
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]




[image: ]


Realm of the Gilded Moons

By Violet Welhaven

––––––––

Copywight © 2025 by Violet Welhaven

All rights reserved.

––––––––

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission from the author, except for brief quotations in a review.This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or real events is purely coincidental.

ISBN: 978-84-09-69873-8

––––––––

Edited and Proofread by: Clara Abigail

Cover by: Marta Obucina

First Edition 2025

This is written in UK English.


To anyone who ever thought living in a world with real magic would be a dream

—bless your naive little heart.
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Note

[image: ]

Sleep paralysis is a temporary state, where the familiar borders of reality dissolve and leave the body frozen—unable to move or scream—while the mind is dragged into a waking nightmare. Many who experienced it speak of an evil presence, shadows lurking at the edges of sight, the soft creak of footsteps circling the bed, the sensation of demons slipping beneath the covers, and unseen hands pressing down as creatures crawl onto their chest, trying to suffocate them.

Throughout the ages, these nightmarish hallucinations have worn many different names. In ancient times, shadows moving in the darkness of the night. In Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, they took the form of the old hag, and in our modern world they are the cold, unblinking faces of alien abductors.
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In Short: It’s fucking scary.
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Chapter 1


Orion

Celestium
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Dorado’s hoofs sink into the wet sand as we trot toward Celestium in the lowest of tides. The sun’s reflection on the ocean blinds me for a second. Blues of dark water wash over the narrow path, ditching the dry sand and staining it a dull brown. The path stretches from the beach to Celestium like an ivory belt across a dark blue dress.

The water is already rising, the sides of the road are closing in, and the narrow path becomes narrower with every minute.

Yesterday, a messenger arrived from the city of Taured with troubling news: angels from Celestium had attacked, looted their cellars and granaries, burned the royal crest of Evennon, and demolished a significant part of the port. We are not at war with the angels, and Taured is one of Evennon’s largest cities. Why, then, would they be this unbelievably foolish? Defying me time and time again? After so many bloody lessons, I would have thought they’d learnt something by now.

They want to piss me off. If that is their goal, they have been very successful.

The sapphire rocks of Celestium emerge in the black rock of the island, the same crystals that the heavy gates are made of. I stand below the gates, on the small bridge leading up to Celestium, the last walls of sanity, before I wreak havoc on the creatures of light. Or whatever the fuck they call themselves these days.

A figure peeks down from the guard tower and signals to the others to open. I cross the gate and pull Dorado to the right as I enter the city. The guard lowers his head a little to show me some respect, but not a very enthusiastic one.

I can live with it, I tell myself, quickening my pace. I’m not here to enjoy the city.

I weave through white buildings, their stone facades adorned with arched windows and balconies. The windows, painted the same blue as the crystals—or perhaps even made from them. I’ve never stopped to check. Angels have too much time on their hands to build and carve whatever they want. Or steal things not belonging to them. Not to mention the burning of my crest.

The way leading up to the Sapphire Citadel mostly goes in circles, spiralling up to the top, where the Citadel stands with its coned crystal roofs and large bolts.

From afar, Celestium might seem small, but it is nothing but the play of the optics and the light. In reality, the curved roads and the many houses are impressively tall and wide, which is logical for creatures who can fly and have to accommodate their large wings.

As I ride between their houses, angels peer out the enormous vaulted windows. Some turn their heads when they see me, while others stare at me with utter loathing on their faces. None of them bow. They really fucking should.

I need to start wearing a crown.

My father once said that if you need to wear a crown for others to know you’re king, then you’re not doing your job. So I don’t wear one. It hasn’t worked out the way it did for him.

On the other hand, I haven’t chopped off as many heads as he did. People tend to remember that.

I urge Dorado forward. We don’t have time for sightseeing, though the angels made damn sure their city couldn’t be ignored, with this circled madness of architecture.

When I reach the Sapphire Citadel, a guard with black wings and matching hair stands by the main entrance, wearing a simple leather vest cut out on the back to accommodate his wings, with an unfriendly facial expression. Generally speaking, I don’t mind being despised; a king needs subjects, not friends. This said, being despised and being disrespected have nothing in common, and I do care about being respected.

He doesn’t move when I stop in front of the door.

“Are you planning to open this?” I ask. “Or is there another doorman?”

His jaw hardens, pressing his lips into a thin line, but he turns, grabs the door handle, and pulls on it. He regards me with disgust in his stormy grey eyes. “The door, Your Majesty,”

I stare at him in silence for a moment before sighing and entering the building. I remind myself I don’t have time for this—there are far more pressing matters at hand, and my time slips away like sand carried by warm winds.

My pace quickens as I rush down the hall, my feet pounding against the gleaming blue floors that seem black without the sun directly hitting them. Two steps at a time, I climb the wide spiral staircase reaching the top floor in no time. Around the corner I find myself in the throne room, with its tall glass walls reflecting bits of light from the world outside.

At one end of the room sits an empty glass throne adorned with delicate carvings of angels rising along its sides and a heavy crystal chandelier suspended above it. The refracted light dances across the dark blue stone arches, casting flickering shadows that seem almost alive. Nobody has sat on that throne since I chopped Thebolian’s head off, the last angel king. I thought about removing it, but that would be an act of a coward too scared of his people.

And I’m not fucking scared. I’m fucking mad.

On the right side of the throne, there is a table carved from a large piece of sapphire, another masterpiece of angel craftsmanship. The chairs around it are made to fit angel wings comfortably, and I recognise the wings facing me, like a hawk’s, deep brown with organised patches of whites and light browns, looking truly magnificent when he is flying. It is not like anything angels do wouldn’t be considered magnificent. His hair is quite similar—chestnut-brown curls reaching his nape in an unorganised mass, complementing his tanned skin, wrapped in a long sand-coloured tunic with golden patterns on the sleeves.

The other angel sitting across from him couldn’t be more different, even if he tried to be so. White wings marbled with grey patches are complemented with dark brown skin and hair as white as the snow on the top of Orvanha. When he glances up and recognises me, his purple eyes harden.

“You!” I shout at Assan. “Why the fuck are the angels looting Taured?” Anger sears through my veins like wildfire on the dry ground of the Dead Lands.

Assan slowly rises from his seat, extending an arm in a seemingly welcoming gesture. His deep voice echoes throughout the chamber. “What brings us this unfortunate visit from His Majesty?”

The sarcasm in his voice makes me clench my jaw. Assan was King Thebolian’s personal guard, and he had been present when I cut the head off from the shoulders of his pathetic excuse of a king. No better way to create enemies than cutting off heads. Trust me on this.

“Oh, you know it very well.” I shake my head, feeling a wave of disappointment.

“You took what’s ours. It is only fair if we take what’s yours,” he states. If snakes could turn into angels, Assan would be the first I would be suspicious of.

I don’t waste my time any longer; even his presence irritates me. I lunge at Assan, grabbing him by the throat with an iron grip and lifting him from the ground. He isn’t a heavy bastard, and even if he was, there is no match for my strength, and I raise him higher and higher into the air.

“I am so tired of this continuous resistance,” I warn in a voice as cold as steel, sprinkled with the tiredness I feel deep inside. How fucking boring they are.

“Then maybe just let the prince go,” says Assan breathlessly, his words heavier with every second.

Tobias rushes forward in protest but stops short when I shoot him a menacing glare. He is too smart to attack me or try to help Assan. And he would really like to help him; I can see it on his face.

I lock my eyes with Assan’s. “I am the king of Evennon and Celestium. I decide what the fuck I want to do and when I want to do it. Just as much with the prince as with you.” And even if I wanted to let Thebolian’s son go free, I wouldn’t do it after what they’ve done to Taured.

I press against Assan’s neck with increasing force until his face contorts in agony and his eyes bulge from lack of air. “You are an infinite source of irritation, Assan. And I am fucking sick of it.”

He wildly swings his fists and kicks in desperation, but I show no mercy. Knowing that defeat is imminent, he spreads his wings in the vain hope of escape, but too little too late. I feel an evil little smile lifting the corners of my mouth. His eyes shut as he slowly loses consciousness, and I know it’s time to finish what I started.

I squeeze even harder, and his windpipe caves beneath my grasp. The sound of the crushing of his throat is music to my ears.

“No!” screams Tobias, yet he does nothing to halt my fury. 

With one final twist of my arm, I tear out Assan’s throat and hurl him outside the walls of the Sapphire Citadel—down to a gruesome crash on the ground below. I throw the torn flesh to the floor and pick a cloth from my pocket to clean the blood from my hand.

I turn my head toward Tobias. He stands in a slightly crunched position, horror on his face. He doesn’t dare to move, though. He knows exactly that an angel can’t defeat me.

“Why did you do this?” he whispers.

“Because I can.” I smile at him, as a predator must smile at its half-dead prey. “And now on your knees!” I add in a firm voice.

“No,” he says curtly, and I bunch my hand into a fist.

“No? Is this a dare?” I smile even wider, feeling my power stir, enticed by his resistance. It takes a moment to rein myself in. He swallows hard, his eyes filled with fear. “Because if I were you, I would think this over.”

I can see Tobias’s throat tighten, making his pale face turn red. He stares at me stunned, then turns his head toward the arch I threw his dear Assan out just a moment ago. Shouts come from the stairs and from around the room. Angels descend through the hollow arches, landing in the throne room.

“So?” I ask calmly.

Angels are strong fuckers. They have an advantage over Evennonians, but I’m not just an Evennonian.

I am so much worse.

He drops to his knees in front of me and bows his head. My gaze sweeps across the room, lingering on the startled stunned faces surrounding us, each one frozen in disbelief at the sight before them.

“If this isn’t a hint, then I don’t know what is.”

They exchange concerned glares and look down at Tobias kneeling at my feet.  All of them drop to their knees and bow their heads, just the way it is supposed to be. The way I like it. Finally.

I walk up to the glass throne and sit down casually, not even bothering with the fact that the last time anyone sat here was the day I killed their king and queen. The day I took the prince to Artmeon. The day I became their king.

None of them dares to lift their heads to look up at me. I can see the tension in their bent heads and rigid bodies, and excitement burns my insides. Will they attack me?

I can’t hold back a smile. “First, I want the doorman to fly to Artmeon today with all of those who looted Taured. And secondly, you will explain to me why I have to come here again and again and tear someone apart? Anyone?”

“It was unnecessary,” says Tobias with his head still bent. “It isn’t Assan’s fault.”

“Assan was left in charge; I would assume everything is his fault around here. And even after so much time, we are still circling back to who is in charge. And every time I have to come here to show you that I am. Why?” I pause, but nobody answers me. I take a deep breath and sigh. “You can stand up.”

And they do. Tobias still appears spooked; the boy has ideas about what’s to come. They all know very well that I don’t like to be disappointed. Yet they disappoint me on a regular basis.

I gaze out the window. I must hurry before the tide hides the road. It is such a short time frame when I can come and go from Celestium on foot. The waves down below are rippling against the shore.

I stand up and head toward the stairs. “Take Assan to Artmeon,” I say without glancing back, “and this time, behave like the perfect little angels you claim to be—or Celestium will vanish from the face of the earth.”

Angels are not easy to kill. Their abilities to heal themselves are even beyond ours. This won’t be the end of Assan, but it will be a painful and valuable lesson for the future.

Or maybe I just put his head on a stake. The little voice in my head makes more sense every time I come here, and the urge to actually start killing them and destroying this fucking island gets stronger.

When I reach the entrance, the door opens for me, and the guard bows his head in respect. Assan lies on the ground a good thirty feet from me. Nobody dares to touch him, unsure if I’m done with him or not. Cowards.

The puddle of blood under him grows larger by the second, and the unconscious angel is sprawled across the ground like a grotesque painting.

I sit on the back of Dorado and head toward the golden shores away from the grand city of Celestium.

It would be a shame to destroy it.

But the idea sounds less and less insane.


			[image: ]








Chapter 2


Eleonor

London
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I turn off the hair dryer and flip my head back, staring at my reflection in the round mirror. Blue lights flicker through the window as a siren wails below. A little noise is a small price to pay for having a one-bedroom apartment all to myself in the heart of the Big Smoke.

I take another glance at myself in the mirror. Small price, huh? Is this what you’re telling yourself? I don’t recognise the woman in the mirror anymore—how could I?

Her eyes are hollow and ringed with dark circles, her skin is dry and pale, and her stomach twists at the mere mention of work. Her life feels like an endless, monotonous cycle—a bleak circus where she plays the sad clown, forever stranded on the podium, juggling life, work, and her fragile sanity. And sometimes, she lets each ball slip, one after another.

While most people dread Mondays, it’s Sunday nights that fill me with a sense of dread. Tomorrow, I’ll have to put on a show with a smile again until Friday, when I finally get a break from the spotlight before it starts all over again.

Corporate life is not for the weak.

I apply a touch of hair oil to the ends of my dark brown hair and slip into my new satin pyjamas from Victoria’s Secret—a gift to myself after that jerk made me cry during the project meeting. I wasn’t even on the project; I was just filling in for Anita, who, in hindsight, hadn’t been ill at all. She only wanted to dodge the presentation—her presentation. And there I was, the fool who took pity on her, ending up shouldering the blame.

I sigh, burying my face in my hands. Deep breaths, clear thoughts, positive mindset. I can’t let it affect me this much; after all, I might never be able to retire, and this circus is my reality. My own hell. My eternity.

I push my emotions back to the dark corner where I keep them hidden and move to the bedroom, making myself cosy in the queen bed. I pull up the blanket high.

“Finally,” I say to the dark room, and I let the muted buzzing of the city rock me to sleep.

A dark figure looms in the corner of the room, a towering presence cloaked entirely in darkness, its form so obscure yet faintly reminiscent of a human. Despite the sun casting its bright rays through the windows, illuminating every inch of the room, this shadowy figure remains a chilling contrast, fixated on me with an intensity that sends shivers down my spine.

I’m not in my bed anymore, I realise, and I start to move from the door. There’s no way I’m going to stand by and play the staring game with whatever that thing is.

My heart beats a frantic rhythm as I step into the elongated hallway, my senses on high alert. The air is thick with an eerie stillness, but I catch a glimpse out of the corner of my eye—it’s there now, in the kitchen. Panic grips me as I realise that the dark entity has shifted its position, and I swear it’s staring at me.

How could it? It has no eyes.

Yeah, that’s definitely calming.

I move forward, not stopping, but the darkness follows me into the living room.

No fucking way.

I start to put my shoes on. I’m leaving this shit behind, I think to myself, but the next time I glimpse up, a man stands in the middle of my living room.

I’ve never seen this guy before. I would remember—bronze skin, short black hair, and silver eyes. A short beard covers his chin, barely visible under the long, striped scarf that he has wrapped around his neck. He stands with an air of confidence and strength, appearing as if he belongs in this dream more than I do.

“Who are you?” I ask him, but he continues to stare at me, causing me to shiver.

The dark figure from earlier moves behind him, distorting the light in the room. And quite frankly, the air, too.

I wake up.

Lying on my side, I stare at the mirror in my wardrobe. The faint light of twilight cast shadows across my face, my mind fully awake, but my body trapped in stillness.

I hear heavy breathing coming from the end of the bed. I try to scream, but no sound comes out.

Something moving behind me on the bed. It’s not possible—I live alone.

This is not the first time I’ve had an experience with sleep paralysis demons. But this one felt different, and I don’t know why. I know it’s not my usual demon.

Deep breath. Calm yourself. It’s not real.

But it feels real.

Shut up, I tell my mind. It won’t lead us anywhere good.  

I can’t see him, but I know it’s the man from my dream. Just a dream. Nothing more.

As I struggle to calm myself, the demon behind me edges closer, its hot breaths heavy against my neck. My heart races, and my pulse pounds loudly in my ears. It’s not real.

He wraps his arms around me from behind, and my body tenses up in fear. I want to run away, but my limbs won’t obey. His body heat seeps into my skin, and for a second, I forget that this is just a figment of my imagination. I try to scream, but only a faint whisper escapes my lips. He covers my mouth with his hand in an attempt to silence me, and I feel like I’m suffocating. I feel the roughness of his hand, the touch of his skin, the heat of his body.

Not fucking real. Can somebody remind him of this, please? Hello?

Are you going to kill me? I ask him in my mind, but he remains silent. He holds me tight, and when I attempt to talk once more, he moves closer and shushes me gently in my ear.

This is the last thing before I fall asleep again, and this time I don’t dream.
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Chapter 3


Theo

Noroin
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I stride in Ezekiel’s direction, making my way past many wounded soldiers until I reach the last one perched on a desk.

“Bite on this,” I say placing the wooden stick between his teeth. “I will count to three.” He watches me with serious doubts in his eyes. Oh, you know me way too well. “One...”

I pull the arrow out from his shoulder at the same time as Ezekiel pulls the one from his side. He groans with pain and spits out the stick, cursing us for a whole damn minute.

“Fucking assholes!” he hisses while trying to stop the bleeding on his side.

“Don’t be a baby, Lumion,” I advise him, smiling.

“Two at once! You fuckers! I hope the winds will blow mud onto your face!”

“You shouldn’t have collected all the pixie arrows, and then I wouldn’t have to pull them out of you!”

He grumbles something back, but I don’t wait for him to finish. Even though I like Lumion, that man was blessed by the moons with too many words.

I pull Ezekiel to the side and let the slaves stitch Lumion back together. “The others?”

“Good. Nothing serious,” says Ezekiel, not bothered by the blood on his hands and face. “Those are pixie arrows. One would say this is worth mentioning to Orion.”

“I know. He will be just as thrilled as I am.”

He puts his hand on my shoulder and pats it as he walks past me. “We all are.”

I make my way towards the spiral stairs that lead up to my private section, but I’m stopped in my tracks when I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. My face is painted with a brown mixture of mud and blood, giving me a sinister appearance. My shirt is speckled with blood, yet I’ve suffered no injuries. I was lucky.

These attacks of the tribes and pixies are getting stronger each time, and I wonder how long it will be only their blood on me and not mine. Not ours.

My reflection in the mirror has a hard look, an old one. The war hasn’t even started yet, and I’m already tired of it. Shame.

I breathe out. No time for this. No time for self-pity. My only thought is to jot down a message for Orion on a nearby piece of paper before I can get back to my soldiers who fought so hard tonight.

Come. I want to show you something.

I don’t bother with signing the one-sentence letter; nobody would dare send him messages in this format but me. I head back to the gates, where I pull a horse rider to the side and put the paper in his hands.

“Head toward Artmeon and place it in the hand of Orion. It is urgent.”

He nods, not saying a word, and then I watch him hurry out of the city.

I turn around and come face to face with Lumion, freshly stitched and tense. His anger vanishes, replaced by pure concern.

“What?” I ask, preparing myself for his continuous complaints.

“We can’t find Imael.”
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Chapter 4


Orion

Noroin
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Corpses are scattered all around. There is not a single spot to tread without staining my boots with blood, like a morbid carpet made out of mutilated bodies. Several of them are still leaking, and the grass and wood are painted obsidian. Fresh blood is quite vivid, filling my pores with the aftertaste of sulphur, something I’m quite used to. Creatures of chaos have black blood, while magic turns the blood in the veins blue. The ones without it, the magicless, they bleed the most vivid of red, as if life is burning in their veins more fiercely than in anyone else. Their blood also smells sharper, metallic, like the blades that shed it.

But it doesn’t matter how life stained it; later, the entire place will smell rotten. As I walk through the bodies, I kick one or two in my way. The head of the one that lies half bent to the railing of the bridge rolls down to the abyss below. Then, a moment later, the remaining body follows. I hear a quiet splatter as the head and the body slam into the rocky side of the abyss, and then nothing. Silence.

So disgusting.

This is one of the reasons I avoid battles and useless murder. Don’t get me wrong, I’m happily chopping off anybody’s head, but in the end, it’s just manual labour. Digging graves and dragging dead bodies. Even lighting them on fire is tedious, not to mention the smell turning my stomach, even at my age.

“This bridge is pretty fucked up,” Theo points out ahead of me, standing on a free spot between two bodies and a chopped-off arm. His torso is sprayed with dried blood all over his chest armour. He wears a once-beige shirt under it, but it is all bloody-muddy now and soaked in sweat. He was more careful with his hair; it is braided neatly and falls just below his shoulders. Appears intact despite all the blood on his body. “Careful now. This bridge was built by my father. A little more respect here,” I advise him as seriously as I can manage.

He rolls his eyes at me. “If you’re going to get sentimental over a bridge, I would rather just jump off now.”

A chuckle escapes my lips. Only Theo has the privilege of using that tone with me. He has been my constant companion since childhood, a bond forged through countless summers. From childhood pranks to military training, we have shared it all, and Theo has never faltered. Even my father, Kassus, known for his lack of compassion, regarded Theo as a son, a connection few could claim, not even my younger brothers.

As I reminisce about our past, a smile creeps onto my face, recalling the girls we pursued together. Yet those memories pale in comparison to the trials we’ve faced since then: battles fought, losses endured, and victories savoured, all side by side. Now, amidst a landscape tainted with blood and surrounded by the stench of death, Theo’s face mirrors my disgust. “It looked better last night, I promise,” he mutters.

The foul odour hangs heavy in the air, impervious to any feeble attempts by the wind to disperse it. Pressing on across the bridge, the only interruption to the eerie silence comes from the haunting gazes of lifeless eyes that seem to track my every move.

“I heard you were in Celestium,” he says casually, but I can hear the curiosity behind his words.

“I tore out Assan’s throat and threw him out the highest window,” I say and stop for a moment to peek over the railing. The abyss below stretches endlessly, its dark void swallowing all light. Luckily, I’m not afraid of the darkness. “I left him half-dead at the main entrance.”

“Fun night then,” he says, not even asking why I did it. He has his reasons to kill the slaves, and I have my reasons to go on a rampage against the angels.

When I got to Taured five nights ago, it was a mess. While the angels burned my royal crests, the fire spread to the roofs of the houses, burning some down to the ground. The original news was only about the granary, but it was so much worse than I imagined. The posts of the fishing houses were damaged too, making them completely inhabitable.

Taured is a lovely city—my second favourite after Artmeon—and seeing it in ruins makes my blood boil. I left my guards behind to provide extra hands, helping to clean the wreckage and salvage what can still be saved.

“They have ravaged Taured and burned my crest.”

“Not the crest,” Theo says, feigning shock as a smirk tugs at his lips.

“It’s not funny.”

He shines a wide smile toward me. “Oh, come on, they’ve been messing with you from day one. How is this any different?”

“They burned down houses.”

“So not just the crest then?” Did I mention how fucking annoying Theo can be?

I roll my eyes, and we move on quietly, navigating between the bodies. “Why does daylight make everything so much worse?” I ask more from myself than from him.

“Blood much brighter and thicker? Or maybe the smell?” he pauses. “Aren’t you too old to be such a sissy?”

I pick up a head, frozen in a grotesque scream, and throw it at him, hitting his back.

He turns to me. “You sick bastard!” he grumbles, bending down to inspect the bodies. “You know,” he starts, and his voice carries an unexpected precaution, “I think it’s time to release him.”

I stop in my tracks, not even questioning who he might be thinking about. “Is this a request?”

“Oh, no.” He lifts his hand defensively. “I just wanted to say what needs to be said, and if you wish, never mention it again.”

I sigh, not because he’s not the first to mention it, but because he’s the first whose words actually matter to me. “I see. I’ll think about it.”

He nods at me and moves on. The angels will be revolting against me again and again unless, of course, I give them something else to be busy with. The prince, for example.

“Can we even call this a war?”

Theo’s voice breaks through my thoughts, pulling me back to the grim reality surrounding us. I survey the scene, corpses littering the landscape, none of them belonging to our side. A few of our soldiers sustained injuries, but fatalities are rare. Perhaps some suffer from poisoning, enduring agonizing days of pain and screams, but nothing fatal, especially not from Turna.

“I honestly have no idea,” I admit. It baffles me that Turna continues their assaults on us week after week, only to face defeat every time. They show no sign of proper training, and their enthusiasm is a poor substitute for actual skill.

“They do seem to have formed alliances with various tribes.” I sigh, noting the distinctive blue tattoos of the Maraliks. Despite their unattractive appearance—smaller stature, thick necks, and elongated arms—they possessed a ferocious tenacity. Kassus initially dismissed them, believing such abominations wouldn’t survive long, yet he was proven wrong. Even the ugliest creatures can fuck.

Moreover, when Cidalia purged my mother’s legacy, it inadvertently paved the way for these abominations to flourish. Whether this was part of their plan or an unforeseen consequence remains unclear. I would bet they are having a blast somewhere in the mountains, watching us fight for our lives.

I glance at the body lying to my right. The Kah tribe, ancient and notorious for centuries of plundering, have preyed upon everything within reach: travellers, mercenaries, and even merchant vessels. Yet, their reputation as cowards precedes them, always quick to flee before true confrontation can occur. Unfortunately, their cowardice often leads to their downfall against more disciplined and better-trained adversaries.

Ill-suited for combat, the Kah appear almost skeletal, with slender, elongated limbs and disproportionately long heads. Their movements emit a hissing sound, an eerie accompaniment to their skeletal forms.

“How ironic that you can unite the hostile tribes of Turna but can’t maintain unity among Evennon,” Theo remarks teasingly.

“Oh, fuck off,” I grumble, and Theo chuckles, striding ahead across the bridge. I follow, attempting to avoid staining my boots with blood. Another head rolls off the bridge as I nudge a corpse out of my path. It disappears into the abyss below, swallowed by the deafening silence. “How the fuck did these two end up united against us?”

“I might have an answer for you. Look!” He points to the hill on the left side of the bridge.

There are many dead on one hill, but on the left side, where the mouth of the abyss is narrower, a few bodies lay with arrows in their chest, seeming out of place.

Theo follows my gaze. “See that? The idiots brought a ladder to cross the abyss faster, but their measurements were off, and the ladder fell, pulling down a dozen of them.”

“I really don’t know what to say.”

He pats me on the back. “You are not alone. And this is not all. What I wanted to show you is right over there.” He gestures to the bordering trees of the Pixie Forest.

We walk up to the side of the enchanted forest. The tree trunks seem black in the direct sunlight. If there is a place I would avoid at all costs, it would be this damn forest. But here we are, living next to it.

Three bodies lie below the first tree. All of them were shot in the head, and one of them also took an arrow in the eye. Their lifeless body thin, their skin greyish, but not completely.

“Pixies,” I state, anger warming my insides. “How is this possible?”

Theo hums. “They came from the Dead Lands.”

Their clothes are dark grey with a black flame on them. The flame represents the fire we set when we burned their bodies and their land. How sick you have to be to use it as your crest.

“We used up most of our cursed arrows,” he states, which makes my stomach uneasy.

Pixies are hard to kill. You can’t kill them with your hand, and if you don’t have any cursed weapon with you, you need to make sure you cut their head off and burn the body. Always fucking burn the body.

But cutting their heads is not easy, mainly for those who don’t possess magic. The disadvantage on our side is deep, like the abyss between Turna and Evennon.

“Are they back, then?”

“I don’t know,” he says, “but these still have magic left in them. Not a good sign.”

Pixies generally look like us—or rather, we look like them. They made certain of that. But there are undeniable differences: their skin, too luminous and vibrant to pass for an Evennonian, and their blood, a dark shade of blue that smells faintly of wild berries.

“No, it really isn’t. I thought we were over this by now.” I scan them as their corpses slowly give into rot. “Any marks on them?”

“Yes,” Theo moves toward the one on the side whose skin is a lighter grey. He pushes the body with the sole of his boot, and the body turns onto its back. “One of them is a runaway from the west. At least the mark on its wrist says so.”

I glimpse down at the wrist, and Evennon’s royal crest is burned.

I state the obvious. “He gained back some of his magic.”

“Yes,” adds Theo, “even though he was born in Evennon without it.”

“And silly me thought that angels would be my real problem.”

“You should have executed the pixies already.”

“And then, who would wash our asses and warm our beds?” I regard him, his face shadowed with anger and hate. I change my tone. “Look, I know what you think, and I appreciate it, but killing them all won’t bring anybody back.”

“Just might. We’ve never tried.” His gaze challenges me, but I know he doesn’t really mean that. It is just one of those things we don’t agree on. I find people who agree with me boring anyway—or ass-kissers.

“Any who escaped?”

Theo grows quiet and avoids meeting my eyes.

“How many, Theo?”

“Thirteen.”

“For the ever-fucking-blowing-wind, thirteen?” I hiss, unable to believe my own ears.

Theo nods silently, and I kick one of the dead pixies to let out my rage.

“They couldn’t have done it alone,” Theo warns, his voice low and cold. His eyes meet mine, the intensity of them enough to stir old memories. Memories I’ve tried to bury.

“A diversion was created,” he continues, “and the guards fell for it.” His jaw tightens as he glances toward the gate. “I’ve already sent the guards to shine all the barracks until the three moons look pale compared to them.”

I nod. They must keep watch over the bridge and guard the walls. My father would torture and imprison them, but I trust Theo’s judgment with cleaning duties. “How many pixies are left?”

“Five.”

I stare at the sky in hopes of finding an answer. We can’t let the pixies smell any chance of freedom, and last night thirteen of their kind just fucking danced out of Noroin while we were killing the morons on the bridge. The last time the pixies were free, we paid a price that was too high. Especially Theo.

“My guess is,” starts Theo, “that the pixies force these poor bastards to be bait.”

“And we bite every time.”

Theo nods. I take a deep breath. I have to concentrate on what I can change, not on the past.

“Let’s take care of it then,” I say.

“There is one more thing,” he says, and from his tone, I can tell I won’t like it. “One of the guards is missing.”

I feel my face getting hot. “Who?” I ask, my voice almost a whisper.

“Imael, son of Hont,” he says, his face covered in sadness.

“I hope the winds took the boy to his father.” And in the otherworld, they rest together, because there is no way he is alive at this point. If he was lucky, he ended up in the abyss. A clean death.

But this is all hope can give us. Fucking pixies. Fucking magic.

We walk back towards the gates of Noroin, both of us heavy with memories of the past. A past so dark, we don’t even speak of it. There are no books, no writings, no paintings from those years. We pretend it never happened, but in reality, it isn’t something anyone could ever forget, like a mark burned into us under our skin, directly into our bones. It might not be visible, but it is impossible to heal.

We arrive back in Noroin just as the sun is beginning to set. Its light casts a rosy hue over the city, and I feel a twinge of sadness. Despite its beauty, tonight, Noroin is a place of pain and violence.

I order the guards to collect the pixies that were imprisoned last night, and we soon set out on our walk through the city.

On the outskirts lies a forgotten garden, its once vibrant splendour now overrun by weeds, lending it an ominous air. The pixies speak of it with fear, dubbing it the Blood Square. Despite the golden hues of the setting sun, death seems to lurk in every shadow.

As the birds sing their evening lullabies, oblivious to the impending darkness, I know what must be done. To maintain the fragile peace, we must confront the failures of the past. In the end, it is a grim necessity for the preservation of our existence. Always ours, never theirs.

Three of the pixies must be held down as the guards drag them before me. They are shouting and begging for their lives. The other two come on their own and drop to their knees before me, their faces blank, staring at the dirt. They know what is to come, and fighting has never helped any before them and will never help any after them. They might want to die with dignity, but there is no dignity in death. After all, our bodies are to rot; where is the pride in that?

“You are here because you have betrayed us,” I start aloud, “again.”

“No! Please! I beg you!” says one of the three who are dragged before me.

A soldier above him, Gant, hits him on the head. He drops to all fours and splits blood. Quiet now. Much better.

“We didn’t do anything!” shouts the other. “Please! We are not with the rebels! I swear! We all swear!”

“Someone was helping them,” I say calmly, “and maybe it wasn’t you, but you have seen something you can’t unsee. This is the order of things.”

“This won’t change anything, you know,” the one kneeling before me says quietly, staring up at me now. His big dark eyes gleam as black ink. I can see my reflection. “Don’t you think there will be questions?”

“About pixies dying during the attack from Turna?” asks Theo, a cruel little gleam in his eyes. “I don’t think so.”

“But all of us?”

“Not like we wouldn’t do things like that just for the fun of it.”

“We haven’t done anything!” joins in the one Gant hit just a minute before to shut the fuck up.

I sigh, shifting my gaze at Gant, disappointed. He understands my gesture and kicks the pixie in the head. He falls to the ground soundless.

“You have done everything,” growls Theo, and I close my eyes from the painful memory for a split second.

The walls are covered in the blood of the innocent lying around Artmeon. There’s a cry of an animal from far away. Theo is on his knees, hugging a burned body, her features unrecognisable, a little golden chain on her ankle.

I glance at Theo’s wrist where the little golden chain is, and I feel the familiar anger rise inside of me. The anger at not being there. The anger for all the lost lives. The anger for the pain they caused Theo and many others.

On that day, my soul died with Theo’s. How could anyone expect mercy from the dead?

The pixie in front of me steals a glance at Theo. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs more to the ground than to Theo himself. The lines on Theo’s face harden, his eyes pure fire. The pixie stares at him, wide eyes brimming with tears. “I had nothing to do with that, but I’m still sorry,” he repeats, tears rolling down his face. “But wasn’t it enough? You have been murdering us for so long. When will it stop?”

Theo stares at him for a long moment, then sweeps his gaze over the other pixies. He seems hurt by even looking at them. Not everything can be solved with blood, that is true. Killing more pixies will only make them hate us even more. But is there more hate than watching these creatures responsible for so many lost lives walk around us daily?

Yes, I could kill them all, but why would I? Isn’t it better to let them live, serve, and wait until one day, they are dragged in front of me where I chop off their heads?

“Oh, silly you,” says Theo in a condescending voice, “it will never stop.”

At last, Theo turns to face me, his gaze hardening. “Kill them,” he asks in a firm tone, leaving the square and never looking back.

And I do.

He never has to ask me twice—after all, our lives are worth more than theirs. Always.
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Chapter 5


Orion

Noroin
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On the same night, I sit in the tactical room with Theo and my commanders, gathered around the maquette of Immatale, trying to figure out our next step. On the ironcast map, above the Rumbling Seas, the shore of Evennon lies below me. To the east, across the low tide, is Celestium. To the north lies Merania, and to the west, above us, is Turna.

Turna is the great unknown; with its ever-changing nature, we cannot be sure what awaits on the other side of the bridge. I might be safe travelling through, but the ones without magic? They wouldn’t stand a chance.

And then there is Merania, with their crystals trapping magic. They are powerful magic bearers who fill the crystals with the light of the moons and the sun, using each crystal’s ability to their own advantage. I’m no expert in crystals, but in theory each type has a different vibration, which makes them especially dangerous if you don’t understand how to use them.

Not all Meranians are powerful magic bearers, of course. Those with amber eyes lack the strength to create these enchanted crystals, though they can still use them. Then there are the elites, like the royal family, whose magic rivals even the strongest pixies. Their power is unmatched by most, and their wealth of artifacts makes them an intimidating force. No wonder we are a better target than Merania.

Ezra, as usual, brings his depressing ideas about building higher walls, destroying bridges, and living our lives enclosed in safety. I’m all for a comfy life with happiness and rainbows. Everybody knows that. But to be fair, Ezra shouldn’t be the one giving advice, especially after what happened with Taured—the city I entrusted him to protect.

I can’t be everywhere, and neither can Theo. That’s why I rely on my commanders to be my eyes, ears and hands if the need arises.

Theo, on the other hand, is all fire and fury. His solution is to go out and crush as many of Turna as we can. They are not a serious enemy, at least the tribes that are attacking us. Now, the pixies behind them can be a serious problem.

My biggest fear is that the pixies might be enjoying support from other forces. Cidalia, for one, comes to mind. Their advisors seem to have embedded themselves in the courts of nearly every magic-bearing nation. Not ours, of course. I make sure of that.

The main problem is that we don’t know Turna. We have only been there when the war forced us to, and guess what? We won’t be invited anytime soon. Turna is the land of magic, a force we can’t defeat.

“We need to ride out and destroy them at the source!” urges Theo, pointing at the map, just by the bridge connecting Noroin with Turna.

“And why do you think nobody has ever tried that?” comes Ezra’s annoyed voice. “Nobody in the entire world has ever thought of that! Is that it?”

“I know there can be difficulties...” admits Theo, his eyes scanning the map, like he is debating our chances.

“Difficulties?” Ezra cuts in. “The fuck are you talking about? Has your shiny ass ever been in Turna, and I don’t mean the Turna next to our precious borders, but the Turna deep, deep in the crates of past fires, horrible creatures filling up caves, living in dumps and all these horrors!”

“I must agree with Ezra on this,” cuts in Aman. “We don’t even know about all the...hm... habitants of Turna.” My little brother is always so careful with words. “The pixies made sure to destroy whatever little knowledge they kept of Turna.”

“And it took Kassus a long time to cut them out of our lands,” says Tristan, Theo’s son.

Tristan is my youngest commander, barely one hundred and fifty years old, yet already showing great potential. He inherited his father’s strength in battle and his mother’s brilliant mind.

Theo looks at them one by one, absolutely enraged. His gaze stops on Dante. “And you? Do you have anything to say about this, too?”

Dante’s eyes widen as he glances up from his half-eaten pastry, his mouth full and fingers sticky with sugary glaze. “Me? No. I wasn’t even invited here. I just happened to eat my dinner when you all came in screaming.”

I roll my eyes simultaneously with Theo. What an idiot. 

Finally, Theo’s eyes settle on me. “You can’t agree with this. Hiding behind walls and building them higher and thicker.”

“No, I don’t,” I say with a sigh, coming from my old, tired soul. “But I also don’t like your plan. Even Kassus couldn’t take Turna down. If you remember, we tried. There is a reason we call Kassus the Lost King of Evennon. We do not know what’s going on in Turna. Most of our scouts never return.”

And some of those who do return would rather face prison than ever step foot again in Turna.

“Can you just sit down?” Tristan asks his still huffing, puffing father.

For a moment, Theo stares at him like he wants to scold him but then grabs the closest chair instead and finally sits down. I might be king, but Tristan has more power over his father than anyone. I definitely need a crown on my head.

Theo leans over the cast-iron map of Immatale and points to our border with Turna. “They are coming mainly from this direction and attacking our northwest borders, close to Merania,” he moves his finger to the left. “But it gets tough in Orvanha from time to time,” he pauses and sits back in his chair with a defeated look on his face. “Half of our borders are on fire.”

“It is harder to attack Orvanha, the mountains are high and slippery, and the abyss is too wide,” says Tristan, “They usually shoot some guards down, but nothing direct.”

“Didn’t they burn up the granary in Orvanha a few months ago?” chips in Dante at the best moment, firing up Theo’s bloodlust.

“Really?” I grunt at him, slamming my hand on the map. “Why are you here again?”

Dante, one of my best soldiers, my Tourte Master and a friend, glances at me and tries to melt into his chair. Unsuccessfully.

“You see?” starts Theo with reignited fire in his eyes. “Orvanha is nothing but stone walls, and they burnt down the fucking granary! How long are we going to sit tight sipping fucking tea and eating shortbread?”

“Hey!” barks Dante, but Theo ignores him completely.

“Today, there were a few injuries, then the granary, and at the end, all of Noroin will burn!”

“Don’t be so dramatic,” I say, rolling my eyes.

Ezra points to the map above Noroin. “They are coming from Merania’s direction. If we could make peace with Merania, Turna wouldn’t stand a chance.”

Theo gets up from the chair and steps closer to the map. “And if we had the help of Meranian militia, our soldiers wouldn’t even have to step foot in Turna,” he looks around the table, “That’s our best bet.”

“No,” I say, and everybody looks at me silently. “Forget about Merania.”

Theo cocks his head to the side, trying to read my mind, but he doesn’t seem to be successful. “What are you saying?” he asks finally.

I get up and start to collect my things. “I need to see the Dead Lands.”

I leave the room. Theo and my commanders are closely behind me, ready to come when I say so. Or even when I don’t.

“I’m going with you,” says Theo, and I nod. How could I say no to such enthusiastic company?

“We leave now,” I turn to Tristan, “You’re in charge of Noroin until we get back. If anything comes up, Dante can help you.” I take a deep breath and turn toward Dante, pointing my finger at him. “And you better be very fucking helpful.”

In return, he raises his hands defensively with a hurt expression on his face. Like I would believe him.

“One more thing,” I continue, “go to the Pixie Forest. There might still be some from the Dead Lands hanging around. I want them alive.”

Dante nods at me, and I motion the guard standing not too far with my horse. He readies Dorado until Theo returns with his mare and with this, I jump on my horse, Theo following my cue.

“Alive, Dante. Able to speak!” I shout. With Dante, I have to give very detailed instructions about the state of prisoners; my torture master can be creative about the concept of being alive.

Theo and I set out for the Dead Lands, guiding our horses across the rugged terrain. To reach our destination, we keep close to Evennon’s borders, although we must cross the abyss early on. Even under the light of the three moons, Turna doesn’t appear sinister, but we know better than to venture too far in without need. I’ve never enjoyed coming here; this place is filled only with echoes of a time far better than our own. The tribes and other beings that dwell here care little for the beauty or legacy they’ve inherited, treating it as something unwanted.

But the land never forgets, and it never forgives. All our sins may be buried beneath the earth, but they are never erased.

As we press on, I scan the terrain, watching for the slightest movement. Turna may be beautiful, but it’s treacherous. Every step demands caution, because out here, anything can happen. Lower your guard for even a moment, and you might not get the chance to regret it.

“Are you going to tell me why you need to see the Dead Lands?” Theo asks me after a while.

I turn my head in his direction and flash a wide smile.

“I thought you’d never ask,” I say, but Theo keeps staring at me with a serious expression. “I had a dream. But now I think it might not have been a dream. Maybe a vision, a glimpse of the future.”

“I’m guessing not a bright one.”

I sigh, “I saw Evennon burn the same way we burnt up Mahhannan,” Theo’s eyes widen, worry setting in his features. “I didn’t think much of it, but the signs are pointing toward the Dead Lands, and I have this feeling that I don’t see something. Something is hiding behind this thin curtain. I can almost see it, but...”

“But you can’t,” he finishes the sentence for me. “Who burned up Evennon in your vision?”

“No idea,” I tell him, “Magic is as vague as it can be. Sometimes, a vision only has meaning after it is too late.”

“Fucking magic.”

“Well said, my friend. Well said.”

Riding through the unforgiving terrain, we press on without respite for three gruelling days, the sun setting and rising before us. The sky transitions from a deep indigo to a fiery orange hue, casting its warm embrace over the desolate expanse that unfolds ahead. As we approach the outskirts of the Dead Lands, or as it was once called in its glory, Mahhannan, a haunting wasteland devoid of all life, our surroundings transform into a dreadful sight. Bones and skeletal remains litter the ground like morbid decorations, remnants of unfortunate souls who dared to venture into this cursed realm.

The air hangs heavy with an ominous stillness, broken only by the eerie groans of withered branches swaying in the wind. Scars of past infernos mar the earth and trees, frozen in time as if centuries have passed in stagnation. It’s a place where new beginnings dare not tread, where hope itself seems to wither away in despair. The weight of silence bears down on us like a suffocating shroud as we forge onward into this desolate domain.

“We’re back,” I murmur, meeting Theo’s gaze with unease. “But this time will be different.”

It’s a promise I intend to keep. Dismounting my steed as we halt for the darkest of the night, a chill creeps through the air around us. Theo mirrors my actions, his hand lingering near his sword’s hilt as though anticipating confrontation in the wilderness where shadows dance around our starfly torches.

“It’s like no one has been here for decades,” says Theo. I can practically feel the silence emanating from this place.

I wait until he is standing next to me, then I lean closer to him and whisper, “We are not alone here.”

I step away from him, and my skin prickles with inexplicable energy. I turn to Theo, who is looking around with the same unease. “Do you feel that?” I ask him.

He shakes his head no. I always forget that nobody in Evennon can feel magic other than me.

“Magic,” I state, and Theo’s gaze turns a shade darker.

Examining the landscape around us again, I search for something. Anything. But there is nothing visible here. Only the coarse, lifeless land until our eyes can see.

“They are hiding,” I whisper and walk into the unknown.

As we move deeper into the wasteland, I can feel the weight of eyes watching us. I give a side-eye to Theo, his dark brown eyes reflecting the same concern as mine: pixies. Fucking pixies.

We come across old ruins of a building from a lifetime ago. It’s such a weird location for a building, maybe a farm of some kind. There are only a few rocks still standing and a wall on the north side. Pixies lived here a long time ago, then we murdered them without a second thought. Between the ruins, I spot a set of stairs leading downwards, like an old cellar standing against the hardships of time. Except it can’t be a cellar, and it can’t have been here for long. I look at Theo again, and he stares back at me with meaningful eyes.

“Are we walking into a trap?” he asks me.

“I think we’re way past that, my friend.”

Pixies never build below ground, so whatever this is, it’s out here for us. I feel an invisible thread pulling me softly toward the stairs. The magic of the land is finding familiarity within me and rubbing itself to me like a cat wanting attention. The land remembers its heritage, unlike its current inhabitants.

Without speaking, we descend into the darkness on the slippery stone stairs. The air is thick with a musty scent, and yet, there is still no sign of life.

At the bottom of the stairs lies a large, dim space, mostly carved out of bare earth. No walls have been built here. Roots jut out from the dirt, giving the place the feel of an unfinished grave. In the centre of the room stands a lone figure, eerily still, like a statue.

Theo and I exchange a glance, and I nod before we close in on the figure. It remains unmoving as we approach, and it’s difficult to discern who or what is hidden beneath the long cloak.

Theo silently draws his sword and signals for me to advance, indicating he’ll cover me. I step closer, but unease coils in my gut the moment I reach for the cloak. Something is off. Very off.

With a swift motion, I yank the cloak away and toss it aside. Beneath it stands the figure of a man, dead for several years by the look of him. But his death was clearly not an easy one. Both his hands and feet are missing, with stark-white bone protruding from patches of papery skin clinging to his body. He’s been impaled, judging by his wounds, likely while still alive.

But the most unsettling detail is his attire: he’s still wearing the royal crest of Evennon.

“Who is this?” I whisper. His face is only bone and paper-thin skin, dried like leaves in the fall. I carefully search through his pockets and find a small roll of paper.

As I unroll the paper, I realise that it’s a message for me, the Siren King:

You who command the damned better know you will wish for an easy death like this.

My fingers clench into tight fists around the crumpled letter, and I feel the invisible wind blow around me strongly. It’s not magic, but a rawer form of it, an ancient form that we call chaos. It swirls around me, licking my anger, satisfied. The angrier I am, the stronger it becomes. Like an invisible cloak, it covers me, trying to entice me to touch it, to use it, to care for it. It wants my attention—it would do anything for my attention.

“This is the guard who disappeared,” Theo’s voice cuts through the invisible force that’s trying to seduce me, and I wake from my trance. His normally steady voice is shaking with sadness. “Imael. I trained him myself. I hoped he had a quick death. How can this be? He disappeared less then a week ago.”

But quick wasn’t what he got. He was tortured and murdered, just like whoever did this to him will be.

“Like he died years ago. What have they done to him?” Theo asks, more from the winds than from me.

I turn to Theo, still gripping the paper so tight it’s tearing under my fingers. “We will take his body back,” I say through gritted teeth, “and give him a proper burial. Then we’ll deal with whoever is behind this.”

Theo’s face is grim but understanding as we carefully lift the body and wrap it in his cloak, embraided with the golden crest of Evennon, ready to leave this chamber of horrors behind us. We begin our ascent, every step fuelling the fire of revenge burning of me.

As we emerge from the depths of the Dead Lands, the sky is dark and starless. Theo and I mount our horses and begin the long journey back to Evennon, the body of Imael carefully placed behind Theo.

The road back feels longer, the weight of tragedy and anger closing in like the walls of a collapsing tomb. Every moment I spend with Imael’s body is another reminder of what has been taken, what has been twisted and broken. But the thought of justice, of vengeance, burns like a bright flame in my heart.

They are fools if they think I’ll accept their faceless threats and kneel. Kings of Evennon never kneel before anybody; why break this tradition? We killed them once. We will kill them again. Maybe I was too kind. Maybe I should have killed all of them and decorated the Pixie Forest with their heads.

Maybe I should burn them all alive with that damned forest.
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Chapter 6


Eleonor

Pixie Forest
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Dawn creeps out from behind the trees as the first rays of sunlight descend upon the meadow. The night escapes the dark purple skies, which is now brushed with delicate shades of pink stretching endlessly. Plump, cheerful clouds drift across the baby-pink sky coloured by the light of three moons. Yes, you heard it right—there are three moons in the sky, and to be fair, I counted them several times in just the last hour.

The largest of them looms so close, it feels as though I could reach out and touch it if I were just a little higher off the ground. And it’s purple. At first, I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me, that it must be some kind of illusion, but no—there are definitely three moons: one purple, another brown with white speckles that shimmer like glittering gold, and one good ole familiar white.

I take a deep breath and stretch my limbs. The grass beneath my palms is damp, but it too will dry under the strengthening rays of the sun. The scenery looks like someone stole it from a gallery. Beautiful, but surreal.

And I’m just lying on the ground.

Around the meadow, a tall pine forest stands, its cones glowing in the many colours of the rainbow. In the dark, I mistook them for strange lamps, so it was a surprise when I reached the forest and realized they were actually pine cones. I soon discovered that they only glow while still attached to the tree; once they fall to the ground, they’re just like any other cone.

The first ray of the sun reaches my leg, warming up my cold and wet body. My pyjama is soaked in dew, sticking to me more than I would prefer.

I’m lying still. So still, I can hear each beat of my heart clear, like someone is hitting a drum next to my ears. It is not the stillness of comfort but something absolutely mind-wrecking, something unimaginable. One would say crazy.

Last night, I remember clearly that I went to sleep in a bed. In always-noisy London, with its buzzing life and tall buildings. An actual bed. I know that. It is so obvious, and yet, I’m not so sure anymore. I question my world, my mind.

How did I end up here? I’ve asked myself hundreds of times. I surely haven’t been kidnapped by my sleep-paralysis demon. Or have I? I mean, having sleep paralysis is just a hallucination, right? Right? I’ve had this before, but I guess I would remember going on a field trip after cuddling with God knows what.

This could still be a vivid dream. Maybe all my dreams are like this. I forget when I wake up. My mind is racing for a logical explanation, but the only thing I can see when I close my eyes is the man with silver eyes standing in the middle of my living room.

And by the way, why the fuck would my sleep-paralysis hallucinated demon just casually cuddle me? And why kidnap? And if he really kidnapped me, where the fuck is he?

The problem with being circled by trees is that you can’t figure out which way to go. Maybe if I wasn’t a city girl, I could read from the moss, from the height of the sun, from the alignment of the stars, but I can’t. All my skills and achievements seem pointless. Useless. Absolutely useless. 

I need to find civilization if it is to be found. But which way? What if I choose the wrong path and get lost? I chuckle at myself at the word lost; how much more lost can I get? I could die of thirst or hunger somewhere deep in the forest. What if there are bears or other animals? There are so many horror stories of people wandering off the trail and never coming back.

I take a deep breath and try to calm myself down. Panic would only make the situation worse. I look around, taking in my surroundings. What is there to lose, really?

I get up and walk straight ahead in the direction of the sun, anger and hopelessness making my strides strong. Why not? I have an equal chance of finding something this way as in the other three. I reach the forest. The floor is filled with pine needles, just the thing my bare feet need. I walk on into the bewitched forest with its glowing cones, unlike anything I have ever seen. The ground is damp beneath my feet, and the air smells of earth and wetness.

A rustling sound comes from the bushes to my left. My heart races as I imagine all sorts of dangerous creatures lurking in the undergrowth. But then I see a flash of brown fur and realised that auburn squirrels are playing on the tree branches, jumping from one another, excitement in their squeaking. They’re having the time of their life while I’m panicking and freaking the fuck out. Wonderful Mother Nature.

After a long while, I finally come across a small river trickling down the rocks. The cool water provides relief for my tired feet. Hiking used to be one of my favourite activities, escaping from my reality.

Now, I would do anything for the concrete jungle I was running away from on the weekends. Sitting in a café chatting about nonsense, listening to people complain. Oh boy, it would be amazing.

Honestly? Doing an Excel report sounds awesome, and you can’t get lower than that.

I find it much more comfortable to follow the river instead of venturing through the dense forest filled with branches, pine needles, and cones. As I continue along its winding path, I noticed that the trees on the other side seem to thin out, potentially offering a way out of this endless wilderness. Although I can’t see exactly what is on the other side, I feel hopeful that it will lead me to some civilization. The only obstacle in my way is the wide and deep river, with a fast current that could easily sweep me away. But luckily, there are large rocks scattered throughout the river that I could use as stepping stones. It would require some giant leaps since they are spaced far apart, but it’s my only option.

I take a deep breath and propel myself off the first rock, my feet skidding on its slippery surface. Miraculously, I make it to the other side without falling into the water below. I let out a cheer of triumph before turning my attention to the second jump. It’s riskier, with a steep and narrow rock jutting out that only has enough space for one person to stand on top.

As I prepare to jump, a booming voice breaks through the air, causing me to freeze in mid-air. I can see myself moving in slow motion, struggling to reach the other side before plummeting into the river.

But it’s too late. My head dips beneath the water, and everything goes dark.
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When I open my eyes, I find myself suspended in a makeshift hammock secured between two towering pine trees. The gentle rustle of leaves and the distant chirping of birds fill the air, but everything seems distorted and muffled, as if I am underwater. My head throbs mercilessly, aching with every movement.

I attempt to sit up, but an intense wave of pain shoots through my body, leaving me paralyzed for a moment. With a deep breath, I gather all my strength and try again. The hammock sways precariously as I struggle to free myself from its confines, each attempt worsening the agony pulsing through my skull.

At last, with a final burst of determination, I manage to wiggle myself out and fall face-first onto the ground below. Instead of finding relief, my headache only intensifies. Without warning, I vomit uncontrollably onto the forest floor, my world spinning and blurring around me.

With trembling limbs, I push myself up onto all fours, my head hanging low in exhaustion. For fuck’s sake, Eleonor, get a grip.

A pair of worn black boots enter my not-so-alert vision. I try to focus on them, but my head swims with dizziness, and the pain is unbearable. Before I can even think to move, two strong hands grip my waist and lift me into the air.

“Ini koi theral?” he asks, but I can’t concentrate on his words because the movement intensifies the queasiness in my stomach, and I have to grit my teeth to keep stuff where it should be.

As he sets me down gently, I find myself lying on my back in the hammock again, swaying with the breeze. And then I see him—a figure leaning over me, his frame towering above mine. His muscular form is encased in layers of weathered leather. Leather boots, leather pants, and BDSM set on top. Jeez.

He has unnaturally golden eyes, high cheekbones, and a heart-shaped face with a well-defined jawline. His hair is brown with a hint of red cut up on the sides and braided on the top. As he looks at me, I swear I see disgust on his face. He turns his head and shouts something I don’t understand.

I hear footsteps again, and another massive guy appears, just as tall as the first one. Someone has been shopping in the tall-and-sexy-guy section. He wears a loose beige shirt with brown fitted pants and shiny boots. His skin is dusky, golden-hued with a touch of luminous warmth, his eyes pale grey, and his walnut hair tied back into a knot just above his nape. He is handsome with his close-sitting eyes, plump lips, and straight nose. His jaw is wide, almost as much as his forehead, giving him a masculine edge. He kneels next to me, and I want to tell him that I really hope he calls an ambulance, but he is faster.

“Safa nah neke ko famata,” he says. At this point, I’m not sure if I don’t understand him because my concussion is more serious than I thought or because he really speaks a different language.

“I don’t understand,” I tell him in a weak voice. The pain pulsates in my head, and I feel like throwing up again. 

He studies my eyes and face closely, concern in his beautiful grey eyes. Why are you so worried, pretty boy? He lifts his hand to my face. I want to see what he is doing, but I can’t seem to be able to move my eyes without more pain. He touches my chin with his huge hand, and when he pulls it back, I see blood on it.

He glimpses up at the other guy, “Ime nah faela selen.” 

Where did that blood come from? I lift my hand, but he catches it and pushes it down back to my side.

“Alorin,” he tells me in a soothing voice.

He stands up and shouts behind him, “Tataha ira ruba binna!”

The other man with golden eyes appears with a small white cloth in his hand. He gives it to Grey Eyes, and he crunches back down to me and wipes off the blood from my face. I want to close my eyes, but I also want to see what they’re up to. Please say you called an ambulance, I want to ask, but my mouth doesn’t seem to be functioning.

Then, the one with the grimace on his face pushes a flask into Grey Eyes’ hand. He lifts my head, but I never reach the flask because as my head leaves the hammock, the world turns into darkness.
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As the sun set, darkness creeps over Evennon, casting shadows on the towering walls. We approach the carved gates of Noroin, known to us as the “pixie gates.” Despite my hatred for pixies, I can’t deny my love for Noroin—a city protected by powerful magic. Without it, our borders would be vulnerable to all kinds of dangerous creatures. Our numbers are too few to fend them all off. But the pixies made a fatal mistake when they built their wards—they distrusted even their own. Their magic is so absolute, even they can’t break through it now. And we certainly won’t let them in.

The road is long and tiring, but I feel more energised than in the entire last century. Hate is a funny thing, giving more power than one would think.

Imael’s body shocks everyone, and I can see the same hate in their eyes as I felt inside. Kassus was a fool when he made the pixies slaves. He was a bloody fool when he thought he could steal their magic and use them. Pixies are born with the ability to tame magic; it is a part of them as much as breathing air. When something so innate is torn away, it leaves behind a quiet void—a wound that nothing can heal.

Tristan looks at the body of his lost friend, and I see the same sadness in his eyes as those long years ago when my dear Mora lay on the ground unrecognisable—those dark days crawling back into our lives, slowly, almost unnoticeably. But the little things add up. Today is an attack, tomorrow a horrible death, and then who knows? History does repeat itself. I’ve seen it happen again and again. All our books and scrolls tell the same stories; only the heroes change. And what are we? Are we just fools following the same destiny as the many before us? Do we not have a choice?

“We should kill the bloody bastards!” shouts one of the men, and the mass follows his lead.

They are thirsty for blood, and I can’t disagree with them. They should demand the inevitable, the death of those who still walk and breathe the air from us. Mercy does not go far in war. And still, Kassus, who was dreaded by the whole country, chose to let them live.

Orion’s eyes narrow in a sharp, calculating gaze as he casts me a glance, signaling for me to follow him into the tactical room. The room is covered with a white canopy that creates a false sense of privacy, shielding us from the chaos outside.

“You know it can’t be avoided,” I tell him, “You will have to do what your father couldn’t.”

He swirls toward me, anger taking the best from him as well, “Do you really think Kassus left them alive because of his big heart? Or because he didn’t want to spill more blood? Or maybe because he felt sorry for the pathetic creatures?”

I stay quiet because none of those things could ever be used to describe Kassus. His eyes gleamed with sick pleasure at the sight of suffering, and the great halls of Artmeon were filled with screams and terror while he sat on his throne and drank the blood of his victims, literally, on most days. If there ever was a heart within that chest of his, it had long since been replaced with blackened stone harvested from the obsidian throne he sat on.

Orion sees my silence as a sign to continue. “You see, Kassus found enjoyment in keeping the pixies alive, but it is questionable that the pixies would find it as mercy. But you know that. You were there.” He watches me almost accusingly, then adds, “Tell me then, my dear friend, why are you looking at me like I betrayed you?”

“Maybe because you enjoy fucking the pixie whores a little too much,” I spit out without hesitation, and Orion’s face distorts into scowl. I know I hit a sensitive spot. I know him too well.

“This is what bothers you?”

“You are spitting on the grave of Mora and Imael. Shame on you.” I know what I’m saying is not logical, and Orion, from all of them, wouldn’t do that, not with Mora. But the rumours are spreading that the king prefers the pixies over us, pulling toward magic and power than toward his blood.

“That is a mean thing to say.” There is sadness in his eyes, and for a moment, I feel like I should apologise. “You know well I would never do such a thing.”

I take a deep breath and arrange my thoughts, but the memories and anger overflow my mind, and I can’t think clearly. “But you are still doing it.” My fist is clenched, and I can feel the sharp nails digging into my palms, but I won’t back off. It’s time for one of us to confront this head-on. “I’m not the only one thinking that you’re a little too close to the pixie whores.”

Orion stares at me, head cocked to the side. “What do you want me to do?” he asks, but it sounds more like a plea than a real question. Before I can answer, he lifts his hand to silence me. “Let’s pause this. We have to bury Imael and figure out how we deal with the pixies of the Dead Lands. Then we can argue about the ones within our walls.”

I stare at him, anger still flaming inside my chest, but I see reason in his words and nod in agreement. “Weren’t the ones we left within our walls the deadliest?” I ask, and I see his facial expression turn dark. “But just so you know, we are not done with this topic, and you can delay it as long as you wish. It will linger around us like the smell of smoke in Artmeon.”
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I’ve never been too enthusiastic about Noroin. Too green, unorganised, and has zero privacy. What is there to like? Nature? Oh, fuck me.

I take a sip of wine from the flask, not bothering with a cup. Kassus despised this city just as much as I do. It’s the same place where my mother ended her life to escape him. Such fond memories.

I lean against the iron railing of the balcony, staring out into the vast expanse of untamed wilderness. The scent of damp earth and wildflowers fills my nostrils, a reminder of all the things I loathe about Noroin. I close my eyes. I try to relax in the so-called “nature,” but the fucking birds are tweeting, bugs are buzzing, and the wind brushes the leaves against each other nonstop. How can anyone suggest this is better than Artmeon with its luxury? I could be sitting in one of the baths filled with the water of the hot springs licking honey from one of the slaves’ tits. But no, enjoy the fucking nature.

I hear footsteps approaching from the side just as Tristan emerges from behind one of the towering trees. “There you are,” he says with urgency.

I pivot and lean against the railing, feeling the chill of the iron seep through my shirt, bracing myself for the impending catastrophe.

“Please tell me nobody died.” I sigh. “I’ve had enough for one day.”

“Not yet.” He settles on one of the chairs beside the table.

I lightly rub my temple, feeling the weight of being a king resting heavily on my shoulders. Or perhaps it’s not the responsibilities of ruling that are causing me stress, but rather Theo’s painful words. Either way, I want nothing more but to leave Noroin behind and return to the calmness of Artmeon—the land of endless tits.

“What can I do for you, Tristan?” I wonder while taking a sip from my flask. “I would really appreciate it if you could spit it out. Not in the mood for chit-chat.”

“We found a girl in the Pixie Forest.”

My eyes snap open at his words. “A pixie?”

“No,” he says shortly.

“From Merania?”

“No.”

“If I have to guess once more,” I growl, “I will put your head on a spike with your father’s. Just fucking tell me.”

He hesitates before finally responding. “I can’t tell you because I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” I look at him as if he’s mentally challenged.

“No, she’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen,” he explains hastily. “And I think she’s dying. She hit her head when we found her.”

“And she is dying from hitting her head?” I ask.

“Yes, it seems.”

I murmur a curse, then gulp down the remainder of the sweet wine. “Go on then. Show me.”

The girl is small, her body taking up less than half of the bed, disappearing in the sheets. Her face is pale, almost grey, wrapped in bandages and white cloths. The texture of her skin is full of imperfections, sports and dark circles under her eyes. Dry and coarse, her hair is in worse shape than our horses, and her skin reflects some fine lines. Once-pink lips seem grey in the light, a harsh contrast to her dark brown hair. She is definitely not from around here, and life left an ugly mark on her, poor creature.

“She escaped from somewhere?” The disgust in my voice is unmistakable, even to my own ears. Tortured for a hundred years, maybe?

Tristan sighs in the exact way his father does. “Can be. She was certainly surprised to see us. She speaks the language of Cidalia.”

I raise my brows. “Hm, that’s interesting.” I walk closer to her, examining her form. “Nothing on her that could help us?”

“Nothing. Her clothes seem pretty unpractical. No bags, no pockets, no warmth. Nothing, really.”

“Are you sure she speaks Cidalian?” I ask, and I hope he says no. Cidalian is the common language of Immatale, but rarely used in Evennon. Not without a purpose anyways.

“Yes, as surprising as it is, she speaks it perfectly.” That’s interesting. Whatever her business is with Cidalia, I would like to stay out of it. “But she doesn’t understand any other, not even the pixie tongue.”

“Weird,” I say. Because most understand Cidalian, but would not use it as a preferred language. Too plain, too many bad memories. And for Evennon? Just out of fucking spite.

The faint sound of footsteps drifts down the stairs, and then Maya appears, dressed in a pristine white gown. Her long brown hair is pinned back with delicate golden leaves, framing her pale complexion. Her cheeks are flushed from the climb and the weight of the heavy water jug she carries. She looks around and sighs with relief upon seeing me, her large hazel eyes shining with happiness.

“Thank the Sun, you’re here,” she says, her voice laced with worry. “This one won’t last another day.” Maya used to be a midwife, back when we had many babies born. Sadly, those days are gone, and when the joyful need still arises for a midwife, she is the one stepping in. But in the meantime, she helps where she can.

I never understood her deep friendship with Illia. It’s like a tree trying to make friends with an axe. Doesn’t make any sense.

I raise an eyebrow in response. “Good to see you too.”

Maya sets the water down next to the bed and begins working on undoing the bandages wrapped around the girl’s head.

I break the silence between us. “What do you think, Maya?”

She looks up from her work, her eyes sharp and narrow, as if I’m planning something. “She’s dying. That’s what I think. You need to help her. Otherwise, her barely lit light will be carried away by the ever-blowing wind.”

“That wasn’t quite what I was asking,” I replied calmly.

Maya shakes her head. “She’s not a young girl. She’s an adult woman, just shorter than most. I don’t know what race she is, but she certainly is interesting.”

I let out a thoughtful hum, realizing there isn’t much else we can find out about this stranger tonight. And we’ve had enough deaths for one night. “Well, then, let’s help her.”
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A bed with actual sheets is the first thing I recognise. It was just a bad dream, comes the thought to my mind. It seemed a little too real but, at the time, a little too bizarre. I pull my blanket higher, but it makes a strange rumbling sound I’m not familiar with. These sheets are definitely not like mine.

I open my eyes. I try to focus on the ceiling, but there is no ceiling, only the foliage of a tree and the dark velvet of the sky above. It’s painted with different shades of blues and blacks, sprinkled with unorganised diamonds. How pretty. How unfamiliar.

When you live in the city, you can’t see stars like this. Too much light, too little clear vision.

I sit up, noticing the clearness of my head, and there is no more pain. I lift my hand to touch the skin where it ripped, but there is no wound, no scars. It really was just a dream. But if I was dreaming, then where am I now?

I take in my room—if you can even call this a room. There’s no ceiling, and the walls are absent too. The large bed rests on a wooden platform, with a sheer white canopy draped above it, suspended from a branch, offering a hint of privacy. It resembles a high-end treehouse, designed with elegance. Instead of torches or lamps, the space is softly lit by clusters of bioluminescent mushrooms growing on the tree trunk, casting gentle hues of green and yellow.

I gaze at the glowing mushrooms for a moment, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. Then, I lift the covers and stand up. Surprisingly, there’s still no trace of pain or dizziness. Odd.

A spiral staircase, crafted from polished wood, winds around the tree trunk to the level below. The railing is meticulously carved, its wood curling into graceful tendrils. Glancing around, I can make out little in the darkness, as there’s scarcely any light. I’m no longer in my pyjamas but dressed instead in a long, light-coloured nightgown.

I descend the steps, running my fingers along the flowers carved into it. The steps wind around a great tree trunk and lead to another platform built out of planks of ancient wood. It’s larger than I expected and is wide enough that two people can comfortably walk side by side. On one side of the trunk, there is a seating area with hammocks and a coffee table. Some old leather-bound books lay scattered across the surface. The other side is close to the edge and lined with cupboards and bookshelves in wrought ironwork. There are some burned candles on top of the coffee table, standing in alabaster candle holders. I swipe my gaze around the room for something to light them up, but I can’t see any matches.

“Koi ehemma selen?” comes a voice from the dark corner.

A little scream leaves my mouth with my soul, and I back away in the direction of the stairs.

“Minatha,” murmured the voice gently. I hear fabric moving and a foot touching the ground, walking in my direction.

“I don’t understand,” I tell him, grabbing the railing to steady myself.

“I see,” he says in my language. “Do you understand me now?”

A tall, dark figure appears from the corner. I can’t see his face in this pitch dark, but he is huge. I am not a small girl myself, but the dude here is over seven feet for sure.

“Yes,” says a weak voice. Maybe mine.

“How are you feeling?” he asks me, sounding genuinely interested.

“Not bad at all,” I tell him.

He moves to the coffee table and reaches for the candle, and a moment later, the candle is lit. His hair is a light blond, which reminds me of a warm summer night. He puts the candle down, reaches for another one, lights that as well, and places it next to the other.

He turns to me. “Can you see me now?”

His eyes are like blue crystals of the afternoon sky. He has a wide nose and well-formed lips. He is wearing a long silk coat in sapphire blue, complementing his beautiful eyes. The coat is slightly longer than his knees, and he wears grey floaty wide-leg trousers.

“I’m Aman,” he adds with a small smile.

“My name is Eleonor,” I tell him shyly.

“Nice to meet you, Eleonor.” He turns and sits down in one of the hanging chairs and gestures for me to follow him. I hop down in the one in front of his. He crosses his ankles. “What an interesting little creature you are,”

“Can you tell me where we are?” I ask him, “I just woke up in the middle of nowhere, and I don’t know how I got there.”

“Nowhere?” he raises an eyebrow. “We are in Noroin, the border city of Evennon.”

“What country is that?”

He bends his head slightly to the right, staring at me with narrowed eyes. He takes in my features. The silence creeps on me. “Evennon,” he says finally.

“I’ve never heard of it.”

“I suspected so,” his tone is light, but his words don’t make sense. What kind of country is that? I’m absolutely not bad at geography. Or I thought so. Never mind.

“What continent is...um...Evelonon?

“Evennon.” He emphasises the N.

“Yes, Evennon,” I correct myself. “What continent is Evennon on? Asia? Is it an island?”

He smiles at me, pity in his eyes. “I don’t think you will find any familiarity here,” he pauses. “How is your head?”

“It’s okay. Why wouldn’t I find any familiarity here?” I press on. “Look, I just want to get home. That’s it. I don’t care what you’re doing here or what this place is like. I will never tell a soul that I was ever here. I swear.”

He sighs, then stands up, offering me his hand. “I think you should meet someone.”

I take his hand. I mean, what other option is there?

He guides me through a dimly lit passage and down a flight of stairs, eventually reaching the ground floor. Here, a profusion of lights adorns the surroundings, suspended above our heads and nestled among the foliage. Pink flowers emit a soft glow, as do some of the leaves on the bushes. The air is imbued with the fragrances of lilacs and pine, enveloping us in a sensory embrace. It feels as though we’ve stepped into a fairy forest, traversing a paved pathway imbued with enchantment.

Aman strides ahead, seemingly oblivious to the wonders surrounding us. Meanwhile, I’m tempted to pause at every turn, eager to touch the night-blooming flowers. We reach an open area encircled by towering trees, their canopy illuminated by strings of lights. In the centre lie seats and cushions in a deep burgundy shade, crafted from the same trees that surround us, blending seamlessly with the natural beauty of the setting.

A woman and two men are sitting in the middle on the sofas and chairs, drinking and chatting in a language I can’t even fathom to place. As they see us closing in, they look up in anticipation. Aman leads me there and gestures for me to sit down.

I recognise one of the men from before when I woke up in the hammock. He seems to recognise me as well; his grey eyes soften as he gazes at me. He is wearing a beige linen robe with dark brown pants, and his coffee hair is braided close to his head and falls over and reaches the middle of his back.

The other man sitting across from him is a totally different story. His eyes are like crushed aquamarines thrown into the wild sea. His dirty-blond hair is put in a half-up style, the bottom stopping at the nape of his neck.

His countenance mirrors the intensity of his gaze—sharp angles and untamed curves, exuding a blend of masculinity and menace. There’s an unmistakable aura of untamed energy that surrounds him. I can’t put my finger on it, but something is seriously wrong with this guy.

Sitting next to him is a tall girl with baby-blue eyes reminiscent of a sunny sky, her skin kissed by the sun and adorned with tiny freckles. Her long red hair cascades in organised curls, framing her figure and extending down, likely reaching her bottom. Plump lips part as she gazes at me, lifting her jewelled hand to sip from the cup she holds delicately. She wears a flowing white dress, cinched only by a golden neckpiece, accentuating her slender frame. If there were a pageant for dolls, she would be an all-time winner.

I sit down on the chair at the end, which is covered by auburn velvet. I sink into the plush material. It feels luxurious, like somebody stole it from the royal palace, from under the Queen herself.

“Our guest has woken up,” says Aman. All three of them look at him like he is the one coming from another world. “She doesn’t speak our tongue, but I found she is kind of fluent in the language of Cidalia,” he adds, lifting his hand defensively. “Now we all have a way to practice.”

“I haven’t used this in a long time,” adds the redhead with a small giggle. “I’m Illia, by the way.”

For someone who has not spoken the language for a long time, she doesn’t even have an accent. But she seems fairly young, like twenty-something, so a long time could be yesterday, as much as I know.

“I’m Eleonor,” I chip in with a shy smile.

“This is Tristan. I think you’ve met him already.” He gestures toward the man I met while being in my lowest. He nods at me, acknowledging. “And this is King Orion, the ruler of Evennon.”

The blond man doesn’t say a word, but he nods in my direction. I find it interesting that the king himself is the last presented. I would expect it to be the other way around. But it’s not like I would know many kings personally. And what do I know about his kingdom anyway? He can be the king of the treehouse, as far as I know.

“Our tiny guest has questions, as you might imagine,” Aman explains.

“We have questions, too,” interrupts Illia with excitement. “We rarely have guests this interesting.” How she said the word guest gives me the creeps.

“How do you feel?” Orion asks in a low voice. His piercing eyes are fixed on me, and I have the urge to run and hide.

“Great,” I swallow. “My head doesn’t hurt at all.”

He nods again with understanding, watching me as if I were a very, very interesting bug.

“We healed you,” says Illia proudly. “By we, I mean Aman and Orion. But I was most supportive.”

“Thank you,” I say. “Look, I don’t want to sound rude, but can I ask where we are and who you are, people?”

“We are in Evennon,” says Aman with a little edge in his voice. He is clearly frustrated with me asking where Evennon is.

“Yes, I understand that, but where is Evennon?” I push.

“You’ve never heard of Evennon?” asks Orion.

I glance at him, intending to say no, but his predatory gaze pins me in place, suggesting I might be his next meal. Opting for a silent response, I shake my head in refusal.

“Interesting. Evennon is the kingdom above the Rumbling Seas, at the border of Turna and neighbour of Merania. You can reach the old kingdom of Elis when you go east, to the storming seas, the forever city of Celestium. Right now, we are in Noroin, which is a border city just under the Pixie Forest.” So definitely not Europe, nor America. “I wonder though if this knowledge comes useful.”

“I don’t understand,” I tell him in a cracked voice. “I don’t understand how I ended up here.”

Orion looks at me, his eyes nearly creaking open my skull. “Tell me about your people.”

The question surprises me. “What would you like to know?”

“Are they all small?” Illia giggles.

“Well, they are around my height. Men normally a bit taller. But none as big as anyone here.”

“How old are you?” comes Orion’s deep voice.

“I’m twenty-five, almost twenty-six.”

He raises an eyebrow at this and shares a glance with Tristan, sitting on the other side. “You seem much older than twenty-five.”

I feel my face redden. I may look old by their understanding. Illia looks like a twenty-year-old girl at most, and she is perfect. Any model in my “world” would envy every part of her body. “Thanks?”

Orion catches my eye as I draw it away from Illia. “How old do you think Illia is?”

“Maybe twenty or younger.”

Illia giggles again. She has to cover her mouth with her hand to hush herself.

“We normally live for eighty years or so,” I add for context.

Orion gulps down the remainder of his drink. “So you grow old, like animals?”

His analogy is a bit weird, but... “Yes, we kinda do. Is that weird for you?”

“Hm. Certainly interesting.”

“How old are you?” I ask curiously.

“Way over a hundred, my dear,” Illia replies with a proud smile. I gape at her, sure she must be joking. She doesn’t even look twenty—not a day over. “You seem surprised.”

I shake my head, still in disbelief. “I am. I mean, you really don’t look that old. Like, at all.”

“I get that a lot,” Illia chuckles, a twinkle in her baby-blue eyes.

“I’m starting to see that,” I say with a small smile. “But I still don’t understand how I ended up here.”

Orion leans forward, his eyes fixed on me intensely. “Tell me everything you remember. From the beginning.”

I take a deep breath, trying to recall the events leading up to my appearance in Evennon. “I was at home, getting ready for bed. I remember feeling really tired, but I thought it was just a long day at work. And then...nothing. The next thing I know is that I’m wandering around in the forest.” I keep quiet about the silver-eyed demon. I’m not even sure he’s real. And even if he is, why should I trust them with something so strange?

Orion’s eyes narrow as he listens to my story. “Did you see anything strange or hear anything before you ended up here?”

I wrack my brain, trying to remember anything unusual. “No... nothing out of the ordinary.”

“Well, something must have happened for you to end up here,” Aman interjects.

Orion shares a glance with Aman, then nods in agreement before turning his attention back to me. “We’ll find out what brought you here. But for now, you are our guest, and we will take care of you.”

I nod, feeling a sense of relief that they are willing to help me figure out what happened. “Thank you,” I say, grateful for their hospitality.

Illia stands up and walks over to me, a warm smile on her face. “Come with me,” she says. “I’ll show you around.”

I follow Illia’s lead, and she goes on happily with the elegance of a beautiful bird. She turns to me while walking. “Are you hungry?”

I think for a moment, but my stomach grumbles immediately.

Illia chuckles. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

She leads me through wooden paths from platform to platform, under the tall canopies and glass chandeliers, glass ceilings, and illuminated flowers and plants. Above us, the moons paint strange colours on the black ceiling of the sky. I really can’t believe that this is not a dream. Everything around me seems magical.

We reach a tall bronze gate covered with illuminated plants in the colours of an autumnal forest All the yellows and browns, here and there purples and oranges. They crawl up to the building behind it from the gate, and it looks like a bronze cage in which walls and ceilings are made of lit plants.

She moves forward toward the small desk on the side, pulls out a chair, and glances back at me. “Sit,” she says.

I’m still under the effects of the magical forest, but I inch toward the chair and sit while Illia turns and rumbles through the cupboards.

When she turns back, she holds a tray with two steaming mugs and a plate of warm pastries. She sets the tray down on the low table in front of us and hands me a mug. The aroma of cinnamon and nutmeg wafts from the mug, making my mouth water.

“Thank you,” I say, taking a small sip of the hot beverage. It’s delicious, with a hint of sweetness and a warm spiciness that spreads through my body.

“I’m glad you like it,” Illia says with a smile. “We take our food and hospitality very seriously here in Evennon. However, we don’t have guests too often.”

There it is again. The word guest forms in her mouth with such weirdness.

As I savour the warmth of the drinks and pastries, Illia leans forward, her eyes filled with curiosity. She asks about my world—what my life is like, the work I do, the cities I come from, and the strange customs of my people. She’s fascinated by details I’d never even thought twice about: the noise of crowded streets, the endless rows of buildings, and what it’s like to live without magic around every corner. I feel myself drawing closer to her, seeing a flicker of wonder that reminds me of what I’ve left behind.

When I finish speaking, we fall into a comfortable silence. My eyes wander, taking in every detail of the forest, the ethereal glow of the plants and the intricate architecture of the city.

“Your homeland is amazing,” I say wistfully.

Illia smiles warmly. “Many have said that before, but unfortunately, we rarely get visits from outsiders.”

“I see,” I say, feeling a wave of sadness wash over me, thinking about my home.

“Don’t worry,” she continues, “we will do everything we can to help you find your way back to your world.”

“Thank you,” I say gratefully, “I really appreciate all of your help.”

As we finish the pastries and drink the last of our mugs, Illia stands up and gestures for me to follow her. She leads me up a spiral staircase, polished to a gleaming shine, which winds around the thick trunk of a willow tree. We emerge on a platform nestled between the boughs, and there is a metal bathtub in the centre, shadowed by the sun. Or moons, in this case. A heavy wooden screen, carved with intricate patterns, blocks any view of our surroundings. The leaves of the willow tree created a natural wall around us, making it feel as though we’re cocooned in a private paradise.

“The tub is filled.” She walks ahead and points at a small desk with various fabrics on top of it. “Here you have towels, and I will send up something that will fit you. You will find everything you need. If not, ask a pixie.”

“A what?” I ask, awe creeping into my voice.

“Ah, right, I almost forgot,” she says. “You won’t find many here these days. If you need anything, please, just ask for me.”

I want to ask more, but my mind is already spinning with everything I’ve learned today. “Thank you,” I say.

She nods, smiling, then turns around and descends the stairs.
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Chapter 11


Orion

Noroin
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Flames consume the wood beneath Imael’s body, the ever-blowing wind stealing his ashes away. The fire roars, bright and merciless, carving light into the night sky as it devours him. The meadow is crowded with mourners—some weeping, others drowning in silent grief. Maya’s clear voice echoes through the surrounding trees as she sings a sorrowful song, her tears joining those of the crowd.

We are all here, but too late. The dead don’t care about funerals.  And he has been dead for days, his blood still staining my hands, though there’s none left in his body. His suffering is my burden to bear.

Perhaps Theo is right. Perhaps I’ve been misled by the pixies, and I’ve been too willing to lose myself in their temptations. But to kill them all? What would that even accomplish? I wish I could find the answers.

As others join Maya in her song, the flames devour Imael’s remains, reducing him to dust. The past is a curse, unchangeable. Imael will always be murdered, and I will always be the one who allowed it. Like sand slipping through my fingers, my people continue to die.

I glance up at the three moons, close my eyes, and take a deep breath before returning my attention to the ceremony, singing with my people. It’s the least I can do. I mourn.

The ceremony ends, and most people drift away in silence. I return to the common area, where Theo and Ezra join me.

In the flickering light of the fire, Ezra’s hair takes on a deep, almost maroon hue. His face bears the heavy burden of grief and sorrow, appearing more worn than I recall. Seated at the far end of the table, his gaze remains fixed on the flames. The dim illumination lends an orange tint to his typically golden eyes, reminiscent of a sunset over a turbulent sea.

“We cannot afford to repeat the mistakes of the past,” he declares, meeting my gaze with the solemnity of one who has stared death in the face and screamed into it more than once.

No kingdom is ruled by one man alone. Even if that person is me, my strength is simply not enough. I wouldn’t be able to keep this vast country together without my admiral, Theo, and my commanders, like Ezra. They are the extensions of my arms, carrying a piece of burden for me. They are my advisors, my friends and most trusted allies. And while Theo commands my armies, Ezra trains them. While Dante keeps the pixies in line within our borders, Sabar tracks them outside. The list could go on, but the point is, without them, even myself would crumble under the weight of the crown.

I nod, not knowing what to say. I refuse to follow in my father’s footsteps, refuse to succumb to the reckless bloodlust that consumed him. Kassus ruled through brute force, whereas I favour strategic manoeuvres. He was a burning fire, and I am the ruling sea—nothing in my way.

“How is it possible that they are getting their magic back?” Theo interrupts.  “Why the fuck can’t we get rid of them?”

“Only the shining sun knows the answer,” I sigh, my frustration rising. 

Theo shakes his head in frustration, his dark hair brushing his forehead. “We need to do something,” he insists, “before they become too powerful again. If they get their magic back, we are as good as dead.”

“The Dead Lands are not so dead after all,” I say. “What we saw was an illusion. My guess is they are restoring Mahhannah and keeping it a secret until it is too late for us to do anything about it.”

Theo whips his head up. “And you’re only saying this now? Why didn’t you mention anything while we were fucking there?”

“Would that make any difference?” I ask, rubbing my hand over my face. “You don’t have to feel magic to put the pieces together. The Dead Lands are filled with darkness, and we have been attacked by pixies who are almost full of magic. Don’t you think there is a connection?”

Theo’s lips press into a thin line as I continue. “What is left in Mahhannan is not pure.” I intentionally call it by its old name. After all, how could we call a land dead if it’s actually very much alive? “I can’t put my finger on why, but I got an eerie feeling, a darkness that looms over the land. It has nothing to do with chaos or magic. Not as we know it, at least.”

“For the ever-fucking-blowing wind, how did we not see any of this coming?” Theo bursts out.

Ezra leans forward, his eyes burning with determination. “We need to find out how they are getting their power back. If we can cut them off from it, we can defeat them once and for all.”

“And how do you plan to do that?” asks Theo mockingly. “Don’t you think if there was a way we would’ve done it a long time ago? We don’t tame the forces of the world, and thus, there is little we know about its workings. Or can you tame the chaos, Ezra?”

I might be able to control the chaos we call magic, but I’m just as lost as anyone here. I wish my mother had taught me about my heritage, about the nature of chaos, about the pixies. But our time together was far too short.

“Something must have changed,” says Ezra, energised, the weariness gone from his face. “I can feel it. I know you do too, even if we can’t quite name it.”

“Exactly, you don’t know,” Theo states, rubbing the back of his neck. 

I lift my hand to stop him before our conversation spirals into yet another argument. “Kassus wasn’t searching for answers. He had his own agenda. Perhaps he knew something, perhaps he didn’t. But it’s worth exploring.”

“And what do you suggest?” Ezra leans back in his chair, but I can see how restless he is.

“You will go to Orvanha and ask the seers to move their asses and find out as much as possible. If there is any book there that can explain any of this, they need to find it.” However unlikely it is that we find answers in the useless books the pixies didn’t manage to burn. “Theo, you will stay here and prepare for the worst. Noroin is at the border of Turna; if they attack, they will do it here. After all, their damned forest is just a spit away. I need you to hold the border from whatever is coming. I’ll return to Artmeon and search through the carvings etched into the stone of the caves beneath it. No way there’s nothing there that can help us.”

“Nobody who can read those carvings has been around for more than a millennium,” he says, and I know he is right. We have only rumours about the people who etched the symbols into the hard rock of the caves. With most of our knowledge destroyed by the pixies, I doubt this will ever change.

“I still have to try. If the power of the pixies is coming back, we have to know.”

“I doubt anything down there would be helpful.”

“Then what do you suggest?”

He settles down, avoiding my gaze, and simply says one word: “Cidalia.”

I can’t help but laugh. “Don’t be ridiculous. Even if they come out of their mountain, they would never help us.”

I know why he’s asking, but I refuse this part of my heritage. I know too well what Cidalia is capable of. I’ve felt it on my skin my whole life. “Nobody knows, nobody better than me, the price to pay for mingling with Cidalia. We should be happy that they are leaving us alone.”

Ezra nods, not forcing the topic any longer. Unlike him, I have had my encounters with Cidalia, and I would stay the fuck away from them if possible.

As we finalize our plan, a sense of urgency fills the room. It’s not just about defeating our enemies. It’s about saving our land and our people. We cannot let the past repeat itself. I have enough blood on my hands.

Ezra stands up from the table, a fire lit in his eyes. “We’ll find a way to end this once and for all.”

Theo finishes his drink and rises from his seat. “I’ll start fortifying the border. We won’t let them get past us.”

I nod, my trust in him unwavering, extending from my life to the very fate of our existence.

“What about the girl?” he inquires.

Surprised by his question, I respond, “What about her?”

“She can’t stay here. You know that. We shouldn’t have let her in in the first place.”

“But it’s too late for this conversation, isn’t it?” I counter.

“So what? I don’t trust her. We can’t be sure this is not some sick trick the pixies play with us. A trap we welcomed into our homes.”

Memories flash behind my eyes. Burning cities and the dead. So many dead.

“I understand,” I rub my temple, thinking of a solution. “Do you want to lock her up?”

Theo shrugs. “Maybe,” he says with the same uncertainty I feel.

Before I can respond, Ezra jumps in, “I could take her to Orvanha. It’s practically a prison in itself.”

Theo nearly spits out his drink, laughter bubbling up between us like an unstoppable force. In the midst of our amusement, I manage to quip, “Maybe don’t mention it in this form to the wise.”

“Why? You think they would mind it?” teases Ezra, further stroking our laughter.

“Alright, I think we have an agreement,” I say. “The girl goes to Orvanha, but not today. Let her go with Illia.”

“Why Illia?” asks Ezra.

“Because I need to know what to make of the girl,” I admit. “And for that, I need the help of the seers.” The seers, whom I can’t trust.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Theo questions, uncertainty flashing in his eyes.

I’ve been at odds with Illia for quite some time now. We’ve had our disagreements, but I see this as a perfect opportunity for her to prove herself—and an even better chance for her to show me that I can trust her.

“No, I don’t.” I sigh. “But I need somebody they can’t dismiss easily.”

“What happens if the girl proves to be dangerous?” asks Theo.

“Illia knows what my expectations are. Our country above all,” I say firmly. If anything, I’m not worried about Illia hesitating to kill. “If the girl is a spy or a weapon, I need to know.”

Ezra nods in agreement. I turn to Theo, who gives a silent acknowledgment.

He empties the remaining wine from his glass. “I’ll break the news to Illia. I want to see her face when I tell her that she must go to Orvanha and stay there.”

I nod and wish I could see her face, too.

As he leaves, I pivot to Ezra. “Be careful in Orvanha. The seers are known for their tricks. And they’ve never liked me or Kassus. In fact, I would say they are rooting for the pixies.”

The seers used to be a powerful group of elites of Evennon. With their pointless rituals and not-so-wise words they held power and expected everybody to bend to their wishes. Demanded money, riches and control over things they had no business with. They thought themselves above all, but they miscalculated themselves. Kassus limited their power, and I banished their absurd foolishness they called religion. How could magicless creatures understand magic? What difference is there for us if the Purple Moon is waxing or waning? Nothing. They are now nothing but a bunch of old hags with lots of bad intentions.

He gives me a small smile. “I’ll be fine. I’ve dealt with them before.” He pauses. “Besides, with Illia coming, I think the ones who have to be scared are the seers.”

He is not wrong. I have an army to command, and that woman still scares me.

“Just remember, being around for a long time doesn’t necessarily make one smart or wise. Even if they believe so.” He nods in agreement. “Or even if they call themselves the wise.” Which they still do, despite being locked up in Orvanha with nothing but the snow surrounding them. They practice the old rites and rituals in secrecy, or at least they think so. I let them do it. At least it keeps them busy.

He nods once more, and with that, we bid farewell, each of us setting off on our respective missions. The burden of war hangs heavily upon my shoulders, but I make a concerted effort to push it aside as I journey back to Artmeon. Though the ride itself is barely more than a day, my thoughts swirl incessantly. A tight knot twists in my stomach—a mix of dread and anticipation for whatever comes next.

If Evennon burns, I will damn sure burn with it. 

I wish Kassus was around to answer the unanswerable questions, but he left us, and he may never come back. We are left to fend for ourselves, and defeat is not an option. It is never an option for us. The pixies were angry before the last war, and since then, we have enslaved them, tortured them, and murdered their children for long decades. I doubt they have any mercy left for us. I would rather die than live in enslavement.

As I walk through the caves below Artmeon, the sand lamp in my hand flickers, casting shadows in every corner. I turn the lamp in its cast upside down, and the movement revives the light of the lamp again.

We have other forms of lighting, but the most practical by far are the sand lamps, filled with the luminescent sand from the Samara Dunes. I’ve never seen the Samara Dunes myself, but we have books and tales that give a good idea. They say the entire desert glows when the wind sweeps across it, the shifting sands igniting in an otherworldly light. The iron-casted hourglass is the most practical form we use; once you turn it over and the sand falls, it glows without failure. Doesn’t require any maintenance, not that it would matter; we have no way to replenish the sand unless we manage to trade with the rare merchants who wander to our borders.

I can feel my heart racing as I scan the ancient symbols, searching for something that will help us understand what we’re up against. I’ve been here many times before, but these symbols are like staring at the stars and trying to find answers in them—impossible. Those who carved them into the white stones lived long before us and died before we were even a thought in the making. The pixies, on the other hand, were made in the old world, where the sirens ruled Turna. Where Evennon was part of another Kingdom, called Mahhannan.

I wonder if my mother could read these symbols, these ancient powers being her heritage. Or if she would be standing here like I do, a fool with hopes. “I wish you were here,” I whisper to the walls. “I wonder how life would be with you in it.”

After Cidalia murdered the sirens, Turna descended into chaos. Ugly creatures crawled out from the depths of the earth, swarming over the land, gnawing on the remnants of a dead legacy.

“You couldn’t bear to watch it perish, could you?” I ask her, but only the ever-blowing wind knows where her body lies. Her spirits are long lost.

I wonder if the Cidalians would tell me the answers. Pity that it is impossible to climb the mountains. I take a deep breath and shake my head, pushing the thought aside. I have a task at hand, and I can’t let myself get distracted by these ideas.

I walk through the chambers, smelling like old tombs, but none of the symbols make sense to me. None will tell me any answers. Theo was probably right; it is just a waste of time to search for answers. We should roll our dice with destiny and hope for a better fate than back in the dark days.

There are sections of the caves that have remained untouched for years. These passages are narrower and lower, forcing me to contort my body to navigate through the rocks. Eventually, I reach a wider path where the once-white walls transition to dark hues of black and grey, merging seamlessly. I hunch down even further, dropping to my hands and knees to push through a small opening barely discernible in the darkness. Emerging on the other side, I straighten, stretching my stiff muscles.

Not many know about this last chamber. In fact, it may only be Kassus and me who know about it. It’s not big, not interesting; in fact, it’s dark mushy, and the air has a stale smell. What makes it a secret is the painting on the wall. All around the cave system and all of its chambers, we have only found symbols, most of them repeating themselves. However, here lies a painting created by those who came before us, dating back to the dawn of time. Much of it has succumbed to decay, but certain scenes remain discernible. In one such scene, a figure sits on a throne, surrounded by a world engulfed in flames, the cries of suffering echoing in the air.

“The downfall of Evennon.” Kassus once explained to me in my youth. He held a firm conviction that these images offered glimpses of the future, feeling a profound connection to them. He saw himself as the king forced down from his throne, destined to meet his fall and witness the ruin of his kingdom.

But now, here I am. Here I am, staring at the old painting and wondering how much I look like my father.
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Chapter 12


Eleonor

Orvanha

[image: ]

Early in the morning, I wake up to a light tap on my shoulder, and when I crack open my eyes, Illia looks bright and ready to roll. She must’ve been up for a while already.

“Good morning,” she says while pulling my blanket down. “Get up. We must leave.”

I push myself onto my forearms, still sleepy. “What? Where?”

“We’re going to Orvanha.” Maybe I’m still half asleep, but she says Orvanha like it’s a curse.

“Where? Why?” I have no idea what she’s talking about.

But she doesn’t seem to be bothered by my confusion. She turns and pulls a dress from the chair nearby. She drops it on the bed, basically into my lap. “Come on, get dressed. We need to leave now.”

I, still super confused, get out of bed and start to change. “What on earth is going on?”

But when I turn toward Illia, she is no longer there. She left me alone. Wonderful.

I spot a pair of well-worn brown boots resting beside the bed. They’re a tad larger than my usual size, maybe by just a size or two, but nothing I can’t handle. Once I’m dressed and ready, I make my way downstairs. At the foot of the stairs, Illia stands alongside another girl. Both are dressed in stunning long dresses, with coats draped elegantly around their shoulders and necks.

Illia steps forward as she catches sight of me, gracefully swirling a long coat from her hand around my shoulders before securing it in place. The forest is still enveloped in darkness, the sun yet to make its appearance, which makes it impossible for me to tell the colours. The only illumination comes from the soft glow of mushrooms and flowers scattered around the space.

When she is done, she steps back, scanning me up and down. “Okay, this will do. This is Maya, my friend,” she says.

Maya nods from the side, her probably dark brown bangs bouncing with the movement. The rest of her hair is hidden under the cape of the coat, only leaving her soft features out. She has fair skin and rosy cheeks, making her round face look innocent.

“Hi,” she says curtly.

“Hi,” I reply. “What is going on? Why do we need to leave?”

“King Orion said we are to take you with us to Orvanha.”

“But why?” I plead.

“I don’t know. I didn’t ask,” says Illia, but I don’t believe her.

“What?” I snap. “Why wouldn’t you ask?”

She throws me a meaningful glance, like I’m supposed to know what that means. “We don’t question what the king decides.” I feel like Illia is not thrilled by the king at the moment. Or she’s just not a morning person.

“Oh, the hell we are. Where is he?” I ask. Anger makes me want to punch him. I’m also not a morning person.

“He is gone.”

“To Orvanha?”

Illia and Maya burst out laughing. “King Orion? In Orvanha? Never,” says the still-giggling Illia.

“So, I’m just supposed to do whatever he says.” I spread my arms in disbelief. “Is that it?”

“Pretty much,” says Illia, and they both turn and walk in the direction of the stables.

I follow them, almost running “What is Orvanha?” I ask them.

“It is a city!” shouts Illia. “You will see it in a couple of days.”

When we reach the stables, a cloaked man stands at the entrance, his back leaning on the doorframe.

“Rindi, malani,” he says in a husky voice.

“Fuck you, Theo,” bites back Illia, never stopping to glimpse at him. She passes him, and he nods at Maya, who lifts her hands and follows Illia.

He starts to open his mouth, but Maya lifts her index finger at him. “Don’t,” she warns, and he chuckles. “Wait there, Eleonor. We’ll get you a horse!” Maya shouts back to me.

I stop in my tracks. I want to ask what will I do with a horse, but she disappears into the darkness of the stables before I can.

Theo pulls his cloak back from his head, revealing his face, shadowed by the darkness of the night. His face seems familiar, but I’m sure I’ve never met him. I would remember. He is, not surprisingly, tall, with full lips curling up as he gazes at me. His dark eyes glint with interest as he looks me up and down. I feel a shiver run through me. Despite the dress and coat, I feel naked standing in front of him.

“Eleonor,” he hums my name.

“Who are you?” I ask, frozen and melting at the same time. I feel my cheeks warm when I remember that I just heard his name. Theo.

He doesn’t answer. He smiles wide, making my insides want to jump out of my skin.

Before I can embarrass myself even more, Maya appears at the door with a horse behind her.

“Do you need any help?” Theo asks.

When Illia emerges, she gives him a deadly glare. “I told you to fuck off, didn’t I?”

“As you wish,” he says, but rather than leaving, he saddles the horses silently and ties our bags neatly to them. When everything seems to be ready, he nods toward us and leaves, Illia shouting curses after him. This time, I don’t mind if I don’t understand a word.

I have never ridden a horse in my life, but unfortunately, here, this is the main form of travel. Illia and Maya have a hard time believing that I’ve really never sat my ass on a horse. Or any other animal. So, in the end, they put me on a dark brown horse whose reins are tied to Illia’s saddle. They tell me this is how they teach children to ride horses.

We depart without a word, with me on the back, trying to stay on the horse—who, I swear, gives me a side-eye. The first day passes in a blur of endless roads and aching limbs, the silence stretching between us. By dawn, we set off again, and after a few hours of riding, we begin our ascent up a mountain. I finally understand why we packed our coats. The air grows chillier by the hour, and I see no sign of a building or a city. Where the hell is Orvanha?

Since I’m in the back, the girls don’t feel the need to communicate in a language I can understand, and they chit-chat all the way in their tongue.

After a while, though, Maya stays back and rides beside me, her horse matching pace with mine. “Sorry for not including you earlier,” Maya says, her voice gentle. As I glimpse over, she offers me a sympathetic smile. “You seem lost,” she remarks softly, her voice barely audible over the sound of hoofs against the dirt path.

I nod in response, feeling a wave of gratitude towards Maya for noticing me. “I have no idea what’s happening, where we’re going, or why I’m even here,” I admit, stealing a glance at her while still trying to maintain my balance in the saddle. They said riding a horse is not a big thing; I can learn it in a day. Well, a day has passed, and the only thing I’ve learnt is that my ass wasn’t made for this.

Maya offers me another small, understanding smile before she guides her horse closer to mine. “Before we get to Orvanha, I need to warn you.”

“Warn me?”

“Yes. Orvanha is not just any city,” Maya explains. “This is where the ones from before the new world live. They are said to be wise, but their intentions are often veiled in secrecy, and they do not take kindly to outsiders. And most importantly, they are not the biggest supporters of the king.”

Remind me again, why are we going there? “Why is that?” I ask, but rather than answering, Maya hesitates, exchanging worried glances with Illia. “What? Say something!”

Maya glances at Illia once more, who responds with a silent warning, sending a chill down my spine.

“Just be careful,” Maya says before catching up with Illia and leaving me behind with a million questions in mind.

When the sun starts to descend from the sky, I finally lay my eyes on a little dot in the distance.

Illia turns back. “We are here. That is Orvanha!” she says, smiling, but her tone does not match her face. She gestures toward the highest point of the city. “And that is the Citadel or Orvanha.”

Winter in Orvanha is exactly as I’ve always imagined Lapland. Thick layers of snow blanket every surface, and the trees are dusted as if with powdered sugar. Despite the late hour, the sun still sits high in the sky, shining brightly with nearly no clouds against the soft pink sky. The city is built atop a cliff—not the highest, but high enough that the air feels noticeably thinner. Snow-covered mountains stretch as far as the eye can see in every direction.

Illia tells me that in Orvanha, spring follows the long winters, but summer never arrives, and the trees never turn yellow. It feels like a perfect counterbalance to Noroin, the tree city, where there are no walls and the climate is pleasantly mild year-round. She also mentions Artmeon, a city far to the south of Evennon, where the four seasons cycle as they’re meant to.

Orvanha itself is constructed from stone, with houses standing shoulder to shoulder. The winding roads between them are paved with cobblestones, giving the city a timeless charm. Around the city is a massive stone wall, complete with watchtowers and a gate that can only be accessed by a stone bridge from the outside. The wall stands tall as if its creators anticipated an attack at any moment, like a fortress.

She points her fingers to the right. “There, over those peaks, is another country.”

“Not a friendly one,” chips in Maya.

“What do you mean?”

“She means,” Illia says, “that we are at the edge of war, and tipping over can happen any minute.” She turns back and rushes her horse forward, which makes me grab the reins harder as my horse gallops after hers.

The large gates are opened for us, to my surprise, by a woman wrapped in armour and fur.

Illia glares down at the woman, who stands there emotionlessly. Only her brown eyes are visible from under her mask.

“Nothing?” She frowns, her gaze sharp as she glares at the guard. “This is your concept of a warm welcome?”

The woman answers in her language, and based on Illia’s face, she does not like the reply. She directs her horse forward with force, and we don’t stop until we reach the Citadel. I don’t even have the time to do a little sightseeing, as my main goal remains staying in the saddle and on top of the horse.

A man steps through the small side door of the Citadel and strides toward us. I can’t help but stare. He looks like us, but his skin is completely grey, and he doesn’t have pupils or any white in his eyes, just blackness like a bug. His black eyes are lowered when he closes in on Illia, and he bows his head like Illia is royalty. He reaches for the reins of Illia’s horse, and I spot that his nails are also pitch-black. When he turns, I spot his pointed grey ears, and he lifts his grey hands toward me to help me get down from my horse. I keep staring at him, and he lowers his head deeper, avoiding eye contact.

“He’s a pixie,” says Maya casually, who is already down from her horse. “He’ll help you down.”

I manage to snatch my gaze from the guy and turn to Maya, who smiles at me encouragingly. “You don’t have slaves at home?” she asks, interest gleaming in her hazel eyes.

“We don’t have...pixies,” I say.

Surprised, she says, “Oh, that must be nice. Don’t worry, he just wants to help you down.”

“Okay then.” I accept his hand, which is cold, so cold. I’m not sure if it should be this cold or if he spends too much time outside in this freezing graveyard of a city. When I reach the ground, he stands only a foot from me, and I glance upward into his bug eyes, seeing myself in the reflection. He stares at me intensely, like a spider at a fly, and almost unnoticeably smiles at me, then turns and pulls the horses away.

I shiver. That was not a welcoming smile.

I try to catch up with Maya. “What are the pixies?”

“Our slaves,” she states naturally. “But don’t worry, they don’t have magic anymore. If you have any problem with them, let me know.”

I nod, not knowing what to say. I always imagined pixies as in our fairytales: small, colourful, and maybe a little mischievous. I have the feeling that this guy would eat our fairytale pixies for breakfast.

The air around the Citadel seems to grow colder with each step closer, sending shivers down the spines of those brave enough to enter. Shadows dance along the walls, twisting and contorting in unnatural shapes like long-buried secrets and forbidden knowledge best left undisturbed. I could live without disturbing it, but here we are.

The heavy iron gates creak on rusted hinges as they swing open, revealing a yawning maw of darkness that swallows all light in its depths. Illia doesn’t seem to be bothered by the creepiness of the place, while Maya stays in step with me behind her. Illia moves ahead like the fast 8 train, going through everything that stands in her way.

Inside the Citadel, tapestries hang on the walls, their colours faded and threadbare. Small iron-wrought lamps dangle on the walls, casting dancing shadows that seem to move of their own accord. It’s like a creepy horror movie. Throw in Jack Nicholson with an axe, and we’re ready to start filming.

A man is standing at one of the doors. “Rindi, Illia, Maya,” he says, smiling. His eyes find mine for a second. “Hello, Eleonor.”

“Where is that bitch?” Illia demands, almost shouting.

“Already?” he asks with a growing smile. “I thought you’d need at least a couple of hours before you want to punch somebody.”

“Fuck off, Ezra,” says Illia, and she storms off down the long hallway.

Maya grabs my arm when I move after Illia. She gives me a meaningful look and pulls me in Ezra’s directions. “Trust me on this.”

What is there to be done, really? I follow them into the room, where the walls are covered in shiny wallpaper, and the fire warms the entire place. A large chandelier lights the room, and seemingly comfortable chairs and sofas fill the space.

Ezra walks ahead and offers to sit down with us. His dark burgundy hair matches the colour of his shirt, which is adorned with puffy lace sleeves and golden buttons. He wears tight pants but has bare feet, which makes sense considering the thick carpet.

“How was the trip?” he asks.

“We survived,” says Maya curtly. “How long are you staying?”

“Who knows.”

“Why?” she says. “Was the visit not fruitful?”

“Not even slightly. You know how they are, talking in riddles,” he says and shifts his gaze at me. “I spoke with Arara, and she agreed to entertain you for the time being.”

“Entertain me?” I asked, not sure what he means by that.

“Yes.”

Something fishy is going on.

“Do you know why I was sent here?” I ask him.

“Think of Orvanha as our sanctuary. Enjoy the calmness.”

“That is not what I heard from Illia.”

He leans closer in his chair. Amusement flickers in his amber eyes. “What did you hear from her?”

I think for a moment. How do I put it? “I don’t think it is for fine ears to hear.”

Maya chuckles next to me, and Ezra lets out a laugh. “Okay, I think I’ll leave you ladies to accommodate yourself. I have a long day ahead of me tomorrow.” He stands up and strides to the door at the end of the room. “Arara expects you to be in the library tomorrow when the sun is highest. Don’t be late.”

After this, he changes a couple of words with Maya in their language. Then, he leaves us for the night. I have dinner with Maya, and then she shows me to a room with a warm fire and a soft bed. Illia never returns to us.
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Since I arrived in Orvanha, you could say my days have been an endless swirl of “thrilling” stone walls and ancient tomes that smell suspiciously of dust and regret. For my part, mostly regret. Nothing changes, only the day to night and then the night to day. My room, if you can call it that—a cozy little prison cell with a view of grey stone walls—is okay if you fancy living as a nun. It’s furnished with precisely one bed, a desk that has seen better centuries, and a chair that I suspect might be plotting to kill me slowly through splinters. And a fucking heavy dresser.

I watch as the pixies move below my window, slow and oddly eerie. From day one, I’ve felt watched—eyes constantly on my back. And somehow, I instinctively suspect the pixies, with their ashen skin and vast, black eyes—dark as black holes, endless and cold. They’re used as servants, drifting in their robes, always listening. Because that’s what they do—they watch, they listen.

My days are a monotonous cycle of breakfast, lessons in the library, and then either chores or self-inflicted boredom. Every bloody day.

I head towards my personal torture chamber—what they, in Orvanha, simply call the library. As I turn a corner, a pixie carrying towels passes me. She bows her head slightly, but I catch her glancing sideways at me, her wide eyes paired with a chilling smile.

“What?” I turn after her, but rather than stopping and explaining herself to me, she rushes away with a horror-movie giggle.

I shake my head, quickening my step as I hurry toward the library. The Orvanha Library is an imposing structure, soaring four stories high with a ceiling of intricate painted glass. The walls are lined with dark wood, and the shelves stretch endlessly in every direction. Rows upon rows of books fill many of them, but just as many stand bare, their emptiness a stark reminder of what’s been destroyed. They don’t like to talk about the past, but when I pressed the topic, Maya finally revealed that many, many books and scrolls have been burned by the pixies, and all the crystals were destroyed. Not sure what she meant by crystals, and when I asked, she just sighed.

It’s hard to fathom how much knowledge could have been gathered here—knowledge that now feels like it’s slipping through the cracks of time. On both sides, spiral wooden staircases wind their way up to the upper levels, and every level has plenty of velvet armchairs to sit down and read for hours. The air is rich with the scent of old leather and weathered paper, and if you listen closely, you can almost hear the echoes of countless tales that have been read and passed down through the ages.

I rush up to the first level of the library, trying not to step on the hem of my dress. My eyes scan the endless rows of bookshelves, and at the very end, I finally spot her. Arara, a woman with a halo of golden hair cascading down her back, sits in an armchair. The satin dress she wears clings to her curves, the deep crimson fabric accentuating her figure, making her look like a goddess among mortals. Which is kinda funny since I’m a mortal, and she is definitely not.

She motions for me to sit, and as soon as I do, we dive into today’s lesson. Every minute drags on, feeling like an hour. My attention wanes far too quickly, especially compared to the time we usually spend learning.

She holds a thick book in her lap, her delicate fingers tracing the lines as she reads them aloud. Her posture is always elegant, befitting any well-mannered lady in the room. Except me, of course. There is zero elegance here.

The topic is always frustratingly boring, and even if I want to read something, there is the problem of writing. They do not use conventional letters; they use constellation signs as letters, words, and sounds. The pages of the books are covered with a thin layer of black paint and, below it, an even thinner layer of gold. They scratch their signs from star to star with amazing detail on the page. You can not only read these books but feel them as well.

She turns to the next page. “This is Evennon, as you know.”—she points to the map with her long index finger, tracing the lines and shapes that form forests, mountains, and little houses signalling cities— “Over here is Merania. On the border of the two is the Pixie Forest.” Her voice is that of the calmest narrator you can imagine. She would earn fortunes from audiobooks, I’m telling you.

“And where are we now?” I peek at the map curiously, leaning over the carved arm of my chair.

“Orvanha”—she moves her finger to the west—”is just up here.”

“I see. It is quite far.”

“Yes, it is. Evennon embraces a large territory mostly bordered by mountains and the Rumbling Sea.” She draws a circle, showing the borders around Evennon. “Here”—she points a bit south of the centre of Evennon, where a small castle is drawn—”is Artmeon, the capital of Evennon.”

“That is where Orion went.”

“King Orion,” she corrects me in a regal voice. She glances at me with meaningful eyes, making her light brown eyes glisten like gold. 

“Okay, so that is where King Orion went.”

“Artmeon is his main residence. He has never been charmed by the trees of Noroin, the snow of Orvanha, or the seas of Taured.”

“What is the country on the other side?”—I point over the borders of Evennon.

“That’s Turna, a separate country. But let’s focus on learning about Evennon for now.”

“Why is it so important that I learn about Evennon? I will only be here until Or—King Orion finds my way back home.”

She smiles at me softly. “Of course,” she says in a tone that I don’t think she means at all.  Her eyes linger on mine, and she must see something on my face. “What is it, girl?”

“What do you mean? You don’t think there is a way home?”

“There is always a way home.” She abruptly closes the book and pats my thigh lightly. “Don’t be so concerned.”

I open my mouth to reply, but before I can, Illia steps into view from the side.

“Found you,” she declares playfully, like we were playing hide and seek.

“We’re busy,” Arara states in the coldest tone I’ve ever heard from her.

Illia raises her hand dismissively, her focus solely on me. “Come, Eleonor. We have something to do.”

“I don’t support this idea,” Arara cuts in sharply.

I feel the air freeze between them, and Illia finally turns to regard her.

“Then you need to address your opinion with the king himself,” Illia retorts, a mischievous smile curling her lips. “Oh, wait. I almost forgot. You’re not allowed to leave Orvanha.” Illia tilts her head to the side mockingly. “Silly me.”

Arara’s jaw hardens, her eyes burning with fury as her hands clench the book in her lap so tightly her knuckles whiten.

Illia glances back at me “Come, Eleonor. We don’t have time for this.”
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I follow Illia through the dark corridors and cold crossings of the Citadel of Orvanha. She leads me deeper and deeper, the air growing heavier with every step, until we reach a weathered iron gate. Above it, black symbols are painted, resembling northern runes. On the other side lies a round chamber with an altar-like structure in the center. The air smells damp and decayed, as though this place had been forgotten—until now.

Illia strides forward without hesitation. “Come, Eleonor,” she calls back from the middle of the room, placing her lamp on the altar.

I hesitate, glancing around warily before stepping in. “What are we supposed to do here?” I ask, my voice barely more than a whisper. “This place feels ancient.”

Illia turns, a sly smile flickering across her face. “Oh, if only you knew.”

I can’t put my finger on why, but I have a very bad feeling.

“What was that about with Arara?”

“Don’t worry about her.” She grimaces. “She’s grumpy because they exiled her here.”

“Why?” I press, but before she can respond, a heavy sound echoes through the chamber, like stone sliding on stone. I glance to the side just in time to see a hidden door shift open in the stone wall, revealing a figure standing in the shadows.

The stooped figure emerges, her body entirely covered in a black veil. On her head is a black iron crown with small chains on the side. She has black gloves on her hands and an iron belt decorated with thorns around her waist. As she advances, the crown and the many chains of the belt jingle, but not pleasantly—in an ominous way.

I feel myself reversing toward the iron gate, but Illia grabs my arm, holding me in place. “It’s okay,” she says in a calming voice. “Missa is not going to hurt you.”

The woman slowly reaches us, my feet rooted to the ground as I stare at her with wide eyes. She speaks in a low voice, but not to me, to Illia. I don’t understand a single word.

She stops in front of us, reaching out a gloved hand. I flinch as the back of her hand brushes my cheek, her touch oddly light, still talking in their language.

“What is she saying?” I demand, whipping my head toward Illia, my voice filled with rising panic.

“Shh,” Illia hushes, her gaze steady. “You don’t need to be scared.”

Easier said than done.

Another veiled woman steps through the doorway Missa emerged from. She’s dressed similarly, though her iron crown is replaced with a simple black chain that circles her head. She walks toward us—or rather, toward me—and lifts her gloved hand, lightly touching my waist. Slowly, others follow. One by one, they join her, their silent presence unnerving. They all seem fixated on me, their gloved hands reaching out, brushing against my arms, shoulders, and sides, as if studying me.

One of them hands a crystal ball to Missa, who grabs my arm, flips it and places the ball in my hand. At first nothing happens, but then like somebody dripped red paint onto the ball, it turns red. Vivid red, like fresh blood.

“What’s happening?” I gulp, my eyes transfixed on the ball in my hand.

Missa is speaking in her own language. At first, I think she is addressing me, but I look behind me toward the door, and I see Ezra standing in the doorway, watching us intensely.

I realize, they don’t want me to understand.

I try to wiggle myself out of their circle, but they don’t let me, their holding hand squeezing in a way to keep me in place. I move my hand, and the ball slips from my palm, falling to the hard stone ground, breaking. When it breaks, the dense red liquid spreads everywhere. Along with an irony smell. Is that really blood?

When I frenetically glance around, my gaze lands on Illia, now standing off to the side of the room. She leans casually against the wall, her sky-blue eyes fixed on me with a cold, detached intensity.

When did she leave my side? I didn’t see her move.

“What’s going on?” I panic, but Illia immediately hushes me again.

The veiled women murmur to one another, their voices low and indecipherable. From the tone of their exchanges, it seems like Illia is asking questions.

I swallow hard, my throat dry. Why is she just standing there? “Illia?” I wail, my voice cracking.

She swipes her gaze over me, but doesn’t respond. 

Minutes crawl by before the veiled women retreat toward the hidden doorway they came from. One by one, they disappear into the darkness, their movements eerily synchronized. Only Missa lingers. She steps up to Illia, and they exchange a few hushed words.

I take the chance to edge back toward the iron gate, my heart pounding, but Illia’s sharp voice stops me.

“Eleonor,” Illia warns, and I stop in my tracks.

Illia gives a final nod to Missa, who follows her companions, and the door closes behind her, melting into the wall.

“What the actual fuck was this?” I explode.

Illia’s expression remains cold, almost uninterested. “This was a test.”

“A test?” I snap. “What kind of test? For what?”

“It doesn’t matter,” she says, brushing me off as though the entire ordeal was insignificant. Then, with a tone that sends a chill down my spine, she adds, “You passed.”

The way she says the last word makes my stomach twist.

I want to ask her more questions, but Ezra steps forward, nodding in my direction. “Eleonor.” He pronounces my name in a weirdly smooth tone “Would you leave us? I’d like to exchange a few words with Illia.”

I hesitate. I want answers, but at the same time Ezra’s smooth smile doesn’t reach his eyes. In fact, I would say he is pissed.

I swipe my gaze once more over both of them, then without a word I hurry out of this doomed room, leaving bloody footprints behind.
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When morning comes, a knock at my door startles me awake. I shuffle to open it, blinking away sleep, only to find Maya standing there, radiant as ever. Her dark locks are braided precisely with white pears, her figure wrapped in a light pink velvet dress. She looks perfect.

“Good morning,” she greets me.

“Good morning,” I reply, blinking away the last traces of sleep. She gives me a once-over, her gaze flicking from my face to my rumpled sleeping attire. “What can I do for you?”

“Oh, right,” she murmurs, shaking her head slightly, as if pulling herself back to the moment. “We’re heading down to the frozen lake to skate. Would you like to join us?”

I rub my face, trying to process her words. “Now?”

“Well,” she says, running her gaze over me, “when you’re ready, of course.”

“Okay,” I say, though a part of me isn’t entirely sure if I want to go. After yesterday—Illia, the test, and those strange women in black—I have questions that won’t let me rest.

“Maya,” I begin. “What do you know about the test?”

She tilts her head to the side, narrowing her eyes. “To trust, the seers must see. Yesterday they saw you.” She pauses. “This is what I know.”

“Interesting,” I note.

Maya takes a deep breath, her composure returning like a mask slipping into place. “Don’t be too late, girl. Nobody likes to wait.”

I nod, then she whirls around and hurries away, her pink dress flowing after her.
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When I reach the front doors of the Citadel, Illia and Maya are already waiting for me, accompanied by several other women from Orvanha and two guards, their faces set in serious expressions. They don’t seem to want to be here; it’s written all over their faces.

I walk up to Illia, who greets me with a smile and introduces me to some of the other girls.

“We better get going,” says one of the guards, and Illia hushes him.

“Come on, we have time. The lake won’t melt in ten minutes.”

The guard rolls his eyes and moves to the side, mumbling something under his breath. Illia glares at him, and he stands a little straighter immediately.

I turn to Maya. “Where are we going?”

She smiles at me, but there’s something off about it—it’s not a warm smile. “We’re going down to the lake,” she says, pausing for effect. “To skate.”

“Where is the lake?” I ask because, for my life, I can’t remember passing a lake while coming to Orvanha or seeing one from the Citadel. And believe me, I was looking out a lot.

Illia, overhearing our conversation, turns around. “Well...” She smiles with a glint of mischief in her eyes. “We do need to walk a little.”

“Okay,” I say, not too convinced.

“You’re not scared of heights by any chance, are you?” asks Maya, her voice carrying a teasing lilt.

“What heights?” I ask.

She laughs and moves ahead with the others.

“What heights, Maya?” I call out to her, but she doesn’t answer.
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The way down to the frozen lake is not for the faint-hearted. After crossing the gate and the bridge leading out of Orvanha, the road turns slippery, and the winds are chilly. I feel the cold biting into my bones, even under the large fur coat, reaching my ankles—another great day of being the shortest in the entire kingdom.

There is a slightly inclined path right on the edge of the mountain cliff, with only rope for support and iron clips hammered into the stone holding it. It’s pretty savage if you ask me. I try not to glimpse down, but the more you don’t want to, the more you can’t stop yourself. As I peek down, I feel relief; we’re so high in the clouds that I can’t see anything. This also means that if I slip and fall, there is no hope of survival.

When we reach the end of the path, it widens, and huge black pines surround us. I’ve never seen trees like this before. From the bark of the trees to the very tip of their leaves, they are black, like the New Age Christmas trees in supermarkets.

“What is this place?” I say out loud. At this point, I feel like a parrot who can only repeat this one question.

Maya, who is walking ahead of me, turns back, her hazel eyes meeting mine. “This is called the Hollow Forest. But don’t worry, other than wolves, nothing harmful lives in them.”

If she wants to ease my worries, she does not succeed. “Oh, right. Just wolves.”

The snow lies like a soft, white blanket over the wild forest, its silent presence bringing a rare stillness to the air. A chilly breeze brushes my face, and the satisfying crunch of snow under my boots echoes in the quiet. I make my way through the landscape, the world around me appears to be frozen in time. As I pass the eerie black trees, their twisted branches stretch out like ghostly fingers, and I can’t help but imagine they’re whispering in the wind. But then again, maybe it’s just my imagination running wild. Too many horror movies, I tell myself.

Walking through the snow feels like stepping into one of those old black-and-white films I used to watch on dusty reels. It’s as if the world around me has been drained of colour, leaving only darkness and cold that seeps into my bones.

“We’re here!”

Illia’s joyful shout interrupts my thoughts as she jumps up and down, her white fur coat flowing around her. Her excitement lifts my spirits, reminding me why we’re out here in the first place.

The “lake” before us isn’t quite what I expected. It’s more like a curious intersection of two rivers, frozen solid. One river has iced over with crystal-clear water, so transparent it almost looks like glass, while the other is murky, its yellowish hue giving it a sickly appearance. Where the two meet, the water shimmers as though two worlds are mixing—each element struggling to exist in the same space, locked in an uncanny truce.

Illia is already in her black skates. She is balancing herself on one of the two guards’ arms while she puts on her second one.

Maya sits on the ground and starts to take her shoes off, the others following her lead.

I untie my skates from my shoulder and sit down to put them on. I’ve gone skating like four times in my life, so this will be an absolute catastrophe. Yay?

“Hurry up!” Maya’s voice echoes from the ice where she’s already standing. “We can’t stay out here all day!”

“I’m coming!” I yell back, frustrated. Fucking ice and cold.

“Well, come a little faster!” comes the irritatingly angelic voice of Illia, who skates like an Olympic champion if there was an Olympics for dolls. 

Good reminder. I’ve never thought of going faster.

When I reach the ice, I push myself slowly, but I am super wobbly, like a three-legged elephant from Africa. The ice isn’t the best either; it’s not even like it is in an ice rink. Can this get even worse?

The girls leave me behind and happily skate on the clear ice while the guards stand with a straight back, one of them keeping an eye on us and the other on the surrounding area. That’s what I call professionalism!

Maya comes back in her lovely, soft pink skates and extends her gloved hand. “Come on now, you never said you’re this bad at skating.”

“I’m actually doing good. I haven’t fallen on my ass yet. This is a record.”

She smiles, grabs my hand, and pulls me with her. It’s okay until it’s not. I try to keep my balance, but jeez, it’s hard. Then Illia comes around and grabs my other hand, and I start to feel safe. They’re pushing themselves hard, and we’re going fast.

“Tell me, Eleonor,” Illia begins, her voice colder than the ice we skate on. After her warm welcome, the shift is jarring. “Why exactly did you come to Evennon?”

“What do you mean?” I ask, confused. Her grip on my hand tightens, and a sharp pain shoots through my fingers. “Ouch! Stop!”

But she doesn’t let go. She just pulls me faster.

“I’ll ask again,” she hisses, almost spitting the words. “Why. Did. You. Come. To. Evennon?”

“I didn’t!” I yell, the pain intensifying as she squeezes harder. She’s going to break my hand.

“Are you a spy? Who is your master?” she demands, and I glance at Maya.

Maya avoids my gaze, keeping her eyes straight ahead. “Maya?”  I plead, but she stays silent, her grip unyielding. “Maya, please,” I beg, my eyes welling up with tears.

“Don’t look at her!” Illia snarls. “Look at me, little rat!”

“Stop, please!” I cry, my voice trembling. “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

“Wrong answer,” Illia spits, and before I can react, we reach the estuary of the two rivers.

They let go of my hands and push me forward, making me fly down the ice at full speed. I scream while trying to keep myself on my feet, but this is the moment I realise that the combined rivers are declining, and it’s too late, I’m speeding up. Oh, shit.

I can hear Illia’s laugh behind me. “Fly away, little bird!”

And I do.

The river is not so deep here, and there are rocks everywhere cutting through the ice; I have no idea how to stop other than fall on my ass. I need to slow down, or it will hurt like a bitch. I scream, but I am too far down for anyone to help me, even if they want to. Clearly, this is not the case.

The forest is getting denser, and the dark makes it harder to see the rocks, so I have to concentrate. Finally, I see a clear path, and I turn my skates, just like I saw the girls do, but I am a useless skater and fall on my ass while still sliding on the ice. I put my legs in front of me and slow myself down with my heels.

Stopped, I lie back on the ice, trying to calm my panicking heart and calm my breathing. It is unbelievable, but I am alive. I didn’t hit a single rock on the way down. After a few deep breaths, I stand up.

The forest feels like it’s swallowed up all the light with its dark, twisted trees. Their bark seems to drink it all in, and the lower branches stretch out like bony fingers, ready to grab anyone who’s not paying attention. I must’ve slid down this hill for what feels like forever. I can’t even see the top anymore. Damn.

I go out into the snow. It is a lot deeper than I expected, reaching up to the middle of my thighs. The fresh snow is the worst for walking. I try my best, but I move too slowly with the skates still on my feet. What would I give for a skate with removable blades? A lot.

Those bitches. I reach the first tree and hold on to its black trunk while I untie my skates because I’d rather climb this fucking mountain in socks than in these stupid skates. The trees seem to bend toward me. Hopefully, I’m imagining stuff, but I feel like they want to touch me with their twisted limbs and scratch my insides to find out how I taste. Oh boy, I better get out of here.

I grab the second knot when I hear something. Then see something.

A reindeer lies on the ground just a hundred feet from me. Its grey-brown fur is lightly covered by snow, and its branched antlers stand out of its head like a winding crown. The king of the forest. Or the queen, from what I know about deer. It lies on its side and...moves. Not like it’s twitching or shifting, but like something under its skin is squirming around, pushing at its belly. Creepy as hell. What in the Sigourney Weaver is this?

The thing that had been feasting on it is still there, its long limbs covered in fur and four eyes glinting in the dim light. Whatever it is, it’s definitely not a wolf. I watch, transfixed, as the creature tears into the remains with an unnaturally large mouth and rows of teeth that seem almost like a shark’s. It’s a horrifying sight, and I almost need to slap myself to shift my gaze and move.

I shove off my second skate, turn around, and decide that today is a wonderful day to climb the mountain running. Oh boy, oh boy, oh boy.

I pump my legs faster than the Road Runner can say, “Meek-meek!”

I’m just going and going, not even bothered by the fact that my socks are almost frozen, and my feet are probably going to get amputated at this rate.

I follow the river upstream, keeping it in sight, but I check over my shoulder every so often to see if the creature is pursuing me. So far, everything seems quiet, and I feel a bit of relief, thinking it’s still occupied with the unlucky reindeer and hasn’t noticed me.

But the next time I glance back, I see shadows shifting at the base of the valley, as though something is moving within the darkness, trailing me while staying out of sight.

As if they have anything to worry about—I’m practically blind compared to the inhabitants of Evennon.

I stand perfectly still, trying to determine whether I truly saw something or if it was just my imagination. I spot a figure exactly where I had been standing moments before, staring motionlessly in my direction. His skin is a dark grey—perhaps just a trick of the dim light—but darker than the grey of the pixies in Orvanha. I still think he must be a pixie, maybe a different kind or shade, though I have no idea why one would be out here in the snow.

The shiny armour wrapped around his torso is the most visible thing on it, and the weapons are strapped to his side. There is something wrong with his limbs, though; they are unnaturally long, his legs shape an “O,” and his arms reach the ground. I keep staring at it while a knot of fear gathers in my chest and then explodes. What in the fifty shades of pixie is that?

Maybe not a pixie, then? I need to keep a book of creepy creatures of Evennon on me at all times.

If this wasn’t enough, I realise there are more of them. A lot more. And some of them are moving. It is just hard to see them since not all wear metal armour, and they melt into the dark of the Hollow Forest and the snow—the perfect environment to be grey and wear silver armour.

How long have they been there?

And more importantly, how can Orion say that the Pixie Forest is more dangerous than the Hollow Forest? For fuck’s sake, it’s called Hollow for a reason!

I turn around to continue my way back, and fuck walking; if my feet will fall off anyways, I might as well just run for the last time. I speed up, not paying attention what is behind me, just running and panting. The worst part is that I can’t see what I’m stepping on. An even layer of snow covers everything, and I simultaneously step and stumble on the branches and roots of the trees. Not to mention kicking into a stone with only wet socks on.

I must look back again. I know I shouldn’t, but it’s human nature.

I have the feeling that they are not this slow in the snow, but even from the thought, goosebumps pimple my skin.

When I finally stop to check behind me and get some air, they’re nowhere to be seen. I narrow my eyes if I’m wrong, but no, they seem to be gone.

Until they are not. Something shifts on a nearby tree, and as I narrow my eyes, I spot one of the armourless climbing the black tree, but not going up—he swings from tree to tree like a fucking gibbon. All the gods of the human world, help me.

I don’t need more motivation. I turn back toward the mountain and race for my life. I’ve never been good at running or climbing, but girl, if Mount Everest were my only way out, I would head to the top without hesitation. Would I fail? Absolutely, but I would rather die trying than become dinner.

If I ever get out of here, I’m going to print that on shirts.

I finally make it to the top of the hill where I last saw the girls, only to find everything unchanged—except they’re gone. Seriously, what the hell? Without hesitation, I sprint back in the direction we came from, keeping a steady pace. My socks are drenched in the cold of the snow, but nothing can make me stop to examine on my feet. I’m still running, so it should be okay.

Reaching the path along the cliff’s edge, I clutch the rope with one hand and my skates with the other, navigating the narrow trail like a pro. It’s as if I do this for a living. I still can’t see shit; the cloud is so dense it feels like I’m walking in milk. My wet socks are slippery on the iron bars, which, with lots of good intentions, we can call stairs, and I need to will myself to stop the welling of my eyes. I’m going to slip and die. 

As I approach the end of the path, I glance back, half-expecting trouble, but just my luck, nobody is behind me. When I turn back around, I’m met with an unexpected collision—a fur coat.

Two warm hands grab my arms, and I find myself staring up into Ezra’s familiar face.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” he demands.

“I think there are pixies following me,” I tell him in almost tears, “and there’s a thing that eats reindeer.”

“I know what is down there. I asked what you are doing here.”

“I was skating with the girls—”

He doesn’t let me finish or explain. “Were you now? And where are they now?”

He turns and pulls me with him, so fast I falter behind him. Unbothered by my faltering steps, he drags me after him, then lifts me and throws me over his horse.

“Let’s go!” he shouts to the others with him while getting on the horse and going back to Orvanha.

When we arrive after the short but rough ride, he pulls me down from the horse, and I fall on my ass. I cry out from the shock and pain, but before I can get my thoughts together, he pulls me up and drags me into one of the sitting rooms of the Citadel—the green room.

The walls are covered in dark green wallpaper with gold ornaments symbolising a forest. The chairs and sofas are all covered in the velvet of a deep purple and green. A crackling fireplace fills the room with warmth, warding off the chill of the outside winds. The scent of burning wood lingers in the air.

“Stop it, you animal!” I scream at him. I jump up from the ground. “What the actual fuck is wrong with you?”

He stares at me like I’m the problem. He doesn’t know it yet, but he’s in for a lesson about how to treat women.

“Don’t you dare touch me again.” I point my finger at him, but he catches my wrist in a flash, twists me around, and yanks my arm up.

“Listen to me, little girl, you are not in a position to make demands, and you will never be in a position where you can use that tone on me.” He lets go of my arm. “Start talking.”

“You should back off, homeboy!”

He raises his brows, not looking pleased. “Homeboy? Do I want to know what this means?”

“Do I want to know what those things were? What was that thing eating the reindeer?” I run a hand through my hair and rub my face as if I can erase the memory. “Oh, yes, and I almost forgot, what were those things following me? Jumping from fucking tree to tree!”

Ezra’s face transforms into a deadly mask, his entire body towering over me as aggression practically pours from his body. It’s a tangible, intense energy—warm yet violent. The air grows thick, almost suffocating, with tension.

The side door opens, and Illia steps in. She is dressed in a flowy blush dress with a golden chain around her tiny waist, just like the one her hair is tied back with.

When she sees me, her face freezes in surprise. She stays quiet, standing in the doorway, not moving toward us. Then, she composes herself and approaches us, almost knocking Ezra over.

“Thank the ever-shining sun and all the three moons that you are alive and well.” Her face and voice are of a worried woman, and I stand shocked in front of her performance.

She gives me a hug with her bony arms tight around my body. She leans into my ear.

“How was your trip down, little rat?” she whispers.

My eyes go wide, and she lets me go so casually. She hops onto the green velvet sofa with her perfect fake-worried expression back on her face.

“You!” She points to one of the pixies. “Bring us some tea to help us calm down, and for the love of the melting snow, someone bring this girl some socks and shoes.”

I am just standing there like a disaster tourist. I saw the show, and I can’t believe that I was in it.

“So?” comes the voice of the still anger-driven Ezra, and then he shifts his gaze toward Illia. “What happened? She said she went out skating with you.”

I’m not exactly sure how, but from Ezra’s expression and his tone, I feel Illia is in bigger trouble than myself. Illia’s perfect mask slips, as she’s trying to come up with an answer.  She seems concerned. Maybe she is scared of Ezra’s reaction? I’m far from knowing the power games that are in play, but based on the vibes, I would say Ezra is the one giving the commands.

“Yes, we were, but then she slid down on the Moonveil River,” Illia states coldly.

“Slid? You fucking pushed me!” I scream at her.

“Is this true?” Ezra glances down at me, his voice a shade softer.

“Of course it is!”

He glances past me towards the door. “Maya?”

I turn to see Maya in the doorway, Ezra still holding onto me. She leans against the doorframe, her gaze sweeping over me before settling on Illia.

Maya says something to Ezra in their own language, and as the minutes pass by, the exchange gets heated. Clearly, Ezra is not happy with whatever they are telling him.

Ezra glances down at me. “You’re coming with me.”

He pulls me up by my wrist and drags me through the door, the stone halls, and up the stairs. He is much taller than me, and his pace almost makes me run after him. He kicks on a simple wooden door, which squeaks open from the impact and hits the wall behind it.

“What’s happening?” I pant, struggling to keep up with the pace.

“I had a disagreement with the ladies,” Ezra says without stopping.

The stairs ahead grow steeper and narrower. My foot catches on one of the steps, and I crash to the ground, pain searing through my knees. Before I can gather myself, Ezra yanks me upright and drags me along at the same relentless speed.

We reach a door on the right. Without hesitation, he kicks it open and hurls me inside. “You’ll stay here until I take care of it.” He scans the room for barely a second. “I know this is far from ideal, but Orvanha has too many secret rooms and passages. I need to keep you alive until this is sorted.”

“Alive? Are they going to kill me?” My voice trembles, though the answer is already clawing at my chest. They already tried.

“I’m sorry,” he mutters. Without meeting my eyes, he steps out, closing the door behind him. A sharp click of the lock follows, sealing me inside.

He fucking locked me in a tower.

There isn’t much in the room. The window is small and too high for me to reach, even while standing on the bed. The small wooden bedside table stands sadly in the corner, right below the spider web. There is also a clay pot under it, but I do hope he lets me out before I have to use that.

I remove my wet clothes, but there is no fire, the stone walls are cold, and the window is frozen. What I would give now for good floor heating.

I climb under the thin blanket and cover myself in my fur coat, but my teeth still chatter. I pull my legs into the coat as much as possible and sob myself to sleep.

I wake at the creaking of the old wooden door. A pixie pushes her way in with a wooden tray with food and water on it. She has an apologetic look on her grey face, her long fingers squeezing the tray a little too hard, the ends of her fingers almost white.

“I’m sorry I woke you, little girl,” she says, bowing her head. “I brought you food.”

I’m just staring at her and behind her at the door, but I see a figure out there, half hidden by the curve of the staircase. The other figure is a guard wearing Evennon’s crest. An empty shield with a ruby crown on top, red and gold flowers hugging the shield all around and curling into the ruby crown.

“How long will I be here?” I ask her, but my voice cracks at the end.

She puts down the tray on the sad bedside table. She gawks up at me, her expression far from apologetic, and flashes an eerie smile that seems out of place on her face. Somehow, it seems wider than a smile should be.

Horrified, I push myself back to the wall, staring into her bug eyes.

“I can’t know that,” she states in a voice that doesn’t fit her expression. “This room is cold, and the wind brings the promise of a storm.”

“Hurry up!” comes the voice from outside.

The pixie’s expression evens out as she turns around and leaves me alone in the cold room.
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Chapter 16


Theo

Noroin

[image: ]

The wind howls in my ears as I gaze across the abyss separating us from the land of the damned. A smirk tugs at my lips. No doubt, they see us as the damned ones. Well, fuck them.

The Pixie Forest seems peaceful, with glowing cones visible even from this distance, some falling to the ground as the wind blows them. Whatever my feelings are toward the forest, I can’t deny it: it is beautiful. I just wish its beauty wasn’t so lethal.

From the corner of my eye, I see a silent form emerging from the stairs. An unexpected visitor, someone I haven’t expected to see here.

I turn toward her in surprise. “Arara?”

“Your eyes are wide, like you’ve seen a ghost.” She smiles warmly, the sun painting her deep green eyes a softer shade.

She walks up to me, and I wrap my arms around her waist in a warm hug. I feel like she needs it. 

Nox abandoned her. Left her here alone to suffer the consequences of his betrayal, and Orion decided to send her away from Artmeon, her home. But Orion loved Arara. She was part of his family, and imprisoning her would have broken his heart.

Yet there were many who wanted her to suffer. They didn’t understand that she’d already suffered enough.

“It is so nice to see you,” I whisper, drinking in the floral scent of her golden hair.

When we part, she sighs. “I know my presence will bring you disturbance, but worry clouds my mind, and I need your help.”

I lean on the wall, crossing my arms. “Let me worry about any disturbance. What happened?”

“I feel a terrible mistake is about to be made, and I feel obliged to warn you.” She pulls a box from the side and smoothes her emerald-green coat under her while she sits down. “It’s about the girl from the other realm.”

I narrow my eyes. “Eleonor.”

“Yes, she is in danger,” she breathes. “Missa has performed the ritual, and the results are...vague.”

“Like with every vision.”

“Yes, exactly. But not for everyone.”

“Arara, just cut to the chase.”

“Illia will kill the girl, she already tried once.”

“Tried?” I furrow my brow “Doesn’t sound like her.” Illia never tries to kill; she just simply does.

Her expression turns a shade darker. I always forget how much Illia and Arara despise each other.

“The girl should not die,” Arara states.

“What did Missa say?”

“Blood.”

“Blood?” I repeat. “What does she mean by that?”

“Exactly my point,” she agrees. “I wasn’t allowed to watch what happened exactly, but Ezra was there, and he doesn’t agree with Illia.”

“How is Eleonor?”

“Alive. For now.”

“And you want me to save her then? Orion was clear, if she is a danger she has to die. Illia can kill her.”

Arara stands up. “Theo, I only ask you to trust me. Keep her alive. Take her to Artmeon.”

“Why isn’t it Ezra coming here? Why are you doing his bidding?”

“The girl cannot leave Orvanha. But if Ezra leaves, she is dead.”

I give her a side-eye. “It seems bans are hardly keeping anyone from leaving Orvanha.”

Arara flinches, like I’ve reopened a wound she’d tried to bury. “What would you do to see Mora one more time? If she asked the world of you, what would you do?”

“Anything,” I admit.

“Then who are you to judge me? I’ve paid the price. Nox is alive. I know it. I feel it.” She clasps her hands over her heart. “But just like you, I haven’t seen him since you returned from the war. Since Mora died.”

Tears trickle down her cheeks as she says the last words. Her voice cracks, and I feel like an asshole.

“Arara, I’m so sorry.”

She lifts her hand to silence me. “Just this once, Theo, listen to me. I don’t know why, but I have a feeling we’ll need Eleonor alive. Don’t let your fears cloud your judgment. She’s just a young girl—scared and lost. Even if she was created as a weapon against us with malicious intent, she has no knowledge of it.”

I turn back toward the forest, my gaze searching the trees as if they could give me an answer. “I’ll go to Orvanha then, and take the girl to Orion.”

But if Arara is wrong—I’ll kill Eleonor with my own hands.
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Chapter 17


Eleonor

Orvanha
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I spend the next five days in the cold tower completely alone, and only the pixie brings me food once a day with some water. I give thanks to God that the guard is by the door each time and doesn’t leave me alone in a room with Miss Super Weird and Scary. The cold hours pass, and I don’t even dare to move a toe out from under the coat and the blanket; I can see my breath in the dim light. I should have listened to my gut from the very first moment that this place is creepy. Like a cold tomb on top of a mountain. Buried alive. 

I play the events from days before over and over in my head, but I know what happened. What I don’t understand is why nobody would listen to me.

On the third day, I hear someone’s soft footsteps coming up the stairs, but it’s so quiet I start to wonder if I’m imagining things.

“Sad, sad little rat,” comes Illia’s sweet voice from the gap between the floor and the door. “It is a cold day to be locked up here, don’t you think?”

I feel rage surfacing inside me. I want to grab her fine little neck and squeeze it until she is out of breath.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, irritated.

“I came to keep you company, of course.”

Of course, she would come to mock me. “I don’t know why you hate me. I haven’t done anything to you.”

“Is that so, little rat?” she murmurs, running her nails slowly along the iron band embedded in the middle of the door. “Tell me then, why did you have to stay alive and not suffocate like all the other ugly little rats?”

“What others? Who are you referring to?” I ask, my voice faltering.

“I wonder,” she muses, tapping her nails rhythmically against the door, “what kind of future your existence holds.” She pauses, her voice turning sharp. “We’ll see how long they manage to keep you alive.”

“Keep me alive? Is that a threat?” I snap, trying to mask the knot tightening in my throat.

I hear her laugh softly, the sound chilling. “Oh, little rat, there is so much you don’t know.” She sighs. “You know, we all have a place in this world. And yours? Yours belongs beneath the earth,” she giggles. “An ugly little creature like you should sleep with the maggots where it belongs.”

That’s worrisome—no, terrifying. “Why Illia?” I ask, barely able to get the words out.

“Rest assured, you won’t last here for long.” I hear a muffled voice of a man, then Illia stands up. With a mocking edge, she whispers through the cracks of the door, “Tick-tock.”

And then she’s gone, leaving me rooted to the spot, cold dread creeping through my veins.
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On the sixth day, the door opens with a high-pitched creak and stays open without anyone coming in. I stumble up and peek out, but there is nobody by the door or on the stairs. For a moment, I hesitate on what to do, but then I decide to get out of this hole and descend the stairs to the old wooden door that leads out of the tower.

On the other side of the door, there is a guard with an empty expression on his face. “Took you a while.”

I don’t know what to tell him, and after a second of hesitation, he turns toward the hallway going down from the upper levels.

“Come,” he barks back at me.

I follow him down the stairs and the stone hallways. The lower we go, the warmer it gets. My body is still chilled despite wearing the fur coat. He leads me to a sitting room, but not the green one, fortunately.

Long windows stretch from floor to ceiling, flooding the room with abundant natural light. Their golden drapes lend warmth to the stone walls, creating a cozy ambiance. At one end of the room sits a massive fireplace, brimming with logs, its roaring flames casting a welcoming glow and ensuring the temperature is more than comfortable. The seating area comprises three sofas arranged in a U-shape, encircling a plush carpet in the centre.

Illia passes me in a hurry, her face twisted with anger. She stabs me with a sharp glance, her eyes like burning fire. But the moment passes, and she leaves the room, allowing me to breathe a little easier. Lost in thought, I almost walk into the back of the guard in front of me when he stops abruptly—but just almost. He turns around, appears a bit surprised by my closeness, waves his hand in the direction of the sofas, and then goes out and closes the door behind him without a word.

On the middle sofa, I recognise Arara’s familiar shape, and with his back to me, on the left, sits Theo.

Arara turns her head toward me, her golden eyes serious as she looks me up and down. “Sit, child,” she commands.

I walk over, passing Theo to sit on the edge of the last sofa in the room.

Arara is wearing a shoulderless blue dress from a flowy light fabric, which seems more than enough, taking into consideration the heat coming from the fireplace. Theo, on the other hand, wears a cream shirt, dark brown pants, and no shoes. He has the same serious expression as Arara.

I sink into the plush sofa, feeling the warmth of the fire seeping into my bones. I shift uncomfortably under their gaze, which seems to follow my movements. The entire room is filled with tension, and for once, I don’t think it has anything to do with me. The way they are sitting and the rigidness in their posture tells me that they had been fighting just a second ago. Probably with Illia.

I’m not sure why Theo is here or where Ezra went. Honestly, I don’t care. It’s not like I’m eager to enjoy Ezra’s company anytime soon. He might have taken my side this time, but I still had to pass an eternity in the cold tower.

Theo remains silent, his profile sharp against the flickering flames of the fireplace. I steal a glance at him, trying to read the emotions playing on his face, but he keeps his eyes fixed on the dancing fire.

Finally, Arara breaks the heavy silence with a voice that seems to echo through the room, resonating deep within me. “Child, you have been brought here for a reason. Do you understand the gravity of your situation?”

Her words linger in the air, heavy and oppressive, wrapping around me like a suffocating shroud of unease. I nod reluctantly, my throat tight and dry, unable to form a response.

Arara leans forward, her golden eyes boring into mine with intensity. “You cannot stay here; it’s not safe for you.”

I ask the obvious. “Because of Illia?”

She raises her eyebrows at me, and Theo finally lifts his gaze from the fire—stabbing me with it. “I don’t think it’s wise to start blaming anyone,” she continues. “You draw trouble, it seems, and it’s not in my power to protect you in Orvanha. I spoke with Theo about it, and he will take you to the capital. If the king wishes to keep you alive, he can do that himself.”

I can’t shake the feeling that Arara doesn’t think too highly of Orion. It shouldn’t surprise me though, in Orvanha the King doesn’t seem to be popular.

Theo finally speaks, his voice low and commanding. “We leave at first light. Prepare yourself and gather only what is essential. Meet me at the stables before sunrise. With you, the road will take two days on horseback, and we cannot afford any delays.”

I nodded, a knot forming in the pit of my stomach. Wonderful. Two wonderful days with this man of rainbows and sunshine, who I’ve met once for ten minutes. It’s just what I need.

“Go.”

Unable to speak, I nod, stand up, and leave the room while tears of anger fill my eyes. Fuckers.
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I spend most of my evening soaking in the large tub in the bathing area of the Citadel. The rooms are not equipped with bathrooms, if we can even call it that, since the Citadel lacks running water, let alone hot water. Instead, on the bottom level we have this shared bathing chamber. 

This bath is unlike any I’ve ever seen. Carved from the same matte-black volcanic stone as the rest of the Citadel, it radiates luxury. The room is lit by crystal chandeliers, their light flickering off a waterfall that cascades in a perfect circle. Above the entrance is a small arch that diverts part of the flow, allowing you to enter and exit without being drenched.

I watch as water from the shower flows into the tub, then drains through small holes to be reheated by the volcanic stones. Initially, I was captivated by this elaborate design, but now all I crave is a simple, private bathroom where I can truly escape.

I grab one of the oat soaps and scrub myself, washing away the lingering stench of the tower. The flowery scent of the soap reminds me of lavender, though slightly sweeter. As I relax in the warm water, my body slowly thawing from its icy state, I close my eyes and let the silence clear my mind. I sink under the water, keeping my breath inside.

I didn’t deserve this.

It’s not my fault that I am trapped here. None of this was my choice; how could it be? This world was unknown to me until the man with the silver eyes dragged me here.

When I think of him, I can see his face in front of me. His piercing eyes, the caramel of his skin. As he hushed me. Where are you? Why did you bring me here?

I hear distorted voices and rise to the surface, just to come face to face with Illia, kneeling in front of me in the water. Her long hair is tied up in a tight knot on the top of her head, bringing attention to her perfectly shaped jawline and full lips. The crystal blue of her eyes glint with mischief, and I know I should have been more alert.

“Oh, look who’s here?” she starts with a mocking smile on her lips.

I glance to the side and see Maya sitting on the lip of the pool, wrapped in a towel, watching us with a blank expression. I shift back to the tub’s edge, trying to put some distance between us.

“Don’t run away, little rat.” she sneers. “There is nowhere to go for you.”

“Why are you doing this?” I plead, but I already know her reasoning won’t make sense to me, no matter how much I try. “Do you think I want to be here?”

She tilts her head to the side. “Good question. Do you?”

“What do you want from me?”

Illia leans in closer, her lips grazing my ear as she whispers, “I want you to die.” Her hot breath makes my skin crawl, and I can feel her hand trailing up my thigh. My heart races as I push her away, scrambling out of the tub and grabbing a nearby towel.

Maya still sits there silently, watching as I try to make a run for it.

But Illia is too fast, grabbing me by the arm and hauling me back into the tub. She pushes me under the water, and my limbs go wild as I try to escape from drowning. I use all my force as I kick and hit, pushing my nails into her hands, but nothing. She doesn’t release me, and I’m running out of air.

Then, all of a sudden, she lets me go, and I jump out of the water, coughing on the side of the tub. I see Maya standing next to Illia, holding her hand with small half-moons filled with blood—the marks of my nails. Maya narrows her eyes at me with seriousness in her warm brown eyes.

“Go,” she commands me.

I don’t need any more encouragement. I bolt out of the chamber, snatching a towel as I go. I don’t stop until I’m in my room, the door locked firmly behind me.That bitch tried to kill me. Fucking hell.

I lean against the door and slide down until I’m sitting with my knees pulled to my chest. Panic hits me, then a surge of fear rushes over me, and I start hyperventilating, my heart beating at an uneven pace.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

I stand up to get in some clean clothes, then move the super heavy dresser in front of the door. But as I push myself to my feet, a sharp pain sears through my right foot. I wince and glance down. I see blood on the floor, and as I twist my feet, a long and deep cut runs along my sole. As the adrenaline wears off, I feel the pain growing and my entire foot throbbing.

I must have stepped on something while I tried to run for my life. It’s a casual Thursday here in Monsterland. Fucking hell. I wrap a clean washcloth around my feet, putting pressure on it to make the bleeding stop.

After I convince myself that I’m as safe as I can be under the circumstances, I sit down on the bed and finally manage to calm my breathing and heart. If Maya weren’t there, I would be smelling the violets from six feet under.

For a second, I think about going to Arara, but if the last couple of days have taught me anything, then it is not to trust them. Maybe Maya saved me this time, but I would be I to think she would go against Illia. That woman has power, and her innocent face hides a monster.

I lie down on the bed, and for once, I’m happy that I can leave this place behind tomorrow, even if I have to go with Theo.
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Chapter 18


Eleonor

Purple Meadow
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The next morning, I stand at the stables in a new coat, waiting for Theo—who is late. I’m fairly certain sunrise has already passed, though maybe it has a different meaning here.

The crisp air bites at my cheeks as I shift from one foot to the other, trying to keep warm. My foot is swollen, and the cut on my sole is deep enough to give me a bit of a pirate’s limp. I managed to clean it again this morning, and, with luck, it should heal in a couple of weeks.

A white horse peeks out from its stall, eyeing me up and down, particularly interested in my hands and pockets. When it realises, I’m not carrying anything of interest, it turns away, disappearing back into its stall. I could swear it rolls its eyes at me. Even the horses have attitude here—wonderful.

I hear footsteps crunching in the day-old snow as someone hurries toward the stables. Theo appears, dressed in a hooded black coat that reaches his thighs, with matching trousers and boots. Both his hands are full—one holds a saddlebag with blankets strapped on top, while the other carries a grey linen bag.

“You’re here already,” he says, mildly surprised.

“Yes,” I reply curtly, giving him a suspicious glimpse. He hasn’t done anything too worrying so far, but he hasn’t been particularly friendly either. As far as I’m concerned, he’s in league with Ezra and Illia.

“Good,” he says, brushing past me and heading to a stall at the end of the stable. Moments later, he emerges, guiding a massive grey horse with a thick coat of long, fluffy hair. “We’ll go with Onix; he’s larger than my horse.” He pulls the horse closer and begins preparing him for the ride. “Come on,” he instructs, and I obey, following his lead.

“Are we sharing a horse?” I ask, incredulous. Saddles are uncomfortable enough as it is—sharing one sounds like a nightmare.

“Yes, that’s the plan,” he replies. “Come along.”

“But that’ll be uncomfortable, won’t it?” I press, reluctant at the thought. I’d rather walk a hundred miles than end up close and cosy with this grouch.

He sighs, as if I’m testing his patience. “Fine, bring your own horse, then.”

“I don’t know how to ride a horse,” I admit loudly. Best he knows now rather than later.

He pulls down the hood from his head, smiling. “Then why these questions?” Grabbing the horse’s reins, he steadies Onix, who neighs impatiently, eager to move. “This horse is for us, not just for me. I know you can’t ride a horse. Come on, I’ll help you up.”

“But can’t I take another and tie it to yours?” I ask, but rather than answering, he smiles wider.

“Come, girl,” he says. “I don’t have time for this.”

I walk—I mean limp—up to him with a sigh, trying to look as annoyed as I can humanly manage.

“What’s wrong with you?”

“That is a long list, my friend.”

“I meant your leg.”

“Nothing serious.”

He doesn’t believe me; it’s written all over his face, but he also doesn’t seem concerned enough to press on the topic. “Put your leg here.” He points to the stirrup. “The good one.”

I turn my head to see his face, wondering if he’s noticed the length of my legs. The stirrup is literally at the height of my head, and he blinks back at me innocently without a word. He really doesn’t seem to understand my limitations. I glance back at the horse with a sigh and lift my leg. Luckily, I am flexible.

He chuckles.

Oh, no, wait, he straight out laughs.

“Sorry,” he says after a moment, the corners of his eyes crinkling in amusement. “It’s just—you should have seen your face.”

I shoot him a glare that could make lesser men wilt, but Theo just grins wider, undeterred. It’s annoying how his mood seems to improve with my growing irritation.

With a bit more effort than I’d like to admit, plus Theo pushing on my ass, I finally manage to hoist myself up onto Onix. The horse shifts slightly under the new weight but remains calm, his breath creating small puffs of steam in the cold air. Theo jumps up behind me effortlessly. Fucking hell. My pride is getting serious punches, and it’s not even 7 a.m.

There isn’t much movement space for me to keep my distance and quiet; frankly, it seems safer to lean on his chest. Whatever. I’d be cuddling with this troll, but it doesn’t matter.

He puts his arms around me. “Can I have the reins, or do you want to lead?” he asks me, and I feel his warm breath on my neck.

I’d lead you down from a cliff gladly, I think, but I bite my tongue and release the reins. Have at it, homeboy. I pull my coat higher up on my neck and give thanks for the layers of coats between us, making things a tiny bit less awkward.

Riding a horse is like riding a bike; you can get used to it quickly, but your ass will hurt if you haven’t done it in a while. Or if you share the saddle with Mister, we can fit in a one-person saddle. We ride in silence through the thick snow, listening to the horse’s steady rhythm beneath us as it crunches against the frozen ground. The forest around us is a silent witness to our uneasy alliance, its trees heavy with snow, their branches forming a white canopy overhead.

The further down we go, the less I feel the cold—a good sign, considering this journey is meant to take two days, and cold camping doesn’t appeal to me in the slightest. In truth, camping in any weather isn’t my idea of fun, but, as usual, nobody asked my opinion.

“We’ll stop at the base of the mountain for the night. This is the hardest part,” Theo says, as though reading my mind. “If you need a break, just let me know.”

I nod silently, not particularly eager to make conversation with him.

Hours pass, and the sun is still high when we reach the bottom of the mountain. The temperature climbed up from freezing to a comfortable chilly, but I can finally feel my toes and fingers without wrapping myself in the coat. Theo, on the other hand, quit his coat hours ago, and he is only wearing a loose cream shirt, his now-bare forearms still wrapped around me to reach the reins. I haven’t seen him grab them very hard before, but I assume he would rather keep me in place than actually lead Onix.

“Is everything okay?” he asks me, and I jump a little at the unexpected sound from behind.

I nod yes to him.

He leans into my neck. “Why are you set on not talking to me?”

“Maybe because I was almost murdered?” I snap at him, and he straightens behind me once more.

“Murdered?” he asks, surprised. “By whom?”

I grit my teeth, not sure how much to reveal. “Illia,” I say after a moment, the name feeling like acid on my tongue.

Theo tenses behind me, his grip tightening for a moment before he forces himself to relax. “Illia can be...difficult,” he admits carefully, searching for the right words. “You have to be careful with her. She looks like a delicate bird, but I would bet she is one of the most dangerous persons in Evennon.”

“So, you mean, yeah, that bitch tried to murder you, but be careful because you’re on your own?” I ask, not hiding the anger in my tone.

Theo lets out a long breath, his chin settling against my shoulder as we continue to ride. “It’s not that simple,” he says, his voice low and conflicted. “Illia has her reasons... She does not trust things coming from outside Evennon. In this case, you. And I can’t openly go against her without solid proof or reason, and let’s be honest, Eleonor, we don’t know anything about you.”

I scoff, feeling the heat of anger simmering beneath my skin. “Great, so I’m just supposed to accept that she might try again because she doesn’t like me?”

Theo’s silence is telling, and in the quiet that follows, the only sound is the rhythmic thudding of Onix’s hoofs against the soft earth.

After a long pause, Theo finally speaks, his voice softer, almost regretful. “Not accept it, but...be aware. And maybe...try to understand where she’s coming from. Illia has protected Evennon her whole life. Outsiders bring change, but not all of it is good.”

I want to argue, to tell him that I didn’t choose to come here, that being kidnapped isn’t exactly a joyride and surely doesn’t make me a harbinger of doom for his precious land. But my energy sags as cold logic seeps in; keeping a good distance from that lunatic might just be key to my survival here.

“Fine,” I mutter, not really agreeing but tired of arguing.

We ride in silence for a while until Theo’s voice breaks the silence between us.

“We’re going to camp at the end of the Purple Meadow.”

I want to ask him what Purple Meadow he’s talking about, but when I turn my head to the left, I understand quickly. The Purple Meadow is indeed purple. From a distance, it seemed like a purple sea waving as the wind rose and blew gently. But up close, it becomes clear that the grass is a deep green, with the tips turning a vivid purple. We ride through the meadow, the hoofs of the horse leaving half-moons behind us in a green path, like a whimsical version of breadcrumbs.

At the end, Theo pulls on the reins, jumps down from the horse from behind me, and extends his arms. “Come on.” He smiles. “I’ll help you down if you promise you won’t spit me in my eyes.”

I think about letting him be a gentleman, but I finally turn to the opposite side and jump down from the horse, ignoring him. I hear my knees disagreeing with my stubbornness when I reach the ground, and they give a cracking noise. I need a second to take a deep breath and straighten up.

After making the fire, he hands me two blankets. “They won’t bite.”

I lift my gaze up at him, and he appears calm. “Thanks,” I mumble, grabbing the blankets.

As Theo finishes setting up the camp, I wrap the blankets around my shoulders and wander to the edge of the Purple Meadow, where the darkness of the forest meets the sudden burst of colour from the glowing grass. Night is fully upon us now, and under the twin moons of Evennon, which hang heavy and luminous in the star-studded sky, the meadow transforms into a spectacle of ethereal beauty.

The grass, already a striking contrast of deep green and vivid purple by day, takes on an otherworldly glow at night. Tiny beads of light seem to seep from its tips, casting a soft luminescence that makes the entire field shimmer like a calm sea under moonlight. It’s breathtaking, a painting come to life, with each blade of grass a stroke of brilliant colour on nature’s canvas.

Above, the night sky is a deep velvet blue, sprinkled liberally with stars that twinkle in playful delight. The moonlight bathes everything in purple and silver.

Lost in thought, I barely hear Theo approach until he’s standing beside me, scanning over the meadow with an expression that mirrors my wonder.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” His voice is soft, almost lost amidst the sounds of the night.

I nod, still too caught up in the view to conjure a sarcastic retort. “Yeah, it really is,”

When morning comes, I feel the warm rays of the sun touching my face, and as I open my eyes, I find myself staring at a smiling Theo.

“Good morning.” He smiles at me from below the blankets, his brown hair framing his sleepy face. He stretches his arms and legs lazily. “How did you sleep?”

“Not bad,” I admit.

“It wasn’t that bad, was it?” he asks with a little teasing edge in his voice. “We need to get going.” He gets up and starts to gather the blankets.

Once we eat and are all packed up, he helps me get on the horse, but rather than jumping up behind me, he hands me the reins.

“What are you doing?” I ask, glancing down at him.

“I’ll teach you to ride,” he says with a grin. “Better me than anyone in Artmeon. Trust me on this.”

I grab the reins and sit back in the saddle. He walks the horse and tells me how to hold myself, what to do with my legs, and how not to fall off.  

I listen to Theo’s instructions carefully, trying to focus on the rhythm of the horse beneath me and the feel of the wind against my face. Surprisingly, he is a good teacher, and soon enough, I feel more at ease in the saddle.

After the basics, he joins me in the saddle but doesn’t take the reins from me; he lets me guide Onix. As we leave the Purple Meadow behind, the sun casting a golden hue over the landscape. Mountains tower ahead of us in the distance, their peaks reaching above the clouds. It’s a breathtaking sight, one that fills me with a sense of peace I haven’t felt in a long time.

I break the silence. “Why was I sent to Orvanha?”

“You are persistent,” he remarks softly.

“I haven’t asked you this question.”

“But you asked half the world, didn’t you?” he asks but doesn’t wait for an answer. “We found you in the damn Pixie Forest. Allow us to be suspicious.”

I turn my head slightly, but not enough to see him. It is not an easy thing to get answers when you can only talk to the back of the horse’s head. “But I told you everything!”

I feel him lean to the side, and his head pokes up on my right side. I tilt my head, and we are almost face to face.

“We’re living in the silence before the storm of war, and then you appear—someone we’ve never seen before, near our borders, right after a pixie attack. You speak the language of Cidalia perfectly. You don’t bend chaos, and you don’t resemble anything we know.” He pauses, and I can feel the faint shrug behind me in the saddle. “Why would we trust you?”

“Okay, okay, fair point.” I lift my hand, and he sits back on his ass behind me. “So, it was a test?”

“Orvanha?”

“Yes.”

“Did it feel like a test?”

“I would say it felt like fucking torture.”

He chuckles behind me, and I get goosebumps. His laugh warms something inside me.

“Are you cold?” he asks.

“No, why?”

“You have goosebumps all over you.”

For the love of God, nothing can slip past this man. I keep quiet. The only sound comes from the hoofs clopping on the ground.

“Eleonor?”

“Can we just drop it?”

“Drop? What do you want to drop?” he asks, surprised.

“The topic.”

“I’ve never heard this expression. Why do you want to...drop the topic?”

“What will happen in the capital?” I change the topic for him and turn my head to see his face.

I realise soon enough that this may have been a mistake. He is so close that my nose almost touches his chin. His hair is back in its usual braided form, and his dark eyes gleam with humour as he looks down at me. He flashes a wide smile.

“Nothing that you should be scared of,” he says, still smiling.

I return my gaze to the road, making sure he can’t see. I turn red to the top of my head. I know he is an asshole, but a pretty one, nonetheless. He grabs the reins with his left hand and curls his other arm around me, holding me closer to him. He does this so naturally that, for a moment, I forget that these fuckers basically tortured me just two days ago.

When we reach the bottom of the hills and slopes, the temperature becomes warm, and the sun shines high above us.

“Don’t you want to quit this coat?” he asks me. “I’ll swim in my sweat from it soon.”

I have been sweating as well for a while now, but the thought of leaving behind this barrier between us scares me.

“Eleonor?”

I realise I’ve been quiet for too long, so I nod to him in agreement. He stops the horse and helps me down from it. I take off the coat, leaving me in my long-sleeved dress. The fresh air feels nice after that sauna of a coat. He straps my coat with the blanket to the saddle and turns to me. His chest is close to my head, and he grabs my waist with his thumbs dangerously close to my breasts. He lifts me effortlessly and jumps up behind me again.

We’re in the same position as before, but without my safety barriers, everything feels more intimate. I can feel his hand on my waist, his thumb tracing small circles along my side. I stay silent, not daring to look up at him—I’ve already made that mistake once today, and I won’t repeat it.

Somehow, all they’ve done to me feels distant while he’s holding me like this. I must have Stockholm Syndrome. There’s no other explanation. Shouldn’t it take longer to set in? Moments like this make me wish for Google.

When the sun reaches the top of the mountain ahead, a city forms in the distance. Its huge white-washed stone walls seem like an enchanted palace, with its slightly crooked towers reaching for the skies above. It stands on a hill, just at the foot of a mountain, with circular walls leading up to the top of it.

“That’s the city of Artmeon,” Theo says, pointing toward the sprawling view ahead. “And at the very top, that’s the Palace.”

“Are there caves in there?” I ask Theo before I could stop myself.

“Hm?” He leans into me, the side of his face almost touching my mouth.

“Do you live in caves?” I try to clarify myself clumsily, startled by his closeness.

“Does it look like a cave to you?” he asks me with a smile in his voice. I don’t know if this guy is ever unhappy. Until now, he has just been happy, and maybe a little annoying.

“No, I mean half of it is in a mountain.”

“Yes, some parts are carved into the mountain, but it is a palace,” he says. “You don’t have palaces in your land?”

“We do.” But it’s just not this pretty. Obviously, he doesn’t have to know that.

From the mountaintop, a waterfall cascades, lightly covering the walls of Artmeon before meeting the river that circles the entire city. A stone gate, supported by pillars over the wide river, leads us through its towering arch. As we ride up the cobbled streets, houses stretch in every direction. These large buildings, with their curved walls and vast windows, are clearly made to suit their inhabitants’ grand stature, not mine. I feel as though I’ve entered the land of giants.

Everything here is built from white stone, yet instead of leaving it bare or elegantly plain, the windows and doors are painted in every colour of the rainbow—purples, greens, blues, surrounding me with vibrant hues. Trees line the winding roads, offering welcome shade as they lead up to the inner palace. Everywhere I look, it feels as if I’ve stepped straight into a fairytale.

People on the streets welcome us, though their greetings are mostly directed at Theo. When we finally reach our destination, Theo dismounts and extends his arm up to me. I take his hand; at this point, I have nothing to lose, and he’s the only familiar face here.

Two pale grey pixie men take the horse from him, and I limp along after him, favouring my injured foot. After a moment, he glances back, then, without a word, sweeps me off my feet and carries me toward the entrance.

Tall guards flank the main doors, each wearing a uniform adorned with the royal crest. As we approach, they open the doors silently, allowing us to pass through as if we were royalty. Inside, the decor is simple. The white stone walls are painted with delicate flowers that appear almost lifelike. We continue down high-ceilinged corridors until we arrive at a room with an open door. Inside, there are several beds with perfectly made white sheets and pillows and glass cabinets along the opposite wall. The cabinets hold clothes, small vials, jars, and other items I can’t identify. It looks like a infirmary.

“Aman?” calls out Theo, and a moment later, Aman appears in the doorway leading to a smaller space.

Theo moves toward the first bed and puts me down gently. The bed is soft, and the sheets smell freshly washed. It would be truly heavenly in any other situation.

“Her leg,” says Theo curtly, and pulls my skirt up to my thighs and steps to the side.

I slip off my shoes, both two sizes too big, revealing the half-wrapped bandage on my right foot. Strips of gauze dangle loosely, while others are buried deep in the wound.

Aman sits down on the side of the bed, lifts my wrapped feet to his lap, and starts to remove the cloth gently. By the second layer, it’s soaked with my blood and dried almost black. He doesn’t slow down, and it is evident that this is not the first wound he’s seen.

When my foot is uncovered, he lifts it a bit higher and inspects it. “It will need stitches.” He grabs some supplies from one of the cabinets. “You can leave the girl with me. I’m sure Orion is expecting you.”

Theo glances at both of us, nods, and then leaves the infirmary.

“Should I ask?” He raises his eyebrow at me while opening a small brown glass flask and covering my wound with drops.

I don’t have time to resist, but to my surprise, the drops don’t hurt at all, and I feel my leg going numb.

“What is that?” I ask curiously. The pain evaporates from my leg and tickles.

“Some herbs.” He smiles at me. “But only for small injuries because, in big doses, they are poisonous. I’ll stich this up, and you are good to go.” He starts working on my leg, and I feel absolutely nothing, which is wonderful.

“Illia tried to drown me in the bathing chamber,” I blurt out, and it feels like a thousand weights have been lifted from me. “If Maya wasn’t there, I’d be as good as dead.”

I expect shock on his face or even a tiny bit of surprise, but he doesn’t even wince. “Yes, that sounds like Illia.”

What kind of answer is this?

“How many does she drown on a weekly basis?” I ask him as casually as I can manage.

Aman lifts his pale blue eyes to me for a second. “You should be careful with her.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know.” I roll my eyes. All they do is warn me not to piss people off. How annoying can I be?

Don’t answer.

He grabs the fresh gauze and wraps it around my leg silently with a soft smile on his face.

“What?” I ask.

“Nothing,” he says. “You can leave now. I have other things to do”

“Okay,” I agree, though I’m not entirely sure what I’m supposed to do or where to go. “Where?”

“Have you been to Artmeon before?”

“No?”

“Then anywhere.”
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Chapter 19


Eleonor

Artmeon

[image: ]

I wander through the empty halls of the Palace of Artmeon, surrounded by monotonous beige walls with small flowers wherever I look—corridor after corridor, like getting lost in a beige maze without an exit.

It’s empty. Other than birds flying in the open terraces and halls, it’s silent in a calming way, not the cold and creepy way of Orvanha. That place still gives me the chills. The sun stands high in the sky as a gentle wind stirs the leaves, brushing them softly against the walls. Now and then, it carries a few lilac petals from the trees outside, scattering them gracefully in my path. I have no idea why anyone would choose to live in Orvanha if they could live in this place instead. It’s like a luxurious palace with charm.

I see a light grey pixie woman hurrying on the tiled path under the trees. Her dress is not the usual robe that the other pixies wear but a blue satin dress adorned with golden flowers. Her long black hair flows with her delicate movements. She is so different from the others; her skin is lighter, her eyes somehow brighter, and her head is held high like a beautiful grey princess.

“Eleonor.”

I jump a little from hearing my name, and when I turn around, Theo stands on the other end of the hallway.

“Come this way.”

I try to catch up with him, but my legs are neither healed nor as long as his. When he notices my breath coming faster, he slows down, and we walk together.

“How is your foot?”

“Much better, thanks,” I say breathlessly. “Where are we going?”

“To meet someone.”

He offers me his arm, but thanks to the magical drops, my foot feels perfectly fine.

“No, it’s okay. I feel fine,” I reassure him.

We enter a garden, where the sweet fragrance of lilacs grows stronger. Around us, vibrant stained-glass windows depict this very garden across the four seasons. The first window shows it blanketed in snow, the next in full spring bloom, then summer with its warm oranges and yellows. The last window, my favourite, portrays autumn—rich in dark burgundies and deep oranges, capturing that final burst of life before winter’s stillness.

Lush plants climb the walls and half-cover the arched windows, while others wind their way up the wrought iron framework supporting the glass ceiling, creating a leafy tunnel overhead. As we pass through this natural archway, I notice a woman seated at an easel, adding colour to a canvas. She wears a white apron over a deep burgundy dress, speckled with various paint colours. As we approach, she turns and greets us with a gentle smile.

“Great! You’re here!” She stands up and gives a warm hug to Theo, who doesn’t hesitate to return it.

“This is Eleonor,” says Theo, and the woman gazes at me with her grey eyes and long lashes. Her eyes sweep over me, taking in my features, and like she has made up her mind, she pulls “e in for a hug, too. “So nice to meet you. I’m Amalia.”

“Nice to meet you too,” I say to her shoulder.

“Oh, I’m sorry, I tend to be overly friendly.”

I didn’t even know they were capable of being friendly, much less overly friendly. She releases me and waves us to sit down on the sofa beside her. She pins her black hair to the top of her head with a golden pin, revealing her long neck, like a ballerina’s.

“I’ll be going then,” says Theo, and Amalia waves him off without glancing at him.

“Curious-looking creature, aren’t you,” she says, a smile playing on her pink lips.

“Thanks?”

She laughs. “I didn’t mean like that! Sorry if I offended you.”

“It is okay. The others just call me a rat. Curious isn’t even close to offending me.”

“Well, then, take my apology in their names. But in their defence, the older we get, the more suspicious we are of the unknown.”

Tell me about suspicious. I study her from head to toe, trying to figure her out. Unfortunately, I was always an awful judge of character. However, Amalia doesn’t look evil. She has smudged paint over her round chin, and when she smiles, her cheeks are dotted with soft dimples.

“So,” she says, “how are you adjusting to your new life?”

“I manage,” I say curtly. Two murder attempts up to this point and much more to come. Who wouldn’t be enthusiastic about the future?

She stares into my eyes, trying to read my face. “That is great.” She doesn’t believe a single word I say; I can see it on her face. “Well, then, Orion asked me to make you comfortable. There is a room ready for you, and we will go to the dressmakers. You definitely need some better-fitting clothes. And shorter clothes.”

I nod along to her words, feeling a sense of relief that I may finally be getting some clothes that aren’t several sizes too big. “Thank you. That sounds wonderful,” I say with a small smile.

Amalia grins back at me, her eyes lighting up with excitement. “Excellent, let’s go then,” she says, standing up and making her way to the door.

I follow her, my eyes still wandering around the winter garden, taking in the beauty of the flowers and the natural light that streams through the windows.

As we make our way toward the dressmaker’s, Amalia chatters about her latest painting and her plans for the next one. I listen with polite interest, but my mind is elsewhere, still processing everything that’s happened in the past few days. It’s a lot to take in, and my body is still processing shock after shock.

After they take my measurements, she guides me to the west wing of the palace, where she stops at a large brown door. “Here we are. This will be your room.”

The room feels a bit empty; a large bed with a bedside table and a dresser with hangers are the only pieces of furniture. There is an arched window with a comfy-looking window seat in front of it.

Amalia moves forward and pulls on the sliding door on the left, which opens to a small hallway. I curiously follow her, not sure where we’re heading, when I hear the sound of flowing water. Excitement fires up in my chest. Can it be that I have a private bathroom?

At the end of the small hallway, there is another sliding door, and when Amalia opens it, we are inside a cave with water falling from the top in a light spring, then disappearing below the floor.

“You have a private bathing chamber,” she says, smiling.

I stand there in shock. After Orvanha’s common bath and Noroin’s no-privacy bathing options, this really is a huge step forward. I might not get drowned while bathing. Yay!

“Thank you so much. This is incredible,” I say, overwhelmed with gratitude.

Amalia chuckles softly, her eyes twinkling with amusement. “Hard time in Orvanha, huh?”

“We can say that,” I add shyly.

“I’m glad you like it. I wanted to make sure you felt at home here,” she explains, watching me with a knowing glint in her eye. “After all, you are a guest, not a prisoner, and it was not right to send you to that place.”

As she says that, my happiness evaporates. They plan for me to stay here long, which is just what I’m afraid of. I nod silently, trying to hide my disappointment. My fears are coming true, and there is nothing I can do against them.

Amalia gives me a warm smile before patting my shoulder. “Take your time to freshen up.”

As she leaves the bathing chamber, I take a moment to breathe in deeply, trying to hold my tears at bay.
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Chapter 20


Orion

Artmeon
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My mind wanders as I stare out at the clouds. This high in the sky, there is nothing to see but fog, or as they say, the dust of the bright Sun. My office is carved completely into stone, with round windows high on the walls and an open arch leading into certain death on the other side.

I turn my wineglass in my hand, my mind drifting elsewhere. What can one do when all the compasses point in the same direction? No one knows. I’ve never been known for accepting fate but for fighting with all I have.

I see motion, and a shadow moves on the wall, a shadow that I know well and know nothing about at the same time. A shadow I have no interest in.

“Why are you here?” I ask aloud, knowing they are here. They come sometimes. I always tell them not to come again, but they always do.

The shadow flows out of the wall. Slowly, his features form, taking up a shape I can be comfortable with. At least this is what they tell me, but it’s not working, I can tell.

His face is symmetrical, with eyes like the fog outside and hair like fire curling on the top of his head. His face is covered in freckles, softening his sharp features.

“Orion,” he says as his stormy eyes lock me in place.

I sigh and reach for the wine bottle. I’ll need a lot more of this for these types of conversations.  “Why?”

He knows exactly what I’m asking; we do this every time.

“You won’t offer me some?” he asks instead, his eyes lingering on the wine bottle.

“No,” I say curtly.

“Very well,” he says, stepping closer. His hand moves to the wine bottle, selecting one of the untouched crystal glasses beside it. He slowly pours himself a cup, like we have all the time in the world, and sits down in the armchair perpendicular to mine.

“So,” he starts.

“So,” I repeat, “what do you want? If I recall, I told you to get the fuck away from me and never return. Maybe I wasn’t clear enough,” I mock him, as always.

He smiles politely and sips his wine. “I don’t understand why you keep drinking this; it’s like poison.”

“I guess that is the point.”

We sit in silence. I feel his eyes poking a hole into my forehead, and it creeps the fuck out of me.

“Is this your plan?” I snap at him.

“My plan?” he asks as if he has no idea what I’m asking. “No, Orion, this is not my plan.”

“Then what?”

“I could ask you the same. What is your plan, Orion?”

I feel anger crawling up my spine, and maybe just the wine speaking, but maybe not. “You have no right,” I growl. “You have no fucking right to ask how I’m going to swim to the shore when you and your entire tribe abandoned us in the ocean!” I say tribe with as much disgust as I feel inside me. Fucking Cidalia.

“We did not abandon you,” he says calmly, completely unbothered.

I empty my glass with one gulp and fill it up again. I know what he means by you. He only means me. Never the rest of the souls living in Evennon.

“Of course you didn’t,” I reply, my voice dripping with sarcasm.

He tilts his head to the side. “We can help you.”

“You just have to ask.”

We finish the sentence together. They always sing the same melody.

“Well, then.” I turn back to him from the bar. “I want to ask you to please get the fuck out of my country and don’t ever come back.”

“It is only the question of time,” he says. “You burden yourself unnecessarily.”

I throw my glass to the ground at his feet. He doesn’t flinch as the shattered glass flies around him. “It is my decision! Mine!”

He places his still-full glass on the side table, stands, and walks over to the archway. Pausing, he glances back at me. “As you wish,” he says, then vanishes into the same void from which he came.
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Eleonor

Artmeon
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Whoever designed the Palace of Artmeon must love heights and stairs. It’s good that they can heal from almost all injuries; it would be a nightmare to live here in a wheelchair.

Everyone has been summoned from the Palace to the summer great hall, and as the new kid on the block, I really don’t want to be late. The trouble is, I have no idea what this is all about. When I asked Amalia yesterday, she didn’t know either.

As I climb the seemingly endless stairs, more people join me, their footsteps blending into the serene melody of the distant waterfall. The sound of rushing water echoes through the mountains, mingling with the gentle rustle of leaves in the breeze, adding a touch of calm to the growing anticipation.

Perched at the highest point of the mountain, just below the waterfall, the hall serves as both a gathering place and a throne room. As we approach, the sound of rushing water grows louder, signalling our proximity. The large wooden doors, a challenge for some to open—meaning me—stand wide open, revealing a dozen confused people chatting by the entrance of the vast throne room. At least I’m not alone in my confusion this time. Really refreshing.

Carved into the white rocks of Artmeon, the summer great hall rises above the clouds like a cathedral. Upon entering, one is immediately captivated by the breathtaking sight of the waterfall, forming a natural wall to the right of the room. Where the water falls beneath and touches the floor, the stones are smoothed over by years of water erosion. It ends abruptly like you are at a hidden gate to Heaven. But do not let this illusion fool you; there is nothing but a horrific death beyond it.

Massive glass chandeliers hang from the arches, casting a soft glow throughout the hall. On the left side, a stone wall provides shelter from the biting winds, with tall windows crafted from the same stone offering views of the clouds beyond. Natural light floods the room, dispelling any gloominess from the decor and casting dazzling reflections on the chandeliers reminiscent of stars in the night sky. The water falls below in a noisy rumble—at first, it was a deafening experience, but then I got used to it, and now it is one of my favourite places in the entire palace.

On the domed ceilings, the sun and the three moons are painted with the ever-blowing wind at the end, taking away the tired souls of Evennon. This is what they worship: the sun, the Gilded Moons, and the wind. The first moon is the golden one, called Callisto, which symbolizes life, being born and living. The second and largest is the purple moon, which is named after one of the first ones with magic called Yoneer. They say there is no more practising magic in Evennon—the pixies are forbidden to use it, and there are only some places where the last magical creatures withdrew, like the Pixie Forest.

The last of the moons is the white one, the wise one, called Elara. Elara is the leader, the one with knowledge.

And then there is the Sun, the most saintlike, if we can call it that. The Sun is good; it brings light and warmth and gives hope in the dark times until the ever-blowing wind takes it all away.

Talking about the ever-blowing wind, at the end of the hall, Orion sits on his obsidian throne, looking more bored than ever, entertaining himself with his half-empty wineglass. His aquamarine eyes seem darker today, which is impossible given the sunlight coming through the giant windows. Can he change eye colours? Would it surprise me?

From head to toe, Orion is draped in the deepest shades of black. His tunic, crafted from a luxurious fabric that mimics the night sky, hugs his muscular frame and flows down to his feet. The matching trousers are held up by a glistening belt with a stunning golden buckle.

There’s an unmistakable air of authority that radiates from him, turning the scene into a living portrait of royalty. Oh, right, it must be the crown.  The golden crown is formed into leaves curling upwards, and in each one, there is a ruby set in the middle, like a branch from a golden forest with bloody leaves.

I can’t take my eyes off him. I know he’s the king, but seeing him seated on a black throne with an actual crown on his head makes it all feel much more real. He may not exactly brighten the room with that grim expression, but he’s certainly a sight to behold.

A lock of hair escapes the ring of his golden crown, curling delicately around the right side of his face and softening it enough that you can see how handsome he really is, even as his eyes flash anger that cuts through your soul. I want to run away from him, but His eyes gleam for a moment, then he changes his position, the tiger restlessly prowling inside him. What are you up to?

The room falls deathly still as everyone settles into their seats. I find a spot next to Aman, who, interestingly, isn’t sitting in his usual place beside Orion.

“Hi,” I whisper.

He greets me with a nod and signals for me to scoot closer. When I do, Amalia glides into the seat next to mine, silent except for the faint rustle of her green satin dress and its sheer, dotted sleeves. I hadn’t even realized she’d been behind me this whole time.

My gaze drifts toward the throne. Theo sits where Aman usually does, silent and composed, seemingly unbothered by the tension thick in the room. Perhaps he’s the only one unaffected, because I can feel it—the weight of something unspoken, an oppressive dread hanging heavily over us.

We all sit rigid, unwilling to move or make a sound, desperate not to draw the attention of the ominous figure perched restlessly on his black throne.

With one cold glare, Orion swipes his gaze over the crowd but doesn’t find anything interesting, so he gulps the remaining wine down. He holds out his hand, and a pixie with a wine jug almost breaks his leg to get there in time to fill his cup again.

And then, stillness. Even the flies sit on the walls, not willing to move.

The only sound that constantly fills the air is the loud thud of water dripping and cascading into the depths of the abyss outside the summer great hall. They say that below this magnificent room, down to the waterfall, bodies are washed under the city. The bodies of the ones thrown down from this exact place.

Breaking through the silent atmosphere, a small blue butterfly flutters into view. Its delicate wings dance in the light as it lands on my copper glass with no apparent fear of the drama happening around it. It shifts slightly to reach droplets of water, and it sips peacefully while I watch, enthralled. Time seems to stop, giving me a moment of breath from the craziness before us.

Then the approach of heavy-booted feet can be heard from outside, growing steadily louder until two royal guards burst through and enter the hall, carrying an unconscious man with two rotting bones sticking out of his back between them.

I can’t help but flinch as they bring him in, the stench of decay reaching my nostrils. The guards carry him with caution, almost like they don’t want to cause him any further pain or damage. He lies limp in their arms, his black hair splayed around his face, his features twisted in agony as though he’s been tortured for days on end.

“That’s an angel,” Amalia whispers in my ear.

I whip my head towards her—did I hear that right? I’ve heard them talk about angels before, but I’ve never actually seen one until this poor soul.

Before I can say anything, she raises a finger to her lips, signalling me to stay quiet, and turns her attention back to the scene unfolding before us.

The angel’s body is gaunt, almost starved. Ribs protrude beneath his tattered clothing, and the sight of him sends shivers down my spine. It’s as if the very life tried to escape from his body, leaving only a hollow shell behind.

But the most disturbing aspect of all is the state of his wings. I wonder how long he was tortured that his wings rotted away from his body, not a single feather visible on them. I want to ask Amalia if angels have feathers, but when I lightly touch her arm, she just gives me a side-eye. I guess I have to find out later.

The guards’ boots knock on the stone floor with a synchronised rhythm as they march towards Orion and drop the once-winged man unceremoniously just before the carved stairs leading to the throne.

I was mistaken. The tension I felt before was just a mere introduction compared to what I feel now.

As the guards leave him at the base of the dais, a low murmur ripples through the crowd, a mix of shock, horror, and quiet sympathy. The angel’s face is slim, and his once-full lips cracked as if something was chewing on them. His dark hair sticks to his face, and drops of water sit on the roots of his long lashes.

He falls on his knees, no longer held by the guards, and his head touches the ground.

Orion jumps up from his seat like he had been waiting for a signal to move, his face pure amusement. I can’t imagine what that poor soul went through, but he looks like shit. And judging by the expression on Orion’s face, he doesn’t plan on making it any better.

The angel is wearing a worn robe with holes on the sides. It’s fashioned in a way I haven’t seen anyone wear these days. When exactly was he imprisoned? Not ageing or dying can be a curse.

Orion’s lips curl into an evil little smile as he greets the man with a sickening sweetness. “Welcome, Gamaliel,”. But in the blink of an eye, his expression turns sinister, and his tone drips with malice. “It’s been far too long,”

Somebody is changing moods rather quickly today. I always had the impression that Orion is a little coco-loco.

The man in front of him doesn’t answer. I’m not even sure he is conscious; he doesn’t show any signs of understanding.

Orion leans in closer to Gamaliel and murmurs under his breath, but their conversation is heard throughout the summer great hall. The high ceilings and stone walls amplify their voices like a cathedral, and it’s clear that Orion wants everyone to hear what he has to say, even through the rumbling of the water.

“I know you can hear me,” he says, emphasizing each word.

The man’s body trembles, like he is shaken out of a trance, and starts to push himself up to sitting, his weak arms only skin and bones, his skin greyish. He sits on his heels, balancing himself with his arms on the ground. He glances up at Orion.

“There we go,” says Orion cheerfully, clasping his hands, satisfied. “How long was it? A hundred years? Time flies by, doesn’t it?”

For a long moment, he just stares up at Orion, who is waiting like a large beast for a rabbit to make that fatal jump.

“Do I know you?” he asks in a cracked voice. He isn’t used to speaking, I can tell. Even he seems surprised when he hears his voice.

Orion narrows his eyes and squats to be at eye level with Gamaliel. “You don’t remember me?” His voice hollows with disappointment, and he is no longer smiling.

The man shakes his head. Orion mimics him and sits on his heels. The entire hall is silent despite more than sixty people sitting in it.

“Do you know where we are?”

Orion’s voice cuts seriously through the silence, echoing around the hall. He studies the man’s face, but Gamaliel’s thin features seem almost lost amidst the black silk of his hair.

Gamaliel lifts his gaze and scans the hall, first taking in the throne at the far end, then the tables and the people seated around them, all waiting expectantly. His faded eyes search the room, but eventually, they return to Orion, and he shakes his head again.

Orion’s gaze softens. The wildness in his eyes subsides as if the beast within him is finally calming.

“Do you know who I am?” whispers Gamaliel, hope in his jewel eyes.

I feel my eyes watering just by watching him; the hope and trust in his eyes are breaking my heart. How can Orion be so cruel? I can’t imagine a crime deserving such a punishment.

Orion sighs almost painfully, visibly disappointed or even hurt, but I can’t find it in myself to sympathize with him. Not even close. He stands up and goes back to his throne, picking up his wineglass and giving it to Gamaliel.

“I do happen to know,” he starts in a high voice, “and I can tell you all you need to know if you will do something for me first.”

I turn my head toward Aman, and notice, his features are hard, his lips are pressed thin, and his hands are in fists hidden below the table. He sits a little too close to the edge of the chair, almost looking like someone wanting to jump in the middle of the party ahead. But no smart man would mingle into Orion’s business without being forced. Not even his blood.

Orion’s eyes gleam a little too much and a little too cunningly. “Drink.” He offers the glass to the man.

Gamaliel tentatively shifts his weight to be supported more on his left arm and takes the glass from Orion. He gulps down the wine like he just arrived back from the desert. “What do you want me to do?”

“Something rather simple,” Orion says with an encouraging smile. “Just repeat my words.”

“And then?”

“I will tell you everything you want to know.” He smiles warmly, the goblin of all evil.

As I watch him, an old poem comes to mind:

“Will you walk into my parlour?” said a spider to a fly;

“’Tis the prettiest little parlour that ever you did spy.

The way into my parlour is up a winding stair,

And I have many pretty things to shew when you are there.”

Gamaliel stares into his cold, cold eyes, raw emotions changing on his face. A tear leaves his eye and rolls down to his thin jaw, falling below to join the small puddle around him. “I don’t want to go back,” he says in a broken voice. “I can’t.”

“You don’t have to,” says Orion in an almost comforting voice. “I promise you, after this, you will never have to go back there, no matter what.”

Gamaliel closes his eyes. “Okay,” he says quietly. “I’ll do whatever you want.”

Orion doesn’t need further convincing. He nods towards Theo, who stands and retrieves a small golden jar. Theo kneels before Gamaliel, carefully painting golden symbols onto his forehead. Then, he tears the fabric of Gamaliel’s robe at the neck—the material ripping easily—and continues to paint symbols on his chest and hands.

Once finished, Orion settles back on his obsidian throne, the golden crown gleaming atop his head, his expression grave.

“Well, then, Gamaliel, son of Thebolian, former king of Celestium, you will swear loyalty to me, binding yourself to me unconditionally. This oath will be sealed with the magic of the earth, and breaking it will cost you your life. Do you understand?”

Gamaliel stares at Orion as if he is seeing him for the first time.

“Do you understand?” shouts Orion with unquestionable demand in his voice.

Gamaliel shakes for a moment, and then he nods. “Yes, I understand.”

Orion stands up. “Hereby I, Orion, the true ruler of Evennon, the uniter of the three kingdoms, the fearless, birthed by the last siren, swear that I will protect you and provide for you as long as you serve me well. Your service will be appreciated, and your opinion will be accounted for. I will listen to your advice, and you can always speak freely with me. If I ever break this oath, the three moons will stop shining above and the sun will fall, pulling me with it.”

The symbols on Gamaliel start to glow with a dim light, and in the same places, Orion’s skin glows with a white light.

“Now, repeat after me. I do most solemnly swear, in the presence of the three moons and the sun that shines on them, that I am loyal to the Kingdom of Evennon and its one and only true ruler, Orion, son of Kassus, the uniter of the three kingdoms, the fearless, birthed by the last siren. I will serve and defend against all enemies, foreign and domestic, to the best of my abilities. I take this obligation freely, and I will faithfully keep it until my life ends or I am dismissed.”

The symbols glow stronger for a second, and when the light fades, the symbols disappear with it. The spider has caught the fly.
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Chapter 22


Eleonor

Artmeon
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Nearly five months have passed since I arrived in this strange land of “magicless magic.” But, to be fair, a month here isn’t like a month back home; they measure months and years differently, unsurprisingly. They follow a lunar calendar, which initially baffled me—they have three moons, for God’s sake, each with its own cycle. Most of the time, they move independently, except on certain apocalyptic holidays, when their cycles align for a few hours.

Amalia explained that different countries follow different moons to track time, making it incredibly difficult to keep track of who’s in what day of what year. Fun, isn’t it?

We follow the Purple Moon, Yoneer. Our friend Yoneer is the largest of the three, and apparently the slowest, with one month lasting precisely thirty-three days from full moon to full moon, and a year comprising fifteen months. But for sanity’s sake, in old-world time, I’ve been here nearly five months.

My hopes and dreams of getting home are fainter by the day. When I’m awake, I feel like I’m dreaming—this cannot be real—but then the next day starts, and I have to accept it.

Amalia also told me that Immatale used to have a second sun, a black one. But with the dark days passing, the dark sun disappeared, making way for the bright sun to shine even brighter. Now, it makes more sense that they always highlight the sun as the bright one. At first, I thought we were just being poetic all the time.

Amalia and Aman have become my dedicated teachers. They try to get me up to speed with how things are going around here so I don’t die by some poisonous plant or by forgetting to call Orion king or getting drowned for unknown reasons.

Frustratingly, I don’t get any closer to home. My constant questions and research only ended up in scolding about patience and the fact that one’s future cannot come sooner than it is written. I can hear Amalia’s voice in my head as if she is repeating these words right in front of me.

On the other hand, I know all about etiquette, what to wear at what celebration and a bunch of similarly important things for life. Like folding the fucking satin napkins, which, apparently, I am extremely bad at.

I still have nightmares about the bath in Orvanha. Sometimes, I wake drenched in my sweat, unable to breathe. When I’m in my bathtub, I can hear Illia’s laugh echoing from the stone walls.

I need to escape. I shovel this thought back to the dark parts of my mind, afraid that Orion might be able to read minds or just read my thoughts from my face. Both are equally possible.

I’m not going to lie, finding myself in this strange world wasn’t an easy task. On the positive side of things, I can live in a palace like a medieval princess—free of charge. If only I could watch TV, though.

But even as I exist here, day after day, I feel a strange emptiness settle in. I no longer feel like I’m just passing through this world—I’m becoming part of it, even if I don’t want to be. Sometimes, I catch myself picking up on the rhythm of this place, getting a little too comfortable with its way of speaking and acting.

I’ve caught myself laughing at something one of the guards said—a dry, sarcastic comment that would’ve gone over my head in the beginning—and I hate it. I hate the fact that I’m starting to feel normal here. I hate that my thoughts no longer only revolve around returning home. I wish I could go back, back to when everything felt so painfully clear.

But how much clearer was it, really?

It makes me wonder, what if I belong here? Not in the sense that I want to, but in a way that I’m being shaped into something I didn’t plan. Like I’m being moulded into something useful for their war.

Could I ever stop being Eleonor, the girl who wants to return home? Could I be content, forgetting where I came from, just moving with the current of this world?

It’s a different world now, but one thing is for sure: no matter how much I learn, no matter how much I adapt, the ache of home will never disappear.

Not even in my sleep.

The door to the infirmary is closed, which surprises me. I push on it, and the heavy door creaks open enough that I can press my body through. I pray to the human gods that Aman is not here, and I try to seek out some potions to help me sleep.

Aman is a nice guy. That said, he is also not a fan of me sneaking around his office.

I realise a second later why the door was closed in the first place—the broken angel lies face-down on the last bed of the room. He is completely still. I can’t even see if he is breathing, but he must be. If he could endure a hundred years in prison, surely Aman’s herbs won’t kill him. However, it is worth mentioning he has some questionable recipes.

I’ve never seen an angel. Not that they would fly around in my world, but they are supposed to around here. It’s just that they do not. And even though Gamaliel was freed months ago, he has not been seen outside the infirmary, nor are there any angelic visitors.

Celestium is far from Artmeon, and according to Amalia angels these days prefer to stay off the shores more so since Orion became their wise and not-so-beloved leader.

I inch closer toward the bed, hoping that it’s not going to be me who finds the angel dead. Please be alive. Please be alive. His black hair contrasts the white pillows, which are almost as pale as his skin. His body is so slim I could count his bones if I wanted to. His features are truly angelic, beautiful, and ageless. His pump lips are cracked, like withering roses on the brim of winter, and dark circles under his eyes. His thick eyebrows and dense lashes make his face edgy, taking away from the femininity of his lips. I don’t have other words for it—he is just beautiful.

When I’m at arm’s length, his eyes pop open, and dark emeralds lock with my own. Then his body trembles, and he pushes himself off the bed, landing hard on the ground. I jump toward him to help him stand up, but he pushes me away with so much force I hit the wall on the opposite side of the room. Ouch.

The door of Aman’s office whips open, and Aman shoots out to stand between us. He speaks fast in their tongue. The angel’s eyes clear, recognising Aman, like waking from a nightmare. Aman sits down next to him and touches his shoulder, murmuring comforting words to him.

“Eleonor, set the bed, please,” he tells me and continues to calm the injured angel down.

I go to the bed, put the pillows back on, and fix the sheets. Aman helps Gamaliel get back to the bed, now in a sitting position.

“Can I do anything?” I ask Aman carefully, not to cause more harm than I already have.

Aman is kneeling by the bed, holding Gamaliel’s hand, who still looks like he saw a ghost. I stand awkwardly by the side of the bed, unsure of what to do with my hands. Gamaliel’s breathing evens out, and he finally gazes up at me. His eyes have lost some of their wildness, and instead, they are filled with an emotion that I can’t place. Curiosity? Disgust? I don’t know, but in this world, I would put my money on disgust.

“It’s okay, Eleonor. You did nothing wrong,” says the man who wasn’t exchanging pleasantries with the stone wall just a minute ago.

I nod, feeling like I should say something more but not knowing what. Aman is speaking in hushed tones in the angel’s ear, and it seems like anything I say will be an intrusion.

Before I can think of a response, Aman stands up and turns to me. “Eleonor, since you’re here, can you fetch some water for Gamaliel?”

I nod silently and do as I’m told. When I return with the water, though, Gamaliel seems to be asleep again. Before I can say anything, Aman places his index finger on his lips, hushing me. He pulls me into the small side room, and I don’t oppose him.

“It’s okay. You did nothing wrong,” he says, taking the water from my hand and putting it on the table.

“I know,” I say.

“All right, then.” He sits down on one of the chairs and motions me to sit on the chair opposite. “Come, sit.”

“Is he going to be okay?”

Aman stares at me silently as if trying to decide the same thing. “He is. I gave him lots of sedatives, but the horrors still found him. With time, he will heal. But, tell me, Eleonor, what exactly were you doing here in the infirmary?” He raises a brow, and I feel my face getting red.

“Nothing,” I lie.

He smiles widely. “Let’s pretend I don’t know you’re lying.”

Let’s.
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Eleonor
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Gamaliel arrived at my infirmary a pitiful sight despite his beauty. His thin frame was far below what was considered ideal, and his once magnificent wings were severely damaged. They hung limply from his back; a reminder of the horrifying ordeal he endured in the water prison Orion trapped him in. As a healer, I have seen many bodies corrupted in the most gruesome ways imaginable, but Gamaliel’s broke my heart. He was all skin and bones, his sunken eyes looking out with an unbearable sadness that seem to consume him. I knew that healing him would mean more than just mending his physical wounds; it would require bringing him back from the brink of despair.

Orion can seem like a cruel ruler. Mercy has never been his strong suit, just like our beloved father’s. However, Kassus wouldn’t let any of his enemies stay alive, even if they were only enemies theoretically. Torture them to death? Maybe. Alive? Never. Most who think Orion is a cruel king forget about the times before him, the times before Nox and Borja, the times when Kassus ruled the lands in terror, his subjects hiding in fear as prey. And then the ones before him, from the dark times nobody likes to talk about.

Kassus never liked weakness, and allowing a prince from occupied Celestium to live would be considered a weakness in his eyes. He thought himself invincible, but in fact, he had weaknesses. One was his first wife, Lefinis, who was the last siren. Kassus was obsessed with her; even after her death, he couldn’t let her go. This led to his second weakness, Orion. If there was anything in this world that Kassus cherished, then it was his firstborn son, Orion. This is probably why my brother has a distorted picture of our father.

Despite all of Kassus’s teachings, Orion didn’t turn out like him. He is kinder and less eruptive. He doesn’t enjoy pointless killing, and his strategic thinking is above Kassus’s.

Yes, he should have killed Gamaliel after he killed his entire family, but he knew Gamaliel from long before and considered him somewhat of a friend. Can we blame him for the acts of our cruel father? Because if the sons bear the blame of their ancestors, then I am just as much to blame as Orion.

I could heal most of Gamaliel’s visible injuries within a few weeks, and I could mend the deep cuts in his skin with the help of herbs and ointments. He tried to end his own life with self-destruction, the marks visible all over his body. Little does he know that no one can die in the water prison, which is protected by magic from the old times. Death cannot save you. The only way out is if they let you.

Rumour says there are many water-filled prisons buried under the city, deep below the ground, where nobody can find them. Death is a kind friend compared to a fate like that.

His distorted wings were rotting and dying, but it wouldn’t stop there. If we didn’t remove them, the rot would spread throughout his body, causing him more pain, and in the end, they would fall off on their own. I tried to make it as painless as I could, but whatever was left of his soul, this was the act that broke him completely.

Angels can heal from almost all injuries, even regrowing limbs and wings. The rare exception is when their wings are severed with a cursed weapon—like what they do in Merania.

The physical pain is less worrying. He has nightmares every time he dozes off, even for a minute, waking terrified, gasping for air. Sometimes, it takes him minutes to recognise me or the infirmary. He fears the darkness, and I can understand the panic in his eyes when the sun sets below the horizon. I always keep the candles lit by the cupboards, so he never has to be in the dark alone. His depression has deepened, and false visions torment him until he lashes out in frustration, fists pounding against the walls of the infirmary until they’re slick with blood.

Orion was clear—no angels are to visit him or come anywhere near Artmeon while he remains here in the infirmary. He must accept that there’s no way out of this and submit to his new life.

Today, however, has been a good day. He managed to eat breakfast and even walked around a bit before taking a bath. He couldn’t move without steadying himself against the wall or my forearm, but he never allows anyone to help him to the bathing chamber—prideful as ever.

The door of the bathing chamber opens slowly, and Gamaliel walks out with his right hand never leaving the curve of the wall. He walks cautiously, eyes fixed on his feet, willing them to move forward and keep him upright. When he finally raises his gaze, his emerald eyes gleam in the sunlight.

“Hi,” he says. His hair is still wet, and it ends up curling at his nape.

It wasn’t easy to get him comfortable with water, and I doubt he will ever set foot in a bathtub. Shower, it is.

“Good morning,” I tell him with a soft smile. “How was the bath?”

“Less painful than last time,” he tells me. The soft tissue on his back where the wings were cut off is healing with an unusual slowness, thanks to the horrible, starved body he’s living in. But the more he eats, the stronger he becomes, and the tissue can heal itself better. He will probably stay with me here for the rest of the year, and it will be even longer until he can fly again. It is a very painful path one must take.

“I’m glad to hear it.”

He watches me, uncertainty in his eyes. It is hard for him to place me anywhere. I’m not his enemy, but I’m still Orion’s brother. Orion, who tortured him for a hundred years. Orion, who killed his family and occupied Celestium.

Orion has visited him every week since his release, trying to help with the healing. The siren in his blood gives a little boost even for angels, but Gamaliel never accepts it—stubborn, annoying angel. Luckily, Orion is not known for giving anything up, and he will be back the following week. I’m sure he wants to charm Gamaliel, but I’m also sure that it pains him to see his old friend at this stage. Despite the whispers around the kingdom, my dear brother has a soul, even if it is a mean one, most of the time.

Gamaliel grabs the bed’s headboard and slowly sits on the covers.

I walk closer to him. “Can you take off the robe, or do you need help?” I ask him.

He unties it and lets it fall to his hips, surrounding him.

I walk behind him and kneel on the bed to get a better view of the wound. He is not as fragile as before, and he is almost at a healthy weight, but he will need to train hard to regain his muscles—troubles of the future.

I lift the wet gauze and carefully remove it. He grabs the headboard harder, his knuckles whitening. Still painful.

“It looks better,” I tell him. “The colour is less intense.”

“I wish I could share your enthusiasm. How long?”

I put a hand on his shoulder to comfort him, but he jumps a little from my unexpected touch. “You must be patient. I know it is hard.” I remove my hand, remorseful. I hate that he is cringing from my touch, even after months.

“What do you see when you look at me?” I ask him quietly.

He doesn’t say a word, and the silence gets a little uncomfortable. “What do you mean?”

“Do you see a monster?”

Another pause. He takes a deep breath, which must be painful. “It’s complicated.”

Yes, you think I’m a monster. The silence speaks for itself.

“I don’t think you are a monster, but I don’t trust your kind. Not anymore.”

“I hope one day I will deserve your trust,” I say, a promise in my voice.

“Trust is built with consistency,” he adds sadly. “It takes time.”

I finish by changing the gauze, and I lift his robe, making it easier for him to get his arms into it. Still, even with the help, he hisses as his back muscles move when lifting his arms.

“Take Orion’s blood,” I ask him. “You will heal much faster.”

“No, whatever comes out of that man is poison.” There is steel in his voice.

I sigh. Stubborn angel. “Being a martyr does no good for anyone.”

“Want me gone so eagerly?”

I go to the other side of the bed to face him, pull a chair under me, and sit down, almost at eye level with him. “Why are you so fucking stubborn?” “I only want to help you! And you can whine about Orion all day long, but you swore loyalty till death to him; it is time to accept it.”

Gamaliel dares to roll his eyes at me. “Why are we having the same conversation every damn day?” I rarely hear an angel swear. This is as low as it gets with them.

“Because it is visible that you are not getting smarter.”

“Maybe something is wrong with me?” he teases.

“Perhaps the lack of air has made you challenged in the head,” I add, smiling.

“Oh, fuck you.” He chuckles. His face distorts from pain, and he hisses. “For the high skies, it hurts to laugh.”

“If you are stupid, you better be tough as well,” I say, patting his knee. “You should rest. There are some new books on the table, and I’ll be back by night.”

He lifts one of the books from the bedside table and reads the title. “Roles and Responsibilities of the Court of Artmeon? Are you serious?” He gapes, visibly shocked, which makes me smile.

“Well, you can’t really go to the library and pick something you like, can you?” I tease him.

He smiles at me, and the world stops. My heart jumps a little, and I need to take deep breaths to keep my face light.

I have to leave, and I have to do it fast. I leap for the door as casually as I can. Hopefully, he won’t recognize the effect he has on me. The fast beating of my heart, the hope in my eyes. The need in my eyes.

“I hope the ever-shining sun burns your ass. This book counts as torture!” he shouts after me as I leave.

I smile to myself. Then, we’ll both endure torture.
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Chapter 24


Gamaliel

Artmeon
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I move my crystal to the corner of the board, surrounding Aman’s from three directions now.

“You’re cheating,” he says, narrowing his eyes. “I don’t know how, but I’m sure you are.”

I chuckle, because him being on the losing side is not anything new. We’ve been playing several games since the start of my recovery, and at first, I thought he let me win out of pity. But now? I think he’s just that bad at board games. No wonder the guards love playing cards with him.

“No, I’m not.” I smile. “Did your brothers always let you win? That would explain a lot.”

“Oh, fuck off, Gamaliel,” he groans. “You can’t be this good in all games!”

I laugh, and Aman shakes his head, but I can see his eyes sparkle with pretend fury. He enjoys these spars more than he lets me believe. “I thought you couldn’t be this bad in all of them, but here we are!”

“Just wait for it,” he mutters. “I’m going to find something you cannot cheat at.”

“But I’m not cheating!” I point to the board. “My motives have been clear since three rounds ago, but you kept moving your amber in the wrong direction!”

“Yeah, yeah, exactly what a cheater would say.”

I grab a round celestite from the board and toss it at him. It bounces off his arm, and before he can react, I grab another and another, pelting him with a flurry of stones. He jumps up, catching my wrist mid-throw and pinning my hands to the table.

“You are impossible!” he says, smiling, his light blue eyes the same shade as the celestite around us, sparkling with joy.

For a moment, neither of us moves. I’m extremely aware of the space—no, the lack of space between us. His smile softens as he peeks down at me, and his eyes are now filled with a different emotion. It is not easy to place, but if I had to, I’d say it’s lust.

“You are impossible,” he repeats, but his voice is quieter, almost fond.

“And yet,” I counter, “you keep playing.”

A small smile lingers on his lips as he loosens his grip on my wrists. “Maybe I like a challenge.”

He opens his mouth to say more, but a knock at the door shatters the moment. Aman steps back, and I turn to see Orion leaning casually against the frame, his expression far too knowing.

“Am I interrupting?” A cunning smile spreads on his face.

“Yes,” I say without any hesitation.

Orion gives me a side-eye, but I literally couldn’t care less. If he wanted to kill me, he has had plenty of opportunities. And yet, here I am. Alive.

“I’d like to talk to you,” Orion says, directing the words to Aman but keeping his gaze on me.

My fingers twitch with an unfamiliar urge. I realise that I want to punch him. Hard.

Aman sighs and steps between us as he usually does. “I’ll meet you in your office in a minute,”

Orion holds his gaze, studying him for a long moment before replying, “Very well. Don’t be too long.” He turns toward the door, but not before I catch the faint curve of a smile tugging at his lips. Fucker.

Once the door shuts, Aman turns back to me with a pointed look. “Was that really necessary?”

“What?”

“Do you really need to provoke him?”

I tilt my head to the right. “I think you know the answer.”

He sighs, sitting down across from me again, “And can I ask why?”

“You mean why can’t I see anyone from Celestium, or why he killed my family, or why he took my father’s crown and now acts like all of Celestium belongs to him?”

As I speak, I see the sadness in Aman’s eyes deepen with each word. By the time I finish, I have decreased my volume, my voice not as harsh as before. Aman nods silently, like a lightning rod standing against two different storms. Finally, he stands and moves toward the door.

Guilt churns in my stomach. I hurt him.

“Aman, wait!” I call after him. “I didn’t mean to lash out like that. I’m sorry.”

He stops in the doorway and peers behind, his sad blue eyes cutting through me. “What you don’t understand, Gamaliel, is the cost of keeping this place together.”

“Then tell me,” I plead.

Aman shakes his head. “You are not the only one who have lost people you loved. But how can someone like you understand what it feels like to fight a war with no hope to win?” 

Aman turns his head away and, without another word, leaves me alone with my guilt.
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Chapter 25


Aman

Artmeon
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Gamaliel is sitting on the edge of the palace wall, the black silk of his hair dancing in the wind. One leg dangles into the deep abyss below, defying death and fear with a simple lack of concern. His wings are all grown back and more beautiful than ever. Dark blue with white tips like fresh snow on the first day of winter.

This magnificent creature of the skies. His gaze fixes on the horizon, where the sun still hangs high and birds soar through the air with grace.

I walk up to him, my eyes never leaving his form. A knot forms in my stomach, and my nervousness faces the surface.

“Hey,” I say. “You missed checkup today.”

He turns his head toward me and looks me up and down with eyes of the most vivid emerald of the sea, a shade so unique, I’ve never seen anything even close to his.

“I’m sorry,” he says. “Time flies by when I’m up here.”

“What is it that fascinates you so much about the horizon?” I lift my hand and brush back a stray lock of hair from his brow.

His eyes lock with mine once more. We stay like this for a moment, just staring, then he raises his eyes back toward the sky.

“I see freedom,” he says, sounding hurt. “An old life. My chambers faced towards the skies in Celestium.” He lowers his gaze to meet mine. “It reminds me of home.”

For a moment, I want to leave, but his piercing eyes lock me in place. I know I should say something to comfort him, but nothing that I could tell him is comforting. I’m sure Orion won’t let him leave Artmeon for a while, and surely, his first trips won’t be anywhere close to Celestium.

“Can I check your wings?” I ask him instead. Maybe I can’t let him go, but I can still help him on my terms.

Rather than answering me, he spreads them wide for me. A move that took him so long and was so painful, now effortless. From below, it is hard to see how big angel wings really are, but to hold them up, they need a rather large amount of stamina and muscle to operate them. Muscles, I have a bad feeling about. 

“Take off your shirt,” I ask him, and he obeys. His feathers are beautiful; none of them are broken or faded. If I hadn’t seen him a few months ago, I would never have known his wings were anything but pure power and beauty.

“What have you done?” I ask him in shock. His entire back is covered in bruises, different shades of blues and purples. He’s torn at least three muscles, and I might be underestimating.  “This is why you’re avoiding me, isn’t it?”

He doesn’t move.

“Answer me, or I swear I will push you down this cliff right now!” I frown at him.

He turns his head slowly. “Is this how you treat all of your patients?”

“Only the stupid ones!” I retort.

He smiles at me, his emerald eyes glittering with humour. His face has been kissed by the sun, now looking as healthy as ever. “I need to fly,” he admits. “It’s an urge so strong I cannot ignore it any longer.”

I roll my eyes. “Seriously? That is your excuse?”

“Are you going to scold me like a child, Aman, son of Kassus? Because if you are, then let me remind you that you are a child to me in years, not the other way around,” he teases with a hint of a smile playing on his lips.

I raise my brows, and the smile from his lips spread, the mischief reaching his eyes. “Absolutely, I am.”

He laughs, and my heart jumps with happiness.

I’ve known him for so long. Though court politics and events kept us at a distance for years, this past year has brought us closer. Now, it feels as though I’ve known him my entire life. This attraction I’m feeling will eat me up alive, and I don’t know if I will ever find satisfaction.

I caress his cheek, his jewel eyes never leaving mine, his lips slightly parting.

“I’m not sure I can give you what you want,” he tells me.

“And I’m sure only you can give me what I want,” I say softly.

“And what is it you think I can give you?”

“A little place in your heart for me.”

He becomes quiet, stunned into silence. If he wasn’t sure just yet, now he knows. I want him more than anything, and he can deny it, but I know the feeling is mutual. He has never pushed me away, and my intentions have never been hidden. Not obvious, not hidden, and never denied.

“You had a place in my heart even before the dark days.” He pauses and continues in a much gentler tone, “I know you think your brother’s cruelty shadows my perception of you. That terrifies you.”

He sees through me like I’m a crystal in a clear sky on a sunny day.

“And does it?” I ask, my heart missing a beat.

“Do you blame a bird wet from the rain and unable to fly? No, Aman, son of Kassus, you and I are just puppets of the ones at play. I can’t blame you more than I blame myself.”

With that, he lets go, pushing off the wall and dropping to the balcony below. He never looks back.
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Chapter 26


Theo

Noroin
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Coming back to Noroin feels like taking a deep breath after holding it far too long. Artmeon, the grand city of Evennon is full of shadows and memories I’d rather leave behind. But the shadows of pain and suffering follow me wherever I go. This land we fight tooth and nail for is a harsh reminder that we are nothing more than survivors, clinging to life against the elements around us.

I left Tristan in charge of Noroin until my duties were done in Artmeon, but never did I think it would take me so long to return.

Artmeon, with its beige and lifeless walls, doesn’t feel like home. Home used to be where Mora was, and now it is where my son is.

Mora loved Noroin. She loved to walk under the trees, the time when their bark was not yet black, when the Dark Sun still followed the Bright Sun.

Noroin is no longer safe, and it pains me to have Tristan here, but unlike when he was a boy, I can no longer tell him what he can and cannot do. I could command him as his superior, but as his father? I’m happy for the time we have left to spend together.

How could I deny him the chance to fight? How could I send him away to the false safety of Taured when we both know the truth? If Noroin falls, we all fall.

“What is this?” Illia’s furious yell shatters my thoughts. “Theo, what the fuck is this?”

I smile—not because the situation is funny, but because Illia will always be Illia. And in moments like these, familiarity feels strangely comforting.

Illia has always been a warrior, sharp and relentless. But when the dark days came, the pixies killed many of our women. Along with the children. So many children.

Orion made a decree after that: no women is to fight beyond Evennon’s borders. He believes their strength is better spent guarding the vulnerable, the ones who can’t protect themselves. And without women, there is no future.

Illia, of course, never agreed. To her, the fight is everywhere, and the idea of staying behind feels like a betrayal to those we’ve already lost. It’s a tension that flares constantly between her and Orion, a battle of wills neither seems willing to abandon.

Unfortunate for Illia, I agree and support Orion on this. Without women, a nation is lost. Not one can be sacrificed. Not even the strong-willed ones.

“What can I do for you, Illia?” I ask, but rather than reply to me, she pushes a letter in my face, so close to my eyes that I can’t make out the words. I take the letter from her. It is a note from Orion asking her to keep her presence absent from the capital.  “I can’t say I’m surprised.”

“How can he be so blind? Better question, how can you be so blind?”

I sigh. “We are not blind, Illia. She is not a threat.” And I truly believe so. Eleonor might be weird in our eyes, but what can she do with us? She doesn’t possess magic, can’t physically overpower us, and she has limited abilities to entice anyone. She is not ugly, but her features are not comparable to Evennonian beauty. Illia should realise this.

“Oh, well, that’s wonderful news!” she says sarcastically. “In that case, we should fucking put a crown on her head and bow!”

“Don’t be so dramatic,” I say, keeping my tone light. “You’ve done enough already. She’s scared of you, and questioning Orion’s decisions is never a good idea.”

“Everyone’s scared of me,” she replies, her voice almost indifferent.

“And you enjoy that just a little too much, don’t you?” I smirk at her, but she doesn’t return it.

Her gaze hardens, anger flickering in her blue eyes like a storm gathering. “She got to you, didn’t she?”

“Got to me?” I smile, but all I feel inside is sadness. “No, Illia, I doubt anyone could do that in this world,” I say and turn my back to her, walking away.

“Theo, wait!” She runs after me and touches my arm. “I’m sorry,” she says, and I believe her.

She loved Mora. Everybody did. How could I look at any woman after her?

“Don’t ever question my motives, Illia. I have no heart to give and no desire to love. Eleonor...is interesting. But she is not dangerous. Even you should see that.”

“I hope for the sake of our fate that you are right,” she says, doubt drawing a line on her forehead.

“How long have we known each other?”

Illia smiles.  “Long enough to warn you Sabar is waiting for you.”

Sabar is the leader of the spies, wanderers, scouts. The outsiders. The criminals. In theory, he is under my command like all the other commanders, but the reality is I prefer to keep myself far away from anything he does. So does Orion.

“This day keeps getting better and better.”
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Sabar is standing at the head of the map of Immatale, his broad shoulders draped with a long cloak reaching his ankles.

“What can I do for you, Spymaster?” I ask him, knowing well he would never leave the hole he calls his castle without a good reason. Usually, he sends one of the unfortunates who serve him.

“Theo,” he says curtly, nodding as a form of respect. Except he has no respect for me; I know it well. “I came to you with news that might interest you.”

“I wonder,” I start, “why would Sabar leave his hermit life behind to tell me something that could be in a letter?”

He smiles cunningly, his eyes shining in the dimness of the dense forest. “One of my scouts found this at the foot of the Hollow Forest.”

He tosses a bag to the ground, and a half-rotten body of an emberfae spills out. Emberfaes are small creatures, usually found in magical places, like the Pixie Forest. But the Hollow Forest lost its magic long ago, and emberfaes avoid it at all costs.

I wonder who was at the other end of the Hollow Forest for this to happen. Would the pixies kill emberfaes? Or maybe one of the tribes? I doubt Merania would care much about the Hollow Forest or Turna for that matter.

“An emberfae,” I remark, crouching to examine it more closely.

It’s been dead for a while, but not long enough to date back to the past wars. I would think bodies are well preserved in the cold weather of the mountains, but this one? His body is withered, just like Imael’s when we found him in that mud hole dug out of the Dead Lands. His butterfly-like wings were broken, brittle as dry leaves, and his bald head is frozen in a grotesque scream of terror.

“When?” I ask, turning my gaze to Sabar, whose piercing eyes meet mine.

“I got it only yesterday,” he replies, but the lie in his tone is unmistakable.

Sabar thinks he can deceive me, but he’s a notoriously poor liar. He’s likely held onto this for a while, waiting for the perfect moment to present it, calculating what he might gain by doing so. Which brings the question to my mind: what horrible things must he have done to seek my good side?

“And the scout? Did he say anything?”

“Nothing interesting. But that is not why I came to see you personally.”

“What then?” I ask impatiently.

“We managed to steal something. Something interesting.”

“What do you want, Sabar?”

Sabar’s smile grows wide. I can already see this will cost me. “I want more resources. You know we need it.”

“I believe you already have more than enough.” His smile disappears from his face. His gaze becomes deadly, as if to scare me. “I don’t know what you’re doing at the foot of Mount Nor, but I believe there is a reason your reports have been more and more infrequent.

Rumours swirl like wildfire about Sabar’s keep—whispers of unspeakable acts that stain his name. Tortures and endless threats, people burned alive, mutilated, hanged, raped. The list stretches on, a grim testament to the horrors within those walls. No one in their right mind would willingly venture to Turna to spy on our enemy—except those more terrified of staying within the walls of Evennon.

“If you say we have enough, then I humbly accept,” he says, his tone nonchalant as he skilfully avoids the subject of his gruesome activities, a silence that only solidifies my suspicions. “I sent out two of my men and only one returned. He carried a fragment of a letter—one I believe contains the pixies’ plans.”

“Show me,” I demand.

Sabar pulls a yellowed paper from his pocket with black flowers covering it. I take the note from him and swipe my gaze over the symbols.

“They’re planning to break the spells of the pixie gate,” I say, fear tying a knot in my stomach.

“Yes,” he says curtly.

“We need to do something.”

“Yes, exactly my thoughts,” he says, his tone sharp. “But how can we protect the gates without magic?”

“We need somebody with magic to do so.”

“You know it well—there is nobody willing to help us.”

I stare at the symbols on the paper, my mind racing. “There might be a way.”
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Chapter 27


Eleonor

Artmeon
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I take the marble stairs connecting the terrace with the winter garden and pass through the halls toward the library. It is not an easy task to walk silently in these high-ceilinged halls with stone all around, but I still manage to do so. The white marble floor and white-washed stone give a clean, almost minimalistic look to the hall, like walking in an empty museum, and yet the artistry of the murals and sculptures that adorned the walls still managed to awe me. I walked past statues, some I recognised and some that must be from the time before. The faces of these sculptures are timeless, like people of a bygone era. If that era is bygone now. When you are surrounded by immortal creatures, measuring time and eras can become problematic.

I still have a small part in me that doubts my reality and hopes that I’m just having an awfully long dream. People who live forever? Angels? Pixies? Sounds like a children’s tale, not real life. But that small voice in my head grows smaller and smaller each day. 

I reach the grand doors of the library, where a tall guard stands with the royal crest on his uniform. He narrows his cold, topaz eyes on me, making me shiver. Here we go again.

When I reach the door, he doesn’t make a single move to open it for me; while he knows it very well, I can hardly open it myself. Most of the doors I can cope with, but the library doors are made from iron. Even pulling with my entire body weight is an impossible task. He knows it, I know it, but still, he plays this every time I come here.

And I love books, but this has become an anxiety of mine when coming and going from the library because of this asshole.

“Why are you doing this to me?” I ask him, ready to bang my head on the door, as I am already tired from the conversation.

He gazes down at me like you would at a cockroach, and the soft curls of his hair bounce with movement. “Do what?” he asks in a firm voice with an innocent expression.

“You know I can’t open it. I’ve tried several times.”

“Who knows, maybe today you will succeed.” With this, he turns his attention back to the hall, ignoring me completely, but I swear he is smiling. Almost unnoticeably, but he still is. Lovely.

“Seriously?” I ask him, but he doesn’t even flinch. “Oh, you son of a bitch,” I huff and drop the books to the ground, which land with a puff echoing in the empty hall.

I grab the handle on the right side of the double doors and start pulling it. As expected, it doesn’t move an inch. I’m pulling with all my force and weight, but nothing. I glance back at him. His tawny skin has a golden shimmer in the sunlight. Pretty son of a bitch.

“Any help?” I ask breathlessly. He stays quiet, ignoring me. “Fucking hell!”

I kick on the door, but the only things that get hurt are my toes and my feelings. I grab my books from the floor, and I’m almost ready to storm off when a knock comes from the other side of the door, and he immediately moves to open it effortlessly.

In the doorway, Amalia’s curious face pokes out. “Is everything alright? “I heard a knock.”

Before he can answer her, I take the opportunity to run for it, nearly knocking Amalia off her feet as I storm into the library.

Amalia closes the door and leans back against it, her soft purple dress settling around her like a whisper. “What was this about?” she asks, her grey eyes gleaming in the white light of the library.

“We can say that I have a difficult relationship with that guard,” I explain and put my books down on the side table. “He never opens the door for me.”

She stares at me, trying to read me, but eventually, she pushes herself away from the door. “What do you have here?” She grabs the book on top of the pile.

“I brought these back.”

“Already finished?” She raises her dark brown eyebrows in surprise.

I can’t say there is much to do in their capital. I would expect some fun here, but it is the most boring capital I’ve ever been to.

I nod at her, and she leaves me and goes back to her desk, where she is writing in one of the large books.

“What are you doing?” I peek at her book.

“I’m documenting. You didn’t think all the history gets magically put into the books on the shelves, did you?” She smiles up at me, her grey eyes almost silver in the direct light, her full lips rosy like she painted them. But no, she is just super pretty.

“Like a scholar?” I ask her dumbly.

“Yes, we can say that. Now, I don’t know why you’re here, but I would like to continue with this,” she says politely, almost apologetically.

“Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean to bother you. I’ll get on with my things.”

The library in Orvanha may be vast, but Artmeon’s library holds its own with pride, but without the warmth. It’s more like you entered the Louvre in Paris during a non-existent empty hour. Alone. Told you, not happening.

The tall ceilings are made of clear glass, allowing the light to filter in from outside and bounce back from the white stone floors, illuminating the space. Large windows line the side walls; their tinted glass creates a colourful prism, the broken rays of sunlight playing on the marble shelves. The grand shelves are two stories high, connected with white stone stairs.

The books here are mostly written in what they call Cidalian, though I tend to think of it as just English. The style of writing may be ancient, but the real challenge lies in the constellations used for the letters. They’re beautiful, but it takes time for the eyes to adjust. Then there are the other books written in various languages, some using the same constellation-based script, while others, like those of the angels, employ their own unique writing system.

I venture up the stairs to reach the second level, where the interesting books reside, taking my pile of books with me. I carefully put each back on the stone shelves where they belong and then go searching for the new ones on my list. Amalia is a good teacher, but she basically wrote down all the titles of the books in the library. I have a lot of reading to do.

I have gone through the entire library, dutifully checking off the titles I was searching for. All but one book, History of Celestium, have been found. After a while of searching and coming up empty-handed, I begin to worry that maybe it isn’t here at all.

Just as I’m about to give up and make my way back down the stairs, something catches my eye on the corner of the shelf. It is a large book with blue binding and gold stars connected to each other in a manner that read: The History of Celestium.

I pick it up and open it carefully, feeling like I just discovered an ancient treasure. The pages are yellowed but still legible and filled with great detail about Celestium’s history, from its earliest beginnings to its current state. Hah, gotcha!

I put the book on top of the pile, and when I glance back at the shelf, I notice that behind the bookshelf, there is a small space filled with old books and dust. There is no entrance to this section of the library, and it seems to have been long forgotten. Maybe it should be a hint not to enter, but I’m so bored behind these walls, I really need to find something to keep myself occupied with.

I go along the walls and the other shelves, but it doesn’t seem to lead anywhere. If there is a way in, I don’t know where it is. Finally, I decide that there is a less elegant but easier way to get in.

I remove the books from the bottom shelf and crawl through the narrow space. When I stand up, my dress is covered with dust, and I almost scream when I see a huge spider crawling on my skirt. Jesus!

There isn’t much to see here, just two smaller shelves made of wood filled with old books, almost falling apart. I wonder where to start when I spot a pile of books in the corner.

The pile of books seems to be old and dirty, their covers peeling off, the sheets inside yellow, and the symbols fading. I grab the first one and dust it down with my hand, revealing a worn dark leather cover. Three once-golden flowers ornament the middle of the cover, drawn with one line and connected by their stem.

I open the book, which is filled with different flowers following each other in an irregular order. It is writing, I realise. I’ve never seen anything like this: daisies, roses, sunflowers, and many others drawn with black ink in circling rows, creating a text resembling a flowery meadow. I wonder what language this might be since all the writings I have seen before use stars or different symbols rather than flowers.

Now, wait a minute. I have seen these somewhere before.

Noroin.

I walk back to the desk where Amalia is still carving delicate stars and lines, connecting them on the dark blue paper of the book with a precision that one can only achieve with time. She would make any modern laser printers hide in shame.

“Can I bother you for a moment?” I lean over the table, creating a shadow on her work.

Her deep-set eyes lift to mine, glinting with curiosity. “How can I help you?” she asks, leaning back in her chair.

“I found this in the old section, hidden behind the shelves.” I hand her the old book.

She takes it from me and turns it around in her elegant hand, then glances up at me. “Pixie book,” she says, with such coldness that the room could freeze. “This is their cursed writing,” she points out, as if I should know. I wonder how this beautiful old book can be cursed, with the delicacy and work put into it, but I find it wiser to keep my mouth shut for once.

“Aren’t these symbols used all around Noroin?” slips from my mouth.

She narrows her eyes on me grimly. “Look, girl, you had better put this book back where you found it and forget about it for good. Nothing good ever comes out of mingling with pixie business.”

With that, she passes me the book and returns her attention to her work. I guess we won’t chat about this then.

I go back to the other books and open some of them, equally old and dust-eaten. The last one in a pile is a larger book than the ones before. It’s hardcover is in much better shape. When I open the cover, a folded piece of paper falls out of it and lands on my lap. Of course, I open it—why wouldn’t I? Your girl is nosy, get over it.

I scan the drawing on it. There are several trees drawn, with a river in the middle, and some notes are added here and there in pixie writing. There is a space in the middle of it, and trees are drawn everywhere around it. The Pixie Forest! It is a map of the Pixie Forest! I realise now that in the middle is the meadow where I first arrived from my world. Since every note is in pixie, I can’t really know which direction is Evennon, but I can guess from the shape of the river. There are three dots on the map marking locations, which I’m not sure of, but it can be important.

I shove the map into the pocket of my dress. I might need this later, and if not, I can always bring it back.

I have a feeling it wouldn’t be taken well if I swung around the palace with these books. They have a forbidden aura, and seeing Amalia’s facial expression, I had better keep it to myself.

The large book has many other drawings, mostly about fun-looking creatures with long descriptions. The one creature I especially like has three flowers drawn on the top of the page, probably its name: a rosebud, an open dahlia, and a snow flower. The creature is interesting because it doesn’t resemble an animal; it is more of an actual pixie from children’s tales and movies. Its body has a humanoid appearance, but it seems to be smaller than a fully grown lily of the valley, with transparent butterfly wings on its back. The delicate face has large expressive eyes, a small round nose, and an equally small lip. The ears, however, are not pointy, like I would have expected, but small and round, fitting into its features.

Interestingly, these delicate creatures have sharp teeth and seem like they can change forms into small animals, like rodents. I’m only guessing this part based on the drawings. Whoever drew this book deserves a medal.

Other animals are displayed through the pages until I arrive at what looks like a mermaid. A long, lean body ending in a fishtail, a round head with large fish eyes, and a wide mouth with sharp teeth. The arms are much longer than any humanoid’s, and a membrane connects the fingers. It has no hair, and I wouldn’t call it pretty—more like a humanoid shark you’d never want at a pool party.

I hear the main door open and a group entering the library. This is my clue to put the book back where I found it and find something more appropriate to read. But I can’t leave it behind; it is too interesting. I grab a couple of books about history, languages, and, of course, etiquette from the shelves and hide the pixie book between them like anyone would be interested in me. Whatever.

I reach the marble stairs leading down to the bottom of the library, where the guards apparently are having a break. Fucking hell.

The guard from the door is sitting by one of the desks and shuffles cards while the other five are grabbing chairs and taking their places.

“Come on now,” says the troll at the library door. “Don’t be shy.”

If I had any doubts about who he’s talking to, they glance up at me at the same time, as if on cue. Fantastic. Of course, today is the day I want to smuggle stuff out of the library. Well done, Eleonor, well done. Maybe I deserve a medal for being stupid. I would make Darwin clap.

Amalia, still sitting in the position I last saw her, clears her throat and glares at the guards with annoyance. They lift their hands like they are defending themselves, and one of them indicates that he should lock his mouth shut and throw away the imaginary key.

I walk down the stairs, and a blond guard I’ve never seen before pushes the chair next to him and motions for me to sit. I hesitate and take a glance at the door.

“It won’t open itself, and clearly, you can’t open it. It appears, you’re stuck with us,” says the troll of the door.

I sigh deeply with all my annoyance and drop the books on the desk next to me, far away from them, taking the chair offered. I’m not too comfortable sitting at their tables because they are usually too high for me, and I feel awkward.

“Dorian says you called him an asshole,” says Blondie with humour in his baby-blue eyes.

“Who’s Dorian?” I ask without hesitation. Maybe my brain is just occupying space in my head and not actually working. This could be a very good explanation for situations like this.

Blondie turns to me in disbelief. “How many people did you call an asshole today, little mouse?” he asks, smiling, creating little dimples on his cheeks. He looks innocent, but I know better than that. He probably eats children in his free time.

I roll my eyes. “What do you want from me?” I ask instead of answering.

“Do you know how to play cards?”

I whip my head up at the question coming from the opposite side of the desk. The guy sitting there smiles at me with his deep black eyes, framed with long lashes, the same black as his short curly hair. He has taken off the vest with the royal crest and now sits in a cream shirt, which is vivid compared to his warm mahogany skin.

“No,” I say curtly.

He stares at me without blinking. “It’s a shame.”

The asshole troll called Dorian starts to hand out the cards for the other players around the desk—not for me, though. “Keep watch. Maybe you can win your way out in the next round,” says Dorian with a mischievous smile.

I turn my head to Blondie. “He’s not serious, right?”

Blondie shares a glance with Dorian. “We’ll see,” he tells me with an equally naughty smile.

Fantastic. Just fantastic.

The cards go around, the symbols and colours change on the table, and I try to follow the logic of the game. I’m so focused on it that I jump at the sound of the iron door opening with a rumble and hit my leg against the desk. When I gaze up, I see Aman making his way toward us. The guards welcome him by pulling an empty chair out.

“You started without me?” he asks.

“I’m sorry, Princess, we don’t have all the time in the world to wait until you’ve had your beauty nap,” Dorian teases Aman, who laughs and takes the offered seat.

He glances over to me. “I didn’t know we had a new player,”

“Hi,” I add shyly.

“She just loves the library,” chips in Blondie from my side.

Dorian smiles, and the game continues. At the end of the first round, they start again, but this time, Aman has some cards as well.

“Can another still join?” asks Amalia from the other desk.

“Of course. The more, the merrier,” says Dorian, winking at me.

So Amalia also joins the club, and I get cards. The game drags on, and I find myself getting more and more invested. I start to understand the rules and even manage to win a round. Probably beginners’ luck, I don’t know. The guards around the table are all laughing and joking, and I can’t help but feel that I am finally starting to fit in somewhere. They all act so naturally and humanly that, for a moment, I forget where I am and what has happened to me since I arrived in this world. Or realm. I have no idea.

After a few rounds, Dorian turns to Aman. “Are you joining us tomorrow as well?”

Aman puts down one of the cards with a triangle on it, and Amalia picks it up. “No, I have to go out to the swamps.”

“Is that tomorrow?” asks Amalia. “I thought we were still early.”

“No, the winter was warm, and I think it’s just about time.”

Well, paint me curious. I have to ask, “What are you doing in the swamp?”

Aman lifts his gaze from his cards to regard me. “I have to collect some herbs that only flower once a year. They are crucial in most of our medicine, and it is hard to get to them.”

“But you are immortal,” I say out loud, which is what came to mind immediately. Maybe I lack basic survival skills.

Aman tilts his head to the side, surprise in his eyes. “Yes?” He is watching me meaningfully, and I realise he is waiting for me to conclude. But being immortal was my conclusion.

“It’s just that you can’t die, right? Why do you need medicine?”

He smiles at me as adults smile at silly children. “We do live long, but we are not unkillable. Many things can make our life uncomfortable.”

“Like sickness?”

“I want to say yes, but I think our concept of sickness is different from yours.” I nod understandingly, ready to get back to the game, when he asks, “Do you want to come?”

There is silence, and when I peek up, I realise he is asking me. “I don’t know. Can I?”

“I just asked you,” he says, smiling.

“Then yes. I need to get away from these books for a bit anyway.”

“Great, then it is settled,” he says, returning his attention to the game.

The rest of the game goes by in a blur, my mind filled with thoughts of the upcoming trip to the swamp with Aman. I try to focus on the game, but my heart is racing with anticipation. It describes the capital very well, and I’m this excited by going on a trip to a swamp. The guards around the table are laughing and joking, but I can barely hear them over the sound of my thoughts.

As the game draws to a close, Aman turns to me once more. “We leave after breakfast.”

“Not after sunrise at the stables?” I ask, and he blinks rapidly, as if trying to process what I just asked.

“What?”

“Normally, when anyone goes anywhere in Evennon, it has to be at sunrise and at the stables. You haven’t realised it yet?” He looks even more puzzled. “You know what, forget it.”

He exchanges a glance with Dorian and leaves without another word.

As the guards pack up the cards and shuffle back to their posts, I gather my books and make my way out of the library. This time, the door is open.

I’m getting out of here.
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Dawn has barely kissed the horizon when my eyes snap open, a mix of excitement and anticipation churning in my stomach. Who am I kidding? I barely slept. If I can call it sleep; I was turning all night.

I slip out of the cream covers, my feet reaching the cold stone of which Artmeon was mostly built. Don’t get me wrong, the palace is beautiful with its simplicity and harmony with nature, but looking at the same walls for months is...exhausting. 

But today, I get out.

I dress in a beige tunic with a dark blue belt. They don’t have many clothes in my size; my height is of an Evennonian teenager, and my body...well, of a curvy woman. They have made me a few dresses, but that’s it. At least I have more than enough shoes to choose from.

I pull my dark brown locks into a hasty ponytail. It isn’t perfect, but I’m in such a rush that I couldn’t care less. I stop at the mirror, looking at myself, and can’t help but smirk at my reflection; I stand out like a sore thumb amidst the tall, ethereal Evennonians.

After a quick breakfast in the kitchen, I set out to find Aman, only to discover he’s having breakfast with Orion. King Orion. Since I was not invited, I make the logical decision to head to the stables. I told you, didn’t I?

I step out into the crisp morning air and find my way to the stables, where two pixie men are sitting in the hay, blankly staring at their feet. Pixies seem super depressed in Artmeon. And Noroin. And Orvanha. Everywhere, really.

“Come on, Aman, where are you?” I mutter to myself, tapping my foot impatiently. The stables are dimly lit by the soft glow of dawn filtering through the high windows, dust motes dancing in the beams of light. The horses neigh softly, probably sensing my restlessness, tails swishing in their stalls.

“Somebody is very eager to leave Artmeon, I see,” comes a voice from behind, warm and tinged with amusement.

I turn around to face him, and there he is, his dirty-blond hair tied into a knot at the top of his head, dressed in riding gear with brown boots reaching up to his knees. His eyes are kind as they meet mine, a soft smile playing on his lips.

“About time,” I shot back.

Aman, rather than answering, walks around me and barks something at the pixies, who start to move at the speed of light, saddling two horses for us. When they’re ready, the taller pixie with sad eyes hands me the reins of Tuka, a horse I practiced my riding skills with. On palace grounds, of course. Where else?

“Thanks,” I say, taking the reins from him. Tuka stands there a little sleepy, a dapple-grey mare with intelligent eyes.

We ride out from the palace grounds, Aman leading the way forward under the large iron gates of Artmeon. The path winds through verdant fields kissed by morning dew, and into the dense thicket that serves as a threshold to the lands that everybody calls the swamps.

The sun is rising quickly, and we make it to our destination before noon. The smell of muddy water fills the air as we accelerate towards our destination. We ride around large puddles and avoid tall marsh grasses until we reach a clearing with several herbs growing in it.

“Today is special,” Aman explains as our horses pick their steps carefully among the twisted roots and burgeoning foliage. “The herbs we seek are elusive, blossoming only once per annum under the full moon’s grace. They’re crucial for many potions.”

I listen, captivated by the excitement in his voice.

“Sounds almost magical,” I remark, the word feeling both alien and apt on my tongue.

“Magic,” Aman muses, “is often found in the most unexpected places. And sometimes, it’s not about what you are but what you strive to understand and protect.”

I don’t understand Aman when he speaks in riddles, but to be fair, I’m way too occupied by taking in every inch around us rather than listening to him or asking questions.

Aman dismounts his horse, Peppa, and helps me down from Tuka before walking over to the plants, pointing out different ones for me to identify. He inspects them carefully and begins picking out certain ones that he needs for his potions recipes. I watch curiously as he does this, feeling hesitant about touching them without his permission but also wanting to help him out.

In the middle of a muddy field, Aman kneels next to a bush with more spikes than flowers. He is pretty brave, kneeling in the mud, even with his boots on.

Aman plucks a sprig of the bush, a delicate and silvery flower from the marshy undergrowth. “This is Silvernettle, rare but potent. It’s known to soothe the pain of a poison called Lovelorn.”

“Handy,” I quip, though my fingers brush gently against the leaves as I take it from him.

He moves on and picks several other flowers and leaves, explaining the medicinal properties of each, which ones are poisonous, and how to use them for healing purposes.

After what feels like hours of gathering herbs, the sky starts to turn grey, and the wind catches up.

“A storm is coming,” Aman says as he squats next to a yellow flower, collecting all the leaves but not touching the flower itself. I feel a chill running down my spine as I gaze up at the sky, watching dark grey clouds roll in from the horizon.

The skies turn almost black within minutes, and heavy rain pours on us. We look around for shelter, but there is none to be seen.

“Let’s go!” He motions toward the horses, and I don’t need any more encouragement. I pull myself up to Tuka, and we ride in silence while the rain sweeps through our clothes.

I cling to Tuka with all my might and close my eyes as she gallops through mud and puddles. When we get out of the bumpy soil of the swamp, the rain calms down a bit, and I can finally see beyond my nose.

As we ride along in less of a hurry, I spot a figure lying on the ground close to a tree a few hundred feet from us.

“Do you see that?” I ask Aman, and he turns his head toward my finger. I see recognition in his eyes.

“That’s nothing. Let’s go that way,” he says, turning his horse a little to change his direction.

“I think someone is lying on the ground,” I tell him, but he doesn’t seem to hear me. I pull on the reins and turn Tuka toward the man in the distance, and then I trot in his direction.

I hear Aman’s voice from behind me, commanding me to stop, but I ignore him. The man appears to be in his late forties, with faint lines etched into his weathered face. His chestnut hair is neatly trimmed, but a hint of stubble can be seen on his chin, giving him a rugged and weary appearance. Drenched from head to toe, his dark jeans and bright yellow sweater cling tightly to his lean frame, highlighting the contours of his body. With an intense gaze, he stares up at the open sky, allowing the raindrops to cascade down his features like tears.

The rain made it nearly impossible to see him from a distance, but up close, I finally understood why he’s not moving. His lips have turned purple, and he is grabbing for air, his breathing ragged, suffocating on land. I drop to my knees next to him.

“Hi, can you understand me?” I ask him, filled with hope.

His eyes move as he gazes up at me and tries to focus. He nods yes the best he can.

“What happened to you? Are you sick?” I ask him while I go over his pockets, searching for any clue to help him. I find his wallet in the back of his jeans, and there is his driver’s licence in it, from the UK.  “Tom, hi. My name is Eleonor. Please stay with me,” I tell him. It is more of a plea than a request.

His breath comes sharper with each breath he takes. Please, God, no, don’t do this to me.

I scan his entire body, but there is not one visible scratch on him. “Are you allergic to something?” I ask him, panicking.

He shakes his head, and I lift his shirt, but his skin is an even colour. What is wrong with you?

I see a shadow next to me. I tilt my head back, searching for Aman’s gaze.

“He will die,” he tells me as a fact. How could he know?

I stare at him, his words not registering in my brain. “Then help him!” I glance back at Tom, lift his head, and put it on my knees to support him.

His eyes widen when he sees the blond man standing over us.

“What are you waiting for?” I yell at Aman, who doesn’t look like he has any intention of helping. “We have to turn him. He might have swallowed something.”

“He will die,” he repeats.

I feel anger rising inside me, and I know slapping him would help me release it. I don’t do it, but the urge is definitely there.

“Of course, he will if you’re just standing there! What kind of healer are you?” I bark at him. “Help me turn him. He’s too heavy!”

“It doesn’t matter,” he tells me again, perfectly calm. “Whatever I do, he will die.”

“But why? How could you know?” I gaze up at Aman, tears of anger and desperation rolling down my face, warmer than the raindrops.

“He can’t breathe our air. He will suffocate,” he says, no doubt in his voice.

I watch the man in my lap. His lips turn a deeper shade of purple, and his eyes are bloody. He might have minutes left if I can’t help him.

I need to save him. He is from my world. I can’t let him die. I don’t want to be alone anymore. Please stay with me, I beg him silently.

“Please, Aman,” I plead, my voice cracking, but his face remains a cold mask, unbothered.

“I can’t help him. Neither can you,” he says patiently. So coldly. So emotionlessly.

“How would you know if you don’t even try?” I ask. It hits me then. Aman isn’t surprised by him; he was never surprised by him in the first place. “He is not the first one, is he?”

“No,” he says softly. He drops to his knees next to me, his eyes sad as he watches Tom fighting for his last moments in the realm of the living. “I’m sorry, we can’t help him.”

And I believe him. I don’t want to, but reality is a bitch.

My tears fall faster now. I caress Tom’s cheek, but I’m unable to speak. I’ve never seen anybody die or a dead body, as a matter of fact. I want to tell him that it’s okay and that he is going to be fine, but nothing would fall further from the truth.

Aman moves closer to me. He pulls my head to his shoulder, and I bury my face in his soaked shirt. “Shh, it’s going to be over soon. You shouldn’t have seen this. I’m sorry.”

I don’t know how he expects that to make me feel better. I can’t say a word; I would only sob, and after all, it is not me who is dying. Not right now, anyway.

We stay like that, and a few ragged breaths later, Tom leaves his body behind as the clouds cry with me.
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After sobbing for what feels like forever, I feel the sadness and shock turning into anger. And I know this anger needs to burst out somewhere. Or at someone.

I put Tom’s head back on the ground and stand up like I’m just getting myself together. Then, when I’m up, I run back to my horse, jump on it, and tug on the reins. The horse takes off in the direction of Artmeon, where I hope Orion is. He was there in the morning, but with him, you never know. We go faster and faster, and rain pours from the sky.

Aman appears next to me, shouting for me to wait, but I just urge my horse onward. In the back of my mind, a voice warns me that confronting Orion would not be a smart choice, while my anger tells me that kicking him in the balls would be wonderful revenge. We will see who is right.

They’ve let me believe I’m the first one who arrived here from my realm, that they have never seen anyone like me. A fucking year has passed. It was nothing but a lie. How many other things have they lied about? Probably everything.

I can’t believe I fell for their lies, for their deceit. I trusted them with everything, and they betrayed me. It’s not like I had a choice. 

The rain is starting to make it hard to see, but I don’t care. I know I’m close to Artmeon, and I’ll find Orion there.

I press my lips together, feeling my anger and desperation rise to the surface. I see Tom’s face in front of me. His eyes searching the pink skies, and his lips turning blue while his ragged breaths became more and more unbearable to listen to.

It’s not long until I arrive at the gates of the inner palace of Artmeon. I jump off my horse, storming towards the stairs leading to Orion’s office. Without knocking or thinking, I try to slam the door open to his office, but it’s locked. I turn around, disappointed, and spot a pixie.

“You!” I point at him, and he looks startled. “Where is Orion?” I demand in the same tone I saw Orion speak with them.

“The lord is on the stone terrace.”

Without a word, I pass him. I skip on the stairs, taking them two at a time, and when I arrive on the terrace, Orion is not alone. The bastard sits comfortably in his chair, his legs on a table in the middle, carelessly sipping wine with his buddies while the rain softly hits the glass ceiling above him. Motherfucker.

“You!” I scream at him. “You lying son of a bitch!”

I grab a glass from the sidebar and throw it at him. He jumps up and catches the glass with his empty hand.

“You said that you would get me home!” I throw another glass at him but miss, and it smashes into the ground, covering the stone with broken glass. “You said you have no fucking idea how I ended up here!” Then another one. “You said I’m the first one you saw!”

He grabs my hand with the glass, and I kick him in the balls. Great, he didn’t expect it. It’s not that great that he recuperates way too fast. A second later, his hand is on my neck, lifting me off the ground. I didn’t see him move. I curl my fingers around his hand, but I can’t raise a finger, and my air is running out.

“I’m not sure what you were expecting, but you are going to regret this,” he says with anger filling his handsome features as he sips on the wine intact in his other hand.

I’m fighting for air as Tom did just a half hour ago, and I imagine myself turning purple as he did. My ears ring, and I can’t see Orion or the room anymore. I can only see Tom in the rain, holding on for dear life, while the edges turn black from lack of air.

Then I fall.

He drops me like a sack of potatoes, and I hit the ground hard. Gasping, I try to sit up, but the pain in my head is pounding like a hammer, sending me back down to the ground. I can taste blood in my mouth and feel sweat trickling down my forehead. I tilt my head upward and spot him standing there, staring down at me with a smirk on his face. An evil one, I must say.

“I don’t know what in the fast wind got into you, but I suggest you stop with this madness,” he says, emptying the wine glass in his hand with one gulp. “Now, would anyone care to explain to me what in the cold winds is going on here?”

I manage to struggle to my feet, leaning heavily against the wall for support. I can feel him watching me, his gaze piercing like daggers, waiting for me to make a move. But I know better than to try anything while he’s alert. Way too strong. However, I do give myself a star for the effort and succeeding in kicking him in the balls. The little sound in my head was totally right after all.

From the corner of my eye, I see Aman standing a few feet from me, facing Orion.

“She found one of her own suffocating,” he says.

Orion lifts his eyes from me and turns toward Aman, and I feel like a ton of weight has been lifted from me. “Is that so?” He sits down and leans back in his chair, holding up the empty wineglass. “I can imagine how that went.”

From beside him, a man with amber eyes and sharp, fox-like features lifts the glass bottle holding burgundy wine and pours the liquid into Orion’s glass, a smile curling at his lips. I can’t put my finger on why, but he looks more sinister than Orion himself, and under these circumstances, it is a serious achievement. He winks at me with a dirty little smile and then turns his attention to Aman, who apparently has been speaking this entire time. I couldn’t hear him from the ringing in my ear.

“...I tried to catch her, but she is too fast on that horse.”

“Why?” I plead, my voice still coarse from the strangling just a few minutes before.

He’s unmoved, acting as though he doesn’t even hear me. But instead of backing down, I stand my ground and yell, “WHY?”

He turns his head to me, but his face remains emotionless. Like I’m speaking with a beautiful statue with a stone heart. “Talking to me is a privilege, and you just lost it a moment ago,” he says calmly as if we were chatting about lunch.

Rage builds within me as tears prick my eyes, and I feel my hands clench into fists. I grab the bottle next to me and launch it towards him.

But before it reaches its target, Dante catches it midair and strides towards me. My mind floods with memories of Ezra slapping me back in Orvanha, and I brace myself for the same punishment, but instead, he grabs my arm tightly and drags me back inside the palace.


			[image: ]








Chapter 30


Eleonor

Artmeon

[image: ]

Let me go!” I shout again, my voice shrills with terror as he pulls me further down the hallway. My eyes desperately search for an escape, but all of the doors we pass are locked. Then he steers me around the corner, and I stop dead in my tracks.

A dark oak double door looms before us, and with a loud creak, Dante opens it. I struggle against his grip even as dread wraps its icy fingers around my heart. I’m still trying to get out of his grip, but when I look around, my blood freezes.

The walls are made from grey stone, and there is no window, only a lonely sand lamp providing light that barely reaches the corners of the room. A large table stands at one end, its surface covered with a tattered cloth. I have a feeling that whatever is under that cloth, I don’t want to find out. Along the opposite wall hangs all types of evil-looking whips, some tipped with steel or silver, ropes, and long knives.

I’m pulled toward the centre of the room, and with every inch of my hand, I fight against him, but his grip is like iron.

“No, please! Don’t do this!” I plead desperately, but he refuses to listen and continues to march me forward. 

We reach the X-post, and he grabs one of the ropes dangling from the crossed beams. For the briefest moment, he loosens his grip, and I frantically bite down on his hand in desperation, ramming the heel of my foot deep into his shin. He hisses in pain and retaliates by wrenching my head back roughly. It doesn’t matter how I fight; nothing I do affects him.

“I’m Dante,” he introduces himself in the weirdest moment of all. Surprised, I forget to struggle, and he tightens the rope around my wrists, binding them together. “I’ll make sure you’ll remember my name,” he whispers into my ear. 

He moves behind the post and yanks the rope, forcing my arms high above my head. My body stretches, my feet still on the ground, but my heels are on the edge of lifting. Just an inch more, and I’ll be dangling entirely.

I cry out, my wrists burning from the harsh rope cutting into my skin, and I’ve been tied for what? A minute?

Dante reappears and grabs my right leg. I put all my weight on my hands and lift my other leg to kick him, but he grabs my leg mid-air and chuckles.

“Not bad,” he mocks. “But you’ll need to do much better than this.”

“Let me go!” I scream, but he doesn’t answer. Instead, he drags my left foot to the other side and ties it to the post.

I am completely bound, stretched out against the post like a prisoner in some medieval nightmare. 

The darkness of the windowless room is suffocating, and I feel a chill as my heart fills with dread. He moves behind me, his huge body towering over mine. I can feel his heat for a split second, his warm breath sending shivers down my spine. His large hand grabs at my neckline, and I feel a sudden jolt as he rips away my dress, tearing it from my body with a loud crack, until my entire back is bare.

I’m shaking uncontrollably now, and all I can do is beg, “Please, don’t!”

But my begging falls on deaf ears, and tears stream down my face.

There is silence before the storm.

I hear a snap echo throughout the room.

Thunder comes before lightning.

Then, not even a split second later, I feel the whip biting into my skin, reaching my flesh and rattling my bones.

There is pain that makes you scream, and there is pain that makes you grab for air soundlessly. This is the latter. When I finally can scream, I can’t seem to stop. He cracks the whip repeatedly over my bare back, never stopping and never giving me a second to take a breath. Each lash seems to leave a burning trail of fire and ice in its wake, and I can feel every inch of my skin being torn away with each strike. I feel blood trickling over my back, mixing with sweat, creating a river of pain that will never cease.

It goes on like this for who knows how long. For me, it’s like forever.

And then, when I lose all hope that I will ever be released, I feel my brain turning itself off. I don’t understand how, but the pain lessens, and I fail to keep my head up anymore. I can’t even scream. Is this the end? I very much hope so.

He stops. I think he stops. I’m not sure anymore.

But then I see from the corner of my eyes as he moves to the other side of the X and unties the rope holding my hands.

I fall. I fall so hard on my back that the screams I thought long lost return with force. I can’t roll on my side; my legs are still tied. I feel the floor warming from my blood. There are no words or pleas left in me.

He unties my legs, stands up, and leaves. The lock clicks on the door.
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The natural pool we’re sitting in is filled to the brim with the warm water of the spring that comes from the deep of the mountain. The pixie called Ala refills my glass with the white wine from the finest of my father’s collection.

Niy, my favourite, is massaging my feet, slowly but surely getting higher and higher on my legs, teasing me with each stroke. I drop my head back, resting it on the side of the pool and close my eyes, letting the sensation spread through my body. Oh, how I love Artmeon.

“How is it, my Lord?” purrs Niy, her voice filled with the same desire I feel.

“Get your hands a little higher, and you will know,” I challenge, my patience wearing thin.

She obliges, her fingers brushing just shy of where I want them, then retreating, stroking my legs again with maddening precision. I let out a sigh. This game is torture. 

The sound of approaching footsteps breaks the spell. Finally.

“It took you a while,” I tell Mia, not bothering to open my eyes. I sent her to the kitchen a while ago to bring some honey and make this afternoon a lot more fun.

“I might be disturbing,” says a voice I recognise, but not welcome.

I breathe out, frustrated, and whip my head up, looking at the Cidalian standing at the side of the pool. It took up a female form today, a pretty one. She is wearing a long purple dress, with her chestnut hair reaching her bottom. Her pearl-coloured eyes glint with quiet disdain as she surveys the scene.

“Yes, you are,” I snap at her, my pleasure evaporating with my erection. “Maybe you can fuck off.”

“You know I won’t,” she states, sitting down by the side of the pool, letting her pale legs dip into the warm water.

I sit up and empty my wine glass, feeling anger rise inside me. “Go,” I order.

The pixies hesitate, their wide eyes darting between me and the intruder. I jerk my chin toward the exit, and they scurry out, their naked forms disappearing into the shadows. When I turn my attention back to the Cidalian, I realise she has moved inside the pool, fully dressed, and she’s only a few inches from me. So close, for a second, I think she might want to finish the job.

“What?” I roar.

“You’re angry,” she observes, her tone maddeningly even.

“And why do you think that is?”

“You’re a slave of your own temptation. Your body’s needs.” She tilts her head and narrows her eyes. “How interesting.”

“Unless you want to suck my dick, back the fuck off,” I growl at her.

Her expression doesn’t flicker, but she shifts to the edge of the pool. “Better?” she asks with a mocking smile.

“Why are you here?”

“I came to warn you.”

“From the goodness of your non-existent heart?” I snort. “Get out.” I shake my head, disbelieving how fast my perfect afternoon has turned into this nightmare.

“You say we don’t help you, but we do.” Her voice tightens. “Come with me.”

“Not happening. I already told your lover.”

“We don’t have lovers.”

“One more reason for me to stay.” I refill my glass and raise it as a celebration, just to mock her. “Cheers!”

In an instant, she’s right in front of me. I didn’t see her move. Her face is so close to mine that our noses could touch if I so much as breathed wrong.

“You will listen to me, Orion.” Her tone is like ice. “Your defiance will end soon. We looked into your future, and there is nothing but despair and pain.  You are nothing without us, and you will become what you were assigned at your birth.”

“No.” I bare my teeth in a smile, leaning closer, daring her. “My mother chose death over you. Believe me, I’d rather follow her than you.”

Her face, usually calm and composed, now shows cracks of irritation. For once, she looks human. “You mock what you cannot even fathom. Shall I show you the misery of your future?”

Before I can reply, she raises her pale hand, and all I can see are her piercing pearly eyes punching a hole into my soul. Then nothing but terror fills my mind. 
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I lie there in the dark, unmoving, listening to my still-beating heart. Each breath makes me want to scream. My entire back is on fire. You don’t realise how many muscles you have in your back until someone whips the shit out of it.

After that SOB Dante left, I lost consciousness and only woke up a few minutes ago. I’m not sure how much time has passed in this cursed windowless room.

I should get up. My bladder can’t hold much longer, and I don’t want to piss myself and lie in my filth. My stomach feels empty; it grumbles in agony.

I push myself up, moaning from the pain, both my arms and my legs trembling like leaves in the storm. When I get up, I curse a little, and I balance myself on the X-pole.

Let’s get to the door.

The heavy door is locked from the outside. It doesn’t move an inch in any direction. I knock on it, screaming, “Let me out! I need to pee!”

Nobody answers my cries. It doesn’t matter how much I hit the door. I shamefully find the corner and pee there, then move to the other end of the room, somewhat cleaner. I try to get my dress back up as much as I can to at least cover my breasts, but the fabric rubs my back too much, making wearing it unbearable.

When I close my eyes, I see Illia’s smile, the evil little curve of her beautiful lips spread on her angelic face. She never liked me, I know that. At first, she seemed like a nice person with a genuine interest in me and my world, but it was never that.

An ugly little creature like you should sleep with the rats where it belongs.

She never lied to me, though.

But Orion... Why would he take me in if he thought I didn’t belong here? This world is for pretenders, and I’ll never fit in.

Maybe I should do a reality check. I am an outsider, and they don’t really have outsiders here. Even the angels are now more part of Evennon than I ever will be. People are taller, stronger, and prettier here, and I can understand where Illia is coming from. Not that it doesn’t hurt.

How bad is my fever that I sympathise with Illia? Oh, God, save me from madness.

Noises come from the door, and someone unlocks it. Then, in a moment, Dante appears, and I almost scream in terror.

It takes him a moment to find me, but once he does, his evil grin spreads like he’s won some grand victory. “Come on now, I don’t bite.”

I swallow hard, my throat tight. “You hurt me,” I whisper, my voice barely a breath. I should be angry, should fight back—but my body has other plans. What good is this shell of mine if it can’t even defend me? Tears slide down my face. Where’s hope when you need it most?

“But did I bite?” He chuckles, clearly enjoying my misery. This bastard finds amusement in my pain. Guess you’ve got to be a special kind of psychopath to get off on torturing others. What was I even expecting?

I don’t answer him, and he closes the door behind him. The room becomes dark, so dark I can’t see shapes or forms, like I’m floating in space. I don’t even dare to breathe. My heart is beating so fast that I can’t hear anything over it. What is he up to now?

Then he grabs my ankles and pulls me to the ground. My back screams in pain. I never heard him move.

“Stop!” I cry out, but all he does is laugh, that cold, mocking sound echoing in the air..

He ties a knot around my aching wrists again and ties me into the same position as yesterday. Was it yesterday? I’m not sure. This can’t be real. He can’t seriously beat me more.

But it is real.

“Let’s try something different today.” He purrs.

“Please, no.”

Then he comes close to me, and I feel his heat on my back. He is so close that if I move an inch backward, our bodies will touch. He bends a little, his mouth at my ear. “How about this? If you don’t make a sound, I’ll let you out today.” He presses a small kiss on the top of my earlobe, like a lover would after promising eternal love. “Do we have a deal?”

“How long am I supposed to be here?”

“Wrong answer.” He smiles into my ear. “Yesterday, we were just warming up.”

Sweet baby Jesus in Heaven, help me.

“No, no, no, no,” I beg. “Please, no, I can’t take anymore.”

“Of course, you can,” comes his voice from somewhere behind me. He moved again without me noticing. He is now shifting stuff on the table, like he’s searching for something. I wish I were left here to rot away alone. Anything else is mercy compared to this. “You smell of death, did you know? It lingers around your mortal body, the rot of flesh.”

“I’m not dead.”

“Are you sure?”

Am I?

A moment later, I hear the snap of a whip again, and the hit reaches my back with force. It feels like it covers my whole back, leather everywhere, and the ends bite into my skin. As he pulls back, it rips my flesh with it. There are no words to describe the level of pain I’m in. I thought we were done yesterday, but no. It only got worse.

“You know “torture is art. Yes, we experience it in a different form.” Then he hits me again, and I scream like a dying animal. When my screams become long sobs, he continues, “Torture is intimate. Just you, me, and the whip.” He then walks up next to me, lifts his hand, and caresses the side of my body. I feel a shiver run through me. “I learn you. I learn your boundaries. I’m going to be the person you can’t be embarrassed with. I will see you at your lowest, and I will know your darkest side.” He leans in, whispering into my ear, “This is something that we’ll never forget.”

I swear he’s aroused—sick, sick, sick bastard.

“Please, no. Please, stop. Please, please, please.” I beg, sobbing, but I know he won’t.

He walks behind me, but this time, he doesn’t pause.

I scream as never before. Not sounding myself, not sounding anything human. I try to wiggle myself hopelessly away from the pole, but I can’t move, my wrists screaming in despair. I want to die here and now.

And then he hits me again. And again.

I lose it. I never stop screaming. But it doesn’t stop. My back is torn, raw meat by now. No skin can be left there—nothing to protect me. I’m lost in my agony. I’ve never endured pain worse than this. Shouldn’t I be in shock by now?

I beg to die. I want to die. There is no other way to end this.

Please make it stop. Please stop. Please let me die. Let me die. Let me die. Die. Die. Die...
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What is it?” I ask the guard on the top of the gate facing Turna and the Pixie Forest.

“We have no idea when it got there,” Gannan says apologetically. “We saw it just now, out of nowhere.”

I look down to where he’s pointing and over the abyss, over the bridge, there is a stick standing with a small white linen bag tied to it. The entire meadow seems calm, but you can never know with pixies.

“That’s ominous,” I mutter, already knowing I won’t like whatever’s waiting for us in that bag. But nevertheless, somebody needs to check. And a true leader must lead by example—through both courage and action.

“Maybe it’s a trap,” Gannan suggests, his wide eyes filled with fear.

“No, it is a message. Probably a threat.” Orion will certainly love this. He’s always so welcoming when Turna or the pixies send their little presents.

I remember a time when we got messages like this on a regular basis. Back when Kassus was still sitting on the throne and decided to send back a proper message in the form of fire and death.

“I’ll check it out,” I say and before anyone can protest, I’m already heading toward the foot of the gate. “Open,” I command.

The lonely stick stands in the middle of the meadow between Noroin and the Pixie Forest. A bag is tied to its top, with a note fluttering from its side. I rip it free and unfold it. The flowers on the page are drawn with blood. Red blood.

Lira mor, ilar enal ar telar.

“Seen too much, yet still bound by blindness,” I mutter to myself. What the fuck does this mean?

I tuck the note into my pocket and open the small bag. My stomach twists as I come face to face with a pair of eyes—ripped out, cold, and staring back at me. Now we know what happened to the other scout. I step back, my pulse quickening as the weight of the eyes sinks in. These are no ordinary eyes—they’ve been removed with precision, as if to make a statement.

Gannan, who had been standing at the gate, catches up with me. He peeks over my shoulder, his gaze falling on the contents of the bag. When he sees the eyes, he swallows hard. His voice trembles. “What... Are those eyes?”

“Yes,” I say, still staring at them.

“Whose eyes are those?”

“I have to ask Sabar, but my guess would be the missing scout.”

“And what do we do now?”

I want to feel anger, rage. But what comes surprises even me—coldness. An empty void, where there is no light, no warmth, no life. It settles deep within me, chilling me to the core.

Without a word, I turn and start walking back toward Noroin. “If they want to send us messages, it’s only polite to reply,” I say, my voice distant.

I head straight for the common area, where a couple of dark-grey pixie women are going about their duties. Without hesitation, I catch the youngest by her arm, dragging her through the city. She struggles to keep up with me, but as she falters, I hold her stronger, until she hisses in pain.

Her eyes widen with fear, her breath coming in quick, desperate gasps as she begs, “Please, please...no.” Her voice is trembling already, not even having an idea what I’m going to do with her.

I don’t listen. I don’t care.

I see Mora’s face in front of my eyes, imagining her beg and cry. Probably not even for her life, but her death. To stop the torture.

No, there is no mercy left in me.

I stride through the pixie gate, dragging the pixie behind me. Shoving her to her knees, I ignore her weeping and pleas. When she doesn’t lower herself fast enough, I drive my foot into her back, forcing her onto her stomach. I pin her hands behind her back and sit on the middle of it, pushing her hands to her body with my weight. I grab her hair and retrieve my dagger with the other, feeling the weight of it in my hand.

The air feels thick with tension as I lean forward while pulling her head up, and with a swift slice, tear her right eye from its socket. Her scream echoes through the meadow, a sharp, high-pitched cry that twists in my chest—but I do not flinch. Would they care if it was the other way around? I don’t think so. She struggles beneath me, trying to push me off, but I squeeze my legs and hold her firm. The meadow between Noroin and the Pixie Forest fills with the echoes of her agony.

But it doesn’t matter. Her life is in my hands, and I intend to make each and every breath of it miserable.

When I stand up and let her go, she crumbles to her knees, black blood streaking down her cheek as she gasps for air. Her body shakes, and she makes no move to stand.

I take her black eye and, with one cold motion, stab it onto the top of the stick where they left their message. The eye glares back at me, a symbol of the darkness we’re being dragged into.

Without a second glance at the pixie, I grab her arm and drag her back to the city, my anger burning in my chest. I don’t know if it will send the message they’re looking for—but I’m certain it will send a message of my own. And have no doubt, Orion would support this with his whole heart.

I used to be afraid of monsters, until the day I looked into the mirror and found one staring back at me. The pixies may think they can threaten us, but their arrogance blinds them. They still believe we are helpless, crippled by the darkness in our minds. That we are nothing without them. But perhaps the tables have turned—perhaps they are nothing without us.

I turn to Gannan standing at the gate. “Find me the other scout who returned from Turna with the dead emberfae,” I say, my voice low but firm. Then I add, “And try to avoid drawing Sabar’s attention—if you can help it.” 
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Aman sits on the opposite side of the table, his eyes deeply buried in a book about angels. I assume he plans to read anything he can find about them just to be closer to a very stubborn Gamaliel.

“No luck with Gamaliel?” I ask, but I already know the answer. My brother would surely not spend his days in my company if he could fuck Gamaliel instead.

He doesn’t even glance up from his book. He shrugs silently.

“You know, there are many men, even angels you could fuck without any issues.”

He closes his book dramatically and puts it down on the table, leaning a bit over it, frustrated. “Why?”

“Why what?” I ask innocently.

“Why do you care?”

“Gamaliel won’t fuck you out of spite. You know that.”

“He won’t because of you. It’s always you.”

I lift my hands defensively. “If you want, I can make him,” I offer. And to be fair, I could make him bend over if my brother prefers. But Aman is a romantic. He always has been.

“That surely would help.”

I smile. “Come on, I’m just kidding.”

“I know.” He sighs. “But I’m frustrated.” He leans back in his chair, running a hand through his hair. “Can we change the topic?”

“Sure.”

“What do you want to do with Eleonor? She knows about the suffocating and surely won’t give it a rest.”

I sit up in my chair. “Well, that is a sharp change from Gamaliel. But fine. The suffocating ones are from her realm. No question about that.”

“What makes her so unique? Why is she still alive?”

“I ask myself this every damn day,” I say, frustration lacing my voice. “I gave my blood to the suffocating as well, but it didn’t make a difference. My blood should heal anyone, and yet I watched too many from Eleonor’s realms suffocate, despite our efforts.” I shrug. “But look at her. Slowly, she’s changing.”

“Will she be like us?”

“Like us?” I ask, the question hanging heavily between us. My little brother has never treated me differently. He has never questioned our blood, our heritage. Even though we have different mothers, he always thought of me as his pure-blood brother, and I love him for it.

“You know what I mean.”

I smile at this because I do. “Well, if Cidalia knocks on our doors soon, we’ll know.” Not that they wouldn’t show up unannounced from time to time, but this is a burden I have to bear on my own. It is only the question of time.

“Fuck Cidalia,” Aman says, and I chuckle.

“Yeah, fuck them.”

You burden yourself unnecessarily.

I glance at my little brother and wonder, how dare they call him a burden? My brother. My blood. How could I abandon him?

A knock on the door shatters the trail of my thoughts.

“Come in,” I say, and a small grey pixie woman in robes appears at the door. She seems to be alone, which is disappointing after I sent her to bring Eleonor to me.

“So where is she?” I ask impatiently. That girl really knows how to piss people off.

“She hasn’t moved, my Lord,” says the pixie woman in front of me. She seems uneasy, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. Fucking depressing pixies.

“Then tell her that either she comes up now, or I will go and get her personally,” I command in my “king” tone. At least Aman calls it that.

The nerve she has to defy me still. Wasn’t once enough?

“My Lord, the lady hasn’t yet woken in the torture chamber.” She pronounces the torture chamber with such fear in her voice one would say she has spent some time there herself. She probably has. Dante likes to play with pixies.

I raise my brows in surprise. “Is she still there?”

“Yes, my Lord, unconscious.”

I cast a glance at Aman sitting on my right. He looks concerned. And he also looks like he will say, I told you so.

I take a deep breath and sigh. Fantastic. “I’ll go,” I tell my brother just as much as I tell the pixie. “Get Dante here by the time I’m back.” I glare at the pixie, making her swallow hard.

“Yes, my Lord.” She curtsies and leaves.

I stand up and go for the door.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to come?” asks Aman with a small smile on his lips.

“Just fuck off, really!” I shout back to him.

When I reach the torture chamber, I hear nothing but silence. No one is in the halls. The door is halfway open. It is already dark outside, and there are only sand lamps hanging on the other side of the hall. I sigh and go back to grab one. Fucking dark palace.

When I enter the dark room, I see a small figure, lying on her side. Her clothes are torn, collecting under her hips, leaving her upper body naked. Her face is pale, her breath barely noticeable.

As I get closer, I can finally see her back. I’m not going to lie, its bad. There is a small puddle of half-dried blood under her, dark and sticky. Most of it has been absorbed by her dress. Her back is a complete mess, with cuts and wounds all around, patches of skin ripped and cut—her meat out in the open air.

“Eleonor?” I call her, but she doesn’t move or show any sign of hearing me. I really don’t want to touch her, dirty and whatnot. I curse myself for leaving Aman behind. He likes touching pathetic creatures.

“Eleonor,” I say louder now.

No answer. She lies as still as if she’s already dead. But she isn’t.

“Did you call for me?” comes Dante’s voice from the door.

“Oh, yes, the girl doesn’t seem right,” I tell him.

He comes closer and crouches to avoid the blood. He touches her wounded wrist to search for a pulse. He lifts his head. “It’s weak.”

No shit. “When did you leave her here?”

“Two days ago. She should have moved by now.”

“Yes. I agree.” I touch her cheek. It feels cold, too cold for a living creature. “Let’s take her to the infirmary.”

Dante grabs her arms and pulls her up, then lifts her over his shoulder. Her body starts bleeding again, pouring some blood over his coat.

“For the howling winds,” he curses.

“One would think that in your profession, you don’t mind a little blood,” I taunt him.

“After a while, washing the blood from clothes becomes a tedious task.” He sighs, and I give him a sympathetic smile. There is nothing worse than blood on white.

He lays her down on her stomach on the first bed in the infirmary. She is still unconscious. Someone will have a long and painful recovery, I can tell.

The pixie on duty is called Ira. Her big black eyes widen at the sight Eleonor’s unmoving body.

“Are you here to watch or to work?” I ask her arrogantly.

“I’m sorry, my Lord.” She lowers her head in submission and then turns and runs to grab supplies.

Dante’s gaze meets mine, his face uncertain. “I might have overdone it,” he tells me. “It is not easy to know the limits of a creature so small and weak.”

I lift my eyes to him from Eleonor. “The word you’re looking for is pathetic.”

“This weakness kills all the fun of it.”

“I can imagine.”

“Even the pixies are more fun.”

I give him a side-eye. “Just stop complaining. I don’t expect you to like your job, you know.”

He smiles at me innocently. “Of course, my Lord,” he says, but he doesn’t mean it. Dante might complain, but he would fight tooth and nail if I wanted to assign a new torture master. And to be honest, he does an exemplary job.

The pixie returns with water, herbs, and some gauze and starts cleaning Eleonor’s wounds with care.

“You will tell me when she wakes, won’t you?” A command wrapped in a question.

“Yes, my Lord.”

This time, I can be sure that the pixie meant it. They would never dare to disrespect me, more so in the beloved company of my torture master. Dante is most infamous with the pixies. Theo makes great efforts to try to take this title away from him.

“Good. Then we’re done here,” I say and move toward the door.

When we’re outside the infirmary, Dante catches up with me. “If I’m not needed here, I would like to go to Noroin.”

I didn’t even know he was still in Artmeon.

“Why again?” I ask, never sure why anybody would go there willingly.

“Illia is there,” he responds bluntly, and I can’t help but smile.

I meet his vibrant amber eyes, as unique as a wolf’s, witnessing a man feared throughout Evennon transform into a lovesick puppy—or perhaps one filled with fear. Many view Illia as a delicate flower, but the truth is, she’s more lethal than most of my soldiers. Perhaps that’s why Dante pursues her like a loyal hound.

“She has power over you, doesn’t she?” I ask.

“That woman is a witch.” He shakes his head. “And I’m at a loss.”

“I can only imagine the battle you’ve fought.” I chuckle. “Safe travels, my friend.”

Dante places his hand on my shoulder, wordlessly departing Artmeon.
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Changing the bandages takes an eternity each day. Twice. Twice an eternity each day. When Aman is pulling the gauze off my back, it feels like being skinned, and then the herbs burn, and the new bandage like broken glass pushed into my flesh. I spend this time with my head buried in a pillow to soften my cries and screams. This torture never ends.

“We’re almost done,” Aman says in a kind voice as if he is hushing a child.

In all likehood, I’m a child to him. A beaten and tortured one. I’ve tried to speak with him about what happened, but he brushes me off every time.

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” I lift my head to mock him.

“No, I’m still not,” he continues in the very same tone as before.

After a few minutes, I feel him tying the last knot on my side—morning torture done.

I lift myself to a sitting position, careful not to touch anything with my back. Not even a soft pillow.

“Is he back yet?” I ask him. Orion left just a day before I woke up in the infirmary. According to Aman, I was unconscious for ten days straight.

“Yes, he arrived at dawn,” he tells me, smiling. “I think you’ll be lucky. He’s had time to calm down.”

From what? I want to ask, but I keep my mouth shut. My big mouth has done enough damage for a lifetime.

“He actually asked me to take you to him once we’re done with the bandages,” he says casually, but he must know how uneasy even the thought of Orion makes me. If they want to torture me, they can just lock me in an empty room with Orion smiling, and I will do anything they ask. No questions asked.

“Now?”

“Whenever you’re ready.”

I managed to walk yesterday. Not far, just into the bathroom chamber, but it was enough to save me from further humiliation. Now, Orion’s office is a completely different story. It isn’t far if one can breathe without wishing to die. Let alone walk.

“So never then.”

Aman sighs, casting me a look—the kind you give a child refusing to do their homework. I guess now we give this to people not wanting to welcome back the sick fucker who ordered their torture.

He pulls a chair from the side and sits down in front of me for what seems like a little heart-to-heart. “Listen to me, Eleonor, it is only luck that Orion didn’t execute you on the spot when you attacked him. Nobody can attack the king. And here you are, alive and reasonably well.” He pauses and narrows his eyes at me. “If you keep this up, believe me, there are much worse fates than death, and Orion knows them all.”

I want to say something, but I keep quiet.

“Do you understand?” he asks more firmly, waiting for my confirmation.

“Okay, okay, I won’t attack him! Jeez.”

He leans closer to me, putting his hands around me on the bed. “No, Eleonor, you don’t understand. If you were a pixie, you would have died on the spot. Orion let you throw a tantrum because you’re harmless. But it won’t be like that next time.”

Throw a tantrum? I’m hurt. I kicked him in the balls.

“There won’t be a next time,” I say in an innocent voice.

He stares at me, uncertainty in his gaze.

“I promise,” I say.

He takes a final glance at me and stands up. “I really want to believe you,” he says with a sigh, shaking his head.

I grab the side table and balance myself on my legs. A soft cry leaves my lips as I try to straighten up. I pause for a moment and breathe. Count to ten and push myself up. At this point, I wonder how much my body can endure. It’s a lot more than I originally thought.

Aman comes to me and offers his arm. I take it. I can’t walk alone, and I don’t want to face Orion alone. Not like anyone stepped in last time. Right.

We trudge through the halls, most of them empty, and sounds of chatter and laughter come from the high windows. The weather looks nice; the sun is high, and other than a few fat clouds, there is nothing in the sky. It is a day of pure joy, except when you are walking into the cave of a monster.

Orion’s office is at the end of the summer great hall, carved into the mountain, the highest point in the palace. When we reach the doors to the summer great hall, to my surprise, Aman turns right and pushes a smaller door open, which leads to a lounge room with a small glass window. The room feels cosy, with a few armchairs and a sofa in the colour of forest-green and a wooden fireplace painted black. The walls are the same beige as the halls but painted flowers run up along them and disappear behind the bookshelves.

Just below the window, Orion is sitting in one of the armchairs, looking as charming as a monster can be. Aman pushes forward, letting the door lock behind us, and he leads me to the sofa, helping me sit down. A tear escapes from my eye from the painful landing. I have to close my eyes and learn to breathe again before I can be of any use as a chatting partner.

“I could ask how you are, but as I see it, it would be pointless,” comes Orion’s arrogant voice.

I realise now that I might have made false promises to Aman.

I open my eyes and turn toward Orion. “What kind of monster are you?” I ask.

His gaze locks onto mine, his cold, cold blue eyes like a dagger in my heart. “The kind that doesn’t like to be provoked? I have no problem sending you right back for another lesson.”

“No,” I whisper nearly silently.

“I thought so.”

He stares at me silently, making me uncomfortable. I move a little in my seat, and he finally lifts his eyes.

“I wanted to talk to you about the suffocating ones. You might have questions?” He looks at me with meaningful eyes. From all the possibilities, I never thought that Orion would offer me information on this topic.

“Why are they dying?” I ask.

“They can’t breathe our air,” he states. “I thought this was pretty obvious.”

“You said you’d never seen anybody like me. Why did you lie?”

“Eleonor,” Aman warns and slightly touches my arm.

Orion’s face darkens, and I try to appear smaller in my seat. “I never lied to you. You can breathe our air. They cannot. You are nothing like them.”

“They are from my world.”

“Yes, you keep repeating that.” Orion leans forward in his seat, taking a deep breath. “Look, Eleonor, we tried to save them, but there was nothing we could do.”

He seems sincere; I wonder if he means it. 

“Eleonor, he is not lying,” says Aman.

I turn my head to face him. “How many?”

“A lot,” replies Orion calmly.

“Why can I breathe your air and not them?” I look from Aman to Orion and back, desperate for an answer.

“I don’t know,” asserts Aman in a slightly frustrated tone.

I feel a tear sliding down my face. Just thinking about Tom makes me cry. Orion watches as the tear stains my cheek, his expression softening. For a moment, all the arrogance fades, and I see a flicker of genuine concern in his eyes.

“I wish I had all the answers, Eleonor,” Orion says, his voice quieter than before. “But I simply don’t.”

“Will you help me get home, or was that just a lie?” I ask, and I feel Aman’s fingers brush against my arm. I know he wants me to stop accusing Orion, but I need Orion to lay all his cards out. Even if it means pain and suffering later.

Orion sighs. “It is not that simple anymore.”

“Why not? It seems a yes-or-no question to me.”

He lifts his brows and tilts his head to the side before answering. “No, Eleonor, I will not let you leave Evennon.”

His words hit me like a punch to the gut. The room spins, my heart sinks with sadness and desperation. I grip the edge of the sofa, trying to steady myself. I knew this already, but hearing him say it aloud makes me grieve—my old life, my friends, my family. The person I used to be.

“Why?” I manage to choke out.

Orion’s expression hardens once again, his eyes cold and unyielding. “Because, my dear Eleonor, you have become too valuable to let go.”

“Valuable? What do you mean?”

He leans back in his chair, a smug smile tugging at the corner of his lips. “You are so ignorant. Did you really think you just magically healed on your own? Your body is weak and small, and yet you’re just up and walking after you were whipped for days. Let alone your head injury in the Pixie Forest.”

I blink at him, feeling stupid. I never thought about that. “I thought you healed me with your magic.”

“Oh, no, Eleonor, not even close. I gave you my blood, and now you are not only healed, but you are bound to me. And I’ll never let you go.”

I feel a wave of panic wash over me as Orion’s words sink in. Bound to him? The idea fills me with a deep unease, as if chains are being tightened around my very soul. What does it even mean? Are we blood-related? What is this otherworldly bullshit?

“The fuck are you talking about?” Anger bursts out of me without warning.

Orion’s smug smile widens, his eyes gleaming with an unsettling mix of delight and possessiveness. “Oh, Eleonor. You see, the blood I gave you has formed a bond between us. A bond that cannot be broken.”

“And you just drop this so casually?” I protest, tears welling in my eyes. “It would have been nice to get a note like, Hey, by the way, we are now blood-related.”

Orion leans forward, his face mere inches from mine. His cold breath sends shivers down my spine. “It doesn’t matter, Eleonor. It is the past.”

“You should have let me die!”

Orion’s eyes darken, a flicker of regret crossing his face before it’s replaced with a steely determination. “No,” he says with conviction, his voice low and dangerous. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. Don’t you feel it?”

I blink, confused by his change in tone. “Feel what? Are you on something?”

He leans back, running his fingers through his golden hair as he sighs. “There are forces at play here that you cannot comprehend. The suffocating ones were never meant to survive in our world. You, on the other hand, are different. You possess a rare gift—a connection to both worlds. And that makes you invaluable.”

“What?” Paint me confused. Please.

“I don’t know why you arrived in our realm, why you could breathe our air from the first moment. What I do know is that after I gave you my blood, you became bound to me, and day by day, you are a little less mortal and more like us. Don’t you feel it? Don’t you see it? You, my dear Eleonor, smell less of death and rot each day.”

I stare at him like he just grew an extra pair of heads. “Are you suggesting that I’m becoming immortal, like you?”

“Something like that.”

“Why?”

“I don’t have the answers you’re looking for, dear Eleonor,” he says softly, his voice carrying a sense of inevitability. “My blood is in you. It is changing you. Chaos found its way to your core, and there is no way back from this.”

Fucking hell.
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Chapter 36


Gamaliel

Artmeon
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I stand atop the high end of the upper landing, the wind howling around my ears. Below me lies Artmeon, a city both beautiful and terrible, not at all close to my heart. Its whitewashed walls stretch up into the mountains, reaching for heights beyond the clouds. I never thought I’d leave my home among the divine rocks of Celestium, but life took an unexpected turn—a deathly one, rotting my soul from the inside out.

When I close my eyes, the image of her lingers in the darkness. Her face is plain and empty, her eyes hollow, and her lips losing their colour fast. Her beautiful features turn her into a porcelain doll, lying on the ground, motionless, dead.

The blue of her blood. The white of her dress. The way her head had been severed from her body, just lying there, her eyes lifelessly staring at me.

Orion didn’t even flinch.

A bird flies by only inches from my head, encouraging me to take the first step. Little does it know, it isn’t courage I lack—it’s strength. My wings are still healing, not as strong as before I was closed into the cursed cave below, but even that is a manageable obstacle. The issue lies in the muscles of my back and my long-lost stamina. I have trained my muscles and my wings as much as I can on the ground, but my patience is waning.

There is no time to waste when war is only a breath away. If somebody has to lead the angels into a pointless war, let it be me. I’ve left them to fend for themselves for far too long; it is time I step up and walk the path I was assigned at birth. Whether I die or I live, it is my destiny.

But how does a bird learn to fly if it has been crippled for so long? I’m not sure. The answer is hidden from me, and the only way I can figure it out is through action.

My eyes are on the horizon, but my thoughts are back in the water prison that was my residence for what feels like an eternity. I shake my head, trying to erase the horrific memory at once. I cannot let it hold me back any longer. The war is closing in. I can’t stay in the shadow of these walls anymore. 

Time is up.

I take a step and fall.

I was born to fly, and yet it seems like a foolish idea. The fast wind shrieks by my ears, and I’m falling like a dead bird, meeting its fate. Crashing into the ground isn’t the worst fate, but it wouldn’t kill me. Probably.  Despite everything, I’m built strong—a crash would only be a painful bump in my journey. Probably.

At the last moment, my wings spread out without even thinking about it, as I have done so many times before. It comes almost effortlessly. I feel the air catching in them, the sensation remarkably familiar. Flying for an angel is like walking for an Evennonian. This is probably why we take this rare gift for granted. We shouldn’t.

I feel a strong pull in my back; my muscles are screaming at me to stop, but the only way now to stop is either to land on the ground or collide with it. I realise I don’t care which one.

The pain is excruciating but not nearly as painful as rotting wings being cut from my back, leaving an open wound behind. No. It’s a different pain. It’s a pain that I welcome anytime because I feel like I’m moving, not standing still in quicksand, being swallowed up. I can’t part the sea, and the shore is too far.

I feel a muscle rip in my back. It is a strange feeling. After all the torture I survived, my weakness will take me down. This makes me smile. How ridiculous. Gamaliel of Celestium dies by falling from the sky.

I try to manoeuvre myself to one of the balconies, but it is too late for that. My right wing turns back at an abnormal angle like an umbrella in a heavy storm, and it flaps behind me like a useless kite.

Then I fall.

This is how an angel dies.

An arm curls around my shoulder.

“Close that wing if you can,” shouts a familiar voice in my ear, the air skirting around us.

“Tobias?” I ask, not believing my own ears.

“We don’t have time for this! Close your wings!” he shouts, but I can barely hear his words from my racing mind.

I finally do as he says and pull it back. Looks like the left side is in better condition. Good to know. He tries to take control, but all he can manage at this point is soften the crash on the stone terrace.

He jumps up immediately as if nothing happened. “It is a unique style of flying, I must say.” He extends his hand to me smirking. I’m still in shock from seeing him, my body frozen on the ground.

“Please say you’re real,” I plead, hoping my mind is not playing a cruel trick on me.

He crouches in front of me, his brown eyes filled with concern. “What have they done to you?”

I scan the face of my long-lost friend, whom I imagined freeing me over and over during my days of damnation in the water prison. And now, he’s right in front of me, alive and well. His hawk wings intact, his brown eyes like polished amber after the rain. Just how I remembered him. And yet, so much time has passed.

His eyes inspect every inch of my face. “It’s me, Gamaliel. You are not hallucinating.” He smiles gently. “But I understand if you can’t believe your own eyes. Some days it’s hard for even me to believe how good I look.”

I feel a laugh escaping from the depths of my soul. It is really him. Tobias is one of the vainest angels I know.

He extends his hand again toward me, and I accept it.

I chuckle and hug him. “It’s good to see you, Tobias.”

He returns the hug without delay. “It’s been too long.”
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Chapter 37


Theo

Noroin
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The scout arrived just minutes ago, yet he already looks ready to bolt. His refusal to sit down says it all, his stance tense and restless. Between us lies the iron map of Immatale, its cold surface offering no comfort to the questions gnawing at me. My hopes for easy answers are fading fast. This man isn’t going to share much—not willingly, at least.

What unsettles me most about Rovan is the haunted look in his eyes—a look I’ve seen in warriors who’ve lived through too many battles. Yet, he’s younger than Tristan by several decades.

I’ve never liked meddling in matters that don’t concern me, and when Ezra decided to send Rovan away after the war, I assumed it was temporary—a chance for both of them to heal from the horrors they’d endured. I was wrong. Rovan has spent the majority of his life confined under the control of a sadistic lunatic.

“When did you leave for Turna?” I ask, hoping for a direct answer. I’ve realised the only way to get anything out of him is to keep my questions short and pointed.

Rovan doesn’t meet my gaze. He stares blankly ahead, standing rigidly with his legs slightly apart and his hands clasped behind his back. He hasn’t shifted an inch since stepping into the tactical room, as though rooted in place.

“A few weeks ago,” he replies flatly, not even blinking.

“And you went with the other one... What is his name?”

“Kallik.”

“Yes, Kallik. What was the purpose of your mission?”

“Spying on the enemy, as always.”

“Rovan, why don’t you sit down?” I ask with a sigh, trying to soften the edge in my voice. I don’t like these conversations to feel like interrogations.

For the first time today, his gaze meets mine, his clear blue eyes filled with suspicion. He hesitates, his body stiff with tension.

“Please, sit,” I add, pulling out the chair next to me in invitation.

After a long pause, he steps forward and reluctantly lowers himself onto the chair, every movement deliberate, as if weighing the consequences of each action. I make a mental note to exchange a word with Sabar about this.

“So, Rovan,” I begin carefully, leaning back to ease the weight of my scrutiny. “Tell me, what happened?”

“We were attacked,” he says, his voice devoid of emotion. “I’m the only one who survived.”

The way he speaks—monotone, almost mechanical—grates against my memory of him. As a child, Rovan had been so full of emotion and excitement, a boy whose energy could fill a room. Surely, it can’t all be lost.

But as I watch him now, I can’t ignore the hollowness that seems to have taken root within him. And despite all of this, he is a good-looking kid. Which is my next biggest concern. Sabar has always liked good-looking boys.

“Who attacked you?”

“Pixies,” he states flatly.

I pause for a moment, my gaze lingering on his face, but once again, Rovan avoids my eyes. “Where exactly? Can you point it out on the map?”

He sweeps his gaze over the map, his sharp eyes tracing every detail as though seeing it for the first time. The small symbols representing cities, the clusters of tiny trees where Noroin stands—each feature seems to draw his attention. Slowly, his focus shifts, gliding from Evennon to Turna and then lower to Mahhannan.

His finger rises, deliberate and steady, before pointing to a spot just beyond the ruined farm I visited with Orion not long ago.

“In the Dead Lands?” My voice tightens as I lean forward. “They attacked you in the Dead Lands?”

“Yes,” he replies, his tone as flat as before. “But we were already on the run. They just caught up with us there.”

“Does your father know you’re roaming around Turna? I would’ve thought you too young for this.”

At the mention of his father, his jaw tightens, and his lips press into a firm line. “There are plenty who were younger than me sent to their deaths,” he says, his voice laced with a flicker of anger, though restrained.

I might also need to exchange a word with Ezra. After all, whatever his son did to anger him, he has paid the price tenfold.

“Criminals, thieves, creatures of the dark, pixies,” I state. “You are none of that.”

He doesn’t answer, and his silence makes me want to burn Sabar on a stake. And Ezra. Both of them.

There is nothing Tristan could ever do that would make me send him to Turna to face a gruesome fate. Because there, it’s not a question of if, but when.

“Okay, I see you’re not in a talkative mood,” I say, massaging the bridge of my nose. I sigh deeply and swipe my gaze back at him. “So, back to Turna—you were around the pixies, they noticed you, you ran, Kallik died, and you came back?”

“Yes.”

“Where did you find the emberfae?”

“The emberfae?” he asks, a flicker of confusion crossing his blue eyes.

“Yes, the one Sabar brought to me. He said you found it in the Hollow Forest.”

Rovan shifts his gaze to his hands, his silence louder than words. I know why he’s holding back—whatever he says will either betray Sabar or force him to lie to me. The only question is, who does he fear more?

It hadn’t been easy to catch him in Noroin. He’d tried to slip through the city unnoticed, evading my guards until they finally cornered him. He never responded to the summons I sent. If he even received them.

Although Sabar rules the outcasts, he still answers to me. And so should Rovan.

“Rovan,” I say evenly, though my patience is wearing thin, “this conversation is friendly—for now. But I am the leader of all the armies of Evennon and serve directly under Orion, your king. When I ask a question, I expect an answer.”

“It wasn’t me who found it,” he says evenly. “And it was probably years ago.”

“Years ago? Then who found it?”

“Doesn’t matter,” he mutters, his voice barely above a whisper. “They’re no longer alive.”

I lean forward, my voice cold and sharp. “I’ll ask you one last time: what happened in Turna? I know Sabar is lying to me. Don’t even think about covering for him. Tell me the truth, or I’ll tear it out of him myself—and throw you into a dark cell to rot for a long time.”

That gets his attention. His gaze snaps to mine, and I finally see it—the fear he’s been trying so hard to suppress.

“We saw something we shouldn’t have,” he admits, his voice trembling. His face drains of colour, the freckles on his skin standing out starkly, almost darker than before. “The pixies... They have help. They’re planning to overturn the magic on the borders, and they’re being aided from inside.”

“We’re being betrayed?”

“Yes,” he replies, his voice cracking under the weight of the truth. “They’re going straight for the capital.”

I remember the pair of blue eyes in the bag left at the gates of Noroin.

Lira mor, ilar enal ar telar.

Unfortunately, they were right. We see, yet we are still blind. The enemy is one step ahead of us once again. 
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Chapter 38


Orion

Artmeon
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The stone terrace is bathed in the bright sun’s warm light, as we sit under the champagne-coloured skies stretching endlessly above us. Yet, the warmth doesn’t reach me. The words we’ve spoken twist in my mind, casting shadows that no sunlight can erase. Our entire existence is nothing but a fight over survival, and one day this snake will eat its own tail. No doubt about that.

Tristan leans closer. His pale grey eyes, like Callisto’s light, flicker in the direct sunlight. “There is a monster walking among us,” he whispers. If somebody knows about monsters, then I can trust Tristan. He, just like Theo, walked on the ground of despair after Mora’s remains were found.

Tristan saw his mother’s burnt and lifeless body when he arrived back with us. He saw his father’s soul break and die with her. Because as much as I love my friend, he has changed and not for the better. He has become cruel, and uncaring. His eyes have lost their spark, and I’m afraid that whatever times are ahead of us, this will not change.

“A traitor in Evennon?” I ask, struggling to believe my own ears.

“Yes, that’s what we heard from Rovan.” His answer only leaves me with more questions.

“Rovan? Isn’t that the son of Ezra?”

“Yes, he is. But he belongs to the shadows now, a scout of Sabar.”

“How come a scout brings you this news and not Sabar himself?” I ask. Sabar, my Spymaster, should be the one delivering the message to me, or at least to Theo. I may not like the man, but he was always loyal to my father. He might be cruel, but those who serve him often deserve worse.

Tristan sighs. “That’s something you’ll have to discuss with Dad.”

The way he says Dad makes my heart ache in the best way. There is still good in this world worth fighting for.

“What else did he say?” I ask, my voice low, trying to mask the frustration.

“Nothing. He doesn’t know who the traitor is, but someone is helping from the inside.” Tristan sighs, the exact same way his father does. He shifts uncomfortably, his hands fidgeting with the edge of his sleeve. “That’s how they know when to attack us to free the pixies.”

“So it could be anyone, anywhere.” I pause, considering the gravity of the situation. I want to believe our own people wouldn’t be so foolish as to betray us, but then again, we can’t trust those in Orvanha. Or Celestium.

Tristan nods, his silence speaking volumes. “I would not think the traitor is a pixie.”

I snap my head toward him. “Why not?”

“However they are getting messages out there, it is not an easy task. We are looking for somebody with power.”

I let his words sink in. Somebody with power.

“I want Rovan and Sabar to come to the capital,” I say, a plan forming in my mind. What better way to confront Sabar than to unveil his lies right in front of him.

The sun, as if on cue, hides behind a cloud, casting Tristan’s face in shadows. “Rovan was sent out of Evennon.” His voice trembles with controlled anger.

“By who?”

“Sabar.”
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Chapter 39


Eleonor

Artmeon
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I’m sitting on a bench in one of the hidden balconies, staring at the map in my lap. I try to memorize the cities and the forests of Evennon, the mountains, and the rivers, but my mind wanders away every few seconds. That’s concentration for you.

You are bound to me, said the goblin of all evil. Even days later, it still echoes in my mind, as if it just happened yesterday. I would disagree with him, but I see subtle changes in my appearance. My skin looks younger and more radiant, and I have more energy. I feel that something is changing.

But this change is not good. The more I get accepted in this realm, the further I get from my own. And this can’t be my only option. Not after Illia tried to kill me, and I don’t even want to think of the black room with Dante. No, there must be a way out of here.

My time is ticking. I need to make a move before it’s too late. Whatever I’m turning into, I would much rather go home and enjoy a boring life in the buzzing city.

London. I can’t tell you how happy I would be just walking on the street and being catcalled by some degenerate than spend one more day in the world of complete psychopaths. Oh, and Starbucks. Don’t get me started on Starbucks.

Orion gave me his blood to save me from death, but all he truly did was steal my freedom and lock me in a gilded cage. He is not a hero; he is the villain in my story. As a main character, I need to do main-character things and plot my escape.

Step one is to learn your enemy.

The map in front of me is a close-up of Celestium, the angel city. Or country, because apparently, they only have one big city. Built on a huge rock. In the middle of the ocean. Which can only be entered by wings or at very low tide. And I mean the lowest of tides. Navigating to Celestium by boat is no easy task. I study the picture before me, tracing the waters surrounding the island as they’re filled with sapphire crystals—some large, some small. It is, without a doubt, a graveyard of boats and ships.

According to Amalia, they once had another city called Ellium, hidden within a vast oceanic sinkhole, where waterfalls cascaded down its sides, embracing it in an unending curtain of water. However, after centuries, horrendous creatures started to appear in every corner of the underwater caves, and the ex-king fled that place to save his people—and lots of headaches. That was when he created Celestium. It is above sea level and has huge walls. Off to a great start. However, one must ask why he thought of building it so close to the mainland. The angels might have thought that Evennon was not going to be a problem. After all, what harm could the magicless cause? Clearly, they underestimated the greediness of Orion when he draws the border lines of Evennon.

Celestium isn’t really a part of Evennon because there is no real connection, but do you need a connection when you’re talking about an island? Because it is an island. I close my eyes and take a deep breath to regulate myself, knowing that I might never be able to understand everything that people do here.

I hear happy voices from the hall, but I’m not too worried about being discovered here since literally nobody ever comes here. It is too shady, and there is too much green, and the stone benches have seen better days. In a nutshell, it isn’t fancy enough for palace asses.

I shift my gaze back to the map and try to concentrate when two angels enter the balcony and go straight to the stone-carved railing, never even seeing me in the corner. I stay silent while they talk with each other in a tongue I have only heard from Aman in the infirmary a long time ago but immediately fell in love with. Maybe something to add to the study list. Who am I kidding? It is probably on it already.

One of them has dark brown hair cut into a shorter pixie style. He is wearing a beige tunic, which complements his dark brown wings perfectly. Angels are built differently. They don’t have bulky muscles like the guards in Artmeon, but their shoulders are broader than anyone’s here and full of well-built muscle. Lean muscle. Their wings are enormous, even compared to their bodies, which I guess is a good sign if you want to fly with them, not just bungee jump each time.

I recognize the other angel from before, though he looked so different back then. The weight and muscle he lost have returned, along with the healthy colour in his skin. His green eyes, like perfectly cut emeralds, gleam beneath his slightly curly black hair brushing his shoulders. And when he smiles? The world could fall, and I wouldn’t even notice.

The brown-winged angel reaches behind him and pulls, by the shape of it, a weapon wrapped in linen from his back and hands it to Green Eyes. By his tone, he seems to be amazed by this. When he unwraps it, a blue slightly curved sword is revealed. From a distance, it resembles a dagger made of a one piece of polished sapphire.

As Green Eyes turns to examine his fancy sword, his attention jumps to me. My mouth is still open while I stare at him and his absolutely-not-ugly friend.

Green Eyes says something to Brownie next to him, and now both angels are staring at me with curiosity. Brownie asks something of me, but I have zero idea what he wants.

“I don’t understand,” I admit, and they exchange a look.

“A little mouse in the corner,” comments Brownie.

Why is the first thought in everyone’s head when they see me a rat or mouse?

I’m thinking of escaping, but Green Eyes comes close to me and sits down on the other end of the bench. I pull my legs into my chest.

“I have seen you before, but I don’t remember you,” he tells me.

“Do you know everyone?” I ask.

“What an odd question.” He pauses for a moment. “I saw you in the infirmary. You are not a pixie. But you are also not Evennonian. What are you? Why are you so...short?”

The other one comes close, too, and sits on the bench perpendicular to mine. Ours. Whatever.

“She doesn’t look young,” chips in Brownie, “but she is small like a child.”

“Please compliment me more. You’re not so pretty yourself,” slips from my big mouth. I really need to learn to think before I speak.

“Yes, I am.” He smiles. And yes, he is. His face lights up from the smile, and his features are even more handsome. His brown irises are beaded with golden dots, and his eyes are framed with long brown lashes. He looks young and beautiful. I do feel old next to him with my twenty-six years. “And I did not compliment you.”

I sigh. “Exactly.”

“We’re being rude.” Green Eyes touches Brownie’s hand, a subtle gesture to silence him. “I’m Gamaliel, and this is Tobias,” he says, his hand gesturing to the brown-winged figure, whose eyes narrow slightly in silent acknowledgment.

I have the feeling that we won’t be BFFs with Brownie anytime soon.

I switch my gaze from Brownie to Gamaliel. It always starts so nice, and then they turn into monsters. “I’m Eleonor.”

Tobias grabs the book from my hand. It comes as a surprise; I don’t even have time to oppose it.

He turns the book and inspects it. “What are you doing with a map of Celestium?”

“I’m planning on occupying it.” They whip their heads up at the same time, shock on their faces. “Just kidding! I’m supposed to learn about it.”

“Have you been told you’re funny?” Tobias asks, a sharp edge slicing through his words. His piercing gaze stabs me mentally. He really doesn’t like me. Maybe I should stop calling him Brownie in my head. Maybe.

“Not particularly.”

“I think you should take that as a sign.”

Now it’s my time to gape at him, shocked and a little offended. “There’s no need to be rude.”

“My apologies,” says Brownie, tilting his head slightly, curiosity flickering in his eyes. “Why are you learning about Celestium, if I may ask?”

“That is a super long and boring story.” I sigh and grab the book from his hand, and he lets me pull it from him. “And you know, this was my secret balcony. You two should get your own.”

Gamaliel raises his brows. “Maybe you are funny, little mouse.”

Hah! I knew it! “Can I ask you something?”

Gamaliel tilts his head to the side “Yes.”

“How come angels don’t crash into the ground?”

They exchange glances with each other.

“What do you mean?” asks Tobias.

“I mean, okay, your wings are huge, but still, you don’t seem...hm...light-weighted.”

“We have hollow bones,” says Green Eyes.

“I see,” I tell him, like I understand, but how can it be? How can they be strong like soldiers and still weightless? This doesn’t make sense to me. Gamaliel, while he was at his lowest, un-winged form in the infirmary, could send me flying into the wall. How can you do that without normal bones?

“Now, ask what you really wanted to ask me.”

I glimpse up and find myself staring into his eyes filled with seriousness. “Well...” I say, very convincingly. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“You want to ask me something. It is written on your face and in your posture, but you feel like you shouldn’t. Just ask,” he tells me, and I feel violated. However, he hasn’t done anything unless he can read minds.

I take a deep breath. “Why does Orion hate you?”

He stares at me for so long that it gets uncomfortable, and my heart beats a little faster than usual. I just put my hand right into the beehive.

“I don’t think he hates me, no.”

“But he imprisoned you,” I press on.

“I know. I was there,” he says with a cold expression on his face. “Why does it interest you, little mouse we don’t know anything about?”

I feel my face turning red, and I have to shift my gaze down into my lap to break the spell of his eyes. I’m scared that if he stares into my eyes a second more, he will see through my soul.

“There you are.” Aman appears at the balcony door, dressed neatly as always. He sweeps his eyes over me and Tobias and stops on Gamaliel. “Orion wishes to see you.”

“The goblin of all evil,” I mutter under my breath, but obviously, everyone has better hearing than I do.

Aman narrows his sky-blue eyes on me, and I cut eye contact. Not sure if it helps, but it makes me feel better.

Gamaliel smiles. “I couldn’t have said it better.” Then, standing up, he winks at me. “Let’s go. I can’t make the master of all evil wait.”
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Orion

Artmeon
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Gamaliel sits in the chair in front of my desk, looking better with each passing day. His hair has regained its deep black colour, which seems blue in certain lightning. It reaches a little under his shoulders in soft curls. His wings are an entirely different story, though. The feathers are growing, but some are still smaller than they should be, and none of them are white. It isn’t that common to have completely white ones, and he was widely known for his pretty wings. Pretty angel with his pretty white wings. What a fucking cliché.

I’m no expert in angel anatomy, but I highly doubt they’ll turn white over time. Honestly, his new dark blue wings seem far more practical than the pristine white ones—and they definitely give him an edge. Don’t get me wrong, he still looks fancy, but now on the deadlier side.

The only thing not changing for the better is his facial expression. Same worry and sadness every damn day I see him. 

Angels are part of this world, and yet they flew so high they lost touch with reality. Gamaliel is strong, the strongest angel I know, but this does not make up for the fact that he is stubborn at heart. This stupid angel would have faded away slowly in prison, then swore loyalty to me. For him, the oath is betrayal; for me, it is power. 

Thebolian might have been the king of Celestium for centuries, but the only useful thing he ever made was his son, Gamaliel. He is far stronger and less greedy than his dear father, even though he doesn’t want to realise this. His biggest fault is his sense of righteousness, even if it kills him.

He has been sitting in a rigid position for the past half hour, and it’s getting on my nerves already. I promised myself that I would give him time to heal, but honestly, I have never been famous for my patience. 

“Are we going to sit here in silence, or will you tell me what it is this time?” I roll my eyes.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Literally, you ordered me here.” 

Lies. Of course, he knows why he’s here. 

I gaze up to the ceiling with a sigh, begging the warming sun to burn me alive before I do it myself. “I think you do, and I am bored of your sadness, so just spit it out. You would do both of us a favour.”

He looks at me surprised, always seeming so baffled by my directness. Anger flashes in his green eyes, but he gets it under control rather quickly. How sad! I’d rather take angry Gamaliel any day of the year than sad Gamaliel with his tail between his legs.

“What is it you think? You murdering my family? Taking my throne? Sending my people to war? Where do you want to start?” 

And angry Gamaliel is back. That’s more like it.

Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t put this much effort into one person, but I need him to be my ally. Preferably willingly. “It wasn’t your throne. Can’t put that on me!”

“You can twist is as much as you like, but my father being the king makes me entitled to the throne. And you fucking cut his head off!” He almost screams his last words. Ouch.

“Guilty.” I sighed, grabbing the glass bottle sitting at the edge of my table and filling the two empty glasses. “What do you want from me?” I push one of the glasses to him, gesturing to him to drink up. “There is surely something we can agree on.”

“How about giving me my crown back and getting the fuck out of my country?” asks Gamaliel mockingly while grabbing his drink and emptying the glass at once. “How does that sound?”

“Anything else?” I taunt him.

“This rum sucks.”

“It is from the cellars of Celestium,” I remark, amused.

“Fuck you.”

“It’s always a pleasure talking to you.”

“You’re an arrogant asshole.”

Look who’s talking. “My father would have already taken your head off and put it on the highest point of Celestium for the angels to see until it rots away,” I say emotionlessly and continue in a gentler tone. “But you are lucky, I am a softie at heart.”

“You disgust me.”

“This isn’t a mutual issue,” I tease him as innocently as I can manage. Unlike Gamaliel, I enjoy his company and our little battles.

He pauses, scanning my face as though trying to read me. We’ve been playing this game since day one of his liberation. I’m trying to get on his good side, and he is trying his limits with me. How is it going? Shit, I must say.

“Oh, for the ever-blowing wind, just get it out!” I grumble. “My patience is fading, Gamaliel. It’s now or never.”

He glances down at the desk as if gathering his courage. “I can’t do this,” he says quietly.

I raise my brows in surprise. “Talking to me?” He seems just fine, cursing at me.

“No. I can’t lead my people into this massacre.”  He lifts his eyes to mine again—a broken man behind his sadness. 

Oh yes, the war. Angels are neutral in all causes of the world. I guess this is the luxury of having wings and flying away from your problems. Gamaliel knows the value of the angels, not just in war but in healing the injured. He knows that Merania has already captured some of his people, and the next war with Turna probably won’t be any different. 

The ones in Merania went on their own, seeking allies, and never returned. How is that my fault?

“We have been over this many times,” I tell him in a slightly irritated voice. ”I did not send them there. And Turna is Turna.”

“But it does not make it better, easier, or right.” His eyes shift to his empty glass.

“We have been in this war for a long time. You just joined; you know nothing.”

His jewel eyes sparkle with loathing. “You are at war!” he hisses like a cobra.  

I raise both my brows. “You’re surely not practising discretion on me,” I say, amused. “Have you forgotten your oath of loyalty, by any chance?” 

“I would have never taken that oath. You know that as well as I do. You are morally vacant. Your reputation precedes you, and let me tell you something, it is beneath most,” he spits like poison. Little does he know I drink poison for breakfast.

“But still. You are alive and sworn.” I settle back in my chair. If there is a conversation that I am sick of, then this is in the top five. “Celestium is now under the command of Evennon. And I am Evennon. If I’m at war, so is Celestium, with all the angels, including you.” 

“I won’t lead my people willingly to a war they shouldn’t be part of.” 

“I could make you crawl, Gamaliel. Don’t you ever forget that,” I remind him with a bored sigh.

Silence. His emerald eyes widen, but he keeps his mouth shut.

We both know I can do whatever I please with his country, his people, and even with himself. And he can’t stop me. It’s not his fault, though; no one can. But does it matter to an utterly proud—stupid—angel? Probably not. 

“I don’t understand you,” he tells me. “Why do you need me so badly? It would be best if you had killed me a long time ago, alongside my mother and father. What is it you expect from me?”

I tilt my head to the side, searching his face. It looks emotionless, a mask he hides behind. I know this look. I know how to pretend to be unaffected. How to put on a mask. I believe this is an ability a king can’t function without, and I will never forget that Gamaliel might be my subject now, but he was groomed to rule Celestium for long centuries. He is still admired and worshipped by his people, just like his late father was and is to this day. No doubt he deserves it. Surviving my torture with sanity is rare.

It amazes me how little Gamaliel thinks his value is alive. Without the oath, his presence would upset the peace in Evennon; his death would mean absolute war with the angels. King Ejiro already despises me for taking my crown back from Nox and then occupying Celestium. He is a pain in the ass, that man, but he has support. I can’t just run a war against Merania; it would be too bloody. He doesn’t want to make peace with me or secure any alliance, he has made it quite clear from the beginning. Luckily, he can’t attack me either. And here we are, living in a cold standoff, bleeding out our borders, giving Turna all the advantages it needs. And while we are quarrelling with each other, Turna grows stronger like a cockroach under a stone.

“I need the angels. I need your magic,” I explain. “And you need Evennon.” He opens his mouth to argue with me, but I hold up my hand to stop him. “Why do angels live on a fucking rock in the middle of the ocean? Because everyone on this land wants to use you. Everyone.”

“Do you have a point, or do you just like to point obvious things out?” he asks, his voice low and tight, Gamaliel’s mask is slipping.

“I do. We both know what Turna does with captured angels. Mutilates them and uses them to heal their own until they drop dead. Or even Merania, which keeps the wings of captured angels as a trophy.” I lean closer to him over the desk. “You know, King Ejiro has a room dedicated just to the wings he’s collected.”

“This is your point? How much better would it be if you send us to our death?”

I take a deep breath. “How many have I killed or mutilated? Hm?”

“I have no idea. How many?”

“None. Of course, not counting your family.”

He is quiet. “I hope you don’t expect me to thank you for that.”

“No, I want you to understand that what I offer is beneficial for you and me both.”

“Tell me now, King Orion of Evennon,” he says, placing his hand on the table, fingers intertwined. I know he does it to keep himself from striking me. “What is it you offer other than insults?”

“You and your angels help us with magic, teach us to deal with the ugliness outside the walls of Evennon, fight on our side as one, and in return, I offer you protection, life on land, and freedom.”

“Freedom?” He chuckles. “I think we have distinct concepts of freedom. What do you want to do with magic?”

There are things in life that you can’t say out loud to the people you know, only to strangers and enemies, whispered to the darkness when nobody listens. “I need to keep Evennon alive, and I don’t see how much longer I can be threatening enough to keep Turna and the pixies away.”

He doesn’t say anything, only nods understandingly. I continue, “My power is strong, but magic is returning to Turna. I can feel it. Every time I go to Noroin, I feel it growing stronger, a force calling out to me to follow.”

“And nobody knows about this but you,” he says. “Nobody but you have magic in Evennon other than the angels.”

And some freaks in Orvanha, but we don’t speak of that.

“Correct.” I pour another drink into the two glasses. “You see, it is not my intention to get the angels hurt or killed.”

“Nobody understands better than me that you want to save your people.”

“We can only win if we are united, and you are the key to that. The more you comply, the less blood will be on my hands.”

His jaw hardens, and tension radiates from his body. “And what if I say no?”

“You wouldn’t be so stupid.” He turns the glass in his hands, studying it like it has the answers he is looking for. “Power is not something you say no to. Besides, I’ll get what I want, whatever it takes.”

“Whatever it takes,” he repeats. I see recognition set in his features. If I have to torture and force every one of them, I will. “We could have been allies,” he says softly.

“No. Your father was quiet when war burned up Evennon and left nothing but grief and ashes behind.”

“It was a long time ago, and he didn’t owe you anything.”

“And yet, his silence was louder than the words of our enemies.”

We play the staring game again, his emotions changing like the wind on top of Orvanha—anger and sorrow.

“If you accept my proposition, I want you to go to Noroin with Tobias.”

“For what? Trimming trees?” Another similarity I share with Gamaliel is that he also despises Noroin.

“Turna is trying to find our weak spots, and the easiest access to Evennon is through Noroin. The pixies are planning to break the gates with magic. I need the pixie gates to hold. If Noroin falls, everyone breathing in Evennon is as good as dead.”

He lifts his eyebrows. “How bad is it?”

“Not too bad,” I say, “but in the last year, they have become desperate.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” I confess. “Something is happening, but I can’t put my finger on what.”

“How many?”

“How many what?”

“Angels. In Noroin.”

“None at the moment,” I answer, and he stares at me unblinking, baffled. He probably expected half of Celestium to bleed on the fields between Noroin and the Pixie Forest. I tilt my head to the right and smile. “I’ve surprised you, haven’t I?”

He narrows his eyes at me. “I’m trying to figure you out, but I’m at a loss.”

I smile even wider. “Let’s drink to that.”

Enemies make the most loyal friends.
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I find myself wondering around Artmeon aimlessly. Orion’s words echo in my mind like a song that I can’t get out of my head. Why would I care about his people? The again, why wouldn’t I? He is right; if the pixies regain their magic, that will be the end of Evennon. There is no question about it. Is it really my duty to protect the magicless? I wish the wisdom of the elders would find me in these dark days.

How dare he tell me he is the key to protecting the angels? He’s done nothing but bring havoc upon us.

But how could the angels trust me? I betrayed them on so many levels it is hard for even me to count. My stubbornness left them without a leader for an entire century, and now, I just sold them out to the very man who took away their freedom. A former prince has become a puppet—a slave. 

I never asked for this responsibility, this burden that now weighs heavily on my shoulders. And yet, here I am, entangled in a web of treachery and duty.

I spot Tobias on the southern wall of Artmeon, watching the ladies in the garden below. I decide to fly to him, anger making me do stupid things. My back screams in agony as I take off, but I won’t let one more thing out of my control today. I land just behind him, the feathers on his brown wings ruffling as the air of the momentum reaches him. He doesn’t bother glancing back at me, his attention focused on prettier subjects.

I sit down next to him, my legs over the wall. “You don’t seem to mind Artmeon too much.”

Without looking at me, he says, “I could get used to the weather.”

The ladies below are wearing light dresses that curl tight around their breasts, and the fabric seems to be slightly transparent. 

He turns his head toward me. “What did he want?” 

I take a deep breath. “We need to go to Noroin.”

“How come?”

“Turna.” 

For a long moment, he stares at me like he’s trying to read my mind. “I know it’s not what you want to hear, but it’s not that bad.”

“You’re right; it’s not what I want to hear. But I’m also not as bothered as I thought I would be.”

He turns his attention back to the ladies below. “I’m glad you made the right decision.”

“Being his puppet?”

“Being alive,” he says meaningfully. “You can’t imagine the pain we endured when he imprisoned you.” His voice breaks. “I should have saved you, but I just...”

“How can you blame yourself?” He turns away from me and lifts his wings, but I’m faster, so I grab his arm and keep him in place. “Look at me, Tobias.” He does, his eyes filled with tears. “If anyone is to blame, then it is my parents and me.”

“I swore to your mother that I’d protect you under any circumstance! To give my life for yours! And I have failed you! And I have failed her.” 

The picture of hollow eyes watching me in death flashes into my mind. She couldn’t say her last word; just her mouth moved without making any noise. Even then, I knew what she wanted. Fly. A mother’s love is irreplaceable, wanting to save me even when the winds are blowing around her weightless soul. 

I was so preoccupied with my pain and my position that I forgot how my imprisonment affected my people and my friends. I am truly a selfish bastard. Maybe Orion sees a mirror when he looks at me. Maybe I’m a monster too.

“You are my friend since I was just a child under the bright sun, and I would have rather died than let that monster put you in that water prison.”

“But I should have done the same for you,” he whispers. “That’s what friends do.”

I hug him. “No, friends stop whining about the past and come to co-puppet in Noroin.”

He laughs and pushes me away. “How much I hate that city.”

“You are not alone, my friend.”

We decide to leave the ladies behind and walk around the palace garden. The lilac trees in the garden are in full bloom, filling the air with their sweet fragrance. The soft petals brush against our skin as we walk under the low-hanging branches. We cross an arch made of lilacs, and I notice the silence and the emptiness of the path. All around us, bees buzz, collecting the sweet nectar of the flowers, birds chirp, and the sun warms my skin.

“How peaceful,” I say, breathing in the sweet air.

“Do you recognise her?” asks Tobias.

I follow his gaze, and I see a statue of a woman made out of copper. I walk closer, not sure how to answer Tobias.

The woman stands straight, her hand with a sword held high, her long hair flowing behind her, her other hand holding the hand of a small child. Mora.

“This is why no pixies are in this part of the garden, isn’t it?” I ask.

“No pixie is allowed to stand on the same ground as her. The ladies take care of this part of the garden with their own hands as a sign of respect for her, for saving so many lives.”

“She was a hero and a martyr,” I say.

“So many died. And we weren’t here.”

I turn toward him. “Don’t make this sound like any of this is our fault.”

“I’m not, but their anger is justified,” he says with a hint of frustration in his voice “The pixies brought this on themselves.”

I keep staring at the statue of the woman who fought like a lioness and saved so many children by locking them under Artmeon and sacrificed her own life without hesitation. They tortured her for who knows how long and then burned her alive. Put her body out by the gate to be found by her people. Theo.

I don’t say a word. I continue on the path in the silent garden. This doesn’t justify the murder of my parents, the murder of my mother. She did nothing wrong in the world.

Her white dress on the floor, a puddle of blue blood around her. Her severed head next to her body, looking at me with dead eyes. The silence of the throne room filled with my screams. Orion standing over her, his eyes calm, and the bloody sword in his hand.

I shake my head, trying to erase these memories from my head, with little to no success. 

We walk quietly. My head is full of the past when Tobias glances at me with caution. “What do you know about Assan?”

I sweep my eyes over him. His lips are pressed together tightly, and there is tension in his whole body.

“I have no idea,” I tell him. My eyebrows knit together in confusion. “What is to know about Assan?”

Tobias stops, his pupils smaller than usual. “Orion paid a visit a year ago to Celestium.”

“Off to a bad start,” I remark, and I already know I won’t like how this story ends.

“You have no idea...” He exhales heavily, sorrow etched in his distant eyes and the furrow of his brows. “He ripped out Assan’s throat, then ordered him here, to Artmeon. We haven’t heard from him since then. Like he disappeared from the face of Immatale.”

A tremble runs through my body as anger inundates my soul, and my heart speeds up like an eagle before catching prey. 

“Why did Orion rip out his throat?” I ask Tobias firmly.

Tobias doesn’t answer and avoids meeting my gaze.

“Tobias! Why did Orion rip out his throat?” I ask again with more of an edge in my voice.

“The second legion looted Taured on his orders,” he says finally.

I stare at him silently. Idiots. 

“So that is why you came to Artmeon. To find out what happened with Assan?” My voice is laced with frustration and pain.

Tobias opens his mouth to defend himself, but I raise my hand to stop whatever excuse he wants to tell me.

I spin on my heels and storm away. I can’t deal with him right now. My anger is too raw.

How many more secrets are they hiding from me?  
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I climb the endless stairs to the office of the boy who calls himself king, fury radiating off me, clouding my vision. Distracted by the knot of anger tightening in my stomach, I accidentally catch one of the pixies with my wing, causing her to stumble. I could ignore it, but that isn’t my way, so I turn back and help her up.

Her delicate grey hands tremble under my touch, which only fuels my anger. What harm have I ever done to these creatures? And what did they do to deserve the torture, pain, and servitude forced upon them by the sins of their ancestors? Are we to bear the weight of our fathers’ crimes?

Assan was my father’s closest friend, just as Tobias is mine. And I would die for Tobias.

I reach the door where I left Orion not so long ago and, without hesitation, push it open. I freeze in the doorway, my heart thudding in my chest. My breath catches as I take in the scene before me.

He’s lounging on one of the luxurious chairs, shirtless, with a pale grey pixie girl perched in his lap, half-dressed. Her eyes are a deep, vibrant black, like a star-studded night sky, and her lips part in pleasure. Her long, black hair cascades around her slender body, reaching her waist.

At first, Orion doesn’t notice me, his attention entirely on the beautiful creature in his lap. But then, slowly, he turns his head and catches sight of me standing there. His expression shifts from carefree pleasure to pure irritation.

“I hope somebody is dying,” he says arrogantly.

“You tell me.” I raise my voice. “Where is Assan?”

He rolls his eyes and pats the girl on her thigh, and she moves from his lap, covering herself up. Orion stands up with a huge sigh, grabbing his shirt from the floor.

“I see you’ve talked with Tobias,” he says. “I wondered if it was a good idea to let him come here, and now I know the answer.”

I inch closer to him. “Where. Is. Assan?”

The pixie girl moves out of my way and heads toward the door.

“Stay,” commands Orion calmly like I’m not even here. “Make yourself comfortable,” he tells the girl, then pours a drink into an empty glass and gives it to her.

“Come on, Angel of Death. Let’s find your Assan.”

Orion moves past me while pulling his shirt over his head and fixing himself up. He takes off in long strides, and I follow him without a word. He leads me through narrow halls and passages, my wings barely fitting despite being pulled close to my body. We descend until we reach the entrance of a cave. The cave seems familiar, and when the realization hits me, my breathing stops for a moment. No. It can’t be.

I’m standing at the main entrance of what had been my residence for so long that I forgot who I was. I gasped and drowned more times than there is to count. The memories rush through me like I’m still there. A part of me has wondered in the last couple of months if I really left or if my mind just went blank to a better place where there is no more water and no more drowning. But here I am, at the door of my nightmares.

“Are you coming?” shouts Orion from the cave, irritated.

I turn and lean back against the wall, sliding down on it until I’m sitting on the ground. My hands are shaking, and my heart is pounding. I need air. I need to get out. But there is no out. There is no air. My chest is tight. I can’t breathe.

Sweat covers every inch of my body, and my heart feels like it’s about to burst. The walls around me close in, and the darkness presses on me until I feel like I’m about to smother in it.

Every second seems like an eternity in this trance of terror and doom. I close my eyes, trying to calm myself down, but I can’t control myself, like I’ve lost control for another hundred years.

After what feels like hours, I feel a hand on my arm, and I silently pray to the shining sun on the horizon that it isn’t Orion’s.

“Hey,” a familiar voice murmur.

I open my eyes, and Aman’s face appears just inches from mine. He’s crouched in front of me in the narrow space, so close that if I leaned forward, our noses would touch. Air fills my lungs again, as if I’m breathing for the first time.

I have no idea when he arrived or how much time has passed. My confusion must show on my face as he smiles at me reassuringly.

“I need to get out,” I whisper.

“Alright, then we’ll get out,” Aman replies, taking my hand and helping me to my feet.

His touch is steadying, and I cling to him as we make our way out of the cave. Shame and embarrassment settle over me—how could I ever think I could stand against Orion, when it’s clear I am no longer the man of strength I once was, but someone weakened by his own mind and haunted by nightmares?

I feel ridiculous and humiliated for clinging to Aman like this, weak and useless—a weight to carry. I couldn’t save my father, I saw my mother die, and yet, I am still alive in this doomed existence.

A hundred years.

The world moved on, but I’m standing still in time, waiting for my torture to end. The day never turned to night for me, and a new day never came. I still feel like it happened just moments ago. In reality, my family has been dead for a hundred years, and there is nothing I can do about it. The guilt has never faded. Not even to a softer shade.

A little voice in my head whispers in the dark hours that Orion is still a murderer, and I am his lapdog—a shame to my name and my father’s.

As we reach the stone terrace, the sunlight is harsh and blinding after the darkness of the cave, but I welcome it with open arms. I take deep breaths of the fresh air and let the warmth of the sun wash over me, trying to shake off the memories that still haunt me.

We walk in silence for a while. I realise too late that Aman’s hand is still firmly in mine. It feels like an anchor, keeping me tethered to reality. But I need to get away from him. I can’t let him think deeper about this than there actually is. I let go of his hand and continued to walk as if nothing happened.

Aman must sense my unease because he turns to me and stops. “Are you okay?” he asks softly.

I nod, but the words stick in my throat. I don’t know if I’m okay. I don’t know if I’ll ever be okay. “Sometimes I wish I died with my parents on that doomed day. Lying in the cold earth must be better than seeing the man in the mirror.” I turn away from him.

He catches up to me and grabs my arm. “Gamaliel, wait! I know that you’ve been through a lot, but you need to be careful with Orion.”

I can’t help it—a hollow, desperate chuckle escapes me. “Do you really think I care anymore?” I ask him in a sad tone, pulling my arm from his grip and attempting to storm off.

But he’s persistent, catching hold of my arm again. “Wait!” he says, and when I see his face, I pause. All he’s ever done is try to help me; it’s unfair to blame him for the sins of his brother.

“Let me help you,” he says softly, his voice tinged with...love? He and his brother are like night and day—so different, yet inseparable. And still, he looks at me as though I’m the only thing that gives his life meaning.

And yet, every day I question if this is all an illusion. Or maybe I’ve completely lost my mind. Perhaps he’s just trying to win me over, to gain my trust, only to use me as a pawn. Time seems to stand still between us, just as it did in that water prison. He’s trying to break through my defences, and I’m trying to understand him. We’re both losing in our own game. And for what? What could I possibly offer them? Orion must be mad if he thinks I’ll play his obedient lapdog while letting his brother seduce me.

I meet Aman’s pale eyes, gleaming like silver in the direct sun. “You’re wasting your time on me, Aman, son of Kassus, brother of the evil king.” I emphasize the last part, and he looks disappointed or even hurt.

He lets me go then, and we stare at each other. Finally, I cut the contact and I pivot in the opposite direction.

“Aren’t you interested in what happened with Assan?” he shouts after me.

I whirl around. I was so occupied with my feelings that I completely forgot why I went down to the doomed cave in the first place. I find Aman just standing there, motionless, waiting for me. He lifts his right brow in a silent question, and I walk back to him, compelled.

“Tell me,” I beg, and I prepare for the worst. Assan, where are you?

“Come, let’s sit down,” says Aman, and he walks away from me.

I want to scream, and I want to hit him.

“Tell me!” I shout after him, horrified by my reaction. When did I become so desperate? So easily ignited? “What did he do with him?”

But Aman keeps walking, never looking back. I storm after him, despair and helplessness filling my chest with dread because deep down, I know that I can’t say or do anything that would save Assan from whatever torture he’s enduring in the darkness. I stop in my step from this thought, my mind going blank from the endless possibilities of that monster torturing my people, and I can do nothing but stand by and watch like I watched the very people who created me die.

“Please,” I say, and he finally stops and turns halfway toward me. He walks back to me until we’re standing like before.

“He is imprisoned,” he says calmly, and he caresses my cheek with the back of his hand. “He defied Orion in Celestium, and Orion decided to keep him locked up until the situation with the angels gets under control. He is alive and well.”

“So that is why he keeps me,” I say almost quietly. How could I think he wanted me to take his side willingly? Do I have a choice?  “He needs me because I’m weak, easy to control.”

“No, he keeps you because he needs you,” he explains. “You are the strongest angel alive, and you have a voice all the angels are willing to listen to.”

I stare at him in disbelief. “I broke down from a fucking cave entrance. Tell me, Aman, how am I the strongest angel?”

“Your pain doesn’t defy you,” he adds. “You are a lot more than your pain.”

I almost believe him, but the harsh truth is that I don’t see pain—I only see weakness.

“You underestimate yourself, Gamaliel,” he says softly. He touches my hand, and when our eyes meet, I recognise that look. Desire. “You’re not weak. You’re just hurting. And I want to help.”

I keep my distance from him, but it doesn’t feel natural. His closeness, on the other hand, feels like second nature to me. That year in the infirmary fucked up my head more than it should have.

I try to pull my hand away, but he holds it firmly.

“Stop,” he says. “You don’t need to run away from me.” He grabs my other hand, and I feel my heart beat a little faster—this strange feeling of desire.

Angels don’t take non-angelic lovers. That is the way it has always been, and I should remind myself more often in these moments of weakness. He steps closer to me, giving me the signal to move. Then why do I feel unable to do so? I have no answers to my questions; the only thing I know for sure is that this will end badly for both of us.

“Gamaliel, look at me,” he says, and I lift my head.

The moment our eyes meet, I know that I cannot turn away from him; I’m locked in place, a prisoner without chains. My heart races as his hands slowly trail up my arms, sending shivers down my spine. I should try to resist, to pull away, but the truth is that I don’t want to. Then he leans in, and his lips brush against mine. When I don’t pull away, he presses harder.

I stand motionless, stunned by his closeness and intimacy. It is not just that he is not of my kind, but that he is a man. It’s not like it’s strange to have lovers of the same sex; I just never realised that I might be interested in it.

His lips are warm and soft as he presses them more urgently against mine, almost as if he wants to tell me something without words. As a switch flips in my mind, I start to kiss him back, feeling lost in a sea of emotions that have been long forgotten yet rush over me like wildfire.

Aman’s heat touches my skin, his tongue dancing with mine, unravelling the mysteries in each other. All the emotions I’ve been suppressing for so long come flooding back, and I feel like I’m drowning in them.

Drowning.

The simple thought wakes me from this trance. The nightmare of the water prison haunts my existence.

I push myself away from him, turning around and almost running toward the palace wall.

“Gamaliel! Where are you going?” he shouts after me.

“To Noroin!” I shout back to him, spreading my wings.

“Please, wait!” he says, but I can’t. I can’t wait, and I can’t look back because the moment I turn back is the moment I lose.

I jump from the top of the wall and let the fast wind carry me.  
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Chapter 43


Eleonor

Artmeon
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The winter garden is filled with the light of the afternoon sun, filtering through the canopy of trailing vines and flowers overhead. The space is filled with the scent of lilacs, mixing with the softer notes of roses and the sharper scent of the citrus trees Amalia planted in the pots by the stained-glass windows a couple weeks ago.

I’m sitting in a wrought iron chair, my legs propped up on the side of the small marble fountain in the middle of the garden. The book in my lap is filled with golden stars and lines forming constellations. I’m starting to feel dizzy by just looking at them. Where is the Latin alphabet when one needs it most?

I try to concentrate on the material, but then a little blue butterfly lands on the open page of my book.

“Hey.” I welcome the tiny creature, which is no bigger than the palm of my hand. Its wings are a pale blue framed with lighter blue and gold spots on them. Its fragile body is a soft blue-grey colour, with delicate antennae that swirl around its head. I try to touch it, but it flies away, leaving behind a wake of shimmering sparkles in the air.

The butterfly circles me and passes over my nose before fluttering away in the direction of the door. It returns and dances around me in a swirl of motion and then takes off once again.

“Do you want me to follow you?” I wonder aloud, asking myself whether I’m really talking to a sparkling butterfly. Am I going crazy?

Short answer? Yes. Definitely. Okay, I don’t know if I should be creeped out or excited by magical butterflies. Kinda in the middle.

I follow the blue butterfly through the halls, across one corridor, then into another, and up a short flight of stairs to an old door that has been closed for a long time, at least by the look of it.The iron hinges are rusted, coated in years of dust and grime so thick it clumps together like hardened wax The door has no handle, either removed or fallen off on its own. Who knows? I can see nothing but darkness through the cracks around the door until my little friend disappears under the small gap between the bottom and the floor.

Wonderful. Don’t mind me. Just let yourself in.

I try the door, and with a loud creak, it opens a little. I push my body inside and swat away the ancient cobwebs that are hanging down from the ceiling, like veins of white in the dark. It is mostly filled with buckets and old cleaning supplies, but I can still see a space at the back of the room. I’m baffled why anyone would want me to come here, and I’m almost ready to turn around and go back when the little butterfly circles me again and heads behind the shelf.

The room is so small it can’t be more than ten feet deep, with a shelf at the very end full of spider webs and abandoned stuff. I sigh, step inside, and follow the butterfly in the dim light. It vanished behind the shelf, so I get on my knees to inspect it.

My heart races as I run my fingers along the back of the shelf cabinet, feeling for some indentation. When I press firmly on an old knot in the wood, a trap door swings open with a whine that makes me jump. A chill rushes up my spine, and I take a deep breath before leaning in to peer down the ladder that disappears into the darkness below.

The only light comes from the tiny blue butterfly that fluttered around me. It flies confidently through the opening and waits for me to follow. I wonder if it came from the Pixie Forest, lighting my way out of this hell, back to where I belong. Home. My realm with my people.

I test the ancient wooden steps cautiously, but they seem sturdy enough to hold my weight. With one more deep breath, I start my descent.

I descend into the hole, and for a good while, there is nothing but the ladder. Set deep in the rock, this unnatural shaft seems to burrow downward forever. I’m sure this was not built by Evennonians, pixies, or angels; they would have lots of trouble going down in the narrow space.

When I reach the ground, my knees ache from the descent. I feel like I climbed for a good ten minutes. The butterfly zips from me into the darkness, indicating for me to move my ass.

“Okay, okay, I’m going.”

I follow it in complete darkness. I can’t even see my nose if it flies too far away.  The passage is not only dark but damp. It smells like moss, earth, and something else. Something ancient.

When I reach the end, I find a door that is in the same poor condition as the one upstairs. I push it open silently and enter to find a cave much larger than before with high ceilings. This part does not seem neglected like the way down had been, making me more aware of my surroundings as I realise that I am in a probably-forbidden area of the palace. A rush of adrenaline fills my blood, causing excitement to course through me.

I grab the dusty sand lamp from the wall where the butterfly lands, and then it dances around in its rhythm, leading me forward. I’m not sure where we’re going, but so far, so good. I can almost bite the air. It is so humid, and the further we go, the hotter it becomes, and I need to swipe the sweat out of my eyes.

We arrive at an opening where I can see two ways to go, one more illuminated than another by a few lamps hanged on its walls. The butterfly stops right above the entrance and flaps its wings twice before flying toward the darker path.

The place is ancient, in an Indiana Jones way. The symbols on the walls are carved into the white of the stone of Artmeon, creating little scenes of history. Reminds me a lot of Egyptian symbols.

“What the hell?” slips from my lips in total shock. 

I examine it more closely and realize that they are indeed Egyptian symbols. Hieroglyphs, to be exact. But not just that, it seems to be a mix of different languages, changing by the walls. The next wall is like an Indiana Jones movie, where he discovers the ancient Inca temples, then the symbols mix with other languages. It is an organised mess of someone’s thoughts.

I’m no expert in ancient symbols, but I did attend a fancy bachelorette party in Egypt once, and the guide, who was really passionate about it, shared a lot about the symbols and their meanings. Now, I just wish I had drunk less the night before the tour. This one right here, the cross with a loop on top, symbolizes immortality. I remember this one very well because they used it rather often in the Pyramids.

I follow the walls, searching for symbols that I remember. The snake biting its tail—rebirth. Two hands—the soul. I touch the symbol and run my fingers around the carvings, mesmerized by my discovery.

I jump when I hear a deep voice from behind me, and I almost pee myself from the surprise. I bend down to grab the lamp I just dropped, but it has sprinkled sand all over the place. Luckily the lamp is still lit, and the sand stops glowing once it reaches the ground.

I turn toward the voice with trembling hands.

On the other side of the cave, there is a dark figure closed behind iron bars. He almost melts into his dark surroundings with his black skin. If it wasn’t for those white wings or his eyes...would his eyes be purple? I’m just staring at him, trying my best not to scream, while he moves closer to the end of his cage and grabs onto the bars.

“I don’t understand,” I whisper. My bravery must have walked away with my voice.

He seems confused by the use of what they refer to as Cidalian, but not enough to keep quiet. “I just asked if you know what they mean?”

I step back, my shoes hitting the wall behind me and give a slight nod, unsure if I should just run away.

“Who are you?” he asks me, a little more gently this time. “I didn’t want to scare you.”

I keep my silence. My legs are rooted to the ground. Why am I still here?

“My name is Assan. You don’t have to be scared of me,” he says and smiles at me. “You understand those symbols, don’t you?” he asks, and I nod hesitantly. His eyes narrow on me, scanning me up and down, trying to read me. “What does it mean then?”

“Soul,” I whisper.

“Soul?” he repeats. “That is interesting. Does Orion know you can read this?”

I shake my head, fear rising in my chest from the possibility that Orion will find out about my little adventure.

A pleased smile spreads on his face, making him look even more handsome, darkly and sinfully. If angels can be sinful, well, this one definitely could make anyone join the devil.

“Don’t worry, I’d be the last person to tell him,” he goes on. “Besides, it is unlikely anyone will visit me anytime soon.”

“He locked you in here?” I ask, but who else would do things like that if not Orion?

“Oh, yes.” He chuckles. “And he’s planning on keeping me here for a long time.”

“What did you do?” I ask him, curiosity getting the better of me.

“Had a different opinion,” he says, and I smile because it sounds like Orion. “What are you seeking down here?”

“I’m not entirely sure.”

“Interesting.” The light of the lamp paints a shadow on his features, creating a golden glow to his skin. “I haven’t seen you before, and I would surely remember.”

“I’m Eleonor,” says a mouse in a weak voice. “I’m rather new in Evennon or even in Immatale.”

“And how do you like it?”

“Honestly? Not at all.” There is something about his calm presence that is comforting, and I find myself relaxing in his company. He is nothing like the angels I’ve seen before. He doesn’t seem old, but I feel like he is old—ancient.

Assan leans against the bars of his cage and looks at me with interest. “What is it that you don’t like about Immatale?”

I hesitate for a moment, unsure if I should tell him my true feelings. But there is something about him that makes me trust him despite the fact that he is locked up in a cage. Under a city. In a cave.

Yeah, I have zero survival instincts. None.

“I never wanted to come here in the first place.”

“I can imagine. Do you want to leave then?” I nod in agreement. “Hm, how is that going for you?”

“They tried to drown me, and whipped me for two entire days. I would say I’m failing.”

Assan’s eyes widen in shock and anger. “That’s barbaric. But also, sounds very much like Orion.”

I sigh. “Yes, it does.”

“How did you end up here then?”

“I woke up in the Pixie Forest,” I tell him.

“Through a door perhaps?” he asks, but what can I say?

“I guess.”

His eyes widen, and surprise draws a line on his forehead. “And you wish to find the door, I gather?” I just look at him, trying to measure if I fucked up by trusting him. Like he is reading my mind, he smiles. “Don’t worry, any escape plans are safe with me. And if you have any for me, please let me know.”

“Do you happen to know how I could find a magical door? Just asking for a friend.” What is there to lose at this point?

“In fact, I do,” he says, and I move closer to his cage. “However, magical doors can be tricky. You might end up in an even worse place than Evennon.”

“I’m willing to take my chances,” I say to him, determination in my voice, not so much in my heart.

Assan nods in understanding. “Very well, then. Wherever that door is, it must be within the borders of the Pixie Forest. Outside of it, no magic could hold it open. You will know the door when you see it, and only you can see your door, no one else. It couldn’t have been Orion. The boy doesn’t possess the knowledge to open magical doors.”

I stare at the dark figure in the cage and wonder who he is. Orion is ancient compared to me, but this guy just called him a boy. I wonder how Orion would like it.

“Have you known Orion for a long time?”

He smiles, but it doesn’t look genuine. “You could say that. I knew his mother—the last Siren.”

“The last Siren?” I repeat, confused. “Then what does that make Orion?”

He chuckles dryly. “You really have no idea, do you? Huh! It’s been ages since I’ve met anyone so unaware of the rumours surrounding the Sirens and Orion.”

“I guess today is your lucky day,” I say, sarcasm lacing my tone.

“It seems to be.” His purple eyes gleam in the darkness as they scan me up and down. “Sirens were killed by Cidalia a long time ago, and nobody to this day knows for sure why Orion’s mother was spared from this fate. But the rumours say that he has Cidalian blood in his veins.” He waits until I nod in understanding. “Do you know what Sirens did with male children?”

I shake my head no. “What?”

“They killed them.”

“Damn, that’s cruel.”

“Yes,” he agrees, his tone almost too casual. “To them, males were weak—incapable of bending chaos as women could. Weakness was intolerable.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I step closer to his cell, narrowing my eyes. “You mean Orion is considered weak? But everybody is scared of Orion!”

Assan smile widens. “Exactly! Orion’s father, Kassus, saved the boy from death, and for some reason Cidalia spared his life as well. His mother, however... She chose death over the shame of raising a son.”

“But why is Orion not considered a Siren then?”

“Because he’s a man. Weak. Not by our standards, of course, but by the Sirens’.”

“So you’re saying that a woman Siren could kick his ass?”

“Yes,” he says, a hint of amusement in his voice.

Noises come from a distance; someone is probably down in the cave system. I tilt my head in the direction of where the sounds are coming from, but still, there is nothing visible. It is just a matter of time, though.

“I have to go,” I tell him and turn in the direction I came from. “I wish I could stay longer. I have so many questions!”

“You should go, Eleonor, child of another realm. I wish you luck finding your door!”

I give him a brief nod before heading back the way I came.
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Chapter 44


Aman

Artmeon
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My Dearest Boy,

How I long to see your face in the sunlight again, where no shadow dares linger. I think of you as your mother would, had the winds not carried her away from us. It falls to me now to bear the weight of worry in her stead.

My child, my heart aches to shield you from the darkness, though I know it’s a futile hope. Even the Sun surrenders to the embrace of night. There can be no light without dark, and no solace without a storm.

Visions haunt me, as fleeting and fractured as dying embers in the wind. I see a stranger in the threads of fate—a girl not of our world, caught in the winds of change. She is bound to the moons, her presence a tether between salvation and ruin. But how can one so lost save us when she cannot even save herself?

The abyss calls my name, its whispers winding through the Hollow Forest, carried by the wind among blackened trees. They speak a name—his name.

Bring him to me. You who speak with the ones others believe lost, make him come. Time slips through our fingers, and shadows creep across the moons. When the waters turn black, our fate will be sealed. There will be no escape. No salvation. Hurry.

With the light of the Gilded Moons,

Missa
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Chapter 45


Orion

Artmeon
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After Aman takes a troubled Gamaliel away, I walk into the cave system, finding my way through the narrow pathways, turning and twisting until I reach the cell holding Assan. The dampness of the chamber seeps into my nose, and even before I can see Assan, I feel his light magic lick my skin.

Feeling the differences in one’s magic is like feeling the differences in textures. The magic of angels is light, like putting your hand in a gentle stream, letting the water flow between your fingers. Pixie magic is colourful, and despite our feelings toward them, their magic is not dark at all. It is wilder, yes, but it’s like standing in a waterfall, hitting you from above.

A deep voice echoes in the small chamber. “A visitor. How nice of you.”

I don’t bother lifting my ironcast lamp; Assan’s purple eyes gleam in the dark so much it would be impossible to miss him. “It happens, dear Assan, that I am a nice person.”

“That is good news. I had a completely different impression of you, son of Kassus.”

I roll my eyes and walk closer to him. “You know, I put you here so you can practice being respectful, but maybe I should just prop your head up on a wall.”

“Maybe.”

Without another word, I turn the two other sand lamps hanging on the walls upside down, and they start to glow with a warm orange light.

“However, my head on the wall wouldn’t be able to talk.”

“Would that be a bad thing?” I sigh, raising an eyebrow.

“How is ruling the world going?”

“Still in progress.”

“Huh, and what is it I can do for you, son of Kassus? I’m sure you did not come to have a friendly conversation.” He says friendly like it’s the biggest joke in Immatale.

“It’s like you read my mind.”

“I think I would be lost in the darkness.”

I glare at him, and he smiles like a cat with cream.

“Oh, by the way, Gamaliel was looking for you,” I tell him as if it’s nothing. But I know he craves every little bit of information I can serve, the darkness of the cave sucking the life out of the soul.

“Is the boy out?” Assan gasps, his eyes scanning my face wildly. “When?”

I lean back against the wall, satisfied with his desperation. “You seem interested.”

“Where is he?”

“He is going to Noroin.”

“Fighting your war, I see.”

“Fighting his demons.”

He stays quiet for a long moment, thoughts almost visibly racing behind his purple eyes.

“How is he?” he asks finally, with a little edge in his voice.

“Arrogant.”

He snorts. “Like you are to judge.”

I smile at him. “You know, in another life, we could have been friends.”

He stares at me like I have grown another head. “Speaking of life, how long will you keep me here?”

“It depends.” I smirk, amused. “Either my brother climbs into Gamaliel’s pants, or he will become a good lapdog on his own. Whichever happens first.”

“You’re using your brother? Why am I not surprised?”

“Don’t you worry, Aman is more than willing to make Gamaliel comfortable.”

Assan leans against the wall of his cell, mirroring me, and lets out a deep sigh. “I see. So, I’ll be here for a while then. How long do you think your brother will take to realise Gamaliel is not interested?”

I push myself away from the wall. “Who knows? Maybe he never will. It’s not like we have a set deadline.”

Assan nods his head slowly, his eyes fixed on the ground.

I step close to the iron bars of the cell that separates us, examining Assan as if he were an interesting bug. The black of his skin melts into the darkness surrounding him, but when he lifts his eyes, they burn like small torches in the night.

“Who is talking with our enemy, Assan?” I ask in a low voice.

“With our enemy?” he replies, his surprise laced with mockery. “Are you so delusional as to see enemies within your own walls, Siren King?” He chuckles, as if this were some joke between us.

“Do you find my question amusing?”

“Siren King, Siren King,” he scoffs. “Your deeds are catching up with you.” He pauses, leans forward, and whispers, “You’re running out of time.”

I watch him silently, my words cutting through the air like a blade. “You will be my lapdog, too,” I say coldly, like the ocean before a storm. Let it sink into his stubborn mind. “I will break you, slowly, over time. I needed Gamaliel to make the angels obey, but you...dear Assan, you will rot here until I see fit. And when you are finally released, you will bend to my will. And if I find that Celestium is betraying us, I will butcher the angels one by one and decorate this very dungeon with their bloody wings.”

He stares into my eyes without blinking, rage filling his features. The exact look that son of a bitch traitor king of theirs wore on his face before his head landed on the ground. “And what, you will bore me to submission with these conversations? That’s your plan?”

I smile even wider. “I might just do that, my dearest Assan. I might do that.”
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When I return to my office, I find Niy in my chair, comfortably sipping amber liquid from my glass. I glance at the bottle; she found the good stuff we buy from the traders, not that shit from Celestium. When she looks up, a shy smile spreads on her grey face, reaching her huge black eyes. She is beautiful from head to toe. And I can be trusted on this—there is not an inch of her body I haven’t touched, massaged, or licked.

“That was quick,” she remarks. “I didn’t expect you to return before the sun goes down.”

“I would never keep you waiting that long,” I say, my voice laced with desire.

As our lips meet in a fervent kiss, her response is immediate, a hunger matching mine. Passion has never been an issue for us. With a swift movement, I lift her effortlessly while she wraps her legs around me, her warmth searing through me. Lost in the intoxicating taste of her lips, I find myself wanting more, unable to get enough of her. Setting her gently on my desk, I lift the hem of her dress, only to be met with a delightful surprise—she is completely naked underneath.

A mischievous grin plays on my lips as I tease her softly, “No underwear?”

Her giggle dances in the air as she responds by undoing the buckle of my belt.

Drawing her closer to the edge of the desk, I sink to my knees before her, ready to be her servant any time of the day. I push my head between her folds, gently licking her soft flesh. She moans and whips her head back, her silk hair flowing around her. Just watching her pleasure makes me rock hard and my balls twitch.

“You’re killing me, woman,” I whisper.

Niy grabs my hair, pulling me back to her. “Less talking, my King.”

I obey her without a second thought and lead my tongue around her folds, making her breath grow heavier by the second. I don’t make any sudden moves, though; I want to make all my efforts count.

I trace my finger along her entrance before gently pushing two fingers inside her. She rocks her hips forward to make my fingers dip deeper inside her already-drenched pussy.

“What is the urgency?” I breathe.

“I’m very busy, my lord, if you could hurry the fuck up.”

I love her dirty little mouth. I especially love it when it’s wrapped around my cock.

The thought makes my balls almost hurt with need. My dick gets harder, if it’s even possible at this point.

With my other hand, I yank my pants down and stand up, turn her around with one movement, and position myself behind her. She arches her back slightly, offering herself to me as I push my cock into her. She moans my name, and I claim her lips in a fierce kiss, darting my tongue forcefully against hers.

I nip and suck on her tongue while I fuck my little slave with more force, feeling her wet pussy clench with every movement, claiming me as much as I do her. Using my free hand, I tease her swollen clit, pinching and massaging. She whimpers into my mouth, and I kiss her harder. Her lips are so soft and, I must say, addictive. I get lost in them in no time.

I move in and out of her in a crazy rhythm, both of us gasping into each other’s mouths.

“Harder,” she begs, and I deliver.

I rock my hips into her, slamming so hard that the desk inches forward. Not bothered by it, I pull her closer, smelling her sweet scent over the unmistakable smell of sex. She leans back and grabs my hair, and I lose it. I pump into her once more then slow down as I push my cock in her, filling her little pussy with my cum.

I lower my head to the curve of her neck to catch my breath. This woman.

As I pull out, I drop back to my knees and use my fingers to spread her folds, then push my head between them. Niy drops her head back and grabs my shoulder for support. She widens her legs even more for me as I push my fingers back inside her wetness. Her back bows when I lick and suck her clit while fucking her with my fingers.

Her breaths come in heavy gasps, and she screams with ecstasy, filling the room with my favourite sound.

I rise from my knees, gently resting my forehead on top of hers, listening to the sound of her heavy breaths. With a swift motion, I lift her, Niy’s legs crossing behind my back, her black eyes meeting mine. I carry her through the office and settle us onto the velvet sofa, where Niy rests her head against my chest, just the place I like her to be.

“You are so beautiful,” I tell her, making her almost black lips curve into a smile.

“And what else?” she teases, running the tips of her fingers along my arm.

“Well, you have the prettiest little pussy in all of Immatale.”

“Oh, so you’ve seen them all?”

I roll on top of her. “You are a wicked woman,” I say before I kiss her.

She bats her black lashes at me innocently. “You do know they call you cruel behind your back, right?”

“How can that be? I spent half the afternoon kneeling before my subject.”

She laughs and hits me on the arm playfully. I settle next to her, and she lets her head fall back on my chest, her long black hair around us in an organised mess.

Theo might be right about me loving the pixies a little too much, but he would never understand the need for someone like me. I know it is impossible because sirens are long gone, but this is the next best thing.

After a quiet moment, I ask her, “Do you know how to get your magic back?”

She smiles. “I never had magic, silly.”

“But you could. You’re just as much made of chaos as I am.”

Her expression turns dark and filled with sadness. The sadness of centuries. “Hm. That is somewhat true. And yet, you are killing pixies rather than the magicless.”

“I don’t do it out of joy,” I remind her.

“Who are you trying to fool?”

I can’t disagree with her. I’m killing her people. Kassus killed her people. But before that, her people were killing us. Where does it end?

Better question: will it ever end?

“So, do you know how to get magic back?” I press the topic again, even though I have low expectations of a real answer.

“Even if I knew, I wouldn’t tell you,” Niy says with seriousness that we don’t use often. “You’ll need to torture me to get an answer.”

I tickle her side mercilessly, and she kicks and bites while laughing. “Like this?”

“Stooop!” she screams.

I stop in my tracks. “Give me one good reason to stop.”

She winks at me, then puts her lips on mine and slides her hand between us, grabbing my balls.

Well played.
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Chapter 46


A Shadow

Dead Lands
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Solan falor serin ein firan, alava fira lum ior tahan alan jott a mor. Mahhannan, ien zekana alir. Nun issi mel, oven faela ien firan tora a eiron, lanor favalin irevon ai vurin, alan marali doo tahan vaor halla ior. Nun terel solana ehen vaor alanor, ovin sa solana oruma mihana, vaor emelan arosa.

Semara makka narra, dari gorin makka ein favalan garra. Vaora issi merel. Enil makka, serena liaen, ai vaor ilan halen. Laor alor mir tahan ai alava firan ein telan alor.

Ai vaor falor inen.
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For those who don’t speak Elarin:

The sun rises slowly in the sky, casting a faint light over the lands that has been ravaged by war. Mahhannah, as it was once known. It was such a long time ago, but it seems as though the very air has been poisoned by violence, leaving behind a sense of despair and hopelessness that seeps into the depths of the very ground we walk on.

Long gone are the days when we were united, but until the sun follow the moons, we have a chance to recover. The dream has become reality, old promises manifesting in front of our eyes.

Our time has come. Magic is changing. The balance has been overturned, and we shall seek the opportunity. They ignited all the lands and covered the skies in the orange of fire.

And we still rise.
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Chapter 47


Eleonor

Artmeon
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After my discovery, I’m sitting in my room with my pixie books and don’t know what to think of this. Ancient symbols from around my world in another realm scratched into the foundation of Artmeon?

Assan acted as if he doesn’t know what they mean, but could this mean nobody here can read them? I thought that the books with the pixie writing would be my big secret discovery, but this is so much bigger than that. I just wish I could tell this to people at home and bring a team of archaeologists for a little caving.

I grab my books and go over them, looking for the Egyptian symbols or any other I would remember, but nothing. Absolutely nothing about those. Not in the history books, not in the pixie ones. Just stupid flowers in every shape and form.

I feel disappointment and excitement at the same time. Were those people from this realm originally? Did they come here on their own? Were they kidnapped like me? If so, where are they now?

I’ll make sure to spread this when I get home. Surely, nobody will put an aluminium foil hat on my head.

If I get back.

I almost slap myself for my negativity. Focus.

However fascinated I am by my new discovery, I should not forget my mission of getting home through the magical door. Only I can see the door.

Orion, the boy, lied to me from the first moment.

You are bound to me—my ass. The only thing that I want to bind to him is another kick in his balls. But since that didn’t go exactly well the first time, I just bury my head in my pillow to muffle my scream of frustration.

How can I escape from Evennon if Orion doesn’t let me? There are guards everywhere, no way of getting out unnoticed. I take a deep breath, trying to calm myself down. Getting worked up won’t solve anything. I have to think rationally.

First, I have to get out of Artmeon. There is no way I can make my way alone from Artmeon to Noroin, then I can think about escaping. But why would they let me go to Noroin, which is on the border of war?

As I think about my options, I hear a knock on my door. I hesitate, wondering who it could be. It is odd for anyone to come to my chambers unannounced.

But before I can even ask who it is, the door opens, and Aman steps inside, dressed in a long tunic that hides his entire body, except for his bare feet.

“I was looking for you,” he says softly.

I almost jump up from my bed, praying to the Gods that the pixie books are not visible under my history book. And that he doesn’t feel the need to lift it.

“What, sorry?” I ask while my heart is racing. I did nothing wrong and still, I feel like I have been discovered doing something wrong.

“Our class today? About herbs?”

I could kick myself for forgetting about my medical lessons. “Oh, right. I totally forgot. I’m so sorry.”

He gazes at me for a long moment, as if trying to read my mind, before shifting his attention to the rest of the room. It’s like he sees right through me.

“You’re acting weird,” he says. “Why is that?”

“I’m a bit jumpy these days.”

“Hm.” He takes another good look around my room, sweeping his eyes right over my books, but luckily, he doesn’t notice the pixie books. His pale eyes stop on me again. “Anyway, if you’re still interested, my afternoon is free.”

“Sure!” I say. “I was just buried a little in the history of Evennon and Celestium.”

“Hm, I would be more worried about the pixie books you took from the library,” he says, and I stop in my tracks.

I feel my face flushing. “You know about the books?”

“Yes, we saw when you took them with you.” He smiles gently. “You didn’t really think you could hide anything from us, did you?” he asks and moves forward as if nothing happened.

We walk back to the infirmary silently, back to his small room, which is filled with shelves holding jars of medicines and herbs, a desk and a chair in the corner. The walls are covered in charts and diagrams of plants and their healing properties. The faint smell of lavender wafts through the room. We don’t sit down. Usually, he shows me an herb and then we create a few vials of medicine from them. It is good practice for me, and he needs to stock up anyways.

After we do the first part and are waiting for the herbs to cool down a bit, I’m aimlessly turning the pages of a book, looking at the potions. One of them catches my eyes, which seems something super yummy, and probably deadly. In this world, anything that seems too appealing sooner or later tries to kill me.

“Aman,” I say, bringing his attention back to me, “what do you know about this potion?” I lift the book to turn it toward him when a paper falls out of it. I crouch to fish it from under the desk. It is a letter with a black raven seal on it. As I stand up, Aman snatches the paper from me and looks at the book on the desk.

He raises an eyebrow. “Well, this is a recipe that should be able to create magic.”

“But isn’t magic prohibited?” I ask him curiously.

Aman nods in agreement. “Yes, it is. But there are good uses of magic. Nothing is black or white in the world, Eleonor.”

“Like what?” I press.

“Healing. In the old times everything was filled with magic, and some need it more to exist than others.”

“Like creatures in the Pixie Forest?”

“Yes, something like that.”

“And can we create this?” I wonder, excitement firing up inside me. Until now all I’ve heard is “magic this, and magic that,” but I’ve never seen anybody actually perform magic. Maybe this can change. What if I could create my own door home? The possibilities are limitless. “What will it do?”

“It is harmless, but we can’t create it.”

I glance down at the recipe, disappointed and ready to turn the pages.

“But I know someone who experiments with these.”

I whip my head up and look him in the eyes, excitement filling my pores. “Who?”

“Another healer. He is a little...odd. You might like him though.”

“Is he here?”

“He is in Noroin, keeping himself close to the Pixie Forest.”

And just like that, the universe has sent me an opportunity. “So nobody can create magic?”

“It’s not that simple.” He sits down on his chair, crossing his arms. “You know it already; Evennonians don’t possess magic, but angels and other creatures in Immatale do.”

“But if the angels can create it, why don’t you ask them?”

Aman smiles. “Have you talked to an angel lately?”

“Not much.”

“Well, if you manage to get an angel to help with this, I’ll get Dante to plead for your forgiveness publicly.”

“That unlikely, huh?”

He doesn’t say a thing to me, just smiles widely, making him look even more handsome than he is. You wouldn’t believe he’s actually Orion’s brother with him being such a nice guy.

“But you can still try to get there on your own.” He winks at me, and I stare at him not so sure anymore.

“You mean figure out how to create magic on my own, what a couple-hundred-years-old guys couldn’t do? Yeah, sure. Give it a rest.”

“Why not? Sometimes, Eleonor, a fresh point of view can change everything.” He stares at me more meaningfully than a stupid recipe would make one. “Sometimes a mere drop of water can shift the entire ocean.”
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The sun falls below the peak of Mount Non as the pink skies slowly turn to dark blue dotted with tiny spots of stars. Yoneer shines its purple light over Evennon, like an overseer of our borders. I wish this was true, but neither Yoneer nor anyone else is watching over us. Only I do. Always and forever.

I hear a soft knock on the door of my office. For a moment I wonder if I only imagined it, then I hear it for the second time. Whoever is on the other side of the door is more unsure about this encounter than I’m used to.

“Yes?” I call out, and I hear the crack of the door slowly opening, I don’t hear footsteps or the door closing, so I finally turn my head and see that Eleonor is standing in the doorway still holding onto the handle.

“Is it a good time?” she asks, her face uncertain and wary. 

“Come in.” I sit up. This might be the first time since her arrival that she’s come to speak with me without trying to kick me in the balls.

She moves in, her footsteps silent on the stone floor. Her flowy sage-green dress is held together by a golden neckpiece and a matching chain belt on her waist. The fabric, only an inch above the ground, flows delicately with her every movement. She has changed a lot since the first day I saw her lying half-dead in that bed in Noroin. She looks more like us. Her skin is clean, with no more lines on it, her hair is long, and I don’t know if she’s noticed, but it’s started to change colour. There are lighter strands mixing with her dark brown. I realise that she probably has gotten a little taller too, but so slightly this might me just my imagination.

I motion for her to sit on the sofa across from mine. She lowers herself onto the edge, as if ready to spring for the door at any moment.

“What can I do for you?” I ask while her eyes wander around my office. She has never been in here, I realise, her eyes curiously scanning every detail of my possessions.

She doesn’t answer.

“I sometimes wonder how a creature from another world sees us. We must seem strange to you,” I say, finally catching her attention. “How would we do in your world?

“Not good,” she says softly, but I see a shy smile playing on her lips.

“Why?” I ask, genuinely interested.

“Technology,” she says. “In my world, you are centuries behind.” Ouch. “But we have no magic there.”

I raise my brows. “None at all?”

“Might be some things that seem magical, but nothing supernatural about them. Pure mechanics and physics.”

“Interesting,” I say. “So you could teach about your mechanics and physics. Maybe we could get centuries ahead.”

“Maybe,” she says, but her eyes tell a completely different story.

“So, Eleonor, what can I do for you?” I ask her again. “I’m happy to keep company, but I guess you did not come here for that?”

Her hands turn white on her knees as she squeezes them harder. She takes a deep breath. “I wanted to ask for your permission,” she says, her gaze meeting mine, which has been especially rare since her session with Dante in the dark room. I noticed it the first few weeks that she avoids my gaze, and maybe others’, but I thought that would resolve itself with time. I was not right, which is an especially unfamiliar feeling; I am always right.

“For what?” I ask.

“I...I want to visit Noroin.” Before I can even open my mouth to answer, she jumps up. “You know what? This was a stupid idea. Forget what I said.”

And she starts to walk toward the door.

But before she can even get around my sofa, I’m in front of her, making her almost crash into my chest. She glances up at me, and I was right—she seems taller than I remember.

“Why do you want to go to Noroin?” I ask, but I already know I’ll let her go. Aman came to me a couple days ago mentioning that Eleonor could do with a little change of scenery, and I agreed, however I would prefer to send her to Taured rather than Noroin.

Then again, the last year has not been easy on her, and I cannot say it was easy to keep her away from the ones that want her dead. I basically exiled Illia and her entire lady’s court from Artmeon until they make peace with Eleonor being alive and well within the walls of Evennon. Men may be strong fighters, but they fight with honor and restraint. Women, on the other hand, are relentless, nothing can stop them when they’re defending the ones they love. Mora taught this lesson to the pixies who tried to murder so many children, and she paid a price too high.

“There is a guy Aman was talking about, doing some experiments with potions... I...I’m just interested...” she mumbles.

“Okay, you can go.” I agree, softening my tone. “For a month, not a day more.”

Her lips curl slightly upward, almost unnoticeably, as surprise and happiness mix on her face. I turn from her toward the door and open it for her. “There is a change in guards three days from tonight. You can travel there with them. I’ll have a word with Dorian.”

She moves toward the door and says a thank you when passing me, relief making her receding silhouette seem to loosen. I watch her until she reaches the end of the summer great hall. She stops and looks back at me. Our eyes meet again from the distance. She lowers her gaze and nods, then moves as fast as her legs can carry her.

While I stand there holding the door, I feel the wind around me return to a steady calmness. She is changing not only from the outside, but I can feel something I haven’t felt in centuries.

The chaos inside her is just like mine, the familiarity dazzling.
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Not long after Eleonor leaves my office, a sharp knock breaks the silence, confident and unhurried.

“Enter,” I call.

The door swings open. A royal guard strides in, bowing before stepping aside to reveal Sabar, my Spymaster.

“Your Spymaster, my Lord,” the guard announces before leaving in a rush, as if the very air Sabar breathes unsettles him.

Sabar, on the other hand, is not in a hurry. He walks toward me with confidence in his step, his eyes meeting mine and never leaving. A cunning smile appears on his face, painting his forest-green eyes like a snake’s.

“My Lord.” He bows, his voice like silk over steel. “It has been far too long. I don’t even remember when I saw the capital last.”

“Sabar.” I gesture toward the sofa. “Please, sit.”

Sabar doesn’t hesitate. He has nothing of Eleonor’s shyness, I notice. His presence is like cold water poured on fire, leaving nothing but the white curtain of steam behind, where he only shows what he wants you to see. His reputation precedes him: a man of riddles and secrets, who knows every whisper in Evennon and beyond. Conversations behind closed doors are never truly private with Sabar lurking in the shadows. But my father put his trust in Sabar, and I’ve never had a reason to doubt his loyalty.

“I must admit,” he says as he sits, “being summoned by the king himself was unexpected. A rare privilege, one might say. But of course, I am nothing if not a loyal servant to the crown. When called, I always answer.”

There’s a glint in his eyes, something I can’t quite place, and it leaves a bad taste in my mouth. “No doubt about that.”

“You have redecorated your father’s office, I see.” He surveys every inch of the room, and I follow his eyes.

“My office,” I correct, my tone sharp. I tilt my head to the side, staring at him with a predator’s gaze.

“Of course,” he replies smoothly, his smile unwavering. “Your office.”

I lower myself into the armchair across from him. “I received news from Noroin.”

“Noroin?” His voice drips with feigned disinterest. “I wasn’t aware that bleak forest had anything worth discussing.”

“Is it possible there are places where your ears don’t reach, Sabar?”

His smile deepens, dark and unreadable, reminding me of a dark and gloomy night. But he stays silent, waiting for me reveal more information. Sabar won’t say anything unless he is forced to.

“There is a monster walking among us.” I pause, still staring into his green eyes, neither of us blinking. “And the winds whisper that you know of its presence.”

He doesn’t even wince “Do they, now?” he muses, his tone casual. “What curious winds they must be, to carry such tales to you.”

I smile back at him. “My winds are not your concern. What I asked you is.”

“But you have not asked me a question, my King.” The deliberate blandness with which he says my King scrapes against my nerves.

Enough of this game. “Did you know that I have a traitor within the walls of Evennon?” I ask sharply.

Sabar leans back, as if amused by the accusation. “No,” he answers, his tone unhurried. “If I had known of such a thing, I would have delivered their head to you in an iron box.”

There is a rule in Evennon, one rule even my father never crossed, however cruel he was: you never kill or execute an Evennonian without good reason. Staring into the eyes of Sabar, I cannot decide if I’ll keep myself to it.

“In a box?” I echo, a smile curling my lips. “And would you not inform me first?”

“I fail to see what makes you think I’m stabbing you in the back.” Anger takes over the pleasant mask he has been wearing since he stepped foot in my office. “I have never betrayed your father, Borja, Nox, or even you.”

He reminds me the names of Borja and my little brother for a reason. Some like to remind me how many failed before me. And the ones mentioning this don’t live too many years.

“You know, Sabar, my father never liked you,” I assert, even though Kassus had a lot more in common with Sabar. “He valued your usefulness, sure, but he always kept his distance. Don’t make me visit your house of screams, Sabar—because if I do, only one of us will be walking out.”

“It pains me greatly that I can offer no friendship to the crown—only my service.”

“Why did you lie to Theo about the emberfae?”

“Lie?” Sabar’s lips curl into a faint smile, his voice smooth and unhurried. Fascinating how fast he composes himself.  “No, my King, I don’t tell lies. If Theo has accused me of such, I will gladly ride to Noroin myself to clear up any...misunderstandings.”

“You told him the emberfae was found weeks ago,” I press, my tone biting. “Yet your scout speaks of years. Why?”

His smile remains, but there’s a flicker in his gaze—a glint of something sharp and calculating. For the first time, I sense I’ve struck a nerve.

“My scouts,” he begins, his voice calm but with an edge now, “are not men of virtue. You know this well. They pay for their crimes in service to the crown—a dangerous duty no soul would endure. Their words, like their deeds, are often stained by their pasts. And yet...” His eyes meet mine, steady and unyielding. “You see a criminal in me, my King, while I am merely surrounded by them.”

“I would hardly call Rovan a criminal,” I scoff, leaning forward. “Let me ask again, do you know who is betraying me?”

“No, my King,” he replies, his tone unwavering. Then, after a deliberate pause, his smile sharpens. “But I do know who is betraying me.”

I lean back in my chair, my eyes steady on Sabar. “You know, Sabar, I’ve tolerated your games. The secrets you keep. The webs you weave in the shadows without my knowledge. But when those shadows start to withhold from me—when scouts and spies go silent or your reports trickle in like a dying stream—I start to wonder who you’re really serving.”

Are you betraying me, Sabar?

Sabar’s smile falters for a fraction of a second before it returns, polished and sharp. “My King, I serve you. Every move, every whisper, every step is for the crown. For Evennon. For you.”

“Then you will prove it.” I stand up and move to the bar, opening the bottle of amber liquid. “You will find the traitor. I don’t care how many shadows you crawl through or how much blood you spill—bring them to me. Alive.”

Sabar’s expression doesn’t change, but his eyes darken like storm clouds brewing. “As you command, my King. But you may not like what I’ll have to do to find your monster.”

“Do it anyway,” I snap. “Whatever it takes. If Evennon burns, it will not be because you were too cautious or too clever for your own good.”

Sabar inclines his head, his movements smooth as always. “You will have your answers, my King. Every truth, every shadow, every drop of blood.”

Sabar stands up and starts to leave. I call after him, “One last thing, Spymaster.”

He pauses at the door, glancing over his shoulder. I feel my power slowly rise to the surface, my eyes glowing with the whiteness of pure chaos.

“Do not mistake my trust for weakness. If I ever find you’ve crossed me—if I ever suspect your loyalty has faltered—I’ll see to it that your head is delivered in that iron box you so eagerly promise others.”

Sabar’s lips curl into a thin smile, his eyes gleaming like a snake’s in the dark. “A comforting thought, my King. I wouldn’t expect anything less. But rest assured, I’ll do what must be done.”

The door closes behind him, leaving me alone in the dimly lit room. I empty the glass in my hand with one large gulp as I look through the hollow arch leading to the clouds and certain death below. The gilded moons shine through the arch, their pale light casting long shadows as my jaw tightens. Somewhere in Evennon, a traitor lurks—and now, we are in a race against time.

Let the hunt begin.  
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The night has already draped the pink skies in it’s dark blue velvet, but thanks to the sea of stars above us, it isn’t dark at all. The horse’s hoofs rumble rhythmically on the old road that led from Artmeon to Noroin. We don’t even have to lead them; they know the road in the dark.

Nobody has spoken in a while. Our enthusiasm lowers with the setting sun. Even Dorian shut up, for which I’m thankful, after who knows how many hours of teasing and pranks.

In the distance a little pink light rests upon the flat meadow around us, and then many follow, like a magical carpet on the sides of the road. I watch it, mesmerised. “What’s happening?”

Dorian turns his head toward me, following my eyes. “Moon petals,” he says like I would know. “These flowers are very common around Noroin, but they only bloom at night. Thus, the name.”

I gaze up at the sky, searching for the moons, but I can only see the purple one. The other two are missing. “Where are the other moons?”

Dorian sighs next to me, like I’m starting to give him a headache. “Little mouse, we’re almost at the border. Do you not have mountains in your realm?”

“Oh, shut up,” I tell him, and he laughs, as he has many times before today.

The air is thick with the scent of moss and earth, and the ground is covered in a carpet of leaves, softening the sound of hoofs hitting the ground. The closer we get to the heart of the forest, the darker the path becomes, with the tall trees creating a continuous dense layer overhead, like a canopy shading from the night’s lights.

We reach the wooden gate lit by starfly torches. The handles are ironcast, shaped like twisting roots that end in glass domes. Starflies look a lot like fireflies, but they are smaller and burn with a bright, purplish light. They also live a long life, but require regular feeding. In this matter, you literally need to feed the fire to keep it burning.

The door is full of engraved flower motifs from top to bottom. Pixie writing. Probably some sort of spell to protect the gate, like on the other ones. 

Noroin is the closest city to the infamous Pixie Forest, where the pixies used to live happily ever after. Their infamous magic is still preserved in the forest, which is now only inhabited by magical creatures that according to Evennonians are malevolent. Right.

The pixies built Noroin, and that is the only reason it is so well protected with magic against magic. Some of them still live here, but I doubt they would enjoy it as much as before. When you lose your freedom, you lose everything. Food tastes different, the sun doesn’t shine as bright and even the flowers smell dull. I know this too well.

Two guards peek out from the top of the gate, then they disappear from sight, but the gates are opened, and we are let in. Despite the late hour of our arrival, the city is not asleep. I have come to know that most don’t sleep more than a day or two in a week. The older they get, the less they need to recover.

Death is a rare and unwelcome guest here, if you don’t count them killing each other. The city is beautiful, built vertically, with spiral staircases wrapping around the trunks of the large trees, and bridges made of woven vines connecting different platforms high above the ground. On the branches, iron chandeliers hang low and high, the mushrooms and different-coloured flowers lighting the busy ground below them. The platforms are covered in thick carpets and blush sofas where Evennonians are chatting like you would in any coffee house in London.

The only thing not ideal about Noroin is the no-privacy part. That bothers me greatly.

When we dismount from our horses, Dorian grabs the reins of my horse, Eli, and gives her to the pixie standing nearby to guide the animal away to the stables. I couldn’t get my hands on Tuka, as Dorian insisted that Tuka is his horse and I’ve sat my ass enough on it.

When he returns, he leads me up to one tree. I’m breathless in a minute as he takes the stairs two by two with his long legs. He leads me through at least three levels and a hanging bridge to finally arrive at a smaller platform with pillows around a small table. He and our other company sit down, crossing their legs, and Dorian pats the empty pillow next to his for me to sit. As if they were waiting for me, once I sit down, pixies bring out food to us and place it on the table. In this exact moment I hear my stomach churn almost angrily; we really didn’t stop to eat on the long road.

In the middle of the table, one of the pixies places a jar with something lit inside. As I lean closer, the form reminds me of a tiny human with small wings like a butterfly. But that can’t be, can it?

It turns its head toward me with its bold head and hisses at me through it’s sharp teeth.

“Not nice,” says Dorian, who grabs the bottle and shakes it, until the tiny creature is upside down.

I gape at it, my mouth hanging open, dropping my jaw somewhere below the trees. “What is that?” I ask, turning in Dorian’s direction.

“Emberfae,” he says while licking herb jam off his fingers. “Not a nice one.”

“Can I?” I ask, but before he can say no, I’m already holding the jar, with the small emberfae inside used as a table lamp.

“Don’t open it,” warns Dorian. “They are small, but they can bite.”

“And it’s hard to catch them,” chimes in the guy sitting across from me.

I lift the jar, careful, looking at the small creature. It has a tail with a sharp sting at the end. Its skin is pinkish, but it’s hard to tell while it’s lit up from the inside. The butterfly wings at its back are like they’re made of crystals, breaking the light in every direction. The small creature steadies itself while I lift the jar closer.

“It’s beautiful,” I whisper, more to the trees than to anyone specific.

The emberfae in the bottle hisses at me, flips me the bird and turns around to moon me through the jar. My jaw drops. What on earth just happened?

Dorian spits wine out, laughing. “You should see your face.” He grabs the bottle from my hand and shakes it again, making the emberfae hit the sides of the jar, making it hiss and probably curse in it’s own language. Finally, he puts the jar back down. “I told you, they’re nasty.”

I chug a whole cup of sweet tea, while the little shit in the jar does the most inappropriate things you can do in a bottle in the middle of a table, so the pixie from the side drops a cloth on top of the jar to cover it up.

The emberfae does not succeed though; my hunger is much stronger than my disgust for it. I grab two slices of bread with butter and a cream that they make from herbs and flowers. At first, I was not a fan, but believe me, it is one of the better-tasting things from around here.

After I finish the first slice, I hear steps coming from behind me, and in a moment, Dante appears with Theo. My eyes go wide, and I feel my stomach turn, but not with hunger. It is a completely different feeling this time. Fucking hell, what is he doing here?

The guy across the table hands a paper to Theo, who reads the letter, while Dante looks at me smirking, his unnaturally amber eyes never leaving mine. I haven’t seen him in person since our little session in the dark room, but he has become a frequent visitor of my nightmares.

Theo barks something to them, which sounds like an order, but I still don’t understand this language very well. When he glances at me, his dark eyes soften. He nods and leaves with Dante, who turns back toward me, winking before he disappears on the hanging bridge.

After dinner, Dorian leads me down to the ground once again. “Come on, it’s time you met our well-known healer,” he tells me and winks, which makes me wary of my surroundings. You never know with Dorian. Never. “He’s waiting for you.”

“He’s the guy Aman mentioned?” I ask, but he just smiles ever wider.

“One way to find out,” he teases. “But don’t worry, he likes interesting creatures. He’ll be really pleased to meet you. Come now.”

Without asking pointless questions, I follow him on a stone path through a spring, the dark water lit by the pink and white waterlilies on top of it. Dorian graciously holds my hand while leading me through the stone path over the spring, which is nice since my history of jumping on rocks is less than acceptable.

When we reach the other end, he lets me go and points ahead in the direction of a denser part of the forest. “That is him. Go on now.”

With this, he turns around and leaves me alone with the guy in the dark.

The man is kneeling next to a black iron pot with some kind of purple bubbling liquid coming out from it, extinguishing the fire below the pot. He grabs the pot and pulls it away from the now-extinguished fire and speaks in his own tongue. From his tone, I suppose he is cursing.

I’m closing up on him from behind, not trying to bother him, but still curious about what he is doing. He turns his head slightly, gazing up at me. His hazel eyes sweep over me for a second, then his concentration is back on the pot where the bubbling has stopped and the purple liquid has turned into something denser.

“You are the girl they told me about, I assume,” he says apparently to the pot. “Come, sit.”

I walk up to him, trying to avoid the patches where the purple potion spilled out, and sit down on the ground with my legs crossed in from of him. The right side of his long face is also covered in purple stuff, making him look like a crazy scientist. His soft brown hair is cut short on the sides and left a bit longer on the top, where it goes in every direction. He has a short beard the same colour as his hair, and tattoos cover his left ear and neck, disappearing below his black shirt.

“What is this?” I ask him.

He glances up at me again, his focus shifting as he takes in my features. “They were right; you look weird,” he tells me instead of answering, then he shifts his attention back to the pot again. “It is supposed to cure the maladi trees.”

I wait for him to explain, but instead, he grabs a wooden spoon from his side and starts to stir the purple jam in the pot.

“What is wrong with the trees?” I ask him finally.

He looks up for a moment, “They are sick, obviously,” he tells me like I’m mentally challenged. As he stirs the liquid, it pops a bubble, getting on his hands. Rather than cleaning it with a cloth, he just wipes it off on his green silk pants. Another bubble pops, and some flies high enough to get into his hair and on the sleeve of my dress as well. It has a strong rosemary smell and something a bit more earthy.

“Sick in what way?” I ask him.

“They’re dying, Eleonor,” he says seriously, without lifting his eyes to meet mine.

I am stunned for a moment at hearing my name from his lips. “How do you know my name?”

“Everybody knows your name.”

“I don’t know your name, though,” I tell him, a bit more irritated than I intend to be.

“I’m Ezekiel.” He pauses. “The so-called odd healer of Evennon. At least that’s what people say. Personally, I don’t see myself as odd.” He stirs the pot, but this time the spoon comes out blue, not purple like before. The bubbling has stopped, and it has become complete liquid again, like a curaçao cocktail.

“I thought you heal people, not trees,” I add.

He peers into his pot, disappointed, puts it aside with a sigh and focuses his attention on me. His chin ends in a soft round, giving his face a softer, more feminine look, which draws attention to his hazel eyes against his sun-kissed skin.

“What do you see when you look around you?” he asks, his hazel eyes fixed on me.

I blink and scan the forest around me with the wooden stairs and platforms and the various canopies and chandeliers giving a little gleam to the standard fancy treehouse.

“Trees? A forest?” I ask, uncertain of what he means.

He doesn’t move his attention from me, only narrows his eyes a little. “You see trees as objects when they are living just as you or I live. They are connected more to this world than we’ll ever be, and still, we think we own whatever land we land on. Even you, child of another world, think the earth is just dead dirt you can claim.”

“I’ve never said it belongs to me,” I answer quickly.

He sighs. “Whatever. You have a lot to learn.” He stands with the iron pot in his hands, turns around and walks off. “Come!” he shouts back to me.

I run after him.

“Every tree is different. Their roots never reach the same.” He touches a tree to his right but never stops walking. “On the trees and in them live many creatures, birds, rodents, squirrels, and bugs. They all claim this forest as their own. We are just cohabitants, building and destroying nature at the same time.” He speeds up, his long legs making me almost jog after him. “You can’t see the same tree two times, just like you can’t step in the same river. Everything is changing. You just have to open your eyes.”

We arrive at a small river I’ve never seen before. The riverbank is narrow, and rocks fill the bottom. But the water comes fast from the depths of the forest, creating many smaller waterfalls here and there.

Ezekiel pulls an old boat, smelling feet, from the riverbank. Holding it with one hand, he secures his sacred pot inside.

“Come on, get in!” he commands me.

I don’t know how I feel about this, but whatever, let’s go. I get into the front of the boat, and he pushes it away from the side while jumping into the back. We are off.

I need to clutch the sides of the boat because the current is fast, and we are bumping and tossing us over waterfalls at high speed. I peek behind me, and Ezekiel looks like he is seriously bored and would like to be over with water drifting. I guess we have our differences.

When the river slows down, he turns the boat sideways and rows us to the side. He jumps out from behind me and pulls the boat out of the water with me in it. Once we are both set on the even, not moving, and not-dangerous ground, he picks up his pot and walks off with his long legs to the right.

I follow him as best as I can, but it is challenging to follow a huge guy in a hurry. “Will you ever slow down?” I ask him breathlessly.

“Will you ever grow taller?” he shoots back.

“You know what? I’ll give you that. You’re not odd, just rude,” I mutter, and he chuckles. He stops abruptly in from of me, and I have to grab my side to help even my breathing.

“Look!” he says. “That is a maladi tree.”

I stare up at a black tree from Orvanha. “That is a tree from the Hollow Forest.”

“There are maladi trees in the Hollow Forest, but this is not from there,” he corrects me.

“Do you want to do something with it?” I ask him irritated.  “It is a little late for sightseeing.”

He turns around and looks at me like I just stated that the grass is blue and the sky is green. “They are sick,” he says, but they seem completely normal to me, like any other tree in the Hollow Forest. 

“What is the problem with them?” I ask. “Why are they sick?”

“Eleonor, they are completely black. Is that normal in your world?” he asks irritated, like I’m asking the stupidest questions.

“I thought it was an otherworldly thing,” I add defensively. “You know, magical forests, pixies and black trees.”

He frowns at me for a moment, but then just says, “Interesting.”

He goes to the tree and touches its black crust gently like it’s a baby bird. Then he crouches next to it and puts his hand into his pot to put some of the sparkly blue mass on the tree. The sparkles disappear, and the trunk of the tree sucks the entire mass up. And then nothing.

I’m filled with so much anticipation I have to remind myself to breathe. “What happened? Is it over?”

He stands up, disappointed. “It didn’t work.” I open my mouth to ask more questions, but before I can say a word, he continues, “The maladi trees need magic, but the magic is slowly flowing away from our lands and the trees are turning black. Once, the current Hollow Forest was like the Pixie Forest, but the remnants of magical creatures moved away and now it is empty. Only some weak and harmless creatures live there that escaped from Turna.”

My mind fills with the images of the grey creatures from the Hollow Forest with their long limbs climbing on the black trees. And the other one with many teeth chewing on the reindeer. Harmless little creatures, huh?

Next time I will surely try to pet them. No.

“So the Pixie Forest still has magic?” I ask instead.

“It doesn’t have magic—it is magic. Strong magic.” He stops and tilt his head to the side, as if thinking about something. “When you walked around in the Pixie Forest, did you see anything...strange?”

“Well, other than the illuminated plants and cones, I would say no.”

He turns around and narrows his eyes. “No animals?”

“Well, yes, a squirrel, but I don’t think it was magical,” I say, trying to remember the chaotic day I woke up in Monsterland. “Not like it wasn’t. I mean, it was a very cute squirrel. From where I was standing...”

“Eleonor, just stop.”

“Okay,” I silence myself, but of course I break it instantly. “Why?”

“Have you wondered why everybody is scared of the Pixie Forest?” he asks while sitting down. He pats the forest floor next to him for me to sit down.

“Yes, I’ve been...wondering.”

“Why?”

“Because it seems normal...and pretty,” I say shyly, knowing well that they think the forest is the source of all evil, when in fact it is Orion. Plain and simple.

“Interesting.”

“Can you just tell me what’s there? Why is everybody so scared of it?”

“Come here.” He pats the moss next to him again, and I gave in and sit down. He extends his hand toward me. “Your hand?”

I hesitate to put it into his palm, but it seems silly. We’re alone in a forest. Nobody knows where we are, and this guy could fold me in half with one hand. What is the point of resistance? I sigh and give him my right hand.

“You look spooked.” He tilts his head to the side, narrowing his eye at me. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

“I have my doubts, sorry.”

“Very well.”

He grabs some more of the blue mass glittering on his finger and puts a small amount on top of my hand. The purple material sweeps into my pores and disappears. When I think that this is it, the place where the purple mass touched my skin lights up from the inside, then it spreads through my entire arm. I try to pull my arm away from Ezekiel, but he holds me firmly with one hand. Panic fills my mind, and I wiggle in his hand, but a second later the light disappears and I’m no longer looking like a street lamp.

“What the hell just happened?” I almost yell at him, still squirming.

“Stop it,” he says calmly. “It’s okay. You’re fine.”

“The fuck are you talking about.” I kick him in the shin. “Let me go!”

He flips me around with one movement, my back touching his chest, locking me in with his arms. I can’t hit or kick him anymore. Checkmate. “Calm down, girl. It is harmless.”

I take a few big breaths and try to calm myself down. “I was lit from the inside,” I tell him.

“Yes. You seem to have a magical ward on you. Keeping you safe.”

Keeping me safe? “From what, exactly? Not from whips  for sure!”

“From magic.”

“Okay, okay, I’m calm. Let me turn around.” He lets me go in an instant, and I turn toward him. “What does it mean?”

“Somebody put a ward on you. Probably before you entered our land. That is why you didn’t see anything strange in the Pixie Forest.”

But I did see things in the Hollow Forest. “Okay? But who would do such thing?”

As I blurt out my thoughts, my mind conjures up the image of the silver-eyed man standing in my living room. The memory sends a surge of anger through me.

“That bastard,” I mutter to myself.

“Is everything alright?” Ezekiel asks, breaking me out of my thoughts.

“Do you think pixies can enter dreams?” I ask Ezekiel and hopes he says no.

“I’ve never heard of it, but who knows?” He pauses. “Did you see a pixie in your dream?”

I shake my head, but all I see is the silver-eyed demon standing in my living room. That guy didn’t look like a pixie. He looked, well, like an Evennonian. Is it possible that it was all just a dream? But then again, everything about Evennon seems like a dream—a nightmarish one.

“So, you’re saying someone purposely brought me here?” I ask, trying to wrap my head around it all. “Could they kidnap me in my dream? And then ward me?”

“It’s a possibility. Or maybe someone knew you were coming and wanted to protect you,” he responds coolly. “You never know with magic. There are plenty of tricks we’ve never even heard of.”

I wish I could ask the silver-eyed guy, but I haven’t seen him since that night. Since he kidnapped me.

“Why would anybody want to kidnap me?” I ask Ezekiel. Me. Eleonor. Living in a shitty little apartment doing what? Spreadsheets? Presentations? Oh, God, what I would give to do presentations again.

Ezekiel shrugs. “I couldn’t tell you. Was there anyone with you when you arrived here?”

I think back to my arrival in Evennon, waking up in the middle of nowhere. The last thing I remember is cuddling with that damn demon.

“I don’t know,” I finally admit, unsure if I’m lying to Ezekiel or to myself.

“What do you mean, ‘you don’t know’?” His voice holds a note of curiosity, his gaze intense.

“I...” I hesitate, unsure how to explain it. “Look, there was something, but...I just don’t know.” I exhale in frustration, pinching the bridge of my nose. “I had a weird dream, okay? There was this black, human-like figure in my flat, and a guy...with silver eyes.”

Ezekiel stays silent, his eyes trained on mine, searching for the truth. He nods slightly, urging me to go on.

“He...he hugged me. But I couldn’t do anything. I was frozen, couldn’t speak or move...” My voice trails off, the memory still unsettling.

“Have you told anyone about this?” he asks, his brow furrowing in concern.

“No, because it’s not exactly unusual,” I reply, my tone growing weary. “These kinds of dreams... They happen sometimes. We call it sleep paralysis.”

“And you think this silver-eyed man...kidnapped you?” He raises an eyebrow, scepticism lacing his words.

“He’s the last thing I remember before I woke up in the Pixie Forest.”

Ezekiel falls quiet, studying me for a long moment before speaking again, his voice thoughtful. “Well, he must have had a reason to bring you here. And now...it’s up to you to figure out why.”

I nod slowly, still trying to process everything he’s telling me. Someone put a magical ward on me for protection? Could it be the same guy? It all feels so surreal. But then again, so does living in a world filled with magic and pixies.

“Okay, but how do I find out? I don’t even know where to start,” I admit, feeling lost.

He smiles at me with an all-knowing smile. “You can ask Orion.”

“Please don’t say that. There must be someone else.”

“You have to ask someone with magic about magic. Pixies are not allowed to talk about it, and the only other option is Orion, or the angels. But speaking with angels depends on their mood. And since we occupy Celestium, they’re not that chatty.”

I stare at him for a moment, forming a plan in my head. I need to find Gamaliel.

Ezekiel stands up, holding out his hand for me. “Come on, Eleonor. Let’s head back.”
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I’ve been tossing and turning in my bed for the past two hours. My mind seems unable to lose itself and dive to the comforts of dreams and nothingness. Memories of horrors follow one another, and staying in bed just makes it worse. I want to scream and run, maybe hit something. My body aches for control. Control I lost long ago.

I touch the hilt of the silver letter opener under my pillow. The coldness of the steel calms my breathing for a second. I took this from Aman’s office back in Artmeon months ago. The thin blade is nothing compared to the weapons they usually have on them, and if I had to use this it probably would be a failure, but it still feels good to keep with me all the time. I can wear it in my dress or even in my boots without anyone noticing.

Who in their right mind would put a magical ward on me? Is this why I can breathe? Can wards even do that?

I turn again, breathing hard, and my bed starts to look like a war zone. What is it that they want from me? I’m nobody, and I can give them nothing unless they want some stupid report about data usage and expenses. But if I was kidnapped to do reports until the end of time, I’m gonna hang myself from the branch above my bed. 

The idea of being kidnapped from my own world makes my heart beat faster, anxiety flushing through me, like a wave.

Silver eyes. Standing in the middle of my living room.

Why did you bring me here?

Surely, if he read my performance reviews, he would have picked somebody else.

I roll over again.

Privacy is a non-existent concept in Noroin, which makes creating bedrooms especially tricky. My...let’s call it bedroom, is quite high and separated from the rest. Not because they wouldn’t have space for me lower, but unlike them, I still sleep every night, which would be a bitch if they were coming and going all the time.

I’m trying to empty my mind when a grey owl lands on the tree next to mine and starts to hoo-hoo like he owns the place. When I think it’s finished, it turns in the other direction and hoo-hoos again.

“It’s not a fucking concert!” I grumble.

Some birds don’t understand the basic rules of co-living. I push the side of the pillow over my ears, but it’s so loud I can’t ignore it.

Fucking hell.

I don’t know how long it is until the sun comes up, only that the night feels endless. I turn again, kicking off my blanket for like the hundredth time. Oh Lord, have mercy.

Someone passes by below my level. It must have been a servant, her dress swishing softly as she walks. To my surprise I’m getting better at distinguishing the steps of the pixies from the soldiers and from the ladies. Ladies never bother softening their steps, pixies aren’t noisy at all, and soldiers do not come this way without any special reason. And even if they do, they can walk like Dante, silently as a cat. Sometimes I hear them visiting a lady nearby, and they might think that they are being quiet, but let’s be honest, no walls equal no real privacy.

My stomach grumbles. Fantastic. I didn’t eat much for dinner—my appetite was completely lost the moment I saw Dante entering the dining area.

A dark figure behind me.

My hands tied to the post.

The ripping of my clothes.

No, no, no. I can’t go there now.

I should have anticipated that since Dante is not in Artmeon—and God knows you can’t make them go to Orvanha willingly—he must be here in Noroin, and since Noroin is like a fancy camp, I’ll run into him wherever I go. And believe me, I try to avoid the man.

The owl flies over to the branch holding up the light green canopy above my head and gives a huge hoo-hoo to the world—the real Beyoncé of fowls.

I give up.

With a sigh, I kick the remaining blanket off me and pick up my silk robe from the hanger. I wrap myself in it, making sure to tie it extra securely, and start off in the direction of the kitchen. I must move invisibly if I want to avoid any uncomfortable questioning. Their night vision might be much better than mine, but darkness is darkness. I pray to all the human gods to save me from running into anyone, especially Dante.

I use the shadows to slip off the stairs and creep up to the edge of the common area. I stay behind the trunk of a huge tree, which is the centre of Noroin, bigger than any trees surrounding it. The common area is just behind it, where the noises are coming from. At least five people are sitting there chatting softly in a language I don’t speak. I want to avoid them and just get to the kitchen, but the problem is that the kitchen is right over the dining area, which is visible from the common area. Little chance I can pass unnoticed.

For a moment, I play with the idea of turning back and forgetting about my hunger and uneasiness. It’s surely not as bad as getting caught by Dante in the middle of the night alone.

The common area quiets. My heart is beating so hard now it might jump out and run away. I try to stop breathing, not making any noise. Have I been discovered? Yes? No? I stay like that for a minute or two, but it is still quiet, not even a mosquito flying by. Can they be gone?

I peek out from the tree, just enough to see their shadows. I see four shadows of men and a smaller one, probably one of the ladies. Why are they not moving? My curiosity fires up, and I can’t hold myself back from peeking a little more.

They’re sitting at a low desk on large pillows, with a small fire pit on top of the desk. Theo is sitting right across me, facing Dante, who is on the other side of the table from him, his back turned to me. Just my luck, Theo’s eyes are closed and so are the eyes of the guy next to him. All of them have their eyes closed. Are they meditating? I’ve never seen any of them do anything like that. Maybe they do this instead of sleeping. Well, good for them, I guess.

I tiptoe out from behind the tree and sneak in the direction of the dining area.

“Where are you going?” comes the firm voice of Theo, making me jump a little.

I pivot in his direction, and he is looking at me from behind the fire. He hasn’t changed positions, only opened his eyes, catching me in the act. The flames dance on his features, creating more edges on his face. He is waiting for my reply patiently, his dark eyes reflecting the fire.

The others join him. Even Dante turns around. All eyes on me. My heart wants to escape and run up the stairs, but my legs betray me, frozen in place.

“I can’t sleep,” I whisper.

“Nightmare?” He bends his head to the side, curiosity on his face.

“No. I just can’t.”

He seems confused by this. I guess insomnia is not a thing here.

“It happens sometimes,” I explain.

Dante shifts in his chair to see me better. My eyes move to his for a split second. I realise my mistake too late, and my stomach fills with dread. His face is emotionless, his golden eyes gleaming in the darkness making him look sinister. Monsters hiding in closets must be like this.

Theo stands up and glances at the people around him. “I’ll be back soon,” he says, then turns and walks over to me.

“I didn’t want to bother you. I’m sorry,” I tell him quickly, silently begging for an escape.

He towers over me. I barely reach his chest. His handsome features are hidden behind the curtain of his hair. I’ve never seen him with his hair down. He looks younger, his face softer. I raise my gaze until it reaches his chocolate eyes, not sure how long he’s been staring at me. Theo never hurt me, but if I’ve learned anything since being here, it’s that keeping a healthy distance from them can save your life.

They are immortal, don’t age, are tall and strong. I’m nothing like that, and some of them keep reminding me of this fact quite often.

“Come on now, let’s get you to sleep.” His voice gives me goosebumps, and in another life I would have jumped on the opportunity with a guy like him. Not anymore.

“But I can’t,” I tell him defensively.

He lifts his arm and presses the back of his hand to my cheek. “You are too young to stay up all night,” he adds softly.

My body shakes a little at his touch, remembering our trip from Orvanha through the Purple Meadow. The way he caressed my side, how his breath made me shiver.

I hesitate and I take a tentative step back, towards the dining area as to urge him to let me go.

“Come now.” He turns around and expects me to follow as the good dog I am.

His companions still stare at me, a small smile playing on Dante’s thin lips. I have the urge to run to the edge of the world and throw myself down. 

Theo goes on, not bothering to look back. What other choice is left, really? By the time I reach him, he is already at the top of the stairs staring down at me, waiting. I go up, standing a few feet away, but he steps close to me, so close I can feel the heat of his body.

“I wanted to speak with you,” he whispers, then moves to sit down on the edge of my bed.

I’m left standing, my heart lodged in my throat, pounding like a war drum before battle.

“About what?” I finally manage to ask, my voice barely steady.

“I haven’t seen you in a while, Eleonor.” The way he says my name could unravel me completely. He could ask me to walk to the abyss and leap, and I’m not sure I’d hesitate. “And I was hoping we could exchange a few words.” He pauses, as if considering how to proceed. “First, I wanted to apologize.”

“Apologize? For what?”

“I think I made up my mind about you too early on,” he says, his voice heavy with regret “Don’t misunderstand—I’m not a good man. I haven’t been for a long time.” He pauses, his gaze shifting downward. He takes a deep breath, as if convincing himself to continue. “But I do have morals, and the way you were treated in those early months...with Illia and Dante... I’m responsible.”

I listen silently, watching as he searches for the right words. Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine anyone would seek my forgiveness—least of all Theo. For a moment, I’m frozen, unsure how to process this. But then, I force my legs to move, sitting down beside him.

“Why would you be responsible? It was Orion who ordered those things. Orion who sent me to Orvanha with Miss Psycho. Orion who let Dante whip me for days.”

“In a sense, yes. But Orion has a country to lead,” he says, his tone calm but weighted with something deeper. He doesn’t correct me for calling the king simply Orion—no flinch, no reminder of protocol. “And it is just as much—if not more—my responsibility as his.”

I stay silent, unsure of how to respond. Should I thank him for apologizing? Is that even a thing? The idea feels awkward, out of place.

Before I can decide what to say, he continues. “I don’t know why you’re here in Evennon. I don’t know if you’ll become immortal like us or not,” he says, his voice quieter now, as if he’s treading carefully. “But what I do know is that you’re not a spy, not an enemy. You’re just...lost, like us. Maybe even more so.”

Amen to that! “Are you suggesting that for an entire year, you were contemplating whether or not I’m a spy?” I ask, baffled. The words tumble out before I can stop them, tinged with disbelief.

He smirks faintly, but there’s no humour in it. “You’ve been surrounded by people trained to question everything, Eleonor. It’s not personal—it’s survival. And you...you came out of nowhere, into a land on the brink of war. Trust isn’t something we give lightly.”

I cross my arms and lean back slightly. “So, what’s changed? Why aren’t you treating me like some kind of enemy anymore?”

His eyes meet mine, steady and piercing. “Because if you were a spy, you’re the worst one I’ve ever seen.”

It’s a poor attempt at humour, but something in his tone carries a weight that makes it impossible to laugh.

He pats my thigh gently, a faint smile flickering across his face. “Sleep, Eleonor,” he says softly. “You don’t have to be afraid. I’ll keep Dante and Illia in check.”

With that, he rises and makes his way to the stairs. His steps are slow, the sound of his boots fading into the quiet stillness of the night.
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The endless night wraps me in the embrace of sleep, while the gilded moons cast their light over the forest, we call Noroin.

I drift into a dream of a better world, one where I’m back home, sitting in a meeting with my co-workers. Mundane and comforting. But when the dream fades, leaving only the sharp awareness of my waking mind, I find my body trapped in a cruel stillness.

Sleep paralysis.

I can’t move.

Panic slams into me as my eyes flick open, darting frantically across the room. Something is wrong. Something is coming. My instincts scream at me to run, to fight, to do anything—but my body doesn’t listen. It was not a mere coincidence that I woke up. Something is not right.

I can’t scream.

Then, from the corner of my vision, I catch the faintest movement. My breath catches as a dark-grey-skinned pixie woman steps into view, her features sharp and eerie with her missing eye. When she notices my gaze, her lips curl into an impossibly wide grin—super unnatural, the kind they wear when they think no one is watching.

I want to scream.

But I can’t. My body feels like it’s underwater, pulled down by the heavy current.

She moves toward me, each step silent, her silhouette sharp against the moonlight. In her hand, she holds a long dagger, its blade catching a glint of light.

My heart pounds in my throat, a deafening drumbeat as fear snakes its way into every corner of my mind. She looms over me now, her single eye gleaming with twisted delight. Her smile stretches wider, impossibly wider, her features grotesque and menacing. She raises the dagger, her gaze locked on mine, and presses the cold steel against my throat.

The pressure builds, sharp and painful, until I feel the first sting of blood.

And in that moment, as the blade cuts deeper and her face fills my vision, I’m certain this will be the end. How fucked up.

Then, out of nowhere, a hand, the strong hand of a man, emerges, adorned with a silver ring set with a black stone. It catches the pixie’s dagger, wrenching it away from my throat.

The pixie woman freezes, her single eye widening in shock as the towering figure looms behind her. The man’s grip is unrelenting as he twists the blade, and without a word, he drives it into her throat.

She tries to scream, her mouth opening in a silent wail, but no sound escapes. Her body crumples to the floor, falling out of my line of sight.

The man steps closer. He leans over me, his silver eyes shimmering like the light of Elara. The smallest smile tugs at his lips.

I recognise him. He is the silver-eyed demon from my dreams, who kidnapped me from London and brought me here. To this Godless world.

Gently, he brushes the back of his hand against my cheek. “Sleep, Eleonor,” he murmurs. “Sleep.”

As if enchanted by his words, my eyes grow heavy. The terror fades, replaced by an all-consuming weariness. I let the darkness take me once more, sinking into its embrace.
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After I leave Eleonor, rather than head back to the common area where I left Illia and Dante, I make my way somewhere more familiar. 

I can feel her presence beside me, just as she was when we walked together so many times before. I cannot close my eyes without seeing her face—the sorrowful eyes that haunt my every breath. It’s almost like she’s standing right here with me.

The glowing mushrooms illuminate the dark path ahead of me that blocks out the light of the three moons, leaving me in complete darkness. Not like I need the light; I’ve walked this path so many times, I could walk here while sleeping.

At the end of the path lies a small meadow bathed in the colours of the three moons and the soft pink light of the moon petals covering every inch of it. In the middle of the small meadow stands a tall beech tree, dark and out of place, like it shouldn’t be here at all. No, it really shouldn’t.

Once, this place only held good memories, but those times passed a long time ago, only existing in my heart.

I grab a few of the moon petals, and their light grows stronger in my hand. You loved these flowers so much. My heart aches with sadness. Time can’t heal me. Nothing can. 

“Why does it feel like I’m betraying you?” I ask her, but there is no answer. Never is.

I come here every night, sometimes during the day, but the pain never seems to lessen. It is as strong as it was on the day I found her. On the day I lost myself.

I take a deep breath and walk towards the tree. The soft petals crunch under my feet, and as I reach it, its bark is rough and cold against my palm.

I close my eyes and let myself fall into the memory of her. Her laughter echoes in my mind, and I can feel her warmth, her love, her touch.

But as the memory fades, the pain hits me once again. It’s like a sharp knife piercing my heart. Tears stream down my face.

A gust of wind blows through the meadow, rustling the leaves of the beech tree. I open my eyes and stare at the sky, watching as the three moons move across it. It’s a beautiful sight, one that I used to admire with her by my side. But now, it only serves as a painful reminder of what I’ve lost. Because everything reminds me of her—every breath I take, every move I make, I have a memory of doing it with her.

Eleonor, on the other hand, is like death wrapped in an enticing package. It doesn’t matter how I see her, she smells like rot on a two-day-old battlefield. It is not yet turning your stomach, but you can smell it. Then why do I feel drawn to her?

Do I want to die so much that I want to wrap myself in the embrace of death? The answer should scare me, but to be afraid, you need a soul first. And I lost mine a long time ago.

We thought we were immortal, and yet I’m standing in a graveyard. Since your death, my love, all my moments have been tinted a little grey. I can’t laugh the same. I can’t love the same. With you, I died too.
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Chapter 54


Eleonor

Noroin
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When I wake, I bolt upright in bed, my heart pounding against my ribs, my breath coming in ragged gasps. My hands tremble as I reach instinctively to the sides of the bed, half-expecting to find the lifeless body of the pixie woman sprawled on the floor.

Nothing. No sign of her.

I lie back on the bed, my heart racing, my breath ragged. I bury my face in my palms for a second until I can breathe normally. It’s okay. Just another murder attempt. Nothing to see here.

The room is eerily quiet, the soft light of morning filtering through the foliage of the tree. As usual, the silver-eyed man is nowhere to be seen. I check under my pillow, and the silver letter opener sits there, untouched.

Where the hell is he? Who the hell is he?

“Where are you?” I whisper to the trees, but as usual, I’m left with no answers.

Was it a dream? A twisted, vivid nightmare conjured by my subconscious? If it was, my mind can go straight to hell for putting me through that.

It can’t be a coincidence that I’ve seen the same guy twice in my dreams. First, he kidnapped me, and now what? Saved me?

And why would a pixie want to kill me?

I lift my hand to my throat, running my fingers along the skin. It’s smooth, unbroken. Relief floods me—until I lower my hand and see the dried, rusty streak of blood coating my fingers.

My chest tightens. I leap out of bed and rush to the standing mirror across the room.

The reflection staring back at me is haunting. There’s no wound, no gash on my neck, but a dark streak of dried blood runs from just beneath my jaw down to my collarbone.

What in the name of God...?

I turn, staring back at the bed. It looks perfectly ordinary. No sign of a struggle, no bloodstains, no lingering trace of the horrors I experienced in the night.

Except for the dried blood on my skin.

There is no better motivation to escape than this.
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The morning sun kisses my skin as I walk down to the common area where breakfast has been served already. When the pixies see me coming, they rush to disappear from my view, for which I’m grateful. I find the pixies in Artmeon to be calmer and happier than the ones in Noroin, which is strange as everybody calls Noroin the pixie city. The ones here look seriously spooked, and if they’re scared of me, you should see how they look at the soldiers. Like death on legs.

And yet the night was real, and one of them tried to kill me. Was she trying to kill me, though? She could have done that a lot faster and easier, but she seemed like...like she wanted to make sure I’ll stay quiet.

Like she’s never heard of sleep paralysis. Damn.

I walk into the kitchen, and the first person I see is Theo, sitting on one of the chairs sipping a cup of tea. His hair is down, reaching the middle of his back. I rarely see him like this. Most of the time he braids it tightly along his nape and back. His dark brown eyes are locked on me, and he pushes a chair out next to him for me to sit.

“Hi,” I say shyly.

“Good morning. How was your sleep?”

I feel the blood leaving my face as I think back to the grinning face of the pixie above me with a dagger. “Fine,” I say curtly.

I sit down next to him, and he seems pleased. Lifts his hand and pushes a lock of hair behind my ear, staring at my lips like it’s candy. Jesus, woman, concentrate.

“Not too talkative today,” he whispers.

I clear my throat and try to focus on anything but the way his fingers are still brushing against my earlobe. “Just a little tired,” I manage to say, hoping it sounds more convincing than it feels.

Theo nods but doesn’t remove his hand. “Is everything okay? You seem a little pale.” His voice is low and concerned.

I close my eyes for a second and try to concentrate on his hand touching me, grounding me. When I open them, I no longer see the face of the grinning pixie, and I can focus on the breakfast spread in front of us. It’s simple but comforting, with a loaf of freshly baked bread, a bowl of fruit, and a jar of honey. I reach for the bread and begin slicing a thick piece.

They also have the usual herb creams and a bunch of spicy meat, but when I say spicy, it is mind-numbing spicy.

Theo leans in closer, his breath warm against my neck. “Eleonor,” he says, and I melt into the smoothness of his tone. “Is everything okay?”

I freeze, my knife still hovering over the bread. I can feel his gaze on me, like a predator stalking its prey. I don’t answer him, trying to concentrate on the food in front of me. His fingers move from my earlobe to my neck, tracing a tantalizing pattern down to my collarbone.

“Yes, everything’s fine,” I say with a smile.

I cut off a piece of bread and bring it to my mouth, hoping it will give me a moment to compose myself. But Theo is not done with me yet.

“You can tell me anything, little mouse,” he says.

“Everybody calls me little mouse.” I cut off another slice of bread, trying to avoid his questions. “Or little rat.” I lean away a little from him to get some distance between us. “Depends who you’re talking to.”

Theo’s hand drops from my neck, and he sits back in his chair, his eyes still fixed on me. “Just to be fair, you’re really bad at assessing the balance of power or picking your opponent.”

I roll my eyes but can’t help the smile that spreads across my face. “Gee, thanks. You know how to sweet talk women for sure.”

Theo chuckles and takes a bite of fruit, his eyes never leaving me. “I have to go, little mouse. Duty calls,” he says and leans into my ear once more. “But you should enjoy your day,” he whispers, then heads out into the crisp morning air.
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Chapter 55


Eleonor

Noroin
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There is no coffee in Evennon. You might think, Eleonor, you’re in a magical world where pixies try to cut your throat and the lovely locals try to drown you; surely you have better things to worry about. And yes I do, but damn, a good black coffee would make things significantly better.

When I tried to explain what coffee is back in Artmeon, Amalia looked at me with strange eyes, like I’m telling something disgusting to her. She didn’t want to believe that we actually drink the juice of roasted beans. She once commanded the pixies to roast beans for me and make a juice. I don’t think anyone wants to know what the outcome looked—and smelled—like.

After breakfast, I walk around Noroin, making a map in my head for the big escape. Getting lost in forests is a real thing, and after a while, all the trees look the same. I wouldn’t dare to say this aloud, of course, as immortal or not, that would definitely give Ezekiel a stroke.

As I wander through the forest, I come across a breathtaking hanging garden draped in wild roses. It feels like stepping into the pages of a juicy romance novel. The clearing is lined with soft cushions scattered along the edges, and swings dangle gracefully from ropes secured to the high branches above. Even the ropes are entwined with blooming roses, completing the whimsical, almost surreal scene. And, of course, as in any romance novel, there has to be a strikingly beautiful man involved.

Gamaliel is sitting on a wide swing hanging from one of the high branches of the tall boloda nut tree. He rests his palm on the top of his crossed legs, relaxing his eyes like he is sleeping. But I know he isn’t asleep; this is just a thing he does often, like the others. Power napping has a real culture here.

His perfectly shaped, angelic face is like a painting on any church ceiling. Too perfect. If I could paint, this would be my masterpiece. But then again, based on the critique I received from Amalia, my painting skills are below what she expects, and I would want to do justice to Gamaliel on canvas.

I sit down across from him on a large pillow, my legs not reaching the ground, still staring at him in awe.

He opens his eyes, gazes at me from across the swing, and smiles softly. “Good to see you, little mouse,” he says and closes his eyes again.

“What a pretty place you found for yourself.”

“It is my secret garden. You should find your own.” He opens his eyes again and gives me a smirk.

“Touché.” I lift my hand in the air, pretending to defend myself.

He smiles and closes his eyes, relaxing. I want to be polite, but I can’t make myself look at anything else but him. He looks like he belongs here, in this fairy-tale setting, but even then, nothing compares.

“How can you be so pretty?” I blurt aloud against my will.

Gamaliel chuckles softly, his eyes still closed. “You’ll make me blush, little mouse.”

“Sorry,” I say quickly, trying to force myself to focus on anything else, really anything, but who am I kidding? Staring at him has just become my new favourite hobby.

“Don’t be.”

We stay quiet for a while, and I watch Gamaliel breathing softly and relaxing on the swing. I, on the other hand, am not so relaxed.

“Can I ask you something?” My voice breaks the silence between us.

He glances down at me, his green eyes glinting with the warmth of the sun poking through the trees. “You ask a question about asking a question.” He shakes his head from side to side. “So odd.”

“Why are you letting Orion push you around?”

“The goblin of all evil?”

“You really like to repeat that, huh?” I pause. “Just try not to repeat to Orion that I called him that.”

He silently stares at me, his green eyes poking holes in my head. “You are scared of him. That is smart. You should be.”

I shift uncomfortably on the pillow, my gaze mapping the ground. “I’m batshit-scared of him,” I finally admit, my voice barely above a whisper. “But why is everyone else? It seems to me he’s having a damn good time with everybody.”

“Sometimes I wonder how you can know so little about this world,” he begins. “But then again, you are young,” he adds, though he says young as if he doesn’t entirely believe it.

“Young like stupid?” I ask.

He smiles at me, and if the sun never came up, I wouldn’t notice. Gamaliel is a man made to be admired, to be worshipped, to be made into a sculpture for eternity. Maybe a naked one. Oh, naughty me.

“Is it true he possesses magic?”

Gamaliel tilts his head to the side. “Why does it interest you?”

“Can I tell you a secret?” I ask, knowing well I barely know the guy. What is it with angels making me trust them with my deepest secrets? Who knows.

There is surprise in his emerald eyes. “Why would you want to tell me a secret of yours, Eleonor?”

“Because you might be able to help me understand something,” I confess to him.

“I see. Do you want me to promise to keep your secret?” he asks, and I feel sillier than ever in my life. Did I ever think that one day I would be chatting with a real-life angel, asking him to pretty please keep a secret for me? No.

“It would be ideal if you didn’t tell the goblin of all evil.”

Gamaliel smiles. “That, I can promise.”

I take a deep breath. “I spoke with the angel locked up under Artmeon, and he said that a pixie probably brought me here through a magical door, and I’m the only one who can see the door, and it is probably still open.”

Gamaliel’s his head whips up, completely forgetting the trance he was in until now and looks at me like I’ve grown another head and it’s singing. “Did you just say you spoke with an angel locked up under Artmeon?”

“Yes. Assan.”

“You spoke with Assan?” he almost shouts in disbelief.

“Is that the only thing that caught your attention from everything I just said?”

“How is he?” He searches my face like I have answers on it.

“He seemed fine.”

“Fine like how, Eleonor?”

“Fine, like fine.” I shrug. “Black skin, pretty wings, super purple eyes. Fine.”

“He’s not hurt?”

“No. I think he’s bored though.”

Gamaliel stands up, lacing his fingers behind his nape, like a million weights have been shifted from his shoulders, relief washing over his face. “Thank the ever-shining sun and the gleaming stars! Assan is fine.”

I nod, not really understanding the gravity of the situation. “He mentioned that he would be there for a while. He’s also not a fan of Orion.”

Gamaliel covers his face with his hands. When he finally settles, he takes a seat on the pillow directly opposite mine, so close I don’t even have to extend my hand to touch him. And I really want to. I have to clasp my hands together to stop myself from being inappropriate while he stretches his long legs beside me.

“I’m sorry, Eleonor. I can’t tell you how worried I was about him. When I spoke with Aman, he said that Assan was fine, and I believed him. It’s just...there is always a but...”

And I get it, but to be fair to Aman, he is the yin to Orion’s yang. But he is still the brother of Orion, and if loyalty to Orion was a person, it would probably be Aman.

I touch his arm. “It’s okay. I’m happy I could help.”

“So, you were saying, a door?”

“Yes! And pixies!”

At the word pixies, Gamaliel’s eyes narrow. “Eleonor, listen to me. I know this is hard for you, I know, but whatever the reason was for the pixies to bring you here, you need to keep yourself away from them.”

My heart shatters in a second. Those are not the words I wanted to hear.

“My home is on the other side of the pixie door,” I say almost silently.

“I know.” I try to pull my hand away from him, but he doesn’t let me. “Look, little mouse, you were lucky. Pixie doors are not to be trusted. They probably miscalculated something. That is why you got out of there. But make no mistake, there won’t be a second chance.”

“But why would they want to hurt me?” I ask.

As I catch Gamaliel’s gaze, I can see the gears turning behind his mesmerizing eyes. “Do you know why Evennonians are the only ones who do not own magic in Immatale?”

I shake my head no.

“But you do know that Noroin is called the pixie city, right?”

“Right.”

“You must have been wondering why,” he says, taking on the role of a teacher. “This is not a lesson you will hear around Evennon, so please try not to pry.”

I nod. He keeps my secret, and I’ll keep his.

“Immatale has many countries in it, as you know. One of them is Evennon, which is currently ruled by the magicless, who you know just as Evennonians. But before this, Evennon belonged to the pixies, just as Turna belonged to the sirens. Pixies were strong back then, not as strong as the sirens, but had lots of influence and power. They built this city, and later, when they became rich, the great city of Artmeon.”

He pauses and waits for me to nod. When he’s satisfied, he continues, “Pixies became without any doubt the greatest and most influential. After the sirens, no one could tame magic like the pixies could. And magic is power. They became rich, and the spoiled pixies needed slaves, but whatever race they enslaved, it never worked out. Magic bearers were hard to control, abused their magic, and most importantly, they didn’t procreate enough.”

I didn’t particularly appreciate where the story was headed.

“This is when today’s Evennonians appeared. No one knew where they came from or how they were created. The slaves lived a short life, procreated much more than any other in Immatale, and were easy to control due to low physical capabilities and no ability for magic.”

“Basically, like me,” I say, and he nods in agreement. Dear Mother Mary in Heaven, send help.

“But the pixies didn’t like that their slaves were no good for entertainment. They died fast, had illnesses, and needed too many for simple tasks due to their limited physical strength.” Gamaliel raises an eyebrow, waiting for me to piece it together. “They made them stronger, bigger, healthier.”

“Let me guess, the slaves didn’t want to be slaves anymore.”

“Right. They stole the last thing they didn’t have: immortality.”

“How did they do that?”

“Haven’t you ever wondered why the pixies are all grey?”

I could look for my jaw, but I think it fell way too far. I want to give myself a bitch slap. Just in front of my nose. All this time...

“No. They didn’t,” I say, covering my mouth in shock. 

“Yes. They stole the magic to be immortal, and the slaves became the masters. Magicless pixies turned grey, and the ones that didn’t...”

I understood without him stating it. They murdered them. No wonder Evennonians are not a fan of pixies. An eye for an eye.

“Wow. We should have started this knowledge-exchange session a lot earlier,” I tell him, and he laughs, tilting his head back. The sound of his laugh gives me goosebumps; this must be what Heaven sounds like. “Is that why the pixies are attacking Noroin?”

“I don’t know. They can’t take away their immortality nor gain magic from magicless creatures,” he says, his brow furrowing in thought. “I would think their attacks have more to do with vengeance.”

“But why would they bother bringing me here and ward me?”

“Ward you?”

“Oh, right, I didn’t mention that part. Ezekiel did a little experiment on me, and it happens that the pixies warded me against magic.”

Gamaliel’s gaze turns more serious. “That can’t be right.”

“Why?”

“The ward you have is not a pixie ward.”

“What?” I gasp. “You knew I was warded?”

“Yes, angels can see wards and curses.”

“What does it look like then?”

Gamaliel smiles softly, his eyes filled with warmth. “Little mouse, you have the ward of Cidalia, the wardens of Immatale.”
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Chapter 56


Orion

Artmeon
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I’ve been staring at the letter in my hand for long minutes, unable to open it. It is truly a joke. Me, King Orion, son of the Lost King, acting like a foolish boy. Scared of words.

I turn it around once more in my hand and study the black seal on it, forming a raven in the middle. The mark of Nox. My brother. Nox, the rebellious. Nox, who never liked following orders, who questioned each and every act of Kassus.

It is true, though; Kassus never loved his other sons, and I doubt what he felt for me was love. It was something different, something dark and twisted. And while Aman was too young to bother for our father’s love, Nox decided to get his attention one way or another.

He never would have taken his raven ring off. He has worn it since he was twenty, and it was still big for his slim fingers. I remember this ring very well: a silver band with a round obsidian stone and a raven carved into the middle of it. It was made from the same stone as the black obsidian throne. My father, knowing well how much he desired the throne, gave him that present. The closest he will ever get to the throne.

The raven on the stamp watches me mockingly, almost questioning my sanity. Either Nox sent me this letter or the one who killed him and took his ring away, sending me a pound of flesh, a mark of victory.

I’m fucking sick of receiving threats from Turna.

I find it in myself that despite all of our differences, I would prefer to find Nox alive. Surprisingly. After all, blood is thicker than water, even if it is just half-blood. Unlike Aman, with Nox, I’ve never had a great relationship.

I take a deep breath, still staring at the raven. “This is it, brother. I will decide your fate now,” I tell more to myself than the raven staring at me.

Because until I open the letter, Nox has the same chance of being dead as of being alive. I’m going to kill him.

I tear open the seal and unfold the paper. My eyes scan over the words, and a smile spreads across my face. “Nox, you might have been uninteresting to our dear father, but you never disappoint me.”

Are you entertained?

Oh, yes, dearest brother, I said to myself. I am.
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Chapter 57


Theo

Noroin
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An eerie feeling circles in my mind and doesn’t let me think straight. I know this feeling too well to shoo it away. Unease. I feel it deep in my bones. Something bad is about to happen.

I know every corner of Noroin like I know the lines in my palm or the shades of grey in my son’s eyes, which match Mora’s eyes. The last thing I remember is her pale grey eyes filled with worry as we rode away to the now Dead Lands.

She had been screaming at me for days. “Tristan is too young,” she said. “He shouldn’t go to war yet.”

But I didn’t listen to her. And Tristan is alive. Little did we know the real danger was not on the battlefield but in the shadows waiting for an opportunity. In the warmth of our homes, they were looking at us like sand cats at prey. Little did we know that our victory would burn into nothingness like our homes and loved ones.

Mora is now faded to a memory, buried under the beech tree where I asked her to marry me, the happiest day of my existence. I wish I could kiss her one more time. I wish I never left for war, and we died together. I would have burned with you.

Pixies are back at their evil deeds, helped by darker forces from Turna, trying to wipe us off the map. It’s funny how we wouldn’t even be on that map without them. The more we fight, the more they attack, like a mirror effect. It’s just that our reflection is ugly. Monsters create monsters, and I will never feel sorry for killing them. These abominations should have died out a long time ago, and I will fight them until my last breath.

And if my death comes far away on the battlefield, they can try to bury me deep in the cold earth, but I will crawl back to you, dear Mora, even from my grave, and we will rest together in eternity.

I walk up the stairs to the gate to look over the wooden bridge connecting Evennon to Turna, and to the right, the Pixie Forest stares at me. That damned forest.

All seems quiet and peaceful. But I know something works in the shadows. Something with ill will is circling like a vulture over a day-old carcass. It has no idea that this carcass will be the last thing it chokes on. Until my last breath.

The guards up here look decent, their armour tidy, their weapons close. Exactly as they should be. We can’t afford any more sloppiness.

When the guard farther from me notices, he punches the other on the shoulder to silence him. They both stand, their gazes fixed on me. I smile to myself, silently enjoying my authority.

“I want you to be more vigilant today. Something is not right.”

Their eyes go a little wider as they step aside and take up their positions without a word.

“I sent for more people. They will be here soon.” With this, I leave them and move to the next watchtower.

I have to see all the borders of Noroin. The city is not too big, but we wouldn’t be able to defend it from all sides. Not effectively. Evennon is a fucking big country for this many people. And we grow fewer each day. Like a curse hovering above us, covering all the light and slowly choking us.

On my way to the next watchtower, I bump into Dante. He doesn’t look decent with his shirt unbuttoned and bare feet. His amber eyes sparkle a little more than they usually do. Somebody had a fun night, for sure.

“Out for a morning stroll?” he teases while chewing on a breadstick. It is hard to find Dante without food in his mouth these days.

“Go and find Cotin and tell him to get everyone ready to fight. And also let Gamaliel know that we need them to fly out.”

He narrows his eyes and swallows the bread in his mouth. “Are we being attacked? Seems quite calm to me.”

“I have a feeling that will change soon.” And I leave him to continue to the western watchtower without another word.

“Gamaliel won’t be happy!” he shouts after me.

“That’s why you’re telling him!” I shout back.

The western tower is the furthest from the centre of Noroin. The walls have been built higher here than the rest, because of the distance. It is hard to defend something if all the reinforcements are late.

At first, I don’t notice anything strange, but as I get closer, the eerie feeling inside me screams for me to turn back.

This is how you know you’re in the right place. You want to turn around and run. Not me, and not today.

I grab my dagger and pull it from my side, the engravings shining on the cold blade. There is no way I’m going anywhere until I see what is going on. My mouth craves blood. I’ll avenge you, my love.

The tower is too high and at an impossible angle for me to see the guards, but I have the feeling yelling up to them wouldn’t be wise.

I quiet my steps and walk carefully, closing on the wooden stairs leading up

From the corner of my right eye, I see something jumping on me.

I lean forward, and the creature flies by me. I stab my dagger into its back. Without a noise, the creature lands on the ground. Dead. I kick it, and it turns on its back. The creature is lean, almost the same height as me. Its hands and legs are unnaturally thin, and its fingers are elongated with claws. At the tips of its fingers are little sucker holes, many mouths only waiting for some poor soul’s blood.

None of this is the part that freaks me out the most. From the creature’s skull grows two curved horns as a continuation of the bones in its skull, and it has no face. Its bald head is like a mannequin, with no eyes, no ears, no mouth and no nose. Just skin. Yellowish skin.

I tilt my head back and scan the walls. There are more. A lot more. They’re climbing on the walls everywhere silently, using their little sucker holes to stay on. There is no way any of the guards are alive at this point. I grab the horn from my side and blow it.

If death wants to take me, let him try. I’ll laugh in his face. I do not fear you, dear death, for I’ve walked as a ghost far longer than I ever truly lived.
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Chapter 58


Gamaliel

Noroin
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The news about Assan was just as relieving for Tobias as it was for me. Even though I don’t have a close connection with Assan, his well-being remains a priority out of respect for my late father.

I’ve only left Tobias moments ago when the distant sound of Evennon’s horn echoes from the west. I lift from the ground and with a few more strokes, I’m above the trees peering in the direction of the western tower, but the sun is blinding this high up. It must have been the guards. Something is coming.

Damn Orion and his war with the world.

I turn to the sound and fly as fast as I can. I close in on the tower and see that it is the least of our problems. In the distance, I see Moltharaks making their way towards Noroin. Their large centipede-like bodies wiggle as they roam through the uneven terrain. Noroin is protected by the old pixie symbols from magical creatures and magic itself, and this makes it almost impenetrable. Almost.

Other types of creatures are not made of magic but from raw chaos and are not recognised by any ward or spell, like the Moltharak. 

“How bad is it?” I hear Tobias ask, who apparently caught up with me.

I slowed down, I realise. “Bad, really bad.”

“There are just the two of us. No more angels in the city.”

“I am very happy about that actually.”

“Are those Moltharaks?” Tobias questions, worry evident in his tone. “And what moves in the shadows?”

“Those are their masters, from the depths of caves and holes in the ground, if you were wondering.”

The Moltharaks naturally live in a very far and not-at-all-habitable region of Immatale, and by nature, they like to keep away and live a solitary life. These, though, have been captured, probably at a young age, blinded, and bonded to a tribe in the mountains that can control them with their minds. We call them masters—sneaky little goblins with zero morals, selling their monsters to whoever is buying.

“Fantastic,” Tobias mumbles, shifting his position to see my face. His eyes are search mine, waiting for a command, as if I’m the one giving them. But despite Orion’s sugar-coated words, his message is clear—I’m executing commands and not giving them. “What is the plan?”

“We have to find our lord and master to tell us the plan,” I huff sarcastically. Where are you, Theo?

We reach the tower, and on top of it Theo is being outnumbered by Faceless creatures jumping on him from all directions. He is covered in the black of their blood as they corner him in the guard booth.

I’m wondering why he thought walking into a trap was a wise decision when I notice the heavily injured guard behind him on the floor. The guard is missing an arm and bleeding heavy from below his ribs. He is still conscious and tries to wrap his belt around the snag of his missing arm.

“Prepare yourself,” I command Tobias while readying my sapphire sword, hardened in the deep dark of old Ellium, way before Celestium was even an idea.

Tobias made sure I had this with me—an old relic, a reminder of my lost status and heritage. Loyalty to my people. Even though I swore to Orion, my heart will always belong to the angels. I glance down at the tower. Whatever is happening down there, it will end.

I land on one of the creatures while cutting off the head of two more. They don’t give us much time to think. More and more are climbing up the walls like it is a small tree. I stab the one under my feet, and it dies without a sound.

“Good timing!” shouts Theo to me.

“Always happy to help you out!” I yell sarcastically.

He smiles but regrets it instantly as a Faceless’s blood sprinkles into his open mouth. I am a good soul, but the sight of his disgust as he spits the blood out brings me joy—lots of it.

With a last spit, he stabs another Faceless in the chest and pushes it down the wall. “Can you take the guard to safety?”

“Why not? I’m your errand boy now.” I move toward him.

“Wait. Stay. You can be more useful here. I’ll send Tobias.”

“Your other errand boy. Wonderful!” I say with as much sarcasm as I can.

Theo rolls his eyes at me and passes me to reach Tobias and order him around. I want to kick his ass down from the tower. Not a very angelic thing to do. Pity.

Tobias nods and flies to the guard, and his skin instantly lights up. His powers work hard to keep him alive and heal. This is what we are meant to do. Heal, not cause injuries.

Even the goblin of all evil, as Eleonor would say, should understand this.

Tobias picks the injured guard up in his arms like a child, and the pale man cries out from the pain. With a strong stroke of his wings, they lift and head toward the centre. Angels are not meant to carry people with them while flying, and it takes a very strong angel to be able to do so. Luckily for them, both Tobias and I are capable of doing it, at least for a short distance. But even for us, it is not easy; our wings work hard to keep both bodies afloat in the air. Mainly because Evennonians don’t have hollow bones—heavy bastards.

Now that they’re gone, the two of us can really enjoy the battle with our silent enemy.  


			[image: ]








Chapter 59


Eleonor
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Gamaliel was in a hurry to find Tobias after I broke the news to him about Assan. Well, as much as we can say it is news; the guy has been down there for more than a year now. Either way, I was disappointed with our conversation and realised there is only one person who can help me get home. Good ole me.

Being warded does not mean being safe. Last night was nothing if not evidence of that. Maybe I am warded from magic, but this is not the fucking church. How can you believe some hilly-billies about magic if you haven’t seen it in your life?

And more importantly, who the fuck is Cidalia?

Wardens, my ass.

I don’t know who the silver-eyed man is, and I’m not sticking around long enough to find out. Even if he did save me from the pixie—if any of that was even real—I’d be far better off back home, away from whatever strange fate is drawing me deeper into this mess.

I hide in one of the small guard posts next to the gate, but it is too busy to make a move just yet. I could say that time surely works for me, but since my night vision is much worse than theirs, I’m at a huge disadvantage. My only hope is that the three moons will give enough light to see where I’m stepping until the sun cuts away the dark drapes of the night. Wow. I’ve really started to speak like them, of moons and holiness.

I take a deep breath and peek out for the hundredth time, but still, the guards are in their position. Have I misunderstood something? They should have changed by now. But nothing. Why can’t they just be slacking every once in a while, like any normal person? Why do they always have to be perfect employees? Only God knows the answer. Or the shining sun, as they would say.

Minutes pass by, maybe hours. The sun has lowered almost to the horizon when I hear a horn. I’m guessing it’s a horn. Not an expert.

Something is happening. The guards leave their post, joining others running toward the centre of the city all weaponed up in steel battle armour and heavy boots.

The only thing I can make out is that Turna has attacked Noroin, and we seem to be screwed. I’ve never been in a fight or war, and I honestly never thought about war, not even with them talking about it over and over again. Sometimes it all seems surreal, until shit hits the fan and you have to start taking things seriously.

When I see two soldiers approach, I duck behind the post, waiting for them to pass. My heart beats faster, and sweat drips down my forehead. What am I doing here? I should be running away, as fast as I can. But something inside me tells me to stay, to fight for what I believe in. Yeah, right.

I take a deep breath and peek out again. The soldiers are gone, and the gate is still unguarded. It’s now or never.

I run towards the gate, my feet pounding on the rocky ground. My breath comes in quick gasps, and my legs ache with every step. But I can’t stop now. I’m too close to freedom.

I tilt my head back, scanning the sky and see the three moons shining bright, even though the sun hasn’t set yet. It’s a beautiful sight. Won’t be missing it, though.

Another three soldiers with the ruby crown crest run past me, and I remember I saw these guys earlier. They’re from the gate to Merania. At least, the closest gate to Merania. Did they just leave the door open? Or is Merania attacking us now? What is wrong with this world?

I sigh. It would take me a day to remember all the wrongs of Evennon and its batshit-crazy king Orion. Maybe sometime later.

Assan said only I can see the door. Lovely. I do hope he’s right.

According to the book I took from the library of Artmeon, the most logical place for the door to be is the exact meadow I woke up in a year ago. Except that I did not see any doors there last time, but I try to silence this little voice in my head. I had not been searching for a door, and besides, maybe I wouldn’t even recognise it in the first place.

Based on the pictures, a magical door can look like many things, like a large circle of mushrooms or the roots of a tree shaped as a door, which are both going to be a bitch to find in a forest. Hah.

I woke up in the middle of the Pixie Forest. Tom, however, was in the inner lands of Evennon. Of the two of us, only I could breathe and move around, so I need to assume that he didn’t change places.

And this logic gets me exactly nowhere. I can’t narrow it down. The door can be anywhere.

I bolt in the direction of the northern gate of Noroin, and nobody can even question my motives. It is fleeing from Turna. Obviously. Duh.

After my genius idea, I reach the gate within ten minutes without running into a soul, and it is not open. Damn.

But it also doesn’t seem guarded. The entire gate and wall are abandoned, which seems impossible. They’re always everywhere, watching. In my shock, I stand there for a minute or two, my feet rooted to the ground, unable to move. Then, like waking from a dream, an urge kicks me in the head, and I start to move. This might be one of my stupidest ideas, but who cares? Even if they catch me, it won’t be my first tango.

The heavy wooden doors are closed, and even if I could pull them apart, I would never pass the iron gate behind it. Unfortunately, these were made to keep smaller creatures away, not like the one in Artmeon. Too much confidence in Artmeon, I must say.

I climb the stairs up to the wall, looking for a window not too high, where I can jump down without dying. Lucky? No.

By the time I reach the top, I’m almost fifty feet from the ground. Lovely.

I try to convince myself to turn back, but the urge is too strong. My heart is aching to get back home. Home, where the crazy kings, wars, and slavery are all far away. Where they can’t torture you without consequences. I never appreciated these things enough, and now they seem a lifetime away.

I pull myself to the top of the wall, then crouch, grabbing the top of the wall. I am batshit-crazy. This is madness. I take a deep breath and step down with my right leg, trying to find a gap to support my leg.

After a moment of hesitation, I take another step down with my left foot, feeling the hard stone surface of the wall against the sole of my boot. My heart is pounding in my chest, and my hands are sweaty as I grip the sides of the wall. I peer downward and immediately regret it. It’s a long way down, and I can feel my stomach churn.

But I keep going. One step at a time, I inch my way down the wall, scanning for any openings or ways to climb down.

It’s hard to believe, but I reach the ground unharmed.  
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Eleonor
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I’m sprinting as fast as my legs can carry me, not allowing myself to look back even for a second. I feel so tiny and slow compared to them, knowing that if they ever realise I’m gone, it’s all over.

What if there is no way back home? asks the little voice in the back of my mind. No, I can’t do this to myself now. I must think there is. There was Tom, who also came through a door, so there must be a door, and I must believe it is a two-way door. Yes, Orion did try to save them, but he never tried to send them back home. Only you can see the door.

I hope for the sake of my sanity that the ones who suffocated were far away from their door, and they did not die while seeing the escape route wide and open, close but still unreachable.

I wonder why I was given a different fate than the others appearing here out of nowhere, but whatever it is, I don’t want to find out, despite how much Orion wants me to stay. Here, in his world. The world I don’t belong in and never will. They make this clear to me every day. The way they look at me when they think I can’t see, the whispers behind my back. I’m the freak locked in a cage for everybody to poke at and make them feel better about themselves.

I’m getting closer to the Pixie Forest, but there is still a measurable distance, and there is absolutely no cover. I need to push myself harder than ever before. My lungs are screaming and my legs are hurting, but I can’t stop. There is no way I’m going back to Noroin voluntarily.

The woods stretch to my left, but an obstacle I hadn’t accounted for blocks my path—the river. Here, it’s high and wide, caught in transition between the deep abyss near Noroin and the gentler streams of the Pixie Forest. The currents rush past, fast and unforgiving, nothing like the tranquil trickle I crossed between the trees before. What now? How do I get across?

Without thinking, I’m running further along the river searching for any possibility of getting to the other side alive. Not too far from me, I notice that at the foothills of the mountain ahead, one of the rocks extends halfway over the river. It may be possible for me to make it across, if I can run fast enough and jump far enough. But most of all, luck will play a huge part in this endeavour. Lots of it.

Not too far happens to be not too close either. I keep running and running, but it gets harder as the ground becomes more inclined. The closer I get to the mountain the slower I run, and at some point, I even have to stop to breathe. My legs are shaking, and I pant like after running a marathon. Oh, dear God, I’m so not in shape. I slowly regulate my breathing and start to walk. Keep moving, I tell myself.

Slowly but surely, I reach the rock, which is huge and steep. I’m not much of a rock climber, and even if I was, the rock seems to be too smooth to be climbed without any equipment.  Desperation and anguish flood my mind as tears well in my eyes. How much time do I have before someone notices I’m missing?

I circle the rock, hoping to find a way around it, but the other side is just as sheer. A sob escapes my throat, and I can no longer contain my tears. I rest my forehead against the rock and let a few escape. Then, I feel a gust of wind pushing me from behind.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Tobias’ voice thunders behind me, shaking me to my core.

I turn around, and the tall angel stands behind me barely five feet away. His face is an unreadable mask, but his eyes seethe with rage. His light brown hair is pulled back in a tight knot on top of his head, and his armour is soaked with black and red blood.

“I asked you a question!” He steps closer to me, waiting for an answer, but I’m frozen in place and time. “Why is it when we’re defending Noroin from Turna, I fly above the trees and see a little mouse running away in the other direction?”

I’m still quiet, my heart beating faster than humanly possible and my cheeks feeling hot. I’m dizzy from the dread building inside me. There is no way I can get away from him in the open. In a forest? Maybe. Trees are not wing-compatible. Being small and somewhat fast does come handy here and there.

“Answer me!” he yells at me now and tries to grab me, but I jump back, hitting the rock.

Then I sit down, surprising him with the movement. These men are used to fighting opponents their own size, who attack them rather than be defensive. Unfortunately, he adapts quickly. He lifts me up by my left arm, holding me so tight that it hurts. I cry out.

He pulls me up so that I’m on my tiptoes, but still below his eye level, so he bends his head, and just when I think he’s going to yell at me more, he freezes. His eyes go wide, his body rigid like the rock behind me.

Then he lets me go and falls to his knees. This is when I realise that there are two arrows in his back, one in his right shoulder and the other in his lower back. Oh, shit.

I scan our surroundings but see no one. I drop to my knees next to Tobias. “We need to move!” I grab his arm to help him up. “Come on, we need to go back!”

I am officially panicking. What have I done?

Tobias doesn’t seem to hear me at first, but then he pushes me away. “Go!” he tells me. “Go, you stupid girl!”

“I’m not going to leave you here! And besides, whatever is coming, I can’t outrun them! Move!”

But rather than moving, he closes his eyes and seems to lose consciousness.

I put my palms around his cheeks. “No, no, no, no! Come on, Tobias! You’re a big, badass angel, and these are only two little arrows. You can do this!”

The two little arrows are larger than my entire arm, sticking out of his back like spikes.

“Those two little arrows are poisoned,” comes a voice from behind Tobias.

A surprised cry leaves me with the rest of my soul.

“It won’t kill him, but I can assure you, it hurts. Even big...badass angels.” The man sounds almost amused.

I lift my eyes, and I realise how stupid I am. It is not one guy but at least ten surrounding us. How I didn’t notice is beyond me. The man in front of me is tall, just like Tobias. He wears grey clothes, and his face and hair are all painted grey.

Grey like the rocks. Stupid, stupid me. The only colour on him is his light amber eyes, like Dante’s.

“Please don’t kill him,” I beg, grabbing the hands of Tobias and assuring him of my presence.

The man watches me with piercing eyes. “Kill him? Oh, no, you misunderstand the situation. I have entirely different things in mind.”

The curve of his mouth is the last thing I see when someone puts a dark sack on my head and ties my hands together behind my back. It happens so fast that I can’t even keep up with the movements. I’m just a ragdoll he twists and binds. Then the same guy from behind me lifts me over his shoulder, and we are off into the unknown.
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More creatures are climbing up the walls, like angry hornets whose hive has been disturbed. They cut off the head of one of the guards, and the other one is hurt severely. Thankfully, Orion sent the two angels here; otherwise, he would have died as well. Maybe Gamaliel whines all the time, but he would never leave the injured to die if he can help it.

“Moltharaks are coming towards Noroin!” he shouts to me. “They will be here in fifteen minutes, tops.”

“Oh, for the shining of the waxing moons!” I shout. “Anything else?”

He looks at me, puzzled by the question. “Do you need anything else? I thought a hundred Faceless and a dozen Moltharaks would be enough problems for one day.”

“Orion is right about you; you are depressing,” I tell him, and he rolls his eyes dramatically.

Just a second later, I hear shouts from below, and as I glance over the wall, I see that soldiers have arrived with Dante at the front, who is already chopping off the head of one of the Faceless. When he’s done, he looks up at me, smiling, and waves.

I turn around and move toward the stairs, cutting down the creatures in my way. I reach the top of the stairs, but rather than immediately enter the arch, I shout back to Gamaliel, “I need you to cover this end!”

He nods at me and takes off to land just in front of me. “Go,” he says, not wasting his time on formalities.

I enter the arch and immediately run into two of the Faceless. They knock the torches down. The glass smashes on the ground, and starflies escape from it. And without light, it is much harder to know where they are. I wish they would make noise, but not my lucky day.

I feel the air move as one of them lunges at me.

I turn to my side, pushing my back to the wooden wall, and chop its arms off with one clean strike. By the time I cut it down, the other one is in mid-air. I crouch and raise my sword to slice it open from chest to crotch.

More black blood is spilled on me; I can taste it on my teeth. Disgusting.

I move my body, not thinking about how much blood I’ve swallowed since the start of the fight. Sometimes you just don’t want to know the facts. At the next turn, I run into Dante, who apparently has made his way up to the tower in the meantime.

“Hey!” he greets happily with a huge smile. “You were right!” He pats me on the arm like I told him which horse was faster, and it won the competition. Nothing brings more joy to Dante than spilling blood. This is definitely his lucky day.

“There are Moltharaks out there. We must kill their masters before they get too close,” I tell him seriously.

“Okay, sounds entertaining,” he says, his golden eyes sparkling with excitement.

We run down the stairs to meet the other soldiers. I send up five of them to help Gamaliel, and I take the rest to go out to deal with the Moltharaks.

On our way, Illia walks toward us with a bloody boning knife in her hand. The knife isn’t even a big one, but it looks huge in her small and delicate hands.

“Out for a stroll, boys?” she asks, smiling.

“You can come if you want,” I say, “but we need to leave now.” I know she’s not supposed to leave the borders of Evennon, but Illia is one of the soldiers who has experience fighting pixies. And dare I say she has a great record.

Her eyes narrow slightly, and her grin widens, almost daring me. “Are you flirting with me, Theo?”

I roll my eyes. “You will go with Lumion,” I order and rush everyone forward. We don’t have time for this.

Dante goes ahead and opens a small hidden door a bit farther from the tower and peeks his head out.

He glances back at me. “It’s all clear,” he says in a low voice.

I nod at him, and he moves ahead with the rest of us leaving Noroin. Despite being one of the most annoying people I know, Dante is a highly skilled soldier, with a unique fighting style. His weapon play is impeccable, his moves are smooth, and you will never notice him if he doesn’t want you to. His only disadvantage is his reddish hair, which can be a little too vibrant in the green forest. Like he read my mind, he pulls the hood of his coat up to cover his head.

We move quietly, melting into the background. None of the Faceless ever notice our disappearance. By this time, more soldiers should have arrived at the tower to fight them off. Gamaliel will whine about this for the rest of my living days.

We split up into three groups to cover as much ground as we possibly can and take out the masters before the Moltharaks reach Noroin. Masters are usually guarded by other creatures, and if we’re lucky, then not by too many. The creatures bind their lives with the Moltharak’s, sharing sight and blood, which makes one strong and the other weak. We would never be able to take three Moltharaks down, but the three masters? Oh, yes, even with my eyes closed.

I head to the right with Dante and a soldier named Gannan. The other two groups have more soldiers, but I have the confidence that with Dante, I could take them down alone. After all, I am the leader of Evennon’s armies for a reason.

Before parting, I pull Illia to the side. “I don’t want any deaths.”

“Other than the ones attacking us, you mean?” she asks.

“Yes, of course.”

She doesn’t answer me, just winks and moves ahead, kicking Lumion in the butt to move faster.

We move unnoticeably and efficiently through the thick underbrush, the forest getting thinner with each step. At the edge of the forest, Dante spots one of the masters guarded by pixies from the Dead Lands. Unbelievable. It doesn’t matter how many you kill or how many times you burn up the Dead Lands. They always come back, crawling out from the earth with the mere goal of destroying us.

“Fucking pixies,” hisses Dante between his teeth.

Gannan crunches next to him and removes the bow from his back, ready to shoot anyone down. “They crossed the river right under our noses.”

I crouch next to them with Dante on my right, hiding just behind lush bushes with tiny white flowers. Poisonous flowers, but pretty, nonetheless. “I’ve counted five, but I’m sure there are more.”

“With the masters, or only the pixies?” Dante whispers.

“Who cares about the masters? They’re too busy bringing havoc on Noroin,” I grumble.

I move from behind the bush, keeping myself low. Dante mirrors me in the other direction. Gannan stays put and covers us, just in case.

I have five throwing knives on me plus a short sword and my hidden dagger. I wouldn’t say I prepared for war today, but it will do. Dante only brought a battle axe, like he usually does. It has old siren runes carved into the iron, making the steel unbreakable. Something from the old times, for good luck, I guess.

Dante is not a complex man. Give him one weapon, and he will butcher half the world.

I reach the last tree before the meadow right next to the forest and have a clear view of the masters and some of the pixies. Their skin has more colour and life than the slaves in Evennon, which boils my anger once again. Their clothes are the same black, like we saw outside the gates of Noroin. Wonderful.

I look to the side, and Dante is waving at me happily from the other end of the forest. He is ready whenever I’m ready. Nothing can kill his spirit if the possibility of spilling blood arises. He has so much in common with Kassus. So much.

I raise my arm and signal to Dante. We jump out at the same time. I toss my first three knives almost simultaneously, and Dante throws his axe and hits one of the pixies right in the middle of its forehead. I only manage to hit two of the pixies, one of them in the throat, the other in the left eye. Perfect shots, but not deadly. The most effective way to kill them is to chop off their head, otherwise they might survive. We have to act fast. If they are back in their power, it would be nearly impossible to kill them.

Even Evennonians can survive a dagger in the eye, and pixies are far worse than us. They always have been.

The third one, a female, is too quick. She takes the small master with her as she hides behind a rock. Dante is sitting on the chest of another pixie that he killed with his axe, grinning wildly as it bleeds to death under his feet. I can’t help but shake my head at him disapprovingly as an arrow whizzes past my ear, slicing the side of a large pixie’s neck and drawing blood. Judging by the amount of blue blood, it must have struck an artery.

I pivot back toward Gannan, and he nods at me. I move towards the remaining two pixies. They’re both on the ground, writhing in pain. I draw my short sword and plunge it into the first one’s chest. It struggles for a few seconds before I pull my sword out and chop off his head. I kick the head to the side, but we’ll need to burn this just in case. The second one tries to crawl away, but I kick it in the ribs before bringing my sword down on its neck.

I look to the right, where the Moltharaks have almost reached the border of Noroin. Shit, it’s taking way too long.

We head towards the rocky outcropping where the woman pixie and master have taken cover. As we approach, we hear the sound of chanting. It is so silent you can almost mistake it for the blowing wind. But they can’t fool us, not anymore—we know magic when we hear it.

Dante grips his axe tighter, his knuckles turning white. Gannan readies his bow, an arrow already nocked and aimed. Looks like I’m not the only one who has bad memories of magic.

I draw my sword, feeling the weight of it in my hand. We pause momentarily, exchanging glances, before nodding to each other. It’s time to end this.

We burst out from behind the rocks, weapons glinting in the sunlight. A bunch of rocks lift from the ground as the pixie woman raises her hand. She was waiting for us, the white of her eyes completely black as she casts her magic.

The rocks fly, and I duck to the ground to avoid them. As the rocks land, I roll towards the pixie. As I get closer, roots break free from the ground and swirl around my ankles, pulling me back.

The pixie launches toward Dante immediately, her small form darting around him with supernatural speed. If she was full of magic, we wouldn’t be able to see her move. But luck is with us today; these pixies are not strong like the ones we’re used to.

With a swift, expert stroke of her sword, she cuts Dante’s upper arm deeply. Blood spurts from the wound, painting the air crimson. Dante hisses from the pain, while I try to cut through the roots of the tree.

Gannan darts in her direction, but before he can get close enough, the pixie raises her hand, and rocks fly toward him, hitting him everywhere they can reach. He stands his ground and slowly step by step gets closer to her, distracting the pixie enough that I can finally free myself.

New roots break through the ground, lifting Gannan up from the ground by his neck, his limps swinging and kicking the air hopelessly. Dante gets up from the ground, his bone showing in the arm the pixie cut. With determination on his face, he jumps at the pixie, who, with a flash, jumps away from him in my direction.

I throw my sword at her, but she avoids the hit and knocks me in the head with a stone. Dante grabs her by the hair and pulls her to the ground, kicking her in the stomach and head. I push myself off the ground and run at them before the pixie can raise her hand again, killing us.

She notices me, but she doesn’t have a second chance. As she jumps up from the ground, I launch upward and cut her head off with a single movement. Her body falls, and blood pools around it like a tiny blue lake.

The master is still sitting on the ground, his eyes closed as he chants in a trance. Dante sees red and puts his axe into its head with all of his frustration. The sound is sickening—a sharp crack followed by wet squelching noises as the blade pierces bone and splits flesh. The chanting stops abruptly, and the master’s body goes limp.

As we stand there catching our breaths, I can feel my heart pounding in my chest. The adrenaline coursing through me makes every detail seem sharp and vivid, from the sound of footsteps crunching over gravel to the scent of sweat and fear mingling in the air. I realise then that it’s just the two of us.

I turn to see where Gannan is. His body is still swinging from the tree, now unconscious. A root punched through his chest, severing his heart.

“I’ll get him down,” says Dante. I nod at him, knowing that the fast wind has already carried Gannan’s soul away.

I pivot in the direction of the Moltharaks, and the first of them jumps up from the earth, freed from slavery, and heads toward the abyss, where it jumps down and disappears from sight. The others are still going strong in the direction of Noroin, and I start to doubt the capabilities of the other soldiers. Maybe I should have split up from Dante.

One of the Moltharaks is almost at the walls of Noroin, and I run toward the creature, knowing too well that there is no way I can get there in time. Sitting still and waiting is not my strong suit.

Then lightning strikes it down from above in the form of Gamaliel, opening up the head of the creature, which screams in return.

Gamaliel flies up as the Moltharak jumps after him, almost catching his foot. Luckily Gamaliel moves like the fast wind and avoids all of its aggressive attempts.

But it doesn’t stop. It doesn’t give up. It moves forward and attacks the wall of the guard tower, breaching it almost instantly. I am running as fast as I can, but there is nothing I can do.

Gamaliel appears from the clouds again and strikes the head of the Moltharak from behind, but this time, he doesn’t retreat. He strikes and strikes like an angry bird fighting for his nest.

I make a mental note to not get on his bad side. The Moltharak manages to knock him into the remains of the wall, and he breaks through it from the force of the hit.

I squint across the meadow, spotting Illia sprinting toward a figure—a pixie, I think. She’s alone. Where are the others?

The pixie lashes out, and all I can make out is a pink blur hurtling through the air before crashing hard to the ground. The impact doesn’t slow Illia; if anything, it fuels her.

She charges again, not letting the pixie escape. As they clash, the pixie summons magic. The leaves scatter from the forest floor, twisting into a whirlwind around them. I can’t see them anymore from the funnel of leaves around them, but a second later all the leaves drop to the ground, and Illia stands up. The pixie lies crumpled at her feet.

She glances toward me, panting. I gesture toward Noroin, still running. Without hesitation, she pivots and vanishes between the trees.

I shift my attention back to Gamaliel, who is already on his feet, and with his blue blade in his hand, he launches toward the skies. But just before he can turn back to strike, the remaining Moltharaks stop in their tracks, like they’re thinking.

And then, as if with a single mind, they change direction and head to the abyss, where they disappear into the depths.

Finally. Took them a fucking while.

Gamaliel, rather than returning to Noroin, changes direction and heads toward the Pixie Forest.
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The sack constantly sticks to my nose and mouth as I try to breathe, its damp and mouldy smell filling my lungs. When we halt, I’m shoved into a tiny space, nearly stumbling over something. The man unties the bindings around my wrists, replacing them with handcuffs fastened to something. I guess that’s an improvement—the iron of the cuffs doesn’t cut into my skin like the rope did. Little by little, I’m making progress. He pats me down thoroughly, finding the silver letter opener hidden in my dress. He takes it away and spends a little too much time around my boobs. Fucker.

He finally takes off the sack covering my head, and the sharp light of the bright sun temporarily blinds me. After a few blinks, I can make out the small area: an iron cage situated somewhere high up in the mountains. Just great. A hiking trip was just what I wanted...not.

It’s like a prison camp, with numerous cages. Were they searching for us? Did they come from Turna? So many questions in my mind. My gaze finds Tobias, kneeling in the centre of grey-painted men, and others that look well-kept. There are at least fifty of them. Not a favourable situation.

I’m speaking like I can take even one down. Oh, boy.

A man strides through the mass of people with silver hair cascading down his shoulders. He wears black boots, fitted black pants and a long white fur coat with grey patches. His dark skin is the colour of rich olive, and golden honey flecks his eerie silver eyes. Silvery-white eyes, a few shades darker than his hair, like fallen stars, bright and cold framed by grey lashes. I learned quite early on that evil has a pretty face in Evennon.

A wicked smile curves his lips, though it never reaches his eyes. As he passes my cell, I spot tattoos running from his pointed ears down his neck and disappearing under his fur coat. I cannot make out the symbols, but at first glimpse, I don’t recognise any of them. 

He glares at the poor angel on his knees with satisfaction, measuring him up like a trophy. He doesn’t even spare a glance in my direction, the filthy maggot in the iron cage. But what could I offer that a creature of light and glory cannot?  Even I wouldn’t choose myself in the same situation.

He swipes his gaze over today’s catch, then he says something in a language I’m not familiar with in a deep masculine voice. Everyone laughs, except Tobias, who looks more spooked if that is even possible.

For one moment, Tobias meets my gaze in the iron cage. Fear shines in his wide eyes before he turns away again without a trace of hope. Tobias appears small, lost, and far too young for someone who has lived hundreds of years. His brown eyes seem to darken with despair as he catches sight of the tall man’s face. His face turns white like the snow in Orvanha.

My heart is aching for him. If I could, I would go over there, give him a hug and tell him that this is not reality, that he will wake up soon and can do his angelic business as usual. But unfortunately, this is reality. Who else would know that better than me?

The white-haired demon crouches in front of him like a beautiful gargoyle, his face serious but slightly amused, and he starts asking him questions. Tobias only gives curt answers, but this doesn’t seem to bother the demon in front of him.

A minute or so later, the demon stands up and says something to the others, what sounds like a command. A man with ginger hair draped in a black coat, steps out from the crowd of grey-painted men, a broadsword gripped tightly in his right hand. White Hair gets the sword from him, and Tobias lowers his head as if accepting his fate. 

I feel my blood running cold. No, no, no, no. This cannot be. They can’t just execute him like that. They said they wouldn’t kill him. Yeah, sure, Eleonor, believe anything a random guy tells you right after shooting down angel boy. Way to go. That lying asshole.

They removed the arrows from his back, otherwise he wouldn’t be conscious right now. Or maybe they just broke the ends of the arrows. It is hard to figure these things out when you haven’t seen it happen.

If I ever get out of this doomed world, I will have severe PTSD for sure.

I have to force my hands over my mouth, or I’d be screaming hysterically. I can’t hear anything from the hammering of my troubled heart.The only thing I see is Tobias’s body trembling with fear, his eyes squeezed shut and his fists clenched

I’m not too far, but what can I do that would matter? Any of them is at least double my size and trained in combat with weapons. And oh boy, do they have weapons. Swords, shields, knives, bows, whips. Anything you can imagine, they have it. Like a medieval weapons market. Surrounded by an iron cage and half an army.

But not trying isn’t an option. Dying while trying? It sounds way better. There is a rhythm to it.

They took down Tobias, for God’s sake. And Tobias is not an easy target.

I have to think. I have to find a way to do the impossible and save Tobias. I scan the area and pick up some stones lying nearby. Not the best choice of weapon, but maybe enough to distract them, and Tobias can free himself. Hopefully. Ideally. 

I have the element of surprise. The handcuffs on my wrist are too big, and if I put in a little effort and twist my hands a bit, I could get out of them. I have lots of practice with too-small bracelets from a life before. Small hands come in handy.

The iron bars of the cage are narrow enough that it would be impossible to escape for a man like them, but not even close to narrow enough for me. The only question remaining is my speed. Am I fast enough? No way, to say the least, but overthinking is the murderer of the act. 

I take a deep breath, but just before I can test my cat-like escape skills, someone in the back starts shouting. For a moment, I thought my intentions have been discovered, but then they run past my cage.

I open my eyes and peek out and see them staring up to the sky with their bow in hand, where another figure is flying in our direction. The sun behind him makes it hard to guess who it can be, but after a few seconds, I recognise Gamaliel in his armour, sapphire sword in hand.

He’s like one of those warrior-angel paintings on the ceiling of any cathedral. Majestic and deadly, striking down with the wrath of God himself. Or herself. His black hair is braided on top to the back of his head, making his face seem sharper. His lips seem thinner than usual, and his eyes are glowing with anger and annoyance. He is also covered in blood—lots of it.

Oh boy, he’s pissed. 

The earth shakes as he lands at the end of the cliff, his dark blue wings still open, looking like death itself has arrived. 

The first arrow is directed at his right thigh, but he knocks it out of the air with his small sword before it can reach him. In a heartbeat, the shooter lies on the ground in agony, a dagger sticking out of his neck. He is drowning in his own blood trying to get the dagger out.

While I was lost watching him fight like a fish in the desert, Gamaliel has already taken down one more. This one got hit in more than one spot, one in the left hand and one in the heart. 

The white-haired demon holds up his hand, and all the others stop immediately. He is still standing next to Tobias with the sword in his hand threateningly close to the angel’s head. 

Demon Boy says something to Gamaliel, which make Gamaliel’s eyes darken in a way I’ve never seen before.

“If you touch him, you will die,” replies Gamaliel in Cidalian.

Vito raises his brows, but doesn’t let Tobias go. “I can chop his head off and take his wings back to my father as a gift.” He smirks.

My heart speeds up, and I feel dizzy. Cutting off wings? What kind of monster would do that? The white-haired one, obviously. I knew he was a demon before even knowing his intentions.

At this point, I’m clutching the rocks so hard that my right hand is shaking. From the corner of my eye, I see something move next to me. I force myself to turn my gaze away from Gamaliel, and right in front of my nose, a small blue butterfly flutters. I follow it with my eyes, and it flies right out of the cage, up to Demon Boy and starts to circle his head.

“Let them go!” says Gamaliel in a voice I do not recognise as his own, taking my attention away from the silly little butterfly. His voice is filled with anger and shadows. Like it isn’t the soldier of God, but Lucifer himself making demands. His once-torn wings now in their prime are so big, their tips drag on the ground as he walks.

“Did you come to make demands, angel?” asks the demon, amused, while the butterfly lands on top of his head.

“That, I did,” growls Gamaliel. “Who do you think you are, Vito?”

“The one with two, almost three prisoners.” The demon called Vito smiles. I’m totally going to smack his arrogant head with the biggest fucking stone I can find.

Gamaliel sizes him up before his gaze shifts, finally resting on Tobias. Another type of expression fills his features. The ice-cold glow in his eyes fades as if his anger has dissipated. Tobias is beaten and bleeding. His eyes are wide like a doe’s caught in headlights, full of fear. Then, he glances over his shoulder, searching. Finally, he finds me in the cage, sitting with my knees to my chest, curved into a small ball, my eyes peeking out in terror. Little does he know I’m hiding rocks in my lap, ready to launch at any second.

“Let them go,” pleads Gamaliel in a softer tone. As if trying to reason with Demon Boy.

“On what grounds? They violated our borders,” says the demon, his eyes sparkling with humour. “You are overpowered. You can’t defeat us all, and this one”—he gestures towards Tobias— “barely has any fight left in him.” 

“Overpowered? Maybe. But I am very much intact, which can’t be said about your soldiers.” 

“You plan to murder us all?” It’s a question, but it sounds like a joke. “Is that it?”

“Don’t underestimate me, boy. You might be disappointed.” Gamaliel smiles confidently.

Vito’s lips thin, and his eyes narrow. Maybe he doesn’t like to be called a boy. Unbelievable.

Gamaliel stares at him without any emotion on his face. His jaw tightens as he turns back to Tobias. “Can you fly?”

Tobias’s eyes go wide as if he has grown another head. “Don’t even think about that,” he says in a cracked voice. 

“Is that a yes?” Gamaliel asks impatiently but in the voice of the semi-god he is. Even I want to answer yes while I have no wings to fly with. 

“Yes,” comes the answer as a whisper. 

Gamaliel turns back to the demon, who has been closely observing the conversation. His head tilted, his silver eyes glittering in the sun.

“How about a deal?” offers Gamaliel.

“Are you in a position to make demands, Gamaliel?” asks the demon with a sigh. “Last time I checked, you’re Orion’s new puppet.” He leans back against the iron of the cage behind him with a bored expression on his face. As if this is just a little nuisance in his life, and the angels have personally come to annoy him. This guy could totally be BFFs with Orion.

“What does it matter to you?”

“Nothing, actually,” murmurs the demon “So tell me, what is there you can offer in exchange for this one?” And hello? What about me? “Would you betray the secrets of your new master?”

“Myself.” 

Oh, the quiet. I guess not even Demon Boy was expecting that one. There is a cold standoff between Gamaliel and him now chilling my blood, and everyone else is trying to survive without breathing. But as blinking is essential, so is oxygen.

“Is this a joke?” comes Vito’s voice, colder than expected.

“Not for me.”

“Are you suggesting you will switch places with him?” he asks in an unsure voice. His eyes narrow on Gamaliel, searching for the trap that must be lying somewhere.

Surely Gamaliel wouldn’t make a deal like this without Orion’s agreement. Sadly, I’m with Demon Boy on this one. I like Tobias in his own cold-hearted-bitch way, but Gamaliel is way more important to Orion, and he would never ever sacrifice him for Tobias and absolutely not for me.

“Yes, but Tobias and the girl leave unharmed,” comes Gamaliel’s voice.

He’s not as confident as before. Now I can see the sadness in his eyes, the usual sadness I always see when he looks at Orion—another captor. 

Vito crosses his arms over his chest. “What if I don’t agree?” 

“We will find out how many I can take down before I fall.” And Gamaliel surely can’t defeat an army alone. He will fall, and we will fall with him, because ain’t no way I’m leaving without him.

“What is the guarantee you won’t fly away the minute I let this one go?” Vito nods towards Tobias. 

Gamaliel’s eyes find Tobias again, and he takes a deep breath, glancing back at Vito. “Is this a deal?”

Vito takes in Gamaliel for a few moments, but just before the silence becomes too awkward, he says, “It is.”

After a moment of hesitation, Gamaliel throws his sword to the side and undoes his belt so he can take off the other sword as well. He takes off his leather vest and the hidden dagger under it. Once he tosses those away to where the swords lay, he glances at Tobias again and closed his eyes for a second. Then he falls to his knees with his arms lifted. He has sacrificed himself.

A tear escapes from my eye. I know I’m not the one he’s sacrificing himself for, but still, I am part of the package. And I alone put him in this situation. It’s my fault Tobias was shot. It’s my fault that we got captured. And now they’re going to hurt Gamaliel because of me.

Vito pushes himself away from the bars. “Welcome to Merania then,” he says, amused, and starts to approach Gamaliel with some of the soldiers who stand by his side with weapons in hand. They close in on the angel, and two of them catch his arms and hold him while the other two go for his wings. 

Oh, no. Oh, no, no, no, no. They’ll cut them off. Oh, no. Oh, sweet baby Jesus, help me. I can’t accept this. It took him so long to grow out his broken and torn wings and never-failing determination to regain his strength to fly. And for what? For nothing?

My heart drums even harder, and I don’t even realise that I’m already standing at the edge of the cage. I have a clear vision of the men surrounding Gamaliel, and all I need is a strong shot. I wish I had kickass skills like in the movies, where people can win against twenty people, even twice their size. A girl can dream.

Vito crouches beside Gamaliel, relying on his long sword. “I wish this weren’t necessary,” he says almost gently. “Crippling creatures has never brought me any joy.”

Gamaliel turns his head to the side. “Just get it over with.”

Vito hesitates for a second but then stands up.

This is the sign I was waiting for. If I was planning to do anything, then this is my moment. Maybe this is suicide, but does it matter? I wasn’t meant to live forever, so my death will be just the fate I was given at birth. 

You smell of death and rot.

My body is shaking. My heart is racing.

I was right; I fit through the iron bars of my cage, with mere centimetres only, but I’m out. There is no one close enough to stop me. I run closer to them and launch the first rock at the demon himself. I hit his shoulder.

“Stop it!” I scream. “Stop it, you monster!”

I launch a sharper stone slightly bigger than the one before. This one hits him on the back of his head. I have never been a good thrower, but adrenaline must have helped my aim. 

He turns around, surprised, like this is the first time he’s noticed me. Yeah, bitch, you forgot about me.

His gaze is deadly, giving I-will-murder-you vibes. I freeze with the next stone in my hand. He lifts his hand to the back of his head, and it comes back bloody. I really did hit him good. I can’t help myself, feeling a little pride, but if he was annoyed before, now he is super pissed.

He looks back up at me from his bloody hand with a twisted expression on his face. Did I just try to take down a demon? With stones? Stones, Eleonor? Jesus.

His eyes scan the cage behind me where I was kept just second ago. My shiny handcuffs are still tied to the end of the cage. He turns his attention back at me and smiles. Impressed, Demon Boy?

There is only one person next to Tobias now. He’s basically free. Why isn’t he moving? Gamaliel is still on the ground, his arms held, but only by two people. He could get free. What’s going on? They’re surely not choosing to stay for their own executions, right?

“Why aren’t you moving?” I shout at Tobias.

“We made a deal,” he says quietly.

“And?” The fuck is wrong with them?

Vito walks slowly in my direction, ice-cold eyes bathed in poison. “And we don’t break our word,” he says to me in a controlled voice.

Nobody moves except him, and he trains his eyes on me.

Did I have a plan? Absolutely not. This was the plan. There was never a plan to escape. But I can’t just wait for him to beat the shit out of me patiently.

I throw the remaining two rocks at him in panic, but he catches them with ease. He seems more amused than pissed. Is that good? Or worse? Hard to say. After Dante, I know torture is fun for some. He looks at me as a cat must look at a mouse. I begin to move backward, but he’s closing in faster now.

I shoot out to the right, where they keep the other cages, some barrels, and more equipment. He follows me, but with those long, muscled legs, there is no need for hurry, at least for him.

As I pass some of the cages, my head swings from one side to the other trying to find a way out or a weapon I can use. Most of the weapons are too big for me; I’m not sure if I could even lift them. On top of one of the barrels is a knife, not a big one, but a knife, nonetheless. I whip my head back, scanning the surroundings, but surprisingly, Vito is nowhere to be seen. Oh, no. Where did you go now?

Wherever he is, I would like to meet him with a knife in my hand. Fixing my eyes on the knife, I’m nearly running towards the barrel, but as I reach for it, he jumps up from behind it.

“Boo!” he shouts.

Scares me so much that I almost land on my ass. He laughs but makes no move to catch me. I step back, still facing him, trying not to stumble on something and fall. He follows me to the end of the rows of cages until my back hits the very last one. I turn my head from one direction to the other, desperately trying to find a way out, but it’s a trap.

I don’t realise he’s led me to a dead end. Of course not. I was walking backwards. Idiot.

The last cage is dark, half covered with a black sheet, but the uncovered part looks empty. It isn’t narrower than the one I escaped from; this should be quite simple.

“No more rocks?” Vito smirks with a triumphant gleam in his silver eyes. “What a pity.”

I really, really don’t think he means it.

We don’t have much distance left between us, and the cold bars of the cage are digging into my skin, but I can’t stop myself from cringing backward even more despite the growing pain. Time slows down.

He is within arm’s reach, and when he decides to lift his arm, I push myself back through the bars into the empty cage and land on my ass. There is some emotion on his face that I can’t make out, but it doesn’t seem like anger anymore.

You didn’t expect this, did you? 

He grabs the bars and yells at me, “No!” His face distorts in a mask of worry.

Then something jumps on my back. It is tall but skinny, and its skin is cold. I can’t see its face, but it pushes me down. My head gets stuck between two bars on the ground. I cry out from the pain, but it kneels with its sharp knees on my back and elbows between my shoulder blades.

It shuts me up quickly, as I’m unable to breathe. I try to hit it with my hands, but it’s like hitting a wall. I may as well just hit the cage; the results would be the same.

Then the creature changes positions, and its knee pushes into my back more. One skinny hand grabs my hand, its cold skin on mine, and nails dig deep into my wrists, drawing blood. With its other hand, it grabs my hair, pulls my head higher, leans into my neck and bites me—hard. 

The pain is overwhelming, and I scream from the top of my lungs.

But the creature doesn’t care. It’s still biting me and wants its pound of flesh ASAP. I’m not sure what kind of teeth it has, but they aren’t human. They are sharper and, in several lines, like a shark’s. Perfect to chew on my flesh. The image of the creature chewing on the reindeer in the Hollow Forest comes to my mind.

Then something hits it hard, taking it off me with a part of my flesh still in its mouth. I hear the shouts and screams closing in on me. I’m still on my belly, and I can’t move. The pain in my neck is unbearable, and there is a puddle of blood under me. 

Someone grabs me under my arms and pulls me out of the cage. The tugging sharpens the pain. I want to throw up. The one pulling me turns me around, and I’m faced with a glowing Gamaliel. His features are filled with worry, and his glow surrounds him like a halo. His green irises are huge, like the sea in a storm. Unlike Orion’s, his are warm, never cold, never cruel. He’s beautiful. The most beautiful man I have ever seen in my life. It makes me happy that this will be the last thing I see and not the iron cage.

I try to speak and thank him for being here with me, but it’s no longer possible. My eyes are heavy, and my head dizzy. I see another face then. Tobias’s beaten face, also glowing with warm light like Gamaliel, but not nearly as strong. Gamaliel is saying something, but I can’t make out what he’s saying. He lifts his gaze up from me.

No, please don’t leave me, I think. I don’t want to die alone.

He’s speaking with someone. Another face appears, Vito’s. He’s not glowing at all but looks concerned. I know I’m dying. A part of my neck is missing. My mouth is full of blood. I’m drowning in my own blood. Fast.

Interestingly, I don’t feel pain anymore. I feel peace. The calmest I’ve felt ever since I arrived in this damn place.

Gamaliel nods, and then he shifts his attention back to me, still glowing like the setting sun. He slides his arms under me, one grabbing my back and shoulders, the other under my legs. He lifts me into his arms, and with a heavy push, we leave the earth, and we’re flying.

He’s taking me to heaven. The thought transforms into a tear. So nice of him. 

As we reach higher, I feel weightless. My eyes are shutting, and I drift away into the darkness.   
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A shooting star appears on the sky and falls beneath the white walls of Artmeon. An angel arriving from the direction of Noroin, its body covered in light as it heals whoever it carries. I shoot out in the direction of the infirmary. It is either Gamaliel or Tobias. Neither of them is good news regarding our borders.

I rush through the halls, my feet barely touching the ground. I run through the door of the infirmary, where Aman almost crashes into me as he hurries to one of the beds with his hands full.

Gamaliel is sitting on a chair, his head bent toward the bed, his body illuminated with a soft light. His body is covered in black and red blood, locks of his black hair curling wildly around his sweat-covered face. An angel can only shine as bright as the life they are saving, and him being lit so little can only mean that a life is close to its end.

On the bed lies a small figure, whose sheets have already turned blood-red at the edges. Her lips are blue, and she is sickly pale. Her skin has lost its vibrant colour, which we call life.

Aman tries to stop the bleeding in her neck, putting pressure and starting to sew the sides together, but the wound is huge compared to her small frame, and too many parts are missing.

I sigh, gazing down at Eleonor. What did you do now?

It is pointless to blame her when she might not even be with us anymore. She is too pale and looks dead already. I know she isn’t, because Gamaliel’s skin is slightly lit, but there is no other sign of life.

As I close in on the bed, Gamaliel lifts his head and stares at me with strange eyes. His mouth is parted as if he has something to say but cannot decide what it should be. I examine his face, where tiredness and grief are beginning to settle in his features.

Angels can heal anyone, and they can’t control it. It is in their nature; if an injured creature touches them, their body heals it, never differentiating. You can kill an angel by leaving it with the miserable. He will wrap you in light until none is left and he fades away. Gamaliel must be tired to the bone, but he is clinging to Eleonor’s hand as if she’s giving her life to him, not the other way around.

“What happened?” I ask, my voice just a whisper. I walk up to the other side of the bed and caress Eleonor’s free hand. Her skin is cold like ice.

“Half her neck is missing. She shouldn’t be alive,” says Gamaliel, avoiding my question.

Eleonor doesn’t move. She lies there like a beautiful sculpture. “No, she shouldn’t.”

“And yet.”

“And yet.”

Aman raises his gaze up from the bandages he is working on, steps aside, and a pixie takes his place, putting pressure on the wound. He doesn’t say a word, his concentration unbreakable. He grabs my right arm, and I let him, knowing well his intentions. He grabs a needle and pokes me with it, connecting me to Eleonor, and my blood starts to slowly flow into her. Hopefully saving the light in her, before the ever-blowing wind carries it away.

Gamaliel follows the act with curiosity. “You’ve done this before. That is why she is still alive. She carries your blood.”

I don’t say a word. What is there to be said? Nothing he doesn’t know already. 

Gamaliel stares down at her and squeezes her hand a little tighter. “She tried to save us.” His lips curve up almost unnoticeably. “She threw rocks at King Ejiro’s son.”

I raise my brows in surprise. “Which son?”

“The silver-eyed one with a wild nature”

“The worst of the three. What happened out there?”

“Turna. But Theo has it under control.” I fucking hope so. After bitching so much about erasing Turna from the ground, it would be embarrassing if they burned Noroin down. “Eleonor tried to run away. Tobias saw her running towards the Pixie Forest, but she went in the wrong direction. When Tobias got there, Meranian hunters shot him down.”

“This girl seeks trouble.”

“She just wants to go home.”

Aman returns with some paste made from herbs and hastily shoos away the pixie from Eleonor’s neck. He lifts the bandages, puts all the paste on what is left of her neck and presses fresh bandages on the wound.

“I hope you don’t have any events today. I plan to suck you dry,” he tells me without gazing up at me.

“You know me. I’m a portable blood donor. At your service anytime,” I joke, but he’s concentrating too much to appreciate it.

Gamaliel sweeps a lock of hair from Eleonor’s face. “How can a creature so small gather so much courage?”

“Well, it is either courage or straight-out stupidity. I haven’t made up my mind yet.”

He smiles. “You might be right about the stupid part.” When he glances at me again, the smile disappears from his face, and his eyes blink with seriousness. “It would be better if Merania thought Eleonor died.” He pauses. “Vito let us go because the girl was already dead in his eyes. I would suggest keeping it that way.”

“Careful, Gamaliel. With words like those, I will think you like me. And we don’t want that, do we?” I tease him, but of the two of us, only I smile.

“No, we don’t,” comes the short answer filled with, to my surprise, not hate but fatigue.
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I’m sitting on the obsidian throne, staring down at the floor. I feel drained to my bones. That stupid girl attempted to escape on me. It almost cost me two angels to get her back here, and for what, really?

She does not realise how much I sacrifice each time I heal her. How much I give her from my blood. Is she grateful? Oh no, she runs away, putting a target on her back. Idiot.

Theo runs into the dark and empty hall, still covered in black blood. His arm and torso are naked and wrapped in bandages from the infirmary. Fucking pixies and fucking Turna. And, of course, the fucking Dead Lands.

“There you are!”

I shift my gaze up at him. “Here I am.”

“What are you doing sitting in the dark?” he asks and comes closer to me. “You look like shit. And I was fighting a battle, not you.”

“How is the girl?”

“She looks like shit too. And Aman accidentally overdosed her on medicine. She won’t wake up for a while.”

“Fantastic,” I grumble under my breath. “Why is Merania running unnoticed on the northern borders?” I ask as a king asks his subject, but there is nothing friendly in my voice.

I trust Theo with my life, but either he is slacking in his duty, or Merania is up to something. In that case I’ll need to summon Sabar again, and I would not seek his company unless necessary. I don’t like my options here. Our enemies are circling our borders, waiting for the right moment to strike. We are at a disadvantage; we always have been.

“Tobias told me they were hunting for creatures from the Pixie Forest.” He pauses, staring into my eyes, his tone colder than I expect. “Their camp was full of cages to hold them.”

The cursed Pixie Forest. I should have burned that to the ground ages ago. Actually, Kassus should have done that. I sigh. It’s not too late.

I lift my hand and massage my temple, trying to ease away the forming headache. “What bit Eleonor?”

“A Morsol. It is not easy to find them, and I think that is why the Meranians dared to come close to our borders.”

“You need to keep them away, Theo. They can’t just come and shoot down angels and prove Gamaliel right.”

“What bothers you more? Merania on our borders, or Gamaliel being right?”

I shoot him a disdainful glance, knowing it will not affect him. He would rather die than fail me in the same way I would die for him, no doubt or hesitation. Everything else is just a formality.

“I know, and you can trust me. I’ll make them regret shooting down Tobias and putting Eleonor in danger,” he swears with a seriousness we don’t use too often between us.

I nod at him in agreement. Kassus would torture Theo and then hang his mutilated body over the gate. I don’t believe in fear as long as my subjects are loyal and try their best, which can’t be said about Eleonor.

“But I have to warn you, the girl attracts trouble.”

“I know,” I admit, feeling defeated. Eleonor is not used to being controlled. Even the blind can see that. But I have a feeling that letting her slip out of our hands would be a disaster. “It would be best if you were responsible for her, not me. I don’t know what to do with young rebels.”

“And I have no interest in being responsible for her,” he replies seriously. “I know Tristan turned out fine, but believe me, it was all his mother’s nature, not mine.”

“Maybe you don’t believe me, but you are so wrong about that. That woman of yours was worse than you.” He smiles with one of those rare smiles that are only for her. His one and only. “Sometimes I think you two found Tristan as a baby somewhere.”

Theo laughs out loud, happiness lighting up his features, his brown eyes gleaming with excitement, but as the moment goes by, they again fill with sadness like they always do when he’s thinking about Mora.

“I wish she were here, not me,” he whispers more to himself than to me.

I leave my throne behind and walk down the stairs, putting my hand on his shoulder. “If love could have saved her, she would have lived forever,” I tell him.

But love couldn’t save her. Nothing could, says the voice in the back of my head. Since then, we have all been broken images of our old selves. Grief is a kind of love that has lost its target and burns from the inside. With time, most find ways to cope with it, but Theo is not one of those people. And as his friend, I can do nothing but be there for him, and when he is ready to move on, support him every step of the way.

He shakes his head like he’s breaking from a trance. “I have something that will cheer you up.”

“Do tell. I could do with some cheering up.”

“You might want to shine your crown for this.” A faint smile tugs his lips up.

“I never need to shine my crown,” I tell him arrogantly. Yes, I know when I’m acting arrogant, despite what everyone believes.

“Illia caught a pixie from the Dead Lands, and surprisingly, he is alive.”

Indeed surprising. Illia is not known for doing a half job. In fact, I can’t trust her with prisoners in general. They usually end up dead way before interrogation.

“What? And you’re just telling me this casually?” I ask. He flashes a naughty smile. “Bring him to me!”

“Are you sure? Don’t you want to continue being pathetic?” he teases. “Maybe I should ask the servants to bring you tea and napkins.”

“I swear one day your head will be propped up on my wall, just above my throne.”

“Well, at least you’ll finally have some nice decor,” he says and turns around, walking to the door. “Oh, by the way, I’ve seen your whore.”

I stare at him in silence, I can’t believe my ears. He doesn’t move. It’s obvious he wants to get a reaction from me. “Well, you do know how to kill the moment. Do tell me, Theo, why are you so invested in what I’m doing in my kingdom?”

“Your kingdom?” he asks coldly. “You’re starting to speak like your father.”

“Last time I checked, I’m the king of Evennon, and I didn’t ask for your criticism.”

“It’s not just me,” he says, his eyes burning with anger. “I told you. People are judging you. It’s not the right time to break their trust.”

I feel anger fog my judgment as it swallows me whole. “Oh, go on, how does keeping half the world out of our borders break their trust? Hm? Is it that bad? Should I leave the fucking country to be with my kind?”

He lifts his hands defensively, but I’m not nearly done.

“I also hear the gossip going around in this very court, and I imagine it’s the same in the fucking forest you adore so much, that I do not belong in this country. That I am just an abomination of nature. Something I would expect from Cidalia or even from the pixies, but from those who depend so fucking much on me... I’m fucking disappointed.”

“First, whoever spreads that gossip will one day end up dead.” He pauses. “Well, I mean, if they’re lucky. Second, it’s a fucking pixie whore. You could have any woman in this fucking kingdom, but no, you have to get a pixie one?”

“And so what?” I yell at him. “So what?”

His eyes flash. “That’s a fucking pixie!” He runs his hand through his hair, annoyance evident in his movements. “A fucking pixie walking around like the queen herself. You’ve given her her own chambers in the palace! She’s dressed like the ladies of the court! Your own people are attending to her needs!” He stops to take a breath, collecting himself, and continues in a restrained tone of anger. “You need to decide whose side you’re on. And you need to do it fast.”

He doesn’t wait for me to respond. He turns on his heels and walks out of the hall, leaving only doubts and questions behind him.

My boiling blood turns cold, and Theo’s words echo in my mind, making me question my judgment. Maybe he’s right? Maybe I’ve given too much to Niy.
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Chapter 65


Gamaliel

Artmeon
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I rest my head on her bed, still holding her delicate hand, giving her the last of my strength. How could this happen? She is barely a child by her age in our world, and yet nobody was paying attention to her or her actions. Myself included.

I heard her words but did not listen. I knew she was planning something. I think back to earlier when she was so excited about finding the pixie door. I thought my warning would discourage her, but clearly, my thoughts were filled too much with Assan to realise how determined she was. How could I be so blind?

I silently curse myself for not being able to protect her, for not being able to do more. I squeeze her hand harder, knowing that I might not be able to do much else.

I wonder about the afterlife, where my parents bide their days until I arrive, if I ever do.

A hand lands on my shoulder, making me jump slightly. I glance up and see Aman standing over me, his eyes filled with kindness.

“Gamaliel, please let her go,” he says softly, his voice echoing through the room even though he is standing right next to me.

I don’t move. I’m too tired to lift my head any longer. Is this how it ends? Would it bother me? No, I realise slowly. Somehow, the thought of death is strangely comforting to me now. It’s as if it’s the only way out of this dark place that I’ve found myself in.

“Gamaliel,” says Aman again, withdrawing Eleonor’s hand from my grasp.

I experience a shock of coldness that wakes me from the haze I have been in.

“Come on, you need to rest.”

I know he’s right, but until now, I haven’t been able to think clearly. I carried the girl from Merania back to Artmeon at the speed of light. Luckily, she is small enough to be carried. I finally can lift my head, but the dizziness makes me grab the side of the bed. For the three moons, I am drained.

“How are you feeling?”

I look up at Aman, his face serious and worry lines on his forehead. I remember how we left things when I escaped to Noroin in a hurry.

I take a deep breath and break the silence between us.

“I’m sorry I left you the way I did,” I tell him. “You didn’t deserve it.”

His eyes soften. “There is nothing you need to apologize for,” he says gently, his hand brushing my cheek like a butterfly. “Come on, lie down on this bed. You need to rest. Eleonor will be fine.”

“The blood...”

“Yes, Orion’s blood works wonders. She’s healing, but it was you who saved her.”

“I wish I could do more,” I say and inch onto the bed next to Eleonor’s, feeling every ounce of exhaustion weigh down on my body as soon as I do so.

Aman stands beside me and smiles, as if he knows exactly what’s going through my mind, even though I’m sure he doesn’t know anything at all—it’s just his kind nature shining through. “I hoped you would come back, just not under these circumstances.”

“I’m truly sorry.”

“For leaving me without a word, or just the way you left?”

I know what he’s seeking in my answer, and I wish I could end this here and now. But over the past few weeks, I’ve had time to think, and I’m more confused than ever. Nothing is black and white, but sometimes there is just no middle ground to settle on.

“Funny that you ask this of me,” I mutter, my voice laced with bitterness. “All roads lead to you, even the ones I take to escape you.”

The muscles in his face tighten, and he shifts his gaze away from mine. His lips press together as he exhales deeply, a signal of his inner turmoil. He puts on a brave face, but I can see the pain underneath it all. He doesn’t want me to see how hurt he is, but I know better. I know him much better than he thinks.

“Escape is what you’re seeking?” he asks finally.

I want to say yes, but I’m not a liar. If it weren’t us... If it were different times...

But we don’t choose the time. It chooses us, here and now.

“Aman, son of Kassus, brother of Orion, you are chaos to my mind,” I murmur, as the words themselves hurt to speak “And I’m nothing but poison to your heart. And a wise man knows, some thirsts are better left unsatisfied.”

He closes his eyes for a moment, and frustration shows on his face. I want to slap myself for my words. There is no comfort in the truth. When he open his eyes again and his gaze finds mine, his face seems sharper, his features combined with melted iron. Anger, I recognise.

“Do you wish me to leave you to rest?” he asks.

“Don’t act like you don’t think the same,” I plead.

“Do you think I have hidden motives? That I’m swaying you at Orion’s request?”

I can’t say I haven’t thought about it. However I twist it, he is still the brother of Orion, the goblin of all evil, and it is convenient that I would... I don’t even know what I would with his brother. Love him? Is this love? Or just comfort? Maybe an illusion?

“Your silence speaks for itself,” he says, disappointment painting shadows in his voice. He turns around and storms out of the room.

I don’t have the energy to follow him. I just stare up at the ceiling. After a moment, I shift my gaze at Eleonor. She is still sleeping like a porcelain doll.

“We’re really not lucky with these brothers, are we?” I ask her.

She doesn’t answer, and I watch her chest rise and collapse in a slow rhythm while I drift in the comfort of sleep. 
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Chapter 66


Orion

Artmeon
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I enter the now-lit summer hall, the only sound being the distant rush of the waterfall and the clatter of my boots on the white stone floor.

Hundreds of glittering candles cast an orange-gold light that dance off the obsidian throne at the far end of the room and cascade across the sea of faces staring silently at me. The room, though enormous, is filled with people, ladies, soldiers, guards and all the others from Artmeon crowded in the chairs and benches, some of them standing by the walls in complete silence.

I walk past them, keeping my gaze on the throne, not really looking, not interested at all. They all bow their heads, and the pixies drop to their knees, showing me their utter respect. Or fear. Whatever works. I’m fine with it.

I spot Niy in the line of kneeling pixies. Her dress is fashioned like the ladies’ dresses of the court. She no longer wears slave robes, but to be fair, I never liked her in those. I did let her wear whatever she liked between us, but I’ve never noticed her wearing it outside of our own privacy. I also haven’t noticed the gold necklace around her light grey neck, or the hairpiece in her deep black hair. I wonder how many more blind eyes I turned.

Just to silence the yearning. Just to belong.

The golden ruby crown sits on my head, just like it sat on my father’s. Kassus the Lost. Before he was the Lost King, he was Kassus the Wicked, and behind his back, in the shadows, they just called him cruel.

But to be honest, where the old ones like Kassus came from, we can’t even imagine the suffering. Maybe Kassus was cruel, but he wasn’t born a monster. Monsters are made.

The obsidian throne looks magnificent, dark and ominous, sucking the light out of the room. So much blood spilt in front of it, on it and because of it I sometimes wonder how it has never turned indigo.

Look at this, my son. This is what everybody desires.

I used to wonder why Kassus thought the obsidian throne was evil, but seeing Nox being enticed by it so easily, now I understand. Kassus could have destroyed the throne and all the symbols of the old world, the old ways. Do we fear them, my son?

I think of the letter Nox sent me. Are you entertained?

Because it wasn’t that Nox killed Borja that bothered me. No. Kassus couldn’t care less how much blood is spilt in his house, but the fact that the bastard named himself as the rightful ruler, the king. Oh, that stupid little boy.

As I make my way towards the throne, I can feel the weight of my father’s crown on my head, reminding me of the responsibility that comes with being the king. A responsibility that Nox doesn’t seem to understand. For him, it’s nothing but a game. Sticking up to my father. Our father. Showing him how wrong he was when he said Nox will never be king. He would never rule. He doesn’t have what it takes.

Are you entertained?

Borja was cruel, maybe even more than my father. But to keep order, you cannot let people see you weak. And it had been war. My father trusted Borja to look after his kingdom until we return from the war in Turna, and Nox had no right to kill him and put the crown on his own head. My father’s crown. My crown.

I sit down on the throne, my rightful place, and wait. Wait to face the enemy who brought so much suffering to our lands. Who dares to attack us. Who dares to stick messages on our corpses. To send my people back in parts. To mock us. To mock me. To mock my legacy. To mock Kassus. To mock all our ancestors. Oh no, little pixie, you are in for a lesson. The last lesson of your long existence.

Theo enters the hall with a pixie dragged by two guards, and the air becomes heavy with silence and expectation. His skin is not grey, oh no, it is full of colour, shining as only pixie skin is capable of. This one has a blueish undertone, all cold and edgy. His body vibrates from the magic running inside him. I should have felt some familiarity, but magic can be so different. This one in particular makes my skin crawl. It feels like death. I feel chaos react to his magic, slowly pouring from under my skin, patting him down, tasting him.

His face is swollen, his lips ripped while as a caution his hands are wrapped in iron gloves. Pixies used this on each other in the old times, as iron can confuse the direction of magic, and there is a danger that the spell reflects back to the spellcaster. This was made of chains forged in the old cities of Mahhannan and bound by the runes of Cidalia. Once it’s on their hand, there is no getting out.

We make sure to keep the gloves in good condition, in case we need a pixie alive.

The guards throw him to the ground, and it takes a moment for him to push himself up on all fours, and then to his knees. He starts to stand up, but before he can get very far, Theo clears his throat, and he understands the meaning, pushing his blue ass back onto his knees.

I glance down at him in silence, my rage controlling my mind.

“So, this is how worms live?” he says in a slightly cracked voice like he’s choking.

I sweep my eyes from him to Theo for a split second, and he winks at me. Nothing left in him from our previous conversation. He said what was on his heart, and now I’m left to do as I please with it. What did I expect, really?

“I see you’ve made yourself at home,” he mocks, his eyes scanning the Great Hall that once belonged to the Kingdom of Mahhannan.

“You’re a little too loud for what’s to come, don’t you think?” I ask him in a low voice.

He’s wearing the symbols of the Dead Lands, the orange flame vibrant on his grey coat. I wonder how much magic they’ve gathered. How much time we have before the truce breaks and war washes up on our shores.

“You’re sitting on that throne, wearing that crown with the same arrogance as your father,” the pixie growls, venom dripping from every word. “This is not your legacy. These are not your people. Why are you acting like you have a part in this world still?”

I jump up and head over to him, bringing myself down into a crouching position so that our eyes are on the same level. “And why are you acting like you have a part in this world?” I whisper to his face. When I straighten, I raise my voice. “Last time I checked, the pixies were burning alive on their beloved land, becoming dust, just like their magic.”

My voice echoes in the stone hall until it fades into the steady rumbling of falling water. I feel the anger burn inside me, trying to dig its way out, destroy him until he is nothing but dust.

Pixies need a conduit to be able to bend the chaos to their will. I do not. I have it in my bones. It flows under my skin, my blood burning with it. This close, I feel his magic zipping me, like lightning crawling on my skin. Wherever he got his magic from, it’s not pure.

“You are nothing but pathetic creatures grabbing and holding onto power like thieves. Gathering the magic of the lands and bending it to your will and whoever is in the way.” I lean toward him. “And do tell me, magic to magic, how many of your beloved magical creatures have you had to sacrifice to get your magic back?”

He leaps toward me, but the guards grab him before he can hit me. His screams echo off the walls as he withers in their arms. “You’re the son of a dead legacy. Just an abomination that shouldn’t be alive! Cidalia should have murdered you, just like all the other sirens.”

I strike him so hard that he stumbles and falls to the floor, his lips tearing open from the force and filling with the blue of his blood.

When he meets my gaze, I see the evil unfolding in his eyes. “Do you think they don’t see? Do you think they don’t watch?” He smiles. “They are watching every move you make. And they will come. If we fail, it will be them. But this whole abomination you have here, it’s going to be gone. We made you. We can destroy you.”

His words, like small daggers, cut into my soul, opening the scars that never healed. Cidalia is not an enemy. Cidalia is death. We can fight against the pixies. We can wage war against Turna. But not against Cidalia. Nobody can go against Cidalia.

I don’t show any emotions, just as Kassus taught me. Instead, I roll my eyes dramatically. “Yeah, yeah, we’re all going to die. I’ve heard this so many times before. Excuse me for my scepticism.”

The pixie gathers himself and spits the blue of his blood to the ground in front of me. Probably not the answer he expected. “You’re going to die. All Turna wants you dead.”

“And why should I care about what anybody wants?” I ask with the calm of the rumbling ocean. His blue eyes darken as he looks up at me from the puddle of his own blood and sweat. “What is your name, pixie?”

He doesn’t say a word.

“Oh, so you’re not going to tell me? How did you get your magic back?” I ask, but he again, choses silence. “Well, well, well. First time you’ve shut up. Isn’t it something?”

“I can get him to speak,” says Theo in a cold tone that promises death.

“Maybe later.” I turn to the pixie, sitting on the ground waiting for us to make the final decision. He awaits death. He knows he is going to die. “But I have my own theories. I think you have no fucking idea what Cidalia is up to. That is a bluff, and a bad one. Even if they left their fucking mountain, Evennon would be the last place they would come.” Not counting, of course, the times when they come to convince me to betray my own. “Then there is the question of Merania. I’ve always wondered why King Ejiro hates us so much. Why are they hunting on our borders? And it came to me. Are they really hunting? What if the pixies are slaughtering all the magical creatures they can find?”

“Fuck yourself, siren!” he screams. Theo kicks him so hard that the air escapes from his lungs and he grabs his chest. It is not a good idea to get on Theo’s bad side. Maybe even I should remember that sometimes.

“So, where was I?” I straighten up and continue. “Oh, yes. When we found the body of Imael, he looked like he had been dead for a long time. But that is not the truth, is it? You sucked all the life out of him, like leeches, until his body shrank into nothing but skin and bones.”

The pixie tries to hit me again, but I lean out of the way easily. The guards step forward, grab his shoulders and kick his legs out, and he is back on the ground, where he belongs.

“You kill anything and anyone for power. Pixies never change. Look at yourself. I’m disgusted by your weakness.” I turn to walk back to my throne, but then a thought hits me, and I stop myself. “Kassus hated weakness. No wonder he burned the pixies alive.”

“You know Kassus will never come back.” The pixie sneers. “He is long dead.”

Why does everyone keep saying this? Have they not met my father?

I stare at him for a long moment and tilt my head to the left. “I doubt it.”

“And one day, you will have so many enemies that you will follow him.”

This time he doesn’t rise, but the guards still kick him to the ground, and Theo, who was a silent bystander until now, knocks him on the head with the ironcast sand lamp in his unharmed hand. I can hear the pixie’s teeth shatter behind his swollen lips. I glance at Theo, and he shrugs innocently.

“What do you want?” I ask the pixie, but there is no answer, only the wet sound of his blood flowing from his mouth. “Answer me!”

“I want Mahannann to be covered in your blood!” he screams, spitting out a tooth and a long, bloody strand of tongue. “Your head will be on a stick by the entrance of the palace. Your women will be enslaved, your children burned alive, your land covered in the blood of your men. And this will be the end of the magicless. This will be the final end of the sirens.”

“Spoken like a true warrior.” I raise my head and look to Theo, who nods with an evil little smile forming on his lips. “And the pixies will rule the land again? Is that it?”

“Evennon will fall, the magicless will fall, and your arrogant head will only be used as decoration!”

“Is that so?” I smile and hold out my hand for the cupbearer pixie. I sip from the sweet wine and give it back to him. Where the fuck did that horrible wine come from? “Pixies are full of ambitions, I see.”

Then he spits some more blood on the ground in front of me.

I lean back, sighing. “This whole conversation is pointless. You are pointless.” I rub my temples. Giving so much to the girl is starting to get on me and demand its pound of flesh. I can’t keep a strong face for much longer.

He glares at me with a rage-filled stare that could light up the dark sky. His face is a distorted mask of fury and loathing. Kassus would love this show. He would eat his blue heart and send his eyes back as a gift to the Dead Lands.

“You are alone, Siren King,” he taunts. “Your mother would rather kill herself than watch you live. You’re on borrowed time.”

In one moment, I’m standing a few feet from him. The next, I kick him in the face so hard that he flies over the platform and hits the marble column. Theo nods in approval. 

“Here lies the bastard who thought, Today is the day and I am the one.” I glance at Theo, extending my hand out for the pixie with the awful wine. “I’ve had enough of this nonsense for one day. Take him away, and I don’t care what you do to him, but he better not walk the grounds of Evennon again.”

“I’ll try my hardest, Your Majesty.” Theo bows theatrically and then turns away while the guards drag the beaten pixie after him.

“Oh, and just so you know, I am not alone!” I yell after the pixie, smiling.

“You mean the girl?” he asks.

I motion the guards to stop, and they halt in their steps. 

“Who are you referring to?” I ask him, but I already know the answer.

“The girl with the siren blood that you’re trying to hide. With not much luck, I must say.”

The satisfaction on his face makes my blood boil—my siren blood.

“What about her?” I ask him in a firm tone, and I feel chaos flowing in my veins and under my skin. The power in me feels like a wasp hive waiting to burst. And these wasps are ready to sting whatever they can reach.

Chaos hates it when I’m disappointed. I’m not too fond of it, either.

He smiles at me. His teeth are painted with the blue of his blood from the many hits he suffered during the day.

“All of Turna is looking for her. They are hunting for Eleonor, and believe me, Siren King, they will find her.”

Theo’s eyes reflect the same question that comes to my mind: How the fuck does he know her name?

“That’s why they attacked us?” cuts in Theo.

I close my eyes, letting power rush through me. The next time I open my eyes, it glows with white light. Chaos swirls around me like a tornado, but nobody can see it. Maybe they can feel the electricity of it, but for me, it is just a part that I usually cover.

Not today.

The light escapes the room as every chandelier plunges into darkness. Slowly, the floor drifts away from my feet, and I rise, weightless and untethered. Chaos surges through me, molten and wild, saturating every breath I take, seeping into every pore.

The pixie is still smiling when I glance at him, but I see a different emotion mixing on his face: fear. “Your little Eleonor is in danger,” he says.

“Drop him,” I say in a voice that doesn’t sound like mine, filled with shadows, filled with darkness, but the reality is this voice belongs to me more than any other.

The guards drop the pixie and step away, not wanting to get in the way of whatever I have planned. The pixie stumbles on his feet, searching for an escape.

“Look at me,” chaos demands through me, and he stops in his motion, raising his gaze to mine.

“Ai vaor falor inen!” he yells. And we still rise.

Will you though?

I feel my power filling the air around me. It is as thick as the fog on an early morning around Celestium. I feel it shivering around me, looking for a target. This is not magic; this is raw power and pure chaos. It’s not anything the pixies have ever touched, and it yearns for me, wants me to pay attention to touch it, to use it. It wants to please me and make my wishes become reality. I have to say it.

I know what I want.

“Die,” I say without any sign of emotion.

I feel the air shift, and the pixie drops to the ground, his body turning black from the inside out. His mouth opens to scream, but no sound leaves his lips ever again. His black body turns into dust, like a hundred years have passed in a second, and the wind around me howls, wanting more.

I could kill everyone here. I have to say it.

I stare at the spot where a pixie stood just a second ago. His body is nothing, like it never existed. A pixie who could kill a dozen Evennonians, killed by a single word.

My word. My demand. My will.

I glance around, a sense of desire coursing through me. I want more.

I spot my dear Niy kneeling on the ground, her beautiful face in shock.

There is a monster walking among us.

I swipe my gaze over her, my mind sharper than ever, the chaos within me silenced into a chilling clarity.

And yet you are killing pixies rather than the magicless.

I look at the jewellery hanging from her delicate grey neck, the rings of gold wrapping around her wrists.

Walking around like the queen herself.

Her trembling hands clutch the edge of her gown, but even now, she holds her head high, as if the weight of judgment could never touch her.

Somebody with power.

She lifts her gaze from the dust pile on the ground to me, and when we make eye contact, I repeat, “Die.”

And the wind carries my command.

Are you entertained?
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Chapter 67


Eleonor

Artmeon
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The first thing I recognise is the familiar smell of Aman’s mostly suspicious herbs. I open my eyes and blink until my vison clears. As a reflex, my hand slides to my neck, touching the skin where the bite should be. But my skin is soft, maybe even softer than I expect.

“Good morning, Eleonor.”

I startle from Orion’s voice. I glance to the side, finding Orion sitting on a chair next to my bed. He wears a deep blue silk shirt tucked into his loose brown pants. His blond hair reflects the sun’s rays as it shines through the open window, warming his features. Piercing aquamarine eyes pin me to space and time. I swallow hard, remembering glimpses of the way I ended up here.

“How am I alive?” I whisper.

“You don’t want to be alive?” Orion tilts his head to the side, his curious eyes searching my face.

“I was going to Heaven.” My voice cracks. I already know whatever is to come, I won’t like it. Orion doesn’t take defiance well.

“No, you weren’t,” he says. “Although, I have no idea what Heaven means. Gamaliel brought you here.”

I remember Gamaliel’s worried face.

“Is he okay?” I ask, clearing my dry throat.

Orion nods, then leans closer and grabs a glass from the side, handing it to me. “Take it.”

I grab it from him and drain it quickly.

“Why?” he asks.

I close my eyes to compose myself, dread building in my core. One simple question, and not an easy answer.

“I don’t belong here, Orion.” My voice faltering. “I need to go home. To my people.”

“No.”

“You said you would help me.”

“And I am.”

“Then please, let me go back to my world,” I plead, but Orion remains silent. “Please, let me go where I belong.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because you don’t belong there anymore.”

“I belong there more than I belong here,” I say, trying to convince him as much as myself.

“Perhaps that’s how it feels now,” he replies, his voice unexpectedly gentle. “But your people die. We don’t.”

I close my eyes and feel tears slip down my cheeks, my lips trembling with rising dread. “I will die. I’m going to grow old and die.”

“Doubtful,” Orion says, with the calmness of the wind before a storm.

“I will die, Orion,” I insist.

“Maybe. One day.”

“I don’t want to live that long.”

Orion takes the empty glass from my hand, placing it back on the table, and settles into his chair with a faint smile. “It puzzles me why someone with so little time would want to waste an entire future. And at my age, not many things puzzle me.”

“Maybe I’m not meant to live that long.”

“The winds of fate are not ours to decide, nor to understand.” Orion leans back, watching me intently. “I won’t punish you this time, but remember my kindness, as it won’t happen again.”

I know he speaks the truth.

He stands up and moves toward the door.

“And what now?” I ask softly.

“You have changed our world, Eleonor. I don’t yet know how or why, but the war is here, and there’s no turning back. Soon, we’ll have to decide—do we rise above our enemies or vanish into oblivion?” He pauses at the doorframe, his fingers pressing into the wood. His voice drops lower, almost certain. “And if the stars fall, the sun fails to shine, and the winds of fate betray us...” His gaze darkens. “Then you will fall with us.”
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