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16 months ago

			Kingdom of Elgona, village of Sar‘gona.

			Autumn had turned the lands into shades of brown and orange, leaving trails of leaves as the trees shed their coats on the blood-soaked grounds of Elgona. In the outpost town of Sar’gona, Delia Shàr squared her weakening shoulders to fight her last battle.

			The woman in front of her looked so young in the morning mist, so delicate; a face of innocence that baited all at first, a siren song to any beholder. Yet her eyes, that blood-red, burning gaze was old and lost; a depthless, swirling pit of the atrocities her soul was dealing with. She stood utterly still, a predator unfazed by her environment, a force of nature born with a gift to strike terror into the heart of her prey. That power enveloped her as she let the tendrils of shadowfire free. 

			The heir was dancing on the thin rope separating salvation and destruction, and Delia was too aware of the power one wrong word could unleash. She took a hesitant step, ignoring the darkness spreading around her, her wrinkled hands held out before her. 

			‘You are not the monster they want you to be, Malhaeven. I am not afraid of you, but they are.’

			Malhaeven angled her head to the side, her eyes darkening.

			Delia moved closer, coating her voice with the soothing melody gifted to her kind. ‘Your mother fears your difference, it threatens her plans.’

			Delia knew her last breath was coming at last; the purpose of her life had been fulfilled, she would accept her end. Yet, if there was the slightest chance to keep the heir from destroying the remnants of humanity lingering in her soul, she ought to try. ‘The turmoil in your heart, the pain, the unbearable emptiness—it can be eased.’

			Her faith in Malhaeven’s ability to control her nature held, even if her grief had caused such suffering already. Delia had always believed in her. Despite the monstrosities the princess committed, despite her soul’s needs, there had always been a greater power at play within her. 

			Meeting Malhaeven’s mocking stare, she threw her last weapon. ‘Eizefel deserves better than you destroying the world she loved. She will come back to you.’

			There it was. Her last chance. Their last chance. To bring to the surface the light Malhaeven had bonded with, that anchored itself to the depths of her soul. 

			The wind howled in the distance, its whistle swiping the dead leaves off the ground. Time stood still for a second, the air itself holding its breath. Delia looked for any sort of flicker in Malhaeven’s gaze, a sign of redemption, a door leading to a path of healing instead of the destruction she was ready to bestow upon all in her path.

			The girl did not so much as blink. Instead, a soft laugh rippled from her. It lit up her face, transforming the wickedness of her features into a beauty as devastating as her power. Yet the sound was rotten, sickened, a shivering melody signalling the end. A strand of night-black hair brushed across Malhaeven‘s face. It brought the glints of red out in her eyes—a sign she had just fed. 

			Demented. Abandoned humanity. A thing of nightmares, plucked from the depths of the seven Hells. Deep down, Delia knew it was too late. Malhaeven’s love had been violently ripped away from her, snuffing out any light that had remained. Destiny was a trickster, but he walked hand in hand with hope as his consort. Delia couldn’t bring herself to believe that the world would end by the hand of a broken-hearted Shadow. 

			With magic gone, her reservoir hit its last drop. She shed silent tears as she stood at arms-length from the dark heir.

			‘Your desperation will taste beautiful, Story-Teller.’ With a wicked grin, Malhaeven opened her palms towards her victim.

			Delia sighed, bracing herself for the tendrils of shadowfire that leapt from the heir. She dropped to her knees as though to utter a last prayer. But there were no gods left to pray to, not anymore. In a land abandoned by all, who would understand that only Story-Tellers held the answers to all questions? Delia’s order had been chased to near extinction. Despite her exile, the life threads binding her kind snapped in her own core as their lives were taken. 

			As the Story-Teller accepted her own future, she rallied the magic left within her. A tear fell from the corner of her eye. 

			Hoping there was enough power left within her, she whispered, ‘With blood and in truth, you are sworn. With blood and in truth, find your queen.’ With hope the remnant of her power would reach the blood sworns of her vanished protégée, she murmured the words one last time, ‘Find your queen. Find your queen.’

			The Story-Teller lifted her eyes to the creature who held their future in her palms, a plea on her lips.

			But Malheaven only cocked her head to the side and lunged.

			



	
	

16 months ago

			Kingdom of Mealdan, town of Covalis.

			The sun was high in the sky as Emmerentia collected the last logs necessary to stock the backhouse to last their first winter. In the early morning, Fàaran had finished repairing the roof of the cottage they found abandoned in the middle of a valley near Covalis. For a man claiming his building skills were tremendously lacking, he had achieved a fine finish. It had taken the two of them several months to turn the ruined farm into land they could live off. 

			They had been lucky to stumble upon it in the first place, which she had to constantly remind herself of. She had been lucky Fàaran had stuck by her side throughout the last year. Not that she needed him to survive, but she would have had to face utter solitude. As much as her brother drove her to the edge of sanity, she was not ready to face this new reality alone.

			Emmerentia brought her hand to her forehead to block the sun as she approached the cottage, freshly fallen leaves crunching under her boots. A gentle, crisp wind swept through the surrounding trees. A sweet, vivid melody rising from the birds perched amongst the branches answered the breeze, dragging a smile from her face as she rounded the house. Winter was almost over, but they kept stocking wood as a precaution. Fàaran had built a small shelter for all goods that needed to remain dry at the back of the cottage. She stored the logs, locked the door and decided to take a deserved resting moment in the rocking chair on the porch. 

			‘Crippled crone style indeed,’ she sighed as she dropped in the seat. 

			One of the horses neighed, cutting through the quiet. She turned her head towards the stables to see one of the goats had escaped from its enclosure. Emmerentia shrugged, flicking her braid back. The sun pierced through the clouds, casting shades of gold and orange on a landscape she pained to accept as her new reality; from the stables to the pond, the vegetable garden and the fruit trees, to the goat enclosure and the chicken coop, this was her precious, exciting lot now. She snorted as she leaned back and crossed her foot over her knee. 

			Even though she had willingly parted with her birthright and chosen her own path, selling milk and food at markets never even entered her privileged mind. She was a fighter, an adventurer perhaps, not...a farmer. Yet, she thanked her mother for forcing her to learn every aspect of running a house without servants. As much as she had snorted and protested, she realised now it was simply another skill in her arsenal that, as it turned out, had served her well. 

			Farming was becoming her life. Had become her life. If anyone had presented her with the idea that this would one day be her daily routine, she would have laughed in their faces. She’d have never thought, in a million years, that listening to their groundskeeper and cook would one day be more useful than wielding a dagger. She would have bet decidedly against it, and lost the hand and all her gold with it. And—

			Emmerentia’s hands shot to her temples as a cold, writhing breeze whined at the back of her head. Uncomfortable and painful, as though someone was trying to find a way through to her brain. Grinding her teeth, she rubbed her temples hard, trying to push the hissing, intruding force out.

			‘Shit.’ The pain intensified, fighting Emmerentia’s control over her mind. ‘Shit,’ she seethed, an angry grunt rising up her throat. It couldn’t be… All threads of magic had vanished months ago. The twin dug her nails into her temples. ‘Shit.’ 

			Fàaran’s voice rumbled near her, a distant echo. ‘What’s wrong?’

			‘Something’s trying to get in my head.’

			‘There is no magic left in the lands. It is not possible.’

			She banged a hand on her knee and flashed her teeth at him. ‘Tell that to my head which is going to explode right about now.’

			‘Can you hear someone?’ Fàaran crouched in front of her. ‘Is there a voice?’

			‘It isn’t distinct.’ The only person with magical abilities she knew refused to speak to her and had banned her from her life since—

			  Emmerentia refused to finish the thought, just as she refused to acknowledge the burning pit of despair within her chest. ‘It feels as though the wind is carrying barbed whispers into my skull.’ 

			‘Does it seem to be a threat?’ 

			‘How the hell would I know?’ she said through gritted teeth.

			‘You’d feel a sense of urgency to grab a weapon.’

			Emmerentia only managed a shake of her head. She just felt the need to claw inside her brain and get the damned spikes out.  

			‘Then go lie down.’ He pushed himself off the ground. ‘Bashing your head in out here is only going to make it worse.’

			She flared her nostrils. He was right, of course. But the idea of lying down in the middle of the day when they were overloaded with work made her cringe. 

			‘Don’t even think about it,’ Fàaran added as he walked off towards the animal enclosures,  ‘I don’t want to have to stitch you up because you fainted and hit your head on a rock.’

			Emmerentia rolled her eyes despite the pain. Her brother, forever the cautious guardian. She got up and went straight to bed. As she laid down, the swirl of discomfort quieted into a layer of murky fog.

			Focusing on her breathing, repercussions of her life decisions flashed before her. She had become her own person, followed her instincts, trained hard to be the best in her calling—but at what cost?

			The sheer exhaustion of the past months settled in her bones and she let numbness take her. But as her eyelids closed, as she surrendered herself to the nightmares that plagued her sleep, a whisper slithered through the fog. 

			Eizefel Castellain is alive.

			Then it was gone.    	

			



	
	

16 months ago

			Kingdom of Amestris, The Court of Dusk.

			 Hellion shot his hand forward against the wall. His knees buckled, but he steeled his legs and grunted, ‘Shit.’

			‘What is it?’ 

			 He waved his second-in-command off. ‘Nothing good.’

			 An infuriating noise fogged his brain, whirling around in a desperate attempt to make itself heard. He quickly extended his hand to Arel and gritted out. ‘Blood.’ 

			Without a sound, his general sliced both their palms and slammed hers into his. The strength of her glamour melded with Hellion’s. The fog became clearer, but instead of clarifying the words, it sent an array of images through his mind. All misty, all unclear, and all with a very distinctive scent.

			The High Lord of the Court of Dusk swore low and filthy, dragging more power from his general. And when the name appeared against his closed eyes, he let out a scream of rage that had Arel stagger back and let go of his hand.

			Hellion knew what the trigger was. He knew what it meant. 

			A stolen memory snaked through the cloud enveloping his mind.

			A vow someone had forced him to forget. 

			The roar that broke out of him shook the entire court.

			



	
	

16 months ago

			Kingdom of Valàander, The Royal Castle of Vassalis

			‘Nava’s unit has fallen, your Highness.’

			Nepherym Vasselian bit down on her lower lip, fighting the tears that threatened to break.

			It had to be a nightmare. A long, horrible nightmare she was due to wake from soon. She lifted her head from the manuscript before her and met her general’s dark stare. ‘If my sister is gone, what forces do we have left?’

			The young princess felt her throat constrict before she realised the sob stuck within for the past few days was no longer contained. She quickly pushed off her chair and turned around to face the window. 

			Idan cleared his throat. ‘We have four units left and the royal guards.’

			No, no, no.

			It could not be down to her. She was not ready. She rubbed the sweat off her small hands.

			‘Nerreth’s unit was stationed across the bridge and—’

			At the mention of her brother’s name, the remnants of her heart splintered in her chest. She clenched her fist into the fabric over her breast, as though she could grip through skin and bone and hold the pieces together. 

			It took all the will left in her destroyed soul not to scream his name. But she reeled in the fear and breathed out, searching inside herself for the bond uniting them since birth. He knew the forest surrounding the bridge better than anyone, had been punished for wandering around the edges many times, maybe...maybe he’d gotten away. Maybe all his knowledge aided him in finding shelter.

			He would come back to her. He had to.

			The princess looked out the window—at the fires burning in the distance, at the dark smoke in the sky, at the cries she could hear through the glass. So much death and despair, so much suffering for a conflict Valàander was only a casualty of. The Scholars were respected, regardless of the belittling whispers she’d heard—fanatics, lunatics worshipping gods that no longer existed. Maybe they never did. They did let them all burn without interfering. But this was a peaceful nation that kept to its own agenda with barely any interaction with the other kingdoms. Without magic, they became an insignificant speck on a map.

			Nepherym doubted the world ever truly grasped the importance of the power of infinite knowledge her people possessed. A fallen tree on the road, that was what her land represented. A mere obstacle on the path to the desired destination of a bloodthirsty and wicked nation.

			Idan’s voice interrupted her thoughts. ‘I have ordered a retreat. What are your orders?’

			The new heir apparent to the throne of the Scholar Kingdom of Valàander clamped her eyes shut. She had not been prepared for this, should not be the one deciding.

			Nepherym quietly placed a hand on the window, as though she could reach far away into those grey clouds and reduce them to embers. The cold of it numbed her hand. Her whole family dead, for nothing. Her soul-bonded brother probably in the clutches of those creatures—or worse.

			Maybe Karaleen knew what treasures laid hidden in her city, and the destruction of it was a part of the plan she carefully laid the day the Shadow Queen, her own mother, unexpectedly died. So untimely, her death. So close to the Eight’s council, when their magic was at its peak, that it had to be a ploy. 

			Nepherym slowly exhaled. She would not let those monsters get close, not an inch closer to her capital. Lands burned, people died, that was the circle of life, but the treasures held between her walls were timeless, priceless, and she would ensure they remained locked away from all who attempted otherwise.

			They would not get a finger on one of the manuscripts.

			She clenched her fists, rage and grief powering through her small body. A thread, deep within her, pulled tight, straightening her spine.

			Wiping at her eyes, she said, ‘Get everyone inside the castle gates. No one else dies.’

			She turned away from the window to face her father‘s general. The only man she trusted to hold whatever lines they had left before they were wiped out. The only man who had silently supported her rebellion against the life they chose for her, her bid for control of her future. How had they come to this?

			Nepherym held up her chin. ‘I need the Book of Bargains.’

			The noises around them vanished into oblivion as she spoke the words all Valàandari feared above all. The words most believed were solely night-time tales for children to instil discipline and respect for their traditions. Only High Scholars and the Royal family knew the truth.  

			‘There has to be another solution,’ Idan pleaded, blocking the door to the hallway, ‘your father would have never resorted to this.’ The dreadful concern on his face truly touched her. He had been her father’s right hand since she could remember, remained by her family’s side through it all. And even now that he, too, had lost everything, he still refused to let her risk herself for what their loved ones had died for.

			All gone. To protect her—little, fragile Nepherym.

			‘You cannot predict what cost it will demand.’

			The young heir breathed out, and within a second schooled her features into icy royalty. ‘General, move aside. This is an order.’

			As she ran through the hallways of her home as fast as her feet allowed her, past the chambers where she grew up and retreated when her older siblings attended court, down to the red library in the catacombs, she could not stop but think of everything that had happened over the past two months that led to this moment.

			How could the world have gone so wrong in such a short amount of time? Maybe it was the price she had to pay for refusing to take up her duties, for her reluctance to fulfil the great obligations her ancestors had lined up for her.

			She stopped in front of the intricate, red-oak door. ‘Open the doors and leave me.’

			The guards obeyed, and Nepherym walked inside the room that had forged and destroyed empires, determined to save her own. 

			Even if it meant surrendering her soul.
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			Present

			Continent of Fanhalen.

			In the early morning of the first day of spring, whilst the sun still hid deep within the clouds, a wind rippled through all the land. From the deepest ocean cave, to the highest mountain top; from the hidden jungle hideouts to the fairest plains; from the abandoned kingdoms to the darkest corner of the warring ones. 

			People and animals alike jolted awake, fell a step back, dropped to the floor, yapped as it stole a breath from their chests.

			It was a whisper, a current silent to human ears. But to all blessed with the gift of magic, it was a sliver of hope in the spreading darkness—the thinnest thread woven in the air that sent the blood in their veins careening to the core of their beings.

			It sent a warning, a murmur of a familiar presence, a call that it remained alive.

			To hold out, to hope, to fight.

			In a Mealdi field, a World-Walker crashed with a muffled thud.
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			 Kingdom of Mealdan, Town of Covalis.

			 

			Emmerentia dropped to her knees, her breath suddenly knocked out of her. The bag of vegetables in her hands fell to the floor.

			Fàaran, her twin brother, was upon her within a second. ‘What happened?’ he asked as he knelt next to her, depositing the jugs of milk he carried on the side.

			She coughed pointedly, pounding her chest with the side of her fist. She grabbed one of the milk jugs and swigged from it, getting the abrupt dryness out of her throat but then—

			It stopped.

			Emmerentia cleared her throat. ‘That was strange.’ 

			She balanced herself, picking up her discarded basket. ‘It’s like an invisible hand punched me in the sternum and sucked the air out of me.’

			‘Has that ever happened before?’ Fàaran asked. They continued walking toward the cart they used to go to the weekly market and sell their produce.

			‘No, not that I can remember.’ She shrugged. 

			The twins hopped on the driver’s seat once the goods were safely tied to the cart and set out to the market, which had ironically become the most exciting part of their lives.

			As Fàaran coaxed the horses into a walk, Emmerentia couldn’t help but glance between her brother and eastward, far beyond the horizon towards Dartar and the Flatlands, where war was spreading like wildfire. 

			She was a duelist, not a soldier. Fàaran, on the other hand, had served in their army. Although they did not discuss that situation, he was a protector, a defender. Regardless of his political abilities, he was a soldier at heart and, if she remembered correctly, his former general still commanded an army within the Flatlanders’ many tribes. Emmerentia did not know how long their forced isolation would last, or how long their self-restraint would hold before they snapped back to their respective selves. But she knew he suffered from being rendered useless through his loyalty to her, and the consequences it brought. His sacrifice gnawed at her daily, even if he never made her feel it. Her pain and impulsivity had ruined his life, and yet he stood by her side, unfaltering.

			Emmerentia blinked away the surging rush of hurt climbing its way up her throat and focused on the road ahead as the sun started to ascend. 

			Another too ordinary, too quiet, too excruciatingly boring day awaited. 

			The wind hissed in the distance as Fàaran wheeled the cart past her to hitch it to the horses. Emmerentia fed them before the journey back with some of the hay she had purchased that day and piled the rest at the back. She patted her mare and Fàaran’s stallion on the neck and hopped on the driver’s seat.

			They left the market in its descending cacophony, after having sold all their produce. The buyers had started leaving and heading back to their respective homes, and the merchants either smiled or cursed from the sales, sharing their content or frustration with whoever bothered to listen. Men and women shared laughter, argued, and tangled up in dark alleys. These people were...just being normal, so seemingly unhurried, unworried about the world blowing apart. But how long would they have if the war reached these borders?

			The situation had evolved badly since they had settled in Covalis.

			The Eineeri Queen had been gathering forces, training troops, preparing to launch her war before she even ascended the throne, Emmerentia was sure of it. The death of the queen’s mother, the fall of magic, the death of the Valàandari mages. It all conspired to give the Shadow Queen the advantage against an entire continent. Most kingdoms relied on magic wielders as part of their armies and, as much as it would have helped the Shadows to retain their own...abilities, they had been ferociously prepared. 

			The Kingdom of Mealdan sat in the middle of north and south, on the western coast of Fanhalen. It bordered Orabel and the thick forest of Armagh in the north. The frozen wastes started at its southernmost tip—and luckily had kept the dark armies from even attempting to cross the forest, and Dartar to the east.

			If Dartar fell, unless the Sahrian King sent in his army, everything east of the Alanian mountains would fall to darkness.

			‘What’s eating at you?’ Fàaran asked.

			Emmerentia brushed her ruddy, shoulder-length hair back, looking ahead.

			The sky slowly painted a scene of oranges and blues as the sun touched the tree line and melted into the green of the pines. They had a couple of hours to cross the forest before dusk crept in.

			She gave her brother a long look, words rarely necessary to transmit thoughts or emotions.

			He nodded. 

			Their twin bond was powerful, and grew stronger by the day. They rarely required speech to understand what was going through each other’s minds. They felt a twinge when intense emotions coursed through the other and, on extremely rare occasions, when the other was severely wounded.

			After a long pause, halfway through the woods, Fàaran asked, ‘Would you rather join the lines?’

			Emmerentia choked on air. She countered, buying herself time, ‘I know you would.’

			Fàaran waved it off. ‘It has not been long enough.’

			‘Machize has been swarmed and taken. Surely the Kazarians have bigger concerns than the bounty on my head.’ Emmerentia sighed through her nose. ‘I won’t hide forever. I look sufficiently different. Darker are the days ahead if Dartar falls.’ 

			She turned her head towards her brother, that worried crease drawn on his forehead. ‘Do you plan on guarding me for the rest of your life? Come on, that’s just a tad insulting.’

			Fàaran’s eyes flashed and he snorted, ‘It would take you less than a day to find yourself in life-threatening trouble.’

			She patted her brother on the shoulder. ‘What is life without a little rule-bending.’ She added, knowing she was fooling herself as the words left her mouth, ‘I am sure Freya would plead in my favour.’

			‘Freya will defend her husband and her king, as any queen would. The little mercy she had within her wretched heart she offered when we escaped.’  

			The bitterness of his statement rested on her tongue as they broke out of the forest line and into the prairie leading back to the cottage, an open space that they used for archery training. It was beautiful in the summer with fields of flowers stretching on for miles, fresh herbs and plants that had been invaluable in the beginning, and a pond that drew in many animals. If Emmerentia had to pick a word for it, it would be tranquil.

			No one ever crossed this valley, at least she never saw anyone. The nearest villages were either on the other side of the forest, or an hour ride east from their home. But as they rounded the pond, a sprawled figure on the ground caught Emmerentia’s gaze. She pressed the horses toward the body, her heart suddenly racing, and jumped down to kneel next to the inanimate woman before she realised it. 

			‘Do you know her?’ Fàaran’s voice rumbled in the background. He sounded far away, even though he was right next to her. 

			The girl was roughed up, but unharmed. Emmerentia brushed a strand of golden hair away from her face, then placed two fingers against her throat. ‘There’s a pulse.’ Her chest heaved up. ‘She’s breathing.’ The twin’s shoulders dropped, relaxing. 

			‘Do you know her?’ Her brother repeated.

			Emmerentia slowly shook her head, vaguely aware of the question and the answer. Yet…she couldn’t tear her gaze away from the young woman. She brushed a finger along her cheek, confusingly aware of her rising heartbeat. The girl’s chest roused once more at the touch. 

			The twin blinked as the world blurred for a second and a barely perceptible, slow whisper slithered through her blood.   

			Emmerentia turned to her brother. ‘I am taking her back with us.’    

			B

			Kingdom of Amestris, The Court of Dusk.

			Hellion crossed his legs beneath the table, his wings slightly shifting with the movement. He speared a piece of cheese and brought it to his mouth, a lingering grin as his thoughts drifted to the ball happening that evening.

			The sun pierced through the windows of the dining hall, lighting up the front door as its hinges ground and Arel waltzed through. Her pale blue skin shimmered in the daylight. She made her way to her seat, piling her plate in a swift motion. When she sat down with a sigh, Hellion lifted a brow. ‘Good night?’

			Arel stretched, then plopped a piece of melon in her mouth. She side-glanced at him, the playfulness in her gaze a constant reminder of her late evenings. ‘Sufficiently satisfying, not that it is any of your business.’ She smiled, batting her eyelashes, and purred, ‘My Lord.’

			Hellion snickered, ‘The doey eyes don’t su—’

			His hand shot to his chest, to the heart that suddenly tightened. Hellion grunted, bracing himself against the table, his head falling forward. There was a cough in the room, then a rustle of clothes.

			A bright light. Then a soft wind.

			Then nothing.

			Hellion clutched his heart still.

			‘It can’t be…’ Arel sputtered.

			Hellion’s sight blurred, his blood heating. 

			The doors to the dining room flew open, steps echoing along the edges. 

			‘Have you felt it too?’

			‘Is it possible?’

			The voices were blurred and distant. 

			The Lord of the Court of Dusk slammed his hand on the table. Then raised his head and looked at the gathered company. ‘Sit down.’ 

			Arel darted a curious glance at him. The two males each pulled a chair on his right and promptly obeyed. Melianor leaned in and propped himself on his elbows. 

			Kersel spoke softly, ‘You all felt the release, didn’t you?’

			Silent nods answered him. Melianor opened his mouth, but Arel raised a hand to shut him up. 

			Hellion surveyed his closest friends, his inner circle. After having rubbed his temples, he let out a long sigh. ‘When the war began, a mind message was sent to me. I was reminded of’—a tug within him, at the core of his being—‘a forgotten promise.’

			Kersel’s yellow eyes narrowed, the small horns above his brows moving. Melianor cleared his throat. Arel’s eyes widened. 

			‘Do any of you remember?’ 

			Hellion locked eyes with his general. She angled her head, her midnight eyes scanning his intentions. ‘It will be washed away again if you pass the threshold.’ 

			‘That is why you will all help me remember.’ 
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			2

			 

			She was floating in a place void of life.

			No scent. No light. No sound. No pain.

			Just...absolutely nothing.

			Was she even a body still?

			Had she gone to bed and simply died, and this was the result of it? Was this the afterlife, an endless expanse of white oblivion?

			She tried to move, or swim, or float, in this gigantic, lifeless cloud. If this was her new state of being, might as well discover if there was an exit tunnel to somewhere that reintroduced colours and things. After a moment, although she did not know whether she was actually moving or just paddling on the spot and how long it had been, a low and soft voice filled the space.

			This is not the end.

			She spun on herself, or would have, to find the voice.	

			A beautiful woman appeared before her, her golden hair flowing across her shoulders. She was not real, her form not entirely physical, more like a thick mist.

			You do not remember, nor do they. Find your memories. Trust yourself. 

			The woman opened her palms and a kaleidoscope of images filled the space, accompanied by an overwhelming surge of emotions.

			Love.

			Ecstasy.

			Betrayal.

			Pure beauty.

			Enthralling power.

			So much to grasp and create and destroy.

			So much to love and hate and fight for.

			Images powered through her, invisible, yet echoing through her heart, through her soul, and the shadows lurking beneath her skin. She clutched at the tightness in her chest. 

			Find your memories. Trust yourself. 

			The woman smiled. Welcome home, darling.

			She was nowhere again. In her mind, perhaps. But then warmth, light—hues of yellow and white—hovered over her as she slid back into her own body. How long had it been since she had dreamed of that shining figure? Whispers floated at the back of her head, a vague conversation vanishing by the second. 

			Then the pain returned, hissing its name again as it washed over her body, slipping around her bones, and holding strong. She choked on the tightness in her chest as she tried to breathe, the lancing ache along her legs and in her lower back intensifying, the hammering inside her skull screaming. She tried to fling her eyes open—and failed, as though they had been glued shut. Then a burning set of images flashed before her mind’s eyes.

			A woman of light guiding her through the woods. A door to nowhere. An endless fall. Confusion and blinding pain.

			She blacked out again.  

			 

			B

			Emmerentia looked the young woman over as she pressed a wet cloth to her feverish forehead. It had been four days since they had found her unconscious in the prairie outside the forest line. Emmerentia had nudged the cart towards that side of the clearing although it was slightly out of the usual path. She did not believe in signs, yet something had pulled her toward that body, and she was bored enough to poke around to try and figure out why. After probing for any broken bones, Emmerentia had decided to bring the inanimate body back to the cottage until she woke. Fàaran had frowned upon the idea, arguing that they were no healers and taking her to the nearest village would be wiser. They had argued for a moment, and she had won.

			The girl shivered at her touch, mumbling nonsense in her sleep. Sweat beaded her face, her lips trembling. Emmerentia applied some salve behind her ears and underneath her nose.

			Fàaran’s head poked through the door. ‘Are you going to eat dinner? There’s rabbit stew on the table.’ He shot a glance at the sleeping woman, his brows furrowing. ‘Any improvement?’

			Emmerentia stood up, leaving the cold cloth on the girl’s face. She waved her brother out and followed him. ‘I think the fever is dropping.’ 

			His shrewd face showed his disapproval. 

			‘May I remind you that leaving a lady hurt on the side of the road is bad manners?’

			He poured the stew into two bowls as they sat at the table. ‘I have a bad feeling.’

			It was not the first woman landing injured on their doorstep after all. And the last one had been...something. Something they still did not discuss. 

			She winked at him, bringing a spoonful to her mouth. ‘Just because she is not to your liking. Not everyone can have horns and death oozing out of them.’

			Emmerentia bit down her lower lips as he shot her a deadly glare.

			But then Fàaran snorted, something between a laugh and a dismissal. 

			She stared at her twin beneath lowered lashes as she ate her dinner.

			He had gone silent since they brought the woman back, only speaking when strictly necessary. She had let him be quiet, let him brew over the thoughts that wheeled inside his head without invading. Not that he had ever been overly talkative.

			The youngest twin broke the silence as she pushed her bowl away. ‘Spit it out.’

			‘What?’ 

			She raised a brow, quirking her lips to the side. 

			Fàaran propped his elbows on the table. ‘You have your gut instincts, I have mine, dear sister.’ 

			‘What is the trouble? It is not the first stranger we let in our home.’ Emmerentia pointed to the dented circle next to the chimney. ‘And this one looks a lot less…dangerous.’

			He rolled his knuckles and cracked his neck. That subject was to be avoided at all costs if she desired peace with her sibling, but she was not going to let him snub her without explanation. Melting into the crowd at the market was one thing, having someone at proximity for a time might give details away. Although she had learned to be overly cautious, she doubted she was of bigger concern to either the Machizean king or any potential head-hunter over their sacked kingdom.

			Fàaran met her eyes, the little flame of anger awakening behind them. ‘There is nothing more to say.’ 

			Emmerentia sighed. ‘Do you really need to push me out on this?’

			He simply walked out of the cottage and into the night. 
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			She didn’t know how long she’d been out—it could have been hours or days, weeks or months; time seemed to have vanished in oblivion.

			But then a gentle breeze tickled her nose. Hues of yellow and white returned and the warmth of what felt like the sun brushed her skin. She roamed her hands over the parts of her body she remembered had been aching, feeling for broken bones, for bruises and sores.

			The pain was gone.

			Well, that was a good thing. At least if she had to run, her body might not fail her miserably. 

			The hammering in her head had ceased its construction, yet a lancing sensation persisted at the front of her head, in between her eyes. She held her breath, listening for any noises that would hint at the environment—cars, people, traffic—but utter silence greeted her. 

			Her heart pounded in her chest like heavy punches from inside her ribcage, resonating in her ears and covering any other potential sounds.

			She knew she was not home. It was murky in her mind, the whys and hows and whats blurring together in a messy labyrinth. But she remembered the dream, the words of the woman of light. Her breath shortened as the images came back to her mind, as they anchored themselves into her present, bringing panic into her bones and—  

			Home. A whisper at the back of her head.

			It was a low, determined voice with an underlying hiss to it. Female. Strong.

			Home, home, home. An imperative tone that warmed and soothed her bubbling blood, seeping inside her near-exploding heart to bring it back to an almost normal beat.

			She pushed herself up, first on her elbows, then sat up straight, feeling for the head of the bed.

			Once she had composed herself, she opened her eyes at last. 

			She found herself in a small, rustic bedroom. Everything was wooden and clearly hand-built. A small-sized wardrobe stood in the left corner, with a coffer-bench covered with a couple of pillows next to it. A four-person table was tucked in the right corner, sprawled papers as decoration alongside a stack of books and something else that glinted in the sunlight falling from the window above. To her right, there was a nightstand with a couple of drawers and a glass jar filled with water. She drank the whole thing as she gathered her spirits, forcing herself to use logic despite her racing pulse.

			‘Think,’ she murmured to herself, shutting out the fear. She was alive, untied, uninjured, and she was not under constant watch. On top of that, whoever this house belonged to had healed her wounds. If movies had taught her anything, these were all good signs.

			Rubbing her temples with her thumbs, she vaguely remembered she had made the decision to come to this precise place. She didn’t remember why, or how, but that intense gut feeling had never deceived her.  

			Watch, the voice whispered to her, stay and learn. 

			Cracking her knuckles, she breathed in and out through her nose to calm herself. This was one of her crazy dreams anyway, wasn’t it? So it did not matter if she snooped a little. She pricked up her ears, listening for any sounds, any voices. When she deemed it quiet for long enough, she swung her legs out of the bed and stood up, willing her steps to be featherlight as she moved to the table. 

			There was a small map with markings on it. She leaned closer, tracing the names of the territories with her finger. Mealdan. Orabel and Prahan, a thick forest through both. Amestris. Machize, crossed out. Dartar, a line drawn in the middle. Valàander, crossed out. Hondora with a question mark. Einar. Sahra, going far south. Elgona, which seemed to be standing on an elevated island as opposed to land, scribbled out.

			The little voice tugged almost imperceptibly. 

			She blinked and shook her head, then blinked again to lock the image up in her mind.  The rivers, the forests, the names, the different topographic details. Anything that could be of use. Had she somehow landed in some Shepherd’s cottage in a developing country?

			She moved to the sheet next to it, squinting at the uneven writing. A sigh of relief shuddered through her lips. English! It was written in English. At least there would not be a language barrier.

			She looked at the pile of books—The Forgotten Kingdoms; The History of Duellists; Herbs and Plants; The Warrior Caged in Silk; Royal Lineages of Fanhalen.

			Fanhalen? That was not on the map.   

			A variety of books that pointed to, maybe, an interest in history, medicine and—The Warrior Caged in Silk’s cover was a woman in a fine gown, holding a hunting knife—women in a society of men? She piled the books back in the same order.

			Her eyes fell on the small knife lying next to it. The handle was hardwood, carved in the shape of a squirrel-like animal. Simple, but pretty. She didn’t dare touch it. She glanced at the coffer, then the wardrobe, adrenaline rushing through her.

			Looking at a clear display of papers and objects was one thing, but opening drawers and boxes seemed too much of an intrusion towards someone who showed only kindness.	

			Crossing her fingers the doors would not squeak, she tentatively opened the wardrobe, inch-by-inch. No harm in checking out clothes, was there? There were loose shirts, pants, tunics, and...one dress.

			Female, then.

			Footsteps sounded in the distance. She closed the doors and almost threw herself onto the bed—somehow managing not to trip and fall face first onto the floor. The footsteps neared. She rolled to the side, clamping her eyelids shut and tucking her hands under the pillow to hide the shaking. She willed her body to mimic the slow and peaceful breathing of sleep.

			The door to the bedroom opened quietly, letting in a fresh breeze. A female voice sounded behind her. ‘She should be awake by now.’ 

			There was movement, the rustling of clothes. ‘Looks like she needs longer.’ The door closed just as quietly. 

			She lay awake on her back until the echoes of her racing heart stopped in her ears, until the knot in her stomach unclenched. After that voice at the back of her head almost yelled at her to pack it in, she had breathed out and stilled the panic. She wanted sleep to reclaim her, to return to the white oblivion and the woman of light for a little longer.

			Instead, something within her had hissed at the cowardice, at the fear.

			It was a dream anyway; she would wake from it soon enough. As she always did.

			So she had reviewed the information on the desk, the names of the kingdoms, of the rivers, of the forests. What was this place?

			Home, home, home. Gentle. Calling. Reassuring.

			And what was this voice?  

			As hard as she dug into her memory, she could not pair it to a name. It came from within, deep beneath her heart, like it was twined around a vital chord in her body. But it was not hers. She could say that much. At least the presence brought her comfort, quieting her brain from acting out. It was like it was trained, focused, fearless. A warrior’s voice. 

			Exhaling deeply, she fought the seed of fear taking root. 

			She remembered what the woman of light had said in her oblivious unconscious. ‘You won’t remember, neither will they. Find your memories. Welcome home.’ The woman had repeated it continuously, her voice a warm summer breeze that had laced peace through her heart. She couldn’t explain it, it just felt right. 

			‘That’s it, you’ve turned bat-shit crazy,’ she murmured as she rubbed her eyes.

			Then her stomach grumbled, and all of her thoughts faded away. She made her way out of the room and followed the smell of cooking food.     
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			Mahena halted her steps before a slightly opened door, the earthy smell dragging a loud noise from her stomach. She cursed colourfully under her breath for her rising heartbeat. She had debated two approaches—grateful and innocent or blunt, brave and potentially stupid. She wasn’t too sure her usual bluntness would do her any good in this situation, though. 

			She strained her ears for any noise as she reached the door the smell escaped from before discreetly peering through the open gap. There was a boy—a man, rather—sat at a wooden table. His dark hair brushed his shoulders in a slightly dishevelled, playful, ‘I just woke up’ style. His facial features had the severity of lost youth. She’d expected a woman. A family home?

			He lifted blue eyes from beneath unearthly long lashes, meeting her stare before she could examine him further. Her heart hammered as she gulped and stepped into the room. 

			‘Emmerentia, she’s up,’ he shouted as he kept chopping the vegetables in front of him. He turned to her, the deep blue of his eyes indicating the chair across from him. ‘Sit.’

			Charming.

			‘It smells amazing,’ she said as she sat. ‘Can I help?’ His face was strained as she joined him. He could not have been much older than her, perhaps a couple of years.

			He nodded and turned the plank he was using towards her, sliding two small spice jars across the table. ‘Coat them with both spices.’

			Okay, well that welcome was a bit anticlimactic. Why would he be so cold when he had been nursing her back to health? Whilst coating and mixing the surprisingly soft root vegetables, she tried to take a peek: at him, at the kitchen behind, and the opened door beyond. He was not beautiful, not in a dazzling way. His dark hair accentuated the blue of his eyes, though that blue had darkened since she had sat down. There was an aura of brooding mystery almost swallowing him. As she opened her mouth to comment on it, she was stopped mid-action by the sound of footsteps in the distance. She turned to see who it was, silently praying for someone a bit more lively.

			A young woman, who she presumed was Emmerentia, almost waltzed inside. Mahena realised within a second that these two were twins. The girl’s face was thinner, sharper, but they had the same nose, slightly out of proportion for their faces. The same deep blue eyes with a strange cunning glint. The only obvious difference was the red colour of her hair against his dark brown locks. 

			Emmerentia met her stare and her lips stretched into a smile. ‘Was about time.’ Shaking the contents of the glass bottle she carried, she added, ‘I brought milk.’ She poured the liquid into the two glasses on the table and filled another from the cupboard. ‘Here, your throat must be rather dry.’ The twin handed her the glass and sat next to the guy.

			She blinked, the contrast between the two of them like something from a TV show. Was it meant to be a version of good cop, bad cop? Emmerentia’s nonchalance easily balanced her brother’s morose, unwelcoming glare. A weird tension within her loosened.

			She looked at the white liquid. She hated milk. The only time she would willingly drink it was after eating something too spicy. Out of politeness, she downed it in a second and felt the outright surprise stretching her face. It tasted nothing like the milk she was used to having. Smooth, full of flavours, yet a little acidic. Was it this different when it came straight from the source as opposed to a supermarket shelf?

			‘It’s delicious,’ she declared as she set the glass back down. ‘Thank you.’ 

			‘Forgive him.’ Emmerentia nudged the guy with her elbow. ‘Fàaran is suspicious of everyone.’ She cocked her head to the side. ‘You look better.’

			How did she even look? It hit her then that she must smell hideous too if she had not showered for days. She refrained from sniffing at her armpits.

			‘No headache? I gave you a healing and sleeping tonic for four days, so it might be a side effect. You didn’t take any food in either, you must be starving!’ She shot up and walked to a cabinet above the kitchen stove, opening the wooden doors and reaching for an item. ‘It’s dried meat, not the tastiest, but until lunch is ready, it will calm your grumbling stomach.’ Turning to Fàaran, she said, ‘Will you take care of the rabbit? I’ll finish up with this.’ Fàaran nodded and left the room, brushing back his hair as he went. Emmerentia walked to the pot hanging over the fire. She threw some herbs in it and stirred for a few seconds.  

			‘Fàaran might be a bit stiff and intimidating, but I am nicer.’ The girl grinned. ‘Just a little.’

			She pulled a face at the sarcastic tone.

			Emmerentia burst out laughing. ‘Woman, your face! We healed you, so killing you is not our intention.’ She scooped the vegetables they’d cut up and dropped them in the pot. ‘Relax.’ She smiled as she added, ‘We don't receive many visitors nowadays. What’s your name?’

			‘Mahena,’ she replied, her voice rasping from disuse. She didn’t feel the need to lie.

			She wasn’t that unsettled. A little, maybe. But less than anyone waking up in a stranger’s house on another spacetime should be.

			A breeze came in from the open door, swirling past them, and she inhaled the fresh air.

			Home. Home. Home. The insistent inner voice echoed in her brain, in her body, a delicious shiver shaking through her veins. 

			‘What...what happened?’ she asked.

			‘We found you a little outside our land on our way back from the market, unconscious and roughed up. We took you back and healed you the best we could. You were in and out of consciousness for four days, kept mumbling a lot in your sleep. You convulsed a few times in the first two days.’ Emmerentia gave a reassuring smile at the sight of her trembling hands. ‘You had a small gash on your head, too. What do you remember?’

			Shit. Shit. Shit. 

			How could she potentially explain she had no clue what this place was, at all? Mahena anxiously squinted, and then filled her eyes with panic. ‘No... Nothing...’ She started shaking, like she was suddenly realising that her memory was blank of all past life. 

			Blatant lying it would be, then. 

			Emmerentia narrowed her eyes, but smiled. ‘We’ll help you figure it out. I’ll have a word with Fàaran, but we kind of need a hand on the farm anyway. You can stay here until your memories come back.’

			Mahena sighed, genuine relief spreading across her face.

			‘But there is one condition, we will need you to drink a truth tonic and answer some questions. You can’t be too careful during these times.’

			These times? Mahena nodded at the woman with a constricted smile. ‘Do I need to worry about poison?’

			‘Can you sniff it out?’ Emmerentia smirked.

			Mahena laughed lightly despite herself. ‘I wish.’

			The atmosphere lifted a little. The twin smiled back, curving her lips to the side.

			The little voice, that something inside of her, hissed. 

			‘Do you not remember anything at all?’ Emmerentia pushed as she stirred the pot.

			Mahena willed terror to her eyes once more. ‘I...’ She made an obvious show of stilling herself, calming her voice. ‘No...’ She brushed her hair back and winced at the texture. Gods it was filthy. She quickly added, ‘I think the tonic might help.’

			A truth serum, really? How did that even work? Was it magic?  

			Emmerentia wondered out loud, ‘Maybe getting back into some sort of a routine will jog your memory.’

			Mahena toyed with a strand of hair, pretending to be uneasy. Emmerentia stared at her for a few seconds, studying her movements with a half-smile. Mahena pretended to ignore it.

			‘I’ll go check on Fàaran,’ Emmerentia offered. ‘Once lunch is ready, we can talk.’ She added, ‘Also, the restroom is the second door on the right. Can’t quite imagine the state of your bladder right now.’ 
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			Emmerentia walked out of the cottage with a strange feeling. She shook her head. An odd tingle had been borne in her blood since the moment she’d touched the woman. 

			No memories, was it? Interesting.

			Emmerentia had carefully studied the young woman as she spoke, analysing the small details that usually escaped most. Mahena fought the fear, shifting positions on her chair just a little too often—Emmerentia could almost smell it on the other girl’s skin. Who wouldn’t be startled in her situation? Yet her eyes were alert, scanning her environment, which meant she was far from stupid. She’d been surprised when she’d glanced through the window of the room where the girl had been lying unconscious for four days and had seen her knife still on the table, but Mahena out of the room. She would have taken it had it been her.

			The girl was lying about something, but she put on a decent show. If Emmerentia had not been brought up in courtly games, she probably would have not noticed. Could she blame her, though? In her situation, she would have snatched the dagger and held it at the first throat she saw, demanding an explanation. Emmerentia had left it on the table on purpose, to taunt her, to see how she would play it.

			The fact that she had decided to introduce herself unarmed earned her points.

			‘How long do you intend on leaving her alone in our house?’ Fàaran asked as she came  to find him in the stables. He was brushing Farak’s mane, the rabbits grilling a few paces away. She swore he’d pick the company of his stallion over humans any day. As if he heard, Farak nuzzled her leg with his head.

			Emmerentia idly scratched it then leaned against the door. ‘She agreed to take the tonic without even questioning it.’

			‘You cannot guarantee it will work. Not with magic gone.’

			‘It is only slightly imbued with it, you know that. It’s mostly the combination of ingredients that gives its properties—hence why those ingredients are so bloody rare.’ Emmerentia sighed through her nose. They were both so stubborn, she knew the conversation would go nowhere. She added, ‘Are you going to dine with us, or would you rather share it with your horse?’

			Farak neighed and Fàaran glanced over his shoulder. ‘Are we making her drink first?’

			‘She will pass out before she talks any more if we don’t put food in her belly.’ She picked at her nails and smiled at him. ‘Be careful, brother, living in the wild is truly starting to erode your manners.’

			He rolled his eyes in answer.

			‘Why are you being so defensive?’

			‘And why are you so protective?’ He stopped the brushing, gave Farak a carrot and let him stride off.

			‘I told you. I feel...drawn. Don’t give me those eyes, I cannot explain it. And it’s getting stronger, I think.’

			Fàaran stilled, then frowned as he angled his head. He walked to the rabbits, small enough they would be ready soon.

			Following him, she added. ‘I don’t recall you acting this way when a certain other person landed bloodied on our doorstep.’

			It was a cheap shot, but it was true. They had been in hiding for only a few short months when the woman had collapsed, bloodied beyond recognition, in their field. She had borne weapons from the wrong nation, with eyes the colour of doom, yet he had healed her regardless, and more.

			Emmerentia had not questioned her twin then.

			Fàaran levelled her stare. ‘Don’t even stir in that direction.’

			But she saw the twinge in his eyes at the mention. ‘Then don’t be an ass.’	

			B

			Mahena stared at the pot, at the steam coming out of it; the rich smell enveloped itself around her like a soft, comforting blanket.  

			‘Alright,’ she murmured, ‘the worst that can happen is them throwing you out on the streets.’ She looked out of the door, then to the window. ‘Or the wild.’

			Mahena placed a steady hand to her heart. Why was it so damn calm? She was clearly not in her world anymore. 

			It bellowed in her guts.

			‘Shut up,’ she snapped.

			And quickly retracted her words, pleading that it did not leave her alone in the unknown. She shook her head, pushing the thought to a corner of her mind for her to deal with later.

			Mahena rolled her neck and swept the space with a studying glance. A rudimentary kitchen, with a fireplace and a hook above it where the pot hung. Above it, a few utensils. Next to it was a stone working place. The big window brought the light in the room, which would otherwise have been very dark. And then the large wooden dining table she sat at, with four chairs around it. Why four, if there were only two? 

			Her curiosity urged her to get up and explore the house before they came back. Mahena reined the longing in. She really, really did not feel like pissing them off straight away. 

			Mahena hoped Emmerentia would let her read the books displayed in her room or give her a history lesson.

			The amnesia card, she decided, was her best bet at this stage.

			‘I think I can hear your stomach grumbling from out here!’ Emmerentia claimed as she walked back inside, two grilled pieces of meat in her hand, her brother in tow.

			The bland look with underlying annoyance he shot her made her stomach clench. Anger or shame, she couldn’t tell. But then she looked at Emmerentia’s smile, at the light steam coming out of the pot. Mahena inhaled deeply, and the smell of that food wiped the thought clear. 

			Emmerentia carried the conversation whilst Mahena unsuccessfully attempted not to shove the stew down her throat like an uneducated savage, which she failed at miserably. The twin laughed at the visible display of hunger. Her brother just shrugged and obnoxiously ignored her. 

			Mahena now sat with her legs crossed underneath the table, staring at a yellowish liquid and she really didn’t know what to do about it. She sucked in a breath, then grabbed the glass. Swirling it gently, the young woman brought it to her nose. ‘At least, it doesn’t stink.’

			Emmerentia jerked her chin toward the cup. ‘Bottoms up.’

			Mahena made a face, pinched her nose, and downed the drink. She braced for an awful taste, but it was only earthy and herbaceous, with a powerful lingering aftertaste of sage. She shifted on her feet, fidgety as her blood warmed. 

			The little voice hissed. Hard. 

			Mahena rubbed her temple, forcing her head to remain upright. Then her hands twitched, and her eyes rolled over.

			Emmerentia’s voice echoed in the room, ‘Where are you from?’

			It was a simple question, clear, to the point. Nothing invasive. Nothing out of place.

			A memory of a green land and a field of lily-of-the-valley flashed before her eyes. Mahena blinked it away. ‘Sar’gona.’ The word tumbled out of her mouth. 

			‘That’s one of the bridge towns of Elgona.’ Fàaran’s voice resonated somewhere around her. Elgona. It was one of the kingdoms on the map. One that had been scribbled out. ‘I didn’t know they were still standing.’

			Mahena remained still, unfazed. Although her entire being was screaming. 

			Emmerentia pressed, ‘How did you end up here?’

			The question felt distant, removed, as though she was paddling through mud. ‘I don’t know.’ It wasn’t a lie. 

			‘Who are you?’

			‘Mahena.’ That felt like a disguise, yet she had no control over the responses. 

			‘Do you wish us harm?’ Fàaran spewed. 

			There was a push inside her head, as though a buried part was debating the answer. 

			‘No,’ she whispered. 

			There was silence for a moment, sufficiently long for her sight to come back. Fàaran was leaning against the wall, his arms-crossed over his broad chest, his brows furrowed. His eyes, on the other hand, were more concerned than hateful. Emmerentia stood up, her lips pursed. She cocked her head to the side as she met Mahena’s confused stare, the way an animal would when seizing its prey. 

			But then the twin hinted at a smile, and motioned her to the bathing room.   
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			Fàaran narrowed his eyes at his sister as she closed the door to the corridor behind her. 

			‘She’s in a bath,’ Emmerentia confirmed. ‘I think she needs it, the poor thing.’

			‘Are you so bored to now require a pet human for your distraction?’

			Emmerentia glared at him. ‘Don’t call her that.’

			He tapped his fingers on the table, his brow arching at the snap. ‘I am waiting.’

			His sister rolled her eyes, then hopped on the table instead of pulling a chair. ‘If you laugh, I gut you,’ she said, pointing her pocket knife at him. She sighed heavily, a characteristic gesture when she wanted to downplay an emotion. ‘I feel pulled to her, like a tug pushing me toward helping her.’

			Fàaran cocked his head to the side. A vision of fiery hair flashed before his eyes. He drowned it immediately. He knew that pull too well. But…no, it couldn’t be the same. ‘And you want to keep her here, under the circumstances?’

			Emmerentia shrugged her shoulders. ‘We need help on the farm, you can’t deny it.’ She must have lost her gods-damned wits. ‘And the serum told us enough.’

			‘You barely asked any questions.’

			‘I asked the necessary ones. And I trust my guts.’

			Fàaran shook his head at his twin. ‘Those guts of yours, they have a tendency to put us in…uncomfortable situations.’ 

			Emmerentia had a frustrating tendency to believe they did her right every time. He caught a flash of guilt bolt through her eyes. She masked it quickly.

			He clarified, ‘The serum isn’t reliable.’

			Emmerentia angled her head. ‘Yes it is. Again, the ingredients, not magic.’

			She would not let it go, and maybe he shouldn’t push her to. ‘Talk to me about that pull.’

			‘What about it?’

			‘What do you feel?’

			His sister, his twin, laughed indignantly. ‘Why are you digging? You know how I feel,’ she tapped her head, ‘in there, so why do I need to voice it?’

			Fàaran gritted his teeth. Exasperating. Infuriating. How had he even managed not to throttle her before now? He didn’t know. He could feel the importance of it through their twin bond, that chord they never explained, that none could ever explain. But discerning the veracity of that importance, that was another play they could not perform through mind only. ‘I can’t tell if it is worth the risk, or if you simply want a break in the routine so badly.’

			‘Well,’ she made a dramatic gesture, ‘I am bored. And your brooding doesn’t help with it.’

			He punched his sister in the shoulder. ‘Piss off.’

			‘You can do better than that, brother.’ She hopped off the table. ‘I have used the serum in the past, and it hasn’t failed me. Let me verify this feeling. If she gives you, gives us, a reason to doubt her, I’ll send her off myself.’   

			Fàaran watched Emmerentia disappear outside. He toyed with the glass of water in front of him, swirling it as he leaned back in the chair. The chances that both of them would find the link so early in their lives were slim, if not improbable. He had tried to get inside his sister’s head for clarification, but it was either too murky or too weak still. But however reluctant he felt towards the stranger, he could not deny his twin the chance to figure it out. Even if she would never believe, never accept, such a truth. 

			The older twin closed his eyes, drowning his own need in the pit where he’d locked it all these past months. He would stand watch, as he always had. 

			B

			Mahena scrubbed at her oily, dirty hair with the soap Emmerentia had provided her with as she sat in the bathtub, the warm water caressing her skin a blessing. 

			Emmerentia seemed nice and welcoming. Fàaran was unorthodoxly defensive—which had her uncharacteristically raising her eyebrow. They must have been around her age, a very few years older maybe. The gleam of youth still shone bright, yet they both made her feel so much younger in a way she couldn’t explain. From what she could tell, they lived alone. There had been two doors on her way to the dining room; one closed, the other slightly opened to reveal the bathroom she was in now. The former, she imagined, would be Fàaran’s bedroom. Seeing the cottage they lived in, this was either a backwater village or she had landed back in the middle ages. And let’s be realistic, she had no damn idea how to even light a fire.

			If this insanity was indeed reality, well, maybe wishes were not mere myths after all. The female twin’s attitude was an act, at least partially; her friendliness felt overdone. It might be to get her to relax, to lower the level of fear one should be experiencing in her situation, or to balance out her brother’s broodiness. He had at least loosened up a little after the questioning.    

			Laying her head against the edge of the tub, Mahena let herself sink down in the water with a long, long sigh. She toyed with the necklace around her neck, happier than she’d ever thought she could be about a piece of jewellery when she’d awoken with the pendant still hanging between her breasts. She’d never taken it off since the day she’d bought it, and somehow it grounded her. She poked the tip of her fingers with the small spikes of the star-shaped trinket. What the hell was she going to do now? 

			They had asked her where she came from, and the answer that escaped her lips had not been Earth. Mahena ducked her head under the water several times, getting rid of the dirt the soap had loosened. Elgona. It had made her blood bristle the first time she saw it on the map. The second time, it had echoed deeper than she ever imagined anything could. She couldn’t ask questions, could she? It hadn’t been a lie. She was looking to feed them with the name of one of the cities she’d seen on the map, not wanting to be totally honest before being sure she could trust them. Her lips had simply...formed the word aloud.

			Home, home, home. The little voice kept murmuring.

			Hopefully, they would let her sleep here for the night and send her off in the morning, preferably with a very sharp knife and a map and then whatever force had spirited her here would save her from certain death. Or she would simply wake up, in her own bed, in her mother’s house, and this would be just one more dream to add to her journal of crazy.

			‘Bat-shit crazy indeed,’ she murmured on the water’s surface, creating a slow ripple.

			Mahena waited until the water turned cold to leave its comfort. She wrapped herself in the towel Emmerentia had left on the side of the tub and rubbed her body dry. There was a pack of clothes on the side of a washbasin, a thick pair of leggings and a cotton shirt. She dressed, then towel-dried her hair as best as possible and brushed it to one side. She paused in front of the   mirror laid against the wall and tore her eyes from it before she took a look at her appearance. For some reason beyond herself, she simply couldn’t.  

			After another long sigh, after her shoulders dropped, she grabbed her courage and left the room.

			As Mahena closed the door behind her, Emmerentia’s head popped into the hallway.

			‘Feeling better?’ she asked as she motioned Mahena forward with her hand.

			‘Only fools do not value a warm bath and clean hair,’ Mahena answered with an uncomfortable smile. She held up her dirty nightgown in one hand. ‘Where could I wash this? And thank you for the clothes.’

			‘In the river, behind the house. I can show you.’

			They walked out and around the house, Mahena trying to keep her eyes from wandering in case it would raise suspicion.

			Nature hit her in the face—a swift, crisp wind and all the noises that accompanied it. The songs of different birds pierced through the cluster of trees on each side of the house and in the distance; the buzzing of insects tangled in the songs; and...horses neighed. ‘You have horses?’ Mahena beamed, her head turning in all directions as the sound repeated.

			Emmerentia chuckled. ‘You like them I suppose?’

			‘I love them, you mean,’ she answered ecstatically. And she truly did. She had loved riding when she was a child and missed it dearly.

			The stream greeted them as they rounded the cottage, running slowly and lightly about twenty metres to the back, and bordered by multiple bushes of varying heights.

			‘We have three of them. Do you remember how to ride?’

			‘Hopefully muscle memory will kick in.’

			Emmerentia pointed to a pierced bucket on the streambank. ‘Put the dress in the bucket, and then stick it in the water, inside the small stone dam over there.’

			Mahena did as directed. ‘Leave it there for now?’

			Emmerentia nodded. ‘Let the water run through it for a while.’

			As she stood up and turned towards the twin, she caught her studying gaze. ‘Do I have something on my face?’

			‘Despite what the majority of people who know me think, I do have a heart. What are you going to do?’

			Lie. Stay. It was harsh yet filled her with confidence.

			Mahena shrugged, willing a grin to her mouth. ‘If you’re kind enough to pack me a satchel with a knife and a map, I might make it somewhere.’ Hopefully not my grave, was what she didn’t add.

			‘Is sarcasm your best defence?’

			‘It’s comforting. My options are mockery or panic. Neither will keep me alive, but at least one of them will prevent me from curling into a ball.’

			Emmerentia laughed. ‘I meant what I said earlier, about you staying with us.’

			Mahena felt her heart light up.

			The twin paused for a moment as though she were considering her next words, then continued, ‘Would you want to?’

			Her mind spun for a second at the potential offer. Emmerentia could get her brother to agree, as reluctant as he would be. 

			The question was, why?

			B

			Emmerentia closed her eyes for a minute, savouring the momentary quiet. The girl had been with them for two weeks now and honestly, she didn’t know what to think of it. She’d found herself dropping her guard often, found herself jumping out of bed when she awoke screaming—nightmares, she claimed—found herself wanting to help her to the point that— 

			‘Stop fidgeting,’ Mahena’s hand shot to her knee, halting the trembling of her leg she hadn’t noticed. ‘What is it about these woods that always has you itching?’ The girl scratched her forehead. ‘The passage between the oaks until the first apple tree gives me the creeps, but beyond that.’

			Emmerentia lifted a brow, turning slightly, then grumbled, ‘It’s just an idiotic legend.’

			‘Shouldn’t I know about it?’

			‘Are you suddenly getting so confident as to wander around on your own?’

			Mahena stuck out her tongue. 

			‘Very graceful.’

			‘As always.’ Mahena jabbed her in the ribs. 

			Emmerentia jerked to the side and punched Mahena in the shoulder. 

			Mahena made a face as she rubbed it. ‘But honestly, tell me. It’ll make me even less inclined to leave.’

			Emmerentia clicked the leads, the horse neighed and accelerated in response. The road was empty today, except for the occasional scurrying animal in the brush. ‘If you must know. A long time ago, a little girl lost her way back to her village—’

			‘That’s already a bad start.’

			Emmerentia gave Mahena a knowing glance. ‘Yes. She was left for dead. The forest refused to let the child die and saved her. But she’d been damaged beyond repair. The story claims she attacks at nightfall and feeds off magical energy.’ The last words sent a shiver down her spine she carefully hid.

			Mahena’s nostrils pulled back in horror. The answering voice was a low, suffering induced whisper, ‘I would slowly shred to pieces anyone capable of such atrocity.’ 

			Emmerentia cocked her head at the tone. Mahena shook her head—as though to wipe a strange illusion—blinked and rolled her eyes, then added, ‘On a less haunting thought, jog my memory. What is the place you’d really want to go to?’

			She forced herself to ignore the momentary lapse and folded it in a corner of her mind. ‘That I’d like to culturally explore?’ 

			Mahena nodded. 

			Emmerentia gave a soft snap of the leads, pushing the horses faster. She smiled to herself, recounting the numerous places she swore she would visit before death claimed her. ‘There is a jungle called Shabari, in the western parts of the southern continent. The women there…they are the most sought out warriors in the land, trained ruthlessly from birth. They have a breed of giant lizards,’ she pointed to the horses, ‘shorter and stockier, but incredibly fast, that they train with almost from birth. I’d want to see that, to train with them.’ 

			Mahena whistled—or tried to, and failed miserably.

			Emmerentia laughed. ‘Didn’t realise I should train you in the horribly difficult art of whistling.’

			‘I am full of surprises.’ 

			That she was. Good or bad, Emmerentia hadn’t yet decided.  

			They reached the market as the sun brushed the sky, filling it with shades of pale orange. The air was dry and quiet as they set up their stall. 

			Mahena had come several times with the twin already, yet today the stream of people was larger, more enthusiastic almost.

			‘Is there something special today?’ 

			Emmerentia finished lining the products up on the table. ‘Not to my knowledge.’

			Mahena sat down next to her as they both pulled the small boxes they used as chairs. A minute into studying the crowd and Mahena was already fidgeting. 

			‘Will you ever let me walk through it?’ she whispered, angling her head as she spotted a lady in a red gown laced with golden threads. Her skin was tanned, her long dark hair plaited back. ‘I feel like it could help?’

			‘I am not risking losing you in there, or getting mugged.’  

			‘I am not that helpless.’

			‘Your punches are getting better, true. They’d empty your pockets whilst chatting you up.’

			‘They’d be thoroughly disappointed.’ Mahena reversed the pocket of her pants. ‘Empty trove.’

			‘Maybe one day if his highness graces us with his presence,’ Emmerentia hedged. Fàaran had stopped coming to the market when Mahena’d started. 

			‘He’s too important to get hindered by gossiping women.’

			Emmerentia turned, eye-brow flicked. ‘He loves gossip. He’d have High-Tea with the head laundress to know the juicy details.’ 

			‘Head laundress?’ Mahena looked at Emmerentia questioningly.

			The twin pointed to a cluster of women rampaging through a cart of vegetables. ‘The older one at the head of the group,’ she was leaning in the ear of another older servant, eyes squinting and smiling and full of outrage,‘he’d bullshit her dry.’ 

			‘Your brother?’ Mahena scoffed. ‘Have you got another one I don’t know about?’

			Emmerentia winked. ‘Don’t let the brooding aspect of him fool you.’

			‘How do you know she’s head of anything, by the way?’

			‘Can you see the embroidered flower on their uniforms? Hers has two, the other ones only one. Can’t tell for sure what station she is, but it marks her out.’

			Mahena’s mouth twitched—then a small procession blocked the view. She jerked her chin in its direction. ‘Where are these from? Haven’t seen anything this fine so far.’ A woman dressed in what looked like bear fur prowled ahead, another younger, poorer-dressed girl at her arm—handmaid—and two men attempting at blending in but clearly were bodyguards in tow. She was dark-skinned with ebony hair. 

			‘I want to say Sahra from the skin colour and her coat because it really isn’t that cold, but her escort’s clothing doesn’t match the typical colours of the desert people.’ Emmerentia shrugged. ‘I also don’t know everything.’

			Mahena snickered. ‘I have to make a note you admitted to that.’

			‘You must mistake me for my brother.’

			Another quiet laugh—lovely, soothing, so different from when she went hysterical and sounded like a seal. Emmerentia followed the girl’s gaze as it drifted from stall to stall to exhibitor to passerby. ‘Anything coming back?’

			Mahena shook her head, but didn’t meet her gaze. Instead, she angled her head—then whipped it to her. She pointed to a small cart stationed in a corner that even Emmerentia hadn’t noticed. ‘Have you…’ she sniffed the air, then squinted hard, ‘forgotten to mention someone is selling pastries around?’ Her face lit up as her hand shot for Emmerentia’s purse. ‘You can keep your eyes on me, but fuck it, I am getting cake.’ 

			Emmerentia blinked, her mouth quirking up to a side as she let her go. She shouldn’t, and probably would get scolded at, but she wasn’t a prisoner after all. 

			Mahena sauntered back with a bag full of—

			‘Catch!’ and threw a pastry ball at her. Before she could lift her eyes to the girl, she was back behind their booth, mouth filled with dough and chocolate. ‘Your face fuggfests you don’t know fwhat a doughnut is. Fell me that’f wong.’ 

			Emmerentia blinked. ‘Come again, without showing me the whole chewing process.’

			Mahena stuck her tongue out in response.

			´Lovely.’ 

			Mahena swallowed down. ‘We have established that by now,’ she added with a curtsy. 

			The remainder of the day passed without noticeable encounters. 
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			One month later.

			Kingdom of Mealdan, Town of Covalis. 

			Mahena wiped the blood off the corner of her mouth and looked at Emmerentia beneath lowered lashes. ‘That’s going to sting.’ 

			The twin wiggled her brows and cracked her knuckles. ‘I was almost going to say you’re learning faster than expected, but...mistaken, I guess.’ 

			Mahena lifted her chin, meeting the dancing eyes of the twin. Her veins heated at the mockery; a wicked grin spread on her lips. She spat the blood on the floor, then steeled her panting and heavy breathing. ‘That’s on you for holding back.’

			Emmerentia angled her head provocatively. ‘Oh, really?’ 

			Mahena stared right into the eyes of her opponent. ‘Show me what you truly got.’ 

			Emmerentia snorted, ‘Your funeral.’ She lunged, and they started the drill again.

			And again. And again. And again.

			Blood coursed through Mahena’s veins, pulsing in her heart with the intensity of a thousand burning stars. She was getting used to the adrenaline; the torn, exhausted muscles; the bloodied knuckles; the thrill of a quick block and the anticipation of the next blow.

			The power of honing and owning her body.

			The warmth of an awakening.

			Emmerentia called for a break that Mahena welcomed with a pained smile, her breathing ragged. She held five fingers in the air to name the resting time, her face red from the exercise. They walked straight to the pitcher of water on the table outside the cottage, restraining themselves from gulping their weight in liquid.

			A month into spring, the fresh breeze coming from the sea meant the central town of Covalis was still relatively chilled. The training sessions, on the other hand, turned the slight warmth to a burning summer.

			Mahena had opted to stay with the twins. With her other option being ‘walk into the woods and die’, it had been an easy decision. She had awoken in this world with the survival skills of a twenty-first century city girl, and whether she deemed the situation to be reality or a wild dream dragging on for a while, she had needed to adapt. Emmerentia had offered to teach her hand-to-hand combat, archery, swordsmanship, and how to work the land. Unsurprisingly, fighting was the one she loved the most, even when it bruised and hurt and almost snapped her bones.

			They got back into position. Emmerentia twirled her finger in the air to name the next drill.

			Mahena moaned, ‘Really, that one now?’ They were nearing the end of practice, and that drill was simply god-awfully intense. 

			‘Don’t be a baby.’ The twin winked.   

			They started the sequence.

			Once. Twice. Thrice. And again.

			Until Mahena’s foot slipped. Her pulse quickened at the failed movement, at the exposure of her chest, and the combination she knew was coming next. She froze, petrified at the blow coming for her. 

			She feinted left, whirled around instead and brought her elbow down on Emmerentia’s back. 

			Emmerentia gasped and slammed face first in the grass.

			Mahena felt her own eyes widen in terror at the unmoving woman on the ground. ‘I...I’m sorry,’ she stuttered in surprise, ‘I...don’t know where that came from.’

			She clenched and unclenched her fists, her gaze locked on her hands as her heart raced wildly in her chest, echoing in her ears. The way her body had felt; the way she had simply reacted, rather than thought. It could have not been her. Not entirely.

			In the month she had been here, her nights had been peppered with dreams far more insane than any she’d had on Earth. The states in which she’d awoken ranged from tears to sweat, from laughs to sheer panic. Since she shared Emmerentia’s room, she’d had no choice but to explain the dreams and nightmares in more detail than a simple ‘It was weird’. The little voice inside her murmured and hissed here and there, feeling like somewhat of a reassuring guide with a twist of untamed coldness and cruelty. Mahena was a kind person, yet the familiarity of the whispers made her wonder whether that was a part of her she had forgotten, and it was trying to pierce back to the surface.

			Emmerentia had flipped around by the time Mahena realised she was still standing in utter incomprehension. ‘Inches more to the left and you would have severely damaged my spine,’ she said with a hushed breath whilst getting up. ‘You said you never learnt any form of combat before we started teaching you. This isn’t a move I taught you, nor should you be able to disarm me.’ The twin took a step forward as she spoke, casually getting closer to Mahena. ‘Anything to declare whilst we are at it?’

			Mahena squinted. There was something wrong about the way the twin was acting. The inner voice whispered in her ear once more.

			Emmerentia added, now too close. ‘I don’t like these kinds of surprises.’

			The thing inside of her yanked sharply at her core.

			Emmerentia moved.

			Mahena should’ve gone down.

			Yet the twin was on her back once more, Mahena’s hand holding her throat.

			A heartbeat. That’s all it took.

			Mahena blinked repeatedly, both women’s breaths frozen in shock. She scuttled away, her eyes widened in horror, and got slowly back to her feet. 

			Fàaran’s voice broke the sudden silence. ‘Don’t think of moving.’

			Mahena whipped her head—to find Fàaran with his bow drawn, an arrow right at her.

			The little voice bellowed.

			‘Who sent you?’ he asked, tensing the draw further.  

			Mahena had unconsciously taken a defensive position, her entire body stiffened by the tone of his voice and the weapon pointed at her heart. 

			‘No one.’ Her head angled to the side and she frowned. ‘What? I don’t know what’s going on.’ She had never taken martial art classes back home. She’d always believed she’d learn quickly, but never thought she could beat a trained fighter in such a short amount of time. They had not spoken about their past, yet it was clear they were no farmers.

			A suppressed smile tugged at Mahena’s lips. Gods, had it felt good!

			She held her hands up. ‘Have we not been through this already?’ The question came out so smooth and assured that for a second, she almost shook her head, not recognising her own tone and attitude. ‘Oh, come on! We’ve established I don’t remember a thing.’ She attempted to smile as she crossed her arms. ‘Maybe I was an awesome fighter.’

			Fàaran’s eyes darkened. The bowstring creaked. Ok, not laughing then. He did not trust her, she knew that. As much as Emmerentia warmed to her, he held back. He helped with the training, the history lessons and all the rest, but would not yield his trust.

			Emmerentia’s voice echoed coldly, ‘Put the bow down. She is telling the truth.’ She pointed to Mahena. ‘You stay here.’ She jerked her chin in her twin’s direction. ‘We need to talk.’

			Mahena watched the twins disappear on horseback, Emmerentia’s cursing echoing on the trees. She shrugged the feeling of abandonment as it poked. Her breath turned heavy and she sank against the trunk of the old oak, conflicted between the sensation in her body and that fear of being thrown out gnawing at her.  

			B

			Fàaran vaulted onto Fàrak and dug his heels into his sides, rushing the stallion to follow. Emmerentia flew her mare like the winds, as though the cold bite would ease the growing sentiment of wrong brewing inside of her.  

			They rode to the other side of the lands this time, past the river and the berry fields, until they reached the top of the hill. Emmerentia halted her mare as they hit the meadow atop the plateau. He noticed the small white flowers peeking through the earth. Emmerentia jumped from her mare carelessly and dropped down at the edge of the cliff. 

			Fàaran dismounted, giving Fàrak free range. He studied his sister’s posture before joining her. ‘Feeling better?’ he asked, sitting down beside her. He tugged at the twin bond to verify she was uninjured—beside her pride—knowing better than to ask. 

			Emmerentia dangled her feet in the air. ‘I don’t know how memory loss works,’ she brushed her hair back, ‘but she must have been a fighter.’

			‘Because you are too good to be put on your ass?’ Fàaran retorted, a smirk he tried to hide dancing on his lips. ‘Maybe we are that good teachers.’

			The wind blew stronger, shoving his hair back. He refused to look down, instead focused his stare on his sister. 

			She snorted, side-glancing at his discomfort. ‘You never could.’

			‘I never tried, there is a difference.’ He paused, then added, ‘She is lying, you know that. She is keeping more than one thing from us.’

			‘With your attitude, does it surprise you?’ she shrugged. ‘She clearly does not remember anything from these lands.’

			‘These lands?’ He slowly shook his head. ‘No magic, no Castellains, no portals.’

			As soon as he mentioned the deceased house, gifted with world-walking abilities who had ruled Elgona in the past, Emmerentia shook off a shiver. She grabbed her head, and he didn’t ask about it.

			‘I meant to say the lands,’ she corrected. ‘I doubt she lied. I saw the surprise on her face. If she’d wanted to kill me, she would have. Same goes for us.’

			Fàaran squinted. ‘Are you...’ he knew a shadow flickered across his eyes, ‘Getting any clarification on that feeling? Why do you insist on keeping her here?’

			‘I keep having strange dreams, and they started when we found her. Never concrete, never distinct. All I remember is a scent, and that scent lingers in my room when I awake. It’s like...a thread, that tenses and loosens. I can’t see it, I can’t feel it, but...I am drawn. And every time I think about it and try to explain it, I hit oblivion.’

			Ah, shit. But… ‘Oblivion?’

			Emmerentia shook her head. ‘It’s too frustrating, I’d rather not try to explain. The thing is, there is a pull. At this moment. Every time we put distance between each other.’

			There was a pause, a moment of silence where the sun disappeared behind the clouds and the wind howled.

			Fàaran cast his gaze past the hill and down, down below the other side, towards plains beyond the reach of their eyes. After a few minutes, he asked, ‘Do you think magic is coming back?’ He half regretted the question as soon as it escaped his lips. A brief episode from their past flashed before his eyes; the first time a magic wielder had been introduced at their household. The little girl had clasped her hands and a flower had bloomed at Emmerentia’s foot. She’d looked at it for a second, spat on it and ran off.   

			His twin bristled. ‘As long as it stays out of my life.’

			Fàaran opened his mouth, then closed it. If she wanted to ignore the potential of magic’s return, it was her choice. They weren’t gifted, but she’d had strange reactions on multiple occasions—she’d hid them from him for a reason. Somehow, he found himself pushing, ‘We must consider the possibility.’

			‘Why do you even think it might be?’

			‘I don’t know. A nudge of the universe?’

			Emmerentia snorted. ‘A what? What exactly are you smoking when you leave for the night?’ She shook her head, then added, ‘Those dreams, those nightmares I have. She has some too. She doesn’t actively explain them, and tries to hide the intensity when I ask, yet…’ She let out a long sigh. ‘I don’t know.’

			‘Her memory loss could be—’

			‘Don’t, please.’ 

			Fàaran stifled a groan. He willed his shoulders to relax, forcing himself to give her space to deal with this unexplainable hate of hers. 

			Emmerentia tugged at him. I know. 

			‘What do you want to do, then?’ he asked. There wasn’t much he could do without her approval. It was her choice.

			‘I want to check something before we go back. Before I decide.’   

			B

			Emmerentia abruptly snapped the leads of her mare, a simmering anger building up in her throat. She jerked her chin towards the exact location they had found Mahena on that first day. The echoing of following hooves was indication enough of her twin behind her.  

			‘Search around the brushes and I’ll look around the pond,’ she said curtly when they reached the spot where they’d found her.

			‘For what, exactly?’

			‘Anything.’

			Emmerentia nudged her mare around the water source, carefully examining the various patches of blooming flowers, repeating to herself to slow down, to bloody calm down. She couldn’t have been that much of an idiot, could not have been that naive. 

			Not now, not after everything. 

			She had let her guard down, and it was going to bite her in the ass. But that rutting thread within her wretched heart tugging, and tugging, and tugging—it had to mean something. And that anger, that rage she felt surging up sometimes for unexplained reasons when she was around the woman, it was linked to whatever that feeling of protectiveness pulling at her was.

			They looked around for a while until—

			‘Em.’ Fàaran’s voice snapped in the distance.

			She headed towards him and he extended a small book to her. ‘What is it?’

			‘Didn’t open it.’

			It had a leather cover, carved with a design of a dragon. The pages were yellowed. She furrowed her brow, flipping it open—and felt a little piece of her shattered heart sink deeper. 

			Emmerentia slammed the book shut. What a bleeding idiot she’d been. 

			‘What is it?’

			She swallowed hard past the lump in her throat, willing her stupid heart to stop racing. Tears stung her eyes, her annoyance at her gods-damned imbecility palpable. 

			The dagger at her belt found itself embedded in the nearest trunk.

			She sighed out loudly, a layer of anger peeled off, then squared her shoulders. ‘You were right.’ 

			Fàaran nodded. His eyes bored into hers for long enough to make her squint. 

			She breathed out, ‘Sheya might be sufficiently desperate to practise to take this as an opportunity.’ 

			Her heart tinged a little at the thought of her former friend, the only gifted being she ever allowed near her without distrust. They’d grown up together, and for some reasons she had just accepted her abilities because she used it for healing. Sheya had provided her with the truth tonics, but perhaps without magic roaming free their efficiency had reduced. The woman was gifted with nature, and she might very well be able to decipher truth from lies with Mahena, or at least pry it out of her subconscious—if she let them cross the threshold of her house in the first place. And nothing was more uncertain.  

			Emmerentia shook her head, chasing the painful memories away.

			Her brother smiled, trying to comfort her. ‘Are you certain you want to go down that road?’

			She could tell him that he did not need to accompany her, that he had fulfilled his duty as a brother, yet it would be a waste of words. 

			‘Do you see another option?’ Emmerentia cracked her knuckles and rolled her shoulders. ‘Besides, I put it aside for long enough, maybe this is destiny’s twisted way of telling me to own up to my actions. Maybe this is the reason why we decided to settle so close to where she lives.’

			Fàaran shrugged. ‘Will she turn us in if we come unannounced?’

			‘How? By walking through two kingdoms, Armagh and into a warzone?’

			‘I agree, yet...’ Another shadow veiled his eyes—the ghosts of their pasts, the concrete repercussions of their mistakes.

			Of her mistake.

			‘Spit it out,’ Emmerentia pressed.

			Fàaran exhaled slowly, then expressed the thought she knew he had avoided saying only because he didn’t wish to upset her by pointing out the downside of her impulsive and passionate character. ‘I worry that if we get involved, you will lose sight of caution. This will fuel your need for the thrill, for action, and you will head in on impulse without thinking rationally, simply because you are bored.’

			Fàaran had been a guard, and a soldier, and a protector his entire life, yet he had never liked fighting. She enjoyed it thoroughly.

			‘This is insulting.’ She had lost more than Fàaran had.

			It was true, though.
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			Kingdom of Valàander, The Royal Castle of Vassalis.

			 

			Nepherym Vasselian, princess of the kingdom of Valàander and now its heir, looked up at the painting of her brother on the wall across from her, then down at the book of strange drawings on her desk, then back to her brother.

			An exasperated sigh echoed in the royal study room. ‘What?’ When the painting remained silent, she shrugged her shoulders. ‘Unless you intend on aiding me with figuring this procession of symbols out, don’t frown down at me.’

			She went back to the fine scriptures and the designs she’d been attempting to understand for the past month. ‘And if that wrinkled bag of a High-Scribe had not kept me locked away from the Red Library, I would not be so helpless with it.’

			The princess wiped her face with both hands, letting a loud sigh escape her lips once more. Three knocks resonated on the door. 

			‘Enter.’

			Idan, her father’s former right hand and now her general, joined her at the desk. 

			Nepherym had decided she didn’t need to pretend in front of him. She held the book up, drawings facing Idan. ‘Do you recognise any of these? I am at a loss and I have a strong feeling they are of grand importance.’

			The general extended his hand and she handed him the book. He flipped several pages then looked at the cover.

			He frowned. ‘How did it come into your possession?’ His eyes narrowed on her desk and the stack of books piled up on each corner. ‘These are not from the general libraries.’

			‘So you know about them?’

			‘I know of them. Where did you find these?’

			Nepherym leaned back in her chair and cast her golden gaze upon the man. ‘Defending my father’s secrets will not aid in restoring the kingdom.’ She steeled her voice. ‘I cannot allow my most trusted advisor to not be truthful to me.’

			A veil of surprise, and perhaps of sorrow, brushed over his brown eyes. Her accusation had hit home.

			Idan pulled out the chair facing Nepherym and sat down. The frown on his forehead deepened. He turned the book back to her and slid it across the table.

			‘This is dangerous territory. Even your father feared to tread on it.’

			‘So you are aware of the existence of the underground galleries?’

			Idan nodded.

			Nepherym exhaled. ‘Please clarify to me how I am expected to lead this kingdom without the knowledge of all it contains?’

			‘You have done a remarkable job of it so far.’ 

			‘Because I found them.’

			His face darkened. ‘Some elements are better remaining buried. The dark path you walk now is enough.’

			The heir leaned forward. ‘Listen to me. As opposed to my parents who refused to acknowledge the existence of the outside world, I intend to rid this continent of the plague sweeping through it.’ Her voice turned cold. ‘I am believed to be the only one capable of conjuring magic since it vanished. It appears I am not, as we discussed a month ago. I want to find that person. And I want to see what they can do.’ She gestured to the book and the manuscripts around her. ‘If answers lie in these piles of paper, I will find them. As a man who has lost as much as I have and more, your heart should reflect mine in this goal.’

			The young girl refrained from clenching her fists and buried the surging pain rushing through her heart. She squared her shoulders instead of moving to hug the man, determined to rely on herself rather than trusting him to protect and comfort her.

			The sound of the mantel clock filled the room. Slowly, Idan seized book after book, vaguely browsing through them. The atmosphere tensed noticeably and Nepherym had to cage her racing heart. It drained her every time she had to impersonate the icy queen to get what she needed.

			But she was learning.

			After a moment, Idan said, ‘I am not versed in this language. But I can find you someone who is.’ He added, ‘There was a reason these were hidden. Some of this is darker than the cloak. You are not trained for it.’

			‘Find me someone who is. I will not sit helpless in this prison.’

			Hurt flashed in the general’s eyes at the mention of her sacrifice. He never agreed to it, and every time he was reminded, his shoulders seemed to curve inward.

			Nepherym understood the protectiveness and sometimes, most times, she simply wanted to drown in it. But she couldn’t. Rosàr, the demon of The Bargain that now shared a piece of her soul, would not let her, and she was more capable than what they gave her credit for.

			As encouragement, she pointed to the symbol on the opened page. ‘This one. I have seen it before. What is it?’ She caught the flame of recognition in Idan’s eyes. ‘Do not deny.’

			‘The dark sun.’ He added quickly, ‘I only know the name.’

			The princess idly brushed the design with the tip of her fingers. A heart of obsidian with twelve spikes. The depiction of a fallen, evil star. She lifted her head. ‘It is rather contradictory.’

			‘As many things in this court have always been.’

			‘Find me someone who knows.’

			The general frowned at her request.

			She pinned him with an icy stare. ‘This is an order.’ 

			Idan rubbed his chin with his thumb and forefinger. She started to reach for his other hand but retracted her gesture. If she was to ever be taken seriously as a ruler by the remnants of her parents’ council, for however long that would last, then being gentle had no part to play. 

			‘I will not have this conversation with you again.’

			Idan didn’t leave for another minute, contradictions flashing and veiling his eyes as he studied his future queen.

			After a moment, he nodded with a sigh. ‘I am only trying to protect you.’

			Nepherym squared her shoulders with all the strength and will she could scrape together. ‘All you can do to protect me is find someone to walk me into my inheritance. We have both delayed the inevitable to accommodate our new lives. I will not hide and cower.’

			The young princess saw the fear and pride as her general exhaled. ‘That is what I am afraid of.’

			‘Now.’

			Idan left a short moment later. The vile taste of her tone lingered on the tip of her tongue.

			Nepherym leaned into her hands, elbows propped on the table. Her long, white hair fell in front of her face, tickling her nose.

			Two years. It had been two years already. Two years of her living alone in this castle. Two years of her sharing her heart with that demon. Two years of her not being able to find a solution to the war.

			They had focused their energy into rebuilding the castle complex into habitable grounds for all she sheltered. She ought to feel pride about how her people had banded together despite the pain and the fear. Yet so few scribes, so few mages had answered her call when she had reopened the libraries.

			Nepherym refused to believe they were all gone. Despite her resentment for the practices, despite her fervent refusal to become the Priestess, she would not accept the idea they had all perished. She had sworn to herself upon taking The Bargain, that she would nurture hope for the Scholars to return to her doors as ardently as she hoped for her brother’s return.

			Even if they were vile, even if she loathed their dwellings, their knowledge could benefit them all.
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			Kingdom of Mealdan, Town of Covalis.  

			Mahena leaned against the dining table, her breathing the only sound in the still empty house. She swirled the mug in her hand—she was always parched after a nap—and emptied it.  

			The dreams had intensified. Sparse at first, with only blurred and incomprehensible images, they had grown more consistent. After a moment, she would remember full sentences upon awakening, sometimes languages she didn’t know but understood regardless. Every time clearer, every time more realistic. And every time, she yearned for more. 

			Why did it tug at her so much? She had always dreamed a lot, with an unhealthy intensity that had her wishing for an endless sleep. Yet since she had been here, they had become...

			Memories. 

			‘Shut up,’ Mahena whispered. She had been murmuring the words every time the little voice gave an opinion that confused her further.

			With no precise direction, she marched towards the sun shining brightly atop the valley. A light breeze danced along, moving around the scents of flowers she constantly forgot the name of. The cottage stood alone surrounded by acres of green lands. To the west, miles and miles away the Maleggyan Sea started its might. To the east, the roads unfolded to lead to the Flatlands, a Kingdom also referred to as Dartar, and the roaring screams of the Dartassi horse-lords fighting off the demons invading their territory.

			War.

			That was the state of this continent.

			A frightening, wracking war. They were losing. Some of the kingdoms seemed to be burying their heads in the sand. And from what Fàaran had told her, if it didn’t change soon, their world would plunge into permanent darkness.

			Similar to Earth, it seemed such a foreign concept unless it knocked on your front door.

			The twins had started instructing her on the history and geography of the lands based upon the theory her memories might resurface. Once they realised it did not help, she was hooked and demanded of them everything they knew. At least, everything they would allow themselves to say. Mahena had never paid particular attention to contemporary history before, finding it not-so-fantastic at all. Here, on the other hand, it sounded like she awoke in the pages of a fantasy book. So, she listened when they spoke, and took mental and paper notes. She never ventured so far as to ask them about their past. It was none of her concern, although curiosity ate at her constantly. 

			They would share when they felt like it.

			The situation was nasty. The Shadows, a race originally from another realm, had been granted land after a terrible war centuries ago and had dubbed it the Queendom of Einar—and then about two years ago had launched a war on everyone who didn’t bow. From the twins’ depiction of them, Mahena didn’t know whether to be terrified or wrongfully curious. They had retractable fangs with hallucinogenic venom within, allowing them to interfere with the thoughts and memories of their victims. They could separate from their own shadows and command them by mind. If the shadow died, it didn’t affect the original. Interestingly, when she’d asked if either of the twins had met one, they’d shared a glance and moved onto another subject. So, they had, and Mahena had pounded Emmerentia for the answer. She hadn’t given her one, always avoiding the subject by saying they’d been lucky enough so far. Mealdan seemed to have been lucky so far. 

			Mahena shrugged. 

			Mealdan was a quiet kingdom on the western sea. Its resources mainly came from fishing and herbs trade. They had no significant army, and therefore remained neutral in most conflicts. Having nothing much to offer, neither in primary resources, gold nor land routes, they were disregarded by foreign forces. The reason the Eineri queen had not yet sent her troops might be because it was of little interest, or simply because she didn’t feel like deploying an armada to this side of the continent. Yet, they were also long-lived, so taking her time—Mahena understood the queen had resources to accelerate her darkness spreading—could be a part of the play. Some were gifted with magical abilities—yes, because magic did exist here, but since it had mysteriously vanished over two years ago, they were no longer capable of separating their shadows. And these creatures...they were winning the war, advancing further into the continent every day.

			Warmth spread along Mahena skin, the sun bright and high, a song in her veins, balming her darkening mind. Even the sun felt different here. She sighed slightly, pushing the thoughts drumming in her head aside. There was such a constant loud noise in her head, a perpetual battle between exploding happiness and imploding guilt, remorse and fear.

			The little voice had gradually quieted over the past two weeks. It had been a powerful presence at first—the strong hand of a warrior at her back, guiding and reassuring. But now, it whispered only when necessary: to give her strength, to calm her down, to make her question her surroundings. It opened her mind to a different vision, dug up the confidence she lacked, brought to life all the aspects of being adventurous she believed herself incapable of embracing.

			It pulsed strength through her veins, like a pouch attached to her arm transferring her the blood of another, transferring the person’s attributes to her own being.

			Gods, it was so strange.

			That sensation of, of...like having someone else in your skin, tangled up within your own self. This was the only way she could describe it.

			Mahena walked around the large pond in the middle of the field. It led up to the road to the capital, Urtis, which they travelled each time they sold at its market. Covalis, the small town they lived on the far-out edges of, was located in the eastern part of Mealdan. It was embedded in a valley bordered by the pine forest. The twins had warned her thoroughly not to go there come nightfall. They hadn’t specified why, but Emmerentia had smirked and drawn a line across her throat in emphasis.

			Mahena looked at the path with a racing heartbeat, although she and the twins ventured inside the forest each time they headed for the morning market in Urtis. The only living forms they encountered were the curious animals peering outside their dens to acknowledge the disturbance.

			Her bubbling paranoia started to border on pathetic. So stupidly terrified of all the little noises at night, all the breathing creatures creeping in the dark. She thanked the skies every night for having to share Emmerentia’s bedroom, the other girl’s presence a saving light.

			Mahena laughed at herself. The paranoia of the dark had always been with her, as far as she could recall. It crept under her pale skin, an ever-present dread she failed to shake. But it was the middle of the day, so she brushed the thought off with a wave of her hand, her steps light as she searched for the best spot to kneel and drink. 

			As she shut the thoughts down, the ceremonial quiet of the place reached her. She sat down on a rock and breathed in the peaceful moment, allowing herself to savour it. Mahena took in the freshness: the bees flying around the flowers bordering the pond and the ones blooming; the sun shining on a cloudless sky; the prairie grass still before her, as if sleeping in the warm sun.

			Mahena never felt real silence like the pure calm embracing her at this moment. The twins, the cows, the birds, the kitchen, the wheels of the chariot, conversations; there was always noise in the air around her. She started playing with the white flowers next to her.

			‘Men of the south, clad in white, riding north for the fight

			Leaving lilies for their wives, sons waving goodbye

			To the fathers they will only remember

			Men of the south, clad in white, riding north for the fight’

			Mahena didn’t recognise the song as the words escaped her lips. It flowed, from that unreliable memory of a distant dream, prompted by the scent of lilies bordering the pond, white, pink, yellow, and orange. Continuing to hum the melody, she wondered who the song described. Could it be the people of the sand kingdom, or a song from the southern continent? The born traveller within her had beamed, stars gleaming in her eyes at stories she barely dared imagine.

			She doubted the twins believed her story, not after the month and some she had resided with them. Mahena was a piss-poor long-term liar, too spontaneous and honest to hold a lie together. She had managed to recover every time she slipped; however, she caught the underlying looks the siblings gave each other.

			And in all frankness, she wanted answers too. Especially after today.

			A gentle wind arose, coming from the forest. A call to the outside world, it seemed, a teasing song for the curious minds. She looked westward, startled, the breeze an invitation she sensed for the first time. Her blood drummed in her veins as she took a step forward, the invitation travelling farther than her ears.

			All hail to the woman who never watched a horror movie and didn’t know the butcher hides behind the first tree! 

			‘Maybe the witch awaits the little girl to offer her candies,’ she whispered, a mix of excitement and fear, and something else, tying a knot in her stomach. The difference between this instant and an actual B movie was the time of day and the absence of an intense orchestra in the background.

			A rusty, mouldy smell with a lingering scent of peppermint hit her nose, powerfully overtaking her senses as it penetrated her pores. Her shoulders rolled back, as though shaking off the shiver it sent through her body. Beneath her shirt, her twelve-pointed pendant warmed.

			‘And now we know why they open the door after all,’ she told herself as the force of curiosity compelled her forward. So many tales crossed her mind, stories she would love to live through. Witches had made her spine curl since she could remember, their link to nature and ability to use its power she somehow envied, even if they scared her.

			She got to the path through the woods, the two oak trees towering over, guardians to the world beyond. As she stepped through, the atmosphere changed. 

			Mahena blinked once, twice. At every blink, her eyes accommodated to the sight, as though the veil of the night had dropped. It hadn’t, the sun was high in the sky. Yet, details around her shifted, modified. The pine forest at this time of year was still awakening from winter; animals were shyly peeking from their burrows, flowers were blooming. In other words, not so lively a road to travel on.

			She blinked again, turning around as life took over. She faced not resurrecting wildlife anymore, but already grown, bloomed and full; the colours of the flowers and bushes she didn't recognise. Mahena’s face lit up, a broad smile expanding on her lips as she took in the raw beauty, the abundance of life suddenly surrounding her.

			A fresh, sweet and rich scent tickled her nose, her skin, like a second epidermis layer growing over the first one, starting at the tip of her fingers, sliding along her arms. Her eyes opened wide, bright and smiling at the change. Mahena clamped her hands under her left breast, where her heartbeat accelerated.

			‘What the…’ she exclaimed as the pendant between her breasts heated again, and this time she noticed. She grabbed it, squeezed firmly as though the answer would race to her brain by doing so.

			Oh, it was strange…and not right. But right at the same time. How could it be wrong when her being seemed to sparkle from it? Why did that pendant react? And how could a pendant react in the first place?

			There was something else too. A resurrecting sensation, not quite a rebirth, tangled up in the messy awakening.

			Mahena shook her head, an attempt to reorder her emotions and thoughts. Were any of those flowers she inhaled intensely gifted with hallucinogenic properties? Was it how her brain handled the situation, by creating a beautiful universe around her?

			‘God, you need sleep,’ she claimed, rubbing her temples. ‘That must be it.’

			But then all wonder disappeared and a cold, rusty, iron smell slammed into her face. Old, patient and hungry. Her body twitched in reaction, a frozen shiver awakening the core of her soul. It danced in the air, sniffing out the intruder, the unfortunate guest. She was suddenly panting. 

			The curiosity she felt mere minutes ago was sucked into oblivion, replaced by a panicking fear as sudden and unexplained as the rest. Mahena yelped as a searing pain blasted through the bottom of her throat.

			The medallion was now burning.

			Her knees buckled under an invisible pressure. She was alone in the woods, on that pathway she’d gone through so many times before, facing an unknown smothering wind.

			What the hell lived in these woods that they had not told her? Mahena decided she wasn’t eager to find out. Without wasting a second, she willed all the power left in her mind to move her stoic legs, to get her out of this bit of land.

			‘My child...why are you so scared?’ A creeping, slithering murmur.

			Mahena swallowed hard as the question, the whisper, sent shivering pains down her back. She swallowed down on the terror suddenly spiking and took a deep breath. She looked around, painstakingly steeling herself. 

			The rusty breeze swept again. 

			Then she was bent over by a twisting cramp. Her entire body was warming, her veins a painful stream of sharp needles. She choked down a scream, rolled back the tears that instantly lined her eye, and willed her mind to ignore the torturous pain, powered through the spreading numbness, trying to move her legs.

			‘I have waited so long to meet you.’ It screeched along her skin.

			An echoing sound reverberated through her. Not hers, not a call she made, yet within herself. Deep, hidden underneath layers of disbelief and faithlessness. The same whispering tone that had kept her back straight for a month. The little voice connected to the malevolence of the voice whispering in the woods—sniffed at it.

			Mahena swallowed down, torn between the blind terror her conscious self was battling, and the calming eagerness of that...thing.

			She decided she had no intention of letting the little voice indulge in the curiosity.

			Mahena shut the voice down and tunnelled down to the core of her physical strength. She rejected the otherworldly feeling caressing her bones and ordered her legs to flee.

			The sensation of being spied on neared, getting closer by the second.

			The second her legs responded, she turned tail and ran faster than she ever thought she could. All sounds disappeared into oblivion, only the echoing of that atrocious voice, and the wind sweeping past her face. Mahena ran through the plain with newfound power, pushed by the wind the way only prey about to become something’s dinner could. Was this the feeling thundering through antelope’s heart when a lioness neared?    	

			Mahena was inside the cottage before she realised she had passed the pond. She rammed her back against the door as she slammed it shut, the terror hammering in her skull. The voice still echoed on her skin, burning like acid. Her ragged breath filled the utter silence of the house, the fear falling out of her in gasping waves. Her hand shot to her necklace instantly—a wave of relief brushed over her at its coolness. 

			Safe, she repeated to herself until her heartbeat evened and the air she inhaled stopped feeling like razor-sharp needles in her lungs. It could have been minutes or hours or days. Why had this never happened before? And what the hell had it been in the first place? They rode that path every time to go to the market. If whatever that had been living there, why did it wait for her to be alone to manifest—

			The Child Witch. That story—

			Power, power, power. It reverberated through her bones, an answer to her silent question.

			Those simple words sunk in a place she wished not to tread, a loud scream in her head without a reason to be. It opened a wrinkle inside of her, barely noticeable.

			It was there, inside of her. What was it?

			It... It...

			Mahena cursed, low and filthy, when she hit a wall—as though there were protections erected around a part of her memories. She swore again, forcing herself to weather her rising frustration. She grabbed the milk bottle she’d left on the table and drank deeply. The cool liquid soothed her boiling blood.

			Calm down, she repeated to herself once more, relax. She held a hand above her thundering heart, pressing as hard as she could to keep it from ripping out, the sudden change of emotion creating a loop in her conflicted mind. ‘No magic left in the lands, my ass.’

			She stared at the door, at all the little dents in the wood made by Emmerentia’s flying knives, at the ones she had made herself, remembering the laughs they had shared and Fàaran’s gritted teeths at the damage. 

			Mahena rubbed her eyes. Would this be the end of it? Before letting tears overwhelm her, she stormed out of the cottage down to the little river where she went every time to stop thinking. Water always seemed to soothe her; the whisper of the stream running down the valley, the echo of its purity against the rocks in its way, the reflection of the sun on its surface.

			A melody to her ears.

			The only moment of sanity on her own. 

			Mahena discarded her clothes on the grass and stepped into the water. It was shallow in most spots, however a little deeper in the middle. Deep enough for her to immerse completely if she sat down, the cold feeling on her skin acting as a soothing, relaxing balm. The current brushed along her skin, finding its way around her body. Mahena closed her eyes, breathing out, acclimating to the chill now penetrating her veins.

			She hugged her knees, propped her chin on top, and let her gaze follow the course of the river. Shutting down her brain, her non-interrupting flow of thoughts, her fears and weird excitement, she focused on nature before her. A butterfly flew past, its emerald wings shimmering in the afternoon sun. Mahena followed its path, her lips slightly parting in awe at the flawless grace. She followed it until it weaved between trees and she could no longer distinguish it through the leaves. Then she moved her attention to the birds on the branches surrounding her, their chirping so in sync with the murmur of the water that they transformed it into a symphony of their own. How could humans have destroyed this so remorselessly? She couldn’t be the only one who would trade back all technology to restore her planet. Yes, the convenience undeniably erased the guilt, pushed it back into a corner easily forgotten over time. But was the convenience as valuable as what had been lost?

			Humans. Damned idiots.

			Mahena wondered how the rulers of this world would evolve given the same opportunities and situations.

			Home—she thought of home so little. She’d had moments in the early days when panic—no, not panic—guilt would have her jerk upward and clench at her heart, but then the little voice would whisper and somehow, somehow, Mahena felt deep in her core that it was ok. Now, Belgium and England and everything she knew seemed so foreign they had become a distant, mist-shrouded memory. 

			Another type of chirping joined the first one, higher-pitched, more discreet. And then another, deeper this time. The three species of birds she couldn’t name rendered the scene into a movie set. She exhaled deeply, savouring the bone-deep calm, then laid her head on her knees and closed her eyes.
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			Emmerentia stalked furiously through the field to where she suspected Mahena to be lingering. Her thunderous step seemed to bounce off the trees, disrupting the outside quiet; while her head, on the other hand, was roaring. 

			Mahena’s head snapped up when she heard Emmerentia’s approach. Before realising it, Emmerentia was in the middle of the stream, her arms crossed before Mahena. ‘From Elgona, is it?’

			Mahena blinked, and her lack of reaction infuriated Emmerentia even further. ‘Anything you want to clear up before I say my piece?’ she bit out.  

			Mahena pushed herself up slowly, almost as though she was stalling for time, looking down at her bare skin, then back up at Emmerentia. ‘Can I put my clothes back on first?’

			Emmerentia grunted and gestured to the streambank. 

			‘What did you mean?’ Mahena said once dressed, her tone almost too cautious with each word.

			‘We’re really going to play this game?’ she plunged her hand into her satchel and slammed a book against Mahena’s chest. ‘We found it in the valley. I highly suggest you explain before I throw you out on your ass.’ Something tugged slightly at the notion, the sensation almost lost in her roiling blood. 

			Mahena’s eyes widened—seemingly genuinely—as she clutched the journal and stared at it blankly. Opening it slowly, as if to confirm it was real, she stuttered, ‘Ha…have you read it?’

			Emmerentia could almost taste the smoke of her anger curling in her mouth. She sucked a breath in, gritting her teeth as she said, ‘The first page gave enough.’ 

			There was a moment of silence where a thousand emotions flickered across Mahena’s face. The girl really was an open book. Her shoulders dropped and she sighed, ‘What would you have done in my stead? I woke up in a stranger’s bed, with no idea of how I’d got there. I had to figure out who you were, what this place was and what I was doing here.’

			Outright lies. Fàaran had been right.   

			‘And have you?’ Emmerentia ground out.

			But Mahena held her breath, and her body seemed to relax. She held Emmerentia’s stare, although a hint of fear shone in her green eyes. 

			‘What exactly are you pissed off about? You gave me the tonics, you decided it was true. The answers were the truth.’

			Emmerentia clenched her teeth, ready to do anything to stop that hammering inside her skull. But the girl had a point. Why was she so enraged about it? Mahena was right, they had made her drink and had deemed the answers satisfying. The tonics had always worked. 

			That thread pulled, tugged, calling her to believe.  

			Mahena cocked her head to the side. ‘You...you trust me, you know I am telling the truth. The problem is Fàaran, isn’t it? Why?’ Before Emmerentia could reply, the girl continued, placing a hand on Emmerentia’s heart. ‘It feels like home, and it feels right. I’ve never had that feeling before.’ 

			Emmerentia dragged her gaze to the hand, her heartbeat suddenly frantic. She shrugged it off, abruptly turning on her heel to head back into the cottage, but Mahena grabbed her by the shoulder, forcing her to turn back around. 

			‘You let me stay for a reason. I never asked, but I can tell you’re not the type to let a stranger stay in your home without a motive of your own.’

			B

			Shit. Shit, shit, shit. 

			The first page of the journal showed the date she acquired the notepad. Where she was. Her date of birth. Her place of birth.

			Stop fretting. Stay and learn. 

			Mahena took a steadying breath as Emmerentia shot her a murderous look. Every time Mahena balked, let fear brew, the voice pushed against it. Despite her reluctance to accept the occasional hiss of cruelty, she was deeply thankful for that steely presence. 

			Whatever it was.

			So, they knew she was from another...dimension.

			Dimension. Was it even what it should be called?

			She had been hoping, desperately hoping, that this moment would not come but...were gods-damned portals a thing here?

			She stared at the twin walking away, at the knuckles whitening beneath her skin as she clenched her fists. But why? The twin’s issue seemed to be about the lying part of the situation, not with where she actually came from.

			Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

			She had to find a solution for them not to kick her out, to keep her in their little haven. There was no question she would not survive in the woods alone and would probably go insane from her dreams. 

			 If, if, travelling between dimensions was a thing in these lands when magic still roamed, how common was it? If they did throw her out and she introduced herself somewhere else as having fallen through a portal, would that get her in trouble? She had no money, and her map-reading skills were at best questionable. She could fight—apparently, that thing inside of her would not let her die from assailants, which was all-in-all a reassuring point. She could always work in a tavern or an inn—

			If—so many ifs—they had found her journal, then maybe there would be other things of hers? A bag, a purse, some objects she could pawn.  

			Clutching her journal in one hand, Mahena followed Emmerentia into the house. Fàaran turned to face them. Even though he seemed calmer than his sister, his hostile glare also seemed almost...smug. Like he’d been proven right.

			‘Did you find something else?’ she asked, ignoring the accusing look. The twins frowned even deeper, looking so similar it was almost comical. Mahena waved the book. ‘Did you find it in a bag? It’s got a big middle section and two sleeves you can slide your arms in then hang on your back.’

			Emmerentia sneered.‘So you knew you left items behind?’  

			‘If I had, do you think they would still be there? None of this makes sense. I didn’t lie to hurt you, I thought you’d think I was crazy.’ When the twins stayed silent, she continued, ‘If there is a bag laying around not too far away from where you found this, is it not worth checking?’ 

			Fàaran rolled his eyes. But Emmerentia followed Mahena. 

			They found the backpack. And when Mahena slammed it on the kitchen table, the oldest twin choked on a laugh.

			‘So? This proves nothing.’ He crossed to his sister. ‘Do you have nothing better to do than waste time on a stranger who’s fooled you already?’

			Asshole. What on Earth had she done to him? 

			Emmerentia had acknowledged the items in the bag and, although she’d kept a straight face, they’d hurried back. She’d refused to divulge the reason. Now, jerking her chin towards the bag and addressing her brother, Emmerentia said, ‘Open it.’

			Fàaran frowned. His hand grasped the zip and moved it along, its metallic screeching the only sound. Emmerentia watched with crossed arms and Mahena restrained herself from biting her nails. He turned the bag upside down and spilled the contents on the dining table.

			Mahena could almost hear the seconds dripping from the ceiling like poison. 

			Fàaran cocked his head to the side, questioning his sister with a stare. ‘What am I looking at?’

			Emmerentia grabbed a small green see-through bag, fishing the items out before handing them to him. Fàaran frowned at the small, intricate earrings she dropped onto his palm. 

			‘The engraving on the inside,’ Emmerentia indicated.

			‘There’s never been an engraving on them,’ Mahena said, confused. She had been surprised and relieved to see the earring in her bag earlier. They were a present from her mother, an heirloom passed from mother to daughter that had been in the family for generations. At least, that’s what she’d been told. She always feared losing them and therefore wore them on extremely rare occasions. She had never noticed an engraving though. Why were they here? 

			Fàaran placed one of the earrings on the table and brought the second one closer to his eyes. ‘I don’t recognise the symbol,’ he said.

			Emmerentia stared him down for a long moment, as though she was communicating information through their weird twin bond she did not want Mahena to hear. Finally, she said, ‘Gold twigs, emeralds. Don’t tell me I listened more than you during our history lessons.’

			Home, home, home.  

			Mahena’s eyes went from one to the other, her heart racing. Slowly, Fàaran looked up at Mahena, a bigger question in his eyes than the one he asked her. ‘How did this come into your possession?’

			Silence. The voice hissed in warning.

			Mahena shrugged and schooled her features into confident calmness, although her heart kept pounding in her chest. ‘It was a present for my 18th birthday.’

			Silence. It snarled again. 

			‘They are pretty, but what’s so special about them? I’ve never noticed an engraving.’ 

			‘They can’t be authentic, can they?’ Emmerentia ignored her.

			Mahena pulled out a chair and grabbed the second earring on the table. As her hand made contact, a string pulled at her heart, a warm tickle against her rib cage. As she focused on the object, the world around her disappeared.   

			A young woman sat quietly on a richly ornamented chair, her back to Mahena. Her long, golden hair was intricately braided and being pinned into place by servants. She was facing ahead into the distance, toward the sun piercing through the bay window on the western side. Her slightly pointed ears peeked through her hair. A piece of distant music floated through the space: pipes, flutes, whistles, ceremonial yet light-hearted and joyful.

			Her shoulders were slumped back, relaxed, yet there seemed to be a slight tension in her neck as she rolled it. 

			As the servants finished incorporating small white flowers into her hair, the door groaned open and a warm, steady voice filled the room, ‘Are you ready, Your Highness?’

			The woman who had spoken walked through the room, stepping between the servants to avoid disturbing their work, halting in front of the young woman. She was slender, a sort of wisdom about her. The woman smiled, her wrinkles deepening, and lifted a small carved box. She looked at the princess with kindness and pride. ‘It is always frightening.’

			The princess slowly nodded.

			The woman opened the box, carefully taking out a pair of small earrings—so similar to hers. She moved to place them on the princess’ ears. ‘Do you hear the cheering? They are here for you. They believe in you.’ She then slid a similar necklace around her neck. ‘Wildheart, you gave them their lands back.’

			The princess snorted, ‘Delia, I am fighting not to turn and fly off.’

			The old woman laughed wholeheartedly. ‘You only have to wait until the end of your coronation, my darling.’ 	

			The princess smiled, murmuring, ‘I have a surprise for them.’

			A slamming noise brought her back. Mahena dropped the earring on the table and blinked, emotions racing through her. 

			Emmerentia snapped her fingers. ‘Did you hear a word we said?’

			Mahena stared at the jewels before her, confused by the echoes of that...dream? Vision? What the heck was that meant to be? 

			Home, home, home.

			She swore her thundering heart was a drumming ensemble in the room.

			Mahena spoke, her voice a raspy whisper, ‘I think it is imbued with magic.’

			The twins stared her down. It was Fàaran who spoke, ‘What makes you say that?’

			Mahena looked up to Emmerentia, the twin’s seething anger returning. ‘I told you about my dreams. I…I think the earrings showed me a memory?’ Mahena swallowed hard, debating how much she should reveal to be convincing. She needed their trust. ‘It is a replica of a royal jewel, isn’t it? I mean, did you not see the scene too?’ Mahena added the last question casually. Somehow, deep in her guts, she knew they had not.

			The siblings paused for a moment; their eyes bored into each other in silent discussion. She felt like coughing, just to break them out of their twin talk. She respected their privacy, although when they did so with her around, it was just awkward.

			Mahena rubbed her temples. So many questions running through her mind, causing such a roaring in her head. It was tiring and draining. She wanted to shut it down, to switch the button off, to stop the restless buzzing. Without thinking, she reached for the earring again and a warmth spread across her fingers once more, tickling her skin. It seemed shy, searching for her scent, the core of her soul, venturing deeper the longer she held onto it. A timid smile spread across her lips. I know you, it seemed to say.

			Fàaran nodded to his sister before he stood and left the cottage.

			Mahena remained quiet, giving Emmerentia the opportunity to reveal what she was thinking without resorting to begging. But the twin simply stood up and walked towards her bedroom. 

			‘Are you just going to ignore me now?’ Mahena followed her in.

			Emmerentia threw a satchel in her face. ‘Pack.’

			Okay...but what? She owned nothing. She almost batted her eyelashes sarcastically, but something had shifted in the air, something tangible that made her skin tingle. Mahena bit her tongue and grabbed her journal and the spare clothing Emmerentia had lent to her. She thought of taking her backpack, which could fit more than the satchel, but then figured it might draw unwanted attention. It was clearly not of this world.

			The twin shoved some papers, including a map, and other things inside her bag so fast Mahena could not distinguish them.

			When no explanation was forthcoming, she finally dared to ask, ‘Where are we going?’

			Emmerentia walked past her. ‘To get answers about you.’

			Mahena’s heart skipped a beat. What did she mean?

			The twin paused, then looked over her shoulder and added, ‘I loathe magic beyond words.’

			Well, the Child-Witch encounter would have to wait, then. Had that only been this morning? Something told Mahena there was more in store for her this day.
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			Fàaran glanced at his sister as they broke out of the canopy and headed north. 

			We can turn back. You don’t have to confront it now. 

			A pointless tentative that she ignored. He wasn’t thrilled in the slightest about this decision, but he unfortunately could not chain her to a chair until she saw reason.

			Mahena had been with them for weeks now and although she had done nothing at first to raise suspicion, he had never let his walls down. There was something off about her, a feeling he had tried to dismiss as simple distrust of strangers, but time had not seen the premonition diminish.

			Emmerentia was worried—he could see it, he could sense it.

			And he didn’t like it.

			Now, she was flying her horse forward to face her demons. 

			Fàaran clenched the leads tighter. He had always felt that deep beneath the shields she’d built, and despite her denial, they had chosen to settle this close to Sheya’s house because a desperate, infinite part of her hoped to reconcile one day. But that day was not today.

			Sheya would not welcome them with open arms, if she let them in at all. He knew that, Emmerentia knew that, Mahena probably even felt that. He glanced over his shoulder at her, catching her eyes whirling around the landscape unfolding around them. They were already further from the cottage than she had ever been. 

			Eventually, they entered a clearing after weaving in between trees and high bushes most of the day, the sun piercing through the clouds. A house blurred in the distance, the contours sharpening as they neared.

			Emmerentia whistled—a sign to slow down. Fàaran pulled the reins in, forcing Fàrak to a walk as the two women reached his side. He glanced at both of them in turn. Their expressions were strained and he wondered if he stopped breathing for a second, whether he would hear their wild heartbeats racing against their chests as they neared the house.

			They stopped a decent distance from the cottage as a small figure stepped out to meet them. He glanced furtively at his sister as she reined in her mare, concern and tenderness mixed with apprehension crossing her face as the form took focus. 

			Emmerentia sighed, a barely perceptible ‘oh, gods’ leaving her lips at the sight of her drawn, pale and malnourished former best friend.

			Even he swallowed hard at the change in the young woman.   

			‘Well, well, well, if it isn’t Valdegard filth with a new hair colour.’ Sheya spat, crossing her arms. ‘I believe my last words to you were clear.’

			Mahena ducked her chin to hide her wide-eyed stare. 

			Emmerentia tied her mare’s reins to a tree branch. She took a steadying breath as she turned back around to face Sheya, and hesitantly stepped forward. ‘I would not be here if there was an alternative.’

			Fàaran’s hand tightened around the hilt of his sword belt. Sheya’s answering glare was nothing short of lethal. She jerked her chin towards Mahena, who visibly didn’t know where to look. ‘So, you’ve found another life to destroy.’

			That voice—that icy, emotionless voice rang through him like an alarm bell.  

			Mahena furtively glanced at him, eyes pleading. He pretended not to notice and kept his eyes trained on the Valorà, hiding a flinch at the rage in her gaze.

			Sheya angled her head, catching his monitoring eyes, and something in him when tauter, then she slid her own to where his hand rested on his sword. ‘Is that how you greet the people you grew up with?’ She clicked her tongue. ‘You two are really cut from the same cloth.’ 

			Before he could retort, she faced Emmerentia. ‘What do you want?’

			There was anger and pain in that voice, laced under the icy facade. As much as he felt his twin’s fractured suffering, he realised Sheya echoed it.

			Emmerentia took a step forward, then another one. Sheya stiffened at the approach, her nostrils flaring with disgust. For a second, he thought they would launch into a brawl. But his twin said something, and the Valorà replied, their conversation too low to hear. After a couple of minutes, she peered toward Mahena. A few minutes later, she sighed in resignation and waved them inside.

			B

			Sheya gestured to Mahena to sit down without a glance, avoiding eye contact with any of them as she rummaged through shelves and cupboards, grabbing various pots and candles. Mahena pulled a chair from the small table in the middle of the room. The silence was so smothering that the sound of the chair dragging against the floorboards made her shoulder blades pull together in an invisible shiver.

			Emmerentia was leaning against the wall opposite her brother. The look of sadness and worry on her face made Mahena want to hug her. She made an effort to ignore it and fixed her attention on Sheya. 

			She was slender, Mahena realised as she studied her discreetly, but in a worn-out way. Her jaw was too prominent, her eyes too dark—a beautiful dark blue, but extinguished, the light completely gone. From the only piece of explanation Emmerentia had bothered offering her, Mahena knew Sheya was a Valorà, some sort of nature wielder, blessed at birth with an earth bond allowing them to use the power of nature, wielding it to reveal people’s secrets, to heal and read the ones who came to her. 

			Sheya deposited her items on the table and proceeded to light two sticks of dried herbs, then waved them around. As she placed them gingerly on the edge of the table, she glared towards Emmerentia. For a second, the room filled with a heavy blanket of sadness, the wind rattling the windows causing a mournful melody. Finally, Sheya sat down facing Mahena.

			Mahena crossed her legs to hide the nervous twitching and swallowed hard as their eyes met. The Valorà’s gaze bore into hers, scanning, trying to peel off layer after layer. It suddenly softened, as though the young woman forgot her feud and focused on the person who required a sort of help only she could provide.

			A few seconds later, Sheya spoke gently, ‘Breathe in deeply. The sage helps relax your subconscious. Breathe out and let it speak.’

			The little voice in her head scraped the bottom of its cage. Don’t, don’t, don’t.

			Mahena inhaled soundly and as the fumes reached her lungs and travelled inside her body, her heartbeat rose, a racing, loud hammer. There was no weighing her options now, no running to her horse and fleeing as she kept her eyes locked with Sheya’s. She wanted, needed, answers. So Mahena relaxed her shoulders, breathed out, and focused on the whirlwind of her brain.

			After a moment, the words started coming. ‘There are…empty spaces in my mind, as though some information is missing.’ She didn’t want to reveal details Emmerentia hadn’t shared with the woman. ‘For a month now, it has been growing in intensity and is starting to play tricks on me.’ Mahena brushed her hair back to keep her hands away from the objects on the table. As minutes passed and the effects of the concoction filtered into her heart, more words tumbled out.  ‘I dream of things, see things when I touch objects. My imagination always was extremely fertile, but in these instances it is different. Every time I try to think about it, to process it, I hit a wall. Like there is nothing.’

			‘She touched an object and said it showed her a memory,’ Emmerentia added.  

			Sheya straightened. Her eyes lit up for a passing second, as if she knew what the twin was talking about. She got up and retrieved a dark pink powder that she spread on the table underneath Mahena’s nose, waving the burning sage above it. ‘Breathe it in. Deeply.’ 

			She repeated the process in front of herself as she sat back down.

			Mahena squinted but did as she was told, ignoring the pounding in her chest. The pale smoke rose to meet her, smelling of berries laced with another musky essence she couldn’t name. It slid up her nose, parted at her eyebrows, and...

			Sheya waved the sage in front of her. ‘It might feel uncomfortable.’

			Mahena clamped her jaw. Uncomfortable? It felt like small snakes were darting around her brain, searching for something—not painful, yet...

			The Valorà cocked her head to the side, that same sparkle popping through. ‘Has it occurred to you that this might not be the first time you’ve stepped into this world? What you describe sounds to me like a memory spell.’

			Sheya paused for a second, her eyes going from the herbs on the table to Mahena to Emmerentia to Fàaran behind herself, as though she was weighing whether to take this process further. After a few minutes of awkward silence, she cleared her throat, then extended her hands. ‘I can try and help you unlock it.’ She glanced toward Emmerentia. ‘We will discuss this later.’ A cold, distant voice. 

			Mahena didn’t know whether to smile or thank her or punch herself to stop the infiltration. So she kept quiet.

			Fàaran grunted in the distance. The Valorà ignored him.

			‘It will be extremely painful,’ Sheya warned. ‘You will try to fight it, but I need you to understand that you are in no danger. Do not let go of my hands.’

			Mahena’s heart was in her throat, but she nodded in agreement.

			Sheya’s lips parted, whispering low in a language Mahena didn’t understand. She twitched, a tingling sensation spreading along her arms. She expected chanting, or an incantation, but only utter silence, heavy and uncomfortable, settled in the room.

			Her body loosened, leaving her with dangling limbs that only the Valorà’s hands kept from falling. Her head swam, bobbing down. She shrugged her shoulders and rolled them back in an attempt to keep her focus. More little snakes filtered in, feeling for her veins, leaving trails of paralytic fog in their wake. She fought the urge to jump out of the chair.

			Mahena expected the little voice to groan and bellow and rage, yet it remained quiet.

			Sheya put Mahena’s hands on the table. She grabbed the small jar next to her and spread the content around them. Placing her hands on top of Mahena’s once more, her lips moved again. The flames from the candles grew at once.

			Mahena breathed out, bracing herself.

			Then a writhing pain wrapped her skull like a fist crushing a twig. 

			Mahena screamed, and screamed, and screamed, the sound going on and on.  

			She squeezed Sheya’s hands harder, anchoring herself to reality.

			The pain is not real, the pain is not real, she repeated to herself.

			It sure fucking felt real.

			In the torture of the moment, a face came to meet her. The shining, the sun woman she remembered from a lifetime ago stared right into her terrified eyes. She smiled, that warmth radiating from her. It spread to Mahena, enveloping her in a blanket of sunlight. Find your memories. Then she vanished as another strike of pain knocked the air out of her.

			Mahena focused on her breathing, fighting every cell in her body not to snatch her hands away and blow those damned candles out. Those small snakes encircled her brain and squeezed harder.  

			As the filament of pain sought sustenance in her forgetful mind, a scent filled Mahena’s nostrils. She instantly knew it was none of the objects in the room, on the table—ash and moss and darkness. She focused on the scent to ignore the intrusion. A swamp appeared at the back of her mind. A wooden bridge alight with small torches. And that smell pushed her forward. Mahena followed it, fighting against the pain it created. A blurred silhouette stood at the other end of the bridge. The scent intensified. Mahena felt the urge to hurry forward.

			The Valorà abruptly broke the contact.

			The vision dissipated, dragging her horrified cry in her mind. 

			Mahena’s chest fell towards the table, her strength failing her. Two strong hands pulled her back up. She gulped down air, breathing heavily.

			‘There is a block on your mind,’ Sheya explained abruptly.

			Mahena sighed at the release of her body from the strange and painful presence. She blinked at the woman across from her. ‘Care to elaborate?’ she whispered, her voice ragged from screaming.

			Behind her, Emmerentia pushed herself off the wall she was leaning against and walked around the table, a flame dancing in her eyes.

			Sheya quickly put the powders back in the vials and stood up. Turning to the twin, ‘A word,’ she said flatly, pointing to the door, ‘and then you’re out of my sight.’

			Distracted as she had been by the pain, Mahena had failed to notice her necklace had warmed against her skin. 
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			The knot in Emmerentia’s stomach felt as though her intestines had been pulled out, tightened together with thorns and placed back inside. She was not sentimental, but seeing the Valorà blasted a hole in her still-wounded heart. Silent grief suffused the house, gilding the walls and imbuing the modest place with an almost palpable scent of misery.

			It wasn’t your fault, the rational part of her brain hammered. The jealousy of the prince over Emmerentia’s fame and victory was not of her making, and instead of killing her, he had decided to—

			She could not bring herself to go through with that thought.

			She had exerted her revenge.

			Blood for blood. A life for a life.

			But where she thought the taste of his blood would stifle the pain, it only fanned the flame, fueled her rage and powerlessness—Fàaran had had to restrain her, or she would have burned Meria to the ground.

			Emmerentia knew the young woman would hold her responsible for the death of her brother. After all, he was Emmerentia’s partner. She should have been with him the day of the attack, should have been there to defend him from the Prince, should have known better. Gods, she could barely look her in the eyes. Seeing his face in Sheya’s haunted gaze only reminded her of his absence. She shook her head, determined to rid herself of the thoughts forming at the back of her head, sealing them in a corner of her mind.

			Mahena had barely questioned them dragging her with them. In fact, she had seemed more than willing. Deep down, Emmerentia knew she was no threat, knew her bravado came from a place of self preservation. She had done the same at the beginning of her training, of her duels. 

			The twin watched as Sheya spread herbs and powders on her kitchen table, surprised at the quantity still remaining on her shelves. Emmerentia never learned more than basic battle healing, and had no idea how the loss of magic had affected the properties of the ingredients. Never wanted to know.  

			Sheya and Mahena sat at the small table, facing each other. The Valorà started whispering into the air, and the atmosphere completely shifted. Emmerentia leaned back against the only wall not covered with shelves, willing her features into a mask of calm, hiding the shiver crawling up her spine.

			But then Mahena screamed, and Emmerentia found herself stepping forward, her heart racing. Then the scream stopped, and the veil of sudden fear vanished. Mahena’s body fell forward and she was moving before she realised her feet had moved, but her brother was already there.

			Emmerentia stared at the young woman panting in her brother’s arms. She forced her hands to her side, forced her shoulders to roll back. That scream lodged itself in a corner of her being she didn’t remember existed.

			Sheya stood up hastily. ‘A word. And then you’re out of my sight.’

			Emmerentia followed the Valorà behind the cottage and they stopped underneath a cherry tree. The sweet scent hit her as Sheya whirled to face her, an ancient hatred in her eyes. ‘She has very, very strong magic. I can tell you that much. And from the shrewd look on your face, this is not coming as a surprise. It is dormant, but I can feel it. I tried the smoke on a hunch, and her magic reacted to it. She does not realise, either, I think.’ She took a deep breath, seeming to weigh whether she would elaborate. ‘This is not my area of practice, but it is powerful dark magic. Memories can be erased, but they can also be blocked, to be wielded and used later for some other purpose.’

			Sheya’s voice vacillated between anger and longing as she spoke. Looking deep into her eyes, Emmerentia saw the craving for practice overtake her resentment. Not only had she lost her brother, but also the heart of her being. Sheya’s connection with nature breathed air into her lungs; it brought her to life in a way that was not possible without magic. But the healer in her kind heart overtook the burning rage. The knot of guilt in Emmerentia’s stomach tightened. 

			Sheya continued, ‘Erasing a person’s memory requires power, yet it is a one-time spell. A block needs to be maintained and it requires an anchor, a seal that has to be kept alive. The being capable of performing and maintaining such a spell… I can’t even begin to fathom.’

			The twin forced her body to remain still, to stop the damned thunder resonating through her chest. Her fists curled at her sides. Even with magic gone, it had still managed to worm its way into her life.

			Sheya narrowed her eyes. ‘Who is she to you, anyway? Why are you going to these lengths?’

			Emmerentia pressed a fist to her temple. ‘I... I feel drawn to her. Where we found her was off the path, and I felt pulled in that direction before even seeing her, for no reason. It’s only increased since.’ She dropped her hand back to her side. ‘Just now, when she screamed… Something inside of me reacted.’  

			Sheya waved a hand at her. ‘Move away from the tree, there.’ She sniffed at the air around where Emmerentia had just stood.

			‘What is it?’

			‘Whoever she pissed off wanted her erased from memory, not only her memory, but anyone who ever knew her.’ Sheya sniffed again, as if confirming something, then added, ‘That spell, the reggya powder, revealed a scent around it. You have that scent on you, too.’

			Emmerentia frowned, ‘What does that mean?’ 

			‘It means you knew each other before the spell was cast. You say she does not remember her identity? Someone wants her forgotten, vulnerable, pliant. Why would she still be alive otherwise? Why not simply kill her? And you, for that matter.’

			Emmerentia snorted. ‘She is anything but vulnerable, at least not consciously. She put me on my ass twice in a minute.’

			‘Yet you are still drawing breath, unfortunately.’

			Emmerentia’s heart twinged at the harsh words. ‘Can you trace the spell back somehow?’

			‘No. Not with magic gone. And I would not waste my last imbued herbs on you more than I already have. But I will tell you one thing. The person behind this will shred you to pieces with one thought. Stay with this girl and you will probably end up dead. Perhaps then, I might finally have peace.’ 	

			The words pounded into Emmerentia with the force of a tidal wave, but she kept the wall up with the last bit of will she could muster. 

			‘Where can we find answers?’ Although she already knew where it would lead them.  

			The Valorà confirmed, ‘The Library of Vassalis.’

			The capital of Valàander, the first kingdom to have fallen to the clutches of the Shadows.

			‘The castle still stands and is protected. If they let you in and trust you enough to grant you access to the library, that is.’ Sheya gave Emmerentia a look she had never before witnessed in the woman’s eyes, a dark cold so profound it froze her veins for an instant. ‘And why would they do that? Now get out, and never set foot on this property again, or it will be the last thing you do.’ She turned away, her face contorted with disgust.

			‘I miss him too...’ Emmerentia whispered, from despair and compassion. She never allowed herself to voice how much pain remained in her heart, how his absence affected her every day. A reaction, that’s all she wanted from Sheya. A punch, a slap, anything but that revulsion and loathing.

			Sheya stopped, her foot halting in midstep. Her hands contracted into fists, her head slightly inclining as if she were biting her lip from restraint. She had been a woman of kindness, of love and selflessness, not a drop of aggressiveness running through her veins. It broke Emmerentia’s heart to see what the death of her brother had turned her into.

			Sheya simply resumed walking.

			Emmerentia watched her former friend disappear inside her cottage, the door closing behind her, as if closing that chapter of the twin’s life forever. The choice was made for her, and she could only grant her the respect of accepting it. She didn’t remember the last time the salty and warm sensation of a tear had tickled her skin.

			B

			Mahena laid down in the grass and crossed her hands behind her head, patiently waiting as she stared upwards at the white and blue sky. She had escaped the kitchen as soon as the girls had left, as soon as her head had stopped shrieking and spinning. Faràan had slipped away at the same moment and she wondered whether he would return.

			Gods above, she had pleaded over and over to get out of the twenty-first century and its boring society. Had dreamed and cried and despaired before the many movies and tv shows portraying stories from old times, where warriors were prepared from the cradle, where magic roamed free, where technology had not destroyed nature so thoroughly. Where humans required true skill to remain alive. She cared little for a long, peaceful, boring life. She had no qualms dying younger if it meant her life would be filled with thrill and adventure.

			Yet, shouldn’t she be filled with terror, still?

			She had been here before. Her mind should logically be swirling with a zillion questions, with fear. But…  

			Mahena stared at an eagle-shaped cloud in the otherwise clear sky. That creeping feeling… The Valorà had tried to penetrate her brain, to take down the constricted wires that seemed to circle it. She had felt the attempts of those little snakes, their razor-sharp teeth biting at the immoveable protection. She had kept her words to the witch—she liked that term better—brief. She trusted Emmerentia, however that inner voice quietly laughed at doing the same with anyone else. And still, the spell or whatever it had been, had cracked open a door inside her memories.

			A block on her mind. How ridiculous. What was a block on her mind even supposed to be? The scent had felt so familiar and so foreign, like the vague and contorted memories she harboured of her childhood. And the figure at the end of the bridge… All she would bet on was that it was the shape of a woman. A woman who was calling out to her. And that thought cracked something open within her.

			Mahena exhaled heavily as the eagle cloud moved along, willing her thoughts to slow down, to shut up. Why should she keep thinking in circles, trying to make sense of a situation she obviously had so little control over. If she continued to attempt to tame the maelstrom of questions, to process the maze that was her brain, she feared she would simply implode. 

			Her eyes fell on the porch of the house, locking onto the small plaque with the word Vallegian on it. She squinted, the word oddly familiar. Mahena shook her head when she couldn’t remember. The twins had brought her here for further questioning, when it was clear the history between them and Sheya was taunt at best. Emmerentia had made it clear she hated magic, so why would she seek the help of someone who could wield it? 

			A shadow fell across her face and blotted out the sky as the thought hit her. She tilted her head back to see who it was. Emmerentia’s voice cut the lovely silence. ‘You can linger in the grass somewhere else, we’re leaving.’

			Mahena rolled her eyes at the tone. So, she was pissed, but they might not be tossing her out quite yet. Getting to her feet in a swift motion, she followed Emmerentia’s hurried steps to the horses. ‘What about your brother?’ 

			‘He’ll meet us at the next inn.’

			B

			It only took Fàaran a sharp tug on the twin bond to inform his sister of his departure. 

			He needed to clear his mind away from his sister and her seemingly growing project. This was going too far already for it to be mere coincidences. Whoever she was mattered little at this point, but Emmerentia’s unconscious reactions suggested the bond enough. 

			She would go through with it.

			What sort of twisted turn of fate was this? 

			Conveniently, he was to meet one of his informants. He would get the information he required, and then they would make a decision on how to proceed. 

			Fàaran whistled two sharp notes and Fàrak flew ahead.    
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			Kingdom of Amestris, The Sun Tower Prison.

			On the other side of the continent, in a secluded tower encircled by sunflowers, the sun blazed its warmth against the reflective exterior. The Sun Tower, called such by its engineer, was built to capture the energy of the Lord of the Light to use for other purposes. Over time, it had also become a prison, a jail that stripped creatures dwelling in the dark of their special properties. As yet another day rose and the sun hit its zenith, a growl resonated through the thick walls and the unbreakable glass windows of one of its numerous cells.

			The impact of the young woman’s fist embedding itself in the wall resonated throughout the Sun Tower. Her black hair fell limply into her mossy eyes. She didn’t bother brushing it aside before she smashed into the structure again. Slowly, the wall, now stained with her black blood, began to crack under her fists. She welcomed every blow with a smile, the pain reverberating within her body a pleasure. They thought her delusional. Only a pathetic, weak nation could know their enemy so little. 

			She was the evil they all feared, all trembled before. How dare they believe this pathetic trick would bend her? She would make them suffer. Every one of them. Bring such pain they would wish they’d never been born. Hunt them down like the playthings they were and tear them apart, bit by bit, until they begged her to terminate their pathetic lives. And when that moment came, she’d unleash herself completely. She’d make them forget their names, their purpose, their universe. Make their minds snap and collapse, restructure their memories to her liking until they became broken pets addicted to the unbearable pain she offered.

			The door to her cell slammed open. ‘What do we have here?’

			Her pale fist coloured the wall with more blood. Approaching steps echoed behind her. Filthy fairy male.

			‘Kaleb, do not approach the prisoner. She is not to be touched.’ There was fear in that one’s voice. Wise.

			Another step toward her. Then a sneer. ‘That much energy left in a prisoner on our patrol is an insult.’ The sensation of roaming eyes on her back had her baring her teeth. ‘Pretty things like her must be broken on this wing.’

			The young woman’s fist froze mid-air. She cocked her head to the side, then slowly pivoted to face the man’s blind arrogance. A bemused, twisted smile danced on his face as he eyed her shackled feet, eyes raking up her barely covered body and bloodied fists.

			A low, sickening laugh left her lips. In all her wicked existence, in her years of bloodshed and remorseless feeding, this was the type of man she had enjoyed destroying the most. Pathetic, spineless. She made no distinction in her choice of victims. His kind, on the other hand, only preyed on the weak and wounded.

			The three men surrounding him tensed as she lifted her chin and marked them in turn. She laughed again, then spoke, her voice rasped from disuse, ‘Did you forget to brief your little friend?’

			Kaleb lunged toward her, his pointed ears flicking back from anger. He had her up by the throat in a second. She smiled as his depraved eyes met hers. He whispered against her skin, ‘You and I are going to have a great deal of fun.’

			Her mouth split into a grin above his grip. ‘Have they not told you who I am?’

			She saw the three other guards lose all colouring. Before they had time to warn him, her manacles were around his throat. He wiggled like a worm for his sword, but she only laughed joylessly. The men ran out the door, and she sank her teeth deep in his throat.

			The fairy magic left in his blood pooled inside her mouth like a living thing, filling her poisoned and weakened body. It flowed fast as a fire arrow, breathing an ounce of vitality back into her soul. Yet as she closed her eyes to savour this renewed strength, as her lips remained closed on the worm’s neck, that beating thing in her chest twinged.  
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			Passage of Orgahd, Kingdom of Mealdan.

			Night fell as Emmerentia halted her mare next to an Inn tucked away from the main road. She briefly mentioned to Mahena that it served as a resting point for hunters, merchants and people who generally required their business to be conducted in privacy. They had decided to stop at The Lair for the night to establish their plan of action. It was near enough to the cottage they could easily turn around if they decided to, and sufficiently distracting for all to conduct business in full discretion. Neither an Inn nor a trading post nor a brothel, but all of these things together. A property lost inside the woods for all who wished to remain unseen. All who wished to drink and eat and gamble and enjoy themselves and rest. 

			Mahena barely acknowledged the new information. In fact, she had been uncharacteristically quiet for the entire ride from Sheya’s cottage, much to Emmerentia’s relief.  She just wanted to forget the blind hatred Sheya had shoved in her face—wanted to forget the stinging pain twisting her heart.  

			They dismounted in silence, leading the horses into the stables. From the corner of her eye, Emmerentia glimpsed Mahena hitting the ground on wobbling legs. The twin couldn’t help but almost snort mockingly. If Mahena noticed, she didn’t point it out, but a soft laugh broke out of her lips as she awkwardly walked the mare to the empty stable.  

			Emmerentia buried her head against her mare’s neck and muffled a sob of rage. That was all she allowed herself before she hailed the stable boy, whose head popped up from the end of the stables. He came running and smiled as she shoved her leads into his palm, not bothering with a thank you of any sort. He said nothing—always so kind, so polite, this lad. He never asked anything. 

			‘I am going in,’ Emmerentia spoke vaguely in Mahena’s direction and made her way out of the stables. That woman was an absolute burden, she silently cursed as she made her way towards the Inn. If it weren’t for her sudden appearance dragging her onto this path, she never would have even imagined a glimpse of this day.

			Magic. Magic. Magic. She hadn’t been able to erase the word from her mind during the entire ride, hadn’t been able to grapple with the fact that she was linked to someone with the devil’s poison coursing through their veins, let alone believe their fates were intertwined.

			Despite the death wish Sheya had laid on her head, she didn’t doubt the Valorà’s revelation. Not after what she’d witnessed at that table, not after the changes she’d noticed in the past month—in Mahena, and within herself. It was hard to miss the growth of Mahena from a scared, strange girl into a part of everyday life, their life. Words, expressions, attitude. The way she moved, the training. Even her appearance, as though a glow settled a little deeper within her with each passing day. Emmerentia had watched it all and decided not to address it because it had amused her, and tugged at that damned curiosity of hers.

			And now, it was biting her right up the ass. 

			Oh, bloody gods. Her blood boiled at the repulsive idea that she could not walk away from this, even though it was fear she saw lining Sheya’s eyes when she revealed what she suspected, what her little experiment had unveiled. Fear, at the power required to summon such a spell. What had she done to attract such a fate? And why not have her assassinated instead? Or captured? Who, exactly, was Mahena?

			Emmerentia had known her, yet would swear in front of all the gods she did not believe in that she had never seen the woman before. And she could definitely not believe this was going to be what dragged her, dragged them, out of complete isolation. 

			Fàaran was already deep in conversation with a man she did not recognise when she flung the doors open, which suited her just fine. She had other plans for her evening in mind. As her eyes met those of the lovely, green-eyed bartender, Emmerentia felt a smile tug at her lips. Lorna paid her a mocking grin in return. They had met at the market over half a year ago, and Emmerentia visited from time to time, when she needed a break.

			She approached the counter, pulling a chair out, and Lorna slid a pint in front of her. ‘What do I owe the pleasure to?’ 

			The twin grabbed the pint as she sat down and chugged it. Lorna frowned, but wisely kept to herself and filled the pint again. After Emmerentia emptied it, and requested another one, she replied, ‘I just love your ale that much, as you can see.’ 

			Lorna sneered at Emmerentia’s cold, insulting tone. ‘And I have other pissy patrons to serve, who actually settle their bar tabs.’

			She had immediately liked Lorna—at least as much as she was still capable of liking—after she witnessed her squeezing and twisting a man’s groin when he had tried to grope her. He’d been twice her size, yet she had not balked. They had become fast...acquaintances. 

			Emmerentia smirked. ‘We have other means of arrangement, don’t we?’

			Lorna simply yanked the mug back. ‘Not with that attitude, we don’t.’

			Emmerentia laughed lightly despite herself, despite the churning anger writhing in her veins. The barmaid would not take her crap and she needed the sort of release Lorna could offer her. Lorna never asked anything of her beyond those moments, and it was all Emmerentia would ever be willing to give again. She shrugged her shoulders, leashing the temper she so wanted to let out. Putting her hands up, she said, ‘Fine, fine. Don’t get on your high horse. May I have my ale back?’

			Lorna slid it back, rolling her eyes. ‘You’re as much of an asshole as any of the men here.’

			Emmerentia winked. ‘Which is exactly why you like me.’

			Lorna raised a brow. ‘I don’t know if I’d say like.’ She served another patron, then eyed Emmerentia up and down. ‘There are parts of you that I enjoy.’

			And that was their usual ritual. They would tease and toy with each other with semi-insults until Lorna finished her shift, and then ended up somewhere else, doing many other things. Emmerentia had successfully managed to keep her brother from finding out. Or at least without him pointing it out.

			Emmerentia knew Mahena was behind when Lorna’s eyes lit up. She at least had the common decency of excusing herself straight away to their bedrooms.

			Lorna kept her gaze on Mahena as she walked away. ‘What fine company you keep these days.’ That was a twinge of jealousy, barely perceptible.

			Despite having been riding the whole day, despite the turbulence of it, she could not deny the fact that Mahena was attractive. The twin could not help herself and, locking eyes with Lorna, she purred, ‘Finer than the eyes can see.’

			‘Then perhaps you should—’ 	

			But then there was a muffled thud that Emmerentia somehow felt. Her guts churned, that caring thread tugging at her once more. Care. She had promised herself that day she would never bother with it again. 

			She snapped her head to the stairs. 

			Mahena was lying on the floor and Emmerentia found herself kneeling next to her innate body before she realised she’d left her seat.

			B

			Mahena leaned against the stable door, gently stroking her horse’s head. ‘Maybe I should stay here with you,’ she whispered, ‘it’s not going to be a fun night in there.’

			The mare neighed and nuzzled her, as though she agreed.

			Mahena smiled, scratching its head. ‘You’re a good lass. Do you think they will let me keep you when they dump me in the forest?’ The mare swung her tail in response, going back to the hay on the floor. ‘Alright, alright, I'll leave you to your dinner.’

			The Inn was bigger than expected, with tables scattered about, almost all occupied. It was rather a simple place, except for the artwork displayed on the walls and in the corners. Mahena had never stepped foot in any sort of establishment since she had been here. The twins, or Emmerentia, never took her to a tavern, or a shop, or a workshop, or anything except the market. 

			She angled her head as she paused midway, allowing for the laughs and shouts and typical bar noises to slowly reach her. It looked like a big chalet, a mix of beams and stones and branches, leaves and roots weaving the building together. 

			‘Welcome to the fairy trading post...’ she murmured.

			It was past dinner time, she realised, as most men were already beyond the first tankard, chatting and drinking and playing cards. There were a couple of women at the tables, aside the ones walking around with trays, either dodging grabbing hands or falling onto laps. Mahena spotted Fàaran at a table in the far corner, a patron that could use some water facing him. The twin was tapping his fingers on the table, a sign that usually meant irritability. She turned her head slightly around and saw Emmerentia at the bar, chatting to the barkeep, a pint of ale in hand.

			The bartender looked Mahena over as she stopped on Emmerentia’s left. ‘Joining us for a drink?’ The girl’s voice was light and cheerful, inviting conversation.

			Emmerentia gestured between the two. ‘Lorna, this is Mahena.’

			So, they knew each other.   

			Lorna inclined her head. ‘Nice to meet you.’  

			Mahena returned the smile. Mmmh... Friends? The way Lorna glanced to Emmerentia suggested something more than mere acquaintances. 

			The barmaid slid a mug across the table. Mahena chugged it without consideration. Exhaustion hit her in the face as she placed the empty mug back on the bar. Her legs felt like blobs of jelly from the ride, and all she wanted was to shower and collapse in a heap.

			What an adventurer that made her.

			Lorna interrupted her train of thought. ‘Are you hungry? I have some stew in the kitchen.’

			‘I am going to go to bed, if you would give me the room key.’ By the look Emmerentia addressed back to the barkeep, she guessed they weren’t going anywhere else tonight. If the woman had a good, fun night, perhaps her mood would lighten. Mahena’s stomach grumbled, but she added. ‘Would you keep me some for the morning at all?’

			Emmerentia raised her eyebrows in silence, indubitably shocked at her refusal for food. ‘It’s the third door on the left.’

			Mahena nodded and grabbed the keys. She made for the stairs to her left, at the opposite corner to where Fàaran looked more and more inclined to slam his interlocutor’s face into the table. Exhaustion indeed settled in her bones as a wind of relief brushed her skin at the idea of a good night of sleep. This day felt like a whole week.

			But as she walked past the card players and started up the stairs, her eyes were drawn to a painting hanging on the wall. It depicted an impressive ship, afloat a turbulent ocean. A black flag was proudly floating on the higher mast, with figures at work on the deck.

			The little voice rattled.

			The world around her tilted as she stretched her fingers towards the canvas, their tips gently brushing the surface as it seemed to drag her in.

			She winced.

			Clouds obscured most of the sky, thunder growling in the distance. The sea slowly started to partake in the mood, each wave rising higher than the last. 

			‘You cannot leave now,’ said the woman facing Mahena, ‘the risk is too great. Stay until it quiets.’ 

			Mahena looked around at the men getting ready to welcome the storm and noticed their stares even at such a time. ‘I understand their apprehension. I am a pricey bargaining chip, and they have no reason to risk their lives protecting mine.’ She put a hand on her friend’s shoulder. ‘Morgane, you are working hard to be accepted amongst them, and you have provided me with more than you think. I can make it to the island, and I will be fine.’ 

			Morgane’s purple eyes darkened, and a strand of hair escaped her braid, flowing past her face in the wind. Orders were shouted across the bridge, making her ears move slightly in a bid to not miss out on any information. 

			‘I don’t like this.’ 

			Mahena snorted. ‘The storm?’ 

			The pirate laughed quietly. ‘I love those. I mean you going off on your own. They should understand how important it is to keep you safe.’

			‘But they can’t be informed, it would raise troubles beyond what either of us can control.’ 

			Morgane raised a finger to demand patience. She disappeared below deck for a couple of minutes and came back with a chain hanging from her fist. She opened up her palm and put a necklace about Mahena’s neck. ‘No questions. Keep it on at all times. If I can’t shelter you on this ship, I can at least do this to protect you on land.’ She didn’t give Mahena time to protest, hugging her and helping her into one of the rowboats. ‘Now hurry. We can’t go ashore, but you can make it. May we meet again.’

			Mahena was ejected from the scene, then thrown into another tunnel of nothing. She found herself in a place that wasn’t a place.

			That place. And as the first time it had happened, there was nothing there with her.

			The woman of light appeared again as she pushed the dark away, glowing, radiating warmth.

			Find your memories. Trust yourself.

		

	
		
			

				[image: ]
			

		

		
			15

			Light filled Mahena’s vision as the thrumming in her head doubled, taking the simple set of drums to the power of a full orchestra.

			Her ears buzzed, that endless ringing that came from nowhere.  

			The distant call of her name loomed closer and closer, as if someone was trying to get her attention across a raging river.

			Slowly, the roaring in her head eased slightly.

			Emmerentia’s voice came through. ‘Come on, wake up!’

			It was blurry and painful, shadows and dots dancing before her fluttering eyes. Was someone hammering a nail to her head?

			Mahena pushed herself to a sitting position but failed. A second pair of hands finished the motion instantly, making sure her back rested against the wall.  

			She blinked a few times and looked around her. They had moved her into a bedroom.

			‘Are you hurt?’ It was Fàaran, his tone curt, leaning back against a vanity across the room.

			Mahena rubbed her temples. ‘I thought you were using my head as a hammer.’

			He rolled his eyes. ‘Do not tempt me.’

			Mahena sighed. ‘I am fine, except my head’s banging. What happened?’

			Emmerentia handed her a glass of water. ‘You collapsed.’ Mahena gulped down the liquid. She grabbed the bowl of food on the end table next to her before Emmerentia added, ‘You were looking at the painting on the stairs. I turned away and about two minutes later you dropped to the floor.’

			Mahena put a spoonful in her mouth, then another, and another, filling her grumbling stomach with urgency. She swallowed hard, the stew going down her throat the loudest noise.

			Then it came back to her.

			Trust yourself.

			Her guts trusted Emmerentia. There were reservations about Fàaran, a hunch she could not pinpoint, and could merely be based on him being so distant and withdrawn. But he would never go against his sister. She had to go with that.

			Mahena waited for the little voice to murmur, to tug, but when nothing happened, she deemed it safe enough.

			Eventually, she eyed the twins and spoke from her heart. ‘As it appears you might not be abandoning me in the middle of the woods to fend for myself after whatever that woman told you, I will lay my cards on the table.’

			Emmerentia glanced at her brother, as if to say this is going to be good.

			Mahena cleared her throat. ‘I don’t remember anything from this world. I have memories, but they are memories from a lifetime on Earth, on another Earth. Portals, magic, they do not exist there. You were surprised when you came to that conclusion, but not surprised at the existence of another dimension, which means it at least used to be possible, before magic disappeared.’

			She watched the twins for their reactions, their faces so damn unreadable. But there was something in Emmerentia’s eyes, as though she was fighting with herself over what to think of the situation.

			Mahena took a deep breath and spoke the words she had never even allowed herself to speak aloud before. ‘I’ve always felt different, never felt like I belonged in that life. It was like there was this unexplainable hole in my heart. I believed for a while that the hole would be filled once I figured out my purpose in life.’ She smiled sadly to herself, aware of how pathetic that sounded, then continued, ‘The book that you found is the journal I keep of all the strange dreams I’ve been having over the past years. They always felt too real, even for my over-active imagination. At first, I thought this...being here with you...was one of those unfathomably intense dreams.’ 

			Brushing her hair back, Mahena inclined her head to Emmerentia. ‘I always believed in parallel dimensions and worlds and universes, even though there was no evidence. So...maybe...maybe the tonic you gave me that very first day did fish the truth out. Just a truth I don’t remember.’

			Home, home, home.

			She couldn’t deny this feeling any longer. 

			A tense silence settled in the room.  

			When the twins still didn’t say anything, Mahena kept talking. ‘Guys, I am not stupid. Em’, there’s clearly history between you and Sheya—but your past belongs to you and I respect that. You’re still with me, which means whatever she told you, you believe it’s the truth. But I am entitled to know what concerns me.’ She waited a few seconds. ‘I am no one to you, and you have done more than what any decent human being would for a complete stranger.’ 

			The thing inside of her steeled her guts, fuelling her with a strength that did not belong to her, stopping her from baulking. ‘I will survive should you decide that your help ends here. Just tell me everything I need to know.’

			Of course, she didn’t want them to dump her ass. Of course, she was terrified of being left alone. But she wasn’t about to tell them that.

			The twins eyed each other for seconds that felt like hours. Mahena could see the wheels spinning behind Fàaran’s eyes as they discussed the answer silently. They nodded and then, with a resigned sigh, Emmerentia said, ‘We are not leaving you anywhere.’

			Mahena breathed out, a weight lifting off her shoulders as those words left the twin’s mouth. She was not going to be left alone.

			Not alone. Strong.

			‘Unless you take physical form, I am alone.’ She snapped at the voice.

			Emmerentia continued, ‘One condition. You have to do as we say, and you have to be fully honest with us.’

			A tug of resistance in her gut. ‘I am handing my life over to you, essentially. You have to be more specific on what you want me to be honest about.’

			Fàaran elaborated, ‘When we ask you a question, you answer it honestly.’

			‘I agree to answer your questions as honestly as I can, given the circumstances—depending on the nature. You can’t expect to keep your deep, dark secrets and demand I reveal all mine.’

			Fàaran opened his mouth, but Emmerentia shut it down. ‘Fair enough.’

			They talked until the moon was high in the sky and the full force of its light shone through the small window of the room.

			The earrings were a part of a jewellery set worn by the queen of Elgona, a kingdom long ago destroyed that was now nothing but barren fields. They were traditionally worn on the Elgonian coronation day, and every public appearance of the Queen. Many replicas had been made, and it wasn’t stretching far to think they might have gotten tossed into portals, since it was that royal line that was said to be the only known World-Walkers. The annihilation of that lineage and destruction of the kingdom was too murky for the siblings to say much of it.

			But the fact that her family heirloom earrings looked strikingly like the lost royal jewels, she had confessed to being from Elgona under the influence of truth serum, that Sheya swore magic ran through her veins, and, finally, the Valorà’s revelation about her stolen memories, sealed away.

			It all made her a grand, improbable, mystery.

			As Emmerentia spoke, revealing detail after detail of her discussion with the witch, Mahena found herself surprised at the soft tone, at the seemingly genuine concern. There was still an underlying edge to her voice, but the seething, spewing anger seemed to have dissipated.

			She confessed that they had known each other, that their past was intertwined, and that there was no way in hell she would accept the appalling idea of someone stealing her memories, stealing moments of her life. The intensity, the spark in her eyes as she almost spat those last words triggered a maelstrom of emotions in Mahena’s guts.

			Curiosity, and thrill, and fear, and care, and anticipation, and doubt, and fierceness.

			And all the other ones she failed to discern. Most of which she decided to ignore.

			‘What happened tonight?’ Fàaran asked her when Emmerentia stopped.

			Mahena sucked on a tooth. ‘I think it was a memory.’ It sounded insane, yet in her heart, it felt true. ‘The ship came to life and I was on it. I was talking to a young woman with purple eyes and hair. Thanking her for helping me.’

			The twins glanced at each other.

			‘What is it?’

			Emmerentia answered, ‘That is the physical description of a fairy royal. Their eyes, skin and hair are of amethyst shades. Was there a name?’

			‘Morgane?’

			Fàaran squinted. ‘The disowned fairy heir. Morgane Elenvil, Princess of Amestris. There were rumours she’d fled the court, but it was never det—’

			‘It was a pirate ship. Black sails with some sort of crimson design at the top corners.’

			Emmerentia now stared at her brother. ‘Do you recognise it?’

			Fàaran whistled through his teeth, a sound of admiration. ‘He’s only the most renowned pirate on the high seas. Captain Rowan Mohanny.’ Something like a snort came out of him. ‘I must get used to the idea.’

			Emmerentia smiled. ‘My kind of woman. A princess who refused her heritage to join a pirate crew. How would you know her?’

			Mahena shrugged her shoulders. ‘You tell me. Your guess is as good as mine.’

			She explained the vision with the earrings, how it had been different to this new one, as though she had been an observer. 

			And some of her dreams in more detail, anything she believed relevant to their request of honesty and then—

			Don’t, don’t, don’t, The little voice hissed.

			Mahena paused at the bark, at the firmness of the tug and the order.

			Listened to it. To that small portion of her soul on edge, suspicious of beings around her. That portion that was in direct opposition to her true personality. Or...was it her true personality? 

			Finally, Emmerentia laid it all out. ‘The only place that could maybe provide an answer is the Temple Library of Vassalis, but that kingdom is highly patrolled by the Shadows. The Princess is in control of the castle with whatever spell she managed to cast to shield it.’

			Mahena rubbed her temples, ‘But... How would that even be possible?’

			Fàaran explained, ‘Some objects possess their own magical essence. They collect knowledge and—’

			Emmerentia snorted. ‘They consecrated their lives to the gods and else, maybe they got thanked for it.’ Her brother cut her a glance. She continued, ‘Vassalis is the only place that potentially can shed some light on the situation. There hasn’t been a portal since the fall of Elgona. This is the first thing we need to figure out. As for the block, let’s hope more comes back to you. Do you remember what triggered them?’

			Mahena frowned. ‘Traces of magic, I guess. Would it not be the logical answer?’

			‘Can you ask the bartender if she knows where it is from, who painted it?’ 

			Emmerentia nodded, slowly. 

			Fàaran, interestingly, had been taking notes of the conversation.

			And then...

			‘What’s in it for you?’ Mahena blurted out.

			Emmerentia raised a brow questioningly. 

			‘Why would you risk it at all—risk dying for the off chance I am who you think I am? Half of the journey would be through war zones. How do you plan on even getting there alive? How are you so sure you can secure our safe passage to the castle? In case you have not realised, my survival skills are somewhat limited.’  

			Emmerentia laughed. ‘Oh trust me, I know you can fight.’

			But Mahena pushed for an answer. ‘I’m serious.’ She pointed to the woman. ‘I understand you might feel robbed, but we might have only crossed paths for a moment in the past. It might be absolutely inconsequential.’ Then to her brother. ‘And you. All you do is to protect her, that much is clear. So why would you let her endanger herself so stupidly? Why would you risk your life?’ 

			Another silence cast its shadow in the room. So many silences. Perhaps she poked too intensely. But she had to know, deserved to know their motive if she was to blindly follow them, potentially to all their deaths.

			Emmerentia looked to her brother, angling her head.

			And then Mahena saw it, understood it. Fàaran pulled the threads. It only looked like he followed Emmerentia, but he made the final decisions. Did he have a heavy secret to protect, too? 

			She reminded herself that it was none of her business.

			Fàaran shook his head.

			Emmerentia turned back to Mahena. ‘I believe it is important enough to go on the journey.’

			‘I’ve never had a dream with you...’ Mahena closed her eyes and breathed in, then opened her eyes. ‘Maybe you just looked different.’

			Mahena jumped out of bed and grabbed her satchel. She got her journal out and flipped page after page, running her index on the ink. ‘Here.’ She dropped in a sitting position and started reading.

			A few tense, heavy seconds went by. At last, Mahena looked back up. ‘Who is Ashàar Vallegian to you?’ 

			Fàaran’s eyes widened.

			Emmerentia’s face crumpled. ‘What.’ She wore the same expression she had after they’d left Sheya’s home, only intensified tenfold.

			Utter silence fell.

			Emmerentia abruptly walked out, a ghost dancing in her eyes.

			Fàaran stayed behind, fixed Mahena with a pointed stare. ‘Never voice that name again.’  

			B

			Fàaran slipped out of the room once he was sure Mahena was sound asleep. He went downstairs, to a booth where Lorna sat, ensconced in one of the darker corners of the room. 

			She lifted her feline eyes to meet his dark gaze, her bronze skin glinting under the dim-lights. ‘I hate lying to her,’ she said, sipping from the tankard of ale in her hand. 

			‘What do you have for me?’

			She arched a brow. ‘You’re late, and I have things to do.’ 

			He gave her a long look, perfectly aware of what she meant. 

			Lorna tucked her shoulder-length brown hair behind her ears, and he couldn’t help but admire the utter femininity of her movements, even as she fished a piece of paper out of her pocket and threw it at him. ‘This is all I can give you.’

			Fàaran unfolded the parchment. He quickly read through it, then pocketed it in turn. ‘Thank you.’  

			Lorna gave a sharp nod. ‘Has your sister come back?’

			He shook his head. 

			The barmaid stood up. She glanced at the door, where they both knew Emmerentia had gone, then back at him. ‘Take care of her. She’ll never admit it, but she needs it.’ She gave him a sharp nod before trailing after his sister. ‘Send word if you need my help. I’ll respond however possible.’  

			Fàaran sighed, leaning against the wooden wall. He focused on the parchment in his hand, keeping thoughts of the red-burning gaze that haunted him relentlessly.
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			Mahena woke up naturally for the first time since she could remember. Her sleep had been deep and peaceful, a blank canvas of foggy clouds. She flipped on her side, the light cover tangling in her legs. Fàaran snored to her left, his lean body sprawled across the bed. She breathed out as she turned to the other side, the sheets now all over the place.

			No Emmerentia.

			Ah, well. Maybe she got the distraction and release she needed after all.

			Mahena peered behind the curtain next to her that covered the single window in their room. The sun hadn’t risen, yet the horizon was slowly starting to warm, shy hues of pink and orange battling the clinging darkness. She huffed a laugh, then sighed in her head. Another skill of living on this Earth she was yet to master. She never thought she’d have to re-learn something as simple as telling the time. And orientation without a GPS. For God’s sakes, to use a paper map. She couldn’t even find the north and the south, still—shameful, for the time she’d already spent here.

			Mahena tossed and turned for a while, the night before circling in her mind. Had that even happened, had she not imagined it all? It all seemed too far-fetched to be true. After a moment, bored and hungry, she swung her legs to the side of the bed, stretched, and got up. She was quickly dressed and out of the door. 

			Their conversation last night had been cut short before they confirmed whether they were really going to head into war ravaged territories, and attempt to get through to a destroyed kingdom, for the sake of a few ancient scrolls that might answer a question or two.

			Mahena had decided yesterday she would go with the flow, wherever that flow took her. What alternative did she have?

			The corridor was quiet as a dead mouse. She walked down the stairs, carefully avoiding the painting that caused her to pass out. Yet her eyes drifted to the image as she passed it, pulled to the waves. Warmth spread in the middle of her chest. She grasped the pendant that never left her neck, unaccustomed to its odd reactions. Cautious not to touch the painting, she stared at the brown galleon on the churning sea. She couldn’t distinguish any figures onboard, mere lines in the painting, but if she squinted sufficiently...

			‘It seems like it’s moving, doesn’t it?’

			Mahena jumped, her heart dropping in her chest and she whirled around, her fist stopping mid-air when she saw who had spoken.

			The barmaid was standing at the bottom of the stairs. Her hair neatly knotted on top of her head, she held a basket full of linens between her arm and her hips.

			‘Is it a habit of yours to creep up on people like that?’ she lowered her hand, crossing her arms.

			‘Sorry,’ Lorna said. ‘The floor creaks loudly, I assumed you heard me approaching.’

			Mahena blinked as she came down the stairs, stifling a wince. How had she not noticed the birthmark across Lorna’s face? It stretched from the corner of her mouth up to above her brow in a crescent moon and was at least two-tone darker brown than the gilded colour of her skin. Gods, she must have been truly depleted to not have noticed it. Strangely, the mark added to the young barmaid’s beauty.

			‘I don’t mean to stare,’ Mahena said as the woman raised an eyebrow. She jerked her chin toward the side of her face as she closed the distance. ‘Your beauty mark is fascinating.’ 

			‘I used to hate it,’ Lorna admitted with a smile. ‘I tried to scratch it off when I was a child. Eventually, I understood I had to wear it with pride. It is an inherent part of me.’ 

			She fixed a strand of her chocolate hair that had escaped the bun. ‘How are you feeling? You were lucky yesterday not to break anything. The cook is still asleep, but I can probably find something in the kitchen if you’re hungry.’

			Mahena paused for a second, angling her head. The barkeep looked battered, marks marring her neck. Then her stomach grumbled, and she nodded. ‘That’d be great.’

			‘Grab a seat at the counter.’ Lorna jerked her chin towards the basket. ‘I need to drop these and I’ll be with you.’

			She walked off and disappeared somewhere at the back. Lifting her eyes back up to the painting, Mahena squinted. Indeed, the galleon seemed to be moving between the waves, its sails following the movements of an invisible wind. Mahena found herself back up the stairs.  

			She brought her face closer, the figures on the deck strangely coming to life. Like quicksilver, a hand holding a piece of jewellery flashed before her eyes. Mahena blinked, staggering back. Her hand shot to the warm pendant at her neck as her eyes bored deeper into the painting. The image appeared again.     

			She shook her head and stepped back, slapping herself. Bloody hell. Hastily, she skipped down the stairs before the drawing played another trick on her.

			There was no magic left in the kingdom, on the continent. How many times had Emmerentia repeated that over their evenings around the fire? If so, then what was that? Her craziest dreams started to feel not so insane after all. But there was magic left. She would swear upon her own life. Which only led her to wonder what manner of magic existed here.  

			The utter stillness of the room enveloped Mahena like a blanket as she faced the taproom which had been busting with life the night before, the peacefulness of a quiet sea after a storm. Where was Emmerentia, if not with the barmaid? Maybe she got it all wrong.

			A ruffled noise made her turn back to face the inside of the bar, just in time to see Lorna slide a plate across the counter. Mahena approached the bar and examined the dish: cheese, a bit of bread, and a broth. She pulled a chair and sat down.

			Mahena tried to be graceful. Yet, before realising it, she was shoving food down her throat. She could feel Lorna’s gaze stating that exact thought. She’d fed the table and her pants before having finished. 

			‘It’s really nice,’ she muttered in between two spoonfuls, trying her hardest not to spit food out. ‘What type is it? I could live off cheese.’

			Lorna laughed—a light, delicate laugh. ‘Sheep. Made it in my spare time.’ She winked and started about the bar, preparing for the guests to awaken. ‘It’s really early, can’t sleep?’

			Mahena swallowed down. She wanted to ask how long before dawn to orientate herself, but was embarrassed she didn’t know. Shaking her head as she threw another piece of bread in her mouth, she said, ‘I feel really rested, though.’ 

			She finished her plate, wiped her mouth with her sleeve and slid the plate back towards the bartender. ‘Are you always up this early? It seems like people sleep longer than this.’

			‘Seems like both of us felt rested with little sleep.’ 

			The young woman studied the barmaid beneath lowered lashes. She looked exhausted, the kind of fatigue triggered by emotional and physical disputes. Yet glowing, as though the potential thrill of it outweighed the pain. There was a floating grace about her, something utterly feline in the way she moved, in her voice, a flirtatious sparkle in her eyes. There was something there, something that made Mahena want to lean forward, an undercurrent she couldn’t pinpoint.

			‘Do you like working here?’ Mahena asked, breaking the silence. She wasn’t usually comfortable conversing with strangers, but she wanted to keep talking with this intriguing woman. 

			‘My mother owns the inn.’ Lorna put down the pint glass she was polishing and took another one from the wet rack they rested on. ‘It wouldn’t be an ideal place in most towns, but they know better than to not behave,’ she added with a smile.

			Mahena had noticed the kind of customers she referred to, mostly not the kind you want to confront when you’re young and remotely attractive. 

			Lorna must have understood the silent question, because she continued, ‘I am here mostly when she is travelling, so I do get my free time too. As opposed to many other establishments, I am not a poor, desperate thing without two coins to rub together.’

			‘Good to hear that.’ It did not require an active imagination to picture how they usually behaved.

			Lorna made a face that suggested she, too, had encountered the exact poor girl she’d just described and appreciated her luck. She went to grab something on a shelf below the counter and as she came back up, her lips stretched in a radiant smile.

			Mahena turned around as the front door groaned behind her and the floorboard creaked. Emmerentia was closing the door behind her, a bag in her hands.

			‘Good shopping?’ Lorna asked. Emmerentia smiled back at the barmaid, then frowned slightly at Mahena.

			‘Fairly good.’ She joined them, dubitative. ‘Getting acquainted?’ Pulling one of the bar stools and sitting as she put her bag down on the counter, she asked Mahena, ‘What kicked you out of bed?’

			‘Your brother’s snoring isn’t exactly a lullaby.’

			Emmerentia winced. ‘Valid argument.’ She pointed to the bags. ‘Supplies.’

			Mahena cocked her head—the same battered expression, the same faint cuts, the same sort of glow. Lorna propped a full plate in front of the twin, seeming to go in for a kiss but refraining herself. Mahena found herself glancing discreetly between the twin and the barmaid, a half-hidden grin spreading on her face. The two exchanged a look that spoke of questions asked and answered in silence. ‘Thank you,’ Emmerentia said as she grabbed the bowl of broth with her two hands and brought it to her mouth. She drank it all in one go. ‘We need to leave soon. I am surprised he’s still asleep.’

			As she finished her sentence, sounds of steps echoed along the stairs and Fàaran’s voice filled the room as he rubbed his face with both hands. ‘I wouldn’t dare make you wait, sister.’

			B

			Fàaran reached the counter, his footsteps quiet yet his attitude nonchalant. He swept the three women with a questioning frown, his gaze resting on Emmerentia a second longer. A plate of food found itself in front of him as he pulled a chair near his sister.  

			It was silent for a moment, except for the occasional slurp and Emmerentia’s rustling of the items in the bags. Fàaran gulped down the food as though he hadn’t eaten in the past two weeks.

			Mahena had found a sudden interest in the wall facing her. Lorna kept moving around the bar, casting occasional glances at Emmerentia that Fàaran only pretended not to notice. 

			After another moment, he pushed the empty plate forward. Lorna disappeared into the kitchen and didn’t come back for a few minutes.

			He considered his twin. ‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ 

			This was the point of no return, and she had to fully understand the consequences of stepping over that line. By leaving this kingdom, Emmerentia risked exposing herself to the potential head-hunters who hadn’t forgotten the hefty price on her head. There weren’t any words required, but Fàaran angled his head at his younger sister, taking in all the fiery passion she yearned to feel, to express once again.  

			Emmerentia looked down at her wrist, at that bracelet she kept on at all times, as though its story was unfolding before her eyes. She brought her head back to face him. ‘Yes.’ With a wink, she added, ‘We have to, what would father say if we ignored it?’ It’s too much, too odd to ignore, and I am bored lifeless, was what she didn’t need to say. Fàaran could see it all, feel it through their bond. 

			He rubbed his eyes. ‘Alright, but we're doing it my way.’ He grabbed his sister’s hand, a tight squeeze that made her arm spasm. ‘No questions asked.’

			He caught Mahena’s gaze monitoring their exchange. He frowned despite himself, and she averted her eyes immediately. 

			Emmerentia nodded. Fàaran gave her a pointed look as she grabbed her bag and handed another one over to him. She turned to Mahena, extending one of the bags to her too. ‘Sorry for leaving you out of this conversation.’ 

			Mahena only said, ‘I need the bathroom, and I’ll check if I left anything in the room.’ She almost ran up the stairs. 

			She was catching up fast on how to behave around the both of them, and he had to admit having the girl around, witnessing Emmerentia smile and laugh and live—even if only slightly—had softened him too.  
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			Emmerentia watched Mahena force herself away from the hanging painting and disappear in the corridor to the rooms. Despite the very real risks that faced them, she could not look the other way. 

			What she had at first thought to be merely a lack of companionship, had turned out to be…words failed her when she tried to describe it, even to herself. The part of her that refused to let anyone dictate her life roared at the idea that a gods-damned spell had stolen moments of her own life. Being forced into exile on account of the consequences of her actions was one thing. Anything else was intolerable. But, that pull, that thread beckoned her forward.   

			Holy rutting hells. 

			That pull, the earrings, the blackout, the dreams.

			The possibility that the genuine royal jewels of Elgona had been found at some point in history was not far-fetched, and neither she nor Fàaran knew whether there was a way to know if they were authentic without magic 

			Emmerentia sighed, an unpleasant mix of feelings melding together within her guts. They would do this on Fàaran’s terms, and she would probably dislike most of it. He was secretive and would make it a blind following. But she had no choice and truthfully, they had better chances of making it alive if they followed her brother. Maybe this nonsense was the push she needed to get her to move, to retrieve a fragment of her old self she had thought buried. Her life would never be the same, but keeping her mind occupied with danger seemed like a good solution to the numbness that had consumed her.

			When Mahena was out of earshot, Fàaran grabbed her arm, squeezing tight enough to drag her attention back to him. ‘I am serious.’

			She pursed her lips in annoyance, but he was right. He had always been at her side in their youth. Since that day she had decided to change her fate, he had proved unfaltering in his duties. He had done so much, sacrificed so much and at this stage, she would not blame him if he turned away. He was a warrior, not a nursemaid bound to his sister’s bedside. Besides, the idea of having a man fawning over her safety made her stomach curl.

			‘Relax,’ she said as she punched him gently in the shoulder. ‘We’ve always made a good team, and I’ll listen.’

			Fàaran stood up with a nod. He jerked his chin towards the bar behind her. ‘I’ll get the horses ready.’ 

			Emmerentia turned back to the bar. She usually sneaked out when the barmaid was busy elsewhere, never bothering with formal goodbyes. But something felt different this time, as though she knew next time they met, they would be different women.  

			‘Erase that look off your face immediately,’ Lorna said as she came out from behind the bar.

			Emmerentia shrugged her shoulders. ‘What look?’

			‘I am no charity case. Give me all the other looks, but that one has no place on your face when it comes to me.’

			Emmerentia bit down on her lip at the words, at the thought she never dared express. 

			‘I don’t expect anything from you, Em. I enjoy your company and if you ever find your way out of the black pit you’ve sunk into, I’ll be happy to meet the real you.’

			And there she thought she had hid it well.

			‘Until then, stop paying me that look. You don’t know me. The only thing you owed me, you paid back hours ago.’

			Emmerentia’s lips curved upwards. Their games were always aggressive, sometimes violent, yet it had been an entirely other level. The marks on her back were proof of it. She had witnessed the fierceness of Lorna’s soul burning bright enough in her green eyes to know that she was anything but defenceless.

			‘I don’t think of you like that at all.’ Emmerentia brushed her red hair back with her thumb and forefinger. ‘If that ever happens, I’ll definitely come around more often.’

			Lorna rested a hand on the counter, leaning slightly, a smile in her eyes. ‘It was nothing compared to what it could be.’

			A spark lit her eyes, a promise in her tone.

			Emmerentia smiled in return.

			B

			Mahena patted her satchel for the notebook as she scanned the room for anything she could have left behind, but there was nothing.    

			Downstairs, Emmerentia was bidding goodbye to Lorna. The twin frowned and sketched an uncomfortable smile. Mahena wished she could hear what was going on, but the decent part of her made her walk straight out the door to the stables, leaving the two women to finish their business alone.

			The rising sun greeted her with a warm caress on her face, the morning mist coating the grass, droplets of water shining like silver stars. The sounds of the forest met her in a chilled, peaceful morning song. She yawned as she scrubbed at her eyes, adapting to the morning light. The sky was clear of clouds, as pale blue as it could be, soft and promising a good day. A cool breeze snaked a chill down her spine, making her tighten the cloak they’d purchased one day at the market.

			Mahena walked to the stables, not entirely sure what sort of welcome she would get from Fàaran after the night’s conversation. He had surprisingly seemed as concerned as Emmerentia had, but Mahena could never tell with him. He was sitting on the wooden step next to Fàrak’s stall when she walked into the stable, his head resting in his hands. She walked up as loudly as she could, making sure he heard her approach and came back from whatever thought he had disappeared into.

			The twin slowly lifted his head up, haze in his eyes.

			‘I thought you were impervious to fatigue,’ she said as she took a glance at her own horse in the next stall, its head deep in the pile of fresh hay. He’d slept more than both of them, and was usually the one who couldn’t spend more time than necessary in bed.

			The twin blinked a couple of times before rising to his feet. ‘Strength of spirit is built upon.’

			Snob. She unlatched the pen to her mare, noticing she was already saddled, as was Emmerentia’s. She whistled to Fàaran. ‘Practical as can be.’ She patted the mare on the neck, her grey coat a little dirty from the night. She’d expected the groom to actually clean the horse, but maybe that was at an extra charge. The mare neighed and carried on chewing the hay.

			Mahena peered out of the opened door and caught Fàaran’s eye. She formed the question in her mind, then refrained herself. She only said, ‘Do you want me to take hers out as well?’ 

			‘If you can manage.’	

			Oh, well. At least he talked now. Or words came out of his mouth that were directed at her. It hadn’t happened since they’d left the cottage. Even last night, Emmerentia had done most of the talking and when his lips parted, it was more to correct his sister or elaborate than to address Mahena directly. Progress.

			Mahena gently pulled Oria’s leads, forcing the mare off the last bits of hay. Hooves on soil resonated ahead of her, and she knew Fàaran was walking out with Fàrak on his heels—the horse didn’t even require leads, he just...followed. 

			The horse ruffled her nose in Mahena’s legs as she motioned her forward. She led her out, halfway to the door, and tightened the leads in a knot as she turned around to get the second mare. Emmerentia appeared a minute later next to her brother, both their satchels over her shoulder, alongside two other bags hanging in her hand. She grabbed her mare’s leads and, in a swift motion, fixed her cargo on the saddle. Mahena moved to the side to let her do the same on her horse.

			Addressing no one in particular, she asked, ‘If moving across land is that dangerous, why not sail to Vassalis?’ 

			Fàaran answered, ‘We would have to sail all the way down and around Sahra, which would extend the travel considerably. We can hide and control our travelling pace better over land.’ He chewed on his lip. ‘And I don’t know the situation in the pirate isles.’

			Mahena slid a foot into her own stirrup and hauled herself up. ‘Are they more dangerous than travelling through a land plagued by war?’

			Fàaran shrugged. ‘It would extend the journey by too long.’ He looked to Mahena with something in his eyes she didn’t quite understand. ‘We’ll keep training, make sure you are as prepared as possible in case we encounter hostile forces.’

			Then they left without a backward glance at The Lair. 
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			They rode for a few days to get out of Mealdan, through green lands and prairies, meadow valleys and along riverbanks, hunting for rabbits and picking fruits rather than stopping by villages. Mahena figured she couldn’t complain as she didn’t really have money to pay for anything anyway, although she would have killed for a hot bath and a soft mattress to sleep on. She snickered at the thought—what a great adventurer that made her. 

			The crackling of the fire brought her eyes to attention as she picked the last bone of her dinner clean and threw it to the side. The night was cooler today, and she tightened her cloak around her neck, extending her hands above the flames. 

			‘You did well with the fire,’ Fàaran said as their eyes met.

			Mahena placed her hands above her heart in a dramatic gesture. ‘A compliment?’ She whipped her gaze to his sister, the smirk plastered on her face growing. ‘Is he ill?’

			‘He must have hit his head when hunting.’  

			Fàaran shook it in disbelief. ‘Insufferable.’

			Both women laughed underneath their breaths. Fàaran pushed off on the logs with his hands and walked further away, seemingly unbothered by the cold.

			Mahena whispered with a wink, ‘So touchy.’

			‘I can hear you.’

			‘I wasn’t trying to be discreet,’ she echoed back. When the sound of his boots faded and she finally found herself alone with Emmerentia, she got up and sat next to her. The twin squinted, almost shuffling off the log. 

			‘So, this is truly the start, isn’t it?’ Mahena said. ‘I need to ask.’ She hesitated, fidgeting with her fingers. ‘I was honest with you at the Inn. I am happy to say more. I can’t wrap my head around why you are willing to do this. I mean, I get that you might feel robbed, but…what we might have shared could be a simple smile in passing, you know? You guys could get killed.’

			Emmerentia left before answering this question last time. Out of consideration, Mahena hadn’t pushed for an explanation. But after seeing the expression on Emmerentia’s face when she had stepped back into the Inn in the morning, it had to be bad. 

			The twin grabbed her arm, squeezing slightly. She looked her over with a frankness that made Mahena uncomfortable and she shifted her arm away. Three days were enough to ponder over your past, to lick wounds that wouldn’t heal. 

			Whatever Emmerentia saw in Mahena’s eyes seemed to help her decide something, and she shrugged. ‘I feel drawn to you. To...protect you. I loathe magic, that is true, and my natural answer to this situation would be to turn a blind eye and leave. But when I think about it, something stops me.’

			The words didn’t quite reach Emmerentia’s eyes. As though she was masquerading her true feelings with layers of logic. For a second, her eyes drifted towards the cloudy sky above, into the horizon far ahead of them. ‘My guts never disappoint me.’

			Mahena angled her head in turn, mulling over whether she should tell her about the Child-Witch encounter in the end, or keep it to herself. ‘Could you tell me more about Vassalis?’

			‘There is very little known about them. They have kept their kingdom extremely private. They are Scholars, deep into the understanding, experimenting, and analysis of the world’s inner workings. Their libraries crumble under the weight of hoarded knowledge.’

			‘What about the disappearance of magic?’

			‘It just vanished. One day it was there, then it wasn’t.’ 

			‘Do you think I am involved? With magic, I mean.’

			Emmerentia shrugged. ‘I think something has happened to you. And I think that you should tell no one of what we know so far.’

			Silence settled over the campsite, their close proximity to each other suddenly…strange. Mahena wisely kept away from even brushing against the twin. Emmerentia stood up and grabbed her daggers that lay discarded next to her bedroll. When she came back, she sat on the opposite log, not bothering with eye contact. Mahena toyed with Emmerentia’s words, with her confession. ‘I feel drawn to protect you.’ It made all of this nonsense a little more real, as though it anchored a part of the reason why she landed with the twins.

			The wind shifted, brushing scents of pine and ash and something rich and sweet she couldn’t describe, a mixture of luscious desire and midnight spices. She glanced back at the twin beneath lowered lashes, unsurprised to find her unceremoniously cleaning her nails with one of her twin daggers. A flame flicked upward, casting her eyes in the shades of a molten ocean, reflecting off the red of her hair as it waved freely with the breeze. It darkened her face, offsetting the fine lines of it with a sort of wildness. 

			She was not a dazzling beauty, not in the common sense of the word. Picked apart, none of her features were special. Together, they formed a whole that was agreeable to look at but would not turn heads. Yet, the aura of mystery surrounding her turned the twin into something more. It did not matter, not when it came to her. Mahena knew she had learned to play the game, learned to dress herself in arrogance and smiles and confidence. Emmerentia hid it well, but it poked through the shield from time to time.

			In this light, she looked so mysterious it tugged at a strand of curiosity in Mahena that she tried to bury. And maybe she was high from the smoke, but Mahena stared right into the eyes of her companion and asked, ‘Where does the limit of your darkness lie?’

			B

			The past days riding in silence gave Emmerentia time to stiffen the burning rage over having heard his name brought back to the surface. And when she had succeeded in locking it away in the corner of her mind that served as its guardian, she found she could speak to Mahena without wanting to hiss at her for what she had brought into their lives.

			And she had now confessed to the truth.

			A link. A connection. And she couldn’t help it, gods burning.

			How had her life spun out of control so rapidly? She hated the silent tranquility of the farm, yet this turn of events had been sprung on her. The twin had had no control over her life for the past two and a half years.

			No more.

			She’d fled far enough, crouched in the shadows of nothingness for years for her name to disappear from any mouth. The rulers of Machize had other worries than to remember her exploits. Hopefully, the rest of the world would have forgotten her by now, too. 

			Emmerentia avoided the occasional glances the girl shot her across the fire. She hadn’t been able to handle such close proximity at that moment. Perhaps it had hurt Mahena—she told herself she didn’t care, really. But occasionally, when she knew Mahena’s gaze was absorbed by the flames, Emmerentia glanced at the woman who had shared her miserable existence for the past month or so, smiling despite herself. She had missed female companionship. But there was a line, an extremely thin and tangible line on which danced intuition, always vacillating. When she looked at the woman, she couldn’t decide what she was. As though in one body lived two souls, one trustworthy and the other foul.

			Mahena was a mystery. They could spin theories, ponder over a thousand different possibilities, but ultimately it led them back to nothing. That bond—whatever it was—was their only propelling wind. Regardless of what the truth would turn out to be, if they even managed to find it, Emmerentia didn’t need a seer to see the obvious. Whoever Mahena was, she mattered. She could feel it.

			Silence settled for a while, only the slight breeze and nocturnal sounds breaking the peace. The atmosphere was a strange mix of taut and relaxed, with the both of them examining each other in secret. After a moment, when the veil of the night fully enveloped the clearing, it slightly shifted. And Emmerentia didn’t know what provoked it or why, where it spurred from, but Mahena met her gaze and asked, ‘Where does the limit of your darkness lie?’

			Emmerentia frowned. The question didn’t bother her. The tone, on the other hand, was strange, malevolent and the dark spark that flashed in Mahena’s green eyes as she formulated the words unsettled her. Emmerentia repeated, ‘My darkness?’

			Mahena slowly nodded. ‘What are you capable of that scares you? What is your terrible beauty?’

			That sparkle danced in her eyes, like a veil of mist silently enveloping the forest, darkening every corner, shadowing the trees and bushes, reviving the monsters crouched in the shadows. Emmerentia cocked her head to the side, her hand automatically brushing the hilt of her dagger. She willed her body into neutrality. Maybe the little amount of sleep Emmerentia had had these past few days affected her perception, perhaps this was only a manifestation of a tired mind. 

			‘What does it matter to you?’ 

			‘I am curious.’ The Earthen toyed with a strand of her hair and the fire crackled, spitting flames. ‘Darkness in humans captivates me.’

			Emmerentia opened her mouth but—

			Mahena blinked, then shook her head. She looked back up, and her eyes were that forest green again.

			Emmerentia watched her closely. ‘Are you alright?’

			Mahena brushed back her hair and nodded, smiling faintly. ‘The question still stands. I find the demons we hide within ourselves fascinating.’

			Emmerentia’s instincts curled up inside her stomach, a tight knot sending warning waves in every direction. On the surface, it appeared innocent, a question matching the atmosphere of the night, the whispers locked up in cages in the depths of all hearts. 

			‘They are hidden for a purpose, and they belong to their owners alone.’ Truly facing her darkness would cost her soul a price she yet feared to acknowledge. Emmerentia made herself smile. ‘Where does yours?’

			Mahena paused, the muscles in her jaw and shoulders flexing. Birds started chirping in the trees above, a fox even dared cross the open expanse of green behind her.

			Mahena exhaled. ‘I am not sure. And I am not sure I’d want to find out.’

			‘Darkness is open to interpretation,’ Emmerentia offered, relaxing slightly. ‘What might be unforgivable for you could not be for me.’ She reached behind her for the leather pouch filled with cold water, simultaneously releasing her dagger. ‘Fear of what lies within is as dangerous. Acknowledge and embrace who you are, so you can better control it.’ She extended the pouch to Mahena who accepted it and drank thirstily. ‘Have you gone over in the past?’

			Mahena stared at the flame once more, drowning in their movement. Oh, there was something there. So vivid yet buried.

			‘No,’ she replied. ‘Not that I recall. But I am passionate. I give everything, and I’ve always had that caged inner flame that scared the hell out of me.’ Mahena jerked her chin toward Emmerentia’s discarded sword, although her stare was still fixed on the flames. ‘That’s why I never picked up martial arts.’

			Emmerentia frowned at the word.

			Mahena corrected, ‘Fighting, swordplay if you prefer. Because I always felt that if I knew I was capable of causing damage, I would erupt. Which isn’t a good thing.’

			Emmerentia found herself at a loss for words, so she simply shrugged. ‘You’d be surprised at how the scenarios we create in our minds differ from how they pan out in reality.’

			They always turned out differently, for the better or the worse.

			B

			Mahena hissed quietly at the underlying tone in her question. Why would she need to know that? 

			The little voice wanted to know.

			To feed.

			Could that be the dark side of her heart, somehow coming to life in this place?

			Yes and no.

			Great. Well, wasn’t that helpful.

			Emmerentia’s body language revealed she noticed the slight change in her words. Mahena would pay a good chunk of money she didn’t have to know what flashed through the twin’s head.

			Mahena hadn’t confessed about her whispering fiend. Too much at once was never good. Later on, maybe. The thought of coming completely clean had crossed her mind, however, it had felt wrong, too soon. Even now, fear coated her bones at the idea of them rejecting her if they considered it too much.

			‘I should get some sleep before more nonsense comes out of my mouth.’

			Emmerentia waved her goodnight, a pensive look on her face.
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			Emmerentia found herself thoroughly enjoying the uneven terrain of Orabel, even if it slowed them down, even if they had to dismount and walk the horses through narrow walkways, uneven hillsides and sometimes questionably shaky bridges. It kept the journey interesting.

			‘Why have you decided on this route again?’ she asked Fàaran as they stopped to drink. Mahena went to relieve herself, and the young woman took the opportunity to have a quick word with her twin.

			‘It’s a bit late to question my planning, don’t you think?’

			She rolled her eyes. ‘I still want to know why we are going through the hills instead of the valley. It would have surely saved us a few days.’

			‘It would have increased the possibility of a sighting,’ he knelt down to the riverbank and drank deeply, ‘and I have someone to meet at the next town.’

			‘There’s a town around here?’

			‘We’re still a fair way off, it’s past the Silver Lake.’

			Emmerentia crouched down, splashing her face with the too cold water. ‘Do you even know what you’re doing or are you just following breadcrumbs?’ 

			He snorted, not happy to be questioned. 

			‘Don’t get your knickers in a twist. I want to understand your reasoning.’ She searched his eyes, reached through their bond, but he held his shield firmly against his thoughts.

			When her eyes widened, he snapped, ‘Don’t even go there.’

			‘Do you leave me with an alternative?’

			He sighed, ‘It’s not. I am not chasing her.’

			His shoulders dropped slightly, and the pain she felt in his voice, his resignation at the idea, pierced her heart. It wasn’t the same as hers, but she believed him when he said he wouldn’t look for the Shadow. Although…

			‘Would she help?’

			There was a second of hesitation in her twin’s eyes, as though he was concealing a truth and pained to hide it from her.

			Fàaran shook his head. ‘No.’

			‘Have you ask—’

			‘Leave it.’ Fàaran pushed back up at the rustling of clothes and leaves behind them. ‘If my meeting at the Inn is unfruitful, then we can revisit a change in the itinerary.’

			Emmerentia muffled a low curse as she turned around. Mahena was glancing between the two of them. The twin waved her towards her horse, whispering as she walked by, ‘Stubborn prick.’

			Mahena chuckled.

			B

			Mahena peppered them with questions about their world. Now that the pretense of amnesia was dropped, she was free to beg for all the knowledge she wanted without fear of retribution. And unfortunately, the outlook was grimmer than she’d thought.

			The armies that could be spared had been sent to the capital of Dartar, the largest land in Fanhalen, and established a stronghold there. The natural topography of the lands, and the number of citizens, had allowed them to rapidly build a line of defense that ran through Val d’Horà up and down the kingdom. 

			The Shadows had taken the northernmost kingdoms. They had sealed a treaty with the Winged-King to remain neutral, and had received the surrender of the queen of Hondora, in the south, in exchange for free roaming through her lands—and the safety of her citizens. Dartar had been holding for two years, beating back assault after assault, and no one seemed to understand why the queen of Einàr had not yet sent her full forces to overthrow the continent completely. External forces still appeared to be debating whether to help.

			Mahena realised she had never asked questions about the other continents—and there were others, at least three. Emmerentia had vaguely mentioned a tribe of female warriors on the southern continent. As someone culturally curious, there were so many details to register she sometimes lost sleep over it, gazing at the night sky going over that precious history.

			Soon, they hit the top of the plateau. A breeze ruffled her hair and she abruptly pulled the reins. Mahena felt her mouth drop wide open in what she was sure was an imitation of dry fish on land. The sun had reached its zenith and now showered the lake spreading in the clearing below them, the sunrays glistening on its surface as though it was a living thing of pure silver.

			Lining the bank, white trunk trees with lush, almost emerald-like large leaves stood guard. Above the quiet, sparkling water, flying things hovered, their shimmering wings reflecting the sunlight. For a moment, the world disappeared. Mahena almost choked on air as she beheld the landscape.

			There was nothing, no one, only that crystal-clear expanse of water and mountains in the distance. Absolute silence reigned, as though it was a law to be observed. It seemed not even the  birds dared make a sound and disturb the abnormal tranquillity. 

			It almost felt like a break in time.

			She brought her free hand to her forehead to shield her eyes. Her pendant warmed against her skin—a weak, flailing pulse. 

			‘What is this place?’ she breathed, conscious of keeping her voice low.

			Emmerentia answered to her right, ‘The Silver lake.’ There was no awe in her voice, as though she was accustomed to the view.

			For a second, just one, she breathed the air in—something else entangled in its fine threads, an aftertaste of rose.

			Delicate, but powerful. ‘What’s the story of this place?’

			‘The lake belonged to a Valorà,’ Emmerentia replied.

			So, magic used to fuel this place. Mahena scratched her arm as a tickle spread. 

			Centuries ago, when the first men walked this soil, it was told that beautiful creatures born out of flowers greeted and bred with them. Not that anyone knew how. By binding their blood to the one of humans, they created a generation able to take a physical form that could withstand being away from their source of life. There hadn’t been a Valorà court on this continent for centuries, for undeclared reasons, and most of the kingdoms forgot with time the power those creatures originally wielded. Only straight descendants of the first royal family were technically still able to modify their appearance to become nature, like dryads, rather than simply use its benefits. And apparently, Valoràs had turned out to be extremely coveted by the dark queen.

			As she gazed at the scene in front of her, Mahena realised the twins never told her that. 

			The little voice tugged at her, snickering at the back of her head.

			Ignoring it, Mahena said, ‘I thought Valoràs were bonded to the earth as a whole. Is it specific to elements?’ 

			‘They have a bond with nature. Some have an inclination to earth, others to water, or to the skies or to animals. Some have it all, some are subtler in their use of it. This one, Shanne,  she was something else—she had it all.’

			The name struck a chord inside Mahena, and the image of a slender, silver-haired, ethereal young woman flashed before her mind’s eye.   

			Mahena turned her head slightly. ‘Was?’

			The twin smiled bitterly. ‘She disappeared alongside magic.’ Emmerentia stopped, probably realising she was about to say more than she wanted to. She whispered, a sad tone contradictory to her dislike of magic, ‘It was a beautiful place, full of peace.’

			Mahena took the words in, processing the information. Was? Were they contemplating the same spot? ‘What do you see?’

			‘A decimated oasis,’ the twin said, sorrow coating her words.

			Mahena frowned. They couldn’t be seeing two different scenes? Then her pendant became cold again, and Mahena shook her head, sagging with relief as she beheld the morose landscape Emmerentia had just described.

			‘Why would this chunk of land spark your interest anyway?’ Emmerentia asked.

			‘Because it wasn’t sad, for a moment.’

			Behind them, Fàaran kept quiet for a while, waiting for the conversation to end. He cleared his throat. ‘We have to keep going.’

			In all honesty, Mahena admitted that without him to press the pace, it would have taken twice as long to get from Lorna’s place to where they were. She marveled before every flying butterfly, every blooming flower, every tree she’d never beheld before. And Emmerentia seemed to relax, to loosen herself every day a little further. She felt the eye of the twin, always in her corner, a little envious perhaps of her innocence.

			Mahena wondered how long it would last. Not that she believed she’d earned her trust or true friendship; however, she could feel her resolve peeling away at times. The moments she let herself be in the present, the simple instants they genuinely shared when she found in herself the strength to feel safe and appreciated.

			With a last glance at the mysterious lake, she dug her heels into her mare and fell behind the twins.

			They arrived at the first village they’d seen in days the following evening and Mahena beat back tears of joy as she beheld a bed. It was a shitty highway inn, but it bested the bedroll and cold, rigid ground. She dropped her satchel on the side and crashed on the thin mattress. ‘Is there a particular reason why you chose this village to stop over?’

			Emmerentia answered as she, too, sat on her bed, her hood falling off her head, ‘It was just on the way.’ The twin yawned loudly, her brother’s brows rising at the sound. ‘I don’t know about you guys, but I am starving.’

			‘I highly doubt you know what starvation means,’ Fàaran scowled as he looked through the window.

			She stuck her tongue at the brother. ‘I am really hungry, then. More suitable?’

			His eye-roll could have been heard across dimensions.

			‘What are you doing anyway?’ Mahena asked after he hung his sheepskin over the only window in the room.

			‘Sealing any unnecessary spaces,’ he answered flatly.

			‘Wouldn’t that make it seem like we’re hiding something?’

			‘It also prevents cold from getting in.’

			Mahena bit back her retort. They’d been sleeping outside for the past week, in that same cold. The fires did indeed keep them warm enough, but he wasn’t sealing the windows out of fear of a breeze sneaking in. Ignore it all, she thought as she twirled the end of her braid around her finger.

			‘Let’s go get some food,’ Emmerentia’s voice suddenly broke the silence they had sunk into.

			‘You mean, real food?’ Mahena shouldn’t complain really, they were quite good hunters. But the thought of something substantial made her mouth water. She’d always been at the mercy of her stomach after all. 

			On the other side of the room, Fàaran’s brows furrowed. ‘Feel free to do the hunting and skinning and cleaning, next time.’

			‘Come on,’ his sister coaxed, swinging her legs off the bed., ‘let’s go properly restore our energy.’

			Mahena frowned, too. It was hard to believe, after the careful off roads and the cloak-and-dagger acting of their journey so far, Emmerentia would want to step into the world and that Fàaran would not argue further. But she shrugged and followed. Mahena looked over the poor establishment before she stepped down the narrow and rickety staircase. The old lady sat straight at her chair, an even older book in her hand.

			Emmerentia inclined her head to the woman as she passed the reception, whilst Fàaran simply walked out. Mahena smiled at the sight of her, the image striking something deep in her core. She hadn’t really contemplated how the elderly fared in this world. 

			‘How long do people live for, on average?’ Mahena ventured as they rounded a corner. Judging by the state of the buildings, the village was on the poor side.

			‘Infant mortality is rather high in poor areas, as parents usually lack funds to sustain their families. Kids are often thrown onto the streets or sold out either in the hope of a better future or as a sacrifice for the rest of them.’ There was no sadness in her voice as she stated the fact, as though it was a part of life, simple normality in a completely different world. Although, not so different perhaps. After all, it still happened in third world countries. ‘After that, it depends on the conditions of their lives, their professions and diseases. Magic can prolong a lifespan, but they usually die in some sort of fighting.’

			Mahena swallowed down the next question as they neared what appeared to be the local, and only, tavern. It was no more than a barn really, in as poor condition as the rest of the village, with a wooden roof that seemed to be swaying with the wind. She bit back a comment on the piss-poor place as the twins pushed in the swinging doors, hinges grinding. 

			B

			Fàaran led the girls to a booth in the far corner, as hidden from the crowd as possible. He had to keep himself from grunting at his sister, who had known he had business to attend to and yet had still insisted on coming out. The tavern was bigger than the outside suggested, and much fuller than he’d hoped.

			‘At the risk of not sounding grateful,’ Mahena started as they sat down and her eyes swept the establishment, ‘do you really intend on eating whatever they prepare here? Where I am from, they usually mean pretty harsh food poisoning.’ 

			‘So delicate,’ Emmerentia snickered, then turned to him. ‘What do you think?’

			Fàaran rolled his eyes. He couldn’t decide whether it made him smile or infuriated him to witness their little exchanges. Fàaran didn’t know the place, had never been. The meeting had been set by Lorna, and at this stage he had to…trust—he swallowed that thought hard—the woman to be on their side. He got up and walked to the bar, pointedly ignoring the drunken men sizing him up, and waved to the barmaid, a middle-aged woman who looked like she’d seen better days. As she begrudgingly approached, he willed his trained politician smile to his face.

			That thing always worked.

			‘My two companions over there—’he secretly jerked his chin in the girls’ direction ‘—are obnoxious little brats, I am sure you have something in store that would take them off my hands for the night.’ He slid his hand on the counter. The woman looked at it, her gaze going from the hand to his face, and smiled. He added, ‘In their dinners.’ 

			‘Do they have a special menu for flirtatious customers?’ Mahena grinned as his ass hit the bench back at their table. She batted her eyelashes as he slightly snorted in response.

			He only grinned at them. 

			Emmerentia narrowed her eyes at him, then turned to Mahena. ‘Stop staring at everyone,’ she whispered. ‘I don't want to have to punch my way out of here.’

			‘Hush, I am curious,’ Mahena countered.

			Fàaran held in a sigh, but asked, ‘About?’

			‘I like watching people.’ Mahena casually jerked her chin towards the second row of tables. ‘The man with the greasy braid on the far right, he keeps tapping his foot beneath the table. He’s bluffing.’ She discreetly gestured to the woman sitting on a man’s lap at another table. ‘She’s obviously a prostitute, but the way she is positioned, the way her eyes are set on the man and his opponents, she cares about him.’

			So, she wasn’t as hopelessly blind to her environment as her behaviour suggested. That was good to know.

			The waitress appeared before the end of their table and slid two bowls in front of the girls, popping the third in front of him a little slower, her exhausted face plastered with a trained smile. He nodded, and she was gone.

			Mahena continued, ‘Do you not pay attention to all those details?’

			Emmerentia dug into the warm broth in front of her. ‘Not unless I have to.’

			There was little talking as they ate, but as they neared the end of their meal, the atmosphere in the tavern shifted. Emmerentia slowly lifted her head, surveying the place. 

			Mahena gave her a pointed glance. Again, not blind to it either. 

			Emmerentia dipped her chin slightly. ‘Yes, it is time to go,’ she said with a yawn. 

			Fàaran reined in a low chuckle. ‘You two go back to the Inn. I need to wait.’

			Mahena rolled her eyes, then followed Emmerentia out of the tavern. Not a minute after the doors swung shut behind them, a hooded figure slid silently in front of him.

			Fàaran propped his elbows on the table. ‘Is all this cloak-and-dagger truly necessary?’

			A low laugh came out of the hood. At the soft tone, he looked twice at the figure—slender, straight-backed, petite. ‘For the son of a lord on the run, I’d expected more of it from you.’

			He grunted, stiffening, his hands gripping the edge of the table.

			The woman waved him off, the same amused tone to her voice. ‘Relax, I have no interest in hauling you back to Prahan.’

			He straightened at the name of his kingdom of origin. It wouldn’t be a surprise if their mother was looking for them—especially given the circumstances. 

			Fàaran schooled his features into bland irreverence and smirked. ‘Well, in that case, what do you have for me?’

			The hood angled, shadows swirling inside. ‘Lorna was right, you are quite arrogant for someone in your situation.’

			Fàaran shrugged lazily. The girl slipped him an envelope. He looked inside and failed to hide his surprise. ‘Invitations to the full moon party?’ The Orabel Royals’ monthly celebration, no doubt with thousands in attendance. 

			‘You’re passing by anyway, and it is a source of invaluable information.’

			How the invitations had even come into her possession…

			‘What’s the price?’

			The girl hummed, seeming to consider. ‘A favour.’

			Favours… Hateful, unreliable, unpredictable things. They didn’t need to go through Kordobàr and the party. It would slow them down, but it would be an invaluable source of knowledge—knowledge they didn’t have. And that they needed. Fàaran toyed with the envelope, studying the dark folds and trying to glean the features beneath.

			‘I don’t even know what you look like, or your name.’

			‘Unnecessary details.’

			He folded the envelope in his pocket, and interlaced his fingers. A brawl sprung a few tables behind, raising a hail of curses and shouts in its wake. Time to call it a night, or else his frustration might find a way out. He reached for one of his coin purses and flicked it across the table. ‘Now, I need you to deliver a message for me.’  
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			Kingdom of Valàander, The Royal Castle of Vassalis.

			The heir to the kingdom of Valàander stared at the old woman Idan had presented her with a few hours ago. She wore the light gold headscarf customary for female scribes, with white threads that indicated her rank—High-Scribe. Her deep blue eyes felt like orbs of darkness, accentuated by the frown of disdain the woman pointedly levelled Nepherym with. 

			The Princess pointed to the dusty scroll, one that bore little importance. ‘What does it say?’ She trusted the general, but the demon had been thrashing so badly the past two days she failed to extend the same courtesy to anyone else.

			Rosàr, the Bargain demon, whispered in her heart. She shook her head to clear her mind. 

			The wrinkled thing that sat across from her tensed. Hiding her hands underneath her robe, she said, ‘Only the High-Scholars have divine access to the ancient scrolls.’

			Nepherym’s patience thinned by the minute. ‘If you wished to hide your identity, you should have hidden your wrist tattoo better.’

			The mark of a High-Scholar was the greatest sign of pride and honour in Valàander, levelling them with the children of the King and Queen. They believed themselves saints and gods-chosen. So had her parents. So did her people.

			The woman, who answered by the name of Sar, glanced to the mark, then pulled her sleeve tight. 

			The princess almost laughed in her face. ‘I saved the kingdom. Your calling, your gift, must be used to protect it. As has every High-Scholar since the dawn of time.’

			Sar’s eyes travelled disdainfully from the scroll to the heir. ‘You invited a demon into your soul. The scrip—’

			‘You will address me by my rightful title.’ It didn’t matter that her parents almost revoked her rights when she refused the cloak. None of it had mattered for years now.

			The woman squeezed her lips into a thin line. She spat the words out like a curse. ‘Your title was revoked on your eleventh birthday. I attended the ceremony. You refused the greatest honour of our time.’ A veil shielded her eyes for a breath, as though she was searching her memories or rallying her courage. ‘I voted for your death when we were asked. Such an insult to the gods should not have gone unpunished.’

			It took all of Nepherym’s restraint to keep a cold mask in place as the crone’s cruel words found their mark. There had been a vote to put her down? She stayed as far as possible from the demon’s energy as she could, but in this instant, she drew the anger to her heart. It was all she could do not to crumple like old parchment.

			Sar went on, ‘The disgrace you bestowed upon the order, upon your King and Queen, upon the gods’ favour, should have granted you nothing more than death by the sun. Your age should have played no role in the decision.’ The old woman’s face was distorted with disgust as she leaned back in the armchair.

			Nepherym pushed her hands against the desk and tilted her head, a tug of a smile that was not her own cast a shadow on her pale face. ‘I cast the last spell the lands have seen. I shielded our people before their complete undoing. I saved the libraries, the scrolls, our culture. I wonder how frustrating it must have been for you to witness the forsaken child accomplish it all.’ Her smile grew as Sar’s features darkened. ‘Have your gods come to you about it? Have they whispered to you since?’

			The woman only gritted her teeth. ‘I will never translate for an imposter.’

			‘I will throw you in the dungeons and let you rot there if you—’ Nepherym inhaled. She felt the tug, the smile of the demon prancing. He fuelled her anger. But it would not necessarily give her the answers she required. She was smarter than that.

			So, the young heir leaned back into her own chair. She toyed with a strand of her white hair for a moment, pinning the crone with her golden gaze. ‘What if I shared with you that my brother, your true heir, the next king of Valàander, still draws breath?’

			Sar stilled. A controlled motion. Her ears seemed to prick up.

			‘Mmmh… It seems the forsaken child has caught the attention of the last High-Scholar.’ Nepherym steadied her breathing as a searing pain lanced through her at the mention of her brother. ‘You translate, and we might be able to save your true king.’ 
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			Kingdom of Orabel, Capital of Kordobàr.

			The road to Kordobàr was a clear path downhill, the wall surrounding the city distinct in the horizon as it stood in the valley and extended for miles on end. Mahena almost gasped when the city walls of the capital of Orabel rose before her eyes. Kordobàr was infamous for its monthly full moon market. A market, she was told, even her wildest imagination could not conjure up. 

			She didn’t understand why they were stopping, but what did she know, after all? From all over the continent, merchants travelled for a chance to sell their goods on the famous streets of the capital—wares carefully, secretly selected by the scouts of the royal family dispatched all across the continent, for only the rarest, finest, tastiest, fittest was to be exhibited here. The twins had started preparing her for it the day before. 

			‘I have never been,’ Emmerentia confessed as they set about building the fire for the night. ‘It’s invitation only, and somehow this one,’ she pointed at her brother, who was sitting on a log sharpening one of his arrows, ‘pulled a trick and got three.’

			Fàaran grinned without lifting his gaze from his precious weapon.

			Mahena laughed at the double chin the expression gave him. She scratched the top of her head as she deposited some thinner logs on the fire pit. There was no point asking him how he got the invitations, she knew he would only ignore the question.

			His manoeuvres, his wits, his plans.

			‘There is no specific description on what is available throughout the festivities, and as everything is word of mouth, most of it becomes more tale than truth.’ Emmerentia squatted down to light the fire. ‘People are drawn to the dramatic. However, the stories go to both extremes—extravagant, beautiful, grim—depending on your point of view, and where you find yourself to be in the market.’

			Mahena grabbed the three rabbits Fàaran had caught earlier in the day and set them on wooden sticks, piercing lengthwise before holding them above the growing flames. She looked up to Emmerentia. ‘Slave trades?’ She’d thought quite a bit about the possibility of encountering aspects of the old ways she would entirely disagree with, if not snap entirely at the sight of them.

			The twin nodded. ‘Of all sorts. Selective events generally come hand in hand with...reprehensible behaviours. It’s a business and it’s common. And Kordobàr has a very peculiar caste system.’

			From behind, Fàaran's voice echoed in the illuminated darkness, ‘Regardless of your beliefs on the matter, it is something to behold once in your lifetime.’

			Mahena pivoted to the older twin. ‘Do you agree with slavery?’ The question was addressed to them both even if she stared at him.

			Fàaran put the arrow down on the log next to him. He seized another one. ‘I have heard and witnessed both sides of it. It’s a complex and very sensitive subject.’

			‘How can forcing people to work against their will be complex? It’s disgusting.’ There had to be a hierarchy in place for the world to function, but this?

			‘All of it isn’t as terrible as you might think. Some kingdoms regulate the slave trades, forcing owners to remunerate them, treat them as humans and not belongings.’

			Emmerentia cut in, ‘It’s a step towards the right direction. Most slaves are acquired through war, the others…well. Some men and women are scum, and there isn’t much we can do about it on a large scale.’

			Mahena processed the words for a second, her surroundings blurring as she retreated into her own mind. She stared at the fire pit where the lit flames grazed the meat, the sizzling of fat intruding on the silence. How would have she turned out if she’d been born here? Would it be a part of her daily life, the knowledge that everywhere around her people were sold and bought like cattle? Slavery still existed on Earth, but it was not publicly exhibited. As she kept turning her dinner over on the stick, Mahena wondered what kind of person it made her, for voicing her concern only when she might come to face the matter.

			They dined mostly in silence that night, the subtle crackling of the fire and the occasional woodland noises their background melody. Mahena focused on creating a handful of possible scenarios in her mind, going over and over conversations that would most likely never happen. Gods, her life would be so much easier if she didn’t stress over everything the way she did. Most of the things she mulled over in her head ended up fading away into oblivion, proving time and again the present should remain her sole focus.

			Emmerentia seemed to have flown away into lands of her own too, sharpening weapons alongside her brother, seemingly savouring the stillness of the night. Mahena looked at them from beneath lowered lashes, glancing sideways at the two figures who had saved her life, who provided her with the tools, taught her the key knowledge to survive in these hostile lands. Even though she was yet to have her first hostile encounter.

			The sun still hid behind the horizon when she awoke the following morning to a distant clicking and buzzing of wheels and voices. She wondered whether they let her sleep so deeply because there was no reason to stand watch, or whether they had reviewed the idea of letting her do so and she had failed.

			Two hands grabbed her shoulders, shaking her gently. ‘You must come see this.’ Emmerentia whispered in her ear before she had time to whirl around in surprise. There was awe in the twin’s voice.

			Mahena rose from her makeshift bed. She rubbed her eyes with her two fists and stretched, yawning loudly. Emmerentia stood, eyes gleaming, a couple of steps away, her unbound hair flying with the wind and smiling broader than Mahena had ever seen her.

			‘That’s way too much enthusiasm before sunup,’ Mahena said, another yawn stuck in her throat.

			‘Get your ass over to the tree line and you’ll forget what sleep is.’ 

			‘Who thought all you needed to display genuine excitement was a fancy market.’

			Emmerentia didn’t reply, looking beyond Mahena at whatever lay beyond the treeline. Mahena followed the twin’s gaze, the fog of sleep still clouding her mind. They’d stopped just before the main road leading to the fortified city in a little clearing on the edges, where they could benefit from the cover of the trees. All they could see of the inner city from this distance were the two twin towers emerging far above the rest of the walls. Mahena brought her hand up to shade her eyes and get a better view of the spectacle. She loved markets, antiques, cloth merchants, foreign crafts, anything that regrouped old objects and their history—and food. Anything that displayed foreign cultures and history captured her attention at times in unhealthy manners. Why, then, as she hoisted herself up onto the higher branch of the tree where Emmerentia crouched, were there no fluttering butterflies clutching her stomach?

			The twin smiled as she pointed ahead, not at the fortress, but below. ‘Look at that.’

			Mahena dumped her ass on the branch, disregarding the fact she would have to get back up. As she squinted toward the enormous mud roads leading to the city as the first rays of sunlight pierced the curtain of clouds. Her mouth fell open, her eyes widening as the light illuminated the wave of living beings, streaming toward the city gates. ‘Must I admit you were right?’ She squinted harder, trying to discern the various carriages lining the pathways. ‘And we are to make our way into the city in the middle of all of that?’

			Emmerentia snorted. ‘The road splits in two in a few miles. We can cut the line by staying in the woods until we reach it.’

			‘Says the woman who’s never been...’ Mahena retorted.  

			Emmerentia clicked her tongue. ‘We should go if we want to make it in time.’ She descended with too much ease and jumped off. A hefty jump, when Mahena dared look down, that somehow didn’t break her ankles. Sometimes, she wondered if that woman had been a cat in a previous life.

			Casting her gaze towards the bright rising sun, Mahena allowed the awakening sounds of the morning to envelop her. Whatever she was about to experience, she couldn’t shake the speck of doubt settling in her stomach. It would be wonderful, but was she built to face the evil lurking in the shadows? Not just this market, not just this week, but all the buzzing and silences surrounding the day she awoke. After a minute of reflection, she all-too-carefully descended the tree. 

			B

			Emmerentia beamed inside as she clasped the leather straps of the saddle. The woods were slowly starting to awaken; all around them birds chirped through the canopy, dragging life to the surface with their chanting; an adder bolted from her burrow, and disappeared into the underbrush. 

			Mahena’s mare idly scratched her thigh as she attempted to place the bridle above her head. The girl gently patted the horse, laughing lightly in the process. She mounted, increasingly smoother with weeks past. ‘How long will it take to get through the doors?’

			‘Hopefully, zenith.’ Fàaran seized his reins in one hand.

			She frowned. ‘That long? I mean, we’re just next to it?’

			‘There are thousands of people to let through the gates.’ Turning Fàrak toward the road, he said, ‘We’re wasting time. Let’s go.’ 

			Emmerentia stifled a snicker at her brother’s smug expression, glancing at Mahena. 

			The girl leaned across her mare’s neck, and the twin heard her whisper, ‘You’ve heard him, you wouldn’t want to make him wait.’ The mare ruffled her head, a low understanding and mocking neigh. She clicked her tongue at Emmerentia, ‘Can’t we have breakfast first?’

			Emmerentia couldn’t help but laugh. ‘Do you ever think of anything other than food?’

			Mahena shook her head. ‘I’ve gotten too skinny with you lot.’

			‘I am simply trying to accustom you to travelling. I am not sure you grasp the concept of war. There might be a moment when we have to skip a few meals.’

			‘Here I was, thinking this was just one big holiday where I’ll get to taste and experience foreign cultures.’

			Emmerentia’s answering look made Mahena quirk her mouth to the side and roll her eyes. ‘It’s called sarcasm, you should try it more often.’ 

			The twin snorted. If only she knew. 

			They veered into the main lane of travellers at an excruciatingly slow pace, finding themselves behind an elegant carriage with golden and sand-red patterns—even Sahraean nobility made the way.

			‘Wealthy?’

			Mahena’s question had Emmerentia jolting back in her saddle. She nodded. ‘The pale red swirls on the doors and wheels marked them as hailing from Sahra. It’s a very long journey from the desert.’

			The girl nodded, her eyes wide. It then occurred to the twin that Mahena hadn’t been out into the world yet, confronted by a real crowd—especially not one of this scale. 

			Emmerentia watched her gape at every passing spectacle. ‘Overwhelmed?’

			‘Excited, more likely.’ Mahena’s lips spread into a shy smile, lightning up her delicate face. ‘I thought you said the admission was extremely restrictive.’

			Emmerentia followed her gaze all the way to the cluster of evident slaves ahead of them. ‘I don’t know how the selection process works, but there is a strict one.’

			Mahena opened her mouth, then closed it, biting her lower lip. Emerentia decided to ignore it and leave her to her thoughts. She ought to master her own excitement, her own reservations, her own…she didn’t even know what. She adjusted her hood as she surveyed the crowd, the carriages, and the people, and the conversations, and the music already trumpeting through. 

			Her brother seemed quite relaxed at the idea of entering such a large crowd. She tugged at their bond to check whether it was genuine. Fàaran whipped his head to her, as if to say they weren’t remotely as remarkable as all the luxury sprawling before them. She’d pestered him to know why in all hells he’d want to expose them to such a crowd and he had merely pointed out the load of information they would be able to gather.

			Looking at the expanse of bodies, of cultures and languages, she couldn’t refute the statement.  
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			Fàaran ducked his chin in amusement at the confused expression on Mahena’s face as they passed the control point with their weapons strapped on—visible, and invisible alike. 

			As soon as they were out of hearing range from the guards, she addressed him, ‘Is there a reason why weapons are allowed in?’

			He shrugged nonchalantly. ‘The possibility of fights exploding at any moment is considered part of the entertainment.’

			‘So, fighting is expected and allowed?’

			Fàaran found himself laughing at her expression despite himself. ‘Don’t act so surprised.’ He pointed to his sister. ‘Hide that grin.’ 

			Emmerentia shook her head, making no attempt at hiding her amusement.

			‘So, I am legally allowed to stab someone for no reason and get clapped on the back for it?’ Mahena went on. 

			Fàaran smirked. ‘You’d be thrown into the pits, and not many get out of there in one piece. Or at all.’ He winked at her. 

			She stiffened slightly, and he almost cracked another laugh at the face she pulled when she realised he meant maybe she should try her luck. She gave him a vulgar gesture. He had to admit the taunting was refreshing, when he allowed himself to indulge. 

			They gave the horses to the gigantic stables at the entrance of the market, each of them folding the stall number into their pockets. A few extra minutes passed as they kept walking along the main road.

			And then, all of a sudden, the magnificence of the full moon market appeared, and it even knocked him breathless. He let the scents, the voices, the colours reach him, for a moment letting go of the fact he didn’t precisely know where to head to, what to look for. 

			Emmerentia gripped Mahena’s arm as the girl’s head whirled in all directions. ‘Don’t lose us.’ 

			Mahena nodded vaguely, closing her gaping mouth but continuing to stare about. 

			Fàaran held up his hand as they entered a square. There was not a single chance he was dragging them along with him through today. He said, ‘Be careful, don’t lose each other, don’t buy anything. Meet me at the foot of the tower at dusk.’ He pointed behind him at what seemed to be the castle tower in the distance. 

			The twin gave a pointed look to his sister. She would eventually relax and enjoy the day, which she needed after all this time of unrelenting stress. He had briefly explained to her his intention in coming to the market, and about the letter he had sent to his old friend in Val d’Horà. 

			‘A spear for a spear. Two to three weeks.’ 

			It had been sheer luck to be able to send the note through the woman he’d met days ago. He would have gone regardless, perfectly aware of the fact that he wouldn’t be turned away. But in the circumstances, giving notice was best. 

			Fàaran slipped through the crowds, between bodies, and words, and whispers, and once again became someone he was not. He had to make this day count. 

			B

			Mahena watched Fàaran disappear into the press of bodies like a wraith. Of course, he had business in town, why in hell would they bother to stop at a market otherwise?

			She turned to Emmerentia. ‘Was he trying…to…be funny?’

			‘Maybe he’s getting used to you, and all hope isn’t lost.’

			Mahena waved the conversation away as she let the noise fully engulf her. She clasped her hands together, excitement spreading through her like wildfire. ‘Can we actually...explore?’

			The twin took a little too long to answer. She adjusted her hood around her face. Then her lips stretched into a smile and she winked. ‘Keep your ears open, a lot of rumours circulate in these kinds of events. We might overhear something useful.’

			Mahena strolled down the streets and narrow alleys, wide-eyed at the spices, the textiles, the craftsmanship displayed before her; at the scents from the perfumes and oil trailing, the infinite colours swaying in her vision. It was a carnival, loud and extravagant, with performances in the main squares, and singers perched on high statues for the world to hear.

			It was so much that it was almost too much.

			They talked little, something in Emmerentia’s behaviour odder than usual for someone who seemingly yearned for excitement. 

			Mahena had decided before they entered the market to give the twin room to steer the day in whichever direction she would prefer. If she wanted to talk, she would. If she didn’t, well there were more pressing matters vying for Mahena’s attention anyway—like feasting her eyes on the city teaming with life around her. She wanted to see, and smell, and touch, and experience all that the festival had to offer. But she restrained herself, the fear of attracting undesired attention coating her veins. But after all, why not? It was a damn market, visitors were expected to question, to wonder. In some ways it reminded her of the Grand Bazaar in Istanbul. A more refined version of it, she admitted to herself, yet similar in so many ways. They’d watched a whimsical theatrical performance about, from what she understood, the royal family of a foreign continent; listened to the extraordinary voice of a young woman as the events of a summer night unfolded before whoever wished to listen to the words and not only the sound; laid eyes upon fabrics and textiles she didn’t know existed, exquisite shades of colours and divine textures; and crossed paths with so many different kinds of people her head failed to register all the information.

			‘From what I have heard and Faàran’s instructions,’ Emmerentia started as they penetrated another mass of visitors—most streets were deceivingly narrow, and even if they weren’t, it was still a labyrinth of human flesh. ‘We should stay clear of the fighting pits,’ the twin continued, ‘which are on the eastern side of the market.’ The young woman gazed sideways at Mahena, a hint of a smile dancing on her lips. ‘Unless you want to experience men at their lowest level?’

			Mahena frowned at the question. ‘Are you actually asking me what I want to do?’ Before Emmerentia could reply, she asked, ‘How deeply do you miss fighting?’ People walked past them. The noise around—footsteps, yells of merchants, the animals worked up by the crowd—prevented a comfortable conversation, however she pressed gently. ‘And how much do you want to keep Fàaran from finding out?’ 

			The twin’s eyes glinted with an edge of anger. 

			‘I am not prying,’ Mahena insisted. ‘Your eyes simply light up every time you look at a blade. And I thought that you might feel more comfortable alone.’

			Emmerentia bored her tumultuous, dark blue eyes into hers. For a moment, the world halted. Then she shrugged, that twinkle suddenly overpowering her gaze. ‘I am not sure I want you to see me get that…dirty.’

			Mahena barked a laugh, her hand falling to the twin’s shoulder. Oh, gods. ‘And I am sure you’d relish it.’

			Emmerentia finally relaxed, the stiffness that had carried her shoulders the entire morning oozing out of her skin. She tugged on Mahena’s sleeve, brushing against her hand—Mahena could have sworn on purpose—and pointed to a cluster of enthusiastic people led by a man bearing the colours of the city men. ‘Let’s go see what they seem so enthralled by.’

			They followed the guide until they reached a bigger square and got swallowed by an overwhelming crowd. She could distinguish a pole peeking through the swirling number of heads in what she assumed was the centre stage. She gritted her teeth as people shoved past her.

			Emmerentia whispered in her ear, ‘I am not sure what this is, but,’ she pointed at a viewing platform nearby, ‘we can take a look.’

			The twin tugged her by the sleeve as she made her way through a cluster of sweating humans. Her heartbeat accelerated. People were whispering, shouting, eyeing each other. She automatically clutched her satchel as they became nothing more than sardines squeezed into too small a space. Emmerentia elbowed her way through to a viewing point on something resembling a balcony. A cloud covered the sun as they faced the stage, casting grim shadows on the stone walls.

			Mahena gripped the wooden rails before her as her stomach dropped. Her eyes widened and her nostrils flared. ‘A slave show, really?’ she muttered.

			Do not pity the weak, the little voice whispered with a cunning smile.

			Shut up.

			A tall, pale, bony man, with glasses and a crooked nose walked—no, paraded—the several steps leading to the stage. He loped lazily across the platform until he faced the crowd, holding a leather book in his hand.

			She swallowed hard as he started talking, clamping down on her lips, his rough yet loud voice reverberating in the sudden quiet. ‘Welcome to the first exotic human show of this moon.’

			Mahena’s heart missed a beat and her stomach twisted. She found her hand had moved from the rail to the twin’s arm, almost shaking. Emmerentia gave her a pointed look, then casually slid her arm around her shoulder, leaning over—protective, almost like a lover’s touch.

			The man dipped his head and waved to the bottom of the platform stairs. In the roaring silence of her head, she swore she heard the wooden steps creak under hesitant footsteps. He cleared his throat. ‘In the many years of generosity bestowed upon us by His Majesty, I am humbled and honoured to have been selected by the royal household to present to you the luxurious findings of my journeys.’  

			‘I can’t believe this exists,’ Mahena gritted out. Her free hand latched onto Emmerentia’s other arm, but the twin lazily laced it around Mahena’s waist, pulling her in. Mahena gazed at the arm then back at her and frowned.

			Emmerentia whispered in her ear with a playful smile, ‘Do not make a scene. It will only draw unwanted attention.’

			Mahena shrugged out of her grip. She twisted her head to see whose steps seemed to resonate so gods-damned loudly in her head.

			Emmerentia leaned her hips on the rail and put her arm back behind Mahena. 

			‘Are you hitting on me or something?’ Mahena whispered. Was Emmerentia so unruffled by the situation she was bored?

			Emmerentia glanced at her with a shrewd expression. ‘I don’t feel like a fight with a bunch of idiots who couldn’t keep their eyes and hands to themselves.’ She subtly pointed her chin to several men Mahena hadn’t noticed. ‘You are utterly oblivious to the world around you.’

			Then a beautiful man, with skin so pale it was almost translucent, and striking, swirling pink eyes arrested her attention. His hands and feet were clad in iron chains, chains that clanked in the wind louder than her own breath. Even from the distance, the marks of lashes on his skin were visibly raw. His face had been spared, but the fear in his eyes roared through the quiet he displayed.

			The crowd whispered in awe.

			Mahena reined in a sneer of disgust.

			The man dragged his feet to the right end of the stage with the heavyweight of defeat and surrender. A few seconds later, a little girl with skin and hair of snow followed and everything around her disappeared. A child. A child was going to be put up for sale. The murmurs behind her at the otherworldly beauty of the girl made her stomach churn. ‘I am going to be sick.’

			She tried to turn around, but Emmerentia held her by the waist, blocking her against the rail. She leaned in her ear again, her body warm against hers. ‘We can leave, but quietly.’

			Mahena stifled the urge to vomit. Emmerentia grabbed her hand, squeezing it hard, before lazily making her way off the balcony and down the stairs. People shoved closer to the rail as they left their spot. It took all of Mahena’s willpower to swallow the tears lining her eyes as she snatched her hand and stormed out of the square and into another narrow alley. She was yanked back by her shoulder. Mahena whirled around, bringing her elbow down and breaking the contact.

			‘How can you be so unbothered by this?’ Mahena almost yelled as the twin faced her.

			‘Lower your voice,’ Emmerentia answered as she placed both hands on Mahena’s shoulders, gripping tighter this time.

			Mahena’s back hit the wall, loosening a raging breath. 

			Emmerentia pinned her down with an icy stare.‘Your reaction is noble, yet this is how the world goes. I strongly suggest you get used to it and put a leash on your emotions.’

			Mahena took a big gulp of air, her body heaving with anger. Her heart was going to bounce out of her chest.

			The twin dug her fingers into her shoulders until it hurt. ‘You need to calm down. Not all households mistreat the slaves they purchase, Mahena.’

			‘Do not patronise me.’ She snarled in the twin’s face, ‘I guess it is hard to defend a practice you profited from.’

			Emmerentia’s face hardened immediately. It was bluff; she was just spewing words. But apparently, there was some truth in her accusation. 

			‘Do not speak of what you do not know.’ 

			Mahena wriggled against her iron grip. 

			Emmerentia slammed her hands against the wall. ‘The people on those planks will have it better for their peculiarities. They will most likely have a higher rank, or privileges because of what they will bring to their masters.’

			‘You mean to tell me that beautiful girl is going to have a good life?’

			Emmerentia’s eyes shadowed and she loosened the grip slightly. ‘You can only hope a good family buys her. Some families take slaves because they can afford it and provide them with a better life in exchange for services, or free them. Not all are monsters, as you seem to think.’

			The sudden softness in her voice made Mahena pause, as though the twin was trying to communicate a silent thought. 

			She stopped struggling and held Emmerentia’s icy stare. ‘You truly had slaves, didn’t you? Whatever your family was before whatever forced you into exile, you were nobility, weren’t you?’

			‘That is none of your concern.’

			‘What does it matter anyway? It’s not like I would know the name.’

			‘One day, maybe. But not now.’ A simple answer. There was no aggression in her voice, no reluctance. It wasn’t for her to know. She just needed to let go. ‘Picking a fight with me isn’t what will quiet your mind.’ 

			Emmerentia released her arms, letting her hands slacken at her sides. ‘I heard there is a stand that makes an intriguing honey wine, shall we search for it?’

			Mahena inhaled deeply. She chased the steam of anger out of her lungs and out of her veins, waving off the lingering sensation that the little voice remained quiet because she would have wanted her to watch.

			The proximity of their bodies hit her then—the warmth, the tension. She swallowed down, breaking Emmerentia’s gaze. ‘Okay.’

			The twin nodded—not as sharply. They went left and right a few times, until they were again lost in the bodies, in the conversations, in the eternal swaps of colours and fabrics, until she couldn’t distinguish where she ended and the next person began. 

			Suddenly, a shiver ran down her spine. Her pendant burnt against her skin. She grabbed Emmerentia’s hand, digging her nails in, tensing as she gasped for air. The twin whirled around, automatically circling her arms around her and shielding her from the trumpeting crowd. Mahena slumped in Emmerentia’s arms, her head burying in her neck as her body jerked and shivered and twitched.

			‘I can’t...’ she gasped. ‘I can’t…breathe.’

			Mahena felt the twin’s panic from her frantic heartbeat, although she only stroked Mahena’s hair gently. Her blood heated, a strange scent filling her nose. Emmerentia made them move through the crowd, and every step hurt, every movement sent a wave of warmth and pain through her body, until they reached—

			Then it stopped. 

			B

			Hellion sent small, sharp waves of glamour across the city as he surveyed the thousand bodies sprawling below him. He perched on one of the minarets of the market’s grounds, hidden by the shadow of the sun, scanning, searching, sniffing for that gods-damned scent he’d been following for the past weeks. He’d lost it, or it had disappeared, as he’d left the covers of Armagh and had picked it up some time later on the plains above Kordobàr. 

			He had run like hell to not lose it again.

			The young lord of the Court of Dusk didn’t know what that scent represented, if it was a who, a what or a why—all he knew is that he had bled his Inner Circle of as much as they could give for him to be able to focus on that rutting hell of a smell. 

			And he would find it—because it had sung through his blood and his veins and his shields, and even if he’d forgotten the sensation, the reason, he remembered that he’d wanted to rip apart the entire continent for it.  

			But in the human swamp that was this circus of a festival, it had been overpowered, snuffed out. All he’d been left with was sending waves of his own power with the scent in mind to target it—however diminished, however weak he was in this part of the world, without proper magic. He had to conserve as much of it as he could, and he could also not risk anyone else recognising his signature. 

			Hellion tensed, a chord striking deep in his chest. His eyes whirled around the place, focusing on its provenance. His blood heated, his head suddenly swarming. The scent filled his nose and he had to brace himself against the wall not to topple down.

			Then it stopped.  

			His growl resonated like a battle cry, sweeping the market like a cloud of invisible dust.  

			B

			Emmerentia realised she was still holding Mahena long after she’d stopped jerking and almost sobbing in her arms. Her heart—both their hearts—had resumed a normal pace; she slowly, too slowly, released the young woman. She held her by the shoulders, scanning her eyes, her face. ‘What was that?’ 

			Mahena blinked, then stepped back out of her grasp. ‘Panic attack, maybe?’ Emmerentia gave her a pointed look that meant stop bullshitting me. The girl then sighed, her shoulders dropping in defeat. ‘I don’t know. I just got...overwhelmed with...energy?’ She looked at her hands, then back to Emmerentia’s face. The uncertainty, the hint of fear in there was a blow to the gut she didn’t expect. 

			‘Are you in pain?’ 

			The girl rubbed her shoulder. ‘I’m fine.’ Running away from the conversation, from her obviously worried stare, she scanned the booths around them, then pointed to a tent with a beehive symbol. ‘Can we try that wine? I need a drink—or ten.’

			‘I think ten might be more appropriate,’ Emmerentia said drily.

			They sat in an uncomfortable silence as the old woman who owned the shop and produced the wine, and the honey, and the pastries, brought them a tray with an array of all. The tent was buzzing with conversations, yet a lot more quiet than the streets. Mahena’s hand shot to the glass and she downed it before the woman could walk away. She eyed the both of them, then the bottle in her hand, and decided to leave it on their table. Emmerentia squinted at the Earthen, the knot in her stomach tightening and loosening. 

			Mahena poured herself another one, emptied it again. Then her eyes lit at the food, and she took a bite out of a scone-shaped cake. She swallowed it down with another gulp of wine. ‘I feel better now,’ she sighed out. She pushed the goblet toward Emmerentia. ‘Try it, it’s gorgeous. Actually,’ she added, placing the same pastry as she’d gobbled down next to the cup, ‘bite and then take a sip.’

			Emmerentia did—and let out a moan. ‘Gods, you’re right.’ She waved to the owner to bring some more. Mahena swigged from the bottle, forgetting her glass. The twin chuckled. ‘Easy, tiger.’ 

			Mahena giggled as she shrugged and pinned Emmerentia with the stare of an awakening forest. ‘Tell me,’ she mused, ‘how much do you want me to see you get...dirty?’ 

			She spat her wine out, extracting a loud laugh of the girl. ‘Excuse me?’

			Mahena toyed with a strand of hair, her chest heaving with an already drunken giggle. ‘You know,’ she dragged a lazy gaze up and down, ‘in the mud… not in the mud… bare-handed… with weapons…’

			Emmerentia felt her eyes widening, her mouth quirking in response—a loud, free, and out of control laugh barked out of her. She howled, her hands falling to the small table as she repeatedly tapped it—at the situation, at the turn of event, at Mahena’s drunken and outraged expression. She felt the eyes of the other patrons, heard the rising laughter as hers spread and could not stop for the life of her. 

			Mahena threw a piece of tart at her face, gave her a vulgar gesture, then swigged from the bottle again. ‘Asshole.’

			The twin doubled up on the table, wiping the lemon cream with her finger and licking it off. Mahena snapped her teeth at her, which only made her bark, then she was up and wobbling out of the tent. Emmerentia snapped up—although not so steadily—dropped the coins on the table and ran out after the girl. She tried to stifle the laughter just spewing out of her at this point as Mahena whirled around and crossed her arms. ‘Sulking much?’

			‘I want food.’

			‘You just had cake.’

			‘I had one bite of cake, the rest ended up on your face.’ 

			Emmerentia steeled herself, swallowing down to prevent from howling harder. The girl looked like a child who’d had his toy confiscated. It made her…real, she realised as warmth flooded through the fractured bits of her heart, as she realised she’d unconsciously needed a moment of reprieve, of freedom. Out of character, she interlaced her arm with Mahena’s, the chuckle still rising from her throat. ‘Alright, let’s see what we can find to sponge out the wine.’
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			They met as agreed with Fàaran at the foot of the palace tower on time, which was surprising considering they spent way too long at the wine cart. He leaned casually against the stones with his arms crossed, the veil of the night sharpening his features. The way his hood slightly dropped over his face contributed to an aura of mystery—tall, broad, broody.

			She giggled at the thought, holding onto Emmerentia’s arm. ‘If I didn’t know him, I would think your brother is attractive right now.’ 

			Emmerentia patted her on the shoulder. ‘It’s the hood and the night.’

			As they got closer, they saw his eyes were sweeping their surroundings, analysing every movement with trained precision, in direct contrast with his nonchalant posture. His gaze noticeably hardened when his eyes snapped to Mahena. His blank stare hit her in the face. ‘Remember the day you told me he enjoys gossip? Even harder to believe now.’

			Bells started ringing all around them, signalling the evening prayer—because all of this was to please some sort of god. They marked the end of the day, and the beginning of the night festivities. Whispers of the royal parties had infiltrated the crowd as soon as the sun folded its gilded arms below the horizon, bouncing from mouth to mouth, a secret the wind carried from ear to ear. 

			Mahena’s heart still thundered from the excitement of the day. She wasn’t sure what to make of the electric stream of emotions that filled her veins. It was all almost too much, and she wondered how she could bank the searing sensations assaulting her.

			Emmerentia jerked her chin towards her brother. ‘How did it go?’ Her mask had slid back on, giving both the twins an other-worldly and removed appearance.

			‘Not as well as I’d hoped, but it could have been worse.’ 

			Suddenly, a tickle spread along Mahena’s left arm and she looked away from the twins as a shift in the corner of her eye pulled her gaze towards a small alleyway blanketed in shadows. She rubbed her arm, something was tugging at her, a tickle originating in her ribs and travelling to her fingertips. A gentle push forward.

			See, it whispered in the wind. 

			But there was nothing there, at least nothing detectable from where she stood. She frowned as her feet shifted. There was a ruffle of cloth behind her, a sign one of the twins moved. Their voices faded in the distance, washed away by a sparkle in the night that beckoned her into the alley. It was as though they hadn’t bothered to light this part of the town with torches, but her eyes accommodated to the lack of light with each step.

			Fear trickled down Mahena’s spine as she approached, but the small glint of light called her closer nonetheless—whether the twins followed her, she didn’t know, and didn’t care. Whatever it was, it was mere feet away now and as she neared, the sparkle slowly faded. She frowned and knelt to pick up the small object. Opening her palm and bringing it to her face, she realised it was a wooden eagle. It was finely carved, the wings splayed upward and slightly tucked against the bird’s body, as though it was landing. The details of the feathers were astonishing, smooth as silk beneath her fingertips.

			Mahena walked back to the torch-lit street, where the twins waited, brows furrowed and arms crossed. She stopped, struck, not for the first time, by their stark resemblance, their mouths twisted in the same frown of disapproval. The same coin. Truly, she sometimes forgot.

			‘Gods you look the same,’ she said, a smile on her lips. ‘Look at this.’ She opened her palm to reveal the tiny sculpture. Mahena meant not the eagle itself, but its eyes. ‘Am I the only one who believes there’s something odd with this?’

			Emmerentia uncurled her arms, leaning forward and taking the eagle from Mahena. ‘That is what caught your att—’

			‘Hold on.’ Fàaran brought it closer to his eyes. ‘Is that...’

			‘Woodstone?’

			Mahena raised a brow. So, there was something weird, something special about it.

			‘That gem is only found in Elgona. Was only found in Elgona.’ Fàaran shook his head. ‘Someone must have dropped it.’

			Mahena caught the glance Emmerentia shot her brother, but knew better than to ask. She tucked the information away. The gem was the same shade as her eyes, forest green with specks of brown.

			‘Can I hold on to it?’ Mahena asked, trying to keep her voice casual. There must be a reason why she felt tugged toward it, yet the pendant around her neck did not pulse, did not warm. It belonged to her, the more she stared at it, the more whispers seemed to fill the air, disappearing songs of a foreign land. 

			Fàaran met her gaze, and she could almost see the wheels spinning inside his brain, trying to read her mind.

			She shrugged. ‘I think it’s really pretty, and I love eagles.’ It was the only explanation she thought of that was sufficiently superficial and innocent. ‘I can store it in my jacket, so it doesn’t take any space in the saddlebags.’ A cluster of visitors walked past them, a gaggle of colourful ladies following one of the guides. Overhead, the shadow of an owl pierced the dark sky. 

			‘It hasn’t shown me anything,’ she added.

			After a few seconds of consideration, Fàaran handed her the token.

			‘What now?’ Emmerentia asked, a sort of lingering expectation in her tone.

			‘Well,’ Fàaran replied, a strange twinkle in his eye as his lip curled to the side, ‘it appears our invitation is extended to the Prince’s party.’

			Mahena almost choked. She’d paid attention to every single whisper on the market. There were many evening events. Yet, the Crown Prince’s seemed to be the one people desperately wished to be invited to.

			‘I am not even going to ask how.’ Emmerentia threw her hands in the air in exasperation, but her voice betrayed her excitement. 

			There had to be someone there he intended to meet. He would never, ever find himself in the middle of an intoxicated crowd otherwise. If Mahena knew anything about the man, it was that. But why would his sister want to go? As much as they could hide beneath hoods during the day, a party would be different. Unless...

			As if he read her mind, Fàaran added, ‘It’s a masked party, and all party attire is provided by the host.’

			‘We’re staying in the castle?’

			A strong wind rose, brushing her hair to the side. Mahena smiled to herself. Emmerentia shivered ever so slightly with barely contained excitement.

			‘Seriously, are you some disowned heirs of a foreign kingdom? Assassins, with people owing you?’ Mahena asked, the coffin of her curiosity bursting open. Her hands talked as much as her words did. ‘I am sorry, but I can’t keep making up stories and scenarios in my head.’

			Fàaran’s brows furrowed, the portrait of eternal confusion—or bad temper. She couldn’t decide.

			Emmerentia broke out laughing.

			Mahena crossed her arms. ‘Did I guess right or have I completely missed the mark?’

			Emmerentia clasped Mahena’s shoulder. Barely hours earlier she had drawn a harsh line on the question, but now her eyes crinkled with amusement. She gazed at her brother and shrugged her shoulders. ‘Where shall we head to, then?’  

			So, she was still not to know anything, despite Emmerentia’s apparently high spirits. Mahena cocked her head and, for a second, she almost wanted to will a plea into her gaze, begging Emmerentia to stop switching moods so intensely and be straight with her. If Mahena hadn’t been plastered, if she hadn’t let her fear of Emmerentia’s reaction stop her, maybe she would have. But she didn’t, and maybe Emmerentia was acting, maybe the feeling of care, of innate protection she’d made her feel throughout the day was a ploy to get Mahena to trust her fully.  

			When it was time, they walked past the guards standing watch until they found one of the city guides. ‘Prince Ducan sends his regards,’ Fàaran said.

			The man nodded and smiled, his beard brushed over his shoulder with the passing evening breeze. They retraced their steps and rounded the first tower where they had met earlier, this time following the guide. The atmosphere had quietened with the fallen sun, Mahena realised. Where all the people had gone, on the other hand, was a mystery. Scattered to all the dinners and parties held in the various secret rooms of the capital city, no doubt. As they passed a cluster of partygoers disappearing into a dark alley, Mahena wished she could duplicate herself and follow them. And as her eyes seemed to awaken to the night, she realised just as many of those shadowed paths were hidden in every corner. The breeze swept through her unbound hair, gentle and cool, a kiss in the night. Ahead of her, Emmerentia’s red hair brushed to the side and the twin tucked both sides behind her ears to keep it out of her eyes. Fàaran, solemn and silent, walked ahead, keeping pace with their guide.

			They passed through the giant doors of the tower and entered a corridor she assumed led to the palace interior. In the distance, she could still hear the various musicians playing, however, their uplifting pieces had now made space for a mellower sound, welcoming the moon’s secrets.
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			Mahena allowed the biggest moan to escape her lips as she slipped inside the folds of the warm water. She deeply inhaled the sweet scent of rose oil as she settled in the bath that had been drawn in their room. 

			‘I didn’t expect it to be so...dramatic.’

			‘What do you mean?’ Emmerentia asked, scrubbing herself in the adjacent tub. She ducked her head under the water, resurfacing with a contented sigh.

			Mahena had had to contain her surprise the first time she’d seen the woman naked. They’d stopped by a river in the upper plains after days of trekking. Fàaran had been tasked with the camp whilst they went to wash up. Mahena wasn’t particularly shy, but the lack of modern body care products had tamed it. Emmerentia had dragged her to the riverbank, shoved out of her clothes, stretched, and dunked under the water. Then she’d resurfaced, gawking at the fact that she was still clothed. The water covered most of their bodies, yet bits of flesh sometimes peeked above the water’s surface. Mahena had tried to not to look, but...damn, she was fit.

			‘I don’t know. So much extravagance. You’d hardly think that the continent is at war.’ She wet her hair and selected a little jar of soap from the corner of the tub.

			Emmerentia snorted, ‘Orabel doesn’t have much of an army. Since the new king ascended the throne, he’s focused more on drinking and women than the welfare of his kingdom. It seems the entire family prefers orgies over ruling.’

			‘You said that Kordobàr retains most of the human citizens. If I recall, you mentioned that Orabel used to have a profusion of shifters? What about them and the magic wielders? Or are they of little interest without the gifts?’

			They had crossed paths with very few people as they hiked through the uneven and hard terrains of Orabel. Come to think of it, they hadn’t encountered many animals either. People who were in their animal forms when magic fell stayed trapped, void of words, probably gave in to the wild instincts to survive.

			Emmerentia glanced at her, those blue eyes softening. She leaned on the lip of the tub, crossing her arms underneath her face to support it. Her lips curved upward, just enough for Mahena to feel revealed. ‘I would assume that an army of animals aware of whom to tear down would be rather handy. Anything can become a weapon if one knows how to wield it.’ Her smile widened. ‘I have never met a shifter. I do not know for sure how dominant the animal side is.’

			Something in Mahena’s guts roiled at the purr in her voice.  

			Mahena ducked under, washing off the product in her hair, and stayed under until her breath gave out. The still warm water was a blanket of silk on her body.

			Shifting. Your body contorting, bones reforming, muscles strengthening. She had dreamed of it continuously since her childhood, since she’d been here—wondered about the pain, if it was draining, what guided it. In her dreams, the one which felt so real she’d wept upon awakening, the pain was minimal and secondary. The intensity and thrill of the shift was all encompassing. The mind drew the lines, and the body executed.

			Dreams. Her imagination.

			Not reality.

			Mahena emerged, wiping the water away from her eyes. Emmerentia was still grinning at her. 

			‘What?’

			Emmerentia toyed with a strand of hair. With her head elevated that way, she could see plenty. It stirred Mahena’s confidence. The twin smirked. ‘Do you enjoy women?’

			The question made Mahena pause. She had never once thought the twin was attracted to her. Not a single time. With or without clothing on. She hadn’t contemplated whether she was attracted to the twin. But she mirrored Emmerentia’s posture, mirrored her cunning smile.

			‘Enjoying the view, are we?’ Mahena batted her eyelashes. If they had been attracted to one another, it would have been an entirely different game. She knew when someone fancied her, and she could tell the woman smiling at her was not. Not really.

			‘You are not unpleasant to look at,’ Emmerentia answered coyly.

			But Mahena only laughed, half dodging the question. ‘I feel your pain, woman. I miss the game, too.’

			There was a brief silence, during which she wondered whether it would be fun if they just slept with each other occasionally, just to make the journey more interesting.

			But then her mind drifted somewhere else, somewhere far darker. She contemplated not asking the question that danced on her lips. ‘Have you been to war?’

			Emmerentia’s smile faded. ‘No. My fighting skills are...of a different nature.’

			‘What is the worst thing you have seen with your own eyes?’

			Emmerentia hesitated, as though weighing whether she could speak the answer. ‘I witnessed a young woman being skinned alive.’

			Mahena’s stomach dropped, only to be steeled by that inner force she still didn’t want to contemplate. She cleared her throat. ‘That seems unnecessarily cruel. What could she have done to receive such a punishment?’

			Emmerentia scrubbed her arms. ‘I’d rather not talk about it.’

			Mahena pursed her lips. ‘Does it scare you, the idea of battle?’

			‘It should scare everyone.’ The twin rubbed at her face as her words settled in the air. ‘There are no rules at war, no thrill in knowing each breath could be your last, no one to claim it’s gone too far.’ She was staring at the facing wall, her eyes mirrors of her hidden emotions. Had she lost someone to war? Was she a competitor in some sort of pit fights? ‘Luck weighs as much as your skills.’ She turned to face Mahena, her eyes those of a predator seizing up her opponent, weighing her. ‘Are you afraid?’

			Mahena chewed on her bottom lip. Could she face the screams and blood, the pure and undiluted terror? Mahena closed her eyes, drawing on all her imagination to paint a picture of the reality of war, what pain and bravery and gore would look like together, sealed in defiance and honour. It wouldn’t be fire weapons; maybe the sounds would be easier to take in, maybe hearing would be impaired by the adrenalin. 

			Emmerentia had almost broken her ribs with a too swift punch in one of their sparring sessions: the bruises, the split skin, the strength of a fist, the weight and sharpness of a blade; those parts of the battle were familiar. Yet, if such a good fighter as the woman in the adjacent tub blatantly admitted fearing war, how could she not?

			‘Can you really tell how you would react to a situation before being thrown in it?’

			‘That’s not an answer.’

			We do not fear. A murmur and an order brushing under her skin.

			Mahena inhaled. ‘I tend to glorify all unknown aspects of life. I have never been in a life-threatening situation, so I genuinely do not know.’

			Emmerentia frowned at her reply but said nothing in return.

			When they dried off and opened the door to their room, music was seeping through the walls. It was a gentle whisper across the hallway of the palace guest rooms—a soft, deep melody reminiscent of luscious summer nights. Fàaran awaited in the séjour, that little space between the door and the room where the sight of the girls’ naked bodies could not reach him. She didn’t really care anymore. Yet, he had walked out as soon as she’d unpacked the elegant box laying atop her bed.

			Mahena held the lilac silken dress by the finely decorated straps, careful not to tear any of the delicate bits. ‘It’s so pretty! I can’t quite believe we are going to a party.’

			Emmerentia laughed as she opened her own box. ‘I can imagine you being a party queen.’

			Mahena brought the dress to her chest and whirled in a waltzing step. ‘You have no idea.’ She slipped the dress over her head. It slid like water on a rock, almost as though it had been tailored to her body. 

			Her head whipped to the twin when she glimpsed at her reflection the first time. ‘Why is it so…revealing?’

			Then she saw Emmerentia’s, which showed just as much—none of the intimate bits, but…the entire bodice was cleverly see-through, seducing without actually being vulgar.  

			‘For someone who is so comfortable walking around in her undergarments, it shouldn’t be a problem.’

			Mahena turned on herself to look at her exposed back. ‘It isn’t. But I am surprised.’ She snorted. ‘Actually, that’s a lie.’

			The bodice hugged her chest and waist and flowed downward like a stream. She elegantly upswept her hair with two lily-shaped beads, leaving the length to brush the middle of her back. Her hair had gotten longer, the flawless golden curtain an asset she cherished. The makeup on offer was rudimental, but she made do—not like she was an expert anyway.

			After confidently smiling at herself in the mirror—they were attending a royal event, after all, regardless of the doubtful taste of it—she turned to Emmerentia, who was sitting on her bed, staring at her own reflection.

			The woman would never be alluring, not in the sense abnormal beauties were. Yet, there was a spark to her, a defiant twinkle in her blue eyes, a twitch on the corner of her mouth. A defiance she was fully aware of danced on her face. A spark she consciously tried to erase.

			‘You look different,’ Mahena said as she popped her head in the mirror’s frame.

			The twin’s dress appeared slightly more intricate at the chest, threads of dark blue twining with gold. Absolutely lovely, and it made all her features pop.

			Emmerentia swallowed. ‘Most people do after bathing and a fresh set of clothing.’

			‘You don’t seem comfortable.’

			‘I’ve lost the habit of finery.’

			So they had been born into wealth.

			Emmerentia was looking at a version of herself she’d lost sight of. Did she miss the girl who was comfortable in a dress?

			‘Are you alright?’ Mahena asked, sitting down next to the twin. ‘You seem to be debating whether this is a good idea. Also you look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

			Emmerentia’s blue eyes shifted to her through the mirror, seemingly studying the two of them sitting next to each other—how different they appeared in the moment. Then she blinked, a veil lifting. She curled her lips upward. ‘The colour suits you.’

			Mahena refused to flinch under her stare, indirect as it was. She caught a breath. ‘A compliment?’ she replied, placing both hands to her heart in a dramatic gesture. ‘You might want to sit this one out if you feel ill.’

			‘I mean it,’ Emmerentia insisted, and Mahena felt like a thread was hanging in the air, words the twin didn’t allow herself to add. 

			So Mahena did the only thing she knew to get out of an uncomfortable situation—she fluttered her eyelashes and replied, ‘Of course it does, everything suits me.’

			Emmerentia rolled her eyes, puffing, then she waved to the waiting room and her brother inside, an already apparent frown creasing his forehead.

			Mahena pointed to the restroom first. 
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			Emmerentia was fixing the lace on her stupidly revealing dress when a rather uncharacteristic sound escaped Mahena’s lips. She lifted her chin up to meet the girl’s eyes. 

			‘Yes?’

			‘You look…like different people,’ Mahena almost whispered, as though it was a secret the walls weren’t privy to.

			Emmerentia glanced at her brother. He adjusted his mask at that moment. With the fitted, velvet ensemble, she had to admit for a second, she was transported back to one of their family’s reception dinners—to a simpler time. He fastened a button and repositioned his sword buckle at his waist with an innate grace she realised would never leave him. This was the dangerous Fàaran, the unreadable politician, the one who played the game and won. Catching Mahena’s studying and surprised gaze, she wondered whether she was thinking along similar lines. 

			‘What is there that a fresh set of expensive clothing can’t achieve,’ Fàaran sighed, almost dramatically.

			Mahena continued to gape, causing Emmerentia’s lips to twitch with amusement.

			Fàaran rolled his eyes. ‘How easy it is to leave you speechless.’

			‘I’m sorry, I am just not used to you having a personality.’

			Fàaran paused, disarmed by the guileless expression on Mahena’s face.

			Emmerentia blinked at both of them, then howled. The sound of her laughter filled the foyer, her mirth intensified at the baffled expression on both their faces and her mask fell free to the floor as she released it to brace herself on the coat rack. She was almost doubled over, her free hand wrapped around her waist. 

			When she could master herself again, she nudged her brother, wiping a tear off the corner of her eye. ‘Well, that left you speechless.’ 

			His answering glare had her clamping down on her lips to drown the next laugh. Next to her, Mahena smiled deeply as she joined her hands together—she could see her beaming even beneath her mask. 

			‘I expect the party to be an exhibition of the flesh.’ His eyes crossed Mahena’s as he visibly swallowed his pride down. ‘Beware the drinks you consume, and if you see anything that shocks you, keep it off your face.’ 

			Door after door after door opened as they walked down the corridor, slowly forming an ever-growing procession of gawking, masked faces. Emmerentia fought not to react to Mahena continuously grabbing and letting go of her hand, making a poor show of hiding the obvious awe she felt for their surroundings. But as contact was made and released, a current of discomfort, of suspicion yet possessiveness, coursed through her veins. The twin swept her eyes over the ceilings and the walls, where rich and intricate swirls in shades of blue and gold with hints of glinting white had been hand painted. The corridors were candle-light, creating the illusion of a deep, luscious secret not to be unveiled, a long tunnel in the shades of an evening sky. A brush of skin had her surreptitiously glancing at the hand a hair away from hers as Mahena finally released her grip. She didn’t know what to make of the contradictory feelings.  

			‘I wasn’t expecting this type of atmosphere,’ Mahena murmured in her ear, awe tinting her voice. 

			The girl’s breath sent a tingle running along Emmerentia’s back. She fought to suppress her growing frustration, wishing she knew what it meant, as she answered, ‘I heard the prince acquired a taste for a kingdom in the southern continent. He married a highborn lady and brought her culture back with him. This is his personal wing of the palace.’

			‘Doesn’t it give him ties to ask for an arm—’

			Emmerentia silenced her with a squeeze of her hand. ‘No such talks here.’ 

			It was a legitimate question, though—one to be added to an endless pile. But then Mahena’s gaze whipped ahead, her hand tugging and squeezing Emmerentia’s sleeve as a groaning noise echoed in the near distance and the full force of the music washed over them. 

			Then they were inside, almost pushed forward by the wave of bodies around and behind them, forgetful of space and awareness and already lost in the enthralling atmosphere. Music filled the space, tempting and atmospheric, a melody coaxed from instruments from foreign lands. It bounced off the walls, reverberating through the space. Fàaran melted into the crowd with a pointed look of warning. 

			Drinks and appetizers were shoved in their hands by almost naked servants, and Emmerentia lost herself in the decor of the dimly-lit room. It was deep, rich, and intimate despite the crowded throng of party guests. There was a muffled moan from Mahena whose head was turning this way and that, obviously detailing the room despite her attempts at discretion. The high ceilings were painted to give the impression of an intense, star-spelled night sky. The various windows were shaded with curtains and throws of white, gold and deep browns. An array of furniture peppered the room, with intricately decorated smoking pipes on most of the tables or placed conveniently on the floor.    

			Emmerentia had attended a fair amount of such parties, indulging excessively rather than not on most occasions—whether it had been her parents’ displaying their wealth, a foreign court gathering, a duellist showoff. But this… Even she felt like letting her mouth drop wide open.  Very exposed dancers flowed in and her eyes darted to the perfection of their undulating bodies as they melted into the sea of revellers. Before she had a chance to take a deep breath and quieten her gods-damned rising lust, Mahena clinked her glass against hers. ‘What’s one more?’

			‘Can you handle it?’

			Mahena squinted, then added, ‘Can you?’

			The twin flicked her brow and smiled. ‘After you, milady.’

			The girl made a face. They both took a sip, smacking their lips in appreciation.  

			‘This is bonk…amazing!’

			Emmerentia laughed low. ‘It does live up to the expectation.’

			Mahena leaned in, cautious of not spilling or smearing anything on the twin’s dress. ‘How do you stifle your emotions so easily? You were so thrilled last night and this morning at the prospect of this party. I know it has not changed.’

			‘Oh, really?’ 

			‘I can barely keep my every thought off my face. You need to teach me.’

			Emmerentia led Mahena to one of the low-lying couches on the lower alcoves, where the thick fumes of spreading opiates were less potent. They plopped into the soft cushions, adjusting their gowns to preserve what little modesty the flimsy garments allowed. 

			‘Don’t inhale too frequently,’ Emmerentia said.

			‘What are they?’

			‘Mild opiates.’ She eyed Mahena from the corner of her eye. Her mask gave her a secretive, elegant and almost innocent vibe. ‘And keep your mouth shut. We don’t need everyone knowing you’re as clueless as a newborn fawn.’

			‘You can’t bring me to a party like this and expect me to sit my ass down.’

			Emmerentia turned to her with a flirtatious smirk that she knew made her appear utterly feline. She watched Mahena register her change in mood, following the line of the other girl’s eyes as they traced her from head to toe before meeting her gaze again. The camaraderie they had shared at the market that day faded into the background when their eyes clashed. 

			‘Have you taken drugs before?’ Emmerentia asked.

			Mahena mirrored her posture and tone, tracing a finger seductively along her own arm. ‘And here I was, thinking we would finally have a bit of fun together.’

			Emmerentia’s chest squeezed to the point of bursting—out of fear, exhilaration, pain, or anticipation, she didn’t know. 

			A man and a woman abruptly fell on the couch next to them, startling them both for a moment. The woman snapped her fingers at one of the waiters and waved her empty glass, then went back to tangling in the man’s hair, her leg slowly lacing through his.

			Emmerentia dragged her eyes back to Mahena, assuming the same nonchalance. ‘Not even if you tried.’

			The room was slowly becoming a tangle of flesh, and fabric, and hair as more smoke filtered through the room and more honey wine glided down throats. A waiter placed another pair of drinks on their low table. 

			Mahena waited until he disappeared to murmur, ignoring the harsh taunt and instead asking, ‘Are they forced?’ She jerked her chin at the dancers and servants melting onto the laps of the guests. 

			‘I don't know,’ Emmerentia replied. 

			A servant offered them a platter of treats. After a dip of her chin, he set them on the low table in front of them. She selected one—a pink, round-shaped pastry—and elegantly placed it in her mouth.

			The twin followed Mahena’s eyes to the couch a few paces to their left. A man sat straight-backed, his deep green eyes roving over the dancer on his lap. His hand slid slowly down her back, until it disappeared in the folds of her dress. The girl’s head jerked back, her hand clasping on the collar of his shirt. Next to them, two gorgeously dressed women lost themselves in each other’s hair and mouth, legs slowly twirling around the others. Her eyes became veiled with desire as she unconsciously licked her lips. 

			Shaking her head, Mahena wiped at her face viciously. ‘I need to freshen up, or I might jump you right here.’

			‘The privy won’t help take your mind off the spectacle.’

			‘They don’t seem to mind people watching.’

			‘They can’t have complete sex in the halls, that’s what the rooms are for. But no one will leave this early.’ Emmerentia encompassed the room with a sweep of her hand. ‘This is just the beginning. If you can’t handle it, then you should go back to the room.’

			Mahena turned to face Emmerentia, the flirtatious veil lifted and genuine confusion flickered in her eyes as she asked, ‘Why have you shut me out so much since we left? You used to almost brush my hair when I had night terrors, and now it’s practically as though I have the plague. Except for today, but I put it on the account of alcohol.’ 

			Whether it was the drugs seeping slowly into her system, or the sudden emotion trapped in her throat, Emmerentia swallowed before replying, ‘You lied. I offered you food, shelter, safety. And you lied.’ Emmerentia was glad it came out cold and harsh, not a pathetic rasp.  

			That thread inside of her tugged sharply as a wave of hurt flashed in Mahena’s eyes.

			Emmerentia continued, ‘I understand why. But it doesn’t change the fact that you lied.’ 

			‘I… I—’

			A dark-skinned female dancer landed on the lap of the woman next to them while the man released heavy circles of smoke. Their eyes met, and he winked at her. She debated joining them, but she didn’t particularly feel like that big of a party—even though the more smoke she absorbed, the more frustration and confusion she wanted to wash away, the more the idea of debauchery sounded like the only efficient release she would find tonight. 

			‘I don’t care.’ But she did, and she could tell Mahena understood it too. 

			Emmerentia turned her head to the large table in front of them, where a beautiful blonde dancer she’d noticed earlier was now entertaining a drunk, repulsive man. His fat hand caressed the woman’s inner thigh. The dancer only smiled, leaning against the edge of the table.

			That was all Emmerentia needed to get rid of the building anger. 

			The moment, she was sliding her hand around the girl’s waist and pulling her towards her. She lusciously brushed her lips. The man’s hand slid higher on the girl’s leg, his eyes bulging at the spectacle. Emmerentia’s knee removed the hand, and she leaned into his ear, whispering a threat just for him.

			He leapt out of his seat and disappeared.

			The music spun harder, then plunged into darker, overtly sexual notes. 

			Emmerentia sat at the table and pressed the dancer against her. 

			B

			Hellion reined in a thunderous growl as he surveyed the underdressed, unceremoniously entangled crowd of inhibited and drugged masked revellers dancing around him. The power of lust, of the opiates, of the bodies pressed and touching annihilated his chances of finding the scent he had finally pinpointed earlier in the day. 

			He swept his gaze over every person that crossed his sight, braced himself for any sort of flicker of anything. 

			But there was only the smell of sex thickening around him as the festivities meandered into the early hours of the morning.
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			Mahena watched wild-eyed as Emmerentia discarded their conversation and evaded it in the hands of some other girl. How was it so easy for the twin to forget the existence of the world around her—her existence? And wasn’t she meant to keep an eye on her? 

			Mahena shook her head, confused by their discussion, Emmerentia’s reaction, and the building heat within her own body. She had smoked Nargile before—she’d taken a couple of inhales and the pipes on the tables were indeed the same, or at least a very similar substance to what they had back on Earth. 

			The more she observed her surroundings—the decor and the people—the more she believed herself to be attending a party in Agrabah if Jafar had felt like letting out some heavy tension. A crowd of beauty and freedom and exhibition had gathered in the centre of the room. They celebrated life, whilst allowing for privacy in the darker corners of the vast space. The promise of untamed fun was a song she had deeply missed. Her vision had blurred a while ago, but the music kept spinning, changing rhythms, always upbeat, with a lingering touch of sensuality. People spun and laughed, flutes of bubbly alcohol in hand, switching from one partner to the other or dancing alone, carefree. 

			Fàaran had disappeared ages ago and she hadn’t sought him out at all. She figured if Emmerentia deemed it reasonable to fit in with the crowd, then to hell with her own worries. So Mahena grabbed another drink off a tray, feet light as she entered the mass of bodies, and lost herself to the music.

			Minutes passed, or maybe hours, or maybe days. Time didn’t exist as her body collided with others, as dance after dance spun her around, her mind completely blank save for the pulse of the music. There was she, and the hands, and the laughs, and the mouths, and the beautiful. Everything around her spun so vividly, so fast, every second an explosion of happiness. Nothing mattered because nothing existed in this instant.

			But then, the music transitioned to a slow, sensual step. The smoke cleared slightly, and the music shifted into an ethereal melody. A door groaned opened in the distance and as though by a silent signal, the centre of the room was cleared. She saw guards discreetly creeping to each door in the room and in a blur, a line of new dancers flowed in.

			And then all sound died out as the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen entered the room. Maybe it was the fumes or the heavy consumption of booze, but Mahena’s jaw dropped open, her hands automatically rubbing to clear her eyes, to erase the illusion.

			But it was no illusion, and everyone around her seemed to feel the same way.

			She didn’t really know where to look. At her face, her body, her clothes. The girl was from a foreign land, Mahena guessed that much. The shape of her face was a perfect oval, delicate in every way, with almond-shaped eyes of shimmering gold heightened by the deep brown complexion of her skin, and the even darker flowing mass of her curls falling all the way down to her lower back. Her lips were full and pink. She glided across the floor with feline grace, her body a temple of femininity; slim, yet toned, with hips and breasts to turn heads.

			Perfect, wicked—these were the only words Mahena could muster. 

			The dancer started singing in another language, her body moving along with the words. It seemed as though it was from another time, where words were mere sounds, rolling off the tongue like silk beneath fingers. Weren’t all words mere sounds? Mahena couldn’t remember anymore.

			The dancer’s eyes wandered from one guest to the other, infinity in the golden river of her gaze. A promise and a curse, she seemed to offer something out of time that should not be permitted, that should not be tested.

			The dress she wore covered just enough, golden and blue lattices running along her smooth skin, connecting with paint of the same colour from her shoulder blades.

			The dancers around her complimented her movement, and it was pure admiration that fuelled Mahena’s eyes as she followed her through the room, gulping for air when she remembered to breathe.

			It lasted a moment, maybe hours. Was the woman that beautiful, or were the fumes playing with her mind? As she surveyed the space, she noticed the same stare on all faces.

			The girl moved closer to the wide-eyed cluster of people where Mahena stood, her hips powering those perfect legs. She was young, Mahena realised as she approached. The twins had mentioned the royal siblings’ parties were a contest amongst each other to see who would throw the most alluring one. Had she been a hard-won prize to be exhibited?

			Their eyes met as that thought slipped through her mind, and settled for an instant. Mahena angled her head, fighting her foggy mind to make sense of the minute that passed. Her head spun, lines blurring as the lights of the chandeliers played with the guests’ shadows, casting strange forms everywhere. Did she even look at her? Or did she want her to meet her gaze and imagined she had?

			Mahena blinked, looking before her once more. The girl had continued on, moving and twirling, following the rhythm of that damned lute which appeared the perfect companion to her grace.  

			But then she looked again, and Mahena knew she didn’t imagine it. As the mysterious girl entered a series of spins, she kept her confused stare as a point of pivot and focus, their eyes clashing again and again as she whirled. And Mahena drowned in it.

			It wasn’t sexual, she concluded, but something beyond the ridiculous beauty and the environment, a thread that pulled at another part of her she couldn’t describe.

			Mahena clenched her fists, bracing herself for the flashback to come.

			‘One, two, three.’

			Nothing. Was the opium blocking it, or was it unrelated?

			The music rose higher as the girl kept spinning, her hair like a dark tempest around her body, the dancers in the background mere reflections of her, as though the two of them stood alone in a hall of mirrors. As the melody reached its peak, it shattered the illusion, and the girl stopped.

			Mahena might have been drooling, or crying, or burning, she would have not noticed.

			All kept their ravenous stares fixed on the young woman now pinning down her audience with that golden gaze, as though determining who was to be tonight’s prey.

			Was she even a courtesan? Was she a dancer for hire? Given the number of guards that entered the room with her, she must have been special in this strange court. 

			And then, as the music lulled and all held their breaths in expectation of what would happen next, she settled her eyes on Mahena’s once more. The world spun brighter for a moment, all evaporating around her, as if the gold from her eyes melted everything around them. 

			Mahena couldn’t blink, could barely breathe.

			The girl angled her head elegantly, studying her curiously.

			She was looking for something, Mahena realised. What, she could not tell. Then the girl blinked, as though realising something, and drifted to the rest of the crowd.

			It was a moment out of time, the world stopping its race, as that young woman dictated the future with nothing but the perfection of her.

			Who would she choose?

			Would she choose someone?

			Was it of her own choosing, or was she a slave?

			The girl twirled one last time and curtsied as she exited, followed by the guards and the stares of the party guests.Where she went, Mahena did not know.

			The fumes poured in the room again, and she had to fight and focus not to let them completely destroy her mind, her senses. She blinked, again and again and again, chasing away the thoughts creeping inside her mind, fueled by the opiates. 

			The crowd dispersed—to the couches, a table or the dancefloor.

			As she fought to see clearly, weaving between the guests, she realised she wanted to let herself lose control completely for once. It wasn’t in her character, yet as she watched all those people indulge themselves without caring in the slightest about others’ opinions, she thought it would be nice, just once, to let your body decide.

			In a minute of clarity, she searched the room for Emmerentia but failed to find her. The twin was gone, and so was her brother. She would not in a million years have believed they would lose sight of her or trust her to be on her own in that crowd. Yet somehow, here she was.

			No doubt Fàaran was talking business, or something along those lines, in a private room somewhere, perfectly sober—they would not have come otherwise. Emmerentia, on the other hand... Was she that eager to lose herself in the flesh? She certainly did not come across that way. Yet, who would blame her? It was the primary goal of this party, and sex seemed anything but taboo around here.

			Refreshing, she supposed, as she found herself staring at a man across the room. Holding a glass in his hand, his eyes as hungry as any others, he looked right back.

			He wasn’t beautiful. Not in the common sense. Yet something in his posture, in his harsh face, screamed promises of the wild, of the unchecked pleasures one could find when given to abandonment.

			The fire that had caught in her guts burned brighter as she hesitated, saw him push away from the table he was leaning against and prowl toward her.

			Mahena swallowed hard.

			The fumes had definitely gotten to her head.

			Where is she where is she where is she 

			She suddenly felt like a child in the wrong playground, intimidated by the adults discussing grown-up stuff around her.

			The man loomed closer, and she made to turn, to run away from the approaching challenge. But his hand grabbed hers, calloused and rugged, spinning her around, avoiding the bodies encircling them. She was pressed against his chest a heartbeat later, the second-hand firm on her waist.

			The eyes that met hers were of stormy winters, a wild tempest arising. He said nothing as he bored into her, stripping her of all self-control. No one bothered to keep any, why should she?

			No. The little voice whispered against the back of her head.

			No. It said again.

			No. Louder, fighting against the borders of her brain. 

			He pressed her tighter against his hard body, his feet following the music perfectly as his gaze continued to strip her bare, to pierce deep inside of her. 

			The fire erupted completely; her mind lost for eternity in this room of inhibition.
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			Kingdom of Valàander, The Royal Castle of Vassalis.

			Nepherym hissed through her teeth. ‘It is not what I asked of you.’

			Now that she had spent several days with the High-Scholar, she came to remember the reasons for her refusal to ascend. Regardless of her age, she had seen the darkness of the power and refused its calling. Watching the old woman brush through scroll after scroll, shedding the layer of respectable quiet she appeared with in public in exchange for the twisted darkness they all embraced made her skin crawl.

			Sar looked up from the page she was deciphering. She didn’t even bother to hide her disgust anymore. ‘It is what I am allowed to tell you.’

			‘And who, pray tell, whispers those rules in your ears?’

			The crone ignored her.

			Nepherym went back to her own considerably smaller stack of writings. She eyed the woman beneath lowered lashes. The old tongue seemed to be a struggle even for the one who had sacrificed her individuality for its learning. The Princess let her get reacquainted with the symbols, the letters, the paraphrasing, and the riddles that composed the parchments whilst she focused on others. But she could tell the snake was stalling.

			After a moment, she stood from her chair and left the room, careful to tuck the one book she did not want Sar to lay her eyes on in the pocket of her dress.

			She turned right after closing the door, only to bump face first into Idan. ‘Guarding me, I see?’

			‘I don’t want to leave you alone with anyone.’

			‘Is it fear for me, or for them?’

			‘You haven’t been yourself lately.’

			‘Why do you think I isolate myself so intensely?’

			Nepherym walked ahead of the general as was customary, but his step was quicker than usual.

			The heir smiled at a passing courtier, then reported her attention to the man at her side. ‘Walk with me in the gardens, why don’t you? We need to discuss that shrew you brought to my study.’

			They strolled through the alabaster corridors that linked the Royal chambers and the High Study rooms in silence, Idan’s sword banging against his leg the only sound besides the echo of their steps. They reached the private gardens shortly after, the statues of the gods greeting them in the rising daylight.

			Idan stopped and muttered the morning prayers as any good servant of the Fifteen would.

			Nepherym averted her eyes before her internal disgust came to the light. 

			‘Were you offered a vote?’

			Idan stilled and, slowly, as though his body had half frozen, turned to her. In this instant, the height and bulk he had on her made her feel the size of an ant.

			Nepherym crossed her arms under her chest. She’d been pondering what the High-Scholar had revealed about her prolonged fate. Despite the shock and pain it had triggered, she hadn’t yet come to question the general about it. Although she wondered whether it was true pain or simply the ache of hearing the truth she had suspected aloud.

			‘What vote?’

			‘Maybe you should have found a Scholar that would appreciate my enslaving myself to save the kingdom, as opposed to being blinded by hatred of me for my refusal of the cloak.’

			‘They have gone to ground and are unwilling to be found.’ The words were cut, barely uttered.

			‘Answer me.’

			Idan placed his hands on both of her shoulders, a rare breach of protocol. He breathed in, locking his pain ghosted eyes with the liquid amber of hers. ‘I voted for the ceremony to be postponed to your sixteenth birthday, after you received the adequate training and education.’ Nepherym felt the general searching for an answer in her eyes. ‘I am afraid you do not fully grasp the power bestowed upon you which you disdainfully discarded.’

			Nepherym stiffened at the gentle rebuke.

			Idan continued, ‘You were too young then. That is the only reason your father let you live. Because there was a plan for you to take it later on.’

			‘He publicly disowned me at the age of eleven, to then force me into it when I grew into my woman’s body?’

			‘Power such as the Fifteen bestow upon us does not come without a price. As a Princess of the Scholar Kingdom, it is your duty.’

			She forced herself to remain upright as her stomach clenched at the thought of what he implied. ‘And what would have been your reaction, General, if it had been your flesh and blood, if it had been Evia, who was destined to such a great…honour?’ Something twisted caused her to stretch her lips into something she knew looked cruel. ‘Do you know what the ritual entails?’ 

			At his silence, she pressed, ‘Answer me.’

			The most honourable man Nepherym had ever known, that tower of pure strength, seemed to curve inward. His face shadowed. ‘I do. But that charge is gods-given. No man has the authority to question it.’

			Hate, pure rage, washed through her. ‘Do you mean to tell me you would have lifted your glass, hands-praised, whilst Evia was being gods-given by the Eights?’ Rosàr, the demon, snarled with content at the viciousness in her words. ‘That you would have considered the religiously disguised raping of your child a blessing to your name?’ 

			The colours vanished from the general’s face, the ghosts of a shredding pain veiling his eyes, and Nepherym only planted her feet, her nostrils flaring with disdain. His daughter had been everything to him—to believe he would have accepted such a fate at the supposed request of the gods made her want to tear down every single statue in the palace. 

			The heir shrugged out of his grip. 

			‘That is what I thought.’ 

			Idan steeled himself. ‘It is not as it seems.’

			Nepherym held out her hand. ‘Enough.’ She stared him down and ordered icily, ‘Make the Scribe translate. Until we find Nerreth, I am the last Vasselian, and I sit on that throne.’ She clenched her jaw. ‘Make her. Or I will. And you will be left without a High-Scribe.’
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			Kingdom of Orabel, The Royal Castle of Kordobàr.

			Fàaran willed all his patience to be unbreakable, unmovable as steel, as he eyed the bucket of water in the corner of their room, then the two girls in bed—sprawled, dishevelled, unmistakably still inhibited from the night.

			The stench emanating from them had him flaring his nostrils. And then he decided he had no such restraints and threw an ice-cold towel in his sister’s face. 

			A sort of annoyed moan escaped her lips, then her hand slowly lifted from the top of her eyes. An eyelid slid open. ‘Don’t you have another meeting?’ 

			‘You’re a state.’ He could not help himself. Melting into the crowd was one thing, they had been masked and there had been little risk, but getting to a point of inhibition of that magnitude—it was reckless, unnecessary, wild. 

			But then he realised he should not be surprised; it was his sister. 

			As Emmerentia dragged her feet to the side of the bed, rubbing her eyes and making a pathetic attempt at reaching the chair without stumbling, he reined in another scolding. He should be content, even thrilled, at witnessing her enjoying herself again—truly. His twin was adept at masking her feelings and sometimes even he fell for it. This, her behaviour when Mahena was around, it was genuine.

			Emmerentia grumbled, scraping the chair along the floor before dropping into it unceremoniously. She fumbled for the waterskin lying on the table, chugged down a long draught, then mumbled, ‘How did your things go?’

			Fàaran glanced at the still sleeping Mahena on the near bed. 

			‘She’s sound asleep, spill.’

			The young man flicked a brow, then leaned against the wall. ‘The walls have too many ears.’

			‘We’re not on a diplomatic mission pretending to play allies whilst sneaking around.’ Her glassy eyes met his. ‘No one cares.’

			Fàaran scraped his foot against his calf. They were not. But being overly cautious with these games had been ingrained in his blood. ‘We can discuss the information I gleaned about the situation on the road. We are going to Val d’Horà, as originally planned.’

			Emmerentia’s nose scrunched up. She opened her mouth, then closed it before speaking and simply nodded.

			Then a moan breached the silence. ‘Gods, the light.’ It came out slurred and like a plea.

			Fàaran sighed exasperatedly as Mahena’s eyes batted open and her hands shot to her head.

			‘You look like shit,’ Emmerentia said. 

			The girl gave her a slow vulgar gesture before rising slowly to a sitting position, her hands dragging her up by the head of the bed.

			‘Now that you are awake,’ Fàaran said evenly, ‘It’s time to leave.’ With her, he could really not help himself but be unpleasant. And he didn’t really like himself for it. 

			Surprisingly, she repeated the vulgar gesture she had graced Emmerentia with, this time directed at him. 

			‘We won’t go far in that state,’ Emmerentia groaned. 

			As Mahena looked at Emmerentia, she cracked a small smile and said with a voice rough and cracked from overuse, ‘I look like shit, hey? Have you had a glance in the mirror?’ 

			She glanced tentatively at him, and his flaring nostrils didn’t seem to have the usual intimidating effect on her, because she nevertheless pointed to the pitcher of water in a silent plea. 

			Fàaran grunted, but handed it to her. 

			Mahena drank deeply, the water running down her throat the only sound in the room. She flung the first accusation at them before they could, ‘Where did you both disappear last night? I couldn’t find you.’

			Fàaran arched a brow at his sister, whose face was buried in her hands. He hadn’t been on babysitting duty. 

			‘We don’t have time for this,’ he said, extending the hangover cure he used to gobble down during the Flatland campaigns—the most disgusting thing anyone could ingest. ‘Bottoms up, both of you. And keep it down.’

			Mahena brought the glass to her lips and recoiled. ‘Dear gods, what the hell is that?’ Her nose wriggled as the stench no doubt crept up.

			‘The thing that will render you able to stay astride for the day.’

			‘Hey,’ Mahena called him out, ‘you’re the one who waved the invitations before our noses. You knew it’d happen.’

			Emmerentia blurted something along the lines of ‘What she said.’

			Nevertheless, Mahena pinched her nose and threw it down in one go with a grimace.

			Emmerentia’s reaction mirrored hers.

			‘How long for it to work its magic?’ Mahena asked, flinching at the aftertaste.

			He chuckled, quite loudly, at the faces they pulled—he knew the fetid taste too well. For a moment, his memories of the constant riding and camping and drinking flashed before his eyes. He cracked a smile despite himself and poured another glass.  

			‘I am going to vomit all over this pretty bed,’ Mahena said.

			‘The more you have the better you will feel.We do not have time for you to rest away from alcohol and opiates.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Drink.’

			They ended up having three of them, and by the end of it, they were on their feet and the fog over their eyes had cleared. They would still suffer from a headache, but it would be minor. 

			‘Shit, it actually works,’ Mahena said as she stretched. ‘What is it?’

			Emmerentia answered, a grimace distorted her features, ‘Macerated roots and plants, mainly.’ 

			B

			When Fàaran decided they were steady enough on their feet, he disappeared through the front door, only waving at the two women as explanation. As soon as the door shut, Mahena whipped her head to Emmerentia with wide-eyes.    

			‘You don’t remember, do you?’ The twin beat her to it.

			Mahena shook her head.

			‘I remember you pleading you could handle yourself.’

			‘I remember you saying you never let go.’

			Something like surprise flashed across the twin’s face. Surprise as she talked back, did not bow her head as she usually did when they reprimanded her. Especially after how their conversation had ended last night. ‘I didn’t.’

			Mahena waved a finger at the woman. ‘The state of you suggests otherwise.’ 

			Emmerentia shrugged, wiggling her brows. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

			If she had any strength, she would have thrown something at her face. ‘Do you even realise how unnerving you are? Your push and pull game, it has to stop.’ 

			Emmerentia vaguely lifted her head. ‘Mmmmh…too much noise.’

			Mahena almost felt herself growl. ‘You either hate me or you’re my friend. You can talk to me about what bothers you deeply or shut me out. But not both. Make up your gods-damned mind.’ 

			She walked to the bathing chamber, cutting off any potential come-back by closing the door behind her.  
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			Kingdom of Amestris, The Sun Tower Prison.

			The black-haired young woman gritted her teeth as the whip tore through her already shredded skin. The pain she knew how to welcome. But the fact that a lowborn piece of shit fairy wielded it against her, that sent her mind into a bloodthirsty rage.

			As though whipping her raw would break her.

			As though anyone in this pathetic realm had the power to do so.

			She yanked on the reinforced shackles as a ray of burning sun pierced through one of the windows.

			‘You are never breaking out of your binds again, demon.’

			She laughed as he lifted his whip and unleashed his strength upon her bare back once more. She didn’t give him the pleasure of even hissing.

			Piece of shit.

			‘Are you so terrified of me that you require this many restraints to bleed me?’

			The blood of that fairy had refuelled her forces, which they were leisurely removing again, little by little with each strike. The whip launched, slicing her arm this time. 

			‘If it was down to me, your treatment would be entirely different.’

			The rustling of his clothes as he moved through the room made her exhale slowly.

			She sneered, coughing up blood and spitting it onto the wall. ‘What a good little dog.’

			The young woman filled her mind with the torture she would inflict upon these lesser men once she freed herself, let the memory of blood on her tongue and the screams generated in her wake spread within her wicked soul.

			The man did not stop before she fell unconscious.

			
		

	
		
			

				[image: ]
			

		

		
			30

			Kingdom of Dartar.

			There had not been many options, according to the map Mahena kept going over every night, to reach Vassalis from Kordobàr, and all of them included going through the largest kingdom of East Fanhalen—Dartar, also referred to as the Flatlands. An impressive set of horsemen tribes, trained from birth to be warriors. For some reason that escaped her, they had never tried to invade the other territories, although their army was the strongest. They had the best lands for farming, she had been told, and apparently, they were content with it. Emmerentia had later explained that her brother had contacted a friend in the Dartassi army, and they required his help to get across the battlefront safely. 

			As the idea of war slowly became a reality, she pestered the twins day after day for information, for more stories. Their answers turned out as vague and unhelpful, however, so she turned to her strange, inner friend. A murmur had started spreading inside of her after they left the capital and its market. It was the little voice, but instead of it being mere reassurances, mere tugs at her guts, it became a sort of a wind brushing past her cheeks constantly that insisted she pay attention to it.

			She could feel it slowly turning into a roar, and as they neared the capital, extending to a battle cry.

			This...thing.

			Hers but not her.

			She should have acquainted herself with the feeling by now really, yet it still felt like a dormant spirit who wanted free, wanted to fight. As though it could feel the direction they headed to and the blood that was going to meet them along their path.

			She wasn’t ready.

			She didn’t feel ready.

			Not for a second.

			If she was faced by a normal bloke, she felt confident enough. Against one of the demons, on the other hand...as long as the spirit manifested, she might be a match for a moment. But even so, the fighting would only be a small portion of what they would have to face. That, she might be able to handle. The rest... Mahena sighed loudly atop her mare. She wasn’t so sure she could stomach the pain she knew would come.

			The clouds covered the sun that day, a chilled mist that seeped through her clothing, settling in her bones. Mahena dismounted as they stopped near a river to freshen up and fill their water skins.

			Emmerentia eyed her up and down as she knelt. ‘You don’t walk like a duck anymore.’

			Mahena drank heavily and then dropped on her ass on the only bit of ground that seemed dry. ‘Seems like you’ll have to find something else to mock me about.’  

			The twin sat crossed legged before her, handing her a handful of berries. ‘That is no difficult task.’

			Mahena snorted. Those berries tasted rather sweet—soaked, but sweet. 

			She’d been feeling exhausted, completely depleted, for the past few days. The sun had gone into hiding, leaving them with a grey and foggy sky and a humidity that sat on their skin in a sticky film. The only positive was the lack of bugs the damp brought. They had been caught in a storm and had to stop at an Inn the night before. Sleep had failed to find her, and she had spent the entire night staring out the window at the heavy rain drenching the world, the twins’ snoring her strange lullaby.

			Emmerentia had softened tremendously since the party in Kordobàr. Mahena hadn’t really wanted to jinx the peace—whether her little outburst before they had left would work permanently or temporarily, at least it had had a little effect. Emmerentia’s face seemed to brighten by the day, to open up to life again. Everything she did or said lost its superficial veneer, and became much more natural and spontaneous.

			‘What is wrong with you?’ Emmerentia asked as a crow flew above their heads, his piercing caw adding to the damp and dull atmosphere.

			Fàaran leaned against his horse’s saddle, studying an outstretched, annotated map before him. But Mahena had no doubt he was listening in.

			She plucked a strand of wet grass, her shoulders folding in. Emmerentia placed her hand on her knee, squeezing slightly. Mahena lifted her head. ‘I haven’t slept for the past two nights.’

			Emmerentia made a face as if to say ‘no shit’.

			Mahena continued, ‘I don’t know… I think the weather has settled into me, giving reality to what was, until now, only a distant idea. The nights have been filled with…pain. Or something like that.’

			Her friend—or something like that—smiled. A smile she had seen on very few occasions, one that softened her face into something almost empathetic. ‘We all deal with demons we sometimes don’t understand. You will be fine.’

			Mahena did nothing to hide the shock at the twin’s sincerity. ‘This is when you’re meant to say something snarky. If you start being nice when I show doubt, I will lose my footing.’

			Emmerentia laughed lightly. Then her eyes locked hard. ‘Get up.’

			‘Why?’ Mahena asked.

			Emmerentia got up swiftly, then pushed Mahena’s leg with the tip of her foot. ‘Get. Up.’

			A light rain fell on them as Mahena tipped her head back. Despite the exhaustion, the unnamed sadness, her heart began to pump harder, her blood bubbling up as she began to understand what the other girl had in mind.

			She wiped the rain off her face with her sleeve, then pushed herself up. ‘What now?’

			But Emmerentia only planted her feet and threw a punch straight to her face.

			Mahena blocked it but failed to see the foot sliding behind hers as Emmerentia pivoted.

			She landed square on her ass.

			Get up. Get up. Get up.

			Mahena grunted. ‘What the fuck.’

			Emmerentia kicked the air, just in front of her face. Teasing her. Taunting her.

			‘We don’t have time for this,’ Fàaran’s exasperated voice echoed in the background.

			Mahena got back up, her lips curling upward.

			They punched and dodged, and kicked and slipped, rolling in the mud until they could not breathe and their bones and muscles hurt from repeated impacts.

			They laid down on their backs for a moment after that, panting through their teeth, the rain pouring down their faces and their clothes drenched.

			A low laugh escaped Mahena first, and then Emmerentia, until they exploded in laughter, the sound rippling through the valley.

			They laughed, and laughed, and laughed, clutching their stomachs.

			And in between breaths, Mahena thought she had never felt such genuine happiness.

			‘Oh, my god,’ she whispered after she mastered herself. Mahena turned her head toward Emmerentia, tears sliding down her face. ‘I needed this.’

			‘See. You will be fine.’

			And as if in answer, the rain ceased, the sky cleared, and the sun reappeared.  

			B

			Emmerentia looked down at the gushing water falling down, down below—into a pool of crystal clear silverlight. The sun shone bright, reflecting off the various apple trees and berry brushes bordering it—pure, untouched, unconcerned by the world descending into chaos. A wicked grin spread on her face. She slowly turned to where Mahena stood, a frown deepening by the second, and wiggled her brow. 

			The girl held up her hands. ‘I am not jumping, no way.’ 

			‘You haven’t even looked. It’s not that high.’ 

			A wind brushed past them, ruffling their hair to the side. Mahena rubbed her arms as she stepped forward tentatively. The weather was still quite mild and Emmerentia could almost see the hair standing up on the other girl’s skin as soon as a slight breeze rushed through. 

			‘Are you really going to jump in clothed?’ Emmerentia had discarded her own clothes, only leaving her undergarments on. 

			Mahena sniffed at them—they hadn’t washed since they’d left the castle grounds—then at herself. She rolled her eyes and wiggled out of her trousers and shirt. ‘What do we do with it?’

			Emmerentia grabbed hers from the floor, then extended her hand. 

			Mahena threw the clothes to her and Emmerentia chucked them down the waterfall. ‘There you go, they’ll wash themselves.’ 

			Mahena leaned slightly over the cliff—and retracted straightaway. 

			‘You happily fight with twin swords, and against them, but this,’ Emmerentia pointed to the water below, ‘ruffles you? You’re not even afraid of heights.’ 

			Mahena peered down again, scrunching her nose.

			Emmerentia batted her eyelashes. ‘Want me to hold your hand, perhaps?’

			‘Oh, fuck right off, will you?’ Mahena snapped, and gave her a vulgar gesture. 

			The twin laughed, stepping closer to Mahena. She looked at the girl shaking her head, that bemused look she usually had when she wanted to do something but fear had her in its grasp.

			One second, she was awkwardly angling her head.

			The next, a strident scream pierced the air as Emmerentia thrust her hand between Mahena’s shoulder blades. The twin didn’t wait for the girl to hit the water before diving headfirst. 

			When the cold water seeped into their bones, they laid down on the dry, lush grass and sunned themselves. 

			‘See, you didn’t die.’

			‘My ass is going to be bruised for the next two weeks, thank you very much.’ 

			Emmerentia closed her eyes and fell off the edges of time as the world paused for a heartbeat. It had been a miracle she’d convinced her brother to take a few hours of rest after the despicable weather he’d forced them to ride through. And after their little fighting session in the said shit weather, their bodies had needed a slight reprieve. 

			She had wanted the moment alone with Mahena to see whether her mind would allow for the glimpse of light to shine through, for the confusion and anger to retrieve. She was trying, really trying, to mind the pull and push games the girl had accused her of days ago. It wasn’t necessarily on purpose, but she couldn’t completely drop the knife down in her presence.

			Not yet. Maybe not ever. 

			‘You look peaceful.’ Mahena’s soft voice brought her back to the present with a smile. 

			The twin hummed in response.

			‘I didn’t expect you to like fun.’

			Emmerentia opened an eye, to look sidelong at Mahena. ‘Didn’t you say you were good at reading people?’ Her mouth quirked to the side, and she felt Mahena’s eyes follow the line from her mouth down to her navel. ‘Go on, ask.’ 

			‘It looks evil.’

			‘It felt evil, too.’ She slowly dragged her fingers along the scar, the wound flashing before her eyes. Then she turned her head to look squarely at her companion. ‘And that’s when I learnt blind aggression and arrogance served very little.’ 

			Mahena picked up on the underlying comment. ‘Yeah… But I lash out because I know you are much better than I am and can easily deflect my strikes.’ She flipped onto her stomach and leaned her head on the palm of her hand. ‘You’re pretty to look at, when you’re not snarling.’

			Time to play? As much as she complained about Emmerentia being inconsistent, Mahena looked for it, too. 

			‘I’m hot when I am snarling.’ Emmerentia mirrored her position, then roved her eyes over her glistening body—a luscious, lingering gaze that suggested the undergarments were see-through. She made sure her voice was lined with the sort of pure male arrogance that irked women. ‘If you want to tangle, you should be straightforward about it.’ She couldn’t help it, help the game—it was too invigorating, too mindless, too free.  

			Mahena’s fist curled at her side as her face went red. The twin noticed the spinning behind her eyes, the slight curl of her nose and the pursing of her lips—containment, control. Disappointingly, Mahena only rose a brow. ‘Are you that utterly bored?’

			‘I am mostly desperate for a worthy opponent.’ Emmerentia winked before admitting. ‘And I am bored. And a little curious.’ Then she was up and walking to her clothes, leaving a speechless, most likely highly annoyed Mahena on the grass. 

			Emmerentia slid her now dried trousers on, and turned slowly as she buttoned up her shirt, jerking her chin to Mahena’s own.

			Mahena lazily got to her feet and stretched, ensuring the twin had a full display of the shifting, lean muscles of her back. She looked at the pool for a moment, at the way the sun reflected on the glistening surface, at the butterflies flapping freely near the many colourful flowers.

			Emmerentia noted every movement, then whispered, ‘If we weren’t pressed for time, I would never leave this place.’ Her teeth bit down on her lips—and it wasn’t her, not consciously. It was a whisper from the bottom of the soul, she realised somehow reluctantly, and it didn’t seem like she heard it. Emmerentia made her way quietly to the pond, appearing right behind Mahena. She said onto the wind, ‘Seems like I was right, magic isn’t required to make life beyond magnificent.’

			‘Perhaps not, but you must admit that it would be pretty amazing if you could make fires around the pool that don’t burn the ground or steam the water without turning us to roasts.’

			An unexpected flash of red hair wheezed past her vision—of raging flames, and cunning, and twisted love. A strange hummed sigh escaped her lips. ‘I knew someone who could.’

			Mahena stared at their reflection in the pond, and Emmerentia forced herself to let her see the painful ghosts dancing in her eyes.  

			B

			The smell of smoked meat reached her famished nostrils before their camp came to view. Fàaran shot a long look at his sister from where he was perched atop a large rock, forever busy sharpening knives and other pointy things.

			‘No!’ Mahena yelled, or yelped, a twist of outrage in her voice.

			‘No, what?’ he said, his head angled. 

			‘I know what that look means. And, nooooo!’ The no rolled off her tongue for longer than she’d anticipated.

			Emmerentia threw her hands in the air. ‘My ego is bleeding.’ 

			‘You’re a moron,’ Mahena added. Then she turned her head and launched herself on the juicy meat laid out on the cloth ahead and chomped on it—finished before either could comment.

			Emmerentia echoed her sentiment after hoisting herself next to her brother. ‘Done with the mapping?’ The twin curled her fingers and beckoned her forward. When she approached, the sister placed the map that Fàaran had just unfolded for them all to see. She traced the itinerary until her index pointed to a spot where a big dot had been drawn. ‘Val d’Horà.’  

			Where the lines were holding still. 

			The little voice snickered at the statement.

			She roved her eyes over the map—crosses and scribbles and words peppered it. Her eyes stopped on the patch of land that used to be Elgona. She asked before they could notice, ‘How long before we reach it?’

			‘Days.’

			As they left this shielded paradise and rode through the plains under a mild sun, she let her mind wander, let her thoughts slip towards darker horizons, into corners of her own mind that made her believe she might very well comprehend better some of the Queen of Einàr’s motives and manipulations.

			That thing inside her guts smiled. 
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			They reached the Dartassi camp before nightfall two days later as planned, after marching through the valleys, all of them exhausted by the last trail of the journey. They had stopped only as necessary and, although Mahena questioned the reasoning behind it, she remained quiet. It had proved so much easier than the hilly zigzagging of Orabel’s upper plains, yet as they advanced, the idea of war seemed to snuff out their energy.

			A wall rose to meet them as they slowed the horses to a walk, then to a stop. She’d been told the wall, running around the fortress that was one of the last larger outposts, was built to protect the city from any invaders and belonged to the youngest son of the King. Made of stones, it reminded her of a vigil in the middle of the valley. Two watchtowers bordered the wooden gates, standing tall and proud. A little behind it, in the near distance, she could distinguish a much taller one.

			The guards, who had stilled at their approach atop the minarets, were now debating whether to shoot them on site or come down to greet them.

			Fàaran motioned to the two women to remain still and moved his stallion a few paces ahead, coming to stand into the lights of the towers. Mahena had no clue how they decided who was to live and who was to die, but she guessed their coming from the opposite side of the wall to the fighting played in their favour. Fàaran lifted his left hand, index and middle finger jointly held up. Slowly, he brought them to his brow, then facing upward extended the gesture in the guards’ direction.

			A signal.

			The three men looked to each other in something that resembled slow motion. At once, they lowered their weapons and returned the gesture. Looked like they weren’t being skewered today. How did he know what to do? Emmerentia had mentioned her brother had contacted a friend within the army, but how had they come to know each other?

			Fàaran cleared his throat. ‘Captain Voranel is expecting us.’

			A man vanished within the tower.

			They waited, and waited, and waited some more. It wasn’t like it was cold and she was hungry or anything, but they could at least have the courtesy of telling them what was going on.

			After what felt like way too long and Mahena had found herself snoozing on the mare, the doors groaned open. Two men signalled them to move forward.

			Without a word, the twins pulled their mounts’ leads gently, motioning them forward. Mahena’s eyes swept the infrastructure before her, a mix of apprehension and wonder in her blue gaze before she followed suit. As they neared the guards, Fàaran dismounted as a sign of respect. The girls did the same. 

			‘We will show you to the Captain,’ said one of the men, his voice deep and harsh.

			As they walked, the atmosphere crept under Mahena’s skin like a deceiving snake—too hypnotising not to be lethal. The wind disappeared to another plain, the rustling of the leaves a distant melody. The birds returned to their nests, abandoning them to their own thoughts—a roaring silence, a frenetic quiet before the claiming of the truth.

			What if Fàaran’s hopes of finding help amongst the horse-riders appeared vain? What if they turned them around, refused to guide them to the edge of the territory? They were losing men by the day, maybe sparing even a few of them could alter the course of the fight.

			Mahena scratched her head. Her head always itched when she got nervous. Had they thought the possible refusal through? She fixed her gaze on the gates closing in on her, feeling small before the immensity of what awaited past the wooden doors.

			So small. An ant amongst giants navigating a maze of deadly thorns.

			Because if the man Fàaran was resting his faith upon told him to shoo, then would they contemplate another itinerary or just drop their shoulders and leave her to her fate?

			At least now she wasn’t so terrified of the dark anymore and built up some confidence. She didn’t know if she would last long on her own, though. 

			The gate grated shut, heavy and full of warnings, sending a shiver to her bones. The blunted sound of the doors sliding back against the dirt a silent music accompanying their steps until the lock clicked. 

			It wasn’t hitting her, the reality of the situation—she was still living up to her dreams of adventure, each day full of twists and odd turns. Yet, all of it...all of it seemed so far away, a mirror, a reflected reality. She got scared out of her wits, pain lanced through her body, yet it felt...different. Mahena believed each step in the journey to Vassalis was to be the end of her blindness, but it never was.  

			Mahena patted Oria’s neck and scratched her head. The mare was looking around as much as she was.

			The two watchtowers were linked to two bridges, each parting in opposite directions, that gave onto a connecting part of the fortress. Had they cleared the courtyard of everything to prevent losses if invaded? She’d always imagined this kind of place to be full of life—people training, blacksmiths in their workshops creating weapons, horses being let in and out of the stables.

			However, here, nothing. As if a ghost had swept by and engulfed all life.

			Before the war, maybe. Before death knocked on their doors with a defying smile.

			It lasted a few minutes, that murmuring silence. And then, slowly, sounds began to reach her ears. As the guards guided them through the pathways, under arches and to the open prairie beyond the fortress.

			The sounds filled her head like a sledgehammer—mute to thunder.

			How could she have not heard it before? Was she that much in her own head she had erased the world around her?

			She blinked as they exited and didn’t know where to look.

			Tents spread across the prairie, stretching so far it obstructed the horizon. It was like stepping from behind a curtain hiding to another scene of a movie.

			Mahena must have stopped dead, because by the time she loosened a breath someone was pulling her sleeve, motioning her forward. For a split second, her environment blackened, and the little voice hissed in satisfaction.

			It was satisfaction and irritation coupled up in a strange formula.

			Then Emmerentia appeared in front of her, a hand still on her sleeve, head slightly inclined in question.

			‘She’s never seen a war camp,’ Fàaran offered as an explanation to the staring guards.

			‘Lucky woman,’ one muttered. 

			The questions died on her lips, her eyes wide open to a dream she’d had many times, often awakening in a fit of shivering fear. As they made their way in and through the camp to the captain’s quarters, Mahena stared. Men, women and older children were walking, running, sitting in front of their provisional homes. Some battle ready, some with visible signs of injuries. All kinds of emotions written across their faces from anger, to sorrow, to excitement, to sadness.

			Kids were fighting. They looked so young, so out of place. 

			Men in children’s bodies, they bore their duties to their kingdom like a trophy.

			They shouldn’t be here.

			A strident cry made Mahena snap to her left. A woman was being patched up on a stretcher, her abdomen sliced by some unforgiving weapon. Her unyielding scream tore at Mahena’s soul. Two other women were at her side, easing the suffering of the needle going in and out of her skin with tonics and salves and the gods knew what else.

			‘She’ll be lucky if she passes the night,’ Emmerentia’s whisper broke the silent bubble Mahena had engulfed herself in.

			‘How can you tell?’ she asked in return.

			‘It’s a deep cut. The looks the healers are giving each other confirm it.’

			Observe and learn, the little voice kept whispering.

			‘Without magic, healers are limited if the wound is serious, or if an organ is damaged.’ Emmerentia touched her own belly, slightly below the belly button. A slow, reassuring gesture. ‘I made it through because of magic. I hope she is stronger than me,’ she said more to herself than to Mahena.

			‘But you...’ Mahena started, but then silenced herself. Emmerentia was still alive thanks to magic, yet could not bear the thought of it. Would she have rather died? Mahena tucked the question away.

			The minutes it took to reach the captain’s tent passed like winter—uncomfortable, cold, slow. Her imagination did not deceive her, only the glamorised side of it lacked.

			‘Glamour side to war, what the fuck man’

			Their eyes. The expression on the faces of the camp’s occupants struck true. Despite their physical exhaustion, despite the wounds and the losses and the dread, their eyes shone with pride and determination. There was nothing capable of breaking them down.

			The will of a warrior nation.

			Every one of them.

			Regardless of their age, gender, build, state of pain.

			Something shone inside of her.

			And something else smiled crookedly.

			‘Wait here,’ the guard ordered before disappearing inside the brown tent before them. It was large enough to stand out from the others, but not big enough to call attention to it.

			What if, what if, what if.

			Mahena swallowed hard, forcing her worries down with the rest of her rampant emotions.

			The front flaps of the tent slowly parted.

			‘Darios,’ Fàaran said as a bulky figure stepped out of the folds, his eyes illuminating at the sight of the older twin. A soft tone. Would she dare say happy and relieved? ‘Got my little note, did you?’

			The man stepped closer. He squinted, as though he was not sure his eyes were deceiving him, then smiled. ‘Had enough of looking like an angel?’ Darios pointed to Fàaran’s hair. He crossed his arms and pouted. ‘You did always envy my mystery.’

			Mahena blinked. Was his hair not his real colour? She peeked at Emmerentia but the twin was looking at the men.

			Fàaran huffed a soft laugh that slowly grew until his shoulders shook with mirth. The sound of his laugh, warm and full of secrets, filled the space around them. Darios joined him and Mahena was left staring at the scene in utter incomprehension.

			After a minute, the men embraced, clasping each other’s backs.

			Mahena discreetly looked again to her left where Emmerentia stood, her face unsurprised, with an almost visible smile on her lips.

			But if Fàaran’s original hair colour was different, then was Emmerentia’s also? She had seen her disappear several times over the past weeks to wash her hair, but she’d always claimed she wanted to be alone. She pursed her lips slightly, remembering Sheya had claimed the same all those weeks ago. 

			B

			Emmerentia barely managed to suppress the smile at the sight of her brother reconnecting with his old life. She fought with all the will left in her shredded soul to rein in the tears at the sound of her brother laughing so purely. It crippled something in her stomach and sent a wave of warmth to where only cold reigned. 

			She had heard so many stories about the Flatlander when Fàaran came back from the campaigns—what he and her brother had gone through on the battlefield and how close they were because of it.

			She never really pictured his looks in her mind, but Darios was her brother’s opposite, in every aspect, down to the type of energy radiating from him. Where Fàaran came across as distant and cold, Darios radiated confidence and malice, a twinkle in his brown eyes still sparkling despite the horrors of the past months.

			An explosive combination, these two.

			Such a shame so much had changed in the last couple of years.

			Emmerentia caught Mahena’s discreet glance, the girl lost in her thoughts at the sight of the camp. She knew she needed Mahena in her life, as much as she needed her twin, the thread that pulled her closer only intensified with each passing day. The trust was there—the way Mahena’s eyes widened at the sight of everything, from the smallest animal running across a plain to the scents of nature, from the lack of practicability in the wild to the strange way she spoke sometimes. Down below, where her twisted guts reigned, it was too much not to believe, despite the mist of strangeness floating about the woman.

			The last weeks had liberated her from a weight she thought would cling to her for the rest of her miserable life. She’d never been scared of getting caught, of having to answer for her crime. She was furious about having to potentially stand trial for only avenging the death of her beloved.

			Yet she’d looked behind her shoulder at every turn. As the days passed, whether they’d been quiet or entertaining or draining, that heavy clasp on her chest lifted further, inch by inch.

			If it wasn’t for the respect towards her brother, she probably would have crossed many other lines already.

			The conversation they had had in Kordobàr, it had only been a test for a reaction.

			Darios turned to her, his eyes glinting with a spark she knew too well. ‘And you must be the infamous sister.’ He glanced between the two of them, as if marking their faces and establishing the physical resemblance.

			A smile ghosted across her lips at the possibility that spark offered and died as the captain pulled her in tightly. 

			Emmerentia froze, her body stoic at the touch. No one had access to her personal space unless she granted it. She looked sideways at her twin, attempting to look semi-comfortable at that embrace.

			Fàaran shot her an incredulous look. Her twin was still, despite their unrealistic bond, struggling to understand the drastic changes in her mind over the years, and the glimpses of that past behaviour resurfacing in her around Mahena.

			Darios broke the contact, bringing her back to the present.

			They desperately needed this man to cooperate, to aid them. Old ties and blood paths were binding contracts to Fàaran. Hopefully, they meant the same for his brother-in-arms.

			Darios detailed them one by one, an expression Emmerentia failed to describe hidden in his eyes. Finally, he said, ‘You must be famished. Join me for dinner and we will talk once your bellies are full.’
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			Fàaran tried to suppress the warmth, the enticing joy shoving its way up his insides as he stared at his old, probably most trusted, friend. 

			A gurgling noise echoed in the war tent as they all pulled the chairs around the dinner table. Darios’s face warmed as a smile stretched his lips when they all heard an audible growl. He looked to Mahena with mischief in his eyes. ‘Sounds like you’re hungry.’

			Her chin dipped, her cheeks blushing slightly—her eyes, on the other hand, gave the impression she was forcing herself still before the platter of meat laid in the centre of the table. Fàaran winced at the quantity—too much, too much when they were guests and he had an army to feed. 

			Darios caught his stare and inclined his head, then motioned them forward to serve themselves. ‘Eat your fill, it seems you still have a long journey ahead.’

			Mahena’s fingers launched into the plate, all dignity erased. Emmerentia, on the other hand, hesitated and tugged at their bond with a glance beneath lowered lashes, but Darios insisted. 

			‘There is food aplenty, the hordes and packs haven’t yet left the forest.’ He seized a piece of meat and bit down. That was most likely why the camp had been raised here. ‘You know they always come first.’

			Fàaran tensed ever so slightly at the casual comment that hinted at the depth of his history with Darios, as he was certain Mahena was monitoring all words, despite what she might like to pretend. He hadn’t risked exposing unnecessities in his note and had only mentioned their estimated time of arrival.

			‘Oh my god, it’s delicious! What is this?’

			Fàaran, Emmerentia, and Darios whipped their heads to Mahena. She smiled broadly, her mouth half-full with chewed meat. Slowly, Darios’ lips parted, his chest heaved a little, and a laugh echoed through the tent.

			Darios shared precious information long into the night—solid, factual, numerical. And the terrifying, infuriating truth was they could not hold these lines forever should reinforcement not arrive. 

			‘Why would they ally with her?’ Mahena asked, her hands braced on the table, as the Dartassi went over the last numbers. ‘Who would want a world plunged in darkness and terror?’

			Darios studied her face, the lines of it, and Fàaran knew he was trying to decipher how much he should divulge, if she’d even ever been stood in a war tent. 

			Fàaran spared him the question. ‘Promises she most likely will not uphold. Power if she wins, no interference with their business. They get scared, and in dark times the human race proves sometimes weaker.’

			Mahena retorted, ‘Can you blame them if they believe it will save their people?’

			Fàaran flicked his brow. Not at the words, but at the tone. The assurance in her voice. He angled his head, and he could see she felt the surprise on her own face. 

			‘Regardless of your age or experience of warfare,’ Darios replied, ‘with the knowledge the whole continent possesses of their means and motives, no one should believe a word the queen or her emissaries profess. She wants lands that do not belong to her and wants to take them from nations who have welcomed and accepted her kind.’ Each word was laced with growing anger that echoed Fàaran’s own—his voice deepening, tightening, the wounds of the countless losses echoing. ‘They all deserve to burn alive, and that would be merciful compared to the treatments they inflict.’

			Fàaran bit his lip—too softly for anyone to notice—as his heart pounded at the words. Demeera, Demeera, Demeera. The bond tugged and pulled and softened. He reined himself in.

			When he looked back at the gathered company, his sister had a similar wary frown on her face. What is it. 

			She shook her head.

			‘Have you witnessed it done?’ Mahena pushed softly.

			Darios swallowed hard, his features shifting from anger to rage, and his answer iced even Fàaran’s own blood. ‘Yes, and I do not wish that misfortune upon anyone—except for them.’

			Mahena’s throat bobbed at the tremor in the captain’s voice—they had told her the fate bestowed upon any falling in the clutches of the Shadows. 

			His stomach twisted as his thoughts strayed to the demon he knew reveled in it. 

			When the girls had nestled into one of the cots provided, Fàaran jerked his chin to the captain towards the flaps of the tent. They took a stroll through the camp, into the fresh, crisp night air—and let the sounds of a slumbering camp seep through his skin as memories upon memories of the Flatland campaigns flashed behind his eyes. 

			‘I miss it, you know, our time together—’ he encompassed the tents, and the stories being told around the fires, ‘this.’ 

			Darios raised a brow, silently suggesting all the other aspects that accompanied the campaigns. They walked in silence for a moment, until they reached a remote spot and slumped onto the ground, backs against a robust oak tree. 

			‘It has been a while, my friend,’ Darios said as they sunk into the dim quiet of a depthless night. 

			‘I am glad to see you’re not dead.’ 

			‘My sentiment exactly.’

			As if he knew Fàaran would never judge, as if he realised he had finally come into the presence of someone that would in no circumstances think of him as weak, Darios shoulders dropped low, a long, exhausted sigh quietly whispering out of him. 

			When all the tension had released from his shoulders, when he knew his friend would listen, Fàaran asked, ‘Why are you helping us?’

			Darios frowned deeply—an angry, insulted frown. 

			‘Don’t get on your high horse. You have more important things to do.’

			‘There isn’t much I can do, anyway. But I suggest you don’t insult me in my own camp.’ 

			They looked at each other, and quiet laughs escaped their lips. ‘It’s bad, Fàar’, worse than what you might think. I could use you.’

			The guilt surged through him like a tidal wave and he found his lungs caging themselves for breath. For his sister, for his sister, for his sister. ‘You know I would have been here since day one if I could have.’

			‘What happened to you? And who’s that girl? You weren’t entirely forthcoming in that dispatch.’

			Fàaran’s eyes bore into the distance, into the infinity of the night, where he’d buried his feelings and his overwhelming, raging guilt. He never trod there, never dared open that cursed box—because he knew if he did he would leave his sister and never look back. So he tugged on the lock, ensuring it was sealed for a thousand men not to break and angled his head to the man he considered a brother. 

			‘Long story. The girl, on the other hand, an even longer one.’

			‘You don’t like her, do you? You don’t approve, at least.’ 

			‘I don’t approve of much my sister does these days,’—Darios’ eyes furrowed—‘but it is something vital to her. That much, I understand and support.’

			‘I remember how guilty you felt for not bringing her along during the campaigns.’

			‘Oh, she made well enough for herself without me.’ A pang of anger—even if the pride he felt for her accomplishments was equalled by none. 

			‘Brand me curious. But,’ Darios slung a bottle of what had to be mead from his coat pocket, ‘before we get to this side of the reunion, tell me what you need of me.’

			‘We need to get to Vassalis.’ 

			B

			They stayed for two nights at the camp. One to rest, the second to prepare for ‘the most suicidal and reckless mission heard in a long time’ to quote Darios’ specific words when Fàaran shared their itinerary plans.

			The first day and night saw both men disappear together on errands they didn’t disclose, back only for dinner.

			Emmerentia dragged Mahena through the field, forcing her to face what might become of her life, of their lives, should they be unfortunate in the days, in the weeks to come. They offered help where they could and spoke little. The emotions running through her made her brain burst. She pained to contain the whirlwind of feelings at the sights. It was pain, and fear, and anticipation, and pride, and more she found had no place within her heart. Mahena lost herself in that strange reality, in the world she knew always existed and had been lucky to never face.

			Yet...

			That fog returned and, on the first night, as the silence of darkness embraced the camp, she was dragged into another dream.

			They had been sparse in the past few weeks. Few had ripped her from sleep, tears sliding down her cheeks and tight chest as she’d risen in a panic. The remaining ones had been quiet, more like whispers on a wind.

			This one, the young woman didn’t know what to do with it.

			She stood, bloodied and battered, on the top of a hill, looking down at a field of corpses. The sun started its slow ascension into a new day, unbothered by the suffering that had taken place throughout the night. They had destroyed the last outpost, and she had been a part of it. She wiped the crimson end of her sword against her trousers and dabbed her face. Such quiet now reigned, an insult to the life that had beckoned mere hours earlier. The soldiers prowled down below, dim figures in the climbing morning, the sun reflecting on their weapons.

			They laughed and feasted. 

			She surveyed the prairie where that arm of the army had camped, scanning the expanse for a silken curtain of darkness. Where was she?

			Filthy hands closed around her eyes. Mahena threw her elbow back. The motion was stopped and she was being spun around.

			Red, burning eyes bored into hers. Her lips curved into a smile that sent men running. ‘You fought well today.’

			‘This was unnecessary. They needn’t die as a sacrificial feast for your coven.’

			The gaze brightened, swirls of different shades creating an inferno that bore into her soul. ‘My promise is to you only,’ the woman whispered as she stepped closer.

			Her body began burning, screaming, as it did every time she was near.

			They stared at each other for eternity, bathed in the light of the rising sun. There was no describing their connection, the link flowing between their souls. It was deep, twisted, fiery, and it sent her consciousness to a dark hole beyond her comprehension.

			The woman’s grin deepened. She pulled her closer, shutting out her thoughts with a kiss of raging victory. Her body went up in flames.

			The screams of the men they had just butchered became a distant memory she didn’t care for anymore.

			Mahena never knew what to say of those dreams. She never saw her own face, therefore could not claim for a fact that they were erased memories. All of her dreams felt real, they always had. It was easier to believe they belonged to someone else, and she was only the receptacle.  

			As the thought of an impossible forgotten love loomed, Mahena stared at Emmerentia over a bowl of porridge as they shared breakfast on the second morning. The men had vanished already. Darios had informed them that they were welcome to use any of the training yards and fields, and join in a session if they wanted to. There were several spaced out around the camp.

			The twin hadn’t brought up the subject of Ashaàr Vallegian, or how Sheya and him were connected. The name plaque on the front door flashed before her eyes at the memory. Weeks had passed, yet the event had stuck in Mahena’s mind.

			It was so, so not her business. But, it was too much not to mull over. The twin had made it clear that that conversation never happened as far as she was concerned. But—she really, really wanted to ask. Because the fragments from that dream were...interesting.

			A fighter, whose life tightly intertwined with the female twin. Two swords, the vines decorating the pommel of the more elegant one on top. It wasn’t much, but it had sparked her curiosity when she’d made the connection between the dream and the twin. The very rough sketch she’d drawn in her journal was a representation of the design engraved on Emmerentia and Fàaran’s swords. It had taken her that long to make the connection.

			Mahena had theories, of course. The potential past lover who was more than just that stood at the top of her list. Although a predictable possibility, she failed to imagine what else could ignite such a strong reaction.

			‘You’ve had another dream, haven’t you?’ Emmerentia asked as she placed her empty bowl back on the table.

			‘What makes you say so?’ Mahena replied, speaking a little louder than usual.

			The camp was louder this morning; the sounds echoed through the large war tent.

			‘You were talking in your sleep. Fast and tense. And sweating a lot.’

			Mahena paused. She didn’t automatically report her dreams. Usually, if they didn't ask, well, she didn’t say. Would they consider that unworthy of their trust?

			‘It is hard to understand whether it’s meant to be me, as I never see the face of who I am.’

			‘Describe it. Maybe I can help.’

			Mahena hesitated. It felt like a violation of her privacy, in a sense.

			No. No. The little voice urged. No. No.

			So Mahena evaded the details. ‘I was on a battlefield. Whoever the people were, we just butchered an entire valley. It might have been a camp or a village, I can’t remember.’

			‘What did you feel? Do you remember?’

			Mahena lifted her eyes. ‘There was a woman. I don’t remember what she looked like, but I was angry at her for the slaughter. I believed it unnecessary.’

			‘And then?’

			Mahena felt her cheek flush as she remembered the anger and the passion, the burning of her body.

			Emmerentia burst out laughing. ‘You fucked on a bloodied battlefield?’ Her eyes went wide and her laugh deepened. It echoed in the tent, somehow reinvigorating, as pure as her brother’s when they’d arrived. The twin wiped the tears at the corners of her eyes, exhaling loudly. ‘I might be underestimating you if these are your memories! I thought I was bad, but that must be pure thrill.’

			Mahena swore the little voice grinned inside. She rubbed her eyes. ‘That’s what you take out of it?’

			‘That’s the interesting bit, that’s what will remain. The butchering part?’ The woman shrugged her shoulders. ‘Maybe there was a reason. We’ve all killed before, it is no big deal.’

			Mahena cocked her head, the last words resonating within her. She should be outraged at that last affirmation, should protest it. Killing was a big deal—she was no murderer. Yet, it sunk in, settled comfortably into the part of her that had simmered over that thought for such a long time. 

			‘How is such a thought acceptable?’ she murmured, more to herself than in expectation of an answer.

			Emmerentia caught it. ‘You do what you must to survive. It is rather simple.’

			Mahena looked up to her. ‘How many have you killed?’

			She seemed to count. ‘About twenty. On the top of my head. It was them or me. Don’t dwell until you know the reason.’

			‘Why did they want to kill you?’

			‘I might disclose that after we know your true identity.’

			Fine, fine. ‘Then tell me something about you that would not be compromising.’

			‘Is there nothing else you would rather do in a war camp?’

			‘Why would I want to gawk at people that might die tomorrow knowing I am skipping town?’

			‘They might share valuable information.’

			‘Can we not train instead? I am bored and if I don’t occupy myself I’ll grow restless and do something you’ll consider stupid.’

			Emmerentia lifted her hands in the air. ‘Alright. But try not to get your ribs broken.’ As they stood and made for the tent flaps, she rested a hand on Mahena’s shoulder, suddenly serious. ‘If you feel anything strange, stop immediately.’

			She’d never have let Mahena do this a couple of weeks ago, would have never let her interact with anyone freely. It warmed her heart.

			They started with simple drills, jabs and dodge. They usually alternated close hand combat with swords and shields and then twin daggers.

			It had become a lot more fun now that she wasn’t treated like the pest anymore.

			Few people were training when they arrived, yet when they stopped to drink and rest for a few seconds, the dedicated space had filled, as though their ‘fresh’ energy had rallied their fumbling one. Men and women and teenagers getting back in gear. It almost felt like a chant and she wasn’t expecting the influx of energy that barrelled into her as they swapped partners, almost as if dancing.

			The day rose and fell.

			Mahena settled into a place within herself. A sort of quiet, focused, free space where her mind cleared thoughts of all except the weapons of her opponent and her own. It was peaceful, and familiar somehow.

			But then, as she drifted into a land she had no control over, the man opposite feinted and she failed to notice in time.

			His sword went right up to skewer her. It was perfect. A beautiful strike.

			Her body moved. 

			It leaned backwards onto her hands and flipped. Her feet connected with the man’s chin, as her hand unsheathed the dagger at her belt—flying forward for his heart. 

			It embedded itself in Emmerentia’s shield instead. 

			She’d thrown herself between them.

			Mahena seethed as she straightened back up. The man was lying on the floor, startled and breathing. Why was he alive?

			The little voice stirred, cheering at the anger. Kill or die. Kill or die. Kill or die.

			The filthy, piece of—

			The silence reached her. The absence of weapons clinging.

			Emmerentia was walking towards her, hands held up. ‘Mahena, calm down.’

			Mahena just pointed her finger at the man, seething. ‘He tried to kill me. Why did you stop me?’ She could feel the rage in her voice, the rage in her eyes.

			She snarled in Emmerentia’s face when the twin tried to grab her shoulders. ‘Alright. It’s fine. He didn’t mean it.’

			Kill or die. Kill or die. Kill or die.

			Mahena stared down the twenty or so people in the sparring circle.

			Instead of murdering all of them, she spat on the floor and left.

			B

			Emmerentia had spent the best part of the evening apologising to the man her friend had almost just impaled, yelling at him for being so forward with new sparring partners, and bargaining with the instructor of the ring to shut up about it. It had been reckless and stupid, and for a man his age, he should have known better than to let his enthusiasm get so out of control—she’d seen the movement, it could have been fatal. 

			The thread tugged and pulled and somehow...cried out. She forced herself to let the girl go, somehow knowing she would come back and only had to clear the fog in her mind. 

			That...move—fast, precise, hard. It had been the same phenomenon that happened at the farm, when the twin had gone harder with cunning at the back of her mind and Mahena had put her on her ass in a matter of a heartbeat. Emmerentia knew she wasn’t lying about it. Who would? The girl liked training too much to fake being so lame in comparison to that display. 

			She wouldn’t whisper a word of it to the guys, unless they brought it up. Things were complicated enough, and she didn’t feel like listening to another lecture from her brother. 

			Emmerentia crossed her hands behind her head as she laid awake on her cot, alone in the tent. She hadn’t seen Fàaran display such open enthusiasm and joy in a long time, but she refused to let guilt trip her up—there was no obligation for him to remain by her side, he had done more than enough.     

			When Mahena came back, limping and dirty into the tent, Emmerentia asked her if she was physically fine.

			Mahena nodded and fell on her assigned cot.

			The twin only closed her own eyes. A flash of brown hair and feline, cunning green eyes, of anger and pain and relief. She knew perfectly well that that type of exhaustion came from only one place—and it was a place no one wished to discuss. 
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			Mahena twitched on her bedroll, the rays of the rising sun piercing through the tent folds and shining a thin light in her eyes.

			‘I can wait for an explanation, but you will have to talk about it.’

			Mahena slowly stretched and came to a sitting position, twisting to face Emmerentia. Whatever she saw in her eyes made her add. ‘Those outbursts are too uncontrolled. You said you could control it, but you obviously can’t.’

			Mahena clenched her jaw, breathing deeply. ‘Obviously.’

			She knew it wasn’t her who had reacted, not the conscious part of her at least. But as she couldn’t honestly tell herself whether it was that damn thing inside of her or what she actually was and didn’t remember, there wasn’t much she could answer. And perhaps, only perhaps, that voice pulling and twisting and thrashing and murmuring was her.

			She should explain, should confess what dwelled within her, but Mahena pushed the thought to the side for another time.

			Emmerentia stretched in turn, her neck cracking loudly. Mahena glanced around the tent. ‘Where are the guys?’

			As she spoke, they walked inside the tent. 

			A moment later, they all stood in the dim war tent around the oak table. A large map was spread before them, pawns and figures dispersed on it.

			Mahena didn’t know what they had been up to for the last couple of days and, frankly, she couldn’t care less. Yet, she was fully aware that if the man now leaning on the table refused to aid them, they would have to rethink their entire strategy and the twins might decide to ditch her. The lands beyond the wall to Valàander were desolated, patrolled by Karaleen’s forces. But the born Flatlander knew his kingdom, and hopefully a secret solution to their dilemma. She had no doubt Fàaran had been pleading their case and the validity of their insane plan.

			The twins spoke little of the Shadows. Mahena failed to remember even once when Fàaran had mentioned them. Emmerentia had briefly explained the race and their history, but they either didn’t want to say or didn’t know more.

			Mahena’s gaze crossed Fàaran’s as the thought formed in her head. Maybe it was the way his eyes lit, or how he averted his gaze instantly, but another question formed in her mind then.

			Did the older twin have some sort of involvement with the other side?

			‘Would crossing Vasharli be safer?’ Fàaran asked, leaning over the map of the continent, pointing to a cluster of trees. He looked up at Darios standing across the table. ‘It would get us straight to the castle whilst avoiding open expanses.’

			Darios replied, an indecisive grin on his harsh face, ‘They probably won’t be guarding the forest. No one is insane enough to enter it. Do you remember what inhabits those woods?’

			Fàaran brushed his hair back with his fingers and Emmerentia cleared her throat. ‘Oh, we know.’

			‘Then you know better than to wish for a three-week trek in that gods-damned forest.’  

			Mahena angled her head, silently reminding the twins she was no expert in all things Fanhalen.

			‘Giant spiders and giant worms,’ Emmerentia quickly clarified.

			Mahena shivered. ‘Dear Gods.’

			Darios waved a hand over the map. ‘The mother arachnid reaches the size of a donkey, with a paralysing venom that will keep prey awake as they devour it. The goars, on the other hand,’ he turned to Mahena upon the confused expression on her face, ‘are a kind of carnivorous worm that penetrate skin and feed on internal organs.’

			‘Festive.’

			Emmerentia pondered, ‘I assume open land isn’t an option?’

			Darios smiled at her. ‘Only if you feel like dying with teeth sunk in your throat and hallucinogenic poison in your veins. In the best of cases.’ Mahena swore the twin bristled. ‘The queen posted sentries in and around the fields, in case something happens. As the princess managed to cast a spell, they believe magic can possibly still manifest.’

			A short silence fell in the tent, all parties contemplating the possibilities of their journey.

			‘Have you seen signs of that proving true?’

			Darios answered flatly, ‘Magic? I do not have the gift, so I couldn’t tell. From reports, there seemed to have been a tremor about two months ago. Since then, nothing noticeable.’

			When Mahena had arrived. That was another strange confirmation, wasn’t it?

			‘Any indication on what it could have been?’ Emmerentia prompted, keeping her eyes on the captain.

			‘Unfortunately, not. It could be so many things it is difficult to say. Its disappearance was strange enough in the first place. Who knows?’

			It couldn’t, couldn’t be related to her, could it?

			Another silence.

			Fàaran broke it. ‘What is the other option? Do you have antidotes for the Gharans’ venom?’

			Mahena imagined there would be a way of sucking the venom out were they unlucky enough to be bitten. The idea of sleeping in a place full of deadly crawlers, on the other hand...she wondered if she’d sleep at all. They had been travelling in the open for weeks now and she had accommodated to it better than she’d imagined. But giant insects? No, thank you, bye.

			‘There might be. I can escort you to the borders of Hondora. Cross the kingdom in a straight line. If you pay them enough, you’ll be able to find someone who is rounding the continent that will get you close to the Southern part of Vasharli. If you sail close enough, then you might have only a few days to trek through.’

			Fàaran levelled his friend with a stare that Mahena couldn’t interpret. ‘Is there no one else who can lead us? You are needed here.’

			Darios tapped his battle-worn fingers on the table. ‘It has been quiet for the past week. And only I know the shortcut.’ The captain gazed at the map, shadows dancing there, shadows Mahena and the twins understood clearly. He sighed, ‘So much darkness has already soiled these lands’.

			‘How bad is it?’ Emmerentia ventured.

			Mahena felt her throat tighten, her tongue like rasp-paper as she swallowed down. The back of her head became heavy, her guts suddenly dropping into a curled ball.

			You won’t, hissed the little voice.

			Mahena twitched at the tug, at the viciousness. At the surety of the affirmation.  

			Darios only shook his head slowly. ‘We need help. Help that is not coming. We have sent emissaries, but we still await responses.’ He pointed to the Fairy territory. ‘The King has signed a treaty with the Shadow Queen to remain neutral. He will neither interfere nor help her, shielding his people completely from the map until the war is over. Our spies have confirmed he glamoured the entire kingdom into nothing. To have his warriors would balance the scale.’

			Fàaran cursed, filthy and low, and Emmerentia echoed the sentiment. 

			Mahena bit her tongue, catching the surprised laugh before it got out. He expressed emotions so rarely every time was like a first.

			They had mentioned magic was inherent to fairies. When it had fallen, they retained their body glamour, allowing them to modify their appearance amongst other things. She felt out of place to ask how rendering an entire kingdom invisible was possible without the full power of magic.

			‘Why would he make a deal with her?’ The question slipped. She had stood in the shadows during the entire conversation, the entire stay, the twins answering questions for her and about her, and in a corner of her mind, it profoundly bothered her. Something twitched and twisted, wanting to stand out, to fend for itself, to state loud and clear that she wasn’t defenceless and lost—even if she was.

			Darios looked at her. ‘They’re long-lived. He despises the human race as it is. He probably believes the Shadows are closer in nature to his people than we are.’

			Fàaran stared at the map, his eyes cold with determination and rage, as though a mysterious answer would appear on the parchment if he stared long enough.

			‘Not a single kingdom would send help? Not even foreign ones?’ Mahena asked, ‘Is there not a single ruler with ties in other lands?’

			Emmerentia shot her a glare. Fàaran only clenched his jaw.

			Darios, now leaning with his back against an oak drawer, smiled bitterly, ‘It appears we are now understanding our own foolishness in accepting and trading with monsters. Unless a miracle comes to pass, we are alone.’ He glanced towards Fàaran. ‘If I am to take you, we are leaving in an hour.’

			B

			 As Darios left the tent, Fàaran on his heels, Emmerentia’s gaze shifted to Mahena. The woman held her stare. ‘What?’

			Emmerentia leaned against the chest of drawers. ‘You are hiding something. And I think you have been hiding it from the beginning.’

			Mahena stepped back, the intensity in her eyes shifting. That constant shadow hovering in her clear gaze, casting emotions foreign to her. She had noticed it two weeks ago now and had since then paid close attention to the variations in her eyes, on her face, at the slight changes in expression followed by a shake of the head, hard blinking, or utter surprise. She had come to trust Mahena sufficiently not to push for an explanation, going as far as allowing her to train with other people.

			Of course, that had bitten her in the ass as well.

			But it had also supported the fact that the longer they waited, the faster Mahena could act regrettably. It had just been luck that yesterday had not ended in bloodshed. Sheer luck. She didn’t want to begin to imagine the sad events that could have unfolded should Mahena have killed the man—Darios’ man. He could have killed her, but it was mainly because she had showcased good skills and the man had been poorly trained.

			‘I have noticed for a while. As a sign of trust, I said nothing. But you almost killed someone yesterday.’ Emmerentia willed her face to soften, willed her voice to mellow. Whatever was happening, launching an outright attack would serve no purpose. ‘And it wasn’t you.’

			‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Mahena said defensively. She shifted on her feet and crossed her arms on her chest.

			It took all of Emmerentia’s will to add, ‘I am not laying blame. I might be able to help.’

			Mahena cocked her head to the side. ‘You haven’t told your brother, have you?’

			So her instincts proved true. ‘I am giving you the chance to tell me, first.’

			‘I don’t have to tell you everything. Privacy still applies in our situation.’ There. Something shuddered in her eyes as she squared off her shoulders. But what was it? Her buried subconscious? Her true personality coming back to her slowly?

			‘Do you not trust me, now?’

			Mahena’s shoulders relaxed, just a bit. She squinted at Emmerentia for a moment, as though she was trying to pierce through clothes and skin to her heart with merely her eyes. ‘Yes, I do.’ 

			She cleared her throat. ‘However. We have had this conversation before and, as long as the information is in no regard relevant to the situation, I have no obligation to tell. You do not share your secrets either, might I remind you.’

			‘Hmm,’ Emmerentia quirked her mouth to the side in answer.

			It didn’t sit well, but it was fair enough. 

			‘I am going to sit outside.’ Mahena left the tent. As she disappeared through the folds and into the day, Fàaran stepped back inside.

			‘What’s wrong?’ Emmerentia asked immediately.

			Her brother gestured to the seats in the centre of the large tent, prompting her to sit down. ‘I have a bad feeling.’

			‘About travelling through warring lands? How surprising. What has Darios told you? You forget to share the details.’

			‘I don’t want to share them in front of her.’ Fàaran still didn’t trust Mahena for reasons she found ridiculous. But it wasn’t her decision. It was never her decision. And she knew she couldn’t discuss the underlying reason. He continued, ‘We merely discussed the future of this camp and he updated me on the situation. But, I want reassurance before we go through with this.’

			Emmerentia frowned. ‘You mean to turn around when we have travelled this far already?’

			‘Not necessarily. There is a way to get some answers.’

			They stared at each other for a moment, Emmerentia increasingly frustrated at the lack of forthrightness from her twin. ‘Why do you keep so much away from me? You are growing distant.’

			‘And you are growing closer to her, more than safety demands.’

			Something in her chest stirred at the accusation, words coated almost with disgust. She couldn’t, simply couldn’t understand why he was being so difficult. It was beyond his character, beyond the protective aspect of their relationship. He had decided she was a threat and had not tried once to be more than just civil. The more she dug around it, the more she lost herself in thoughts of utter nonsense.

			‘What does it have to do with the rest of the journey? I am keeping her close, it is smarter than barely acknowledging her existence. What did he tell you?’

			Fàaran blinked several times, usually a sign of annoyance, and how he kept his own thoughts quiet. But she knew that look. She said, ‘You want to stay, don’t you? I can see it in your eyes.’ When he lowered them, she added, ‘I am not holding you to any promises, Fàaran. You have done for me more than a brother is required to. We can meet again when I am through with this.’ She meant it, yet as the words left her lips, her heart tightened so hard in her chest she almost put a hand to it.

			As he remained quiet for longer than necessary, Emmerentia understood there was more to it. He had his secrets, they both did. But this, she could feel it. And it was the one thing she knew was not her topic to bring up. They were not children anymore, they hadn’t been for a long time. They were bound to split paths again eventually, although she profoundly wished it never happened. They had a right to their own choices, regardless of the wishes of the other.

			‘I am asking you again, do you wish to stay and fight?’

			‘I am offended you think I would even consider breaking my promise to you.’ So dramatic, her brother. So loyal and fervent. ‘But we are getting some answers first.’

			B

			Mahena crossed her arms as she stood in the tent again, Emmerentia having just informed her that they were going to split and take another route. ‘Why?’

			‘Because it is something we have to take care of, and it does not concern you.’ The tone was colder than necessary.

			Mahena sneered, ‘Do you think me an idiot?’ She tapped her fingers on the table behind her, calming her racing heartbeat. Don’t overthink. ‘How can you have something to do here, in this mess, that has nothing to do with me? Please explain.’ 

			Emmerentia batted her eyelashes. ‘Are you going to miss me?’

			‘On second thought, maybe some time away from you will do my sanity some good.’

			Emmerentia bared her teeth. Mahena did the same. And on that note, they packed their bags. 

			The men waited outside with two saddled horses she did not recognise. Fàaran was securing his travel bag on Farak’s saddle as they walked up to them. Darios waited, arms crossed on his chest, face unreadable.

			In the two days and nights they had squatted at the camp, she must have shared a whole of ten words with the Flatlander. As they approached, the man gestured to the animals. ‘A present for your voyage. They are battle and long distance bred. Shòra and Farsè. Their owners died recently, may they serve you well.’ As though they understood the Flatlander’s words, they neighed in answer.

			Mahena looked over her new mount, a slight twist in her heart at the thought of never seeing the horse that had accompanied her since she had found herself in this land. This horse’s caramel coat shone despite the sun’s absence, her blue eyes scanning Mahena in turn. It almost seemed like she was weighing whether she should accept her new rider.

			The Dartassi were horsemen—the best breed came from the Flatlands, although she didn’t remember the name—so maybe the horses themselves were more...aware. Her gaze crossed to Farak, Fàaran’s own mount, his dark brown coat of a similar shine now carelessly staring at her new mare. A smile stretched her lips.

			‘Mahena,’ Emmerentia called, snapping her attention back to the humans around her. A very young woman appeared from behind the tent, dressed in fighting leathers, with a quiver and bow slung across her back that seemed twice her weight.

			How old was she? Seriously, a child was to babysit her now? 

			Mahena reined in a sneer. This day was just a ball of bullshit. 

			Darios gestured between the two women. ‘Mahena, this is Ayslinn. She will take you via another route. We shall meet at the tunnels by nightfall.’

			And that was that. Mahena mouthed a demand for further explanation that Emmerentia majestically ignored. Each of them mounted, Mahena asking Farsè’s permission to get on her back. The animal lowered her head in a welcoming gesture.

			Darios’ voice laughed behind her. ‘It seems she won’t be kicking you off her back.’ 

			Mahena turned around as she adjusted her saddle. 

			‘You’re lucky,’ Darios winked at her, then brought his attention back to the twins. ‘Let’s go.’

			They launched into a gallop through an expanse of lush greenery.

			What a strange character, she thought as she tightened the leads in her right hand, willing all her frustration to bottle down and stay down. She watched them ride through the field and disappear into the forest on the horizon. What were they going to do?

			Someone cleared their throat to her right.

			Shit, she’d almost forgotten her guide—her oh so young guide. Wasn’t babysitting working the other way around?

			Ayslinn clicked her tongue, drawing Mahena’s attention back to her, her face a mask of calm indifference. ‘We are going this way.’

			She pointed to the field behind them. Her voice was so empty of emotions that Mahena couldn’t prevent herself from sighing a little too loud as they launched the horses into a trot.

			Great, another enthusiastic companion.
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			Mahena would have bet her hand she’d be sulking atop her horse for how dismissive the twins had been—again. Yet, they had barely departed the camp before she was sucked in by the tiny woman escorting her, a bow thrown over her shoulder like it weighed nothing, although it looked as though it was about to swallow her whole. 

			There was an ethereal feel about the rider—dimmed, dulled, but there, fighting to keep afloat. The pendant had warmed, ever so slightly, since she had laid eyes on Ayslinn.

			Fairy. Fairy. Fairy. 

			It brushed against the back of her head, the back of her mind. And if she waved it off—

			Weakened. Weakened. Weakened. 

			Pushing forward, insisting on that specific word—suggesting something to steal, something to take. 

			‘Shut up, you arrogant asshole.’

			Everytime, she swore at the little voice laughing joyfully. 

			The woman of her dream flashed before her eyes, her face coming back in flashes, and she pondered the dream over during the first half of the ride. She willed the images and sensations back to her mind; that thing in her chest twisted. She had been out of the world beautiful, as though the gore and dirt heightened the perfectness of her. It was clear that she was a warrior and seemed that she was the commander of whatever unit had been responsible for the corpses lying in the valley. It was love and hate and passion and admiration and spite spiralling together in her heart, with a twinge of fear of her. The eyes...they had been the colour of blood. The colour of that nation currently sweeping through the world, leaving a trail of carnage in their wake.

			That woman, she understood there and then, was a Shadow. 

			But if, for the sake of the argument, it was her in that dream, then she had been to battle. The prospect of killing did not appear as particularly troubling. But she hadn’t witnessed the fighting, the screaming, the pleading—the terror before death’s kiss. 

			No, she had only seen the final result—everyone laid dead and silence reigned.

			She couldn’t picture whether it would be an overwhelming shouting or calming haze that would engulf her.

			Mahena cleared her throat as they slowed down to a walk. ‘How is it, the war?’ she asked tentatively. ‘The camp was the first sign of it I witnessed. I have never been to battle.’

			‘You beheld the camp,’ the fairy retorted, ‘does that not give you indication enough?’

			Mahena ground her teeth at the obnoxious tone. ‘Of course, it does. But it seems like you have been in the thick of it and could maybe share the knowledge so I might prepare myself.’

			Ayslinn considered for a moment. The wind picked up its pace, blowing harder as they left the cover of the trees, whipping her braids back. She said, ‘Your deeper survival instincts take over. Your first fight, your first real fight, buries all the training you could have. You can be the best in your training group, if you freeze once the bones drum and death encircles you, you are good meat for the beasts. Nothing can prepare you for it. You have it inside of you, or you will fall on the first swords and spears.’ She paused for a second, perhaps swallowing a painful memory. ‘Everyone can learn to wield a sword, to raise a shield. No one becomes a warrior. The warrior in your guts, in your soul, comes out. If it isn’t there to begin with, you will crawl and hide until death’s sweet embrace sweeps you away.’

			In answer, the wind blew louder, and the sun disappeared between the clouds, casting shadows and a grey aura on the plain they now entered.

			Would she crawl for shelter, would she cower before bloodshed?

			No. No. No. No. No.

			And she knew, deep down, that she would not.

			Ayslinn focused on the road ahead, forgetting the woman at her side.

			Mahena felt no need to force conversation again. The warrior’s silence was indication enough she felt no inclination for talking.

			The only time they stopped, it was to rest over the dead of the night. Mahena felt exhaustion grip her to her very bones. She unrolled her bedroll and Ayslinn sat down against the trunk of an enormous tree. The earthen looked at the woman she knew was a fairy, that strange dimmed light even more present in the darkness—the grace, the natural flawlessness of her movement, was still enchanting, almost surreal. She wondered whether fairies on the battlefield looked like deadly ballerinas. Instead of lying down, she crouched next to the young woman—who looked barely over sixteen—pointedly ignored her inquisitive stare. Her pendant warmed against her chest at the proximity.   

			Mahena asked after a second, ‘Will you tell me a tale about your people?’ She lived for stories after all, and she might give her something the twins didn’t know. 

			At Ayslinn’s raised brows, she quickly added, ‘As you probably noticed, I have never met a fairy before.’ She shrugged after taking a sip from her waterskin. ‘And giving the confusing reports we hear about your people, I would rather hear it from the source.’

			The tiny woman looked her over with a frankness that had her stirring—as though she could see right through to the core of her soul, of her heart, of her hidden truths. But then she said, ‘What would you like to know?’

			Well, that was easy. Mahena schooled her features to hide her surprise. She had been ready to plead her case. ‘Is there a historical fact that has been in a way tampered with, that the fairies hold the truth of?’

			‘We do not share our secrets.’ Ayslinn said dryly—then angled her head and smiled at Mahena's crumpling expression. ‘How about a historical fact that does not concern my people. Would you like to know something of the like?’

			Mahena nodded.

			‘How about the supposed fall of Elgona?’

			The little voice hissed, snarled, growled. 

			Mahena dug her nails into her palms, freezing her reaction. She willed her voice to be casual. ‘It was a long time ago, wasn’t it? They were all massacred, and the land died with them after the castle was sacked.’

			Ayslinn straightened up, looking over to her horse, then back to Mahena. ‘Something like that. As you said, tales are a mere mirror of the truth. They are shaped to instigate fear or spread awe, not to display facts.’

			‘So what are the facts?’ Mahena smiled, wanting to show that she was interested.

			‘Well, there are talks amongst my people that the last King and Queen, to protect their legacy against the Shadows, opened the last portal and disappeared.’

			Mahena angled her head. ‘That seems cowardly.’ She sucked on a tooth. ‘So, you are saying that the heir to that kingdom lives on in another realm?’

			The fairy nodded. ‘My people believe it so.’

			Mahena tugged on the string, ‘Do they think he or she will ever set foot on this territory again?’

			Ayslinn looked her up and down, making Mahena wonder what manner of glamour the fairy possessed. Her eyes seemed to see through everything. ‘I have been away from my kingdom for a long while now, however the last time I visited our seers, they professed as much.’ She pulled a few pieces of meat out of her bag, extending a couple to Mahena.

			Mahena sniffed it out of habit.

			‘If I intended on killing you,’ Ayslinn said in response, ‘it would not be with poison.’

			Mahena laughed. ‘I wanted to know what animal, not what plant.’

			Ayslinn hummed as she chewed on her bit of salted pork. She said, ‘You should rest, you will need it.’

			‘What about you?’

			‘My resistance to fatigue is far superior. Get some sleep, whilst you still can.’

			Mahena didn’t protest, even if a part of her stomach churned at the underlying meaning. Exhaustion gnawed at her, her limbs aching from all the riding. She crossed her hands behind her head and closed her eyes.

			Sleep claimed her soon after.
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			Emmerentia remained quiet for most of the journey to the old Rockery, not entirely certain how to assess the situation, or whether to entrust the captain with more truth than necessary. Fàaran yearned to, she could feel it in her bones. He missed male companionship, and meeting with his old friend only served to stir a wound not yet stitched up.

			The twin noticed the way her brother had longingly stared at the camp, at the wounded and the battle cries, at orders being shouted from side to side.

			He loathed himself for remaining safe whilst others suffered in battle, whilst others died pointlessly in horrendous ways. She suspected his acceptance of this journey, of the earthen now travelling with a fae warrior on the other side of the woods, a mere filling of that crack in his soul. That he secretly hoped it would bring them in a dire situation, where he might be able to help, to serve.

			Especially now that she had offered him to stay, to fight.

			Fàaran would have been the perfect head to their house, if only she had reined in her pain and rage, kept him away from it.

			But he had dived in to protect her, to defend her as he had always felt obligated to. And it had forced him into exile with her.

			Seeing him discussing the war, planning and plotting again, it brought a smile to her lips as much as it made her heart scream.

			Would she ever be able to give him his life back, to erase her mistakes? Would he ever be pardoned for aiding her? And although there were many other kingdoms, or continents even, they could explore and establish new lives, would there ever come a day they would not look over their shoulders anymore? At the thought of the ruler who had put their heads up for reward, she knew he would chase her to the end of the earth for what she had done. She had spent enough time at his court to know the type of man he truly was, the extent of his anger and cruelty.

			Emmerentia clutched the reins in her hands until her knuckles blanched. She didn’t really care about herself; she would choose hanging over begging for forgiveness, but Fàaran hadn’t made that choice. She’d bestowed it upon him that day she’d barged into his quarters, possessed with rage, despair coating her every word, and had taken it upon herself to do the one thing she knew would cost them everything.

			Emmerentia willed herself to focus on the two riders ahead of her. The road was peppered with people on the way to the camp, carrying weapons, cooking utensils, supplies. They rode by two wagons transporting heavy charges. Children ran wild, climbing trees for fruits or picking vegetables, herbs, tracking animals.

			This was the limit, the twin realised, between war and normality. The thin line that will soon exist no more should nothing change, should they receive no help, should the queen decide to launch a real offensive. At this stage, she was merely toying with them. Once that realisation hit, after hearing about the darkness that had already descended upon half the continent, it truly terrified her.

			Emmerentia had never witnessed a war camp. She wasn’t a soldier, and her training had been entirely different. Yet, the thread that pulled at her in face of the extremism of the situation was one of longing. Longing for belonging to a group, belonging to a cause, for wielding her blades day after day. No disgust, no pity, no pain for the children and women.

			She didn’t know what kind of person it made her.

			The twin had never heard of The Rockery, hadn’t the faintest inkling on what it was, or who it was; if they were looking for information, a specific object to protect them, weapons, bargaining chips. As resourceful and connected as her brother turned out to be, he kept his cards close to his chest, even from her. 

			Emmerentia picked a spot on the horizon ahead, forgetting the weather and the enchanting surroundings, forgetting she should be running in the opposite direction to fight amongst the Flatlanders.

			She should appreciate it, should smell, and watch as much as she could the last parcel of land unplagued by the atrocities of war, take in as much of the beauty displayed before her whilst she still had the chance.

			Darios and Fàaran launched into a gallop along the riverbank, one of the arms of the Dasil accompanying them. If she’d shut out her thoughts, she might have heard the beautiful song of the water running past the small pebbles on the bottom of the river, or the wind whispering the stories it carried on its wings.

			There had been moments, more and more of them, where she felt the cage of her shattered heart opening slightly, mending the pieces slowly, whilst in the presence of the earthen. Emmerentia never imagined she could lack, or even miss, female companionship. The pampered and whiny girls she had known growing up made her skin itch quickly, and she often found herself with nothing to discuss, nothing to share with them. That one...the number of similarities she noticed in their temperament and thought processes made her smile more frequently than she cared to admit. 

			It surprised her more and more at how comfortable she felt in Mahena’s presence, at that tug that constantly tickled her guts. The woman was changing by the day—small, barely noticeable modification of her appearance and her words. Yet it was there, and it was her eyes as much as that thread that pointed it out. She was witnessing a flower bloom, the stem timidly coming out of the earth and growing its core, its thorns, its petals, and opening up. There was little left of the scared thing they had found in the woods.

			Letting her train with others had been a mistake. Letting her train with mediocre fighters had been an error. Emmerentia should have known better by now, but she also needed reaffirmation that it was too early. The eyes that had stared at her when she realised her kill had been taken away, the shadows of rage and betrayal that had danced there—it had hit her fair and square in the guts. The state in which she had come back, the time of night she’d come back at, Emmerentia had then understood how truly similar they were. It made her smile and pity her in turns, for she knew how difficult it was to accept the darkness of those emotions, the means of how to deal with them, and how delightful the outlet was.

			The switch of personality, on the other hand, ought to be discussed. With the dreams she experienced, even if she refused to explain them in detail, and the twisted thoughts that crossed her mind at times. How dark, or how troubled, was the woman she travelled with? 

			Emmerentia pressed her mare forward, closing the distance with the men. They took a smaller path lined with arched trees, creating a misty road in the descending sunlight. In the distance, growing as they approached, a cabin started to appear.

			It was small, perhaps one or two inhabitants, a facade interlaced with branches and vine leaves, the cabin itself built against the side of a giant oak tree. Flowerpots and herbs hung sparsely from the various branches, the front door itself decorated with three different leaves in the shape of a triangle.

			Emmerentia abruptly stopped the horse. She blinked, bracing herself. A scent, old and malicious, hit her. The mist hovering above the house and their own heads chilled her to the core, snaking down her spine. 

			It stunk of old magic, of essence magic. How had her brother dared bring her to such a place? She walked the horse forward until she was level with the men, angling her head towards her twin. Fàaran only held her stare.

			Whatever the Rockery was, it made her hand slide discreetly to the knife at her belt. ‘Care to share what this place is?’ Emmerentia muttered, at a still respectable distance from the cabin to avoid anyone at ear range.

			Darios replied, a smile casting shadows on his face, ‘An old friend of mine.’ He lifted his hand in a silent command.

			Despite the situation, her nostrils flared. She’d sworn herself never to accept a command from a man again.

			There was a green pasture near them, and they dismounted, leaving the horses to rest. Emmerentia patted her horse’s neck whilst tightening her knife belt.

			A snivelling, cracking, and mocking voice broke the silence. ‘What do we have here?’

			Emmerentia schooled her features into calmness, even if it sent her body shivering.

			Darios looked at them both with a face she did not think him capable of. ‘Only I speak.’

			Her aversion for magic only matched her nervousness in the face of nature made creatures. Magic, in any form, was an unpredictable advantage showered upon a crib; when they had one or both feet in the forest and the instincts that came with it, it was a different story.

			Regardless of the tone, Emmerentia gladly nodded.

			Fàaran’s face remained neutral, copying the attitude of his former brother-in-arms as they made their way to the provenance of the voice.

			It was hard to expect anything, as with the fall of magic years ago, most of the ancients had retreated into the elements themselves, leaving the earth to those who dared destroy it in their wake. Some remained, unfortunately, shedding their primal forms in favour of a more discreet one. The only reassurance was without the thread of magic flowing in the earth, their actions remained limited.

			‘Rosavel,’ Darios called the voice, sweetly. ‘I have need of your talents.’

			Her entire life had been dedicated to perfecting the courtly, girlish eye as well as her fighting skills, removing herself from the potential encounters with such beings. The only exception had been Sheya and the silver Valorà, but that was different.

			From behind the corner of the house, a frail silhouette peeled away from the tree. Stepping into the dim light, Emmerentia’s hand automatically shot to the dagger at her waist as the figure materialised. Fàaran instantly gripped her hand, forcing her to release. She shot him a glare.

			Do not leave me in the dark next time.

			You would have fought against it if I had told you.

			As opposed to her, her brother had an unhealthy fascination for the extraordinary, that he hid well, but not completely.

			A crone appeared, stacked and with sharp teeth, eyes of crystal-clear water. She was small and looked like a sweep of wind would steal her away on its wings.

			Emmerentia restrained herself from grinding her teeth.

			That woman, or whatever her original form should have been, was old.

			Beyond old.

			What did the captain of the left-wing barter with her?

			Magic always came with a price. What had he sold in return, if they had met before?

			She moved faster than expected, a wicked stretch of her lips as she came before Darios. ‘Seeking me again, are we?’

			Emmerentia’s entire being yelled at her to turn heels and never think of this place again. But she held fast, keeping her face blank.

			 Rosavel’s eyes barrelled into the young captain, as though remembering their past deal, stripping him bare in the process. To his credit, the Flatlander did not so much as flinch.

			‘Your gifts have no match, Rosavel. I would not risk exposing you if it was not of the utmost urgency.’

			Had Fàaran revealed more than she believed?

			The crone cast her gaze upon the both of them at last, coming to the realisation there was more than one soul on her patio.

			That stare ran her through.

			Rosavel pointed to her. ‘Are you ready to pay the price for your questions?’

			Emmerentia swallowed hard.

			Darios cut in, ‘What is the price?’

			Her brother wanted reassurance that they would not lose their lives after entering the desolated part of their world. Was this woman a seer? Had seers retained their curse even without magic roaming the lands?

			Fàaran stepped in. ‘I will.’

			The crone’s smile widened—a razor-sharp grin mixed with the sweetness of a poisoned apple. She remained focused on Emmerentia. ‘Are you ready to pay the price for your questions?’

			‘I do not have any questions.’

			Again, that stare layered her down, bit by bit. It was a demand, Emmerentia realised. That creature had picked her.

			Rosavel reported her attention back to the captain. ‘Are you making me waste my time, boy?’

			The primitive tone, the ancient life breathed at last. They were different, so utterly differ ent to humans, those who took life in the first moment of the world. It was the only explanation to her still possessing her abilities when none could—if she truly did.

			They needed answers. So many answers. But what could she offer them? What could be divulged to a soul that could very well help them as much as destroy them on a whim? They were to be avoided at all costs, even in last resorts.

			Fàaran grabbed his sister’s arm, forcing her to look at him.

			This was not supposed to happen. If she does not take me, we will find another way.  

			Too late for that.

			Emmerentia wrenched her arm free and walked to the crone, her head angling as she approached, stepping up onto the porch. ‘We have no intention of disrespecting your time.’

			The crone gestured to the door leading inside the cabin. ‘Come with me.’

			Emmerentia swallowed, pulling up courage hidden deep inside her guts as she followed the female inside her house, and the door closed on them, leaving her brother and Darios outside.

			The door closed with a trapping sound. The branches in front of the windows cast intertwined shadows of light and darkness, a representation of everyone’s reality. The room was bare save for a table. The walls had wooden shelves on them, as though the tree had crafted them itself, rough and solid, yet beautiful. Various little pots decorated it, all containing herbs or roots of some sort. In the far corner, a cauldron oscillated above an extinguished fire.

			The crone pointed to the table. ‘Sit.’

			Emmerentia obeyed, not daring to remove her eyes from the Rockery as she lit a small portion of a stick. It started burning and she brought it to the table, setting it on a box.

			Emmerentia asked, ‘What is the price for your help?’

			Silence settled in the room, blocking out all the sounds of the forest, leaving only the creaking of the floor as she moved about.

			The female—calling her a woman would be wrong—sat in front of her. ‘The price is what you are willing to pay to obtain what you seek.’

			‘That is too vague for a deal.’

			The crone extended her hands, palms facing upwards. One at a time, she sliced a piece of her skin open with one of her nails. The blood was clear brown, almost like sap. There was a sense of quiet about her, a terrifying face for a power that ran deeper than Emmerentia could possibly comprehend.

			‘Once you find your true path, I shall come and claim my debt. An audience, once the balance is restored, with the heir to my homeland’s power.’

			Emmerentia cocked her head to the side. The scent of the burning stick snaked inside her brain, a perfume together harsh and earthy, strong and unbending.

			‘I don’t understand. Who is that? What homeland?’

			The crone smiled, revealing a set of crooked teeth. ‘Is that your question?’

			Emmerentia breathed in and out. Something was at play here, she could feel the stakes deep down her bones. A turning point in that journey she forced them to saddle up for. Perhaps it was only repayment for her sins that she had to be responsible for this bone thrown her way.

			The twin unsheathed her knife and mirrored the crone’s gesture, slicing each palm. Her guts roiled in warning.

			Her brother trusted Darios.

			Therefore, so did she.

			Emmerentia placed her palms atop the female’s. ‘How do we travel safely to Vassalis?’

			She had so many questions to ask, so many things that needed clarifying. But she knew, deep down, that the price equaled the importance of the question. That question was what her brother wanted to know. This primed her own needs and queries.

			She swore something like disappointment shone in the witch’s eyes.

			The cabin shook at the contact, a strong wind rattling the shelves, whipping her hair back. The connection ran through her blood, through her bones, a vine binding her question to the crone, to her roots. A vine binding her by blood, an unbreakable, wordless vow. 

			‘Trust your instincts and the ones of the girl you hid from me. Claim the Shadow’s debt and trust the wolf. See the path you must follow.’

			An image flashed before her closed eyes, of a traced map and a route to follow after the meeting point.

			When Emmerentia opened her eyes, she found herself alone in the cabin, the stick a pile of ash, the being gone. She sat in silence for a moment, catching her breath, trying to shake out the feeling of that blood oath, of that sensation of a snake making its way down to every corner of her soul, searching for her life thread.

			She’d thrown all of her resistance in that sweep, to keep her heart enclosed and protect the one part of herself she would never expose to anyone, never explain. Whether it had worked, she did not know.

			Emmerentia opened the door slowly, coming out onto sundown, to the buzzing of bugs and howling of other creatures.

			Her legs betrayed her, swaying slightly.

			The two men moved to her then, her brother instantly seizing her under the arm to support her.

			Her breathing turned heavy, as though by stepping outside the cabin, she had come into an atmosphere where the air, where the rules of gravity differed.

			It took her brain a minute to re-adapt.

			They gave her space to come back to her senses, to realise that her surroundings were safe, that she was safe.

			Emmerentia looked up to her brother. ‘I know how to get to the capital.’
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			Mahena squinted at the approaching riders. She leaned against a tree outside the meeting point. The sun was still low in the sky, casting pastel orange light against the plains they had just crossed.

			The Inn, Ayslinn told her, had been built as an escape route centuries ago. It shielded an entrance to a tunnel that ran underneath the lands, all the way past the border into Hondora.

			It was the safest way for them to cross into the next kingdom without detection or suspicion, and would resurface in the sister Inn on the other side.

			‘Can you see if it’s them?’ she asked Ayslinn, who was too sucked in the ground beneath her feet to realise riders were breaking the distance.

			She looked up, straightening her back as she put a hand above her eyes, blocking the sun from her sight. She had mentioned her vision was better than humans’, might as well use it.

			‘It is.’

			The fairy walked the few paces between her and her horse, pushed herself up lightly and pressed the horse to a trot; she did not bother with farewells—rude much.

			They met midfield and peeled away after nodding at each other, Fàaran and Darios clamping arms in goodbye.

			Emmerentia nodded at the Captain.

			Mahena had expected to feel anger, or at least a tad of resentment for excluding her once again but, as they neared, she noticed Emmerentia’s livid face, as though someone had just pillaged her soul, and the feeling simply vanished. 

			Mahena looked up. ‘You’ve looked better. Interesting trip?’

			Fàaran waved the question off as they dismounted, ‘Any issues on the way?’

			Mahena shook her head. ‘What do we do from here?’ she asked, her gaze falling on the Inn a few yards from their spot.

			A ray of sun hit Emmerentia, setting her hair and skin in glowing golden tones. Mahena hadn’t realised how the sun had turned their bodies browner, especially their faces. The people they had crossed paths with, except for the flatlanders, were much lighter-skinned. Were they originally from this continent? Mahena had never asked, never thought of it even. Never believed it bore any importance. Fàaran knew his way around the continent too well for them not to be. Perhaps from further south? She would ask them, one day.

			‘We continue on,’ Fàaran replied indicatively, gesturing to the Inn.

			‘What about the horses?’ Mahena asked.

			‘They come with.’

			Mahena couldn’t imagine how the three horses would fare in total darkness underground. Perhaps the tunnel was more than a mere hewn hole? Mahena expected torches, perhaps built-in lights—a dark, narrow passage, creeping with crawlers and underground vines. They left the horses with an attendant at the Inn’s entrance before slipping inside. Fàaran led them confidently behind the bar and through another door where a man was seated on a stool. He whispered in the man’s ear, words too low for her to hear. And then they were shown down a flight of stairs, through a passage in the floor she had failed to notice.

			Mahena looked around her, marking the tall cabinets filled with urns, books, pitchers and other artefacts. The damp atmosphere led her to wonder how any of the objects narrowly avoided turning into piles of gruesome mould.

			In the distance, the sound of water dripping echoed.

			Plop. Plop. Plop.

			They weaved between the shelves, the basement bigger than she’d expected from seeing the upstairs. They stopped before a seemingly random cupboard and the guide heaved his weight against it. With some scattering of wares and low screeching noises, the entrance to the secret tunnel was revealed.

			The man motioned to Fàaran to help him lift the iron door, revealing a dim staircase. The smell of dust and old air tickled her nose, as though these passages had laid dormant since they’d been built. How would they get the horses down there? She suspected they would usually be used the other way around—for citizens of Hondora fleeing their Kingdom before the queen surrendered their lands, to either fight or find passages to other shores.

			‘Just keep going straight until you hit the other side,’ Was all the man said before he shut the door above them.

			Mahena braced herself for darkness. Yet the way was somehow lit, dimly-glowing lanterns set in the walls indicated the path into the underbelly of the Flatlands.

			‘Be careful where you step,’ Emmerentia said. ‘It will be slippery.’

			‘And here I was, thinking we would race all the way down,’ Mahena quipped.

			The twin gave her a smirk, ‘Don’t tempt—’

			‘Don’t even think about it,’ Fàaran clipped. ‘I promise I’ll let you rot down there if you fall and break your bones.’ 

			Mahena peered at the stairs—there were no ramps caging them.

			Emmerentia elbowed her brother gently. ‘You’re too kind.’

			‘I bet he’ll mend them all whilst giving you the biggest bollocking of your life.’

			The twins’ brows rose in unison.

			‘Lecture?’

			Fàaran sighed out dramatically as he stepped down the first stair, testing it. ‘If I had to keep count of it.’

			Emmerentia winked at her behind his back and Mahena huffed, the faraway sounds of the underworld resonating around them. 

			The little banter faded rapidly as they focused on the dimness circling them, on the uneven stairs. A knot of anxiety crippled its way down Mahena’s stomach, clenching her lungs. An image of the Lord of the Rings flashed before her eyes, when they were descending into the heart of Moria. She forced herself to inhale deeply, shoving her fear into a corner of herself and locking it up. As they reached the bottom, a long and wide cave spread before them.

			‘That’s really not what I imagined we’d have to cross,’ Mahena murmured, more to herself.

			‘Dartar was built above a city that collapsed long ago, creating an underground labyrinth. They stumbled upon it one day and decided to rebuild some of it should they ever find the need to escape.’

			‘Meaning that some parts of it were made to accommodate an underground lifestyle, should the need arise?’

			‘So it is said.’

			Ayslinn had told her that much.

			It could easily accommodate the horses, Mahena realised. As if in answer, the sound of neighing reached them. Out of an arm of the tunnel she had somehow missed, the man from the tavern emerged with their three mounts. He said nothing and simply handed them their leads. She noticed extra bags attached to the saddles.

			They all patted their mounts’ neck in encouragement. Farak scratched the ground repeatedly, rubbing his head frantically against his owner’s legs. ‘Adventure my friend,’ Fàaran murmured gently to him. ‘It will be fine.’

			Mahena shook her head at the love in those words before eyeing the two horses gifted to them by Darios. ‘Do you think these two are used to these conditions?’

			Fàaran, surprisingly, gave her the answer, ‘Warhorses are trained from birth to remain calm through any sort of discomfort, whether it be loud noises, darkness, pain. Darios respects horses more than most humans, he would never put an unprepared beast through a task that would cause them distress. Which is why he offered these two in exchange for the others.’

			‘Why did you hang on to Farak, then?’

			It was Emmerentia who replied, ‘He has a warrior’s heart.’

			Mahena smiled to herself at the softer tone. She opened the new bag attached to her saddle and was happy to find extra food within. ‘How long is this going to take?’

			‘Days, if we’re lucky.’

			Mahena didn’t understand why her stomach tightened at the answer. They were crossing countries. Did she expect an accelerated tunnel trip?
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			Kingdom of Dartar, Military encampment of Val d’Hora.

			Hellion followed the scent whenever he caught a whiff of it. Most of the time, he listened to the whisper running through his veins—a low, muffled screeching in the deepest part of himself, as though a talon scraping against a wall, trying to go free. And when it dimmed to nothing, he halted until it murmured again. Sometimes, it was silent for days, weeks even.  

			But when the scent strengthened, ever so slightly, at the foot of the ramshackle encampment of the resisting horse-lords, Hellion grunted. He didn’t know the reason behind this wild chase. All he trusted was the echoing certainty in his mind. He breathed the scent in, ensuring to remain hidden behind the brush surrounding the encampment. He checked the reservoir of his glamour—he had to be so very careful with each drop to avoid running out. 

			The Lord of the Court of Dusk sent out a low call to the fairies inside the camp, for anyone who had encountered that scent. Maybe none of them would answer. There was heavy silence in the dark, and he waited, waited until—

			Hellion stilled. Retreating into the core of his fairy blood, where their innate magic lived, he paused. There, a probing—imperceptible almost. But it was something.  
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			Kingdom of Dartar, The Underground Tunnels of Vas’Mor.

			Without the sun, figuring out how long they were travelling in the tunnel was difficult. They advanced at a rather fast pace, given the strain starting to embrace Mahena’s upper thighs, which prompted her to think they would reach the other Inn sooner than later.

			They stayed on foot longer than they were astride. Mice ran rampant on the edges of the passage, their squeaking a neverending accompaniment to their progress. Mahena slowed down as much as she could at every arm they passed, trying to see through the dark, to see if she could catch a glimpse of even the smallest of inkling about how this first civilisation lived. The wall-lanterns, weirdly, only illuminated the main passageway.

			They moved along in silence. Mahena kept shivering, although surprisingly less freaked out than she would have thought. She had imagined fear would have crept in at some point; from either the dark atmosphere or a potential attack—they were, after all, trapped underground. And who knew what might be dwelling in the darker corners, what might have found refuge in the forgotten galleries beneath the land.

			A screeching noise echoed in one of the adjacent galleries and Mahena held her breath as their heads whipped to it.

			Yet the horses didn’t stop, or even seem to react.

			Mahena released the air caught in her lungs. The underbellies of the world, perhaps exciting to some, never were her cup of tea.

			They walked, and walked for days, listening to the drops of water splattering on the ground in the distance. The air, both cold and humid, with a rancid aftertaste, chilled their breath at times. 

			Mahena swallowed as a crippling feeling this underground journey was a sanity test persisted in her veins, forcing her to reflect on her own demons as her eyes wandered to the ones in the shadowed corners of the paths. This escape tunnel looked nothing like an underground city built to save a population from war. Should it not be crawling with refugees by now, if it truly was? They were at war, after all, weren’t they? Would it be used as an absolute last resort? Would it be for everyone who made it here, or the selected few?

			Yet every time she cocked her head slightly to follow one of the many small arms, something clutched in her stomach—snivelling, darkening whispers of wrongful intentions. It seemed awfully big for torture chambers, yet... What did she know after all?

			‘Am I the only one who finds it strange that it is completely empty?’ Mahena broke the silence one day, a birthing itch to mount and canter the rest of the leg.

			Fàaran snapped his head to her, as though breaking the silence would ensure their peril.

			Emmerentia did not bother turning to look at her, and simply replied, ‘They might use it for other purposes, and they probably do. The infrastructure could be many things. As long as we stick to the main road and do not disturb anything that does not concern us, our crossing should not be an issue.’

			Mahena opened her mouth, then closed it. So, there probably were other...inhabitants, then it explained why they remained so utterly silent. 

			Darkness is home.

			Mahena swallowed hard at the whisper, at the dance the little voice had started once they’d stepped into the gallery, into the ground and the darkness, confirming her hypothesis about what brought it to life.

			She did not know what to do with that realisation, so Mahena silently prayed they got out quickly.

			B

			 They stopped to rest when their legs screamed—from the fatigue, the lack of proper food, the relentless awareness and the rampant dread that these tunnels transpired. 

			Fàaran had taken one long to his sister, nodded silently, and crashed. But Mahena had turned and turned and, finally giving up, had plopped herself next to where Emmerentia leaned against the wall, twirling one of her knives in the air. She had never hated sleeping alone more than in these past days.

			‘Does it play on your mind, being surrounded by darkness?’ Mahena asked as she failed to find sleep.

			There was a low rumble in her guts. 

			Emmerentia put her knife down and slowly turned to her, the light of the mineral next to her projecting starlight in her blue eyes, and said, ‘I am aware of my darker impulses.’ 

			Mahena shivered at the words, the smoothness with which it rolled off her tongue. 

			‘I control them. They do not control me.’

			It had taken all of Mahena’s strength not to scream, not to bite her nails to blood as the thing within her laughed and smiled and danced with glee at the malevolence that permeated the underground air.

			‘Was it hard to accept them?’

			The twin toyed with her short braid and nodded after a moment. ‘I was raised differently from the path I chose. What I was taught, and who I was inside, only came together when I accepted what loomed within my heart. The good, the bad, and the ugly.’ She met Mahena’s troubled gaze, a heartwarming smile in the shadows. ‘We are all beings of light and darkness. Understanding, learning about both, and accepting all the sides of you is what will bring you peace of mind.’

			Mahena averted her eyes from Emmerentia’s piercing stare, a sudden urge to fold into her arms for comfort she ignored. She brought her knees to her chest and hugged herself instead. The tunnels were colder than the nights spent sleeping under the trees, and the constant chills running up and down her body had her rubbing her arms. It took all of her wits to not curl in a ball at the twin’s feet. 

			Emmerentia was smart enough to understand the question wasn’t a mere conversation opener. ‘Did you have another dream whilst we were apart?’

			‘No,’ Mahena answered, squeezing tighter. The choice of words echoed in her heart, stronger than she’d wished. Her heart thundered. ‘Something in me is changing, I can feel it. The thoughts that cross my mind, they scare me sometimes. It is not me, does not feel like me.’

			‘I believe we have had a similar discussion in the past. Our actions define us, not our thoughts.’

			‘But what if I do not remember my actions? What if I did horrible things and I simply do not recall any of it?’ She traced abstract symbols on the cold floor. She hesitated for a moment, then breathed out. ‘Some of the dreams...they are not...ok. Some of the things that happen are wrong. And if it is me, if these are truly my memories... I don’t know what kind of person it makes me.’

			A flame lit the twin’s eyes at that revelation. Although it wasn’t much of a revelation at all. And when she met those eyes, she saw a reflection of her own. ‘That dream I told you, with that woman on the battlefield. I slaughtered people in it. And I knew I was against it. But I did it anyway and I can’t accept the fact that it could be me.’ Mahena swallowed down. ‘I can’t accept the feelings I awoke with.’

			Emmerentia placed a hand on Mahena’s ankle. A sign of comfort without invading her personal space, without leaving space for a wrong interpretation, even if she would gladly accept a lot more. ‘The girl I witnessed being flayed—the screams, the smells, the sounds, the pleas. I long dwelled on the emotions that ran through me as the punishment was being bestowed, and the repercussions on my mind afterwards.’ 

			Mahena’s heart twinged at the revelation—she’d forgotten that confession.

			The twin continued, ‘My stomach tightened when my brain understood what was going to unfold. Yet as it did, I felt no pity, no disgust, no thrill either.’ A roaring silence settled in Mahena’s breathing as the twin simply stated a fact. ‘The cruelty of the Prince was well known, yet that woman willingly jeopardised her life and committed treason. And she aimed her action at the wrong person.’ 

			Mahena didn’t know what to do with that. 

			‘Do you think it makes a terrible person of me, not to have been sick to my stomach by the scene?’ Emmerentia eventually asked.

			‘What was her crime?’

			‘She tortured the only person the prince loved.’

			There was a long pause, the sound of their breathing lullabying the crawlers around them. ‘The person he loved, did they die?’

			‘She escaped just in time. She was a nice girl and didn’t deserve what they did to her. Although your life increases in value once you get entangled with royals, she was a slave nonetheless. They played a game, and they lost. Perhaps that is why my feelings remained neutral.’

			‘I understand why his revenge was so heavy.’ Mahena weighed her words. ‘I am almost’  —and the almost, she realised, was there only because the little voice pulled— ‘certain I could not personally skin someone alive, regardless of what they did to me. But he protected the woman he loved against further danger, making an example of it.’

			Emmerentia cocked her head, her hand still on Mahena’s ankle—and she noticed. 

			‘Will you take my mind off things, tell me a story about that prince?’

			Emmerentia hesitated, then she pulled one of her legs in and told a story about a prince with legs that didn’t work, whose name travelled across kingdoms for his intelligence and his cruelty.

			Mahena’s eyes went from wide, to terrified, to wondering and curious. 

			‘Was he truly that monstrous?’ Mahena asked as she placed a strand of hair behind her ear. 

			‘His mother weathered his temper immensely well. But he always found ways to exert it. I was...’ she searched for the correct word to use, ‘around after the Prince met that slave. I do not personally know how he changed, but I witnessed her influence on several occasions. They...’ A spark flashed in her eyes, something like longing, and pain, and rage. ‘They were something to behold. The energy that flowed between them, for anyone with a keen eye, was extraordinary.’

			‘Do you believe in soul mates?’ The question escaped her lips unintentionally, and Mahena looked up beneath lowered lashes. If it hit a chord, Emmerentia hid it.

			But the answer wasn’t what she expected. ‘Races that still have a foothold in the forest have mates, true mates—a bond that runs deep into the foundations of a body, of a soul. The sort of bonds humans will never experience. At least, that is what I’ve been told. But I think we, humans, have a few, each completing some part of our soul. That being said, every time I caught a glimpse of them, I was less certain that there isn’t one person that can complete another.’

			Mahena let the twin’s words settle into her—sink into her bones, into every fold of doubt, of pain, of lack of belonging she ever felt, and into that horrible hole in her chest that had clung to her her entire life. Until she realised it had started mending, bit by bit, little by little. She peered at the woman who had shown her kindness and compassion and offered her companionship when she was vulnerable and scared; peered at the woman who had been in a hell of pain and doubt herself, even if she would never admit to it. 

			Absorbed in an ocean of old memories and ancient feelings in the tunnels of last hopes, Mahena noticed every line on the twin’s face, every crook and nook and hidden smiles she concealed to perfection. 

			Perhaps it was the atmosphere, perhaps it was the lack of sleep, perhaps it was everything that had happened since she had arrived here and what was about to unfold, but Mahena let her hand slide to her knee, lacing her fingers through Emmerentia’s, the instant contact igniting an extinguished kindling in her veins. She shifted the angle of her body, and when Emmerentia didn’t budge, Mahena grazed the twin’s cheek with her lips, her other hand pressing on her lower back. The warmth beneath her mouth sent a tingle down her body. 

			Hesitantly, she murmured in her ear, ‘I feel a pull towards you, too.’

			The little voice hissed and yanked and bellowed. Mahena shut it down.

			Emmerentia bristled—a light shiver she could feel through their clothes, but did not push her away. 

			Mahena leaned her face in the crook of her neck, breathing in the scent of her skin that brushed her nose—sweet and fiery—and laced her hand around her waist, tugging her closer. 

			The twin let a second slip, let the cocoon of darkness ensconce them as the mineral illuminating the tunnel flickered, before her own fingers find themselves brushing the exposed skin of Mahena’s nape.  
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			Kingdom of Valàander, The Royal Castle of Vassalis.

			Nepherym Vasselian, princess of the Scholar Kingdom, was awakened by her frantic maid.

			‘Your Majesty, your majesty, wake up.’

			The old woman’s big eyes met hers as she jolted upright, almost banging her on the head.

			‘What is it, Layla?’ she rasped, her tongue a leaden weight in her mouth.

			The maid handed her a wet cloth after she lit the candles on the bedside table. ‘Your nightmares. They struck again.’

			Nepherym dabbed her forehead. It took her a moment to realise she was covered in sweat that was now causing her to shiver in the chill night air. Her body was bare save for her chemise. The heavy covers of her bed laid discarded on the floor.

			Layla lifted them back onto the bed as she added, ‘You were screaming.’

			The old woman, who was more wrinkled than an overly ripe prune and who had been her chambermaid since birth, tucked the blankets back into the bed. She then sat down next to the princess. Layla folded her leathery hands on top of her lap and cast that melting, iron gaze upon Nepherym’s still sleepy eyes. 

			‘Your Majesty, I worry for you.’

			The princess blinked repeatedly, separating dream from reality until the face of her servant appeared clearly. Rubbing her eyes with her small fists, she said, ‘Do not call me your Majesty, Layla. I am not Queen.’

			‘I beg your pardon, your Ma…Highness.’

			Nepherym levelled her stare to the woman who had raised her. The nurturing love she saw in them made her want to jump in the woman’s arms and never leave their warmth.

			She said instead, ‘The screams must be worse.’

			‘Do you want to discuss them?’

			During her parents’ rule, should they have discovered a simple chambermaid in deep conversation with the future bearer of the cloak, they would have whipped her raw. Regardless, the maid always ensured the princess was aware of her availability should she wish for a friend in this wretched castle.

			‘I would not want to burden you with more heartache than what you have experienced.’

			Layla reached for the princess’ cold and clammy hands.

			Nepherym squeezed back.

			‘You do not have to shoulder the world on your own, my child.’

			Nepherym sighed through her nose, closing her eyes for a second. A dark figure flashed behind the curtains of her eyelids. She contained a shiver and breathed out. When she opened her eyes again, she forced a smile to her face.

			She whispered against the shadows in her room, ‘Will you sing me a song?’

			There was a passing ghost in the old woman’s stare as Nepherym denied her the motherly bond she proffered. But she nodded and stretched her lips into an answering smile, conveying all the love she could on her worried face. Layla pulled the blankets over Nepherym’s slightly shaking body without a word. In silence, she sat back at the edge of the baldachin.

			The heir turned to face the other wall as her maid’s voice filled the room. A wave of calm brushed over her, releasing most of the tension in her body.

			It was the song of spring, of renewed life. The song she requested every night when she was a child. Nepherym let the words sink in, let them imprint on every crack in her soul, let them go as far as to stir the demon sharing her heart—it growled at the soothing love in them.

			When Layla left, dawn was still hiding behind the earth.

			And in the still darkness of the night, in the safety and familiarity of her bedchambers, the young heir of the Scholar Kingdom let herself be the fourteen years old she really was, bringing her knees to her chest in a foetal position and weeping until the sun broke the horizon.
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			Kingdom of Hondora.

			Emmerentia crossed her arms as they took a well deserved break in the middle of a meadow to stretch out their stiff muscles. Mahena disappeared in the distance and she instantly felt her brother’s presence next to her. 

			Fàaran unfolded his map and her eyes darted to the new annotations.

			The path she had witnessed in the crone’s throw of dice.

			‘It seems straightforward,’ she said, tracing it with her finger.

			Fàaran looked up at her with furrowed brows. ‘We need to discuss it.’

			Emmerentia stiffened at the tone. ‘We have.’ She pointed again at the route he had traced on the map. ‘Travel in a straight line to the port, get on a boat and sail as close to the capital as they’re willing to take us.’ She wiggled her eyebrows, a sly smile crooking her lips. ‘And deal with whatever comes our way as we usually do. There is nothing to discuss.’

			Fàaran cracked his neck in two movements. ‘I meant The Rockery.’ 

			Emmerentia’s nostrils flared as she flinched inwardly—she hadn’t digested the fact he had set her up to it yet, even if unwillingly, hadn’t wanted to even think about it. 

			‘She granted me with one question. I asked how to find a safe passage to the capital. She told me what to do.’

			Fàaran clenched his fists. ‘Why did you not let me enter instead?’

			She swallowed her resentment, because he would have gone if he had been allowed. She patted him on the shoulder, fighting through the resent. ‘For some reason, it had to be me.’ 

			Her brother shook his head. They both knew it was true. ‘What was the cost?’

			‘I don’t understand it, it makes no sense. She wants me to grant her an audience with the heir to her homeland’s power, once I find my true path.’ Emmerentia rubbed her face, fatigue settling in her body. ‘And yet another perfect example of why magic is a load of horse-shit.’ When her brother remained silent, she jerked her chin to where Mahena was undoubtedly relieving herself. ‘We’re to follow her instincts.’ The remnants of magic that seemed to be running through her veins. To his credit, Fàaran barely raised a brow. ‘Hopefully, it won’t get us killed.’

			‘I guess it is good that we are both excellent fighters, then.’ 

			But he grabbed her hand as she turned. He rarely showed emotions, even to her. But his eyes were lined with silver. ‘I am sorry.’

			Her stomach clenched. She squeezed it back. ‘Thank you.’

			Unless they found themselves on the brink of death, there was not a chance in all the hells she was asking him to summon Demeera.

			B

			Fàaran pointed to the delimitation of the town rising in the distance, remembering the vague description Lorna had given him when she’d confirmed they could pass through peacefully. ‘We will stop at the first Inn, through that town,’ he declared as the sun grazed the horizon, painting the sky in deep orange and purple.

			They had been lucky so far, staying clear of patrols on the road as he had been warned. The lack of pain and damage had struck him hard when they’d come across travelers on the roads, and the villages they had restocked at seemed as though the worries and horrors of their neighbors didn’t matter. A part of him had been glad to see children playing around in the mud, to see adults dealing with the banalities of life—however poor they were. But most of it—it made him want to scream at them that there were people dying, and here they were discussing stews and whores and cards. 

			There had been a regiment of Shadows spotted days past, but it had been in the opposite direction of where they were heading. A part of his traitorous heart had wondered whether Demeera was tasked with such a mundane thing as border patrol. 

			The face of the red-headed demon flashed before his eyes—he blinked it away before he could think of it.   

			Mahena’s laugh burst near, dragging him out of his torpor. She laughed so loudly birds took to flight in the nearby trees. Her hands shot to her mouth at the exploding sound, perfectly aware of how loud she was. After a second, she winked to his sister, ‘You know, something you do with your paramour.’

			Oh, gods be damned. The answering expression on Emmerentia’s face made the girl double up in the saddle. 

			‘Oh, dear. Do you even have dates over here?’ 

			Emmerentia gave her a side look. ‘What?’

			Surprisingly, something utterly human he thought he didn’t have anymore tugged at his core, and cocked his head to listen to their conversation. 

			Mahena went on. ‘Besides sex. Like, eating by the river, going for a trek, visiting another place? You know, activities to do together to get to know each other better.’ At their silence, she added, ‘Okay, so how do you get to know someone you might like? How do you discover their tastes and the things you have in common?’ Mahena chuckled. ‘People court each other, don’t they?’

			Fàaran looked at his sister as she nodded and said dismissively, ‘Of course, but it is not as simple as that in most places.’

			‘You don’t like courting?’

			He was suddenly very glad not to be the target of those questions. 

			Emmerentia answered, frank as ever. ‘It is a mere illusion to get to what we all want. Why not cut to the chase directly?’

			Mahena angled her head. ‘But you like flirting. You enjoy the chase.’   

			Fàaran bit down a bark. Neither of the girls noticed. He, on the other hand, saw the pointed stare they exchanged.

			His sister lifted a brow. ‘The game is a way to pass the time—short, thrilling, fiery. Life shows you quickly whether you are meant to be together. There is no point in wasting it further than necessary. There is added complexity and rules for nobility, but normal folks don’t have that luxury.’

			‘And what do they do that shows they’re courting?’

			Emmerentia shrugged her shoulders. ‘Walks in the gardens, candlelit meals. I guess it depends on your infatuation and the urgency of the matter.’

			They passed a couple of houses. The sun disappeared behind a cloud.

			‘Mmmmh. I can imagine what a perfect date for you would be. A long ride to a secluded waterfall; training, with eventual argument; some jumping and swimming; and then lots of sex.’

			That, he really didn’t want to hear. 

			‘Would you have wanted for that last part to happen?’ Emmerentia grinned wickedly.

			But the horses stopped abruptly, and he was glad the Inn had appeared as they made their way into the village.

			Mahena stuck her tongue out to the twin, who hissed a laugh.  

			Fàaran pointed to the establishment in front of them and said with more than a little relief, ‘The Old She-Wolf.’ 

			B

			The town centre, where the Inn-Keeper with a wolfish smile had sent them for dinner, was somewhat bigger than Fàaran had suggested. The streets were dimly lit by hanging torches, and seemed to disappear into the darkness, establishment signs loosely flapping in the wind. The noise protruding from the various houses spoke of evening meals being prepared and consumed. 

			Mahena’s eyes swept the square and landed on the fountain in the middle. It was unobtrusive, but…she found herself drawn to it, approaching and tilting her head up to examine the three wolf heads carved above the water spouts. As she gazed at the sculpted eyes, their color slowly changed into a swirl of green, and brown, and orange, boring into her own forest-colored gaze. 

			‘Mae,’ Emmerentia’s voice brushed against her ear, and she was too hypnotised to even jerk back. 

			She turned to her friend. ‘Sorry, I think hunger got to my head.’ Then she added, ‘What colour are the eyes of the wolves?’

			‘Dark. What did you see?’

			‘Green.’ Mahena blinked and shook her head.

			The eyes were now of dark stone.

			Emmerentia squeezed her arm gently in comfort. ‘You can talk to me about all of it. I want you to trust me with that.’

			Something had changed in the twin since they had exited the tunnel a few days ago, a thread that had loosened, a door opening slightly. They’d almost kissed that night Mahena had wanted comfort and warmth, almost crossed the meaningless, entertaining flirting they tangled with for weeks now. They hadn’t talked about that moment. She doubted they ever would. But thinking about it sent a spear of fire through her body.

			Mahena snorted, ‘You spit every time magic is mentioned.’

			The twin chuckled. ‘Fair point. But it is a genuine offer.’

			Two drunk men walked past, howling and laughing, glanced suggestively at them. The hair on her arms rose for a mere second. She must have had a spark of defiance in her eyes for they quieted and disappeared. 

			Emmerentia smiled and let go of her arm. She turned and pointed to a tavern, ‘Fàaran is getting us a table. If you’re lucky, food might already be served.’

			Mahena had been in several Inns now—of all sorts, capacity, and atmosphere. But this...this one was different—something in the air differed from the others, a spark of...animosity, a musk of repressed aggression. A shiver spidered down her spine so violently she grabbed the twin’s arm when they passed the threshold. 

			A strange growl rumbled in her throat as they joined Fàaran, sitting in a corner booth. 

			‘Do we stick out so much?’ She almost felt like they’d been carefully sniffed at by all the tables they walked past.  

			‘We always do.’ Emmerentia winked at her and waved for two more pints at their table. Fàaran was already nursing one, his back slightly hunched, in a casual, laid back posture. Although, if she really analysed the man she’d come to know, she could have sworn he would pounce within the second if need be.

			‘Since when do you like ale?!’ Mahena exclaimed. He’d never taken up their offer to partake in any sort of alcohol back at the cottage. ‘I swear you have drunk more in the past week than you have since we met.’ 

			If he didn’t trust himself in a safe environment, then why here, where the atmosphere reeked of aggression?

			‘It is the only drink on offer,’ he muttered, ‘and I am parched.’ 

			Mahena sniffed at the air. A tangy, watery scent filled her nose gradually. The young woman stiffened as it hit her—wet, pungent, animalistic. She shook her head. 

			A woman waltzed from a near table over, her massive breasts on almost full display, her footing unsteady. Strangely, even in her sloppiness, Mahena found her graceful. Strands of brown hair, held in a bun on top of her head, framed her face, her eyes foggy. She eyed Fàaran up and down. Unfortunately for her, he paid her no heed. She moved on to the next table. 

			‘In no mood for a little fun?’ Mahena teased over the cacophony, the atmosphere of the taproom getting to her head. The band sat atop a three steps stage at the back of the space, away from the bar and the entrance. A violin, an accordion, and another instrument she deemed was a sort of flute. The tables were close to each other, leaving little space for movement, however, the waitresses, either by training or simply being that slim, floated around the room with feline grace.

			Three men throwing insults during a rowdy game of cards ordered another round. In the far back, a small crowd stood in front of a wooden board, taking turns throwing daggers at it. From afar, it seemed the aim was to form a specific pattern. 

			Every table Mahena swept over rippled with aggression, the air seemingly drenched with it. Their faces, their hands and fists, the way feet tapped the floor, they all appeared ready to flip the tables and lunge forward. ‘Is it just me or do they all look like they are going to start a brawl imminently?’

			Emmerentia nodded subtly, turning her attention to the waitress who was finally approaching. The young woman, about their age, dropped a hand on her waist and asked what she could get them. ‘Pitcher of wine, please,’ the twin answered, her mouth curling up flirtatiously. 

			She only nodded and turned around. 

			Emmerentia watched the girl as she walked back across the bar before shaking off the haze. Then her gaze slid back to Mahena as she replied once the girl was out of earshot, ‘I feel it too... ’ She glanced at her brother, and Mahena couldn’t decipher what went on in that silent exchange. 

			The pitcher landed in front of her, followed by three glasses. The girl barely looked at Mahena or Fàaran, her eyes resting steadily on Emmerentia. The twin only smiled in return, her blue eyes filling with those sparkles intended for her lovers.

			Mahena left the twin to her intentions and, casually leaning back in the booth, looked around. One man caught her gaze. He sat a few tables back, a woman on his lap, but stared at their table.

			Mahena stiffened. There were so many promises looming there, none of them pleasant.

			The little voice stirred, barking in disgust.

			The music intensified. The woman leaned into his neck, her hand sliding down to his trousers, yet his eyes remained unmoved. Her lips parted slightly—Mahena could have sworn her canines were elongated as she dragged her tongue lightly along his throat.

			Mahena blinked, the world around her blurring. The little voice purred inside, a roar building up at the pure male brutality he promised, at the lack of respect. She was halfway up when a hand clasped her shoulders back down. She barked, ‘I’ll gouge his eyeballs out.’

			Sharp and deadly.

			Not her.

			‘As much as I would love to see you do that,’ the twin replied in a pleasant tone, ‘if you have to take the eyes of all the pigs on this earth, you will need many lifetimes.’

			Fàaran was attempting to look casual, but was clearly on edge.

			‘That goes for you as well, brother.’

			Mahena exhaled deeply and slowly.

			‘If they challenge you, shut them up. If they only look, make the spectacle worth their while.’

			They both whipped to Emmerentia.

			‘So...encourage their filthy appetite?’

			‘No, make them understand that they will never have what they are lusting after.’

			Emmerentia sipped from her glass of wine, then held it up in the man’s direction.

			Fàaran cut in, ‘We need to blend in, stop drawing attention to ourselves.’

			But the twin only smiled back at the man, boring her eyes into his as though she was reading the disgusting thoughts running through his mind. As she kept her gaze on him, he finally slid his eyes away to follow the progress of the waitress across the room. 

			Beast. Show him he is nothing but a spineless, worthless worm.

			It was hard, vicious and low, promises of endless pain, this time.

			Mahena wiped at the sweat building on her forehead—humidity and body heat mixed with the stench of ale turned the place into a furnace. Her fists curled and uncurled without her noticing. She tapped her foot on the floor, her heartbeat rising. The voices melted together. One of the card players on the next table stood and swayed, steadying himself on theirs. He looked her up and down. He drooled, licking his mouth. ‘Fresh meat.’

			Mahena slammed her hands on the tabletop and growled in his face. ‘You will be if you don’t walk.’ Her fingers dug in the table. 

			He squared his shoulders, then blinked confusedly before walking off.

			Fàaran slammed his hands on top of hers, snapping her back to clarity. ‘What is wrong with you?’

			Mahena straightened, shaking her head. This place, this tension was getting inside her lungs, inside her blood, running through her head. 

			She snarled back at the twin. ‘I am no one’s meat.’

			Mahena was going to peel the skin off their bodies one after the other, barbecue it and shove down their throat to show them what true pig tasted like.

			She needed air. Fresh air. She needed to think.

			‘I am going outside, I need to breathe.’

			The eyes on her as she pushed upward and stalked out of the establishment did not escape her notice. But she reined in the burning need to rip out their throats and focused on the darkness of the night beyond the doors—the beastly man had vanished from his table.

			Mahena stumbled outside and slammed her hands on the railing, forcing herself to inhale the biggest intake of air she had ever made pass through her lungs and focused her gaze forward, into the dark night sky where the stars shone bright. As the fog in her brain receded and her vision cleared, she sighed deeply. 	

			‘It isn’t like you,’ Emmerentia spoke from behind before she moved to lean on the rail next to her—without touching her. A growl, deep beneath that wasn’t the little voice, got stuck in her throat. ‘I don’t blame you for wanting to teach them manners.’ The twin’s voice was calm, without a trace of judgement. She shifted her position, leaning onto her elbows. ‘I used to rise up to it all, you know. Once I learned how to fight I got into more brawls than memory serves, just to prove that I was more than just a walking cunt and that I deserved respect. And then I taught myself another way to win. At least until it got under their skin so much that they threw the first punch. In a way, my conscience remained clear, all I did was self-defence. But the satisfaction intensified, too.’ 

			‘I don’t know what got into me. That place...’ Mahena bit her lower lip, quieting the fire in her veins, in her guts, below her skin. ‘Can you not feel it, the tension, that thing in the air? It’s like they’re all waiting for it to crawl out of their skins. And it’s making mine itch.’

			Emmerentia furrowed her brows. ‘It is late at night. The place is full of drunk men. Yes, I can feel the tension about to erupt. What thing?’

			Mahena buried her head in her hands. It was too much. All of this, it was too much to handle. ‘I don’t know. It’s just there. I don’t know how to explain.’

			Then there was a tentative hand brushing her lower back—a touch that made her peer from her palms to her friend. She didn’t know what she saw in the twin’s gaze, whether it was compassion, hesitation, care, or more—or all of the above. But it doused the anger, the confusion at everything whirling in her mind. Mahena met eyes of starlight. If their situation wasn’t so complicated, if screwing it up wouldn’t lead to plain chaos, she would have pulled the woman to a corner and let those calloused yet soft fingers drag her to an oblivion of pleasure—an oblivion where her mind was not drowning.   

			‘You need to eat, then we can go,’ Emmerentia offered, gesturing to the door. 

			Mahena didn’t want to eat, even if her stomach was growling from hunger. She wanted to pull the woman closer and feel the warmth of human skin against hers, feel the comfort and safety she unknowingly offered her. 

			But she only nodded and headed back inside. 
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			Mahena slipped out in the morning and wandered the town market, a butterfly freshly out in the world, curious about even the most commonplace in the same way she had marvelled in Kordobàr.

			There had been no other incidents at the taproom the night before. By the time they had gotten back inside, the man with the devil eyes had vanished. The atmosphere had remained the same, packed with testosterone the way she hadn’t experienced yet, but with an added layer of singing and laughing. 

			Emmerentia had eyed up the game of daggers throughout the evening, huffing and puffing at the lack of skills displayed. The rules were indeed to draw a symbol. Mahena decided to leave the questions for another, friendlier time. They had eaten and left. At least, Fàaran and she had. Emmerentia had slipped out to a darker corner with a pleasant smile on her lips. It had taken an effort not to ask the twin to come back with her.

			Mahena failed to find deep sleep, despite the comfort of the bed. She left the Inn while both twins still snored deeply. The Innkeeper had indicated the way to the morning market.

			It was an intimate town market, with just a little more than the essentials for everyday life: baker, butcher, fishmonger, spices, textiles, jeweller. Pulling out her notepad and a pen, she sat on a bench next to a fountain, as she used to do earthside, and smiled and watched people going about their business—and pointedly avoiding their slightly hostile stares. 

			As the sun lazily ascended in the clear blue sky, so filled the place. The vendors shouted out their products, pushing the sales. The villagers, mostly women, discussed amongst themselves, smelling the various goods displayed in the stalls. Kids ran around, laughing and playing. One kept staring, perhaps replaying a moment of his life where he’d met someone with a similar face. She smiled and waved at him to come closer, but he turned on his heels and disappeared behind a cottage.

			Mahena smiled to herself, at the lovely display contrasting so intensely with the vile atmosphere of the previous night, she could almost convince herself she had imagined it.

			‘It has been a while since I have come across a traveller in this village. Especially one who lingers.’ 

			She jerked left, abruptly shaken from her thoughts. The man had sat so quietly she hadn’t heard him.

			‘How can you tell?’ she replied, her lips stretching into a shy smile. The twins had told her to keep a low profile, not talking too much to strangers to prevent raising suspicion. It seemed, according to them, that her vocabulary sometimes still slipped in public. Not that they let her wander in public, if she was honest. She willed quiet into her brain and her veins.

			The man smiled, his deep green eyes lighting up. Mahena fell into them for a moment, the brown dots strangely reminiscent of her own eyes. He encompassed the space with a hand. ‘I know everyone who lives here. You must have felt that everyone noticed you last night.’ He angled his head. ‘I must say that travellers in these times spark my interest.’

			Mahena tensed at the scrutinising gaze, and forced a playful smile to her lips. ‘It certainly did not go unnoticed.’ She added, ‘I can appreciate that.’

			The man’s moustache and thick beard shuddered with the small breeze that swept by and the angle of his head deepened slightly. Her heart skipped a beat; the same sensation she had battled yesterday snaked up her spine. His imposing stature did nothing to quench the sensation. 

			A woman shouted at a vendor, calling him an extortionist for the poor quality of his products, disrupting the silence between them.

			The man huffed a laugh. ‘Did my humble market attract you and your companions?’

			Mahena laughed, her shoulders bobbing up and down. ‘I enjoy the peculiarities of our world, whatever they must be. Your village was on our way, and we needed a place to rest.’

			She ruffled her hair to the right, that innocent smile that made her eyes sparkle on her face. She forced herself to not shy away from his stare, from the crippling intensity of it, for the strange vibe it gave out.

			He stood up and extended a hand. ‘In that case, would you like a guided tour?’

			Mahena eyed the man discreetly. She would think him mid-forties. He stood taller than she, dark brown hair with grey strands starting to show. Square and broad-shouldered, his physique suggested a soldier. His eyes, on the other hand, shone with a twinkle that called to her, gentle and determined and wild.

			And then the same thing she felt in the taproom floated about him. 

			Oh, they will not be thrilled by her choice. She contemplated refusing, contemplated abiding by the twins’ request. They knew this world and it was for her own safety.

			‘My companions are expecting me soon,’ she took his hand, ‘but I guess I can dedicate a small parcel of my time to a perfect stranger. What is a bit of danger in these times?’

			‘Adam Mayfair.’ His smile was one of a predator, cunning and charismatic.

			Warmth tickled her fingertips as their hands came into contact—warmth that spread farther. Her guts twisted at the touch. She squeezed her core muscles to remain upright. 

			They walked through the market, through the still decorated streets. Mayfair talked to  her of the culture, explanations on the products strictly from the region; the spice made from grounding the leaves of the Baraba tree found specifically in the valley. She feigned interest in the aspects of the conversation without any to her, the process solely to make him comfortable enough to deliver the real reason he engaged in conversation with her. She knew the small talk was a manner of wearing her walls down.

			Something in her recoiled at that moment, at the realisation that her innocence had diminished in her time here. A few months ago, Mahena would have probably believed he simply loved his town, happy to share its joys with a stranger.

			Not now, though.

			Not anymore.

			No such part of her former naivety remained, all scattered across seas and lands. A little flicker, potentially, from the ocean that flowed in her veins not too long ago. A remnant of hope that there was still some good left in the human race.

			Mahena smiled at him as they rounded a corner, her mind conscious of every turn they made, and entered another alley of the market.

			‘The market is bigger than it seems, and it’s quite large for a small town,’ she noted as they passed a stand of embroidered handkerchiefs. ‘It seemed like only the square was in use for it.’

			‘The town is also bigger than it seems. We are privileged to not have war spoiling our lands,’ —Mahena caught a shadow dancing in his eyes at the mention of war— ‘and that the trading routes still find their way to our humble city. Speaking of which, my son has returned from the front and I am hosting a party tonight in his honour,’ he slightly cocked his head to the side, his lips stretching in a smile that made her want to pounce, ‘I would be most pleased to have you and your companions join us.’

			The wind shifted at that moment, a strange scent on its wings that slithered around her. Mahena turned her head to meet his gaze, his pine-green eyes boring into hers.

			No, it wasn’t the wind. Warmth in her chest, a tickle spreading from her pendant. 

			They stopped before a simply decorated door, with different bits of fabrics hanging behind the window.

			A tailor establishment, then.

			Her escort pulled the door open, gesturing for her to step inside the shop.

			The inside was minimalistically simple and tasteful. A few dark, wooden pieces of furniture stood on the edges of the room, drawers undeniably full of different types of materials. A mannequin decorated the centre, pins and needles stuck to its bodice, with a sample of what seemed to be red silk draped around the shoulder. Several wardrobes filled the space, and a finely carved high, long table served as a counter. Behind and above were a line of papers pinned to the wall with inscriptions she could not make from afar. There were sewing kits laying discarded everywhere and Mahena stifled a chuckle at the beauty of the mess.

			‘Does the shop belong to you?’ she wondered, her fingers aching to touch the buttery fabrics and flowing silks around her.

			‘I believe not,’ A feminine voice broke the silence of the boutique, coming from a curtained-off area she had failed to notice.

			Mayfair winked at Mahena. ‘But I am her biggest investor.’

			A purr resonated behind the curtain and a second later, a medium-sized, elegant, middle-aged woman appeared, a metre thrown over her shoulder.

			‘Always a pleasure, darling,’ she said as she presented her hand to the man, who brought it to his lips. She turned her eyes to Mahena, examining her from head to toe. ‘Who is this lovely thing?’

			It didn’t sound like a compliment. More like a jealous ex who wasn’t pleased at her replacement. She almost grinned in answer.

			‘Be civil, Ghislaine,’ Adam countered, clearly well aware of her undertone. They both studied each other for a moment, something flowing between them and Mahena suddenly found a profound interest in the carpet beneath her feet, if only to keep her face neutral.

			‘I would need two dresses and a suit for the lady and her companions, they will be attending tonight.’

			Ghislaine looked in turn to both of them, her polished face an impenetrable wall.  ‘Unfortunately, outfits don’t run around the woods, and I can’t catch a dress the way you catch a deer.’

			What...

			From the corner of her eyes, Mahena caught Adam’s lips curling upwards—a scary, wicked sight. ‘Do not insult your own talent, my dear. ‘

			It was an effort not to twitch at the underlying tone, or at the extreme discomfort that the affirmation sent through her bones.

			That weird scent intensified. Familiar, yet so foreign.

			Ghislaine smoothed her dress over. ‘Well,’ she looked to the young woman, ‘what are their builds?’

			‘She is as I, only two inches shorter, and my male companion is the same height as Lord Mayfair, square-built but slimmer.’

			After a couple of minutes of discussion, the tailor trotted to one of the wardrobes, got three boxes out and deposited all three on the counter. ‘I do not perform miracles without fittings.’ She pointed a manicured finger at one of the boxes. ‘Try this on at the back. I will not allow a single one of my creations to be seen in a state that is not perfect.’

			Now that Mahena did not expect.

			Ghislaine hassled Mahena behind the curtain, not giving her the chance or opportunity to protest. Refusing did not come as an option, either. 

			At Mahena’s confusion, the woman raised a brow. ‘I do not have the entire day. I assume you do not require aid to undress.’

			What a twat, Mahena thought as she did as told. Had this woman really been dumped by the man? Or was she simply a princess?

			Mahena slid out of her boots, pants and shirt. The dress was in her hand in a second. Then up her head. The tailor was around her with pins within the second. There were curiously no mirrors, but the dress was of a deep green velvet, smooth and caressing against her skin. In a matter of seconds, she was made to get out of it.

			‘And you said your companion is of your exact build?’

			Mahena nodded. Her hips were larger, but it didn’t matter with that type of dress.

			Ghislaine nodded, deposited the dress on a chair and disappeared back into the main room.

			The woman must have noticed the stiffness in her entire body as she palpated her waist and back. Must think her peculiar. Mahena passed the shirt back above her head. Well...she’d wanted peculiar and had been served a plateful of it.	This entire moment felt like a comedic sketch.

			The young woman stepped back inside the room, carefully hiding the smirk that threatened to stretch her mouth. Adam Mayfair eyed her up and down as she walked back to him, that strangeness in his eyes lingering. She cursed herself for the blush colouring her cheeks.

			Ghislaine declared, ‘If any of your friends appear unflattering in the outfits, I forbid you to mention they came from my boutique.’ She got a paper and a pencil out of her desk. ‘Where is the delivery going?’

			‘The She-Wolf. To Lady Ahra.’

			Ahra was the name she’d picked when the twins firmly claimed she required an alias as they still searched for her identity and wanted to limit risks. Ahra came to her straight away, a quirky appellation as she liked it. It had sunk into her system more easily than she’d thought. Not that she’d met many people so far on her own.

			The ones entrusted by the siblings didn’t require the lie.

			‘Ahra...a pretty name,’ Mayfair murmured as he showed her out.

			B

			‘Who is the man?’ Emmerentia roamed her eyes over the fine dress Mahena had just chucked at her. ‘Why would he gift a stranger clothing this expensive?’ 

			The girl held her own dress to her chest, swaying this way and that, the brightness in her eyes the only reason Emmerentia hadn’t completely snapped at her yet for having gone out without them. 

			‘I told him I was a writer who loved the peculiarities of the places I visit, and you were my dear friends who scavenged the world at my side—through thick and thin and blood and gore,’ she added with a wink. 

			‘And thanks to your unending speeches about history and culture,’ she waved a hand at Fàaran, ‘I even sounded smart.’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘He seems like a curious man who has apparently never met a woman with a brain.’ Then she paused, almost dramatically, and sighed with the desperation of a rejected muse. Emmerentia refrained from puffing. ‘Lord Mayfair owns the lands. He’s hosting a party in honour of his son, who’s returning from the front near Blackwater.’

			A little light flicked on inside of Emmerentia—so she was starting to understand how it worked.  

			Fàaran fumbled through the box Mahena had slammed onto his chest earlier. ‘I have to go. I will be back for sundown.’ He looked at his sister. ‘You can decide whether to attend.’ 

			The lack of outright protest painted an amusingly shocked expression on Mahena’s face, as even Emmerentia cocked her head, equally surprised. 

			Mahena smirked at Emmerentia after her brother had left. ‘Your trust in my adaptability skills is overwhelming.’

			The twin dropped onto her bed and pushed the dress to the side. Something in her expression must have betrayed her concern because Mahena mirrored her behaviour before placing a hand on her shoulder. 

			‘If you think any harder steam is going to come out of your brain.’ She smiled. ‘Look. We will have fun, relax, and still be able to learn something useful to get to Vassalis. You didn't stress at all when we were in Kordobàr. What difference does it make here, in a village in the middle of nowhere?’

			Emmerentia leveled Mahena’s stare, and somehow the bond that tied her to this strange girl tugged, and she couldn’t help but think there was more to it. The controlling side of her urged to dig into it, but she mentally breathed in and out. But… The memory of the sensation of Mahena’s lips against her skin had her almost jerk back. Too confusing, too improbable. 

			Mahena angled her head, and her thumb brushed over a sensitive spot on Emmerentia’s arm, sending a bristling wave through her blood. She pushed the thought away, the fog around her too thick still. She had to lay the cards down. ‘Only if you come clean about that dark side of yours you don’t seem to control or even understand.’

			Mahena blinked, taking a moment too long to answer. ‘What do you mean?’

			The twin’s eyes hardened, unflinching as she said, ‘I told you the reason we are doing this. Well, the thread that pulls me towards you has tensed immensely since last night.’ 

			Her heartbeat raced hard, her breathing almost stopping in her throat. She hadn’t mentioned it, she hadn’t wanted to dwell on it, but she had felt the same in Kordobàr—it had made her fold over Mahena on instinct, as though it had been trained into her blood. The atmosphere suddenly got raw, and Emmerentia could tell by the stiff shoulders, the retracting lip that this was completely uncharted territory for Mahena. The hesitant flirting was gone. 

			When the other girl continued to remain silent, Emmerentia added, ‘The same happened in Kordobàr, at the market, remember? I felt an overwhelming urge to pull you to me until you were safe. Once we left, it eased. If I am to ignore this instinct, you have to give me a reason to.’ To protect you is what she omitted to specify. And if she sauntered off on her own, if she lost herself in crowds of overly violent men, she couldn’t do that.

			Mahena’s eyes darted to the door—as though she debated standing up and running out.  She swallowed hard and her thigh started twitching. Then the girl took a steadying breath, her body locking up, as though a secret, whispering darkness were ordering her to remain silent. 

			Emmerentia overlooked her own doubt and reached out, her hands falling onto her knees.

			Mahena breathed out slowly before saying, averting her eyes from Emmerentia’s hands and meeting her stare instead, ‘There is a voice deep down. It is what kept me composed at the beginning. It gives me strength. The several times I snapped, I think it was this thing reacting.’ Mahena squeezed the linen beneath her own hands. ‘I want to go because that man made me feel something I cannot explain. I believe he has some sort of answer.’

			The twin frowned. ‘What makes you think that?’

			‘It’s just in my guts.’ Mahena jumped up and started pacing. ‘I would tell you if I could. I just...know I have to be there.’

			Emmerentia followed her pacing. ‘Why are you so nervous?’

			Mahena traced a circle with a finger in the air between them to describe the situation. ‘You demand a very intimate answer and I loathe giving those out.’

			She averted her eyes to the carpet for a moment. A secret for a secret. The pit of her despair loomed closer as she dared a glance into it—the pain, the shadows, snickered back. Yet she only laughed at them. A secret for a secret. The dead were gone. Maybe, only maybe, there would be a day soon when she would allow herself to feel something other than raging guilt, and accept it—maybe, maybe, this woman in front of her would be the start of it.

			Emmerentia rolled her shoulders back, joined her hands, then exhaled deeply. She looked straight at Mahena, biting back the sob coming up her throat. ‘Ashàar was my partner.’ Strangely, her voice held strong. Mahena froze mid-step. ‘He was murdered by people who wanted to get to me, a little over two years ago.’

			Mahena’s face crumpled and her hands shot to her mouth.

			Emmerentia brought up all the walls and shields and rocks around her heart, emptying all emotion from her words—she would not break.

			The next second, Mahena was kneeling next to her. She went to hug her, but the twin held out a hand. ‘I never said this out loud.’ It didn’t soothe the pain but, surprisingly, it didn’t make it worse either. 

			Mahena sank to the floor before Emmerentia, leaning against the bed frame. She looked at the twin, her eyes empty.

			There was nothing to be said, and Emmerentia did not expect anything—pity was for the weak. A warm thought formed at the back of her head. You never let me comfort you. She shook her head, closing that trap back harder, shoving all the strength of her willpower onto it. 

			Mahena stayed silent for a minute, until heartbeats could not be heard hammering through anymore, until she said, ‘I...I don’t think it is me.’ She sighed. ‘I don’t think that voice, or whatever it is, is me.’ 

			A veil passed over her eyes—as though she was admitting it to herself for the first time, as though she wasn’t sure what option would be worse. ‘I... The random knowledge, the out of nowhere fighting, the sudden rages... I think it belongs to someone else. If that’s even possible.’ She stared into the wall opposite her. ‘Sometimes I feel like I am losing my mind.’ Her shoulders sagged a bit as the words slipped out of her lips.

			Emmerentia focused her attention, her emotions, on the woman still sitting at her feet. That granted her another tug. She slid down next to her. 

			They remained silent for a little while, then Mahena turned to her. ‘Gods, this is too deep, I don’t do well with feelings.’

			It dragged a low laugh from deep within her. ‘I hadn’t noticed.’ Then she added, ‘I guess a party will make both of us feel better.’

			There was another pause. Mahena squinted, angled her head, as though searching for something in the lines of Emmerentia’s face—she held the scrutiny, something in her chest easing. 
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			Fàaran hurtled through the back alleys of the town, where the sun seemed to have forgotten to shine, after he’d picked up a scent too familiar to ignore. He hadn’t wanted to leave the girls in the Inn, but his entire body had pulled him out of the room and into the streets of this strange, fury-drenched town. Why Lorna had mentioned it would be safe eluded him, but they would not extend the stay beyond this night regardless. 

			The scent of her hit him in the face, and he almost choked on the strange tangle of rose, ash, and strength—choked as he realised he’d almost forgotten how delightfully intricate it was. 

			What in all hells was Demeera doing here? He had been so wrapped up in his sister’s drama he had missed the gentle tugging on his own bond, on his own fragment of devotion to another being. It was faint, so barely perceptible only the desperate strength of his hunger propelled him forward. Because it was hunger, it was always primal hunger that guided the bond. 

			And he had never felt hunger so complete. 

			It was still daylight, but the day had turned to mist and rain following midday, so Fàaran slipped, and crouched, and folded into the shadows of the various buildings, becoming what he had been trained to be—become what they need, and get what you want. 

			The twin found himself at the edges of the town, almost sniffing with desperation—as if he was a beast—after the trail, barely breathing to mute as many sounds as possible. Without magic, she wouldn’t feel the bond, wouldn’t feel him. But if, despite it all, they still found each other in the middle of chaos, then perhaps he wasn’t so delusional over her after all. 

			Fàaran forgot all senses of caution as he stepped into the fog twisted woods, the dampness of freshly dropped water circling him. And then—

			Trails of blood. And a body. And another. 

			He stilled. Rose and ash washed over him, and he stumbled a step, frozen in shock.

			Crouched over the dead-eyed man who had stared at his sister the night before, her blood-red hair spilling around his face, was Demeera.

			He hadn’t truly thought he would find her, not so easily, not here. He didn’t dare move, didn’t even dare breathe. 

			Regardless, she stilled and snapped her head around, teeth bared. Blood dripped down her delicate, perfect mouth. Her thick, golden horns curling back behind her ears like a crown. Everything was the same as the day they parted.

			Despite himself, he felt a weight in his chest lift. 

			Demeera cocked her head to the side, unmoved, untethered—studying the sack of meat who dared disturb her snack, no doubt. She wasn’t in her fighting leathers, rather in a set designed to facilitate swift travel. 

			She snarled viciously. ‘What are you doing here?’ 

			Despite the promises of torment darting in her eyes, her voice was feminine, enthralling, a low note on a violin. 

			Fàaran stepped forward, blinking again. The threads within his blood tugged forward—an answer and a condemnation. 

			Demeera shifted her feet in the muddy ground. His eyes lowered in response, and he moved again. Fàaran knew the demon’s defensive stance—this wasn’t it, not entirely. 

			She didn’t move, but didn’t drop the dagger in her hand either. Her amber eyes glinted in the mist surrounding them. 

			Gods, her eyes. 

			How he’d missed the golden expanse of them. And because it was her, because she was so wild and unpredictable and changing, the twin remained silent. 

			Magic was gone and so she couldn’t feel the bond, couldn’t feel the thread woven between their souls. He barely managed to feel it some days. Had she forgotten it entirely? But the Shadow hadn’t lunged at him, and had instead paused, as though something about him piqued her curiosity. 

			Demeera squinted and sniffed at the air again. ‘Are you going to gawk all day, or answer me?’ 

			A command, but—a hint of play. 

			Fàaran found his voice at last. ‘I would gawk at you forever, if it pleased you.’

			The Shadow snorted, but smiled faintly. She waved her hand at the dead bodies around. ‘I’ve been following a broken scent for weeks. None of these match it.’ 

			The twin’s lips curled to the side. He gambled, boring his eyes into hers, praying she wouldn’t slay him for it. 

			Snarling softly in return, he said, ‘You’ve been following my scent.’

			B

			Emmerentia brushed her thighs together, feeling for the dagger strapped to her thigh. 

			‘I expected something more...grand?’ Mahena said as the three of them walked through the gates of Lord Mayfair’s house—why did this name tickle her so much?

			Emmerentia glanced at the girl. ‘It’s hard to say what they lost.’ She was again struck by Mahena’s appearance. ‘You look like a forest princess,’ she whispered against the wind, barely more than a murmur. 

			And she truly did—the deep emerald and gold gown, the twig-shaped hair pieces that she’d placed in the side-braid, the light shades dabbed on her face.

			Mahena snorted, a playful smile on her lips. ‘I must have been an elf in a previous life.’

			‘Don’t say things like that,’ Fàaran snapped.

			Emmerentia eyed him up and down. He’d been awfully broody since he’d gotten back from his business. She’d tried to reach him through their bond—to no avail.

			Mahena lifted a brow, but ignored it. Whether she was learning, or not caring anymore, Emmerentia could not tell. The girl stared at the mansion with clear disappointment in her eyes. Except for the ornate wolves’ heads adorning the top of the gates, there was nothing notable about the place.

			A step forward—

			Mahena’s hand shot to the twin’s, and her own heart twisted at the abruptness, twisted as the meaning of the gesture was taking a different turn.

			Before she could ask, the door opened to reveal a stocky, steel-eyed man, his butler uniform strangely at odds. ‘Good evening, who shall I announce?’

			‘Lady Ahra,’ Mahena smiled.

			Emmerentia forced herself to avoid staring the man up and down. There was something lingering about him, something rippling beneath the surface. She couldn’t tell what.

			A glance to her brother had him nodding; she wasn’t alone in her growing suspicion. And once inside, it only heightened.  

			B

			As they entered the room, beckoned by the butler, Mahena forced herself to halt gracefully—purposefully. She paused, studying the crowd, when really all she wanted to do was huff, and puff, and beam, and scream—her heart pounded against her ears. Emmerentia remained close to her, too close almost, too obviously on alert. She discreetly nudged her. ‘Relax, you look ready to slaughter your way out.’ The twin gave her a pointed look that she ignored, all thought of dreadful, draining and painful conversation momentarily forgotten.

			Mahena waltzed her eyes through the beautifully dressed people, through the grace and the poise, over the brute strength emanating from some and the seemingly ever-present, barely contained, underlying tension—until she met the stare of the man who had invited them here.

			What she saw flashing in his gaze had her catching her breath—raw, true emotion. Shadows, ghosts.

			She blinked, her heart skipping a beat, her pendant warm for a while now. Gods, what had she got herself into?

			Lord Mayfair prowled through the crowd with feline grace, and she knew that he was nothing of the older man she had believed him to be when he approached her—he was bigger, brighter, as though being here awoke something within him. Mahena fought the urge to stumble back a step under the intensity of his gaze, barely containing the urge to gasp for air as her heartbeat skyrocketed. She willed her eyes to a smile.

			Emmerentia whispered into her ear, ‘Is that...?’

			He stopped in front of them, those troubling eyes glittering with some unknown...message? 

			‘Lady Ahra.’ His deep voice reverberated across her skin, as though it had a life of its own. ‘I am delighted to welcome you to my home.’ Delicately taking her hand and lifting it to his mouth, his lips brushed her knuckles in a subtle kiss. His evergreen eyes remained fixed on hers as he added, ‘You are a sight to behold.’ 

			The little voice growled. 

			Her every instinct, every gut feeling, roared at the man and thrashed within her. She shifted her gaze slightly from his, attempting to break the spell cast upon her and noticed a thin, pink scar along his cheek bone.

			‘What happened to your cheek?’ The question jumped out of her lips before she realised she had even thought about it. That scar hadn’t been there this morning. 

			Shaking her head discreetly and schooling her features into innocent charm, Mahena ignored the amused curl of his mouth and said, ‘I do apologise. It is a pleasure to be here.’ She inclined her head lightly as she smiled, then gestured to the twins. ‘Lord Mayfair, may I introduce my companions, Ella and Dorian.’

			She almost tripped on the names as she made them up then and there.

			The men nodded to each other, and Mayfair gently brought Emmerentia’s hand to his lips. Mahena was impressed she refrained from jerking her hand away. 

			‘It is a lovely home you have, Lord Mayfair,’ Emmerentia noted, a mask of aristocratic politeness covering her real emotions.  

			Mahena lifted a brow—they were so stiff even she could feel it. She couldn’t tell whether it was from the atmosphere, from that tension echoing in her own bones, or because they had already noticed he had a strange effect on her. 

			‘I hope you don’t mind, I will have to steal Lady Ahra away for a moment. Enjoy the party.’ Adam offered his arm without waiting to hear if they did, indeed, mind, and Mahena rested her hand on top of his. She gave the twins a side look, a reassuring sign to divide and conquer, to find partners of their own for this specific dance. 

			‘The dancers,’ Mahena started as they walked down the stairs to the dance floor, stopping to observe until the next dance began, ‘I have rarely come across such purity of movement.’ She  forced herself to speak, if only to avoid drowning in the effect of the ethereal music ensconcing her. She fought the urge to close her eyes, to erase the beings around her and dive into the ocean conjured by the melody. Such music was to be savoured in peace. ‘I find it inspiring,’ she offered, leaning slightly into his shoulder, to break the silence when he still didn’t respond. 

			Adam was observing her from the corner of his eyes. Their unwavering intensity had her knees almost buckling beneath her weight. He looked at her as though she were a living memory. As she met his stare, somehow, the sounds around them flickered.

			The voice hissed quietly.

			She mentally shook herself out of the daze. Focus, Mahena.

			She tried a change of subject. ‘I realise our presence here attracts attention, not just at the party but since we’ve arrived in town. Are passers-by so uncommon?’

			As the words left her mouth, multiple sets of eyes turned elsewhere. He couldn’t have bought her being a writer all that well. What did he see in her? Whatever it was, she was sure he was imagining it. 

			The music lowered, slowing down as the dancers fluidly performed the last steps. They came together in a line, smiling and joining hands as they bowed. The crowd applauded, a wave of positive energy exploding from the joy it had gathered. The dancers waited until the cheering stopped. The circle formed around them opened, allowing the troupe to exit the centre of the room, sudden and complete silence accompanying them. Form of respect?

			Once they left, the music began again—different, cheerful, a little faster.

			Lord Mayfair turned to Mahena, extending a hand to her. ‘Shall we dance?’

			Honestly, with the way he was looking at her, the giddiness it prompted within her, she would have agreed to literally anything—so much for being a strong and independent woman, goodbye feminism. His eyes sparkled as they pierced her soul, the charisma emanating from him a compelling spell of its own. It tugged at a string inside of her. She couldn’t pinpoint what it was, but it twisted the cap on the pressure building within her, releasing a relief tethered with a familiarity she didn’t recognise. 

			Mahena blinked, breaking the stare. ‘I might actually know this one. Are you a good leader, Lord Mayfair?’

			His eyes danced and his grin turned wicked in answer. For some reason, Mahena had a fleeting suspicion she had just indeed entered a pas-de-deux of more than one kind.

			As she moved to the centre of the dancefloor, she caught a glimpse of Emmerentia, and realised the two sensations were utterly different. 

			Mayfair placed his hand on her waist, dragging her gaze back to his. She forgot time, place, and meaning as he spun her around, leading her where she ought to be in time with the music. Elegant and graceful, out of the ordinary, he wasn’t necessarily handsome in a dazzling, beautiful way, but the years had been generous, bestowing on him, and perhaps intensifying, a magnetic charm. He reminded her of an old liquor, rich and intense, hypnotising. 

			The room evaporated, lost in space, the moment encapsulated in the vibrations travelling through her body. She lightened, a feather blown by a dizzy breeze—hot, and warm, and electrified, and free.

			As Mahena surrendered completely to Adam’s lead and the heady melody, the world faded around her.

			She was the wind, invisible, a speck of dust gifted with sight. Below her ran a grassy plain, smothered by a tense silence. In the near distance, she spotted a pack of wolves racing for the cover of the woods ahead of them.

			Within a second, she was above them. Their harsh, ragged breath pierced the terrifying silence, but despite their exhaustion they flew forward. The alpha—she just knew he was—a golden-brown massive beast, led the group faster than anything she’d witnessed. There were six in total, one female—smaller—carrying a pup in her maw, circled by five other wolves. Escorting her to safety, Mahena realised.

			Then the voices breached the silence of the race—human voices. In her mist form, Mahena shivered at the cruelty emanating from them.

			The sound of the horses’ hooves was fast approaching. 

			A race for life.

			A race for destruction.

			Screams of excitement erupted from the riders, eager and famished, so close to their prey.

			The alpha howled. A powerful, carrying sound that echoed through the plain.

			As one, the others howled in return.

			The alpha stepped aside, let his family pass, and turned to face the hunters.

			Lord Mayfair gripped her by the waist, her back arching as he tipped her backwards—she opened her eyes and blinked back to reality. Her hands tightened around Adam’s, her nails almost digging into his skin.

			His eyes. Gods, those gods-damned eyes.

			Light filled her vision, bright and dimmed at the same time, spots dancing across it. She saw his face, then where her hand gripped his shoulder with whitening knuckles.

			The curses died unuttered in her throat—right, the dance, the party.

			Mayfair gently straightened her up, gracefully drawing her to him once more. If he noticed, it didn’t show. 

			Mahena pulled against his lead to give herself a feeling of control, their smooth progress across the dancefloor faltering slightly as a result. Voices spread around her, smooth, and soft, yet far off, like a silky blanket wrapped tightly around the sound.

			Mahena found herself breathing unevenly.

			Wolves. Running. Fleeing. Pain.

			‘Are you unwell?’ he whispered against her ear. 

			She shuddered as the warmth of his breath sent a wave of sensation through her body.

			The final notes resonated through the ballroom as she lifted her gaze back to his, a deep, carrying sound traversing time and space. 

			Applause exploded once again, although the troupe was gone and their performance was in no regards a match to theirs. Some of the dancers left the floor, others readied themselves for the next parade.

			Mahena was still staring at him. He couldn’t be…could he? The man gently set her straight—she hadn’t realised she was still swaying on her feet—not letting go of her waist. The fire in her body grew, flames leaping within her bones. 

			Forcing a smile, and refraining from swallowing down, she said, ‘The heat and the dancing must have gotten to me. Will you show me where I can freshen up?’

			Those evergreen eyes continued to bore into her—deep, penetrating, searching her soul for answers to questions he did not voice. Her shoulders almost caved inward as the power gushing from him threatened to overwhelm her.

			We do not bow. We do not fear.

			Mahena snapped her shoulders back and straightened.

			Beasts.

			He answered, his eyes unmoving, stripping her bare, ‘Up the stairs and the third door to your left, next to the gallery room.’ 

			Mahena forced herself to look unbothered when all she wanted was to sprint across the room and duck her head under an ice-cold fountain. She felt her chest rise and fall painfully, as if she’d run the distance with the wolves in the scene. 

			Gods, it was so clear in her mind; she could see the unfolding event as she leapt up the stairs—felt the distress and panic and rage in her own heart, the cry resonating through her ears.

			Control yourself. Control yourself. Control yourself.

			Every scene, every dream, gained in intensity by the day. It built and crumpled within her, and she was going to explode if they started to happen more frequently.

			Mahena shook her head, wiping the images away. This had been different—like an exchange, a voluntary transfer of information. As if he wanted to tell her this story, wanted her to see and feel what had happened on that day. In the crazy possibility of him being the male wolf in the flashback, what kind of entanglement could she have in the tale?

			Her pendant was warmer than ever against her chest as she reached the top of the stairs and stepped as calmly as possible into the corridor. The heat of the pendant always rose after a memory, a comforting touch murmuring not to worry. Maybe she should consider it as an alarm rather than a calming presence. Was it possible all those dreams were not memories, but potential dramatic futures, shown to extract her from the situation before it ever happened?

			Those damned eyes, the depths of them. 

			She had been drawn to them, to him, when they first met at the market and, in all honesty, it was a big part of the reason she insisted they come to the party. From afar, it made no difference. From close, something gently traced her skin, like his energy was poking at her, testing her.

			As she rubbed her eyes, it hit her—that tickle, that shy and tentative approach, it had happened with Sheya. She’d been too distracted, too focused on not saying anything she shouldn’t, to pay any attention to it and had missed the chemical reaction happening inside of her. 

			That was it though. 

			When he’d touched her, inviting her to explore his town, electricity had shot through his fingers into her own and she’d been enthralled to him ever since—drawn to him by a curious, tempting thread. Sheya had magic. Could it mean he used to as well? What did it all even mean?

			Mahena clenched her pendant as she walked down the corridor, trying to find the toilets. She toyed with it unconsciously, her fingers tracing the contour of the twelve spiked, star-shaped medallion, its obsidian heart a detail that troubled her now, somehow. 

			She didn’t know how, but when she pulled from her own thoughts, she faced a hallway of portraits. Hypnotised, her heart slowed back down. She ran her fingers down the wooden frames, realising there were portraits of women only. The work was breath-taking—though she knew nothing about art. For some reason, the nameplates only indicated the kingdoms, not the name of the women so perfectly, so delicately depicted.

			A strange scent of ash and dark fruits brushed past her and she abruptly stopped, her eyes squinting as she pivoted towards the provenance. Mahena cocked her head to the side as she beheld the most beautiful woman—painting—she’d ever seen.

			It almost knocked the breath out of her.  

			How could anyone look like that? Thin and oval-shaped, her face was the definition of grace and femininity, with a waving flow of silky, aubergine hair cascading beyond the borders of the frame. The pale, mossy green of her eyes seemed like an endless stream of pure water—the mysterious, depthless waters of hidden caves and lakes—intensified by the contrast of her night hair. Mahena stared into them, as though she might teleport to that very place where the woman seemed secluded from the world. The painting sported a mocking grin, playfully devilish, an invitation to a universe of ecstatic mischief.

			Mahena stepped closer to the frame, frowning at the thin smears of ink on the painting. Her fingers reached forward—to touch, to wipe it off, to clear the fault marring the picture. But then she stepped back several steps, far enough to take it in its entirety. She had failed to notice the shadows painted around her, embracing her like a pet boa, an entity of their own. They danced around her like a mist of darkness, the ghost of a snake swirling around, almost dressing her up. 

			Narrowing her stare on another whirl of the brush that, from up close, had been only a smile, Mahena saw from this distance that it curled up with a maliciousness entangled with the fumes around her, a promise of cruelty that twisted the unnatural features on her face into something uncanny and terrifying.

			Something cracked inside of Mahena. Something buried deep, deep inside, amidst dreams and memories she no longer remembered, nightmares and stories and truths and lies, all tangled up in a mighty fog. She clenched at her heart, not realising she couldn’t go through skin and bones to reach it, to see where it came from, what it was, who it called to. Unconsciously, she was brushing against the tendrils of smog.

			Wielder of the dark power, the little voice jolted, something like happiness in the whisper at the back of her head.

			Her dreams of the battlefield flashed before her—the passionate, wicked smile. She’d been covered in gore and blood and mud, but the resemblance…it tugged.

			Then, a vision swallowed her whole.  

			Mahena smelled blood, and damp, and rot as she found herself in a white-walled tower, still in that shapeless form of hers, drowned in blinding sunlight. She swept the place up, then lowered her gaze to the floor.

			Her heart dropped in her stomach, shattering to the floor, splinters collecting against a prone figure. Her eyes filled with a stream of tears that slid down her invisible face. She fell to the floor, sobs sending ravaging waves across her misty form as it engulfed the room and its sole occupant.

			On the floor, bloodied, and broken, and panting, her hair spilling around her too-thin body, laid the same woman.

			Mahena wanted to move, to help her up, to get her out.

			Slowly, the woman braced herself on her forearms. Slowly, she lifted her eyes up.

			Rage, cruelty, emptiness.

			She frowned. Sniffed at the air.

			And met Mahena’s eyes.

			A soundless scream ripped out of Mahena’s throat as she felt herself push away from the painting and back against the opposite wall—and stumbled into another room as her back met empty air. 

			Her ragged breath echoed, shouting back at her as she groped in the sudden dimness until she found the wall, the ground beneath her threatening to disappear as her knees buckled under her weight. She wiped her eyes, sobs straining in her throat—the frantic movements of someone who had witnessed an atrocity they wanted to wash clean with tears. 

			But there were none, her face was dry. 

			Too much. 

			Too many in a short amount of time. 

			Why was this house such a trigger? 

			Her blood pulsed under her skin, warm and tickling, her heart pounding louder as she drew breath. 

			‘Control your gods-damned self,’ she rasped, inhaling deeply.

			When her eyes lifted back to the room she’d practically fallen on her ass into, she realised the portraits were gone.

			The terrifying frenzy vanished.

			As Mahena stepped forward timidly, the torches on the wall brightened—welcoming her. The opposite wall came to life before her, painted with a genealogic tree that glowed with a pulsing heartbeat. She found herself plunged into another world. Generation, after generation, after generation. Centuries of history—of this continent’s history.

			Mahena dared a second step, her head spinning as she tried to encompass the work before her. This house...this manor...it looked like nothing from the outside. Her hand brushed upon the first humming thread—

			‘Are you finding my galleries to your liking?’

			Mahena whirled before she had the time to feel fear. ‘Isn’t it where you sent me?’

			Lord Mayfair, in the dimmed light of the room, leaned against the wall. ‘Perhaps.’ His eyes, brighter than ever, lazily traced her figure, leaving a trail of flames in their wake. He continued, ‘But this room is usually closed to the public.’

			There was an angry edge to his voice, now. 

			Why wasn’t she scared? Her tongue became a leaden weight in her mouth, rasping against her dry pallet—not from fear. 

			‘There was no door.’ Her voice came out sharper than she’d intended, lined with an unwanted wariness. It wasn’t a lie, after all.

			Mayfair elegantly, slowly, peeled himself off the wall, and prowled towards her. ‘Was there not, now?’ His lips curved upward in a smile nothing short of predatory.

			It was so hot in here, the tingle on Mahena skin spreading again as he got gradually closer, her throat so dry she fought the urge to cough. 

			What had that effect on her? Was it the man? The house? It surely wasn’t the one flimsy flute of wine she’d consumed.

			Dreaming, she must be dreaming. What else could explain this masquerade?

			So, Mahena played. ‘This room is undoubtedly a rare gem,’ she waved her hand to encompass the space, ‘as are all the portraits. Is the artist someone from your house? I cannot imagine the price he must demand for one piece.’

			Her instincts screamed at her not to turn her back to him, not even for a second, as he began to circle her. Yet, she feared that the heat inside her body would only increase if she didn’t. His breath caressed her neck as he whispered from behind her, ‘I doubt your interest in my home lies in the artist who decorated it.’

			Mahena swallowed hard, forcing herself still, sure he could feel her heartbeat in the hair’s breadth of air between them. 

			What did he mean? She didn’t ask to enter his lands, let alone his house. He had invited her. But his presence...it was like honey, rich, warm, and sweet, from another time. It grew in intensity as time passed. She sidestepped, more casually and elegantly than she felt. The confusion painted on her face, on the other hand, was genuine. She turned to face him. 

			‘I am afraid I don’t catch your meaning.’

			Adam closed the distance once again. He was so much bigger than her, although it hadn’t seemed like it when they danced, and she hated herself but she tilted her head to keep their eyes locked. All polite flirtation had vanished, something far more primal now danced there. 

			It sucked her in—calling.

			Her clothes were now too heavy on her skin, compressing her, making her want to peel them off. It was so hot, yet she shivered. Was this his intent all along—to get her alone?

			His eyes bore into hers with the strength of a tsunami, destroying all she knew, enclosing her mind solely in the space that existed around them. They were a story, a myth, a promise she wanted, needed, to explore.

			‘I must admit,’ he whispered as he lightly brushed her arm—she buckled at the touch, ‘your act of innocence is exquisite.’

			Now would be the moment for her inner warrior to put him on his ass, giving her time to run as far away from this damned house as possible. But no fear coursed through her veins, no fright as she met his eyes with all the defiance she could muster. That vibration, that warmth igniting from him to her, threatened to explode.

			Deep, deep down inside of her, in one of the extreme dark corners of her being, something growled—something primal, and unborn, and lusting.

			But then she blinked. Once, twice, and it was gone.

			‘What act of innocence?’

			A slight frown was all he gave away. 

			Was he weighing whether to speak the truth or to hold back? Who did he think she was? 

			He stepped back, his face a mask. ‘This tapestry hasn’t appeared to the eye in over two years.’

			‘You mean it requires magic to be seen?’ 

			He nodded. 

			Mahena frowned in return. ‘So? This house feels full of it.’ 

			That thing inside of her hissed, and snarled, at the pure male dominance exuding from his pores, the strongest of enticing perfumes. She closed the space between them this time, her face now a breath away from his. 

			‘Let’s cut to the chase, why did you invite me here? And am I to expect having to fight my way out?’ She damned herself, but she stared at his mouth and smiled. 
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			Asoft laugh ripped from Adam’s lips, the warmth of it brushing Mahena’s cheeks. A knowing light danced in his eyes. He grabbed her hand, and warmth shot through her veins. ‘I doubt a simple writer has the ability to convey magic,’ he tightened his grip, ‘and it ripples from you.’ That predator gaze burnt bright. ‘Do you take me for a fool, Lady Ahra?’

			The way he emphasized her fake name had her somehow almost chuckling. That magnetism swarmed through her with a strength she was experiencing for the first time.

			‘Magic is gone and has been for a long time,’ she replied with flimsily mustered determination. Her emotions were all over the place, strong then weak, assured and shy, all coming out at the same time.

			The heat.

			Adam mused, sensual, ‘I strongly suggest you don’t play this game with me.’

			Her entire body was in flames. ‘I am not playing any games,’ she rasped, her throat tight, and damn her, but she again lingered on his lips.

			Mayfair growled—not loudly, not aggressively, but possessively. The ripple intensified and Mahena tried to yank her hand free, but Mayfair only pulled her closer. 

			However small she was compared to him, however weak, it didn’t seem to bother her body in the slightest as Mahena just growled back. 

			Mayfair’s nostrils flared, his eyes wide for a flying semi-second. 

			‘How’s the heat suiting you? Did the portraits seem alive?’ His eyes trailed down, to the hidden, burning necklace in between her breasts and lingered, as though he could see right through the fabric of her dress. His mouth was an inch from hers, the warmth of it a silken caress she fought not to claim. ‘So, let me ask again, Lady Ahra,’ the warm, spiced taste of his breath quickened her breathing—gods, she would have him, ‘Do you think me a fool?’

			Mahena held his stare, now back to her eyes. She couldn’t move, couldn’t retort, couldn’t get her thoughts straight as long as his skin was in contact with hers. All she could think of was the power from him responding to that primal thread within her—of him on the floor and her on top.

			Then he pulled away and straightened himself. 

			‘Ahra!’ 

			Mahena stumbled back, her breath knocked out from her. She blinked at him, then turned her hand over. Come back, she wanted to scream at him. 

			Emmerentia’s face was in the door frame, and rage pumped through her for a second. 

			The twin exclaimed, ‘I’ve been looking for you everywhere!’ Her voice tinted with the effects of alcohol, she extended a hand towards her friend. ‘Come back to the party, you’re missing out on all the fun.’ She looked to Mayfair, a drunken smile stretching her face. ‘Thank you for inviting us, this is an incredible evening.’

			Mahena squinted at her friend. It had to be an act. Emmerentia wobbled on her legs and dramatically brought her hand to her mouth. ‘I must apologise for my behaviour, the wine is beyond exquisite.’

			She blinked, and she felt herself back entirely. If Emmerentia was getting her out of this situation—which half of her wanted to push through whilst the other sang thanks, then there must be a valid reason. Mahena whirled her eyes back to Adam’s, as mortified and embarrassed as she could will it. ‘I should go with her, make sure she does not fall over and break her neck.’

			Mayfair bore his eyes into hers once more and the lapsing part of her brain wondered what it would be like with him. ‘We will finish this later.’ It was a low snarl. 

			Emmerentia tensed.

			He waved them off.

			The weight of his stare as Mahena casually walked back to her friend almost crushed her spine. But the tickles on her skin were no more, the heat close to choking her throat was a bad memory and the smouldering smoke in her brain dissipated. Mahena shook her head as she grabbed Emmerentia’s arm and placed hers around her waist, helping her straight.

			They had to get out of here.

			The portraits still emanated a strange scent as they casually walked back to the ballroom—that Mahena somehow remembered the way back was a surprise on its own. She didn’t dare speak to the twin, only pretended as best she could to be carrying her unstable friend back to the party. The hallways were empty, and she did her best to focus on the path ahead instead of looking at the paintings hanging on the walls.

			What had happened with Mayfair? Why was it gone? Why was her blood still humming a sweet song although the smog had vanished from her mind?

			Magic was gone, wasn’t it? Everyone sure as hell claimed it loudly and bitterly. Maybe it was her body’s reaction to a new atmosphere?

			It must be—purer air, different food. That could mess with her internal clock and functions, couldn’t it?

			Mahena settled on that.

			Music and noise filled the air again, laughs and life bringing her out of her thoughts and back to reality. The dance floor was still buzzing with women being lifted in the air, strong hands holding their tiny waists, their hair and makeup so unwaveringly extraordinary. 

			And a part of her wanted to melt in the crowd and never leave it.

			B

			Fàaran slipped his hand around Emmerentia’s waist as soon as the girls reappeared in the room—at least the drunken act was on point. Mahena tensed as he glanced at her, and he saw the sense of urgency creeping all over her. Good, at least she wasn’t oblivious.

			He didn’t dare say a word, didn’t dare even hiss a whisper beyond a slight jerk of his chin to the main entrance. The girl barely released her hold on his sister, and the latter kept weakly wobbling on her legs—just enough to appear normal. 

			This house was just...not as it seemed.

			At least, no one else seemed to pay them much attention as they found the door to the garden and to their carriage waiting outside, at the exact same spot they left it in.

			‘We are leaving this town now,’ Fàaran whispered as they opened the doors.

			‘What is it?’ Mahena whispered.

			‘I…I was told it was safe.’ Gods above, what an idiot he had been. Trust no one. ‘It appears I was misinformed.’

			The barkeep—he’d rip her throat out with his bare hands if something happened to them upon her advice. ‘There is a town not far from the coast in Hondora, you can safely, but discreetly, pass through.’ He should have trusted his guts last night and left in the morning instead of grappling for more. It hadn’t been a bad idea, but—

			Fàaran shook his head as he, as normally as possible, thrust the girls inside the carriage.  
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			The tension was ripe as they packed quicker than ever before. Emmerentia had lost the drunken act as soon as they stepped back inside their room and locked the door, a wide-eyed and confused Mahena in tow. To her credit, she did as they ordered. 

			‘Fill me in?’ the girl asked as Emmerentia shoved her satchel into her hands. She caught the lingering haze in her eyes, like she was still under some spell. 

			‘I know who that family is. And we are not extending the invitation.’

			Mahena inclined her head. ‘He’s a wolf, isn’t he?’ 

			Emmerentia froze at the words, at the tone, the softness and safety in it. She felt the breathing of her brother do the same. How does she know?

			As though she’d understood their silence, she continued, ‘He showed me. I don’t know how, but he showed a moment of his past.’ She drew the scar across his face.

			‘What do you mean he showed you?’ Fàaran frowned, his voice as cold as ice. ‘Magic is gone, they can’t turn.’

			Mahena passed the strap of her satchel over her head. ‘At the party, I had a vision, or whatever you want to call it. He told me to stop playing games and asked what I wanted.’ She turned to Emmerentia. ‘Who are they?’

			‘A brutal family. They were known to gouge eyeballs out and serve them as dishes, amongst other delightful things.’ Emmerentia looked over at her brother who had removed the sheepskin from the window and stood grim-faced at the door of the room, ready to run.

			‘He didn’t threaten me,’ Mahena added, something like pleading in her voice. ‘But he said things that make no sense, like the items originally imbued with magic in his house came to some sort of life for me.’

			Fàaran cut in, ‘What items?’

			‘The portraits. The private room you found me in. The walls were covered with genealogical trees from a lot of kingdoms, which apparently hasn’t appeared to anyone since magic vanished.’ 

			She breathed out, seeming to brace herself for some reaction. ‘There was a connection between the two of us, so overwhelming I felt I wasn’t in charge of my body anymore.’

			Emmerentia snapped her head to her brother, ignoring the sharp tug of something in her guts. They nodded at each other. ‘We are leaving, and then you will explain all of it.’

			Mahena looked to Emmerentia, supplication in her eyes. 

			Fàaran exited first, going for the stables. 

			Emmerentia sat silently on the bed, counting seconds. It felt like ages, and the urge to look through the window made her throat itch. Mahena moved and knelt next to the twin, and she turned to face her.

			Clasping her hands, Mahena said, ‘I want to stay. I want to hear what that man has to say.’

			The words jumped from Emmerentia’s memory and hit her like a war hammer. ‘Trust the wolf.’ 

			But noises and voices pierced the frozen silence, coming from the street below—deep voices and shouts. Emmerentia was through the door in an instant, her fingers laced through Mahena’s as she dragged her along. She forced herself to remain neutral as they passed the reception and headed towards the stables.

			The voices reached them again through the thick veil of night. Emmerentia drew her dagger, catching Mahena doing the same. Her heart raced against her chest—a strange, familiar sort of eagerness. They rounded the corner of the building, the discussions growing louder, stronger, and a hell of a lot angrier. 

			If it hadn’t been this house, this family, if the reputation of the ruling pack hadn’t been so beaten into her education—how had neither of them clicked with it earlier—she would be leaping into the fight. But here, with them, and with this inexplicable urge to protect her, she wouldn’t dare be as brazen as she once had been.

			Emmerentia held her hand up to signal a stop and she felt Mahena peer over her shoulder as she scanned the entrance to the stables. Three men visible. One of them was the butler, murmuring into the darkness beyond him. 

			‘We are leaving.’ Her brother’s voice was lethally quiet, a whisper into the foggy night. ‘We meant no disturbance and are only passing through.’

			Mahena murmured in her ear, dragging a slow shiver along her neck, ‘I can’t see Mayfair.’ 

			The butler’s voice droned, ‘Is that so?’ His head angled in such a horribly preternatural way, Emmerentia almost lunged for her brother. ‘Then why are you leaving like thieves when you settled for an extra night?’

			Shit. 

			Mahena’s swallow was as loud as a roar.

			Then, a honey-dipped voice intervened, ‘Excuse my friends, they often lack manners.’ A figure slipped from behind a pillar near the stables a few feet away. As Mayfair emerged, a devouring smile plastered on his ageing face—gods, how old was he? Wolves weren’t immortal, but their life span outlived humans by decades at least. 

			He purred, ‘That being said, I will kindly require the question answered.’

			Emmerentia felt her entire body lock up at the tone. Mahena, now subconsciously pressed against her, relaxed.

			‘We miscalculated our itinerary. I believe you understand these errors happen,’ Fàaran replied coolly. 

			Emmerentia calculated the amount of weapons strapped to her body, the ones on Mahena she could use. Two flying daggers would find their marks in the friends’ necks before they understood what was happening. The surprise would give her brother time to react. But—she’d never fought a werewolf. 

			‘He wants me. He thinks I have magic,’ Mahena whispered again.

			Emmerentia slowly craned her neck. ‘No one has magic.’ 

			There was no conviction in her voice. And that sent a punch to her own guts.

			´We can do this the nice way,’ Mayfair crooned, ‘or the way where you scream, and I still get my answers.’

			The words hadn’t left his mouth when he turned his head—to the pillar a hair’s breadth away, where a knife was now embedded. The three men whirled at an unnatural pace, and it confirmed all of them were indeed wolves, and might have conserved their speed. A snarl, deep and vicious, rattled the trees.

			Adam’s head whipped to face where she and Mahena stood. ‘How rude to throw daggers at your host.’

			Emmerentia snickered, loud and untamed, ‘I don’t like strangers threatening my family.’ 

			But before she had a chance to throw herself between the males and her twin, Mahena side-stepped her, and walked into the circle of torchlight. 

			Emmerentia watched her wide-eyed, her heart suddenly leaping out of her chest. She swallowed a raspy breath down and closed the few steps to stand beside Mahena once more. 

			‘What do you want from me?’ Mahena said, her arms crossing on her chest—a sign of defiance, but Emmerentia knew it was to hide her trembling limbs. 

			Mahena seemed to stiffen and loosen at the same time—as though she knew she should be scared, but her body told her it was unnecessary. 

			‘A bodyguard, I see,’ Mayfair retorted, his lips twitching upward in a smile that stripped his face from any human emotion—a predator assessing. He didn’t bother removing the dagger, or answering Mahena’s question. 

			‘As my friend said,’ she continued, somewhat of a snarl in her soft voice, ‘we must be on our way.’ 

			Fàaran shifted his feet, his hand lazily hovering over the dagger at his belt. 

			‘You invited us, as I recall,’ Mahena added. A slight wind arose, nothing more than an innocent breeze. But it sent Mahena’s now unbound hair waving in the direction of the wolves, and the underlings sniffed the air between their alpha and her friend. 

			‘Trust the wolf,’ The rasping voice of The Rockery whispered at the back of her head.

			‘I will have a word with you, Lady Ahra,’ Mayfair ordered. He extended his hand to Mahena, and Emmerentia’s senses screamed to drag her far, far away. Before she could act on that urge, he gave her a deadly, pointed look. ‘Then I will decide the course of action.’

			B

			Emmerentia’s usually steady voice somehow trembled behind her, ‘You don’t have to.’ And Mahena knew, from the calculating fire in her eyes as she looked over her shoulder, that she meant it. Whatever Emmerentia was before they met, this kind of situation seemed to be a repetition to her. And somehow, maybe it was pure folly, maybe all bravado, she thought they would get out of it.

			Mahena stepped forward, squeezing her friend’s arm before letting go, packing up all the courage inside of her. Two months ago, she would have run—so fast, so far, without a question, squeaked in fear before such threatening men.

			She represented something to the man standing before her, and if he wanted her to stop drawing breath, she’d be in a coffin already. If he had questions, then he might also have a trove full of answers.

			No one moved as she neared the party, her feet seemingly moving on their own. When she reached him, they walked a little bit further ahead to keep out of hearing range.

			‘What do you want from me?’ Mahena asked again, bluntly and dryly, the little thing inside of her twitching in silence. ‘I have lost all memory of this world, so torture me all you want but answers won’t come.’

			Mayfair studied her frankly for a second, that strange alchemy slowly flowing back into her veins. Something like belief flashed in his eyes. There was something in there he wasn’t telling her. ‘Do you feel it, the flow of warmth?’

			Mahena nodded warily. He meant her no harm, she repeated to herself. 

			‘I am old, girl,’ he continued, ‘even for my kind. Magic has deserted these shores and dragged with her all abilities we were once blessed with.’

			‘I know.’

			‘But you feel it.’

			Mahena raised a brow.

			‘There is an ember of magic flowing in your veins powerful enough to awaken mine and the energy kept in my home. I cannot recall meeting any creature capable of that since the fall of magic. Who are you?’

			Mahena blinked, her head slightly bobbing back, not quite believing how quiet she felt as he asked the one question she didn’t prepare for. She’d thought it out, the potential fight she’d have to get out of regardless of the necklace staying cool on her skin. The twins talked so viciously of the family, of the leader before her, when she only perceived a man yearning for understanding.

			‘My reputation precedes me, I see.’ He cocked his head to the side. ‘Good. You then know I take care of my own.’ 

			He reached for her hand. 

			Mahena pulled it away instantly. 

			‘I sensed the magic on you the first moment I spoke to you, and I have since deliberately shown you an episode of my life. Is that not enough to earn your trust?’

			‘How would I know it is real and not one of your skills?’

			Adam straightened. His face suddenly became cold as ice as he bore his green gaze into her face. Silently, he grabbed her hand again and she let him hold onto it this time—a vision engulfed her once more.

			  

			The sun shone through the thick branches of the full trees throughout the valley. The river before her was bordering the ridge from the late rains, and the fruity, sweet smell of blooming offrays tickled her nose pleasantly.

			She turned on herself, trying to place her surroundings. And then she saw the two figures down by the river, standing tall and alone in the midday light. Mahena peered down, wind on a wing once more, a simple spectator of a story now past.

			Their conversation reached her first. The man spoke softly, a genuine gentleness in his voice she rarely heard, ‘I am offering you all you ever desired for yourself, all your family will never let you even glimpse.’ 

			The woman knelt to the water level, her face hidden from Mahena, her breath heavy. The man was Mayfair in his early youth, she assumed, the features of his face surprisingly soft, smoothed by the power of youth. His eyes remained just as striking, that fierce evergreen gaze that told a thousand tales.

			‘Make your own destiny, Briar. Run the plains by my side.’

			The young woman lowered her face to the river. She cupped some water and delicately splashed it on her face. Gracefully, she stood up, facing the man who seemed to be asking her hand in marriage. ‘My parents and the council will never allow our union, and I am their heir. My duty comes ahead of my person. The sole reason yours would accept me is for the strength it would bring to the pack. They will see me as a political gain, and you are perfectly aware of that.’

			Adam grabbed the lady's hand, a flicker of hurt, so fast almost unnoticeable, flashing in his eyes. ‘I see your heart and the force of nature you are. I would spit on your title for all I care about it.’

			She gently pulled away and raised her hand to cup his face. ‘You and I are prisoners of our birthrights, my love.’

			Her voice was so delicate, so full of sadness and surrender, yet determination. Above them, a falcon screamed his freedom, piercing the utter silence surrounding them. A reminder that life continued, that it only belonged to them if they dared break the rules.

			Mahena tried to move around to see the face of the woman who had loved this strange man years ago. She was stuck in one spot, all she could make out was her golden hair, shining like the sun against her lilac gown. They conveyed such a powerful energy between the two of them, an almost tangible flow of power. Was that the mating bond the twins explained some beings developed? A deep sadness settled in her heart at the scene, the expression on Mayfair's face crumbling as his assumed lover pulled away. She kissed the air in between them in farewell.

			Where a woman stood a second before, now remained only her sweet scent, a strange melange of everything and nothing, and the sound of flapping wings high above.

			Mahena lingered for an instant as a howl, piercing and terrifying, shook the valley. A moment later, a magnificent golden wolf ran off.

			Mayfair stepped back, restrained tears and rage in his eyes. ‘Would I lie?’

			Mahena shook her head, drowsy and feeble, setting a hand on the wall to stabilise herself. 

			‘Who was she?’ she rasped. 

			Her thundering heart threatened to break through her rib cage, echoing in her ears, that sound still ringing as though her own.

			It was love, and pain, and passion, and agony—pure and undiluted.

			Mahena felt the silver line her eyes before she reined it in.

			A blink was all the hurt Mayfair allowed himself to display. ‘Her relation to me bears little importance. She was the last known heir to the Castellain line, and you look dangerously alike for it to be a mere coincidence.’

			Castellain.

			She didn’t let the name sink in, didn’t let her mind find the information.

			Mahena countered the revelation. ‘You invited me because I remind you of a past lover?’

			The little voice sneered. 

			He smiled, almost sadly. His hand rose towards her cheek, then froze mid-air, then lowered again. ‘The same tenacity. The same courage. I am surprised you did not walk past her portrait. Your disbelief would vanish.’

			The fire reignited. ‘What do you want from me?’ Mahena forced herself to repeat.

			Mayfair huffed a laugh. ‘You are a ghost from a very distant past.’ Sadness filled his eyes. ‘Wolves mate for life. I never saw Briar again after that day, and I have lived many, many days.’ 

			He paused.

			Mahena could feel it—all of it. The love, the pain, the passion, the lust, the memories. All of what he had felt for that woman in his eyes. In the gaze he directed at her. Then it was all gone. 

			‘You claim to have lost your memories. How so?’

			Mahena detailed the man in turn. She didn’t know why, but she trusted him. ‘They might have been stolen. We are going to Vassalis to see if we can find answers there.’

			‘Ahra!’ Emmerentia’s voice exploded behind her, firm urgency contained. The conviction with which she called out Mahena’s fake name had her pivoting. But the twin was already next to her, a flame burning in her eyes she witnessed for the first time.

			Mayfair turned to her. The alpha, for that was what shone in his eyes, growled, ‘Do you know what you are doing, girl? This is beyond a duellist’s field of expertise.’

			Surprise and wariness flashed in the twin’s gaze.

			‘Did you take your pretty knife back? I admit, impressive throw. One might think you missed—’ Mayfair froze mid-sentence. His brows furrowed as he looked between the two of them, sniffing at the air. He stepped forward, sniffed at them again. Mayfair let out a grunting sigh, then moved right into the twin’s face.

			To her merit, she did not wince. ‘One might think, indeed,’ she drawled instead. Then she added, her face solemn, yet still almost snarling, ‘Again, we only sought rest and shelter. We meant no disrespect by crossing your territory and want no quarrel with your pack.’

			Mahena held her breath. Something was happening here, something she did not understand, something her blood responded to. A hammer slowly began chanting in her head, a growing pressure, a cage whose bars were being put to the test.

			Mayfair’s smile turned sly, the wolf ready to pounce. ‘Tell me, duellist, what is your relation to the lady?’

			Emmerentia blinked, the firmness of her position swaying ever so slightly.

			He leaned into Emmerentia’s ear on the side farthest from Mahena. His lips curled up as he whispered, and Mahena saw Emmerentia’s face pale in response before hardening, her nostrils almost flaring. 

			She stepped back, her gaze as dark as the night. ‘They are a myth.’

			Mahena wisely kept back. Emmerentia had never displayed such protective behaviour in the past. Had never openly demonstrated her skills with a knife. Never displayed outright defiance and assured arrogance to such a level. And if that man got it all out of her, adding on top of that the possibility of making her flinch, then maybe Mahena should be wary, despite her guts telling her not to be.

			Mayfair narrowed his eyes, then hissed a quiet laugh, ‘Oh, they are not, child. Because a clan is chased to near extinction does not mean they have disappeared. They might be extraordinary at hiding, but they do exist. And scents do not lie.’

			What was happening? 

			Listen, learn, prepare.

			He glanced between the two of them again; the twin’s shoulders dropped an inch, but she kept head high. Mahena held his stare, something inside of her boiling at the fixed attention, at the underlying accusation.

			‘But why would your own identity be hidden from even yourself? That is a far more interesting question. And if by some twist of destiny, you speak the truth, why would faith send a shifter and a protector through my lands in these extremely...unfortunate times?’

			Mahena didn’t know what to think as the words caused a stir inside she wanted to ignore. ‘A what?’
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			It struck home, hard and true. How would he know? And could that even be? It would answer so many questions, fill in so many blanks.

			But...hanging on to such a possibility represented a challenge she wasn’t ready to accept the consequences of.

			No, he must be wrong, delusional and old or playing a game where only he knew the rules.

			Emmerentia kept a straight face, thanks above. At least she was good at keeping composure—if composure it was. What had he told her to elicit such a reaction?

			The world around them had disappeared.

			The sounds, the breathing, the voices.

			Mahena was vaguely aware Mayfair’s friends were a few paces away holding Fàaran, quietly seething, out of hearing range. When she calmed her spinning head sufficiently for the faces of the two people around her to reappear clearly, she saw Emmerentia had inched closer.

			But then Mahena’s arm, without her realising, grabbed Mayfair’s hand.

			The world went black.

			Mahena was back in that place of void, in that place of nothing and everything where she had found herself several times in the past. She sat on the floor, not feeling like exploring an endless room.

			The woman of light appeared shortly, her golden hair cascading around her. She was smiling, a radiant, contagious thing. She looked at Mahena with sweet, kind eyes. She did not speak, did not whisper, her lips did not move.

			But all around her, a chanting, vibrating wind arose.

			‘Be brave, be unafraid. Get your memories back. The wolf will help.’

			It seemed to whirlwind around her, enveloping her in a towel of silk.

			Memories, memories, memories.

			The woman of light lowered herself to Mahena’s level, folding her delicate legs underneath the sheet of sunshine that seemed to be the fabric of her dress.

			‘What are you afraid of, child?’

			She had seen the woman on multiple occasions, whether subtly or in-depth. Mahena angled her head, frowning.

			‘Of it not being true. Of all of this being a dream.’

			The woman’s smile deepened.

			‘Get your memories back. Get your memories back.’

			But Mahena frowned as the traits of the woman of light sharpened, as she tried to remember where she had seen the face before.

			Memories. Memories. Memories.

			The woman vanished in the distance.

			The world tilted back into focus.

			Mahena fluttered her eyes open. Her hand was still grasping Mayfair’s sleeve, yet she was on the ground, shivering.

			Her name was being repeated. Her real name. Calling her back to the world of the living.

			Emmerentia’s frown was deeper than she’d ever seen it.

			Mahena lifted her gaze to her friend. ‘Did I pass out again?’ 

			The twin nodded. 

			Mayfair remained quiet. 

			Mahena got slowly back to her feet and turned her attention to Mayfair, whose expression seemed confused, yet concerned.

			The softness in his eyes was unsettling.

			Mahena cleared her throat. ‘I want to talk to you. Do you have it in you to bring me to the place where you last spoke to Briar?’

			The Alpha bore his eyes into hers once more, tunnelling deeper than was comfortable. But she squared off her shoulders and held the stare, holding her ground, shutting down the growling within her own veins. If he was as old as he claimed, he ought to possess further knowledge than what the twins could offer, further than what their friends could provide.	

			Mayfair nodded, then grinned, ‘But only you and I.

			B

			Emmerentia fought the writhing inside her head as she watched Mahena ride off into the night with the man who had bared his teeth in her face, as the thread pulled and pulled, urging her to go after them.

			‘Trust her guts, trust the wolf.’ She remembered the statement of The old Rockery, of the witch within its walls. But that wolf, that beast? It had taken a moment for Fàaran and her to rummage through their memories, through their history lessons about the pack who owned a vast parcel of land in Hondora. About the family who ran that pack, and why it was all but wise to cross their territory. They had realised it too late and failed to prevent trouble, and now all she could do was curse herself about it.

			Mayfair had left instructions to lodge them at the estate until he returned, to feed them and offer them a room. As they had walked back through the sleeping town, Emmerentia cursed herself further at the clues they had failed to notice. There were wolf symbols everywhere.

			Fàaran toyed with the food in his bowl. ‘Well, that did not go according to plan.’

			Emmerentia lifted her gaze to meet her brother’s, seething. ‘How can you be so relaxed? You were storming out of here an hour ago. And you said you’d been misinformed about this location, who told you to pass here?’

			Fàaran angled his head—calculating. 

			Emmerentia straightened. ‘Spit it out.’

			‘You should have told me exactly what The Rockery said.’

			‘Don’t change the subject.’

			He let out a breath. ‘Lorna.’

			Emmerentia felt her face crisp, her jaw tighten before she could control her reaction. ‘How?’

			‘She heard one of my conversations and offered help.’

			‘She sent you through a town owned by wolves?’

			The images of the young woman flashed before her—her cunning eyes, her playful smile, her little too graceful way of moving. 

			‘She cares about you, Em,’ he added.

			Her heart tightened as she re-lived all their conversations, all their moments. But then she waved it off, tucking it into the dark chamber of her mind. 

			‘I was surprised you didn’t object to the party,’ she said instead. ‘How did we not see the signs, how blind can we be?’

			He waved it off. ‘It doesn’t matter. It was a good opportunity,’ he said, taking a spoonful of the stew, letting the subject go. ‘Do you remember father’s teachings about situations out of our control?’

			Emmerentia tapped her bowl impatiently. ‘That such situations do not exist. There is control to take in any of them.’

			‘We are not confined to a room, are we?’

			‘This journey is making you reckless, brother.’ She cracked a slow, sly smile. ‘I like it.’

			To her surprise, Fàaran only shrugged his shoulders.   	

			As they left the dining room and wandered through the many halls of the mansion somehow unwatched and unguarded, Emmerentia’s mind drifted back to the pieces of information Mayfair had flaunted in her face, in their faces.

			Goruna. How ridiculous. A tribe of men and women moulded by the gods for the sole purpose of the close protection of key players in the games those same gods had invented. It was said that they were raised from birth to fight, raised to be ruthless warriors and assassins. Once aged eighteen, they were released from the convents and sent out to find the people they were meant to offer themselves to.

			One had to believe in the gods in the first place, and she didn’t.

			‘What did he tell you?’ Fàaran asked as they rounded a corner and to find another corridor filled with portraits. Was this the corridor Mahena had vaguely mentioned? They had passed through a similar one during the party, she realised. She recognised some of the faces from history books, others from her own experience. 

			Emmerentia grunted, ‘Something beyond imaginable, that does not deserve to be spoken of.’

			Fàaran continued without a word, accepting the dismissal. 

			They walked through the gallery with avid eyes until Fàaran pulled her sleeve from behind her. ‘Look.’

			Emmerentia turned her head right to where her brother was pointing to. Her eyes opened wide. She had to step closer to examine the traits, to examine the nameplate. ‘It has to be a coincidence. They all died.’

			‘The earrings, the dreams, now this. It is starting to be a lot of mere coincidences.’

			He must have not heard the other part of Mayfair’s comment, of his almost threat. She shifted on her feet. 

			‘There is something else.’ She flipped her braid to the other side. ‘It is probably as dismissive as claiming me as a Goruna, but...he said she was a shifter.’ 

			Fàaran frowned. ‘Bullshit. How could he even tell? Without magic, even wolves are devoid of their senses.’

			Shifters, true shifters, were only found in one family, in one bloodline. That bloodline had disappeared a long time ago. That bloodline had been feared and revered and plotted against more than it could be explained and, ultimately, someone had succeeded. However, the death of the Queen and King of Elgona and their heirs, as recorded in history, was messy and murky. The killers were never found and the bodies remained undiscovered. Everyone was adamant they had been murdered, because they were righteous and powerful and beloved and would never abandon their people. Emmerentia had always thought it presumptuous to dismiss the possibility of their disappearance being self-plotted and provoked. They could open portals to other realms, that was the other power running within their veins. She had found herself, in her early teens, drawn to the dramatical history of that family, of that land. She had never understood why it was so unthinkable they might have had to simply remove themselves from this earth. The Queendom itself perished after their disappearance, its citizens having to seek refuge in neighbouring kingdoms as the land became infertile.

			Utterly, utterly ridiculous. Far-fetched beyond measure. And she would not take the word of an infamous, cruel pack leader if they covered her in gold for it. 

			Emmerentia grabbed her brother by the shoulder. ‘I don’t believe a word that piece of shit claims, not after what he and his family have done.’ She could hardly believe she had let Mahena follow the man into the night. ‘But it might be even more dangerous than we thought and there is no chance in hell I am putting your life on the line again.’  

			Fàaran, her brother, her twin, ever so slowly looked at her hand, then lifted his gaze up to meet hers. The concern, the almost hurt on his face at the suggestion he would desert her went straight through to her heart. Yes, he would take that as an insult, but she wanted him to know, she wanted him to hear that she didn’t expect him to risk his life any further for her. ‘This has now anchored my interest. I would never abandon you, especially not in the light of this potential development.’

			B

			Fàaran nodded at his sister as the light of relief flashed in her blue eyes. There was no doubt left—she had found her bond, too. He almost chuckled at the laughable irony of both of them bonding to someone that would bring them so much trouble, and conflict, and pain. 

			Demeera’s blood drenched teeth flashed before him. ‘I’ve been following a broken scent for weeks.’

			He shook his head. Not now. Not here. 

			‘Do you think she saw it?’ Emmerentia leaned towards the painting. ‘I found her in this corridor.’

			Emmerentia would deny the fact she was from the long thought extinguished tribe until it was shoved down her throat—so he would leave it until she came forward. It didn’t matter whether she believed it or not. At least he would know how to weather the reactions, how to bring the explanations about. 

			As they stalked down the gallery, Fàaran wondered if it was the reason Lorna sent him this way—if somehow she knew all along. 
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			The veil of night blanketed the entire plains as they galloped under its cover. Mahena kept her eyes on Mayfair, the wolf pushing his stallion as though they were racing against time and the lashing whips of some devil she couldn’t see. Maybe they were. Maybe there were truly devils hiding in the shadows.

			Mahena refused to dwell on the last two hours, refused to bring to her mind the last few words pronounced by the wolf in front of Emmerentia. And the vision that appeared to her upon contact with the man, after his spoken words, had speared through her soul harder than she cared to admit. The words whispered on that phantom wind, in that space that wasn’t. The woman that had claimed them, that had looked at her, looked through her this time, she couldn’t shake the feeling that it was the woman in the memory Mayfair had shown her.

			It was perhaps reckless, perhaps futile, but she had to test her theory.

			If, if, the remnants of powerful magic reacted to her presence—to her pendant, to her blood, to whatever circuit made up her brain—then perhaps a moment so intense, so heartbreaking and pure shared between two mighty (from her understanding) individuals would echo within her and awaken the rest of all this nonsense. Providing they weren’t attacked, providing they reached their destination without notice.

			She didn’t even understand how or why the twins had let her go, why they so suddenly switched to trusting her. If not trusting, then at least going her way, following her thoughts and wants instead of theirs.

			Maybe the world was truly crashing down. She snorted at the amusing thought.

			Mahena pressed her heels in her mare’s flank to catch up with the horse flying forward ahead of her, clenching her teeth at the thundering pace. Mayfair had only nodded when she’d asked him to show her the place of his utmost pain. How could he possibly not be trustworthy after such proof? 

			Mayfair pointed to the distance, to a shimmering light in the night. ‘Before the river splits, near the bushes of red lilies.’ Not that she could see anything beyond the small light. Mahena squeezed the leads and her legs tighter as she tilted her head back slightly. She searched for the silver of the moon. Mayfair had navigated in almost complete darkness and she’d had to concentrate until her eyes somehow accommodated, somehow forgot to be bothered by it. She wondered whether he had some sort of night vision or if he simply knew every pitfall and turn in the road.

			What a mess had this day turned into—a thrilling mess.

			Mayfair stopped without turning when they reached the bank. ‘Why did you want to come here?’

			Mahena walked up to him. The wind brushed a strand of hair past her shoulders. She sucked in a breath. ‘Because I need to know whether I can trust you. If I decide that I can, then there are many, many questions that need answering. And I hope you possess some of those answers.’

			Mayfair snorted. ‘Have your little friends not enlightened you sufficiently?’

			‘I believe they have to the extent they trust me with, same as I do them. And I owe them my life.’

			He turned his head slowly, squinting, that predatory smile stretching his lips. ‘And what makes you think that trusting me with information you refuse to give them is wise?’

			‘Because you could have had your way with me if you wanted to and you haven’t. Because there are images in my mind that I do not remember, and I want to understand.’ Mahena pivoted to him, stepping closer. She whispered, ‘I want to stand in the exact spot your lover stood, and I want you to show me another memory of her.’

			His nostrils flared. ‘I highly suggest, when you make demands, that you carry yourself with strength and confidence.’

			Alright, she could do that.

			Mahena squared off her shoulders and growled in his face. ‘Show me.’ The heat rose again in her guts.

			Mayfair smiled in answer. ‘That’s better.’ He stepped forward, positioning himself a metre away from the riverbank and the red lily bush. He pointed to another bush of purple flowers. In a swift motion, the wolf unsheathed the small knife at his belt and sliced his palm open.

			Mahena grimaced, glancing at the blood starting to pool on his gilded skin. ‘What are you doing?’

			Mayfair flipped his knife and extended the grip to her. ‘My house, together with the dormant power of the pack, provided a conduit. Hopefully blood will replace it.’

			The young woman swallowed down. The idea of a blood oath, pact, had always appealed to her strongly, whether it be in books or movies. The hygienic side of it, on the other hand... She didn’t allow her face to show the distaste.

			Mahena seized the hilt, noting the delicately ornamented wolf head on the pommel. She looked at her hand, at her white skin void of any scars. She sliced it open, embraced the pain of each thread snapping. When she met Mayfair’s eyes again, she found him grinning.

			She angled her head. ‘Should I be wary of being irrevocably linked to you after this?’

			His gaze lit at the question. ‘Would that be so awful, now?’

			The voice inside her growled at the tone, at the male insinuation lingering below. She parried, ‘And what would she say, looking down at you witnessing your attempts at dishonesty?’

			Before she could realise, Mayfair was growling in her face.

			Fuck. Shit, shit, shit.

			‘Be careful, little girl, with the tone you employ when you address certain people.’

			Her stomach churned, roiled. Something that didn’t happen before, not really. How powerful was his wolf side without magic?

			But then the thing in her guts just pushed back upwards, squashed it and she squared her shoulders. ‘So you can play, but the receptacle must remain silent?’

			Mayfair only roared as he stepped back and pulled her an inch closer.

			Without notice, he slammed his bloodied palm into hers.

			Mahena screamed—a soundless, broken plea that barrelled through her body, her mind and her soul; the blinding pain clawed her to the ground. She had the familiar feeling of holding onto skin, of holding onto the reason for the overwhelming thoughts and images that invaded her brain. But whether it was a human being, an animal, an object or an illusion, she couldn’t tell.

			She was thrown in and out of sceneries old and young, far and near, stolen seconds in oceans of years. Sometimes there were people and she could understand the language, sometimes it was animals and she still could understand the growling conversations. But as soon as she left the memory, it vanished from the depths of her memory. And it went on and on and on and on. 

			With each one, a warmth spread inside of her, a small flower battling the winter cold. And with each one, she gawked and gasped for air. 

			When her vision cleared, she was on all fours, vomiting her guts up.

			Then Mayfair crouched. ‘Be quiet.’ 

			The primal instinct within Mahena made her freeze instantly at the command in his tone.

			Fighting off the remains of the haze, the young woman wiped her mouth and laid flat on her stomach, staying as still as she could, and quietened the sounds of her breathing. 

			Rustling of leaves. Rustling of clothes. Steps, so light almost silent. A scent. How did she even smell that?

			And then the thing inside of her peered up. Mahena gaped, as though someone had punched her in the stomach.

			Mayfair looked at her, brewing rage in his eyes. Mahena’s heart tumbled. He said, graver than he had ever been, ‘We are lovers. Will it to your face.’ There was no question, no chance at a word.

			Then he stood up, lazily, gracefully. All hatred, all the pain was gone from his face—only the blush, the lust, the envy of a moment of passion glinted on his features.

			And Mahena understood. Her heart thundered, her breathing caged inside her lugs. She shook her hands to get the trembling out of them.

			Oh, gods. 

			Mahena had a minute, not even that, to turn her confused and petrified self into a woman who was yearning to be undressed, to be touched. She forced herself to breathe out. ‘It’s gonna be ok. Man up.’ The thing kept thrashing, kept banging against that invisible cage it seemed to be locked in. She silenced her thoughts, silenced her head, silenced her heart and listened.

			A feminine, gentle, yet cunning voice purred behind her, ‘What do we have here?’

			They had hoped there would be no patrols, no rogue sentinels on the trip. 

			Wrong, wrong, wrong.

			The little voice clicked her tongue. Listen, learn.

			Mayfair replied in an arrogant and caressing tone, ‘I don’t think you require details.’

			Another, harsher one snorted, ‘The dog has come out of the shed.’

			Although scared to her stomach, Mahena wanted to turn, to see for her eyes what the fuss about these creatures was. Did they know him?

			The little voice yanked. Her fear vanished.

			Mayfair snarled. ‘You are a long way from your patrol.’

			Shit. Shit. Shit. That tone was not good.

			‘We are hungry. I believe an occasional snack isn’t against the accord, now, is it?’

			Shit. Shit. Shit. This wasn’t going to end well.

			Then Mahena felt stares lower at her. Shit. She had to wait for a signal, for an order, for something to indicate whether she should remain still, stand up and fight, or run for her life. Amidst her thundering heart, she managed to hear the pause in time. The mere seconds of complete silence between the two Shadows and Mayfair. Mahena slowly, oh so slowly, flipped on her back and pretended to stretch. She was still hidden behind the bushes of purple flowers, but at least now she had a view of their assailants.

			Mahena’s eyes opened wide as she beheld two of the most beautiful women she’d ever come across—brunettes, with light blue eyes and onix skin that almost sparkled underneath the stars. There were thin red lines starting to dance in those eyes. They both were dressed in riding leathers that complimented their athletic figures. There was little she could say to do their faces justice. 

			‘It seems your lady friend has decided to join the party.’ A snake, a predator.

			Mahena paused. The thing inside of her roared. She found herself saying, ‘I was told to taste bitter and sandy.’ Then she moved out of the bushes and joined Mayfair, his eyes wide yet glinting strangely as she added, ‘I wouldn’t suggest it. Although I am flattered to be considered.’ 

			She raked her gaze up and down the two women. ‘But I won’t decline another type of party.’

			Then her mind clicked back and she blinked. The words she had spoken with so much arrogance slammed in her head.

			Mayfair kept his head angled, ready to pounce. All signs of potential surprise remained hidden.

			The two women paused, then purred. 

			‘You are a pretty thing.’ The one on the right licked her lip, grazing the tip of her elongated canine. Mahena couldn’t help but smile at the scene. The woman continued, ‘Unfortunately, it is blood I crave.’

			They lunged faster than Mahena could think.

			She didn’t know what really happened, but when she could hear breathing again, there were two lifeless bodies on the floor. There was blood on her hands. And Mayfair was grinning like a wicked beast.
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			‘What happened?’ Mahena looked respectively at the dead bodies, then at Adam, a wicked, delighted snarl stretching his face.

			‘These pieces of shit got what they spread.’ He turned to her, the haze of battle and awe and something else in his darkened eyes as he purred, ‘You, my dear, were unexpectedly good.’

			‘What do you mean?’ Her eyes lowered to her hands—to find them smeared in red.

			‘Have you never killed before?’

			‘What?’

			The little voice purred and rumbled and smiled. It also winked, somehow.

			‘You understood the question.’ Her hands began to shake. Then they stopped—were forced to stop. He pushed off from where he was crouching over the corpses and approached. ‘First time, then. You are at the top of the food chain, it is normal.’

			Mahena didn’t feel in shock, or terrified, or anything that should seize you when you take a life, but...

			‘I... I didn’t do anything.’ She leaned over the bodies. One of them had been stabbed in the abdomen and her throat slit. The other one seemed to have no visible wound, but her neck looked suspiciously twisted. ‘I guess I am the slit throat, then?’

			‘I hadn’t seen anyone move that fast in a while. Who taught you?’

			‘I told you, I don’t remember anything about my past.’ Her eyes lingered longer than they should have on the mangled flesh. Why wasn’t she feeling guilt, shock, outrage, or anything that a normal person would?

			‘Predators do not feel remorse when they punish those who defy them.’

			Mahena twisted. ‘Is that how you ruled over your pack, why your name raises fear and disgust when whispered?’

			Mayfair pulled her up harshly. He looked her dead in the eyes—the unruly power shot to her. ‘I have done everything I had to so no one ever thought of threatening them.’

			She smiled back. ‘They seemed to know who you are. Have none of them come directly to your town, then?’

			‘For someone who needs help, you seem to forget I have no obligation to provide it.’ He pricked up his ears. ‘We need to hide the bodies and leave. Did you see enough?’

			She nodded.

			B

			Mahena found the twins in the dining room when they returned. Mayfair had slipped away after indicating where to go. She looked at the bowl of food waiting at the empty seat and didn’t wait. Once she finished it all, she pushed it away and turned to them.

			‘He’ll help us cross.’

			Emmerentia pursed her lips, holding her gaze as though expecting more.

			‘What?’

			‘Where the hell did you go and what happened to your clothes and your hands.’

			Mahena looked down at herself, then to her hands. Shit, she thought she had washed them off in the river. She ignored the question and grabbed the mug in front of her. The taste was bittersweet, like blood orange mixed with honey.

			Emmerentia pressed—there was a sort of unease, even worry, there, ‘So?’

			Fàaran, strangely, only stared at her.

			‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Because I don’t know what to make of it. I need to think it through, and then I will say.’

			Fàaran slammed his hand on the table. ‘This isn’t how it works.’

			Mahena’s nostrils flared, her veins still pulsing with adrenalin. She snarled softly, ‘What the hell was that for?’

			Emmerentia turned to her brother. ‘I’ll handle her. How about you get the horses ready?’

			But Mahena stopped him from leaving. ‘No. I am tired of you talking to me like I am nothing.’ That man got her trips roiling. But she went on, ‘I am serious. Leave me here if you want but I won’t say a damn word until I am ready.’ She pointed a finger into his chest for emphasis. ‘And I won’t take another word spoken in that tone from you.’

			There must have been something in her expression, because Emmerentia leaned across and asked, ‘Has he done something?’

			Mahena made a face. ‘No. Gods, no. Nothing like that.’

			Fàaran snorted, ‘She’d let him anyway.’

			Both women punched him in the shoulder, one from across the table and the other from the side.

			‘I can’t decide whether I should be offended or relieved that you are capable of sarcasm,’ Mahena smirked.

			‘Who said that was sarcasm.’ 

			Then he left. 

			Mahena shook her head in disbelief. There was a roiling in her heart now that she stared at Emmerentia, at the hidden confusion and the rising doubt—the inner fight. Weeks ago, she had demanded that she stop playing push and pull, and she had made the effort, was still working on it, even in this instant. They’d had another strange moment before the party, and although tonight had merely been a game to gain insight on all the shit going on around her, it had taken a turn she didn’t understand, didn't know what to do with. But she would not push her away. 

			Mahena stood up and came to sit down next to the twin, the woman only staring her down—the walls going back up. ‘The episode of his life he showed me included a woman he called his mate. In some of my dreams, a woman visits me. It seems crazy but I wanted to verify whether she was the same.’

			‘Is she?’

			A strange silence pushed down Mahena’s body as the sensation, the images rushed back before her eyes. She had been facing the woman—Briar—that last time, forced herself to look her over and commit to memory every detail. It would be a lie to deny the resemblance.

			‘Yes, she is. And I look strangely like her.’

			Emmerentia angled her head, but she wasn’t ready to unveil more than that. Mahena wiped her face with her hands, forgetting they were still caked in blood. ‘It did not go according to plan. We made it but were interrupted by...you know.’

			And then what Mahena truly didn’t expect happened. Emmerentia’s face completely decomposed. Wide-eyed, she went from her hands to her face to her clothes. She averted her eyes to the side, then brought them back up.

			Mahena continued, ‘I killed someone today.’ 

			Emmerentia’s hand shot to hers. She lowered her gaze to it, and somehow realised she didn’t need comfort. Not for the action. She added, ‘And I don’t care.’ 

			The twin’s answering stare was even more loaded with confusion. But she only hummed, ‘Interesting.’ 

			Mahena shifted the chair so she didn’t have to turn her head. She bit down on her lower lip. ‘I don’t remember it. They provoked us. Then they attacked, then they were dead. Mayfair claims one of the kills is mine, but I don’t recall any of it. We buried the bodies and swept the surrounding area in case, but we should hurry to leave.’

			‘Not too long ago you admitted being afraid of your darkness.’ And maybe Mahena imagined it, but she swore she saw a gleam of spark in Emmerentia’s eyes at the revelation.

			Mahena shook her head left to right. ‘I don’t remember doing it, so it doesn’t feel like I have done anything. Perhaps he only said I did to spur me into trusting myself and my instincts. But it was precise work, you’d be proud.’

			Emmerentia burst out laughing—from deep within her, so pure Mahena saw the tears forming at the corner of her eyes. She tipped her chair back and howled. After a minute and an almost fall, she wiped at her face. ‘And I thought my days of surprises and adventures were over.’

			Then the doors flew open, and Mayfair approached their table. A nod of his head had the two women jumping up.

			‘It’s time to go, isn’t it?’ The familiarity in her voice surprised her.

			‘Yes, it is.’ His face was stern as he pointed to Mahena’s guts. ‘Trust it. In whatever situation, trust it. You might not be able to shift, but the beast always has a way of clawing its way back to your human soul. It will save your life in many dire situations, when emotions cloud your judgement. Embrace it, it is an ally, not a foe.’ Then his face softened just slightly. ‘Whether you want to accept my words or not rests upon you.’  

			That inner flame, which wasn’t the little voice, kicked in, a strong and old feeling of strength and belonging coursing through, suppressing her fears. That other side she couldn’t explain made her take a step towards the towering alpha. ‘In the depths of the forest, in the folds of time, one we were and one we shall die.’

			Those words, she’d heard them before. In another life, in another time. A sentence accompanied by a gentle voice and a sweet smile.

			Mayfair blinked. The next second, he was cupping her face—she held out a hand for Emmerentia to freeze. His large, calloused hands sent warning, delight and a calling through her body, to her blood and her veins and her soul. Mahena shoved her fears deep down, burying them under ladders and ladders of insecurities until her head was clear and she could focus. She tiptoed and leaned into his ear. ‘She loves you too, even after all these years, even in death.’

			Adam Mayfair, the alpha male of the most feared pack in Fanhalen, stumbled a step, but only nodded. Then he turned to Emmerentia, who had all but wary anger on her face. ‘You may fear my reputation, however the sole fact that you still draw breath should be sufficient evidence to trust I speak the truth.’

			The twin nodded; her head cocked to the side.

			Adam pursued, ‘You are drawn to her.’ Emmerentia moved to protest but he silenced her. ‘You can deny it, but you can’t block the energy coursing through your veins. I wonder what stories they tell these days about the long line of magical shields, maybe none anymore.’ Mayfair stroked his beard with his thumb and forefinger. ‘You are travelling with her through war zones, you want to know what link lies between the two of you, meaning that either you can feel it, or I am only confirming something you have been told already.’

			Mahena had seen more horrors and pain and suffering, felt more exhilaration and unknown confidence in the past weeks than she had experienced in her entire life, yet there was something more worrying about her friend, so self-assured at all times, breathing hard through her nostrils.

			Mayfair continued, ‘Trust each other. It will make the hard times to come easier. When you get to Vassalis, if you cannot figure out who you are, request the Book of Bargains. It is what the princess used to cast her protection spell. If it worked for her, it will work for you.’

			They stood under pouring rain to say their goodbyes.

			There had been no time for them to process any of the information Mayfair had bestowed on them. No time for Mahena to digest the information he had willingly divulged on a gut feeling she was related to his long-lost love. But was it a gut feeling, or was he really that powerful?

			How cheesy, how unbelievable was all of this?

			The entire day and evening had been a tale spurted out of a book, even more than her time on this Earth. She had laughed, and danced, and drank, and eaten, and cried, and galloped, and lusted, and...killed.

			In one day—one day. And she’d never felt so alive. 

			Adam looked at Fàaran. ‘My men will escort you to the nearest port.’ As if a signal, three wolves emerged from the nearby woods—werewolves, by all gods. ‘As we discussed, request a boat to take you to the edges of Vasharli.’ He dropped a small pouch in the twin’s hand. ‘If they protest, you show them this.’

			Fàaran only nodded.

			Mahena adjusted the gold-threaded, emerald cloak Mayfair had insisted she took. She looked at the man, at the wolf one last time and he walked over to her horse. She bent over to meet him. 

			Leaning in, he whispered, ‘You and I are not finished.’

			As she grinned back, a timid, ever so slightly growing flame spread in her veins—and it sang home.
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			They stayed covered within the forest, Mayfair’s promise to get them safely to the port a whisper in the wind, the scent of his blood and the sound of it dropping on the ground a lingering presence. Before he’d sent them on their way, he had turned his words into a promise. Cursing the Shadow ruler filthily, the hidden dagger in the sleeve of his jacket had slid free, the sharp edge slicing a thin line on his palm. Emmerentia saw the vow in his burning gaze, the disgust before the decision to protect his family, his house and own manner of court. She witnessed, oh so distinctively, the fire of revenge.

			Yet, she had vividly burned with rage at the sight of his closeness with Mahena, at the almost tangible fire dancing between the two of them—irrational, uncalled for. One look at her brother proved she was overreacting, another showed he was hiding something of his own. 

			Mahena had caught her flared nostrils, too—especially when she’d accepted that emerald cloak.  

			The wolves—though the considerable effort not to glare at them exhausted her—made the journey swift and easy. 

			They all seemed to retreat within themselves. Fàaran was brewing over something, she knew that much, but he would not open about it, and it wasn’t only anger or frustration. Mahena was lost in the depths of what she had been told she did. The first kill was always a stepping stone, a crack into the depths of one’s soul, even if she claimed not to be bothered by it.

			Goruna. 

			‘How come it is so quiet?’ Mahena asked during one of the long hours to their escape boat. ‘I thought patrols would be a lot more visible.’

			Emmerentia answered, ‘They must be focusing efforts on other kingdoms. Keeping these at bay by using only the strongholds to enforce their authority and send the majority of their forces elsewhere.’

			There was a snarl of protest from the leading wolf. Mahena angled her head toward him. 

			Emmerentia clicked her tongue. As much as she despised shifters—gods, the ridiculous idea of Mahena being one—she found herself loathing the Hondorian queen for capitulating her country to the Shadows. She would never understand surrender without a fight. But she was no Queen, no leader, and that was a weight she never envied.  

			‘I heard she has sent a fleet across to Sahra,’ Fàaran mused.

			‘The desert kingdom? But I thought the sun and warmth weakened them. Surely opening hostilities when summer nears would not be to their advantage?’

			Sombre, he replied, ‘If she has the numbers, it will matter little. And her moves are carefully calculated.’

			The sky opened as they reached the ocean, the grey veil hovering above their heads since they’d left Mayfair’s town a constant reminder to stay on guard.

			The wolves peeled off, retreating into the forest as the three horses accelerated into a leisurely trot downhill.

			Mayfair’s instructions to blend in were crystal clear. ‘Citizens roam free. Scared, yet they still go about their daily tasks and lives. The fish market still takes place every day at the docks. Look for Lorenz, tell him I sent you.’

			Sunrise greeted them, lazy and lingering, setting the port town in pale oranges—a beautiful scenery as the sea stretched far, far beyond, offsetting the colours of the awakening sun.  The birds’ chanting intensified, carrying on the wind a lie of peace so complete Mahena almost snickered at it. As the village neared, the scents associated with the ocean hit the twin. A light breeze awoke, whipping her unbraided hair back, and she inhaled deeply the salted air that met her.

			‘It’s rather small, isn’t it?’ Mahena commented as they came to the bottom of the hill. 

			The wind whistled in response.

			Emmerentia tilted her head, bathing in the rising light. 

			They dismounted at what appeared to be the entrance to the port and walked the horses down the straight street leading to the docks. The village stood on the far right, away from the few ships still moored. They passed a tavern where a one-eyed, robust man sat on the porch, his brows narrowing at their approach. As beautiful as the town was, the vibe, on the other hand, crippled her enthusiasm.

			It was empty—ghostly, even. The presence of a once great trading port lingering in the air, longing to regain its glory.

			‘It does not seem they kept their trades,’ Mahena whispered to her. ‘Did they not?’

			‘Most trading routes with the other continents collapsed once the war started.’

			Fàaran and she barreled forward. A door opened and closed nearby. Mahena whispered as they reached the docks, ‘This is so dodgy.’

			Emmerentia rolled her eyes and smirked beneath lowered lashes. ‘You have spent nights with no roof over your head in the middle of the woods, I would argue this is normal.’

			Mahena stuck her tongue out. ‘Sorry if I felt like that guy would make us his next dinner if we breathed wrong.’

			The bulky, one-eyed man sitting in front of an abandoned Inn was still monitoring them. 

			‘Too big to move fast enough.’ She’d beaten plenty of them.

			A tanned man of middle height walked out of a small wooden sailboat a few metres ahead, his hand above his forehead as though the sun was rising behind them. 

			Mahena murmured to her immediately, ‘He’s a wolf.’

			The twin gave her a side-glance. How could she even tell? 

			The man frowned. 

			Her brother slid on his cold mask as he asked, ‘We are looking for Lorenz.’

			‘Where to?’ He said as he threw a piece of cloth on the floor and eyed them up and down.

			There was an ire in his eyes she knew too well—loss, pain, shattered life. A scar marred his right cheek from the top of his ear down to his chin. Nasty thing. She unconsciously rubbed her belly, tracing the path of her own scar. Interestingly enough, she found herself wondering how far a human Queen’s authority would run for those kinds of wolves—were they punished if they killed one of them?

			Fàaran replied, ‘Somewhere you won’t want to go.’

			Emmerentia eyed the size of the boat. They would not fit in that dingy. 

			The sailor raised a brow. ‘What makes you think I’ll take you lot then?’

			‘Because he takes care of his own,’ Mahena answered as she stepped in from behind the twin, her shoulders squared. 

			‘For as long as you remain on this side of the lands, use my name to remain safe and unbothered. They will obey your demand, yet do not abuse it.’

			Mayfair had dropped a tiny pouch in Fàaran’s hand containing a lot of his former fur. Most wolves, he had informed them, had retained their sense of smell and if challenged, they would use the hair as proof. His pack ran wide and, when magic had fallen and the Queen abdicated the lands, other packs came to seek his protection. Regardless of their whereabouts, they looked out for each other if only in the hope to restore their power one day.

			‘We all lost a part of our soul that day, and any of us would go to the end of the world if it meant getting it back.’

			A light flashed in the man’s dark eyes as he ground his jaw. A seagull’s cry pierced the quiet morning. Emmerentia’s feet shifted, prepared to draw her knives. The man jerked his chin behind them. She followed his gaze. The first man, who she had failed to notice approaching, stopped and turned his heels.

			‘Where to?’

			Fàaran replied, ‘As close as you can get us to Vassalis.’ Something in the distance growled. Not an animal, not a human, more like the wind howling from above the cloud, as though even the elements feared the forest bordering that kingdom. He added, ‘We will pay.’

			Lorenz paused for a moment, the shadows in his eyes dancing as he reviewed the request and offer. Would he see them as potential allies if they did this right, or was he on the wrong side of Mayfair’s fan club as she’d thought earlier? How far could they trust this man, and how far could they trust the alpha?

			Lorenz eyed them up and down. Fàaran relaxed his shoulders almost imperceptibly. His right hand slid to his satchel where he kept the money they had left.

			‘Keep your coins. Horses coming too, I guess?’

			Emmerentia nodded, patting the mare’s neck simultaneously. Did he owe Mayfair? Farak neighed to press he isn’t going anywhere that is not with his master.

			‘I am afraid so,’ the older twin replied as he glanced towards his stallion in answer.

			‘I’ll come get you when I am ready.’

			B

			After two days of rippling tension and wary glances cast in all directions, Mahena grabbed the bowl of fried rice in front of her and crossed the distance to where Cadran sat, the one-eyed man who didn’t seem capable of peeling his eyes from her—ignoring the rising disapproval from the twins at her back. She plopped on the bench and shoved a spoonful of food in her mouth. 

			He met her stare, a curiosity hidden by the natural glare they all seemed to foster. Mahena had never seen such a giant. Mayfair had been imposing, although bigger than her, but it had been the alpha power radiating from him that made him all he was. This guy, gods, he looked like he could crush a manor with one hand whilst knitting with the other. 

			After he said nothing, she ventured, ‘I wonder what you find so interesting that you can’t look away.’ They were far enough from the small crew and the twins that their conversation would be private. She would have never been so comfortable with a stranger this size, pulsing that kind of energy, a few months ago. 

			To her surprise, he grinned, ‘Don’t flatter yourself.’ 

			She angled her head, and realised he wasn’t looking at her at all, but at her breasts. ‘There is really not that much to stare at in that department.’

			‘You don’t have much that would interest me anyway.’ 

			Mahena smirked. 

			He jerked his chin to where the pendant hung. ‘Where did you get it?’

			She lifted her brow, and crossed a leg over a knee. ‘Tell me how you lost your eye, and maybe I will.’ She blinked as soon as the words left her mouth. What the hell? 

			She was half ready for him to growl and jump out of his chair, but he laughed low and warm instead. ‘Can you back up your big mouth, at least?’ 

			Mahena shrugged. 

			He added, ‘I can see why the old man likes you.’ 

			Mahena tilted her head, studying his face—then sniffed at him. But there was nothing there, and there wasn’t much of the alpha in his traits.

			He scrutinised her the same way she did him, and she should have felt uncomfortable under that stare, but it was so frank and unbiased and honest that she found herself squaring her shoulders. Cadran pointed to his missing eye, the scar twitching with the movement. ‘Pissed-off mermaid got in a nasty whip.’ 

			‘Whip?’ Mermaids? 

			The twins hadn’t mentioned them. Had they? Did she fold that information into a corner of her mind and forgot about it?

			If the man noticed her confusion, he didn’t point it out. ‘The sentries from Aberath have spikes on their tails.’ 

			‘I didn’t know. Must have hurt.’ 

			He nodded, although from the gleam in his eyes it seemed his pride had taken the brunt of it. 

			She toyed with the idea of pushing for the tale, wanting to know more about this Aberath—would it be a kingdom, if he spoke of sentries guarding it? An image of Atlantica from the little mermaid flashed in her mind’s eye. She wondered if it’d be similar. ‘I have never met a mermaid.’ 

			‘Nasty, unpredictable things.’ He shook his head. ‘They are capable of reasoning when they come on land and shed their tails—it takes time, patience and understanding. But in the water, their instinct takes over and they become the top of the food chain.’ 

			A flash of his teeth. ‘The watery one, that is.’ He brushed his hair back, then sighed. ‘That forest is much worse.’

			A strong breeze swept through, brushing their hair to the side. A sniff again, squinting his nose. Cadran pointed to between her chest again.

			Mahena simply said, ‘I bought it in a shop for a copper.’ It was the truth. 

			‘I can feel something from it.’

			‘It could be from me.’ She couldn’t explain why, but she felt the need for no barriers, no lies with him. At least, so long as no one heard them. ‘Is it proof you seek?’

			The crease between his eyes deepened. ‘You have the protection of my father; you must be a great deal of special. So, no, I would not pry into your business.’

			‘Will you tell me about the forest?’ 

			Cadran rolled his neck. He stared at her again, then began, ‘It is darkness summoned—insidious, sinuous, cruel, manipulative. It is fog and mist and air; creatures of the twisted corners of hell.’ 

			‘Before the war, it was linked to a specific cult of mages, and their magic protected it. But what they did there... I have heard stories of experimentations, procedures, atrocities I would bestow on my enemies only. They—’ A gush of wind washed over the ship, as though bracing for the tale. He inhaled deeply, his chest rising, and cursed filthily. ‘Women, children.’ 

			There—there she saw what she believed males would be like: protective, defending. 

			‘But the day magic vanished, they were all butchered, and their spirits clung onto that soil.’ 

			Mahena shivered, not wanting to know the details. The way he spoke, the way his nostrils flared with the words. If this mountain of a man was this wary of the forest, then perhaps… 

			‘You are going to scare the poor girl to death.’ Fàaran’s voice cut through the dim, and Cadran barely moved his head as he slowly lifted his gaze to meet the twin’s. 

			His nostrils flared ever so slightly, as though he was sniffing at him. 

			To his credit, Fàaran held his stare.  

			There was underlying suspicion in his voice as he softly snarled, ‘Only fools do not tremble before entering Vasharli.’ 

			Mahena would have guessed on her own the forest was a meahalm of horrors, as a wind of death and cunning rose from it, brushed through the sand and past her ears—a murmur, a torturing song. She followed the whiff of old pine, and ash, and mold with her gaze into the darkness, into the folds of the ancient stretch of trees.

			Darkness is home. 

			Cadran joined her on the prow. ‘Try not to die.’

			‘Careful, I might think your growling ass cares for a stranger.’

			A heartful laugh filled the air, warming the atmosphere and breaking the haunting tension. 

			Mahena smiled as she angled her head toward him, meeting eyes of steel. 

			He pointed a finger to the pendant between her chest. ‘Trust it.’ 

			She nodded. He had surprisingly indulged her in stories of his past for the days they had been sailing towards the damned forest, when she’d wanted a distraction from everything whirling in her mind. It was a different perspective from the twins’, without the worry of disclosing too much. Cadran had no secrets, she quickly understood. The man would list his sins and virtues before any without shame. She admired that, the audacity of accepting who you were and standing strong by it. 

			His stories made her want to be a part of a pack—the running, the belonging, the family. 

			At first, the feeling of ease made her think they might have known each other, and she had hesitantly brushed his hand. Nothing had happened—no flashback, no memory, no nothing. 

			They looked at each other as Mahena readied herself to jump ship for land, and perhaps that feeling was deeper than she’d ever come to understand, perhaps it should simply be appreciated and accepted, not explained. So she did what she’d missed doing the most since she arrived here—she hugged him goodbye, saying as she pulled away, ‘I hope we meet again.’ 
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			Kingdom of Valàander, The Royal Castle of Vassalis.


		‘Y our Highness.’

			‘What, now?’ The bitterness of the last two weeks had sunk into her bones like a piece of rotten chocolate. 

			Idan stepped inside the throne room with a letter in his hand. He strode toward the throne 

			faster than usual, an urgency in his step.

			Nepherym hated sitting upon her father’s damned chair. She would burn the piece of furniture if it wouldn’t create an uprising among her fragile citizens. Yet she had to suffer some time upon it every day for any query to be answered.

			‘You received a letter from the high seas.’

			Nepherym’s head tilted. ‘Pirates?’

			Her two councilmen retreated into the corners of the room as Idan walked up the dais and handed the letter over to her.

			Nepherym looked at the rough envelope, then at the seal. The heir frowned. ‘That is an… Ellenvil seal?’

			What did the Fairy royals want with her people? They had turned their backs on mere mortals for longer than even her family had.

			She squinted. ‘The slightly curved wing. I don’t recognise that.’

			‘It is Morgane Ellenvil’s seal.’

			‘The disowned heir? Tangled up in pirate business?’

			‘It is said she has joined Rowan Mohanny.’

			Nepherym’s head whipped up to her general. ‘The last descendant of the royal line?’

			It was Idan’s turn to frown. ‘Where do you take that information from?’

			The heir huffed a laugh. ‘I read a lot.’ She breathed out as she gingerly broke the seal. ‘It is quite reassuring, in a way, to learn the Black Spear has survived upon the turbulent waves of the last years.’

			Idan let her read the letter. It was brief, to the point. As though the two Princesses had been long lasting friends.

			Your Majesty,

			I write to you with anguish, as I am presently the witness of a large and terrible fleet bearing the dark colours of Einar sailing to Sahra.

			I keep feeling pulses of magic. Small, almost insignificant. Yet sufficient to get to me in my sleep.

			I harbour the hope, after your impressive display of power two years ago, that you might still find an answer within the incredible knowledge of your people to put a stop to this war.

			Morgane Ellenvil   

			Nepherym dropped the letter in her lap, looking at her general incredulously. ‘What am I meant to do with this? Why address a letter to me?’ She brushed her hair back. ‘Should she not be attempting to get her own people to fight? Why not write to her coward of a father instead? Hundreds of years of existence and he bowed to that monster like a little girl before a barking dog.’

			She crumpled the letter in her fist and threw it on the floor.

			Idan cleared his throat. ‘Are there coordinates?’

			She sneered, ‘Of the ships sailing to raid the sinking dunes?’

			The man tilted his head, his voice softening. ‘Are you feeling unwell?’

			‘I have a writhing in my head that will never go away. An insufferable crone who wishes me dead refuses to aid me to save this gods abandoned world. I know my brother is alive somewhere being tortured every second of every moment. The people I rule tolerate me solely because I cast the last spell known to men. My general has been avoiding me for weeks. And now, apparently, even the daughter of a spineless butterfly believes I must save everyone. Shall I go on, Idan?’

			When he choked on his own reply, the heir only waved him off. ‘Send in the next one. Get this awful day over with.’
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			Kingdom of Valàander, Forest of Vasharli.

			Emmerentia looked warily at Mahena, half-dozing atop her mare as they entered yet another mass of grey trees—as if the lack of light had turned them into ash and mist. The silence of these woods was oppressing, smothering; eyes they could not see watching their every move. The heaviness of the air rasped along her throat, a taste of mold and rust. The shudder of the wind was a plea for help, for the release of a punishment upheld for too long. These emotions, they belonged to others. Yet, they hit straight through her core and melted into her own blood.

			Mahena was affected far worse than either of them were, she could see it, could feel it—so badly she’d silently folded next to her the first night, dragging her arm around her waist to claim the few hours of sleep they allowed themselves to take. And had done so every night since.

			Goruna. The word had been chanting at the back of her head, a low whisper she folded and shoved into the abyss of her subconscious—later, never.

			‘This forest should be burnt to ashes and planted anew,’ she said, pushing aside a tree branch that almost poked her eye out.

			Mahena whipped her head to her. ‘I wouldn’t say that, if I were you.’ Emmerentia gave her a side look. The girl murmured, her eyes constantly scanning the shadows, ‘They are here.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘The murdered mages. Or at least, something is. We are not alone.’ 

			The twins paused for a second. 

			She shuddered, then shrugged it off, clasping her horse’s mane for comfort. ‘Seriously, you can’t feel it? I feel like I have billions of eyes watching me from a distance, leeching off my energy.’

			Emmerentia looked at her beneath lowered lashes. ‘I wondered why you were so quiet.’ An attempt at shifting her mind from her environment. But if she felt like admitting it, the twin felt it too. Probably differently, but eyes that felt disturbingly sentient. 

			Mahena stuck out her tongue. 

			Fàaran rolled his eyes, then added, ‘We are not sh...hostile. If your intuition is to be believed—’ Mahena’s jaw dropped at that ‘—then they will feel our energy and let us pass peacefully. With magic gone, they shouldn’t be able to take physical form.’

			The girl turned to her. ‘I swear sometimes I understand why you hate magic.’   

			Mahena’s horse snorted softly. Emmerentia thanked the lords of all the plains for having bred and trained such incredible horses—still under all circumstances. 

			‘Do you think that’s it?’ Mahena asked. ‘The…spirits of dead mages sniffing at us?’

			‘What do you mean?’

			They had not mentioned a single word to each other about what Mayfair had said so convincingly. Not even glimpsed at the possibility of discussing it. She wouldn’t push for the talk until she settled with herself on what she could accept. 

			Mahena added, ‘Like the air is being contained to a minimum. As if more than just us were sharing it.’

			Emmerentia frowned—she felt an overwhelming, disturbing presence, but didn’t struggle for breath. 

			Mahena rolled and cracked her neck. She rested the reins on the saddle and applied the same fate to her knuckles. ‘Don’t look at me like I am a nut head.’

			Fàaran chuckled. Or something that came close.

			‘I am trying to explain, and your perpetual inquisition isn’t helping sorting it out.’ Mahena removed a branch. They entered an extremely bushy pathway that required them to unsaddle to pass through. ‘What did I say that got a sort of positive human reaction out of you?’ 

			Fàaran turned to her, his shoulders dropping slightly, and his lips spread. A second passed, his eyes timidly sparkling when he burst out laughing. 

			And laughed, and laughed, and laughed.  

			Mahena shot her an incredulous look, and even she fell short of answers. But then it got to her—and the burbling of laughter breached her lips. Fàaran was now bent in two in the middle of the dirt road, his hands on his knees, and she felt as though a veil of tension lifted.

			‘Those Earthen terms of yours,’ he finally grunted from between two breaths, wiping a tear off his face, ‘why would a nut be associated with insanity?’ 

			Mahena watched him warily. ‘Etymology—which is the study of the origin of words—isn’t something I gave my attention to.’ She patted him on the shoulder. ‘Glad to know you are human after all.’

			Emmerentia teased, ‘You’re not the first one to doubt it.’

			Mahena pressed her two hands against her chest in a dramatic gesture. ‘I would never dare think that!’ She put two fingers up. ‘Scouts honour.’

			Emmerentia muffled another laugh.

			Fàaran threw his hands in the air in resignation and abdication.

			They had spent the last days in near silence, attentive to any sound, any movement, any gush of wind, and as brief as this moment had been, it warmed Emmerentia’s soul—as any moment of normality, of humanity, did for all of them, she thought. 

			Suddenly, her brother abruptly lifted his hand. The urgency had her yanking the leads back. Mahena did the same and she felt her go rigid. 

			He pointed to a cluster of bushes ahead of them. Without a sound, she leaned cautiously to the side—a spindly leg. Shit. Emmerentia glanced back at Mahena, her face pallid. The horses remained completely still, luckily. They held their breath as they all frantically scanned the path ahead of them. The leg wiggled, as though tempted to move forward. She strained for the clickety-clack of pincers but nothing answered her. 

			Fàaran looked behind them, and she wondered whether he thought of retreating. She saw no other hairy legged forms around them. It couldn’t be this easy. The hair on her neck rose, a chill so imperceptible she almost shrugged it off. Then she felt the wet patch on her shoulder. Before she could register, before she could even think, a shriek resonated in the density of the woods; a muffled thump echoed it—the ground rattled slightly. 

			Emmerentia whipped her head to where a spider the size of her laid dead, two arrows through her head and abdomen. 

			Fàaran released a steady breath as he knocked another arrow—she had even forgotten he travelled with it. Mahena’s face was strained with painfully controlled panic, her eyes kept steady on where they had seen the first spider leg. 

			She yelped, pointing towards it, ‘I can’t see the leg...do you think it’s gone?’ Her brother’s eyes were scanning skyward for the nest, then he launched forward with only an indication of his hand, his bow still drawn. 

			They cantered out of the masses of trees and Emmerentia brushed off the cobwebs she’d been thrust into by Mahena, the girl’s face a land of barely restrained fear—she wanted to scream, that much was clear. 

			Mayfair had given them a tonic to repel insects and maybe it had helped until now, but...the twin shrugged off the crawling sensation spidering down her back. 

			‘At least we know you haven’t lost your aim,’ she muttered to her twin, half-annoyed she hadn’t noticed the crawler herself. She nudged her mare toward Mahena, stopping at arm’s-length. She squeezed her hand. ‘You look half-way to death.’ 

			The girl answered with a panting breath, her eyes widening and scanning the world around them as though she had only understood now that danger crawled around them. When she realised she wouldn’t calm down, Emmerentia handed her the satchel where she kept their spare clothes. ‘Bite into it and scream.’ It was the best she could offer, they would not get far with her in that state of panic. 

			Mahena shoved the bag between her teeth, closed her mouth and let go. They barely heard her, but the twin felt the terror ooze out. 

			As they stepped out into a bigger path, Fàaran looked around, and ahead, and whistled low. ‘The path seems to be clear enough, we should pick up the pace.’ 

			They kept the pace up for a few hours, lucky enough to encounter only owling birds and no screeching crawlers, silence their everlasting companion. 

			B

			Fàaran picked up Demeera’s scent as soon as they stepped into the forest—ash, and rose, and strength. This forest had been designed as a trap, and he had to maintain his focus on the sinuous paths ahead, on the treacherous bushes and thorns, on the insects and crawlers that would poison them dead. He didn’t even want to know how Mayfair, the alpha, pulled a perfectly well mapped route to the castle.  

			From the second they entered the natural fortress, their breathing had been the only noise tempering its stillness. A town of wolves. He still failed to understand how Lorna could have sent them—sent Emmerentia—through a town full of howlers. But he knew how much his sister meant to the bartender, and that was why he had trusted her with it. 

			A flash of red hair and glinting horns.

			Fàaran shook his head. He had learned now the differences between when he summoned her face to his mind and when it came from proximity. But this place…this place was a festering of wrong—of malice, evil, trapping. 

			He turned his head to where his sister and Mahena had started whispering. A whiff of wind brushed past them as the latter lifted her hand to move leaves away—

			‘Oh, gods!’ she gasped, her nose wrenching. ‘The stench!’ 

			Emmerentia hissed a dramatic laugh. ‘The Princess needs a bath?’

			‘Please! And you need one, too.’ 

			Fàaran sniffed at himself, too. ‘I know I need one.’

			Mahena puffed, ‘Who knew all you needed to be funny was a morbid forest?’

			Emmerentia piped up from behind. ‘Careful what you ask for, his sense of humour is of the most peculiar vein.’

			Mahena shifted and turned in her saddle. ‘You mean like cream pie in the face?’

			‘Don't give her any ideas,’ Fàaran interjected. 

			‘I mean like very laddy.’

			Mahena blinked. Then smiled and cocked her head. ‘Lad is a word in this place?’

			The twin nodded dubiously.

			‘I can’t believe he,’ Mahena pointed to him, ‘could ever be called such. He barely ever talks!’

			‘Life is a funny thing,’ Fàaran muttered against the wind.

			They continued, yet he drifted away. Somehow, in his longing soul, he hoped the Shadow would find him again.

			~~~ B

			After many whiles, the mud road narrowed into a narrow passageway ensconced in between two hills—a vile, rancid breeze sweeping through. The darkness sang to that thing inside her, and it danced with glee in return.

			Why, in all bloody hells, was she not afraid of being in this place? It had been days of threading through a deadly atmosphere, yet her heart had not once raced, not once skipped a beat. It was pain and draining and malice she felt, but never fear—except for the spiders. 

			She’d told Emmerentia about the little voice to an extent. Several times now, when sleep had been folding its wings around her battered mind and she laid a breath away from the woman, she’d almost confessed to the full of it. Yet as it stood, perhaps it was simply...her. However little belief she put behind that thought, however uncharacteristic, perhaps that’s all it was...her. The her she did not remember.

			The her that had been stolen.

			Stolen memories. It sounded so foreign, when she allowed herself to dwell on the idea. So insane and unbelievable. Mahena snorted. How could she even think of that word? Unbelievable... She had just met werewolves, gods be damned. 

			A few paces into the narrow path, a strong gush of wind pushed past them—Farsè’s ears straightened. Mahena tightened the leads and patted her neck. She gazed up but couldn’t distinguish anything around them. She looked over her shoulder at Emmerentia, who replied to her silent question by placing a finger on her lips.

			So, there was something. At last, they could feel it. But where? They were enclosed by two massive piles of mud, with nothing growing on them, as if the soil that hardened to create them was toxic. Her pendant pulsed. Mahena clenched her hand around it, the warmth transmitting to her arm, filling her up with energy.

			Mahena took the leads in her left hand, and slid her right against the formed wall. Her fingers connected to it, a vicious energy responding to her presence. It bolted to her like lightning. It was dark, starved and ready for a dance.

			She froze.

			It was loud, and it was coming for her, like a dark creature creeping in the shadows that only she could hear. She was blind in that reality. Blind and lost, with only her intuition to go on. She had to keep going, wherever the path led to. But then she wasn’t alone anymore. It smelled like dark fruits, a perfume so distinct in the darkness she could almost run to it. It carried her with it, as a tone to balance the horror on its way to destroy her. She let herself be guided, abandoned her fears as food for the creature, and accepted the help of the wind.

			Her pendant screamed.

			The monster, the spirit in the hill, pinned her with ravenous eyes as she froze entirely in her saddle.

			‘Mahena, what’s happening?’ Emmerentia asked through clenched teeth.

			But Mahena could only stare and stare at the form yapping and barking and snarling in the expanse of dirt with minds of blood. The little voice baulked inside of her, wary and furious—forbidding her to succumb to terror. Then it kicked her into action as the beast launched itself in a race for the dead.  	

			‘Go!’ Mahena yelled. She yanked her hand back. ‘Now, get out of here!’

			The training in Fàaran and the underlying desperation in her voice must have taken over as he drove his heels into Fàrak without questioning.

			‘Faster, faster!’ Mahena was going to drop dead if her heart did not slow down. But the beast was on their heels and if it got to them...

			They pushed the horses faster than they ever had. The thing in the passage was excited, famished, and chasing them—a malicious, vicious, perverted desire tangled up in all its hunger. She would not give it a second to get closer. The young woman focused on the tunnel, on getting out of it, on encouraging Farsè to run faster.

			And the horse heard. The mare became wind, flying along the dirt road, she, too, feeling the encroaching threat. 

			They leaped over a fallen tree, dodging branches and shrubbery, and when they were nearing the exit, when the light was somehow visible again, Fàaran yelled, ‘Ravine ahead!’

			How deep? How long? They were presented with no alternative. Behind them lurked a monster far worse than death itself, and before them a thin chance at life. Faith was all they had in this moment.

			That, and the power of their mounts.

			‘Jump!’ Mahena screamed in answer.

			They had to make it. She saw Fàaran whispering to his stallion’s ear.

			She leaned on her mare. ‘Fly, love, fly.’
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			Emmerentia’s heart leapt inside her chest as Mahena made the jump, her hands awfully tight on the reins. As she landed, the twin left the ground. 

			Emmerentia let go of the reins and tipped her head back as the full force, the sheer power of the horse beneath her pushed off the ground and she was flying over that deathly ravine. She forgot everything that mattered for that semi-second, forgot her name and her past and all the fucked-up shit she’d ever done—and howled with adrenaline fueled glee. Then the hooves hit the ground on the other side, and she laughed, almost manically, overtaken by that sense of giddy freedom that came from cheating death, arrogantly mocking it—what her heart had been missing. 

			The passage opened up on another side of the forest as she thrust her heels into her mare’s flank, pushing her forward, faster, faster, faster. She overtook her brother and Mahena, tears sliding past her face as her roaring only intensified. She snapped her fingers behind her head and instantly heard Fàaran picking up the pace. 

			In the shadows of the day, Emmerentia raced her brother through a grey clearing, through a thicket of bushes, through thorns and branches and curling mist, until the horses slowed down and Fàaran held up a hand. They groaned in pain as they dismounted, but she felt light and airy and almost remade new—an intake of fresh air she hadn’t grasped in so long. 

			Night had come quickly, although perpetual darkness enrobed them like a tight blanket. The twins dropped their capes on the forest floor and as though they weren’t in the most infamous forest of them all, laid on their backs, arms folded beneath their heads, and sighed loudly.  

			Emmerentia had the vague sense that Mahena was dismounting next to them, but the twin turned her head to her brother. ‘Do you remember when we used to race down the river, and bet who would stop last by the drop?’

			‘I was thinking the same,’ he vaguely murmured back.

			Are you alright?

			He gestured skyward. ‘It’s a shame the sky is so obstructed.’

			Fàaran had been awfully quiet, too much in his own head even for him—and he would not say why. Sometimes she wondered if he had a reason of his own for sticking with her this far. 

			Behind them, a low whistle had her tilting her head back. 

			‘Catch that,’ Mahena said, throwing their rations to them. 

			They came back to a sitting position as she joined them, crossed legged on the ground. 

			‘By all the non-existent gods,’ Emmerentia breathed out as Mahena bit a chunk off her salted pork strip, ‘that was fun.’

			But a wary, confused, questioning stare met her still wild gaze. ‘Do…’ Mahena started, but retracted. 

			‘Rub that sheer terror off your face, woman.’ Emmerentia waved a finger in the air as she gobbled down a piece of meat. ‘It was utterly brilliant. But what scared you anyway? The horses acted up but beside dirt and branches there was space for none on the path.’ A strand of hair fell loose on her face and she placed it back behind her ear.

			Mahena toyed with her braid. ‘How much do you honestly know about the defences of this kingdom?’ She hesitated, then continued, ‘Cadran said the mages tasked with its protection used to do despicable experimentations on anyone they could get their hands on. Do you know about any of that?’ Her voice was shaky, her eyes veiled. Emmerentia’s heart twinged in response.

			Fàaran frowned. Emmerentia searched her memory to no avail. Her brother didn’t seem more informed. ‘Spill.’

			‘So you two can mock me again? I don’t think so.’

			Emmerentia’s giddiness slowly faded, and it was with a gentle, but firm tone she voiced her next words, ‘We could have died, because something scared you.’

			Mahena stared them both down, rolling her shoulders. ‘I don’t know what it was, but we would have died a horrible and slow death if it had caught up to us.’ She clenched and unclenched her fists, her eyes focused on the bit of dirt before her. ‘How long before we reach the capital? I want out of this forsaken place.’

			Fàaran swallowed the piece of meat in his mouth. ‘A few days, depending on the terrain as we go forth.’

			Mahena swallowed. ‘Will you tell me the tales of this forest? Whatever you remember.’

			Surprisingly, her brother obliged them. As he unfolded horror after horror he remembered somehow, Mahena seemed to cave inward. After a moment, Emmerentia reached out a hand and placed it on her knee—she eased into it a bit. The tales were meant to keep strangers away from their sacred grounds—from their unholy business, more likely. 

			‘Are any of them true?’ Mahena wondered as she folded her hands underneath her thighs. 

			‘I have never heard of a report.’

			The girl chewed on her bottom lip as she tightened the cloak Mayfair had gifted her. 

			‘The Valàandari secluded themselves from the rest of the kingdoms. As far as history goes, they have remained private—very little escaped their walls, very little was reported on how the royals ruled their lands, on the inner workings of their society. It is said they worship a pantheon of gods and knowledge above all.’

			‘But you believe we will be allowed in?’

			Emmerentia coughed at the question, breaking the disturbing silence of the forest. 

			Fàaran continued, ‘We have to go with the hope the princess will uphold her decree—whoever knocks on her door will be protected. If it was let out of the palace, then there is no technical reason she would be selective about it.’

			‘But why would she let strangers in, at this time? I bet neither of us look like we could belong. Do you even speak their language?’

			‘I can get by,’ Fàaran said.

			‘With a terrible accent.’

			‘Keep bragging.’

			Her brother’s smug expression dropped—disbelief, outrage. 

			Mahena ducked her chin and clamped her lips together. After a moment, she stretched, extending her palms high above her head. ‘How does it work for tonight, is anyone bothering to sleep?’

			Fàaran confirmed, ‘We all need to, at least for a few hours.’ On that note, he got up and went to lie down next to Fàrak. 

			‘I am jealous of how fast he falls asleep,’ Emmerentia admitted, breaking the smothering silence that assaulted them every time they stopped talking. The ambiance floated between vague mystery and an edging awareness, as though their crossing of the forest depended on never catching a breath.  

			‘Your dynamic is entertaining,’ Mahena smiled.

			Emmerentia arched a brow. ‘What is entertaining to you?’

			She shrugged. ‘I don’t know, the way you two act with each other. The responsibilities you both carry on your shoulders seem to get forgotten and you remember to be just, you know, young people—siblings, who argue and bicker like everyone else.’

			The twin felt the shadow flicker in her eyes. 

			Mahena blinked. ‘How old are you anyway? I don’t recall ever asking.’

			Emmerentia laughed lightly. She had stopped counting the day she left her parents’ manor and the celebrative parties had ended. ‘Does it even matter? Younger than what you probably think.’

			‘I can imagine children grow up a lot faster here.’ 

			B

			Mahena wasn’t naive to the point of believing that some part of Earth didn’t force children to become adults way before their time. It happened everywhere. Yet here, it seemed that regardless of your class or kingdom, adulthood and responsibilities loomed before they should. She still saw those kids running about the war camp in Val d’Horà, carrying supplies, food, and water, helping out wherever they could. It appeared difficult for her to understand the reality of it, without being thrown in the thick of battle. She saw the camp, the wounded, the noise, yet... It was behind the lines, in the captain’s tent. It was safe.

			Mayfair grinning flashed before her eyes. She blinked it away. ‘I am curious. You know, if I don’t talk you will just mute until he wakes.’

			‘You should get some rest, too.’

			She wouldn’t be able to, that monster flashed every time she blinked—she couldn’t understand how only the sight of the spiders had ignited fear, but that thing, as invisible as it had been, had sent her careening into the depths of hell itself. Mahena rubbed her arm, trying to rub the feeling of intrusion, the tightness in her stomach off. That thing, that monster, or whatever it had been—a spirit—was wrong. Not cunning, not cruel or wicked, simply wrong—and she’d felt it reverberating through her core, sending her soul into a frenzy. 

			‘I can’t,’ Mahena replied as she threw the stick she’d been toying with on the ground. ‘Tell me a story. Something epic you witnessed. Something that won’t steal my sleep away, preferably.’

			Emmerentia studied her for a second, as though she was searching her memory for an appropriate tale that wouldn’t send her squandering into the night, scared out of her wits. Mahena hesitated to lean in, her eyes wandering around. Yet strangely, tonight, she didn’t want physical comfort, just her story-telling voice.

			‘I heard something in Kordobàr that I’ve been meaning to ask you. Aroguns?’ 

			‘Alright.’

			So the twin slid into her midnight voice—a subtle veil of mystery, of sensuality, embracing her words. She turned her body slightly, nestling into the tree they leaned against. Emmerentia angled her shoulders, opening up to her. Her eyes sparkled in the bleakness of the night as she started her tale. Mahena drank every single word, ever so slightly inching towards her friend. 

			‘At the dawn of this world, a giant, golden eagle appeared in the sky, cleaving the sun in two as though it had come from the depth of the star itself, bearing in his talons a leather-dressed woman—the first Castellain queen. The King established his aeries deep in the Savala mountains, the territory so unbearably sweltering no man could withstand it; for he knew already that their power, the sun energy that pulsed through his kind, would be sought after to be used and wielded for purposes he disagreed with. 

			‘They interacted solely with the family who had found them this new land, this new home, and trusted only them with the healing properties of their white, light-filled blood—salves, tonics. They had been chased to near extinction in their home-planet, and with gratitude to the Castellain queen for saving his people, the King taught her how to transform by gifting her with a drop of his own blood.    

			‘During the first Shadow war, they fought on the front lines to push back the invading enemy with a legion of Elgonian riders, their powers the perfect foil to those of the Shadows. Rivers of blood flowed on each side. But the wave of darkness that spread from the combined powers of the Shadow queen and her daughter, as the stars and moon aligned in a very specific way, brought them to the ground. The King, Oras, sacrificed himself in an explosion of light to save the remnant of the army, and the power created allowed the humans to regain the advantage.’

			As much as she didn’t want to be touched after the beast in the passage, Mahena found herself almost in the twin’s lap when she paused for a breath—wide-eyed, warmed, enthralled.

			Emmerentia ignored her getting closer as she finished her tale, ‘They are extinct, according to all records. Parties attempted to trek up the Savala, going so far as to hire Summer Soldiers—in vain. And with the Castellain gone, the only way to reach them disappeared too.’

			Mayfair flashed before Mahena’s eyes again. ‘She was a Castellain, and you remind me of her.’

			‘Do you believe they are truly extinct?’

			The night around them tightened, a thick cloak of dark, heartrending mystery. A stupidly creepy, yet perfect story night. Mahena found herself breathing hard.

			‘Evidence suggests they do not. Beyond that, it is possible that they do, and keep hidden within the mountains.’

			‘Would you want to see one?’

			‘I prefer the human world.’ When they first saw the wolves, she had cringed. But these were just animals. ‘I wouldn’t close my eyes if one landed in front of me.’

			‘I’d be the one hiking up that horrendous mountain to go find them.’

			Emmerentia imperceptibly shuffled closer to her, bringing her face very much too close to Mahena’s. The twin willed fanatical awe to her still star-speckled eyes. ‘Would you want strangers knocking on your door to stare at your face?’

			Mahena snickered, ‘Fair point.’ 

			Fàaran stirred in the distance, a strangled sort of moan escaping his lips, and flipped on his other side.

			She stared into nothing as she added, ‘I still can’t wrap my head around any of this.’

			‘Any of what?’

			‘Any of anything.’ 

			‘You still think it’s a dream and we’re not real?’

			Mahena opened her mouth, then shook her head, laughing dismissively at her own thoughts. 

			But then Fàaran was trailing towards them, his eyes already clear from any haze. He sat down on a log in front of them. ‘Are you going to lie down?’

			He addressed her with such gentleness, like a doll made out of glass that would break at any moment. Mahena knew the twin hated that tone her brother took when he seemed to forget she drew words with daggers for a hobby.

			It constantly felt like he had something to atone for.

			‘Are you going to give me a choice?’ She placed her hands over her heart, smiling broadly. ‘Be nice to her,’ she concluded, before going to sit down next to the big log a few paces ahead of them. She folded her arms on it, using it as a pillow for her head.

			A few minutes passed, and the atmosphere completely degraded.

			‘Will you tell me a story, too?’ Mahena asked the now frowning twin, hiding her smile as the question broke out of her lips. ‘History lesson,’ she quickly corrected, ‘I would not dare ask for a personal one. Although I am dying to know.’

			Fàaran cocked his head. Mahena’s insides roiled, hissed at the look.

			And maybe it was the darkness around prone to intimacy, maybe the thrill of the race still ran in his veins, or maybe he was getting delirious with the quest, but he answered with a grin, ‘What would you want to know, then?’

			And maybe it was that thing inside of her that roared at the pure male tone, but she replied with the same one, ‘The darkness you hide from your sister.’

			Mahena regretted it the moment the words left her mouth, the moment his gaze veiled off. As though she had struck home and true.

			Was he really hiding a terrible truth from his sister? What would it be?

			The man got up without a look to her, his fists clenched at his side, and disappeared in the thick branches ahead, his sword dangling at his belt. Whatever he heard in her voice, saw on her face, displeased him so thoroughly he required space to breathe it out.

			Mahena rolled her eyes when she saw him clench his jaw. She just played on the same line as he did. She watched him until she couldn’t discern the lines anymore. 

			And then she stared at nothing in particular, left with the exact thoughts she had tried to avoid. At the darkness around, perhaps, spreading like a gigantic web, almost comforting in the silence. For utter silence reigned, occasionally broken by the rare rodents and bugs that dare penetrate its density.

			It had a life of its own, this forest. She could feel it in the air, a life that humans were not welcomed to witness.

			In the darkness, we find our light, our bliss, our power.

			It danced at the back of her head, gliding alongside the threshold of her sanity when she let her mind wander too far, too free of the leash she carefully remembered to pull tight.

			That sweet-poisoned voice humming a song that belonged to another time, another life maybe.

			Its presence also lingered in her dreams, when the deadest hours of the night settled into her bones, her heart, her soul, it rose up from wherever it hid inside of her, and she always awoke with a numbness she never realised the reason for.

			Here, in the absolute silence of the darkest night, she finally realised it.

			And it comforted her. And she soothed into that feeling. 
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			Fàaran shut down his entire feelings and focused on her scent. He couldn’t, he wouldn’t, move another inch eastward in this forsaken forest without finding her. 

			This time, she was leaning against a tree, a smile tugging at her lips with her teeth as she filed her nails, elongated canines glinting. 

			‘Are you following me?’ Fàaran knew he shouldn’t talk to her that way, but her entire being blinded him so thoroughly he could not help but play with fire. He wasn’t imagining the scent, he wasn’t losing it, she was here—which he found thoroughly comforting. 

			‘The vermin is growing in audacity.’

			‘Admit to liking the challenge.’

			Demeera lazily sheathed her dagger, then lifted her molten eyes to his. He froze, his body liquifying on the spot. Gods, not only was she his gods-damned bond, but he would have sold his soul and skin to feel her fingers trace it just once more. To simply hold her. 

			He half-expected her to lunge at him at the tone—hoped. Fàaran had started suspecting she enjoyed the teasing, the sheer novelty of it. 

			‘Honestly, what are you doing here?’ 

			‘It is none of your business,’ she snapped. 

			There was a moment where they seemed suspended in time, where even the strange mist of the forest seemed to pause. Demeera angled her head, scrutinising him, her eyes melting through his skin and bone. 

			Before Fàaran could react, she shoved him against the imposing oak tree behind him. His head hit the wood, but his hands instantly gripped her waist, and before she could move further, he pulled her to him and seized her mouth with his. 

			The flames rekindled instantly—as though they’d never parted, never spent time apart. The heat of his body swarmed as she pressed herself against him. Then his dagger was in her hand, the tip pressed against his throat. 

			‘Why do I keep tracking your scent?’ she murmured in his ear, her breath like a summer fire.

			‘You don’t accept the facts when I tell you.’ His eyes were on hers but his hands wanted to pull her close and tear her clothes apart. And for all her defying snarls and murmurs, she wanted it as much as he. Instead, he grabbed her wrist and snapped the knife away.

			A flash of amusement brisked through her stare. ‘I forgot you were deft, for a human.’ 

			They snarled at each other—because that’s what she wanted, what she needed. He held her stare. That heavy pause again. 

			Demeera licked the tip of her canine, her eyes pinning his. 

			‘I am done playing.’ Fàaran snapped the leash on his restraint. 

			B

			Mahena screamed when it was too late. 

			There was a ghost next to her asleep friend. He’d appeared from the void, from the tunneling gloom at the edges of the clearing they were in. She must have sunk too deep into her own mind, must have let the fog of the past months get to her.

			Emmerentia jolted upright as the man swung at her.

			A sickening thunk resonated and she fell back onto her bedroll.

			Mahena stood frozen for half a second as the man lifted his head up, letting it hang limply to the side before dragging his gaze to hers. Then she was running for her discarded dagger a few paces ahead. 

			Where the hell was Fàaran?

			The man, the ghost, awkwardly leaned forward and down to pick up Emmerentia’s sword.

			She threw the knife as soon as it was in her hand, her heart thundering in her ears. 

			The dagger sliced his upper arm, dragging a screeching sound out of his blackened mouth. He clenched his free hand around it.

			She seized the sword and brought the weapon across her chest, standing between the man and Emmerentia, still unconscious on the ground. Ready to defend, her blood pulsing so loudly through her body it reverberated in her head.

			But the shred of man stilled, fixing his black gaze upon her as he paused.

			The little voice sneered. And stared right back.

			Mahena’s body wasn’t hers anymore. Her hands slackened at her side, the blade coming down as her second hand rose, two fingers up directed at him.

			She hadn’t meant to do that.

			He looked at the raised palm, then at her again, his obsidian eyes dull of life. 

			And something happened, deep inside her, tunneling farther into the abyss she hid from herself, that cave she refused to tread, that part of her she buried in a sealed tomb.

			They recognised each other. 

			Something in her quaked, screamed, as though scratching at the walls of a well trying to get out.

			The next second, the man fell to the ground.

			Fàaran looked to his sister sprawled on the floor, blood slowly seeping out of her head. There was no kindness in the look he gave her. But—Mahena blinked before snapping her eyes up and down, at the look of him—dishevelled, muddy, flushed. For a second, she forgot her unconscious friend on the floor and just stupidly gaped at the man.   

			Mahena watched the older twin inspect his sister, a feeling of utter uselessness lodging itself in her stomach. She was still unconscious, but he pressed a wet cloth to the side of her head to stop the slight bleeding.

			Mahena monitored the man now lying on the ground, the little voice sniffing him out. Home, home, it whispered, mine.

			A small breeze arose, swiping dirt and leaves on its wake.

			The scent hit her. Ash, rose, pure wildness, and overwhelming strength, alongside another component she struggled to find a word for. Mahena stilled as she took it in, her brain breaking the information down, her core registering the difference from everyday fragrances, from the smells her conscious linked to. Her blood warmed at the recognition. She didn’t understand, could not comprehend, because it wasn’t his body odour she unconsciously recognised. It was stronger, more intimate, within the blood.

			She had encountered that same scent when Mayfair and she had killed the Shadows.

			And she didn’t know how, but she looked at Fàaran, crouched at Emmerentia’s side and frowned. She had scented it hovering over him a few days ago.

				

			Emmerentia awoke a little while after that, breaking their tense silence. ‘What happened?’ She rubbed the side of her head with the outer part of her palm, where a bump now grew, and groaned. She looked at Fàaran, then Mahena, then the body at her feet, back to her brother. The expression on her face was everything but impressed.

			‘How is it that if I leave either of you on watch, I get knocked out?’ She grunted, then pointed an angry finger at their assailant. ‘Where did he come from? This forest is almost soundless; how did you not hear him approaching?’

			‘He’s been poisoned, that’s definite,’ Fàaran observed, more an attempt at an excuse than to make a point.

			Emmerentia rolled her eyes, cracking her neck side to side. ‘Your point?’ Then she squinted at him, scrunching her nose as though something was weird and she couldn’t understand what. He made a point to pretend he didn’t notice.

			Mahena addressed Fàaran, not quite aware of what explanation to feed her friend with before the twins entered a pointless argument, ‘Help me tie him down to the tree?’ She jerked her chin towards a massive unknown tree standing on her right. ‘He might wake soon and there’s no accounting for what he could do.’

			Fàaran nodded in response, underlying questions in his eyes, the earlier anger apparently gone. He walked to the horses and got some rope out of his saddlebag.

			They were done within the next five minutes. Although dead bodyweight, the man was so painfully thin Fàaran maneuvered him with ease.

			Emmerentia, who had recovered her senses, stood with crossed arms in front of their captive, her twin on her left.

			Mahena had sat down on a fallen trunk, further away, the siblings in her peripheral vision. Her heart pounded, so loud it screamed out of her chest. 

			Home, home, it kept whispering and chanting, resonating through her blood like a dormant cyclone suddenly awakened. It was so much stronger, clearer, and distinct. The two women that she had crossed paths with didn't emit this type of vibe. In this case, it sang the chants of a close... Mahena looked for an exact word to describe her sentiment—not attachment, not her definition of the term at least.  

			Subtler, twisted—link.

			She propped her head in her palm, elbow digging in her thigh as she let her weight sink in. She started toying with a strand of hair, curling and uncurling it around her index finger as her thoughts siphoned her brain into a disrupting storm.

			‘Mae!’ Fingers snapped in front of her face, claiming her back to reality. ‘Back to us.’

			She blinked a few times before realising Emmerentia stood a few inches away. 

			‘Yes?’ Mahena mumbled in response, still lost in another world of confusion.

			‘Do you know him? Although he probably looks nothing like his former self. But he keeps staring at you. He is not even fighting against the rope.’

			Mahena swallowed down painfully. She looked over to the tree, to the shred of a human being attached to it; his uptilted, bloodshot eyes fixed on her, his skin paler than the moonlight. His hair, caked with dirt and dried blood, brushed the top of his ears. His cheekbones were so prominent, his body so emaciated it seemed as though his bones would pierce through the epidermal tissue to breathe the air, the dried black liquid on both corners of his mouth cracked as he grimaced. 

			Tears surged at the extremities of her eyes. She managed to control herself before the twins noticed—they seemed so detached that it stunned her, subconsciously driving double questions about their past to her mind. Was everyone born on this earth so accommodated to torture and pain? Was this detachment a part of their personalities? 

			Mahena cleared her head with a shake, digging her stare into that man’s. Had he been a man or boy, even? It was hard to place his age. But two extremely disturbing, deep black spheres met her gaze. She held it, carefully at first, passively, an invitation to safety—from the safety of that trunk.

			She feared nearing him, feared whatever the little voice recognised there, feared that it would get so out of control. He made to talk, a barely perceptible movement of his lips, as though they forgot their original purpose. From the corner of her eyes, she noticed the twins respectively stepped forward then retreated farther than where they originally stood. The little voice pushed and pulled, requiring attention, thrashing against Mahena’s own will. She muffled an enraged scream.

			The level of annoyance she felt only matched her curiosity.

			An alter-ego, evil and of its own making, battling common sense. In some situations she praised it, leaning against the velvety sentiment of invincibility it seemed to inject in her veins; in others, it felt like another person was trying to crawl out of her skin, trapped in a corner of herself. She didn’t think she’d ever get used to the feeling, or know if it was ever meant to go away. Mahena fought the strange string that pulled her towards him, towards the blood in his veins—if she had to admit the truth.

			The walls of her throat turned itchy, dry and uncomfortable. She slowly got up, ignoring the raw atmosphere bathing the air. Mahena wanted to say something—anything, really—to balm the horror that dripped like sweat from his pores, words she failed to formulate dying unsaid. She focused on his pupils as she walked closer, so carefully slow to prevent stirring irrational reactions. From all the things she felt by looking into them that she didn’t understand, deep in a corner, there laid a call for help.

			There was still someone buried under the layers of torment.

			A flickering light in the darkness.

			She breathed out, counted to three, and gathered her courage. She blocked the pain as a doctor would, and attempted to see him from a purely clinical point of view.

			After a few seconds, she sighed.

			Yeah...she’d never been great at that, empathy always overwhelmed her senses.

			Mahena dared a glance at the twins, retreated further away—silent, observing.

			Oh, God. What the hell was she trying to accomplish here?! ‘Breathe out and shut up,’ Mahena told herself harshly. She swallowed the discomfort running through her veins and met the man’s eyes once more—an ocean of scars and hurting, shattered shields and protections, a weeping battlefield. He’d fought and lost, and represented what loss implied in this war, against this enemy.

			The silence...that roaring silence passing between the two of them, it made her want to carve her own skin to fill her mind with a different kind of screaming.

			His lips moved again, a clear struggle to let sound escape, his chest going up with the effort. She stopped a couple of metres away, refraining from kneeling down and touching him. She squatted down nonetheless, just beyond arm’s reach, aligning their eyes level.

			Castle, castle, castle, resonated around her, pushed through the air, coating the air around her.

			And then his eyes closed.

			‘How far from the castle again?’ Mahena asked the twins as she straightened up. She brushed her hair back with the tip of her fingers as she turned around. The siblings moved closer, realising the silent exchange had terminated.

			Fàaran ignored her. ‘He’s staying here.’

			Mahena looked at him, really looked him over, in a way she never really dared to previously. It lasted no more than a few seconds, but the world seemed to pause with her, giving her a hand in assessing the man before her that had saved her life without ever trusting her. Was it fear underpinning his cutting-edge answers, the feeling that she might come to understand the truth?

			The little voice tugged and smiled.

			‘How certain are you they will let us in?’ she countered, the awaiting judgment toying a thin line.

			Emmerentia granted her brother a side look. ‘She has a point. We have no certainty they will extend the courtesy to foreigners.’

			‘And showing up at the gates of a desolated court with a man that looks like he’s on the brink of death is going to help us? It’s suspicious in the best of cases.’ Fàaran pointed a finger to Mahena. ‘He also hasn’t responded to you.’

			Mahena uttered, ‘I think he is royal. At least he has royal blood.’

			They both turned to her. ‘How so?’

			‘He keeps asking for it.’ Mahena bit her lips, waiting for them to lash out on how in all hell she could feel that. ‘You should let me try and see what I can learn from him, and we will use him as leverage if it comes to it.’ The sun was rising above the trees, light rays piercing through in sparse places, dotted around, bringing the temperature to a tolerable level. ‘Just add it to the pile of weird things I do we need answers to.’

			The twins exchanged a long look, something persistent in Emmerentia’s eyes, then Fàaran nodded. 

			B

			Hellion Velianor, Lord of the Court of Dusk, lost the unknown trail he’d been following for weeks once again. 

			His blood had sung with a burning he knew he should recognise when he had found himself at the Moon Festival in Kordobàr, then it had vanished with the swarm of bodies lusting throughout the palace. He had then stopped at the gates of the war encampment in Val d’Horà, lost and confused, seeking a fairy to help him. 

			Most of the Fae who had left Amestris to help the humans had been branded traitors to the crown—they knew his position within the Unseelie court, and not only would they renege making themselves known in general, showing him their identity was an even smaller chance. Against all odds, his call had been answered. No one had shown up, but he had found a dagger embedded in a log covered with moss and grey berries. Underneath it had been written a unique word—Vassalis. 

			Hellion now stood alone in the middle of a nest of Gharan spiders after having taken an unfortunate turn. He eyed the monstrosities one by one, taking in their size, the lucidity in their multiple pupils, and the location. They’d hauled him up a tree and were already almost fighting over who’d make the kill, undoubtedly thinking him a lost human—he’d glamoured himself into one. He weighed the weapons on him, cursed profusely about his inability to grow his wings, and when the spiders shifted their focus for an instant, Hellion threw his first dagger and unsheathed his sword. 
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			Emmerentia had long forgotten the feeling of having a variety of weapons pointed at her—and those arrows would hit home. From the corner of her eyes, she could see Fàaran uneasy, but his politician mask had slid back on. Mahena, on the other hand, was looking rather startled. And that boy she had seated in front of her in the saddle stank of terror.  

			‘They won’t shoot,’ she whispered to the girl as sweat started sliding down her forehead. ‘Did you expect petals thrown upon your path?’ 

			Mahena shivered, yet murmured something in the ear of the boy before his whimpering grew. 

			The twin rubbed her head where the wound stung—what an idiot. She had kept glancing at the boy, a sort of tang of jealousy tugging at how close he clung to Mahena. But the state of him...it touched even her broken heart. 

			As more guards kept pouring on the ramparts and they waited to be addressed by whoever was in charge of strangers, Emmerentia admitted to herself that the castle, the complex of the capital, was remarkable. It was built on several levels, with houses and shops and workshops protruding above them. A spiraling promenade connected each level, and could seemingly be traversed on foot, horseback and small carriage. Everything was white, and she could distinguish, even from this far below, the various effigies and statues to the gods. 

			‘What kind of ill-house is this…’ she murmured to herself. Emmerentia looked at her brother. ‘Do you do the talking, or do I?’

			Fàaran only pointed to himself despite her knowledge of the language being better. She angled her head. You are going to have to talk about it, sooner or later. I know something happened. 

			Emmerentia whirled to Mahena, the tug suddenly sharp and aware. Mahena coughed pointedly, and the boy with her darted terrified eyes towards the castle. His hand was squeezing hers white. She squinted, her heartbeat quickening. 

			Mahena caught her gaze. ‘I feel like something’s watching me.’   

			Emmerentia grunted, ‘Forsaken place.’

			The girl’s shoulders slightly trembled under his frenzied gaze. 

			The twin snapped her fingers at her. ‘Mahena, look at me.’ She turned to her. ‘Breathe. It is going to be alright. Just control your breathing, control your emotions.’

			Shouts broke out from the castle gates and they whipped their heads back to the line of guards slowly parting to the sides. Above the main ground visible through the grates in the gates, on the first level of their town, a crowd had gathered—as though emptying the upper levels to come face the disruption. A large man, dressed in a similar white and gold uniform as the guards, walked the path now formed down to the gates. Emmerentia marked him immediately as the captain. His eyes fell on the boy with Mahena and he froze. The air between them crackled like a new fire. 

			Interesting. So, they knew each other. 

			The arrows, yet, remained steadily pointed at them all.     

			Fàaran dismounted and introduced them. Gods, his use of the language was as terrible as she remembered. Emmerentia followed suit, then Mahena, carefully helping the boy down and then helping him remain upright.  

			As people upon people appeared to witness the commotion, Emmerentia noticed the looks, the stares, the confusion and scrutiny and torn smiles—they all knew him. The boy hadn’t disclaimed his identity, but Mahena had assured them he made her understand he belonged to the castle and had to return to it. She hadn’t been able to explain how. 

			He started shaking violently then. Mahena cupped his face and made him look at her, like she had done every time he was about to enter a fit. The Shadow poison was renowned to cause severe hallucinations, excruciating pain if they willed it. By the look of him, he must have spent a while in their clutches. 

			The captain barked a command at a soldier next to him—he turned on his heels and ran back to the castle. He then reported his eyes to them. His stare was sharp, aware, meticulously detailing each of them. She saw the pain flashing through his eyes—she’d noticed the seconds it had required of him to adjust to the sight, the slight shake of his hand, the torment it caused his mind. Someone amongst the crowd shouted, too far for them to hear. They were all whispering, a mix of shock and fear and wonder forming and twisting their faces. 

			Emmerentia said, distaste coating her words, ‘He has called for the princess.’

			Mahena whispered to her, ‘I thought you didn’t speak that language.’

			‘Of course I do,’ she winked, bouncing off the attempt at a joke. 

			Fàaran was about as uneasy as she was. The attention was awfully focused on them, a wave ready to crash. Curiosity tugged at her, almost belying the despise for magic. The only thing she knew about this court was that the heir was absurdly young. 

			The crowd began to part, further murmurs rising above the sudden quiet. First the guards emerged, followed by a small figure with the same strange white-blond hair as the boy—visible now that it had been washed. 

			The young girl halted as she approached the gates—a controlled step. As she laid eyes on the boy, he awkwardly cocked his head to the side. The Princess’ face crumpled. She blinked, as if to come back to reality, and the world seemed to stop, to halt in the air. Then it was gone. 

			Emmerentia eyed Mahena, and the sight of her own reaction made her flinch, made her want to reach for her hand.  

			She swore she heard something crack and shatter.

			B

			Nepherym was head deep in another script when she heard unusual disruption in the hallway. Her windows opened on the main courtyard and although high above, whispers of life on the ground floor usually tickled her ears when she bothered to listen. She shook her head, forcing herself to focus on the manuscript before her. She still hadn’t been able to decipher the writings related to the ancient, obsidian pendant that plagued her dreams and it was starting to edge her sanity. 

			She sighed against the pages, ‘Good if they find some enjoyment despite it all.’

			Vassalis’ territory ran farther than most thought, lands used for spells and research and else; they had managed by some miracle to salvage a bigger percentage than she’d hoped—plants growing in specific locations mainly, and a good number of peasants had made it to the castle gates. They were running the survivors’ supplies efficiently and every single soul helped. That thought alone got her through the darkest moments. 

			The steps loudened, and loudened, echoing closer.

			Nepherym straightened in the chair as her heart suddenly twinged. Her hands dropped onto the book, and a tear rolled down her cheek as that missing part in her heart whispered. She murmured, her heartbeat racing, ‘I knew it...’

			Three knocks were hit on the door, but she was halfway across the room already, her chair scattering to the floor. She opened the door in a hushed push. ‘Your presence is required at the gate, your Majesty.’

			Nepherym found herself running down the hall and the stairs, the guards on her heels, her dress flowing past her. Her heart thundered in her chest, pounded in her head. She’d never made it through the castle and the outer levels this quickly. A crowd was assembled outside, whispering, faces mixed with terror and astonishment.

			‘Make way for the Queen!’ her guards announced as they covered the distance.

			She was too preoccupied to correct him on her title.

			The crowd separated into two rows as they bowed, and the Princess was escorted to the city gates. Everyone was aware of the force she’d sacrificed her freedom to in order to save them. Whilst what she was subjected to might not be known, the reality of the cost and the Book itself was murmured in every household in Valàander. The admiration of her courage and the gratitude they felt was written all over their faces.

			It warmed her heart every time she witnessed it.

			The last line of people parted, and as they did her heart dropped in her stomach.

			Idan stood inside the delimitation line of the spell, along with the men making up her royal guard. They formed an arc, blocking her view from their target. Dismissing the warning cries, Nepherym pushed everyone aside and ran.

			Only to be abruptly stopped by the general. ‘There is no guarantee it is him, your Majesty.’

			For Nerreth, her brother, stood across from them—only a ghost of his former-self. 

			And if she crossed the line, she’d drop dead instantly.

			Her eyes brimmed with tears, stemming from a combination of pain and relief. She forced them back.

			Nepherym stared at the two women and the man surrounding him, their weapons dangling at their sides. Idan neared. ‘They claim having found him in Vasharli. He attacked them at first, but then reasoned. If you get him through, he might die. He clearly is infected, and you cannot trust strangers.’

			‘I will be the judge of that.’ Nepherym twisted out of her general’s grip. She addressed the strangers outside her castle. ‘Drop your weapons,’ she ordered, ‘and get inside the protection.’ 

			The extinguished fire uniting them was an ember at last—nothing else mattered. If he came through and died, then he was dead already and it would put him out of his misery. But she had to believe he was in there, alive and fighting, regardless of the state of him and the torment he’d endured.

			The man stepped forward, just one step. He was taller than the women, with a soldier’s build—yet the way he carried himself proved he was of noble upbringing. ‘What guarantee do we have that you won’t run us through once we do?’ He asked with a thick accent. His voice was steady, assured. Nothing to hide and likely to be saying the truth.

			Nepherym eyed him up and down. ‘If you come in peace as you claim, you have nothing to fear.’

			The blond woman holding Nerreth—no, helping him up she realised; he was shaking, wobbling and weak, and although he looked at her intensely, she saw only a ghost in his pupils—turned to her companions. She nodded, and with few words, all three unbuckled and disarmed, laying the load on the ground, reluctance in doing so written all over their faces. They claimed to have travelled from Covalis to ask for access to the library. If they were Shadows, the force would devour their hearts as they crossed the threshold. She had little to worry over in that regard.

			Nepherym turned around, the face of the reassuring Queen she had learned to master when addressing her people, and, encompassing the crowd with her arms, she declared, ‘My dear friends, the concern I read on your faces touches me deeply. Worry no more, the health of our beloved will be taken care of and restored. Now, return to your occupation. Afey.’ The old word to inform that the following was of royal matter only. As insurance, if her inner certitude was mistaken, the crowd had to be away from the scene. The demons had attempted to cross the force field and had perished instantly, so all knew they were safe. However, she would take no chances concerning the man everyone had believed long dead.

			Nepherym drew on every inch of strength to contain herself.

			The crowd dispersed.

			She waved the strangers in. They glanced at each other, seemingly unsure. In their moment of hesitation, Nepherym wondered what the outside world knew of her sacrifice. The energy released must have travelled far, but did they believe she merely erected a protective dome? 

			The man stepped through first, scepticism highlighted on his traits. After realising he was safe, he signalled the red-haired woman. She pulled on her horse’s leads and came through. A cluster of guards circled each of them, weapons at the ready—although their shoulders relaxed slightly.  

			Nepherym focused her gaze on Nerreth. She bit back tears, steeling her spine—now wasn’t the moment to break. But as she noticed every crack of her brother’s skin, every nightmare written on his pale, ghostly face, images of demons torturing him pooled in her mind. What horrors had they spread in his mind? Then she cocked her head at the last woman standing outside the field, now pulling the leads of her horse and Nerreth’s arm forward—something hidden deep, perhaps as deep as Rosàr had buried itself within her when she’d made the bargain. The demon smiled at the thought. 

			They got a few feet closer but as they neared, her brother planted his feet and squeaked.

			Rosàr sniffed, and her skin itched as his energy leapt forward to where they stood, circling—curious and hungry. 

			Nepherym froze.

			It snivelled back and forth, focusing on Nerreth yet curious about the woman too—not a shadow then, but linked in some way. 

			Nerreth stepped back, frantic. The woman grabbed him by the arms, stroking his shoulder as she murmured in his ear.

			‘He says it’s burning him when he gets closer,’ she declared as he mumbled more nonsense. Nepherym was too far away to understand the language he used, but she knew if there was too much poison coursing through his veins, it could even be Eineeri. 

			The man who had stepped through first offered, ‘If you get him a sleeping tonic, we will be able to transport him wherever you require.’ 

			Behind her, Idan ordered a physician to be called. In front of her, Nerreth squeaked again.

			The princess stepped forward to the edges of the forcefield. Rosàr darted its eyes to her, and she hissed at it. 

			As if she understood her intention, the woman made him turn to face her. 

			Nepherym addressed Nerreth in their tongue, ‘Give me a sign your soul is still there.’ She drove her eyes in her brother’s. She tried to get past the exploded blood vessels, the frantic fear and incomprehension, the lies and deceits, to her soul bonded. He turned to the woman, as if asking her permission. With each look he gave her, her heart shattered a little more—betrayal.

			Nerreth blinked once. Then, he straightened, barely perceptibly, the effort seemingly depleting his last shreds of will, every movement of his eyelids a battle against himself. He blinked again and stepped forward. His lips parted. ‘Ne... Ne...’

			Rosàr howled within her and lunged. She pulled against it.

			Nerreth collapsed to the ground with a loud thud.

			A heart-wrenching noise erupted from somewhere—then another, and another. She felt her knees hit the ground and her face become wet. The demon laughed horribly in her ear, luscious and yearning. 

			In the erupting chaos, she realised she was still the fragile little girl the Scholars would have never allowed on the throne. Her grief and her pain overwhelmed her, the door cracked open by the sight of her brother unmoving. 

			And they would know by now—would have realised his importance.  

			If they were enemies, she’d just forfeited her brother’s life.

			The true heir to her crumbling people would die.  
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			The air switched, a slight change in the atmosphere. And that thing in the castle, in the dome protecting it, flared in her direction once more. The little voice sniffed and growled at it again—as though the two things were enemies. It had been writhing in her head since they had approached the gates. 

			The princess—gods, she looked so young, barely older than first bleed—advanced, her golden gaze pinned on the boy she’d been holding upright and mysteriously soothing for days.

			Mahena blinked—at her golden eyes, her small figure, her crumpling face. 

			The boy twitched in her arms at the sight of the girl, and she somehow felt his destroyed mind recognising a familiar element. 

			The princess talked directly to him, trying to reach the remains of his soul, probably expecting a sign to justify letting him through. He was in there, Mahena wanted to say. There was enough of him left to bring back, and she was managing little by little to balm his pain—so dark, so foreign, a malicious thread she weaved in and out of his system. It brewed deep down, in corners of her soul she refused to acknowledge and, although it was borrowed, it met familiar ground in those hideouts. She still didn’t understand how. 

			The boy pressed her arm and, suddenly, the link broke. The pressure released, and a dull sound echoed as he hit the soil.

			The princess lost it. And it all went to chaos in about a couple of minutes.

			She screamed his name with the gathered pain of a thousand beings, a sound so atrocious it almost brought Mahena to her knees. All noises vanished with her cry, guards and citizens afar whirling towards it. The pain echoed in her, alike a living phantom coursing through her veins.

			Instinctively, Mahena dropped down to get his heartbeat. ‘He’s alive!’ she shouted against the now panicking crowd. People moved around her—she could feel the turmoil, although none dared step outside the forcefield.

			But the little voice whispered, so she executed. She grabbed the hidden dagger in her boot and cut her palm, then cut Nerreth’s. Melding their blood together as she squeezed his hand, she murmured in a language she didn’t recognise, ‘Listen to my voice and my voice only. Find my words, understand my will. The pain is a lie, it is created. Nothing is real. Vassalis is your home. You are home. Remember who you truly are.’

			There were shouts and screams in the background her focused mind ignored. Mahena let go of his hand. She brought her palm to his mouth, a few drops of her blood on his tongue. Then she kissed the expanse of his bloodied skin and sucked out the warm liquid.

			Her head throbbed lightly at the contact, then her body, as the blood reached her system. 

			She placed her hands back on his chest.

			Divided in two, her conscious mind wondered why none stopped her. The little voice, on the other hand, concentrated on her work.

			Save him, and the knowledge of the world will be yours. The monster will not have you. Save him, and we might meet again.

			Under her palms, the body heaved up and down, his temperature rising and falling unnaturally. His breathing, ragged and uneven, sounded sharp as if pieces of glass obstructed his throat. 

			There was no space for her brain, for her heart, to understand what that last murmur might mean. No time to weave through how it echoed in her soul. There was the boy lying beneath her hands and the girl whose scream resonated deeper than she’d thought, and all the invisible eyes staring at her with souls of dark diamonds—

			All the invisible eyes.

			All the invisible eyes.

			As that realisation hit her, Mahena lifted hers.

			All the invisible eyes.

			Her heart pumped twice in one beat.

			Second, second, second. It echoed at the bottom of her guts. Not a second in time, no. Home, home, home. The little voice echoed again. Not home exactly, not in that specific word.

			Slowly, Mahena swept the small clearing and the edges of the forest. 

			There had been someone else witnessing the process. Someone who lurked from outside the castle, from outside the gates.

			Behind the trees only a few metres ahead of her, hidden amongst the branches, stood a woman with hair and eyes of fire. She stared intensely, her gaze steady on Mahena’s manoeuvres. The little voice thrashed and pulled as their eyes met, as something in that gaze sang a song from a distant homeland. The woman stilled. 

			Mahena froze for a half-second as their stares locked. Froze when she realised those were the eyes of a Shadow. Froze when a scent of ash and rose and power hit her. Froze when she realised where she had encountered it in the past.

			A curtain of dark hair, of moss-green eyes and blood-soaked lips flashed before her mind’s eye. Then a raw, whipped body sprawled in a blindingly-lit room.

			For a second, the creature at the edges of the forest stiffened—angled her head, almost squinting, the curled-back horns on her head shifting forward. Then Mahena swore the woman drifted to Fàaran. And for another second, she saw those burning eyes spark as he stood defenceless with weapons at his heart.

			Then the woman murmured words against the wind that didn’t reach her ears.

			Her heart twisted in her chest. 

			Then there was only darkness.

			B

			Fàaran walked through the gates with the sinuous sensation of someone staring at his back. He shrugged it off, forcing himself to look forward. Emmerentia was close behind, but as he stepped through the threshold and into the custody of a circle of guards, the atmosphere shifted. 

			A strident, desperate and heart-wrenching sound came out of the young princess. He whirled around, only to see the boy they’d carried lying limp on the ground. Mahena shouted immediately, but it went unheard in the cacophony behind the gates. 

			The guards closed in on him, spears flying down at his chest. 

			Mahena crouched over the boy, her hands and lips moving. 

			Shouts and commands echoed around him, and it took all of his willpower to stay still.    

			Fàaran turned his head to where his twin was being held at sword-point. The next second, Emmerentia’s face crumpled. She was pulling out her dagger as Mahena went down, a raw scream captured in her throat.

			His feet shifted. 

			The guards lunged on his sister.

			True chaos erupted. 

			He was knocked out. 

			B

			Mahena was ensconced in a cloud of darkness, of pain and cruelty and singing wind. Tendrils of shadows leapt at her, caressing her skin, veiling her body in nuances of viridian. She’d expected to wake-up in the place of void, the woman of light taunting her to find her memories. Instead, she was in a cocoon of doom, her pendant burning against her chest. 

			A low, demented laugh echoed in the obscurity.

			The hair on her neck rose at once; a slick of sweat rolled down her back. Then the pain ripped at her—vicious, transcending, alive. She felt her body twisting against her will, and a dull roar climbing the walls of her throat. Mahena’s scream tore through the air like a great shard of glass, shattering her soul. The agony slammed into her with the strength of a thousand men, choking the air out of her lungs and throwing her into a sick, oblivious and perverted agony.

			And it hit her again. And again, and again.

			She opened her mouth to breathe, to pause the torture severing every thread of sanity in her mind.

			The shadows surged inside.

			And a song echoed through her, enveloping her distress like the despicable caress of a master puppeteer. There was no shielding from it, and Mahena yielded to the unbearable pain.        

			In peace you open your soul

			And in pain you meet mine.

			See who I am, feel who I am,

			May my being become transparent to yours

			So no part of me remains hidden to your knowledge.

			Die with me today, Dance together tomorrow.

			In peace you abandon your heart,

			And meet mine to be reborn as one.




	





Afterword

			Dear Reader,

			Congratulations, you made to the end! Thank you so much for embarking on this journey with me. I have still not fully realised this dream and project has finally become a reality. 

			The idea behind Fanhalen came from my utter inability to finish a story when I was younger. Another plot, another character, another story would pop in my head and I would forget all about the last. It took me so long to be able to regroup all the synopses and bits of texts and personalities and it has finally (or rather is finally) happened! 

			A Curse of Blood and Power is only the first series to be set in Fanhalen, and I have many projects in the same world in production. Some with characters that have already been mentioned in this first book. 

			If you feel curious about what goes on behind the scenes, sign-up to my newsletter or add me on IG. There is always a special giveaway, game, or exclusive content going around! 

			Much love in the meantime,

			Viviene Noel
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			Kingdom of Valàander, Capital of Vassalis.

			Nepherym Vasselian, princess of the kingdom of Valàander, pushed herself upright, dragging her numb fingers along the silken sheets of a bed. Red dots danced in front of her eyes, swirling the lancing pain around in her head—she blinked to chase them away. Regaining control of her sight, she swiped the room she’d been dragged to, immediately recognising the colours of her bedchamber and the delicate smell of lilac perfuming the interior. She flexed her fingers, stretched her arms and her neck, then looked up. 

			Before her stood the castle physician, a concerned look across his face. 

			The young princess asked, ‘What happened? My memories…they play evil tricks on my mind.’ 

			‘You experienced a severe panic attack followed by an epilepsy crisis.’ The old man bypassed the bed and sat delicately in the chair next to it. ‘Your Majesty, when was the last time you had sleep?’

			Nepherym massaged her temples at the outrageous concept—the world had fallen apart, sleep was the last of her priorities. But even when she tried, the nightmares held her too closely, too painfully. Her head pulsed, a loud hammering noise. When it had become unbearable, she had searched all the medicinal scripts in the citadel to find a tonic to help her stay awake longer. 

			At her silence, the physician frowned. ‘You were given a tonic that put you to sleep for two days.’ 

			Two days?! She shook her head. Such a strange dream she’d had… But the sensation was different to the ones she previously experienced; unexpected people showed at the castle gates, with someone that stirred up all she tried to bury deep down. And then… 

			Rosàr snickered at the back of her mind, dragging its claws along the forgetful parts of her memories. Thedemon   had reacted   to them.    

			Nepherym shook her head, the throbbing unbearable. She massaged her temples again, but as she did so, the properties of the tonic the doctor had made her drink plunged her into the abyss. 

			It was darkness, and pain, and sorrow, and guilt—a swirling tunnel of the dark bellies of the worlds. And it sent her back to that last day.

			The demon soldiers knocking down the gates to the sacred city, the clouds of screams and terror numbing her beloved citizens. 

			The laughs. The laughs of the creatures claiming what they’d been denied for so long. 

			Her parents’ faces.

			Her cold, imperial mother, hiding every parchment she held so dear in her many secret stashes, until she got too far out and an arrow found its mark in her neck. Her father, who defended the library until a sword sliced him in half.

			Then her sister’s. 

			Nava. Nava who’d always been so perfect, so strong, so loving, and all those things that shouldn’t be combined. Nava who had left space for no one around her, who had fulfilled the duties she hated without flinching. Nava who she’d envied so deeply for being so selfless. Nava who had been cut open and fed on trying to protect her and what she ought to be. 

			The endless screams had become leaping tendrils of melodies that seeped through her every bone, twisting her reality—racking poisoned claws along her soul.

			Then her brother’s. Her soul bonded. His hand leaving hers as he headed towards the bridge, the last smile he addressed her. 

			Their faces disappeared in a cloud of darkness as Rosàr spread his wings around her mind, feather after feather caressing her deepest pain. The giant crow cast golden eyes upon her own, driving an echoing laugh to her suffering.


	The demon sent images of the torture her brother went through at the clutches of the Shadows, a kaleidoscope of shades of red and black, of atrocities so profound she lost her breath even in that dream.  

			Then there was a woman she didn’t know kneeling atop her unconscious brother, her hands hovering above him. She cut her palm, then her brother’s, and as she clasped their hands together, as she bent forward to whisper in his ear, a pendant fell from her shirt.

			She had seen that pendant before, amidst clouds and fogs and books. 

			Her brother’s eyes flew open, stared right at her ghostly form—there was nothing of the boy she knew in there. 

But was it even a dream?  



			Nepherym screamed so loudly the whole castle shook.
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