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“How should we be able to forget those ancient myths that are at the beginning of all peoples, the myths about dragons that at the last moment turn into princesses; perhaps all the dragons of our lives are princesses who are only waiting to see us once beautiful and brave. Perhaps everything terrible is in its deepest being something helpless that wants help from us...”

- Rainer Maria Rilke (letters to a young poet)
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Prologue
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“Will you still be here when I get back, Andrej?” Jana tiptoed in vain to peer over the counter.

“Probably not. My shift ends at eight.” The scraggly, young receptionist chuckled, straightening with an exit badge wedged between two of his long fingers. “Here,” he said, offering it to her. 

“Thank you.” 

As Jana reached for the badge, Andrej withdrew his hand and said, “Look, kid, you know the rules.” She opened her mouth to protest but he shook his head. “You’re on your last strike and I won’t be around to help you if you get caught. You have a good thing going here.” 

“I have a bed in a cubicle, Andrej.”

“Well, it’s more than you had before, and more than what most have now.”

Jana pouted, cursing Andrej’s luck that the counter remained a solid barrier between her fist and his crooked nose. She would have broken that nose again, punched him right in the middle of his smug face, if only because he was right this time. But their days of brawling had passed, and somehow, Andrej had gone from being her nemesis to being the only real friend she now had. 

So, Jana sighed, loud enough to convey her frustration, and nodded. 

“Don’t mess it up, Jana.” He waved the badge in a subtle warning. “I know today is a special day for you, but please get in before curfew or you’ll get kicked out this time.”

Jana shifted, staring anxiously at the badge, her key to freedom—if only for a few hours. 

“Jana?” 

“Fine,” she breathed. 

Andrej eyed her cautiously as he slowly lowered the badge to the counter. And Jana did not spare her friend another glance as she hurriedly swiped up the piece of plastic, warmed from his touch, and fled through the double doors behind her. 

She paused on the pavement only to let her eyes adjust to the twilight, then sprinted down the main road and the familiar paths leading all the way to the residential district. 

Today was the day. It had to be.

Legs tingling with pain, Jana turned onto Crooke Street, then finally slowed to a walk as she approached the stand-alone house on the corner. A lump formed in her throat at the sight of the blackened brick walls, and her heart raced from more than the exertion it took to get here—to get...

Jana closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath, filling her lungs with the earthy scents of late autumn. This was it. Today... today was the day. Slowly, she let the air out through her mouth, then glanced hopefully up the dejected driveway. 

Nothing. 

There’s still time, she told herself, even as her gaze climbed the dilapidated porch to stare into the dark, open doorway. Her eyes stung with tears from the memories that shrugged their way to the front of her mind. And Jana forced herself to look away, to look anywhere but at that portal to the past. 

So she turned her gaze upward, to the second floor, to the charred holes that were once windows. They glowered at her. 

A shiver ran through her. 

Jana shook off her anxiety with a sigh and steadied her breathing as she took a step onto the footpath. Leaves crunched beneath her sneakers, the sound much like the crunch of debris from a burnt-up building. 

Similar, she told herself, but not the same. 

She took another deep breath and focussed on putting one foot in front of the other till she made it down the footpath to the front porch. Even after so many years, this part never got easier. 

Lowering herself to the groaning panes, Jana braced her elbows on her knees and settled in to the longest part of this charade. 

Chin in hand, she waited. She didn’t know why she still came here. Or why she still cared. Or why she still hoped this month—like she had hoped every month before it—would be different. But today...

Jana flopped her arm, the movement sliding a cracked watch-face to her inner wrist as she counted the moments dragging dreadfully by. 

5:17. 

There was still time. Little over two hours, but it was enough. Today would be different. She could feel it. Deep down, she knew today would be different. Today was... special.

Jana waited and waited, checking her watch again, and again, and again.

6:25... 6:48... 7:22. 

A cold wind rustled the fallen leaves in the yard, sending a shiver through her. Jana wished she had a coat, or a jumper, or even a thicker shirt than the one she had on. But she supposed fires took what they would, and she could only be grateful that the shirt on her back had sleeves long enough for her to wring the cuffs around her fingers. 

Or perhaps that was the hunger’s doing. 

Empty belly or no, at least she had a roof over her head. And she had to get going if she wanted to keep it that way. 

She sighed, hugging herself as she got to her feet and started back down the footpath. It was all she could do for comfort. For warmth. 

There was a time her mother had done that for her and her brother... a sob broke from her at the thought, and she instinctively reached for her chest—for the locket that lay there, beneath her shirt. Her mother. And her brother. He had been so little, and... She shook her head in a bid to dispel the thoughts, the memories. That was the past. This was the present. And the future...

“Don’t worry, Jana,” she said to herself, voice still breaking from the tears she willed not to fall as she dragged herself back down the route she had taken. “Next year.” 

Jana trudged through the residential district, streetlights sending her slumped shadow tumbling over the brown and gold leaves lining the road. 

Get in before curfew or you’ll get kicked out...

Andrej’s warning rang in her mind and she checked her watch again. 7:38. She sighed, and quickened her pace to a trot until the black letters on the white board came into view.

ST. JOHN’S CRYPT.

Night Shelter.

She checked her watch again. Ten minutes to spare. 

Jana breathed, shutting her eyes as she slunk into the shadows of a nearby alley and tilted her head to the cloudy night sky. She smiled at the drizzle that now caressed her cheeks. It brought with it the fond memories of s’mores and campfire stories. Stories her mother had told them about enchanted kingdoms in faraway lands. 

“Eutopia,” she whispered to the night. Her hand found the gold locket resting beneath her shirt, and she squeezed it, then took it out to examine its small, shiny surface. 

“I miss you, Mum.” She traced a finger over the diamond-studded angel-wing engraved on its oval face before turning her gaze back to the heavens. “I really wish...” Her voice trailed off into silence as she permitted her tears to fall freely. 

“I get one wish on my birthday, don’t I, Mum? You always said I get one wish...” Jana wiped her damp cheeks. She was allowed to dream, allowed to believe, allowed one more luxury before she finally lost it all. Because, she decided as she backed further into the alley, she wasn’t going back to the shelter. 

She could not continue to live like this—day after day, living in fear of being thrown out and ending up on the streets if she set one foot out of line. If she was even a minute late. It wasn’t life! At least, not the one she wanted to live.

She breathed deeply, clutching the locket. “I wish... I wish I could have a different life. I wish I could go somewhere else. Anywhere else.” She chuckled at the absurdity of her wish as she said, “Even Eutopia.”

“Be careful what you wish for, darling,” a hoarse voice behind her made her jump. 

Jana’s fist tightened around the locket, her eyes widening in terror as she felt him looming behind her, so close that his breath warmed her cheek. There had been no one in the alley. She hadn’t heard anyone come up. 

She shuddered as a chill ran down her spine. 

Jana struggled with the fear which froze her in place, but before she could react, everything went black. 
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Chapter 1

[image: image]


“Zoran! Stop!” 

Zoran swept down the hill, sprinting towards the Forest of Murah, the Queen of the Dragons in his wake and shouting at the top of her lungs. 

“Stop, Zoran! You don’t know what you’re doing!”

He heard her stumble and fall, but he kept on running as she bellowed his name like a death sentence. Then an eerie silence fell over the hill and grounds and the large castle he had just escaped from, and Zoran felt a clenching in his gut that told him things had taken a terrible turn. 

He knew better than to look back, knew he couldn’t afford to let this one shot at freedom slip from his grasp. But this was Worra, Queen of the Dragons. He had to know if she was alright. 

Zoran slowed and regretted it the moment he looked back. 

Worra lay on the ground, stretched out and seething as her body changed, elegant limbs elongating and fingers becoming long, sharp claws. Crimson scales, hard and dry, spread across her quickly-expanding body to cover the entirety of the huge, leathery wings now sprouting from her back. And her face—that beautiful face was gone. Staring at him through blood-red eyes was the face of a monster. 

The glorious beast stood, eyes glowing with hate as smoke poured from her nostrils. 

Dread. Dread and terror filled Zoran as the crimson dragon spread its massive wings and shot into the sky with a cry that shook the trees and sent the birds flying for safety. 

Zoran ran. He had to get to the forest, had to clear those trees.

The hairs on the back of his neck stood, and he dove to the side on instinct alone, rolling to his feet just in time to see a long, serpentine tail swipe the space where he had been only moments ago. 

Claws gleamed in the faint light of dusk, and Zoran barely had the presence of mind to throw himself left, out of the way. 

Then he was on his feet, moving, cursing loudly for not considering that the Queen of the Dragons was a Shifter. Zoran clutched the locket at his chest. He had failed to factor in that one small detail, and it would now be what ruined everything. 

But Zoran forced his feet to run on. The first line of trees grew and grew as he neared the edge of the forest. He was going to make it. Just a few more feet. Zoran clutched the locket tighter and barrelled forward with all his might. Just a few more—

The crimson dragon circled back in another attempt to snatch him up, but Zoran dipped out of reach and slipped between the trees, beyond the border of The Dragon’s Keep. 

Worra’s roar of fury echoed through the land, and Zoran shielded his ears, ducking to avoid the shaking trees and falling branches. He was free. For now. 

Zoran spared a glance back at Worra and cursed at the battalion of winged, grey-scaled dragons darkening the sky above the keep, all hissing furiously as they encircled their Queen. 

Trembling, Zoran ran hard and fast, the hisses and the sound of beating wings growing louder. The tree cover would buy him some time, but not much. He had to get to the heart of the forest if he was truly to be safe. So Zoran dared not look back, dared not stop, ignoring his fatigue till the cover of night provided him a brief chance.

Gasping and exhausted, Zoran collapsed beneath a large tree. He winced at the pain in his side and chest, then pulled out the gold locket tucked just below the neckline of his grey cotton top. He thumbed it gingerly before hiding it away again, then rested his head back on the tree trunk and closed his eyes. He had made it out alive. Now, all he needed to do was stay that way long enough to—

Zoran heard the whiz of the arrow a moment before the blinding pain in his arm made him scream. 

He cursed loudly, yanking the arrow out and forcing himself to his feet. There were scouts in the forest. She had sent scouts after him on foot. He had expected that. He just hadn’t expected them to find him so soon. 

He dodged another arrow that raced towards his head, and hid behind a tree, scanning the gaps and listening for approaching footsteps. 

One scout. 

Zoran smiled. He could take on one scout, even if they were Droconian. He crouched, the arrow from his arm still clutched tightly in his hand, and waited until the scout was almost upon him before he launched out from behind the tree. 

In one movement, he drove the tip of the arrow into the scout’s neck. The boy barely had time to react. 

“Sorry, kid,” Zoran whispered through gritted teeth, “it’s nothing personal.” 

He supposed it counted for nothing since the boy was dead, but Zoran let the scout’s body down gently and closed the boy’s eyes anyway. Then he knelt, tore a strip off the boy’s tunic, and bandaged his wound. 

Zoran took a moment to catch his breath before pulling off the scout’s bow and almost-full quiver and searching him for more weapons. He found two daggers sheathed in the boy’s boots. 

“Long-range fighters,” he snorted. They hardly ever had any useful weapons and could barely use them if they did. So these two daggers... He had begun to tuck the blades into his belt when a thought suddenly occurred to him. 

He stared down at his dirty sneakers, then at the boy’s leather boots. 

Zoran tried on a boot. “Well, what d’you know!” 

He traded in the other sneaker, sheathing the daggers in his newly acquired footwear, before frisking the corpse once more. This time, he found a fold of parchment tucked away in the pocket of the scout’s trousers. 

He unfolded it, and the only thing he could think to say was, “Interesting.” 

Zoran squinted in the darkness, attempting to make out the images and symbols scribbled across the paper—a map of Windornill—when the sound of a snapping twig jerked him back to his present situation. 

Quickly folding the map, he tucked it in the back of his trousers and listened for any more assailants before straightening up and slipping deeper into the forest. 

Exhausted from running for most of the night, Zoran reached a large dirt clearing and sighed with relief as he beheld the whitestone table at its centre. He had reached the heart of the forest. 

He slumped against the trunk of one of the giant trees at the clearing’s edge and slid to the ground. “I’m coming, Jana,” he whispered, slowly losing consciousness, “Dad’s coming home.”

[image: image]

ZORAN SAT UP, DISORIENTED. A moment later his memories flooded back, and he stiffened in terror, listening. 

When nothing but forest sounds filled the air, he searched beneath his top for the locket and sighed with relief, resting a palm gently over it. He leaned against the tree as he breathed in the forest scents and focussed his mind. 

Finally deciding it was safe to carry on, he stood and dusted off his trousers. 

“Now... Where am I again?” Zoran took in the scene. 

He had heard about the heart of the forest but, even in all his escape plans, had never imagined he would actually be standing in it. 

Zoran circled the wide dirt clearing lined with towering, jagged, and unevenly sized boulders—all made of whitestone. It was a lot less fascinating than he had expected. The stone table at its centre was merely a huge whitestone slab propped up on smaller circular boulders. 

He stared up at the table, wondering why everything was made of whitestone. Perhaps something in the stone allowed it to store and conduct large amounts of magic. 

Zoran stepped towards the table, considered its texture, and raised a hand to it when all his senses tingled, warning him to get far away. Zoran noticed the dark stains, like thick veins or dried-up rivulets running down the edge of the stone, and stepped back, realising what this was. 

An altar.  

A current radiated from the stone, tugging at something inside him, drawing him to it, even as every inch of his mind screamed for him to run. Then suddenly, the pull broke, and Zoran stepped back, lowering his hand to his side. This place was... it felt almost... alive. 

Zoran shook his head, clicked his tongue, and strode towards the safety of the trees. Whatever it was that made even Droconian fear to venture here, he wasn’t sticking around to find out. 

Pulling back his filthy, torn sleeves, he spread the map against the trunk before him. “Let’s see,” he mused, recognising some of the depicted landmarks. “If the Garua lies south... that would put me...” He traced a finger over the map, then let it rest on a spot. “Here. Which means I should be heading...” 

Zoran tapped the face of his watch. Luckily, his compass was still working. So he took a few seconds to get his bearings. Strapping his quiver to his back and slinging his bow over a shoulder, Zoran started north-west, towards the Diamond Sea. Once he got there, he would follow the shoreline all the way to the hills of Pavos and then... 

And then he’d figure something out.  

Zoran walked for a considerable distance, past trees of varying shapes and sizes, the sights and sounds of the forest lulling him into a trance-like state as he ventured on. He needed to find water. And food. And shelter so he could sleep. Oh, how he needed sleep.

A low hiss broke through Zoran’s thoughts. He slid behind the nearest tree and listened for anything beyond the sound of his own heartbeat. 

Nothing. Not a chirp, or the rustle of leaves. Even the wind seemed to have stilled. 

Heart still racing, Zoran’s hand crept towards the bow. He pulled it free and slowly reached back for an arrow as he listened, waiting for any sounds that might give away the creature’s location. 

His fingers brushed the feathery fletching to close around a cold wooden shaft. Another faint hiss filtered through the trees, much closer than the last. And Zoran hissed at the pain in his arm as he nocked an arrow and peered out from his hiding place, searching the forest before him. 

His heart stopped when he spotted a little white dragon approaching. 

Zoran cursed under his breath, mind racing in a frantic search for any bit of information that would help him escape. He had never really paid much attention to his wife’s stories. 

But there were rhymes. If he could just remember—

Sweat beaded his brow. “What was it? What was it?” He huffed, trying to recall the memory. “Come on, Adél, what was that bloody rhyme?” Zoran squeezed his eyes shut and tried to concentrate. 

“If... if you fight one... If you fight one, best get high. Because... little dragons cannot fly!” 

Discarding the bow and quiver, Zoran pulled his daggers out of each boot and thrust them into the trunk of the tree. It would be impossibly painful to climb this way, even without the wound in his arm. But the lowest branch was still a long way up. He groaned and winced as he began his climb. 

Zoran was a considerable number of feet from the ground when a roar reverberated through the trees. He lost his grip on the daggers and fell. A gasp escaped him as he crashed to the ground with a thud, and the loud snap that accompanied his landing told him the bow—and most likely a number of arrows—had been broken. 

The dragon paused, spotting him on the ground, and they locked eyes for a moment. Then it snapped its head back and roared in response to whoever—or whatever—had called. It glanced back at him, and for a heartbeat, Zoran thought it would attack. But then it turned and ran towards the source of the roar. 

Zoran sat up quickly, catching his breath as he tried to make sense of what had happened. He had seen a young dragon—and was still alive. 

But what was a dragon that little doing in the forest? Past the heart of the forest, for that matter? And alone? There wasn’t enough space for a full-grown dragon. 

Unless Worra was using children to track him.

“Worra! You wench!” he hissed. Recruiting children was low, even for her. 

He seethed, adjusting himself as he retrieved the now-useless bow from beneath him. He shook out his aching body, got to his feet, checked his compass, and looked on ahead, realising his path was in the same direction the little dragon had run. 

Sighing, Zoran contemplated his next move. The thought of walking straight into danger terrified him. But if he went back, the time he had already travelled would be wasted. And there was no guarantee he wouldn’t get caught by any scouts still chasing him. 

But the little dragon... Zoran supposed he would already be dead if the child were working for the Queen. So, he decided to proceed with caution. At this point, his desperation left him no other choice anyway. 

“This is absolutely insane,” he said to himself, looking up at his daggers still embedded in the tree, too far to reach. “You’re gonna regret leaving them.” But he supposed, again, he had little choice in the matter. 

Unarmed, Zoran continued north-west. 

After travelling for a while—and his mind had relaxed from the tension of imminent danger—he heard sobbing. He stopped, scanning his surroundings before slipping behind the nearest tree. 

He listened. It sounded like... a girl. Was she aware there were dragons in the forest?  

“I know you’re there,” a female voice said between the sobs. Zoran balled his fists and held his breath, and his gut lurched when she said, “I could smell you from a league off.”

He swallowed back the lump forming in his throat. She was a dragon.

“What are you doing here?” she said. “You’re the one the Queen is hunting, aren’t you?” 

Zoran closed his eyes, willing his heart to steady, raking his mind for an escape. 

“Why are you still hiding?” she said, sounding a little irritated. “I already told you, I know you’re there.” 

Twigs snapped and leaves crunched beneath her feet, and Zoran’s pulse thrummed in his ears. Staying put wasn’t an option. If she made it to him before he showed himself, it would probably only infuriate her. And that wouldn’t help. 

Fighting was not an option either. He had no weapons. 

So, Zoran sighed and stepped out with his hands behind his head. 

He noticed her boots first—tan leather, with more than one blade sheathed on each—dragging his gaze up, past her knees, where fitted leather trousers appeared from beneath the boots, only to disappear again under a loose olive-green tunic that balanced lopsidedly on her bony shoulders. 

From where Zoran stood, only a few feet away, he could see faint, dark circles rimming her scarlet eyes. His forehead creased at her ghostly demeanour, and he winced as his hands fell to his sides. “Are you... ill?” he asked. “You look a bit pale.”

She glared at him, eyes glazing with the threat of violence, and he shuddered. “I just want to know if you need help,” he said, raising his hands again.

“Worry about yourself, rodent.” Her lips barely moved as they let out the words in a low hiss. 

Zoran frowned. He was considering the myriads of harsh responses to choose from when he noticed a small tug on her tunic. She slipped a thin arm behind her, and a little child peeped out at him. 

Brows arched, Zoran asked, “Your son?” He hadn’t seen the child when he had stepped out from behind the tree. 

The woman combed bony fingers through her blonde bob before saying, “His name is Sexa.” 

Zoran nodded. He wasn’t quite sure what to do with the information. Though, he supposed, she was sharing this with him because she did not plan to let him leave this place. 

The woman forced a smile that seemed unnaturally out of place on such a lovely face. She probably had few reasons or occasions to wear one if she and her son were out here hunting him. “Who are you?” she asked. “And why are you running from the Queen?” 

Zoran observed the hint of playful curiosity in her tone, and his eyes narrowed. Perhaps she wasn’t hunting him after all. Perhaps she was a rogue Droconian, living in exile. “Who are you?” he asked. “And why are you out here alone?” 

She cocked her head in a smooth serpentine movement. 

“I could just kill you both and be on my way,” he said, trying to sound convincing. 

“Or I could just feed you to my son,” she said dryly. “You’re unarmed, wounded, and look like you haven’t eaten in days. How do you plan to take on two Droconian?”

She was right. He was too weak to fight. Zoran glanced at Sexa. He would not last even a moment if the child shifted. So Zoran turned his gaze back to Sexa’s mother and said nothing. 

“Now,” she said, “are you going to tell me who you are and what you’re doing here, or should I feed you to Sexa?” 

He weighed his options: speak and probably die, or stay silent and definitely die. 

“I’m Zoran. To answer your question: yes, I’m running from the Queen. And I have no intention of telling you why.” He paused, watching her face for any slight changes, before carrying on. “And I’m here because this happens to be the way to my destination, which I have no intention of telling you either.”

She scowled at him. “You’re Zoran, the fugitive, who has no intention of giving me a reason to let him live. Nice to meet you.” She sketched a mocking bow, then sashayed towards him. And in that moment, Zoran didn’t mind dying if death moved with such grace. 

Before he could gather his thoughts, she was standing in front of him. Zoran stared down at her, then took a step back, almost surprised at himself for feeling so intimidated. But she was Droconian, armed and alone. Which meant she could probably kill him in the breath it took for him to consider challenging her.

The woman looked him in the face for a few moments, then said, “You’re free to go.” 

Zoran stood, transfixed, as he watched her turn and walk away. A flood of emotions rushed through him with each heartbeat, mixed feelings of anger, irritation, frustration, rejection, relief. 

He was alive. Alive. Twice in one day, he had encountered Droconian shifters, and he was alive. 

The woman stopped between two trees and waved. “Any enemy of Worra’s is a friend of mine,” she said, then disappeared into the forest beyond, Sexa scuttling behind her, his short blond hair dappled with the light of the noonday sun filtering through the canopy above.
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Chapter 2
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The old tree stood tall and proud, dressed in fine amber leaves with its branches raised high. A league to its west ran the Gingerdale river, and to its east, the Kalish farm thrived. It wasn’t a big tree or a different kind of tree. It was simply the only tree for leagues, and this afforded it the infrequent privilege of providing shade to the four unusual children playing beneath it.

A branch snapped, and Regan sailed on a wind current, his sister cheering below him and dancing to an inaudible tune. He smiled, dark hair swaying as he floated upside down, then did a quick somersault and landed gracefully on the grass, arms akimbo. 

“I’d like to see you beat that, Silbs!” Regan said, gleaming with pride as he skipped to stand beside his sister, Beranil, in the shade of the lone tree. He patted her head fondly—a gesture that was still second nature to him even though she was now older than he had been when he had taken to doing it. “Thanks, Rani.”

Silibus appeared from the treetop, riding a new breeze. He was slightly taller and much less graceful, and his cheerleader laughed when he attempted his version of a half-backflip before plummeting to the ground. Silibus sat up, snickering as he stared at the air above Regan’s head. 

Regan realised his mistake the moment he looked up and an egg dropped unto his face. “Merid!” he cursed under his breath, scrubbing at his face. This only succeeded in smearing the slime and shell about, entertaining the others. Both Silibus and Naya, his sister, were bent over with laughter. 

“Aha!” Silibus said, “I may not beat you in sailing, but I most certainly outwit you at pranks.” 

Though Regan didn’t appreciate being the brunt of the joke, he supposed it was still a good one.

“I’m the judge!” Beranil said, a hand on her waist as she pointed a slender finger to the sky. At least she had the good sense to pretend it wasn’t funny. “We have a winner!” she announced, then spun in a circle, ebony locks dancing behind her. “Regan wins!” 

At that, she chortled, her composure slipping only a fraction. “Not because he’s my brother,” she added quickly, “he just looks really ridiculous.” 

Silibus rolled in the grass and guffawed as Regan struggled to wipe his face clean. It really wasn’t that funny. But Regan supposed that the Korah siblings having something to laugh about was a good thing. 

Following his friend’s lead, Regan jumped on Silibus, playfully pinning him to the ground. “Stop laughing already! It’s not even that funny.” He grabbed Silibus by the shoulders and shook him as he fought back his own laughter.

“Beranil! Regan! Naya!” 

They all froze at the sound of his mother’s voice carried on the wind. 

“Silibus!” his mother called, “Where are you?” 

The four glanced at each other, then as one, they took off at a sprint towards their farm, leaving the tree and the river beyond it far behind them. 

Beranil giggled a little too excitedly as they ran towards the cornfield that marked the edge of their farm. “Maybe we can come back tonight?” She shouted from behind Silibus, making up the rear. “Go swimming?” 

“Too risky!” Regan resisted the urge to snap at her. She knew how much trouble they’d all be in if their mother found out they had gone beyond the plantation, beyond the border of Sabato, close to the Gingerdale River. Now wasn’t the time for fun and games.

Regan raced ahead with Naya as Beranil shouted, “It isn’t riskier than you two practising magic unsupervised!” 

He ignored her. 

“Don’t worry, Beranil!” Silibus dropped back to let her catch up. “We’ll go soon. It’s almost a new moon; we’ll go then.”

“Yes, Rani.” Regan turned quickly, running backwards a few steps as he spoke. “That’s when the real magic happens.” He turned around and quickened his pace, grateful Silibus was better able to handle his sister at times like these.

The four stumbled across the border of the farm, running straight into the rows of corn, the sudden change of vegetation signalling to them that they were no longer in the forbidden zone and therefore had escaped their mother’s wrath. 

“Where have you lot got off to?” his mother called to them.

Regan listened to her voice, gauging the distance and direction it had come from. He halted. “Stop!”

Naya pulled herself to a stop and jogged back to him while Silibus and Beranil caught up. 

“What is it?” Silibus panted, more exhausted than the rest because of the magic he’d used in his prank. 

“She’s waiting at the edge of the field.” Regan turned to Naya, pointing in the direction he believed his mother to be. “Naya, you’re the fastest. Run on ahead and pretend to be a jester or something. Just make sure she loses track of time. We’ll sneak round the front of the house and come out through the back.”

All understanding at once why Regan had come up with this plan, Silibus ran on towards the point closest to the front of the house, pulling Beranil along with him. Naya nodded to Regan and set off also. 

Regan followed after Silibus and Beranil, running as fast as he could till he neared the edge of the farm. 

“And now, for the most fabulously notorious...” Naya’s voice reached him, and he smirked at the sound. But Regan pushed down the warm feeling rising in his chest. Silibus and Beranil had already slipped past and entered the house. 

He closed his eyes and held his breath, bracing himself for the final sprint. 

“... And presenting... the first—” 

Regan shot across the wide clearing between the cornfield and the side of the house. He went round the edifice and through the vegetable garden in front, slowing as he reached the front door. Silibus and Beranil had left it slightly ajar. 

Slipping in and shutting it quietly behind him, Regan made his way down the dimly lit corridor and into the kitchen, arriving just in time to exit through the back door with his sister and friend. 

He smiled at the surprise on his mother’s plump face as she clasped her cheeks at the sight of them running to hug her. 

“Aww!” She choked back her tears. “You’re all so filthy. What have you been up to?” 

They all chuckled but dared not say. And from the gleam in her eyes, Regan wouldn’t have been surprised to find out she knew exactly where they’d been. But his mother only smiled as she struggled loose from their grasp and led them into the kitchen. “You all go get cleaned up,” she said, “and I’ll have food on the table by the time you’re done.”
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Chapter 3
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Zoran stared after the pair, bewildered by what had just taken place. Finally, he looked round and shook his head, then made to continue his journey when he noticed something on the ground between the trees, where Sexa and his mother had stood. 

“What the... Well, how about that?” He smiled and bent to retrieve the items. 

Wrapped in an old cloth was a roasted piece of meat, and beside it, a full waterskin and a dagger with a black blade. For a moment, Zoran thought to go after the pair, but that moment didn’t last long. He dropped to his knees as his hunger pangs took over and, in a few minutes, all the meat and water were gone. 

Zoran sat, folding his legs beneath him. He twirled the blade in his hand, examining it. “Black diamond? Who would’ve guessed she’d have one of these?” He sheathed it in his boot—it fit perfectly. Zoran grinned, strapping the waterskin to his waist and checking his compass before continuing his journey.

After walking another day and a half, the tinge of brine in the air told him he was close to the coast, and by the end of the second day, he could hear the crashing waves of the Diamond Sea. 

When Zoran reached the edge of the forest, he followed the line of the trees, keeping to the vegetation until the space between it and the water’s edge widened considerably. He finally sat to rest, retrieving the map and reading it again. When he settled on his next direction, he put it away and took out the locket once more. 

“All this trouble for you, huh?” he said, “You really worth it?”

He slipped it beneath his top and, sighing heavily, made his way towards the sea. He looked up and down the shore, then scanned the skies for any sign of dragons. As far as he could see, he was alone. Zoran breathed a sigh of relief and stared out over the water, losing himself in his thoughts. 

“Are you going to jump in at some point? Or do you just plan to stand there till you get caught?” 

Zoran spun round so fast, he felt dizzy. 

Sexa stood, arms wrapped about his mother’s leg as she stared smugly at Zoran and said, “So...” 

He tensed at the sight of her. “You!” 

“Me.” She pouted. “If you really are running from Worra, and you genuinely do have any intention of staying alive, I think you’re going to have to come up with a better plan than standing around out in the open, waiting for someone to find you.” 

She came to stand beside him, looking out over the water, Sexa still gripping her leg. “It really is beautiful, isn’t it?”

Zoran relaxed. “Yes, it is.” He turned to watch the waters glistening orange as the colour faded from the west. “Thanks... For the food.” 

She looked at him, her raised brow the only sign she was slightly perplexed, and Zoran guessed he might have got it all wrong. 

A giggle from below cleared the air of any confusion. 

Sexa smiled up at him, an arm wrapped around his mother’s leg while he sucked on the index and middle finger of the other, red eyes twinkling with delight. He looked to his mother, then back to the man. 

“I think he likes you.” She ruffled Sexa’s hair. “Good boy, Sexa.” 

Zoran bent a knee, staring into the glowing face of the child. “Thank you, Sexa.” He watched a wide smile spread across the boy’s little face. 

Sexa glanced at his mother excitedly, then patted Zoran on the head. “Good boy, Zoran.” Smiling, he looked up at his mother for approval. She nodded, and he squealed with delight, clinging to her in a world of total bliss. 

Zoran cleared his throat. “So... A fugitive too?”

She shook her head. 

“Scout?”

“I don’t work for Worra.” Her voice remained level. 

“No love for the Queen then?”

“I wouldn’t go that far.” She turned back to the water. “Let’s just say I like living on the wild side.”

He grunted. “Wild side’s no place for a kid.”

“You’re entitled to your opinion.” She looked down at Sexa and rubbed his head as he watched the light dance on the water. “We’re doing fine.”

“For now...”

“For now.”

Zoran shrugged. “Food is easy, but still, it isn’t safe out here even if you’re Droconian. And especially one with...” He leaned slightly, peeking at Sexa.

“Sexa and I are just fine.”

“But you know there are—”

“We’re fine!” She clicked her tongue, sighing. “We have our ways.”

He nodded as he pursed his lips. “What are you doing here anyway? I thought the Droconian don’t go beyond the heart of Murah.”

She chuckled, face somehow still staying emotionless. 

“Huh?”

“Most Droconian don’t even go near the heart of the forest.”

They looked at the sea in silence for a bit longer, then Zoran nodded a goodbye to the woman and began walking along the seashore. 

“You’ll get yourself killed if you do what I think you’re thinking of doing.” She announced to the sea. 

Zoran stopped. “Look, missy, I appreciate you trying to help me and all, but—”

“You’re heading west, aren’t you?” She pointed. “Towards the hills of Pavos. You’ll get there by morning if you travel through the night. That is, if you get there.”

Zoran turned to the woman who was still facing the sea, staring with such concentration that he thought there may be something out there staring back at her. 

“How d’you—”

“You’ll be walking right into a trap.” Her gaze shifted to him. “You’ll be dead well before sunrise.”

He stared at her, unsure how to respond. 

“Why are you running from Worra?” She gave the sea her attention once more. 

“Why are you helping me escape?” 

She shrugged. “Bored, I guess.”

He raised a brow. “Bored?”

“Do you want my help or not?”

“Quite frankly, I don’t know. Should I?”

The woman snorted. 

“Who are you?” He took a few steps towards her. “Why should I trust you?” 

Sexa’s mother stared for a while before saying in a pained tone, “I am nobody from nowhere, just trying to do the best I can for my son.” Zoran thought he saw a glimmer of a tear in the corner of her eye. 

“Sorry, I don’t buy that bull.” He looked down at the child who was peering at him from behind his mother. 

“I’m Sexa’s mother, that’s all that really matters.” She turned her face towards him, the glimmer replaced by anger. “Now, why are you running from Worra?” 

Zoran rocked back as the force of her words hit him. He was half tempted to run and half tempted to pull out the dagger and thrust it straight through her heart. He decided to stand still. 

“I’m waiting.” 

He breathed to calm himself. “I took something that belongs to her.” 

She cocked her head in that serpentine movement. “A thief...” She turned her face to the water. “Whatever you stole must be very important if she’s out searching for you personally. What was it?” 

He shrugged. “Nothing important.”

“You’re willing to die for nothing important?” She glanced sideways at him. 

He thought for a few moments before speaking again. “Ah! What the heck! You won’t know what it is anyway.” He tucked his hand under the collar of his top and pulled out the locket. 

The woman took a step back, eyes narrowed, and lips turned downwards. “How did you get that?” She seethed through gritted teeth. 

Zoran was surprised at her intensity and hurriedly hid the item. “I guess I was wrong then.”

“How did you get that?” The woman clenched her fists. “You shouldn’t know about that!” 

“Neither should you.”

They glared at each other until she finally closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “You aren’t from around here, are you?”

Zoran gave her a cheeky smile. “Is it that obvious?” 

She tilted her head and the emotions bled from her face. “You speak with a different tongue. Your clothes are different, and you use the human... equipment.” She pointed to his watch. “You don’t belong in Eutopia, do you?”

He shook his head slowly, not taking his eyes off her. He didn’t know what to expect, and he was unwilling to be caught off-guard. 

“How do you know where to go?”

Zoran pulled out the map, waving it in the air, then put it away again. “Plus,” he tapped the face of his watch, “north is still north.” He waited for her to speak. When she didn’t, he asked, “How do you understand me?”

She scowled, eying him carefully. 

“I mean, you’re right,” he said, raising his hands. “I’m not from here. So, how do you understand me?”

Her scowl slowly faded to a smile. “This way.” She jerked her head towards the edge of the forest. “Come with me. I’ll show you a way out of our world.” The Woman walked briskly towards the trees, dragging Sexa along. “You have to promise me one thing, thief.” 

Zoran followed, his long legs covering the distance between them with a few steps. “Promise you what?” 

“Take the locket to Sabato. I’ll take you there. There’s a Lepane named Dioohn.” She stopped abruptly between the first line of trees and turned to look him straight in the eyes. “Give that locket to Dioohn and forget it ever existed!” 

Zoran stopped too, her words ringing in his head, each one weighing a ton. “Sorry, missy, can’t do that.” He shook his head. 

“Can’t? or won’t?”

“Look, missy, I need this. I don’t even know who you are.” He gestured as he spoke. “And how d’you know about the locket, anyway? It’s meant to be a secret among the Royals!”

“And yet, here we are,” she said in a voice as cold as the briny sea breeze.

“Who are you anyway? And how d’you know a way out of Eutopia?” He glared at her, knowing he was likely not to get any answers. But no matter, he’d still try. “You still haven’t told me how you can understand me.”

She shrugged. “It’s a gift.”

The creases on Zoran’s forehead deepened, and he took a step back. “Only the Royals have that gift.” The woman’s expression remained unreadable. “Who are you?” 

“You ask too many questions,” she hissed. “I’ll show you a way out if you promise to give the locket to Dioohn.” She turned to walk on. 

Like hell he’d let her walk away without giving him any answers. Zoran grabbed her arm. “No,” he said, pulling her back. “Not without the truth. You’re Droconian. You can understand me, you know a way out of Eutopia, and you have a Black diamond?” 

Sexa whimpered somewhere below, but Zoran carried on. “You’re a Royal, aren’t you? Why would you send me to a Lepane? Show me a way out instead of turning me over to your Queen?”

“Worra is not my Queen.” Her face contorted with rage, and Zoran felt the soft skin of her arm become scaly. He immediately let go and jumped back.

“Do not tempt me, human!” Her words boomed with a regal power that sent a chill down his spine. “I am Galeina, the white dragon, mother of Sexa. And you will give the locket to Dioohn, or you will die.” 

She turned and walked into the Forest of Murah.
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Chapter 4
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A hungry Regan sauntered into the kitchen, tired from the day’s excitement. He had been the last in turn to get washed, and everyone was already seated at the table, waiting for him. 

His eyes lingered on Naya’s clean face a moment longer than necessary as he slipped into the empty chair beside hers at the end of the table. His mother smiled, serving him a bowl of soup while Silibus passed him the plate of flat bread from across the table. He took two pieces and passed the rest on to Naya. 

“Merid,” Regan breathed as he stared down at his bowl, shocked and slightly horrified to find his soup void of tomatoes.

“Regan!” His mother frowned. “How many times do I have to tell you to stop cursing?”

Beranil rolled her eyes, reaching across the table for a piece of bread from the plate in Naya’s hand. “For the hundredth time, Mother, saying ‘merid’ is not cursing.” 

“Well, I don’t care. I don’t like it. He needs to stop saying it.” 

Regan brought his hands together in a silent apology. “But my tomatoes, Mother?” 

She dropped the ladle in the pot. “No tomatoes tonight, my love.” His mother headed towards the unlit fireplace, where she discarded the empty pot in a large basin against the wall, then exited the kitchen. 

Regan looked round the table at everyone else’s bowls. They all had no tomatoes. He noticed the others glancing round, each not wanting to give voice to the question they all wanted to ask. So Regan shook his head. “Guess we’d better eat up before the soup gets cold.” 

He finished his meal quickly, then went looking for his mother. 

Regan found her in the front garden, looking out down the winding dirt path leading away from their cottage. “Mother,” he said, voice pulling her back from whatever thoughts she had been lost in. “What’s the matter?” 

“Don’t sneak up on me, child!” She wiped her cheeks hurriedly as she said, “You scared me half to death! Why aren’t you at table?” His mother turned to him, nose as red as the beets growing near her feet, clearly hoping he hadn’t noticed her tears. 

“Why are you crying?” 

“Crying? Oh no, I wasn’t crying.” She feigned laughter. “It’s... it’s nothing to worry about. You know how the change of seasons gives me these allergies, especially when it’s close to the next moon and—”

“You’re clearly crying.” Regan shook his head. “What’s going on, Mother? You’ve been missing meals? And now, no tomatoes?”

She sighed. His mother glanced behind him, through the front door he had left open, then said, “It’s nothing to worry about, Regan.”

“Yes, it is, Mother. I’m worried about you.” 

“Well, you shouldn’t be.” She shook her head, frowning.

“You know you don’t have to keep hiding things from me. I know things haven’t been easy recently. Honestly, ever since father died...” He pursed his lips at the memory. “Naya told me since the incident at the border last season, the villagers would rather not trade with us.”

“Naya told you that?” His mother chewed on her lower lip, turned towards the road, then turned back to him, almost as though she were confused about what to do or say next. “As your mother, it’s my job to protect you.”

“Protect me from what?” 

“Life!” She gestured abstractly, and a tear ran down her cheek as she said, “It’s my duty to protect you from life.” 

“Life happens to all of us, Mother. You can’t protect me from it. You can’t protect anyone from it. Someday, I’ll go off on my own. Beranil will too. She’ll come of age soon, and you know she’ll have to—”

“I know!” 

“You’re not going to be able to protect her from every danger or problem that comes with—”

“Well, at least I can try, Regan!” She clenched and unclenched her fists. Clearly, she still didn’t want to broach the subject of Beranil’s future.

“But don’t you see it’s not working? She’s turning sixteen! I’m almost seventeen! We aren’t children anymore! You should be able to trust us. And even if you can’t, trust that you raised us well enough to handle whatever life throws at us.” 

His mother clicked her tongue, folding her arms across her chest and pouting as she looked away. Then she looked back at him and said, “I hate it when you talk like that.”

Regan smiled. “Why were you crying? And why didn’t you have some soup with us?” He folded his arms—his ultimate sign of obstinacy—and waited for her answer. 

His mother’s eyes grew wet, and almost instantly, his began to well up. But he stared her down. 

Finally, she sighed in defeat, wiping a tear away as she turned back to look out over the dirt path leading down the hill. “Your great grandfather is sick.” 

A pang of fear burned in his chest. “Old Pops?”

“Yes,” she whispered, then clicked her tongue. “Stubborn old fool. I told him to come stay with us. He refused. I can’t keep sending him money and medicine. We barely make enough to sustain ourselves as it is.” She paused to wipe her nose on her sleeve. “We need more money.”

“Have you asked Granda for—”

“No!” She stomped a heavy boot in the soil. “No. I’m not asking for his charity. We can do this without him.” 

“But Father would have—”

“I said no!” She turned to him, face streaming with tears as she said, “We will find another way! Find work or trade in other villages if we have to.”

“But if Old Pops is sick and we don’t come up with enough money soon, he will...” Regan’s voice trailed to silence as he watched his mother cry. He considered the meaning of her words, and it only took a moment for him to understand why she was so upset, why she didn’t want them—want him—to worry.

“I’ll go,” he whispered. “I’ll look for work in the marketplace.”

“We will find a way, Regan.” 

But Regan only shook his head and smiled. “I’ll go tomorrow.”

“Regan, you don’t have to—”

“I’ll find something. It can’t be that hard. Maybe I’ll try old man Lifelo; he’ll give me work.”

“Look, Regan, it’s a bit more complicated than just finding work.” She shook her head. “With the next moon coming soon, and your age and—”

He waved dismissively. “I’m not too old for an apprenticeship. There must be someone in the village who will take me on. I’ll go to the market tomorrow and find something.” 

“You don’t understand. Your father wouldn’t want—”

“Father would want me to take care of this family. That’s what I’m doing.” His smile broadened, and he squeezed her shoulder softly. “Nothing will happen to Old Pops. We’re all going to be okay, trust me.”

His mother watched him for a bit, then flung her arms around him. “Why did you have to grow up so fast?” She pulled him into a long, tight hug before saying, “I guess I always knew this day was coming. I just didn’t think it would come this soon.”

“I’m leaving at first light. Don’t try to change my mind.” Regan embraced his mother, knowing in his heart that it might be the last time he got to do so in a long, long while. “And don’t tell Beranil I’m leaving.”

His mother pulled away, wiping her tears as she straightened up. “If you must go,” she said, “look for the one they call Dioohn. Be his apprentice. He knew your father.” The word caught in her throat and a fresh flood of tears poured from her eyes. “Your...” She swallowed. “He always talked about wanting you to study under Dioohn. Of course, I was having none of it. But I guess the stars are aligning that way.” 

She sighed, stepping back to hold him at arm’s length. “I hoped you would never have to bear this burden, but I see destiny is something none of us can hide from.” 

She reached behind her neck and unfastened a gold chain. As she pulled it from beneath her blouse, Regan caught only a glimpse of the glimmering stones on a gold locket before she hurriedly pushed it into his hand. “Give that to Dioohn. Make sure no one else knows about it.” 

“What is it?” Regan opened his palm, but his mother immediately closed it.

“If, in three days, you haven’t found Dioohn, come straight back. But if fate leads you to find him, he will tell you all you need to know.” Her voice grew stern, and she squeezed his closed palm, the locket cold within it, as she said, “Remember, Regan, no one else must know about it.”
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Chapter 5
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A slight chill crept over Zoran. He shuddered, staring up into the cloudy night sky as he listened to the crackling of the fire Galeina had lit to roast their dinner. 

“Mama,” a little voice broke the silence, “please tell us a story. The Lepane one, Mama. And the AlFhairie one too.” 

Zoran looked over to where Sexa lay. “Two stories tonight?”

“Uh-huh.” Sexa rubbed his eyes.

“No fire dance tonight, kid?”

“I’m tired.” The child shuffled closer to the fire. “Mama, can you do the Lepane story, please?”

“Well...” Galeina looked up, rubbing her chin. “Maybe just one story tonight.” 

“Oh, come on, missy!” Zoran snorted. He gestured towards the fire and the rabbit roasting on a spit. “The kid did catch us a good dinner.” 

“Are you asking for his sake or yours?”

“Does it matter?”

“After more than three weeks of hearing the same stories over and over, I thought you’d have grown tired of them.”

Zoran shrugged. “I like the thing you do with the fire when you tell them. You know, the...” He wriggled his fingers at the fire, and both Sexa and his mother laughed. 

“I’m serious. I like when you do the—” Zoran got to his feet, gesturing. “And the fire comes alive with people. And then Sexa skips round the fire, and it’s all... whoooosh. And my favourite part is when he does his fire dance.” 

He tried to imitate Sexa’s dance and stumbled, causing the child to laugh hysterically. 

“Alright, Alright.” Galeina waved. “Just one story.”

Sexa and Zoran whined in unison. 

“Come on, missy, have a heart.” Zoran returned to his seat. “You’ve been dragging me through holes and tunnels, up and down, through hills and underground and stuff. I’ve never asked you for anything. Darn. You barely even talk to me, and I’ve left you alone. Do me this one solid.” 

Galeina smiled—and the expression wasn’t lost on Zoran—as she said, “I saw you tracking the routes we took. I think a map to the way out of Eutopia is... solid enough.”

“I gave up!” He threw up both hands for emphasis. “I gave up like three days in! You were weaving through the trees and bushes, I just couldn’t keep up. If it weren’t for Sexa always coming back to get me, I’m sure I’d still be stuck in that forest somewhere.”

As he stared into the fire, Zoran frowned, resting his chin in his hand, and brushed a thumb over the cloth covering the almost-healed wound on his arm. 

The flames twisted, and his thin lips widened into a smile as the fiery people set the scene for Galeina’s story.

“The stars danced through the sky, showering beautiful lights over everything. The Great Spirits watched in awe and wonder. They spun, and dipped, and dived, and swirled, until finally, they crashed into each other with a big bang!” 

The fire exploded into a beautiful scene, and Sexa grinned.

“Out of the explosion came worlds upon worlds, some so great, they rivalled the Great Spirits themselves! The Spirits all rushed forward to claim the worlds they would rule over, each being drawn to the ones most like them. The strong picked the strong worlds, and the dark spirits picked the dark worlds. The peaceful spirits took the peaceful worlds—”

“And the stupid spirits picked Ramah!” 

“Come on, kid. That’s my world.” Zoran frowned at Sexa, and the child giggled. 

Galeina chuckled, then cleared her throat and continued. “And when everything fell silent, and all the lights faded, in the peace and quiet of the most wonderful place, the Great Spirit, Pyxis, found Eutopia.” 

The fire mushroomed upwards, and the scene changed with the tone of enchantment in her voice. 

“Pyxis discovered that Eutopia was not just any ordinary world, it was a place of magic! It was the most magnificent place. It had large kingdoms with vast lands, great hills, and lush meadows. She ran through the majestic forests and swam in the running streams. And she loved all the unimaginable living creatures in this world. It was the most beautiful place in existence. Eutopia was the wisest world, and Pyxis had proven she was the wisest Spirit.

“In Eutopia, the Lepane happily sailed the waves and rode the wind’s currents in Sabato, completely set on having fun.” 

Sexa snickered and turned on to his other side, staring into the fire and listening eagerly.

“The little Lepane did nothing but sail wind currents and plan all sorts of mischief, while the grown-ups worked with the elements to create beauty and give life to nature, keeping the seas and rivers in balance and ever flowing.

“These lovely friends of ours are not exactly as different as they are made out to be in the stories you’ll hear back in Windornill. They are very much like us.”

Sexa nodded, as though he were hearing it for the first time, and Galeina paused to stoke the fire and take the meat off the spit. As Zoran watched her tear off a thigh and hand it to her son, he supposed being a dragon gave her a bit of resistance to the heat. 

Sexa sat up to receive it. “They’re just like me, even though my eyes are red, Mama.”

“Yes, my darling,” Galeina said as she tore another piece and handed it to Zoran. “They are, but they have a different kind of magic. Because they’re very close with nature, they’re the strongest of the elementals. That’s how they keep everything in balance, because their hearts are pure, and they live lives of honesty and love.”

“Is that why they can’t have red eyes, Mama?” Sexa tossed the fleshy, barely eaten thigh into the fire and moved to rest his head in his mother’s lap.

Zoran’s ears perked at the question. It was the first time the child had asked it. 

“Well...” Galeina chewed on her lip as she decided how to answer. “Well, it’s a bit more complicated than that, Sexa. Your eyes may be red, but you have the purest heart I’ve ever seen. And I’ve seen a lot of hearts.”

Sexa giggled at the pun. 

“Should we stop here?” his mother asked. 

The child shook his head, and Zoran smiled in silent gratitude.

“Alright. Where was I? Ummh... Lepane live in cottages with crop gardens in the front, and some have got farms running for leagues round the back. Because violence isn’t really a part of their nature, Lepane don’t eat meat.”

“Yes,” the child squeaked. “They love peppermint tea, and flatbread, and roast onions, and peppers, and tomatoes. Big, juicy tomatoes!” 

Galeina smiled and started again, “The peaceful Lepane own the lands to the sou—”

“South of the old oak tree!” Sexa squealed.

“Yes, that’s right.” And the tenderness in the woman’s response was enough to melt Zoran’s heart. “The land south of the old oak tree, with flowing streams and waterfalls, grasslands and hills, all the way down to the Gingerdale River, which forms the border with the Forelands.”

“Tell us the AlFhairie one, Mama!” Sexa hopped to his feet and danced round the fire. “The AlFhairie one too, please tell us.” 

Galeina chuckled. “Alright, darling, but you’ll need to go to sleep after this.” 

“Alright, alright, I will,” he promised. 

Zoran could tell Sexa had not fully understood the terms of their agreement and would most likely kick up a fuss when it was time to sleep. Galeina seemed to pick up on that also but decided to carry on. 

“The magical world of Eutopia is home to the AlFhairie. Now, you don’t come by them every day, and they are very reserved and secretive. Some are stunningly beautiful, with the lightest grey eyes you’ve ever seen...” Galeina whispered, eyes twinkling with the memory of something far away. “Eyes so light, they look almost transparent.” 

Sexa ahh-ed and sat beside his mother. He yawned and rested his head in her lap once more. Galeina absentmindedly stroked his hair as she carried on. “Their skin glows sometimes, bringing a little light to dark places they enter.”

“Unlike the Lepane people, AlFhairie are built for war. They are strong, and graceful in all that they do. But they never back down from a challenge, and they’re always bound by the promises they make. They’re like us also... a lot like us...” She drew herself back from the memory she had wandered into. 

“Their magic is different though. They are skilled healers and mentalists. They protect and bring peace to all the living creatures in Eutopia. Theirs is a great responsibility...” Galeina chuckled, and a thin smile spread briefly across her face. It was gone as quickly as it had come. 

Sexa yawned loudly, and Zoran knew his favourite time of the day was fast approaching its end. 

“AlFhairie are very honourable,” Galeina said, lowering her voice, still stroking Sexa’s hair. “They feel very deeply also, so try not to hurt them.” She paused to stare at the scene in the fire, then said, “They live in Muriel. Do you remember how to get there?” 

“Uh-huh. About thirty leagues south-west of the Forelands.” Sexa yawned again. “Over the Brume Peaks. Or go south of Murah, over the Garua.” 

“Good, my darling. Never forget that.” 

“Alright, Mama.” 

“AlFhairie love music. They love to dance and dance all night.”

Zoran watched as Galeina pulled her sleeping son into her arms and cradled him. Story time was over. He lay down also, letting her sit in silence as they watched the AlFhairie twirling merrily in the flames. 

Tonight, he’d dream of sailing Lepane and dancing AlFhairie. He wanted to believe the stories to be true, wanted to one day travel all the lands and see all the people.

Zoran smiled. “One day...” He clutched the locket beneath his shirt, closed his eyes, and drifted to sleep.
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Chapter 6
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Regan sighed with relief as the heavy pack slid from his shoulder. Wiping the sweat off his forehead, he sat and leaned his back against the tree trunk, grateful for some shelter from the heat of the afternoon sun. He shut his eyes and tried to gather his thoughts. 

Regan found he hesitated, giving himself any reason—from resting for strength to cross-checking the contents of his pack—to delay his entry into Brod. 

He’d often wondered why his father had chosen a remote spot on the border of Sabato, a few leagues out, to plant their corn farm and vegetable garden. His was the closest domicile to the Gingerdale river, and most Lepane stayed away from the river, knowing it and the Mischief Meadows were the only things that separated Sabato from the Forelands and Muriel. 

Crossing the Gingerdale river wasn’t a hard feat, especially for the AlFhairie, and the Lepane would stand no chance against them if they ever did invade. So, despite the peace treaties, wise Lepane left the border well alone. 

Regan had often asked why they didn’t move to the village, but his mother’s answer always remained the same: We have to be brave, my child, or our people will not survive. 

This made no sense to him, but it was an answer, nonetheless. He had speculated that it had something to do with the river, or maybe more to do with the meadows, but had eventually given up trying to discover what made their home so special that it had to be situated so far off from everyone else’s. 

He inhaled deeply, watching a middle-aged man pull a cart in the distance. He was out of time and had to enter the village. This wasn’t the greatest challenge before him though. Regan’s greatest challenge lay in finding Dioohn. 

He knew Brod well enough. He knew its busy streets and small marketplace filled with overpacked stalls he had visited many times to sell corn and buy supplies. He knew the people of the village, the baker, the tailor, the ale sellers, and fortune tellers. He knew where to find the farmers and cobblers and even the odd traveling salesperson, but not once had he ever heard of the one called Dioohn. 

Kayle would know. 

His thoughts shifted to his friend. 

It had been a while since he had seen Kayle. And with this newfound freedom, Regan considered it wouldn’t hurt to search for him. After all, he had three days to find Dioohn. It would probably be easier finding Kayle and having his friend help him look. But he’d have to find Kayle first.

“The marketplace...” He sighed, deciding he would start there, asking if anyone had seen his friend and, hopefully, Kayle would help him find Dioohn. 

Regan stared into the sky for a long moment as his mind filled with more thoughts of Kayle. Then he stood, strapped on his pack, and headed back on the dirt path into Brod. 
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KAYLE WAS PERCHED ON the large sign boulder outside the village marketplace, auburn curls blown wild by the wind, set aflame with the late afternoon sunlight. 

Clad in black, he sat cross-legged and fiddled with a tiny wooden plaque, bony features so tight with concentration that Regan had to wave an arm over his head in a series of wide arcs to get his friend’s attention as he approached. 

“It’s been a while, Kayle!” Regan greeted cheerily from about four feet away. “You’re just the person I was looking for.” 

“Hmph.” Kayle tore his brown eyes from the object in his hand, scanning Regan from head to toe. “I see you’ve got taller.”

“I see you haven’t.” 

“I’m still the better looking.”

“Hmmm, I’m not so sure about that.”

“I’m sure your sister would disagree.” 

Regan frowned at the joke but said nothing. 

Kayle slipped the plaque into his pocket and smiled, groaning loudly as he stretched his arms out, then asked, “How is she?” He slid off the boulder, black cloak swaying with each staggering step he took towards Regan. Kayle tapped Regan on the shoulder as he passed.

“Did you travel or something?” Regan asked as they continued down the path into the marketplace. 

Kayle shook his head. “Been busy.”

“Anything interesting?”

Kayle shrugged. “Not really,” he said, slowing his pace as they neared the first couple of stalls. He scanned the stalls and their keepers, then said, “This way.” 

“Huh? Oh.” Regan followed as they turned off the path, on to a carpet of grass, away from the market. “So, what’s kept you so busy that you haven’t shown up for such a long while?”

“I don’t know. Just stuff.”

“Stuff like?”

Kayle shrugged again, as though it were some universal answer to every question asked. “Stuff. It’s complicated.”

“Why are you being so weird about answering?”

“I’m not. It’s just hard to explain.”

Regan grunted, then turned to look back at the market. His heart lurched when he caught sight of large barrels lining the back of a small wooden stall. “Look!” He pointed to the stall-keeper. “It’s old Lifelo!”

Kayle stopped, grinning as he too watched the bespectacled old man waddle round the back of a stall to where he had arranged several large barrels of potatoes. 

“We should go over and say hello.” Regan was already on his way before Kayle had the time to respond. His friend grunted, then shrugged and followed. “Hey! Old Lifelo!” he called as they approached. 

The man turned, furry face flushed with surprise. He pushed his oversized glasses up the bridge of his pointy nose. “Oh? Oh! It’s you two again.”

Kayle smiled and offered a wave. “How’ve you been?”

“Oh, good, good.” The man chuckled, holding his rotund belly. “I almost didn’t recognise the pair of you. It’s been what, four, five moons since I saw you together? I hope you’re not up to any mischief?”

Grinning, Regan said, “No, Lifelo, we were actually passing by when we saw you and thought we’d say hello.”

“Oh, oh. I see.” Old Lifelo adjusted his glasses. “Well, I believe it only right since I’m the one who brought you two together in the first place. You can say that was my magic.”

The boys laughed, and it filled Regan with warmth to be able to do so with his friend. Moreso, in front of Old Lifelo. 

“It wasn’t magic, Lifelo,” Kayle said.

“And you didn’t bring us together.” Regan chuckled, folding his arms over his chest. 

“Oh, oh. But it was, in fact, the hiding place my potato baskets provided that brought you both together, was it not?”

Regan shook his head. “Ummm, not really—” 

Kayle nudged him and whispered, “Let him have this one.” He bowed low to the man. “Thank you.”

“Oh, you’re quite welcome, my dear boy.” The man smiled and nodded proudly, then pushed his glasses back. “I may not have magic, but I know a magical bond when I see one. Your bond is one which transcends the normal boundaries of time and distance. It is very precious and therefore should not be taken lightly.” He wagged a finger at them. “You would both do well to remember that.”

Regan rolled his eyes, and Kayle kicked him in the shin, saying to him in an almost inaudible whisper, “Let him alone so we can get going.” 

They both nodded.

“Thank you, Lifelo.” Regan forced a smile.

“Yes, thank you, Lifelo.” 

The man nodded, then jumped, remembering something. He turned back to one of the barrels. Bending over it with much effort, his hands searched within and came back with two large potatoes. 

“Oh, oh. You might need these wherever you are headed.” Old Lifelo handed one to each of them, then turned to retrieve his glasses. 

“Why would we need these?” Regan asked as Kayle handed him his and gestured towards his pack.

“You’ll never know when you’ll need one of those.” Lifelo fitted his glasses onto his face, then clapped. “Well, I must get back to work now. Stay out of trouble and remember to take care of each other.”

They thanked him, and Regan stuffed the gifts into his already full bag. He waved them goodbye with both hands, and the boys waited till he had waddled to the front and out of sight before retracing their steps.

“I really like him,” Kayle said, taking the lead once again as they crossed into a small thicket of trees.

“Why wouldn’t you? He’s your kind of different.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“I don’t know. He’s weird, like you.” 

Kayle chuckled. “You think I’m weird?” 

“Sometimes. You sometimes say a lot of weird things about fate and destiny and the power of the elements.” Regan gestured as he spoke. “Or you behave like you’ve got some secret or something and get this creepy smile on your face when you do. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re part of those Pyxis fanatics.”

“Really?” Kayle said dryly.

“And you do weird stuff too. Like disappear for moons then just show up and drag me through creepy places like this.” He manoeuvred round a low-hanging branch. “Where are we going anyway?” 

Kayle stopped to let him catch up. Brow raised, he smirked. “Out of breath already?”

“This bag is really heavy!” Regan dropped the bag, panting.

Kayle’s lips curled up in a corner as he shook his head. “I think you’re just out of shape.”

“Oh, shut up, you lanky twig!”

Kayle chuckled, then sighed and looked up. “It’ll be dark soon. We should get going.” He turned and journeyed on, brisk steps bouncing off the soft earth and fallen leaves. 

“Going where? Hey!” Regan called after him, “Give me a moment.” He grabbed the strap of his pack and jogged to catch up. 

“I hear Beranil will soon be a woman,” Kayle said without missing a step, “How is she, really?” 

“She’s erm... alright, I guess.” Regan sighed, remembering how he had left her without saying goodbye. “Yeah, she’s... Wait. How do you know that?” 

Kayle rolled his eyes. “She’s my age, Regan. She’s bound to become a woman soon.” 

“Oh. Yeah, you’re right.” He pursed his lips. “I guess I still just see my baby sister whenever I look at her.”

Kayle grunted. “I guess. I thought you’d be a bit more excited about it.” 

Regan shrugged. “I guess I might have been if Father were here. It’s all a bit blurred, the tradition. If he were here, she’d be going to some noble house or something, you know? Her duty and all that.”

“And now?”

Regan shook his head. His tone turned sad, and his words slowed as he confessed, “I don’t know.”

Kayle just nodded. 

They turned into some bushes and came out at the bank of a small stream. 

Kayle quickened his pace, glancing back at Regan, who followed close behind him. “I see her at the marketplace with your mother. Sometimes, with Naya.” 

“Spying on her?” he teased. 

Kayle snorted. “Now, why would I do that?”

Regan snickered.  

“Did you ever tell her about me?” Kayle’s gaze darted momentarily back to him.

“How could I?” He chuckled. “I’m not allowed to even mention your name. What makes you think I could tell her even if I wanted to?”

“Fair enough.” 

“Where are we going anyway?” Regan asked, remembering his reason for leaving home in the first place. “I’m looking for someone, actually.” 

“I know.” Kayle smiled. 

“You’re doing that weird thing again with the creepy smile.” He slipped on a rock, cursing loudly as his struggle for balance was compounded by the weight of the pack he carried. “Where is this place? I’ve never been here before.”

“Most people haven’t.” Kayle glanced back at him, chuckling at his flustered expression. “Want a break? We could have dinner?” 

Regan groaned, flinging his pack carelessly as he dropped by the stream to relax to the trickling sound. He peered into the water beside him and gasped. “It’s so clear. I can see the rocks at the bottom.” 

As Regan bent towards the stream, Kayle chuckled some more and sat opposite him and folded his long legs beneath him. 

“Be careful,” Kayle said as Regan dipped his hand into the water, “it’s quite war—” 

“Ouch!” Regan pulled back, wincing. “It’s hot!” He blew on his fingers, grateful for even the slightest ease from the pain. 

Kayle shrugged and stretched out a hand. “The potatoes?” 

Still shaking his hand out, Regan reached for his bag and fished out the potatoes for his friend. “How are we... Oh.” He nodded, wrapping his fingers in his tunic. “The hot water. Clever.” 

Kayle smiled and shook his head, then bent a knee and pulled a knife from his boot. “I’m sorry about your father,” he said as he began peeling the potatoes. “I wish I could’ve been there for you.”

Regan nodded slowly. “It wasn’t your fault. It was a long time ago anyway.” Five moons ago, to be precise. But Kayle still harboured regrets for not being there.

“Still, I wish—”

Regan waved. “Don’t beat yourself up about it. I’m sure you’d have been there if you could’ve.” 

Kayle stared at him for a moment before sighing and turning his attention to the potatoes. He peeled in silence, then tied them in the edge of his cloak and lowered it into the stream. 

Regan watched his friend, considering the changes in the boy since the last time they had met. Kayle was different. Not physically, but his friend was grown, somehow. “You got some new clothes.” 

“Huh?” Kayle looked over his slightly fitted black top. It was long, and the neckline sat wide on his broad shoulders, high enough to cover his collar bones, with sleeves that ran all the way to his wrists. His bottoms were also a plain black, tucked into thick, knee-high leather boots. 

“I like the boots.” Regan nodded towards them. “Pockets and buckles. Even has those false knife handles.” He twiddled his fingers at Kayle. “Very fancy.”

Kayle snorted, pulling on one of the handles. A small knife slipped free. “Not false.” 

“Oh.” Regan watched him slip it back in place. “How many do you have?”

“Enough, I guess.”

“Hmmm. Perhaps you could lend me one?” 

“No.”

Regan scowled at him. “I’m sure you have more than a couple.”

“I’m not arming you with a blade.”

“Why? You’ve got loads! What if I got lost and needed to defend myself on this adventure you’re taking me?”

Kayle smirked. “Scream like a baby, and I’ll come find you.”

“Uuuh! You’re so cold-hearted.” 

Kayle chuckled, leaning over the stream to pull up their dinner. He stabbed a potato with his knife, then passed the other one to Regan, still padded by the cloak. 

“That cooked faster than I expected.” Regan tossed the hot ball between both hands. “You see what I mean? If I had a knife or something, I could do what you did.”

Kayle smiled and shook his head. “Eat. It’s getting dark.”

By the time they were done, the sun had almost completely set, and the sounds of night echoed all around them. Regan kept trying to convince Kayle to hand him a blade as they followed the stream on for a while, then took a sudden turn away from the water and into some nearby trees. 

As Kayle passed between the trees, Regan watched the air glimmer as though it were charged with some form of energy, and he hesitated before following. “So are you going to reconsider giving me that knife or are you just...” He gasped when he found himself in the Mischief Meadows. “How did we—”

“Shhh!” Kayle clasped a hand over his mouth and hissed in his ear.  

Regan strained his ears, and when Kayle’s hand finally slipped away, he whispered, “I don’t hear anything.” 

“Exactly.” Kayle crouched low and inched back slowly towards the trees. 

Regan did the same, a bit confused, and he barely caught sight of the sudden movement to his right before Kayle pulled out a long, black-bladed dagger and plunged it into something. Everything happened so fast, it took a few moments for Regan to process. 

Something had attacked them out of nowhere—and Kayle had stabbed it. 

As his mind readjusted, he realised it wasn’t a thing but a person. A girl lay on the ground, the shock immortalised on her bony face as her red eyes stared blankly into the dark sky. 

Kayle cursed angrily under his breath. He pulled the dagger from her chest and wiped it clean on her clothes. Regan’s knees buckled, and his legs gave way beneath him. His hands and knees hit the ground as he retched, horrified by the sight of the lifeless body. 

After a short while, Kayle said tenderly, “We have to keep going.” 

Regan tried to stand, tried to move, but all he could do was tremble in shock from what he had just witnessed. 

“It’s not safe here, Regan,” Kayle whispered. “More will be coming.” 
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Chapter 7
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The fire had died and the sky was pitch black when Zoran awoke, senses tingling with a warning of danger. He searched for Sexa and found the child cuddled beside him.

“What the...?” Zoran propped himself up on an elbow, searching for Galeina. She was nowhere. He sat up, carefully peeling away from the sleeping child, and let his eyes adjust as he peered into the night, watching for any sign of movement. 

After a short while, he gave up and lay back down beside Sexa, watching the child sleep as he stroked the boy’s blonde hair and wondered what he might be dreaming about. 

A thud and a low grunt in the distance made Zoran spring to his feet. Grasping his dagger, his eyes darted round.

“Don’t worry, Zoran,” Sexa said, still lying motionless at his feet. “Mama is making us safe. I’m here to protect you.” 

The startled Zoran sighed and glanced at the boy. “How long have you been awake, kid?” 

“Long enough.” 

He relaxed his stance, laughing internally at the thought of the child protecting him. He sat, dropping the dagger beside him. “Where’s your mother?”

“I don’t know.” Sexa opened his eyes and sat up. “But she’s making us safe. I can smell it.”

“Smell what?” 

“Blood.”

Zoran’s jaw tightened, and he tensed. His hand inched towards the dagger. “You can smell blood?”

“Yes,” Sexa said calmly, “lots of it.”

“You can smell lots of blood?” The man strained his senses, trying to pinpoint the danger.

Sexa shut his eyes and drew in a deep breath, paused for two counts, and nodded. Exhaling, he opened them. “Dragon blood.”

A chill ran down Zoran’s spine. “Dragon blood? Can you tell if they’re Dragon Shifters or regular Droconian?”

Sexa shrugged. “They all smell the same.”

“Missy!” He gasped, springing to his feet once more. 

“No.” Sexa shook his head. “Mama’s blood smells different.” The child lay back down and said, “Go back to sleep, I’ll protect you.”

“Sleep? I’m not going back to sleep, kid! There’s Dragons out there!”

“And I’ll protect you from them.”

“You’re just a kid!”

“I’m a Shifter, and you’re a human. So that makes me stronger than you.”

Zoran considered Sexa’s words. “Oh, what the heck anyway!” He sat, saying, “But if any danger comes close, tell me. Okay, kid?”

Sexa nodded. 

A brief silence followed as Zoran thought on what might be happening in the dark and on the woman that was keeping them safe. “So... your mama,” he said to the child, “she’s pretty amazing, huh?”

“Uh-huh.” Sexa smiled. “She’s really strong. And she has all sorts of magic, so she’ll be alright.”

“Huh?”

Sexa sat up. “She’s strong and she can do magic.”

Zoran’s eyes narrowed. “You said all sorts. What sorts of magic?”

“Fire magic, and water too.” 

“Your mother is a water elemental too?”

Sexa nodded, staring at Zoran as though he should already know that. But Zoran rubbed his forehead and lost himself in thoughts of who Galeina, the White dragon, really was. Sexa watched him a while longer, then lay down again. 

They waited in silence for what felt like hours when suddenly, Zoran saw movement to his right. He jumped, clutching his dagger, but Sexa giggled and said, “It’s just Mama.” The child yawned and rolled to smile in the direction of the movement. 

Sure enough, a bloody Galeina came into view, smiling victoriously. “Good boy, Sexa,” she said as she came to sit beside the boy. She patted his head. “You kept him safe.” 

Zoran dropped to his knees, staring at this—this woman who had left her child as protection for him. 

“Don’t worry,” she said with a smile. “None of it is mine.”

Zoran shook his head, and before he could stop himself, he blurted, “How many were there?” 

“Seven. Five scouts, two Hunters.” She breathed in deeply and lay down as she exhaled. “Don’t look so surprised. I’m Droconian too.” 

“I know. But... Seven?” He shook his head. “Darn.”

“Scouts are lousy close-range.”

“Yeah, but still, missy. Two Hunters? One’s enough to wipe out a small village, but two?” He shook his head again.

Galeina smiled. “For an outsider, you sure do know a lot about our world.” 

“Well, you can thank Worra for that.” He snorted. 

The woman sighed, closed her eyes, and settled herself to get some sleep. 

“Shifter and MaLord...” Zoran mumbled under his breath. “Out here all alone...”

“I’m not alone,” Galeina whispered, “I’m never alone. I have Sexa.” 

“Who are you, really, missy?” He stared at her until she opened her eyes and sat up. 

“I already told you what you need to know. Please, get some sleep. We reach the heart of the Forelands tomorrow.”

“Huh? When did we...?” He frowned. “You never said we’d go through the Forelands.” 

“Because you didn’t need to know.”

“Look, missy, you can’t be dragging me through the most formidable place in the whole of Eutopia and not tell me!”

“Well, now you know.”

Zoran cursed under his breath. “What’s at the centre of the Forelands anyway?”

“The Kaitiaki.” She lay back and shut her eyes. “You’re going to need all your strength if you hope to survive the crossing.” 
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Chapter 8
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Regan tried to rise. 

The girl was dead. The girl with the red eyes was dead. Killed by... He stumbled, but Kayle was there, sliding beneath his arm and helping him to his feet. 

The girl was dead. They had killed her.

The passing trees and fields and even the lapping and roaring of the waves could not drown out the thoughts as he and Kayle trailed parallel to the river. And it wasn’t until stars were spotting the night sky before Regan stopped shaking and was able to walk on his own. 

“What happened?” he asked Kayle.

His friend ignored him. 

Regan stopped walking. “What was that, Kayle? What happened back there?” 

Kayle turned back to him, expression unreadable in the starlight, and shook his head before continuing on.

Regan’s voice quivered when he spoke again. “Where are we, Kayle? Where are you taking me?” He jogged to catch up to Kayle and pulled him to a halt. “Who was she, Kayle? You... you... why did you...?”

Kayle cocked his head, brow raised. “Kill her?”

“Stop!” Regan grabbed Kayle’s arm as his friend made to turn away. 

“Really, Regan?” Kayle sighed and shook off his grasp. “We need to keep moving.”

“We’re not going anywhere until you tell me what’s going on.”

Kayle shrugged. “Suit yourself.” 

“Kayle?”

“You can stay here. Or go back. Do whatever you want.” 

“Kayle!” Regan’s trepidation returned, and a fresh flood of tears streamed down his cheeks as he stepped into Kayle’s path. “You know I can’t. I don’t even know where we are. I’m stuck with you, so why won’t you tell me what’s going on?” 

Kayle sighed. “Has anything strange happened recently?”

Regan’s brows furrowed as he considered. “What does—”

“Think. Anything unusual that’s made the villagers scared or on edge.”

“There was an incident.” He slicked his hair back, and his eyes narrowed in concentration. “A girl went missing. Her body was found at the border a few days later. Some sort of animal attack or something. No one was sure what, though. Everyone got really anxious.” Wiping a hand down his face, he glanced towards the river. “They wouldn’t even trade with us after that. I don’t know if they think we had something to do with it. I mean, it’s not like we ever met her or anything. The last place she was seen was in the market.”

Kayle nodded slowly, then pointed in the direction they had come. “That girl was the animal.”

“Huh?” Regan took a step back. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, she’s Droconian,” Kayle said, “probably a Shifter. There’s a lot going on that you don’t understand, and I’m going to explain all of it to you, but right now, we really have to keep moving.”

“Where are we going?” 

“Somewhere safe.”

Regan shook his head, gesturing as he backed slowly away from his friend. “I didn’t plan to get involved in all of... In whatever this is! I left home to find someone. I thought it might be fun to catch up. Thought you might know who he is, that’s all. I don’t want anything to do with any of this, Kayle!” 

“You came looking for me. Here I am.” Kayle spread his arms, and Regan peered at the dagger, breathing in sharply as Kayle took a step towards him. 

Kayle sighed. His friend tucked the blade beneath his cloak, then held his hands above his head. “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said as he stepped closer. “You know I’d never hurt you.”

“What’s going on, Kayle?” Regan asked, slightly less terrified now the weapon was hidden away. “You... you killed someone. You don’t hurt people, Kayle. You’re kind. And fun. And you... you don’t even hurt animals. How could you... kill someone?”

“She was a Droconian.” Kayle let his hands fall. “Droconian don’t travel alone. There are more of them out there.” His gaze shifted to the darkness around them. “We need to get somewhere safe.” Regan flinched as Kayle put a hand on his shoulder. “We need to keep moving.”

“What are Droconian doing here?” Regan whispered. “How did they get here? If they’re this far out... my home? I need to go back, Kayle.” He turned and stared, unsure where to go. 

Kayle waited till Regan’s shoulders slumped and head fell before saying, “We have to keep moving. I’ll explain everything once we get to a safe place.” He squeezed Regan’s shoulder, then turned and walked on, keeping to the river. 

“And my family? What happens to them?”

“Did you ever make it close to the Gingerdale River?” Kayle asked as Regan fell in step beside him.

“Yes. Not many times, though.”

“Do you think they’ll go that far out without you?”

He thought hard, then shook his head. 

“As long as they stay away from the Meadows, they’ll be safe.”

Regan whispered a prayer to the Great Spirits for his family and friends. 

Kayle glanced at him, then chuckled. “I thought you didn’t believe in the Goddess and Great Spirits.”

“I guess I’m just desperate right now, okay?”

“Okay.” Kayle nodded. “They’ll be alright. I promise, nothing will happen to them... to any of them.”

“How can you promise that?”

“You followed me today, didn’t you?” His friend said with a smile. “You had no idea where I was taking you, but you followed me anyway. Because, deep down, you know you can trust me. You know I’ll never do anything to hurt you.” Kayle turned his face to Regan. “Trust me on this. They’ll be alright.”

Regan pondered on Kayle’s words as they stood in silence, listening to the sounds of the river and the wind and the night. “Where are we going?” he asked finally. 

“We’re going to meet someone.” Kayle smiled at a thought as they journeyed on. “Dioohn, actually. He’s the one you’re looking for.”

“How did you—”

Kayle waved a dismissal. “He sent me to get you. You’ll like him. He’s a bit grumpy sometimes, but he’s really great once you get to know him.” Kayle seemed to almost skip with excitement. 

“Where is he?” Regan asked. 

“In a cottage on the border of the Forelands. No one knows where exactly,” Kayle said, smiling proudly, “no one except me. He’s a Kuwaha! He opens rifts, doorways to different places!” He gestured. “He decides who uses them. Of course, there are rules and exceptions, but generally, he’s the one who decides.” 

Regan was so amazed to see Kayle this excited about anything that he barely registered what his friend was telling him. 

“And look.” Kayle flashed the dagger sheathed at his waist. “He gave me a black diamond. It’s forged with dragon fire and blood and infused with AlFhairie magic. They’re rare.” Kayle paused for breath. “I’ll become a full Kuwaha one day! I’ve said the pledge every day since I was a child. Maybe you can become one too... that is, if you want to.” He slapped Regan on the back. “What do you think?”

“I think this is the most I’ve ever heard you speak my whole life!” Regan said.

Kayle chuckled and kicked a rock in his path. It rolled a short distance and, when he reached it, he kicked it into the river.

“I’m happy for you and all, but isn’t it a bit dangerous?” 

Kayle shrugged. “Of course, it is. Many Kuwaha have been hunted and killed to gain access to the rifts.”

“So how do the Kuwaha access the rifts if nobody else can?” Regan rubbed the back of his neck, then rolled his head and tired shoulders. “And how do people come out the rifts if the Kuwaha wasn’t the one who let them in?”

Kayle slowed his pace. “Well, it’s sort of complicated. The Kuwaha have a special power that can open rifts in Eutopia, and even other worlds. It’s the gift of travel.”

“Have you been to any? Other worlds?” 

“Not exactly,” Kayle said, “but I plan to once I become a full Kuwaha. I’m still learning to open rifts. I can rift within Sabato, but I haven’t yet learnt to open ones into other lands.” He glanced at Regan. “It’s how I got us to the Meadows.” 

Regan nodded. It made sense now, how they had gone from that stream to the meadows where they had—

He shook the thought from his mind.  “Are the Kuwaha... the Kuwahas?”

“Kuwaha.”

“Are they the only ones who can... travel?”

Kayle shook his head. “But when those with the gift open a rift, it usually closes back on its own.”

“Usually?” 

“Some don’t.”

“Why not?”

Kayle shrugged. “I just know the Kuwaha guard those rifts.” He scratched his head. “I think people stumble upon them and use them. Without the Kuwaha, there’d be free passage, and it could be dangerous if the wrong people were to use them.”

They continued on in silence, each lost in thought. The Gingerdale River snaked on for much further than Regan had realised. He wondered where he might end up if he fell in and got swept away by the current. 

Probably in the afterlife. 

He took a few steps inland as he walked, putting just a little bit more distance between himself and the water. He still had so many questions, so many worries, but somehow, being close to the river always calmed him. 

“What rift is Dioohn guarding?” he asked. 

Kayle shrugged.

“How about those with the gift? Who are they?”

Kayle shrugged again. “I think they are born with it. They can’t open rifts to other worlds, though, unless they’ve been trained by a Kuwaha. That’s why they hunt the Kuwaha sometimes. And if the Kuwaha refuses to train them, then they get killed. If they ever catch one, that is.” 

Regan chuckled. “I wonder how that’d happen if the Kuwaha could just travel.”

Kayle grunted. “You’d think, wouldn’t you? But you’d be surprised how powerful some of these people are. And the magic they wield...” He whistled and shook his head. “That’s why the Kuwaha cloak and protect themselves with magic. They can’t be found unless they want to be.” 

Regan nodded, though something about that answer didn’t add up. 

Their steps fell into a rhythm, and he glanced up at the sky, at the stars that now numbered less than they had in the previous night’s sky. It would be another moon soon. He sighed, glancing at Kayle. 

It seemed only yesterday that he had found Kayle hiding behind Lifelo’s potato barrels. But that had been eleven moons ago, almost twelve now. 

Regan rubbed his palms together against the cold now numbing his fingers. “Thanks, by the way.” 

“For?” Kayle glanced at him. 

“For finally letting me in. I know you’ve had to keep your whole life a secret and, honestly, it’s been really frustrating. Especially after Father passed...” He stopped and hugged himself. “I guess, now I’m the Master of the house, I’m just worried about losing anyone else.” Regan sighed, then looked directly at Kayle. “That includes you,” he said, “I don’t want to lose you.”

Kayle’s pursed lips widened into a smile, and he nodded. 

They stared at each other until Kayle finally sighed and stepped forward to hug him. “Still want to go back and make sure they’re all alright?” 

Regan nodded. He did. He didn’t think he could have any sort of peace if he didn’t. Not after the last time he’d been out in the Meadows all night without checking on things at home.  

Kayle clapped him on the back and led the way, all the way back to the corn farm and the cottage beyond. 
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Chapter 9
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Zoran’s breathing was laboured as he struggled to put one foot in front of the other. The dense fog that enfolded them seemed almost alive. He strained to keep Galeina in view, barely making out her figure through all the grey mist swirling around him, trying hard and succeeding in separating them. 

“Missy?” he whispered, feeling it would be inappropriate to shout in such a place. He walked on, cursing as he stumbled. “Missy? Can you hear me?” 

A deep groan from the mist made Zoran stop. He listened. After a few seconds, he heard another, like something monstrous was awakening. He held his breath and crouched. 

Another guttural noise rang louder and closer. Zoran inched forward. He peered into the fog, barely able to make out anything. “Missy? Sexa?” He took one more step and the fog rolled back to reveal Sexa and his mother bound and gagged on the rocky ground. 

Zoran watched in horror as the bruised and bloodied child wept and struggled to get closer to his mother. Galeina lay still in a pool of blood formed from a deep gash in her neck. Her fixed and lifeless red eyes stared at her son. 

Sexa looked up at Zoran. He squealed beneath his gag, trying to wriggle his way towards the man. 

Zoran stood frozen as he wondered what could have captured and bound two Droconian. Sexa squealed, and Zoran jerked. He retrieved his dagger and stepped forward when another groan pierced the fog from behind where the child lay. 

They both stopped. Sexa’s eyes filled with tears as they begged for help. Zoran hesitated one moment too long. A beast emerged from the fog. Its skin was like tar, and its yellow eyes glowed as it snarled, revealing rows of jagged, bloodied, sharp teeth set in its wide jaw. 

Zoran’s heart raced, and his legs sprung to life. He ran in the opposite direction, leaving Sexa to his unfortunate fate. “Darn that, missy!” he cursed angrily as he heard another groan, and another, and another. The whole fog was coming alive with hidden things, now stirred up and reaching for him. 

His heart pounded with terror as he ran on, trying to avoid the groans and the figures in the fog. He felt dizzy and lightheaded as he spun in every direction, seeing only the white of the mist, which got thicker and denser and heavier. It squeezed in around him until he couldn’t move, couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. 

[image: image]

ZORAN AWOKE WITH A blinding headache. He groaned and tried to move, wincing at the sharp pain that ran through his body. 

“What the...? Where am I?” He squeezed his eyes closed and rubbed his temple as he tried to recall what had happened. His eyes shot open when he remembered the fog... the groans... 

“Galeina!” He scrambled to his feet, looking around him. “Wha...? Where the heck am I? 

He was suspended in a light that stretched on in every direction for as far as he could see. “What is this?” The world spun as he slowly climbed to his feet and steadied himself. 

“This is the test of souls!” 

Zoran stumbled back, startled. The voice sounded like rushing water, and it seemed to come from both everywhere and nowhere. “Show yourself!” He reached for his dagger, but his hand came back empty.

“We are right here, all around you!” The voice echoed through the light. 

Zoran spun, hoping to see someone. Or something. “Who are you?” He took a step back. “Why am I here?”

“We are the Kaitiaki, the guardians of this world. We protect it from the evils of mankind. The evils without and the evils within.”

“What the heck does that have to do with me?” He shut his eyes and listened. The voice came from everywhere, including from within him. 

“You, son of man, travel the lands in possession of a great treasure. A stolen treasure. Your heart is as black as night. You conceal your true intentions and live selfishly, blinded by desire. 

“Well!” Zoran threw his hands up. “If you know that, then why am I here?” 

“This selfishness and blinding desire pollute the hearts of men and destroy their worlds. It is this selfishness and blinding desire that we protect this world from.”

Zoran’s heart beat faster, and his forehead glistened with sweat. “So, show me a way out of your world and I’ll be gone.”

“You have been judged and found guilty.”

“Guilty of what?” The light pressed in on him like a physical wall. “You can’t judge me! You have no right!”

“We can, and we have!” The Kaitiaki’s every word grew angrier, and Zoran tried to run, but his legs sunk into the light. “You were tested. You proved the evil in your heart when you left the child to die!”

Zoran was sunk down to his knees now. “You don’t get it! I have to get back to my daughter! She needs me!” He struggled futilely.

“You left the child to die!”

“I couldn’t save him! That thing killed his mum! And she’s a Shifter. I had no chance against it!”

“You left the child to die!” The words rang out repeatedly, each time more furious, and the light got hotter. 

Zoran cried out in pain as he sank down to his waist. “I’m sorry!” He waved in surrender. “I should’ve tried to help the kid. I was selfish! And a coward. Hell, I was scared, and I ran! But that doesn’t make me evil!” 

“You left the child to die!”

Zoran wiped the matted hair off his sweaty face. “No. You don’t get it! I just want to get back home to my daughter! She’s alone, and she needs me! That doesn’t make me evil! I’m just trying to find a way out of this God-forsaken place!”

“You left the child to die!”

“Come on! Gimme another chance, will you?” The words had not quite escaped his lips when his back hit the rocky ground. He groaned in pain and looked around, fear gripping him when he realised he was back in the fog. 

“You will now see your heart as it truly is. Whoever dies in the fog dies forever.” The voice echoed and died out. 

Zoran stood and dusted himself off. “This damned place and all its magic!” He limped through the thickness for what felt like hours, barely able to see more than a couple of feet ahead. Suddenly, he heard a whimper.

“Kid?” He remembered the beast and swallowed hard, silently inching forward. Just like before, the fog cleared, and Sexa and his mother still lay bound and gagged.

“Kid!” He ran up to the child and knelt to turn him. Sexa stared lifelessly at Zoran, the same pleading look frozen on his pale face. 

“I’m sorry, kid.” A lump formed in Zoran’s throat. He might have been able to save the child. “You kept me safe and all. I said I’d protect you, but when it mattered most...” He closed his eyes, unable to finish. 

Zoran heard a muffled cry and jumped to his feet, immediately reaching for the dagger in his boot. He cursed when his hand came up empty again. He looked down and saw one beside Sexa’s body.

“Just my luck!” He snatched it up and scanned the clearing, now noticing another bound and gagged figure not quite three feet away from Galeina’s body. 

“What the...?” His heart sank in pain. “Jana?” 
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Chapter 10
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Regan sat watching the rays of light licking the water’s surface as the sun rose on the eastern horizon. In all the many sunrises he had watched, he had never seen the river like this. 

He plucked a blade of grass and threw it sideways at Kayle. His friend smiled, watching him guide it on a breeze before letting it float gently to the ground. It was about all he could do besides sailing on the wind. 

A feeling of warmth swelled in his chest, remembering times he had snuck out to meet Kayle and how they stayed up all night, talking about adventures they wished they’d have together. 

“I’d really love to go with you on your journeys one day,” Regan had said to Kayle once as they had watched the sunrise. “Maybe we could trade places.” 

It had been a dawn very much like this, in that very spot, although the water did not look nearly as magical then as it did now. Kayle had chuckled at the statement then. 

How different life had been, how sheltered he had been, and how simple everything had seemed. He’d had a home, a family, friends, work, everything he could have ever needed. He hadn’t stopped to consider that trading places would mean giving all of that up. 

How naive. 

He had got what he wanted, and now he realised he had never truly understood what he was asking for. Kayle’s stories had been filled with journeys that had brought his friend very close to death many times, stories of how his friend had to best enemies and even kill some. These had sounded like tall tales under the moonlight. 

The feeling of warmth turned cold as Regan’s thoughts drifted to the dead Droconian girl lying somewhere in the Meadows. They hadn’t been tall tales. A part of him had always known, but deep down, he had wished they were made up. Or at least exaggerated to impress him. 

Regan wanted desperately to believe that his best friend would never hurt another person, that there had to be some other sort of explanation to everything. But after witnessing the ease with which Kayle had killed the girl and the lack of remorse at taking another’s life? Perhaps he didn’t know his friend as well as he had thought. 

He thought about the many nights he had sat with Kayle on this riverbank, behind his father’s farm, how Kayle had tried to teach him to defend himself and how they had shared stories, dreams, hopes and plans. 

I wish I could go with you one day...

Regan heard the ghost of his younger self pleading with Kayle to take him along, offering to give up anything to go with his friend. They had set a date and parted with the promise that Kayle would take him along on the next journey. 

He had readied his sister and two friends on the promised night, and while the world slept, the four had snuck out to the riverbank, bursting with delight at the thought of going on an adventure. They had waited all night, but Kayle hadn’t come. They had sat and watched the dawn—another dawn almost like the one he now looked upon—then had crept back into bed, tired and disappointed, not realising that their lives had been changed forever. 

Regan took a deep breath, held it for as long as he could, then slowly released it as he let himself remember. It was the night his father had died. 

Had Kayle known? 

Kayle hadn’t shown up for a while after that, not to the market, the meadows, the burying, or the house. He’d thought he caught glimpses of his friend every once in a while but had convinced himself it was only his imagination. 

Until three moons ago, when Kayle had found him in the marketplace. His friend had warned him to stay away from the river, and to be careful not to get close to any of the villagers, then had disappeared again.

He glanced at Kayle. Though he hadn’t seen his friend again up until now, Regan knew Kayle had always been there, had always been watching. 

Kayle sighed and leaned back on his hands, eyes closed and face tilted to the sky. He breathed in the morning air, then smiled. “It’s a pity they didn’t get to see this one. I’m sure they’d have loved it.” He pushed himself up to his feet and dusted his palms. “Let’s get going. We’ve wasted enough time.”

Regan glanced once more towards the corn field and the home he knew lay beyond, where he had not so long ago watched his mother and sister sleeping soundly. He stood too. 

They followed the river, side by side, Kayle now fulfilling his promise of so many moons ago. 

Be careful what you wish for... Regan remembered his friend’s warning. He had wished for it, and his wish had come true. The life he once knew was now over, and he only had himself to blame. 
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Chapter 11
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Zoran rushed to her and cut her bonds. 

“Dad!” She trembled, crying as she embraced him. “It’s coming back.”

Zoran tried to still her, but she kept thrashing and grabbing at him. His tears cascaded as his heart broke for her. “We have to get out of here, Jana. We have to leave now!” 

He lifted her to her feet and wrapped his arm about her waist, slinging hers over his shoulder as they hobbled away from the clearing, from the bodies, from the creature he knew was coming for them. 

“There’s no way out, Dad!” She limped alongside him. “There’s no way out.” 

The familiar groan pierced the fog from behind them, and Zoran cursed as he slipped out from under her. “Keep moving.”

Sobbing, Jana collapsed to the ground. “My leg is broken,” she said, clutching her calf. 

Zoran’s brows furrowed in the tense silence that followed. She couldn’t run. “I need you to get as far away from here as possible. I’ll kill that thing.”

“No!” Jana grabbed his leg, a fresh fit of panic coming over her. “You can’t kill it, Dad! It’s too strong!”

“Do you want to die?” The words seemed to stun her, and Zoran shook her by the shoulders, saying, “Answer me! Do you?”

Shocked out of her terror, Jana shook her head. She trembled, and tears ran down her dirty cheeks. “But I can’t leave you,” she whispered, “I can’t leave you, Dad!” 

The groans increased all around them as the figure of the beast appeared in the fog on the other side of the clearing. 

Heart pounding, Zoran said, “Get into the fog! Get far away! Now!” He turned towards the clearing, knowing instinctively what he had to do. “Go! Now!” he said, then advanced towards the beast. 

Blocking out Jana’s screams and sobs from his mind, Zoran broke into a run towards the creature. He gripped the dagger tightly, bracing himself for the fight of his life. Even if he couldn’t kill the creature, he could wound it severely enough for Jana to escape. 

“Weak spot...” He gritted his teeth, thinking hard as he closed the distance. There was no way his blade would break through its tarlike skin. He cursed angrily. He shouldn’t have dropped the Black diamond. 

“Weak spot. What’s its...” A crude smile spread across his face as he glared at the yellow eyes, death’s lanterns piercing the fog. “Well, we all have to die sometime!” he jeered smugly, dancing closer to the creature but remaining out of its range. He waved and shouted, trying to get its attention. 

The creature snarled at him and stepped into the clearing.

Zoran held his breath and counted to three, slowly letting the air slip from his lungs. In an instant, he was in the air, dagger raised and aimed at its eye. It swatted him mid-flight. 

He kept hold of the dagger as he crashed to the rocky ground. Winded, Zoran jumped to his feet just in time to avoid a heavy foot crashing down on his head. 

He spat blood as he skirted towards the edge of the clearing to gain some distance and time to figure out his next move. 

The beast was much faster than he had anticipated. Its yellow eyes watched maliciously as he backed away. 

Zoran snarled. “What the heck are you?” 

It peered at him, looking into his soul, something in its eyes and the way it moved suggesting some form of intelligence. 

“What the... Can you hear me?” Zoran lowered his weapon ever so slightly, a mistake he began to regret as soon as he made it. The beast lunged, teeth bared, aimed at his neck. 

He reacted just in time for it to miss its mark. The jagged teeth buried themselves in his left shoulder, and he yelped, thrashing and kicking as the ground disappeared beneath him. 

He went for its eyes, but tarlike lids shut over them. It shook him violently, trying to rip his arm off, almost breaking his neck and back in the process.

Zoran thought fast through the pain and blood loss. He threw his weight upwards, flipped his legs around the wide neck and locked his feet together, fastening himself to the beast. Its eyes flew open, and Zoran plunged his dagger deep into one of the yellow balls.

Inky blood squirted everywhere. The creature roared, releasing Zoran as it jerked wildly. He tumbled to the ground, his dagger still in the eye of the monster. 

Zoran cursed profusely through the howls of the writhing beast, thrashing about as it struggled to dislodge the dagger. Gasping, he squeezed his eyes shut and rolled onto his side. He opened his eyes. A pair of red eyes stared back at him. “I need a ...” He searched Galeina’s clothing through her binds.

Nothing. 

The creature had successfully dislodged the weapon and now searched the clearing for its prey.

“She must’ve had one somewhere!” Frantic, he searched her boots. “Nice one, missy!” He grabbed the two daggers and flung himself out of the way as he heard the charge from behind. It missed him by more than it should have. 

Zoran smiled with renewed hope and got to his feet. “Well, this could just be my lucky day!” 

The creature spun towards him, malice oozing from its one good eye. 

Zoran stared at his left arm, which was all but useless now, barely holding on to the dagger. He needed a plan. He squeezed the weapon in his other hand, lifting it defensively and digging his heels into the ground as he prepared for the next attack.

“Well, here goes nothing!” 

The beast charged again, and he leapt at it, driving his left arm into its open mouth. He pressed the dagger down as hard as his arm could, lodging it in the creature’s throat. 

He flung his weight around the creature, throwing himself unto it’s back and locking his legs tightly around it in the same motion. He jabbed the second dagger into its right eye, pushing it deep into its skull. 

Zoran’s scream was deafening as it closed its jaw, and pain exploded in his head. His left arm ripped right off his body, blood splattering everywhere. He slipped off the beast as it jerked and stumbled, roaring and raging against a fate it could not escape. 

He lay on his back, unable to move or speak. He was dying, but the creature would die with him, and Jana would escape. His vision blurred, but he could hear the sounds as it struggled blindly with the daggers in its throat and eye. It was only a matter of time before it collapsed and died. He’d just have to wait it out. 

He smiled at his victory and let his mind drift away from the pain, away from the blood and death, to happier times.

[image: image]

GALEINA STARED AT ZORAN’S still body. Sexa sat beside him, face wet with tears.

The man had been this way for several days now. The Kaitiaki would test him to the very core of his being, and after a long fight, Zoran would give in and lose. 

He would have to face his inner demons, kill the beast that lived within him, or the Kaitiaki would kill him. This was the purpose of the Kaitiaki, to cleanse the hearts of whoever wished to enter the heart of the Forelands. 

That’s how we’ve survived, Galeina thought, when we’ve been through the tests of the Kaitiaki and made it out alive, we’ve stayed in the Forelands. It’s become our home, given us a place to belong and a reason to live. 

She couldn’t imagine the pain or fear Zoran would experience in his test, but she knew he wouldn’t survive. She had known from the moment she met him—his heart was filled with darkness. She had led him to the Kaitiaki, knowing he would never survive the crossing. 

Galeina watched her son cry for the man sweating profusely on his deathbed, face contorted from the torment he was facing. Pangs of guilt stabbed at her heart as she realised she didn’t want him to die. No, she just wanted to protect Eutopia. 

Zoran was an outsider, a human, and he knew too much about their world, about them. He knew enough to steal the locket but too little to understand the danger he was bringing upon their world. 

He was a human. A liar and a thief who knew and loved nothing more than himself and his own. She had encountered his kind before and had learned through the pain and destruction they had wrought on her world never to trust a human again. 

She would endure this sight and, if the Kaitiaki didn’t deem him worthy to be trusted with Eutopia, she would watch him die. 
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Chapter 12
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Regan didn’t know how far Kayle had led him, but after following the river all morning, he was sure he was a long way away from the life he knew. 

“So,” he said to Kayle, “remind me again why you haven’t just opened up a rift at the cottage?” 

Kayle laughed. “Master Dioohn’s home is protected. We can’t just rift there. Actually, I don’t think anybody can. Even he doesn’t rift to or from it directly.” 

Compared to Regan’s tired steps, Kayle almost skipped along the riverbank. “No more secrets... no more lies,” Kayle thought out loud. 

“Huh?” Sleepy and uninterested, Regan glanced at his friend. 

“Nothing,” Kayle muttered. “Just thinking.” 

They walked on, Regan lost in thoughts of who they were and would be now they were embarking on this new journey together. 

“Regan...” Kayle stopped abruptly, and Regan bumped into him. 

“Huh? What?” He steadied himself and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “What’s going on? Why did ...?” His heart stopped as he followed Kayle’s petrified gaze. “Beranil!” 

Although a distance away, Regan recognised his sister. Her long black locks blew in the gentle breeze, and her face glistened with tears. He bolted for her.

As he did, a pair of hands grabbed his arm mid-flight and pulled him back in time to save him from collapsing into the hole in the ground that had suddenly appeared beneath his feet. His pack wasn’t so lucky. He and Kayle landed in a confused heap as he wrestled to break free.

“Regan!” Kayle tried to get a good hold on him. “Regan, calm down!” 

Regan punched his friend hard on the side of his head, destabilizing him long enough to free himself. He scrambled to his feet to start after his little sister, but she was gone. 

“Beranil?” He stared into the distance, heart and mind racing frantically as he searched for her. “Beranil!” 

“She’s not there,” Kayle said calmly, a hand on his hurting head as he came up beside Regan to place a hand on his shoulder. “It’s just an illusion, Regan.” 

“What do you mean just an illusion?” 

“Remember how I told you the Kuwaha can’t be found unless he wants to be?” 

Regan’s eyes narrowed as he turned to face his friend. Slowly, he nodded. 

“Well, that,” Kayle gestured to where Beranil had been, “is his way of keeping unwanted people away.” 

His friend’s face was unreadable. This turned Regan’s worry to rage. “That was my sister! My little sister! What is she doing here?” 

“She isn’t here, Regan.”

Regan grabbed Kayle by the collar. “Is this some sort of twisted joke or something?”

“Regan.” Kayle’s expression turned cold, and his voice sent a chill down Regan’s spine. He immediately let go and took a step back, remembering the eyes of the dead Droconian girl. 

Suddenly feeling weak and vulnerable, all the energy drained from Regan’s body, leaving him to experience the full extent of his fatigue. He slowly dropped to his knees, wondering what he had managed to get himself into. He tried in vain to fight the tears of frustration that filled his eyes. 

Kayle waited, then knelt in front of him and pulled his head onto his shoulder. His friend held him, letting him cry for what seemed like an eternity. 

“The test shows you your greatest fear,” Kayle said finally. “It tricks you into acting out before thinking. If I hadn’t stopped you, you would have died.” He stroked Regan’s hair. “I’m sorry you had to see that.”

“Why?” Regan sobbed, “Why would it show Rani?”

His friend squeezed him and said, “It was my test. My deepest fear.” 

Regan looked up at Kayle, surprised to see tears in his brown eyes. And for the first time in a long time, Regan felt like they were two little boys again, hiding behind a barrel of potatoes in the market, hiding from the world, hoping no one would find them. “Why is Rani your deepest fear?” he asked quietly.

“It’s not her,” Kayle whispered, and Regan saw vulnerability in his friend’s face—in his eyes. “It’s the thought of her being in trouble and not being able to help her.” 

Regan tried to hide his confusion as he placed his hand gently on Kayle’s shoulder and asked, “Why?”

“Because...” Kayle sighed, then whispered, “I’m not who you think I am.” 

Regan chuckled. “That much is obvious.”

Kayle’s responding smile was sad. He said, “I’m serious Regan, I’m not what you think I am.” 

“Kayle.” Regan squeezed his friend’s shoulder. “It’s ok. I know you keep secrets, and I understand. Your life is very dangerous, and you need to stay safe.” He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I know I still don’t know much about you, and I’ve come to terms with that. I mean, with us being stuck together, I don’t really have a choice but to trust you.”

He patted Kayle’s head and stood, extending an arm in an offer of aid. An offer of friendship. “Besides,” he said, “I know you care about Rani. I mean, she’s my little sister, and you’re my best friend. I’d be worried if you didn’t. Anyway, I’m glad you do. It just means you’ll want to protect her as much as I do.” 

His friend took his arm and let Regan pull him to his feet. And Regan might not have seen his friend in a while, but he knew the look on Kayle’s face, the emotion dancing in his friend’s eyes, as though saying, It’s not like that. That is not what I’m talking about. 

But Regan wasn’t sure he wanted to know the truth. At least, not now, not while they were still trying to pick up the pieces of the bond of friendship they had. 

So, he tilted his head towards Kayle in a boyish taunt and teased, “When she becomes a woman, maybe you might even have a shot at marrying her.” 

“That is not what he means, boy.” A voice from behind caused them both to jump. 

They spun to face the new speaker. Kayle already had his dagger in hand, ready to attack. And his friend let out a long whistle and relaxed his stance on seeing the frail-looking old man standing before them, shrouded in a black cloak. 

Regan started from Kayle to the old man. “You must be the Kuwaha,” he said, trying to sound confident as he could while struggling to slow his breathing and calm his racing heart. “Dioohn?” 

“Yes.” The man didn’t take his eyes off Kayle as he spoke, the look on that ancient face as unreadable as the one Kayle sometimes wore. 

Regan snorted at the sight. Now I know where he learnt that from. 

“I am Dioohn, your Kuwaha. You are Regan, the son of Felipe. And your sister is Kayle’s mate.”
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Chapter 13
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Galeina hugged her knees, digging her booted heels into the grassy ground. Another night in the heart of the forelands. They hadn’t moved from that spot since the human had begun his testing, and they wouldn’t until it was done. 

She had grown fond of the trespasser. 

That’s just what these humans do. Galeina looked away, tasting the bile that rose to her mouth as her stomach churned in disgust. They worm their way into your heart only to tear your world to shreds. They destroy everything they touch! They should all be removed from this world. 

There weren’t many, if at all any, humans left in Eutopia. She had made sure of it. She had vowed never to let their world once more be tainted and burned at the hands of such trespassers. And Galeina kept her vows. 

Zoran would not be the last human she would lead to their deaths. She could have killed him in the forest, but the Kaitiaki did a better job. They’d destroy him from the inside out, killing off his mind. His body would follow soon after. He was holding on to his last strands of life force. 

“What monster did you conjure from within yourself?” she whispered, hugging her knees tighter. “A monster more a part of you than you realise, Zoran.”

She rocked gently, mind drifting, when the sound of sobs drew her from her thoughts. A few feet away, Sexa sat beside Zoran’s body, watching him fight for his life, crying and hoping he would win. 

Galeina bit her lip. It broke her heart to see him like this. He had taken to the human too. Pulling herself up, she crawled across the soft ground to close the distance between them. 

She reached her son and embraced him from behind. 

His cold body trembled. 

Galeina’s heart beat wildly as she turned quickly to look into his face. His eyes, now a pale grey, were full of concentration, staring fixedly ahead as blood, like tears, leaked from their corners. 

“Sexa!” Galeina shook him violently. But her son was in a place her voice couldn’t reach. “Sexa...” 

Her tears fell as she held him tight, rocking his shaking body. She didn’t understand what was happening, but she knew Sexa would come back when he was ready and not a moment sooner. This wasn’t the first time he had entered such a trance and, each time, she had feared it would be his last. 

Each time, she had come to realise she could neither pull him out nor go in with him. She could only wait till he was ready to return... if he would return. 

“And when the darkness falls...” Galeina hummed a lullaby, singing some of the words in a shaking voice, “... follow my voice, follow me home...” 
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ZORAN’S EYES FLUTTERED open slightly as he heard a small voice say, “Don’t worry, I’ll protect you.” 

He knew that voice. It was the child’s voice—Sexa’s voice. 

The child is dead. I let him die. I don’t deserve to be protected. 

“I’ll protect you, I promise.” The voice was soothing, and Zoran leaned into its warmth, permitting himself to embrace it. 

What a lovely way to die. 
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ZORAN WOKE TO THE SOUNDS of running water and chirping birds. He breathed in the sweet smell of meadows, feeling the soft grass beneath him. He opened his eyes. 

“What the... Is this... Paradise?” He groaned, trying to sit up. He put a hand to his throbbing temple as the memories raced to the forefront of his mind. Everything began to spin. 

“Wha...?” He started to speak again and stopped. 

Through the blinding pain, he stared down at both of his hands. He moved them to make sure they worked. They did. 

Zoran forced himself to look around. “Missy?”

Sexa and his mother sat by a stream, a short distance away. His heart skipped a beat. They were still alive. Or he was dead. 

Sexa noticed him sit up. The child tugged at his mother’s arm, then jumped to his feet and ran towards him, stopping about a foot away from where he sat. His excited eyes studied Zoran for a moment, then flung himself on the hurting man. 

“I’m so happy to see you, kid!” Zoran said, unable to fight back the tears. He held the child close, stroking his head. 

“What do you remember?” 

He looked up at Galeina and shivered at the cold, spiteful expression on her face. “I—” He swallowed. “I’m not sure.” Zoran released Sexa, and the child ran off before he said, “There was a ... a monster... I killed it. Heck.” 

Galeina raised a brow, her expression softening at his words. 

“There was a fog...” Zoran rubbed his neck. “Some kind of test... the Kai... Kay...”

“The Kaitiaki.” 

“Yeah. How did you...” He paused, a frown sprawling across his face. “You tried to kill me!”

Galeina smiled. “And yet, you’re still alive. You said there was a monster?” She took a seat on the ground opposite him.

“Yes.” He rubbed his neck some more, working out the ache and stiffness. “I killed it. The thing almost... I died.” He paused again and looked round. “Am I in heaven?”

“Where?” Galeina laughed. It sounded like singing. Zoran didn’t want it to stop. He smiled and considered hearing it for the rest of his life. 

Sexa ran up to him. “Here! Here! Here!” the child shouted, dumping an armful of fruit into Zoran’s lap and running off again. Zoran picked at a cluster of grapes. 

Galeina smiled after her son, then turned back to Zoran. “Where is heaven?” she asked, the laugh still ringing in her voice. “And why would you think you’d be there?” 

“Fair question.” Zoran bobbed his head, lips puckered as he considered. “You know, you’ve got such a lovely voice. A hint of happiness, and it sounds like singing.”

Galeina blushed. “If you were in... heaven, Sexa and I wouldn’t be here.” 

He paused, grape in hand. She didn’t know. She and Sexa had died as well. He had let Sexa die. He pursed his lips. “Perhaps...” he whispered. 

“Perhaps what?” The edge of curiosity in her voice reminded him of the first time they had met in the forest. 

“Perhaps...” He stared, rolling the grape between his thumb and forefinger. “Perhaps this is my version of heaven, my place of peace.” 

“What?” She laughed again. “In a meadow with my son and I?” 

Zoran smiled as he watched her cheeks fill with colour. 

“Here!” Sexa ran back up to him with a full waterskin. “I got some water!” 

Zoran took it with thanks and almost drained it before handing it back. Then he gestured for the child to sit. 

Sexa did, leaning against him. And Zoran put an arm around the boy. “I heard your voice. Like my guardian angel. You said, ‘I will protect you.’ Thank you.” He squeezed Sexa close, and the child giggled. 

“What’s a guardian angel?” Galeina asked, smiling at the pair, taking no pains to hide that she was enjoying the bond between them. 

“Well, it’s... they are...” He thought, then said, “They’re supernatural beings... not from this world... or any of our worlds, really. They protect us and keep us safe.” 

“Like me?” 

“Yes. Just like you.” Zoran tapped the tip of the child’s nose gently, then exchanged smiles with Galeina before returning to his food. 

“I saw Jana,” Sexa said. 

Zoran froze, a sudden cold washing over him.

“Saw who?” Galeina cocked her head.

But Sexa ignored his mother’s question and said to Zoran, “She was in the fog. She was there. And she was scared. I talked to her.” The child smiled up at Zoran, who had forgotten to breathe. “She said she was waiting for you to come back.” He glanced at his mother. “She was only nine, Mama.” 

She stared, confused, from boy to man and back to boy. “What are you talking about? What else did you see?” 

Zoran’s heart pounded in his ears. 

Did the boy know? Did he see the two of them lying dead in the clearing? Would he tell his mother?

Sexa looked up at Zoran, as if reading his thoughts, then at his mother. “Zoran had his arm ripped off by the monster, Mama.”

Galeina winced. 

Zoran’s brows jumped. “You flinched.” 

“So?” She frowned. 

He wagged a finger at her. “You killed seven soldiers all on your own, but you flinched when he said I lost my arm.” He smiled. “I think you like me, missy.”

Galeina laughed. “I’m just not comfortable with my kid...” She paused, “with my child seeing that. But since you brought it up...” She kneeled and edged closer to him, then took his hand in hers. “I’m glad you’re ok.”

Something about her tone made his heart melt and his blood heat. She did care about him. 

He smiled, fighting the urge to lean in and kiss her. “Well, I sort of like you too, missy.” 

She smiled, then got up, and walked back towards the stream. Zoran watched her, grinning to himself. 

Suddenly, Sexa grabbed his wrist so tightly it made him wince. For a moment, everything was bright, then he heard Sexa’s voice in his head. 

I saw everything. 

His jaw dropped. 

I know what happened in the fog. Don’t worry, I’ll keep your secret. I’ll protect you. But we have to find Jana. I’ll help you find her, I promise. 

He let go and the light faded. Zoran stared down into the face of the smiling child, and his heart warmed at the genuineness in his twinkling red eyes. 

“Thank you.” 
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Chapter 14
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“His mate?” Regan blinked. “What do you mean she’s his mate? How can she be his mate? How can he even have a mate?”

“He can,” Dioohn said quietly, “because he is Droconian.”

Regan gasped, and his heart stopped beating for a moment as he stared in horror. Every muscle in him strained and he grit his teeth, eyes welling with a rage that left him wanting nothing but to slit Kayle’s throat. 

He turned on Kayle. “You’re Droconian? A dragon?”

“Only part.” 

“All this time? You’ve been a dragon all this time?” He clenched his fists, his jaw tense and eyes narrowed. “All this time?”

“Regan, please, I can explain.” 

“I’ll kill you, Kayle!” Regan took an angry step forward. “I swear by the moon and all the gods, I’ll slit your throat!”

“That is enough, Regan!” Dioohn looked straight at him, and he stiffened. “You were sent here to be my apprentice. Your training begins here, with knowing yourself. Only then can you truly know those around you.” 

“I know who I am!” He didn’t take his eyes off Kayle. “I’m not an orphan needing your help to find my place in this world.” Kayle winced, but Regan didn’t hold back. “I know who I am. I don’t have to lie about where I come from, where I belong.” 

Regan took another step towards Kayle. His friend took a step back, almost falling into the sinkhole he had just saved Regan from. 

“Now I know that you’re really a dragon, guess what else I know? I know a dragon killed my father.” 

Kayle’s eyes widened. 

“Yes, Kayle. A dragon. The night you promised to come back for me! You never showed up!” Regan took yet another step closer. And for the first time in as long as he could remember, his friend looked scared. He stopped, his voice calming as he locked eyes with his friend. “Was it you?” 

Kayle averted his gaze, trying to hide his tears. 

Regan’s heart sank, and a sickly feeling rose in his stomach. “Is that why you never came back?” His voice trembled with the effort it took to control himself. 

Kayle didn’t answer.

“I’ll kill you!” He hissed, eyes burning with tears and hatred. 

Kayle didn’t move, didn’t speak. 

“I’ll stab you! Right through the heart! With that black diamond of yours, just like you killed that Droconian girl!”

The Kuwaha’s eyes flickered and widened slightly. He took a step closer to the two boys. “He blames himself. He was there that night, but he did not kill your father.”

Regan turned to the Kuwaha. “What do you mean?” 

“About eleven moons ago,” Dioohn said, “a young man came to Sabato with a great treasure, a stolen treasure. That was barely a moon after your father had brought Kayle to me.” 

Regan looked at Kayle, who was staring at an invisible object to his right. 

“The Queen of the Dragons was searching for this thief. She sent many Shifters out to find him.”

Regan hissed, “What does all this have to do with my father?” 

“One of them came here five moons ago. Your father and his companions defended the border well, but it was your friend,” Dioohn gestured towards Kayle, “who killed the dragon and saved your village. It was, however, too late for your father.”

Regan looked between Dioohn and Kayle, trying to make sense of what he was hearing. “That’s a lie! I was in the meadows that night! There was no battle! No dragon! I would have seen it!”

“Indeed, you were,” Dioohn said, “but you did not see and hear the battle because it was not in the meadows; it was at the Korah’s house. Kayle tracked the dragon there and fought to protect your father and his companions.” The Kuwaha’s voice rose a notch, and his hard green eyes met Regan’s. “He blames himself because, had he not been on his way to meet you, he might have reached your father sooner and might have saved his life.”

Regan stared at the old man, a mix of confusion and dread in his eyes, the words a maelstrom in his mind. Kayle had been there, had watched his father die, had saved his village from the dragon. 

“I tried to save him,” Kayle whispered, “I tried, but I couldn’t heal him.”

“Stop!” Regan trembled. “This doesn’t make any sense! Why would my father fight a dragon? And why didn’t you tell me?” He turned to Kayle. “All these moons, why didn’t you tell me, Kayle? Why didn’t you just tell me?” 

“He could not,” Dioohn answered for his sobbing friend.

“And, where were you?” Regan barked at Dioohn. “What were you doing while my father was being killed? While a ten-mooner was fighting off a dragon? Where were you, great Kuwaha?”

“Your father was my apprentice,” Dioohn said calmly, walking towards the river. 

Kayle followed. Regan hesitated for a moment, then did the same. 

“Your father was a Prince, the youngest son of King Tafawa. He was born with the gift of travel, so he was tasked by the King to guard the villages south of the Royal City of Stotfod An. He brought Kayle to me when you found him, not because he was an orphan, but because, like your father, Kayle is also a rifter.”

“My father didn’t have magic.”

“All Royals have magic.”

Regan shook his head. “No. That’s a lie! That... that’s not possible. I would have known if he did!”

“How would you?” 

“Because he was my father!”

Dioohn shook his head. He reached the riverbank, then carried on walking on the water. Regan hesitated again, but when he saw Kayle step on the river and not sink, he followed. 

The water beneath him felt solid.

“It’s okay,” Kayle whispered, “you won’t sink. It’s safe. Just imagine you’re walking on land.”

He nodded, then looked down. Still water. He shook his head and quickened his pace to close the gap. 

The Kuwaha continued his story. “On the one hand, Kayle is a mix of both Droconian and AlFhairie, the union forging this gift within him. You, on the other hand, are a different mix.” 

Regan stopped.

“You may not be a rifter, but a gift within you is inevitable.” Dioohn stopped to look back at Regan, then continued walking, answering the unasked question. “Inowe is a Droconian Royal. Queen Worra’s twin sister. Your father was to bring you to me the night he died. Inowe promised to do so when your gifts had awoken. They should have done so by now.” He glanced back at the boy, who stared in shock. 

“I... I...” Regan stammered, “She—”

“You cannot develop a gift that has not yet manifested.” The Kuwaha got into a canoe Regan believed had materialised out of nowhere. “Your gifts will fully manifest only when you embrace who you truly are.” He shook his head and steadied the canoe for Kayle and Regan to climb in. As he spoke, he waved at the paddle and signalled to Kayle to row. “Kayle will help you with that.”

Regan folded his arms. “If you would rather not take me on as your apprentice, then send me home. I don’t want anything to do with that monster.” He glared at Kayle, who rowed silently, lost in thought.

“You are as every bit a monster as Kayle, if not more,” Dioohn said, “and yet, you owe him your life. For many moons, he has watched over you, protecting you and your family, keeping you all safe, disobeying me in the process. His lesson, or punishment, depending on how he wishes to see it, will be to train you.” He glanced briefly at Kayle. 

“He will be your master, and you, his apprentice. And as your master, hopefully, he will learn the value of obedience... or the consequences of disobedience.” 

Regan mumbled under his breath, then looked round. “Where are we going?” 

As Kayle rowed them out to the middle of the Gingerdale River, Regan’s eyes settled on a small structure far off on the water. It came steadily towards them, growing into a small cabin, worn by time and weather, balancing on four wooden legs that submerged themselves almost before they began. 

“What’s that?” Regan pointed at the structure.

“Where we are headed.” Dioohn bent over, bustling through something, then sat up and handed Regan a sack. 

“And what’s this?”

“That is everything you both need to stay alive for the next ten days, two weeks if you manage it right.”

They reached the structure, and Kayle set the paddles aside. Standing, he creaked open the door, and both boys clambered in. 

The wood groaned under their feet. It had looked a lot larger from the outside. The walls were damp, and the smell of mould saturated the small space. There was no bed, no furniture, just a bucket and barrel in the corner, right of the doorway, and an old wooden chest diagonally opposite.

Dioohn tossed a black diamond dagger into the cabin. “There will be no fighting, no bad blood. No secrets, no lies. You both need to learn to get along if either of you hopes to be my apprentice. Until then, this will be your home.” 

He rowed away, leaving the pair sitting silently opposite each other, the tension between them palpable.
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Chapter 15
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Not many days after Zoran woke, they left the spring. 

Throughout the journey to the Mischief Meadows, Sexa took it upon himself to teach Zoran about the plant and animal life in Eutopia. The child chased the Rezlins and Mullocks, telling the medicinal value of the Tedlum’s venom and the sweetness of the Greylong’s meat. 

Galeina giggled beside Zoran, enjoying the excitement radiating from her son. 

She was a very different person from the one he had met in the forest. Her hair was pulled back tightly behind her head, and her eyes had taken on a darker hue of brown, the angry fire in them replaced by a twinkle of joy. It made her face light up, highlighting the beauty in her bony features every time she smiled, which was something she now did more often. 

She was happy. 

Zoran felt his heart race whenever he heard her call his name. He liked the way she said it, liked the tone in which she did. He heard something in it. Something that now reminded him of his wife. Compassion. It made him want to be with her, to protect her. 

Although, he thought, I’m probably the one who needs her protection. 

He had learnt a lot about her, and it only made him want to know more. Day by day, they watched the sun dance out of sight, and night after night, she would lie and count the many stars twinkling in the moonless skies. 

“They start to vanish, you know,” she said one night as he lay beside her, “the closer we get to a night of the moon, they aren’t as many in the sky.” 

She reached out to pluck a twinkling ball far beyond her reach. 

“Worra said it’s what makes your time different from ours.”

“Yes.” She let her hand fall. “It is. In your world, everything is determined by the sun. Here, it’s the moon. It comes for seven days. Every night in a different stage until it disappears. Many nights, and even seasons, pass before we see it again.”

She turned her face to him, and he smiled, rolling onto his side. “Well, I heard some believe the moon is Pyxis, coming to watch over Eutopia every five hundred days or so to make sure her people are safe and thriving.” 

“A lot of people believe a lot of things.” She looked back to the sky. “Some worship the moon and Pyxis. Others worship the five seasons between. Some even worship the Arkon.”

“And you?”

“In all my moons...” She sighed. “I believed in Pyxis once... I thought she could protect us... But my mother...” She glanced at Sexa a little way off, sleeping beneath a nearby tree. “And his father... Let’s just say, I believe in myself now.”

“Is that why you left?” He brushed a loose strand of hair off her face as he bent it gently towards him. Her eyes glimmered with emotion, stirring up in him a passion he had forgotten he could feel. 

“No,” she whispered, “I left to protect my son.” 

That was all she would say about the matter as she let him hold her through the night. 
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THE NEXT MORNING, THE pair walked side by side through the lush open meadow, fingers loosely intertwined, hands swinging lazily. It was nearing the harvest season now, and Sexa had run ahead, either looking for some flower or animal. No one could tell these days. 

As the couple chatted casually, Sexa ran up to them with what Zoran thought was a harmless rabbit, much like the one Sexa had caught them for dinner in the valley. 

“This is a bodink!” he announced, holding it up above his head for them to see. 

Zoran lifted a hand to stroke its furry head and Sexa jumped back just as the animal snarled, revealing rows of sharp teeth. 

“What the—” 

“Don’t do that!” Sexa said, “They’re very vicious. Be careful, alright?”

Galeina chuckled and the shock melted from him. “Okay. What does this one do?” 

Sexa shrugged. “Nothing. It’s just not a rabbit. When you’re hunting, don’t chase this kind or you’ll be dinner.”

“Okay kid. So, how do I know...” 

Sexa had already released the creature and run off again. 

Zoran shook his head. “That kid.”

“He’s grown very fond of you. He’s never taken to anyone else like this before. He even let you carry him.”

“Anyone else?” Zoran smiled and linked their arms. “And here I was, mistaking you for a loner.”

“Because we live alone doesn’t mean we don’t meet people!” She slapped his arm. “We just don’t make many friends.”

“Maybe if you didn’t try to kill all of them...” 

She scowled. “I don’t try to kill every person we meet.”

“Of course not, missy. Just most.”

Galeina pouted, and he laughed. They walked on for a while longer before either spoke again. 

“Do you think you might like it here?” Galeina gazed at the sun hanging high above the distant hilltop.

“Huh?”

“I mean...” She chewed her lip. “Do you think you might like to live here?”

“Missing me already, missy?” He grinned. 

“Well, it was just a thought.” She shrugged. “You don’t have to if you...” She shrugged again. “Forget I asked.”

“No. No.” Zoran chuckled. “To be honest with you, I’ve been thinking about that too.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. It’d be a new life. New opportunities. A new family...” He stole a glance at her, glimmering eyes gazing back at him. “A new family.”

Galeina nodded slightly, a half-smile on her face. She understood. 

“I think she’d love it here.” 

“And me?” Galeina almost whispered.

Zoran leaned his forehead against hers. “I know she’d love you. Sexa too.”

Galeina averted her gaze, dipping her chin in a bid to fight a sad smile. “Once we cross that hill, in the valley beyond...” She closed her eyes as a tear slipped down her cheek. 

Zoran knew they were coming to the end of their journey together, and Dioohn would be somewhere beyond that hill, less than half a day’s journey. He lifted her chin slowly. “I’m sure it can wait one more day.”

Galeina smiled, then chuckled through her tears. Zoran leaned into her. 

“Mama! Mama!”

Zoran sighed, pulling away. But Galeina just laughed and turned to search for her son. 

“Mama! Look what I found!” Sexa appeared in view moments after, holding a single blue flower. “It’s a blue melonia.” He lifted it, panting as he reached them. “It’s a blue melonia, Mama!”

Galeina stood, mouth gaping. Gently, she caressed one of the huge petals, running a finger over the golden veins spreading across it. “Where did you...”

“It was over there, Mama.” He pointed in the direction he had come from. “It was the only one.”

“What is it?” Zoran studied the plant’s golden stamen. 

“It’s a melonia. They’re usually pink. The blue one is a wishing plant. You make a wish on it, and it comes true!” Sexa smiled, pulling the flower back to him.

“It’s believed that Pyxis sends them. Very rarely, she visits some lucky ones, leaving them a blue melonia to grant them one wish.”

“Pyxis?”

“I don’t know if it’s true. This is the first time I’ve seen one myself, but my mother...” She sighed. 

“Here!” Sexa pushed the flower to her. “Make a wish Mama!”

Galeina smiled, then closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath. She blew slowly and pollen scattered in the wind, shimmering as it melted into thin air. 

Sexa waited until she opened her eyes, then withdrew the plant, examining it. “There’s enough for one more. Here.” He pushed it at Zoran. “Make a wish.”

“Me?”

The child nodded. “Close your eyes, take a deep breath and make a wish. Then blow.”

Zoran sighed. He had no idea what to wish for. He was already on his way to find his daughter, and he had Sexa, and Galeina. He glanced at her. He had Galeina. He didn’t need wishes anymore. 

“I think you should use it.” He pushed the flower gently back to the child. “I think you should make a wish.” 

Sexa stared from him to the flower. He looked up at his mother, who nodded her approval, then closed his eyes, breathed in deep, and blew gently on the plant. 

The rest of its golden dust rose, shimmered, and faded away. He smiled. “There you go, Mama. For your hair.”

Zoran took the flower from him, placing it neatly just above her ear. 

“It looks pretty, Mama. You make it look beautiful. I’ll go and find another one.” He ran off again. 

“I guess it’s settled then.” Galeina sat, pulling Zoran down with her. “One more night in the Mischief Meadows.”

“Sounds good to me.” His arm cupped her shoulders, and he drew her close. “Maybe now, you’ll tell me why you really left Windornill?”

She cleared her throat, taking a moment to decide whether to answer. She didn’t look at him when she finally spoke. “The war. Five moons ago. After it was over, I left.” 

The tickle of Zoran’s fingers on hers sent a tingle through her, and she found herself wanting to tell him more. 

“I was... The General.” She looked up at him, and there was pain in her eyes. He waited till she finally settled into him, letting the memories sweep over her. 

“The humans came, offering peace, unity between our worlds. My... The Queen... Varvara, she didn’t believe them. But she was eager to learn about Ramah, so she signed a peace treaty. She sent me to Muriel to broker peace with the AlFhairie, to get them to agree and let the humans into their Kingdom. I returned with... The AlFhairie Regent agreed. He sent... their Commander-in-Chief, back with me.” Galeina’s voice trembled as she spoke, and tears formed in her eyes. 

“You don’t have to... if it’s too painful...”

She shook her head, wiping her eyes on the back of her hand. “The Commander... Lucent...” Her voice broke when she said his name. And Zoran waited as she stared silently to sometime long ago, wiping her eyes some more before she said, “When we returned, the Queen was... The humans had been... experimenting.”

Zoran squeezed her shoulder comfortingly. 

“They were experimenting,” she said through gritted teeth, “killing our people. For our skin, our bones, our blood. They didn’t come for peace! They came for war! So I gave them war.” 

Something cold glossed over her eyes and, for a moment, her skin turned hard and leathery. Zoran wasn’t sure he wanted to know the rest of the story, but he got the feeling she had wanted someone to share this with for a long time, so he waited patiently for her to continue, pulling her hair loose and letting it fall as he ran his fingers gently through it. This calmed her. 

“I killed them,” she said. “I killed them all. Every last human.” She sighed. “They had machines and... guns, they were called. They came for war and we didn’t even know it.” Galeina stared into the distance. “It was a massacre.” 

She heaved. The tears were back in her eyes, and her voice shook again. “Lucent died. Killed by Gregory... that traitor. The one who killed my...” She took a deep breath and let it out in a low whistle, and the anger returned to her voice as she said, “He killed the commander. And I killed him. I ripped his throat out and watched him die. I felt the madness take me, the bloodlust, the heartache from... I killed every last one of them.” She stopped, her face souring, as though she tasted bile.

“But it wasn’t enough,” she whispered, the anger in her voice being replaced with what Zoran believed was shame. “I needed more. The grief and the pain were too much for me to handle, and I... All I wanted was blood... So, I ran... from my family, from my people, from my... I ran to the Forelands. I ran.” 

Galeina hid her face in her palms and wept. Zoran held her, trembling in his arms, till her crying became sobs, then sniffles. 

“It was in the Forelands I realised I was pregnant.” Her tears fell freely. “I couldn’t go back, could never...” She shook her head, then looked up at Zoran. “He’s Lucent’s child.”

Zoran stiffened. “An Anathema?” 

She nodded. 

“But I thought...”

She nodded again. “The mixing of the races is forbidden. They would have him killed if they knew. Now, you see why I can’t go back, why I can never go back.” There was fear in her eyes. “I have to protect him. They’ll never accept him.” 

“Don’t worry, Galeina. We’ll keep him safe, together.” He held her closer, gently lifting her chin as he leaned in to kiss her. 

It would be the first of many kisses they’d share, and that night, while Sexa slept, they would express the many passions they had felt for each other, over and over until the first rays of sunlight ushered in the dawn of a new day. 
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The dingy cabin creaked with every strong wind, and the only light penetrating the space came from a small glass shaft in the roof, the frame of which was so old it would probably have collapsed on them had they tried to open it.

Kayle left the door ajar to let the cool evening breeze circulate the room. He pointed to the barrel. “The privy, if you need it.”

Regan shuddered. “You really expect me to use that?”

Kayle shrugged. “After a few days, it really isn’t—” 

“I really don’t care, Kayle. Just leave me alone.” He scooted back, pressing himself into the corner furthest away from the door and his friend.

Kayle sighed and rubbed his temples, letting more tears fall. He leaned his back against the wall, its wooden panes nailed rather untidily, as though reconstructed by a shabby craftsman after the previous wall had been blown apart. He folded his legs underneath him, then pulled out the wooden plaque he had been fiddling with outside the marketplace and examined it, sniffling and wiping his nose on the back of his sleeve before beginning to hum. 

Regan rolled his eyes. “Do I really have to endure this?”

Kayle stopped humming and glanced at him, then turned his attention back to the small object and resumed his tune. 

“Seriously? Could you just stop? I already can’t stand being here with you.”

“You can always jump in the river.” Kayle glanced at him again. This time, he remained silent. He waited till the uncomfortable silence became unbearable before speaking again. “You know, I don’t understand why you’re so mad at me. It’s not like I hurt you in any way. I’ve done nothing wrong.”

“Well, no,” Regan said, a flurry of gestures accompanying his words, “you only lied to me about what you are, about my father, about everything! And let’s not forget the part about my sister being your mate! I mean, what does that even mean? Your mate?” He clicked his tongue and turned his side to the wall. 

Kayle sighed, resting his elbow on a raised knee as he rubbed the plaque between his fingers. “I never lied to you about who I am, Regan. I’m your friend. I’ve always been your friend. I’ve always protected you and been there for you in ways you’ll never understand.”

“Yeah, you have. Like how you disappeared after my father died.”

“You know I had no choice, Regan!”

“No, Kayle! You had a choice! You made your choice!”

Kayle pursed his lips. Whether or not he’d like to admit it, Regan was right. After Felipe died, he had made a choice: never again would he disobey his Kuwaha. The decision had cost him a lot more than he had anticipated, but he imagined it was a cheap price to pay for keeping his loved ones safe.

“It’s not something I expect you to understand.” He sighed. “A lot happened that night. I was wounded, and your father...” He hung his head. “And there was Beranil and the bonding and—”

“Beranil?” Regan cocked his head, eyebrows raised. “What about Beranil?” 

Kayle shook his head. 

He turned himself towards Kayle. “You know, the one thing that really irritates me? You being my sister’s mate.” Leaning back on his hands, he stretched his leg, kicking Kayle in the shin, then recoiled, returning to his previous position.

Kayle rubbed his forehead, then wiped his palm down his face. Sighing, he shut his eyes and leaned his head back hard against the wall.

“Kayle?”

“It’s complicated to explain,” he answered without opening his eyes. “It’s a Droconian thing.”

Regan waited for more. “What does that even mean?” he said in a slightly higher pitch than usual.

“It means we’re linked. Tied together by fate, or destiny, or whatever greater force you want to believe in.” He breathed out, then leaned forward onto his knee and opened his eyes. “Our innate magic bonds our minds and souls.”

“Innate... what? Wait, what in the blue moons are you talking about? Rani doesn’t have any magic!” Regan leaned forward as Kayle shook his head. “I’m sure I’d know if my sister had magic!”

“Innate magic is different. It’s not like the elementals that affect things on the outside.” Kayle squeezed the wood tight. “This sort of magic changes things on the inside. Like shifting. When the Droconian shift, it is magic changing things within. It can’t be used on or to affect anyone else.”

“So, you’re telling me my sister has magic? But she can only use it to affect herself? And you’re somehow bound to her?”

Kayle nodded slowly, not taking his eyes off Regan, whose face had gone from a scowl to a smirk. 

“Tsk. And you wonder why I think you’re weird.” 

“You know I didn’t ask for any of this, right?” He leaned his head back, staring up at the dimming sky. “I came to get you, and it all happened. One moment everything was normal; the next, she was in my head. It hurt like...” He sighed. “Then I went to find your father and...” Kayle closed his eyes, clenching his jaw as the pain from the memory etched itself across his bony face. 

Regan watched tears roll down Kayle’s cheek, feeling a little guilty that he hadn’t stopped to consider what his friend might have felt or gone through, might still be going through. He sighed, pulling his knees into a hug, and leaned into the wall, hoping it would somehow swallow him whole for being the world’s worst best friend. 

When the shadows had made their way from one side of the room to the other, Kayle finally wiped his face, then stood, picked up the dagger and turned to shut the door. He headed to the chest, retrieving a thin blanket, a half-burned candle, and a bottle of what Regan could only guess was ale. 

“Here, wrap up,” Kayle said, “and drink this. It gets very cold out here.” 

Regan took the items and Kayle sat back down opposite him, snapping his fingers over the candlewick. Regan gasped when it caught alight. Kayle, pretending not to notice, placed the small light between them and curled himself into a ball beside it. 

Regan opened the bottle. The first mouthful tasted like a blend of milk, honey, and butter and, strangely, made him feel very warm inside. He drank till it was half empty before he remembered Kayle.

“Have some.” He handed him the bottle.

Kayle shook his head ever so slightly. “You need it more than I do.”

Regan pulled the barely useful piece of cloth tight around himself as a cold wind swept through the cabin, causing Kayle to shiver. He felt a pang of guilt as he watched, then sighed and crawled to perch on the floor behind his friend, spreading the small blanket over the both of them. 

“I’m sorry,” Kayle said in a raspy whisper, “I tried to save him.”

Regan swallowed hard, his anger turning to sadness. “You were only ten, Kayle. You saved the villages. I’m sure my father would be proud.” 

Kayle twisted his torso to look at his friend. His smile, forced and painful, barely reached his eyes. “I’m sure he’d be proud of you too.” He turned to lay back down.

Regan smiled. He didn’t want to, but he couldn’t help it. He knew his father would be proud of who Kayle was, of who they were both becoming. He lay there, allowing himself to drift back in time to the memory of his father. 

Meeting Dioohn had left him with more questions than answers. His mother was a Droconian royal, and his father, a Kuwaha’s apprentice. A protector of the village. 

What does that make me? And Beranil? Does she know? About Mother? Or Father? Or Kayle... her mate? 

He sighed, now too exhausted from the events of the past couple of days. He would search for answers in the morning. 

“I’m not done with you, by the way. I’m not completely over you being Beranil’s mate, but...” He yawned, making himself comfortable with his back against Kayle’s. “It’ll give us something to talk about tomorrow. Goodnight, Kayle.” 

“Sleep well, Regan.” Kayle smiled. Tomorrow, they would have something to talk about. However unpleasant or uncomfortable the conversation may be, tomorrow, they’d be talking. Maybe with time, they’d be able to undo all the moons of damage done to their friendship, maybe repair the trust that had been broken between them, maybe even become a real family when Beranil... 

“Beranil.” Kayle breathed her name as the welcome feeling of weightlessness carried him off to a land of dreams, far away, through the meadows and cornfield, to a place where he could see her again, could be with her for a time before the dawn broke and tugged on his life-strings, pulling him back into a reality without her. 
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The events of the previous night still danced across Zoran’s mind as the three made their way towards a large cornfield and the cottage beyond. Sexa skipped at his mother’s side, telling tales and asking questions about some of the plants and animals they had come across or had expected to find along the way. 

Zoran followed on a few steps behind, ignoring the heat of the late afternoon sun as he tried not to give away his irritation at Galeina’s cold and uncaring disposition towards him. He thought they had shared something special; now he wasn’t so sure. 

Earlier that day, Galeina had made it very clear to him that the person they were going to meet did not like humans, so he would need to stay silent. He had objected, rambling on about how he wasn’t afraid of ‘human-haters’ and could probably handle himself fine against them. 

Galeina wasn’t impressed. She had told him so with more impolite words than necessary and had spent the rest of the morning ignoring him. This had really got on his nerves. After a few hours of silence, he snapped. 

“So, are you just going to ignore me now?” he asked.

She ignored him. 

“Why are you ignoring me? What did I do?”

She shot him a dirty look and carried on walking. 

“Missy.” He grabbed her arm, pulling her towards him. 

Galeina watched him for a few moments, then turned to Sexa. “Sexa, my darling. Please fetch me a Wolgwan.” 

Sexa looked up at her. “But Wolgwan are only in Windornill, Mama.”

“I’m sure you can find one, darling.”

Sexa stood staring at her. He knew something was clearly different that morning and had hoped that the grown-ups would forget he was there, and he would be privy to what happened when all hell broke loose. No such luck. 

“Well, at least have a look.” She glared at him. 

He lingered a moment longer, then shrugged and walked off, leaving the two to sort out whatever chaos was brewing between them. 

As long as she doesn’t kill him... He strolled away from the pair, straining his ears to hear what would be whispered in his absence. 

Galeina waited till he was out of earshot before she spoke. “We are going to see my sister.” She sighed and turned away. 

“Your sister? Lives in Sabato?” Zoran asked, surprised. 

She nodded. She could feel him staring at her but couldn't bring herself to face him. Not after allowing herself to feel things for him, not after last night. She blushed at the thought and then quickly banished it to the furthest recesses of her mind. 

“Have you seen her since...?” 

She shook her head. “She thinks I’m dead. Her name is Inowe. 

“Inowe. If she’s your sister, then why does she live all the way out here?” 

“It’s a long story.” She turned to him, placing a hand gently on his arm and beckoning him to sit. The sadness in her tone made Zoran want to comfort her. His fingers searched for hers, gently interlocking with them. Galeina let him. 

“My mother had three daughters. I’m the eldest, and Inowe is a twin. We grew up in Windornill. My mother trained me to fight and to lead.” Her face became very grave, and Zoran squeezed her hand gently as she carried on. 

“I loved my sisters, and they adored me. They looked up to me for everything. So, when Inowe found out I was seeing Lucent in secret, she gave her heart to a Lepane. Mother was furious when she found out, but Inowe promised her that it was just a passing affair, and Mother turned a blind eye as long as Inowe made sure no children would come of it. 

“After mother died, Inowe left for Sabato. She left when she believed I was dead also. I followed her, making sure she arrived safely, watching over her and her family.”

“Her family?”

Galeina nodded. “She stayed. Started a family.”

“So, her child is...?” He stared questioningly.

“Yes, an Anathema. Just like Sexa.”

“But if anyone found out—”

“That’s why she lives out here.” Galeina gestured towards the cornfield. “She stays well away from the villagers, only mixing with them when necessary.”

They sat in silence for a while, Zoran studying her as she stared into the distance. 

“You’re afraid,” he said, “afraid of what will happen when she finds out you’re still alive.” 

She nodded. “She blames the humans. She believes your kind took her family from her, and she hates your kind for that. I don’t know how she will react.”

Galeina pulled her fingers free from Zoran’s as she turned to cradle his face in her palms. He stared into her eyes before leaning in to kiss her gently. She let him. Let him pull her to him and hold her there as he kissed her for a long time. 

He finally let go, gently pulling his lips away from hers, still holding her, his face still close enough for her to feel the warmth of his breath on her cheek. She didn’t want him to stop, didn’t want him to let go, but she knew he had to. 

“Your sister loved you,” he said. “I don’t believe she ever stopped.” 

Galeina nodded ever so slightly, the movement causing his lips to caress her cheek. He kissed it. 

“She hates humans,” she whispered. “She’ll never accept us.” 

“She doesn’t have to,” he whispered back. 

“You don’t understand. She’ll kill you.” She pushed away from him, getting to her feet. “She’ll kill you unless...”

“Unless what?”

“Unless she believes I’ll do so myself. I’ll have to show her I hate you.”

“What?” 

“It’s the only way to convince her you’re not a threat.”

“Are you crazy?” Zoran didn’t know where she was going with this, but he knew he didn’t like it. 

“She needs to think I hate you.”

“No way.” He jumped to his feet. 

She followed, grabbing his arm. “I’ll make her believe I’m going to kill you.”

“Now, I think you’re crazy. You are crazy.” He turned, walking away from the field, gesturing animatedly. 

“Zoran, please.”

“You, your sister—”

“Please calm down, Zoran.” 

“Worra, this whole world! You’re all crazy—”

“I’m not crazy.”

“I’m stuck in a world full of crazy people!”

“Zoran. Calm down. This will work.”

“What if she decides to kill me? What if she decides to do you a favour and bloody get rid of me? I’ve seen you in action before.”

“No, you haven’t!”

“You know what I mean! I know what you’re capable of. I’m not crossing blades with your sister. Not now. Not ever.”

“And you won’t have to. Trust me.” She stared up at him. “Please.”

He watched her, then sighed, shoulders relaxing. “Okay, Princess. I don’t like this, but I’ll trust you. What’s your plan? I assume you have a plan?”

Galeina smiled. “In order to convince her, I need to believe it.” She paused, and Zoran saw her eyes glaze with sadness. In a second, it was gone, replaced by a deep hatred.

Zoran took a step back.

“You need to believe it too.” Her voice was cold, and Zoran believed that, but for Sexa returning precisely at that moment, she would have torn him to shreds. 

“There aren’t any Wolgwan anywhere, Mama.” Sexa stared from his mother to Zoran and back to her. He knew something was not quite right, but he couldn’t seem to put a finger on what it was. 

“Mama?” He tugged at her tunic, forcing her to peel her eyes away from the man. “I didn’t find any, Mama.”

“Alright,” she said, “let’s get going.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 18

[image: image]


Tomorrow came, bringing with it the promised conversation. Kayle did his best to avoid the awkward exchange by going through the supplies Dioohn had provided—dried fruit, almost burnt meat, and flatbreads—and rationing them to last at least ten days. 

Regan was averse to eating meat, so Kayle rationed the fruit and bread in his favour, then gathered and hid them somewhere within the trunk.

“I’m going to die, aren’t I?” Regan moaned from his seat on the floor as Kayle packed away the food, blanket, candle and empty bottle, clearing the centre of the small space in a futile attempt to give the perception of it being larger. 

“No, you’re not. It’s only for a few days.” Kayle took the few steps necessary to reach the door and opened it. He smiled as the wind ruffled his loose curls, then sat cross-legged, staring out over the water. He shut his eyes, rolled his shoulders back, and began to breathe, slowly, deeply, rhythmically. 

Regan watched him, waiting for something to happen. When he finally realised what he saw was all he was getting, he called to Kayle. “Erm... What are you doing?”

“Meditating.” Kayle spoke without moving. “Trying to.”

“And you’re doing that because?”

“It’s part of my training.” 

“The training to be a Kuwaha?” 

“Yes, Regan.”

“Even though the old man left you here? With me and a dagger between us?”

Kayle sighed and turned to Regan, raised a knee, and slid a knife from his boot. He held it up, mouth twisted in a half-smile. “I don’t think he was worried about you hurting me.” He slipped the knife back. “Training to be a Kuwaha is more than simply being Dioohn’s apprentice. It’s about keeping balance in a world where good and evil are constantly at war with each other.”

Regan rolled his eyes. “Here we go.”

“There’s a lot at stake—a lot more than open rifts and rogue dragons.”

Regan flinched.

“This is a battle between the light and the dark, where each has an equal chance of winning, and the victor is determined by the choices we make.” Kayle crawled to kneel in the centre of the small space. “And as your master, it’s my du—”

“Wait, wait, wait.” Regan laughed. “My master? What do you think this is? Some sort of—”

“Master Dioohn said—”

“Who gives a flying copper what he said? You’re not my master!” 

Kayle closed his eyes and drew in a breath, then let it out slowly as his lids drifted open. “There are four elements to test. Water. Air. Earth. Fire. We need to discover what your element is, but I have a fair idea what it might be.”

“What?” Regan raised a brow. “Have you gone mad?”

“Your training starts now.” Kayle stood, taking a step towards Regan, who immediately jumped to his feet. 

“Stay away from me!” He readied himself to fight. “I’m warning you...”

Kayle, ignoring him, advanced quickly, blocking his punch and sending him crashing into the side wall. It grumbled loudly, and the whole structure swayed. Regan sank to the floor, Kayle’s boot at his neck as he reached the ground. He stared up in shock.

“Your training starts now.” 

Something about his dead eyes and flaming red hair haloed by the light from the old shaft made Regan concede. 

Kayle stepped back, then made his way to the open doorway. He watched the waters bob and bounce, waiting—hoping—Regan would attack him from behind. 

Regan didn’t. He sat up, back against the wall, pulling his knees in and staring straight ahead. 

“You should know I’d never hurt you,” Kayle said softly. “I didn’t ask for this. I wanted you to be safe. Happy. A part of me has always wanted to share my world with you, but another part of me...” He turned back to Regan. “I don’t want to see you get hurt. I’ll never forgive myself if...” Kayle sighed and shook his head, then made his way to his friend, who watched him silently, still in shock. 

“Are you always this violent?” he croaked when Kayle sat beside him. 

“You punched first.” 

“Yeah, but...” Regan closed his eyes and tilted his head back. “You’re stronger than I remember.” 

“I have to be.” Kayle mirrored Regan’s posture. “I have to be strong enough to protect those I care about.”

“Like Rani.”

Kayle sighed. 

“She’s your mate.”

“Yes.”

“So, you care about her?”

His friend groaned. “She’s my mate.”

“You see, that’s the thing.” Regan turned his face to Kayle. “I don’t understand what that even means.” 

“It’s a Droconian thing.”

“Yeah, you said that already.” Regan looked away, leaning his head back again. 

“It’s innate magic.”

“You said that too.” 

Kayle breathed, unsure what to say. They both let the silence linger on for longer than necessary, both dreading the imminent question and the implications of its answer, both wishing the conversation never had to happen. 

“Do you love her?” Regan finally broke the silence. 

“She’s still a child, Regan.”

“She’ll be a woman soon.”

“But she’s still a child.” 

Regan exhaled, then opened his eyes. “She has a duty to her family, you know that.”

Kayle nodded, eyes still closed. 

“When she becomes a woman, what happens? As a mate?”

“I don’t know.” 

“You said your minds are... bonded. Does it mean she knows your thoughts?”

Kayle nodded. 

“So, she knows I’m here?”

He nodded again. 

“And Father? Does she know?”

Kayle hesitated before answering. “She’s alright, if that’s what you want to know. She’s known for a while now. About your mother also.”

Regan sighed, head sagging with the weight of the realisation. “So, all this time? Since Father died?” He shook his head. “I was supposed to protect her.”

Kayle squeezed Regan’s knee. “You did. You always have.” 

“She must think I’m such a fool.”

“Sometimes.” Kayle turned to look at him and smiled. “She thinks you’re annoying and overprotective. She talks about you a lot. About how hard you work and how hard you try to keep everything together and be the Master of the house. She really looks up to you.”

Regan smiled, then chuckled. “You’re making this up. I mean, how do you even get to talk to her? Do you, like, sneak out at night to visit each other or something?” 

Kayle laughed. “It’s complicated.” 

“So.” Regan smiled at Kayle. “You never gave me an answer. Do you love her?”

Kayle smirked. “Which answer guarantees I get to live?” 

They both laughed, letting the tension between them dissolve, then Kayle folded his legs and prepared himself for his meditation. “We’ll start with this, then discover your element. Though I have a hunch it’s air.”

Regan nodded and, following Kayle’s instructions, began his training. The pair spent most of the day in meditation, breaking at sunset for their dried meal. Kayle took the opportunity to school Regan on the elementals and explain to him what the next few days of training would involve.
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The company journeyed in silence till they arrived at the cornfield. 

As they approached the cottage on the other side, Zoran heard the joyful squeals of children at play accompanied by the laughs of a man and woman. He wondered on the sheer audacity of the sisters to defy one of the most fundamental laws of the world they lived in. 

And if they’ve done it, he thought, I wonder how many others have.

Galeina crossed the clearing to the cottage, stopped at the old wooden door, and knocked three times, then took a number of steps back. 

The house fell silent. 

Time passed slowly, and Zoran shifted on his heels, a few steps behind Galeina. Sexa glanced at him and smiled, then patted his leg, moving to stand protectively in front of him. Zoran smiled, ruffled Sexa’s hair, then gently moved him to the side, about a foot behind. He would keep the child safe this time.

Zoran held his breath as the door swung open, and a plump woman appeared in the doorway, her facial features sharing a remarkable resemblance to one he had hoped he would never see again.

No! He put one foot back, battling the urge to run. This can’t be! 

Sexa’s fingers brushed the back of his hand, and he heard the child’s voice in his mind. It’s alright. I’ll protect you. 

Zoran tried to control his breathing as the woman stepped forward, scrutinizing Galeina. Her big brown eyes grew larger with recognition, and she squealed, clasping her cheeks and taking a step back into the house. 

A man appeared behind her, a frown on his face and a dagger in his hand. Zoran sized him up. They were about the same height, but Zoran could tell by his more toned frame that this man had seen more battles. He would make a formidable foe. 

He stepped in front of the woman, black eyes cold and piercing, glaring from Galeina to Zoran. The long silence that followed only helped to fester the growing tension as both parties gauged each other, ready to attack but not wanting to make the first move. 

“Hello. I’m Sexa.” 

Everyone stiffened as the child strode confidently to the man, arm extended. It seemed they hadn’t noticed him initially. Now, all eyes were on him. 

Galeina didn’t move as she watched her son step right up to the man, then walk past him through the open door, where another little boy stood. 

The doe-eyed boy scratched his crop of black hair as he watched Sexa, then smiled and took his hand. “I’m Regan. Come.” He gestured for Sexa to follow him. “Let’s leave the grown-ups to talk.” 

The children left their parents gaping from where their feet seemed to have been planted. 

Galeina spoke first. “Inowe, I—”

“You’re supposed to be dead!” Inowe pushed past the man, plump cheeks wet with tears. “How did you...? You were dead! We all believed you died.” Her voice quivered as she spoke.

Galeina bowed her head. “I’m so sorry, Inowe.”

“How did you find me? No one knows where I am.”

Galeina bit her lip. “I followed you. When you left Windornill, I followed you to make sure you—”

“You followed me?” Inowe’s eyes narrowed as her lips became a thin line. “You followed me? You knew where I was all this time? And you never... Why didn’t you let me know you were alive?”

“I couldn’t.” Galeina shook her head sadly. 

“I believed you were dead! You let me believe you were dead!”

“Inowe, I’m sorry. I—” She took a step forward. 

“No!” Inowe snapped. “You don’t get to do that, Galeina!” 

“Galeina?” The man moved in the doorway, his gruff voice raised with what Zoran could only imagine was surprise. 

“Yes, Felipe! This is my dead sister, Galeina.” She coughed, struggling to keep her voice level as she battled with the mixed emotions cascading through her. 

“Inowe, I—”

“You don’t get to make excuses! You abandoned me. You abandoned our people!”

“I’m sorry, Inowe. I really am. When Mother died—”

“We all lost Mother! But you, you were my Mama, Galeina. You bred me, raised me, took care of me. You promised to always be there for me. For all of us. When you died, I...” She shook her head, fighting back the tears.

Galeina chose her words carefully, fearing her sister’s rejection. “I... I’m sorry, Inowe.” Her chin dipped. “I don’t have an excuse. After Lucent died I—”

“We both lost Luce!” Inowe folded her arms across her chest, watching Galeina. 

Time passed as they stood sniffling, till Galeina whispered, “I met my mate.” 

“Your mate?” Inowe’s gaze fluttered to Zoran, then back to her sister. “You have a mate?”

“Had.” Galeina sighed. “Gregory.” 

Inowe gasped as the name almost knocked her back. “Gregory? That traitor! How?”

“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “The bonding happened during the battle. In Flokhambe.” 

“But he died, Galeina.” Inowe took a step back, surprise written all over her face. “He was a traitor. How could he have been your mate? That would mean... Bloodlust?” 

Galeina looked away. “I couldn’t stay. I didn’t want to hurt you. I didn’t want to hurt anyone. That’s why I went away.”

“Galeina! We could have helped you. I would have helped you. Bloodlust?” Inowe squinted, peering into Galeina’s eyes. “I see it now, the redness. It’s faded slightly.” She shook her head sadly. “You didn’t have to go through that on your own. How did you recover?”

Galeina stared beyond the doorway, into the house where her son was making a new friend. 

Inowe followed her gaze and her eyes softened. “Luce’s child?”

She nodded. 

Inowe breathed deeply and sighed. She embraced her sister, feelings swelling in her chest and throat as they hugged and sobbed and exchanged apologies and words of gratitude for being together again. 

“Who is he?” A cold voice cut through their heartfelt reunion. Felipe tightened his grip on the dagger, eyes narrowed, searching Zoran for something only he knew. “He’s a human.” 

A chill crept over Zoran as everyone focussed on him. With Galeina’s warnings still fresh in his mind, he was unsure whether to speak. 

Galeina stared at him, a mix of emotions in her eyes, and Zoran could see the hatred that had burned in them earlier was now gone, and the soft, brown hue had returned. She struggled in vain to call it back, and he felt a rush of relief—she couldn’t bring herself to hate him, no matter how hard she tried. 

Felipe tensed as Inowe stepped past Galeina. “Interesting.” She smiled, peering at Zoran through big brown eyes, so dark they were almost black in the shadow the late-afternoon light cast across her face. 

“Inowe?” Felipe growled.

“It’s alright, Felipe.” She turned to her sister. “You two are lovers, aren’t you?” Her tone was so matter of fact that Zoran’s face and neck turned bright red. 

Galeina’s cheeks flushed, and she glanced quickly at him, then lowered her gaze. 

Inowe grinned, then chuckled. “You rebel! First, an AlFhairie. Now, a human?” 

Zoran had never seen Galeina’s face filled with as much colour as it did at her sister’s words. 

“It was only last night,” she muttered. 

“We both know it’s not going to end there.” She turned past Felipe and entered the house.

“He’s a human! He shouldn’t even be here!” The man glared at Zoran, speaking to Inowe as he beckoned them to follow. 

“Well, they’re in love,” Inowe called from the kitchen as Zoran cautiously approached the doorway.

“But he’s human, Inowe! How can she love a human after everything they did?” Felipe said bitterly. 

“Felipe. Galeina can love whomever she wants. After all, who am I to question my Queen.”
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Chapter 20
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“This is stupid.” The floorboard groaned loudly under the impact of Regan’s fist. Kayle shot him a dirty look, then closed his eyes and returned to his meditation. 

Regan sat cross-legged opposite his friend, thoroughly frustrated after pointing out several times that nothing had happened. 

“Nothing is ever going to happen if you don’t learn to sit still,” Kayle said, stilling his mind—as he was labouring to teach Regan to do—and trying to block out the sound of Regan’s constant whining. “Clear your mind.” 

Regan sighed. He didn’t want to be doing this, he wanted to go home to his mother and sister, to his friends, and to his normal work in the field, to real food, and to sleeping in his own bed. 

They had been here for twelve days now and, aside from a few very brief air magic training exercises, Kayle had occupied most of their time with these silly meditations. They were pretty much out of supplies, and he still had no idea how they were to get in touch with the Kuwaha. 

Every time he had asked Kayle about it, his friend had avoided the question, muttering something about clearing his mind and meditating. He had tried it. It didn’t work, and he grew more and more frustrated each day. 

“You just need to concentrate,” Kayle said, eyes still closed. 

“I am!” Regan grunted, throwing his arms up in defeat. He stood and circled Kayle, who tried very hard to ignore him. 

Regan smiled as he recognised a chance for mischief, too good to pass up. He danced around Kayle, casually bending in his stride to scoop up the bottle Kayle had given him on their first night. He uncorked it as he completed another circle, humming to himself as he checked it. There was barely any drink left. 

He raised it over Kayle’s head. 

“Don’t you dare!” 

Regan froze. Kayle’s eyes remained closed, and yet, his friend had seen him, somehow. “How did you do that?” 

Regan waited till he realised he wouldn’t get an answer, then he shrugged and emptied the bottle. 

Kayle gasped, jumping to his feet as the liquid seeped onto his scalp. He lunged at Regan who was already on the other side of the cabin, choking down fits of laughter. Kayle, clearly unimpressed by the childish antics, threw himself across the room, toppling Regan over. 

The two struggled for a short while, the irritation in Kayle diffusing as their snickers grew into fits and, a few minutes later, they both lay on the cabin floor, laughing hysterically. They stayed there for a while, chests heaving as they stared at the ceiling, basking in the pervading mood of joy. 

“What happened to us?” Regan stretched a hand to grasp an invisible object before him. His hand hovered in mid-air before falling to join his other hand resting casually on his chest. 

“We grew up.” Kayle stared at the ceiling a few beats more, then sat up, all traces of play now replaced by a seriousness Regan was starting to dislike. “We need to train.”

“Why?” Regan didn’t bother to move. “All we’ve done is train, and I’m not getting any better, am I?”

“Better at what?” 

“My point exactly!” He spread his arms for emphasis. “What am I training for, Kayle?” Regan sat up, punctuating each question with a gesture. “What am I meant to be training? My mind? My body? What, Master?” 

Regan knew his friend was allowing him to pour out the frustration that had been building within him. With the meditations stirring up unresolved issues—as Kayle had said they would—he was surprised it had taken this long for him to finally reach breaking point.

“Why are you training me?” Regan’s voice grew louder with every word. “To think? To meditate? To manifest some special gift in me? To help me know myself? Well, it’s not working, Kayle! It’s not!” 

Kayle stared on in silence, wearing that expressionless mask that made Regan want to pommel him. 

“What’s the point of all of this? So, my mother is Droconian? The same people who murdered my father. And my father? A rifter? An apprentice to that—that Kuwaha!” His face contorted in disgust as he said the words, gesturing wildly as he carried on. “The one who left him to die and left you to fight a dragon! So, what does that make me, Kayle? What does it make me? A mixed breed? An anathema? An abomination!”

The silence lingered as Regan stared at his friend, wishing for answers. 

“Yes.” Kayle lay back down, staring at something far away. “We are an abomination. We are mixed breeds, with the magic of two different races, a power not yet known or understood. We are abominations, fighting to not be erased from existence while fighting to tame the powers within ourselves.” 

Kayle turned to him. “This is why we train, Regan. It is our responsibility to know—to understand—so we can teach any like us who come after us.” He paused for a breath, “Magic comes at a price. It takes something from us, and the more power we have, the more it costs us. The more of our self is eaten away. The power takes over until there’s nothing left but darkness...” His voice died out, mind wandering somewhere far away from the cabin. 

Regan lay down again, reflecting on Kayle’s words. He was an abomination. They both were. Abominations with unknown power, a power that would eat away at their minds if they were not strong enough to handle it. 

The meditations and all the concentration exercises began to make sense. Kayle wasn’t just a terrible master after all. His friend was teaching him to strengthen his mind. How could he resist the lure of great power if he couldn’t even resist the urge to fidget every once in a while? 

Regan turned to Kayle. “Hey.” His friend faced him. “I’m sorry I got mad at you. It’s just overwhelming, you know, finding out so much in such a short time and yet, having more questions than answers.” He looked up again at the ceiling, “I wonder what Beranil would think of all this.” 

The mention of his sister’s name sent a flush of colour to his friend’s cheeks. But Kayle remained silent, brown eyes studying him. 

“You know,” Regan said, a smile playing on his lips, “Beranil needs training too. Maybe you could train her.” 

Something about the glimmer in Kayle’s eyes told Regan his friend saw his suggestion as anything but innocent. 

And perhaps he was right.  

“Come on!” Regan laughed, “She’s your mate, isn’t she?” 

He hadn’t forgotten that. He still had a ton of questions he wanted to ask, but Regan knew he had to broach the subject carefully. Especially after the way he had reacted when he’d first found out about it. 

“Besides,” he said, “I figured you have feelings for her because you’re always calling her name in your sleep.” Kayle winced, and Regan laughed some more. “She’s going to be a woman soon. She needs a good person to take care of her, to join her to their house. I mean, it’s her duty, but I’m sure she doesn’t necessarily have to marry a Noble.” He grinned. “Maybe you can try. You’ve still got two or three moons to do so before she has to settle.”

Kayle shook his head. 

“Why? Suddenly shy or something? You will marry her, won’t you? She deserves that honour.” He sighed, then mumbled to himself, “Not to just be partnered off like Naya.”

But Kayle heard him. Regan cursed under his breath when his friend sat up, studying him intensely. 

“Naya?” Kayle said, not bothering to hide his surprise. “Wait. You?” His lips spread into a grin as Regan’s cheeks burned. “You? And Naya?”

Unsure whether or not to feel insulted by his friend’s tone or the implications of that one questioning word, he sighed. “That’s why she and Silbs stayed on the farm. Well, I like to think it’s one of the reasons.” 

“So, all this time, the both of you...?” Kayle blushed at his own unfinished question. 

Regan volunteered the answers. “Erm... Been almost two moons now. She became a woman, two moons ago. I knew a long while before though, that she was the one. She and Mother were a bit worried when it happened. You know, these traditions and all, joining houses. She isn’t a noble, so her chances were sort of slim.” 

He glanced at Kayle, who was listening silently, chin in palm. “It’s not like it’s a bad thing,” he continued, “but Mother and tradition... She wanted Naya to join a noble house. So, I asked her to join ours. You should have seen the shock on Mother’s face when I asked.” Regan chuckled at the memory. 

Kayle smiled too, eyes growing distant in the way that told Regan his friend’s mind had wandered—most likely to Beranil. “So, why aren’t you married yet?”

Regan shrugged. “I can’t. We never found Father’s ring, so I don’t actually have any inheritance. I know I’m meant to be the Master of the house, but without the ring, I’m really just a nobody. And I can’t marry her to a house that I don’t own.” 

Kayle stirred uncomfortably. “I see.” He cleared his throat. “How did you ask?” 

Regan chuckled. “Are you fishing for suggestions?” 

Kayle lowered his gaze as his face infused with red once more. 

“I asked Silbs. Well, I sort of told him.” Regan smacked his lips together. “I told him how I felt, what my intentions were, and asked him if, as the Master of his house, he would join her to mine.”

Kayle looked up, surprise shining in his eyes. “What did he say?”

“No.” Regan shrugged. “It’s a brother thing, I guess.” 

Kayle swallowed hard, throat bobbing.

“I mean, I love you like a thousand Kites,” Regan said, “but if you ever asked to marry my sister...” He whistled. “Well, let’s not even go there.”

Kayle nodded, smiling on one side of his mouth. “So, I guess you let it go then?”

“Huh? Who me?” Regan laughed. “Of course, I didn’t! Well, sort of, not really. I mean, the whole marriage thing, it’s just a political structure the stuck-up Nobles use to maintain a level of supremacy and amass wealth.”

Kayle cocked a brow.

“What? You know it’s true!” Regan’s hands flew everywhere in animated defensiveness. “That’s why common folk can’t get married even if they wanted. They’re monopolising wealth and maintaining the status quo.”

“And I’m the weird one?” Kayle rolled his eyes. 

“I mean, when you think about it, did you ever think about it growing up? No. You believed that you’d meet someone, fall in love, and start a family. But Beranil, she’s been groomed her whole life for this. Once she becomes a woman, she has to marry some Noble two moons after.” He sighed. 

His friend stared at him, “And how does she feel about that?”

Regan shook his head. “I... I don’t know. I never thought to ask until—” He shook his head again. “I mean, when I couldn’t marry Naya, it sort of broke something in me. I wanted to give her this honour, but... she didn’t even mind.” He sighed again, and his chest seemed to expand with warmth at the memory.

Kayle tilted his head. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, she didn’t care if I couldn’t... she said she was happy as long as we could be together.”

“Be together? You mean, like partners?”

Regan nodded, and Kayle’s eyes bulged. He sat up straight. “So y—you mean... You’ve,” he stammered, “you—you’ve done... things?” 

Regan glanced at him and smiled. “She’s amazing. I mean, the first time we kissed, I felt my heart stop beating. Her lips were so soft.” 

Kayle flushed a deep red as he tried not to imagine Regan and Naya together.

“And our first time,” Regan continued, “it was—”

“Okay. I’m no longer interested.” Kayle waved and swayed uncomfortably. “I don’t think I want to know all this.” 

Regan ignored him, “It was a night, out in the meadows.” 

Kayle shook his head, trying to get rid of the images flooding his mind. 

“Don’t be so weird, Kayle. It’s not like you’ve never done it before.”

Kayle blinked. 

“Oh my...” Regan snickered. “You’ve never?”

He shook his head.

“Not once? Not even kissed before?” 

He pursed his lips and closed his eyes. “I think we should get back to training.” 

“Oh, dear spirits. Thank you!” Regan buried his face in his palms, laughing. “You know, I’m part tempted to drag you into Brod and find you a lady, but when I think of my sister, I’m so glad you turned out this way.”

Kayle frowned and shook his head. “Let’s train.” He sat up, crossing his legs underneath him and closing his eyes. 

“I know you think about it, don’t you?” Regan said. “About Beranil. The things you want to do.” 

Kayle’s eyes shot wide open, and he jerked back, as though it would put some distance between him and the thoughts that had undoubtedly slithered into his mind. 

And Regan couldn’t help but wonder what it was his friend saw, what things Kayle wanted to say and do. Things his friend hadn’t said to anyone, things the boy seemed almost unwilling to admit even to himself, desires he had trained himself to suppress, to ignore, to probably believe didn’t exist. 

Kayle stood quickly, opening the door to let the cool evening air wash over him, settle him. “Can you stop now please?” he whispered.

“Why? I only asked a question.”

“Yes, but this is getting uncomfortable.” Kayle gripped the doorpost, almost like he was physically trying to get a grip on the thoughts that had been set loose in his mind. 

Regan knew the thoughts his friend warred against, knew them like they were his. Because they had been his. All those moons ago, he had told himself the same things about Naya: she was too young, she wasn’t even a woman—despite them being the same age. 

He had worn that look, the same one Kayle now wore, when he too had tried to fight his feelings for the woman he loved. Because it was love, what he saw, felt. It was love.

Regan stared after Kayle in silence, giving his friend time and space to settle himself. Finally, Regan said quietly, “She’s my sister, and it’s my duty to protect her. So, answer me, Kayle, and answer honestly.” 

Kayle swallowed hard, turning towards him. 

“Do you love her?” 
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KAYLE’S EARDRUMS FELT like they would explode from the sound of his heart pounding as his blood rushed through him. He wasn’t sure what to do, what to say. He knew what his answer was. He had known for three moons now, though he had never said it out loud. 

“So? Do you?” 

He inhaled deeply and tried to let the air out, but it felt trapped in his lungs. The small room spun in his vision, and he gripped the doorframe tighter to keep himself aright. 

“Kayle,” Regan said, coming to stand beside him just inside the doorway, “do you love Beranil?” 

Kayle closed his eyes, tilting his head back as the light breeze caressed his face. Time froze, the world around him fading to silence as they stood staring at the sky. The day had gone by quickly, and a few stars rolled lazily into position. There were almost no spots of light dotting the darkening canvas anymore. 

“Kayle.” Regan glanced at him. 

“Yes,” he whispered, still staring out over the river, his eyes full of concentration, “I love her, Regan.” 
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REGAN SMILED AS HE turned to stare back out over the water. He knew Kayle was telling the truth. His friend really did love Beranil, and the thought of the two of them being together made him happy. He couldn’t have wished for a better person to take care of his sister. 

Though he squabbled with Kayle, argued unnecessarily, and made a big deal of petty issues, and though he now knew his friend was part Droconian and there was still so much to discover about him, Regan knew one thing was sure—Kayle was good. 

He sighed. Beranil had a duty to fulfil, a future laid out before her, and Kayle wasn’t a part of it. His chest felt unbearably heavy with the weight of his heart as it sank for Kayle. 

If only Regan had his father’s ring, he could change things. He could marry Naya, and free Beranil from her duty to whichever Lord or Royal his father had promised her. 

He shook his head and sighed. “Well—” Regan slapped Kayle on the back— “good luck convincing Mother on that one.” He snickered. 

Kayle sighed, relieved. 

“Do you still remember how to sail?” Regan asked, trying to distract himself as a new plan formed in his mind. 

Kayle smiled. “Let’s find out.” He backed up into the cabin, pulled off his top, then broke into a short sprint and launched himself into the evening air. A light breeze caught him, carrying him along its journey. 

“Just like old times,” Regan grinned, taking a step back and discarding his top also. He followed his friend out into the freedom of the awaking night.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 21
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Zoran followed Galeina inside. She slowed, getting closer to him as he came in, and he slipped his fingers between hers in a perfect lock. 

The kitchen was small and simple. A table sat in its centre, surrounded by more chairs than a family of three would need. Pots and pans were piled in the corner of the room and the far wall was lined with wooden cabinets. Food supplies spilled out of cane baskets, littering the floor in an oddly homey way.

The man led them through a corridor and into another room furnished with a couch, a couple of chairs, a sofa and an armchair which was turned towards the gaping fireplace. Boxes lined its walls, and in the centre of the room, a wide-eyed little girl sat covered with leaves and a red berry juice. Zoran imagined she was about the same age as Sexa. 

“Regan!” Inowe shouted, ushering her guests to the couch. She scooped up the little girl and smiled. “Forgive the mess, I have no idea what this child was doing while we were gone.” 

Disappearing for a short while, Inowe returned without the child. Felipe walked in with a cloth, handing it to Inowe as she bustled over the mess, packing away the leaves and dabbing up the liquid now soaked into her rug. 

With a small sigh, Inowe yelled for her son once more, then muttered under her breath, “Where is that boy?” She straightened and called again, “Regan!” 

The little doe-eyed boy from earlier scuttled in, his face and clothes splattered with mud. Sexa came in behind him, looking equally as filthy as his new friend. Inowe gasped, and Galeina smiled as her sister mumbled and hurriedly whisked them away to get them cleaned up, leaving the two in the care of Felipe. 

The man poured them all some tea and took a seat on the stool opposite them. “So,” he looked at Zoran, “what brings you here?”

Zoran glanced sidelong at Galeina, not sure whether to answer. 

“We’re looking for Dioohn,” Galeina said, “I know you two... work closely. I’d hoped you could help us find him.”

“Dioohn is not lost,” Felipe said, not taking his eyes off Zoran, “but this human is. Why are you in Eutopia?”

The couple exchanged glances, and Zoran contemplated his options. He could lie to this Lepane who clearly had some sixth sense and would know, or he could just tell Felipe the truth. He glanced again at Galeina, who nodded for him to answer. 

“The truth is,” Zoran said, breathing deeply as he spoke, “it was an accident.”

“I asked why, not how.”

Zoran shrugged. “I don’t know.” 

Felipe’s eyes narrowed as he weighed Zoran’s words, and Zoran decided on sticking to the truth. 

“My wife gave my daughter a locket exactly like this one.” He pulled out the locket he had stolen from the Queen and held it up for all to see. 

Felipe stiffened. Then he leaned forward to study the object dangling from the chain in Zoran’s hand, being careful not to touch it. The man said, his words coming out like grating metal, “Where did you get this?” 

“Worra,” Galeina answered.

Felipe glanced at Galeina, a glimmer of fierce emotion in his eyes. “Worra had this?”

She nodded.

He turned back to Zoran. “And your daughter has one? Exactly like this?”

Zoran nodded. “My wife, she’d always tell these amazing stories of Eutopia. Never believed any of it, thought they were all just fairy tales. Guess I was wrong.” He shook his head. “She told my daughter that her locket had a twin. She said they were created by celestial lovers and would always find themselves, no matter what worlds they needed to cross. I believe it’s how I got here. Figured it’d be my ticket back too.”

“And exactly how did you get here?” Felipe asked. 

Zoran shrugged. “One night, while Jana was asleep, I heard noises outside our tent. Strange voices, whispering. I went to check it out, found myself in this... hellhole.”

“Where exactly?” Felipe seethed, irritated at having to ask for specifics. Inowe appeared in the doorway now, listening silently. 

“The Dragon’s Keep,” Zoran said.  

“Where exactly?”

“In Worra’s chamber.” He shrugged. “At first, I didn’t know who she was or where I was. She seemed nice, asked questions about my world. She took care of me.” 

Galeina stirred uncomfortably beside him, and Zoran decided it best to only reveal the necessary details of his encounter with Worra. 

“When I realised she wasn’t about to let me go, I escaped. Stole the locket as a way to get home.”

“You escaped the Dragon’s keep?” Felipe chuckled. 

Zoran nodded. The man raised a brow and sat forward. “Did she say why she had the locket out?” 

He shook his head. “Don’t recall her ever mentioning.”

“Tell me everything she said to you.” Felipe glanced at Galeina, then added, “About the locket. Anything she asked, implied, or seemed interested in.” 

Zoran couldn’t help but feel like he was being interrogated. But he complied. Felipe sat back and listened.

“She wanted to know how my wife got the other locket,” Zoran said, trying to recall their conversations. “Mentioned she was looking for someone... or something... needed the other locket to find it... or him.” 

“Him...” Felipe mused. He stood, took the locket by the chain, and handed it to Inowe. “I’ll take you to Dioohn,” he said, “but you have to forget about this locket. Forget it ever existed.”

Zoran’s brows rose. 

“Do you have any other family in Ramah?” 

“Besides my daughter? No. My wife and son were...” He shook the memory from his mind.

“Your son,” Felipe said, “was he your son or your wife’s?”

“He was my wife’s. Was only a baby when I met her. I took him as my own. He never knew any different.”

“Who was his father?” Felipe asked. 

“I adopted him, raised him,” Zoran said, offended by this line of interrogation. “I was his father and that’s all that matters.”

“No, it isn’t.” A coldness seeped into Felipe’s voice as he said, “The boy’s mother was Eutopian. I suspect his father must have been, also.”

“Adél?” Zoran cocked his head questioningly. 

“Yes. Adéllienel. And if my suspicions are correct, then Adél had that locket because her son—what was the child’s name?” Felipe rolled his wrist questioningly.

“Kayle,” Zoran answered. 

“Kayle?” The colour drained from Felipe’s face as he whispered the name. 

Zoran nodded. 

Felipe glanced at Inowe, then took a deep breath, breathing out slowly. He clenched and unclenched his fists. “I suspect Kayle’s father is not just any Eutopian. Kayle is a son of Yokai, the Necromancer.”

“A son of... what?”

Felipe spoke in a hushed whisper. “Yokai, the Necromancer. Once a powerful AlFhairie mentalist obsessed with immortality. Yokai could temporarily possess other living creatures, including humans. But he wanted more. His thirst for power drove him to forbidden magic, a magic of the dead. Dark magic.”

Goosebumps crept over Zoran’s skin. 

“As his power grew, so did the corpses in his wake. The lands began to fear him. The kingdoms united to try to stop him. Delegates from each nation, the strongest warriors, were sent after him. They cornered him while he was body-jumping and killed his own body, thinking this would kill him. Little did they know that they were creating the monster we now know as the Necromancer. 

“He possessed the strongest of the Delegates and slaughtered the rest. Since then, Yokai has bred, mixing races and bloodlines, even bloodlines from different worlds, creating vessels to possess after twenty-one moons.”

Zoran’s jaw hung open, his expression a mix of shock and horror. “He possessed the children?”

Felipe nodded. “He jumped from body to body, child after child, trying to create the ultimate vessel. Your son was one of those vessels.” He stared at Zoran, a sadness in his eyes. “He gave your wife the locket so he would always be able to find her using this one.” 

Zoran swallowed hard. He croaked through a stammer, “H—how did... How did Worra...”

Felipe looked towards Galeina, who had listened quietly to both men speaking. She looked up at the Lepane and nodded.

Felipe nodded back, then turned his face to Zoran. “He resurfaced after many moons. In Windornill. No one knows how Queen Varvara did it, but she banished him, killed his body. She took his locket so he would never be able to find the vessel he had created.”

Galeina squeezed Zoran’s trembling hand. “My mother left the locket to Worra and I to protect.” 

“Why give it to Dioohn?” He turned to look into her eyes. “Your mother left it to you. Why not take it? Or give it back to... your sister?”

She shook her head. “Its power corrupts. Like a disease, it infects you, tempting you to use it. Once you call upon it, once you let it in, it spreads, eating at your soul until there’s nothing left but a shell for it to possess.” 

“The more power you have, the greater its lure.” Felipe walked back to his seat. “The Queen of the Dragons has the gift of the Mother’s Heart, ancient and innate magic, making her the most powerful Droconian in Eutopia. Galeina can’t keep it. Neither can Worra, now she knows how to use it.” 

“And what about my daughter? She has the other locket. If I could just use this one to get back to her... I just want to find my kid.” 

“You told Worra about her, didn’t you? You told her your daughter had the twin locket?” Felipe said, more than asked, looking uninterested in Zoran’s answer. 

“Yes.” 

“Then she’s as good as dead.”

Zoran jumped to his feet, anger rising in him as he lunged for the man. Galeina held him back just in time to stop him from reaching Felipe. An eerie silence filled the room as everyone remained perfectly still; then Zoran noticed the blade of Felipe’s dagger less than an inch from his throat. He hadn’t seen the man move, hadn’t seen Felipe pull a weapon out, but if Galeina hadn’t stopped him, he would be dead. 

Felipe smiled menacingly. 

“Play nice, boys.” Inowe stepped into the room and carefully pried the dagger from Felipe’s hand. “Felipe, take them to Dioohn, please, and let’s be done with all of this.”
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As the first hues of yellow blended into the sky, the two boys lay on the riverbank, exhausted and wet, streaks of mud stains on their trousers and bare torsos. They had sailed out of the cabin the evening before, racing each other until the wind had stilled, then had dropped into the river and swam to shore, where they had spent the night catching up, like old times. 

Regan told Kayle of the different events that had taken place over the past five moons, retelling in much detail the parts about himself and Naya and making Kayle thoroughly uncomfortable. 

He told Kayle how Old Pops, his great grandfather, had taken ill and how they’d needed to come up with the money to pay for his healing—how his mother had sent him to find Dioohn and be his apprentice because that was what his father had wanted. 

It made sense to him now, why his father would want him to apprentice with Dioohn, but why had his mother sent him here because Old Pops was sick? She must have known there was no money coming in from this work—if he could even call it that. 

Kayle had offered up an explanation. “Sometimes, it’s easier to let the people you care about believe a lie. That way, you don’t take away their innocence. Once it’s gone, they’re never the same again. Things can never go back to the way they were.” 

Regan knew Kayle was speaking from experience. 

After finding Kayle in the market, his father had taken Kayle to meet Dioohn. The old man had trained his friend vigorously and sent him on trips to the different cities and villages in Sabato. His friend had missed out on the most part of his childhood. Had seen and done things that no child his age should ever have had to. And Kayle had been all alone, with no friends or family to share this with. 

Kayle told Regan how, over the last five moons, he had spent most of his time in training, discovering and learning about new abilities he possessed. He was getting better at healing, a gift which was part of the AlFhairie magic in him, one he still wished he had learned to use many moons ago. 

Kayle had also been practicing his shift. His friend was finding it much harder than expected, and his struggle with his shift was compounded by his inability to shift back without the help of his Kuwaha. 

Alongside the magical training, Kayle had physical training too. This meant battling with the old man who, although frail-looking, was a seasoned warrior and fought like he hadn’t aged a day since he became a master on the battlefield. Kayle made reference to several bruises on his body, reminders of his need to master his fighting skills.

Regan was appalled by the discolorations, the most prominent being a purplish circle on his chest. He imagined how ruthless a man this Dioohn must be to wound a young one so badly. 

“Life doesn’t care whether you’re young or old,” Kayle said.

“Did Dioohn tell you that?” Regan didn’t hide his disgust at how much Kayle clung to his Kuwaha’s every word. 

“No,” Kayle said, eyes distant in that mind-wandering way, “your father did. The night he died.” 

Since the night they’d met Dioohn, they had avoided the subject of his father’s death. Now, Kayle brought it up again, a memory which had haunted him for five long moons. 

“When I got there,” Kayle carried on, watching the sun rise, “your father was wounded, so was the dragon... But it had enough strength to...” He inhaled, letting the air out slowly before continuing. “I knew my task was to track it and report back, but I couldn’t stand there and watch. I had to do something. So, I attacked it. I didn’t expect it to fight back because I was young, but it did. 

“I was trained enough, and I had my black diamond. I knew how to kill it, but I had not expected it to come at me with everything it had. I was... injured... badly.” He pulled down his trousers a little to reveal a nasty scar, running diagonally from beneath his navel, down to his left thigh, and disappearing beneath the cloth. 

“Your father told me to never expect kindness from my enemy, that life doesn’t care who you are or what you have, whether you’re young or old. If I am to survive, he said, I need to be strong. I’ve trained every day since then, getting stronger.” He slipped a hand in his pocket and pulled out a silver ring. 

Regan gasped at the sight of his father’s ring. “How did—”

“He gave it to me just before he died,” Kayle said, holding it up.

Regan studied it. He knew Kayle was telling the truth. If his father had not given it to him, or was still alive, it wouldn’t be fine silver. It was, after all, a magic seal. 

“Do you know what that means?” Regan asked, the shock still saturating his voice. “Do you have any idea what that means?” He pointed to the ring in Kayle’s palm. 

They both stared at the plain silver band, large enough to fit on Kayle’s thumb. 

“It means I’m the Master of the house,” Kayle whispered. “It means I inherit everything: the house, the farm, Beranil” —he looked at Regan— “you.”

“You’ve known?” 

Kayle nodded.  

“All this time?”

“Yes.” Kayle tucked the ring back into his pocket. 

“Why didn’t you say anything? You could have come home, taken over everything, had a family. Why didn’t you?” 

“How would you have felt if I had?” Kayle said quietly. 

Regan stared at him. How would he have felt? Finding out his father had been killed, his friends had been orphaned, then his best friend showed up to claim his home? 

Yes, Kayle would have let them all stay and carry on with life as normal. But it wouldn’t have felt the same, knowing that their home was no longer theirs, that they had nothing but what Kayle permitted them. 

His friend had chosen to remain alone in a cabin over the river, just so they could continue living with a false sense of security. 

Sometimes, it’s easier to let the people you care about believe a lie, Kayle’s words echoed in his mind, that way, you don’t take away their innocence. Once it’s gone, they’re never the same again; things can never go back to the way they were.

Kayle was right. His innocence was gone now. His home didn’t seem the same anymore. He knew it wasn’t his. His house, the farm, none of it was his. His hope of one day finding his father’s ring and marrying Naya was snuffed out by the realisation that there was nothing for him to find. He was indeed a nobody. He had nothing. 

Regan shivered at the thought. 

“I only showed you this because you are family to me,” Kayle said. “What’s mine is yours, so I don’t see why my having the ring would make a difference to anything.”

Regan knew it was a lie, but he nodded anyway. Having the ring changed everything, and they both knew it. Kayle was now his master and the protector of his house. The household of Felipe Kalish now answered to him and, unless Kayle decided otherwise, even the name would be gone too.

“There’s one more thing.” Kayle pulled himself to his feet and turned to help his friend up. “I need you to do me two favours. I need you to marry Naya into the Kalish house.” 

Regan’s eyes grew wide. Kayle was his master now. He didn’t need favours, and he knew it. He knew that, in asking him to marry Naya, Regan could not refuse. 

“I guess you’re joining the political structure of the stuck-up nobles.” 

Regan snickered, then bowed low. 

“You don’t need to do that, Regan.” His friend laughed. “And please, don’t call me Master either.”

Regan smiled as tears formed in his eyes. “So, your first night on the job and you’re already expanding your territory, huh?” 

He knew Kayle looked out for him, cared for him, but he was only just beginning to understand how much. He leaned in to embrace his friend. How had he been so lucky to end up with one like Kayle? 

Regan pulled away, wiping his eyes. “Okay, what was the second favour?”

“Erm...” Kayle scratched his head. “I’d like you to keep the Kalish name instead of taking mine, if that’s okay.”

Regan’s brows jumped. “Keep the name? You know that means my granda can challenge you for it, right?”

Kayle nodded. “He’d have to know I’m the Master to do that.” 

“Yeah, but...” Regan’s chin dipped.

“Your father was a good man. I don’t want his house to ever be forgotten.” 

All Regan could do was nod.

Kayle placed a hand on his shoulder. “Besides, I couldn’t exactly join Beranil to her own house, now, could I?” 

“Idiot!” Regan punched him playfully several times and the pair laughed, turning to stare out over the river. 

A familiar voice made them both jump and spin. 

“If you two plan on protecting your houses,” Dioohn stepped slowly towards them, black cloak swaying with every movement, “you first have to protect yourselves.” 

The Kuwaha lunged for them, blade glistening in the moonlight. 

Regan barely saw anyone move before he hit the ground. Kayle stood in the space he’d just vacated, the Kuwaha’s blade slicing deep into his bicep. He heard Kayle whimper as blood flowed down his arm. 

Impressively, Kayle caught the dagger before the Kuwaha could retrieve it. He pried it carefully out of his arm, healing the wound shut as he watched the Kuwaha, dagger in hand. He had now gained a weapon. 

“Well done,” the Kuwaha said, as Kayle braced himself for a fight, “I am impressed at your quick thinking, boy.” He smiled, and Regan noticed Kayle begin to stagger. “But let me ask you this...” 

Kayle dropped to his knees, and Regan crawled up beside him, supporting his friend as his eyes began to roll back in their sockets. 

“What if the blade was poisoned?” 

Regan gasped as Kayle convulsed and then suddenly went unnaturally still. 

“You and I should talk,” Dioohn said, circling the boys.

Regan watched him cautiously, holding his friend’s limp body close. 

“Do not worry about him.” Dioohn gestured towards Kayle. “He is not dead, just comatose. The poison on the blade will allow his body to mimic death for a while. He will be back to normal by noon.” He stepped right up to Regan, then he bent a little to study his face before sitting cross-legged in front of him. “Now” —he stretched out a spidery hand— “the locket.” 
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Chapter 23
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Sexa sat on a stool in the little, dark room, legs swinging lazily beneath him. Brows furrowed in deep concentration, he strained to make out words from the muffled sound of the grown-ups conversing with Dioohn in the next room. 

Felipe had left him here when they had arrived and, up until now, he had sat silently, hopeful that they would forget about him and speak loud enough for him to overhear. So far, the shushing of raised voices signalled no such luck. 

To his right, another boy lay on a bed in the corner of the room, his untamed auburn curls just visible from underneath the heavy cloth that covered him. The boy had peeked out from beneath the cloth after he had arrived and had then gone on pretending to be asleep. Sexa neither knew the boy nor cared for conversation, so he left the boy alone. 

Hopping off his stool, Sexa strode to the closed door and placed an ear to it. The grown-ups had been talking for a long while and all he had managed to make out was something about hunters searching for something. 

Sexa frowned, unable to make sense of so little information. He turned, striding back to the stool, and had begun to consider giving up trying when his mother’s voice rang out clear, stopping him in his tracks. 

“No!” she shouted. “He’s my son!” 

Someone tried to shush her, but her voice grew even louder. 

“No! You cannot have my son!”

Sexa gasped with delight at unwittingly being made privy to the conversation at hand. Especially because it was about him. 

“Galeina, please,” Felipe said, “you have to understand, he's in danger—” 

“He’s in no danger!” Galeina interrupted. “He’s safe with me. I’ve kept him safe all these moons. What makes you think I can’t continue to do so now?” 

Sexa heard the scraping of chairs on the ground. 

“Galeina, listen,” Felipe said very loudly, “he’s not like you!”

“He’s my son!”

“He’s a mixed-breed,” Felipe pleaded. 

“It doesn’t matter!” 

“It does, Galeina! He has powers you can’t begin to understand! He needs to be trained—to be watched,” Felipe said as another chair scraped over the floor. 

“He’s a child!” his mother shouted, and Sexa could feel the tension growing in the room beyond the wooden wall. 

“Galeina, think about it,” Felipe tried again. “Has he done anything unusual? Anything you couldn’t understand or explain?” The silence that followed told Sexa Felipe was winning his mother over.

“Galeina,” the man continued in a gentler tone, “Lucent isn’t here, and you’re not AlFhairie. He needs someone to teach him the AlFhairie magic, someone to show him the right way.”

The long silence that followed made Sexa feel uncomfortable. Did they want him to go somewhere? To leave his mama? Was she going to agree to it? Surely not. They were all they had in this world and his mama would never let him be without her. But the prospect of training in magic... with the AlFhairie? 

A smile spread across his face. He could have power, skills. He had always wanted to meet the AlFhairie, to see what they were really like, to know more about them than the stories his mother told him. 

He would see them, actually be with and train with them instead of merely daydreaming about them. He wouldn’t be alone with his mother in the Forelands. He would meet new people, make some friends, and learn AlFhairie magic directly from the AlFhairie. He would be able to keep his mother safe. And keep Zoran safe. And Jana. Maybe he could have a real family.

“It’s a very difficult decision...” Zoran began but was shushed by Felipe, who told him to stay out of the matter.

Movement in the corner of the room distracted Sexa from his thoughts. The boy had pulled the covers off himself, sitting up, a twinkle in his big brown eyes. Sexa watched him closely, studying the boy’s angular features as he heard Zoran say, “... But give her some time to think about it.” 

“Dad?” the boy whispered, jumped from the bed and sprinted across the room, bare feet slapping on the floorboards. Sexa moved to stop him, but before he could get to the boy, he was pulling the door open. 

The room beyond went still. 

Sexa stopped just behind him in the doorway. Over the child’s shoulder, he could make out the shock on the faces staring back at them, the most expressive being Zoran’s. There was a spark of recognition in the man’s eyes as tears escaped them. 

“Kayle?” he mouthed, taking a step towards the red-haired boy. “You’re... alive?” 

“Dad!” The boy rushed out to embrace Zoran. 

A smile crept across Sexa’s face as the pieces fell into place. He watched Zoran drop to his knees, spreading his arms wide to receive the child.

Suddenly, a hand pulled a glistening blade across Zoran’s neck, showering the oncoming boy in his father’s blood. Everyone stopped breathing, faces stricken with horror. Sexa’s mind tried to make sense of the scene before him as the thud of Zoran’s lifeless body hitting the ground echoed through the room. 

There was a moment of stunned silence, then the child let out a loud, high-pitched scream, sending a shiver down Sexa’s spine. Sorrow and rage replaced the warmth that had filled him only a moment ago. 

Then Galeina screamed. 

The anger burning in Sexa was diluted by the terror of his mother’s rage. It took only a few more seconds to get his legs moving towards the screaming, blood-covered boy. He had to get the boy out now, or Kayle too would get killed—collateral damage in his mother’s fury. 

Sexa reached Kayle and pulled him back just in time to save him from being thrown aside by the swing of the great tail that had emerged from his mother’s body as she transformed into a dragon. Her shift was slowed by Felipe’s sudden attacks at her, the dagger in his hand still stained with Zoran’s blood. 

The walls and roof were bending and breaking all around them now. Sexa swallowed hard to suppress the hatred he felt as he pulled the boy through the door and back into the room they had come from. They backed up to the wall on the far side of the room as the whole structure began to fall apart. 

They needed to get out.

Sexa thought hard as he considered the battle, dodging the wood splinters flying all around them, searching for an opening in the wreckage. The closest to them was a hole in the wall of the other room. They would have to get through the fight to get out. He started to move, then stopped, pressing himself back into the wall just in time to avoid a collapsing wooden beam which landed right in front of them. 

The two boys coughed as they pushed hard on the heavy beam that had now trapped them, dust and chaos shrouding them. Sexa strained to watch the battle which had now taken flight. He was distracted by a glimmer of light in the corner of his vision and gasped as he turned to see the wreckage alight. 

The fire was spreading quickly. Sexa looked over at the boy beside him. 

Kayle trembled with fear, his brown eyes fixed on the flames racing towards them. He stopped pushing and stared at Sexa, looking hopeful for some sort of solution to their predicament. But Sexa had none. They were both trapped.

Sexa stretched a hand towards Kayle. The boy took it, closing his eyes and whispering something into the smoke as the tears snaked down his bloodstained cheeks. He coughed a few times, gasping for air as the smoke around them grew thicker. Sexa watched him, thinking hard. He had to protect this boy, had to protect Zoran’s son. 

He tugged at Kayle’s arm, jerking excitedly as an idea formed in his mind. Kayle looked hopefully towards him, and he smiled. The flames were almost on top of them now, and the heat and smoke had begun to take its toll on them. 

“Slide down as low as you can,” Sexa shouted. Kayle promptly did as he was told. He didn’t get much lower than he already was. 

Sexa sighed. He would have to be careful not to hurt the boy. He shut his eyes and breathed in a full lung of smoke as he began his shift. It was quick and calculated, moving his body over the crouching boy to protect him from the debris as he pushed the fallen beam off them. 

Kayle coughed and gasped, the dust and smoke swirling all around him as he watched Sexa’s body expand and contort, taking the form of a dragon. The boy clasped his hands over his mouth in a futile attempt to stop the scream that escaped it. Then he lifted both hands to shield himself from the monster now hovering over him. 

Strong hands pulled Kayle from his terror and into the night’s fresh air. Sexa followed, shifting from his dragon form. He raced across the grass as the man in front of him tossed Kayle over a shoulder, the child kicking and screaming. 

The boy gasped, as though filling his lungs for one final scream, then he opened his eyes. Sexa watched as concern washed over the boy’s ash-and-blood-covered face. Concern, then relief. And it was then that Sexa realised Kayle had been screaming for him. 

Sexa forced a smile, causing Kayle to relax a bit. Then Sexa turned his face to the fight, Kayle following his gaze to see Felipe attacking the massive white dragon. A breath escaped Kayle, and he stilled, then pushed himself off the man carrying him. Sexa watched from the corner of his eye as Kayle slid off the man’s shoulder, down to the ground. 

The man had to be the Lepane, the one his mother had brought Zoran all the way to see—Dioohn.

Kayle’s eyes grew wet as he looked into the man’s eyes, his greying hair tied back at the nape of his neck as his hard facial features fought to hide the pain and concern for the child looking up at him for answers to unasked questions. The boy began to cry, and Dioohn knelt, pulling him in and holding him close as he turned his attention to the battle above. 

Sexa watched on, assessing the situation as best he could. Zoran had a son. Zoran’s son was alive. Zoran wasn’t. A lump formed in his throat. He wiped the fresh tears falling from his eyes and tried to push past the thought—Zoran was dead. What would happen to his son? And what about his daughter? And why did Felipe kill him? 

The anger welled up in him again as he felt his chest filling with heat. He breathed out slowly, trying to calm himself. He looked over at the man holding Kayle. Dioohn was watching the fight, his face expressionless. 

Why isn’t he doing something? Sexa thought, finding someone to channel his anger toward. 

He edged closer to the man, taking hold of his arm. Dioohn unwrapped an arm from around Kayle and drew Sexa in also. Sexa let him. He needed to get close enough. He closed his eyes and breathed in deeply, allowing himself to sink into the man’s embrace. His eyelids lifted slowly to reveal his now grey irises as his mind drifted through the man’s thoughts. 

I have told him so many times to control his anger, Sexa heard Dioohn thinking, now look at what he has done. He has no chance of winning this fight, and he knows it. He must keep her defensive, he knows he will not survive an attack. The fool! 

Sexa carefully edged in closer, then stopped. If he went too far into Dioohn’s mind, the man would surely notice. He watched the battle through Dioohn’s eyes as he listened to the man’s thoughts. 

Did he really think killing this child’s father in front of him was the best solution? And what will happen to his family when he dies? Did he think about that? I have to protect these children, I can’t do that if I intervene. If I kill her, I will be killing the Queen of the Dragons. It will start a war. And this child will be alone. Sexa felt Dioohn’s arm tighten around him. But if she kills him, Inowe will go into bloodlust. That means two Royal dragons in bloodlust in Sabato. That is a declaration of war, and I will have to deal with that.

Sexa pulled back, the red returning to his eyes as he breathed heavily. He knew Dioohn was right: Felipe would die if his mother attacked and then there would be two families destroyed. He had to stop her. 

He turned to look at Kayle, stroking his head as it rested cradled in the man’s neck. Dioohn looked on beyond him, face still expressionless, although Sexa knew the difficult choice he had to make from the two unfavourable outcomes he was weighing up. 

He had to do something. 

A lump formed again in Sexa’s throat as he made his decision. The pain now tearing his heart apart was taking almost everything in him to suppress. And if what he felt was any indication of what Kayle was feeling, then he had to help the boy. 

Sexa closed his eyes and took in another deep breath as he extended his mind through his arm and into the boy. Kayle shivered as Sexa breached the walls of his mind, unweaving the memory of the events from that night. He would change it, take the pain away. 

He worked on in silence for about a minute, the tears falling freely as he re-lived Zoran’s death, pulling at the emotions of pain, loss, grief, despair, erasing the memory, replacing it with one of him sleeping, of a candle falling, a fire starting, Dioohn rescuing him, and then falling asleep in the man’s arms...

Sexa’s hand slid down to the boy’s shoulder. He squeezed it softly as he let the now sleeping child go. 

Sniffling a little, he slipped away from Dioohn and ran straight towards the battle. He heard the man’s shouts, but he knew Dioohn’s pursuit would be hindered by the sleeping boy. Sexa squeezed his eyes shut, trying to shake the tears away as he ran. He had to get up there; he needed his wings, not to become a whole dragon—just his wings. 

Sexa pushed himself off the ground, leaping as high as he could as he concentrated on his shift. He yelped as the skin of his back ripped open, giving way to the bones that shot out, leathery skin stretching out over them. 

Ignoring the pain and blood running down his back, he lifted himself above the wreckage of the cottage, now almost completely burned. He tried to focus on the fight above him. Felipe was tiring and his attacks were much slower and less precise. His mother would soon find the opportunity to finish the man off. 

He couldn’t let that happen. He had to end this. 

Sexa lunged towards Felipe as he watched his mother recoil from the Lepane’s attack. Felipe was panting now, blood dripping from a gash on his arm, made by the razor-sharp scales protruding from her tail. She spun, stretching out full length, then bracing herself to strike back. 

“No!” Sexa screamed as he hurtled towards Felipe, trying to shake away the pain accompanying the memories of his mother and Zoran, of the three of them together in the forest, the Forelands, of Regan and his baby sister’s smiling face... of Kayle.

Distraught, the tears fell freely, and he sobbed uncontrollably as his body hit the drifting, wounded Felipe, knocking him out of the way of his mother’s huge claw. 

Sexa shrieked as the sharp claws dug deep into his shoulder, slicing down his back, taking his wings off as they went. 

Pain exploded in his brain as his body began its descent. He stretched his arm out to grab hold of some invisible strand of hope before him as he stared up, falling, almost unconscious from the pain and blood loss. Images of happier times drifted into view. He could hear his mother’s voice calling to him. 

He smiled. Was this what it felt like to die? He allowed his eyes close. He was so tired, and all he wanted now was to fall asleep. 

“Sexa!” He heard his mother calling through the darkness. “No! Please, Sexa!”

Sexa forced his eyes open. “Mama?” he whispered.

“I’m here, my darling.” 

He could feel her arms around him, her warm tears washing the blood and dirt from his face. Sexa tried to offer her a smile, but his body was going numb, and he knew that soon he wouldn’t be able to move at all. He stretched out a hand to touch his mother’s cheek and she held it there, sobbing over him. 

He tried to focus, but he knew he didn’t have the time or the strength to weave through her memories like he had done Kayle’s. He couldn’t take away her pain like he had done for the boy; his strength was failing quickly, and his eyes were growing dim. 

“I love you, Mama,” he whispered as he pushed into her mind with the last of his strength. His hand fell from her face, taking all her memories with him down into the darkness that eagerly welcomed him. 
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SOMEWHERE IN THE ABYSS, a creature stirred. A power flowed through the land of Sabato, a power not yet ripe but strong enough to disturb the creature’s sleep. It would watch this power grow for now, see what would become of it, give it time to ripen, and then come for it. 
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Chapter 24
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Regan pulled out the locket from his pocket and carefully dropped it in the Kuwaha’s palm without taking his eyes off the old man. Dioohn studied it and smiled, tucking it away somewhere under his cloak. 

“I have news for you.” His smile disappeared and his voice became solemn. “Your great grandfather passed.” 

Regan’s eyes grew wet and wide. 

“He refused my medicine,” the Kuwaha continued, “he said his time here was up and he wanted to rest.” Dioohn offered him a plain wooden band. “This is for you.” 

Regan stared silently at Dioohn. Finally, he accepted it, twirled it between his fingers, then slid it onto his thumb. It turned silver. 

The thought of his great grandfather passing after almost ninety-seven moons was enough to hurt his heart. Old Pops had been a Lepane nobleman from one of the more prestigious settlements before moving to Brod. 

King Tafawa had married the old man’s daughter and, after she died, Felipe had gone to Stotfod An for the burying. His father had returned with Old Pops, who had been adamant that he was quite capable of living on his own. 

Regan understood why his great grandfather had refused the Kuwaha’s treatment. The old nobleman had buried his daughter and grandson and, if it could be helped, didn’t want to outlive another generation. 

Dioohn watched him wipe his tears and roll his shoulders back. “Your great grandfather left you a small fortune. It may not be as much as your father’s, but it is worth quite a lot. Because you now answer to Kayle, he shares in it also. Unless you want to take your great grandfather’s name.” Dioohn paused. “What will you do now?” 

Regan stared on in silence, mind filled with thoughts of his mother and sister back home, of their grief and loss. He wanted to be there to comfort them. 

“I’m going home,” he said finally. “My mother and sister, they need me.”

“That is not an option,” Dioohn said. 

“I didn’t ask your permission.” 

“I did not offer it.” Dioohn’s voice remained level. “And you do not need it. But you need his.” He tilted his head towards Kayle. “And he will not give it to you unless I say so.”

Regan felt his temper rise. “What are you trying to say?” he hissed.

“Nothing you do not already understand.” The man’s eyes narrowed, and Regan’s better judgement warned him to back off. “Now, I need you to answer me this” —Dioohn pulled the locket out and held it up to Regan— “what do you know about this?”

Regan stayed calm despite the anger bubbling within him. He had no idea the extent of Dioohn’s abilities, and this Kuwaha seemed the kind to exploit one’s weaknesses. Right now, the unconscious Kayle was his. He couldn’t protect himself and Kayle against the man, but he also couldn’t leave his friend. Who knew what this madman would do to Kayle if he did? Regan stayed still, staring at the locket. 

“Well?”

“It clearly means a lot more to you than its actual value,” Regan said, “and my mother had it hidden, so it must be something important... or dangerous. I’m guessing both?”

The Kuwaha smiled. He put the locket away and rose, plucking Kayle up from Regan’s arms with great ease. He nodded for Regan to follow as he started walking. 

“Do you know why Kayle is my apprentice?” Dioohn asked as they followed the river. “Why, of the many people in all the lands, he is the one I have chosen to succeed me?” 

“No. But I have a feeling I’m going to find out.” 

“It is because of his heart.” Dioohn slowed, nodding for Regan to walk beside him. He stared down at Kayle and, to Regan’s surprise, there was a softness in the man’s old blue eyes that reminded him of the way his own father had often looked at him many moons ago. 

A lump formed in his throat, and he swallowed hard, fighting back tears. Kayle wasn’t just another apprentice to the Kuwaha. Dioohn thought of him as a son. It now made sense why the man was so hard on his friend. He wanted Kayle to thrive. 

Regan suddenly wanted to hug his own father, to thank him for all the times he had been hard on him, for the times he had just been there for him. He couldn’t stop the tear that escaped his eye and, wiping it away hurriedly, he bowed his head and kept on walking. 

“Your friend has a good heart,” Dioohn said, so quietly Regan almost didn’t hear him. 

He looked up to watch the Kuwaha as the old man stared down compassionately at the boy in his arms. 

“One day, he will unite the lands. The races will rally behind him, and he will rule them all.” 

“Not grandiose at all,” Regan pouted, nodding sarcastically. “And I’m guessing you read this in a prophecy?” 

“You are more correct than you realise.”

Regan rolled his eyes. “Come on! Are you the one that’s been filling his head with all that Pyxis nonsense? Are you, like, a high priest of the moon religion or something? We both know these things aren’t real.”

“Do not be silly!”

“Or what? Pyxis will strip me of my body and lock me behind some magical Gate or something?”

Dioohn stopped, eyes fixed on Regan. “What did you just say?”

He gulped. “What? It’s a story. My father told it to us when we were much younger. If you’re bad, Pyxis will strip you of your body and lock you behind a magical Gate.”

“Story?” His old eyes flickered, searching.

“Yes, a story made up by my father. A whole bunch of them. Pyxis and the Arkon, the First War, Pyxis and the Wishing Flower. These are all stories parents tell their children before bed.”

Dioohn’s eyes narrowed. 

“You’ve heard of such things, haven’t you? Stories?”

“Those are not just stories.” 

Regan eyed the man. 

“I wonder...” Dioohn scanned his face, then grunted. “Never mind.” He continued walking. 

“Okay, now I’m interested.” Regan jogged up to him, making sure to keep some distance between them.

“Interested in what?”

“In whatever made you make that face. And whatever made you... erm... interested in what I said.”

Dioohn nodded but said nothing. 

“So, there’s a prophecy? Well, you believe there’s one anyway.” He trotted to keep up with the man. “And my father’s story has something to do with it? Oh yeah, and so does my best friend, who you poisoned, by the way. And I’m guessing that locket has something to do with it also. You know I won’t stop talking until you tell me.”

“Then you will talk yourself to death.”

Regan frowned. “So, was it the part about Pyxis taking my body? Or was it locking me up behind the Gates? Do you really believe Pyxis is real? I mean, I wouldn’t exactly scratch your name off the crazy list, but I’m curious to see where this is going. So? Tell me?” 

Dioohn drew in such a long breath Regan almost expected him to breathe fire. “I will tell you what you need to know when the right time comes.”

“Hmm.” Regan rubbed his chin. “My mother said you’d tell me all I need to know. She clearly knew something too, and she kept it from me. She did tell me one thing, though: that you and my father were friends.” He paused, stealing a side glance at the man. “So, tell me, if you were such good friends, why weren’t you with him the night he died? Why weren’t you there to help him?”

“It is not your place to question my actions, boy.”

“Well, whose is it? Because it seems to me that you can say and do whatever you want and you’re not answerable to anyone. And you know what that’s called?” He nodded at the man. “A tyrant! You’re a tyrant, using people as expendable pieces for your own secret gains, as part of your own stupid games a—”

“This is not a game!” The Kuwaha stopped abruptly, and Regan could almost swear he saw smoke flare from his nostrils. He exhaled loudly, letting his temper cool before speaking again. “This is not a game. Your father was not expendable, and neither is Kayle. There are things going on that you have no idea about. My only wish is to see you three safe.”

“Us three? You mean us two? Or do you mean Beranil?”

Dioohn stared off over the river, listening to the waves. 

“Dioohn?” Regan, who had been keeping his distance, now took a step towards the man. “Us three? What are you keeping us safe from?”

“There is something coming. Something bigger than all of us.” The man turned to him. “Everyone will be counting on you. You will be their anchor. A light to guide them aright.”

“No pressure there.” Regan rolled his eyes.

Dioohn sighed, and Regan watched the energy drain from his face, leaving behind a tired withered shell of a man who had only one thing to live for—his son. 

Regan almost felt sorry for him.

“Your friend needs you. He needs someone he can count on, someone he can trust, and he trusts you.” 

The man’s words made him uneasy. “Kayle? Need me?” Regan asked. “Why in this world would Kayle need me?” 

“Because, someday, he will be faced with a grave choice,” Dioohn said gravely. “A choice to give in to the darkness or hold on to the light, a choice between life and death.”

“You want me to help him make the right choice?” Regan gasped, almost forgetting to whom he was speaking. He added sarcastically, “Oh, wait. Let me guess, you’re going to tell me what that is now?” 

Dioohn walked on in silence, staring at something that seemed further away in time than it was in space. “I do not know what the right choice would be,” the Kuwaha said finally, “only you will.” 

Regan thought he saw the man’s beady blue eyes glaze wet. Unsure why he did so, he asked, “What do you want me to do?”

Dioohn turned to him. “Please, save him.”

The request lingered in the silence between them for a very long moment, then the compassion in Dioohn’s eyes was gone, his expression unreadable once again. 
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The cool air, soft on Sexa’s cheeks, made the boy smile. He could feel the hard earth beneath him as the noises of the morning grew louder around him, but he didn’t open his eyes. 

He recalled the events that had taken place prior to his waking and hoped somewhere within him that, if he kept his eyes closed, he could pretend it had all been a dream. 

Zoran was gone, and in a sad way, so was his mother. He was all alone now. Maybe he could stay with Regan? 

But it was Felipe’s fault, he thought, I doubt he’d want me around. He squeezed his eyes shut, fighting the tears forming in them. Where do I go? What do I do now?

“Sexa?” 

Sexa recognised the voice. It was Kayle, Zoran’s son. He opened his eyes and squinted at the brightness blinding his vision of his surroundings. He tried to shield his face from the light, the movement sending a jolt of pain through his whole body. 

Howling, he shut his eyes, tears flowing freely down the sides of his face. He had never felt such pain before. It felt like his body was being torn apart. 

A pair of large hands rested gently on his arm and shoulder as muffled voices conversed over him and everything faded into darkness. 
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“HE’S AWAKE!” 

Through the pounding in his head, Sexa heard Kayle’s excited voice in the distance.

“Master! Master!” the boy shouted. “He’s awake!”

The clang of something metal and hollow sent bolts of excruciating pain through him. 

“Don’t move,” a man said. 

Sexa felt a hand on his shoulder and another slipping underneath his head to cradle it. The hand on his shoulder moved to cover his eyes, and Sexa, confused at what was going on, tried to speak. 

“Now!” the man said. Sexa’s lips had barely parted when a hard piece of wood was forced between his teeth as another pair of hands grabbed him. 

The pain ricocheted through his whole body as he was lifted off his back and placed face down on the ground again. He tried to scream, but the wood muffled the sound. Then the hand lifted his head and placed a thickly folded cloth underneath his chin. 

Sexa sobbed, trying to move his body, trying to ignore the pain. Hands touched his back and he squealed, writhing in agony as he was held down. 

“He’s crying!” Kayle shouted from somewhere in the distance. “It’s hurting him, Master, he’s crying.”

“It is for his own good,” Dioohn said. 

“But it’s hurting him!” Kayle sobbed. 

“Do you want him to die?” Another voice, deep and rough, shouted at the boy. 

Kayle’s silence suggested the boy would much rather Sexa lived. 

“Go. Fetch us some water!” Dioohn said. 

“But it’s hurting him,” Kayle whispered, his sobs fading with distance. 

It didn’t just hurt, it burned. It burned everywhere the hand touched his skin. It burned below the surface, into his flesh, to his bone. Sexa struggled to break free, but the hand left his eyes to hold his shoulders down. 

His vision was blurred by the pain and tears as he tried to get some sense of his surroundings. 

“Hold him still!” The second man shouted as a touch burned his back. Heat rippled through him, jolts of anguish which left him squealing and howling despite the plank between his teeth. 

He heard the first man shout for water as he began to lose consciousness. A moment later, the cool liquid washed over him, and he came to, the unbearable pain steering him towards insanity. 

Every time he welcomed the darkness, a cold spray would bring him to the present pain he felt. He had no tears left, no strength to fight on. 

Memories of his mother, of Zoran, of what had happened drifted through his mind; thoughts of what was happening and how life would be, alone. He had nothing left to live for. 

Sexa let go. 

He sighed and embraced the darkness, no spray waking him this time. 
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SEXA’S EYES SHOT OPEN at the sound of metal breaking the earth. His body ached as he moved, head and vision swirling. He strained his eyes in the darkness the night had cast over his surroundings. There was movement to his side. In the corner of his vision, he could see someone digging. 

He watched the man drag a body into the shallow hole, horror and fear filling him as the man began to fill it up. He tried to scream, but a blinding pain shot through his body, knocking him unconscious as a croak escaped his lips. 
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THE STRONG SMELL OF earth filled Sexa’s lungs. He was lying on his front in the pitch black. 

He pushed himself up on both hands and emerged into the faint glow of a newly waking day as the soft earth crumbled and rolled off him with ease. Sexa examined the small wooden bowl his face had been resting in. 

Had he been buried? 

He shook himself tentatively. The dull throbbing in his back and shoulders jogged his memory, and he winced. Where was he? 

He glanced round. There was no grave nearby. Just grass, stretching out before him. Getting to his feet, he turned slowly, trying to get a better sense of where he was. He saw a river, not far off. Sexa stared at it, then decided to go to it. He would have a drink, wash himself, hopefully find some food, and then decide what to do next. 

The coolness refreshed him as he submerged himself in the river, letting his mind wander. His mama’s smiling face floated into his thoughts and he held onto the memory as his tears disappeared in the water around him. 

Mama. 

She was gone. 

Pushing himself to the surface, he breathed in the morning air and wiped his hair back from off his face. She was gone. Even if he found her, her memories were all gone. He was alone now. 

Sexa spent most of the day swimming as he tried to clear his mind and decide on his next step. He would find the old man, find his mother, bury Zoran—if there was a body to bury—then he would set off to finish what Zoran had started. He would find Jana and bring her back to Eutopia, just as Zoran had wanted. 

He would take care of her, be her family, just as Zoran would have been his if Felipe... Felipe. 

Sexa trembled, and he tasted bile. He dived deeper and swam harder, pushing at the water in a bid to release his fury—it wasn’t working. He swam to the surface, a cry of frustration escaping him as he emerged. He beat at the water and he yelled into the air, the tears running freely down his cheeks.

“Why?” he screamed, slapping at the river. “Why? Why? Why?”

He stopped, shoulders slumping forward as he wept into his palms. “Why?” 

Sexa sobbed, wishing the river to sweep him away, to overcome him, to take him to be with Zoran. He wanted to end his existence, but he knew in his heart that his mother would want him to keep on living, so he waded there, sobbing, wishing for some form of comfort, for something to take the pain away. 

The water stirred oddly around him, pulling him back to the present. It circled him, a creature with a mind of its own. Sexa watched, remaining very still as it snaked around him, wrapping him tightly. He drew in a deep breath, anticipating he would soon be submerged, but to his surprise, it stopped at his neck. 

The water got warm, and Sexa stayed very still. In all his life, he had never seen or heard of anything like this. The water stayed at a comfortable temperature, hugging him snugly. 

Sexa closed his eyes, exhaling as he let himself relax into it. There was no use fighting. He welcomed the comfort it provided, eyes leaking from the lingering sadness as the water caressed both his body and soul, trying to wash away his pain. 

After what felt like a long time, he opened his eyes and scanned the riverbank, hoping that someone—anyone—would be there. He sighed, wishing to dry off on the bank before the sun went down. To his surprise, the water around him stirred again. 

Sexa gasped as the river carried him towards the bank. Was it doing what he wanted? He closed his eyes, wishing to stop. It did. He floated there, cocooned from the neck down in a warm ball of water. 

Up! 

The water below him towered, lifting him higher. 

Stop! 

It stopped. 

Sexa stared over the meadow, at the beginnings of a new sunset. He smiled. It was beautiful. He lingered there for a short while then, snickering mischievously, suddenly descended into a free fall as the tower cascaded below him. A jet of water caught him when he neared its surface, sending him coasting as he giggled, then laughed excitedly, playing until the sun was nearly set. 

He ceased his play and willed himself to the bank. He had had fun, made a new friend of the river. Now, he needed to find food... and somewhere to sleep. His feet wobbled as he landed on the solid ground. The water caressed him one last time, then retreated, leaving him warm and dry. 

Sexa waved as it snaked back to join the river. “Thank you.” 

He headed inward, then stopped and looked round the dark meadow. He had nowhere to go.

A fresh rain of tears fell as Sexa turned to the river, wishing for some sort of refuge. It parted before him. He sobbed, trudging down the long, narrow corridor that descended into the river, as solid around him as a rock. 

He walked for a long time and finally came to a small wooden cabin suspended a few feet over the river’s surface. It balanced well on four wooden poles, unaffected by the wind or the currents. He pushed the door open and climbed in, then thanked the river and shut the door. The little space was bare, save for a little bed with many cloths laid over it. 

Sexa sat on it, stomach rumbling. He tried to sleep, but hunger wouldn’t let him. He gave up trying and walked back to the door and the river. “Please, can I have something to eat?”

The river stirred and then settled, but nothing happened.

“Can I have fish? Please?” Sexa revised his request. 

It stirred again and two snakes of water broke the surface. They darted towards him, laying a couple of fish just inside the doorway. One flopped back into the river, and Sexa grabbed the other and squeezed. He wasn’t used to this. Mama fixed the food, he just had to catch it. Then she’d use a knife...

The river stirred and a small spray pooled on the cabin floor, then formed a knife. It felt like a real knife in his hand; it probably was as sharp. He tried it. The head of the fish rolled off with such ease it startled him. 

He stared at the food before him. Do I cook it? 

He looked out over the river and sighed. “I guess you can’t give me fire?”

The water stirred and another spray pooled, then rose like the flames of a campfire. Sexa’s eyes went wide, and he threw his fish into it. It sizzled, and steam rose from the flames. He narrowed his eyes. If this were a real fire, he had just burnt his food. 

“Stop! Stop!” He waved at the liquid fire. 

It crashed into a small puddle on the floor and Sexa cautiously picked up his food. 

“Thank you.” 

The water retreated, and he went back to the bed. He ate slowly, sadly, then hid himself beneath the cloths and cried himself to sleep. 

That night, he dreamed of his mother, of Zoran, of the river, and of walking away from it, towards the meadow, leagues in, till he reached a cottage with a well-kept garden and cobblestone walkway inviting him to the front door.
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“Merid!” Puffing and grunting in the afternoon sun, Regan wiped the sweat off his neck and forehead as he sat, silently thankful for the recess. 

The old man was moving at a snail’s pace and, but for him not knowing where he was going—or how to get there and not wanting to leave Kayle behind—he would have gone on ahead.

Dioohn handed him a waterskin retrieved from somewhere in his cloak and, reluctantly, Regan took it. He glanced over the man’s black clothing, wondering if it was a Kuwaha thing to be unaffected by the heat. 

Regan slushed the water around in his mouth, then swallowed, determined to have only that much. Had he not been so thirsty, and had it not been so hot, he would have declined it altogether. He handed the waterskin back, stretched his legs, and looked over Kayle.

Regan stroked his friend’s head. “It’s noon,” he said, “and he isn’t okay.” 

“Move.” Dioohn came to kneel beside him. He put a palm to Kayle’s temple, then parted the boy’s lips. The man grunted and shook his head. Much too soon, the break was over, and they set off again. 

Unlike the previous time he had followed Dioohn, they turned away from the water, walking a long distance more, before finally coming up to an oddly shaped wooden cottage in a valley, the only thing visible for a considerable distance. Lights flickered within and smoke snaked lazily from the chimney.

“Is someone home?” Regan turned to Dioohn. “Assuming it’s your home, that is.” Dioohn’s eyes cut to him, and Regan lifted his hands. “Assuming.”

The Kuwaha glared at him, then closed his eyes, shook his head, and sighed. Dioohn led him past the small, well-kept garden and up the cobblestone walkway to the dark-wood front door. With a gentle kick, it creaked open, and Dioohn stepped sideways into the space, careful with Kayle as he did. 

He followed the man into the bright golden glow of the burning candles lining the shelves and windowsills. The inside was more spacious than Regan had expected—or at least, it felt that way after being cooped up in the cabin for so many days. This place had a fireplace and a makeshift bed—a bed!

But that wasn’t all. There were covers also. Thick, warm covers piled high on a wooden trunk at the foot of the bed and draped over the back of two chairs against a wooden table by the wall. He smiled as he noticed an old armchair, similar to the one his father owned, the one that still sat, unused, in their front room. This man might truly have been his father’s friend. 

Regan closed his eyes and filled his lungs with the smell of soup wafting towards him from the pot boiling over the fireplace. There was food. He smiled, rocking back slightly as waves of nostalgia washed over him, then shook his head to dispel the thoughts of home. He needed a distraction. 

He studied the walls—plain wood, lined with shelves stacked with pots and pans, books, bowls and bottles. He clicked his tongue. Aside from the door in the wall opposite him, nothing else held his interest. Dioohn’s home was as plain and unreadable as its owner. 

Dioohn lay Kayle on the bed. Kayle shivered, and the colour had drained from his damp, sweaty face. Fear gripped Regan as he watched. Was Kayle dying? 

The Kuwaha took down two small bowls and filled them with soup. He handed one to Regan and took the other to the bedside, where he pulled a chair up beside Kayle. 

“Is he...” Regan couldn’t bring himself to ask. 

“Quiet,” Dioohn said. “Sit.” 

Regan sat on the floor near the bed while Dioohn whispered over the bowl and swirled the soup as he did. He watched on in silence, bowl in hand, as the swishing contents steamed. Dioohn placed his hand over the bowl, humming softly, then tipped it. Dried seeds fell into his palm. 

Regan choked down a gasp, glanced at his bowl, and placed it on the floor beside him. 

Dioohn smiled. He crushed the seeds with a thumb until the snapping and crumpling stopped, then he lifted Kayle’s head and forced the crumbs through the boy’s quivering blue lips. Kayle gasped, trembled and stiffened, then slumped back. Regan let his breath out slowly as the colour returned to Kayle’s face. 

“He will be fine,” Dioohn said, laying Kayle back on the bed. “He just needs some rest.”

“You poisoned him,” Regan said coldly. “If he hadn’t protected me, that would be me.”

“No. You would be dead.”

“What?” Regan made to get to his feet, but the Kuwaha held out a hand to stay him. He grunted and folded his arms. He would already be dead if that were what the man had intended. He was obviously in no immediate danger. 

“The poison was for Kayle,” Dioohn said. “He is unaffected by most. I have been searching for one he is not immune to. This is the closest I have come. My hope is that we never have to use it.”

Regan’s eyes narrowed. “We? Use it? You plan to poison him? And you want me to be a part of this?” He pushed himself to his knees. “What makes you think I’ll ever poison my friend? Why would you even think I would do anything you say? You left my father to die. You stabbed my best friend. You—”

Dioohn lifted a hand to silence him, then went to the inner door, disappearing into the space beyond. 

Regan listened for the man, then crawled quickly to the bed. “Kayle.” He nudged the unconscious boy. “Wake up, Kayle. We need to get out of here.” He sighed when Kayle didn’t move, wondering what he had expected. 

The Kuwaha grunted from somewhere beyond the doorway, then reappeared with a basin of water and a washcloth. Pausing, his eyes studied Regan, who watched him cautiously, hand resting protectively on his friend’s arm. 

Dioohn shook his head. The man walked up to him and handed him the basin and cloth, gesturing for him to sit in the chair. 

“I have a question for you.” Regan frowned and sat, dipping the cloth in the bowl. The water was warm, comforting. “Do you just not care for safety? Or is it like, your thing to leave candles and a fireplace burning when you’re away?” He squeezed the wet cloth and carefully wiped Kayle down, rinsing the cloth intermittently. “I mean, that’s just careless. Completely irresponsible. The whole place could have burnt down while you were gone. Tsk.”

Dioohn watched silently as Regan nursed Kayle. 

After a while, Regan yawned, and Dioohn picked up his discarded soup bowl. He emptied it into the pot stewing over the dying fire, then refilled and traded it for the basin and cloth. 

Its aroma caressed Regan’s senses, begging him to drink it up. As he did, the warmth of the meal spread through his body with every gulp. Now realising how hungry he was, he wanted more. 

Dioohn smiled, picked a cloth off one of the chairs, and draped it over Regan’s shoulders. He looked up thankfully. 

The man pulled up the other chair. “There are some things we need to talk about,” he said. Regan struggled to look up from his almost empty bowl. “Things you would like to know. Would you like some more?” 

Regan nodded. 

Dioohn refilled the bowl and handed it back. 

“Thank you,” he whispered, bringing it to his lips.

The man smiled sadly. “I am sorry about your father,” he said finally. “I wish I could have saved him.”

Regan lowered his bowl. Something in the man’s voice sounded genuine.

“Your father, he was a dear friend.” Dioohn looked at the wall. “He brought Kayle to me after you found him. He asked me to take care of him. I wanted to kill him.”

Regan rolled his eyes. “Why am I not surprised?” He continued drinking his soup. 

Dioohn stared somewhere in the past. “He is an Anathema. By law, he should die.”

Regan stopped drinking, his head falling just a little. 

“Your father wanted to prove the Anathemas were not to be feared. He believed...” Dioohn sighed and shook his head. “The hatred for mixed-breeds runs deep.”

“I just don’t understand why,” Regan said sadly. 

After a brief silence, Dioohn said, “Do you know the story of the Great war?”

Regan nodded. “Vladicsar against Schandrof. Schandrof won.”

“There is more to the story. After Schandrof won, he built a hierarchy, the ruling system we have now.” Dioohn glanced at Regan, who was now staring at him.

“I know the legend of The Nobles of Schandrof.” 

“But do you know Schandrof and his men won with magic?”

“Huh?” 

“Schandrof and his four generals won the Great War with magic.”

“Four generals?” Regan shook his head. “Schandrof is just a legend. And he didn’t have four generals. Or magic.”

“He did.” Dioohn nodded slowly. “They are the ancestors of the ruling families, Kalish, Telk, Brinlee, Rowanov...” 

Regan stared at the man in disbelief. “Where did you hear that?”

“Think, boy,” Dioohn said. “Why are the Daemon so opposed to the current AlFhairie government?”

Regan frowned. “How should I know?”

“Think!”

Scowling, Regan closed his eyes. “I’m not sure... from what I remember, it has something to do with Pyxis and...” Regan almost dropped his bowl. He opened his eyes, mouth gaping. “And the lost house of Schandrof.”

Dioohn nodded. “Schandrof and the four became the Royals. Others with magic at the time were instated as the Nobles, and those without, the common folk.”

Regan blinked, unsure whether to consider Dioohn’s words or consider the Kuwaha a madman. “The Daemon are fanatics. There’s no sense or logic to their behaviour. And Schandrof is a legend. It isn’t real...” He lowered his eyes. “It can’t be.”

Dioohn waited a little before carrying on. “The Royals and Nobles control most of the land and wealth of Eutopia. The marriage contract was instituted to join their houses and keep them in control of everything. Especially the magic.”

Regan glared at the fireplace. “It’s all about magic, huh?”

Dioohn nodded. 

“So, why is it frowned upon?”

“Those outside the Noble and Royal lines do not have magic. If it spreads, the Nobles lose their control.”

“This is...” Regan gritted his teeth. 

“Fear is a very strange thing. Those with no power fear those with it. It is a fear born of mistrust. And it breeds hate.”

“And the Anathemas?”

“Mixing the races awakens the magic. Anathemas are born elementals.”

“And that threatens the balance of power.” Regan sighed, tilting his bowl back and forth. He had been right all along. It was all political, a struggle for power to keep the classes divided. He had been wrong in thinking that money was the currency, though. The real currency was magic.
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The next several days were filled with games on the river, meals of fish, and the creation of imaginative objects to meet his specific needs. Sexa learned that the more specific his request, the easier it was for the water to grant it. He found that if he held the image in his mind, the water would create it for him.

Each night, he dreamed about the meadow and the cabin it led him to, like it was calling out to him, inviting him in, till one late evening, while playing on the river, he decided to find it. The water obeyed him as it had done many times before, carrying him to its bank and retrieving the wetness from him, leaving him warm and dry. 

Sexa thanked the river, then headed out into the meadow. He had no idea where he was going, but somehow, he knew he was headed in the right direction. He walked on for a few leagues, eyes adjusting to the darkness the night brought with it. This was open land, and he was all alone. He needed to find some form of shelter soon or he would be in serious trouble. 

Sexa walked on until a cottage finally came into view in the valley below. Smoke drifted up from its chimney. He hadn’t realised the land had sloped upwards at any point, but now he stared down a low hill at this wooden edifice, its garden nicely kept, a cobblestone walkway leading up to its front door, just as he had dreamt it. 

Sexa’s heart skipped. It was real. But how?

He shook his head and started towards it, smiling to himself as the smoke rising from the chimney guided his imagination to a warm meal beside a fireplace and, hopefully, a soft bed to sleep in. Someone must be in there.

Paws padded faintly on the soft earth and the hairs on the nape of his neck stood as he stilled, listening to the sounds of the night. His nostrils flared gently, catching a scent. Howlers. 

Sexa weighed his options. He could stand and fight, though he was tired and still weak from his wounds. But even if he shifted, it would take more than skill and luck to win. He had to escape. And the cottage was the closest beacon of safety for leagues. If he ran fast enough, he could make it—if there was someone in the cottage willing to open it to him. He would take his chances. 

He breathed in, held it for two counts, then sprinted through the darkness. Moments later, he heard the wild dogs give chase. 

Sexa ran on in terror, the cottage drawing ever closer. The last thing he wanted was to be eaten alive. He had cleared the hill, but his legs were tiring, and the animals were closing in. 

No! He pushed forward, strengthened by his sheer will to stay alive. Sexa screamed as he neared the cottage. Shadows moved inside. He kept screaming as he crossed the garden and bounded down the walkway to the front door, paws thudding on the cobblestone behind him.

The door swung open as he reached it. It slammed shut behind him, and the first couple of howlers banged into it as he stumbled, unable to slow his pace. He hit a wall and fell to the ground. 

Heart racing and panting heavily, Sexa groaned and opened his eyes. Dioohn and Felipe peered down at him. 

Grinning, Felipe said, “I told you he’d come.” 

Dioohn nodded, and a sad smile spread across his face. 
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“I sense you have more questions,” Dioohn said. Regan swished his soup back and forth, eyes stinging with rage. “What is it you want to know?” 

Regan snarled at his soup. “It’s all about power. All about control. Those with power oppress those without because they can’t fight back.” His grip tightened on his bowl. “It has to stop!”

“And what do you plan to do about it?”

Regan looked up at the old man. 

As though seeing his determination, Dioohn asked, “You plan to fight a system that has been established for well over hundreds of moons?”

“Watch me!”

“What will you do? Kill your grandfather and become Ruler? Unless you are at the head, it is all but impossible to change the system.”

“I don’t believe that.” Regan shook his head.

“Well.” Dioohn nodded. “I agree that this system must change, and I believe you and your friend can bring about that change. But you must do so from within it. And you cannot do that if you do not understand how it works.”

“You expect me to become a part of all this... this madness? Forget it!” He shook his head.

“You are a Royal. You already are a part of it.”

Regan shook his head violently enough to make his neck hurt.

“One with powerful enough magic can change the system and the fate of Eutopia. You are an Anathema from two Royal lines.” 

Regan sat straight, head still shaking violently. “I don’t know what this is, but I don’t want to be a part of whatever crazy scheme you’re cooking up. I came here because I wanted to make some money to help Old Pops.” He stared down at the ring on his thumb, rubbing it gently. 

“I understand your hesitation—” 

“No, you don’t!” Regan jerked, almost spilling his soup. “No, you don’t. My mother said my father wanted me to be your apprentice. She gave me that stupid locket and said you’d tell me everything I need to know! But since I met you, I’ve had more questions than answers. You said my mother is actually... and my father had magic... and Kayle...” He sighed and shook his head. “Now, you’re telling me all Nobles have magic? That the ruling class is monopolising magic? I wouldn’t have been surprised if you’d told me the religions were. But...”

“Sometimes, religion is just another interpretation of events, with a different—very specific—focus.”

“Or another tool to enslave the masses.”

Dioohn smirked awkwardly. “True. In this case, it is both. We know the story of Pyxis is real because Pyxis had a son. And the five were able to defeat Vladicsar with magic in the Great War because they were his descendants.”

Regan laughed, spilling soup all over himself. The bowl clattered to the ground as he cursed and threw the cloth off himself, wiping the warm food off his bare chest and stomach. 

The Kuwaha went into the inner room and returned with two black tops, like the one Kayle had been wearing. He handed one to Regan, then pushed past him to the bed, where he slipped the other onto Kayle. 

Regan put it on, picked up the bowl, and helped himself to some more soup. He sat cross-legged on the floor by the armchair, staring at the smouldering lumps of coal. It wasn’t real. None of it was. Not Pyxis, not the Kuwaha’s tale, not even the Legend of Schandrof and the Great War. None of it. 

But Kayle... Regan massaged his eyelids. “Why did my mother send me here?” 

Dioohn, who had been cleaning up the mess, dropped the cloth he had been using and sat in his armchair. “You cannot change destiny.”

Regan glared up at the man, nose wrinkled in disgust. “I don’t believe in destiny, or fate, or Pyxis.”

“Then I have no believable answer to give.”

“It was a rhetorical... whatever.” He sighed and closed his eyes, then silently counted to five before opening them again. “Okay.”

Dioohn gave him a questioning look. “Okay?”

“I’ve decided to listen to what you have to say.” Regan counted off his fingers as he spoke. “If you were friends with my father, and my mother trusted me to come to you, and Kayle trusts you with his life, then I guess you aren’t completely crazy. So, I’ve decided to hear you out. But first, you have to tell me about the magic, how it works, who has it, how to get it. Everything.”

The Kuwaha stared thoughtfully into the darkening fireplace, struggling with options only he was aware of, before finally nodding. “The Nobles and Royals are magic wielders. At present, the Royal bloodlines are the most magically potent, with gifts passing down through the generations. Innate magic. It includes the gift of travel. Like your father’s gift.” The Kuwaha glanced at the bed. “And Kayle’s.”

It was as though the man’s words turned a lock in Regan’s mind, and he gasped as the truth hit him. “Kayle is a...”

“His mother was born to a Royal.”

“But he said he could only open...” He gestured. “Whatever they are called!”

“Rifts.”

“He said it’s because you were training him to be a Kuwaha. He said the Kuwaha were keepers of rifts, and they were the ones who could, you know?”

“Kayle is of Royal blood. His gift was there long before I began to train him. When his mother died, he travelled here on his own without even knowing it.” 

“Do you know what bloodline he’s from?”

Dioohn nodded. 

Regan waited for a name, but Dioohn didn’t volunteer one. He clicked his tongue and shook his head. “So where do the Kuwaha fit into all this?”

“Centuries ago, the Kuwaha were appointed from some of the Noble houses and tasked with keeping the Royals in check. We became their guards and, if necessary, executioners.”

Regan snorted. “Kayle said your job was to protect the rifts left open when Royals travel. I figure you’re the ones who supervised the use of magic?”

“We are. But we are more than that. For many moons, each Monarch had their Kuwaha appointed to them once their powers began to manifest—”

“So, why can the Kuwaha travel if they aren’t Royals?” 

Dioohn frowned. “It did not take long for the people to realise that the powers of the Royals surpassed those of the Kuwaha that guarded them. When the marriage system was instated, any children born to the Royals outside of marriage were meant to be killed by the Kuwaha.”

“But I’m guessing they weren’t.” Regan rolled his eyes.

“They were taken and trained as Kuwaha. This allowed them... us... to grow together with the Royals, learning from each other and excelling in the arts of the different magics.” 

Regan shook his head and rubbed his temple, squeezing his eyes shut. It was all too much to take in. “Why are you telling me all of this?” he groaned.

“Because you asked.” 

“Oh, I know. It was a...” He clicked his tongue. He couldn’t be bothered to explain that he was talking to himself. Not when he was the one considering the old man to be crazy. Feeling the strain from tiredness, he rolled his neck, then lifted his bowl in a small gesture as he said, “Carry on.”

Dioohn chuckled. “All the Nobles have magic in their blood, although not all manifest their abilities. Being a Noble means you have magic. But innate magic does not—cannot—affect the things and people around the wielder. Droconian Shifters, AlFhairie Mentalists, these are innate magics.”

“And the Lepane?”

“Adomins.”

Regan stared at the man, waiting. “Are you really going to make me ask what that means?”

The man’s smile reached his eyes. “Adomins have a special type of...” he searched the ceiling, “Intuition. They know things, see things. They sense things, emotions, magic, darkness, goodness. They tend to be very curious and ask a lot of questions.” Dioohn glanced at him.

Regan shrugged and rolled his eyes. “I figured it was because I’m smart.” 

“It is because you are an Adomin. You can sense more than what you see, beyond what you hear. That is why you search for answers to questions others do not think to ask. It is a revelatory gift.”

Chuckling to himself, Regan said, “Now I see why the religions are so prevalent in these parts.”

“I believe, when your gift develops, you will come to understand the truth behind the religions.” Dioohn sighed, turning his attention to the fireplace. “That is, if anyone can.”

Regan did not miss the note of sadness in the man’s voice. Or the way the Kuwaha seemed to be falling into some far-away thought. 

Unsure how to help—if he even could—he said, “Hmm. Nice. I have more questions on that once you’re done explaining this.”

The man adjusted himself in his chair. “There is not much more to explain. Not all have their abilities awakened. Yours are coming to light. It is essential you master your gifts once they manifest.”

“Or else?” he said with his mouth full.

“You might be a Royal, but you are not a Prince until you do.”

Regan coughed, choking on his soup. “What?” He pounded on his chest.

“You would know all this if you had grown up in Stotfod An.”

“Yeah, let’s act like that was my choice.” He rolled his eyes again.

“As I said, not all the Nobles have powers. This includes the Royals. Remember, magic is what is respected among the Nobles, so the Royals with no powers do not inherit the title of Prince.” He glanced at Regan. “I suggest you eat that before it gets cold.”

Regan took one look at the dark fireplace and returned to his soup.

“The Princes are trained in elemental magic. It is necessary if they hope to become Kings or Queens. The elementals rule this world.” 

“Elementals?” Regan lost interest in his meal, placing the bowl beside him and giving the old man his full attention. 

“Being an elemental is gaining mastery of an element. You begin the practice as a Mage and become a Lord—or earn the title of Prince, as a Royal— when you master an element. A MaLord, for two.”

“MaLord?” Regan frowned. 

Dioohn got up to look over Kayle, checking for fever and wiping his forehead and neck with the cloth.

“Has anyone ever mastered all four elements?” Regan asked, unable to hide his fascination. 

“There are five elements,” Dioohn continued, draping another cloth over Regan and returning to his armchair, “though, most hardly ever master two. Each element is a world of its own to master. It takes certain characteristics to do so, and some of them are in contrast with each other. Like water and fire. This means your very nature comes in contrast with itself when you master more than one element. Most of the rulers I have met are Princes, Kings and Queens, the Royal equivalent of Lords and MaLords.”

“Huh? So, my granda...” Regan was unsure how to phrase the question. His mind travelled to his only visit to Stotfod An. He remembered the awe with which people revered King Tafawa and the power that oozed from him. It had been overwhelming even from where he had stayed hidden, a good distance away. 

“King Tafawa is a MaLord. A Lord of both air and water.” 

Regan pondered on the man’s words before speaking again. “How about the Rowanov Queen?”

“Queen Worra is a Lord, but the Droconian ruler will always be called Queen. Her mother was a MaLord, though. It will not be a surprise if she surpasses the Late Queen Varvara.”

Regan nodded, lips pursed thoughtfully. “And the Brinlee King? The Telk King?”

“They are both Mages.”

His efforts to fight back his laughter only resulted in a snort. “No wonder the AlFhairie keep to themselves.”

“The AlFhairie rulers are Regents. The throne has been vacant for over two centuries. The people believe that their true monarch will return someday.” Dioohn shook his head, and again, that wandering sadness filled his eyes. “Prophecies and ghost stories, but they believe them.”

“What’s wrong with that? It gives the people hope.” Regan frowned. “Wait. What am I saying? I’m actually on your side with that one. I don’t believe in...” 

“Adomin.” Dioohn chuckled. “You might yet make a fine ruler someday.”

“Anyway—whatever.” Regan waved the comment away. “You said Telk and Brinlee aren’t the true monarchs. Then that would leave...” His eyes widened at the realisation. 

The Kuwaha nodded. “The lost House of Schandrof. Since King Rhone disappeared, the Telks and Brinlees have ruled together, but they and their people believe a prophecy, one about the Schandrof sons. They believe that the AlFhairie monarch will only die when he has an heir on the way. So, they believe an heir will return to the throne someday.”

“Do you think that’ll happen? After what? Two hundred moons?”

“What I think is of little consequence.” 

Regan grunted his frustration. “The lost House of Schandrof. I wonder...” Regan rubbed his chin. “Ghost stories. If you ask me, I think King Rhone died. And I don’t think he even was a Schandrof.” He shook his head, returning to his previous line of thought. “Have you ever met anyone greater than a MaLord?”

Dioohn nodded. “Lord Royals, masters of four elements. Very uncommon. I have only met two in my lifetime, and one was torn apart by the power and the thirst for the magic; he died a most terrible death.” Dioohn shook his head at the memory. “Mad fellow.” 

“And wha—”

“Before you ask—” Dioohn waved, anticipating what Regan’s next question would be. “Yes, there are those who have surpassed the Lord Royals. They have mastered the five elements. These elites are what we call the Grandmaesters. To be a Grandmaester takes more than blood and skill. It takes a lifetime commitment to nothing but magic. They are masters of magic beyond the school of elementals. I have never met one, nor do I ever hope to. If you ever are to come face to face with a ... Well, let us hope...”

Regan shifted uneasily. Just the thought of ever meeting a Grandmaester sent a volt of terror running through him. 

“Magic...” Dioohn sighed. “The power corrupts. It can be a beautiful darkness” —he turned to Regan— “or a guiding light.”

“Which are you?” Regan blurted, unable to stop himself. 

The old man gave him a warm smile. “I like to think of myself as an uncomfortably pale grey mist.”

“No, I meant...” 

“My magic.” 

Regan nodded slowly. 

“I am a Kuwaha. The Kuwaha seek no status. We live only for the Royals.” 

“Oh boy!” He rolled his eyes.

“But if I were a Royal, I would be a MaLord.”

Regan’s eyes grew wide at the realisation of how powerful the man before him really was. He turned his gaze to the bed. Kayle’s colour had returned, and his chest now rose and fell rhythmically. “And Kayle?”

“He is a MaLord.”

Regan gasped. 

“He is a wind and water elemental. He will soon be a Lord Royal. We Kuwaha grow to match the power of the Royal we keep.”

“The Royal you keep, huh?” Regan looked from boy to man, then his head dropped as he considered himself and his lack of powers. 

Dioohn smiled. He leaned in and patted Regan on the shoulder. “You’ll become a Prince soon enough. Practise and patience.”

Regan nodded. “Which Royal’s power is he matching?”

“Do not worry yourself about that.” Dioohn spoke quickly, dismissing the question with a wave as more formed in the boy’s mind. 

Regan’s empty bowl dangled loosely in one hand while the other clutched the cloth, pulling it tighter over himself. Dioohn nodded to the bowl, and Regan shook his head slightly, gesturing for him to carry on.

“I am the Kuwaha assigned to your family. First, to your grandfather, and then your father,” Dioohn continued, “and now to you. My purpose is to train you, to protect you, to teach you to harness and control your powers. The problem is, you are a mixed breed, and no one can know you exist, most especially the Kuwaha Council.” 

He gestured to Kayle. “Your father asked me to spare his life, to raise him as a Kuwaha, to prove to the races that mixed breeds were no longer a threat. And for him to one day be your Kuwaha.” Dioohn sighed. “I agreed.” He turned to look Regan over again, “I could not refuse your father that request.”

They both watched Kayle sleep for a long while, Regan thinking over the old man’s words.

“He is different,” Dioohn’s voice cut through his thoughts. “There are others like you, Anathema Royals. But not him. His bloodline is something special, something dangerous. A mix of AlFhairie... and darkness. There is a darkness in him, a power in him. It is an evil only you can keep at bay.”

“And let me guess, you got that from a prophecy?” Regan arched his eyebrows, his tone dripping with sarcasm. 

“All I have told you will be crucial in the coming times. I fear you may be the only one who can link the past to the present in order to change the future.” The man’s voice was pained and tired from the many moons of carrying this burden.

“What does that even mean?”

“When your gifts begin to manifest, you will understand.” He shook his head. 

“So, what does all this have to do with the locket?”

“That is a conversation for another time.” Dioohn’s sad eyes held his gaze. “Kayle needs you to be his Kuwaha, even more than you need him to be yours.” The man stood, beckoning for Regan to move. 

“You know, whenever you explain things, I end up with more questions than answers.” He stood and walked up to the nearest window, surprised to realise the sky was now a deep blue. He watched the starless canvas, wondering how much time had passed. 

“It will all become clear soon enough. When it does, you can tear down the old systems and build new ones in their place.”

Regan shook his head disappointedly, then glanced towards Kayle. “You said he would be fine by noon,” he whispered as he watched Dioohn spread a cloth on the floor beside the bed and gesture for him to lie down. 

“And he will be,” Dioohn said. “There are many noons in one’s lifetime.”

Regan, now watching his sleeping friend, started to protest.

“You should get some sleep.” Dioohn waved a dismissal, walking towards the front door. “Tomorrow is going to be a long day.” He pulled it open and disappeared into the night. 

Regan stood there for a while, watching his friend. Darkness? he thought. Kayle? Evil? He shook his head and went round the room, putting out the candles as he tried to digest all that Dioohn had said. He paused when he got to the final candle, which stood burning on a shelf over the bed. 

“Kayle is good.” Regan watched the unconscious boy for a few moments, hand hovering close to the candle. He decided to leave it burning. 

He smiled to himself as he bent over Kayle and planted a soft kiss on his forehead, then whispered in his ear, “I’ll protect you.” 

Kayle is not evil. He smiled and lay down on the cloth beside the bed. Kayle isn’t just my friend, he thought as he drifted to sleep, he is my brother. 
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THE CANDLE BURNED WELL into the night, a little light fighting a long and tiring battle against the great darkness that tried to snuff it out. 
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Chapter 29
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Sexa drank his soup while the two men had a heated discussion in the next room. Kayle sat on the edge of the small bed watching him, careful not to catch his eye. 

“What are they arguing about?” Sexa finally asked, dropping his bowl on the floor where he sat cross-legged, facing the boy. 

“You,” Kayle said, still careful not to look at him. “They can’t agree on what to do with you.” 

Sexa shrugged, stood, and walked up to the door leading to the other room. It was locked. 

They probably learned from the last time. He turned to Kayle. How much did he remember? “Do you remember me?” 

Kayle nodded. 

“Do you remember how we met?” 

The boy nodded again. 

“What else do you remember?” Sexa asked as he walked up to sit beside Kayle. 

Kayle shrugged. “Not much. I remember you made me forget something.” The boy looked at him and pulled his knees up in front of him. “It was something terribly painful, but I don’t remember what it was, just how it felt.” 

Sexa blinked, confused. He shouldn’t remember that. “Do you... remember anything else?” 

“I was asleep, and the cottage was on fire. Master saved me. I remember that that’s not a real memory. I remember you giving it to me, but I don’t remember what really happened.” Kayle shook his head, red curls dancing everywhere. “You were in my mind; you changed my memories. I don’t know how you did it, but I know you took away the bad memories.” He let his legs dangle over the edge again, staring at his bare feet. “Why did you do that?”

Sexa thought for a moment, then looked at the boy beside him. “I didn’t want you to suffer. I wanted to help take your pain away.”

Kayle kept staring at his feet, thinking about what Sexa said. “I’m sorry... about your back,” he said finally to Sexa, who was getting worried that he may have harmed more than helped. “You were really badly wounded. Master had to summon the healers from Muriel. But they were bad men.” He turned his gaze to Sexa. “They wanted to kill you because you’re only half AlFhairie, so Master killed them first. He couldn’t heal you the rest of the way, so he said he was taking you to someone who could. He said there was someone who was an expert in Anathemas. Do you know what that is?” 

Sexa nodded. “I think the expert couldn’t heal me either. They buried me near a river. The river spirits took care of me before I came here.” 

Kayle turned, surprise on his face as he looked Sexa over. “River spirits?” 

“Yes. They played with me and fed me.” 

“There aren’t any river spirits in these parts,” Kayle said. “The closest river to here is the Gingerdale River. It’s magic, but there aren’t any river spirits in it.”

Sexa blinked. “So how did the river take care of me?” 

“I don’t know.” Kayle shrugged, looking very thoughtful. “You should ask Master, he’ll know.” 

“Well, that depends on what they decide.” Sexa snickered, then added quickly, “Sorry about your memories. I was only trying to help.” 

“It’s ok,” Kayle replied kindly. “If it’s as painful as it feels, then I don’t think I want to know what it was anyway.” He smiled at Sexa, then went on to stare at the ceiling. 

Sexa followed his gaze, wondering what the boy was really thinking. He moved his hand close enough to brush against Kayle’s, then tried to lean into his mind. 

Nothing. 

He tried again. Again, there was nothing, like he was invading a blank space. Sexa tried several times but couldn’t find his way into Kayle’s mind. He glanced at Kayle. The boy couldn’t be blocking him out on purpose unless he knew what he was trying to do. After a dozen more attempts, Sexa gave up. 

Sighing heavily, he jumped off the bed. “Why are you here, Kayle?” 

“Huh?” Kayle seemed very confused by his question. 

“Since we’re stuck here together, we should be friends and get to know each other.” He offered Kayle a hand. “So? Why are you here?”

“Oh!” Kayle stood also. “I thought we were friends already.” He shook Sexa’s hand. “I’m Kayle. Kayle Dumfrees.” 

“Sexa Rowanov.” 

“Great.” Kayle let go of his hand and offered him a seat beside him on the bed, where they both sat again. “Where are you from? And what brings you here?” He tried his impression of what a grown-up would sound like. 

“Well,” Sexa responded in his version of an adult voice, “an urgent matter. We seek Dioohn.” 

“Oh yes, of course,” Kayle responded. “He is a bit busy, but I'll be sure to fetch him once he’s free, if you’re happy to wait?” 

“Not a problem at all.” Sexa jumped down again, rushed to the centre of the room, and bowed low. “While we wait, will you be able to help with some of my questions?” 

“I’ll do my best.” Kayle stood too, bowing to the boy. “What questions?” 

“Well, it’s a matter of this locket, you see.” Sexa paced, twirling an imaginary chain and locket around his finger. “I was to bring it to Dioohn because the Queen is looking for it.” 

“What Queen?” Kayle asked. 

“The Queen of the Dragons.” 

“Dragons?” Kayle gasped, eyes wide with excitement. 

“Yes.” Sexa noticed the change in Kayle’s tone, and he stopped pretending. “I’m Droconian, from Windornill.” 

“Really?” Kayle clasped his cheeks. 

“Yes. Haven’t you met one before?” 

Kayle shook his head, almost bursting. “I’ve heard stories,” he squealed. “In Master’s books. He’s teaching me to read them.” 

Sexa sat on the floor, gesturing for Kayle to join him. He did, excited to hear what the Droconian had to say. 

“I’m not full Droconian, obviously,” he said to Kayle. “I’m half AlFhairie.”

“Can you turn into a Dragon?” 

“Uh-huh!” Sexa nodded. “I shift all the time! It’s easy, I could teach you if you’d like.”

“But I’m not Droconian.” Kayle’s chin dipped a little and his gaze fell.

“Mama’s sister is the Queen,” Sexa said, patting Kayle’s knee. “I’ve never met her before, but I’m sure if Mama asks her really nicely, she’ll make you one.”

“Really?” Kayle looked up. “You’d do that? For me?”

“Of course! You’re my friend!” Sexa thought for a moment. “How about if we were best friends? I’ve never had a best friend before.”

“I already have a best friend,” Kayle said thoughtfully. “I don’t know if I’m allowed to have two.”

“Oh.” Sexa’s lips curled downward as he fought back his disappointment. “Alright. I’ve always wanted a best friend. It’s always just me and Mama.” He paused, then whispered, “Mama...” He climbed to his feet and headed for the door.

No one had mentioned what had happened to his mother after he had taken her memories. He tried the handle again. 

Still locked. 

He sighed and returned to his seat. 

Kayle, who had been watching him curiously, asked, “What’s wrong?” 

A lump formed in Sexa’s throat, and his words were barely a whisper. “I can’t find Mama.” 

They sat in silence for a few minutes before Kayle spoke again. “My mum is dead.” He looked away sadly. “And my dad and sister too. They died when our house burned down. Then when I tried to escape, I was in Eutopia. That’s when my best friend found me, and his father brought me here to stay with Master.” He looked at Sexa.

Sexa watched him, thinking whether to tell him about Zoran and Jana. “Mama’s other sister married Felipe.” He pointed his thumb towards the door. 

“Felipe’s son is my best friend!” Kayle clapped, grinning. 

“Regan?” 

“Yes,” Kayle said, “he’s my best friend.” 

“Oh.” Sexa smiled. “I didn’t know.”

“You know him?” 

Sexa nodded. “Felipe brought us here when...” He shook his head. Kayle didn’t need to know. “I met Regan, and his sister.” 

Kayle nodded. “If Regan’s mother and your Mama are sisters, doesn’t that mean Regan is Droconian too?” he asked eagerly. “My mum used to tell me and my sister stories about Eutopia. Is it true tha—”

“Your sister,” Sexa said. “What was her name?” 

“Jana.” Kayle smiled, “but I called her Candy because she liked it very much. She liked to eat so much candy.” Kayle laughed, hugging himself as he rocked slowly.

“Candy? What’s that?” 

Kayle giggled. “It’s really sweet, but it’ll rot your teeth if you have too much. Have you never had candy before?” 

Sexa shrugged. “What does it taste like?”

“Think of the sweetest thing you’ve ever tasted,” Kayle said, “now imagine something one hundred million times sweeter!” He stretched his arms wide for emphasis, and they both giggled. 

“What if she’s not dead?” Sexa asked suddenly. 

Kayle studied him, then sighed. “I don’t know how to find her because she’s on earth, and Master says there’s no way to get back home from Eutopia.” 

“Earth? You mean Ramah?” 

Kayle nodded.

Sexa sighed. Jana was lost in Ramah, and he had no idea how to get there. “What if there’s a way?” 

“Huh?” 

“What if there’s a way to get to Ramah and bring her here?” 

Kayle frowned and leaned forward, his brown eyes searching Sexa’s. “Then we’d have to go and bring her here. She’ll be scared and all alone like I was. So, we’ll have to find her.” He sat back and sighed. “But the man in the fire said she was dead. He said there was nobody left.” 

Sexa pursed his lips. He wanted to tell Kayle about Jana, but he couldn’t do that without telling him about Zoran. “How did you get to Eutopia?”

Kayle shrugged. “I have no idea. I just found myself here.”

Sexa rubbed his chin thoughtfully before responding. “You and me both don’t have our parents, and we both don’t belong here, so we could be brothers. I could be yours because you don’t have your sister anymore.” 

“Well, my hair is red.” Kayle stretched one of his wavy curls full length and held it beside Sexa’s straight, blonde hair. “And yours is yellow.” Kayle thought for a moment before adding, “I’ve always wanted a brother. Okay. Let’s be brothers,” Kayle affirmed. He offered his hand to Sexa, who shook it.

“Brothers,” Sexa agreed. 

“Let’s promise to always be brothers.” 

“Always. We’ll stay together always.” Sexa nodded. “We’ll be brothers forever.”

“Brothers forever.” Kayle nodded thoughtfully, smiling at the idea forming in his mind. “Together always... I love it! That’s our promise! We’re brothers forever!” Kayle extended his hand once again to Sexa.

“Together always!” Sexa accepted the offer.

“This means you have to stay with us.” Kayle stood as he spoke, pulling Sexa up with him. 

He led Sexa to the door and pounded a fist on it. Sexa joined him and the pair knocked and shouted for his Master until finally, the door opened and a thoroughly frustrated Dioohn peered down at them, Felipe’s beaming face peeking over his shoulder. 

“What?” Dioohn growled, jaw clenched as Felipe snickered in the background. 

“Master,” Kayle tried to mask his fright, “please, can Sexa stay with us? He’s my brother now because he can’t find his mama. Please can he stay until he finds his mama?”

Dioohn glared at the boys, but before he could answer, Felipe pushed his way through and knelt to embrace them. “I think it’s a great idea!” He ushered them into the brightly lit outer room. “Do you like that idea, Sexa? If not, you can come and live with me?”

Sexa tasted his last meal as it rose to his mouth. He stared at the man and wondered how he could be so nice to Kayle when he was the one who had killed the boy’s father. “I want to stay with Kayle,” he managed to say. He shrunk away from the man and stepped behind Kayle. “Just until I find my mama.”

“Then you will be here a while, boy.” Dioohn made his way to the armchair beside the fireplace. “Your mother is dead.” 

Sexa’s eyes grew wide. 

“No, she’s not!” Felipe started to protest. 

“Yes,” Dioohn said firmly. “I killed her myself.” 

Sexa gasped, hugging himself tightly as his legs gave in, and he crumbled to the ground, weeping. 
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Chapter 30
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Kayle walked through the cornfield, a familiar feeling washing over him as he made his way to the house. He knew this path all too well, the one which led him to an old, wooden door. There, Beranil would be waiting. She always was. 

As he drew closer to the house, he made out her small frame sitting on a bench beneath the kitchen window, and his heart leapt in his chest. He had been to see her almost every night since the bonding, yet each time felt like the first. 

Kayle slowed as he reached the edge of the farm, the memory of the bonding replaying itself. He remembered making his way to the Mischief Meadows, remembered hearing voices, one voice in particular freezing him in place. It had all been very confusing at the time. In moments, the corners of his mind had folded out like a paper box, stretched to breaking point, and then torn as the voice had grown increasingly louder in his head. 

He had seen things, known things, felt things, had shared her memories and lived her whole life in a moment, seen the world through her eyes and understood it from her perspective. There had been two people in his head, two minds in his body. 

He smiled at the memory and crossed the clearing to the girl who waited eagerly for him. 

“You’re late.” Beranil stood as he strolled up to her. “I’ve missed you.”

Welcoming her embrace, his heart fluttered at her touch. He held her tightly, kissed her forehead, and whispered endearments in her ear before taking a seat and folding his legs up under him. 

She sat beside him, so close that, had it been anyone else, it would have been sorely uncomfortable. “How are things with you and my brother?” 

“Fine.” 

“Don’t lie to me, Kayle.” She touched his arm gently. “What aren’t you telling me?” 

Kayle bit his lower lip and smiled. He rubbed his knees, staring into her eyes. He loved her. He didn’t know how or why, he just did. “I’m sure you can read my mind.” He closed his eyes and leaned against the wall. 

Beranil frowned. “You never want to talk about it.” 

“I don’t feel like reliving a bad day, Beranil.” He sighed. “Just... I don’t really want to talk about it.”

He heard her let out a long, loud breath and knew she was holding back her desire to keep pushing. She rested her head on his chest. 

“I’m sorry,” Kayle said as his arm cupped her shoulder. “I really just... I’m trying to get away from all of it right now.” 

Beranil held him, squeezing gently. “May I?” 

He nodded. 

She closed her eyes and breathed. Kayle waited as her mind searched for his, waited for the gentle nudging, the knock he would open to. He felt it and let her in.

His day unfolded before her. His fight with Regan, his training, their games, their talks. She blushed when he said he loved her, winced as the dagger stabbed his arm, and the poison spreading through his body made her queasy. She watched his consciousness fade, heard her brother’s voice, felt the kiss on his forehead... I’ll protect you.

“My brother can be a jerk sometimes,” she said quietly. 

“He’s my best friend.” 

“Still a jerk.”

“He’s your brother.” 

“Still a jerk.” She smiled, then laughed, and it made him smile also. 

Kayle sighed. “I should never have taught you that word.” 

“You didn’t teach it to me, I learnt it.” She rubbed his chest. “Besides, you know I’m right.” 

Kayle waited a moment before clicking his tongue and nodding. “Yeah, he’s a jerk sometimes. He’s still the best friend I’ve ever had.”

“Then you need some new friends.” She rubbed invisible circles on his chest. “And as for Dioohn—” 

“So anyway, how was your day?” he asked, wanting to move the subject on to something pleasant. 

“You still don’t want to... try... it?” 

Kayle shook his head. As much as he would never want to lose their bond, the experience had scarred him. 

It had overwhelmed him. His heart had felt as though it would explode as his mind was ripped apart. Then, as suddenly as it had started, it all stopped, leaving an emptiness, a void, a sinking feeling of space where her mind had been. 

“Tell me about it.” He sat there, head back and eyes closed, holding her as he listened to her recount her day in as much detail as she could remember. He preferred it this way. 

Listening to her made it easier to reflexively slip into her mind and follow along, giving her stories life like the movies he had watched in Ramah. 

Kayle sighed. Life before Eutopia was very different. 

Beranil reeled on about her day, tones of excitement, irritation, anger, and joy punctuating her sentences here and there. Their worlds and lives were completely different. They had always been, even before he came to Eutopia. 

Though he had been very young when he came to Eutopia, he still remembered—and worked hard not to forget—most of the life he left behind. 

As Beranil went on, his mind drifted to his last moments in Ramah. People shouted as a man ascended the stairs, his shadow filling the corridor, cast by the flames devouring the ground floor. His mother, scared and crying, told him to hide and pushed him into her bedroom. He dived underneath the bed, waiting, watching, making sense of the little he could see, when the man reached his mother and stopped. He waited, breathing, crying, shaking. Her body hit the floor and he covered his mouth, trembling hands stifling a scream. 

The man entered the bedroom, and he held his breath when the dirty, buckled leather boots stopped by the bed, then their owner called to let his companions know everyone was dead and it was time to leave. 

He waited till smoke filled the room, and all he heard was the fire tearing through the life he once knew, then he crawled out to his mother. Crying and trembling, he nudged her, then shook her, and begged her to wake up. 

Beranil wiped his tears. He hadn’t realised he was crying, hadn’t realised when she had fallen silent and watched him relive his most painful memory. 

“Sorry, I...” He cleared his throat, sitting up a little straighter. “My mind took a little trip.” He tried to laugh but it was throaty and sounded unnatural. “What... where were you?” 

She hugged him. “It’s okay to be upset. You were only four... you lost your family and ended up in a whole different world.” She squeezed him a little, rubbing his back gently. “It’s okay, Kayle.”

Kayle wrapped both arms around her and kissed the top of her head. She could feel his loss and grief, and she wanted to soothe it, so he let her back into his mind. She painted lovely pictures of the river at sunset, of the meadows they had walked in, of the beautiful sights he had seen in the different places he had travelled to, of waterfalls, and gardens, and marketplaces. 

His mind relaxed some more as she led it wherever she wished. She replayed his happier memories of them laughing in the garden, dancing in the rain, him promising to never leave her, her telling him she loved him, him laughing and telling her she was too young to know what that meant. As he watched, she took his hand and led him into the house, through the narrow corridor and into her bedroom. Kayle’s heart beat fast as she led him to her bed in the corner of the room, then pulled back the covers. 

His eyes flew open and he jumped to his feet, almost knocking the girl resting on him to the ground. He turned to her, fear and confusion in his eyes. “When?” 

“Last night,” she said, “you didn’t come, so I couldn’t tell you.” The excitement on her beaming face matched the panic rising in his chest. 

Kayle tried to slow his heart, and his voice quivered. “Do you know what this means?” He paced, hands atop his head as he mumbled frantically to himself.

“I’m a woman now, Kayle.” 

He stopped pacing and sighed, then looked up, rubbing his neck. “It’s a new moon.” 

She nodded. 

“We have till next moon.” 

“Yes, Kayle. But if we go now...” Her voice trailed into silence as she studied him. “You’re changing your mind, aren’t you?” 

“No.” He stepped towards her, shaking his head. “It’s just...” He sighed. “Some things have changed. And your brother, he—” 

“Don’t tell my brother.” 

Kayle rolled his neck. “Beranil, you can’t hide this forever—” 

“It isn’t for forever, Kayle. I just don’t want him to know now.” 

He pursed his lips, heart still racing. Regan needed to know. Beranil was a woman now, and there were traditions which needed to be followed. But there was something else also, something clawing at the back of his mind, something he needed to do, something instinctive, but he couldn’t get a hold of what it was. His thoughts raced and he resumed his pacing. 

I’m a woman now, Beranil invaded his mind. Kayle tried to push her out, but she pushed back. You promised, Kayle.

He shook his head. Things had changed. Her brother was now his apprentice, and there were rogue Droconian roaming the border, and she was promised to someone else. 

Kayle, she interjected again, once my mother and brother find out, I’ll have only a moon before I’m married. If that happens, we might never go. You promised, Kayle. 

Kayle felt her dejection. But she was young... 

I’m not a child, Kayle. 

She was still too young to understand... 

Kayle! Look at me, Kayle! 

She was still too young... 

“Look at me!” 

He stopped pacing and stared at her. 

“I’m not a child anymore.” Beranil’s eyes were wet, and her voice shook as she clenched and unclenched her fists. “I’m not a child. I’m not too young. I can make my own decisions, Kayle. I know what I want.” 

Kayle let his breath out slowly. “Beranil.” He shook his head. 

“Look at me, Kayle.” Beranil squared her shoulders and held her chin up. “Do I look like a child to you?” 

He crossed his arms and looked her over. She was young but not as young as she had been the first time they’d met. He realised, as time had passed, he had somehow stopped seeing her. Now, he really saw her. She had grown. Her mind was different, her face and body were too. He couldn’t stop the feelings welling up inside him as he studied her petite frame, curved and swollen in places that had once been flat and boyish. 

Kayle looked away, biting his lip. She was a woman now. His woman. 

“Kayle?” 

He glanced at her, flushed with more than embarrassment. “Ber—” The rest of the word clogged his throat, and he cleared it. He tried to speak, but his mouth was dry, and the words wouldn’t come. He cleared his throat again and scratched his forehead, still resisting his urges. 

“You made me a promise, Kayle.” 

A tear leaked from Beranil’s eye, and Kayle’s resolve weakened. He wiped it away, his knuckles caressing her cheek. His hand stayed there. Kayle’s breathing staggered as he pulled her gently to him and held her close. She was a woman now, capable of making her own decisions. As capable as he was of making his. 

Kayle felt her hands slide slowly up his chest, and his heart sped up. He gazed into her eyes as his thumb traced her jawline, then grazed her lips. He made his decision. He would let himself feel, let himself love, let himself be happy—truly happy. 

He closed his eyes and planted a kiss on the top of her head, then held her close to his chest and stroked her hair, just as he had done a million times before. 

This time, it felt different. She felt soft against his toned, lean body, and it sent a rush of warm blood shooting through him as he swayed, humming a song stuck in his head, a song about lovers longing to dance, wishing for a moment like this with a special someone. A special someone like Beranil. 

“Aren’t you afraid?” he asked. 

“No.”

He hummed on, the thing still clawing at the back of his mind, trying to get loose yet evading his attempts to grasp it. Eyes still closed, Kayle stopped swaying. “So, what now?” 

Come find me. 
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KAYLE FELT HIS MIND snap like a released rubber band. The thing clawing in it was free, and he now knew what it was. The dragon in him had been called by his mate. 

His eyes flew open, mind still spinning as his body moved. He heard Regan talking to him, yelling at him, but he couldn’t make out his friend’s words. A single thought dispelled all others as his body changed. 

Like a distant memory, he heard Regan scream and saw him cower in terror as he felt his limbs stretch and shrink and contort. His bones bent and wood broke all around, but the sounds couldn’t drown out the words echoing loudly in his mind—come find me. 

He had to find her. He roared, spread his wings, and flew into the night. He had to find Beranil. 
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DIOOHN OPENED HIS EYES as a sound like a roar rang through the starless night. He sat up quickly, grabbing his dagger from off the floor beside him. Even from his secluded spot in the Meadows, he knew what the sound was.

He sprinted back home, stopping a distance away when he saw the broken walls and roof, and sorrow and dread washed over him as he pulled his long grey hair back in a knot at the nape of his neck. Dioohn sighed deeply. Shaking his head and stretching a hand before him, he prepared to travel. 

The poor child, he thought. The air before him rippled as a rift opened to the meadows, somewhere before the border of Sabato, close to the Kalish house. He had to stop Kayle from crossing the border. He hoped he could. He would hate to have to kill him.    

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 31

[image: image]


Sexa cried for most of the night before falling asleep in Kayle’s bed while Dioohn explained to the little red-haired boy in the next room the new rules for having his friend stay with them. 

“I am not very fond of children, and I do not particularly like your kind. You will have to watch him.” Dioohn busied himself as he moved from shelf to shelf. “Train him. You must teach him to read. Start with this.” He pulled a book from the back of a shelf and handed it to Kayle. 

Kayle took the book and followed Dioohn, who sat in his armchair beside the fireplace. “What’s wrong with our kind, Master?” He dropped the book and sat on the floor beside the man’s chair, waiting for a response. “Are we bad people, Master?” 

Dioohn stared into the flames. “No. But the council has decreed it, and I am disobeying them.” His master looked down at him. “I am going against everything I stand for, everything I believe in! It is not something you can understand.” He sighed, turning back to the fire. 

They sat in silence, Kayle wondering all the while what he could possibly have done to make his master hate him so much in that moment. 

“It is not your fault,” Dioohn said finally, as though reading his mind. “I am sorry if I treat you harshly, I just ...” the Kuwaha fell into another long silence. 

“I’m sorry,” Kayle said suddenly. “If I hadn’t come here, then you won’t be so upset.” He reached out to touch the Kuwaha’s elbow. 

Dioohn sighed. “Kayle, it is not your fault. The thing is... I had a son once.”

“Where is he?” Kayle asked excitedly. 

“He died. When he was about your age.” 

Kayle’s eyes widened. 

“But that was many moons ago. Just as my father and his father before him, I was not much older than you when I began to train as a Kuwaha, and my son was to carry on that family legacy.” Dioohn shook his head. 

“We were visiting...” He sighed. “We were with King Tafawa, he was Crown Prince at the time, when we heard rumours of a Son of Yokai somewhere in that village. The people dragged a little boy out to the Square. A little boy who looked just like you. Same red hair, and brown eyes, the same age as my son... as you... they asked me to kill him.”

Kayle gasped, jaw dropping. 

“They begged me, as a Kuwaha with the magic, to be rid of the little monster, but I refused. He was only a child. How could I bring myself to kill a child because of what his father had done? Because of who his father was? I refused, so they let him go. 

“That night, I left my son at our inn while escorting Tafawa to a feast with his beloved. I returned to find this Son of Yokai standing over my boy...” His sobs almost drowned his words. “He was eating his heart.”

Dioohn cried for a bit, wiping the tears away as he carried on, “And every time I look at you, your brown eyes and your red hair, I remember the evil leaving his eyes as I killed him that night. I remember the innocence return. That look, like the one I see in your eyes. And it breaks my heart every time I see you, another child tainted by darkness, another son of Yokai, just like the one who killed my boy, be the one to take his place as my successor.

“So, forgive me if, after one moon, I still have trouble being nice to you or accepting you, fearing you would kill me in my sleep. I know it is not your fault, but how can I trust that the same darkness which possessed him won’t possess you too?” 

Kayle cried silently, horrified at the man’s words. His master thought he was a monster.

“It is not your fault, child. And I am terribly sorry,” Dioohn said finally.

“Why are you sorry?” Kayle whispered.

The man shook his head and sighed. “The child and his mother are dead. There was a special group assigned to track and dispose of any and all Sons of Yokai. I joined them, joined the hunt. I was there when they tracked her down to Ramah. They... We killed her and set the house on fire. They searched for anyone else. I found you, but I led the group to believe that there was no one else there that night.”

Kayle’s face was wet as his gaze dropped from the man’s face to his boots.

Dioohn was crying too. “I made it my mission to hunt and kill children. I convinced myself that I was trying to prevent Yokai from gaining another powerful vessel. Up until that night, I was determined to track them down between worlds and destroy them all. What a fool I was. 

“That night, I knew you were hiding underneath the bed, and although I had come there to destroy you, she made me look the other way, made me spare your life... again.” The man sighed. “I believe it only fitting that I be burdened with raising you also.”

He stared into the fire for a while before speaking again, “Darn that Adéllienel!” He cursed, standing over a now frightened Kayle. 

“Are you going to kill me now?” the boy whispered, wiping the tears from his cheeks. 

“No.” Dioohn sighed as he bent to pick Kayle up. He dropped the book on his armchair before carrying the boy out of the cottage. 

Kayle wasn’t sure how to react. It was the first time he had been carried in a while, the first time he had ever had this kind of contact with his master. He clung to the man, who walked down through the meadow. 

The child had lost his bearings when Dioohn finally stopped. “My boy and I used to come here to watch the stars.” He dropped Kayle gently beside him as he sat. 

Kayle followed his gaze to see a small clearing in the cloudy sky, where the stars twinkled on the blue canvas, framed by the grey swirl. It was by far the most beautiful thing he had seen in a very long time. 

“I am sorry about your mother,” Dioohn said as they watched the stars. “She was a good woman.”

Kayle nodded, trying not to remember his mother or her death.

“She was a very peculiar AlFhairie, that Adél,” he said.

Kayle caught his breath on hearing his mother’s name again. “Mum was from Eutopia?”

Dioohn nodded.

“Were you friends with my mum?” His eyes filled again.

Dioohn shook his head. “I knew about her, the illegitimate daughter of an AlFhairie royal.”

“What does inegitimate mean?” 

“Well, illegitimate... It means...” Dioohn considered his explanation. “It means her mother had her by accident because her father was married to someone else.”

“By accident?”

Dioohn nodded. “She was not meant to be born. Royals are not meant to sire children outside the marriage agreement, so it was an accident. Her mother wanted her to grow up in the Royal household. Her father also wanted her to, but she did not like him and, if anyone else had found out about her heritage, she would have been killed. So, she ran away to Sabato to live in Manover. It was in Manover that I first met her, after ...” His voice trailed off, and he sighed. 

“She was pregnant, I suspected, with another child of Yokai, but I had hoped I was wrong. You see” —he turned to look at Kayle— “your dad is not your real father.”

“What do you mean?” Kayle asked, more confused than he had been before.

“Your... dad... is not the same as your sister’s, you know?”

Kayle stared blankly. 

“Zoran is not your father,” Dioohn explained. “He raised you as his own son, but he is not your father. You are a Son of Yokai. Your father is the Necromancer, and he is a very bad person. He does very bad things and, one day, he is going to want to make you do very bad things too.”

“But I don’t want to be a bad person,” Kayle whispered. “I don’t want to do bad things.” 

Dioohn stared down at the boy pleading to not be seen as evil. He sighed, pulling him close. “You are not a bad person, Kayle, but if you do not fight the darkness, you will be.”

“I want to fight the darkness,” Kayle whispered as he snuggled into the man. “Can you teach me how to fight the darkness?”

“I can try,” Dioohn offered as he stroked the boy’s curly hair.

“If you teach me, I promise not to be a bad person,” Kayle said. “I want to be a good person, just like you.”

Dioohn laughed loudly. “I’m not a good person, I’m not even close.”

“Then I’ll be a better person than you,” Kayle said, watching the stars.

Dioohn smiled, staring up also. A better person than me... He thought on Kayle’s words. “I am sure you will be, the best one of us all.”
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THEY SAT WATCHING THE stars twinkle in the night sky until Kayle fell asleep. Dioohn lay him on the grass, under the starlight, then began to chant over the boy, gesturing as he did so. 

At his words, the light danced on Kayle’s skin, causing it to glow faintly. He glowed for a few moments after Dioohn stopped chanting before the light finally faded, and he cradled the sleeping child in his arms. He waited till the night was well spent before carrying Kayle back to the cottage.

Dioohn laid Kayle in his own bed. Watching over the sleeping child, his thoughts drifting back to the night his son died, to the boy he had killed, and to the child’s weeping mother, Adéllienel. Her red curls matted on her face and neck from the rain she had run through in search of her son, her eyes red from tears as she wept bitterly over his body, weeping not only for the loss of her boy but for fear of what would happen to her unborn child.

She rubbed her small bump tenderly, hoping to provide some form of comfort to the baby growing within. 

“I know words can’t bring back the dead,” she said to Dioohn as she wrapped her son’s body in a white cloth, pausing to stroke his cheek before covering his face, “and I know I cannot undo the damage he has done, but my unborn child is innocent. It doesn’t have to be like its father” —she glanced at the body— “or brother. It will have no chance if we remain in this place, and I know they will find me wherever I go. 

“Please send me somewhere they won’t find me, to a world without magic, where my child can have a normal life without fear of turning into a...” 

Her words caught in her throat as she stared down at her son’s body. Tears flooded down her cheeks, and she pleaded with the Kuwaha to send her away. Dioohn finally agreed, opening a rift into another world, one without magic, somewhere beyond time and space, where the darkness wouldn’t find her.

“What was his name?” she turned to ask Dioohn.

“Kayle,” Dioohn answered. “His name was Kayle.”

“Kayle,” she whispered, rubbing her bump. “Thank you, Kuwaha. I hope one day, my son has a father like you.” 

Dioohn sighed at the memory as another image floated through his mind, one of another time, in another place, with the same crying eyes. He was in a house, at the top of the stairs, Adéllienel’s eyes wet and pleading as she backed away, shielding the doorway to the bedroom. 

“You saved him once,” she whispered as he raised his knife to her throat, “please, don’t punish my son for his parents’ mistakes. Don’t taint Kayle with the evil and vengeance from a world he doesn’t belong to.”

His hand had faltered on hearing the name. 

“To seek, to save... that is your vow, the vow of the Kuwaha,” she whispered. “Please, save Kayle.”

The images began to dissolve as she gripped his hand tightly, pulling it up and running the blade clean across her neck, and by the time he had stepped over her body and was standing at the foot of the bed, his resolve was gone. The memory faded, and he stared at the sleeping boy before him.

“Sleep well, Kayle,” he whispered, watching the child. “Sleep well, my boy.”
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Chapter 32
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Regan pulled himself out of the wreckage, frantically searching the skies for Kayle. 

“Merid!” he cursed as he climbed over the debris. In the distance, he saw Dioohn running up to the cottage. The man stopped, assessing the cottage from where he stood, then turned away. He took a defensive stance and began waving circles in front of him with an open palm. 

Cupping his hands to his mouth, he shouted for the Kuwaha. But the man didn’t turn to him. “Merid,” he hissed under his breath before trying again. “Dioohn!” he yelled, watching the air in front of the old man ripple. 

Again, Dioohn didn’t respond. 

Regan began to wonder if the man could hear him and perhaps was just ignoring him. His brows furrowed in irritation at the realization. The man was ignoring him because he was going after Kayle.  

Regan ran towards Dioohn. He had always been fast but, somehow, he knew speed wouldn’t be enough this time. 

As he neared the old man, Dioohn shouted to him, “Stay out of this!” then disappeared into thin air. 

Regan stopped abruptly where the man had stood only seconds before. He groaned loudly, pulling at his hair and kicking up dirt. He had to do something. 

He ran in the direction the Kuwaha had been facing, the same direction they had travelled from the day before. He wasn’t sure where it would lead, only that he was headed the right way. He could feel it. He just needed to get higher. 

Picking up speed, Regan leapt into the air and caught a breeze. He scanned the surroundings quickly. 

Higher. He pushed himself further up but still couldn’t find Kayle or Dioohn anywhere. He needed to get higher. Regan yelled at the night sky and pushed with all his might. When he looked down, he had a good view of the landscape—a great deal of the meadow, the wrecked cottage, the riverbank they had followed. 

There. He hovered, spotting someone standing, face turned skyward. Regan followed their gaze to see the dragon headed in that direction. 

“Kayle!” He kicked off, propelling himself towards his friend, streamlining his body to aid him in picking up speed. He needed to catch up, quickly. But then what? 

Regan squinted at the wind in his eyes as he tried to focus. He noticed another figure appear beside the first, bustling cloak and grey hair giving away the Kuwaha’s identity. 

He pushed harder, trying to pick up more speed. As the figures in the distance got clearer, he realised Dioohn was standing with a boy about his age, wrapped in a similar black cloak, his long blond hair dancing a bit lower than his shoulders as his head remained turned towards the approaching Kayle. 

“No.” Regan stopped when he noticed the boy’s pale, angular features, highlighted by his big red eyes. The pale-faced boy turned his gaze from the oncoming dragon, and Regan felt his heart stop beating as they locked eyes. Then the boy lifted a hand. The wind around Regan stilled, and he plummeted. 

It took Regan a few moments to realise what was happening, by which time he was close to the ground. Regan kicked and flailed frantically, trying to control his fall. 

“You fool!” Dioohn’s angry growl carried to him, and he focussed on it, gaining enough control to see the man swing both hands hard in his direction. “I told you to stay out of this!” 

Regan felt a strong wind carry him far over the river moments before he broke its surface. 

Pain shattered through him, and he stilled, sinking into the cold, wet darkness, dragged down by an invisible force. He didn’t fight, didn’t even try to swim. He knew any efforts to reach the surface would be pointless until the force dragging him under wore off and his body was again his to control. So he held his breath and allowed the water carry him as he tried to make sense of everything. 

There was a Droconian with Dioohn. And they were going after Kayle. Together. The thought sent a shiver down his spine, and he kicked off, pushing himself towards the surface. He had fallen a longer way down than he had realised was possible. And he wasn’t great in water. 

He pushed as hard as he could, worried for his friend, the boy’s red eyes seared in his memory. He had to get to the surface, but the water seemed to be resisting him, trying to drag him back down as he swam, pressing the air out of his lungs as he struggled against the invisible force. 

Weakened by his struggle, Regan looked up at the moonlight breaking through. He hadn’t realised it was another full moon. He had seen seventeen now, and he was going to die, going to drown in the Gingerdale river, an arm’s length from the surface, staring up at the moon without ever having carried on his father’s name. He would never marry Naya or protect Kayle or his family. 

Thoughts of his family danced across his mind, filling him with a renewed zeal to fight. They needed him. Kayle needed him. 

He pushed towards the surface, kicking, and fighting against the invisible force holding him back till he finally broke it, heaving and gasping for air. He wasn’t dying today. He paddled wildly, coughing as he struggled to stay afloat, searching his surroundings and trying to get his bearings. 

He found the bank and swam to it, lying there coughing and panting as he caught his breath. 

Regan heard gentle footfalls and he quickly clambered to his feet, still heaving. He spun round to see the young Droconian approaching, eyes fixed, face expressionless. 

“You survived.” The boy’s calm voice made Regan relax. “I’m impressed.” 

Regan’s heartbeat and breathing steadied. The boy stopped in front of him, and he fought the urge to step back. He was about the same height as Kayle, features sharp, a glimmer of mischief in his red eyes. But there was something about him, something about those eyes that seemed familiar. 

He took off his cloak and handed it to Regan, adjusting his long grey top that showed off the toned frame beneath. He was nothing extraordinary, but something about him felt dangerous. 

“You survived that fall.” He shook the cloak, hand extended. “And the swim. It would be a pity to die of cold.” 

Regan took it and wrapped it around himself. If not that it would have been rude, and had the boy not been with Dioohn, he was sure he would have refused it.

The boy turned and started along the bank. Regan followed quietly, eyes searching him for any weapons. 

“I don’t need daggers,” the boy said, almost as though he had read his mind, “or knives, or swords. Most people don’t ever get close enough for me to use them.” He flashed Regan a grin, and Regan swallowed hard. “I’m guessing the dragon is your friend?” 

“Where is Kayle?” 

The boy cocked his head ever so slightly that, even watching him intensely, Regan almost missed the movement. “Are you acquainted with the law of the borders?” He stopped, waiting for Regan to catch up. 

Regan came a step behind, trying to keep his distance, and the boy turned to him, tilting his head, waiting for Regan to step up beside him. Very cautiously, Regan did. 

He gasped as the air in front of him rippled and an invisible barrier melted away, revealing the battle raging in the sky, just ahead of them. Dioohn was bleeding, daggers raised and having a hard time fighting Kayle. 

Regan watched closely. It only took a few moments for him to realise Dioohn was trying to reason with the dragon. He strained his ears in vain to make out what the man was saying. 

The dragon, on the other hand, was attacking hard, or at least trying to get past the old man. 

“The river carried you into Sabato.” The boy’s eyes remained fixed on the battle as he spoke. “We just stepped back over the border. It is law, that if any of another race crosses a border while using their powers or abilities, they’ve declared war.” He smirked, turning briefly to Regan. “Personally, I think it’s stupid, but the law is the law. If your dragon friend—”

“Kayle!” Regan snapped, unsure why. “His name is Kayle.” 

The boy groaned. “If Kayle crosses the border like that, his race declares war. The problem is he is a mixed breed. His race should not exist.” 

Regan turned to the boy in surprise. “You know?” 

“Yes.”

“How—”

“No matter his race, I can’t let him start a war. If your Kuwaha fails to stop him, then I will.”

Regan shivered—more from the boy’s tone than the cold—as the two turned back to the battle, and Regan wished silently for Dioohn to stop Kayle. The old man was tiring, and the dragon was still set on getting past him. 

“Isn’t there a way to stop him?” Regan asked. “Without killing him?” 

The Droconian shrugged. “Dioohn doesn’t want to hurt him. You can’t stop a dragon in this state without hurting him.”

“But what happened?” Regan pulled the cloak tighter around himself. “Kayle isn’t usually like this... I think... I don’t know... I mean, Dioohn should be able to stop him, shouldn’t he? What’s happening to him?” 

“A mate, I’m guessing. This looks like the mate’s call.”

“The what?”

“The mate’s call. It’s the only thing I know of that can put a dragon in such a frenzy. His mate must have called to him. They do that if they’re in trouble or need help.” 

Regan gasped. “Beranil!” 

The Droconian took a surprised step back. “She’s his mate?” He seemed to catch himself losing guard and settled back into his collected, emotionless state as though the astonishment had never been there. 

Regan nodded slowly. “That’s my sister. If she’s in trouble, we need to—”

“She’s alright.” He waved dismissively.

“How do you know?”

“I can tell by watching him.” He nodded towards Kayle, and they turned back to the battle. “Your sister, Beranil, she’s his mate?”

“Yeah. I found out not too long ago.”

“Well, that complicates things.” He muttered almost inaudibly. 

Regan heard him, his temper rising for reasons unknown to him. “You know my sister?” The Droconian stared fixedly at the battle. “I asked if you know my sister?” Regan grabbed his arm. 

The boy gave Regan a cold look, and Regan let him go. 

“Never touch me again,” the Droconian said slowly, emphasising each word. He turned back to the battle, then suddenly dropped to one knee and pulled a dagger from his boot. He tossed it in the air, caught it by the blade, and threw it straight at Kayle. It lodged itself just above the dragon’s hind thigh. 

Regan screamed, covering his ears as the dragon roared and toppled over, writhing in mid-air as it fell. 

Dioohn dove forward as Kayle descended, placing a hand on his neck. And Regan watched as the dragon immediately began to change form, completely transforming back to his friend as he hit the hard ground, dust and dirt rising, shrouding him. 

Regan made a start for Kayle, but the boy’s hand blocked his path. “It isn’t over yet.” 

Regan began to protest when a loud shriek from beneath the dust cloud made him freeze. 

They all watched, still and silent, Dioohn panting in mid-air, clothes torn in different places, exposing fresh cuts all over his body. The man readied himself as movement in the shroud of dust made even the Droconian tense and crouch low, fists clenched, one leg in front of the other, ready to attack.

The dust parted as Kayle staggered forward. Regan wanted to run to his friend, but something in Kayle’s eyes stopped him. Hatred burned in them. Regan took a step back. That wasn’t Kayle. 

The boy watched Kayle closely as he limped out of the dust, his body bruised but not seriously harmed, save for the dagger still lodged in his left hip. 

Suddenly, Kayle threw his head back and let out another loud shriek. The night rang with the eerie sound of cracking bones and ripping flesh. Skeletal wings emerged from Kayle’s back, a dark, bat-like leather wrapping them. His fingers changed, and long, razor-sharp claws emerged from his nails. A long tail materialised behind him, sharp scales protruding from them. 

“Interesting.” The boy relaxed his stance. 

Kayle snarled, and Regan couldn’t help the gasps that escaped him at the sight of his canines, now long, sharp fangs. This wasn’t Kayle. This was the evil, the darkness Dioohn had talked about. And he was meant to stop him. He was meant to help him choose the light. 

Kayle leapt into the air, making his way towards Dioohn, who was already anticipating the attack. He was strong, much stronger than before, and now Dioohn was having a much harder time fighting him off. Kayle still seemed to have the advantage. 

Regan pulled the cloak tighter. He needed to do something. He couldn’t let him turn into this... this monster! But he couldn’t kill him either. No, Kayle wasn’t a monster; he was still in there, they just had to figure out how to get him out. He watched the battle inching closer to the border. If he didn’t do something, both Kayle and Dioohn would...

He turned quickly to the boy who now twirled a black-diamond dagger in his hands, assessing whether it would be good for the job. “I thought you said you didn’t have daggers?” 

“I said I didn’t need them.”

Regan frowned. “What will you do if he crosses the border like that?”

“It won’t get that far,” he said calmly. 

“But what if—”

“It won’t. Dioohn still doesn’t want to hurt him, which makes that old man as good as dead, and I definitely won’t let that” —he pointed the dagger at Kayle— “cross the border.” 

Regan felt a fresh wave of fear and panic sweep over him. He had to do something, fast. He racked his brain for an idea. Any idea would do. He thought hard but found none. 

Dioohn fought Kayle off, kicking the dagger in his hip and driving it in deeper. Kayle recoiled, and Dioohn braced himself for the next attack. He was too weak to continue for much longer and, by the way the pale boy readied himself, Regan could tell the boy knew it too. He had to act now. 

To everyone’s shock and amazement—including his own—Regan screamed at the top of his lungs, calling on every ounce of strength within him as he ran, then launched himself into the air. A wall of wind rose across the border, blowing both man and beast away from it. 

He didn’t know how he had done it, or if he had done it, but he knew the wall had to stay up. That way, the boy had no reason to hurt Kayle and the only problem left to solve was snapping him out of this state.

Kayle let out another shriek, flying past Dioohn straight for the wall, which threw him back with such ease that it infuriated him. 

Dioohn flung himself at Kayle from behind, but Kayle spun just in time to slash him across the chest as he pulled back, almost avoiding the claws. Almost. 

Blood gushed through the deep gashes and he swayed in mid-air, unable to steady himself, and Regan watched Kayle fix his eyes on Dioohn, readying to lunge for one final blow. 

Regan kicked off hard, diving in front of the wounded man, shielding him from the attack as he screamed Kayle’s name. 

Kayle stopped suddenly, claws resting on his neck. He held his breath, staring at the monster he called his friend, wondering in that second what would happen if he couldn’t get through to him. 

“Regan?” Kayle hissed. 

“This is not you. Choose good, Kayle. Choose light.” Regan watched the darkness in Kayle’s eyes slowly clear, he heard the bones cracking as his wings and tail folded in and retracted. The claws around his neck slowly returned to soft fleshy hands. 

“Regan?” Kayle’s voice was a tired whisper. His eyes rolled back in their sockets, and he slumped. 

Regan caught him and they hung in mid-air till the wind-wall died down to a soft breeze and finally disappeared altogether; then slowly, he descended, taking extra care to assess his friend as they did. 

Dioohn, panting and wincing, let himself fall. The Droconian flicked his wrist in Dioohn’s direction, and he stopped falling, then continued, much slower, landing gently on the floor in front of him where he waited. He bent over Dioohn, running his hands over the old man’s wounds, muttering to himself as he worked. He was healing him, Regan noticed, as his feet planted firmly on the ground. 

He knelt slowly, gently laying Kayle down, looking over him and assessing his injuries some more till his eyes settled on the dagger. Regan leaned over and gripped the hilt. 

“Don’t!” 

The shout made Regan jump. 

“If you do that, he’ll die.” The pale boy didn’t turn or stop his work on Dioohn, who had drifted to sleep as the boy magically stitched him back together again. “I’ll fix him,” the boy said after a short pause, “let me save Master first.” 
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The following seasons were filled with Kayle teaching Sexa their way of life in the cottage, starting from the morning chores of cleaning and fetching water to the routine incantations and laying of wards before bed. 

Sexa, who had barely spoken since the news of his mother’s passing, followed the routines laid out for him religiously. He washed when he was meant to, took only what he was given and did his best to spend as little time as possible in the Kuwaha’s presence. 

The two boys passed their free time with Kayle telling Sexa of all the animals in the Valley and his brief time spent with Regan in the marketplace the night he had come to Eutopia, being careful not to mention anything about his life before that day. And although Sexa nodded on uninterestedly, Kayle never tired of repeating these stories.

“You’ve said that before,” Sexa said one night as he lay in bed listening to Kayle talk about how Dioohn had got rid of the howlers in the valley after he had arrived. “You say that every night.”

“I know.” Kayle sat up. “But you hardly say anything, so I have to keep talking.”

“No, you don’t.” Sexa pulled his eyes away from the spot on the wooden ceiling he had been staring at. “Silence is good.”

He frowned, hurt by Sexa’s words. “Sorry,” he whispered as he lay back in bed, “I was only trying to make you feel better.”

“I don’t want to feel better.”

“Why not?” Kayle asked, a bit surprised.

“Because if I feel better, then I might forget. But I can’t forget.” Sexa sighed, then added, “And I don’t want to forget.” 

“But sometimes, it’s better to forget,” Kayle offered. “Or you’ll grow up to be a bad person. I don’t want to be a bad person. Do you want to be a bad person?”

They lay in silence, side by side in the bed that had now replaced Kayle’s previous one, Kayle thinking of what to say to help his friend, who was obviously in a lot of pain and not wanting to be helped. 

“I thought because we’re brothers and you’re staying with us now, we would be better friends,” Kayle whispered. 

Sexa turned his back to Kayle. “We’re brothers, not friends. I don’t want to be your friend. I don’t want any friends, and I don’t want to stay with you or that man.” 

Kayle’s eyes welled up as he turned away from Sexa, leaving him to wallow in his own sorrows. That night, he would fall asleep to the sound of Sexa’s sobs, a sleep plagued with dreadful dreams of loss and death. 
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THE NEXT MORNING, FELIPE arrived at the cottage, embracing Kayle, who ran up to greet him, ever excited to see him. Sexa hung back, avoiding any form of contact. 

“I hope you boys are ready?” he announced as he made his way around the front room, searching for something on the shelves. 

Dioohn grunted and poured himself a cup of tea.

“Ready for what?” Kayle pulled on his leather boots and black cloak he had left by the door, then he sprinted into the back room, reappearing with another cloak in one hand and a pair of boots in the other. He handed them to Sexa, who silently took them and began to put them on. 

“Today,” Felipe turned to them and flung his arms out in a wide gesture, “you start your training to be Kuwaha!”

“What’s a Kuwaha?” Sexa asked the floor as he struggled to pull his boot on.

Felipe folded his arms and puffed out his chest. “A Kuwaha is a guardian, a doorkeeper. It is a sacred order of protectors.”

Kayle stared up at him. “Protecting what?”

“Not what, who.” Felipe shook his head and turned back to the shelf. He pulled a book off it, the thick spine worn from use. “The Kuwaha are a sacred order, sworn to protect the Royals... and the commoners, of course.” 

The boys blinked at him, waiting for something to be excited about. He glanced from one to the other, rather disappointed at the response he had received. He had hoped that they would be thrilled at the prospect of doing something other than their master’s chores all day.

Dioohn sighed in irritation. “The Kuwaha practise magic.”

Sexa’s head snapped towards the man, and Kayle squealed in exhilaration. “Magic?” Sexa asked.

“Yes,” Felipe answered. “Magic.”

“What kind of magic?” Sexa’s eyes were still fixed on Dioohn, who proceeded to sip his tea and pretend the three didn’t exist.

“Today, we start with the basics.” Felipe smiled. “But first, you both have to take your vows.”

“Vows?” Kayle looked from the man to the armchair where Dioohn now sat.

“The Kuwaha have a vow, a pledge,” Felipe explained. “It’s the code they live by. I’ll say it, and you two will repeat after me.”

He looked at Kayle, who nodded excitedly, then he looked at Sexa. The boy scowled, then looked to Kayle, sighed, and nodded also.

“Great! Now repeat after me...”

The boys repeated each line as Felipe spoke. “Our lives are but smoke and dust... to seek, to save, to serve... till our souls leave... till our bodies rot... from flames to ashes and earth to dust.”

Sexa mumbled, “That doesn’t make any sense.” 

“It will, someday. For today, we start with elemental magic.” Felipe strode to the door, Kayle following close behind. “Once you have found your elements and mastered the basics, we will see what kind of magic best suits you.”

Sexa frowned, pulling on his cloak and following after the pair.

As the door shut behind them, Dioohn traced a finger round the rim of his cup, thoughts settling on something dark and dangerous. He sighed again, whispering to himself, “And so it begins.”
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Regan waited patiently as the boy worked. It took a long while for him to get to all of Dioohn’s many wounds and, by the time he was done and ready to move on to Kayle, the afternoon sun hung high above them. 

Regan had nodded off more than a few times and was asleep when the boy came up to kneel beside Kayle, slowly pulling the dagger out and pressing a hand over the wound, following the tip of the blade with a finger as it slid out of Kayle’s body. The boy closed his eyes, whispering something as he worked. 

Kayle winced and jerked, waking Regan, who held his friend and tried to calm him, sighing as he noticed the boy kneeling opposite him, concentrating on his work. The procedure was much quicker than Regan had anticipated. In a short while, the dagger was out, and the wound was healing nicely. It would be completely healed by the end of the day, the boy told him. 

“Which day?” Regan asked, remembering Dioohn’s promise that Kayle would be alright by noon.

The boy chuckled. “The wound will close by the end of today. He needs to rest.” He stood and walked over to Dioohn, detached a small waterskin from the man’s waist, then walked towards the river, beckoning for Regan to follow him. Reluctantly, Regan rested Kayle’s head on the ground, taking off the black cloak and laying it over his friend as he stood and followed. 

“You’ve impressed me more than once in one day,” he said as Regan caught up to him. “That’s far more than some people do in their lifetime.” He smiled as the two stopped, staring over the river. 

“You know, it’s said that this river’s water has healing abilities. It’s not totally untrue.” He filled the skin, then turned and sat, patting the ground beside him. 

Regan sat opposite. 

“This river does heal,” the boy said. “It heals the wounds that life and time can inflict on your soul. Wounds like having to leave your family.” He sighed and shut his eyes, rubbing his temples briefly. “Or a loved one being killed. It never really healed me completely. It helped though.” 

He looked at Regan, smiled, then turned back to stare over the water in deep concentration. “Anyway...” He spun himself to face Regan again, crossing his legs beneath him and speaking excitedly. “So, tell me, when did you master the wind?” 

Regan stared blankly. “Master... the wind?”

“What you did there, with the wall,” he said, “and your sailing. I watched you for a bit before I dropped you in the river. By the way, I did that” —he raised a hand— “and I was the one who tried to drown you also. I didn’t try too hard because I was almost certain you wouldn’t survive. Normal people wouldn’t. But then I guess you’re not really what I’d call normal. I underestimated you.” He rubbed his chin thoughtfully, then shrugged. “I guess it’s a good thing I did.” 

Regan blinked in disbelief. “You tried to kill me?” 

“Don’t take it personally, it’s what I do.” 

“Kill people?” Regan, appalled, made no effort to hide his disdain. “Who are you?” 

“Oh.” Unfazed by Regan’s tone, he smiled politely and extended a hand. “Sexa.” 

Regan eyed him. “Sexa?” 

“Yes.” Sexa smiled. “Our mothers are... were sisters.” 

Regan bent his head to the side. “You said were?” 

“Yes.” Sexa, realising Regan wasn’t going to shake it, withdrew his outstretched hand. “Your father killed my mother’s... erm... someone she loved... so she attacked him, and Dioohn had to kill her.” He pointed a silver-ringed thumb towards the sleeping man, and Regan noticed the traces of tarnish on the ring. “Your father helped train me... well, mostly.” 

Regan’s gaze shifted from the ring. After what he had witnessed and learnt since leaving home, he seemed to have numbed to the idea of his father being a... different man from the one he had known. “You knew my father?” 

Sexa smiled and, pulling up his sleeves, clasped his hands together, resting his elbows on his knees as his knuckles propped up his chin. 

Regan glanced at the markings running down the side of Sexa’s arm. Four markings of the moon at different stages lined from the side of his wrist to halfway down his forearm. An elaborate pattern of swirls snaked from his thumb, round his wrist and around the moon markings. 

“So, tell me” —he watched Regan, eyes glowing with mischief— “how did you learn magic?” 

Regan tried not to stare at the markings. “I guess I’ve always been able to do it, ever since I was young. Not like this though. I guess I surprised even myself with that wall. Honestly, I don’t think I’m the one who did that.” 

Sexa shrugged. “Do you know what it means to be the Lord of an element?” 

Regan shook his head, biting back a sarcastic remark.

“It means you have command.” Sexa stretched, then got to his feet. “It means, when you call, the element answers.”

Regan stood too, watching Sexa, who seemed to be up to something. Suddenly, a jet of water broke the river’s surface. 

“It means it does what you say,” Sexa said, “or wish.” 

The jet froze in time, and Regan watched as large beads broke off, separated themselves, and then came together to form a shimmering, dancing wall of water droplets. The beads merged into one large wall of water which stood there, a beast waiting for its master’s command. 

Sexa blew softly and the wall turned to ice. He smiled as Regan gasped and let the water crash into the river, showering them with cold droplets. He snickered, lifting his face to the spray, then turned back to Regan, who still stared at the air where the wall had stood. 

“One secret of mastery,” Sexa said, “you don’t master the elements. They master you.” 

Regan shook his head. “I don’t understand.” 

“Magic is alive. It’s within everything. It needs to be, to exist on this plane. It needs a host.” 

He took Regan’s right hand, lifting and twisting it gently. Just below the wrist, on the side of his forearm, was a marking of a crescent moon. 

Regan jumped, pulling his hand back sharply. 

“The magic has chosen you,” Sexa said. “Its expression is wind. So, the wind will obey you, serve you, defend you for as long as you bend to it. It will give you strength. It has chosen you to be its host. You are now a Lord of wind.” 

Regan stared at Sexa, eyes wide with disbelief. He shook his head slowly. 

“You’re compatible with its power. That can be a good thing.” Sexa patted him on the shoulder. “You must now learn to use this new power you have, to harness it and strengthen yourself with it. The aim is to learn to do without it, Regan.” 

He gasped, surprised Sexa knew his name. 

“Remember this,” Sexa’s solemn voice sent a chill racing down his spine, “magic always comes at a price.”
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Felipe led both boys to a secluded part of the valley, sitting under one of the many trees scattered across the field. The boys sat opposite him, panting from the long walk, wishing they’d had the good sense to bring some water with them. 

“Do you have some water, please?” Kayle finally asked Felipe.

The man smiled. “No. But there’s plenty of water around us.”

Kayle looked round at the grass and trees, hoping to find some form of a stream.

“There’s no water here,” Sexa said.

“Oh yes, there is.” Felipe adjusted himself to rest his back on the trunk of the tree. “You just have to know where to look.” 

This time, Sexa looked around too. “Where should I look?”

“Well, that depends on what you’re looking for, doesn’t it?”

Sexa frowned. 

“We’re looking for water,” Kayle said, “but I can’t see a stream or lake.”

“Streams and lakes are only two sources of water,” Felipe said. “There is water in everything. In fact, everything needs water to survive. When you drink it, it becomes a part of you, just like it is a part of everything around you.” He gestured to the meadow. 

“So, the water is inside everything?” Kayle asked. 

“Yes.”

Sexa muttered angrily, “That doesn’t make sense!” 

“Well, that’s the first lesson,” Felipe said rather cheerily as he began to read from the tired, old book he had brought with him, “... it is everything that it is not and is not everything that it is.”

He closed the book, grinning at the boys, who looked utterly confused now. They blinked, looked at each other, and then back at him. 

“What?” Sexa broke the silence.

“That didn’t make sense,” Kayle backed Sexa up. 

“That’s the first lesson you need to learn if you want to practise magic,” Felipe said.

“That magic doesn’t make sense?” Sexa seemed to be growing more and more confused with Felipe’s every response.

“No, child.” The man sighed, thinking how to rephrase the first rule. “Think of it this way: everything could be something other than what it is. Its nature is as it is, magic is making it into what it can be, something other than what it is.”

The boys glanced at each other again, thinking hard on the man’s words until the dry kindling of their minds finally caught alight with the understanding, eyes growing wide as the flames of excitement spread through them. 

“So, doing magic is changing the state of things,” Kayle said. 

“And to do that,” Sexa added, “we need to know what else that thing can be.”

“I’m glad you boys aren’t as daft as I had feared!” 

Sexa frowned. 

Felipe went on, “There are some basic elements that make up everything we see. Everything in Eutopia is made up of some or all these elements working together. They are water, air, fire, earth, and soul.” He brushed a hand over a single flower growing beside him, its petals beginning to sweat as droplets of water followed his hand upwards, pooling together, suspended below his palm. “These are the building blocks, the foundation of magical abilities, to be able to mould these elements according to your will.”

The boys watched on, silently amazed by this display of magical prowess.

“You said water is in everything?” Kayle asked. 

Felipe nodded.

“So how do I get it out?” Sexa asked rather impatiently. “How do I do that?” He pointed at the water floating in mid-air. 

“You’ll have to take it,” Felipe said as the water evaporated. “Change its state to what you want it to be.” He gestured to a squirrel scurrying close to the tree, and Sexa stretched a hand towards the animal.

“Wait!” Kayle stopped Sexa as he asked Felipe, “What will happen to it? You said it needs water to survive, that the water is inside it.”

“Yes,” Felipe said, grabbing the creature. All eyes turned to the now-withered flower that had bled its droplets of life out for their education. “It will most likely die.”

“But why?” Kayle whispered.

“Because you want water, Kayle.” Felipe held the squirrel out to him. “You said you’re thirsty.” 

“Yes, but I don’t want to have to kill anything.”

“But you’re thirsty, aren’t you? And there’s no natural source of water out here,” Felipe said.

“That doesn’t mean I have to kill it,” Kayle said, almost in tears. “Isn’t there another way to get the water out without killing it?”

“I’m afraid not, child, that’s the price you have to pay to get the water you desire.” Felipe handed the animal to Sexa, who took it eagerly. “That’s the second lesson you need to learn, boys: magic always comes at a price.” 

They nodded. As Sexa stroked the animal, Kayle shrunk into himself at the thought of taking its life to survive.

Noticing Kayle’s distress, Felipe realised his lesson was having the wrong effect. So, he tried to settle the boy’s mind. “The price you pay isn’t the same for every magic you use. You don’t always have to kill something. You may have to pay a different price, but a price must be paid.”

“So, there’s water in everything?” Sexa puckered his lips, staring at the squirrel he was stroking tenderly.

“Yes, there is.”

“How do I get it out?”

Felipe stood slowly. The boy was enjoying this a bit too much. “Well, that brings us to the third lesson you need to learn. The use of magic is conceived by desire and is birthed by your will.”

The boys stood. The noonday sun blazed high above them now, and even the shade provided by the trees was no longer enough to keep the two children cool as the thirst burned fiercely in them. 

“Wanting something isn’t enough for you to actually have it,” Felipe explained. “But when you will it to be, another force comes into play. Your will to have it is fuelled by your desire, and as they both burn in you, you are pushed to the point where you become willing to pay the price to have it. 

“When you get to that point” —he gestured for the boys to stand apart— “the magic is born in you. So, ask yourself, are you willing to do what it takes? To give up whatever it will cost you to have what you want?”

“I’m willing,” Sexa said, eyes still fixed on the squirrel.

“It doesn’t have to die,” Kayle whispered. “You don’t have to kill it, Sexa. I won’t let you kill it.”

Felipe stood between them and nodded at Sexa. “Concentrate.” 

The boy closed his eyes. 

“See what you desire. Will it to be.”

“Stop!” Kayle rushed forward, but Felipe caught him and flung him away, eyes fixed on Sexa. “Sexa, stop! Don’t! You’ll be a bad person!” He scuttled to his feet as he watched the beads of water run up the squirrel's body. “No!” He made to stop Sexa, and Felipe threw him down again. “Sexa, don’t! You’ll kill it!” His attempts to reach Sexa were thwarted repeatedly by the man. “Don’t do it, Sexa! Don’t be a bad person!” 

Kayle grew frantic as he watched the water pool in the air above the creature. He began screaming and crying, and only then did Felipe snap back to the present. 

The man kneeled and hugged the boy, shushing him and rubbing his back, ashamed that he had been so caught up in discovering Sexa’s abilities, he had forgotten how sensitive Kayle was. 

Sexa opened his eyes, dropped the limp animal, then cupped the pool of water to his mouth. Kayle struggled free from Felipe and dived for the squirrel, pulling it close to his chest as the tears ran freely down his cheeks. 

“You killed it, Sexa! You killed it!” Kayle stroked the squirrel, closing his eyes. He searched the small creature for a breath. “How do I save it?” he yelled at Felipe who stood silently over him, unsure how to solve the problem he had unwittingly created. “What do I do?” he shouted through tears. “Help me, please!” 

Sexa watched, looking guilty, as his brother wept over the dying animal.

“I think this lesson is over,” Felipe said softly, bending to place a hand on Kayle’s shaking shoulder. “Let’s go.”

“It’s dying!” Kayle cried. “We can still save it.”

“We should head back now.” 

Felipe straightened, leading the way home. Sexa followed silently, but Kayle remained kneeling, cradling the animal.

“Kayle, we need to go,” Sexa said. 

“No! We have to save it, Sexa! It’s not dead yet! I’m not leaving it!”

“Then bring it with you.” Felipe sighed, frustrated. “You can bury it in the garden. It’ll be dead by the time we arrive.”

“No!” Kayle hopped to his feet and cradled the squirrel closer to his chest. He glanced at the two waiting for him, then turned and ran in the opposite direction. 
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FELIPE AND SEXA BOTH shouted after him, but he ignored them, running as fast as his tired legs could carry him. He had no idea where he was going: all he knew was that he needed to get away from them, to be alone, to save this squirrel. 

He ran on till he reached another crop of trees, collapsing in the shade as he pressed himself up against the nearest trunk. He stroked the animal, begging it not to die as his tears wet its fur. 

Closing his eyes, he concentrated, trying to ignore the ache of his breaking heart as he willed with everything in him for the animal to live. 

“Please don’t die! Please don’t die!” 

Suddenly, a warmth spread from his chest through the rest of his body. He pulled the squirrel closer to him, hoping the warmth would help it.

It will cost you.

Kayle’s eyes flew open at the words. He looked around him. He was still alone. 

What are you willing to pay? 

Kayle, a bit frightened, thought for a moment about the voice he was hearing. His mind was either playing tricks on him, or someone else was speaking to him in his head. He closed his eyes, listening intently for tell-tale sounds of anyone close by, the familiar voices in the distance letting him know Sexa and Felipe were on their way to get him. 

What are you willing to pay? The voice was growing impatient at his silence.

“Anything.” Kayle sighed. “Anything, if it will save it.”

Anything? Even your own soul?

Kayle’s eyes shot open again. He hadn’t expected to pay with his own soul to save a squirrel. His soul had to be by far more precious than that of the squirrel. How could that be the price to pay to save it?

He stared down at the dying animal in his arms. “I’ll give a part of my soul,” he said, hearing the others drawing closer. “A part of it should be enough.”

If you are not willing to pay the price, you cannot have the power. 

Kayle argued with himself what decision to make until, finally, he sighed. “I’m willing.” 

The moment the words escaped his lips, a warmth engulfed him, radiating from his being, and covered the squirrel, then it died down and faded. Moments later, the animal moved. 

The power is born from your willingness to pay any price.

“Okay.” Kayle stroked the squirrel, now alive and asleep in his arms. “Who are you?” he asked the voice.

I am Soul, it replied, and you are now my master. 

He dropped the sleeping squirrel as something burned his hand and made him jump. He twisted his arm to see a series of elaborate swirls burning themselves around a crescent moon on the side of his wrist. 

Sexa and Felipe arrived just in time to watch him being branded by the element. The squirrel squeaked at them and scurried up Kayle, resting on his shoulder. 
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THE THREE JOURNEYED back to the cottage in silence, save the squirrel’s squeaks as it scuttled about Kayle’s head and around his shoulders, staying as away from Sexa as it could. On arrival, Sexa was relegated to the back room while Felipe and Dioohn had a word with Kayle. 

As he watched the little creature scamper around the room, he deduced that the men probably wanted to know what had happened. He pushed down the guilt that rose once again and lay in bed, thinking back on the lessons Felipe had taught them. His mind drifted back to his time in the cabin on the river, and it all began to make sense. 

There had been no river spirits, Kayle had assured him that much. Yet, the water had obeyed him, had bent to his will. He had been able to use magic without even knowing it. He wondered what else he was capable of that he had not yet become aware of. 

Sexa sighed, got up, and walked to the door. Probably locked, he thought as he turned the handle. To his surprise, it swung open with such ease that it startled him. The squirrel ran out of the room, straight to Kayle who looked scared where he sat in a chair in the middle of the front room. 

“Kayle didn’t do anything wrong,” Sexa said to the two men. 

“We know.” Felipe walked up to place a hand on his shoulder. “We’re just talking.”

Sexa folded his arms, shaking Felipe’s hand off him. “So why is he in trouble?”

“He’s not in trouble.” Felipe went back to Kayle. “We’re just trying to understand what happened.”

“He used magic.” Sexa came to stand protectively in front of Kayle and pointed at the squirrel. “And he saved it. What else do you want to understand?”

Felipe shook his head. “We need to know how he did that.”

“You said magic doesn’t make sense,” Sexa said, “so why are you trying to understand it?”

“I never said that! And because we want to make sure he hasn’t done something bad or dangerous to get the power!” 

Dioohn, who stood by Kayle’s chair watching their exchange, finally spoke. “Child!” he barked the word. “What we decide to do is not up for questioning. Go back to your room!” 

Suddenly feeling smaller than he already was, Sexa dared not challenge Dioohn’s instruction. He went silently back to his room, shut the door behind him, and crawled into bed, then cried himself to sleep.
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The pair walked back to the injured. Dioohn was stirring now, but Kayle was still unconscious. 

“How long will he be like this?” Regan asked Sexa. He knelt beside Kayle, smoothing his hair. 

“I can’t say exactly, but it could take a while for him to fully recover.” Sexa helped Dioohn sit up, offering him the waterskin. The old man took it. “Can you move?” Sexa asked him. 

“Yes.”

“You’ve gone soft,” he said to Dioohn, walking over to Kayle. “In the past, you would have killed him without blinking.”

“In the past...” Dioohn came to sit beside the sleeping boy. “I was a very different person in the past.” He lifted Kayle’s head, slipping beneath to cradle it in his lap as he whispered something over the boy. 

“What changed?” 

Dioohn just stared at Kayle. Sexa grunted and shook his head, and the three watched the convalescent in silence. 

“Well,” Sexa said finally, “my work here is done. I should get going.” He smiled at Regan, nodding slightly. “I’ll see you soon.” 

“Where are you going?” Regan stood to shake Sexa’s extended hand. 

“Depends.” He shrugged. “Wherever my search takes me.”

“Your search?” 

“You are still trying to find her?” Dioohn grunted. 

Sexa turned to Dioohn. “I’m close. I’ll find her.” 

“And if you do not?” 

“I will,” Sexa growled, glaring at the man.

“Who are you trying to find?” Regan asked, hoping to avoid a heated exchange. 

“Someone your father...” Sadness flickered in Sexa’s red eyes, and he squeezed Regan’s hand softly. “Someone who’s alone, somewhere out there.”

Regan bit his lower lip. His thoughts returned to what Sexa had told him by the river. Sexa had known his father, and his father had clearly had something to do with whoever Sexa was looking for. “What if we help?” 

Sexa chuckled, withdrawing his hand. “Help how?” 

“I mean, if you’re looking for someone, the Kuwaha open rifts.” He glanced at Dioohn. “I wouldn’t bet my luck on the old man, but Kayle is good at tracking. And I’m now a Lord of wind, or whatever it is you said. I’m sure there’s something we can do to help you find this person.” 

Sexa studied him, then burst into laughter. 

“What’s so funny?” Regan gave him a disapproving look. 

“You?” Sexa managed to control himself. “You? Help me? A decrepit old crow, a sorry excuse for a dragon and...” He giggled as he looked Regan over. “Forgive me. I work better alone.”

“I see you have not changed much,” Dioohn said, stroking Kayle’s head. “I would have thought these many moons would have helped you grow up a little. But I see you are still just a scared little boy, lost without his mama.” 

Sexa’s smile disappeared. He folded his arms, and the air around them stilled, but Dioohn seemed unbothered. 

“You are still a child. Still scared of connecting with others. You think you do not need people. Or are you just afraid to lose anyone else?” 

“Shut up, old man,” Sexa hissed through gritted teeth. 

“What would your mother say if she could see you like this? A Daemon.”

“I said, shut up!” Sexa’s eyes burned a bright red, jaw tight and fists clenched as he tried to hold back the anger about to overtake him. 

“A regal disgrace!” Dioohn’s cold and emotionless eyes peered up at the boy. “Maybe it is a good thing she is not here.” 

Everything happened too fast for Regan to move. In a moment, Sexa was at the old man’s throat, eyes flashing, and teeth bared. His canines were now long, sharp fangs, and his nails, now claws, about to bury themselves in the Kuwaha’s chest. 

In one move, Dioohn threw Sexa over him and jumped to his feet as the boy landed, rolled, and stood all at once. “A decrepit old crow?” He drew his daggers when Sexa turned. “Let us see if you can match my skill, you weak little broget!”

They collided, a clash of metal and claws, fangs and daggers, and Regan watched, trembling at the sight. 

Dioohn was different from when he had fought Kayle. He was stronger, faster, determined to cause harm, drawing on all of his experience as he battled the young boy who matched his every blow effortlessly. 

Sexa was terrifying. A flash of white, leathery skin, and a tail, and... horns. Sexa had horns. Curled, milk-white, and sharp. Regan shivered as he watched Dioohn get injured over and over but refuse to give up. 

“Stop this! Stop it, you two!” 

They rolled in the dirt, thrashing at each other. 

Frustrated, Regan shouted and clapped hard. “Stop!” 

A strong wind shot from the tips of his fingers right between the two, sending them flying in opposite directions. They tumbled, then looked at Regan, who was equally as startled by his magic. 

He sighed and sat beside Kayle. “Now, if you children are done fighting.” He gestured for them to come and sit. “You’re going to find someone,” Regan said quietly to Sexa, who was now back to normal, “and I understand if you don’t want our help. I just feel responsible since my father...” He leaned back, staring up at the now darkening sky. “Plus, you’re... I’ve just met you, and I’d really like to get to know you some more before you have to go.” 

Sexa sighed. 

“The boy speaks for himself,” Dioohn said. “I never offered my help!”

“And I won’t accept it even if you did.” Sexa frowned, folding his arms. 

“Okay.” Regan waved. “You two clearly have stuff to sort out between yourselves. But, for now, let’s not fight.” He watched Kayle’s chest rise and fall. “For Kayle’s sake.” He glanced at the others, and they both nodded reluctantly. “It’ll be dark soon.” Regan got to his feet. “Kayle isn’t fully recovered.” He turned to Sexa. “I’m guessing you don’t have a place to sleep.”

“I don’t need...” Sexa started, but pursed his lips at Regan’s frown, then gave him a slow nod.

“And you.” Regan gestured to Dioohn. “The cottage is in ruins. My house isn’t far. I’m sure my mother would be okay with putting you all up for the night.”

Sexa stared at him, arms folded and lips twitching, then curling into a half-smile. He glanced at Dioohn, chuckled, and nodded. 

Regan clapped. “Let’s go!” Sexa stood, and they both waited for Dioohn.

The old man sighed in his tired, fed-up manner, then got up also, lifting Kayle. “Walk or rift?” he asked Sexa. 

“I’m not carrying the deadweight.” 

Regan furrowed his brows. “Kayle isn’t deadweight.”

“Whatever.” Sexa waved and started towards the border, in the direction of the farm. 

“Wait. How do you know where...” Regan shook his head. At least he wasn’t trying to kill anyone. 
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THE WALK TO THE HOUSE was long and silent, and Regan took the time to think over his day. Kayle had turned into a monster and was almost killed by Sexa, whose mother had been killed by his new Kuwaha because his father had killed her loved one. He was now a Lord of air, had stopped the two deadliest fights he had ever witnessed—using said mastery—and had become the peacekeeper between his Kuwaha and Sexa, who had initially tried to kill him. 

Now, he was leading the reprobates to his home and family, who were already struggling to make ends meet, endangering them all in the process. 

He had begun to second-guess his decision when Naya’s voice broke through his thoughts. His heart skipped a beat at the sound of his name. He peered through the rows of corn towards the clearing at the back of the house, only a few feet away now. 

He ran towards the four figures outside the kitchen door, and they chorused his name as he burst through the field and into the clearing. His mother clasped her cheeks, teary-eyed, and Silibus strolled up to slap him on the back as he and Naya embraced. 

Beranil scanned the field. “Where’s Kayle?” The worry in her voice broke the excitement.

“Honey,” their mother whispered, “where’s who?”

“Kayle!” She turned to her brother. “Where is he?”

“How do you know that name?” their mother asked. 

Beranil stalked towards the rustling near the edge of the clearing, eyes fixed on movement in the vegetation. 

“Beranil.” Their mother came and nudged her gently, a look of concern on her face. “How do you know Kayle?”

“He is her mate, Inowe.” Dioohn entered the clearing.

Beranil gasped and ran up to the man and the unconscious boy in his arms. 

“Her what?” Inowe watched Beranil examine Kayle. “How? When? That’s not possible! How—” She caught sight of Sexa emerging from the field behind Dioohn. 

“Hello, Inowe.” Sexa waved, his lips curling upward on one side. 

Inowe’s eyes bulged. She croaked in a few attempts to get his name out before finally whispering, “Sexa?”

He smiled and nodded, then sauntered over to her, arms wide. 

She hugged him, crying as her fingers combed his blonde hair. “Where have you been?” she sobbed. “I’ve been worried sick about you! It’s been how long? And not even a word. Not even Dioohn could find you.” 

Sexa snickered. “You know he was never any good at tracking.” 

Dioohn grunted, walking past them to lay Kayle on the bench outside the kitchen window, Beranil right behind him. 

Inowe’s eyes followed them darkly. 

Regan saw the disapproval written all over his mother’s face as Beranil fussed over Kayle. Sexa saw it too. 

The Droconian bent his head to the side. “I could get rid of him for you.”

Inowe chuckled, squeezing Sexa tight. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 

“How do you know Sexa?” Regan asked, an arm resting around Naya’s shoulders as he and the others migrated towards the open back door. 

“He’s my...” She squeezed Sexa again. “My big sister’s baby boy.” She ruffled Sexa’s hair, and the boy struggled to pull away from her. 

“I’m not a baby anymore, Inowe.” Sexa broke free and neatened his hair, smiling proudly. “I’m a Lord Royal now.” 

Regan coughed, and Inowe looked Sexa over, jaw hanging open.

Dioohn appeared behind her. “Lord Royal or not, he is still a little broget.” 

Regan eyed Sexa, recalling his conversation with Dioohn. And the pieces came together in his mind. “The Royal he keeps...” he whispered under his breath. 

Sexa’s eyes flickered to him, then he smiled his usual half-smile and nodded, a subtle movement he knew only Regan would notice.

“You’re always picking on the child!” Inowe turned on Dioohn, a hand on her hip as the other hand gestured scoldingly. “Why are you so horrible to him? After all you and Felipe put him through, you shouldn’t take out your frustrations on him! It’s not his fault that you’re—” 

Dioohn’s face tightened, blue eyes fluttering between herself and Regan. 

She glanced at Regan, then sighed and stroked his cheek before gesturing for everyone to head inside. “It’s getting late,” she said, suddenly sounding tired. “Let’s all go in, get some food, and rest.” 

At that, she headed past Dioohn, disappearing through the open doorway, Dioohn following closely. Regan watched Sexa, narrow-eyed. He kissed Naya’s cheek, leading her inside, and Silibus spared Beranil a glance before crossing the threshold.
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SEXA STOPPED BESIDE where Beranil knelt, her hand on Kayle’s cheek, humming almost inaudibly to the boy. “He’ll be alright,” he said, bending over to assess Kayle. “He just needs some rest.”

Beranil glanced at Sexa. “What happened to him?” 

“You called, he answered.” Sexa squatted. “You know what he is, don’t you?” 

Glaring at him, she nodded. 

“Your call woke something in him,” Sexa said. “Something he’s fought to keep under control for a long time, something shrouded in a darkness he can’t afford to give in to.” 

Fear flickered in Beranil’s eyes at his words. He sighed and stood quickly, gesturing for her to do the same. “The dragon blood in him is tainted. I know you love him, but for all our sakes, please don’t invoke ancient magics on him.” 

“But I didn’t...” She blushed, obeying his gesture to step back. As she did, Kayle levitated, drifting through the door. 

Beranil put a palm over her mouth. 

“It’s alright,” Sexa said, “I’m the one doing that.” 

She turned her face to him. “You have magic?” 

Sexa nodded. “Lots of it.” 

She stared at him, and Sexa smiled at her as she sifted through the questions forming in her mind, searching for the best one to ask. Finally, she said, “Can you put him down in my bed?”

Sexa frowned. “You need to hold back around your mother.”

“But—”

“Kayle is dangerous. And she already doesn’t like him. It would make sense not to give her a reason to want him gone.” 

She bowed her head. 

“No mother wants to see their daughter with someone who potentially could hurt them.”

“But Kayle would never hurt me,” Beranil said. 

“You don’t know that. You barely even know him.” 

“I know him.” Beranil frowned. “I’ve known him since I was little. And I’ve been with him almost every day since. I share his memories, live his days in... my... dreams.”

Sexa raised a brow. “In your dreams?” 

She looked away, face flushed. 

“Beranil,” he said tenderly, “there’s a lot you’ll need to learn about Kayle.” Sexa bit his lower lip and sighed. “And I’ll tell you everything if you’ll do me one favour.” 

“What favour do you need?” 

“Promise me you’ll never break his heart.” 

Beranil looked up at him, then nodded slowly. 

Sexa smiled. It was a strange request, and he knew she had no intention of ever breaking Kayle’s heart. But he also knew all too well how things could change. People too. “Say it,” he whispered.

“Yes,” she whispered back, studying his red eyes. “I promise.” 

Sexa smiled and headed into the house. “He’ll be in your room, but you shouldn’t be alone with him.”
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By the morning, Kayle was back in bed beside Sexa, still sound asleep as Sexa stretched his little self and clambered out, taking care not to step on the squirrel which lay on the ground close to where his bare feet found it. 

After watching Kayle for a few moments, he made his way to the door. He would get some food and begin his chores, and then do Kayle’s also. 

Sexa stopped at the door when he heard angry whispers. Uncertain whether his presence would be welcome, he eased the door open. 

Felipe and Dioohn sat at the table, frowning at each other. They stopped whispering and stared at him for a long moment. Dioohn was the first to look away. He turned back to Felipe, and they continued their conversation. 

For some reason, this annoyed Sexa. 

“And what if he does not have it?” Dioohn growled. “What if we charge in there and risk our lives for nothing?”

Felipe leaned forward, pressing his palm on the table. “He does, Dioohn. Déhrique has a Gate.”

Sexa glanced back at Kayle, still asleep. He closed the door quietly and turned to address the men in the room. “I know what you did,” he said.

The talking ceased. 

“I know what you did to Zoran. And my mama. I made Kayle forget, but that doesn’t mean I have! If you hurt Kayle—”

“Child!” Dioohn silenced him, but Felipe raised a hand to calm the Kuwaha.

“Sexa,” Felipe said softly, “we don’t want to hurt Kayle.”

“But you killed his father!” 

“Sexa.” The man’s tone remained soft. “Do you know who I am? What I do?”

Sexa shook his head. “I don’t care.”

“Well, you should.” Felipe turned in his chair to face Sexa. “I’m part of a group. A special group trained to track and destroy a great evil.”

Sexa stared blankly at him.

“You may have heard of him. Yokai, the Necromancer?”

The boy’s eyes grew wide. He had heard the name before and, although he didn’t know the details, he knew the Necromancer was someone to be feared. Or avoided. 

“I see you have.” Felipe nodded and leaned forward. “My work is to track and destroy his power. That’s why I killed Zoran.” 

“But Zoran wasn’t him!” Sexa said, “He was good! The Kaitiaki tested him!”

“The Kaitiaki?” 

Sexa nodded, and the men exchanged glances. 

“How did he cross the heart of the Forelands?” Dioohn asked.

“Mama and me. We took him through.” 

Felipe shook his head. “How did he survive the crossing?” 

“He was dying.” Sexa shrugged. “He had killed the monster, but he was dying, so I went into his mind and saved him.”

Felipe stared at him, eyes wide and mouth ajar. The man seemed to be having trouble forming his next words. 

“You saved him?” Dioohn asked. 

Sexa nodded.

“How did you...” Felipe croaked, cleared his throat, and tried again. “How did you go into his mind?” 

The boy shrugged. “I just did. I’ve always been able to.”

“You’ve always been able to go into peoples’ minds?” Felipe’s voice was hoarse, and he coughed, clearing his throat some more as Sexa nodded. 

“How exactly did you save him?” Dioohn asked, his tone level.

“I healed his wounds so he could wake up.”

The men exchanged glances once again.

“You can invade a person’s mind?” Dioohn leaned forward in his chair. “You have always been able to? Even against their will?”

Sexa nodded. 

“And you can heal people?” the Kuwaha asked.

Sexa nodded again. 

“Did your mother know you could do these?”

The child bit his lip, eyes drooping slightly as he considered, before shaking his head. They were asking so many questions. 

“But these are all AlFhairie magics.” Felipe turned to Dioohn. “How is he able to shift if he is a mentalist?” 

Dioohn shook his head, unable to answer. 

“What else can you do?” Felipe asked. 

Sexa shrugged. “I made the river do what I wanted.”

Felipe gasped. “The whole river?” 

The child nodded. “You said it was elemental magic.” 

“Come.” Dioohn stretched a hand towards Sexa.

Sexa hesitated before stepping forward into the man’s reach. Dioohn took his arm, and Sexa winced as the man twisted his wrist.

Felipe sighed and lifted a finger, tracing it over the markings on Sexa’s wrist—a crescent moon, swirls snaking all around it. The man pulled back his sleeve, bringing his wrist to Sexa’s, comparing their identical markings. He looked at Dioohn, withdrawing his hand and pulling down his sleeve. 

The Kuwaha let Sexa go.

“Sexa.” Felipe turned back to him. “Zoran was dying, but you healed him so he could survive the test. When you did, a part of Yokai’s dark magic attached itself to him. When he saw Kayle, the darkness stirred. I sensed it, and I killed him. For all we knew, in that moment, he could have been another vessel. And if he had been... if I had hesitated—even for a moment—and that had been Yokai, it would have been the end of us all.”

Sexa blinked, trying to make sense of what he was hearing. He shook his head, refusing to believe the man’s words. “Why would seeing Kayle stir up darkness?”

“Because Kayle isn’t Zoran’s son,” Felipe said. “He is a Son of Yokai. And when Zoran saw Kayle, Yokai saw him too. If I hadn’t killed Zoran when I did, Yokai would have discovered where to find Kayle. Yokai wants to possess Kayle. That’s why we must protect him. That’s why we keep him here. We train him, watch over him, and it’s not because he’s in trouble, Sexa. It’s because Yokai is searching for him, and we have to keep him safe.”

Sexa was lost for words. He hadn’t understood much of what the man had said. Except that Kayle was in danger, and they needed to keep him safe. 

“We need to protect him,” Felipe said. 

“I’ll protect him too.” Sexa nodded slowly. “He’s my brother. I’ll keep him safe.” 

Felipe nodded and turned to Dioohn. “I’ll increase his training, teach him Lepane magic.”

Dioohn grunted. “What good would that do? He is AlFhairie and Droconian. He needs to learn their ways, not yours.”

“His mother taught him some of the Droconian customs. She would have taught him all he needs to know.” 

“And the AlFhairie?” Dioohn shrugged. “Lucent is dead.”

A long silence passed between the men before Felipe spoke. “Déhrique.”

Dioohn shook his head.

“We can trust him, Dioohn,” Felipe said. “I trust him with my life.”

“I do not.” Dioohn shook his head furiously. “These are my boys. I will not put their lives in his hands!”

Felipe smiled. “Your boys?”

“I do not trust him. I am not willing to take that risk.”

The two turned to Sexa who stood silently, watching them. 

“I trust Déhrique,” Felipe said again, “but we can deal with that when the time comes. For now, he needs to be trained, apart from Kayle.”

After a long moment, Dioohn sighed. “Do what you must, just keep him safe.”

Felipe nodded. He waved to Sexa. “Get dressed.” 

Sexa frowned as the man rose. “But I’ve got chores. And I’m hungry.”

“Kayle will handle your chores, and food will be sorted.” Felipe was already draping his black cloak around himself and heading to the front door. “Get dressed.” 

Sexa blinked twice before hurrying back into the room to pull on his cloak and boots while Dioohn rustled about, tying up some food in a cloth. The Kuwaha handed it to Felipe, who waited at the door. 

“Keep him safe,” Dioohn said as the younger man tucked the food away in the inner pocket of his cloak. “This one is special.” 

“If by special you mean dangerous, I’m well aware.” Felipe nodded to the man. “He’s a lot like his father: driven more by purpose than reason. And his emotions... well... as undeveloped as they are, seem to dictate that to him.” 

“It is a good thing he is still a child,” Dioohn whispered, “it is something we must work on before he gets set in his ways.”

Felipe chuckled. “That’s work for you, my dear friend. He is, after all, your boy. Is he not?”

Dioohn scowled at the man. “And what do you suggest I do?” 

“Teach him to have a conscience.” 

Sexa reappeared wearing his black cloak, a glimmer in his eyes as he stared at Felipe. “I still haven’t forgotten how you hurt Kayle and my mama. I’ll never forget. And if either of you hurt Kayle again, I’ll erase all your memories and leave you with the Kaitiaki.” He stalked through the open front door. 

Felipe sighed, exchanged looks with Dioohn, then nodded to the Kuwaha and shut the door behind them.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 38

[image: image]


The rest of the night passed rather uneventfully. Inowe dictated sleeping arrangements, making sure Kayle and Beranil were at opposite ends of the house. Naya and Silibus spent the night catching up with Regan in the front room, while Beranil slept in her mother’s bed, leaving Sexa and Dioohn taking turns to watch over Kayle. 

By the next morning, they all were more tired than they had been the night before. And so they spent the better part of the day resting and trading stories, Inowe keeping their bellies and cups full of tomato soup with bread and peppermint tea. 

Sexa and Dioohn sat in a corner, their conversation a mix of hushed whispers and angry outbursts. Once, Regan commented as he passed by on how well the pair were getting along before returning to his place beside Naya, who waited eagerly for him. Dioohn grunted something about barely tolerating Sexa, who responded with how he was just being civil for Inowe’s sake, then the pair returned to their conversation. 

Beranil sat alone at the table in the dimly lit kitchen, worrying. Kayle was still unconscious and, although Sexa had assured her he was fine, she still couldn’t reach him in her dreams. And though she hoped and waited, he didn’t come to her either. Fevers had come over him in waves all night, Sexa needing to break them each time with magic, and she could tell this worried the red-eyed boy even though he made out that it wasn’t that serious. 

She sat silently, cup in hand, still unable to eat or drink as her mind drifted through thoughts of her mate. Until Sexa’s voice startled her into spilling her tea. 

“Hey,” he whispered. “He’s going to be alright.” Sexa squeezed her shoulder as she tried to mop up the spill with a cloth that lay on the table. 

She sighed. “I know. You’ve said that already. But I can’t help worrying about him. I’ve never seen him like this before.” She looked up at Sexa, who smiled cheerily. He was trying. Trying to stay positive—hopeful—for her sake. 

“You’ve never seen him before.” 

“You know what I mean.” She slapped his hand with the cloth and got to her feet. “Can I ask you something, Sexa?” She closed the door to the corridor, not wanting to be overheard. 

“What is it?” Sexa watched her curiously. 

“Why did you ask me to make that promise?”

He pursed his lips, then smiled again. “Because people change.” He took a seat opposite her as she returned to hers. “And you’re still very young. You probably don’t even know what love really means.”

Beranil’s forehead creased. She considered reminding him that he was not much older than her—if even. Considered telling him he probably knew as much about love as she did. But he was trying. For her. So she stayed her tongue. 

“Granted, you do have strong feelings for him,” Sexa said, “but love goes beyond that. Just because you like him or are attracted to him, it doesn’t mean you love him. You barely even know him, and you’ve been so sheltered that he’s probably the only one who’s ever been interested in you.”

She sat back, folded her arms, and frowned disapprovingly. 

Sexa sighed, leaning forward. “Beranil, loving someone is a decision you make to always be there for them. To always have their back and to do what’s best for them. You can’t do that for Kayle. At least, not now.”

“Kayle is my mate.” She frowned, realising she almost sounded like a whining child. 

Sexa snickered. “It doesn’t mean you have to be with him in that way. A life mate is someone who compliments your magic, whose magic strengthens yours. Your life mate has more to do with magic than it does with feelings. Do you even know how life mates came about?”

“No.” She squared her shoulders. “But I have a feeling you’re going to tell me.”

Sexa smiled, moving round the table to sit beside her.

Beranil shifted her chair away. “You were fine where you were.” 

“I know.” He smirked, making himself comfortable. 

Beranil frowned at him. It was silly, and she knew it. But she felt uncomfortable without the table dividing them. And that feeling had more to do with how comfortable she felt around him than anything else. 

“Anyway,” Sexa said, oblivious to how his closeness stirred something in the pit of her stomach, “a life-mate is something only Droconian can have, and not every Droconian has one. The blood of the Droconian comes from two magical tribes fated to complement each other. This meant that with every child born in one tribe, one was born in the other with the power to enhance and multiply or diminish the other’s magic.”

She scowled. “Okay.” 

“As the tribes mixed bloodlines, life mates became fewer. It’s now a rare thing for a Droconian to find their mate. And once that bond is made, their souls become one. If one loses their mate, they go mad with grief because in losing their mate, some lose their very soul.”

Beranil turned to face him, her shoulders relaxing a little as her interest in his story piqued. 

“They become beasts, driven by a basic instinct to kill or be killed. They become monsters.”

“Like the one that killed my father?” 

Sexa pursed his lips, then nodded. 

“You said some.” 

He raised his brows. 

“You said some Droconian lose their very souls. So not every Droconian who loses their mate goes... mad?”

He nodded. “With mates, there’s always an Alpha.”

“An Alpha?”

“Yes,” Sexa lowered his voice to a whisper, and she leaned in to hear him. “An Alpha is the stronger of the two, not always physically though. You can tell an Alpha by the way mates make decisions. What the Alpha wants is what goes, even if it’s the Other making the decisions. The Alpha is usually able to retain a bit of their soul even after losing their Other. But they are never truly whole again.”

They stared at each other for a long moment, the space between them suddenly feeling all too small. Beranil’s eyes betrayed her, lids drooping a little as her gaze traced the features of his handsome face. There was something about this familiar stranger, something she couldn’t quite place. As though she had known him, in another life, perhaps. 

Sexa’s lids fluttered as his gaze dipped to her lips. Then he sat back so suddenly that it startled her out of her trance. He cleared his throat and announced gleefully, “In this case, you’re the Other. So, if Kayle dies, you die with him.”

Beranil frowned and returned to her former defensive state, wondering why he was so happy about that. “I still don’t see your point.”

“My point is, he’s your Alpha. So it’s possible you’re not in love with him, but you think you are because he wants you to be.” 

“You’re wrong.” 

“Am I?” He grinned. “Do you know anything about Droconian tradition or are you just a tainted Lepane?” 

Beranil clicked her tongue loudly, rolling her eyes. “My father was a Lepane, my mother is Droconian. That makes me both, not one or the other.”

Sexa laughed. “You don’t get to decide what you are. And you can’t be both. You’re either a blood Lepane with some Droconian magic or a blood Droconian with some Lepane magic.”

She stared at him, confused. 

Sexa sighed. “Regan is a Lepane with Droconian magic. He’s better suited to the Lepane traditions. Their food and way of life enhance his abilities, but because he has Droconian blood, he can tap into that magic also. I’m guessing from the fact that you have a life mate, it isn’t the case with you.”

Beranil stared, arms still folded.

“You’re a tainted Droconian, bound by the Droconian customs and...” He thought briefly. “Traditions.”

“I feel like you’re making all this up. I don’t even have magic.”

“You do. But it hasn’t manifested because these customs don’t go well with you, just like your mother.”

“Mother?” 

“Yes,” Sexa said, sitting forward in his chair. “Your mother is a Droconian Prince.” 

“I know that. But she doesn’t have magic.” 

“She does. All Royals have magic. Her powers are dampened by this way of life.” His lip curled up and his nose wrinkled in disgust. “She lives on a farm, off bread and tomato soup and tea. She needs meat. She needs fire, minerals, and natural forests. She needs physical training to enhance her magic. Just like you.” 

“Ha!” Beranil sneered. “You’re wrong! I don’t like meat, neither does mother. Besides, I’ve tried to learn magic before, and I never was...” Her chin dipped a little, and her voice lowered to a whisper as she spoke slowly. “But even if you’re right, what does all this have to do with Kayle?”

Sexa closed his eyes and slapped his forehead. “You’re a tainted Droconian, but you’re weak, vulnerable. A liability.”

She frowned. 

“Kayle loves you, and that makes him vulnerable also. Anyone wanting to hurt him just needs to come after you.”

Beranil’s jaw dropped. “What are you trying to say?”

Sexa sighed, getting to his feet and gesturing as he spoke. “I’ll put it this way. Kayle loves you. You think you love him. You’re his weakness, so he needs to protect you, but you” —he stretched both arms out towards her— “need to protect him from you.”

“This is complete nonsense!” She shook her head. “I’m not a liability.”

“You are!” 

“Look, I don’t even know you, okay? You can’t just come here and act like you know everything, telling me all this stuff about traditions and how to live my life. And you want me to what? Just up and move to Windornill? Forget about Kayle and everything I’ve ever known and just change my whole life?” 

Sexa sighed and shut his eyes. “I want you to get stronger, learn to protect yourself... and not break his heart.”

His words lingered in the silence that followed, then Beranil whispered, “I won’t break his heart. I love him.”

“Oh, moons! You don’t, and I’ll prove it to you!”

Startled by his reaction, Beranil leaned back. Sexa drew in a deep breath, the air carrying his frustration as he let it out. 

“Look,” he said, “I don’t want you to hurt Kayle. I don’t want you to get hurt either. You can learn to love him and be with him. But we both know you have... responsibilities. And now you’re a...”

Beranil’s eyes bulged in surprise. “How did you—”

“I could smell it when I put him in your bed.” He sighed. “I won’t tell your mother or brother. I’m just trying to prepare you for... Just promise me you’ll be careful, alright?”

Beranil nodded, eyes lowering as she did. Sexa sat, taking her hand in his, stroking it gently as she began to cry. 

“Beranil,” he said softly, “I’m here for you. I promise I’ll take care of you. Both of you.”

“I miss him so much.” She sobbed as he embraced her. “We were supposed to... he promised to show me all of Sabato once I became a woman. I was sort of hoping maybe we could... run away together or... I don’t know.” She shook her head, face pressed to his chest. “Right now, I just want him to be alright.”

“He will be.” Sexa held her tighter. “I promise.”

She glanced up at him. “And I know it’s my duty, but I don’t want to marry someone I don’t know. Even if it isn’t Kayle, I want to be able to decide who I spend the rest of my life with.” She chuckled through her tears. “I don’t even know why I’m telling you all this.” 

Sexa smiled and pulled her back to him, letting her cry into his shoulder, till the kitchen door finally opened, and Inowe stopped in the doorway, taking in the scene. Sexa released Beranil who immediately jumped to her feet, wiped her face, and rushed past her mother and out of the room. 

Inowe smiled at Sexa. 

He frowned. “What?” 

“I see things are working out.” She strolled towards the pot boiling over the fire, busying herself with making some more tea.

Sexa turned in his chair to face the table. “It’s not like that.”

“Oh. Why not?”

“She’s in love with Kayle.”

“Nonsense! We both know it’s just a young girl’s emotions out of control. She thinks she is. Don’t worry, she’ll change her mind.”

“But why should she have to? Why can’t she just be with him?”

Inowe came to sit beside Sexa and handed him a cup of tea. “Because it’s tradition.”

“Tradition...”

“It’s her duty, Sexa. You know the law.”

“I’ve never liked these laws anyway.” He sipped from his cup. “Besides, no one even knows we exist, so who’s going to care if we follow the law? I want her to be happy. He makes her happy.”

Inowe studied him.

“She makes him happy,” Sexa whispered, looking away.

“It’s still all about him, isn’t it?” She stood and headed out of the room, stopping in the doorway again. “You know, he’s the Daemon that would kill us all.” She shut the door behind her.

Sexa sat tapping on the table as he watched the flames dance in the fireplace. 

The Daemon that would kill us all. The words hummed in his mind. 

The Daemon that would kill us all... The Daemon...

“The Daemon!” He jumped, rushing to the door, shouting for Dioohn. The Kuwaha came running into the little corridor behind him as he made his way to the room at the far end. 

“It’s the Daemon!” Sexa hurried to Kayle, lifted his head, and slipped beneath him. 

“No!” Dioohn’s eyes grew wide when he realised what Sexa planned to do. “Do not be foolish!” 

Sexa was already seated comfortably, legs folded, with Kayle’s head resting in his lap. 

“No! Sexa, do not do it!”

Sexa rested both palms on Kayle’s temples as he closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath. Dioohn made to stop him, but Sexa waved, sending the man flying into Inowe and Beranil in the corridor. He waved again and the door slammed shut, sealing itself. Then Sexa placed his hand back on Kayle’s head and closed his eyes. 
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It was well into the night before Felipe and Sexa returned to the cottage, exhausted from the day’s training. Kayle, who had spent his day making up in housework for Sexa’s absence, was equally as tired when the pair bundled in, arguing about instructions given or followed incorrectly.

“You were meant to heal it, not kill it!” Felipe threw his hands about, gesturing wildly as he spoke.

“It was wounded!” Sexa shouted back.

“So you heal it, not kill it!”

“You said to end its suffering!”

“I meant heal it! Heal!”

“Then, next time, just say that!”

Their voices rose steadily one after the other as they pulled off their cloaks. 

“Hello!” Kayle interrupted the argument. The two stared at him as if they had only just noticed him waving at them. 

“Hello, little one.” Felipe patted Kayle’s head, then made his way to the table, where he rested his head on his folded arms as he sat. 

“It went great! Thanks for asking!” Felipe shouted to Dioohn, who sat in his armchair by the fireplace, once again pretending they didn’t exist. “One problem, though: your boy seems to think the only solution to everything is to kill.”

“You’re not very good at this, are you?” Sexa spread himself across the floor while he and Kayle struggled to get his boots off. “You don’t seem to know what you’re doing most of the time. I think you make a lot of things up.” 

Felipe glared at him. 

“Did you do some more magic today?” Kayle asked as they finally got the second boot off.

Sexa sighed. “Not really. I don’t think Felipe is good at magic.”

“He is excellent at it.” Dioohn’s voice floated in unexpectedly, causing everyone to face him. “He is one of the most adept at magic in the whole of Sabato. But he also understands one fundamental principle: magic always comes at a price.” 

He turned in his chair to look at the two boys. “Someday, you will learn that the greatest of all is not the one who relies on the power but the one who can resist it. The aim is to do without it.” 

With that, he turned back to the fire, once again oblivious to their existence. 

Felipe sighed, pulling himself up and making his way to where the children sat. He took a seat on the floor opposite them. “I’ll teach you something very important. It’s a simple exercise, but it’s very helpful. I want you to practise this every day.”

Sexa rolled his eyes. 

“Cross your legs. Like this.” He did so himself and the boys followed his instruction, pushing and kicking each other as they scrambled to get into the right position. Felipe sighed irritably, waiting for them to settle. 

“Now,” he said, “close your eyes, relax your body. I said relax, not slump!” He slapped Sexa on the back of his head. “Take this seriously.”

Sexa scowled, muttering something about Felipe’s inability to give clear instructions before straightening up and sighing deeply as he tried to relax himself. 

“Now—” 

“What do I do with my hands?” Sexa interrupted the man, who was steadily losing his temper. 

“I don’t know!” Felipe’s hands flew animatedly. “Do whatever you want with them! Now, concentrate on your breathing. Breathe in slowly through your nose and out through your—” 

Felipe’s eyes shot open at the sound of a suppressed giggle. Kayle watched Sexa, amused at how he gripped the tips of his ears, elbows pointed outwards while he concentrated on his breathing. 

Felipe clapped a hand to his forehead and groaned loudly, then toppled the boy over with his foot. Kayle was in stitches now, watching Sexa try to recover from his fall, pulling himself back into a seating position, a confused expression plastered across his face. 

“What did I do?” He threw his arms out as he asked.

“This is not a game!” Felipe snapped. 

“But I was being serious.” Sexa began to protest but stopped when he heard Dioohn rise from his armchair. 

The three fell silent. He made his way to sit between the two boys, and Kayle shuffled to make room. 

“This is one of the most important lessons you will ever learn in your mastery of magic.” His voice was a low rumble. “It is what grounds you, opens your mind, connects you to your true self. Focus on your breathing.” 

They all watched as he touched his thumb to his index finger, palms turned upwards as he rested his wrists gently on his thighs. Dioohn breathed in deeply through his nose, then out silently through his mouth. The three watched as he breathed repeatedly, then each took up the same position and followed suit. Soon, they all sat in silence, breathing in unison until the first rays of sunlight crept through the windows, caressing them with its warmth as it wished them a pleasant morning. 

Felipe was the first to break the circle, silently getting to his feet and pulling his cloak on before making his way out the front door. The two boys sat with Dioohn well into the afternoon, breathing in through their noses and out through their mouths, when Dioohn finally sighed, stretched his legs, and then got to his feet. Sexa peeked at him to see what he was doing before breathing out heavily, then laying back on the floor. Kayle remained seated, focussed on his breathing. 

“Leave him be,” Dioohn said to Sexa, who was already leaning towards Kayle to shake him out of his concentration. “You can help with his chores today. It looks like he will be there a while.”

Sexa stared from boy to man, then back to the boy. “Is he alright?” 

“He is fine.” The man searched the shelves for something. “Just as Felipe is training you specially based on your abilities, this is the special training he needs in order to enhance and to control his.”

“Does that mean I don’t need to do it too?” Sexa got to his feet. “It’s tiring.” 

“Yes, you do.” Dioohn picked up a vial half-full of a green liquid and made his way to the table. “He just needs more of it than you do.”

Sexa followed him, leaning on the back of a chair as the man added two drops of the vial’s contents to a small bowl of water in the centre of the table. 

“Why do we have to do it?” he asked Dioohn. 

“To sharpen your mind, clear your soul.” Dioohn swirled the contents in the bowl. “And to focus your magic.” He made his way to his armchair, bowl in hand, Sexa standing close beside him.

“Please, can I go to bed before I do my chores?” Sexa asked, “I’m really tired.”

Dioohn nodded.

Sexa lingered beside the chair for a few more moments before making his way back to his room, where he climbed silently into bed and, not minding the squirrel that lay awkwardly on one side of it, fell into a deep sleep as soon as his eyes were closed.
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Sexa concentrated, ignoring the shouts from Regan and the others in the corridor. Slowly, the voices faded into silence, and when he opened his eyes, he found himself surrounded by a thick fog. 

He stood, picked a direction, and walked on, searching the thickness for any sign of life. He could barely see his hand in front of his face, but Sexa knew from experience not to depend on his sight. He listened carefully, straining his ears in the silence. After a long while, he heard the faint crackling of a fire. 

Following the sound for a few more steps, the fog around him broke, revealing a small clearing with a hooded, cloaked figure keeping warm beside a fire in its centre. 

Sexa crept forward. The person had their back to him, so he couldn’t be sure it was Kayle. And even if it were, there was no telling whether his brother was in his right mind or would even remember who he was. 

“Kayle?” he whispered as he neared the figure. 

The person didn’t move. Sexa inched a bit closer, skirting round to look into the hood. He gasped and jumped back, almost tripping over his feet at what he saw. The figure was definitely Kayle, hair a river of swirling auburn in the firelight that caught it. His eyes, however, were a deep red, with black veins spreading out from their sockets. He stared fixedly at the flames dancing before him, possessed.

This truly was an AlFhairie Daemon trap.

Sexa scanned the surrounding area for any other presence, relieved to find that they were alone. He sighed, sitting on the ground to face Kayle. 

“Sexa?” Kayle’s voice was hoarse—most likely from screaming.

“You remember—” Sexa started.

“Leave me!”

Sexa let out a breath, swallowing his surprise before speaking. “It’s good to see you too, brother. It’s been a long time.” 

“You need to leave.” Kayle’s eyes remained fixed on the flames.

Sexa followed his brother’s gaze. There was something in the fire. Focusing, Sexa could just make out the faint glow of a tiny, blue stone. He sighed and stood in search of a sturdy branch to poke the firewood and retrieve the stone. It rolled out of the flames, stopping at his brother’s feet. 

Kayle’s red eyes followed it. 

Sexa walked up to him and pulled the cloak completely off Kayle. His brother howled in pain and jumped to his feet, revealing his bare torso, covered in claw-like cuts. 

Sexa’s eyes widened. “This should not be happening,” he breathed, despite himself. He could not panic. Not now. Not when Kayle needed him. Sexa searched for any sign of what may have inflicted such wounds. 

“It’s inside me,” Kayle said in a pained tone, as though fighting the urge to weep—or no longer able to after doing so for so long. “I can’t leave with it inside me, Sexa. But I can’t get it out without hurting myself.”

“And you can’t leave if you’re hurt.” Sexa stared down at the stone. He had to stay calm. “Pick it up.” 

Kayle bent to do so, and Sexa watched in horror as something large and long slithered beneath his brother’s skin. Kayle’s screams rent through the fog and darkness around them, and Sexa could do nothing as his brother clawed at the thing moving quickly around his body, slicing deep and wounding himself further. 

Sexa took a step back, blood spraying from his flailing brother. The AlFhairie Daemon magic should not affect Kayle. He knew that. So why was his brother... He watched as Kayle dropped to the ground, writhing and tearing at his flesh, trying to catch whatever it was that slithered inside him.

Folding an arm across his chest, Sexa placed a palm to his mouth. This had been the cause of Kayle’s fevers, he realised. And if Kayle went on like this, he really was going to die. Sexa kicked the stone back into the fire and knelt beside his brother, risking injury as he struggled to hold his brother still. 

He worked quickly, comforting the sobbing Kayle while magically stitching his cuts, leaving Sexa both physically and emotionally exhausted by the time he was done. 

After all the wounds were closed and the thing slithering beneath Kayle’s skin had stopped, Sexa collapsed on his back, heaving. “It’s the stone,” he said finally. “You’re reacting to the stone. Or whatever that thing is.” 

Kayle cleared his throat, voice a rasp as he asked, “How do you know?” 

“It’s AlFhairie magic.” 

“Al—AlFhairie... magic?”

Sexa nodded. “It’s a soul trap.”

“A soul trap?” Kayle parroted, his breathing evening out. “Aren’t they used to trap Daemon?”

“To trap anyone practising AlFhairie-Daemon magic, precisely. I suspected it was some sort of Daemon magic not letting you wake up.”

“Daemon magic?” Kayle whispered.

“Well, I don’t know for sure, but a soul trap wouldn’t spring unless it was drawn to some sort of dark magic.” 

“Dark magic...” 

“I’m assuming Felipe set them to safeguard the border. Because of your shift, you got caught in one.”

“Dark magic. You think I have dark magic?”

“Come on, Kayle.” Sexa sat up. “Don’t take it the wrong way, you know I don’t mean you have dark magic. Maybe the trap was faulty. Who knows? All I’m saying is it’s AlFhairie magic, and some dark magic triggered it.” 

Sexa didn’t need to look at his brother to know Kayle was misunderstanding—or misinterpreting—his words. It was a sensitive matter for both of them, and he needed to broach it carefully to avoid doing more harm to his brother’s already fragile state. 

Kayle just stared into the surrounding fog. “You think I’m a Daemon?” 

“No. But your blood—” 

“I know what my blood is!” Kayle sat up. “I know exactly what my blood is!”

“Kayle—”

“No! Don’t try to tell me I’m not what I am!” 

Sexa watched black tears spill from Kayle’s vein-framed eyes. 

“I know I’m a monster! I know who my father is, what he did. I know why he made me. I’m a vessel, created to contain his... his dark magic.”

Sexa moved closer and pulled Kayle into a tight hug. 

“Why can’t I just be dead and be done with it?” his brother sobbed. 

“Kayle,” Sexa said, “it’s going to be alright.” 

“No, it’s not.”

“It is, Kayle. It is.”

“But it hurts,” Kayle said through tears. “It hurts so much. And I’m so tired of fighting. I know he’s coming for me, Sexa, I can feel it. He’s coming, and I’m scared. I don’t think I’m strong enough to win.”

“It’s alright.” Sexa rocked him gently.

“He’s coming for me, Sexa. And he’ll destroy everything. He’ll kill everyone I care about. He’ll use me, Sexa. But he won’t kill me. He’ll make sure I watch all of it... feel everything...” Kayle sobbed uncontrollably, and Sexa felt his own eyes grow wet.

“Another dream?” he asked, and Kayle nodded into his chest. 

Sexa considered what might have triggered the trap. Whatever it was, it had undone his block on Kayle’s memories. He frowned at the impossible possibility. The block could only be broken in death... or a brush with it. 

Sighing, Sexa squeezed his brother. “You almost died, didn’t you?” 

Kayle nodded again, and Sexa let him cry until he felt better. When Kayle had finally stopped, Sexa asked, “What happened?” 

“It was an accident.” 

“Dioohn?” Sexa’s eyes grew dark.

“I was at the river with Regan when he attacked us.”

“That old crow!” He slapped his forehead. “He used a poison on you, didn’t he?”

“Why would you—”

“Because some AlFhairie poisons are dark enough to spring a soul trap! He poisoned you, didn’t he?” 

“It wasn’t like that,” Kayle said. “It’s all part of my—”

“Say the word training, and I’ll punch you in the throat! A part of your training?” Sexa’s voice and frustration rose with each word. “What sort of training involves getting killed? The whole point of training is to keep you alive!”

Kayle pushed away from him. “Sexa, it’s not like that!” 

“Kayle!” He clenched his fists in an effort to hold it together. He was losing his temper, and that was the last thing either of them needed now. “He poisoned you! Why are you still defending him?” 

“At least he never left!” 

Sexa felt the jab, like the words were a dagger his brother had taken to his heart. Kayle must have seen the pain flash across his face because his brother pursed his lips and looked away. 

“Sexa, I—”

“Don’t.” Sexa shook his head. 

“I didn’t mean it like that.” 

“You meant it the way you said it.”

“Sexa, I...” Kayle’s chin dipped. “I’m sorry.” 

Sexa sighed, hugging himself. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes and nodded, sliding on a mask of calm. Now was not the time, and this was not the place. 

“Brothers?” Kayle offered.

The word hung in a palpable silence until Sexa finally spoke. “Beranil and Regan are worried about you. Let’s not keep them waiting,” he said, still unable to look at Kayle. 

“How do we get out of here?” 

Sexa waved and scanned the area for something. Anything that could lead them out. 

Kayle watched him silently, the dark veins throbbing with the force of his concentration. “How does this trap work? You know how to build these things, don’t you?”

Sexa nodded. 

“Surely you know how to take them apart?”

He did. But all traps were different. “It doesn’t work that way,” he said, pulling his hair up into a bun. “There’s a built-in loop mechanism to prevent that.”

“But surely there must be a way. Can’t you tear a hole in it?” 

“You know, it would be a pretty lousy trap if I could.”

Kayle rolled his eyes. “I’m sure you’ve broken one before.”

“You sound rather confident about that.” 

“You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t sure there was a way out.”

“Well...” Sexa paused, a grin slowly spreading across his face. “I guess you’re right. They can be broken, and I’ve tried to break people out before. I’ve only been successful once, and there wasn’t much point in doing so.” 

“Really?” 

“He died not long after.” An ache in his heart at the memory made him rub his chest. And Sexa found himself wandering into a memory set somewhere in the heart of the forelands. Kayle raised a brow, and Sexa shrugged, then clarified. “He was killed.”

“Oh.” Kayle watched him. “We can talk about it if...” 

Sexa instinctively adjusted himself under his brother’s scrutiny, straightening his shoulders and holding his head a little higher. Kayle fell silent, resisting the urge to press the matter. He didn’t want to talk about it, and it wasn’t necessary for Kayle to know. 

He glanced at his brother, reading the concern on Kayle’s face, but shook the memory away and said, “Well, the man I saved was in a different kind of soul trap.”

“A different kind?” 

“Yes.” He held up two fingers. “There are two kinds. That kind, and this kind.”

“Very helpful, Sexa.” Kayle’s words dripped with a sarcasm that made Sexa smile. 

“That kind of soul trap destroys the darkness in the person. So, the chances of survival are slim to none.” He moved about the clearing, scanning the rocks, branches, and other features scattered around it. “Nobody actually survives the stupid thing anyway, so I don’t really see the point.” 

“And this kind?”

“This kind of trap destroys the wielder of dark magic.”

“Okay... so this is a death trap?”

Sexa nodded.

“I guess I’ll have to die, then.”

“What?” He stopped his search and trotted back to Kayle.

“Well, if it’s a death trap, then I’ll have to die to get out.”

“Remind me again why I wasted my time coming here?”

“And how else do you propose we get out?” 

“We?” Sexa snickered. “I’m not the one stuck here.”

Kayle glared at him. “Can you take this seriously, please?” 

“I am.” He threw his hands up. “Why else would I be here?”

“Then let’s find a way to take this thing apart!” 

Sexa folded his arms. “What do you think I’m trying to do?” 

Sighing, Kayle shut his eyes and clenched his fists, then shook them out. “Teach me how to build one.” 

“What?”

“Teach me how to build a soul trap!” 

“Now?” 

“Yes, Sexa. Now.”

They stared it out until Kayle’s defiant glare broke through Sexa’s obstinacy, and he sighed in defeat. He picked up a nearby stick and sat down opposite Kayle, drawing a series of intertwined pyramids and circles in the earth between them, explaining as he drew. 

“Every soul trap needs five main parts for it to work. First, there’s the quarry.” He pointed the twig at Kayle. “That’s you... Obviously.” 

Kayle nodded and gestured for him to carry on. 

“Next, the trigger. That’s th—” 

“My Daemon blood, I know.” 

Sexa clicked his tongue. “Then it needs a hold, a circuit, and finally, a gate. The trigger springs the trap. In your case, the trigger was Dioohn’s poison. Not your blood.” 

Kayle shrugged and gestured for him to continue. Although reluctant to skirt over the issue, he did. “Once the trap is sprung, the hold keeps the quarry in the same state that triggered it. I think your hold is that stone.” He pointed the stick towards the fire. “The stone will hold you” —he turned the stick back to Kayle— “in that state, so this trap remains triggered. Now, the circuit is built into the hold to keep it and the whole trap activated. Do you follow?”

Kayle nodded. “What does the gate do?”

“It’s the way in or out.” 

“So that’s how we get out,” Kayle said.

He grimaced, bopping his head from side to side. “It isn’t something you can just walk through without a key.” 

“And the key?”

Sexa pointed his stick to the fire. “Hidden in the circuit. And, no, before you ask, I can’t get it for you. It’s something you’ll have to get for yourself.”

Kayle’s tone was level with caution as he spoke. “So, there’s a door out of here and a key.”

Sexa nodded. 

“But it’s in the mechanism holding the trap in place.” 

“Yes.”

“And neither of us can get it because the magic holding the darkness is the same magic triggering it?”

Sexa clapped and dropped his stick. “Correct!” 

Kayle ignored him. “This prison won’t hold without the... it’s five parts. The only way out would be to destabilise one of them.”

Sexa shook his head. “Not possible.” 

Kayle frowned. “So, if the quarry is the magic wielder, then all I have to do is separate myself from the poison, and I’m no longer trapped here.”

Sexa spoke slowly, gesturing as he did. “Could you repeat that and, this time, listen to yourself? Then tell me if it made any sense to you.”

“Arrgh!” Kayle gripped his hair at the roots. “Sexa! I’m trying to figure out a way out of this!”

“Look,” Sexa said, “that would work for the other kind of trap. In this trap, the dark magic isn’t the quarry, the wielder is.”

“But I didn’t wield any dark magic!”

“You shifted! The poison was still in your blood when you did!” 

“So what?” Kayle shouted.

“Shifting is a type of blood magic!” Anger oozed from Sexa with every word. “And even if it wasn’t, I told you some poisons are dark enough to spring a soul trap on their own, because if you have it, you’re either planning to sell it or use it! Now, do you understand why I want to rip Dioohn’s head off? Using it on you is just as bad as using dark magic! He shouldn’t even have such a poison in the first place!”

Kayle bowed his head. “So, what are my options?”

Sexa sighed. “Unless you die, the trap remains in place.” 

Neither of them spoke for a while, and Sexa listened to the crackling fire, fighting down his anger at Dioohn and his worry for his brother. The trap was indeed unbreakable. It followed a tight set of rules that accounted for every scenario but one. And it wasn’t one he was particularly keen on playing out. 

“Why did you come?” 

“Huh?” Sexa turned his face to Kayle. 

“If there’s no other way out, why did you come?”

He blinked and shook his head, then shrugged. “I—”

“Lesson number one...” Kayle got to his feet. “We can change my state, that way I’ll no longer exist in this state. So, I’ll pretty much be dead.”

Sexa watched him for a few moments before climbing to his feet also. “It’s not going to work. We can’t change your state.”

“I was hoping you could take—”

“Won’t work either.” He shook his head. 

“Then what about—”

“No chance.”

“So, what am I supposed to do?” Kayle shouted, thoroughly frustrated. “There’s another way. I know there is! There must be a way out of this! If there wasn’t, you wouldn’t be here! You know I’m right. You know a way out, Sexa! Why won’t you tell me what it is?” 

Sexa watched Kayle’s eyes well up and his lips quiver. He closed his eyes and sighed. “I have an idea. But it’s not guaranteed to work. And you won’t like it.”

“Try me.”

Sexa shook his head as his lips curled upwards. “The key is in the circuit, which is in the trigger.”

“And?” Kayle crossed his arms.

“If you could get to the circuit—”

“Sexa, you saw what that stone did to me!”

“I told you you weren’t going to like it.”

Kayle heaved. “I’m listening.”

“If you try to break the stone...”

“Hold on! You mean it’s literally inside the stone?”

“In a manner of speaking.” Sexa shrugged. “Anyway, if you try to... erm... get the key on your own, you’ll most likely die. But if I’m healing you while you’re trying...”

“Can you heal me that fast?” 

“I said it’s not guaranteed to work.” Sexa picked up the stick and poked the fire for the stone. “But it’s the only thing that can. No matter what, you still need the key to pass through the gate.” 

Kayle sighed and nodded, staring at the flames as Sexa searched them for the hellish little object which held the key to his salvation. The stone rolled out of the fire one more time, its jagged blue surface glistening as Sexa picked it up and made his way to Kayle. “Ready?” he asked. 

“I don’t like this,” Kayle whispered. 

“I told you you wouldn’t.” Sexa held the stone out, and Kayle took a step back.

“How do I break it?” 

“You don’t.” 

“So, how do I get the key?” 

“You swallow it.” 

Kayle gasped and shuddered, staring at the little blue monster in Sexa’s palm. 

“Are you ready?” 

Kayle watched him for a while before finally answering. “No, I’m not.” He sat. “What if I don’t make it, Sexa?”

“You will.”

“But what if I don’t?” Kayle hid his face in his palms. “What if this is it? I don’t want it to end like this.”

Sexa rolled his eyes. “Well, you did say you wanted it all to end.”

Kayle looked up at Sexa with sad eyes, the dark tears slithering down his cheeks once more.

Sexa sighed and sat beside him, staring into the fog. “We’ve come a long way, haven’t we? Two orphan boys.” He glanced at Kayle, who was watching the fire. “I’ve never let anything happen to you. And you know I never will. We’ve always had each other, and that’s always been enough to see us through.”

“Not always,” Kayle whispered.

Sexa glanced at him again, the darkness in Kayle’s eyes causing him to shiver. “Kayle, I...” 

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep.” 

“I didn’t...” He looked away, unsure what to say. 

“We haven’t always had each other,” Kayle said. “I’m starting to remember now.” 

They sat in silence, watching the fire burn on, an invisible fuel feeding its red and yellow flames as they cast dancing shadows on the clearing and surrounding fog.

“Do you think she’ll miss me?” Kayle asked, eyes still glued to the flames. “Beranil?”

“She misses you right now,” Sexa whispered to the fire. “She’s worried about you. She’s been waiting, hoping you’d wake up.”

“She’s a woman now. I was going to ask to marry her. I know she’s promised to someone else, but we don’t know who. So I was sort of hoping...” He looked at Sexa, who still stared at the fire, his expression unreadable. “Would you take care of her for me?” 

“You can do so yourself once you’re out of here.” His voice betrayed no emotion. He let the silence linger for a while longer.

“Why did you leave?” Kayle turned his gaze to Sexa. “I waited for you. I stayed in the cabin on the lake, hoping you’d come back. I waited for more than three moons, but you never came back.” 

“That’s not possible,” he said coldly. “You didn’t even know I existed.” 

Kayle fell silent for a short while before speaking again. “Why did you leave?”

After another long silence, he said, “I had to.” 

“But why?”

He didn’t answer. He had never meant to abandon his brother. And Kayle couldn’t—shouldn’t—have remembered enough to wait for him or go to the cabin. 

“We made a promise, together always.” His pain was audible as a fresh flood of black tears escaped his eyes. “Why did you leave me?”

“I didn’t leave you.”

“I had no one, Sexa. You promised you’d stay.” His voice rose steadily. “Felipe died, you know, the night you left. Why did you go?”

“I had to,” Sexa said, trying to hide the trembling in his voice.

“Why?”

“I just had to,” he whispered. 

“What could have been so important that you would have had to leave me behind? I want to know. We promised, remember? Together always? Together! Why couldn’t I come with you? What could’ve been that important for you to leave without even saying goodbye? Tell me the truth, Sexa!” He leaned in and shook Sexa by the shoulders. “You owe me that much, Sexa. You owe me the truth! If I’m going to die, I need to know—”

Sexa moved fast, and Kayle’s pleas were cut short when the hard stone touched his tongue and slid down his throat. He howled in agony, the creature once again slithering under his skin as he tore at it. 

Jerking, Kayle pushed Sexa back as he fought to contain him, trying to heal him and, at the same time, prevent him from hurting himself some more. 

“Get off me!” Kayle howled. 

Sexa ignored his shouts, slipping behind him and twisting his arm back. He pushed Kayle to the ground and placed a palm flat on his back, avoiding the other thrashing hand trying to reach him. 

“Get off me. Sexa! Stop!”

He didn’t stop or loosen his grip, angling himself awkwardly as he tried to keep Kayle pinned down while avoiding the claws that sought him out. Sexa didn’t bother to respond to Kayle’s cries or pleas, working tirelessly amidst the sweat and dust until his energy was drained to almost nothing. 

Kayle, still fighting and scratching at himself, felt Sexa’s grip loosen for a moment. He pushed himself off the ground, rolling as he did. Sexa’s hand slipped, and he slid off Kayle, his back hitting the ground as Kayle sunk his talons into Sexa’s middle till his palm reached flesh. 

Sexa yelped, pushing Kayle and kicking him away. He twisted and scrambled to his feet, holding the wound, then he lifted his top. The blood leaked out of him like oil, five punctures blended into one crimson mesh of agony. 

He gasped at the pain and, letting the cloth fall over the sight, looked up at the sound of Kayle charging towards him. This wasn’t how he had envisioned things going. He shook his head, allowing Kayle to advance until he was almost upon him, before stepping sideways, grabbing Kayle’s arm, and letting his weight and momentum do the rest. 

A twist, a step, and a gasp, followed by a loud cracking of bone, and Kayle went down screaming. Sexa didn’t wait. He jumped on Kayle, twisting and bending Kayle’s other arm backwards until there was another crack, then he let go of the limp arm and continued his work on Kayle’s gashes. 

His vision was blurred, and his head was spinning by the time they both slumped in a tangled heap of blood, flesh, and magic. Kayle shivered, his black tears falling, carrying the last of the black veins with them. Sexa sighed, falling on Kayle, then rolled over to begin healing his own injuries. He had lost a lot of blood and used up a lot more magic than he had hoped to. He had to heal his wounds quickly, or there was no telling how it would affect him once they got out. 

At least, we’re getting out. 

“Kayle?” Sexa shook him gently.

Kayle winced, and Sexa sighed with relief, panting as he lay on his back. He watched the fog swirl and roll back slowly as a lining of trees and shrubs came into view.

We made it. He closed his eyes and drifted to sleep. 
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SEXA WOKE, GROANING at the biting pain in his abdomen as he sat up and searched for Kayle. His brother lay sleeping beside him. “Kayle?” He shook him. 

Kayle grunted and stretched, then sat up. 

He sighed, relieved to see Kayle was alright. The fog around them had cleared considerably, revealing a large expanse of grass, almost a league from a line of trees close to where they lay. Everything shimmered, dreamlike in the faint light of a sun somewhere high above the mist and fog that fought to keep it out. 

“We made it,” Kayle whispered. 

“We should head out now.” He chuckled, then looked Kayle over, assessing his brother’s wounds. They had healed up nicely, the deep cuts now mere bruises on his skin. His eyes had returned to their normal brown hue and the black veins were completely gone. 

“Sexa! You’re...”

Sexa followed his gaze to the bloodstained cloth now caked on his middle. “Oh, it’s nothing. I’m alright.” 

Kayle leaned towards him. “Let me—”

“I’m alright.” Sexa dismissed him with a wave and a dirty look. 

Kayle sighed and sat back, turning his eyes to the horizon. For some time, they sat watching the mist roll into the distance. 

“We best head out now,” Sexa said rather cheerily, “you don’t want to keep Beranil waiting.”

Kayle watched him get to his feet and dust off the dirt from his clothes. “Sexa,” he said, “thank you for coming to save me. For always coming to save me.”

Sexa nodded, offering him a hand and pulling him up as he said under his breath, “Think of me as your guardian angel.” 

“Huh?”

“Nothing.” He smiled, and Kayle nodded. 

“Sexa, what I said before” —he held Sexa’s arm firmly— “about you leaving, I—”

“Forget it.” Sexa waved his free hand. “It’s no big deal.” 

Kayle pulled him into a tight hug. “I’m glad you’re back.” Kayle’s tears wet his neck, and he held his brother close. 

“I’m not leaving you again.” 

Kayle nodded into his shoulder, then let go. 

Sexa turned towards the grass and receding fog. “Let’s go home.” 

They walked in silence, a bond strengthened by a promise they both meant to keep... Always, together always.
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Chapter 41
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The days passed quickly as the boys trained with Felipe. Sexa spent more time in physical training, and Kayle, in long meditations. They grew in their understanding and control of their powers, working hard to train both their bodies and minds to withstand the hard challenges they were constantly reminded by Felipe that they would someday have to face. 

Sexa strode across the room to the back wall of the cottage. He leaned against it and closed his eyes, breathing in the memory of being trapped there the night he lost his mother. Three moons had passed, but the pain and grief still lingered. 

He worked hard to keep it from Kayle, to prevent his brother from being affected by his issues. But with all the meditations, the emotions he suppressed had recently started breaking through. 

He sighed and folded his arms across his chest, staring at the ceiling. Sooner or later, he would have to deal with his feelings. 

“Is everything alright?” Kayle called from behind Dioohn’s tired old book as he lay in bed.

Sexa shrugged. He honestly wasn’t sure. “Do you remember anything about the night I came here?” He strolled back to the bed and pushed the sleeping squirrel carelessly out of the way as he perched himself on the edge.

Kayle rested the book on his chest, studying Sexa carefully before returning to it. “Not a lot. There was a fire. You lost your mother and decided to stay.” He paused. “Why?”

“No reason. I just wondered.” Sexa headed back to the wall. “Wouldn’t a door be nice? Somewhere here?” He probed the wood, moving along its length, “And a window would be nice. Instead of this dingy, dark hole we live in.”

“Sure,” Kayle said, “just don’t tear down the cottage.”

Sexa sighed. It aggravated him that, although Felipe had been training them for moons, they still weren’t allowed to practise magic unsupervised.

“What’s the point?” He kicked the wall. “What’s the point of having magic, and being so good at it, if I can’t use it?” He pressed his palms against the wood, took a deep breath, and closed his eyes in concentration. 

Kayle looked up from his book as the section of the wall around Sexa’s palms groaned, creaked, warped, and bent. In moments, his palms rested on a glass window overlooking an open meadow. 

Kayle shook his head and went back to his reading. “You know, it’s things like this that got us put here in the first place.” 

“Want to go for a swim?” He sounded cheerier than he ought to be. 

“What part of stay in your room don’t you understand?” Kayle asked from behind his book. 

“All of it! Why do we have to stay here?” 

“Because you don’t listen.”

“But why?” He threw his hands up. “Why train so hard if we can’t even use magic?”

“No one said you can’t.” Kayle glanced at Sexa from over the top of his book, then shook his head. “Just not unsupervised.”

“It means the same thing.” Sexa kicked the wall again. “Oh, shut it, you rodent!” 

The squeaking squirrel scurried over Kayle, resting in the curve of his neck, hiding from the angry blonde. 

Kayle chuckled. “What did Valley do to you?” 

“It’s a squirrel!”

“Yes, called Valley.” Kayle dropped his book on the bed and sat up. “You really need to calm down. Or work on whatever’s bothering you.” 

“Thank you, Mage.” Sexa hissed. 

“There’s no need to be mean, Sexa. I’m only trying to stop you from getting in trouble.” 

The door slammed into the wall, and a thoroughly frustrated Dioohn stood in the doorway, angry eyes scanning the room, then settling on Sexa. “What did I say about unsupervised magic?” 

Kayle and Valley shrank back in the bed as Dioohn made his way to Sexa. 

“It was just a window!” Sexa glared defiantly. 

“It was magic!” Dioohn grabbed his shoulder and pulled him into the room where Felipe sat, hard lines of worry etched on his face. “No matter how small, magic is magic! And it can be sensed if it is not properly cloaked! What happens if it is sensed by the wrong people?” He flung Sexa who toppled into the centre of the room, landing on his hands and knees. “What happens then?” 

“Sexa, you need to stop this. It’s reckless and irresponsible.” There was something soft and understanding in Felipe’s voice when he spoke, and it only served to fuel Sexa’s rage.

“It’s my magic!” 

“Yes! It is!” Dioohn growled. “And our lives! What happens if someone comes after you?”

“I can protect myself!” Sexa got to his feet.

“And what about your brother? Can he protect himself?”

Sexa squared his shoulders, Dioohn’s words providing food for thought. Kayle was trained in basic magic and spent most of his time in reading and meditation. He was strong, fast, skilled, but he was no fighter. 

“I am counting on you to protect him,” Dioohn said, “and not to be the one drawing trouble to him.” He sat in his armchair, sighing. “You cannot continue like this. If you do not learn to behave, I am afraid you will have to find somewhere else to live.”

Sexa stared, mouth gaping in disbelief. 

“Dioohn?” Felipe said, equally as alarmed. “He’s a child!”

Dioohn sighed. “I will if I have to. This is his last warning. He is not the only child I have to worry about. He cannot keep putting everyone in danger.”

Sexa turned silently to his room, locking eyes with an equally shocked Kayle standing in the doorway, Valley perched on his shoulder. He pushed past them and climbed into bed, trying to hide the tears that fought to escape his eyes. 

Find somewhere else to live? he thought. I have nowhere else to go. You killed the only family I had left. 

Sexa pulled the covers over his head as Kayle shut the door gently. 

“Sexa?” Kayle came to sit beside him, resting a hand on his arm. “What’s going on? Talk to me.” 

Sexa sobbed, struggling to get his words out. “I miss Mama.”
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Sexa was leaning against the wall opposite the bed when Kayle sat up and looked round. 

“Sexa?” his brother whispered, voice hoarse from disuse. 

Sexa smiled. “I see you’re alive.”

“You’re... back?” Kayle croaked, rubbing his neck in a bid to soothe his aching throat. “You came back.”

“And at the perfect time.” Sexa pushed himself off the wall and took a seat beside his brother. “You almost crossed the border as a dragon.”

“What? How?” The shock on Kayle’s face told Sexa his memories hadn’t quite caught up yet. “When? I don’t remember anything except...” His forehead wrinkled with thought. 

“What’s the last thing you remember?” 

“Nothing... I remember you...” 

“You couldn’t forget me if you tried.” 

“I remember this is Beranil’s room. I’ve been here before... in my dreams.” He scratched his tangle of auburn hair.

“Yeah. We really should talk about that.”

Sighing, Kayle got to his feet, staggered a little, then finally gained his balance. “It’s all just blank. I mean, I know it’s there, but I don’t remember it.”

Sexa looked him over carefully before standing and making for the door. “Must be the wounds. Probably affected your memory.”

“Huh?” Kayle looked lost. 

Sexa sighed and unsealed the door. The ordeal had affected Kayle much more than he’d anticipated. And he probably didn’t remember any of it either. “Stay here, see how much you remember.” He opened the door. “I’ll get you something to eat.”
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KAYLE WATCHED THE DOOR shut behind Sexa. He sat back, trying to make sense of it all. Sexa was back, but he didn’t remember his brother ever leaving. 

This was Beranil’s room, he knew that much from the table and chair in the corner against the wooden walls, its top covered with jewellery and other shiny trinkets. She was Regan’s younger sister. And Regan was his best friend. And Beranil was... 

He had visited her in dreams, for reasons he couldn’t remember, had given her the lone flower in the bottle on the windowsill at the head of the bed he now sat in during one of such visits. She meant something to him. But he couldn’t recall exactly what. 

Why can’t I remember? 

Kayle lay back, hugging himself and tucking his knees under his chin, trying hard to remember. 
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SEXA MADE HIS WAY DOWN the dimly lit corridor, considering what to tell the others waiting eagerly for some semblance of good news. 

It had been ten days since they had arrived, and he’d spent the better part of this time, as he had come to find out, in Kayle’s mind. He spent all his conscious time taking care of his brother and hardly left the bedroom on the far end of the house, save to relieve himself and give a daily report to Beranil. 

She had been clear that it was the only condition under which she would agree to stay out of the room. So, he had obliged, a part of him concerned he was doing so for the wrong reasons. He had come to enjoy these short walks of solitude, granting him time to think on what to say before speaking to her, wanting to soothe her worry while relishing the feeling of being needed by her. 

She looked forward to seeing him each day, and he had grown fond of the look in her eyes, though he knew it was his update on Kayle’s recovery that put it there. 

Sexa sighed as he reached the end of the corridor, resting his hand on the kitchen door. Today’s walk seemed a lot shorter than usual, as though the time he needed would never be enough. He didn’t feel like speaking to anyone, didn’t want to have to inform them that Kayle was awake or explain to Beranil why she couldn’t see him. 

He pushed the door open, hoping to find the kitchen empty. Sexa’s heart sank at the sight of everyone, except Naya and Silibus, gathered round the kitchen table. 

Beranil stood, the familiar twinkle in her eyes as he crossed the silent room, the air still stirring with the conversation he had just interrupted. 

“How is he?” she asked.

“I need some bread.” Sexa snatched a small roll off the table and fetched a bowl of soup, all the while trying to avoid meeting her gaze.

“Sexa, how is he?” she asked again. 

Items in hand, Sexa turned towards the door, stealing a glance at the Kuwaha, who stared uncomfortably at him, resisting the urge to ask about Kayle. 

“Sexa?” Regan asked this time. “How is Kayle?” 

Sexa sighed. “He’s going to be alright.” He didn’t sound as convincing as he had hoped, but it was the best he could offer. 

Beranil made her way round the table. “Is he awake?” 

“Don’t.” Sexa bowed his head. He felt her stop behind him, felt her hesitate, uncertain what to do next. “Please, don’t,” he whispered without turning. He couldn’t face her. Not when he might be breaking his promise that Kayle would be alright. 

He felt her hand on his shoulder. “Is he awake?”

Sexa nodded.

“Can I see him?” The excitement in her voice made his heart sink further. 

He shook his head, shrugged her hand off, and exited the room, shutting the door behind him. If all went well, Kayle would be alright, and she wouldn’t need him anymore. But if things didn’t turn out as they should, he couldn’t bear to see the look in her eyes when he delivered the bad news. 

He stared down the corridor, watching memories come to life before him like a pantomime. Memories of a younger him and a now deceased Felipe, standing an arm’s length away from where he now stood.

“This is the way it’s done,” Felipe was saying to the moody boy.

“But why?” The boy folded his arms. “Why do I have to be promised her? Why can’t someone else be? Why can’t Kayle do it?”

“Kayle is not a Royal! She has to be promised to a Royal.”

The boy pouted. “But why?” 

“It’s tradition. A sacred tradition. It’s how the monarchy has done things for a long time.” Felipe shut his eyes and squeezed the bridge of his nose. He took in a deep breath and let it out in a low whistle before continuing. “It’s done this way to keep the bloodlines undiluted so that magic remains strong. The monarchs marry only Schandrof Nobles.”

“But Kayle has magic,” the boy said. “Doesn’t it mean he’s a noble? He’s—”

“He’s different. Besides, you’re...” Felipe sighed, considering what he had been about to say. “It has to be you.” 

“But I don’t even know her. What if I don’t like her?” the boy grumbled. “She’s still a... a child.” 

“So are you, but one day, she’ll be a woman, and that woman will be your wife.” Felipe squeezed the child’s shoulder, and the boy shrugged his hand off.

Still pouting, he asked, “How does it work anyway?”

“There’s a small ceremony, a pledge. Once the pledge is done, your heart will be bound to her.”

“Huh?”

“It’s a promise from me to you that she will be yours. You pledge to wait for her, join houses and... have heirs by her.” Felipe pursed his lips at a distant thought, then carried on. “Someday, when you’re older, you’ll understand.” 

“What if something happens? What if I have to leave Sabato and I never see her again?” 

“It’s ancient magic. Some call it destiny. The promise is woven into the very fabric of the world, and the magic that binds you will always bring you together. It will make sure the promise is kept.”

“That’s not fair! What if I don’t like her? What happens if I... if I fall in love with someone else?”

“You won’t.” Felipe thought for a moment before speaking again. This time, he sounded sad. “You can’t. It’ll be your duty... loving someone else will only bring you much pain. You can’t fight ancient magic.”

Sexa watched the ghosts of his past shimmer before him, reminding him of a time he wished to forget, of the girl twirling down the corridor towards where he now stood, her hair tied up in two ponytails, inches above her ears, smiling as she danced to an inaudible song. 

“I guess she’s sort of pretty,” the boy said as she twirled out of sight. “What if she doesn’t like me?”

“What’s not to like?” the ghost chuckled. “Just make sure you get strong so you can survive any challenger.” 

“What’s that?”

“Anyone who would challenge you for her hand and house.” The ghosts faded slowly. “A challenge is a fight to the death, so make sure you get strong enough to win.” 

Sexa shook his head, dispelling the memories as he started back to the room at the other end of the corridor. He rubbed the nape of his neck, fingers brushing over the raised portion of skin, a scar burned onto him during the ceremony, a single diagonal line across a circle, the brand of his pledge to wait for the one he had been promised. How he wished he had said no.

On Sexa’s re-entry, Kayle uncurled himself and sat up to receive the food handed to him. 

“Anything come back yet?” He sealed the door. 

Kayle shook his head, tearing a piece of the bread and dipping it into his soup. 

Sexa sighed. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”

Kayle nodded, swallowing hard. 

“Gosh! When was the last time you ate?”

He shrugged. 

“Well, try not to eat too fast, or you’ll choke.” Sexa took a seat beside him. “Beranil would kill me if you survived being poisoned and battling a Kuwaha just to be bested by a piece of bread.” 

“Who’s Beranil?” Kayle asked between mouthfuls, and Sexa’s brow jumped. “I mean,” Kayle said, “I know she’s Regan’s sister. I know she’s important to me, I just don’t remember how or why.” 

He studied his brother for a long while before asking hesitantly, “Are you sure you don’t remember?” 

“I don’t.” Kayle finished the last of his bread. “Can I have some more, please?” He downed the rest of his soup in one gulp and handed the bowl to Sexa. 

“Yeah, sure.” He took the bowl and started for the door, then stopped. “Are you sure you don’t remember her?”

“It’s hard to explain,” Kayle said as Sexa undid the seal once again. “I have memories, I know things, but I don’t know how. And I have thoughts but no feelings connected to them. Does that make sense?”

He stared at Kayle, unsure what to say. “You remember her?” 

“Yes.” 

“But you don’t remember how you feel about her?”

“No. It’s like...” Kayle scratched his head. “Like a dream. Does that make sense to you?”

Sexa shrugged. “Let me know if you remember anything else.” 

He shut the door and stood in the corridor, trying to gather his thoughts. If Kayle didn’t remember his feelings for Beranil, then he wouldn’t want to be with her anymore. The thought sent a spark of joy through him, and he immediately quelled it, ashamed at the idea of exploiting his brother’s misfortune.

But she’s meant to be mine. I’ve been promised her. 

He rubbed the scar on his neck again as he began his journey to the kitchen. Maybe it was all for the best. He stopped, hand resting on the kitchen door, trying to decide on the right thing to do. He could leave Kayle as he was, leave him to recover in his own time—if he ever would. 

Beranil would come to him for help, for advice; she would need him. But she would be miserable, and there was no guarantee she would choose him if Kayle’s feelings never returned or he didn’t fall in love with her all over again. 

He shook his head. He couldn’t do that to her. He had to find a way to fix Kayle. A pang of sorrow played on his heartstrings as the magic of the promise called to him, blinding desire whispering to him secret ideas and dubious means to take what was rightfully his. 

He took a deep breath, pushing the magic deep down within him to a place where its echoes could no longer be heard even in the recesses of his mind, then opened the door. 

Sexa almost dropped the bowl in his hand at the sight before him. Silibus lay on the floor as Dioohn tried futilely to stop the blood leaking from several gashes and stab wounds on the boy’s weak, broken body. His face was swollen and his eyeball missing beneath a torn eyelid. 

“Sexa!” Beranil’s voice focused his mind. He dropped the bowl and rushed to aid Dioohn, assessing the cuts and punctures, all black rimmed where the skin had been torn. 

Poison.

Sexa checked the boy’s chest and sighed at the discolouration. The poison had spread too far. Nothing could be done for the boy now. He stood and stepped back.

“Sexa!” Beranil cried as Dioohn did the same. “Sexa, please help him!” She knelt and kept pressure on the wound in his side as Regan wiped his face and tried to keep him conscious. 

Sexa knelt beside Silibus. “Who did this?” He shook the dying boy. “Who?”

“They... they have... Naya...” He gurgled through the blood now filling his throat. “They’re... coming.” 

“Who?” Sexa slapped him. “Stay with me, Silibus. Who? Who has Naya?” 

Silibus gasped, his breathing laboured as he struggled to get his words out. “Hun... ters.”

“Hunters?” Sexa fought to suppress the panic rising in him. “Hunters? Hunters did this?” 

“Save... her.” The words floated on his final breath, a whisper lingering among the horrified witnesses before dissipating into silence.

Sexa bowed his head and closed Silibus’ eye, the dread tangible in the silent room. He turned to Dioohn. “If Hunters are coming, we’re all dead.”
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Sexa spent a lot of time alone in the season following Dioohn’s final warning, working on dealing with his emotions and the loss of his mother. Kayle tried to help him as best he could, taking on his chores and generally giving him the time and space he needed. And although he tried hard not to show it, Kayle found his love for and trust in his master waning as he considered the possibility of the man sending his brother away. 

One night, as Sexa’s struggle to fall asleep was compounded even more by the noise from the heavy rain that beat upon the cottage roof, Kayle crept silently out of bed, beckoning him to follow. 

The two boys pulled on their boots and cloaks, Sexa wondering where they were going and how they planned to get to the front door, past Dioohn in the next room. When they were both dressed and ready, Kayle led his brother to the trunk at the far corner of the room, away from the door. He knelt beside it, opening the empty trunk and pulling its side in. 

Sexa gasped as he watched Kayle lean in on the now revealed wall, pushing hard against the wooden corner of the cabin. To his surprise, it gave way, bending over far enough to create a small opening, wide enough to fit through. 

Kayle climbed into the trunk and slid out through the hole without hesitation, holding it open for Sexa to escape through and then gently releasing it to hide their exit route. He smiled at Sexa from underneath the black hood, lifting a finger to his lips as he led him silently round the cottage, through the meadow, creeping quietly behind the blanket of the heavy downpour conspiring with them to wash away their tracks as they tasted the freedom they had both longed for.

Sexa followed on in silence, trying to keep up with Kayle’s quick pace, all the while wondering where they were headed and how safe this secret escape plan was. His eyes strained to see through the rain more than a few times when he thought he saw movement or felt another’s presence, making sure to stay closer to Kayle, who seemed to either not notice or not be bothered by it, leading them both doggedly through the darkness until they finally got to the edge of the river. 

“This is the Gingerdale River,” Kayle shouted, his voice almost drowned out by the roar of the rain. 

Sexa knew this river. It had been his home for a time, and although it had been many seasons now, he still felt welcomingly drawn to it. He smiled at the thought of the water he had played with, the food and sustenance it had provided, as well as the comfort and company he felt in his little cabin. 

The cabin.

Before the thought fully formed in his mind, the river stirred like it had done so many times before, creating a tunnel sloping downward. Kayle gasped as he watched, and this time, it was Sexa who didn’t hesitate to take the lead through the opening into the river. He took Kayle’s hand, dragging his brother along with him. 

They ran through the tunnel of water, grateful for the shade it provided, as they threw their hoods back in fits of laughter. They finally resurfaced at the cabin, panting and excited, eyes twinkling as they climbed in and shut the door. The space within was cold and dark, save the dull rays of moonlight pouring through the window in the roof as they fought to get through the now-subsiding rain.

“How did you...” Sexa began as he sat up after catching his breath. 

“You wanted to get out so badly,” Kayle said, laying down and staring at the raindrops dancing on the window in the roof, “and honestly, I was getting tired of you moping about all the time. I just had to do something. I couldn’t use magic, so I found a way to improvise.” He sat up as he pulled off his cloak and kicked off his boots, taking the cloth Sexa handed to him and drying himself with it. “Where is this place anyway?” His eyes scanned the small dark room.

“It’s my place. The river made it for me when I woke up, remember? The place I told you about?”

Kayle blinked. 

“When I told you about the river spirits?”

“And I said there was none in this river...” Kayle looked up at the window again. “So, this is where you stayed?”

Sexa nodded.

“How did you do that? That thing with the river?” 

He shrugged. “It just happened.” 

Kayle also shrugged, laying back as he examined the dark, almost-empty space they were in, the raindrops on the wooden roof a welcome melody as they listened on in silence. 

“What will happen if Master finds out we’re gone?” Sexa’s voice broke the night’s gentle tune. 

“Huh? Oh, he won’t,” Kayle answered dreamily, then sat up, folding his legs beneath him. “Not if we get back in on time. Let’s try some magic.” 

He pulled a little book out from beneath his shirt as he gestured for Sexa to come close. Sexa crept close enough to study its cover in the dim light, gasping loudly when he realised what it was. 

“That’s Master’s book!” He snatched it out of Kayle’s hand. “How did you get this?”

Kayle smirked. “It’s one of them. Master lets me read his books because, unlike you, I actually put them back!” He snatched the book back, flipping through it until he got to the page he was looking for. “Here!” He jabbed a finger at the page, slamming the book down on the cabin floor. “I read something about different types of magic. I want us to try it.” His brown eyes glimmered in the moonlight. 

Sexa shook his head. “No, Kayle. I don’t want to get in any more trouble!”

“We’ll only get in trouble if we get caught!” 

Sexa scowled, crossing his arms in front of him.

“Come on, Sexa,” Kayle said, “this’ll be good for us! We can learn everything you’ve ever wanted to know! And you get to practise your magic without anyone telling you what to do. Isn’t that what you’re always whining about?”

Dioohn’s admonition still rang strong in Sexa’s mind, and he shook his head vigorously, slamming the little book shut. “What if we get caught? Then I’ll get sent away! I have nowhere else to go, Kayle!”

“We won’t get caught!”

“Yes, we will! Master can sense when we do magic!”

“No, he can’t!” Kayle’s response was sharp and confident as he flipped through the book again. “He put an enchantment on the cottage, that’s why he can tell when you use magic!”

Sexa stared, jaw hanging open, response vaporised by Kayle’s words.

“You never pay attention.” Kayle’s voice was a low chuckle. “Master put an enchantment on the cottage, and that’s why he always catches you out. If you do what he wants and stay out of his way, you could get away with almost anything.” 

Kayle handed the open book to Sexa, who took it without realising, stunned silent by what he was being told. “I’ve been sneaking out for moons now. I go out to see Regan all the time. Of course, you wouldn’t have noticed because you’re always moody and sulking. Read this.”

Sexa’s gaze followed Kayle’s finger to a line in the book. He leaned low, holding it to the moonlight, then read to himself:


Energy flowing through nature manifests itself in 5 elemental forms. 


He stared up at Kayle, who smiled back at him, urging him to read on. 


One is water, the other is earth, the third being fire, and the fourth, wind. The fifth is not to be taken lightly, for the soul is the element of life itself. Each element offers its own strengths but be wary, for they each demand a different toll. 


“We already know all this,” Sexa said, staring at Kayle. 

The disappointment was clear on Kayle’s face from not getting the reaction he had hoped for. He frowned, taking the book back from Sexa and scrutinising the notes in his master’s writing. “Wrong one.” He sighed as he flipped through a few more pages before handing the book back to Sexa. “Here, read this.”

Sexa read aloud, “In order for him to accompany the one foretold, the Grandmaester shall master all the four schools of magic: blood, elemental, reaction, and creation. I began my search immediately, seeing as the last known Grandmaesters were...” He sighed, looking up at Kayle who nodded, urging him to finish. “Those of the Schandrof line.” He stared at his brother’s beaming face. 

“I think it’s you!” Kayle said, unable to contain his excitement. “I think you’re a Schandrof! It’s you!”

Sexa stared from book to boy, trying to make sense of what he had read. He couldn’t be the one to become a Grandmaester, to master all the schools of magic. It had to be someone else. 

“No,” he said, “I’m a Rowanov. Felipe is a Schandrof.” 

“No, he’s not!” Kayle got to his feet. “He’s a Kalish!”

“Huh?” Sexa’s face twisted in confusion.

“A Kalish, Sexa! Do you ever read?” Kayle paced, feigning irritation as he explained. “There are five Royal families, and one of them, Schandrof, is said to be the pure line.”

“Pure line of what?”

Kayle shrugged. “Everyone knows the five Royal bloodlines. Kalish, Telk, Brinlee, Rowanov and Schandrof.”

“I’m sure you only just found out, Kayle.”

Kayle giggled. “But you didn’t because you never pay attention. Schandrof is the pure line. And you’re a Schandrof.” 

“No. I’m not,” he said to the ecstatic Kayle. “What you said doesn’t even make sense.” 

Kayle frowned and stopped pacing, now actually irritated that Sexa wasn’t infected by his excitement. “You are! Your father was the AlFhairie General, wasn’t he?”

“Yes. But—”

“So that makes you a Schandrof. You’re a Schandrof!”

“But how—”

“Here. Let me show you.” Kayle snatched the book from him and flicked through it to a different page. “Read from here!”

Sexa took it and read the entry aloud. “I found the Schandrof. Felipe and I pleaded with him to reveal himself, to take up his throne and rule, but he refused. He declined to tell me his reasons. I hope that someday, he will change his mind and the AlFhairie monarchy will be restored.” He looked up at Kayle. 

“Skip to the end.” Kayle gestured as he hovered over the book. “The last page.”

Sexa did, then read, “Lucent is dead, leaving no heir. All hope of restoring the Schandrof Monarchy has been lost.” He blinked, then read it again. When the words didn’t change, he read it a third time. 

“See? Your father is Lucent. He was the true AlFhairie King. That makes you a Schandrof.” He sat down again. “Anyway, that’s not really important. The important bit is what he wrote about the four schools of magic! Felipe has been teaching us only elemental. I want to learn all of them.” 

His grin told Sexa this was more of a statement of fact than a fleeting desire. Kayle already had some sort of plan in place. 

He sighed as he closed the book. There was no point trying to dissuade his stubborn brother now. “Brothers forever.” 

“Together always!” 

By the level of excitement in Kayle’s response, Sexa knew instinctively that he would one day regret this.
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The thick blanket of gloom that set in with nightfall left the group in a silent panic. Regan refused to be comforted as his agitation grew from his desperate desire and need to both grieve the loss of his friend and save his beloved. 

Sexa, resigning himself to a corner of the front room, watched on in pained silence as Beranil doted over the now-conscious Kayle who, much to Inowe’s delight, dismissed her concern for him as politely as he possibly could, waving her off and feigning interest in comforting his weeping friend. 

Dioohn returned from burying Silibus’ body just as Kayle was about to offer Regan another feeble plea to take heart, delivering him just in time from the utter discomfort of pretending to care.

“What now?” Sexa asked as the man walked in. “They’ll be coming for us. I’d assume they know who and where we are and would be coming for us soon.”

Dioohn nodded thoughtfully as he sank into the armchair. “We have no idea how many they are and what they know. If we scatter, they will hunt us down, but if we stay...” He snorted as he closed his tired eyes.

Sexa watched the weight of all the man’s many moons settle on his shoulders in that moment. “If we wait, they’ll kill us all in one night. But, if we go into hiding, lay low for a while, we might have a chance.”

“And Naya?” Regan’s anger bubbled, spilling out through his tears. “Are you suggesting we leave her? Look what they did to Silbs! We need to save her!”

“If we do that,” Sexa said, “we’ll be playing right into a trap. That’s assuming she isn’t already dead.”

“Sexa!” Beranil’s tone was more than enough to reprimand him and, but for that, he wouldn’t have allowed the punch Regan landed on his face to have gone unpunished. Kayle was already pulling Regan off him and wedging himself between them before he recovered from the force of the blow.

He rubbed his reddened temple, choosing each word with careful consideration. “We can’t assume, after what happened to Silbs, that she’d be alive and not severely harmed.” 

“But we can’t just assume she’s dead!” This time, it was Beranil carrying the torch for the rescue mission. 

Sexa sighed, turning to Dioohn for some support, some reason or rationale to dissuade the pair from this apparent madness. The Kuwaha, who seemed not to realise his opinion or input would matter much, sat quietly, eyes closed, mind far away. 

“Inowe?” Sexa turned to her for backup, but she just shook her heavy head silently. 

“If you ask me,” Kayle said, settling Regan in a seat on a stool far opposite from where Sexa stood, “and I know you’re not asking me because you’re worried I’m a bit broken, but we can’t stay because they’ll come for us, and we can’t run because they’ll find us. But we can’t rescue Naya either, because that’s what they expect us to do.”

Sexa hissed, rolling his eyes. 

“Oh, shut it you!” Kayle walked over to rest an arm around Beranil’s shoulders and smiled when Sexa shifted uncomfortably. “We know what they expect us to do. But what if they aren’t prepared for an attack?”

“Kayle.” Sexa shook his head. “I have no problem slaughtering the whole lot—”

“Well, I should hope so.” 

Sexa sighed. “But a rescue is quite different from an attack.” 

“Then it’s settled!” Kayle announced much too cheerily for the occasion. “Sexa goes on his killing spree while I and the lady” —he pulled Beranil closer, shaking her fondly— “rescue the damsel!”

“Madness!” Inowe shouted.

“Alright,” Sexa said calmly, gesturing towards Kayle, “you really have lost your mind.” He waved at Inowe. “We’re definitely not doing that—”

“I agree with Kayle.” Regan’s voice elicited a reaction from the now-present Dioohn as he moved to the centre of the room. “I agree with Kayle, but I don’t entirely trust his judgement... yet, so Dioohn and I will go with Sexa—”

“When did I become a part of this half-baked, foolhardy suicide mission?” Dioohn groaned as he pulled himself to his feet. “I do not intend to cross blades with Hunters. I had my fair share of that when I was a youth, and the only reason I am alive to tell it is because they let me survive.” 

“You have to save her!” Regan turned to the man. “You owe me this!” 

“I owe you nothing!” Dioohn’s voice rose with every word, his temper not far behind.

“Yes, you do! Or are you going to let her die too, just like you did my father?”

“Watch your tongue, boy!” Dioohn loomed over the angry boy, eyes burning with a fierce and dangerous fury, causing Inowe to step between them and shield her son from the man’s wrath. 

“Come now,” she said softly, “he’s a child.” 

Regan hissed. “You wouldn’t say that if it were Rani in Naya’s place!” 

Dioohn glared at her for a while longer before going back to settle in the armchair, shutting his eyes and himself off from the world around him.

“Sexa?” Inowe suggested to the tense atmosphere, hoping he would somehow fix the situation. 

He sighed and walked over to Regan, placing a hand on his shoulder. “I can go alone, but if I can’t save her...” Sexa’s words hung in the silence, the unasked question needing to be answered. 

“Bring her home,” Regan whispered through a stream of tears. “At least, let me bury her.” He fiddled with a small object, rolling it between his fingers, then squeezed it in his clenched fist.

Sexa watched Regan’s hand, then nodded. A deep heaviness settled in his heart as it broke for Regan. He understood. His breath had caught at the thought of Beranil being the one held captive, and he wished he could promise to bring Naya home safely. But he couldn’t, so he squeezed Regan’s shoulder and turned away. 

“I will come with you,” Dioohn said, eyes still closed. “If you go alone, you are less likely to save her.”

Sexa nodded and made for the door, lingering as he went past Beranil, a silent hope in his mind that she would try to dissuade him. She bit her lip and looked away, and he disappeared into the dark corridor, the Kuwaha following him. 

“You should tell him how you feel,” Kayle whispered to her.

“Huh?” The surprise in her voice told him she had hoped no one had noticed. “I don’t know what you’re—” 

“You’re worried about him. There’s nothing wrong with that. Though, you might want to let him know in case he doesn’t come back.”

She studied his smile, trying to decipher his intentions before finally running into the darkness behind him. “Sexa!” 

He stopped just outside the front door, turning to see Beranil, slowing behind Dioohn, who now slipped past him and made his way down the footpath and through the little gate. 

“I have something to tell you.” She embraced him. 

Sexa tried to control his breathing. This was the first time she had shown any real affection for him. He held her, feeling her heartbeat, strong in her chest as he savoured the feeling of really being cared for. He waited, imagining what she had to say, what he wanted her to say, what no one was saying. 

“Please, be safe.” Her words were almost inaudible. “Come back, okay?”

He caressed her hair, then kissed the top of her head. “I will, kiddo.”

“My father used to call me that.” Slowly, she pulled away from him. “I’ve got something to tell you, but I’ll wait till you get back.” 

She kissed him on the cheek and slipped back into the house, the warmth of her presence lingering in his arms, a ghost of his desires fulfilled. He stared after her, a silent resolve within him to return, to hear what secrets she kept, to be revealed upon his arrival. 

He smiled at the thought of what could be, what might be, what he hoped someday would be. His mind and heart raced at the possibilities as he slipped silently into the night.
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Kayle shifted uneasily. 

What time was it? 

It had been a while since he had heard or asked that question. Here, the days never grew shorter, and the nights never grew longer. Apart from the changes in temperature and the rains, every day was the same. The sun rose in the morning, was high at noon, and set in the evening all year... or moon...

He allowed his eyes drift open. Time was different here. Everything was different, yet oddly similar. He sighed at the setting sun peeking at him through the small window in the roof. He wasn’t being chased through a swamp at night. No, it was daytime. And he was in the cabin... with Sexa. 

He and his brother had been sneaking out to practise magic on occasions more frequently than not, and on account of their good behaviour, they were granted access to any and all of Dioohn’s books and parchments necessary for them to do so. Today, however, was different. It was daytime, and they weren’t there to practise.

He sat up, groaning uncomfortably as he leaned his back against the wall.

“Dreaming again?” Sexa asked, staring out over the river. 

Kayle nodded. 

His brother sighed and pulled his legs back into the cabin, considering Kayle briefly before turning his face back to the river. 

“Sexa, you don’t have to worry about me all the time.” 

Sexa shrugged. “Who said I worry?” 

Kayle shook his head. “You’re my brother. I know you. You can’t help it. That’s just the way you are.” A light breeze blew through the room, and he pulled his cloak tighter around himself. “Aren’t you cold?”

“No. You’re ill.” Sexa crawled into the open space, kicking the door shut behind him. “You get a fever whenever you have bad dreams. Do you want to talk about it?”

He shook his head. “I’ve been thinking...”

“About?”

“Well...” Kayle hesitated. “Well, it’s about the different types of magic we’ve been learning.” He paused uncomfortably. Sexa watched him, waiting for him to continue. “I was thinking... well, what do you think about us practising again.”

Sexa didn’t have to think twice before answering. “No. We agreed you’d rest today.”

“But—”

“No, Kayle, you’re not well.”

“But I—”

“No!” Sexa dismissed him, shaking his head and getting to his feet. “It’s all that magic that caused this anyway. It’s what’s making you ill.”

“It isn’t!” Kayle whined from his seat in the corner. “We’ve been learning elemental magic for moons now, and it hasn’t ever made me ill! And reaction magic isn’t even real magic! How can that affect me?”

“You know that isn’t what I’m talking about, Kayle.” Sexa spoke softly, hoping to have a calming effect on his brother. 

Kayle scrunched up his nose, fighting back a sneeze. 

Sexa chuckled and sat back down. “And you’re part AlFhairie. You might have some mentalist abilities that haven’t manifested yet, and if you—” 

“That’s not the point!” Kayle sneezed into his knees, then wiped his nose with the edge of his cloak. “The magic isn’t the problem.” 

Sexa shook his head. “No, it isn’t. It’s the dreams. But you started having them when we started doing blood magic.” 

He sighed. Sexa was right. After they had finally moved on to study blood magic, Sexa had taken to it like a duck to water, innate abilities enhancing the strength of his power and birthing a new, different kind of ability in him. 

“The nightmares are just a side effect,” he whispered into his knees, “they’ll go away.”

“I don’t think so.” Sexa stared up at the darkening sky outside the window. “I think it’s more than that. I think we may have awoken something... Something dark. Something we probably never should have stirred within ourselves.”

“But what if I still want to learn it? I still want to practise it and get better at it.” He averted his gaze as Sexa looked at him. “It makes me feel...”

“Powerful. I know,” Sexa agreed in a whisper, bowing his head. “I like it too. I like the way it makes me feel. I know it’s wrong, but I like it... the magic in my blood... it’s almost as though...” 

Kayle nodded, the movement causing his head to throb. He squeezed his eyes shut and rested his forehead on his knees. Sexa watched him from the corner of his eye, waiting to make sure he was alright.

When Kayle spoke, his tone was low, and his breathing slightly laboured. “After the first time, I started having those dreams. At first, it wasn’t so bad. But then it got worse. The dreams became more intense, turning into visions. Night visions.” He paused to steady his breathing. “It’s always about death, about loss. There’s something dark... evil. It’s always searching for me. I know it wants to kill me, to kill everyone I love...” 

He sobbed, and Sexa crawled over to him, hugging him and letting him cry on his shoulder. “It’s alright, Kayle. You’re safe. I promise I’ll protect you. I promise.”

“It’s always looking for me. I try to wake up, but I can't. I can’t wake up until it almost finds me. I’m scared that one day I won’t be able to wake up, and it’s going to find me.”

Sexa let him cry until he felt a bit better. He looked up, noticing the daylight was almost completely gone now. They needed to head back soon, or they were sure to be missed. 

“This is why we both promised to stop learning blood magic, why we’re taking a break from practicing.” 

Kayle nodded into his shoulder. Their regular visits to the river were now more of an escape than anything else. “Promise me you’re not still practising without me.”

“I promise.” Sexa sighed, squeezing his brother tighter. “It won’t be any fun without you.” 

They both laughed, and Sexa let go as his brother straightened himself up, wiping his wet cheeks and runny nose with the back of his hand. 
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SEXA HAD PROMISED AND had kept his word, partly because he was afraid of the feelings the blood magic stirred up within him. Another part was due to other feelings, new feelings awakened in his soul. 

Feelings which dragged him out of bed at night whenever Kayle slept peacefully. Feelings which led him across the meadows, to a lone house on a hill, to a window at its front, where he watched over a sleeping girl, the girl Felipe had promised him over a moon ago. 

On the nights Kayle would have bad dreams, Sexa would watch over him, standing guard while his brother rolled, had fits, and broke into sweats just before he awoke, calming him when he did. For this reason, Sexa had begun to study more of the healing practices Felipe had taken to teaching them, along with their tracking lessons. He studied hard, trying to find a cure for his brother’s predicament, anything that could help heal or ease his distress. 

So far, he had come up with nothing he could use. Dioohn’s old writings did mention a way to dampen or block such side effects of blood magic, but it was a forbidden practice because, as Dioohn had taught them, it was against the law to use magic directly on people for purposes other than healing. 

Sexa also took this time to learn about his Schandrof heritage. He studied the potency of the bloodlines’ innate magic, asking Felipe more questions about his father and the AlFhairie people, his people. Felipe’s answers were deliberately vague, but Sexa didn’t give up his search. 

He had learned from Felipe that he was indeed a descendant of the last son of Schandrof, Fhierri. His innate powers made him a Mentalist, but somehow, the AlFhairie gifts had mutated in him, making him able to invade people’s minds and tamper with their thoughts. 

Sexa sighed. None of the information he had acquired was useful if he couldn’t help Kayle. 

“Let’s go home.” He got to his feet and offered his brother a hand. Kayle took it, still shivering, pulling his cloak tightly around him. 

They left the cabin, the water parting and sloping downward into the tunnel which led them back to the riverbank. They walked back to the cottage, hand in hand, both lost in their own massive, little worlds.
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Regan’s tears hit the ground, mingling with the dust and dirt that rose to caress his wet face as his shovel broke the earth behind the Korah house to create a resting place for Naya beside her brother and parents. 

He screamed at the still-starless sky, demanding answers, some sort of reason for this great unfairness. The pain brought him to his knees. It was too much to deal with. All of it was just too much. He screamed some more, punching and scratching the dirt, trying to find relief from the unbearable ache in his heart. 

His cries carried on the winds till his voice was hoarse, his head throbbed, and his throat ached. Regan was sobbing and groaning, clutching at his chest, when a pair of strong arms wrapped around him, lifting him gently from the shallow hole. His vision was blurred, but by the red swirl and toned body, he knew it was Kayle. 

He closed his eyes and rested his head on the ground, listening to Kayle’s footsteps and the scraping of metal as he recovered the shovel and carried on digging until Naya’s final resting place was ready and awaiting her arrival. 
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KAYLE SUPPORTED REGAN down the narrow path that led from the Korah’s home. Inowe retrieved the sagging figure of her son, leading Regan through the doorway where Beranil waited. 

He smiled at her, still trying to make sense of his internal turmoil. He remembered the things Regan had said, remembered his friend’s love for Naya, but couldn’t grasp the accompanying emotions. He stared at the girl in the doorway, white dress blowing in the wind, eyes glimmering with expectancy as she waited for him. 

“I can’t remember,” Kayle said. “I can’t remember what it feels like. I can’t remember any of it.” 

She nodded, eyes still fixed on him. 

“I know you,” he said. “I know everything about you, about us, But I can’t feel any of it. It’s like my emotions are... disconnected somehow. Or dead.” He shook his head as he took a seat on the bench beneath the window. 

Beranil sat beside him, giving him the freedom to make sense of his situation as they stared at her father’s farm—his farm. 

Kayle sighed. “I remember some things, but some memories are missing. And I don’t know how to get them back... Or if I even want to.” He cupped Beranil’s palm in his. “I know you’ve been there for me, and you mean a lot to me, but I’m really sorry, Beranil. I can’t remember why or what it felt like.” 

She nodded, unable to stop the tear that leaked from the corner of her eye. 

Kayle wiped it away and cradled her cheek. “Maybe we could start again? Make something different out of us?” 

Beranil nodded again. She faked a smile as the tears rolled freely down her face. 

Kayle sighed and pulled her close. He rested his chin on her head and let her cry into his chest. He understood what she was feeling; it all made sense, he just couldn’t feel it. He couldn’t feel anything. Neither Regan’s tears nor hers had stirred any emotions within him. 

They sat together, snuggled comfortably in each other’s arms till Beranil was asleep, then Kayle carefully carried her to bed. He tucked her in and kissed her forehead before heading out to the front to wait silently with Regan till the sun clambered out of hiding, exposing the weary, bloody pair that made their way to the lonely cottage at the top of the hill. 

Red-eyed and wet-faced, Regan greeted them, retrieving the limp and lifeless body covered in bruises, deep cuts, and gashes. 

The house of Korah had now ended. 
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KAYLE HELPED REGAN bury Naya, allowing him the time to say his final farewell before laying her to rest. They marked her grave with an engraved stone like that of her parents and brother and headed back to the house before the sun was high in the sky. 

Dioohn sat in the armchair, sighing irritably to himself, tasking Beranil with cleaning the deep cut on Sexa’s arm. She nodded and served him a cup of tea, then headed back to the kitchen where Sexa was talking to her mother. Inowe nodded to Beranil and smiled at Sexa, then left the room. 

Beranil found a clean cloth and filled a bowl with warm water. 

“You don’t have to...” Sexa said as she rolled up his sleeve.

She knelt beside his chair and squeezed the excess water from the cloth, then dapped the wound. 

Sexa pursed his lips. Something was different. The glimmer of concern for him was gone. “How is he?” 

A fresh flood of tears escaped her eyes as her lips parted. She nodded, hurriedly wiping her cheeks, still unable to make a sound. 

Sexa sighed. He lifted her chin and looked into her wet eyes. “He’ll be alright. He just needs some time.” 

She nodded and forced a smile, then turned back to his wound. 

Sexa fought the emotions bubbling to the surface as he watched her, his heart breaking from the helplessness he felt. He didn’t know how to fix Kayle without considerable risk to his own safety. And, even then, there was no guarantee that it would work.

But if it would make her feel better... He watched the tears run down her bony cheeks. He could risk both their lives to make it all better for her. But if he failed, they would both die, and she’d be alone. 

Beranil sobbed as she bandaged the wound. 

“Beranil?” Sexa touched her shoulder. 

“Please, help him,” she whispered. “Please, Sexa.” 

She folded her arms on his lap, burying her face in them as she cried. Sexa stroked her head, his decision made for him. He had to try. Kayle was his brother, and he had promised to protect him, no matter the cost. 

Sexa let her cry until she was calm enough to stand, then led her back to the front room and quickly excused himself, Kayle following at his polite request. He moved quickly. He had to start the spell before Inowe or Dioohn caught on. 

Kayle followed him into the afternoon, whistling a carefree tune as he watched Sexa. “So?” he chimed as they broke out of the field and into the meadow. “The suspense is killing me.”

When Sexa didn’t respond, Kayle sighed. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

“Do you trust me?” Sexa stopped but didn’t turn.

“Well, that depends on why you’re asking,” Kayle said lightheartedly. “Does this have anything to do with Beranil? Because we can talk it out. You have feelings for her, don’t de... ny...” 

Sexa turned to him, red eyes shimmering with the tears that wet his pale face. 

“Sexa? What’s going—”

“Do you trust me?” His tone was stern, and there was a hard look in his eyes. 

Kayle swallowed and nodded slowly, holding his gaze. 

Sexa touched his brother’s cheek, and he whispered, “You’re going to be alright.” His hand slipped down to Kayle’s neck and his grip tightened. “I promise.” 

Kayle grabbed his arm. Gasping, he fought to fill his lungs, but his brother’s grip was too tight. “Why?” he choked, punching and grabbing at Sexa in his panic, trying futilely to free himself. In his desperation, claws extended from his fingers, and he dug them into Sexa’s middle. 

Sexa’s grip faltered momentarily as he felt the sharp claws sink deep into him. He squeezed tighter as blood filled his mouth. “Trust me. Together... always...” He coughed. 

Kayle’s eyes narrowed, and he stopped struggling. He withdrew his hand and relaxed. His body slumped, and Sexa laid him down carefully as a swirl of circles magically indented themselves in the earth around his feet. 

Sexa coughed, wiped the blood from his mouth, then placed a palm to the wound. He withdrew his bloody hand, wincing as he kneeled, wiping it on the circle as the indentations spread outward in every direction. He gathered more of his blood, tracing the circles and swirls beneath him until they were completely covered. 

Eyes closed, he began a chant. 

“Sexa!” Beranil’s voice broke his concentration. He glanced up to see Beranil and Dioohn running towards him. Dioohn’s eyes met his, and fear spread across the man’s face. He grabbed the screaming girl, tossed her over his shoulder, and ran back towards the farm and the house. 

Suddenly, the earth trembled, tremors like an earthquake spread through the valley as Sexa resumed his chanting. The wind picked up speed, howling and swirling in a mad haze around him as he knelt, bleeding out, in the centre of the circle. He squeezed his eyes tighter, ignoring the pain, focussing on where he wanted to be and what he hoped to achieve. He screamed into the chaos, channelling everything within him. There was a sudden snap, and everything fell away. 

Then a voice growled in the dark silence, “You have returned, Salamander!”
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The next morning, Sexa was woken by Felipe’s excessively excited musings over some new accomplishment. He readied himself to head out, listening. A rogue dragon was terrorising the villages on the western border of Sabato, and he had mapped out its route. 

From his boasting to Dioohn, Felipe had gathered information that the Dragon was moving in a particular pattern from village to village and was heading to a neighbouring settlement to Brod. He would track it there over the next couple of nights and do away with the threat. 

Sexa wasn’t keen on killing Dragons. Rogue or not, they were his people, and he and Mama had only killed them to defend themselves. He shook the image of his mother’s face from his mind as he strolled to the door. 

Kayle stirred beneath the covers, and Sexa froze in place, waiting for his brother to drift back to sleep before exiting the room and shutting the door gently behind him. 

“Shhhhh!” He greeted Felipe with an angry scowl and a finger to his lips. “Don’t you ever go home?” 

The man grunted, rolled his eyes, and proceeded to empty a bowl of soup into his mouth. Felipe spoke after swallowing hard. “Where are you going?”

“I’m coming with you,” Sexa said disinterestedly as he broke a piece of bread from the table and helped himself to some soup. 

Dioohn chuckled in his armchair, and the three fell into a comfortable silence over breakfast. When the meal was ended, which was signalled by Felipe’s readiness to leave and not by Sexa’s food being consumed, the boy followed Felipe out of the cottage, down the walkway, and into the valley. 

They were well out of earshot before either of them spoke. 

“I know you boys are up to something,” Felipe said under his breath, “you’ve been far too good to not be doing something in secret.”

“Huh?” 

“Your magic has improved, but I don’t see you practise.” The man tossed his hands in the air, gesticulating as usual. “And you know a lot more than we’ve taught you.” 

Sexa shrugged sheepishly. “I study?” 

“It’s been almost two moons since you started getting better. And you stopped getting in trouble. Dioohn is in a happy place because he doesn’t have to deal with any of your nonsense these days.” Felipe growled. “But I know you boys are up to something. I can feel it!”

Sexa shrugged, his mind wandering between Kayle and Beranil. 

“I saw you last night.” Felipe’s words made Sexa stop suddenly. “You are aware you can visit like a normal person, aren’t you?”

He frowned, furious at being found out. 

“How long have you been sneaking up to the house?” 

Sexa shrugged. “Since you promised her to me. Not every night, though. Just nights when Kayle is asleep.”

“Does he know?” 

He shook his head. “I don’t think I should tell him.” He paused for thought. “Since I took that... that oath, I feel like I should look after her, like I’m responsible for her. And I don’t see her during the day.” He shrugged. “At night’s the only time I get to make sure she’s alright.” 

Felipe sighed and nodded. “Does she know you’re there? Or do you just watch her?”

He shrugged again. “We talk. Sometimes. Mostly when she goes to bed. Sometimes, I go in through the window. But most times, I stay outside.”

The man scowled. “Through the window?”

“Uh-huh.” Sexa nodded, smiling. “So, when she’s scared or sad, I can give her a hug until she falls asleep.”

“You what?” Felipe stopped.

Sexa gestured. “I climb in through the window and...”

“I heard you!” He clenched his fists, then relaxed them. “What do you talk about?” They continued walking.

“Things.” Sexa shrugged. “She’s my best friend.”

“What? That doesn’t make any sense. I thought Kayle was your best friend.” 

“No, he’s my brother.” Sexa frowned, folding his arms. “We’re not allowed to be best friends because he already has a best friend. I didn’t have one, and she didn’t have one either.” He shrugged. “You said she was mine, and I’ll have to marry her.”

“I didn’t mean now.” Felipe frowned. “So, you two talk? And that’s it?”

He nodded. “But sometimes, when she’s sad—”

“I heard you the first time, kiddo!” Felipe eyed him. “I just want to know if that’s all you do?”

“Yeah.” Sexa glanced at Felipe, then dropped his voice, “But it’s hard to leave her after she falls asleep, so sometimes I stay there all night.”

Felipe sighed. “I see.” He took a few steps before speaking again. “Just don’t get hurt, kiddo. She isn’t ready yet.”

“I know.” Sexa shook his head. “She’s still a child.” 

The man chuckled. “So are you. One day, when she’s older, you can tell her everything. For now, you need to let her grow up and live her life. Let her make her mistakes, even fall in love and get her heart broken.”

Sexa scowled at him. “You said I can’t fall in love with anyone else. You said it’ll complicate things.”

“I know she’s been promised to you, but you’ll never be happy if she doesn’t choose you of her own free will. Let her make that choice. Stop sneaking out to see her.” Felipe stopped, turning to Sexa. “Promise me you’ll give her the chance to do that.”

Sexa stopped too. “But what if she doesn’t choose me?”

“Sexa, promise me you’ll give her the space to choose.”

“Umm...” He rubbed his teary eyes. “You promised her to me. You made me swear an oath. That’s not fair.”

Felipe shook his head. “She will choose you, Sexa. She’ll always choose you. That’s the way it works.”

Sexa bowed his head, deliberating whether to make yet another promise to Felipe about his daughter. 

“When you’re older, you’ll understand,” Felipe spoke quietly. “She can never truly love you if she doesn’t have a choice. And she will never have a choice if there aren’t any other options. Let her have options.” He sighed as Sexa’s tears fell freely. “Don’t be upset. The promise is ancient magic. No matter who the options are, you’ll always be her choice.”

He nodded, sniffling as he wiped his tears, still unsure why he was crying. He didn’t know or particularly like her in a special way. He just felt... responsible, almost possessive, of her. She was his best friend. She was promised to him, and now he had to give her away.

“You’ll grow to be a fine man.” Felipe squeezed his shoulder, smiling down at him as they continued their journey. “You’ll go out into the world and meet many other women. You’ll have many options too, and it’ll be easier for you to give your heart to someone else, to choose someone else. That’s why you had to take that oath. 

“We can love multiple people at a time. Obviously, not all in the same way, but it’s still possible. But women sometimes find it easier to give their hearts to one man, to start and grow families. That sort of thing.” He rubbed his chin. “We’re the ones who often struggle to keep the promise.”

“You were promised too?” Sexa’s eyes widened with interest.

“Yes.” Felipe nodded slowly. “A long time ago.”

“Who were you promised to?” 

The man pursed his lips. “Her name was Elenai.” 

“What happened to her?”

“She died.” 

“Oh,” Sexa whispered. 

“It was a long time ago.” 

Sexa fiddled with his fingers, unsure what to say. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Felipe shook his head. “Promise you’ll stop seeing Beranil.”

Sexa breathed, then nodded stiffly.

“Good. The next time you visit her, say your goodbyes, then erase her memories of you.”

Sexa looked up, startled by the instruction. “No. I don’t want to do that. She’s my best friend. I don’t want her to forget me.”

“Sexa.” Felipe shook his head. “You have to leave her. And that’ll make her sad. It’ll hurt her because she’ll miss you. She’ll long for the time she spent with you because of the memories, because of how she felt.”

“But she likes those memories. She likes how she feels when she’s with me.” Sexa’s eyes watered again. “I don’t want her to forget how she feels when she’s with me.”

Felipe sighed, bending to look into Sexa’s eyes. “I know, and that’s why it’ll hurt even more. The better the memories, the more she will miss them, kiddo. But if she doesn’t remember, then she can’t feel hurt. Do you want her to feel hurt?”

Sexa shook his head.

“Good. Now, promise me you’ll do what I said.” He wiped Sexa’s tears. “Promise?” 

The child nodded, and Felipe pulled him into a tight hug until he stopped crying. The pair walked on in silence for a distance before Felipe spoke again. 

“Have you boys been sneaking out to practise?” 

Sexa thought briefly, then nodded. 

The man suddenly burst into laughter, ruffling Sexa’s hair and pulling him into another hug, “You’re so defiant, just like your parents. You’ll make them proud someday, kiddo.” 

“Stop calling me kiddo!” 

Felipe let the squirming Sexa go, still laughing heartily. “Why?”

“Because I don’t even know what it means!” he moaned, fixing his hair. 

“I learnt it on a trip to Ramah!” Felipe said proudly. “It’s what the older humans call the younger ones they’re fond of.” 

“And that’s your way of telling me you’re fond of me?” Sexa rolled his eyes, almost skipping to catch up to the man who had suddenly quickened his pace. 

Felipe laughed. “Not at all. This is!” He slapped the boy softly on the back of his head, and Sexa rubbed it, frowning. “You boys need to stop sneaking out. It’s getting dangerous.”

The boy pouted. “We can take care of ourselves. Where are we going? I thought we were tracking a dragon.” 

“And we are, kiddo. But first, I have something to show you.” 

They reached a familiar tree, where he had begun his lessons on magic... and almost killed Valley. 

Felipe sat, making himself comfortable against the tree trunk. He gestured for Sexa to sit, then pulled a parcel from inside his cloak and handed it to Sexa. 

Sexa glanced at him, then unwrapped the parcel to find a leather-bound book, along with Zoran’s watch. He gasped, studying the items. 

Felipe pulled out a folded cloth from his pocket. “This was his also.” He handed the cloth to Sexa. “I know he meant a lot to you, and I’m sorry I took him from you. I don’t expect you to ever forgive me, but maybe...” He sighed. “I had this made into shifter wear so someday, you could wear it too.”

Sexa held up the cloth, Zoran’s cotton top. The one he had worn in the forest when the three of them had been together. The tears welled up in Sexa’s eyes as he remembered the good times with Zoran and his mother. He wiped them away and leaned in to embrace Felipe. 

“You promised to find his daughter,” Felipe said. “I started the search for you so you don’t run off on your own and get yourself killed. Unfortunately, my journey is coming to an end, and I won’t be able to assist you much more in that regard. That book holds all I’ve found. I hope it helps.” He squeezed Sexa. “I know you’ll find her. If anyone can, it’s you, kiddo.”

They sat in silence as the shadows crept across the grass until the sun reached its zenith, both thinking back on the choices that had led their paths here. 

“I want you to promise me something, kiddo,” Felipe said, rather sullen. “Promise me you’ll protect Kayle, no matter what. Promise you’ll take care of him and Beranil.” 

Sexa let the moments roll by, contemplating Felipe’s reasons for asking this of him. “How do you know I can protect him? Or anyone? I couldn’t protect Zoran... Or Mama.” His chin dropped. 

“That wasn’t your fault. You were young... younger. Untrained and inexperienced. But things are different now. This world is plunging rapidly into darkness, one unlike any we’ve ever seen.” 

Felipe’s voice shook. Eyes fixed on nothing, he watched a terrible future play out before him. 

“War is coming, and we all live on in ignorant bliss, busying ourselves with the frivolous activities we call our lives. Eating, laughing, searching for comfort, and meaning in the arms of those we love. We lean heavily on the fragile hope that there will be a tomorrow when there is no promise that we will see the end of today. We make plans with certainty, unaware that everything we know, everything we love, balances on a razor’s edge.” 

His gaze fell on Sexa. “We have reached the tipping point, and soon, much too soon, the balance will shift, and peace will reign, or it will be plunged headfirst into a never-ending abyss. You must be ready to fight for it, to kill, and to die for it if necessary, or Eutopia has no future.”

Felipe took the boy’s hand, his grip as hard as the truth Sexa tried to swallow. “Kayle is our future, our only hope. Promise me you will protect him, no matter what it costs.” 

Sexa wiped the tears now leaking from his eyes. He trembled under the man’s gaze. Seeing him like this was scary and being asked to sacrifice his own life, if necessary, seemed a bit overboard, but the thought of Eutopia being destroyed, of having to live through a war like the one he had seen in his mother’s memories, frightened him even more. He would rather die fighting to prevent such a catastrophe than have to live through it. 

Finally, he nodded, whispering the two words which had come to form the cornerstone of his entire vocabulary. “I promise.”

“Thank you,” Felipe whispered back. “Now, let’s go hunt a dragon.”

Felipe got to his feet, helping Sexa up as he did, all traces of fear and dread replaced by his usual oafish and carefree attitude. 

“I’ll hold on to these till we get back.” He stuffed the items away in his pockets, and they journeyed back in the direction they had come. 

“Felipe,” Sexa said as the tree grew further away.

“Yes, kiddo?”

“I forgive you.”
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Sexa could feel the darkness swirling, coiling around him like a snake round its prey, ready to swallow him whole. He shut his eyes and took a deep breath to calm his nerves before reopening them to stare into the nothingness. Images began to form and the world around him reappeared, a grey hue tinting everything he could see. 

“Why are you here, Salamander?”

“You know why I’m here.” Sexa’s tone was cold and level. “Tell me what I need to know.” 

“Ah,” the voice growled. “He returns, making demands.” 

“Tell me what I need to know.” 

“Why should I oblige? Remember, in this instance, you need me, Salamander.” 

Sexa hissed. “What do you want?” 

A chuckle rang out all around him. “Not the reunion I was hoping for. But I guess this will have to do.” 

“Déhrique.” Sexa’s voice was a low growl as he felt invisible bonds wrap around him and squeeze tight, trying to crush him. 

“You have quite the nerve showing your face after what you did, Salamander.” 

“I did what I had to do!” 

“You did what you wanted to do.” Anger echoed in Déhrique’s voice. “You did what monsters like you were born to do, what you so desperately wanted from the moment you set foot in Logan.” 

“I did the right thing!” 

“You slaughtered my people!” 

“I had to,” Sexa whispered. 

“No, Salamander. You chose to.” 

“It was the right thing to do.” 

Déhrique snarled. “You spilled their blood for power! We cared for you! Gave you a home! A family!”

“You were not my family!” Sexa growled. 

“We took you in when you had no one, Salamander. After your Kuwaha betrayed you, abandoned you, we took you in!” 

“I did what I had to do.”

“You ripped their throats out like an animal!”

“They deserved it!” Sexa shouted, shutting his eyes to push back the memories, motion pictures on a swirling smoke canvas. 

“They were your friends!” Déhrique said. “And you killed them! You took what you wanted, and you killed them all!”

“Don’t act like you cared one bit what happened to them.”

“They were my people, Salamander!”

“They were not people!” He clenched his fists, gritting his teeth. “You were not people.” 

A silence passed between them, then Déhrique said, “Is that how you convince yourself you’re not a monster?”

“I did what I had to do.”

“Lies!” Déhrique sounded enraged. “You used us!”

“That’s enough!”

“You took what you wanted, then destroyed us!”

“I said enough!” A blast of power burst from Sexa, releasing him from the invisible bonds as it rippled through the grey meadow. “You made the wrong choice, Déhrique. I did what I had to. The only reason you’re not dead is because you were a good friend to my father.” 

“Not dead?” Déhrique snickered. “I’m worse than dead. You trapped me in this... this cage! This nothingness! You arrogant little fool! Is this your twisted idea of mercy? Do you think this atones for all the blood you shed?” 

“I could end you if you’d prefer that?” 

Déhrique laughed. “If only you were that kind. Alas, you need me alive. You still want my knowledge, my memories. I’m useful to you here, Salamander. That’s how I know you won’t kill me. That’s why you’re here right now.” 

“Tell me how to fix Kayle,” Sexa said calmly. 

“And why would I do that?” 

“You get to stay alive. For now.” 

Déhrique let out a deep, spine-chilling laugh. “Don’t forget, Salamander, I made you. I taught you everything you know, and you used that knowledge against me.” His voice turned menacing. “But I didn’t teach you everything I know. You see, this place you trapped me in, it’s a world between realms. The thread holding them in place. The boundary which marks the beginning of one and the end of another. Some may say it’s the fine line between life and death itself. The Inbetween, is it not?” 

Sexa drew in a sharp breath, and Déhrique laughed some more as the bonds wrapped around him again. 

Suddenly, a young man materialised in the distance. He made his way to Sexa, black cloak and dark brown hair trailing behind him, a faint glow resonating from his skin. Sexa recognised the piercing eyes and angular features of the man Déhrique had been moments before he had been stripped of his body and trapped.

“On one hand” —Déhrique weighed the options in both hands— “your body bleeds out, drawing ever closer to death. And the moment your heart stops, you’ll slip into the netherworlds. I, on the other hand, have no body to return to, and yet my soul is barred, by you, from finding rest.”

“Nothing less than what you deserve,” Sexa snarled, struggling against his invisible bonds.

Déhrique smiled. “You forgot one thing, Salamander. My soul, just like yours, can return. I just need to find an empty body to possess. Oh, wait,” He stopped in front of Sexa, smirking as he stroked his cheek, “I have yours.” 

The man disappeared, and dark clouds gathered above as a sudden pressure filled the air, trying to flush Sexa out of his body while Déhrique invaded it and fought to take it over. 

Sexa gasped, feeling his body stir and start to heal at Déhrique’s command. Thunder rolled and lightning crackled across the sky, everything fading to a sea of blackness as the force of the pressure swept him back and forth. The darkness tunnelled below Sexa, and he fell rapidly, shivering from the increasing cold the further he went. 

“Not yet...” he whispered to himself, shutting his eyes and allowing himself to be carried along. His extremities numbed as he raced towards death. “Almost...” 

Sexa steadied his breathing and concentrated as new images flooded his mind. Memories—Déhrique’s memories. 

Now! 

Sexa pushed himself forward, grabbing at the blackness, taking hold of fabric as he began the incantation he had cast the spell with. He felt himself suddenly racing up and out of the tunnel as the temperature rose rapidly. Moments later, he was standing in the greyed-out meadow, face to face with Déhrique. 

“What?” the man stammered, his jaw tight and eyes narrowed. “What’s this? What’s happening?” He stared down at Sexa’s hand firmly gripping the front of his cloak. 

Sexa hissed. “You didn’t teach me everything I know, Déhrique.”

“What did you do!” Déhrique growled.

“You were right about one thing,” Sexa said as the ground between them trembled and cracked. “I needed your knowledge and memories. Those moments in my body gave me everything you had.” He stepped back and released the man as the pressure built again, and the ground below Déhrique crumbled. “Now, I don’t need you anymore. You can rest now. Call it my mercy.”

Clapping, Déhrique threw his head back and laughed. “You can’t deny what you are, Salamander. You’ll always be a monster, the death of those foolish enough to care for you.” He spread his arms as the earth gave way beneath him. 

“Goodbye, Déhrique,” Sexa whispered as the echoes of the man’s laughter died out. He closed his teary eyes, focussing his mind on where he wanted to be. 
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THE PAIN TOLD SEXA he was back in his body. He opened his eyes and sat up, studying the meadow. Everything outside the magic circle, for a distance, was nothing but broken-up earth. 

He crawled over to check on Kayle, trying to untangle the mess of Déhrique’s memories, sifting through spells, techniques, and potions to find the right remedy for his brother. Sexa stopped at a memory of a restorative spell cast on a girl whose soul had been torn in two. 

“Blood magic.” Sexa bit his lip. “Why am I not surprised?” 

He pressed a thumb against his palm, claw extended to break the skin, then smeared the blood across his brother’s forehead. Kneeling over Kayle, he repeated the incantation from Déhrique’s memory. 

When he was done, he sat, pulling his knees in and breathing heavily, the pain of his wounds still fresh. He sighed at the thought of healing himself. Déhrique had healed him part way; he could bear the pain a bit longer as his body did the rest naturally. He had done enough magic for one day. 

Sexa stared down at his brother as his thoughts drifted to the Inbetween, to racing down the tunnel, wondering if that was what it really felt like to die. He sighed and shook his head. All that for a spell that might not work. 

“It has to work,” he whispered into his knees. It was the closest thing he could find to a cure.

Squeezing his eyes shut, Sexa rubbed his temples, letting the burning in his head subside before painfully pulling himself to his feet. He picked Kayle up, slinging his brother’s arm over his shoulder, bearing his weight as he limped back towards the farm and the house on the other side of it. 

When they reached the part of the farm that was still intact, Sexa paused to catch his breath. He examined the corn stalks, untouched even by dust. 

“Felipe.” He laughed, staggering and almost dropping Kayle. “Soul traps and shields? He really did protect this side of the border well, didn’t he, brother?” 

He crossed the field, half-dragging Kayle, his strength seeping out with every step. “Guess I overdid it this time, huh?” He smiled at his unconscious brother. “At least, you’ll be alright. Though...” Grunting, he paused to readjust his grip on Kayle. “Now your memories are returning, it might have been a better idea to leave you without your emotions.” 

Kayle stirred, and Sexa stopped again. 

“Kayle?” He waited, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “We’re almost there. You’ll be alright, I promise.” 

Sexa had almost reached the kitchen door when Dioohn and Inowe rushed out to him. Dioohn unburdened him of Kayle as Inowe fussed over him. 

“I’ll be fine,” he said, “make sure Kayle is alright.”

Dioohn nodded, carrying Kayle inside, barking instructions to Regan, who had only just made it to the kitchen.

“Is this your blood?” Inowe tried to usher him into the house. 

He nodded, watching the lines of worry and fear trace across her forehead as her eyes widened. 

“What happened out there?” 

Sexa stared down at himself, realising for the first time how terrible he must look. “I’m fine, it’s just a scratch. Make sure Kayle is alright, please.” 

“But Sexa—”

“I said I’m fine!” He pulled away from her, the strain from the movement making his entire body ache. “Help Dioohn take care of Kayle,” he sighed. “Please, Inowe. Make sure he’s alright.” 

She looked him over, then sighed and turned reluctantly to the open door. “Are you sure you’re fine?” 

“Yes.” 

Inowe sighed. “I’ll leave you be... for now.” She went inside.

Sexa waited till she was down the corridor before staggering into the kitchen. Gasping and wincing at the stabbing pain in his middle, he headed for the table, which seemed further away than usual. The room around him began to spin, and he swayed, then doubled over, pressing a hand to his wound. He withdrew it, wet and stained with fresh blood. 

“Oh no.” He lifted his top and frantically assessed his wounds. “Why are they...” He placed a palm over the punctures, closed his eyes and whispered, tilting his head back. When he checked again, the spell hadn’t taken. “No, this isn’t... Why aren’t they...” 

“Sexa?” 

Sexa heard Beranil’s footsteps before she emerged from the corridor, and he hurriedly pulled his top back over his wounds. 

“Sexa?” She rushed to him and helped him stand. “Sexa, you’re bleeding!” 

“Hey, kiddo.” He smiled despite the pain rocking his being. 

“What happened?” She led him to the nearest chair. “Let me have a look at you.” 

Sexa tried to laugh and winced. “You look worried.” 

“Of course I am!” Beranil lifted his top to examine the wounds. “These look really bad.” 

Sexa watched Beranil zip around the kitchen, gathering cloths, bottled ointments, and a bowl of warm water. “How is he?” 

“Huh?” She knelt beside him and began tending to his wounds. “Kayle? He’ll be fine.” 

A lump formed in Sexa’s throat. She had been to see Kayle, had been to make sure her mate was alright before coming to find him. “Did Inowe ask you to do this?”

She shook her head, still focussed on her task.

“Oh. I thought you’d be...” He winced at the burning sensation as she applied a thick, green paste over his wounds, then began gently massaging it into the openings. “What are you... Aaah!” Sexa gripped the edge of the chair, head back and jaw clenched against the pain. 

“It’ll stop the bleeding.” 

Beranil applied more of the ointment, and Sexa hissed, knuckles pale as he dug his nails into the wood. He struggled to control his breathing, thinking of something to focus on other than the pain. “Are you done yet?” He squeezed his eyes shut, hissing through gritted teeth.

“If you’d stop whining, I could actually finish up.” She leaned back, assessed her work, then clicked her tongue.

“What?” Sexa breathed and relaxed his grip on the chair as the burning sensation subsided. The tension in his jaw eased as he watched her. “Why are you staring at me like that?” 

He tried to get up, but Beranil placed a hand on his chest. “I’m not done yet.” 

“I’ll be fine. I need to check on Kayle.” 

“Not until I’m done.” 

“I need to see him.” Sexa rested a palm over hers, glaring at her. The stubborn expression on her face told him she wasn’t backing down. Finally, he relented with a sigh. “Make it quick then.”

She slipped her hand out from under his and gently rubbed her fingers together. “What’s wrong with you?” 

“Aside from the holes in me?” He chuckled. 

Beranil didn’t find it funny. “Dioohn told me what you did.” 

She doused a cloth with another bottled ointment and dabbed the wounds. Sexa watched her, biting back the sting. She worked quietly, folding the cloth and pressing it to the wounds till it grew warm and weirdly soothing, and he sighed with relief. 

“You shouldn’t have done that.” 

Sexa groaned. “Please, don’t.” 

Beranil scowled at him. “I’m serious, Sexa. It was terribly reckless and irresponsible.” 

“And what would you know about being responsible?” 

“I know what you did wasn’t.” She pressed down on his wound, harder than she probably should have.

“Aah!” He squirmed. “Be careful!”

“Next time, you be careful!” she muttered under her breath. 

“Why are you so angry anyway? You wanted me to fix him.” He adjusted himself, easing her hand off him. 

She glared at him for a long moment, then looked away. And when she spoke again, her voice was quieter. “You could have died.”

Sexa watched her. She was worried, he realised. He shrugged to ease the tension growing in the silence, groaning at the pain the movement caused. “Well, I didn’t.” 

“But you could have!” Her voice quivered with the emotion he saw wetting her eyes as she turned back to him. “I was so scared, Sexa. I was so worried you’d be hurt and angry with you for being so reckless with your life. And I was...” 

Sexa’s heart churned at the sight of her tears. She was crying... for him. Not for Kayle. She was crying because she’d been worried about him. “Beranil.” He breathed her name, unable to stop himself from leaning in to wipe her tears away. 

Beranil shook her head but didn’t pull away from his touch. “I was so scared something might have happened to you. When Dioohn came in with Kayle, I was so happy. I thought everything had gone okay, and you were talking to Mother, but...” She sniffled and bowed her head. “But when she came in and you weren’t right behind her, I got worried. I thought something terrible had happened. I came looking for you. I... I just wanted to know you were okay. I... I...” 

Sexa bit his lip, feeling foolish for thinking she was only there at Inowe’s request. Beranil actually cared about him. He squeezed her shoulder softly. “It’s alright. I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not.” She hickuped, fighting back a sob. “You’re wounded. And I can’t do anything about it.” 

“You’ve done enough already,” Sexa whispered.

“I just...” She wiped her nose on her sleeve. “After Naya... and Silbs... Then Kayle was—” Beranil sniffled, taking a deep breath before continuing. “I just don’t want to lose you.”

“You won’t.” He cradled her cheeks in his palms, gently tilting her face upwards. “Don’t worry about me. I promised I’ll take care of you, didn’t I?”

Beranil nodded, and Sexa smiled, staring into her eyes. She was beautiful. More beautiful than he remembered, than he’d imagined she would be. 

Sexa closed his eyes. He felt himself leaning forward, falling towards her, unsure whether the light-headedness he felt was from the blood loss or from seeing her like this. 

He could hear his heart pounding, could hear her calling his name, could hear shouting and footsteps. Sexa felt the hands on his chest, around him, bracing him as he collapsed.
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Chapter 49
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“A market?” Sexa looked over the large number of stalls spotting the landscape below. “You said we were tracking a dragon.”

“We are. But first, there’s something I need to do here.” Felipe stopped, scanning the settlement and the surrounding area. “Keep your hood up.”

Sexa obeyed. As they started down the hill towards the market, he watched the bustling multicoloured stall drapes, dancing ravers to the faint tune on the late afternoon breeze. It was less than Sexa imagined a market would be, though more than he expected.

“We’ll be in and out quickly.”

They wound their way through the cluster, Felipe a step ahead. Sexa slowed, looking around in bug-eyed wonder at the colourful clothes and fine jewellery displayed on the stall closest to him. He considered getting something shiny for Beranil but was distracted by the exhibit of glimmering potions, sharp weapons, food, and drink, as they moved past stall after stall. 

Hawkers called to them through the noise, and someone sang loudly to the tune of a band. Sexa glanced past a trader in animal skins, searching for the source of the music, when someone gasped close by. He turned his head to see a small woman, clutching her basket tightly to her chest, gaping at him, face twisted in fear. He bent his head and pulled his hood lower over his face, fighting the urge to run as he tried to catch up with Felipe. 

Felipe, focussed on manoeuvring through the crowd, hadn’t noticed the exchange. Sexa reached him, scrunching up his nose at the foul stench of blood and sewage wafting towards them. He glanced sideways at the stalls, which grew drearier each one they passed, the old cloths and canopies fading to a dismal grey. The crowd had thinned till there were barely any customers, and Sexa shivered, wrapping his cloak tighter as his breath fogged in front of him. 

“Where are we?” Sexa whispered to Felipe. 

“We’re almost there, kiddo. First, there’s something I need to teach you.”

Sexa looked up at the man who seemed unbothered by the cold. 

“Do you know anything about money?” 

He shook his head, and Felipe sighed, then pulled him behind the nearest stall and bent a knee. “Money is what we trade with. We use it to buy and sell things, to get the things we don’t have and give others what we have that they may need.”

He retrieved a pouch from his cloak, emptying its contents into his palm. Sexa watched as Felipe separated the coins, then held a hand out to him. 

The child stared at the five copper coins in his palm. He picked one up and examined it. Etched onto one side was the face of a woman. On the other side was the number five. 

“Coppers,” Felipe said. “We have five types. One, two, three, five, and ten.” 

Sexa scanned the rest of the coins, counting off the numbers on their faces. One, two, three, ten. He nodded. 

“Coppers aren’t much, but they’re enough to get by. You could live off ten coppers a day. Twenty’s enough to buy a decent meal and a bed for the night at a good inn.” 

Felipe closed his palm and withdrew it, displaying the other one, which held three silver coins. “Kites. One, ten, and twenty.”

Sexa squinted, searching for a difference between the two types of coins, save the metal they were made from. These were slightly larger than the coppers. He picked one up and weighed it. 

“Fifty coppers make a kite.”

He nodded, dropping the coin back in Felipe’s palm.

“Can you guess how many coppers make a ten kite coin?”

Sexa counted off his fingers, touching them to his lips. “Sixty.”

Felipe pinched the bridge of his nose as he groaned. “It’s five hundred. Fifty coppers make a kite. Ten lots of fifty will...” he sighed. “Can you count to fifty, kiddo?”

Sexa nodded and the man let out a breath of relief, handing him a silver coin.

“See that stall over there?” He turned Sexa to face the stall he was pointing to, its black drapes torn, with nothing displayed on its counter. “I want you to go there and buy a vial of Mastik juice. It’s nine kites and a copper.” He placed a coin in his hand. “You’ll get forty-nine coppers back as change. Okay?” 

Sexa nodded, pulled his hood forward, then headed to the stall. He kicked twice on the side of the counter towering over him. “Hello!”

When he heard footsteps from somewhere inside the stall, he tiptoed, stretching his hand up over the counter. His elbow almost reached, and his hand barely lay flat on the countertop as he placed the silver coin on it. “A vial of Mastik juice, please.”

He heard the coin drag slowly across the wooden surface. 

“Hmmm...” A man grunted. “Anything else?”

“No. Just that.” 

He listened as the footsteps retreated, then there was a bustling within the stall as the keeper mumbled to himself. The footsteps returned, and something was slammed on the counter. 

Sexa tiptoed again, stretching, hand searching the countertop for the item. There was a dragging sound, and his fingers grazed a glass object. He retrieved it, staring at the small vial, the size of his thumb. 

“Is this it?” he asked.

The stall keeper’s chuckle was raw and frightening. “What did you expect?”

“Something bigger.” 

“Mastik juice is very potent. One drop and the whole of Brod goes bye-bye.”

Sexa examined the black vial, then looked up. “What is it?” 

“It’s venom.” The man leaned over the counter to look at Sexa. His grimy face contorted, and he jumped back, cursing. 

In a moment, Felipe was at Sexa’s side, dagger raised, deflecting the sword coming down at the child. “There’s no need for that,” he growled at the man. “He’s only a child, Zandel.” 

The man staggered back, gasping as he bowed. “Prince Felipe.” 

“Yes, Zandel, I know who you are... and what you trade in.”

Zandel bowed lower, trembling. “Prince, I only—”

“Tell me who sent the dragon.”

He straightened, eyes narrowed as he cocked his head sideways. “Dragon?”

Felipe raised his blade, and Zandel took a step back, raising his hands defensively. 

“Prince, if you know what I deal in, then you’ll know my goods come at a price.”

“How much?” 

He lowered his hands. “Twenty kites.”

“Seven.”

“Now, your highness—” 

“Ten, and you get to keep your head,” Felipe growled. 

Sexa looked up at Felipe, then tiptoed again, hoisting himself up to peer over the counter at the frightened man. 

Zandel glanced at him, then flashed his rotting teeth in a poor attempt at a smile. “Ten.”

Felipe dropped a coin on the counter, weapon still raised as Zandel slid the coin across the wood and buried it beneath his grey rags. “Oleander.”

Felipe’s jaw tensed. “That’s a lie.”

“Zandel never lies. Oleander sent the dragon.”

“Why?”

“It’ll cost you—”

“I asked why?” Felipe leaned forward, grabbed Zandel’s tunic, and slammed the man’s head onto the counter. “Why?” 

The man whined in pain, spitting blood, stuttering inaudibly as Felipe slammed his face into the wood repeatedly. 

Sexa took several steps back, glancing nervously around the quiet, still, ghost market. 

“Why would a Kuwaha send a dragon to Sabato?” Felipe hissed into the man’s wounded face.

“Flaxx is looking for the Gate.” Zandel coughed. “Rumour has it there’s one in Sabato.”

Wild-eyed, Felipe slammed the man on the counter once more. “Which one?” 

Zandel choked and gasped. “The... locket.” 

“Do they know where it is?” 

The man barely moved his head. 

“Where?” 

Zandel struggled to free himself from Felipe’s grip. 

“Who has the locket, Zandel?” He slammed the man so hard, the wood cracked beneath him. “Who has the Gate?” 

The stall keeper groaned, then stuttered. “Dio... Dioohn...” 

A dark shadow moved over Felipe’s face, and Sexa scurried out of the way as he dragged the man over the counter and flung him onto the filthy ground. “Who knows?” he shouted, kneeling on Zandel’s chest, holding a dagger to his throat. “Who else knows?” 

“J... just the dragon.” 

Felipe searched the man’s face, then sighed and stood, turning to Sexa, who stared, slack jawed. “Let’s go.”

Sexa nodded, glancing at Zandel, who now struggled to his feet, then pulled his hood up and followed quickly after Felipe. 

“It’ll cost you, Prince,” Zandel’s gritty voice called from behind them.

Felipe turned slowly, eyes burning with hate.

“My silence will cost you.” He grinned, his rotting teeth now stained with blood. 

“How much?” 

Zandel snickered, a disgusting sound which made Sexa want to vomit. “Thirty Kites should do.” 

Felipe sighed. He stood there a moment, then pulled a pouch from his cloak and tossed it to the man. “Keep the change. And leave Sabato, Zandel.” 

The man grinned again and bowed low. 

Felipe glanced at Sexa and nodded, then turned to leave. 

“And for the boy?” 

Sexa’s ears prickled at Zandel’s voice, and his breath suddenly caught in his lungs. Slowly, he glanced at Felipe. 

The air around them stirred unnaturally as Felipe clenched his fists, eyes narrowed, and jaw, tense. “Zandel.” 

“News of a young dragon in Sabato would fetch a handsome price.” Zandel sneered. “Especially if the child is an anathema. And under Dioohn’s tutelage, no doubt. I wonder how long the boy would survive if Flaxx were to find out?” 

“Zandel—”

“My silence isn’t free, Prince.” The man clasped his hands before him, baring his teeth in a sickening look of contempt. “How much is the boy worth to you?” 

Felipe sighed and, slowly, walked back to Zandel, head shaking. “More than you could ever imagine, Zandel.”

Sexa gasped and jumped back as Felipe plunged his dagger into the man’s belly, then twisted it and dragged the blade, staggering, up to his throat. The man gurgled as the light left his eyes, and Felipe pulled out his blade, cleaned it on Zandel’s shoulder, then let him fall to the ground. 

Wiping the splatter of blood off his face, Felipe turned to Sexa. The child took a step back. Something in Felipe’s wild and angry eyes frightened him. This wasn’t the man he knew. This was someone much more dangerous. 

Felipe strode past him, and he glanced one more time at the body in the dirt, then followed, hood up and head down, as they made their way back through the market, the tiny vial of Mastik juice weighing heavy in his pocket.
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The smell of freshly baked bread overwhelmed Sexa as he drew in a deep breath and tried to remember what had happened to him.

Déhrique! 

Panic filled him at the memory of the ghostly man and the tunnel of darkness he had been in. He kept his eyes shut as he tried to unscramble his thoughts, listening. Hushed whispers and footsteps confirmed he wasn’t alone. 

He waited, counting the whispering voices. Two? Or three? No, Four. Sexa listened.

“... I don’t think it’s a good idea...” a man said.

“He’s right,” another said, “it’s not safe.” 

A girl whispered, “I’ll be fine. I can handle him.” Her voice was familiar, but Sexa couldn’t remember where he had heard it.

“You don’t understand!” the first man said angrily. He was quickly shushed by a woman who warned him to lower his voice so as not to wake the sleeping Sexa.

“You don’t understand,” the man repeated, quieter this time, and Sexa had to strain his ears to hear. “He’s dangerous.” 

“That’s enough,” the woman said sternly, “everybody, out.”

There was some huffing and sighing, then footsteps headed away from him. Sexa lay motionless as he heard a door close, the humming and footsteps heading back to him letting him know he still wasn’t alone. 

Handle him? Where was he? And who is she? 

Sexa’s mind raced, searching for answers and clues from his surroundings. He searched the air about him, feeling for the presence in the room, searching out their magic. It was strong, raw, and angry. He listened as the person approached, stopping right beside him. 

“Now,” the girl said, bending over him, “let’s see how you’re holding up.”

Sexa seized her by the throat. The girl was barely able to manage a scream before his grip tightened enough to keep her struggling as he focussed his attention on the footfalls racing back towards the room. With a wave, the door was sealed shut, sealing off any help coming for the girl. 

He needed answers. And he would get them. Giving his attention to the gasping girl pawing at his arm, Sexa struggled to bring his vision into focus. She was young. Pretty. Perhaps, she would even be beautiful, given time. And her eyes... there was fear in her eyes. 

Sexa gasped, releasing her instantly. He didn’t know why, but the fear in her eyes made him want to hurt something—to hurt the one causing that fear. She stumbled back, gasping and coughing. 

Slowly, Sexa’s surroundings came into focus. He tried to rise, feeling the room spin as the sights and sounds around him all muddled into one big blur. He collapsed, grabbing at the bed in a bid to break his fall. Sexa hit the ground hard and lay there, groggy and confused. 

“What’s happening to me?” he whispered, hoping the girl could hear him. “I know you. Where am I?” 

“Sexa?” she croaked from the corner of the room. 

“I know you.” Sexa tried to sit up, stretching his hand towards the blurry figure on the ground. She shrunk away from him. 

He sighed and his hand dropped, mind still swirling and head throbbing from its contact with the ground. He closed his eyes and tried to calm his racing heart and steady his breathing. 

“Sexa.” The air around him stirred as she crept closer to him. “Can you see me?”

“Everything is blurry, and...” He touched a hand to his temple.

“Sexa? How do you feel?”

“I know your voice. Who are you? Where am I?”

“You’re home, Sexa,” she whispered. “You were hurt, and you lost a lot of blood.”

“What? How?”. 

“What do you remember? Breathe,” she instructed calmly. “Do you remember your name?” 

“Y—Yes.” Sexa concentrated on his breathing. 

“Good.” Cautiously, she moved even closer to him. “Where are you from, Sexa?” 

“I’m... I’m from ...” He couldn’t remember. “Is this a trap?” he asked without meaning to. “Am I in a soul trap?” 

“No.” The girl sat on the floor close to him, lifting his head into her lap and stroking it tenderly. “You got hurt. I cleaned your wounds and gave you some herbs. They’ve made you a little disoriented. What do you remember?” She stroked his cheek as he grappled with his thoughts and something in her soft tone made him relax.

“Hyacinth. It smells like hyacinth.” 

“I cut them this morning. They smell lovely, don’t they?”

“Yes. They smell just like her.” 

The girl’s hand slowed, then she resumed her rhythmic strokes. “Her? Tell me about her.” 

“She... She’s beautiful... And funny... I like her smile... Her laugh... The smell of her hair...” He smiled as his mind drifted to the memories he could recall. “Her eyes... Beautiful dark eyes. So deep, you just fall into them...”

“She sounds perfect.” 

“She is...” 

“Who is she?” 

“She...” Sexa smiled again, lost in his memories. “She’s... she’s somebody... special... my special... my...”

“Ah! You two must be in love.” 

Sexa sighed. “She’ll never love me...”

“Oh. How come?” 

“She’s happy... With... someone else...” Sexa was finding it more difficult to speak. “She’s... Meant to be mine... but...” 

“Oh. I’m sorry. I didn’t realise she...” 

“No... She’s happy... I like that she’s happy...” 

“Maybe you’ll find someone better someday.” 

“Yeah...” Sexa coughed. “Maybe...” His words were inaudibly muffled now, and his senses were dimming quickly, he barely felt her lips touch his forehead. 

“What’s her name? Do you remember?” 

“Yes...” He managed through a fit of coughs, but his answer floated away as he fell into a deep sleep. Beranil. 

[image: image]

AS THE VOICES WHISPERED, Sexa stirred on the ground. He opened his eyes to Kayle and Dioohn staring down at him. “Wha...?” He held his head. “Kayle?” 

“Hey.” Kayle helped him sit up. “You know if you keep playing the saviour one of these days, you’ll actually get yourself killed.”

“Well, that spell obviously worked.” Sexa groaned, shaking off the dizziness that tried to creep back in. His brother seemed his usual self again. “Are you alright?”

His brother nodded. 

Sexa stretched his sore muscles. “How long have I been—”

“Three days,” Kayle said, handing him a tunic. “You needed the sleep anyway. You were getting rather grumpy. Not that you’re much different now.”

Sexa shot him a dirty look, then pulled on the tunic, running his fingers gently over his healing wounds before hiding them beneath the cloth and getting to his feet. He examined the brown fabric. 

“It’s Shifter wear.” Kayle jerked his chin towards the top.

“What happened to mine?”

His brother shrugged. “I burned it.” 

“You what?” Sexa’s voice went up a notch, and Kayle chuckled at having got a rise out of him so easily. 

“Relax,” his brother said, “it’s safe. I’ve managed to get all the blood out, once I mend the rips, I’ll give it back.”

Sexa glared at him. 

“I promise.” Kayle raised both hands.

Deeming that good enough, Sexa turned to Dioohn, directing his questions to the man. “Have there been any more attacks? Anything at all? From the Hunters? Did we figure out who sent them?” 

Dioohn shook his head.

“Speaking of attacks,” Regan appeared in the doorway, leaning on the frame before saying, “You attacked Beranil.”

A horrid feeling settled in Sexa’s gut as his mind flashed back to the girl in the room and the smell of hyacinth. He remembered her scream as he choked her. Sexa started towards the door even before he realised he was moving. He had hurt her. 

But Regan, ever the protective older brother, pushed himself off the frame to block the exit. The young Prince glared at Sexa, arms folded across his chest. 

“Is she alright?” Sexa asked, unable to hide the quiet concern in his voice as he stopped before the dark-haired Prince. 

“You’re only here because she wants you to be,” Regan hissed, low and angry. “But if you ever hurt her again, I promise I—” 

“You’ll what? Hurt me?” It was Sexa’s turn to glare now. “Don’t make threats you don’t intend to make good on.” He leaned in, face inches away from Regan’s as he growled, “Now, get out of my way.”

The boys glared at each other for a while longer, then Regan stepped aside, giving just enough space for his shoulder to bump Sexa as he made his way down the corridor and into the kitchen. 
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“THAT WENT MUCH BETTER than I’d anticipated,” Kayle said to Dioohn, shrugging as they made their way out, leaving Regan still standing by the door. “Oh and, Regan?” He turned back to his friend. “A word of advice: don’t threaten Sexa. Let’s all go get a drink, shall we?” He winked, beckoning for Regan to follow. 

They stepped into the kitchen, where Inowe was setting out dinner. 

“Where’s Beranil?” Regan asked as he entered behind Kayle. 

“And Sexa?” Kayle added. 

Regan frowned at his mother. “Is she with him?” 

“Mind your own business. She’s just fine.”

“Mother, he hurt her! Am I the only one who can see how dangerous he is?” 

“I think we all know just how dangerous he is.” Dioohn sat down at the table. “That is why we do not go about threatening him.”

“Oh! He threatened Sexa?” Inowe’s brows rose. She glanced at Regan momentarily before returning to her work. “I can’t believe I missed that.”

“I’m serious!” Regan threw his arms about. “We need to do something! I don’t feel comfortable with him around!” 

“That’s enough, Regan!” 

“But Mother?”

“I said that’s enough from you!” she said, sterner than he had ever heard her before, and Regan thought it best not to challenge her. He sighed, taking a seat opposite Dioohn, and gestured for Kayle to sit beside him. 

“He’s not as bad as you think,” Kayle said. “It was an accident. Sexa is strong. He’s always been on alert for danger, so sometimes, he attacks when he’s really just trying to defend himself. Isn’t that right?” He turned to Dioohn, who stared at him, eyes narrowed.

Kayle turned back to Regan. “He’s very kind, and gentle. You’ll see that once you get to know him. And he’ll do everything he can to protect his friends.” He thought for a moment before adding, “Even if it means sacrificing himself.”

“I know, he’s your brother.” Regan rolled his eyes and crossed his arms, leaning them on the table. “You two have some history, but you said it yourself—he was gone for how long? You don’t know what kind of person he’s become!”

“I know Sexa,” Kayle said quietly. 

“Oh really? So how do you explain that?” Regan gestured to the fading bruises around Kayle’s neck. “He hurt you too.” 

“He saved me.” Kayle caressed his neck. “He almost died doing so. Remember, he didn’t have to, but he did it anyway. He risked his life to help me.” 

“He took your memories! He hurt you. He hurt Beranil. And you’re both scared of him.” Regan gestured towards Dioohn and Inowe. “Who else does he need to hurt before he has to go?”

“I’ve known Sexa since he could barely walk.” Inowe placed a large, covered bowl in the middle of the table. “He’s the sweetest soul I’ve ever met.”

Regan sighed, resting his head on the table in defeat. “I can’t win this one, can I?” 

“Regan is right,” Dioohn said. “Sexa is dangerous. The longer he stays here, the more danger he puts us all in.”

“Finally! Someone agrees with me!”

“Dioohn?” Inowe glanced at the man. 

“Sexa is like a son to me.” Dioohn looked from her to the boys. “I raised him, and I know the danger he brought to us even then.”

“What?” Kayle sat up. “Sexa never brought danger to us. What are you talking about?” 

“His magic is much stronger than it was when he was a child, and even then, it was a danger to us all.” 

“That’s not true.” Kayle glared at the man. 

“He has powerful magic, Kayle, and he struggles to control it. I feel him constantly battling with it, fighting to not be overcome by it. And that is one battle I do not think he can win. He should not stay here.” 

“What? You can’t possibly be serious?” Kayle breathed, looking from Dioohn, to Regan, then to Inowe, who averted her gaze. The four sat in silence until Kayle finally sighed, then spoke again. “I guess it’s a good thing it isn’t your decision to make.” 

“It isn’t yours either!” Inowe turned to Dioohn. “It’s my house, and I am not throwing him out.” 

“You’re making a mistake,” Dioohn said.

“No, she’s not!” Kayle stood, voice raised as he pointed at the old man. “You never liked him! Always treated him differently. What did he ever do to you? We were just children, and you threw him out! He had no home or family, and you threw him out!” 

Dioohn’s eyes narrowed as he studied Kayle. “You know that is not true. He left.”

“But you didn’t go looking for him! He was a child! And you let him go out into the world alone with nothing! You didn’t care what happened to him, and that’s as good as throwing him out.”

The man glared. “I cared for him. Do you think I would not have kept him with us if I could have? I had to let him go.” 

“You could’ve stopped him. Could’ve said something to make him stay. But you always wanted him gone. You threatened to send him away.” 

“Do not talk about things you do not understand, boy. I treated that boy like my son!” 

Kayle hissed, anger rising in his chest. “Oh really? What could I possibly not understand? You treated him like a son? You treated him badly and then threw him out! And that boy” —Kayle pointed at the back door— “wouldn’t have needed you to treat him like anything if you hadn’t killed his mother!”

Inowe dropped the cup in her hand, fingers trembling at the mention of her sister’s death. 

“Watch your tongue, boy!” Dioohn stood, looming over Kayle. “I am still your Master!”

“And this is my house!” Kayle slammed his fist on the table and looked up defiantly, eyes glistening with rage. “So, if you don’t feel comfortable staying here with my brother, then you can leave!” 

The air hung still and tense in the silence as the two glared at each other. Then Dioohn sighed tiredly, the fight in him drained as he sat down. 

Inowe circled the table, stopping opposite Kayle, eyes fixed on him till he caught her gaze. “Your house?” 

Kayle recognised the contempt she had tried so hard to hide. 

“Mother, there’s something you sh—” 

Inowe shushed Regan with a raised hand. “Your house?” Her words were slow and dangerously aggressive. “You argue with my guests, you manipulate my daughter, and now you call this your house? How dare you come in here and—”

“Inowe!” Sexa growled from the backdoor. 

Everyone turned to face him, his cold, angry eyes scanning the room. Beranil came in behind him, looking confused. 

“That’s enough, all of you.” Sexa led Beranil to a seat, nodding to Kayle, who nodded in response and sat.

“Are you alright, Rani?” Regan whispered, watching Sexa.

“She’s fine.” Sexa circled the table, patting Regan’s shoulder as he passed by. “Look. Hunters attacked us, and we know they were hired, so this isn’t over yet. Please, sit.” He gestured to the closest empty chair to Inowe. “And being at each other’s throats won’t do us any good.” Sexa stopped behind Dioohn, facing Regan. “I’m sorry I make you uncomfortable. Under normal circumstances, I’d leave, but these aren’t normal circumstances. So, bear with me?”

Regan nodded slowly.

“Good.” Sexa slid behind Inowe. “Someone knows about you. And that someone wants you dead.” He gestured. “They want you all dead. It’s alright if you feel you don’t need my protection from the assassins who killed your friends.” Sexa let the statement sink in before carrying on. “But I won’t stand by and let anything happen to the young woman.” He waved to Beranil, and Kayle shifted uncomfortably. 

“That’s if you don’t kill her first,” Regan grumbled. 

Sexa raised a hand to silence Kayle before he could speak. He smiled at Regan. “I like you, young tiger.” He continued round the table. “The Korahs were killed because they were linked to you. We know that because Silbs was sent back with a message. Dioohn and I went to get Naya, so there’s a chance we were recognised.” 

Regan snorted. “So, you’re in danger too.” 

Sexa shook his head. “No. Not really. I’ll be fine. Dioohn could survive another moon or two. Kayle is in no danger. And he’d die before he leaves her.” He nodded towards Beranil, then leaned on the table, grinning at Kayle. “Right?”

Kayle pursed his lips, mumbling, “Get to your point.” 

Sexa chuckled. “We’re stuck together till we figure out who sent the Hunters—and why. So, I suggest we all get along.” He smiled and sat in the last empty chair between Beranil and Dioohn. 

After a long silence, Beranil said, “Why would they be after us?” 

Kayle looked her over, and his stomach churned uncomfortably as he wondered what transpired between herself and Sexa while they were alone. 

“My guess,” Sexa said, “someone knows you’re Anathemas.” 

“But how?” Inowe whispered. “We’ve always kept to ourselves; even they didn’t know until...” She stared from Regan to Beranil.

“It is likely someone from your past,” Dioohn said. “Someone who knows who you really are.”

“That’s impossible! The only ones who knew were yourself and Felipe. No one else even knows I’m still alive.”

“Mama knew,” Sexa said quietly, eyes watering at the memory. “She found you. Remember?”

Inowe sighed. “Yes. She and—”

Sexa banged on the table and sat up straight, staring at the wall opposite him. Everyone glanced at the wall, then back at him. 

“What?” Kayle leaned forward too. 

Sexa mumbled under his breath before looking up at Kayle, his eyes wide as he stood. “I think we should probably have something to eat!” He eyed Inowe. 

“What did...” she began, but Sexa shook his head slowly.

“Let’s eat.” 
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Felipe and Sexa arrived at the cottage that night, tired and worn out from the day’s tracking. After narrowing down the dragon’s location to Tire, near Brod, Felipe proposed they would ambush it in the morning, sure it would stay put for the next couple of days before rampaging through the settlement and then moving on northwards, as was what seemed to be its pattern. 

They ate their much-welcome meal by the fire while Kayle recounted his activities of the day, listing all the chores Sexa owed him for, from shopping in Brod to all the bother he had survived from Dioohn. The man grunted, laughing along to the thoroughly exaggerated stories. 

They all had a good time before the two boys were finally relegated to their bedroom so the adults could talk. Felipe handed the book and Zoran’s old top to Sexa, hugging him tightly before slapping the back of his head and sending him off to bed. He hugged Kayle too, who was rather lost at this sudden sentimentalism. 

The boys went off to bed, Sexa lying awake beneath his covers as he strained his ears, hoping to overhear some of the men’s conversations in the next room. Something wasn’t right, especially with the way Felipe had been behaving all day. He had been talking like he was leaving, and then in the marketplace... 

He shook his head and sighed. Felipe had made him promise never to speak of it. He didn’t want to either. He wondered where the man would be going this time and if it was a very dangerous trip, or perhaps, a very long one. He wondered if it had something to do with the Gate that Zandel had mentioned or the Mastik juice they had bought. 

He hoped he would overhear something that would give him a clue, straining as he listened to the hushed whispers, a melodic sound that lulled him to sleep.

[image: image]

“WAKE UP!” KAYLE WHISPERED, shaking Sexa awake. “Felipe’s gone, and Master’s asleep. Let’s go.”

Sexa rubbed the grogginess from his eyes as he focused them on Kayle, who was already disappearing into the trunk and out of the cottage. He stretched, sighing as he pulled on his cloak and boots. He had a bad feeling about tonight. Something in the back of his mind warned him not to go, but Kayle was already out, and there was no way his brother would be convinced to come back. He shrugged off the shiver that gripped him, taking a deep breath and releasing it slowly as he listened for Dioohn’s snores before disappearing out into the night.

The boys reached the river in silence, Sexa still unable to shake the bad feeling pervading the atmosphere as he watched the clouds block out any light the night sky had to offer. He strained to see Kayle, who led on in the darkness. Sexa knew he could feel it too. Something wasn’t right about tonight. 

Kayle smiled back at Sexa, then dived into the river, swimming towards the little cabin, their safe place. Sexa followed his lead, reaching the wooden frame first and climbing in before helping Kayle in too. 

He rubbed his palms together, whispering an incantation to warm the small space as the beads of water ran from their clothes, hair, and the surface of their skin, snaking its way back through the door to re-join the river outside. In a couple of minutes, they were warm and dry and had a candle lit. 

“What do you want to try today?” Kayle asked as they both settled on the floor around the lone burning candle at the centre of the cabin. 

“Nothing, really,” Sexa whispered into the flame. “I’ve got a bad feeling about tonight. I think we should go back home.” 

Kayle sighed. “What kind of bad feeling?”

“I don’t know.” Sexa shook his head. “There’s something not right about tonight. I know you feel it too. It feels like there’s something out there. Something like...” He shrugged, unable to describe what he was feeling. 

“You think someone is watching us?” Kayle whispered. 

“Not someone.” Sexa shook his head. “Something. And I don’t think it’s watching us.”

“So, what do you think it’s doing?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. But it’s bad.”

“Scary or angry bad?” Kayle glanced from the candle to Sexa. 

“It’s very bad.” Sexa thought for a moment. “Like... evil.” 

Kayle smiled, placing a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “I’ll protect you, don’t worry. We’ll be safe.”

“You’re not listening to me, Kayle.” Sexa’s voice went up a notch as he tried to push down the fear rising in him. “This thing is dangerous! And nobody knows we’re here. We need to go!”

“But I found something, Sexa,” Kayle said. “We can’t go back now. I want to show you something.”

“Show me tomorrow night.” Sexa got to his feet.

“No! I learnt a new magic. It’s blood magic.”

Sexa gasped, grabbing Kayle’s arm. “No! Definitely not!”

“Let me go!” Kayle yanked his hand free. “I know you’ve been practicing without me!” 

“Kayle—”

“Did you think I was stupid?” Kayle carried on, pulling a small knife out of his boot as the two boys began to slowly circle the room. “Did you think I didn’t know you were sneaking out at night?” 

“Kayle, you don’t understand. I—”

“I saw you!” Kayle said, glassy-eyed and voice trembling with the threat of tears. “I saw you sneaking out when you thought I was asleep! You’ve been practising without me, haven’t you?” 

“No, Kayle,” Sexa said, cautiously watching the knife in Kayle’s hand. 

“We promised each other we would stop! But you carried on without me! I trusted you!”

“Kayle! I didn’t—”

“Liar!” Kayle barked. “You’re a liar!”

Sexa leaned forward, and Kayle stepped away, sideways into the flickering candlelight, his pupils now a blood red as they glistened with tears. Sexa shuddered, realising something was wrong with Kayle, and there was no one around to help him. 

The low growl that escaped his brother caused the hairs on the back of his neck to rise. 

“Are you scared?” Kayle teased his palm with the blade, lips stretching into an inhumane smile. “Are you scared of me, Sexa? Are you scared that my blood is stronger? That I’ll be better than you?” 

Sexa stepped cautiously, making sure to stay directly opposite Kayle. He shook his head. This wasn’t Kayle. 

Something snapped in the back of his mind, senses screaming, on high alert for whatever had been hiding in the darkness. Whatever it was was affecting Kayle.

“Or maybe...” Kayle stopped, twisting the point of the knife in the centre of his palm. “Maybe you’re afraid because I’m a son of Yokai? You know my blood has powerful magic. Dark magic.”

“This isn’t you, Kayle. It’s the thing. You need to fight it.”

“What if this is me?”

“No, it’s not.”

“What if I don’t want to fight it?” Kayle smiled wickedly.

“You have to. This isn’t you.”

“What if I like it? I know you’ve been practising on your own. You’ve been studying, learning, and developing your magic with Felipe. You’re planning to leave me behind.” 

Sexa shook his head. “It’s not like that, Kayle. I’d never—”

“Did you really think I’d let you leave me? You promised we’d always be together. Always! But you’re going to leave with Felipe, aren’t you? You’ll get stronger than me and then leave.” Anger flashed across his face. “Well, I’ve been studying too. I’ve done some practising too. You’ll have to take me with you when you see what I’ve learnt. I’ve learnt some new magic. Other-worldly magic.” He smiled a wicked smile. “Forbidden magic.”

“Kayle, please.” Sexa looked into his brother’s eyes and knew his pleas were hopeless.

Kayle flashed his teeth. “There’s Magic in other tongues. From other worlds! See how strong it makes me, Sexa!” 

Sexa watched in horror as Kayle slid the blade across his palm, freeing the blood eager to flow out. He clenched his bloody fist, lifting it over the candle as the red beads bled into the flame. 

The candle flickered, then died, leaving them in total darkness. 

“Infernie cantate!” 

As suddenly as the sound reached his ears, the cabin erupted, wood creaking as flames licked the walls, gaining life from them. The river responded to Sexa’s thoughts, throwing itself at the fire which refused to be quenched. 

As the smoke and vapour rose from the ensuing battle for the structure, Sexa crouched low, searching for Kayle. He spotted him standing engulfed by the flames, which had no effect on him as he advanced, eyes burning with rage. 

“Finally!” Kayle snarled. “I’ve been searching everywhere for you, Salamander, the last of the bloodline.”

Sexa scurried to his feet, but before he gained his balance, he felt the hard base of Kayle’s boot on his chest, sending him crashing through the cabin wall and into the river. He gasped for air, lungs burning as they filled with water, struggling to stop his body from sinking to the bottom of the river. 

The river responded once again, sending him shooting up in a blast of water. He broke its surface, rising about ten feet before another kick from Kayle sent him soaring through the air and crashing onto the riverbank. Rolling to a halt, he gagged out water, blood, and bile as he gasped for air, lungs still burning. 

Sexa struggled to stand, the pain of the effort rippling through him. He lost his balance, collapsing, before trying again. 

Kayle was already at the bank, walking slowly towards him, an evil grin plastered across his face. “I like this body.” He looked himself over. “But I’d much prefer yours, Salamander.” 

“Who are you?” Sexa shouted to the approaching figure as he tried to steady himself. “What did you do to Kayle? If you’ve hurt him, I’ll—”

“Kill me?” he cackled. “Don’t be foolish, child. If you kill me, you’ll kill him. Besides, you can’t kill me.” He punched Sexa in the jaw, sending him crashing to the ground. “You? Kill me? Do you know who I am?” He growled, kicking the screaming boy. “I am Iachtana, death himself. And you are nothing but a flicker of light in a sea of darkness, you insolent, insignificant creature!”

Sexa coughed up blood, crying as he tried to shield his face and chest. 

“How dare you threaten me? Learn this lesson well, vermin.” Iachtana grabbed a handful of his hair and pulled his face up to his. “Don’t make threats you don’t intend to make good on.” 

Sexa cried out as he hit the hard ground, curling himself into a ball to get away from the hard boot digging into his side. 

“I think I’ll discard this wretched body and take yours.”

“No!” Sexa cried through his pain, grabbing hold of Iachtana’s leg. He spun himself beneath Iachtana, locking his legs around him and pulling him down to the ground. 

Iachtana gasped, scratching at Sexa’s leg with what had once been fingernails, and Sexa howled as the talons cut deep into his calf. He let go, trying to withdraw his leg, but it was stuck.

“I am Iachtana.” He got to his feet, flapping the leathery wings that now spread from his back, lifting them both as his tail swiped the air. “I am a god, and you cannot kill a god.” 

Sexa shrieked at the pain in his calf as his body left the ground. 

“I demand blood. My power was invoked, then deceived and incarcerated. And for that, the payment is blood. I am owed blood. Tonight, I demand blood!”

“No!” Sexa screamed and howled and cried at the blinding pain. He tried to shift, tried futilely to project his wings, the throbbing in his back, a painful reminder of what he had lost moons ago. 

“Yes!” Iachtana growled, tossing him in the air and catching his arm in his talons. “I demand blood!” 

Sexa shrieked as the blast of agony vibrated through him, fresh blood spilling freely from the punctures. His head throbbed, and mind grew hazy. 

“This is your retribution!” Iachtana lifted him, then thrust his other hand into the boy’s middle. Extending his talons slowly, he laughed at Sexa’s cries of torment. “This is your retribution!”

“Please...” Sexa gurgled, his voice barely audible through the blood pooled in his mouth. “Stop... we never... invoked...” 

“It isn’t about what you did, Salamander. It’s about who you are. Or have you forgotten so quickly?” 

Sexa coughed, splattering blood on Iachtana’s reptilian face.

“This is retribution for centuries of oppression. For the blood you shed, Salamander, this is your retribution!”

“I’m—Sexa.” His vision blurred as he slipped in and out of consciousness.

“I know exactly who you are. You are the Salamander, Lord of the Sea. The last Schandrof. And today, the reign of Pyxis will end. Today, you die.” Iachtana retracted his claws, pushing Sexa to fall to his death. 

Sexa felt himself rushing quickly to his end. “I don’t... want... to die,” he whispered as he shut his eyes. 

A series of images played in his mind. He heard his mother’s laughter, smelt the dew-covered grass, and felt the warmth of the morning sun caress his skin as he watched Zoran and his mother, together, happy, waiting for him. 

He smiled as joy enveloped him. He would be with Mama and Zoran. He stretched a hand towards them, and Zoran’s lips moved. Sexa strained his ears to hear. Zoran was calling his name, pleading with him, but he couldn’t make out what he was saying. Sell... Save... Save? Save who? 

Save Kayle!

Sexa’s eyes snapped open a second before he collided with the hard earth, breaking almost every bone in his body. He tried to scream but no sound escaped him. He lay there, staring at the creature, a blurry image hovering high above him against the dark backdrop as his vision faded into blackness. He tried to blink, but his body would not respond. Then the pain began to fade as a cold crept over his broken body, and a lightless filled him, ushering him from the land of the living.

I have to save Kayle.

“Use the elements, Sexa. It’s the most basic healing magic...” He heard Felipe’s voice in his mind. “If you can master this, you can come back from the brink of death.” 

He clutched his last strands of life, summoning all the strength he had left, calling on the river, on the earth beneath him, on the air that hung still in the gloom. He had to heal himself. 

He focussed all his will on drawing strength from the elements around him. It worked. He could feel the life seep slowly into his body, feel his wounds start to heal, his bones and muscles stitching themselves together again. He gasped, blinking back the pain and tears, focussing his newly regained sight on the creature rushing towards him. 

Sexa cried out, forcing his body to move, rolling away just in time to avoid being skewered, and Iachtana shrieked as Sexa heard his claws snap on impact. He pushed himself up, swaying slightly from the dizziness and pain, steadying as he prepared to fight. He needed more strength. 

The river! 

The thought was barely an idea in his mind when he sprinted towards the river. Sexa heard Iachtana’s footsteps pounding close behind. Iachtana was fast, and he was weak. He reached out with his mind, with his magic, begging the river for help, to meet him part of the way as he pushed forward, drawing strength from the ground with every step. 

Almost there...

Sharp talons sliced across his back as Iachtana gripped his tunic, and he screamed, willing himself forward. Moments later, a huge jet of water shot up from the river and out towards him. He leaped towards it, cloth ripping as the blast of water tore them apart, sending Iachtana spiralling away. 

Waves of energy flooded him as the water pulled him into its depths, continuing the healing process. He buried his mind in the water’s powers, allowing himself to be drawn deeper, letting the river change him, heal him, birth him anew. When he finally returned to the surface, the fight in him was restored. 

Sexa spotted the creature hovering high over the river, scanning its surface. Iachtana locked eyes with him and grinned, sending volts of terror rippling through him. He couldn’t defeat Iachtana on his own. He needed help. 

Dioohn and Felipe were nowhere near, and he had no way to reach them. If he wanted to stay alive, he had to fight—even if he had to hurt Kayle. 

His mind raced, formulating a plan as he watched the creature ready itself for another attack. 

A jet of water carried Sexa up to meet his foe. “Release my brother, and I won’t kill you.” He needed to buy himself some time but couldn’t think of anything else to say.

Iachtana chuckled. “I must say, I am quite impressed by your resolve, Salamander.”

“Give me back my brother!”

“And if I don’t?” 

“Then I’ll kill you!”

Iachtana laughed. “And risk killing your friend? I doubt that.”

“How did you get into Kayle?” 

“There’s no use in telling you because you’ll be dead soon.”

Sexa hissed. “I wouldn’t bet on that if I were you.” 

“Oh,” Iachtana said, “I suppose you’ve earned the right to know. Your brother’s blood has traces of Daemon.” 

“Daemon?”

Iachtana scowled and folded his arms. “You’ve never heard of a Daemon before?”

He shook his head. “They probably aren’t that important.” 

Iachtana chuckled. “Ignorant fool. How did you hope to kill me if you don’t even know what I am? The Daemon are AlFhairie with the blood of an Arkon!” 

“An Arkon?” He stalled as the water replenished his strength.

“Descendants of the Arkon, they worship us as the gods we are. This land belonged to us until that damned Pyxis and her son incarcerated us!” he snarled, rage burning in his eyes. “I will have my revenge!” Iachtana lunged for Sexa. 

The water moved Sexa out of the way in time to avoid a swipe of the sharp claws. He twirled to face the flying creature, retreating a little as he braced himself to attack. 

“I don’t care who or what you are,” Sexa said through gritted teeth as the water whirled and bubbled around him, twisting and then forming a wall of tiny daggers before him. “Get out of my brother!”

With a wide, sweeping gesture, Sexa sent the daggers flying towards Iachtana, who dodged and blocked, laughing hysterically as blood spilled from the many cuts his attack had inflicted. 

“I didn’t think you had it in you to hurt this body.” The creature chuckled, straightened out, and began circling Sexa. “I thought he was dear to you.” 

Sexa smiled. Iachtana was bleeding. Now all he needed was to get close enough to carry out the rest of his plan. “When did you choose Kayle?” He bit down hard on his lower lip, the metallic taste of blood filling in his mouth. 

“When he first practised blood magic. His blood sang to me, drew me to him. For a long time, I searched for him, but he always hid, always managed to elude me. So, I waited.” Iachtana inched forward, and Sexa readied himself. “I knew he would do it again. They always do. The power is too appealing to resist. It was only a matter of time. All it took was one simple fire enchantment.”

With his last word, Iachtana dove towards Sexa, snatching at him. Sexa was ready. He spat the blood into his hand, moving quickly and precisely to stamp it on Iachtana’s back as the creature slipped past, claws barely grazing him.

“Mortis capitoniem!” Sexa screamed as a heavy tail slammed into him, and he tumbled. 

The water caught him, and Sexa flung his arms out to shield himself from the creature that came crashing into him moments after. 

Iachtana stabbed wildly at him as he did all he could to shield his neck and chest. His plan wasn’t working. It was an untried spell he had plucked from the recesses of his memory and had no idea how it was meant to work. 

“Mortis capitoniem!” He slammed his bloodstained palm against Iachtana’s chest. 

Iachtana let out a blood-curdling shriek and began to convulse, slowly transforming back into Kayle as they both crashed into the river. Sexa pleaded with the river to guide Kayle safely to the bank while he regained control of his own movement, then swam up to the surface. 

“Kayle?” Sexa spat water, swimming towards the still figure lying on the riverbank. Sexa crawled up beside his brother, shaking him violently, banging on his chest. Kayle wasn’t breathing. “Kayle! Wake up! Please, wake up, Kayle!” 

Kayle gasped, coughing up water, and Sexa’s heart leapt. 

“You’re alive!” He flung his arms around his brother, squeezing him tightly. 

Kayle shrieked, pushing Sexa off him and clutching at his chest. “It burns!” He coughed. 

“What?” Kayle let his hand fall away, and Sexa held his breath. He shifted uneasily, lifting what was left of Kayle’s tunic. A ring of interlocking magic circles glowed as they burned themselves onto his brother’s chest, where his blood had touched him. 

They both watched, open-mouthed, as the circles smouldered, then slowly faded, leaving behind a purplish bruise. 

“Sexa...” Kayle whispered, eyes rolling back as he slumped. 
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Everyone watched Sexa, confused. Dioohn stared from the boy to Inowe before his eyes finally settled on Kayle. They grew wide. The Kuwaha spoke as slowly as he rose, wagging a withered finger before him. “Some food would do us all some good.” 

“What’s going on?” Kayle looked from Sexa to Dioohn. “Why are you both being weird?” 

“Weird?” Dioohn eased his way out from behind the table. “Some food always does a great deal of good after a long day. And today has been a long day.” 

“Look, you two” —Kayle gestured to the pair— “we need to figure out who’s after them before they send anyone else. So? Who did your mama come with?”

“I’m hungry.” Sexa nodded at Inowe who shrugged, then stood to finish laying out dinner. “How are you feeling, Kayle? How’s your thigh? And your head? Any headaches?” 

“I feel fine.” His brother waved. “What’s going on, Sexa?”

Regan lifted his head slightly, tilting it towards Kayle as he rolled his eyes. “I think it’s obvious they don’t want you to know.” He rested his head back on his hands. 

Kayle stared from Regan to Sexa. 

“Let’s talk about you,” Sexa said with a smile. “Any gaps in your memory? Or your emotions?”

Kayle considered. He shook his head, speaking slowly. “No, not really. I feel fine. And as for my memories...” He scratched the back of his head. “What did you do to me? Everything’s muddled up. I’m remembering things I didn’t even know I knew. Fractured thoughts and images keep flashing through my mind when things happen, or someone says something, and then I remember... anyway, I’m fine. Let’s figure this out first and then—” 

“We should discuss something different for now.” Sexa waved away the topic. “Something... Pleasant.”

“Sexa, this is important.”

“I know.” He sighed, folding his arms. “Some conversations stir up memories.”

“Yes. Memories you suppressed.” Kayle rapped his fingers on the tabletop, waiting. He wouldn’t give up so easily. 

“Trust me, brother.” Sexa sighed at his brother’s obstinacy. He should have considered that. But they were here now, and there were some things that were best kept secret. “Trust that I had a good reason to do so.”

“There’s never a good reason to change someone’s memories,” Beranil said without looking up. Sexa felt a pang of guilt at her words, but he kept his face placid and his eyes fixed on his brother. “You shouldn’t mess about in people’s heads.”

That drew Sexa’s eyes to her, the meaning—the knowing—behind those words. But he only spared her a glance before he sighed and turned his attention back to his brother. “I’m not sure you’re ready to handle those memories.”

Kayle leaned forward, palms on the table. “Try me.”

Sexa’s gaze cut to Beranil again, then to her brother, hoping the young Prince’s gift was strong enough for him to glean the silent plea in his eyes. 

“What?” Regan sat up, following Sexa’s gaze to his sister, who was still staring down at her hands nestled in her lap. The young Prince turned back to Sexa, then looked at Kayle, finally reading the request. “Oh, I see.” Regan stood, offering Beranil a hand. “Come, Rani,” he said gently, “let them talk.”

Beranil glanced at Sexa, took her brother’s hand, and followed subserviently as he led her out of the kitchen.

Sexa wondered briefly how Regan still managed to function after what had happened to his beloved and her brother. He wondered how the boy could still smile and be so gentle after being so broken. Or perhaps the tears and grief they had seen hadn’t been the end of it. Perhaps the young Prince only wore a mask to be strong for those around him. 

Perhaps, in that regard, he and Regan were more alike than anyone realised. 

Sexa turned back to his brother, Dioohn returning to his seat as Inowe quietly slipped away to join her children. “What do you remember... about me?”

Kayle shrugged. “I remember the night you left. I remember you had an argument with Dioohn...” He shook his head. “No. That doesn’t seem right... I remember having no memories of you. But I remember waiting for you in our cabin on the river... It’s all pieces.” He shook his head again, sighing. 

“I’m sorry,” Sexa whispered. “I changed your memories. I tried to erase them, but...” He shrugged. “Unlike everyone else, I can’t erase yours. I can only suppress them... Or alter them...” He twiddled his thumb, rolling the slightly tarnished ring on it. “What do you remember now? I’ll fill in any blanks as best I can.”

“I remember you arguing with Dioohn.” Kayle thought hard, forehead scrunched and eyes narrowed in concentration. “You said you wanted to leave. You wanted to find someone. I remember he...” Kayle looked up at Dioohn. “He didn’t want you to go. What I said...” 

The Kuwaha watched him for a few moments before shaking his head. “That was not your fault.”

Kayle stared down at the empty bowl in front of him, ashamed. 

“When we were in the fog,” Sexa said, “when you mentioned that I had left, I figured the combined trauma from the poison and the soul trap had undone the block on your memories.” He sighed. “Kayle, there are some things we need to talk about.”

“Who were you looking for?” Kayle said to the empty bowl. 

“Kayle, I think we—”

“Who?” Kayle’s head snapped up, tears in his eyes. 

Sexa groaned, considering whether it would be wise to tell him. 

“Sexa?” 

Sighing, he relented. “I guess we’re doing this. But I really do think we should talk about it some other time when our heads are clear.”

“Sexa!” Kayle growled angrily. 

“I went to find a girl.” 

“Who?” 

Sexa bit his lower lip. He bowed his head and whispered, “You know who.”

“I want to hear you say it,” Kayle said bitterly, glaring at his bowl and gripping his head as tears rolled down his cheeks. “Say it, Sexa! Who did you go to find? Sexa?” 

“Fine!” Sexa shouted. “I went to find your sister!”

“Your sister?” Beranil’s baffled voice came from the doorway. Sexa hadn’t noticed her and Regan standing there. “I thought your sister was...” 

“Dead.” Kayle looked up at Sexa. “My sister died. A long time ago. Before I came here.” He turned to Dioohn. “Didn’t she?”

Dioohn stared on, Kayle’s anger rising with every moment they sat in silence. 

“Didn’t she?” 

“Kayle.” Sexa stood slowly. “Calm down and—”

“Don’t tell me to calm down!” He slammed a fist on the table. “He told me my family was dead! He said he killed them himself. Didn’t you?” He rounded on Dioohn. “You killed my mother!”

“He killed mine too,” Sexa said. “But there’s more to it. Your memories are fractured, so calm down.” 

“You didn’t suppress those memories, Sexa.” Kayle trembled as he spoke. “They’ve been with me since that day. I thought she was dead. He told me she was dead! And all this time, I could have found her! Why did he lie to me? And how do you even know she’s alive? She and my dad...”

Sexa saw the flash in his brother’s eyes as the word rolled off his tongue. Kayle lunged across the table towards Dioohn, and Sexa threw himself forward, his arm banging into Kayle’s throat, knocking him back. The table toppled over with a loud crash as Sexa struggled to get a grip on his livid brother. 

“Get off me!” Kayle pushed back, kicking Sexa in the chest. He scrambled to his feet, heading for Dioohn. “You killed him! He was right there, and you killed him!”

“That isn’t what happened!” Sexa cleared Kayle’s legs out from under him. His brother grabbed a chair for balance, but it came down with him. 

“Let me go!” Kayle kicked violently. Sexa staggered back with a groan, clutching his middle where his brother’s leg had struck. The warm moisture was enough proof that all Beranil’s hard work had been undone. 

Kayle rolled away and jumped to his feet, turning on Dioohn, who was now by the door to the corridor, holding Regan and Beranil back as they screamed at his brother and pointed for him to look behind him. 

But Sexa was already moving, fist already swinging, despite the blood and the bile and the burning in his gut. He had to put his brother down. Kayle shifted, but not fast enough to avoid his fist. The hard blow landed hard on Kayle’s temple. But not hard enough to knock him out.  

His brother staggered, falling to the ground. And Sexa was upon him even before he had fully rolled onto his back. Sexa’s boot came down where his neck had been only a moment before.

Kayle grabbed Sexa’s leg, dragging him to the ground also. He kicked Kayle in the jaw, untangling himself from his brother. But where Kayle was hell-bent on wrestling out his frustration, Sexa had had enough of squabbling. He needed to end this. He needed his brother to calm down. 

So he climbed atop his brother, pinning him down and locking his arms to his side, then proceeded to punch Kayle in the face repeatedly. He didn’t care if he broke his brother’s nose or fractured his jaw. He just needed this to stop.  

“This. Isn’t. Helping!” Sexa punctuated each word with a blow to his brother’s head. “You need. To calm. Down!”

Kayle yelped in pain. “Stop!” he slurred. “Get off me!”

“No!” Sexa landed more blows. “Not... until... you calm... down!”

“Stop! Sexa!” Beranil shouted. 

Sexa’s hand stilled mid-swing, and Kayle took advantage of the pause, gripping his leg and struggling to throw him off. But Sexa only grunted and slammed his brother’s head back into the hard floor for good measure before clambering off him. 

He puffed, staggering slightly, wincing at the burn of his open wounds. Kayle sat up, wiping the blood mingling with his frustrated tears, before pulling his knees tightly into his chest and burying his battered face in them. 

“Kayle?” Beranil cried as Dioohn tried to restrain her. 

Ignoring her, Sexa lifted his tunic to assess his wound. At least, he had been fairly controlled enough not to destroy that beautiful face she seemed to love so dearly. And with his brother’s quick healing, that annoyingly handsome face would be back to perfect by sunrise. 

Sexa hissed at the damage. “Now isn’t the time for you to lose your mind. Or find it... Or whatever...” He glanced at his brother, who only lifted his head from his knees long enough to glare back at him.

Sighing heavily, Sexa lowered himself carefully to the floor beside Kayle. He inhaled deeply, shutting out the pain and the dizzying feeling of having lost too much blood. He let the air from his lungs as he spoke. “It’s alright to be confused right now. It’ll get easier when all your memories are back.” 

It was a lie. Now was the worst time for him to be confused, and it wouldn’t get easier when all his memories were back. Things were more likely to get worse. But now wasn’t the time for this. 

So, he squeezed his brother’s shoulder. “You’ll be alright. I’m here for you.” That wasn’t a lie. He would be there for his brother, always. He shook his head, sighing, then got to his feet before turning back to Kayle. “Come on, brother.” Sexa offered his brother a hand. 

Kayle stared at him a long moment, and Sexa worried his brother would refuse. But the moment ended, and Kayle wiped his eyes and reached for his hand.

Sexa turned to the spectators hovering at the door and beckoned for them to head to the front room. “He’s alright,” he encouraged, seeing Beranil’s hesitation. She nodded, only slightly, glancing between him and his brother, shocked into silence at the intensity of the brief altercation, before following her brother. 
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INOWE SCAVENGED THE pots and pans, moving what was left of the meal into the next room, where she directed Beranil to hand out some bread and bowls, then sent her round to dish the soup. 

Beranil filled Sexa’s bowl slowly. “How are your wounds?” she whispered, low enough for only him to hear.

“I’ll live.” He smiled warmly, receiving the bowl from her. There was no need pretending he didn’t appreciate her concern, even if she seemed to think it was something to be kept a secret.

She smiled back. 

Sexa watched her delicate face flood with colour as the passion in his red eyes burned a hole through her soul, revealing the well-hidden interest in him that he had recently sparked in her. She turned away, head dipped to hide the flush on her face behind the curtain of dark hair that fell around it. 

Sexa’s gaze followed her as she moved round the group until she settled in a seat beside her mother. 

It hadn’t surprised him that tending to Kayle’s wounds had been a priority for her, but he had been caught off guard when he’d entered the bathing room to clean and dress his wounds and had found all the cloths, salves, and ointments he’d arranged neatly and waiting for him. The note placed on them bearing his name alone had said as much.  

The dinner, which had begun in a taunt silence, concluded itself with the animated laughter of friends with full bellies and warm hearts, the questions from earlier now gone, though not forgotten. 

Much to his mother’s surprise, Regan recounted the times he would sneak out to meet Kayle in the meadows. They laughed at the tales Kayle told from his restored memories of a young Sexa sulking, throwing tantrums, and getting in trouble and, at a point, even Dioohn joined in the storytelling, sharing fond memories of Felipe and the two boys. 

Beranil smiled along, stealing glances at Sexa, who sat quietly on the opposite side of the room, lost in thought. 

“What’s on your mind?” Inowe asked as she crept up beside him. 

“Something doesn’t add up.” He glanced briefly at the party. “If they were after Regan and Beranil, why take Silbs and Naya? They don’t live far off. Whoever it was could just as easily have come here.” He looked up at Inowe, who stared sympathetically at him.

“You shouldn’t have to worry about all this...” She searched her mind for the right word. “This nonsense. Children your age shouldn’t have to shoulder such a burden.” 

Sexa smiled, eyes flickering momentarily with the heaviness of the burden she had mentioned. As quickly as it had come, the moment was gone, and Sexa nestled his chin in his palm, mind wandering through a maze of thoughts. 

“You know, I think she likes you.” Inowe’s words pulled him back again. She nudged her head ever so slightly towards Beranil. 

Sexa glanced at her, meeting her gaze. She smiled, and he returned the look weakly before turning back to Inowe. He did like her, in ways and for reasons he couldn’t explain. 

But she was his brother’s mate. And deny it as he might, that bond between his promised and his brother was not something he could ever touch and escape unscathed. “She’s happy with him.” 

“She’s safe with you.”

“For now,” Sexa muttered to himself as he slumped back in the chair, falling into another silence. His brother was happy, she was happy, and that was enough. 

Inowe slipped from his side, only to be replaced a moment later by Dioohn. “Everything okay, boy?” 

Sexa shook his head. “I can’t shake the feeling that I’m missing something.” He looked up at the Kuwaha. “I may be wrong—I hope I am. Because, if I’m right, then I think I know who they’re after.” He turned, slowly looking over the intrigued faces of the now-quiet gathering, till his eyes settled on Inowe. “I think they’re after you.” 
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Chapter 53
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The front door stood open, and candles burned inside when Sexa reached the cottage, panting and screaming. 

Felipe appeared in the doorway, catching the boy that slammed into him. 

“Kayle isn’t waking up. He needs help.” 

“Where is he?” Felipe gripped Sexa’s shoulders and shook him, lifting him off the ground. “Where is Kayle?”

Sexa tried to speak through his tears, but the words would not come. 

“I warned you!” Dioohn growled as he burst out of the cabin, and Felipe dropped the boy clumsily, running after the Kuwaha. 

Sexa scurried after them. “He’s at the River.” 

The men sped up, leaving Sexa well behind. He reached the river to see Dioohn scanning the boy’s body, eyes settling on the purplish bruise on his chest, before picking him up and carrying him quickly back to the cottage.

Sexa cried as he scampered after the men who seemed to have taken no notice of his injuries, and once again, he was left behind.

By the time he returned to the cottage, they had begun working on Kayle.

“How is he?” Sexa dared to ask. “Will he be alright?”

“What did you do!” Dioohn seethed. Leaving Felipe to continue working on Kayle.

“I don’t know.” Sexa trembled with fear and fatigue. “I tried a spell and—”

“What spell?”

“I don’t know!” He ran over to a shelf, pulling a book off it and flipping through the pages. He handed it to Dioohn. “This one.”

“You used this?” Dioohn’s eyes burned. “You? Used this? On him? Do you have any idea what you have done?”

“It was an accident!” Sexa shouted at the angry man. “I wasn’t planning to do it like that!”

“You should not even have been doing it at all!” Dioohn snapped, towering over the little boy who stood in the centre of the room, back to the fireplace. “There is a reason why it is forbidden magic! You are not supposed to even know about it!”

“It was in your book!” 

“Exactly!” Dioohn bellowed, finger pointing to his chest. “My book!” He turned away from Sexa, walking up to the unconscious boy that lay on a makeshift bed in the corner of the room. “You could have killed him,” he growled.

“I tried to save him!” Sexa gestured animatedly. “What else was I supposed to do?”

“You were supposed to stay here!” Dioohn shouted, the anger in his voice sending shivers down the frightened Sexa’s spine. He fought back the tears, running into his room and slamming the door shut before sliding to the floor and falling apart. 

The men worked on Kayle for the rest of the night and the better part of the next day. In the morning, Sexa resurfaced to check on Kayle’s progress, watching from the corner of the room he had resigned himself to. No one seemed to notice his presence or care he was there. 

As the sun began its descent in the early hours of the evening, Kayle stirred, groaning loudly, before opening his eyes ever so slightly. 

Sexa jumped to his feet, rushing to the bedside. “Kayle?” 

“Sexa?” Kayle whispered, fixing his weak gaze on his brother. “I think someone followed us, Sexa.” He closed his eyes, drifting away. 

Dioohn was not the least bit impressed with their escapade and, once the men were sure Kayle would make a full recovery, he made it very clear to Sexa in no uncertain words before sending him back to his room to await his punishment. Felipe, all the while, remained quiet, lost in thought. 

“It takes a lot to cast that spell,” Felipe finally spoke after Sexa had left. “A lot of power. Dark power.” 

“What are you suggesting?” Dioohn growled. “You think he had help?”

“No,” Felipe said, “I think we may have underestimated the boy’s abilities. He may be more dangerous than we anticipated.”

“He is just a child,” Dioohn spat. “He is acting out, just like any child his age.”

“But he isn’t just like any child his age, is he?” Felipe watched Dioohn, careful not to say anything that would infuriate the man further. 

Dioohn examined Kayle once more before settling himself in his armchair, a deep scowl on his face. 

“What now?” Felipe asked after a long silence. “They’re both clearly set on learning more than we’re willing to teach them. Why not send them to someone who will?”

“They are not going to Déhrique.” Dioohn growled at the angry flames. 

“He can help them!” 

“No!” He slammed his fists on the arms of the chair. “They are not going to Déhrique, and that is final!”

“They need his knowledge,” Felipe pleaded. 

“What they need is a normal life!” The Kuwaha rose angrily to face him. “They need to have friends their own age and to do the things children their own age do!”

“They are not like children their own age!” Felipe protested.

“Why?” he shouted. “What makes them any different from any other child? From your child, Felipe? What makes them different from Regan?” 

Felipe stared at him for a few moments, trying to control the anger boiling up inside him, before pulling on his cloak and making for the door. 

“They are nothing like my son!” He growled angrily at Dioohn before exiting the cottage, slamming the door behind him. 

Dioohn sank back into his armchair, the worry and exhaustion visible in the tired lines of his face. Felipe was right and, no matter how hard he tried to convince himself otherwise, Sexa’s powers were beyond anything either of them had anticipated. The boy was still very young, and yet he was able to accidentally cast a spell that Kings died trying to master. 

He had knowledge beyond his moons and power that may one day be too much for his young body to contain. Someday soon. If he didn’t do something about it, the power growing inside the children would kill them both. 

Sighing heavily, Dioohn pulled himself to his feet, the action requiring more effort than usual. He made his way to the inner room door, where Sexa hid somewhere beyond. He cleared his throat before knocking, then opened it slightly to peek into the dim space. 

Sexa sat curled up in the corner at the far end, sobbing. 

“Sexa?” Dioohn whispered, making his way into the room. 

Sexa looked up at the man, his sad eyes sending a pang of guilt and pain through Dioohn’s heart. He was only a child. It wasn’t fair for him to have to bear this burden. 

“How are you feeling?” Dioohn sat on the ground beside the boy. “You must have been frightened out there. Here, let me see that?” He looked over Sexa’s leg, noticing the caked blood on it. The man clicked his tongue. “Come, let us get you cleaned up.” 

He led Sexa out of the room into the light and warmth of the front room, where Kayle lay sound asleep. Sexa glanced at the sleeping boy, and Dioohn took the time to reassure him that Kayle would be alright before preparing a warm bath and beckoning for the child to soak himself in it, assessing the cuts, burns, and bruises on his body as he did. 

Dioohn sighed in shame. Sexa was badly injured, and none of them had noticed. He wished now that he hadn’t been so hard on the boy earlier, but he couldn’t un-speak the words. He moved around the cabin, pulling some vials and bottles off the shelves before mixing them into a smoking potion and emptying the lot into the bath. 

Sexa winced as the shimmering blue liquid mixed with his bath water, then closed his eyes and sunk lower into it, tilting his head back, a pleasant smile spreading across his face. 

Dioohn smiled too. 

Is this what it would have been like if his son had survived? He settled into his armchair at the thought. After so many moons, had the spirits granted him another chance? 

Although he knew his moment of bliss was just that, he was determined to savour it before the cruel hands of fate once again ripped his boys away from him, taking his heart with them. He smiled once more, humming a lullaby as the cottage drifted to sleep. 
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THE BRIGHT RAYS OF the morning sun floated through the window, waking Dioohn from his slumber. The sweet smell of boiling meat greeted him as he slowly lifted his eyelids. A pot hung over the fireplace and, save for the crackle of the wood and the bubbling liquid, the cabin was otherwise silent. 

Dioohn sat up with a start, scanning the room for the two boys who were nowhere in sight. He jumped to his feet, heart pounding as he rushed to search their room. 

Empty. 

“Sexa?” he shouted, rushing outside. “Kayle? Sexa!” 

As he circled the garden, the sound of children’s laughter caught his ears. It was coming from behind the cottage. He ran around the edifice. “Sexa! Kayle!” 

The two boys looked up at the worried man, a frightened expression on Sexa’s face. Dioohn scanned the scene, sighing in relief as he realised they were washing the dirty linen. He knelt to hug them both before looking over them to assess their injuries. 

They were both completely healed, save the purplish bruise on Kayle’s chest. 

“You two almost scared me witless!” He kissed their foreheads, embracing them once again. 

“We were only doing our chores,” Kayle said, rather confused.

“I checked your room, and you weren’t there. I was worried something might have happened to you two.” 

Kayle giggled as Dioohn ruffled his hair. “Well, if there was a window there” —he pointed to the back wall of the cottage— “you would have seen us out here.” 

“True.” Dioohn chuckled. “I guess Sexa had the right idea after all.” 

Sexa just stared. 

“Would you like to put in a window there, Sexa?” Dioohn asked. Sexa shook his head and carried on washing. 

Kayle stared from boy to man, then back to boy. “Sexa, Master said you can do magic.”

“I don’t want to do magic,” Sexa whispered, not lifting his head from the washing he was focussed on. “I just want to finish my chores.” 

Dioohn sighed, getting to his feet and making his way back round the cottage, realising he may have pushed the boy too far this time. And this time, he feared, he may never get the child back. 
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Chapter 54
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“What makes you believe that?” Inowe chuckled, trying to mask her concern. “Why would anyone be after me?”

“The Hunters we fought,” Sexa said to Dioohn, “they were all Droconian.” 

They exchanged glances before looking at Kayle, who seemed to understand.

“And?” Regan asked, unable to bear the suspense. 

“Droconian Hunters won’t work for other races,” Kayle said, “except...” 

The three exchanged glances again. 

“Except?” Regan frowned, waiting. 

“Except their target was sanctioned by the Kuwaha Council,” Dioohn said. “They will only work for one of their own race or the Council.”

Regan grew more impatient with each dissatisfying response he received. “How does that make Mother the target?”

“Hunters are almost always sent out to hunt other Droconian,” Kayle said, “and lawfully, they can only work outside of Windornill with the approval of the Council. Your mother is Droconian, and your father worked closely with the Council.” 

“So?” Regan frowned. 

“You only visited your grandfather once,” Kayle said, “so it’s most probable that they weren’t aware you’re an anathema and wouldn’t have reported your existence to the Council. Making Inowe the most likely target.” 

Regan glanced at his mother, then at Beranil, who sat twiddling her thumbs, staring towards the window. He sighed and turned to Kayle. “That explains the girl in the meadow then.” 

“What girl?” Sexa asked. 

“We bumped into a Droconian in the meadow,” Kayle said. 

“Bumped into?” Regan raised a brow. “You ran your dagger through her gut!”

“Her heart, actually.”

“Then that’s one less problem,” Sexa said. “And the body?”

Kayle shrugged. 

Sexa shook his head, turning to Inowe. “They sent scouts also. Whoever this is definitely sees you as a threat.” 

“I’m not a threat! Why would anyone see me as a threat?” She looked round uncomfortably at the questioning faces staring back at her. “No one knows I’m here. Most people don’t know I exist!”

“Most people,” Kayle said, “not all.” 

“Do you have any ideas as to who is after me?” Inowe said hostilely, “Don’t think I’ve forgotten you—”

“Now is not the time!” Sexa stood, stepping forward. “Keep your head. After all, he is the Master of this house.”

Inowe’s inhale was sharp and loud, her eyes and mouth widening with surprise. 

“You should wear your ring,” Sexa said to Kayle. “You too.” He waved at Regan, who slowly followed Kayle’s lead, pulling the silver band out of his pocket. Regan examined the silver band, Old Pops’ seal of inheritance, before sliding it on his thumb. 

Beranil looked from her brother to her mother, whose eyes were watering as they watched Kayle slip his ring on. Tears pooled in Beranil’s eyes also. “That’s... father’s ring.” 

“Your father left him everything,” Sexa said. “Made him Master of the house. 

“You knew?” Beranil turned on him. 

“You didn’t?” Sexa cocked a brow. “I thought you knew everything about him.”

Beranil pointedly ignored his comment as she glared at Kayle, who did his best to avoid looking at her. And her voice dropped to a whisper as she said, more than asked, “You both knew?” She shrunk back in her seat, not waiting for or expecting a response. 

It was an effort to ignore the withering effect the light of this knowledge had on her. But Sexa folded his arms and bowed towards his brother, voice tender as he asked, “Now, concerning your memories, how are you feeling?” 

Kayle nodded. “Fine. They’re back, mostly.”

“You’ll be able to tell which ones are real. I’ve never been able to erase them because of—”

“The Daemon blood in me?” 

Sexa sighed and shook his head. “I need you to shelve your emotions for now, Kayle. I need you thinking rationally. Can you do that?” 

Kayle glared, and Sexa looked at Beranil. His eyes followed Sexa’s gaze, then he sighed. “For now.” 

“Good,” Sexa said, “now we need a plan.” 

“Merid!” Regan got to his feet. “What in the red moons is going on? We barely understand the situation, and you’re already making plans?” 

Sexa smirked. “You know, for a Royal, your language is appalling.” 

“That’s because you really rub me the wrong way!”

“Or because you’re too thick to understand what’s going on,” Sexa said, “and if we had to take the time to explain it all to you, we’ll be dead before we even realise.” 

“You don’t have to talk to him like that,” Beranil said from her corner.

Sexa sighed, swiping wearily at the air, before settling back in his chair. 

Regan returned to his, shielding his bruised ego from all their stares. After a while, he broke the tense silence. “We need to work together, or we don’t stand a chance. We need a way to trust each other, or we’ll kill ourselves before whoever it is even finds us.” 

Sexa snickered. “You’ll probably be the first to die anyway.” 

“Now, that inspires a lot of trust,” Regan said, a pang of poorly concealed fear echoing through his voice. 

“Sexa, he’s right,” Kayle said, “don’t make jokes like that.”

“I never said I was joking.” 

“Don’t push it.” Kayle’s growl was low and angry enough to make even Dioohn sit up. “Now isn’t the time for foolishness!” 

Beranil stood suddenly, causing everyone’s attention to turn to her. She crossed to the centre of the room, facing Sexa squarely as she said, “I don’t trust you.” 

Sexa squirmed under her furious gaze. He opened his mouth to say something, then closed it again. 

“You may be Kayle’s brother, but I barely know you. I don’t know why you’re here, saying you’re trying to help while you act like you can’t stand us. What’s to say you won’t turn on us? Or disappoint us when we need you the most?” 

“If you have something to say, then let’s hear it.” Sexa rose slowly, eyes challenging her, intimidating her. “Don’t pretend I’m the one with the problem.” 

Face flushed and frozen in place, Beranil lowered her gaze as Sexa exited the uncomfortably silent room. 

“Well,” Regan mumbled, “that was awkward.” 

Beranil glared at him before storming out too. 

He shrugged. “Issues. Anyway” —he turned to Kayle— “why are they after Mother?” 

Kayle tore his eyes away from the empty doorway. “We don’t know for sure if she’s the target. But she’s the only one they could know about. And there are only a handful of possibilities as to who would know about her. We can rule out the Telks and the Brinlees. The Kalish’s may want her gone if they’ve found out she’s Droconian.”

“Hold on.” Regan turned, pointing from Kayle to his mother. “Granda doesn’t know you’re Droconian?” 

“You didn’t even know she was Droconian,” Kayle said. “Felipe kept you all away from... well, from everything, really. That’s why you live out here.”

“And why you wouldn’t go to Granda for help?” He narrowed his eyes. “Is that right, Mother?”

Chin dipped, she peered at him, then nodded.

“This leaves only the Rowanovs and the Council,” Kayle said, “and either way, the council would have had to sanction the job because it’s across borders.”

“But why would they be after Mother? The Queen is her sister, isn’t she?” 

“Like I said, Regan, we don’t know for certain who sent them, but—” 

“It is Worra,” Dioohn said suddenly. “She is searching for the Mother’s Heart.” 

Inowe shook her head. “She already has it.” 

“What’s—”

“It’s a gift,” Kayle said before Regan could ask. “Droconian innate magic. The Queen of the Dragons inherits it when her predecessor dies, when she becomes Queen. It lets her connect with all her people... or something like that. Sexa’s mother had it, and when she died, it would have passed to the next rightful ruler.” 

“And Worra thinks you have it,” Dioohn said to Inowe. 

“Why would she think I have it?” 

The man sighed and sunk lower in his chair. 

“Sexa doesn’t,” Kayle said. “If Worra doesn’t have it, you’re the only other person who would.” His eyes flickered then fixed on Dioohn, and he drew in a sharp breath. “Unless...” he whispered. 

Dioohn sighed again. 

“Unless what?” Regan glanced back and forth between them. 

Kayle watched the Kuwaha, who suddenly seemed to age before him. 

“Unless what?” Regan demanded. 

“She isn’t dead, is she?” Kayle whispered. 

Dioohn clicked his tongue and sighed again.

“Dioohn?” Inowe croaked as she slowly made her way to him. “Dioohn. Tell me he’s wrong. Tell me the boy lies.”

Dioohn shook his head sadly. “I am sorry.”

A cry of pain escaped Inowe as she reached him. She fell at his feet, her voice barely a whisper. “It’s true? She’s alive?” 

Dioohn nodded. 

Inowe shook with the tears that wet her plump cheeks. “You lied?” She clutched at her chest. “You told me she was dead! You let me believe I lost her a second time. You watched me mourn her. All this time, she’s been alive? And you said nothing?” 

“I needed the boy to believe...” Dioohn glanced at the door. 

“The boy?” Inowe rose. “The boy? All these moons, you raised him! Trained him! Watched him blame himself for not being able to save his mother! He’s carried this burden for over ten moons, telling himself, if only he was stronger, he could have protected her. And all that was a lie?” 

Kayle said, “Inowe—” 

“You don’t get to speak! You! You had my Felipe’s ring all this time. Which means you were there when he died!” 

Kayle gulped, a lump forming in his throat as Inowe turned on him. 

“You watched him die! Then slithered your way into our home like the vile creature you are. I hope you’re happy, now that you’ve taken everything we own. Everything we ever worked for. You’ve destroyed our lives, you... you Daemon! I should have left you to die in the marketplace that day! I should have killed you myself!”

“Enough!” Sexa’s voice rattled the windows and hung in the silence as he stepped into the room, black cloak draped over his shoulders. “That’s enough. Dioohn, contact the Council.”

Dioohn sat forward. “Sexa—” 

“Do it! If you want to sit around and tear yourselves apart or squabble over possessions, which would most likely be destroyed by whoever’s hunting you, then be my guest! Just don’t get in my way.” He glowered at Dioohn. “Contact the Council!” 

“This place is not warded.” Dioohn said. “They will be able to track me. Opening a direct link to the council will bring them straight here.” 

Sexa’s voice was an angry hiss. “If they did this, then they already know where this place is. Tiger, stay with your Kuwaha.” 

“Wait. Who? Me?” Regan sat up in his chair. 

Sexa sighed and turned to Kayle, pointing at Regan. “The tiger is your apprentice?” 

Kayle nodded, sitting forward to rest his forearms on his knees. 

“Good.” Sexa moved quickly through the room, checking the windows before drawing the curtains. “He needs training. Protect him.”

“Wait. Protect me from what?” Regan looked round, confused. “Kayle isn’t my Kuwaha.” He glanced at Kayle. “Is he?”

“Dioohn?” Sexa growled at the man. 

“This is reckless! We will be putting everyone at risk!”

“Look! Old man.” Sexa paced the open floor. “If a Rowanov is murdered in Sabato, then we could have a war on our hands. And I can’t let that happen. If the Council themselves aren’t behind it, one of the Kuwaha will know who is.” 

“Sexa...” Kayle’s voice caught in his throat as they waited. 

The man sighed, then stood slowly. He moved as though the pain of all the injuries he had suffered over the years were bearing on his body in that instant. Groaning, he paused in the doorway. “What is the message?” 

Sexa stopped pacing. “Tell them Droconian hunters killed two Lepane in Brod. Find out if they sanctioned it.” 

Dioohn nodded and left the room. 

Sexa turned back to Regan. “You asked about your Kuwaha?”

Regan nodded. 

“A Kuwaha is assigned to gifted Royals. Dioohn assigned Kayle to you. Once you legitimately became a Prince, Kayle became your Kuwaha.” He nodded to Kayle and smiled.

“What’s your plan?” Kayle asked. “If the Council come here, we’re all done for. We’re all Anathemas.”

Sexa shook his head, then turned to Inowe. “Do you have the Mother’s Heart?” 

She shook her head, and Kayle tensed. 

Sexa sighed, turning back to his brother. “Queen Worra would have been able to find Inowe with it. Something just doesn’t add up, though.” He shook his head again. 

“Sexa.” Kayle stood. “We need to talk. There’s something you should know.” 

“Can it wait?” Sexa asked. 

“Yes, it can.” Dioohn reappeared in the doorway. “The Council did not sanction the attack.”

“But?” Sexa stared hard, trying to peer into the man’s mind from across the room. 

“They declared it open season,” he whispered. “Free hunting across borders. They declared war on the Anathemas.”

“What?” they all chorused, mortified by the news.

“They want all Anathemas rounded up and taken to the Chasm. All who resist are to be killed. Along with all who harbour or help them.”

“Why would the Council declare war?” Regan looked as though he would be sick. 

“Anathemas shouldn’t exist,” Kayle said quietly. 

Sexa shook his head. “Why are they holding Anathemas at their headquarters? Something isn’t right. Something doesn’t add up.”

“So, we’re fugitives?” Regan groaned, hugging himself. 

“We’ve always been.” Kayle walked over to Sexa. “We’re just being hunted now.”

“But there’s no way we can outrun the Council!” Regan doubled over, whispering to the floor, “What do we do?” 

“We run,” Kayle said.

“What?” Regan almost tripped as he tried to stand and reach Kayle in one movement. “Run where?”

“Get Beranil,” Sexa said to Inowe. 

She moved swiftly past Dioohn and out into the corridor. The man hissed and pulled back his sleeve. Black symbols swirled and took form on his arm. He read them, then looked up. 

The fear in his eyes told Sexa what the man would say before he spoke. “You all need to leave. Now!” 

Everyone snapped into motion. 

“Our cottage is still warded,” Dioohn told Sexa as they filed out into the dark night. “They cannot track you there. Take them and leave.” 

Beranil and Inowe were already out back, arguing. They turned to them, panic on their faces as they read Sexa’s hard expression. 

“What’s happening?” Beranil moved towards him, frightened. 

“The Council knows about you,” Dioohn said, putting some space between him and the group. He swirled the air around him, and Regan recognised the movement from when Dioohn had rifted in the Meadow. “They are on their way here. You all need to leave now!”

Before long, the air before him shimmered as the veil in space thinned, and a rift opened. 

“Get through!” Dioohn shouted. 

No one moved as the group watched him, bewildered. 

“Now!” Sexa pushed Kayle who stepped forward, slipping through the veil and vanishing. Beranil squeaked and jumped back, tripping and falling back into Sexa’s arms. 

“It’s alright,” he said, his voice a low, soothing purr. “You’ll be safe. You need to go through, now.” 

“Come, Rani.” Regan held out a hand to her as he took a step towards the veil. “We’ll go in together.”

Beranil glanced at him, then at Sexa, before finally turning to her mother. 

“Go, sweetheart.” Inowe stroked her cheek. “I’m right behind you.”

Beranil looked back at Sexa, and he nodded in agreement. She took a deep breath, straightened, then turned to take Regan’s hand, sparing Sexa one more glance before they disappeared through the shimmering rift. 

“Inowe?” Sexa eyed her cautiously. 

Her expression grew cold. “I can’t run.” 

“You have to,” Sexa said, “you’ll be killed if you stay.”

She shook her head. “There’s something else I need to do.”

“Now is not the time,” Dioohn growled.

“We’re at war!” She fixed her eyes on the man. “If we’re ever to stand a chance, there’s only one person I know who can help us win this.” 

“Inowe, please.” Sexa grabbed her hand, trying to pull her to the shimmering portal.

She shook off his grip, taking a few steps back, still staring at Dioohn. “You know I’m right! We need to find her!”

“Find who?” Sexa turned anxiously to Dioohn. “Who do we need to find?” 

“No one, boy. Get through now.”

Sexa shook his head. “Who do we need to find? What is she talking about?” 

“Sex—a...” 

Gurgling sounds turned his attention back to Inowe. She stared at him, petrified eyes and mouth wide. Then she coughed, and blood slithered down her chin. 

Sexa’s own blood froze in his veins, and his heart stopped as gooseflesh crept over his skin when he followed her gaze down to the long blade protruding from the centre of her chest. 
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By evening, all the chores were done, and everyone was settled by the fireplace, a nice warm bowl of stew and lentils in hand, Dioohn in his armchair, the boys sitting cross-legged on the floor. They ate their meal without conversation. 

Kayle, enthralled by the new blend of spices and herbs Dioohn had added to the soup, had gobbled his down and was halfway through his second bowl before Sexa took his first spoon. Being the first to finish, Kayle immediately retired to his room. Sexa, not wanting to be left alone with Dioohn, abandoned his unfinished meal and made to follow Kayle, but was stopped. 

“Finish your food, Sexa.” 

“I think I’m full.” Sexa rubbed his belly. 

“You have barely touched it.” 

“I’m not hungry,” Sexa whispered, standing uncomfortably in the middle of the room. 

Dioohn sighed. He looked over at the boy who was clearly terrified of being alone with him. 

“Come, sit.” Dioohn motioned to the floor beside him. “Eat your dinner.” 

Sexa gulped, taking his bowl and sitting by the fireplace, as far away from Dioohn as he could manage. He ate the now-tasteless meal in silence until it was done before Dioohn finally spoke. 

“What really happened the other night?” Dioohn asked quietly, not looking at the frightened little boy. When Sexa didn’t answer, he said, “I need you to understand, I am not angry with you. I just want to know what happened.”

Sexa shivered, then whispered, “We went to the river, but someone was following us. I didn’t know who, but I could feel it. Then Kayle...” He stared into the fire as his mind drifted back to the events of that night.

“Yes?” Dioohn prompted. “Kayle what?” 

“Kayle was...” Sexa carried on, shivering again at the memory of the hateful look in his brother’s eyes. “He was different. He sounded different too, like something was inside him.”

Sexa waited for a response, but Dioohn stared silently into the fireplace. 

Sexa continued. “He said he was a... an Arkon...”

Dioohn’s gaze snapped suddenly to the boy. “An Arkon?” 

Sexa nodded. 

Dioohn watched him for a few moments before encouraging him to go on. 

“He called himself Iachtana. He said he wanted my body,” he whispered, still frightened by the memory. “Then he turned Kayle into a...” He considered for a moment what word would be most appropriate. “Into a monster.” 

Sexa paused again, remembering the beast his brother had transformed into. 

“He had horns and claws and fangs. And a tail. I wasn’t sure what to do. We were too far away to get help, and I panicked! I remembered I read a spell in one of your books about how to trap a spirit in one place, so I tried to trap it away, but...” Sexa began to cry. “I almost killed him.” 

Dioohn, moved almost to tears, beckoned for the boy to come to him and Sexa did, wiping his tears as he got to his feet and made his way to Dioohn, who lifted the child into his lap, cradling him. 

“You did the right thing,” he whispered soothingly as he kissed the boy’s forehead. “I was wrong to be so hard on you. You saved Kayle all by yourself. You did well.” 

Dioohn waited till Sexa stopped crying before he spoke again. “You were right to use that spell,” he said. “If that really was an Arkon, nothing else would have worked.” 

Sexa looked up at Dioohn. “Really?”

He nodded. “The Arkon had bodies once. They were one of the first settlers in Eutopia. When they arrived, the goddess, Pyxis, gave them refuge, but they were not content with just living here. They wanted to rule. So, they tried to overthrow her.” 

“They did?” Sexa gasped, as though that were the most horrible thing anyone was capable of. “What happened?” 

“Pyxis fought back. But when she realised they could not die, she stripped them of their bodies and trapped them and their armies away behind five Gates. They swore they would escape and destroy her, promised they would come back to rule Eutopia. 

“So, she called her most loyal servant and cast a spell on him and his descendants. She sealed the Gates in five items she had on her and gave them to him, charging him to be the protector of the Gates.” 

Sexa sat up, wiping his nose and the last of the tears off his face. “Iachtana said something about Pyxis and her son.”

“Yes,” Dioohn said, unable to fight the grin now spreading across his face. “Some believe the servant was actually her son and that after every sixty generations, the power of Pyxis manifests in one of that warrior’s descendants in order to protect the Gates.”

“Every sixty generations?” the child asked in wide-eyed wonder.

Dioohn smiled and nodded. “It seems, after every thousand, two hundred years or so, when the alignment happens, the magic of the Gates is weakened and some of the Arkon get out.”

“Are the five Gates the things you and Felipe are always talking about? The thing he said Déhrique had?”

The man cocked his head in question, lips curling unevenly at the boy’s attentiveness. 

Sexa shrugged. “I listen.”

“A bit too much, I fear.” He sighed. 

“Do you know what the five Gates are?”

Dioohn hesitated, then nodded slowly. “I suppose you want me to tell you what they are.”

Sexa smiled.

“If the rumours are to be believed, one key is a bronze arrow she wore in her hair. One is a silver ring. That is where the custom of the Nobles’ rings came from.” He rolled the ring around his thumb for Sexa to see. “Another Gate is believed to be the belt of her tunic. I and many others speculate the authenticity of that particular item. The Gate you know about is the one Zoran stole from Queen Worra many moons ago.”

“The locket?” 

“Yes. It was Pyxis’s locket, the twin to the one her servant wore. That is why some believe he was her son. She put that Gate in the twin lockets because one part could not be complete without the other.”

“What was the fifth Gate?” Sexa asked anxiously.

Dioohn shook his head. “I do not know. I am yet to find someone who does. These Gates are not simple tools, and those who possess them or search for them do so in secret. Each Gate gives its wielder immense power, and only one has been foretold with the ability to wield all five.”

“Is that person Kayle?”

“I believe so.” Dioohn nodded.

“And he’ll need a Grandmaester,” Sexa said excitedly. “That’s what you wrote in your book about my father. You were looking for him because he could become a Grandmaester.”

The Kuwaha bopped his greying head. “He was our best option. At least, until you came along.”

“So, I am meant to be Kayle’s Grandmaester then. I’ll protect him and keep him safe.”

“I wish it were that simple, my boy. Some believe that the Arkon were right. They believe that one day, the Arkon will return and rule over Eutopia. They believe this because some of them have Arkon blood. They practise dark magic, blood practices, and enchantments from other worlds.”

“The Daemon,” Sexa sighed. 

Dioohn nodded.

“Kayle has Arkon blood.”

“Yes. His mother was AlFhairie, so it is very likely.” Dioohn stroked his cheek. “But as long as he stays away from the darkness, he will not become a true Daemon. Our task is to guide him to the light so he can wield the power of the Gates and control the Arkon.”

“So, if Kayle gets all the Gates, he can control all the Arkon and save Eutopia?” 

Dioohn nodded. 

“So, all we need to do is find the gates then.”

The Kuwaha chuckled. “It is not that simple. The Daemon do not want the Arkon destroyed. They want them set free. And they believe that Yokai will lead them to this end.”

“Is that why Yokai wants to possess Kayle? So, he can wield the Gates?” 

“I believe so.” 

Sexa frowned. “So, we kill Yokai.”

This time, Dioohn laughed. “We cannot just kill Yokai!”

“Then what do we do?” The boy’s eyes twinkled as he threw his hands up, then slapped his forehead. 

Dioohn thought silently. “I wish I knew. Yokai will find him soon. He will come for him.”

“Then we’ll need to be ready.” Sexa sniffled, then coughed. “We’ll need to find all the keys, and I’ll need to be a Grandmaester before then.”

Dioohn smiled sadly, nodding at the child who was growing far faster than his years should allow. 

“What else will we need?”

“It is said that he will have a Kuwaha greater than any other before him, leading a new lineage of Kuwaha as well. It has been called the age of the Anathema.” 

“Why is it called that?” Sexa rubbed his tired eyes. “Why the age of the Anathema?”

“Because the one coming is foretold to have impure blood... He will be an Anathema.”

“Then why is the Council killing all the Anathemas?” His voice upsurged with every word.

Dioohn chuckled. “I wish I could explain it myself.” 

Sexa shook his head, rather irritated at the idiocy of the ones in power. “To become a Grandmaester... I have to master blood magic.”

Dioohn sighed and looked away. 

“But I have to. That’s the only way I can protect Kayle.”

“Do you really believe he will let you go? Leave him behind?”

Sexa considered the questions carefully. “Please, Master.” His voice was hushed as he spoke. “I promised Zoran I would help him find his daughter. And I promised him I would protect him, but he died. I promised Kayle I would protect him too. I don’t want him to die also. I couldn’t save Zoran or Mama. Please let me save Kayle and his sister.”

Sexa leaned on Dioohn and began to cry. The man held him, stroking his head silently. After a long while, Dioohn spoke.

“You may never find her.”

Sexa looked up at the man. “I still want to try.”

Dioohn nodded sadly. “If you must, I will do this for you if you do something for me in return.”

Sexa stared into the man’s eyes, a deep well of knowledge and mystery, both fragile and immensely powerful at the same time. He nodded. 

“Yokai will wait until Kayle’s twenty-first moon to possess him. There is an alignment, about the same time.” 

“That means we have...” Sexa counted off his fingers. “Ten moons to find the Gates and get rid of Yokai.”

Dioohn sighed, then motioned for Sexa to stand. “I believe it might be time for you to start preparing for your destiny.”

He pushed himself up and headed to the table, where he bent over, pulling a large trunk from underneath it. He opened it to reveal a trove of old books, searching the spines until he found the one he was looking for. He pulled out a small aged leather-bound notebook and handed it to Sexa, closing the trunk and sliding it back under the table. 

Dioohn ushered the boy to his armchair, gesturing for Sexa to sit. Sexa climbed into it, astonished that Dioohn would allow anyone sit in his precious armchair. 

“Promise me this,” he said to Sexa, “you will only read this book while sitting in this chair, you hear me?” 

Sexa nodded. 

“This book must never leave this room!” Dioohn warned, face inches away from Sexa’s, his voice low and intense. “And Kayle must not know about any of this. Do you understand?” 

Sexa gulped, then nodded again. 

Dioohn smiled, retreating and then making his way to the cottage door. “I am leaving you in charge tonight, Sexa. Make sure none of you leave the cottage.” He wrapped himself up in his cloak and strapped a leather bag across his chest. “I have some important business to attend to.” 

With that, he disappeared into the night, the echo of the shutting door bouncing off the walls as Sexa opened the book and began reading, beginning a whole new relationship with Dioohn.
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Everything was a blur as the blade twisted, slid back, and Inowe crumpled to the ground to reveal the hunter behind her. 

A pair of red eyes flashed with delight, a nasty black scar extending itself down one side of the pale face, all the way to the thick lips stretched into a wicked smile. “Going somewhere, traitor?” she sneered, words exuding contempt. 

Sexa was moving before he realised, instincts on hyperalert. He pulled out three daggers from beneath his cloak, throwing them into the darkness around him as his legs carried him towards the hunter that had just stabbed Inowe. 

The groans in the darkness told Sexa that two of his daggers had found their marks. The third clinked on metal. Deflected.

He was upon the hunter in moments, dodging as her blade slashed wildly. Sexa countered, skirting away, then blocked with a long knife as her sword came swinging at his neck.

“Impressive,” she snickered. “I didn’t expect you to last longer than ten beats.”

Sexa growled, spinning suddenly, using the weight of her own body against her. She lost her footing, and Sexa kicked at her hand, sending her sword flying. He caught it by the hilt and buried the tip of the blade in her throat even before her back hit the ground. 

Breathing heavily, Sexa looked to Dioohn. The Kuwaha was being overpowered by another hunter. The rage still burning within Sexa sent him charging towards the man attacking his Kuwaha. In moments, that hunter was dispatched. 

Dioohn panted, staring at Sexa in fear and gratitude, but said nothing. He wasn’t the child his Kuwaha had let wander off all those moons ago. Neither was he the boy that had come crawling on his knees for the man’s help. And Sexa knew his Kuwaha had yet to comprehend the changes that had manifested in him over the past five or so moons. But now wasn’t the time. 

Sexa looked to where the veil had been, the shimmering rift now faded. With a sigh, he started for Inowe. Sexa turned her, feeling for a pulse, harbouring a fool’s hope that the closest link he had to his mother still lived. She was gone. 

Fighting back tears, Sexa looked back at Dioohn, who shook his head. “Who did she want to find?” he managed, voice hoarse.

Dioohn shook his head again. The Kuwaha tried to steady his breathing. 

Sexa started. The magic had sapped more of the Kuwaha’s energy than he had realised. And it had taken all the man had left to fight that hunter. He reached Dioohn just as the Kuwaha collapsed. 

“Dioohn, are—” Sexa tried to help the man stand, “are you—”

“I am alright,” the old man said. 

“No, you aren’t.” Sexa touched Dioohn’s side, the warm wetness of his clothes confirming the blood soaking into it from an open wound. “You’re bleeding.”

Dioohn laughed, which only caused the Kuwaha to cough. “No,” he rasped, raising a hand to stop Sexa from acting on instinct and trying to heal the wound.

“But if I don’t, you’ll die,” Sexa whispered.

Dioohn chuckled. “Do not be silly, child. I have a lot more moons in me.” 

“No, you don’t.” Sexa swallowed to clear the lump in his throat. “The tarnish is fading.” 

His Kuwaha stared at him, a serious expression on his face. “Have you told your brother?”

Sexa shook his head. 

“Good. There is no need to worry him unnecessarily.”

“Unnecessarily?” Sexa felt his temper rise again. Holding up his thumb, he pointed to the silver ring on it. “You think this is unnecessary?” 

“We all will die one day,” Dioohn said. “Some of us are lucky enough to know when that day will come.” 

“Don’t—” 

“Sexa!” Dioohn grabbed his shoulders. The Kuwaha’s eyes met his, and Sexa felt his frustration give way to panic. “I need you to be strong. Kayle needs you to be strong. Those two Royals need you to be strong.”

“No.” Sexa shook his head as tears formed in his eyes. The dull ache in his heart that had begun with Inowe’s death was growing rapidly into a pain he was not willing to endure. “No. I can’t be strong. I can’t do it.”

“Yes, you can,” Dioohn said. “You can. You have to. I cannot fight the Council and hope to win. And as you said, I am dying. Why postpone the inevitable?” 

“No.” Sexa hiccupped through his tears. His throat and chest swelled, and he pushed back the ache, trembling from sorrow and grief. “I got the Gate—” 

“Sexa.” 

“And I mastered blood magic, just like you told me to—” 

“Sexa.” 

“I have to become a Grandmaester. And we still need the other Gates. We still need to protect Kayle. We’ve got only five moons left—”

“Sexa,” Dioohn whispered, squeezing Sexa’s hand. 

“I can heal you, I have enough—” 

“Sexa!” 

Sexa was past words. He gripped the man, shaking, heart aching in his chest as his flaring nostrils filled with the coppery scent of the Kuwaha’s blood and life leaking from him. “Please,” he begged, “you can’t leave me. I need you.” 

Coughing, Dioohn tried to laugh, but the efforts only brought blood to the man’s lips. “You have not needed me for a long time.” He pulled Sexa close and held him tight. “You have to be strong.” 

“I can’t,” Sexa sobbed, hiding his face in Dioohn’s neck. 

“You can.” 

“Please, Master. I—I’m...” 

“You can.” 

Sexa’s lips wobbled with the waning hope that his Kuwaha would somehow avoid the inevitable. He threw his arms around the man, holding him with all the will he could muster, if only it would be enough to keep the man in the realms of the living for just a little longer. 

He had known. It had been the reason he had returned. And if not now, if not like this, death would have come to claim his Kuwaha at another time and place. Sexa had known all along that his Kuwaha was living on borrowed time, but even with all that knowledge, he still wasn’t ready to let go. 

“I’m scared,” he whispered finally.

Dioohn fought futilely to hold back tears of his own. “I know,” the man said in a tone that Sexa had not heard in a long time. “But you have grown so much. And you have come so far. You are brave. And strong. You are a protector now. A true leader, and someday, you will be a great ruler.” 

Sexa shook his head, sobbing. “I can’t do this. I—I don’t want to do this.” He pulled away from Dioohn. “I can heal you,” he said, placing a palm flat on Dioohn’s wound. “Let me heal you. I—” 

“Sexa!” Dioohn gripped his wrist, nails digging into his skin until they drew blood. “Your life holds more value than mine.” 

Sexa stared into his deep, blue eyes, swallowing as he wept. “Please,” he whispered. 

But Dioohn shook his head, and Sexa felt the sadness overwhelm him as the man’s gasps devolved into coughs. 

“We can get back if we leave now,” Sexa tried again, tugging at the man’s arm, feeling once more like a helpless child, powerless in the face of death.

“They will only come after me,” Dioohn said. “I am too old to run, too old to hide. But you must go. Take the book, Sexa. Read it one last time in that chair. Then take it with you. Find the other Gates, Sexa. Only you can.” 

Sexa nodded through his sobs, wiping the tears that refused to stop falling. The night around them seemed to still, as though the corn and the stars all watched on with bated breath as the last and closest thing he had to a father slipped slowly from his grasp.

“I believe in you,” Dioohn whispered. A strained smile spread across the pale and withered old face as he stuffed something cold into Sexa’s palm. “I am proud of you, Sexa.”

Sexa stared down at the gold locket in his hand, the thing that had started all this, that had brought Zoran into his life. The reason Kayle and Jana had lost their father. The reason he had lost his mother. The reason Felipe and the Kalish parents had been killed. 

“Find the Telks,” Dioohn wheezed. “Heal yourself. Then find the remaining Gates.” He squeezed Sexa’s shoulders. “It is up to you now, Sexa. Protect your brother. Protect them all.”

Sexa buried the item in his pocket, shaking his head as Dioohn let go of him. “I—”

The hairs on the back of Sexa’s neck tingled. He turned to Dioohn, eyes wide with terror at the sudden ripple of power from a nearby rift. Dioohn stared back in fear. The Kuwaha had felt it too. 

That power, a collective force, enough to level cities and change fates with a word. The Council.

“Hide!” Dioohn hissed. 

“I can fight!” It was a foolish notion, but he couldn’t let Dioohn face the Kuwaha council alone. 

“Now, Sexa.” The man shook his head. 

“I can still fight! I’ll protect you.” 

“This is not your battle! Hide! Now!” 

Sexa fell back towards the cornfield, cloaking himself just in time to avoid being seen or sensed by the hooded figure that appeared around the corner of the house. The greying man drew back his hood, the wrinkles on his forehead folding over in his leathery olive skin as he frowned at the man on the ground. 

Dioohn groaned and pulled himself to his feet, staggering, before finding his balance. He scowled at the man before him. “Flaxx,” Dioohn said with ill-concealed distaste. 

The man smiled, and Sexa thought he might have once been handsome but for the crooked nose at the centre of his face. His red cloak bustled with his movement, slow and predatorial as the air around them crackled, charged with magic. 

Sexa shrunk back slowly, intimidated by his mere presence. 

“Dioohn!” Flaxx spread his arms welcomingly, waiting for Dioohn to close the distance to where he had stopped. 

Dioohn nodded but stayed where he was, watching the corner of the house. A few more hooded figures appeared behind the man, red cloaks bustling in the wind stirring with the power of their presence. 

Sexa gasped, then bit his lip. He counted—nine in total. The entire Council. He couldn’t open a rift now without being caught. 

“It’s been a long while, old friend,” Flaxx said to Dioohn. 

“Not long enough, it seems.” 

Flaxx chuckled. 

“Why are you here, Flaxx?” Dioohn growled, struggling to hide the weakness he felt. 

“Well, Dioohn, my friend,” Flaxx almost sang, “I’m appalled that you’d think we would sanction such a dreadful act. So, I...” He gestured slowly to the Council behind him, then touched a hand to his chest. “We are here to pay our respects to their families.” 

“The whole Council?”

“One can never be too cautious these days. After all, we’re at war.” Flaxx spread his arms again. “Where are the bereaved?” 

“They had no family!” 

He clicked his tongue. “Pity.” 

Dioohn groaned, clutching the wound in his side, and Sexa started towards him, then stopped. His heart pounded, and the colour drained from his face as he realised his mistake. 

Flaxx’s head snapped towards him, dark eyes investigating the empty space Sexa knew the man was staring at. He held his breath, willing himself to slow his heartbeat and stay perfectly still. 

Dioohn groaned loudly and straightened, drawing Flaxx’s attention back to himself.

“Are you hurt?” Flaxx sighed, then glanced over the bodies. His gaze lingered on Inowe’s corpse before side-stepping it as he drew closer to Dioohn. “Let me have a look.” 

“I am fine!” Dioohn held out a hand to stop him.

“Oh.” Flaxx feigned surprise so well that Sexa would have been convinced had he not known the man’s real intentions. “Okay then.” 

Flaxx turned, strutting back towards the other council members who had fanned out quietly in the clearing. “Oh, yes.” He stopped, turning, and gliding slowly back to Dioohn. “There is one more matter. You see, old friend, the one who did send those Hunters uncovered something rather interesting.” He smiled, stopping right in front of Dioohn. 

Dioohn squared his shoulders, standing straighter. He tipped his head back slightly to look into the man’s face, refusing to be intimidated. 

Flaxx smiled at the effort then walked in an arc away from Dioohn. “They told us that you” —he pointed to Dioohn, voice oozing malice— “worked with an Anathema to fight them.” 

“What proof do you have?” 

“We don’t need proof. In your case, suspicion is enough.” 

“You would kill me over mere suspicion, Flaxx?” Dioohn asked, gasping from the strain to just stay upright. 

Flaxx chuckled. “After what you did in Manover, I would have killed you over a poorly brewed cup of tea. But, as always, you had to be a darling and give me a better reason to do so. Thank you.” He turned to Dioohn and bowed low. 

Dioohn said, “I see there is no need defending myself then.” 

“Do you deny the charges against you, Dioohn of Sabato’s southern borders, Kuwaha to the Kalish line?” 

“Would it make a difference if I did?” 

“I’d like to hear you try.” Flaxx clasped his hands before him, waiting. “Dioohn, could you please make your statement before all these witnesses?” His open palm sliced the air as he gestured to the Council behind him, then turned back to Dioohn.

“To seek, to save, to serve,” Dioohn said. “I did my duty.” 

“Now, we know you did your duty, old friend. And we don’t mind that you were helped,” Flaxx said calmly. “The matter is where the help came from. Give us the Anathema, and we will let you live.” 

“Who ordered the murder of two innocents?” 

“You don’t need to concern yourself with that. Oleander?” Flaxx turned to one of the others. The councilmember hobbled forward, swift steps making his limp more apparent as he crossed the space to Flaxx. Metal screeched as a large black-diamond sword slipped free of its scabbard, glistening in the starlight. 

Sexa’s stomach churned, and he wrestled to keep his legs from springing to action and coming to Dioohn’s defence as Flaxx’s long fingers caressed the whitestone hilt of the sword Oleander had now handed him. 

“Who sent the hunters?” Dioohn asked. 

“That is not your concern.” Flaxx examined the sword in his hand.

“Indulge me.” 

“But you’re a dead man, Dioohn.” 

“The dead are best at keeping secrets,” Dioohn said as he glanced sideways, and Sexa’s eyes filled with tears. He understood. Dioohn had accepted his fate. And he was to do nothing.

“If you must know...” Flaxx’s hand moved swiftly, the sword gliding weightlessly through the air and clean across Dioohn’s neck. “The Queen of the Dragons.” 

Sexa cupped his hands to his mouth, stifling a scream as he watched Dioohn’s lips spread into a smile. A moment later, the Kuwaha’s severed head rolled to the ground, resting at Sexa’s feet. 

He trembled, struggling to control his breathing, squeezing his eyes shut as his tears poured and his head became light. He had to be still, had to concentrate, or his cloak would crumble, and they would sense him. He heard the dull thud as Dioohn’s body hit the ground, and he swallowed hard. Knees weak, his heart beat so violently he feared it would fly out of his chest. 

Flaxx bent over Dioohn, searching his hands, then his clothes. He hissed, scanning the corpses. “Burn this filth.” He turned and walked away. “Burn them all! I want his head!” 

Sexa held his breath as Oleander hobbled towards him. Green eyes peered at him from beneath the dark hood, scanning the empty space as the man muttered, before bending to scoop up Dioohn’s head and tossing it in a sack. 

Flaxx stared at the house. “Burn it down. Burn it all down! Till there’s nothing left but ashes! Let it serve as a warning to all!”

Sexa watched as Flaxx opened a rift and they began to file through. Oleander clicked his fingers towards the house, and it erupted in flames. He waved at the bodies he passed and, one after the other, they caught alight. 

When he reached the rift, he turned and examined the scene, then raised his hand towards Dioohn’s body. His hand lingered in mid-air, then he flicked his wrist to the field, and Sexa jumped as a fire spread, hungrily devouring the rows of corn. Oleander glanced once more at the headless corpse, then set it ablaze, turned, and disappeared from the night. 

Sexa held his breath for a moment longer before crumbling to the floor, sobbing uncontrollably as he watched the fire eat away at the old house, the execution replaying itself in the flames. 

He cried until his throat was sore and his tears ran dry. Then he sat, watching in silence, breathing in the smoke and dust, letting the heat caress his numb senses, till the last flame died out. He sat, twirling the ring on his thumb. All traces of tarnish now gone. 

Our lives are but smoke and dust. He churned the words over in his mind. To seek, to save, to serve... till our souls leave, our bodies rot, from flames to ashes and earth to dust. 

Sexa watched the ashes dance on a light breeze, the air around him suddenly chilling and going perfectly still as he swore by the elements, the moon, and Pyxis, that one day, someday, he would set things right. 

He would find the remaining Gates. He would protect his brother. And he would have his retribution. 

... From flames to ashes... 

He got to his feet and tore open a rift to the cottage. Dioohn’s cottage—his cottage. 

... earth to dust... 

Sexa stepped into the centre of the room, half its roof torn from his brother’s flight. Regan, Beranil, and Kayle all jumped to their feet, both worried and excited at his arrival. 

“Sexa!” Beranil was the first to reach him. “Are you okay?” She gripped his arm tight, scanning him quickly for any injuries. “Where’s Mother?” 

Sexa eased her hands off him, making his way to the armchair. 

“And Dioohn?” Kayle stepped forward slowly, trying to read what he could from the smell of smoke and the cold exuding from his brother. 

“Dead.” It was all Sexa could say. It was all he had to give. 

An eerie silence fell over the group as each person struggled to digest the news. Beranil began to sob, and Regan held her silently as Kayle stood, staring at the back of the armchair. 

In their own ways, each reached the same realisation: they were alone. Outcasts, Anathemas, now being hunted, with nowhere to run or to hide. 

“What do we do now, Regan?” Beranil cried into her brother’s shoulder.

“They want war,” Sexa growled, eyes burning with a fearful rage and hatred as he etched the image of Flaxx’s face into his memory. “We will give them war! We will burn it all!” 

Burn this filth! The words echoed in his mind. I want his head... Burn it all down! Till there’s nothing left but ashes!

“From flames to ashes,” he said, pulling out a leather-bound book from within the crevice of the armchair, “they will all burn.”
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Chapter 57
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Kayle and Sexa fell back into a routine of chores and training, and even after almost four seasons, neither suggested a night’s trip to the river.

Dioohn had lifted the ban on practising magic unsupervised after teaching the boys how to cloak their magic and extracting a solemn promise from them to not practise blood magic. The pair had picked this up rather quickly, and Sexa’s abilities had allowed him to go beyond cloaking his magic to concealing his physical presence, blending in with his surroundings and disappearing completely from sight or senses. 

Kayle spent most of his free time working on the new spells he learnt in his personal quest to surpass Sexa. Sexa, on the other hand, focussed more on reading. He poured through Dioohn’s old books, scrolls and papers, consuming as much knowledge as he could, searching for any bit of information he could find on the Gates, becoming a Grandmaester, and the one foretold. 

“Hello, kiddo!” 

Sexa looked up from behind his book at the man’s entry, rolling onto his belly and then getting to his feet. 

Ignoring the cloak stand, Felipe slung his cloak on the back of a chair, handing Sexa two black books. 

“What are these?” He took them. 

“Your grimoires!” Felipe threw his hands up excitedly. “One’s for you and the other’s for Kayle?”

“What’s for me?” Kayle appeared in the doorway of the inner room, Valley scuttling around his feet. 

“Your grimoire.” Sexa closed the book he had been flipping through, then handed it to Kayle. “It’s empty.” 

Kayle flipped through the blank pages too. before looking up at Felipe, confusion written all over his face. 

Felipe sighed, slapping his forehead. “It’s your book of spells!” 

“But it’s empty.” Kayle flipped through the book again. 

“That’s because you’re meant to write your spells in them.” 

“Us?” Sexa asked. 

“How do you think Dioohn has so many books with spells in them?” Felipe said, irritated. “He wrote them all down, everything he learnt, one book at a time.” 

“But we can’t write very well,” Kayle said. “We can read, but we don’t know how to write.” 

Felipe blinked, then turned to Sexa, who stared back at him. “You’re joking?” 

The boys shook their heads. 

“Oh boy!” Felipe sighed, sinking into a chair and gesturing for them to approach. “I guess today, we start your first lesson in writing!” 

The three spent the rest of the day trying to master the art of writing, all chores and hobbies abandoned as they focussed on forming letters, numbers, and symbols. 

“Valley!” Sexa yelled at the little squirrel whose bushy tail had just trailed ink across his parchment. Valley scuttled across the table, running up Kayle’s arm and sitting on his shoulder.

“She said she’s sorry,” Kayle offered. 

Sexa cursed loudly and Felipe slapped the back of his head. “Concentrate, you two!” 

The boys got back to work and were fairly competent in writing out complete sentences when Dioohn returned home. 

The room erupted with excitement as the two boys ran to greet Dioohn in the doorway, relieving him of his catch of the day and some newly chopped firewood, then busying themselves with preparing dinner and arguing whether to roast or stew the bodink. 

Felipe watched them, smiling as he silently cleared the table, putting away the parchment, ink, and quills. 

“He will fit right in,” Dioohn said to the man, distracting him from his thoughts. “There is no need to worry.” 

“I know.” Felipe sighed. “He snuck out to meet with Kayle in the meadow yesterday. They think it’s their little secret.” 

“They are children,” Dioohn told Felipe. “That is why we keep an eye on them.” 

Felipe sighed again. 

“Look at it this way,” Dioohn offered, “at least the two of them are already friends.” 

Felipe shook his head, “It’s Inowe I’m worried about. I don’t know how she’ll handle this.” He looked up at Dioohn. “I don’t think she’ll be able to let him go.” 

“She does not have a choice!” Dioohn whispered, watching the two boys still arguing. “It is his time. He will soon start coming into his powers. That is, if he has not already.” 

Felipe sighed at the thought. 

“Tonight, tell the Korah’s that he will be leaving,” Dioohn said. 

“Tonight?” Felipe’s eyes went wide. “What about Inowe? And Beranil? Besides, we still haven’t caught the dragon, remember.” 

Dioohn nodded slowly. After the incident at the river, they had lost the trail of the rogue dragon they had been hunting, and they had had a lot of difficulty finding it again until Kayle stumbled upon its tracks at the marketplace in Brod. The dragon was here, so they had to be careful. 

“Kayle is tracking with you tonight, is he not?” 

Felipe nodded. 

“Track it and report to me. Avoid all confrontation, if possible,” Dioohn said. “The Council want it apprehended, not killed.” 

“And their powers?” Felipe tilted his head towards the boys. 

“Sexa will do it. Meditation should do the rest.” 

“Are you sure he can?” 

Dioohn bopped his grey head. 

“Master!” Kayle shouted, clutching Sexa’s arm in one hand, the bodink in the other.

The two men turned to see Sexa squeezing Valley tightly. 

“Boys!” Dioohn glared, and Sexa dropped the squirrel. 

Kayle threw the meat down and dived for her. Sexa picked up the bodink and strolled out of the cottage, Kayle making his way to the bedroom, cradling Valley close to his chest. 

Felipe and Dioohn exchanged looks. “He can do this,” Dioohn said. 

Felipe got to his feet. “I’ll head over to the Korah’s now. Their children are at my place, so it shouldn’t be a problem.” He draped his cloak over his shoulders and disappeared through the door Sexa had left open, shutting it behind him. 

“You shouldn’t do that, you know,” Felipe said to Sexa, who was in the garden, skinning the bodink. “Don’t exploit people’s weaknesses just to have your way. That’s not the way to settle a disagreement.” 

Sexa scrunched up his nose and kept working, lips pursed. 

“You’re a good egg, kiddo.” Felipe sighed. “Don’t be afraid to be nice occasionally. You don’t have to fight to survive here like you did in the Forelands, you’re safe here.” 

When Sexa still didn’t respond, Felipe sighed again, making his way down the cobblestone path. 

“Who is Déhrique?” 

Felipe stopped, not turning back to the boy. 

“I heard you talking with Master a while ago,” Sexa told him. “You wanted him to send us to Déhrique. You wanted him to train us to do blood magic.” 

“He’s an old friend of your father’s.” 

“My father?” 

“Yes,” Felipe said, deep sadness in his voice. “But I’ve changed my mind about that. I don’t trust him. He’s not the man I thought, not the man he once was. If you ever do go to him, learn all you can from him, then kill him.” 

Felipe walked into the night, Sexa blinking at his disappearing figure. 

“Sexa!” Dioohn’s voice called from inside. 

He hurriedly finished skinning the little animal, then packed it all up and ran into the cottage. Kayle stood, teary-eyed beside Dioohn, a worried expression on the man’s face. 

Sexa examined the scene before him. Something was missing. “Where’s Valley?” 

Kayle folded his arms defiantly as Dioohn nudged him towards Sexa. “Show him.” 

Slowly, Kayle lifted his top to reveal an image of a squirrel tattooed across his upper belly. Sexa gasped, dropping the meat in his hand as the image suddenly moved, scurrying up his chest and out of sight. 

“How did you—” 

“Now you can’t hurt her again!” 

Dioohn shook his head. “It is time, Sexa.”

“Time for what?” Kayle asked as his brother nodded. 

“Get your cloaks!” Dioohn turned to do the same. 

“What? Where are we going? I’m tracking with Felipe tonight.”

“Yes,” Dioohn said to Kayle as he shuffled them out of the cottage, “but first, we need to do something very important.” 

Sexa led them silently through the night to the river, the tunnel of water appearing in a familiar fashion. They descended through it, emerging at the cabin, which was back to normal, save the hole in its wall now boarded up. 

“Why are we here?” Kayle asked as Dioohn shut the cabin door behind them. 

Sexa sat cross-legged on the floor and placed a candle in the centre of it, snapping his finger over its wick. It caught alight. He closed his eyes, muttering something to himself. Dioohn sat across from him, beckoning for Kayle, who did the same. 

“What’s going on?” he whispered again to Dioohn. “What’s he doing?” 

“He is doing magic,” Dioohn whispered back. 

“What kind of magic?” Kayle leaned closer to Dioohn. “What’s it for?” 

“It is blood magic.” 

Kayle gasped, shocked eyes fixed on Dioohn. 

“He is going to put a seal on your powers. He is going to make it so that your magical powers do not go beyond a certain point.” 

“Why?” Kayle whispered in a shaky voice.

“Because if he does not, you both will get hurt,” Dioohn whispered back. “Your magic is getting too strong for your bodies to handle, and if they continue to grow stronger, your bodies will crumble under the power, and you will die. Therefore, he has to cast this spell.” 

Kayle nodded, watching the candle flicker in the darkness. 

“Do you want to know how it works?” Dioohn whispered to the boy, trying to distract him from his thoughts. 

Kayle shook his head. 

“Well, what would you like to know?” 

“How do I break the seal?” he asked, not taking his eyes off the candle. 

“You do not,” Dioohn said. “When the time is right, and your body can contain the magic, it will lift naturally.” 

“But what happens if the seal gets broken before that?” 

“Are you planning on breaking it?”

He didn’t answer. 

Dioohn turned his gaze to Sexa, who was now slicing his palm with a small knife, still muttering as he smeared the blood across the blade, before holding it over the fire. The blood lit up, burning like a fuel till it was all gone. Then Sexa handed the blade to Kayle, who took it reluctantly. 

“I don’t want to do this,” Kayle whispered to Dioohn as the man took the blade from him and held his palm open.

“I know.” Dioohn sliced a straight line from Kayle’s wrist to the tip of his middle finger. The boy winced at the pain, gasping in surprise when no blood spilled. He withdrew his hand, running his fingers across it, examining the cut. It was all healed up. 

Dioohn did the same to Sexa’s palm, then handed the knife back to the boy, who closed his eyes and continued chanting. 

“What happens if I break the seal?” Kayle whispered again to Dioohn. 

“Sexa will die.” 

Kayle gasped, eyes wide. 

“He has anchored this spell with his life,” Dioohn explained, “so that is the only way to break it. You will only ever need the full extent of your powers if Sexa is not around to protect you anymore.” 

Kayle nodded, watching his brother as he muttered words into the darkness, some ancient spell that Dioohn must have shown him. Something only he could do and undo. 

Sexa heaved, letting his breath out in a low whistle before opening his eyes. “It’s done,” he whispered. “I’m finished now.” 

Dioohn nodded silently. 

“Did you know?” Kayle asked Sexa. “Did you know that the only way to break the seal is for you to die?” 

Sexa nodded. 

“Then why did you do it?” 

“Because if I didn’t, you would die.” 

“That’s not true! He promised you something, didn’t he? He promised to do something or give you something if you did it, didn’t he?” 

Sexa nodded again, and Kayle turned angrily to Dioohn. “What did you promise him? What could be so important to him that you would make him do this for it? What did you promise him?” 

“He promised to let me go.” 

“What?” Kayle was getting more confused with every answer he got. “Go where?” 

“Now isn’t the best time, Sexa,” Dioohn pleaded, “there is a lot happening that you are not yet aware of, and I want you to be safe.” 

“I can take care of myself. You promised I could go.” 

“And I will not stop you if you do. But I do not think now is the best time.” 

“What’s going on?” Kayle looked from Dioohn to Sexa for an answer. “Where are you going?” 

“I’m going to find your sister.” 

“What?” Kayle got up. “My sister is dead. She died a long time ago.” 

“No,” Sexa said calmly. “She’s alive, and I want to find her.” 

“Then I’m coming too!” 

“No,” he said, “you’re staying here to finish your training. I promise, I’ll be back.” 

“You cannot promise that,” Dioohn said. 

“No!” Kayle shouted. “I’m not letting you go alone!” 

“This isn’t up to you, Kayle.” Sexa shook his head as he got to his feet. “I’ve made up my mind, I’m going alone.” 

He pulled Kayle into a tight embrace, feeling for the corners of his mind. Sexa found a way in. He had realised a few moons ago that he was only able to penetrate the walls of Kayle’s mind when his brother was in shock or experiencing extreme emotions. 

Sexa made his way through Kayle’s memories, suppressing the memories of himself, changing them, weaving new ones in his brother’s mind, tears wetting his cheeks as he worked till he was done. 

“I’ll be back for you,” he whispered to the now-sleeping Kayle in his arms, “I promise.” 

He lay Kayle down, wiping his tears as he turned to Dioohn. “Where do I go?” 

“You do not have to do this Sexa,” Dioohn pleaded. 

“I do. Tell me how to find Déhrique.” 

After a thoughtful silence, Dioohn sighed. “Go to Muriel. Just beyond the border, there is a small settlement. Logan. Someone there will direct you.” 

Sexa nodded. 

“Here,” Dioohn handed him a ring, “take this.” 

“But this is your...” Sexa looked over the plain silver band.

“It will help me find you,” Dioohn said. “Put it on.” 

“But how can I inherit—” 

“When I’m not yet dead?” Dioohn nodded towards the ring. “Put it on.” 

Sexa slipped it onto his thumb. He gasped as he watched the blackening spread over the silver, leaving only a small part of the metal still shining. 

“The closer I am to dying, the more the tarnish will clear up,” Dioohn explained. “And when I’m gone, there will be no tarnish left, and all I have will be yours.” 

“But—”

“Don’t worry about me,” Dioohn chuckled as Sexa examined the ring. “I will be able to find you, and I will keep an eye on you without you even knowing it. I promise I will not interfere in your search, but you have to promise me this: if the tarnish ever fades from that ring, make sure to come back for Kayle.” 

Sexa nodded, crying again as he watched Kayle sleep.

“I will take him back home.” Dioohn scooped the boy up in his arms as Sexa led the way to the riverbank. As they emerged, he hugged Dioohn tightly, wiping his tears on the man’s cloak. 

Dioohn smiled as he watched Sexa try to compose himself. He would miss the strong-headed little nuisance much more than he would like to admit, but he knew in his heart that this was the path Sexa had to take, and it would be a miracle if he ever saw the boy again. He sighed at the thought, kneeling and laying Kayle on the ground as he embraced Sexa. 

“Be strong, my son,” he encouraged as Sexa nodded into the crevice of his neck. “I know you will find her. Go, and enjoy this world. Discover all that it has to offer you. Train hard and master your magic, my boy. And do not let anyone know who you truly are. Understood?” 

Sexa nodded, and Dioohn held him at arm’s length, looking into his big red eyes. “I am proud of you!” 

He nodded again, wiping his face as Dioohn carried Kayle, and they headed back towards the cottage. 

“One more thing,” Dioohn said after they had walked quite a distance in silence, “when you have learnt what you need to, be sure to kill Déhrique?” 

Sexa thought for a moment, then nodded. 

“Good.” 

They covered the rest of the distance in melancholy silence. Sexa packed all his belongings into a small sack as Dioohn tucked Kayle into bed. The man wrapped some food, filled a waterskin, and set them on the table as Sexa pulled on his boots and cloak. 

“Fill that grimoire of yours,” Dioohn whispered, searching the shelves for something. “You may be the most powerful Eutopian to walk this world.” 

He turned to face an empty room, the food and water gone, along with Sexa. Dioohn sighed, turning back to the shelf.

Great spirits be with him. 

“Master.” Kayle’s voice drifted out of his room as he emerged, rubbing his tired eyes. “Is it time yet?” 

Dioohn nodded, turning his attention back to the shelf he was searching. “Track it and report back to me.” 

“Okay.” Kayle made his way to the front door. 

“Kayle.” 

The boy stopped, turning in the doorway. 

“Be careful.” 

Kayle nodded, then ran out into the night. 

Dioohn sighed as the door shut. He pulled a small, black book off the shelf, flipping through it to where he had scribbled: 


When the Daemon, the King, and the Guardian are reunited, then those branded, bound by magic beyond time and space, beyond worlds and race, shall wage war. 

The one confronts the darkness, the other fights the evil within, the third shall be as a beacon of hope. When the three become one, then shall the age of the Anathema begin...
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Tai
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Watery, blue light danced on the cavern walls, reflected off the small silver stream running close to where Tai stood. He stared at the girl sprawled before him on the damp stone floor, her long hair spreading like white waves about her pale, naked body.

It had been black, that hair. It had been black as the space between the stars on the night he had found her. Stolen her. 

He had taken her. 

For spite, he had travelled across worlds to find her, and had stolen her from the backstreets of a ramshackle neighbourhood in the city she had been born in, had suffered in. She had been destined to die on those streets, cold and hungry and all alone. She had been destined to see only the crueller face of life before he had snatched her from the paws of suffering. 

But now, watching her small, fragile chest rise and fall with each shallow breath she took... It would have been better. Leaving her to suffer and bleed and die in a world full of power and void of magic, in a world full of lights, yet blind to the pain and suffering of someone so young... It would have been better. 

Footsteps echoed off the cavern walls and ceiling, the light writhing like a living thing with the waves that projected them along the stalactites. Tai knew who they belonged to. And why she had come. 

“Is this the human?” The Queen came up beside him, her long, crimson cloak wrapped tightly about her. 

Tai didn’t need to look to know she was unarmed, to know that the elegant body beneath the red cloth was draped in a simple black dress and nothing more. No daggers, or swords, or blades. Not even pins to hold up her raven-black hair. Completely unarmed. But utterly lethal. 

He stared and stared at the girl on the ground, at her thin frame, her gaunt cheeks, her thin lips that had been pink and smiling when he had found her, wishing to go to a better place, for a better life. Those lips had gone blue. “Yes, Majesty.” 

The Queen angled her head. “Will she survive?”

He didn’t know. He hoped not. Hoped she died right there on that cold stone floor before the magic fully took root in her body—her blood. He hoped to all the gods that her heart stopped pumping that venom through her veins, that her heart just stopped. Because if she awoke... 

Tai shook his head. Death was a better option. One he would perhaps gift her with once the Queen left. A slash across the neck, clean and swift. 

“I need more,” the Queen said casually, as though she considered breeding her monsters to be as simple a task as filling her goblet with the blood she so frequently gorged on. 

But Tai only nodded, eyes still fixed on the girl on the floor. The girl he had tracked down and stolen, the girl now losing all of her humanity and sanity and self to the hungry magic injected into her blood and the will of a vengeful Queen with a heart of obsidian. 

He had done this to her. She was only a child, and he had done this to her. 

“If she wakes” —the Queen’s tone was cautious, calculating, as she chose each word carefully— “it will be the start of a new era.” 

The start of a new war, he could almost hear the words in her silence, in the gleam in her eyes. It would be the start of a new age. The age in which humanity fell to the Dragon people they had betrayed and slaughtered almost two decades ago. If it worked, the Queen would sweep through the human world and turn every man, woman, and child into her loyal servant. Her loyal, deadly servant. 

An invincible army. 

To what end, he didn’t know. And hadn’t cared, as long as it had granted him the opportunity to hurt Salamander. To take something precious from the red-eyed daemon. To find her. 

And now...

“I’ll return in seven days,” the Queen said. “Train her, get her ready. If she survives.”

She wouldn’t. He wouldn’t let her. But again, he dipped his chin in a sharp nod. 

“Try not to look so disappointed, Tai, darling,” she said, levelling her palm before him. “We both got what we wanted in the end.” 

Tai glanced down at the slender, wicked hand before him, the hand now silently demanding he fulfilled his own end of their bargain. He drew in a breath, then fetched the small, gold locket from his pocket and placed it in her waiting palm. 

“Good boy,” she purred, and the sound steered bile to his throat. He hated the words, and the tone meant to remind him that he was little more than her pet, her plaything. Useful, but expendable. 

He turned to her and bowed at the waist, waiting for the hand she offered him. He took it, warm and treacherously soft in his, and brushed his lips against the back of it. Barely a kiss. And when he straightened to look into her torturously beautiful face, she was smiling. It was a soft, cruel thing, the smile which sparkled in her eyes. 

Because she had known. 

Tai let her hand fall. He took a step back, toward the silver stream behind him. She had known all this while that the girl might not survive. And she had known that, if the girl did somehow survive, he would not leave the human. And he would be bound to her, just as the girl would be. 

“I’ll be back in seven days,” she said softly, then turned and walked away. 

Tai stood there, staring at nothing. 

The Queen had used him. Trapped him. Lied to him to get what she wanted. She had never had any intentions of letting the girl live. Not as a human. Not after what humans had done to her people, her family. He should have known. 

His hands trembled, and he balled them into fists at his side, clenching his jaw against his rising rage. He should have known. But his hatred, his vengeance and grief had blinded him, made him careless and stupid and—he should have known. 

A low growl escaped him as a tear slid down his cheek. If he killed this girl, then he was no better than Salamander. But if he let her live, he was damning himself and an innocent child to this fate. He couldn’t let her live. Not if the cost of living was her very soul. 

Tai took a steadying breath, then stalked toward the girl. One clean slash across the neck. Quick. Simple. Just as he had done so many times before. But even as he kneeled before the girl and fetched a dagger from his boot, his hand trembled as it inched closer and closer to her neck. He squeezed the hilt tight, letting the cold seep into his palms, willing his hand to stay steady, to strike true. 

This was the right thing to do. Before the magic broke her, turned her, corrupted her. 

He breathed, pressing the blade to her neck. Beads of blood trickled out, staining the pale skin on either side of his black blade. 

Tai allowed himself to look at the girl, at that face that would have become beautiful with age, with time. Gently, he brushed his knuckles down her temple, her cheek, and despite the pain in his heart as it thundered in his chest, he smiled. 

Hands still trembling, Tai readied himself to make that clean, quick cut. Then the girl’s lips parted in a gasp, her chest rising high as it filled with air. Tai barely had time to think or act before the girl groaned softly and opened her eyes. 

He went rigid. 

Her eyes were green. Not the green of the forest canopy. But the deep, shimmering blue-green of the Diamond Sea. Tai’s breath caught in his lungs as he stared into those eyes. 

Green. Not red. Not silver. Green.

The girl only stared at him. Didn’t move, didn’t speak, didn’t even react to the knife still at her throat. 

Tai let it clatter to the stone floor. 

Slowly, he brought his trembling hands to cup her cheeks as he stared into those sea-green eyes. “Do you remember anything?” he whispered, the words a rasp in his dry throat. 

The girl searched his face, read the tears and hope and fear in his eyes. Then she nodded once. 

“What is your name?” He tried to keep his voice calm. Tried, and failed. 

The girl did not try to move or stand, did not look like she could, or knew how to. But her throat bobbed, sending another trickle of blood skittering over her still-pale skin. Her lips parted, and the word floated out like a breath of life, a word that was salvation and hope for both of them. 

She remembered. She had not been broken and lost and stripped of self by the power now thrumming beneath her skin. She was still herself. Powerful and precious, and still herself. 

Tears streaming down his cheeks, Tai bundled her gently into his arms and held her tightly to his chest, stroking her snow-white hair as he whispered her name over and over like a prayer of thanks to the gods that had somehow heard and not forsaken him. “Jana.” 
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