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CHAPTER 1
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	THERE WAS NO SIGN of release from the melody embedded in my mind. Here in the middle of the sea, as I worked to untangle my eternally knotted fishing net, it sang to me. A haunting song.

	Sometimes, I would even catch myself humming the tune. I had enjoyed it. Once. In that brief interlude between trying to decipher where I’d heard it before and trying to forget it.

	Every evening, my sister Amelia sang me songs to replace the melody. Putting on various shows to make my mind wander from the tune. She would hum around me in hopes of me picking something else to obsess about.

	Sometimes she succeeded, but always, right before drifting to sleep, the song came back. It made me toss and turn, pulling covers over my head and biting down on them to make my mind quiet. Nothing seemed to help, and I would typically fall asleep just before dawn out of exhaustion. It wouldn’t be a problem if I slept in, but dawn was usually the best and safest time to catch fish.

	Today I went fishing. Not at dawn but in the light of the mid-morning sun sitting on the mountain peaks. My boat was alone on the sea, for all the other anglers had returned home. Few fished this late in the day.

	The sun heated the wood of my boat, and everything I touched was warm, which was a nice change. My fingers no longer trembled when I touched the metal buckets that stored the fish. The net was easier to untangle; the warmth causing more blood to surge through my thin fingers.

	Even with fall setting in, the sun was warm today. But the nights were as cold as winter days. Making early morning fishing harder to manage.

	My fingers, unconsciously moving to the rhythm of my mind’s melody, finally untangled the last part of the fishing net. With as much strength as I could gather, I threw the net into the sea. The focal point of my day was watching the calming sea consume the sinking net under the waves.

	Except now it wasn’t peaceful. The melody made me grab my long hair at the roots and pull to relieve some of the pain surging through my head.

	As the net sank, something beneath the surface drew my attention. I crouched down, peering over the edge of the boat to get a better look at it. The sea was calm, but I couldn’t see clearly. It lay on the seafloor, half-buried in sand and seaweed. I straightened up swiftly, glancing about me in hopes of finding company.

	The melody drew me back to the item. I suddenly felt the need to grasp it as my heart thundered in my chest and the desire to pursue it consumed me. I couldn’t force my attention away from it, whatever it was.

	Before I had a chance to reason with my mind, my body dove underwater and swam toward it. I should have panicked, but I felt… safe. The moment my head went under, the song faded from my mind. It didn’t disappear though. The melody now came from the water itself, from under the sea, lulling my senses. I tried to remember if I’d heard it this summer while diving, but I couldn’t recall. What I did know was I wouldn’t be able to forget it. 

	Maybe it was the item I was diving toward.

	There was no need for swimming; my body was pulled toward it. The same way the sun was pulled to rise every morning, and the moon followed every evening. When I reached the object, I seized it and the pull disappeared.

	As soon as I touched it, I felt the frigid water burst upon me, leaving me shivering. At first, I hadn’t felt the cold water at all, but now it seemed to touch my bones. Even with the warmth above, the cold sea could kill if you stayed under long enough. The thought made me push up off the sand, straining for the surface.

	I was an excellent swimmer and even a better diver, so this shouldn’t have been a problem for me. But I had never dove fully clothed or in cold weather. If I could reach the warmed-up boat, I would survive.

	My toes were getting numb, and my arms did most of the work swimming. Clutching whatever it was in my hand made it harder to swim, but I wouldn’t let go. Couldn’t. The will to survive coiled in my belly.

	I broke the surface of the water, passing through the veil that separated water from air. Life from death. Swallowing gulps of air, I cast about, desperately looking for the boat. The cold bit into my skin mercilessly, and the sensation of near-death overwhelmed me.

	There it was! A few strokes away.

	I climbed in and lay on the floor, shivering. The warm wood was a small comfort for the chill that consumed me. My hands were freezing and turning blue. What had come over me? How was I even alive?

	I set down what I had found and put my hands under my underarms. I took off my shoes and, with a nudge of my heel, pushed them away because they sat in a puddle of cold water. The heat from the bottom of the boat finally helped warm up my body enough to take off my coat. The deck warmed my back as I looked up at the sky and let the sun warm my front. It would never dry me. The woolen gansey I wore had drunk half the sea and, with every movement, more water spilled onto the floor.

	After a few deep breaths, I collected myself and went to work, pulling the empty net out. Every movement while rowing back to shore surged more water into the boat from my clothes. At least it was getting away from me. No matter how warm the sun was, nothing could warm up the wet fabric clinging to my body.

	When I reached the shore, I had no strength left to pull the boat out. With a quick glance at the sky to read for changes in weather, I tied it up in the sea and left it there. It should be fine until tomorrow. For most of the summer, the boat would stay in the sea. When it got colder, the weather became unreliable, and it was safer to pull it out.

	Thankfully, the melody enveloping my brain for ages had vanished, leaving a blessed emptiness. That thought made me look at the slimy item laying on the boat floor. With a few scratches, I removed tangled seaweed covering it. It was a shell. On one side, it was rough and sordid. On the other, overlapping opalescent colors. From purple to blue to red. As though they moved toward the sunlight. I finally averted my gaze from the shell, placed it in my pants pocket, and left the boat.

	Beneath the mountain, on which the light of the mid-day sun lay, was Noor. A village with few homes but filled with life. Our little cottage on the outskirts housed two people, my sister Amelia and me. The village was poor, situated on a dark soil that did not allow roots to absorb much water. Mostly citrus fruits and olives thrived here, with few exceptions. Each year, the earth became firmer.

	We had to rely on seafood, as crops rarely survived. We were the lucky ones. Our part of the continent had a small coastline which produced a sea full of thriving creatures.

	The walk to our cottage was easy. I took off the jumper and walked barefoot with clothes in my hands. I felt the now-familiar chill run through me. Health was never a strong point in my family. We got sick often, and even now, I could feel a tickle in my throat and a rising fever. I sighed.

	 What would Amelia say? I could only imagine. 

	I placed the clothes in a pile at the front door of the cottage. Amelia would murder me for treading water inside too. Fortunately, no one lived near our cottage. The tall weeds, which we were too lazy to cut, hid it from the gaze of passersby.

	I took my remaining clothes off and washed my body with a bucket of sun-warmed water that stood on the dusty porch. The splashes of water made me shiver, and a slight headache came over me. When I ran into the house to sit by the fire, Amelia was nowhere in sight. The fire only warmed the front of my exposed body, so I had to turn around to dry off, which made my headache even worse.

	I was almost completely dry, and Amelia hadn’t come back. Our hut was comprised of one room, and there was no place for privacy. We had little room between the door and the bed. Wood paneling on the walls and wood floors that creaked with every step. A fireplace filled the right wall, and its chimney we had to sweep almost daily when the birds decided to nest in the spring. She was probably tidying up the almost barren garden or gone olive picking.

	We always divided the responsibilities. Usually, she would take care of the household and garden while I fished. It had been that way ever since our mother died twenty-four Lunebrises ago.

	“What in the name of the gods happened, Valeri?” Amelia said as she stood at the doorstep holding my wet shoes. She only called me by my full name when she was angry.

	I turned away from the warmth of the flames and looked straight at her. “I’m fine, but I haven’t eaten anything today. Exhaustion made me lose control.”

	“It was that damned song, wasn’t it? Don’t lie to me.” She had that stern look on her face, which made her brows furrowed into thin lines. If it wasn’t cute, and if she wasn’t my little sister, it would be terrifying. “You were too tired to go fishing. I knew you should’ve stayed home today.”

	She took care of my wet clothes, picking them up and hanging them to dry, and brought me new ones to change into. Unlike me, I always imagined my sister as a noble wife and mother. She was caring and kind, like our own mother.

	While I was putting on fresh clothes, Amelia walked back into the cottage.

	“What is this?” she asked, holding the shell. 

	“I found it when I fell.”

	“It’s exactly like our mother’s, Val.”

	Our mother had decorated the cottage with similar shells until our father sold most of them before leaving us on our own. One rough side and the other beautiful. She told us our family collected them and passed the shells down for generations. It reflected our bloodline. We had two sides, she told us. Good and bad, people would see only what we wanted them to. When she passed away, we couldn’t bear to look at them. We stuffed them in the bottom drawer of an oak dresser under the dresses we rarely wore. There weren’t many left since our father sold those too. Nothing, even our most precious belongings, survived his purge.

	I hastened at once to compare it, pulling the dresses out and throwing them everywhere. I was never a tidy woman, and I could sense the burning gaze Amelia was giving me. Yes, yes, I know I will clean it up… eventually.

	The shell matched. She was right. 

	“Is it some sort of a sign, Val?”

	“Don’t be silly,” I huffed. Amelia had always believed in all kinds of unnatural things.

	I took it from her hands, pushed it to the others, and slammed the drawer shut. Neither of us said anything about the shell for the rest of the day. Amelia cooked squash soup to help with my cold. Squash was one crop that thrived here. I spent the day wrapped up in blankets in front of the fire while she lay on our bed, reading one of her romance novels. 

	She stretched her long legs and dangled them off the edge of the bed; it was too small for her but perfect for me. Her golden hair fell loosely over the propped-up pillow, and one hand pressed against her cheek, which was decorated with a crescent moon scar.

	Mother told us it happened when she had been learning to walk on a pebbled beach. I was already old enough to swim, but I didn’t remember Amelia falling so hard it scarred her flesh. My first memory of the scar was our mother kissing it each night before bed.

	She had made us feel secure and happy. Her delicate fingers working tangles out of our hair without causing pain, braiding it in a neat nest on our heads and leaving her ashy brown hair in a bun from the night before. Yet we would also have to work all day till our blisters opened.

	She read us stories nightly and sang all day, even though her body wished to sleep the day away. She sang all the time. After a long day’s work, she would bring our spirits up. Amelia took after her with singing and reading.

	I didn’t find any passion in mundane things. To provide us with any pleasures in life, my life consisted of working. My normal: early rising, working till dark even on long summer days. No room for pleasure.

	I looked at her, the scar barely noticeable, especially with her pink lips stretched into a bright smile. That smile meant only one thing. The part where a man saved a woman. She always dreamed about someone saving her. I hoped one day she would be saved. My own dreams were a little different.

	 


CHAPTER 2
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	THE NEXT MORNING, a slight fever came over me, and Amelia took my place fishing after lighting the fire. She ran out of the cottage fast enough to leave the door slightly ajar. Rays of daylight seeping through the crack illuminated the dust floating through the air toward my bed, where I swept my hands through the particles, making them swirl.

	I should’ve gotten up and closed it, maybe even made some tea, but it was too cold to get up. The worn-down windows let in the cold air as if we were sleeping outside. Even the fire that burned through the night most of the year struggled to keep out the chilly and damp air.

	After several moments of tossing and turning, I wrapped myself in a blanket and walked the few cold steps to close the damn door.

	On my way back to the bed, I spotted Amelia’s novel on the bedside table. I would lie if I said it didn’t pique my interest. Usually, I refused to indulge in a fantasy world, as it was of no use in our life. My books of choice weren’t fiction, and those were sparse in our village.

	Amelia wanted to marry, but there were no worthy men in our village. Only drunk fishermen that didn’t deserve her left pinky, let alone her heart. They just wanted to take advantage of us. Take whatever they wanted and leave us for scraps. Our boyish way of dressing was our salvation. Hidden behind layers of men’s clothes and never outside after nightfall. So fishing at sundown wasn’t an option.

	That was why Amelia pushed so hard to get married. There was much talk about being protected when she found a husband, and at 17, she was expected to be wed. With her slim figure and golden eyes, she would find a nice man. I was sure of it. If only there were any here.

	I turned my head away from the novel and resolved to make myself some tea and rest for tomorrow’s Lunebris celebration. Lunebris was the only time we allowed ourselves to indulge a little. We wore our mother’s dresses and danced the whole day, not doing a stitch of work. The celebration of sun and moon happened four times a year, and it was the only pleasure we had.

	My fever subsided during the day, perhaps because I was finally getting the rest it needed now that the infernal melody had finally left my head. Lying around all day was a rarity for me, but one I was grateful for. Ever since we shoved the shell in the drawer, I’d tried to forget about it, not wanting to think of everything that had happened. It would be best kept forgotten.

	When Amelia finally arrived, I felt well enough to help her tidy the cottage for tomorrow’s festivities.

	“Do you want to wear the red corset tomorrow? It is your turn, after all,” Amelia asked, doe-eyed, while holding our mother’s gorgeous corset. We were never rich enough to have fine clothes, but mother had made a few of our favorite dresses for Lunebrises. They weren’t of the best quality, but they looked better than our plain clothes.

	“No, I don’t feel well enough to wear it,” I lied to her. When I saw the look on her face, it was the least I could do. She lived for dressing up and making herself beautiful on Lunebris. Even I liked to do it, but it was one thing I did to make her not run away. Make her the happiest she could be, living without a husband.

	“Do you think she is happy? Wherever she went,” she asked; it was the same question every Lunebris. Waiting for an answer that would never be provided with certainty.

	“Yes! I think she is watching over us in a flower crown sitting in the clouds.” I said a different answer every time until something stuck with her. Or until I saw her eyes lighten up.

	“And if there are no clouds in the sky?”

	“Then she is flying through the air with wings of the strongest butterflies.”

	There was no light in her eyes, but she giggled. I’d take it. I knew how hard it was on her as she’d always been more connected to mother. At only 11 years old, she was left with me. Since I was two years older, it was unimaginable to replace her. Amelia had always helped my mother around the household, and I went with our father, fishing and gathering food.

	We always had different views on life, and I usually won with my opinions, as the oldest. She dreamed of getting married and taking care of me so that I might have my freedom, and I wanted to protect us both by being free and strong together without a man. Undoubtedly, our mother raised Amelia, and our father had raised me. You didn’t have to be bright to realize that.

	My aim was to keep her independent because I didn’t intend to marry. It wasn’t because of my looks. I was average, had fox orange hair and pale skin despite my time spent in the sun. I was tall but didn’t have Amelia’s long legs and height. The only extraordinary thing about me: my light green eyes that almost bled into the whites of the eyes. There was no man for me. Not after I’d seen the heartbreak our father had caused.
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	Tomorrow could not come fast enough. The knees that dug into my ribs all night kept me awake and made me think about life. How quickly it passed and sometimes too slowly. I watched as the first rays of sunshine beamed into our damp home. The first sign of fall in my memory: the dampness of the morning.

	Sometimes our clothes couldn’t get dry for days without a fire nearby. But if we let them dry near the fire, they would stink of smoke. The thought of it made me want to get up and light the fireplace. We hadn’t gotten used to the ritual of lighting it at night. Now, on the first day of fall, we should make more of an effort.

	The bed squeaked behind me as Amelia rolled over and stretched out on the space beside her. She opened her eyes and yawned.

	“Happy Lunebris,” she said, still half asleep. 

	“Happy Lunebris to you too, Ami.”

	We lounged around all afternoon and enjoyed the rarity of our favorite foods, like a block of sheep’s cheese we bought in the market and a few figs we managed to get our hands on. Just before dark, we lit all the candles and the fire.

	We got out our mother’s dresses for the night. I chose a blue gown with a small tie around the waist, but Amelia wore a deep red gown with a corset that I had to lace up for her. I wished we could stay this dressed up every day. Not leaving our cottage, even though we could hear the celebrations at the village bonfire.

	Amelia stumbled into me in our mother’s shoes, drinking some ale I’d bought days before.

	“Watch where you’re stepping,” I slurred the words as the alcohol loosened my muscles. She giggled, her cheeks burning red from the fire and sweat beaded on her forehead from all the dancing.

	“Well, if you moved the table like I said, we would have more room to dance. But no. you still had to respect the gods with offering what little food we had,” she said and laughed as if it was the funniest thing ever.

	The fall Lunebris served to celebrate the summer harvest which the gods had blessed us with and to store it for the cold months. Lunebris used to be celebrated with rituals. People decorated their homes with acorns, fallen oak branches, and any food offerings. We spent the whole day preparing food for storage. But symbolically for the gods.

	Each house in the village would bring a small offering to the bonfire, and we would all celebrate together. The day also signified the equality of light and dark or the takeover of one. After all the years of struggle, most of the villagers had abandoned these traditions. Now we celebrated our survival at home and hoped for a warm winter. But I still insisted on having a small offering at our table. Either way, we would eat it tomorrow. It was just a symbol, a habit.

	Our heads were spinning, and the songs we were singing were getting increasingly unintelligible. After our feet had blistered and the room kept spinning long after we stopped, it was time to sleep the day away. We nearly tore off our clothes and lay down, trying not to empty our stomachs. Some Lunebrises we failed, and the cleanup was much worse.

	My head hit the pillow right after Amelia started snoring. She usually fell asleep within seconds of laying down. Now it was my time to toss and turn until I drifted off into a deep slumber. It was a gruesome surprise when that didn’t happen. Instead, my mind remembered the tune. It was back in full force. Humming deep inside my mind. Again, not giving me rest.

	Was I going crazy? It was even worse now while my mind relaxed. My heartbeat followed the rhythm, and with every thud, it pressed into my stomach. I had only seconds to turn to my side and empty the day’s food into a bucket we prepared. Gods, I could barely get a breath. At least after everything, when I laid back down, the pounding stopped, and the melody disappeared. Maybe it was my drunken mind that made me remember.

	Amelia didn’t even flinch as I retched into the bucket, sound asleep. Tomorrow, she would see the mess I made, but for now, I had to sleep. My eyes fell shut, and nothing close to a dream came to my mind.

	 


CHAPTER 3
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	“GODS VALERI, WHAT A mess you made,” Amelia said. I heard her, but I shut my eyes tight, the light increasing my headache tenfold. So, I turned away from her and hooked the covers with my leg. Pressed them tight into a hug and muffled something.

	She raised her voice, “Don’t ignore me. Get up and help.”

	There were moments when I wanted her to find herself a husband, and this was one of them. Without a word, I got up and helped her clean. Not too much, but enough to get me through the day. That was the reason we didn’t work for a few days after the Lunebris. We recovered from the festivities. That was also why it was important to fish yesterday. We didn’t have to do it every day since salted fish was in storage, but after the Lunebris we fell into a slump and didn’t feel like working for a day or two. That being said, we hated salty fish and only used it in emergencies.

	My mind was still foggy, and I couldn’t even remember half of the past day.

	Amid my morning tea on the porch, my thoughts became anything but silent. The melody was back, and now it reminded me of the night. It was not my drunken mind. The melody was back. What did it want from me? I knew the answer, to dive into the sea again and gather more shells. But for what? At least this time, the tune was softer. More bearable.

	I jumped up and went into the cottage, searching for the damned shell. Amelia was still reading her book near the fire. I slammed my knees onto the floor and dragged out the bottom shelf of the drawer.

	“What are you doing now?” Amelia asked. I didn’t say anything, not wanting to make a clumsy lie and make things worse. “Valeri,” Amelia cautioned. “Don’t you dare scare me like that. Start talking immediately.”

	It still filled my mind with the rhythm, and I couldn’t straighten my thoughts. When I finally reached for the shells, I spilled them all over the floor.

	“The sound is back in my mind.” I touched every single shell we had, hoping to feel something close to a connection with the sound. But nothing. There was nothing familiar with the shells. Not even the one I dove for. Does it want me to dive for another? My head pounded with tension. When would this madness stop?

	Then my eyes met Amelia’s, and I could see she had the same thought as me. She didn’t dare say anything. Only looked scared and hopeless. I crawled to her and grabbed her hands in mine.

	“Don’t you worry about me. This is a peculiar phase I’m going through, and we’ll find a way out.” The words were directed to her, but they comforted me too, in a way. We couldn’t live like this. This had to be something that would pass. If nothing else, I would dance every day to the melody and embrace it. It was the last bit of hope I had. She could see hope in my eyes, and thankfully, it calmed her mind.

	“There is no way in a thousand years you are going into the sea again.”

	“Amelia, I will not go swimming, but I have to go fishing. This won’t stop me from completing my duties.”

	 “We will change our responsibilities.” I knew what that meant to her. She hated the sea.

	“You want me to believe you will feed us with your fishing skills?” I stifled a laugh.

	“It’s better than nothing, and what if this is what happened to all those fishers lost at sea?” she asked, clutching my hand harder in desperation to change my mind.

	“Those are just stories, Ami. No need to worry about me.” The words I was telling bared no truth to me. We were told from a young age that it was forbidden to go beyond the horizon. Men would go in search of a better life, never returning. Some said they found unimaginable riches. Some said they died violent deaths for defying the ocean gods and disturbing them. Whatever was the truth, no one had dared to stray for decades now. Amelia’s gaze turned to the floor, and a single teardrop fell on her dress.

	“Don’t fight me on this, Amelia. I have to learn to live with this,” I said in a strained voice, holding back tears.

	She nodded and squeezed my hands.

	We finished with that and together cleaned up the shells, packed them up in the drawer, and continued with our day of rest. When the night fell, my mind again tired of the tune. All day I rested, doing nothing. I tried to concentrate on ignoring the melody, but when my body tired, I grew anxious again.

	While Amelia slept, I reached for her novel, hoping to distract the tune in my mind. It was a story about a traveler in search of a wife. When he found her, a village girl used as a slave by her family, he saved her. Brought her to his castle, revealing he was a prince. I stayed up almost all night to finish the book. My heart was full of hope, and I wondered if I would ever feel safe. Maybe books weren’t that bad.
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	I forgot all about my melody and slept like a log. The moment my eyes opened, I pushed Amelia’s book back in its place near the bed and pretended I’d never touched it. The melody accompanied the morning, of course. It was time to live with it and try fishing again.

	I grabbed my oversized gansey and wrapped my body in it. The burned orange wool provided much comfort in the blustery morning.

	Crows played with walnuts on my walk down the stone path to the beach. Flying to the sky and dropping them to pry open. To help them, I would step on them with the heel of my shoe. It was a game I liked to play, and it distracted my mind, which was always good, even though it took me longer to get down.

	While crushing the nuts beneath my still damp boots, a cat came to play. They usually followed me on my way back because they could smell the fish, but this was a warm welcome too.

	A cat with black fur, shining violet in the daylight, followed me to the boat. She was very affectionate, and I had to stop several times to give her pats. When I stepped into the swaying boat, the cat jumped too.

	“Hey get off. You’re not supposed to be here.”

	She meowed and laid down on the deck. Well, there were no actual rules that forbid her to be here. I was afraid she would get scared and jump into the water. Since I was out of my mind, I’d probably jump in after her, and we’d both freeze to death because today was even colder. There was no sun yet, and dawn was long gone.

	“Fine, you can come with me, but I expect you to behave,” I said to the cat as if she could understand me. To me, a person who didn’t talk to animals was crazy.

	The cat curled up next to me and slept soundly. When I got to my spot, not far from shore but still far enough for good fishing, I stopped and began to get everything ready. The melody was still with me, but it didn’t get any stronger. Maybe the cat was a suitable tool for calming me. With that thought, the cat woke up immediately. As I suspected, she was trouble. She started walking between my feet and meowing. Demanding attention.

	“Hey, we had a deal. Behave!”

	She walked to the front of the boat and meowed at the horizon. Crazy cat, I thought to myself. I let her do her meowing. At least she wasn’t under my feet anymore. I took off my shoes as I always felt more stable barefoot and started untangling the fish net Amelia left in shambles. It was smart that we hadn’t switched our responsibilities. If she tried to untangle this mess, we wouldn’t eat for a week.

	Quickly it turned dark. The sky was not bright, to begin with, and there was no sun to be seen, but now it seemed as if all the clouds turned gray. “Well, that’s not a good sign.” Maybe the cat had sensed the change in weather. But there was no sign that it would change so drastically. At that moment, thunder rumbled, and lightning filled the sky. It all happened in a few breaths, the unbelievable world we live in. There was a damn storm coming up, and I was in the middle of the sea.

	My breaths became shallow, and my legs weren’t moving at all. They were like tree stumps that had taken root. Deep in my mind, I knew the best thing would be to get to the shore immediately, but my body wasn’t responding.

	In the middle of the sea, I was frozen in fear with a cat screaming out at the horizon. All I wanted was for someone to come and save me. The damned novel made me useless, as I had suspected something bad would come from reading it. I didn’t want to hold myself together in fear anymore and save myself. It was an exhausting way of living. But it was the only way to survive.

	I snapped out of the fear and started gathering my things. It didn’t matter if I put them back neatly. The only thing that mattered right now was getting back.

	As I prepared to leave and pulled my shoes back on, something caught my eye again, and a stronger melody replaced the thunder. Blood drained from my face. Not again, not the damn shell. It was impossible to see it from this distance, but it was like a pearl diamond shining at the bottom of the sea, begging me to pick it up. I knew what was going to happen, and I couldn’t help myself. The waves grew stronger, maybe even too strong. It was my last chance to leave, but I couldn’t move. The shell had me in its grasp.

	The boat rocked so hard that it almost threw me out of it twice. But I focused on the shell. Perhaps the most magnificent thing I had ever seen. Under the sky full of lightning, she was even more beautiful, and it was right within my reach. Again, my sense of self drifted. All I heard was the cat’s meow, not at the horizon this time, but at the shell. She saw it too. I was going crazy, and if I fell again, there was no escape. The water was too restless to survive. Despite all that knowledge, I reached for it and fell.

	The icy water only grazed my body. This was by far the easiest undertaking; the deep sea was calm, the waves roaring only at the surface. My sights were set on the shell and my body unbothered by the cold as it should have been.

	When I reached the bottom and touched the slimy shell, everything changed again. I clung to it, and the icy cold crashed down on me once more. The sea was choppy, even at the bottom, throwing my limp body through its currents. It was as if the shell was asking me to die. I protested, rushing back up to catch my breath, my lungs burning. How long was I underwater? How long did it take me to reach the shell?

	When I finally reached the top, I gasped, but a wave crashed into me and pushed me down again. My eyes scrunched shut, but I didn’t want to give up, so I surged up again. This time, I got some air before another wave came crashing down. The damn boat was nowhere in sight.

	Adrenaline filled my body with a desire to survive, but my mind begged for rest. Even if there was a boat, I couldn’t feel my legs. I was so tired that I couldn’t fight anymore. There was no chance of survival. Something inside me was burning to survive, but my mind couldn’t take it. My heart cracked at the thought of Amelia. What would she think happened to me? Would she know it was because of the weather? Right now, she was probably in the cabin, scared of the thunder, waiting for me to come through the door because she knew I always came when a storm was brewing. Poor Amelia. I hoped she had the strength to be alone until someone worthy came along. Hopefully, she wouldn’t marry the first man she saw. 

	Accepting my fate, I consoled myself with the thought that my life was nothing special and never would be. I was no loss to the world. With that, everything went black. As black as the darkest night sky.

	 


CHAPTER 4

	[image: Image]

	IT BURNED, MY LUNGS burned with fire. My raw throat fought for air but rejected it almost as vigorously. Instead of air, salty water rushed out and soaked my neck and chest. Everything burned, my lungs, my throat, my whole body, and head.

	It took me a pain-filled moment to realize that someone was hovering, casting a shadow over me. The thunder still rumbled, and everything around me was dark. I was lying on sand, not swaying in the waves anymore. My coast had no sandy beaches. The crashing waves raged nearby. Someone spoke to me, but I wasn’t listening to that person. Still trying to figure out where I was.

	The sand under my body was more comfortable than my bed. Laying in a bed! I’m alive! Amelia didn’t have to be alone for the rest of her life. How much time had passed since the storm? I should get up and go back to her. I tried to sit up, but firm hands pushed me down and turned me onto my side. It was easier to breathe now; I was gasping for air when I heard a deep voice.

	“What happened? Can you hear me?” a man said. His back was to the sky so that his face was covered in shadow. 

	There was a man holding me, and suddenly all my senses awoke. I tried to push him away; I started scratching and screaming, but my throat was still burning, and only a small whimper came out.

	The man bellowed, “Stop! I will not hurt you.” He pinned me down again.

	“Then why are you holding me to the ground?” I shouted back in a raspy voice.

	“Because you need to breathe. When you catch your breath properly, you can sit up,” he said.

	“But I have to go!”

	“Whatever you have to do can wait a few moments. What were you doing in the water, anyway? The storm is obviously getting stronger.” As he said this, I noticed the rain pelting down on us, and I looked up to get a better glance at him.

	I saw his eyes first; it was hard not to. Eyes like I’ve never seen before. Incredibly colored. Deep emerald-green, but with something familiar shimmering in them. My mind was in shambles, or my vision disrupted by a near-death experience. There was no way something like that was possible.

	I tried to sit up again, and he finally let go of me. He lifted his hands from my body and held them up, displaying his palms to gesture that no harm would be done. As I sat up, I looked at him better to try and clear my vision. He had strong arms. His colossal frame towered over me, and now those eyes were even clearer and shinier. There was definitely a twinkle in them.

	With a swift move of his hand, he brushed long blond strands of hair away from his face to inspect me better. I must have looked like a fool, mouth gaping and eyes wide with surprise.

	“Are you alright? What happened?” he asked.

	Looking toward the water, I tried to remember what happened. I should be dead now and not sitting on a sandy beach. The storm was too strong and my body too weak. I shook my head, clearing the doubt, and opted to think of Amelia instead. “I need to go home. Where am I?” I said. 

	“You are on the golden coast of Armanta. Where is your home? I’ll take you there.”

	“Armanta? What is Armanta?” I frowned. “I’m from Noor in Emerda.”

	His eyes widened in surprise. “That’s not possible,” he said.

	“What’s not possible?” I didn’t bother waiting for a response and continued as I stood up, “I should go.”

	He immediately jumped up with me and grabbed my elbow to help me. But I pushed him away with as much strength as I could muster and started walking. My boat was gone, but I didn’t care. Not one bit when Amelia certainly thought I wasn’t coming back.

	“Do you even know where you’re going?” he asked. 

	“Don’t worry about me. I’ll find my way back home. I always do and I have to.”

	“There’s no way back home. I don’t even know how you got here.”

	“That makes no sense,” I mumbled.

	Whatever his intentions were, I had to get away from him. This place wasn’t my home, but I couldn’t have gotten far.

	The beach was endless, and in the distant land, there were mountains spread across the horizon with uneven whitecapped peaks, similar to my village. There were patches of beautiful green land between the mountains and the beach, but the grass was too short, as if someone was trimming it regularly. I frowned at the sight.

	I should get around the mountains and find a town or something to figure out how to get to Amelia. The greeneyed man followed.

	“Will you stop? Do you even know where Armanta is? You’re across the Great Ocean, which is impossible to cross,” he said.

	Even with a boat, it would take days to travel out into the ocean, let alone across it. How could I get across the sea or even the ocean? It was like he knew from my expression what I thought.

	“I don’t know how you got here, but walking surely won’t get you home. You can stay with me until we figure it all out.”

	“There’s no way I’m going with you,” I snarled.

	The nerve of this man to think I would ever go to his home. I would rather sleep outside in the storm. Men in my village meant only one thing. Trouble.

	My clothes again were all wet and clung to my body, sending a shiver through it. The boots I was walking in were heavy from all the water. I took the boots off as the sand wasn’t hard to walk on. Everything was magical, even the grains molding to my footprint. I only saw sand at the bottom of the sea but never on the shore. There should be a village near, or at least some kind of shelter.

	“And where will you go now? The night is near, and it will only get colder.”

	“I can take care of myself.”

	“And that should be the gratitude for saving your life?” 

	“Thank you!” I said while hurrying my step and rolling my eyes at his shot to lure me to his home.

	He was a step behind me. “I won’t stop following you, so it would be best to hear me out.”

	I spun around to face him. “Talk!”

	“You can come with me; we’ll get you in dry clothes, then you can leave. You don’t even have to sleep, but please get dry and warm before leaving.”

	It would be stupid not to accept his offer. The fear inside made me reluctant to his reasonable arguments. I had never been to a man’s home nor slept anywhere that was not my home. But there was nowhere to go, and maybe he had a map or something to make a plan. If he was so eager to help me, why not use him to my advantage? And at the first sign of danger, I would run.

	“Fine,” I said and started following his lead.

	While walking barefoot, the quietness reminded me there was no melody playing with my mind. Same as the last time. I placed my hand in my pocket and felt up the shell that made me dive into the sea this time. How long would I be in silence until it appeared again? The man walking next to me also took his shoes off. At first, I thought because he wanted to make me feel comfortable, but from the corner of my eye, I saw he was also drenched. We walked in silence. Not giving him the satisfaction of agreeing verbally, but still following his suggestion.

	“How did you find me?” I asked to break the deafening silence.

	“Sometimes I go for a walk before sunset to clear my mind.”

	Had a whole day passed since I’d gone fishing? I wondered to myself while he continued.

	“But the storm came out of nowhere, and as I was walking back, I saw something floating on a wooden plank in the water. It was hard to make out at first, but then I saw your long copper hair, and without a doubt, I dove into the water to pull you out.” He’d saved me? “You weren’t breathing, so I tried the kiss of life and pumped your lungs free of water,” he explained.

	“Thank you,” I mumbled. It was all I could say as the sudden embarrassment washed over me. Here I was, acting ungrateful after he saved my life, endangering his own to do so.

	The air was getting colder as we stepped from the sandy beach, heading to a stone-carved road slightly uphill toward the mountain.

	“How long do we have to get to your home?” I asked. 

	“Not long,” he replied, tilting his head to the sky. “But we should hurry; the storm is only getting stronger.”

	The rain fell viciously, and the raindrops became heavier with each drop on my body. The feeling beneath my bare feet grew colder on the stone road, making me miss the sand. As we walked, we reached a sharp turn. Behind it was a sight that made me rub my eyes. I thought I was hallucinating. Two enormous slabs of mountain stone had collided, and in the middle was a castle. The main part was inside the mountain, and the outside was covered with endless towers sticking upward. It was the most enchanting sight I have ever seen. Something like I imagined from the romance novels but had never quite captured in my mind. The towers were of all various heights and sizes, windows shining brightly through the overcast sky, inviting me toward their warmth.

	“Who lives there?” I asked in awe, pointing to the castle. 

	“I do,” he replied, shrugging his shoulders.

	I halted to a stop, the breath rushing out of my chest with a groan. There wasn’t a chance I was talking to a royal. Maybe it was time to sleep, and, in the morning, I would probably awake on the beach after this dream. Maybe he was a servant. He must be. This had to be a dream.

	“Are you alright?” he asked. It took me a moment to realize I hadn’t moved or said anything for a while. “My name is Rulin, and I am the Prince of Armanta. My father, Kian the III, is the king.”

	“I can’t go in there.” Was that really the only response I could think of? “I mean, this is no place for a person like me.” I was now taking small steps backward. I didn’t have a clue about what to do. Should I try to run away?

	“It’s fine, don’t worry. No one will notice or talk to you. I’ll take you to your room, and we can go from there. Could you at least give me your name?”

	“It’s Valeri, Val for short,” I said with jagged breaths. What else could I do now?

	“Well Valeri, we should hurry now,” he said with a stiff little jerk of his head toward the mountain. Without a word, I followed, taking bigger steps up the hill.

	The castle only seemed bigger as we walked toward it if that was even possible. I could see the highest tower, but the mountain was huge, and I couldn’t see its peak. The road to the castle wasn’t as steep as I had imagined it would be, and the stone barrier beside the road made me feel secure going up the mountainside. Walking closer to the castle, I could see its details better, and the moss that covered parts of it made it look like a living part of nature itself. The wooden carved doors were bigger than a two-story house, and I saw there was a servant’s door on the side, but Rulin walked straight to the guards, who opened the obviously heavy doors.

	A spacious stone room lay in front of me. An opulent staircase at the end of the hall led to an indoor balcony. Bunches of candles illuminated the castle, seemingly hovering in midair. The floating candles made the windows shine with orange light. As I stepped on the stone, I prepared myself for the even colder floor, but to my surprise, it was warm. How was that possible?

	The prince walked to the middle of the hall, where a servant stood. He stripped off his coat. Underneath, he had on a white silk shirt which—sopping wet from the ocean water— accentuated each muscle on his back. He gave his coat to the servant and gestured toward me to take my coat as well. I flushed in embarrassment. Underneath, I wore the most appalling orange gansey. He gestured again. Reluctantly, I took it off. The jumper sagged from one shoulder, soaked.

	“Come, I’ll show you around.” He reached out to me. “You can bring new clothes to her chambers,” he said to the servant, keeping a soft voice as if not to scare me away.

	I followed his commands. This wasn’t a place to be headstrong.

	The castle was silent, but for a few guards and servants here and there, with their gazes locked on the floor. As he had said, no one bothered me. Even a few cats passed by us with no interest. If I didn’t know cats were usually like this if you weren’t holding food, I would’ve thought Prince Rulin commanded them not to bother me.

	He took me to a tower on the far-left side of the castle. The halls were narrow, with a wall of windows on one side. One part of the castle looked outside, and the other was buried in the mountain. Perhaps they had to make use of the light as much as they could.

	Doors to the towers lay across from the windows. They were far away from each other as the towers were pretty big now that I was so close to them. Outside the tower doors stood a lone guard but without many weapons as far as I could see. He had only a knife in his belt. One part of me screamed to run away, but the other part wanted to see where this was going.

	My eyes had to adjust to the pitch black space we walked into. The prince took my hand to guide me as if he could see better through the dark. The cold metal of his rings rubbed against my skin, and the warmth I was struggling to contain in my fingers evaporated. His soft hands told me he’d never worked a day in his life. What a pleasant existence that must be.

	I could only make out a dining room. It was a surprise, as I never even imagined that a tower would have it. How would I even know what a tower would have? We walked to a spiral staircase. The stairs were made of a white stone and had carvings all over them. There was no railing. When we climbed, I could see the room better in the moonlight. There wasn’t a window in the dining room, but there was one above it. The prince led the way, his back tensing as we approached the top.

	There he opened a red wooden door and the hall filled with the smell of flowers. I hadn’t smelled a flower in forever, but that was how I remembered them from my childhood. Warmth spread through me with every inhale. The prince stepped aside and let me take a step into the room. Over my shoulder, I looked at him, standing in the doorway, staring back at me.

	“Do all your rooms always look this prepared, or were you expecting someone else?” I asked.

	The fire was crackling across from me, and the spacious bed was made with red blankets already pulled for sleep.

	“No, I whispered to the servant to make it homely while you were looking throughout the castle.” He grinned.

	We must have walked slowly then, so I could capture everything. Memorize it for tomorrow, when I would tell Amelia all about it. Amelia… The thought crossed my mind again. How was she coping with this? I was gone all day, and she probably wouldn’t have slept. She would be waiting for me. Unfortunately, I’d have to sleep here. It was the most sensible thing I could do. It was too dark to travel, and I would wind up freezing to death outside.

	My hands brushed across the silken bedding, and I searched the room until my nose guided me toward the smell of the flowers. The worktable across the room had white daffodils on it, and I chuckled at the memory of their smell. There used to be yellow daffodils scattered around our village, but fewer and fewer had grown every year until there were none left. It was the last and only flower aside from the crops I ever saw.

	It was too much. The smell, the warmth, even the wood paneled floor, was warm. My senses stretched to unimaginable lengths. When I turned around, he was still there, leaning into the doorway.

	Slowly, I walked over to him. “Thank you, Your Highness.” My knees bent into something only I would call a curtsy.

	He chuckled. “Before I leave, if you need anything, there will be guards in your tower. Tell them and they will call me or the servants. You can take a bath now; the servant will bring you dry clothes and nightclothes.”

	“A bath?” My brows rose high.

	He passed the threshold and stopped right before the bed, looking straight to the passage on the wall. Without a word, I stepped on the rug on the other side of the bed and walked to it. The passage led to a marvelous bathing room. There was a bath in the middle of the stone room, already filled with steaming water. Something similar to seafoam floated atop it.

	“I’ve never seen anything like this.”

	He chuckled. “Tomorrow morning, we can talk, if that is alright with you.”

	“Sure,” I replied with a wry smile.

	He pushed golden strands from his forehead before bowing deeply before me, which made a laugh escape my lips. He turned around and left me without a chance to respond with a witty remark. Why was I suddenly more comfortable here with him? His presence wasn’t accompanied by gloom like the village men. He was different.

	I stood in the passage between my room and the bathing room. The floor was warm, but I felt cold in my sodden clothes. Questions filled my head, but before I could even take a guess at their answers, a knock came at the door. He had come back! I turned to the door, but a lady with full hands came into the room.

	“Good evening, my lady,” she said. 

	“Oh. Um… hi there,” I mumbled.

	“I brought you your clothes and dinner. There is vegetable soup, roast lamb and potatoes for you, my lady.” She walked to the worktable and placed the food down.

	“Sorry, why are you calling me your lady?” I asked, ignoring the wonderful smell of food.

	“Well, you are the prince’s guest, and he told us to treat you with the utmost respect.”

	The small woman didn’t tell me her name and didn’t even look into my eyes, always looking at the floor slightly.

	“Why don’t you look at me?” I asked.

	“That is how we show our respect, my lady.”

	“I’m far from a lady, so I would like to know your name, and I would like for you to not act formal around me. Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone, not even the prince.” I winked at her, even though she couldn’t see me.

	The lady looked at me, and then I saw her amethyst-colored eyes, barely shimmering. Almost like the prince’s eyes. From the long dark eyelashes, I could have imagined the color. What in the world is going on with their eyes? Maybe I was just imagining things.

	“My name is Ahn.” She was shorter than me and had a nice full face, which didn’t match her thin body.

	“Nice to meet you Ahn, my name is Val. Maybe you’ll think I’m crazy, but I have to ask.” For a moment, I hesitated, looking into her puzzled face. “Why are your eyes shining?”

	She laughed even though I was so upfront with her.

	“All the witches have shimmering eyes.” She giggled and turned on her heel to walk out.

	Wait, what? But before I could say anything, she was gone. Was I drunk? There was something playing with my mind, putting hallucinations inside. It was time for me to rest. I stood in the middle of the room, stunned. A good bath, and a deep sleep, would make everything clearer in the morning.

	I took my clothes off and pulled the shell out of my pants pocket. Overlapping colors glistened in my eyes. It was nothing short of beautiful and, on the other side, a monster that pulled me into this ordeal. Never again was I going to look into the sea. Two times I fell for some kind of mind trick that had almost gotten me killed. I knew the only way home was across the ocean, and that would be a risk I was willing to take.

	I placed the shell on the mantle of the fireplace and took my clothes to the bathing room to dry while I stepped into the tub. My toes dipped into the hot water. I would have expected it to burn my cold feet, but the floors already heated them. The water was warm and tickled my skin, the daffodil scent wrapping around my body. There were daffodil petals, even in the tub, grazing my skin. My whole body ached, I realized. There were bruises all over me. The sea didn’t kill me, but it hadn’t spared me any pain, either.

	I almost gasped when I sat down. The tub was so spacious I could have laid all the way down and straightened my legs. I did so, and my head went under, my face stinging from the hot water, but I had to wash everything away. When I emerged, I felt as though I had never bathed until this day. I’d never seen this kind of bathing chamber before, only bathed in cold water from a bucket. There was nothing like this experience. In the winter, we didn’t bathe often, only on the warmest days with a bucket outside and ran straight in front of the fireplace to dry. It was a whole ordeal. In the summer, I spent most of my time under the sea to keep the dirt away and flaked salt dusted my skin everywhere I went. 

	After the life-altering bath, it was time to get into my nightclothes. All I found was a silk nightgown. With straps instead of sleeves and absurdly short, I wondered who could sleep in it. The fabric was like the petals from the bath, but I would freeze. Still, there was nothing else. For a moment, I contemplated calling Ahn back, but it was too late, and I didn’t want to bother anybody. To be honest, I didn’t want to talk to anybody for the rest of the night.

	Well, I could cover myself with many blankets from the bed, and it would be fine. I used to willingly sleep on the floor, so I couldn’t complain about this. I sat at the table and ate the dinner provided for me. After the fish I’d eaten all my life, this meat was extraordinary. Meat was a rarity for us, and when we would be lucky enough to find it at the market, it was coin well spent. Amelia would love this place and the handsome prince.

	As I slipped underneath the covers, my body didn’t crash into cold sheets. They were warmed up as if someone had laid on them for an hour before me. This entire castle was unbelievable. I knew we were poor, but this kind of wealth I had never even heard of. Heated floors and a warmed up bed. After I inhaled the incredible feast, the touch of the warm sheets called me into a deep slumber, and I obliged.

	 


CHAPTER 5

	[image: Image]

	I FORGOT TO CLOSE the curtains, so with dawn, I was awake. Still full of the dinner last night, my body felt even worse now. Despite the bath, all my muscles ached, and I could barely move my legs.

	The storm hadn’t stopped. If anything, it was even worse than yesterday. I could barely see out the window from all the rain. The clouds were still gray, almost black. It was as if the storm followed me and stayed instead of moving along. Despite the storm, I had to get home today.

	As I went to get dressed, there was another surprise waiting for me. They had brought me a dress with a corset. It was dark green and had a plunging neckline, long puffy sleeves, and a cloak to match it.

	I can’t wear a dress for traveling home, I thought. Maybe my clothes are dry? No matter if they smell, I can’t travel in a dress. I walked into the bathing room where I had hung my clothes, but they weren’t there. The room had been cleaned. The tub sat empty. Fresh petals were strewn everywhere, and my clothes were nowhere to be found. Someone had come in and cleaned and I hadn’t even woken up. Was I that tired? Maybe I could wear the dress to find the prince and ask for my clothes back? If they hadn’t thrown them out with the trash, I thought. They would never wear something like that, and who could blame them? They were disgusting. I thought about how I must have looked hideous wearing them and shuddered in shame.

	And this dress! It wasn’t like any of my mother’s. It was much richer and finer. I wasn't cold in it because it had a lining. The cloak which matched the dress was suede inside with little specks of sparkle, just like the prince’s eyes. Maybe he wanted me to match him or to match me. My green eyes were dull compared to his. I put on the simple black leather boots, which were the perfect size. Everything about their attention to detail was confusing. There was no need to question it further. I was leaving today, and their breach of privacy, which I wasn’t used to, would be soon forgotten.

	Two guards stood outside my bedroom door. To my surprise, their eyes were dark, and there was no shimmer to them. Maybe the sleep had finally healed my vision.

	As I stepped out, I asked the guards, “Where is Prince Rulin?”

	The red-haired guard replied, “We will escort you, my lady.”

	Before I could tell them not to call me a lady, with a small bow, the black-haired guard gestured for me to follow them. The guards walked slowly, maybe because of my slow movement yesterday. It was a gracious gesture, but I needed to get things done today.

	As we stepped out of the tower, there was a long corridor that connected a few towers on this side of the castle. Probably every small tower was actually a private room. Walking through the long and narrow hall with a wall of windows, I admired the rain coating them, seeming as if we were under the ocean.

	At the end of the corridor, the guard opened a door to another tower. This one didn’t have a dining room, only an empty room, but with the same spiral staircase that led up and down. We went down, not up to where the room would be. Well, maybe the prince was already awake, even if it was early.

	Down the tower, there were no more windows, and again the floating candles were the only source of light around us, bathing us in warm, yellow glow as we descended that gave everything an amber tone compared to the blue-gray light we had just left. The walls seemed to be wooden, but when I looked closer, I saw that they were paneled in bookshelves that followed the stairs. The smells of leather, dust, and ink filled the air now. I could stay here and read forever with no one to judge or bother me. The stairs were wide enough to lie down and still descended.

	When we got all the way down, I found an oak table with leather armchairs all around it, covered in maps weighed down on the corners with stones. Maps I had never seen before. Of course, I hadn’t seen many maps in my life, but this kind was completely new with various lands I’d never seen as well. Except one map, which showed the continent of Emerda. Someone had hand-drawn a cross where Noor would be located. But it was a much more detailed map than I had ever seen of Emerda.

	“I hope you slept well,” said a deep voice that made me jump. I didn’t even notice him. The prince leaned against the back wall, in a green silk shirt and black suede pants. He’d changed, but it looked as though he hadn’t slept last night.

	“I slept well. How about you?” I asked.

	“I didn’t sleep. Couldn’t. I had to start the research on what happened to you.”

	His eyes shined again, and then I remembered Ahn’s words. All the witches have shimmering eyes. I pushed down the thought. Maybe she had been joking.

	“Why didn’t you wake me, then?” I asked instead.

	“I went to your room with the servants later, but they told me you were asleep. I couldn’t wake you after everything you’d been through.”

	“You took my clothes too?”

	“No, the servants took care of everything. I wanted to see if you were still awake, but don’t worry, when I heard you were sleeping, I immediately left.”

	“What did you find out?” I pointed at the maps on the table, ignoring the clear invasion of privacy. It was something I’d signed up for when I agreed to sleep in a stranger’s home. My lonely life with Amelia made me appreciate solitude.

	“Well, if you are from Noor, we have a completely new situation that I don’t even know how to explain.”

	“Try in the fastest way possible.”

	“Have you ever heard of a story in your village or from your parents about Molanta?”

	“No, I haven’t.”

	The prince walked to the table and leaned on it. “Centuries ago, the world consisted of two continents. All kinds of beings lived together in unison. Creatures like fairies, witches, druids, and other magical beings.

	“They all lived together, mixed onto the continents, but one day, the witches grew bored with the non-magical beings and decided to separate. One continent left for the humans and the other for magical beings. It was supposed to give both the freedom to do as they wished. Witches couldn’t use their powers freely, as it would affect the humans, but now on their own land, they could do anything. Their powers caused nature to enhance, and humans couldn’t survive in those conditions. The magical air was hard to endure.” As much as the story was interesting, it was nothing compared to the way he was telling it. Moving his hands as if he could draw the image before my eyes.

	“On Emerda, humans were left to be the dominant species and could also do much more than before. To be honest, humans had a peaceful transition. Witches even erased their memories of magic.” He shrugged his shoulders. “So, the magic kingdoms took Molanta and left the humans on Emerda. In the beginning, some humans always found their way to Molanta. Even though their memories were erased, they still wanted to explore the world beyond. For that reason, the four elemental witches pulled their powers together and extended the sea to be almost impossible to travel through, making a magical barrier unbearable to cross.”

	Why was I listening to a fairy-tale in a library when I should be getting home? “I’m sorry,” I interrupted, “we have many fairy tales at home too, but how does this help me get home?”

	“Well, this isn’t a fairy-tale. This is the story of our world’s past,” he paused, gripping the table on either side of him, “And you are from Emerda, a human now on the land of Molanta, a magic continent.”

	All the witches have shimmering eyes. The words echoed in my head. I took a step back, bumping into a leather armchair. My legs lost control, and I had to sit down to calm my racing heart. I didn’t believe it, but his eyes, their eyes. How? How could this be possible? We had many stories in our lands, but no one even thought this to be real.

	“I have to go home,” I murmured, clearly ignoring the witch nonsense. He must have thought I’d lost my mind by not being affected by his words. But I was affected. How could I accept something like magic to be real?

	“But…you can’t,” he replied.

	I was frightened now and didn’t even care about magic. “Is that why there were guards in front of my door? Am I your prisoner? Is that what’s happening here?” Before I knew it, I was raising my voice.

	“No, goodness no! There are guards all over this castle, and all residents have personal guards. That’s how it’s been since the war.”

	I cleared my throat and lowered my voice. “No matter the guards, I’m still going home today.”

	“How would you do that? We aren’t connected by land, and the sea is enchanted to not let you pass.”

	“I’m going the same way I got here. Somehow, I got here, so I can get back.”

	“That is what we are trying to figure out. How did you get here? I sent my men to check the magical border, but it was all intact. There is no way you slipped through.” 

	“Who is we?” I asked, on the verge of a breakdown. 

	“My family and the king’s council.”

	“So, everyone knows I’m here. You said no one will notice.”

	“Yes, but when I pieced together you were human, I had to ask for help. I went to you first.”

	“You should have woken me,” I cried out.

	Rulin continued calmly, “I promise we will find out how this happened and get you home. Even if it’s the last thing I do.” He took a step toward me, and I squirmed in my chair. I saw the horror in his eyes. He knew I was afraid of him and all the things he revealed. “We don’t want you to be in any harm, and we’ll protect you. My father ordered you to have the best guards. We exchanged them during the night on this wing of the castle, and my personal guards are at your service while we figure this out.”

	Everything he said was to calm me, but everything I heard was stating I could never get back home. All the stories of witches I had ever heard were about them being evil, and now looking into Rulin’s eyes, eyes which proved that magic was real, I saw dread too. I could see he feared me, maybe as much as I feared him. Somewhere deep down I had hatred toward him, and he sensed it. I refused to believe in magic. It wasn’t his fault I got here, and yet the blame was aimed toward him.

	“What is the plan now?” I asked to calm the tension growing between us.

	“My father is gathering the most powerful elemental witches to the council hearing to gather information about how this happened. They are traveling now through the kingdom, but until they arrive, we can’t do much.”

	“I want to be included. When they come here, I want to know everything about the wall and its defenses.” I could see this was as new to them as it was to me. They hadn’t seen a human for centuries.

	He nodded. “You can go anywhere you want in the castle; you are a free woman. But, I beg of you, don’t go out. There are all kinds of creatures lurking outside, and if they smell a human, goddess knows what could happen.” Was this a ploy to make me stay inside, or were there really creatures lurking about?

	“Will the guards still follow me everywhere?” 

	“Most of the time, we have to take precautions.”

	I knew I couldn’t fight him on this. I had no way of fighting for myself here, and I was utterly at their mercy. Accepting my defeat, I nodded.

	As I stood up to walk out, I saw a black bookshelf filled with nameless black books behind the desk.

	“What is that?” I gestured toward the books.

	“That is the wall of magic. Actually, the books of our history and as much of magic rules and explanations as we could fit. We use it to school our young witches about the use of magic.” He saw the look of surprise on my face. “As much as magic comes natural to us, there will always be more to discover and learn. You have to practice if you want to be good at it.”

	He shifted from foot to foot, making me think he was as nervous to tell me this as much as I was to hear it. “Also, many witches in this land don’t have magic, as you would imagine. Magic is about connection to nature. About gardening or cooking. So many witches are normal people with longer life spans.”

	He walked toward the books. “That is why some of us don’t have much sparkle in our eyes. The stronger you are as a witch, the more it is represented in your eyes. With the strength also comes the longer life span. The more magic you wield, the longer you live.” He picked up a book, said, “Here, take this one if you want some insight,” and brought a black covered book from the middle of the top shelf to me. 

	“How do you know which book is which when they are all black?” I asked.

	“Well, to witches’ eyes, they are not all black. The glowing eyes aren’t only for looks. We can see better in the dark, like cats, and we can see enchanted things like these books.” 

	“The books are enchanted?” I gasped, hesitating before touching the book.

	“Just the writing on them,” he assured me.

	I snatched the book before running to the door as fast as possible.
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	As I walked with my guards, back to my room, I noticed the rain had finally stopped. The sky was still gray, but lighter. My face was flushed with ire, but at the same time, hot tears crept into the corners of my eyes, threatening to spill out. When I got back to my room, I remembered I hadn’t even asked for my clothes back, so all I had was the gown I was wearing.

	There was no way I would call or look for the prince again. I didn’t want to see him so soon. Someone had made the bed for me. It was getting unsettling to know someone was coming in all the time, even when I was sleeping.

	If until the end of the day there were no developments, I would have to talk to someone about that. I grabbed the ornate wooden chair and dragged it to the fireplace. I hadn’t tended the fire all day or night either, and it was always going strong in the hearth. Were there servants coming in every few hours to my room? My mind wandered, but I was too tired to make a decent connection. A few moments passed, watching the flames, and there was a knock on my door. Ahn stood in the doorway.

	“Good morning, Val. I hope I’m not disturbing you,” she said.

	“Good morning, Ahn.” I tried to sound cheerful even though I wasn’t.

	“I’m sorry, miss.” She averted her eyes for a second. She noticed my foul mood, and this was her response. Why were they so scared of the residents and so obedient? I’d never had a servant or seen one, but it was unsettling, as I wasn’t used to it. No, I would never ask of someone serving me not to look at me.

	“I’m sorry, Ahn, I’m not feeling like myself today.” I touched her hand.

	She smiled. “They instructed me to inform you of the daily activities, as you will be staying here longer.” The words gutted me, but she continued, “There is breakfast every morning in the common dining hall, also lunch and dinner. The guards can guide you there. There are many dining rooms if you wish to eat alone, including the one in your tower. The king invited you himself and said you are more than welcome at every meal. Of course, only if you are comfortable with that.”

	I shrugged and let her continue. “There will be a ball in the grand library every seventh evening. Three nights from now is the next one, and a chest of drawers will be brought to your room with all the gowns you would ever need.” She was smiling from ear to ear now at the idea of gowns.

	Ahn wore a purple, home-sewn maid’s dress with a white cotton undershirt and brown boots. Her short, straight brown hair went well with her long neck and shorter body compared to me. She looked a little thin, but probably everyone here was because of the endless stairs, and she wore a dainty little necklace with a purple glowing pendant like her eyes. For a witch, she was very charming.

	Her words reminded me, “Where are the clothes I left in the bathroom?” I asked.

	“I took them to clean but didn’t know if you wanted them back with all these gowns that are coming just for you.” She was beaming again.

	“I don’t feel comfortable in dresses, so if you could bring me my clothes.” That wasn’t exactly true. I loved dressing up, but this was not the proper place.

	“But you can’t possibly wear the same clothes every day.” She gaped at me.

	“Then why don’t you bring me some men’s shirts and pants? I can cope with that.”

	“Of course, miss, I will get right on it.”

	“And please don’t go into my room without knocking.” I added, “It isn’t anything personal. I don’t like my private space invaded without warning. At least tell me at what time do you usually come in?”

	“The room cleans itself, miss. I only come in to take or bring stuff in for a personal touch.”

	My eyes opened wide. Of course, they were witches, but I never saw magic. They cast spells and enchant things. Maybe the fire tends itself. I tried to act normal and not completely surprised.

	“Well then, please inform the prince there is no need for him to go into my tower unless there is important information about my situation.”

	She ran out of the room, and again I was alone, so I sat back in the chair and looked at the fire and the shell on top of the fireplace. You’ve gotten me into so much trouble, I thought to myself. I didn’t know how I could get myself out of this now. The room was enchanted to tidy itself. Enchanted! For god’s sake. That wasn’t comfortable for me. I always cleaned my own space. Maybe I didn’t want to, but it was how I was raised, and this place wouldn’t be an exception.

	 


CHAPTER 6

	[image: Image]

	A FEW DAYS PASSED, and my clothes arrived, but there was no news about the witches or the magical wall. I took a man’s emerald-green shirt with billowing sleeves and men’s black leather pants. I put the silk shirt in my pants and kept the boots. After unfastening a few strings at the top, I finally felt like myself.

	Sometimes I liked to wear dresses, but if I had to escape or do practically anything in this castle with all these stairs, I couldn’t do it in a dress. Dresses were for Lunebris with Amelia. My sister who was all alone at the cabin.

	My heart ached, and I suddenly felt like I couldn’t breathe looking at myself in the mirror. All I wanted was a better life for the dreamer she was, and now she was living her nightmare.

	That was it. I wasn’t waiting another minute, eating meals by myself, and waiting for any news. They surely knew something, anything, and I was being kept out of it because it wasn’t important. I wasn’t having it. Maybe I knew nothing about magic, but I could learn and think of a way out. Maybe it would be good to have outside, unknowing, eyes. So, I stormed out of my room. My guards followed me immediately and walked a step behind.

	“Where are we going, miss?” asked the red-haired guard named Maze, a sweet looking young man but a warrior with his almost non-shining eyes. He wasn’t powerful in magic, I now knew. But the black-haired guard had more shimmer, also almost invisible from the dark color.

	“To the dining room.”

	“But the dining room isn’t that way.” 

	“I’m going to the common dining room.” 

	“Not that way either.”

	“Oh…” I stopped in my tracks and said, “I guess you can lead the way.”

	I had to admit the main dining room was far away and taking a toll on my muscles. Even though my legs recovered in the last few days, it seemed I was getting another muscle ache from all these halls.

	We arrived at the great dining room, and they left me in the doorway. It had yellow, pink, and gold marble stretched all over walls and floors. Paintings covered the wall on the left because the right wall was covered in windows, which looked to the sea as all the other windows in the castle did. The weather was finally brighter, still getting colder by the day but brighter. A large table was placed in the middle, and servants were standing at all the edges of the room, still as statues, waiting for orders. All looking to the floor. The table was empty, with only three plates made up. The king, the prince, and I presumed the queen.

	Standing here now, I became intimidated. Would I truly be eating with a royal family? The poor village girl in me trembled with fear, but as the servants brought another plate, it was time to shove that little girl deep inside and let the woman rule.

	I sat where the new plate was placed and thanked the servants. They immediately brought in pitchers of various liquids for morning drinks. By the smell, they weren’t alcoholic drinks as I scented the sharp smell of herbs. They were various teas with enchanting smells. I couldn’t decide which to try first.

	While smelling the drinks, I heard footsteps nearing the dining room. That was the family. My heart raced at the thought, and my stomach knotted in anticipation. Three witches strode in, not people, I had to remind myself. They were an older male, a younger female, and Rulin. I only recognized him. The prince. Now stopping in his tracks with eyes wide open, looking at me with his—literally—enchanting eyes.

	I turned my gaze to the young woman. Honey blond hair was pleated all the way to her cinched waist. Almost as tall as Amelia, she floated to the table in a blue gown with shining blue eyes looking happily at me.

	And, I supposed, King Kian, the mighty King of the Armanta Kingdom. He also had blue eyes but was dressed in all black. I didn’t know why I thought he would be dressed in blue clothes to match his eyes. Surprisingly, he wasn’t blond. He had black hair; it was a weird combination. The father has black hair with blue eyes, and the son was blond with green eyes; the woman was also blond but had blue eyes of a different shade. Maybe Rulin inherited his mother’s features.

	Rulin took the seat next to me, and the young woman sat across from him while the king sat at the head of the table. The whole time my mind searched for the words to greet them, but my throat closed-up.

	“Good morning, Val. It’s nice of you to join us,” Rulin finally opened the conversation, releasing some of my tension.

	“Good morning. I hope you don’t mind me joining you.” 

	“Nonsense,” the king’s firm voice chimed in as he stood up. “Thank you for joining us Valeri, and I do hope you are enjoying your stay.” He raised his glass, and a servant jumped to pour a drink. Black liquid that smelled of earthy, strong leaves with a floral sweetness to it.

	“Oh please, could you stop being so poised? She isn’t made of glass,” said the blond woman.

	“Thank you for letting me stay,” I said. “The castle is a dream.”

	“You don’t have to suck up to him,” said the woman, much too young to be the mother. “I’m Beta! Rulin’s little sister.”

	Ahh, so she was his sister. “Hi, I’m Val.” I glanced at her with a tender smile.

	“I know. We’ve heard everything about you,” she said as I looked at Rulin.

	“Of course you have,” I mumbled to myself.

	“Okay enough, please excuse my little sister,” Rulin interrupted as he reached for a green pitcher and poured it into my glass. It smelled of grass. He looked at me and said with a grin, “Try it. I think you will like it.” And poured himself a glass before continuing more formally, “Thank you for coming Val. If you are uncomfortable you can leave, and excuse my family. They can be a bit much sometimes.”

	I picked up the warm tea while the servant brought in the food. The first sip didn’t taste of anything because it was scolding hot. After a few blows, the taste was pleasant. Not too strong and not too sweet.

	“Do you eat all your meals together?” I asked while enormous platters of various fruits, jams and toast were placed before me.

	“We used to, until the war,” Rulin replied.

	“The war?” I asked, remembering he mentioned it in the library the first day.

	“Yes, the war with Salvantia. The kingdom on the other side of the continent. It has been ensuing for centuries.”

	“Why are you at war?”

	“They are trying to breach our territory, and we won’t let them. We are equally strong, so the war has been going on for years with no end,” Beta replied this time.

	“Oh, I’m so sorry.”

	“It’s all right; we’ve learned to live with it,” she finished. 

	I saw there was no other plate made, and they brought mine out when I sat down, so the mother wasn’t present for some reason. I almost asked but thought better of it. The abundance of food in this world still surprised me now, even more, when I knew they were in troubled times.

	We ate while Beta filled the silence with her stories of dresses and dances. She seemed fun, and the king and Rulin mostly rolled their eyes. I smiled politely and ate the delicious food when Rulin interrupted.

	“Did you start on the book?”

	In the last two days, I walked through my tower twice. My room was on the top floor and had a dining room in the middle. There was a small sitting room and a library on the last floor. I passed my time mostly there but didn’t want to start on the book yet. It would mark my acceptance of this nightmare.

	“No, I haven’t gotten to it yet,” I replied. “Are there any developments in your research?”

	“The high priestesses should be here tomorrow morning, and then we will have a meeting. They also want to query you.”

	“Why do they want to question me?”

	The king gazed through the windows behind our backs, and Beta fixated on her tea, seemingly avoiding this matter. 

	“Well, they want to question and inspect you to gather more information.” Rulin’s brows knitted together.

	Every muscle in my body tensed at the idea, but at least there were some developments, and they didn’t try to keep it from me. It was a step in the right direction.

	For the rest of the meal we talked about minor things, preferring not to evoke any wrong conversations. It was our first time eating together, and no one wanted it to go wrong, including me. Everyone was on edge except for Beta. She seemed comfortable enough; it was nice for a change.

	After we ate, I excused myself and walked out. Rulin followed immediately.

	“So how did you pass the time these two days?” he asked, walking beside me now.

	“I read in the library.” No need to tell him anything else. Even though there wasn’t anything more. These days were truly spent in solitude.

	“You didn’t want to see me, I heard, so I didn’t want to intrude.”

	“It doesn’t matter because maybe tomorrow I can go home, and we won’t see each other again.” For some reason, a small part of me wished it didn’t have to be so.

	He loosed a breath. “Val, I want to be honest with you. I don’t think you could go home tomorrow.”

	“Why not? Aren’t the most powerful witches coming here to help me get home?” My voice was breaking with each word. Unable to control my emotions over that matter.

	“Yes, but I don’t think they could do it in one day.” 

	I shrugged, accepting the inevitable.

	We walked in silence. Maybe I shouldn’t be so harsh with him. After all, it wasn’t his fault I was stuck here. We arrived at the main hall of the castle.

	“Do you want to go for a walk outside? The weather is nice finally,” Rulin asked.

	“Yes. That would be nice.” I extended an olive branch.

	As we walked again through the massive front doors, six guards gathered to follow us. The weather was nice but still cold and misty as we were in the mountains, so I wrapped the suede cloak around me. He took me down the same path we came on right to the beach.

	“There was a time I would enjoy walking on the beach, but now I resent the sea for what it has done to me.” The words flew out of me before filtering them.

	“Is it really that bad here? What if you stayed? What is the worst that could happen? We would give you anything you could ever need.”

	Why was he so willing to help me? “You are magical beings, and I am human. I can see a problem there immediately, but to me that is the smallest problem. My sister is all alone at home. She is expecting me. She can’t live alone, and I can’t cope without her.” My hands started trembling.

	“Does your sister have a husband to take care of her?” 

	“Why should she need one? We can take care of each other. It’s the same thing on this continent. Women are useless without men. Even so, there are no good enough men for her in the village.”

	“What do you mean? If she is your sister, I’m sure she is also gorgeous and can get any man she wants.” He tried to keep a serious face, but I could see a hint of a smile breaking through. The subtle compliment didn’t go unnoticed, but I had no intentions of flirting with a witch. He continued, “I can see you are a strong woman in no need of a man, but if you’re so scared for her, there must be a reason.”

	“The men in my village aren’t nice and chivalrous. They want women for their appearance and usually take what they want by brute force.” I shuddered at the memories and the possibilities of that happening to Amelia.

	“And your sister is now alone. Is that why you are afraid? When there were two of you, the protection was greater.” He stood before me to look me in the eye.

	“I couldn’t tell you how long it will take to get you home, but I know if your sister has half your strength, she will survive. Don’t underestimate her, and don’t put everything on your shoulders.”

	He was right. My sister wasn’t useless, and she could hold off for a while until I came home. It would still bother me, and I would still fight to get to her.

	“Thank you.”

	“For what?” He frowned.

	“For trying to fix a situation you didn’t even put me in. If you wanted, you didn’t have to save me or help me, but still you did. You are a good man, and I don’t think I thanked you properly for that.”

	“You don’t need to thank me. I can’t imagine what you are going through being separated and in a whole new world, all alone. Either way, being the first human on this continent in a long time entitles you to special treatment.” We walked in silence all the way back to the stone castle.

	“Thank you for keeping me company,” I said as we walked into the grand hall.

	“Anytime you want, I’ll be glad to keep you company.” He bowed and walked to the opposite side of the castle.

	Before I knew it, I was back in my room. I didn’t even remember the walk. I was lost in a haze of emotions and thoughts. As I was putting away my cloak and getting ready to go to the library to pass my time, I glimpsed at the black book that sat at my table. There was nothing wrong with a bit of research before the witches arrived. Anything was better than thinking about this wretched situation.

	So, I opened the book and started reading. The leather slid beneath my fingers, and ink essence filled the room. On the initial page stood something resembling a poem.

	Over the mountains and within

	Inside the earth and vast waters therein 

	Magic lies in between

	For great and ill to take 

	As the free spirits will.

	The book had taken me into a trance. I didn’t move. I didn’t eat. Soon, it was night out. The book he gave me summarized the witch’s powers and beginnings. I had to keep reading. Why didn’t I start sooner? Why was I so afraid of knowledge? Maybe I wanted to ignore it and go home. Pretend it didn’t even happen, but now there was no forgetting. 

	There were many kinds of witches. Some who could control the elements or read the stars or talk to spirits. There were many exceptions and detailed explanations in other black books. Their connection to the goddess was nature and the moon phases.

	We were pagans on our continent, so not that far from our traditions, but still very different. As they were connected to nature, they had natural power enhancers. Precious stones made in natural environments were categorized by the month of birth.

	The first month, also known as the Beginning, is marked by The Garnet. Blood colored to mark the birth of a babe.

	 The second month, also known as the Cold, marked by The Diamond. Ice colored as the biting weather.

	The third month, also known as the Hope, marked by the Amethyst. Wild Dandelion colored to mark the break of cold.

	The fourth month, also known as the Revelation, marked by The Emerald. Grass colored, revealing the novel verdure.

	The fifth month, also known as the Abundance, marked by The Pearl. Gold and silver colored as the earth’s first crops.

	The sixth month, also known as the Gilded, marked by The Aquamarine. Sea colored as the warmth we have under the golden sun.

	The seventh month, also known as the Dusk, marked by The Citrine. Colored as the sunsets glow.

	The eighth month, also known as the Bloom, marked by The Ruby. Colored as the day’s warmth.

	The ninth month, also known as the Harvest, marked by The Amber. Colored as the yielding wheat.

	The tenth month, also known as the Despair, marked by The Sapphire. Colored as the oncoming cold.

	The eleventh month, also known as the Gloom, marked by The Opal. Colored as the chaotic spirit.

	The twelfth month, also known as the Sorrow, marked by The Tanzanite. Colored as cold blood spilled for death.

	If a babe was born in the first month, their crystal would be Garnet, and that would also be the color of their eyes. In that case, it would be red. If they found that stone in nature and were drawn to it, they may take it and wear it on their person to enhance their powers. No witch would dare take a crystal without being drawn to it. It was considered bad luck.

	The powers they got by chance. There were no rules to it. Some believed the powers chose them, or the world chooses what power they should have to cherish it. If there weren’t many fire witches, the next born babe would have fire power. Those powers rarely manifested themselves until twelve years of age. And then they might never have had control over their powers. As a witch, they could always take part in prayer or practice ceremonial magic but would never hold the power in their hands. Just in their mind.

	I didn’t even know what powers Rulin had. Now I only knew he was born in the emerald month. It was the only green month. And I couldn’t distinguish between the blues and reds as they all seemed the same to me, and I’d never seen those crystals in my life. The book had drawings too, as it was intended for kids, but they helped me. As I was lying in bed reading, unwillingly, I drifted off to deep slumber.

	 


CHAPTER 7
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	THUNDERING WAVES, FLAMING LUNGS and the damned song of the shell. I was thrashing and kicking against the eelgrass, tangling my limbs. My only quest, a breath of air to save me from this terror. My blurred vision was searching for the shell to put a stop to this madness. But there was no shell within my reach. Only darkness enveloped my vision, sending me to death with a piercing cry.

	I jumped up in bed with a whimper caught in my throat. It was only a nightmare. Everything was fine. I wasn’t under water. I glared at the shell atop my fireplace and got to my trembling feet to pick it up. Damned thing, I still couldn’t understand what had happened. Maybe tomorrow the witches would know the answer.

	I looked at the moon and the sky. It was clear tonight, and I could see the almost full moon. But something caught my eye on the ground. There were four carriages leading up to the castle doors with stars drawn on the top.

	Four carriages for four witches. They’d finally come! There was no way I could sleep now. I had to speak to them. I grabbed my suede cloak and ran out the door. But to my surprise, there were about a dozen guards outside my door. I ignored them all and started to walk, but the black-haired guard whose name I’d forgotten stopped me.

	“Sorry miss, what do you need? We will send someone for anything you require,” he said.

	“I need to go out. I have to go somewhere.” I knew it wasn’t smart to tell them my actual intentions.

	“It’s too late now for a walk. Maybe tomorrow morning you could go.”

	I glared at the dining room window. By the moon’s position, it would be about midnight, and I was not waiting until dawn to go out.

	“I can’t sleep, and I would like to walk to clear my head. What’s all this about?”

	“You shouldn’t go out now.”

	“Well, I’m going.” I started to move through the crowd of guards.

	“No, you are not.” The black-haired guard stepped before me and blocked my path. All the guards shifted into some kind of stance.

	I was completely bewildered. “Are you forbidding me from leaving of my room?”

	“Just for tonight, orders from the king, miss. In the morning, you may leave.”

	“Get me the prince then!” I yelled out. 

	“He is rather busy now, miss.”

	“And I am rather impatient,” I said with a low growl. I never imagined myself ordering anyone around, but this was different. These were men standing in my way. Not even men, but witches.

	The red-haired guard Maze stepped in and stated, “I’ll go get him.”

	“Thank you,” I replied, reining in my fury.

	Storming off to my room and slamming the door, I was pacing through the entire room, throwing the cloak on my bed, trying to calm my racing mind. Why would they keep me away from them? I looked through the window, and the carriages were gone. They were already inside. Then I heard knocking on the door.

	“Come in,” I called out.

	Rulin came in carefully, closing the door with caution, and froze while looking at me. It was at that moment I realized I was still in my nightgown. Before demanding an explanation, I grabbed the cloak and held it over my chest.

	“Why are you keeping me prisoner in this room?”

	“I didn’t think you would even be awake,” he mumbled. 

	“What does that have to do with anything?” The built up anger was itching to get out.

	He tried hard to look at my face, but now and then his eyes would go all over my body. There wasn’t even that much left to see.

	“Well, will you bestow me with an answer? Can I leave?” 

	“No, not now. The king is occupied with crucial obligations, and it might be dangerous for a human.”

	“I saw the witches finally arrived,” I said. “Why are you keeping them from me?”

	“The witches came, yes, but they should be greeted by the king first and accommodated. They are our high priestesses and are treated with the utmost respect. You can’t go to them and talk. There are procedures in place and the king’s orders are absolute,” he blurted out quickly.

	“Well, when you finish with the procedures, I want to talk to them and get this resolved as soon as possible. I don’t want to go to sleep, be guarded and not allowed out of my room.” I knew I had no right demanding anything, but Amelia’s life was on the line.

	“I know it must be hard, but this is all for you and your own good.”

	“You know it must be hard? And how do you know that?”

	He was getting redder by the minute, and I wanted him to be uncomfortable. If I was a prisoner, he shouldn’t be comfortable either.

	“You’re right. I don’t know, but I can imagine. This doesn’t mean you are a prisoner, please do understand. You didn’t want to talk to me to let me explain how things worked around here, so I had to take precautions. I didn’t think anything of it, as I thought you would be asleep.” He gestured to the bed, and his eyes landed on the opened book. “You finally started to read it.”

	“Yes, I did; there’s a lot to unravel.” I sighed, letting go of some of my resentment.

	“I know. That’s why I wanted you to learn and understand our ways.”

	“Why? Because I’m staying here, so you wanted to prepare me.” I threw the cloak over my shoulders and clutched it firmly as if it would contain my anger.

	“Maybe, but I don’t know what will happen.” He was stiff as a board.

	“I will stay in my room until dawn. I won’t sleep, but I’ll stay. Under one condition.”

	“Anything.”

	“There will be no guards at my door.”

	His eyes widened, and he flexed his hands and curled them into fists. “There is no way I’m leaving you unprotected in the middle of the night.”

	I huffed a laugh in protest. “So, I am your prisoner?” 

	“No,” he said, as his eyes darkened. My heart raced, and a cold sweat broke on my forehead. “I’ll tell the guards to go. I’m trusting you tonight to keep your end of the bargain.”

	“Thank you,” I said warily.

	He walked toward my bed and took a gray bell for calling the servants from my bed-stand. He held it in his hands, and that was the first time I’d seen magic in front of my eyes. He clasped the bell. My eyes went straight to the ring on his middle finger. I hadn’t noticed it because he wore many unique rings. Now I saw its emerald crystal starting to glow. As the ring glowed, a bright light shone from his clasped hands.

	I walked backward until I hit the table and grasped it with my hands. The sight was terrifying and beautiful at the same time. His eyes were closed, and he whispered something in a language I never heard before. The light beaming between his fingers and from his ring was green and mixed with black rays that stretched out to all corners of the room. 

	My first instinct was to run and hide. Not let this light touch me, but something told me it was safe. It wouldn’t hurt me.

	When he finished and unclasped his hands, he walked toward me. I leaned on the table for stability while my legs started trembling. He was a breath away from me.

	“Here.” He put the bell on the table. His arm grazed mine, and his face almost touched my ear. He was too close for comfort, but I didn’t push him away. He whispered in my ear, “The bell is now enchanted. If you need me, ring the bell.” And he moved away. “There will be no guards here tonight. If there is any, and I mean any, sight of trouble, ring the bell, Val,” he said it so firmly I only nodded in command. 

	“Do you understand even if a fly is bothering you, ring the bell and I’m coming?” 

	“I understand.”

	And with that, he left the room. I was still leaning on the table, unsure of what happened. I witnessed magic for the first time, but that wasn’t the thing that unsettled me. I walked to the door and peered out. There wasn’t a single guard outside. It was crucial to keep my promise.

	So, I walked back to my bed and lay there. I couldn’t read anymore. Anytime I started doing something else, the images popped into my mind. The image of him doing magic, the lights beaming from him and eyes that glowed even more. Something secure and familiar pulling me to him. As much as my mind wanted to paint him as the villain, my heart was reacting differently.

	So, I made myself think of the witches and the wall, and somehow, I got him out of my mind for the time being.

	The daylight slowly crept in, and at the first sight of light, I felt drained and hungry. I hadn’t eaten since breakfast yesterday, and I slept maybe two hours before midnight. The dawn always made me feel more tired than the moonlight. I had to get up, even though the bed seemed like a warm cocoon.

	I peeled myself out of the covers and walked to the dresser. This time, I picked a black silk shirt with billowy sleeves and a small black suede corset to accentuate my waist. With the witches and everything that happened with Rulin, I wanted to look more feminine and put together. I pulled up my leather men’s trousers and laced up my black boots. The green cloak was too nice for this attire, so I chose a thin, ashen cloak.

	The castle was always warm, but I enjoyed having a cloak on hand if I had to run out and go home, I hoped, so I always took one with me.

	I didn’t know anything about magic, but that bell yesterday also kept me up. How could he do that to a material thing? Make it do something else. How would he hear the bell, and would only he hear it? There was no way I would ring it, even if I was in danger. It was too eerie touching that magical thing.

	There were so many questions concerning magic and the use of it. He didn’t use any elements as far as I could tell, and I didn’t believe he used the magic of stars and spirits. It sounded like a spell recited in a foreign language. Who knew what limits to spells there were?

	With my cloak in hand, I stepped out of my room. Still no guards, so I made my way down the spiral steps to the main floor and the long corridor that led to Rulin’s library. If I didn’t see anyone on the way, I would ask the servants where they were and crash their meeting if I had to. Because I realized I had no idea where anyone was, and I didn’t even know my way around the castle.

	As I made my way down to the corridor, I could see a blond-haired man watching out of one of the windows coating the hall. It was Rulin. What was he doing here?

	“Good morning,” I said.

	“Good morning, Val.” He bowed, to my surprise. It seemed he also didn’t sleep. Still in the same clothes, just the ties untied at the top of his shirt. To mimic him, I bowed as well. I saw his eyes drop to my waist. My now too small waist because, to be realistic, I hadn’t eaten much since I’d gotten here.

	“Did you get any sleep?” he asked.

	“No, I didn’t, but I also didn’t leave my room.” 

	“I know you didn’t and thank you for that.”

	“Were you down here all night just to catch me breaking my promise?” I looked to the floor before continuing, “Well, now you know I don’t break promises.”

	“Not at all. I trusted you, but I don’t trust others, and I had to be sure no one would go into your quarters.”

	“Why do you insist someone will hurt me in your own home?”

	“The word is spreading between the servants that there is a human girl in the castle. Soon it will get out, if it hasn’t already, and there are other witches and creatures interested in you.”

	“But why?” I searched my mind for any reason a castle with guards wouldn’t be safe enough.

	“There are many reasons, Val. You know evil people exist in your world. People who would do unspeakable things. Well, there are evil witches in this world who would like to take you and see what happens when they use you. Breed with you. Experiment on you.”

	The words made me jump on the spot. A brush of cold air froze me to my bones at the reality of his words. I honestly thought this land was different. Maybe because of the castle or the royal’s amiable manners, but maybe I was wrong. This land seemed worse than Noor. At least there, people wanted to hurt or rob you, but here, there were endless possibilities all new to me. Of course, there were evil people who did unforgivable crimes, but it seemed as if there were more of them here. Maybe because in my land I was a nobody, and here everyone wanted to see me like I was a freak show to entertain them.

	“I didn’t intend to frighten you, but you insist on knowing everything, and there are many cruel elements to this world.”

	“I told you from the beginning that I wanted to know everything, and if you’re worried about me getting scared, don’t be. Maybe I’ll get scared sometimes, but finding out the truth is more important now because I have nowhere left to go, and learning how to deal with the horrible truth is my only option.”

	“All right, then. Will you allow me to bring the guards back?”

	“Yes, our deal was for last night. They can come now. I didn’t want to feel like a prisoner. I wanted to feel it was my decision to stay in the room.”

	“Thank you,” he replied, and the guards started coming into the hall. I didn’t understand how he called them, but surely magic was involved.

	“When was the last time you ate?” he asked with a slight smile, but his gaze remained intent.

	“I haven’t eaten anything since yesterday morning.” 

	“So, you haven’t eaten or slept.” He narrowed his eyes

	and took a deep breath before continuing, “You know this land isn’t suitable for humans and yet you decide to endanger yourself?”

	I was taken aback. “No, no… I was just preoccupied,” I mumbled, sounding chastised.

	“That’s no excuse,” he said, stepping toward me. Again, he was a step too close, almost touching me, like last night, and it brought in that familiar, secure feeling. “You need to eat and sleep. That’s the bare minimum to survive.”

	I stepped back slightly, adjusting to my tight corset to ease the pressure. The ties never sit in the right spot on my ribcage, and it messed with my airflow. “I need to see the witches, then I can eat.” I loosed the breath I was holding.

	“Fine, I’ll convene the council. The guards will take you to the meeting room. Wait there.” He stormed off, leaving me with a well of emotion so deep I thought I would fall in a swoon. The corset wasn’t doing much to ease the lack of air.

	The guards took me to the lower castle floor; we walked toward the council room, and there were no windows in this part of the castle. Floating candles illuminated everything. We were inside the mountain now.

	The castle seemed similar here but without the windows. Instead, the walls were decorated with extraordinary paintings. Paintings of war, love, and family. The walls seemed to tell a story I’d never heard of, maybe the story of this kingdom. When we arrived at the golden doors engraved with runes similar to ones on my staircase, I started to feel nervous. My hand jittered, and a cold sweat pebbled down my forehead.

	The guards took me to the small room next door and said we had to wait there until everyone arrived. The floor in this part of the castle was cold. I wasn’t barefoot, but I could still feel the cold of the stone floor radiating upward. Maybe it was my nerves, or they couldn’t enchant the mountain to be warm. There was a limit to their powers. I was sure of it. A few minutes passed, and another guard came to take us to the meeting room.

	The doors before me flew open as if they were made of feathers and weren’t one bit heavy; I was stunned at the sight. The room wasn’t straight and painted like the others. Surfaces and walls were jagged parts of the mountain. It seemed unfinished until I saw the far back wall shimmering in all kinds of colors.

	Those were crystals poking out of the mountain. All different crystals in the same place. They had to be embedded. They couldn’t all grow in the same spot together.

	Guards covered almost all the walls, and on the left side, there was the king, with Beta on his left and Rulin on his right. All dressed in black this time.

	Beta had a gorgeous gown of shimmering black and lace bodice. Rulin was dressed almost exactly like me except for the corset, of course, and the king was in some kind of black leather uniform with ornamental pins over his chest.

	There was no smell to the room. It was cold, and the floor was also mountainous. I had to watch where I stepped not to stumble.

	There was a long stone table on the back wall in front of the crystals. It matched the mountain walls, and there was only one chair for the king. Other chairs were placed on the other side of the table. It seemed like a throne room made into a council room as if I would know the difference.

	Then my gaze turned to the right side of the room, where four magical beings stood like queens from a magical world. They looked middle-aged but, in their eyes, you could see they were far older than that.

	All had white silver hair and almost looked like sisters. The first witch had sapphire eyes and a blue gown to match, a crown on her head with sapphire jewels and rings with sapphires on all her fingers.

	The second witch had red eyes which I hadn’t seen yet on a person, and they looked like how I’d imagine a demon’s eyes. She had a jeweled crown and gown to match.

	The third witch had green eyes and a dress to match, but the fourth witch I couldn’t have imagined even when I read the black book. A witch born in the second month, a diamond month. She had almost transparent white silver eyes, and the gown was coated in what I would imagine were small diamonds. The crown was bigger than the rest, and she didn’t have that many rings. She only had two.

	I bowed deeply; I could feel the power they had over everyone in the room.

	They didn’t yet speak, but it was almost like they commanded everyone.

	“You can stand, child,” said the diamond witch. Her voice was like the wind. It traveled to me sweetly. I suppose her power was the element of air. And the red witch was the fire, the green of the earth, and the blue the water, but perhaps it wasn’t so, for their eyes don’t determine their powers. I straightened up, not knowing what to say.

	“So, this is the human girl,” said the red witch. “I expected someone stronger to get through the wall.” She chuckled.

	Was this funny to her?

	“By the goddess, I haven’t seen a human since all the slaves died,” said the green witch.

	They spoke like I wasn’t there. What slaves were they talking about? Were their slaves in this world, human slaves? I looked at Rulin, whose gaze was on the floor; he hadn’t told me about the slaves, surely he would’ve if it was true. No, he wouldn’t, Valeri. He withheld information before not to upset you. I ground my teeth.

	“Now don’t be rude, El,” said the blue witch. “My name is Pam and I hope we will soon figure this out, and these are my sisters. El,” she gestured toward the green witch, “Iris,” then over to the red witch, “and Hoda,” the last white witch. 

	“She’s probably not human after all,” said the green witch immediately after the introduction. My heart beat faster and faster.

	“What?” I blurted out.

	The white witch continued, “It’s not possible for a human to overcome the magical barriers, so you must have at least some magical blood in your body. That wouldn’t be a surprise. When the continents separated, there were few witches who remained uncounted. We suspect they died, but it could also be that they fled to the human world for love and birthed human children with dormant powers.”

	I didn’t know how to keep my jagged breathing contained.

	El the green witch chimed in, “Trust us. It wouldn’t be that surprising. In the olden days, some witches dared to mingle with your kind, and I’m sure there is magical blood flowing deep in your continent after ages of breeding.”

	Black bleeding spots filled my vision and bound me in place. I cannot close my eyes! I cannot close my eyes! My eyelids were becoming heavier with each excruciating moment, and with the next flutter of my lashes, blackness filled my vision completely.

	I heard distant voices mumbling all around me as if I was in a dream of reality. No, no, no! I cannot let this happen. I have to wake up. I have to open my eyes. Hands were grabbing my limbs, hauling me up. Someone was carrying me with a quick pace out of the room. Only the familiar scent of leather and ink stilled my mind for a second.

	I wanted to wail. Leave me be! But words weren’t coming out of my mouth. Only dread filled my soul.

	 


CHAPTER 8

	[image: Image]

	I AWOKE IN MY bed, changed out of my clothes and draped in a silk nightdress. And there was food on a tray on the other side of my bed. When I turned toward the fireplace, I saw Ahn sitting in my chair, arms crossed. She had her lips pressed tightly and was looking at me. Not saying a single word. I was weak, but I sat up.

	“The healer came.” She said, now looking at the floor, “They said you were malnourished, dehydrated, that your body was exhausted, and your corset was tied too tightly so you couldn’t breathe properly. All of that in combination with the magically infused air drained you out.” Her voice grew quieter with every word.

	Rulin had informed me of the magic in this world having an effect over humans, and now I was ashamed of my weakness. I couldn’t even hold a conversation with the priestesses before losing control over my body. I looked at the food again, hiding the pain in my eyes.

	“I should’ve made sure you ate,” she mumbled.

	The meeting was like a distant dream. I didn’t even think it was reality. Me having witch blood was nonsense.

	“Why aren’t you eating?” she asked. 

	“I should talk to the witches again.”

	“No, there will be no talking until you eat. Why didn’t you ask for help to get dressed? Your corset was tied to the front too tightly for goddess’ sake. I’m responsible for your life here.” Her eyebrows narrowed while her cheeks turned red.

	“What happened?” I asked.

	“They almost had my head after finding out you refused all my services. Already planning for someone to replace me. Now I’m not leaving your side. Not until you adjust to the magic here.” She was stomping her foot on the floor. If the words coming out of her mouth weren’t horrifying, it would be a hilarious sight, her trying to be intimidating.

	“How could that possibly be your fault? You had nothing to do with my nether level of survival skills. And Rulin assured me they chose only the best to be around me, so who would they even replace you with?” I ground my teeth hard enough to damage them.

	“The servants are disposable here,” she said, her voice fighting emotion. “They don’t know our names or faces, so my position here is very much at stake now.”

	I knew she was right, so I reached for the platter. She immediately stood up and brought it to my lap. The least I could do was behave in her favor.

	“Thank you,” I said while grabbing a bite of turkey. The food here was unimaginable. Some things I hadn’t eaten for years or even seen in my village. We ate mostly fish, lentils, and citruses. But here you could have anything.

	The tray consisted of a main dish which had turkey and mashed potatoes with carrots, and there was a clear soup I usually drank after the main course and, of course, a sweet treat. It seemed like an apple pie this time. At that moment, Rulin came into the room looking at me with his brows furrowed together. Ahn immediately looked at the floor and scurried out of the room.

	“What was that all about?” I blurted out with my mouth still full.

	“What?” he asked.

	“Ahn, looking at the floor and running away. Why did you have to reprimand her for my mistakes?” I knew he had something to do with it.

	He looked at me firmly and said, “She is not your friend. She’s here to serve, and she didn’t accomplish her obligations, so you fainted. She should’ve brought you food and tied your corset, not let you do whatever you want.”

	“She brought me food, but I didn’t eat it. My mistakes are only mine. No one else is responsible. And not to mention the magic I’m not used to,” I snapped back.

	“Sometimes I think they are here only to gossip. If you want her as your friend, I’ll relieve her of her duties and find someone who can do them so she can be here for you.”

	“No!” I yelled. “There is no need for her to lose her position here. Don’t worry about her.” I lowered my tone. Reminding myself I was in no position of power here. I tried to change the subject to something he couldn’t get out of.

	“Were humans slaves to the witches?”

	He knew the question was coming, and the silence was heartbreaking more than words.

	“When we separated the continents. Some leaders took humans as slaves but didn’t count on their mortality, especially with all the magic feeding the nature that humans couldn’t handle, so that didn’t last long. Almost all leaders had slaves actually. That was centuries ago, and only a few witches remember as they lived for so long, and I’m ashamed of that part of our past. You have to understand there are shameful parts of everyone’s past.” I wanted to interrupt him, but he continued, “That’s why we are at war. King Nicholai of Salvantia, he wants to bring the slaves back, and that’s why we protect this part of the coast. It’s not just territory, it’s his way of getting to the humans again.”

	“He can get to Emerda?” My voice came out surprisingly high pitched as much as I tried to conceal my excitement.

	“Yes, but he would only use them, Val. He could break the wall, he wants to destroy it and use the humans as slaves forever. Do you want to see your sister at the cost of humans becoming slaves again?”

	He was right, but I only focused on the part where I could get back.

	“But it is possible to break the wall.”

	“He’s willing to use forbidden and forgotten magic to break the wall. He is pure evil, so we took it as our mission to keep it intact. If we were to use the same tactics to break the wall, it would probably never be put back together. That means that you would go home but King Nicholai could go after you, so we are looking for the way you came in to get you back, if possible.” Those words, if possible, hurt more than anything. “Nicholai’s kingdom had more slaves than anyone else, and the things they did to them would make you sick. They treated them worse than cattle.”

	My brows knitted tightly together as his words struck me deep. They were superior beings, and King Nicholai saw humans as lesser beings. Tears threatened to spill over as my thoughts consumed me. I had to change the subject again.

	“How long are your life spans?”

	“That depends. If a witch is powerful enough, it could be centuries. But if they never tap into their power, it’s the same as a human. We don’t know who’s lived the longest of our creatures. There are stories of many powerful witches who, after a certain number of years, go into hiding to live more normal lives.”

	My gaze traveled to the window, where I tried to imagine how lonely it must be to live for so long.

	“Is it bothering you?” he asked. 

	“What?”

	“What the high priestesses said, that you might be a witch?”

	“No, I don’t believe it, and they said I had witches’ blood in me, not that I am a witch.”

	“That is what it means to be a witch.”

	I stared sightlessly at a wall behind him, collecting my thoughts. “Either way, I don’t believe it, and I request a private audience with the witches as soon as possible.”

	“And why is that?”

	“I think the others made me nervous to talk to them freely.”

	“I’ll ask them now.”

	I didn’t even notice when he went out until I heard the door close behind him. I was still deep in my thoughts, wondering, something was unsettling in this court, and I couldn’t put my finger on it.

	A few hours passed, and Beta came in. “The high priestesses will see you in an hour. I came to get you dressed. My stupid brother doesn’t trust the servants anymore,” she said with a smile.

	She always looked so carefree, and I didn’t want to fight her about dressing myself. I learned my lesson with the corset. So, I smiled politely.

	“Look, I brought you one of my dresses.” She gestured toward the servant, walking in with the most beautiful gown I had ever seen. Pearl white with a lace bodice. Not a corset, in case I was still sore.

	“Thank you, but I feel more comfortable in pants.” 

	“Nonsense,” she replied. “You are meeting the witches again, and we have to show them you are not to be played with. Looks are everything when it comes to court meetings.”

	“But you all wore black.”

	“Yes, that is because we didn’t want to show off our colors. The witches had to outshine us. It’s a sign of respect. You can wear black or a color that doesn’t represent your birth month. We mostly choose black. Your month should be emerald, so you can wear white,” she said firmly. It could take a lifetime to learn all the customs.

	While she helped me dress, I asked, “I don’t mean to pry, but where is your mother?” She didn’t seem bothered by the question at all, but I still added, “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”

	“Oh, it’s not a problem. She died while giving birth to me. That is why my father named me Beta, to signify to me I would never be first in his eyes, or equal to my brother. He will always be king, and I will get married off, far away from them.” She didn’t show an ounce of emotion.

	“I’m so sorry.”

	“It’s not your fault. It happened twenty years ago, and Rulin was only two, so he doesn’t even remember enough to mourn her as well. That’s why he is so eager to please you and every other woman in his life. Our father wants to find him a wife, but he refuses an arranged marriage in hopes of finding his kindred soul. He is my only strength against my father.” She sighed, and my heart cracked at the thought of losing memories of my mother. Never to remember her face and voice was a torturous way of living.

	“Aren’t you hurt by all that?”

	“As you might have noticed, my father is nice in front of strangers, but he’s cold and strict in private. That’s how I was raised, and I don’t hold any emotion toward him. What’s done is done. I’m waiting for the day he’ll send me off to some lord.” She avoided my eyes and fixated on my hair instead.

	“Do you wish to get married?”

	“Well, there isn’t anything else to do. He won’t have me on the council or include me in the war or the kingdom’s business, so I have to go.” I felt my gut clench as the truth of her plight sank in. “I had to beg him to let me see the witches with everyone, and I’m sorry, but I used you as an excuse that it would be easier for you if there was another woman present.”

	“I don’t mind one bit, and it was nice to see you.” I honestly thought that. Even though she didn’t show any emotion and used humor to detach herself, I could see deep in her eyes she was suffering in some way. She was elegant and smart, and I knew she would be a great addition to the kingdom, and yet her father despised her. What a cruel being. Although my father was similar to him. He left us when the love of his life perished. As if we were a mere inconvenience to his miserable existence.

	She finished with my hair. Braided it, and then pinned it to the top of my head. I looked silly. Too pretty for my taste, but I trusted her judgment. She’d been doing this a lot longer than I had.

	“It’s beautiful. Thank you for everything,” I said, saying how sorry I was for everything that happened to her between the lines. And I think she saw it because her smile reached her eyes.

	“It was my pleasure.”

	Beta flung her hands in the air, and the red door opened without her touching it.

	I spun in my seat. “You have air magic?” I blurted out, my eyes wide as my mouth. I should have asked or noticed before now. The black book provided me with knowledge, but it didn’t even cross my mind to decipher the witches around me.

	Beta giggled as if this was a normal occurrence. And for her, it might be, but my senses were still adjusting to their blatant use of magic.

	She escorted me to the same meeting room, explaining all the while of her connection to air. How she first found out and how often she used it. I could only gape at her as she became even more enticing.

	At least the nerves about this meeting were lessened by her tales, and as we stood at the front door, she said, “I am going to have to leave you here. Do not let them break you down; they love to crush the faint of heart.”

	Great. I already fainted in front of them. How powerless could I be?
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	They stood there looking exactly the same as if they had not moved since the last time I saw them, which was hours ago. I stood before them, and they didn’t speak, so I spoke even if I didn’t know where to begin. “I’m sorry for earlier.”

	“Maybe you don’t have witch’s blood in you after all. Witches aren’t that weak,” said the fire witch Iris, and I felt anger rise within me.

	“Well, it isn’t every day you find out fairy-tales are true and you might be a part of it, which let’s be clear, I don’t believe in. And if I were a witch, the magically infused air wouldn’t have bothered me,” I said in hopes of masking my faint spell as a mere inconvenience I had no control over. Even though everything they revealed certainly had some impact.

	“Hm, how courageous you are,” said the water witch Pam, and chuckled.

	The diamond witch Hoda held up her hand and said calmly. “We won’t get anywhere this way. Let us not forget why we are here. We need to find out what happened and how we can fix this.”

	“Then start telling us what happened,” said the earth witch El.

	“Well, there was a big storm, and I fell into the sea and woke up here.”

	“That can’t be the entire story. We have nothing to figure out from it. Where did you go on your boat? What did you touch, see, smell, or even taste? You have to give us more,” the witch Iris pressed.

	So, I did. I gave them everything. When I was near the end of the day, I told them about the shell. “I know this might sound crazy, and maybe it was something I imagined.”

	“Go on, tell us,” said El.

	“I didn’t just fall overboard. I jumped, it all sounds so silly now, but I heard a shell sing, and the next thing I knew I was swimming toward it.”

	The shock and horror on their faces were unimaginable. They all stirred and talked among themselves. Whispering, allowing me to hear bits and pieces. The word story was mentioned many times. But it all reminded me I still didn’t hear the song since I arrived here.

	Then the fire witch said, “Stories don’t exist in the world of magic. Anything can be possible, and some truths were sometimes concealed as stories.”

	I couldn’t be out of the loop any longer. “What? What story?” I asked loud and clear, unable to withhold the irritation lacing my voice.

	They all looked at me as if remembering I was standing before them. The witches walked toward me with their gemlike eyes fixed on my human features. They circled me, and when they stopped, each witch on a different side, they started talking.

	“Many years ago, there was a bloodline of witches called Insurgo. They were known by their rebellious nature. Defying all of our traditions and living freely,” said the earth witch El.

	The water witch Pam continued, “Instead of a crystal, they chose shells. Refusing even the pearl, which was almost the same. Every worthy teacher was turned away, leaving only intuition to guide them or any living eclectic relative. They had many eclectic witches in their bloodline, but after rebelling against all the traditions, they didn’t amount to anything. Pathetic,” she spat.

	The diamond witch Hoda stepped in, “But eclectic witches aren’t sired by blood. We still don’t know what kind of change in nature calls for an eclectic witch to be born. Maybe she isn’t even an eclectic.”

	Yes! Maybe I wasn’t even a witch. I didn’t bother meddling as they made up their minds. Instead, I reasoned.

	“I don’t have magic, nor do I understand how I could be exactly their heir.” My voice came out faint.

	The fire witch Iris said, “If you heard a song from a shell, it could be your heritage powers coming in and your ancestors talking to you. It would manifest as one power at first. Maybe water in your case and then we would have to try and see if there are any other lingering. Or they may not manifest at all, as eclectic witches without good teachers are useless.” 

	Shock pinned me in place. No, I was mad, not a witch. Shells cannot sing. I couldn’t have heard my ancestors. And eclectic powers couldn’t be passed down. It was as if they could read my thoughts.

	El said, “Maybe your ancestors guided you through the shells. You have no way of knowing what kind of magic happened while you were unconscious. And your ancestors must’ve had a reason to bring you here.”

	Iris continued, “If that is the truth, it isn’t by chance you came here. Maybe your ancestors bent the wall for you.”

	Pam huffed a laugh. “As much as I don’t believe they have more power in the world of the souls than the living. It could be possible their collective powers helped you.”

	“That means I can go back home. I can go back today, and the ancestors can guide me,” I exclaimed.

	“Well, you can if you know how you did it, or how they did it.” Pam smiled.

	“I don’t… But I can go to the wall and try. Maybe they will let me pass.”

	“Do you still hear the song?” El raised an eyebrow. 

	“No.” Realization washed over me. They guided me here and left me all alone.

	“You can try, but it would be better to awaken your powers here first. If they guided you here, it isn’t because they want you to go home. They wanted you here to learn.”

	“But I have to get home to my sister now. I can’t wait. She might be in danger.” I almost choked on the words. 

	“Didn’t anyone give you a seer to check on your sister?” said Iris. All the others looked at her. 

	“What?” I asked.

	“Well, the seer can go into your mind, and you can see someone you want to monitor. It takes a lot of power, but if that will give you some peace of mind, why not try it?”

	I could see Amelia? If that was the truth, why didn’t anyone reveal it sooner? I didn’t care anymore. The only fact that mattered was this newfound ability.

	“Yes, let’s do that,” I said with the most profound sense of certainty. As much as I was afraid of magic, I was willing to do anything for Amelia.

	“I will call for a seer now,” said Pam.

	“Tonight is the full moon, and our powers are the strongest. If this is going to work, we have to do it tonight at the moon’s apex,” El added.

	The diamond witch Hoda was quiet for some time now, watching everyone. She saw me looking at her. “You are excused now, and we will call upon you after the seer comes.”

	I bowed deeply to all of them and left the room. 

	Outside, the king and Rulin waited. When I got out, they immediately walked past me and walked in. The king feigned a friendly smile, and the prince glanced at me as if to ask if I was all right. I nodded and smiled, signaling that I was fine.

	Now I didn’t know where to go. Should I wait in front of the room or go back to mine? We had a long way to go until nightfall.

	I walked through the castle back to my room, but the room now seemed too small for my nerves. I went back down, and as I walked through the main floor, now close to the front massive doors, there was a ruckus. There was a line of men coming into the castle as I peered behind a pillar in the main room.

	Not guards, but something similar. They were all dressed in black uniforms. Leather strips of fabric crisscrossed over the knee length coats they wore with many swords and knives strapped to their backs, waist, and arms.

	Shivers of dread coursed through my limbs. They didn’t seem to be raiding the castle. I’d never seen them in the castle before either. I knew there was a war going on. They seemed to be warriors. What was happening? It seemed like something I shouldn’t be witnessing, so I turned away and quietly ran in the opposite direction.

	I was running for a few minutes until I couldn’t hear them anymore, and then I slowed my pace. But then I figured I went to the other part of the castle. On the opposite side of my room. I hadn’t been here yet and didn’t know where I was. I took too many turns.

	Maybe I could ask a guard to help me find my way back. Now I had to find one. There were many guards on my side of the castle, but not here.

	I walked for a few more minutes with no one in sight. All the halls seemed the same, and I didn’t want to go through the towers. Those were private rooms, and I didn’t want to intrude. I could walk more until I saw someone.

	This part of the castle seemed abandoned. It wouldn’t hurt to see what was in one of the towers.

	Just as I started opening the doors, somebody yelled, “Hey!”

	I was startled and turned around to see a dark-haired warrior. He was taller than any man I had ever met, and his eyes were shining red. His gaze was blank. Slightly angry, or was that his warrior stance? His dark brows furrowed, and he walked swiftly to me with hands crossed on his back.

	“Where do you think you are going?” he asked.

	“I got lost and didn’t know how to get back, so I decided to see if anyone was in one of the towers,” I stuttered.

	He didn’t change his expression as he said, “Follow me,” and strode off. It took me a minute to catch up, and any time I did, he got faster, so I would always be one step behind him.

	“I’m sorry,” I said, gasping for breath.

	“Didn’t anyone tell you not to go anywhere without your guard?” he asked.

	“I know. I accidentally got lost. It’s no big deal. I’m Val,” I blurted out.

	“I know who you are. Everyone knows who you are. So, it is a big deal if you get lost.” He didn’t retort like Rulin would. He said it as if he was reading a book.

	“I know. It won’t happen again,” I said, now almost running while he took his enormous steps.

	He didn’t speak to me anymore. He brought me back to the main hall and said to the guards not to leave my side. Turned away on his heel and walked away. Didn’t even say goodbye. Maybe that’s what warriors were like.

	 


CHAPTER 9
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	THE GUARDS TOOK ME to my tower, and instead of going to my room, I went to the library. As I sat down to read the black book, Ahn came down with a tray of food.

	“Good afternoon, my lady.”

	“Please, Ahn, not this again, don’t call me lady. You know I don’t like it.” She could talk to me normally from the way she reprimanded me last time, so I tried to settle her. “I promise you, Ahn, as long as I’m staying here, I’ll try to keep your position secure. I’m not a lady and I would like to be your friend.”

	Her eyes seemed to shine at those words.

	“Well, if that is so, I want to be your friend too, Val,” she said.

	I hesitated for a moment. “I’m sorry for asking again, but could you please explain more about your eyes?”

	“Yes, of course.” She straightened her dress and sat beside me. “Our eye color is connected to a month we were born in, as every month has its main crystal connected to it.” 

	“I read that in one of the black books. Is there any more to it because I see the guards don’t have strongly shimmering eyes and it has no connection to bloodlines? Rulin said some have little shimmer if their powers aren’t strong enough. And why would the priestesses think I was a witch if I don’t have gem-colored eyes like the witches without powers still do.” Even Ahn didn’t have a lot of shimmer in hers, but the color was still mesmerizing, unlike mine.

	She stood up and walked over to the black book that now stood open on the side table. “Well, there are a lot of details about the crystal connections. Guards are trained to have better vision, so their eyes turn a darker color, and you can’t see their shine. That way, it seems they are not strong enough when, in fact, they are even stronger, but not in magic.

	“There is nothing we know about humans with possible dormant powers. You could get your shimmer with power, or they could stay the same. Common witches who haven’t awakened their powers still have the shimmer, but not much. Bloodlines rarely determine in which month a babe will be born, but when two kindred souls are born in the same month, find each other, nature itself will connect them to have a babe in their crystal month. You and the prince are both born in the emerald month. If you were destined for each other after your vows of binding, there would come a time the goddess would gift your fertility in the month of Bloom.” She sat beside me again.

	I shivered at the thought of me having children with Rulin, but I couldn’t determine if it was a good or bad emotion flowing through me. After my struggles with Amelia, something in me tugged at the promise love could provide.

	Ahn continued, “I never witnessed that kind of love. Forced love. After the bonding ritual, there is nothing that could separate your love. Even if you hated that man before the ritual. Bound forever. It’s almost unheard of, an old tale if you will. Something told to young witches so that they don’t fall for the first person they have feelings for. To make them wait for something special, the other half of our soul. Even though it never comes.” She loosed a sigh and looked to the floor. As if she was wavering between two options. Find the perfect love of your life or be forced to love someone who wasn’t a match before the ritual. But if that person was your destiny, you wouldn’t live in misery. You wouldn’t even know he wasn’t right for you.

	I reached out and touched her hand. “Well, I believe we don’t need the other half. I believe we are capable of living full lives with only one half of a soul. The whole soul might be too much and suffocate us with love.”

	She giggled, and we both fell into laughter now.

	I ate my dinner and read some of the black book in the library when Ahn left, trying to forget all the kindred souls story she connected to me and Rulin.

	I tried finding something about eclectic witches, but there wasn’t much in here, as they weren’t that common. I curled in a leather armchair and took a blanket to cover myself. Even though it was warm, I liked the comfort.

	As I turned the pages, I stumbled upon chapters about monsters. I wasn’t ready for that. At least I thought I wasn’t, but I had to know. The chapters consisted of three main parts. The land demons, the sea demons, and the cave demons. I didn’t even know there was anything underground, let alone demons. So, I turned immediately to that kind.

	The Enemus. They were human men, surprisingly, who wanted to have more powers, so they prayed to demon spirits who took advantage of their weakened state and possessed them.

	The flaw in their creation was the inability to go into the open world. They were bound to be underground. As revenge, they started searching for crystals in mountain mines and guarded them. If they couldn’t go out, they would wait for prey in search of a crystal and feed on their flesh. They were solitary creatures and were rarely seen in pairs. But there was no record of group sightings.

	The Enemus looked human at first, but their skin turned into wet black tar and covered their faces. They were quick and could crush a witch’s skull with their bare hands. The only defense against them was fire magic and copious amounts of it, so if you wanted to go underground, you always had a fire witch with you.

	There was a chill in the room, but there were no windows. Maybe I made it up in my head out of fear, but I knew I had to stop with the reading about demons and find out more about eclectic witches.

	Maybe there was another book in Rulin’s library about them. I knew I didn’t ask anyone to go there, but surely, he wouldn’t mind. After all, it wasn’t his private residence. Only his library and I had to get out of these demons filled thoughts.

	I grabbed a white coat to go with the gown, and with my two guards, I went toward his tower. When I got to the staircase, I looked up to where his room would be and wondered if I should go there. Maybe talk to him. But no, I headed down to the library.

	As I entered the first floor of the library, I heard muffled voices. Two male voices fighting about something, but quietly. As I neared the last floor where the black books were, I heard one of the men say, “—it could have ended badly. You should be happy it was me.” And then I saw them. Rulin and the warrior.

	They both stood with tension in their limbs, Rulin with his arms folded and the warrior with hands at his sides but clenched into fists as if he was restraining himself.

	As I descended the last step, they stopped looking at each other, and their sights were set on me. The warrior strode firmly and emotionlessly up the stairs beside me again, and Rulin stood there, looking at me.

	“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt. I was looking for a book,” I said.

	“You are always welcome, Val.” He unfurrowed his brows.

	“I wanted to go to your room to see if you were here before going down, but thought it was inappropriate.”

	“Nonsense, except you wouldn’t find my room upstairs, only more meeting rooms. This tower is my tower for trade affairs.” He entangled his hands and brushed them through his golden hair.

	“Oh, I thought all towers were similarly designed.” 

	“No, my tower is on the other side,” he said and stopped himself as if he was about to say something else.

	“That man,” I looked in the direction of the stairs, “Who was he? If I may know.”

	“That was Sol, a general warrior in our army. But don’t worry about him. He was giving me a report about something.” I couldn’t help but think it was about anything other than me and how he found me. Why didn’t Rulin say anything? Maybe he didn’t want to quarrel again.

	“There are many warriors now in the castle,” I said, hoping he would offer an explanation without me prying in his affairs.

	“Well, there is a war still going strong, and we have warriors on rotation bringing news and forming new plans here with us.”

	His explanation was more than stating the obvious, and my cheeks turned red from sudden embarrassment.

	“What did you need?” he asked before I could think of a reply.

	“I was looking for a book about eclectic witches,” I said, and he widened his eyes.

	“Were you now?” he said with a raised brow. “Does that mean you are coming around about the idea of witches?”

	“Oh, I take it you heard about me?”

	“Yes, you are to be the mother-of-pearl eclectic witch. It all makes sense now.”

	“I still don’t completely believe in the theory, but I admit it would be better than going crazy and hearing shells sing with no reason.” I sighed.

	He sauntered to the bookshelf, picked up the book situated almost in the middle and walked right back to me at the same slow pace. He touched my hand and handed me the book, all the while staring straight into my eyes. My human eyes. A moment passed while we looked at each other before he said, “Ask the guards to take you to my room if you ever wish to see me. You are more than welcome.”

	The sudden heat I felt in my body left me speechless. It was as simple as him giving me permission to see him whenever, but the tone of his word told me there was so much more to it. Why would a magical prince ever want me? I took the book from his hands, started going up the stairs, but stopped and turned back.

	“Are there really monsters like the Enemus lurking around?”

	He seemed surprised. “I wish I could tell you no, but yes, there are demons on this continent. You barely ever see them. They prey on the weak and reckless, but the village people know how to live around them, and the powerful witches know how to defend themselves.”

	“So, I would be good prey,” I mumbled.

	“That is the reason I want guards with you, and I don’t want you to leave the castle.”

	“Are there any demons under this mountain?” I asked, not wanting to know the answer. Maybe It was better to live in the unknown. “No, don’t tell me.” I changed my mind.

	I wouldn’t be able to sleep if I knew. He kindly smiled, as if to settle my emotions. I started climbing the stairs again. When I got to the door, I stopped for a moment, thinking about turning around and going back to him, but not knowing what I would do. I only knew being near him started to settle my anger. I didn’t blame him anymore.

	Something deep inside me urged me to stay, and maybe even stay longer to learn about all of this. It was best if I didn’t even think about it. And poor Amelia, I couldn’t leave her, even if I could cross the barrier to get back. It’d been six days since I left. I could only hope she was alive and well. I think she could last a week with food, and until word got out, she was alone. Two more days, and I will push this power out. With that thought, I got out and decided to go to the council room hall and wait there.
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	I was sitting in a fur covered chair in the hall flipping through the black book, but I couldn’t concentrate enough to read any of it. The book opened with the same poem, which seemed more and more like a riddle taunting me.

	My gaze shifted to the golden doors as I waited for them to open. After a while, they did. The four witches appeared, now all wearing black, and an old crone walking with a cane behind them followed.

	“There you are, little witch; shall we get started?” said the old crone with a wheezing voice.

	She was hunched and had layers of dark material cloaks covering her body. Her lifeless gray hair covered up most of her face, beneath which I could barely see her vulpine eyes and a hooked nose. Despite all the gruesome exterior, there was a warm aura pulling me to her.

	To my surprise, we didn’t enter the meeting room, but they were taking me outside. Under the full moonlight. We walked in silence to the front doors. Only the sound of our footsteps filled the castle.

	As we walked out the front doors, the diamond witch named Hoda said, “Trust me,” and held out her hand.

	We all stood in a line, looking at the castle doors. I took her hand, and then all of us, including the crone, took each other’s hands. The next thing I knew, we weren’t standing anymore. We were a few feet off the ground, floating. I turned to the witches for help, but some kind of warm wind blew over my body, and it felt like it was embracing me, easing my mind.

	This was the first time I felt magic. I saw it when Rulin enchanted the bell, but now I felt it. It was warm and inviting, and I let go. At first, I clutched my muscles as if I was holding myself, but the wind urged me to let go and release myself to magic and fly. We were getting higher and higher until we got to the top of one of the snow-peaked mountains. 

	As we hovered over the ground, the wind slowly unwrapped itself, and we thudded on our feet. When our hands unclasped, the wind was completely gone.

	Hoda looked at me and said, “Power of air, one of the hardest things to master is flying.”

	I thought to myself, witches flew only on brooms. She added as if she could read my mind, “There is so much more to magic than stories.” Then she smiled.

	The mountain was covered with a light coat of fresh snow. My feet left trace marks all over as I walked, and it squeaked under my weight.

	On the top of the mountain, there was a stone well filled with water all the way to the brim. But as the wind was howling, the water didn’t move. I shivered against the freezing gale. There was enough wind that it was hard to stand in place against it, and still the water didn’t budge.

	Then Hoda held her hands above her head, and the clouds parted in the middle. Revealing a starry, bright night sky and the full moon. The wind almost completely disappeared.

	“We must hurry, child, before the moon passes the well,” said the old crone.

	She took me by the hand and placed me across from her over the well. The moon was almost aligned with the well, and the crone said, “When the moon is high and centered, let the goddess center your thoughts. Think of the person you wish to see and look at the reflection of the moon.”

	I immediately thought of Amelia. I looked at the moon moving in the reflection while the crone held my hands and started chanting something in the language. I’d heard Rulin use the same words. I didn’t pay attention to it. Amelia was the only one I thought of. In the cabin. Her smile while gardening, her wide eyes while reading her romance books. Her dancing in mother’s dresses on the Lunebris. And the water in the well stirred. Not like the wind was moving it, but in circular motions, and the moon transformed into silver stirring water.

	“Think, girl, think,” said the crone, and I concentrated again.

	Amelia, Amelia, who sang while she cleaned. Amelia, who always believed in love more than anything. Love of a gentleman. Whenever she finished one of her romance novels, there were tears lining her eyes from happiness and realization the story was finished. And the well formed a picture. It was her. My dear sister. But this wasn’t a memory. This was present, I suppose because I never witnessed her like this.

	She was smiling softly while a single tear rolled down her cheek. Was it for me? Then a man, a beautiful man with the kindest eyes. She was sitting in his lap. Hands tied around his neck as he brought one hand to wipe away her tears before showering her with kisses. There was sadness in her eyes, but he brought out her laughter. I wanted to bottle that sound.

	She got up and dabbed the corners of her eyes with her pinky fingers before giving him a true smile. I didn’t recognize the space around her as it started to blur, but she was in a house, not a cabin. Not an old stuffy cabin.

	The moon passed, and my sister disappeared.

	It was only a few moments, but it felt like hours. She was beautiful, and I could still see her in my mind while the water in the well stilled. It was long before I realized I was sobbing. Not crying, but sobbing. I couldn’t catch my breath.

	She wasn’t harmed or sad. She was happier without me. I wasn’t crying because she was happy. I was crying because I had been holding her happiness back. She could’ve had all of this sooner if I had let her go. Maybe she missed me, but the love of her life outshined that emotion, surely.

	She finally got what she wanted, a happy ending, and there was no denying it. The man loved her; I was sure of that. The way he looked at her. The way every woman dreamed. And the house was beautiful. Amelia was clean and dressed beautifully, as she had always wanted.

	My legs trembled, and I fell to my knees. I felt the pain rumble through my bones but didn’t acknowledge it, as the pain in my heart was stronger. Still sobbing.

	Someone took me by my elbow and hugged me. It was the fire witch, Iris. She held me close, and the next thing I knew, we were on the ground. I didn’t even notice we flew back down.

	Everyone was waiting for us inside the castle with opened doors. Ahn came to me first to take my cloak while we stepped inside the castle.

	The earth witch said, “Well, now you know, and when you are gathered, we can start training for your magic. We will leave you now. Just say a word when you’re ready.”

	All nodded in agreement and left to the right part of the castle. The king left after them, unbothered by my distress.

	I didn’t care about anything they said or anyone. Rulin and Beta stayed. Ahn was holding my left hand and holding me upright because I was still trembling and sobbing. I could see Rulin’s face break. He was holding it together, trying to conceal his emotions, but as soon as his father was out of sight, he ran to my right side and took my hand to hold me.

	“Val,” he breathed.

	“I want to sleep,” I replied and tore my hand from his. Wishing he hadn’t seen me in this state.

	When Beta saw this, she came quickly to replace him and took me to my tower. When they took my gown off and hair down, I crashed naked in the bed. Didn’t even bother bathing in the bath the castle prepared for me or bothered dressing. I didn’t notice when they left the room. They tried to talk to me and wanted to stay by my side as if I deserved it, but I gestured them away.

	Her golden eyes bore into my soul. Water disturbed my vision, but I could make out her features as she laughed with a man holding her by the waist as they watched me drown. I wanted to cry out for help. My mouth instinctively opened. Instead of air, salty water rushed in. My hands enclosed around my neck, easing the pain. My heart sank deeper than I did. The realization I kept her happiness hostage crept in. If only I trusted her and let her marry, she would’ve been happier sooner. But no. I had to keep her for myself because I didn’t want to be alone. Tears disappeared and blended with the sea. I was pinned to the ground with only a few breaths here and there that the gods let me have. That only prolonged my misery, but that was how it was supposed to be. I deserved all the pain the gods had planned.

	I was thrashing my hands and feet when I heard someone call my name. When I opened my eyes, I couldn’t see properly. My face wet with tears, and a scream escaping my throat, but when I cleared the tears away, I saw the red-headed guard Maze at the doorway. Eyes wide open and in complete shock. I still couldn’t breathe properly, but when he turned around quickly, I realized I was naked in bed, and the covers were on the floor from all the thrashing.

	“Are you alright, my lady?” he asked, his back turned. 

	“Yes, I am. I’m sorry for scaring you,” I told him as I grabbed the first white sheet off the floor and wrapped it around me. “You can turn around now.”

	“You were screaming and shouting. I thought someone got in here.” He came in and grabbed the blanket off the floor and when he stepped to the bed carefully, Rulin was in the doorway.

	Sword in hand. I’d never seen him brandish a weapon before. Hair disheveled and fabric imprints running over his cheek and mouth. But then something in his eyes changed. They became radiant. Brighter than I’d ever seen them before, and I realized what it looked like.

	I didn’t have words. What would I tell him? Why should I even explain myself?

	“Your Highness.” The guard bowed. “She had a nightmare. I came in to check if everything was alright,” he started explaining himself.

	Rulin’s eyes relaxed after he looked over the guard and saw his uniform was perfectly put together.

	So, he looked at me and asked, “Are you alright?”

	“Yes, perfectly fine, thank you.” I averted my eyes from him. Because I couldn’t look at his face without strange feelings rising to the surface and staining my cheeks red.

	“I should go,” the guard said.

	“I’m going with you,” said the prince. Before I could add anything else, they were gone.

	Why did the prince come to my room? How did he know I had a nightmare? Was it some kind of magic? Magic… I looked at the enchanted bell, but it wasn’t on the table. It was on the floor. And the shell was on the floor too.

	Did I throw my blankets and pillows that far to crash everything? Did I sleepwalk? It didn’t matter anymore. He came because the bell fell and at least now I knew it worked. I got out of bed and picked it up and placed it on the mantel next to the shell I picked up. There was quite a collection of decorations in my room. I smiled to myself. But then I remembered. What I dreamed of. Amelia and my actions toward her.

	I would never forgive myself. My smile faded away, and I thought to myself, well, you aren’t allowed to smile. That truly was the reason I won’t deserve a prince even if one wanted me. For now, I was staying here and practicing with the witches, apparently. Giving my all to at least protect the wall. I had to stay away from her anyway, and where better to hide than a forbidden world of magic? This was my life now, and there was no going back. I had to accept it and make the most of it.

	 


CHAPTER 10
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	A MONTH HAS PASSED. I had taken my rest and visited the witches, every week one witch. Each tried to bring out my power but to no avail. I felt blocked even though I was willing to try and use my powers to protect the wall. To protect Amelia.

	None of their methods worked on me as they said most eclectic witches never even wake one power up. In between training, I refused to go to the seventh day balls.

	Beta and I became the closest of friends over our family trauma. Even Ahn became part of our friendship, though she would never admit it. She always acted like a servant, especially in front of other witches, but when she was alone with us, the change was visible.

	I thought about alluring a man to pass my time here and to forget about Rulin, but I talked myself out of it. I didn’t want to compromise any of the guards’ positions and the warriors… Gods forbid I even get close to them. There were no other common men around, only lords and dukes at the ball, but they wouldn’t be caught dead near a human.

	Today Beta came in and simply begged me, almost on her knees, to go to the dance with her tonight. She said she couldn’t stand any more of her father’s friends trying to marry her. So, I accepted and now, after another day of trying to pry the magic out with Pam, the witch of water, I was exhausted.

	I still didn’t know what to wear. I had to take some time in front of the fire to dry because she covered me with water several times. Ahn sent over many gown options, but I couldn’t decide.

	There was a green sleeveless gown puffed at the bottom. A blue one with short sleeves and an open back with jewels hanging from it. And a red gown. Tight with long sleeves. Still no corsets for me. I just couldn’t decide.

	I picked the green one, but something wasn’t fitting right. I looked at myself in the mirror for a few minutes and noticed I’d filled up a bit. Now my breasts filled the top of the dress nicely. I tore off all the lining, and the puffy bottom part of the dress fell along my body. It was simple. No sleeves. A good cleavage and skintight. I looked nice. Now truly like a woman.

	Ahn put my hair up but took out a few front pieces as she noticed I didn’t like to be polished. And brought me black elbow-length gloves. I was all ready and set for my first dance in this lifetime.

	The guards took me to the ballroom. Even though I’d been here a month, I hadn’t really explored the castle. Not since the warrior caught me that day.

	The ballroom was also inside the mountain, and the halls that led to it were covered with drawings, but this time of witches dancing with their magic. Colors evoking my sense of excitement. I could hear the music even through the wooden doors. It was fairly loud. I’d never heard it that loud in the village.

	The ballroom spread before me, full of flickering candlelight on the high ceilings, and the wooden stairs split into two and curved down the room. I stepped onto the balcony between the staircase and saw the vast space beyond.

	A room with gold-infused marble floors filled with witches with various colored eyes and gowns to match. The men were mostly in black. They all preferred that color, it seemed. Maybe it was a sign of power to look like a warrior because some men wore uniforms, but more formal than what the proper warriors usually wore.

	The king invited many important people from all over the kingdom. To form strong ties over the war. So that they wouldn’t cross him, Beta explained.

	I also knew the king invited all the noble ladies so his son could find a wife. Which I must admit stung a bit when Beta told me, but it wasn’t my place to meddle.

	We hadn’t really seen each other since the nightmare. He tried talking a few times, but I was always too formal. I didn’t want to fight anymore or let my emotions get in the way. He was a man letting me stay in his castle and nothing more. There was no denying my attraction, but I didn’t deserve him. Not when I was using his resources to try and protect Amelia from King Nicholai.

	Guards stood still along the walls while servants carried drinks throughout the room.

	When I descended the stairs, everyone’s gaze turned to me. It was uncomfortable. I was the only one walking down the stairs without a companion. I searched the room for Prince Rulin, but he was nowhere to be found, and my eyes settled on Beta. Down the stairs waiting for me in a deep blue gown with a lace bodice. Her hair was perfectly pinned in what could only be described as a work of art atop her head.

	“All these ladies and no prince to dance with,” I said. 

	“Oh, you should have seen him. He threw a fit when I told him you were coming tonight.”

	“What?” I could hear my heartbeat and wondered if everyone else noticed it, too. Why didn’t he want me here?

	“Oh, he has to gather all the guards and warriors to be here now. As he said, there are too many unknown people for her to be unprotected,” she mimicked his low voice.

	I laughed while she took me across the floor to get a drink.

	The prince wanted me protected? My tongue felt heavy in my mouth as my hitched breaths did nothing to calm me. Why did I feel like this every time Rulin displayed interest in me?

	And then it seemed the entire army burst into the ballroom. Guards and warriors coated every part of the wall. Only the doors were left open as a sign they would keep no one inside. This was a precaution. No one even batted an eye, even though there were fewer guards and servants in here before this. I think everybody had some idea of what that meant.

	And there he was at the top of the stairs in a black uniform, almost like a part of the army, but more elegant, with metal pins pinned to his chest. He was their leader. His eyes met mine when he descended the stairs and came straight for me, but a lady in a red dress crossed his path and asked for a dance. It was rude to refuse, so he accepted and danced with her instead. The swirl of emotion inside me was making my knees buckle.

	Beta, unfortunately, had to dance with one of her father’s friends because I was too busy looking at Rulin and left her open. Something I would hear about later, for sure.

	My eyes wandered around the ballroom until they fell on a familiar face across from me. The warrior Sol, looking at me again, his brows furrowed together. Every guard was looking at me from time to time. I was the one to watch. The warriors watched everyone else looking for danger, but not him. He looked at me. So, I moved slowly toward him, avoiding the dancing witches.

	As I walked through the ballroom filled with beautiful witches in stunning ball gowns, I felt a little less worthy. Compared to them, my dress was straight and tight. And their dresses were big and puffy. Although I had decided to make mine simpler, it was unusual to feel smaller than other women. However, I still felt good. And since it was my first ball, I didn’t know what to expect. Maybe I should have gone in a big gown and not have altered this one. Sol still looked straight at me as I approached him.

	“Good evening, miss,” he spoke first as I paused before him.

	“It’s Val, and good evening.”

	“Did you need anything?” he asked, still with a straight face. No smile in sight. He always looked slightly in pain.

	“I was wondering if you would like to dance with me.” His eyes fixed on me wide and unable to blink properly.

	“I would never refuse a lady for a dance, but tonight I’m working and am forbidden to do so.”

	What a shame. Everyone was dancing, and he was the only one free and not a complete stranger. Rulin was dancing with a lady, too. And now I felt his gaze burning on my back.

	“Are you allowed to keep me company then?” I asked with a smirk. He strained his face immediately. Not allowing himself emotion again.

	“I am allowed to guard you.”

	“Well, can you guard me while we talk?” I asked.

	“Why would you want to talk to me? You are in a room filled with powerful witches who could help you in your predicament,” he said, unwilling to play anymore.

	I had no intention of backing down. He might be in a lesser position, but I had no connection to those in power. He held his walls high, and I was determined to make him my friend and break his wall.

	“You think I feel comfortable being the only one under a glass bell here?”

	His eyes softened. “It is my duty, miss.”

	“Then can you walk with me and guard me that way?” 

	“Walk with you where, miss?”

	“Around the room.” I waved my hand behind me. 

	“No, I can see you just fine from here.”

	“And if I decide to go out of sight, you will follow?” 

	“Yes, miss.”

	I was pleased with that for a start.

	This was the most fun I had since I got here. I smiled at him and turned around.

	There was a sea of people dancing and on the other side, I could see Rulin’s face. Just as I thought, looking at me but frozen still. I smiled politely at him and went around the room.

	There were older men asking me to dance, but I never danced like that before with a man and didn’t want to embarrass myself. The warrior was fine. He was like me. Somewhat normal. But these men in their uniforms and glittering eyes were too intimidating.

	Although Sol had red, demon-like eyes and acted eerie, I was never really afraid of him. I felt like he was there to protect me. Maybe I trusted people too much.

	As I passed half of the room, now in between Rulin and Sol, another man approached me. This one wasn’t as old as others but still older than me by a lot. His salt and pepper hair was tied in a low bun and his mouth was fixed with a grim smile. With purple shining eyes, he bowed and gestured for a dance.

	“I am sorry, I have to decline,” I repeated what I’d told all the others and tried to take a step away.

	“And why do you have to?” he asked.

	“I’m just looking around. Not particularly interested in dancing.”

	He came a step closer. “Then why did you come to the floor? You could have watched from the wall or upstairs,” he said, maybe too serious for a dance.

	“I didn’t know it was forbidden. Next time, I will check the rules before I come.”

	He was too close now, and I felt fear rise within me. “You mutt!” he spat.

	I flinched at his wicked choice of words. Even after the dismay that found me in this world, I wasn’t yet treated in a harsh manner.

	With no regard for my feelings, he continued, “How dare you speak to me that way? I am here to be treated with respect and admiration and I am insulted so? By a slave, no less! And—”

	Sol gripped him by the arm before he could finish whatever insult was coming my way and hauled him out of my sight. I couldn’t hear them, but Sol still had his serious face as he dragged him outside, and then I realized Rulin was before me. I didn’t hear him either. Nor the music. I was frozen with fear now, all the way pressed to the wall as he walked toward me. I was backing up. Why was I so afraid even though the room was filled with guards, and no one would let me get hurt?

	“Are you alright?” Rulin asked. 

	“Yes, I’m fine,” I strained.

	“Well, you don’t seem fine. What did he say?”

	“Oh, nothing. He wanted to dance, and I didn’t? We had a minor disagreement.”

	“He will be dealt with. Why didn’t you say you were coming tonight so that we could prepare better?”

	“Well, I didn’t even know it would be like this, and Beta said nothing.”

	“Beta…” He sighed. “She will hear about this.”

	“Oh, please don’t reprimand her. She wanted to have fun and so did I. I didn’t even think it was this serious,” I begged shamelessly, and he had a doleful look on his face. It was easy to read the barely hidden emotions plastered on him.

	“I hate it when you think I’m that evil. And when you show you are afraid of me.”

	“I’m not afraid,” I lied.

	There were times I was keen on him, but mostly I was nervous around him. I didn’t know if it was because of fear or my stronger emotions taking control.

	I was quick-witted and had a fast tongue. Even in Noor, I stood up to men and pretended I could fight against them, but never showed fear. But it was still there, the fear I felt deep inside, the crippling terror that left me frozen after I managed to survive the encounters. The dread I felt with every man, even with Rulin and the guards, who were ordered to protect me.

	“I see…” He breathed, and we left it at that. He excused himself and turned to walk across the floor. Sol was now back and in the same spot as before. Looking at me in an inscrutable fashion.

	It wasn’t a good idea to come here tonight. This wasn’t a place for me.

	I ran by Beta talking to an old man and knew she would be angry. I left her, but my dress was too tight, and I felt I couldn’t breathe again. I ran up the stairs and ran out of the room. I was breathing too quickly and couldn’t catch a full breath. Everything was shallow. I didn’t have a corset on, but the dress was still tight, and my breasts were pushed up very high.

	I hurried down the corridor to my tower but stopping every so often, hand on my chest and trying to catch a full breath until failure. Hoping not to pass out again, at least not on the common ground. Please, gods, just let me get to my room.

	My steps were getting slower, and I heard someone behind me. A small bit of fear crept into me, but I knew there were guards at every corner, so I made myself believe I was safe even though deep inside I always knew I wasn’t. Not here, not in this land or this castle. And everyone reminded me I wasn’t. Again, I tried to hurry but as I rushed my steps, I forgot to breathe at least the small breaths and was now falling to my hands and knees. Strong hands gripped around my waist and hoisted me up before I fell to the ground. I was willing strength to my knees, but it didn’t obey.

	 


CHAPTER 11
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	“WHAT IS IT? TELL me what is it!” someone yelled in my ear. 

	“I can’t breathe.” I was punching my chest now. “It’s too tight.”

	Before I could say anything else, the back of my dress was ripped apart. I was holding the dress at the front so as not to fall to the ground and leave me naked, and I fell to the ground, sitting with my back to the stone wall. The wall was freezing cold, but I didn’t care. I could breathe. That cleared my head.

	When I opened my eyes again, I could see him. Sol took off his uniform coat and wrapped me in it. The coat was warmed up by his body heat and big enough to cover my legs pressed to my front. He gave it to me without hesitation.

	“Thank you,” was all I said.

	He didn’t reply. What a chatty person.

	“I guess the dress was too tight, even without a corset,” I said and huffed out a laugh.

	“It wasn’t the dress. It was a panic attack.” He watched me curiously.

	“How do you know?”

	“Your neck and chest were red, and you could breathe, but too quickly to take a normal full breath.”

	A panic attack, but from what? I didn’t feel that panicked. He continued, “The man from the ballroom was taken care of. He isn’t even in the castle anymore.”

	He thought the attack was because of that man. But I didn’t really think it was. If it was a panic attack, I think it was because of everything. The ball had been too much. The beautifully dressed witches in the castle. My life here and not with Amelia. All the training I did with the witches, and I wasn’t even making any progress. Sol helped me up, as I was still lost in my thoughts again, on the verge of another attack.

	“I’m sorry for all the trouble. How did you even know I would be here?”

	“I told you I would follow you if you got out of my sight,” he said it like everything else: with a straight face, but this time I thought there was a little care in his voice.

	He walked me back to my room, and we didn’t talk on the way up. When we stood in front of my red door, I started to take his coat off, but he pushed it back on. “I have many,” he said. I started to walk in but changed my mind.

	“Will you train me?” I asked.

	He was startled. “Train you in what?”

	“Well, I have to learn to defend myself without magic. What if King Nicholai attacks? And who better, if not you, to train me?” If I can’t go back home, there is only one thing left for me here. Protect myself and try my best to protect the wall. For Amelia.

	“King Nicholai won’t manage to get near here,” he said dryly.

	“How come?”

	“This isn’t the main castle. This is a fortress to defend the ocean wall. In the middle of our kingdom is the main castle, and that is where his attacks are concentrated on.”

	“So, why is everyone here?”

	“Because not many people know about this place. The warriors are in the main castle and the royals are here, protected. Didn’t you notice there is no village or town near the castle? All life is on the other side of the mountain and this side is magically protected. We have wards all around to sense if any magical being passes through.” He leaned against the doorway. It seemed this conversation was the first thing that interested him to say more than a few words. “Don’t worry about him attacking here.”

	“I still need to defend myself without magic,” I pleaded. 

	“Most of the training we do is still somehow connected to magic.”

	“But you know how to fight without it?”

	“Of course, but you wouldn’t stand a chance against someone who has magic.”

	“I don’t care.” My voice came out higher than I expected. “I have to do something more than fish for magic that isn’t there.”

	He nodded and, with a bow, left me alone. We would straighten out the details later then.

	I entered the room and immediately felt better. As if a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. Although I felt like I didn’t belong in the castle, my room was beginning to feel like mine.

	On the mantel rested the enchanted bell from Rulin and the shell from the sea that brought me here. Although I’d thought about throwing it away, after all this time, the shell had become a part of me. Why? Because it reminded me all too well of my suffering and how much I deserved it.

	But now there were two more trinkets. A memory was induced at the sight. The night after my first training session with the priestesses. Beta and Ahn came to my room.
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	“You’re alive,” Beta said as she held her gown a few inches above the ground, as to not ruin it after I trekked dirt everywhere. Ahn came in behind her, already carrying a mop.

	“Please let it go for now. I just want to rest,” I told Ahn because I needed her as a friend right now. She stepped out the door, bending down beside it and getting back in with a smile.

	“Here,” she said as she handed me a small vase filled with white daffodils. “I don’t have much to give you, but I thought you might need a pick me up.”

	The glass was cold, but it didn’t bother my already freezing hands. I removed my dirt covered hair from my eyes to see better. Three colors blended together to make a vase.

	“Where did you get this?”

	“Oh, I made it from broken glass. I know it’s not perfect, but it’s something to liven up the place.”

	Tears came to the corners of my eyes, threatening to spill over, and I let them. Beta hugged me from behind, and I froze when I realized her dress was ruined now. She let go of me just as swiftly. I removed the hair from my face again to look at them.

	Beta sighed. “Let me fix that,” she said, taking off her beautiful sapphire hair clip and pinning my hair up.

	“You shouldn’t. It will get dirty,” I protested, but she just shook her head.

	“I don’t care.”
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	Ahn and Beta had given me a sense of ownership of my room. I could see them everywhere. Sitting on the bed or laying on the floor on blankets talking into the late hours of the night.

	Two black books lay on the table. One was a summary of witches, which I had now read twice, apart from the demon chapters, and the other on eclectic witches. Which summed up they could do everything and anything or nothing at all. It depended on the witch. It wasn’t hereditary, but sometimes there happened to be many in the family tree, though that was rare.

	Eclectic witches could hold every power but use only one at a time. If they were good, they could conjure them quickly. To be an eclectic witch, one had to train severely and sacrifice much of her life to hold that kind of power and, after many centuries, witches usually gave up. As every new ability came harder than the one prior. No more excellent trainers remained to help them, and alone, it was difficult to reach their full potential.

	I also wondered about Amelia and if she was a witch. The priestesses said that there were witches that fled the parting and stayed on the human continent, and they surely had children. But these humans may never tap into their witch power at full potential without guidance. They said I may have noticed some people’s gardens thrived, so they might’ve had earth magic but not know it. Since I always fished well, that showed I had water magic within me.

	Magic wasn’t all about shining lights and spells. Magic was in the small things. The way you concentrated on cooking or the way you swept the floor to get the dirt and negative energy out. Everything was magic, even in the human world. Of course, with a lot of practice and many years, one could master the magic as a power to behold and use at a whim, but at first it was a way to live and breathe.

	The book didn’t give me much clearance, so I decided to figure it out on my own if I ever tapped into the genuine power.
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	The next morning, I had scheduled training with the water witch. At first, I was excited and anxious, but now I felt it was something I had to do as fast as possible to get back to my room. Their eerie presence faulted my growth.

	Ahn came to my room with breakfast as I was getting ready. I usually ate in my room with her and Beta sometimes as my only companions.

	“You’ll need your strength, so eat up,” she said with a smile every morning, ensuring I was strong because my humanity still struggled with the magical air. She walked to my bed, and I could see her in the mirror, straightening it slightly. I raised my brow and waited for her amethyst eyes to lock with mine. I was too tired to clean my room, and I hated when Ahn cleaned it. She was never considered my servant, so I always did it myself. After I asked Beta to remove magic from it, Ahn only came inside to bring me food and when I invited her myself.

	Her eyes found mine, and she gave me a toothy smile. “You know I can’t help it.”

	“I’ll clean it later,” I said with an eye roll. She reminded me of Ami sometimes. Trying to keep the cottage tidy even though I didn’t care much. “I’ll call for you after training and you’ll see how clean it can get,” I promised, before running out with my cloak in hand. To my surprise, the water witch, Pam, wasn’t alone in the training room. All four were together, waiting for me.

	“How are you feeling today?”

	“Tired, but ready for training. Are we training together now?” I strode into the room with confidence and no fear of their power.

	“No. There have been some developments,” said Iris. Hoda continued, “We were talking, and got to thinking, we should make your training harder.”

	I waited in suspense. “Fine, how much harder?” I asked as until today we were trying to light a fire, fill a cup of water, move a leaf, and crack dried earth.

	Those were all mental practices, and a lot of concentration went into it for hours, but I never mastered anything. Every time I left, I was mentally drained, as if I’d been doing something physically hard. And I was eager to tap into the well of magic.

	“Well, until now we tried to make you connect with the elements, but it has gotten us nowhere,” said Pam.

	El continued, “So from now on, we would like for you to fight against the elements.”

	I still wasn’t sure what they were talking about. They saw the confused look on my face and started to talk one after another.

	The blue witch, “We would drown you in water.”

	The green witch, “We would bury you in the ground.” 

	The white witch, “We would kick air out of your lungs.”

	And maybe the worst of all, the red witch said, “We would burn you.”

	It was as if I didn’t understand them. That couldn’t be true. Their faces were so neutral. No emotion at all.

	“You mean to hurt me until I protect myself?” I asked. 

	“We hope it will not come to that. If we are right, your magic will kick in immediately at the danger of the element and protect itself. If not, the healer will be close by. We’ll never go too far,” Iris said.

	“Oh, that’s wonderful news. You won’t go too far. What do you think is too far? You won’t kill me, but you will hurt me!” My breaths came in short, rapid gasps as I exclaimed my fear out in the open.

	“I’m afraid we don’t have many options,” Hoda said. 

	“No. I don’t agree. I don’t want to do it. There are many options, one of which is not even trying to awaken my powers.” I waited for a moment, hoping they would come to their senses. It was nonsense. How could they even think I would agree to it? I didn’t care if I had magic or if it ever showed if the only way to get it out was by force, painful force. Agreeing to not go home and protect the wall never entailed torture.

	When it became clear, that wasn’t the case. I shook my head in disbelief and ran out of the room.

	The only way to clear my mind was to run out of these mountain walls. My body craved fresh air, far away from the nightmare that had become my life. The loss of air reminded me of the panic attack Sol had made me realize I was having. 

	My mind wasn’t clear enough to go find Beta or Ahn, but I wanted to talk to them or be near them. So, I ran outside. The guards fell in behind me immediately, and since the ball, I must admit it was nice having them around. Today, unfortunately, I wanted to run from them too, so I gestured to them to stay a few feet away from me.

	The stone path was wet and slimy, making me almost slip a few times from walking so fast. But the air was getting thinner, and I could feel my lungs filling up with much needed clarity.

	Then I got to the sea. I wanted to get in and swim back, forget anything had ever happened. But at the same time, I was terrified of it and of everything that transpired. So, I stood there in the sand, watching the waves slowly rumble in a familiar pattern. At least the waves were always predictable. They seemed like the only constant in my life.

	I heard a meow behind me, and I jolted to look back. It was the cat from Noor. “What? How are you here? How are you even alive?”

	Goosebumps took over my body, and my eyes went wide in shock. I knew it was only a cat, but she was part of my home and she’d survived.

	She came right up to me and started rubbing against my legs. I sat down on the sandy ground and took her in my arms. I held her close to my chest, and she purred. Finally, I could breathe deep breaths again.

	I spent the next hour on the beach with her. Just watching the sea and talking it out with the cat. Something I used to do at home. She was laying in my lap and always reached for head scratches. She was also all alone in this new world. I knew she didn’t have a home in Noor, but maybe she had company. Who knew what she was doing? Maybe she hadn’t left the beach. Maybe she’d known I would come back one day.

	It was time to get back, and thankfully the cat followed me. I hoped it would. It was close to winter, and I wanted to get her inside the castle. The castle was filled with animals passing by. Some stayed, and some lived outside, but no one ever forced them to do anything. I knew she would be welcome too.

	I brought her to my room, but as I neared the doors, I heard muffled sounds that made me want to back away. There was bickering inside my room. Again, two men, and this time I recognized them immediately. The cat was at my feet when I opened the red door and found Rulin and Sol in the middle of my room. Sol holding his coat and Rulin holding my torn dress. They both looked at me.

	Sol said to Rulin, “I have work to do,” and strode past me as if he’d never seen me.

	I looked at Rulin in confusion. “What are you doing in my room?”

	His angry face faded when the realization hit him. He was in the wrong of breaching my privacy. He began explaining, “I went to find you after practice, but you weren’t there, so I went to your room. I saw the door open, and the warrior was here looking for his coat, which he left last night.” He grasped my dress even tighter, then dropped it on the chair near the fireplace.

	“I thought he was stealing something.” He took a steady breath before fixing me with an inscrutable stare. “But then he explained, while peeling your dress from the coat, he lent it to you yesterday.”

	“And why were you arguing with him if he explained the situation?”

	“I didn’t believe him. I thought he took advantage of you. I still think that. I saw you talking to him yesterday, and I know you have every right to be with whomever you please, but… he’s a stone-cold killer, Valeri.”

	“And I can’t talk to him?” I asked, ignoring the low killer remark.

	“You can but… His coat is in your room and your dress is torn. The bed isn’t made. You tell me: what would you think?”

	“There isn’t anything for you to think. I am not yours and you will not make me feel bad about who I spend my nights with.”

	“You can be with anyone you want. I only want you to choose wisely. He’s not good for you.” His gaze fell to the floor as I let him believe my interest in Sol was more than I was telling him.

	“Will you get rid of him?” I asked.

	“He’s not under my command. Not until I become king,” he said, his voice pained. As if he wanted to be king and have that kind of power. To be his commander. And Sol was going against him, which he didn’t see often. Maybe it was time to tell him the truth, to resolve the tension.

	“I didn’t spend the night with him. He helped me when my dress got torn and lent me his coat.” No need to explain how it got torn. “You don’t have to believe me, and I don’t care if you do, but I’m telling you the truth, and so was Sol. I don’t need to lie to you. Now please leave my tower unless there is anything more you wish to say.”

	After a tense pause, he said, “There is something else.” He didn’t really believe me. He wanted to, but I could see the doubt on his face. “I wanted to invite you to read with me. I sometimes teach new wiccans the ways, and I thought I could help you with the academic part of training.”

	Training… Now all the memories from the witches came flooding back. I bit my tongue hard enough to draw blood, and the metallic taste filled my mouth. There was rage coursing through me that I didn’t want him to witness.

	“Yes, I’ll come to you,” I managed to say, only to get rid of him. “Now please leave.” My voice cracked at the last word. My eyes watered at the thought of pain. I didn’t want to tell him. I didn’t want to tell anyone but the cat, who was hiding under my bed now because of all the arguing.

	Hesitantly, he walked out and left me alone, like I wanted to be.

	My room felt dirty. It was as if all of the negative energy was glooming around. I could feel it weighing down on my soul. I opened the window, lit the fireplace, and got to cleaning before my emotions got the best of me.

	It was well past lunch when I heard a knock, and without my signaling anything, Beta entered. “You never called for lunch today.”

	I’d completely forgotten.

	“Who is that?” she asked while walking to the cat and getting down on the floor to pet her.

	“That’s Shelly, my cat. I hope.” I’d named her after the shell that brought us here, and I didn’t like to call her my cat because I believed they could come and go as they pleased. 

	“She is so precious. It’s been a long time since someone kept one in the castle. They are usually reluctant to keep their companions.”

	“Companions? What do you mean? I’ve seen many animals in the castle.”

	“All those animals are just passing through, but no one brought an animal for themselves. Usually, special animals claim a witch as theirs. To help guide you in life, but since the war, most animals decided not to connect with anyone.” She inched closer to me and lowered her voice. “You know, I heard some used to transform into other beings by the aid of their stone.”

	I raised my brows in wonder. That magic was rare to her. I never knew they could be stunned by magical abilities, as I often was.

	“Rulin was here, and he said nothing about it,” I blurted out.

	“Oh, the prince was here. I see,” Beta said with a smirk. 

	“Not like that. He wanted to offer to teach me magic.” 

	“Oh, I’m sure he did,” she joked again. “I know all about

	you and the prince and the warrior.”

	“What?” I gasped. “And what would that be, Beta?” 

	“There is talk all over the castle about you and the warrior. That he took a human girl to bed, scandalous but better than my mates… lords and dukes.” She had a strained look in her eyes. I knew it was hard for her to be with strangers and not decide her own destiny. “You have been busy, Val.” She tried to hide behind a smile.

	“That’s enough. There hasn’t been one man in my bed, and I wasn’t in anyone else’s either. Sol is just a trainer from now on, and I’m not interested in him like that. I’m more interested in him as a friend.” Now her smile wasn’t hiding any emotion. Did she like Sol? “Also I’m not ready for anything with anyone.”

	I finally said it out loud and partially admitted the truth. I wasn’t ready for anyone because some part of me wanted Rulin instead, which I hadn’t realized until now.

	It was hard to admit, even to myself, but it was the truth. Some twisted part of me wanted him or maybe wanted this. A safe life in a castle. The promise of safety with a prince. It was against all my beliefs, but I couldn’t hide it anymore. Not from myself. It was an internal battle to lock my emotions, and I couldn’t do it anymore.

	When other men surrounded me, I hoped to replace him. Find the pull toward someone else. But as of last night, when I saw him with other women and when I talked to Sol, I realized I wasn’t ready. I wouldn’t pursue Rulin, but more time was needed to become friends, and maybe then I would be ready to find another man. And maybe over time, I could even leave the castle. Hope was my only friend in this matter. But Sol was someone to pass the time with and maybe someday even become a good friend or at least an acquaintance, as he didn’t speak much. Currently, he was the only one who could help me better myself.

	We sat on the floor, playing with the cat, and talked for hours, as I always could with Beta.

	 


CHAPTER 12
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	THE NEXT MORNING SEEMED hazy after yesterday’s ordeal. I had no idea where to go. I didn’t want to see the witches, that was certain, but I couldn’t lock myself away either. I didn’t know if I wanted to continue practicing the same way or to ignore it altogether, because there was no way I was letting them torture me. But I still wanted to access my powers and do anything to protect the wall. Sol assured me King Nicholai couldn’t break through, but the high priestesses want my powers for a reason.

	I played in bed a little while longer with Shelly, and after breakfast, I got dressed in my usual attire. Wearing my black shirt and leather pants, I told the guards to bring me to the warrior Sol. This was the final option, trying to train with Sol instead of the witches. The guards would know where he was, probably.

	They brought me all the way outside to the clearing on the nearby mountain. And there he was, with a small group of warriors, training. I wished I had brought a cloak; it was freezing.

	“Good morning,” I told him as I approached.

	“Grab that staff over there and start walking,” he said and pointed up the rest of the mountain.

	I didn’t understand. He never spoke. He always expected you to know what to do. So, I grabbed the staff leaning on the mountain rock, woven from many branches that intertwined with each other, creating something sturdier than a simple branch. I felt like a fool, but what could I do? Sol grabbed another staff and came to my side.

	“Walk to the top of the mountain and all the way down. The bar is here to help you if you feel tired. Find me when you’re done.”

	“I thought you would teach me how to fight?”

	“When you gain the muscle needed to fight, then I will teach you.”

	I nodded and followed his command like one of the warriors.

	I climbed the mountain. My body almost gave up. I had to stop several times, but I finished it anyway, and before I realized, it was almost nightfall. The days were much shorter, but still it took me the whole day to walk the mountain, and I only ate breakfast that day. When I got to the clearing of the mountain, I found no one. Everyone had left, and I had to find Sol. So, I told the guards inside the castle to take me to him again.

	The castle had never been this warm. My hair was wet from the mist in the mountains, and my clothes were stuck onto me from sweat. I could feel the weather was enhanced by magic and stronger than what I was used to in Noor.

	The guard took me to the right wing of the castle. The place where I had wandered off when Sol first found me. I didn’t know if I should be here, but the guards were taking me this time. If I wasn’t supposed to be here, they wouldn’t allow me to follow. Now, that part of the castle swarmed with warriors all looking at me. The guard took me to a small tower that only seemed to have one room, and Sol opened the door in full uniform. One would expect him to change, at least in his room.

	“Good, you finished before nightfall. Better than I expected,” he said, and I was fuming with rage.

	“You couldn’t have said when to come or where or what I would be doing. Why won’t you talk to me?” I was pleading for an answer I knew would come only in the form of a riddle.

	“I am your trainer now. I don’t have to explain anything to you. You have to do as I say.”

	“And when you don’t say? Should I learn to read your mind?”

	“Then do as you wish, but don’t expect me to find you and ask you to train. You need to find me. You are the one who needed me, not the other way around.”

	Every part of my body wanted to fight back. Just scream at him to be a bit kinder, but there was no point. Talking to him was like talking to a stone wall. I walked away, almost limping from all the blisters on my feet. Fine, I’d see him again in the morning.

	When I walked out of the tower, Rulin was in the hall talking with some of the warriors. His eyes widened when he saw me wet coming from the warrior’s room.

	“You don’t want to know,” I said as I walked past him, keeping my eyes straight instead of looking at him.

	Everything was colliding against me, but I had no energy to remark. Limping by him was my only option.

	The next morning, I awoke with the worst muscle pains, but that wasn’t all. My skin was covered in sweat, yet I shivered from the cold. My toes were blocks of ice, and I couldn’t feel my nose.

	I should have come back for a cloak yesterday. This fever was the last thing I needed. It was too cold outside for the way I was dressed. My nose was running, and I couldn’t move, not only from the muscle aches, but my whole body hurt.

	I should get up and see a healer, or at least tell him to bring me healing herbs, because I didn’t want to disappoint Sol. I had to train today; it would look bad if I gave up on the second day. But I couldn’t move an inch from the cold. So, I stayed there, thinking about how I should move and at least light the fire, but to no avail.

	Ahn brought me breakfast I couldn’t eat, so she brought me some soup for lunch, and that was the only thing that helped me. I told her to not spend time with me because I didn’t want her to see me this way, and I didn’t want company. The fever broke me. There was no energy left in me to spend time in anyone’s company. I wanted to be alone, but right after lunch, someone walked into the room.

	The curtains were pulled over the window to hide the scorching daylight and to hide me. I didn't have the energy to do it myself again after the fire Ahn lit died out. The fire also didn’t light itself anymore. Beta pulled the magic from my room as she knew I wanted to be alone. So, I was in complete darkness, which suited me. I liked the dark, but not the cold. My eyes burned from the light.

	“I heard you were sick,” Rulin said, standing far away from the sound of it. “Isn’t it cold here?”

	“I don’t have the will to light the fire,” was the only thing I managed to say.

	He walked immediately to the fireplace and started lighting it. “I don’t understand why you refuse servants that want to help you, or even friends that want to take care of you. Why didn’t you let them light the fire or even let the castle do magic?”

	“I don’t want them to see me this way. And the light burns my eyes. I thought the cold was the lesser pain.” The fire finally caught on, and he saw me. He saw my dark under eye circles and pale face and red nose. I wanted to hide under the blankets from embarrassment.

	“To see you like what? Bedridden? You should have said something,” he said as if not seeing what had become of me. 

	“Like this. Sick, pale, and disgusting. A human.” My voice cracked.

	The last word struck him. “You don’t want them to see you as human?”

	“Do you ever get sick?” I asked him.

	“Of course. We do have skilled healers, but we still get sick from time to time. Why don’t I call for a healer?”

	“No, don’t, I don’t want magic,” I raised my voice. “This is just a cold, and all will be better tomorrow,” I lied, as the idea of magic fixing my humanity scared me. At least until my own magic kicked in.

	He stood over the fireplace, and I couldn’t look at him from the light, but within seconds, the fire was out. When I looked in his direction clearly now, I saw the fire didn’t die out. It was black, and he enhanced the flames with a flick of his wrist. Fire magic. Those were black flames so that I didn’t have to look at the light. As if a shadow fell over the flames and shielded me from its shine.

	He started walking to the door, and I could see how hurt he was. Even though it shouldn’t, something in me felt for him and wanted to improve his day. It wasn’t right, but while my body was broken, I couldn’t control my emotions.

	“Will you stay with me?” I asked quietly, almost whispering.

	I could see his hopeful smile in the dark fire’s lighting. Even after everything, he wanted to stay with me. He paused, not knowing where to go. The chair or the bed. I turned toward him, my back to the chair, so he knew where to go.

	He sat on the bed, which was spacious enough to fit two more adults between us. His legs were dangling to the side of the bed, and he leaned on the pillows. His shoulders loosened, and he was magnificent in this relaxed state.

	Even though the black flames gave less lighting, I could still see stubble grazing his cheeks and the eyes that could convince me of almost anything. It was unsettling to see him do magic. I was surrounded by it every day, and my practice with the high priestesses was filled with magic, but still I wasn’t used to him doing it.

	“Are you certain?” he asked.

	“Certain of what? I’m sure I want someone to talk to when I’m sick, even though I won’t be able to reply so fast and feistily as if I were healthy.”

	He chuckled when Shelly jumped on the bed and curled in between us.

	“Wow, who do you have here?” His face was radiant with delight at the sight of Shelly.

	“This is Shelly. A cat that lives in my room,” I replied. 

	“Isn’t she a cutie?” he said as he stroked her at the same moment I did, and our hands touched. “My goddess, you are burning Val,” he said, concerned. “Are you sure you don’t want a healer?”

	“I’m sure Rulin.”

	He was hesitant but left it at that.

	He started talking about pets in the castle. Something about kindred souls from another life finding each other. It was interesting and reminded me of what Ahn said, but I couldn’t keep my eyes open long enough and fell asleep.

	When I opened them again, I saw Rulin asleep next to me. My eyes drooped back down, and I fell asleep again almost immediately. Sometimes I was aware of my surroundings with my eyes closed but mouth opened, gasping for air. I wanted water but couldn’t speak it, because my mouth was too dry. My tongue was stuck to the roof of it. Each of my muscles ached hard enough to pin me in place.

	Sometimes I felt Rulin’s hand on my forehead, checking me. The last time, he even tried to wake me. But I couldn’t reply to him. I released a moan to show him I was awake, and at the sound, I felt the bed heave up and a cry to the guards. Darkness took over again. Sheltering me from the physical pain.

	When I awakened, I was in a tub full of ice in my nightgown, which was sticking to my skin and soothing my aches. Rulin was next to the tub, wetting my face with a cloth.

	“Thank the goddess. You were burning and haven’t woken since yesterday,” he said the moment my eyes fluttered open. The healer was standing in the doorway, speaking to someone.

	“You called the healer,” I whispered.

	“It was a good thing I did. You would have died otherwise. I don’t care if you’re mad at me.”

	Many servants arrived and forced the prince out. They took over, cooling my body, and I saw him standing in the doorway holding a gauze he used to cool my forehead. His eyes were narrowed, and I could swear I saw tears filling them before he turned away and left.

	In the tub, my mind was coming and going. It was hard to stay awake, but the cold jolted me up every time I dozed off. 

	My fever went down after a while, and I was in bed again, feeling much better after some tea from the healer. The servants washed me and put me in dry clothes, wrapped me up in bed and lit the black fire back up. Rulin was back by my side now, even though I thought he had left.

	“I don’t want to leave you alone. I was in the dining room while they took care of you,” he said, and I could feel the anger rolling off of him.

	Even though his words were kind, he was pushing down other emotions not to insult me. He wanted me to invite him to stay again. But I didn’t want to admit it.

	I wanted him near. I wanted him always, but that was something I couldn’t voice, and it was important to recover in peace.

	“I should rest. I promise you can come visit me once a day, and when I recover, I will come to you for the lectures,” I said instead.

	“If I were king, I would punish the warrior for his reckless behavior.” He growled. His emotions got the best of him at last.

	“What behavior? He gave me a task, and I was stupid enough not to grab a cloak. He wants me to think for myself and not give me orders, which I respect. Not to be a soldier, he wants me to better myself.”

	His wide eyes turned to something dark at the way I protected Sol as if he was insulted. After a moment, which lasted a lifetime, he said, “Fine.” And ground his teeth before continuing, “I don’t want to rile you up. Rest up and tomorrow we will talk.”
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	Three days passed until I was back to my normal strength. Rulin was there every day after lunch, never missing the promised deal. Sometimes he read to me, sometimes talked, or even sat in silence, but he came every day. His presence was more than welcome, even being there like a friend.

	Every morning Beta came, talking of all the gossip. Ahn was there all day too, in and out, checking everything was well. Shelly wasn’t always present, as Beta warned me, but she was by my side almost every night.

	I still had some muscle soreness, but I was rested and ready to go. It was time to get up and get dressed. This time I took a cloak with me, and with my two trusty guards, Maze and Leon, I went up the mountain to train.

	Sol was, as usual, very serious and sparing with words. He didn’t even ask if I was fine, and he certainly knew how unwell I got. He requested I climb the mountain again. And so, I did.

	The guards didn’t follow me. It was known the mountains over the castle were safe. No one told me about anything under the mountains, as I didn’t want to ask.

	This time I was slower because of the cloak and the fever, but still managed to be done before nightfall as I was out earlier, almost at dawn.

	When I descended to the clearing, Sol was still there training alone, which was odd. Then I saw her. Beta, presumably waiting for me, but I could be mistaken for the way she looked at Sol.

	She was lost in her gaze, and Sol knew it, but not once did he cast a glance her way. He had complete control over his training. Maybe he stayed to guard her, but she had two guards by her side, maybe because she was the princess, and he had to make sure she was safe outside the castle walls, but he didn’t look at her. He trained, and I saw Beta looking at him admiringly. Her eyes quickly turned to mine when she noticed me, making me jump.

	“What are you doing here?” I asked.

	“I’m just checking up on you. It’s your first day after everything, and I wanted to make sure you were alright.” She tried not to look at Sol again. So, I looked at him to tease her. 

	“Are you sure you wanted to see me?” I asked her playfully, raising my eyebrow. She jabbed my arm, not very princess-like, and we both burst into a belly laugh while moving toward the castle.

	After bickering and teasing about men on both ends, she left me at my tower to bathe and dress in a simple gown to go to Rulin’s library for the education he’d promised.

	He was sitting in a big leather armchair with a book in his lap. Dressed in black pants and a green silk shirt with the top ties open, showing his pale skin. He also had a drink in hand.

	“What are we celebrating?” I asked.

	He was peering at me in confusion, so I pointed to the drink.

	“Oh, I drink one of these every evening after dinner.” 

	“We only had alcohol at Lunebris.” My gaze fell to the floor. Maybe to hide my embarrassment of my poor past compared to his. Drinking alcohol every day would mean we would spend all of our money and have nothing left for food. Only drunks did that, and they all lost themselves soon enough. Like my father.

	“Lunebris, that is a suitable topic to start with. How about we learn about them?” he quickly said, changing the subject after seeing my discomfort.

	I sat across from him in a leather chair. “Sure, why not?” 

	He got up and poured me a finger of the same liquid and grabbed a book. The first sip of this amber liquid opened a fresh wave of taste in me. Never before had I tasted something similar. It was strong, and it burned the back of my throat, but the smoky aftertaste left me wanting more.

	We sat and drank over one glass of spirit and talked about Lunebrises past. I told him about human traditions, and he told me about wiccan.

	He explained why it was important and how it connected to magic. Pagan holidays were to honor the earth, and the gods who helped us. The wiccan traditions were to honor nature itself, and the goddess who was one with it.

	Traditions were very similar to giving back to nature and making an altar. Theirs were much more detailed and almost had rules to follow. They also had something to gain from these rituals. More connection to magic.

	Now I understood we had the opportunity too, but I was too ashamed to admit we discarded all our traditions and made our own, which mostly consisted of getting drunk and trying not to puke our stomachs out. Granted, after our memories of magic were wiped, we had to adapt and created the most familiar religion to adhere to.

	We talked and talked until late at night. I never realized how late it was until I was slumped in the chair, and my eyes were closing, but I had a smile on my face.

	“Don’t fall asleep here. Your back will hurt. Trust me, these chairs aren’t made for a good night’s rest,” he said with a simper, which sent shivers down my spine, but I decided to bite back.

	“Then where should I fall asleep?” We shared a look as if having the same thought. His bed. Both of us shook our heads to clear our minds though and sat up. That thought must have been the alcohol. “I should go to bed. I have practice tomorrow.”

	“How are you advancing with the high priestesses?” 

	“It’s not with the witches,” I hissed at the mere mention of them.

	“Oh, still with Sol, then.” His eyes spoke more words than that.

	“Yes.” I looked at the floor

	“You don’t want to talk about it.”

	“No, I don’t. I want to keep it separate. If it’s all right with you.”

	He didn’t know that his sister was interested in Sol, who, without any emotion shown, was also interested. It wasn’t my place to meddle and, frankly, not my place to say anything to Rulin.

	“Anything you need.” He got up and held out a hand to help me. I swayed as I got up, and he caught me by my waist, his fingers pressing into my skin. He leaned in and brushed a lock of hair behind my ear, which made goosebumps cover my body. We were close again, and I could feel his breath on my neck. His eyes were full of hope, and I could see he was ready to take the next step. It was all up to me. I bit my lip and pulled away.

	As a man of honor, he walked me to my room. We walked in silence, and the cold hallways cleared my mind, which made it easier not to invite him to my room as I wanted so deeply. It was the first night I was unable to stop thinking about him, and the way his hand molded around my waist, but after a lot of tossing and turning, I managed to fall asleep again, with him invading my mind.
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	Days blurred together by their similarities. I trained from dawn till dusk, and then in the evenings Rulin held his lectures. My body grew the muscles needed to fight, and my mind advanced with knowledge that I craved.

	We didn’t drink again as we both realized it wasn’t smart, but the warmth of his library always made me feel secure and more confident in our friendship.

	Since then, I managed to run the mountain and even got to hold a sword. Sol said I still had long ways to go. At least my muscles had caught up though. The sword was only to see if I could pick it up and hold it in place for long enough. Which I failed at miserably.

	 


CHAPTER 13
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	BETA RAN INTO MY bedroom this morning almost tripping on her sapphire gown, which made her eyes glow and her pale complexion glisten. Without her cherry painted lips, I would think she was a ghost. She wistfully begged me to go to the ball again tonight.

	“I can’t, sorry. Last time was terrible, and I would truly like to focus on my training.”

	“But please, I promise not to leave you alone this time.” 

	She begged and begged.

	“Let’s have a ball of our own,” I said.

	“What?” She sat up and stared at me, slack jawed.

	“My sister and I used to dress up in our cottage and have dances. We can do that here.” She was shocked, as I never spoke of my sister.

	“That’s a good idea. We can dress up! Ahn can come too.” Her eyes shone with excitement.

	“Where would we have it?” I asked.

	“My tower! I have a big dining room. We can remove everything and dance till our legs fall out from under us.” She laughed, and so did I.

	After all the training and learning, it would be good to have a girls’ night. Maybe even have some fun, but I should be strict with my alcohol consumption if I wanted to train the next morning. Letting down Sol was the last thing I wanted to do.
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	That night I dressed up like I never had before, in a dark green shimmering gown with a low back, then told the guards to take me to Beta’s tower. Nobody suspected anything, as they all thought I was going to accompany her to the ball, but they didn’t know we wouldn’t be leaving the room.

	Ahn came dressed as a servant to Betas’ room. She could change there, so no one knew. Tomorrow, we would tell them Beta was ill, and we had to stay inside to keep an eye on her. Of course, she would be all healed up by the next morning or the afternoon, depending on her drinking capacity.

	The room was delightfully snug. Her dining room was also on the main floor, as most were, so the servants didn’t have to bring the food upstairs or downstairs. It had only a few windows, we covered them so no one saw us, and the rug was taken out so we could dance on the wooden floorboards.

	Beta was standing in the middle of the room, ordering everyone around in a beautiful purple sleeveless gown. Her hair was let loose, which she rarely did, as was mine because I wore it mostly tied up.

	Ahn also got a purple gown which perfectly matched her eyes. Beta had it made for her. She was standing next to the window, admiring her gown. It was hard for her to accept it, but we didn’t give her much choice.

	Ahn told us she would wear her servants’ dress and was completely content with it, but Beta almost threw up on the spot. No way was a friend of hers not wearing a gown.

	That was why she spent most of her afternoon using spells to find the perfect match. Long and shining with the puffiest of bottoms just for her. She was the honored guest tonight, in our eyes.

	Candles floated on the ceiling, cascading the most alluring orange lighting. The music started soft and swell. When everyone left the room and left us with our drinks, we swayed, danced, and drank.

	We drank the sweetest mead I’d ever tasted. It warmed my whole body, and I never felt so light. The wine was too drinkable to control the consumption. I was with people I could be myself with, and that made me let loose.

	When we drank a bit more, we also started dancing faster as more time passed by. We didn’t stop. We danced the night away. Not knowing how much time passed, all my wishes of training faded away more and more with each sip I took and each step I swayed. Tossing our shoes, it could be morning for all we knew, but there was no stopping us.

	We swirled and twirled, and at one moment I looked at the door and saw Rulin standing there, leaning on the doorframe, smiling at us. I stopped, almost tripping on my dress, feeling somewhat embarrassed. My hair was now all loose and a mess from the sweat. The girls also looked at him.

	“Go away. You weren’t invited,” Beta said as they continued dancing.

	I walked to him. “What are you doing here?” I asked. 

	“Beta wasn’t at the ball, and she’s never missed one. Even with all the sly men, she loves to dance. I thought something was amiss. I was definitely right.” He chuckled. I didn’t say anything. I looked at his beautiful smile. “Would you like to dance with me?” he asked, and I nodded.

	Then his hand took mine, and the other wrapped around my waist as we twirled around the room. His eyes never left mine. His hand pressed firmly against me, and I loved the touch of him on my bare back. As he trailed up and down, he grazed each rib with his soft fingers. After a while of dancing, Beta swirled into us. “That is enough. It’s our night,” Beta said and forced him out.

	He looked at me, his shining eyes ablaze with desire before the doors closed. We continued dancing, but I couldn’t get him out of my mind. After a while, I told the girls I had to go to sleep because I had training. Rulin made me sober up, and all the emotions left me high enough to keep me from drinking more. Going to my room was faintly the plan, but when I got out of her tower, I couldn’t go to my room. Not until I saw him.

	I didn’t know why, but I wanted to see his face again. Maybe it was the wine, but I didn’t care, not one bit. All I could feel since he left was his hand burning on my skin.

	I told the guards to bring me to his tower, and they did. It was near Beta’s, so it wasn’t a long walk. It was cold, as some of the windows were open in the corridors, almost making me turn around.

	The cold air had always kept me straight, but this time the fog around my mind wasn’t budging even though I knew it wasn’t right. The heat inside me was prevailing, and I wasn’t letting go.

	When I walked into his tower, hoping to find a dining room on the main level, there was a sitting room with leather couches and a fireplace that was roaring. I started getting up the stairs to his room. I knocked, and there was no answer. Maybe I should’ve knocked at the tower doors. I should leave.

	“What are you doing here?” I could recognize his voice from miles away, but now he was standing at the bottom of the stairs.

	“I’m sorry… I don’t know,” I said to Rulin. “Why are you not asleep?” I pointed to the bedroom.

	“I was, but then I heard someone walking in my tower and got up to see.” In the dark, it was hard to see his messy hair, but I didn’t miss that he was shirtless.

	“You slept in the library again?” I asked.

	“No.” He took a step toward me. “My room is downstairs. I don’t like windows where I sleep.”

	I mimicked his steps toward him. When we met in the middle, no words were left to say. For just a moment, the space between us was filled with heartbeats trying to match each other.

	“Would you like to see where I sleep?” he asked, a breath away.

	“Yes.” There was nothing I would have liked more at that moment.

	He took my hand and led me all the way down the stairs. It seemed like the library, except there was nothing but an unmade bed right in the center. We didn’t talk, just held hands.

	He turned to me and said, “I know this seems insane, but from the moment I saw you, I couldn’t have a still night without imagining it next to you.”

	His words were like a spell, sending shivers down my spine. My mouth opened for him on impulse. He wrapped a hand around my waist and pulled me flush against his chest. He held me tightly as his lips grazed mine, and I parted them for him. His touch and mouth drew a moan from my lips, and he growled hungrily in response. His arms found their way to the back of my dress where he swiftly untied it at the base of my spine, making it glide all the way down to my ankles, leaving me in nothing but my undergarments. There was no breeze in the room, but my skin felt the chill of excitement.

	He lifted me up by my thighs. Instead of the bed, he pressed me into the wall and pinned himself against me. The heat at my center was unbearable as I started grinding against him, trying to ease the need for release. His eyes locked with mine, and lips barely touching. We breathed heavily into each other.

	Freeing his hand from my thigh, he tore my undergarments, placed me back on my feet and dove himself onto my lips. I trailed my fingers through his golden hair while his hands found their way to my waist, making me flush with his chest once more. His grip around my waist led us to the bed, and when I felt my legs bumping against it, he deftly pushed me onto it. Crawling on top of me all the way, looking at every inch of me, utterly naked before him. What was I doing?

	All my senses hastened as his shining green eyes grazed upon my body with hunger. He bent down, kissed me slower and with control, making a slow moan escape within me, encouraging him.

	His soft lips trailed to my neck, making me forget all doubt I coveted before. Now in his arms, I never felt safer. Having someone lust for you in such a way made me feel insatiable. I was almost unable to pull away and knew he was equally and completely starving for my body and soul. 

	My breath became shallow as he shed the remaining of his clothes and placed himself above me again. Waiting for a sign of encouragement again. Making me feel safe and in control. To his will, I bent, arching my back. Craving his touch. We became one as he made me moan and scream out his name in pleasure, accompanied by his own release.

	That night we ravaged each other until we were spent, laying in each other’s arms covered in sweat and barely breathing. My heart was content. If I could, I would stay this way forever. In his arms, protected and full of pleasure, but even dreams had to come to an end, and with a heavy sigh, I had to peel myself from him.

	Sitting at the edge of the bed looking at a magical being sleeping. My heart skipped a beat again, pulling me back to him, but it was better to rest in my own bed. Gods only knew there would be no rest here, and I promised myself to continue training. So, I willed myself off the bed. Leaving the torn undergarments in his room and only covered in my dress, I made my way back to my tower.

	When I arrived at my room, dawn was long gone, and to my demise, there was no time for sleep. I took a quick wash, a bite of my breakfast and ran off to train with Sol.

	Of all the training, physical and mental, that night was my undoing. Everything ached, but in a good way. A way I wouldn’t want to forget. Sol was, as usual, completely oblivious to my tired state from drinking and dancing and all the other activities. He made me do all the usual training, including my worst nightmare. The soldiers. Laying down flat on the ground and pushing myself up, after which I had to leap in the air as high as I could before repeating it.

	This was my punishment, and all the jumping caused the contents of my stomach to climb to the top. Luckily, I was able to control myself, although I wanted to spill it all out on Sol for making me work so hard all the way to sunset.

	The walk to the castle was nothing short of beautiful. The trees surrounding it were dead, but the sky was full of overlapping colors, reminding me of the shell that brought me here. I hadn’t heard the melody since Rulin saved me. Maybe it truly wanted to lead me here, and when I arrived, it disappeared.

	For the first time, making me thankful and making me grin all the way to my room. Kicking off my boots before entering the room was my new routine for all the training, the autumn weather made my boots carry ample amounts of mud inside.

	To my surprise, Rulin was sitting on the edge of my bed, eyeing me as his next meal, even though I was sweaty and sticky from today’s training.

	“Where did you run off to?” he said with a grin.

	“Didn’t want to disturb your beauty sleep, and I had training,” I said with a cocky grin.

	He walked to me slowly. “Sleeping next to you would be nothing close to a disturbance.” His voice became lower, and everything in my body trembled.

	“I’m sorry, it won’t happen again.” I played his game. What has happened to me to gain all this new confidence?

	“It better not.” He was a breath away, but the last thing I wanted was for him to have me this sweaty.

	“Well, next time I’ll maybe even bring my nightgown,” I said with a grin and walked right past him to the entrance of the bathing room. “But now I have to get clean and rest.” 

	“Maybe I can help you get clean. And I wouldn’t mind sleeping in your bed if you need rest.” 

	He was too much. Everything he said made my skin shiver and made me almost bend to his will.

	“I’m not worried about your cleaning capabilities. I’m more worried there will be none of that, when you get your hands on me,” I said while pulling the shirt out of my pants. “Don’t worry. I will find you when I’m rested.”

	I turned away from his gaping mouth, pulled the shirt off while walking to the bath and giving him a glimpse of my bare back. “Don’t forget to close the door. And your mouth,” I said.

	He coughed in surprise, and the door closed right after. That was enough teasing for now. My body needed the release of sleep and clean skin.

	 


CHAPTER 14
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	THIS MORNING A LETTER got sent to my room, which was odd. But it was from the king, which left me even more surprised. No one usually wrote to me. This might be important then, as it was written in beautiful curling letters.

	He had invited me to go for a ride with him, even though I doubted this was his handwriting. Of course, he must’ve used a servant for that. My plans for today were changing.

	After a good night’s sleep and a breakfast fit for three people, I wanted to go training and in the evening visit Rulin for our lectures. Maybe something more. But who was I to refuse the king’s invitation?
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	I got my rider’s uniform delivered and met the king in front of the castle.

	“Dear Valeri, have you ridden before?” the king asked while stroking one of the horses, his breath fogged up in smoke from the cold.

	“I can’t say I have, Your Highness.” 

	“Oh, there is no need for formality here.”

	He brought a white horse for me and a black stallion for him. Those two horses usually pulled his absurdly decorated golden carriage. He didn’t go out much, so the horses were usually ridden by servants bareback around the castle grounds.

	I got up with help from a servant, and we started riding lazily. My experience with horses was pathetic, and I was glad we weren’t riding faster. To be honest, we could have walked at this pace.

	“I invited you here today to check up on how you are progressing.”

	“Well, I’m training with the warriors now, and I’m getting my strength up.” I hoped he hadn’t found out about Rulin and me.

	“What about magic?”

	That was a surprising change of topic.

	“I couldn’t do it, so I took a break for the unforeseeable future,” I joked.

	“Then I don’t know how long you can stay here for.”

	Was he joking too? His stern face certainly didn’t appear amused.

	“What?” I said in a strained voice.

	“I don’t need another warrior, princess. I need you to show some potential, or you will have to go to the real world and earn your bread. Or you can be a servant here and earn your keep.”

	He wasn’t joking.

	This was something I never expected to hear, but still, it made some kind of sense. I was holding space here. Even though the castle was mostly empty, I was still a nobody.

	“But the prince said there were people willing to hurt me if I go. Does he want me out?” I was scared for the answer, but I hoped this would be my saving grace.

	“No, he doesn’t know about this. But he isn’t king, so there isn’t much he could do about it.”

	“He would hate you if you threw me out. He cares about me,” I cried out, now fighting for my position like a coward through a man.

	“He will adapt. I’m his father, after all, and his king. Little warrior, there were many girls before you and will be after you.” His face became stiff. His court smile was nowhere to be found.

	The words stung, but I still pleaded, “When I tell him today, we can see what his opinion is about this.”

	“He isn’t here and won’t be for a long time. I sent him away.” His eyes gleamed with gloom. “He was so happy you should have seen him. I told him there was a crisis at the border, and he was needed with the army. After that, I told the warriors to make him work for a month, at least to keep him occupied.” He chuckled.

	I knew he always wanted to be in charge of the army and to start taking his responsibilities as the future king seriously. But he left with no word to me, even though he knew I would be looking for him today. No letter or anything. Even though he didn’t know he would be gone for a month, it stung to realize I was nothing of importance to him.

	The king continued as he saw the questions on my puzzled expression. “He wanted to see you before departure, but I told him he would soon be home, and I would personally inform you of his whereabouts.” He chuckled again.

	There I was, riding with the king down the mountain, thinking I was safe. I read all about eclectic witches and how there were none because none could tap into their power. Even so, I didn’t think they would throw me out. I wasn’t a human, and I wasn’t a witch. I had no genuine powers, but I had witches’ blood in me. My eyes didn’t shine, but I’d broken the ocean wall somehow.

	There was nowhere for me to go, so I pleaded with the king. “I will try to find my magic again, I promise,” I begged as the sudden fear of being alone got to me. And I did want to access my magic, just without torture.

	“I can’t afford for you to try. You have to find it. Why won’t you do what the witches told you?”

	“You are the king, and you can afford anything, so don’t lie to me.” It was a gamble to speak to the king in a patronizing tone, but my anger got the best of me. I contained my tears before continuing, “Do you want the witches to hurt me?”

	My pulse elevated in anticipation of his answer.

	“How do you know they will? Maybe your power will come out just in time.”

	My eyes watered, but I pulled back again. There was no chance the king would see me cry.

	By the time the king had made me feel small and human again, we arrived at the sandy beach.

	“Maybe they will hurt someone you love,” he said with a vile voice, looking straight at the sea.

	I followed his gaze until it landed on the sight that pulled his interest.

	Pia, the water witch, was standing knee deep in the ocean and looking straight out. I didn’t understand. There weren’t other witches around, only Pia, the king, and me. What were we all doing here together? I looked at the king, but he was also focused out at the horizon. When I followed his gaze, I saw someone splashing in the water. Pure horror spread through my body.

	Who was that, and what was Pia doing with them? My eyes strained while the king’s words echoed in my mind. Maybe they will hurt someone you love. The king stayed behind while I rushed my horse to the water. Blond locks of hair and blue eyes were all I could see, and it was more than enough for my heart to stop beating. It was Beta, drowning in the water. The king’s own daughter.

	“What are you doing? That is your daughter in there. She’s drowning!” I screamed at the king, forgoing all my manners and fears of his repercussions.

	The king had a blank expression on his face as his eyes met mine when he spoke. “Then go save her.”

	I saw Beta splashing and fighting against the water, but the water witch kept pushing her down with her powers. Releasing her every so often to get a breath in, just to prolong her torture, just like my nightmares. I jumped from the horse and ran toward her. I couldn’t think or feel. I didn’t know if I should tackle the witch, but I had nothing. I had no powers, so I ran for Beta. Maybe together we could fight it. Beta had powers, why couldn’t she use them?

	The waves were peaceful, but she was drowning. I ran into the water, which was slowing me down, but I had to get deep enough to swim. The water was freezing cold, but the fear of it was gone. I didn’t care one bit. All I cared about was her. How could they? How could her father do such a thing? I almost got to her when she went under, and the sea stilled. I followed but couldn’t see her. So, I swam up for a breath of air and went down again, now deeper.

	There she was, in my blurred sight. Laying on the bottom of the ocean. It looked like her hands and legs were pinned by the water. She was thrashing against it, but to no avail. I tried getting to her, but my ears popped with the pressure change. I went up for air again and back down.

	When I looked at her this time, she didn’t fight anymore. Her eyelids were closing, and the shimmer was disappearing. I swam to her, not caring about the pressure beating down on my head. If need be, I could lose my hearing just to save Beta. I dove for her, and when I was near, it got easier, but when I tried lifting her up, she wouldn’t budge. The water was holding her down. My arms locked beneath her underarms as the water pushed me up, away from her.

	I blew a breath of air into her mouth, hugged her all the way through and pulled and pulled, swimming upwards. Letting the tide pull me up, I held on to her. As I screamed my rage into the water, she slowly peeled off the bottom.

	There was nothing else I knew how to use. I didn’t know water magic, so I used my strength as much as I could.

	We rose from the water slowly, and my lungs burned for air again. When we emerged, Beta didn’t breathe in a full gulp of air as I did. Fear crept inside me again, but not because of the water. It was because losing my friend would be one of the most terrifying things I could live through.

	I swam to the shore carrying her. The beach was full of guards now, but I didn’t have time to look around. The water witch stepped out onto the beach and stood over Beta and me.

	“Why did you do that? Why did you kill her?” I screamed while I pumped her chest to get the water out of her lungs. The guards grabbed my hands, and I roared and thrashed against their hold. The water witch placed her hands above Betas’ lifeless body and started pulling the water out of her lungs.

	All the high priestesses were now together with Pia saving Beta. When she finally puked water herself, I loosed a sigh of relief, then looked at the wretched witch. I tried running at her, screaming. I would kill her if the guards didn’t hold me down again.

	“You witch! I will kill you for this!” I screamed over and over, my throat scratched raw.

	She said in a calm voice, “You could have easily pulled the water from her lungs because you finally tapped into your water magic.” She was unnaturally calm as if nothing short of a murder happened here, but I still wanted to rip her face off.

	“Carry her to her room and don’t let her leave,” the king said. As he passed by me he added, “Now you can stay in the castle, well done,” as he strode off.

	At least Beta was breathing. That was the only thing that mattered, and revenge would come sooner or later. They dragged me away from Beta, but I managed to get a look into her eyes while she mouthed, “Thank you.”

	The look of sadness overfilled her face as she too realized her father had tried to kill her. His only daughter, a soul he was supposed to protect with all his might.

	The guards dragged me all the way to my room and locked the doors. I didn’t know where they took Beta, and they also didn’t let Ahn into my room. I was soaking wet and freezing cold, but there was rage in my heart, keeping my blood boiling. How could this happen? What would happen next? Would they keep me prisoner?

	I didn’t accept their ways, so they opted to torture the people I care about. Who would be next, Ahn or Rulin, or maybe even Beta again? Would she ever forgive me? I was the reason she’d almost died tonight, and the look on her face tore me to my core.

	I didn’t sleep that night. I couldn’t. The only sound in my room was the footsteps of my pacing around after drying myself. All the time planning revenge in my mind, but there was nothing to be done. At least not right now, at this moment. I was mad at myself for not bringing more of the black books to my room. To at least research the high priestesses and how to kill the evil beasts. Taking another being’s life was never something I’d imagined doing. Now all I could imagine was taking their souls to hell, even if it would make my own burn there too.

	They didn’t let me out and didn’t let anyone in, as much as I pleaded and threatened. All of it was aimed at the locked red door that was taunting my powerless mind. The guards wouldn’t talk to me or even say how Beta was doing, which made me even more determined to burn this whole place down in my rage.

	When the sun arose, my thoughts were nowhere close to being stilled or close to a solution. The guards were at my door, dragging me somewhere. Was I going to the dungeons? I never saw where they were. Fear wasn’t near me anymore.

	The path they were taking me wasn’t new, but there could always be an unexpected turn in this castle. I wasn’t backing down. I should’ve explored the castle better to know where everything was. Now I regretted being so comfortable in this place.

	Rulin made me feel safe and now, when he was nowhere to be found, I was by myself figuring out how to survive and save the people I loved. Why did I have to fall for the prince charming story? Longing for someone else to save me when my whole life depended on my own strength.

	To my surprise, they brought me to the training room, all the while not answering any of my questions. The high priestesses and the king waited inside. They took over the room with their mighty stares and prominent chins. The crystals enveloping their attire seemed repulsive in my sight now. The king was in the middle, like a coward, afraid to stand on his own.

	“I hope you didn’t take it too personally,” said Pia, who stood as the king’s right hand. “I wouldn’t really kill her, I think… We just wanted to scare you to drag out those powers.”

	“She is your daughter,” I said while my gaze was fixed on the king.

	“Yes, and she has her part to play,” he replied coldly. 

	“You have two choices, Valeri. You can endure the torture until your powers answer, or we can torture everyone you love until you force out the powers yourself,” the fire witch, Iris, said.

	“But why? Why would you do such a thing? You have enough witches. You have enough power. Why do you need me for god’s sake?” My voice was trembling with rage.

	“You have learned much here, haven’t you, my dear? You are eclectic. There is no one in this generation like you. If we get your powers to work, the war might finally be ours. Don’t you see that? You can save the humans.”

	El continued, “There are no more eclectic witches because there are no more good teachers or willing candidates. We are tired of it. We need you, and we are willing to sacrifice anything to get you. Don’t you understand that?”

	“Why do you think I would ever help you after what you did?” I asked.

	“You will do what we tell you or your loved ones will suffer. I hope you can see that we do this for the greater good and not in evil spirits. You will do everything willingly,” Hoda replied.

	My stomach was turning. I felt like puking even though I’d eaten nothing. I almost cried out at the word willingly. Nothing from here on out would be free for me. They would hold me hostage and they would hurt Beta and Ahn. I had to do this for them.

	“Fine,” I said with a firm voice, “This is not my free will. Nowhere near it, but I won’t let you hurt anyone else. At least anyone else besides me.” I looked at each one of them straight in the eyes while saying, “But I promise you this. There will come a day when all my rage will fall on you and death will follow soon after.” I felt the promise burn straight into my heart, and I swore to fulfill it. I would carry it until it was completed.

	They didn’t even flinch. “Well, now that we’ve settled the matter. Training will start tomorrow. You better rest today, and there will be no more training with the warrior. You aren’t a warrior. You’re an eclectic, my dear, and from today onward, you will be treated as one.” El said the words like it would be an honor, but now it seemed more like a curse.

	The blue witch added, “Congratulations on your water magic. I was pleased you tapped into it so quickly.”

	I stared them down and growled. I didn’t even realize I tapped into the water magic. I didn’t even care for it.

	The guards took me straight to my room, and when I requested to see Beta, they informed me about the strict orders to take me directly to my room. I asked for some books, but they said nothing could be done for now.

	The enforced rules comprised of being in my room all alone, awaiting torture. After I proved myself, some restrictions would be removed until I accepted my fate and joined their plan.

	They were very confident I would join them one day and never doubt them again. What a joke. After all I had witnessed, and after everything I would have to endure, there wasn’t a chance I would join them. As much as I wanted to protect the wall, I saw ill-intentions in their eyes the moment they tortured Beta. I would find a way to protect the wall on my own terms. But playing their game and getting them to believe I was becoming one of the good witches would be my salvation. And their death.

	I didn’t eat, I didn’t sleep, and when Ahn came into my room with lunch, seeing the sight of me, tears pooled in her amethyst eyes.

	“I can’t believe this happened. I can’t stay long. They told me to put down the food and go out.” Her voice shattered me.

	I hugged her tightly. “I promise I’ll make this right. Beta… is she well?”

	“Yes, she’s recovering and is in the clear.”

	The guards knocked on the door, a signal for her to leave. 

	“Promise me you will take care of yourself. Sleep, eat. You won’t survive if you don’t.” She grabbed my face and with her thumbs, smeared the tears coming from my eyes.

	“I promise, don’t worry about me.” 

	And with that, she left.

	That was all I had of conversation that day. All the words I was allowed to have with my friend. At least Beta was well. It was all that mattered right now, and if I could help it, she would never suffer again. To make matters worse, Shelly wasn’t in my room. Ahn never even got to meet her. I searched everywhere. She always came back even though I let her roam the castle. I’d had enough!

	The guards would answer me now, and I started punching the door and screamed, “Where is my cat? Talk to me now!”

	The red-haired guard unlocked my door and said calmly, “The cat is fine. She went to the stables with the horses and will be taken care of. We aren’t the monsters you seem to think we are.” I didn’t care about his feelings or his orders, but he continued before I had time to reply, “We can’t let you out and we can’t tell you much, but if you do as they say, in time, everything can be all right.” He closed the door to my face. A wave of dizziness hit me, and I had to lean on the red door until it passed.

	There was nothing left to say. I was an actual prisoner now but slept in my room and not the dungeon floor. At least I knew Beta and Shelly were alive and doing well. Ahn was right. My body needed rest to gather strength for all the other challenges awaiting me.

	 


CHAPTER 15

	[image: Image]

	THERE WAS NO SUN in the sky yet again when I awoke stiffly in the armchair, and El called for me. The sky was gray, but the stone path around the castle was covered in orange and red leaves that reflected the least bit of light. I walked outside with my four guards for a change, two guiding me in the front and two guarding me from the back. Maybe they were afraid I would escape, but they didn’t know I had nowhere to go. There was no point in running into the unknown.

	We arrived at the beach again but didn’t go to the sea, fortunately. They dragged me to a field nearby where the green witch, El, waited. She stood there with her palms one atop another in a green cloak hiding her ring crystals and waited. I couldn’t even think of the horrors that would occur. I stood in front of her in the soft and damp field.

	Her malevolent gaze fixed on me, and she said, “I repeat. We do this out of good intentions. We need your help to protect the humans.”

	They were always repeating the same nonsense like it would mean something to me. After hurting the people I loved and hurting me all for power. They managed until now with the war, and when I came, suddenly, they just needed my powers to win. I couldn’t believe the only way was waiting for me, for exactly my powers to awake and use. How would they use them? Would they threaten me all my life? There must be a way out, and there should be other potential eclectic witches to train instead of me.

	She gestured to a patch of land beneath my feet, and the ground started rumbling and breaking. Many would think the mountains would move from such a display of power, but no. Only a circle of land beneath my feet. I thought I had more time to prepare or that she would at least explain what would happen, but they didn’t operate that way. They lived for fear and power to mingle. They wanted me in the unknown and to be afraid, almost feeding on my suffering. The land cracked right down the middle, and I fell to my knees. 

	“Concentrate Valeri. You need to patch up the earth or you will fall inside, and the ground will cover you.” For a moment, I almost wanted it to. Let it cover me, bury me alive. At least all this nonsense would be over. I knew my friends would miss me, but they would be rid of the witches who would be searching for another victim.

	Unfortunately, my survival instinct kicked in sooner than I wanted, and I reached out with my mind. I locked my eyes at the crack and tried to mend it. The crack started turning into a muddy puddle but continued collapsing.

	“At least you have your water magic figured out. Now find the earth magic,” the witch yelled.

	“What if I don’t have it? What if I only have water magic?” I pleaded.

	“We will find out soon enough,” she said with a blank look on her face, staring at the dirt beneath my feet.

	When I looked down again, there it was, a black hole ready to bury me. I tried again, concentrating on the earth. I even grabbed some land in my hands and pressed it tightly to feel anything. It was wet and cold, grainy earth with a few grass strands.

	I clawed inside myself to feel any connection, but I couldn’t recognize the feeling. I still didn’t feel the connection to water. I didn’t know how to find it or use it. What was it that I pulled on when I used water magic? If only I could figure out the sensation. Maybe there was the same connection to earth.

	Suddenly, I fell into the black void, and all I managed to do was scream. There was dirt, rocks, and roots all cutting me while I fell, and at the bottom, cold ground waited for me. I fell on my back, and the dirt started trickling down on my face. My body groaned in pain, but I had no time to recognize it. Immediately, when I hit the ground, the earth started closing slowly above me. I jumped, not caring about the scratches or the pain in my muscles, I needed to get out. 

	I grasped the earth and climbed up but kept slipping. The earth was too crumbly and wet. There was no time to climb with the strength of a human. Unfortunately, my magic was nowhere to be found. The hole was closing faster than I could climb. I didn’t care. I couldn’t give up, so I concentrated and went up pushing and pushing. Climbing, even though I knew it was pointless. I closed my eyes and grasped for anything. The earth was becoming firmer, and I could finally get a hold of it. But it wasn’t earth.

	They were roots from something I could grasp, and I climbed using the roots. I didn’t care how I got hold of them. The earth trembled still, and I pushed my hands in and searched for roots to grasp. I pulled myself up faster and faster with each root supporting me firmly. The gap was closing, but I finally reached the top and threw myself into the opening, where I laid on the ground and thanked the gods.

	Panting, I looked at the still gray sky, trying to contain my adrenaline. I was covered in dirt and scratches but felt like gold. How did I manage to survive that hole? The sound of clapping made me come back to reality.

	“By the goddess…”

	She breathed. “I couldn’t have even imagined that you would do this.”

	I lifted my head to look at her, and the once empty field was now filled with trees. Trees whose roots helped me climb. I grew them and guided their roots to grasp them. I was in awe of myself, grinning into the shadows that covered me. How did this happen? I could not repeat it. At least now I knew I could access my water and earth magic if I concentrated enough.

	I stood up. “Are we done now?” I said while trying to calm my adrenaline infused breathing.

	“For now, yes. When you tap into all four elements, we can begin training again.”

	I tried not to show how impressed I was with the power. I wanted to always be neutral and not show emotions. I didn’t want to cry or smile, so when the guards took me away, I held my head high and didn’t even look at her anymore.

	They brought me to my room, where I tended to my wounds alone. They offered a healer, but there was no way I would let anyone near me. I had many scrapes and bruises. Small ones, but they all stung, so I drew myself a bath and lay there soaking my body. I scraped the dirt from my fingernails and hair. My bath water was brown, so I had to take another one afterward.

	After hours of cleaning and inspecting myself, now looking like a punching bag, I sat in front of the fire drying and wondered what to do. I grabbed the first black book and decided to read the rest of the demon chapters. What good would that do me? The monsters I was facing were a whole other breed.

	The Berehit land demons were rarely seen. The Berehit were not common anymore but did still exist. Land Demons were once powerful witches, hungry for more power.

	In the stories, it was a clan of twelve powerful witches that slaughtered villages in search of power. In doing so, they became more and more like beasts, their hunger for power growing with every kill. Nothing could satiate it anymore. No one knew how they managed to steal them. Most believed dark and forbidden magic was used. Many were tempted to do the same, but since then, no one had dared.

	The powers they gained made them immortal but in the most horrific way. The men were transformed into giant beasts with no magic. Only animals. They had no need to feed, but they killed for revenge. Anytime they saw a powerful witch, their instincts told them to kill. Now almost all of them had become extinct.

	It was believed only a few remained. The dead bodies were never found, but there were no sightings of the twelve like there used to be all over the continent. In the beginning, the attacks surfaced every month, then every year, and now there had been nothing for decades.

	No one ever questioned it, and everyone was thankful they died. As far as the book explained, there was no known way to kill them, and no one knew how they’d died. Witches rarely survived to tell the tales, and the ones that did escape didn’t fight. They were lucky enough to get away.

	The book frightened me, but unlike before, I took the fear and turned it into anger. There was no room in me for fear; I had work to do and knowledge to gain by any means necessary.

	The night was tolerable. My body got used to the pain as it became a new normal. Now I looked at myself like a warrior, following commands without emotion. I got ready for the day and while I waited for the guard; I doodled how the demons would look. Trying to face them because if I could face them, I could face anything.

	Hoda, the witch of air, took me to the mountain where the old crone showed me, my sister, Amelia’s new life without me. The mountain I saw Amelia on was the same mountain where Hoda would torture me. The shiver that passed down my spine wasn’t from the wind, but from the nausea when I remembered all too well the horrors I put my sister through. 

	There was no stone well now, and we stood in its place. My heart was still shattered, and this place reminded me most of the betrayal I had made my sister endure her whole life. Now wasn’t the time to be weak.

	The air witch Hoda seemed like one of the nicest witches of all four, but she wasn’t any less ruthless when it came to awakening my powers. Since they heard how good I was with the earth awakening, they wasted no time and wanted to pry out the powers as soon as they could.

	The mountain was cold and windy; that was why she wanted me there. I hoped she wasn’t going to push me off the mountain in hopes of me flying.

	She didn’t speak, and neither did I. I was empty inside, and I didn’t care what she would do to me. She gestured to step away a few steps from her. We stood on the mountain a few feet apart, looking into each other’s eyes. Then it happened.

	An icy hand snatched my lungs, slowly pulling the air from them. To my displeasure, I released a small whimper. This is how she would hurt me, and I knew it would happen. I knew the first feeling well. I couldn’t fully breathe in, the same sensation as when I had panic attacks, so I could manage for now.

	I hated magic, but most of all, I hated the air magic because I couldn’t see or feel it in my hands. I knew I couldn’t feel the others in my body, but I could feel them physically. I didn’t know where to grasp and pull or even what I should do with my hands.

	I turned my head to the sky and watched the dark gray clouds while taking as many deep breaths as I could. Trying to figure out their pattern and movement to see how the wind moved.

	But then I bent over with the sharp pain of air leaving me. My throat was dry, burning. She was taking the air faster. My eyes were watering now. I couldn’t even take shallow breaths. There was nothing… I wanted to steady myself, to calm down and pretend I was holding my breath, but I couldn’t. My body was burning for breath, aching for it. I grabbed my throat, trying to help it somehow.

	The feeling was all too familiar, similar to when I got out of the sea and Rulin saved me. I fell to my knees, knowing my body would soon surrender, so I looked at the clouds again, remembering Rulin’s face that day he saved me.

	The clouds were moving backward, and I swayed with them to lie back down and die. To my surprise, the move made a small trickle of air get in. It wasn’t enough, but it gave me hope. Something I could finally do to make the air move.

	I still held both of my hands now around my throat and made myself bend toward the ground. After looking at the slush, I looked up at the clouds again and pulled back with the wind. More air got in, and I repeated the motion until I could finally take a full breath. The witch was pleased with one full breath and stopped taking the air, but I still held onto it.

	I could feel it now, not in my hands, but around me. Touching me. Air was always material, but as humans, we usually weren’t aware of it. Now I felt it. It was like I was swimming through water, and as the witch smiled at me, I pushed all the air that was surrounding me into her and slammed her off the mountain.

	Her screams echoed into the mountain. What had I done? I felt the air and knew how to use it, but it was so foreign. With shivers of power racing through my limbs, my mind was making plans to escape. They would kill me for killing a high priestess.

	The witch floated back up and softly landed on her feet. Dammit! What would she do to me, now that she survived? Maybe even worse than killing me. The most horrifying part was my nonexistent regret at killing her.

	When she stood before me, she wasn’t smiling like before. Her grin now made me think she was angry with me. Of course she was. You tried to kill her, Valeri.

	“You will be amazing,” Hoda said as she watched me. 

	“Too bad you came back,” I hissed.

	“Oh, don’t worry, you caught me off guard. Who would’ve thought you’d be so good with air magic? When you excelled in earth magic, we gathered it would be your core power. Truthfully, we originally thought it would be water, because of your… connections.” She circled around me. “But it’s not that easy to get rid of me.”

	“One day it will be,” I replied.

	She smiled. “See how easy it was?” She was so smug, but I was too.

	Even though I hadn’t killed her, I’d still managed to surprise her. And air was the first element I felt inside me, a power I could control one day. Water and earth still felt like spontaneous guessing, grasping for anything until I struck it. Air was different. When I felt it around me, I knew where to search inside to use it.

	Maybe I was focusing too much on my hands and how to take the elements in them. I should start searching for the elements inside. I’d thought the water magic would be the first to crack, and I was surprised it wasn’t after my life at sea.

	Hoda flew off the mountain and left me to walk back down as punishment. I didn’t mind. This was the only time I was alone outside. It seemed as if I could run away, but where and how I didn’t know, so I came back down to the castle. The walk cleared my head, which was much needed. I still played with the air. Not in a magical way. I moved it in different directions. It was fun, and I needed a distraction. 

	The sight of the castle made my stomach turn. The guards waited for me, and I knew where I would go. Back to my room to wait for the next and the last element. Which was by far the scariest.

	When I stepped inside the warm castle, Sol was waiting, but something was off. He wasn’t as cold as usual. There was something different in his eyes. When he saw me, he immediately started walking by my side without a word.

	“Hi,” I mumbled. 

	“Shh,” he whispered.

	So, we walked in quiet steps, at least until we were out of the main hall.

	“I would never agree to do something like this to you or to Beta,” he said with pain in his voice. I knew Sol was a kind man. He was nowhere near when all this was happening.

	“I know you wouldn’t,” I said.

	“They made me go with Rulin to the battlefield.”

	Was Rulin back too? A trickle of hope arose inside me, and I turned to him with hope in my eyes.

	Sol continued, “There is nothing of importance on the border happening, but they always find something for Rulin to do. Which I admit was strange, as his father never gave him anything to do with the army.” I could see Sol was suffering. “I asked if I could go back. My senses weren’t wrong. When I got here and found out what was happening, I had to find you.”

	“I’m glad you did, Sol,” I replied, trying to comfort him. 

	“They won’t let me see Beta, and I don’t know what to do.” I could see his red eyes watering, but he held back. That was the most emotion I ever got out of him.

	“You like her,” I blurted out, and he looked at me with wide eyes.

	“I don’t know what I feel about her. I only know I want her to be safe.”

	“I believe you, Sol.” And I truly did.

	We were standing at my tower’s doors. The guards had to take me inside. Sol knew that. The guards let him speak to me because they had a mutual understanding of helping each other here and there. We looked at each other with compassion and knowledge that he never meant to hurt us and that we would get out of this.

	As I stepped inside and went up to my room, I closed the door and let out a single tear. I could see the love in Sol’s eyes, but he had no power to get to her. He was just a warrior, and she was a princess off to marry a lord.

	All of this because of me. All the suffering in Beta and Sol and Ahn. Who knew what would happen to Rulin? I had never let myself really think about that. What would happen when he found out? Would he protect me or choose the crown?

	My thoughts disappeared when I spotted the black book waiting for me to continue reading the last demon chapter. The water demons. I sat in front of the fire again and read all about the Dargon.

	There were many kinds of creatures under water that could do harm to witches and humans. Many of them were humans that died violently at sea, and for some, it was never clear how they appeared. What caused the creatures to be so violent and evil? Were spirit demons involved, or witches?

	The difference between spirit demons and demons was in history for the most part. Spirit demons existed long before humans or witches today.

	Millenia ago, the world consisted only of evil and good spirits. Day after day, fighting for dominance and setting off the balance. With time, the demons were defeated, and the world evolved into a peaceful place, with rare exceptions.

	The demon spirits targeted the humans mostly, as they were weaker. Then they would take form in a new demon of their own creation, like the Dargon. It was their mission to get back and conquer the world of good. And they had help from a few ill minded witches who wanted evil to thrive again.

	The demon spirits knew how to seduce humans, and witches, with promises of great powers. Few fell for the trick. Even with the few, they managed to wreak havoc in the world. Maybe that was what lurked in the water and took all those village men trying to sail far away. Maybe that was the kind of evil it took to break the wall.

	Now I knew of all three kinds of demons, but while I still thought the cave monsters were the worst, the sea was unimaginable. The ocean held so many secrets; it was vast and unexplored.

	How did I survive through the protection of my ancestors, Insurgo? People I had never met protected me. But Rulin ran into the knowingly dangerous ocean to save me. I shouldn’t have taken him for granted. Even though my ancestors protected us, he didn’t know it.

	The only knowledge I had of my lineage was in shambles. Short stories here and there from my parents. We were new to the village Noor, so there was no family near us or neighbors who knew them.

	Our heritage was poor, and we were always reminded of that and how hard we had to work for everything. My mind wandered everywhere that night. My past and my future. I was exhausted, so at least this time I slept through the night.

	 


CHAPTER 16
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	THEY DIDN’T COME AND get me in the morning. They didn’t even explain why. But I expected to be tested for fire today. When Ahn came in to give me my food, she also said she didn’t know what was happening.

	So, I was alone in my room without new books and had nothing to do. Why won’t they let me out, at least for a walk? Let me be guarded, why torture me this way? It was like I wasn’t a person outside of training.

	I wanted to go and get it over with, even though I was terrified of it. The ocean and its monsters were a genuine terror, but fire always seemed worse for me. I’d grown up in water and spent half the year under the sea. Fire was always associated with the opposite of water, so naturally, it was my worst enemy.

	Even after all of that, I still wanted to go to training and be tortured by it, just to feel like I was doing something. And maybe if I survived and awakened my power, I could get a small part of my freedom back, or I could even burn this castle down.

	With anger in my heart, I stomped all over my room, immaturely trying to find anything I could use as a weapon. Weapons I could use when I escaped. Even though I didn’t have the slightest idea where. It didn’t even matter. All I knew was I should go on land and stay on it. If I would have to take cover in a cave, I shouldn’t go inside. I could be at the entrance of it, but it wasn’t smart to walk inside. At least that was my interpretation of the book. The Enemus were deep inside mountains.

	The land demons were the least common and barely ever appeared. Presumed extinct, so that was my safest bet. If I ever managed to get out, I would head north.

	I couldn’t go west because of the border, and the mountains would be too slow to track, and I couldn’t go east because of the sea. My only options were south and north. I chose north because it was colder, and they wouldn’t expect me to make that decision. Because even now my mind wanted me to go to a warm place. I couldn’t use magic while escaping, but when I went far enough, I could try to train until my powers were better to protect myself.

	I already knew how to fish with minimal equipment, and I knew a fair share of poisonous wood plants to decipher and avoid. That would have to be enough for a start. I knew I couldn’t get ready for escape. I couldn’t bring much, so I had to decide what I would bring on my body.

	I could strap something, and I already left a loaf of bread from lunch in case I had to go. Each day, I ate the old bread and put the new one away. The biggest cloak I had was the one I first got. A green suede cloak had two big pockets on the inside. I wished I could take all my trinkets with me, but it would be best to leave them all. Just at the thought, the song of my ancestors hummed in my mind.

	My room was mostly empty, so I had nothing to make weapons from, and I wasn’t very skilled at that either. The fireplace usually had a fire iron, but of course, this one didn’t as the fire tended itself with magic. When I asked them to remove the magic, they didn’t bring any accessories for the fireplace, as Ahn was tasked with maintaining it. I would think of something in time. I was walking all around my room, thinking and fidgeting.

	Then the guards came for me, just as night was falling. But why now? The day was over, and we never trained at night, even with fire. The guards took me to the lowest part of the castle, which was located deep inside the mountain. It resembled a place where the dungeons would be located.

	There were no more beautifully drawn walls. These were cave halls leading down, lit with torches and not floating candles. They didn’t waste any magic in the dungeons as it was colder than outside. Were they taking me to the dungeon and not to the fire witch? The thought crept in as we halted to a stop.

	The guards stood behind me and said, “We leave you here.”

	“Well, what should I do now?” I asked. 

	“Go straight on. She is waiting for you.”

	The fire witch. Why were they leaving me alone with her here? At least I wasn’t going to the dungeons. I didn’t know how I would escape the tower, let alone a prison.

	I walked slowly and saw even more light radiating from a corner. When I arrived there, she stood in the middle of a pentagram in her red gown and silver hair loose in waterfall waves. A five-pointed star was used to enhance our powers, but why would she use it, and not the other witches?

	It was at the end of the mountain halls, and the pentagram was located in the middle of a cave. The walls were coated in red paint, with torches all around us. She stood out from the pentagram and gestured for me to stand in her place.

	“Come, my dear,” she said in a soothing voice, “It will all be over soon.”

	I stepped to the middle while the hairs on the back of my neck rose. I hoped now I had more time to prepare as my palms became sweaty. Prepare for what? How could I prepare for burning? Even though I wanted to do this, I was truly terrified. Yet I stood there in the middle, waiting for the pain.

	Now I knew I had powers, so I was prepared. I needed to find the pattern and grasp it. I will wield fire within me. Fire will not hurt me, I chanted to myself. I will command fire to my will.

	Iris stood before me. I didn’t like to acknowledge any of their names. They weren’t named for me, and they weren’t my high priestesses. To me, they were witch demons, a new monster kind. Witches that pretended to be good but had evil in their hearts.

	The fire witch looked me in the eye, and it seemed as if she could read all the hatred in my eyes. I still held my head high and showed no emotion. I would not grant them that satisfaction of seeing me suffer.

	She smiled crookedly and lifted her hands swiftly. The flames from the torches lifted immediately. Her gaze was on the floor now, and as I looked down, the pentagram lines were burning bright and small.

	Every muscle in my body tensed in anticipation. I could feel the warmth radiating from the fire, and I knew my assignment. Move it. Just show that you can wield it, and you’ll be fine.

	I tried finding the pattern, but to my eyes and body, the fire was too wild. I couldn’t see which way the flames blew. I could see the wind moving through the clouds, the ground cracking, and the waves moving the same ways but fire was different. It moved in its own way, and I couldn’t find the pattern.

	The fires slowly grew even higher now, almost kneehigh, and I started panicking. My skin began heating up. The feeling wasn’t only warmth; it became uncomfortable.

	She didn’t stop there. She moved them up and up until she covered my height with fire. My skin itched unbearably with warmth, and pain splintered through my body. She didn’t speak, just looked at me viciously. I couldn’t breathe again. Either from the smoke or from a panic attack.

	So, I tried stilling myself. I told myself I was in my room, in front of the fireplace, and imagined that fire. I was warm on a winter day. Not hot in a dungeon. I tried mentally preparing myself for the pain I was about to experience, and then I saw the movement in the fireplace, and I held onto it. 

	I screamed in pain as fire reached my skin. Rouge flames burned my arms. I tried moving them away, but the fire was stuck to me. It reached me in different small patches of skin, making me jolt and thrash against them, but that way I was giving it even more fresh skin to burn. It wouldn’t be long until it caught the fabric, and I started burning whole.

	I cried out, “Stop, stop! I can’t do this. I can’t.” I sobbed, “Please stop it.”

	“Yes, you can! Do it now!” she yelled as she moved the flames all along my arms and the fire caught on my sleeve.

	As I tried to punch myself to make the fire go out, I cried and screamed. I knew deep inside that wasn’t the way to do it. I should calm myself and concentrate, but how could I concentrate in pain?

	I stopped moving and hitting my arms. I grabbed myself by the elbows and crouched down in pain. Staring deep into the flames on the floor. Ignoring the ones in my arms. I let them burn me. It was already done, and soon it would be over, one way or another. Looking at the pattern of the flames, I got out of my mind and danced with them until I saw the pattern and grasped the fire.

	Finally, I moved the flames, but on the ground. I kept going, pushing the fire down until it was a small line again. Then I let go of my elbows and looked down at them again with tears in my eyes as pain prickled to my bones. I released my arms, and with that movement, I let the fire fall away from me. The witch’s face was blurred from my cries. 

	I was hurt, not only physically. I couldn’t believe I was being tortured, so I laid on the cold ground on my back. My hands were both full of burns, and the pain was unbearable. I screamed in pain on the ground.

	The healer came quickly. I heard him, but I couldn’t see anymore. Someone grabbed my arms and covered them in thick cream-like liquid. It immediately felt better. The cream cooled me down. But after the first few moments, my arms started to burn from the inside. After wrapping my arms in gauze and shoving them into something cold, I almost lost consciousness again. I heard many voices around me, including Iris, but I focused on the ceiling.
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	I realized they brought me to my bed and left me to rest. After my arms were pulled from the cold, the heat didn’t rise inside them, thankfully.

	The healers came every few hours to change the ointment on my arms and bandages. There were a few flame scars on my face that they put ointment on too, but I didn’t notice any pain on my face. Not after all the pain I’d felt in my arms. Now I didn’t feel any pain in them, but I couldn’t move them out of fear.

	I laid in my bed and watched out the window. I didn’t cry anymore. I had no more tears left, it seemed. They tortured me. Scared me. Tortured my friends, and now what? I had all four powers, and now I would be their soldier forever. I watched the night sky, defeat in my heart.

	The next day appeared while I gazed out the window. Everything slowed down. I watched the moon move through the sky, and the sun shined its light onto my bed. When the sun came to my eyes, sleep wasn’t far behind. I slept the whole day, and with the moon, I awakened again.

	Ahn came every day for a few seconds to bring me food. She always tried to comfort me, but there were no words that could make this better. I felt broken by the witches. I felt like their captive.

	Many days passed, and my wounds were finally healed enough. The flames left a nasty scar on both my arms, but I could finally move them and let go of the fear. As I tapped into my power, the medical herbs healed me faster than if I were a human. My eyes were still normal, but they said when I tapped into all my powers, I might get the shining eyes. And that meant there were more powers to obtain. I wondered what they would do to make me gain them.
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	A new day, a new challenge. After pain-filled days of rest, which I was graciously given, I was already being taken to the well-known training room. There were endless thoughts going through my mind while walking there. What was the next step? Would we try to get to all the powers, or would we start training on the ones I already understood? I wanted to run away, but I couldn’t see a way out. My room was heavily guarded, and they wouldn’t let me out for practically anything.

	I still tried to see Beta or try to talk to Ahn for longer but to no avail. My next idea was to practice the magic of wind and maybe fly out of the tower, but Hoda said it was the hardest gift to master. I would be their captive for now.

	We arrived at the training room, where all four witches waited for me.

	“Good morning, Val,” said Hoda.

	I didn’t bother answering, so Iris continued, “I see you healed well. I told you it wouldn’t be that bad. Now you have the power, for a small price.”

	I couldn’t look her in the eyes. She was pure evil, and I had no intention of talking to her. They all seemed to notice. 

	Pam interjected, “Now that you are back to normal, we will start training. Every day minor tasks. There will be no monumental magic until you’ve mastered the tricks of the trade.”

	El chimed in too, saying, “We called the two remaining high priestesses to introduce you to their powers. The hedge and the cosmic.”

	Introduce? A cold sweat covered my body, and my black shirt stuck to my back, so I shifted where I stood. My biggest fear coming alive, they would truly continue to torture me.

	El continued, “They won’t be here for at least a week, so that gives us time to practice.”

	“What wonderful news,” I finally replied and gave her a sarcastic smile. Their mood remained hostile.

	For the rest of the day, we practiced small magic. Filling a cup of water, moving a leaf, lighting a candle, and cracking dry dirt. I mastered all of it out of spite. They were smiling and giggling, but I was being drained for their success. My gaze was aimed at the floor like the servants, and I did as I was told. The magic came fairly easy now, and I was willing to learn.

	After practice, I continued to use magic in my room. I would never show in front of them how far I got without them. They could continue believing I was still a novice. Now I felt the power always around me, and I saw the patterns and the ways to connect and use them. The elements became parts of me.

	Every time I used my powers, my energy was depleted. I had to be careful and stop using them for the night, so the witches didn’t notice. My gifts were nowhere near theirs, and to be fair, they all had crystal amplifiers.

	That should be my next task, finding out how to get my crystals. Some went in search of them, and some felt the call. The high priestesses wore all their crystal as jewels except for Hoda. She had the whole dress embedded in small diamonds. It was only important they were near, and the way you wore them was a personal choice. Their years of practice and all the help from the crystals would still be too much for me to take on.
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	After a week of meaningless training passed, each evening, the training in my room drained me to deep sleep. Most of my dreams were filled with nightmares of torture to come and all the possible ways of running away.

	At least Amelia didn’t haunt my dreams anymore, as my punishment was finally coming true. Being tortured and held captive was all I deserved after what I did to her, so my mind pardoned me for all the hurt she endured at my hands. Now I paid my debt and was filled with an unyielding will to survive.

	The witches finally started talking about future plans and the other high priestesses.

	“Soon Valeri, you will tap into your other powers. The high priestesses will soon be here to witness what you can do, and then you will be more powerful than anyone.”

	Their words were like daggers in my heart. They truly thought I would work for them. I knew their plan was to protect the human world, but I didn’t see the human continent in danger. They were managing fine without me, and they wanted these powers for themselves.

	The last day of the week passed, and I could go back to my room. Tonight, I didn’t plan on training there. The last time the high priestesses came into this castle, it was in the middle of the night. So tonight, I would stay up and wait for them. I couldn’t sleep and be surprised with torture the next day.

	Maybe there would be a moment I could escape. Everyone would be around the new witches, and maybe I would be left with minimum protection. The first time I was heavily guarded, but now they knew I didn’t want to see them and wouldn’t dare escape my room.

	As I walked back to my room, there was a huddle of guards in the hall. A young man, maybe even a boy still, seemed excited for some reason.

	When I got closer, I heard him saying, “I can’t believe I get to be one of the prince’s guards! When did they say he was coming back again?”

	His face was red from excitement, but it was nothing compared to mine. Those words stopped me in my tracks, and when the guards turned to me, I managed to pass by without them noticing I was eavesdropping. My heart was beating at an unimaginable speed; it seemed it would escape my body. Rulin was coming back.

	 


CHAPTER 17
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	HE WAS COMING BACK The same night the witches might come. What could they be planning? Rulin could witness my torture, and I didn’t believe he would stand for it. When he would find out, he’d be furious, and maybe he would manage to set me free. Maybe even help me escape and, in my wildest dreams, run away with me.

	I knew he loved his position in the kingdom more than anything and the position that was waiting for him. I also saw how he looked at me, how he longed for me. A part of me wanted him to save me, but I knew it wasn’t rational. It was an enormous risk to depend on him and his lust for me. Because that’s all there was to it. Lust! Not love, and I had to remind myself of that.

	What could he do? Give up his crown and escape with a nobody. It wasn’t realistic. It was my hope and imagination running wild. All the stories of a prince saving poor little me.

	I had to take this opportunity and use it to my advantage. I got to my room as quickly as I could. There was a lot of work to be done. I bathed and got dressed in the most revealing beautiful black gown, sleeveless with an open back. I took the green cloak from the first day I’d gotten there and put the loaf of bread in the inside pocket. Dinner waited for me, so I had two loaves of bread and an apple while I ate. The rest I couldn’t bring with me.

	I looked at my reflection in the mirror. Instead of my eyes becoming darker from all the powers, they were fading away. Tonight, my face was etched with hope, and my lips almost pulled into a smile that I hadn’t seen forever.

	I tore a few pieces of paper from the black book and put them in my pocket. My hands were itchy as the song filled my mind again, and without questioning I grabbed the shell. Then I waited till the moon was high. There shouldn’t be much trouble with my plan.

	Everyone knew, especially the guards, what had happened between us. So I left my room and told the guards the prince wanted to see me. I told them to go ask if the prince wanted me in his tower tonight. They came back swiftly and said he didn’t arrive yet but his guards said yes, he would want to see me and to wait for him in his tower. Finally! I sighed as the thought of escape enveloped me again.

	They immediately took me there, not even flinching that I was already dressed and ready. I couldn’t believe this was working. They believed me and they were taking me out of my room to his tower.

	I wanted to run away and find Beta and Ahn to go with me, but that was impossible. This was still impossible, but I had to try. As we approached the tower, I told them it would be better if I went the last part alone, if the prince was there to give us privacy. I was ready to plead and cry, but even if they didn’t let me, I had a plan of escape in his tower.

	I would tell the guards I forgot a gift for Rulin, and he would be more than happy to see it. If there was ever a time to use my feminine advantage, it was now. Before I could do any of that, to my surprise, they believed me.

	Just as I turned the corner to his tower, and was near, I looked back and saw that the guards had left. They thought I would go in, and Rulin’s guards would keep an eye on me. They wouldn’t let me speak to Ahn or see Beta, but to the prince I could go. The king didn’t give the order on that one. 

	I pulled my hood up so no one would recognize me and, with a quick step; I turned from the tower and quietly ran to the front door. There were no guards, per usual, in this part of the castle, unlike mine. I knew I could move freely, but I would still hurry in case the plan fell through.

	My legs were moving to the beat of my heart faster and faster. My palms began to sweat at the sweet sight of freedom.

	Just as I was near the front door, I heard his voice. Rulin. I hid behind a pillar and looked at him. One last look. He was smiling. He was happy to be home. This was his home, and he was a prince. My heart was full of emotion. Indescribable emotion. When he received the news of me waiting in his tower, his face lit up.

	I could see he might have had similar emotions toward me. I wanted to run into his arms and let him protect me. A prince that would protect me, but I couldn’t. There was something I had to do before I could be with him. Because I didn’t want to risk being a prisoner or tortured again.

	I waited until the prince left, and then snuck out the side servant’s door. There were two guards at the main entrance and thankfully, no one guarded the side door. I was moving quietly like the night, but my pulse rang so high in my ears I thought everyone in the castle would hear me.

	Nobody noticed me. Nobody thought I would run away, at least not tonight when Rulin was back, and that was my big distraction. That was why I had to go tonight. Everyone thought I would run to him, even I did. But I’d restrained myself. I would see him again, one day. Maybe after Beta explained to him why I had to run, he would understand and try to find me.

	With the first step out of sight, I started running faster than ever. I didn’t even look back, not once. I didn’t want to see anyone following me or even to change my mind and stay. It was done.

	My heart pounded out of fear and excitement, and I ran down the mountain, then north. I had to go north, that was the final decision. I didn’t remember the maps well, but as far as I could remember, north was the safest bet.

	I would hide in the woods and keep going north until I saw snow and ice coating the earth. There I could practice my magic for a while. I was fairly certain fewer people lived in the cold than in the warm climate. At least I hoped. I didn’t know how long I had before the castle was informed. Rulin would go straight to his tower expecting me, but I didn’t know if he would alarm everyone if I wasn’t there.

	Maybe he would search for me. I didn’t have long, that was certain. So, I kept running faster and faster. I ran down the mountain in the blink of an eye. All the warrior training finally paid off.

	The rain was trickling slowly. There was no storm coming, only the gloomy fall weather I knew I had to endure. I pulled my hood even further over my face to shield myself from the ocean wind and the small drops of rain. Then I started going around the mountain. This would be the hardest part. There wasn’t a tree in sight to shield me, and the ground was starting to get muddy.

	I was running through the empty patches of land in between the mountain and the sandy beach. At least I had good boots on from training. They were hidden under my long dress, so no one suspected anything. But even the sturdy boots were slipping under the muddy ground.

	It was hard running in a dress, but the dress couldn’t be replaced with anything, for now at least. I thought about tearing it, but it would be colder with each passing day, and I would eventually be thankful for the coverage.

	I couldn’t use my powers, for they would be able to track me. At least here so close to the castle they would know it was me, so I had to rely on my human abilities. I didn’t turn around, but I knew the castle wasn’t in sight anymore. That was the boost I needed to run even faster.

	Mere moments after my escape, I could hear that horses weren’t far behind me. The sounds of hoofbeats almost seemed like an earthquake. Similar to the one El made to bring out my powers.

	They knew. They’d found out I escaped. It was sooner than I expected. I didn’t think Rulin would be so fast. My plan was changing. First, I thought about running around the mountain to a nearby village, but now I had to hide, at least for a while, or throw them off my tail.

	For all I knew, they were close to me. The noises were almost at my back. Panic hit me as my plan started unfolding terribly wrong. I needed more time. It shouldn’t end like this. Not gone for even a moment and to be captured again. 

	My heart thundered in my ears as the stomps of horses were closing in. At the last moment, I found a shadowed entrance in the mountainside. A small cave between two huge rock formations, and I knew there was no way of going far inside, but I could hide in the opening. They all knew I would never go in. They knew I read about the demons, and they would never step inside the mountain as well. Only a madman would go in, even madder, a newly acquainted witch, so I ran to the opening and ducked into the shadows. 

	It was good I did because, in a minute, a thousand warriors with torches and their horses ran past the cave. No one stopped to look inside. Granted, there were many caves around the mountain, but no one even slowed down to check. 

	I breathed a sigh of relief and pressed my back to the mountain wall. The warriors would circle the mountain soon, so I had to run out again and find the village that was nearby. That would definitely mask any scent a witch could trace within these mountain borders.

	I sprinted out of the cave and continued running. It wasn’t that bad inside the cave. I didn’t feel anything out of the ordinary, and it would be possible to hide in the openings for the rest of my travels.

	There were trees in my view finally, so I walked the rest of the way not to seem suspicious. I kept my hood up in case someone saw me. They wouldn’t see my solid-colored eyes. After all the magic lessons, I never learned about their customs in villages and towns. What did people do around here? Would they recognize me? There was nothing I could prepare myself for.

	Of course, my attire was completely out of place and my eyes weren’t shining, but some low magical witches also didn’t have completely shining eyes. Especially in the dark. The shimmer was best seen when the light hit it directly or when they used their powers. Theirs were stronger colored than my pale green eyes.

	My mind was all over the place as panic hit me again. And there it was before me. Only a dozen small houses in the village, and a road straight ahead into the big woods. I didn’t have the time to panic anymore or stand and think of ways to best pass through.

	Most of the lights were out, as the villagers were asleep. I was tempted to lie down behind someone’s house or in a barn for a few hours of rest, but I knew the warriors could arrive any minute, searching the village. That was why I had to do it now. I had to pass the village tonight and not stop. No one would notice me. It was a quick stroll, and after that, I would be saved.

	With the first step, I quickened my pace and didn’t bother turning around with every crack and sound around me. There were animals running about and people living their lives. Maybe this wasn’t the first time someone passed through because no one said anything or tried to stop me.

	When I stepped into the woods on the other end of the village, I again started running. My dress was causing problems, but I had no choice. Only a crazy person would run in a dress. Or a desperate person.

	From memory, I knew I wouldn’t get out of the woods for a few days at least. I didn’t really ever learn how to find my way on land. I only knew by the stars, the moon, and the sun how to navigate on water. But now the sky was covered by trees. This was unfamiliar terrain. The only thing remaining in my mind about this part was the map of a long and narrow woods.

	If I was out soon, that meant I went west into the enemy territory, and I had to go north, so that would mean a long way into the woods. The only important thing was that I didn’t cross the border. As bad as King Kian was, all the stories of King Nicholai were worse, and I wasn’t ready for that yet. His way of torturing witches who crossed him or all the plans he had for humans sometimes crept into my nightmares.

	But I didn’t know what the border looked like. I only knew I couldn’t be close, as I needed days to get to it. After a few more hours of walking, I couldn’t hear a single sound of people. Only the breathing dark woods and, I hoped, small animals. I hadn’t managed to bring a weapon from the castle, so I only had a sturdy, pointed branch and a rock.

	There was only hope I would survive, and with no light, I couldn’t find my way anymore. As far as I knew, I could have been walking in a circle. I had to stop and lie down for the rest of the night. The dawn wasn’t far. Only about a couple of hours.

	After pacing around, I found a small opening that seemed like a cave. It was a hole in a huge boulder. I could be safe here if I stayed in the entrance, deep enough to be covered from the weather but far away from danger. The cave demons seemed to be in bigger mountains, and even if they were here, I would lie in the opening. Anyway, how deep could a cave in the boulder be?

	Rain descended through the leaves, collecting into massive drops before falling all the way down. They were fewer, but somehow always managed to hit me.

	I took off my cloak and laid it inside to dry and I laid on the cold ground, gripping myself with my arms to warm up. I took off my boots to recover from all the running and curled up on the ground. Thinking about sleep, but all the small sounds kept me awake, always on the lookout for threats.

	I rested my body instead. Maybe sleep would come easier with the morning light. There was no chance I could run for days without sleep. And so it was. As usual, with the first ray of sunshine that broke down the trees, my eyelids fell shut.

	I didn’t know what it was with the sun and the way it put me to sleep. Maybe it was a feeling of security. Nothing bad happened in the daylight. It was a lie I’d told myself since I was a little kid. In Noor we could do anything in the daylight, but at night it was better to hide. That was why the winter months were a struggle in itself. Here I think it didn’t matter the day or night. Monsters were still out, but the feeling remained.

	 


CHAPTER 18
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	I SLEPT BADLY, AS one would expect the ground being unsuitable for a good night’s rest. At least this confirmed the cave entrances were safe from demons for the rest of my trip.

	When I awoke, it was still cold, even though the rain had stopped, and the sun shone. But that was the fall biting sun, bright enough to blind, and cold enough to freeze. The cloak was damp, but comfortable again. I sat in the few rays of sunlight and ate the stale bread. The other half, and the apple, would be for the rest of the day.

	I had to gather berries and eat as much as I could. Who knew when would be the next time I found food? I pulled on my boots and immediately felt stiffer. Even though they were comfortable, my feet created a fuss after a night of running in them. They ached and burned inside. So did my arms. My wounds were still itching. There were no open wounds, but they all had left some marks that didn’t heal completely.

	The high priestesses told me when I accessed all my powers, I would learn how to heal myself completely. Scars and all, but somehow, I’d grown attached to them. A reminder of my penance. They looked like waves on skin and reminded me of the sea. Beautiful and terrifying in its own way.

	I walked around the boulder and the trees that surrounded it, inhaling the fresh scent of pine needles and winter to come. I found berry bushes, different kinds. Black colored, blue and red. I went for certainty and picked only the ones I knew were safe to eat.

	Red was almost always poisonous and black were mostly safe, but the blueberries were almost always good to eat. After I picked a handful of berries, I climbed the boulder and sat there to eat. They were not the tastiest, as it was late fall, nor were they particularly filling, but they were enough for now. I was trying to figure out which direction to go, since I didn’t know where to go after my sleep left me disoriented, and the night forest didn’t seem like the day forest anymore. 

	The corners of my vision were getting blurry. My eyes must’ve been drying out or something. Even after relentlessly rubbing them, they remained tired and pained. Maybe I hadn’t slept enough. I think I should lie down again. The blurriness only bled farther into my sight. I was so tired I didn’t even have time to go back inside the mountain boulder. I closed my eyes and laid my head on the freezing rock, which only put me to sleep faster.

	[image: Image]

	I opened my eyes, but everything was dark. Did I somehow lose my vision? Every hair on my body was standing on end. I swallowed hard when panic again had me in its hold. I had blurry vision, and I was sleepy; did I go blind? But from what? Was it the berries I ate? But it couldn’t be. I knew all those berries, and there were so many of them. They were safe!

	Was I still on the rock, or had I rolled down because there was no breeze or the rustle of wind. I sat up and tried to stand up slowly.

	Carefully I used my hands to guide me when I realized walls were all around. Cave walls. I wasn’t blind. I was in the dark of the cave. But how? How could I be? Did I sleepwalk… or did someone take me in?

	I didn’t know if I should stay quiet or scream for help. I was alone though, so it would be no good. If I was truly in the cave, the demons could be near. What if they were the ones who got me? But why was I alive then?

	I scrambled through the pockets of my cloak until I found the papers from the black book. The dark consumed my vision, and I had to create light. I tore one of the pages and rolled it in my hands. Without any light guiding me, I had to go with my feelings. The power was itching to get out, and I pushed it toward the paper in my hand. I burned my finger in the process, grazing my already scorched hand. But that was nothing compared to awakening my fire powers, and I was finally able to see where I was.

	Cold waves covered my body when adrenaline loosened. My teeth were jittering, and I had trouble seeing clearly. Just walls on both sides. I was at the end of a hall, and I couldn’t see any light. At least there was only one way to go. The paper helped me see better, but I had to look at the fire to make it last longer and not burn out.

	I started tiptoeing straight through the hall. I had to arrive somewhere. After a few minutes of walking, I was standing in a cave room with three paths around me. One I’d come from. There was nothing but a dead end, so two remained. They were exactly the same. I couldn’t see any light from them. Where was I? The boulder wasn’t nearly this big. Who’d taken me to this cave?

	There was no reason to debate. I had to choose one, so I went left to the one closer to me. The path led down, and I had a thought that this could be good. If we were high in a mountain cave, the exit would be down usually. Honestly, the exit could be anywhere, but down is a good sign. At least I had to tell myself that.

	I walked and walked down the straight hall, still with no light in sight. There was a sudden curve followed by another one, and I finally had a glimpse of light. I ran toward it, blowing out the fire paper I was holding in my hands.

	Finally, I could get out. But then I saw it. It wasn’t daylight. It was a room. A cave room filled with various crystals lining the walls from top to the bottom. Was I in the king’s mountain? Did he capture me? Was this his dungeon? Cold sweat covered my body again, but I was mesmerized by the colors. All relapsing over one another into the most enchanting swirl of color. I couldn’t stop looking. If I thought I was mesmerized by the shell, this was by far stronger.

	The pull of the crystals. The way they influenced me. Made me feel warm and at home. I thought this was my salvation, my way out, but now it begged me to stay here with all the crystals. Even though I was in a cave… Gods, I was in a cave! It was time to snap out of it. I was ready to run back to the other hall. It was the only one left. It had to be the exit.

	I turned and ran toward the hall but froze in my tracks before making any progress. A black figure waited there. Chills ran through my now sweat coated body. A black tar covered creature waited in the doorway to the halls. Just standing there with its head down.

	I stood a few steps away from it. I didn’t know if I should move or run or, or… or what? There wasn’t much I could do. There was nowhere to go, and the creature blocked my only way out. The colorful wall gleamed lightly on the beast so I could see better. Soot and blood dripped from its fingers and forehead as if he was bathing in it. The creature was an Enemus. The cave demon. I was doomed.

	The demon lifted his head, and his eyes shone orange flames toward mine. He looked into my eyes, but I couldn’t see his. They were hollowed out and replaced with a flaming light, much like nocturnal creatures have at night. It was even sad to say. He had no soul, but he still looked at mine. And wanted it. He wanted my soul to suffer with him.

	He stepped toward me, and I backed away in sync. Step by step, until I hit the wall. There was nowhere to go, and he was still walking toward me. Slowly, because he knew I couldn’t run away. He was savoring the kill, and I knew it was over. There was nothing I could do.

	He lifted his hand and, with one of his elongated fingers, touched my cheek. Making me shiver, and bile ran up my throat. Even his body let out a stench of dead animals left to rot. There was no such luck he would rot away as well. No, he was here and wanted me to rot instead.

	After all the training, I thought my instinct would be to fight and not freeze, but looking at this creature, my body became still and even though I knew my fire could kill him, there wasn’t a single thought in my mind of how to summon it. He was close enough for me to close my eyes and wait for death. This wasn’t how I imagined myself going, and I had more courage to fight the witches and the king, but this creature was my end. I wasn’t so scared anymore.

	My eyes were closed, but a piercing bright light shone all throughout the cave, and the creature before me screeched. I couldn’t open my eyes from the light, so I ducked down and raised my shaking hands to cover them.

	Fear balled up in a tight knot at the back of my throat. I waited, rooted in dread, and in a few tense seconds, the creature stopped screaming and the light began to disappear. I slowly opened my eyes to see a black puddle before my feet, only soot and blood left in its place.

	The creature was torched by the light. I remembered again that it could have been killed by fire. I could have used my fire to kill him, and yet I’d opted to die instead. My survival instincts faded all over again. What a fool I was in accepting death this way.

	What could have saved me? There was no one else with me. I turned to the wall and saw the light all around the crystals fading back. When it all disappeared, I ran my hand over the walls and now saw it was made from the pearl coating. The mother-of-pearl coating. My ancestors protected me again, and maybe even called to me. How come the pearl was on a mountain? Well, there was no explanation for all the crystals in the same spot, either.

	Crumbling walls filled the silence. It seemed as if they would collapse, but at that moment, some of the crystal fell straight to the ground. As if the wall rejected them. I picked all of them up quickly and ran out, being careful not to step into the black demon mush.

	I ran back to the room with three paths and ran straight into the third hall. That had to be the exit, I hoped. Everything was dark. Now my eyes had adjusted, and I could at least see where I was stepping.

	The wind brushed my skin as natural light finally found its way into the tunnel. The sight of true daylight made me take bigger steps as if the cave would collapse over me.

	I ran as fast as I could. Maybe the demon wasn’t alone. Maybe there were others that would try to take me. So, when I ran into the sun squinting at the brightness, I threw myself on the ground so that my whole body was out of the cave. I turned around and looked back.

	It was the same boulder I fell asleep on. It seemed small, but its halls lead down into the ground. The dark cave was underground. I still wasn’t sure how the cave demon took me inside, if it was him, and why I poisoned myself.

	Maybe even my ancestors called me down, and I obliged again, the same way I listened to their song in the sea, but this time there was no melody. Why would they do that? Time and time again, they put me in danger. If they weren’t my blood, I would have thought they wanted me dead. The thought made me shiver again as I pushed myself onto my feet and walked around the cave.

	I checked the berries, and they were of a non-poisonous variety. I was sure of it, so how I fell asleep would remain a mystery. Perhaps the berries on this magical continent were different from the human world.

	It was time to go. Whoever, or whatever, it was that put me inside that cave could be back. I gathered my thoughts and left as fast as I could.

	Today, walking was my only option. It was too cold, and the cave had truly run me down. I had no energy for running. 

	It was peaceful all day. The leaves were falling, and small animals were running around the woods. I hoped I was going in the right direction. Thank the gods I hadn’t seen anyone or heard anything suspicious all day. The fear of the cave, and the demon’s body, still haunted me.

	The sun was still out, and I hadn’t the slightest idea where I would sleep tonight. A cave was out of the question. I shouldn’t even be near one. There went all my hopes of a safe place to sleep. So, I looked out for a clearing in the woods to make a fire and settle down for the night. I needed warmth after everything, and I needed proper rest.

	There were no witches in sight, so it shouldn’t be a problem, as I used magic in the cave, and no one came looking for me. Maybe the cave was too deep down, or I was far enough from the mountain to be sensed. Why risk it if I didn’t have to? Today, I would light the fire without magic. To be on the safe side.

	After trekking the forest for more than I intended, I finally found the perfect spot. There were many trees around to shelter me from the weather and a lot of space in between the trees to light a fire and sleep.

	The ground was uneven, so I had a bit of coverage while laying down. I gathered dry leaves and twigs to start a small fire. Night was just falling, and I had time to get everything ready. It didn’t take long for me to find and arrange everything. After a few tries, the fire finally burned and caught all the branches. I collected some bigger branches to last me through the night.

	The warmth immediately filled my body. It was like a bath after a hard day. I took off my cloak and ate the rest of the bread. The berries weren’t safe anymore. Tomorrow I would look for some mushrooms. The mushrooms probably wouldn’t last me for days to live on, so I had to find some other food. Maybe I could find a village nearby and steal some of theirs. Not much, just a few bites to keep me going longer.

	I wasn’t much of a hunter, and I had no desire to kill small animals. Not to mention, there was no proper weapon in sight, so I had to hold off until I got to the North Sea. There I could fish again with minimum equipment. I would have to steal in the night, as the villagers would know of me by now, and who knows what they would do.

	I took out the crystals from the cave along with my shell. There were five of them. I couldn’t identify them properly, but all of them were different and none of them were emerald, my own color.

	There were two red crystals, one purple amethyst, a blue one, and a diamond one I knew. Indeed, they were beautiful. I played with them in my hand, and they all gave me such comfort. The colors and the shapes. Who wouldn’t love these precious stones? Only by looking at them, I could appreciate their beauty and perfection in raw form.

	With them in my hands, I finally fell asleep. The best night’s sleep I had in a while. No need for daylight to ease my mind. I slept through the night. Didn’t know how, because there was still the fear of the demons, even the land ones no one saw for a long time. But tonight, I gave myself the rest I craved. There was no point in fighting it. If someone was following me, or if someone wanted to find me, they would have.
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	I awoke just before dawn with the smoke from the fire that died out. I’d put on a few branches through the night but didn’t bother watching over it that much. This day was much better.

	I was rested enough to climb a tree and survey the view of the woods. There were many trees all around me, and I couldn’t see anything near which was good. No villages, no mountains. I was on the right path. The sun was rising, and by the looks of it, I knew which way was north.

	I crossed a decent part of the forest that day, even without hurrying, and again not a human in sight. After the awful demon disaster, this escape tour seemed more and more like what I had in mind.

	My feet hurt, even though these were the best boots I’d ever owned. I was hopeful now that everything was going to plan, and when night neared, I came to a river which led all across my path through the woods. The sound almost roared in my ears as the mist floated up and enveloped this part of the forest.

	It would take me a whole day going around it, and who knew where I would end up. It was too large to swim through, at least now when the water was freezing. The night was falling, so I didn’t have time to do it today. I should camp here tonight and see what to do in the morning.

	It wouldn’t be smart to light a fire. People were always near if there was a river. Granted, this one was huge, but who could tell where they settled their village?

	Trees enveloped both sides of the river bank, and they all had roots protruding from the ground. I curled up on the side of a gigantic tree. Its root provided me coverage, nestled in between felt almost warm and sheltering. I grasped the crystals, and the shell in my pocket, running my fingers off their ridges and slept with the calming sound of running water.

	 


CHAPTER 19
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	I JOLTED UP IN what seemed to be the middle of the night; Voices were near me, few but certainly male. The Insurgo melody filled my mind as my hand was still in my pocket, clutching the shell. I was on high alert tonight but didn’t think someone would be here in the hush of the night. What would someone be doing here now? They weren’t warriors because they would never go on foot.

	I couldn’t figure out how many, or even what they were talking about. I couldn’t even see which way they were coming from because of the mist. But they weren’t warriors, that was certain, which calmed my anxious heart. I heard them talking but couldn’t separate the words clearly.

	Thank the gods I was dressed. I pressed my body flush with the earth and lifted my head slightly above the roots to see if anyone was nearby. And they were. On my left side, I saw torches. People walked straight to me. I couldn’t get up. They would see me, and I couldn’t run or fight. If I stayed down and they came straight here, they would find me.

	My pulse drummed in my ears. I crawled with my hands, pulling my body. Grabbing onto the damp dirt all the way down to the river. At least the leaves didn’t make a sound from all the fog that was creeping out of the water. I hesitated right before it.

	It was surviving in the cold water or getting caught and possibly going back to King Kian. As soon as I remembered the king, I started crawling into the river. The freezing water bit my skin, and my clothes clung to my body like ice. There was no surviving the icy river in the winter. The fall might still be possible if I got out quickly enough.

	Just as my whole body sunk in, the men stood almost where I’d slept. The river, thankfully, was surrounded by bigger rocks, so I hid behind one, and the fog would help hide the myriad of ripples my body created. I hid only my head because the rocks weren’t that big. And I hoped no one looked here because who would think someone would go in this freezing water. Then I heard the men talk as the cold gnawed until my limbs went numb.

	“Should we head back?” one asked.

	“No! We’ll find her. The price is too big to sleep on it,” the other man replied.

	The price? What price? Did the king offer a price for my head? So now everyone would be looking for me. Not just the king and his army. There were no villages near, and these villagers came to the deep woods only to find me. Did they trace me somehow, or was this luck?

	The men stepped closer to the river, and I ducked under the water, the cold now stinging my eyes and face. Especially the wounds on my face. I knew how to hold my breath for longer, so that wouldn’t be a big problem for now. I hoped they wouldn’t notice me.

	I saw their shapes looking into the water and talking, but there was no way of understanding them. They were there for a few seconds, and when they stepped back, and their voices were muffled; I went up and took a big gulp of air.

	Still hiding behind the rocks, I peered to see where they were. Their backs were turned and walking away finally. They gave up on this part of the woods, for now at least. How many more were there? I had to decide what to do. Wait in the river until I couldn’t see fire anymore, but then what? If I got out, I couldn’t light a fire. They would see me, and I had to dry off somehow. It was done now. I got in the water, and I could swim over to the other side.

	The other side could also be filled with people looking for me, but this side was a bigger risk. People here were faintly closer. So, I swam out in the river. It was colder with every move I made, and my lips were shivering, just like my whole body.

	The moon was high, and it lit up parts of the river. If I wasn’t dying, I could’ve appreciated the beauty of nature. The slight movements of the water under the moonlight. White waves surrounding me.

	For the most part, I walked, but in the middle, I was struggling on my toes until I couldn’t grasp anything and had to swim. It was only a few moves, but it hurt as if I was swimming through the entire ocean twice.

	The cloak became heavy on my body and the current kept pushing me. It would be an easy swim if it was summer and daylight. At night, this river seemed like a death trap.

	Somehow, I managed to get to the other side, at least to the smaller part of it, so I could finally walk again. I climbed out of it and laid on the ground. It was too cold to move; my body was too cold for anything. The feeling of death crept in, and I was at peace again. Accepting death, but I couldn’t do it again. I had to fight.

	There was always a way. Like in the cave, I could have tried using fire to kill the demon, but I surrendered. It was time to use magic. Maybe a fire would make me seen, but I had to survive for now.

	I rolled to my side and touched the leaves on the ground, then pulled for my power inside and tried lighting the leaves on fire. It was far too damp to catch. I should try to pull the water out of the leaves. It would be easy if I wasn’t shivering from the cold. Summoning more cold water out would be against everything my body needed.

	My face rested on the muddy ground as my finger played with the leaves, trying to dry them drop by drop, pulling them out slowly. It worked, and I felt the magic pulse inside my body like another muscle, making me sore. Some of the leaves finally dried out, enough to start the fire, and then I could try to dry more leaves.

	It was a small fire, and I had to contain it that way. This way the smoke would be minimal, blending with the fog, and I wouldn’t need to collect any branches. My face was near the small ball of fire on the ground, and I could feel the warmth creeping in. Feeling it tugged a corner of my lip into a smile as the realization of my will to survive kicked in.

	There was no surrender anymore. I should always try to find a way to live. Fire, which was the most terrifying element, now became my savior. I was beginning to appreciate it, for it had saved my life yet again.

	When my face was warm enough, I moved the fireball down the length of my body. It dried and warmed every inch of me. The ball was too small to be noticed from far away, and the smoke would be almost undetectable. Even though the fire didn’t draw much attention, I still had to be fast and put it out. I wasn’t dry all the way, but there was no time to waste.

	The feeling in my feet and hands had come back, and I could move again. I stood on my feet and surveyed the surroundings. I thought about climbing a tree again, but it was too dark, and I wasn’t able to do it at night. Especially after the bathing experience. I couldn’t see or hear anyone near me. Even the side I came from was quiet now.

	I started walking into the woods. Maybe it was smart to stay near the river and sleep the rest of the night there, but it was a bigger possibility the day would bring more trouble. More people would look for me in daylight.

	Walking through the night would be my best bet for survival. I could hide during the day and catch up on my sleep. My food had run out, and there were only mushrooms around me. With no sleep and no proper food, I didn’t know how long my body would last.

	I walked slowly, minding my step, and thought about my options. If villagers were in the woods, the village wouldn’t be that far. Maybe in the daylight I could go there. Hide in plain sight. All the witches would be in the woods, and on the hunt for me. No one would even think I would hide in their houses stealing.

	Before they came back, I could take anything I needed and run again. If they were hunting for me, why should I pity them? I ought to try and steal anything offered. It was a dangerous plan to go near people and risk it, but I couldn’t go north into the cold with no actual food, and I couldn’t hide in the trees all day waiting for them to go home. Especially if some of them dared to look for me in the night. It was a risk I had to take.

	With that decision in mind, I walked and changed my route to the west. There should be a village nearby. The whole night I searched for it, and in the rising sun, I finally found it.

	A small village of about a dozen houses. I climbed the tallest tree and sat on a branch. Everything was quiet in the trees and as I waited, hidden in the shadows of pine needles, my eyes were focused on the sight below. I observed the villagers. The sun shone on all the rooftops, and the chickens and roosters started their day, signaling the beginning of theirs. A few crows played in the middle of their muddy street with fallen marrons.

	The men came out of the houses first. And as I suspected, they were heading for the woods. In all directions, even in mine. There were men passing beneath me, and they didn’t notice me. I held my breath as if that would help. I was too high for them to notice and well hidden.

	The women and children got out next. Some stayed in the village, which I hadn’t counted on. It made sense. Not all could go to the woods. The elderly also, so my plan changed. 

	I observed for a little while longer and noticed some of the women and children going into the woods with clothes in hand. They were going to the river to wash the clothes and maybe themselves. That could take hours, and that was a good sign. More and more women and children left the village, and now was the best moment to sneak in.

	I skipped down the tree and landed in a crouch. I thought about taking my cloak off to be swifter, but I would have nowhere to put the food. My cloak and dress were dirty from the river, the woods, and everything in between. So I wouldn’t be that easily noticed if someone saw me. Maybe I would resemble a beggar if I covered my dress with the cloak.

	There was a branch on the ground I took and hunched my body down to appear like an old crone. With a steady but still fast enough step, I neared the village houses. When I was among them, my pace slowed, so no one would notice someone rummaging around.

	There was no time to choose which house was best to rob. So, I went to the nearest one, climbing the dusty wooden steps slowly, fear balling up into a knot at the back of my throat.

	When I grasped the handle, about to open the door, someone near me coughed. I froze, and from the corner of my eye checked my surroundings better. An old lady sitting in a rocking chair behind a pillar just to my right. She was looking straight ahead to the street, and not in my direction, but there was not a chance she couldn’t have seen me.

	How didn’t I see her? Granted, she was still as death itself and blended with the environment. What now? I should keep pretending to be a beggar. I turned from the door and started walking away. I would go to another house where she couldn’t see me. It was torture to go this slowly when my body wanted to run far away.

	“Don’t worry, child. It has been a long time since we had an eclectic witch in this world. There is no amount of coin I would need to rat you out.” The old woman smiled and looked straight in front of her.

	To the abyss again. Like she was blind and couldn’t look at me. But how did she know about me, and why would she protect me?

	I whispered, “Thank you,” and bolted as fast as I could to the other part of the village. I knew she said she wouldn’t tell anyone, but what if she did? Now they would look for me even more thoroughly. They would know I was here. I had to act fast and run far away again.

	I rushed into the last house in the village near the woods, to run away faster if I heard someone near. The home reminded me of Noor. Simple and lived in for generations, probably. You could see there were kids living here, toys scattered all around the place and the beds filled with footprints from jumping around. It reminded me of my childhood with Amelia, just being kids without responsibilities.

	You could also spot the differences in this magical world. Talismans and amulets on the doors and walls for protection and luck. Crystals on the fireplace mantel and herbs drying on the walls, probably for various potions. It all looked so similar to our lives but somehow enriched with the magical practices.

	I remembered Rulin had said that most witches didn’t have a hold on their powers, but still practiced it in everyday life, and now I saw it. Their way of living was filled with faith in nature.

	I rummaged through the drawers, but there wasn’t much food, so I took some bread that was cooling on the windowsill and apples. As much as would fit in my coat. This time I took all the bread. I needed it more than them. I knew I would pay for it and accepted that it would come back for revenge. There was nothing worse than the thought of that family coming home to no food. But someone in the village would help them until they could make another loaf for tomorrow.

	There was no time for morality right now. I had to be fast and not care about what I was doing. There was no time to analyze who deserved to be robbed and who didn’t. And by the looks of it, they had much more than we ever did in Noor, even if they were poor.

	That was maybe the biggest difference, here even the poor had more than our average man. Maybe the magic truly blessed them. And it made a small bead of resentment crawl into my heart.

	From the back window of the house where the bread was cooling, I spotted a spear in the backyard similar to the ones used for fishing. That would be the best addition to my trip. The last thing I stole. I could finally hunt for my own food, and there wouldn’t be a need to steal again. Even though it was hard for me to hunt and kill, that way would be safer to survive.

	The spear was all the way rested on the back fence, and when I looked around through the window, there was no one in sight. This shouldn’t be hard. Just after I grabbed the weapon, it was time to run, and my work here was done.

	I swallowed a lump in my throat and gathered courage for the irrevocable step. I slowly walked out the back door, with a light gait, and toward the weapon. The rustle of the trees and the gray sky above flashed a warning sign of bad weather.

	The villagers would head back from the river and seek shelter for the rest of the day. Just as I was leaving their houses. It all played out well in the end. The thrill of the steal made my blood boil and my hands sweaty. There was no walking slowly for me while my body was this jittery for release. I was so close to ending my mission, and my whole body felt the rush of adrenaline, which would certainly give me enough power to run far away.

	Then a sharp pain in the back of my head and nothing but blackness appeared in my vision, swallowing my hope.

	 


CHAPTER 20
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	WHEN I FINALLY CAME to, my head was ringing. I felt ropes binding my body. Even my neck had a thick and heavy metal around it. My body tensed in the anticipation of pain I knew was coming.

	The villagers came back sooner than I thought. I knew this was a possibility, and I still took the risk. Maybe the old lady tipped them off. Damn her, I should have run there and then. There was no resentment toward her. She should do what was best for her and her family, but why lie to me?

	My body was laying still on the floor. There was no need to alarm anyone until I figured out where I was and how I could get out of it. By the smell, I figured I was still in the village. They couldn’t have taken me anywhere else very quickly.

	The back of my head still throbbed from the punch. Whoever and whatever did this had known what they were doing. They’d taken me out with one blow. It was hard to stay still when my head hurt, and I had the urge at least to stretch my chained body.

	The surrounding voices of people accompanied the ringing from my head. The room they held me in was dark and, I presumed, small. It was the most I could figure out with my eyes closed. They didn’t speak about anything in particular. All mumbling among themselves, not even excited all that much for capturing me. How did they notice me? There was no one around me when I ran for the weapon.

	Then a low, loud voice said, stronger than anyone else, “Shut it. Let the woman rest. When she wakes, we’ll talk to her.”

	All voices disappeared. There was no transition to quiet. Everyone, at the same moment, stopped speaking. Was he the leader of the villagers? It seemed that the men had left the dark room I was in, as even their footsteps faded away.

	I was lying on the floor, my legs wrapped straight and my arms at the base of my spine. My right cheek pressed to the floor in the direction of the voices, and my teeth embedded on the inside of it. For them to notice when I aroused, probably.

	As the chain-like restraint embedded itself around my throat to the point of pain, I peeled my eyes open to find myself in a dark cottage with only chairs inside and candles lighting the room dimly. It wasn’t night yet, but they’d covered the windows, so a small amount of light crept in.

	A man near the door looked at me, bewildered. He saw me open my eyes, all the while leaning on the wall and now crouching down to get a better look.

	The moment his face pulled into a baffled expression, he shouted, “Get the king, we’ve got her!” And banged on the door.

	Great, I thought. I might fight them or negotiate with them, but the villagers ratted me out to the king. Who knew how long I was out of it? I thought only a few hours had passed, but maybe I was wrong. Maybe the blow to the head made me disoriented in time. The king couldn’t be here yet. Maybe I could still get out of it.

	King Kian was powerful, and maybe somehow he could come here faster with magic. He had the high priestesses at his disposal, and they would certainly want to capture me again. If there was a spell or some kind of magic to travel faster, he would’ve used it in a heartbeat. What if this was it? My escape ended here.

	Many men and women rushed into the room, all dressed in battle clothes. Brown fighting leathers with weapons strapped to their bodies. Most of them had long hair and eyes of various colors.

	They all stood far away from me and watched. With various emotions on their faces. Some were happy, some excited, there were even a few that seemed confused. I had that look directed toward me many times for my eyes in the castle.

	The last warrior that walked into the room was a head taller than anyone else, even though they were all pretty tall and strong. He had broad shoulders that moved all the others aside with one touch. Now he was standing in front of them, a step away from me.

	His crow-black long hair connected to his beard and the rest was gathered at the base of his neck. I couldn’t see his facial features well. He looked like a powerful beast. His tanned skin gleaming with drops of sweat and pearl white eyes exceeded my imagination. I would have expected demon red like Sol, but his were ghost-like.

	These were no villagers. These were the king’s warriors. Not like the ones from the castle, but maybe the ones who fought and weren’t representable to royals in their savage nature. They all looked like beasts. I guessed the king didn’t like them at his pristine residence.

	The warrior before me was dressed like the rest of them. So, the king wasn’t here yet. Maybe I had time at last. He took the remaining step toward me and kneeled before me as I tried to wiggle myself in a different position, but all the ropes made it impossible. Two men lifted me up by my arms and sat me on the floor looking at him, obviously seeing me struggle. The warrior pushed the mess of ebony hair strands from his forehead.

	I had to admit even that simple movement made him intimidating, so my first approach would be begging. There was no way I could fight him or anyone else here. That would stay as a last resort.

	“We finally got you, princess,” he spoke in a deep and proud growl.

	“You don’t have to take me back to the king,” I said, and everyone broke out into laughter. I was ready to beg or fight, but they laughed and the warrior before me chuckled as well.

	“Don’t worry, little human, we won’t take you back, but you will be going to the king.” He got up and walked out, leaving me slack jawed.

	What did he mean? Was the king meeting us somewhere else? They weren’t the crowd for begging, so it was time to act. I tried grasping for the fire of the candles but couldn’t feel it. I tried reaching for the surrounding air, but it was as if there was no air touching me. What was happening?

	Two men grabbed me by my arms and led me out. My eyes narrowed at the sudden sight of light, and for the last time, I tried to grasp my earth magic. Still nothing… There was no need to fight them if I didn’t have magic.

	The village was now filled with people who looked at me with varying expressions. Did they catch me, and then called for the warriors to come and get me? The looks on their faces were also filled with mixed emotions. Anger prevailed on most of them. Because it wasn’t them who caught me?

	Shame resided in me while looking at their faces. I stole from them before they caught me. It was a disgrace, and I had to do it to survive. Still, I got caught, so it was all for nothing. I couldn’t imagine I would look all of them in the eyes, maybe even the people I stole from.

	The rest of the road was filled with horses. The warriors stood next to them, waiting for me. Two of the warriors lifted me up and placed me on a white horse with black spots. It reminded me of the dogs running around my village.

	One of the two warriors sat behind me and grasped the reins to guide the horse. His body was rigid, unacknowledging of me. He didn’t look at me or even talk to me. I wasn’t a person anymore. Just a prize to take. He was much bigger than me. Muscled and dark-skinned. His brown hair was oddly short and curly, unlike the other’s long hair.

	There was nothing concerning me anymore. My body was too tired, so I leaned back into his chest and rested. He stiffened even more behind me, making his body the least comfortable lounge. He never expected me to do that. I could see by the looks of all the other warriors, even the leader who strode next to us looked confused at my action. It made my lips curve into a smile. If they were taking me to my prison, I should rest before. There was no need for me to be a lady.

	While we strode out of the village, I wanted to jump and run a few times, but my legs were still tied, and it would be stupid. They would catch me in a second, but my body urged me to fight, at least my instinct kicked it. Through the short period, I tried to use my magic any time, but it wouldn’t budge. I didn’t understand why. Was the blow to my head so strong? Did they poison me somehow to keep my magic in check? There had to be an explanation.

	The weather was turning from iron gray to charcoal, but it was still cold as before and with no storm in sight.

	“How long will we travel for?” I asked the warrior. Turning for the answer.

	“We’ll be there soon enough.” He smirked.

	And we were. The smell of sweat and fires reached me first. We came to what looked like a war camp, full of men and women in uniforms, all busy with something.

	Daylight was drawing to a close, and the fog was rising again, making the camp even less visible, only two rows of tents at a time. The warriors were making weapons, training, and eating. Everyone paused to look at me.

	We rode all over the camp until we came to an enormous tent. Others stopped along the way, leaving me with the rigid warrior, and the leader leading the way.

	In the castle, I had ten guards only in my part of the tower, and two were always beside me. Why the change now? Was it because we were in a war camp, so they thought I would never try to escape?

	The warrior set me down and cut the ropes from my legs. Was he delusional? I might run away at any moment. They truly underestimated me. I would plan an escape from this camp, just as I had with the castle. Maybe they sensed I’d given up and didn’t guard me so well. This was all in my favor, so I would not complain.

	Then I heard the low voice behind me. “Go wash up.” The commanding man gestured toward the tent near the big one.

	I didn’t have time to react. He was already gone, and the warrior pushed me inside.

	My gods! The inside was pure magic, making me gasp. The tent looked beautiful and colorful, with flames lighting it up. And there was a metal bath in the middle, already filled to the brim. Not with seafoam, but with steaming hot water, and I could smell that it was infused with lavender. The warrior untied the ropes around my arms and body and began to remove my cloak.

	“What in tarnation are you doing?” I snapped.

	“Getting the clothes off so you can bathe properly. Or do you prefer to do it clothed?” he asked.

	I was taken aback. They let men clean women? “I’m sorry. I would prefer a woman to do it.”

	“All right, but you don’t have to be so modest here, princess.” He looked me over from head to toe before continuing. “We are equals. Men and women, the same, fighting side by side. We have seen each other wounded and some to death. There is nothing special about you, as much as some might think,” he said angrily and called for a woman named Nova.

	I blushed at the not-so-subtle insults. I didn’t think I was special or any better than him. It was a way of protecting myself. Not letting men near me was a way of life, and if he thought that was going to change, he was sorely mistaken.

	A woman with sapphire blue eyes and dark, long hair braided down her front entered. Her appearance was nowhere near elegant, but her stance was tall and strong. Not like a lady, but like an intimidating warrior. I was much shorter than her, so she had to look down at me. She didn’t lower her head, only her gaze over her prominent chin.

	The warrior walked out, and we were alone. I felt no more comfortable with her than with him. I could understand now what he meant. They were equal. They truly were. She was also a warrior like him. The lady didn’t ride with us from the village, so that meant she was in the camp.

	We didn’t speak one word. Sometimes she would nod to gesture what I had to do, but that was most of our communication.

	She nodded to take my cloak off, and then walked behind me and took my dress off. I pulled my shoes and tossed them aside, my feet touching the ground. It felt nice. Cold, but free. After the river, my body ached for a warm bath. Even though I was caught, it was nice to not be in fear anymore. It was over, and I could at least enjoy some of the safety before either running away again or going back to the king.

	I looked at her and gestured to the chain around my neck, which was the only thing left on my naked body. I resembled an animal with it around me. She gestured her head toward the bath, not bothering unclasping her hands from behind her back. Would they really keep it on to tie me somewhere like an animal? Why couldn’t they at least keep it on my arms? They wanted to degrade and humiliate me.

	My skin ached as I entered the steaming hot water. My feet were full of cuts and bruises from walking, and all the wounds awoke as I touched the water. Slowly lowering my body while it adjusted every inch to the steam. I took some water in my hands and rubbed it on the parts that were still not inside to adjust better to the warmth.

	I touched my stomach and went up to my ribs. I was unpleasantly surprised to find them poking out. My body was too thin now from all the torture, running, and almost no food. Food I hadn’t eaten in ages. My stomach rumbled in response.

	The warrior was watching me the whole time and figured out what I was thinking about. She seemed surprised. Even pulled a slight smile from the corner of her mouth.

	When I finally laid down, I remembered my first night at the castle. The feeling was similar. A prisoner in pain, and again I found myself here. The king would be here soon, I presumed, and I would be back where I started. At least I would see my friends and Rulin. That was the only bright light in this situation. Maybe Rulin would be my salvation.

	I washed my hair last, and when I got out of the tub, the woman wrapped me in blankets and guided me in front of the fire to dry.

	“Are you going to tie me again?” I asked.

	“No.” She spoke finally, with an unusually calming voice, “The camp is protected. You can’t leave.”

	Oh… that was why it was so safe for them to leave me alone. I couldn’t leave even if I wanted to. Dammit! Why was she so nice? I couldn’t decipher her. Her presence somehow put me at ease. It was reassuring. Maybe it was the calmness and understanding of not speaking. Whatever it was, I appreciated the feeling.

	She left me alone by the fire to dry off, and when she came back, there was a uniform hanging from her arm. Just like hers.

	“We don’t have beautiful gowns down here, so this will have to do,” she said with resentment in her voice. She didn’t know I preferred pants over dresses anyway. There was nothing else to say before she left me again to get dressed.

	The uniform consisted of tight brown leather pants. A white shirt and a brown leather coat, which tied all the way up to my chin. And of course, black boots. My hair was still damp and undone. So, I sat in front of the fire with it loose to dry. Soon the male warrior busted into the tent.

	“The king is ready to see you now,” he said.

	Damn everything! He was already here. I wasn’t prepared for this. I wanted to escape. To find a way out, and to have a second chance. This was all too fast. I wanted to fight and run, but I knew there was nothing I could’ve done. I had to accept whatever was bound to happen.

	 


CHAPTER 21
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	ON MY WAY OUT of the small tent, I tried to call for my powers again. One last try to do something, anything. But there was nothing. I was human again, left to my human devices in the world full of witches. Oh, how low had I fallen now. To the same place where I first came into this world…

	I followed the male warrior to the large tent. He walked confidently in front of me as if I would never run away. He’d have to answer for me if I even tried. I wanted to run away to ruin his smug smile. He was full of himself, that was for sure.

	This tent was even more magical than the small one. Although it was larger on the outside than mine, the inside was huge. There were several fires and many witches standing beside it, watching me as I walked forward. The tent definitely seemed bigger on the inside and was draped with various fabrics and patterned all around. I walked up to the very front, where the commanding savage warrior stood alone.

	“Where is the king?” I asked.

	I wasn’t scared; I was annoyed. There was no throne and no king, and I was told the king would be waiting for me. The warrior arched a single eyebrow and crossed his hands. I knew what that meant. At that moment, I knew. How stupid could I have been? He was the king. King Nicholai.

	His eyes narrowed when he realized I had figured it out, and the corners of his lips pulled into something resembling a smile. My legs trembled. I was afraid of King Kian, but that fear was nothing compared to this. He was young. Unusually young for a king. How could that be? King Kian was much older than him, and he was probably about the same age as Rulin.

	Perhaps he was the son of a king, and he was being referred to as one. But he was dressed as a warrior and had a small army with him when I was found. How could that be? I took a step back, and the man before me began to speak.

	“So, you are the human girl. Or should I say, the eclectic witch?”

	He got me.

	“You know about me?” I asked with a trembling voice, fear balled up in a tight knot at the back of my throat. I didn’t want to show fear, but it all took me by surprise. There was no time to collect myself.

	“Oh, everyone has heard about you, princess. How you can grow trees in seconds or even better, how you managed to pass the wall.”

	“It’s Valeri!” I corrected harshly. He knew too much. How could he know about the trees? Did the word spread so easily? And why was he calling me princess?

	He continued before I had time to add anything else, “We knew about you the moment you came here. Servants are a fickle thing around here. With families all around the kingdom. And when you escaped, we were sure you would come to us.” He was so sure of himself. “And now you finally came. The Armantan King will be furious.” He laughed as if this was a joke to him, as some of the witches who listened in to our conversation also laughed. He took me to make King Kian mad?

	I finally gathered the courage to speak. “I will not let you use me. I would rather die.”

	“Don’t be dramatic,” he said firmly. “And don’t make me tie you up again. If you do anything stupid, I will, I promise you that.”

	I could see the evil in his eyes. It was as if he enjoyed tying people up. I thought red eyes were scary, but these white eyes made me shiver. I stood speechless. Too afraid to say anything else. “No one will harm you, and we will let you live your life anyway you want. But under one condition—” 

	Here we go again with the conditions. I thought. From one king to another, I was passed like a toy. “Live your life for yourself in our kingdom, and don’t go back to King Kian. Otherwise, we will have to make you stay here.”

	Shock spread through my face. Would he let me live freely and not use me for my powers?

	“So, you won’t use me to break the wall?”

	“I don’t believe in using witches for their power. All should be able to use their freewill. I hope, with time, you’ll make your own decisions. And then I know you will offer yourself to me.” He said it with such a disgusting grin. Before I could shut his idea down, he continued, “Our powers are enough for this war right now. We are managing, and soon I hope we will win.”

	“I’ll never help you tear down the wall,” I blurted out, and a low chuckle escaped him.

	“We’ll see. For now, the important thing is you don’t go back to them. It’s on you to make decisions from now on.” He waved his hand, gesturing I was dismissed and turned his back on me to empty a drink.

	The warrior took me outside. I was still shocked. Would I truly have my freedom, and how could the king be so young and so full of himself? Well, even if I listened to him, it wouldn’t be freedom. If I ever tried to escape, he would drag me back and punish me. He was only letting me live freely under his conditions. As tempting as that sounded, I was tied to the Armantan Kingdom somehow, and it would be hard to never see my friends again.

	The new tent they took me to was small but comfortable. It only had a fire burning and a small cot to sleep in. Beside the bed was a tray filled with food. My eyes opened wide when I saw it, and I felt my mouth watering at the mere thought of sustenance.

	It was all good food. Not war food, I saw the warriors eat in front of their tents, but a full roast with vegetables and strange fruits for dessert. I could feel my heart pounding in the cavern that was supposed to be my stomach. Hunger was something I had always suppressed, and now it was time to take care of a small part of myself.

	Nova, the female warrior, walked in behind me. I barely noticed her from the sight before me.

	“I hope you like it,” she said, pointing to the food. There was no one else who knew how hungry I was.

	“Thank you so much,” I said while turning my eyes to her.

	She regarded me with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes and left me by myself.

	I ate until my stomach almost burst. There was nothing I hadn’t tried. I unbuttoned my pants in the middle of my meal. Nothing was more important. Not even that I was in the enemy’s war camp. Even though I didn’t know who the enemy was anymore. I was controlled again and in a tent with nothing to do but eat.

	This whole continent was evil. There were no good sides. After dinner, I laid down on the cot and covered myself with a warm fur blanket they had left for me. My shoes were off, and my pants were unbuttoned. There were no other clothes I could’ve put on. There probably weren’t any night clothes in war.

	I was pulled from my blissful nourishment thoughts by the subtle rustle from the tent entrance. The male warrior entered quietly into my tent. He didn’t say a word, only stared at me with those magical opalescent eyes covered in shadow from his narrowed brows. His eyes were dark but filled with as much color as the mother-of-pearl shell.

	I sat up and covered myself with the blanket which rested at the foot of my cot as if that could protect me. Did he come to chain me before sleep? The chain was still around my neck. He still didn’t speak, so I decided to break the ice. 

	“How could I live my life the way I want it in this tent?” Unfortunately, nothing better came to my mind, and I had to say something. By the look on his face, it was the wrong question.

	“Well princess, you will have to wait a bit. We are in the middle of a war, and tomorrow morning you’ll ride with the king back to his kingdom. Do you think you could manage a night here?” He smirked.

	“After all those nights in the woods being hunted, I think this will suffice.” I wrinkled my nose. “Did the king come to the village just for me?”

	“He came here a month ago to fight the war, and you strode into our territory, princess. The village was located near the border, and we make rounds every so often in all the villages so close to enemy lines. Not everything revolves around you!” he shouted now. As if he was the one offended. 

	“Well, I’m sorry,” I said, while my eyes went skyward in annoyance. “And why does everyone keep calling me princess? My name is Valeri.”

	“We call you princess because you act like one. All high and mighty thinking you are better than everyone.”

	“When did I ever act like that?” I shouted back,

	“You don’t want to help either side, just looking out for yourself selfishly. You are not fit for a queen who takes care of her people, and you are not a common person who lives their own life in peace.” He cocked his head at me with a taunting look. “You feed off of gold and royalty but do nothing to contribute to society.”

	Maybe he was right. I couldn’t decide what to do. Both sides had evil intentions. King Nicholai wanted humans as slaves, and King Kian wanted to enslave me.

	Perhaps I should have sacrificed myself for the sake of men, but I was too selfish. I used Amelia to make myself feel safe, and I used the Armanta Kingdom to strengthen me.

	The warrior was right, and he read the realization right on my face.

	“I don’t know what they told you in Armanta, but we aren’t the evil ones,” he tried to rectify the situation.

	“That is what everyone thinks of themselves,” I shot back.

	“By that logic, the Armanta Kingdom thinks of themselves as the good side. Have you ever thought of that?” he exclaimed and stormed off.

	Why did he come here to argue? What did he want with me? It seemed to pain him that I was here. Would I truly be able to live peacefully in this land? Rulin always said I was in danger, even in his castle. Because other people would want me and, in this kingdom, I could be safe somehow.

	Rulin… I missed him. I hated to admit it, but sometimes I allowed myself to think about him. The inky smell of his clothes and the softness of his hands, wrapped in their metal rings. The thought of him made happiness surge within me. Could I accept living in another kingdom? To never see Rulin again? Thankfully, sleep overtook me fast enough.

	The morning came too quickly, but I slept well in this warm tent. Well, meaning I was visited by lesser night terrors. I knew the warriors would come soon enough to get me. I wanted to lie inside where the warmth remained. There was enough cold I lived through in the past few months. Now winter was upon us, and the inside seemed so inviting, especially after being informed in Rulin’s lectures that winter here was nothing I’d have ever seen before on my human continent, Emerda.

	I laid for a while longer, enjoying the last few moments of peace until the warriors came. They handed me my green cloak, all cleaned up. I didn’t think they would give it back. I wrapped myself in it and walked into the cold air, checking my pockets, and running my fingers over all five crystals and the shell to count they were there.

	I knew from the black book witches wouldn’t dare to take away someone’s crystals, for they were tainted with their owner’s magic and would bring them grave energy if stolen. These crystals weren’t exactly mine. Not one was emerald, but I still felt the urge to keep them with me, and they didn’t know that.

	I could see my breath before even stepping outside, and when I adjusted my eyes to the light, I could see a black carriage before me. Four horses were tied to the front, with two warriors at the top of the carriage, ready to ride.

	There were four horses in the back of the carriage with warriors on top. Well, if the king didn’t need me protected in the camp, it seemed he liked protection to travel through his kingdom. My mouth unwillingly smiled, but then I realized there was only one carriage, and the king was traveling with me.

	Where would I go? Not with him inside, that was certain. Would they bring a horse for me? Just as I had the thought, the warrior opened the doors to the carriage and gestured for me to come in.

	“We aren’t riding on horses?” I asked.

	“This is a three-day ride. Do you prefer to be on a horse?” the warrior taunted.

	“Yes, I do,” I said and from the corner of my eye, I saw the king stepping beside me.

	“You don’t have the proper riding gear for that kind of travel,” the king said and stepped inside the carriage, coldness lacing his tone.

	There was no point in fighting him. He always seemed to get what he wanted. But how was that going to work? Three days in a carriage with a king consumed with himself.

	Reluctantly, I climbed aboard. The carriage was dark. There were leather seats on either side, and the king was already sitting in the back, facing the front. There was still some room for me next to him. It seemed like he did that on purpose. He made room for me even though there was a whole other seat. His eyes were fixed on my next move. I took the seat across from him. There was no way I wanted to sit near him. Even though it was better to be facing the direction of travel.

	The seats were cherry red, and the walls were covered with black leather. Someone had closed the door, and the tinted windows let in very little light. To be honest, there wasn’t much light outside to begin with. The sun was hiding behind dark gray clouds, and the storm that was supposed to be here by now wasn’t coming. It seemed as if it was going to rain, but not a single drop fell.

	The king laid his head back on the leather and looked at me. I looked at him too. He was dressed similarly to me. He seemed to be dressed the same as the warriors. No indication he was their king or superior.

	His black coat, now unbuttoned for comfortable travel, and his white undershirt, showed some tanned skin. The collarbones and his chest were visible too. There were white lines all over in chaotic patterns. I had never seen white tattoos before. I wondered what was drawn on his skin. The small part I could see didn’t reveal much.

	“What’s so interesting?” He smirked.

	“Sorry.” I averted my gaze to the window and felt the heat in my cheeks rise to the surface.

	I was interested in his tattoos, not in him, and I would kill myself if I gave any indication otherwise. He wasn’t appealing to me. I could admit he was good looking, but his personality blinded me to his appearance. From the corner of my eye, I could see he was looking at me with a coy smile. He subtly adjusted his shirt to show even more skin before looking out the other window.

	We rode all day, with a few breaks, to let the horses recover. We all ate together in the woods. The guards, the king, and the warriors. They were all talking among themselves, but I, on the other hand, was eating my food in silence and stretching as much as I could. In the meantime, looking for a way out. The king kept looking over at me, so I knew it was going to be hard. Maybe even stupid.

	The king offered me a pleasant life, and if he was true to his word, why should I run? Maybe my life would be fine. Maybe after a few years, I could gather my power and then come back. Let them fight the war. Both sides were the same strength, so I had some time. But what if the king lied to make me easier to travel with? What if his intentions were even worse? These thoughts kept me ever on my guard.

	We were back in the carriage, and soon night fell. To my surprise, we had made no camp. I didn’t know how the riders managed to rest when we had to ride all night. The king didn’t seem to mind, and I was the selfish one.

	He stretched his body out on his side of the carriage. Straightening his legs all the way to my side. I didn’t move or even speak to him the entire ride. My body ached for release, so I tried to lie down on my seat. I laid down on my side but bent my legs at the knees to keep them up.

	I didn’t know how the king slept. The dirt road was filled with dents, and he snored like he was lying in the most comfortable bed. I tried to close my eyes, but panic caught me when I was so close to him with my eyes closed.

	We passed over a bump in the road so large I fell but didn’t hit my head. My heart throbbed so loudly that it almost drowned out my thoughts. The king’s hands were on my shoulders, holding me. I jerked upright to free myself from his grip.

	“You should be more careful,” the king said.

	I bared my teeth at his touch, sat up, and decided there would be no sleep for me.

	The king was now watching me and, after a few moments, sat down next to me. I pulled away as far as I could. He stretched his legs out on the other seat across from us and asked, “How about this?”

	I mimicked him and felt much better. I was locked in between the seats and couldn’t fall down. He fell asleep immediately again. It was a terrible feeling sleeping next to him, but my body was giving way.

	The ride was bumpy, but I liked it now when I couldn’t fall down. It was almost as if I was at sea. The motion was so familiar it reminded me of home for a moment with Amelia. Sending me to dream about her and better days for me back home.

	At one moment I woke up, realizing I was leaning on the king’s shoulder and drooling, no less. I slowly backed away, not to wake him, but when I looked up, he was awake. Looking out the window. Dammit!

	“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize. Please tell me it just happened,” I began to apologize, not accepting this incident lasted longer than a moment. Blood rushed to my cheeks in embarrassment.

	“I don’t mind,” he said, still looking out the window. There was something in his eyes. A sort of concern, and then he sat up and started fastening his boots.

	“I’m sorry, I truly am. I don’t need to sleep anymore, so you can-”

	“I said I didn’t mind,” he interrupted me and opened the door in the middle of the ride to get out.

	Well, that was nice. Why would he lie about this? If it bothered him so much, he could have woken me. Who knew for how long I slept on him?

	My legs were stiff, so I stood up and stretched, trying to touch my toes. I sat back down and looked out the window. It was heavily raining now, and he would rather be outside in the rain than sleep inside with me. I knew it shouldn’t bother me, and I should be happy we weren’t in the same place anymore, but it did. It bothered me very much.

	I couldn’t sleep anymore, not until the light came out. When I saw the first ray of daylight, I closed my eyes. Thinking again that I was safer in the day, even though the storm was breaking through and making it look almost like the night was near again.

	 


CHAPTER 22

	[image: Image]

	I FELT SOMEONE LOOKING at me. Actually, I felt we weren’t moving anymore, and when I opened my eyes, the king was staring.

	“Good morning,” he said and handed me my breakfast. 

	“Why didn’t you wake me to eat with everyone?” The curtains were closed and when I opened them, I saw everyone packing their stuff and getting ready for travel. The rain wasn’t so heavy now, maybe that was why they stopped to eat.

	“You were awake most of the night, so there was no need to keep you awake for the rest of the day. If you want to eat up and go back to sleep, go ahead.” He smirked at me.

	You’d think he was in a good mood. How could he be? He wouldn’t even eat next to me. Such a thing should never have bothered me. I should consider myself lucky if he wanted to leave me alone. Still, something deep inside me tugged at my insecurity. Being rejected, even by a monster, obviously struck a nerve.

	My side of the curtain was opened, and I ate my bread and cheese while gazing out. I was nearly done when we continued traveling.

	After quite a few more hours of travel, we stopped again, this time near a river. I finally had the chance to stretch my legs. The trees were awfully quiet, and the air was thick with mist. My knees buckled from stiffness, and I was yearning for a walk. The water seemed inviting enough for a refreshment.

	I crouched down beside it and placed my hand inside to feel the icy water and splash my face. The rapid movement in the corner of my eye caused me to flinch. Before I knew it, the king snatched me by my wrist and yanked my hand out.

	“Ouch, what in the world are you doing?” I yelped. 

	“You never ever put your hands in the unknown waters.” He growled, “There are demons inside, everywhere.” He still held my hand as my eyes widened in horror.

	“But I once swam across such a river.” I glowered into his inhuman eyes.

	“Then you were foolish, and very lucky,” he retorted.

	Finally, I tore my hand from his grip. “Don’t worry, it won’t happen again.” I felt like a child being reprimanded. He made me feel so small. How could I live under the rule of a man like him?

	“You can do whatever you want but, on my watch, I will protect you even if it means hurting your feelings, princess,” he said while I was walking away from him.

	I didn’t even feel the need to respond or even turn around. The rain pelted slowly into the woods, but the drops were enormous again. I raised my head and let the drops refresh my face.

	How could I do something wrong this time? I was sure King Nicholai would find something wrong with all my actions.

	When the king was out with the warriors talking, I looked back at the river. I knew he could see me, and I wanted him to. Something in me wanted to rebel. A certain rage has been building up inside for some time now, and this latest uproar was my last straw.

	Slowly, I made my way to the river. Teasing the king. I knew he watched me, and I would never go into the river again after he reminded me of the monsters, but to make him think I would. If he wanted to play my master, I could play the rebel. Let’s see how far he would go to protect me, or maybe his evil side would finally show and punish me. At least then I would know where we stood with his conditions. 

	With every step I took, my eyes were fixated on the river. There was no fear, only an urge for revenge. To see him unsettled. To see him realize, I wouldn’t follow his rules so easily and would not be talked down to like a child.

	My feet were a step away from the water and when I lifted my leg, unsure of what I would do next, his hands were on my body. My pulse drummed in my ears. He gripped my shoulders with both hands and pulled me to his chest.

	My back turned to him, and his mouth found my ear as he whispered, “One more step and-”

	“And what? What will you do?” I challenged. 

	“Do you have a death wish?” he growled.

	I swiftly turned in his hands and faced him. “I’m not afraid of death, and I’m not afraid of you. If you want to teach me something, then be a man about it. Don’t show off as the alpha because I will never be beneath you.”

	His hands released my shoulders, and he gave me a wry smile.

	“Fair enough.” He left me standing by the river.

	Power surged through my veins. I finally took my power back and held my ground. Never again would I let someone belittle me. My time at the castle was filled with it, and if I was going to live in the Salvantian Kingdom, there would be none of that. I would be my own master.

	Standing by the river, I wanted to run after him and ask him what happened last night. It still bothered me, but better to leave it at this. It was a powerful moment, and it should stay this way.

	The rain poured down heavily, and the big drops from the trees turned into hail. I ran stomping through the mud toward the carriage with my hands sheltering my head. The hail was massive. Like I’d never seen before, but the sounds were familiar. The same as the day I arrived on this continent. Thunder and lightning filled the sky.

	Some of the warriors stepped inside the carriage with the king and me, but a few stayed, dodging the hail. One of the warriors stepped into the clearing and held out his hands at the ground as the other held his hands in the air and somehow made the hail bounce off some kind of invisible shield. 

	The ground shook. I hardly saw what he was doing, among all the others who filled the carriage, and I stood in the back with the warrior who had bickered with me in the tent. During the journey, I found out that his name was Avieles. He possessed the power of fire and was one of the four riders behind the carriage.

	As I gathered, the four horsemen were bearers of the four elements and warriors. The raiders in the front had little magic and were guards with excellent eyesight for night travel.

	While the earth shook the carriage, I moved with it, grabbing the leather wall and pressing my back to it. What was happening? From the tops of the heads, I could see roots protruding out of the ground and filling the space.

	The ground stilled and everyone ran out of the carriage, leaving me and the king inside. I stopped in my tracks. The witch had powers of the earth element. He tore roots from the ground and formed a covering. Everyone stepped under, as hail fell atop it.

	They started preparing everything for a meal as if nothing happened, and I was amazed. I felt the king was watching me from behind.

	“How can they think this fast and know the solution immediately?” I asked him.

	“Years of practice,” he said and sat down in his usual spot.

	I could barely hear him from the thudding noises on the carriage. I sat across from him and looked out. My shoulders shuddered with every louder thud of hail.

	Everyone else seemed calm. How could they be so calm? I had never seen weather like this. The hail was too big and too strong.

	The wind began to blow in the carriage, and the king stood up and closed the door in my face. He drew the curtains forcibly and sat down again.

	“There is no need to be afraid,” he said in a calming voice. He looked like a wild animal trying to comfort his prey. It didn’t suit him at all.

	“How are you used to this weather?” I gripped my shoulders in a shiver.

	“On this continent, you must’ve noticed the weather was harsher. The winter comes quicker, and the rainfalls last longer. With all the magic, nature enhanced itself. This is normal for this time of the year. We often tip off the balance, and it responds naturally.”

	I unclenched my hands as his words managed to calm me down. It was their normal. Despite the calming nerves, a small bead of fire in my body kept me on the end of those nerves. Someone opened the door and jumped inside. It was one of the riders carrying a fur blanket.

	“The wind took a turn, and it will be colder from now on,” he said while handing me the fur blanket.

	“Thank you,” I said while taking it. He jumped out immediately, and I turned to the king. “Where is your blanket?”

	“I don’t need it.” He shrugged his shoulders.

	“Are you really going to pretend to be such a powerful man? The cold doesn’t affect you.” I choked out a laugh.

	“No, this is nothing for what’s coming this winter,” he said seriously.

	It became too dark in the carriage for my comfort, so I tried to pull away the curtains. Before I could do it, the king pushed down on my hand.

	“Why?” I asked

	“It’s better if you don’t look at the hail, this way it won’t scare you as much.”

	“But we are in the dark.” I frowned.

	“Don’t tell me you are afraid of the dark as well.” I couldn’t see his expression, but I could hear something teasing in his voice.

	“No!” The words came out in a higher pitch than usual, perhaps revealing some of my fear.

	He grinned at me, that much I could see because his beard was dark as night against his white teeth. His pearl eyes and teeth were the only luminous spots in the carriage, and all I could do was roll my eyes in return.

	After a period of reticence, the warriors brought us food. We ate in silence, and in the dark. After the meal, the hail slowed down. The king took our plates and went out without a word. He left again.

	Should I go out too or should I leave him alone? Maybe he really didn’t want to be near me all the time and needed space. It was a thought I wanted to tell myself to accept and move on. As much as I wasn’t interested in him, it stung to know he was repulsed by my being.

	I sat in the dark alone and waited. The hail stopped, but it rained heavily, and it truly became colder. I removed the curtain from one of the windows and could barely see outside. But the traces visible enough were men talking underneath the roots around a fire. Now all of them were wearing fur coats.

	The king was among them, but without a coat. I recognized him as he was the tallest of them all. He started walking toward me. I couldn’t tell if he noticed me watching them. I moved away from the door, and he came in, wet from the rain.

	This time, he sat next to me. “Did you need anything?” he asked.

	“No.” I wrinkled my nose. I only said no because it was an inane question. What could I possibly need? Some information about travel plans or something to do or some company. He saw I wasn’t telling the truth.

	“Do you want me to call someone to light warming candles until we travel again?” he asked.

	“I could do it myself if I had my magic,” I said, looking wistfully at the floor.

	“Oh, I forgot,” he said shockingly and put his hands around my neck.

	I jumped up. “What do you think you are doing?”

	His eyes widened in surprise. “Calm down princess, I’m helping you. I won’t hurt you.” He lingered slightly.

	This time, I let him put his hands on me. And with one swift move, he removed the chain around my neck. I didn’t even notice it anymore as it became weightless.

	Something unfamiliar coursed through my body. Magic built up within me again. Now it seemed as if a limb that had been missing was suddenly restored. I shuddered at the feeling of it coursing through my body.

	“What was that?” I asked quietly, touching the skin where the chain used to be.

	“We put this on you so you couldn’t use your powers, and I didn’t even notice it was still on when you were all buttoned up.” He chuckled, looking pleased with himself.

	He dared to laugh. He took my power and thought it was funny to forget. Rage was filling up inside me now and not only magic. “You thought it was a good idea to take my magic and forget. Why wouldn’t you at least tell me about it?” I balled my hands into fists.

	Taking away my magic was barbaric. Now with the shiver of power racing through my limbs, anger was only building into a stronger wave of emotions.

	“All I heard about you was how much you hated to use it, and how much you hated witches. I thought you would appreciate being human again.”

	“And powerless,” I added, “don’t you ever assume anything about me again. And don’t you dare call me princess anymore!” I pulled on the door handle to the carriage.

	“Where are you going?” he grunted in protest at my actions.

	“Far away from you. Tonight, you can stay in the carriage and don’t have to be near me. I know how much it bothers you anyway.”

	He started saying something, but I jumped out in the rain and slammed the door. My feet splashed in the mud. I felt crescents scarring my palms when I finally unclenched my fists.

	All the warriors stared at me, but I couldn’t be close to them. I saw how they looked at me with pity, so I circled the carriage and stood underneath a tree in the rain with my arms crossed. Anything was better than being with them.

	He came out after me. That was a bad idea. He didn’t seem angry or apologetic. “Don’t be stupid,” he bellowed over the rain. “Do you want to catch a fever out here? Get back inside and I can be outside.”

	All I wanted to do was rebel and stay in the rain, but I knew he was right until all the unused magic made me shiver. Itching to get out. I used it to keep the wind at bay. It was the best I could do with my strained magic practice.

	“You can’t keep your magic running all night,” he tried to reason with me.

	“After holding it away for so long, I think it’s time to see what I can do.”

	“Fine, when you burn out come back inside,” he said and stormed back.

	I could feel the use of my powers wasn’t easy. It always costs me something, my physical or mental energy. The stakes had a price, and if my body gave out, so did my magic. No one was guarding me, so I could make a run for it, and I had enough magic to last me a few hours. The woods behind me were dark and thick with trees, the pine needle scent all too familiar.

	No doubt they would try to catch me, and the king didn’t pull the curtains back. I couldn’t see him inside, but certainly he was looking at me and with his sharpened eyesight, I was a mouse waiting to be eaten by the cat.

	After a few more minutes of weighing my options, I opted to run back to the carriage. I paused before opening the door and took a deep breath of the pine scented forest to ground me. Accepting defeat was never easy.

	I climbed back up and closed the door behind me. He looked at me from head to toe, wet from the rain. The air power didn’t shield me like the warrior used it for hail.

	“Good choice,” he said as if he knew what I’d thought about doing. I pointed to the other door, and he left without a word. He wouldn’t dare to come in again. Not after this.

	I was soaking wet. After pulling the curtains, I took my clothes off and put them in a pile on the leather seat. I wrapped myself tightly in the fur blanket. The clothes wouldn’t dry this way, and I had nothing else to wear.

	Someone knocked at the door. I peered behind the curtain and saw Avieles’ frame illuminated by the fire behind him. He opened the door and came in, making me back up to the other side.

	“We’ll soon start raiding. The rain won’t stop, and we can’t camp for days,” he said.

	“Fine.” What did he want me to do about it?

	He looked at me, and then the clothes piled on the seat. “Do you want me to dry it?”

	“What?” My brows furrowed in confusion.

	“To use my fire magic and dry it,” he explained the obvious, but my non-magical mind still didn’t catch up on the concept.

	I shook my head. “No, thank you, I can do it myself, you don’t have to help me.”

	He rolled his eyes in response. “You know there is no need to refuse help. It won’t make you any less of a burden in my eyes.” And with that, he jumped back out of the carriage, leaving me to ponder my way out of this predicament. 

	I knew that the last thing he would want to do was help me, but a small part of me yearned for his acceptance as well. What was wrong with me? I didn’t need their acceptance.

	I didn’t know what to do with my clothes. How could I dry them with magic but not using fire? I wasn’t too sure about using it inside. Maybe water magic could be of use here. If I try to pull most of the water out of the clothes like I pulled it out of the leaves in the woods, it could work.

	I sat beside the pile, still unsure of what to do. Although I could feel the magic inside me again, it was still a foreign concept. I placed my hands on the pile and concentrated hard, as the high priestesses had taught me. The sound of the wind caused the carriage to sway slightly, and the rain filled the silence.

	That was it. Rain was water. My eyes fell shut, and that sound was all I could hear as I imagined pulling on it. I felt the magical pull and immediately reached for it as my eyes opened.

	Drop by drop, it came out of my clothes and filled the surrounding air. It was beautiful, with rain droplets floating around. After a few moments, my clothes were dry, but the water was still in the air. I wasn’t quite sure where it was going to go now. Where was I supposed to take it?

	If I let go of my magic, it would splash everywhere, and it would all be for nothing. I already felt my body tiring.

	Swiftly, I opened the other door of the carriage and pushed the water particles out. It was still raining, so that water fell on the ground with the rest of the rain. I closed the door immediately and crashed on the empty leather seat. The little endeavor drained me.
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	My body was weak and wanted to rest. That was what I did until I realized we were moving again. I didn’t know how long I slept, but I didn’t feel it when we started raiding. At least I slept well. Didn’t fall to the ground.

	I stretched my body as best I could and found my limbs were sticking out from under the fur blanket that covered me. After drying my clothes, I didn’t get dressed. Panic had me jolt up in my seat and clutch the fur tighter over my chest. Was the king in the carriage with me?

	The carriage was still dark, and I couldn’t see around properly, but from what I could tell, he wasn’t there. He was giving me my privacy, as promised.

	I opened the curtains and saw that it was nighttime. Did he travel with the warriors outside at night? Well, that wasn’t my problem. I decided it wouldn’t affect me anymore. Their approval wasn’t mine to attain. For all I cared, they could hate me as their biggest enemy.

	With swift moves, I got dressed in case we had to stop or someone came in. The magic drained me enough to send me off to deep slumber and left me vulnerable enough without my naked body up for taking.

	There wasn’t a chance of getting any more sleep tonight. I felt rested, and I didn’t know where we were or how long I slept and how long we traveled for.

	The first rays of daylight illuminated the raindrops still left on the leaves, sending off bluish hues around green trees. There were fewer trees in the forest now than before. It seemed like we were coming out of the woods and riding into open fields. There were fewer and fewer trees until all the trees were in the distance. We had been riding in the open country for hours now.

	Maybe we were close. Who knew how long we had been on the road? The sun was high now, and we didn’t stop to eat. No one came inside the carriage to at least tell me why we didn’t stop. I was agitated and restless. Playing with the hem of my shirt as if it would calm me somehow. All I wanted was to stop and talk to someone. Why won’t anyone tell me anything?

	I slowly opened the door to peek outside. Maybe someone would notice and talk to me. My hair was let loose and swirled in the wind covering parts of my face. I couldn’t see accurately, but there were three men in the front now. Probably the king was among them.

	“Hey! What are you doing?” someone shouted from behind. I turned my head, and it was Avieles on a horse riding toward me away from his formation.

	“We didn’t stop for a long time, and I don’t know anything,” I said with annoyance.

	“We are approaching the kingdom. There is no need to stop. We’ll be there by lunchtime.”

	I breathed a gasp as fright and joy fought inside. I didn’t bother turning around to see the king, but I was sure he could hear us. Finally, I knew what was happening. We were so close. And the trip would be over soon. I still didn’t know if that was a good or bad thing, as nothing could prepare me for what could happen next.

	 


CHAPTER 23
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	AFTER A FEW MORE hours of mindless travel, I looked out the window. My brows rose in awe, and my mouth dropped open. There were no more trees in the distance but many houses, and a mighty castle in the middle. Usually, castles were on a natural rise, but this one was surrounded by houses of various sizes.

	We left the muddy road and came to a stone street. The town was protected by walls all around and guards on top. We waited until they opened the gates, and as we neared, I saw all the different colored houses that filled the town.

	The streets were narrow, and there were many people walking about. Some of them looked at us and waved. Most just smiled. They all looked pleased the king was back, but there was no ruckus around him. Everyone behaved normally and seemed content.

	We quickly reached the castle. I didn’t even manage to get a good look at it, for my head was spinning around trying to capture the alluring town before me.

	A small river ran around it, and the only way to reach it was through a narrow bridge connected to the wall. The castle had its own smaller wall for protection and a river surrounding it. I could see the guards walking atop the castle. Maybe that was why they could build a town around it. It was well protected, anyway.

	It didn’t have as many towers as the one in Armanta. It was made out of brownstone and a straight roof. A simple castle by the looks of it, but to my villager’s mind, it was a dream. My breathing was shallow as I tried to drink up all the sights surrounding me.

	We stepped out of the carriage, and the colors were even more beautiful now without the stained windows blurring my sight.

	The guards opened the doors on the wall, and we crossed the bridge on foot. Even though the horses would fit, I didn’t mind. This walk was much needed for my stiff body after all the riding.

	There were even more guards inside the walls waiting for us. They opened the doors of the castle, and the interior was much darker. There were fewer windows and not much lighting. The windows were positioned higher, so the light fell down onto us.

	Everything was plain. Not much furniture and wide open spaces all around. The guards signaled for me to follow them, which I did, having no reason to object.

	We walked to a throne room. It was also big and mostly empty. On the back wall sat a lone throne made out of various crystals. The windows shone light on it, and the crystals filled the room with such beautiful colors.

	It pulled back the memories of the rainbows which filled the sky after a summer storm. Amelia ran all around the village trying to capture the beginning or end, wishing it would take her away to a better place.

	But we never found them touching the earth. Instead, they moved away from us every time we were near. Taunting us until they all disappeared. As much as they were beautiful, the reality we saw after they’ve gone crushed our spirits more.

	There was something about these throne rooms and crystal, and I didn’t know the story of it. It taunted me in the same way the rainbows did. Oh… if Amelia only saw this, she would’ve cried with joy at seeing all the colors.

	The king walked fast by me and sat on the throne, pulling me out of my memories and back to the harsh reality. He unbuttoned his coat, and the guard brought him a drink. He drank it in one big gulp, with some of the liquid draining onto his beard and dripping on his shirt. I wrinkled my nose at the sight of the animal before me. No manners at all.

	A servant brought me a cup. I took it out of respect and smelled it. It was ale, not wine or liquor, but ale. There was something in me tugging me to drink. That was all we drank in Noor, and the smell brought me back. When I arrived here, I only drank pleasant drinks. Even after all those fine drinks, there was something about the simplicity of ale I missed but didn’t want to accept from him.

	“Do you wish for something else, something more suited for your taste?” the king asked and raised an eyebrow, mocking me.

	“No, thank you,” I said while fixing my gaze on the floor. 

	Waiting for anything. Why was I even here? If I was free, shouldn’t he have let me go? Or was this his plan all along? 

	He finally spoke again, “Do you wish to stay in the castle, or do you want your own cottage? If you want my advice, it would be better if you stay here. Just for a few days, until you get to know the town.”

	“Didn’t you say I could stay anywhere in your kingdom? Now you are offering me a room here or a cottage in the town?” I replied, squaring him with a stare. His pearl eyes had softened since we’d arrived there.

	“You are free to go anywhere in this kingdom, but with no knowledge of the lands or without coin, I’m not sure how far you’ll make it. Stay here for now and learn.” He waved his hand around the palace. “We can teach you about the lands, and then decide where you want to settle,” he said while taking another cup of ale.

	“And you’ll let me live here peacefully. As long as I don’t go back to them. And I don’t help to protect the humans.”

	“That’s somewhat right.”

	“Why are you acting so kind? What’s the catch?”

	He laughed, “There is no catch. Stay, learn, and enjoy your life for a while. When you are ready, you will see the truth and come to me.”

	There was something else hiding in his expression, and I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. No truth was coming out of his mouth, but there was no point in fighting it now.
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	I let the guards take me to a room. I didn’t know why I expected to see the same room as in Armanta, but this one was definitely different. The bed wasn’t as big, and it was pushed right against the wall. Next to it was a small work table.

	There was a glass door and a small balcony only for me. The warmth was provided by a roaring fireplace with all the accessories needed to mend it. What bothered me was the missing bathing room. So, I turned to the guards.

	“I’m sorry, but where is the bathing room?” I asked. 

	“There is a shared bathing chamber at the end of the hall,” they pointed to it and continued, “There is no one else on this floor, so it will be only you if you wish for privacy.” 

	Wonderful, nothing like sharing a bathing room with strangers to make me feel at home. The guards left me alone, seeing as I had no more questions. It was a weird feeling being here. It wasn’t anything like Armanta.

	From the window, I could see the little town filled with color over the castle wall, not the vast sea. People walking the streets and living their lives, dressed warm for the upcoming winter.

	I took off my cloak and placed it on the bed. I pulled the multicolored crystals and the shell out of my pocket. They were stunning, and something tempted me to display them, but then I remembered how I’d decorated my room in Armanta. The decorations on the mantel. Memories of a place I almost called home. Not here. I wouldn’t make the same mistake again, so I placed them back in my pocket.

	My gaze fell to the town again. I couldn’t imagine myself there. Walking among them and living my life in peace. Would I still miss Rulin and my friends? Would I meet new ones and be content? Even though I made myself forget being with Amelia ever again, it still hurt knowing I never would be.

	If I stayed in the castle and learned enough, would I be strong enough to go back to Amelia or Rulin? Where did I belong? I didn’t feel at home anywhere, and it made my heart throb with longing for anything but this.
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	The day passed in my room. The servants invited me for lunch and dinner, but I had no appetite. I felt empty and couldn’t fill the void with food. They brought my night clothes and asked what I would prefer to wear as day clothes. I asked if I could keep the uniform, and they brought me a clean one.

	When night finally fell, I had to go and take a bath after three days of travel. It was much needed. It was a weird feeling, walking to a common bathing room. What if I stayed here and more people came to this wing? How could I share a bathing room with strangers?

	To my surprise, there wasn’t a tub in the middle of the room and there weren’t many of them hidden by curtains or walls, as I imagined.

	In the middle of the room, there was a body of water, like a small lake inside a castle. The immense tub was already filled to the brim with warm milky water, and steam was coming out of it. So, if I was supposed to share this, we would all be in the same tub? Shivers ran down my spine at the thought of that, but for now, I would have to endure this. I stayed there for a good moment before putting on my nightgown and getting back to the room. On the bed, a letter waited for me. It was from King Nicholai. Branded with his kingdom’s seal, it read:

	You don’t eat, and you don’t leave your chambers. If you are in need of someone to talk to, I am here.

	If he thought this would change my mind about him, it wouldn’t. Offering someone to talk to was the last thing I needed. I didn’t want to make friends here, and he was definitely the last person to befriend.

	Tomorrow, I would explore the castle, and see what I could start with. This time I won’t make the same mistake of not knowing my surroundings and ways to escape.
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	The next morning, I got dressed and left for breakfast. I asked the servants if they could leave my food in the room, but they told me no one ate in their rooms. If I wanted to eat, there was a common dining room for every meal.

	The guards weren’t guarding my room or my halls. They were scattered around the castle as usual. Which differed greatly from Armanta. There, I was guarded all the time, and here I was truly free, as far as I knew.

	The castle had immense halls and not so many windows. The light was provided by torches and not floating candles. When I thought about it, there wasn’t much magic around here. I had to tend my own fire, and the floors were cold. Someone would think it was worse, but it was better to have such control and privacy.

	In King Kian’s castle, I always felt someone was lingering with me. Here I was alone, and for the first time, it felt good. In the night, I used my powers to tend the fire, which was already good practice after days of unused magic.

	Most of the rooms in the castle were bedchambers, now empty, and common bathing rooms. On the main floor there was a throne room, which I had already seen, and a council chamber with grand paintings on the walls. A round stone table sat in the middle, probably intended for meetings.

	When I tried to go to the other side of the castle, it was forbidden. The guards told me it was the king’s quarters, and it wasn’t open for exploring. At least one thing had to be the same as in Armanta.

	There was also an underground part of the castle. I wasn’t allowed there either, but they told me why. Under the castle were dungeons now filled with prisoners, and it was forbidden to go in as a precaution. That was an understandable reason, so I didn’t question it anymore. Why would I even want to see the prisoners?

	The common ground also had an extensive library for everyone to use, and I would start my work there, but not before breakfast. I couldn’t skip a third meal. After everything I learned, there was a time to take care of my body.

	The dining hall was filled with many tables. The warriors and the king ate together in the same room. The tables were all the same, small, and scattered around, so there wasn’t a way of knowing where the king would usually sit.

	As I surveyed the now almost full dining room. I spotted the king in his uniform, sitting at a table with Avieles and another warrior. He looked at me and seemed pleased to see me. I didn’t bother reciprocating the reaction and sat at an empty table far from him.

	The servants brought me breakfast. It was warrior’s food, filled with salty meat and bread. A bit too heavy for breakfast, so I didn’t eat all that was intended for me. Just as I was starting to feel full, Avieles sat across from me.

	His expression was grave as he started talking. “Why do you insist on acting like this?”

	“Like what?” I asked.

	“Cold and angry. He gave you freedom and a nice life, and this is how you repay him. With resentment.”

	“He took away my magic, brought me to a foreign land, and freed me under his conditions. Not to mention his intentions for the human land.”

	“You don’t appreciate anything, do you? For a human villager, one would be deceived you were a princess. So many demands and wishes.” He walked away, glowering.

	The words he was saying made sense, but it didn’t matter if I didn’t believe them. In their eyes, I was ungrateful. King Kian wanted to use me, and I was never free in their kingdom, but here, even though I felt empty, I was free by their conditions. Maybe that was the problem now. No one had the need to protect me or be with me. Rulin always did. He would do anything to protect me, and I took it for granted.

	After breakfast, I stood from my table and saw the king did too. To avoid him, I ran toward the library, knocking a chair in my haste. I decided to be polite to him but wasn’t prepared yet.

	This library was filled to the high ceilings with books, and on one wall there was a family tree drawn. That was interesting. Maybe I could see if the king had any family like Rulin had.

	He was at the bottom now. His mother and father, the late king, passed away, leaving him all alone. That was sad to see, I must admit. He truly was the king, unlike Rulin, only because his father died too soon. Maybe that was the reason he was so full of himself. No siblings, that must’ve been the reason. He never had to learn to share. He was probably the most important person here. It made sense.

	I turned from the wall and walked around the bookshelves, reading the titles until something stuck with me. The History of Old Salvantia, The Reign of King Androw, The Dark Forest Land, The White Daffodil Lake. There were many history books, but I was looking for something more about magic. There were also a few books missing. The Dominion of Magic sounded like a promising title.
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	I spent the day reading about all kinds of practices and spells, and I didn’t even realize when it became dark, and I missed lunch until my stomach rumbled. The breakfast filled me up more than enough, and the reading was too interesting to notice my needs.

	I made my way back to the dining room. While looking around the room, I didn’t see the king. I breathed a sigh of relief, and the tension in my limbs loosened. There was no need to be this jittery whenever I had to be near him, but I still felt intimidated.

	I picked a lone table, and the king walked in when I was about to begin. It made me want to stop and run back to my room. No! Valeri, he is a man as any other here. There was no need to cower around him anymore. He looked at me up and down, making me squirm in my chair, and walked over with hands in his pocket. He didn’t sit down, only stared at me.

	“What did I do now?” I bit my lip, trying not to add an insult.

	“You weren’t here for lunch.” His voice came out oddly soft.

	“So? I forgot. What is the big deal?”

	Take it down a notch Valeri! I told myself.

	“We all heard how you miss meals and are too weak to do anything. In the carriage, the magic you did, it drained you, and back in Armanta, you collapsed from malnourishment.” Was Ahn one of the double-crossing servants? He continued, “Now, I have no care if you won’t eat. It’s not my business to control you, but if you want to be stronger and use your magic properly, you have to fuel your body, Valeri.”

	Was this the first time he said my name? It rolled so easily off his tongue as if he’d said it a thousand times already. Was I no longer princess to him? Maybe being a brute wasn’t so bad if it got you what you wanted.

	I knew he was right, and I promised myself I wouldn’t fight him anymore. Especially on matters like this one. “You’re right, and I’ll try to be better.”

	His eyes opened wide. He sat down in front of me and said, “What happened to you? Where is the erratic Valeri?” 

	“It’s Val, and if I’m going to stay, we shouldn’t fight anymore.” I was proud of myself and the peace I was offering him. If he could call me by my name, maybe I could be nicer.

	“So, you decided to stay?” His lips curled into a radiant smile.

	“Yes, I did.” Even I couldn’t believe the words, but they were true, and he seemed very pleased with the conversation.

	“Well, I won’t keep you any longer in case you change your mind.” With that, he strode from the room.

	After my meal, I went back to the library and took a few books to read in my room. There was a ledger to fill out, so they knew where the books were going. Correcting my mistakes from Armanta. Stocking up on as much knowledge as I could will my mind to remember.

	 


CHAPTER 24
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	READING FROM LIGHT TO dark, with barely any breaks for sustenance, was how the next few days were spent. The books explained much of how to use magic in everyday life, and make it a part of me, so I practiced with everything I did.

	My fire was always tended magically. The wind was used to sweep the floors. I always played with water in my cup or bath. I didn’t use the earth though, as I didn’t have the courage to get out into the town.

	Right now, my safe place was this castle until I figured out my next step. The magic started to blend with my body more and more each day. Becoming another muscle in me, which was getting stronger.

	The king wasn’t present anymore. No one told me where he went, and I didn’t ask. He wasn’t coming to the dining room, and I didn’t see him anywhere in the castle. Sometimes I stayed longer after meals, to see if he would show up, but still nothing.

	This day resembled a winter day in Noor, except I couldn’t see the ocean here. This kingdom wasn’t near the sea, and that was the only foreign thing around.

	I got used to the bathing room and the simplicity of the castle. It became comfortable, but a walk on the beach would push me out faster than now.

	Another day and another walk around the castle as my only exercise. I missed the training with Sol, and I hoped to find someone here to help me now. I needed physical and mental exercises to push myself. There was something about training that I liked, even when it made me want to die or vomit all my meals. After each excruciating session, I was stronger and more grateful for my body.

	It was hard to connect with anyone here. I made myself detached for the sole reason of not creating ties. I didn’t want friends because it would be harder to leave them, and I already missed them too much. The only person here I talked to was Avieles, who was also gone with the king and Nova, who I didn’t see after the war camp.

	But suddenly there was a face I recognized, walking straight past me. The warrior who had made a shield of air on our travels here.

	I ran after him, yelling, “Hey you! Stop!”

	He turned around, not at all impressed that I was shouting after him.

	“What?” he said, seeming disinterested. 

	“I was wondering about something.”

	He waited for a moment before widening his eyes, and I realized he was waiting for me to continue.

	“Sorry, I was wondering if you could show me how you made the air shield thing.”

	“It’s extremely complicated.” He turned on his heel, but I was a step behind him.

	“Please, you don’t have to show me, just explain in a few words.”

	He sighed while keeping a quick step. “You have to pull the air particles and make them push outwards. It isn’t a shield, it’s deflection magic. I was pushing the rain and hail with air. It is upper-level magic and very hard to do. Don’t you worry your little head about it.”

	I huffed at his remark and walked away, not bothering to thank him.

	While I was walking along the main floor of the castle, making a mental map of every area, I heard a ruckus outside. I moved closer to the entrance, hoping to figure out what it was. Nicholai burst in and stormed off to his quarters with some of his warriors. They were in a rush, so I ran after them, hoping to stop Nicholai and ask him what was going on.

	Granted, I didn’t have any rights to know anything, as I was free to leave and do anything I liked with my life. I was no longer tethered to him, but I was still interested.

	To my surprise, no one stopped me. They didn’t notice, as I was dressed in the uniform and hid among the other warriors unintentionally. I wouldn’t complain and raise any suspicion about myself. It was time I saw the other part of the castle, and this might be my only chance.

	This part of the castle was even darker. The hall had many doors replacing the windows of the other halls, and I was tempted to hide inside one of them. But I couldn’t know if they were locked, and someone might notice me going out of pace with the other warriors.

	They were all filthy from the outside world, and I was too clean, which already made me stand out more. We walked into a room through double doors, where only a table stood in the middle. There were no chairs, and many maps were opened, weighed down by crystals on the table.

	They all gathered around, and so did I, hiding behind a few female warriors to blend in even better. Despite all the efforts to stay hidden, the king locked eyes with me. Luckily, he didn’t object to me being here. He wasn’t even surprised. Well, he possibly noticed me from the start.

	They all began talking among themselves about an attack at the border. I couldn’t decipher what had happened exactly, but it was serious. The king looked at me. Then someone barged into the room and bowed before the king. I hadn’t seen anyone bow until now.

	“Your Highness, the matter has become much worse. The king is going into a full attack. He found out she was here with you,” he said in one breath. The servant didn’t know I was here, so he spoke only to the king. Nicholai reluctantly averted his eyes from me and looked at the servant.

	“Did they manage to breach the border?” he snapped. 

	“Not yet, but they sent word for her. Do you want to hear it first?”

	He pointed his chin at me and said, “I have nothing to hide from her. You can say it.”

	My legs trembled, and my throat and mouth became parched, waiting to hear his message.

	“They only said that Ahn would pay for her betrayal, and that she would know what that means.”

	I could hear nothing beyond those words echoing in my mind. Everyone in the room started talking, but I looked at the king and froze. Revenge never even crossed my mind. They wouldn’t kill Rulin or Beta, but Ahn was fair game.

	They could kill her or even torture her for the rest of time. She was nobody like me, and I didn’t save her. Why didn’t I think of her and take her with me? It was the least I could do or not leave if it wasn’t possible to take her.

	I thought no one would notice her that much. She was only a servant, and I believed Beta would protect her in some way. No one knew how close we were because she always acted like a servant.

	I blinked back the tears. The promise of death burned my heart again. There was a time I would collapse in my emotions, but now that time was in the past. There was no time to punish myself. That would come after.

	Now was the time to collect my thoughts and make smart decisions. My heart had only room for anger, and the urge for revenge. The king was looking at me with stillness while I walked to him.

	“You will take me back or let me leave on my own.” I was ready to kill him, or anyone who stood in my way, and he could see it in my eyes.

	“We’ll go together. I have some unfinished business with them, too.” He placed a hand on my shoulder, and a warrior stepped beside him.

	“Do you think that’s smart, my lord?” the warrior asked.

	Nicholai turned his head slowly and looked at him over the shoulder. Not even giving him the respect of eye-to-eye response. “I think it would be smart if you mind your business and my commands.” He growled, and my whole body shivered at the intensity of those words as every other warrior felt it too.

	His gaze came back to me. “I finally got you here and I’m not letting go. Do you trust me?”

	I nodded in response, not daring to say anything else right now. All that was left was to step back and wait for him to organize everything with the warriors. Stand in the corner of the room and watch them get ready and organize the travel. 

	“Enchant the horses.” Nicholai commanded and turned to me, “Dress for battle.”

	I didn’t know what that meant, but guards took me to another room and, on top of my warrior clothes, they placed armor. Metal and heavy armor.

	They didn’t put too much on my body, as I wouldn’t be able to carry it, but they gave me a helmet to carry with me until it was needed.

	When I got out to meet the others, they were all dressed in similar armor, but theirs had crystals embedded in them. It made me instantly think of my own stones.

	I ran back to my room, pulling them out of my cloak and placing them in my pants pockets. I still couldn’t understand why I was drawn to them, but their closeness made me feel strengthened.

	Running back to meet the others, I saw more and more warriors gather in the front of the castle. In the past, I would be intimidated or impressed, but now I didn’t recognize any emotion apart from numbing rage.

	Nicholai was the last to come out. In black armor, with no crystals. It was odd for a king, but I had no will to question it. I put my hand in my pocket and felt all six trinkets I took.

	All that mattered was that my things were with me. Whichever way this turned, my belongings were with me and not on the mantle of someone else’s home.

	Nicholai came before me. “I need you to understand. We have to travel for a while to get to the battlefield. And then I don’t know where Ahn is, but we will find her. Do you understand? You have to have patience in this battle.”

	I nodded; it was all I could do. I’d never studied war strategies or even had the slightest idea what to do in it. I had to trust Nicholai. Even though I hadn’t trusted him ever, I had to start now.

	He was in this war long enough, and there wasn’t a chance I would trust the other side. If there was any hope of me going back, then it was long gone, at least while King Kian’s heart beat. This battle might be his last day if I had any say in it.
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	After two days of travel and one night on the road, I was running out of patience. We rode fast on horseback. No carriage this time. We didn’t stop, except at night. The horses were enchanted to go faster, and with less rest. That kind of magic wasn’t done often at all. It was risky and used only in emergencies.

	We didn’t talk. The king and I were silent the whole trip. We rode and slept. That was all. The warriors talked among themselves but didn’t bother us.

	It was getting colder, but it didn’t trouble me. The fire they lit at night wasn’t needed. I wanted to feel the cold. It was better than the anger I felt. Unlike Nicholai, whose body was filled with tension.

	The second day’s ride was also the last. We could hear how near to the battlefield we were. The sounds were like nothing I’d heard before. The clash of colliding metal. Maybe the newest sound was the magic. I could hear water and fire and air. All kinds of unfamiliar sounds that were used.

	There were no magical warriors on the battlefield, I was told. They fought with enchanted weapons, but every side also had their sorcerers. Witches with great powers, and they didn’t spare them.

	In the corner of my eye, I saw the king was getting nervous too. Granted, no one could be relaxed near a battlefield. 

	In these last few moments, we rode even faster. When we finally arrived, the sound was nothing compared to the sight. I always imagined war in gray colors. Men and women in their armor fighting. But here it was completely the opposite.

	Crystals on all warriors shone in bright colors. Magic being done made the crystal shine even brighter, and the worst color of all was scarlet red. The blood on almost everything made me avert my eyes.

	We were still on a hill while the warriors were down near the tree line. Out of that forest, more and more enemies came out. It was a never-ending battle.

	The king gave orders as soon as we arrived. He knew exactly what to do and what to say. It was his calling, knowing the strategies of battle, and how to give the warriors hope and strength. Seeing someone be good at what they do always moved me, and he was an artist in this field.

	All uneasiness and tension in his body disappeared the second we stepped into the war site. Maybe he wasn’t even nervous, maybe that was excitement, because now he looked like a master of his craft. Moved warriors around with the ones he pulled from other borders. Seamlessly surging into battle.

	When he was done shouting orders around, he came to my side. “Put your helmet on.” I did as he said. “We will go around the battlefield to the forest and try to find them. Trust me.”

	He looked at me, and I looked past him. In a trance, I followed him down the hill away from the battle. We couldn’t be noticed, so we decided to go far away and come to the forest from the side where no one could spot us.

	He didn’t bring any warriors with us. Which was odd and unsettling. What if someone saw us? He wasn’t protected and could be killed if a large part of King Kian’s army found us.

	We’d ridden a suitable distance before reaching the forest. Thank the gods there was no one in sight. So we slowed down as a precaution. Slowly tracking to the battlefield from the enemy lines. And soon enough, there they were.

	The king stopped me and gestured to get off the horse. We would go on foot from now on. It was almost impossible to see them, but in the middle of their war camp, there was no mistaking the absurdly golden carriage.

	It was getting ready to leave. Before I knew it, I ran toward it, but the king pulled me back by my elbow, making me crash back onto him. He was much stronger, which made it easy to pull me close.

	“Don’t be stupid. We can follow them,” he whispered into my ear.

	We ran back to our horses and went deep into the woods. Nicholai said they would travel back to their oceanside. It was stupid going into their territory, and we knew they were luring us, but there was no stopping me. The king probably wasn’t even in the carriage, and the smarter idea was to follow it.

	We were far enough behind them not to be noticed. And they were shiny enough to be spotted easily. Maybe that was why Nicholai didn’t have crystals on his armor.

	They weren’t going back to the castle, but out of the woods down to the ocean.

	We stayed hidden in the woods, and someone came out of the carriage. Golden strands of hair blew into the wind over his face, but I could’ve recognized him anywhere. Emerald eyes glistened behind the mess of his hair, and his grave expression made me shudder.

	It was Rulin. My heart skipped a beat. What was he doing here? Did he know what the king wrote to me? He would never kill or torture Ahn. Maybe he could help us.

	My mind was in shambles, and seeing him sent a heat through my body that was pushing me straight into his arms. My need to be saved rose again at first sight.

	I almost went after him, but the king put his hand on my back and said, “Just watch, don’t do anything before we see what is happening.”

	Rulin walked toward someone who was coming from the other side of the beach. The shine of their attire made me recognize them immediately. The high priestesses. Women who tortured me. No, not women, they were monsters.

	What was happening? How could he agree to something like this? My heart was breaking at the thought that he could be working with them. I didn’t even realize a tear was coming down my face until it reached my mouth. I took my helmet off to wipe it away, and in that moment we were held at knifepoint by dozens of guards.

	When I lifted my gaze, Rulin and the priestesses were staring right at us. It was an ambush, and he knew I was following him. What he wouldn’t do for the crown. In this world, there was no good side. Everyone was evil and maybe for all I did to Amelia, I belonged here.

	 


CHAPTER 25
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	WE GOT OFF OUR horses and meandered down to the beach, where they waited for us. The warriors walked around us, preventing any possibility of escape. When we arrived, the priestesses smiled. I didn’t want to look at him, but I had to. I had to see the monster I fell for. He gave me a pitying look. But for what? What could he feel for me now?

	“How could you?” I snarled at him.

	“You have to understand; it was the only way to get you home.” His gaze ran all along my body, and I could see the lust in his eyes. He still wanted me but had decided this was the best way to get me back.

	“Home? You think this is my home? Being tortured and imprisoned is homely? You are sick!” I yelled.

	His gaze fell to the floor. “He poisoned your mind, Val. After a while, you will be back and see this is for the greater good. We’ll open your eyes for what kind of monster Nicholai is.”

	I looked at Nicholai, who stared back at me, not even a little scared. How could he not be terrified? Getting caught in enemy territory and outnumbered without a single warrior at our side.

	Rulin continued, “Don’t you remember how good we were together?” His hand reached for my cheek, and I slapped it away. “No one tortured you Val. If you think giving you a home and evoking your magic is torture, I don’t know what to say. We gave you everything and more. From where you came from to being a princess, how could you run from that?”

	He didn’t even know what they did to me. Did he know what they’d done to his sister?

	“Where is Beta? Does she know of all this?” I asked.

	“I wanted to ask you the same thing. She disappeared the same night you did, and Sol too. Do you even realize how heartbroken I am from the night they told me you were nowhere to be found, along with my sister as well?”

	What? They left the same night, and Ahn was left all alone. No one even bothered to save her. At least Sol saved Beta. He took care of her like he wanted. I hoped they were well, wherever they went.

	“Well, they didn’t come with me. Everyone can see the truth but you. Are you so blinded by the promise of a throne? You don’t even want to acknowledge all the surrounding suffering.”

	He came a step closer to me, and Pia placed her hand on his shoulder.

	“Don’t you see how influenced she is by Nicholai? It will be hard to save her, but we’ll give our best,” she said.

	I hissed at her words, and Rulin chimed in before I could say anything. “The only thing I can think about is you. Where did you go? Why didn’t you wait for me in my room? Then I find out you are with him,” he snarled. “You ran to my enemy only to hurt me. Nevertheless, I am willing to take you back.” He furrowed his brows together, and I could hear the low belly chuckle coming out of Nicholai.

	Rulin heard it too but made no remark. His gaze of pure malice locked onto mine, and my upper lip curled back in response.

	He was willing to take me back, but I could never return. Not after all this. Even if he was oblivious to all the torture that occurred. There was enough for him to realize and stand by my side, but he was long gone by the promise of a kingdom.

	Now the priestesses dared to meddle.

	“It’s time you came home Val,” said Hoda.

	“It would be nice, but I don’t have a home,” I growled.

	Iris continued, “Don’t make us do something that will be hard for us.”

	I huffed a laugh. “You enjoy torturing me, so I don’t believe it would be hard for you.”

	Rulin crossed his hands. “They are our high priestesses, and you should treat them with respect after everything they’ve done for you Valeri,” he said.

	Thankfully, Nicholai interjected before I said something reckless. “Well, thank you for the warm welcome, but we should really be on our merry way.” He grabbed my wrist, and Rulin pulled his sword and aimed it at his neck.

	“Now don’t do anything stupid, young prince,” Nicholai mocked and obviously struck a nerve, telling by the twitch in Rulin’s eyes.

	“You shouldn’t boast about your father’s death, young king. Just because your father died young doesn’t make you more than me. If anything, it makes you lesser than me. My father still stands. And don’t forget who killed yours.” Nicholai didn’t seem bothered, even though Rulin tried to hurt him back.

	“But it does mean I’m more. I am the king, and you’re only a prince. And if you were king, you would know I never come unprepared.”

	My eyes widened at Nicholai in disbelief. Did he really have something to get us out of here?

	The edges of his armor were illuminated somehow. His skin underneath was glowing, seeping through any crack available. His hand was still on my wrist, now digging his fingers in harder, and I could see his wrist was also glowing. 

	The witches took a stance and prepared for a fight, and Rulin took a step back. Not knowing what would happen, like me.

	Nicholai pulled me to his chest and whispered, “Close your eyes now.”

	I buried my face in his armor and closed my eyes. The sensation was the same as inside the cave where the demon attacked me. The light that killed him. Did the king save me there too?

	The light was getting brighter and brighter, and I heard the witches strenuously using their powers. The ground had shaken. I heard water lapping and the wind blowing. It was getting warmer around us, but it was as if we were shielded from their elemental powers by the growing light.

	I was tempted to look and see how he did it, but again, he whispered, “Don’t open your eyes, and trust me.”

	He swung me onto his back. I clasped my hands around his neck as he ran. The light was still around us, and I buried my eyes into his exposed neck.

	The pace we were moving at was inhuman, and all the commotions of the ambush disappeared.

	The light finally dimmed back. “You can open your eyes now,” he said.

	Slowly but surely, I opened them. I could see a small flicker of light on his back, right underneath his neck where my eyes were resting. He gently placed me on the ground, and when I looked around, we were back with the horses.

	“Get on,” he said while mounting his horse. I followed his command.

	“What happened back there?”

	“Did you think I wouldn’t come prepared?”

	“How come they didn’t know about your power?” I asked while riding next to him.

	“I didn’t reveal my power in this war. I was keeping it for an emergency like this.”

	“What even was that power?” I asked.

	“My powers are connected to spirits. I saw you noticed my tattoo’s.” He smirked and continued, ignoring the blush in my cheeks. “All the pearls that called to me, my sacred stones, were ground into ink, which now resides in my flesh. I don’t have to carry them all around, and after my father died, my sole mission was to find enough of them to access more of my powers.”

	“You put precious stones in your skin?” I tried not to sound too shocked.

	“Yes, and with my powers of the spirits, when I call on them, they are obliged to answer. If I want to light up all my tattoo’s, I can. When I first found out how light it can get, trust me, I was also surprised. But now I know it’s to my advantage.”

	“But you can see while the light is shining?” I asked. 

	“Yes, because my eyes are pearl, and the powers are connected to me. I’m not affected. But anyone who didn’t close their eyes in time would be permanently blinded. And if they close their eyes, there is no chance of matching me in battle.”

	“And now they know what to expect?”

	“It doesn’t matter. I thought they would have Ahn with them.”

	Damn it! Ahn was still a prisoner. “What will we do now?” I asked.

	“We have to go back first.”

	“Can we negotiate with them? If they bring Ahn, I’ll come back willingly. We can make an exchange, they will go for that,” I said hopefully.

	“You would really sacrifice yourself? Do you think that’s smart, going back?”

	“I don’t care if it’s smart. The only thing I care about is her safety, and if you can promise me that, then I am willing to make any sacrifice.” There isn’t a thing I wouldn’t do to rectify this situation, leaving her to suffer all alone.

	“Maybe it won’t come to that,” he said with little explanation.

	“What do you mean?” I asked.

	“Maybe we could take her in the exchange and somehow take you as well.”

	“Deceive them? We can try.” I was getting out of breath from all the riding.

	“It’s a deal. We’ll go back and send word for the trade. Then we can make a plan.” He looked at me and added, “Are you alright?”

	“Why wouldn’t I be?” I knew why he was asking. It was because of Rulin. He knew about us, and he saw how hurt I was.

	“Never mind.” He also saw that I didn’t want to talk about it. We rode back in silence.

	When we got back, Nicholai immediately sent word about the exchange, and now all that was left was to wait.

	The armies retreated on both sides and waited in their camps. There was no point in fighting if there was a truce to be made, at least for now.

	The camps were close together. Only a field and a hill of land kept the distance. We all waited for Ahn or word to continue the battle. Nicholai was sure they would accept. It was too good of a bargain, and he was confident enough we could deceive them and run away. All that was left was to pace around mindlessly and gather courage for whatever event was about to unravel.

	Soon after, we heard them coming. Two messengers carrying a letter. Nicholai intercepted it and tore it open in a second while the messengers waited.

	“They accepted our offer.” He lowered the letter and looked at me in defeat.

	“That’s great.” I stood still in front of him, waiting as if there was something else he wasn’t telling me.

	“Yes, you’re right, yes… it is.” He seemed nervous. 

	“What is it?” I asked, making him stop pacing.

	“It’s all become real now,” he turned around quickly and said to the messengers, “What are you waiting for? You’re dismissed.” His low growl made them scurry away, and all nervousness left his body.

	Making me think, for only a moment, he was scared. Because of me? Before I got carried away in my thoughts, he was a controlled and confident king leading a war mission once again.
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	Night fell when the golden carriage and four black carriages arrived at the enemy’s camp. Peacefully, it was arranged to meet in the middle of the empty field.

	Deceased warriors were carried away to clear the land for the exchange. Behind us, the wounded were getting tended to, and the deathly wounded were getting covered, ready for departure back where they would be properly buried.

	They died because of my mistake. My decision to leave. Now this attack was all on me. Innocent people on both sides had died for my selfish decisions. Maybe I should make the exchange to stop this madness.

	My thoughts were interrupted by the sight before me. On their side, the high priestesses stood. King Kian and Prince Rulin next to them, with Ahn in between.

	Two guards held her. She could hardly stand. She had been tortured. Her right eye barely stayed open. The servant clothes she wore were spattered with blood.

	My eyes couldn’t bear the sight of her without filling with tears. I swallowed against the tightness in my throat, and anger pulsed through my blood. We were failing her.

	Her face turned to look at the floor, as she always did in the castle. She was all alone and tortured. In all that pain, she still managed to give me a smile. At this moment, I didn’t even want to deceive them. I wanted to take her place and end her suffering.

	The king held my elbow to keep me from doing something stupid. He could sense when I was about to risk everything. We stood together with Avieles and Nova on our side and many warriors behind, all of us ready to fight if something went awry.

	Our plan was simple. When Ahn and I met halfway, instead of changing sides, I would grab her. Nicholai would send his light to shield us while the army attacked their side. No matter if they succeeded in attacking them, the main event was getting lost in the crowd. Hurry back and run away. I would whisper to Ahn to close her eyes and, if need be, carry her out of the battlefield.

	Maybe the simplicity was something they wouldn’t expect from us. And they might’ve even prepared somehow for Nicholai’s power, but it was still worth a shot.

	King Kian raised his voice to travel the battlefield. “It’s good to know you came to your senses Valeri dear.”

	My stomach turned the moment he opened his mouth. There was something unbelievably wicked about him. After the day he tortured his flesh and blood, there was no coming back. My face was deadpan, not a hint of a smile in sight.

	“Let the exchange begin,” added Rulin, looking straight at Nicholai.

	He was eager to get me back, and that made me even more nauseated. Even though he didn’t know the full extent of torture that occurred, I couldn’t believe he would ever do something like this. He was the only one who knew how much Ahn meant to me. If this was his doing, that would be confirmation enough of his ruthlessness. Nothing mattered to him anymore, except getting me back, and that made me hate him even more.

	I couldn’t believe I ever shared a bed with that monster because I wanted him to save me. And he knew that, how desperate I was to be saved, so he was doing it again. Saving me in his own way.

	Ahn took the first terrifying steps, wincing in pain with every step she took alone. I almost ran to her, but I had to be slow to meet in the middle. Not an inch closer to them. It took an eternity for us to be close enough. My eyes never left her gaze.

	When we were almost in the middle, I could see her mouthing something. She didn’t dare use her voice, and I pretended nothing was happening. She wouldn’t want them finding out that was obvious enough. But I still couldn’t understand her.

	One step closer, and I heard her say what no one else could. “Run, Valeri, run, it’s a trap.”

	My eyes widened, and I looked at the witches. Iris moved her hand so swiftly I didn’t have the time to even blink.

	My eyes shot back to Ahn, who smiled at me with tears in her eyes, still mouthing, “Run!”

	Before I realized it, flames were covering her, and my throat closed up at the terror on her face.

	Her body was on fire as I ran to her. The armies screamed and ran toward each other while I caught Ahn. I pulled the fire off her, but it was too late.

	I sat on the bloodied ground with her burned body in my lap, and I roared. It echoed through the fields and made my throat burn.

	This was their plan. Never to exchange, but to kill her and get me back. I was the sole reason she’d died. I orchestrated this. Would she still be alive if I hadn’t asked for an exchange?

	Her whole body was torched. Her clothes stuck to her, but only her face was clear. Left untouched. Her eyes were closed, and the tears left a trail across the cheeks. Now my tears fell onto her face.

	I let her down. She was always there for me, but I was never there for her. My mind was quiet, even though there were war sounds all around me. Her kindness helped me survive the good and bad days in the castle, and now my sobs were the only thing I heard.

	They knew I wouldn’t be able to let her go and run away, so they walked to me without a care in the world. I lifted my gaze and saw the four witches. They were walking toward me in the midst of battle, sheltered from weapons to take me away from her. But I wouldn’t let that happen. They thought I would be too distraught to fight, but now I had nothing to lose. Beta was gone, Ahn too. I couldn’t get home to Amelia, and Rulin was dead to me.

	Either I would defeat them now or die trying. There was nothing left to live for, and they never expected me to have this much strength to fight.

	Though my vision was blurred by tears and my wet face a distraction, I had no one in sight but them. The ground shook beneath my feet, but it wasn’t because of their magic. It was mine. I wouldn’t let them take me away from her.

	“Did you really think we would let you go?” Pia yelled out to me.

	“Even after we had to orchestrate with your sister’s fabricated happiness,” El added.

	My blood boiled at their words, still holding my power to harden their path to me.

	When they almost stood in front of me, Hoda said, “We could never see your sister behind the wall, and now if you want to go back home, the best way is to let us train you.”

	My heart shattered at their words. This couldn’t be true. I saw her smiling and living the wonderful life she’d always dreamed of. I was the one who let her down.

	“The old crone can only let you see what you imagine, and when you imagined your sister, she orchestrated the entire image of her new life.” She dared to chuckle before adding, “You never even doubted us.”

	This was their last ploy to hold my sister over my head. If I wanted to see her again, I would willingly come back. But after all their lies, there wasn’t a chance of that happening.

	I placed my hand in the pocket and counted all the stones before stilling myself. To my surprise, they whispered to me, air. Accompanied by the melody.

	The witches stood before me while the ground was still shaking, and now, without a single move, I pushed the wind onto them. They stopped, placing their feet firmly on the ground. The wind didn’t let them pass, and the ground kept pushing them away.

	I started lifting myself up with Ahn in my arms, my sight still locked on them. Mirth fell from their faces when they finally figured it out; I wouldn’t let them take me. They tried to push with their powers, but my wind shield didn’t let a single gift pass through.

	“Don’t be stupid, little girl,” Hoda yelled after me, but I wouldn’t dignify their statement with a response.

	I wasn’t strong enough to kill them, so the best I could do was walk away. Even though the promise in my heart burned with enough ferocity to make me want to fulfill it now. Without a second look, I walked away, still pushing the ground and wind onto them.

	King Nicholai was in battle, playing his part. He tried to get to me. I heard him bellowing my name, but the enemy’s army surged right after him. His new power gave him the advantage, but not enough to reach me.

	I took Ahn to my heart and left. I walked back through the dead trees and up the hill, leaving the war sounds behind me as I spotted the war camp. The warriors avoided us, and the wounded looked my way in a pity I didn’t deserve.

	There were horses at the back of the camp, and I set Ahn on one of them. I strapped her body firmly and mounted up behind her, not once turning around. There was nothing left behind me. Anything of significance was in front of me.

	 


CHAPTER 26
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	THE MOON WAS HIGH, and I had no more tears left to cry. We arrived at a lake, and I knew I had to give her a proper burial. It was the least I could do. I didn’t care about the demons or the kingdom’s armies. Nothing would touch me now. It was time to do one last thing for my friend. I didn’t manage to save her life, but I could send her off properly.

	I laid her down on the grass looking at her untouched face sleeping peacefully. For the last time, I curled up next to her and wept silently before getting back up to look for dry branches under pine trees.

	“There you are,” an unnaturally soft voice came from behind me.

	Nicholai found me. I didn’t speak.

	“You’re not the one to blame,” he said, now more firmly, the way I was used to hearing his voice.

	“Shut up!” I spat unnecessarily at him. My anger aimed at anyone who dared to come near. Tears were still running down my face and into my mouth, making me taste the sorrow.

	He walked to me but didn’t touch me. He was near enough to let me know his presence was here.

	“If you want to make yourself useful, help me.” I sniffled.

	Without a word, he did.
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	After a few hours, during which I had made a burial raft, I laid her on top. While I was picking the white daffodils that surrounded this lake, the sun came out. I picked the most beautiful blooms I could find and placed them on her body.

	Then I took the crystal around her neck, still glowing as if she were alive. It called to me. I picked it up. It wanted to be with me, a part of her with me forever. Before I could blink, her body transformed in front of my eyes. She was no longer human, but Shelly. The cat from Noor and the castle. How was this possible? What happened? My fingers trembled from the cold or the shock.

	“You had a companion, Val,” Nicholai said. 

	“What? But she was from Noor,” I said, stunned.

	“Companions appear when you need them in life, no matter the magic. They aren’t tethered by our magical barriers. They rule us partly.”

	“How could she be a cat? She was a witch.”

	“Some witches resurrect into the form of a companion to guide a new witch through life. Especially if that witch is facing grave danger. She was here to protect you, and to save you. And she has finished her role now.” His voice lowered, “It’s time we let her descend to another life.”

	“But her life here was filled with torture. What purpose did that serve?” I was choking on the sorrow.

	“Sometimes the role of a companion is to be there, take your place in pain that was dealt for you or to make you learn a lesson.” He gripped my face with both hands, and I clasped his wrists to steady myself. “You do not have control over their mission.” He let go of me, and I shuddered at his words.

	Tears were streaming down my face, and I couldn’t stop sobs from escaping my mouth.

	I placed her amethyst in my pocket with the others. The last few tears flowed out of me, and I pushed her raft into the water. We watched her float away.

	“They have to pay,” I said to Nicholai.

	“They will pay,” he replied. “My kingdom is thirsty for their blood. They did enough damage already and when we get back, you can join us.”

	“I’m not going back,” I said in a strong voice. The sobbing floated away with Ahn.

	“What?” He seemed hesitant in prying.

	“I’m alone in this, and gods know what happened to my sister. It’s time I don’t trust anyone and do this on my own.”

	“Amelia,” he murmured.

	“Yes, and the witches deceived me into believing she was safe on the human continent.” I huffed a laugh.

	“Still, if you need anything, I’ll be here for you.” Hope laced his voice, but I couldn’t allow myself to lean on him. After everything that happened when I placed my safety in the hands of a man.

	I bowed my head out of respect for him as a king, but I’d already made up my mind.

	When she was far enough, I called for my fire power, and the rift started burning. It was a proper burial but painful to look at. Because she died in flames, and now she was buried by flames. I made myself look. I had to suffer for what I had done.

	And while I looked at it, I heard the song. The dreaded song of the shell, or maybe my ancestors. Maybe now even Ahn joined them. She had no family for all I knew, and what kind of family was I to her.

	I could have sworn I heard her voice humming the song, and when I touched the stone in my pocket, I could’ve felt her grasping my hand. She was now also watching over me. She was my family, and I would avenge her.

	While walking out of the woods surrounding the lake, I thought about where I was going. There was no place for me. I was a witch without a home. Not the human lands nor the witches’ lands. The only thing I knew was the high priestesses, King Kian and Rulin, would pay for this. I promised it to Ahn. It was the last thing I would do for her. Make them pay, not by death, but by much worse. In this land, everyone was wicked.

	And so was I.
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