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        * * *

      

      To my chosen family. Thanks for seeing something in me that I could never see in myself.
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        Could you tell me how to grow--or is it unconveyed--like Melody--or Witchcraft?

        EMILY DICKINSON￼

      

        

      

    

  







            THE DUSK PRINCESS

          

        

      

    

    
      I bet if I ran fast enough, I could make it to the bottom of the mountain. They wouldn’t catch me. I could sneak out in the middle of the night. By the time morning came, I would be long gone.

      I would leave a note, of course: ‘See you in a few days!’ It would read in lovely Elven script. Just so my family wouldn’t worry.

      The wind kisses my face as I lean a bit too far over my balcony. The cold bar of the marble fence digs into my stomach as I use it for balance. Beneath me, the everlasting foggy darkness consumes the aforementioned mountain. It always does, as I’m about ten thousand feet up (give or take).

      Maybe it would take more than a few days… I’ll change the note.

      ‘See you in a week or two!'

      “Your Highness, you are going to fall.” The guard restlessly fidgets behind me. When I ignore her, she uses my name, “Faelyri.”

      My lips quickly twitch upward. I lean a little farther.

      Syvis, my shadow, has the worst job in the palace: dealing with me. I feel terribly for her, having to constantly make sure I’m not walking off of cliffs.

      My pale, lavender hands grip the smooth marble fence. If I try hard enough, I can trick myself into believing I’ve caught a glimpse of the single ship on the base of the mountain. A ship I’ve only ever seen in person once.

      When my eyes rest on, what I always assume is, the location of the docks, my chest grows heavy. But shortly after, any yearning for that ship is quickly overpowered by the hardening of my stomach.

      The rapid tapping of an armored boot warns me to step away from the ledge.

      I ignore her again and bend down a little farther. My shimmering hair drapes over the fence. I shake my head, watching the color change. It’s like someone dipped a paintbrush into the night sky and painted my head, complete with the glimmering speckles of starlight. I always gauge how long it’s gotten by hanging over the edge like this. My goal is to have it longer than the fence itself.

      The bed of fog is thicker than normal under me. I reach out, just to run my fingers through it. It isn’t until my foot lightly lifts off the ground that Syvis finally intervenes and pulls me away from the ledge, and into her. Her moonstone armor is cold against my skin as she holds me in place.

      She’s taller than me by a foot, with a face as hard as her armor. Strands of her black hair are escaping the bun on her head. I brush them out of the way before she releases me. “You need to stop doing that,” she orders me.

      I lift my hands up as I say: “I’m only messing with you. I won’t fall. I promise.” I would never actually put myself in danger. It’s all in good fun, right?

      She scowls, shaking her head at me in disbelief, “And what if you did?”

      “At least I’d get to see the ship on my way down.”

      “Nothing about that is funny.” It’s hard for her with the large armor, but she manages to cross her arms. “Why do you care so much about the base of the mountain? There is nothing there.”
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        Faelyri and Syvis

      




  




“You know that’s a lie,” I point toward her, and then toward the floor. “People live down there. Otherwise, we wouldn’t get letters.”

      She sighs, “We never get letters.”

      We don’t get letters now. But we used to…

      She scratches her head, behind her ears. They’re much longer than mine, and pointed downward. “I do not want to argue, despite how much you love to. We need to go.”

      Fine.

      Syvis takes a step out of the way. I take my time walking to my bedroom door, leading the way for my valiant knight to follow.

      Walking through my home is always a calming experience. When it’s silent, the gentle stream of the waterfalls echo through the open hallways. I take the same path almost every day. Over the ivy-covered bridge that connects my wing to the main palace. I always head straight to the entrance, where my brother awaits.

      Tonight, though, I’m veering off from my normal path. I pass portraits of my family (and myself) as I walk, lifting my head to meet their eyes. My father’s is first, with his large crown and soft smile. His pale eyes appear heavy, as if he just woke up from a nap.

      “Your Highness, we should keep walking,” Syvis urges, and I wave my hand at her. I tuck my hair behind one of my long ears as I stand there in silence.

      My mother’s portrait is lovely. She’s surrounded by moonflowers. Any tension in my body has melted away. Hers is the best looking one, for sure. We have the same face, but she wears it better. Maybe it’s the life experience. Her hair is so long, almost to her calves when she stands.

      My brother’s is next, his long hair slicked back behind his face. He isn’t smiling, and his crown is larger than both of our parent’s. This is the only portrait where the subject is holding a weapon.

      He demanded it be repainted when he didn’t like the first outcome. That poor painter…

      Mine is last, and I’m slouching. I try to straighten myself now, but it hurts my back to stand like that for too long. The version of myself in this portrait is gripping my hair so tightly I almost ripped it out of my head. My mother wanted it repainted, but I pleaded not to. The artist already dealt with Vulas, and I really didn’t want to sit there for hours again.

      “My hair got longer,” I state, fixated on my image. In the portrait, it was already to my waist. Now, it’s almost reaching my hips.

      “Well, you have never cut it.”

      Yeah, good point. My mother won’t let me cut it. I stand there for a few seconds, only tearing myself away when Syvis clears her throat.

      We’re almost there anyway. Our shoes echo in the hall, hers being much louder. I let my head fall, watching the enchanted stone under my feet light with every step. The closer we get to our destination the louder the chattering and music becomes. There’s a soft vibration in the walls now.

      I glance up to see my brother standing outside the ballroom door. I beam at him, and he returns a warm, softer smile.

      Vulas stands tall, as always, because why wouldn’t he? He keeps his hand on the hilt of his sword. Next to him is his own guard, Farren. Her eyes are as white as her hair and her expression is always so cold.

      When her gaze lands on me, I shiver.

      She purposely mispronounces my name. Eventually, I gave up on correcting her. ‘It’s not fey, it’s fai’, I would say in annoyance. She would respond with some variation of ‘Well, why is it spelled like that, then?’

      Feylyri would be a pretty name, probably, but it isn’t mine. Your name is important. It’s your identity. It gives everyone their very first impression of you. I suppose that’s why many people choose to name themselves. I didn’t name myself, though, but I’m not angry at the one my mother chose.

      Farren doesn’t have to like me, but she needs to respect me.

      Vulas is a breath of fresh air compared to his awful guard. As sad as this is, he’s the person I spend most of my time with. Should I make other friends? Sure. But how does one even begin to do that? Especially locked in a palace all day.

      It’s incredibly lonely here.

      I open my mouth, on the verge of telling him how happy I am to see him. When he crosses his arms and says: “You’re late.”

      Never mind.

      The tapping of his foot on the ground causes me to grind my teeth. I shake my head. “I live here. I can’t be late.”

      Farren huffs. There’s mockery in her tone, “Is that what you think? I personally—” Then, her brain catches up to her mouth, and she quickly tightens her lips. As if someone has snatched her voice right out of her throat.

      Vulas turns to face her. His eyebrows are pressed down, nostrils flared. There’s a rattle as he grips the hilt of his sword tighter.

      I hold my breath, fidgeting with one of my sleeves. Behind me, Syvis is still as stone. The only sound is the muffled music coming from the door behind him. He doesn’t speak, and Farren shrivels into herself.

      She doesn’t apologize, but I don’t expect her to.

      I only release my breath when Vulas turns back to me and grins. When he smiles, the markings on the sides of his face scrunch. Lightly colored branches that spread over his cheekbones and around his eyebrows. The same as my own.

      “You’re right,” he says through a laugh, “you can’t be late if you live here.”

      The tenseness in the air begins to subside a bit as I ask: “Were you waiting for me?”

      Shaking his head, he says: “Someone else.” He then pokes his head to the side, pointing his gaze beyond me. Or through me, either one. “But I’m happy to see you, as always.”

      As I start to smile at him, heavy guard’s boots march down the lovely hall. I turn my head toward the sound. An armored woman is coming toward us causing an uneasiness to rest in my stomach. I glance at Vulas, then back to the guard.

      I straighten my posture, no matter how uncomfortable it is on my shoulders.

      The guard’s final steps are louder than the others, but she falls into a low bow once in front of us. Of course, it’s mostly directed to my brother. “I have a report—” As she begins to speak, Vulas cuts her off.

      “Lyri,” he turns to me, “go on in. Enjoy your night.”

      My shoulders drop, as do my eyebrows. “Is everything alright?” Why is this guard reporting to Vulas? Can she not find our parents? Did something happen?

      He chuckles, keeping his eyes soft. “I promise you that everything is fine. You know me, would I be this lax if not?”

      I bite my lip. No, he wouldn’t be. But still… “Well, is there anything I can help with?” The words spill out before I can stop them, despite knowing how my question will be answered. But maybe I can help. Maybe I can bring our parents to them.

      “I would never want to bother you with something like this. Please, Lyri, go enjoy the party.”

      Right. Yeah. Run along and play.

      But I want to stay. I should know what’s going on. Vulas is two years my senior, twenty, but even when he was my age he already began preparing to rule. I don’t need to prepare for something like that, so I always get left behind. Left to my uneventful, unexciting, unambitious life.

      “Lyri, it’s alright. Please don’t worry. I’ll be getting our parents myself.”

      I roll my eyes so hard that my head starts to throb. He wins. I’ll leave. I should bow, but I don’t. Instead, I turn on my heels. I dramatically motion with my hand for him to open the door, letting the laughter and music flood the hallway.

      The large room, full of twilight elves, resembles the night sky. Different shades of cool colors and glimmering hair. They’re all so unique, I’ve always found it fascinating.

      We tell children that each citizen of Starview is actually a fallen star dropped off on parent’s doorsteps. Of course, that’s not true (but I believed it for an embarrassingly long time).

      Being a fallen star would be pretty cool, though. Imagine the bragging rights.

      Starview is a small country with only about ten-thousand citizens. Though, I guess small is relative. What I mean is that Starview is small compared to Haelhil (the high elf country) and Farfell (the continent across the sea). However, both are nothing compared to my home. There’s never been a more beautiful city than Starview.

      Ten thousand people can’t fit in the ballroom, but my parents throw parties every week. Everyone comes at least once. They alternate. Except me. I’m here every week.

      As I step in, the door closes behind me.

      The ballroom has two rounded staircases on either side, leading to the second floor of the palace. Even if I wanted to climb them, I wouldn’t make it through the crowd.

      There are no windows, but it’s gleaming with silver and moonstone… everything. That alone brings enough light into the room (including the massive chandelier on the tall ceiling).

      It’s not that I don’t like to party, because I do. It’s just… there’s so many of them. Every week. All the time. The same music, the same food, the same small talk. Wouldn’t you think they would be bored of it by now?

      “Syvis, do you think they have parties at the bottom of the mountain?”

      She groans. “Please stop talking about the mountain.”

      My mouth turns up a bit. “We could go together.” I offer, half-joking. “Don’t you want to see it?”

      “A land full of forest and caves? No. There is no large city, no Elven history and magic. It is incredibly dangerous…”

      “Alright. I get it.” Truthfully, I know I can’t go to the bottom of the mountain. But at least it would be something to do, right? They keep me trapped here because they’re afraid of everything. I don’t want to be afraid.

      I let out a loud sigh that gets drowned out by the music, “Well, what should I do then?” When I cross my arms, the long bell sleeves of my velvet dress fall in front of me, mimicking a shield.

      “Dance?” She suggests, shrugging. It’s adorable when she shrugs. Her armor is so bulky that sometimes she can’t be as dramatic as she probably wants to be.

      “Alone? Embarrassing.” No one asks me to dance. And to be honest, that’s fine. I’m kind of… over the elves here. But unfortunately, I’ll probably end up with one. No other race lives to be six-hundred.

      “I have no other suggestions.”

      That’s alright. This is fine for now. At least everyone else is having a good time. That’s really all that matters. This party isn’t for me, it’s for them. I often wonder if they’re just as lonely as I am. We’re all stuck here forever with no visitors and danger on our doorstep. At least I live in a nice house.

      Syvis leans in, raising her voice over the music, “We should get away from the door.”

      She’s right, so I nod as I do a scan of the room. It’s a quick scan, my eyes not really catching anything of importance at first. Then, my eyes land on the group of elder ladies that I always spend these parties with.

      They’re lingering under a large stone pillar, so I sneak through the crowd to take my place next to them.

      Once there, they greet me in Elven. They try to bow, but I assure them they don’t have to.

      I wouldn’t consider us friends, but I do enjoy their company. They’re all far older than my parents (in their five-hundreds) which means they have great stories to tell about our history. That’s my favorite part about being around them. And to be honest, I think they like having someone that wants to listen.

      I begin to ask them about their days, but I get cut off.

      “Your Highness.”

      My head shoots to my left. Someone is speaking to me. A man. Why? I cock my head to the side. My hand flounders a bit, reaching for Syvis until she catches it with her own.

      “Would you like to dance with me?”

      I take the tiniest step back, away from him, squeezing my guard’s hand tighter. “Why?”

      He stutters. “You smiled at me when you came in, when we made eye contact. So… I thought…”

      I what? No I didn’t. This is the first time I’m seeing his face. Sure, I scanned the room, but I thought my face was neutral enough. I definitely didn’t focus on anyone. Especially whoever he is.

      However, my mother’s voice is ringing in my head. Telling me not to be rude. So, I smile at him. “I’m not a good dancer. But thank you.”

      In Elven, the ladies tell him to move along. One of them makes a shooing motion with her hand while Syvis is still holding mine.

      He takes a step closer to me, opening his mouth to maybe protest. I try to hold my smile. My cheeks are starting to get sore.

      A hand tightly grabs his shoulder.

      Vulas leans into him, “Didn’t they tell you to move along?”

      My fake smile finally falls, and I attempt to rub out the soreness in my cheeks. Vulas taps the man’s back, and the defeated elf disappears into the crowd. Hopefully never to be seen again.

      “One day I may not be around to scare off your suitors.” He jokes.

      “What does that mean?” He’s already off as I ask my question. And I’m alone again. Well, not completely alone. That isn’t fair of me to say.

      Syvis’s steel blue hand finally drops mine.

      “Thank you.” I say to the group.

      I slump against the wall. In my mind there are images of waterfalls and starry nights and rustling leaves on trees. I’ve collected a lot of them over the years and kept them locked in my brain. That’s where I would rather be.

      I do another quick scan of the room. My parents are the center of attention, as usual. Vulas is gone. Whatever he needed to tell them, it clearly didn’t phase them. There’s no reason for me to be here. There’s always next week.

      Pushing myself off the wall, I say goodbye to the group, thanking them again. I make my way through the crowd, shoving people out of my way. If they’re not going to clear a path for me, I’ll push. Finally, I reach the door I came in and slip out.

      As soon as the door closes, the noise from the ballroom becomes muffled. At first glance, this hallway is empty. However, after a few steps forward, my ears catch low whispering.

      I glance at Syvis, my expression asking if she hears it as well. She nods. She’s way too loud when she walks, so I mouth to her to stay here. She shakes her head, protesting, but eventually gives in.

      I’m not stealthy. I’ve never needed to be. But alas, I try my best, tiptoeing with my delicate, dainty shoes. When I make it to where the hallway breaks off to the left, the whispering becomes much more clear.

      It’s Vulas.

      “The miners say the moonstone is gone,” he says. “We need to do what we can to get more, whatever it is. That’s the bottom line.”

      I can’t help myself, because I’m the worst, and I shoot around the corner. “We ran out of moonstone?”

      Moonstone is used for our armor and weapons. We can’t run out of it. I don’t know much of anything, but I do know that wouldn’t be good for our country’s defense. According to everyone around me, Starview is constantly at the risk of being invaded. It could happen at any moment.

      The high elf ruler, Ayduin, holds a nasty grudge against us.

      “Lyri, how long were you eavesdropping?” Vulas demands. He doesn’t wait for me to answer, even though I’ve opened my mouth to speak. Instead, he says; “No. We haven’t run out, and we won’t.”

      “You just said—”

      “You misheard.” His voice is soft now, along with his face. “That’s what happens when you lurk in the shadows, paranoid.”

      I didn’t mishear… right? “Where do you plan to get more?” I keep pushing.

      Vulas’s deep exhale, full of impatience and exhaustion, fills the hallway. He rubs his forehead. “These mountains are huge. We didn’t run out. The miners say the ore is low in one area. There are plenty of other areas to mine, so we’re sending them out farther. Once again, you’re being paranoid.”

      “Oh…” I grip the end of my hair. “Does our mother know?” Shouldn’t she be here at this secret meeting in the dark?

      “She’s aware, and I don’t want to bother her right now. I’m handling it.”

      Our eyes lock. His are a much more vibrant purple than mine are. I’ve always been jealous of that. I’m trying to read them, but I never can.

      “I’m sorry,” I say to him.

      “Apology accepted. I didn’t mean to scare you, but please don’t eavesdrop.”

      “I just want to be included.” I would never want to do Vulas’s job. I would never want to prepare to run a country, or handle everything our mother needs to handle. But I want to do something.

      He embraces me for a moment. His leather armor is rough, painful to be pressed into. However, the hug itself is full of the same comfort I feel when I look at the night sky, and I almost think I’m being ridiculous.

      But then, he pulls away from me and says: “It’s just easier this way.”

      Something has a clasp around my chest. It’s evolving, sinking into my stomach as I study my brother’s face. There’s some kind of invisible crack that only emerges if I stare long enough. Only in situations like this, when he tries to shoo me away.

      It’s always patched up the morning after. When he smiles at me or laughs at my jokes or listens to me play the pan flute terribly. So I always ignore it.

      But right now, the warmth from his embrace has vanished and I just can’t fight the gnawing at me.

      I still force myself to smile. I’m just going to ignore it.

    

  







            THE LUCKY LUNCH

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s the next day, though you’d never be able to tell. The island is covered in a cascading layer of stardust around the towering walls of the city. If the sun is shining bright, we never see it beyond the sea of stars.

      When the ancient rogue elves built this city, they used the terrain to their advantage. The city was set in the mountain. The craftsmanship is seamless. The untrained eye would not be able to discern the crease where the polished stone of the palace meets the natural rock (my eye is incredibly untrained). Spires of varying heights peek out overhead while balconies overlook the spectacular view.

      Today, Vulas and I are having lunch together in a little secluded spot by the palace entrance. In the tiny garden tucked away on the side, where a table is set for us. Over the cliffside, the small stream burbles. The scent of moon flowers surrounds me.

      I hold the ivy-covered gate, resting my chin on it. My eyes follow the dancing water as it trickles down into a foggy abyss. I haven’t bothered bringing up the conversation from the night before. There would be no use continuing it.

      “I wanted to ask you something.” Vulas picks up a spoon, a grin overtaking his face. He shifts the vegetables around in his bowl, searching for something through the liquid.

      It takes me a moment, but I eventually tear my gaze away, forcing my dark eyes off the water. “Hm?”

      He examines the mushroom sitting on his spoon before taking a bite. After swallowing, he says, “Would you want to come with me when I travel to Farfell? I’m going to visit with the human king. I remember how much you liked Nevermore.”

      He scoops another mushroom into his wide spoon.

      Wait, am I actually being included in something? He wants me to go with him?

      "Why are you going to Nevermore?” I cock my head to the side, eyebrows pressed tightly together. That’s a long journey. We’ve only been to Farfell once, about a decade ago. It’s split into territories: the humans, the dwarves, the swamp elves, and the orcs. I’m unsure how even the split actually is, and we’ve only been to the human capitol.

      He holds my gaze. His eyes are full of a rare light, “I’m working on a treaty. I decided it was time to stop secluding ourselves up here in this mountain.”

      He decided? No, I’m sure our mother was the one who decided that. However, he’s not wrong… We really have been isolated for a long time.

      I clear my throat, “I agree with you. But why do we need a treaty for that?” I keep my eyes on him, studying the branches on his face as I wait for a response.

      He’s still grinning as he pours wine into his cup. Under the table, his leg begins to shake, “It’s just a formality. I’d like to have friends.” He chuckles, “Anyway, Nevermore. Will you come?”

      “Is it?” I ask, ignoring his question. My eyes glance only for a moment at the table as it rattles slightly.

      His eyes narrow, “Why are you so curious? You never have any interest in politics.”

      He’s right. I never have an interest in politics, and I still don’t. “If my life is going to change, I’d like to be prepared for it. That’s all.”

      He raises his eyebrows. The small circle markings tracing the tops of them also raise. “As usual, you’re being dramatic. Just like last night.”

      Behind him, Farren chuckles.

      I flare my nostrils, fighting the urge to glare in his guard’s direction. I don’t want to give her the satisfaction.

      “We’ve always been told how dangerous the sea is,” I state. “Is an alliance with people from another continent, who we will never see, worth the trip?”

      I wanted to go down the mountain and admire the sea, not cross it. Sure our last trip was fine, but with the stories we’ve been told about how dangerous it’s becoming, I’m rightfully apprehensive.

      I continue speaking, but lower my voice to a whisper. “Is this because of Haelhil? Are the high elves planning an attack? And that’s why you’re going?”

      “No.” He answers too quickly for my liking. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “Well, they might. Especially if we leave,” I snap back just as fast. Ayduin would probably love nothing more than to get his hands on the two of us.

      Ayduin is the reason we never leave. He’s the reason I’m stuck in the palace all day staring off my balcony down into the darkness. He wants Starview (well, he wants Starview’s magic) and lately he’s been getting more and more aggressive. So now we stay locked away on our boring mountain, shutting out the world.

      Vulas lets out a huge sigh. “Dramatic. You know they can’t get into Starview with our magic protecting it.”

      I slouch farther down into my seat, eyes focused on my lunch instead of on him. I wish my stomach wasn’t in knots.

      I’m getting what I want right now: an escape from my boring life. But why is my body rejecting the idea of it?
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        Starview’s castle

      




  




“I’m sorry. I’ll go,” I say to him.

      I shuffle in my seat before finally beginning to eat my lunch. He’s right in saying that I loved Nevermore, despite barely visiting. It was large and alive. Where Starview was dusk, Nevermore was dawn. Not to mention the castle was larger, and newer, than Starview’s (…that’s not really important, though).

      I shoot Syvis, who has been silent this whole time, a glance. “You’ll come?”

      Syvis silently nods. Of course she will. It was a stupid question. “When are we leaving?” I ask my brother.

      “In a couple days. I already told them you were coming with me. I knew you would want to.” He picks up his bowl, drinking from it. 

      He… what? “Wait, are our parents not coming? We’re going without our mother?”

      He cocks his head. “I don’t need to bring her along.”

      A laugh escapes me, but it’s a nervous one. “Vulas, are you serious?”

      “She trusts me. She doesn’t need to come along.”

      “Wouldn’t the human king find that disrespectful?”

      “To be honest, he might find it disrespectful if she comes.” He continues to hold his bowl in the air, but takes it away from his mouth.

      My head is starting to throb. “She’s the Queen. Why would he be upset if she comes?”

      “The humans don’t do things like that.” He pauses. “Their Queens are more of an accessory.”

      My mouth gapes, letting food hang out of it. He almost gags. “That’s… awful.” I swallow my bite. “Why would you want to form an alliance with someone like that? Someone who would insult our mother and completely disregard her position?”

      “I obviously disagree with their outlook. But this will be my country soon. I need to get a head start on ruling. Starview needs allies.”

      “What?” Allies for what? If he’s so certain Haelhil won’t come for us, why would he need allies?

      “Don’t you wish Starview was bigger?” he asks. “It would be lovely if we could share Farfell with the humans.”

      He wants us to leave?

      I drop my spoon on the table, gripping my temples to steady my rushing head. “Starview is our home.”

      “Starview is small, isolated, a bit pitiful.” He places his bowl back on the table. “I would love Haelhil. But that’s too ambitious, even for me. At least, for now.”

      For now? Is the mountain spinning? It is. The rushing water next to me is making me ill. “What are you even saying?”

      “I want to expand. I want more than this. Wouldn’t you like a larger room?”

      “I like my room.” With a shaking hand, I pick up my spoon again, struggling to use it for its intended purpose.

      Farren speaks, keeping her voice as light as she can (which isn’t very light). “Maybe in Farfell you could find some ambition. There would be much more to do.”

      I lean on my elbow, just to keep myself steady. If I don’t keep one part of myself on the table, I’ll jump up and punch her in the jaw. Isn’t she supposed to be a shadow? She’s terrible at her job.

      Vulas waves his hand. “Lyri doesn’t have to worry about those things. It’s a perk of being royalty.” He leans forward, speaking to me now. “Starview isn’t moving. If you truly want to stay on this island, you can. We are simply expanding.”

      “But…” My shoulders drop. I’m still leaning on my elbow, but now I tap the table with my spoon. “Is there room to expand? I thought all the space was taken.”

      “Of course not. There’s so much empty space. Plenty of area not occupied by the humans.”

      That’s not really what I meant…

      I think back to what I’ve learned about the continent during my studies, trying to remember the way it’s been divided. From what I can piece together from my hazy memory, there’s no empty space.

      “Come on the trip, see how you like Farfell. Spend time with the humans. Then decide. I would prefer not to leave you here alone. I also respect you too much to allow you to be married off, if you have that concern.”

      Well, I didn’t… until he mentioned it. A human would be a pointless match anyway, I’ve learned. They don’t live very long, so what’s the point?

      He continues speaking: “You talk nonstop about how you wish to see the rest of the mountain, why settle for that?”

      I keep my eyes focused on my tapping spoon. “I don’t want to leave my home forever.” Just for like… a week or two. Just down the mountain and back again. “Our parents always tell us how dangerous it is.”

      “With me, you’re safe. I promise. I will never let anything, or anyone, hurt you.”

      “How do you plan to do it?” I ask. “The expanding…”

      “With help.”

      That wasn’t what I was asking, but he won’t give me a real answer anyway. What does expanding even mean? Would all of the elves here leave? There are too many, and what would happen to their jobs? The miners, the school teachers, the florist, the farmers, my sweet elder friends. All of the people who I see every week at my parent’s parties. I wonder how they would feel about this. And the children…

      Would they all come?

      “Are you finishing that?” He stretches his own spoon a bit over my half empty bowl. I shake my head and push it toward him.

      I bite my lip, trying to keep my next question from sounding too eager. It’s the most important one I have. “Will Ashe be there?” I met the human princess over ten years ago, when I was seven. I haven’t spoken to her in a year, after a falling out, but I think about her almost daily.

      Our argument was so petty, and afterwards I sent her an awful letter full of rage and sadness. I can’t blame her for never wanting to speak to me again after that.

      Vulas’s face twists into an expression I recognize too well. The odd, concerned face he makes when he needs to (or tries to) smooth me over.

      My heart immediately begins to race. I clutch the fabric of the table.

      He softly places the bowl down, and a servant begins to clear the table from in front of us. I poke my head around her, trying to keep my eye on my brother. He’s waiting for her to finish before he speaks.

      “Maybe!” He finally says. That’s not what I was expecting. “But are you sure you want to see her after your argument?”

      My heart rate slows. I don’t know… I can’t stop thinking about her, though. “I think so. At least I can apologize.”
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      I need to pack for my long, spontaneous journey. Packing would be the responsible thing. Why would I pack, though, when I can just be distracted instead?

      Kept concealed under my bed is a rectangular wooden box, about a foot wide. It’s the home of a collection of letters and drawings sent to me from Ashe. Reading these letters for the first time are some of my fondest memories. Something about having this connection made me whole.

      Until, of course, I ruined it and ripped out my own heart.

      But before that, we spoke about everything. Not just every aspect of my boring life. I told her about Starview’s history, our deities, our rulers, how we choose who rules. Everything. I doubt there was any other human with as much information about the reclusive twilight elves.

      There was no grand declaration of love… but every letter from her felt like one. There was a silent yearning that lingered on every word. Maybe it was all in my head.

      Syvis shifts in her chair, watching me as I dig through my box of secrets. “This doesn’t look like packing.” 

      “I’m emotionally preparing.” I defend myself. That’s more important than packing. It’s easy to throw a dress in a leather trunk.

      “You should be packing. You can emotionally prepare on the boat ride across the Sea of Ayduin.” I roll my eyes at her tone. She’s probably displeased with me taking this journey. Of course, she’ll never admit it.

      I don’t want to think about the sea. It’s rough, and full of chances to be attacked. Not to mention, last time I was on a ship I got seasick. I spent the entire time sobbing and vomiting in a bucket.

      “Eventually.” I hold up a sketch of my palace. It’s impressive how accurate it is considering the artist had never been. I tried to convince my friend to visit with no success. But I guess my failure wasn’t her fault.

      Starview never had visitors.

      Despite that fact, I begged and begged and begged. I was met with nothing but resistance and reached my breaking point. I don’t know why… I could never put it into words, why her not coming to see me wrecked my life so much. It was all I wanted. I was obsessed with it. All while ignoring how dangerous such a trip would be for her.

      My final letter was scathing and aggrieved. I called my friend a coward which, in hindsight, could have been the reason for never receiving a response. I was selfish. It was so petty.

      …Maybe I should have apologized.

      “What am I going to say to her?” I ask my guard, receiving no answer.

      A trunk has been taken from my closet and now sits open, and empty, in the center of my room. Syvis taps it with her foot. I really can’t focus on packing right now. I’ll do it later. I don’t even know what to bring.

      Vulas is so excited, giddy even. He’s never this excited for anything. He deserves to be excited. He works so hard with almost no reward.

      I’m happy for him.

      “There will be sun.” Syvis says.

      “I can barely remember what the sun is like. It’s warm, right?” It’s soothing, but in a different way than the moons are.

      “I have never seen it.” She admits. Right, I almost forgot about that. I had a different guard ten years ago. Syvis is a bit new to the job.

      She rests her hand on my shoulder, which I cup with my own. I grip her hand tightly. I’m safe with her, and with my brother, but my stomach is still twisting.
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        * * *

      

      Once dawn hit, I’m summoned to the throne room. Vulas is as well, which always makes me less anxious. But I still take my time getting there. I’m finishing packing as Syvis impatiently shifts from one foot to the other.

      The ethereal glow of the palace continues into the throne room. I once again watch the glittering floors light up under every step taken. Two thrones sit at the head of the room. They aren’t necessarily large, but behind them are two crescent moons. The ends of them connect behind the chairs.

      The top pool of a waterfall is in the center of this room. The crest begins a stream that flows to circle around the rest of the palace. When the largest of the three moons is full, her light illuminates the pool and fills the room with a soft tint. As a young girl, I would gaze at the starlit throne in admiration. This was a habit that has not been broken in eighteen years.

      Vulas is of course already there. “You’re late.” He crosses his arms, like always. I brush it off.

      “She’s not.” Our father, Vularis, replies. “You’re always early.” 

      “I can’t be late when not given a time.” I shrug.

      “You need to be punctual.” Vulas scolds all of us. “You’re all far too relaxed. It’s dangerous.” Maybe he’s right, but this is how it’s always been. I don’t know how to be any other way. He takes our relaxation to be negligent, but I just don’t like to be rushed (or woken up).

      He’s going to yell at me when I oversleep in Nevermore.

      Vulas focuses his attention entirely on Narunn, our mother. “If we ran Starview the way Ayduin runs Haelhil, perhaps we would get more done.”

      Both our parents sigh at his remark. What needs to get done? We’re fine… We’ve survived for thousands of years.

      “All of you are content with ignoring the looming threat at our door.” He takes a step forward, toward our mother.

      I open my mouth, but my words come out as a mumble to myself, “Didn’t you tell me not to worry…”

      I’m ignored, and now my leg is shaking.

      In response, our mother also steps forward. She’s shorter than Vulas, but taller than me. “This is not why you were summoned here, Vulas.”

      “Why, then?” he asks. I’m grateful that he does. I certainly don’t want to and maybe it’ll change the subject.

      Our mother holds a marble box in front of us. This box is no stranger to us. Inside is the only item that matters. The weapon bestowed to our people from the deities. The Dreamkiss.

      Vulas’s face softens. The sides of his mouth begin to twist upward.

      The Dreamkiss a small, golden, cylinder object carved with runes. At first glance it isn’t much, but in the right hands it’s lethal. The small object shapeshifts to suit the user’s needs, whatever they may be. Only one twilight elf has the power to wield it at a time. If you can use the item, you rule the country. It’s always been this way, long before any of us were alive.

      But as easily as you can get it, it can be taken away. It has a mind of its own. If it feels you’re no longer fit to rule, you will no longer have access to its power.

      There are some key traits the wielder needs to possess; strength, wisdom, courage, the blood of the two Goddesses.

      However, I personally believe that last one is a lie. Just a rumor spread by the elves to boost the ego of whoever rules.

      I fidget with the ends of my hair as I anticipate what comes next.

      “My rule is up.” Mother drops her chin to her chest, letting her dark eyes linger on the box. She clears her throat. Her long thin fingers turn the metal clasp, opening the marble case.

      Starview’s most prized possession sits in its resting place.

      Vulas stands with his shoulders back. His powerful posture is conflicting with mine, which is much more relaxed. Standing next to him, I’m incredibly small. “It’s time to choose your successor?” he asks. There’s something in his voice, as if his question is only a formality.

      He had to have known. Why else would he bring it up yesterday? I’m happy for him.

      Our mother grins at us. “I guess so. Isn’t that exciting?”

      Not for me. It’s boring. It’s not like my life will change. I’ll still be purposeless. Maybe Vulas will give me a job. That would be nice.

      But now there’s a ringing. A soft… song? It was only for a split second. I grip the side of my head, hoping I’m not going mad.

      Our mother’s grin drops, and she sighs before speaking again, “But there’s more… It’s dying.”

      Dying? What does that mean? How can a weapon die? The hard rock in my stomach is trying to force its way up. I fidget with my hair, with my sleeves, with everything.

      “Lyri,” she says, “Don’t pull your hair.”

      I can’t help it. I try to loosen my grip a bit, though it’s no use.

      “Dying?” Vulas demands.

      The ringing is coming back. It’s in my ears. I hold my head again, covering one of them. My hair is bunched in my fingers now as I press my palm into the side of my head.

      “Lyri, are you okay?” Our father asks with a cocked eyebrow. I nod to him. It’s just my nerves, I think. My nerves are causing me to hear things.
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Our mother sighs deeply. “This was given to us by the Goddesses, and it can be taken away. Before it stopped responding to me, it was crying out for help. Losing life.” She pushes the box closer to Vulas, “Perhaps I’m wrong. Maybe it just needs a new wielder.”

      That’s probably what it is. It just needs a new wielder. That’s Goddess magic, so it can’t run out. If no one can use it, how do we protect ourselves? There’s a barrier around our city, shielding it from threats. It’s the only thing keeping Haelhil out. If this weapon dies, so does our protection. Our home can be taken from us. I don’t want to lose my home.

      It’s louder now, the ringing in my ears.

      Get out of my head. I think to whatever lodged itself in here. This is my head. Get out. It’s no use. It won’t stop.

      With more uncertainty than I expect, Vulas takes the Dreamkiss and holds it forward. He waits patiently for it to react. 

      Nothing happens. How can nothing happen?

      I glance up through the opening in the ceiling. The city is still shrouded in its dark starry sky, meaning our protection hasn’t fallen yet.

      Vulas’s strong posture collapses. I wasn’t aware his shoulders could slouch. There’s a smack as he slaps the item against his palm. Our father, who has been quietly watching, gasps. “Don’t break it!”

      “Well, it’s not working. It must not be time. Or it’s already dead.” Vulas tries to twist the item. It doesn’t open, it won’t. He places the small rod back in the box as he tries (and fails) to hide the fear in his face.

      Our mother’s eyes narrow on Vulas before slightly moving the box to me on her right. My heart is pounding. Dread tugs at me when my eyes linger too long on the object. It’s almost… threatening. I really don’t want to touch it. There’s actually nothing I want less.

      And my ear drums are going to burst from the ringing.

      “No.” I state. “I don’t want to.”

      “What are you talking about?” She slams the box shut and taps her fingers on it.

      “It’s eerie.” My voice cracks. I clear my throat, still gripping my hair. My other hand holds my head. “My head… do you hear music?”

      My family is silent for a moment, exchanging looks with each other. My mother is the one to break the silence, “Lyri, just try. All you have to do is pick it up.”

      She reopens the box.

      My heart pounds even harder.

      Vulas watches in anticipation as I lean away from the object and stretch my arm forward. As I hover my hand over the box, the runes begin to glow the famous powder blue. I hold my breath.

      As I finally pick it up, it starts to vibrate. My hand is shaking. Is it from the vibration or my fear? The ringing changes. Now, it’s pleading. But I could be hallucinating.

      “Unexpected, but a promising outcome,” our father says.

      “Promising for who? She didn’t want it.” Vulas grabs it out of my hand. It becomes lifeless.

      “In your hands it’s just a paperweight,” Mother says as Vulas flares his nostrils. “Lyri was, apparently, chosen by the Gods. It’s funny, I really did think it would be you, Vulas.” She pauses. “I need to cede control to you, there’s so much to do now.”

      I was what? No, thank you. Send it back to them. Keerla and Velle must have a terrible sense of humor if they’ve chosen me. “Cede control? Like… immediately? Like right now? Now, now?”

      “Yes. Now, now,” she repeats to me.

      There’s a voice in my head, but it isn’t my inner monologue. It’s the song. It’s begging for help. I’m trying to listen, but I just can’t make out the words.

      Trying to mask my anxiousness, I mumble, “I don’t even know how it works.”

      I refuse to take the Dreamkiss back. I rub my temples; my head is now throbbing.

      I didn’t expect anyone to answer me, but my mother says, “There’s no user manual. You just kind of… feel it.” That’s not much of an explanation. She snatches it away from Vulas, locking it in the box. She should keep it locked away. It’s terrifying. “What did it say to you?”

      I scratch the back of my head. It didn’t speak to me. There were no words. “It was… a song? But… I don’t know. It was painful.” Haunting is the correct word, actually. It was pleading for something. It really is dying.

      She nods. “That’s what I heard as well. The constant crying. There would be times when it wouldn’t even respond to me. Our previous ruler never experienced that.” Her face is strained, which is what happens when she thinks too hard. “Wow… is this what silence is like?”

      I’m so happy for her that she can hear herself think.

      “Where am I supposed to keep it?” I’m not going to use it, I can’t stand the pain. I don’t want anything in my head except for my own inner voice. I just need to know where I can hide it.

      “On you at all times. Don’t lose it!” Her eyes travel up to the bright ceiling. “You will have an undying bond with this object. It has feelings. Take good care to not be separated from it.”

      I don’t want to have a bond with it. I want it to leave me alone. I can still hear it. Why is it still in my head? “What happens when it dies?”

      “Our country collapses, I guess. Our world crumbles.” My father is the one who answers, so nonchalantly. Does he not even care? Maybe Vulas has a point, we are far too relaxed. “Congratulations. If this item does permanently die, you will be Starview’s last queen.”

      The pounding of my head is getting more and more intense. I might pass out. “What happens then? What happens if everything falls apart?”

      “We flee before Haelhil comes.” Our mother answers me. “We have a plan for it, so there’s no need to worry.”

      I clench my chest. Everything needs to stop right now. This is not what I wished for when I wanted adventure. “Why would you give this to me now? If it’s dying… if we need to leave anyway… Where will we go?”

      “Filarys is a large planet, we have plenty of places to go. It’s not dead yet, we don’t need to worry.” She repeats. “It clearly still has a bit of life left in it, and has chosen you to rule.”

      We don’t need to worry?

      “I don’t understand how this is possible,” Vulas blurts out, shaking. His fists are shut tightly. “I love you, dear sister, but I don’t understand how someone with no interest in politics is fit to rule a country.”

      I’m not offended by his opinion. In fact, I share it. Someone who oftentimes loses track of her conversations and cries over squashed insects will be unable to replace our mother in her role, even if it’s only a short time.

      Here I am, being handed something that he deserved and earned, but didn’t receive. And our parents are completely unconcerned. He’s the only one that’s taking this as seriously as I am. It’s cruel and unfair. Guilt engulfs me. I place my hands over my chest, hoping to stop the rapid tightening. “I’m so sorry, Vulas.” I offer. “There must be a way to fix this…” Fix what, though, I don’t know. Fix the weapon itself? Or fix the fact that he isn’t King? Fix is just the first word that came to mind.

      My words mean nothing to him. He holds up his hand, stopping me from speaking any further. He’s seething with rage.

      The ringing won’t stop.
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      Vulas is trying to mask it, the rage, while I stand here bewildered. I have too many questions and no answers. “I just don’t understand--”

      “You don’t have to understand it. You just have to do it. When you go to Farfell, you can meet them as a ruler.” My mother interrupts me before I finish my thought out loud. She isn't harsh, though. Her voice is as soothing as ever. But unfortunately, to me it’s beginning to sound like white noise. Static around me.

      She hands me the marble box. The weight of it is gnawing at me. When the gnawing becomes too much for me to handle, I blurt out, “I don’t want to.”

      She laughs as if I told a hilarious joke. Is this funny? I don’t think it’s funny, but I’m so glad someone is finding humor in it.

      “I don’t want it. Vulas is right,” I insist, holding out the box to him.

      He doesn't take it from me. Instead, his vibrant eyes narrow as he scrunches his nose in disgust. His expression is full of disappointment. I have always been the disappointing child. And a disappointing sibling. 

      “What am I supposed to do when it stops working?” I cry, “How do I stop it from dying?” I can’t stand its pain. It’ll drive me mad. How long will I even be able to use it?

      “Our alter would fix it,” our mother says. So then, why hasn’t she done it yet? I shake my head in disbelief at her. She answers the question in my mind, “I don’t have the power to fix it. Only Filauria can.”

      Vulas scoffs, and I drown the urge to do the same.

      Filauria, Starview’s first Queen, was the first to ever be blessed with the Dreamkiss, along with other gifts. She was a powerful warrior. She was the only one who could keep the high elves, and specifically Ayduin, in check.

      My mother used to tell me the story every night when I was a child. I loved it. After a confrontation with Ayduin, Filauria took half of the ancient high elves from Haelhil and relocated them to this mountain. Many other elves followed suit and spread throughout Farfell, leaving the high elf island permanently (though that’s not really the point).

      The longer they stayed here, the more they began to change. Evolved to look like starlight.

      I turn my gaze down to my hands for a moment. What would I be like if Filauria never brought half of the High Elves to this gorgeous moon shaped mountainous land? If she never built this castle so close to the moon?

      It was an odd location. I often wonder why she chose it.

      The Dreamkiss chooses the ruler, and eventually Filauria’s time was up. The item had been passed from her to someone else, a man whose name always escapes me (because I never care to remember men’s names). She was feeling angry, jealous, and betrayed. In a hateful fit of blind rage, she stabbed the new King in his heart.

      The country was outraged and branded her a traitor, forcing her off this island after a blood-filled battle.

      ‘I will return when your castle crumbles, and I will wash away the filth with your blood. Remember that. Sing songs about it to your children. Warn them.’

      I would make my mother repeat Filauria’s threat to me in her most dramatic voice. I don’t agree with her methods… but she was kind of cool. She’s someone who built her own future. She gave herself a purpose. I shouldn’t idolize a traitor, but I can’t help it.

      If she was here this object wouldn’t be dying now, that’s for sure. I probably wouldn’t be its last partner. And it wouldn’t be screaming at me to save its life.

      Vulas said that he wanted allies; he should have started with her. Like Ayduin, she’s somehow still alive after all these years (we’ve all heard the rumors about her). But I don’t know how both of them have lived as long as they have.

      “We need to find her.” My voice cracks again. Embarrassing.

      “We’ve tried.” Our father says, “I’ve had people search everywhere. She’s nowhere to be found. We just need to accept this. All empires fall.”

      I fight the stinging in my nose. I don’t know if I can accept it. “What about the rest of them? They’ll all die…”

      “We have a plan to save as many as we can.”

      “That’s not good enough. When did you become a coward?” I close my lips tightly after my outburst. I meant it, but I shouldn’t have said it. My eyes drop. He doesn’t even scold me. He doesn’t say anything. My lip quivers before I blurt out: “Vulas, take it. I don’t want it.”

      “I don’t suppose that matters,” he replies in a strained voice.

      It matters. They can’t just do this to me. I’m not prepared.

      “I know this is frightening, Lyri.” My mother tries her best to ease my panic. “I’ll be here to help you.”

      I ignore her and shake Vulas’ arm, bunching his silk sleeve in my fist. “You deserve to have this.”

      “Apparently, I don’t.” He removes my hand from his arm and smooths out the crinkled fabric. “But neither do you,” he spits.

      I flinch as the words pierce me.

      They’re a funny thing, words. They can either cut you or empower you, like a knife. Right now, I let them slice into my skin. I don’t fight it, because he’s right.

      Our mother wraps her arms around me. It’s warm and familiar. I want to cry, but I don’t. I’ll shed my tears alone, when no one is around. I’ll cry over how fearful I am to rule. And I’ll cry over this new fissure between myself and my only friend.

      This is too real for me. I’m Starview’s spacey, useless princess with an incredible lack of purpose and control.

      My mother starts to sing in our language. It’s an old lullaby I remember from my childhood. The song that would lull me to sleep every night.

      “I had plans. I was already…” Vulas trails off.

      “Maybe Lyri will let you join her counsel.” Our father answers him.

      I might throw up.

      “Please don’t insult me.” Vulas says.  “This country is going to fall apart long before that weapon stops working.”

      Our mother stops singing but keeps her hand on the back of my head. “Have faith in your sister.” She scolds him, which she hasn’t done in a long time.

      I bury my head into her chest as he clears his throat. “What I mean to say is that Lyri has absolutely no idea what she’s doing. That’s the truth. She has a reputation for being…” He trails off, but we all know what he’s going to say.

      “Wonderful?” our father finishes.

      “Sure.” Vulas continues; “The people might be outraged that she was chosen over me. When the weapon stops working, they’ll assume she’s to blame.”

      I shut my eyes tight. This criticism isn’t constructive. At all. Does he really think that I’ll be so hated that our country will riot? …Will I be?

      “But … maybe it isn’t a complete waste,” he says, keeping his eyes on the box.

      “You just said the country will implode on itself!” I cry out. Is he insane?

      He continues in a hushed voice, “I can help you rule. Guide you. I’m okay with that. We can find her, fix this.” He’s trying to convince himself more than me. He places his hand over the sword on his hip. He grips tightly on the hilt, perhaps trying to expel any built-up anger. “It’s ironic how I was always the one prepared for this. It’s such a joke.” His lips press together after he speaks, maybe regretting it. But probably not. He’s holding back something else. 

      “Vulas, enough.” Our mother’s tone is dark.

      I hold my breath. There’s a tightness in my throat that I can’t swallow. Vulas won’t look at me. I wish he would.

      “Would you like to go meet with other rulers and govern Starview?” Vulas asks. He wants to keep going. He usually does.

      “No.”

      “When that barrier falls, do you think you can lead an army to fend off Haelhil?”

      I shake my head, unable to speak.

      He finally turns his head up. He smiles at me with only his mouth. His vibrant eyes show no sign of happiness. “We can play pretend. No one has to know you were chosen. We can pretend it was me. I’ll also take responsibility for the search party to find your childhood hero.” 

      His plan scares me. It scares the Dreamkiss as well. The song in my head has changed from a pained cry to a warning.

      When I look down, I realize the marble box is now under my arm and pressed closely to my pounding chest.

      “I think you should go cool off,” our mother tells him.

      “Wait,” I say with an anxious quickness. I don’t want to agree to this, but maybe it could work. It should be him, anyway. He’s ready to do this. This choice was obviously a mistake.

      Then again, the deities might find it insulting. Vulas doesn’t fear them, but I do. He calls me superstitious. I don’t care. I can’t shake the feeling that this plan would be disastrous.

      Then again…

      My mouth opens, and I almost agree despite my gut telling me no. But then, the singing from the Dreamkiss gets louder.

      At the last second, my mouth says: “I don’t know if that’s the best idea.”

      The song subsides a bit.

      It’s true that I don’t want to deal with making executive decisions, but the alternative is that I sit under a tree all day and waste away while he does it. I don’t want to turn to stone in the same spot, letting ivy and dust cover me.

      And I certainly don’t want to search Farfell for a rogue elf, but I think I have to. I don’t want to lose my home. Starview is boring, but I love these people. I don’t want them to die.

      “Vulas.” Our mother only says his name, but there’s weight behind her tone. Her eyes are tired. “This discussion is downright insane, and we won’t be continuing it.” She turns back to me, “It won’t matter. The Dreamkiss is connected to you. Where you go, it will follow.” 

      I furrow my brow. “What?” 

      “Unless of course, you die.” She shrugs, and her stern tone turns back to her typical, playful one. The Queen of Starview has vanished and my mother has returned. 

      I don’t want to think about the probability of me dying. I don’t want that thought in anyone’s head, with the way this conversation is heading.

      “If she dies, what happens?” Vulas asks with an odd glimmer in his eye. That invisible crack in his face is starting to form again.

      I glance to my parents, wondering if they’ve noticed his expression as well. I know that only I can see the crack, but maybe they caught that flicker of fire in his eyes.

      Our father’s eyes narrow on him. Did he catch it? “Someone else gets chosen. But it might not be you.”

      “We don’t know that for sure.” Vulas’s face darkens in a way that he’s never allowed me to see before this moment. His skin is chipping away as the crack expands.

      What kind of face is underneath there? Is it the same face that smiles at me every day?

      The Dreamkiss is singing to me, so I press the box closer into my chest.

      I’m sweating now. I rub the back of my neck with my free hand, wiping it away. The hairs on my arms are standing up.

      The voice is my head is telling me to leave. “I’m sorry,” I announce to them, “I need to go.” I stumble back a bit, and then quickly make my way out of the room. Syvis trails closely behind me.
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        * * *

      

      The glimmer in Vulas’s eye when he asked about my death, I’ll never forget it. Was I the only one who caught that? I gaze beyond the mountains as my mind drifts.

      “Syvis,” I turn to my silent guard and continue, “was that… odd?” I don’t need to clarify. She clears her throat, coughing into her hand. When she moves a bit, her armor clinks together. She isn’t very subtle, though I suppose she doesn’t have to be.

      “I, uh… yes.” She agrees. Her confirmation is all I need.

      Is it possible for someone to fall into madness instantly, or is it something that needs to build up over time? Has my brother always been mad? He couldn’t have been. Vulas was a perfect child. While I would throw tantrums when I didn’t get my way, he was always civil. 

      I lean a bit too far over my balcony in my paranoid retrospection.

      “Lyri.” That tone. I stand up straight, anticipating being scolded. I sink to the floor with my back against the marble bars. The back of my dress is low, and the marble is cold on my bare skin. I stare down at the glowing, terrifying, thing in my hands. It’s still crying, singing it’s awful song. As painful as the singing is, I have a strong yearning to help it.

      “I can’t let it die,” I say to Syvis. “I don’t know why.”

      “Because you don’t want your home taken from you?”

      I shake my head. “Well, yeah but it’s more than that. I feel kind of bad for it. Can you hear it?”

      “I hear nothing.”

      The last spotting of Filauria was in the Northern part of Farfell, in the ice fields. I overheard some guards talking about it a year ago. Though, it could have been just a rumor. This belongs to her, and that’s why it’s dying. I bet it just wants its original owner back. I just have to find her.

      I don’t turn my head up as I ask, “Syvis, what do you think of my brother?” She won’t give me her true opinion, I don’t expect one.

      “The Prince is a fine young man.” Yes. That’s what she always says.

      I sigh and she grabs my hand, trying to be comforting. Hers are so course. I trace my fingers over the callouses. “Everything will get fixed.” She assures me. Her eyes are kind as she speaks. “You don’t need to think about it right now.”

      Fixed? I’m not so sure. My parents are just content with letting this country crumble. I never thought of them as lazy people, but maybe they are. They think it’ll be too hard, and they won’t even try. I’m disappointed in them. I’m disappointed in everything. Vulas is mad, but at least he cares.

      There’s a different ringing now from my weapon. A comforting one. Then, a question. It’s asking me something. I don’t know how I understand, but it’s asking when we’re leaving to find her.

      “Tomorrow.” I answer it.

      “What is tomorrow?” Syvis asks.

      My head shoots up. “I was talking to the weapon,” I admit. “It talks to me.”

      “That is quite alarming.”

      Yeah, no kidding.

    

  







            THE FALL

          

        

      

    

    
      My worry and paranoia keep me from slipping into dreamland. Throughout the night, I stir awake, finding comfort in the sounds of the also restless night critters. At least I’m not alone.

      I keep instinctively clinging to my new, unwanted, responsibility.

      I wake for the fourth (or fifth?) time to a rustling in my room. Not even bothering to open my eyes, I stay in bed. It’s just a small creature searching for a warm place to spend the night. It has to be. To the displeasure of Syvis, I always keep my inviting balcony door open. So sometimes I get adorable visitors.

      That’s what it is. A small, adorable, visitor.

      But the rustling grows louder and now there are heavy footsteps on the marble floor. Whatever is in my room is drawing closer to my bed. My hands tremble as they grip tightly onto the Dreamkiss, hiding it in my nightgown. I finally open my eyes, sitting up. I prepare to come face to face with my intruder.

      I find no intruder. I only find that my room is a mess.

      Books ripped from their shelves, my small dining table thrown over, the rug pulled up, drawers open and scattered across the floor. My breathing quickens. How did I not hear this?

      “Lyri, are you alright?” 

      I shriek at my brother’s voice, throwing the covers over my head. I pull my limbs tightly into myself. My goal is to become as small as possible.

      “I heard the noise. I came to see if you were alright.” Vulas attempts to console me as I shake under the sheets.

      I fling my blankets forward, sitting back up. “You heard the noise? Did you see who was in my room?”

      His eyes drop. “I didn’t. They must have come in through your balcony.” He points to the open door.

      I crawl off my bed and run to close the door, still keeping my weapon hidden. At least I’ll have surprise on my side. How could he have possibly heard? His room is in a completely different area of the castle. “Do you think they’re gone? Should I call a guard?” My breath is shaky.

      Vulas walks past me to reopen the door, moonlight illuminating his face. He turns his head to each side before stepping forward, checking down into the cliff. “They must have escaped from the way they came.”

      But from where?

      Turning to me, he holds his hand out. I trust Vulas, but I can’t deny the tightness in my chest. I pause before softly taking his hand.

      He pulls me onto the balcony.

      “I’m glad you’re okay.” He smiles with his warm smile, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. After, he pulls me into a deep embrace. His heart is beating quickly. So is mine.

      He rests his chin on the top of my head, as our mother always does when she comforts me, and stares into the darkness of the night. He holds me tighter.

      “You’re hurting me.” I mumble into his chest.

      He doesn’t even acknowledge it. He speaks, but it isn't a response to my statement. “I love this country. All I wanted was to do the right thing for this country.” 

      I pull away. He’s crying now. Has Vulas ever cried before? His face is stone as the tears fall. He steps closer to the edge, leaning over the balcony. His grip is so tight on the bars that his knuckles begin to turn pale. He glances down into the foggy nothingness, just as I always do.

      “What… are you doing?” I chuckle a bit.

      “What do you expect someone would find once they reached the bottom of the cliff? The fog is so thick. It’s impossible to see. But it’s inviting.”

      Is he going to jump? My lip trembles. “Vulas… you’re scaring me.” 

      He doesn’t turn to me. “There’s an emptiness in my chest. I can’t fill it. I can’t block out my intrusive thoughts. But I love you more than anything, you know that right?”

      He is. He’s going to jump. I need to reach for him. I need to pull him back down. However, without turning, he holds his hand out for me to take once more. He steps onto the fence with one foot.

      I use the hand that isn’t hiding my weapon to clutch my tightened chest. I can’t breathe. My voice is panicked, I speak quickly, “What are you doing!?” My screech echoes through the mountain. I can’t let him jump; it isn’t worth it. He’s going to live a long (and I mean long) life. This was just one tiny setback. He has so much more than this stupid little item.

      “I’m going to find her, don’t worry. The humans will help me. Take my hand.” Filauria is the last thing I care about right now. That’s not why I’m worried.

      When he finally meets my gaze, it’s clear how hard he’s actually crying.

      I don’t take his hand. Instead, I grab the fabric on his arm. I need to pull him down. I need to do something. “Vulas…” I hold tightly onto his sleeve. I’m the one crying now, unable to stop it. “This is not the way to--” Before I finish, he pulls me closer. He hugs me again, tighter this time. I’m pressed so close to him that I’m almost suffocating.

      Every part of my body hurts. I’ve never experienced a pain in my chest like this before. As if someone wrapped a thorn vine around my heart and began to pull.

      He leans into my ear. The side of his face is wet.

      “I really hope you land on your back.”

      He hopes I what?

      I’m being tossed over the fence, my fence, with force. Something in my shoulder pops as he uses his whole-body weight to throw me off.

      I grip the cold railing with my free hand, fighting the pain in my shoulder. I can’t lift my other arm. I can’t let him see the weapon. I can’t let him get it. It’s ringing in my head.

      It’s only been seconds and my hand is sliding. I try to pull myself up, but it only worsens the pain.

      The only way I can climb back up there is with both hands, but I can’t risk letting go of my weapon. And even if I did manage to pull myself up, he’s still in there. I can’t fight him off.

      I just have to let go. So, I let my fingers slip.

      And now, I’m plummeting to my death.

      I reach my hand forward, to dig my nails into a rock, any rock, but they scrape and rip and my fall continues.

      My head hits the side of the mountain on my way down. The drop is long, foggy, and empty. There’s nothing around me except the pressure of the air whipping past.

      I reach out one more time, I’m able to finally grip something, one of the larger trees sticking out from the mountain. I press my feet into a small hole in the trunk as I try to gather myself.

      I just got very lucky.

      My feet are bleeding now as the rough wood digs into my skin. How long is this fall? I don’t want to look down. Will I really land on my back?

      And… my hand is slipping again. I don’t have the time to ponder those questions. I dig my nails farther into the branch.
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        Don’t look down

      




  




I grip onto my weapon. I don’t even have to speak. Reading my mind, the Dreamkiss appeases its new master. Light blue glowing starlight creeps from the golden ends, spreading, and creating something.

      A whip. Or a rope? Who cares? It works.

      I can scale the mountain, I can reach the bottom with this. I guess today is going to be the day where I meet the people living down there.

      I just need to hook this to something.

      There’s a portion of protruding stone close enough for me to shimmy to. I tuck the handle of the whip under my chin as I twist the glowing portion around it, tying a knot.

      I use my body weight to pull, making sure its secure, before I begin my descent.

      My bare feet guide me on the cold stone as I tentatively step deeper into the darkness. There are real trees now, not just the small ones growing off the mountains.

      There are areas of the mountain that are wide and flat enough to stand on. I use those times to catch my breath and center myself.

      My home is no longer visible. There’s fog above me and fog below me. I can’t die like this. I can’t die at all. I just need to hold on. I’m strong enough to hold on.

      After some time has passed, I allow myself to glance down. Through the trees, I can see the ground. I’m getting closer. I’m almost there. I can make it.

      I get too confident, and my hands slip off the Dreamkiss. Which, of course, causes it to lose its life. And now, I’m falling again.

      I don’t land gracefully, but I’m alive and mostly unharmed. I’m delaying for too long, but I can’t move. I can’t even process. It couldn’t have been real. It was an accident, right?

      I curl in a ball on the rocky ground, clutching my head, sobbing. My sobs turn into screams. I don’t expect anyone to come to my rescue. The screaming is mostly for release. It’s the only way I regain control.

      I don’t know how long I’ve been lying on the ground, screaming and crying, but it’s been far too long.

      When my screaming stops, the shuffling becomes more and more clear. The same shuffling in my bedroom just moments ago. Did he have someone waiting for me?

      It takes everything I have to push myself onto my knees. I can’t stand, so I don’t even try. The shuffling beyond the trees is louder. My tears have dried, but the hair on my arms is standing. I slip my weapon under my sleeve.

      Someone slithers out from behind the trees. A… high elf? Are the people who live down here high elves?

      She’s well put together; clean, hair tied back, oiled leather armor that’s never been damaged by battle. Not what I was expecting from someone who supposedly lives in a cave.

      “Your screaming is making my head throb.” She places her hand on her forehead, closing her eyes as she rubs.

      Is she serious? I just barely survived the worse experience of my life. “I’m sorry that my screaming is an inconvenience to you.”

      She takes a few steps toward me. When she stops, her head turns to check behind her, only for a short moment.

      “Do you live down here?” It’s the first question that comes to mind, and I can’t stop myself from blurting it out.

      Her face twists in disgust, “The people who live on this island are heretics.”

      That’s rude. I press my free hand deep into the dirt and rock. My shaking legs manage to lift me to my feet. My bare, bloody feet. “Why would you say that?”

      She scoffs, “You followed that awful woman here. You abandoned your rich Elven history.”

      She’s one to talk about abandoning the homeland. We’re a long way from Haelhil. Unless… she’s here for Haelhil. Oh, Gods. Is there going to be an assault?

      My body betrays me by shivering.

      I try to keep my voice as calm as I can when I ask, “Why come here, then?”

      “Work.” She answers, checking behind her again. “I got what I needed and am now returning to Farfell.”

      Something ignites in me. My weapon, hidden under my sleeve, begins to sing.

      I glance back toward the mountain, my eyes traveling up the grey stone. It’s dark, dreadful. It almost appears to be threatening me (but that’s probably my paranoia).

      The more I try to see my home, the larger the pit in my stomach grows. And the louder my weapon sings its song of warning. How long would it take to climb back up the mountain?

      I wonder if Vulas will come look for my body. Will he respect me enough to give me a proper burial?

      If I went back home, would he just try again?

      What would be the point of returning home, when I need to search for Filauria anyway? Why climb the mountain only to descend again? I’m already here, I might as well take advantage of it.

      But it would have been nice to have a friend with me…

      I turn to the woman and ask her, “Will your ship take me to Farfell?”

      She hesitates, but the ends of her mouth turn up. “You want to come to Farfell with me?”

      No. I want to go home. But I can’t. All I do is nod at her.

    

  







            FIRST BLOOD

          

        

      

    

    
      My worst trait is that I’m gullible.

      I should have known that a high elf who insulted my island couldn’t be trusted. I also should have known that she wouldn’t be alone.

      They have me entrapped in a containment spell through Elven magic. The spell manifests in the form of starlight chains spreading to tie my hands and feet. I recognize it, despite the brain fog it causes. As I shuffle in the seat, the chains brand my wrists to burn me as I move. The more I fight, the more scarred I’ll be. I already tried to fight them off and failed. Now, I let my arms hang like dead weight, as to not cause any more damage to myself. 

      It’s been days of this, but at least I’m finally off the boat (and I technically got a free ride).

      I’m not alone and haven’t been throughout this entire journey. Through my blurry vision, I can make out others in chains: bound the way I am. I’m the only twilight elf here. The rest are human or high elves.

      Vulas taught me how to get out of this spell. I don’t need a key for it, I just need to speak.
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Neither myself, nor the other elves have tried to free ourselves yet. I’ve been too seasick to focus.

      I’m finally cognizant enough to make an attempt, but I wait. If I wait until we’re in a more secure location, it’ll be easier to run.

      Besides, I’m far more dazed than I usually am. And I’m emotional. I keep shifting between disbelief, rage, and fear. Vulnerability is the strongest emotion, though, in this large wagon with these strangers.

      Why is this happening? I ruminate.

      I can’t even ask these people for an explanation. When I open my mouth, nothing. My dry throat burns when I try. It takes most of my energy just to swallow.

      The groans of the others around me tug at my heart.

      They must all have the same burns from the chains. Do the other elves know me? It’s doubtful, how would they know me? I never leave my little island.

      Yearning to be freed, I try to focus on the dim glow of light peeking over the hills in the distance. The tiniest amount seeping through the iron bars of the wagon is warm on my face. I have no knowledge of our distance traveled, only that it has been a very long time.

      Things become dark for a moment as we pass through the shadow of a stone archway. It’s a camp. The wagon comes to an abrupt stop and my body slams against the side. I bite my lip to keep myself from crying out in pain.

      One by one, we’re pulled up by our burning shackles and taken off the cart. It’s almost nightfall now. My head is forced down when I try to lift it. All I wanted was to check my surroundings… We shuffle along in a line, but don’t go far, and we’re thrown into a standing prison cage. I’m with the elves, there are three of us in total, and the humans are separate.

      Someone is crying. I don’t blame them, but I can’t bring myself to join. I turn my head to the side and realize; the other elves are all women. I glance to the humans, also all women. 

      That’s a bit alarming.

      I lean forward, peeking my head through the cold bars. This camp is small but there’s a stone wall surrounding us, if you can even call it that. This place might have been an abandoned human stronghold, considering the wall has fallen into disrepair. 

      My head pokes out too far, for too long, and the cage is smacked with a sword. The dinging rings in my ears. I take a step back in and glare at the snickering guard. 

      “Don’t try to escape, pretty little elf. You won’t get far.” 

      The way he calls me pretty makes me want to vomit on his boots. I want to taunt him, to make some comment on how it doesn’t appear he knows how to use his sword, but I hold back the words. They won’t help me.

      He presses his face against the bars. “You’re lucky these are separating us.” 

      No, he’s the lucky one. I can’t attack him, though. For one, I barely know how. And secondly, I’m still trapped in this cage and surrounded by his friends. I doubt any of my fellow prisoners would be willing to help me in a fight.

      I breathe a sigh of relief when he grows bored of me and struts away. The tightness in my chest fades a bit, but doesn’t vanish completely. As I whisper into my shackles, they finally release me from the painful magic.

      I sit down on the floor of the cramped cage next to the crying girl. Rubbing my sore wrists, I ask her: “Where are we?”

      “I don’t know,” she admits through her sobs, “I want to go home.”

      I understand. I also would like to go home, but crying won’t do us any good. In fact, it might excite our captors even more. “Do you know how to remove your binds?” I keep my voice low. Her bloodshot eyes meet mine for a moment. They’re wide, curious, as she shakes her head.

      “Can you speak Elven?”

      She, once again, shakes her head. How can there be a generation of scattered elves that can’t speak Elven? Do they have any knowledge of our older magic and history?

      …That isn’t important at the moment.

      The other one is also curious. She keeps her head down, but her eyes are locked on me. I lean in a bit, whispering over the young girl’s hands. The enchanted starlight bindings release her. Gold cuffs fall to the ground.

      Her sobbing ceases as she rubs her wrists. The burns on them are worse than mine and may never heal.

      She’s a fighter. 

      “Keep quiet, though.” I urge, “We can’t lose the element of surprise, right?” 

      She nods to me. I release the other girl from the spell keeping her bound.

      They want to leave, but I urge them not to. Attempting to fight through a group of armed guards when we’ve been starved for days and unable to defend ourselves would get us all killed. Though I find comfort in the fact that they’re so determined.

      I convince them to stay here and wait for nightfall. I’ve spent enough time with guards to know that they eventually disperse when they retire for the night. And then, we escape. And we will make our escape. 

      I glance around the camp. I need to find my belongings. But most importantly; my weapon. It’s singing to me, so it has to be nearby. The song is louder when I spot a tent with some scattered things along a table inside. Something gold peeks out from under cloth.

      I just need to run fast enough.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Night comes, and I wait. I was right (because I’m always right) and the guards have gone. After the sun has set completely and all light has been snuffed out, someone approaches the cage, a man. Great.

      He doesn’t speak, but fear overcomes me as he unlocks our cage. “Come with me.”

      The other girls in the cage are pressed against the corners, keeping their distance from me and this strange man. They’re not interfering. No one is going to appear and scare him away.

      “Hurry up.” He orders. And then to really drive the point home, he says, “I’ll kill you here if you don’t come with me.”

      He must be joking. “I’m fine here, thank you,” I respond to him.

      From his hip, he draws a knife. He points it toward me. My body stiffens as I hold my breath. My fist clenches the hem of my nightgown tightly. I pull against the fabric, tearing at it.

      My eyes dart to the tent quickly, to the location of the ringing from my weapon, then back to him. “Where?”

      He points back with the knife to another tent, not completely near the one I’m eyeballing, but close enough. I can make it.

      I nod at him and keep my head down as I step out of the cage. He locks it behind me.

      He has the knife pointed at my back as he orders me to walk. However, I walk too slow for his liking, and he shoves me forward. Forward enough that his knife is no longer on my back.

      That’s when I run.

      The muddy ground, as disgusting as it is, is used to my advantage. I slide across it to the table. I run my hands through the collection of objects while the man is charging toward me.

      I’ve got it. It’s here.

      I pick up the Dreamkiss. It’s heavy, and coursing with whatever life it has left. It’s such a nuisance. It ruined my life. But it speaks to me, reassuring me that we’re partners.

      My body is so sore and exhausted and I’ve never been in a fight before, but I can probably figure it out. I have to. An odd vibration fills my hand. The Dreamkiss is glowing a bit. 

      The man grabs my arm, trying to snatch the weapon from me. My bare feet scrape against the mud.

      I’m running on adrenaline alone. I slam the golden hilt into his face. He lets out a grunt, falling back with a bloody nose. 

      My breathing is heavy. My face is flushed. My hands are shaking. The Dreamkiss is alive. It’s speaking to me. It’s calling. They aren’t words, more like hushed sounds and songs guiding my thoughts. There’s a soft, calming ring and the distant chime of a bell. It chimes again before it begins to glow.

      I don’t even need to think. This is pure instinct. I manifest the belly of a pale blue bow around the golden hilt at the center. As the arrow forms, I grip it tightly with my other hand. I was forced to learn archery as a child, while Vulas was taught sword fighting. I was never any good at it, but I pull the starlight arrow back. I steady it, target centered. I really hope it doesn’t stop working.

      I don’t hesitate, I can’t.

      I let go.

      I send the arrow through this ugly man’s head. It was a perfect shot, directly through the center of his forehead. But it definitely wasn’t my shot, it couldn’t have been. His body stands for a few seconds. Blood is dripping from his wound, painting his face as it travels down. When the arrow finally vanishes, he drops to the ground. 

      I struggle to steady my heavy breaths as I pant. My heart is pounding. I’ve never killed before. I doubt Vulas has even killed (though, I suppose he tried).

      The weapon fades from my hand as I stay paralyzed. I can’t even claim that I didn’t mean to do it. I meant it. I acted on instinct with the intent to kill.

      There’s a hurricane forming in my stomach. I cover my mouth. I finally smell the blood pooling on the ground around the man’s head. I can’t contain myself. My insides expel as I start to vomit. The girls in the cage are crying.

      I need to unlock their cage. I can continue to vomit after I free them.

      My hands are shaking as I swipe the key from the dead body and then eventually unlock the cage.

      “Flee.” I order them as I’m on my hands and knees, retching. “But free the humans first.” They shuffle around me, taking the key, and leave me alone in the cage I just opened. I’m sobbing due to the pain in my throat. I sit on my knees and hold onto my stomach.

      I try to pull myself together. I’m really short on time. I’ll have plenty of time to panic once I’m safe. I begin to crawl back to the table, then eventually run. I would love to find an unused change of clothes, but unfortunately there’s no such thing here. I do find something, but they’re not clean.

      I peel my nightgown from my body, out here in the open, before I put on my new outfit.

      The oiled leather half-sleeveless shirt was tight, and a bit hard to get into, but I slip it over my head. I step into the matching shorts that stop before my knees. There’s no belt, so I take some rope from the table. Wasting more minutes that I can spare, I fashion it into a belt with a holster, tying my weapon to my hips. I try a few times to remove and replace it, making sure my invention actually works.

      Long socks slip high over my knees, hiding the blood running down my legs, and then I tie boots on my feet. They’re uncomfortable and a bit ill fitting, but good enough.

      I finally button the neck of the forest green cloak and pull the hood over my head. This needed to be enough to cover my most distinguishable feature: my hair.

      My surroundings are unrecognizable, so trying to figure out where to go is going to be a problem. This abandoned stronghold is barely concealed. I’m surrounded by flat, open plains. But there’s a city in the distance.

      If it’s Nevermore, Vulas could be there right now saving face. Perhaps he’s telling them about how I threw myself off my balcony because the pressure was too much for me. Or, perhaps he’s forming his plan to expand our country.

      If that’s true, I’ll be furious. I’m furious anyway, actually.

      Was his plan really to kill me so he can have the Dreamkiss? It’s not a very good, or well thought out, plan. Everyone would turn on him, right? They would exile him… I hope.

      I know that he has to be searching for me. When he realized the Dreamkiss wasn’t in my room, he must have been enraged.

      I have no idea what I’ll do when he finds me, if he even has the temerity to show his face. I’d like to say that I’ll smack him, but the reality is I may just cry.

      At least I have plenty of time to figure it out.

      My anger fuels my run as I take off toward the tiniest vision of what could either be safety or my brother in the distance.

    

  







            WELCOME TO GRIMEHOLD

          

        

      

    

    
      I keep track of the time by using the moon as I walk alone on the dirt path. I should have followed the other girls, but I wanted to head toward this large city. Someone in that city might know where Filauria is. I’m sure there are rumors about a twilight elf wandering around, right? She’s more important than Vulas.

      My sprinting eventually turns into a light jog, then a brisk stride, and lastly evolves into a slow walk. I can't remember the last time I traveled this far on foot, if ever. My feet are starting to bruise and become blistered. I fight the pain.

      “This really sucks.” I mumble.

      My weapon answers me in an encouraging song.

      “I wish I could be carried like you.” I say back to it.

      The more tired I grow, the more I keep tripping over myself. The weather is hotter than I could have ever imagined was possible. The blood that ran from my cut knees has now dried down my legs. My sweat causes my long hair to stick to my face under the heavy cloak.

      I’m considering cutting it off completely, but my mother would kill me. And I really can’t have more than one family member try to kill me.

      I haven’t needed to hide, at least. The people of Farfell don’t come out at night, I suppose. However, now the sun is rising. I pause for a moment as the orange light creeps along the path.

      I make the mistake of trying to gaze head on at the sun itself, then recoil at the stinging in my eyes. Without thinking, I immediately try again.

      Now my eyes hurt even more.

      I restrain myself from trying for a third time. Instead, I close my eyes and give myself only a few seconds to linger in the light for the first time in ten years. I just can’t believe it’s actually real. The sun is lucky: it’s uncaged and warm.

      Eventually, following the barren path brings me to an arrow sign pointing left. Something is written in faded letters on the wood:

      
        
        “Grimehold”

      

      

      The name makes me apprehensive, but still, I trek on. The sun is almost at its peak now. If I don’t find a place to rest, I’ll pass out here.

      The dirt path turns to broken cobblestone as I cross a bridge and a small stream. A few feet further are the colossal stone gates of Grimehold. They’re shut tight and the city is surrounded by an unwelcoming wall. I’m not even sure if I can go inside. 

      I’m limping now due to the pain in my feet as I approach the entrance. Neither of the guards at the gate even acknowledge me, but the gate begins to open, letting me into the dingey city.

      The city of Grimehold is just as one would expect: grimy. The dilapidated buildings are almost as tall as the timeworn, stone wall surrounding the city. They block out most of the sunlight, keeping the trash covered streets dark. The gates open to a narrow, main road. 

      And all I can smell is rotting meat.

      The stone path under my feet has been messily laid, and parts of it are completely missing. Some of the buildings around me have crumbling roofs, and some have broken glass for windows. 

      The rest of the city doesn’t smell any better than the entrance. As I walk deeper in, the rotting meat is replaced by sewage and sweat. I try to hide my disgust as I follow the long, descending, street to the town center. It’s quieter than I expect, for a city this large. I assumed it would be livelier.

      There are plenty of guards though. There are more guards than regular civilians. I keep my head down as I pass them, relieved at how empty it is. Less people to notice me.

      In the open town center is the statue of a woman atop a mountain of bodies. Her stone foot is crushing the head of someone whose face has faded away over time. There’s a plaque on the foundation of the large statue:

      
        
        Baroness Edie

        Savior of Grimehold

      

      

      I’ve never heard of this Baroness, though I have also never been to this awful city. Taking my eyes off the massive work of art, I examine the rest of the square. The row of severed heads on pikes is impossible to ignore. Both elves and humans. They line the wall behind the statue. I count at least ten, some appear older and rottener than others. Death wasn’t the end of their suffering, as the elements were not kind to them either. They all have open eyes except one; a man who has no eyes at all.

      There’s a pit in my stomach. I don’t know much about other race’s cultures, but this is not the way to respect their dead.

      I’ve never entered a city this dark, in every sense of the word. This is nothing like Nevermore. My brother wouldn’t be in this city, and neither would Filauria (I assume she has too much class for that). I need to make sure that I don’t linger here.

      I do, however, need to find a lead, any lead. Some direction to go. Some rumor to follow about the elusive elf.

      I pull my vision from the haunting scene to focus on the stalls being run by people who are unaffected by the severed heads. There are only three, and none have customers. 

      Originally, I wanted a meal (and a bed, of course), but I’m not sure if I can stomach it after that sight. And the smell. 

      The signs on the buildings are confusing, so I search for help. I approach the closest stall to me; a fruit stand. The haggard old woman greets me with contempt.

      “Hello.” I bow, trying to be as polite as possible. “If you don’t mind, I could use some help.”

      She doesn’t do much but stare. She squints her eyes a bit at me. “Moon elf?” she asks.

      “Twilight.” I correct her. Though, I suppose she’s on the right track.

      “The one they want?” she asks, “With the bounty?”

      Uh, what?

      She points with a shaky, wrinkled, finger to her left. However, she’s not pointing to a building. She’s pointing to a sign. I let out a nervous chuckle, brows furrowing at the poorly drawn picture. As I reach for it, a man uses that opportunity to tightly grip my arm.

      I try to fight him, punching him in his nose. However, the punch hurts me more than it hurts him and he never drops my arm. I should have never come to this dirty city. Lesson learned.

      I take too long forming some kind of weapon with the Dreamkiss, and he returns the favor. Once his fist collides with my face I scream, stumbling back into the cobblestone road. He reaches for my weapon and we tug it back and forth for a second or two.

      His armored boot presses down into my stomach, crushing me until I let go.

      He grabs me by the leg, dragging me like a doll. The rough street is scraping me, but I don’t have the energy to fight any longer.

      Farfell is awful.
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Where is he taking me? Hopefully not his home. The largest building in this city is getting closer to us. My gaze shifts between that and the sky. Watching the sky brings me a bit of peace, even if I’m close to death. Is there an afterlife? Vulas says there isn’t one. I hope he’s wrong.

      I shouldn’t have called my father a coward. I understand his fear now. Haelhil isn’t the only dangerous place in this world.

      I would have liked to apologize to him. And I would have liked to apologize to Ashe. Maybe if I agreed to go along with Vulas’s plan of make-believe, I wouldn’t be here right now. This is all my fault. I did this to myself.

      I hope the starry barricade is still intact, even with the Dreamkiss so far from my home. At least I can take comfort in the thought that my own city is safe.

      I’m pulled to my feet, finally. I want to drink in this moment of gratitude of no longer being on the ground, but it’s short lived.

      He pushes me down a few steps and up against an old wooden door. Behind it, the stairs go even further down opening to a row of cells that form a horizontal line in front of me. There are no windows in this place.

      This is a jail.

      As the rusty metal cell door creaks, my heart throbs. The man gripping my arm forcibly tosses me into the dirty cell. I roll on the ground and into the back wall. I groan as I pull my aching body up, back pressed against the wall. I’m tired of being in jail cells.

      “The Baroness will come for you, traitor.” The guard spits at me, shaking the Dreamkiss in front of the bars, “So just wait quietly.”

      I keep my eyes on it. Once again, I’ve failed it. I’m continually proving to the Goddesses that I’m not fit for… anything.

      Also, traitor?

      As if trying to kill me wasn’t enough, now Vulas is hiring untalented artists to draw pictures of me on bounty signs with ridiculous accusations.

      I need to find out how long this accusation has been circling around. The trip across the sea was long, so perhaps my former kidnappers had no idea. Maybe they were actually doing me a favor. When I was with them, Vulas couldn’t find me.

      He must have been shocked when my body wasn’t at the foot of the mountain.

      I let my head fall, glancing to my hip where my weapon is no longer strapped to me. I need to get it back. It’s calling for me from somewhere in this room. I can never lose it again.

      “Hey, Princess.”

      My head shoots to my left. There’s someone else in here with me, a human. Most of his face is obstructed by his shaggy, wolf-cut silver hair, but his smirking mouth is visible.

      I scoot further away, hoping to allow for more distance between us. Why would they put us in the same cell? There are other empty ones in here. Do they want us to fight? They’re going to be terribly disappointed if that’s the case.

      He brushes his hair away, revealing more of his handsome face. I can’t take my eyes off him, but not because he’s gorgeous. Because he’s familiar. I’ve seen that face before. I know him, from somewhere, and he clearly knows me.

      But I just can’t remember.

      I don’t answer him. I swear the room has stopped, all noise around me has vanished. The world is no longer lively and bright. It’s frozen. Only my own thoughts and the pounding of my head remain.

      Is this my life now? Dusty prison cells and untrustworthy creeps?

      “Faelyri, right? What’d you do?” It rattles me a bit to hear him say my name and I try not to show it. When I refuse to entertain his curiosity, he scoffs, “Entitled as ever.”
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I become enveloped in anger, I can’t help it, “You think you know me?” My voice raises too much, and one of the guards scolds me.

      “I absolutely know you,” he answers in a much lower tone, “What’s wrong, foggy memory?” His deep voice is raspy. Have they been giving him water? Are they going to starve me?

      I wrap my arms around my knees, trying to fight the sensation of vulnerability. He has to be lying. I’ve never come to this city. I’ve barely come to Farfell. “How do you know who I am?”

      He points to his face. “Your markings.”

      My fingers graze my face. I stare at him instead of answering. He doesn’t appear to be beaten up, unlike me. He must not have put up a fight when they brought him in here.

      I pull myself together tighter, turning my head away from him, “I’m not a criminal.”

      “Apparently, you are.” He shifts a bit, maybe leaning forward. “How the hell did you end up in here?”

      “How did you end up in here?” I childishly repeat back.

      “I’m a thief. They caught me off guard,” he admits, so casually.

      “You don’t seem upset about it.”

      He chuckles, “They can’t keep me in here.” He’s amused, I can’t imagine why. As far as I can tell, he’s unarmed. And we’re trapped behind thick metal bars. Not to mention there are two guards in here.

      This is clearly someone who is incapable of critical thinking.

      “What are you waiting for, then?” I demand.

      “Great question.” He fiddles a bit with one of his gloves. “So, going to tell me why you’re here or not? I’d rather not leave you in this cell.”

      I turn my head back to him. “Why would you leave me here?”

      “Can’t have a dangerous murderer loose on the streets, can we? However, if you’re not a murderer, I’ll be happy to let you out.” He pulls something from inside his glove. A long, thin, metal object. A lockpick.

      I’ve got to give him some kind of answer, even if it isn’t a complete or real one. I swallow my pride, keeping my eyes focused on the lockpick in his hands. I only care about my freedom. “I’m also a thief.”

      “Not good enough.”

      I start to grind my teeth. I am a thief, as far as my brother is concerned. I suppose that’s all that matters. “Go check the belongings they took from me. You’ll find what I stole.”

      His eyes narrow on me as the beginnings of a smile starts to form. It fills me with something… nostalgia? As if I’ve experienced him smiling at me a million times. “You good at fighting?”

      No, I’m not, but I nod to him instead of being honest. I’ll fight if I need to.

      He’s crouching now, blending in with the shadows on the floor. The room is so silent I find myself holding my breath. His back is to me, and his long arm reaches out through the bars of the cage. In the silence, there’s a click.

      He keeps his hand on the metal gate. It doesn’t make a sound as he slips from the slight opening. There’s no rusty scraping of the metal. Only stillness.

      I’m about to pull myself up, but he holds his hand to tell me to stop. If he leaves me in here, I’ll kill him.

      The way he crawls is somehow simultaneously eerie and graceful, like a spider. This is his art. He’s a master at it, and I just realized that I forgot to get his name.

      I swallow the lump in my throat as he reaches up to pull a knife off the hip of the unsuspecting guard with his back turned to us. He twirls it a bit in his fingers.

      I shouldn’t watch, but I can’t turn away. I’m fascinated. Once he stands to his feet, he slices the neck of the guard. The crashing of his armor echoes through the silent room as the body drops.

      The other immediately gets ready to avenge his partner, but my cellmate doesn’t appear to be concerned. In fact, it’s the opposite.

      My eyes are locked on him. I should be getting up to help, or run, but I’m frozen. He’s holding his stolen knife and crouches a bit before blowing a strand of hair out of his face, “What a rush.”

      He’s insane.

      The sound of their weapons colliding together sends a jolt of energy to me, and I jump to my feet. I swing the cell door open. It makes significantly more noise than when he did it. By the time I even get close to them, the second guard is dead.

      That marks three people dead because of me. Though, I suppose these two would have been killed by my cellmate anyway whether or not I was around to witness it. I still can’t help but feel responsible.

      “You were incredibly unhelpful,” he says, pulling me out of my guilt-ridden trance.

      “I didn’t have a weapon. They took everything from me,” I defend. What was I supposed to do? Fling my arms around and hope for the best? “Where is my weapon, anyway?” I ask, not expecting him to know the answer.

      “There’ll be a box somewhere.”

      I listen for the guiding call of my metal partner. It’s in a secluded corner of the room, hidden in the darkness. Before I can dig through the contents of the box, he pushes me out of the way. “My stuff is more important,” he says.

      “Trust me. It truly isn’t,” I snap back. He has no way to know how important my belongings are, so I suppose I don’t blame him for his ignorance. I shove him back, or try to, but he fights. He’s pressed up against me as we both try to reach into the case.

      I see the Dreamkiss at the bottom, but he grabs it before I can. He examines it, potentially trying to read the runes carved into the side

      “Give it to me,” I demand.

      He shakes it a bit. “Is this what you stole?”

      “It’s mine,” is all I say, taking it from him.

      His eyes keep me frozen in place. They’re almost grey, with a tint of green. He holds his balance by keeping one palm on the ground. “Why are you here? In Grimehold, of all places? Alone?”

      “I escaped a camp,” I say, “It was near here. I killed my captor and I’m searching for someone else.” I emphasized the ‘killed’ part, just to seem threatening.

      He smirks, pushing himself off the chest and straps his daggers to his hips, along with a knife to his thigh. "You don’t seem like a killer.”

      That’s what the human probably thought, as well. And that’s what Vulas thinks. But I can be.

      As I also stand, my eyes travel down his lean body. He’s in all black leather, but that’s not surprising. The vest over his tunic fits awkwardly around the center of his torso, as if it’s a bit loose. When he notices my eyes are lingering, he adjusts it and shuffles from one foot to the other.

      “Thank you for getting me out of here,” I finally say. He doesn’t respond. Instead, he ties his hair up in a low pony-tail and begins to walk toward the exit. I’m almost too proud to ask, but I call after him, “Have you seen a twilight elf recently?”

      “Tourists don’t spend a lot of time here.” He turns his head to the side. “Your best bet is to go to the Capitol, North, and ask someone there.”

      At least that’s something. I can work with that. “How North? Do you mean Nevermore?”

      “Far North. And yes… Nevermore.” He almost growls the word, having trouble saying it. It seems to wound him.

      “She’s not really a tourist, though.” As I speak, the door creaks open. Someone is here. My stomach clenches itself so tightly that it aches. I might vomit here, on this awful human’s shoes, out of fear.

      I keep my head up, vision fixed on the door, waiting. In my hands, the Dreamkiss vibrates and comes alive. It turns into my bow. I ready it, aiming toward the door. My arm shakes a bit due to exhaustion. “Just stay with me a bit longer.” I whisper to it.

      He shoots me a glance. “Drop your weapon. It’s my friend.”

      I lower the bow, but keep my starlight arrow loaded. His friend doesn’t mean my friend. My chest gets tighter with every creak on the stairs. Whoever it is, their footsteps are incredibly heavy.

      “You’re late,” he calls to whoever is descending. “I had to break myself out.”

      Emerging from the dark stairs is a massive orc. He would be impossible to miss, with his pale green skin and large tusks jutting upward from his lower jaw. “I had nothing but faith in you.” His tone is dripping with sarcasm. His voice is deep and smooth, like velvet.

      “Sure. But I really would have loved the help.” There’s annoyance in the human’s words, but it doesn’t seem genuine.

      An orc? In a human city? I was under the impression that only elves lived in the human territory. I let my arrow vanish as I interrupt their unimportant conversation with my question for the orc. “Are you from Dazzoran?”

      He furrows his brow when his eyes peel up from his book and land on me, a long braided mohawk is hanging over his shoulder. “A twilight elf. That’s new.” He sighs. “Yes. I’m from Dazzoran.”

      “He definitely hasn’t seen your precious friend either, don’t bother.” The human is fiddling with one of his gloves, maybe adjusting the lockpick he slipped back inside it.

      “What’s a twilight elf doing here?” the orc asks, turning a page. “You’re farther from home than I am.”

      I laugh. “My brother tossed me from my bedroom balcony.” I couldn’t stop it from coming out, nor do I really care.

      The human’s mouth gapes a bit. He lets out a nervous chuckle but doesn’t look at me. “What? No he didn’t.” When I don’t respond, his eyes move up to meet mine. He repeats, “He… what? Why would he do that?”

      “He was having a bad day.” I won’t say the real reason out loud. I can’t even think about the way the tiny object I’m gripping so tightly ruined my relationship with my brother.

      The orc rubs his forehead. “Why would you want to find him, then?”

      The human points at him, as if he made a good point. He didn’t. “I’m not looking for my brother.”

      I do wonder about my family, though. I’m sure my parents, and Syvis, are worried about me. They wouldn’t believe I’m a traitor, Vulas knows that, but they might believe that I’m dead. I need to hurry and find Filauria so I can return home.

      “Why did he throw you from a balcony?” the human asks again, far more stern this time. “The guard called you a traitor. What crime did you actually commit to get yourself locked up here?”

      Why did he do it? Because he thinks the world revolves around him. What crime did I commit? Trusting too easily. I’m not going to reveal myself, or the Dreamkiss, to this human. So I don’t answer.

      “Well, how much is the reward?” he asks.

      “Excuse me?”

      “The bounty on your head,” he clarifies. “How much is the reward for bringing you home? I wasn’t going to ask, but now I’m curious.”

      Unsuccessfully hiding the fear in my voice, I ask, “Are you a bounty hunter?”

      “I could be, if the price is right. It must be pretty big if a King wants you dead.”

      King? Hilarious. I load my bow again, aiming it at his head. He’s standing close to me, so I definitely won’t miss the shot. His laugh makes me want to release the arrow. “I thought you were a thief.”

      “I am.” He smirks and nods toward my weapon. “I bet I could sell that pretty magic weapon.”

      I don’t even notice it being flung from my hand. By the time I’m able to react, he’s holding it. “Don’t try to shoot me, Princess. It won’t work.” He grips it tighter. “Anyway, how much is the reward?”

      How did I not see him reach forward?

      “I don’t know,” I answer.

      “Guess we can find out, then.”

      “We?” the orc asks, turning another page.

      “She won’t make it alone,” the human says nonchalantly. “So, I think I would like to cash in her bounty. Better we do it than someone undeserving.”

      “You must be out of your mind.” I say this, but I’m full of fear. I try to take the Dreamkiss from him, but his grip on it is tight. He tugs it back, pulling me closer to him.

      “Enough,” the orc orders, and his human friend releases the grip he has on my weapon, causing me to stumble back. “Zemm,” he finally introduces himself.

      I look back at the old jail cell and grind my teeth. “I’m not going home. Sorry to disappoint you.”

      I was never taught how to survive outside of my sheltered castle walls, but I’m going to learn.

      The human laughs. It gnaws at me, reminding me of something from years ago. Images of a garden flash through my head. Did I meet him in a garden? He says: “Where are you spending the night? Do you have a map? Are there wanted signs for you?” I can barely process any of his questions. He continues: “This town is full of scum who would sell you out as soon as they saw you. You’re probably safer with us.”

      How could I be safer with people who only see coin when they look at me? But… he got me out of that cell. And killed those guards.

      And I won’t make it alone. I know that. “How do I know you won’t sell me out to the highest bidder before we get there?” I ask.

      “You don’t. At the end of the day, I’m getting paid.” The human answers with more honesty than I care for. “Either way, you’re coming with me. Maybe if you offer more than your bounty, I’ll keep you safe instead.”

      Zemm sighs, closing his book before tucking it away into his bag.

      The adrenaline is finally leaving my body. Exhaustion is setting in. I don’t know how much longer my legs can hold me up. “My name is Faelyri.” I’m mostly introducing myself to Zemm. Since, apparently, this human knows me. “My friends call me Lyri. My enemies mispronounce my name.”

      My eyes lock with the human’s. “What’s your name?”

      “Clem.” When he says it, he narrows his eyes at me, seemingly waiting for me to respond. I don’t have a response, though. I can’t remember him.

    

  







            THE SEWER SOCIETY

          

        

      

    

    
      “Let’s get on with it. We definitely can’t stay here and we have a long way to go,” Clem says.

      “I can’t walk quickly,” I say. “I’m sorry.” My legs have been burning the entire time we’ve been standing here. I’m dreading the walk up the stairs.

      Zemm lets out a frustrated breath. I try not to let the guilt overtake me. I understand why we can’t stay in the jail, but I haven’t even had time to rest.

      “Right.” Clem is just as annoyed. “Just a bit further, though.”

      He takes his time opening the door, checking the outside before giving us the okay to follow out. As we travel up the main road, I keep my head down to avoid making eye contact with the severed heads. 

      I unintentionally fall a distance behind. I’m hobbling and struggling to keep up with the stinging pain in my feet.

      As Clem leads the way, I try to remember him. My eyes are glued to the back of his head. When I was in Nevermore, I spent a lot of time outside the castle. There was an overcrowded festival that lasted two days, and people from all races were there.

      I met a lot of children in those two days, and he appears to be my age. Well, for now anyway… Humans and elves reach our peak at the same time, but afterwards our aging is significantly slower. So he has to be about eighteen or nineteen. He must have been one of the children I met at the festival when I was with Ashe.

      Ashe…

      “Hey!” I call out to them. Neither stop, but Zemm turns back to me. “Do you know anything about the princess?”

      I try to jog forward to catch up with no success. My legs have turned into melted jam. There may not be any solid bones still in them. 

      “Which princess?” Zemm asks, finally coming to a halt.

      I stop walking as well, my legs are incredibly grateful. “Ashe Belmere.”

      He cocks his head to the side. “Why do you care about human royalty?”

      “She’s my… was my friend.” I suppose ‘friend’ is a bit of a stretch at this point. “Is she still in Nevermore?” Maybe I can find her as well. I can apologize, and perhaps gain another ally.

      Clem flares his nostrils at me. “Didn’t she die?” He responds to my question with one of his own. “At least, that’s the story we heard.” He points to Zemm, who nods.

      A short breath escapes me. I grasp my chest before I shake my head. “No. She didn’t die. I would have heard if she died.” Vulas would have told me. He would have found out when he reached out to the human King. He would have never asked me to come to Nevermore if she was dead.

      These people are liars.

      “How would you have heard?” Zemm asks.

      I stutter. “My brother would have told me.”

      “Before or after he tossed you off a cliff?” Clem asks.

      Before, obviously. All I can ask is: “How?”

      “I think it was bandits.” Zemm answers, “She left the castle alone and ran into them.”

      “They found her body mangled on the side of the road.” Clem finishes the story, “Gruesome thing. It’s kind of a shame. She was gorgeous.”

      I scrunch my nose at him. I’m not shocked at his disrespect, just disgusted. “When did it happen?”

      “A year ago.” He almost smirks. If he thinks this is funny, he’s wrong. He’s so gross.

      I drop my head, letting my hair escape my hood. A year ago? Is it my fault? Did she leave because of my letter? She must have been coming to see me. But why would she go by herself?

      The tightness in my body doesn’t stop at my chest. It crawls into my stomach and my back and my head. It spreads everywhere.

      My oldest and dearest friend was brutally murdered because I’m an entitled, petty, child. I’m no better than my brother. I cover my face with my hands.

      Clem lifts up my hood with one of his fingers. His tone drenched in mockery. “What’s wrong, Princess?”

      I smack his hand away. “Don’t ever touch my hood.”

      He responds by gripping the fabric again and pulling it down in front of my face. Then, he turns and walks forward.

      I keep my face buried. When I continue my own walk, Zemm asks: “You alright?”

      “Are you lying?” I ask him with a strained voice.

      “No.”

      Then I’m not alright. But bad things come in threes. My three things have already happened: I was given this weapon, my brother tried to kill me, Ashe is dead. Nothing else can happen. That’s it. The only place I can go is up.

      I peek out under my hood. We’ve passed the city’s inn, which is where I assumed we were staying. “Where are we going?”

      “We have friends in town.” Clem waves his hand. “Try and keep up.”

      We turn right into a narrow alley off the main road. It's a dead end, but we go left at the large wall halting us from continuing straight. This next path between two buildings is so thin that Zemm struggles to squeeze through. We turn right again, and then left one more time. I’m incredibly confused. They’re bringing me in a circle through this maze of a city.

      We step out from the alley into another long road, leading to a graveyard. Maybe they’re going to bury me alive.

      Up the old broken path through the cemetery, and toward the back is an old wooden door built into the ground. It’s hidden behind the only tree here. The rusty hinges squeak as Clem lifts it. With force, he flings it open and dust scatters. He coughs into his arm.

      “Are you taking me to a crypt?” I ask.

      “Worse.” He peers down into the darkness before tossing a smile my way. 

      Zemm is the first to descend into the darkness. 

      I’m nervous. I don’t want to go down into a cellar. Why we can’t just stay up here at the inn that we, literally, just passed? I lean over the opening on the ground and hesitate. A chill runs up my spine when I realize the bottom isn’t visible. I’m overwhelmed with the reminder of trees and whipping wind. I glance down at my broken, formally bloody, nails.

      Clem is impatiently waiting for me to climb down. “We don’t have all night.”

      I bite my lip before asking, “I know… I just… What’s down there?”

      “You’ll see when you get there.” 

      My entire body is shaking as I unwillingly begin my descent. The old ladder creaks under my feet. Please don’t snap under my weight. I beg it in my mind.

      If Zemm made it safely then I should be alright, right? The opening slams shut before I reach the bottom. Any bit of light has now been extinguished.

      Luckily, once I’m on the ground, my eyes are able to focus. Water is flowing underneath me. We’re in a sewer. 

      “Lead the way,” Clem says to me after taking his last few steps off the ladder. “I’ll direct you, but you’ve got the best eyes here.”

      “What?”

      “Come on.” He nudges me forward. 

      I reluctantly take the lead and guide them through the dark sewer. My boots splash in the water. I’m careful as I walk, but they aren’t. When they take their heavy steps, the water splashes up onto my socks.

      “First left,” he says to me. I search for the turn. Typically, I would use my fingers as an additional guide for myself. But I am absolutely not touching these disgusting walls.

      I pause for a moment. Something is there, under me. Rats. They scurry passed us… I think one ran over my boot.

      I could cry.

      “Now where?” I ask them.

      “Third right,” Zemm answers. “There’s a door.”

      “Okay, but can you walk softer? You’re getting water on me,” I demand. There’s a sigh in the darkness behind me.

      I locate the door pretty easily and force Clem to unlatch it, so I don’t have to. It reveals a stairway. I once again lead them down. 

      This new area is a short hallway with crates lining the sides. The only light comes from the two sconces straight ahead of us. Luckily the ground is dry in here.

      There’s another wooden door at the end, older, moldier, cracked. It’s clear this has been here for a long time. Clem pushes it open, letting me in first. 

      It’s a tavern.

      There’s a tavern in this disgusting sewer. People are eating in here. Too many people, actually. What if they turn me in?

      “I might vomit,” I accidentally say out loud. My face twists in unintentional disdain.

      “Not as nice as your palace?” Clem sneers.
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I don’t need it to be a palace. I just need it to not be a sewer. None of us should be in this place. “Do they live down here?” I whisper.

      “Some of them, yeah.” He pauses, “We live here.”

      “Yeah, I bet you do.” I grimace.

      “At least I don’t look like I haven’t bathed in days.” He takes a step in front of me, blocking my path. “I’ve changed my mind. Nothing you offer me will ever keep you away from whoever wants your head. I am going to gladly hand you over to them.” I reach for my weapon, but he grabs my hand. Leaning in, he whispers, “If you pull that on me, every single person in here will come at you. They’ll let the sewer carry your body away and you’ll decompose with shit. How long does it take for an elf body to decompose?”

      There are people staring now. To every elf, there are two humans. Some of them narrow their eyes on me. I stick out way too much and we’ve lingered too long in the doorway. Zemm is already gone, sitting at the counter.

      I take a deep breath. “I’m… sorry,” I mutter. “But it stinks in here.”

      “Don’t trip over the broken stone.” He doesn’t respond to my apology, “We can’t damage the asset.”

      I shove him off. “Get your grimy, sewer, hands off me.”

      He leaves me standing there and I hesitate before finally take a step into the tavern of my nightmares. The walk to the table is unbearable. I keep my hood over my head, shielding myself from the eyes on me. I can feel them all.

      The old, wooden, barstool is uncomfortable as I take a seat next to Zemm. He’s reading a book, not paying attention to me, while Clem leans over the counter. “Where’s Esra?” he asks the girl as she cleans a mug. 

      “I dunno, out.” She shrugs. 

      I lean over to Zemm and keep my voice low: “I’ll be fine if we can’t stay here.” 

      His tusks part to let out his groan. He must already be as tired of me as his friend is. Though, at least he isn’t actively aggressive.

      I ignore the conversation happening next to me and spin in my seat. My eyes scan the dark room. Luckily, no water is being drained into (or through) here. Which, I suppose, is probably why they chose this spot for their… home?

      The other patrons have stopped staring at me, save for one elf. I wave to her, but she doesn’t return my greeting. I drop my hand and sigh.

      The only types of elves here are high elves. I never gave it much thought, but I suppose it makes sense that the ones who left Haelhil live in the human territories.

      I’m so miserable. I don’t hide it, despite my pride. This is so gross. I shouldn’t zone out, but I can’t help myself. My mind always wanders.

      I close my eyes, only for a moment. Maybe when I open them, I’ll be in my own home. Maybe I’ll be on the boat to Nevermore with Vulas and this will all have been a nightmare.

      I reopen my eyes to look down at my ringless hands. Everything is gone. All I have are stolen clothes, and a terrifying object that sings me sweet songs of death. Like a soft animal cry, or whisper. I haven’t even had the time to process anything. How much emotion can build before I explode?

      I turn my attention back to the conversation next to me. A human man is talking to Clem now, on the opposite side of the bar. He notices me and shoots a smile my way. There’s a horizontal scar from his top lip to his left eye, just barely missing it. After a second, he returns his gaze to Clem.

      “Anyway, we’re leaving.” Clem takes a sip from a large mug. There’s a plate in front of him. He sticks his fork into a potato.

      The man leans against the stone wall across from us, crossing his arms. “What d’you mean, leaving?” 

      “We’ll be gone by sunrise. We got a pretty big job, so we’re leaving Grimehold.” He points to the man with his fork. “Don’t wait up.”

      Big job. Shut up.

      “Huh. This’ll be a huge loss.” There’s hurt in the man’s face. Clem is trying to avoid his eyes. “There isn’t anyone with your skill. How can I make you stay?”

      I didn’t realize I was dealing with a fabled sewer legend.

      Clem smiles a bit into his cup, perhaps reminiscing. “You can’t, Es. It’s not personal.”

      Esra now turns to Zemm. “And what about you? What do you have to say for yourself?”

      Zemm has been focused on his book. He glances up. “Nothing. I hate this city.” He flips a page.

      Esra lets out a chuckle, or a sigh, I can’t tell. “Thanks for your honesty.” He narrows his eyes on me again. I swallow. “Who are you, then?” 

      “I-”

      “She’s not a recruit.” Clem answers him. My lips tightly close.

      “You look worn down,” Esra says to me. 

      Worn down? That’s one way of putting it. Sure. I’m worn down. 

      “You hungry?” he asks me.

      I place my hand on my stomach as it growls. Clem slides his plate over to me. I’m ravenous. I can’t remember what my last meal was. I inspect the small plate. There’s a third of a fish on it, potatoes, and some bread. I stare at it for a long while. My stomach growls again, but I can’t bring myself to take a bite. I sniff the plate instead, truly hoping the fish hadn’t come out of the sewer water.

      “I… can’t eat this,” I mumble.

      “Why?” Clem’s voice is loud. “It’s not up to your standards?”

      If I could sink into the floor and die, I would. That wasn’t what I meant. But I don’t care about his opinion. “You should use your brain,” I say. “Look around you. The people here are obviously struggling. I haven’t eaten in days, but I can survive one more night.”

      “Struggling?” He laughs. “I hate to break it to you, Princess, but you’re just as fucked as the rest of us.”

      Zemm swaps his book with another one from his bag. He begins to write something with a quill.

      Esra sighs. “I was that delusional once, too.”

      I’m not delusional. I was just trying to be considerate. My temporary circumstances don’t erase the fact that I’ve been very fortunate, unlike the people in this underground pit. That was my point. 

      Esra smirks at me, the scar on his face shifts a bit. “I’ve seen your face, I think, on a sign.” He pushes himself from the wall and walks a bit closer. He fills a mug with ale and places it in front of me. I appreciate the sentiment, but I’m not interested. 

      He then reaches from under the counter and places a portrait in front of me. The image puts my stomach in knots.

      Whoever drew this must have used my brother as their inspiration, because they got my markings perfectly. Branches around my cheekbones and trailing across my nose.

      I don’t want to ask, but I do anyway. “Where did you find this?”

      Maybe he pulled it from that wall next to the old woman.

      “I like to know who they’re looking for, so I have people check the jails for any of these signs. Keep it.”

      I hold the parchment in my hands. I want to rip it, but instead I tuck it away in my pocket. How long did Vulas search the bottom of the cliff for my body, before he realized I’m alive?

      Esra chuckles, “You sure you’re not here to join my team?”

      I finally take my first bite of my meal, trying to force it down, and shake my head. “Team?”

      Clem leans toward me, holding his mug near my face. The scent of ale is strong. “It’s kind of a…. Guild,” he says.

      “That’s one word for it,” Zemm mutters.

      “Is it?” I ask. “They’re all merchants?”

      “They’re all criminals,” Zemm corrects me.

      “Well, that depends on who you ask,” Esra says. He’s leaning over the counter now. Too close to me. “What’s your story? Why’re you here, with the Grimehold Gutters?”

      I try to steady my breathing. I don’t have a story that I’m willing to share with him.

      “I don’t think she wants to talk to you.” Clem slams his empty glass down and slides it to Esra. “She’s not good for conversation anyway.”

      “Mind your business,” he shoots back.

      I ignore Clem’s insult and lean on my elbow, studying the chunk of potato at the end of my fork. What did Vulas have for dinner, I wonder? It isn’t fair that he probably had a fantastic meal after what he did. Wine, freshly baked bread, vegetables of all kinds, meats, berries. Thinking about his table could make my mouth water if I wasn’t down here.

      And I had sewer fish. 

      I sigh deeply. “I don’t really have one. An unlucky sequence of events has brought me to this moment. You might be surprised to hear that I’ve had an incredibly boring life.”

      Esra laughs. “Can’t be too boring. You’re here. A twilight elf in Farfell. That’s unheard of. I haven’t seen one of you in a while.”

      My eyes go wide, shooting up to meet his gaze. I grip my fork tighter. “You’ve seen another twilight elf?”

      I didn’t expect his eyes to be the clear bright blue that they are. It contrasts with his dark hair. 

      He nudges the mug a little closer to me. “I met another one once. Few years ago.” When he raises his eyebrows, the scar on his face shifts.

      I don’t allow my face to reveal my excitement. “Oh?”

      “She was older, I think. Looked older anyway.” He slides his finger through the handle of the mug.

      “Did you catch her name? And do you know where I can find her?”

      He rubs his chin, letting his eyes drift away for a moment. I’m grateful that they’re no longer scanning me. “It started with an F. It was hard to pronounce.”

      It really isn’t hard to pronounce. “Filauria.” I say to him. “Sound familiar?” The Dreamkiss begins to sing. I grip it under my cloak.

      He nods.

      My voice is quickening. “Do you know where she is? Is she in this city?”

      He pushes the mug closer, again. “Like I said, this was years ago. But she told me she was heading to the mountains.”

      “The ice peaks?” That’s what the guards in my home said. She was with the snow elves in the mountains.

      “The frost mountains?” He shakes his head. “Said she was gonna see the dwarves.”

      The Dreamkiss is singing louder. I want to tell it that I know, and not to worry. But it would just look as though I was talking to myself. Tomorrow, I head to the dwarven mountains.

      He smirks again. I’m getting uncomfortable now. I can guess what he wants from me. He won’t get it. Unfortunately for him, I’m still not (and never will be) interested.

      He changes the subject, but it doesn’t matter. That piece of information was good enough. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you’d like. I run this place. Everyone here works for me.” He’s boasting.

      “Stay here?” He’s joking, right? What would I even do here in the sewer?

      “I can find a job for you.” He reaches his hand toward mine, almost touching it as I grip the fork. I hold my breath. I was already forced into one job I don’t want. I’d rather not take another as well. Besides, I wouldn’t make a good thief. I’m not very sneaky.

      I don’t like how close he is to me, but if I move any farther back in my seat I’ll hit the floor. He keeps trying to reach for my hand, and I pull back every time. I don’t want him to touch me. I was already searched and robbed in the wagon, and then again in the jail. I don’t want this man’s hands on me. The tightness in my chest is becoming too much.

      “Knock it off, Es.” Zemm takes a sip from his mug, “I think you’re scaring her.”

      I hold in my sigh of relief, though he doesn’t deserve my politeness.

      Esra pushes himself off the counter and takes a step back from me. “What d’you know?”

      I’ll probably regret this next action…

      “I have another question,” I clear my throat before asking: “What happened to Princess Ashe?”

      I just need to know if they’re lying.

      Zemm groans, and Esra cocks an eyebrow at me. “She’s dead.”

      I hold my breath.

      He keeps going, “You didn’t hear? How’s that possible?” He starts to lean forward again.

      “How did she die?”

      Esra reaches out for me, but I’m being pulled out of the stool by my cloak. Clem has his arm around my waist. In a stern voice, he says, “Time for bed. Long trip tomorrow.”

      I don’t push him off. I let him hold me there for a moment, hoping it scares off his hungry friend. He nods to Zemm before leading me through a door to the right of the counter. 

      Once we’re on the other side of the old door, he releases me and says, “Ambushed by bandits.”

      His words reopen a wound in my chest that had scarred. I let out the breath I’d been holding in, “Thank you.”

      He rubs the back of his neck. “Yeah, you seemed uncomfortable. But he’s a catch, you know.”

      “I’m really not interested.”

      “I guess that’s for the best. I doubt your parents would approve.” I assume he’s trying to insult me.

      He doesn’t get to make assumptions about my family. He has no idea what my parents would approve of. They probably wouldn’t care either way. “I don’t know what humans do, but elves don’t really make a big deal out of who we love.”

      He sighs. “Neither do we, unless you’re a princess.”

      I scrunch my face. “Stop calling me that.”

      “Why? That’s what you are, right?”

      The vibration on my hip makes my leg shake. “Yeah,” I answer, “but how could you have possibly known who I am?”

      “I caught a glimpse of you from my sewer grate years ago.” His snarky reply makes me grind my teeth harder than ever. My jaw is going to crack if I don’t stop.

      Neither of us bother to break the uncomfortable silence that follows as we walk. I pray every door we come to is the room I’ll be occupying for the night. When we finally reach it, I let out a sigh.

      It’s small and dark, the size of my closet, but there’s at least a lantern on the table next to the bed. Someone lives here. Maybe not in this exact room, but one identical to it.

      “I don’t know the way back,” I admit.

      He points to the first door to the left of mine. “I’m in there. We’ll walk back together.”

      “I’m scared.” I admit. “I’ve never… I’ve only ever slept in my own bed unless I was traveling with my family.”

      He keeps his hand on the door, seemingly growing more and more anxious with every minute he’s stuck with me. “Think of it as a family vacation.” There’s no sympathy in his voice.

      “Well, does the door lock at least?” I ask.

      He inspects the knob, but he’s mocking me as he answers, “Nope.” 

      I raise my voice at him. “What if someone comes in?” 

      His impatience is growing. “I’m right next door.”

      That’s not good enough. I’m used to people standing guard outside of my door. And even then, I was still almost killed. Someone needs to be here. “Stay with me. Just until I fall asleep,” I beg. “Or at least stand guard at my door.”

      He scoffs. “I’m not your guard dog.”

      “Please stay with me,” I plead again. I can’t believe I’m begging this awful person. The person who’s going to hand me over to my brother.

      “You think someone’s going to come in here?” his hand grips the doorknob tighter.

      “Maybe.”

      His eyes travel down me and then land on my hips. Specifically, on my weapon. He keeps his eyes locked on it. “So, you want me to stay in your bed with you?”

      My face starts to flush. My whole body is hot from embarrassment. I grip both of my elbows, pulling myself tight. “No. That’s not what I meant.”

      “If I were you, I would be more afraid of me than of them.” And then, the door slams shut. He’s gone. I clutch my chest, mortified.

      That is the last time I will ever beg for anything again.
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      Clem is once again leading the way. Who decided he was our leader? Certainly not I. But I also have no idea how to get out of this labyrinth of a city.

      Zemm asked me if I slept well. I didn’t. At all. It was dark and damp. I woke every hour to check the door. I even paced around the room, jumping at any tiny noise outside. I told myself they were just rats, but the shadows under the door belonged to much larger figures.

      When I did sleep, I had nightmares. I was falling. I hadn’t been pushed in my dreams; I was just already falling. Every time I hit the ground; I woke up.

      Now we’re in one of the many alleyways. I’m still completely lost. The cry from my weapon is painful. I need to find Filauria and fix it. I need to go to the dwarven city.

      “Which direction is Vum Dorahl in from here?” I ask, “And how long would it take to get there?”

      “West,” Zemm answers.

      I know it’s on the west side of the continent. I’m not stupid. I just don’t know where I currently am in relation to it.

      “I need to go to Vum Dorahl,” I demand. “So… take me there.”

      Clem laughs. It’s still familiar. I hate it. “We’re not going there.”

      I grab the back of his leather vest. “Excuse me?”

      He shakes me off. “The dwarven city is in the complete opposite direction of your home. I’m not adding days to our trip. The longer I’m stuck with you, the longer it takes to get my reward.”

      “Our reward,” Zemm corrects him.

      My eyes might burst out of my head with how wide they are. I try to suppress my rage. My weapon is enraged as well, it’s screaming. I need to go to the mountains.

      However, I can’t go alone. I’ll be ambushed or slaughtered or taken again. I, unfortunately, need them. At least for now. “I really, really, need to go. Can you please take me there?”

      He exchanges a look with Zemm for a moment. When he turns back to me, he says, “No.” 

      “Why?” I grab his shirt again.

      He rips my hand away, squeezing it so tightly that my fingers might break. “Can’t you keep up? You’re getting delivered to your wonderful palace.” 

      “Why won’t you just listen to me?” I try to slip my fingers out of his grasp, “You need to bring me there.”

      “I don’t need to do anything.” He turns away from me. I could shoot him in the back of his obnoxious head right now.

      This is so much bigger than him, or his reward. I turn to Zemm, who mouths an ‘I’m sorry’ to me.

      “If I don’t go to Vum Dorahl,” if I don’t find Filauria, more accurately, “there won’t be a home to bring me to.”

      “Oh? Why is that?”

      “It’s none of your business.”

      Another laugh. I hold in my theatrical groan. “I’ll run.”

      “I’ll hunt you.” Clem continues walking forward.

      He can hunt me if he wants. I’ll throw him into the fiery pits of the dwarven volcano. He would deserve it. I grip my weapon, about to create my bow. As soon as I unlatch it from my rope holster, a shouting in the distance distracts me.

      “What is that?” Zemm asks.

      “Sounds like every able man in the city is fighting,” Clem answers. He grips the side of a building and peers over the edge.

      “Is it really a fight?” I ask. He shushes me. While he continues to hide behind the building like a coward, I make my way out into the open. It isn’t a fight. It’s an execution. 

      The gathered crowd is shouting. I try to go toward them, but Clem holds me back. “No. Keep your distance.” There’s a fear in his voice that isn’t well hidden.

      “Why?” I demand.

      “Because the Baroness is enacting justice,” Zemm answers, emphasizing the last word.

      I notice her now, the Baroness, with two guards behind her dragging a struggling man in front of the crowd. I’ve never witnessed an execution like this before. Starview doesn’t have public executions. Or executions in general. I glance at the statue between us and the crowd. At the woman standing atop her mountain of bodies. The so-called savior. My eyes drift to the row of heads behind it. 

      “Who is this woman?” I ask, receiving no answer. I can barely understand what she’s saying over the shouting. However, her face is beet red. Her eyes are bulging with either anger or madness.

      The man is pleading for his life. 

      The Baroness unsheathes her sword. 

      Clem is tugging at my cloak, trying to pull me back into the darkness of the alleyway, but I can’t tear myself away from her eyes. I can’t believe someone would actually do something like this. What crime is worthy of this very public, very dehumanizing, execution? Vulas would tell me this would happen, but I always thought they were fabricated stories meant to scare children. Meant to scare me.

      “Let’s go. Now,” he growls. 

      I push him, forcing him to let go.

      “For the crime of treason,” the Baroness announces to the crowd. The word stings me. The anger courses through me like poison in my veins. I want to call out and demand she elaborate, but I’m holding my tongue.

      She’s hesitating. It’s a game for her. Her sword raises. It swiftly slices off the head of the nameless man, causing it to roll.

      There are no cheers from the crowd. There is nothing but silence now. I don’t realize when it happened, but my hood is no longer covering my hair. In this crowd of humans and high elves, I’m hard to miss.

      And she noticed me.

      She laughs when she does, though it’s more of a shriek. “Twilight elf! Are you the one they’re looking for? I got word from the King.”

      I sure am.

      She keeps going: “There’s a large bounty on your head.”

      “Who do you think you are?” I demand, angry that she would have the nerve to even bring that up. “I’ve never heard of you, so surely you must not be important.”

      She ignores my insult and turns to Clem. “Are you with the elf?”

      “I’m collecting her bounty; how much are you offering?” He crosses his arms. I let out a short breath as if I’ve been punched in the gut.

      She does another laugh-shriek. “Nothing. I’ll be collecting it myself.”

      I’m not even a real person to these people. I’m just a literal bag of gold. That’s all they see when they look at me.

      Clem steps in front of me. “Well if that’s the case, we’re just passing through, carry on!”

      Carry on? 

      She presses her eyebrows together, so he speaks again: “If I’m doing all the hard work, I’m getting the reward. So, we’ll be leaving now unless you make me an offer.”

      She motions with her hand, ordering her guards to close in on us.

      “Get ready to run.” Clem’s hand is on one of the daggers at his waist. “I’m not going back to prison because of you.”

      I don’t have time to insult him. Suddenly, we’re surrounded by her guards. Clem punches one directly in his face. He’s smirking, proud of himself. I don’t have the space for a bow, and I don’t care for swords, so I turn the Dreamkiss into a quarterstaff. The starlight weapon sings as it slams into the head of another guard. It isn’t a song of pain, or death. It’s a song full of life. Blood shoots out of her nose as she crashes to the ground. “Sorry!” I shout.

      “Really?” Clem mumbles. “Just run if you don’t want to kill them.”

      An arrow is flying toward him, I shove him out of the way and take a step back. As that happens, I’m grabbed by a large man. I swing my weapon back, but he holds it before it collides with his head. Clem rushes toward me and slams his palm into the face of the man who has a grasp on me. A hidden blade from his glove extends outward. He stabs the man in his forehead, and then retracts the blade. Blood splats out onto my face before I’m pushed forward into my annoying partner. 

      Clem grabs my hand and we run through the alley. They’re chasing us. I wipe the blood from my cheeks, or at least try to. “Don’t trip over yourself,” he orders. He’s trying to hide his fear, but I can sense it. 

      I won’t trip. I can’t be caught.

       He drags me out through the city gates, where Zemm is waiting, crushing my hand tightly.

      “What the hell happened?” Zemm demands.

      Clem shoves me into Zemm. I rub my tightly squeezed hand. “Never, and I mean never, do that again,” he orders. His eyes, and voice, are cold. “If I tell you we need to go, then you listen.”

      “You have no authority over me.” Mine is just as harsh. “It would have worked out fantastic for you, anyway, if she had made you an offer.”

      Darkness clouds his face. “You put my friend and I in danger just because you wanted to watch a man die.” He reaches forward, grabbing my hood. He violently pulls it over my head and growls, “Keep your hood up.”

      I rip myself away. I didn’t want to watch him die. I wanted to stop it. I apologize to him, but only to keep the peace. As he passes me, he roughly brushes against my shoulder. There’s a wagon waiting on the outskirts of the city, close to us. Waiting for anyone to request a ride. That’s where he heads, and I reluctantly follow.

      “We’re taking the wagon and going to Sugarport, a boat there will take you home. Get in it or get left here.”

      “I’m going to Vum Dorahl. Come with me or get left here.”

      The air is still. The only thing filling the silence that follows is the horse digging one of its hooves into the dirt.

      Anticipating another argument, I decide to elaborate. “I won’t lie, I know I need your help. But you need me, right? Do you want to live in a sewer for the rest of your life?”

      Through grinding teeth he says: “I like my sewer.”

      “Then who cares about my bounty? Let that ugly woman come drag me away.”

      I watch Clem, waiting for his reaction. I’m ready to keep going, if I need to. He cranes his head to the man in the wagon waiting for our order. He opens his mouth, but doesn’t speak.

      “Where ya headed?” The man asks him.

      “…West.” Clem answers.

      “How west?”

      Clem runs his tongue over his teeth. The scowl on his face is incredibly satisfying, “Vum Dorahl.”

      I bite my lip to hold my large smile in.

      However, the tension of the ride might not have been worth the win. I’m dreading it. Still, I climb into the old carriage and hope for the best.

      I rest my chin over the edge of the wagon. The sun flickers in specks on the ground through the tree branches, casting shadows in little shapes. That keeps my attention.

      Zemm makes conversation with me while we ride, or tries to. I humor him but keep my eyes low. I don’t speak to Clem. I don’t want to.

      And he doesn't want to speak to me.
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            THE COLD CAMP

          

        

      

    

    
      I hold my knees as I sit on the ground. The wagon wouldn’t take us through the mountains, so we’re forced to camp out for the night. I’ve never camped before, but it’s calming. And to be honest, a little exciting. The stars keep the homesickness away for a small, fleeting, moment.

      We’re in a damp cave that almost appears man-made. When I peer out through the opening, my eyes trace over the hills in the distance. I keep drowning myself in wishful delusion, trying to catch a glimpse of my home. Checking to see if it’s still protected by its layer of starlight.

      The Dreamkiss is calling out to me, singing. Its song has changed. There was nothing but loud pain when I first placed my hands on it. The pain is still there, just not as prominent. I’m either getting better at drowning it out, or it doesn’t have the energy to continue to cry. I hope it’s the former.

      Clem plays with the contained triangular pile of sticks on the ground. Once he’s satisfied with his arrangement, he takes a step back as Zemm hovers his hand over the wood.

      He takes care to make sure his long hair is out of the way. His hand glows a bit as he draws a rune in the air. It’s one I don’t recognize.

      The fire lights.

      “My brother told me orcs can’t do magic,” I say to Zemm, the crackling fire almost drowning me out.

      “Have you ever even met an orc?” He isn’t thrilled by my statement, I don’t blame him.

      I shake my head.

      “Has he?”

      I don’t have the answer to that, so I shrug. Clem scoffs, and my face grows hot. My heart goes out to Zemm, needing to be stuck with this menace to society sitting across from me.

      Zemm sits to my right, cross legged on the cold floor. He opens his book and begins to write. The old pages stick together at times. They peel and separate as he turns each one. I hover over his shoulder, curious. He angles the book a bit so I can read.

      It’s a journal, I think. He’s writing in his language. I turn my attention from it and rest my elbows on my knees. I wish I had my own journal to write in. Some way to escape my cruel reality. Something to erase the memory of the past few days. I hope the other girls in the camp made it to safety. Maybe I would have been better off if I followed them.

      Though I guess it could be worse. I could have lost my head. 

      I wrap my cloak over me so only my head pops out. The rest of me becomes a giant blob of emptiness on the ground. I’m studying Clem’s face, he makes odd little expressions as he scribbles in his book. Do they both like to write? I didn’t take him for someone who keeps a diary, if that really is what he’s doing.

      He takes his thumb to the page and starts to smudge something, whatever he just wrote. His brow furrows, and he bites his lip a bit, before using his charcoal again. 

      He’s drawing.

      He’s so focused on the page. I jerk my chin up a bit, trying to get a bird’s eye view of it. I can almost make out what it is. It’s a landscape for sure. He’s too far though, and too angled upward.

      My mouth opens a bit and my words come out soft and shy, “I didn’t take you for an artist.” 
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His eyes come up from the page and meet mine. I jump when his hands grip the book tighter and slams it shut. “You should get a hobby.” My mouth gapes, insulted. He sighs and then quickly retracts, “That wasn’t an insult. It’s a suggestion. In times like these, where it’s dark and cold and hard to go on, having a hobby helps.”

      Zemm grunts in agreement and shakes his book a bit. I have hobbies. I like music. Playing it and listening to it. I could turn the Dreamkiss into a lute, but I’d drive them insane. “Well, what were you drawing?” I ask him, hoping he’ll show me.

      “Nothing.”

      I roll my eyes. Maybe he doesn’t have confidence in his art. It’s hard for me to imagine that his overconfidence actually has a limit.

      Well, it’s fine. If he won’t answer that question, I have plenty more for him. I’ll interrogate him. “What did you mean, when you said I should be fearful of you in the sewer?”

      Zemm peeks up from his journal. His eyes dart back and forth between us. 

      “Come again?” Clem asks, feigning ignorance as he pokes at the fire. The specks of flames cast bits of fleeting light on his face. Every time he flashes his green eyes at me, I get more and more vulnerable. I can’t stop staring into them. So much that I ignore the smirk forming on his face. The more I stare at him, the more familiar he becomes.

      “Are you going to kill me?” I ask in a whisper. I’m too afraid to make my voice any louder. It almost feels as though the louder I am, the more real it would be.

      “No. I want the reward.”

      Right.

      I pull out the picture of me. It doesn’t say what my crime is, or how much the reward is for. But it specifies to keep me alive.

      Vulas needs me alive.

      “What’d you do, anyway?” Zemm asks.

      “Nothing. I did absolutely nothing.” I want to crumble the paper in my hands, or toss it into the fire. Something stops me. Maybe I like the painful reminder. “But I know you don’t believe me.”

      “I believe you,” Zemm says, “You would never want to go home if you really were a wanted criminal.”

      “What?” I ask.

      He continues to write in his book. “You’d take one step through the gates and they would kill you on sight. Can’t imagine you’d want to go back if you were actually a criminal.”

      I hadn’t even thought of that. It never crossed my mind that could be an option. My face must have a horrified expression on it, because Clem laughs.

      My parents would never do that, though.

      The ringing starts again, the soft song. I place my hand on the Dreamkiss, hoping to soothe it.

      “Why Vum Dorahl?” Clem finally asks. “Of all the places?”

      “Do you have a problem with the dwarves?” I snap back.

      He rolls his eyes. “Of course not. It’s just odd. You seemed to be adamant about finding a twilight elf in the jail. And now you want to go in the opposite direction of Starview.”

      The only lead I have is Vum Dorahl. It’s barely even a lead, but it’s more than I had before. Vulas is definitely looking for Filauria. I need to find her before he does. If (and this is a big if) I am a traitor, wouldn’t it help clear my name if I show up with a solution to our biggest problem?

      Though… I guess she’s a traitor as well. So maybe it would look worse. It doesn’t matter. This is what I need to do. I’ll follow the trail of crumbs until I reach her. “She might be with the dwarves.”

      “Who?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t expect you to know who Filauria is.”

      “Starview’s first queen,” Clem answers. “I read about her once.”

      Of course he did. Know-it-all.

      He continues, “Why look for her? Are you starting a fun traitor club?”

      I press my eyebrows together. “It’s elf business.”

      “Uh huh.” He doesn’t look up at me and goes back to playing with the fire, and I go back to trying to decode his face.

      The unique color of his eyes. His thin nose. The way his lips curve up at the side, even when he isn’t smiling. It’s all too familiar.

      When he leans back, away from the fire, he smirks at me. “Why are you staring at me? You think I’m pretty?”

      “No.” I answer more bluntly than I mean to. “Ashe.”

      Zemm’s bellowing laughter fills the cave. Any lack of emotion on Clem’s face was immediately replaced by his annoying smirk.

      “You’re being haunted by an old ghost… or perhaps haunted by an idea.” Zemm says to me.

      My face starts to flush. It’s burning. I stammer a bit before speaking to Clem, “You just never told me how you actually know who I am. Zemm didn’t know, so how do you?”

      “I don’t care about elf politics.” Zemm turns a page in his book. “Clem is incredibly worldly.”

      Clem’s eyes quickly flash at me. “Most people don’t expect it. I’m pretty cultured. That’s what happens when you travel, and don’t live your entire life sheltered on a tiny island.”

      They both laugh again. I cover my flustered face to shield myself from their eyes.

      “My tiny island is far superior to the human territories. There’s no competition,” I snap through my fingers. “When I sit on the throne, I’ll ban you both from entering.”

      Zemm speaks up as he writes in his book: “The elf girl with the hair of stars snaps at the trickster in an embarrassed rage.”

      “Excuse me?” I ask him.

      He peeks up, smirking.

      “You’re not a ruler.” Clem chuckles, ignoring his friend. “You’re an entitled princess.”

      I flare my nostrils. I’m not entitled. I’m scared and homesick and dealing with the reality that my country may have branded me a traitor. And I’m stuck with these people who don’t care about me, just what I can do for them. And I need to worry about where my next meal will come from, scavenging for food. I don’t care if I appear self-centered to him. He’s the self-centered one. 

      I don’t care to respond to him and speak to Zemm again, “Are you writing about me?”

      “Sure am.”

      “You don’t have to ban me.” Clem spits, still way too focused on insulting me. “I’d never go to Starview unless I absolutely had to. This will be the one and only time I’ll ever step foot on your island, so don’t worry.”

      “Oh, get over yourself.” I snap back.

      “I’m excited to go.” Zemm is trying to ease the tension. He flips a page in his book, “I heard the castle floor lights up.” 

      It does. I almost completely forgot that small detail. I try to remember the chime my shoes made on the light up floor, but I can’t. My memory of those tiny things I took for granted, things that other people might find awe-inspiring, is fading. 

      “Good thing you’ll never rule, though,” Clem continues to antagonize me, poking at the dying fire again. “That’s Vulas’s job.” 

      I swallow hard. My hands tear at the fabric of my cloak. There’s a scream lodged in my throat. He keeps going, “What are your plans after that? After he takes over, or maybe someone else takes over, and forces you out of your castle? He wants you dead, right?”

      I don’t want to talk about this anymore. Someone else. Clem is an idiot. I won’t be forced out. I’m the someone else. And if I don’t find Filauria, there will be nothing after me.

      He sneers, “Maybe you should get used to camping.”

      “Enough,” Zemm demands. “We’re done.” 

      “How does it feel knowing that you’ll probably be alone for the rest of your short, miserable life?” I say. “No one will remember you in one hundred years once you’re gone.”

      Zemm creates another rune with his hand before lifting his arm. The fire turns into a wall, separating myself from the monster across from me. The wall stays for a few seconds, then slowly becomes smaller and smaller.

      The fire finally dies. I stare at the ash left in its place. Clem stands to his feet and stretches. As he crosses to the opposite side of the small cave, he kicks some of the ash in my direction.

      His problem with me could be as simple as hating all royalty in general. I can handle that, and I wouldn’t blame him. However, this has to be more personal. It’s me specifically, that he has a problem with. He calls over to me, “I don’t care if you sleep, but you better be up in the morning.”

      “Don’t let it get to you,” Zemm urges me.

      “It won’t.” I pause before another insensitive question is blurted out before I can stop myself, “Will your life also be short? How long do orcs live?”

      “Not as long as you will.” He closes his book, then changes the subject quickly. “Is there a library in your castle?”

      What a weird question. “Of course there is.”

      “With books on magic?”

      I nod.

      “I don’t care about the money. I’ll be taking those instead.”

      I shake my head in disbelief. I don’t even have the energy to argue. I hope once we reach the dwarven city, the queen can help me. A dwarven queen would have no interest in whatever my bounty is, and she would certainly know if Filauria was there.
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            THE GIRL IN THE VOLCANO

          

        

      

    

    
      I was told many stories about Vum Dorahl. Never had the pleasure of visiting, though (obviously). It’s a deep underground city with an uncountable amount of caverns full of ore.

      Much like my own home, the stone entrance could have blended in with the mountain seamlessly. If, of course, the dwarves hadn’t carved their runes over the doors. 

      I scan the massive volcano that has been idle for years. At least, that’s what I was told. The city was built under it, with the entrance at the base. I remember asking my brother why anyone in their right mind would build a city under a volcano. He would tell me the Dwarves use it to their advantage: the lava powers their forges and provides natural light to their city. 

      To me, the pros don’t outweigh the cons.

      I stifle my fear. It won’t erupt. It can’t, right? Still, I’m worried. I hope my allies are also worried. They would be dumb not to be.

      I’m not thrilled about what awaits us beyond the large doors. Due to the heat, there’s a constant rippled appearance to the air. That’s why most elves don’t come here. Outsiders struggle with navigation if they’re not properly prepared for the dense air.

      I doubt my allies are prepared. 

      Clem reaches into the backpack he drops on the ground. He straps a pair of ugly metal goggles onto his head. He then hands me another pair. “I keep a spare,” he says, “You’ll need these.”

      “Goggles?” I ask.

      “The air is pretty thick,” Zemm responds, pulling his own over his eyes. 

      I stand corrected, they are prepared. “Why do you have these?”

      “Cultured. Sometimes I do jobs that require a lot of traveling. Everything I own is in my backpack.” I guess being a skilled thief gives you access to a well of knowledge.

      His knock on the large stone doors fills the silence around us. When they open, he pulls his metal goggles over his eyes to protect them from the upcoming heat. I hope I don’t look as ridiculous as they both do.

      A rush of hot air pours out from the new opening in the wall. It isn’t as unbearable as the stories claim, thankfully. But with every step echoing under our boots, it gets hotter and hotter.

      We’re two thirds of the way down now, and I’m really feeling the harsh heat. It’s more than heat, though. It’s pressure. It’s getting harder to breathe and needing to cover my nose to block the scent of sulfur isn’t helping.

      Once we’re in the city, I’m in awe at the grand architecture. Though, the buildings aren’t as large as in the human and Elven cities. Also… it’s far more orange than I thought it would be.

      There’s no palace here. The royal family lives over the large shrine in the center of the city. It’s directly in front of where we stand, beyond the long bridge. The shrine for their Goddess: Belvadon.

      I peek down over the side of the bridge, holding my breath as I stare into the endless sea of darkness beneath us. I imagine there’s a screaming princess down there about to be kidnapped.

      My weapon’s song tries to be soothing.

      “Don’t look down,” Clem says, “That’s not where we’re going.”

      Right. I’m not going down. I’ll try to keep my gaze forward and hope the bridge is stable. I fail, and my eyes dart around a bit. Every time I spot someone, I pull my hood farther down over my head. They can’t see me. They don’t care about me.

      As we approach the doors of the shrine, the hair on the back of my neck stands up. “Do you think the queen is here?” I ask anxiously. I pray my companions don’t disrespect her, or the Goddess. I don’t care how many crimes they commit; I draw the line at angering deities.

      “She better be.” Clem snaps, “We don’t have all day.”

      Yeah, no kidding.

      He pushes open the double doors of the shrine.

      There are pillars across this brass and golden room, holding the ceiling in place. Straight ahead is the stone statue of Belvadon. She dominates this small, sacred, area. All I can focus on is her. She’s mesmerizing.

      There’s yelling around me, or in front of me. It finally takes my attention away, but I’ve already missed some of their conversation.

      “Your sister is a disgrace,” an angry guard snaps at a girl. “She is constantly risking not only her life but the lives of the miners. Let her fight her way out or die down in the caverns.”

      Harsh.

      Her hands begin to glow before the light travels down into her hammer. She swings at the guard. He blocks with his shield.

      “Dwarves can’t do magic, correct?” I confirm with Zemm in a whisper.

      “No,” he whispers back. “Not like the rest of us can. But there are some ways.”

      “Agnat! Enough!” an older woman shouts. Her long braided red hair reaches her ankles. She’s wearing a crown. Queen Satra. Maybe my luck is finally shifting. “Not here. Leave if you’re going to fight.”

      Clem fidgets, shifting his weight from one leg to the other, then back again. He tries to cast his gaze beyond them to the shrine. He takes an incomplete step forward and then sighs. Belvadon’s judgmental gaze rains down on him.

      Agnat bows. “I’m sorry. My sister is trapped, and they won’t help me retrieve her.”

      “She’s probably already dead.” The guard scoffs.

      This man is way too mean. I don’t like him.

      “Excuse me,” Clem calls out. “Can I just… Not trying to disturb you, sorry. My friend has a question.” He points to me before bowing. He is awkward. Why is he awkward? Is it the Queen? Does royalty that he respects make him awkward?

      And I’m not his friend.

      “Really,” he finishes, “I mean no disrespect.”

      My jaw throbs due to how badly I’m grinding my teeth. So, he’s capable of being polite. He just makes an active choice every day to not be.

      She smiles at him, shaking her head. “You’re not the disrespectful one here. I can’t see your eyes, but you have a familiar aura. Have you come here before?”

      He comes up from his bow and rubs the back of his head. “Never. I always hoped I would get a job that led me here. And now I have.” 

      “Ugh.” I groan, rubbing my forehead.

      Queen Satra glances at me. She raises one of her eyebrows. She couldn’t recognize me, surely. She would have needed to meet my mother at some point. “A twilight elf,” she states. “Isn’t it too hot for you down here?”

      I bow, as Clem did. The heat is unbearable for me. “I can manage.”

      I pull Zemm down as well before I lift us both back to our standing positions. “Your Highness,” I start, “There’s actually something—"

      Interrupting me, Agnat pleads: “We don’t have time for this. My sister…” 

      “Is dead,” the guard snaps again.

      Curious, Clem asks: “Where’s your sister?” Zemm sighs next to me, I furrow my brow at him.

      Her sister? That’s not who we’re looking for.

      Agnat hesitates before answering, “In the mines. They left her down there alone—"

      “She ran out on her own. They left because they had to,” the guard interrupts.

      There’s confusion in Clem’s voice as he asks the question I don’t have the courage to, “You’re dwarves. Why are you scared of the mines? Isn’t that your job, or something?”

      “We’re not afraid of the mines!” the guard spits. “There are creatures in the dark, deeper than any of us go.”

      Clem yawns, covering his mouth with his fist. “We’ll go,” he says through his breath.

      We? We will go? He wants me to go into the mines? Dwarven mines?

      Agnat’s mouth hangs open for a second as she asks: “You… will? You can’t go. You’re a human who carries a thieves’ knife.”

      She’s correct.

      Clem smiles. “Two, actually.” 

      “This isn’t a joke!” she cries. “You don’t know the way, humans can’t handle the mines.” I’m inclined to agree with her. I may not be human, but their bodies were not built to handle the density of the deep dwarven mines. Elves have an even harder time of it.

      He shrugs. “They’re just mines. We’ll go. I’m feeling noble today. Besides, if she’s half as pretty as you are, I just can’t leave her down there to die.” My face scrunches in revulsion toward him. He’s disgusting (but is correct that the girl is very pretty).

      He turns to the Queen, “There’s a reward, obviously?” 

      I roll my eyes so hard that my head hurts.

      She nods. “If you bring Nesva back unharmed, there will be a reward.” 

      “Show me the entrance, then.” 

      I cross my arms. “Don’t you do anything to just be kind? Besides, we didn’t agree to this.” I point to Zemm with my thumb.

      Zemm responds, “Oh, I don’t care enough to argue with him.” 

      Clem smirks, “Wow, I can’t believe you want to leave an innocent girl to die. Shame on you.” He wags his finger at me. “You brought me all the way here and expect me not to help those in need?”

      The Queen raises her eyebrows at me. I stutter, “Don’t twist my words.” 

      “Don’t be so heartless.” He tilts his head away from my direction. “Your Highness, I’m so sorry about my heartless friend. She doesn’t understand that she isn’t the center of the world.”

      When I get him alone, I’m going to punch him in his striking jaw. I’ll ruin the face he believes is so perfect. Maybe I’m being a little selfish, but not heartless. I’m allowed to be selfish, especially considering the circumstances. He did this on purpose. Now I have this terrible urge now to prove myself. I need to prove that I’m not a monster. If I don’t do this, will the Queen help me?

      Now I need to go into these mines.
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        * * *

      

      We creep through the old, hand cut, cavern. The mines aren’t as bright as the city above it, but bits of ore vein light up the walls. This is a tunnel that hasn’t been mined dry yet. It’s shining. Does all raw ore glow like this? My curiosity forces me to inspect the wall.

      It’s moonstone.

      I stop abruptly, reaching out for it. I run my hands along the course rocky wall.

      “What are you doing?” Clem demands.

      “Why is there Moonstone here? In the dwarven mines?” Moonstone is from my island. It’s only on my island. It’s a powerful ore that radiates light.

      “Who cares?”

      I care. My fingers trace the vein as he pulls me away from my discovery. There’s so much of it here. Does Vulas know about this? Does my mother?

      Even as the light of the stone fades and the cavern grows a bit darker, I can’t take my mind off it. I keep turning back.

      I only refocus my attention forward when the light from the ore has vanished completely. It’s been replaced by the torches resting on the wall, Clem takes one and uses it as our guide.

      Unfortunately, my vision won’t help us here. The protective goggles negate my strong eyesight. I hold onto the Dreamkiss, getting it ready, just in case.

      My heart is racing. My shaky breathing is filling our silence as we walk. This was not part of the plan.

      “You alright?” Clem whispers to me.

      “No,” I respond, confused as to why he would even ask such a stupid question. “I hate you.”

      The farther we go, the darker it gets. The torch is helping less and less. I cling to Zemm, gripping the fabric on his robe so tightly I may tear it. It’s silent except for the crunching of the small rocks under our feet. Occasionally, one of us will kick one down the cavern and it’ll echo a bit.

      The air is heavy. The silence is suffocating, swallowing me. My knees are weak. I need to get out of here. I need to turn back.

      “Clem…” I start to speak, but the words are caught in my throat. I have no idea if he even heard me. I open my mouth to try again.

      And then; noise.

      A reverberating screech rattles the walls and causes us to cover our ears. I let out a scream I could no longer keep in.

      “That sound was not normal,” Zemm says. Which screech does he mean? The first one, or mine?
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Clem takes off running once the piercing noise stops. Why is he running toward it? We should be running away. Zemm follows, leaving me in the darkness. I groan, on the verge of tears, and reluctantly chase them. We run until we find the small girl surrounded by crawling creatures. 

      Her hammer, glowing with magic, collides with the head of one. The crushing of its skull will haunt me for nights to come. It twitches as the life leaves its body. I cover my mouth in terror.

      She’s panting, exhausted, but clearly determined to survive. The creatures around her are endless.

      They’re horrifying. The top half is a charred, rotting, humanoid corpse. With long arms and sharp claws, crawling close to the earth. The bottom half has a long, pointed, metasoma tail. Under the arthropod body are several tiny legs allowing them to crawl on the walls with speed. 

      The legs are what really make me squeamish. I bring out my bow, hoping to be fast enough. 

      Clem has vanished from my line of sight. I search for him in the darkness, but he’s completely gone. Zemm is now holding the torch. 

      “Gorenaughts,” Zemm says to me. “Watch out.” I have no idea what they are, but this better be the last time I ever encounter one. I release an arrow, sniping one out.

      My eyes finally catch Clem in the dark as he sends a dagger through the back of a creature’s head, drawing the attention of the others away from the girl. “You must be Nesva. Your rescue party is here!” he calls over the hissing of the monsters.

      She slams her flaming hammer into another nasty oversized bug. “Who the hell are you?”

      One of the gorenaughts turns and crawls toward Clem. It launches off the ground like a spider. Clem is about to push his second dagger through the ugly thing’s mouth, but my arrow cuts its jump short.

      “Careful of the teeth!” Nesva calls. “One bite will kill you.”

      He takes a step back. “That would have been valuable information before we came into this cesspool.” He dodges another jumping gorenaught and places himself at Nesva’s side. 

      Zemm is holding out the torch. His free hand is circling around the flame, controlling it, getting ready to light them up. Now isn’t the time to ask him why he prefers fire to the other elements, but I’m going to store this question away for later.

      “Gods, these things are horrendously ugly.” Clem says. “Why the hell do they look like that?”

      Nesva grinds her teeth. “Humans, elves, orcs, who knows… thieves who were lost in the mines looking for treasure. They mutated.”

      These people must have been starving and eaten whatever they could. Maybe they ate other gorenaughts and that caused them to change. I guess I’ll never know, but I’ll always be curious. Questions to ask my parents.

      I’m making a list.

      “Ready to make a run for it?” Zemm calls. 

      She shakes her head. “We can’t run. They’re too fast.”

      “No such thing,” Zemm responds. “Lyri, cover me.” 

      I keep shooting and step in front of him. Clem and Nesva are both trying their best to avoid being bitten as Zemm chants. He’s drawing a rune over the flame. 

      “Any day now!” Clem calls.

      Once the rune is complete, a massive flame encloses Clem and Nesva in a circle. Zemm is moving his hand, causing the fire to spread and separate, giving them a clear path to escape. The flame then engulfs the cavern, creating a wall between us and the gorenaughts. 

      We run.

      The hissing continues behind us. I trip, and Zemm tosses me over his shoulder. His grip on me is strong. I don’t fight it. I’m tired of running anyway.

      Through the cavern, we finally make it to the entrance where Zemm gently places me on the ground, and I thank him.
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Clem winces, rolling up his sleeve. He examines the burn on his arm. It wasn’t from the flame. It’s an acid burn. His skin is starting to peel away. “Shit…” he mumbles.

      “That’s not a bite.” Nesva breathes a sigh of relief. Her face and blonde hair are both covered in dirt. “Their blood is acid.” 

      What the hell is wrong with Farfell? I hate this awful place. How could Vulas ever want to live here?

      “I thought you were cultured?” I say to Clem in my most mocking tone, “How could you not know what those are?”

      “I can’t possibly know everything,” he snaps back.

      She holds his arm up, motioning for me to take it. He winces again when I do. “That hurts,” he says. Maybe I’m gripping too hard. I loosen it just a bit.

      As I stare at him, there’s something fluttering inside me. I’m trying to suppress it. But… ugh. He wouldn’t have done this for only a reward, right? It was too dangerous. Did he actually just want to save this girl’s life?

      He’s not heroic. But… maybe he’s not a complete menace.

      No. Bury it. I’m overthinking.

      The stone around Nesva’s neck is glowing, along with her hands as they hover over his burn. His wound doesn’t heal, but it stops getting worse. “Still wrap it up, but that should be good.”

      I drop his arm as if his touch burns me like the acid did to him.

      Nesva then turns her head to Zemm, who’s more than twice her size; “Nice tusks.”

      He groans.
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        * * *

      

      The stone around Nesva’s neck continues to glow faintly as we stand near the statue of her goddess. Queen Satra approaches Clem, handing him a small bag of coins. He tucks it away in his sack. I hope that small pouch was worth getting burned and scaring us all half to death.

      What would he do if I died of a heart attack in those mines? No reward for him.

      “You’re free to go. The rest is dwarf business,” she tells him.

      “Meaning?” he asks, and I wish he wouldn’t.

      “Nesva endangered the others and will face consequences for her actions.” I’m not surprised by the Queen’s candid nature. I suppose she needs to be this way, but I don’t agree with it.

      Clem, unable to resist a good argument, opens his huge mouth to ask: “Why? The team is fine and so is she.”

      I hate to admit it, but I agree with him. 

      “I agree,” Agnat hastily blurts out, almost reading my mind.

      Nesva keeps her eyes to the floor, silent throughout this whole thing. I can sense her shame, but I hope she’s also proud. She put up a good fight, for who knows how long. Her confidence and bravery shine through, even now when she’s sheepishly keeping her eyes down and interlocking her fingers together.

      “Belvadon will most likely strip her of her power, which will make her essentially useless to the miners,” Queen Satra says. Nesva tightly closes her eyes.

      Useless? That’s pretty harsh… No one is useless.

      Clem crosses his arms. “With all due respect… I think that decision will come from a little higher up than you.” He nods towards the shrine.

      I jump when Nesva chortles. It throws me off. Perhaps I was wrong about the shame.

      “What do you know of our goddess?” the guard demands. 

      Clem shrugs. “Nothing. But Gods are all the same. They don’t like being told what to do and they like to shake things up once in a while. Something tells me that Nesva will be fine.”

      Shake things up is right. I glance at my hip, finding myself agreeing with him again. I guess even a fragile, unreliable sword can hit its target once or twice before it snaps.

      “Then there are other consequences,” the guard snaps.

      “Shut up,” Agnat growls. 

      I like her.

      Queen Satra turns her attention to me. She studies me and I instinctually recoil. “What do you think?”

      I nervously chuckle. “Why… would you want my opinion?”

      “If you were me, what would you do?”

      I would give Nesva a slap on the wrist and let her off with a warning. I would have this be a teaching moment for her. I don’t tell Queen Satra this, instead I barely say, “I’m… not… I’m not a queen.” 

      Her eyes soften. They’re warm, but it makes my stomach turn from nerves. “My mistake.”

      I take a short breath, gathering bravery. She wanted my opinion, so I’m going to give it to her. “However,” I start, “As much as it pains me, I have to agree with Clem. Nesva may have done something reckless, but she only put herself in danger. Your miners left her to die. It’s clear they had no intention of waiting around for her, considering the swiftness in which they returned to the surface. If Nesva gets punished, so do the miners who have no sense of unity.”

      “So, you expect them to throw their lives away?” Queen Satra asks, not even missing a beat.

      I reply with the same quickness, “Of course not. However, I expect them to at least attempt to help their teammate. Separating will cause society to crumble.”

      Just like mine is.

      The Queen is silent for a long while before saying, “I wasn’t alive when a portion of High Elves secluded themselves away on your tiny island.”

      To the rest of them, her response may appear senseless. However, this is an attempt to poke a hole in my argument. “Filauria made the right decision. She didn’t abandon the ancient High Elves. They were awful,” I say boldly, holding up my light lavender hands. “But now that we’re on the subject of that, have you seen her?”

      “Who the hell is that?” Nesva asks.

      I don’t answer her. I adjust my goggles, waiting for the Queen to respond. She doesn’t even open her mouth. I keep my posture as strong as I can.

      Clem’s head turns back and forth between Queen Satra and I. He waits to make sure neither of us speak again before turning his focus to Nesva. “Come with us. You want to fight? All we do is fight. Come travel with us.”

      Nesva holds her mouth open. Her bright blue eyes are shining at him. Before she can answer, Agnat does, “Absolutely not. Dwarves don’t leave Vum Dorahl.”

      I’ve heard that before. It’s a lot like ‘twilight elves don’t leave Starview’.

      Clem laughs, “I know plenty of dwarves that left.”

      “Yeah, but they don’t come back, ever,” Agnat replies, fear in her voice.

      I’m working up the courage to speak again.

      Clem continues: “Right. So stay here, and live a boring life full of being a… priest… or something. Or come with us and do what you want.” He turns around. “I’m getting myself a drink, and then leaving. If you’re coming with us, then meet me at the entrance in two hours. I hope you decide to come. You seem fun.”

      I study the stone statue. What’s her opinion of all this? She would have stricken Nesva down by now if she cared. Oh well.

      “Let’s go. It’s clear whoever you were looking for isn’t here,” Clem calls to me. I ignore him and continue observing the statue, expecting her to get up and move. “Faelyri.” It’s almost a yell.

      My tone is stronger this time. “Have you seen her?” I ask the Queen again, taking a small moment before peeling my vision from Belvadon.

      Clem sighs.

      Queen Satra smiles at me. “Filauria? She comes and goes, at times. I couldn’t tell you where she lives, but she prefers the south. She mentioned visiting a Seer in Sunstill.”

      The Dreamkiss is vibrating. I place my hand on it.

      “Sunstill?” Clem interjects, “That’s right by Sugarport.”

      He needs to shut up.

      Queen Satra ignores him, and asks me, “Why are you looking for her? Wasn’t she cast off by Starview?”

      Well so was I, apparently. “It’s a long story.”

      She tilts her head to the side. “Is it because of the news? Or the bounty on your head?”

      An aching starts deep in my stomach. I clench it. So, she does know me.

      “A princess accused of treason and exiled.” She sighs. “It seems your whole country is falling apart.”

      Clem’s head shoots in my direction and my own starts to rush. “How do you know that? Here in Vum Dorahl? And how do you even know it’s me…?” I ask through the tightness in my throat.

      “Word travels quickly, and it’s not hard to spot someone like you in Farfell. Be careful.”

      The awful, ugly, human tyrant said the rumor came from the King. So Vulas has probably requested the information get passed to each major city.

      “Is that something you’re interested in?” Clem asks the Queen as he steps next to me. “Would you pay the bounty for her?”

      I grip tightly to his burned arm, causing him to let out a gasp through his teeth. He’s lucky this is all I do.

      “No. I have no interest in her bounty,” the Queen shakes her head as she answers. She isn’t judgmental, but I still feel judged as she says: “But you should know that your brother is the one spreading the rumor from Nevermore.”

      Rumor? So, does she not believe it?

      I’m not shocked that he’s here. I didn’t think the small setback of his attack on me failing would stop him from doing whatever it is he wants to do.

      I resist the urge to scream at the top of my lungs. My fists clench tightly, nails digging into my palms, almost cutting my skin. “Vulas is an idiot,” I snap. My voice is raising too quickly. Despite my resistance, I explode. “He’s arrogant and delusional and jealous and he has a terribly mean guard who can’t even pronounce names right.” That last part comes out in a yell, an echoing yell through the shrine. My voice bounces off the walls, off the statue of the Goddess.

      It’s petty, but Farren’s blatant disrespect makes my blood boil. Clem puts his hand on my shoulder. I just… shouted at the Queen. Not good. Not good at all. I cover my mouth. I’m not done, but I need to be.

      Queen Satra nods to me, maybe in understanding or maybe to her I’m the delusional one. “I’ve never met him. Or his guard.”

      Lucky her.

      The long, deep, breath I take calms me a bit. I’m able to apologize. I make sure to bow, even if I don’t want to. My voice is shaky, but I ask another question: “Why is there moonstone in your mines?”

      Clem sighs again.

      Her eyes narrow a bit. The beginning of a smile starts in the corners of her mouth. “You think Starview is the only country with moonstone?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did your parents tell you that? Your people have been there for a long time. They’ve mined the mountain for centuries.” She pauses. “We don’t do business with Starview. They don’t agree with the price.”

      One of my hands grips the ends of my hair while the other holds my reeling head. My shoulders slouch. I have no more questions for her. I only have questions for my parents now.

      With an easiness in her voice, she says: “Disingenuous leaders never get far. Don’t pay Vulas any mind. The Gods come for us all, including the elves who live much longer than the rest of us mere mortals.”

      She’s right. If I don’t get him, they will. “Moonstone is precious to Starview,” I say to her. “Someone might come looking for it.”

      I hope my warning is clear enough. I think it is, because she nods.
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        * * *

      

      We wait by the entrance for Nesva, with no sign of her. I tap my foot on the ground, ready to leave this city behind. As I do that, Zemm is throwing rocks over the side of the bridge, only to see if we can hear them hit the bottom.

      We can’t.

      As we finally gear up to leave, she calls to us. “Wait! Don’t leave me!” She’s running across the bridge with her large backpack. 

      Clem smirks at her. “Ever see the surface before?”

      She shakes her head. “Nesva Gravelfist.” She properly introduces herself. Her ocean eyes study each of us.

      “I’m glad you’re alive,” I say to her. As stressful as that was, I really am thankful that she’s safe.

      She narrows her eyes on me. She nods her head. “You’ve got an accent. Where’re you from?”

      “What?” I stutter. “I don’t have an accent.”

      “Yeah.” She turns to the others, “She has an accent, right?”

      “A bit,” Clem answers. “You learned Elven first, right?”

      The breath I inhale is audible before my mouth gapes. “How did you know that? Do I really have an accent?”

      “It’s light,” Zemm assures me.

      I cross my arms. “I’m going to start exclusively speaking Elven and you’ll never understand me again.”

      “Thank the Gods,” Clem says. “Anyway, shall we?” He asks, holding the large stone door open for us.

      “To Sunstill?” I ask, making sure we’re on the same page.

      He rolls his eyes. “Yeah. To Sunstill. For now.”

      For now is good enough. As I’m about to step through the large door, I hesitate. Something comes over me. Maybe it’s the politeness I’ve been forced to practice since birth creeping up on me. Betraying my pride, I turn to him and nod to his burnt arm. “I’m glad you’re alright. And…” My body stiffens. “I think it’s admirable that you wanted to save that girl’s life.”

      His face doesn’t soften. Instead, an unreadable stare locks me in place. His throat moves as he swallows hard. The heavy air is crushing us.

      He won’t stop staring at me. Why? Why won’t he stop? I wasn’t even rude…

      I bunch my fist. “Are you not going to answer me?”

      He immediately begins to fidget with his glove, eyes dropping down to his hands. “Sunstill is very close to Sugarport.” He says after clearing his throat. “I hope your friend is there, because that’s our last stop before we get on the boat.”

      His shoulder softly brushes mine as he exits this grand city. The contact causes my chest to tighten.

      I take one last look around. I’ll keep the image of Vum Dorahl in my head forever. I’ll tell my parents about how beautiful it is.
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      I keep my head up as we walk. The burnt orange skies are fading into a foggy blue. It’s lovely, but potentially dangerous. We need to find shelter soon.

      We’re close to a town, apparently, so we should make it in time before the sun sets.

      For now, until we reach it, I’ll continue to stare at the rusty sky. It always reminds me of my home (the sky… not the rust). I would love to go home, but not because I want my palace. I would love to see my parents and Syvis. I want to be comforted in a way that only happens when you’re lying in your own bed.

      It’s not my physical home that I crave. It’s the comfort of it. The safety of it. But I can’t go.

      I can do all the wishful thinking I want, but my accusation won’t just go away. Zemm was right: the guards would shoot me down once I step through the gates. I wouldn’t even make it to my parents to clear my name.

      Instead, I’m following the scattered, broken trail of a ghost across a foreign continent. I grip my weapon as it speaks to me, nudging me onward. This will be our strongest lead, a seer.

      I don’t have faith that Filauria will be there, but I will find exactly where she is. And I will go to her. Clem is dumber than he looks if he truly believes I’ll be going home. I’m not scared of him.

      Once I’m with Filauria, I’ll figure out how to breath life back into the Dreamkiss. My parents may not care, but I do. I have to care. I can’t prove Vulas right.

      I don’t want to do this, but I’m stubborn. My desire to prove him wrong is greater than my aversion to ruling.

      “We need a horse or two,” Zemm mumbles, tired from the walk. His deep voice pulls me out of my retrospection.

      “You can’t fit on a horse,” Clem jokes back at him. “Look, that was quick.” He points ahead of us. A distant light catches my eye. It’s our destination, finally, a little village. A wooden fence encloses the small number of buildings. It’s broken in pieces.

      Why is everything in Farfell so run down? Nevermore was so clean and vibrant. So far, the rest of the human cities and towns have been beaten into the ground.

      It’s dark for them, but not for me. Dirt paths lead to each of the buildings, branching off from the main road making the village mostly linear. The large sign in front of us reads: “Butterpond.”

      “Cute name.” Nesva says, standing in front of the sign. “Have you ever been?”

      I shake my head.

      Clem squints his sharp eyes, trying to get a better view. Too bad his human eyes are awful, what a shame because there’s no light illuminating the roads. “Never, but I’m sure they have a tavern. Let’s go.”

      The soil is soft under our shoes as we walk in. Nesva leads the way with her lamp to guide us. We study each building as we pass it. One of them has to be a tavern, for sure. There aren’t many, but they’re all identical. We also haven’t encountered a single person since we’ve stepped foot in town. It could be abandoned if it wasn’t for the faintest lights from houses.

      Finally, a hanging sign over one of the bigger buildings catches my eye. “There?” I point to it. I’m dreading going inside.

      “I love elf eyes,” Zemm says. 

      I keep myself hidden behind Zemm as we step in. Thankfully, it isn’t nearly as lively as I expected. The anxious breath I had been holding in finally lets itself free. I couldn’t have handled a sensory overload. The more crowded a place, the more of an opportunity for someone to find me.

      It’s incredibly small (kind of cute, actually), but dimly lit. Only a few wooden tables are scattered about with a single small lantern on each one. There are four other drunken patrons here. While I’m distracted, Clem is now making his way to the counter.

      The barkeep is an elf.

      I shove Clem aside, my hand pressed against the rough leather of his vest, to greet the barkeep in our language. Clem stumbles back, his eyes shooting daggers into me as he smacks my hand away. The elf bows his head to me in response. I try to tell him I need four rooms and he holds up his hand. “I’m sorry,” he says, “I actually… can’t speak much of our language.” 

      I step back a bit. “Oh… I’m sorry. Uh--.”

      “Sorry about her.” Clem tries to rest his hand on my shoulder, but I flinch, pulling myself away from him. “We need four rooms, if that’s alright.”

      He shakes his head. “We don’t have that many rooms.” Why can’t he speak Elven? And the girls at the camp…

      Clem taps his long fingers on the counter. My eyes focus on them. There’s a meticulous rhythm in the tapping. “How many then?”

      “We only have two.” 

      I pull my vision away from Clem’s hand. He has to be joking.

      “Any with more than one bed?” Clem’s annoyance is growing. He isn’t hiding it well.

      The elf laughs, not caring how annoyed Clem is. “Have you seen how small this village is? We don’t get many travelers.”

      That’s a fair point. I’m genuinely surprised there was even a tavern to begin with.

      The rhythmic tapping ceases. Clem sighs. “That’s fine. I’ll take them.” He scratches the back of his head, swiping the keys off the cracked and worn counter with his other hand.

      He softly grabs my hand. It was almost instinctual, as natural as his heart beating. It’s only for a second, but it makes me shiver with an odd familiarity. There’s a tingling sensation that spreads up my arm. He pulls me back over to the others who chose the largest table for us.

      “They only have two rooms.” He spins the keys around on his finger. “So, we’re doubling up. Faelyri and I are sharing.” He’s obviously joking, trying to get a rise out of me.

      “Share? Fine,” I say, not breaking eye contact.

      He smirks. “Really?”

      “Yes. I’m open to sharing a room with you.” I call his bluff, not returning his annoying smirk. “However, I would prefer Nesva, to be honest.”

      “You couldn’t handle sharing a room with me.” Sounds like something a coward would say. He’s the one who couldn’t handle it. He tosses a key to me. I struggle to catch it.

      He doesn't sit down, and instead goes back to the counter before I can snap back. I lean over onto my elbows, gazing around the almost empty room and grateful that he’s gone.

      “He’s cute,” Nesva whispers to me.

      “He sure seems to think so,” I respond. He’s handsome, for a human, but he’s awful. He’s a rude thief who’s holding me hostage and treating me like I’m goods to barter.

      He takes his time coming back. He’s chatting up a pretty girl. I play with my hair while we wait. Zemm is asking Nesva a million questions about her home, writing it all down in his book.

      At a table near us, two men are staring. Whispering to each other. I try not to acknowledge them. They can’t recognize me, for sure. This town is too small for that.

      Still, I pull my hood down.

      “Hey!” One of them calls. His voice is like gravel. My stomach twists.

      Turning to them, Nesva asks: “What?”

      “Where you from?” The human rips a piece of bread and takes a bite. The loud smacking of his lips as he chews with his mouth open is enough to make me want to rip my hair out, “Never seen an uglier group of people before.” When he grins, his rotten teeth are exposed.

      I slam my hand down. My blood is boiling. Ugly? I’m not ugly. How dare he? He’s ugly. And uncivilized.

      His friend laughs, spilling his cup of ale everywhere as he pathetically falls over himself.

      “You’re one to talk.” Zemm snaps back. “Your teeth are more screwed up than mine are.”

      The human shoots up, his old chair breaking as it slams to the ground. Zemm doesn’t budge, but keeps his eyes focused on him.

      “Say that again.” Food flies out of the human’s mouth as he talks. Disgusting.

      “You’ve got fucked up teeth.” Zemm repeats himself.

      The human’s eyes are clouded with rage. I reach for my weapon. He attempts to barrel toward us, but is stopped in his tracks by the knife resting on his throat. The rage immediately fades as his face becomes pale.

      “Who’s ugly?” Clem asks him. He receives no answer. “Do you really think my friends are ugly?” His eyes are dark. There’s no typical smirk on his face.

      The other human, the drunker one, scrambles up from his chair. He lunges forward, around the back of the table, but Clem stops him with a hard grip on his forehead. “There’s a blade in here,” he says, referring to his wrist cuff, “you should sit back down and enjoy your meal.”

      Shaking, the first human tries to reach for the table, to steady himself.

      I glance to the barkeep. He’s not interfering, but he’s watching intently.

      With a deftness that I’ll never be able to replicate, Clem shoves the second one to the floor before tightly pulling the scraggly beard of the first. His knife slices through it.

      He doesn’t kill him, though, it’s just a warning.

      Neither of the humans return to their seats. Instead, they stumble out of the tavern. I release the hold on my weapon, letting out a breath. There are strands of unkempt hair littering the floor in place of the horrible man.

      Zemm leans into me, “You’re not ugly.”

      “Oh, I know.” As I sink into the hard wooden chair, I cross my arms. “Neither are you. And neither is Nesva.”

      “Duh,” she says.

      My eyes meet the barkeep’s. I mouth an ‘I’m sorry’ to him. He nods, maybe in understanding.

      Apparently unfazed by the situation of a few moments ago, Clem returns to our table with four pints of ale. I grimace into the cup placed in front of me. “Good news, Zemm, you can have your own bed.”

      “Oh, thank the Gods.” Zemm lets out a sigh of relief, rubbing his forehead.

      “What does that mean?” I ask. I’m not much of an ale drinker, but I take a sip from the mug. It’s a bit sweet and fruity. It was unexpected. 

      He doesn’t answer me. He’s shifted to having a conversation with Zemm. How can they be over that insulting situation already? That guy was so gross. I know he’s wrong, but it’s still stinging me.

      My eyes drift to the giddy, pretty, human girl who’s now staring at the back of Clem’s head. I go back to resting my head on my hands. How can someone so awful have such an easy time flirting?

      I’m staring into the cup when Nesva nudges me. “You’re pretty uptight, huh?”

      Clem spits his drink.

      I glare at her. “I’m not uptight.” Vulas is uptight. Not me. “I’m perfectly relaxed at all times.”

      She takes a sip. “When was the last time someone held you? Maybe if you take a lover, you won’t be so tense.”

      Clem’s laugh fills the room. My mouth hangs open at her statement. What would she know about my love life (or lack of)? Zemm covers his mouth, his laugh is muffled behind his palm. These people are terrible.

      “Do you have a boyfriend back home?” she keeps prying.

      Why is this our topic of conversation? I scrunch up my nose. I try to hide my disgust at the thought. “No. I’m not interested in a boyfriend.”

      “Really?” Clem is curious, “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t want one!”

      “I want one,” Nesva mutters into her cup.

      “That’s not much of an explanation.” Zemm takes a sip of his drink.

      My face is burning so much that I begin to sweat a bit. I wipe the back of my neck, trying to hide it. I pull my hood even farther down over my face. “I don’t owe you one. The reason doesn’t matter. I’m not uptight.”

      Clem leans forward. “Maybe she just can’t get one. Despite her looks and shining personality. She’s probably never kissed anyone before.”

      “Ha!” I dig my nails into the wood of the table. “I have before! I’ve kissed someone before.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Oh? Who? Some valiant noble elf?”

      My face is still so hot. I’m still sweating. “A human noble, actually.” I’m terrified to even say the next part. Why am I terrified? I don’t even know. I’ll just say it. It’s fine. It’ll be fine. And if it isn’t, I’ll run away. “The human princess.”

      His lips purse together, tightly. He covers his mouth. Ale is spewing out of his nose as he tries to hold in his bellowing laugh. He can’t, and he explodes. I’ve never witnessed someone laugh like this before. It’s unreal. He’s falling over, almost out of his chair. His face is bright red as he coughs, choking.

      His breathing slows, but he’s still laughing. Using the back of his sleeve, he wipes the ale covering his face. He shakes the liquid off his sleeve. Through his laughing, he says, “I don’t think it counts if you’re children.”

      My nails dig even farther into the table when the others join him in laughter. “How would you know how old I was?!” I demand.

      “When did you last come to Farfell? A decade ago, if I remember correctly. Weren’t you a child?”

      “It counts!” Is all I manage to say. He laughs harder.

      My head is fuzzy now. I might pass out from humiliation.

      “Is that why you asked about her?” Zemm asks through his own chuckling. “Because you had a crush?”

      Partly. She was my friend, even if I may have wanted more than that. She was the only person I ever really… I don’t know. Felt close to? Was attracted to? I told her everything. She knew more about me than my family did.

      I never cared about any of the elves in Starview. Especially the men. I just wanted her. I’ll never know if she felt the same.

      The thought of her death creeps back into my head. My body goes numb. It’s like someone has cut me open and left me to bleed out. I shouldn’t have brought it up.

      I pull my limbs together, steadying my breathing that’s becoming more and more rapid with every second.

      Just bury it away. Put on a face. Deal with the tragedy later. Deal with it after your problem is solved. I say to myself.

      My voice cracks as I snap at the group. “It doesn’t matter.” I shoot a glare at Clem. “I could find someone if I wanted to. Your friend liked me.”

      His laugh has subsided now, but his face is still pink. He flares his nostrils but forces a smile. He’s not hiding how fake it is. “Esra has incredibly low standards. You want to live with him in the sewer?”

      Nesva lets out a disgusted, “Ugh.”

      I slam my hands on the table. “What is your problem?” The barkeep glances up at us again.

      Clem smiles at me from behind his mug. “You are so easy.”

      This isn’t me. I need to pull it together. I slowly slide my hands from the table and bunch up the bottom of my shorts in my fists. I can’t keep letting him get to me. The idea that I’ve given him any kind of amusement makes me ill.

      “Enough, let’s drop it.” Zemm waves his hand, still chuckling a bit.

      There’s never been a louder silence than this one. Clem is still smirking behind his glass. “So easy, and so rude.”

      I’m rude? He thinks I’m the rude one?

      “I was thrown from my bedroom balcony, branded a traitor, starved, and traversed across a foreign country. I’m sorry if I’ve been a little snippy with you, the person trying to collect my bounty.”

      Zemm sighs. 

      “Balcony?” Nesva mouths.

      Clem’s eyes darken. “You are snippy. I bet that’s why he tossed you off the cliff.”

      I press my lips together, if I don’t I’ll get us kicked out.

      He holds his cup out, perhaps to say cheers. “At least you’re alive. Can’t say the same about your girlfriend.”

      That’s it.

      Taking my almost full mug of ale, I throw it with full force at him. He ducks, causing the glass to shatter against the bar counter. Liquid drips from the large splatter on the side.

      “Hey!” The barkeep yells. “One more outburst and you’re all sleeping outside.”

      “Sorry!” Nesva shouts back. I’m not sorry for throwing it. I’m only sorry it didn’t hit Clem in his face.

      My breathing begins to slow as the burst of rage leaves my body. Clem’s eyes are wide as he watches me breathe. I keep my voice low. “Don’t ever say something so awful again.”

      He gives me the slightest nod. He drops his no longer wide eyes and I wonder for a moment if he feels ashamed. Probably not, as he might not be capable of the emotion.

      “Can we please change the subject?” Zemm pleads with us. He rubs his forehead, his eyes are exhausted.

      Nesva shifts in her hard seat, trying to fight through the awkwardness. I am sorry that she needed to witness this outburst from me. She taps on her cup, then takes another sip.

      I interlock my fingers together on the table, trying to cool down a bit. There are a few seconds of silence while the tension settles. I clear my throat. I have more important things to do than argue with a demon.

      “Nesva,” I start, slowly turning my head in her direction, “you have moonstone in your mines, right?”

      “Oh yeah!” Her face lights up. She’s definitely thankful to change the subject. “Boatloads of it.”

      I click my tongue and lean forward a bit more. “How much, would you say… if you have to estimate… gets exported out of Vum Dorahl?”

      She taps her chin for a moment. “Hm… well it’s expensive. Not as much as we mine. We’ve got a large stock of it ready to go. That stuff is scary. It’s like, indestructible.”

      It really is. “Ready to go for what?”

      She shrugs. “For selling, I guess.”

      “Do you actively sell it?” I ask quickly, anxiously. I need to pull back a bit, “Or are you just hoarding it?”

      Her face twists, eyes glaring. She sits up straight in her chair. “What are you implying?”

      “Nothing about the Dwarves. Who do you sell it to?”

      She shrugs. “Don’t know. Some high elf. It’s always the same one. Some guy.”

      I lean forward, too far forward and too quickly. I almost fall out of my seat. “What does he look like?” Zemm grabs my cloak to steady me.

      Her brows press together as she tries to remember. “Uh… tall? White… uh…”

      “Who cares?” Clem asks.

      “Old? Like, wrinkles? Not many, but enough to know that he’s old?” I trace my face, not over my markings. I try to draw a tree on my forehead. “Do his markings look like this? Is there a tree on his head? Is his hair long? Is he ugly?”

      She waves both of her hands as she tightly closes her eyes. “I don’t know. I don’t remember. No he didn’t have long hair. He’s young.”

      “Did he mention where he’s from?”

      “Faelyri, enough. You’re clearly stressing her out.” Clem orders.

      I don’t stop. “Is Haelhil buying all of Vum Dorahl’s moonstone? Waiting for us to run out of it so we have no way to defend ourselves?”

      “I don’t even know what that is,” she says. “Listen, I just mine it okay?”

      I groan. I should have asked the Queen, but I was confused and frightened and tired. Next time, I can’t allow myself to be overcome with so much emotion that I stop thinking clearly. “How do you not know what, or where, Haelhil is?”

      “No one cares about elf politics.” Clem snaps, “No one cares about the stupid war between two entitled, old countries. Gods, you all live so long that you lose your humility.”

      “I don’t want to lose my home.” I state. “You should care. Because Vulas has plans to form an allyship with the human King.”

      Clem’s eyes flash.

      I finish my thought, “He told me our moonstone is running low.”

      Clem is staring at the table, or through the table. He clears his throat. “Seems like a lot of trouble for some ore.”

      “He also wants to expand Starview into Farfell. He told me there’s unoccupied land here.”

      “There isn’t.” Zemm says. “Every inch of this place is occupied.”

      “I’m quickly learning that.” I say.

      “Would Starview have the army for that?” Clem questions.

      “We have an army.” It’s not a big one, but we have something. “And Nevermore has an army, of course.” But I doubt Vulas would be selfless enough to provide the humans with the gear for a war.

      “So,” Nesva starts, “he wants to run the other races out? And take over?”

      One month ago, I would have never thought Vulas could do something like that. He’s always been ambitious, and at times a little self-serving. But he was so wonderful and kind and caring (to me, at least). He held me as I cried and soothed my worries. Maybe I shouldn’t have ignored the invisible crack in his face.

      He just always convinced me I was being too paranoid.

      “He asked me if I wanted a bigger room,” I mutter.

      “Do you?” Clem’s eyes narrow.

      I shake my head. “I like my island.” I don’t want Starview to go to war. I don’t want Syvis to be sent off to die in Farfell against whoever my brother decides to challenge. I’m already so worried about her.

      I look around at the others in the tavern. Normal citizens who would be caught in the crossfire. None of the people leading the armies would care.

      “Is your mother behind him?” Clem pushes. “What would the human King get out of an alliance with a recluse?”

      I press my lips together, ignoring the insult. “She wasn’t a part of the treaty, I think.” I can’t really answer his question, because I really don’t know. And I don’t know what happened after I left.

      I also have no idea what happens to Starview if the Dreamkiss goes missing. Queen Satra said my country is crumbling. She’s probably right. Because we live for (and rule for) so long, a shift of power is a huge deal. There’s a ceremony and a speech and… I don’t know. Other royal things.

      My mother said she ceded power to me immediately, but can that happen without a ceremony? Did I just… steal the weapon and run, according to my brother?

      What if my home is gone by the time I get there?

      I place my hand on my chest. This is the first time I’ve seen any kind of sympathy in Clem’s expression but I doubt it’s for me. He must be thinking about the innocent civilians caught in my brother’s war as well.

      He quickly shoots up out of his seat, chair scraping against the rough floor. He crosses the room, back to the barkeep to order another drink.

      “I’m not worried.” Nesva slams her cup down. “The dwarves are strong.”

      I fake a smile, hoping she’s right. I doubt my brother will do anything until we’re reunited, but he was so angry. And he’s clearly scrambling to find me. He needs me. I bet that thought enrages him at night. I hope it haunts him.

      Clem returns with four more drinks. When he places it in front of me, he says: “Don’t throw it this time.”

      I can’t even bring myself to be angry at the snide remark.

      I’m desperate for a break from the tense conversation. I need someone to say something. Anything. Someone who won’t drag the room down like I do.

      I just want anything.

      Nesva comes to my rescue, because she’s amazing. “So, uh, how do you all know each other?”

      I laugh a bit, thankful. I could start happy sobbing from relief. Then, Clem leans toward Zemm a bit. “We met in Nevermore, actually.” 

      I’m taken aback. “Nevermore? I thought you were from Grimehold?”

      “I lived in Grimehold. I’m from Nevermore,” Clem corrects me.

      So, I must have met him at the festival. It’s still nagging me. It took place in the city square, near the shopping district. There were nobles there, but he’s definitely not one. No noble would ever end up like him. His parents must have owned a shop. I did a lot of shopping with Ashe when I was there, and many of the shop keeps had their children with them.

      And of course, it would be easy for him to pick me out in a crowd. But he knows me.

      “I accidentally started a fire. This was before I had a good grasp on my magic,” Zemm says. “He helped me steal some books from the library.” He turns to me, “Don’t forget, I’ll do that to yours as well.”

      I stifle a laugh. For some reason, that doesn’t even bother me anymore. But still, I say: “I won’t let you steal from my library.”

      “Let?” He chuckles, “We’re professional thieves.”

      The tension between us all has dissolved a bit, but I’m now tapping my fingers on the wooden table. After a few moments of it, Nesva swats at my hand to get me to stop.

      To keep myself from continuing to fidget, I glance at my wanted poster again. It’s a bit crumpled now, having been continuously shoved in my pockets. I place it on the table, the dark eyes in the photo are trying to rip me open. I never thought I could look so threatening.

      A knife pierces my drawn face.

      A crest is carved on it. The crest of the royal family. Clem’s hand is gripping the hilt. “I’m tired of looking at that damn thing.” He leaves the knife in my face as he turns to Nesva, “We met our uptight elf friend in Grimehold. She was a damsel in distress looking for her way home. So, that’s where we’re headed.”

      That’s not the story. Not even close. I’m not looking for my way home. I’m looking for the way to save my country. And besides, he’s not helping me, he’s helping himself. I yank the knife out and throw it down on the table.

      Nesva nods. “Never seen an elf city before. Looking forward to it.” She might need to keep her expectations low. Just in case it really has crumbled.

      “We’re not going to Starview.” I say to Clem.

      He scoffs. “Okay.” He doesn’t give me time to respond. He asks Nesva, “What about you? What was your life like before this?”

      “You saw it. Mine ore, heal wounds, get scolded.” She takes a sip.

      “But that stone around your neck, it glows sometimes.” I pry, “What is it?”

      She holds the pale-yellow stone up a bit. Leather string is wrapped around it, keeping it in place. It’s not glowing now. “This is the reason I can heal. It’s from Belvadon.”

      “So she can communicate with you through that stone?” Does it work the same way my weapon does? My next question comes out in a whisper. “Does it sing to you?”

      Nesva nods. “Kind of? Not sing, but if I do something too crazy, it’ll start to glow. Normally she leaves me alone though. My sister is convinced if I don’t live a boring, morally sound, life that I’ll be stripped of my power.”

      “You won’t be.” Clem says, “They love chaos.”

      My weapon sings. He’s right, they do love chaos. At least, as far as the elves are concerned. Why else would any of this be happening, if not for their love of chaos? “Don’t push it, though,” I urge her. “I’m superstitious.”

      She rolls her eyes at me. “Uptight.”

      Clem reaches over the parchment to grab his knife. He returns it to the holster on his thigh.

      There’s a hole in my forehead, now. I slowly fold the paper and slip it back into my pocket.
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        * * *

      

      I remain downstairs long after everyone else takes their leave. I draw shapes with my index finger on the wooden table. My eyes are a bit heavy, but I don’t get up. 

      The barkeep is wiping down the counter. He’s watching me. He must think I’m inebriated. However, I didn’t even finish one drink. “Can I ask you a question?” I mutter to him.

      “Hm?”

      “Why can’t you speak Elven?” Why did I ask that? Was that offensive?

      He doesn’t seem to be upset as he answers me. “I never learned.” 

      “How is that possible?” I thought all of us learned Elven before the common language of Farfell.

      “The short answer: Those of us that live in the human territories, or are half-elves, don’t have that connection to our people.” He sighs, “My parents left Haelhil long ago and I was born here.”

      Half-elf? I had no idea that was even possible. There’s so much that my family shielded me from. Perhaps they didn’t feel it was important to tell me these things because they never thought I would leave our island. They thought Vulas would lead and told me I didn’t have to worry about politics. I suppose that’s why I never had an interest in them. I was never encouraged to.

      But they were wrong.

      “Why did your parents leave Haelhil?” I ask him.

      “It’s a dictatorship.”

      Yeah, that much I know. I didn’t realize it was this severe, though. Sure, I knew Filauria split off (along with other elves who have since evolved to different environments), but I didn’t know it was still happening to this day.

      “Why did you leave Starview?”

      “I’m looking for someone,” I admit to him. “Another twilight elf.”

      The creak on the stairs takes my attention away from him. Clem is standing on the landing. “Still up? I’m sure he wants to close.”

      The barkeep turns his back to us, adjusting things on the shelf behind the counter.
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        Misery loves company

      




  




I remain slouched on the table. “Didn’t you go with some girl?” I try not to sound too bitter.

      “Changed my mind.” He walks over and sits across from me. He looks as tired as I feel. “Aren’t you exhausted?”

      I nod slightly, but I don’t want to sleep. I’m trying to think of what I’ll say to Vulas when I eventually see him. Because it’s inevitable that I do. I’m getting angrier by the day. He purposely kept me sheltered from reality. He thought I couldn’t handle real life. He was wrong, I’m adjusting perfectly. “Be happy that I’m exhausted. I’ll be easier to kill.”

      “The sign clearly said wanted alive.” He chuckles.

      That’s a good point. At least Vulas needs me alive. My voice is still low as I ask, “So, you saw me when I was in Nevermore?”

      “Yes.”

      I nod. “I like Nevermore. I had a good time there. I was looking forward to going back.”

      The table shifts as he leans forward. “What?”

      “I was supposed to go with Vulas.” My voice cracks a bit. The guilt of Ashe’s death begins to creep in again. “I wanted to apologize to Ashe. Though, I guess now I would apologize to her parents…”

      “You mean pay your respects?”

      I shake my head. “No. Apologize. It’s my fault that she’s dead.”

      He speaks without hesitation, “Don’t you think that’s a heavy burden to put on yourself? How could you, someone who never leaves her island, be responsible for a human death?”

      My eyes are still closed, but I squeeze them tighter. She wasn’t just any human. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      The chair creaks as he lifts himself from it. He bends down next to me, lifting my arm over his shoulder. He doesn’t speak, but he leads me to the stairs.

      Before we ascend, the barkeep speaks to me. His words come out in Elven. His accent is rough, but still understandable. “I hope you find your friend.”

      “Thank you. I will.” My eyes are stinging now.

      My legs can barely take the steps. Clem is doing most of the work to get me up them. I cling to him tightly. There’s a confusing, but familiar, warmth in my chest. It’s comforting. I don’t want him to let me go.

      Once we reach the door at the top, he pushes it open.

      “How long to Sunstill?” I mumble.

      He sighs. “A day or two.”

      I fight the urge to start sobbing. My eyes and nose are still stinging. “I always wanted to be like my brother. Now there’s nothing I want less.”

      He removes my arm from over his shoulder, but he’s still holding onto my waist as I hang onto the door. “You’re nothing like him Fae, I promise,” he whispers.

      No one’s called me that in a long time… It’s strange to hear it now. I was only ever called that in Nevermore. The humans had a hard time pronouncing my name.

      I grab the knob of the door. I take a few steps in before Clem says: “I’m sorry for what I said about your friend. It wasn’t okay. I didn’t realize you had so much love for her.”

      I don’t even want to think about it. No, it wasn’t okay at all. “Thank you for the apology. And for bringing me to my room.”

      The door closes behind me. I don’t bother to remove my shoes before I crawl into bed next to Nesva, who’s sleeping so soundly. What’s she dreaming of? I hope it’s a good one.

      I’m going to oversleep, which will frustrate them. Should I feel guilty? Maybe, but I don’t. I have an awful habit of oversleeping. Vulas hated it. Must be why he tried to kill me, for sure.

      Was there anything he actually loved, or even liked, about me? Did he really just think I was too paranoid and useless? Was my love just an inconvenience that he tolerated because he had to?
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            THE DREADFULLY DREARY TOWN

          

        

      

    

    
      I peek out over the wooden sides of the rickety wagon as I inhale the salt air. The skies are turning a bit grey over us. It’s an utterly boring ride. It feels like it’s been an eternity. Truthfully, it’s only been a day and a half.

      I’m exhausted, though. My fear has completely drained me.

      Clem sits across from me on the opposite side of the wagon. He’s also leaning over the edge, watching the scenery. His eyes are following the trees as we pass them. His hair is falling a bit out of the loose elastic it’s tied in.

      He’s been unusually quiet since the tavern. Is he also thinking about my brother? Is he worried? I doubt it, considering how relaxed his body is right now.

      I touch my face, running my finger over my nose, over my markings. The markings given to me by my mother. I miss her dearly. The pain in my chest when I think of her face is suffocating. I can’t even look at my own, it’s too similar. It’s impossible to shut away the thought of her.

      I should write her a letter, just to let her know I’m alive. To let her know I’m coming home and that I’ll see her soon.

      I should, but I can’t. It would give me away.

      “Lyri,” Zemm starts, “everything alright?”

      My face must be anguished. I swallow the rock in my throat before I answer him. “I’m just admiring the view.” 

      He narrows his eyes, but drops it. “We’re almost there,” he assures me.

      I go back to letting my mind drift toward my family. Wondering what Vulas has done to cover his own tracks other than telling the world I’m a murderous traitor. Our parents wouldn’t believe it. I don’t want to imagine what lengths he would go to silence them.

      The noisy wagon comes to an abrupt stop. I’m thankful for the jolt to ground me. My eyes find a large wooden sign: Sunstill. I breath a sigh of relief. I think the Dreamkiss does as well, considering the ringing.

      “I need to find the seer.” And then, I’m leaving.

      “Don’t go running off.” Clem orders me, “You have plenty of time to find your seer. The pretty girl at the tavern told me there’s a festival going on here, and I’d like to stay for it.”

      Nesva squeals in excitement.

      “A…festival?” I scoff. “I don’t have time for a festival.”

      “Sure, you do.”

      Don’t start a fight. I repeat to myself over and over in my head. “Why are you trying to ruin my life?” I ask, climbing out of the wagon.

      “Your life is already ruined. Have some fun with it.” 

      Zemm is the last to exit the wagon. He stretches his legs out and says, “At this rate, I’ll never see the starlight city.”

      Neither will I.

      Contrary to its name, Sunstill isn’t a very sunny town. It’s more than overcast in the sky blocking out the light. Fog from the close ocean is creeping throughout the dark red streets.

      I suppose it’s creepy enough for a seer to live here. They like creepy, right?

      However, it’s still pretty energetic as its citizens prepare for their festival. I wince at the crowd. It’s overwhelming. More opportunity to be caught.

      I hold onto Zemm’s shirt, hiding as best I can, as we dodge the shuffling shoppers and festival planners in the wide streets.

      “Why the hell did they name this gloomy town Sunstill?” Nesva demands. “There’s no sun!”

      “Guess they wanted to trick visitors,” Zemm answers.

      I deduced that almost half of the people passing us in a mad rush are tourists, as we are. “There are too many people here,” I whine. “Too many people from out of town.”

      “What does that matter?” Nesva shoves her way through the crowd.

      Zemm sighs. “She’s worried that someone will notice her.”

      I’m still clutching his shirt, biting my lip. Am I wrong to be worried? No. I’m not. Any of these people could recognize me. And then I’ll be traded off.

      When we make it to the shopping district where temporary stalls are set up next to more permanent brick buildings, Nesva’s bright blue eyes light up. I bet they could light up a dark cave. “Let’s go! Let’s buy ourselves something!” 

      My first instinct is to shake my head, “I can’t—”

      “Please,” she doesn’t wait for me to finish my sentence, “I’d like to get something for Agnat. For when I see her again.”

      Reality punches me in the gut and I become winded. She’s homesick.

      It never occurred to me that Nesva might also be homesick. And maybe Zemm is as well. And actually… maybe Clem. I don’t know anything about their homes, or families. I assumed that because they chose to come on this journey, they wouldn’t bother to miss their past.

      Maybe they all want one moment of normalcy and enjoyment. A party where people are laughing and enjoying themselves rather than us crammed in a tiny wagon, or cave, with no idea where our next bed will be.

      We made it here, so we all deserve that tiny bit of relaxation.

      “Nesva…” I start. “I’m sorry.”

      “Hm?”

      My voice is buried under the sounds of the bustling crowd, “You must really miss her.”

      “Well, she didn’t try to kill me,” she jokes.

      I smile at her. She’s got a great point. Agnat didn’t appear to be the murderous type. “Yeah, I’ll go shop with you. What kind of gift are you thinking?” The corners of my mouth begin to twitch upward, almost forming a smile.

      I’ll blend in with the crowd. No one will notice me.

      She scratches her chin. “I… don’t know. She likes jewelry and stuff. Gemstones.”

      I start to speak quickly, “A bracelet. She could wear it in the mines. A ring would be too distracting. Hard to grip a hammer with something digging into your fingers.” I think a bit before shaking my head. I end up raising my voice in excitement, “No. Maybe a hair clip, actually!” Something with blue gemstones would be good, to match the eye color they both share. She can use it to keep her hair back.

      “Jewelry isn’t supposed to be practical,” Nesva says.

      I’m grinning now. The largest grin I’ve probably had in… who knows how long. “Right. But isn’t she down there most days? At least she can feel pretty while she works.” My attention turns to Zemm, and I’m still grinning, “Doesn’t that make sense?”

      “I guess…” His eyebrow is cocked.

      Maybe I can get my mother something, as well. I can bring her a memento.

      ‘Sorry for worrying you.’ I’ll say, handing her a necklace, or ring, or brooch, or… I don’t know. I just know that she’ll love whatever I bring home to her.

      However, Nesva’s wish isn’t granted. The soft fabric of Zemm’s shirt slips out of my fingers as I’m whisked away into the nearest dark alley. My back slams against the stone wall of the building. Clem keeps his back to me, leaning against the wall as if to shield me from the main road.

      Nesva turns the corner. I can’t see her, but she questions him in her most annoyed tone: “What are you doing? Give her back.”

      “Soldiers. Go away.” Is all he says in response. There’s a flame growing in my chest. The word makes me freeze. They’re not here for me, right? They can’t be. They’re probably here for the festival.

      She doesn’t go away, though. I peek out from behind Clem, Nesva’s lips press into a slash across her face. “I want to go shop—”

      Zemm, ever loyal to his dear friend, shoves her back into the street. I’m convinced they can communicate telepathically, or something.

      “Why do you care about soldiers? Wouldn’t that be perfect for you?” He’s so confusing. It’s giving me whiplash.

      “Stay behind me.”

      “They can’t be here for me.”

      He ignores me, but I expected he would. I check behind us: there’s a way to run. Anticipating my move, his arm twists pulling me farther into him using my cloak. “What did I just say?”

      Then, the familiar clinking armor becomes more and more apparent through the chattering of the regular folks. The safety that sound once instilled in me has long been replaced by a deep dread.

      It no longer reminds me of my dear friend.

      The clinking comes to an incredibly stressful halt. Clem, calm and collected, ignores them. He keeps his head down, checking his nails (or something), holding one hand up to his face.

      I wish I could peek around him.

      “Waiting for someone?” The guard takes a step into the alley.

      “Nope.”

      Another man’s voice speaks now: “What’s the reason for being in the alley, when there’s so much to see in town?”

      “Not a fan of the crowds.” He chuckles, “Also, there’s barely anything to see.”

      These two men exude a dominating confidence and false authority that puts a knot in my stomach. I grip the back of Clem’s vest as my weapon sings. I don’t know why, but I need to resist the urge to wrap my arms around him entirely. I’m yearning for the comfort I felt when he brought me up the stairs in the tavern. I want that version of him right now. He shifts his weight, making sure to keep me as hidden as possible.

      “Are you with a friend?” One of them asks, “I can see a cloak behind you. It seems suspect for someone dressed in black to be making deals in an alley.”

      Clem pushes himself off the wall, one hand pressed into the stone, standing straight up. I fidget with the fabric on his shirt. I can’t stop myself from doing it. “Seems suspect for a priest to have a bodyguard from the royal army.”

      A priest? So, the human church is also looking for me? What do they care about monetary gain?

      The familiar unsheathing of a sword answers him. A series of short breaths start to escape my lips.

      Clem laughs, “You’re joking, right?”

      “You match the description of someone King Claude is looking for,” the priest says. “Someone traveling with an elf spotted in Grimehold.”

      Clem’s body stiffens. “Do I?”

      “You do. Word spreads quickly. Why would the elf be here, though? The Gods must have blessed me.”

      “Doubtful.”

      “They have. I’m going to be rich.” He claps his hands together.

      “An encounter with me is not a blessing. Just ask her.” Clem laughs, taking a step to the side. I swap the grip on his back with my weapon as I’m revealed to the two human men. The guard is, of course, gripping his blade so tightly that his knuckles are going white.

      “You found me out.” Clem says, running his hand through the loose strands of his hair. “I don’t know what a priest could want with a fortune, but come get her.”
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        Out for blood

      




  




My mind has gone blank, there’s nothing but the ringing. When did my bow form? Somehow, I’m aiming straight ahead.

      They come farther into the alley, deeper into the dark. When they’re far enough away from the street, my arrow pierces the guard’s head.

      The crashing armor is muffled behind the song in my head.

      The tension doesn’t leave my body until Clem says through his awful smirk: “Good job, Princess. You’re turning into one of us.”

      …Am I? I clench my stomach, crouching to the floor. My eyes are tightly closed as I fight the nausea. All I have to do is ignore the awful smell of blood. I dry heave. I can’t keep doing this.

      There’s another pound on the floor. The priest is dead.

      I gag as the smell gets stronger. Force it back down. Don’t vomit here. Please don’t vomit here.

      “Get up.” He orders. “We need to get away from these bodies.”

      “I can’t move.” I admit through another gag.

      He pulls me up by my arm. We don’t go forward into the main road. We head toward the back. How many other people know who I am? Everyone is grasping at their chance for a fortune.

      I’m not safe anywhere, with anyone. All I wanted was to buy my mother a gift.

      “You killed a priest.” I mumble, covering both my mouth and nose with my cloak.

      “I’m not very religious.”
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        * * *

      

      In my rented room at the Sunstill inn, I’m pacing in my nightgown, unable to sleep. I’m afraid that if I sleep, I’ll have nightmares of guards and blood and invasions.

      Worse than that, I’m worried my nightmares will be full of being chased. I’ll have one of those terrible dreams where I’m trying my best to run, but my legs aren’t moving. Behind me, something is creeping up. It can move, but I’m frozen. It’ll catch me. What happens when it catches me?

      I always wake up right before it does… but one day I might not wake up at all. One day they could catch me.

      My arms are pulled tightly into me as I pace. If I don’t have anyone to hold me, at least I can hold myself.

      There’s a creak outside my door, and then a soft knock. My arms drop, one now holds my weapon and the other is reaching for the knob. I take my time opening the door. It’s Clem. Of course it is.

      “Can I help you?” I ask, not very politely.

      He walks past me, not waiting for me to invite him in. “You wouldn’t speak to me for the second half of the day and are clearly upset, so I came to check in. Is this about the alley?” 

      “No.” I close the door behind him. Too exposed in this nightgown, I wrap my arms around myself to cover me. “I’m tired of feeling like your silver statue that you’re trying to swindle people into buying.”

      Even if he can be comforting, and sometimes admirable… I just can’t let myself get caught off guard.

      “Silver? Don’t sell yourself short. You’re definitely a golden statue.” He takes a step closer to me. Nothing I say affects him. He always has some moronic response. “I kept you from those men, didn’t I?”

      “I did that myself.”

      He scoffs. “Okay. You didn’t even notice them staring.”

      I was distracted… It doesn’t matter. He kept me from them, but only because they couldn’t offer him anything. He was more than willing to sell me beforehand. “Would you have really sent me off with that awful tyrant in Grimehold? If she made a large enough offer?”

      His silence is heavy in the room. I’m being crushed by it. He turns his head away from me and plays with the handle of the dim lantern near my bed.

      “Is that a yes?” I demand. He still doesn’t answer. I want an answer from him. I need it. “Answer me.”

      “How do you want me to answer?”

      “With honesty.”

      “No.” He looks at me again. “There’s something you want me to say. You won’t accept anything other than that. You don’t believe I’m capable of anything else.”

      There’s nothing I want him to say. There’s something I expect him to say. The difference is important. “Whatever your answer is, you still want your reward.” I let the words come out, even if I don’t want them too. “That’s all you talk about. Even if the world will collapse.”

      “I’m bringing you home,” he snaps, too quickly. After he pauses, his face softens. “I know you don’t realize this, but you’re very lucky that I’m the one that found you.”

      I frown at him. Lucky?

      “Is that a joke? I know that your small brain can’t process how much bigger than you this situation is. Your fortune will mean nothing when a war breaks out.”

      “Stop fighting with me.” He lets out a huff before continuing, “You really think you’re going to find an illusive legend? You’re so sure she’s in Farfell? You think finding this ancient, probably senile, elf will solve all your problems?”

      I hold my breath.

      “I entertained that delusion and wasted my time for you. I don’t know why I did that. It’s been haunting me. And now I’m giving you two more days, out of the kindness of my heart. If you don’t find her tomorrow, you’re coming with me to Sugarport.”

      “No. I’m not.”

      “I will carry you in a sack if I have to. If anyone else found you…” He flares his nostrils. “You wouldn’t be standing in this inn, yelling at me. You would already be in your brother’s cell.”

      My breath escapes when I let out a laugh, “You’re not doing me the favor that you think you’re doing. You’re trying to control everything and failing, miserably. You think you’re the leader of this group?”

      He grins. “I know I’m the leader.” Motioning to me with his hands, he asks, “Would you rather lead? Do you think you’ll be a good leader?”

      I’m taken back by his question. I keep my gaze to the side. “What?”

      He repeats his question, but a bit slower this time, “Do you think you’ll be a good leader?”

      There’s a tingling in my chest now, I place my hand over it. My breath shortens. I try to fill my lungs, but it’s impossible. I start to nervously chuckle. I move my hand to my mouth to keep the laughter in. It doesn’t work and now I’m laughing behind my palm. He crosses his arms, shifting his weight from one leg to the other, and cocks his head. I’m still laughing.

      I take one deep breath. I reach for the door, but don’t open it. “What time are we leaving?” I ask.

      “What the hell was that?” he demands. I don’t know. His ridiculous question made me nervous, so I didn’t want to answer. And now, I’m getting angry. He’s just standing there, being annoying. Being intrusive.

      His voice becomes too playful for my liking. “Are you going mad?”

      “No. My brother is the one going mad.”

      “Does he also just break out into maniacal laughter?”

      Perhaps. Maybe that’s become a trait of his, just like it’s become a trait of mine apparently. He isn’t waiting for me to answer him, “Why did that question make you so nervous?”

      “You think you know everything about my people, you don’t. I have no idea why you even have the knowledge that you do.”

      “I read a lot.”

      “I wasn’t aware you knew how.”

      Now he’s the one who laughs. But his laughter isn’t nervous, as mine was. It’s loud. I’m worried the others will hear it. “You’re so terrible at flirting. Just tell me you like me, instead of being so mean.”

      I let out an enraged groan. “I’m not flirting. I’m insulting you.”

      “No, you’re flirting.” He continues, “You can never take your eyes off me.”

      “That’s not because I like you. That’s because I don’t trust you.”

      He gives me a sly nod. “You don’t treat Zemm this way. You don’t stare at him. Why is that? He and I have the same job, right? You smile and laugh with him. But if I can remember, he left you in the crowd in Grimehold when I stayed. I’m the one who pulled you into that alley today. I got you away from Esra.”

      “He’s not actively aggressive towards me,” I defend.

      He blows a strand of his light hair out of his face. “But he doesn’t go out of his way for you. Not like I do.”

      Why would I like Clem? He’s essentially my captor. This conversation is making my head rush. “I’m not coming with you.” I quickly change the subject.

      He takes a step closer to me. “You’re cute when you’re deflecting.”

      I resist the urge to smack him. “You are so arrogant. And incredibly disrespectful.” I’m not deflecting, from anything. And even if I was, that’s none of his business. I wouldn’t need to deflect if he hadn’t asked me such a stupid question. He’s capable of showing respect to royalty, just not to me apparently.

      His eyes darken a bit. “Disrespectful? That hurts. Should I have given you special treatment? Do you expect me, a human, to pledge my loyalty to the spoiled, entitled, princess of Starview?”

      I’m the one who takes a step closer, now. “Yes.” 

      His gaze explores my face, and then settles on my lips. “How?”

      “Kneel.”

      I don’t know why that word came out of my mouth, or how long I’ve been wanting to demand it. His eyes are clouded with an intense, unreadable, emotion. I expect him to laugh at me again, or storm away, or insult me. Instead, he slowly lowers himself to one knee. My heart is racing. He keeps his head down for a moment. Then, he reaches up, running his fingers over the golden weapon I keep permanently strapped to my waist. His eyes drift up and he whispers, “Or is it, spoiled Queen?”

      My heart is beating faster now. As his hand lowers, it grazes the side of my thigh. My lip quivers, betraying me. I swallow hard before I quickly step away from him.

      My blushing face is hot. As he lifts himself to his feet, I order, “Get out of my room.”

      “To answer your question,” he tries to reach for my face, but I grab his hand. I’m trying to crush it, “I wouldn’t have given you to the Baroness. I always finish a job, so I’m going to hand deliver you myself.”

      “As soon as you step through my city gates, you’ll be shot down. Get out,” I repeat.

      When he leaves, I slam the door behind him. I lean against it, needing to catch my breath. What the hell was that?
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      I don’t want to see him. 

      I’m dreading going downstairs. I felt something, and I don’t like that. It gives him power over me. It was more than anger. It was some weird mash up of my emotions. Like someone put me in a bottle and shook it around.

      What is wrong with me? He’s a monster.

      I keep myself wrapped in the blanket while I pretend to be anywhere but here. I’m not going to their stupid festival. I’m staying right here, in this bed.

      “Lyri!” Nesva is pounding on my door. “Come on. We’re going!”

      “I’m not feeling well,” I lie, “go on without me!”

      The pounding stops, thankfully. The sound of it was making my temples throb. “What the hell do you mean? Are you sick?”

      I fake a loud, dramatic, cough. I hope it’s convincing enough. “Yes! I’ve come down with something. Please leave.”

      The doorknob jiggles a bit, but the door won’t open. I locked it after last night.

      “Lyri!” She shouts again, exasperated. She bangs on the door again. “I’ll knock the door down and then you’ll have to pay for it.”

      Me? Why would I have to pay for it? “Leave me alone!” I shout back. I should just be honest with her. I can trust Nesva… probably. “I don’t want to go downstairs! I don’t want to see Clem. He’s making me insane and confused.”

      The voice from the other side of the door is Clem’s now. “You really should though, you’ll miss out on all the fun.”

      My face turns red in humiliation.

      I keep the covers tight over my head. A noise comes from the doorknob once again. This time, it sounds like a key. Something clicks, or unlocks, and a current of air fills the room as the door swings open. 

      “Why do you have a key!?” I demand from under the blanket.

      “I don’t.” Clem’s footsteps approach my bed. He’s purposely making his boots heavy on the wooden floor. Normally he doesn’t make a sound as he walks. “You’re sick?”

      “Mhmm.” I fake another cough after answering him. 

      “Let me feel your head,” he orders.

      “No!”

      “Are you actually sick, Your Highness, or is it true that you don’t want to see me?” He lowers his voice. “Did I excite you last night? Did you not want me to leave, and now you’re angry at me?”

      “Shut up,” I snap, “I am ill. And I want you to leave now just as I did last night.” 

      He tugs at the blanket, but I hold tighter. “Then, if you’re really sick, I want to help.” He doesn’t let go. The blanket is bunched in his fingers as it gives it another pull. But he doesn’t pull hard, and I’m still able to keep myself buried. He sighs, and there’s a thunk on the table next to me. “Fine. Drink this, it’ll help.”

      I reveal only my eyes. I narrow them on him, and then to the mug he placed on the table. “What is it?”

      “Slugroot. I had some in my bag.”

      “That sounds horrendous.” I scrunch my nose. I’m not drinking anything by that name. 

      He sighs again, rubbing his head. “Not related to actual slugs. It’ll help whatever you have and bring down a fever.”

      I lean up, peering into the cup of tea. He slips off one of his gloves and reaches forward. He tucks my glittering hair behind my long ear before resting his hand on my forehead. It’s warm and soft. It moves down and touches my cheek. My gaze drifts to the side.

      “I’m sorry if I was out of line,” he mumbles, hand still resting on my face. I don’t respond to him. I also don’t want to meet his eyes. They frighten me.

      He’s taking too long. I hold my breath, trying to ignore how my stomach is in knots. When he finally drops his hand, he scoffs. He can absolutely tell that I’m lying.

      “If you feel better, come. They’ll miss you.” He doesn’t wait for me to answer. He leaves and forcefully shuts the door. It’s almost a slam. 

      I touch my cheek, trying to replace the lingering sensation that his hand left. Monster.

      I finally sniff the liquid; It’s earthy. As if it was pulled straight from a tree. I don’t know if I should drink it, because I’m not actually sick. I stretch my arms high above my head, trying to bring my bones to life. Afterwards, I wrap my fingers around the warm mug and lift it to my lips. I take a sip, expecting something awful.

      It’s actually delicious. 

      It’s hot, but I finish the drink. Small leaves line the bottom of the cup. 

      I groan and fall backwards onto the bed. I’ve already made such a scene… but I need to go. I came all the way here. I won’t cower in fear in this tiny room.

      I need to be cautious though. Going alone would be too dangerous, so I should hurry to catch up with them…

      Instead, I stare at the ceiling, swinging my legs back and forth over the edge of the bed. Downstairs I can hear the customers of the tavern under me having their breakfasts and enjoying their mornings. My friends might be down there. Are they talking about me? Do they miss my company?

      I grab the pillow and hug it tightly, unable to fight the homesickness. If I was home and acting like this, Syvis would drag me out of bed and force me down the hall. When I’m left to make my own decisions, I make all the wrong ones.

      I slam the pillow down and force myself out of bed.
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        * * *

      

      It doesn’t take long for me to find the center of town, where the festival is happening. I mostly just follow the other wide-eyed tourists. However, once I get to the square, I don’t search for my friends. I hang off to the side, in the shadow of a large building. Away from the soldiers.

      Beautiful women in extravagant dresses are dancing with uninteresting men to the loud music. I’m severely underdressed in comparison.

      There’s a large tree in the town center, blooming with flowers, and a small shrine in front. People are taking turns stepping up and paying their respects. Others are shopping at the many stalls which are selling jewelry and some novelty items. That’s probably where Nesva is.

      That’s where I should be, but I have nothing to shop with. I’m not responsible for paying for my meals or rooms. Clem has been handling all of that. That’s another thing that gets under my skin. It’s like he doesn’t trust me to handle it all myself. Maybe he thinks I’ll run off.

      There’s a loud, uncomfortable, sigh, as someone sits on the ground next to where I’m standing. They’re also covered by the shade, and a hood. Their tan wrinkled hands extend out from their cloak as they fiddle with a small package. They turn up to me, they’re an old woman, eyes sunken and white. Her face isn’t terribly old looking, but her hands give her age away.

      “You’re too pretty to stand in the shade.” Her voice is smooth. I was expecting coarse or shaky.

      “I have my reasons,” I answer.

      She finally unwraps the package; it’s bread. “I want to go to the shrine, but I scare the children. So, I also sit in the shade.” She jerks her chin upward toward the tree. 

      I sit on the cool grass next to her. She hands me half of her bread and I take it without even thinking. It’s hard for me to discern friend from foe, but I choose to trust her. “Are you blind? Is it your eyes that scare them?” I’ve lost all my tact, it seems. I take a bite, covering my mouth as I chew. 

      “My eyes don’t work well, but I’m not blind.” She doesn’t answer my second question, and I don’t push it.

      I try not to let my full mouth hang open. My throat hurts as I swallow too hard. “Gods…” I almost shout. “You’re a seer!” The Dreamkiss is screaming. I try not to flinch at its loud song.

      She nods, smirking at me. I can’t believe I found her without even looking. Well… I suppose she found me.

      I’ve only met one other seer in my life, in Nevermore. We don’t have one in Starview, Vulas hates them. The one we met in Nevermore terrified him with her vague predictions. I teased him the entire way home about it.

      What did she tell him? I can barely remember now… something about… being blind, I think? Yes. She told him he was going to go blind.

      “They like me when they need me.” She chuckles a bit. “Otherwise, I’m the scary witch who eats children.”

      “Do you eat children?” I furrow my brow.

      “I prefer fish.” 

      I laugh at her joke, but not loudly. The people who pass by shoot us odd glances. Two dark, hooded, figures in the shadows of a lively festival.

      “Do you live here, in Sunstill? I’ve been looking for you.” I get straight to the point. I don’t have time to dance around it.

      “All my life.” She ignores my second statement.

      She keeps staring at the shrine, or in the direction of it. That’s my cue to make a deal with her. I stand, wiping the grass and dirt from my long socks. I hold my hand out, “I’ll bring you to the shrine,” I offer. 

      She purses her thin lips as her head turns to the crowded tree. She takes my hand, and I pull her to her feet. She keeps her head down as we walk. The closer we get, the more congested our surroundings are. I shove someone out of the way and clear a path for her to approach the shrine. 

      She kneels in front of it and says some prayer I don’t recognize. Human tradition, probably. I scan the area around me, and my eyes finally spot my companions. Clem cocks his head, a confused expression on his face when he sees me. I quickly take my eyes off him and turn my attention back toward the seer who is now standing and ready to head back to the safety of the shade. I take her hand and we walk back together. 

      “Thank you,” she says. “Normally I wait until dark, long after everyone else has left.”

      “That’s a shame.” I retake my seat, crossing my legs. 

      I’m working up the courage to ask her my questions. Seers are tricky and vague.

      Her downturned eyes meet mine as she bluntly says, “I don’t see your home. I’ve already looked.”

      I lean forward, gripping the grass tightly. I almost rip it out of the ground. I wasn’t even going to ask that. “What? How is that possible?”

      “I see a trickster who steals from you. Darkness in a city of sunlight. Starlight kept hidden underground.”

      Her voice is chilling. My chest tightens. “Can you clarify?” I ask, even if it’s hopeless. “I have no idea what you’re saying. That wasn’t even my question…”

      “I know.” She states. Recognizing what I desire, she continues: “But I’ve just told you the answer to your question.”
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        Vague riddles

      




  




I grip my weapon. Not to threaten her, just to stop the rapid vibrating. It’s vibrating as quickly as my heart is beating. “I’m looking for someone, though.”

      “Yes. I know.”

      This is why Vulas hates seers. “Well… which part was the answer? Where is she?”

      She ignores me. Her body shakes as she struggles to stand. I turn my head up to her. When she’s on her feet, she says to me, “Your relationships are not a competition, you know.”

      That’s hardly a clarification. I’m even more confused now. I open my mouth but have nothing to say to her. I was stupid to expect her to give me a straight answer.

      She walks away from me, behind a building and off into the shadows of Sunstill. I have no idea what she means. Maybe Zemm will. I rest my head in my hands, keeping my elbows on my knees. 

      My two days are almost up. Will Clem really drag me to the boat? I guess I’ll find out tomorrow.

      I’ll go with him willingly. The seer said I won’t get home, and this will shut him up.

      I’ll find Filauria. I’m not going home without her.
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            SHIPWRECKED

          

        

      

    

    
      Dim, gloomy skies wash over the small seaside town of Sugarport. This little town is entirely made up of various pockets of land, small islands only being connected through the manmade wooden docks. Houses are scattered around on the different islands save for the largest and centermost one, which holds the lighthouse.

      Fishing nets are tossed over several of the docks. Arching metal lanterns lead the way across them. Parts of the wood are rotting away due to the flooding of the sea.

      It’s a grim sight.

      The creaking wood under our feet on the docks is mostly overpowered by the sound of the waves colliding with them. The air is salty, overwhelming my senses. I can almost taste the salt, in fact.

      Zemm nudges me a bit. “Alright?” he asks.

      “Of course.” I say. I’m not worried about being here. Clem is about to look incredibly stupid. The seer won’t be wrong.

      We approach a man at the end of the longest dock. People are loading the large ship behind him. “Yeah?” he asks.

      Clem reaches for the coin purse on his side. “How much for a ride to Starview?” He dangles the pouch in front of him.

      The man scans us. “Starview? Nothing.”

      Clem snatches the pouch back, holding it tightly in his palm. “Nothing? That’s lucky for us, I guess.”

      “Not really,” the man says. “I’m not going to Starview.”

      I chortle. As I glance around us, it becomes more apparent that Clem made a grave mistake of believing any ship here would take me home.

      Clem takes a step forward. “What can I give you to take us to Starview?” There’s a slight panic in his voice. Oh, now he’s worried? He wasted my time coming here. I’m glad he’s panicked.

      “Nothing. I’m not taking my ship past Haelhil.”

      Of course not. Why would he risk it? Ayduin doesn’t care about human ships, he doesn’t have the time. But if he feels threatened (which is often), he will pounce. There’s no way to know what will set him off. He believes the sea is his. Which is why it’s his namesake.

      Actually, he believes everything is his, just like Vulas does. They deserve each other.

      Clem’s fist tightens. “They won’t touch your ship, and if they try anything—"

      “I am not going past Haelhil,” he repeats.

      “Seriously,” Clem speaks, “I’ll give you whatever you want if you take this girl to Starview.” 

      He eyeballs him. “You can’t give me what I want.”

      “Try me,” Clem challenges. “I can do anything.” The man isn’t budging, and Clem isn’t as confident anymore. He’s almost begging now. I kind of love the sight of it. Watching him grovel. The consequences of his horrible actions finally smacking him in the face. “Please.”

      “No. Have a nice day.” The man turns away from us and walks off. I want to scream out of frustration due to my wasted time, but the waves will drown it out. I don’t even know if I can make a sound. 

      Clem also doesn’t speak, he’s biting his fist. Zemm nudges him. “We’ll need to go through the Capitol, will you be alright?”

      He mutters through his finger, “Yeah.” He starts to rub his mouth.

      There’s nothing but anger in my tone. This was a waste of my time and they’re trying to formulate a plan without my input? “Queen Satra told us that my brother is at the capitol.”

      “He’ll probably be long gone by the time we get there,” Zemm assures me. Clem nods a bit. 

      “If that’s true, he’ll be looking for Filauria. I need to beat him to her.” My voice is getting more and more panicked. My body is shaking. I don’t even know where to continue my search.

      “Girl, relax,” Nesva says. She shouldn’t have told me to relax.

      “I can’t! You should have just listened to me! Why do you constantly have to argue with me?” I’m not snapping at her. I’m snapping at Clem. My rage is making my head pound. I place my hand on my chest. “This is your fault, you know.”

      An exaggerated laugh escapes him. “Ha! My fault? That’s hilarious.”

      “This is no one’s fault,” Zemm says.

      “It is! It’s his fault. You’re led by greed and my Goddesses are punishing you.”

      Clem shrugs with a pasted smile on his face. “Maybe I should have let you rot in that cell. You would have deserved it.”

      Zemm shoves him.

      His jokes aren’t funny. They never have been. I snatch one of the daggers from his hip and place it against his neck. I press the cold steel against his skin. Our friends start to panic, but he’s smirking.

      “I let you do that,” he breathes.

      “No, you didn’t.”

      Faster than I can react, he takes his other dagger and returns the favor by bringing it to my neck. His thumb presses harder than I do. My hands shake, but I don’t back down.

      “Enough!” Zemm shouts. 
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        The standoff

      




  




I don’t listen, and neither does Clem. He parts his lips a bit, “Do you know how to use a knife, Princess?” He whispers the last word, it’s almost inaudible.

      “I’m a killer.”

      “Not like me.” He leans closer, putting more pressure on my neck. Our noses are almost touching. I can feel his breath. It smells like coffee… I can’t let it distract me. “Don’t get me excited. Drop the knife.”

      “You first.” My shaky voice isn’t nearly as threatening.

      He doesn’t let up, so I press a little farther. I could kill him right now, if I wanted to. It would be justified. His neck is already bleeding. Just a little farther.

      “Stab me,” he orders. “Do it.”

      I’m locked up. His jade eyes are keeping me frozen in place. He mouths something else, but I can’t hear it. His voice is too low now. Something about… ‘come on’ maybe? I don’t know. I can’t think.

      He takes a deep breath and closes his eyes for a second. The hand keeping the cold steel against my skin vanishes as the blade drops to the ground. The dinging as it hits the wooden dock rattles in my ears. He holds up his hands, surrendering. My own hands are shaking as I pull the knife away from him. I hand it back to him with the blade pointed outwards, and he places his hand over mine, grabbing the handle. 

      “That’s not how you pass off a knife,” he says.

      I jerk away and pull my hood over my head. I’m still shaking as I storm off. The pressure of my stomp creates a crack in the rotting floorboard. My foot slips through the jagged wood. “Ah!” 

      Clem is laughing behind me. I ignore the heat in my face as I wrench my foot out and continue my dramatic departure. I walk down the docks, away from the group. Away from him. I don’t care about having a queen’s guard (or whatever these people are to me). I’m going to solve my problem alone.

      Someone in this town has to have a map.

      I may have reached a dead end, but someone in the largest city on this forsaken continent will have heard something. I don’t want to go to Nevermore, but I definitely have to.

      My only two choices are: find a ship to take me home, where I may be killed immediately. Or: go to Nevermore to look for Filauria, where I may be killed immediately.

      The closer I get to that city, the bigger my chance to run into Vulas is. He’ll be there waiting for me. What will I say to him? What will I do?

      I know what I would want to do, anyway. I would want to use the last bit of life in this weapon to snuff his out.

      There is a third option, however: throw the Dreamkiss into the ocean so it’s no longer my problem and become a hermit in the woods.

      It starts to ring, angry at my terrible joke. “Sorry.” I mumble. “I don’t mean it.”

      I stand on a small patch of land, away from the rotting docks, and glance around. It’s quite a dreary little town, and I haven’t seen many residents. I just need someone, anyone. Preferably someone who doesn’t look so mean.

      “Lyri!” Zemm calls. I turn as he jogs toward me. “Don’t run off.” 

      The harsh wind tries to blow my hood down, I hold it in place. “I’m leaving. Thank you for being kind to me. I’ll never forget you.”

      He deeply sighs. “Stop being dramatic. We’re taking you home.” 

      “No, you’re not. I’m not going home.” I don’t have time for this. And I no longer wish to travel with them anyway. I don’t want to be led by someone who masquerades as a hero.

      “This was a setback. We know another way.” The wind is blowing his clothes as well. He’s holding onto his long braid, trying to keep it from whipping around. I’m curious, my face gives it away. He continues but speaks a bit louder. We can barely hear each other over the noise, “We need to go to Candlewood.”

      I scrunch my nose. “I’m not going there. I have other plans and I’m making the journey alone. Thank you,” I say to him. 

      “We won’t let you go alone.” 

      I scoff. “We? You’re the only one here.”

      He shoots me a half smile. “You excited Clem too much. He needs to take a cold bath.”

      Gross. I twist my face in disgust before saying, “You can come with me. But only you. And Nesva, actually.”

      His shakes his head. “I can’t leave him behind.”

      “Why? He doesn’t need either of us. He just keeps getting shiny new people to fill the void in his soul.”

      Zemm cocks one of his eyebrows. “Do you know why he does that?”

      “Because he’s a lonely pervert.” I don’t care for the real answer. I don’t care about Clem’s tragic backstory.

      Zemm’s face softens, and his eyes are like that of a baby animal. I think he’s really handsome, despite what those awful humans said. “No.” he answers, “He just wants to give people a fighting chance.” He holds something out to me. A scroll. 

      I unroll it. It’s a map of Farfell. A real map! My eyebrows press together. “Why are you giving me this?”

      “If you’re set on going alone, take the map. Though, I hope you reconsider.” His eyes are sad. “I’ll miss you.”

      My heart throbs. He really is so kind. The polar opposite of his friend. “I’ll miss you too.”

      He reaches forward and wraps his arms around me. This is the first hug he’s ever given me. This is actually the first real hug I’ve gotten in a long time. I forgot what they felt like. Warm, safe, comforting. All I wanted was to be comforted.

      “Think of me when you walk on your light up floors.” He says.

      I push myself away, unable to lift my head up. If I lift it, I’ll cry. I nod before turning away. I hesitate for a few seconds as my feet are frozen on the ground.

      Finally, I walk away.
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            THE LONG NIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m studying the map. Sugarport is at the very south of Farfell, and Nevermore is far north.

      It’ll take me longer to get there than I anticipated. If I go straight from here, I’ll hit Mirrormire, a dense forest. It’s too dangerous to go through. I’ll need to go around.

      I grip the piece of parchment tightly as the wind whips at my face. It’s getting stronger by the minute. My cloak will fly off if I don’t find coverage soon. 

      The Dreamkiss smacks against my hip, dangling from the rope that barely holds it. It’s begging for safety, singing a song. Above me, the sky is turning black. I roll up the map and place it in my bag.

      I’m going to be caught in this terrible storm if I linger. I search around for some kind of shelter. My eyes land on a horse stable. It isn’t great, but good enough.

      I push open the wooden door. The smell is awful, but I’ll manage.

      I make my way to the back and lean against the wall, taking a seat on the piles of coarse hay scattered about. Thunder shakes the building. The shutters on the window slam against the wall. From where I’m sitting, rain is hitting me. It’s freezing, but I don’t care. It’s better than the fall from the cliff, or the wagon where I was trapped, or the cell in Grimehold. I cross my legs and wrap the cloak around me like a blanket. 

      I keep my head down, hoping to drift off soon. What would Syvis think of me sleeping in a horse stable? She would most likely have a heart attack. I’ll skip mentioning this when I see her again.

      I’d like to get something for Agnat. For when I see her again.

      My stomach and chest ache. Will Nesva be okay with them once I’m gone?

      “Everything is awful.” I mumble. My weapon responds with its song.

      I think the worst part about this is that I really miss Vulas, as insane as that sounds.

      Maybe I should have made more friends. I would have had someone else to spend my time with and I wouldn’t be so stuck on him. We did everything together, even as children. I want to go back to that time. I want to go back to the lunch before he told me about his trip to Nevermore. I want to go back to when my mother was the one using this stupid, dying thing that has me trapped. I miss my parents, and I miss Syvis, and I miss my bed. 

      But I truly miss Vulas more. Or at least the memory of him.

      I start to cry. I cover my mouth with my hands to muffle my wailing. Though, there’s no way I’m louder than the horrendous storm. Perhaps when I meet him again, I can reason with him. I’m okay with trying to reason with him. I don’t want to fight. I will if I have to, but I don’t want to.

      The door creaks open at the end of the room. I peek out from under my hood, but my tears obstruct my vision. They quietly step over to me before taking a seat. 

      It’s the last person I want to see in this moment. The person who will never leave me alone.

      He sits with his feet on the floor and knees bent, resting his arms on them. He keeps his eyes forward toward the door he came through. He doesn’t speak, so I do. “How did you know where to find me?” My voice is nasally. I sniffle a bit. 

      His head turns to face me. The strands of his hair fall a bit over his face. “Well, I knew you weren’t going to ask any of these kind citizens if you could sleep on their floor. And I didn’t think you’d be walking back to Sunstill in this weather. You’re—" He stops himself from continuing, tightly closing his mouth. He turns his head again back to its previous position. I stare at his profile, trying to read it.

      I ignore what I think was going to be another insult. “Where are you staying?”

      “They found a place.” He closes his eyes, keeping his head flush with the wall. That isn’t what I asked.

      He lifts himself off the ground and walks to the violently slamming window. He reaches out, closing it. “Letting yourself get rained on. You’ll get sick.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I say.

      “Yes. It does. I used all my Slugroot when you were playing pretend.” He retakes his place next to me on the ground, wrapping his arms around himself. He’s shivering.

      We’re both silent for a long time.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Hm?” he mumbles in reply.

      “Why are you here?” I grind my teeth when I get no response from him. “Go inside,” I order.

      His teeth chatter. “No.”

      We sit in silence again. Great. He’s not leaving, and neither am I. We’re both stubborn. “I used to be so relaxed. I was never ‘uptight,” I say, “Vulas was the uptight one. He was never able to relax.”

      Clem leans back against the wall, eyes closed. He shuffles, trying to get more comfortable. “He sounds like a dick.”

      For some reason, I get defensive. I bunch my fists together on my knees. “He’s not. He’s actually very kind.”

      Why did I just say that?
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He snickers. “Didn’t he try to kill you?” 

      “Yes.”

      “Doesn’t seem very kind.”

      He’s right. I don’t know why I’m arguing in defense of Vulas when he doesn’t deserve it. It’s just so hard at times for me to forget the way he was. I’m holding onto it. But I’m gripping it too hard. It’ll make my hands bleed.

      “You really didn’t deserve that. Even if you’re rude.” He sighs.

      No. I didn’t.

      “Have you ever seen him?” I’m curious. He must have.

      He turns, eyes open now. “Yeah. I’m sure he looks different. You do.”

      Do I? I suppose I must. “But you still recognized me. All twilight elves have these markings. But you knew mine.”

      “They’re unique and I have a good memory.” It’s still a vague, not quite real, answer.

      I press farther, hoping to get something else out of him. “You were close enough to me, whenever you saw me, to distinguish them.”

      “Eagle eyes,” he smirks.

      “No. I don’t buy it.” I shake my head. “You would need to have spent ample time with me to remember my face. You’re lying.”

      His eyes aren’t meeting mine, they’re locked on the rest of my face. I see them following the line across my nose. This may have been the longest he’s stared at me. Except for when I almost stabbed him. My eyes trace down to his neck. The bleeding stopped, at least, but there’s a cut. I wonder if it’ll scar.

      He jerks his head away, “I don’t think it matters much.” He sighs. “You don’t know me. Even if we met in another life, you’re too spacey to remember.”

      “Is that why you hate me? Because I can’t remember you?”

      Now I’m the one watching his face, but it’s unreadable. “Because you were some kid in a crowd that I overlooked?”

      “You think I hate you?”

      “Yes. You seem to have some vendetta against me. The first thing you ever did was call me entitled.” I state. “Did you work in the castle?” That’s how he saw me. It had to be. If he was a worker, he would have been close enough to me.

      His loud laugh wakes a couple of the horses. “You must have a pretty low opinion of the King to think he hired children.”

      “Then maybe your parents did, and you lived there with them.” I offer. I’m trying anything. “Or a shop during the festival.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you. You’re wrong.”

      Those were my only two options. Maybe I’m just reading too much into it.

      Now I’m the one shivering. Through my chattering teeth, I ask, “Why won’t you just tell me? Why are you holding it over my head?”

      His lips part, and the corners of his mouth turn upward. “It’s fun for me,” he admits in his low growl. “I couldn’t believe I ran into you. Of all the people, of all the places.” Everything he does is a game. I should know that by now.

      “Can you imagine,” he continues, leaning a bit closer to me. His hand almost touches mine on the floor. “If you never find out who I am… and you need to live your very long life always being haunted by me? I’ll have won.”

      “I’ll forget about you,” I say. I’m not trying to convince him. I’m trying to convince myself.

      “I can prove that you won’t, but it’ll give it away.” He bites his lip. Holding it in. He reaches forward and takes a few strands of my hair in his fingers. He watches the color shift before I swat his hand away.

      I don’t know why I’m doing this, but I forcefully grab his face. There’s a single strand of silver hair down the front of it. My hand is holding his chin. I narrow my eyes on him. Studying. I stare at every single line. His thick eyebrows, his long eyelashes, his thin pointed nose.

      I don’t even realize how long I’ve been holding him here until he breathes, “You want to kiss me?”

      “No.” I begin to blush as I pull his head in different directions. “You’re one of the princes.”

      He grabs my wrist but doesn’t pull my hand away, “I’m not a prince.”

      “A bastard son, then,” I offer. “The king had an affair and you lived in the palace to hide his infidelity.

      He slides his fingers over mine. “Wow, you’re getting creative. And yet still so wrong.”

      I’m exhausted of this annoying game. I refuse to play anymore. “You have a knife with the royal crest on it.”

      “I stole it from Prince Cyrill in a brothel.”

      He has an answer for everything, but I doubt he’s one of the princes anyway. They, and the king himself, are all incredibly cold, large, and grizzly. In contrast, Clem crawled from the shadows in the cracks of the palace walls. I doubt he’s ever held a broadsword. His hands are too soft for that. And if he was from the palace, he would have learned.

      There’s another option. It’s a long shot, and insane, but…

      “Ashe,” I state.

      I expect him to smirk again, but his face freezes. “I told you that your friend is dead.”

      My heart stings. I give in, finally dropping it.

      His features aren’t soft enough, anyway.

      “Go to the house. They’ll let you stay,” he says. “I don’t want to be stuck out here all night.”

      “Then you go inside. No one is forcing you to stay out here in the cold.”

      “You’re so stupid.” He stands and starts to kick the piles of hay around.

      I grind my teeth. “Stop insulting me.”

      He’s crouching now, still making an uncomfortable hay bed. “Stop being so dense. I’m not leaving you out here alone.”

      “Fine. But don’t speak to me anymore. Once the sun rises, I’ll be heading to Nevermore alone and you’ll never see me again.” I curl up into a ball on the floor, using my cloak as a blanket. The scent of the stable subsided a bit, or maybe I just got used to it, but I still hate it.

      “You don’t know the way.”

      I reach into my bag. With my back turned to him, I pull out the map and wave it in the air. “I have a map! Your best friend gave it to me!”

      He quickly snatches it from my hand. I pull myself up to my knees and launch forward, trying to grab it from him. He’s holding me back and keeping it out of my reach, high above us.

      He lowers the hand holding the map a bit, but still keeps a tight grip on it. “You really are an idiot if you think I’m letting you go by yourself. It’s not safe for you. Especially with that weapon of yours.”

      I should take my weapon out and slam it into his face. Like I did to the man in the camp. “I can protect myself.”

      “I know.” When he says that, it catches me off guard. “You’re not a damsel in distress, you’re a target. You can use a bow and that’s great. But you get surrounded by mercenaries sent by your brother? You’re going down, easy.” He stops holding onto me, and I stop fighting for the map. “Not to mention, you don’t blend in very well.”

      He’s right. I’m a walking target. I unclip the Dreamkiss from my hip and play with it in my hands. It glows but doesn’t form anything. I can’t read the writing on it. Vulas probably can, though.

      He surprises me and hands the map to me. “I’m sorry.”

      I keep my eyes down. “For being awful?”

      “No. I’m sorry you got stuck with that.”

      “You know what it is,” I state, unsurprised. He apparently knows everything about my people.

      “A burden with no direct expiration date.” He takes it from me, and the glowing stops. He examines it. “How did it happen?”

      What a dumb question. “I picked it up and it started to glow. But it’s dying.” 

      He peeks up at me. “Is that possible?”

      “Apparently. It cries out in pain constantly. It’s deafening. Sometimes I hear it in my sleep. I need Filauria to fix it. Otherwise, I’ll go mad.”

      Our eyes meet. They’re the softest I’ve seen of them. “What did the seer say, when you met her?”

      I swallow, reciting her weird predictions; “A trickster that steals from you. Darkness in a city of sunlight. Starlight kept hidden underground.”

      “That’s not very helpful.” He scoffs.

      Tell me about it.

      After sighing, he bites his lip. His face tenses a bit when he’s thinking hard. Something about it is almost cute. Almost. “Well, you’re starlight.”

      “Me?”

      He nods. “Nevermore is the city of sunlight. There are suns everywhere. That’s kind of its thing. I’m sure you remember that.”

      He’s right. It’s full of sun imagery. “Filauria is starlight. If I am, then so is she.”

      “So where would she be,” he asks, “if she was kept hidden underground?”

      I shrug. I honestly don’t know. “Your sewer?” I joke.

      My joke definitely didn’t land, because he took me seriously. “Grimehold isn’t the only place with a guild in the sewers.”

      So, maybe she could be in Nevermore? Esra knew her, maybe the guild there knows her as well. “I was going to head to Nevermore. Someone there might have heard something.”

      A crack of flickering lightning brightens the stable, only for a second. It’s followed by another roar of thunder, shaking the fragile walls.

      Clem mumbles under his breath, it’s almost inaudible. “This is something you really want to do?”

      “Yes.” I quickly say, much louder. “This is all I want.”

      He rubs his forehead, exhausted, while his other hand is bunched into a fist. He bangs it on his leg a few times.

      He’s going to fight me again. He’s going to try to drag me away in a sack. I won’t let him.

      I don’t expect it when he takes my hand, squeezing it lightly. “I’ll help you find her. But then you’re going home. Starview needs its Queen, right?” 

      My chest tightens. I can’t even begin to imagine it. I slide my hand away from his. “I don’t know how to do that.” 

      “You’ll probably figure it out.” 

      I return to my fetal position on the ground. With my back turned to him. I force my eyes shut and try my best to sleep. I don’t know if I’ll figure it out.

      No, I’m not going to think about it. I don’t need to worry about it now.

      “Be nicer to me,” I mumble.

      “No.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            17

          

          

      

    

    







            DEADLY ELF

          

        

      

    

    
      Pieces of hay are stabbing my exposed skin. It’s not cold anymore. I’m warm. I shift on the floor, pressing myself against the source of the heat. An arm is wrapped around my waist, holding me tighter as I move. Warm breath is grazing my ear. I place my hand over the arm and an uncontrollable smile forms on my face.

      My eyes shoot open.

      I rip Clem’s arm off me and fling it over to him, causing his hand to smack him in the face. “Why….” he mumbles in his half sleep.

      “Don’t touch me.” I brush the hay off of me on my way up to my feet. At least, any I can find. Nudging him with my foot, I order, “Get up. We have to go.”

      “Your Highness, please don’t step on me.” As he smacks my foot away, I almost fall back.

      He takes far longer to pick himself up than I do, because he’s lazy. He stretches after he stands, making his already long body even taller. As he walks, he pets some of the horses on his way. I follow him with my head down.

      I play with my sleeve as we walk, stomach in knots. I’m a little embarrassed of the way I stormed off and caused a scene. I’m ashamed that I caused Zemm unnecessary pain. 

      We make our way across one of the waterlogged docks to the entrance of the town, where our two friends await.

      Zemm, smirking with his large teeth, opens his arms for me to bury myself in the fabric of his shirt. “Glad to see you’re alive.”

      “You wrote about this in your journal… didn’t you?” I ask him. He nods.

      I pull my hood down farther over my blushing face. 

      The wind blows Nesva’s blonde hair around before she finally tucks it behind one of her ears. They’re rounded like a human’s, but larger. She’s so pretty and confident. I want to be like that. “I knew you weren’t going off by yourself.”

      “Yes I was.” I state.

      She shakes her head. “Nope. You’re too scared of people to go alone.”

      I press my eyebrows together. Does she mean crowds? That doesn’t count. My reasons for (currently) hating crowds are very valid. “Whatever. Let’s just go.”

       Now we’re off, again, back to Sunstill to catch a wagon. Luckily, we’re not staying the night there. Clem is finally understanding the situation and moving with haste. It only took him wasting a day of my time to get there. Let’s see how long this will last.

      “Where did you sleep?” Nesva asks me.

      “She made me sleep with her in a barn.” Clem shoots a smirk back, answering for me. “I need a bath now.”

      “I knew you liked him.” Nesva snorts as my face reddens. “Didn’t I tell you that?”

      “You did,” Clem answers her.

      She what?

      I bunch my hands into fists so hard that my knuckles crack. I will remember this when I rule Starview. Maybe I’ll lay waste to the world, instead of Vulas doing it. Starting with them.

      “Have you been talking about me?” I turn to Zemm, “Did you know they talk about me?”

      He keeps his gaze forward. “Yeah, it’s in my book.”

      “Well… what does it say? What are you all saying about me?”

      “Oh, look!” Clem exclaims as he steps into the small town. “We’re here!”

      I tug on Zemm’s sleeve. “Is it bad?”

      He smirks, his eyes as soft as ever. “Never.”

       I can’t tell if he’s joking… is he joking? He nudges me into the town behind Clem.

      I’ll drop it… for now.

      Sunstill is far quieter than it was the other day. But there are more soldiers than before. Too many of them. They more than doubled in number. Is this because we killed one?

      We stop in town only to stock up on rations. I don’t enter the shop with them. I keep off to the side of the building with my hood up.

      In front of me, there are a couple of gossiping women, I catch a bit of their conversation.

      “Yes! A twilight elf! Apparently, she tried to kill the twilight elf queen.” My blood runs cold. What an awful lie.

      All I have to do is ignore it.

      The other woman gasps, “Where is she now? Locked up hopefully.”

      “They never caught her. King Claude has sent orders out.” She leans in closer to her friend. “She’s been leaving a trail of bodies in every city she visits with her servants. Her goal is to wipe out Farfell. It happened here, right in this town!”

      The other woman’s loud gasp causes a few others to glance over at them. I pull my hood down farther.

      How dramatic of them. I can’t help but roll my eyes. Is that the rumor about me? I’m some deadly murderer? I was literally held hostage, and I’m the puppet master?

      How can people believe such nonsense? How could people believe I would try to kill my own parents?

      My emotions take over. I push myself off the wall, ready to interject myself into their conversation. I shouldn’t, but I can’t help myself.

      “Hey—”

      Clem steps in front of me. “Ignore it. And keep your head down.”

      My rapid heartbeat starts to slow. He’s right. I have to ignore it. I do as I’m told and keep my head down as I walk away from them. “Did you hear that, though?”

      “Welcome to being an outlaw. You’re a hot topic.”

      I wouldn’t be mad if they were telling the truth. If they were talking about how I’ve been dragged through the underworld and back again, but persevered despite it. But they think I’m the villain.

      How many people believe those lies about me? What if I become a Queen with a terrible reputation that no one ever wants to converse with?

      “Lyri, you alright?” Nesva nudges me.

      I nod to her. I want to tell her that I’m just tired, but my mouth isn’t cooperating. I might pass out instead. I would never try to kill my mother.

      We reach the wagon and Zemm takes my hand to lift me in. It’s small, and there aren’t enough seats, so I sit on the floor. To be honest, it’s more comfortable anyway. A week ago, I would be enraged that I was on the floor. I don’t care anymore.

      I’m holding my emotions in. I need to become a master at masking them, like Vulas is. I can’t cry. I refuse to.

      Clem glances at me. “Alright?” he mouths.

      How could I be? How could anyone be?

      I let myself be manipulated by loving blindly. I ignore the cracking of the ground until it shatters under me. I can’t do that anymore. And I can’t let my emotions cloud my judgement when someone is lying about me. That’s really no way for a ruler to behave.

      But… how does a ruler even behave? I know how my mother and Vulas behave, but what about me?

      You don’t have to understand it. You just have to do it.

      My mother’s words are haunting, mostly because she’s right. I have to do it, even if doing things is hard. My first job as Queen is to make sure my country doesn’t collapse, that’s easy. My second job, confronting Vulas, will be much harder.
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            THE GHOST IN THE FOREST

          

        

      

    

    
      When the wagon stops, my head hits the side. I rub my eyes, woken up from my nap. My blurry vision takes a second to focus, but I soon realize we’re not even at a town.

      “Wha—?”

      “Main roads are way too risky.” Clem doesn’t give me time to finish my question. “That’s it for wagons.”

      Great. “Won’t that take too long?” I mumble, sliding out onto the dirt path.

      Zemm answers me, “It’s actually shorter. We can cut through the forests.”

      “Exactly.” Clem says, “This is a shortcut.”

      As the wagon drives off, we make our way into the woods from the road. I keep my vision upward as we walk. It’s unrealistic, but maybe I can catch a glimpse of my home in the distance over the trees surrounding us.

      The woods are getting thicker. It’s becoming harder to navigate the greenery. If this is supposed to be a shortcut, it’s not a very good one. I’d prefer if Zemm took the lead. At least he properly knows how to read a map. Not to mention, he’s far smarter than any of us. 

      The silence is filled with buzzing insects and snapping twigs under our feet as we walk. I’ve been smacking away any tree branches that get in my way, while Clem uses a knife on them. His method is probably more efficient. Whatever.

      Luckily, the thickness eases up after a few minutes of internal complaining.

      However, there’s a rustling in the trees to my right. “Do you hear that?” I ask them as quietly as possible.

      “It’s probably an animal,” Clem answers with much more volume in his voice. “Leave it be.”

      I listen harder. Zemm and I make eye contact. “The movements are too calculated to be an animal.” His voice is hushed.

      I agree. Someone is watching us. Watching me. As I go to speak, an arrow flies past Zemm’s head. It misses him and pierces the tree to his left. 

       “Told you.” I’m way too smug.

      Clem scowls, pulling out his other dagger, anticipating another arrow. As if they would do anything to stop it. 

      Slithering out from behind the thick trees are two humans. Bandits. But there’s only two of them, easy. One of them carries the bow that sent the arrow toward us. I can’t wait to see who’s faster.

      “See? Imagine if you left by yourself?” Clem’s snide remark barely penetrates me. I don’t even flinch.

      He raises his voice after taking a step in front of me. He has a firm grip on both of his blades. “You didn’t have to shoot!”

      A twilight elf emerges from the trees. They found me. They followed the trail I left behind by being reckless. I peek out from behind Clem to get a better view.

      Oh, lovely.

      The familiar, ghostly white hair is impossible to miss. I grab onto his shoulder and pull him down a bit. He keeps his eyes locked on her as I whisper in his ear. “I know her.”

      Farren smiles when she sees me. It’s not a normal, or real, smile. It’s sinister. I forgot how cold her icy gaze is. “Princess Faelyri!” she shouts, pronouncing my name correctly. “I’m here to bring you home.”

      Bring me home? That’s doubtful. It’s far more likely that she’s here to stuff my head in a bag.

      My mother would never send humans to collect me. She wouldn’t trust them. She doesn’t even know any humans, to be honest. And if she had, Farren would never be the one leading them. Syvis would. “You’re lying. How much is the reward for my head?” I puff my chest out, or at least try to, just to appear powerful.

      Clem lets out a quiet laugh. I resist the urge to scowl at him.

      Her face doesn’t falter. If she’s angry, she doesn’t show it. “I have it here, actually. I was told to offer it to your… companions.” Farren is handed something from one of the humans. Something wrapped in a deep green velvet fabric. She takes her time unveiling it.

      It’s my crown.

      Thin, golden branches, decorated with moonstone, shaped perfectly for my head. She holds it up to me.

      ‘Bring me my sister’s head, and you can have her crown.’ How twisted.

      “Shit.” Clem mutters under his breath. The smile on his face is world-shattering. “It really is a fortune.”

      Wow. My heart is shrinking. It might shrivel up into a crushed powder. The world is in slow motion, now. Has time stopped?

      “Well, there you go,” I say to him in a voice harsher than I’ve probably ever used. “Ready to make your deal? You can finally move out of the sewer.” I spit the last word, hoping it stings.

      “The crown for the girl,” Farren starts, “You’ll want for nothing for the rest of your short lives.”

      Clem sheathes both of his daggers. Why? “Really? The crown?”

      “Yes.”

      “Alright. Deal.” My soul has just been punched out of my body. “Drop it though, I don’t really trust you.”

      “No. Hand her over first,” Farren orders. My legs are shaking.

      “Nope,” he snaps back. He nods to the crown. “Not until you’re far away from that.”

      “You can’t sell her.” When Nesva speaks, my body tenses even more. “Are you nuts?”

      Clem ignores her.

      “Where’s Vulas?” I ask over the static in my ears.

      “You’ll see him soon.” Farren is so annoying. I’m frustrated and tired of her. I’ve been tired of her for years.

      I unclip the Dreamkiss from its rope holster and create my bow. I aim it directly at her, “That isn’t an answer.”

      Clem’s words come out through his grinding teeth. “Drop your weapon, you idiot.”

      I’m not sure why she thought her plan would work smoothly. It was sloppy of her to come. She could have sent any other elf and maybe I wouldn’t be angry enough to fight back.

      But I really hate her.

      I continue to steady my aim. I hold the blue celestial arrow as I ready myself. It’s loud. Its thoughts are guiding me through the shot.

      “You’re going to shoot me?” Farren asks.

      “You tried to shoot me.” My grip tightens, my palms are pulsating. My rapid heartbeat is pounding in my ears.

      Farren laughs again. “Faelyri.” She spits my name, mispronouncing every part of it. “Put the bow away. You were always terrible with it. You can’t even hit an immobile target. You were much better suited for your other, more mindless, hobbies.”

      “Are all twilight elves rude?” Zemm asks, receiving no response.

      “You really shouldn’t speak to her like that,” Clem tells her. His smile has quickly faded. “In fact, you shouldn’t even look at her.” My eyes quickly dart in his direction, then back to my primary target. He continues, “I’ve changed my mind. I won’t be handing her off to you, but I’ll take the crown.”

      She scoffs at him, “What are you supposed to be, then? A guard dog?”

      “She wishes.”

      “Drop the bow. I won’t ask again,” Farren commands me. In response to her comical request, I send my arrow past her and into the head of one of the humans at her side. The one who handed my crown to her.

      It hits directly in his eye.

      “Damn…” Zemm mumbles.

      Another arrow appears in my hand. “You know, you’ve always been the worst—" I get cut off before I can finish my thought. Behind us, more humans emerge from the thicket, along with a massive wolf. Great.

      I should have known she would bring more than two annoying freaks with her, but I didn’t think she would bring an animal. I don’t want to shoot an animal. It launches at me, snarling, ready to bite down into my flesh. I fire my shot. 

      I miss. 

      Nesva’s hammer smacks it in its furry nose before it lands on me. Its bones crack as her weapon collides with it. “Don’t touch my friend you stupid, ugly animal,” she growls at the beast.

      “Incredible,” Clem breathes. Shut up, I want to scream. Nothing about this is incredible. But… she’s cool.

      Despite the blow to the face, the creature is back on its feet. It tries to howl, but it comes out as a whimper. 

      Okay, now we’re fighting. I need to focus.

      To my left, Zemm has created a barrier between him and another bandit. He drops it at points, only to create an opening for his spells. She dodges his flames until one finally catches her arm. She grips her blade tighter as she slices across his chest. She then drops her blade from the pain of the burn.

      The noise he makes as it slices through his skin makes my blood curl. He holds his bloody chest, in agony. A bolt of lightning escapes his fingers, frying her. The scent of burning flesh surrounds us now. 

      A loud, metallic, ding echoes as Nesva’s hammer strikes a shield. She brings her hammer down once more, creating an even louder reverberating sound. This time, the shield fractures. 

      When the wolf decides to pounce on her again, she swings her hammer back, snapping its jaw. Then, back to the bandit.

      As I’m about to send an arrow into her opponent’s head, my bow vanishes. The Dreamkiss was screaming, and now there’s nothing but silence. What’s happening? Why is it gone? I try to create my bow again with no luck.

      How can it just vanish? I smack it against my hand.

      Nesva swings her hammer into his skull, and he drops his cracked shield. She, panting, quickly steps away. She runs to Zemm. I hope she makes it in time.

      I’m frozen, staring at my lifeless weapon. I’m trying to channel everything I can into it. “Now’s not the time to die.” I whisper. “Please work. Please work. Just for a little while longer. I’ve almost found her, I promise.”

      Maybe this is because I raised my weapon on one of my own people. Perhaps the two Goddesses found that insulting.

      I wish I could ask someone.

      I let my guard down for too long. I’m distracted for too long. My scream is blood curdling. I’ve never screamed like this before. Like I do when the knife plunges into my arm.

      I stumble back with the blade still in me. My arm hangs, but I still have the energy to hold my weapon. I won’t let go of it. I will never let go of it, even if it’s dead. Not while Farren is still here.

      Not ever.

      I grip the handle of the knife. I feel nothing at first, it’s numb, but as I rip the blade out of my skin, that’s when the shock sets in. My skin is being ripped open, the pain of it travels down my arm. 

      By now, the man who stabbed me is having his throat slit open by Clem’s dagger. I watch it happen. He does a messy job.
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His eyes have an insane darkness in them. His teeth are bared. His gloves are covered in the man’s blood.

      The man is dead, but Clem doesn’t let go. He stabs him again in the side of the face. And then one more time before throwing him down. 

      I’ve never witnessed anything so terrifyingly unhinged.

      Farren is left, but I can’t shoot her. I can’t lift my arm. She doesn’t come for me, though. She targets Clem. He braces himself, and her sword comes down on his crossed daggers. Clem is fast, and a good fighter, but he won’t win. 

      There’s a reason my brother chose Farren as his guard. 

      I’m begging my weapon in Elven, trying anything to get it to work. I can’t just stand here. The pain in my arm is debilitating, but I smack the Dreamkiss against my other palm once again. There’s no vibration. No song. It’s gone.

      Clem can’t even get a swing in. She’s keeping him on the defense. Causing him to constantly take steps back. She’s just way too fast. 

      I don’t know how, but he knocks her long, thin, blade out of her hand. She’s just as surprised as I am, and tries to reach for it. He kicks it to the side. She has another weapon, a dagger to match his. She stabs forward, but he blocks. 

      My body is shaking. I don’t want him to die. He needs to stay and finish this journey with me. I want him to stay. I won’t let him, or this stupid weapon, die on me.

      My grip on the Dreamkiss is loosening. I fight through the searing pain and lift my arm. “Wake up.” I order my partner.

      It takes a second, but the low song returns. My bow appears in my hand. I try my best to steady it.

      I hope I don’t miss.

      As her hand is raised I send the arrow through it. I was aiming for her head, but this is good enough. She’s pinned to the tree but only until my arrow melts into starlight.

      She cries out in pain, holding the new hole in her hand.

      “Tell my brother I’ll see him when I get home.”

      She doesn’t delay and makes her escape back into the woods. My bow vanishes, and I drop the Dreamkiss completely. I can’t hold it any longer. I slow my breathing, taking longer and deeper breaths. The rushing in my head is subsiding. 

      Clem comes to my side, he’s sweating and no doubt as exhausted as I am, “Are you alright?”

      “Do I look alright?” I snap at him.

      What does “alright” even mean? My body is cold and my throat is tight. The stinging wound of my brother’s betrayal has been reopened like the gash in my arm. Nothing will ever wash it away. This pain is eternal.

      He’s a coward. Sending his guard after me across Farfell, to clean up his own mess, insulting and hurting my friends. What kind of ruler sends his lackeys to hide in the shadows and ambush his own sister in the woods? A terrible one. A wretched one. A coward.

      Why does he hate me so much, over something that isn’t even my fault? How can he blame me for this? I’m not his enemy. I’m not the villain. I even almost agreed to his stupid game of make-believe. Even if it would have never worked.

      Clem reaches out for me, gently taking my arm. He does more than take my arm, though, he wraps his around me. He covers my wound with his hand, trying to stop the blood.

      “Zemm is worse,” I mumble. “Go help him.” 

      “I don’t care,” he says with a softness in his tone. I’m so happy he’s not dead. “I’m not letting go.” 

      My heart is pounding. The pain is getting worse. “It hurts,” I admit, eyes locked on his blood covered hand.

      He starts to lower me down until I’m sitting against a tree. He calls to Nesva, who’s tending to Zemm. “Are you almost done?”

      “Yeah!”

      He tries to be reassuring in the best way he can, “It’s not that deep of a wound, and only in the arm. I’ve had worse than that. You’ll be fine.”

      I’ve never been stabbed before, unlike him, so I’m not going to put too much weight on his words. He’s still holding my wound. I place my usable hand over his and hope the bleeding stops soon.

      “This wouldn’t have happened if you played along, you know.” He smirks. “I told you I would bring you to Nevermore, why would I have given you up here? You’re stuck with me.” I don’t answer him. How was I supposed to know it was a trick? There’s no way to read him, with his constant hot and cold. No way to know what’s real and what’s an illusion.

      Closing his eyes, he places his forehead on mine. I can feel his breath on me. It’s warm and calming. 

      “I thought she was going to kill you,” I whisper. Why do I even care so much? His head moves a bit, and his nose touches mine. I almost part my lips. 

      “Don’t underestimate me,” he breathes.

      “It’s impossible to underestimate you.”

      He lifts his head. His charming smile radiates like the moon as he laughs. It reminds me of my home. I’ll never tell him that. And if he tried to kiss me here, I would stab him.

      The Dreamkiss is singing again, thankfully. But my time is running out.

      I remove his bloody hand from my arm as Nesva finally joins us. She begins to tend to me while I try to get control of my weird emotions. She doesn’t cure it completely. But the bleeding stops. She can’t completely heal wounds, but she can make them… not as bad. When she finishes wrapping it, I stand.

      I want to check on Zemm, who’s still lying on the ground. I kneel next to him and ask him if he’s alright.

      “Yeah, just hurts to get up.” 

      Clem sits on the ground as well. We’re surrounded by dead bodies. “Why don’t you believe that I always have a plan?”

      “Because you don’t tell anyone your plans,” Zemm answers.

      Nesva comes over, holding something in her shirt. As she lets go, gold and coin purses fall in front of us. She’s also holding my crown. Farren must have dropped it. That won’t go over well for her once she returns to Vulas. “I checked the bodies,” she says, proud of herself.

      “Awesome. You’re the best.” Clem takes the crown from her, examining it as he smiles. Stop smiling. I want to tell him. It’s easier if you don’t smile.

      Before anyone else can speak, I say: “I’m sorry… but I think we should go.”

      Clem clears his throat. He holds the crown out for me to take, without saying a word. He’s giving it to me? I assumed he would be taking it. I hesitate, and he shakes it a bit. I take it from him.

      It’s light in my hands. It feels like home.

      I shove it into my bag, not bothering to keep it wrapped in its expensive velvet. My voice cracks as I repeat, “We need to go.” No matter how exhausted we are, we can’t stay here. We’re exposed, surrounded by bodies, and have no idea if Farren is coming back. What if she does, and brings reinforcements?

      “No.” Nesva protests, “Zemm can’t walk. You can’t move a person this injured.”

      Zemm sits up, groaning. He rubs his chest. Grunting, he says: “I can walk. Just not fast.”

      As Nesva protests again, I help lift Zemm to his feet. His heavy arm hangs over me. The pressure on my wounded shoulder makes me flinch.

      “Fae, I’ve got it.” Clem stands, coming to take my place. “We’re almost at an inn, I think. So let’s just try to push through.”

      “But we can’t stop.” I persist. “We need to keep going.”

      “We need to stop!” Nesva is fighting with me. “We’ll die if we push ourselves too hard. You can barely move your arm.”

      “My arm is fine.”

      She groans, storming off ahead of us.
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            BETTING AND BEDDING

          

        

      

    

    
      The closest inn isn’t in a town, it’s a standalone building in the middle of nowhere. They were grateful that it wasn’t far. Zemm was beginning to struggle a bit with the walk. I promised him we would find him a horse when we could, but I needed to keep pushing us on.

      The ringing of my dying weapon kept me going.

      Before we enter the inn, my eyes drift to the path leading north. “I don’t want to stay here,” I say, “I’m sorry.”

      “You’d rather camp?” Clem scoffs.

      I shake my head, “I’d rather keep walking. I need to get to Nevermore.”

      He sighs, “I understand the urgency—”

      “And I appreciate that, so I’d like to keep going.”

      As we stand there in the beginnings of an argument, Nesva has already led Zemm into the inn. He stumbled when he entered the door.

      “He can’t walk…” Clem motions to the door. His eyes are drooping as he attempts to hide the fatigue in his face.

      “I need to go.” My eyes start to sting. “My brother knows where I am and my weapon is dying. I can’t stay here. I don’t have the time.”

      Someone here has to have a horse we can buy. We don’t have time to sit here and drink and laugh.

      I rub my stinging eyes, holding in a yawn. My lips are pressed tightly together as I keep it in, causing my cheeks (and chest) to expand. I can’t let him see how tired I am.

      “One night won’t change anything. There’s nothing you can do right now. You’re injured and exhausted and not thinking clearly.” He places his hand on my wrapped shoulder. “And it’s getting dark.”

      One night can change everything. “I spent my whole life in the dark. I’m used to it.”

      “Fae, I’m exhausted.” His hand falls from my shoulder and turns the knob of the wooden door. It creaks as he opens it. His head drops as his eyes turn to the ground. “Please, just go inside.”

      This is a waste of time, but I take a step into the dimly lit inn. The floor is cracked, with flora sprouting from the wooden planks.

      I make my way to one of the back tables, where our friends are seated. Zemm’s breathing is heavy. My own arm burns, but it’s nothing compared to the pain he must be feeling in his chest.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have pushed so hard.

      I take my seat next to him, crossing my arms over the table. My eyes dart back and forth toward him and the old, rough, wood surface. “I’m sorry for rushing you.”

      He holds his chest. “It’s alright. I get it.”

      My leg shakes under the table. The scent of freshly baked bread makes my stomach growl. I run my fingers through my long hair, trying to keep it manageable. I’ve been neglecting my appearance this entire time. I’ve been brushing out my hair with my fingers. Which is really, really, not great. I used to borrow Nesva’s hairbrush. But after I kept misplacing it, she stopped letting me to use it.

      When Clem comes to the table, he doesn’t have a handful of mugs, or his usual smirk. All he has in his hands are room keys, and one single drink for himself. He hands one to Zemm, “Go upstairs.”

      Zemm doesn’t hesitate, but flinches when he stands too quickly. His breathing quickens as his shaking hand takes the key from Clem, who’s eyes are full of sympathy. “Do you need help?”

      Zemm shakes his head. His legs drag, but he’s able to climb the stairs at the other end of the small building.

      Clem takes the seat next to me and slides another key to Nesva. “You should go too, if you’re tired.”

      “I’m exhausted,” she admits. “But I won’t be able to sleep.”

      Fair enough.

      I play with the ends of my hair. My leg won’t stop shaking. I can’t help it. “I should go upstairs,” I mumble.

      Clem’s head is buried in his hand. Unsure if he heard me, I repeat myself louder: “I want to go upstairs. Can I have the key to my room?”

      The loud chime of the opening door fills the room, my head twists in the direction of it. A guard enter the inn. The room falls silent as the attention turns to him. The crest on his armor… He’s from the royal human army.

      Forcefully, Clem yanks my hood over my head and pushes me into the table, almost slamming my face down. “Stop!” I whisper.

      “Shut up.” He brings my head to his chest and holds me there. “And keep your hands covered, too.”

      I do as I’m told and hide myself in my cloak. My head is on his chest. His heart is pounding so rapidly that it might burst out of him.

      “I‘m looking for someone. I have word she may have come this way.” The guard announces to the room. Acting on impulse, I start to turn my head in his direction. Clem holds me tighter.

      “Who’re you lookin’ for?” The barkeep, a little old man, asks the menacing guard.

      “A twilight elf. Her name is Faelyri.”

      He mispronounces my name. Great.

      Clem’s heart starts beating faster, and so does mine. His breath shortens. This is why I didn’t want to stay here. We should have kept going, even if our pace was slow. Farren had to have alerted someone, and this was the only place for me to hide.

      Did the barkeep see me when I came in? He didn’t pay me any mind as I sat down.

      The guard repeats himself, “She may have come this way, so I came to check.”

      “Hm…” The barkeep says. “Haven’t seen one.” Is he lying, or did he truly not notice me?

      Armor clinks as he, I assume, walk deeper into the room. “I’m checking anyway.”

      “I’ve got no one in the rooms,” he lies. “The ones down ‘ere are tired, get out.”

      “You can’t order me to leave.”

      “Sure I can. The crown’s done nothing for me, or my family. What do I care about your problems?”

      Clem lets out a short breath, maybe it’s a chuckle.

      A sword is being unsheathed. “I’m checking the place.”

      The barkeep doesn’t fight again, and the heavy footsteps continue on.

      Every rattle of his armor as he steps closer makes me pull my cloak tighter. Clem is holding his breath. He’s gripping me too hard; it hurts. As he comes closer, I wish I could turn my head up.

      The noise stops. He’s here.

      “Seen a twilight elf?” The guard asks our table.

      I can’t handle another fight. None of us can.

      “Nope.” Nesva says. “Where the hell is a dwarf gonna find a twilight elf?”

      “What about you?” The guard asks Clem.

      Clem takes one long sip of his drink. His chest moves as he swallows the liquid. He places the mug back on the table, “Didn’t he tell you to leave?”

      “I don’t take orders from a barkeep.”

      Clem nods. “Right. Who do you take orders from? Which member of the royal family?”

      What is he doing? Is he stalling?

      “The King.”

      Clem laughs. “Sure.” He holds the fabric on the back of my head. I keep my eyes open, even if there’s nothing but darkness as I’m pressed up against him.

      “I know you, old man.” Clem says. “Miserable, mean, always subpar with a sword.”

      He knows him?

      A fist slam on the table. “Shut your mouth.”

      “Alfons, right? Trying your best to be captain of the guard, always failing. So now you’re here, bothering a kind old man in his inn, looking for your key to fame?”

      The guard lunges forward, making a grab for Clem. I’m being shoved from him as a blade pins the old man’s hand to the table. I hit the ground, hard.

      I use the both the table and Nesva’s hand to lift myself up. The blade piercing him is the knife Clem keeps strapped to his leg. The knife with the royal crest on it.

      He holds it, twisting it farther into the hand, but keeping the symbol revealed. The man cries out.

      “I don’t want to kill you, because you’re old and sad and your life is pointless.” Clem growls. “But now I’m worried that you’ll come back with your friends and cause more issues for that kind man behind the counter.”

      Clem typically hates guards… but there’s something else here. He’s looking at this man the way I look at Farren. As if there’s years of built-up disrespect and revulsion.

      The guard is sweating, his face is red. “Why do you have that knife, thief?”

      Clem twists more. “Mind your business.” His eyes dart to Nesva. After he nods to her, she slams her hammer into the guard’s head.
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        “Does that hurt?”

      




  




Clem rips the knife out, causing blood to shoot up as the body falls back. He cleans the blade with a cloth and slips it back in its hiding spot.

      “Sorry!” I call to the barkeep.

      He stares at me. After a few seconds, he returns to wiping down the counter. “Bring him out back. I’ll bury him.”

      Clem leans over the table, grilling the dead body. “Fuck you, snitch.” He kicks the table, which causes the chair across from us to fall, hitting the man.

      I’m watching his tense face. Studying it. His eyes, his nose, everything. He rubs his mouth, then exhales. My eyes travel down to his shoulders, then torso, then back up again. “Are you alright?”

      “Mhmm.”

      “Who was that guy?” Nesva whispers.

      Clem stands, slamming a key on the table. Mine, probably. When he reaches the body, he grabs his arms. That armor must weigh a ton, I have no idea how he can drag it across the floor.

      The barkeep nods to a door in the back, and Clem is off.

      Nesva turns to me. “What… was that?”

      I shrug. “I didn’t recognize that guy. I don’t know.” I play with the metal key in my fingers. It’s rusty, cold, with the coating chipping in places. My eyes travel back to the door, narrowing on it.
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      As I’m changing, someone raps on my door. I quickly slip my nightgown over myself before softly stepping over to noise. I grip the knob in one hand and my weapon in the other, “Hello?”

      There’s silence on the other side. Perhaps the noise is all in my head. I ask again, “Hello?” A bit louder this time.

      “Yeah, sorry.” It’s Clem.

      I open the door for him, but not fully, and peek out. I just need to make sure it’s actually him. I step aside, placing my weapon down, and he closes the door behind him. He isn’t wearing his vest, or gloves, or even shoes. Only his black tunic, and pants.

      “You shouldn’t keep coming into my room so late,” I try to scold. I don’t mean it though, I’m grateful for the reminder that I’m not here alone.

      “I came to check in.” He’s keeping his voice low, eyes darting to the walls.

      “My arm is okay.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” He takes an uninvited seat on my rented bed.

      I scrunch my nose at him. “You don’t have to check on me. I’m not going to run away, don’t worry.”

      “I know you won’t run.”

      I grip the ends of my hair. My eyes quickly glance to the door, then back at him. I stutter as I ask my question: “Are you here for me, really? Or do you want to talk about downstairs?”

      He lets out a huge sigh. Eyes dark, he sharply says, “No.” When I’m silent, he lifts himself from the bed.

      “Then why are you here?” I want to keep prying about the guard. But if I do, he might leave. I want him to stay.

      Why do I want him to stay? No idea.

      He doesn’t retake his seat. Instead, he steps closer to me in the small room. I step back, keeping distance between us. “Princess,” he starts, “can I ask you a question?”

      He only uses that title when he’s mocking me. I won’t allow it. “No.”

      He chuckles. “Well, I’m going to anyway…”

      I play with my hair, anticipating something fatuous. Something that might be exclusively for his amusement.

      His eyes drift to the floor as he rubs his chin. “Is there anyone at home… who…” He moves from his chin to the back of his neck. “Anyone who… that you’re close with?”

      I hold back a laugh as I drop my hands in shock. Is he being serious? I can’t tell. He’s nervous, though, so I answer his question truthfully. “The only person I’m close with is my guard, Syvis. I don’t have any other friends.” I hate admitting the last part to him.

      He nods. “Right. You mention her a lot. But are you… would you say you’re really close?”

      He is serious. I need to think hard about his question. I think as far back as I can. I’ve never felt any romantic pull toward her, and I doubt she has with me. But I shrug.

      His brows furrow in confusion. He seems upset as he asks, “Do you know what I’m asking you?”

      I nod. I’m not stupid, even if he thinks I am. Nothing has ever happened between my guard and I. She’s just my friend. But I’m really enjoying the frustration my vagueness is causing him.

      He steps forward again. There’s something in his eyes; hunger, maybe. I’m getting better at reading him. “And you don’t know the answer?”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t.” I lie, egging him on more.

      His hand is back on his chin again. The next step he takes is larger than the last. The one I take backwards is smaller. "It’s a ‘no’, then, to my question.”

      “Why are you asking that?”

      By the time I finish my question, one of his palms is pressed against the wall next to my head. He’s leaning over me, holding himself up. He shifts, and leans on his forearm instead, getting closer to me.

      His face is too close to mine. I don’t smell ale on his breath. He’s sober. I stare into his eyes. The fabric of my sleeping dress starts to lift a bit as he runs his other hand down my back.

      This isn’t going to happen. Not here in this tiny inn where the walls are so thin that the snoring from the other room fills this one. I don’t remove his hand from me, but I say, “I’m not going to kiss you.”

      No matter how badly I want to.

      “Right, you’d rather hit me,” he jokes. He pushes closer into me and bunches the fabric in his hands. He tugs on it. The bottom lifts a bit higher.

      “Tell me who you are, really, and I’ll kiss you. Tell me why you knew that guard.”

      His lips are so close to mine, they’re almost touching. They brush a bit when he orders, “Guess.”

      My chest is full, heavy. My breathing slows as my mind tries to recall memories of the past. As I dig up the memory from the depths of my brain. As I pick apart the similarities between now and then.

      The way my chest is expanding reminds me of something: a garden. I’ve only ever felt this way one other time. Everything is the same.

      I take too long and he lets out a soft sigh. I think he wants to tell me. He’s right there. But he swallows the words. His head moves a bit, and he plants a soft kiss on my jaw. I can’t stop myself from gasping. He lifts himself away from me and takes a step back.

      “Have a great night, Fae.”

      The door closes behind him, quietly. And then it clicks in my brain.

      I know who he is.
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            THE HORRIBLE HUNT

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t be sure, and I’m too scared to lean into my theory, but I think I figured it out. I don’t want to ask him. If I’m wrong, I’ll feel like an idiot. If I’m right, it won’t change anything. In fact, being right might strain my relationship with him even more because I’ll just be enraged.

      Maybe.

      I couldn’t sleep at all last night. I was too busy drowning my embarrassment and replaying every interaction I’ve had with him over in my mind. At first I thought I might have gone completely delusional and my brain was creating things from thin air, but I’m confident.

      I’m locking this away for now. There’s a reason he’s keeping himself hidden. I’m sure Zemm knows, but Nesva probably doesn’t. I don’t want to blow his cover.

      But still, I watch him as we walk along the open dirt road. As he smiles at our friends. As he shoots soft, sly glances toward me when he thinks no one else catches it. As he flexes his hand a bit, as though holding himself back from reaching over for mine.

      “You seem like you have something to say to me,” he whispers to me.

      “No.”

      “Why are you staring, then?”

      Because you’re a liar. I want to tell him, but I don’t. Instead, I say, “Because I just think you’re so pretty.”

      I accidently speak loud enough for the group to hear. They turn towards me. My face is growing hot.

      “Ha!” He laughs.

      Face still flushed; I unroll the map after taking it out of my bag. I have no way of knowing how far we’ve walked from that inn. We won’t be staying at another one, unfortunately for us. It’s way too dangerous.

      I glance back over my shoulder for a second, then turn back to my map.

      We’re getting closer to a forest much denser than any that we’ve been in, the one I was dreading… We’ll need to take the long way.

      There’s a loud sigh next to me. Zemm is trying his best to keep up, but is starting to slow his pace.

      I turn to him, holding the map up. “How much longer do you think it is to Nevermore?”

      Through his heavy breathing, he answers: “If I wasn’t wounded, two days. Now? Three or four.”

      “It’s alright.” Clem tosses a look back. “We’ll get there.”

      I shove the map back into my bag. My arm stings a bit. I rub it, as if it would help. Nesva asks me if I’m alright. I am, but it still hurts. I still can’t believe I got stabbed. It better not leave a scar. 

      The skies are turning their burnt orange color. We definitely have some daylight left though. We can keep going. I glance back over my shoulder again.

      Just to be sure. 

      As we reach a clearing, Clem gestures to it. “Here. Should be fine enough.”

      Now? It’s barely night fall. We have at least another hour before the sun sets completely. I’m about to protest, but when Zemm lets out a sigh of relief I back down.

      “Let me check that.” Nesva says to him, pointing at his chest.

      We go further into the small, open area. It should fit all of us for the most part. Clem drops his bag on the ground. He’s searching through it, for something. He lets out a sigh and rubs his chin. “Fae, do you know how to hunt?”

      My mouth falls open. “Do I look like I know how to hunt?”

      He rolls his eyes. “No one else has a bow.” 

      “So?”

      “So how the hell are we going to sneak up on a fast, tiny, creature? I’m the only stealthy one here, but I’d rather not waste too much time.”

      “You’re already wasting time. We shouldn’t be here.”

      “Once again, Princess, we need to sleep. I know you think you can roll up to Nevermore delirious, with no energy and an empty stomach… But you really can’t.”

      “Lyri, stop rushing us. We’ll get there.” Nesva pleads with me. “We promise.”

      I could shriek. “I don’t want to kill an animal.” I don’t even want to be here.

      “Then injure it,” Nesva says, tying her blonde hair in a bun. “I’ll finish the job.”

      Clem smirks. “Why can’t you be as cool as her?”

      I clench my fists. Just last night he tried to kiss me, and is now trying to insult me? I don’t bother waiting for any of them to speak. I storm off into the dense woods. I’ll find something. Elves are good hunters. That’s what we do. 

      Yeah, I got this.

      At least my cloak is green, so I kind of blend in with my surroundings if I cover myself. But my hair might scare something away. I keep as quiet as I can, but I step on every loud stray branch and twig as I walk. Every step I take is followed by a snap or crunch. Even when I tiptoe or take longer strides. I can’t seem to be silent.

      I finally decide to stay in one spot and search my surroundings. Our tiny camp is no longer visible. I catch something in front of me. A rabbit.

      I take out my bow. I’m so glad it’s back. I have no idea why it died on me, but it had to just be a weird fluke. It won’t happen again. My connection with it is too strong. The little song in my head is helping me steady my arm. 

      It’s so cute, the rabbit. It’s eating, completely unaware that I’m standing here. Unaware that in a few short moments it’ll be dead. I wonder if it has a family. If it’s collecting food for its children. Do rabbits do that?

      I don’t want to fire this shot. I don’t want to eat the rabbit. I would rather starve. But this isn’t about me, I suppose. 

      I fire my shot into the tree behind the poor creature and it scurries away. Back home to its friends, or children, or little rabbit mate.

      “You missed.”

      I almost scream, but Clem covers my mouth with his hand. My voice is muffled, barely audible, when I ask, “Where did you come from?”

      “I decided to supervise. I didn’t think you could be trusted, and I was clearly right.” He slides his hand away from my mouth, but it traces up my cheek before it falls. My lip trembles. “You missed on purpose.”

      Guilt washes over me after his accusation. I won’t even try to deny it.

      We’re alone out here, and the silence is thick. “I didn’t hear you sneak up on me.”

      “That’s the point.” 

      “How do you do that?” I’m ashamed to ask for his help, but I need it. Especially if I expect to sneak up on my enemies. I certainly can’t do it as heavy footed as I am.

      “Stay silent?” He chuckles. “You don’t know how to do that.”

      I grind my teeth. I shouldn’t have asked. I can’t control the sudden burst of emotion. Maybe it’s built up from the night before, maybe it’s because I was ashamed of being jealous in the camp, maybe I’m just embarrassed. I don’t know. But I shove him into a tree. 

      He grunts, hitting it hard. I thought he would be angry, but he’s smiling. “Going to cut me again?” He takes his knife, pointing it to his neck. 

      I take a step back, into the tree across from him. “No.”

      He rests one of his legs on the tree that he’s leaning on. He slips the knife back into its holster. “You should really control your outbursts.”

      “I’m sorry I pushed you.” Doing that hurt my shoulder. I place my hand on it, trying to rub away the sharp pain. It’s awful, and not getting any better.

      His eyes drift to my hand, “That’s why we can’t rush into Nevermore.”

      My tone is dripping with sarcasm. “Because I pushed you?” I know what he means, but he’s wrong. I can handle the pain.

      “Because you flinch when you move your arm too quickly. It might be infected.”

      No, it’s not. It would be gross, swollen and oozing with pus. It’s not infected. It was just a deep cut that’s barely had time to heal.

      Our silence is tense. He doesn’t smirk, or chuckle, or wink at me. Usually, he has an annoying know-it-all expression in his eyes. Now, they’re just aching. My body stiffens as they examine me. When our silence becomes too much, he says, “There’s a deer behind you.” 

      I quickly shoot around. 

      “Quiet,” he commands.

      He’s right, there’s a deer. She’s a bit obstructed by the trees, but I can hit her. If I want to, anyway.

      He’s here now and he’ll know if I purposely miss again, so I ready the Dreamkiss. His eyes are on my back. The thought of it is making my face hot. 

      He leans off the tree. He’s close behind me leaning into my ear. He whispers, “Do you want me to fire the shot?”
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My body trembles. “You can’t,” I say. “If you touch it, my bow will vanish.”

      “Then I’ll just touch you. That’s all I want, anyway.”

      He grabs my left hand, making sure to avoid my arrow. His other hand is on my waist, trying to steady me. He’s pressed up against me. I can’t control the shaking, or the way my chest is expanding. “Aim it and close your eyes.” 

      I do as I’m told. 

      I don’t know what I thought was going to happen. With his sleight of hand, he swaps mine out for his. He fires the shot too quick for my weapon to register the change. The bow begins to fade, but the arrow has already been sent off.

      It goes through the eye of the deer, but I don’t know if she’s dead. 

      Clem is already gone, on his way to check. The Dreamkiss’s ringing is piercing, like metal colliding together and creating an echo. I drop it as I tightly block my ears. It’s no use. It’s in my head.

      “Sorry for tricking you. I didn’t want to kill the deer.” I whisper to my weapon. I’m afraid my ears might start bleeding. Or my head might explode. Can it make my head explode? It won’t stop. “I’m sorry!” I repeat louder.

      I’m about to scream, but the piercing finally stops. It answers me with a little, angry, bell chime. For the third time, I apologize: “I’m sorry.”

      My breathing steadies. I’m never letting anyone touch it again.

      Crouching next to the innocent creature, Clem takes one of his daggers out and slits her throat. I guess she wasn’t dead. There’s blood on his hands as he turns his head up. He doesn’t smile. “Stop talking to yourself and help me carry it.” 

      It. She wasn’t an ‘it’. She was a small, helpless thing. She caused no harm. We came into her home and killed her. I shake my head, appalled that he would even ask. He needs to carry her himself. I won’t do it.

      And I wasn’t talking to myself.

      He grunts as he lifts her over his shoulder. I trail a distance behind as he carries her off to the camp. To her cruel fate. 

      “Oh, shit!” Nesva exclaims as Clem drops the lifeless deer by the lit fire. “This’ll last for days.”

      “And we can skin it. Sell the pelts to a tanner,” Zemm says. I shutter as he continues, “I can do that. I know how. Hang it.”

      I can’t listen to this. I can’t watch it. I cover my ears and turn away as they start to do whatever menacing thing they’re doing. 

      “That’s life,” Zemm calls to me. “If you didn’t get it, a wolf would have.”

      We don’t know that for sure. We have no way to know. I’m sitting on a log now, away from them. I pull one of Zemm’s books out of my bag. I started to read it on our down time. It’s a story about an orc king and his triumphs. I’m not sure if it’s fact or fiction. Some of the chapters are illegible to me, as I don’t speak his language, but the stuff I can read is fun.

      “I need a bath,” Clem says. I turn to him, he’s covered in deer blood. I scrunch my nose. He probably stinks.

      “I saw a lake, but it’s getting dark now,” Zemm says. 

      “It’ll be fine. I’m going.” He walks by me, but doesn’t glance in my direction. Should I apologize for not carrying the deer? I won’t, even if I should.

      I do have the urge to follow him, though. “Do you think he’ll be alright?” I ask the group.

      “Probably,” Nesva says. “Go follow along if you’re so curious. But it’s creepy.”

      I’m not curious. I’m worried. 

      “Don’t follow him,” Zemm says. “You shouldn’t spy on people in the bath. It really is creepy.”

      “I’m not a creep. What if he gets ambushed? I wouldn’t spy. I would just… keep watch.” That doesn’t sound any better.

      “Creepy,” Nesva repeats with emphasis. “I’m gonna tell him you wanna watch him bathe.”

      Fine. It’s creepy, but that wasn’t my intention. I focus back on my book. I’m going to forget about this conversation, and hope they do as well.
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        * * *

      

      “Heard you wanted to watch me in the bath,” Clem says to me as I’m packing up my belongings.

      My face blushes. “No. I wanted to make sure you didn’t get ambushed.”

      “Sure.” He says, crouching in front of me. “You could have come with me, if you wanted.”

      “I didn’t!” The chattering behind me stops, as I assume the others turn their heads in our direction.

      “That’s probably for the best. I’ll be honest, I’m a little insecure about my body.” He helps pick up a few things I left scattered on the ground. Small things. Zemm’s book and my pack of utensils.

      Is he serious? It’s hard for me to imagine that he’s insecure about anything, especially his appearance. I keep my head down, asking, “Really?”

      “Sure am. I have body issues.” He hands my belongings to me. Our hands brush as I take them from him. Then he says: “Look at me.”

      I oblige, turning my head to meet his familiar, piercing eyes. “I can’t tell if you’re joking, but if you’re not… I’m sorry. You shouldn’t be.” I buckle my bag, closing it. Still crouched in the damp grass, I sling it over my good shoulder.

      His eyes narrow. “Yeah? Why? Do you like it?”

      “My bag? Yep.” I lift myself to my feet. “I figured it out, by the way. I know who you are,” I finally state.

      He follows me up. His eyes flinch a bit. He leans close to me. “Does that mean you’ll kiss me now?”

      “Let’s go!” Nesva calls. “We need to go.”

      I pat his cheek. “She’s right. We need to go. I’m running out of time.”
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      I hesitate at the entrance to the dark, looming woods in front of me. 

      “I can’t go into Mirrormire,” I say. “I won’t be welcome there.”

      Nesva trips over a large tree root when she turns her head up to me, but catches herself before she falls. “Why?”

      “Elf politics.”

      “I’m sure you’ll all get over it,” Clem responds. 

      He doesn't understand, of course. Most of the Swamp Elves live in Mirrormire, and we do not get along.

      Some of the scattered elves weren’t as lucky as the ones who made it to Starview. Actually, it would be unfair to phrase it that way. Some of them were excluded from the journey. Some were forced into caves, the snowy mountains, the sea.

      The deep forests. 

      Filauria, as brilliant as she is, was incredibly paranoid. Because of this, she only took her most vocal supporters. There were plenty of elves that didn’t care about her, and just wanted to be free of Ayduin’s grasp. Those elves were the ones she refused to take with her, and they instead came to Farfell.

      I don’t blame them for resenting those of us who were safe and isolated on our island, not having to deal with the hostility from any of the other races. It wouldn’t be fair of me to…

      To make a five-thousand (I think?) long story short, we don’t get along. This forest is dangerous to normal travelers. To me, it’ll be a death sentence.

      “We need to go around.” I hold my ground.

      He continues to argue with me. “No. We don’t have time, as you constantly say.” 

      This is partly why I rushed them. The map didn’t lie.

      “Let's take a vote, then!” I wave my arms around, motioning to our friends. I glance at each of their faces, hoping they choose my side.

      “I’m not taking the long way,” Nesva says to my disappointment. “Not after you pushed us too hard to get to Nevermore as fast as possible. You’re being a hypocrite.”

      That’s completely different. I’m not being a hypocrite.

      I put my hands together and give Zemm a pouty face, trying to win him over. He shakes his head and points to his chest.

      Right.

      “Have you ever been in here?” I ask Clem.

      “Never. Should be fine.” He shrugs.

      Fine? He’s insane. I can’t believe I almost kissed him. Twice. I’ve been away from home for so long that my standards must have fallen into the sewer he crawled out of. “Do you have any idea what this forest is?”

      “Nope.”

      Of course he doesn’t. He’s so nonchalant. I hate it. “It changes... We need to be careful.” I’ve been told too many horror stories from my parents about these woods. It all ties into Filauria’s story. The elves in Mirrormire were the most bitter. “How can you not know?”

      His eyes squint as he angles his head up. “Well… sure, I heard exaggerated stories about a changing forest…”

      “They aren’t exaggerated.” I cry out.

      Clem takes the first step into the darkness beckoning us. Nesva follows, then Zemm. I take a deep breath. As I step onto the mossy ground, there’s a hushed sound. Something is whispering to me, something in Elven. It sends a chill down my spine. The trees have already blocked out most of the sunlight, and I’ve barely even entered. Am I being threatened?

      I shouldn’t be here.

      “Clem, please,” I plead, before going too much further. I hope my serious tone is enough to truly signify my worry.

      He denies my request once again. “No. This is the fastest.”

      “I don’t care. I’ll take the long way,” I challenge. “I’ll go alone. I’ll meet you on the other side.” If I run fast enough, I won’t waste any time going around.

      “It’ll be fine.” He shoves me forward, too far forward, and continues to walk too quickly for my liking. I’ll fall too far behind if I don’t jog to keep up with them.

      I can’t fall behind. 

      After a few moments, I turn back to the entrance. It’s gone. Behind me is only the deep forest. We haven’t walked far at all, it’s only been a few feet. “The entrance is gone,” I say in a panicked voice.

      Nesva glances back. “I still see it.”

      Vulas told me how to get out of this forest, but I just can’t remember. Why can’t I ever remember anything? Why am I so spacey? I need to remember. If I don’t, we’re going to be trapped here.

      I’m small while standing in this place. The roots of the large trees come up to our waists, and even higher on Nesva. These woods are endless.

      “We just have to walk straight ahead,” Zemm says. “If we walk straight, we can find the exit.” How can someone be so intelligent, and yet so ignorant?

      “It’s dark in here...” Nesva trails off.

      The deep green of the leaves and moss make our surroundings appear even darker, and there’s already barely any sun.

      My boots sink into the soft mossy marshes and make a distracting squish. I keep trying to remember what Vulas told me. Something about fire… Should I burn the forest down?

      A rustling creeps behind me, and I turn around. There’s nothing. I’m just being paranoid. I’m always paranoid nowadays. 

      “Fae, keep up,” Clem orders in his authoritative voice. 

      He’s right, I can’t keep getting distracted. My eyes dart around the trees, hoping to catch whatever made the noise. I grip my weapon, just in case. It’s vibrating. “Did you hear the rustling?” I ask.

      “No.” 

      Of course not. The good news is that whatever it is, it certainly won’t be Farren. Thinking about how she needed to scurry off and tell Vulas how much of a failure she is makes my heart sing. I let myself smile at the thought for a second until there’s another sound.

      This time, I know I didn’t imagine it. I turn to once again find nothing behind me. But something has to be there. I hold my weapon and gaze around. I study every large, moss covered tree, searching for anything.

      I sigh, giving in. However, when I turn forward again, my friends are gone.

      Great.

      “Hey!” I shout. “Clem!” They’ve vanished completely.

      I knew this would happen. Why does no one ever listen to me? I’m ignored in Starview and I’m ignored in this group.

      I wonder if we’re all separated, or if it’s just me. I hold the Dreamkiss high over my head, waving it as if it's a truce flag. I shout out in Elven, hoping to spark some negotiation. I receive no answer. All I can do is walk, but in which direction; I’m unsure.

      I don’t know if forward is truly forward anymore. They can’t leave me here to die. They wouldn’t. 

      I have no magical ability, unlike the elves in these woods. I can’t dispel their illusion. All I can do is walk, right? But the forest changes. How will I know if I’ve already come this way?

      I do something I’ve never done: I turn the Dreamkiss into a knife. After muttering a soft apology to the closest tree in front of me, I mark it with an X. It’s the largest one I spot, with roots that wrap around each other forming a knot at the base.

      I’ll just keep track of my path this way.

      I continue my hike, knife in hand, marking every third or fourth tree as I pass. This better keep me from circling back around.

      Just keep walking straight, right? Every once in a while, I call out to my friends. Of course, there’s nothing but silence. I bet the elves are going to leave me here to starve. Alone with only my thoughts, my sanity will slowly slip from me as I lose track of time.

      The wind blows my hair over my face, and it sparks a memory. What did Vulas tell me? The embers of a flame… and the wind.

      I’m starting to lose motivation as I mark my twentieth (I think) tree. I take a step back from it, glancing down.

      Roots wrapping around each other like a knot. I already marked this tree… But my mark was gone?

      Adrenaline rushes through my veins, causing me to sweat. Have I just been in one spot this entire time? I haven’t… I walked. I’ve been walking for at least an hour.

      One of the roots moves, reaching out for my leg. I stomp down, twisting and crushing it with my old boot. I could swear I heard it cry out as it twitched.

      “Are you joking?” I shout in Elven. “At least give me some kind of chance!” I can’t panic. They want me to panic. I stab my knife in the center of the X. When I let go, the Dreamkiss drops. The wind rustles the leaves, filling the silence.

      Wait, I remember.

      Once I have my weapon in hand again, I hold it vertical. “Can you become a torch? Is that something you can do?”

      It answers me by changing shape, a flame sprouting from the top. I hold it out, far from me and wait for it to catch the wind. The fire won’t be blown out by it. This is the way to navigate this forest.

      The wind is coming from behind me, but the embers are blowing left. So, I go left. I follow them, turning as needed. I’m not sure which direction is which, I just follow the flame, wherever it takes me.

      The Dreamkiss is singing. I pick up my pace, biting my lip to keep myself from grinning.

      There’s a light in front of me. The exit? Oh, Gods. Did I figure it out? Am I a genius? I’m a genius. I’m so smart, and wonderful, and pretty, and cool.

      My celebration is short lived when the flame is snuffed out, and the singing stops. The glowing is gone.

      The life in my weapon dies.

      “Seriously? I don’t have time for this.”

      No answer.

      In front of me, the exit is gone. I’m taking too long standing here. My heart is racing. I shake it. “Not in here. Don’t die in here.”

      “So, you’re back.” A smooth voice speaks to me in Elven. My head jerks in its direction. I really don’t have time for this.

      “Drop your weapon, Filauria.”

      Filauria? Do I really look that old? Everyone in Farfell is delusional. This must be where all the mad people come to die. Vulas will fit right in.

      Just act tough.

      I grip my lifeless weapon tighter. “Let my friends and I out of your spell and I’ll lower my weapon.” I order, ignoring their insane remark.

      My lifeless weapon.

      “Friends? You have no friends.”

      Harsh. My grip loosens a bit.

      The voice comes from behind me this time. I turn quickly. “But the others are not in our spell,” he continues, “They are allowed to exit these woods unharmed.”
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“Meet with me, face to face.” I demand.

      “No. You are not worthy.”

      I grind my teeth. “So, what then? You’re going to let Starview’s Queen die here in your swamp?”

      “You are not a Queen.”

      I strap the Dreamkiss back to my hip (as if it matters) and hold my hands up. “Let’s talk.”

      I’ve never been to any of my mother’s negotiations, nor have I been to Vulas’s. I have no idea how they’re supposed to go. But I’m going to try my best. I can gain control here. I’ll get out of this awful forest.

      The wind rustles the leaves, filling the silence. A swamp elf steps out from behind a tree. His skin is green, a darker green than Zemm’s. There are mossy horns growing from above his long ears. He carries a staff with him.

      “I’m not Filauria,” I finally admit. “Faelyri Miavyre. Queen of Starview.” I still keep my hands raised. 

      “Liar.” He spits in my direction. Fantastic. “Narunn Miavyre is the Queen.”

      So he has heard of me. But his information is outdated. That could work in my favor. The rumors about me may not have spread this far.

      “Faelyri Miavyre is the traitor.”

      Never mind.

      He turns his head to the side as the leaves continue to rustle. Long maroon hair falls over his shoulder. His narrow eyes stay on me. He’s listening for something. Or to something. Something is speaking to him. “I was wrong,” he finally says.

      Obviously. 

      “Venali.” He introduces himself. “Why are you in my woods?”

      Why am I in his woods? Because no one ever listens to me. Of course, I can’t say that, “I’d like to propose an alliance.”

      “Lying once again.” He growls, “The trees say you are passing through, on your way to Nevermore. You lie like her as well.”

      Then why would he ask, if he already knows? “It’s not a lie… entirely.” Sure, I’m passing through. But an alliance would be great. “Why do you think I’m Filauria? She’s a lot older than me. Do I look old?” I have to ask. I’ve never even seen her.

      “You have the same face.” He has his own markings, and points to them. 

      I lower my hands, which makes him point his staff toward me. I touch my face. He must be misremembering. “You mean my markings, right? Not the wrinkled face?”

      He nods. “Her face is not wrinkled.”

      Good to know.

      I’m tired of strangers telling me about myself, but I can’t lose my temper. Keep it together. Keep it under control. “We’re not related. Narunn is my mother. My markings are from her.”

      “Who was her mother?” He asks, not missing a beat.

      I… actually don’t have an answer for him. I don’t know. My mother is almost three-hundred years old and I’ve only met my immediate family. I just shrug.

      He listens again to the rustling. Apparently, he can speak to grass. I wish I knew what it was telling him. 

      “Does she come here often?” I ask, interrupting the trees speaking to him. “Do you know where she is now?” I don’t want to stay in this forest any longer, but if she comes here, I’ll wait for her. And if he knows where she is, it’ll be incredibly helpful.

      “No. I have not seen her in months.” Months? Wait, that’s recent… “Perhaps she left Farfell, but I doubt she was brave enough to return to Haelhil,” he admits. “You claim to be queen?”

      I raise one hand, and hold the Dreamkiss out with the other. It’s still silent.

      “You have her face, and the weapon, but the trees do not lie.” He isn’t convinced, though. “Even if you are not her, you are a descendant. You sit on your isolated, dying, throne of stars.”

      I’m not a descendant. My parents would have at least told me that. Of all the things they hid from me, that wouldn’t have been one of them. “Listen,” I say, “I’m sorry about my presence here. I didn’t want to come into your woods. My friends forced me. As you can clearly see, I was on my way out.”

      “None of you ever take responsibility. You seem to be a terrible leader and awful at diplomatic discussions.”

      We’re not even having a discussion! I want to scream at him. He’s just standing here making accusations about my family and I. Making assumptions (whether or not they’re correct) about my leadership skills. Telling me that I have no friends.

      “You said I don’t have friends, but I do. And they’ll come back for me.” They won’t leave me here.

      “They have no idea you are not with them. By the time they realize, they will be out of these woods. Unable to find the way back to you.” 

      Well that’s just cruel. “Venali, is it? What can I do to get out peacefully? I’m alone, obviously not a threat to you, and I don’t want to fight.”

      He waves his staff. Our surroundings change, and I’m in his village. The houses are built into the trees and moss. The ground under me is soft and wet. There’s a sour scent of decaying vegetation.

      I’m surrounded by swamp elves now, they’re all staring at me. Judging me. They’re whispering to each other. Maybe they’ve been here the whole time, watching. Like fish staring back at you through a cloudy pond. This could also be another one of his illusions. Scare me by thinking I’m surrounded.

      “Starview’s queen and descendant of Filauria,” he announces. The whispering ceases. “She would like to form an alliance.”

      The more he says that, the more my heart pounds. It’s just not true. He’s blatantly lying to his people. That lie might get me killed. He said the trees aren’t wrong, but maybe they are. That’s a bold claim to make. I doubt they get out much, so how can their information be correct?

      “What kind of alliance?” one of the elves asks.

      That’s a great question. I have no idea. I didn’t think I would get this far. The kind that would keep me alive, I guess? I improvise. “You know that my country is crumbling. I’m sure your trees told you that. My brother, Vulas, claims he has a right to my throne. He sits in a palace of greed and cruelty, wanting to conquer, and he’s formed his own alliance with the human king. He wants your magic, and he will come to Mirrormire.” I take a deep breath. “So, I guess I don’t need you to be my ally. I just want to warn you of what might be coming. If there’s anything that I can do for Mirrormire, perhaps it can be this.”

      “Why would he come here?” one of the elves asks.

      “Are you serious?” I scoff. “Your magic is incredible. He needs it. He wants it. He will come for it. What else will he have once Starview is gone?”

      And if I don’t get out of here, Starview will be gone.

      Through grinding teeth, Venali asks, “How do you propose to stop him?”

      “I don’t know. Kill him I guess.”

      It comes out of my mouth before my brain has time to catch up. Why did I say that? That’s not what I want to do, or who I want to be.

      Venali turns around. Looking beyond the village and into the deep woods behind him. None of the other elves speak. I don’t care if they think I’m lying, or if they aren’t as concerned as I am. I’m sure their magic could stall Vulas, but it won’t stop him. He knows how to navigate this place. They can kill me here, and then learn the truth the hard way.

      If they kill me here, at least Vulas will never find the Dreamkiss. Starview really would cease to exist. I’m sure Venali knows that.

      “And if you are a liar?” Venali asks.

      “Ask your trees if I’m lying. If they say yes, you have full permission to assassinate me and end my rule.”

      There’s no rustling. No wind that speaks to him. The air is motionless. 

      “I will lead you out,” he says. “So that I may keep an eye on you.”
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Fair enough. I can’t get myself out with a dead weapon anyway.

      We walk in silence. He uses his staff to keep his balance and I don’t bother asking why. I do, however, wonder how old he is. We’re finally so close to the exit. My friends loitering on the outside.

      As the exit gets closer, my hip vibrates. The powder blue light is dim, but at least it’s coming back. “How can I make sure this doesn’t happen again?” I whisper to it.

      It cries, filling my head with a familiar song that reminds me of my favorite bedtime story.

      I come to a halt, near the exit line. “Wait. I have a question.” 

      Venali groans, “Hm?” 

      “Filauria… you really don’t know where she is?” I know my tone is a bit harsh, I’m just really low on time. “I need to find her. I desperately need her help. There is nothing more important.” 

      “To heal your country, yes. Your poor magic is faltering, as will the thing that protects you from the miserable villain you escaped. I truly do not know where she is,” he answers.

      I don’t care to talk about my home being taken from me right now. “Do the trees know? Please?” I hold my hands together, waiting for the rustling.

      He listens to it, the rustling, for a moment. Then he nods. “The human city. The largest one.”

      I throw my head back, laughing. Finally. It’s finally happening. My heart is full of joy. He’s watching me as if I’ve gone mad. “Incredible.” I say.

      When my laughing subsides, he asks: “Are you finished?”

      My nodding is aggressive. I can’t stop grinning. He motions forward to the exit, waiting for me to go first.

      When we emerge, the panic leaves Clem’s face. He rubs his forehead, letting out a sigh. He wraps his arms around me, squeezing me so tightly that my shoulder hurts. “We couldn’t get in."

      His hand is holding the back of my head, and I shake it. I don’t need him to justify himself. I don’t hide the smugness in my face, though. I resist the urge to scream ‘I told you so’. It isn’t until I pull myself away from him that I realize how bloodshot his eyes are.

      I can’t overthink about that now. I turn to my new (potential) ally, and bow to him. “Thank you.”

      “I only let you leave because I do not want to deal with a war,” he spits.

      I bet he doesn’t mean that. I’ll wear him down.

      “Are you the reason she was stuck in there?” Clem’s voice is nasally, almost congested. He raises an eyebrow at Venali. Has he ever seen a swamp elf?

      Venali answers him in Elven. It’s a snide remark that I really shouldn’t repeat. “He can’t understand you,” I say to Clem.

      “Great.” 

      I turn back to Venali. “Thank you again and be careful. My brother knows how to navigate your forest and the human army is spreading.”

      He nods to me, and begins to reenter his home. Before he vanishes, he says, “If the worst happens, Mirrormire will be your ally. You are more civil than Filauria. She is a nuisance, though I do hope you find her. The trees say to check under the sun.”

      Oh, cool. Another riddle.

      It doesn’t matter. I’ll figure it out. I’m so good at ruling. Vulas could never even make contact with the swamp elves. Neither could my mother. They’ve tried. I press my lips tightly together. Trying to resist the huge smile from taking over my face. 

      Clem grabs my arm after Venali has vanished. “What the hell happened in there?”

      “Elf business,” I answer. His eyes are less bloodshot now, and the nasally tone in his voice is gone.

      He pulls me a bit closer to him, causing me to stumble. He beings to apologize profusely. He’s fumbling over his words. “I should have listened to you.” He repeats it a couple times.

      “Were you going to leave me in there?” I ask.

      “No. I just couldn’t get back in.” 

      “Every time we tried,” Nesva says, “the forest just spat us back out... Even if we walked forward. There was nothing but the exit.”

      I nod to her. 

      “I tried to dispel their magic,” Zemm speaks up now, guilt in his voice. “I couldn’t.”

      “It’s fine,” I say, “really. I got out and that’s all that matters.”

      Clem repeats himself again. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s fine.”

      He grabs the sides of my face, forcing my gaze forward on him. “No. I don’t think you’re hearing me. I’ll never leave you again. I’ll listen.” The coarseness of his gloves are slightly scratchy on my face. The intensity of his unblinking eyes causes me to take a half step back. In return, his hold on me becomes more firm. His mouth opens, though nothing comes out. My heart is racing. My mouth becomes dry.

      He leans closer, eyes closed. My hair is bunched in his fingers now, pinning me in place. He won’t let go. Is he going to kiss me? Right here?

      No, he doesn’t.

      He lowers his hands and takes a step back. The others are silent, not disturbing the stillness in the air. But they’re watching him.

      He swallows, hard, as his eyes avoid all of ours. He takes a deep breath…

      He laughs.

      Is it a real laugh? It’s more of a chuckle. And then he coughs, maybe clearing his throat. He turns, waving to us. “Lets go.”

      Nesva turns to me, eyebrows pressed together while her head cocks to the side. I definitely don’t have an answer for her silent question. I just keep my head down, walking away from her gaze.
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      They still feel guilty, even now as we sit around the fire in our camp.

      They don’t need to. I’m fine, everything is fine. In fact, I’m happy they didn’t listen to me. It worked out in my favor. I gained an important ally and I know exactly where to look. I can tell how much Venali cares for his people. It’s clear. And I admire that. He’s a good leader.

      He said under the sun. That must mean the castle. It’s ornamented with sun imagery. Unless they mean the city in general… No. It has to be the castle. Vulas must have her.

      Darkness in a city of sunlight.

      At least Venali is more straightforward than the seer was. I just have to get there. Rescue her. And according to my map, we’re almost there. We just have to go over a hill, I think.

      This continent is full of hills. There have been hills everywhere we go. Walking up hills, walking down hills, walking beside them. The land was only flat in the south. Though I haven’t been near Dazzoran, or the wasteland in the southwest, so I don’t know what the terrain is like there. So I’m just going to imagine everything else is hills as well.

      I lean back against the large tree trunk, watching the fire burn. The crackling keeps my attention. Maybe I’ll throw Vulas into a fire.

      “I’m sorry.” Clem’s voice takes me out of my trance. He’s sitting close to me, his back also against the tree. He’s drawing again. It’s me. He’s drawing a picture of me.

      “What?”

      “I’m sorry, again,” he says. “You look shaken up. You’re not speaking.”

      I haven’t been speaking, no. I’m not angry. I just haven’t had anything to say. I’ve been planning. “I’m not shaken,” I assure him, “I’m thinking.”

      “About your home?”

      No. Not about my home. I shake my head.

      “Will you please tell me what happened?” he pleads. For a moment, his eyes are almost glossy. The pain in his stare immobilizes me.

      “Why are you drawing a picture of me?”

      “Practicing portraits. I’ve been doing everyone.” He flips through the book to show me. They’re all unfinished, mine is the most completed. “Now tell me what happened.”

      “It wouldn’t work.”

      “It?”

      “My weapon. It stopped working. Again.”

      “Again?”

      My knees press against my chest. “I told you I was on a strict time limit.”

      “But it works now?”

      “For now. I don’t know what happened. It didn’t even say anything. It just… shut off?”

      “Magic can fade.” Zemm, who had been listening without my knowledge, says. “Perhaps your deities are also losing life or abandoning you.” That’s not a thought I considered. Can that even be possible? Can Goddesses just vanish? It doesn’t seem fair that they would abandon us without warning.

      I dig my fingers into my knees.

      Clem stretches one of his legs out in front of him. “That’s why I’m not religious.”

      Zemm climbs into his bedroll, “That’s not the reason.”

      Clem chuckles. I can’t even let myself smile.

      I keep my voice lower now. Even I can barely hear myself. “They said she’s in Nevermore ‘under the sun’.”

      “Starlight hidden underground.” He repeats the seer’s words to me. “Maybe she lives in a sewer, just like me.”

      “She would never.” I scrunch my nose. “I was thinking the castle.”

      His head perks up, but his eyes dart around. “Yeah?”

      “Mhmm. Does that bother you?” I ask, trying to study his reaction. Considering his aversion to the royal army, I doubt he’ll want to go. Maybe they’ll hunt him down for his knife.

      He closes his book, tapping his fingers on the cover for a few seconds. He peers past me, to the fire. Where our friends are either occupying themselves or turning in for the night. He whispers, “Come into the woods with me.”

      My face blushes. “No.”

      “Come on. You said you know who I am. Who am I?”

      “A nightmare.”

      He tries to slide his hand behind me, but I shuffle loudly. Nesva glances up from her bedroll, and then continues to lay down. “I want to know,” he says, “Who do you think I am? Am I someone that’s going to haunt you forever?”

      Maybe. He really might. I’ve been seeing a younger version of his face in my sleep for years. I’m waiting for him to keep egging me on. It would shock me if he doesn’t.

      “Sneak away with me. Into the woods,” he says again. His voice is tender now. Unusual. “You know who I am, and you still want me. That was all I needed to know.”

      “How dare you?” I don’t have time to say anything else. He grabs me by the hand, pulling me to my feet. He drags me off into the darkness.

      My eyes focus easily. But I doubt his can. “It’s dangerous out here,” I say.

      “It’s dangerous in the camp.” He cups my face, ready to lean in. I don’t let him. I shove him hard. Off me and into a tree.

      I don’t say anything for a moment. I scan his body. His clean jawline, his broad shoulders, his slender build, the way his tight vest fits a little awkwardly in the torso. My nostrils are flared. My nails dig into my palms as I calm myself.

      “How could you never write me back!?” I try not to shout at my imposter friend, but I can’t help it. Animals scurry away from us, off into the woods. “How dare you?”

      He keeps his eyes on me. “I… didn’t think you wanted me to.” he admits, “I wrote that letter a dozen times. The fire in my room read every single one.” He takes a long pause. “Eventually, time had passed, and I left the castle. It felt disingenuous to write you a letter from a princess that had gone missing.”

      “And died?” I finish.

      “Right. Clearly my life didn’t go as planned.”

      Vulnerability takes over. He knows everything about me and has this entire time. Even the times where I was silent, he could probably read my mind.

      Oh Gods… that night in the tavern.

      I grab my face, wanting to rip the skin off it. My stomach is going to expel everything inside it. I can’t help but let a nervous “ha!” escape my lips.

      He takes it as something else. “In my defense, I was kind of offended that you didn’t recognize me.”

      “But I did!” I shout. My voice is high pitched, out of frustration perhaps. “I guessed correctly! Even though your voice is deeper and your features have changed a bit… you…” I let out a loud groan again. “I would spend hours staring at your face. Wishing I was even a quarter as beautiful as you are. I memorized every line of it. I remember what your face looked like. I know your face.” I reach forward and rip the tie out of his messy hair. It falls perfectly, and every memory comes back. “You let me torture myself over the death of my friend, when you’re right here.”

      With swiftness, he takes the tie from me, putting his hair up again. “I couldn’t tell you, even if I wanted to.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re not the only one with a bounty on your head.” He pauses. “Your friend really is gone, I’m what crawled out of the soot and ashes. It’s easier this way. Sorry to disappoint you.” 

      I shake my head. “I’m… confused.” Not disappointed, confused and embarrassed.

      He sighs. “Traveling alone as a rogue princess is dangerous, as I’m sure you know. I present like this to keep myself safe. Being Clem kept me safe… then it just kind of grew on me.  I was surprised at how well it fit and how uncomfortable I’d been my entire life. I was a puzzle, but the picture was unclear. Then, the pieces were finally slotting together. But I don’t really feel drawn to either label, prince or princess. Zemm is the only one who knows, even back at the guild, and I’d prefer to keep it that way.” He pauses. “I know that’s confusing.”

      “That’s not what confuses me!” Yeah, no. I get all that.

      His brow furrows, “Then, what?”

      “Why were you so mean to me?”

      He cocks one of his eyebrows. “You really don’t know?”

      I have an idea, but I shake my head. From his back pocket, he pulls out a piece of folded parchment. He takes his time unfolding it. The page is worn, crinkled, torn at the edges. His eyes linger on it before he hands it to me.

      The lettering is faded, but I easily decipher the familiar script.

      This letter is worse than I remember. Cruel and embarrassing. All because I couldn’t properly articulate why not seeing him was so hard for me. I realize why, now. It was more than friendship. At least, on my end.

      I can’t believe I spoke to my friend this way. Someone I cared so much about. How could I have been so awful? “I’m sorry.”

      “Finally.”

      I hand it back to him. I can’t stand to hold it anymore. I want to burn it. “Why do you still have this?”

      “It keeps me humble.”

      “This is humble? There’s a version of you that’s even more arrogant?”

      He tries to smirk, but its strained.

      I’m not going to ask how often he reads it. It’ll only make me even more guilt-ridden. “Why offer to help me?”

      “Well I always wanted to go to Starview.” He pushes the loose strands of hair out of his face. “I just didn’t think I’d need to dodge a warlord to get there.”

      “And that’s it? You wanted to see my country?” I grip my face again and drag the skin down farther.

      “Yup.” He says with nothing but sarcasm in his tone. “That’s the only reason.”

      I wrinkle my nose at him. “Well I hope you enjoy seeing it in shambles.” Shambles. The word is comical. It’s ironic that Vulas was right all along. With me ruling, the country imploded in on itself. 

      “Yeah, that sucks. Maybe I really should have gone a year ago.”

      I can’t even piece my thoughts together. I hold myself up with the closest tree. If I don’t, I’ll crumble into the ground.

      “Pretty good disguise, right?” he chuckles.

      “Shut up!” I slam one of my fists on the tree holding me up.

      The world will force you into a box if you allow it. But it underestimates me. I’m not the airhead it thinks I am.

      “Were you really going to hand me over for the reward?”

      He hesitates for too long, “No. No offer would have been big enough. But the crown was close.”

      I should have known that was the case when he denied those offers for me. My heart is still racing, but the fluttering in my stomach is subsiding, only a little. “Why did you even leave? When was the last time you saw your family? Who were the supposed bandits responsible for your death?”

      The breath he lets out is a mix of sigh and a laugh. “I was disowned. On my birthday, no less.” He pauses, smirking, “I can’t believe you didn’t even send me a birthday letter. That hurt so much more than the disowning.”

      I ignore the sarcasm, “Disowned?”

      “I was a liability.”

      I shake my head, “How? What actually happened? I need to know.”

      He answers my question with his own. “What did you do in your castle all day?”

      I drop my eyes. What did I do all day? I stared off into the mountains and wished I could leave. “Nothing.”

      “Right. That’s not my thing. I just wanted to do what my brothers did. I wanted to dress like them, be like them, but my parents wouldn’t let me… Can we change the subject?” He asks, abruptly. Even now, he’s still dodging every question I have for him.

      “I’d like to know your story.” Maybe I shouldn’t push. He always had so much to say in his letters, but none of it was about his relationship with his family.

      “No. Let’s drop it.”

      I really should drop it… “Is that why you hated that guard?”

      He pushes himself off the tree to step closer to me. “Was I really the only person you’ve ever kissed?”

      My humiliated shriek makes him cover his ears. I slam the side of my fist into his chest. He grunts, which then turns into a laugh. I put my hand on my forehead, hoping I don’t pass out from the rush. I bring it down over my eyes.

      He wins. I’ll stop prying.

      “Look at me,” he orders.

      I split my fingers, complying. He pulls my hand away and holds it over my head, against the tree.
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“Want to try this again?” he asks with a dark look in his eye. “It’s just like last time.”

      I bite my lip, hesitating, as the rest of my body tenses up. It’s similar, but not the same. We were outside, in the dark, in the garden. Hiding. It was terrifying, trying to keep everyone else from seeing.

      My eyes linger on his lips. They look soft. In return, he’s eyeing me. I need to make a choice now.

      “Well?” he asks, closer to me, impatient.

      “Beg me.”

      He grabs my face, hand tightly holding my jaw. My lips are parted. My breathing is heavy. His lips brush against mine. I close my eyes.

      “No,” he growls.

      His mouth is soft, but his kiss isn’t. It isn’t gentle or safe. It’s full of built-up frustration. Ten years of it. He drops his hand from my jaw. He’s kissing me as if he needs to hurry. Like he’s trying to prove something or is running out of time. But I like it.

      I’m worried he’ll pull away, so I wrap my arms around his neck to keep him on me. He lets out a soft moan into my mouth.

      I let myself start to slip down the tree as my legs go weak. I’ve never had release like this. I don’t want it to stop.

      “Lyri!” Nesva’s voice bounces off the trees.

      I’m disappointed as he separates from me. I pull him back in, kissing him again. He lets me, only for a few moments, before he pulls away again.

      “Lyri!” She shouts again.

      “We’re over here.” Clem calls to her.

      Why would he call out to her? We could just stay here, forever.

      From the darkness, Nesva responds. “I heard screaming. Are you alright?”

      I cover my face, unable to even answer. So, Clem answers for me. “Yeah. Everything is fine. We’re coming back now.”

      “Why would you do that?” I demand.

      “She was probably worried about you.”

      “I’m fine.” More than fine, actually.

      “She doesn’t know that.” He pulls one of my hands away and kisses my cheek. “Let’s go. I can’t see you anyway.”

      It’s not that dark… I think. But his pupils are huge, enveloping the surrounding jade. They must be working overtime. “You can’t see at all? Is it that dark?”

      He blinks a few times, but his eyes don’t change. “I can see the stars in your hair. That’s about it.”

      I wrap an arm around his. “I’ll help you back, since you’re at such a terrible disadvantage.”

      “I still have my other senses.” He says, but still uses my arm for support.

      My face blushes, but the darkness hides it. “I’m glad you still like me.”

      “I tried really hard not to. But it just kept getting worse. When I saw you my heart just… exploded out of my chest. I tried to convince myself it was from anger.” He admits. “But sometimes the scent of your hair catches on the breeze, or your eyes will go wide at the strange scenery. Sometimes you sing to yourself in Elven so quietly that you think no one else can hear. And even that stupid little pouty face you make when you don’t get your way makes me weak. It all reminds me of how I felt about you for the past decade.”

      I hold my breath, unable to even respond. My eyes start to sting, though. I can’t control it. I should say something, but what? “I…”

      He keeps going: “I really wanted to take you home, because I thought it would be safer there. I don’t know if I want you to go home anymore, though.”

      My body is numb. “My home will be safe…” I just carry us along through the darkness. Navigating the thin trees and broken branches and thorny bushes.

      “Sorry.” He says, “Less than a few hours to Nevermore, now.”

      Right.
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      I can’t help but be in awe at the glorious city of Nevermore. I hold my hood up a bit so I can take in my surroundings. I love it. I love everything about it. It’s alive in a way that Starview just isn’t. I glance at Clem who’s having a much more terrible time as we walk across the massive stone bridge past the front gate. His expression is dark. His mouth is twisted into a snarl. I reach out under my cloak, interlocking his fingers with mine. He squeezes my hand.

      “It’s alright.” I say, having no idea if it actually is alright, because he won’t tell me anything. What does that even mean, anyway? I just wanted to say something to ease his mind.

      “Yeah.” As we pass a couple of guards, he looks to the ground. “But keep your hood up,” he demands of me.

      “I am.” I pull it forward.

      It’s unfortunate that I’m not here under better circumstances. Beyond us, the distant castle towers over the city. The nostalgia overwhelms me. I should be in there, but it doesn’t matter now. “I wonder if the hallways are still gold,” I mutter in awe.

      Clem rolls his eyes before whispering, “They are.”

      “Where are we staying?” Zemm asks.

      “I don’t know,” Clem admits. “Ideally, we wouldn’t be here.”

      Too bad. I need to be here. I don’t have a choice.

      “You still got friends here?” Zemm asks.

      “I don’t know.” Clem repeats himself, his voice a little more anxious this time. His eyes dart around, then he picks up his pace. “I might know where to go.”

      “Please don’t say another sewer,” I mumble.

      “Sorry, Princess.”

      I hate that they’re here, too. Is this just a massive underground network of sewer criminals? Do they all know each other? Do they send each other letters? Are they in every city? Do they have messenger rats?

      I deserve answers to these questions.

      The people around us are beginning to congregate in the center of the city, near the castle. They’re rushing, some with tense faces.

      “We should take another way,” Zemm offers.

      “No,” I say too quickly. “I…” I need to know what’s happening. My fingers slide out of Clem’s.

      Before he can stop me, I’m already off.

      I follow the trail of people through the bright, sunny, city. It’s the opposite of Grimehold. Clean, with the scent of sweet pastries and flowers filling the air.

      I remember every single one of these shops. I spent way too much time in them, getting stared at by children who had never seen an elf like me. Clem kept offering to buy me things, but they wouldn’t fit in my trunk on the ride home.

      My walk slows as I’m distracted by my surroundings, and my friends catch up.

      “There’s a crowd.” Nesva points out as we almost make it to the center. A large group has formed in front of the castle. Please don’t be another execution.

      “Shit,” Clem mutters.

      Once we reach it, he cuts left, down an alley. The others follow, but I linger in the back of the crowd, once again. My eyes focus on the shining star in the middle of the sunlight city.

      “Fae!” Clem yells to me.

      I can’t move. I’m immobilized by what I see. I’m as silent as the crowd around me. He comes to my side and grabs my hand. “I’m not doing this again.”

      “Look.” I mutter in a shaky breath. 

      The steps of the castle are crowded. King Claude of Nevermore, the Queen, my brother, and a twilight elf guard.

      I glance over at Clem. His green eyes are locked on the scene. His hand is becoming clammy. He’s sweating. “Wow, they look old…” He mutters.

      Vulas is standing in front of them, unsurprisingly. He’s so valiant. His posture is perfect, his face is stone. But Farren isn’t the guard at his side… Syvis is.

      “That’s my guard,” I whisper. “That’s my friend.” He doesn’t answer.

      Vulas opens his mouth, ready to speak. I steady myself, holding tightly to Clem’s sweaty hand. “I love my country, and I love my sister. But I cannot forgive her heinous crimes. She murdered our parents for the throne. The throne in which she had no right to try to claim. And she’s still out there.” He makes his voice crack as he speaks that last part.

      “What?” The shriek comes out before I can stop it. Clem wraps his arms around me, pulling me close to the ground. Both hands are covering my mouth, pressing hard into my face. I try to rip them off me or claw my way free.

      There were other gasps from the crowd, so the citizens around us barely reacted to my outburst.

      “A lie, probably. Your parents are fine,” Clem tries to assure me in a hushed voice. “They’re fine.”

      I hold my breath. My nails dig into his arms even farther, expelling any anger seeping out of me. I jerk my body back, hitting the cold stone as I kick my legs out. I need to get free.

      “Fucking, stop. You need to stop.”

      I don’t. I can’t. His skin is cut now under his sleeves, with scratches down his arms.

      “Breathe, Fae. This isn’t helping.” He orders. “And you’re fucking hurting me.”

      I release the breath I’ve been holding. He’s right. I take five, long, deep breaths. My pounding heart begins to slow. Vulas has been speaking this entire time. Only now, after my heart has settled, can I refocus on his words.

      Vulas continues his speech, “I’ve made contact with the other prominent cities of Farfell: Grimehold, Deadbell, and Hollowpoint. I’ve been following the trail of her. She has something of mine, and it is imperative that I get it back.”

      Once he’s certain I’ve calmed enough, Clem releases me from his gasp. He becomes my boost to my feet as I push him down.

      Then, Vulas clutches his chest, as if he was wounded. There’s false pain in his face. He’s really selling it. “There was no one I loved more than my sister, but as the King of Starview it’s my duty to make sure justice is enacted. I need to avenge my parents.” He needs to avenge our parents? What a joke.

      “Damn, that’s crazy,” Clem scoffs, following me up. He rolls up his sleeves, flinching at the cuts on his arms. His eyes peer up at the scene again. “Why is Vulas the one speaking to this crowd? Isn’t Claude the king of Nevermore?” His tone is sarcastic and spiteful, but his curiosity isn’t well hidden behind it.

      How could he so casually use his father’s first name?

      “With the help of the royal army, I will investigate every inch of this continent until she’s found.”

      He doesn’t need to search. I’m right here.

      Clem mutters under his breath again, “What a dick.”

      I’m inclined to agree. I should scream again. I could do it right now. Just start shrieking and ruin his wonderfully diplomatic speech. But that would just prove his point about how unhinged I am.

      But maybe I am unhinged. He wants me to be crazy? Fine. I’ll be crazy.

      I glance at Syvis, hoping to read her mind. She meets my gaze. Maybe she sensed my eyes on her. It’s only for a second, and her eyes widen. She’s good, though, and wipes away her emotion as effortlessly as breathing. But she excuses herself from the others.

      Vulas is going to keep speaking. I need to know what he’s going to say. “In exchange for their help. I plan to offer my services to King Claude. Much of Farfell has been taken from the humans. We will get it back.”

      Oh, so he’s completely insane. I grip the Dreamkiss, listening to it shriek, as I want to. I lift it, getting it ready. Why is it screaming? Is that a side-effect of my madness? Or, perhaps, it’s because she’s here. In the city. Maybe the weapon knows.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Clem asks in a panic. “Put that away.”

      No. I’m going to shoot him. I thought I could reason with him, but I can’t. He’s insane. I let my bow form, loading my arrow. I’m so far behind the rest of the crowd. Vulas is quite a distance away, but I can hit him.

      Clem rips my arms back before the arrow gets sent off. “We need to leave, now,” he orders. He pulls me away, back through the alley. He’s dragging my arm with force. I tug back. “Let me go. That’s an order.” I need to go back.

      “Ha!” He pulls harder.

      I take the Dreamkiss and smack his arm with it. He gasps, but doesn’t give in. “Why did you stop me?” How could he just ruin my chance? “You heard him.”

      “You’ll regret it for the rest of your life if you do that without at least trying to reason with him.”

      “I don’t want to reason with him.”

      “Shut up.”

      There’s an opening at the end of the alley he’s leading me through, an oddly shaped area behind some poorly placed buildings. Before stepping in, he stops abruptly. I’m tossed to the side, behind some of the boxes at the end of the alley. He didn’t need to throw me… I would have hidden on my own. I rub my head before I peek out from the side of the crate.

      “Halt!”

      “Yeah, I know,” Clem mutters, holding his hands up.

      “I have seen your picture, thief. Where is the princess?” The voice is familiar. Too familiar. I peek out farther. I can see Clem’s back, and bits of glowing armor in front of him.

      “Don’t know what you mean, sorry.” Clem shrugs, keeping his tone light. “Did I look pretty in my picture? I really hope I did.”

      I pull myself up, confirming my suspicion. It’s Syvis, with her sword drawn. Her armor glows, even in the daylight. I rush out into the opening, next to Clem. “Syvis…” I breathe. “I have never been happier to see anyone in my life.”

      Clem clears his throat as he drops his hands.

      Syvis immediately sheathes her sword. She tilts her head down, face blushing. She speaks quickly. “I’m very happy to see you, as well. I’m so sorry. I should have done something.”

      When I throw myself into her arms, she holds me tightly. This is the safest I’ve felt in weeks.

      Clem’s foot is tapping on the stone ground. He lets out a loud sigh.

      “I’m sorry that I let you down.” She bows to me, keeping her head low. 

      “You didn’t,” I assure her. “I promise. I missed you so much.” Her beautiful face is beaming. She must have gone through as much as I have, especially traveling with Vulas. He wouldn’t have trusted her. He kept her around to keep an eye on her. I hope he wasn’t too cruel.

      “Syvis,” I begin, “Was he being honest? About my parents?”

      Her face drops, eyes drifting to the floor. That’s not the reaction I wished for. A chill runs down my spin. “I do not know.” 

      “How?” Clem scoffs. 

      She narrows her eyes on him and then says, “That speech was the first I heard of it. I promise.”

      “So, there’s a chance they’re still alive?” My voice quickens. I just need a chance. Any glimmer of hope. Something. Just a little more time.

      “Yes. He delayed his trip after, well…” She doesn’t need to say it. “That next morning, I was concerned when there was no answer at your door so I entered unannounced. I apologize for that.”

      That’s not really important. I wave my hand so she speeds her story up.

      “Your room was pristine, but you were nowhere to be found. Vulas confronted me as I searched the palace. He said there was an issue with the Dreamkiss, and you needed to stay a bit longer. He would not let me see you, and rushed me off down the mountain, to the boat. I traveled across the sea with only a team of guards.” She takes a deep breath. “I was unaware of your accusation until he arrived. The news came directly from him. I never believed it.”

      “So, what did you do when you found out?” Clem crosses his arms, continuing to tap his foot. “Did you put up a fight?”

      I don’t butt in, I wait for Syvis to answer the question. However, I don’t expect her answer to be yes. She answers the question in my direction. “No. I did not.” 

      I nod. I wouldn’t have wanted her too, anyway. There would have been no point. Even if she knows that Vulas is a liar. If she got herself killed it would do no good.

      Clem lets out a short breath. He motions to me with his hand as he says, “Well, I promised your Princess that I wouldn’t waste any more time, so unfortunately this conversation needs to be cut short. Nice to meet you, though.” He salutes her with that same hand.

      Her face twists. Her eyes scan his body, expression full of disgust. “Your Highness, is this sewer rat holding you captive? Do you know he is a wanted criminal?”

      “Well, so am I,” I answer. I don’t have time for a fight to break out here, not now. “Clem isn’t a sewer rat.” (For the most part).

      They continue to glare at each other, both trying to dominate over the other in a weird game of intense eye contact. She isn’t speaking to him, but keeps her dark eyes pointed in his direction. “Well, I don’t care to travel with him, and you certainly shouldn’t. I’ll be taking over from here.” She pauses before finally addressing him directly, “You’re dismissed.” 

      Clem laughs. “No thanks.”

      Syvis drops a large coin purse into his hand, assuming that’s what he’s after. “Enjoy,” she spits.

      He grips it so tightly that the coins scrape together inside the bag. He’s going to tear it open. As he tosses it back to her, he says in his lighthearted tone, “No. I always finish a job.”

      She responds in a huff, “No. You’re leaving. Protecting her is my responsibility.” 

      “Well you did a fantastic job of that, clearly.”

      “Stop,” I order.

      Clem turns to me. “So, you’re just going to go, then? With someone who doesn’t know how to do their job? With someone who has no idea what your plan is? You think she’s going to protect you against an army? What happens when you go back to Starview, after finding your long-lost Queen, and they try to kill you? She can handle them all by herself?”

      “I… uh…” I stutter again.

      “And you can handle it? With your dying bow that can switch off at any moment? Your arrows are going to penetrate armor like that?” He nods to her, “You’re not going with—”

      He can’t finish his sentence. I barely realize it’s happening when Syvis’ hand collides with his face. The smack echoes through the small area and into the alley. He stumbles back, a red mark left in the place where her hand was. He touches it, flinching. 

      Clem lifts his fist. He lunges forward. Syvis flinches, but doesn’t move.

      There’s quick hesitation in his face, like his brain finally catches up to his arm. He punches the wall next to her head instead of her face. His other hand is holding the hilt of his sheathed dagger. I’m so grateful that he didn’t actually punch her or pull the knife out. No matter how much he might have wanted to. 

      “You need to apologize,” I order Syvis. I’ve never used this tone with her before. I never order her to do anything. In fact, she’s the one that orders me around typically.

      If she knew who he was, she would have never smacked him. She wants to say no to me. I know she does. But she can’t. She opens her mouth. “You shouldn’t speak to royalty like that, but I apologize for hitting you.”

      He steps back, continuing to rub his face. In a shaky breath, he growls, “That’s not much of an apology, is it?”

      “It’s the one you deserve.” 

      “It was uncalled for,” I say. “You can’t hit him.” 

      She shakes her head. I guess if I was her, I might be just as confused. “Do you really let him speak to you that way?”

      “That’s kind of our thing,” Clem says. “She likes it. It gets her excited.” 

      I hate that he might be right.

      “You’re disgusting,” she spits at him.

      “At least I know it.” 

      I stand between them, back to Clem. “I’ll leave you both here if you don’t stop.” How could it have already gotten to this point? This is the first conversation they’ve ever had together.

      He slides his hand around my waist and pulls me close to him. He places his warm cheek close to mine. The one that was hit. I can’t see his expression, but there’s something dark in Syvis’s. 

      “We should really be going,” he says. “And you really shouldn’t come. You’ll blow your cover, right? With that insane dictator.”

      “Nice try,” Syvis responds. 

      “At least she’s easy to hide.” He softly grips my chin. “You’ll stick out with your massive glowing armor.”

      “Armor can be removed.”

      Clem drops his hands from my waist, and face, and turns away from us. He’s rubbing his forehead.

      I can’t leave yet, though. I have too many questions for her. How long has she been here? She must have seen Filauria.

      Clem asks Syvis his question before I get the chance. “You were in the castle?”

      She reluctantly nods to him.

      “Have you seen the royal cemetery?”

      What is he getting at? Is Filauria in a tomb?

      Syvis looks to the side, “Yes. But I did not walk through it.”

      He bites his lip. “What did they say about the princess? Is there a grave for her?” The way his face drops as he asks the question…

      I grip my chest. Swallowing hard, I attempt to ease the pain in the back of my throat.

      Her brow furrows. “They actually never mentioned her. If it wasn’t for Faelyri, I would not have known she even existed. I saw no grave, no portraits, no mention of a room.”

      He chokes on the gasp caught in his throat, then clicks his tongue. I grab his hand, but he rips it away. He brings it up to cover his mouth. I reach out again, but he takes a step away.

      “Your Highness,” Syvis begins, oblivious to the pain she unintentionally caused, “when are you leaving the city? I need to return to the castle. But I will meet you. You won’t leave alone with this creature.”

      A muffled wail escapes from behind Clem’s hand. Hearing that painful cry makes me want to let out one of my own.

      He’s not a creature.

      “Syvis, I’m staying with Clem. I like him, so I’m staying with him.”

      Her eyes dart back and forth between us. Clem is like stone, still with his hand over his mouth.

      “Besides, I’m not going home,” I say to her. “I need to find Filauria first, somewhere in this city.”

      Syvis frowns at me, displeased by my defiance. I don’t care. Let her be mad.

      “Do you know where she is?” I ask.

      “Your brother has her in a cell, in the castle.”

      You know what? I’m okay with that. Not the fact that she’s in a cell. I’m okay with the fact that she’s somewhere I can easily get to. Where she can’t run off to the next location. I will find her, release her from her prison, and she’ll owe me. She’ll come to Starview with me and fix this mess.

      Clem shakes his head before finally speaking. The redness in his cheek is finally fading. “No. I’m not going to the castle.”

      My voice is soft. “That’s alright. I’ll go alone.” It’s far too dangerous for him to go. I can’t put him in that position. I can’t put him through that emotional turmoil. I’m sure once I get into the castle, I’ll remember most of the layout. My muscle memory will take over. I won’t need his directions.

      I’ve been to the dungeons once, I can easily find them again.

      His nostrils flare. He starts to pace, biting the knuckles on his right hand.

      “I’m not trying to guilt you. I really mean it. You don’t have to go.” No matter what, I still need to get into that castle. It’s okay if I go without him.

      “Your Highness, I do not think I can sneak you in.” Syvis says to me.

      “That’s fine. I can get in myself.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you alright?”

      Clem doesn’t respond. He’s peering out over a fence. Under us, the river surrounding the city is flowing. There are stairs to our left, leading down to the water. A sewer gate is waiting at the bottom. I can’t believe he’s making me go into the sewer again. I hate this. I wonder if the rest of them are already there, eating sewer fish and drinking sewer ale.

      “I’m sorry she hit you.”

      He grips tighter to the iron fence. “You don’t have to apologize,” he says through his teeth. “You’re not the one who hit me. Your girlfriend did.”

      I press my eyebrows together. “She’s my guard. And my friend.” I correct him. It really is terrible that he got hit, but I’m overjoyed that we ran into her. And no matter what, she’ll be coming with us.

      “Fine. Guard-friend. Whatever.”

      I click my tongue. “Are you… jealous?”

      “No. I’m glad you found your guard-friend. You’ve never been happier to see anyone in your life, right?”

      Normally, I would be overjoyed at the jealousy. However, now really isn’t the time to bask in it. I don’t want him to be jealous. He’s radiating a dark pain that I want to sooth.

      The gate is locked, but it doesn’t matter. It takes him less than a few seconds. The lock clicks and he forcibly pulls the old gate. The rusty hinges squeak.

      Of course I was happy to see my friend, but… “I’m sorry about everything else as well…”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      We crawl into the opening, and I try my best to stay clear of any flowing water. In contrast, he stomps through it.

      “We’re close. Try not to insult anyone here.” Clem jokes, but there’s anger in his tone. I need to do something.

      “You’re wonderful, you know. You’re not a creature.” I hold the back of his vest as he stomps onward. “They all suck.”

      I crash into him when he stops. He’s covering his face with his hands, head bent forward. I don’t hesitate to wrap my arms around him, resting my cheek on his back.

      Through his hands, his words are muffled. “I’m not crying.”

      “I know.”

      I press myself closer into him, squeezing tighter. I’ve rarely needed to comfort anyone. I only know one way.

      I start to sing the song my mother wrote, and always sings to me. He can’t understand the lyrics, but hopefully the melody itself is soothing. My voice isn’t nearly as good as hers, but the song always calmed me down.

      She sang it to him once, after he had a nightmare. His own mother sent him back to bed, unable to handle his crying, but mine walked him back and tucked him in. Does he remember that? As I sing, my weapon does as well, creating a perfect harmony with my mother’s song. As if they were meant to be played together.

      There’s no strength in his tone. His breath is shaky. “You’re really lucky that your parents love you.”

      My whole body goes numb.

      He’s not crying, but now I am. He’s right. Current circumstances aside, I’ve never had to beg for their love. I’ve never wondered if they’re proud of me. And even now, the memory of me hasn’t been wiped away.

      “I’ve been thinking about it… wondering why they would form an alliance with your brother. What could they get out of it? Maybe they want old Elven magic,” he pauses. “They don’t think things through. My brothers are smarter than they are, but Vulas is probably the ringleader.”

      My face is pressed into his back.

      “When I left, there wasn’t a search party,” he keeps going. “The next day the city was told about my death. It took less than twenty-four hours to erase me from the family tree.”

      “But, why?”

      “Later. Not now”

      He doesn’t have to talk about it. I won’t ask again. My heart aches as he rips himself from my grasp. My arms linger in the air, reaching out for him. The water splashes under his heavy footsteps as he stomps.

      I follow along, deeper into the dark sewer.

      The smell gets stronger the farther we go in and I cover my nose with my hand.

      After a few turns through the massive pipes, Clem opens a door that’s much more put together than the one in Grimehold. And of course, it’s another tavern. It’s larger than the other one. Larger city, larger sewer. Zemm waves us down, and we approach the table. 

      “What happened?” Nesva demands.

      “Nothing.” Clem pulls a seat from a nearby table and slides it in front of me, causing the legs to scrape against the ground. I slowly lower myself into the seat.

      Zemm slides Clem a drink. Everyone has one, except me. But to be honest, I could really go for one.

      I rip the drink out of Clem’s hand, chugging it the way I’ve seen them do too many times. He leans on his elbow, watching me as I slam it on the table.

      He speaks either to me or them, but I can’t hear it.

      Their voices are too distant now. Drowned out by the noise in my own head. I focus on the lines in the wooden table. Vulas wouldn’t have actually killed our parents, right? There would be no way to pin that on me. That was a lie to scare the humans.

      Clem nudges me. “Hey.”

      I sink a bit farther into my seat. Syvis would have known. She would have heard something. The guards would have told her if my parents were dead.

      “Lyri.” Nesva snaps her fingers in my face. I finally turn my head up. They’re all eyeing me.

      “Filauria is in the castle…” I trail off.

      “Yeah, we know.” Nesva says, “Weren’t you listening? He just said that.”

      Did he? I pull on the ends of my hair under the table.

      She continues, “I’ll go with you, into the castle.”

      I shake my head. “I’ll go alone. Seriously.”

      “Are you joking?” Zemm asks.

      My words slur a bit. “I’d like to go alone.”

      My head is fuzzy now. I lean forward on my elbow, gripping my forehead. In my own palace, the kitchen has the most traffic. People are constantly coming in and out. One person sneaking in is far easier than two or more. I’ll have Clem give me a quick review of the layout, just to refresh my memory.

      Filauria might not even talk to me if they come. Every story paints her out to be paranoid.

      I’m nudged again and my head snaps up. Nesva asks me something, but I mishear her. When I nod, the table erupts in laughter. What did I just agree to? Whatever. They can laugh. Maybe they need it. I know I do.

      “I’d like another drink,” I say to everyone’s surprise. My head throbs when I stand too quickly. Clem reaches up and forces me back down into my seat.

      “Sit. Down.” He pulls my hood farther down. I hate when he does that.

      Zemm points around the room. “They won’t sell you out, but there might be shadows lurking.”

      Clem slides his drink over to me. When did he get a new one? I can’t pay attention to anything… “Here. Don’t do that again.”

      I start to drink from the new cup. When I’m done, I ask him, “Can you tell me which way to go from the kitchen?”

      “Tomorrow. You might not remember if I tell you now.”

      “Will you sketch it?”

      His cup makes a thunk on the table. “Tomorrow.”

      I grip his hand, the one holding his mug. My head is getting dizzier. “Are you alright?”

      His eyes dart around the table. His mouth hangs open for a moment. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      My hand slides away from his. I rest it on the edge of the course table. His finger starts to tap against his mug. I keep my eyes on it, just to focus on something.

      “Lyri, can I have a crown?” Nesva asks.

      “What?”

      “When you go home, and you’re a Queen, can you get me a crown? Not one that means anything.”

      “They all mean something.” Clem takes another sip. My eyes follow the cup.

      Peeling my eyes away from his hand, I say: “Sure, whatever. I can get you a crown. You earned it.”

      “What’s your home like?” She asks me. “Do you have visitors often?”

      “We’ve never had visitors. You’ll be our first.”

      What is my home like? Beautiful is the first word that comes to mind. It’s a little boring, sure, but there’s absolutely nothing bad about my home.

      I spread my hands out, trying to create a dramatic scene. “A lot of mountains. And the castle is made of stars.” I might be a little drunk at this point. “And the floor of the palace lights up and the largest moon fills the throne room with her light. Especially when she’s full. And the city is built into the mountains.”

      Clem is listening to my story. “And there’s no sun,” he adds. “The city is tiered in layers down the mountain, covered in starlight.”

      “There’s a reason for the lack of sun.” I interject. “There’s a protective barrier around Starview. It’s why the city is covered in starlight. It’s important that the barrier never falls.” My weapon rings. Has it already fallen?

      Nesva leans forward, “Why?”

      Because I don’t want to lose my home.

      I slam my new mug down, once again, after finishing my drink. “It doesn’t matter, because it’s already in ruins!” I’m more drunk than before. I’m being too loud.

      Clem has a tight hold on my thigh. I move closer to him.

      “The day I got this,” I hold out the singing Dreamkiss for a second, waving it in his face, “That was the day my life fell apart. I used to think Vulas deserved to have this. He doesn’t.”

      “I think you should go to bed.” He doesn’t take his hand off my leg. His leather glove is rough, but his fingers are soft.

      I keep going. “I’m related to the only twilight elf who was accused of being a traitor. The trees told the swamp elves that.” I’m fumbling over every single one of my words. I probably sound insane. I’m resting my head in my hands.

      “Trees…?” Nesva whispers to the group.

      I keep rubbing my head. It hurts. “She was a traitor too, just like me.”

      “You’re not a traitor.” Clem’s voice is harsh.

      “Exactly.” 

      He doesn’t respond, none of them do. I rest my head on the table.

      “So that’s why you don’t drink,” Nesva states. I groan into the table. My outburst was embarrassing but to be honest, much needed. I know I can do this. I know I can fix it all. I just needed to feel sorry for myself first.

      Clem does more than drape my arms over his shoulders. I groan as he lifts me from my chair. He’s carrying me away from the table. “Time for bed, Princess.”

      I wrap my arms around his neck, resting my head on him as he walks. I keep my eyes on his lovely face. He looks like a painting.

      “I’m glad that you’re still an artist,” I whisper to him. “You’re talented. Don’t ever stop.”

      A smile almost forms on his face. “We’re almost there.”

      Once in the room, I crawl into bed. I’m lying in the fetal position, not even bothering to remove my shoes. I clutch my pounding head. It’s worse than the Dreamkiss’s ringing, which is also in my head.

      Clem hesitates before sliding in next to me. He moves my hair out of the way before wrapping his arms around my waist.

      “Do you think they’re dead?” I whisper to him.

      “No.” I don’t know if it’s a lie, but I don’t even care. I won’t know until I get home.

      I press my body closer to his.

      Now, the silence is too thick. I don’t want it to be silent anymore, but I have nothing to say.

      His breath grazes my ear, “Remember when we locked Cyrill in a cell?”

      “What?” I don’t have the energy to turn around.

      “That time that we locked Cyrill in the cell, remember?”

      I do. I hated Cyrill. He ruined my favorite dress when he pushed me in the mud. That was when Clem broke his nose. But who cares? I don’t care about Cyrill. “I guess. I hope he’s grown up.”

      “He hasn’t.” The bed shifts when he lifts himself up to lean on his arm. “Do you remember when you made me release the chickens from the kitchen?”

      What is he even talking about? Why does that matter? Let me just be miserable. Though… the silence was getting harder to handle.

      “Thank you for taking the blame for that.” I say.

      “That wasn’t the crime with the worst punishment.” He runs his fingers through my hair. “Remember the girls that were making fun of your hair?”

      Yeah. There were two of them. Two mean girls. He took a knife, and a handful of their hair, and gave them the worst haircut in all of Farfell. “I’ve never heard a louder wailing from children.”

      He chuckles. “They deserved it.”

      I get it now. I get what he’s doing. “So, I suppose you’ve always had a history of defiant behavior.”

      “I didn’t do all of that alone.” He presses his cheek against mine. Something about the weight of it relaxes me. It’s easier for me to speak now.

      “Do you ever miss it?” I ask him in a hushed whisper. “Your home?” I imagine he must. Even if he left on bad terms.

      “The guild? Often.” That wasn’t what I meant. He places a soft kiss on my cheek, and my body stiffens. When he lifts himself, I turn to face him.

      “Would you ever go back?” I ask.

      His eyes follow my markings. “Maybe. Traveling is kind of fun though, right?”

      “It’s stressful.”

      “But do you like it?”

      Maybe if I wasn’t under such stress. It’s probably something I could enjoy. But I hate all the walking. “I think I would like it better under different circumstances. And if I had a horse.”

      “I can get you a horse.”

      Well, there’s no point in getting one now. Not when I’m so close to going home. And then, I’ll be stuck on my island forever, ruling over whoever might be left.

      But I don’t want to be alone.

      Time has slowed now, or it seems like it. Getting lost in someone’s eyes is such a specific experience. It’s both safe and dangerous. His eyes are soft, but they make my heart race. “I want you to stay with me.” I admit. “Will you?”

      “Okay,” he agrees. “I’ll be here.”
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      Is this what a hangover is like? A piercing, splitting, pain in my head? Does this happen to everyone who drinks? Why would they do this to themselves?

      I’m curled in my bed as the door opens, still fully clothed (but at least he took my boots off). I don’t need to turn. I know who it is.

      “How’s your head?” he asks. I respond by pulling the covers over myself. “That good, huh?”

      I mumble from under the covers, “Everything hurts.”

      “Well that’s awful, because we have to go.” I’m silent as he sighs and pulls the covers off me.

      “How do you deal with this?” I ask. How can anyone function with a headache like this? I’m nauseous.

      He reaches forward to place his hand on my waist. My back is facing him. “I don’t. This doesn’t happen to me because I’m a professional.”

      I roll onto my back, caught by surprise at how close his face is to mine. I touch my forehead. “I think I’m ill.”

      He pushes my hand away with his own, replacing it. “You’re not. Don’t you drink at home?”

      Not ale, never ale. This was the first time in my life that I’ve ever finished a glass of it. At home I would drink wine sometimes with dinner. Never often. And never enough for this to happen. When I shake my head, it throbs.

      He plants a kiss on my pounding forehead. Then, he takes my hand and pulls me to a sitting position.

      I swing my feet over the bed once he’s a decent distance away. Then, I lace up my boots before standing. When I stretch myself out, my bones crack.

      “Can I ask you a question?” He keeps his head down as he asks, fidgeting with one of his gloves.

      “I guess.”

      “What happens when you find this woman? What’s your plan?”

      My plan? My plan has always been the same. Since I first placed my hand on this and witnessed the powder blue glow. Since I first felt the vibration shaking my arm. Since I first heard the song of pain. The pain hasn’t driven me mad, like I thought it would, but there’s no denying that my connection with it was immediate. I want to help it. “There’s an altar in my city. I’m going to bring her there, so I can keep my weapon from dying.” My weapon, my friend, whatever it is.

      Now his eyes come up to pierce me. “Is that really your first priority? Don’t you think someone will be waiting for you there?”

      I shake the Dreamkiss in front of him. “This tiny thing controls my country. It keeps the government running. It keeps our barrier running. If it doesn’t exist, our world collapses. Starview will get invaded… I can’t let it die. I need her to fix it,” I pause. “I don’t care if I need to fight my way to the altar.”

      He’s no longer fidgeting; he’s pulled off his glove now. He steps closer to me, using his bare hand to tuck my hair behind my ear before resting it on my cheek. His thumb traces the branches. “And then what, though?”

      “What do you mean? And then I have a country to run.”

      “I’m sure you would be great.” He chuckles a bit. “But do you really want to sit in your palace all day?”

      “It’s a lot more than sitting.”

      “Who cares though? Why does that have to be your problem? Stay in Farfell. Travel with us instead.”

      “You have to be joking.” I remove his hand from my face. “I need to go home.”

      “Alright, fine. That’s fair.” He shrugs. “Save your country, pass along the torch, and then come with us.”

      “No.” I state. “I actually have to do something. I can’t just pass it along. I have no idea how long I’ll need to rule.”

      I don’t want to pass it along anymore. I want to do it. I know I can do it.

      His face is blank, maybe he’s trying to comprehend my words. “I… guess I’m just confused?”

      “Where’s the confusion?”

      “Did I misinterpret your request last night? You wanted me to stay with you…” He drops his eyes.

      “I do want you to stay with me. In Starview.”

      “Yeah. No.” He slips his glove back on, shaking his head. “There’s nothing in Starview but lost time. I’ll follow you there, but I’m not staying.”

      Something is wrong, my heart is aching. Why is my heart aching? Why does it feel like it was just ripped out of my chest and I’ve been left to bleed on the floor? What will I do when he’s gone from my life again? I don’t think I can handle that again. Will he still send me letters? Probably not. I would have no way to respond.

      “Starview is wonderful,” is all I manage to say.

      “Sure. But I’ll be dead long before you even hit your prime anyway.” His voice is as cold as his jade eyes that won’t look at me. “I’m not spending my short life isolated on an island. I’m not a recluse.”

      “I’m… neither am I,” I mumble. My nose is stinging.

      “Sure.” He keeps going, “Why would you think I would go to Starview? Why wouldn’t you stay here? How does that make sense?”

      “I…”

      “Would Zemm stay? Nesva? Why wouldn’t you just stay with us?” His chest expands as he inhales a long breath, then exhales.

      Is this really happening? I have to be hallucinating. He still won’t even turn his head up. With every second I stare at him, he looks less and less like my old friend.

      The worst thing I could have ever done was grown attached to a human. This is the second time I’m making the mistake. At least it’s with the same person. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

      “Neither do I. I just wanted to make sure we’re on the same page.”

      I barely manage to nod in response. What page? The story is going to be cut short.
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      “I used to do this all the time,” Clem tells us. “It’s easy.”

      My memory of this place was not exaggerated. The castle is overwhelmingly huge, made of course stone. There are spires, but ultimately, it’s very square. Much more square than mine. This was clearly built to withstand an assault. It’s a fortress. How many people live here, I wonder? It must take a lot of upkeep.

      There’s art in this architecture, and I appreciate it, but mine is more visually pleasing.

      “You… used to do this all the time?” Nesva asks, and I slip out of my trance.

      He nods in response. “There are constant deliveries, people coming in and out, cooks… The kitchen is the best. Servant’s entrance.”

      I already knew that. “I know.”

      Clem sighs, “Yeah, well, I’m just thinking out loud.” He looks back at Zemm. “Wait for us here, or as close as you can get. Just in case.”

      “Us?” And in case of what? I’m not getting caught. “You’re not coming with me.”

      He crouches a bit, and keeps himself flush with the dark wall, in the shadows. I follow him, trying to keep myself hidden behind some trees. However, I’m not nearly as stealthy as he is. There are barely any guards, but he’s still careful.

      “There’s a door in the back,” he whispers to me.

      “Why are you coming with me? I’m serious. You can’t go in there.” We never talked about this.

      He doesn’t answer me, of course.

      “When did you decide you were coming?”

      He scans the area, making sure not to move too quickly. “No one knows this place like I do. It’s fine. Like I said, I did this a lot.” As he crouches, he’s almost on all fours.

      “How often?” My whisper isn’t as soft, as we creep around the back. He shushes me.

      “Every day.”

      “Why?”

      He shushes me again. I’m too loud. “I don’t want to tell you. You’ll be jealous.”

      I grab his arm, yanking him around to face me. “When?”

      “We really don’t have time for this. I told you I was a liability, didn’t I?” He’s right, and I guess it doesn’t even matter. We won’t be together long. I can’t think about it. It’ll distract me.

      However, my heart is aching again. I don’t want to let go of him. “Clem, why are you with me right now?” I demand.

      He swallows a lump in his throat. His eyes travel to my hand holding onto him. He places his own over it. I expect him to hold it, to look at me with soft eyes and tell me that he’s with me because he… I don’t know. Loves me, or something?

      But he removes my hand from his arm and drops it.

      “I wanted to see my room.”

      Another crack in my chest.

      A wooden door creaks as it swings open, letting in a few people carrying large bags of flour. Clem watches the door, calm as ever.

      His eyes travel up the building, to the windows. None of those windows are his room. It’s in the front, there’s a balcony.

      He creeps closer to the door afterwards. I follow closely behind. I’m not nervous, but I know I will be once we get inside.

      There are more people coming now, with more sacks and a large cart of boxes. They’re all sweating and red in the face and yelling about something. “Behind them,” he says. “Grab something from their cart, carry it in.”

      My breath is shaky. He’s already on his way there. I need to keep up. He slips behind them, snatching a smaller sack off the cart to throw to me. I grunt as I catch it. It’s incredibly heavy, even though it’s small.

      He takes a larger one, because he’s a showoff.

      Once the door opens, we follow the small crowd into the kitchen. There are a lot of people in here, but they’re all preoccupied. They don’t notice as he places the bag down and makes his way across the room in the shadows. “Hurry up,” he mouths to me.

      I scurry past, only dropping the bag once I reach the door.

      I barely have time to breathe a sigh of relief as it closes behind us, because he’s already heading down the golden hall. I recognize this place as the servant’s quarters. The dungeons are near here.

      I remember running through these halls for hours, playing a plethora of imaginative games. Pretending to be an adventurer or something. Also, more embarrassingly, playing house.

      Once we reach the first left, he pauses. The empty hall we’re currently standing in holds his stare.

      “Did you forget?” I step to his side, waving my hand in his face.

      He won’t tear his gaze from it. “No. I didn’t forget.”

      “What are you doing, then?”

      Loud footsteps fill the hall from somewhere in front of us. Clem is frozen, still fixated on nothing.

      “What are you doing?” I repeat.

      No answer. We can’t linger here. We need to go. He stumbles as I shove him into the hallway on our left.

      A door waits for us at the end of the hallway. It opens to a descending staircase. It’s all coming back to me now. We came down here once, because he told me it was haunted, and I wanted to see the ghosts.

      The footsteps are getting louder. I yank the door open as quickly as I can.

      The thin staircase is curved. There are candles in sconces on the walls, but they aren’t lit. “I remember this,” I say, peering down. “Is it too dark for you?”

      “No.” He leads the way. “Close the door behind you.”

      I absolutely do as I’m told… but it’s much darker once the door closes.

      I hold my weapon as I warily take my first step down. There’s a chill in the air, a breeze coming through the cracks in the walls. I take my next step, and then the next.

      One hand is on my weapon, the other is running itself against the cool stone wall. Over every crack in it. Neither of us speak. It’s almost as if the dungeons are guarding the silence.

      Finally, iron bars begin to come into view.

      Before we reach the base, I grab his arm. “If we get caught, take the Dreamkiss and hide.”

      “No.”

      “He won’t kill me unless he has it in his hands.”

      He sighs, which I think is an agreement, and we enter the dimly lit room of jail cells. I turn my head to the right, catching a glimpse of a skeleton in a cage. How long has that been here? And how many more of them are there?

      To my left, there’s a groan. A human man, starving to death in his cage. Clem ignores it, but I can’t. He needs to take my hand and lead me forward. These cells were empty when I came down here as a child. “Do they get fed?” I ask in horror.

      “I… don’t know.”

      Why would anyone do that to someone? It’s uncivilized. I need to get out of here.

      Filauria is toward the end, far away from the other prisoners, kept isolated. I half-hide behind Clem, my heart is pounding. Her head is down, but it’s her. She’s right there in front of me. Her hair shimmers like mine does. Like a cascading starlit waterfall over her left shoulder.

      Starlight kept hidden underground.

      Clem touches my hand and nods a bit toward her. I shake my head. What am I going to say to her? Should I introduce myself? Wait, what’s my name? I forgot my name.

      “Filauria, we’re here to break you out.” Clem speaks when I don’t have the courage to.

      Her head turns a bit, her eyes finding his. He nudges me, and I take a step to the side. When I come into view, she leans forward. “Ah.” She’s speaking. She’s speaking to me. “You must be the sister. Faelyri, correct?”

      She knows my name. Her face is so thin. “They haven’t fed you…” I trail off. Why was that the first thing I said?

      “Once every few days.”

      He wants to keep her weak, unable to defend herself. I bow to her. I also pull Clem down into a bow. I should have bowed first before speaking.

      “Why are you bowing to an exiled traitor?”

      Clem lifts his head up. “You’re kind of her hero. You’re all she ever talked about when we were kids. She used to make me play pretend all the time. She was you and—”

      I stomp on his foot. “Stop it,” I order.

      She lets out a raspy laugh. “Come here, little elf.” I oblige, stepping closer to the cage. She studies my face, and I do the same to hers. Venali was right. We have the exact same markings.

      “Did you ever… have a child?” I ask.

      “I had a child, yes. A little girl. They took her from me when they exiled me.”

      “I’m… so sorry.”

      “Don’t be. You are proof that she lived a long life.” She smiles a bit. “How old are you?”

      “Eighteen.”

      “A baby…” Her sad eyes lock onto the weapon. Can she hear it singing as well? “Siblings can be awful. My sisters have a terrible sense of humor.”

      I furrow my brow. “What?”

      “You are just a baby.” She’s still staring at the Dreamkiss. “Why would they give that kind of responsibility to you?”

      I can’t help but flare my nostrils. “I’m not a child.”

      “I do not mean to offend you. You made it all the way here, so you obviously have skill, but would you not rather enjoy your youth?”

      “Told you,” Clem mutters under his breath.

      I take the Dreamkiss out of the rope belt and play with it. “It’s dying…” I need to get straight to the point.

      “I know.” She sighs. “Another reason they should not have given you that responsibility. Is that how they expected to find me? Use my descendant to track me down?”

      I answer none of her hypothetical questions. “How can I fix it?”

      “Gods, I’m so confused,” Clem rubs his head. “We don’t have time for this, can we go? We can do this later.”

      “I will not be going to Starview, baby elf.” Filauria’s face is full of pain. Genuine pain. “I am so sorry.”

      A short breath escapes me. I try to catch it, but fail. My eyes are stinging. “You have to come with me.”

      “Your brother told me much about you. Thank you for thinking that I am a hero. I most certainly am not. I cannot go home. I do not want to face my sisters.” She shifts on the ground, crossing her legs. “Do you know my whole story?”

      I think for a moment. “The… split. Um…” I can’t speak.

      “Why do you think your wonderful planet is named Filarys? Keerla and Velle are my sisters. I was once one of your wonderful deities. I gave up that life for this mortal one.” She groans. “And look how it turned out for me.”
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“Can we go?” Clem asks, tapping his foot as he watches the door.

      “Three moons…” I mumble to myself, soft enough only I can hear it, “a third Goddess…”

      Filauria ignores him and continues, “I once met someone with more power than I had ever seen. He was able to travel between this world and the spirit vale. He was over a thousand years old. He made himself ageless, like a God. It was impressive.” She sighs. “He was not a God, though. So he decided to pursue one. I thought it was lovely that he named an entire planet after me in an attempt to show his love.”

      “Wow.” Clem says, “Don’t most people start with flowers?”

      “Shh!” I wave my hand at him.

      “He convinced me to give up my life with my sisters. Relinquish my power. So, I did. I came here, to be with him. That weapon of yours, that was my parting gift from my sisters. ‘Use it to keep yourself safe down there’ they said to me. I had no idea that my power would be held by that tiny little thing. Can you read the writing on it?”

      I shake my head. I don’t know her language.

      “It says, ‘we will miss you’.”

      Clem scoffs. “Why would you ever give up that power for this?”

      “I fell in love.” She curses in Elven, then turns to me. “Never do anything for a man, baby elf.”

      Clem’s laugh is loud. “Well, you don’t have to worry about that.” My face starts to flush.

      “Please keep going,” I beg her.

      “He did not love me in return, unfortunately. I was the youngest, and easiest to manipulate. When he discovered the power he yearned for was in that little weapon, he demanded it. But it was the only connection I had to my sisters. I just could not give it up.”

      “So, you left?”

      “I left. But I did not leave alone. There were many elves tired of his rule. There were some that came with me, and some who left for Farfell. The altar on your island has stood there long before your home. I build the city around it. I enclosed it in a protective spell. I wanted to be closer to my sisters.

      “After this, they begged me to return, but I had a child. She was ten. They expected me to just abandon her. How could I? After an argument, my weapon stopped working for me. They thought they could control me by taking my toy away, as if I was a baby. They gave it to someone else. He planned to align with the man who betrayed me. So I stabbed him in his heart. I do not regret that decision.” Her eyes lock on mine. “There I was: a traitor. You know the rest, I suppose you are living it.”

      I blink, and my vision is blurry when I open my eyes. The stinging in my nose is getting worse. “So… sending me to you, with this, is their way of making amends?”

      “Perhaps. After the incident, they decided only my descendants can use the weapon. Once my daughter was old enough, of course. This was always going to fall on you. They would have never chosen your brother.”

      I wipe my eyes. When did I start crying? “My mother… she used to tell me your story. Your last words… when you said you were coming back when it crumbles—"

      Her head drops. “I remember what I said.”

      “I’m sorry. I came all the way here. You need to come with me.” I grip one of the bars on her cage, holding the Dreamkiss through them with the other. “Take this. Fix it.”

      “That does not belong to me.”

      “I’m not leaving without you.”

      “I will not be coming with you. I would like to move on with my life. I suggest you do as well.”

      I shake the bars, rattling them loudly before shoving myself off. I channel all of my strength into my weapon, trying to twist it or snap it or something. Anything.

      It doesn’t snap in half, unfortunately.

      I let out a loud, frustrated breath. “Open her cage,” I order Clem.

      “What? No. She said she’s not coming. She can rot.”

      “Please.” I clench my jaw. “Can you just open her cage?” I don’t want to argue with him anymore. I just want to go home and never see either of them again. I want to waste away in my crumbling castle. Waste away in the filth of it.

      He rolls his eyes as he gets to work on the lock. He’s aggressive with the door, flinging it open. The clang echoes.

      She struggles to stand, but eventually pulls herself to her feet. She bows to me. My childhood hero is bowing to me. “Thank you for believing in me, Faelyri, when no one else did. I am sorry that I let you down.”

      “Really?” Clem snaps at her. “You’re sorry that you let her down? Is that it? Do you have any idea what she’s gone through?”

      “Clem—”

      “Almost murdered, kidnapped, beaten, starved, held for ransom.”

      He was the one that held me for random…

      “Do you think she deserves that? Because I don’t. Do you know how far she’s walked? Do you know how she followed your trail, circling back and forth around this continent with barely a solid lead? The only thing guiding her was the tiniest sliver of hope that she could fix… this.” He rips the Dreamkiss out of my hand. “This is not her responsibility. It’s yours. Anyone with a brain can see that. She’s making herself sick worrying about the future of a country that she’s barely been alive enough to enjoy.”

      I might get sick right now.

      “Yeah, she’s pretty rude. But she doesn’t deserve anything that’s happened to her. She doesn’t deserve to feel the crushing weight and guilt that will come with blaming herself for this. She’s so much more valuable than that. I refuse to watch it happen.”

      He points the Dreamkiss at Filauria. “You should be ashamed of yourself for causing this incredible, kind, intelligent girl all this stress. I’ve never met someone with a stronger will to persevere. Even when the universe, myself included, spent so much time working against her.”

      My stomach is fluttering, twisting in knots. I grab his hand, the one holding my weapon. My fingers linger on his, but then I take it from him. I strap it into my belt as it starts to sing. Filauria doesn’t speak, and neither do I. We all let the air settle.

      Her eyes narrow on him after a few moments of heavy silence.

      “How can I call your sisters?” I ask. “How can I fix it?”

      She stares at the Dreamkiss. “You cannot speak our language.”

      “I’ll figure it out.” I say, “What’s it called?”

      “There is no word for it in Elven, nor in the common language. The closest translation from Elven is ‘Moon speech’.” When she smiles at me, hope begins to build in my chest.

      But then, she slinks away into the darkness. Away from us. Away from her cell. My heart drops into my stomach. Clem lets out an annoyed laugh.

      I hope that wherever she’s gone, she finds peace there. I hope she’s able to rest.

      Unfortunately, there won’t be any rest for me until I’m finished.
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      “…Now what?” Clem finally asks.

      Good question.

      I keep my voice as soft as I can. I just have to ask… “Did you mean all that?”

      “Which part?”

      “All of it, I guess.”

      He rubs the back of his neck. Strands of hair cover his face. “I don’t think we have the time to get into it.”

      That’s fine. It doesn’t matter right now. “Take me home please. I’m fixing my problem.” Take me home to my crumbling country. I’ll be Starview’s last Queen and rule over a land of ghosts. My graveyard is waiting for me.

      He groans. “She said you need to speak her language.”

      I begin my walk back through the dingy jail. “I’m going to learn. I probably only need the basics. That’s easy.”

      “Uh, no.” His feet are heavy behind me. “Fae, I know you’re disappointed. I’m sorry. But nothing is working in your favor. Shouldn’t you take that as a sign from the universe? You’ve done everything you can. Maybe it’s time to move on. All empires fall.”

      That’s what my father said, but he was wrong as well.

      Maybe empires fall, but mine won’t. I dragged myself across this awful continent. I refuse to let some stupid deity control me. There have to be books in Starview’s library about her ancient language. I’ll learn. Zemm can do magic. He can help me.

      There’s a noise on the stairs, perhaps it’s her making her escape. Good for her.

      “Stop,” Clem whispers, but I don’t listen. I won’t stop.

      I keep my head down and continue my brisk walk forward until the heavy footsteps approaching me cause me to halt.

      My head is pointed toward the ground, hair hanging under my hood. My eyes are focused on the elaborate, well made, boots in front of me. The style reminds me of my home. I cock my head to the side a bit, but then slowly turn upward.

      Vulas is smiling at me.

      A perfect smile. Perfect posture. Perfect person. A real king, not like me. Not defeated. “I came to check on my prisoner,” he says. “Did you get to meet her?”

      The hair on the back of my neck is standing. My body heat is rising. “Yes. I released her.” We’re alone now. I don’t bother searching for Clem, I don’t want to give him away.

      He nods. “That’s a nuisance.”

      Could I crack his jaw right now? Nesva’s hammer could. I should have brought her with me.

      I form a fist with my right hand. It’s shaking.

      “Excuse me, Vulas. I’d like to go home now. I have work to do.” He doesn’t deserve politeness, but I give it to him anyway. Just to prove that I’m better.

      He laughs. “Work? Do you know what that is?”

      I launch my fist forward, striking him in the jaw, and he hits the ground. I quickly grab my throbbing fingers. I can’t whimper. I just need to swallow the pain.

      “Have you lost your mind?” He shouts from the dirty dungeon floor.

      I sure have.

      As he stands, he keeps his hand on his jaw. Does it hurt? I hope it does. I hope I loosened a tooth.

      “How dare you hit me?”

      “How dare you throw me off a cliff? How dare you keep me sheltered, locked away from the world? How dare you lie to me?” I stomp my foot. It’s childish, but I don’t care. “How dare you send Farren, of all people, after me?”

      “I’ll excuse this outburst.” He snarls. “I’ll attribute this to your cracking mental state.”

      How generous of him.

      He holds out his hand. I stare at it, rage building inside me. “You can come with me as you are, or I can put you in shackles.”

      My throbbing fist is still shaking. If I punch him again my fingers will break.

      He aims his sword at me, the blade is under my chin. The rage is completely taking over me at this point. “There are guards everywhere. You won’t get far if you run.”

      “You can’t kill me.” I reach for my weapon, but it’s gone. I’m unarmed. Clem took the Dreamkiss.

      Wow. The one time he listens to me. I could kill Vulas right now if I had it.

      “No. I can’t,” Vulas says. “But I can severely injure you.”

      When I swallow, the blade touches my throat. I need to calm down. I can’t let my emotions control me. “I’ll come with you.” I say. “But don’t touch me.”
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      Vulas swishes the wine in his glass. “Isn’t it funny? We came to Nevermore together after all.”

      I don’t answer, I keep my lips pressed tightly together. 

      “How did you survive the fall?” he asks.

      Stay calm. Stay cool.

      “I had a graceful landing.” 

      He takes a bite of his meal, nodding. He points toward me with his fork. When he’s done chewing, he says, “The Dreamkiss, right?” I don’t respond again. He continues, “Eat. You look like you haven’t had a proper meal in weeks, maybe longer.”

      The gourmet spread of food in front of me is mouthwatering. I haven’t seen a meal like this in ages. To him, it must be nothing special. Just another day, another light lunch. This journey has broken me down and rebuilt me with all of the pieces in the wrong places, and he’s been unfazed. Life moved on as normal for him while I’ve seen things I never even knew existed.

      I can be told every single day that there’s an entire world outside of my bedroom window. It never becomes real until I step into it. I yearned to see the bottom of our mountain, thinking that was a massive adventure, but that’s only our doorstep.

      There are people living the sewers, awful creatures in the mines, tyrannical rulers in disgusting cities (though I guess he’s met plenty of those).

      Being a ruler is about so much more than sitting at a well-set table and drinking from a glass so expensive that the cost of it could feed a family for a year or more.

      But Vulas doesn’t care about being a good ruler. He doesn’t care about me, or our country, or my friend’s families, or our family.

      I won’t eat his fucking food.

      I refuse to take a bite, or drink whatever is in my glass. “Are our parents dead?” I ask, bluntly.

      He doesn’t answer me with his words, but with his face. He pouts a bit, expression strained. His eyes drift to his plate. He gives me a soft nod. 

      My heart cracks. It splits in half. I want to believe he’s lying, he’s so good at it, but it would be too lovely if he was. My luck isn’t that good. “Are you lying?”

      “I don’t know. Am I?”

      Don’t have an outburst here, you’re unarmed. I say to myself.

      “I have another question.”

      “Hm?” he mumbles through another bite.

      “How did you find Filauria?”

      He smiles a bit. “Magical friends. And I’ll find her again. Your hero will be in another prison, a traitor just like you are.”

      Wow. He believes his own lie. “I suppose so,” I tell him. “But I would have done the same thing she did. Now I get the chance to.”

      He laughs. “I don’t want to fight with you. I don’t have the time. I have to lead a country. Finish your final meal, please.”

      Final meal? He really is delusional. “If you don’t have the time for me, then why am I here?”

      “Because I love you, and I’d like to at least make your final moments civilized. I never wanted you to be rolling around in mud.”

      I scoff. “You, quite literally, threw me into the mud.”

      “In my defense, I thought you would die on impact.” There’s no emotion in his face when he says that. He’s stone. 

      “Even if you kill me, you won’t get what you want. I think you know that, somewhere deep in there. What do you even plan to do with your new power?”

      “You want me to tell you?”

      I nod. I need to stay as calm as possible. He won’t kill me, and I really need to know his plan.

      “Well as you know, we’ve run out of moonstone. So I’m sending the miners out a bit farther, like I told you at the party. I know Vum Dorahl has plenty of it. I’ll be raiding their mines.”

      I smirk. I can’t help but chuckle. I shouldn’t find it funny. “Do you know what a gorenaught is?”

      His eyes narrow on me with a curiosity in them. He stops eating, resting his fork on his plate. “A what?”

      “What else do you plan to do?” I ask. Not caring to elaborate on my question.

      He takes another bite. “I don’t want to live on a tiny island anymore. I want a castle like this. I deserve it.” He glances around the elaborate room. It really is so much larger than ours. But ours is rich and full of Elven history and magic. “I want to rule a large continent like this. The humans and I will conquer it, and then split it down the middle.”

      I press my eyebrows together. “Don’t they already control so much of it?”

      “Forty percent.”

      And that’s not enough?

      “We’re going to split our forces. The human princes have already set off. Lovell to Hollowpoint, Cyrill to Grimehold, Quent to Deadbell.”

      So, Clem’s brothers are gone. At least he won’t run into them.

      “And?”

      “Spread, conquer, destroy if need be.”

      “Like… the other races?” My heart is pounding. My mind flashes to the dwarven city. I’m really worried about Nesva’s sister. And… does Zemm have family in Dazzoran? They don’t deserve to die.

      “Everyone,” Vulas answers.

      “Where will you go?”

      “Haelhil. I will take Haelhil.”

      Oh… oh no… he really is crazy. “Ayduin will kill you on sight.”

      “Not after I’ve built my army.”

      Maybe I should just go home and let the high elves kill Vulas for me.

      One more question… this last one is for Clem’s sake. “Where are the King and Queen?”

      “I don’t know. Would you like me to find them?”

      Absolutely not. I shake my head. I have nothing else to ask. I just needed to know his plan.

      “Can I ask you a question now, Lyri?”

      I hold my breath.

      “Do you know how to fix it?”

      I hold his gaze, not faltering. “No. Do you?”

      He grins. “Of course you don’t.”

      A wave of heat covers me. I grip the cloth on the table, wringing the fabric. I rip it forward, causing Vulas to scoot his chair back. Everything crashes to the ground. I don’t realize what I’ve done until the shattering glass from the wine bottle sends a jolt through me. His meal is splattered across the marble floors.

      The cloth is now half hanging off the table.

      I don’t let the silence build between us. I clap my hands together. Clapping for his wonderful plan, and for him. “You win, Vulas. You have everything you want.”

      His eyes linger on the silver plates and cups spread around the ground. His face is scrunched. He seems disgusted. Good. “Not everything.” He finally says. “Give me the weapon.”

      The corners of my mouth turn up. “I don’t have it.”

      He drops the fork he’s been holding this entire time. The metal clinks on the table. “I’m sorry?”

      “I lost it,” I lie. “I don’t have it.” I stand, pulling my cloak out of the way so he can see that I’m not hiding it anywhere.

      “Where did you lose it?”

      “Here, in the city. I was pickpocketed.” I wave my hand. “I’m spacey.”

      He slams his fist on the table. “You can’t be trusted with anything.”

      No. I really can’t be. He lifts himself from the table so forcefully that his chair falls back into the ground.

      I yelp as he grabs me by my hair.

      A chunk of my starlight locks are bunched in his fist. I almost trip as he stomps to the door.

      “Stop!”

      “No.” He pulls harder.

      He’s leading me down the golden hall. My scalp is sore, but at least he doesn’t have me in shackles, I guess. Maybe he’s bringing me to the gallows. Or maybe my head will be severed in front of the whole city, just like that man in Grimehold. He won’t do it himself. He’s a coward.

      No one will do it, actually. I’m not going to die. I have a country to run. I may not be in control at this moment, but I will be soon. And my current lack of control does not mean I’m a failure.

      “Vulas, let me go. That’s an order from your Queen.”

      He doesn’t. He continues on without even acknowledging what I say. My eyes travel down him. There’s a knife on his hip, and he’s much taller than me. It’s easy for me to reach.

      I eye the chunk of hair in his fist.

      I swipe the knife from the holster. There’s a slice as I cut through my hair. I push Vulas forward, taking a few steps back. Any loose strands float to the ground. I grip the knife with my shaking hand. My eyes lock on the hair in his hand.

      “I told you to let me go.”

      I should have just stabbed him.

      He doesn’t hesitate. After tossing it to the ground, he uses the same hand to grab my neck. He squeezes, and my grip on knife loosens. It drops to the floor.

      When he shoves me forward, I hit the ground. His knife slips back into the holster. Then, my head collides with the hard floor as he smashes it down. I swear I just felt my brain slam against my skull. It’s throbbing. I’m dizzy.

      I’ve never had a splitting headache like this.

      The room is spinning and I’m fighting the nausea. Somehow, I’m on my feet. There’s a rippling in the patterns of the walls and floors.

      It isn’t until we enter the throne room that the world begins to fall back into place. It’s full of guards, Farren included. I count 10 of them. But still, no human royalty to be found.

      Except of course Clem, who is standing with his arms raised. Alone aside from the guard closest to him, making sure he won’t run.

      Attempting to force away the remaining fuzziness, I blink my eyes.

      This room is as big and golden as I remember. I wouldn’t even be able to wrap my arms around the large pillars keeping the building secure. There’s only one throne, as opposed to the two in my palace. There’s a large, stained-glass window behind it. The sun is carved into it. I wrinkle my nose at it.

      Vulas narrows his eyes at Clem. I can almost see the gears turn in his head before it clicks. He knows. How did he figure it out immediately? I hate him. “As—"

      “Shouldn’t you use a title, or something?” Clem interrupts him. “Aren’t I worthy of one?”

      “No.”

      Ouch.

      “Your Highness, we found him sneaking through the castle.” Farren bows to my brother. Suck up. “He doesn’t have the object. We checked.”

      He doesn’t? Great. What did he do with it? Why wouldn’t he keep it? How does he expect me to defend myself?

      I should have just kept it. I wouldn’t be standing here if I had it. I could have just ended this in the dungeons and left Vulas to rot down there with the starving humans.

      Vulas looks Clem up and down. “I thought you were dead.”

      Clem cocks his head to the side. His brows press together, as if this is the first he’s hearing about his death. “Who told you that?”

      “Your entire family.”

      “Do you know where they are?” he asks, “I’m curious.”

      “I can assure you,” Vulas starts, “even if they knew you were alive. They wouldn’t want to see you. When I brought your name up, it was met with disgust.”

      Clem’s face doesn’t falter. “Well, you can’t listen to them. They love to lie.” If there’s any pain there, he isn’t showing it. “If they can turn on me, imagine what they can do to you.”

      Vulas ignores him, no longer finding this conversation worthy of his time, and orders his guards to search the city for the tiny object he’s hyper focused on.

      I glance at Clem, who at first look seems to be completely collected… but he’s not. He’s fidgeting, restless. His eyes are darting around.

      I really hope he has a plan.

      “Can I put my hands down?” Clem asks, “You have my weapons, and my arms are tired.” Vulas nods at him, and he lowers his arms, rolling his shoulders a bit. “Also, can you let her go? She looks very uncomfortable and it’s not like she can run off.”

      I’m shoved forward when Vulas releases his fierce grip on me. I land directly into Clem who catches me, arms around my waist. “What happened to your hair?”

      I groan. I run my fingers through the short chunk. Sorry, mother.

      “There were others, Your Highness.” Farren, the snitch, says to Vulas. “We couldn’t find them, but guards are searching. Syvis is with them.”

      “Of course she is.” He sighs. “She’s terrible.”

      “Agreed.” Clem says, checking over his shoulder to the door. I scowl at him.

      He leans into my ear. His eyes are still glued on the door as he whispers, “I really hope you got the answers you were looking for, because you’re out of time with him.”

      I did, actually.

      “Think they’ll lock us up?” Clem keeps his voice low. He checks the door again.

      Probably not. That would be way too easy. If Vulas locked us up, it would essentially be letting us go free.

      No. We have to deal with this here. But I’m still unarmed. “Where is it?” I ask him.

      He hushes me. “Shut up.”

      “Take my sister to a cell, kill her only friend.” Vulas orders his guards. He makes a way too casual motion with his hand.

      However, one of the guards catches on fire. The scream is deafening. I cover my nose to preemptively protect myself from the smell of burning flesh.

      “Oh thank the fucking heavens,” Clem breathes.

      Vulas unsheathes his blade, like a true hero.

      He comes at me directly, but fails. His blade doesn’t touch me, Clem stops him with a knife he had hidden. It’s up against my brother’s throat. “You shouldn’t hit your sister, shame on you.”

      “Where the hell were you keeping that?” I ask through my hands.

      He doesn’t answer me. He kicks Vulas in the gut, making him stumble back. “I’m not like your cute little guards, Your Highness,” Clem spits the title at Vulas. “I fight dirty. I live in a sewer.”

      “Disgusting,” Vulas spits back. He’s right. It’s disgusting. 

      Clem steals the dagger from the incinerated guard. It collides with Vulas’s blade. “Get out of my way,” Vulas says through grinding teeth.

      “No. The only reason my knife didn’t slit your throat is because I don’t want her to yell at me.” I want to thank him, but it’s really not the time.

      I don’t know what to do. I’m searching around, trying to get a grasp on my surroundings. Syvis, Nesva, Zemm, all fighting. There’s a lot more human and twilight elf guards than there are of us. 

      I’m just standing here, useless, frantically searching for something to fight with.

      Zemm is casting spells, trying to hit the two guards surrounding him. He freezes one in place. As he lights her up, burning her alive, the other guard swings a hammer into his nose. Breaking it. He manages to fight through the pain, somehow, and returns the favor.

      Syvis is fighting a twilight elf, trying to figure out who’s better with massive swords. She was winning. Was. She gets knocked down and her opponent crushes her sword hand with her foot, snapping her arm. 

      I cringe at the noise.

      Nesva swings her hammer down and crushes the skull of someone she kicked to the ground. She’s exhausted, and her hands are bleeding, but she’s not significantly hurt.

      Hopefully.

      There’s a guard coming toward me. She’s fast, and I’m still unarmed. She almost reaches me when a starlight arrow pierces her head.

      “Baby elf!” Filauria calls to me, the Dreamkiss is glowing in her hands, “Do you always just stand around in battles?”

      I ferociously shake my head.

      “Yes. She does,” Clem answers her.

      Her bow fades, and she tosses the weapon to me. She shouldn’t have thrown it.

      I try to catch it, but my fingers graze it and I miss. Clem catches it instead. He smirks. “See Fae, I told you I—” He chokes, unable to finish his sentence.

      Vulas’s blade is in his side.

      No, no no.

      My heartbeat is thrashing in my ears. My body is shaking. I can’t even reach for the blade in his side. I need to get him out of here. We need to go.

      My head twists, scanning the room for someone to help me. They’re all preoccupied, still trying to fend off Vulas’s insects. Unaware of my panic.

      Clem’s eyes widen as he spits up blood onto my cloak. Vulas takes my weapon from him, proud of himself that he finally has what he wants.

      A gold paperweight.

      Clem is gripping my shoulder, not letting himself fall. I wrap my arms around his neck. Vulas is holding the knife in Clem’s side. Can I pull him away? Can I take the knife out?

      I can’t take a full breath. I’m hyperventilating. That thorny vine is wrapping itself around my heart again.

      Clem is laughing. Why is he laughing? Does he really just like being stabbed? He opens his bloody mouth. “You shouldn’t stab a princess.”

      Why is he trying to make a joke right now? I grip onto him so tightly that my knuckles are turning pale. My vision is becoming obstructed by tears. I’m going to scream.

      He’s bleeding out. I don’t have a weapon, but I need to do something. Just, anything. So I take Clem’s hand. Not in the same way as when he drags me along through a dark alley. Or when he covered my wound, and I held him. Or when he plays with my hair and I swat him away in embarrassment. Or when he flexes his hand a bit, and brushes mine.

      Or when we were kids.

      No, I take his hand in anger. In a fit of blind rage. I take his hand with the intent to kill. 

      I interlock our fingers before I slide mine down to his wrist. There’s a blade in his wrist cuff. I remember. There’s a button, a small spring.

      I hold my breath. I don’t hesitate. I thrust his hand forward, toward my brother’s face. I press the button.

      I’m aiming for his eye.

      He dodges me. Not entirely, but enough. The blade still cuts through his eye, but it won’t kill him.

      He screams.

      The Dreamkiss drops from his hand, it clinks as it hits the hard stone ground. Vulas fumbles back, clutching his face. Blood is pouring out of his left eye socket.

      I drop Clem’s hand. His other one is holding the knife sticking out of his side. His breathing is heavy.

      When Vulas removes his hand, I see the hole in his eye. “You stabbed me in my face.” He hisses the last word. “In my eye.”

      I scramble to pick up my weapon. The vibration causes my arm to shake more violently than it already was.
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        Vulas loses an eye

      




  




There’s shouting around me. Metal colliding. The scent of blood and burning flesh suffocating me. Despite the chaos, my eyes are locked on Vulas. Everything around him is in black and white, but he’s shining like the night sky. A beacon, or a target.

      Vulas grips his face again. I’ve never seen hatred like this in his eyes (well, eye). I steady my bow, ready to fire at him.

      “Don’t shoot me,” he whispers. “Please, Lyri. Don’t shoot me. I’m sorry.” He’s crying. The way he cried when he threw me from our home. I wonder if it hurts. I hate the fact that he’s crying. I should be the one crying.

      “Please shoot him.” Clem’s voice is course.

      “You’re not a killer,” Vulas says through his sobs, clutching his face. “You have such a good heart.” Is it real, his crying? It’s dramatic, forced.

      He’s wrong, though. I am a killer, but I’m not a murderer. There’s a difference. But it’s too late. He’s in my head. My hand is too shaky now. It’s all over for me.

      “Faelyri…” Vulas is sobbing. “Faelyri please don’t shoot me. Just talk to me. I’ve always been there for you. I’ve done everything for you. I protected you.”

      There’s a crack of lighting to my left, another spell sent out by Zemm. The familiar sound of Nesva’s hammer matches the ringing of my weapon in my ears. Once the ringing of the hammer stops, groans of pain replace it.

      That’s all that’s left now: the soft whimpering from my injured friends.

      I try to steady my bow. I hold my arrow. Vulas is still crying. Clem is trying his hardest to stand.

      My brother looks pathetic. Hunched over, slouched, groveling. Nothing like the wonderful portrait hanging in the hallway of our home. There’s something so rewarding about this. This is the emotional release I’ve been waiting for. The release I’ve crawled through the trenches to find.

      But… will it even matter? Will it bring retribution, or retaliation?

      “Lyri, I know you love me. And I love you.”

      But he doesn’t. If he loved me, he wouldn’t be doing this. He wouldn’t be trying to guilt me. Manipulate me. It’s true that I love him, though. And that would be funny, if it wasn’t so extraordinarily tragic.

      “Lyri, if you kill me while I’m trying to make peace,” Vulas says through deep breaths, “they might take it from you.”

      That causes me to laugh. “Who cares? Even now, you really can’t see that I’m nowhere near as power hungry as you are? Grow up.”

      Clem coughs, I try not to face him. I’ll get him out of here as soon as I’m done.

      “Fine. Go home then, Faelyri. Back to your tiny, dark island.” Vulas grips his face tighter. I hope it hurts him. He’s getting weaker by the second. His voice is like sandpaper, “When I recover, I’ll hunt you down. You won’t have a moment of rest. I’ll conquer this place, destroy you. But I won’t just kill you. I’ll emotionally torment you. I’ll break you.”

      That’s pretty bold for someone who just lost an eye. I’m about to let my arrow go, but Clem can’t stand anymore. He crashes into me, gripping my shoulder tightly as we go down. My head slams against the stone. 

      I push him off me in a panic. He had ripped the blade out of him. Why would he do that? The wound is bad. I hold it tightly, the way he held mine, and try to stop the bleeding. I unhook my cloak and wrap it around his waist, trying to create a bandage.

      “Nesva!” I scream. “Nesva!”

      My throat is raspy as I scream for her. My hands are bloody, but I grip my head with one of them, trying to soothe the aching from the collision with the ground.

      “Nesva!” I scream again. 

      He’s breathing, but his face is losing color. He opens his bloody mouth. One of his eyes is closed, but the other meets mine. “You’re such an idiot.” He spits up blood.

      We should have just left. I wasted way too much time.

      “Move!” Nesva shoves me out of the way. She’s almost as beaten up as he is. “We need to bring him somewhere. Back to the guild.”

      “You’re not supposed to move an injured person…” I start. Isn’t that what they kept telling me?

      “You want to stay here?” she snaps back. No. I suppose I don’t.

      I turn back to Vulas, but he’s gone. Farren is gone. His other guards are dead. All of them.

      Syvis is writhing in pain on the ground from a broken arm. Zemm’s nose is broken.

      This is my fault. I could have stopped this, but I let him get in my head. I let his crying get to me. He got me again.

      The last time Clem and I were in this room, ten years ago, there was laughing. Dancing. Jesters performing tricks.

      And now we’re here again, and my oldest friend is dying.
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      He’s almost lifeless in the bed. His breathing is slow. Nesva and I are hovering over him. “I need to take off his shirt,” she says, about to reach forward.

      “No!” I blurt out, “I, uh…”

      Clem coughs, pulling the leather lacing on his vest. “It’s fine.” I swat his hand away to take over. My own tremble as I slowly unlace it, making sure to be careful of his wound. 

      “Can you hurry?” Nesva snaps.

      I can’t hurry up. This is more than just some random faceless soldier. I know that I’m taking too long, but I don’t want to hurt him. Also, I won’t lie, I assumed I would be taking his shirt off for the first time under different circumstances.

      Not that I’ve been thinking about that, because I haven’t been. And it doesn’t even matter.

      He gasps in pain as I get him out of it. The tunic underneath is completely saturated in blood, ripped open where the blade went through him. It isn’t good, but it’s better than it would have been without his vest. I don’t know what kind of leather this is, but it saved his life. Instead of removing his tunic completely, I pull it up enough only to expose the wound, keeping his chest covered.

      “Good enough,” Nesva mutters. 

      He smirks at me with his bloody mouth.

      And now I need to wait. I’m impatient, and I lean forward to watch. The smell of blood is overwhelming. His eyes are closed, face still lacking color. I wish I knew what he was thinking. I reach forward to brush strands of his hair out of his face. Nesva side-eyes me.

      I should probably go check on everyone else as well, but there’s no way I can help them. And I’d rather be here, with him, anyway.

      But I wonder if Nesva knows how damaged everyone else is. “Syvis has a broken arm…” I start to say.

      “And Zemm has a broken nose, and I can barely walk. I know.”

      Okay, she knows. I’m fidgeting in my seat. My foot is rapidly tapping on the floor as my nerves overtake me.

      “If you’re gonna do that, leave,” Nesva demands.

      I sigh. I stop tapping my foot, but my leg is still shaking. 

      She smacks it with her bloody hand, “Stop!”

      I need to hold my knees down to stop myself from continuing to shake as I watch her. When she lifts him a bit to wrap the lower half of his torso, he gasps.

      “Stop being dramatic! I’m almost done. It’ll be mostly numb soon… for now. You can move, but I wouldn’t. It’ll hurt.” She wipes her hands with a rag after finishing. She sighs, “On to the next one, I guess.”

      The heavy door slams behind her, but I don’t think it was intentional.

      Once she’s gone, Clem tries to sit up, groaning. “Get me a new shirt from my bag.”

      I comply. He doesn’t own much, but I do find another shirt. It might be the only one he has left. After taking it from me, he peels the bloody one off his body. His wound isn’t the only thing wrapped, so is his chest. It’s bound. I don’t know what I was expecting, but I suppose that makes sense. I should look away, but I can’t. I’m staring at him for too long.

      “Do you mind?” he snaps at me.

      “Sorry.” I turn to face the door. “I was looking at your bloody bandages.”

      He scoffs. Ignoring that, he says, “If you knew you couldn’t do it you should have let someone else take care of it. I got stabbed.” He has a point. Everyone is severely injured, except me. And I was the reason for it.

      “Would you have cared if I died?”

      “Of course! Is that a real question? How could you think I wouldn’t care?”

      He doesn’t answer that question. “You can turn around.”

      I slowly turn. He reaches under his new shirt and removes the cloth binding around his chest. He tosses it onto the bed next to him. I barely even notice a difference, but he must. He rubs his chest a bit before running his hands through his hair.

      “I went into that awful place for you. I didn’t want you to go alone.” He picks up his bloody shirt. I flinch at the ripping of the fabric as he tears it with any strength he has left. After, he just drops it.

      An invisible snake is wrapping itself around my throat. “I’m sorry. I know this was my fault.”

      “Yeah.”

      Ouch. I look down and fiddle with the fabric on my shirt. I rack my brain trying to come up with anything to say to diffuse the tension. I come up with nothing. Apologizing is all I can muster.

      “I saw my room.” He takes a seat on the bed. Sorrow is radiating from him, lingering in the air. “It’s covered in dust. Used as storage.”

      I wipe the sweat from the back of my neck, only now realizing it was happening. I meant to ask…

      He continues: “I stayed longer than I should have. Laid in my bed. That’s how I got caught.”

      “They found you in your room?”

      He shakes his head. “The hallway.”

      At the risk of being insensitive, I let my next words escape: “What Vulas said about your family…”

      He drops his head. “I don’t care. I didn’t want to see them anyway. I didn’t even have the courage to seek them out myself.”

      His parents, or his brothers? Or both? I’m paralyzed by a heavy pressure on my chest. I hold myself back from reaching out to him. My embrace could hurt his wound. “Why?”

      “It would hurt.” He sighs, finally admitting it. “I told you I used to sneak out a lot. There were a lot of reasons for it. And it caused a lot of tension between my parents and I. That guard was the one that always ratted me out.”

      I figured it was something like that…

      “There was a lot of defiance on my end. It wasn’t just the sneaking out. I learned how to pick locks, and how to steal. I had to teach myself how to use a weapon. I kept a stolen dagger in my room. It was easy to hide, and quicker than a longsword. I always had to be quick.”

      “You never told me any of this…”

      “They read my mail.” He scoffs. “I had zero privacy. Only when I was changing. I would use those opportunities to run.” He clears his throat. “There was some stuff with the servants too… but that’s not important. And Quent had a fiancée, that’s also not important. But it was just another argument.”

      My face starts to grow hot. That’s not an important part of the story. “Not important.” I repeat his words back to him. “You were disowned on your birthday, you said?”

      “Right, sorry. My parents wanted to marry me off. They told me on my birthday.” He’s staring into the stone floor now. “To some… I don’t even know. Some lord’s son or something.”

      “What?” Did I hear that right? Or am I just so invested in controlling my jealousy that the words became jumbled in my head?

      “I argued, naturally. The idea of some man touching me makes me violently ill. This blown out argument was the final nail in the coffin. They told me I was a disappointment, that they never really loved me, and only had me to be a prop for an alliance. I left that night. All I had were my clothes, and my knife.”

      He unsheathes the royal blade from the holster on his leg, circling it in his fingers. I keep my eyes on it.

      “I thought they would chase after me.” He continues. “But the next day, the city got word that I had died. I’m not proud of how I acted after that. I used this to chop off my hair, hoping it was enough of a disguise. I didn’t leave Nevermore, but I should have. I went to a tavern instead, I got belligerent. And I mean really belligerent.” He swallows. “I’d like to say that I started a fight, but it was more than that. I almost burnt the place to the ground. I killed someone with this.”

      I’ve been holding my breath this entire time, and finally release it.

      “I was thrown in a cell, and that’s where I met Zemm. The guards treated him far worse than they treated me. I hated that.”

      “And then you left with him? You went to Grimehold?” I ask.

      “Yeah. I haven’t been back to Nevermore until now.” He says. “Living in a sewer is so much better.” The last part sounded a joke, but I know he’s being serious. I think would feel the same way.

      “And you didn’t want to see them? Just for the closure?”

      He sheathes his knife. I don’t speak again, I wait for him to. “My brothers are gone, my parents are… I don’t know.”

      That isn’t a no.

      “I know where your brothers are.”

      His eyes flash up at me, full of curiosity, but they drop again. I should reach out. I should hold his hand. I take a step forward.

      “Thanks for listening. Go check on everyone else,” he says. “I want to be alone.”

      I swallow hard, fighting the hurt. Though, I can’t say I blame him. “Are you sure?” I want to stay. “I would hate to be alone. I’ll stay. I want to help…”

      “I’m sure.”

      Alright, I’ll leave.

      Once I exit, I almost close the creaking door behind me, my hand is on the knob. Across from me, Filauria is leaning against the wall. It causes me to freeze in place, leaving the door cracked. She’s here? Why wouldn’t she have just left after? She lifts herself off the wall and starts to walk toward me.

      She chopped off her long hair, now having a short pixie cut. It looks so cool. Maybe I should cut my hair…

      When she reaches me, I instinctually bow.

      “Your brother is gone, baby elf. Most likely retreated for now, planning his next move. It does not matter. We have more important things to worry about.”

      “You’re coming with me? Why?” Did she just want to be a thorn in my side? I’m grateful, but she put me through hell for a moment.

      “Your… partner…?” She pauses. “Hunted me down in the castle and begged me.”

      There’s a groan from Clem’s room, and I finally shut the door. The ends of my mouth try to pull up, but I keep my lips tightly closed.

      “I was also inspired by your courage,” she continues. “No elf has shown me kindness in a very long time.”

      My face begins to flush. I guess I am pretty courageous. More courageous than my brother, for sure. “You shouldn’t have been treated so cruelly.”

      “The same can be said for you.”

      I can’t even articulate a proper response for that. It doesn’t even compare. Her suffering was far worse than mine will ever be. She lost everything. I still have a home, even if it’s possibly in ruins.

      She tilts her head to the side. “Was I really your hero?”

      “Yes.” I don’t care if it’s embarrassing anymore. “I admired the way you paved a path for yourself. I wanted to do the same, but I never could.”

      “You have. Be proud of yourself.”

      I was so attached to the story I was told every night, blissfully unaware how far it was from the real thing. A part of me must have known, though. Or maybe I was just drawn to her because of some weird, ancestral link.

      She laughs, “You look like my child, you know. I cannot get over it.”

      My heart races. “Actually, I look like my mother. Her name…” I cut myself off. My mind going blank as my eyes drift away from her. When I catch myself silent for too long, I apologize to her. “Her name is Narunn.”

      Filauria’s face tenses for a moment, perhaps she’s recalling long forgotten memories. “I do not know that name. I am sure she is lovely.”

      I’m suddenly so aware of my surroundings. The hallway is empty and cold. A breeze causes me to shiver. “Yeah. I… uh, she’s…” Speak. Say something. “My parents are waiting for me at home.” My eyes are burning. My jaw tenses, causing a pain in my head. “They are.” I repeat.

      My body is trembling.

      “Yes,” she says. “They are waiting for you.”

      “I know.” I stutter as I say, “So, we need to go to Starview. Immediately. Or as immediately as we can.”

      She nods.

      I can’t talk about my parents anymore. I refuse. “And then I need to find my brother. Or…” What did he say? Uh… the princes. “Hollowpoint, Grimehold, Deadbell.” I don’t want to go back to Grimehold. Even the name makes me shutter. “I need to go there. Stop them, right? I need to make sure Agnat is okay.” My mouth won’t stop. My voice breaks, as does the seal holding my tears in. “For Nesva. Vum Dorahl is her home. And Zemm, he must have family in Dazzoran, right? He has to. I should ask… And are there people in the wastelands? And Venali…”

      “Slow down.” She holds her hands out to me, attempting to ease my panic. “Our only concern right now is that object. Wait…You met Venali?”

      Right. Yeah. Right. I take one long, deep breath, expanding my chest as much as I can. I ground myself. “He thought I was you.”

      “Senile old man.”

      He’s not, but I won’t get into it now. She is right that I need to focus on one thing at a time. Right now, the Dreamkiss is my focus. That was my original plan when I got this responsibility, and I’m finally seeing it through.

      I’ll let Vulas rest while he can. He will never get in my head again. His good fortune has been used up, if he had any to begin with.

      “When should we leave?” I ask her.

      “Once your friends are able to travel again.”
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        * * *

      

      The journey to the ship in Candlewood is hard, but the journey across the sea is harder.

      When I’m not seasick, I’m silent. What will happen when I get home? Perhaps I won’t even make it through the gates. Someone might shoot me down, ready to collect the bounty still dancing over my head.

      But… maybe they don’t believe it. If my parents are there—if they’re alive—they’ll keep me safe from anyone that my brother has brainwashed. I really, really hope my parents are still alive.

      They have to be.

      They’re waiting for me at home. They’re going to be so happy to see me. My mother will definitely be angry that a chunk of my hair is missing, though. She’s so obsessed with weird Elven traditions, including keeping your hair long.

      What’s the first thing I’ll say to them? Probably: Did you know that orcs can do magic?

      They’ll love that. They’ll love my friends, especially Clem. They’ll be happy Syvis and I are reunited, so at least they know I’m well protected.

      It’ll just be the three of us, my parents and I, because I know that Vulas wouldn’t have gone home. There would be no point with his plan to invade already set in motion.

      He can’t control an army from across the sea.

      He’ll come back though, if his threat holds any weight. I’ll emotionally torment you. What more can he even do? I’d say I’m pretty tormented.

      If he thinks I’ll just wait around for him, he’s wrong. I’m the one that’s going to hunt him down. I don’t need an army to crush his little fantasyland.

      I tear my stinging eyes from the horizon line on the sea. My home is close. The top of the grey mountain, where my city is, is shrouded in fog.

      With my friend’s injuries, the walk will be strenuous. I need to push them a little while longer, they can rest at the top. They’ll be in awe when they see it. The walk will be worth it.

      There’s never been a more beautiful city than Starview.
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            THE FALLEN STAR

          

        

      

    

    
      The ivy-covered gates of my home stand before us. Only silence lies beyond. Once we pass through, the wind stops, and the air becomes still. 

      “This is it?” Nesva asks, “It’s a mess...”

      It’s been destroyed. Vulas destroyed our home.

      The lanterns that once brought me comfort through the starry streets have been shattered, their glass scattering along the road. Gardens have been stomped out; the life of the well-loved flower patches cut short. Along with the broken glass, there are weapons littering the ground. Some are broken, but at least there are no corpses to accompany them. Many of the once beautiful buildings have begun to fall apart…

      Everything looks as though it’s been looted.

      At least it’s all still shrouded in the night sky, still beautifully covered in stars. The barrier is still holding strong.

      Clem lets out a short breath behind me. I never wanted him to see my home like this. This is nothing like I envisioned thousands upon thousands of times when I greeted him at the gates. There was supposed to be joy, a celebration in his honor, or something.

      There’s no joy here now, only horror.

      “It was not like this when I left, Your Highness.” Syvis assures me. “He must have done this afterwards. He stayed behind…”

      I know he did. This is the work of someone blinded by rage. He must have done this before he left for Farfell. Something else to add to the list of my crimes.

      “Where is everyone…? This is creepy,” Nesva mumbles.

      “They’re sleeping.” I say. “It’s the middle of the night.”

      “How do you know?” Zemm asks, “Isn’t it always night here?”

      “I can tell.”

      I begin my walk through the dead city. It can’t be empty. There are too many citizens for it to be empty, thousands of elves live here. Some of the remaining houses have soft lights in the windows, confirming that we’re not alone.

      However, there are no guards that I can see. Vulas must have taken them with him.

      “Your Highness,” Syvis calls, “Please be careful.”

      I ignore her and continue up the silent, peaceful, path to the castle. The rest of them follow a distance behind. I inhale the familiar scent of moonflowers as the breeze meets my face. It’s unique, sweet, and so potent that you can almost taste it. I pause, allowing myself to enjoy it for a moment.

      I glance to my left, to the little area near the trickling water where Vulas and I always had lunch. Where I would lean over the fence and watch the water.

      I then study the castle. I can see my balcony peeking out over the cliff. I really should have listened to Syvis more, and not leaned over so much.

      I continue my march. I’m almost there.

      It takes every ounce of strength I have to push the large, double doors open. There are awed gasps behind me as we step in, but I barely acknowledge them. The altar is beyond the throne room, so I head there. The floor lights up underneath us, just like they wanted.

      The only sounds are our boots, and Svyis’s armor.

      On my way to the throne room, I walk past the portraits of my family. My head cranes up to them, pausing for only a moment.

      I’m becoming more and more drained, so I shove the door to the throne room open with all my body weight. Clem tries to help, but I push him away. I need to do it.

      When the door opens, there’s a terrified scream behind me. I don’t pay attention to it. Something in front of me keeps my attention.

      They’re all speaking, but I can’t hear any of it. I only hear white noise. I only hear the song coming from the weapon strapped to me. A painful song.

      The largest moon is full, her light is reflecting off the pool in the throne room, filling it. I don’t look up, my eyes are fixated on the still water. On her reflection in it. A hand grabs my arm. “Fae…” Clem whispers my name, gripping tightly. It’s a million miles away. My eyes don’t leave the water. “Fae…” He shakes me a bit, his voice cracks.

      He’s crying.

      My head finally turns up. My parents are there, sitting on their thrones, waiting for me to come home. I missed them so much. I missed my mother so much.

      Their eyes are open, directed at me, but there’s no life in them. 

      He couldn’t even be bothered to bury them.

      “Baby elf… I am so sorry.” Her voice is shaky. Does my mother remind her of her child, as well?

      I step forward, stumbling a bit. I don’t bother to walk around the shallow pool. I step through it, slicing the reflection of the moon in half as I wade through the water, my cloak flowing behind me. I trip as I step out, but quickly pull myself to my feet. My knees are aching from scraping on the floor.

      My body is trembling. My hands are shaking as I reach out for my mother’s. I kneel in front of her, pressing her cold hand to my face. My slow tears quickly turn into violent sobbing which then turns into a scream as I dig my nails into the fabric of her silk dress. 

      I claw my way up, using her to hold my balance as I pull myself to my feet. Her head droops as I wrap my arms around her. I shake her, trying anything to wake her from her deep slumber. 

      She won’t wake, of course. She never will.

      Her body drops to the side, her right arm hanging over the arm of her throne. When her body doesn’t react to me, I fall back down the few short steps, landing on the floor.

      I try for my father, but not as hard, shaking his lifeless hand. Pulling on it. It only causes him to droop forward as well. 

      His hair is still shimmering, even in death.

      Wet arms wrap around me, rough gloves almost digging into my skin. They don’t pull me away, just hold onto me tightly. He also waded through the pool. We both sink to the floor, but he doesn’t let go. He leans forward, pressing into me. It’s as if he’s trying to combine us.

      “Let me go,” I order, not actually wanting him to release me. I need him.

      “No.”

      “You told me he was lying.” It’s almost inaudible through my cries. “Why would you say that?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Syvis is standing above me now. “We… we should bury them.”

      “No!” I can’t. “No, I don’t want to.” I can’t let them take my parents from me. 

      “They shouldn’t stay here, Your Highness. We need to bury them.” Syvis then calls to the others as she reaches under my father, “Help me carry them to the burial site.”

      I try to fight my way to my feet, to stop her, but Clem holds me down. I twist a bit and manage to punch him in his face, just trying to get off. He barely flinches, taking the punch, and continues to hold me. 

      I reach out as Zemm is lifting my mother from her chair. My hand grips hers. As she’s being pulled from my grasp, her ring slides off her finger. “Please don’t take her from me,” I beg him. “I need her.”

      “Lyri, I’m sorry.” He makes sure to support her head, not that it matters, as he follows Syvis.
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        * * *

      

      Starview’s burial site is small, as death is rare on this mountain, and set under a large tree. Flowers have grown in the places where bodies have been laid to rest. One shallow grave is dug. They plan to have them lay together. 

      Their bodies are lowered into the ground by Syvis and Zemm. I fight the urge to jump into the grave myself. 

      How could Vulas do this? I wonder what went through his mind as it was happening. Whether he was satisfied, or remorseful. How long have they been sitting there?

      When I find him (and I will find him), I’ll do the same. I’ll leave his body to rot in some humiliating way.

      I want this more than ever now.

      Once the deed is done, Syvis clears her throat. “They were wonderful rulers, and even better parents. They gave me a home, a wonderful job, and guidance. It has been an honor to serve them.” She bows to the grave before turning to me. “Your Highness, would you like to speak?”

      I don’t answer her, so Filauria speaks in my place. “The Elven land beyond here is peaceful, I have confidence they will enjoy it.”

      “May Belvadon bless them,” Nesva says.

      “I… I’m sorry, Lyri,” Zemm breathes, struggling to find the words. “I don’t know what to say.”

      Clem steps forward, in front of me, and inhales deeply. When he speaks, it’s to the grave, “I wanted to bring her home to you. I’m sorry that I took too long to do it.”

      I play with my mother’s ring on my finger as my parents are covered with the earth. Zemm is using his magic to do it. It’s far quicker than a shovel would be. Syvis comes to my side and places her hand on my shoulder. I allow my head to rest on it as I close my eyes. 

      “Faelyri, are you sure you don’t want to say a few words?” she asks me, resting her own head on mine.

      “Yes.” I take a deep breath. “I’m sorry that I constantly overslept. And I’m sorry that I never took anything seriously. But you should know that I’m taking this seriously. I, uh. I did it. I found her.” I pause, trying to keep my voice from cracking. “And you should also know that I’m going to hunt him down and avenge you. I’m going to throw Vulas off a balcony. Did you know he did that? It doesn’t matter, I guess.

      “So once I’m done here, that’s what I’m going to do. I know I didn’t have a lot going for me, but…” I look up to the sky, just to take my eyes off the grave. “I really hope you’re proud of me.”

      The wind rustles the large tree.

      There’s no point in standing here anymore. I have too much to do now. I turn away from them, away from my parents. Filauria is the only one who follows me to my next destination.
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      The others don’t come. It’s only Filauria and I. She has the Dreamkiss in her hand, it’s glowing. I have no idea what’s about to happen, but it’s singing. “It’s loud,” I say to her.

      “Yes. But happy.”

      Starview’s altar is large, and older than the city itself, with large steps leading up. I would come here often as a child. My parents were bonded here many, many, years ago.

      Filauria is speaking, but not Elven or the common language of Farfell. She’s speaking another language; one I can’t understand. There’s light, too much light. I shield my eyes from it. When they open, we’re surrounded by fog. The altar is here, but it’s lost all it’s color. It looks empty, dead and everything is covered in a sheet of fog, rather than starlight. Did I die? Did she kill me?

      I glance down at my hands, they’re almost transparent. There’s some kind of… film over them? I hold one up, looking through my palm.

      Filauria is still speaking the language I can’t understand. Two glowing, white, wisps creep out from behind the altar. I see them through my hand. They float around me, seemingly scanning my body.

      Filauria says something to them in the same, odd language.

      One of them changes in front of me. She’s a spirit, with light radiating from her skin like flame. She holds her hand out to me, her skin separates into flecks of light then comes back together again. Her face is detailed, as is the shape of her body, but she’s entirely made of light.

      The other is behind me, she’s smaller, but not child sized. She’s less confident, I think, but more curious.

      If the spirit is speaking to me, I can’t understand her. Filauria answers in my place, which seems to frustrate it.

      “My question was,” the spirit is speaking in Elven now, “why is a mortal here? Have you come to visit your parents, child?”

      My eyes widen, “What? My parents are here?”

      She shakes her head.

      Then why would she ask me such a thing? This is just cruel. “So, this isn’t the spirit vale?”

      The spirit ignores my question. She says something to Filauria, something in their old language. Filauria steps in front of me and slams the Dreamkiss into the light hand of the spirit. “Keerla, I am exhausted. Fix the mess you caused. This poor girl has been through enough.”

      Keerla hands it back to her sister. “I did not cause this mess. I am not the reason your precious weapon is dying. You abandoned your home.”

      So even deities have family drama. Good to know that they aren’t too far above us after all. The other spirit, who must be Velle, creeps in between us and takes the Dreamkiss from Filauria’s hand. She examines it.

      “Can you speak our language?” she asks me in Elven.

      I shake my head at her.

      She places it in my hand. “How can you use this, then?”

      “It sings to me,” I admit. “There’s a song that guides me.”

      She takes my hand, pulling me closer to the foggy altar. “Do you know how to fix it?”

      I shake my head again. She looks back at her arguing sisters with a curious expression on her shining face. It almost appears like she has something else to say, but she doesn’t.

      I glance back at the other two as they bicker. “Do they always fight?”

      She nods. “Terribly.” Her hand holds mine. It feels like real hand, it’s warm, despite it’s appearance, “I am so sorry about your family. This was not supposed to happen to you yet. We both feel shame.”

      “Yet?”

      She nods. “This was planned, but we did not expect the object to lose life so soon.”

      I was just born in the wrong place at the wrong time. However, it had to be me. If they needed a descendant of hers, I’m clearly the better option. Vulas is too much of a monster.

      Vulas. When his name enters my head, my body heat rises. “I don’t know what to do about my brother.” I admit. “Do you know how I can find him?”

      “He is in Farfell, I have seen it. He will not come back here. Perhaps you can cut off his connections to the large cities, draw him out of hiding.”

      “How?”

      She pretends to make a knife with her hand and slices her own neck with it. “Kill his allies.”

      His allies are Clem’s brothers. I don’t want to kill them… even Cyrill. I don’t know if Clem would ever forgive me for something so heinous. It would be so self-serving. I need to think of another way. “I can’t.”

      “It was just a suggestion.”

      I should use my time here to my advantage. There’s a deity in front of me. Someone with more knowledge than I’ll ever encounter again in my life. I should ask her questions.

      “How old are you?” I ask her.

      Really? That’s what comes to mind?
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“I am the oldest, but I do not know when I was born. Keerla came after, then Filauria.” So Filauria is also a baby sister. “Does my appearance frighten you?”

      “No. I think you’re beautiful.” I hope that when I die, I look like her. Being a spirit wouldn’t be so bad if I was made of light. My question of whether or not this is the spirit vale was never answered. How long have I even been here? Is time the same in this land? I really don’t want to be here any longer than I have to. “How do I fix it?” I finally ask.

      The light around Velle’s face continues to flicker like a calm fire as she stares into me. “It needs an exchange of life.”

      Why is everyone so vague? “What does that mean?”

      “It needs a sacrifice at the altar.” I quickly turn in the direction of the much louder voice. Keerla is so nonchalant, but her words send a chill down my spine.

      My head jerks in Filauria’s direction. A sacrifice? Are they insane? “You didn’t tell me I would need to sacrifice someone!”

      “Well, I did not know.” Her focus shifts to Keerla. “Why?”

      I came all this way. I did all of this, only to be at yet another barrier. I don’t want to sacrifice someone…

      My legs are getting weak.

      “Its power comes not from the stars, but the souls they surround.” Velle says to her panicked sister.

      What the hell does that even mean?

      I point the Dreamkiss in Keerla’s direction before I make my absurd request, not wasting any more of my time. “Take a soul from here. Use someone who’s already dead.”

      “That is disgusting…” Velle says. “You would damn a soul here?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.” I don’t want to… but I came all this way. I have to finish this. I can’t just walk away.

      “Any soul?” Keerla asks. “Your mother’s?”

      I swallow hard. No. Not my mother’s. Never hers. “I’m fixing this.” I state. “I lost everything. I’m not losing my home.”

      “Your home will fall. Your weapon is dying. And now our sister will have no choice but to return home.”

      Filauria lets out a short breath. “You did this on purpose?”

      “Of course.” Keerla says. “You needed to come home.”

      My parents, myself, Vulas, my friends… we were all pawns in their weird game. They destroyed my family to bring theirs back together. Why did I have to go through that? “You told her it wasn’t your fault that this was dying.” I say to her.

      “Correct.” Keerla answers. “Yes, my sister and I caused the life to drain from the weapon, but we only did so because Filauria would not come home. This is her fault.”

      I blink a few times. Did I mishear? Does she really believe that? That sounds like Vulas’s logic… “That’s not really how any of that works.”

      “You cannot control me.” Filauria, strong as ever, fights her sister. It’s inspiring. She turns to me and says: “Baby elf, I will be your sacrifice. I am exhausted. Five-thousand years is a long time to live this mortal life.”

      I think I just blacked out for a second, actually. I think I misheard again. She would be my what? “What?”

      “I will be the sacrifice you need.” She clarifies. “I am tired of my sisters trying to control every aspect of my life. They treat me like a child, and ruined your life in the process. I will not stand for it. Kill me with your weapon, hunt down your brother, avenge your parents.”

      “Filauria, you are being ridiculous.” Velle snaps.

      “I’ll find someone else…” I say. She can’t be serious. This cannot be happening. I just found her. She’s my only relative left. She looks like my mom a bit…

      “I am volunteering. It will be murder with anyone else. We are already here. You need to do this. Preferably quickly.” When she lets out a deep sigh, her face falls. It’s clear how exhausted she truly is. “Thank you for listening to my story, baby elf.”

      In my hands, the Dreamkiss vibrates. I didn’t form the starlight blade. It reacted on its own. It’s heavy, weighing down my shaking arm more than ever. I don’t want to kill Filauria. This shouldn’t be how her story ends.

      I almost shake my head and throw my weapon to the ground. But Keerla’s hand of light reaches to grab my arm.

      My body just reacts, guided by the song in my head.

      I need to keep my eyes shut tight. I can’t watch the knife plunge into her chest. Someone screams… maybe it was Velle, or maybe it was me. I honestly don’t know.

      The Dreamkiss rings louder than ever. I drop it, covering my ears. The ground shakes and I struggle to keep my balance. When I take a step back, my boots slip on the blood pooling around my childhood hero.

      And my last remaining family member.

      My last glimmer of hope was just snuffed out by my own hand.

      The shaking stops when the light leaves the altar, and this world returns to its lifeless foggy appearance.

      The ringing also stops, but the Dreamkiss is glowing, thanking me. It’s alive and happy.

      Both Keerla and Velle are watching me, motionless. Velle is unchanged, but Keerla’s light begins to shift. It turns red.

      “You cannot kill a Goddess.” Keerla’s voice rumbles.

      I nod to her. I need to hold down the vomit. My body is shaking, even if the ground no longer is. She’s angry. She’s going to smite me, probably. I would deserve it, after that. How could I have done this? “Are you going to damn me for all eternity?”

      “Yes.”

      I really do deserve it.

      “Was that object worth it? Was the power of it worth the life of my sister?”

      “I don’t care about the power.” I say this, but it might be a lie… I wanted it to stay alive… My body just reacted on its own. “But if I don’t have it—”

      “What? Your mortal castle will fall? I will repeat myself one more time, because you clearly do not understand: You cannot kill a Goddess. My sister will be fine.” She takes a step closer to me. She’s like fire now. Mixtures of orange and yellow and red. Heat is radiating off her body, causing me to sweat. “You have a friend, correct? When his short time on your planet is up, his soul will replace hers. He will be the one lost in purgatory for eternity. Eternally suffering.”

      “Keerla,” Velle says, “calm down. She made a decision…”

      Like… take Clem’s soul? Can she do that? Oh, Gods… what the hell did I do? “What if I find a replacement?” I blurt out. I don’t know what I’m saying, but she can’t take him from me. If I lose anyone else I’ll…

      “Oh? I do not want your brother.” She spits.

      “Not him.” I can’t stop my mouth from spitting out the unrealistic promise. I just can’t. “Ayduin. I’ll bring you his soul. Surely that’s a fair trade, right? He made himself immortal.”

      Velle covers her mouth, keeping a gasp in. She mumbles something in their language under her breath.

      The red in Keerla begins to fade. She’s changing. She still isn’t white, but getting there. “You think you can bring him to me?”

      “Yes.” What am I promising? I’m nuts. “I will bring him to you. After I kill Vulas, I’ll bring you his idol. I didn’t want to kill Filauria. If I can trade Ayduin for her, I gladly will.”

      My mouth is moving too fast. My brain can’t keep up with it. I have no idea how I’ll even get to Haelhil… but I can’t let her take Clem. Even if he doesn’t want to stay in Starview with me forever, I don’t care.

      I’ll do it. Whatever. If I don’t succeed, I’ll give myself up. She won’t have him.

      “You’ve been watching me, and my friends, right? You have infinite knowledge.” I keep speaking quickly. “If there’s any part of you that believes I can do this, please let me try.”

      She becomes white again as she watches me panic. She’s enjoying the fear in my eyes. “We have been watching you, so we know how low your chances are.”

      Ouch.

      I’m not sure if she was lying, trying to get a rise out of me, or if she truly believes I don’t stand a chance. But her voice softens (though I think it was unintentional) as she says: “Time moves quickly. And humans do not live long. However, you have until your friend’s last breath to bring me the elf monster. I will give you that gift.”

      I’ll do it. I will. I’ll drag him by his long, ugly, ears all the way here.

      I bow to her, hoping it helps, somehow. Light surrounds me, blinding me. When the world is clear, I’m home. Back in Starview, at the altar. Under the lovely night sky, left to contemplate what I’ve done.

      My weapon sings to me, happy. Was it actually worth it?

      “Welcome back.” Clem says from behind me. “You’ve been gone a while.”

      I turn to him, but slowly. It takes everything to even look at him. He’s standing there alone on the stairs, arms crossed, smiling at me. I want to wrap my own arms around him, but it might be too painful. I quickly pull my vision away. I can’t keep my head up. “How long was I gone?” I ask with my head toward the ground.

      “Hours.” He says.

      All I want in this moment is to flee, but I drown the urge. “Where are the others?”

      He drops his arms and takes a few steps up the stairs, closer to me. “Syvis went door to door, checking on as many civilians as she can manage. They’re alive, but rightfully terrified. There isn’t one person here that believes you’re capable of the things that dick accused you of. They panicked when they discovered he killed your parents, and some of them even took what they could and left. That’s why this place was a mess. At least he wasn’t the one that destroyed it…” He lets out a sigh. “He took anyone he deemed important enough. Your mother’s counsel and any guard that was willing to follow him. There are some left though, don’t worry.”

      I hold my chest, taking a step away from him. I need him to keep his distance from me. Any relief I experience from knowing my people are safe is buried under the shame. My words are soft, as if they were a whisper drowned out by a hurricane. “Please step back.”

      He doesn’t hear me.

      “They’re all up now, even though it's apparently the middle of the night.” He looks up at the sky, then mumbles to himself: “How can you even tell?”

      I need to pull it together, just for now. “They are? What is everyone doing? I have to go to them.” I take a step down the stairs, but he holds me in place.

      His touch makes everything so much worse.

      “They’re cleaning the place up. Zemm and Nesva are helping. You should go to bed.”

      Bed? Is he nuts? “I can’t. I have to go. I have to find my brother.” And then I have to find Ayduin.

      “Fae, you just buried your parents. I think you deserve to rest.” I can’t rest. I don’t have the time to rest. He pauses, checking behind me. “Where’s your Goddess Queen?”

      I cover my face. If I don’t, he’ll be able to read the shame. “She’s not coming.” I can’t tell him why. I can’t tell him that I might have accidentally sold his soul to an angry Goddess. “She’s staying with her sisters… for now. And I’m not staying in Starview. I’m going back to Farfell, to find my brother. Right now.” I pause. My next question is so painful, but I want it more than anything. “Will you come with me?”

      He touches my face, but I flinch. “I’ll come with you.” He says. “But you should go to bed first, okay?”

      “I can’t. I have to see it all for myself.”

      The country, and its people, I mean.
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      There’s a sheet of paper resting on the ivy-covered stone podium in front of me. I lift the fragile thing in my fingers and then drop it again, letting it flutter to its previous spot.

      No one has spoken.

      A sweet floral scent caught on the wind passes my face. I’m flooded with every wonderful memory of my home. They flash through my mind. But as quickly as the wind vanishes, so do they. All I’m left with is a longing that will never be satisfied.

      I’ve seen my mother stand here a thousand times. I’ve always stood behind her. It was never frightening, staring out into the sea of stars in front of us. She always shielded me from it.

      But right now, my heart is racing. I’m sweating. My hands are shaky.

      A hand touches my lower back, causing my body to tense. “You have to say something.” Clem whispers to me, his breath is warm. It should comfort me, but it only makes it all worse.

      But he’s right. I need to say something.

      What did Filauria say when she stood at this podium? I should have asked her. I should have asked her how to be a Queen… instead of putting a knife in her chest.

      I clear my throat.

      “Sorry about the mess!” I say to the silent crowd in front of me. Really? That’s all I’ve got? And yet, I keep going: “We’re going to clean it. I promise. I know you’ve already started, thank you for that. I’m going to help, though. I’m not like Vulas…” I trail off.

      There’s silence again.

      However, after a moment one of the elves in front speaks: “We know, Your Highness. We’ve all been waiting for your return.”

      My weapon starts to sing. I continue my speech. “But I’m also not like my mother, I think. I don’t have anything inspiring to say, I’m sorry for that as well. But I need to do something unconventional… After we rebuild, I’ll be leaving for a while.”

      The crowd is no longer silent, there’s soft chattering in both Elven and common. They’re exchanging looks with one another.

      “What about Haelhil?” Someone quickly asks.

      “They won’t come here.” I speak, not actually knowing if I’m lying or not. “Look around you, and above you. Our city is safe from high elves. But Vulas will come back with an army. So I’m going to find him first. I’ll choose a retainer, someone to rule in my place while I’m gone.”

      Another person calls out from the crowd. There’s even more chattering between them now. “How is that even possible? That’s never happened before. Our rulers don’t leave.”

      “Sometimes we need to adapt quicker than we’d like to.” I answer.

      “Who will rule while you’re gone?”

      I blurt out the first name that comes to mind. “Syvis will. And she can train new soldiers, we’ll need them. If you’ve ever wanted to learn how to use a sword, it’s your lucky day.”

      I don’t turn to look at her. I’m sure her expression is full of terror and anger and disbelief. There are also confused expressions in the crowd. Their entire lives have changed, I want to apologize for that. I should. I just don’t think it would mean anything.

      “We still have a lot to do about this mess, Your Highness.” Someone else says. “How should we proceed?”

      “One piece of stone at a time, I guess.” I glance down at the sheet of paper in front of me. It’s blank. I never wrote anything. “Thanks for listening.”

      “Why are you thanking us?”

      “Because you don’t have to be here, but you are anyway. I know some left on their own… So thank you for staying here with me, waiting for me. And thank you for listening.”

      I crumple the blank sheet of parchment, then place it back on the podium. I’ve never seen my mother do this, but I take a step to the side and bow to the crowd.

      They start to cheer, like they always do. But I really wish they wouldn’t. I didn’t say anything of importance. Besides, no one should be cheering. Not yet, anyway. There’s too much heartbreak and death here for celebration.

      I turn and as I expected, Syvis’s face is full of horror. “Me?”

      “I don’t trust anyone else.” I admit to her. “It has to be you. Please?” Syvis has always paid more attention to my parent’s actions than I ever have. She can do it. To be honest, she might be better at it than I’ll be. “And who else will be able to train a new army?”

      She shakes her head. “Who will keep you safe on your journey? I need to go with you.”

      Clem drapes his arm over me, his hand over the healed scar on my shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’ve got it.”

      Yeah, for now…
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            THE HEARTSICK HAGGLER

          

        

      

    

    
      I sit at my small table, examining the wine glass in one hand, holding the pitcher of red wine I acquired for myself in the other. The stem of the glass is made of silver, with accents around the bottom of the cup. It’s part of a set that has never been used.

      Syvis won’t drink on the job, and other than her, only my family and the servants have been in this room.

      I should be angry at the servants, but I can’t bring myself to be. They left my parents on their thrones only because they were so terrified of my brother’s threat to return.

      I don’t even realize that I’m crying until the tablecloth becomes soaked. It’s all coming up now. Everything I’ve held in for… who knows how long. It’s here now. I can’t hold it anymore.

      I grip hard to the drenched, now transparent fabric.

      I ignore the knock rattling the walls until it becomes impossible. Then, I force myself out of my seat. Full of annoyance, I stomp over to the door and swing it open. Clem doesn’t push past me, he stands in the doorway in his sleeping clothes. His hair is down, his shaggy wolf-cut is messy. There’s a blanket tucked under his arm. I drop my shoulders a bit, letting out a sigh.

      “Want me to stay with you, tonight?” He asks.

      “…What?”

      He holds up the blanket. “I’ll sleep on the floor, but you shouldn’t be alone. Especially in here.” His eyes dart around as I allow him to step deeper into my room for the first time, ever. When he reaches the table, he places the blanket on the chair.

      I shouldn’t let him be here, but I’m selfish…

      He lifts the silver pitcher off the table and sniffs it. His eyebrows press together, “Drinking alone? You never drink.”

      “I haven’t even poured a glass yet, as you can see.” I motion with my hand to the unused glass on the table.

      He hesitates, perhaps considering all his options, and then pours it for me. He holds the glass out for me to take. When I do, he gently lifts its counterpart and pours one for himself. “I don’t like wine,” he says, taking a sip.

      “Then why are you drinking it?”

      “Because you shouldn’t drink alone.” He helps himself into the seat, and I don’t fight him on it. He’s right, I shouldn’t be alone, nor do I want to be, so I join him on the opposite side of the table.

      I lean on my elbow, taking my first sip. It’s bitter, better than ale. He also leans on his elbow, copying me. “I haven’t really been in a palace in so long. It feels… weird. I thought it might remind me too much of my home, but it doesn’t.”

      “Well, that’s because this isn’t your home.”

      He takes another sip. “Does this feel like home to you?”

      My head lifts from my hand as my eyes drift around the room. To my bed, to the sheer canopy hanging over it, to the paintings on the walls, to my closet and large mirror, to the fireplace, to the marble floors, and settle on my balcony door.

      This room feels empty. It feels like betrayal. “No,” I admit. “I don’t think it does.” I didn’t have to stay here. I could have just let the Dreamkiss die instead of creating more chaos for myself.

      I could have just ran away with my friends instead of gambling lives away.
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“I… this might be weird to say, and I’m sorry if it is.” He’s already finished his glass and is pouring another one. For someone that claims to hate wine, he has no problem drinking it. “But your parents looked exactly the same. Mine have aged so much in the years that you haven’t seen them. Yours were the same.”

      “They were elves.” Were. The word stings me. I’m almost done with my glass, I take another sip of it and then let my head droop. “They age, just slowly.”

      I don’t want to talk about my parents.

      “I know… I just never think about it until I see it. Even Filauria. She doesn’t look completely young but…” He trails off, drinks again, and then rubs his forehead. “I’m sorry. That was weird.”

      “Filauria was different. She wasn’t like a normal elf. We only live for six-hundred years.”

      “Was?”

      I don’t answer, and he doesn’t ask again. He reaches forward, brushing my hair out of my face. “Their hair shimmered like yours.” He says. I want him to stop. I don’t want to talk about this anymore.

      “You’re right. You’re weird.” I let him play with my hair for a moment. It’s almost soothing. “I can’t believe my brother caused all this mess.”

      “There was always something eerie about him.” He pours me another glass. “But… even as eerie as he was. It was hard to believe that he would do anything to hurt you.”

      “I don’t want to talk about my family,” I finally say. “Can we please stop?”

      “I’m sorry.” He drops his eyes. He’s still gripping the handle of the pitcher. “Don’t drink as fast. Don’t feel like you have to keep up with me.”

      I haven’t even realized it, but that’s exactly what I’ve been doing. My head is fuzzy, but not nearly as bad as in the city. I rub my eyes a bit to, maybe, clear some of the fuzziness.

      “Would you really drink this all by yourself?” He chuckles. “That would have been a disaster.”

      At least there would be no one around to witness it this time. I smile back at him, but its fake, forced. The first “smile” since I stepped on this mountain.

      “Are you drunk?” I ask him as he takes the first sip of his third glass.

      “Absolutely not. Not even close.”

      “How?”

      “I told you before: I’m a professional.” He smirks behind the glass, “But this is my last one… maybe.”

      I keep my eyes on his face as he checks the pitcher. After, he turns open the book I had on the table. He can’t read it, it’s in Elven, but he still flips through the pages. I’m watching him. I can almost see his brain trying to put the words together. His eyes turn up and meet mine, “Why are you staring at me?”

      Without thinking, I blurt out, “I like it when your hair is down.”

      He opens his mouth a bit, half-smiling, as his eyes go back to the page. “You like long hair? Noted.”

      His hair isn’t long, not like mine, but maybe he thinks it is. “I want to cut mine.” I grip my hair, pulling it over my shoulder. My hair has always been long. My entire family has always had long hair.

      “Right now?” he asks, “I have a knife, I can do it. How short?”

      “You have a knife on you!?” My mouth hangs open.

      “I always have a knife on me, Princess.” He reaches down to roll up one of his pant legs and pulls a knife from his calf. He holds it up to me. “How short?” He twirls the knife in his long fingers.

      I don’t know. I don’t want a shaggy cut, like his. It works for him, but it won’t for me. I hold up two fingers, mimicking shears, and use them to “cut” a part of my hair. Right above my shoulders.

      He slowly lifts from his chair, walking over to me, knife in hand. When he’s here, he gently takes my hair. His hands graze my shoulders lightly as he drapes it behind me, “You’re sure?” It’s muffled, the knife must be in his mouth.

      “Yes.” I glance down at the ring on my finger. I need it gone. It’s a hassle. It’s a reminder.

      My eyes shut tightly at the first slice. I grip the fabric of my nightgown as I hold my breath. There’s another one, and then another. I lose count of how many. And then there’s silence. I half open my eyes as he places the knife next to me on the table. He runs his hand through the back of my hair, shuffling it a bit. His hand then brushes my shoulders, wiping the stray strands off of me. Then, he gets closer, wrapping his arms around me. His cheek is close to mine as he holds my long starlight hair in front of me. With trembling hands, I take it from him.

      With one hand holding the separated hair, the other reaches for the back of my head. When I run my fingers through it, I don’t expect it to stop so soon. It stops at my shoulders, maybe a little past. I drop what I’m holding and use my other hand to keep playing with it. I turn to face him. “What do I look like?”

      “Cute.” He shuffles the back again.

      I leave my seat and rush to my mirror. I’m beaming at my reflection. I love it, but my mother would have killed me if she saw it. “Thank you. I really like it, do you like it?”

      “I do. I think you look great. I did a good job.” The knife is gone from the table. “I didn’t cut it as short as mine. I can though, if you’d like me to.”

      “No, this is great.” I glance back at my reflection one more time. I don’t resemble my mother as much with my hair like this. It’ll be easier to look at my reflection.

      He’s already returned to his seat as I’m entering mine. He’s focused on the book again. There’s a lightness in my chest. Something was lifted from it, if only for a short while. “Can you even read that?”

      “No, but I’m trying.” He laughs. “I asked you to teach me once and you said no.”

      I groan. “It would be too hard.” I’m sure he would catch on quickly, but I would get too tired to keep up with lessons. I think back to the girls in the camp, and the barkeep. “Besides, there are so many elves in Farfell who can’t even speak the language. It would be useless. It’s a dying language, apparently.”

      “I could talk to you, without the rest of them knowing what I’m saying.”

      “Syvis would know.”

      “Even better.” He smirks. “Come on, just teach me the dirty stuff.”

      I scrunch my nose at him. “You’re disgusting.” My glass is still half full, so I take another sip of it. A larger sip than I have before. I bite my lip afterwards. “…What kind of stuff?”

      He laughs, “Hm… teach me how to say… ‘I want to tas—'”

      “Stop!” I cover my ears as he laughs again. “I don’t know how to say anything dirty,” I lie.

      “Yeah, right.”

      I’m sure there are books on the language in our library. I can lend him some, if he truly wants. Zemm will be raiding it soon anyway, and I’m glad for it. I don’t want all of that knowledge to be lost on this isolated island. It shouldn’t be.

      Vulas was right about one thing: we are far too reclusive. I don’t know if I’ll rule long enough to completely change that, but I can try to start.

      “Can I go out there?” His question pulls me from my trance. He’s pointing to the balcony. I can’t stop myself from shuttering. I haven’t opened the door yet, but I nod. He brings his glass with him as he strolls over. When he unlatches, and then eventually opens, it, the room is filled with a gust of cool air. “It’s nice out here.”

      I’m sure it is. I want to join him, despite my fear. I finish my glass before making my way over to him. I linger in the doorway though, not even taking a full step through it.

      “I won’t throw you off, I promise,” he jokes, leaning over the edge, gripping the fence.

      He steps up on the ledge, almost hopping up.

      “Don’t!” My cry echoes. I quickly cover my mouth.

      He turns his head a bit, then steps down.

      “It’s a long way down. You don’t want to fall.” My stomach has knotted itself together. Why am I so frightened? I spent hours out here. I let my legs hang over the side through the bars. I leaned so far over the railing that my feet lifted off the ground. Sometimes I would sleep out here.

      “I had one of these. It’s how I would sneak out sometimes.” He mutters this next part to himself, but I catch it, “Gods… that’s a long fall.”

      Despite my brain telling me not to, I step to his side, but need to grip the handle tightly. If I don’t hold on, I’ll fall. My breathing is quick. I need to steady it.

      “Anyway, how are you feeling?” he asks.

      I’m struggling, trying to deepen my breath. Being out here is hard. The mountains in the distance are calming, as is the wind that’s cool on my face, but the balcony is too much for me. If that’s what he’s asking, then I’m not okay.

      “If you mean my parents,” I start through a shaky breath, “I feel… everything. And nothing. I don’t know if I’ll be alright ever.”

      I think this pain is eternal. I will never get over this loss. I will never be able to forgive my brother for what he’s done. I’m going to drag him here and throw him off the cliff.

      I grip the handle tighter. I can’t look down. “I never wanted you to see my home like this. It was so beautiful.”

      “It still is. Let’s step inside. We won’t go back out there.” He holds my waist and has me take a few steps back into the room. My breathing steadies once I’m through the door. One of his hands is on my lower back. “You might never get over the loss of your parents, and that’s okay. It won’t go away, but it might get easier. But I might not actually know what I’m talking about. I’m sorry.”

      My face starts to flush. Either from the wine or something else. “I’m glad I wasn’t alone tonight. Thank you for being with me.”

      For finally being here with me.

      I want to linger in this moment for a little while longer, but I can’t stop myself from asking: “Would you like to see my favorite thing in the world?”

      He furrows his brow, cocking his head to the side. There’s something about the face he makes when he’s confused… it’s adorable. I kind of love it, I think.

      He follows me to my bed, leaving the door open. I pull out my wooden box of secrets from underneath and hold it out.

      His eyebrows are still pressed together. He’s hesitating, eyes fixated on the old metal latch. It clicks when he turns it, then the box creaks open. When he reaches in, he pulls out a few sheets of paper, letters.

      My face is really blushing now. My stomach is tied up. “I didn’t have many friends. So…”

      “Wow, you really do like me.” He smirks, reading some of them.

      Whatever.

      “There are pictures in here too. That you drew.” I pull the image of the palace out and he takes it from me.

      His face twists in disgust. “This is awful. Rip this up.”

      “No!” I snatch it from him. “It’s so good!”

      He almost gags. “I’ll draw you a new one, I promise, just get rid of that. Please.”

      I groan and shove the box into his chest before ripping the paper in half. “Happy?”

      “Oh…” He ignores me as he’s reading another letter. “I guess I did promise to come here.”

      “With no intention of honoring it.”

      “I’m here now, aren’t I?” He sighs, still reading. “I… want to apologize.”

      “For?”

      “What I said in the city, about letting your country collapse and... Just all of it. I wasn’t thinking clearly, and I know it hurt you.” He closes the box, latching it shut. “I regretted it as soon as it came out of my mouth.”

      I open my mouth to speak, but he continues.

      “Actually… that’s another lie.”

      What is his problem? He’s going to give me a headache.

      “I regretted the way I said it, is what I mean. I should have chosen my words more carefully that day.”

      “So then, what did you mean to say?”

      He bends down to return my box to its place under the bed. “It doesn’t matter, because we’re both going back to Farfell to hunt down your brother. So that conversation is for another day.” Of course it is, great. “How late it is? I’m tired, and telling time here is hard.”

      I’m not really paying attention to the time, so I shrug. “You don’t have to sleep on the floor, you know.” This is definitely the wine talking now.

      He smirks at me from his crouching position, “You’re bad.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” I roll my eyes. I don’t have ulterior motives. The floor is cold and uncomfortable, my bed is warm and soft. I crawl into the bed I’ve missed for weeks, or months, or something. “But fine, sleep on the floor. I don’t care either way. You’re probably used to it.”

      He chuckles, crawling in next to me. “I’d prefer the warmth of your body to the floor, Your Highness.”

      I hate when he calls me that, and he knows it. “You’re going to sleep with a knife strapped to your leg?”

      “Yup.” He lays on his side, facing me. “In case someone comes in here and tries to throw you off the balcony.”

      I peer past him, “You left the door open.”

      He takes a deep breath, eyes closed for a moment. His face is flushing, “The breeze is nice.”

      “I agree. I always keep it open. I’m not supposed to, but who’s going to scold me now?” Maybe if I joke about it, the pain will subside a bit. I know I can’t hold it in, I need to express it, but right now I’m almost at peace.

      “Do people come in here, in the morning?” He strokes my cheek with his hand. I let him do it, it’s calming. “The attendants would come into my room every morning while I was sleeping and rip my curtains open.”

      “No. I’m left alone until I make it known that I’m awake.” I answer, “Syvis waits by my door, standing guard until I let her in.”

      He lets out soft, ‘ha’. She’s going to see him walk out in the morning. It won’t go over well. No doubt he’s thinking the same thing. He appears a bit smug right now.

      He moves a little closer, his hand is still on my cheek. I smell the wine on his breath. His face is still pink, just a bit.

      “Are you going to kiss me?” I ask.

      “No. Not tonight,” he whispers in the dark.

      Oh… alright. He’s so close to me, I just assumed he was trying. “You can.” Yeah, this is the wine. This is completely the wine talking.

      “No. I really can’t. You’re pretty vulnerable right now. I don’t think it would be… right?”

      I roll onto my back, closing my eyes. He moves closer to me and rests his head on my shoulder. Not quite on my chest, but close to it. My heart beats faster. He asks in a low voice, “Can I tell you something?”

      I swallow the lump in my throat. “Yes.”

      His arm wraps around me, hand on my waist. It sends a tingling sensation up my body. His voice is getting slower, it’s more of a mumble now. “You smell nice.”

      I smell nice? That’s it? That’s all he wanted to say? I turn my head. His eyes are closed. He’s asleep already? Or perhaps pretending to be asleep. “Are you awake?”

      No response.

      I turn my head back to the ceiling. “I won’t forget you. Even after you’re long gone.” I whisper. And I’ll absolutely make sure Keerla doesn’t hold your soul hostage for all eternity. And also, I think you’ve stolen the heart right out of my chest.

      I know he’s asleep now, because he snores a bit. He grinds his teeth in his sleep, that’s not good.
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      “Did I oversleep?” I ask as I roll to face him.

      His arm wraps around me, holding me tightly as he mumbles. “Probably, you always do.”

      Has he just been lying here, watching me sleep? “How long have you been awake? Why didn’t you wake me up?”

      “I don’t know, a while. You hit us when we try to wake you.”

      Fair point.

      He holds me tighter, but I don’t have time to lay here. There’s too much to do. I should make some kind of announcement, or check in on the people, or pack for my trip back to Farfell, or make a new army.

      Something.

      He mumbles again. “Can you just stay here for a second?”

      No. I can’t. The soft blanket covers his face as I throw it off me and rush out of bed. “I’m going to change. Don’t look.”

      “Bummer.” His voice is muffled under the fabric. I quickly throw on the clothes I’ve been wearing for months. They stink, but I don’t really care.

      When I give him the okay, he looks up at me and asks, “Really? You’re wearing those? Why wouldn’t you put on your own clothes?”

      I pause for a moment. This was instinct. I completely forgot I had a closet full of elaborate gowns to wear. “I don’t know, actually. But I don’t own any pants.”

      “Can’t relate.” He takes his time coming over to me, stretching his bones out on his walk. With one hand, he opens my closet door. “Wow.”

      “This is fine,” I say. “I don’t want to change again.” To be honest, I would rather not wear something affluent while my friends will be wearing the same clothes they’ve been in this whole time. It would feel like a weird detachment from them, or from reality. The most expensive thing on me will be my mother’s ring.

      He closes the closet. “Suit yourself, but put one of them on later. I want to see.”

      I’m ignoring that. “We should go.” I don’t want to rush him, but the rest of them might be waiting.

      I wait to open the door as he takes a hair tie out of his pocket and pulls his hair back. He nods to me when he’s ready.

      When I open the door, Syvis is standing there. Like she always is. Her warm smile is replaced by a snarl when she notices Clem standing behind me, still in his sleeping clothes. She lets out a nervous chuckle. “Did he… did he stay in here with you last night?”

      “Sure did.” He rests his arm on the molding of the door, leaning on it.

      Her nostrils flare. “So, you come into her room while she’s vulnerable, after learning about the death of her parents, and take advantage of that vulnerability?”

      I really don’t want to deal with this.

      He smirks. “I absolutely did. We had a great night.”

      Well, I guess the second part isn’t a lie.

      “I wasn’t aware that you were looking for that kind of company,” Syvis says to me.

      “I wasn’t. It was not that kind of night.” I assure her. Clem was the only one who knocked on my door, and I didn’t want to be alone. Though, I don’t think I would have wanted anyone else to come in anyway. “He’s messing with you.”

      She turns her head a bit, grinding her teeth, “Well, not that it matters to you, I don’t approve.”

      Clem scoffs. “Really? I’ve been with her this entire time, getting her home, while you’ve been with the person who tried to kill her.”

      Syvis curses at him in Elven (I really shouldn’t repeat it…). I’m not sure what the point of that awful insult was, since he can’t understand it anyway.

      “Don’t call him that,” I say to her in the common language.

      Clem snarls. The hand against the wall forms into a fist as he pushes himself off, into me a bit, and storms around her.

      Once he’s gone, she says, “Your Highness, breakfast is ready. You should come. And… you should change.” She eyeballs me up and down.

      Breakfast? Do I even have time to eat? I should… right? Yeah. I’ll go eat.

      “I’m not changing. Thank you. Will you walk with me?”

      She bows.
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        * * *

      

      The servants are very excited to have me back. They’re already trying to dote on me. Fussing with my clothes and hair. They sat me at the head of the table in the great hall. My crown placed on said table in front of me, along with a large spread of food. It’s a waste, as I doubt we can eat it all. However, my friends are excited. They haven’t had a meal like this in ages, if ever.

      Syvis is to my right, and Clem to my left. The rest of them fill the chairs, save for the one opposite of me. That one is empty.

      “This is amazing.” Nesva is already reaching for her second helping.

      Clem touches my leg under the table, he leans close to me, “You okay?” I don’t answer him. This is my mother’s seat that I’m sitting in, and my father’s is empty.

      There are separate portraits of each member of my family on both sides of us. My father and Vulas on one wall, my mother and I on the other. There are portraits of us everywhere in this palace. We were all so vain.

      I’m fixated on my brother’s. It looks wonderful, he looks valiant.

      I turn back to the group. I’m so happy that they finally have a moment of bliss. A moment with real beds and food and comfort. After everything I put them through, they deserve it.

      I glance down at the silver knife in front of me. My fingers trace the accents on it before my hand grips it. I hold it up and turn it a bit. It’s sharp, not a butter knife. Perhaps for meat, or something.

      “Lyri,” Zemm calls down the table, “Are you alright?”

      The chattering has ceased. I’m still holding the knife. I give it one last good squeeze. Clem needs to duck as I throw it, full force, into my brother’s face. In his right eye.

      “Can someone please remove that?” I ask the servants who have been standing against the wall, waiting for us to be done eating.

      “Where should we put it?” One of them asks me.

      “In the fucking fire pit.” I stab my fork down into a vegetable before taking a bite. Vulas is lifted off the wall and carried off to be burned. “There’s another one in the hallway. And there’s one of my family, you know where it is. Cut him out of it.”

      One of the servants bows to me before she scurries away. The table is still. I shouldn’t have done that, but I couldn’t stand to have him watching me. His eyes were gutting me.

      “Guess that’s a no,” Nesva mumbles.

      I don’t want the talking to stop. I want them to keep enjoying themselves. “I’m sorry for that,” I apologize to my friends.

      “It’s alright. It was an ugly picture,” Zemm’s mouth is full as he speaks.

      “He is ugly.” Syvis scrunches her face. He’s not ugly, she doesn’t need to lie.

      “I thought he was handsome…” Nesva mumbles under her breath.

      There’s a bit of silence again, before Zemm speaks. “What’s our plan?”

      The fluttering in my stomach almost makes me sick.

      “I’m not leaving until I get my crown,” Nesva states. “I was promised.”

      I smile into my plate. She was promised, yes, and she’s earned it. I have old tiaras and circlets, ones that I never wear. A large collection of things. It would be wasteful to have a new one made for her. An irresponsible way to spend coin that can be used for more practical things. I can just give away the ones collecting dust. I glance up at her, “Would Agnat like one as well?”

      Her eyes light up. “Yes!”

      I nod at her. They can have them. The servants can have my dresses (but maybe I’ll keep one or two). Zemm can have anything from the library that he wants.

      I don’t know what Clem wants but whatever it is, he can have it.

      “Zemm has asked an important question,” Syvis says to me, “What is our plan?”

      “Yeah, I actually have one. Believe it or not.” I say. “Velle told me that Vulas is in Farfell—”

      “I’m sorry… Velle?” Syvis asks.

      “I’ll catch you up later. I really don’t have the energy. Anyway, Vulas is in Farfell. I don’t care about anything else. I’m going to hunt him down. So I’m going back. That’s the plan.”

      “Sure.” Zemm clears his throat. “But, actually what’s the plan?”

      Clem points at him, signaling that he seconds the question.

      “Hollowpoint, Grimehold, Deadbell.” I repeat the cities to them. “He’ll either be in one of those, protected by his allies, or taking them out will draw him out of hiding.”

      Clem taps his fork on the table. “Take them out?”

      I shouldn’t have used that language. “That’s not what I mean, don’t worry.”

      “I’m gonna be a folk hero,” Nesva says. “The dwarves will sing about me.”

      Do I have a war council? Is this… do I have a council in general? Wasn’t my council supposed to be twilight elves? “Are you all helping me?” I ask the table.

      “I’m not going back to the sewer… But I’ll go back to Grimehold temporarily,” Zemm says.

      “Of course we’re helping you,” Nesva says with a full mouth. “We’re family.”

      We are?

      I assumed you were born into your family. Bound by blood. But… I suppose that’s not always the case. I’ve never given it much thought until this moment. These people have shaped me, helped me grow. They came all the way here with me… I think I consider them family more than I consider Vulas family.

      I still have family.

      I should have portraits painted of them for the halls.
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        * * *

      

      I’m slouched in my mother’s throne. There’s a pit in my stomach that’s been growing since lowering myself into the cushioned seat. I’ve never sat here before, even as a child. I’ve never wanted to. I thought that if I leaned back in this seat, it would feel like a warm hug from my mother.

      It doesn’t.

      My crown is hanging over the arm of it. I haven’t put it on since taking it back from Farren.

      To my right, my father’s throne is empty. I make the mistake of peering over at it, and now all I can imagine is him sitting there.

      Which throne did Filauria sit in? Was there only one throne when she was Queen? How much has this place changed, since she last saw it?

      I wonder if she can see me from wherever she is now. Maybe she’s with my parents.

      Clem approaches me. He stops at the short steps, not ascending them. His eyes are soft as he says, “Hey, Princess.”

      Gods, I hate that. My fist is pressing into my cheek as I lean on it. I scowl a bit at him.

      “Want me to kneel?” He smirks. Even worse.

      When I don’t answer him, he climbs the few steps to me. One foot is on the center step while the other is in between mine. He reaches for the crown dangling next to me. I flinch as he places it on my head. “I like this throne. Maybe I’ll kill you for it.”

      “You don’t have the brain power required to rule a country.”

      He laughs, and then sits, well… leans, on the arm of my throne. He adjusts my crown a bit, and then crosses his arms. When he speaks, he whispers, “Are you frightened?”

      I shake my head. Frightened would have been the correct word to use on the last day my family was together in this room. It’s not the correct word now. There’s no word to describe how I’m feeling.

      I grip the arm to my right, the one he isn’t sitting on, and glance into the flowing pool under me.

      It’s captivating, it always has been. If I stare hard enough, I can see the reflections of my brother and I in the water as children. Splashing the small pool with our hands and creating waves.

      That memory with my brother is a good one. I can keep it, but I won’t let it weaken me.

      I’ll follow the light from the stars that shine through every sleepless night I have, until I reach him.
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