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Chapter One

I hack at the wheat with my sickle, ripping up large fistfuls with each swift movement. The job is hard, but after years of working in the hot sun, I have grown used to it. I grab another fistful of wheat and cut it neatly, tossing it onto the growing pile beside me.
Sighing, I wipe sweat from my brow. I look back at the town, willing the bells that would signal the end of the day and the beginning of the harvest feast to ring. A bead of sweat rolls down my neck and the hot sun does its best to evaporate it before it can reach my collar.
“Some way to spend your twenty-first birthday.” I glance at the pile of wheat at my feet and the sickle by my side. “Happy birthday to me.”
I grasp another handful of grain and slice it neatly. This farm is too much for one person to maintain. When there had been three, we had managed. But now…
“Taliah.” A voice chirps through the field.
I stop and look around, the wheat rustles as a breeze blows through it. I peer through the grain and listen carefully. A twig snaps and I spin to face it. Nothing.
I sigh. I am getting too twitchy. I relax and return my focus to the pile of wheat at my feet, I should probably bundle that.
“Taliah,” a voice comes from behind me.
Startled, I swing around and grab the person by the shirt. My sickle is up and ready to attack any threat. I gasp as my eyes settle on my friend Chloe, quickly I release her and take a hasty step back, dropping the sickle by my side.
Chloe holds her hands up in surrender. “Whoa, what are you doing with that thing? Auditioning to be death?”
I let out a slow breath, releasing my panic. Too many people had been attacked lately, the harvest this year hasn’t been as productive as it should have been. When the disease swept through the region, people became too ill to tend the fields. Those who remain, have already begun taking what they need from others. I shouldn’t stress, the wheat still has to be milled before it will be worth stealing.
I look back at Chloe and give her a shy smile. “My bad. I am too twitchy for my own good. But I may take your suggestion as future career advice.”
Chloe laughs heartily. She has a contagious laugh, and a smile spreads across my lips.
I look over my friend, she is well dressed for the occasion. Her light brown trousers hug her long legs and compliment the light green shirt that clings to her figure. I watch in envy as her long brown hair flows lose and shifts gently in the breeze, if mine did that it would be a big knot by now.
I glance down at my grubby farmer clothes and eye the holes in my filthy pants. How is it that I always feel like a slob when I am around her?
Heavy footsteps join the rustling of the wheat behind me, Kent pushes the grain asside. “Damn, you found her first. You didn’t give her the present yet did you?”
Chloe looks over at her twin brother. “Of course not!” She crosses her arms. “I told you I would find Taliah first.”
I turn to face Kent. He is just as tall as his sister but built like a mountain. His hair sits in short bristles, close to his head. Sprinkles of coal dust coat it, making it appear darker than it truly is.
“Present you say?” I ask in my most charming voice.
Chloe smiles and pulls a wrapped present from her pocket. “Innocent isn’t a good look on you.”
I nod. “Yeah, it felt all wrong too.”
Chloe offers me the small brown package, and I take it in my hands. Delicate swirls cover the paper, they interlock and seem to swim before my eyes.
I look up from the designs. “Kent, did you draw these?”
Kent nods, pride filling his face. “We couldn’t wrap it in any old paper.”
I turn the package in my hands. “They are beautiful.”
Chloe smiles. “You know, usually the present is under the paper.”
I let out a bark of laughter and unfold the paper, careful not to ruin the beautiful designs covering it. I pull a little pine box from the wrapping and carefully fold the paper and place it in my pocket. The small box fits neatly in my palm. I pry it open, and inside I find a pink gem, I hold it up and it twinkles in the sunlight. Gently, I retrieve the treasure from its wooden nest and hold it in my hand, a stunning hand-woven chain follows the gem out of the box.
I hold the necklace to my chest and smile up at the twins. “It’s beautiful.”
“The gem is supposed to have healing powers. I’m sure I read it in a book once,” Chloe supplies.
“I found the gem in the mines while I was at work, and I snuck it out,” Kent adds with a grin.
Chloe flashes me a full-toothed smile. “Then we found materials for the necklace, and I put them together.”
I fling my arms around them. Giving them each a long firm hug. “Thank you. You two are amazing.”
Kent awkwardly pats me on the back, but Chloe loops her arms around my waist and returns my hug.
Chloe steps back. “You just say that because we bring you nice things.”
I nudge her playfully. “Well I can’t just keep you two around for your good looks, can I?”
Chloe takes the necklace from my hands. “Here, I will put it on for you.”
I turn around and move my hair away. Chloe’s cool hands clasp the chain together, and her fingers brush my neck as she pushes my hair back into place.
I hug her again. “Thank you.”
The town’s bell rings. The sound echoes throughout the field. Birds burst out of the wheat and fly into the sky as they flee their hiding spots. That bell rings every day, and the birds launch out of the grain in terror every time.
I scoop up a large armful of wheat, the tough fibers stab at my exposed skin. “Yay, dinner time.”
Kent and Chloe help me carry piles of wheat over to the nearby wagon, and we pull the canvas over it. Can’t have the rains ruining the crop. I have already had to wait far too late to harvest the grain, I don’t need it going moldy as well.
Kent ties the last knot. “I’m starving.”
Chloe raises an eyebrow. “You are always hungry. This isn’t a new development.”
Kent ruffles Chloe's hair and she swats at him and makes an effort to restore order to her hair.
I chuckle and lock the tools inside the small wooden shed. I take great care to ensure it is closed. Tools are something people will steal.
Kent is still attempting to ruffle Chloe's hair, and so I step between them. Together we head towards town. We encounter many people leaving their farms and heading towards the center. Most of them are in similar states of dress to me, and I feel better about my appearance. We hurry through the town, past the tailor shops and the cheese mill. We have to wait for the nobles pouring out of the large hall before we can continue our trip.
A drunk man bursts out of the inn and stumbles about. His cheeks lined with stubble and his eyes reddened. It is my neighbor Jink. He hasn’t been the same since his wife died. His son, Ango, rushes up and assists him, together they stumble towards the town center.
I turn my gaze away from the family and stare at the cobblestones that line the streets. At least they still have each other.
Kent nudges me, and we resume our journey. The going is much slower now as the streets are filled with townspeople catching up after a day’s labor. We dodge a cluster of gossiping women and finally make it to the cleared town center.
Elegantly decorated tables and chairs fill the space, and the buildings surrounding them have been cleaned down in preparation for the feast. We sweep through the area and pass the quickly filling tables in search of one of our own.
The tables up the front are empty, but it is not appropriate for us to sit there. Those seats are for the upper-class citizens of our town. I can’t help but notice the food on their table is much more extravagant than the food on other benches throughout the square.
We manage to snag a place where the three of us can sit together and I pull up a seat. I look up at the harvest decorations, excitement wells up inside me in anticipation of the feast to come. I can almost forget how heavily our harvests had been taxed to supply it.
I sit between Chloe and Kent, looking in amazement at the abundance of food around me. Plates of warm bread, roasted meat, vegetables and fruit platters fill every table.
We sit quietly. No one touches the food. We are waiting for the whole town to take a seat and for our king to make an announcement. Then we will eat.
The food is less abundant this year. Probably a result of our failed harvest. My stomach clenches. Then again, there are fewer people here to eat it. I sigh and force a smile onto my face.
I look at the large wooden stage. Glowing crystals are placed around the outside of the platform, carefully secured in unique holders. Each crystal fades slowly in and out, emitting a gentle white light.
The Mayor lumbers from his mansion and waddles over to his table. After fussing about his chair and having a new one brought out, he finally sits. A servant carefully moves one of the gems on the stage, and the crystals shine a bright blue.
The light is so intense I am forced to redirect my gaze to the table. The flash recedes, and I flick my eyes back in time to see each crystal shoot a beam of colored light towards the center of the stage. Within seconds, the figure of our king is projected in front of us, displayed in a series of vibrant colors. A display like this will be present in every town across the country.
“People of Katera,” The King speaks in a deep, confident voice and the entire town falls into silence. “This year we celebrate another bountiful harvest.”
The working class citizen’s shift in their seats and cast glances at one another. I wouldn’t consider this harvest bountiful. Perhaps other farming towns had fared better than us this year? The nobles make up for our lack of excitement by clapping and cheering at the holographic figure of our king.
The king holds out his light woven hands. “Thanks to the hard labors of our citizens, we have this delightful feast before us.” He gestures regally at us all and smiles charmingly. “Without further delay, please enjoy your lunch.”
With that, the image of the king simply vanishes. A moment of silence follows before everyone digs into the food around them. On this particular day of the year, everyone gets enough to fill their bellies. The hierarchy formed by the town and state systems ensures a pyramid of social classes that determines who regularly gets enough to eat.
Though our king ensures peace across the kingdom, he doesn’t exactly monitor equality amongst his subjects. While I am a lucky middle-class citizen with a farm that provides income and shelter, some people are so poor they are forced to become servants to survive.
The clink of utensils and the scraping of chairs indicates the meal has begun in earnest. I dig into the food in front of me, loading my plate with bread, vegetables, and meat. I attempt to eat slowly, but hunger brought on by working in the fields makes me eat a little faster than my parents would have liked.
Kent inhales large forkfuls of food at high velocity. “Mmm, good food.”
I nod, not slowing my eating to give him a verbal answer.
Chloe eats at a far more respectable pace than Kent or myself. “I wish we could eat like this every day.”
“Some people do,” Kent reminds us through a mouthful of potato and a glance at the Mayor's table.
My eyes flick over to our Mayor, who is eating from two separate legs of meat, one clenched in each of his greasy fists. He wipes his oily face on his shirt and tries to claim a kiss from his wife beside him.
I crinkle my nose, that shirt is probably worth more than my yearly income. He bobs his balding head at a noble who has approached his table, and he talks to him around mouthfuls of food. Even from this distance, I can see whole chunks of food in his mouth.
His two wives sit on either side of him, eating small mouthfuls of vegetables and salad. Both are a healthy size, much younger and better looking than the Mayor himself. The Mayor’s wives go to great pains to continue to look as young and healthy as they can.
The Mayor is well known for replacing his wives when they grow old or large. As it stands, these are wives four and five. I don’t know what happened to the other three, I haven’t seen them since The Mayor replaced them.
“I’d rather be poor and hungry than as mean and repulsive as him,” I mumble to Chloe and Kent.
They glance up at The Mayor’s table and nod in agreement.
I return to my meal, and when I have eaten as much as I can safely carry in my stomach, I lean back in my seat with a sigh. I eye the food on my plate. Maybe if I wait a few moments, I can cram more into my stomach.
The Mayor drags himself out of his chair and lumbers his way up the stage. Breathing loudly with every step he takes. Finally, he stands in the center of the stage and leers at the women in the crowd, paying particular attention to Chloe.
“I think you have just become next on the wife menu,” Kent whispers to Chloe.
“I’d sooner throw myself to wolves than stand beside a man as cruel and heartless as he is,” Chloe snaps back at her brother. “Besides, he isn’t my type.”
Kent lets out a soft snort of laughter.
The Mayor coughs at the top of the stage and wheezes with his hands on his knees. A young male servant approaches the Mayor, but he is roughly shoved away.
The mayor wipes the sweat from his head, with the same sleeve, he used to clean his face. He turns towards us, his flabby cheeks flushed from the exercise. “As you know, today we celebrate the harvest.” He pauses and bends as a fit of coughing overcomes him. One of his servent's darts upstairs to offer the Mayor a glass of water.
She stumbles on a loose board in front of the Mayor, and a small amount of ice-cold water spills on to the stage and across the Mayor's shoe.
The poor girl stops, frozen in terror. Everyone shifts uncomfortably as the Mayor directs his full attention to the young servant girl.
He swiftly raises his hand and slaps the young girl so hard she falls off the stage, landing heavily on the ground. “You stupid girl,” The Mayor yells at her crumpled form.
I jump to my feet, and the twins are quick to hold me back. Thwarting my attempts to aid the young girl.
Chloe gently tugs my hand. “Taliah, sit down. You will just bring his wrath upon you, and it still won’t spare the girl.”
Reluctantly I sit, and Chloe slips her arm around my waist, holding me close for comfort, or perhaps to make sure I don’t stand again and cause the Mayor to direct his rage at me.
“Get her out of my sight,” The Mayor screams, waving his arm at the girl on the ground below him.
Two male servants dart in from the sides of the feast and scoop up the girl, carrying her limp body out of sight.
The Mayor stomps his foot. “Where the hell is my water?”
Another slave rushes up the stairs. Taking great care not to make the same mistakes as the last one, and hands The Mayor a glass of water.
The Mayor snatches the glass from the young girl’s hand, spilling it everywhere in the process, and gulps down the remainder. He shoves the empty cup back in her face. The young girl takes the cup with shaking hands and quickly exits the stage.
I clench my fists. “I can’t believe this man is in charge of us.”
Chloe gives my side a squeeze. “No one likes it Taliah.”
I let out a sigh and force myself to relax a little. The Mayor wipes his mouth with the back of his hand and belches loudly. He readjusts his food stained shirt, and a button in the middle pops loose. I crinkle my nose and rub my face.
“It is so hard to get good help around here,” The Mayor sneers, returning his attention to the crowd.
A few upper-class citizens laugh at the Mayor's joke. Everyone else remains silent.
“Now, back to my speech,” the Mayor announces. He pauses for a moment. “Eh, it’s not important anyway. Eat, drink and be back at work by 6am tomorrow.”
With that, he waddles off stage and towards his house, which is by far the largest and grandest of all the homes in town. Many nobles eagerly follow him in hopes of a more upper-class after-party. Hopefully, they go, the townspeople will have more fun without the nobles present anyway.
“Taliah,” Chloe says looking at my face in alarm. “Your eyes have changed color. They are not brown anymore.”
I raise my eyebrows. “What?”
Kent leans over to have a look. “Oh cool. How did you do that?”
“What?” I ask again, looking between my two friends.
Chloe picks up an empty metal tray from the table and gives it a quick wipe with the tablecloth. She brushes off the last of the peas and hands it to me.
I take the dish and look at my reflection. I find an entirely different set of eyes from the ones I had been seeing in my mirror image for the last twenty-one years.
A mixture of dark blue and purples spread throughout my eyes, and a shocking ring of silvery white splits the two colors. I gape at the astonishing colors and mark the way they stand out against my tanned skin and black hair. I flick my eyes back to Kent and Chloe in alarm.
Chloe furrows her eyebrows and Kent strategically places himself between me and a cluster of curious women.
I lower my voice. “What is happening?”
Chloe peers at my eyes. “I have no idea. Can you still see normally?”
I nod. “I had no idea my eyes had changed until you mentioned it. I don’t feel any different.”
Kent points at my face. “They’re changing back.”
I flick my eyes back to the tray in time to see my eyes fade back to the dark brown they had always been. I stare at my reflection for a long moment.
The dish clatters as I put it back on the table. “Okay, that was weird.”
Chloe nods. “They seem to have returned to normal now.”
Kent picks up a hunk of meat and bites into it. “Maybe it was the light?”
I glance back at the empty tray on the table, and brown eyes stare back at me. “Maybe.”
We finish our meal in silence, eating as much as we dared to cram into our stomachs. Who knows how long it will be until we have another meal this filling? Probably not until the next harvest. So I might as well try to put on a couple of kilos where I can.
Finally, I am so stuffed I feel like I might burst. We rise from our seats, collecting the remaining food from the table and carry it back to the farm.
We track through the field until we come to the veranda of my home, there are no lights on. The house is deserted.
It hadn’t felt like home since my parents died from a disease that ran through our town four months ago. Occasionally the twins stayed with me, but they have their own family and farm to look after, so they can’t stay all of the time. I try to be out in the fields when they aren’t here. At least when I am working, I'm not reminded of how my mother used to hum by the fire, or the stories my father would tell me of his hunting trips. The house is a trap of heart-wrenching memories.
“Want us to stay?” Chloe asks gently.
“Yeah, especially after that glowing eye thing,” Kent adds. He yelps when he receives a slap on the arm from Chloe.
“I was trying to be subtle,” Chloe hisses at him.
Kent’s ears turn pink. “Oh.”
I smile at the two of them. “Nah, you guys go home to your family. I will see you tomorrow.”
Chloe looks unconvinced by my indifference. A flash of my reflection in the tray returns to the front of my mind. Hopefully, it isn’t some kind of disease. I push the thought away and force a smile onto my face.
I look into her grey eyes. “I’m sure it was just a trick of the light. People’s eyes don’t just change color like that.”
She nods but remains standing on the verandah.
My lips twist into a smirk. “I promise to scream real loud if something weird happens.”
“Okay,” Chloe reluctantly agrees and hugs me goodbye.
Kent looks down at me. “Want me to come back and check on the farm?”
I glance out over the fields. I really should do a quick check, but I am so tired. The sun had finished setting during the feast, and the prospect of checking the grounds at night was not a welcoming one.
I glance back at Kent. “No, but thank you. One night won’t hurt.”
He nods. “Okay, if you are sure.”
I smile. “I am.”
Chloe nudges her brother. “Come on, we should let her sleep off all that dinner.”
Soft laughter escapes my lips. “It was worth every mouthful.”
The twins step off the veranda and head towards their home.
“Listen for my screams,” I playfully call out.
They laugh and wave back at me.
I watch Chloe and Kent walk until the night swallows them, and all that remains is me, and the bugs that have decided to make me their evening meal. Brushing them off, I unlock the heavy wooden door and step into the house.




Chapter Two

I close the door behind me and my eyes are drawn to the empty seat by the fireplace. My mother’s chair. She would sit there sewing, countless nights spent mending clothing. Polished guns line up along the wall, left where my father had stacked them after his last hunt. Their barrels glint in the dim light.
I tear my eyes from the scene and trudge up the hall to my bedroom. I rummage through my trunk looking for a clean set of clothes and plod down to the bathroom.
Dumping my clothes on the chair, next to the bath, I grasp the cold tap, and it squeaks in protest as I turn it. A stream of cold water falls from the faucet, landing in the tub with a splash, steadily filling the bath with clean water.
Running water is rare in this town, only the highest nobles can afford it. One day my father had brought home a giant boar and sold it to the Mayor, who has a particular liking for pork. He made enough money off it to buy a damaged water tank from the local blacksmith. My father spent months fixing it up, patching the holes, and building the platform it now stands on. He connected it to the house a year after he bought it. Ensuring we would always have fresh running water. Well, as long as the rains came.
I turn off the tap, strip off my work clothes and chuck them into the bulging wash bag. Carefully I climb into the icy tub. The cold water steals the warmth from my skin, and a wave of goosebumps crawl their way across my flesh. A gasp escapes me as my body adjusts to the sudden change in temperature. I slowly sink into the tub, glad to have a moments rest after a long day.
The water is cold, but it soothes my aching muscles, and most importantly, it’s clean. I scrub the days grime from my body, working in the fields is a job that ensures I return home every day filthy.
Once the water has taken on an unhealthy shade of grey, I climb from the tub and fish out the plug. I peek out the window, checking the drain hose as the bath water runs from it, watering the wheat nearest the house.
Satisfied the water isn’t being wasted, I pull on my sleeping clothes and tidy the bathroom. My eyes catch a glimpse of my father's shaving mirror, and I take small steps towards it. I draw a deep breath and look at my reflection.
Frightened brown eyes stare back at me. Come on Taliah, eyes don’t change color like that, it must have been the light. I shake my head and retreat to my room.
I climb under the blanket my mother had made me, and stare at the ceiling. Sleep is elusive, and the harder I try to grasp it the more it evades me. Finally, after hours of lying awake I give up, sighing in frustration, I sit up and stare out the window.
Two moons shine brightly in the darkness, lighting rooftops and fields. They cast so much light it could easily be confused for a cloudy day. I focus on the smaller but brighter of the moons, its rings give off an orange glow as they turn slowly around the pale pink surface. My eyes drift over to the larger light blue moon. Craters mar its surface, scarring it for eternity as it hangs in the sky, doing its slow and endless dance with Katera.
A red flash erupts behind the trees that make up the forest behind the town. I sit up and peer at the trees. Nothing happens.
I sigh. First, your eyes change color, and now you see mysterious red flashes. Taliah, these things aren’t possible. I rub my eyes and lay back down. I’m just tired.
I curl up around my pillow and stare out the window, following the welcome distraction of the moons. I watch them for a long time, as they travel across the stars. Eventually, I drift into an uneasy sleep.
###
I awake to the soft light of the first sun rising. It always rises about two hours before the bigger, brighter sun. The larger sun signals the start of the workday, so if I want to eat and get ready in time to start work, I have to get up now.
Groaning, I drag myself out of bed and stumble over to my trunk. I dig through it and pull on a clean set of work clothes. I inspect my boots for stray bugs that might have crawled in during the night before tugging them on.
Stretching I let out a yawn and exit the room making my way to the kitchen. Surprisingly, it is already occupied.
The cooking stove has already been stoked with wood, and Chloe stands in the kitchen in front of a pan filled with sizzling eggs. She must have brought them from her farm, I certainly don’t have any here.
She reheats the meat from last night alongside them, and the smell provokes my stomach until it rumbles loudly in response.
I had given the twins my parent’s key after their passing so they could come here to get away from their overcrowded house and bickering parents.
I stop in the hallway. “Good morning Chloe.”
“Morning Taliah,” She smiles and winks at me. “Hungry?”
“Starving,” I reply and eagerly set the table.
I stop on my way to collect utensils, unsure of how many people are here for breakfast. I hadn’t seen Kent so far, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t here somewhere. I look at Chloe.
“Kent is out collecting berries. He claims he saw a bunch yesterday, I’m sure he will be back soon.” Chloe smiles and flips the meat.
I set the table for three and pour glasses of water, placing them carefully on the table.
Kent appears in the doorway, a small cloth pouch filled with blueberries in his hand. I take them and carefully wash them in a bowl. The tiny berries roll around the container and change the color of the water to a light purple.
Pans clatter as Chloe serves up the hot food. Kent brings in an armload of firewood for the hearth, and I separate the berries onto three plates. We all pull up a chair and dig into an enjoyable and surprisingly filling breakfast.
I scoop a giant forkful of scrambled egg and glance at the twins. “What made you guys get up so early?”
“Mum and dad were fighting about the farm again, and we wanted to see you after last night. So, here we are,” Chloe replies taking a smaller mouthful than I had ever managed to achieve. Mother had always said I eat like I'm never going to see food again.
“Thanks for breakfast, this is great,” I chirp as I scrape every last scrap from my plate and flop back in my chair. Enjoying being full for the second meal in a row.
“Thank you, for providing the kitchen,” Kent and Chloe say in unison.
I glare at them. “I hate it when you guys do that, it’s creepy.”
I rise from the table, collect the plates and carry them over to the sink. By the time we have finished cleaning, the second sun is already showing signs of peeking over the horizon. I look out the window and think of my day with a mixture of dread. It looks like it’s going to be a hot one.
I sigh and turn to face Chloe and Kent. A siren pierces the air around us and wails throughout the town, echoing through the empty fields.
We stare at one another. That siren is only ever used when there is an emergency communication from Celestia. That siren has never sounded in my lifetime.
Chloe looks out the window at the people hurrying towards the town center. “We should go.”
We file out the door and dash towards the center, following the noise of the still screeching siren. We pile in amongst the people filling the town’s center, and masses of townsfolk crowd around the stage where communication from our main capital, Celestia, takes place.
The crystals spark into life and reveal the form of a short, balding man. He shifts nervously from foot to foot and rests his hands upon his rounded belly. He is nothing like the larger than life king I had grown used to seeing in the crystal light.
The man wipes a cloth across his brow and bows his head. “This morning after the rising of the first sun, our beloved king died of an illness that had befallen him last night after the harvest announcement.”
People around the town center turn to their neighbors and speak in hushed voices.
“He seemed fine yesterday,” Kent whispers to us.
“I wonder what the illness was,” I hiss back.
“Shh,” Chloe whispers and redirects our attention towards the image of the man.
The balding man folds and refolds his handkerchief. “For the first time in our history the king has died heirless, there is no one to take the throne. The Phoenix has not yet awoken to take the crown into its wings, so there is still promise of a true heir.”
The older people around us seem to be genuinely distressed at the man’s words. I don’t understand. Surely the king must have a cousin that could take his place?
“We will report back to you at sunset to inform you of our decision on who the next heir shall be. Take the day off, mourn our king,” The man says, and with that, his image abruptly disappears.
“There are no heirs,” A female voice cries out from the crowd.
“They can’t just choose someone, they have to be worthy,” A man’s voice shouts over the din rising around us.
The Mayor struggles his way up onto the stage and stands before the crowd, filling the space where the holographic man had been moments before.
“People of Katera do not fear,” The Mayor cries from his spot on stage. “We will have a new king by this time next week.”
“How do you know that?” A voice shouts from the crowd.
“Because it will be my son, Hayton,” The Mayor announces waving his arms.
A young man walks out onto the stage. He is easily six-foot tall and incredibly handsome with shoulder length blonde hair held back in a tie.
I force myself to look away from his high cheekbones, and sharp jawline. My gaze lingers on his eyes, they are the meanest that I have ever seen.
Everyone in the crowd shifts uncomfortably in response to the man who holds no resemblance to his father. Except, for perhaps, the mean look in his eyes.
“As we speak, I am rallying an army to march with my son to Celestia as a display of power. We need to arrive at Celestia before anyone else tries to take my son's throne,” The Mayor yells passionately.
A woman in front of me whispers to her neighbor. “Who is this guy?”
“I dunno, I have never seen him before. I didn’t even know the Mayor had a son,” The neighbor whispers back.
The Mayor’s son steps up beside him and addresses the crowd, his voice smooth and silky, “The five towns surrounding us have already agreed to march with me. They are going to be my army against any pretenders to my throne. To our throne,” Hayton yells.
To my surprise, people around us are hanging on every word he says. Even the people in front of us who had held doubts moments before, seem to struggle to avoid the smooth pull of the man’s silky words.
“We don’t want our throne falling into the hands of a pretender from another part of the country. A person who doesn’t understand our way of life. Our needs!” Hayton bellows and holds his arms out wide. “Someone who will treat us like lesser beings than those from their own home. I say we get in there and show them how powerful we really are!”
People in the square cheer at Hayton’s words and chant his name. The remaining people look around uncomfortably at the sudden change in the attitude of the town.
I nudge the twins and nod in the direction of my home. I don’t need to see any more of this. Quickly we weave our way through the crowd and hurry over to the house, not breathing a word until we are inside it.
“This is madness,” Kent hisses in frustration the moment the door clicks shut behind us.
I can hear the chanting in the town square from here. Who is this Hayton guy anyway? And why does he believe he has a right to the throne of our suddenly departed king?
“I can’t believe how quickly people jumped on that wagon,” Chloe adds to Kent’s comment.
“I know,” Kent mumbles. “Something about him was easy to listen too. I found it hard not to look at him when he spoke.”
Chloe runs her hands through her hair. “Where did this son even come from? As far as I am aware, the Mayor has no children.”
I stack wood in the fireplace, more out of habit than necessity. “Maybe from one of his replaced wives? We haven’t seen them for a while. Perhaps they raised his son somewhere else.”
Chloe nods at my words. “It would have to be from the first wife. None of the others would fit the time frame.”
I flop onto the couch. “It would be awful if the Mayor and his son ruled the country. It sounds like they have already declared war, and the king hasn’t even been dead for a day.”
Chloe sits beside me, and Kent takes the armchair by the fireplace.
“They sound extremely prepared for information we only just received,” Chloe points out.
“Yeah, how did Hayton and the Mayor already get other towns to join them if we only just found out the king has died?” I ask, following her train of thought.
“Maybe they were told before us?” Chloe offers.
Kent leans forward and places his elbows on his knees. “Or maybe they did it.”
Everyone stops to digest the gravity of the words he had just brought into existence.
“You think they killed the king?” I whisper. Like saying it too loudly might get us caught.
“I think they could have easily arranged to have him killed,” Kent answers in a low voice.
“That whole sudden illness feels a bit farfetched,” Chloe agrees. “Maybe it was the work of a poison. Something that would look like illness but kill him quickly.”
I pick at a hole in my pants. “They would have to be extremely confident that they could pull it off without getting caught.”
“They seem pretty confident to me,” Kent replies.
A flash of dark red light comes from the town center, appearing over the trees and houses between us and it.
Chloe rises from her seat and hurries to the window.
“What was that?”
I pull myself off the couch and stand beside her, we wait, but the red light has retreated and offers no sign of returning.




Chapter Three

My eyes widen. “I have seen that flash last night through my window.”
Kent and Chloe look at me. “What?”
I ignore their combined comment, and I rush out the door. This time I will get answers. Chloe and Kent hurry alongside me, and we head towards the town center. We dodge the wagon and come around my farm's field when we see everyone in town has dispersed from the center and heading towards their homes.
They all look dazed. Like the townspeople aren’t sure who they are or what they are doing. The crowd of people surges around us like a river flows around a rock, all of them with a distant look in their eyes.
“What is going on?” I ask Nancy, a middle-aged woman I know from the market. She trades apples with me for wheat every year.
She looks at me, her blue eyes glassy and unfocused. “We are going home to prepare.”
I grasp the girl’s arms to make her pay attention as she starts to drift off into the crowd again. “Prepare for what?”
“To go to war for King Hayton,” Nancy replies in a faraway voice.
I furrow my brow. “Hayton isn’t the king.”
Nancy looks at me, her confused eyes fill with rage. “Hayton is the king, and people like you won’t stop him,” she bellows and shoves me.
I stumble and gape. “Nancy, what has got into you?”
This behavior is nothing like the shy and withdrawn Nancy I knew. The woman had once nursed a bird with a broken wing back to health, feeding it from her own rations until it was well enough to fend for itself. She has never been a violent person. She doesn’t even eat meat because of her empathy for the living things around her.
“What has got into you?” She retorts. She picks up a stick from the ground and slashes at me. “King Hayton is our rightful and glorious king, and no one will stop him.”
I jump out of the way and grab the stick from her hands as she swings it at me again. Angered she throws her fist at me.
I dodge it and grab her arm, forcing it behind her back and preventing any further assault. Nancy isn’t a fighter, and years of self-defense practice with my parents has made me more capable than her.
“Nancy calm down,” I say gently. “I'm not attacking you. I was only asking a question.”
Kent taps me on the shoulder and whispers in my ear, “I think we should play along and go back to your place as soon as we can.”
I nod my understanding and let go of Nancy, who is still in a full blown rage. I put my hands above my head to show her my surrender. “Long live King Hayton.”
Even as I say the words, they feel wrong and bitter in my mouth.
Nancy squints at me. “You said he wasn’t the king.”
“What I meant was, that’s what the non-believers will say, but we will show them,” I say my voice filled with false confidence.
Nancy’s behavior has attracted a lot of attention from the people around us, and I get the feeling they will respond just as violently to my opinion about whether or not Hayton should be king.
Nancy relaxes at my words. “Yes, we will show them!” she yells. Everyone around us cheers at her words.
“Hayton! Hayton! Hayton!” The mob chants as they return to their homes.
I turn to Kent and Chloe. “This isn’t good.”
Kent lowers his gaze and attempts to mimic the zombie-like behavior of the people around us. “They have all become die-hard Hayton fans,” he says in a low voice.
“If they join his army, many of them will die,” I murmur as we approach my farm and head for the house.
Kent rubs his hand across the back of his neck. “How did they all get like that?”
I look out at the disorientated townspeople heading towards their homes. “Maybe it has something to do with that red flash? Whatever it was, it looks like the flash affected the whole town.”
Chloe’s face fills with horror. “You don’t think the flash affected our parents do you?”
Kent stops, his face matching Chloe’s. “We have to go see if there is something we can do.”
I nod in understanding. “You guys should go, I’ll arrange things here, and I will drop by to see if there is anything I can do.”
Kent turns and makes his way down the stairs of the verandah. Chloe pauses to give me a quick hug. “Stay safe.”
With that, she pulls away, and the twins hurry towards their home.
I turn and watch the townspeople mulling around for a time. They seem helplessly lost. Do the Mayor and Hayton really have five other towns following them? They could do a bit of damage with those kinds of numbers. Were they convinced to follow father, son pair with the light I saw last night? Did it do this to people in another town?
Two men start violently shoving each other, and people nearby turn to watch them passively. The fight escalates quickly, and I peer at the men. My heart thumps in my chest when I realize the two fighting men are Jink and his son Ango.
“Hayton would want us to stack the cart this way,” Jink insists.
Ango flicks his white blonde hair and clenches his fists. “No, our glorious leader would want us to stack the heavy items at the front!”
Jink drops the load in his arms and shoves his son with so much force he falls to the ground. “You insolent whelp. Do I have to put you your place?”
Ango scrambles to his feet and charges at his father, knocking him down. They tumble, and Jink strikes his head on the cart and lays unmoving on the ground. Ango climbs off him, rolls his still body away from the wagon, and returns to his task.
I realize I had covered my mouth during the encounter, and I pull my hands from my face. People out in the fields return to their jobs. No one stops to help Jink.
I rush down the steps of my verandah and run across the field towards him. “Jink!”
He doesn’t move, carefully I kneel beside him. “Jink are you okay?”
I roll him over and see what I had missed from the verandah. The side of his head is not the shape it should be, and his brown eyes stare lifelessly towards the sky. I glance at Ango who is re-arranging the cart, not sparing a single glance or care for his murdered father. These two had become really close since Ango’s mother had died from the same illness that had killed my parents.
“Ango, your father is dead,” I say quietly.
Ango turns to look at me, his eyes hollow and unseeing. “He subtracted from Hayton’s glory, his death is not a loss, but a gain.”
I blink up at him. Lost for words. He mistakes my silence for agreement and returns to his task. Quietly I close Jink’s eyes and retreat to the safety of my home. Now with the door in between the insane townspeople and me, I take a deep breath.
What am I supposed to do? My eyes fall on my father's guns. He would go to Celestia and warn them about what has happened here. I stare at the perfectly polished barrels lined against the wall.
I should go. Someone has to go to Celestia and inform them about the Mayor, Hayton, and this uprising. A war would result in many deaths, and if I could help avoid it, I would do everything in my power to do so.
I rise to my feet and head to my room, collecting a bag from the cupboard as I pass. I stuff a spare set of clothes and a thick winter jacket into the satchel and hurry to the kitchen, packing the food from my cupboards into the bag.
I look over at the guns, there are four in total, three long-range rifles, and a handgun. Those would probably be helpful if today’s events are anything to go by.
The only problem with taking the guns is that all the ammunition is in my parent’s room. A place I had avoided going since their deaths. I walk down the hall and stand in front of the closed wooden door that is the only barrier between me and my parent’s room. After a few deep breaths, I open the door and step inside. It is precisely the way they had left it.
After they died, I buried them and made the bed. That way it looked like they could have been out for the day. Like they might come home at any moment.
Sighing, I tear my eyes from the bed and move to the trunk at the end of it. The place where my father kept his ammunition. I lift the lid and look over rows of bullets, gunpowder, and cleaning supplies. I take out the ammunition bags. Four in total, one for each kind of weapon, and I place all the ammunition in the respective containers.
I take it all. Not because I think I will need it, but because I don’t want to leave it behind for the town to use in their reckless war. A war for a guy we haven’t even met before today.
I clip two ammunition belts to my waist, one for a rifle and one for the handgun. Maybe I could hide the rest in the woods nearby. Hopefully, the townspeople won’t find them there. It is better than leaving it all here for the taking.
I go back into the kitchen and place the rest of the ammunition bags into my knapsack. I stuff in a light blanket. It would be a long trip, and I don’t want to spend every night freezing cold. I collect the guns and hide them under a loose floorboard, shoving my bag in after it. This town is filled with people who knew my parents. They will know my dad had guns for hunting, and that might be enough to make people come looking. Carefully, I place the heavy floorboard back and leave the house.
I head towards the twins house to see how they are going. I carefully avoid the townspeople, I wasn’t looking for another confrontation like the one I had earlier with Nancy. All of them are busy and preoccupied as I hurry towards the twins’ house.
The little white home has lots of extensions built onto it. A small picket fence surrounds it, encasing a small herb garden and flower bed. I stand at the foot of a short dirt path that snakes its way from the gate to the front door.
Figures move behind the front window of the home. Are they sitting down for a meal? Maybe I should come back later. I turn just as Kent comes crashing through the window and lands heavily in a garden bed. His father stands on the other side of the window frame looking furious. I stand rooted to the spot as sounds of angered screaming fills my ears.
“Hayton is a glorious leader! And you, you undeserving little worm, do not deserve to be in his army,” The twin’s father yells at Kent, sprawled on the ground surrounded by shards of glass.
Now that the window is gone I can see the dining room and kitchen clearly from where I am standing. Chloe sits in a heavy wooden chair surrounded by her siblings and mother.
Chloe looks up at her mother who is holding her at gunpoint while her younger siblings tie her to the chair.
She looks at her mother with pleading eyes. “Mother please.”
I stand by the fence and try to take in the situation. How am I going to deal with this? I can’t take on the twin’s father, his body is built like Kent’s but with more years of experience, and their mother has a gun. Not to mention their siblings, four in total. I can’t take on that many people and win.
Thinking quickly, I march up to the door and knock. Completely ignoring Kent sprawled on the grass, while I wait for someone to answer.
One of the twins’ siblings answers the door and eyes me. “What do you want?”
I stand to attention and speak in my most authoritative voice, “I am here on behalf of our glorious and rightful leader Hayton, and I wish to speak to the head of the house.”
Hurried stomping announces the arrival of the twin’s father, and in no time he is standing before me.
“Good evening sir. I am here on behalf of our glorious and rightful leader,” I say.
He steps aside and bows graciously. “Of course, come in.”
I step inside and stand in the center of the lounge, trying to remain impassive to the scene around me. “Our glorious and rightful leader would like to welcome you into his army. He wishes for me to extend his gratitude at having such powerful and able soldiers at his command.”
“We are grateful that King Hayton has recognized our abilities,” the twin’s father replies before continuing, “We even caught two non-believers. Although, I am ashamed to say they were part of our family.”
Were part of the family. Ouch. Keeping my thoughts to myself, I glance at the twins and smile. “Lucky for your family’s honor these two are testers, and they are why I am here.”
He glances over at his eldest children with a sneer. “They are non-believers.”
“They were sent here to test your faith to our glorious leader Hayton. To see if you could turn against your own children in his defense,” I say smoothly. “You passed with flying colors.”
The twins father glances at his two beaten children. “They are a test?”
“Yes,” I add easily. “A special test Hayton sends out to families he thinks have potential to be extremely successful in his army.”
“He thinks our family will be successful in his army?” The twin’s father asks, a happy glint in his eye.
“Only the best get tested,” I confirm.
The twin’s mother embraces her husband. “Oh, Lowen.”
“Sala, this is such an honor,” Lowen replies, giving his wife a big strong hug and setting her aside.
“I am here to collect these two. They are required as testers for other towns to see if they will turn against someone they don’t know,” I say cutting into the moment the twins parents are having.
“Of course,” They say together.
The mother sets about untying Chloe, and the father goes over to help Kent to his feet. He claps him on the back. “No hard feelings, Eh?”
Thankfully Kent and Chloe have the sense to play along, and they smile at their parents.
Chloe struggles for a moment and turns to her father. “There is nothing to forgive.”
Within moments they stand beside me, and I march them out the door. Stopping in the doorway, I turn to face the family. “It is best not to mention this to anyone. Only the best families get tested like this, and we wouldn’t want something as petty as jealousy bringing harm to one of our glorious leader’s favorite families.”
“Of course,” they say. Like everything I had just said made perfect sense.
I march out the door with Chloe and Kent, nudging them in the direction of my farm.
We walk in silence, afraid to be overheard. It is not until we are safely inside the house with the door locked that we speak.
“That was close,” I groan as I flop into a chair and take a few minutes to digest the day’s events.
Chloe and Kent come and sit beside me. Kent has a growing black eye, now working on swelling shut, and Chloe has a big purple bruise blossoming under her chin.
How could I have been so stupid to not realize their parents had actually hurt them? I pull myself off the couch and make my way to the bathroom. I find two cloths and run them under cool water before I take them back to the twins, who gladly place the towels to their faces. Snow would be better, but this is all we have in autumn. Winter would come soon enough, but it would be too late to sooth the bruising the twins had now.
Satisfied they would both keep the wet cloths on their faces, I return to the bathroom and retrieve the cream my mother made from plants found in the woods not too far from our home. She used to crush up blue flowers with bright red pollen and add spring water to make a paste that makes wounds and bruising heal much faster.
I bring the precious jar out into the lounge room and rub the purple paste onto Kent’s eye, hoping the cream will bring the bruising down, so that it might not swell shut.
He looks at me. “Thank you. I am going to go wash off a little,” He mumbles and wanders off to the bathroom.
I move over to Chloe and gently remove her hand from her face. I get a good look at the colorful bruising growing there. “How did they even do that?”
Chloe tilts her chin up so I can inspect the bruising better. “The butt of a rifle.”
I furrow my brows. Her mother had been holding the rifle. I shake my head and gently rub the paste onto her jawline. I find myself mesmerized by the sharpness of it, and by the porcelain color of her skin.
I am so drawn in by her features it takes me a while to realize Chloe is watching me intently. Her beautiful grey eyes focused on mine.
Kent walks back into the room, and I clear my throat, withdrawing my hand from Chloe's face.
“We can’t stay here.” He announces from behind me.
I give Chloe one last glance before I turn to face him. “I know.”
He stands with his hands on his hips, looking at us. “We have to warn Celestia, or the true heir might not be found. We can’t let this nut job kill them on his way into the city.”
“I know,” I repeat. “I already started packing.”
“Good,” Chloe says rising to her feet. “We should pack too. It is good we have practically lived here over the last few months, many of our clothes are already here.”
I nod and rise to my feet. I make my way over to the hallway cupboard and pull open the door. I rummage through it and retrieve two knapsacks, silently I hold them out to the twins.
They both take a bag and head off to pack.




Chapter Four

I return to the loose floorboard and retrieve my packed items. Pulling out the guns, I carefully load them, making sure there are no bullets in the barrel. I don’t want them accidentally going off, but I also don’t want to have to load them in the event we are ambushed.
Once that task is complete, I go to my room and swap my work clothes for travel clothes. Choosing items that are warm and easy to move in. With winter coming, I don’t want to be caught out in the snow with the wrong clothes on. I retrieve my comfy leather boots from my trunk and pull them on. Tugging on my jacket, I cast one last lingering look at my room and my few possessions. I close the door and leave.
I walk out into the lounge where Chloe and Kent are already standing, their bags sitting at their feet. The suns are setting, casting a brilliant orange light across the world beneath them. Today has gone fast.
I head to the kitchen and peer out the window. “We should wait for darkness.” I fish water canteens out from a cupboard and fill them, handing out one to everyone.
Stuffing mine into my bag, I retrieve my father’s hunting knife from the small trunk near the fireplace. I attach the blade to a loop on my belt and collect the guns, slinging one across my back and holstering the handgun on my belt. Silently I pass the other two weapons and their ammo pouches to the twins.
Kent takes one and dwarfs it in his massive hands. “I suppose it is better safe than sorry.”
I nod. After what I had seen today I wasn’t going anywhere without a weapon.
Chloe grimaces as she reluctantly takes the weapon. “I hate that we even have to consider these.”
I look at the floor so I can avoid her wide eyes. “It’s like Kent said.”
I peer out the window and watch as the last sun sneaks below the horizon. A small group of men walk through my field, towards the front door.
I nod my head at the window. “We have visitors.”
I look at the twins. “Remember. We love Hayton, our glorious and rightful king.”
The twins nod solemnly. Moments later there is a knock at the door. I swallow, shift my gun on my shoulder and pull the door open.
Three men stand there. All of them dressed in travel clothes and well-armed. I look them over but remain silent.
Eventually, a man with an impressive beard speaks up. “Our glorious King Hayton has requested the presence of the town. He wishes for us to join him in the town hall.”
I nod and force a smile onto my face. “It would be a pleasure.”
The man bows his head. “We are here to escort you. Bring your sleeping things. He has also requested we remain in the hall this evening.”
An escort. Why does Hayton want us all in the hall? I meet the man's glazed eyes. “Of course. Just give us a few moments to prepare, and we will meet you over by the cart there.” I point to the cart twenty paces or so from the house.
The man’s eyebrows knit together. Kent steps over to me and gives the man a big smile. “You know how women can be preparing for an event such as this? Dinner with the King! Surely they will want to dress up a little. I will stay here and try to hurry them along.”
The group of men redirect their gaze to Kent and nod at his words. “Okay. We will wait, but hurry.”
The men descend the verandah steps and head towards the cart. Kent closes the door and turns to face us. “Now what?”
Chloe ties her long hair back with a leather strap. “Why do they want us all in the hall?”
I shrug. “I don’t know. But whatever it is, I’m sure it won’t be good.”
I collect my bag, lock the front door with the bolt and head for the lounge room window on the far side of the house.
“What are you doing?” Kent calls from the front door.
I send a grin his way. “Sneaking out. If I can do this and not get caught by my parents, I can do it now and not get caught by dimwitted Hayton followers.”
Chloe's mouth twists into a one-sided grin, and she hefts her pack onto her back. “Alright, let’s get going then.”
By now, night has indeed fallen, and together we creep out of the window and cluster along beside the house. The men are routing through the farm shed and appear to be taking whatever they please. I bite back a shout. Let them have it.
I dart from the cover of the house and into the high wheat field. Kent and Chloe arrive moments after me. We walk in darkness, occasionally stumbling over a rock or branch hidden in the long wheat grass around us. Usually, I wouldn’t let people walk through the wheat, but our lives are much more valuable than the income the grain would bring in. In any case, anything could happen to it before I return home.
I part the wheat as quietly as I can, and we make our way through it. It takes a few minutes to work through the full farm. Suddenly I come upon the last row of wheat and out into the open. I step back into the cover of the grain, and we stand at the edge of the farm, peering at the space between us and the protection of the woods.
Two men are patrolling with a flaming torch. Each of them holding a gun and scanning the area intently. We shrink back into the shelter of the wheat and quietly wait for the men to pass. They march past us in total silence, their feet stepping lightly amongst fallen twigs and leaves.
I wait until the flames flicker in the distance and glance back at the twins. They nod, and we make a break for the tree line. I bolt across the frost-touched grass and make it safely within the trees. Steadying my breathing, I turn and peer back at the wheat. It takes long moments to spot Kent and Chloe, I wave my hand, and one at a time they dart across the gap.
Inside the cover of the trees, we retreat deeper into the woods. Away from curious flames and the bewitched villagers that held them. I look at the mass of trees and shrubs around us. Now instead of murderous crazed townspeople, we have wild animals, quicksand and bugs to deal with. All of which makes a lot more sense to me than the events that have occurred since the king's death.
“Do you think it is okay to talk now?” Chloe asks in a low voice.
“Yeah,” I whisper. “If we stay alert it should be okay.”
Chloe stumbles over an exposed tree root. “So the town has gone crazy. They all support Hayton and his desire to be king, and now we are on the verge of a civil war?”
I grab her hand to steady her when she stumbles a second time. I keep hold of her as we creep through the forest.
Kent steps up beside me. “It all got out of control after that flash.”
“You don’t think they used magic on the townspeople do you?” I ask, though I am pretty sure I already know what the answer is.
“You can’t use magic on people, that’s against the law, you can only use magic on things,” Chloe says. Obviously, her faith in humanity is stronger than mine.
Kent pulls aside a large branch so we can pass. “Yes, but with the king suddenly dead, and the realm thrown into chaos, who is going to stop them?”
“Good point,” Chloe replies. “So Hayton and the Mayor have everyone under a spell to fight for them. Well, at least we now know what to tell Celestia when we get there.”
I nod. We push through bushes and twigs in near darkness for a long time. Eventually, the first moon rises and light fills our surroundings, making traveling faster and easier going. It also makes it easier for other things to track us in the night, and in here I am not just worried about Hayton’s crazed army.
I eye our surroundings. “We should be far enough away to stop now.”
The other two agree, and we stop in front of a large tree. The width of the trunk is easily the length of me laying down, it will provide excellent protection from the back. We all pile up against the trunk and rest for a few moments.
Kent stretches his legs and mumbles, “We should try and get a few hours of sleep. I’ll take first watch.”
He pulls his gun off his shoulders and holds it in his hands. Removing the blanket from my pack, I spread it over the three of us as best as I can. The cold already clings to our clothes and skin, and I regret only packing a single blanket.
I lean back against the tree and try to let sleep claim me, but like last night it won’t come. Every little noise and shift in the night seems determined to keep me awake. I sigh in frustration and wriggle about, trying to get comfortable on the damp foliage below me. After a few moments, Chloe pulls my head towards her shoulder and drapes her arm around my back. I lay there feeling her warmth and the sound of her heartbeat. Within minutes I am asleep.
###
“Taliah, wake up,” comes a voice and a gentle shake of my shoulder.
I open my eyes and blink at the blurry world around me. It is still night time, and a light sheen of sweat covers my skin. I rub the sleep from my eyes, and the world comes into focus. Chloe looks at me, her brows frowning. Kent's wide eyes accompany her expression.
Chloe gently brushes a strand of hair from my sweaty face. “You had a bad dream.”
Kent rummages through his bag, pulls out a water canteen and offers it to me. “You were yelling about Hayton, and someone named The Collector.”
Chloe tilts my head. “Your eyes have changed colors again.”
“They also glow a little,” Kent says gesturing at my face.
I pull myself into a sitting position and rub my face. “The same colors as last time?”
The twins nod.
I sigh. “I guess we can rule out the light then.”
Chloe rubs her temples. “I wish I had more time to research this.”
Kent pats her on the shoulder. “It’s okay. Things have been kind of crazy. In any case, you spent most of last night looking through books, it’s not like you haven’t done your best.”
Chloe turns to her brother and gives him a small smile.
We sit in silence for a little while as I calm down from a dream I don’t really remember. The only thing I can recall is the panic and fear that had accompanied it. I remember those emotions well, and they feel real enough.
“Sorry I woke you guys,” I say.
Kent smiles, “It’s okay, we should get moving anyway. The sun will be up soon, and we should probably make a plan instead of blundering through the woods.”
“Good idea,” I say as I rummage through my bag, pulling out the half a loaf of bread I packed yesterday. “Might as well eat this now, it will go stale soon.”
I rip the loaf of bread into three chunks, and we eat breakfast as the forest wakes up around us. The birds sing to one another, making the place seem more inviting than it had last night. At last, the sun peeks over the horizon and light fills the forest. Flowers everywhere slowly open, welcoming daylight to their brightly colored petals.
The flowers nearest me slowly open, I reach out to touch one. “Maybe we should go to the next town, there is one on the other side of the forest.”
“That’s a good idea. Maybe if we can beat Hayton there, we can get them out of town before he can do his light thingy to them,” Kent agrees, taking a massive bite out of his bread.
“What if we get there and Hayton has already been there?” Chloe asks and gently touches her face, where her mother had struck her. “I don’t think there will be a warm welcome.”
I nod. “We could watch from the forest line and see what is going on?”
“It’s worth a shot,” Kent agrees. “Which way to the town?”
I drag myself to my feet. “We follow the sun in the morning and keep it to our backs in the afternoon. It’s about half a day’s walk. Although, usually, I follow the path and make this trip with my father.”
I pause awkwardly as I fight back the sadness that wells inside me at my parent’s absence.
Kent clears his throat. “Towards the sun it is then.” With that, he turns on his heel and marches through the undergrowth.
We plod through the forest and weave our way through tree trunks. I keep an eye out for quicksand and other lurking dangers. I don’t really need to. The amount of noise Kent and Chloe are making as they crash through the forest would scare away just about every creature. So I’m confident we are safe on that front.
“Taliah,” Chloe says as she steps up beside me. “I have been thinking about the way your eyes keep changing color.”
I raise my eyebrow. “You have?” I hadn’t given it much thought. Everything else seemed far more pressing than my eyes occasionally changing color.
“Yes,” she answers as she lightly steps over a log, and weaves around the vines that dangle behind it. “Has anyone in your family ever experienced something like this before?”
I thought about it for a second. “Not that I can recall.”
Chloe bites her lip. “I read a book, about a person whose eyes changed color. I can’t remember who they were, or why it is important.”
“I’m sure it will come to you,” I say confidently.
Chloe is the smartest person I know, she has read everything she could get her hands on. If anyone can figure out what is happening to me, it will be her.
I work my way around a large tree and stop in my tracks. An expansive flat patch of ground sits innocently in front of us. This smooth patch expands three or so meters in every direction. Trees around it grow in thick bunches and funnel us to this point. I eye the ground suspiciously. It is too flat. Not a single rock or stick rests upon it.
“Stop,” I say in a clear voice. Chloe and Kent’s crashing ceases as they follow my command.
“What is it?” Kent asks.
I crouch and pick up a rock about the size of my fist from near my feet. It is heavy and covered in a layer of moss. I throw it at the level ground in front of us. It sits there, long enough for me to consider if my suspicions had been wrong. The ground beside it lets out a single giant bubble, and the rock steadily sinks into the earth.
I step back, bringing Chloe and Kent with me. “It’s quicksand. We will have to find a way around it.”
We retrace our steps. Slowly picking our way around the quicksand. Finding a way around the liquid earth takes longer than I had anticipated. By the time we have climbed through the dense growth, we are exhausted. We stumble through rows of trees for another few minutes before they abruptly end. Leading us into a sizeable flowery meadow. At the end of the field are a cluster of stone and wooden houses.
Kent peers through the trees. “I guess we found the town.”
“Do you think Hayton has been here yet?” Chloe asks. “I have been thinking. Is it possible this is one of the towns he spoke of yesterday? The ones that have already joined him?”
Well, that is an unappealing thought. I recall the flash I seen last night and dismiss it from my thoughts. “We will have to be careful. Let’s stay in the woods and use the cover to see if it is safe for us to go in.”
We circle the town and peer through the trees. My gaze settles on buildings and farms that aren’t all that different from the ones back at home own. The most prominent difference is this town has a big tower, housing a giant brass bell. It looks impressive with the way the sunlight glints against it. We crouch in the tree line and wait. Not a single person comes into view. No sounds of human activities are present at all.
I glance at the twins. “I don’t see anyone.”
“Me either,” Chloe agrees. “Maybe we should go in?”
Kent pulls his gun strap off his shoulder and holds the weapon in his hands. “I don’t like it. I say we go in with our guns ready.”
I swallow and pull my gun from my back. Quietly we step out of the trees and head into the town. We walk through the deserted streets, checking through windows as we pass. Every house is empty. Signs of people leaving in a hurry are present everywhere. One home still has the front door open, and it bangs gently as a breeze blows down the street.
“This is weird, where is everyone?” I mutter as we head for the square. The lightly shifting door and our footsteps as they crunch on the dirt road are the only sounds to fill the space around us. The place is abandoned. I have been to this town with my father before to trade our wheat, and this is nothing like the busy, bustling town I remember from my past.
“I don’t have a good feeling about this,” I mumble as we creep along the street, peering into abandoned homes as we pass them.
A breeze picks up and blows down the narrow street. A door slams. I jump and hold my weapon out. I take a deep breath. It’s just the wind. We continue shuffling around the outside of the inn, and we enter the town center.
Chloe drops to her knees. “Oh my god.”
Kent stands with his mouth open, disgust all over his face.
Bodies swing gently in the breeze. Rope necklaces fit snugly around their necks as they dangle from a crudely erected platform.
From what I can tell it is a family, a man, and woman in their thirties, both dressed in work clothes. Next to them hang two young boys, around the age of ten, swinging softly in the breeze.
“They hung children,” I say, my voice barely even a whisper.
The evidence is right in front of me, but I still can’t believe it. We stand on the cobbled path taking in the horrible scene for a long moment before any of us can come to terms with what is in front of us.
“There is a note,” Kent croaks as he walks over to the town hall door. He gives the bodies a wide berth.
He reaches the thick parchment and reads it out loud. “In the name of our true and glorious King Hayton, we have hung the non-believers and left to join his armies. We swear on our lives that we will not return to our homes until our rightful king is crowned.”
I carefully walk around the hanging family to the stage set up at the front of the town center. “I guess he beat us here.”
The stage is much like our own. Except ours doesn’t have public hangings. At least not usually. I shudder. This might be happening in our town as we speak. Suddenly I am selfishly grateful my parents aren’t here to experience this torment. I glance at Kent and Chloe. Others are not so lucky.
On the stage sits a giant crystal, easily as long as my arm and as wide as my torso. Its jagged black edges look more like wicked barbs than a gemstone. The afternoon light reflects off it, making it difficult to look at. I have never seen a crystal like this before.
I turn to the twins. “Hey, come look at this.” They make their way over, and we inspect the black crystal.
Kent peers at it. “What is it?”
Chloe circles it and holds out her hands. “It is similar to the crystals we use to convey messages.”
I eye it. “Yeah, but this one looks mean.”
Kent nods at my words and looks at Chloe. “So you’re saying this crystal could hold magic?”
Chloe shrugs. “Maybe. It would explain the creepy vibe I get from it.”
“Could this have made the flash we seen back in our town?” I ask the twins.
“It could be. But why is it black, the light was red?” Kent asks picking up a discarded leather jacket from the stage and finds the arm torn off it.
“I have read that when powerful dark magic fills an object, they can turn black,” Chloe answers. “But I have no idea who could have done it. That’s powerful magic.”
I look at the jagged crystal, its edges sharpened to points that could split hairs. The gem is about the size of my forearm and as thick as my leg. The endless black that fills it and the glowing red coming from its depths. I pause. It wasn’t red before.
I point at the crystal as red color begins to grow and fill it. “It’s turning red.”
The twins redirect their attention to the crystal, and their eyes widen. Kent quickly covers it with the leather jacket. The red is brightening, and the light seeps out from under the coat. An overwhelming sense of dread creeps up my spine.
“Turn around and close your eyes,” I yell. I spin on my heel and squeeze my eyes shut. A rush of air flows past us, and my hair tangles with itself in response. Another door slams shut in the distance and silence returns once more.
We stand with our eyes shut for a few minutes before Chloe speaks up, “Do you think it’s safe to open our eyes?”
“Well, we can’t stand like this forever,” Kent grumbles.
I slowly open my eyes to find everything the way it was before I had closed them. Hesitantly I turn to face the crystal, the jacket smokes on the ground at my feet. Reluctantly I inch my eyes up to the crystal and discover it is black once more. That was close. If it hadn’t been for that jacket, closing our eyes might not have been sufficient enough. I spot a frayed piece of rope on the ground nearby and use it to tie the warm coat over the crystal.
I step back. “Apparently this isn’t single use.”
“We should bury it,” Chloe declares. “That way it can’t get anyone else.”
I nod and carefully pick up the crystal, it is heavy and awkward to carry, but I am determined to do it. Jagged edges make it difficult to find a position where I won’t impale myself, or the jacket that is our only protection from the light, should it decide to flash again.
I carry it towards the meadow and Kent enters a few houses. By the time I have the crystal on the ground, he returns with a shovel. Within minutes Kent has dug a substantial hole. Working in the mines had taught him how to dig, and he makes it look effortless. I lower the crystal into the hole, and we hurriedly cover it over with dirt, leaving a small mound in the middle of a beautiful meadow.
I wipe the soil from my hands and return my attention to the town center and its hanging villagers. We can’t leave them there like that, they deserve so much better than the way their own townsfolk had treated them.
“We should bury them too,” I say.
Chloe nods and points at the ground. “Not here. They should be buried far away from this.”
Kent and I agree, and we spend the rest of the day burying them. The first sun is setting, and four more mounds have joined the first in the meadow. The hardest graves are the children’s, they are so tiny. Digging a hole for them is a struggle for everyone. Chloe picks bright yellow flowers from the meadow and carefully lays a bunch on each grave, saying a quiet prayer for each of them.
Once the villagers are buried we are all exhausted and in desperate need of a wash. We trudge back into town. I head right for the grandest building in the town. It could only be the Mayor's house.
Marching up the steps, I try the brass handle on the bright red door and find it unlocked. I push open the door and step over the threshold into the mansion.
Pulling my handgun from my waist, we check the rooms one by one. I am reasonably sure no one is here, the amount of noise we made in the town square would have drawn anyone out. Even with that knowledge, my fight or flight response won’t relax until every room has been checked.
As we make our way through the house, we come across luxurious living quarters with a couch made of fancy cushions and hardwood. Two large bedrooms with massive beds, and a bathroom with running water.
We descend the stairs. I close the front door and lock it so other people won’t find it as easy to get in as we had.
“What do we do now?” Chloe asks as we stand together in the hallway.
I shrug off my jacket. “Take what we need. Wash, rest and move on.” I hang it on one of the hooks near the front door and brush off my dirt-covered pants.
Chloe shifts on her feet. “This is someone’s home.”
“Or it was,” Kent adds. My thoughts drift back to the four graves in the meadow.
“You read the note,” I say harshly. “This is a war, the people fighting and killing for Hayton deserve to be raided, and the dead family would want us to take what we needed so we can continue what they died for.”
I don’t wait for a response, and I stomp upstairs. Can't they see the lines between right and wrong have shifted, and now we have to ensure we make it to Celestia in time to warn them about Hayton and his army? I huff and lean against a striped wall in the hallway. Everything is so hard, and I struggle to keep it together.
I’m twenty-one, I’m not mature enough for war. I’m not ready. I rub my face with my hand and look at the gun in my other. Is anyone ever prepared?




Chapter Five

I head for the bathroom. I might as well wash up after my mini tantrum. This level of responsibility is so new to me, and I’m making it up as I go. I am not doing a good job of it.
Finally, at the end of the hall, I find the bathroom, it's much fancier than the one I have back in my own home. Where I have a simple tub and sink, this house has a bathtub standing on golden feet. The bathtub itself is covered with gold, silver and bronze foliage.
This bath alone is probably worth more than the entire farm. What is the need for such an extravagant bathing tub? It does exactly the same thing as mine back at home. The only difference is this looks better doing it.
I scuff over to the sink, turning on the tap I wash my face and hands, trying my best to clean off the dirt and memories. I scrub my hands with a bar of soap trying to forget the last time I had to dig graves.
A knock on the door startles me. The bar of soap slips out of my hand and fires towards the ground, making a loud clang as it connects with the metal bucket beside the sink.
The door creaks open, and Chloe sticks her head in. “Taliah?”
I take one look at her and crumple to the floor, I put my face in my hands, and a small sob escapes me. Chloe darts in and sits beside me. Pulling me into her arms and whispering soft murmurs, she gently rocks me from side to side.
I melt into her embrace and allow myself the comfort her hold brings me. I don’t know how long we sit like this, but after a while, the smell of cooking floats through the room. My stomach rumbles loudly.
Chloe gives me a tight squeeze and pulls away. Rising to her feet, she holds out a hand for me. “Kent is cooking. We should probably go see if we can save dinner.”
I let out a wobbly laugh and rise to my feet. Last time Kent had cooked a meal it was so charcoaled you couldn’t tell what it had started out as. We later found out it was supposed to be potatoes. Even to this day, I wonder if he accidentally scooped embers out of the fire instead of the vegetables. Chloe takes my hand, and together we walk down the hall towards the stairs.
“I'm sorry I snapped at you,” I say awkwardly. I did feel sorry about it, but I have never been good at apologies.
Chloe gently squeezes my hand as we walk down the stairs. “That’s okay, what you said was right. It was just how you said it that was wrong.”
I smile, and we make our way into the kitchen. Chloe stands beside Kent and looks at what he is cooking. “Need any help?”
“Nah, I don’t need help. It’s eggs,” Kent replies. “I'm a pro at eggs.”
I look at the mush in the pan and smile. It doesn’t look anything like eggs, but I keep my thoughts to myself.
I remember my behavior in the hallway and stand awkwardly, trying to figure out how to apologize to Kent.
I shuffle my feet. “Kent,” I start, but he cuts me off.
“We’re good,” he says with a smile. “It’s been a long day, and it’s a big adjustment for all of us.”
I nod quietly, and he gives me a big bear hug. After a few seconds of being crushed, he releases me and returns to his burning eggs.
Chloe and I rummage through cupboards and draws until we find plates, cutlery, and a small bowl of salt. Salt is rare and expensive, and I don’t waste the opportunity to try it. Together we set the table as Kent brings over the eggs, placing a heaping pile of slightly black mush on the plate in the middle.
We all dig into our rubbery eggs and sit quietly as the last sun sets outside.
Chloe pokes at her eggs. “I wonder what was in that announcement we were supposed to get from Celestia today?”
“Maybe it hasn’t happened yet? Almost all of the communication from Celestia happens after sunset,” I reply and bite down on an unusually solid piece of egg. Frowning, I move it through my mouth and discover it isn’t just egg in my dinner, but a good mixture of eggshell as well.
“The crystals out on the stage were wrecked. I found two of the three shattered on the pavement, maybe they got knocked down,” Kent suggests as he places a whole egg in his mouth and chews. I can hear the eggshell crunching from here.
“Maybe there are spare crystals in here?” Chloe suggests, finishing off the last of her eggs. A neat pile of eggshell sits at the edge of her plate. Why didn’t I think of that?
“This is the Mayor’s house,” I agree. “If there is a spare set, I would say it would be here somewhere.”
We take our plates to the sink and wash them. Just because we are using what we need, doesn’t mean we have to destroy the place.
We search the house room by room, hoping to find another set of crystals. The bottom floor comes up empty, so we move to the second floor.
I head towards one of the doors I had opened on my earlier trip. “I vote we check the study first.”
We step into the room. A fancy wooden desk and a bookshelf fill the space. Glowing in the corner of the topmost shelf are three tiny crystals. Much smaller than the ones we have been looking for, but there is no doubt in my mind they are used for messaging.
I walk over to the softly glowing crystals and notice they aren’t arranged in a perfect triangle. I move over the skewed piece, and the gems burst into life.
A large balding man appears in tiny holographic form and speaks to us. “We have found no heir today, but we promise we are searching as quickly as we can. Tomorrow work should return as normal, and we will be in touch often.”
The little man disappears, and the room is quiet once more.
I sigh and move to pick up the pieces. “Well, that was anticlimactic.”
Before I can touch them, the crystals burst into life once more, and I draw my hand away quickly.
Another figure stands in front of us. A woman this time. “I am the Mayor of Gurnam, and I have tried to contact Celestia, but I have had no luck. A group of rebels have invaded our town, and they are killing all who resist. They have these crystals, they flash, and the people exposed are instant converts.”
A loud crash comes from the background. The holographic woman turns to look at something we can’t see.
Her eyes flick back to us. “I don’t have much time. It is too late for us, go to Celestia. Warn them. Look for a way to reverse the magic. Seek the witch and wizard to the east, they are our only hope against the dark magic here-.” A red flash bursts through the room, and suddenly the woman’s face is distant. “Long live Hayton, our glorious and rightful king.”
The communication ends, and the three of us stand silently staring at the crystals.
Kent clears his throat and looks at me. “Well, you asked for climatic.”
I give him a tiny smile and shake my head before returning to the seriousness of the topic at hand. “So rebels have made it to Gurnam.”
“We are in Kinslape now,” Chloe replies and moves towards a map pinned to the wall nearby.
I collect the crystals. “It would seem they are hitting as many towns as they can before they head to Celestia.”
Kent moves over to Chloe. “We are not the only ones who think it’s the light causing people to behave this way.”
I wrap the crystals in a cloth I find on the desk. “What about this witch and wizard?” If that message went out to all the towns, we won’t be the only ones looking for them, and I can guarantee not everyone will want them to be as alive as we do.”
Chloe stares at the map. “The woman said they would be in the east.”
I walk over to stand beside her. “The only problem with that is there is a whole lot of east.”
“Yes, she was kind of vague,” Chloe agrees.
We stare at the map, but nothing comes to us. I shift the crystals in my hand and nudge Chloe. “Let’s take the map with us, and we will try to do research along the way. Maybe we will find people who have information.”
“Do you think we will run into anyone who doesn’t want us dead or converted?” Kent says with a sarcastic snort.
“I have to hope we aren’t the only ones who got away,” I say, unpinning the map from the wall. I carefully fold it and take it downstairs with the crystals.
“What’s with the crystals?” Kent asks as we trudge downstairs and back into the kitchen.
I stuff the crystals into my bag. “They are small, light, and it wouldn’t hurt to have updates like the ones we got tonight.”
“We should get some rest,” Chloe announces and picks up her gun and bag. “We will have to start early tomorrow and head east. Hopefully, we will find the witch and wizard before anyone else does.”
I nod and pick up my stuff, we stumble tiredly upstairs and split into rooms. Chloe and I take the room with the double bed, and Kent takes the bedroom left over.
I dump my bag on the right side of the bed and place my gun on the bedside table. I claim first shower and head for the bathroom. Closing the door, I rest against it for a moment as the day washes over me. I stumble over to the metal bucket and retrieve the soap I had left there earlier. After rinsing it, I leave it in the sink.
I go over to the bath, and I am delighted to discover it has two taps. Hopefully, this means hot water. My eyes flick over to a water heater with an elaborate system of pipes stemming from it. I hurry over to the metal pot and carefully open the door, a blast of hot hair stings my eyes, and I have to turn away. I rub my eyes and peer inside the water heater, a glowing red crystal sits snugly inside the metal chamber.
I furrow my brows and hold my hand out in front of the crystal. Heat bathes my hand at this distance, instinct tells me not to touch the crystal.
These are rare, there is only one couple in all of Katera that can make crystals imbued with heat. A couple, known only as the witch and wizard. They head out twice a year for the harvest trade and they only sell four crystals a trip. Apparently, the cost of making them takes an enormous toll on their body.
The mayor of our town had been furious when he missed out on purchasing one, and even when he offered to pay them double to make a new one, they still refused. Could this be the same pair the woman in the crystals had mentioned?
I close the hatch and return to the bath. Eagerly I turn on the tap, and after a moment hot water flows through, splashing into the tub and quickly filling it.
I pull off my clothes and do my best to shake the dirt from them, carefully hanging them over the sink. While the bath is running, I open a cupboard and find it filled with towels. I select one and return to the tub, I lean forward through the cloud of steam and turn the water off.
I climb in, hot water stings my skin as I submerge. It takes only a few moments for my body to adjust to the heat. Sighing, I sink into the water. Trying to direct my thoughts away from the graves we dug today, but my mind keeps making the connection between these graves and those of my parents. I get flashes of them in bed, a fever consuming their bodies.
I had sat by them every day, feeding them broth I had painstakingly worked to make. Eventually, the disease won. My skills in medicine weren’t good enough, and we couldn’t afford a healer. Not that they seemed to do any better with the people they treated. No one who contracted the disease survived.
My parents died two days apart. First my father, and then my mother. I dug them graves side by side in front of a large tree outside of our farm. I don’t know what I would have done without Chloe and Kent. The next few weeks were a blur as I shut down, struggling through the loss that overwhelmed me. A loss that consumed me.
Shaking my head, I climb out of my anything but relaxing bath and step onto the floor. Water drips from my body to splash soundlessly on tiles. I dry myself off, pull on my old clothes and pad back to the bedroom.
Chloe sits on the bed reading a book she had found in the study, the title read, ‘Dragons, real or myth?’
“So are they real?” I ask Chloe and gesture to the book.
She nods and answers without looking up, “Possibly. There is a lot of convincing evidence for them. One guy even claims to have dug up a dragon skeleton, he makes a bold statement claiming they all live underground.”
I furrow my brows. “How are dragons supposed to fly underground?”
Chloe shrugs and returns her attention to the book.
I pull off my pants and climb into bed, wearing only my shirt and underwear. The sheets are soft, reminding me of cool water as they slip over my bare legs.
“I have to get me a Mayor house when we come home.” I sigh happily. “These sheets are amazing.”
Chloe laughs, puts her book into her bag and slides in next to me. We lay quietly in bed, and as exhausted as I am, everything we have to do runs through my mind, keeping me awake. Chloe shifts next to me.
I roll onto my side and face her. “Fate of the world keeping you awake?”
“Something like that,” Chloe says and rolls over.
We face each other, the darkness of the room is so thick I can barely make out her pale features. There will be no moon tonight. I am incredibly grateful we are sleeping inside.
“This is kind of scary,” Chloe whispers. “All this talk of war, innocent people will die. People under the influence of those crystals will perish for a cause that isn’t their own.”
I nod, I can see where she is coming from, but a part of me also hates them for what they had done to that family. For what they would do to other people. I gaze at Chloe and remember her loved ones are under the control of the crystals.
Of course, her family isn’t perfect. They have their problems, but under normal circumstances, they would never hit their children, tie them to chairs, or throw them out of windows.
“I know,” I say gently and reach for her hand. “We will do everything we can to save them, we need to reverse the magic they are under. We have already seen the spell is too strong for reason to work.”
Her hand squeezes mine. “We will do our best.” She pauses and squeaks out. “I hope they are okay.”
I pull her into a hug, and she cries softly in my arms. After a while, she calms, and we fall asleep holding each other.
###
In the morning I wake to find Chloe gone, I pull myself out of bed, throw on my pants and wander through the house. I travel towards the bathroom and hear running water, steam billows out from under the door. I approach the bathroom and singing flows toward me, Chloe’s sweet voice washes over me, and I am transfixed. I stand in the hallway for a moment listening to her voice echoing through the house. I relax and let out a small sigh.
I have a guilty moment when I realize it’s weird to stand outside the bathroom door listening to your friend sing while they bathe. I pull myself away from her singing, and I pad down to the other bedroom, peeking inside I find Kent asleep and sprawled across his bed, his feet hanging over the edge. I smile and pull the door closed and head back to my room to get appropriately dressed.
I take my gun and backpack downstairs and head for the kitchen. It’s probably my turn to cook, and since this could be the last time for a while that we get to eat something hot, I’ll make a good effort of it. I fill the oven warmer with logs and go through cupboards looking for edible items.
My search reveals flour and the egg shells from last night. I collect the shells, take them outside and throw them onto the lawn. At least out there, they will break down into something useful instead of stinking on a bench. A small river bubbles alongside the house and a system of pipes run beside the fast flowing water. Well, that explains how they get water up to the second level.
I turn back to the house and spot a door I haven’t seen before. Probably because it is outside the main building. Pulling out my handgun I slowly open the door and peer inside. A hanging shape, dimly lit by sunlight peeking through the boards makes my heart pound in my throat. I almost fire my gun. The lump swings slowly from side to side. I take a deep breath, whatever it is, it’s very dead.
I open the door further to discover it is a smoke room. Small strips of dried meat hang around the place, and a giant chunk of meat dangles from a hook in the center. By the time people come back, most of this will be spoiled. I take all the strips of meat, carefully wrapping them in cloth from the kitchen. I slip them into my knapsack, they will be handy travel rations.
I cut off three sizable chunks of meat and take them to the kitchen. I check the stove, and it still isn't hot enough for the pan. So I cut the meat into strips, salt them and head back outside to grab a handful of fresh herbs I had seen growing there when I had taken out the egg shells.
I throw all the ingredients into pans. It smells so good my stomach rumbles loudly. “Shh,” I say looking at my tummy. It waits a moment and rumbles again, louder than before.
“I don’t think it’s listening,” Chloe’s voice comes from the doorway.
I jump. I hadn’t heard Chloe come in. Kent thumps his way downstairs, pulling on his boot as he hops down the last two steps.
He looks eagerly into the kitchen. “I didn’t miss breakfast did I?”
“Nope, it’s almost ready,” I say as I spear a piece of meat with a fork and hold it up for him to see.
The meat drips juice back into the pan, and Kent's eyes gloss over with happiness. Faster than I have ever seen him move, he sets the table and sits rigidly in a chair, doing his best to be patient.
Laughing, Chloe fills glasses with water and sits next to him. “Honestly Kent, you always look forward to food like you will never have it again.”
“I'm a big man,” Kent says flexing his impressive arm muscles. “I have a big appetite.”
Smiling I bring the pan over to the table, and everyone digs into breakfast. After the food has disappeared, which honestly doesn’t take long, we all collect our things and stumble out the door.




Chapter Six

We step out into the sun, and my eyes are drawn to a patch of dead flowers in the meadow. In the center of this mound sits the lump of soil where we had buried the crystal. The twins step out next to me and follow my gaze.
Kent shoulders his bag. “Well, that looks unhealthy.”
I raise my eyebrows at his comment. “I hadn’t noticed.
Chloe's mouth sets in a hard line. “The crystal must be poisoning the earth. That’s some seriously bad magic.”
I shift my pack. “Come on. There is nothing for us here.”
I step off the verandah and head east. The second sun works on rising as we head off towards it. We leave the quiet town and the horrors that had happened within it behind. We follow the road out of town and plod along it, resting frequently and sleeping in shifts.
###
This pattern continues for days on end, always the same. The only change is the colors of leaves and the weather. Which by now has settled into a bitter cold with winds that can only be a hint of the winter to come.
“It’s been a week,” Kent groans as we trudge along the worn road, heading east. Always heading east.
“I know,” I mumble. “I thought we would have heard something from Celestia, or seen someone by now.”
Chloe flops to the ground, resting against the nearest tree. “It would help if we knew where we were going.”
“Ah, but it’s not the destination that’s important, it’s the journey,” comes a voice from the trees.
Startled, I pull Chloe to her feet and stand in front of her, pointing my gun in the direction of the voice. “Who are you?”
A man pops out of the tree Chloe had been resting against, he hangs upside down and swings gently from side to side. “I don’t really know who I am, I only know what other people call me.”
His red beard, tinted with streaks of silver, hangs down by his ears, and his bright blue eyes glitter in the sunlight. He is an older man, maybe in his late fifties, he is thin and wore baggy green shorts with his red button-up shirt stuffed into them. All of his clothes bagged out as gravity fights to tug them the right way.
The man’s long red hair hangs like branches of a willow tree, swaying gently in the breeze. He swings out of the tree and lands with his bare feet on the grass. His appearance is less disorientating now that he is the right way up, but in general, he still gives off a crazed maniac kind of vibe.
I lower my gun slightly. “And what do other people call you?”
The old man smiles, revealing a missing front tooth. “Most people call me wizard. Other people call me Magi, my mother called me Rufus and my wife calls me late for dinner.”
I blink at the man and stand rooted to the spot, honestly lost for words. His sudden appearance and his overall look and attitude had thrown me into a situation I’m not prepared for.
“You’re the wizard?” Chloe asks.
“That’s what they say,” the man chirps happily. “You three better come with me before we are late for lunch. My wife is expecting you.”
“You were expecting us?” I allow my gun to point at the ground.
The wizard waves for us to follow him. “Yes. Why do you think I was here hanging from this tree? Normally I only do that on full moons or eclipses.” He hops on one foot through a ring of mushrooms and turns to face us. “Come on, we can walk and talk, it’s better than being late for lunch.”
He turns on his heel and waltzes into the trees. I eye Chloe and Kent who seem as stumped as I am.
“We were looking for the witch and wizard,” I say uncertainly and step forward. The twins follow me.
“Yes, but how do we know this is our wizard?” Kent asks.
We walk behind the wizard who hums a merry tune as he drifts through the forest. Occasionally stopping to dance with trees and bushes as we pass them.
“I thought he would be a little more…” Chloe pauses and searches for a word.
“Sane?” Kent fills in. Chloe nods.
I find myself agreeing with them. “Yeah. But he is what we have, and perhaps he is slightly eccentric. That doesn’t mean he isn’t capable of the things they say he can do.”
The wizard pops out of a bush beside me. Literally popping his head through the branches and scaring the absolute bejeebers out of me.
“You get what you get, and you don’t get upset,” he chimes in a sing-song voice. His arm comes through the bush to clap me on the back. “That’s the spirit.”
“Do you have to pop up like that?” I ask regaining my breath.
The bush shrugs as the man withdraws his arm. “What can I say? I like dramatic entrances.”
He slowly withdraws his head from the bush and branches once again fill the space.
“Hopefully his wife is more stable,” Kent whispers from behind me. I nod, still staring at the bush where the man’s head had been.
“This way,” the wizard calls from up ahead.
For an old guy, he sure can move. We follow the voice and come into a clearing with an odd little house sitting in the middle. The house is a bit crooked. One section of the building seems to be supported only by sticks leaning against it, and a glittering silver light that I assume is magic.
Around the house are veggie gardens, placed randomly all over, with random spots of color here and there. Small ornaments litter the lawn, little men with beards and gardening tools poke out of random spaces. Little creatures made from old bits of metal are twisted into shapes and hidden in between plants and paths. Overall it gives off a pleasant, if weird, and slightly cluttered feeling.
A plump older woman bursts through the front door waving her arms ecstatically. “You’re here,” she cries. Hugging each of us in turn, like we are old friends.
She too has greying hair and appears to be in her fifties, a cream floral apron covers a light blue dress. She holds my arms as she steps back to look at me, like an aunt that hasn’t seen you in years and can’t get over how tall you have grown.
“Yes, we are here. Do you know-?” I start, but the older woman cuts me off.
“Oh, there will be enough time for a serious talk after lunch, then we can talk about those crystals and your eyes,” she says, dramatically wriggling her fingers and walking backward through her front door.
“So much for more stable,” Chloe says under her breath.
“How do we even know these are the people we are looking for?” Kent asks in a low voice.
“I think they might be, they know things,” I say.
The woman walks out of the house humming, a pile of dishes following her. We watch astounded as plates piled high with food, float along behind her. The wizard seeing food is on its way, kicks at a pile of wood which promptly assembles itself into a set of tables and chairs.
Four chairs gather themselves around the table, and a collection of timber remains at his feet, determinedly ignoring the wizard. After another kick, the last few pieces of wood bring themselves together and reluctantly form the final chair.
I stand with my mouth open, and the old woman stops fussing about how the food is arranged on the table and looks at us. “What are you doing Dearies?” she asks peering at us. “Catching flies? Well, you can go back to doing that after dinner.”
I close my mouth and obediently go sit at the newly assembled table. I perch between Chloe and Kent, no longer any doubt in our minds, these are the people we are looking for.
All the food looks delicious, and it had been two days since we had eaten the last of our meat and sour apples. I am starving, and it takes all my self-restraint not to start eating immediately.
“Well, what are you waiting for Dearies? You must be hungry. I didn’t make all this food for you to look at. Eat up,” The woman orders.
Given permission, we load our plates with food and start to eat. I try to eat slowly but I am so hungry I find myself slipping, and soon my fork makes trips from my mouth to my plate at almost impossible speeds.
Kent has no self-restraint and inhales his food at high speed. Even Chloe who by far has the best manners of the three of us, eats faster than what she would typically consider polite.
The couple nod and fill their own plates. Apparently happy to see us finally getting enough food.
After I finish my third helping, a helping I am convinced to have by the older woman, I flop back in my seat, full for the first time in days. I look at the woodland surrounding us and listen to birds chirp in bright tones to one another throughout the woods.
After a few minutes of enjoying being full, I collect the plates and stack them on one another. Preparing them for their trip back to the house.
“Oh, thank you Dear, but don’t worry about that,” the older woman says with a smile. “It’s Rufus’s turn to do the dishes.”
The wizard groans and his wife gives him a look that halts his argument. Rufus sighs and claps his hands. The dishes promptly finish stacking themselves and float off into the house. Sounds of clinking and running water follow them. Apparently, the plates are going to wash themselves.
The woman smiles happily. “Tea anyone?”
I nod. The prospect of a warm drink after a pleasant meal is too tempting to ignore.
The woman claps again, and this time a teapot and five cups with saucers float out the window, clinking as they make their trip over to us. They settle on the table and wait.
“Usually I don’t use my magic to fetch a cup of tea,” The woman whispers to me with a naughty grin as she arranges the cups in a line in front of her.
The wizard twirls his beard and leans forward. “Now that we are all fed and watered. How about we get down to that serious talk you wanted to have earlier?”
“How do you stop the crystals?” I blurt, surprising even myself with how direct I was.
“The crystals can be stopped, with a force of light more powerful than the darkness within them,” The wizard replies, his eyes glinting with intelligence.
He is so serious. Completely different from how he was when we first met him on the road. It’s like he is an entirely different man.
“Can you do it?” I ask, but the way they hesitate tells me their answer before they even say it.
“Our magic is beyond its prime,” the woman says. “And even at its height, we couldn’t do it alone. Maybe together, but even then maybe not.”
The wizard nods with his wife and holds her hand lovingly. “Even so, our magic is specialized. While we can use basic magic to bring things to us, our deeper power lies in the creation of heat crystals.”
“If you can’t do it, who can?” Kent asks leaning forward, like the change in distance might give him his answer sooner.
“None of the established magi are strong enough,” the wizard answers in a quiet voice. His downcast face a sign of how grim the situation is.
I sit back in my chair trying to understand the gravity of what he had just said. If none of the Magi could do it, then our cause is lost.
“You said established,” Chloe says slowly. The only one who hadn’t sat back in disappointment.
The wizard claps happily, once again showing a little of his crazy. “Ooh, she is clever. I like her.”
The witch pours out the tea. “There is one, but they are untrained and undisciplined. The use of that kind of magic could go horribly wrong,”
“Who is it?” Kent presses leaning forward eagerly.
“How wrong?” Chloe asks casting a worried glance in my direction.
“The use of that kind of magic could kill them,” the woman whispers dramatically. Chloe squeaks, and from the look on her face, it was involuntary.
“Who is it?” Kent presses again undeterred by this information.
The man points at Chloe. “She knows. She has figured it out.”
“No,” whispers Chloe, she looks at me with shining eyes. “There has to be another way. Someone else.”
The woman hands Chloe a cup of tea. “There is no one else.”
Kent thumps the table with his hand. “Who is it?”
Chloe stares at her tea and whispers, “It’s Taliah.”




Chapter Seven

I stare at them, processing Chloe's words, how could I have the power to stop the crystals? The ability to put an end to the madness and all the loss of life? I look at Chloe, a single tear runs down her cheek. She truly believes her words.
Kent rises from his chair. “No. There has to be another way, maybe an army will stop them?”
“The crystals will just be used on them too, and soon the whole country will be under his spell,” the man says trying to be gentle but clear about the point. “There is no other way.”
“How did you know?” I ask Chloe, feeling a pang at the hurt in her eyes.
“Your eyes,” she replies, slowly reaching for my hand. “And your dreams. I remembered a few days ago that I read about it in a book of prophecy. I really wanted to be wrong, so I didn’t say anything.”
I squeeze her hand and give her a small smile. “I knew you would figure it out.”
I return my attention to the couple in front of me and catch them hurriedly wiping away tears. Apparently, they had grown attached to me over lunch.
I swallow. I believe Chloe, but a big part of me desperately hopes she is wrong. “What is the prophecy?”
Chloe closes her eyes and sings a little rhyme.
“Freshly orphaned, a woman of age,

Will defeat the sorcerer with the phoenixes gaze.

Raven black hair and an unnerving stare,

The gift of the Phoenix is one she must bear.

Much she will lose, and the cost will be great,

To protect the world from this unpleasant fate.”

Kent sits back in his seat, his face pale. “That could be anyone. I’m sure a lot of people could fit that description.”
I cling on to the tiny hope in his words. But the wizard swiftly crushes it. “Yes. But how many of them have eyes that began to glow purple and blue on their twenty-first birthday?” The wizard looks at me. “How many people have the eyes of the Phoenix?”
I rise to my feet and walk away from the table. What can I do? I could run. Leave the world to its fate.
Coward, my conscience snaps at me. I groan and rub my face. I could do what the prophecy says, it’s not like I have much to lose anyway. My eyes dart to the twins. They would move on eventually. My eyes linger on Chloe, and my heart hurts. For them. I can do this for them. I take a deep breath and look up at the sky. I can do this.
I walk back to the table where everyone waits quietly. “Will this kill me?”
“Big chance,” says the man, trying to make me smile. “But not one hundred percent.”
I give the wizard a small smile to let him know his efforts weren’t in vain. “Is there anything I can do to make the percentage of living higher?”
Kent gasps. “Taliah you can’t possibly be considering this.”
My head desperately wants to give in to his words and deny my destiny. If I don’t do this, there won’t be a future for him. For Chloe.
“I'm not considering it,” I say fighting to keep my voice steady. “I'm doing it.”             
Kent opens his mouth to speak again, his face flushed but Chloe cuts him off, “Kent, its Taliah’s decision.”
I take Chloe's hand, thankful that she understands and doesn’t make it any harder than it already is. Kent huffs and sits back in his chair, his eyes shine, and he wipes them furiously.
The wizard looks at me. “Back to your question. Yes, there is, but it won’t increase your chances a whole lot.”
I force a smile onto my face. “Some is better than none.”
He links his fingers. “Practice. The more you practice, the better you will be able to control it.”
I look at the wizard. “Show me.”
The wizard’s eyes twinkle. “I can try, at the very least I will be able to help you discover where your deeper power lies. Almost everyone with magical abilities can shift things as you have seen us do. But every so often someone is born with a specialty. I suspect yours will be great given your destiny.”
My destiny. Why did it have to be me? I suck in a deep breath and put a stop to my selfish thoughts. “It can’t hurt to try.”
The wizard climbs off his seat and skips over to the line of trees to our right. I cast a look at Kent and Chloe. Kent refuses to meet my eyes and Chloe climbs to her feet.
The witch gently takes hold of Chloe's arm and pats her hand. “Sorry Dear. The first time someone uses their power can be quiet messy, and often dangerous to people who aren’t skilled in magic. It is best you stay here for now.”
Chloe throws me a look. I nod and try to catch Kent's eye. He ignores me and gives his full attention to the old woman.
The witch clambers off her seat and turns to the twins. “Come with me. I have some use for young backs like yours. There is this stubborn vine that I just can’t seem to pull out of the veggie patch.”
She heads off to the other side of the house towing Chloe behind her. Kent rises from his seat and follows them without a backward glance.
I sigh and turn to follow Rufus, he takes me over to another clearing nearby. A small lake sits at the edge, its water laps at the bank near us. Trees here are taller than the ones near the couple’s house, and most of them are so broad it would take four people with their arms outstretched to circle them. Flat rocks spread haphazardly throughout the clearing.
I sit in front of one and lean against it. The stone radiates a pleasant heat across my back, warming me against the chill of the late fall weather.
The wizard crosses his legs and awkwardly pulls his feet to rest on top of his thighs. “Now everyone learns differently, and I only know how I do it,” the wizard explains. “I only ever taught myself, and I wasn’t very good at it.”
“The teaching or the learning?” I enquire with a small smile.
“Both,” The wizard confirms with a big smile. He points at a stick out of arms reach. “Now, see that big nasty stick over there?”
I look over at the stick. Nothing about it seems particularly nasty. In fact, it doesn’t look any different from any of the other sticks in the clearing. “Why is it a nasty stick?”
“For dramatic backstory,” the wizard chimes.
I blink at him but decide to go along with it.
The wizard’s eyes twinkle as he looks at me. “I want you to imagine you are picking it up, without actually touching it.”
I stare at the stick and try to pick it up with all my might, but nothing happens.
“That’s okay keep trying,” the wizards sings in a high voice.
I take a deep breath and return to my task focusing intently on the stick.
###
We work for over two hours. I'm exhausted, and I haven’t moved the stick a single inch.
“Maybe I'm not the right person,” I huff, torn between disappointment at my failure, and selfish happiness about the fact it might not be me that needs to die.
The man is focused intently on an ant, happily carrying a large seed to its nest. He waves his hand at me. “Time will tell.”
The older woman appears amongst the trees lining the clearing, bringing a teapot and cups on a tray. She is followed by Kent and Chloe who are holding a plate of biscuits and cake.
The woman smiles. “It is time for a break. We don’t want to wear her out too much.”
I rub at my sore head. It’s probably too late for that.
The group settles around us, and I gratefully gulp my minty tea and chew on a biscuit. Once the tea and snacks are gone, exhaustion creeps into my body. I shuffle over and reposition myself, so I can lean my head on Chloe's shoulder.
“How is the practice going?” the woman chirps dusting biscuit crumbs off her blue dress.
“Nothing yet Maggie,” says Rufus. Finally revealing the name of the woman we had all been too embarrassed to ask. No one wanting to admit we didn’t know her name when she had somehow remembered ours.
Maggie glances at me. “Perhaps she just needs a rest?”
I nod sleepily and rub my pounding head. Slowly I lay down on the grass and pull a stick out from under my back. Chloe lays next to me, and I snuggle up to her, looking for the comfort she always provides.
I awake late in the afternoon. I rub my eyes, the first sun is setting, my head is on Chloe’s leg. She gently strokes my hair, whispering me awake.
I yawn and smile at her. Sighing, I drag myself into a sitting position and see everyone else waking from a nap. Apparently, I had started a movement.
Something in my knapsack flashes, its soft light spilling out through the opening. I pull the bag towards me and dig through it, searching for the source of the flashing. After pulling everything out, I come across the crystals still wrapped in cloth at the bottom of my bag.
I cram everything else back into my knapsack, and I unwrap the gems. Gently I set them down on the short grass in the shape of a triangle. By now everyone has entered various stages of consciousness and watches my movements.
As soon as I put the last piece down, the crystals burst into life, and the holographic figure of a young man stands before us.
I crinkle my nose and scowl at the figure. “Hayton.”
The figure smiles at us and speaks in a deep, charming voice, “My name is Hayton, and I am the rightful ruler of this kingdom. I have an army two thousand strong, and I will not use it if the kingdom is given to me. You have one week to give me the crown, or my armies will march upon the kingdom and slay all who oppose me. Every single man, woman, and child.”
Chanting begins in the background, and the dull sound of thousands of voices echoes from the crystals. “Hayton! Hayton! Hayton!”
The figure opens his arms wide. “The people have made their choice. Now it is time to make yours. One week.”
The crystals cut off and sit lifeless on the grass. A surge of energy rushes through me as I remember the hanging bodies from the town. “Hayton needs to be stopped,” I say in a low voice.
Chloe puts her hand on my shoulder and nudges me. “Look,” she whispers pointing behind me.
I follow her finger to find the stick I had been trying to lift earlier floating in the middle of the clearing. One by one, other rocks and sticks join in on the action, until every loose rock and stick in the space floats about a meter off the ground.
With a jolt, I realize I am causing the things in the clearing to behave this way. I concentrate and ask the rocks and sticks to move. They began to swirl around each other, steadily gaining speed and momentum. It’s beautiful. I watch them dance around each other. Hayton’s words echo through my ears, “Every man, woman, and child.”
The faces of the hanging children appear in my vision, suddenly I'm not in control of my powers. The beautifully organized spinning quickly becomes chaotic.
Sticks and rocks swing out of their order, spinning dangerously close to one another. They gain speed until they are traveling so fast they are blurs. The wind picks up and rushes through me.
I can feel everything. The way the rocks move, the grains in the wood, moisture in the air. I am everywhere, in everything, and it is a world I can’t hope to understand.
Two rocks smash together violently, sending shards flying everywhere at dangerous speeds. Small trees rip out of the ground flinging dirt in every direction as they spin in circles, slowly gaining momentum with every passing moment. In the middle of all the chaos is a ball of white light, untouched by the disaster around it.
The tiny speck of white light is so small, only I know of its existence. I focus on it, and it grows. Soon it is the size of a fist. Part of me senses this isn’t right, that I have to stop this, but the power consumes me, and I give in to it.
I struggle to my feet, the action seems to take an unbelievable amount of energy. I look at the destruction before me as trees and boulders throw themselves at one another sending shards of matter through the clearing. Shards head in our direction, and I raise my hand, creating a wall of blue-green light that turns the shards into dust as they pass through, landing harmlessly on the grass at my feet.
The light is now big enough to rival a dinner plate, the intensity of it is now so much, that even I can’t look directly at it. Heat radiates from within the light, warming me even from this distance. I focus on it. It isn’t natural to this world, and I can sense something on the other side of the light. Another world, another place.
Part of me desperately wants to go there. The light pulses, and a wave of light surges through the clearing. I turn away and see the faces of the twins and the Magi. They are all frightened and alarmed.
I focus on Chloe and see the fear in her eyes. I did that, I caused her to be frightened. I am the reason for that face.
I clench my eyes shut. “Enough.”
Everything stops and falls to the ground. A tremor runs through my feet, my connection with the items in the clearing has been severed.
The silence in the clearing is deafening. I stumble and crumple to the ground, dimly aware of Chloe calling my name, but blackness I can’t hope to fight swallows me.




Chapter Eight

I wake to a wet cloth dabbing my forehead. A tiny trickle of water runs down my face. I lick the dryness from my lips, and overwhelming exhaustion fills my body. I let out an involuntary groan and roll over on whatever it is I'm lying on.
I reach out to the side and find a bucket there, it’s all I can do to make it to the pail before I empty my lunch into it. Once I'm sure I have thrown up everything I have eaten in the last month, I roll back onto the bed and breathe deeply as the world around me spins. The cloth comes back, wiping my face leaving it fresh and clean.
“Taliah,” Chloe says gently, her face coming into view.
“Chloe,” I utter, too exhausted to do much more.
I focus on her face as the black comes swirling back, filling my vision as the pounding in my head matches my heartbeat. They battle each other, and the darkness returns.
###
When I awake, I am much better than my previous bout of consciousness, but when I try to move everything spins so violently, I thought I might throw up again.
Cautiously I lay still and stare at the hay thatched ceiling. Breathing deeply, I focus on the individual strands and the way they all line up perfectly to create a roof. Slowly the world stops spinning, and my stomach settles a little.
Sluggishly I roll my head to the side, learning from my initial mistake of moving too quickly. I am in a small room. It doesn’t hold much. Just the bed and a side table, which currently supported a large bowl, a cloth, and a bottle.
There is a doorway, but no door, a large sheet has been put up for privacy, it ruffles gently with an unseen breeze.
I lay staring at various things in the room, trying not to move too quickly. After a while, I struggle into a sitting position and spend the next few minutes trying desperately not to throw up. People must have heard my struggles, and loud footsteps rush toward the room. Chloe is first to appear through the curtain, quickly followed by the witch. Maggie, I self-correct. Now that I know her name I should make an effort to use it.
The two women come over to me. Chloe sits on the side of the bed, while Maggie pours a stream of liquid from the bottle into a tiny cup I hadn’t noticed before.
Chloe rubs her thumb over the back of my sweaty hand. “How are you feeling?”
“Better than I did last time I woke up,” I say with a small smile.
Maggie holds out the tiny cup, now filled with brown liquid. “Here, drink this.”
I take the cup and give the liquid a sniff. The smell of rotten food and stale water fills my nose, and I gag, I can’t help the crinkle of my nose and the bile that rises in my throat.
“You want me to put that in my mouth?” I ask appalled and move the horrendous liquid out of sniffing distance.
“It tastes worse than it smells, but it will stop the nausea and help with the headache,” Maggie chirps.
I look at the brown liquid in my hand and take a deep slow breath. Building my courage I upend the horrendous liquid into my mouth, and the taste is like nothing I have ever encountered before.
It reminds me of rotten eggs, with a sharp metallic aftertaste, and the lingering essence of bad breath. Quickly I swallow the liquid. Afraid if I don’t do it now that I wouldn’t have the strength or willpower to do it later.
The liquid slides down my throat and settles uncomfortably in my angry stomach. My body lets out an involuntary shudder, and I hand back the empty cup. Desperate to be away from the offending liquid.
A strange sensation comes over me, and my sore stomach quietens. Cautiously I move my head from side to side, and no spinning plagues my vision. My headache has gone from a constant pounding to a dull throb. I still feel like a mess, but like a mess that is capable of getting out of bed for a little.
Maggie checks my head for a fever. “How do you feel?”
“Better,” I say with a smile. “What was in that?”
“Oh, its best you don’t know,” Maggie says with a knowing smile. “Let’s see if we can get some food into you.” She hurries out of the room. Presumably to a place where food is kept.
I turn to Chloe, her beautiful features marred by worry. I gently squeeze her hand. “I'm okay.”
She nods but doesn’t reply.
I look over myself and discover I am wearing clothes that are not my own, and my hips seem bonier than I recall. “How long have I been out for?”
Chloe looks at the bed. “A week.”
“A week!” I practically shout, “Hayton’s army could be anywhere by now. Our window of getting to Celestia first is over.”
Chloe nods. “Celestia’s defenses are great. The magic school is within the walls. I am sure they will be able to hold them off for a time.”
She’s right. Celestia isn’t defenseless, the main army is garrisoned within it, and the school will have a range of trained witches and wizards. They might have smaller numbers, but they make up for it with experienced soldiers and educated Magi. Whereas, Hayton’s army mostly consists of farmers and ordinary workers, most who have never encountered a fight in their entire lives.
“We still have time then,” I mumble.
Maggie walks back through the curtain carrying a tray with a bowl of steaming porridge, a plate of toast and a small pot of honey.
She places the tray on my lap. A teapot and three cups float in behind her and set themselves on the bedside table. “Eat up. The magic has taken its toll on your body, and you must replenish your reserves.”
Now that the sight and smell of food are before me, my tortured stomach gives a tentative rumble. Hesitantly, I pick up a slice of toast and take a bite. It is firm, crunchy and tastes fruity. I swallow the toast and put the rest back on my plate. As good as it is, I want to wait to be sure I am going to keep it in. Something tells me toast will not be fun to throw up. I move on to my porridge and take small slow bites of creamy oats. I decide to be brave and mix in a little honey too.
Chloe smiles at me. “I think that is the most restraint I have ever seen you have around food.”
“That’s because I have discovered I'm partial to keeping it inside me,” I joke and offer Chloe my toast.
She takes the one I started and eats it in silence. I focus all my concentration and self-control on eating slowly.
Maggie sets about pouring tea and hands it out. Once I have eaten as much as I dare, I sit back against my pillow and silently sip my tea. Trying to think of a way to talk about the topic everyone seems to be avoiding. Chloe and Maggie sit across from me, talking about what they should plant in the veggie gardens when I finally cut in.
“Do I have any hope of controlling my powers?” I ask looking at Maggie who abruptly stops talking to give me her attention.
She sips her tea. “To a certain degree.”
I shift on the bed so I can see her better. “What do you mean?”
“When you were using your powers, you demonstrated an ability to protect us from the debris that was flung around the clearing,” Maggie says carefully.
I recall how I had created a shimmering wall that caused the debris to turn into dust. I hadn’t even realized I had done it.
“But it wasn’t a conscious choice was it?” Maggie presses.
I shake my head. “No, I saw them coming towards us and held up my hand. I didn’t consciously choose to do any of it.”
Maggie nods like that answers all her questions.
“You stopped it,” Chloe says quietly.
I look at her, and I get a flash of the frightened face I saw in the clearing. I look at the floor deeply ashamed that I had caused her to feel that kind of terror.
Maggie refills her teacup. “So, I think a more accurate description would be, no, you cannot control your power, but you can direct it.”
I sip my tea. “Do we know what my deeper power is?”
Maggie furrows her brows. “That is a tricky one. I don’t know what that white light you created was. I taught for a number of years at the Magi school, and I have never encountered a power like that. Can you explain to me what you felt when you used your power?”
I pause. “I was connected to everything. I could feel and see how everything was made, and when I asked the things in the clearing to move, they did.”
Maggie leans forward. “And the light?”
I look at my hands when I recall how desperately I had wanted to join the light. “Something was on the other side. I could sense another world.” I pause. “I had to fight the temptation to go there.”
Maggie raises her eyebrows. “You sensed something on the other side?”
I nod. “What did you sense?”
Maggie collects her teacup. “Immense power, beyond my control or understanding. It is impossible, but it seemed as if your powers only limit was the limitation of your body. And even that, I sense is changing.”
Chloe starts. “Changing? Like her weight loss?”
Maggie nods. “Her weight loss is due to the magic. When you work your body burns energy. Magic is no different. Extreme use of powerful magic eats through your bodies energy faster, and that is the cause of the weight loss. But the change I am speaking of is different. It is happening from within. An example is when your eyes change color. I don’t know what the end result will be.”
“Do your eyes change color when you use your powers?” I ask Maggie and avoid Chloe's attempts at catching my gaze.
“No, I have never seen someone’s eyes change color the way yours do,” Maggie reveals. “I think it has to do with the sheer amount of power you generate and those changes we talked about.”
“I could feel it from where I sat,” Chloe adds. “Like a wave of electrified air.”
A loud thumping comes from the other side of the curtain.
“Honey we’re home,” bellows a voice.
“Rufus is back,” Maggie says happily and leaves the room to greet her husband.
As soon as Maggie has gone, Kent pops his head in. Upon seeing me awake, his face breaks into a wide grin.
“You’re alive I see,” he says with a smile and steps the rest of the way into the room.
“That’s right,” I say smiling back at him. “Thought you got rid of me didn’t you?”
“Yeah, I have to admit it’s a little disappointing,” he jokes. “Just so I'm ready for next time, in the event of your death can I have your marbles?”
I burst out laughing. Kent brings me into a crushing hug, pinning one arm between us, causing the other to poke out at a weird angle. Awkwardly, I pat him on the back.
“Alright, you’re crushing me, and I like breathing,” I squeeze the words out.
Kent promptly lets me go, placing me back against my pillow. I smile at him. He seems to have forgiven me for choosing to follow this path. Perhaps the threat of death does that?
Chloe rises to her feet. “We should let you rest.”
Kent ruffles my hair in a way he knows I hate and follows Chloe through the curtain. I lay back in the soft pillows and drift into sleep.
###
Over the next few days, Maggie keeps feeding me that awful brown liquid at every meal. But my strength quickly returns, and I find I am almost as good as new, I even regain my weight. As I improve, conversation shifts from pleasant things like how the veggie gardens are growing, to where armies are fighting and which routes would be the most efficient to take to Celestia.
Finally, it is time to leave, and we say a heartfelt goodbye to Maggie and Rufus. They are a little eccentric, but I like them, and I hope they can continue living in peace and avoid the war.
Maggie hands us each a backpack filled with food, blankets, and clothes better suited to the changing weather. Winter has snuck up, and the last of the autumn leaves are falling, making trees look barren and empty.
I give them each a hug, and we make our way back towards the road where we had first encountered Rufus.
“I'm gonna miss them,” I say as we step onto the road and follow it back towards the last town we had visited.
We had already decided the road in between us, and the town would be our best route to Celestia.
“Me too,” the twins say in unison.
“Ughh, it’s so weird how you guys do that,” I say in exasperation. They smile at me in response to my outburst.
We walk along the road, and I watch the forest as we pass it. The last signs of autumn leaving and the bitter cold of the afternoon air are the first signs of winter’s arrival. Gone are the colorful yellow and red leaves. Only brown leaves remain clinging to trees here and there, in their desperate attempt to be the last to fall.
A month had passed since we first left our homes, and every night dreams of Hayton taking over Celestia and ruling it with manipulation, dark magic and hatred plague me. At least now we are once again on the move and heading towards Celestia.




Chapter Nine

It’s nearly midday when we come upon another road connected ours. It heads north in the direction of our capital city. This path is well worn, deep tracks line the way, and its sides are littered with numerous old campfires.
I walk over to the nearest charcoaled wood and hold my hand near it. It’s cold. Whoever passed through here has at least a day’s lead on us.
“This looks like an army campsite, it is too big to be anything else,” Kent calls from the grassy side, as he inspects holes in the ground. “It looks like they had tents.”
Chloe points to large flat footprints. “And Tangera.”
I raise my eyebrow. “Tangera?”
They used to exist in significant numbers. Tangera are massive grey beasts with flat feet and long flat heads, and they are easily as wide as a wagon. But since their ability to pull bulky items had been discovered, the creatures have been heavily domesticated. As far as I am aware, none exist in the wild anymore.
Kent comes over to look at the footprint himself. “I thought a disease wiped them out.”
“I guess some must have survived,” I say nodding at the footprints that are irrefutable evidence for my statement.
We spend another half hour or so passing through the campsite. Partly because we would stop here and there, but mostly because it spanned so far along the road. Whoever had camped here had not attempted to clean up after themselves. Cooked bones litter the road, small bits of rope and torn tents have been left where they fell. We eventually make it out of the campsite wasteland and head along the well-trodden road.
“You know we are bound to run into them sooner or later,” Chloe announces after a time.
“Yeah, I don’t think that will be fun. So let’s keep an eye out and try to avoid them,” I say dryly.
We cover much distance that day, but when night comes, and the last sun is setting, I'm not sure I can take another step. I'm too proud to say anything, but the twins notice and herd me off the road into a small cluster of trees. The mini forest will be good cover from anyone passing us by. Anyone who isn’t looking too hard.
We unroll the blankets, after seeing the campsite earlier, we decide it’s too risky for a fire. We don’t know how close they are, and they might spot the flames through our canopy of trees. We huddle together and share a loaf of fruity bread that Maggie and Rufus had given to us. We sit munching quietly in the darkness, and a voice drifts up the road.
“I'm just saying I haven’t seen Hayton do anything except fly off the handle and beat the living daylights out of people who question him,” a man’s voice says from somewhere down the road from us.
Two men come into view. One shoves the other against one of the trees near us. We freeze and sit in dead silence. Afraid even to breathe.
The larger man hisses as he holds the smaller one against the tree, his fists balled in the man’s shirt.
“You shouldn’t voice those kinds of thoughts Malik. They will get you killed, we are in a war for god’s sake. You can’t fill your head with thoughts like this.”
The smaller man, Malik, pushes him away. “Exactly Armot, we are in a war. We are fighting, dying, and killing people for what?”
The other man, Armot, looks stunned and unsure. “We fight for our glorious and rightful leader Hayton?”
“Yes, and do you actually want that crazed madman to be king?” Malik bellows, not caring who hears him.
Armot raises his hands to hold his head. “I don’t know. I'm so confused, nothing in my head makes sense anymore, this has to be right! We have killed people for this. That family.”
“If we aren’t sure why are we going back?” Malik demands as they move further into the trees.
“Because we were already supposed to report back for the flashing. We were supposed to be back before sundown, and now because of your ranting, we have missed it,” Armot hisses, the silver streaks in his long black beard glint in the moonlight.
Malik throws his hands in the air. “What is with the flashing? Why is it mandatory for everyone to stand before this red light?”
“Because it makes us stronger, gives us strength,” Armot says with conviction.
Malik balls his hands into fists. “I don’t like it, the light confuses me. It dulls my ability to think clearly, and by the time I can, I have done horrible things, and it is time for that damned flashing again.”
“That’s enough. It’s time to go,” Armot huffs, trying to drag the younger man along with him.
Malik wriggles free. “No, I'm not going back.”
“Suit yourself. I'm not going to be punished anymore for your insolence,” Armot snaps and pushes Malik into a tree where he crumples to the ground and doesn’t move. The older man hesitates for a minute before huffing and stomping off.
Armot has gone from sight, and still, Malik hasn’t moved. Quietly we slip out of our blankets and creep towards the man. He lay sprawled in an awkward position under a tree. Kent removes Malik's weapons and hands them to Chloe and me. Kent scoops up the unconscious man and brings him to our small camp. Gently he lays him on the ground, and I do my best to check his head for a wound in the dark.
“I can’t find anything,” I whisper. “He is still alive, just knocked out I think. He must have hit his head hard when he fell.”
One of the moons peeks out from the clouds, giving us our first look at the young man’s face. His jet black hair matches his neat beard. Sharp facial features make him handsome, even in the dark. His neck holds scarring of a type I have never seen before. Almost like something had been clasped there until permanent marks were left. I take this time to check his head once more, and now that I can see, I find a swollen lump on the back of his head. He isn’t bleeding.
I sit back against a nearby tree. “I think he will be okay.”
Kent stares openly at the young man who looks to be about our age. Gently he places his blanket over the unconscious man who is shivering in the cold night air.
“What do you think he meant about reporting for the flashing?” Chloe asks squishing next to me and throwing her blanket over the two of us. I hand Kent the one I had been using.
I stare thoughtfully at the unconscious man. “It would seem the effects of the crystal aren’t permanent and require frequent exposure for people to stay committed to the cause.”
“That sounds inconvenient for Hayton. I'm surprised he hasn’t figured out a way to fix it,” Kent says.
“There isn’t a doubt in my mind that he is already searching for a solution,” I reply.
“Where is he even getting the crystals from anyway?” Chloe asks. “If he is powerful enough to make them, he wouldn’t need them.”
I shift the blanket, so it covers Chloe's feet better. “Well, that’s something I hadn’t considered.”
“Someone with incredible dark power is helping him,” Kent says slowly. “But why not make the effects of the crystal longer lasting?”
“I don’t know,” I say. “Maybe Hayton doesn’t know how?”
Silence descends upon the group. “We should sleep,” Chloe states. “But in shifts, I'm not sure I trust him enough to sleep without anyone watching him.”
“I’ll watch him,” Kent says eagerly. “I’m not tired anyway.”
I shift so I am laying on the damp ground. I’m wrecked and looking forward to sleep. “Okay.”
Chloe gets comfortable beside me, and we quickly fall asleep.
###
I wake in the morning to find out Kent and Chloe have skipped me for a watching shift.
I yawn “You guys skipped me.”
Chloe looks up from the piles of dried fruit she is carefully separating. “You need to heal.”
Kent sends me a broad smile. “Anyway, you were sleeping like the dead. We probably couldn’t have woken you even if we tried.”
I stretch. “It is the first night since we began this trip, that I haven’t had a nightmare.”
Kent grins. “Like I said, dead to the world.”
I glare at Kent and flick my eyes to the man from last night. He is still unconscious and laying where Kent had placed him.
I drink deeply from a water canteen I found in my bag. “Hopefully, he wakes up soon, I would like to ask him some questions.”
“We can’t stay here for too long, the person he was with last night might bring back others to collect him,” Chloe says.
Kent rolls blankets and shoves them back into bags. “I could carry him.”
I look back at the unconscious man. “It might come to that if he doesn’t wake soon.”
We finish putting away our gear and go to work on hiding any evidence we had been here. By the time we finish the second sun has risen, and the man still hasn’t woken.
I lift my bag. “We should go. We have to get far enough away from this place, so if they search for him, they won’t easily find us or our trail.”
Kent nods and scoops up the man, placing him over his shoulder as we begin our walk. We move, but it’s slow going. Even though Kent is a six-foot wall of muscle, he is carrying a fully grown man, and that will tire out anyone. Even Kent.
We travel far and frequently rest, doing our best to avoid the road, but still trying to head north over the uneven terrain. Being away from the road makes traveling slower, but it reduces our chances of encountering anyone. We come across a stream, and everyone is well and truly in need of a rest and food.
Kent props the man against a tree and flops against the one next to him. I go to the stream to fill our water canteens and discover fat fish fill the small river. I hurry back to the camp dump the water containers and pull out one of my spare shirts from my bag. I tie off all the openings and head back to the water.
I hop onto a rock towards the middle of the stream, and all the fish flee. Kneeling in a comfortable position, I sit as quietly and still as I can manage.
Using my knife I pierce a dried piece of meat I had in my bag, and I stick it into the sand of the shallow water. After a few minutes, the fish come back interested in the offer of food. They hang around it, eyeing the bit of meat with interest.
I wait for a good sized fish to get close. The river fish are wary of me but the temptation of the meat is too much, and a large rainbow fish makes its way towards the knife. Another brown fish, around the same size as the first darts in, afraid it would miss out.
I use my tied shirt as a net and scoop up the two struggling fish and pull them out of the water. I retrieve my knife from the sand and pull off the soggy meat, dropping it into the water where fish swarm it.
After killing and cleaning the fish, I plod my way back to camp where the twins had started a small fire to keep warm. I hold up my catch with pride. Chloe laughs and pulls two leaves from nearby plants that never lose their foliage. Carefully we wrap the fish and place them near the edge of the fire.
Our guest stirs. Releasing a groan, he raises his hand to the back of his head. It is only after this that he notices us.
“Don’t be alarmed,” I say holding up my hands to show I have no weapons in them. Chloe and Kent mimic my action.
The man relaxes, but only a little. “Where am I?”
I shift so I can rest against a tree. “We saw you fight with your friend after he pushed you into a tree, we moved you and kept you warm during the night. When morning came, we had to leave in case your friend came back. Seeing as you didn’t want to go with him, we brought you with us.”
“Are you with Hayton?” The man asks, still uncertain.
Kent offers the man water. “Nope. Lucky for us we missed the big red flash, and we have been on the move since.”
The man takes the water gratefully and has a long drink before handing the canteen back. “Thank you.”
Kent puts the canteen back in his bag. “No problem.”
“Okay now that you’re done with your questions, it’s our turn,” I declare. “Do you remember anything between when you were first flashed and now?”
The man pauses. “I remember it all. I remember all the terrible things I have done in the name of Hayton.”
“Why did you do them?” I press. Kent throws me a ‘careful how far I push it’ look.
“I don’t know, I felt compelled too. Like it wasn’t me. I was there watching my life and my actions, but until last night, no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t take control.”
I nod and poke at the fire with a stick, gently using it to turn over the leaves holding the fish. We sit quietly. The smell of cooking food fills the air, and everyone is anxious for a taste.
I pry the fish out of the fire and hand a leaf to Kent to share with Malik, while Chloe and I share the other one. I unwrap ours and discover it is the rainbow fish. I scoop up some of the white flesh and pop it into my mouth. I bite back a moan and dig in.
It takes minutes to be down to bones, and I flick my eyes over to Kent and Malik. “Why weren’t you with the army?” I ask, picking the last of the flesh from the bones of my fish.
Malik picks at the fish. “We were sent on a scouting mission to find a wizard and witch in the east.”
“You got that message too?” I ask, trying not to let on that I know of the location of the people he had been sent to find.
Malik swallows his mouthful and nods. “Yeah, Hayton has sent scouts to every town in the east, and no one had managed to find them. I think it was a distraction tactic to delay the progress of the army.”
We descend once more into silence while we eat the fish, grateful for warm and nutritious food filling our stomachs.
“How often do they do the flashing you spoke about last night?” Chloe asks, breaking the silence.
“Once every two weeks,” Malik replies. “And right before long marches.”
“Have you ever spoken to Hayton?” Kent asks collecting all the fish bones and wrapping them in the leaves.
“He is a nasty piece of work. Treating everyone like he owns them, and it's worse with women,” spits Malik. “Many men have had to sit by while Hayton beds their wives. The worst part is the men think it is this great honor. I have seen the state those women return in. I assure you, it is not.”
I scrunch my face at this unpleasant information and move on to my next question. “Have you by any chance seen where the crystals for the flashing come from? Or who makes them?”
“The crystals come from crates that are kept in Hayton’s tent and in the sleeping quarters of commanders who are on missions away from Hayton,” Malik replies. He rubs his head and seems to struggle with something. “I haven’t seen who makes them though.”
“Maybe we should stop for now,” Chloe suggests. “It’s time we move on anyway. We have a long trip to make, and it’s not going to happen sitting on our butts.”
“Can I come?” Malik asks the moment she finishes talking. “Please don’t make me go back there.”
“We won’t make you go back,” I reassure him. I throw a glance at the twins who nod. “You can come with us until we can find a safe place for you to stay.”
Malik breathes out with what looks like genuine relief. “Thank you.”
I rise to my feet and help Chloe to hers. “That’s alright. Let’s get a move on or the suns will be gone before we know it.”
Malik’s eyes follow Chloe intently, an unpleasant sensation twists in my stomach. A feeling that makes me dislike Malik. Before I know it he is on his feet, speaking with Kent. I hold on to Chloe's hand longer than it is necessary and keep myself in between her and Malik as much as I can.
We trudge north through the rugged landscape, sometime in the late afternoon it begins to rain, and we quickly become sodden. The ground beneath us has become slick with mud and makes walking treacherous.
I struggle to walk through the grey mud, each footstep sinks to my ankle, and the fight begins to retrieve my foot, which the mud reluctantly lets go of with a loud sucking sound. I glance up from my task and find everyone else in the group is struggling as much as I am. I squint ahead of us, trying to peer through the torrential rain. I can’t see more than a few meters in front.
“Hold hands,” I yell. Aware of how easily we can get separated in this type of rain.
I grasp Chloe's hand, and she holds onto Kent's, who takes hold of Malik’s. We struggle in a line for about fifteen meters when a tug comes from Chloe. I whip my head around to find her struggling to hold on to Kent, who is on his knees and trying to pull Malik towards him. Malik slides through the mud towards a cliff edge dangles off it. He clings on desperately to Kent. Kent tries to get a good grip on the ground, but the dirt is so thick that he slips towards Malik, who has already disappeared over the edge.
Kent hits the ground hard, and lets go of Chloe's hand in an attempt to stop us from coming over the edge too. But it is too late. We all tumble over the cliff causing a landslide of brown and grey mud.
I roll and bump along the cliff face. My mouth and nose fill with mud every time I make a connection with the surface. I hit something hard, and a jarring pain runs through my shoulder.
I let out a cry and earn another mouthful of mud. The soil sucks at me as it tries in vain to hold me in place as I tumble down the hill. The deafening squelches muting all other sounds around me.
I roll off the mud and land in the water with a splash. I sink to the bottom and struggle to get back to the surface. Mud coats my clothing and skin weighing me down. I kick my legs, and I finally break through the water.
I spit out a mouthful of water and take large gulps of air. Chloe's head pops out of the river near me, and I swim over to her. Kent and Malik come up a little ahead of where we are, and it takes all our strength to swim over to them against the current of the fast flowing water.
Once we are together the four of us crawl out to the nearest bank and splay on the dirt coating it. Desperate to catch our breath.
I close my eyes in relief. “That was close.”
A thin blade presses against my neck. I open my eyes to see a man holding a sword. His glazed eyes stare through me.




Chapter Ten

“Get up,” orders the man with the sword. “Slowly.”
I roll over to my stomach and push myself to my knees, coating them with a fresh layer of mud. I look up at the person holding the sword and find a dozen armed people surrounding us. Seeing there is no way out of this, I raise my hands in surrender.
The twins and Malik follow my example. The armed men round us up and roughly tie us together with rope. Our bags and guns are removed from us, not that they would have been helpful to us anyway after getting wet. A young man inspects the firearms, throws one over his own shoulder and attaches the others to the side of a saddle.
They drag us to our feet, and I scramble to get purchase in the slick mud. One of the men decides I am too slow and thrusts the barrel of his gun into my back. Pain spreads between my shoulders, and I stumble a few paces forwards. I seethe quietly and reluctantly march in the direction they shove me.
After ten or so minutes of walking, we come upon a crowded campsite. Tents fill the space as far as I can see, and numerous campfires litter the site, all of them surrounded by several hands, eager to get warm in the cold air.
A light breeze picks up, chilling my sodden clothes, I shiver as it blows through my wet hair and a wave of goosebumps erupt over my skin.
We are ushered forward and past a boiling pot of grey liquid. A group of women works around it, using sticks to carefully submerge colored shirts into the goo. The middle-aged woman fishes out a shirt, and instead of the light yellow that went in, she retrieves a grey. The woman waddles over to a line and carefully pegs the dripping shirt to dry.
Another woman kneels in front of a dry shirt and positions a metal contraption over the top of it. A young woman carefully pours a red mixture into the funnel above the item and together they press and hold down a leaver.
The people guiding us force me forward and away from the working women. I twist my head, but a tent is now between us and the contraption. Curiosity burns inside me and I sigh. I am not going to find out now.
We are dragged to the middle of the campsite and forced over to a row of trees. All of the trees have their upper branches removed, only the bare trunks remain. Our captors tie each of us to separate trees and leave us alone in the cold wind. The wind whistles through the trees surrounding us and a light mist of rain follow it covering our faces. I squint through the fine haze and focus on the waves of tents, spreading in every direction as far as I can see.
One canvas, grander than the rest, stands in front of us. Almost as if it was set up to witness us tied to the trunks. Two well-armed guards stand to attention at the front of its entrance, they watch us with vacant expressions.
“What do you think is going to happen?” Kent asks his voice unsteady.
“We had our weapons removed, we have been treated like prisoners and now we are tied to trees. I don’t think it will be anything fun,” I say dryly.
“We are in the firing range,” Malik supplies in a defeated voice.
Chloe nods at a line of men as they come into view, each supporting a loaded weapon. “And it looks like we are the targets.”
They line up fifteen feet from us and wait. A few moments pass. Perhaps they are just here to watch us? Hayton marches out of the tent and onto the field, a broad smile lighting up his features. I sigh. My hopes had been too high.
“Hello, hello,” he greets in his smooth voice, eyeing each of us individually.
I don’t miss the way his eyes linger on Chloe. Anger rises within me as his leering look descends her body. The strong desire to remove the smug look from his face rises within me.
“Malik, you came back. Wanted to re-live old times did you? I’m quite fond of them personally,” Hayton boasts happily, running his hand through Malik’s hair. “And I see you brought some friends.”
Malik pulls his head away from Hayton’s hands and tries to wriggle free of his restraints. “I didn’t bring them anywhere.”
Hayton tuts and leaves him with one last pinch of the cheek before he moves over to Kent. “This one will make a good soldier. Nice and strong.”
Kent silently glares at him, his eyes showing all the hatred he holds for the man before him. Hayton moves away from Kent and along the line of bare trunks. He barely glances at me as he makes his way to Chloe. He saunters towards her and lifts his hand to her face.
“Don’t touch her!” I yell as I struggle to get free of my restraints.
Hayton looks over at me with raised eyebrows. “My, my, freaky eyes, is this your girlfriend?” He picks up a lock of Chloe's hair and twirls it in his fingers. My stomach twists at the mention of the word girlfriend, but I don’t say anything. I settle for death staring the man before me.
He runs his hand along Chloe’s chin. Chloe turns her head away, but he determinedly turns her head to face him. He meets my gaze. “Do you mind if I borrow her for a night? Although, you might not want her back afterward.”
Chloe turns her head and bites his hand, hard. He yells out and jerks his injured hand away and slap Chloe's face with his unbitten hand. Chloe spits out something that looks a lot like blood. I can’t tell if it’s his or hers.
“You whore!” he yells and steps back. His face reddened in anger and his eyes stare at Chloe in hatred as he cradles his injured hand. He turns on his heal and heads for the tents.
He stops at the line of men and meets my eyes. “Bring out the crystal.”
The closes guard stands to attention. “My glorious leader, the crystals have not had time to recharge since last night’s flashing.”
Hayton rubs the bridge of his nose. “Are there no more crystals in this massive campsite?”
The guard fidgets. “Shall I go search for one sir?”
Hayton casts a glance at us, and I make the mistake of smiling at his difficulties. His eyes narrow and he turns back to the guard. “I don’t have time for this. Shoot them.”
Hayton steps into his tent as his men point their guns at us, I count twelve in total. Three bullets for each of us. A man holds up his hand and counts down from five. They are actually going to shoot us, and they don’t even question why we are here. They don’t care who they kill, or why they kill them.
Anger rises within me at the unfairness of it all. All this senseless murder. The man counting lowers his last finger and the guns fire. I lift my gaze to meet the bullets with determination.
Each bullet passes through a shimmering wall and disintegrates. A wave of heat rushes through me. I pull my arms, and my ropes come loose, flames burn through them where they had been touching my skin. They land with a soft thud as they hit the ground around my feet.
Hayton comes back out of his tent. Perhaps to see how dead we all are. His mouth gapes wide at the sight of us still alive and me standing free of my bonds.
Anger wells up in me when I think about his behavior towards Chloe. He points at me and I raise my hand instinctively. Everything in front of me flies backward a few meters, men, tents, and small items. Hayton is thrown back into a large pile of Tangera dung. I stare at my palm. I didn’t know I could do that.
Men shout, and I turn to my friends. We can’t stay here, we need to get away quickly. Running won’t help us, there are too many people between us and the end of the campsite. Wind whips at my face and I recall the time a tornado tore through our town, and how fast it covered the fifteen-mile distance between our village and the next.
I raise my hands and focus on the wind. I sense it traveling around us, the moisture in the air spreads with the wind. Slowly I encourage it to speed up around us. Wind whips at my face and builds a wall of wind around the trunks.
Soldiers try to get to us but the speed of the wind wall flings them back into the campsite. The image of the tornado flashes through my mind, and something in my brain latches on to the image.
A tornado springs up around us in full. It rips the trunks and nearby tents out of the ground. The items spin around lazily, my friends still lashed in place. It carries the logs and their passengers into the sky. The wind gently lifts me into the eye of the storm, and I rise high off the ground. I glance down to see Hayton furiously pushing the soldiers towards us as they try to climb to their feet in the wind.
We spin slowly in the heart of the tornado, the wind rages along the outside, picking up everything it comes into contact with. I float in the center of the wind and hold out my hands, doing my best to keep a connection with the wind around us, so I can encourage it to keep us safe.
The wind ghosts along my face.
I take in a deep breath. “Please, take us north of here. To safety.”
The wind swirls around me for a moment before it rushes in the direction I had asked. I feed it my energy as payment for its assistance, and I urge it to take us far away from Hayton and his followers. Exhaustion creeps through my body, and I fight it back. Not yet. It is not safe to stop.
We travel across landscapes I can only just make out through the swirling wind and the debris it had picked up on its travels. Exhaustion filled my limbs, and my movements are heavy and sluggish.
I can’t carry us any further safely. I close my eyes and calm the wind. Gently we lower to the ground. My feet connect with land, and I fall to my knees as the world spins around me. The ground vibrates as tree trunks hit the ground, my friends resting safely on the upturned sides. The wind dies out, and everything else it had carried along with us mercilessly hits to the dirt with a loud thud.
The trunks lay on their sides, their riders still tied to the poles and trapped facing towards me. I force my tired head to move, and I find I had brought along more than I intended in the tornado. Tents, packs and cooking utensils litter the site, along with branches, rocks, and other numerus items.
I slowly crawl towards the nearest of the packs and weapons that lay about the clearing and I retrieve a knife. The world around me spins, and I clamp my eyes shut until it slows down. I swallow and stare at the ground.
My hand, resting upon the grass, is smaller than I recall. I stare at the boney limb. Surely that’s not mine. I force the withered hands to move, and slowly I crawl over to the trunk Chloe is attached to. I force the frail limb to cut her free from the ropes, and I collapse to the ground the moment the cord snaps free.
Chloe’s eyes are massive as she gently takes the knife from me and smooths back my hair. “I’m going to let the others out, and then I will come right back.”
I nod and slump my head against the ground, fighting the pull of darkness. My stomach is angry at me, and I can’t stop the flow from my mouth as I throw up everything in my stomach. Once I am sure there is nothing more in my body to throw up I roll away from the foul smell. Warm arms slip around my waist and pull me away from my mess.
“It’s okay,” Chloe coos in my ear as she leans me against her chest. “We are safe. I have you now, go to sleep.”
With Chloe's words, I lose my battle with darkness. I drop my head on her shoulder and give in.
###
I awake inside a tent, darkness fills the area around me. I bolt upright, and my world spins, nausea grips me, and I am incredibly grateful I have nothing to throw up this time around. I crawl towards the exit following a flickering red light on the other side of the canvas.
They must have captured us while I was out of it. I struggle towards the exit, where are the others? A terrible thought grips me, holding me in its icy grasp. What if Hayton has Chloe?
I struggle to free my feet from the blankets that had entangled them and I burst out of the tent into the darkness of night. Confused about the lack of guards in front of my tent I cast about wildly and find a fire a few feet from where I am standing.
The world spins so aggressively, I fall to my knees and hold my head in my hands, squeezing my eyes shut, I remove the vision that makes me so nauseous. Feet shuffle through the grass in front of me, and I cringe expecting a blow.
Chloe's comforting voice comes from beside me, her hands rubbing soothing circles on my back. “Taliah, it’s okay.”
I squint at her, determined to see her before I could accept she is truly okay. There are two of her, and both of them are spinning with the rest of my world. “Chloe?”
“Yes, I'm here,” she soothes and holds a cup to my lips.
The putrid smell of the medicine Maggie had given me, fills my senses. Obediently I gulp the medication and clamp my mouth shut, determined to keep it in. Even as my body tries to expel it immediately.
Once I win my battle with my gag reflex, the world slows its relentless spinning, and I get a proper look at my surroundings. Chloe smiles at me, a bruise forming on her lip around the split Hayton had caused when he hit her. I raise my hand to her face and gently cup it, being careful of her injured mouth.
“I'm sorry,” I whisper. “Are you okay?”
“Don’t be sorry, it’s not your fault,” Chloe says with a small smile. “I'm okay. You should see the other guy.”
I let out a weak laugh at her joke. “It looked like Hayton tasted pretty bad.”
“He did. It was weird, it actually reminded me of dirt,” Chloe adds as she considers the event. “In any case, I have cleaned my teeth about nine times since then. I have gone through about half of the chew sticks I packed.”
Kent pops into my vision as he crouches in front of me. “Hey there Talnado.”
“Talnado?” Chloe asks Kent as she offers me water.
I take it and gulp it down greedily. The water washes the taste of vomit and awful medicine from my mouth.
“Yes. I smooshed Taliah and tornado together, and that’s what I got. Couldn’t have conjured a hurricane?” Kent asks me with a smile. “Because Hurricane Taliah sounds so much better.”
I let out a loud laugh as images of Kent furiously trying to come up with a name for my magical performance pop into my mind. “How long did it take you to come up with those?” I ask as they help me rise to my feet, and half carry, half walk me over to the fire.
They help me sit, resting me on one of the tree trunks I had brought along with us. Kent flashes me his best grin. “I’ll have you know I have been working on that all night.”
I chuckle, and my eyes fall on my boney hands. It looks like the flesh has simply wasted away. I look at Chloe, her sad eyes scan my face. I lift my knobby hands to touch my cheeks. The layer of fat I had managed to put on this summer is gone.
I swallow. “How bad is it?”
Chloe takes my hand. “You have lost a bit of weight. It’s not too bad. If you eat well, you should regain it in no time.”
I pull my knees to my chest in an attempt to fight the cold night air. “Do you think the magic did this?”
Chloe nods. “That would be my guess.”
Malik sits on the other side of the fire, quietly roasting mushrooms on a stick. Lightly toasting them with the flames. Silently he rises to his feet and offers the stick of mushrooms to me.
“Thank you,” I say as I take the stick from him.
“No. Thank you,” Malik replies humbly and returns to his spot on the other side of the fire.
I inspect the mushrooms as Chloe settles beside me. They look like the ones I used to pick around the farm with my mother when I was little. Carefully I remove a hot mushroom and nibble on it. The mushrooms are flavorful, and hunger gnaws at me.
Mindful of how upset my stomach is, and how much water I had just crammed in there I settle for small bites. Chewing each and every bite much better than I usually would, in an effort to pace my eating. We all sit quietly.
Malik notices the way I am plowing through my mushrooms. Calmly he spears some more on a stick and begins roasting them. I forget about my paced chewing and stuff a whole mushroom in my mouth.
I look over at Chloe and Hayton’s words crawl into my mind. “Is this your girlfriend?” I hadn’t ever thought about it. What I have with Chloe is different to what I have with Kent, or anybody else for that matter. Chloe and I are much closer, I always assumed it was because our connection was different.
For the first time, I consider that connection, the way I crave her touch, the way I think about her wellbeing before anyone else’s. How angry I felt at the thought of someone else touching her, and my response to the look Malik gave her. Do I not trust him, or am I jealous?
“Do you like our set up?” Kent asks breaking into my thoughts. He gestures at the tents to the right of us.
I look over the battered tents, they have been mended in a few places. “Where did they come from?”
“You brought them along with us Talnado,” Kent says. “Along with a bunch of other stuff too.”
“At least we can now sleep with a little more protection from the elements,” Chloe comments as she takes a mushroom from my stick and nibbles it.
“Not that we need protection from them anymore, now Talnado can control them,” Kent chirps and stretches his arms.
“I can’t control them,” I say uncertainly.
“Oh no?” Kent raises an eyebrow. “You pulled a tornado out of nowhere and carried us to safety inside it.”
“I didn’t do that,” I insist. “I asked the wind to do it,” I add lamely.
I finish off the last mushroom, and Malik hands me a second stick. Considering how well I had kept down the previous lot, I don’t even try to slow my eating down.
Kent raises his eyebrow and digs through the bag beside him. He pulls out half a loaf of fruit bread and strips of dried meat. “Here you go Talnado. Eat up, we need you to be big and strong again.”
I smile and set aside the empty mushroom stick and begin to work on the bread and meats. Soon my lap is empty of food, and my stomach has finally ceased its relentless gnawing. I lay my head back against the trunk behind me. Tiredness creeps up on me.
We sit by the fire, and I listen to the sounds of my friends talking. Malik makes shadow puppets with his hands on the large rock behind him, while Chloe and Kent take turns guessing what the shadow is supposed to be. Malik does an elaborate trick with his hands and creates the image of a group of wolves howling at the moon. My head drops forward from exhaustion and the movement scare me awake.
Kent gives me a big grin. “I think it’s time Talnado went to bed.”
“I’m not sleepy,” I insist as my eyelids droop of their own accord.
Chloe laughs softly and helps me to my feet. Together we stumble towards the tent, and after a short struggle, we manage to get through the entrance. I flop onto the thin mattress and struggle to get under the blanket. Chloe ties up the opening and blocks out the wind. She joins me, climbing under the blanket and lying next to me. The mattress is small, and our sides brush. A tingling sensation runs along my arm and leg where they make contact with Chloe's.
Was this always here? Has Hayton alerted me to something I knew deep down inside? Or has he put an idea in my head that wasn’t there before?
I force my thoughts in a different direction and consider the way Hayton had interacted with Malik. It is like they shared a history. A history Malik isn’t telling us about. I get the feeling he knows a lot more about this war than he is letting on.
I sigh loudly, and Chloe's hand finds mine. I grasp it tightly. Slowly with the comfort I gain from her contact, I drift into a restless sleep.
My dreams are plagued by a faceless man who sits in a chair working with clay at a desk. The man’s presence makes my dreams unpleasant, and I wake frequently, but he always returns with my sleep.
In my dream, I am listening to a bird song, unlike any I have ever heard before. The song fills me with peace, and a part of myself pulls towards it, desperate to be one with it. I turn around and find myself in a grand courtyard. The breeze blows through my hair, shifting it across my face as it dances with the wind. Riding the rush of air is the smell of rain.
Rustling overhead draws my attention, and I catch a glimpse of something that moves too quickly for me to see. In the sky, something drifts towards me and lands at my feet. It’s a bright red feather. I bend to pick it up, but black flames cover it and burn it to ashes quicker than I can draw my hand away. Laughter fills my ears. I look up to find the man from the desk looking at me. His eyes are hollow and empty, and his body is impossibly twisted.
I wake with a start, and my shirt clings to me. Chloe wakes too and comforts me as I blurt out everything from my dream.
She pulls me into her arms. “It’s okay. It was just a dream.” I nod into her shoulder and fall asleep once more.




Chapter Eleven

I am awakened by sunlight, and I am more tired than when I went to bed. I sit up and rub my face. My hands seem less bony than last night. Maybe I had imagined it to be worse than it actually was?
Chloe pulls on her boots. “You had more dreams about this collector again,” she supplies as she ties her laces.
I nod, I don’t remember much. Perhaps, a glimpse of a creature that can’t be real. My memory of the dream is fuzzy, but the extreme discomfort and horror are still with me.
I shudder and pull on my boots.
She looks up at me. “You look a lot better. Last night you seemed smaller.”
I look at my hands and arms, they are less skeletal. There still isn't enough flesh on them, but it is less horrific to look at.
I stumble out of the tent behind Chloe to see the boys have already taken down their shelter and are packing it up.
I look back at ours and sigh. “I don’t think I have the energy to do this.”
“It’s okay. Kent already said last night that he would do it. We get to make breakfast instead,” Chloe says gently and leads me over to the fire. It had burned low during the night, and I feed it a few small sticks to heat it back up.
I peel the mushrooms I found in a brown bag by the fire, while Chloe retrieves the last of the dried meat from her pack and sets it by the embers to warm. She patiently threads the last of our mushrooms over sticks, which we hold over the flames to cook.
By the time we finish breakfast, I am tired all over again and haven’t had nearly enough food to sate my constant hunger. With the way I am eating it really won’t take me too long to regain my lost weight. I eye the path of destruction left by the tornado. That will be too easy for Hayton’s men to follow. I am honestly surprised we haven’t had any trouble yet.
Chloe notices me looking at the line of destruction. “We need to head north. We don’t know how far we traveled, but you did bring us closer to our destination. Hopefully, today we will find out how close.”
Kent approaches us and hands a rifle to me. I take it in my hands and stare at it. My father’s gun. I look up at Kent. “Where did you find it?”
“You brought two of the guns along with us Talnado.” He shifts on his feet. “We looked, but we can’t find the others.”
I hold the gun in my hand. I hadn’t realized how important it was to me until I thought I had lost it. “Thank you.”
Kent flashes me a big smile and shoulders his bag. “We should get going.”
We travel all day, frequently stopping to rest. The fear Hayton’s men are pursuing us now that they know of my power is ever-present, and it gives me the motivation to drag one tired limb in front of the next.
I squint ahead at a cloud of smoke rising above the next hill. That is too much smoke to be a campfire. I struggle up the grassy slope and fall to my knees as I reach the peek. I wriggle my way to the top and peer over the edge. It is a campsite of miss matched tents. Some still burn, flames lick along the canvas leaving holes and blackened fabric in its wake. Other tents are just smoldering piles. Apparently, some don’t burn as well as others.
In the middle of the ashen tents are rows of people. Their hands are tied behind their backs, and they all lay in various positions along the ground. Something is horribly wrong with them, their bodies are twisted and hollow.
The others crawl up beside me and take in the view. Malik puts his face in his hands and begins rocking. Chloe and Kent squint down at the destruction below us.
“What happened here?” Chloe whispers.
I shrug and pull my knife from my boot. “Let’s go have a look. If someone is still alive, we might be able to help them.”
I wobble to my feet and head down the hill. As I approach the camp, I see what is wrong with the people. They are all aged and withered. It almost looks like they had died years ago and been left somewhere to dry out before being brought here. Their hands and feet are bound roughly with rope, the cord hangs loosely around their withered wrists now, but I can see the burns the cable had given them when it was still bound tight.
I edge closer to the people and find the same look of terror etched onto their faces. The only other thing they have in common is an orange patch of goo across their stomachs. What happened to them?
In the dirt surrounding them are many strange tracks, large circular indents mark the whole area, as if something regularly patrolled this area.
In the center of the people sits a large stone with red markings. I get a bad feeling from it, and I have to work up my courage before I can approach it. I peer at the flat rock. Apart from the strange markings and the way it smoked, it looks like a natural river stone.
The black smoke twists from the markings as if they burned internally. I can feel the power coming off the rock, this river stone has been touched by dark magic. A great sense of wrongness fills me. The smoke forms a scaly hand, and it reaches for me, I step back and stumble into Kent.
Kent's large hands steady me. “Take it easy.” He peers at me. “Are you okay?”
I flick my eyes back at the innocently smoking rock. There is no way it could have made a hand. Smoke doesn’t act like that. My experiences over the last four weeks since I left my farm have made me twitchy.
I jump when Chloe rips a blackened canvas up and carefully covers the face of a nearby child. “What did this?”
I calm my breathing and turn to face the nearest person. Their blackened waxy skin seems to cling to their bones in folds. I look back at the stone. I’m sure this has a part in the horrific scene before me.
Malik joins us with a pale face. “A monster.”
I furrow my brows. I don’t know any creature that could do this. A hiss and the click of many feet stop my thoughts.
Kent slowly rises to his feet and stares behind me.
Following Kent's lead, I slowly turn around.
I come face to face with the strangest thing I have ever encountered. A creature stands on the other side of the ring of dead people. It is huge. It almost looks like a scorpion, but its body is twisted and wrong. The beast moves its many legs one after another, and a quick count tells me there are fourteen. Its bright blue eyes seem almost like crystals and reflect in the afternoon light as it surveys us. Pincers in front of its massive jaws continuously work at the air. As if they are endlessly reaching for food.
A tent falls behind us with a creak and a new cloud of smoke rises in the air. The creature flicks its scorpion tail in agitation, and it lets out a screech that rips at my ears.
It charges at us, and I turn on my heel. “Run!”
We sprint out of the center of the tents and pick a direction at random. The creature follows us, its many feet pounding the ground behind as it pursues us. We run, but the monster is gaining on us too fast, we have to do something, or we will become its next victims.
The twisted scorpion barrels through the smoking tents like they aren’t even there. I pull my gun across my shoulder and turn to face the beast. I pull the trigger, and nothing happens. I pull it again in desperation.
Frustration flows through me as I recall our tumble through the water. The powder in the gun got wet. I curse myself for not thinking to clean it out. I turn to face my friends, Malik falls, and Chloe pulls him to his feet. Kent pulls a burning pole from a tent and rushes in my direction.
A blue and purple eye flashes in my vision and a surge of energy rushes through me.
I turn to the creature, and a burst of yellow light explodes from my fingers. I stare at them in confusion as the yellow light bounces between my fingers.
The eye returns. “What’s mine is yours.”
Some force that isn’t my own pushes my hands in front of me and the light bounces from my hands to the creature. The yellow light engulfs it and the creature twitches, squealing horribly. The surge ends, and I fall to my knees. The beast crumples too and smolders gently. It is dead.
Kent arrives beside me and lowers his flaming weapon. He checks the monster is dead before turning to face me, he keeps a safe distance from where I kneel. “Taliah?”
“I am okay,” I say. The magic has stunned me, but I don’t feel the exhaustion I had from previous usages. Maybe this is a different kind of power? Something inside me feels different. Stronger. I search for it, but I can’t put my finger on it.
I climb to my feet and look around. Kent takes a step back. “Your hands.”
I look down at my hands and find sparks running along them. Chloe runs towards me, and Kent intercepts her, preventing her from reaching me.
He thinks I am a danger to her. I glance back at my hands and at the smoldering creature in front of me. Maybe I am.
Malik swallows. “Your eyes are so bright. The colors, they have changed.”
I know he means the blue and purple. I must be a frightening sight. I stare at my hands, and the light bounces between my fingers. I take in a deep breath and wind whips at my face, stirring the embers of the burning fires around us. What is happening to me?
I hold out my hand and a shot of energy bursts from my fingers to the nearest tent. The tent lets out an echoing crack as pieces explode away from it. I point my hands at the ground and keep them by my side.
I look over at my friends, my eyes focus on Chloe as she struggles to free herself from Kent's grasp. I am a danger to them. What if I move my hands and this energy shoots at one of them? I can’t risk that.
I step back. “I can’t stay here.” I turn and walk away.
“Taliah! Don’t go!” Chloe's voice cries at me.
I pause and turn to face her. She struggles against Kent's grip. “I can’t control this Chloe. I don’t even know what this is.”
“We will figure it out.” She begs as she pushes at Kent's hands trying to loosen their grip.
Malik looks between us. “Chloe. I know she doesn’t mean to be, but Taliah is dangerous.”
Chloe shoots him a filthy look, and he steps back and shuts up.
I look back at my hands, the sparks are fading and coming less often. Malik is right. I don’t mean to be, but that’s what I am.
I look up at Chloe, and her tear-streaked face just about breaks my heart. I hate being the person to cause her this pain. But what else can I do?
“I think I should continue to Celestia alone.”
Chloe shakes her head wordlessly.
Kent pulls his sister closer. “Taliah, you are not dangerous all of the time. You just need some space when you are like this. Like Chloe said, we can work something out. I have this powerful feeling that we are meant to go together.” He looks around. “All of us.”
Chloe worms her way out of her brother’s hold and runs towards me.
Kent reaches out his hand. “Chloe, don’t.”
She ignores him and flings herself at me. I hold my arms wide, so my hands don’t make contact with her. Chloe's arms loop around my waist and she holds me so tightly that I doubt even Kent could pry us apart.
She squeezes me and pushes her face into my neck. “I trust you won’t hurt me. You don’t have to believe it, but I do.”
I feel the energy disappear from my hands and tension I didn’t know I had been holding leaves my body. Suddenly I am exhausted. Carefully I step back from Chloe and inspect my body. The light is gone.
I look up at the group. “My eyes?”
Chloe wraps her arms around herself. “Brown.”
I reach out and wipe a stray tear from her cheek, and she leans into my hand. The wind picks up and her hair shifts across her face. I pull her into a hug.
Horrific cracking breaks through the moment and I step back from Chloe and look around. The bodies in the center of the campsite are shifting. Little bubbles crawl along their abdomens. Those people are very dead. They can’t be moving.
A small yellow head tears through the abdomen of the closest woman and crawls its way out. Its blue eyes glint as it takes in its first sight of the world. I glance at the dead creature beside us.
“What are they?” Malik asks with a cry.
I point at the dead creature. “They look like a juvenile… whatever that is.”
Kent pulls Chloe and me up the hillside. “Now would be a good time to leave before they decide to do some avenging.”
The small twisted scorpions sniff the air and rush towards us, their little mouth bits working endlessly through the air. We turn and run for the hill, but it isn’t us they are after. The juveniles come upon the body of the fully grown beast and tear into it hungrily.
We hurry north and do our best to put as much distance as possible between us and the tiny creatures. Hopefully, they will seek shelter after they feed. Surely animals that small have a predator somewhere. Why hadn’t I heard stories of a monster like that before? We can’t be the first people to encounter one, it’s not like this one popped up out of thin air.
“What are they?” Kent asks as we crest a second hill and turn back to face the distant burning remains of the campsite we had just visited.
I have no idea. I turn to look at Chloe.
Chloe shakes her head. “I have never heard, read about, or encountered a creature like that before.”
Kent nods. “It was almost like it doesn’t…” he pauses searching for a word.
“Belong.” The twins say in unison.
I turn to them. “Really? Now?”
Malik's face is white and his fisted knuckles strain against his grip. “We should leave.”
I look back at the campsite. The small twisted scorpions have almost entirely devoured the larger one. “I agree.”
We turn and trudge north. We walk through the cold wind for hours. The cold weather of winter has fully set in now, and the breeze blows straight through me, chilling me all the way to my bones.
I wrap the jacket Maggie had given me around my body more firmly. It’s warm, but it isn’t designed for the kind of cold winter brings. Usually, people don’t go outside during the worst winter months. Even though it isn’t that time of the year yet, we are fast approaching it. The bitter wind is a definite promise of what is to come.
Clouds cover the sky, and the wind picks up, giving a hint of rain. We head north, away from the tiny beasts, I shoulder my pack and go first.
We walk for a while before I realize I am alone. I pause at the top of a hill and look back. The others are coming, but they are way behind me. I wait for them.
Kent puffs as he comes to stand next to me. “Gee Taliah, your practically running. We can’t keep up.”
I furrow my brows. “Sorry, I didn’t even realize I was going that fast.”
Chloe is next up the hill, her cheeks slightly tinged with red and her hair windswept. “I see you are feeling better.”
I reach out and take her pack from her and sling it over my shoulder. It jostles against the tent pack I am wearing. It is a little uncomfortable, but not too heavy.
Chloe pushes her hair out of her face. “I vote we look for somewhere to stop for the night.”
Malik struggles up the hill and calls out, “I second that notion!”
Kent squints against the wind as he searches for a place. The hill we are on offers an excellent vantage point. If it weren’t so narrow, I would suggest we camp here.
Kent points ahead of us. “How about over there?”
I follow his finger and my eyes come to rest on a rocky hill, broader than the one we stand on. It is a little lower than this one and with a lot more rocks. Hopefully, we can find a flat patch.
We nod and trudge down the hill struggling towards the rocky outcrop Kent had pointed out. We climb the small mountain and scout the place, searching for a suitable area to put the tents.
Malik calls over the rising wind. “Over here.”
I struggle over to Malik and find a level patch of ground. It looks to be big enough to accommodate both tents if we put them as close together as we can. I drop the packs beside me, and together we fight the wind as we put up our tents. The wind is weaker here with the rocks breaking it a little, but that doesn’t make our task easier. Hopefully, the shelter would be enough to keep the tents up for the night.
The tents are almost touching when we are done, and we can smoothly go from one shelter to the other without getting too cold or wet. I use a rock to hammer in the last peg for our tent and sit back on my heels. Over the previous few hours, everyone had made an enormous attempt to return to normal. But I cannot forget what happened. The fear that I would accidentally hurt one of them pulls at my stomach and rips at my insides.
The sky lets out an ominous rumble. A few seconds later it is accompanied by a bolt of lightning that ribbons across the clouds until it finds something to connect with. A loud crack echoes through the area as lightning finds its way to the ground through a tree, which now burns merrily in the distance. Quickly we collect our packs and all pile into the boy's tent, which already smells like feet.
I wrinkle my nose. “What is that smell?”
Kent strikes a heroic pose. “That is the smell of manliness.”
I raise an eyebrow at him as Malik gives him a high five. Chloe settles near me and eyes the boys. “How can you be proud of that smell?”
They shrug, and Kent pulls a lamp from a bag and carefully pours oil into it. He places the oil back into his pack and lights the lantern with his flint. The lamp flares into life and brings a welcome light into the dimness of the tent. “We worked hard for that smell.”
Malik shakes his head. “Translation. Kent left his boots in the tent last night.”
Kent looks appalled. “If I leave them outside bugs will get in them!”
Malik shakes his head. “You are easily six foot tall, with arms thicker than my legs, how can you be afraid of bugs?”
Kent crosses his arms. “I’m not afraid of bugs.”
A brief smile creeps across my face as I rummage through my bag for food. I pull out a small fruit and hold it out for the group.
Kent raises his hand to stop me. “You are still far too skinny. Eat up.”
Malik nods in agreement. “You must eat to recover. The more you eat, the faster your body will repair. You never know when you will have to protect us from giant creepy bug things again, best be prepared.”
Kent shudders.
I look down at the small fruit. They must be as hungry as I am. Chloe's hand gently pushes the fruit towards me. My stomach rumbles loudly, and I give in. I bite into the bitter fruit and make quick work of it.
I begin to cram the spilled contents of my bag back into its confines when I come across the carefully wrapped and forgotten crystals. I unwrap the gems and place them in a triangle on the floor. Everyone watches silently. Perhaps the crystals have a message for us? I put the last one in its place, and the gems glow softly.
A figure materializes inside the light, and soon a holographic man stands before us. It is the same man who has relayed the messages from the kingdom since the death of the king.
The little bald man looks at us with sad eyes. “The Heir has not been found, and today The Phoenix has taken the crown within its wings. From this moment on it will only respond to the true heir.
“The armies of the one called Hayton have continued to advance. We have recently captured some of the Hayton converts, they are bewitched, and none of our magi can find a way to break the spell they are under. We have confined them in safety until something can be worked out.”
The man falls into a silence filled with despair. His voice is one of total defeat and calm. Like an animal who knows it’s cornered and has no hope of making it out alive. The only thing it can ask for is when the end comes, it’s quick.
The man looks back at us and utters a final, “Long live the true heir of Katera.” The figure disappears, and the crystals dim.
Malik unpacks his blanket and sets up his bed. “Have we already lost?”
“The war is progressing faster than we are,” I say wearily. “If only we didn’t have to stop every time I use these stupid powers.”
“If you didn’t use your powers, we would already be dead and without any hope of defeating Hayton,” Chloe says gently and places her hand on my knee. The contact causes a strange sensation in my lower stomach.
Kent pulls out half a stale loaf of bread and separates it between the four of us. “She is right.”
Malik settles on top of his now made bed with a lump of bread. “What is The Phoenix?”
Chloe breaks her bread in half and puts a portion of hers on my knee. “It is a statue that comes to life in times of need, it is said inside the statue lives The Phoenix who brought our world to life. In myths and ancient legends, it is said The Phoenix chose the first ruler of Katera when war threatened to ruin us and destroyed most of our population.”
Malik stares at Chloe with wide eyes. “How do you know so much?”
“I read,” Chloe answers.
“Beautiful, smart, and caring,” Malik says in a smooth voice. “How come no one has snapped you up yet?”
Kent smiles. “Chloe isn’t one to go for the first person who jumps at her. Or she would have been married a million times over with the way people throw themselves at her.”
I quietly pack away the crystals, placing them into my bag. Eager to leave the tent and avoid Malik’s attempts at flirting with Chloe.
“Maybe you should give someone a go,” Malik suggests. “Perhaps there is a kind, strong man who could look after you.”
I rise to my feet. “I am going to bed.”
Kent rummages through his bag. “Here take this oil lamp.” He carefully lights it with his flint and hands it to me. “Don’t knock it over. That won’t end well.”
I take the lamp with a nod. Chloe looks at me with her head tilted. I force myself out of the tent and away from her gaze.
Outside the tent, rain mists my face and the color of clouds in the distance holds the promise of heavier rain. I let the rain cool my face. My stomach clenches painfully at the thought of Chloe with Malik, or anyone really. Correction. I had a problem with her being with anyone that wasn’t me. I might as well admit that is my problem.
A clap of thunder in the distance reminds me of the oncoming storm, and I hurry into the tent. Carefully lashing it closed behind me.




Chapter Twelve

I set up my bed as rain steadily patters against the side of the tent. I prepare Chloe's too, I make sure to put as much distance between them as the small tent space will allow. I sit cross-legged on my bed and watch flashes of light appear through the canvas of the tent with every bolt of lightning.
I stare at my hands, and I recall what I did to the bug. It was very much like lightning. That’s nonsense. How could I wield lightning through my hands? Then again, how did I create a tornado? Those two things are so random. Maggie had said there is often a deeper power. As far as I can tell, I have demonstrated two specialties, wind, and lightning. I push the thoughts away. I don’t know enough about this to dwell on it. All I will achieve is working myself into confusion.
I stare at the flashing canvas, and my traitorous thoughts travel to how unfair it is that I have to die to stop a madman’s rise to power. I know it is necessary to save a lot of lives, but what about my life? I put my face in my hands. I must have drawn the short straw when destinies were handed out.
I hold my hands out in front of me. With the way I have been eating since the first time I used my powers I had put back on some weight. But surely, it shouldn’t happen this fast. I lift my shirt to find my stomach now holds lines of definition. Every time I sleep my body seems to drastically alter. I sigh and lower my sweater. Hopefully whatever is happening isn’t damaging me too much.
I grab my gun and opening it up. Black powder has glued itself to the sides of the chamber. I sigh and begin cleaning it.
The front of the tent opens, and Chloe makes her way inside. She removes her boots and sits across from me, giving me a brilliant smile. “Thanks for making my bed.”
I smile back and work a lump of sticky powder loose from my gun. “That’s okay, it’s pretty easy to do.”
A clap of thunder sounds from right above us, and I jolt. The tent is momentarily lit up, and rain comes in a torrential downpour. Pelting the sides of the canvas with so much force, it sounds like we have pitched our tent underneath a waterfall. Chloe settles in her bed and falls asleep quickly.
She has been asleep for a while before I finally finish cleaning my gun. I pull over Chloe's and start the process again. It’s good work, and keeps my mind distracted from other thoughts. Finally, I set the clean gun aside and have a long stretch.
I put out the lamp and lay down on my own bed. Now that I have nothing to occupy my mind, my thoughts wonder of their own accord. What would my life have been like if I wasn’t destined to use my power to save our world?
Maybe one day I could have told Chloe about my feelings. Perhaps we could have had something, a home, a family. But telling her now would be wrong and selfish. If she returns my feelings, she will be destined for heartbreak, and I am not going to be the reason my beautiful Chloe is hurting.
I sniffle. Grateful the falling rain is so loud it hides the sounds of my quiet cries. Pain pulls at my heart as I realize I have to let go of the one person who means everything to me. I drift off into an uneasy sleep, my dreams plagued by images of losing Chloe, of watching her die and not being able to save her.
I wake up well before the suns have started to rise. My body is covered in sweat, and I am more exhausted than I had been before I went to sleep.
I groan. Hopefully, I’m not making a habit of waking up this way. I crawl out of bed and pull on my boots. My traitorous eyes drift over to Chloe and I gently tuck a strand of hair behind her ear before I step out into the darkness.
The world is dark but not pitch black, a sign the suns are working on rising. Around us, ankle-deep puddles fill gaps between the rocks. Luckily for us, it would seem we pitched out tents on the highest part of the rocky outcrop.
The landscape looks like a swamp. Trees stick out here and there, the bulk of their trunks hidden beneath the lapping water. I step around the ice-coated puddles and climb a large, frost covered rock. I perch on it as the first sun makes its way into our world. Its light reflects off water that fills every available space in the landscape before me. Everything looks so different, it is difficult to find familiar landmarks across the now flooded landscape.
A noise from behind me alerts me to the fact I am not alone. I turn and find Chloe scrabbling up the rock to sit with me. I smile at her struggle and her determination, climbing isn’t one of Chloe's better skills.
I pull her up the rest of the way. The rock isn’t big enough to comfortably accommodate two of us, so we sit side by side, practically in each other’s lap.
We watch the sunrise over the horizon, and numerous birds take flight from their roosting places, screeching with delight at the sunlight. Or maybe for the break in rain.
In the distance, the sun lights up towers and walls, their windows and buildings shining in the early morning light. The city walls and towers look magnificent even from this distance. It can only be Celestia.
A great mountain bursts from the ground on the eastern side of Celestia. I gape at the mountain, I have never seen one before, and even through the early morning mist, this is impressive. How did the ground climb that high?
Chloe rests her head on my shoulder, her breath ghosting out in clouds. “We are nearly there.”
I stare over the distance wishing there was nothing to do. No war, no impending death. I desperately want to enjoy this moment with Chloe. I want to watch the sunrise and not be plagued with fears and concerns.
I stare out at the city and rub my hands together for warmth. “Chloe, you know how I'm supposed to use my power to break the spell?”
“Mmm,” Chloe mumbles in my ear.
“How am I supposed to spread it far enough to break the spell for everyone?” I ask.
Chloe shifts. “We will figure it out. Malik said they have to be flashed every two weeks. So maybe if you can get most of them, we can round up the rest and keep them safely contained until the spell wears off.”
I nod. It sounds like it could work if the spell is broken for enough people, and a competent leader is able to take over right away. The chaos that would occur if the realm remained leaderless isn’t something we could go through again. Enough people have already died because of this war. We don’t need another one to follow in its wake.
As the sun rises, little peaks come into view. They aren’t the trees I had thought they were in the near darkness. The sun casts light on a sea of mismatched tents. Thousands of them, grey flags are strewn about standing proudly amongst the tent peaks.
I can’t make out the symbol on them from here, so I can’t tell which side is currently camped outside Celestia. I can guess based on the fact the campsite seems to face Celestia and consists of miss matched tents. My guess isn’t a positive one for our cause.
“Do you think that’s Hayton’s army?” Chloe asks casually slipping her hand into mine. An action we had shared a thousand times before now, but one that suddenly made me acutely aware of every piece of skin she made contact with.
I try not to notice the electric sensation contact with Chloe gives me. “My guess would be yes. But it’s hard to be sure from this distance.”
“They are in between us and Celestia. How are we going to get around them?” Chloe asks and leans towards the camped army. As if the extra closeness will clear up all the questions she had.
“We could wing it,” I suggest.
Chloe gives me a face that says: this mission is too critical to not have a plan.
I sigh and peer at the army. I try, but nothing comes to me. “I have nothing,” I admit and rub my cold face.
“It’s okay. It's early, I'm sure we will come up with something,” Chloe says.
I scramble down the rock and hold my arms out to Chloe, who promptly turns around and makes her descent down the rock. She isn’t a good climber and halfway down her boot slips. I clamp my hands around her waist as she falls and we land with a loud splash in the puddle behind us. Having landed on the bottom, I had taken the brunt of the fall and now lay in about an inch of ice-cold water. It eagerly soaks in through my clothes and works on spreading as far as it can.
Chloe turns to face me. “Taliah are you okay?”
I take in a gasp of air as my lungs fight to regain the breath they had lost. “Just winded,” I wheeze. A shiver runs through me, and my body starts shaking of its own accord.
Chloe looks at me horror-stricken. “And wet. It is far too cold for you to be in wet clothes.” She hauls me to my feet and rushes me to the tent.
I do my best to wring out my clothes while Chloe unties the tent entrance. Without warning, I am tugged inside, and Chloe begins pulling my clothes off in a hurry.”
With shivering hands, I help her, and soon I stand in nothing but my undergarments. I glance down at my shivering body, and even I am surprised at the changes.
My body has hardened far past what is required for working on a farm. I had always been fit, but this is different. I know my body had been changing since I began using my powers, but this is the first time in weeks I had seen myself this unclothed. It has been far too cold to take off all my clothes at once.
I glance up at Chloe to find I hadn’t been the only one inspecting my body. I raise an eyebrow and Chloe's cheeks redden. She drops the wet clothes in her hands and grabs a blanket and drapes it across my shoulders while she digs through my bags looking for dry clothing.
I take the clothes from her, but my numb hands don’t want to work. Chloe takes the clothing off me and helps me into pants, she puts a pair of her own woolen socks on my feet and then removes her own jacket and steps in close and holds me.
Her warm body presses against my painfully cold one. I can feel my body leeching warmth from her. “Chloe, what are you doing?” I stutter out. I’m not sure my stutter is entirely caused by the cold.
Chloe places the palms of her warm hands over my bareback. “We have to warm up your torso. We can’t let the blood rush back too quickly, that’s how people die from the cold.”
I reach out and clutch her shirt. “You read this in a book?”
I feel her smile against my cheek. “Taliah, I always read things in a book.”
We stand like this for a long while, and slowly warmth returns to my body. The shivering stops and Chloe helps me into a long shirt and wraps her own jacket around me. It’s still warm and smells faintly like her.
Chloe pulls on my second jacket and pulls my wet hair from my face and rubs it dry with the driest part of my wet shirt. She casts the sweater aside and ties up my damp hair.
I turn to face her. “Thank you.”
Chloe fidgets with her shirt. “Don’t thank me, I am the one who made you all wet.” Her face turns bright red, and she collects my boots. “I’ll go see if I can start drying these.”
I watch as Chloe flees the tent, my stomach twists as I recall the hungry look in her eyes as she looked over my body. Maybe these changes aren’t such a bad thing?
I take my sodden clothes over to the nearest puddle and clean them. They are wet anyway, so I might as well get a clean set out of it. I crouch by the pool and scrub at my clothes.
Kent picks through the scattered wood nearby looking for anything dry enough to start a fire with. He pulls out a few logs that are wet, but not as soaked as the wood below. He stacks them on a growing pile sitting safely above the puddles on a rock.
I look around at the flooded landscape and dark clouds in the distance. I have a feeling we won’t be traveling any closer to Celestia today. Kent comes over and crouches beside me, his arms loaded with wet wood.
“What did you do to Chloe?” Kent asks.
My stomach leaps. “What?”
Kent gives me a face.
I sigh. “I fell in a puddle, and Chloe helped me to get into warmer clothes.”
Kent gives me a smile. “Did she now? When she left the tent her face was so red you could have cooked an egg on it.”
I recall her comment and keep that to myself. The wicked grin on Kent's face informs me Chloe is about to endure some brotherly teasing.
Kent shifts the load of wood in his arms. “Well, if you will excuse me, I have a fire to start.”
He carries the wood over to the stack Chloe is constructing and adds his pile to it. He says something to Chloe, and she gives him a playful shove.
I turn back to my clothes and hold up my shirt. The faded grey material looks passably clean. As long as no one is aware it started out its life as a white shirt. I ball up the clothing and rise to my feet, I should go hang these somewhere they might dry.
I head over to the campsite, dodging ice coated puddles as I go.




Chapter Thirteen

Chloe has hung her clothes to dry across a tent rope. Kent is still trying to get the fire to light, and Malik trudges towards us with two dead birds in his hand.
Chloe takes my clothes from my hands and hangs them over the tent lines to dry. I carefully sit by the, would be fire.
“This damned wood is too wet to do anything with,” Kent snaps and throws down his flint with frustration.
Malik settles on a rock and plucks the birds. “Well, you will have to find a way to start it. We can’t eat this till it’s cooked.”
Chloe returns and perches on my rock. Carefully not touching me, but being as close as she can without doing so. Part of me aches for her to reach out and take my hand.
Malik removes the last of the feathers from the first bird and moves on to the second. “Did anyone else notice the camping army outside of Celestia?”
“Yes,” I reply. “Do we know if it is Hayton’s or the nations?”
“I can’t tell from here, but when I was out hunting, I did notice it expanded as far as I could see,” Malik replies.
Silence returns. Kent struggles to get the fire started, it smokes for a moment but eventually, it smokes out. Kent huffs, crosses his arms and sits back, officially giving up on the wet wood.
Chloe tentatively reaches out for my hand and touches it. “Taliah do you think you could start it?”
I look into her grey eyes, and I know she isn’t asking if I can take the rocks from Kent to light the fire, she is asking if I can start it by myself.
I look over at the sodden logs, I had never created fire before, what makes her think I can do this? I look over at her, and her face is so intent that I know I have to try. I turn back to the wet logs and focus on them. Where do I even begin? How did I start using my powers the other times? Emotion. That’s the only thing they have in common, every time I used my abilities I was feeling a powerful emotion.
I recall those events and try to re-summon the feelings of anger and terror. I sit for long moments willing the emotion to flow through me. Nothing happens. I huff. Okay, so I can’t force the feeling. Maybe I should try a different approach.
I look at the wet logs. I have started many fires before for cooking and warmth. I love the crackling of the flames, and the comfort fire brings. A wave of heat rushes through me as I recall the memory. I hold my hands over the logs and focus on how it would feel to have the warmth of flames upon them, warming the icy air around us. I let out a slow sigh and push the feeling towards the logs. The fire roars into life. Burning like it had been doing it for hours, my boots beside it begin to steam as the warm air dries them.
I lower my hand and rub my aching head. Apparently, this method takes more of a toll on me than the emotional one.
“I think the wizard is wrong,” Chloe says gently. “I think you can control it.”
I smile at her and hang on to the small hope she has given me. If I can control it, maybe I won’t die. I look back at the roaring fire, pleased with what I have achieved.
I glance back at Chloe. “How did you know I could make the fire? It’s like nothing I have done before with my powers.”
Chloe shrugs and moves my boots closer to the fire. “Actually, I think it is. Have you noticed how all your powers seem to have a nature theme?”
I stare at her. “A nature theme?”
Kent catches on faster than me. “Like the tornado.”
I furrow my brows. “And what I did to the bug was like lightning.”
Chloe nods. “This could be your specialty.”
I stare at my hands. “I have never heard of nature as a specialty.”
Chloe holds her hands out to the fire. “It is uncommon, and I have never read of a single person being able to control elements the way you do. Usually, it takes groups of trained Magi to perform such a task.”
Malik sets the birds up to roast over the fire. “And the story of the magician who built the great mountain of Celestia.”
The twins and I stare at Malik. Even Chloe doesn’t seem to know the story he spoke of. Malik shifts uncomfortably. “The story about a man who discovers great magical abilities during a big war. The story says the great wizard himself pulled the mountain from the ground to seal off an underground entrance, trapping his great foe in the realm beneath ours.”
I blink. “The realm beneath ours?”
“What great foe?” Kent asks.
Chloe raises an eyebrow. “What is the name of this story? Where have you read it?”
Malik leans back as if assaulted by our questions. “The realm beneath ours is where the wizard’s enemy kept his army. The great foe was supposed to be the king’s brother.” Malik turns to Chloe. “I don’t know what book it is in. I can’t really read and I can only write a few words.” Malik’s face turns red. “My parents used to tell it to me when I was younger.”
We sit quietly, the only sounds are the popping of the fire and the hiss of fat as it lands in the embers. A story of a wizard who could pull a mountain from the ground, is it all fiction, or is there a nugget of truth in the tale?
A clap of thunder bursts in the distance, and a few seconds later a flash of lightning lights up the early morning sky.
Kent looks at the clouds. “I don’t think we will be doing any traveling today.”
I look up too. It is strange. It isn’t normal to get thunderstorms this close to winter. Usually, the weather needed to be much warmer than this to create these kinds of storms. But then again, it isn’t exactly the right weather for tornadoes either.
“Do you think this storm is natural or created?” I ask the group crowded around the fire.
“It is weird weather for this time of year,” Chloe confirms.
“Which side is making the storm?” Malik asks.
“Well, it’s preventing us from traveling. So maybe it’s preventing the army from getting any closer?” Chloe suggests, bumping her foot into mine.
A jolt of energy runs through my leg, and I try to ignore it.
“What if we disguise ourselves and walk through the enemy camp?” Kent suggests.
Malik takes his knife from his waist and cuts into the bird, checking it is cooked through. “You think they would fall for that?”
“Yeah, Taliah has done it before. She convinced people who had been flashed that she was on their side,” Kent supplies.
I hold my hands out to the fire. “Yes, but that was before they had time to establish order. They probably know by now that they were fooled.”
Chloe shifts, so she is now a little closer to me and the fire as she too leans forward and warms her hands. “Still it’s not a bad suggestion. With what Malik knows about the inside workings of their operations, and the general dimness of those who have been flashed, we might be able to pull something off.”
“They sent out tons of search teams. Not to mention the crystals left in towns are supposed to flash periodically, capturing anyone who might have escaped the initial flashing,” Malik offers. Eager to assist now that Chloe had shown faith in him and his information.
I pause. “So they might expect unknown people to show up from time to time?” Malik nods.
Kent pokes the fire with a stick. “So that gives us two options.”
“If Hayton is part of this garrisoned army then neither option will work,” I remark dryly.
“Yeah, he has seen what Taliah can do, no doubt he has people searching for her,” Chloe agrees.
Malik cuts the bird into chunks and hands them around. “Not to mention his attention to Chloe, and his new personal vendetta against the only woman to turn him down.”
Everyone picks at their food. There are many difficulties in trying to sneak Chloe and me through an army base. Especially one who must be alerted to our existence and actively looking for us.
“Disguises could help,” Kent suggests. “With caps, baggy clothes, and some mud, we could disguise the girls as young boys.”
Chloe nods. “They would be looking for young women, not boys. This could be enough to throw them off.”
“That would work,” I agree. “But where will we get the clothes for disguises?” I ask as I munch on the last of my roasted bird.
“Malik and I could go sneak clothes for all of us,” Kent suggests. Malik nods at his words.
I shake my head. “No. Going in there once is risky enough. Going in twice is asking to be caught.”
“Taliah,” Kent says gently. “You are not the only one who will have to risk everything in this war.”
I stare at Kent with my mouth open. I haven’t considered that. While I was busy wallowing in self-pity about everything I had lost, I never stopped to think how this would affect everyone. Every single person involved in this had so much to lose.
Suddenly I am deeply ashamed of my self-involvement. I stare at the ground. The others are speaking, and I have to force myself out of my misery to pay attention to their words.
“We should leave as soon as we can,” Malik remarks and rises to his feet.
Kent nods and looks over at me with a smile. “It’s okay. I plan on living to a ripe old age, and having all my children and grandchildren crowded around my deathbed.”
I let out a small laugh and nod at him as he climbs to his feet and walks with Malik towards the tent.
“Exactly how many children?” Malik asks Kent.
“At least four,” Kent replies in a happy voice as he steps into the tent.
Unnatural thunder rumbles above us once more, and lightning lights the now darkening sky. If I hadn’t seen sunrise myself a few hours ago, I wouldn’t have believed it is midday. If we are right about the storm being conjured, waiting it out is no longer be an option. Eventually, we will have to brave the weather.
Kent and Malik return a few minutes later with a backpack between them and full water canteens. At least water isn’t something we will have to worry about for a while.
“Alrighty, we are off!” Malik waves goodbye to us.
Kent comes over and gives Chloe and me a big hug before returning to Malik's side. We wave goodbye as they head down the hill.
“Don’t die!” I call out to them.
“It’s not on my to-do list,” Malik calls back.
Kent gives us a final wave before stepping out of view. “We’ll try.”
Another clap of thunder comes from right above us and rumbles its way through my chest.
Chloe nudges me with her elbow. “What are you thinking?”
I smile. “About all this awful weather we're having lately.”
“Yeah. I'm thinking we should head into the tent. I don’t want my last set of dry clothes to end up as wet as yours did this morning.” Chloe says with a big smile and a wink that makes my heart do funny things.
We hurry about the clearing and collect our belongings. Throwing them into the tent in our haste to beat the rain. I chuck the last item of clothing inside the tent and hold the door open for Chloe to enter. Another clap of thunder sounds above us, and the sky opens up. Dumping bucket loads of water. Quickly Chloe climbs into the tent, and I hurry in after her.
“So much for not getting wet,” I sigh as I tie up the front of the tent, preventing any more water from entering our only dry haven.
I pull off my wet jacket and lay it out on the floor, hoping it will dry a little before I had to put it back on. My shirt is wet, but I don’t have another one to put on. I will have to wear it.
I crawl over to the bed and flop onto it. I drag my bag towards me and pull everything out of it. It is probably a good time to re-sort it and pack it properly. I have just been stuffing things in there since we left the farm, and now it looks like something has exploded in my bag.
For the next half hour, I sort through my bag and repack it. I am immensely pleased with myself at the fact it is now half the size it was before. I am safe in the knowledge I will probably trash it again over the next few days, and my bag will look like I had never bothered to organize it at all.
Now that my bag is packed I put it over in the corner and sit on my bedroll. Rain pelts against the side of our tent, muffling all other sounds. The wind picks up, and the canvas bends in with each powerful gust.
Chloe who had been sitting quietly watching me pack my bag, now folds and refolds the same set of pants over and over. I watch her for a few moments. What has preoccupied her attention so much she doesn’t realize she has folded the clothes in her hands repeatedly?
I crawl over to Chloe and sit next to her on the bed. Gently, I take the pants from her hands and set them beside me. I nudge her with my knee just to be sure she didn’t try folding the air next. “What’s up?”
“Hmmm?” Chloe hums and looks at me. “Oh, nothing. I got distracted I guess.”
I flip my hair behind my shoulder playfully. “Did you get distracted by my impossibly good looks again?”
Chloe's face turns bright red. We sit awkwardly. The memory of Chloe stripping me down and looking at me with those hungry eyes lingers in the air between us. My heart pounds in my chest. What if things have changed between us because of this? What if we can never go back to being friends the way we were before this morning? I don’t want to lose Chloe. That thought scares me more than any other.
The rain die’s a little and moves past a torrential downpour to a steady heavy rain. I look at the flexing tent wall. What are we going to do about all this tension that has built between us over the last few hours? Well, that is a lie. It has been growing for weeks now, maybe even longer. In the last few hours, it has reached a point of no denial. I can no longer pretend what I feel for Chloe is just friendship. I chance a glance at Chloe who sits with her knees drawn to her chest, lost in thought.
I shuffle over to her and slip my arm around her waist. “Kent and Malik will be okay,” I mumble, trying to soothe the worry in her face.
Chloe stares at her knees. “I am worried about them. But that is not what I was thinking about.”
I follow her gaze and stare at her knees. “What are you thinking about?”
Chloe turns her head. Her face inches from my own. “This.”
She leans over and puts her lips on mine. I am overwhelmed with how soft she is, and for a moment the feeling consumes me. I bring my hands to her face and pull her closer, eager to kiss her back. Trying to convey every emotion and feeling I have for her through this one simple action.
The kiss quickly grows from tentative to heated. Chloe throws a leg across my waist and sits across my hips, kissing me with more passion than my brain knows how to adequately handle. Chloe pulls away and gives me a smile that makes my heart try to beat its way out of my chest.
“Chloe,” I whisper overwhelmed with the feelings I have for the woman above me.
Chloe cups my face with her hands. “Taliah.”
A rumble of thunder reminds me of our situation, and with it the realization that this isn’t necessarily a good time to lose my head. Chloe smiles at me again, and for a moment I don’t care about the rest of the world. All I want is this one perfect moment with her.
I lean forward and capture her lips in my own. Taking care to keep this kiss slow and gentle, doing my best to keep my passion reigned in. I bump my nose gently against Chloe's, and it brings out another of her amazing smiles.
“I like that,” she mumbles returning my nose bump. “It’s cute.”
I pull her into a hug, and the two of us lay entangled together for a long time.




Chapter Fourteen

I awake to soft hands playing with my hair. I open my eyes to Chloe smiling at me, and I am greeted by tiny kisses across my face. I smile at her.
Something slips on a rock outside the tent. I jolt to my knees and grab hold of my gun and point at the entrance of the tent.
The flap of the tent twitches. Chloe shifts beside me, and another gun muzzle appears in my vision, pointed at the tents entrance. Canvas is pulled aside as a bolt of lightning strikes across the world. Revealing a soaked man smeared with mud.
“Hey it’s me,” comes the voice of Malik as the figure holds up his hands to show he had no weapons.
I don’t lower my gun. “Malik?”
Soon another mud-covered figure arrived and pokes his head into the tent. “Oh man, it’s wet out here,” comes Kent's voice. His eyes focus on the guns trained on them. “I see you guys are super twitchy.”
“Can’t be too careful,” I insist as I lower my gun.
Malik pulls his side bag around to the front and pulls out a wad of rolled grey clothing. “We got the clothes.”
“We also have news,” Kent adds, his voice losing its playful tone as he steps into the tent followed by Malik.
I take the offered clothes from Malik and inspect them. They have the red symbol of a man standing heroically with two large swords crossed behind him.
“Hayton needs a better designer,” I mumble and look at Kent. “What’s the news?”
Kent fidgets with his bag and blurts. “They have Rufus and Maggie.”
I am on my feet in seconds, pulling on the grey clothing. “Why didn’t you lead with that?”
“I tried to convince him not to tell you at all,” Malik admits, casting a glance at Kent.
“What! Why?” I thunder. Anger wells up within me and with it comes a rush of energy. Items that are strewn around the tent rise around me and spin in lazy circles.
“Hey Taliah,” Kent says gently and holds out his hands. “He has a good reason.”
Chloe takes the gun from my hand and hugs me from behind. “Calm down,” she utters. “Malik isn’t the enemy.”
I blink and look away. Items around the room fall to the ground. “I'm sorry,” I mumble to Malik, whose face is extra pale. “It’s getting harder to keep in.”
He nods. “It’s okay. Kent told me they are your friends,” he pauses for a moment and looks at his hands. “I didn’t want Kent to tell you because I think they are being used as bait.”
“Bait for who?” I ask.
“Bait for you,” Kent finishes for Malik.
“He thinks,” Kent pauses and amends his sentence. “We think, they are being used as a way to get you to go to them instead of Celestia.” Kent shifts on his feet.
“Why don’t they want us going to Celestia?” I ask and add sarcastically, “It’s not like we can warn them about the upcoming war. I think they might already know.”
“Maybe he knows about the prophecy?” Chloe suggests.
“Yes. But what does that have to do with me going to Celestia?” I ask. “In fact, wouldn’t it be better for me to release my powers in the middle of his camp. Isn’t that where it would have the most effect?”
Everyone pauses to consider my words. “You make a good point,” Malik admits. “Why don’t they want you to go to Celestia?”
“Maybe because Taliah’s powers are strong and they don’t want her on the other side?” Kent suggests.
“Taliah’s powers are impressive,” Malik agrees. “But she can’t control them, and it could end up backfiring if she tries to use it for any purpose except what it was meant for.”
Chloe nods her head against my shoulder. “They must know something we don’t about the prophecy.”
Everyone nods in agreement with this conclusion, but knowing there is a reason why Hayton doesn’t want me to go to Celestia doesn’t help us.
“That doesn’t change what has to be done,” I say flatly. “We still have to enter the camp.”
“What, why?” Kent asks.
I hold up my hand. “One, Hayton and his followers have our friends. Two, it’s the only way to Celestia. And Three, if they don’t want me to go to Celestia, that’s where I should be. If we are going to find out why that is, we will find the answer in their camp.”
“It’s not safe,” Malik insists, looking at Kent and Chloe for help.
I ignore him and start packing.
“It’s no use. Once Taliah has made up her mind, there is no point trying to change it,” Kent remarks. “I guess I’ll go pack.”
He turns and leaves. Malik hesitates for a moment before following Kent out the tent and back into the rain.
“Are you sure about this?” Chloe asks gently touching my hand as I reach for a soaking shirt.
“I can’t leave Maggie and Rufus there. Especially if they are there to bait me, it’s my fault they are even in this situation,” I croak, failing to keep my voice steady.
“The call for the witch and wizard was made before anyone, including you, knew what you could do,” Chloe counters and packs up her own things.
That gives me pause. “Maybe it wasn’t my fault they were sought after, but what is happening to them right now is.”
We pack in silence. The noise of items going into our bags the only sound.
“It’s weird how they captured them, but the guard was low enough that Malik and Kent could see them,” Chloe says as she sorts through her wet clothing.
“Yes, it’s a trap remember?”
“Yes, I get that,” Chloe allows, before continuing in a low voice and looking at the entrance of the tent. “What I don’t get is how they knew Kent and Malik were close enough to see them. Imagine you have captured a powerful witch and wizard that both sides want. Even if they are bait, you only leave them unguarded when you absolutely have to.”
I stop my packing to consider the implications. “It’s like they knew Kent and Malik would be there at that exact time. Like someone told them. Perhaps they have a seer?”
“Perhaps,” Chloe remarks but doesn’t share any more of her thoughts.
We finish packing and leave the tent. I look over the tents. “Should we leave them?”
We stand in the light rain and consider the shelters. Chloe shifts her bag across her back. “They are heavy and bulky.”
Kent nods. “And carrying the tents would make sneaking through the camp more difficult than it needs to be.”
Malik rubs his hands together in an attempt to fight the cold. “Okay, so we leave them.”
I rub my face. “We will come back here if we get separated.”
We leave our campsite, and together we head down the hill towards the city of tents. Every footstep is plagued with hazards. Slippery mud, hidden holes, and angry animals that don’t like to be stepped on lurk with every rise and fall of my foot.
We head through the flooded landscape, following Kent and Malik. With their help, I avoid most of the bigger holes and puddles. What their experience can’t protect us from is the constant biting of bugs who had decided we are their next meal. I swat them away. Surely it is too far into winter for bugs to still be out and biting.
We wade through a puddle about knee deep as we approach the first line of tents of Hayton’s camped army. I scratch at a bite on my arm. I immediately wish I hadn’t, because now it is infuriatingly itchy. I scratch again, determined to beat the itch.
Chloe notices my relentless itching and takes my hand in hers. “You can’t scratch out the itch,” She whispers. “It’s best to ignore it.”
I try to ignore it, but it nags at me. Soon I will be distracted by the tents and what lay within them anyway. I guess I will have to hold out until my mind is too filled with terror and stress to remember the itch on my arm.
I look at the swelling bump on my arm and notice a bright blue barb. I pull out the barb and inspect it. It is about as long as my fingernail and covered with little hairs. Upon closer inspection, I discover those hairs are tough and impossible to move, almost like metal.
“Chloe,” I say and tug her arm.
Another bug bites me on my neck, and I slap my hand on it, pulling out another barb. I squint around me, but I can’t see or hear any insects. I stop and listen to the world around me. I ignore the splashing of my friends and the noise of my heavy breathing, and I enter a type of trance. I am suddenly more aware of my surroundings than I have ever been before. I can feel the life around me.
A frog on a rock nearby croaks looking for a mate in the marshy landscape, its body ringed by a clean white light. I spot a water bird crouched amongst newly sprouted reeds, it too is ringed by a light. Even the bugs scooting across the top of the water have their own small rings.
This white light surrounds every animal in the clearing. Something else bites me. A little blue bug flaps lazily past my face, it has a white light too, but the white is almost smothered by a red light. A bug mindlessly flutters by Kent, its light suddenly has a red glow around it and it darts in to bite Kent. He slaps his arm and begins to itch furiously.
Are the bugs being controlled? Is this why they are out, so far into the cold season? Perhaps this is an early detection system, maybe Maggie and Rufus hadn’t been left as unguarded as we thought they had.
I look at Chloe to tell her my new thoughts, she too is ringed by white light, but hers has flecks of purple and gold throughout it. Kent has a similar ring, but his streaks are blue and copper. I turn to Malik and find him staring straight at me. His eyes hollow and no other color surrounds him. The briefest flicker of blue bursts from him, before it is smothered by a black light. Around his neck is the shadow of a long-fingered and bodiless hand.
I blink and step back. The moment is gone, and all the colors have disappeared. Malik's eyes are no longer hollow but filled with concern, the elongated hand clasping his neck has vanished.
“Taliah,” Chloe says gently, her brow furrowed from my extended silence. “Is everything okay?”
I decide not to announce what I had seen to the group. I will tell Chloe and Kent as soon as we get a private moment. I blink at Chloe and remember the barb in my hand, I show it to her.
She takes it from me. “What is this?”
“I found it in one of my bites,” I say, but I find this information to be irrelevant compared to what I had seen. I glance at Malik who looks at the ground, his face fills with a flicker of relief.
“I have never seen bugs with anything like this before,” Chloe comments. “We best hurry, I have no idea how these bites will affect us.”
With Chloe's words, we all hasten out of the water and in the direction of the tents. We hover on the outskirts hidden in the cover of trees.
“The witch and wizard were being held near the edge of the camp just a little that way,” Malik remarks pointing left of where we are standing.
Chloe throws me a look. Why would they risk keeping the witch and wizard, who everybody is looking for, in such an open and easily accessible area?
We creep towards the area Malik had indicated, doing our best to stick to the cover of trees and bushes. Another bite, this time on my leg, and suddenly everywhere I can see flickers of white light. Small animals scurry out of our way as we work through the long grass and I watch them scurry off.
Confused about the bites and my supposed reaction to them I glance towards the tents and get a glimpse of people moving between them. All of them with a ring of red light engulfing their bodies. The same color as the flashing crystals, and the bugs that are biting us.
I look at the mud at my feet, are these bites causing me to hallucinate?
“You’re not hallucinating,” a voice echoes inside my head.
I jerk my head up and look around wildly. None of the others have responded to the voice, they carefully pick their way through the marsh in front of me. It is like they hadn’t even heard it.
“It’s because they haven’t,” the voice returns. “Only you can hear me.”
That’s so weird, why would I hallucinate about Maggie's voice?
The voice lets out a sigh. “You’re not hallucinating. Rufus said it would be difficult to get you to listen to me. It’s Maggie, I am using my powers to talk to you.”
I stop in my tracks and look around once more for the voice, absolutely certain I am hearing it inside my head, I decide to reply. It’s not like it could hurt, right?
“That’s right,” the voice coos in Maggie's sing-song voice. “Now, we are a trap designed to get you to come to us.”
“We know that.” I huff inside my head.
“There is a crystal set to go off the moment someone enters the clearing,” Maggie warns. “He knows about your power, and he wants you on his side.”
I look at the clearing in front of us, Rufus and Maggie are tied to poles in much the same fashion we had been when Hayton’s men had captured us.
Rufus is alert and surrounded by an aura of yellow and white light. Next to him Maggie is slumped forward and looks to be unconscious. The aura surrounding her is twice as big as any I have seen so far. Green wisp’s stretch out from her light and head toward me.
“Don’t enter the clearing,” her voice pleads, louder than before.
“Stop,” I hiss as loud as I dare.
Chloe, Kent, and Malik stop to look at me. Malik had been mere moments from entering the clearing.
“It’s a trap,” I hiss and beckoned them closer to me.
Confused, they creep over to where I stand, and we crouch low to the ground.
“We know it’s a trap,” Kent replies in a low voice. “But that’s what gives us the advantage.”
“There is no advantage,” I whisper. “They have a crystal in the clearing.”
“What?” Malik asks and peers towards the clearing looking for the crystal I had mentioned. “How can you know that?”
“Maggie told me,” I reply.
Chloe looks towards the clearing where Maggie and Rufus are tied up. “How did Maggie tell you?”
I rub my head. “She is talking to me somehow. I can’t explain, its like she is inside my head.”
Chloe looks at me with grave concern before taking my arm and looking at the rapidly swelling bite. “Maybe the bites are causing you to hear things?”
“No, this is really happening,” I insist and look over at Maggie for help. Another wave of green light leaves her body and heads toward me.
“Tell her; No two souls meet by accident. There is a purpose, and you already know what it is.” Maggie’s voice echoes in my ears.
I stare at the slumped figure of Maggie. That makes no sense.
“Trust me,” her voice whispers.
I repeat Maggie's message to Chloe. Chloe's face moves away from concern, to shock, and finally comes to rest at belief. “Maggie is talking to her. She said that to me in private, and there is no way anyone else could have known it.”
Kent moves closer to me and further from the clearing. “Okay, what do we do now?”
Malik looks between us his face eyebrows furrowed. “They are right there, let’s go get them.”
“No,” I insist. “Maggie says it is a trap we can’t outsmart, and I believe her.”
“Leave us,” Maggie’s voice rings in my ears. “Go to Celestia and find the tower. That is where you are needed.”
My eyes dart to Maggie’s slumped form, the brightness of her colors are fading and shrinking into her. “No, we can’t leave you.”
“You must,” Maggie insists. “Go Taliah, go save the world.” Her voice cuts off and all the colors surrounding her disappear, leaving the space around her empty.
Maggie has slumped over, the only thing holding her upright are the ropes that bind her. Rufus calls out her name and pulls at his ropes in a desperate attempt to reach his wife.
“Maggie,” I whisper.




Chapter Fifteen

We creep away from the clearing. A rustling comes through the grass, and I crouch, everyone quickly following my action. The long grass shifts, the clink of metal and creaks of armor join the noises around us.
I bring my gun around to my front and grip it, hoping the movement doesn’t alert those around us. Through the corner of my eye, I see the others doing the same with their weapons.
But after a few moments the rustling ends, and whoever it is has passed. I look over at the others, not daring to speak in case whoever it was, is still close enough to hear us.
Slowly I rise to my feet and peek over the high grass looking for the source of the noise. I spot an army of men and women creeping through the long grass towards the clearing. They are dressed in dark clothes bound with blue tabards. The tabards hold a golden symbol of a Phoenix with its wings outstretched. There is no doubt in my mind this is part of Celestia’s army.
I take a breath to call out and let them know about the danger they are walking into, when a hand clamps over my mouth. It is the rough, calloused hand grips me tight, and I struggle to remove its grasp. A scuffle happens behind me, and by the time the hand has released me, the army is out of safe calling distance.
I turn around, fury burning in my veins to find Malik behind me with his hands in the air and Kent holding him off the ground by the front of his shirt.
His eyes turn to me. “If you called out to them, we would have been caught, and isn’t that what we were trying to avoid?”
Kent looks at me, and I nod. I can see where Malik's concern has come from, but I am sure I could have got their attention without us getting caught.
A red flash lights the sky behind us, and I turn to find the army standing still just inside the clearing. Hayton’s men rush out of nearby tents and towards the stationary army. I stare at the motionless army, every single one of them wears dark glasses.
The commander of Celestia’s army lets out a shout, and they attack Hayton’s. The glowing crystal apparently having no effect on them, an all-out battle brakes out amongst the tents.
“This would be a good time to help Maggie and Rufus,” I cry out, already running towards the clearing, Kent, and Chloe close in pursuit.
We enter the clearing and weave our way through the fighting, heading right for our friends. Sounds of guns firing and steel clashing, surrounds us and it is almost overwhelming when accompanied by the noise of pain filled grunts and whimpers.
I dodge around a man holding his face, and another who lay deathly still. I reach the poles where our friends are tied up, and quickly grab hold of Maggie as Chloe cuts her ropes. Kent works on freeing Rufus. As soon as we get them free a sword lowers to my throat.
“They will be coming with us,” comes a gruff voice.
Slowly I turn to face the man. He is a Celestian warrior, relief floods through me before I remember we are all dressed in the clothing of his enemies.
I hold up my hands. “They are our friends.”
“Yes. Everyone ties their friends to poles,” the man sneers and presses his sword against my throat. A trickle of blood brakes free of my skin and runs down my neck.
“Didn’t you see us cut them lose?” Chloe insists, not making a move, as she pleads with the man and carefully watches the sword in his hand.
I eye the big man, he isn’t as big as Kent, but I can see the bulging muscles through his tight shirt. His head is covered in a metal helmet that hid most of his face, but I can see the blonde beard and blue eyes that peek out from under it. He is an impressive figure in all his armor, and with the sword pressed against my throat, he moves quickly from impressive to downright terrifying.
The man draws his gun from his belt and points it at Kent as he steps forward. “A trick orchestrated to gain my sympathy.”
Suddenly a wave of shovels and tent poles appear out of nowhere and beats the man vigorously. I watch in shock as one shovel repeatedly smacks his behind with the flat end over and over.
“Bad manners, he needed a good spanking,” Maggie’s voice whispers from behind me.
I turn around to find Maggie awake and held up by her husband. Filled with relief, I throw my arms around her and give her a hug. Only now do I allow myself to recognize the fear that the magic had been too much for her.
Rufus waves his hands and brooms float into the clearing to assist with beating the Celestian warrior who is now yelping as he tries to dodge the assaulting tools. “You guys best be off.”
“We will be safe with this lot,” Maggie says confidently and gives Chloe and Kent a quick squeeze.
“Go through the camped army, with this chaos you should be able to slip through unnoticed,” Rufus says and gives me a gentle push in the direction of the tents. “Now go, there are some in Hayton’s army who need to be taught manners as well.”
I smile at them, and the four of us take off through the tents, as we leave more tools float past us on their way to join the battle. We run through the tents, and most people ignore us in the chaos that fills the camp. One of the guards that had captured us last time we encountered Hayton’s army appears amongst the tents about two hundred meters from where we are.
He looks at us, eyes filled with realization. He stops, flounders about and fires his gun at us before we can reach him.
Time slows as the bullet cuts through the air in front of us. I hold up my hand, and the bullet disintegrates falling as dust on the other side of my invisible wall. You think this guy would have learned bullets don’t work with us.
Malik kneels and fires his gun at the man, the noise so close it startles me. The man who had shot at us clutches his chest and falls to his knees bleeding.
“No,” I cry and run towards the man trying to help.
Kent pulls me in the direction of Celestia. “We need to go.”
“Don’t shoot them,” I yell as Malik raises his muzzle at a woman charging towards us with an ax and fires. She drops to the ground and doesn't move. That’s someone's daughter, wife or mother.
“They are under a spell,” I yell from my place on Kent's shoulder. “They don’t know what they are doing, most of them are good people.”
Malik points his gun at a small blonde child running towards us with a large knife. She can’t be older than ten. Kent reaches over to Malik and wrenches the weapon from his grasp. He throws it to Chloe and easily disarms the child. She looks terrified and impossibly small standing in front of him. Her blue eyes are like glittering orbs.
“Run,” Kent bellows in his scariest voice. The child doesn’t need to be told twice and takes off running in between the tents.
He puts me down firmly and looks at me with an intensity I haven’t seen before. “You head towards Celestia. No stopping to help these people.” He turns to face Malik and says slowly and firmly. “If you point your gun at another child, I will rip off your fingers so you can never fire another gun, you are to disarm and knock down only.”
Malik looks as small and terrified as the young girl had been. Everyone knows Kent could easily follow through with his threat and no one wanted to test his determination to do so.
Malik gulps. “They charged us.”
Chloe steps in. “Because they saw you firing at their people.”
Malik looks down at his hands and nods. Chloe hands Malik back the gun, and he slings it over his shoulder and pushes it behind him.
“Alright let’s move,” Kent orders, and obediently we all follow him as we charge through the tents.
More people come at us, but my earlier suspicions had been right, most of these people had never been in a fight in their entire lives, and as such, they are easily disarmed and knocked down. Luckily we only had to fight three more, and only ever one at a time. The four of us easily took out people who charged us. Thankfully guns seem to be in short supply and most people hold handmade weapons.
Mostly the people just run past us in their attempt to help their comrades currently battling the Celestian army near the outskirts of their camp.
We pass through the tents, and I spot a piece of yellowed paper nailed to a pole. I step towards the article and remove it so I can inspect it properly. Upon the paper are hand drawings of four people strongly resembling our likeness. I show the paper to the group.
“So they were waiting for us,” Kent says inspecting the paper now in his fist.
Malik clears his throat. “Maybe that is why so many have charged at us.”
Chloe nods. “We should keep moving and keep our faces down, and perhaps fewer people will recognize us that way.”
I nod, and bend to my knees. I scoop up some mud and smear it on my face. Caps hang on a tent line nearby and I pull them free and place one on my head, tucking my hair into it.
Malik nods. “Convincing. I would just refrain from speaking, that will certainly give you away.”
Chloe mimics my actions and silently I hand her a cap. She places it on her head and looks at us. Her face is still too feminine, and there is no way to hide her high cheekbones. I exchange glances with Kent. It will have to do.
We make our way through tents. Trying to stay off established paths as we wind our way through the maze and head for the high walls of the capital city. We come into a clearing that seems to be roughly in the middle of the sea of tents. In the center is a massive bonfire in front of a large white tent. This tent is far more elaborate and majestic than the ones surrounding it. It can only be Hayton’s tent.
“Kent,” I call. He stops to looks at me. I point at Hayton’s tent. “Should we see if we can find anything of use?”
Kent looks at the tent, I can see him weighing the risks and benefits of such an action. “Two minutes.”
We approach the tent, listening for any voices that would tell us it is occupied. After waiting a few moments and hearing nothing, Kent turns to Malik. “Watch the entrance.” With that, he enters the tent.
I step inside the tent and find it to be mostly occupied by a large circular bed in the center. Over the bed sits a large wooden frame complete with hanging ropes and chains. I shudder.
I force my eyes to look at something else and notice a table off to the side of the room with papers strewn about it. I rush over to the table and rifle through documents, Kent and Chloe by my side. I look at the papers, they are mostly maps.
One has been drawn in a liquid that looks suspiciously like blood. It is a map of the capital city, and in the center is a massive tower. This tower has repeatedly been circled in blood.
I hold up the map. “What’s with the tower?”
Kent and Chloe shrug next to me. “I dunno,” they say in unison.
“Really?” I hiss. “Now? You guys know I hate that.”
“Well it looks important,” Kent offers, ignoring my comment. “I guess we should go there.”
“Maggie told me to go to the tower,” I remark with a shrug.
“Why?” Chloe asks looking at the bed and wrinkling her nose.
I put the paper back on the desk. “I don’t know, at this point I just do as I am told.”
“Okay, Maggie must have a good reason, to the tower we go,” Kent confirms and heads towards the exit.
I stop on my way to the door and turn back to the bed. I collect the lamp from the table and take it over to the tussled sheets.
“Taliah. What are you doing?” Chloe hisses.
I open the front of the lamp and pour the oil on the bed. “Making sure this doesn’t get used again.”
I throw the lamp on the sheets, and the fire eagerly licks at them. I turn and hurry towards the exit and step out with Kent and Chloe. The clearing is empty.
I walk to the side of the tent and peer down it. “Where is Malik?”
“Malik,” Kent calls in a low voice as he checks the other side of the tent.
“Maybe you scared him with the whole finger ripping thing,” Chloe offers.
Kent sighs and rubs the back of his neck. “Seeing him about to shoot a child made me lose it.”
Malik reappears on the other side of the clearing and hurries towards us.
“Where did you go?” I ask Malik as he approaches. I notice the new curved knife in his belt.
“This was my fathers, and I wanted it back,” he says distantly and gestures to the knife at his belt.
“You were supposed to watch the tent,” Kent grumbles. I can tell he is withholding further remarks.
“Well, nothing happened and we are all okay, so how about we go?” Malik insists.
I look at him suspiciously and then at Kent and Chloe. “Okay, lead the way,” Kent says to Malik.
Malik's face shows relief as he leads the way towards Celestia. Hayton’s tent burns merrily behind us. I glance back at it, and the sky opens up dropping bucket loads of rain. The flames fight the falling water but cave to its relentless beating. Well, at least no one will get hurt. I wrap my jacket closer around myself in an attempt to keep in the warmth. Hayton’s followers did not get the best quality material, and it soaks up the falling rain.
We head through the sea of tents, and it seems the closer we get to Celestia the fewer people we encounter. They must have moved to fight the battle raging distantly behind us. We round a tiny tent and step onto a road leading to the gates of massive capital before us.
I pull off the colors marking us as Hayton supporters. “We should remove these,”
“Yeah. We don’t want any more people on our side thinking we’re not,” Kent agrees.
Everyone follows suit, pulling off the colors and dumping them on the side of the road. I smile at the dirty pile. That’s where they belong.
We hurry along the road, and as the city gate comes into view, I spot strong iron bars running through the length of it. Behind the bars sits a robust wooden gate, closed to all incomers.
“Okay new problem,” I say, pointing at the gate. “How do we get in?”
Malik clears his throat and makes a small noise. “I think I know a way.”
I glance at Kent and Chloe. They are as planless as I am, I turn to Malik. “Lead the way.”
He spins on his heel, and we follow him off the road and through the bushes. We stumble through the uneven terrain for a little while. Where is he taking us? I already questioned Malik's motives, and him leading us through the dark doesn’t exactly fill me with confidence.
We come upon a small river, at its mouth is a drain connected to the big stone wall that surrounds Celestia. The large pipe is easily big enough for me to walk through, but Kent and Chloe might have to duck their heads. But like the gates, the entrance to the tunnel is blocked by thick bars.
Malik doesn’t seem bothered by it and darts over to the drain. He tugs on a bar, and it comes loose. He squeezes through the gap and waits for us on the other side.
I step into the small river, and my boots are flooded with flowing water. I sigh, so much for dry boots. I squeeze through the bars. Chloe slides through and Kent has a bit of trouble forcing his muscled body through the small gap, but with the help of Chloe and myself pulling his arm, he makes it through the tight gap.
Once we are all in the tunnel, we wade through ankle deep water. Splashing along until the tube grows so dark I can’t see my hand in front of my face. Cautiously I reach for Chloe's hand and grasp it. I run my other hand along the slimy wall of the tunnel. Using it to guide me through the darkness.
“Malik, how did you know that particular bar was loose?” Chloe's voice echoes through the tunnel.
“I used to play here as a kid,” he whispers. “Now quiet. Voices carry in the tunnel.”
We creep through the tunnel and eventually come to the exit. This side has bars as well. Malik approaches them and expertly wriggles one free. He carefully set the bar on the ground and peers out. On the other side of our tunnel is a deep canal.
It looks to be manmade, judging by the high stone walls that fill either side. The water laps at the drains entrance, this must be here to prevent overflows. On the other side of the canal walls, are many stone houses, this is a highly populated area.
Across the water not too far from where we stand is a stone bridge. Under it and just off to the side is a set of steps and a wooden pier.
Malik slowly lowers himself into the water. “We have to swim to the pier.”
The water barely makes a noise as he enters it. The sun has well and truly set by this point and sound travels well in the darkness. One after the other we follow Malik's lead. I sling my gun across my shoulders.
Hopefully, this will be enough to keep the water out of the powder. Slowly I lower myself into the water, and a gasp escapes me as the cold leeches all the warmth from my body. The cold weather has done its best to freeze the liquid, and small chunks of floating ice cling to the walls of the channel. Quickly and quietly we swim over to the pier.
We crawl out of the water, doing our best to prevent the noise of splashing as we all climb onto the pier, but nothing can be done to prevent the dripping of our clothes. Impossibly, I am colder getting out of the water than I was swimming through it. Shivers wrack my body. On the far side of the river, a flame appears, and a guard comes into view as he makes his way towards the bridge.
As quickly and as quietly as we can, we make our way over to the shadow of the bridge and press ourselves against it. Sounds of marching grow closer, and we hold our breaths.
The guards pass us by without incident, and after waiting a few minutes, we climb up the stairs and onto the pathway. I get my first real look at Celestia.
Many stone houses with thatched and wooden roofs line the roads on either side of the river. The streets are paved with large stone slabs that give way to many garden beds and towering trees. Large trees must have offered shade in summer, but in winter they provide only bare branches and twigs.
Along the river, many boats are moored, waiting for their owners to return and they bump the walls of the river as the current swirls beneath them.
Along the canal is a popular place. Many shop fronts are set up here, I can see a few huge wooden signs hanging over doors advertising wares. One is for shoes, another for vegetables, books, herbs and so on they continue as far as I can see. Almost all the shops are double story. In the top story windows, flickering lights tell of people warming themselves by the fire.
Peeking above the houses, massive towers look over the city, in the center stands the largest tower of all. Only the palace rivals it in height from its place settled upon a hill, just beneath a jagged cliff face. Is this the mountain the wizard created in Malik's story?
Brackets along walls hold flaming torches that light the pathway for those who travel through the streets at night. We hurry along the path, dripping water in a trail behind us.
“We need warmer clothes,” I say as the cold night air clings to my wet pants and shirt. My teeth clink as I do my best to wring the water out of my stiffening clothing.
I am pretty sure the clothes in my soaked backpack are not going to be any warmer than the ones I have on.
Malik nods, a cloud of air leaves his mouth and hangs in the space around him, before disappearing into the night. His face is hesitant, but he leads us down a narrow path between two houses, we enter another ring of homes sitting in a court.
These houses don’t look as well kept as the ones on the street, many of them have doors hanging from hinges and broken windows. One is so overgrown with weeds, Kent could walk through it and remain hidden.
Malik heads for the house on the far left of the court. As old and worn down as it is, this house is the only one to appear livable, only small weeds choke the path to the front door.
Malik kicks through the weeds and pushes the door, finding it locked he runs his hands along the top of the door frame and retrieves a key. The key is small, rusty and creaks as Malik thrusts it into the lock with a click.
He pushes open the door, revealing a dark and grimy house that looks like it hasn’t been lived in for years, dust and cobwebs cling to every available surface. We walk through the house, small clouds of dust rise as our feet scuff along the wooden boards lining the floor.
I stand just inside the entryway. “Malik, how did you know that the key was there?”
Malik pauses at the base of the stairs. “I knew the people who used to live here.”
I push the front door shut and nod at him. Malik leads us up a set of creaky stairs to a room at the end of the hall, the place is filled with standard bedroom furniture. At the end of a double bed sits a well-carved trunk.
Malik struts over to it and throws open the lid, revealing many sets of rich clothing. I am surprised to find such lavish garments in a place like this.
“Take what you need,” Malik says and leaves the room.
I look around the bedroom, the large double bed is dusty, and the covers are moth-eaten. A large fireplace sits across from it, its walls blackened from use. Over the fireplace hangs a black and white picture of a man and a woman holding a young child, around the age of six. All three of them have jet black hair and smiles that make them look like the happiest people in the world.
I stare at it. Crystals that make these kinds of pictures are expensive and very rare. This picture must have cost a fortune to make. I look at the smiling people. At least they seem to have captured the perfect moment.
Kent picks a set of pants and holds them against himself. Surprisingly, it looks like they will fit, after a second he fishes out a shirt and a long fur jacket. Taking the clothes he walks out into the hallway and shuts the door behind him.
Chloe and I sort through the clothes, and soon we retrieve two sets that look like they will fit. Chloe is quick to pull off her wet shirt, and I get a glimpse of a well-toned and pale stomach. I turn around quickly, a surge of energy coursing through me.
Taking a deep, shaky breath, I pull off my clothes and climb into dry ones, cursing my body and its apparent inability to understand lousy timing.
Soon I am dressed, and for the first time in days I am in dry, warm clothing, and for a moment I allow myself to delight in the small but joyous feeling. I turn around to find Chloe wearing furs that even in their bulkiness accentuate her curves. A grey woolen beanie covers her head and brings out the color of her grey-blue eyes, after a few seconds of gaping like a fish I clear my throat.
“You look beautiful,” I say.
Chloe smiles and walks over to me, scooping up a dark green beanie as she walks past it and gently places it over my hair. Taking care to tuck away stray hairs that cross my vision, she pulls the rest of my hair to the front, so it drapes over my shoulders.
“You too,” she says, running the back of her finger along my cheek before resting her hand on my shoulder.
Gathering my courage, I push myself forward and give her a quick kiss on the lips.
Well, it was meant to be quick, but Chloe has other ideas. She loops her arms around my neck and pulls me in for another kiss. It is soft and sweet, not as needy as the one we shared in the tent, but it is still there, just toned down by the situation at hand.
I get lost in the kiss, and I slip my arms around her waist and pull her close.
The door opens, and the kiss ends, but Chloe refuses to let go of me, still holding one another we look over at the door.
“Gee, get a room,” Kent jokes and winks at us.
“We had one,” Chloe comments in a voice that makes me shiver. “That is, until you walked into it.”
“What’s going on?” Malik's voice comes from the hallway, a moment later his head pops in to take a look. “Oh, that’s what’s going on,” he says playfully wriggling his eyebrows.
Kent lets out a small laugh at Malik's antics and smiles at us.
“I know the sexual tension between you ladies is at bursting point, but unfortunately bad guys don’t wait for passionate moments of embrace to end before they do bad guy things,” Malik comments with a smile.
Reluctantly I agree with his words and step away from Chloe, taking hold of her hand as I do so.
“We have to go to the tower before Hayton makes his way here,” Kent remarks as he steps out of the doorway to let us pass.
“The tower?” Malik asks, looking puzzled. “Which tower?”
“The big one,” I supply.
Malik's features scream panic.
“Malik, what is wrong?” Chloe asks peering at him intently.
“We can’t go to the big tower,” He says, wringing his hands.
“Why?” Chloe persists.
“It’s abandoned,” Malik says and glances downstairs.
“That should make it easy to get into,” Kent says with a small reassuring smile.
“Can’t we go to another tower?” Malik asks as he follows Kent downstairs.
“Nope, it has to be the big one that was circled in blood on Hayton’s map,” I reply before Kent can.
“Hayton, had it circled on a map?” Malik’s voice breaks. “In his tent?”
“Yep,” I say popping the ‘p’ as I lead Chloe out of the bedroom.
“Okay,” Malik says in a small and broken voice, as we descend the steps and shuffle towards the front door.




Chapter Sixteen

We make our way out of the house, and Malik relocks it with a key, before placing it back above the door frame.
We hurry down the street. Malik lags behind us, as we head towards the tower, easily seen over the houses in front of us. The closer we get, the bigger it seems.
We wind our way through the cobbled streets and enter the plaza before the base of the tower. Pleasant gardens and chairs surround the area, this would be a great place for a picnic. Perhaps at a time when we are not in the middle of a war and on a mission to stop a mad man’s rise to power. We stop at the base of the tower when a loud crash echoes through the town.
Turning, I can see the top of the wall surrounding Celestia’s enormous gate as it begins to crack. Another loud crash echoes around us as something hits the wall, and the crack grows, snaking its way to the ground. People in houses around us look out their windows and peek out their doors searching for the source of the noise.
A moment of silence passes before another crash hits the wall, this one sends a vibration through the ground. Even at this distance, I can feel it through my feet.
The stone wall holds for a moment before it crumbles under its own weight. A new gap appears in the wall, a bright ball of red light disappears in the night.
Filling the gap are hundreds of people wielding torches, guns and other weapons as they struggle to clamber over massive boulder-sized bits of wall.
Together they rush towards the palace on the right side of Celestia. Guards swarm out from houses in organized patterns, gunmen appear on the rooftops and take aim at the invading army.
The sounds of gunfire and clashes of steal roar in the distance, and soon men and women from houses around us are gathering their arms and heading for the chaos.
They leave the children in the care of the elderly, who are eager to play their part in this war, and soon the deserted street is filled with action.
“We need to move,” Kent whispers and heads for the tower.
We carefully weave our way through the clusters of people. I have a moment of fear when I realize we could easily be swept up in this madness if the citizens decide we should help them. My stomach twists as I see people younger than me with weapons clutched in their hands. How can they possibly know their weapons won’t protect them against what Hayton has in store for them?
We work our way around the tower, and I am grateful the tower door is off to the side, we are out of the line of sight of the clustered citizens.
We stand at the door of the abandoned tower, its bricks mottled grey and crumbling with age. The tower sits impossibly high, with a single window right at the topmost reaches.
Beside the door stands a tarnished golden plaque which reads: In the heart of the city our first king does lay, in the place where The Phoenix named him and kept the darkness at bay.
“Interesting sign,” I mummer and look at the group.
“Was the king buried here?” Chloe asks.
Malik twitches as if he has been struck. Then in a robotic voice, he says, “No one is sure, it has been decreed for as long as I can remember that this place is sacred, no one can dig here.”
We look back at the worn wooden door, and Kent pushes it open, by push I mean very hard and with his fists. The door flies open as the lock breaks in two. Sounds of hundreds of yelling voices can be heard, and we turn to see the last of a red flash. The sounds of fighting stop, and I am pretty sure I know why.
“Let's get moving before they bring that damned crystal this way,” I say and nudge Kent forwards.
Malik hesitates at the entrance before following after us, we enter a small circular room with maps and a few chairs, which looked to have been comfy once.
I peer at the maps. “They are just old maps of the town, I think.”
Kent points up the stairs. “If I was hiding something, I would hide it up there.”
I turn to the twirling stair case. “That is a lot of stairs.”
Chloe nods. “Let’s go. I want to get out of here, this place gives me the creeps.”
We ascend the stairs. There are no other rooms until we reach the top. This door hangs ajar, and on the other side, darkness seeps.
We creep through the door and into the room, Malik makes small noises the whole time as if the place terrifies him. The room is empty except for a chain attached to the wall, above a bed of tattered clothing and paper, a single chair and a bookcase.
Spotting books, Chloe heads straight for them, and leafs through the spines to see if there is anything of use. Kent heads over to the only window and looks out of it, gazing at the damage below us in frustration.
Malik puts as much distance between himself and the chain as humanly possible.
“Malik?” I say gently and approach him.
He shies away from me and scrunches himself into a ball. I look over at the chain with a gut-wrenching feeling, I spot a broken metal collar on the floor next to the makeshift bed. My eyes fly to the scars on Malik's neck.
“Malik,” I try again. Hoping all the pieces, I have just put together are wrong. “You’re safe with us,” I insist and gently touch his arm. His panicked eyes bore into mine as I speak to him. “It’s okay, you don’t have to go back. We can go downstairs and wait for Chloe and Kent there.”
Malik nods at me eagerly. Chloe and Kent are watching our interaction, and Chloe gives me a questioning look as I help Malik to his feet. I position myself between him and the chain on the wall.
I look at the chain and give a meaningful glance at the scars on Malik’s neck, Chloe's eyes follow mine and widen with realization, a short gasp escapes her lips.
“It’s okay,” I mumble to Malik as we head out the door and downstairs, we reach the bottom of the stairs and together we perch on the last one.
Malik buries his head in my shoulder and weeps, clutching me like if he let go, I will disappear, and his nightmares will become real.
I hold onto him until he calms down enough to sit by himself, by this time I can hear Chloe and Kent making their way downstairs.
I nudge Malik and move him into a standing position as Kent and Chloe come down the last few stairs. Malik doesn’t verbally respond, he stands staring at his feet and sniffling quietly.
“I think what we were sent for is in this book,” Chloe says as she holds up a large dusty book and casts a worried glance at Malik. “I need to study it, I'm not sure what parts are important yet.”
I nod at her, and together we return to the streets, doing our best to make our way back to the house we had visited with Malik. Together we figure it out and take it in turns guiding Malik, who seems to have mentally shut down.
After a few wrong turns we finally make it to the right alley and hurry towards the house, I run my hands along the door frame and find the key Malik had left there. I quickly unlock the door and step aside to let Kent and Malik pass, as Kent directs him upstairs.
Chloe and I follow and help Kent get Malik into the room where he had changed earlier, together we manage to get him to lay on the bed. He lays stiffly, his muscles tense and ready to move at a moment’s notice. Chloe places a blanket on top of him, which he clutches until his knuckles are white.
“I’ll watch him, probably best he isn’t left alone,” Kent says as he pulls up a chair and sits beside the bed.
Chloe holds up the thick dusty book. “Okay, we’ll see what we can find in here.” She turns and makes her way towards the stairs.
“I’ll come back in a bit to check on you guys,” I say to Kent as I make my way downstairs. Darkness has just about swallowed everything, and I squint in the dimness as I follow Chloe.
On the bottom floor we find the kitchen, it’s old and a layer of dust about a centimeter thick coats every surface. After rummaging through cupboards, I uncover a candle and light it. Chloe and I work on cleaning the table and chairs so we can have a workspace free of dust.
Chloe sits and begins reading, starting with pages where the book is most worn.
The kitchen is connected to a lounge that consists of a large fireplace, a single couch and a rug made of animal skin. I kneel by the fire and find old dusty logs ready to be lit.
I sit in front of it and concentrate on how the fire would feel warming my face, I raise my hands, and the fire roars into life, filling the room with more light than the candle could ever hope to achieve.
The fire fights back at the biting cold, and works on driving it from the house. Now the hearth has a merry blaze, I drag the rug outside and shake it, trying to dislodge as much dust as I possibly can.
Satisfied that it is now possible to sit on the rug and not develop a severe case of hay-fever, I drag it back inside and leave it by the fire. I rummage through our packs, pull out our wet clothes and hang them by the hearth. Although part of me feels like the world has determined they would be soaked forever, with the way I can never seem to get them dry.
I make my way back to the kitchen where Chloe is reading and start to explore the house. I wander to the back of the kitchen and find another door that opens to reveal a small courtyard.
In the yard is a small shed and upon closer inspection, I discover it is filled with wood, I grab an armload. On my way back to the house I stumble over a large flat stone hidden and overgrown with grass.
I set my logs down on the damp lawn beside me. I remove grass from around the stone and find crude writing carved into it, almost like a child had done it. “Ma and Pa, I will be good. Love Malik.”
I sit back on my feet and stare at the writing. My mind flashes to the picture in the room of the couple holding a baby with jet black hair, I look at the grave in front of me that is obviously years old.
“Oh Malik,” I mumble, tears sting my eyes. “You haven’t had a good life have you?” I climb to my feet, collect my wood and head back inside.
Chloe sits at the table for hours poring over the book, as I do my best to keep the fire stoked, and make sure everyone is okay. I check on Kent and Malik many times, finding the situation to always be the same, Kent sitting resolutely in the chair while Malik stares at the ceiling.
I sit in the chair next to Chloe, doing my best to be awake when she suddenly exclaims, “This is it.”
I drag myself out of my half-asleep state and back into the world of the living. “What is it?”
“The prophecy,” She whispers excitedly. “Listen. There will be one with the power of The Phoenix, who will rise up and restore the kingdom to its rightful leader. Only the person with The Phoenix within them can know the name of the true heir, and only they can break the power that holds the kingdom in its grasp.”
I blink at Chloe. “Seems kind of cryptic, don’t you think?”
“Yeah, but I think it means we have to take you to The Phoenix,” Chloe remarks.
“Me?” I ask rubbing my face with my hands.
“Well it’s obvious, isn’t it? The one with the power of The Phoenix is you, and the next heir can only be revealed with you and The Phoenix together.”
I blink at Chloe again, it isn’t obvious, but I have learned well before now to trust Chloe's instincts. “Okay, to The Phoenix we go.”
“Yes, maybe in the morning,” Chloe yawns. “I'm tired, and Malik is in no state to take us there.”
I agree with her and lead her over to the rug by the fire. I help her lay down and add a few more logs before settling down myself. It has started to snow during the night, and without the fire, the cold will seep into the house.
I lay beside her and pull her into my arms. Her back presses against my chest, she laces her fingers in mine. I blink sleepily and lay my head on the soft furs.
###
I awake to find a blanket thrown over us and the fire restocked. It burns happily, munching its way through the wood sitting in the hearth.
Chloe's hair is scattered across my face, I pull her a little closer and give her a gentle squeeze. She lets out a happy murmur and wriggles closer to me.
I hold her for a moment and regretfully remove my arms, I tuck the blanket around her and sit up. I rise to my feet and climb the stairs to check on Kent and Malik. Kent is asleep in the chair, his head tilted forward, he lets out a loud snore. How can anyone sleep through that?
I turn to the bed and find the tussled blankets. Malik isn’t there. I flip the sheets just to be sure he hadn’t burrowed into the covers. Nothing.
Quietly I check other rooms upstairs and find them empty, I head to the first floor, and the last step creaks loudly as my weight settles on it. My eyes flick over to Chloe, but she sleeps peacefully. I move off the stair and cringe as it squeaks in protest, I recall the tombstone and look out the back for him. The cold wind kisses my face, and tiny snowflakes fall on my eyelashes. The frost touched grass is undisturbed.
Worried, I head back inside and make my way towards Chloe, planning to wake her and inform her of my discovery. I close the back door and make my way through the kitchen, I step around the table, and the front door of the house opens.
I draw my handgun and point it at the person in the doorway.
“Are you always going to point a gun at me when I come through doorways?” Malik's voice chirps as he enters the house. He has deep bags under his eyes, and his tired face is closer to white than his usual shade of olive.
Hastily, I stuff the gun back into the holster. “How are you feeling?” I ask as he comes and sits at the kitchen table.
Malik gives me a shy smile. “Better than last night, thank you.”
“That’s what friends are for,” I say with a smile, Malik's eyes twinkle before they cloud over with something I can’t put my finger on.
Kent thunders downstairs jolting Chloe awake. “Malik is gone. We have to find him in case he is hurt, or-.” Kent cuts off his sentence as his eyes fall on Malik sitting in the kitchen.
I rise to my feet and approach Chloe who is taking the scene in with a mix of confusion and amusement.
Kent stomps his way over to Malik. “You scared me,” he grumps.
Malik tries to speak, but Kent pulls him into one of his bear hugs. He squeezes Malik for a moment before releasing him, he drops him back in his chair and ruffles his hair.
I kneel next to Chloe, and she rests her head in my lap blinking like she might go back to sleep. But Kent is so noisy it is basically impossible for anything to get rest.
“I'm not sitting in any more of those chairs, my butt is still numb from last night,” Kent announces as he makes his way into the lounge and flops onto the couch. A billow of dust rises around him like a cloud, and he waves his hands in front of his face in an attempt to dispel it.
Malik gives a hearty laugh and sits carefully next to him on the couch.
“So what was in the book?” Kent asks as he picks it up in his giant hand.
“Big scary prophecy. End of the world. Taliah has to save it,” Chloe recaps with a shrug.
Kent drops the book back on the floor. “Oh, so same old, same old.”
“We have to go to The Phoenix,” I explain. “Apparently I have to be there so it can find the next heir.”
Malik twitches in his chair and desperately looks like he wants to tell us something. A gunshot echoes through the street outside, and we all jump to our feet.
We collect our weapons and creep outside. A scream comes from ahead, and we abandon all attempts at being quiet as we pelt down the alleyway.
We round the corner onto the main street and come face to face with a Celestian guard, holding a smoking gun, a dazed expression on his face. Sprawled beneath him a young man staring lifelessly at the sky. A woman next to him sobs on her knees and clutches him close as if that will return his life to him.
The guard turns to face us. “Long live our glorious and rightful King Hayton,” he says mechanically.
I internally groan. Not this again.
Hayton struts into view, accompanied by a circle of guards. “Well done soldier, removing the stain of non-believers.”
Hayton lifts his eyes to us. “Oh, if it isn’t my dear friend Malik,” Hayton says with a cruel smile. He glances at the tower we visited last night. “Come to re-live happy memories?”
Malik clenches his fists. I glance between them, how does Hayton know of Malik’s trauma? My eyes widen, and I look at the regally dressed man in front of us.
“Oh, he didn’t tell you?” Hayton asks his cruel smile growing wider. “Malik was a pet given to me by my father. That is until he ran away.”
I glance at the scar around Malik’s neck, and I get a flash of the metal collar and the horrid little nest under it.
I step between Hayton and Malik. “You’re a monster.”
“I'm your king,” Hayton counters and gestures to a crown I hadn’t noticed before.
I look at the glittering golden crown. It isn’t the traditional one. I smile to think of Hayton standing for hours in front of The Phoenix trying to get it to release the crown.
“That’s not the right crown,” I say with a sly smile.
Hayton’s eyes glint with pure hatred. “I thought it was time for a new tradition, and this one looks better, don’t you think?”
The guards around him nod hastily at his comment, they close around us and grab each of us by the arms. They roughly force heavy iron cuffs around our wrists and take our weapons.
“Oh, boy have you guys got yourselves into trouble,” Hayton tuts. “If it were up to me, I would just kill you, but unfortunately father has other plans for you.”
The four of us are shoved out onto the street where people watch in horror at out treatment. A few people try to help us. After a short scuffle between them and the Celestian guard, four people lay on the ground unconscious and bleeding, other people stay back realizing they can’t help.
“The Mayor,” I yell at Hayton. “Is weak-willed and lazy.”
“The Mayor?” Hayton pauses for a moment before recalling. “Oh, the Mayor. That sorry excuse for a man isn’t my father. He was just a means to an end,” Hayton comments. “Last I recall I left him lying face down in a ditch. All his whining about the proper treatment of people annoyed me.”
I stop struggling for a moment, the Mayor is dead and not Hayton’s father. So he was bewitched too? Apparently, he came good in the end if Hayton’s words are the truth.
The guards force us into a metal cage, hitched to a horse standing in the street and slam it shut behind us. Kent grabs the bars and shakes them. The whole cage rocks with the force of his strength and the horse lets out an annoyed huff. But even his extreme strength can’t budge the heavy iron bars, a guard comes up and hits Kent's hands hard with a wooden baton.
Kent hisses and withdraws his hands. I glance at them, his fingers are already swelling.
“Don’t damage them too much,” Hayton says as he mounts a large black horse. It snorts unhappily and sets its ears flat back. “Father has some interesting plans for them.”
Hayton directs his horse to come up beside the cage and look at Chloe. “Of course, it isn’t too late for you to become my queen, with a woman like you at my side, I will be the envy of the world,” he says with a handsome smile that lights up his features. The only thing holding back honest good looks are his evil eyes and his horrid personality.
“I would rather die,” Chloe hisses through the bars.
“Lucky for you, that’s the other option,” Hayton laughs, and adds in a deep, smooth voice. “Father has planned for you and your girlfriend here to die together. How romantic.”
A whip cracks and the cart jolts as the horse pulling the cage lurches forward.
“Malik,” Hayton calls with a wicked smile. “I can’t wait for you to come back to me after father is done with you. I even fixed your collar, so it’s even better than last time.”
Malik curls into a small ball and whimpers. Hayton laughs and waves merrily at us until he is out of sight.
Our cage creaks over the cobbled path. Four guards surround us, plus one driving the horse. Even if we manage to escape the cage, we will have a hard time overpowering five armed guards.
I take Kent’s swollen hand and inspect his fingers, two of them on his left side are broken, and on his right one is dislocated.
“I can fix this one,” I say pointing at his right hand. “But it will hurt.”
Kent looks at me, his face tense but resolute. “Do it.”
I grab his finger and pull it sharply at an angle. A loud sickening pop came from the finger as it slips back into place. Kent closes his eyes and lets out a loud breath.
I open my jacket and rip a strip off my singlet and quickly set about tying broken fingers to healthy ones. “They need to be properly splinted, but this will do for now. Try not to move them.”
Kent nods, his mouth a thin line as he glances at his rapidly swelling fingers.
I lean against the corner of our cage and look over at Chloe trying to calm Malik. “Calm down,” she murmurs. “You have to fight his hold on you.”
Malik looks at her and lets out a long slow breath. “You have no idea.”
We spend the rest of the short cage trip in silence as we are dragged through the town towards the palace. The uncomfortable ride comes to an end, and we are forced out of the cage and shoved up lavish stairs. We enter the castle through a side door and it winds underneath the palace via a series of stairs and tunnels.
The further down we get, the colder it becomes, clouds rise from our mouths with every jagged breath.
The floor beneath our feet is no longer lavish but uneven and grey. We are led down tunnels that are lit by torches doing nothing to add any kind of warmth to the rooms we pass. The flickering light of the braziers causes dark leaping shadows in every place their light can’t hope to reach.
Eventually, we come upon a cell that looks dirty and grimy, plus it has a bunch of underfed people chained to the walls. We are led past this cell and many others in a similar condition until we come upon an empty one. They force us into the cell, and each of us are chained to the wall by guards.
The guards leave and slam the door shut, locking it with a key for good measure.
“Any ideas?” Kent calls from across the cell.
Malik struggles against his shackles, pulling them aggressively and probably causing himself injury. They don’t budge.
“Taliah?” Chloe asks. I know she is asking if my powers can help us out here, but using them in such a small space, and the damage it might cause to my friends worries me.
“I don’t think so. I can’t control it, and from here I can’t protect anyone but myself,” I say and give my chains an experimental wiggle. The lock holding the links together comes into view, and I am able to inspect it.
It is made of iron, if I can focus my fire lighting ability on the inside of the lock, it might melt through the pins holding it shut. I focus on the lock with all my might, but nothing happens.
After trying for thirty or so minutes, all I have achieved is giving myself a big headache.
I look at the desolate man chained to the wall across from me. “Malik. Why didn’t you tell us about you and Hayton?”
“I was afraid if you knew you would think less of me,” Malik says quietly.
“What that monster did to you isn’t your fault,” Chloe says passionately.
“Part of me knows that,” Malik says quietly. “But after years of being told how worthless and pathetic I am, it’s hard to break away from those kinds of thoughts.”
My stomach twists painfully, in front of me is a man who has lived an awful life. I had judged him harshly, even believed he might have been working against us.
“Is there anything else you haven’t told us?” Kent asks gently.
“There is,” Malik says squinting his eyes in pain. “I cannot say,” he finally breathes, panting as he hangs his head in shame, avoiding looking at any of us.
I sigh and lay my head against the cold wall and close my eyes.




Chapter Seventeen

I awake to guards arriving at our cell, they enter silently and head over to Malik. One of them kicks Malik's side violently and he scrunches into a ball, the man leans forward and Malik viciously bites his wrist.
One of the guards hits him in the head with the butt of his gun, and Malik slumps forward unconscious. A trickle of blood runs down the side of his face and past his ear.
The guards unlock him and drag him towards the cell gate.
“Let him go!” Chloe calls pulling uselessly from her chains.
Kent shifts near his padlock, he has filled the keyhole with bits of straw that had been all over the floor. “Taliah,” he calls out.
Damn, not using something to start the fire was probably where I went wrong. I look at Kent a little surprised by how good his idea is. I focus as hard as I can on the straw in Kent's lock. Every moment Malik is getting closer to the mouth of the cell.
My head pounds and Kent's lock starts to smoke, seconds later his chains sag and fall to the ground, free from the wall. The guards turn from their task to look for the noise.
Kent's hands are still shackled together, but with the long chain attached to them, he doesn’t need them free. He charges the guards and throws a loop of chain around the nearest guard’s neck. He uses the man as a shield between him and any bullets, luckily for Kent the one he has captured appears to be their leader.
“Lower your weapons,” Kent orders squeezing the chain around the man’s neck.
The guards hesitate for a moment and lower their guns slightly. This truce isn’t going to last long. I focus on stuffing straw into my own lock and opening it. The lock falls open, and quietly I unloop my chains while the guards have their backs to me.
Kent's eyes glance at me and back to the guards. “Let my friend go,” Kent orders.
“What makes you think we are going to do that?” One of the guards laughs.
“Because I have your leader here, and I am not afraid to make him a brand new chain necklace,” Kent replies.
I creep behind the nearest guard and reach for his weapon.
“We don’t care about him,” one of the guards announces, and to demonstrate his point he lifts his gun and shoots the man in Kent's arms. The bullet passes through the left side of the officer’s body and skims Kent's arm.
Kent flinches and looks at the dead man in his arms horrified. “But he is one of yours.”
“Not anymore he isn’t,” the man comments and points his gun at Kent. “The only person we listen to is King Hayton.”
“In fact, we can do anything we like,” one of the men says and approaches Chloe. He grabs hold of her neck and lifts her so he can roughly kiss her.
I forget about the guns entirely as my power surges through me. I spread my arms, and every guard raises ten inches off the ground holding their necks and gasping for air.
I turn my attention to the one who had been holding Chloe, and with my mind, I throw him into the nearest wall with a sickening crack. He falls to the ground and lays still.
Chloe's lock pops open, and she hastily moves away from it.
“Get Malik and go outside,” I say in a voice that doesn’t sound like my own.
Hurriedly Kent grabs hold of Malik's arms and drags him from the cage, Chloe steps out behind him. I look at the guards and their keys jingle as they struggle in the air. They have to go.
One by one, keys from each guard unhook themselves from belts and hover over towards me, next come their weapons. They clatter loudly on the ground outside the cell as I drop them.
I scoop up a set of keys and close the metal gate behind me. I release my hold on the guards who all fall to the ground in a slump, gasping for breath.
I lock the gate as one of the guards rush to it. I jump back as fists grab at me through the bars.
“You little witch! Give me those keys so I can rip you to shreds,” the guard bellows as he claws at me through the bars.
“If you want somebody to do something, you probably shouldn’t threaten them,” I say. “What makes you think in any world I would hand you the keys so you could rip me to shreds?”
The guard pauses and looks at me like he has never considered that before. “Give me the keys so I can let you and your friends go?”
“That was a better try,” I say with a small smile. “But the answer is still no.”
The guard wails in fury and resumes shaking the cage door and cursing my existence. I ignore him as we unshackle our chains and leave them on the floor in front of our cell. Kent hauls Malik over his shoulder and runs. Malik's head bumps against Kent's back with every step. It looks like a rough ride.
We pelt up the dark tunnel and past a cell filled with people. Stopping, I call out to the twins and backtrack towards the cages.
I come to a stop in front of the door. “Should we let them go?”
“No,” Kent orders. “We don’t know why they are here. If we let them out they might get hurt, or worse, Hayton could use the crystals on them, and we would have more people after us.”
I look at the sad people in the cage, they are so lost in their own worlds they don’t even seem to notice us standing here.
Kent tugs at my sleeve. “We will come back for them.”
I nod, and we resume running, dodging past empty watch chairs, and cells so full of people they are practically piled on top of one another. We come around the final bend, and the only thing between us and the outside world is the door to the palace steps.
“Okay, here is the plan,” Kent says in a low voice as he puts Malik on the ground and gently shakes him. “At all costs, we have to get Taliah to The Phoenix so that this prophecy can be fulfilled, and maybe Taliah won’t have to use her power.”
Chloe nods. I stand silently. Over half the country is under Hayton’s spell, even if I make it to The Phoenix and find the heir, all I will be doing is putting them in grave danger.
Until Hayton and all the people under his spell are stopped, the heir will be hunted. I will have to use my power, but I don’t mention this to Kent and Chloe.
Chloe looks worriedly at the door. “The Phoenix is inside the palace somewhere.”
“Someplace high would be my guess,” I add and take Chloe's hand.
Malik jolts awake and pushes Kent away. He flies to his feet before he realizes the guards no longer hold him.
He breathes heavily for a second before he looks at Kent sprawled across the steps and bends to help him to his feet. “Sorry.”
Kent nods and accepts his help. We all crowd around the door, and Kent looks at each of us in turn. “Stay together.”
We all nod. Kent wrenches the door open, revealing two bored and sleepy guards, they jolt and gape at us. Their moment of un-readiness cost them.
Kent and I lunge at them. I take the smallest guard, pulling the gun from her unready grasp and tossing it behind me. She swings her fist at me, and I duck.
Stepping in close, I punch her in the stomach with my left hand and follow immediately with a right hook to the head. The woman falls to the ground without making a sound.
Kent still wrestles with the larger male guard, and the two seem to be equally matched in height and strength, but the guard has more experience in fighting than Kent does.
The guard knees Kent in the stomach and pulls him into a tight headlock, he draws his dagger with a grin. Chloe responds quicker than me and darts in, kicking the guard as hard as she can between his legs.
The guard grunts and falls to his knees. Dropping his dagger, he uses both his hands to cup his tender manhood. Kent quickly grabs the man’s head and bashes it against the wall next to him, the guard falls to the ground and lay silently.
I blink at Kent. I never expected him to attack a person while they were down, and clearly unable to fight back.
“What?” Kent asks. “Did you see how hard Chloe kicked him? What I did there was the humane thing, at least this way he won’t feel it for a few hours.”
Malik nods solemnly next to Kent. “That right there was a pity knock out.”
Chloe checks the guard’s vests and belts. Within a few moments, she holds keys to the dungeon door and after a few wrong keys, she locks it. I help her prop the guards against the wall, so it looks like they have just fallen asleep at their posts. Which they very well may have if we hadn’t interrupted when we did.
We rush up the palace stairs, Chloe places the keys into a nearby birdbath and drags a loose cluster of flowers above it. “That should take them a while to find.”
In front of us are massive wooden doors covered in swirling leaf patterns, which fan across the door and mingle lightly with carvings along the frame. The door is ajar, and music sneaks through the gap, filling the space outside it with the slow notes of a waltz.
We creep in through the doors and find the hall inside bustling with nobles in luxurious clothing, clustered together in small groups talking idly. In contrast to them are the servants in tattered uniforms, who rush around with platters of food and drink.
The nobles are all vibrantly colored, and stand out against the grey banners adorning the walls, each banner proudly displays Hayton’s symbol upon it. A large black crystal is placed in the center of the room, a lot like the ones used to work magic over the minds of people exposed to it. Except, this one is much larger than any I have seen so far. This one is so big I am sure that when it goes off, it will affect people for miles.
We brush ourselves off, neaten our clothes and strut into the room like we belong there. We greet people as we pass, even taking food from trays as we move through the room towards the stairs that lead to the upper levels.
The waltz ends, and new music fills the room. The beat is a little faster than the previous song, but people start to pair off, dancing like a swirling rainbow of colors.
Hayton appears at the top of the stairs, richly dressed in gold armor with a long flowing cape, which flutters around his ankles with each step he takes. Sitting upon well-styled hair is the crown he has fashioned for himself.
We make a snap decision and head for one of the doors near the stairs. I grab the nearest handle and find it locked, we shuffle down to the next door, trying not to draw attention to ourselves.
Hayton walks dangerously close. He passes through the small wave of people between him and us. My stomach tightens as I realize there is no easy way out. A bright man with a large stomach steps in front of us. His balding head gleams in the light of the candles and his twinkling blue eyes smile. He is oddly familiar.
He bows low to Chloe and gently takes her hand. “May I have this dance?”
“Uhh,” Chloe says, searching for a way to decline the offer without drawing attention to herself. “I'm a bad dancer,” she finally answers. “Two left feet.”
The man flashes a charming smile. “For a beautiful woman like you, a man could find it in his heart to have his feet stepped on.”
I look at the man and try to dislike him, but his polite manner and happy face make the task impossible.
Hayton passes us by without a glance, heading right for a cluster of women in blue and pink dresses.
The man turns to Hayton’s back and pulls a face. The moment the false king is a safe distance away the man ushers us to a door.
We enter a large dining hall that is empty of people but filled with lavish tables, chairs, and ornaments.
Over a massive fireplace, easily big enough for Kent to stand in, hangs a picture of a Phoenix with its flaming wings spread wide over a town. The Phoenix is a mix of red and yellow, the whole creature looks like it is on fire.
Streaks of color leave the bird and fall behind it in trails of blazing fire. The beast in the picture seems unbelievably majestic. How did a painter put so much feeling into a single image? Is this what the real Phoenix looks like?
The click of the door behind me reminds me how we came to be here, and I turn to see the man let out a short sigh.
“I don’t like him,” the man mutters as he turns to face us. “Nasty little worm, he is.”
I position myself between Chloe and the man. “Who are you?”
“Oh, I'm sorry, where are my manners?” The man looks properly flustered. “You may call me Finley. Although, others have an awful habit of putting lord in front of it.”




Chapter Eighteen

I stare at the man and realization grips me. “You are the man who relayed messages through the crystals after the king's death.”
Finley retrieves a handkerchief from his pocket and wipes his face with it. “Yes. Well, hopefully, Hayton doesn’t realize that anytime soon.”
“Why are you in his court?” Kent demands still unsure whether he should trust the man in front of him.
“It is the only way I could maintain access to The Phoenix,” the man replies folding his handkerchief and returning it to his pocket. “I have been monitoring it, and it has made subtle changes in the color of its wings, signifying the heir is near. I have been discreetly looking for them.”
We all stare at the short round man in front of us.
“Blimey you guys are hard to convince,” Finley says uncomfortably.
“How do you know we aren’t on Hayton’s side?” I ask.
Finley shifts on his feet and stuffs his hands into his pockets. “Well for one, you don’t have that dazed dopy expression all his followers seem to have, and two, Hayton has posters of you lot everywhere. It would seem you made quite an impression on him.”
I glance at the twins. “What is the crystal in the foyer for?”
“Hayton has ordered us all here for a speech about it, but my sources tell me the crystal is to be carried into the sky. High above Celestia, where its power will be released,” Finley says, apparently happy we are listening to him.
“That crystal,” I say looking at the group. “Is big enough to influence the minds of people for miles.”
“That’s not all,” Finley says with a grim expression. “I have been told this crystal is different from the other ones. Its effects are more… permanent.”
I stare at the door behind Finley. A crystal that can forever influence the behavior and actions of people lay in the room next to us.
“How will they get it into the sky?” Kent demands.
“I don’t know,” Finley says, holding up his hands. “Originally Hayton thought The Phoenix would carry it, but it will not respond to him. So he came up with another idea, but I don’t know what it is.”
“We have to stop him before he can release that crystal,” Malik says quietly, speaking for the first time in ages.
“We need to get to The Phoenix,” I say.
Finley bows low to us. “Luckily for you, you are in the presence of the Master Tender.”
I look blankly at him and then at Chloe.
“He has unrestricted access to The Phoenix,” she translates for the rest of us, who hadn’t grown up in the castle or read more books than I can count.
Finley waddles towards a door at the back of the room. “Follow me.”
We glance at one another. Kent shrugs. “It’s better than our plan.”
We follow Finley down the hall and into a kitchen where people are working hard. The smell of roasting meat and vegetables fills my senses, reminding me that I am hungry. We hurry through the kitchen. The cooks pay no attention to us in their rush to prepare food.
“They have been ordered to prepare dinner for over one hundred guests,” Finley says in a low voice as we dodge two men carrying a large steaming pot of soup between them from the fireplace to the warmers. “They won’t even notice we are here, just try to stay out of their way.”
We weave through the cooks and approach a staircase. We climb a twirling line of stairs to the floor above, and Finley leads us through a series of doors and hallways I have no hope of navigating alone.
We pass sitting rooms, bedrooms and more dining rooms, though they are less lavish than the one we had seen downstairs. Finley ushers us through a school room with lines of desks, and a library filled with books. I have to tug on Chloe's sleeve to remind her why we are here.
Eventually, we come upon an entry with golden letters pressed into the stone, surrounding a heavy wooden door. I don’t understand the symbols, but they flash brightly as we approach.
Finley lets out a gasp of surprise and turns to face us. He inspects each of us closely before turning back to the door and eyeing it.
“What’s wrong?” I ask looking from Finley to the door.
“It doesn’t normally do that,” Finley answers as he steps to the door. He slips a big golden key from around his neck into the lock. It lets out a loud click, which is followed by a series of smaller ones.
“The locking mechanism on this door is special,” Finley tells us. “The lock cannot be picked and can only be unlocked by this key. Which is said to have been blessed by The Phoenix itself,” he says wriggling the key in his fingers before slipping it once more around his neck for safe keeping.
The stairs in front of us are made of swirling marble, polished until it shines, we hurry past walls lined with polished black granite. The effect of the two stones together gives the sensation of walking on clouds through the night sky.
We climb the stairs and come to another door with a silver lock, Finley ignores the lock and mutters in another language. The door lights up for a moment before it dissolves into the air around it, revealing part of a well-lit room.
“The door isn’t real,” Finley says with a smile. “That trick has saved some butts in the past.”
Kent waves his hand in the space the door had been moments before. “What do you mean?”
Finley steps into the room. “Let’s just say, not all Master Tenders were as diligent as me in protecting their key.”
The room is decorated with the same stones as the stairway, various windows light the space and reveal dramatic views of the city below. In the center of the room is a large golden bowl filled with water, and a large silver bowl jam-packed with various fruits.
In front of the bowls, perched on a log, sits a statue of The Phoenix. The massive figure appears to be made entirely of ruby, it is bigger than me by at least a head.
My eyes tell me it is nothing more than a statue, that it isn’t living, but my heart tells me something different. It tells me of inexplicable power, undefinable knowledge, and infinite wisdom.
The beast has a long hooked beak and vicious claws that could easily destroy anything they clasp, its glinting eyes are wild and untamable.
I shiver in the presence of this being, overwhelmed with the feelings it brought within me. I look around finding my friends in a similar situation, their faces a mixture of awe and fear.
The ruby recedes before my very eyes, and in its place stands a large flaming bird exactly like the picture I had seen above the fireplace. I rub my eyes and look back at the statue.
Long talons flex, and wings shift as the mighty bird comes to life.
Dimly, I am aware of Finley falling to his knees and Malik doing the same. Kent, Chloe, and I stand transfixed on the creature in front of us. I feel a pull within me, like a part of me that has been missing stands before me. My body longs to be whole with it once more.
The Phoenix dims from a blinding red to a soft azure, and shimmers majestically before us.
“Are you afraid?” Chloe askes, as a wave of shivers runs through my body.
“Of him?” I ask not tearing my eyes away from the creature in front of me. “Never,” I answer feeling it true all the way to my bones. This creature posed infinite power and knowledge, and could easily be the source of my destruction, and yet I do not fear it.
“Me either,” the twins say in unison.
Without speaking, The Phoenix climbs from its perch and stalks over to us. It inspects us closely with its blazing ruby eyes that slowly return to flesh. After a moment it seems to come to a conclusion and lifts its wings, preening its right wing, it removes two flaming feathers and drops them.
The two feathers float towards Kent and Chloe and hover before them. The Phoenix clicks its beak impatiently.
Hesitantly Chloe reaches out and takes hold of the plumage. Kent mimics the action, and they both hold glorious flaming feathers without harm.
Satisfied, The Phoenix flaps its great wings, a crown appears in front of it. The traditional crown of Katera floats between the magnificent bird and us. The crown spins slowly, its golden spikes glinting in the light that falls through the rooms windows.
The Phoenix clicks its beak, and the crown breaks into two. It reshapes itself, so there are now two crowns spinning in the air before us. They both look small and light, like they could easily be worn without tiring the wearer.
Both of them are magnificent. Jewels encrust the crowns, setting themselves strategically along the golden length. The crystals pull at me, I can sense magic within them.
A box materializes underneath the crowns and opens, revealing red velvet cushions that bow gently as the weight of the crowns rest upon them. The lid of the box closes, and a lock clicks shut. Finley’s key floats free from his neck, and locks the box before returning to his waiting palm.
The Phoenix looks at me, its eyes no longer ruby but dark blue, and purple, a jagged line of white cuts through the two colors. I have seen those eyes before.
I swallow, my throat suddenly dry. They are like my eyes when my magic stirs.
I step forward and reach out my hand. My hand hovers in the empty air a moment, The Phoenix makes a gentle noise in its throat and closes the distance between us. Carefully, hesitantly, the phoenix puts its face into my palm.
Its feathers are warm, and my fingers tingle. The Phoenix blinks, its eyes drawing me in. Dimly I am aware of a stinging along my forearm, the one connected to The Phoenix. Before I can react to the pain, I am pulled into a world that isn’t my own.
Stars surround me, and I float along in inky darkness. In front of me stands The Phoenix, it seems much calmer in these surroundings than it had in the tower.
“You have come at last,” The Phoenix says in a deep voice, its beak never moves. It is more like the sound comes from The Phoenix, rather than it actually speaking.
A flash of visions passes through me. I see the black crystal in the sky above the city, held there by a horrid version of The Phoenix.
Instead of red, it is black and all wrong. The feeling of terror that resonates off this thing makes me want to crawl into a hole, and hide in a way the real Phoenix would never make me feel.
The crystal flashes and so does the vision. People are walking around mindlessly while land goes barren. Trees are cut down, waters polluted with waste, animals flee, and people starve. Rows of people are hung along the walls of the city, Finley amongst them.
Another flash, Kent is the leader of Hayton’s army, and he orders the murder of innocents. Flash. Malik is chained to the wall in his collar once more, sobbing as Hayton beats him with his fists.
Another flash and Hayton lounges on a throne, being fed grapes by two young women. Chloe sits by his side, her eyes distant and unfocused. It is Chloe in appearance, but the person who sits next to Hayton is hollow. Dead on the inside. Pain pulls at my heart and I fight a sob.
Another flash and I am back in the tower, sounds of whimpering fills my ears. It takes me a moment to realize the noise is coming from me.
I fall to my knees, and Chloe rushes over and holds me up. My body is drenched in sweat and wracked by violent shakes.
The Phoenix looks at me. “You know what to do,” the voice echoes in my head. I force my shaking head to obey, and I nod at his words.
With that, The Phoenix lets out a beautiful chirp and disappears in a whirl of fire.




Chapter Nineteen

I lay on the ground, panting heavily. Chloe holds me, gently rubbing my arm, careful to avoid the sore part. Slowly I return to my senses, and I take in the situation. I take a deep breath and glance at my throbbing arm, burned into the inside of my forearm is a flaming feather.
Very much like the ones Kent and Chloe hold in their grasp, mine also shimmers and moves like it is on fire. I stare at the feather as is shifts across my skin, I touch it but I feel only skin.
The box The Phoenix had brought into existence is melted to the ground, no force will move it. Only the key in Finley’s possession will open it, at least Hayton can’t get the crowns. I have a feeling they hold some kind of power.
Kent and Chloe help me to my feet, and we turn around to find Finley kneeling with his face on the ground.
Kent studies the man’s strange behavior. “Finley.”
“Yes, Your Magesty?” Finley asks, his voice muffled by the floor.
Confused I glance at Chloe and Kent, both look as lost as I am.
Chloe crouches beside Finley and encourages him to sit up. Finley sits on his knees, the whole time looking at us with wide eyes.
“The Phoenix has chosen you,” he says almost hysteric. He looks over at me. “And you. You were chosen… allowed to touch.”
Kent helps him to his feet. “It’s okay Finley we are still the same people we were before we met The Phoenix.”
Malik comes over to us and gives us a low graceful bow.
I drag him into an upright position. “Malik not you too.”
“You didn’t see what I saw. You were covered in the flames of The Phoenix, but you didn’t burn, and your eyes,” he says breathless. “They are the same.”
Chloe looks in sudden realization. “You are The Phoenix,” she says excitedly.
“What does that even mean?” I glance at the scorched ground where The Phoenix had stood moments before. I am nothing like the majestic creature I had shared a connection with.
“It means that you just became number one on my hit list,” Hayton’s voice comes from the stairwell behind us.
I spin around to find him lounging against the wall with his arms crossed. Anger surges up inside me. I throw up my arm, intending to knock him back with my powers as I had at the campsite.
A shimmering black light dances around Hayton, and he stays where he is.
“Oh no, not this time missy,” Hayton says and pulls a small black crystal out of his shirt. “This is charmed to prevent your spells working on me.” He pulls out another small black crystal. “And this one is to make you and your friends cooperate a little better.”
Without hesitating, I throw my hand up at the wall, and a burst of stones explode from it and rain on Hayton pelting him with chunks of granite.
“Run!” I yell and hurry out the door, everyone close in tow.
Kent pounds Hayton to the wall and rips the necklace free from his throat. Hayton, stunned at the violence gapes at Kent and whimpers at what must have been a painful blow.
Malik peeks outside the door. “There are a lot of people out here.”
Kent thrusts Hayton aside and marches down the steps.
Outside the door is a small army of ten guards. “Get them!” Hayton’s voice yells from the room we had just exited.
The guards look at us with dazed expressions and raise their weapons. I lift my hand as they raise their guns, they fire and I redirect the bullets, so they smash harmlessly into a wall. I remember the quicksand I had encountered in the woods with Kent and Chloe when we first began our trip. Perhaps I can recreate that? I focus on the floor at the guard’s feet and push the image of quicksand upon it.
The floor beneath the guard’s starts to swallow them as they work on reloading their weapons, the ground bubbles around their feet gripping at their legs and pulling them down. Many cry out in alarm, throwing their guns aside as they work on freeing their legs and feet from hungry stone. They clamber over each other and towards the edge as they attempt to free themselves.
Kent glances at the necklace in his fist and throws it into the liquid stone, which hungrily eats it.
We dodge around the flailing guards and sprint down the hallway, as Hayton exits the tower and gets a look at his fumbling army. “You idiots,” he bellows as we fly down the stairs and out of sight.
We run through the castle, I pick directions at random, guards appear in every direction, stopping us at every turn, until only one route is left. I don’t like it.
“I feel like we are being herded,” I yell as we narrowly dodge a light rain of bullets that smash into the stones next to us.
“Split up,” Finley yells and gestures to Kent and Chloe. “They mustn’t get both of you,”
We round a corner and Kent slams shut the heavy wooden door. With the help of Malik, he drags a bookcase against it.
Kent leans back against the bookcase breathing heavily. “That should hold them for a minute.”
Pounding comes from the door, almost like the people on the other side were waiting for his statement.
Kent pulls Chloe and me into a tight hug. “Look after each other,” he orders and drags Malik with him through a door on the left side of the hall.
“Don’t die,” I call.
“I’ll try,” two voices sing back.
Chloe turns to me with a smile. “Well, that was a little creepy.”
I gape at her. “Are you serious? You have literally been doing that to me for years.”
Chloe flashes me a brilliant smile. “I don’t expect it will stop anytime soon either.”
The bookcase scrapes along the floor as the guards behind push the door open.
Chloe, Finley and I take a door on the right side of the hall and enter a part of the castle that is not well looked after. I run across the dust covered floor and through a cobweb that hangs between two statues.
Alarmed I wipe at my face. A group of guards burst through the door beside us, and I have to abandon my attempts at removing the cobwebs from my face as they chase us down the hallway. We turn a corner, and I fling my power wildly behind me, a gust of wind rushes the entrance, pictures fly from the wall with a clatter and a bookcase falls across the corridor. It will block the guards, but not for long.
Finley pushes us into a doorway and pulls the door to.
“This is where I leave you ladies,” Finley says with a low bow. “Stay here until the guards have followed me.”
“Finley,” I whisper. “If they catch you-,”
“Then I will have done my part to save the kingdom,” Finley cuts in.
A loud crash echoes through the hall as the bookcase breaks apart, the guards clatter noisily as they climb over the wreckage.
Finley bows at us once more and holds his finger to his mouth as Chloe goes to protest. He hurries over to the door and opens it, waiting for the guards to round the corner. Finley remains to make sure they get a good look at him, and he hurries through the doorway and out of sight.
“Wait up ladies,” Finley calls out to no one, “I’m not as young as I used to be.”
The guards waste no time charging through the doorway, taking the bait Finley had left for them.
Chloe and I shuffle nervously, footprints can be seen in the dust. This neglected hall is not as abandoned as it first seemed to be. The footprints lead us to an old door guarded by four guards.
I lean back around the corner and look at Chloe. “What are we going to do?”
She shakes her head. “I don’t know.” Her eyes ghost over my face. “You don’t look so great after using your powers the way you have.”
I rub my pounding head and remove the last of the clinging cobwebs. “It was necessary. I think I am growing resistance to it, but it still weakens me.”
I look back down the hall. “Maybe we should go back.”
Chloe's eyebrows furrow. “I can’t help but wonder why a room would need four guards to protect it.”
I peep back around the corner. Two guards kneel in front of a board taking turns to roll dice. The other two stand beside them and money passes between their hands.
I lean back. “Maybe they just came here to secretly gamble?”
I hear Hayton’s furious roar echo through the corridor. “Can none of you imbeciles catch them?”
The guards scuffle to their feet and my heart leaps in my chest. I grab hold of Chloe's wrist and drag her back into a closet filled with disused brooms and a broken statue of a man.
Footsteps thunder past us. We wait and peek through the open crack in the door.
I peer up the hall through the gap. “It seems clear.”
Chloe grabs my hand. “Let’s go see what they were protecting.”
She leads me out the door and past the discarded board game. We open the door to a dark room. I hesitate, the smell of decay fills my nose, but curiosity about why so many guards are outside this door makes me continue.
I walk into the dark room, dust rises from the carpet with each step I take, and I hold my sleeve to my mouth to keep it from my lungs. A small grubby window lets in light, but it is barely enough to cast shadows along the walls of the room.
“What is this place?” Chloe whispers from behind me.
“I don’t know, it looks abandoned.” I whisper.
Chloe squeezes my hand. “Why were there so many people guarding this room when there is nothing to hide?”
I glance at her. “Maybe they did come here just to gamble?”
Chloe nods. “Is there a way out through here?”
“We can have a look.”
I creep further into the room, everything is covered with a layer of dust. Everything except a single table and chair towards the back of the room. The carpet under the chair is worn like someone has spent many hours sitting in it, shuffling the chair back and forth.
I make my way over to the table, a cloud of dust rises with every footstep, making breathing difficult. I struggle to keep in a cough that tickles the back of my throat.
Tiny figures sit across the length of the table, I scrutinize them, one is the handsome well-defined face of Hayton. I pick up the small figurine in my hand and hold it to the light. It is a perfect sculpture of Hayton. I look past the figure in my hand and eye the miniature sculptures on the table.
I pick up a figure with a high backed cloak and twisted horns. It looks to be human. Well, human is a loose term, other figures on the table resemble humans, in most ways, but they are distinctly different. My eyes land on a lump of clay that looks suspiciously like the scorpion-like monster we had encountered on our trip to Celestia.
“I don’t like these things,” Chloe says and takes my hand, pulling me away from the table.
I nod and I place them back where I found them. I get the sense that they are more than clay figures, the Hayton model is so perfect it almost looks real.
“We should leave,” I say backing up and bringing Chloe along with me.
“It’s too late for that.” Comes a dark voice from the doorway.
I twist around and look at the figure, partly obscured in shadows. I can’t tell for sure what it is, except that it’s about the size and shape of a man.
Calmly I pull Chloe’s hand until she stands behind me, the thing in the doorway lets out a low laugh and steps into the room, where the grubby window casts light on his features. “I admit, I thought you would be here sooner. But possession isn’t an exact art.”
It takes all my self-restraint not to step away in horror. The thing that stands before me has a long pale face marred with hollow eyes, so sunken all you can see is blackness. It is tall but impossibly skinny, and its arms are twice as long as any humans should be. It stands slightly hunched, its knuckles scraping the dirty carpet.
“What are you?” I blurt out, horrified at what stands before me.
“What am I?” the creature ponders. “I was a man once. Back when my half-brother was crowned the first king of Celestia.”
“The first king,” I say slowly and throw a glance at Chloe.
“That’s over eight hundred years ago,” Chloe confirms, her eyes darting to the creature before us.
“That’s not possible.” I glance over at the twisted creature before me, and I’m not entirely sure of my statement.
The creature raises its impossibly long arms as if to shrug. “Yes. Well, here I am.”
I search with my eyes for anything I could use as a weapon. “Let’s say what you’re saying is true. Why are you here?”
“Because that throne is mine!” The creature bellows. He opens his mouth wider than I would have believed possible, revealing lines of sharp teeth. “It has always been mine, and when my blasted brother united Katera under him, it was too hard to get to him, so I had to wait.”
“Dark magic,” I whisper clutching Chloe’s hand.
“Yes, but as you can see, using dark magic to stay alive has adverse effects on one’s image, but once I have the power of the crown, I will be restored,” The man says as casually as one would if they were discussing what they might eat for lunch.
“The crown?” I say, trying to keep the creature talking while I look for a way out.
“Yes, you stupid girl. Any gift from The Phoenix is filled with immense power. The crown was fashioned by The Phoenix itself,” the man snaps and continues in a calmer voice. “The kind of power that item would possess. None of the idiotic king’s before me even tried to use it.”
“You waited for there to be one heir left so that the realm would be thrown into chaos,” I say.
“Yes, I killed your wretched king. I would visit him while he slept and give him awful nightmares. Oh, it was so much fun twisting his brain.” The creature stares into the distance happily. “Your government actually did a pretty good job of hiding his warped mental state right up until he died.”
I stare at the creature trying to comprehend his words. The king was insane?
The creature suddenly stops smiling in the distance as if he suddenly recalled we were still there. “Eventually, he needed to take a drink of herbs to help him sleep at night. After that, it was so easy to slip him hemlock,” the creature finishes.
“You poisoned the king?” I say.
“What an awful way to die,” Chloe whispers in horror behind me.
“Yes it was rather fun, but there is no sense reminiscing when there is work to be done.” The creature sighs and raises his hand.
Suddenly my body is rigid, and I can’t move at all. Like every part of my body is filled with lead, and weighs more than it is possible for me to move. The creature moves its arms and Chloe and I are flung over to a wall, where vines break through the brick around us and circle their way around our wrists and feet.
I struggle for a moment, but it is futile, the vines haven’t left a breath of air between themselves and my skin.
The man ignores our struggles and makes his way over to the table, his hunched back and bald head bobbing as he slides into the chair.
The man takes the Hayton figure in his hand. “Ah, I see you have found my creations. Would you like to see how they work?”
He opens the drawer on the table and pulls out a lump of clay. He twists it into a shape and uses a tool to scratch detail into the earth in his hand.
He scoots back his chair and stumbles over, holding the clay in his hands, as if it is the most precious thing in the world. He had twisted it into the shape of a giant bug, like a caterpillar but without legs. Its face holds eight small eyes and a huge mouth filled with rows of nasty looking teeth.
He takes the clay to the center of the room and places it on a large dusty stone with red markings on it. He steps back and holds out his hands. Out of his fingers streams black and red light that spools around the clay figurine.
A second stone flashes with red and black light, and it builds a life-sized image of the clay figurine.
I watch in horror as the life-sized beast moves, its mouth opening and closing while its black eyes glitter in the dim light. Its skin, brilliant green with yellow and white stripes along its length, underneath it grows a pool of sticky grey mucus. I grit my teeth at the appalling vision before me.
“Do you like the colors?” the man asks as he considers his work. “Maybe I should have used red for the eyes.”
I stare at the creature, comprehending what this must mean. “Those other figurines, you made them real too?”
“Oh yes. Hayton was my finest work. It took many hours to create a face that was strong, handsome and capable, but I think I pulled it off,” the man mutters as he circles his newest creation. “It took a lot of energy to make a creature as capable of thought as he is. It was necessary. I needed a face for my campaign.”
The creature chooses this moment to let out a shriek that makes my ears feel like they might bleed. If my hands were free, I would have clamped them over my ears.
“Isn’t she marvelous,” the man says lovingly caressing the beasts face. “You should be honored,” he says turning to face us. “You will be her first meal.”
He gives us a sharp-tooth grin. “She needs a few minutes to orientate herself, it’s very confusing suddenly coming into existence,” the man says to the creature with pity. “While we are waiting I have something to show you.”
The man heads over to the table and carefully scoops up his figurines, placing them in a bag he carries on his side. At last, he shuffles over to us, one grasped in his hand.
He holds out his creation proudly, in his long palm sits the twisted re-creation of The Phoenix. Like the one I saw in my vision. “This beauty took me centuries to feed. I had to collect energy from hundreds of people without getting caught to create it.”
The man laughs at my face and places the figure in his bag. He grabs my wrist, closely inspecting the burning feather on my skin.
“I see you have already had a glimpse of my plans,” the man says blasting me with breath that smells eight hundred years old. “I once knew somebody with this symbol,” he comments, releasing my arm. “I killed him too.”
“Who are you,” I yell in frustration.
“I am The Collector,” he says with a small bow as he steps out the door, waving merrily at us. “Enjoy dinner.”
The door closes, and we are left in the room. The worm-like creature eyes us, its massive jaw opening and closing.
I struggle to get free of my bonds as the creature practices moving, no matter how hard I try, I can’t move them. The beast oozes its way over to us, leaving a sticky trail of grey behind it.
“Taliah,” Chloe says desperately, wriggling her fingers towards mine, after a few moments of struggling we are able to link a finger each. It’s amazing how much comfort her touch brings me.
I focus on the creature as it oozes its way toward us, I summon up the strength I have and use my power, trying to push it back. The beast and I are locked in a battle of wills. It relentlessly pushes forward, and I struggle back with my mind.
I tire quickly. This is only prolonging the creatures attack. Eventually, I will become too tired to hold it back, and it will reach us. I section off a part of my mind and focus on the vines, trying to find a way to remove them. The magic securing them is better controlled than mine, and I can’t break it. I focus instead on where the vines come from, and discover the wall we are pinned to is part of the outer wall of the castle.
My hold on the creature is failing with my divided attention and bit by bit it approaches us. Using my powers I melt the floor beneath the beast, and it starts to sink as stone swallows it like it had the guards. The beast shrieks, releasing an ear-splitting sound and raising its shiny eyes at us, growling in its place.
I stop the melting floor, I don’t want to dump the creature into the room below us, who knows what it would do if it could roam free.
I let out a small sigh. We are free from the immediate danger of the creature. I sag forward in my bonds. At least the vines hold me. Sweat runs across my skin and my head pounds when I move. Too much, I have done too much.
Chloe squeezes my finger. “Taliah.”
A sensation of warmth travels through my finger and into my body. I turn to my hand and find it glowing as purple and gold flecks leave Chloe and seep into my skin. My energy is returning. I look at Chloe, sweat covers her face and her skin is pale. Not my energy. Chloe's.
I force my head up. “How are you doing that?”
Chloe struggles to lift her head. “Get us out of here.”
She is right. Questions can come later. The creature starts to shift, the skin on its back splits and yellow fluid oozes out of it, and another layer of skin appears. It sheds its skin as it tries to break free of the trap, the monster has more intelligence than I had given it credit for, and more determination than I can deal with right now.
I go back to exploring the vines holding us to the wall. They turn their awareness toward me.
I focus on them. “Crush the wall. Please crush the wall.”
A few moments pass. Maybe I am too drained, and the vines are ignoring me. The creature comes free of its skin and lets out a shriek. Strings of mucus span between the hardened skin and the new, almost transparent, skin. The wall holding us crumbles and falls backward.




Chapter Twenty

We fall back and land with a thud. Clouds of dust rise around us, and that cough I had been fighting back erupts from my throat. I wipe my eyes and blink against the harsh light above me. We are outside the castle.
I bolt upright and look into the broken wall, the creature hangs back in the darkness of the room. Every time it tries to come into the light its skin burns and lets off a foul smell.
I don’t know if it’s because the skin is new, or because the creature is one of darkness. I don’t want to hang around to find out the answer.
I struggle at the vines that hold us, and they come loose. The magic on them loses its hold as the vines that bound us slowly died, crushed beneath the heavy stone.
Poor vines, they had saved us. I grab Chloe's hand and pull her to her feet, she staggers and I throw her arm over my shoulder as I take on her weight.
I pull her a safe distance from the furious monster. “Are you okay?”
She nods. Small shivers wrack her body. “That was harder than I thought. How do you find the energy?”
I pull her to my side as we move towards the cover of trees. “To use my magic? I don’t know. It just happens.”
Chloe wobbles for a moment and carefully retracts her arm, so she is now standing without my support. Her cheek bones are a little more prominent than usual.
I step back and give her a little space. “How did you give me your energy?”
Chloe rubs her head. “When we were touching I could feel how weak you were. I felt a sort of plucking at my bodies reserves. When I realized it came from you, I let you take what you needed.”
I look at her in horror. “Chloe. Anything could have happened. What if it didn’t stop? What if I took too much?”
Chloe gives me a small smile. “But you did not. So let’s not worry about it just now.”
I stare at her and clutch my hands close to my body. “Did I take more from you just now? I touched you when I helped you over here.” Panic grips me, what if I have hurt her. A small whine escapes me. “I am afraid to hold you. I don’t want to take more.”
Chloe takes in a slow breath, as if filling her lungs is a difficult task. “I don’t think you can accidently take more. I had to give it to you. I suppose you could force it from me, but I don’t think you would do that.”
I shake my head. “Never.”
She gently takes my hand and pulls me close. I force my magic into a box and keep a tight lid on it. Just in case.
The front doors of the castle burst open and I turn to see a massive Black Phoenix take flight, a large crystal in its claws.
The creature is similar in shape to The Phoenix, but that’s where the resemblance ends. This creature reeks of hatred. I can feel the loathing it has for us deep inside my soul.
The creature circles the town, snapping at people who run from it. It uses its long wings to damage houses and buildings.
From its beak comes a shriek that makes me grit my teeth and clamp hands over my ears. Once the creature is finished terrorizing townspeople, it rises up to sit upon the mountain that shadows the city from the late afternoon light.
It perches on the topmost peak, and there it sits. Waiting. Its eager eyes roam the chaos below with delight.
Kent and Malik burst out a door across the courtyard from us and quickly run over, Chloe directs their attention to the sky. I lower my eyes to the ground and rub my head.
All this magic is making my brain hurt. Something tells me it’s going to ache a lot more before the day is over.
The creature behind us wails in the shadows. I spin around to check it is still there. The beast looks at us with furious eyes as it makes further attempts to crawl its way into the blistering sun.
“What is that?” Malik asks taking a hasty step back.
Kent eyes the creature. “Where do these things keep coming from?”
It’s only with his comment that I realize this creature is as bizarre as the scorpion we encountered earlier in our travels. Had The Collector made that too? How long has he been storing energy for?
The ground rumbles and everything shakes. Buildings around us crack, windows break, and glass falls like rain from high set windows.
A jagged platform bursts from the center of the city and rises high in the sky, higher even than the mountaintop where the Dark Phoenix sits perched. The rising platform causes the ground to shake. As it climbs into the air, the tower we visited last night shakes violently and crumbles. The new platform beside it reaches for the sky, heading impossibly high.
This isn’t a natural event, this is powerful magic. The magic of a being who doesn’t care about the impact events such as these would have on people and animals living in the city.
I stumble my way over to Chloe and hold her close, a loud crack booms through the courtyard, and a cavernous hole appears, leading down into the dark.
The Collector’s creature looks at us and then at the hole. Chancing the sun, it heads right for the gap. Its sensitive skin blisters in the sunlight from the few moments of exposure. The creature makes it into the hole and descends into darkness as the shaking comes to an end.
The palace is a scene of destruction. Only The Phoenix tower and part of the lower building attached to the kitchens remains. People stumble out of the wreckage, and we move to help, that is until Hayton pulls himself out of the ruins and everyone around him stands to attention.
Hayton’s elaborate clothing hangs about him in tatters and is covered in so much dirt and dust it is hard to see the glittering gold underneath.
Malik pushes us into the shadows of the ruins. “What are you doing?” I hiss, as he stays in clear view of Hayton.
“Showing you what I can’t tell you,” he says.
Hayton looks out at the creature above us and yells, “Father! Father, you said the kingdom would be mine!” he spins in a circle his eyes coming to rest on Malik. “You. This is your doing!”
Malik lifts his chin high. “I told you he would cast you aside, that he would forget you like day old trash.”
“Just because that’s what he did to you doesn’t mean he will do that to me,” Hayton bellows in outrage.
I exchange curious glances with Chloe and Kent. What is he talking about?
“He made all the same promises to me,” Malik states.
“You,” Hayton spits in disgust. “You were a stupid starving orphan when he found you. You weren’t fit for his purposes with your morals and honor, that’s why he fashioned me. His true child.”
“Yes, he did fashion you didn’t he Hayton?” Malik taunts. “Crafted you with his own hands. Whispered to you, promised you things so you would do his bidding.”
Hayton stands rooted to the spot as he glares at Malik, but the glare does nothing to stop Malik's words.
“Do you see that up there?” Malik points at the twisted Phoenix perched on the cliff above us. “That is your father's new creation, his new son. Like me, you just got replaced, cast aside and forgotten.”
Hayton gapes at Malik as his words strike home. “No,” Hayton whispers and glances again at the creature above them. “He can’t, I don’t know how to be anything else,” he narrows his eyes at Malik. “I don’t believe you.”
The Collector appears from one of the whole doorways remaining of the palace. “Of course you shouldn’t.”
“Father,” Hayton says in a weak voice.
“The kingdom will be mine,” The Collector wheezes. “But you shall rule as a prince, and have all the kingly things you desire.”
The Collector hobbles his way into the courtyard. He glances at the people standing dimly around him. He raises his hand, a black cloud of light surrounds it. His black light reaches for people standing in the courtyard.
The people quiver as the black light touches them. They lift a few inches off the broken cobblestones and struggle in the air enveloped in dark light.
Their screams will stay with me forever.
The people struggle for a few moments before their cries cease, and they stop moving. The black light finally releases them, and they fall to the ground lifeless, empty shells of the people they used to be.
The man that stands in place of The Collector looks more like a human than the creature we had met in the dark room.
“Ah, that’s better,” The Collector says with a stretch, before coming to a complete stop in front of Hayton.
Malik, pale-faced and shaking stands in front of Hayton and The Collector. “You can’t take life from people like that,” Malik stutters, his hands balled into fists.
He is terrified, but he still stands tall in front of the two people who frighten him most, and not only does he stand in front of them, he stands up to them.
“My dear boy, how do you expect me to live all these years without taking life from others less worthy?” The Collector purrs and assesses his younger body.
It is hard to be sure from a distance, but his arms have definitely shortened, and his skin looks less sunken and has more color to it.
“The only person who deems them to be less worthy is you,” Malik hisses. Suddenly, he is pulled from his feet and hangs in the air surrounded by black light.
“Perhaps I should take it from you then,” The Collector purrs and circles Malik as he struggles. “Seeing as you are so noble, you should give your life to save one of theirs.”
Malik meets The Collector’s gaze with his own. “If it will spare them, then do it,” he says, holding his arms out wide.
The collector looks over at us, staring directly at me as if nothing is between us. “How are your little friends? You didn’t hide them very well.” He lets out a dark rumble of laughter. “How about you come out and play? Malik is dying to see you.”
Malik begins to twitch horribly, and I dart out from the ruins and run towards him. Kent overtakes me with a roar and rushes towards The Collector.
The Collector holds out a hand and sends a pulse of black light at Kent. The light hits him hard, and he is mercilessly thrown backward into a pile of rubble. Kent lets out a pained gasp and spits a mouthful of blood onto the ground before climbing to his feet.
The collector creates a black bubble of light around him and Hayton as I approach. I slow to a stop and glare at him through the dancing light.
The collector smiles. “I’m afraid I don’t have time to witness poor Malik’s struggle. I am a busy man with many things to do. I’ll just leave you kids to it.”
The light holding Malik in the air begins to crawl into his body through his nose and mouth. He pulls at it with his hands, but nothing can stop the darkness as it creeps within him. He takes a shuddering gasp and closes his eyes. When he reopens them, the whites are gone, and only black remains.
The collector withdraws his hand, and Malik falls to the ground in a heap. Chloe moves to him, but I grab her arm. She can’t see what I can.
The hand I had seen clasping his neck has returned, and instead of nothing, darkness surrounds Malik. I can sense the person who Malik was is gone. This is just the shell of him.
The Collector stands back and admires Malik like a proud father. “I just know you will make me proud.” He turns to face me. “Now you can see him as he truly is. The boy belongs to me, and never had any free will unless I allowed him to. He was a most amusing puppet. The best part about this is he actually cares a great deal about you three. Oh, I wish I could stay.”
I turn to Malik, and he stares at us with his dead eyes. “Malik?”
The Collector chuckles. “Oh, he can see and hear you. He can even think his own thoughts. But his body is mine.” He directs a wave of light a Malik. “Kill them.”
Malik nods and stoops to pick up a sword from one of the victims at his feet.
The Collector bows to us. “Here I must leave you. Have fun.” He turns to walk away, and I move toward him. Malik steps between us and points his sword at my throat.
I halt and eye Malik. His soulless eyes stare back at me. Is my friend even still in there? “Malik?”
His face scrunches into a snarl, and he swings wildly at me. I dodge his blade, but only just. He comes at me again slashing as he advances. One swipe cuts through the front of my shirt and the blade bites into the skin on my chest. I stumble back clutching my wound.
Chloe throws a rock at him, and he changes target. He rushes her and kicks her stomach with enough force that she tumbles back and lands heavily in a pile of rubble.
“Chloe!” Kent and I yell in unison.
Malik advances on her and pulls his sword up high, ready to plunge it into her as she attempts to crawl away from him.
I run toward her but Kent is closer. Kent charges at Malik, grabs him around the middle and pins him to the ground. He holds Malik's shoulders down with his massive hands and the shell of my friend struggles under him.
Malik grabs a rock and viciously beats Kent's head and side with it. Kent recoils from the brutal attack. Malik climbs to his knees and swings the rock at Kent, who grabs his wrist and wrenches the stone from Malik's grasp.
Malik swings his fist at Kent and makes a solid connection with his cheek. Kent tumbles to the ground and Malik climbs on top of him and begins to beat him with his bloodied fists.
A surge of energy runs through me, and I hold out my hands, desperately hoping whatever power I am about to release doesn’t hurt Kent.
A bunch of vines sprout from the ground and take hold of Malik, they pull him off Kent and into the air. They don’t last long, the vines holding Malik wither upon contact with him and he wriggles free from the trap. He falls to the ground, picks up a large rock with both hands and charges at Kent with a bellow.
Kent rolls in the dirt, picks up the dropped sword and points it at Malik. Malik doesn’t slow his maddened run and impales himself upon the sword. The sickening sound of metal meeting flesh is one that makes me cringe.
Malik stares at the sword, and the rock falls from his hand to land harmlessly beside him.
Pale-faced, Kent pulls the sword from Malik’s stomach. Malik lets out a small grunt of pain and falls to the ground clutching his wound, he stares at the sky, and the whites return to his eyes.
He rolls his head to Kent and smiles, his teeth stained blood red. “Thank you.”
Kent’s face is one of horror. He crawls over to Malik, ignoring his own hurts, and presses down on the sword wound. “Malik. I am so sorry. We can fix you.”
I help Chloe to her feet. We run over in time to see Malik reaching for Kent's face, his bloody hand leaving red finger streaks on Kent's cheek. “Don’t be sorry. I am finally free of that monster.”
Malik looks at us and takes a pained gasp. “Look after Kent. I know he looks big and strong, but he is actually a softy.”
Chloe lifts Kent's hand to look at Malik's wound. She turns to us and shakes her head. I look desperately around, there has to be a healer somewhere.
Malik shudders. “Go save the world.”
Tears break free from my eyes to run down my cheeks as I kneel beside my dying friend. “You will be okay Malik. We will look after you.”
He lets out a smile. “You already have. It was nice to have friends.” He looks up at the sky. “I always wanted friends.”
I take hold of his free hand and squeeze it, tears run freely from my eyes. “We are your friends.”
He smiles, and his hand relaxes in mine as his last breath creeps from his lungs.
Kent sits back on his knees and looks at his bloodied hands as if they are hideous beasts. His face is stricken. “What have I done?”
I reach out and gently touch his shoulder. “Freed Malik from The Collectors hold and showed him what it was like to have a friend.”
He lets out a small sob and carefully closes Malik's eyes with a shaking hand. He pulls him into his arms and holds him close.




Chapter Twenty-one

I rise to my feet and move away from my dead friend, the pain of being near him is just too much to bear. Maybe we could have done something to free him. Everything happened so fast I didn’t have time to think, I furiously wipe my eyes with my sleeve, and I see blood coating my hands. I rub my hands on my pants and free them of blood. Malik's blood.
I look up and see The Collector making his way through the streets, Hayton close in tow. It is easy to spot them as hordes of people rush out of their way, creating a kind of human wave through the streets. Hatred flows within me. That man is the one truly responsible for Malik's death.
It looks like they are heading for the newly erected platform in the center of the city. I look at The Collector and Hayton with a new hatred. I feel the energy within me stir, and I contain it. Not yet.
I clench my fists and stare at the jagged peak of stone that is now the focal view of the entire city, and perhaps even further than that. “They are heading for that platform.”
Chloe looks up from Malik, her cheeks streaked with tears. “We have to go.” She gently takes hold of Kent's hand and looks at him. “We can come back. But right now, we have to go.”
My eyes flick to the pair traveling through the city and back to the platform, I definitely agree with Chloe's statement. I walk towards the steps, a new level of clarity has settled over me with my wave of hatred. I know what I must do.
Kent and Chloe head after me. I make it halfway down the stairs when I am confronted with a small platoon of guards. The guards are in Celestian armor and ride horses towards the palace, they are wearing visors. Perhaps these are the guards that had collected Maggie and Rufus. I raise my hand to touch dried blood on my neck as the guards notice me.
The lead guard recognizes me and points at us. “They are with Hayton. Kill them.”
A beautiful bird song flows through my ears, and my body responds with a rush of energy. A wave of red and purple flames licks across my skin and dances in the breeze.
The guards step back, one drops to his knees and puts his face on the palace steps. “Pheonix forgive us!”
I turn to look behind me. The Phoenix tower still stands tall, but its windows are empty. I turn back and realize flames still pulse along my skin. I lift my arm and inspect it. Well, this is a new development.
The other guards shift uncomfortably. The commander looks between his kneeling soldier and me. “Get off your knees. This is a woman, not a god.”
The man resolutely stays where he is. “I know what my heart tells me.”
Another guard falls to their knees. “My eyes have deceived me.”
This gives the leader pause, and his eyes dart to the feathers in Kent's belt and Chloe's pocket.
A look of horror crosses his face. “Those feathers are from The Phoenix.” His eyes dart to our faces, and he draws his sword and drops to his knee, presenting it to us.
The soldiers look horrified and fall to their knees, presenting their weapons in the same way their officer had.
The commander keeps his head bowed. “How may we redeem ourselves majesties?”
Kent bravely steps beside me. I don’t know if I could stand so calmly next to a person covered in flames. “Hayton and his master, The Collector, have a crystal large enough to corrupt the whole city.”
Chloe steps forward and calmly speaks after her brother. “We believe they intend to release the crystals’ power from the top of that platform.”
The guards twist to look at the platform in the center of the city and nod in understanding.
I gaze at them and watch as their life force dances around them. I see no tinge of red or darkness. My heart clenches as it recalls Malik.
I take a deep breath and speak in a voice that doesn’t sound like mine. “Take us there.”
The lead guard nods as others scramble to their mounts and await their next order.
Kent steps towards the officer and points over to the palace. “There are people trapped inside the palace jail. That part of the castle remains standing, but I don’t know for how long. Send a few men to break down that door and get them out. Restrain them if you must. But we cannot leave them down there. The risk of the rest of the castle collapsing is too great.”
The commander nods and starts ordering his soldiers about.
Chloe slips her hand into mine, and the flames lick her skin before retreating from her touch. She looks into my eyes. “Taliah, I know it’s getting hard to keep in, but it isn’t time yet.”
I look at her and fight to contain the power. Now that it has been released it is much harder to cease. My body starts to shake, and I am drenched in sweat before the last flame is done ghosting across my skin.
I look at Chloe. “It is the best I can do.”
She gives me a small smile. “Your eyes are still purple and blue, but if you ask me, it’s kind of sexy.” She gives me a wink and mounts a grey horse.
I gape up at her and Kent nudges me. “That kind of gaping is unbecoming of a god.” He lets out a bark of laughter at the face I give him, as he too mounts a horse.
I stare at my feet. I am not a god.
Finley choses this moment to waddle out of the rubble and towards the steps, hurrying in our direction. He notices guards surrounding us and almost does a one-eighty before he realizes we aren’t being attacked.
“Majesties!” He says with a deep bow. He turns to me and offers the same courtesy. “Phoenix.”
Guards surrounding us exchange looks. The one who had knelt first turns to his comrade. “I told you.”
Finley recovers from his deep bow. “You have no idea the relief I feel at knowing you have survived.” He takes out his handkerchief and pats a swollen lump on his forehead. “After that earthquake a large rock struck me, and I only just woke up, and I thought the worst-,” his eyes come to rest on the new platform standing proudly above the city. “Oh, my. What an eyesore.”
“It’s good to see you are alive too Finley,” I say giving him a small smile.
“It’s good that you are here,” Chloe says. “Some of these guards are going to release the prisoners. Get them to help you set up a hospital for the wounded and make sure it is well away from any castle walls that may tumble.”
My stomach clenches as I think of Malik. “Make a respectable place to hold our dead.”
Finley nods like he was born to take orders.
I eye the officer and the sword at his hip. “Where are Maggie and Rufus?”
The guard in front of me shifts uncomfortably, “They-they are gone,” he says in a whisper.
“What do you mean they are gone?” Kent’s strong voice comes from behind me. The guard does an excellent job at retreating into his armor. Putting me in mind of a turtle.
My stomach clenches painfully. I don’t think I can take losing more friends today.
“Sir, they attacked us with brooms and shovels,” the guard replies. “Then they tied us up in tent ropes and left the shovels and brooms to guard us.”
“We got out not long ago,” a female guard from the back pipes in, her cheeks tinged with red. “The witch asked me to pass on a message to the Phoenix.” She hesitates and holds a folded piece of paper and kneels at my feet. “Is it truly you?”
“So I have been told,” I say and take the paper from the woman.
I unwrap it to find long looped handwriting, I read the letter out loud for Kent and Chloe to hear, “Don’t worry about us dearies, we have popped home for a spot of tea. This war business has exhausted us, and we are overdue for a nap. We will come visit after it’s over. Good luck! Love Maggie and Rufus.”
Chloe lets out a soft noise. “I love those guys,” she says with a smile. “They are just the right amount of crazy.”
Kent nods. I fold the letter, put it into my pocket and head toward the horses.
A guard pull her sword from her hip. “Majesty, it would please me greatly if you took this to defend yourself.”
Kent gulps and grips the hilt of the sword. “Thank you.”
Chloe is also presented a weapon. Chloe shakes her head. “I couldn’t lift that even if I wanted too.”
The guard nods, re-sheaths his sword and unties a long dagger. He presents this to Chloe. “If Your Majesty insists on going into danger, please take this with you. It won’t be much use against an attacker, but if you are captured… death is better than enduring what the enemy might have instore for you.” The man’s words die off and he shifts uncomfortably on his feet.
Chloe reluctantly takes the weapon and ties it to her belt. No one offers me a blade. I guess they suspect gods don’t need one.
I mount my horse with ease. I used to have a working horse back at home. I smile at the fond memories. The Phoenix screeches from its position on the mountain peak.
I turn back to the spire. “We should go.”




Chapter Twenty-two

On horseback, we travel through the city faster than we could have ever achieved on foot, we dodge through crowds of people so corrupted by magic they scarcely notice us as we pass them by.
Within minutes the base of the tower appears, and we push the horses towards it. Hooves beat against cobblestones and the cold wind whips at my face. I take in a shuddering breath to force down the magic surging within me, the horse whinnies uncomfortably as I fight to contain my power.
Around the base of the platform stands a ring of people clutching shovels, kitchen knives, and other household items. Upon seeing guards, the people rush towards us, their weapons high, guttural screams burst from their throats as they fly at us with a rage that isn’t their own.
The guards around us draw swords as they head towards the people surrounding the platform. I grit my teeth and close my heart to what is about to happen. A few for the many. Even as I think it, I hate myself.
The people surrounding the platform meet us head-on, their vacant expressions are oddly displaced with the angered cries they expel as they launch at us.
There is a vicious moment of carnage, and I am lost in the wave of it. We force our way through the line of people, the guards ring me and the twins, using their weapons they clear a space by the fallen tower. Scattered stones fill the court from when the tower exploded all over the pavement, it now lays at the feet of the spiral that leads to the new platform.
We climb off our mounts, and the guards form a protective ring around us, their weapons drawn. They fight back the townsfolk, one guard cries, “Authis, you are not yourself, go home.”
A man with greying hair charges the guard and knocks him down, he viciously kicks at the fallen protector. I run forward and pull him off the crippled guard.
The man, Authis, turns his unfocused eyes on me. I glance back at Kent and Chloe who are working as a team to fight off a large woman with a shovel.
Authis lunges at me, and I take a hasty step back, stumbling over rubble as the man swings a pick at me. A guard dispatches his foe and turns to belt the side of his gun at my pursuers head. Authis crumples to the ground and the guard kicks away his weapon after it clatters on the stones beside him.
The ground I stand on creaks ominously, I try to get off it, but the floor cracks open underneath me, and I fall into blackness.
I land with a thud on a stone floor and the wind bursts from my lungs. I curl into a ball as rocks and wooden planks fall around me, dust and rubble tumble from above, shaking the ground as each piece strikes it. The noise stops, and I peek out from under my arms, amazed I haven’t been hit by any falling debris. My jaw drops.
Balanced precariously across a wall of shimmering light are several pieces of rubble. Large enough to seriously hurt if they had of struck me, but somehow, this light has stopped their fall.
Cautiously I climb to my feet, and the light follows my movements, rubble falls along the sides of the shimmering light, landing harmlessly on the ground around me. There is no way this power has anything to do with nature.
Curious, I shift from foot to foot and find the dancing light shadows my every movement, I must have brought this sparkling light into existence. Which is a good thing, or I would be a pancake right about now.
The light around me shimmers and fades as the danger of falling rocks ends. I look around the dark hole I had landed in. A single tomb stands in the stream of light that comes through the hole I had made. How dramatic. Rufus would have loved this.
“Taliah,” Chloe's voice calls from the hole. “Are you okay?”
“I'm okay,” I yell back and stand under the hole to look at Chloe's concerned face.
“They are getting rope from the horses, we will have you out of here in no time,” Chloe says, her eyes checking me over for any obvious injuries.
“Okay,” I say as I head back towards the tomb. “I'm going to have a look at this tomb here.”
“Be careful,” Chloe warns as she peers at me from the level above me.
I pass a gaping hole in the wall and peer into it. It almost seems like a passage. It winds down and out of sight, a gust of putrid air blasts me as it rushes from the tunnel. Where does this go? I step back from it. Now isn’t the time.
I approach the stone statue of a man lying in a luxurious coat encrusted with gems. I put my hand on the cold stone, and my mind is flooded with memories that aren’t mine.
Images of battles fought with creatures and monsters, visions of Celestia being constructed from nothing. A man with a flaming feather on his arm, like the one burned into mine flashes into my vision. He raises his arms and flames consume him as he floats in the sky, at the man’s command a great mountain rises out of the deadened landscape. Memories of courtrooms and children flee my mind as fast as they appear.
I crumple to my knees, disorientated. I take in a shuddering breath and calm my racing heart. The feather mark on my arm flares until it is so bright, it lights the part of the room where sunlight can’t hope to reach.
It lights up a stone shelf carved into the wall, on it sits a glass ball, white clouds swirling inside it.
Curious, I pull myself to my knees and pick it up. I inspect the object, turning it in my hands, the clouds that swirl within it turn golden, and a giant eye appears, one like mine.
“The Phoenix.” I stare in awe at the glass ball in my hand.
The eye blinks at me, and I hear the words it doesn’t say. “Go up to the platform,” the eye says silently. “Stop the evil.”
I swallow hard, the fear I have of what I need to do builds up within me. I have so many worries about failing and just as many about succeeding. I don’t know anymore which the more terrifying option is. I know whichever way this turns out, I will suffer. The prophecy said I will lose everything.
But if I succeed, everyone will be safe. Chloe will be safe. I put the glass orb into my jacket pocket and hurry over to the rope that dangles into the crypt.
I grip the rope and climb my way out of the hole, pulling myself back onto the darkening street. Kent works with the guards, and together they have formed a sort of half-circle around us and the platform, preventing anyone from approaching it.
I look at the towering spire beside us. Hayton and The Collector are almost at the top.
The sky has clouded over, darkening the world. The wind is now so intense my hair whips around my face as it blows over me. My clothes tug at my body as they are forced about in the wind.
Kent batters the hilt of a sword into an attacker’s face and the man crumples to the ground. Kent turns to me. “Is this you?”
I shake my head. “I’m not doing this.”
“That can’t be good,” Chloe shouts over the rising din and glances up at the platform.
The mock Phoenix rises from its place on the cliff face and carries its burden towards the spire and its master. Who by now has reached the top and is weaving a cloud of black light above him. The black light spreads out and covers the sky, blotting out the suns.
I run up the spire, Chloe close in pursuit. Both of us desperate to reach the man so intent on twisting our world so he could rule it.
The spire is steep and hard going, the rock so smooth that getting a grip is difficult. Eventually, I reach the last part of the ramp. The wind is more powerful here without buildings to block it.
I stop under the platform and catch my breath, preparing myself for what is to come, Chloe pulls up next to me and slips her hand into mine.
I look at her, studying her face and beautiful eyes. I wish we could have had just one day together as a couple, without the weight of the world on our shoulders.
I lean forward and give her a gentle kiss. “You should go back to Kent.”
Chloe gives me a face. “As if you could make me.”
I give her a small smile before leading us the rest of the way up the spire. At the entry way to the platform stands a trio of glassy eyed townsfolk, at our approach they turn to stare at us.
Chloe draws her dagger. “This isn’t good.”
I let my power surge to my hands. “I am inclined to agree with you.
The townsfolk charge us. A woman is first to approach us and Chloe and I wrestle her. The two men behind her charge into us and Chloe is knocked towards the edge of the spire. I clasp her wrist and pull her back. The woman she is fighting is not so lucky, she tumbles from the edge without a cry.
The two men split up and the large one approaches me. He pulls a massive axe from a holster on his back. He hefts it in his right hand and realizes at the same moment I do, there is not enough room for him to swing it up here.
He grunts and gives it a valiant go, I dodge his first tight swing and kick him in the stomach. The man takes a single step back. My strength is no match for him.
The man drops his axe and throws his fist at me. His meaty hand fills most of my vision and black spots erupt behind my eyes as it connects. I stumble into the sharp rock wall and he grips my throat.
I claw at his hand and glance at Chloe fending off her attacker. I kick at the man’s shins but he only grunts at my efforts. I have to fight for each breath. I grip his hands and pull at his fingers, nothing works.
I grasp the man’s wrists and do my best to gain some air. The man starts to quiver and violent shakes wrack his body. Energy flows into me, and with horror I realize what is happening. I am stealing his body’s energy.
I pull my hands away from his arms, but the skin to skin connection with his fingers on my neck keeps the magic flowing.
Blood runs from the man’s nose. I squirm but nothing works. “Let go.” I wheeze. “I can’t stop it while you touch me.”
The man doesn’t heed my words and his eyes roll back in his head. His grip loosens and I wriggle free. I crumple to the ground and draw in desperate lungful’s of air. The man falls next to me and a seizure wracks his body. The bewitched man twitches for a full minute and lays still.
I crawl away from him coughing as my body remembers how to breathe. Chloe! I stagger to my feet as Chloe punches her dagger into the man’s stomach. She leaves the knife and steps back, her hands covering her mouth. The man clutches his stomach and topples sideways off the side of the spiral.
I stagger over to her and inspect her bloodied lip, my eyes linger on the nasty graze on the side of her face. “Are you okay?”
Chloe purses her lips. “Physically, yes.”
I glance at the still man on the spiral path. I know what she means. I look back at her. “We have to keep going.”
Chloe nods and tries to take my hand. I jerk away. “I can’t control my power.” A small sob escapes me and I furiously wipe away tears. “Chloe, I took his energy, and I couldn’t stop it.”
Chloe swallows. “He didn’t give you a choice.”
I fight to stop myself looking at the man. “Knowing that doesn’t make me feel any better.”
We hurry up the spiral and step out onto the platform, which is much broader than I had thought it was from the road. The platform is easily wide enough to accommodate the four of us and the Black Phoenix.
Hayton and The Collector look at us with mild surprise. “Still alive I see,” The Collector says dryly as he works his magic. “Well, I admire your tenacity.”
“Chloe,” Hayton says, his voice filled with charm. “Care to re-consider my offer to become my queen?”
Chloe glares at him.
“Is this the one you have been obsessing over?” The Collector says looking at Chloe. “She will make a great trophy queen.”
“She is no one’s trophy,” I snarl at the two men standing in front of us.
The Collector continues on his discussion like I don’t even exist. “Do you still want her?” The Collector asks Hayton.
Hayton looks at Chloe and pretends to consider the request. “I suppose she will do. For now. I can always replace her later if something better comes along.”
This comment infuriates me to a point where the air around us stopped moving. The power inside me stirs, threatening to burst from me. I am so consumed with the power surging within me I don’t notice The Collector raise his hand until it was too late. Out of it shoots a beam of red light that heads for Chloe.
The light spreads over Chloe and crawls in through her mouth and nose as she breathes in. Her body becomes rigid and unmoving.
“Chloe,” I whisper, her eyes are glazed over and unfocused.
“Hayton is our most glorious and rightful king,” she says mechanically.
My heart stops as I try to process what has happened, desperately trying to believe what I am seeing isn’t real. “Chloe,” I whimper.
She looks at me without seeing. “You are a non-believer,” she says in a monotone voice, the sing-song quality to it gone.
“Chloe. Honey,” Hayton says in his deep, charming voice. “Come give daddy a kiss.”
Chloe drifts over to Hayton, who draws her into a deep kiss. The pain of watching this moment rips me apart, the idea that my Chloe is bewitched into doing something I know she would hate pulls at my already tattered heart.
Malik's words flow into my mind, ‘it was like I was there watching my life and my actions… no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t take control.’ She is trapped inside her head experiencing this. Like Malik was in his final moments. My heart clenches.
Hayton pulls her to his side and slips his hand around her waist. “I think we make a good pair, don’t you think?”
I glare at him hoping my face doesn’t betray my heart thudding at the distant look on Chloe's face. The Phoenix is right, I know what I have to do.
I am afraid I won’t have the strength to reach as far as I needed to go, but I have to try, at the very least I can free the city. I allow energy to flow freely from my body. Letting it out is a relief, I didn’t realize how much effort it had taken to keep it in.
I reach within and find the tiny ball of white light. Gently I release it, and it flares into life. Small bursts of white light erupt from the surface until it looks like flaming ball of liquid.
I let it out, and the gravity around us changes. Small rocks lift off the platform to hover, a light appears in front of me in the shape of a tiny white ball no bigger than a marble.
The Collector senses my magic and sends his out to corrupt it. Red licks of light shoot from the ball in the sky and strike the white light, for a moment the two colors swirl, but the white light wins out.
“What?” The Collector bellows and removes one of his hands from his task, sending a larger bolt at my glowing ball of white light.
The same thing happens, only this time my white light noticeably grows in size after the white light defeated the red. I meet the eyes of The Collector, and we both know what this means. My power is stronger than his.
“Kill her!” The Collector bellows returning both hands to his task.
Hayton draws his sword and advances on me. My body shakes with effort as I hold out a hand and create a wall of blue-green light that keeps him back.
Foolishly he slashes his sword at it, and the blade shatters into a thousand pieces, crying out he drops the hilt and holds his injured hand. Hayton whines and looks at his father.
The Black Phoenix hops on the edge of the platform and launches at me. I redirect my magic at The Phoenix, and it bounces off my light shield, squealing in rage.
Hayton chooses this moment to draw his gun with his uninjured hand and points it at me. I am forced to redirect the shield, so it is now in between me and Hayton. Leaving me totally unprotected from The Phoenix who has regained its motivation. The dark bird launches itself at me once more. I cringe waiting for talons to tear into my flesh.
The flaming red Phoenix darts into view and tangles claws with its evil twin, together the two fly into the sky, slashing wildly at one another. They let out horrendous screeching as colossal bodies collide, time and time again.
The red phoenix is much larger than the black one, but the Black Phoenix is less honorable in the way it fights. Its talons reach for the red phoenixes eyes, and our Phoenix just manages to avoid that horrible fate as it dives for the ground and away from the vicious claws.
They continue their fight in the distance too far away to be a help to either side.
“Kill her,” The Collector demands of Chloe.
Chloe looks at him, and she picks up the broken sword hilt. The jagged metal glints in the dim light. She looks at me, and her face scrunches up as if a war rages inside her.
With great difficulty, she takes half a step forward and stops, her eyes glittering with the essence of the will trapped within her.
The Collector, outraged that she hasn’t followed his commands, directs his magic at her once more. The light surrounds her, but this time her own light shines, a flicker of purple and silver keeps the red light at bay, and the Chloe I know shows in glimpses. The flaming feather in her belt begins to glow, and the flames spread around Chloe, stopping The Collectors magic from reaching her.
The Collector has aged, the magic is obviously using up the energy he had stolen from those innocent victims earlier. Would my power eat my life energy the way it chews through his?
My ball of light is now about the size of a person, while The Collector’s looms overhead, easily the size of a house. The Collector makes a complicated gesture, and his light pours into the black crystal the twisted Phoenix had left on the platform earlier.
The Collector uses the last of his strength to send his black light at me. I re-direct my shield. I can’t let him have my power. Who knows what he could do with it.
“Kill the girl,” The Collector yells at Hayton and gestures to Chloe.
Hayton hesitates. “But father, she is supposed to be mine.”
The Collectors hollow face is furious, and he sends a wave of energy at me that forces me to my knees. “Kill her!”
Hayton steps back as if The Collectors words had struck him, before marching over to Chloe, drawing his dagger and holding it to her throat, but there his blade stays unmoving.
I focus on his hand, using all the power I can spare to keep his blade from moving. I can feel the power eating from my flesh. Would I have been able to keep this up if I hadn’t stolen energy from Chloe and that man? I grimace. That is an unpleasant thought.
I struggle with his will, and I can feel exhaustion pulling from within. I can’t keep this going, spreading my power like this will kill me, I can feel it. But I would rather die than live in a world without Chloe.
The air around us seems to stop. I stare at The Collector, and a smile graces his twisted face. “Don’t you see? To defeat me, to save your world, you must lose everything.”
My body shakes as my power flows out unrestricted, I can no longer control it. My power feeds into a ball, and it begins to spin. The white ball flattens out, and the spinning light launches itself into the sky. White light streams from my body like a river. As it swirls and pulses, I sense power on the other side of it, like I had in the clearing, and a part of me yearns to go there.
The unrestricted power consumes me, and the need to be one with it draws me in.
A movement on the platform in front of me draws my attention from the sky and the growing light that is now brighter than the suns.
“Stupid girl,” The Collector bellows and marches over to Hayton, who still can’t break the power I hold over him. He pushes Hayton away from Chloe and draws his own dagger.
I see the glint of silver the moment Chloe's eyes meet mine, and she is there, no longer bewitched, but my Chloe.
“I love you Taliah,” she says, her voice carrying over the wind like a whisper.
The Collector plunges his dagger into her stomach, not bothering to pull it out as he steps away.




Chapter Twenty-three

“Chloe!” I bellow. It’s like I have been stabbed too. My heart beats so painfully I am sure the pain will kill me.
My magic works on its own by this point, weakness in my limbs causes me to struggle, as I fumble my way towards Chloe's motionless body. Falling to my knees beside her I pull her into my arms, she is limp and lifeless. I can feel the will in me leaving as I look at her.
I stare at her not, processing what my eyes can see. It can’t be real, this is a bad dream. Not my Chloe. Her blood flows freely from her wound, seeping as if it wants to escape her.
The power pulls at me, eating away at my life force. Gently I kiss Chloe on the head. “I will be with you soon Chloe.”
The Collector laughs from the other side of the platform as the last of his magic flows into the crystal. It pulses red light from within, soon it will release its power on Katera.
“You were doomed to lose,” The Collector grins walking to me, his black light pooling around his hands. “And now, you will make me young again.”
I lower Chloe to the ground and rise to my feet. It is tempting to let him take my life force, but I still have a job to do.
Resolve strengthens my spirit and I look into the eyes of The Collector. “Killing her was the worst thing you could have done if you wanted to stop me.”
The Collector's grin drops from his face. He sends bolts of black light at me, they flow over my body harmlessly. My light crawls along his light, and I feel my strength grow.
The Collector cries out in rage and steps away from me, trying once again to use his powers on me. I calmly step towards him as his black light stream from his hands, his ability has no effect on me, but once again I feel my strength grow.
Am I stealing energy from him? The man looks small and frail in front of me, and without his powers to use against me, I don’t find him as scary.
“No matter, the mob will kill you once this goes off,” he says indicating to the crystal, which is a light shade of pink. “You will be reunited with your slut in no time,” he spits.
Rage fills me at his insult, isn’t it good enough that he took her from me, but he has to insult her as well.
“Oh no, what’s the matter?” The Collector pretends to whine. “Did I hurt your feelings?”
Without saying a word, I step forward and punch him in the face. He falls to the ground clutching his nose. A great deal of satisfaction washes over me as The Collector crawls away.
He has aged drastically and looks far worse than when I had first encountered him. How long has he had to collect energy to make these crystals, if the magic does this to him?
Hayton lets out a roar and lunges at me. I send a burst of air that has him flying back into his master’s crystal. He cracks his head against the stone and lays unmoving.
The collector climbs to his feet and snarls. He sees something behind me, and he breaks into a smile. “Your dinner guest has returned.”
I spin around and come face to face with the beast the collector had created. Its white body standing out vividly against the black sky and its grey trail of mucus. Splashes of red cover its mouth and chest and various weapons stick out of its side.
I can see a pick, the hilt of a sword, and a polearm, embedded in its flesh. Nothing had stopped it. How did it get up here? The last I saw it, it went underground near the castle. I blink in horror. The hole in the tunnel I had fallen into.
If the creature had come up through there, Kent and the soldiers would have been trapped between it and the mob of Hayton supporters.
My heart seems to stop beating. “No.”
The Collector peers over the side. “Oh dear. It seems like she has made an awful mess on her way up here.” He shakes his head. “So much blood. Oh and look, here come some Hayton fans now. I’m sure they would love to see what you have done to their glorious and rightful leader.”
I back away from the creature. There isn’t really anywhere to go. It advances and puts itself between The Collector and me.
“I’d love to stay, but I really must go. I have a country to rule you know.” The Collector gives me a mock bow. “It is always a rush meeting a god, and then finding a way to kill them.” He steps out of sight and heads down the curving ramp that is the platforms only exit.
The creature lets out a piercing wail that forces me to cover my ears. It advances on me, and I do the only thing I can, I open myself entirely to the rush of power and direct it at the creature. Flames burst from my hands and ignite the mucus surrounding the beast. It screeches and tries to escape the flames, only to discover they pursue its every move.
The creature blunders towards the edge and topples off, I run to the side and witness the creature landing with a thud on the ground below.
I catch a glimpse of the carnage below me. Soldiers lay dead or wounded in a pile at the base of the spiral. Kent and two other soldiers fight against a group of Hayton supporters, they are outnumbered three to one.
I lift my arm and find it covered in red and purple flames, the same color as flames on The Phoenix. I take one last look at Chloe and open my arms. While Kent is alive, there is hope for the kingdom.
The wind carries me into the sky and towards the swirling mass of white light.
I am drawn right into the center of it. I register a flash of red light below me. The crystal must have released The Collectors power on Katera.
People everywhere will be under his spell, mindless shadows of who they once were. It won’t matter, my power will be released soon enough, and I am confident I can break his spell.
My magic surrounds me, and the form of Chloe slowly walks to me, she wraps her arms around my waist. I stare hungrily, desperate to believe she is whole.
She gives me a sad smile. “I am only here to help. My body is broken, this part of me will disappear soon.”
Tears run down my face. The flames surrounding my body gently lick Chloe’s skin before she too is enveloped in the flames that cover me.
“Chloe.” I whimper.
“You know what you must do,” she whispers into my ear and kisses my cheek.
I take her hands, and together we hover in a circle, light between us begins to build in a portal. On the other side, I sense life. I get a glimpse of charging antlers and green fields, voices whisper at me through the light, and I lean towards the portal.
“I know you want to go,” Chloe's voice fills the air. “But now isn’t the time.”
I swallow. She is right. I ignore the pull and focus on my task. I struggle with the force of the power as it rips through me. Burning through my reserves without concern for my body. I squeeze Chloe’s hand, “I’ll see you soon.”
I let her go, and light explodes around me, traveling faster and further than I ever imagined something could move. It expands beyond the visible horizon, it takes a few seconds for the light to disappear. When it fades, it takes with it the clouds of darkness The Collector had created.
Thousands of people look at me as they come out of their bewitched states of consciousness. The flames surrounding me are almost as bright as the suns in the sky.
The Phoenixes are still locked in battle. The Black Phoenix lets out a dreadful screech and falls from the sky, landing with a thud in the town center, where it lay unmoving. The Red Phoenix sings its victory as it flies towards me and the platform.
I can feel my own consciousness leaving, and the world around me fades. The last thing I am aware of is rushing air against my body as I fall from the sky.
###
I awake to soft, warm feathers and wetness on my chest, I open my eyes and find The Phoenix above me crying. As each teardrop lands on me, the energy in me renews, and the lingering of death I had been hoping for pulls away.
I pull myself to my knees and stare around me. I am on the platform, the red crystal has melted into a puddle of grey and lay harmless in a lump on the platform. Hayton lays at the edge of the platform, a trickle of blood matting his blonde hair.
I crawl over to Chloe, carefully I pull the dagger from her stomach and let it fall to the ground with a metallic clank.
I pull her into my arms and her head rolls, lifeless. I look at The Phoenix. “Save her, take what you gave to me and give it to her.”
The Phoenix shakes its head as it approaches. “You still needed,” the voice of The Phoenix echoes in my head. “I cannot.”
“I won’t do it without her,” I snap, tears flowing freely, falling on Chloe's jacket as I cradle her in my arms. “She is the one you should have saved, she is the one the world needs,” I sob holding her tightly, afraid to let her go. “You can save her,” I plead.
“We are one,” The Phoenix says as if this answers all my questions, and cures the dreadful pain in my heart.
I ignore him and stare at the woman in my arms, dimly I am aware of his giant wings beating as he flies off the platform and out of sight.
Kent's head appears as he runs up the ramp that leads to the top of the stairway. Kent’s eyes fall on me, tears lining my face. His eyes dart to Chloe, who lay motionless in my arms, a sticky pool of red surrounding us.
“Chloe,” he whispers, he sprints towards us.
Gently he takes Chloe from my arms. I let her go, Kent is the only person in the world I would let take her from me.
She rolls into his arms like a doll. He takes her hand finding it limp and unresponsive. “No,” he utters. He checks for a pulse and finds none. “No,” he croaks again desperately touching Chloe’s face.
“Chloe wake up, come back to us,” he sobs clutching her lifeless body.
His body shakes, and he carefully gives her back to me and paces around the platform. He draws his sword and uses it to pummel what is left of the grey crystal in the center, crying out in pain and rage at the loss of his sister.
Each beat of his sword sends shards flying until his sword breaks in half, under the powerful strikes of a man filled with more pain than he knows how to bare.
Angrily he throws the hilt to the ground and sinks to his knees, a soft sob escaping him.
I feel his pain as truly as my own. Chloe’s face is so peaceful. I gently place a kiss on her cheek and whisper, “I love you too.”
I stare out over the city from my place on the platform, the sounds of Kent’s quiet sobbing and the wind the only noise to fill my ears.
I close my eyes and try to calm my raging heart. How can I recover from this?
A pained cry snaps my eyes open, and I turn to see Kent clutching his neck. Hayton had awoken, and he holds the hilt of the broken sword that is now plunged into Kent's neck. Kent falls forward and reaches for his sister’s hand with his last breath.
“No!” I scream and run towards Hayton.
His eyes widen as I tackle him to the ground. We roll across the platform, and he turns on top of me. He beats my face with his fists. “You Bitch. You took everything from me.”
Part of me just wants to let him beat me until I die. But survival instinct is a strong thing to fight. I rock my hips and upend him, he rolls off me and crawls to his knees. I twist and give him a vicious kick in the stomach. He topples backward. He scrabbles for a moment with the ledge trying to find purchase, but the rock crumbles under his feet. He falls and screams right up until his body connect with the ground.
I bitterly wish I could find some satisfaction in his death, but all I feel is a sense of profound loss. I crawl my tired and aching body back to the twins. I pull the broken sword from Kent's neck and let the hilt clatter on the ground.
He stares up at the sky, a line of blood runs from his mouth. I place Chloe's hand inside Kent's. Giving him his last desperate wish to be near his sister. I put my face in my hands and weep. Nothing. It was all for nothing.




Chapter Twenty-four

I pull my face from my hands and look at the sword hilt beside Kent. It would be so easy. I pick up the handle and the bloodied blade glints in the sunlight. It would be a coward’s act, but what kind of a human am I without them?
The phoenix sores overhead. “You are not human. Not anymore.”
I sniffle and let the blade fall beside me. I pull the feathers from Kent and Chloe's pockets and look at the flaming plumage. Why even give them these?
The necklace at my chest glows. I wipe my face and pull the chain from my shirt. The pink gem glows softly in my hand. A small smile comes as I recall the day I got it. Chloe had said it was supposed to have healing powers.
I look at the twins. Grief makes you do desperate things. I place their feathers back on their chest and take off my necklace. I set it in their joined hands and fit mine over the top.
I close my eyes and push what is left of my power into it. The gem glows blindingly bright and heats up in my hand. Little veins of pink light crawl along the twins skin and disappear under their shirts. Light pours from these pink veins, it is so bright, I have to turn away.
Chloe’s hand twitches. I look at her eagerly, daring to believe against all the odds that she is alive and here with me. The blood pooling the platform flows backward and returns to the twins bodies.
Once every last drop has returned, the wounds seal. First creating a jagged red line that slowly fades into a white line, as if it were a scar they had for years. The feathers wither and burn on their chests, disappearing from sight. Chloe takes in a deep shuddering breath. Kent takes in a breath next to her.
“Chloe,” I whisper, afraid my broken heart is playing tricks on me.
There is no way what I had seen could have happened, but a lot of weird things have happened with magic, and I am desperate for this to be one of them.
“Taliah,” she mumbles squeezing my hand lightly, her eyes flutter for a moment as she struggles to focus on me. She gives me a brief smile before her eyes close and her breathing slows, she has lost consciousness. But I will take that over death any day.
Kent twitches and turns his head to me. “I knew you could do it.” His eyes close and his breathing evens out.
I pull Chloe over to Kent and rest their heads on my lap. I hold tightly on to their hands and thank The Phoenix for his gift.
Exhaustion overcomes me, and I don’t fight the pull of darkness.
###
I awake in a bed surrounded by soft sheets and pillows. A massive window sits open beside me and perched next to it is The Phoenix, delicately grooming its fabulous plumage.
I sit up and rub my aching head. Maggie bustles into the room with a tray of toast, a pot of tea floats in behind her.
Finley follows after her. “I really must insist you don’t visit her while The Phoenix is here.”
They walk into the room and Finley bows deeply to The Phoenix and me.
I furrow my brows. “Maggie?”
Maggie ignores him, hurries over to the bed and places the tray on the table beside me. The teapot floats anxiously behind her. “Taliah. You gave us quite a fright. It was a bit touch and go for a while there, but your stubborn will to live paid off.” Maggie places the tray of toast in front of me and pours me a cup of tea.
Finley waddles in behind her, wringing his hands.
I ignore the toast and stare at Maggie, I can’t believe how unbelievably happy I am to see her. Maggie fusses over the state of my pillows and insists on plumping them up.
I get out of bed and hug her. Maggie halts and returns my hug. “It is good to see you too dearie.”
I find my voice. “Are Chloe and Kent-?”
“They are just fine. Off doing king and queen things. I am sure they will return soon, they always visit before dinner.” Maggie ushers me back into bed.
The Phoenix looks at Maggie and squawks at her.
She looks up at him and places her hands on her hips. “Don’t you give me attitude Mister.” Maggie turns to look at me and waves at The Phoenix. “Every day for a week this impatient creature has pushed a hole into your room. Twice we had to move you because it was no longer structurally sound. The third time I had them put in a big window.”
Finley’s face has gone deathly pale as he watches the interaction between Maggie and The Phoenix. His mouth hangs wide, and he looks like he might faint.
The Phoenix glances at me. “She comes in every day. It has been most annoying.”
I start. I hadn’t expected the Phoenix to speak so well. Our last few communications had really been just enough to get the point across.
The phoenix readjusts on his perch and eyes us. “Your language has changed quite a lot since I last awoke. It took time for me to learn it.”
I blink at the magnificent creature. Maggie places a piece of toast in my hand. “Eat.”
I stare at the toast.
“Listen to the overtalkative woman. She is right.”
Under the two piercing stares, I obediently eat the toast. I quickly finish them, and Maggie clears away the plates. “I will return soon with more food dearie. I hadn’t expected you to be awake just yet.”
She heads to the door, and Finley follows her, bowing as he exits.
“Tell the small round man I would like some more grapes. Green ones please.”
“Finley,” I call out.
The man pauses. “Yes, Phoenix?”
I blink at him. “The Phoenix would like you to bring him some grapes.”
“Green ones.”
“Green grapes,” I amend. Finley looks startled by this request. “Of course.”
“And Finley,” I add. “Please call me Taliah.”
He bobs his head at me and backs out the door.
The heavy wooden door closes, and I am left alone with The Phoenix. I turn to face the flaming creature.
Purple and blue eyes focus on me. “You have been a very difficult prodigy to work with.”
I huff and sip my tea. “Ever considered I don’t want to be your prodigy?”
The phoenix regards me. “I did not create your Destiny.”
I set my tea down and swing my legs out of bed. “You created everything.”
The majestic creature before me ruffles its feathers. “If I created everything, how did I come to be?”
I pause. I hadn’t considered that. “You mean you weren’t just always here?”
The Phoenix makes a noise I am sure is a laugh. “I was hatched many years ago to a loving family. I am the last of my kind, but I am certainly not the first.”
I walk over to the window and stare out it. I can see most of Celestia from here. Groups of people are working on rebuilding houses and repairing the damage caused by The Collector and Hayton. The wind blows through the open doors, and a wave of bumps spread across my skin. “Your family, were they gods too?”
The phoenix nudges his face on my arm, and I reach a hand out to stroke his feathers. “No. They were intelligent and capable creatures, but they were not gods.”
The flames that skim along the phoenixes feathers engulf my arm. They lick along my skin and warm me. “How did you become a god?”
The Phoenix pulls its face from my hand, and he stares out the window. “In times of great need a soul is chosen for ascension, they are gifted the powers of gods to restore peace and prosperity for our world.”
I smile. “It’s good we have you then.”
The phoenix clicks its beak at me. “This time around, I was not the chosen soul.”
I furrow my brows. The wooden door of the bedroom opens, and Chloe stands at the entrance. Her frantic eyes scan the tossed sheets of my bed and land on me standing by the window.
She is in a long light blue gown that fits her exceptionally well. Furs line the cuffs and collars of her dress, it looks incredibly warm. I am certainly heating up as I study her in it.
She sweeps across the room and pulls me into a hug. “Taliah.”
I squeeze her for a long moment before I pull back and hold her face in my hands. I study her beautiful grey eyes. She looks tired, but well. “You scared me.” I pull her into another tight hug. “Don’t you ever die on me again.”
She buries her face in my hair. “I don’t plan to.”
We stand this way for a long while before Maggie bustles into the room.
Maggie spots me out of bed and gives me the face my mother used to give me when I had done something naughty. She settles an overflowing tray of food on the table beside my bed. How does she think I will eat all that? My stomach rumbles loudly and Chloe chuckles.
Maggie turns to me. “You shouldn’t be out of bed.”
I give her a guilty smile. “I didn’t go too far.”
She shakes her head. “Okay, Dearie, back into bed. At least until you have had a decent amount of food. You have been asleep for far too long to do much without it.”
I head back to the bed. My numb toes protesting about moving across the cold stone floor. Chloe helps me into the bed and Maggie summons some chairs for them to sit in.
Finley enters the room, two young men behind him carry a large bowl of grapes. They carefully place the bowl on the ground before The Phoenix and bow their way out of the room.
Finley gives The Phoenix a deep bow. “I hope this pleases you Great One.”
The Phoenix steps off his perch and digs greedily through the grapes. He selects a bunch and eats them in a single mouthful. His eyes close in appreciation. “Tell the small, round man that he has done well."
I look at The Phoenix. “His name is Finley.”
The Phoenix nods at me. “Tell the small, round Finley that he has done well.”
I rub my face. This is going to take some work. “Finley, The Phoenix greatly appreciates your efforts.”
Finley's face lights up, and a grin looks like it will split it in two. His plump cheeks take on a rosy quality as he bows his way out of the room.
I begin work on my tray of food and dig eagerly into a bowl of steaming porridge.
Maggie pours another cup of tea and sips it. “How goes the city repairs?”
Chloe snags a piece of fruit toast from my overloaded tray and sits back. “They are going well. We are working on restoring homes as fast as possible, it should be done by the end of the week. The Magi’s have been very helpful with the repairs. Who knew magic would speed the process along the way it has?”
Maggie’s eyes twinkle. “I am glad you followed our suggestion.”
Chloe looks surprised. “Of course we followed your advice. You are our friends, and we trust your judgment.”
I scrape my porridge bowl clean and move on to a slice of fruit toast. I bite into it and smile. This is the fruit loaf Maggie makes. Suddenly, I recall The Collector leaving the platform during the battle, and the toast goes dry in my mouth. “Did you find The Collector?”
Chloe shakes her head. “We have done extensive searches, but we haven’t located him. We have had various reports saying he went underground, through that chamber you fell into.”
Maggie smiles. “The Magi Academy dealt with that. He won’t be coming back that way.
I nod. “The use of magic weakened him, he aged rapidly as he poured his magic into the crystal. With any luck, he won’t have enough power to do anything for quite some time. We may find him before he can do any more damage.”
Kent flings the doors open with a bang, and The Phoenix starts. It ruffles its feathers and gives Kent a rebuking stare. “Maybe I should have just chosen the female as heir. She is never that loud, and she scratches the best spot behind my head.”
I smile at the phoenix’s remark as Kent makes it to the bed in less than five of his massive steps and pulls me into a crushing hug. My breakfast is saved by Chloe and Maggie’s quick responses.
He releases me and beams down at me. “So our world saving hero is awake at last!” He pulls a bag of marbles from his belt and places them on my lap. “I suppose I should give these back to you then.”
I let out a snort of laughter and choke on the bit of toast I had just bit into. Maggi gives me a thump on the back, and my breathing settles down.
Kent smiles proudly. “We can’t stay. We have a meeting with what is left of the heads of each major town. You know they haven’t met with Celestia’s leaders for over ten years? No wonder they got so out of hand, no one was keeping them in check.”
Chloe squeezes my hand and rises from her seat. “We will come back and see you for dinner.” She bends over and places a quick and gentle kiss on my lips, before her and Kent exit the room. I watch them go, I can’t help the smile that spreads across my face.
The Phoenix loudly rolls its empty grape bowl around, checking to be sure it hasn’t missed any. It lets out a beautiful chirp and flies out the window.
Rufus wonders in through the door. His red hair wild and un-brushed. He spots me and claps happily. “Our Gifted is awake!”
I raise an eyebrow. “Gifted?”
He plops in the chair beside me and pulls a stray twig from his hair. “Well I did toy with: God Imbued Fated To End Destruction. But it seemed a little too long, and Maggie declared it was overdramatic.”
He pauses and tries to sneak a piece of cake from my tray. Maggie slaps his hand, and he retreats with a yelp. I smile and use my fork to cut my cake into three bits, and I share it with them.
I chew the fluffy chocolate cake happily. I play with the necklace hanging from my neck. “My necklace brought Kent and Chloe back to life.”
Maggie raises an eyebrow and Rufus crams his whole portion of cake into his mouth. Maggie holds out her hand. “May I see?”
I take off the necklace and put it in her palm. “Have you always worn this?”
“Since my twenty-first birthday.”
She turns in her hand. “You have imbued it.”
I blink at her. Rufus cuts in, “Every time you used your magic, your necklace absorbed a little of it.” He leans over and plucks the necklace from Maggie’s hand. “Ooh, it’s even a pink one! This stone is already dispositioned towards healing, I suspect the level of your powers fed into it and gave it the energy it needed to restore life.”
He hands it back to me, and I loop it around my neck. I let out a yawn and Maggie removes my half-eaten tray.
She ushers Rufus out of the chair and smiles at me. “It is time you got some rest.”




Chapter Twenty-five

The next morning, I finally escape my bedroom, and I wander around the large house. After a few wrong turns, I make it to the front door and step out into a large courtyard. A blanket of snow covers everything in a white layer, and I have to squint against the glare.
I wrap my extravagant clothing around me and head out of the courtyard. People everywhere are busy rebuilding and repairing the city, they have little time to notice me.
I smile. People continually bowing at me and thanking me had grown old. It is nice to be around people who have no idea what I have done, and believe I am just an ordinary person.
An old woman struggles to carry two buckets of water she had hauled from the canal and wobbles past me.
I meet her step and take the buckets from her. “Where are we going?”
She smiles at me. “You are kind.” She leads me past a group of people re-building a bridge across the canal and to a small yard with a grand plaque in front of a small oak tree. Her house is across from it, and I leave the buckets inside the door for her.
“Thank you.” She says with a broad smile. “My old back isn’t what it used to be.”
I bow my head at her. “Any time.”
She closes the door, and I return to inspect the monument. Freshly planted flowers cover the area, and I follow the winding path to the base of the slab of polished black stone. Silver words are engraved on it, and it neatly sits at the bottom of a new oak tree. I wipe off the fresh coat of snow and read the plaque:
For all those who were brave until the very end, and for the souls that perished in the war. We will not forget the people you were or the sacrifice that you made.

Our bond is for forever, and goodbyes are not the end. It simply means we’ll miss you, until we meet again.

Under the text are rows of names. So many that pain flairs in my heart. My eyes fall of Malik's name. I reach out and touch it. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save you.” I bow my head. “Until we meet again my friend.”
My eyes fall on the oak sapling. A great deal of effort had gone into protecting it from the weather, but it would be lucky if it made it through the winter. I crawl over to it and place my hands on the ground beneath it.
These people deserve a monument that will stand forever. I take a deep breath and pour my energy into it. The sapling grows and widens. Its branches unfurl, and small buds creep along the branches. I stop when the tree could easily be mistaken for a few years old and sit back, panting in the snow.
A cloud of air rides on my breath as I gaze up at the small tree. It will live.
I climb to my feet and slowly walk back to the place I had been sleeping. Growing the tree had drained my already depleted resources of energy, but I don’t regret it for a moment. I feel like I will be making a few trips to the tree as my strength returns.
I come across a group of people crowded at the edge of a canal, they all seem to be peering into the icy cold water.
Curious I make my way over. Kent and Chloe are at the center. I push into the middle and look at Chloe. “What is happening?”
Chloe looks up, startled to see me out of bed. Her eyebrows furrow as she looks at my face. I guess my exhaustion shows more than I thought it did.
Chloe takes my chilled hand in her gloved one. “A number of people have told us that after the great light, something fell from the sky and into the water here.”
A young man nearby nods. “I saw it meself, I did. Fell right from the center of the light that cleared the fog in me head.”
I look back at the water. I don’t recall anything but falling. I suppose I was occupied.
Kent points at something in the water. “What is that?”
I follow his finger, and my eyes land on a glittering object under the surface. I focus on it, and a familiar wave of energy hits me.
Chloe peers at the water. “I don’t know. We can’t get it now anyway. The water is much too cold. We will have to come up with another way to gather it.”
Kent's eyebrows knit together. “We could use a net, but if we miss and dislodge it from whatever is keeping it in place, the current could move it to anywhere. I don’t know if we would find it again.”
A man drops his jacket and dives into the water with a splash.
Chloe's hand jumps to her mouth, and I drop to my knees and peer into the icy water. The man emerges with a fist full of mud in his hand. Something glitters in between his fingers. “I got it, Majesties.”
I reach out as far as I can, and he clumsily swims towards me. I take his icy hand and pull him to the stone bank edge.
Kent steps beside me and hauls the man from the water as if he weighs nothing. Kent pulls off the outer layers of the man’s wet clothing, he quickly removes his own rich overcoat and places it around the shoulders of the dripping and shivering man before him.
Kent turns to bystanders. “Bring blankets. Quickly.”
The man’s white cheeks take on a tinge of color as he becomes flustered about being cared for by the king. Blankets are brought, and a couple leads the man into a shop nearby. We follow them, and Kent ensures the man is placed as close to the fire as he can get him.
Chloe brings him tea herself and kneels beside him. “You should not have jumped into the water. It is much too cold.”
The man takes the cup in wet hands and stutters. “You wanted the glittering ball. I wished to get it for you.”
Chloe takes off her scarf and wraps it gently around the man’s exposed throat. “Your life is far more important than our interests. But we thank you for the risk you took in bringing this to us.”
The man lets out a brilliant smile and sips his tea. He lets out a small sigh and holds out his shaking hand for Chloe, inside it sits a glittering ball.
Chloe takes the item from the man’s grasp and returns to where Kent and I stand. She holds it out, and I stare at it. The glittering ball is a combination of six gems. Blue, green, red, yellow, purple and orange. Each gem is about the size of a thumbnail and pulses with magic.
“What are they?” Chloe asks.
“I think I made them with my light,” I say looking at her. “I can feel my magic inside them.”
“Six gems,” Kent says as he holds the cluster to his face. “What should we do with them?”
“Make necklaces,” I suggest half-jokingly, and finger the necklace around my neck. “You guys already have the skills for it, and it has certainly paid off in the past.”
Chloe smiles at my comment. “If Taliah’s magic is inside those gems, they will extremely dangerous in the wrong hands.”
“I guess we should take the time to make sure they go to the right people then,” Kent says and places the gems inside one of his many pockets.
We exit the building and a small blonde girl with glasses so big they magnify her blue eyes to a startling size. She looks up at Kent and blushes. She hands him a small flower.
I gape. This is the girl Kent had told to run when we were making our way through the enemy campsite. Apparently Kent has not frightened her for life.
Kent kneels before the girl and gently takes the flower. “Thank you.”
The girl gives him a brilliant smile, revealing a missing front tooth.
An older woman with short hair holds her hand out to the young girl. “Come Brenda. We have taken enough of the Kings time.”
The little girl offers us a curtsy and skips off to take her grandmothers hand. Kent holds the small yellow flower to his chest like it is his greatest treasure.
Chloe turns to me. “So, why are you out of bed?”
I give her a guilty face and she laughs. Together we walk towards the palace.




Epilogue

I return to my room and tidy up. I find the clothes I had been wearing during my encounter with The Collector have been laundered folded and stacked in a neat pile. On top of them sits the little orb I had found in the underground chamber I had fallen into.
I pick it up, and it fits neatly in the palm of my hand. Colored clouds swirl within it and I watch it for a time before I set it down on the clothes.
I turn back to my bed.
“Taliah.” A voice whispers.
I pause and look around the room, certain I am alone.
“Taliah,” the desperate voice calls again.
My eyes fall on the orb. Light pours from it and illuminates the space around it. It grows until it is so bright, I have to close my eyes against the glare.
“Taliah, help us!”
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