their bellies. There was happiness unlike what Sienna had ever experienced before. Andor stood from his chair, racing around the table, performing elemental magics, laughing when he knocked the wine with a ball of water. In this dream, Sienna felt true happiness, a calm she’d never felt since she was born. It felt too good to be true. The green grasses, the beautiful flowers, the smile on her husband’s face. Her parents were happy, her son safe and unbothered, and her suckling, too. They were so happy, and it gave her dream away. 

	Sienna knew now it was a dream. She stood there, her heart filled with a burden that could not be shed, weighing her down. She could only stare dreamily. 

	“Honey, what’s wrong?” her husband asked, his face holding a glint of joy.

	She could not speak. She could not bring herself to utter a single word for the fear that if she did, the world would fade and everything would return to the way she knew it to be: her husband, gone; her son, troubled and worried; her parents, gone; and her with an infant that might never see the sunrise. 

	No, she would not let this dream go. She would cling onto it like one would cling to a rope that held its dear life. This dream was the essence of her existence. She would hold it tight, and the real world could go to hell. She was happy here. She could smile here and not be judged for it. Her family was happy here. 

	But like every dream, this one was ending. First, it was the voices fading into the background, their laughter growing so distant it felt more so like a memory than a reality. Her husband called “Sienna.”

	His voice echoed through her, hitting the line that blurred the conscious state from the subconscious, pulling her back with each call of her name. The perfect world crumbled from the tremor of his voice. His voice shifted from that of the man she used to know intimately to a familiar yet distant voice. She felt the tethering between her and the dream loosen as she was dragged back to the reality she dreaded most. 

	“Sienna,” Cate called from outside, banging on the door. 

	Sienna jerked awake. Her eyes darted through the darkness that encapsulated the room. She listened more, despite the banging on the door, trying to recollect her memories. “Sienna, can you hear me?” Cate called out again. 

	Sienna rose from the mattress, stumbled her way to the door, and when she opened. Cate muttered, “Sienna, thank the gods.” She sounded out of breath like she’d been running. The candle’s flame whisked under the wind, the blue flames dancing atop golden ones and wax seething down the steps onto the candle stand. Sienna wondered where her friend had gotten a candle stand from. Sienna was more curious about the way Cate was dressed. She wore a ragged cloak that shielded her head and had only taken it off when Sienna opened the door. She was in all black, something that would not strike as odd for people with barely any choice of clothing were it not for the shoes that glimmered black under the candle’s flame. Sienna could tell that from the way they shone, they were made of animal skin. Something reserved for the West. By the moons, what had her friend done to get these things?

	“My brother was taken,” she said. 

	“What?” Sienna blurted out. “Cate… I…”

	“I’m sorry,” Cate cut her short. 

	Sienna’s breath hung in her throat, freezing any word that was meant to escape. She could not put the pieces together just yet. 

	“I didn’t have a choice. I’m sorry,” Cate said, taking steps back as she went. 

	“Cate, what’s going on?” Sienna asked, confused. She stepped out just enough that her bare feet stood uncomfortably on the snow. The wind sang to her, the neighing of horses far up the west, fire sticks dancing under the impregnable wind, rushing towards her. Laced with confusion, Sienna turned her gaze to Cate. 

	“I’m sorry. I did what I had to do,” Cate muttered again.

	“What did you do?” Sienna ignored the freezing cold burning into her naked legs as she stepped out onto the icy ground. She walked towards Cate, but with each step she took, Cate matched it with two of her own, keeping the distance like she was friends with a plague. 

	The sound of the horses grew nearer. Wits around Sienna were sparse. Confusion filled her head; she could barely understand what was going on. Danger was fast approaching; her friend was apologizing. She was begging her head to put the damn pieces together. She knew. Goddamnit, she knew, but she could not bring herself to accept it. She could not bring herself to put the bloody pieces together or to see the bitter truth in the words her friend was saying.

	“What did you do, Cate?” Sienna asked again, her nerves rising. Her gaze dabbled between the descending horses, the dancing flames, and her friend stepping back, fading further into the darkness so much so that the lit candle could barely draw out her face. 

	“I just came to warn you, Si. I’m sorry,” she murmured before she blew out the flames, and there was darkness.

	The picture made sense. I’m sorry. I just came to warn you. I’m sorry.

	It all made sense. Cate had betrayed her. Cate had sold the information on her pregnancy, or the information on the dead soldier, or both. All that mattered was Cate had betrayed her. Cate had sold her out for her brother’s freedom.

	Sienna turned again to the horses in realization. The men were there for her. They were descending on her with the fury of the dead, the justice they so much thought they deserved.

	She could make out the words the wind was saying to her now. Run. Run. Run. Death comes to your door. Run. 

	She turned in whatever direction, put the flames behind her, and ran as fast as her legs could carry her. The cold ice seeped through her pores, freezing her feet, but she kept at it. She kept swinging, one foot over the other. The wind urged her on; she must run. For her son, for her unborn baby, for her husband. She must run for the father who’d sacrificed his life to raise her. For her mother, who’d whored herself to keep that bread on the table—no matter how dirty it was. She must run. 

	So, Sienna ran.

	She ran into the darkness, guided by the wind and instincts. She continued as fast, fleeing with all her strength. The only thought in her mind, she must save herself, for her son and her friend had betrayed her. She remembered the lines on Cate’s face as she stepped back, disappearing further into the darkness, moving like there was a plague in the gap between them. No.

	She was with the plague. That plague was betrayal. A plague that could only be born of trust placed wrongfully. A plague that broods and feeds like a parasite, destroying in its wake. But betrayal was a two-edged sword. It cut both ways, and even though Cate had betrayed her, she found solace in knowing Cate felt as peaceful as she was right now. She held onto that anger like a flame. Nurture it, let it burn, let it keep her alive and wade off the cold, let it guide her through the night and out where she would be safe from danger. Well, as safe as she could be.

	Sienna did not know where to run. The horses were covering the routes. They would scavenge every village and turn every city down until they had their hands on her. She’d killed one of their own. She was pregnant with a baby when she already had one. She was dead. But Sienna would not die easily. She must outwit them, and there was only one answer. 

	Her father had always told her, ‘If a lion is after you, you must do what the lion least expects. You mustn’t run because he expects a chase, and if you run, you mustn’t hide in your safe space because he expects you to want to feel safe. You must go to where the lion feels safe. Only there would you find peace because a lion out on the hunt does not need to feel safe. It needs a meal.”

	Sienna made the boldest move she’d ever made in her life, even more, audacious than killing a white man. She made a turn, and she headed back towards the woods that separated the east from the west, keeping away from the boundaries where the guards gathered and the camps were set. She rambled through the woods, darted, greeted by the uncivilized branches of trees protruding from all corners, poking in all directions. She used the flames of the search party as a guide, keeping her head low, moving in the opposite direction, putting more distance with them as they traveled further east. 

	For how long she walked, she did not know, only that she walked until the coldness of the ground mixed with the piercing branches occasionally poking her feet created blisters. She could feel the pain massaged with every step. She suspected she was bleeding, but the moonlight was barely sufficient to tell, and she was afraid if she stopped now, she would not find the energy or courage to keep going, so she continued walking, despite the pain. She continued, each step after the other until she could hear the chorus of drunk soldiers singing to the night. She could see the huge fire sizzling through the darkness, cutting it where it felt too thick, and the men camped around it, their voices crying out. 

	One camp laid behind them. When the wind was low, and flame stood steady enough, she could make out the walls that guarded the camp where the men were being held hostage. Atop it, there were no soldiers. They all camped around the fire; their backs turned to darkness. Idiots. But they were not. They had cut off the teeth of the East Cegoven people, and they’d lost their will to fight. That there was no one who would run out of the woods and slit their necks while they got drunk and that the prisoners would not break out of their camps because, really, what life awaited them? Men broken in will and spirit. 

	But hadn’t her father said, it’s when the Zebra thinks the lion has no more teeth, that’s when it bites, or on some days when he was drunk, it’s by the overconfidence of the darkness that the fire can cut through it. 

	They were fools. They would come to realize it one day. One day she would not have her back against a wall, and she would show them they were fools to keep their guards down and mock the strength of East Cegoven. Bloody fools.

	She continued her race to the West, staggering through the woods until she was safely there. All her body was flooded with pain, sharp cuts, and bruises. Now that she was here, she was uncertain where to go, only that she had to keep moving. She might have outwitted them, but the snow had not been her friend. It would take at least fifteen minutes before her tracks were refilled, that’s if it was not found before then, and they trail her back. And even if it did, if they had a skilled hunter, they could track her through broken branches. She’d once seen her father track a spotted beast through its prints, and when the claws disappeared, he tracked it through the branches that gave way for it.

	Her best bet was to put as much distance between her and the East as  she could. Sienna relied on her instincts, walking around the streets of West Cegoven in the dead of night, risking death even as she went on. Her son arrives tomorrow. She would have to find her way back to the shores, and she would flee with him. It didn’t matter if she had to sneak into a boat, but she would leave this godforsaken country behind, and she would be free with her son. They would move anywhere, maybe back to Pludasia. She heard they were accepting humans with no abilities now, and they could not possibly turn down a mother and her child. She would get a job there, she would work her ass off, and she would give Andor the life he deserved. But first, she must survive. 

	Sienna found her way to an abandoned house outside the city walls. She could already feel the cold slipping into her skin and exhaustion bearing on her. She made her way to the unmowed lawn and walked around it. There was a silence that hovered around. She thought of going inside, but that might push her luck. She’d not encountered any patrol during her walk. Did they even send patrols this way? This was probably one of the poor villages in the West. Yet they were wealthier than the richest of villages in the East.

	She turned around to the stable suited for three horses, but the stable was empty. There were no horses, and the grass felt old and untainted with horse shit.

	Sienna snuck into the stable, closing the wooden door the same way she’d seen it, then moved to the far end of the grass, curling up on it. 

	The grass chilled her skin, and only when the chill ran through her body did she realize she was cold. She squeezed herself tightly, grass bruising her wounded skin, her feet finally sighing in relief. 

	Her mind did not gain the same relief. Every sound, every whisker, could be death coming to claim her. Despite trying to rest, Sienna remained awake, shivering from the cold, hurting from the pain, and troubled with the thought of what each encroaching second held. 

	But there was one thing she was certain of. She would survive. She had to. For her son and for her unborn baby. 

	
Nine

	It was winter. It parched the land for a mile in every direction around the volcano and cracks formed on the thick frost. Most of the soil slipped away, forming thick, viscous substances. The surrounding water formed gas rising to the sky. Kol stood there, watching the people endlessly barricading it, the magical spells they cast trying to keep it in place.

	The volcano became even more active during the winter, and as time went on, it got worse until winter safely passed, and it would slowly settle again, but after each winter, it ate up more and more land, consuming everything in its path. It had consumed the small Pludasia lake that stood only a few meters away, leaving a hole in the ground. 

	They were nowhere near solving the mystery of this volcano, and it troubled Kol Baelweld more with each passing day. They had searched every text with the mention of the volcano, read by colleagues and himself, but there was no mention of why this volcano was here or even of a volcano at all. The land of Pludasia had been a prosperous, proud land with magical beings who pride themselves on their vast knowledge of the universe and their skills with magic. It had been so bad that every child that was born was made to undergo a test for magic. The more powerful the child, the higher the status of the family, and if the child was seen to be lacking in magical abilities, he was offered as a sacrifice to their gods.

	Years had passed, and still, their request to discover the mystery of the volcano remained incomplete.

	Kol sighed in frustration. The cold and heat mixture were becoming too unbearable. “Gentlemen,” he called the attention of the people working the site. His gaze moved from the human males on to the Wrigos, their catlike eyes that burned with exhaustion from using their powers. The wrigos were creatures with only care for magic and intellect. It was how Pludasia fell into Cegoven’s control all those years ago. “We’ll put a stop here for now. We’ve all worked so hard. Go home, be with your families, let the winter pass, and we’ll begin next year.”

	The men nodded, then dispatched in various directions gathering their belongings. Kol stared at the burning peak of the mountain, red hot, smoke oozing out of it, flowing up the clouds.

	He sighed in exasperation, then turned and made his way down the cliff. 

	

	He made his way to his office, stationed at the east wing of the academy. He watched as children played outside, their mothers watching them under the snow. The bliss and naivety of them all. It’d been many years since he lost that. Many years since the cruelty of age swept him from the naivety of a child, and yet, he looked so much like one that often, humans had mistaken him for one. Not until they were close enough to him could they see his ears and realize he wasn’t human. He, unlike them, could not live, grow old and die during such time. He could not love anyone and have them hold hands when they were freckled and old. How lucky humans were. 

	Kol reached for the comfort of his sword, feeling the eagle-like head touch his hand, soothing every rising nerve in his body. One kid shot the ball towards him. The ball hit him and fell to the ground. He turned to the boy, rolled it back towards him, and smiled. The kid smiled back.

	Kol thought of his parents again—had he ever been this young and loved? Or had he always been discarded, tossed away like nothing? No, that was too harsh. His parents might have their reasons. Besides, two hundred and eighty years ago, the nations weren’t in harmony. They could have been killed. Kol felt something poke at his heart. He realized despite his anger towards his parents, the thought of them being dead hurt him more than just thinking they abandoned him.

	He walked in silence. He could feel the hostile force of the wind’s bite against his flesh, the freezing cold roughing up his body in a desperate attempt to get into his skin and a pair of eyes fixed on him. Call it instinct. Kol had always had an eye for these things. He knew when someone was following him. He paused. Waited for a second, trying to sniff the person. His hand moved to his blade again. He scanned both sides of him. Beyond the children and their parents to his left and some workers heading home to his right, he could not see the person. Whoever this person was, they were good at covering themselves. 

	He turned back, knowing he would be met with an empty view, but still, he did. His hand left his sword, and his shoulders eased. He continued his path forward.

	Kol knew the person still expertly trailed behind him, and he knew he would not catch the person, not even if he turned back, but he would not lead them to wherever they hoped to follow him. He made a quick turn, stopped in front of some scholars, exchanged words, then continued forward. The streets of Pludasia were beautifully crafted in brown bricks, unlike Cegoven, where everything seemed pale down to the people. But here, it was a different hue. This was mostly due to the fact that the Pludasia soil was like desert dust. 

	Kol made a turn into a tavern, disappearing into the darkness of it. Now, for his stalker to see him, he would have to come in. Kol walked to the last table by the end of the room, sat down, and leaned back on the wall, his gaze trained on the door. 

	He waited for who would walk in, ready to launch an attack on them. 

	Drehel realized he had underestimated the Flame when he stopped, cast a glance, and loosened his gait. The man could most definitely not be that carefree, whether he was the strongest of warlocks. He was still privy to surprise attacks, and loosening his gait was definitely a way of luring Drehel in. He’d flagged himself with magic, disguising himself as one tourist who came to see the popular volcano along with other mountains that could be spotted in the distance, their tops covered in fogs of icy wind, except the volcano. That one had a smoky top oozing out. 

	Drehel had never seen the volcano before now, but it was true what they said about it. The smoke from it was pitch black, with glimmers of red ashes floating amidst it. This country is like one ticking magic trick waiting to go sour. 

	He followed Kol, taking turns when the man turned and further down until Kol made his way into a tavern, disappearing into the darkness of it. 

	The warlock did not drink. It was one of the many things Drehel discovered in his research on Kol. Kol loved to keep his head in the game despite being over 200 years old. He thought of alcohol as poisoning and infecting the body, so when he made his way into that tavern, Drehel knew he’d been made. He thought of going inside despite all the judgments but decided against it. There was one thing his research didn’t cover: if he was a ‘strike first, ask questions later’ kind of person. He scanned the streets, searching for the best vantage point to wait whilst his target remained inside.

	It was a game of patience, and he was most certain he would win. For a minute, there was a side of him that wanted to go in there, sit down with Kol and pour out all his secrets, but an entire race of people rested on his shoulder, and he could not be reckless about it. So, he made his way to the group of religious fanatics bowing in the streets to gods carved from woods, singing chants, and worshiping spirits. He blended with them, bowing his head alongside them. It was blasphemy in their religion, and they just might be behind him—they would have to find out he did not believe in their gods or any god. In fact, he hated gods. He hated Lord Udos of Cegoven the most. A god that thrived on using people and turning them into monsters and creatures of the dark to gain more power and practicing magic that should long be extinct. If that were the rules of gods, then he did not want to find himself tethered to any of them. Hell, he wanted to slay them and their selfishness. He’d seen men do things in the names of gods. Seen villages pillaged and burned, women raped and mutilated, children burned, abandoned in the woods, all in the name of gods. The same gods people offer their devotion to. The same gods that didn’t give two shits while they died and stole from each other. He was sure as hell if the gods were the reasons. They were here, then they were captives of reality, kept for the amusement of the gods, and Gryna was just their prison. But men were men, and they would cling to anything, despite it being wicked, all for the sake of a structural head. They submit themselves to unknown slavery. 

	If there was no East Cegoven to fight for, Drehel might as well be fighting for the liberation of mankind from their blind devotion to gods.

	He waited for hours for his mark to step out, but Kol proved to be a patient man. It was no surprise if you’ve lived that long, then you must have picked up a thing or two like not being in a hurry, especially when you’re being tailed. 

	Drehel did not know how long he could keep his ruse. He was growing restless, the itch to get moving and close this deal with Kol. He needed to return to Pludasia before his presence was noticed. Although he doubted those full-bellied councilmen would bother to notice that he was gone unless they needed their goods transported, and it could be one of their private businesses: a pregnant mistress, stolen goods, or some secret documents they wanted safe. 

	Drehel gave up waiting. He rose to his feet, paced to the end of the open temple, passing through the kneeling people, and returned. He clenched his fist hard beside him and turned his focus to the door again. The warlock would not come out. If he needed to see him, he would have to draw him out. Except, the conversation he hoped to have was not appropriate in an open tavern full of ears. 

	He groaned even as he walked towards the tavern, entering its darkness. His eye slowly adjusted to how dark it was. His skin was grateful for the warmth. He turned his gaze around, searching to make out Kol. His magically improved eye made it easier to spot the people, but there was nothing. There had to be a back door that the warlock must have taken to leave. His gaze locked on the wooden door, almost disguised as a false wall, but he was the master of disguise, and this was purely the work of an amateur. He charged towards the door, keeping his movement calm, avoiding tables and slurred men—nothing says fight than a man charging towards a table with clenched fists, a blade by his side, and a patched eye. He’d learned the hard way that whenever anyone saw his patched eye, their first thought was always about him losing in his high sense of trouble. Maybe he did like trouble, and he caused a lot of trouble. He was here to start one, anyway. 

	He snuck through the door, not alerting the bartender, who was lost in the conversations some slurs offered him while brewing more wine into their cups. Boy, Wrigos drink a lot for such proud people.

	He’d heard of the troubles in Pludasia, the rising hurricanes, tornados, and many other things happening. Some believed the spirits were with them. Some thought it some result of their magic, and many more rumors that, although Drehel gathered, took with a pinch of salt. 

	Drehel peered ahead, spotting the distinguishable cloak of Kol Baelweld making a hurried turn. He chased after him, hoping to catch up with him before he made another turn. He reached the edge of the road, halting himself silently, but there was no one there. The road was empty. He stopped there, staring in surprise. Of course, it was a trap. 

	As though in unison with his mind, he felt a gush of wind charge towards him; he dove more with instincts than actual thoughts into the alleyway, evading the solid wind that coiled in a flash towards the other end of the wall, crushing into it. 

	Kol appeared from where he had stood. The moonlight reflected his blue eyes, shining on his ear, betraying elven heritage with the curves of his ears. His hands stood firmly beside him, one on his blade and the other hand spread out, blue flames dancing on golden ones at the tip of his finger. 

	Drehel had one hand on his blade. This conversation was likely to go one of two ways. He could talk to Kol, or he would have to fight his way out. But he knew even he could not take the ancient warlock down. What was a little fun in testing his potential ally’s strength? He swung a dagger at Kol. “Celeritas,” he murmured. 

	The blade traveled with a swift movement, tearing the wind before it had the time to form again, darting towards Kol.

	Kol had his blade hand up before the blade reached him. Metal collided against metal as he whispered between the clang, “duplex inversa.” The blade made a turn, charged towards Drehel impossibly faster, followed by Kol’s flame hand.

	Drehel only noticed the glint in the air as the blade moved towards him. He dodged. Fast enough that he missed the blade, and it collided on the concrete floor but slow enough that Kol had predicted his move, and his flame was there. 

	“Glacies,” Drehel muttered fast. A sloppy ice stone appeared on his raised palm, standing between Kol’s drilling flame hand and his chest.

	He smiled. 

	“So, this is what the ancient warlock’s power truly is?” he said, as though amused. 

	Kol pulled away from him, retaking his fight stance. The wind caressed him, and his hair danced in response, leaning over his forehead. “You have not seen my true power yet, Dalenian,” Kol gritted between his teeth. He was right. His magic was just warming up. He could feel the being inside him getting excited, jostling for more fun, the ancient magic ready to spar.

	Drehel rose from his crouched position, and Kol got set again. But Drehel raised his hand, surrendering. Kol’s eyes widened in surprise.

	“How about we get a drink?” Drehel said, stretching his body, “We could see how far your power stretches after then,” he said, picking up the blade and tucking it into his sleeve, making no attempt to fight or attack.

	Kol finally caved. “Who are you?” he asked as the flames vanished out of his palm, disappearing into thin air.

	“Drehel Windrime, nice to make your acquaintance,” Drehel said, stretching forth his hand.

	“The council’s merchant?” Kol asked. Drehel only responded with a smile. “It’s a long way from Cegoven, Merchant. What business brings you to Pludasia?” Kol sheathed his sword now.

	“You.” Drehel gauged his reaction, but Kol didn’t have one. The warlock was a card player than he would have assumed. He’d expected his vague answers to strike curiosity, but he found himself curious about the warlock. This was the man he was about to tell the secret that could blow his cover, cost him his life, and have serious consequences. There was no room for mistakes. “You’re not curious about what it is that I seek you?” Drehel asked, cocking his head.

	“I have a feeling you will tell me anyway,” Kol answered, pushing his blade back in.

	“Ah. Right, you used to be a merchant before you became a divinator. No wonder your skills are impeccable,” Drehel said.

	“Fine, I’ll indulge you. What do you want?” Kol asked, halting for a minute, turning to Drehel. They stared each other in the eyes as Drehel said the word—another vague word.

	“Freedom.”

	“And what’s that supposed to mean, Merchant?” he continued walking.

	“It means, while you play researcher here, working on volcanic eruption and magical deaths from lunatics who worship wooden spirits and….”

	“It would be easier to state your point without insulting the lifestyle of others, Drehel Windrime of Aetudale,” Kol said, casting a stern glance. 

	Drehel paused. “Cegovenians die every day from a more natural cause than these people would ever know.”

	“If there were anything Cegoven needed my help for, word would have reached me,” Kol responded.

	“This is word reaching you now, Kol Baelweld. Word at the risk of losing my life, my title, my reputation, but the worst of it, at the risk of an entire race being wiped out,” Drehel said. He stopped moving. He stared at Kol in a way a tired man stared at more tasks to be done.

	“What are you talking about?” for the first time since the conversation, genuine emotions showed on Kol’s face. That of surprise and confusion. 

	“East Cegoven and its people.”

	“East Cegoven is full of monsters. For a merch, you should know better than to come here and talk.”

	“No, East Cegoven is full of men and women like you. Their only crime was the color of their skin and the potency of their blood,” Drehel said. 

	“No. I’ve lived long enough to know….”

	“Oh, don’t be naïve now, ancient warlock. Look at me and tell me you think I’m lying. Do you think I’m making all this up?” He walked intentionally towards Kol, holding his gaze. “Look at me and tell me this is the eye of a man who had crossed a really rough sea under a cargo, only to bring false news.” The air thickened with tension. A blade through it would have sent everything pouring. Kol stared in confusion, unsure of what to do or say. Just silence. Drehel breathed. 

	“They need you. We need you,” Drehel said, turning away and left, leaving Kol speechless in the middle of a quiet night.

	
Ten

	Kol remained quiet. He could not bring himself to push the thoughts aside. Drehel Windrime was a righteous man and handled most of the council’s businesses, and for the same man to take this journey only to deliver that news. No, it had to be a lie. It was impossible that such a thing would exist. He had not the slightest clue. What has he been doing for almost three centuries? Falling in love with people who only live a fraction of your years. 

	As he approached his home, he shook the thought off his head, forcing it into the back of his mind, down a closet, and slammed the door shut. The thoughts whispered still. Damnit! 

	The thoughts of his confrontation haunted him, bit on the feet of his mind like a nagging dog holding on to its master—impossible to shake off, impossible to ignore. Gods! He wished he could ignore it. But the thoughts taunted his every step. Drehel was a man of honor, at least as honorable as a merchant could be. There was no scheme in his eyes when he said those words, no personal benefits but mere passion… why are you thinking about it?

	He arrived home. The bungalow was lit with a golden glow inside. Two giant figures danced under the unsteady gaze of the flame that burned in the middle, resting on the table. He felt ease settling in, like all that had been weighing on him had been lifted away, freeing him instantly. It was the feeling only those two inside brought. The feeling he called home. With no second to spare, he made his way through the field of plants, rushing to the house. Everything seemed — everything was peaceful.

	The door swung open,—one barely a man, even in human age. They smiled at him. He could make out the lines of their faces—curving lip, stretched chin, narrowing eyes that sparkled. He felt his heart melt from the excitement. Coming back home every day had a feeling he could not describe. It was like fireworks, experiencing your first magic, the thrill. But somewhere deep in his heart today, he felt Drehel’s words trying to break from their confinements, clawing at the door.

	He wrapped his hand around Faelyn, planting his lips softly against his. 

	“I didn’t know just how much I missed your lips until you just kissed me,” he said. 

	Faelyn’s face turned red, and a smile tugged at his face. “I can say the same, love. I knew how much I missed yours. One more second without it, and I could have gone mad,” Faelyn replied, their arms still wrapped around each other.

	“I could cloak the house, and you two can do it here, you know,” Rania said, with a smile on her face. 

	“Rania!” Kol said with a chuckle.

	“Hey, dad,” Raina said, moving to hug Kol. 

	They were one big family. Kol forgot all about Faelyn growing old or the problems of dating someone who could not live through time like him. Hell, he barely understood his own mortality. Was he immortal and would suffer the perils of watching the world around him fade away generation after generation—he would lose his mind at that rate—or was he aging slowly? Slower than what could be observed by the living eye? Neither of the options soothed his troubled mind. He pushed it aside, concentrating on his family. He would treat each day like he did the previous, cherish the happiness they had, and brand it somewhere deep in his mind that he would never forget in his long existence. Whenever he felt lonely, he would play them like a play of happy times in a theater, and he would once again relive those old days. 

	They stood for a few seconds, the glistering moon revealing Faelyn’s broad face, his bright gray eyes lightened by the moon. His brown skin was more golden than normal, but most of all, he was peaceful, oblivious to the troubles that stood in his partner’s mind. 

	“I perfected a skill today,” Rania said, turning to demonstrate.

	Stretched her hand out, bringing two fingers together, then she whispered, “Draco spiritus fumo.” Hot steam escaped her mouth, spreading out into the air. The temperature changed instantly, and sweat furrowed on Kol’s body. He knew the technique. It was a dangerous one used by warlock experts to burn down enemies in large areas. Dragon breath, burning smoke. The smoke was hot enough that it could melt human flesh. 

	He felt a tinge of pride inside him and did nothing to hide the awe on his face. When Rania turned, he knew she was proud of herself. He wondered what that magic would demand from her—young and inexperienced. And there it was again, that feeling that poked at him, the clawing behind closed doors, that needed to delve deeper. 

	Rania noticed the changes in his posture, and her smile faded away. He crouched to one knee and caressed her arms softly, in a way that said he cared. When he spoke, he spoke with honesty and love, “You did great.”

	“You look like I did something terribly wrong. I didn’t get it right, did I?” she asked.

	“No! It’s not that,” he responded. “It’s just. This technique works mainly when you face many enemies at once and can only take them out in a large attack. It’s not used often because it demands a lot from the body.” He observed her face as she slowly let the agonizing twitch in her stomach show on her face with ground teeth and tight lips. 

	“Your stomach is burning from inside, right?” he asked.

	She shyly nodded. She’d been so eager to please him that she concealed the pain piercing her insides—the magic demanding its reward, eating her from inside. 

	“Stop keeping it in. Let it out.” He caressed her back, soothing her. She let the pain wriggle free, and in one swift wave, her eyes spun like a wave of sleep had been bestowed on her. The pain traveled like a worm, forcing its way up until it was on her throat. She vomited red viscous substances. 

	Kol caressed her back more, easing her process. 

	After a good five minutes, it ended. She breathed a sigh of relief, testing to see if there was still the pain at the base of her stomach digging into her. 

	“Magic has a price, sweetheart,” he said. “From minor spells to larger ones, it demands from you. It could be small itches on your hand or big as this one now, perhaps even bigger.”

	“How big?” 

	He sighed. He turned to Faelyn, then back to her. “You could die.”

	Rania’s eyes widened in terror, but then she closed them again. “It must be rare since many people use magic every day,” she said.

	“Yes. Sometimes these consequences are evaded by taking another life. It’s not good to steal the life of another to evade the consequences of your actions. The magic feeds on those lives and eventually becomes stronger than the vessel in which it dwells. Then it consumes them,” Kol said.

	He felt Rania shudder from the words. Her face was blanched, and she could not help but stare with her mouth open and her eyes shining wide. 

	“That’s enough, love. You’re terrifying her,” Faelyn stepped in, taking Rania’s hand. “Come, dear, let’s go inside and give you some milk.”

	Kol remained on his knee, staring into space. He’d never mentioned this to Rania. He knew he would terrify her with the words and had kept it all this while, until now. Why had he said it without mincing his words? He placed his hand on his head. This happens when the coldness of reality seeps into your head.

	He rose from where he kneeled, turned around, scanning the compound, unsure of what he’d expect to see—Drehel spying on him? Something to make him consider these words the words of a madman driven out of purpose. There was nothing other than the chilling whispers of the wind branding itself against his skin, carrying a sensational lullaby for the night. 

	He made his way inside. 

	

	Drehel had to get back to Cegoven before anyone noticed he was gone. He could not pin this mission as a success, and though he knew he’d hit a nerve with Kol, he could not pin it as a success either. Kol Baelweld was a stranger man than he’d anticipated. He fought, intending to protect a side of the same blade as one who fought intending to kill. Kol was more than right for the movement. He was the perfect blade to forge their future. He hated when he thought of people as weapons for war. Sure, they were, but they were more than that. They were humans with reasons to kill, live and die, and reasons to leave their comfort zone; he just hoped he’d given Kol enough.

	He navigated the dark corners of the streets, traveling cautiously, keeping out of sight. The Wrigos were known for their keen memory. He wouldn’t want to be spotted where he did not want to be found, especially not by those cat eyes that glowed in the dark. 

	He covered his black hood over his head, taking turns and keeping his head down until he arrived at the dock.

	Unlike the dock of Cegoven, this one seemed empty. Only a few boats stood on the shores of the water and were void of lights. He sighed, frustrated. 

	Choruses of drunken sailors echoed from the tavern near the dock, chants of drunken sea songs, one of which he was familiar with. It was of the origin of Onurial or, according to the sailors. The maiden princess, fair to the eyes beyond any other in the nation, whose mother had died and her father remarried. After her father succumbed to a strange illness, the new queen took it upon her to maltreat the princess and made her dress as a slave. The princess, loved by most of the servants, treated her still as a princess, and that provoked the queen even more. She forced the servants to be beheaded, and new ones loyal to her were employed. Those treated the princess even more harshly than the queen, reducing her to not just a maid to the queen, but to a slave, like them. 

	It was said that a general who, after returning for a voyage, fell in love with the maid whom he soon realized was the princess despite her fallen statue. She could not hide the grace at which she spoke. 

	This general, however, sought to help her escape but made a grave mistake of confronting the queen. The queen could not touch him, for the people loved him. On the day of his escape, a bird carried the song of two travelers disguised under black hoods, one a man of sturdy build and the other a woman of lost elegance, traveling through the shadows. The queen heard the story and demanded the heads of the travelers.

	When they reached the boats, getting ready to sail, the soldiers caught up to them. The general defended the queen while she set sail for a land far away, but the Queen’s evil reach crossed the seas and the storm of the night waged war with the boat, so much so that it sank to the depths of the water. The princess was pregnant, and it was said that before her body died, she prayed to the water spirit to protect her unborn children and spare them, to be their protector. When she died, her children were ripped open from her womb with fins and tails of fishes, and they built their new kingdom there.

	It was a shitty tale for drunks, but Drehel knew to gather tales, whether true or false. There was always an element inside that holds true. From the tales, the people of Onurial could not stand the touch of gold. It burned through their skin, and hence only two things were known to kill them: golden swords and magic. 

	Drehel made his way to the tavern. He’d tried hard to avoid anything that would make his not-so conspicuous journey be exposed; nevertheless, here he was, heading to a tavern of drunk men who would never forget his face once they saw him. Men who could sense his occupation just by the absence of the smell of saltwater on his body. 

	He sighed and prayed to nobody as he made his way there.

	

	

	Kol lay on his bed, pondering on what he’d just discovered. The thought embroiled in his mind, pushing any hope of sleep he could get away. He stared into the roof, the silence outside a mockery of the loudness inside his head.

	The surrounding darkness was just precisely what he felt inside, except, inside, he was not lying on a bed; he was stumbling through the dark, trying to get his footing right. 

	“What troubles you?” Faelyn asked, turning to him. Although the only source of light was the glistering moon, he made out Faelyn’s handsome face and rigid jawlines, the wrinkles made known by the illuminating moonlight. 

	“Nothing, love. Go back to sleep,” he said, kissing Faelyn’s head. 

	Faelyn sighed. He leaned back and placed his hands under his head. “I can literally hear your thoughts over the top of the roof.”

	Kol groaned. There was a silence at first, heavier than normal. He exhaled. “It’s about something this man said to me on my way back.”

	Kol continued staring into the darkness. “Something about a particular race of people that I thought to be monsters and blood witches, but now, he’s saying… He thinks they need help and that everything I know is a lie,” Kol said.

	“Hmm,” Faelyn mumbled. Kol turned to him, flicked his finger, and the lantern came to life, golden flames dancing on top of it instantly. He narrated the events as they’d happened to Faelyn, from the confrontation to the last words Drehel said before disappearing into the streets again. 

	“Do you believe this man is capable of scheming such a grand lie?” Faelyn asked when he finished.

	To Kol’s surprise, he shook his head. “Drehel is an honest man, and I think coming here would put him at significant risk. He wouldn’t risk that if it were all a lie,” Kol said. 

	“Then I think you already believe him. You just find it difficult to accept.”

	“I don’t know if I can. That would mean I’ve been serving liars and murders all these years. Working for them and doing their biddings, I just….” 

	Faelyn placed his hand on Kol’s chest. “It’s best you find out the truth now rather than later, many years later.”

	“It’s already been many years….”

	“It’s better than many more,” Faelyn said. 

	Kol watched him silently. He could see the intense nature of his gaze, and suddenly, he felt like if he had Faelyn with him for eternity, then he never had to fear his magic consuming him or turning evil. 

	He kissed Faelyn passionately, grabbing hold of his head. Faelyn returned his kiss. When they broke it, he stared at him, his eyes saying what he wanted. “Go,” Faelyn said, “I’ll explain it all to her come dawn.”

	With that, Kol kissed him again. Then he rose from the bed, made his way to his wardrobe, and pulled out his robe and cloak. Once inside of it, he turned to Fae again, his eyes steady as the ocean on a calm day. Faelyn nodded his approval. With that, Kol Baelweld made his way out of the house. 

	

	

	Kol arrived at the docks. He knew it would be empty, and so, he’d thought of convincing one man into sailing across at first light.

	When he arrived at the tavern, the men lay slurred on the table, exhausted and drunk. The stench of alcohol raided his nose, blocking his sense of smell. One of the drunk sailors stuttered towards him, ale in one hand. The man muttered some words Kol could not make out, breathing bad breath into him before collapsing to the ground. 

	Kol navigated the men, careful not to step on them before making his way to the man behind the bar. 

	“A room for the night, please,” he pulled out a few shillings and placed them in front of the man.

	The man shook his head. “We just gave the last out to this weird stranger with an eye patch, unless you want to share a room?”

	“Put me in with the stranger,” Kol responded.

	The barman watched him with a weird gaze for a second, then bent his head to retrieve a key. “You an elf?”

	“What?” Kol asked. He heard the man, but he barely processed the information.

	The man handed him a key. “Follow me,” he said, turning from behind the bar and leading Kol up the wooden stairs. There was no place here that didn’t reek of alcohol.

	The man reached a door with no number branded on it, then knocked. There was silence for most of it. Then the man knocked again. 

	The door shyly opened at first. Drehel peeked from inside. Upon catching sight of Kol, he pulled open the door again. The barman cleared his throat, and their gaze fell on him. He turned and walked away.

	
Eleven

	Drehel did not mention a word to the warlock. He saw the conflict in the man’s eyes, a man who prided himself on his knowledge and respect for his nation, battling the truth he’d sensed in Drehel’s words. 

	He opened the door, gave him a nod, and when the barman stepped away, stepped aside, and let Kol inside. 

	Kol set aside his bag on the second bed at the other end of the room. The room had a pleasant fragrance unfit for a place consumed by the stench of alcohol. Drehel had something to do with it, he concluded. He sniffed; it was nice breathing in something fresh, considering the horrid smell outside the door. He sank into the bed with his face to the roof, his mind across the sea already in Cegoven, imagining what he would see.

	He was grateful for the silence between them. One word from Drehel could make him feel this decision was wrong or like he was betraying his nation. It is the nation that betrayed you first. 

	He thought of all his friends. The Twilights who served under the council, did they really know about this, or was this something the council kept a secret? He already thought like the truth was out. Don’t get ahead of yourself, Kol.

	Kol’s movements to and from the stairs awakened Drehel. The old woods of the stairs creaked with every step Kol took. It was a wonder the whole tavern did not come alive already. 

	When the door swung open, Drehel had his hand on his blade. He let out a breath and let his shoulders unstiffened. 

	“Moons, when did you wake up?” Drehel asked, wiping the sleep from his eyes as he yawned.

	“That would imply I slept,” Kol responded. Kol lifted his sword, belting it around his waist, then picked up the bag on the bed. “We’ll be leaving soon. I already spoke to a sailor,” Kol added.

	“I can’t travel with the rest of the passengers,”

	“It’s a fishing boat,” Kol said. 

	Drehel went mute. Of course, the warlock knew how to disguise things. Traveling by a fishing boat, he was less likely to be seen than hiding in the cargo.

	He rose from his bed, and the two made their way out of the room.

	Drehel might have as well held his breath throughout the trip. There were many things that could go wrong, and there were many things hanging on this trip. He should feel excited. It was an accomplished mission, but he did not feel a bit that way. In fact, he found himself more anxious than normal. Walking down the stairs, his gaze darted to either side of the room, hoping to not be spotted.

	“These men are far too wasted and out of their wits to notice you,” Kol said, sensing Drehel’s anxiousness.

	“Well, one can’t be too careful. The council holds quite the sway amongst the sailors.”

	Kol only grunted as a way of agreeing with him. The council held quite the sway in the whole of Pludasia. It had sent emissaries and spies to keep tabs on the nation and record events that were going on and their growth.

	As they made their way outside, people screamed from the other end of the dock, and women and children raced away from an unforeseen force, their faces lit with horror. The force forcibly sucked them in, and they were no more.

	“What in the name of the gods was that?” Drehel gasped.

	“An anomaly. It’s caused by magical eruptions." He turned around and stared into the starless sky, behind them, and into the waters. “The ground isn’t stable anymore,” he said, more to himself than to Drehel.

	“What?” Drehel asked.

	“We have to leave now.” He turned and made his way to the boat. The boat was owned by a family of wrigos.

	The sailor was just setting free their rope and getting ready to sail. 

	Drehel and Kol climbed onto the boat. They greeted the sailor with a nod and then made their way down.

	They set sail into the dark sea, a reflection of the starless sky. The family conversed above, fixing their nets into the deep sea. The sea glimmered black, the noticeable bubbles as small fish swam, circling the boat, deciding if to venture into the open net or not. The water would turn blue when the sun rose, but the sunrise was hours away, and by then, they would be near Cegoven, where the water was much more polluted with empty wooden barrels, clothes, dirt, and even the black oil for their lanterns. 

	Kol sat silently, staring at Drehel, his eyes focused on the patch. Drehel considered telling him the story of it but sighed instead and settled back onto the walls of the boat, letting the blue-eyed warlock ravish his gaze on him. It was as though, for the first time, under the golden flame of the burning lantern, in all directions, they were fascinated by each other. Drehel by the black lines that ran through Kol’s left eye. For Kol, the patch that Drehel covers his eye with.

	“What are you?” Drehel bit his curiosity. 

	Kol shrugged, breaking eye contact for the first time. He tried to lie on the bed, realizing it was too small for him. 

	Drehel observed him for a few more moments, “You’re not elven. Your ears are not sharp as a knife’s edge; you’re not human either. What are you?”

	“Someone trying to catch some sleep,” Kol groaned. 

	“Forgive me,” Drehel apologized, “I merely seek to know my companion since we will work together soon.”

	“I never said we’ll be working together,” Kol retorted.

	“But you will.”

	“I don’t even know what you do.” Kol cast him a glance, then changed position. 

	“I—”

	“And I didn’t ask,” Kol said before Drehel started. 

	Drehel only smiled. “I think you don’t know what you are,” he said as he leaned back, letting a fresh wave of exhaustion crush him. 

	Kol tried to get the words out of his mind, but they lingered still, taunting his waking seconds. What are you? In his whole two hundred and eighty years, he’d never once tried to consider who he was. He’d been eager to find his parents. At first, out of fury for their reasons, then seeing civilization rise and fall, parents abandon their children for multiple reasons. He couldn’t fathom why his parents had done theirs, there was a glimmer of understanding, and that was all it took him to relax. Besides, where he came from didn’t matter. He’d lived a long life, and from the soundness of his body, he was almost sure his long life was only getting started. 

	He tried to catch some sleep. Exhaustion hovered all over him, slipping in bit by bit, driving him further away from any sense of his surroundings. It would take them the whole day to arrive at Cegoven, and when they got there, the sun would be lost, and the moon might be up. It was the best shot they had at figuring out these things. But what if Drehel is lying? Kol could not say he’d not thought of the words Drehel said to be a lie. He’d not thought of the consequences. What happens if they stand there, spears and swords pointed at them, sorcerers holding them down? Would he be forced to slay all the guards, or what could happen?

	The thoughts nagged at him long and hard.

	He tried to gain some sleep still, but the thoughts clung to his heart, willing him to ponder a little longer and just as the brawl for his attention continued. He drifted into sleep, trapped in a different world where he dreamed. He was little again, a young boy but not lost in a cruel world, not surviving in a savage world that didn’t understand him and wanted him killed. 

	

	When he reopened his eyes, the boat was rolling to a stop, the chaos of Cegoven’s street filled the air, and cries of merchants from across chanted wooden decks calling onto travelers to purchase items filled his ears. The retched smell of blood and decaying meat clogged the air. It felt almost impossible to breathe. 

	Amidst the chaos of the dock, Kol found he missed it all. He missed the smell of fresh air, the moisture of it on his face, the thickness of the weather that made dressing in mere cotton a suicidal attempt in winter, and animal fur an attempt to be cooked alive in summer. 

	Cegoven had always had those two types of weather, each of them as extreme as they were dangerous. In the summer, when the sun burned so bright and hot all day, one feared night would never arrive, and in winter, when the sun was completely shielded by the moons and the cold hit to a degree, it felt like their internal organs would freeze up and there they would be turned into a pile of ice. There was a slim window where the weather transcended. That small couple of weeks before the moons and the sun meet completely or separately. It was when Cegoven was at its most beautiful. The trees shed their old leaves for new ones, and flowers begin to grow, however short their lives might be. 

	Goosebumps rose over his skin. He realized he’d forgotten what it felt like to be under this kind of cold. He brushed his palms together and was grateful for the small warmth. 

	When the boat stopped swaying, he raised his cloak over his head and wrapped it around his shoulder with white fur. 

	Drehel was ready, too; he was certain anyone who knew the merchant would recognize the patch on his eye or the red gaze that burned like flames. 

	They made their way out of the boat, stepping onto the wooden dock. Children surrounded them, grabbing hold of their clothes, stretching their hands forward for whatever alms they could offer. What were the children doing out without clothes in weather that could kill them within hours? The children seemed unfazed by it. Their skins were as dark as the night, pitch and glinting under the heavy snow. Despite their cracked lips, protruding collar bones, and visible ribs, they had everything of the makings of a Cegoven. He’d once thought of these people as monsters and that he should never have anything to do with them. He could see the suffering in their eyes. No. He’d needed to see for himself.

	Drehel pushed a few coins into the children’s hands, and they scurried away. 

	The two continued on their journey. Their heads bowed as they walked past small stalls set up with lanterns burning. Cegoven’s dock was one place you’d find up and running twenty-four hours. They had everything in two kinds, but if you’re looking to buy the original, you may consider coming during the day. 

	They made their way onto the carriage of a rider with a pale horse. “The second border,” Drehel said to the man. The man stiffened for a minute, his gaze turning to both of them before nodding his acceptance. 

	The horse geared into motion, and the two warlocks leaned back, one uncertain what the next couple of hours would hold, the other hanging on the worthiness of this new ally to change everything.

	Drehel was not the type to fantasize, but he did. He thought of what it would be like to have Kol by their side, what it would be like to fight for something greater than himself and actually make a difference. Soon, he was lost in thought as they made their way through the woods and out to civilization. He wondered what it would be like if the slaves who worked the market and the men who hauled the loads for a scrap of pennies were given their earn’s worth. What if they could build houses and the law covered them. But he was far from reaching these what-ifs, and pondering too hard on them would only create room for more mistakes. He bottled it all up, leaned back, and relished the soothing touch of wind on his face.

	

	The horse neighed to a halt. In front of the woods, there were lines of wire separating the two lands, and vast woods covered the other end of the line. 

	“This is where I stop,” the man said. 

	Drehel reached inside his cloak, pulled out a bag of coins, and tossed it to the man, “Wait for us here,” he said.

	The man stared at the coin and back at them, fear visible in his eyes, but he nodded, his greed getting the best of him. If the soldiers caught him there, there was no talking his way out. He scanned the place as the two disappeared into the thick forest.

	Kol wondered why the Cegoven government would bother to put a border out there if they planned on meddling still.

	When they made their way out of the forest, what stood before them was a wide compound with an enormous building made of Cegoven’s pale bricks, but Kol could sense the magic binding the walls. He knew exactly who created that spell. It was his spell. This could not be the horror house Drehel was talking about. 

	Oh, gods! Had he somehow been involved with this?

	“The guards don’t have magic. One reason they are stationed here. Cegoven spits on Pludasia because their ancestors were purists, but at its heart, Cegoven is purist too.”

	Though far away, Kol could hear the undeniable banging of picks against the soil, the groan of men hauled in chains both by their feet and their legs. East Cegoven men, women, and children.

	“In the name of the gods!” Kol murmured.

	“The people who aren’t captured live like this. Remove the chains and guards whipping them, and that’s their lives. You believe me now, or shall we proceed into the village to see them?”

	Kol could not find words. His eyes stared blankly at a small child chained between two other men walking slowly, his body greased with dirt. The guards screamed something at them before flipping a wolf whip at them. Kol shrieked back. The haggard edges of the wolf whip tore through the skin, leaving punctured holes. 

	“This. The… The Council knows about this?”

	“Where do you think the council makes its money from? From selling fishes and opening brothel houses?” 

	“There are camps like this stationed in hot zones all over the area, harvesting the resources and selling them to enrich the council’s pocket. This here... This abomination is Cegoven’s source of income.”

	Kol did not realize when his knees caved, and he fell to the ground. Only that both rage and sadness blessed him. He’d seen wars waged, men with shields and swords killed, but never had he seen so much suffering in one place or heard the banging of metal on brick, contested by the moans of people in pain. 

	The sudden racing of horseshoes colliding with the ground disrupted their conversation. 

	“We have to go. They are here to collect the minerals. Once they do, it’s going to be a clean sweep of the area.”

	With that, Drehel and Kol snuck out of the forest back the way they came. The ancient warlock was still shaken by what he saw. His hands trembled as they climbed into their carriage. The rider watched their blanched faces, wondering what they’d seen there. 

	“Where to next, sire?” he asked.

	“Home,” Drehel said. “Flouby.”

	The mere thought of the East weakened his body. The suffering they went through daily. Though he planned on saving them, seeing them suffer, some dying before he had his chance to do anything broke his heart.

	Kol was pale and frozen all the way back to Drehel’s house in the city. He was unsure of what he’d seen. No, he was sure. It’s just…

	His magic.

	He recalled the council asking him to create some magical portion for a big prison they were about to build, and they needed to keep the criminals inside. But what could that child have done? 

	The truth was hard despite it staring at his face. He’d helped build that atrocity.

	The horse halted in front of Drehel’s house. “Want to join me for tea?” Drehel asked. Kol stepped down, following him inside.

	“The area has a lot of Gryna finest resources, gold, oil for lanterns, even the glass used in the palace was gotten from these very soils. Yet, Cegoven hates its people and hence keeps it tied from the world by plundering it for everything.”

	“I… my… The magic that protects that place. It’s mine,” Kol said, almost like a child to be scolded. “I created it.”

	Drehel’s eyes flashed with hope. More than ever, he was certain he’d chosen the right man. “Then you’ll know how to disable it,” Drehel asked.

	Kol nodded.

	He could still see the faces of those men and children. Their eyes dimmed from the suffering like the light of life had been snuffed from them. 

	He closed his eyes.

	Little walked in, greeting them. He handed Drehel a letter and turned away. Drehel dropped the letter on his table, opened the door, and made his way in. He sank to his seat.

	“So, Warlock, what’s your decision?”

	Kol seemed to ponder, but he did not. He wondered what horror Drehel had saved that little boy from. The number of people that have been suffering. He hadn’t seen half of it.

	“I want to put a stop to this,” Kol finally said.

	Drehel smiled. At last, he could consider the mission a success.

	
Twelve

	Sienna did not know how long it had been. Eventually, she’d drifted to sleep despite the cold or the constant worry that the guard was searching for her. As she slept, she dreamed again of another life. If the world was not what it was now, but the world was what it was and soon after, reality called. 

	The nibbling of a horse and the brush of wet tongue over her skin jerked her awake. She scurried back, terror carving its way through her spine. In front of her stood a brown horse and a girl a few years younger. A pale-skinned girl from West Cegoven. 

	She froze, her eyes fixed on the girl, her body trembling. 

	“Are you okay?” the girl asked, taking a step forward. 

	Sienna tried to move back despite the bump of her back against the wall. She wrapped her arm around her body as though trying to shield herself.

	The girl’s gaze trailed down her body, landing on her legs. “Lords! What happened to your leg?” she asked. 

	Sienna followed her gaze. Her leg was crimson. Her blood. She’d suspected she was bleeding, but not enough that her dark skin was tainted crimson with her blood. It wouldn’t matter if she turned her in. Sienna raised her head to the girl, the same aggressive panic in her eyes. 

	The girl watched, but not with the same hatred her kind normally harbored. Something about her gray eyes held a kindness to them Sienna had never seen in another West Cegovenian. Although to be fair, all the West she’d seen were guards who gained pleasure in torturing dying people. 

	“Let me look at it,” the girl said, but Sienna pushed back again. Better healthy skepticism than being trapped. 

	“I’m a sorceress. I can help,” the girl said, raising her hands up. 

	Spirits! She was a sorceress. Sienna needed to leave. Now. Sienna pushed herself to her feet, but her legs caved, giving in to the exhaustion and the pain shooting through her feet like the layers of her skin were being skimmed by a sharp blade. 

	She groaned as she collapsed to the ground, gasping for air. Without hesitation, the girl was beside her, catching her before she fell. Sienna wanted to push her away, free herself from the girl’s hold, but her body would not respond. She was too weak. She was at her mercy, yet the thoughts whispered. You need to survive. For Andor, for your unborn child. You need to survive.

	They were the last words just before darkness hit her. 

	

	

	Imsun returned from the market and headed to the saddle when she noticed the stain of blood on the door. Her magic had instantly come to life, lighting up on her hand, but as she made her way inside, a harmless woman lay on the ground shivering from the cold. From the look of it, she’d been there all night. Goosebumps stood on her skin, and she shivered, evidence of the cold that had slipped inside her. 

	Nora, her horse, bleated just as she licked the woman’s chin. The woman jerked awake instantly, panic surging through her body. Her eyes darted in all directions as though searching for something before settling on Imsun. 

	Imsun had tried to help her, but she refused her help, too scared to trust. Imsun wondered if she was the slave of one of the richer houses that had escaped. But the way the woman’s body trembled. What crime had she committed that would make her this shaken? 

	No. The woman looked at her as though, just for her skin color, she was dangerous. Where Imsun was light and fair-skinned, she was almost as dark as night. 

	Even after the woman collapsed, Imsun could not help the thought of that gaze on her. She could still see the look. That fear like one had been caught in the sight of one of the evil spirits and now was almost certain they would die. 

	And when Imsun had said she was a sorceress, it seemed like the lady hated her even more, if that was even possible. 

	Imsun helped her, hauling her while she used her other hand to retrieve the items she’d purchased from the horse’s saddle. She lifted the lady through the overgrown lawn and hauled her to the front door. She pushed the door. 

	Her father turned to her and jerked up at the sight of the pigmented woman. 

	“Help me carry her to the bed,” she said to her father. 

	Her father hesitated for a minute, but Imsun cast a glare. He moved. He reached for the woman’s other hand and hauled her to the bed. 

	Imsun examined her legs. The haggard cuts were like she’d been stabbed multiple times with small blunt objects. The skin on her feet tore into small holes. 

	“Get me some water and a clean cloth,” Imsun barked orders. Her father obeyed, his hesitation obvious. When he returned with a bowl of water and clean fabric, Imsun dipped the fabric into the water. She dipped a finger into the water. “Calefacere calidum,” she muttered. The water instantly turned hot, smoke oozing from the top of it. Imsun felt the magic cost a little as her vision dazzled. She closed her eyes, pressing her eyelid hard, willing herself to focus. She opened her eyes again, then squeezed the cloth, the heat of the water burning into her palms, pulling her mind from the demands of the magic. She wiped the feet of the thick, crimson blood, the bare bright skin sore with punctures. She wiped clean more and more.

	“Imsun,” her father called her name, but Imsun ignored him. “Imsun.” His voice held a tone now.

	“Yes, Pa?” she said, spinning to face him.

	“Where did you find her?” he asked. 

	“Outside. In our stables.” Imsun turned back to her cleaning. Hells. The whole of this lady required cleaning, not just her legs. Some leaves hung on her body, and Imsun paused for a second as realization hit her. She was not from here. She was from the other side. Was she chased by the monsters there? What did she escape? Imsun pondered as she continued cleaning the thick, sticky blood from the woman. The lady was not much older than her. At best, she was five years older, maybe less, but Imsun could not imagine the horrors she was facing.

	“What is a girl like that doing in our stables?”

	“I don’t know, but maybe if we can wake her up, we can ask her.” Imsun retorted.

	“I don’t know. She seems like a lot of trouble,” her father responded, oblivious to the sarcasm lacing Imsun’s words. “We should call the guards.”

	“We are not calling anybody, Pa. Does she look like she needs the guards? You don’t know what the guards do to slaves that escape their master’s household?” 

	“That’s why we shouldn’t get involved. We don’t know what crime she’d committed,” her father retorted, his gray hair becoming even more visible.

	“Cut it, dad. They don’t need to commit any crime to be treated like dogs. You and I know that.” Imsun’s voice raised with irritation. The lady groaned but didn’t wake. Imsun took a deep breath, then turned to tend to the woman’s legs. After cleaning her legs, she caressed the feet, reciting some incantations. The holes were sealed, but the red skin could still be seen, small dots under her feet. “We’re going to save her then if she wishes to return to her master or somewhere else, that’s up to her. I’m not leaving someone to the cruelty of the guards.”

	Imsun’s father gave a sigh of exasperation. The old man has lost his fire. Imsun’s stiffened shoulders slackened in relief. 

	She checked the lady’s vitals. She did not even know her name. But it didn’t matter. She was human just like her, despite the color of her skin, the look or level she was. Imsun would help her.

	“She’s lost a lot of blood,” Imsun spoke more to herself than to her father. Imsun felt an unfamiliar sting in her chest, gripping at her from inside. Gods. She hoped the lady survived. 

	“Got it,” her father responded, walking out hastily.

	Imsun pressed her hand on the lady’s head, willing her magic to surge through her, healing whatever she could heal while heating the girl up. The magic surged from her body like a wave rushing into the woman. A groan escaped her again, and her eyelids fluttered but didn’t open. 

	There was nothing more to heal. It would take time for the lady to recover her lost blood. It would be a lot faster if her father finished making the soup. 

	Sienna woke up, not knowing where she was. She could hear the surrounding voices but nothing else. Everything was black, like the darkness of a moonless night. The voices seemed so distant, yet close. She tried to push her eyes open, but her eyelids wouldn't budge. They were as heavy as a sack of rice. 

	Gods. Had the guards caught her? 

	She tried to search her mind. There was a girl. A young girl, she dressed so much like a royal of the west and… she heard the young girl’s words.

	“She’s lost a lot of blood.”

	Another male voice followed then steps, moving away. She pushed her eyes again. They move. For a second, the bright rays of the day shone through the small hole, blinding her. Then they faltered again. 

	Sienna did not know how long it lasted or how long she’d been unconscious, trying to open her eyes, drifting into the darkness of the pain, reemerging, and repeating the process again, only that when she opened her eyes, the world around her was dimly lit. Two wooden chairs, ancient from the looks of it, sat at the end of the small room. She could feel the wind dancing into the room from behind her. 

	Cold shimmered through her body, sending a quick jolt of shiver. 

	She groaned, and just as she did, two figures snapped to attention.

	“She’s awake,” a man said. She would recognize that accent anywhere. It was the rich accent of the people who tormented her. Fear raced through her, and she forced herself to rise to her feet again, spinning her head in the voice’s direction. From behind her, the girl appeared again. She could see the resemblance between the two. The same skin, and silver hair, although the man seemed to fade more into the grayish department. 

	“I…” Sienna was short of words. She stammered. What was going on? Had they captured her? Was she… she felt her body settled? Though sore in a few places, the burning pain under her leg was gone. The girl. She was a sorceress. 

	“You healed me,” Sienna muttered.

	The girl only nodded. 

	The man picked at his nose. Her daze darted to him immediately. She was unsure if the man was a sorcerer, too. Would the girl take on this man—her father—to protect her?

	“You need to finish the rest of your soup. It will help you recover your strength,” the man said, striding to the table Sienna had not noticed. The man got a brown bowl, then brought it to Sienna. Sienna hesitated for a second, but the sweet scent of the soup overpowered her, and she almost snatched it from his hand. The weather had chilled the bowl. The soup bit back at Sienna’s mouth, but the taste. It was rich in all the things Sienna would never put in a soup at once. Not if she did not want to go starving. And only if it was the howling moon when they celebrated. Though West Cegoven celebrated their gods then, East celebrated life. They didn’t have to celebrate, but they came together as a community, contributed the little they had, and for a minute, they forgot about everything else.

	“Let me warm that for you,” the girl said. Her voice broke Sienna from downing the soup, realizing how the man stared at her. Imsun reached for Sienna, bringing her hand to the bowl, and muttered a few words. The bowl grew hot instantly. Sienna watched as the bubbles settled and the warming heat of the bowl. Now, it tasted so much better. 

	She pulled out the spoon and brought the bowl to her lips. Her gaze raised to the man, then the lady. Deciding she didn’t care what they thought—it was too good to throw away—she took it all in at once. 

	When she brought the bowl down, a belch escaped her mouth. She closed her lips with both hands, and her face turned red. Now, there were three pairs of eyes watching her. A family. Something hurt inside her. She was reminded of Dunmir locked in one of those camps, a slave that would never earn his freedom until death. A family. A life she would never have. 

	“What’s your name?” 

	“Sienna,” she replied. She felt her stomach grumble in acceptance of the meal. Of course, it did.

	“I’m Imsun,” the young lady said. Sienna stared at her as the girl stared back, wondering if the name was to mean anything. “What happened to you?” the girl asked when the silence became too unbearable. 

	The thoughts rushed to Sienna at once. The men with torches. Her friend. She closed her eyes, and a lone tear escaped it. The family, if they noticed, said nothing. They let her gaze into nothingness in silence. Sienna wondered if telling them the truth was going to do harm. If they wanted to harm her, they didn’t need to know the truth. They would have turned her to the guards, not treat her wounds.

	“I… A friend of mine sold me to the soldiers. She…,” Sienna could not bring herself to say it. What could she say? How did she start? “I just… Thank you for saving me. I need to get to my son,” Sienna said. “I need to leave this hell before it leaves him without a parent.”

	“You have a son?” Imsun’s eyes lit up at the words. 

	Sienna turned to her, unable to describe the expression on Imsun’s face. She nodded slowly. “Yes.” 

	“Should he… you slept at the stables all night if your son—”

	“He’s safe,” Sienna cut her off. “But not for long,” she added. “You might get into trouble for helping me,” Sienna said, her eyes filled with pity as she turned to the girl.

	“I knew it. She’s definitely trouble,” the man swore. 

	“Yes. I’m trouble,” Sienna barked at him. Her eyes filled with rage and terror. “I killed one of their men, and that makes me trouble. But do you know what else is trouble? Sleeping safely in your bed when you discover your village is burning. Trying to run for life but getting hunted down and slaughtered like your life means nothing. That… that’s the real trouble.” Hot tears streamed down her eyes as she spoke the words. The vivid images filled her head. The old man who saved her. The guard who chased her. The charred meat and the smell of their burned body. The houses are reduced to ash. Her legs wobbled. She collapsed on the bed again. 

	Imsun rushed to her side. A bag swung over her shoulder. 

	“What are you talking about?” 

	“East Cegoven. You treat us like monsters, but you’re the actual monsters. First, your lord used our ancestors as a sacrifice to access magic, and now you use us as a sacrifice to your lord. Hunt us for fun. When will it all end?” 

	Imsun had heard a different version of this story. The story was spun by the West. Lord Udos had built a kingdom, a certain tribe of people was possessed by a monstrous spirit, and when he slew them, he found himself gifted with more powers. These monsters bore children, and the skin of their children was as dark as night. They were the children of the hells beneath Cegoven. 

	“I just… for the first time, it’s not entirely your people’s fault. This time, someone with my own skin color betrayed me. She told them I was pregnant with a child.”

	Imsun stared at her in disbelief. “You’re pregnant with another child?” Imsun asked.

	Sienna nodded. 

	“It’s against Cegoven’s law. You’ll be killed,” Imsun said.

	“That's why I need to get out of here. I’ll have to work a few days or weeks, earn enough to buy my passage.” 

	“No, dear,” a frail voice called from behind. It was the third pair of eyes. The older woman. She walked with a cane. “Before then, you’ll be exposed, and your belly will be out. You need to get out of here as fast as possible,” the woman said. “For your son’s sake and for the baby’s.”

	“I do not have any money, and there’s no sailor—”

	“I’ll take you,” Imsun cut in. “I’ll take you with me on my way out. I’ll not board with you because I’m headed somewhere dangerous. But I can take you to a boat that would lead you anywhere you want,” Imsun said.

	“Pludasia,” Sienna cut in before she finished. “My son is in Pludasia, and I hear their law on non-magical people is softening. I’m sure I can keep my head down—”

	“What about your son?”

	“He studies magic in the academy. He’s gifted with his father’s power. Before his father was taken, he used to tutor him, but since I have no magic, I sent him there with all the money we had to learn how to use his gift. The world is a cruel place, but with his magic, he could survive,” Sienna said, more in a blissful dream than reality.

	“I am one researcher in their academy. I teach the children elemental and spiritual magic.”

	“Really? You must have met my son then. He has my face. He’s….”

	“I’m afraid I might not—”

	“Maybe you can become his mentor,” Sienna rushed. The air hung in silence. Imsun’s eyes widened in surprise. “I… I know I’m in no position to ask for more, but I can serve you. You said your journey is dangerous. Surely, you’ll need all the help you can get. I won’t get in your way. I can carry your bags and cook your meals. I know how to build a tent with just leaves and branches. I can work for you in return if you teach my son how to use his powers?” Sienna asked frantically. 

	“I…” Imsun stammered for lack of words. She turned to her parents for help, but neither said a thing. 

	“I just want what’s best for Andor, but I know running away, before I can make enough to pay for his next year’s fee, they would drop him from the academy,” Sienna said, a sadness lingering over her face.

	Imsun was uncertain of the prospect of this woman accompanying her. But hadn’t she been turned down by The Twilight Flame? She needed company to travel with, and this woman looked fitting for it. Her muscles were almost the size of a man’s, the calluses of her palms. Imsun did not dare imagine the labor she’d gone through to get them. And the boy. Her heart melted. 

	She was just a mother, desperately seeking the best option for her son. How could she say no to her? If she left them, what was the certainty they would survive alone? Pludasia might have outlawed killing people without magic, but if the citizens did, there would be no real consequences, and who would look after the boy then? Andor. Damn it. It was even much more difficult now there was a name, a real person.

	“Fine,” Imsun said. “But we leave immediately,” she added.

	Sienna jolted into silent jubilation, grinning so widely, Imsun wondered how someone who had been through life’s worst could smile that way. 

	As though regaining a sense of herself, she reached for Imsun’s bag and attempted to lift it off her shoulders. Imsun held her halfway.

	“You won’t be accompanying me as a servant. You’ll be accompanying me as a partner.”

	
Thirteen

	There was a West Cegovian who treated Sienna normally. Someone who looked at her and saw another human being. It felt like a dream Sienna would awaken from to the laughter of guards who had used the idea to torture her. As the day went on and they both walked out of the house, it became real that this was not a dream and the girl really existed. You won’t be accompanying me as a servant. You’ll be accompanying me as a partner. When had anyone with pale skin treated her as an equal? She turned to Imsun, unable to hold the grin on her face.

	Imsun cast her a glance, then returned her smile. 

	They walked the streets in silence. As they reached some patrol guards, Sienna stiffened. 

	Imsun turned to her. “It’s fine. Just keep your head down.”

	 “That won’t do. Give me your bag,” Sienna said, barely waiting for Imsun to finish. She retrieved the bag from Imsun, lifting it over her shoulder despite holding two in either hand. The guards rode past them without casting her a second glance, the illusion that Sienna was a servant working too well. Imsun was uncomfortable with that. 

	Imsun knew she would never understand Sienna’s pain, no matter how she tried, so she just retrieved the bags from Sienna as the guard passed. 

	They were closer to the dock now. The chaos of different races trying to sell their goods filled the air. Children were found everywhere, some shirtless, yet they played around so much it became contagious. They built snowmen in the form of scarecrows, tossing a bunch of ice at each other. 

	The bliss only children were fit to enjoy. A familiar hole reopened inside of Imsun. She’d never had this. The moment she knew what words were, her father had taught her as many spells as he could, urging her to grow stronger. The world is not a place for the weak, he said. 

	Sienna noticed the sadness in the air. She turned to Imsun and back to the children playing. Before Imsun could realize what was going on, she walked to one woman selling smoked fish. She purchased two of them, handing over a bronze piece. The woman hastily dipped into her bag in search of change. “Keep it,” Sienna said, holding the woman’s hand. She stared at Sienna, then back at Imsun as though confirming if it was okay. When Imsun showed no sign of disgust, the woman tightened her grip on Sienna’s hand. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you,” she repeated incessantly.

	“It’s no problem,” Sienna said, even though she knew that would not stop the woman. Her fish’s worth way less than the bronze coin. She probably hasn’t held one in her hand for a long time. “Do you mind looking over our luggage?” she asked the woman.

	The woman nodded so hard her head might fall off. 

	Sienna smiled again. She turned now, straightened her dress then pulled Imsun towards the children.

	The children were oblivious to the adults approaching them. At least until the first snowball collided with the child. Imsun gasped in surprise as Sienna’s snowball hit the child, and he tumbled into one snowman. Sienna only laughed, picking up a handful of snow.

	“Shield… The giants have invaded our capital,” the tallest of the children barked. The rest scurried as fast as they could behind the snowmen, gathering snow. “Attack…” the boy yelled, and snowballs filled the air, dashing towards Sienna and Imsun.

	They barely had the time to react. The snow bounced off their faces, the chilling snow collided with their skin, and instantly, they were as blissfully ignorant as the children. 

	Imsun grabbed a handful of snow and tossed it at the children. It got one of their snowmen. The children continued gathering snow. The white balls filled the air, followed by giggles of both the children and the adults, who now found themselves on the ground laughing uncontrollably. 

	“Charge… defend the capital,” the boy said. His legion of children soldiers raced towards them, throwing and grabbing more snow as they charged.

	Imsun laughed alongside Sienna as they shielded their faces from the children’s attack. “We surrender, we surrender,” they raised their hands, surrendering to the almighty soldiers. 

	The children halted their attacks. Sienna turned, wiping off snow from her hair.

	Imsun could not help the smile on her face long after they retrieved their bags and made their way past the children. For a minute, she’d forgotten about everything else. She was just happy. Blissfully ignorant of anything. She was a child.

	A sharp pain stung her chest as she thought of what her father had stolen from her: the ability to have children and a normal childhood. She had to find a way. The smile faded from her face, replaced by the weight of the burden she bore. 

	They boarded the boat, and despite the gazes that turned their way, Sienna kept her chin up, her smile wide, and ignored the snorting that came with it. If there was only one good person left in the world, then she would hold Imsun tight and not let the rest bring her down.

	
 Fourteen

	Sienna was a blissful soul full of light, shining so brightly that Imsun could not help but smile every time Sienna pointed out the mundane things in awe. They stood above board, staring into the vast sea where fish swam. Sienna happily stared into the water separating the lands. Imsun watched Sienna. She ached and felt at ease. She was responsible for this lady’s smile, and, for once, the burden of the journey ahead seemed distant. 

	A giant golden dolphin jerked out of the water in the distance. Sienna squealed from the sight of it, pointing. Some passengers snickered in irritation, but Sienna paid no mind. The scorn of others would not taint her joy. Imsun’s face grew into a frown for a moment, and she considered making an example of the men watching Sienna with disgusting looks. Sienna seemed to notice and grabbed her hand, then slowly shook her head. 

	Imsun loosened up, turning to watch the golden dolphin, who was now making a show of dance, picking up smaller fishes. Then it moved forward to the boat, circling it. 

	When the boat stopped in Pludasia, they instantly made it to the academy, retrieving Andor from his dorm. The sight of his mother had flabbergasted Andor; it took him a few seconds to register. He dropped the bucket and raced towards her, wrapping his hands around her torso.

	He turned to Imsun, obviously recognizing her as Imsun did him, although she’d not known his name. He placed a folded hand to his chest and bowed to Imsun, a greeting between the tutor and student. Imsun barely acknowledged the greeting as she asked. “What are you doing with the bucket and metal sponge?”

	Andor stiffened, then bowed his head. “I… the other boys would not let me in the bathroom, so I have to bath out behind the hostel along with some of the other kids with….” Andor stuttered.

	“Other kids with what?” Imsun asked. 

	“With deformities, Lady Imsun,” he replied. He seemed to shrink into himself as he responded. 

	Imsun gritted her teeth, her narrow nose flaring in irritation. She stormed off. “No. You can’t talk to them,” Andor called out, terrified. 

	Imsun stopped, surprised, her groomed eyebrows raised. She cocked her head in a way that asked why?

	“It’s only going to make it worse,” Andor said in a defeated tone. 

	Imsun turned to Sienna, then to Andor. Sienna’s actions made so much sense now. When the world is out for you, you shut everything out and find joy wherever you can. She’d never known the pain this woman and child had to live through. There were limited things she could do about it. 

	As they left Pludasia, Andor told her everything. From the boys bullying him, the times when they’d done magic to make him sick in the dorm for a week, and all the other smaller horrid things. Imsun had gotten angry and thought of making the sailor turn back and shout at the head of the academy. The rage boiled inside her more and more. She had never noticed this behavior before. Was it her failing as a teacher? 

	People thought Sienna, Andor, and every other East Cegovian to be descendants of monsters who had tortured the world, ruling with it until their different stories collided. One thing that was most certain throughout the story was the east Cegovenian's were no monsters but people gifted by the gods, blessed with magic, and for the magic to be widely spread, these men and so-called earthly gods they now worshiped had hunted these people down, taking their powers away from them as they killed them. The more painful the death, the more residue magic was left for the killer to possess as a way of making them unnatural and driving them mad. Imsun imagined the magic was still driving them mad because that was the only way this could make any sense. 

	Magic now had spread widely and had been unfriendly to the original practitioners sending them down the food chain, yet they carried themselves with so much optimism that even children would marvel at the sight of such hopefulness and glimmer. 

	Andor curled beside Sienna, sharing the bunk. Imsun slept on the other bunk in the small ship room. They rode long through the day, and when night came, and the cold grew harder; they moved under the deck. A bunch of West Cegovenians were not a sight they wanted to behold for long. From the thin walls of their room, they could hear the music of the bard singing in a hoarse voice into the night. 

	He sang long and hard, stringing his guitar in a drunken slur of words, connecting to each other. 

	“Motherrrrr. Motherrrrr. Oh, Sweet mother, your son travels through the forbidden lands…” he sang. “Oh, mother, for it is beautiful, more beautiful than your words had described. And then my imaginations could create. Mother… mother…”

	The words faded into the night. The two women lay in silence, both ravishing the serenity of it while they rode on the wheels of their thoughts. They journeyed to Aetudale, where most of the books had mentioned people who sighted the pool, although the places differed. Their descriptions made no sense. It was far-fetched, but it was the only shot they had. 

	Andor slept peacefully beside Sienna, oblivious to his mother’s thoughts. 

	Sienna hummed the song as it went on. She remembered her mother telling her tales of the city under the water where no mortal was allowed unless loved by a mermaid—not just any mermaid, the royal mermaids—and most times, the mortal never came back. Those who’d tried to go with no invitation were found dead, their internal organs harvested until they were just a sack of meat, like the furs of wolves skinned. 

	It was an odd story to tell a child before going to bed, and the song after the tale was, despite being sad, soothing. 

	Hmm... hmm… hmm… “Mother… For I’ve been loved by a mermaid… she’s beautiful as the stars that light up the sky at night, and yet, her smile radiates like the dawn of a new day,” the bard continued singing, strumming strings repeatedly.

	Sienna knew the end of the story. The man had sailed the seas to go fishing when he caught a mermaid. He’d let it go when he found the mermaid dying. He was told by the mermaid to hold the seashell, thinking of her, and she would show up. The next day, the man had returned to where he caught the mermaid and held the seashell. The shell glowed bright colors of red and blue when the mermaid emerged. Because the mermaid could not stay out of the water for too long and the man could not stay underwater for long, they talked only for minutes. It went on for weeks, but as weeks turned into a complete moon cycle and over thirty sunrises and setting, the man wanted more. He began to research how to spend more time with his new lover. The next time he left his huge boat and took a small canoe, the mermaid leaned on the canoe’s body while they talked and laughed. But again, the man was greedy for more. For every time he saw the mermaid, he fell in love anew, her beauty even more striking each day. Unknown to him, the mermaid had bewitched him as every other mermaid did to men. The longer the men stared at them, the more they wanted them. The more they wanted to spend time with them, and if they couldn’t, they ended up going insane, and if they did, they ended up dead because it was an impossible union for a mermaid to be with a man. So, while the man researched how to be with his lover more, he was driving himself insane and to his death, unknown to him. He spent more and more time on the sea. Even when the clouds predicted a storm, he would sail it just to see her. Slowly, he lost his mind. Once the mermaid told him about their kingdom under the water and how to get in, it was only a matter of time. 

	The man had visited one night and insisted on getting in. He'd swam to the bottom of the ocean and had seen the city there, but the siren sensed the presence of a mortal, and they hunted him before he could even get to the gates. 

	For three years, the man was captured and imprisoned, fed just scraps and fish of different species. Time moves differently there, and after the man’s capture, it was over twenty-one years to mortals. The mermaid had fallen in love with him and betrayed her people to help him escape. Hunted by the guardians of the city, she fought and swam to get him out of the sea. In the end, she made him swear to never speak of what he saw and never return to the water just before the siren caught up with her. 

	Her tail had been ripped from her, and it was said that her screams shook the river so hard that it created a huge wave. 

	The man never spoke again.

	The story made no sense now because if the man never spoke and the mermaid died, then how did the story spread? But that was the world they lived in. One filled with rumors and gossip. Stories that were not always true but said in the attempt to send a message and, for this one, the message was received loud and clear. If you saw a mermaid, run, or you might get ensnared by it and only think of being with it every waking second of the day. 

	Soon, Sienna could hear Imsun’s soft snore from her side of the bed, and not long after, she drifted to sleep too. 

	

	

	The rowdy movements of people up and down the ship, crewmen, racing orders around awakened them the next day. The scared squeals of passengers and the dripping of water as it raced into the ship.

	Sienna was the first to jerk awake, followed by Imsun and Andor. “What’s going on?” Imsun asked as Sienna rushed to the door and pushed it open. Scared men and women clutched to each other dressed in their sleepwear, confusion and panic lighting up their faces. They raced above deck as more shouts came on board, and screams of terror filled the air.

	Imsun reached for the comfort of her magic, soothing on her fingertips, waiting for the call. She reached the top of the deck, where a huge tail flopped overhead, barely missing the ship. It circled them repeatedly.

	“What’s happening, Captain?” she turned to the man who’d grabbed a stick and was furiously wrapping something around the edges. 

	“Creature bumped into us, and now the ship is being bled into. It’s trying to cap us over,” he said as he watched the creature move around, the boat rocking. 

	Sienna stood there with Imsun, unsure of what to do, while the rest of the people who were not part of the crew cowered under the deck. The five crewmen and their captain, satisfied with their weapons, moved over to the edge of the boat. “That’s what you plan to use? That won’t hurt it. It would only make it angrier.” Imsun said.

	“Do you have a better idea?” The man turned to her. Everyone was equally terrified. The crew was ready to fight but shaking. The boat swayed backward as the huge silver fins came into view. The captain threw his handmade spear, but it only bounced off the creature’s body. Imsun stared at it, observing. From the water, she noticed the bubble that escaped. 

	“It’s a silver whale,” she shouted. “You can’t kill it.”

	“Sure. We know that. Just want to scare it off long enough to fix the ship and get the fuck out of here,” the man yelled.

	“No. You took something that belonged to it,” Imsun turned to them.

	The captain stared at her, surprised and terrified. “What are you accusing me of?”

	“Were you fishing?” The men turned to one another, and that momentary gaze that passed between them was all Sienna and Imsun needed to know. Their eyes turned to the rope wheeled down into the deck. They pulled open the wooden cabinet, revealing two small silver creatures with blue fins trapped in a net, barely alive. Sienna began to reel the creatures back into the water.

	“This is against the law, and you know it. Not only is hunting the silver whale a crime, but you are also using a passenger’s boat for fishing, thereby endangering the lives of every single person on board. You could be hung for this,” Imsun said sternly, watching the men in disgust.

	Sienna freed the creatures, and, as they dropped into the water, she raced to the edge of the ship. She stared into the water fearlessly. The huge fish had stopped circling them. She exhaled. But her eyes still stared into the water rippling with bubbles, waiting. Then there it was.

	The first one emerged, throwing itself up and arching backward, then the second followed, and soon the two danced up in opposite directions, causing the splashing of water in their wake. 

	Sienna gasped. She hadn’t realized she’d been holding her breath until she released it after seeing the fish swim.

	The captain and his crew walked away in shame, beginning repairs on the boat. A few minutes passed before the passengers had any courage to step out onto the top of the boat. They peeked around, searching for whatever it was until they realized it was no longer there, then they sighed.

	Andor stepped out with the other passengers, and at the sight of his mother, he raced into her arms, hugging her tightly. She hugged him, pressing a kiss on his forehead. “We’re okay, love. We are okay.” 

	Imsun watched them, each partner holding onto their own. The thought of dying had brought them closer in a way they would not have been, and something inside of her hurt. Would she have that? 

	She turned her gaze to the sea, staring at the vast blue that spread across the horizon far into the distance, where one could see the white formed by icebergs that didn’t coat the surface of the sea yet. They just floated, dancing like pillars of a moving castle. They knew where they were, knew despite what they’d encountered, this was the deadliest part of the sea. And because of the disturbance, they had to travel past it at night. 

	The sea breeze rustled past them, carrying a chill that exploded on touching their skin. Their skin prickled as they stared at the sun, gradually disappearing into the horizon, fading behind a thick ocean of clouds.

	They hugged each other. The tension in the air grew the closer they got to the city. Even the bard hushed and stood in silence, watching and waiting. If they passed here without sinking into the water and getting lost. There was a reason only a few sailors dared cross the sea to this part of the world and fewer passengers too. Most of them were exiled, searching for a fresh start, or criminals facing the gallows.

	The golden glow of the sun faded completely, leaving just its imprint on the cloud, and as it faded, the icebergs slowly began to glow. A reflection of the sun. Golden rays reflected off them, brightening up the water. They moved again, this time, the ship was closer, and they could see that they did not just move to the current of the water but instead in a pattern, four standing forward and another four behind it, with two at the center moving like strolling guards. 

	Imsun reached for her magic, feeling its comfort, wrapping it in her hand, and grateful for its presence there.

	Sienna held her son close. They stared into the sea, and as they reached where the four icebergs stood, the sailor turned to them. 

	“We have to sing if we wish to get across.” 

	Sing? The captain roared. “I can’t sing… Shouldn’t we sail faster and make it out of here?” he turned again to the distance where the other four bergs glowed as though thinking his suggestions were useless.

	“This is the passage out of the Onurial, and there’s only one way to cross here without getting attacked. 

	He called the crewmen, and the engine went dead. The boat floated free. 

	“We sing, we do not disturb the water, or we die.”

	Slowly, they started to hum. The bard came first, picking from his selections of mermaid songs.

	Silent is the sea, blue is the water, and long live the creatures that dwell within.

	Still and gentle, fierce and fearsome, warriors are the creatures that dwell within.

	Oh… paint not my boat in crimson blood

	Oh, take not my life, I beg of thee.

	All I ask is safe passage through your kingdom 

	Unto my journey home.

	All I ask is safe passage through your kingdom

	Unto my journey home.

	The crowd joined them. One voice, then two. 

	The icebergs glowed brighter, each one glowing in the distance, then from the top of what they’d all thought to be icebergs, a figure appeared, halfway out. A man was the first to appear. He was the most beautiful man they had ever seen. Distracted by the blue skin of his body, they gasped, pausing their songs for a second. When his gaze changed, more men and women of different colors emerged through the icebergs: green, blue, white, black, and glowing gold. They realized they had to keep singing, and this time, they sang louder and in unison.

	Oh, my lover awaits me. 

	Long in my distant home.

	Take me to her. Let me feel her embrace

	Oh, fearsome warriors

	Protectors of the blue sea

	Judge me right.

	Oh, fearsome warriors, 

	Protectors of the blue sea

	Judge me right.

	The mermaid stared at them with a dreamy gaze, and they realized it had not been icebergs. Rather, eggs and the mermaids and mermen that emerged were merely hatchlings.

	Their boat took to speed, riding faster than their engines had ever carried them. Andor was the first to notice the huge blue tail behind them flapping into the water, leaving seashells in its wake. He gasped, then raced to the rear of the boat.

	The giant mermaid hauled their boat past her children, riding them faster to the other end where the four other hatchlings stood. Andor stared at them, marveled by the beauty of their mother and them alike.

	Once they were a safe distance from all the hatchlings, the mermaid stopped pushing. 

	Andor stared at it as it rose above the water, its pitch-vlack hair dancing under the wind. He waved at it. And for a moment, he thought he saw the mermaid smile back at him before vanishing back under the water, along with her children. 

	
Fifteen

	The rest of the journey to Aetudale was easy. There had been a few mild storms here and there, roaring water and wind, but with the help of Imsun's magic and other passengers, they made it to the shores of Aetudale. At that point, the bard was singing a different song. His voice rasped more than when the journey had started. 

	Distant lands,

	Beaut and bright

	All are wisped and 

	All is calm, oh 

	What a pleasured trip I sail

	Through blues of the ocean's waves.

	Peaceful and calming, and all that’s good.

	My darling beauty, so sea gifts I bring.

	Shell from mermaid and calming waves

	Love me in your beaut embrace. 

	Another sight, oh my darling, oh. 

	I miss the taste of your lips on mine. 

	The bard continued his song, making even more dramatic flares as he stepped onto the wooden shores and leaned up to the sun rising on the horizon. A mimic of the sea they’d climbed off, only with moving icebergs and a calming feel. 

	When Imsun and Sienna stepped out, their mouths dropped. Aetudale was not what they had expected it to be. At least so far. The shores were empty. For most cities, the shores were where you could find everything one could possibly look for, but here, there was not a single soul. Not even beggars. It looked like a ghost town stretched out into the distance. The people from their boats seemed to know their way around and instantly began walking, leaving Imsun, Sienna, and Andor staring at the land.

	The boat that dropped them soon set sail again, making its way back to the open sea. Imsun wondered if she’d made the right choice. It was not too late to turn around and make her way back, but Imsun knew well enough that she would not be going back without the answers she was looking for. There was already enough at stake. 

	She walked, taking what her gut told her. They walked for miles, stretched far into the distance. From the side of her eyes, she noticed Sienna casting glances at her. Even Andor was spooked by the silence. Their only companion was the wind that did no good to quell the chill that got stuck in their spine as they moved, as though they were, any time now, expecting something to jump out of the open space towards them. 

	The land was deserted, lost. The first hut they saw was a building slanted almost like it had survived the worst of the desert.

	“A haunted hut,” Andor muttered, hiding behind Sienna.

	“What?” Imsun asked, casting the boy a glance. 

	“In the books, there’s always this hut that creeps the hell out of everyone, but the travelers have no option but to enter the hut because it’s the only place to stay away from the storm…” the wind howled in the distance, crying out in a huge tornado, swirling dust high up it reached the skies. Where it touched, the sky turned into a desert brown, and then, as though with a set of eyes they could not see, it turned to them and began its tedious motion towards them. It was fast. “…and then the real horror starts,” Andor said, transfixed by the storm. 

	Imsun did not want to show it. Her magic roared inside her. It was no ordinary storm. Hells, there was something so magical about the place even though she could not place her finger on it. She could sense it all around them. Pairs of eyes all over watching them. Fear crawled through her, warning her to turn back and leave. Despite that, she continued walking. Had she known, she would have taken the route the rest of the travelers had taken. None of them had turned left.

	She turned back, trying to see if she could spot some of her previous travel companions in the distance, but nothing. Instead, behind them was the wild spread of sand, changing into white where it met the blue sea, occasionally spurting trees, looking like something that only worked where they stood consistently nourished them. And then there was the hut. And the approaching storm grew wider and faster with each second, urging them to turn back. 

	Imsun stared at it. Really stared at it. There was something uncanny about the way it grew and rushed towards them. There was something particular about the way the dust swirled around it. It was like there were even these eyes watching them with intent from behind the storm. Something… protective.

	“We should run, Imsun,” Sienna said, but Imsun continued staring at the storm. It slowed, roared, grew even more insurmountable that it should be piercing the sky now. Imsun held her breath as it approached them. She reached for her magic, letting it swell around her fingertip. Her magic was just as agitated, more powerful, roaring back, contesting with the storm like a caged beast eager for a fight with another beast, but this storm was not caged. No, it was a wild beast of a desert land wanting—craving—blood. 

	“We go through,” she said finally.

	“Wha- what?” Sienna shouted now. Although the storm was loud, it was not the reason Sienna screamed. She heard Imsun as clearly as the sun that still stood a safe distance from the storm, unbothered by its tantrum as though it was something it was used to. 

	Sienna turned and stared back at the road they should be headed and back to the storm. Andor clenched his mother’s hand, but even he stood his ground. Then Imsun did something even madder. 

	She walked towards the storm.

	The shock on Sienna’s face was clear enough that her courage was yet to get there, but Imsun knew Sienna not to be the kind that cowered. The magic in the storm was not there to hurt them. It was a test. A word written boldly, testing both the bravery and intentions of the people who walked through it.

	“Imsun, no offense, but shouldn’t we be headed the other way?” Sienna called out despite now following Imsun.

	“We have to go through here,” was all Imsun responded. They got closer to the storm now. What appeared to be moving was just rapidly expanding by the second. 

	The wind spiraled out, spreading wide. They stood close to it and still did not feel its effect, except for a mild tug like a small casual wind on a sunny day.

	They were standing in front of it now.

	Imsun could see the instructions in her heart. It was not exactly something mere words could explain, but more like the urge to do something. Sienna and Andor followed her, doing the same. 

	The wind expanded, engulfing them inside its embrace. One minute they were inside the storm, spiraling dust and wind all around them, and the next, the wind spun so fast it seemed to have vanished. 

	Imsun and Sienna had pressed their eyes closed before opening them again soon after. They stood in front of an enormous lake. The water was pure, almost transparent enough that you could make out the depth. In the distance, fish swam cheerfully under the water, and green substances floated all around them. On one end was a small canoe with three paddles and a man dressed in a hatched cap made from straws and a jacket that barely covered half his exposed body. When they got closer to the boatman, they realized he also had a skirt instead of the popular trousers common in Cegoven and Pludasia. 

	“What is this?” Andor asked, turning behind them to find a gigantic wall separating them from something else. 

	Imsun and Sienna cautiously walked toward the man, greeting him as they reached. “Welcome! To travel, your fee would be a shilling, please,” the man said with a smile that seemed so awkward, like it had been molded onto his face. It revealed his brown teeth that separated just in the middle, enough to fit another tooth. 

	Imsun pulled out the shilling from her pocket and handed it to the man. He jumped in merriment and waved to them to climb on board. 

	“Uhm… are you sure we can really travel on one go?” Imsun asked, staring at the boat with skepticism. 

	“Do you doubt my ability to sail these waters?” the man shouted, leaning close to Imsun, so close that she could smell the stinking breath that oozed out of his mouth like an animal had died there, amongst other things. 

	Imsun leaned back, trying not to wiggle her nose. She shook her head, and the man turned in a dramatic flair, folded his arms, then said, “What are you waiting for? Get on board now, will ya?”

	Imsun turned to Sienna and back to the man. Sienna, fierce and protective as she was,  stepped in first. The boat danced and swayed as she took one step in, as though it would sink. She crammed on her second leg in, steadying herself instantly. Imsun stepped in next, taking a seat beside Sienna, then Andor followed. 

	The man grinned at them, then rowed. The boat was impossibly fast. Soon, they were on the other end of the lake where a small village stood, made mostly out of the woods, half of it above the water and the other half on the land. 

	“Welcome to Aetudale.” 

	Imsun pulled out her map and stared at it. She had not the slightest clue where they were. 

	“Oh, come on, that map is fake.” 

	“What?” Imsun asked, surprised. 

	The man reached into his jacket, pulled out a piece of paper, sliced a piece out, and handed it to Imsun. “Once, Aetudale used to be a flourishing nation. It’s always differed from that of the world, and it was open to all then, but because of that, many people, merchants, and governments sought to destroy it. They did, for the most of it. And right now, Aetudale is far from the nation it used to be, but our forefathers had created a spell to keep those without good intentions or bravery out.”

	“Brave enough? For what?” it was Andor who asked. 

	“Brave enough to face the things behind these walls.”

	Imsun scanned the map, and it looked more like what they were staring at. The lake which they’d just crossed, the small village, except there was one problem: every single village on the map was named Aetudale.

	“They are all Aetudale,” she murmured. 

	“Distinctions are how wars start. We are all offspring of the same being and hence his children, Aetudale.”

	These people are highly insane, Imsun concluded.

	“What things?” Andor asked again, panic in his eyes.

	The man leaned down, facing Andor now. “Boy, you don’t want to know. Whatever is beyond these walls, you’ll find in here and from the looks of it. You lots seem like the kind to get into a lot of trouble,” the man answered. 

	“We’re looking for the Pool of Aetudale.” 

	The man froze. His eyes poked out of their socket with great strength, and the veins running behind them threatened to pop. 

	Imsun stared at the man, surprised that the once jumbling man had gone still. For a second, she thought he’d died of shock. Then the man cleared his throat, reached for his paddles, and began reeling away. 

	“Wait…” Imsun called out, but he paid no attention to her, riding fast as though he could not get away from them as fast as possible. 

	Imsun and Sienna sighed simultaneously. She reached for the new map and scanned it, but the more she stared at it, the more confused she seemed. She sighed again and then said. “We should ask around, see what anybody knows here before moving to the next village.”

	By the end of the day, Sienna’s legs felt like they were about to run away from her and hide just to catch a break. From the way her companions walked, dragging their legs and looking like the sun had gotten into a brawl with them, she was sure they felt the same. They’d asked everybody and every creature they set their eyes on. Surprisingly, or not so much, Aetudale was a city with a variety of people, complexions, and origins. Humans, elves, and wrigos too. They’d all been there, all partaking in daily life despite the village being poor. It seemed more like they lived in euphoria, a utopia that seemed to make them smile, but every time they mentioned the pool, the people shrieked and ran away. 

	Everyone did until Andor had spotted a boy dressed in ragged cloth, jumping gray—or at least, he thought it was a gray—jacket and a shirt that looked like it had been cut from larger material. The boy whispered to Andor while he trailed his mother and Imsun. 

	“I know where you can find what you’re looking for.”

	“What?” Andor jerked, surprised but interested. Imsun and Sienna jerked too, turning with high speed to Andor, who stared at the boy that had snuck up on him. The boy only giggled and ran away, taking a path between two thatch houses. 

	Andor chased after the boy, tossing his bag to the ground. 

	“Andor…” Sienna called. 

	“He knows where to find the pool….” Andor shouted, running after the boy.

	Sienna's and Imsun’s eyes bulged. Sienna picked the bag up, and they both ran after the boy. 

	Gods, he was fast. He ran as though his legs barely touched the ground, and when they thought they’d caught hold of him, he made another turn, and then, he’s further again. 

	Andor was the first to notice they’d circled back the same waste bin twice with words written on it. If the boy had a plan, he wanted to make sure they did not know the way to where he was taking them, and with the way they ran, concentrating on catching him, he was sure they would forget everything. They would. At least Imsun and Sienna, but not Andor. Andor had a gift. Something that came in handy for most of his theoretical exams, although not the practical ones, made him seem more of a freak. He had a feeling a freak was just exactly what this place needed. 

	The boy stopped behind a tall wall. He stood as though he’d not just been running around like Imsun and Sienna now stood at the only exit, their hands on their knees as they tried to catch their breath.

	“What do you know?” Andor asked, rising to move towards the boy.

	The boy only smiled. A weird smile that seemed so unearthly and crooked. Andor moved towards the boy. “We won’t hurt you. Tell us what you know.”

	He was getting closer now. With each step he took, the boy seemed to take one back despite the wall that stopped him from moving back any further. 

	“Andor…” Imsun was the first one to notice something off. She called to him, but Andor wanted answers. His mother had whispered to him that Imsun would be his mentor from there on and that he should expect a brother or a sister soon. He hoped it was a sister, and it was the more reason he needed to diffuse this situation and retrieve the information they needed so his tutor could see he was worthy of learning from her and so he would prove he could protect his sister in a world that wanted them dead. 

	Blinded by his drive and innocence because it was only the trust that such a boy almost as young as he was would not do such a thing would make him not realize that every time the boy seemed to take a step back, the wall moved with him. Andor rushed the boy.

	“Andor, no…” Imsun yelled.

	Too slow. 

	Three other walls rose instantly, seizing him inside the chamber with the boy. 

	Andor turned, cut off, he shouted, surprised, and the boy laughed even louder. He turned to the boy, angry. Embarrassed. Furious. 

	“Let me out now.” 

	“I can’t,” the boy said.

	“Yes, you can.” Andor’s voice was stern. His dark brown eyes blazed with fury, and without knowing or understanding clearly what he was calling to him, he felt his magic awaken, beckoning to him, calling to him, asking him to give control like a manipulative voice wanting to give him what he wanted for a far greater price.

	The boy trembled, fear in his eyes. He clung to the wall, although he did not bang against it.

	“Let. Me. Out.” Every word was strained, taking everything from him. His magic glowed now, escaping his fingertips, taking and taking what it wanted. Sucking, draining him, all the nutrients in his body, growing by the second. He did not know when to stop and fueled by the desire, he searched for a certain outbreak from this cage, his fury drove him more, and his magic swelled some more. He could feel the fat shrink off his body, his small lips quivering.

	“Once they finish with your mother and aunt, they will let you go or ask you to join them, please,” the boy cried. 

	Imsun stared at the wall, shocked. She’d been too distracted by the thought she did not know when they’d set the trap to seize Andor. 

	Sienna made to move, but as though deciding it was a trap too, she halted and turned around, searching. A second passed, then two, then she saw them. Six boguls jumped out of the rooftops, their clothes made of rags but of finer rags, their feet bare. They stared at Imsun and Sienna. Sienna tightened her muscles even though she knew this was not a fight of strength. They’d just taken Andor, and she would rather be damned before she let that happen. 

	Imsun took the fighting stance. She let her magic take its demands. Like an awakened lion, it roared, ravaged her body for its power, and fueled itself just right. 

	Imsun knew one of—if not all—of these men were practitioners. The magic radiating off them was intense. With the grace of her magic, she moved. Her first lightning struck the man, sending him dashing towards the wall. The man crumpled like a piece of paper, ash and smoke oozing from his chest. He lifted his hand, and for a moment, blood spluttered out. She dashed to another. The man dodged. Another, he moved again, racing in circles, and soon, the rest of the men moved. Sienna stiffened her fist, readying her punch. The man dashed towards her, blade out. Sienna swiftly strafed left, dodging the blade. She launched her closed fist to the man’s jaw, it hurt more than she expected. The man yelled, driving his sword towards her. Sienna moved. No. Imsun had drawn her back with magic. Sienna was not as fast as the man. Imsun’s magic responded, taking the man on a ride. The man followed, cutting the air as he tried to get Sienna.

	“Sienna, just hold on!” Imsun said, a little out of breath.

	Sienna only nodded.

	Too late, he realized Imsun’s plan all along. Imsun caught the man with her magic. Lightning wrapped around the man’s neck, squeezing hard. “Praefringo,” she muttered. 

	Like biscuits, their legs and arms snapped. Sienna cringed. She’d seen people brutalized, beaten, and fought back but never had she seen two men go down that fast or screech in so much pain that they crumpled to the ground instantly, blood soaking their joints. 

	The other men turned to Imsun. They threw fireballs. At first, Sienna had thought the balls were coming to Imsun. She called out, but they headed straight to her. Imsun knocked her out, then her “velox pes,” she muttered, and red lights circled her legs. And the next thing Sienna knew, Imsun was not standing there anymore. 

	She felt the wind move, the flash of shadow, and nothing more. One man, two, three. The men fell to the ground, with no hope of stopping whatever knocked them down. Imsun hit them, and soon, they were all on the ground, some unconscious, others with at least one broken bone. 

	Then Imsun was back where she stood.

	Then Imsun moved. Her gait was different now like she was a whole new person. She even glowed. The surrounding aura shifted, and Sienna knew if she was standing on the scornful end of this woman, she would tremble by now. Imsun was hiding the draining effects wreaking havoc in her body. Muscle aches and light-headedness. She was strong, but she could only do it for so long. It was too difficult. Imsun needed to be strong now.

	When Imsun towered over the men, they seemed to quiver. “I… we… take whatever you want from us.” The one who seemed to be their leader said. 

	He was a big-bellied man with dirty blonde hair and a blue band that wrapped around his hair. On one side of his face ran a scar that should have killed him. In fact, lots of these men had scars all over them.

	“Who are you?” Imsun asked, grabbing his arm.

	“We… Bandits,” he said, clutching his hand that was growing frail by the second like Imsun had sped up the growth in that arm. Imsun leaned down, touched a finger to the arm, and whispered, “sanitatem tactus.”

	The man exhaled in a bit of relief, but when Imsun lifted her hand, he cried as the pain blistered him anew. 

	“Tell us, why did you lure us here?” 

	“To k… ki… to rob you. Damn it,” he cursed.

	Sienna watched, horrified, as the men shivered in pain. Surely a few minutes ago, these men must have thought they would steal from them, probably kill them and be on their merry way. 

	“Such a shameful way to live,” Imsun remarked.

	If Sienna did not find Imsun likable before, she did now. Imsun stands up for what is right.

	“I… we....”

	“I must warn you if you try to lie to me, your hand will age even faster, and soon, it will be dust, but it will not stop there. It will eat the other parts of your body.” she took her finger and poked at a part of the man’s body, and the man cried and took a long breath. 

	“Please…” the man cried like a baby. 

	Imsun stared at him. Really stared at him as though she was considering if his life was worth sparing. Sienna did not know how far she would take it. Then she recalled Andor was trapped inside of the wall with that boy.

	Oh, lords. 

	“Where’s my son?” she stepped in front of the man. Imsun stood watching the man. 

	The bandit leader cast a glance at Sienna, then back to Imsun as though considering if she was to fear her. “I said, where is my son?” Sienna yelled. 

	She looked horrifying when she screamed. The man murmured a quick one-word response. “Safe.”

	She turned to the wall. The brick that stood between them. “Release him.”

	“Can’t. My hand.” 

	Sienna took a step back, turned to Imsun, and Imsun nodded, then trailed her hand down the man’s arm. 

	The man exhaled, relieved from the gut-wrenching pain. He rose from the crumps, turned to his men, still in pain, on the ground, then to the wall that held Andor and the other boy, lowering it slowly. Sienna and Imsun watched him, Sienna more intently than Imsun, and that was when Imsun noticed. A sharp flick of his finger, mutterings, seconds before he turned, and both his hands pointed to Imsun. 

	The blade swooshed, traveling through the air at light speed. Imsun barely registered what was happening. The blade stood near her chest, and she moved, too late, too slow. The blade was in. 

	Warm blood spread. A weight collapsed on her. Her eyes closed for a second. But no pain. There should be pain, but there wasn’t.

	She opened her eyes. The man stood; jaw dropped in shock.

	The weight that pushed Imsun was Sienna in front of her. Her stomach was soaked in blood, the warm end of a steel arrow poking out of her. 

	Imsun blinked. For a moment, the world around her seemed to halt. The air watched with great diligence. Even hell seemed to have frozen, all for the moment. 

	The ticking of an invisible clock inside her head was loud, metallic, like the smell of blood that wrenched the air. 

	Sienna coughed. Imsun turned to the man, and the wind seemed to bristle.

	Imsun moved laboriously as though she bore the weight of her fallen friends in each movement of her bones, each flick of her wrists, and the motion of her eyes. 

	She stared at the man; every trace of humanity was lost in the void of sympathy. Sienna laid on the ground, her joyous self-clutching her wounded stomach for life.

	When Imsun lifted her hands, she did not need to say any words. The magic took control, the wind responded, even Gryna shook, and then, when she lifted her hand, all the bodies of the men rose with her. Their whole body was like divided broomsticks, frozen in place by her magic. Wordlessly still, she closed her hands. 

	Bones snapped. 

	Silence. 

	The air hung thick with silence. Even the reaper must have stood mouth agape at sight. The men barely had the chance to scream as life fled from them. 

	With a heavy sigh, they crumbled to the ground, unmoving. Imsun walked to where Sienna lay, her whole-body shivering. Imsun reached for her and placed her hand on her. The metallic arrow, along with the brick wall, dissolved as the men lay dead. 

	Imsun muttered wordlessly as she pressed her hand on Sienna’s body. The baby. Sienna gripped her hand. Imsun muttered more feverishly, out of breath. Imsun felt the magic inside Sienna’s womb fade until it was no more. She was sure Andor must have felt it too. Andor turned, his anger slipping away as the walls crumbled before him.

	“Mom,” he shouted, ignoring the boy, and raced to his mother’s side. 

	He took her hand, grabbing it firmly, tears in his eyes. “Mom,” He cried.

	Sienna tried to murmur some words, but nothing came out. She was drowning in her own blood, trying to breathe. 

	Death was on her door.  

	Andor grabbed hold of her, placing himself on top. “Don’t die. Don’t die,” he cried. 

	And for a second, there was just one beat. No. two beating as one. Pounding in synchrony. Imsun paused. A glow escaped between Sienna and Andor, growing larger with each second. Warmth returned to Sienna’s hand, and then, the hearts began to beat, the world was no longer too bright, and the wrenching pain in her abdomen seized with a tingling sensation. 

	“Andor,” she said. 

	Andor jerked up, his gaze darting to his mother. She looked more alive than she had a few seconds ago. Her gaze rested on Andor, her smile rueful. 

	She turned to Imsun. “Thank you,” she mouthed, but Imsun looked just as shocked. As much as she knew, her magic was not healing her. In fact, she knew she was losing her … until Andor rested on her and their hearts interlaced. 

	She turned her gaze to Andor, surprised and wowed by the boy’s powers. 

	“I didn’t do anything,” Imsun said. “He did.”

	Their gazes turned to Andor, and even he looked shocked. He watched between his mother and Imsun, unsure of what had just happened. 

	“But the baby-,” Imsun muttered, bringing her head down.

	All the joy that Sienna seemed to have gathered dissipated just as easily. Her heart sank again and for the second time at the last minute.

	Andor stared at her, back at Imsun, then at her stomach. He repeated the action again, and Sienna pulled him into a hug. “It’s going to be okay,” she murmured. “It’s going to be okay.”

	They turned to see the boy still standing there like a statue, too horrified to do anything Imsun walked to him. The boy trembled. “I… the… the pool. I have no idea where it is, but I know someone who does.”

	Imsun made no move to answer him, just continued walking. “He lives in a village; they call it the small Aetudale. It’s two villages away from this one.” He took a step back, almost tripping.

	When Imsun reached him, she asked, “They forced you to stay with them, right?” 

	The boy nodded feverishly. 

	“You’re free to go,” she said. 

	She turned, and Sienna nodded in agreement. With that, they rose to their feet, ready to leave this Aetudale for the next. 

	
Sixteen

	Kol and Drehel spent hours behind closed doors, talking in detail about all their plans and what they had seen. In the end, Kol knew everything there was to know about the resistance, except for the identity of their leaders and the location—although for the latter, he would visit with Drehel at the next meeting and for the former. Drehel had said it was not his story to tell but that of the members of the group. 

	Then he had asked the last question that there was to ask. “We need to garner more support from the Twilight Flame if we hope to win this war.”

	Kol did not agree one bit with the war, but still, he could not deny the fact that it was looking likely to end in bloodshed. Lots of it. It was the one thing that kept him on the fence. Despite all he’d seen happen, he could not deny that the people of the Cegoven—West Cegoven—had come to be his people over the years. To go to war with them would mean to go to war with a part of himself. He sat in the chair, thinking through everything. There was no way he would go to war. They needed a solution. Not to mention, going against the council would be considered treason. They would not only kill him but the people he loved too.

	Kol sighed, feeling like the weight of the world rested on his shoulders. He wasn’t wrong, though. The weight of the world did rest on his shoulders, dragging him down. 

	“I… War isn’t an option I want to seek, but if there’s any way we can gain even a sliver of support from any other person in the Twilight, there’s only one name I can vouch for to join our cause, Imsun Carr,” he said. “She’s… her heart is in the right place, more so than mine,” he said.
“Hmm… She was part of the people I considered recruiting, but….” Drehel clicked his tongue. 
Kol only nodded. “I was an easy target,” he said. 
“No. Not that.” 
“I get it. It’s a compliment,” he said. 
Drehel nodded, and Kol smiled. They sat still in silence for a second, and finally, they smiled. 
“I’ll get to her and tell her about this, but I’m most certain she will be involved.”
Kol nodded.


Kol made his way onto the street, feeling like a different man than he’d walked in. A difference did not mean a good one. In fact, he’d never felt so bad, despite knowing that this was the right thing to do. 
Well, from his long life, if he’d learned something, it was that good things weren’t always the easiest to do. Besides, how could he possibly turn his back on the brutality? The boy was getting whipped, lines of people looking like they were on death’s door waiting for it to unleash hell on them.
The snow seemed harder now, almost like it was stopping him from going. He made his way through it, determined to discuss it all with Imsun. 
The lingering feeling of being lied to and made into a fool was on his mind. There was only one person he could trust to tell him he was making the right decision.
He knew Imsun was in town, knew she’d gone to see her parents for the first time since he could remember. He was aware of the complicated history between the young sorceress and her father. Kol was aware it was the same reason she’d not been home in ages, but for her to have visited after paying the Twilight Flame a visit, he was almost certain they’d refused any help she’d asked for.
More conflicting thoughts wailed at him, much so that he did not notice the storm rising or that it was roaring. The fog had covered the lands so heavily one could barely see. 
When he snapped out of it, he could not see in front of him, and he certainly was the only person in miles, and there was nothing he could do but stare into the distance. The wind was howling, pushing with force.
He stared into the distance, trying to work some magic, when his gaze set on the house nearby. Feeling like his skin was about to turn into ice, he pushed himself, one step at a time, tearing through the storm. 
The storm fought. 
Gods damned Cegoven Weather! He cursed within. Each step was laborious. If he’d been in his mind, he would have noticed the fog climbing and performed a spell, but without a clear view of himself or whatever he was enchanting, he could not do anything. 
He reached the door and grabbed hold of the handle to avoid getting flung off by the wind. He pounded on the door. With the loud cries of the wind, he would be lucky if anyone heard him. 
He banged repeatedly. On the fourth try, the door swung open, revealing a gray old man with a striking resemblance to Imsun. 
He rushed in even before the man could ask who he was. His teeth chattered and bantered, gnashing against each other like some terrible bard crew singing awful rhythmless music. 
He closed his eyes, imagined the spell he hoped to cast, exhaled, and for the brief second where his teeth stopped fighting amongst themselves, he muttered the words.
The chanting froze. Snow caked on his clothes, rolled off then dissipated.
He turned to the man, who was now accompanied by a woman. “Hi, I’m Kol from the Twilight Flame…” the man stiffened, although Kol could not understand the gesture. Did he think he was in some sort of trouble? “And a colleague of Imsun, your daughter, at Pludasia academy. I’m here to inquire about her presence.” He completed. He watched the man go from stiff to uneasy and back to comfortable. 
“My daughter left already in search of some mystical pool,” he said. 
“Was she accompanied by anyone?” Kol asked, hoping one of the Twilight members had the decency to help. The man stiffened again. There was something they were hiding. He turned around and searched the place.
“Someone from the Twilight perhaps,” the man sighed, shaking his head.
Kol watched him for a bit. He could still feel a bit of his anger holding on. The things this man had done to Imsun when she was younger, all because he wanted a daughter who was immensely powerful, never mind he had a daughter with a good heart.
“Mind if I stay here for a bit until the storm clears out?” Kol asked.
“You’re welcome to stay as long as you wish,” this time, it was the woman who spoke. She looked ill or like she was recovering from an illness. 
He nodded his thanks and then sank into the bed. He felt exhaustion weigh heavily on him, the cost of his most recent spell and the storm combined. His eyelids grew heavy, and he let himself doze.
By the time Kol woke up, the storm had faded. Mrs. Carr served him warm tea before sending him on his way. He greeted them fairly and made his way to Drehel’s place.
The conversation was short. The meetings were fixed, and Drehel would talk to the other leaders of the resistance, and if they were convinced that Kol was with them, they would show up for the next meeting.  Until then, Kol would have to go back to work, pretending like he’d not been to East Cegoven nor saw what he’d seen. Kol still woke up to nightmares of the children being whipped. 
Drehel had been right when he said, “This is the hard part. Knowing and sitting idly until it's the right time.”
Kol did not know how he’d managed it all these years because he was already losing his mind even as he set sail for Pludasia again. 


	

	

	After their conversation and Kol had returned to Pludasia, Drehel got back to work. He wrote letters to all the heads, sending them his findings and keeping Kol’s name out should the letter fall into the wrong hands. 

	For the first time in a long time, their revolution seemed to have a sliver of hope, even though it would not be enough. At least they had a fighting chance, no matter how small.

	He sank into the cushion of his office chair afterward, feeling a tad wasted and exhausted and elated. He smiled to himself. 

	He could see the freedom they’d long sought for. He pulled open the lower drawer of his desk, pulling out a bottle of ale. He opened it, the strong stench knocking him back. He brought it to a cup, filled it to its brim, and took a sip. This was something to rejoice over.

	
Seventeen

	The silence between them was piercing. It mourned and grieved with each hollow minute that passed. Imsun, Sienna, and Andor walked in silence. The heaviness of their hearts could almost be heard from the way it beat in their chests.

	Sienna felt like the world around her was crumbling. Hells, that would have probably felt far less troubling than this. It felt like her heart was ripping apart, tearing her from inside like a gaping hole in the center of her core. 

	She was incomplete.

	Everything about her felt incomplete, gaping. Her heart ached in a way she could not explain, like the single fact as breathing while her child had died was wrong. It was all wrong.

	By dusk, every part of her ached. She had recently expelled the remains of her child. She was grateful for the distraction from the tingling sensation of the magic that had sealed her wound and spared her life without that of her child. However, that would not bring the child back to life.

	How could she love something this much when she’d not even seen it, not known what it would grow up to be, and yet, the mere thought of losing it felt like a part of her dear soul had been carved out of her?

	“We should rest here for the night. The village is only a couple of miles away. If we rise by dusk, we’ll get there before sunrise,” Imsun said.

	Sienna halted, not saying anything to each other as they sat down and made their tent. Sienna made her way into the woods, gathering some wood.

	They sat in silence, mind brewing, picking on the squirrel that Imsun had caught. The fire crackled in front of them. The sun faded into the distant horizon, disappearing under an ocean of blue and gold until it was lost in its sea, revealing only the moon that slowly crawled from the shells of white clouds. 

	Sienna could see Imsun’s gaze lingering on her, but she couldn’t really care. Everything felt off. She picked on the meat. She was hungry, but still, once the meat reached her mouth, it felt sour. She chewed on the chunk, the sweet and burning taste mixed in her mouth. She rolled the meat in her mouth, unable to chew further or swallow. 

	Her thoughts drifted afar. She’d imagined her daughter burnt on the stack, the charred meat in her mouth.

	Oh, moons. 

	She was going to be sick.

	She was definitely going to be sick. 

	She stood up, raced outside their tent, and bent to her knees, dry heaving.

	Nothing came out. Her stomach was empty. The tears were burning in her eyes. She was not about to cry. She needed to be strong. Needed to keep her head high. She feared anything she would break. She did not want to break.

	She closed her eyes, exhaled as she wiped her lips, then returned to where she sat. Andor and Imsun stared at her, watching her. She returned to her seat, picked up the meat, and began picking at it. 

	Andor’s stomach grumbled loudly, despite having finished his portion. He clutched his stomach, squeezing himself as though that would ease the grumbling. 

	“Here,” Sienna said, stretching the meat to Andor. He eyed the meat greedily, wondering if he was about to take it, considering his mother had barely touched the meat. “I’m not really hungry,” she said.

	That was all the invitation Andor needed to snatch the meat and begin devouring it, only stopping when he’d cleared the bone of any squirrel meat left. 

	He sighed, feeling still both heavy and exhausted. Never had he eaten this much before. And now, somehow, he still needed to eat some more.

	“It’s your power. It takes from you when you use it. Take mine too. I’m done. Try getting some rest. It would help you feel better,” Imsun said.

	The words felt distant to Sienna. Like she was in an open space, and there were the people talking around her but not to her.

	She needed to sleep it off, get it off her mind. She lay down, stared into the dancing golden flame, and let her thoughts carry her away until she’d fallen asleep.

	That night, whilst Sienna slept, she dreamt of all the things her life would have been. Everything was normal, or as normal as it could be.

	She was sitting beside a window, sewing with a thread and needle. Dunmir walked in and planted a kiss on her face. Beside her sat her daughter, playing with a doll. Andor walked in. “Mom, I’m going out to play with some friends.”

	“Alright, just be back for lunch,” she said with a smile, then returned to her work, humming to herself.

	Dunmir left.

	Sienna continued her sewing for a while when she noticed something. There was silence. To one without a child, the silence was bliss, but to one with a baby, silence meant something…

	The floor was empty as she turned to see her baby. She blinked. She could have sworn she saw her baby just there. 

	And then it all fell apart.

	First, Andor rushed in, screaming. She flung the fabric away and raced to the door. Andor clutched his stomach, drenched in blood oozing out from his stomach to his hand. He was forcing himself to move.

	Sienna stood frozen by the door, unsure of what to do. She raced to her son, and just as she reached him, he collapsed to the ground, hands still pressing his stomach, but it did nothing to stop the crimson blood that oozed out of him. 

	He stared at her. His last words were muttered before the darkness swept him away, “Mom. I don’t want to die.”

	Sienna opened her mouth to speak, but then he was gone. She blinked. It had to be a dream. He could not really die. What would she tell Dunmir? 

	As she sat on the floor, crumpled by the devastating sight of her son dead, her daughter that had magically disappeared, and when she thought she’d reached rock bottom, she heard a familiar voice rushed in panic.

	“My love, Sienna, we must pack our bags….” Dunmir raced through the gate, halting as Sienna turned to him, tears filled, heart shattered and broken like a crumpled mess. 

	She watched as Dunmir fell to the ground, and in came two black boots, the neighing of horses cried from behind, but before she could realize what was going on, the first stick slammed against Dunmir’s face, sending him crumpled to the ground. Their eyes remained locked as though if they held each other’s gaze long enough, every single problem they had would just fade away. 

	She stared at them, her body frozen, unable to move. Move. Move. She willed herself to move and run to him, but she remained frozen to the ground. She could not feel her legs. 

	He screamed. 

	She moved. She raced towards him, her hands still warm from her blood. Then she saw it. The dragon chain, pitch-black, shot over Dunmir’s hands as he raised them up. Before his mouth could mutter the words, the chain wrapped around his hands, the two silver balls clasping together.

	He sank to his knees instantly, his eyes turning pale. 

	She froze as just as she did, a guard stepped out with a wicked grin and pointed at her with a crossbow aimed.

	She took a step back, then another. 

	The man let the arrow loose. 

	She screamed. 

	

	

	Imsun jerked awake to the sound of Sienna thrashing and screaming. She jerked up, her magic rushing to her almost immediately as she raced to Sienna amidst the darkness. The campfire had gone out, and the moon was not so bright, making it almost impossible to see.

	But Imsun could make out the petrified woman clutching her throat for air as though she could not believe she was alive. “You’re alright. You’re alright. You’re alright,” Imsun said.

	Sienna grabbed her tightly, her whole body trembling with fear. One could almost smell it on her. Her heart was pounding loudly. It was a surprise the whole woods did not wake up. 

	Imsun held her tightly, too, keeping her still or as still as she could be. “It was just a nightmare.”

	A few seconds passed, Sienna’s heartbeat settled, and after a few deep inhales, she was ready to pull away from her. They stared into each other’s eyes holding gazes for a brief second before Sienna pulled away, averting her gaze to the darkness around them. 

	Imsun leaned back, sitting on the moist grass near her. “What happened?” she asked, studying her. 

	Sienna turned her gaze away again, staring into the distance then as though deciding that the distance, just like Imsun’s face, was not a good idea. She darted her head to the ground again. Her chest still rose and fell, although her breathing was more tamed. She turned to the place where Andor lay peacefully. Despite everything that had happened, she felt lucky. 

	Imsun sighed. The past event had created a strain on a relationship that had only begun to blossom. Imsun could not help but feel guilty. She’d led Sienna here, and despite not knowing the woman long enough, she knew Sienna had survived a lot, and right now, coming on this trip with her might not have been a very good idea. 

	She sighed, thinking it was okay if Sienna hated her. She hated herself already for bringing her here. In her quest to find a pool, she’d dragged this woman and made her lose something special. How was she any different from her father, who had forced her at fifteen to sacrifice giving birth when she’d not fully comprehended what it was all about? 

	However, Sienna was not fifteen, and she’d made the decision to come while knowing there would be danger. And fifteen-year-old Imsun may not have understood the full consequences, but she had known that there was a sacrifice to be made. Despite the guilt and regret clawing at Imsun, she knew that they were two women dealing the hand they had been dealt. 

	Imsun had properly laid back on her mattress when Sienna finally spoke. “I had a nightmare.” 

	Imsun rose, leaning on one hand, giving Sienna her full attention. 

	Sienna told her everything about the dream, about her perfect family, and about how it had gone terribly wrong. 

	“And the worst part of it all is despite the fact that it was a dream, I still remember what it felt like to be that happy. And the sad part of it is, I know I’m never going to get that,” she said. This time, the tears gathered like clouds before the rain began to pour. The tears ran down her eyes in a rivulet, flowing down her chin. She quickly reached for her face with the hem of her clothes, wiping it off. 

	“Why? What happened to your husband?” Imsun asked, although something told her it was going to be a grim story. 

	Sienna sighed.

	Imsun stiffened, bracing herself for the story. 

	“My husband was taken away a couple of months ago in one of the guard's raids one night. We’ve never set eyes on him since then.” A pause. “The first couple of weeks were difficult for us. Andor would always sit outside hoping his dad would walk back with that smile,” Sienna seemed to smile as she thought of her husband walking in through the front door. “And I had to be brave for him. Sit up with him, and tell him tales of his father while forcing myself not to cry. And when he finally fell asleep on my thighs, I would spend the night crying and thinking of all the ways the world could have been better but wasn’t.” 

	She wiped more tears. 

	Imsun pressed her full  lips together, unable to find the right words to say or to even decide if silence was the best approach. Only that the silence between them thickened by the second and whether to be grateful or wary that neither one of them could not see each other’s face. 

	“By the time my powers manifested, I’d learnt hundreds of spells far beyond my age, and my father was already shoving me down the level six magic.” 

	Sienna made an audible gasp. She knew the effect of such magic and the cost it had on Dunmir back then; how could a girl of fifteen be made to do such at an early age?

	“When I learnt all that he could show me, he took me to meet this sorcerer who offered to make me even more powerful by performing a blood sacrifice.” Another gasp. 

	“I was twenty before I realized that the sacrifice was taking my ovum, and I can no longer give birth.”

	Imsun felt the weight of it all return. She thought she could not possibly feel lower. There she was, sinking deeper. She closed her eyes and let out a breath. Her shoulders slackened again, and she leaned back.

	The silence between them grew again. Imsun’s thoughts raced through a million and one things. Her thoughts drifted from one thing to another, burning with guilt.

	“It’s not your fault,” Sienna muttered in the darkness. 

	Imsun did not ask what. She already knew.

	“I asked to come, and honestly, this journey is far safer than my home, believe me. I am unsure if the pregnancy would have gone on much longer. My best guess, a few weeks at most.” 

	Imsun turned now, casting Sienna a glance, but from the thickness of the darkness, it was impossible to make her face or even shape. 

	“So, if you’re feeling guilty for bringing me with you, stop.” Sienna’s voice was firm now, not like the meek lady that laughed at mundane things and had a free spirit. In fact, their conversation had been severe. “I might die here,” her voice cracked now, rising a few pitches, but she swallowed loudly, pausing just enough to shake the feeling off. “All I ask is that you fulfill your end and make my son strong so he can protect himself and the one he falls in love with.”

	They remained silent long enough before Imsun finally drifted to sleep. When Imsun slept this time, she dreamt of the pool again, glowing rays emitting from it when the rest of the world around it was pitch black. Silence hovered in the air, not even insects crooked or crooned in the darkness beyond. She moved, one step in front of the other. She was getting there. 

	

	

	Andor woke up sometime between Sienna’s story and Imsun. He remained still, listening to his mother talk about his father. He could picture his father’s face, loving brown eyes, and his father’s comforting smile before that dreadful day. His heart ached, and hot tears burnt through his gaze, but he remained quiet, letting his mother go on. She started on the ordeal she’d survived just before she met Imsun and before they embarked on this journey. He’d not really grasped why he had to leave school, not until now. They were criminals now, being chased and hunted, except Cegoven would never come to Aetudale, and there was no one to reason with to capture them. So, this was the only place where they had the semblance of safety. His heart ached even more. Today, he’d not protected his mother. He’d let her down. He recalled the words his father had always said. “If I go one day, you have to promise me to take care of your mother,”

	The one thing his father asked, yet he’d failed. He was so young and unaware of how the body works to a complex level to restore life.

	He clenched his hands tightly, squeezing them until they hurt, leaving crescent moon marks on his palm.

	Andor released slowly and exhaled.

	He would not fail again. He had to be cautious and smart. 

	The thoughts repeated in his mind, swirling around him until finally, his mind caved to the will of exhaustion. 

	
Eighteen

	There was a voice in the wood.

	Andor jerked awake, pushing himself to a full stand, when he heard the sweet crooning of the voice, bellowing him to come.

	It was magical. Blissful. It enchanted him. He completely deafened the voices of the buzzing insects and the quirking birds in their nests. His ears scanned the woods for the direction of the voice beckoning him.

	Every warning to pay no heed to voices in the distance lost alongside every other logical thought, Andor followed the voice, rising from his bed, then into the woods.

	The fig branches cracked under his legs; coldness swept under him from his naked feet onto the moist ground, but he did not feel it. His only focus was on the ensnaring voice calling him from a distance, singing under the dim light of the fast-approaching dawn.

	Andor knew he was supposed to be scared or worried at least, but he was none of them. In fact, it felt like he was a knight in search of his lost love. The trees were like the obstacles that stood in his path, and he must force them to give way to him. 

	He moved on more, pushing branches, disappearing further from the path marked out by foot to the thicker part of the forest where branches of over two trees interlaced at a spot. It required pulling and breaking off to pass.

	Branches brushed against him, and the insects begged for him to turn, to flee, but dearest Andor seemed lost in his head. He could hear the voice grow stronger and louder.

	“Come, oh, my darling, come. Bring with you just yourself. That's all I ask, my dearest, come.”

	He continued until he stood in front of a small lake. The lake, unlike the one that stood in the mouth of Aetudale, was smaller. He could see the end from where he stood. The water was green, too green you could barely make out what was within—if there was anything within, except the young man who leaned halfway out of the lake, his hands on some green algae that surrounded the water and stretched out on the ground. 

	He glimmered or seemed to. In the eyes of Andor, the hair of his head was silver and dulled as though they’d suffered from improper hygiene. His face was a rough beauty, impossible for mortals, with hard jawlines. His eyes had a silver dot in a sea of gray and white, and his ears were like that of elves.

	“Are you okay?” Andor asked. 

	The man smiled, pulling further out of the lake to reveal his broad shoulder and chest, but nothing lower. “Come boy, come, I am trapped here in this lake, and I shall need your help to return home,” he said. 

	Their eyes connected, and the enchantment wore off.

	Andor could feel a bit of shiver rushing him in a wave that was otherwise meant to be panic but passed merely as caution. 

	He took another step toward the man. “What is your name?” he asked.

	“I do not remember,” the man responded, his shoulders slackening back halfway into the water.

	With each second that passed, the day got brighter, and the scorching sun of Aetudale, never mind it was winter everywhere else, was getting ready to start the day’s trip. 

	He moved again towards the man, gaze fixed on each other. 

	As he came close to the man, standing only at arm’s length, did he see it? A blue tail under his body. 

	Andor’s eyes lit up in excitement. “You’re a mermaid… A merman,” he squealed. 

	The man hissed loudly in annoyance. “Why do they always say that?”

	“No, I am a siren ,” he said, and when his gaze reached Andor again, it was nothing short of deadly. 

	Before Andor could realize what was going on, the man reached for him, snatching him by the feet. Claws replaced fingers and dug into Andor’s legs. Then he pulled Andor towards him.

	Andor screamed. The green algae filled his mouth, muffling his scream, but he fought back. With all his might, he fought back. He thrashed , pulled, and grabbed hold of everything and anything, kicking the siren with his second leg. The man only cackled as Andor struggled and hissed when the end of Andor’s leg collided with his face. 

	His grip loosened for a second, and Andor tried to pull away, but the claws were stuck inside, warm crimson blood rushing out, soaking his hand. 

	And the grip was firm again. Almost too tightly, Andor feared he might have broken a bone. 

	Andor was losing the fight, yet the will of a child did not let him give up. He’d not realized how far he’d walked or if anyone was around. No. There was no one around, and his screams would go unnoticed except the birds and insects that tried to warn him on his way here.

	Lords. Lords. Lords.

	The siren was done playing. Nearly losing his meal, he gripped Andor in a vice-like grip, yanked his hold of the soil, and pooled him into the colored lake. Andor fought to rise, but the siren    continued pulling him down, faster than Andor had seen anything move in water, not even fishes swam that fast, but the man was carrying beyond depths, where it was quite certain he could never swim back up.

	He was running out of breath. Everything flashed in his eyes. His mother, his tutor, he’d failed them once again, and this time, they might wake up only to find out he was dead, that was if they found him at all. Sirens were nasty creatures that fed on every single flesh of the skin except the bones. Their teeth were sharp but not strong enough to crush the bones, unlike their counterparts, the mermaid, who was much nicer, Andor realized.

	Andor tried to shake himself some more, but the further down they went, the less strength he had and the stronger the siren. The more they stayed, the more his breath disappeared. He could not see either. The lake was so dirty it was impossible to see anything. He had a feeling that kind of dirt would impede even the siren’s vision but still be helpful to humans or warlock.

	Warlock. 

	That was it. 

	In the desperate attempt to survive, he’d forgotten all about his magic and fought merely by strength alone. But he still knew spells. He was still a warlock, albeit one who barely knew how to cast many spells, let alone one where he need not say the words for them to happen. But it had been done, and if he wished to survive, then he had to do it.

	He closed his eyes, not like he could see anyway, and concentrated on his leg where the siren held him, imagining his blood turning into lethal acid. He pressed his eyes, and the words seemed to swirl around in his mind. 

	The siren screamed, pulling his grip from him. 

	Andor launched into action immediately. He did not know where he was swimming, only that he had to keep moving, keep his feet pounding no matter how numb the left one was going. He pushed himself. He could feel the siren getting hold of itself and turning to charge towards him again. He closed his eyes, wishing he had increased speed. The word appeared in his mind, “Da mihi velocitatem,” he muttered to himself. 

	A wave of water circled around his leg, thrusting him high. One minute he was screaming, water entering his lungs, and the next, he thrust high, searching for substance in the air. 

	Halt.

	Then he was not moving anymore. He began descending again, falling back into the water. He stared into the water just in time to see the smile on the siren’s face as he waited for his descent. 

	

	

	Sienna was the first to jerk awake. Call it mother’s intuition or whatever you may. She sensed that something was wrong in her deep subconscious, something she could not explain.

	Her gaze darted to where Andor lay the previous night. She met only the lump of wood he’d placed a cloth over for a pillow. 

	“Andor,” she called out, refusing to panic immediately. She scanned the nearby bush. Maybe he’d gone to release himself as he always did every morning when he woke up, but he was nowhere in sight. A chill crawled down her spine instantly, the worst racing through her mind. 

	“Andor!” she shouted even louder now; the whole forest must have heard her because the singing birds scattered from their nests. 

	She waited.

	No response.

	Her heart pounded. 

	She could not breathe. She could not stand. Every part of her felt weakened. Lost in the frantic thoughts of what-ifs, she did not know when Imsun woke up or when Imsun rushed to her.

	“What’s happening?” Imsun asked.

	Sienna opened her mouth to speak, but words would not come out. She felt like she was running out of breath like the mere sitting down was draining the air in her lungs. 

	She opened her mouth again, forcing the lump in her throat to make way. “He’s gone. Andor. I… I can’t.”

	It was all Imsun needed to jerk into motion. Her gaze darted all around them until it spotted the broken branches, almost indistinguishable from others unless one knew exactly what they were looking for. 

	“That way,” Imsun pointed out, reaching for her small dagger. 

	Strength returned to Sienna instantly. She raced towards the part, rushing in behind Imsun. 

	They tore through the forest, Sienna calling out to Andor as they walked deeper and deeper. The branches grew thicker the further they went but more obvious which direction he’d gone. They could see the broken parts more visibly now.

	They pushed through, branches slowing their pace. “Andor…” Sienna cried.

	Silence.

	With every scream of his name without a response, she felt her heart drop a little. But she would not give up. No. No. No. She’d lost one child; she would not lose another. 

	She looked up. The sun had made its golden presence known in the sky, ready to burst out anytime now. She prayed. She prayed to whoever was listening, whichever god was real, that they spared her son’s life. And if he was dead, then they should take her instead for him.

	She prayed, not knowing if there would be any response.

	Then, as though the gods had given her an answer, she heard it. 

	A muffled scream. 

	“Andor,” she shouted.

	The scream came again, and they picked the pace again. 

	Imsun cuts branches, creating a way for them, Sienna pushing through, tearing her way free. 

	When they broke out, they stood in front of a green lake with nothing in sight. No Andor, nothing. Just the green forest that now encapsulated them. Sienna’s heart sank even more. She felt like she was going to give up now. There was no way she could continue. Her gaze moved around. The gods must have been playing a trick. Of course, it was easier for them to play tricks on a worthless Easterner than to answer her prayers. She sauntered to the lake, weakened and devastated when she saw the algae. It looked like there had been a struggle. She stared into the water, trying to see through its surface despite how impossible it was. Suddenly, something burst out of it almost too fast for her eyes. She raised her gaze. “Andor,” she murmured to herself. Andor flew high, reaching a certain point, then the blue waves circling his hand and legs disappeared. 

	He halted. A couple of seconds passed, time seemed to slow, and just like that, he began falling again, just as fast as he had flown. 

	Sienna turned to the water. Above it, the creature stood, a glint of a smile on its face as it waited for Andor to land back in, its claws ready to tear the flesh from the skin. Sienna stared at the creature, then back to her son falling from the sky. She had no powers; she did not know what to do, only that she could not stand back and watch as her son became food for some humanoid creature. She turned around, searching for something, anything to use. Desperation rose. 

	He was going to die. 

	He is going to die. 

	Her thoughts were everywhere. She would not allow it. She dove into the water, swimming furiously, tearing the water towards the creature, never mind that a creature like that might be stronger in the water. If she died, then so be it. She would fight. 

	But as she swam, she did not pray to the gods. She was ill-fated enough to owe the gods anymore was to doom herself. She moved like a woman on a mission, with no plans, just the raw determination to save that whom she loved. 

	Andor was getting closer to the surface of the water now. She was getting closer to the creature. It turned to her, then back to Andor, and it seemed to giggle. A very cruel sound.

	In five seconds, Andor would collide with the water. The creature could not help the giggling now.

	Four.

	It looked like it had just won a lottery.

	Three.

	It licked its tongue, revealing long canines all over his mouth. 

	Two. 

	There, his meal comes.

	One. 

	His face lit in shock. His eyes opened wide like something unexpected had just happened. And just like that, Andor collided with the water. Sienna, with all her might, threw a punch against his face. Bones cracked. Whether hers or the creature, no one knew at that moment.

	Blood splattered over the surface of the water. Then she was swimming again, heading towards the splash. She sank in. 

	Everything was green. So green, she could barely make out what was in front of her. Her eyes hurt. She could feel trashing somewhere in the water, but that was not Andor, and she knew it. She pushed further down and felt a hand. Then it held on tight. 

	She grabbed him and began pounding upward again.

	When she resurfaced, she saw the creature outside the water, trashing and struggling to break free, writhing in pain. She swam towards the land where Imsun stood. 

	

	

	Imsun was astounded by the sight of Andor in the sky, unaware of the danger for the moment, long enough that she almost didn’t notice Sienna jump into the lake and swim towards the siren. 

	Imsun gritted her teeth. She scanned around, searching for anything. With Andor falling from the sky and Sienna swimming in, they were both headed to their doom. There was no way they could take on the siren, not inside the water.

	She pulled a slim, flexible branch, began knotting it around the hilt of her dagger then turned to the lake again. She raced towards the end of the water, planted her feet on the ground then thrust towards the siren. The branch spun around it, tying itself quickly. The blade pierced into its chest, meters away from its heart.

	The siren screamed. A deafening sound that shook the whole forest. Imsun began to pull. The branch did most of it, shrinking as much as it had stretched earlier until the siren  laid a distance away from the water, writhing and crying out in pain. 

	Imsun sank to the ground, exhausted. Bringing to life and making the branch stretch was something she shouldn’t have done, but desperate times called for desperate measures. 

	She shook her head, trying to clear her vision. Everything was blurry. She felt her teeth ache, knowing very well that if she used her powers again, especially without chanting, she was probably going to lose more than one tooth. 

	She stared at the siren, the scales of its body withering rapidly with each passing second. 

	It screamed, but this time, its scream came out dry and hollow.

	Green blood splattered from its chest where the blade dug in. 

	Sienna and Andor reached land. She rushed in, pulled Andor from Sienna first then helped Sienna to her feet.

	Andor lay there, breathless, his chest heaving just like Sienna.

	“Let’s get out of here,” Imsun said once they’d caught their breath.

	“No. Wait,” Sienna said, turning to the creature still struggling to free himself. 

	She leaned deadly close to it, and Imsun stiffened. She grabbed the blade and then said in a low voice that only the two of them could hear each other. “The blade here is slowing down your bleeding, and since you’re not in the water, you can’t heal. What do you think would happen if I took it out?” she asked.

	The siren seemed to panic. It fought against the branches but still could not free itself. “Please,” it whispered. It darted its gaze to Imsun, and as though deciding no help would come from there, he said, “I’ll give you anything. I know a great deal, and I know you didn’t come all this way just for the sake of it,” 

	Sienna turned to Imsun, then back to the creature. The water still dripping from her brown leather cloth onto the creature, each drop seemed to help the creature, strengthen it just a bit, or rather, keep it from drifting to death much faster. 

	The sun rose, and the creature struggled in a futile attempt to free itself once more.

	“Tell us where the pond of Aetudale is,” she asked. “And maybe I’ll free your bonds enough for you to break on time.”

	The siren   ’s eyes bulged. The same response they’d seen in all the others. “I… I can’t tell you that.”

	Sienna squinted. “So that means you know but won’t say.” She turned to Imsun, then back to the siren    again. “Perhaps I’ll leave you here to die then,” she said, rising from him just as a drop of water landed on his lips, and he gasped like someone who had been so parched he would do anything for another drop.

	She rose, pulling the dagger from his chest as she turned to leave.

	“Wait.” He called out.

	She paused.

	“It’s… if you have a map, I can point it out.”

	Imsun fished out the map and handed it to Sienna. Sienna opened it, and the siren    pointed to the center, an unnamed part of the map.

	“What’s there?” Sienna asked.

	“It’s unnamed because it’s a magical forest. If the pond exists, then it must be there,” the siren said. 

	Sienna turned to Imsun, and with a nod, she cut the roped branch holding the siren . 

	The siren , without turning, desperately scrabbled back into the lake, swimming off and then descending out of sight.

	“We have a magical forest to visit, then,” Sienna said, handing the map back to Imsun.

	Imsun just stared at her. Awed and terrified. Her fierceness was something magic could not teach. And yet, despite all the hardship, she loved too. 

	Imsun journeyed on, thinking if Sienna had magic, she would be a force to reckon with but suspecting that without it, she could still move mountains. 

	
Nineteen

	Days passed before Kol heard from Drehel again. 

	The information had come from a carrier bird through a harsh winter wind. Carrier birds, especially ones protected by magic, flew through storms no matter how difficult it was. Their feathers were hard enough that they were used for lasting quills and could withstand even the hardest of weather.

	When the bird arrived, Kol had been lying in bed with his lover when the distinct cawing of the bird on his window against the sound of the coursing snow forced him to look. Outside, the pitch-black bird made its way in, faster than the howling wind that tried to force itself next.

	Kol retrieved the letter from the body of the bird.

	The meeting had been agreed on, and he was expected to return to Cegoven as soon as possible. The weight of the decision he’d made returned to him again with a wave of sadness. He sighed; his shoulders slackened.

	“What’s wrong?” Faelyn asked, rising from the bed. He stared at him, and Kol felt something inside of him hurt. He could not do this to him. This was treason, and not just his life was going to be taken away if they failed. Not to mention the thousands of people that would die protecting what they thought was right. 

	He sank to the bed, letting Faelyn take the paper. “They’ve arranged for a meeting,” he said.

	“That’s good news,” Faelyn responded skeptically, his face cocked, wondering.

	“Yeah. Yes, it is,” Kol said. He brushed his hand on his face again, turned to look at Faelyn, and as though staring back at the man who had stolen his heart and loved him when he was nothing but a single father with magic and no idea how to raise a child on his own. 

	He forced a rueful smile, then turned again. 

	Faelyn stared at him, concern written all over his face. “Then what is wrong?” he moved forward, wrapping his hand around Kol from behind, caressing his chest. 

	Kol held his hand, rubbing the back of his palm. He brought it to his lips and then kissed it. “It’s just….” He sighed. “We’ll be going up against the council. The Twilight Flame would not sit back and watch it all happen. They’ll fight back, and this would….” He breathed again, squeezing Faelyn’s hands, “I’m afraid this might turn out into a war.”

	Faelyn exhaled. There was silence for a long second. Faelyn’s hands stopped moving. Kol lifted his head to meet Faelyn's deep gaze. Faelyn forced out a smile, then said, “But what if it doesn’t?”

	“Then it could all go terribly wrong. I’d be charged with treason, and they would kill you and Raina.” He searched Faelyn’s gaze for any hint of disapproval, but the man only seemed to process it for a few minutes and then snapped out of it. 

	“If you don’t, you won’t be able to live with yourself and for someone with a very long life ahead of him. That can be quite difficult,” he said, then kissed Kol.

	Kol opened his mouth to speak, but Faelyn placed a finger on his lips, “ssh….” 

	“You’ll go. You’ll do what must be done. There's no argument there. The only argument is whether you want to make love to me before we sleep or you’ll prefer to pine a little longer.

	Kol smiled as he pulled Faelyn to him and planted a kiss on his lips. 

	And Kol made love to Faelyn like it was their last night together. 

	They laid in bed for a while afterward until Faelyn drifted to sleep. But Kol could not sleep. He was troubled for all the reasons in the world, and despite knowing truly this was the right decision, he wondered if there was no other way out. 

	He walked out to the living room, taking a seat on the wooden chair and leaning back. He closed his eyes, but he could see that little boy, see the men walking in chains, and on the other end, he could see the people he’d known for years, trained with them. 

	Soon, his thoughts were all over the place. He walked to the kitchen, pulling a bottle of ale from the selection, and that night, he got drunk for the first time. 

	There was only one course of action, and whether it was convenient, he would be a part of the resistance, he would stop all the oppression that had been happening for ages, and despite what was at stake, he would do it all. 

	

	

	The next day came quickly for Kol. The storm had calmed, and the sun came out. He quickly made his way to Cegoven, and by the first sunrise, he was knocking on the front of Drehel’s door.

	Little opened the door and stared at him—at the dark scar that ran down his face—Little said, “Welcome, Sir. Drehel will be with you in a minute.”

	Kol stepped in, following Little as the boy led him to the chambers. He took one of the cushioned seats. 

	The last time he’d been here, he did not enter the discussion chambers but Drehel’s study. The chamber was more like the study, only with a long center table and chairs enough to host the council of Cegoven, which made sense since Drehel was the merchant of the council.

	Kol could not help but wonder if Drehel had been plotting it all before deciding he wanted to be a merchant for the council, or he’d already gotten the opportunity and switched sides when he realized the truth.

	Little reappeared from the door to the left with a ceramic cup in hand. He handed it to him, then gave a small bow before turning away.

	Kol took a sip of warm tea and was grateful for the warmth. 

	He scanned the room, his gaze darting around until the door to the library door creaked open. Drehel stepped out, fixing the black patch on his eye. He was dressed in total black; an overall coat, a black shirt, and black leather trousers with a brown waist belt that held his sword.

	He raised his head to meet Kol. 

	Kol rose from his seat, their gaze meeting each other. 

	“Kol,” he said. “We have to leave now. The meeting has been fixed, and…” he examined Kol as though wondering if to say what he was about to say. “There’s something vital we must discuss,” he said. 

	Kol nodded, then followed behind him out of the house. As he stepped out, the boy closed the door behind them just as Drehel led him to the stable and handed him one horse. 

	They made their way through the streets of Cegoven, riding the hard wind that coursed through the city, snowflakes dribbling down the sky in numbers that had coated the ground, although workers had tried to get rid of as much as they could. 

	The sun stood in the sky; its golden rays were not as harsh as they always were during the winter but merely a glow shining through the coatings of moons that shielded its direct impact. 

	It was the moon days, a name Cegoven had gotten for its winter when the moon stood visible during the day like a layer of skin that reduced the intensity of the sun and was waiting to be peeled away by summer. 

	Kol followed suit as Drehel made a quick turn, then halted, leaving his horse just outside an inn. He stepped into the inn, turned to the innkeeper, and with a nod, he made his way to a side door made from ancient wood that probably had seen better days and could be knocked out with a single human kick. 

	As they traveled, they appeared on different routes. Kol could not believe his eyes. There were East Cegovenian's living as free men and women, birthing children right under the nose of the council. 

	He stared in disbelief, unable to fathom what he was seeing. All these people. It was like they’d entered a different nation that the council did not rule. How had they kept their presence a secret all this while? He watched as women walked by, hauling groceries, children racing about with contagious excitement. He could not help but smile. As sad as it all was that this beautiful community hid from the rest of the great nation.

	“I wanted to show you this just in case you were having doubts about going through with what’s coming. Now, you know all our secrets and can expose us, but this… here, you see how those kids are happy,” Drehel said, watching as some children played in the snow-filled field, kicking a football and fighting the snow that kept their feet stuck. “Do you think they would be happy if they lived in the houses of some West masters? You’ve seen how Cegoven treats people with nothing, so you would know.” 

	They stood there for a long while, the people walking by and smiling almost like they were not being persecuted or that if they got hunted down, they would not all be killed and used to set examples.

	They made their way to the other side of the streets, passing through some of the families, sleeking through streets almost like they were never there. Kol did not feel like a traitor walking past these people. His people had lied all along, claiming these people were monsters, but he did not see any monsters, just normal families, loving each other. And once again, he felt like he was making the right decision. 

	They walked into a building after making their way to a narrow cut. If one stared at the small cut from a distance, one would not notice that the two buildings did not quite meet each other. 

	Kol walked past the entry point. He felt something familiar like there was some sort of electricity that ran through his body almost instantly. This place was solidified with magic to keep the people they didn’t want from coming in. It literally smelled of magic. Something strong, and he had a feeling that this was his companion's doing. He’d had a quick brawl with the merchant after all, and he knew just how well the merchant fought, even though he knew the merchant also held back.

	They reached a wooden door, and he knocked softly on the door, then continued walking forward as though he’d not done anything. After walking a few steps forward, they bent into an open space with no door, just carved walls.

	Kol stepped in behind Drehel. A group of men sat at the round table, staring at them. They all jerked up from their seats when they saw Kol as though they had not been expecting him, but something in him told him they had. They just didn’t trust him not to betray them. Both because of his pale skin and magic status, both marking him as a potential oppressor. Despite being in their stronghold, he could feel the tension oozing in the room. One could easily slice it with a blade if one wanted to.

	Kol lifted his hands up as though to say he didn’t want any trouble. 

	One of the men with a scar that ran down his face, making him look even grimmer than he did, murmured a few words to himself before sitting back down. The rest grunted, too. 

	Drehel sat on one end of the table, and they handed Kol a wooden stool outside the table, none of the occupants willing to make any adjustments for him. Drehel stared hard at them.

	“He sits at the table,” Drehel said, but the men only scoffed as though it didn’t really matter what their leader said.

	Kol understood then that there was no leader. The round table had been an invention of a legendary king who had built a room where he and his knights discussed every single matter, and in that room, he was not their king, and they were not his subjects. 

	Kol took a deep breath, then said. “I know most of you don’t trust me, but from the way I see it, you need my help. Discriminating against me would not change the situation of things right now and would not help your cause.”

	They turned to him with a scornful gaze, but he was ancient and had at least two hundred years on these people. They would not intimidate him.

	He held their gazes, each one of them, until they looked away. The one with the scar didn’t. Instead, he rose, took two steps to where Kol stood and spat on the floor. “You call yourself a warlock. The ancient warlock,” he said the word ancient as though it could not be more despicable. He spat. “But for ages, our people have been oppressed, forced to hide, treated like animals. Hell, even the wolves have it easier than us. They treat their pets like humans more than you and us… because you think you’ve seen how much we’ve suffered can help us?” the man asked. He was standing right in front of Kol now, towering above him, both in height and stature. 

	Kol only smiled inside as the thought crossed his mind. Naturally, anyone who stood this close to him was only asking to be killed, but this man stood here, threatening and mocking him. He felt his magic roar, feeling insulted. He let it run on his finger, feeling the soothing calmness of his powers but keeping it at bay. He’d never felt his magic this angry before and knew it might as well lash out with no demand just for the sake of it. But he was not about to do that. He was not here to hurt these people, no matter how much of an ass they wanted to be right now; he was here for the people he’d seen suffer, the boy that had been whipped with a wolf whip when he should know nothing beyond playing with snow and building snowmen.

	He smiled then said, “Well, you can believe that I want to help, or not, but here is the truth. I know your people have suffered in the hands of Cegoven, made to feel you belong nowhere like you’re less of a human. I know what it feels like too. It might be centuries ago, but I was not always the ancient warlock.” He turned to the now curious eyes, all watching him as though wondering where he was driving to. “I was an orphan. Forced to steal, live on the streets, and know that back then, magic was not as it is now, and people still looked for kids with it to steal from,” he pressed his lips together. This was it. That boy reminded him of him. He recalled almost perfectly, as though he could still feel the battering sun against his back, the worker who was working on the construction, the people who saw him linger around, looking for what to steal. Food, clothes, anything that had a semblance of importance, and then having to sell to crooks who gave him fractions of what they were worth and told him of his skills but never took him in their employ. 

	“So, you might think me lucky because of my status now, but if you live for almost three hundred years and you have nothing to show for it, then you might as well kill yourself,” he said with a rueful smile.

	To his surprise, they chuckled.

	One man rose and moved his seat, creating space for Kol to sit, and Kol did with a smile, and so the meeting began. 

	The meeting lasted longer than they had expected. They went back and forth about what their next plans would be. Kol cringed at the mention of wars even though he saw eyes on him. For him, they spoke of war too lightly, even though they’d not lived long enough to see what it did to people.

	“We need to free your people,” Kol blurted out.

	The chaos that had risen from before halted; all gazes turned to him. Even the air seemed to have developed eyes that now pierced through him as though he’d offered something completely ludicrous.

	“What?” one man asked with disdain in his voice. 

	“No. Drehel is right. We need to raise an army, but not because we want an outright war.”

	“We. Want. War.” the man said, emphasizing each word.

	“And what happens to the children and women you’re trying to save when you go to war?” Kol asked, rising to meet the man’s challenge. “What happens to them when their homes get burnt down, and their husbands and fathers are killed in the war?” 

	The man grunted and pressed his lips hard. “What happens?” Kol pressed.

	The man lashed out, stabbing his dagger into the table. “For a wizard so old, you speak like a fool. It’s the price of war, and for our freedom, we need to fight.”

	Kol shook his head as though feeling ashamed by the man’s mention of war. “You protect the people you wish to protect by killing them?” he said.

	“Then what do you suggest, oh wise one?” the man said, raising his hand as though hoping to make a mockery of the scene. 

	“We raise an army, free the people in captivity, as Drehel mentioned,” he turned, holding Drehel’s gaze. “Then with those who have gone through hardship, we train our army, establish secret bases like the one you have here all over the country and beyond, then we request to be a separate nation with its own ruler.”

	They turned to each other, then whispered as though considering his words. Politics, he thought. This was one thing he hated. It was why he never got in league with any of the council members. Once leaders think like politicians, there’s little that can be done. 

	“And how does that stop us from going to war?” the man asked, leaning back in his seat.

	“It doesn’t, but it gives us time to build our might because if you go to war now, you risk making anyone who’s willing to desert and fight on our side see us only as destroyers of nations and worse, the monsters they paint you all to be.”

	He turned to the men and back to Drehel. “It might not seem like the world is watching, but once a move on the board is made, all eyes would turn here. Those nations will assess which side has more chance of winning and give their support. But if they cannot decide who would win, they would stay away from it.”

	Drehel smiled and gave Kol a nod. The rest of the generals looked at him. He could not help the feeling of satisfaction that flooded him. He’d bet everything on Kol, and it had paid off. They grunted in agreement. 

	“Then it’s settled. We’ll go ahead with breaking the people near the east border, and once they are free, we’ll take them to our deep camp to join the army.

	With that, contributions were made, plans mapped, then all they had to do was wait until evening came, and they disappeared under the rising cover of night on their horses, dressed in black cloaks, towards the eastern border. 

	

	For anyone who looked, they would have noticed the people walking under the cloak of night in black cloaks, riding horses so far towards the part of the bother where no one except the military went, and the occasional transport vehicles that hauled produce from there on. To the ordinary people, this would have seemed like some sort of assault attempt on the mines planted on the far end of the country’s walls, but this was far more. This was something that would determine the shape of the nation and the future of a whole people. Yet, only about twenty men rode under cover of dark in their horses and traveled as stealthy and as fast as they could. 

	
Twenty

	The horses came to a halt, and they dismounted as they took their last steps. They patted the horses on the back, sending them racing back into the streets, probably headed back the way they came while they rushed through the cover of darkness into where the woods started. It’s as though they had worked it with magic so that the forest started just after the line that separated them while the other part was as clean as a desert, and one could be spotted from miles away. 

	They rushed in, Drehel taking the lead and Kol behind him, making their way to the edge of the wood where a huge building stood tall, moans and cries could be heard from the distance, and if one trained their ears well enough, then they could hear wolf whips tearing through the air and skin. 

	The post was alive, although the crescent moon stood in its full pearl glory up in the night sky, watching in a quiet gaze at what was descending on them. The guards were active.

	They had set fire stands on each post, and on the two search towers that stood at the door of the prison were four guards, each holding magic-grade steel crossbows. 

	Drehel turned to Kol, and they nodded as Kol whispered to himself and instantly disappeared in front of them. He made across the street, crossing to the other end of the wood. Building a prison where trees surrounded them was not a smart decision, and the council would have known this, but Kol knew they did it anyway because it was the only way they could cover up what they were doing here, dispose of the bodies, and bury the ones that die if they didn’t just toss them away. And they would have suspected that for people who’d been bullied for generations, standing up to fight would not be on their agenda, but that was where they’d gotten it wrong. If the cat pushed the mouse enough, he must expect the mouse to bite back. And that was exactly what was happening now.

	He raised both hands, and the wind carried his message with haste, sending it straight to the towers, and in one instant, all the torches faded, and the darkness fell. The wind roared. The men suspected nothing because, once again, they believed they’d broken the spirits of these men, and fighting back was not an option. They began fiddling with the fire, and as they struggled, the party of twenty made their way to the gate, knocking out the guards that stood guard while the watch towers struggled with getting the fire on, unable to detect the precise movement of the blade tearing wind and windpipes.

	They raced into the enormous compound, cloaking themselves more, rushing towards the gates to the huge prison. 

	Kol strained from keeping the invisibility spell going, especially with that many people walking under it in the distance. As they rushed, their feet made muffled sounds on the ground. The whole place was crawling with guards, marching in different directions, holding whips in one hand while their blades were in the other.

	Kol counted over fifty already, and they were only getting to the door. He wondered how many more men were inside. As they stood to open the door, it swung open and they halted. 

	The guard paused, his hand reaching for his sword. Kol stood there, holding his breath, his heart pounding hard against his chest, threatening to burst out. The rest of the team instantly reached for their swords, hoping in their minds that the guard did not try to fight them. The guard stilled and stared into the air as though it was showing him something. He could sense their presence, yet he didn’t see them. 

	He turned around more, waiting, keeping them halted at a single spot, then when he concluded there was nothing, began moving again, the air of his movement brushing Kol’s cloak but not alerting him as he walked away from the door.

	Kol breathed in relief as one man held the metal door still, and they all flooded in, standing near each other.

	The inside was made of metals, mostly rusted metals for the stairs, which barely had any rails except one he was certain the prisoners could not use.

	They kept the cloak on, although Kol could feel his muscles straining, his magic not waiting until the job was done to collect payment, and draining his energy. Thankfully, he’d brought an energy replenishing potion just in case. 

	They stepped down the stairs, the occasional creaking completely inevitable, but there were enough moans and groans coming from inside there that he was sure they could not tell even if they ran up and down the stairs. 

	When they reached the ground, their eyes bulged in shock. Kol had been too shocked he’d almost dropped the shield. 

	“What the hell?” he murmured. 

	The people laying near them noticed, but when they turned to see no one there, they turned away again, conserving their energy.

	The place was like a mine of humans, crawling for space to put their heads on even if the rest of them got consumed by other people. Women, children, and men all gathered around, looking like they were one step away from death’s door. And there was not a single guard in sight.

	Of course, when the men looked like they would readily accept death than a chance of escaping, they might have as well left just a single guard, and these men might not have even tried to overpower him. 

	Kol dropped the shield. His muscles were swollen. Every inch of him ached, and he felt like something inside of him must have rotted. He brought out the blue potion and swallowed it all before placing the empty bottle back into his pocket.

	He turned to the men, barely finding any space to step when he noticed the chains still around the men’s hands. 

	“We have to get them out right now,” Kol said.

	Drehel stared at the people. He could almost see the tears rushing out of his eyes. But he would not cry. Not here. He needed to be strong, to lead these people out of here and take them to a safe home. 

	Drehel cleared his throat, and, for a moment, the moaning ceased. The silence felt odd, like the forest suddenly losing the creaking and crooning of insects.

	One man muttered words that Drehel could not understand, then another. The generals seemed to talk to a fraction of them, picking locks and breaking them with spells. 

	Kol sighed. He’d hoped to take just one bottle of the potion, but he would just have to settle for two. Consequences be damned. 

	He raised his hands and muttered the words as he squeezed, and the chains fell off all their hands to the ground, clanking loudly. They instinctively reached for their blades, expecting guards to rush in, but the guards didn’t.

	It suddenly felt insulting, almost like these people were just as hopeless and dulled.

	‘Let’s move,” Drehel whispered. There was no getting these numbers out encloaked. Even if Kol could work some magic like that, it would have to be in his full strength, and the cost of that was not something they wanted to consider. 

	Kol and Darkor made their way outside. “Okay, we’ll have to fight them with magic,” Kol said. The man grinned at Kol as they stood by the door.

	“Just get them off the wall and leave the rest to me.”

	The door opened; the wind greeted them like an anxious audience waiting to be pleased.

	Kol raised his hands, and flames burst from both of them, shooting straight for the walls. The fire stands erupted into huge flames, shadows danced and tumbled, people screamed, the smell of burning fabric and bodies filled the air, and the devil grinned at the chaos that had erupted.

	Today was the day death ate his fill.

	The guards jerked down from their poles. Those who could still stand raced to them, swords out, in dashing speed, screaming like angry mobs rather than trained soldiers. 

	Kol pulled his sword out, his heart pounding. This was it. The last of their plans was this. This was where he killed some of the men he’d seen when they started training. This was where he killed the nation he’d identified with for years now. 

	He held his sword, his palm growing sweaty with each second that ticked away. 

	The scarred man pulled out his sword and an ax.

	It was both a dance of silhouettes and a dance of swords, swinging at deadly speed, magically infused weapons and blasts.

	Kol moved like the wind, cutting down men. How long had passed? They had no idea, only that it was over. Men screamed as they died, and then silence fell except the flames that burnt as though whispering to Kol that it had seen everything that happened. 

	Kol sighed when the prisoners stepped out. The men had been evil. They had inflicted this much pain on people and forced them into mining work when they could not sell or kill them. 

	They strode towards the gate, dozens of men and women following behind them. Five of the resistance in front, five on each side, and another five on the back.

	The mission had been a success after all, and with their numbers replenishing, they would raise their army fully, or so they’d thought until they heard it. The undeniable stamping of a large army rushing towards them.

	They halted. The prisoners panicked.

	“What’s going on?” they asked. 

	As though commanding the words, arrows covered the sky above.

	“Everybody back inside,” Kol screamed.

	Too late.

	The arrow descended fast. Men, women, and children tumbled to the ground screaming from the arrows. Chaos erupted in their ranks. The resistance tried to contain it. Yelled orders to them to rush back in while the first five charged towards the men, reaching them at the gates. More arrows flew, and more bodies fell.

	A massacre. 

	That was what this was.

	They wanted them all dead.

	The archers pushed through the first five, cutting them down just as fast, dashing into the compound, taking their positions again, and, this time, lost.

	Kol raised his hand. A shield rose, and the arrows flew, landing against the invisible shield and shattering into two.

	He could feel it, each sting of the arrowhead on the shield, each one like a prick of the needle to his skin. He could feel his body respond. His magic grew stronger from the strain, but so did the cost. He was losing. His legs buckled, it would not be long before his muscles tore and bones broke. 

	Just a little longer.

	He watched the children, although like they’d accepted death, raced back into the building. More than five resistances pushed out of the shield, charging toward the army. They were no match for them. They would die. 

	A look to Drehel and back at the rest of the comrades that stood was all the goodbye they could say before pulling out their swords and charging to their own deaths.

	Few against many. It was no match. They were dead. 

	They had lost.

	Kol pushed harder. They retreated.

	“Retreat…” he called to the second five, but it was too late. Men with spears surrounded them. They held their swords; they did not cower. 

	They did not retreat.

	He could hear the death reaper humming a melancholic lullaby, enjoying the feast of the night. 

	They pushed forward, cutting through the ranks, trying to pierce through. An arrow pierced one. Kol heard his scream loud and clear. 

	The second followed. 

	The third did not scream when his head fell off.

	The last two went berserk. They took men down. Ten, fifteen, sixteen. Their hands were growing heavy. Their feet did not move as fast as they used to. They were going to die.

	We are all going to die. Damn it. 

	Kol was standing by the door when the last of the second five fell. Drehel dragged him inside and shut the door.

	Fear rippled through the room.

	Twenty had become ten. Their hands trembled with rage and fear.

	All Kol could think of was Massacre. Massacre. Massacre.

	“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” Drehel cursed, slamming his hand hard against the wall. 

	Kol stared at the faces, all of them wary and tired. Scared and agitated. The numbers were barely half of what it was before. In minutes. 

	Then from behind, he heard the first voice, “For our freedom. For our lives.”

	One voice became two, then two to three. Soon, they were all chanting. Drehel broke from the wall, turning to the men, staring in disbelief. They had not been broken.

	Kol stood there. What sort of will was this? These men acted like they were made of steel. Their backs were torn, some legs broken, yet they would fight. He would use their strength and determination.

	A righteous rage boiled inside of him. One he’d not felt before. Hells, even his powers seemed awed. Stared at the will, and then he heard it. A sweet beguiling but cunning voice. “The price is paid in full. Do it.”

	Kol bristled. This was it. History would repeat itself again, but this time, the cause was far justified. 

	He turned to Drehel, then to the people chanting, willing their strength to be his, their will to be his, their might to be his. They did not cave. They did not break. No matter how they treated them or tortured them, they did not break. And he, Kol, would not break.

	Kol turned to the door, pushed it open, and when he stepped out, his vision was bright, his eyes darkened, and the bright cut in both of them glowed in the night. He reached for that power hidden inside him, that dark, sinister power he had no idea where it came from, and he called on it.

	The price has been paid in full. The death of the people here. 

	An evil grin cocked inside him. He could feel the strength climbing. So much pain here, so much death, it was drunk from it all.

	He lifted his hand, and darkness swam from them, coating him, hissing like a thousand venomous snakes, staring at his enemies. He pushed his hand forward, and the darkness bowed, hissing through the wind, tearing through everything. 

	Kol felt the wave almost knock him off his feet as the soul of the first person danced through him, their powers turning into the seething darkness, the second, then the third, all dancing, till he lost count, only that all around him, the sound of darkness hissing against metal, men screaming scared and running for their lives filled the air and the monster within, bathed in all the havoc it wreaked.

	Then there was just the hissing.

	Kol fell to his knees. Every part of him felt sore. Not taken from but refreshed. Too nourished that it craved rest. His eyes returned to normal, the power still smiling, “Nice doing business with you, Kol,” it seemed to say as it faded back inside him.

	All around Kol, laid the dead, unflinching. No sounds, just death.

	The door creaked open from behind just before he passed out.

	
Twenty-One

	 Damn it.

	Damn it!

	Damn it!

	Drehel cursed. 

	He stared at the men and women all around him, the children staring at him with trembling hands, waiting for him to do some sort of magic. This was the end of the line. They had fought a good fight, and now it was time to pay the price. But no, dying here was not the price of this. It was the curse of the cruelty of the world.

	His heart ached. 

	Every part of him ached. It felt like the world around him was going to collapse. He reached for the hilt of his sword and held the gaze of the men staring back at him, their faces grim, with a lack of fear, just the acceptance of death. They were the best of the resistance, and if they were wiped out here, the resistance might as well be gone. 

	The people he’d promised to lead would be without a leader.

	He would not lose. But there was no way out. 

	The men and children inside seemed willing to sacrifice their lives. They’d been long dead before now, and he’d given them hope, and that was worth dying for.

	Drehel sighed. “Let’s end this,” he spat, unsheathing his sword.

	He turned around. Then he heard it. A loud whirring. Human. Terrified. 

	Something was out there.

	Metals clung to metals; people cried out in panic. It was raining chaos.

	He halted in front of the door, his hand on the knob, listening.

	The rest of the people had gone silent. Something was coming, and they knew it.

	Silence fell.

	Drehel waited a few seconds before moving to check what had just happened.

	Outside laid a different sight than when they had retreated. Men with the royal uniform of Cegoven lay wasted on the sea of land, parched with their bodies. Sword laid down; arrows pinned to the floor. The surrounding flames rekindled, whooshing into the silent night like the odd one out.

	Drehel was still in shock when they made their way out and walked through the woods in the darkness, relying on the brightness of the moon to navigate the surrounding darkness until they reached a part of the land where the woods had been cut down.

	The Repzards stood there, their heavy tails laced with metal armors glinting under the dim moonlight. Their huge lizard-like body with scales sharp and strong, unlike their smaller counterparts, stared into the darkness. 

	The men gasped. Kol’s eyes widened in surprise as one Repzard was shaking him to see if he was still alive.

	Repzards were creatures of the night, said to be created when magic came into existence, built like lizards with scales but as gigantic as dinosaurs. They’d been said to rule the earth alongside the dinosaurs, balancing the world, but during the first magical anomaly that had created a black hole swallowing everything inside of it, it had consumed the dinosaurs, as well as the Repzards, giving humans the chance to evolve and survive.

	“Don’t look so stunned, Warlock. History never gets its facts correct,” Drehel said, nudging Kol, who was still staring, mouth wide open at the sight in front of him.

	One Repzard with royal red scales reached for the leaves of one tree, its neck stretching forward, instantly plucking it.

	Kol did not know if to be terrified or amused. But at least he’d wiped the naïve look on his face. The resistance kept impressing him with each turn. He was almost quite certain he was on the right side of history. 

	After two hundred years, something whispered inside of him.

	He groaned. 

	He made his way to the huge chariot that stood like a magnificent moving house, connected to the huge metal plate that wrapped the Repzard’s stomachs.

	The chariot had eight wheels, each made from a particular material Kol did not know. When he moved closer to the Repzards, he realized the material wrapped around them was different entirely too. It shone like metal but stretched like rubber. 

	He turned to Drehel, who was too busy ushering the people into the huge moveable house, and a smile climbed his face. He was certain they were going to win now. So long as they kept the brains of that man. 

	One Repzard turned to him. Its tongue stuck out. Kol searched into his pocket, pulling out a biscuit. He unwrapped it, tossed it into the air, and the reptile caught it with his tongue. 

	The last of them stepped in, and they rode into the night further into the woods until soon they were out of the dense forest and now rushing through a dark road filled with snow and rushing wind that howled almost like human cries.

	The weather was nearly twice as cold as it was before. They were going further into East Cegoven. Kol had heard of it. The deep East, the one place where the weather was even more cruel than Cegoven itself. 

	Kol listened for sounds, but there was silence outside. For such big creatures, the Repzards traveled with light feet. 

	They traveled in silence, but Kol did not notice the occasional glances. Drehel watched him with a perplexity that betrayed the intelligence of the man, the rescued gazed at him like he was some god, irreverent and scared all at the same time. 

	Kol sucked in a deep breath. He was glowing from the use of his forbidden powers. 

	He’d sworn to never use it after the last time. 

	He was only a boy at twenty-two and had only recently noticed that, unlike the rest of humanity, he aged differently. Slower, like time skipped him on some turns, then came back to take just a pinch and moved on. He still had his face of fifteen, as though he had only hit puberty. Pludasia, Aetudale, and Baswell had combined to fight Cegoven. The Cegoven army was losing on all fronts, land and water, forced to retreat on and on, their lands being taken over. Chaos swelled, and once they had marched, most of their forces hoped to defeat Pludasia and push the nations back but suffered a great defeat instead. They retreated with their legs to their heads, trying to spare themselves as much loss as possible, but during their return, Aetudale magicians who’d sunk the ships with magic beyond anything they’d seen had ambushed them. Not until the next few weeks, at least. 

	The ruler then had grown berserk, pushing both the royal guards into the battlefront, furious and exhausted but unwilling to quit. 

	His general, Marcus, suggested they bring civilians in. Tasked the lower generals with garnering more people and forcing them to the frontlines as soon as possible. 

	But these people had no coordination and fought like they would rather die than kill, and so they did. Die. Most of them. 

	Kol, a street rat living off stolen rations, had been snatched by the second batch of soldiers in a small village at the far end of Cegoven. He could still remember everything about that day. 

	It had been towards the end of summer when the sun burned furiously, as though knowing the moons would betray their night and day contract soon. Its scorn was that the people of Cegoven were familiar with it as their king pulled children from their mothers’ arms, husbands from their wives, and sent them to their death. Their bodies lost to time. 

	Kol recalled hearing the rushing steps of horses invading the village and the shouts and screams from both boys and women. Children fled amid the chaos, some running into the arms of soldiers. The soldiers cut down whoever stopped them as long as they were not capable of lifting a sword. 

	Kol tried to run but bounced into a huge, bearded guard with his black uniform and the Cegoven crest boldly carved on the fine metal. He froze. His legs buckled, and all his wits flew about, refusing to reach his grasp.

	The man smiled at him as though ravishing the terror that stood on Kol’s face, watching as the teenager hoped to escape the trouble he’d found himself. 

	He turned to flee but was too slow. The man gripped him by the collar, lifting him off the ground with so much ease Kol felt like he was made of leaves. 

	He screamed and thrashed. Nothing. 

	The man would not budge. He screamed. The surrounding chaos drowned his voice. 

	He reached for his magic, still not sure how it worked, promising it anything if it saved him. Flames lashed from his hands. 

	“A warlock!” The man gasped. 

	Everything paused. 

	All eyes turned to him. Even those running halted for a second to see who it was. 

	Shit! 

	It was then Kol realized he’d made a mistake. 

	He took the opportunity,  wiggled out of the man’s hands, and ran as fast as his legs could carry him. 

	But that was the second time his legs failed him that day. With ease, another man tackled him to the floor, and the world pressed play again. 

	The chaos blossomed, the screams started, metal cages clicked, more and more. 

	Kol’s world spun, turning gray, then black.

	When he opened his eyes, he was stuck inside a wagon with other boys. They watched, stared at him with disdain. He adjusted, realizing his legs and hands were shackled to the boys. 

	He blinked, the memories rushing through him like an open again to a caged stream. 

	He jerked, turning active, looking out through the woods. 

	They were long gone from the village he used to know. His heart sank, and every hope of escaping vanished. He’d heard of the king’s attack. The war had brought scarcity and was no uncommon news. The soldiers raiding villages taking boys, per the king’s request, had traveled just as far. Even whispers and gossip of the king going mad from the consistent loss that had consumed both his son and daughter had spread, too. 

	The man wagon arrived at Flouby. The city was completely unlike the small village he’d been living in. Soldiers stood in every corner, their black armor glinting under the sun. 

	His legs buckled with each step as they kept them in a straight file, forcing them to walk the distance into the city. Anyone who fell was whipped, kicked, or whatever other form of assault the soldiers deemed fit. 

	The men led them to the palace. There were two huge gates, each mounted with armed royal guards in their deep blue, their hands always on their swords. 

	They watched them with amusing grins, and Kol wished he could smack it off their faces. They were losing the war, but they had no qualms about abusing citizens. 

	He spat on the ground, eyeing one guard. 

	“Is there a problem here?” Another stepped out from the corner, startling him. He jolted, turning to the guard. He stared at him with a grim look and a nasty scar that ran a diagonal line across his face. However, Kol had a feeling the man would still have been ugly without the scar. 

	Kol swallowed every ounce of defiance, shaking his head swiftly. 

	The man watched him for a long second, then turned away. Where he stepped, the other guards stepped away. It was only after watching him leave for a few seconds did Kol see the plates that stood on either collar, something that only the generals wore. 

	“Warlocks, step forward,” the man said. 

	Kol turned around, watching and waiting. Two boys stepped forward, then another. Kol followed after. 

	The general nodded to one man, and he strode towards them. A chill ran through Kol. Luckily — if there was anything lucky about his situation — he wasn’t the first. The man reached for a key, unlocked the chain, then did the same to the rest of the warlocks. 

	Kol flexed his wrist, taking in the giant walls that engulfed them within. He caressed the red band of skin on his body as the general said, “Follow me.”

	The general began walking, not turning to see if the boys followed or not. 

	They did. 

	He led them into one of the smaller doors, then a hallway of marbles, until they were out in another open field. 

	Kol’s eyes widened. Never had he seen so many warlocks in one place. Fireballs, blades, and magic flew in different directions. There were ten boys like them near the door. Their heads were shaved low, and they all wore black Cegoven clothes. When they saw the general, they stopped their training and saluted him. 

	He walked to the middle, and the rest of the warlocks gathered around. 

	“These are the new recruits. You’re to train them in all you’ve learnt and teach them the way.”

	“Aye, sir,” all the boys responded, not looking him in the eyes. 

	He nodded. His hands moved behind him, and he walked to where the bigger group stood. “You will join the soldiers moving out tomorrow. Get some rest. And pray. You will need it.” 

	“Aye, sir,” was all they said.

	Kol felt like he was going to be sick. Those boys would go to the front tomorrow. They would probably die, or most of them would, but still…

	He blinked, hoping this was not his reality, but no matter how many times he did, he was here. The world was moving. 

	Months passed, and the war went on. Kol spent his days in a fixed, rigorous manner, training in many spells and magic, honing his skills, breaking bones, and retrying.

	News of the war only reached them now and then when new recruits were brought in, and they sent other batches out.

	The day Kol received the news about his batch leaving for the war, it was to defend the capital. The nations had eaten off from Cegoven piece by piece until all that was left was the capital, the last defense. 

	Kol’s group and three other groups had been asked to join the soldiers to advance, and the rest were to protect the walls. 

	That day when the sun rose, the moon betrayed it, enclosed it in themselves. The steady sky was calm and blue. One would not know of the chaos happening on the ground if they only stared at the sky. 

	Or at least before the fighting began.

	The war started later that day. Cegoven’s troops, although outmatched ten to one, rode out to meet their foes. 

	Fire arrows flew in all directions. Horses cried out as their masters were ripped from them. Men barely had time to scream when they fell. 

	Kol and his team worked their magic, shooting magic balls, but it was not enough. Their foes had come with magicians of their own. Women and men, all throwing spells that hissed and brought down men like fireflies. 

	Their troops were outmatched, both with and without magic. 

	The bloody screams of men filled the air, and ashes rose to trouble the sky, reporting the state of things. The wind was furious. 

	The stench of death was so consuming that one would think they were dead merely standing there. 

	Everything not dressed in black armor was the enemy. 

	The retreat horn for the soldiers sounded, and the command for the magicians to hold the ground while the soldiers retreated came. 

	Kol worked his magic, throwing a line of fire separating both sides. Fireballs exchanged hands; earth crushed under people. Lightning struck from the cloudless sky. More cries. More death. 

	Kol was still working on another fireball to throw when he heard the inhumane cry of his teammate. One, two. He turned to see a beast-like creature with a human head chopping off the boy’s head. 

	He screamed, shooting fire at the creature. It would not burn. 

	It turned to him, bloodshot eyes staring back at him. 

	Kol turned to his mates, who now circled the creature. The creature is dressed in golden trousers. A soldier. A soldier who was now a monster. Oh, gods. What the hell is going on? 

	They attacked to save Kol, who sat on the dirt-ridden ground panicking. 

	One by one, Kol watched as the creature ripped his friends to shreds, their magic bouncing off its body like some magic repellant. 

	Kol’s fingers trembled. Hells, his whole body quivered in fear. 

	He was going to die. 

	It was all that raced through his mind when those eyes turned to him again. He stared at the bare chest creature. Lines ran through its chest to its abdomen, then its legs, all over him like strips. Places where skin tore from stretching, dark hair coated as much as it could but still, the man stood, taking his time to meet the scared Kol. 

	Kol reached for his magic timidly, but it would not obey. He reached again, pleading with it, but his magic remained curled inside him, refusing to budge. 

	Please. Save me. 

	He reached again as the creature reached him, every part of him shaking furiously. Now he feared he might explode in fear. 

	That was when he heard it. 

	“You can win.” Sweet, beguiling, and calm despite the storms that hit all day. Despite the smoke that rose all over the place, tinting vision with its fog. 

	“You can end this war in five minutes. Just give me access,” it said. 

	This was a trick. Kol knew it, but what options did he really have? Here was this voice offering to help. From the way it spoke, Kol knew it was ancient, full of wisdom, but most definitely conning. 

	“What is the cost?” he asked. 

	“Your price has already been paid.”

	The creature charged toward Kol. 

	Kol accepted. 

	Time stopped.

	He could see the world in a different way now. Bright colors, small details. The birds from miles away, he could hear their cries. The soldiers were screaming while parts of them were chopped off. He could hear them all. 

	And then he was not him, and he was him at the same time. He was out of his body, seeing behind him that something else had the wheels. Whatever-it-was lifted his hands, and darkness swirled from them. The darkness grew larger, enveloping the sky, shielding it until day seemed like night. He could feel his strength growing, feel the voice laugh inside him, even his face curled in a smile. 

	He did not speak, but if he had, he knew it would have come as two. He pushed his hand, and the hissing spread, descending on everything living around him. Cries filled the air, screams, chaos. Tenfold what had happened. 

	He could not stop it. No, that who was not him enjoyed it, and so did he. 

	Minutes passed then silence fell. The darkness slipped back into his hands for another two minutes, and when he raised his head, the soldiers who stood at the gates were chanting. The god of death. The god of vengeance. 

	

	***

	Kol knew it was only a matter of time before Drehel asked about what happened outside. He would tell the story, tell them of the friend or foe, he could not tell, that he found inside of him.  There was still more to do. He sighed as the wagons came to a halt and the doors opened. Men and women gathered around them, ushering them into the camp. 

	He smiled. This was magic right here, and he must help bring this to life. 

	
Twenty-Two

	The journey to the nameless forest had been a rather easy one. Long, but easy. 

	They traveled during the day, and when the sun rested, they halted to rest, and Imsun would take Andor a safe distance, teaching him a few things about his power.

	Magic was not something like our hands, legs, or even our brain. It’s a part of us, yet it’s an entity different on its own. It’s not selfless, and if the wielder becomes corrupted, the magic would be corrupted too. It’s not selfless, and whenever one bids it to do something, one must offer something in return. 

	The basic rule of magic is that one must know it would never give for free, nor would it take without offering something in return. To take the life of one means one must sacrifice the life of another. And most times, when the request is high, the price is far higher.

	Whenever we use our powers, we offer a part of ourselves. Our lives, our energy, our nutrients. To fully understand this, picture your magic as an evil spirit, a plague, a consuming force. This darkness mixes and blends with you as one and cannot be separated until death. And this virus feeds off whatever you eat and drink. Whenever it works, it eats more. And when you grow, it grows with you. That’s what magic is like. It grows with us, bonds with us, and sometimes speaks to us, but it never gives for free.

	It can, but if it does, one must pay the price later, and the price is usually too great for anyone. 

	Another thing you must know is your magic can kill you. 

	It costs even when you use it sparingly and only when necessary. But to cast huge spells and to hold for long is to break a part of yourself. It inflicts a quarter of the damage done to the opposing party. So, what I’m about to teach you, is you mustn’t use it for fun. You must use it to protect yourself and the ones you love. 

	By the time they arrived at the village nearest to the forest, Imsun had taught Andor more than he’d learned from his classes. Maybe more than he ever would have. Andor, who was a quick study, had performed more advanced magic than he’d imagined possible before the trip. He could take on the siren from earlier, although the long night training had left him feeling malnourished. Once, against Imsun’s warnings, he’d woken up in the middle of the night, summoning the wind and some a spirit since it was only possible in the dead of night. He’d not gotten into any trouble for it, but that was mostly because Imsun had caught him just before he could finish the spell. He’d blacked out almost instantly, and when he woke up, his teeth ached. It was only after a few days he realized that one of his teeth had been broken from his gum and was responsible for the pain. 

	They gathered a couple of provisions from the village, then headed straight to the huge forest. In front of it stood a warning. Beware ye who enters. 

	It was all it said, but the cryptic look of it was even far scarier than if it had held actual warnings. 

	Andor had long given up on wanting to prove himself. He didn’t have to. True value rested in doing the best you can in the situation and not trying to make people think you’re capable of more. Although he’d learned that with some punishments from Imsun, he’d finally understood.

	Imsun and Sienna stood with him, staring into the thick leaves that looked just like any other forest, except one could feel the huge terror almost like a hand from the forest, urging them to turn back and run. 

	He tried to stifle the fear coursing through him. He would not be afraid, or at least he would not show it.

	“To enter, we need to defeat the fear,” Imsun said. 

	Andor knew he could not move his legs even if he wanted to. For a moment, he was grateful they were only staring into the forest. At least that way, he could just stare into it, willing himself to move. He reached for his magic, but he felt the power recoil inside him as though afraid to move too.

	Sweat balls rose on his forehead, rolling down the side of his face. The fear was crippling in every way. It would have as well materialized into a being and chased them like the folklore of masked creatures that haunted children, a story his mother always told him when he was younger and acting out. 

	

	

	Lords! 

	Sienna could not move. Every part of her felt like they would each develop a mouth of their own, scream, and run away from here. 

	What was this fear? 

	“Maybe we should turn back,” she suggested, but Imsun shook her head.

	Sienna turned to the woods again. Trees stood there, green and as natural as every other forest would be safe except for the absolute silence that masked it. There were no crooning birds, no insects creaking, nothing. Just absolute silence, so much so that it felt as though all that was not woods and leaves were dead inside of here or did not exist.

	Sienna tried to keep her cool, tried to stop her legs from trembling, but they would not stop. Her eyes shone wide; the trees beguiled her into their witchery so much so it felt like all her nightmares were inside of it. 

	She turned to Imsun. Despite Imsun stillness, it was most certain that she could feel it too. They did not ask each other or acknowledge the fear, whether for fear of it too, it was impossible to tell.

	Sienna clenched her fist tight into a ball, fingers piercing into her palm. A sense of relief rose inside her, enough to steady her legs and keep her standing. She took a step forward. Her breath hung in her throat, begging her not to. Every part of her fought against her as she took another step again. 

	She pressed her lips tightly, and every part of her tensed. She reached the poster, and as she crossed, relief flooded her so much that her legs buckled, and she had to stumble forward to keep herself standing. 

	She exhaled, relieved from the crippling fear that had swept her a few seconds ago.

	“It’s… once you cross over, it is easier.”

	Imsun turned to Andor. 

	“You go next,” she said.

	Andor shook his head furiously. He’d caved to the fear now. If he knew the area well enough, he would flee. 

	Imsun turned to him. His gaze met hers, then to his mother and back to her, then away as though too scared to stare at one place for far too long.

	Imsun sighed. She would have to go in first.

	“I’ll go in first, then you can join,” she said, and Andor nodded.

	Imsun turned again. Her composure was wearing thin. She’d been using her magic to push the fear back, keeping it from traveling all over her. She knew this kind of magic. The fear had been in the air, a spell that ensured that anything that stood this close to the forest breathed it in, and as it traveled through your body, you got even more scared. 

	She took a step forward, exhaled, then took two more brisk steps, and she was over the poster.

	She exhaled, feeling the magic racing out of her body now. She turned to Andor.

	“Come on, Andor. You can do it,” she said. 

	Andor pressed his lips together, biting down on his tongue. He’d realized from clenching his fist that if he was feeling any kind of pain, the fear was less disturbing than it was now. He pressed his tongue more until the metallic taste of blood flooded his mouth, but it was not enough to get his body moving again. The fear was still clear in his unfocused gaze as he stepped back. He took another step back, and by the fourth, he was away from the clutches of the magic. 

	He stepped in again with the first step. It was easy not to feel the fear. Then another step. He added to it, clenching his fist tight, fingers digging into his skin, forming a crescent mark on his skin, tearing through layers. Then another step. Nausea hit him again. 

	His little trick of feeling pain was not going to save him. he pushed his magic to his finger, over his finger, letting it swell, his finger turned red, too much magic concentrated in a single place, but he continued.

	Imsun and Sienna stared at him, their breath held as they watched his skin turn red, then purple, looking like it was ready to burst open. 

	Then they heard it. A large snap of bone breaking. Sienna gasped. Her gaze froze on Andor’s broken finger.

	He did not scream.

	With a jolt of pain, he jumped across the poster bumping into Sienna. Sienna gasped in relief, reaching for his hand. Crimson blood gushed out of it, pouring onto the ground. 

	Imsun reached for the hand, straightening his finger. She murmured some words, and the bone connected in a similar loud crack. 

	The finger was still red from breaking, and it still hurt like hell, but it was going to be fine in no time.

	They stared at the map, the point the siren    had pointed. They would have to cross through to the center of the forest where the pool was said to be found.

	They had no idea what they would find walking into that forest, but they were not about to turn back now.

	Sienna took Imsun’s hand, and Imsun squeezed it. Andor held onto Sienna’s other hand, and with that, they made their way into the forest. 

	
Twenty-Three

	There was a new strange sensation that came with walking in the forest. The eerie silence that exposed them with the breaking fig branches under their legs, the hushed wind that came with feelings rather than a soothing touch. Fear, love, sadness, pain. The wind of emotion, Imsun had called it. 

	She’d read a great deal from folklores, stories that many had thought to be lies, but that was her. Reading was something she did, and she knew every story no matter how untrue they seemed. There was always an element of truth in it. Still, when this wind touched their skin, there was no going against it, just going with it. 

	Now, they’d burst into laughter twice, their voice tearing through the silence and shaking the leaves of the trees that stood there. They’d cried and sobbed so hard it felt almost impossible to move, an eye on one step after the next. They dragged themselves along, ensuring they were together the whole time.

	The forest was thick with leaves, there was no marked path as shown on the map, but Imsun could feel it. It was like a feeling underlying all others, like in the dream where she could not stop herself from moving despite wanting to, except this time, she could not help what she felt. When the wind of happiness blew by, they each felt excited. Sienna had danced at one point, climbing a short branch of one tree, jumped down, and moved with so much grace she might as well have danced in the royal court, but then another came and the irony of the excitement, they were all feeling swooped in. 

	Andor was the first to burst into tears, then Imsun. Sienna’s strength was what they needed that time to move on, tears rolled down Sienna's eyes, but she held their hands, pulling them on despite the occasional stop to scream and shout to the skies, cursing the gods for reasons they did not know.

	Then it was the impatience. They had run, tripped on branches. Sienna now had a scar running down her arm to show for her troubles.

	Soon, they stepped into a shallow part of the forest. Leaves stood further from each other, birds now crooned in distances and sang in a joyous tone away from civilization. Insects danced, and once, a monkey had jumped over Sienna’s shoulder, journeying with them further into the forest before disappearing into a tree. 

	Imsun led the way, making it through the path, walking mostly on gut feeling. Occasionally, she stopped, pondering what path was the right one, but the more she pondered, the more lost she seemed until she just went with basic instincts. 

	“It’s like the forest forbids any form of logic. Once I try to decide where to go, it just. I feel this block,” she said, making another turn in their direction.

	“Mmmm,” Sienna only grunted. Imsun turned to Sienna, who was still checking her injured arm. The blood had stopped, but the magic would not work. It felt like something was blocking the essence of the magic.

	Imsun tried to reach for her power again, but once again, she felt nothing. Just emptiness that felt…wrong. Like something was meant to be there but no longer was.

	It was impossible. She’d never heard of one’s magic leaving his body, but here she was.

	She sighed, continuing her way.

	She heard the rustling of leaves first before she saw the huge antelope with horns spurting out of the center of his head. The antelope caught her gaze, then raced into the thicker parts of the forest.

	They had been traveling for days. It was impossible to tell. Other than the occasional shift of the wind and the unnatural brightness of the forest despite the absence of the sun, Imsun could not tell if it was day or night. Just endless trees and emotions.

	When they reached where the antelope had stood, Imsun felt dread coil inside her. In front of them was a long bridge that looked like it had seen far better days. The bridge was coated in green plants spurting all over it. It swayed with the wind, looking like it could barely hold itself, much less any of them. 

	She turned to Sienna, her face holding all there was to say. Sienna cocked her head, refusing to look at the bridge. 

	She grimaced. 

	“Where exactly are we going?” Sienna asked Imsun, her eyes wide. She knew the answer to the question but asked anyway. 

	Imsun turned to the bridge, then back to sienna. 

	Sienna shook her head, taking a step back. “No. No way,” she spat, turning back. “Think again,” she said.

	Imsun tried. She did not know how she tried, only more like she had an inside debate with her sixth sense, but only that path stood in mind.

	“It’s the only way,” Imsun said.

	“Hell no!” Sienna cursed. “We’re going to die before we get halfway through. Halfway? It would barely hold if one person stepped on it.”

	“It’s the only way. We must try,” Imsun said.

	They held each other’s gaze for a long time, having a silent conversation. Andor stared at them, unsure of what to say or do. 

	Imsun exhaled and turned to the bridge with shaking legs. She took the first step. The bridge swayed and danced as she spread her arms wide, trying to keep still. Then it settled. She took another step, then another, and soon she was walking with more ease than she had expected to.

	She turned to Sienna, who still stood one foot away, watching her.

	“It’s best if you cross first. I’ll come with Andor,” Sienna said. Imsun nodded, then turned again. She did not look down or see the distance of the fall. She kept her gaze on the wood, the slippery green plants threatening to make her slip with each step of the way. 

	She reached the end of the bridge and eagerly rushed off. 

	She turned to Sienna, who still stood there, entrapped by the slightly swaying bridge.

	“Come on, you can do it,” Imsun said.

	“Lords,” Sienna gasped as her shoulders slackened in defeat, and she motioned to where the bridge stood. “You’re going to be the death of me,” she murmured, clenching Andor’s hand, then they stepped onto the bridge.

	

	

	Andor walked in front of his mother, his eyes narrowed to keep his focus on the bridge, but still, he could not help holding his breath whenever the wind caressed him, and the bridge under him swayed gently to it, threatening to tip him off and throw him to the ground. He exhaled again, letting it settle, and then continued. One step, then another.

	He was doing it. His eyes were narrowed to focus on the bridge. The surrounding air seemed like it had halted to watch the show. Everything was waiting for his fall. He would die if he fell.

	His legs buckled at the thought of this, but he held his ground. Another step. The wood slipped. He threw his hands back, fighting against the air, trying to gain balance. From both ends of the wood, he heard gasps and turned to see his mother’s hands raised to her mouth already. Imsun looked like she’d been frozen when she was about to race to him. 

	He moved again when it steadied, his heart throttling inside him.

	The wind howled, blowing heavily. The wood cracked. “Lords,” he cursed, trying to gain balance. 

	There was no gaining balance. He was halfway there. The bridge was shaking.

	There was only one thing to do. He ran.

	He ran, keeping his eyes fixed on the other end, throwing his leg even as the bridge swayed more furiously. He dove out the other end instantly, falling against Imsun. 

	“Oh god. Oh, God.” 

	He turned. 

	“I did it!” he yelled. The forest shook, echoing his voice back to him. Imsun giggled.

	“Come on, mom, you can do it,” he shouted.

	

	“This is not some joke… Damnit!” Sienna yelled. She felt like she was on the verge of tears. The bridge was still dancing. She watched it hard with intent, as though staring at it hard enough would make it seize its motion and let her climb onto it.

	She took a deep breath again. It did nothing to calm her nerves. She could barely stand. How was she going to cross the bridge?

	“Come on. You will not fall. Just keep your eyes on me, and you’ll be okay,” Imsun shouted.

	Sienna raised her gaze to meet Imsun’s, then changed her mind. No, if she was going to walk on this thing, she would like to see where she was going. Thank you very much.

	She placed a step. The swaying bridge moved like it would sweep her off her feet. She pulled back. She sucked in a deep breath again, willing her gaze to focus. 

	She clenched her fist. Then she climbed onto it.

	It was like stepping into a chilling bath in cold weather, the wind on her skin, the unsteady wood feeling like it would unravel underneath her and bring her crumbling to the ground. 

	She took another tentative step. Good girl. Then another.

	She took another, closed her eyes, waited for the bridge to settle from her step, then she took another.

	“You’re halfway there,” Imsun said.

	Sienna exhaled. Just half of these breath-holding steps to take. And then she made a mistake.

	She stared away from the bridge to the space underneath it.

	It felt like a hole away from the planet, deep into the void that one would keep falling until they died.

	Lords, she gasped, missing a step. She stumbled with a scream and collided with the bridge. The wood cracked, but it did not give way. It was far stronger than they had given credit to.

	“Mom…” Andor had screamed.

	Imsun instinctively raised her hands to perform a spell, but the absence of her power made her clench her fist tight, her fingers digging into them.

	She held her breath. They held their breath.

	I’m going to die. I’m going to die. I’m going to die.

	It was all the thoughts that swirled in Sienna’s head. She held on to the wood with the tip of her fingers, the rest of her body dancing in mid-air. This time, she did not look down, yet the image was embroiled in her mind, a black hole sucking her in. 

	She closed her eyes, took a long breath, then exhaled. 

	She pushed herself up with all her might until she was on the bridge again.

	She did not bother to stand. She crawled on all fours until she reached the other end, grabbing hold of Imsun and Andor as they pulled her away from the bridge.

	The three collapsed into the dirt, breathing hard. The smell of dirt around her was oddly comforting, mixed with the scent of the trees surrounding them.

	Her chest was heaving. 

	She laughed, staring into the open blue sky. 

	Imsun laughed too, and soon, the three of them were laughing, drunk by the thrill of crossing through. 

	They were still laughing when they heard it. The whooshing sounded oddly strange despite the strange forest they were in. It was as though something was cutting through the air.

	An attack, Imsun thought as she jerked up. 

	The arrow landed beside her at the same time she tried to rise. A thick net made from three branches pushed her to the ground. Their laughter seized. They were trapped.

	How?

	More arrows flew and landed around them, but none touched them. Then there was silence. The waiting just before leaves tore open, and people stepped out of the woods, pointed ears like that of elves, leaves covering their private parts, leaving the rest of them exposed.

	“Amazonas,” Sienna gasped. She’d heard of them, read of women who lived away from civilization. A village of only women who did not take kindly to trespassers.

	“Oh lords, we’re going to die,” she blurted as one woman stood in front of her, thick black hair falling down her face. The woman held a green flute to her mouth, and as she blew, they all passed out. 

	
Twenty-Four

	Imsun woke with a throbbing headache that wouldn’t leave her the hell alone. It felt like, over the course of the blackout, her head had developed a heartbeat of its own. No. A heartbeat could be soft, too. This one pounded hard like the drums that roared all around them. 

	Drums. 

	She jerked up, bouncing against a wall of flexible branches tied together to form a cage. 

	They had been captured. 

	The memories rushed her. The rustling of leaves. The net, the arrows. Oh, gods. 

	The drums continued; howls roared through the thick smoke that clogged the air. 

	Imsun could make out, just fine, the women dancing—if one could call throwing one's hands in flares and swaying one’s waist as though possessed by demons, dancing—howling and beating drums made from tree barks and trunks. 

	She strained her eyes, trying to tear through the fog of smoke, but nothing. She reached for her magic, but still, it hadn’t returned. 

	Deciding it was best to look at what conditions they were in, she turned around, taking in the surroundings. To her left were more racks of tree cages, hanging midair against a huge, long branch. 

	Behind them, small huts stood in the distant trees. Girls slid down through the trunk of trees, dressed in the same leaf-covered clothes shielding their breasts and private parts. 

	Relief crossed through her as one cage shook, and her gaze rested on Sienna and Andor. She sighed. 

	The howling stopped. 

	The beating of the drums halted. For a moment, there was…

	Silence. 

	Oh shit. 

	From the little she knew about the Amazonas, the drum was a preparation for a great feast, when it played on, which sometimes they got carried away for days playing drinking but when the merriments stopped, and silence rested on the forest that was when there was real trouble. 

	Imsun turned around, trying to come up with a way to break out of their confinement, but there was nothing. 

	Two of the women strode towards them, their skins painted with thick green paste that Imsun almost assumed was the color of their skin. 

	They exchanged words in languages Imsun could not understand. However, she knew they were talking about her and Sienna and Andor. 

	They pointed to their cages, and one woman reached for her spear, taking aim. 

	Imsun’s mouth opened. She wanted to scream, say no, but she watched as the woman shot a hand-carved spear into the air. 

	Something tore, and soon, Imsun was descending fast. 

	The cage collided with the ground, and she grunted from the pain, regaining her composure as she saw their movement. 

	The woman picked another spear. Imsun turned just in time to see the spear tear through the rope with deadly precision. 

	It would be an understatement to say the sight awed her. For one to aim so perfectly that they tore a rope with a spear despite its inconsistency having been carved with hand and wood not straight. 

	And she was their captive. 

	The two women had a stern look about them that said they were not to be trifled with. Their sturdy structure: muscular arms, callused palms, and biceps that flexed with every movement were the least of their charm. They walked with a gait that revealed their dominance, not with swaying hips but shoulders that swung. 

	These women were beyond the realm of humans or elves. They were being connected to the spirits in many ways than one. 

	The cages fell loose. Imsun was afraid and naked. Not the fear that the forest had invoked or the nakedness without clothes—they respected her just well enough that only the bind they had added to her wrist and nothing had been removed. But the kind that she felt in the alien feeling of the absence of her magic, the emptiness that seemed to have stripped her of her bare existence and left a gaping hole inside of her. 

	The fear that came with not knowing what came next? Was this the part where they were killed and eaten or tortured and forced into barbaric acts? Well, not exactly. 

	Imsun walked in front, Sienna behind and Andor between them. 

	The women walked one in front, and one behind, the one behind consistently nudged them to move forward. 

	Children raced about the settlement, laughing and giggling. However, when their eyes came to the prisoners marching towards the unknown, they halted, their joyous expressions disappearing into the mist and their faces turning grim from sympathy or something. No one could really tell. 

	They navigated small houses, occasional tree houses, and a small barn filled with all kinds of food and potions. 

	Imsun shivered when they reached their destination. 

	In front of them were more than a hundred women, staring back at them with unreadable expressions, observing them like they were strange beings and not the women in leaves for clothes. 

	“They are all women,” Andor muttered, more awed than terrified. 

	“Sshhh,” both Imsun and Sienna simultaneously muttered. 

	The women paved the way for them until they were standing in their midst with no route to escape and a young girl older than Andor by a few years. 

	She had the same elven ears as the rest of the women, and there was an air around her. One that sent chills down Imsun’s spine, causing her to gulp. The girl, unlike the rest of them, studied them, her gaze more intentional than the rest of the crowd, wiser, and that crept the fuck out of Imsun even more. 

	Imsun straightened her spine. Despite the obvious fear racing through her, she had a feeling the girl in front of her would not do well with the sight of cowardice. She lifted her chin up in a bit of defiance, and the women muttered some words in what she concluded was their language. 

	One woman stepped out of the crowd towards her, shouting at her face, saliva spiraling everywhere. Imsun fought the urge to turn her face away. Instead, she kept her face at the girl seated on the wooden chair crowned with seashells, animal scales, and other things one might find in the wild. 

	“Mmbak,” the girl shouted, rising from her chair. 

	Silence fell. The tension swelled, and it was as though the wind whispered, “fuck” 

	The girl stepped from her throne, holding Imsun’s gaze until they were standing face to face. She lorded Imsun with a few feet, as tall as the tallest of men in Pludasia, but where her people had muscles, she was bones. From her fluid movements, one could tell she did not base her strength on muscles and heavyweight but on her reflexes and precision. 

	“You’re not from Heyea,” she said in almost perfect English. 

	Imsun could not hide her delight. She’d pondered on the perilousness of their situation since she’d woken up. There was no way to negotiate with people who didn’t speak the same language. But when the girl stared at her, she recalled what she’d read. The Amazona queen, to become queen upon the death of her mother, was to travel out to the world, learn their ways and decide if the Amazona was to interfere with world issues or remain hidden. 

	“Are you?” The girl asked again. 

	“No.” She cleared her throat and put on her court look again, imagining she was having one of those fruitless conversations with The Twilights or contributing to the unified discussion with the council where the men were rather too busy getting the servants to attend to their needs between their legs than to listen to any real matters at hand. 

	“You’ve traveled far. What do you seek?” She leaned close to Imsun until she was only inches away from her, then pulled back, did the same to Sienna, and when her gaze reached Andor, she did what could pass as cocking of the head. 

	Andor smiled, and she turned away, making her way back to the throne. 

	“We. My friends and I are here in search of the Pool of Aetudale.”

	“There’s no such pool in this forest or anywhere else,” the lady responded, watching Imsun with that same intent gaze. 

	“I hate to disagree with you, but I believe there is. We know it’s somewhere to the….” Imsun reached for that gut feeling, and it responded. “…south of here.”

	Something flashed over the girl’s face so fast that Imsun thought she’d imagined it. A look of annoyance. 

	The girl queen clicked her tongue, then seemed to relax more even though her fingers now gripped the handle of her throne more tightly. 

	Imsun had dealt with court officials well enough. She’d not been sure the pool was here, and the siren hadn’t tricked them, but from the subtle expressions on the girl’s movement, she was certain now. 

	Howbeit, there was one minor problem with getting out of this situation. 

	“Why do you seek the pool?” The girl asked. 

	“I had a vision of it calling to me,” Imsun said, deciding it was better than saying she wanted to bear children. 

	It had the reaction she wanted and more. 

	The girl gasped. All composure was lost. The woman and girls around them seemed to bristle at the sight of this. 

	“Stagnum summoned you?” she asked. 

	More gasps traveled. 

	“Yes,” Imsun nodded. 

	The shock was gone, as though it was never there. The girl was comfortable on her throne again and seemed to ponder for a while, then said. “You’ve trespassed into our lands, and whether the Stagnum called you or not, we cannot let you leave. Especially since you brought a man to our kingdom.” She rose from her throne. “You can continue your journey with his mother, but the man stays.”

	She signaled for the women, and two took steps, grabbing Andor by the shoulder. 

	Imsun and Sienna jumped in front of them. 

	“He’s but a boy. You can’t punish him,” Imsun shouted. 

	“A boy who would grow into one of those despicable men,” she responded calmly. 

	“You can’t punish him for your rules when he knows nothing about it. No one ever told him,” Imsun retorted again. 

	Sienna clenched her hands in a fist. Watching the women, who seemed to only grow even more impatient by the second. 

	“Just because killing is not explicitly told to a child as punishable doesn’t mean one should forgive the child when he does it,” the girl said firmly. 

	Imsun took a step back. 

	The girl walked down her throne, her gaze stern yet unreadable. Her presence was not just enthralling but intimidating now. Imsun desperately reached for the smoothness of her magic again but met a void. The same since they stepped into this godforsaken forest. 

	“Killing him would be murder,” Imsun muttered. 

	“We will not be killing him.” The girl strode twice until she was standing face to face with Imsun now. “We’ll have to wait until he’s of age, and he would mate with our women until they are pregnant. After he’s served a hundred of us, he would be free to go. However, with a spell to bind him from ever returning or knowing where here is,” she said. 

	The terror in Imsun’s face was clear as day now. 

	Andor trembled, unable to process what was going on. 

	“Gbuo Bau,” take him, the girl said. 

	The women moved. 

	Sienna would be damned before she let them take her son anywhere. She’d clenched her fist tight, waiting to strike, and as the women moved, she launched a punch at one, sending her tumbling to the ground. 

	The other woman, taken aback by the sight, muttered to herself, then reached for her dagger and stomped towards Sienna. Sienna took a step back but was still ready to fight. 

	“Stop,” the girl queen shouted, raising her hand in that same composed manner. 

	They halted. Sienna exhaled. 

	The girl turned to Sienna. No fury, no hatred, just amusement. She circumvented Imsun, who still stood in front and was now standing in front of furious Sienna. Sienna tightened her fist. The punch must not have landed right because she felt her fingers ache. 

	The woman who had been punched was muttering things now, and as the girl observed Sienna, she raised her hand, silencing her. 

	“You’ve broken one of our rules, and despite not being one of us, to lay hands on one of our own is to die….” Sienna stiffened, but the girl was not done “…or to fight with them in a contest to the death,” she said, watching and gauging Sienna’s reaction. 

	“Please, just let us go, and we’ll be on our way to the pool,” Imsun said desperately, but the girl continued to fix her gaze on Sienna. 

	“I’ll fight,” Sienna burst out. 

	The crowd cheered. 

	And Sienna instantly had a feeling she’d walked into something far more deadly than just dying. 

	


Twenty-Five

	The rolling of drums filled the air, the charring smell of smoke thick as a mist rose all around them, and in the mist, they gathered and cheered. 

	Sienna and the tall, dark Amazona stood in the ring. The drums went on, and children gathered in front, watching as they circled each other, watching for weaknesses. 

	Imsun and Andor stood just outside the line drawn beside the Queen and observed by two guards. 

	The Amazona charged at Sienna. Sienna moved, dodging her. Too slow. 

	She dodged the punch by an inch but had not seen the leg coming. Soon she was midair, scrambling for something to hold as the woman’s fist jarred her face. 

	Sienna landed in the dust. The world spun. The metallic taste of blood filled her mouth. The Amazona turned to the crowd, and more cheers chorused. 

	Imsun wiped the blood from her lips and rose from the ground. The dust-pressed against her face. She did not bother to wipe it off. The sand had stuck to her body. Sweat oozed out from her. 

	She charged at the Amazona again, trying to sneak an attack. The Amazona leaped, leaving Sienna stumbling, catching hold of the air, then descended on her with the rear of her foot colliding against Sienna’s back. 

	The sheer force of it forced Sienna to the ground. She screamed from the pain, her voice broken. The pain reverberated through every part of her, and blood escaped her mouth onto the sand. 

	More chorused cheers. 

	Imsun could not watch this. Sienna was going to die. She closed her eyes, but the surrounding cheers would not disappear, nor did the sight of her friend helpless, struggling to move despite the blow to her spinal cord. 

	She felt Andor’s body tense. The boy had not cried, but his eyes remained glued to his mother, no doubt praying in his mind to gods who probably could not see them down here. 

	Still, Imsun prayed, too, hoping Sienna survived this. 

	Sienna pushed herself up. Her whole body trembled and quivered from the effort. She knew this battle was lost. She was dead. 

	She closed her eyes. I’m sorry, she thought to Andor. She pushed more, her hands and legs begging her to quit, but she would fight until her strength failed her, then she would fight some more if that meant her son got to live. 

	She was barely standing when the Amazona attacked again, punch after punch, each one landing on her, ribs cracked, bones broke, blood spilled, she lost count. She could not raise her hands to defend against her attacks instead. It was the end. Her eyes were swollen and red. The world had been painted in blood. The sky looked suddenly enthralling and inviting. This was the end. She no longer felt the pain, just the vibration all over her, nerves exploding from the message. 

	This was death. 

	It was at her door. 

	It would all end now. She would be happy. She would have everything she wanted on the other end. The world was red. The pain could end. Death was here for her. 

	She felt herself falling, felt the world opening to consume her. Felt the end near. 

	Then the voice. That voice shook the figments of imaginations away. That tiny fragment of reality that tethered her at that moment. Suddenly she was not plunging to the ends of the world. She was falling to the ground, dirt colliding with her, strangers cheering to her defeat. Her son. Her friend. They were in the crowd, their breaths held, their heart hurting more than her body was aching. 

	“Mother,” the voice had said. 

	Sienna collided with the ground. She stared at the burning sun staring down at her. Andor rushed to her. His face was painted red. She tried to touch his face, tried to tell him she tried. She could not. Her body would not respond to her commands anymore. 

	The cheers had changed into a single word, and if she was to take a wild guess, it was to send her to the finish line. Tears whirled up her eyes, burning their way through. They stung, and that was the only way she knew what she was seeing was not a dream. 

	All around her was everybody she loved. Andor, Dunmir, her father, her mother. 

	“Mom, fight,” Andor said. Her eyes stung some more. 

	She turned to her mother. She winced. Dunmir smiled ruefully. Her father grinned and nodded. 

	She understood. 

	They didn’t want her there. It was not time. Death had come at the wrong time. 

	The chorus returned to focus; from her peripheral vision, she could make out her opponent, ravishing the love from the crowd. 

	She willed herself to move. Struck a bargain with herself. Just help me save them, she thought. 

	Her body responded. The price would be death. It would give her this last wish. 

	With that, Sienna clenched her fist. She rose from the dust, the world still spinning.

	Silence fell. 

	Her gaze settled on her opponent, who turned to her, feeling distasteful for Sienna ruining her victory. She came for the finish. 

	She came fast. Too fast, too uncalculated. Just hasty to end it as quickly as possible. 

	She threw the punch. Sienna staggered. Another on her eyes, Sienna felt the blood vessels burst. More punches, more broken ribs. 

	Sienna waited, took it all, and there. That ultimate opportunity when her opponent thought it was done loosened her defense. 

	Sienna lurched at her like a mad dog. 

	She put all her love, all her pain, and all that was taken away from her into the punch and threw with all her might. 

	Crack. 

	Pause. 

	Time slowed. The shock still registered in her opponent’s face as she descended to the ground like a heap. 

	Sienna climbed onto her; she threw more punches. No response. 

	Her opponent’s body only jerked up in response to the punch, then collapsed again. 

	Sienna could feel the blood all over her. Hers mixed with the Amazona’s. 

	There were no cheers, no more gasps, just stillness. Even the death reaper was shocked at who his passenger would be. The wind and all of Gryna stopped to watch. 

	Sienna punched more, and when she was satisfied, she pushed herself up and searched for the girl queen through her blood-filled eyes until she melted the girl stilled by the shock. 

	She strode to the girl, barely keeping herself on her feet. 

	“She’s unconscious,” she heard someone say behind them. 

	“We have a winner then,” the girl said. “Congratulat—"

	Everything went black. 

	

	

	When Sienna woke up, she was moving. Her legs were still, but somehow, they were moving. She jerked up, suddenly regretting the decision as the pain rushed her instantly. 

	Two Amazonas hauled her in a stretcher made from tree bark and coated with black wolf fur. 

	She heard voices, Imsun’s and the girl queen. 

	“Andor,” she muttered. 

	“Mother!” Andor gasped in excitement, quickly taking her hands. 

	Imsun and Andor burst into joyous tears, and Andor reached for her, hugging her inside the stretcher. She winced from the pain. 

	The girl queen and Imsun circled back. They were now standing on opposite sides, watching her. 

	Imsun stared at her with a smile. “Welcome back,” she said. 

	Sienna turned to the girl queen, then to Imsun and back, confused. The girl queen nodded to Sienna, then to her warriors. The warriors dropped the stretcher, and Sienna sat up, realizing there were over fifteen Amazonas with them. 

	What the hell is going on? She thought. The last thing she remembered was that they’d been cheering at her encroaching death. 

	She rose from the stretcher and walked with her friend to meet the girl queen. 

	“The pool is that way. You’ll have no trouble from here on,” she said, bowing to Imsun, then made her way out. 

	“After you defeated their warrior, they’d never seen such strength before. She offered to tell us everything and even tended your injuries with special herbs. They were potent like magic.” Imsun said. 

	They were silent for a few seconds before Imsun said again, “I’m glad you’re okay.”

	“Me too,” Sienna said. 

	Imsun pulled her into a hug and squeezed her tightly. They stood that way for a few more seconds, then pulled away. 

	“Let’s get going,” Imsun said, wiping the tear that threatened to escape. 

	The moment they stepped in, they knew it. 

	It felt…majestic. The surrounding air had shifted beyond the normal Gryna air. It was as though the spirits were strongest here. There was a glorious look about it.

	The lake had been just as Imsun saw in her dreams, even better. It glowed so brightly it was a marvel. One could not see the bright rainbow rays up the sky.

	Imsun stared at it in silence, awed by the sight. Her legs felt like they did in those dreams. She could not move. It was just so…

	“Wow,” she muttered.

	There was no way one could believe this was an ordinary pool. Hells, there was nothing ordinary about this place. Not the Amazonas, not the forest, or even the wind. 

	But here, it felt so gracious, as though their presence alone could taint the place.

	Imsun took one step towards the pool. She could almost hear it whisper to her. Her gaze remained fixed on it. Everything else was secondary to the sight in front of her. Over the top, in the light, small glowing flies flew all around its edges. She took another step, climbing onto the pavement that led to the pool. 

	The pool glowed a bright green over the top, but on a more intent look, Imsun could see the multicolored layers like different colors of water had been placed over it. She reached for the water, bringing her fingers to it. 

	Electric waves passed through her, shooting through her veins with light speed as she jerked back.

	Then it all changed. The bright blue sky suddenly grew darker, enraged, covered in thick clouds that coated the sky instantly. Lightning struck through the now dark sky, rumbling through.

	She watched as the bright rainbow glow of the water disappeared into a more chaotic whirlwind rising to meet the sky.

	“I don’t understand,” she said, watching in terror.

	The wind blew hard, pushing them further back into the forest. Imsun screamed as the wind hauled her, spinning her towards a tree. 

	She could see herself flying, nothing to hold. As she came towards the tree, she felt something catch her, dropping her to the ground. 

	Sienna and Andor hid behind a tree, clenching onto it as tightly as they could, straining to keep themselves rooted to the ground.

	The whirlwind rose to meet the storm rising from the cloud, and just as they connected, Imsun heard the voice roar through the chaos. It came like a rumbling growl of something so ancient it might have as well existed before the beginning of time.

	“Imsun Carr of Gryna,” it said.

	“Who are you?” Imsun shouted back into the storm. 

	“I am the one who’s existed through time, seen the world before it was made,” the voice said. More rumblings spread. “You’re here because I’ve called for you.”

	Imsun took a step forward. The wind did not push against her. “I have a wish….” Imsun said.

	“Silence,” the voice roared. “You’re here because you are connected, but you’re not the one,” the voice said. 

	“The one?” she murmured. 

	“You do not have the mark,” the voice said.

	“What mark?” Imsun asked.

	“For he who was chosen shall not be hidden. He will be a light, a mark. The mark of the chimeras shall set apart to the world,” the voice said. The storm was retreating now. The rumbling thunders seized and started to clear. The whirlwind was sucked into the pool again. “Find me the one, Imsun Carr. Find me the one, and you shall get your wish,” the voice said just as the last of the wind descended into the pool, and everything was as it was before once again.

	Imsun stood there, unsure of where to begin. The one? She turned to Sienna and Andor, holding their gaze. They stared at her like she’d just suffered a substantial loss. She had.

	Her heart ached.

	She turned to move, and it felt like she would collapse right there. She moved even some more. The small flies buzzed, and they turned in time to see the swarm of flies racing towards them so fast they had no time to react.

	They shielded their faces with their hands, and as the swarm flew through them, the buzzing ceased, and when they opened their eyes, they stood outside the city, watching the whirlwind that had once welcomed them. This time, it had a life-like feeling to it.

	Imsun and Sienna bowed to it, and it seemed to respond to them before shrinking back.

	They turned and made their way towards the port where a ship was offloading a set of passengers. 

	
Twenty-Six

	

	Kol and Drehel talked for a while behind closed doors, talking about what was next for the rebellion. 

	“We can’t stand up to the sheer force of Cegoven’s army.” Drehel said, raising his hands, unsure of what to do next. His goal was far from finished.

	“There may be a possibility,” Kol said. His brain was working overtime. “But it is quite dangerous.”

	“We have to try,” Drehel said, “Well, depends how dangerous?”

	“Going into the much larger camps and-”

	Before Kol could reply, a knock sounded from the door before creaking open. A short, plump man entered.

	“It’s time.” sadness laced his voice.

	“We’ll be right there.” Drehel said as the door closed, “We will finish this conversation another time.” he finished, readjusting his clothes as he stood.

	Seconds later, Kol and Drehel stood underneath the star-filled sky at the camp. Everything was now at peace.

	Everyone helped lay the fallen East Cegovians to rest. Once finished, people gathered around an enormous bonfire. Hugs were given. Tears were shed. They would carry this in their hearts forever.

	A while later, Drehel stepped forward to address the crowd, a little daunting having all those eyes on you. Kol gave Drehel a reassuring smile.

	“This feat was big, but minor in the grand scheme of liberating the nation. West and East Cegovians will live hand-in-hand. Cegoven will be rejoined with no more walls. We will keep fighting!” 

	Other survivors who had kept it together all day raised their fists and cheered in agreement.

	“We are the new age of Cegoven!” the crowd chanted. Their gazes locked on Kol and Drehel, eyes twinkling with hope, strength and determination.

	

	
Twenty-Seven

	The ride back was a quiet one. They spent the whole day not saying any words to each other until they arrived at Pludasia. 

	Imsun turned to Sienna.

	“I'd like you to stay with me since you cannot return to Cegoven. You can get a job in the school too,” she said.

	Sienna had hastily accepted, and with that, their new lives began. They pretended as though what had happened in the pool was not something to be discussed. Like they’d never been there, but still, the words lingered in their minds. The chosen one.

	For Imsun, she was not giving up yet. She was only back to the beginning, only this time, she knew where the pool was. She just did not know how to free it.

	One day, she made her way to the library after teaching a group of sixth years how to perform a truth spell. Kol walked into her on the same top floor where only the lecturers could enter.

	“Always into the books excluded for the rarest of magic,” Kol said.

	Imsun smiled. “What can I say? I seek knowledge just as much as you do.”

	Kol smiled back. Placing a book on the shelf, he turned and began making his way down the stairs again when he turned to her and asked.

	“How did your search go? Couldn’t find it?” 

	Imsun turned around first, then back to Kol. She shook her head. “I found it. I just… I couldn’t free it,” she said.

	Kol’s eyes widened in surprise. He strode back to her, and the two of them took their seats at the far end of the library. In a hushed tone, Imsun told Kol everything.

	Kol took a deep breath after Imsun explained it all. “That’s one hell of an experience.”

	Imsun nodded. 

	“You should write about it.”

	“I don’t know. Telling the world an all-powerful existence would bring more chaos and war. Not to mention the chosen one,” Imsun said.

	“Then make it fiction. Add it to the section no one really reads and those who do never expect it to be true.”

	Imsun thought about what Kol said long after he left. She spent a good half of the night pondering, and finally, she knew there was no keeping what happened within. She rose, made her way to her table, pulled her quill and ink, and began to write. 
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