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    To my dad, I love and miss you dearly. And to my mother, you’ve raised me to be a strong, independent woman, and honestly, thank you for encouraging my siblings and me to read; it made me a better writer—Also, I took out some of the f-words for you. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    PREFACE 
 
    Hello dear reader, you don’t know how glad I am that you have picked up this book. I can’t per se remember the very first instance this story came to light (my brain operates in mysterious ways) but like most stories, it started with an idea – separate ideas at that – but most importantly, the reality of the world.  
 
    I am the type of person who will stand up to someone being bullied or disrespected; whether it is because of their race, skin color, the way they think or speak, or their sexual orientation. The characters that are in my story portray somewhat of how I feel about the world and the mistreatment of others. However, beyond the darkness, there is always light. I hope when you read this book you can feel that extension portrayed within these chapters.  
 
    You are never alone, and you will always be loved no matter what. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
    The Month of Solstice, Year 655 of Ya’skr 
 
    King Godfrey IV of Kingsland, fourth of his name, the Viper and the Conqueror sat upon his throne. He gripped the arms so tightly, his knuckles were white. He had excused his court officials and advisers because of the sudden appearance of an unusual guest. It was unlike him and frankly unwise to allow such a stranger to enter into his home, unannounced, but this stoic and unusual guest, a woman named Karma, with startlingly white hair. Her milky-white complexion smooth as porcelain; her eyes were a bright violet and were spell-binding capable of drawing victims. She wore a simple robe and a cloak with a cowl pulled over her head. 
 
    But the most interesting about her as she claimed to accurately predict his future. 
 
    However, things were not going quite as he would hope. 
 
    "No, that cannot be!" King Godfrey’s cry echoed in the throne’s halls.  
 
    He leaned forward in his chair, his eyebrows knitted together. He had fought for his throne and survived through battles and plagues. How could one measly vision crumble everything he had built? 
 
    “Surely, you are a fool if you think I have come to tell you lies. My visions are never faulty. Make no mistakes.” 
 
    King Godfrey gritted his teeth. He didn't like the woman talking back to him. If anyone else were to speak curtly to him, he would have hung them. 
 
    “Who is this person you see? What kind of power do they have that I cannot stop?” 
 
    Speaking to the king was not only time consuming but draining. However, she would do as her master commanded, which meant making sure the Mundane was happy, even though she, herself, could destroy him within seconds. It was all going according to plan. The woman twisted her lip and very discreetly rolled her eyes. She slightly bowed and bent the knee. 
 
    “Alas, I am afraid it is something you cannot stop.” 
 
    King Godfrey furrowed his brows. "There is nothing that I cannot handle. I am the king.  You will reread my fortune and give me a way to destroy my enemies!" His yelling mounted with each word that came out of his lips. 
 
    “Now, tell me who...” 
 
    Karma smiled slightly. “Very well. You may feel a sting once the vision enters your mind, your Highness.” 
 
    King Godfrey didn't want to hear any more talk. He merely waved his hand and mumbled, "Just do it."  
 
    He leaned back on his throne and folded his hands together, waiting for the woman to work her magic. Karma’s violet eyes glowed brightly, and she projected the vision into the mind of the King: 
 
      
 
    King Godfrey stood at the gates of his kingdom where he conducted his speeches. There were Kingsland Guards on either side of him, but their faces were invisible. A crowd stood out front filled with the common folk of Kingsland. They cheered and shouted when he smiled at them, his eyes gleamed and radiated with power. He wore a large golden crown adorned with sparkling jewels. Gazing at his radiating presence, the crowd started applauding. Like the Kingsland Guards, the King could not see any individual face, they either had no face or were blurred out completely. The King waved to the unseen crowd. 
 
    From King Godfrey’s peripheral, however, he saw a shadow. It whizzed into his line of sight. The shadow was a person who wore a tan cloak, a hood shielding their face. Before King Godfrey could react, the Shadow of the person struck him; it moved fast with the swiftness and removed what he thought was a curved dagger, but in fact, was a hand. A demonic hand that pulsated red and had sharp elongated fingers. There were a few gold tendrils that sprouted from the body of the assassin, and it spread out wide as if to consume him. 
 
    The King's face paled, and his eyes grew wide. The shadowed assassin came upon him and sent the demonic hand straight through his torso. The red and gold eyes of the assassin glared at him with malice and hatred. 
 
    The vision faded returning King Godfrey to his throne. Gasping, he grabbed his chest, his forehead dripped with sweat—he had never known fear; he had always been the one to instill it.  
 
    Karma waited for the King to snap out from his reverie; who had not very long ago been red in the face, was now quivering in fear from the vision she implanted in his mind. 
 
    “As I have said, you will be in danger by the hand of magic, but I have a way for you to change your fate.” 
 
    King Godfrey lifted his head. He dropped his hands to his side, and the worry that had been on his face relaxed. With his lips pressed together and his eyes, half closed, the King composed himself. He hated to let anyone see him nervous, let alone a woman. He stood on his feet and glared at Karma. She did not flinch or quiver, like many people who feared the King did. 
 
    "Who was that assassin with magic? I have pushed all Magi out of the borders of Kingsland; the Fae and the Horian’s reside in their respective territories, the Roma are long extinct, and I have forced the Kobolds out of the city after the war; many of which have even died from the Ire Scourge!" 
 
    King Godfrey balled his hands into tight fists. He wanted to know who could be so powerful that they would be able to wipe him out and possess demonic energy. The king had fought wars and came out alive. He had heard people in the past speak of the Aesir and Asur gods, but he didn't believe such deities even existed. If something could cause his death within seconds, he would make sure that it would not happen. 
 
    Karma knew the King was scared, even if he didn’t quiver anymore; men were fickle creatures, especially ones who wanted power. 
 
     “If you do not want that vision to come to pass,” she started to say in a matter of fact tone. The King’s brow rose, eager as he waited for the woman’s answer. 
 
    “On the second year of Rainbloom, arrest what Magi still reside in your realm. Women carry the Magi genre and thus produce breeds with gold irises. With those prisoners have them fight in the pits, or dispose of them, then everything will fall into place from there.” 
 
    King Godfrey watched Karma leave out the doors, and he sat back down on his throne. He rubbed his chin and thought back on the woman's words. 
 
      It is done, my Lord, Karma telepathically communicated to an unknown source. 
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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Month of Rainbloom, Year 657 of Ya’skr  
 
    When the door of the small cottage slammed, it made a little girl jump. She had been sitting on a stool, knitting a scarf for Winter's Eve. The young ten-year-old girl, Thea, had not expected her older sister to come barging into their home. Dominya had been tending to the crops since she was twenty, and as an adult, she had inherited her parents' farm after they passed away. Dominya and Thea were one of the last Roma breeds of Magi children. Dominya didn't know much about her heritage, only what she learned from her mother, and then what she learned from her mother she taught Thea. 
 
    Dominya darted around the living room. Looking for something on the table. With her puffy eyes and her red cheeks, her stringy brown hair flowed over her shoulders and along her back. When she couldn't find what she needed on the table, she went over to the shelf that was against the pale, white walls. 
 
    The look of panic on Dominya's wide grayish-blue eyes made goosebumps travel up Thea's arm. Thea had never seen her sister this so frantic, as her sister was usually calm and reserved. There was never a time when she seemed nervous or unsure of herself. Not only had she taught Thea how to plant; she had taught her how to fend for herself.  
 
    Thea's fingers trembled. as she clutched the scarf to her chest to keep them from moving. She licked her lips and watched Dominya reach her hand onto the very top of the shelf where she remembered she last left the item she misplaced. 
 
    "D-Dominya?" Thea weakly called out. “Dee?” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dominya turned to meet her sister’s eyes that resembled her own. She didn't answer her. Thea continued to stare at her sister until she saw something glinting in Dominya’s hand: a silver-tipped blade with a wooden handle.  
 
    "I need you to sit down and hold still, Thea."  
 
    Dominya stepped toward Thea who was too terrified to move, and stared at the blade, her pupils dilated. A warm sensation ran between Thea’s legs and dripped onto the carpet, leaving a large dark stain on the thresh rug. 
 
    Dominya walked over to Thea and gripped her shoulder hard. She pushed her back down onto the stool. Dominya hated being forceful. She never once beat her sister or yelled at her. Yet, she pushed Thea's head down and brought the blade to Thea's hair. When the silver blade touched her hair, the sound of shredding and grunts of pain could be heard. It only took a few seconds for Thea's crinkly, dark brown locks to fall on top of the large stain imprinted into the rug. 
 
    Dominya walked and crouched in front of her sister. Dominya had been her only protector, shielded her from danger and made sure she didn't have to experience pain or loss. Thea looked at her sister’s hand where there was a burn mark, realizing why she had been hearing grunting sounds of pain; anything of silver or iron made some Magi have a negative reaction to it. This knowledge alone made Thea fear that something was amiss that Dominya would injure herself knowing the consequences. 
 
    "Listen to me, Thea," Dominya said. "You can’t be Thea anymore, do you understand? Your name is Theo." 
 
    Thea tilted her neck to the side, furrowing her brows. She didn't know why her sister had cut off her hair or why she wanted her to be called a boy's name. It didn't make sense to the little girl, and when she tried to open her mouth to ask a question, nothing came out. Dominya looked away from her sister and tucked the loose hairs under the rug. She looked back up and smiled at Thea, but the smile did not reach her eyes.   
 
    "I know you are terrified. I am too, sweetie," she whispered. Dominya grabbed her sister’s trembling fingers. She reached her hand up and rubbed the side of Thea's unevenly shaved head.   
 
    "Dee, what's going on? You're scaring me," Thea whimpered. She had finally found her voice. 
 
    Dominya’s eyes welled up with tears again and trickled down her olive-toned cheeks.  
 
    Thea reached out her hands to wipe her sister’s tear-stained face.  
 
    "I had a vision. The Kingsland Guards are going to take me away and anyone with Magi blood in them."  
 
    Dominya shoulders shook. 
 
     Thea didn't know how to react. She only shook her head in disbelief, her eyes becoming glassy as tears leaked out. 
 
    "No! They can’t do that. They can’t take you away from me." Thea threw her arms around her sister's neck and squeezed. "I-I won't let them! Don't go!" 
 
    Dominya stared at the ceiling, the gold iris in her grayish-blue eyes reflected in the light. She gripped her arms around her sister’s tiny body but pulled Thea away to not linger too long in their emotions.  
 
    Dominya gripped onto her sister's forearms, shaking her. 
 
    "Pay attention, Theo! The soldiers are looking for only women and anyone with gold irises. You aren’t of age, you have two more years left before your magic awakens, so they won’t see the gold in your eyes, not yet. You must masquerade as a boy. This disguise won’t last forever, but it will protect you from the world of men. Please, do your best to stay hidden in the shadows and survive. Do not fight back, as Roman’s the more magic we try and summon, the more we will absorb negativity."  
 
    Tears continued to stream down Thea's face as Dominya held her.  
 
    "Will you survive for me, baby?" 
 
    Thea opened her mouth and saliva stuck to her lips. She didn’t understand the situation, or what was being said to her, but she knew what Dominya’s desperate and shaky breaths conveyed. Before Thea could reply, the sound of clip-clopped hooves was followed by a carriage creaking to a stop. 
 
    "Dammit," Dominya cursed and gripped her sister’s shoulder harder. She pulled her away from their embrace, Thea tried to return to her sister’s arms, but Dominya pushed her back. "You must survive and tell no one of what you are. Do you understand? Being a woman is dangerous and having magic in Kingsland is a death sentence. Never reveal who you are." 
 
    Thea nodded. 
 
     Dominya let out a sigh of relief. 
 
     The Kingsland Guards had been going from house to house, stashing mainly women with golden irises into their wagon. Dominya and Thea's home was one of the few left. They barged into the house slamming the door off its hinges. They wore the House of Kharma's colors: A long red, blue, and white frock under silver chain mail with the King's symbol—a snake wrapped around a crown—on each corner of the material. 
 
    "You, woman!"  
 
    Two soldiers grabbed Dominya's shoulders and forcibly pushed Thea, throwing her to the floor. Thea cried out as she watched the men grab Dominya's cheeks and craned her neck up to peer into her eyes.  
 
    The Guards nodded to each other, confirming that she was a Magi.  
 
    The glint of the silver blade caught Thea’s attention. She stared at its serrated edges, and an insistent voice told her, pick it up. Thea quickly grabbed the blade’s handle, she flinched at burning sensation on her palm but hid the blade with haste under her clothing. 
 
    "What of the boy, sir?" One of the Kingsland Guards, a brown-haired guard who held Dominya asked. He placed her arms behind her back, and Dominya hissed. 
 
    Thea looked up at the Kingsland Guard leader; General Bishop Mar Donias. 
 
    He walked over to Thea, slowly. He looked down and squared his eyes at her. His curly gray hair fell into his cold and unfriendly eyes: with one-midnight black iris and the other a vibrant green. A cicatrix ran down the length of his left eye. The old scar looked broad and washed-out, like an old fish bone, as if it had never been stitched or treated.  
 
    Thea's face paled, gripping tightly onto the blade's handle. 
 
    “Get away from them, you—”  
 
    Dominya hissed and tried to pull out of the Guard’s grip to focus on the leader with the scarred eye, but the third guard, on the other side of her, with black tapered hair, smacked her across her face. Dominya’s cheek immediately turned red and her cheek bled from the small cut from the Guard’s gauntlet hand. 
 
    Thea yelped and flinched when the Kingsland Guard struck her sister; tears brimmed her eyes as she saw her sister’s blood drip down her cheek and slowly trickled under her skin. General Mar Donias Bishop stood in front of Thea, pulling Thea’s attention away from her sister and at him.  
 
    Thea craned her neck up to look at the giant-sized man. 
 
    Mar Donias instilled fear into any man, and this boy was no different. Kids were all the same to him, even the ones who he stripped from their parents—they cried and pleaded, begged for him to release their mother or their sister. 
 
    "Leave him. He does not have a trace of gold in his eyes. Besides, he wouldn’t survive no more than a day, the bastard already pissed himself," Mar Donias laughed.  
 
    The other Kingsland Guards laughed in response, mocking Thea, her cheeks turned red from embarrassment.  She watched as the two Kingsland Guards left, with a smile on their faces, except for Mar Donias who bent down on one knee to meet Thea's eyes. Thea squirmed under his penetrating gaze.  
 
    She adjusted her grip on the blade to strike. 
 
    "Disgusting. That look in your eyes, your presence, it reeks of failure. The only thing your kind has shown me is how easy you all roll over like dogs." He pushed her hard knocking her back. He leaned over her as a sinister grin appeared on his face. 
 
    Thea shrunk away in fear.  
 
    She tried her best to grip the blade's handle, but she found it was slippery in her sweaty palms. “What are you waiting for? Do it,” an urgent voice said in the back of her mind. As if she had no control, she gripped the blade's handle tighter. 
 
    "You were born a rat, and you'll die—” 
 
    Thea plunged the blade into the man's green eye. She twisted her wrist with a force she didn't even know she had. She screamed in pain as the silver made her hand sizzle and burn. Beads of blood spat out from the man's socket and soiled the front of Thea's shirt and face.  
 
    The sound of his cry was guttural and animalistic. 
 
    Thea quickly scrambled to her feet and rushed out the door, as she raced after the soldiers.  She could see the brown-haired guard dragging Dominya up the hill and throwing her in a cage with several other women and children. The brown-haired guard and the black haired guard headed back down in Thea's direction, to check on their leader. 
 
    They stopped, midway, when they saw Thea—her bloody face and contorted with rage. The guards looked shocked and confused, looking back at each other, and then back at her face and chest sprayed with blood. They didn’t hesitate to pull out their swords and approached her. 
 
    “Come here you little bitch!” 
 
    Thea grabbed a jagged rock on the ground for protection and picked it up, the rough edges of the stone poked her palm. She stretched her arm back and trained her eyes on the two Kingsland Guards. 
 
    "L-Let my sister go!" Thea stumbled as tears slid down her cheeks.  Bitterness welled up in Thea's chest and inflamed her gut. 
 
    “Get back in the house!” Dominya protested with her sister.  
 
    Thea, for a moment, froze, and she was about to drop her arm when she heard a voice say, “Do it.” It half-encouraged, half-ordered and Thea found her arm possessed against her will. However, Mar Donias stood behind her, casting a shadow over her. 
 
    There was rage in his one eye, the other tightly shut, blood seeping from it. His gauntlet hand rose in the air and smacked Thea across the face. Thea fell into the ground, hard, but, General Mar Donias lifted her from the ground and grabbed Thea by the throat; squeezing it. 
 
    Thea gasped and tried to peel off the man's large hands from her tiny throat. Black spots formed in Thea's eyes, and her ears rang. There was a brief moment, her life flashed before her eyes and she blacked out unconsciousness; her body went limp. 
 
    Dominya cried out as she watched her sister being overpowered by the guard. Mar Donias saw that she was no longer moving, and as an animal finished with its prey he tossed her to the side.  
 
    Dominya stretched out her hand, her grayish-blue eyes turned amber, and in that split moment, she summoned her magic as an invisible force-field caught her fall. Dominya released her magic, her eyes turned amber, but once her sister was safe on the ground her eyes turned back brown.  
 
    Mar Donias returned to his horse. 
 
    Thea’s eyes flickered slightly; her vision still blurry as she lied on the ground. She focused her attention on a worm that slithered past her eye as a colony of ants charged for it ready to take it down with full frontal force, Thea could make out the sound of a carriage going over the gravel as it drove away. 
 
    They left me here to die. 
 
    The sky formed into a blanket of ominous gray clouds and it started to rain. 
 
    The cold, wet precipitation fell on her cheeks. The dirt, blood, and tears mixed into a gooey paste. Thea blinked in quick succession every time the droplets fell into her eyes. She tried to force her body to stand, but fell instantly, and slipped back into the muddy earth and her legs gave out. The last thing Thea saw before she blacked out was Dominya’s anguished expression as tears rolled down her cheeks. The carriage moved further and further away until it was nothing more than a black dot in the distance. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dominya stared at the small cottage as they drove away, leaving Thea’s unconscious body behind. Tears welled in her eyes as she sat in the cage. She wrapped her arms around her legs. Other people sat in the cage with her, mainly women, as they clung to their small children to console them. She wouldn't be able to hold Thea when she was sick or scared ever again. She would never be able to sing to her or watch her get married.  
 
    I won’t be there for any of that. 
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” Mar Donias grunted. “We can make it back before dark.” The rest of the Guards nodded.  
 
    Dominya closed her eyes and silently prayed for her protection: Please, Kii, Ansem, protect my sister and keep her under your watch. 
 
    Mar Donias slammed his hand on the cage. Dominya snapped her eyes open and looked directly at Mar Donias. 
 
     “What the hell god you praying to? Your life is already over.” Blood again poured from his wound, following the length of his scar like a trench, before dripping down the stretch of his face. He had ripped the edge of his tunic uniform and wrapped it around his head, to cover his eye. It would hold until they reached the castle. 
 
    “At least I have a god to pray to, you follow and worship a man who thinks he’s a god.” 
 
    Mar Donias hissed, “Watch your tongue and don’t get any funny ideas, you Magi bitch, or I’ll gut you where you sit.”  
 
     “And that’s your biggest problem. You act high and mighty, like nothing in this world can phase you, and all you know is to kill and judge. But you’re simply nothing without your armor, weapons, horses, and men,” Dominya snarled.  
 
    A guard who sat in the front of the carriage, turned around in his seat as he overheard the exchange between the two.  
 
    “General Bishop, perhaps we should gag her?” 
 
    “Do not listen to her; she is only trying to get a rise out of you,” Mar Donias barked out. “She cannot do anything but make taunts. Keep your eyes on the road!” 
 
    The soldier hesitantly nodded but obediently turned around.  
 
    Mar Donias pulled his horse closer to the carriage and leaned his head toward Dominya, who craned her neck up. Mar Donias, even the slightest, credited this woman’s bravery. 
 
    “Look around, you are the only one powerless one here and will be made cannon fodder,” Mar Donias said.  
 
    The carriage rode through the rest of Twinleaf village, where the villagers stood outside their homes. Men, little boys, and very few girls clung to each other, weeping. When the people in the cages realized where they were, they cried out to the villagers on the outside.  
 
    No one moved a muscle; they knew that opposing the king meant a life sentence. 
 
    Dominya reached for the bar with her hands but jerked backward. She gritted her teeth and looked down at the red welts on her palm.  
 
    Mar Donias smirked and chuckled at Dominya's pain. “Don’t think about it, the bars are made of silver; you have no power here.” He leaned away from the carriage as he heard Dominya speak; he raised his brow curiously. 
 
    “What did you say?” he demanded. 
 
    “I said,” Dominya enunciated with a hiss. She looked at him and her hair fell into her face, her eyes turned amber. Mar Donias narrowed his eyes and watched her magic spurn from her. 
 
    “We fear because we have no choice, forcing us to keep kissing the king’s ass who bleeds like any other man. You all are the monsters, not Magi. You are just the money-grubbing nobles whose only religion is to glorify themselves. I have no doubt that you would all gladly sell your souls to fight for pointless wars. One day you will realize your mistake, and you'll wish you would have thought first before selling your soul to the highest bidder. This kingdom shall burn with everyone in it." 
 
    The more Dominya talked, the more her eyes brightened.  
 
    Mar Donias stared into the Roma woman's glowing eyes, as a suffocating weight collapsed on him. He couldn’t breathe and he gasped.  
 
    He did not see that a force field was being squeezed around him.  
 
    Some of the Kingsland Guards who had still been watching the spectacle stared in horror and they tried to attend to their General as one of the Guards who rode beside him, furiously began patting his back. 
 
    However, because of the silver surrounding her, Dominya could not hold onto her magic. The glow in Dominya's eyes disappeared and she slumped over to one side, leaning against the cage's wall. Her chest slightly rose and fell, as she closed her eyes to sleep.  
 
    Mar Donias continued to stare at Dominya's form. He'd never admit that a shiver had run up his spine for he had never met anyone who made him feel an ounce of nervousness. 
 
    “General, are you alright?” one of the Kingsland Guard, who had been patting his back, asked him.  
 
    Mar Donias, however, shoved his hand away from him. He glared at the Guard.  
 
    “Get back in line,” he enunciated through gritted teeth. The Guard, face paled, stuttered, “Y-yes, s-sir,” and pulled his horse back into his prior position. 
 
     “What the hell are you looking at, pay attention to the road!” He continued to yell at the soldiers who had been gawking in his direction. Seeing General Mar Doniasl afraid would give their enemies a fighting chance, and Mar Donias would cut out his other eye before he would ever do that.  
 
    Magi are still weak after all, he seethed in rage. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Will you survive for me, baby? The words repeatedly echoed in the back of Thea's mind.   
 
    The pelting rain had slowed to a stop. When Thea slowly opened her eyes, there was a sudden ache in her lower back that made her flinch and she gritted her teeth. She wasn’t sure if the pain came from when Mar Donias tossed her or from being stiff too long. A cold chill swept through her core; it made her stomach churn. 
 
    Thea’s fingers dug into the squishy and sodden earth, she tried to gain balance to lift herself up. There was a burning sensation in her shaky arms as she strained to sit up but found herself unable to move even an inch off the wet ground. She laid in the cold damp dirt letting the earthy taste linger on her tongue. 
 
    Dominya, please. . . I need you.  Thea’s entire body had become immobile and frozen. I’m going to die. . . I don’t want to die. 
 
    If you were supposed to, you would have already been dead. You’re better off counting your blessings, an unfamiliar voice said in Thea’s mind. 
 
    Thea wrinkled her brows; she did not know if the voice was male or female. She tried to look up but couldn’t see any further than her sinking cheek in the dirt would allow.  
 
    You are going to have to sit up sometime unless you want to die. I won't stop you either way . . . So, don’t disappoint me for your failure. That is not in the plans and you won't be wasting any of my time, the voice said. 
 
    Plan? What’ plan? What’s going on? Thea was too weak to speak let alone open her mouth. Who are you? 
 
    We only needed one of you. And that searing rage you had inside of you drew me to you. the voice explained. Unquenchable, raw hatred, unexpected for someone so young. It could have been anyone, but I found you; be grateful you were spared from the Mundanes wrath. 
 
    Thea still didn’t understand what she was talking about. She didn’t know who we were or why they needed her. She just wanted all the pain to stop.  
 
    Please, I don’t… I can’t get up. The Kingsland Guards, t-they took my sister. They took Dominya, Thea pleaded with the voice. 
 
    For the first time, the voice chuckled in mockery. She’s long gone now. She would have been a hindrance. Now, if you don’t want to die from pneumonia, get your ass up now.  
 
    But I— 
 
    Now! the voice commanded. 
 
    The voice’s demand forced Thea’s strength out of her. She winced and gritted her teeth but managed to push herself up. Her clothes were soaked and caked with mud from head to toe. Thea shivered and wrapped her arms around her body. Her teeth chattered loudly, and she bit on her tongue several times, where she could taste blood in her mouth.  
 
    The taste and the stinging pain were welcoming. It gave her something else to focus on other than the penetrating cold that had seeped into her bones.  
 
    An icy touch surprised her as the hair on her neck stood on end. Thea slowly turned and saw long, bony white hands resting on her shoulder. Her heart stopped in terror and what little color remained in her cheeks, drained away. She became as pale as the spectral hand on her shoulder. She craned her neck up, her eyes bugged out, in a frozen state of horror. 
 
    Above Thea stood a seven-foot-tall woman with curly black hair cascading down her back. Her skin was a grayish-white. She had a grim and fierce expression on her face, half of which resembled a corpse. Thea could see the muscles on the tall woman’s face and her eyes sitting in hollow sockets; half of her lips peeled back to display rotting gums and decomposing teeth; her hair on one side was in tufts, which looked like the woman had been in the grave for years. The other half of her face and upper body was that of a living woman.  
 
    The hand and arm touching Thea's shoulder, along with her legs from the hips down were molted and rotting, matching the decomposition of the dead woman’s face. 
 
    Don’t stare, girl. Now, eat this if you want to survive. 
 
    Every fiber of her being told her to run, to flee, but fear prohibited her from moving and her throat tightened, halting the scream that wanted to escape from her lips. 
 
    The woman’s skeletal hand held a loaf of bread. Eat, or I'll make you. 
 
    Feeling the soft tip of the bread touch Thea's lips, she finally tore her eyes away from the woman's face. She looked at the small loaf of bread that was at her mouth and her eyes followed the dough all the way to the woman's bony fingers holding it. 
 
    "I-I'm not h-hungry," Thea stuttered. She wasn't sure if she should run or cry out for help, but she had the feeling the woman would do something far worse than the Kingsland Guards if she did. 
 
    Of course, you are. I won't be in the body of someone who can't take care of herself. The woman leaned down to meet Thea’s eyes, making her gasp as the woman’s black eyes met hers. Thea froze under her gaze, feeling as if those eyes were looking into the depths of her soul. Fortunately, the grumbling in Thea’s stomach quickly averted the woman’s gaze away to her stomach.  
 
    You are hungry. Now, take and eat. 
 
    Thea hesitantly took the loaf in her hands. Despite the nearly overwhelming fear, her hunger pains distracted her enough to look away from the woman and reach for the soft bread. Thea sunk her teeth into the tender dough and began ravaging the loaf like a starving dog. 
 
    Good girl. I have my work cut out for me before it is time . . . Now, formal introductions aside, I am Hel. As I said, you called me, and I came. 
 
    Thea waited to respond until she’d finished devouring the bread, inhaling every morsel, even licking her fingers clean when the loaf was gone. She brushed her hands together and took a tentative look at Hel’s grimace.  
 
    “I don’t understand . . . What is it time for? A-are you a demon?” Thea stuttered.  
 
    You will know when it is time, now no more talking. You ask too many questions. 
 
     Thea licked her lips and idly looked down at her filthy smock. It was drenched and covered with dirt, blood, and now crumbs. She couldn’t help but remember from earlier and how she couldn’t save her sister.  
 
    There’s no point in dwelling in the past. Hel’s voice brought Thea out of her thoughts and looked back up at the demon. She’s gone. You move on with your life and worry about yourself. The one thing she told you to do was what? 
 
    Thea licked her lips. Her scratchy throat was on fire but still managed to say, “Survive.”  
 
     And you will. Now go wash, you reek of death.  
 
    The corpse-like part of her face that exposed her rotted dead skin, sunken eye, and a skeletal grin made Thea shiver again. Thea couldn’t determine what the feeling was, but she knew that it had dug itself deep inside of her, and despite her fear of it and of Hel, she craved this new feeling. She wanted more; she didn’t want to fear. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hearing Dominya's exchange with Mar Donias and seeing the raging bloodied child, had shaken some of the Kingsland Guards. They had barely slept in the two days since they captured some of the Magi. Their dreams were dominated by the amber-eyed women stalking them and killing them as they believed not silver would not be able to hold them off as they originally thought.  
 
    These five men were terrified, but they wouldn't let their fear consume them.  To them, there was only one way to silence their concerns: to burn them all. 
 
    They slipped into Twinleaf Village under the cover of night and began breaking down doors, waking the families sleeping peacefully in their bed.  The guards dragged the people outside by their hair, arms, legs, whatever they could hold. Once the houses were cleared, the Kingsland Guards set them on fire. Anyone hiding inside would be consumed by the burning flames. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thea awoke to the acrid odor of smoke assaulting her nostrils. Groggily, she shuffled to the window of her house and peeked her head out to see what was going on. She gripped onto the edge of the pane. The sight outside made her blood run cold. Terror gripped her heart as she saw smoke rose in the sky and buildings were set ablaze; people screamed in fear as their voices picked up across the valley.  
 
    Thea looked away from the window and ducked, sinking into the ground. Her heart pounded wildly, and she wrapped her arms around her tiny body. As much as Thea wanted to hide and hoped the flames wouldn’t travel, she thought about her neighbors; people she’d known her whole life.  
 
    Don’t risk your life for anyone, you’ll only be caught in the aftermath, Hel said. She appeared in front of Thea and she jumped, letting out a cry.  
 
    Her eyes brimmed with tears and she shivered violently. 
 
    “B-But I have to do something!” Thea stuttered. The tears that were in her eyes fell down her cheeks and she started to heave heavily as she started to hyperventilate. “Th-They’re going to die.”  
 
    And what use will you be to them? You can do nothing, but snivel and cry in the corner. You will be a liability—Look what happened with your sister; you could do nothing.  
 
    Thea flinched.  
 
    Her face distraught and her eyes were red. Hel’s words stung deeply and a sharp pain entered in her gut. She was powerless like Hel said, what could she possibly do to help? 
 
    Fight. Even if it seems like you’re outnumbered. Fight. A voice said into her head. Thea couldn’t discern the voice, but she knew that the voice was right.  
 
    “N-No,” Thea stuttered. She slowly stood to her feet; Hel looked at her with a blank look on her face. Thea flinched and shrunk back from her gaze.  
 
    What did you say? 
 
    Thea pressed her back to the wall and gulped. “I-I’m going to save them. I don’t-don’t care what yous’ say.”  
 
    You’ll regret that decision. 
 
    Thea kept her back against the wall but still focused on Hel as the demon woman continued to stare at but did not move.  
 
    Thea fumbled for the door handle, her breathing came out in quick rapid succession and swung the door open.  
 
    She raced out the door, tripping several times, but did not lose her balance as she ran up the hill and to Twinleaf as fast as she could.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thea leaned her hands on her knees and took deep, uneven breaths. She started to dry heave and making unpleasant noises. 
 
    She gasped and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Thea stared at the odd mush of throw up, her stomach did twists, and she had to look away to keep from throwing up. When Thea looked up, she did not expect the sight that awaited her in the center of town: a cluster of villagers on their knees and three armored men standing over them, blades in hand. Meanwhile, the other two grabbed the chins of the villagers and turned their heads roughly before letting go and moving on. She moved as quietly as she could, hiding behind bushes, and inching closer to hear what was going on.  
 
    “. . . This seems like everyone,” a gruff male voice said. The Kingsland Guard and looked at the fearful crowd. “If any of you know who a Magi is, you best speak up now, if you wish to keep your lives.”. 
 
    The villagers crowded together, holding onto one another, and looked from one person to another; wondering if someone would give them up to the Guards. 
 
    As Thea watched, her attention was pulled when another Guard dragged a woman into the square by her hair. She screamed and cried as she pleaded with the guard to let her go, but he callously ignored her. He shoved her into the line, while a man slammed into the guard and punched him in the face.  
 
    “Leave my wife alone, you monster! We haven’t done anything wrong!” the man roared. 
 
    The guard sneered at him, as he wiped the blood from his nose.  He drew his blade. The man was so focused on his wife that he didn’t notice the sword swinging at him. He gasped as it sliced through his jugular, killing him instantly. The wife screamed in agony as her husband’s dark red blood spurted from his neck and onto her face, soaking her. His head rolled away, hitting another woman in the line, who screamed.  
 
    “Obviously there’s something your husband didn’t want us to know about you,” the guard snarled at her.  
 
    She cried in protest as the guard drove his sword into her neck, without releasing her hair, and cleanly removed her head. He held up her head in triumph, glaring at the others in the square.  
 
    "Anyone else care to be a hero?" He dared them to move, wanting an excuse to kill more of them. When no one moved, he tossed the woman's head in the crowd, and the villagers cried out in hysteria. 
 
    Thea’s face paled as she watched the spectacle. She tried to move but found herself immobile to do anything. 
 
    I told you that you wouldn’t be able to do anything.  
 
    Thea gasped and turned around; the bushes rustled when she moved. A Guard, who was in close proximity, heard the noise but dismissed it like a wild animal. 
 
    “But I can’t. . . They’re slaughtering them.” Thea whispered in a squeaky whine. 
 
    And there’s nothing you can do if you don’t want to die.  
 
    It didn’t take long for an idea to come up with an idea. “But you can.” 
 
    A shiver ran down Thea’s spine, it was like she could sense Hel smiling. 
 
    Are you sure? What happens next. . . Will be out of your control. 
 
    Thea nodded, unaware of what Hel had in store. 
 
    Do not say I didn’t warn you. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Fear was a beautiful thing. It drove people to do the stupidest things, of which Hel had always found to be a tool. Taking any leverage, exploiting even the smallest sign of weakness can be the difference between being the predator or the prey. Hel was always the predator. Nervousness stirred in the back of her host’s mind, but she quickly shoved it aside. 
 
    One would never expect a ten-year-old to be a threat, especially a full-grown adult in armor, but Hel’s possession over Thea’s body increased her strength significantly. She appeared from the bushes and stalked the guard who had beheaded that couple when his back was turned, she saw her opportunity.   
 
    She went for the guard’s knee, in hopes of plunging the knife in the weak spot in the joint of the armor. However, she wasn’t as quick as he was, and the guard grabbed her by the collar of her dress. While most would be terrified in her situation, Hel was fully in charge and made her have no fear.  
 
    The Kingsland Guard sneered at her and he reached for his sword. The villagers who saw the child stalk toward the Guard shriek in fear at what he might do to her. 
 
    But without a second thought, she plunged her tiny knife into his wrist that gripped her hand. Blood instantly sprayed her. It covered her face, her hair and soaked into her dress. The guard dropped her, his sword still in his hand.  
 
    He slashed his sword at her but merely nicked her arm. The pain caused panic to bubble up from her host; but as the adrenaline pumped through her veins, she allowed herself to be overpowered. 
 
    She jumped on his back and wrapped her arms around his neck, putting him in a chokehold. There was no feeling better than that of a pulse slowly weakening as it is being extinguished. Choking the Mundane from behind wasn’t as much fun since the color draining from their face or the desperation in their eyes wasn’t visible to her.   
 
    The villagers screamed as they took in who the child was and was terrified to imagine the innocent child, they had thought they knew.  
 
    Another Kingsland Guard ran to defend his comrade and saw who the attacker was, he had a look of confusion when he saw who the enemy was. The guard went for his sword, hoping to plunge it into her heart, but he failed to draw his blade quick enough when she slashed at his knees. Amusement danced in her eyes as she saw him feebly fumbling for a weapon that was just out of reach.  
 
    She stepped on his hand—hard—as he screamed in pain. The agonizing plea was soothing to her ears. In a desperate panic, he dug his nails into her leg and tried to pull her down to the ground. Blood flowed from where his nails dug into her flesh, but she did not falter  
 
    Hel’s host stirred at the pain in an attempt to break free from the control, but she was far too weak. 
 
    As soon as her host faded into the background, she plunged the sword into the man’s back. The man lurched forward and gasped, trying to claw at her leg one last time.  (nice!) She twisted the sword’s pommel deeper into his chest and heard the satisfying squish of his flesh. When the life finally drained from his eyes, she released her hold, and a small puddle of blood slowly formed from underneath him.  
 
    She cupped her hands, taking some of the blood, and trailed it down her face, slowly.  
 
    Everything happened in slow motion and one by one the Kingsland Guards hit the ground. There was a madness in her eyes, her lips curved up menacingly in a half-snarl half-grin, and aside from her physical form, the crowd saw nothing mundane in the crimson monster standing before them. 
 
    The terror that gripped the villager's hearts left them frozen in place. Through their cries of fear were muttered prayers, begging Thili, the Goddess of Protection, to keep this beast away from them. Several women in the crowd fainted; some even vomited, the acidic stench mixed with the coppery scent of blood, created a pungent smell. None of them had ever seen anything like this horrible scene playing out in front of them. While most of them were happy that the men who had assaulted their townspeople were dead, a pragmatic few had the thought that this could bring the law down upon them; but the small girl oozing with crimson ichor terrified them more than the law. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thea’s head throbbed, her arms and torso were on fire, and she was wet and sticky. She blinked and looked around, as she saw the faces of the others in Twinleaf, all looking at her in terror. She turned her head, but aside from a few burning buildings, she couldn’t see what would cause the amount of fear she’d seen in their eyes until she looked down. Now that every single Guard was dead, Hel left Thea, leaving only a tingling sensation in the back of her mind. 
 
    Thea stood in a puddle of blood, flanked by dead Kingsland Guards, and blood flowed freely from several wounds.  
 
    She blinked slowly, confused and exhausted.  
 
    “W-What happened?” Thea asked meekly.  
 
    She stared at her bloody hands and her vision was slightly dazed by it. Her skin paled at the sight. 
 
    Many in the crowd flinched when she spoke as if her words could cut them down. Hel? What’s going on?  
 
    You killed them; Hel lied. You managed to slay them all, without my help - I’m impressed. A smug satisfaction and sadistic glee radiated from Hel. 
 
    “W-What?” Thea weakly said. She grabbed the sides of her head and she started crying. “No. No, that can’t be true. I didn’t. . . I couldn’t do all of this?” 
 
    What is the matter? I thought you wanted to save the villagers. I thought you wanted to make the Guards pay. Did you not wish for death to befall upon them? 
 
    Thea tried to regain her bearings, looking around at the bloody field around her, and squeaked out, “T-This. . . I didn’t want this.”  
 
    A voice called out from the crowd: “What have you done?”  
 
     “Do you know what you’ve done? The Kingsland Guards are going to come down on us for this!” With each word, he took another step, advancing menacingly on the confused and bloody girl.  
 
    “I-I don’t know what happened! It wasn’t my fault!” Thea wept, diluting the blood smeared on her face and creating pink streaks rolling down her cheeks.  
 
    Do not break down here! Hel yelled at her. Stop showing weakness to these people. 
 
    “You’re a monster!” a brown-haired villager yelled. “They were only here because of you. You slaughtered them without a thought. What’s wrong with you?!” He leaned down and picked up a small stone from the ground. “You’re a monster, rotten to the core! You shouldn’t be here!” He threw the stone at Thea, hitting her in the shoulder.  
 
    Thea cried out and stumbled back at the impact, she grabbed her arm and tripped over the dead guard.  
 
    “Monster! You should have died instead of her!” one of the villagers shouted, pointing angrily at the woman the Kingsland Guards had killed earlier. He hurled another rock at Thea, striking her in the forehead as she tried to get up.   
 
    Black spots clouded Thea’s vision and she pressed her hand to the right side of her head. The warm ooze of blood-soaked her fingertips, blood slowly leaked out of the wound and made it hard to see clearly.  
 
    She wiped the blood with her hand and looked at her palm to see bright red blood. 
 
    The others joined in, slowly at first, screaming at Thea that she was a monster, that she should be dead, along with many expletives she'd never heard before. Thea snapped her head up in time to see them with stones in her hand. Run you fool! She raised her arms defensively and picked up the edges of her skirts to make a run for it as they threw small stones at her.  
 
    She flinched as a stone hit the small of her back, but she bit back a scream and continued to keep running.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thea barely remembered running down the hill back to her home. The village was six miles away and on any other given occasion would have been a brisk walk, but tonight it was agonizing to every part of Thea’s body. Her heart beat fast and her muscles ached—from her arm where she held the sword, to her thighs where she ran like a mad woman, and her forehead throbbed from where she struck.  
 
    She fell face first into the dirt, scraping her knees in the process. She gritted her teeth trying her best to keep any sound from escaping.  
 
    “H-Hel…Please, please, come back…” she begged for the demon to return to her, but, she did not respond as she usually did. Her vision, blurry from the tears, made her eyes sting for she realized once more that she was, yet again, alone.  
 
    She laid there not daring to move so her muscles wouldn’t flare like fire in agony. Her lips trembled and she sniffed, Thea closed her eyes. 
 
    She mumbled something under her breath and with aching strength she pushed her body up with her arms, digging her fingernails into the cold earth. She bent her knees, the bloody wound from her knees stinging, but she ignored it and lifted her entire body off the ground.  
 
    She sucked in a breath and puffed out her chest. Her eyes were red, and her cheeks were puffy, stained with tears, the sticky blood from her wound got in her eye, blinding her. She knew she couldn’t stay here.  
 
    Dominya’s words echoed in her head, “You have to keep going, Thea. That’s the only way to survive. Keep moving forward.” 
 
    Thea struggled to her feet as she repeated to herself, over and over, “Keep moving forward. . . Keep surviving and moving forward. . .” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Thea awoke to the sun shining through the window of her little home, she found herself on the floor right next to the dark piss stain. Her muscles were tight, and her body ached when she moved, reminding her of last night’s events. The smell of iron wafted up to her nose, her clothes covered in blood, and her body reeked of a strong stench. She lifted her shirt to scrutinize the details she couldn’t see the other night, where she found a cut so deep it was near the bone on her bicep, along with several different cuts of varying severity. The majority of her body covered in dark purple bruises, from the stones and the fights with the Kingsland Guards. 
 
    She limped over to the cabinet by the wall and opened the draw to find a needle and thread. Her hands were shaking as she stared at the splintered wooden needle and carefully aimed the thread into the tiny hole. She had to attempt it several times before the thread slipped through.  
 
    Thea brought the thread to her teeth and snapped the thread from the spool.  
 
    She brought the needled thread to her skin where her hands trembled, and her eyes stared at the dry blood that stuck to her skin. She had sewn through all manner of things, but never through flesh. A soft gasp escaped her lips, knowing she couldn’t wait any longer, and quickly stuck the needle into her skin.  
 
    She let out a whimper and flinched as the tip pierced her flesh. She bit her lip and pushed her hand further so that the needle could slide through her skin. Thea let out a cry, lifting her head, and a tear rolled out of her eye.  
 
    Her vision flickered for a moment. She winced and saw a spray of blood flying from a guard's throat, completely covering her. It flashed again, and she saw her hand holding a sword as it swiped at the knees of an armored man. Thea's stomach twisted in tight knots as sickness and fear clung to her. 
 
    She pushed the thoughts out of her mind and continued to sew through the open wound, despite the excruciating pain. She felt a lingering pressure in the back of her mind and knew that it was Hel. 
 
    “You left me,” Thea croaked, her voice hoarse from not using it. “I could have died.”  
 
    But you didn’t. I told you that you could have died, but you surprised me by what you did. You should feel victorious. Hel told her as Thea stuck the needle through her skin for the fourth time.  
 
    “I-I don’t feel victorious. . . I don’t remember,” Thea said, her lip quivered. “W-What happened, Hel? I remember asked you for—” Thea gasped, and her eyes widened as she realized the truth. 
 
    You asked me and I helped. I told you that you might regret it, I helped you survive, not your sister. You trust no one, but me—Now go and bathe, you reek. And Eat something; you’ll need to regain your strength. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The Month of Leaffall, Year 657 of Ya’skr 
 
    It had been three months since the Kingsland Guards took Dominya. Thea had survived eating what food remained in the house, but when the food ran out, she had to leave or as Hel liked to put, fending for herself.  
 
    She left the home that she had grown up in and had, for most of her memories, when nightfall had graced the sky’s presence. She didn’t want villagers to see her leaving when she passed through Twinleaf and while she thought of going to other towns that headed further south, Hel had convinced her that rumors might have spread, and they would be waiting for Thea with armed weapons.  
 
    Thea flinched. The pain in her body was slowly starting to subside, but every so often, like the cut on her forehead, she would immense pain.  
 
    It would be a long three-day trip to Kingsland. 
 
    The first nights were the loneliest, at the very least, she had stayed in her house in her own bed for the first few months; she missed Dominya tucking her in and singing her to sleep. However, now she was in the open woods, surrounded by darkness, and nothing but the light of the stars to illuminate light. 
 
    “What are we going to do in Kingsland once we’re there?” Thea asked, one night, she had become slightly more accustomed sleeping on the beads of grass but every so often the sounds of nature would make her alert and jump in a state of fear.  
 
    “Orders will be given to me, when it is time, for now, you may do as your Mundane sister told you to do: Survive. If you do not survive, there is little chance that you will make it out alive, and then I will have no choice but to leave you for you aren’t what we are looking for.”  
 
    Thea decided that it was a fine opportunity to ask what she had been thinking about since Hel first came to me.  
 
    “What do you mean by orders? When I first met you, you’ve always spoken with purpose, like, I’m supposed to help you achieve something. What am I supposed to do?”  
 
    There wasn’t any silence and Thea assumed that Hel had left her presence - she usually did at times - but she didn’t feel a pressure in the back of her mind to insinuate that Hel was coming and going.  
 
    There is a greater scheme in the mix, it is a way to make prosperity in the world. It is no point talking about it now, but when the time comes you will know. 
 
    “But. . . I want to know now,” Thea begged. “Why can’t you tell me?”  
 
    A tightened grip squeezed around Thea’s throat and her eyes bugged out of their sockets. She gripped onto her neck and quickly sat up. Her other arm flailed in the air as she tried breathing, but no air entered into her lungs. 
 
    I told you to leave well enough alone. You do not need to know, is that understood? 
 
    Thea’s face started to turn red and her vision was starting to blur as she started to lose consciousness. 
 
     She nodded in reply to what Hel and the tightness on her throat disappeared, she gasped deeply and leaned on her knees as spit hung from her mouth.  
 
    Do not question me again, Thea, and for that, you will be left alone. 
 
    The heavy pressure in the back of Thea’s mind tingled and she felt a shiver run up her spine as she continued to gasp and heave, trying to regain oxygen back into her lungs. The reddish-brown of her skin slowly returned to her cheeks. 
 
    Thea sniffed as the tears welled in her eyes. She didn’t understand anything that was going on. She didn’t understand what Hel wanted from her or even how to survive as Dominya wanted.  
 
    Drops of tears fell down onto the beads of grass and she stared at the droplet of water collecting from her tears.  
 
    “I c-can survive. . . I c-can. . . k-keep moving f-forward,” she cried.  
 
    The tears finally dried after a few minutes and Thea wiped her cheeks with the sleeve of her arm. She sniffed and slept in the fetal position that night.  
 
    She shivered as the cold wind blew across her body. Thea’s teeth chattered and she wrapped her arms around herself. Thea hummed to herself—it was a tune that Dominya had sung to her once. Yet, she had sung it to herself during her three months alone and she was surprised she still remembered the lyrics.  
 
    ...I will survive. Today and surely tomorrow, I will survive, don't you worry. I will survive… 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    On the third day, she saw Kingsland in the distance.  
 
    While she couldn’t walk to the front gates, getting into Kingsland had been easy. Thea stowed away underneath a tradesman carriage that had stopped one night when it had come in from the Northern waters. She arrived inside Kingsland’s walls, in the early morning’s hours, and looked out the peephole from one of the barrels she had been hiding in.  
 
    She couldn’t help but be in awe of the kingdom’s large exterior and beautiful landscape. 
 
    The massive gilded thick ashen limestone wall stretched around the kingdom and was several meters high and bricks several meters wide. There were three outer walls that surrounded and protected Kingsland, there were four towers on the main outer walls, but the walkways connected the entire structure. Behind the walls structure, it was boarded and connected to a gigantic mountain that stretched out for miles, giving Kingsland the necessary coverage from invaders.  Inside the kingdom’s walls was an entirely different story. The entire country of Kingsland held over four million people, the largest city in all of Middilgard. From the buildings to the structures, every house looked alike, and they clustered together in a tight formation. Most of the clustered buildings were made on a flat incline, while other structures were settled upon a hill that led directly to the castle itself. 
 
    Those who traveled thousands of miles did not only come for the festivities, the landscape, or the beautiful wares but to see the kingdom on the water. Despite the high demand to see the kingdom on the water, there was no entry if one did not receive an invitation from one of the seven nobles of The Perfect Confederacy or the King himself. 
 
    Thea’s stomach grumbled. She couldn’t feel Hel’s presence, as Hel often came and went, so once the carriage stopped moving. 
 
    Thea hopped out from her hiding area.  
 
    She landed her feet on the dusty brick road of Kingsland and decided to make her way through the crowded streets of the Kingsland market.  
 
    The marketplace was noisy. The sellers shouted their goods at the top of their lungs and haggled with buyers who quarreled over quality and quantity with equal vigor. The people clustered together. Their yells, filled with both happiness and anger, were almost deafening, and entirely different from the subtle sounds of Twinleaf. Some stands sold vegetables, meats, and baked goods that wafted up Thea’s nose when she passed their colorful, clothed tables and beautifully woven baskets that held their commodities. 
 
    She was rather grateful she did not look like an eyesore for she had packed a clean smock and pants before leaving. 
 
    She noticed a fruit stand that wasn’t too populated and didn’t have too many customers around, she didn’t want to draw attention to herself. So, she idly walked over to it and pretended to gawk at the items as she mimicked a woman beside her, who rubbed her chin as she “oohed” and “aahed” at the fruit.  
 
    Thea furrowed her brows and nodded, looking as if she was deciding on what to buy. While Thea reached for an apple and stowed it into the folds of her handbag, she continued to fake interest in the food, until she heard two men talking off to the side. What she heard interested her, pulling her away from her original plan, and she leaned closer to them, in hopes of hearing over the loud commotion of the bustling city. 
 
    "... No. My wife hasn't even looked at me these last few months," one gentleman said. The man had curly, dark brown cropped hair. His mustache reminded Thea of a caterpillar and she had a stifle a giggle. 
 
    "Aye, I know a man's sister who had just given birth to a newborn child. They took them both without question," the man's friend said. Thea could not see his face but saw that his hair was rather short and grayish. 
 
    "I should have listened to her! She knew that the king was full of it," the caterpillar mustache man angrily grumbled. He had slammed his fists down on the table, which startled Thea. "I should have known that The Gathering wasn't going to unite Mundane and Magi. Now, I'll never see my daughters again."   
 
    Thea furrowed her brows at this. The Gathering? Are they talking about when the Kingsland Guards rounded up the Magi and burned my village? 
 
    "Keep it down, Ivar," his friend whispered to him, he turned to look at Thea, who didn’t look at him and then back to looking around, most likely to see if anyone had heard the man's outburst. No one's attention was on the two men as they were more occupied trying to get through the crowded streets of people, animals, and carriages. 
 
    "You don't want the Kingsland’s Guards to hear you. They'll gut you like an animal, and they might burn your home while they’re at it. You heard about the Twinleaf village. Then your wife and sons will have no one and no home. I know how you feel, but it's best no one brings this up.” 
 
    “If you really want to do something.” Thea had to raise her voice slightly for the men to hear her over the buzzing conversations that filled the marketplace. The two men looked down at her with curious glances, as Thea turned to look at them with a grim expression on her face, as Hel taught her to do. “You should rally together, take down the king, or something. He’s just one man, right? And if you can take out the Guards, you might have a chance.”  
 
    What are you doing? I told you not to talk to anyone. Hel’s sharp tone intruded into her mind, the pressure this time was like a hard smack, instead of the usual sensation. She, however, ignored it.  
 
    “What the hell are you talking about, boy?” the man with the caterpillar mustache asked. He had a deep frown on his face, and his arms crossed over his chest.  
 
    “I mean what I say, sirs,” Thea told him. “I, myself, took out eight whole Guards - course, it wasn’t entirely by myself, but if there’s more of you guys, you’ll be able to do it; I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Ivar scratched his chin. “Where’s your mommy and daddy? Ain’t they tell you to stay out of grown folks’ business?”  
 
    Thea frowned, insulted.  
 
    “Aye mind your own business. Will ya?” the other man said, shoving Thea. The two men walked away from her and continued their conversation in hushed whispers. 
 
    Thea brushed off her shirt, offended by the man’s aggression. 
 
    "Eavesdropping never gets you anywhere. You’re lucky they didn’t do anything else to you." 
 
    The deep voice of a male spoke behind Thea, she jerked around and it caused the loose satchel to spill out several apples she had stolen. 
 
    "Oh my, and a thief? The younger these children get, the craftier they are." 
 
    Thea's eyes enlarged as she saw a man with pale white skin and a full head of snowy gray hair. His eyebrows and mustache were white, thick, and bushy. He wore a brown, tattered apron. 
 
    "I-I... I can explain!" Thea exclaimed. The man's brow rose, and he cocked his head to the side. He darted his beady eyes around the busy crowd and then back to Thea. He leaned down and whispered, "What's your name?" 
 
    Thea gulped and licked her lips. She twisted the strap of the handbag, preparing to run. "T-Theo, sir . . . I'm sorry about the apples. I didn't . . . I mean, they had-" 
 
    The man shook his head and made a tsking sound with his teeth and tongue. 
 
    "If anyone else were to catch you, they'd cut off your hand. If Kingsland soldiers caught you, they would throw you in their prison. What would make it worse, however, is that you're a girl and the law doesn’t fit well for a woman. . .”  
 
    "I'm not a girl!" Thea shouted. Her body instantly was hot. She could see from the corner of her eye, that three people who were near her turned to look at her. She felt her heart pound at the thought of being exposed. 
 
    The man stared at Thea for a few seconds before he started to chuckle to himself. She furrowed her brows, wanting to know what was so funny. 
 
    "Sure, you are, it’s mainly in your shoulders, your body, and you are a bit scrawny in the arms,” he said. Thea crossed her arms over her chest and a light shade of red crossed her face. “But I’d not worry about anyone noticing you. The ones who aren’t paying attention to you are too preoccupied with their shit or other’s shit. I don't know who helped you kid, but if you're going to survive, you're going to need to do it right. Otherwise, you won't make it out here." 
 
    "I've been surviving for three months, thank you very much,” Thea replied, crossing her arms. She had forgotten about fleeing. 
 
    The man leaned back and let out a guttural laugh that sounded like he was laughing from his throat and nose. 
 
    "You're a spunky one, I'll give you that. But you won't survive the Bifrost . . ." He looked down at the apples that were still on the ground. "You know, those were some pretty good apples you wasted. They cost one bronze each, pretty expensive, especially since taxes have been raised.” 
 
    Thea's brow raised in curiosity. 
 
    "You work for me and pay off those apples. In return, I'll make you my apprentice and teach you some things to survive in this world on your own." 
 
    "What if I run? I don't trust you. I don't trust anyone." 
 
    The man slowly nodded with a look of understanding on his face. "And you shouldn't. There's a lot of fucked up individuals in this world, but there are also good folks. I don't know your whole backstory, but I can tell you’re lost. I can guarantee that whether you trust me or not, you won't have to be alone at least for a while. So, why not bygones be bygones. I am Jiran." 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thea stared at the man, his hand out waiting for her to shake. The man had a certain aura about him that made her feel like she was back home again. He could have been a grandfather or someone's father at one point. She couldn't deny the fact that the first month she was alone she cried herself to sleep every night; and when she wasn’t crying, she was tired of always holding onto aggression. Thea put on a brave face. She hid the sadness that welled up inside of her and the hatred that boiled in her veins. She felt lonely. 
 
    She didn’t know where the feeling had come from, but it was as if she didn’t feel Hel lurking inside her. She only felt this man’s urgent need to care for and guide her. 
 
    She opened her mouth, prepared to answer him, to tell him that he was right. She was lonely, all she wanted to do was lay in a warm bed and eat a warm meal instead of stolen or rotten goods. 
 
    She had grown too used to the feeling of being alone, despite the depression lurking within her. Thea looked around, to find an opening in the crowd.  
 
    Jiran studied her and waited for a response, he narrowed his eyes at her and followed the direction of her eyes. He knew she would run, and this only made him curious about the horrors she witnessed. It made him want to care for this child who had seen all manner of Hell.  
 
    Before he could sway her, Thea spun on her heels and broke through the crowd and bum-rushed into passerby’s, who shouted in anger at her abruptness. 
 
    She didn't stop to turn around or take a breath until she was a reasonable distance from the old man and his table. She hid behind a pale yellow house. Thea leaned her head out and peeked back the way she’d come from, spying on him. He stood by his table and picked up the apples from the ground. 
 
    As if he knew she was looking at him, he looked up from the ground and stared right back at her, despite the distance that separated them. Thea's eyes widened and she quickly retreated, pressing against the wall. Her heart hammered in her chest as she prayed that he wouldn't come looking for her or tell the Kingsland Guards. 
 
    As she was standing there, she heard a low growling. She winced and grabbed onto her stomach. In her haste, she had forgotten to take the apples from the ground. 
 
    There was a tingling pressure in the back of Thea’s head. 
 
    Stupid. Foolish, Hel’s voice slithered back in her head. Be mindful to stay away from him, from everyone, is that understood? We don’t need you corrupted.  
 
    Thea ignored Hel’s intrusion, feeling too down to argue or to push her out. 
 
    She slid against the wall until her butt met the soft ground. She gently hit the back of her head against the wall, hoping the minor pain would distract her from her hunger.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The bright morning sun shone down on Thea’s face making her squint from the brightness and put her arm up to block the sun’s rays. Thea slowly sat up from where she had been lying. There was a tightness in her arms, and she stretched them before taking in her surroundings. 
 
    Thea was surprised how well she’d slept and how warm she had been. She rose from the ground and brushed her dirt off attire, glad that the brown was not feces. The sound of someone yelling echoed down the tight corridor, followed by the sound of childlike laughter. 
 
    Thea frowned. She didn’t expect someone to come around the corner and collide with her.  
 
    Thea crashed to the ground, the air momentarily left her lungs, and her head hit the ground. Someone had fallen on top of her. It was a girl, her age, with long reddish-brown hair that covered part of her face, and hazel eyes that stared back at her. 
 
    “Hey, come back here you damn brats!” a deep male voice shouted. Thea looked away from the girl, and down the narrow path, she’d come from but saw nothing. 
 
    “Maggie!” a voice called, Thea and the girl turned their heads.  It was a boy with Ash blonde hair and soiled clothes who yelled, “Come on!” 
 
    Maggie quickly nodded and sat up from where she had fallen on Thea, but she didn’t run as the boy suggested; instead, she looked down at where Thea still sat. 
 
    “What about him?” Maggie questioned and pointed at Thea. The Ash blonde-haired boy looked behind him and to where they had come from, to see if the man was coming from either side. “We can’t just leave him, Eddie.” 
 
    “We need to get our asses out of here now. Come on!” Eddie ordered. Having no choice, Maggie poked out her lips and mumbled sorry before scurrying away with Eddie as they disappeared around the next corner. 
 
    Thea blinked a few times until she noticed there was something in her lap: a lengthy sized bread. Thea’s eyes grew wide, just as she heard the man’s angry voice again. A tall figure in the distance ran straight toward her. 
 
    “Crap.” 
 
     Thea scrambled to her feet while stuffing the bread into her handbag and made a run for it in the same direction as the other two children. 
 
    Unlike yesterday, the market area was not as crowded, leaving it manageable for Thea to run through the narrowed streets. She ducked underneath a table and crawled on her hands and knees; Thea rushed through the skirts of a woman who was standing close to her entrance. 
 
    The woman screamed and grabbed her skirts, she pointed in the direction Thea ran in, making her an easier target for anyone to chase after her if they saw her running. 
 
    Thea ran directly toward a vegetable stand and leaned against the side of the table, hoping to catch her breath and blend in better. Unfortunately, several people noticed her right away and looked at the street urchin with disgust; there weren’t many children roaming the streets.  
 
     “Hey, what are you doing there?” a voice above her said. Thea looked up to see a chubby man with two chins and long, wiry hairs coming from his nose. “You trying to steal from me, boy?” 
 
    “N-No. I wasn’t—” she didn’t have a chance to say anything further because the man grabbed her by the arm and yanked her from the ground. She yelped and tried to wrench her arm free, but his grip was far too tight. 
 
    “Guards!” The man shouted.  
 
    Two Kingsland Guards that stood off to the side responded to the man’s cry. Thea tried to wriggle out of the man’s tight grip, but his grip grew tighter the more she struggled. The Kingsland Guards walked over and the man who she had been running from before could be heard shouting in the distance. 
 
    She frantically cried out to Hel, knowing that they would do much worse than locking her away, but it was not Hel that aided her as the man yelled out in pain. The man held his privates as he writhed in pain, his face turned bright red.  
 
    Thea set her eyes on Maggie, who had effectively kneed him in the groin. 
 
    “Maggie?”  
 
    Maggie pressed her cherry red lips together and nodded in confirmation. She reached out her arm and grasped Thea by the hand. 
 
    “C’ mon, he won’t be like that forever.”  
 
    Maggie tugged Thea’s arm to follow her, she didn’t think twice and let Maggie drag her out of the marketplace and into the back alleyways. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Maggie and Thea had gotten far enough away from the market that they found themselves in the slums of Kingsland. A foul and robust smell instantly hit Thea as she covered her nose with the back of her sleeve. Her eyes squinted together in horror. Unlike the golden cement buildings on the other side of Kingsland, the buildings were dull and lifeless, void of color. Most of the buildings were pushed together, some were on badly constructed on top of each other, and looked like they would collapse at any moment. 
 
    “Hey, C'mon,” Maggie’s soft voice broke Thea out from her reverie. Maggie waved for her to follow Thea sprinted after the girl. 
 
    When she made a turn down the hallway, she saw Maggie enter a broken-down house. 
 
    Thea frowned and slowly crept towards the building. She surveyed the area. There were several dead trees around it – vines, weeds, and fungus had started growing around the house’s curves and rickety railing. There were other buildings that surrounded the shut-in house, mold and dust had already started to grow on the windows, making it look like someone had not lived there in several years. 
 
    What are you doing? You don’t need to be here. Hel’s words filled with rage. 
 
    Thea wanted to yell at the demon and ask where she went when she called for her, but she was too scared and instead said, “J-Just give me a moment, I promise. I want to give this bread back,” she told Hel. 
 
     Thea walked up to the wooden steps of the run-down building, they creaked under pressure and made her flinch. She continued to walk until she was at the large brown door that looked like it was coming off its hinges. 
 
    Thea pushed the door open. 
 
    The first thing Thea saw when she stepped in, was the boy from earlier, Eddie, talking to Maggie.  
 
    He scowled angrily when Thea overhead Maggie tell him about how she saved the girl they saw from earlier and when Maggie saw Thea from her peripheral, she pointed a small finger in Thea’s direction.  
 
    Eddie turned to scowl on her, his face red with anger that Maggie had brought a stranger inside of their home. 
 
    Thea didn’t know what to say and reached into her handbag to pull out the stolen loaf of bread, holding it out for him to see. 
 
     “… I’m returning the bread.”  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eddie stared and didn’t say anything as he scrutinized the bread in Thea’s hand.  
 
    "Are you done staring at me?" Thea snapped. Eddie's scowl remained unchanged. "I have your bread. You can at least thank me. I didn't have to bring it back." 
 
    Eddie snorted and gave her a smirk, but there was something sinister in the look. Eddie was undoubtedly a rude person. He didn’t appreciate the raucously way that Thea spoke to him, but he found it humorous that she spoke to him with bravery in her words.   
 
    "Correction, you didn't bring it back, being chased is a big difference." Eddie looked Thea up and down, observing her attire and shaved head. "Huh, I’m just realizing, but I have to ask: why are you dressed like a boy?" 
 
    Before Thea could answer him, Maggie interrupted him. 
 
    "Maybe we should let her stay, Eddie," Maggie told him. He looked at her now with narrowed eyes. "She did give the food back when she could have taken it, chased or not. You know we need to feed everyone." 
 
    Thea tilted her head in confusion. "Everyone?" 
 
    Eddie looked away from Maggie, the frown returned to his face. He nodded, not wanting to answer any questions that could pose a risk on everyone’s safety. 
 
    "Yes. I’ve been watching everyone in this orphanage since the caretaker was. . . Indisposed three months ago," Eddie said.   
 
    "Three months ago? T-They were Magi?" 
 
    Eddie snidely responded with his arms crossed over his chest and scowled. 
 
    "After the King made his declaration and sent Kingsland Guards to arrest whoever they could find, the caretaker ran tail. She didn't want to get caught. She left us to fend for ourselves, but she paid for it in the end. Maggie and I watched the Kingsland Guards drag her away."  His eyes pinched together as the pain of betrayal crossed his face, but it disappeared.  
 
    "Eddie, we shouldn't be so mean to her. I mean, she's practically one of us!" The smile on Maggie's face was excited and hopeful, her eyes twinkled. However, it struck a nerve that left a bitter taste in Thea’s mouth 
 
    "What makes you think I'm alone?" Thea asked rudely. 
 
    Maggie's smile dropped, and she looked down at her feet. Thea’s stomach churned at the rude way she had spoken.   
 
    "Maggie, I—" Thea started to say, but Eddie blocked her path from getting closer to her. 
 
    "I think you overstayed your welcome. Leave now," Eddie said and strode over to Thea. He walked with confidence most fifteen-year-old boys wouldn't have in this kind of position. 
 
    Thea prepared herself to strike him if he attacked her, but he never touched her. He swiftly grabbed the loaf of bread from her hands and grinned. "Thanks for holding this," he grunted. 
 
    Thea glared at him; nonetheless, it was out of her power to do anything. She looked over at where Maggie had been standing, but the girl was nowhere in sight. 
 
    Not knowing what else to do, Thea turned around to head toward the door. She grabbed the rusted doorknob and turned it, only to come face to face with a Kingsland Guard outside. She quickly shut the door again and pressed her back against the frame. Stunned, Eddie glared at her. 
 
    "What the hell are you doing? The door leads outside." 
 
    "A Kingsland guard is out there," she hissed out.  
 
    Eddie's face creased in anger. “And, I don’t give a rat’s ass if it was the damn king himself.” 
 
     Thea frowned at his nasty tone. "And, smart ass, if they see me come out, they'll most likely want to check the house and see if I stowed food away. Then, they’ll find those people you were trying to protect, including Maggie." She glared at him and hoped he would fall prey to guilt. "Will you throw them to the wolves just to kick me out?" 
 
    Eddie looked away from her and started chewing his bottom lip. The wheels in his head were steadily turning as he began to nibble what little nail he had left on his dirty fingers. 
 
    Thea looked out the dusty window, to see the Kingsland Guards peering into the windows of houses near them. It would only be a few moments before they peered into the house they were in, but thankfully Eddie finally spoke with an exasperated sigh and an icy glare.  
 
    "Come with me.” 
 
    Without another word, Thea followed Eddie across the empty room. the room had a couch covered in a white sheet against the wall. There were cobwebs along the gray walls, wooden floorboards that looked like they would cave in if stepped on, and an old fireplace to complete the haunted décor. Thea looked away and continued following Eddie until he stopped in front of a door. 
 
    Thea stopped a foot away from him. He turned around to see if she was following him. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” he said with a sigh. 
 
    “What's down there?” 
 
    Eddie rubbed his forehead with his hand and shook his head before looking at her. “There's nothing to be worried about. Now, if you want to stay safe just follow me.” 
 
    Thea pressed her lips together knowing she didn't have anywhere else to go. She followed Eddie as he said, “close the door behind you.” The moment the door behind her closed, they were shrouded in darkness. 
 
    Thea's heart stopped. The hairs on her neck suddenly stood, and a trail of bumps traveled up the length of her arm; fear paralyzed her, reminding of the many lonely nights she cried herself to sleep. For the first time in three months, Hel didn’t remind her that she needed to be refocusing that fear as rage. There was no pressure or tingling sensation in the back of her head to let her know Hel resided there, it only further increased her anxiety.   
 
    A bright light appeared behind her and illuminated the hallway in a dark orange glow, so she was able to see the worn brick and wooden walls. A hand settled on her shoulder which made her jump. She turned around to see Eddie was in front of her now, holding a rusted lantern.   
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you? You look like you saw a ghost.” 
 
    Thea shook her head to free her thoughts of old memories. 
 
    “I-I’m fine,” she said a little too quickly and jutted her chin to the pitch-black hallway. “Are we almost there?” 
 
    Eddie's brow raised for a moment before he shrugged her off.  He walked down the stairs, the glow from the light made a shiver run up her spine. 
 
    Suddenly, Eddie stopped, causing Thea to stumble into him, she backed away from him and looked up to see a worn, red door. Eddie grabbed the door handle and turned it. The light from the lamp revealed several pairs of eyes in the dark staring back at Thea. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    The light from Eddie's lamp illuminated the entire room in a brilliance of orange and gold and showcased the many pairs of eyes that belonged to children—some looked as young as eight and others looked no older than twelve years old—huddled together with looks of fear and curiosity. 
 
    Thea scanned the crowd, quickly counted. It looked like there were forty children in all, mostly girls. She didn't say anything for several seconds. 
 
    "Here's the group as you can see," Eddie said, he walked in front of her now. He stood in front of the children. 
 
    "All these children, especially the girls, are you hiding them from the king in case they might be Magi?" Thea asked. 
 
    Eddie smirked and shrugged his shoulders. He ran his fingers through his stringy hair. "Yeah, People like to take defenseless girls for other reasons, mind you. There were fifteen more girls before the soldiers managed to grab them. 
 
    " There was silence as an unsettling feeling passed over Thea. Eddie continued, "but we're simply hiding because we're thieves and thieves are wanted." 
 
    "Thieves?" Thea questioned; she’d never really thought children could be thieves before. 
 
    "Hey, don't give me that look! What were you doing out there before you came here, huh?” Eddie spat out furiously.  
 
    Thea saw his face turning red with anger. She felt slightly guilty, as she had done far worse. She’d began having nightmares after that night in Twinleaf, but there were never enough details in them for her to figure out what had happened.  
 
     “Eddie,” a small voice whispered. Maggie approached Eddie's side. “I don't think she meant anything against us. We should all be on the same side, against the adults, anyway.” 
 
    Eddie looked at Maggie and then back at Thea with a look of disgust. He looked away from her and closed his eyes before speaking to Maggie, in hushed whispers, but still able to be heard. 
 
    “I don't like or trust her. She’s hiding something….” 
 
    Eddie walked over to the other children. Maggie slowly approached Thea. “I can show you where you can sleep. The girls all share one room so—” 
 
    Thea shook her head. “No. It's okay, I understand,” she interrupted. Thea hoped that she could make up for her irritable behavior from earlier. “And... I'm sorry about the blunt way I spoke earlier, Maggie.”  
 
    Maggie looked down at the floor and shook her head. “No, I apologize. Eddie has told me many times that I can be a bit too forward. I was far too comfortable with you without knowing anything about you. I'm sorry.” 
 
    “I see...”  
 
    The wheels in her head were slowly turning as she processed Eddie's character. “Well, I suppose you can show me where to sleep. What will everyone else be doing?” 
 
    “Eating. That loaf of bread you bought back will help lessen the watery and bland soup.” 
 
    Maggie led the way back upstairs. When she opened the door at the top, the light beamed from downstairs and made Thea squint. 
 
    “So, everyone in there is an orphan?” she asked when they reached the top. Thea watched the back of Maggie’s head as she nodded. “If you don’t mind me asking, how did some of you end up here?” 
 
    “Well, most of our parents grew sick. Some of us were simply born without knowing our parents and sold into slavery—hard labor or sex slavery.” 
 
    Thea gasped and stopped walking. Maggie turned around. At first, her eyes were looking down at the ground before meeting Thea’s eyes. 
 
    “You don’t need to worry. I didn’t do what most girls were doing. I was far too young; not like they could get near me. I was too much of a scrapper, I guess. Plus, Eddie has always been there for me.”  
 
    Thea frowned. “You make it seem as if he’s a nice person,” Thea snorted and crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Mm, yeah, he does have that effect on some people, but I promise you, he only does it to guard his feelings and to protect those he cares about,” Maggie said and hunched her shoulders. “Maybe that will be something to keep in mind . . . I mean, if you decide to stay here with us.” 
 
    Thea didn’t say anything for a moment. Even though it wasn’t the home she had grown used to, it was still better than nothing. She would be around those who were like her—being with so many other children who had lost something or someone. She wouldn’t have to be alone. 
 
    “The bedrooms are just down this hallway if you’ll—”  
 
    “My sister,” Thea began as she chewed on her lip. Maggie looked at her waiting for her to speak again. Thea let out a deep sigh before continuing, “my sister was taken from me three months ago by Kingsland Guards. I was terrified, and maybe I still I am. But I’m hoping to survive, at least for her. I won’t let Dominya die in vain.” 
 
    A tear fell down Thea’s cheek. She wiped it. She hadn’t spoken Dominya’s name out loud to anyone, and in doing so had lightened the pressure in her chest. She was so used to cutting off her emotions, that the release was startling.  As Thea cried, Maggie embraced her. 
 
     Thea had not expected the embrace as she had been distant from the beginning. She wrapped her arms around Maggie’s small waist remembering the feeling of compassion. 
 
    “You don’t have to survive by yourself,” she whispered. Thea rested her chin on Maggie’s shoulder, staring off into the distance. “You’ll have people who you can rely on, that’s what we do here. We’re a family.” 
 
    Family. The word churned through Thea’s thoughts. It seemed like forever since she heard that word. Her chest tightened; knowing she would start crying again. Though Maggie’s words were kind, she had to keep the walls around her heart up or it would crumble. She would never be able to get them back up again. Thea wondered why Hel wasn’t reminding her to keep those walls up and refocus those tears into something more useful, so she could avoid the positive surrounding her. 
 
    Gently, Thea removed Maggie’s arms from around her and slowly moved away. Thea cleared her throat before speaking, “I appreciate it, Maggie. I do. No one has been nice to me in a while.” 
 
    Maggie nodded and smiled. 
 
    “Well, I meant, no matter what Eddie says you’re welcome here.” She closed her eyes and tilted her head as a grin appeared on her face. “How about I show you to those rooms now?” 
 
    “Maggie, one more thing.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Maggie’s brow rose. 
 
     “Um, the name is Thea. You can call me that.” 
 
    A lopsided grin lit up Maggie’s face. “Thea it is.” 
 
    The pressure released from her chest as she started to follow Maggie down the hall but was pulled back the moment a pressure nestled at the back of her head.  
 
    You do not belong here, Hel bellowed at Thea, yet, because of Maggie’s compassion, a feeling she had not known since Dominya’s death, strengthened the loneliness and darkness that Hel had bestowed in Thea. 
 
    “I don’t want to do this anymore, Hel. The pain, the loneliness, and hatred . . .  It’s too much and . . . and Dominya would never want that for me. She said to survive.” 
 
    This is not a part of the plan. You never would have survived those three months without me, and you won’t survive with these impudent children.  
 
    Thea’s throat stiffened and she licked her lips. Hel’s seething anger slipped away from her as if it was oozing out of Thea’s pores. Thea wasn’t sure what was happening or why, but the weight on her soul ever since Hel joined her slowly receded. The rules Hel had given her about turning her pain and anguish into rage no longer seemed necessary.  She felt free from Hel’s oppressive rule.   
 
    “Then, so be it. At least, I won’t be alone anymore,” she replied and turned, and Hel’s presence completely left.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    “You should take Thea with you.” 
 
    “Fuck, No!” 
 
    Thea leaned against the arm of the couch as she watched Maggie and Eddie argue. It had been two weeks since she had begun staying with Maggie, Eddie, and the other children. At first, everyone was nervous to be around her. They didn’t talk to her for a few days, but Maggie was able to get everyone to speak to her, and soon after, she was practically one of them. 
 
    “Eddie, don’t you think you’re acting like a child? She’s been here for two weeks, and she hasn’t had any first-hand experience. Everyone should do their part, Thea included,” Maggie said, determined. 
 
    Eddie crossed his arms and frowned in his usual manner. “And? Staying here and making sure that no one takes our home is important. Besides, you’re right, she doesn’t know the first thing to do or even what to do if she gets caught.” 
 
    Maggie stomped her foot on the ground, her voice rose. “Then, you need to show her how! Everyone here likes her, but you. Stop being an asshole already.” 
 
    Maggie’s curse surprised Thea. She looked between Maggie and Eddie, waiting to see what he’d say after Maggie’s outburst. 
 
    “You know,” Thea said, as she pushed off the arm of the couch. Both Eddie and Maggie turned to face her, “If this is going to be a problem I don’t mind staying here. I mean, Eddie’s right, watching over the place is important.” 
 
    Eddie looked at Maggie with a smug grin. 
 
     Thea rolled her eyes and wanted nothing more than to smack it off of him. 
 
    Maggie did not agree. She crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head.   
 
    “No. I’ve already put it to a vote with the others.” She turned to look at Eddie and pushed her small fingers into his chest making him look down at her in surprise. “Thea goes out and steals, that's the end of this conversation. You will watch out for her and show her the ropes. Do you understand, Edward?” 
 
    The moment his name left Maggie’s lips; the smug grin Eddie had been wearing became a frown. He looked out the corner of his eye at Thea before rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Come on, before we lose the crowd,” he said with an exasperated sigh. 
 
    Maggie grinned. “Thank you, Eddie!” She gripped Eddie into a tight hug, who lazily hugged her back. Watching Maggie show him who’s boss made Thea smile.   
 
    Maggie released him and winked at Thea before exiting the living room.  
 
    Leaving Thea and Eddie alone. 
 
    “Well, you had it coming,” Thea said with a shrug. Eddie’s nose twitched as he tried to compose. 
 
    “Let’s just get this over with,” he said in a low voice and turned away from her. “Make sure to keep up and stay hidden. I’ll show you the ropes, but if you slow down, I’m leaving your ass behind, no matter what Maggie and the others say.” 
 
    Thea snorted in response and started to follow Eddie, but she stopped abruptly as a heavy foreboding presence surrounded her, like being encased in a wall of ice. 
 
    She looked around the room and wondered if there was a draft in the old house but didn’t see anything that could have caused that. She touched the back of her neck and the tingling in the middle of her back intensified. 
 
    What was that? She thought to herself and rubbed her neck. 
 
    “Asshole,” a voice whispered in Thea’s ear. It seemed familiar, but Thea couldn’t quite place it.  
 
    “Wha—” Thea turned toward the voice, but nothing was there. Who said that? She wondered. 
 
    “Hey! What’s taking so long?” 
 
    Eddie’s shout pulled Thea’s attention back to him. She wasn’t sure what it was, but the foreboding presence that surrounded her suddenly seemed as if it had a life of its own. The unsettling presence centering around her like a rope that had tied itself around Thea’s waist and on the other end was Eddie. As if the evil presence had something to do with Eddie or about him. 
 
    But what? Thea wondered. Nothing has happened. 
 
    “Err, coming. Just hold up and don’t rush me, Edward,” Thea mocked him, and his scowl returned. Thea grinned. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Even as she and Eddie walked through the crowds, an unsettling presence surrounded the two. Hel had not returned; she knew that much. It was something completely different. She had hoped she hadn’t started hallucinating; the bright gold line that connected her and Eddie was her magic.  
 
    Her magic wouldn’t be fully obtainable until the coming of age twelve when most Roma acquired their abilities. It was still new to her and Dominya had only shown variations of magic; so, she had no idea what kind of magic did that. 
 
    “I’m surprised you’re keeping up,” Eddie said, he was several steps in front of her; despite the marketplace being packed and loud, she was still able to hear him. “I thought I would have to make an excuse for why you were no longer with me.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I’m only here because Maggie wants me to get along with your stubborn ass as if you couldn’t do this for one day. There are eight-year-olds who act more mature than you.” 
 
    There was a pause before Eddie spoke. Thea assumed he was rolling his eyes at her. “Whatever. There’s a fruit stand not too far from here, stay sharp.”  
 
    Thea nodded. “Alright, what’s the plan?” 
 
    Eddie turned around to look at her and grinned. “Just follow my lead.” 
 
    Thea followed Eddie through the crowded streets of the marketplace and pickpocketed as they went. She kept Eddie’s instructions in mind as she did: The trick sometimes is to bump into them. It almost always works.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They crouched beside an empty stall. 
 
    Eddie held up his hand in front of Thea’s face, prohibiting her from moving forward. The bustling and chattering of the marketplace filled the air with jubilant and anxious civilians.  
 
    There were crowds of people that shuffled through the streets, stopping at vendors tables, and examining their wares. There were farmers from the villages outside of Kingsland that dragged their mule carrying an empty cart from selling their wages. 
 
     A few other tradesmen spoke with a group of people as they chattered about the day’s events.  To the far right, off to the side, Eddie noticed two Kingsland Guards surveying a table as they examined some kind of knit knack.  
 
    He turned back around to Thea, who waited for him to drop his hand before speaking.  
 
    “Put your hand in my face again and I’ll punch you.” 
 
    “So aggressive,” Eddie said while laughing. “Back to business, you see the crowds around you. It’s pretty busy and there’s Kingsland Guards off to the side.”  
 
    Eddie pointed over to where the Kingsland Guards were, and they were now sauntering past other vendors.  
 
    “And how am I supposed to get past them?” 
 
    “You learn as you go along; now watch me.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Eddie sprang through a crowd of people to hide better. Thea had to crane her neck at impossible angles to see where he was going, but she managed to see Eddie dig his hand into the pocket of passersby.  
 
    Not once did he let anyone see him if he didn’t want them too. 
 
    Thea had to admit he was crafty. There was no way she would be able to pull it off. She grabbed her wrists, remembering some time ago what Jiran had told her about stealing. 
 
    She finally saw Eddie emerge from the hoard of the crowd, who hadn’t noticed him as he rushed over to her and pulled her away from the stall and into an alleyway to the side. 
 
    “I don’t think I can do this,” Thea finally told Eddie.  
 
    Eddie was jiggling several pouches in his hand when he frowned at Thea’s comment. 
 
    “What the hell do you mean you can’t? You do realize that this is how we survive, right?” 
 
    Thea closed her eyes; she knew that stealing was wrong, but Eddie was right, and Dominya wanted her to be live.   
 
    “I know but...” 
 
    “Damn it, but nothing. Do you see this?” he said and dangled the pouch before her eyes. Thea slowly nodded. “It’s a bag full of coins. Probably enough to get everyone something to eat that doesn’t taste like mold.” 
 
    Thea’s stomach churned. She had been the victim of that a few times, and each time she had wished for a bowl of her sister’s stew. 
 
    “And if I get caught—” 
 
    “You won’t,” Eddie interrupted, shrugging his shoulders. “I mean, if you do, that’s your damn fault because you shouldn’t be out here in the first place.” 
 
    Thea stuck up her middle finger at him. “Just tell me what to do, Edward.” 
 
    Eddie’s nose scrunched in annoyance, but he sighed in defeat, he knew it was no point to argue with her. 
 
    “You see that table there?” he asked and pointed to a booth down the way. “That’s the fruit vendor we’re going to.” 
 
    Thea squinted and craned her neck to follow the direction of his finger. Her eyes grew wide when she finally realized where he was pointing. The person tending to the stand was none other than Jiran, he shook hands with a customer, a grin on his face. Thea quickly looked away, afraid Jiran would spot her as he had before. 
 
    “No. I can’t.” 
 
    Eddie groaned loudly. “Why the hell not? Stop being scared or you’ll starve for the rest of your life.” 
 
    Thea shook her head. “It isn’t that. I’ve just met the man before . . . He caught me before, and I ran away from him, that’s all.” She shrugged her shoulders, hoping that Eddie would leave it alone. “If he sees me again, he may just call the Kingsland Guards.” 
 
    Eddie just stared at her in silence for a moment. Thea almost thought he hadn’t heard her and was about to repeat herself. Then, Eddie spoke, “Well, I guess you’ve got to be quicker this time.” 
 
    He’s setting you up to fail, Thea. Prove him wrong, the voice from earlier suddenly whispered, but there was nothing there when she looked.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Thea walked out from the alleyway and toward the fruit vendor.  She had no choice.  Her heart hammered in her chest as her feet tread on the dusty ground. Thea spied Eddie hiding behind the building. He gave her a stiff nod. Thea turned back around and continued to move forward being careful to dodge people passing through the marketplace. 
 
    You can do this; she thought to herself over and over as she slipped into a crowd of people going the same way as her. 
 
    In front of her was a tall man with wearing an ashen brown tunic. Thea trailed her eyes down to where his pockets were. Like Eddie had done. She rushed past the man and managed to slip her hand inside his pocket where a cold object brushed her fingertips. She frowned, it didn’t feel like coins, but she took it anyway before bumping into the man on the purpose. 
 
    “Sorry, mister!” Thea said and scurried past the man. 
 
    She could hear him call out to her in angry bursts of shouts and insults. She smiled running through the crowds until she was out of the group of people and by another stand. 
 
    Thea pulled her hand away from her chest. She discovered that she was holding a dagger. Thea’s eyes widened at the jeweled encrusted dagger—the handle was a dark orange marble and had several golden swirl designs around its hilt. A golden circlet sat around the bottom and top half of the shiny steel blade.  
 
    She stared at it in awe for a moment, entrapped by the glistening of the jewels, but the loud background noises behind her pulled her out of her daze. 
 
    Thea tied the dagger with the ripped part of her pants and let it hang against her leg. She was glad that her shirt was long enough to cover it. 
 
     “Get your jewelry here!” a loud and boisterous voice shouted. Thea turned her head to see a heavy-set, middle-aged man with an uneven shave shouting into the crowd, a look of anger on his face.  “It’s Imported all the way from The Twilight Vale of Audalis. Let your eyes feast themselves on the work of the Horian folk!” 
 
    The man’s loud booming voice compelled Thea to draw closer to the table and stare at the beautiful jewelry on display. A tiny silver chain held a sapphire and diamond necklace with a few small teal beads on each side of the pendant. Mesmerized, Thea reached out to touch it. The necklace reminded her of Dominya. 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t want anything, Dominya?” Thea asked her sister. They were tending to the crops as they pulled out the weeds from the ground. “Y-You have to get something for your nameday.”   
 
    “Well, we can’t afford anything that isn’t food or clothing, Thea,” Dominya smiled sweetly at her sister. “Besides, I’ll have another nameday. Knowing that you will never go hungry, is a gift to me.” 
 
    Thea frowned. “Oh . . . But if we could get a gift, what would you want? I mean, besides food and clothes.” Thea stopped picking weeds and looked at her sister. 
 
    Dominya sensed her sister’s starry eyes on her, she stopped pulling weeds and sighed with a lopsided grin and pressed her finger to her chin. 
 
    “Well, I guess if we could afford it . . . Maybe jewelry. Sapphire, maybe. That was our mother’s birthstone.” 
 
    The frown on Thea’s face turned into a huge smile, and she clapped her hands together, bouncing up and down. 
 
    “Then, that’s what I’ll get you! You’ll see, Dominya.” 
 
    Dominya continued to smile at her sister’s fantasy, not wanting to put a damper on her mood. She nodded in agreement. “Well, alright. But in the meantime, let’s get these weeds picked before it rains . . .”  
 
    “Hey!” The loud voice brought Thea out of her memory, and she stared up to see the glowering eyes of the man. 
 
    “Oh, uh...” 
 
    “Don’t you think about stealing from me, boy. I’ll have your hand cut off and have the Kingsland Guards toss your skinny ass in the dungeons!” 
 
    Thea jerked her hand back and licked her lips. 
 
    “I-I wasn’t trying to steal, sir. Honest!” Thea yelled. The man narrowed his eyes at her. 
 
    “Well, you’re one to threaten someone,” a younger, male voice, said. Thea turned her head; she saw a young man a foot taller to herself approach them.  
 
    He scrutinized the glittering jewels on display. “These are not from the Horian city, and I can report you for lying about their origins.”  He told the vendor of the fake jewelry. 
 
    The young man wore an earthy, brown colored tunic with olive-green suede breeches. Thea looked up and down at his attire, realizing that there wasn’t a scratch or dirt on him. Even his shoes were free of dust. 
 
    For the first time, Thea became self-conscious about the dirty clothing she wore compared to the young man. She subconsciously brushed at her pants.  
 
    The man glowered at the young man. 
 
    “Who the hell are you? What gives you the right to talk about my wares as if you know something, boy?!” 
 
    The young man lifted his head, and his hair shifted from his eyes, revealing onyx-hued eyes.  
 
    He grinned. 
 
    “Well, for starters, I know that you know nothing about jewelry, and you’re just trying to make a couple of pounds,” he said. “But then again, so are most others, but to say that it’s from the Audalis? Well, that’s just disrespectful.” 
 
    “How about I show you disrespect by gutting your insides, you bastard, and then let the hogs eat your corpse,” the man snarled at him.  
 
    He didn’t flinch. 
 
    “Well, that’s just purely disgusting and not hygienic at all. But aren’t you curious to know how I know that you’re selling fake jewels? Well, for starters,” he said with a grin on his face. “Their sapphire is made of magic that gives off electricity and this hunk of rock would only be good enough for a paperweight.”  
 
    He picked up the sapphire necklace. 
 
    “Hey! Put that down, or I’ll call the Kingsland Guards!” the man yelled. Thea could see several people looking over at the table. 
 
    “Oh, do let them come. I’m sure the King would love to know that you’re stealing from his people so they can’t pay his taxes.” 
 
    “I can have you arrested for disturbing the peace!” 
 
    “So, you don’t mind if I drag this stone across the table then? Because if it were fake, it would leave a trail of chalky blue dust behind it,” the young man said as he held the necklace menacingly over the table. “Real Audalis jewelry does not fall apart. They can cut through even the toughest of silvers.” 
 
    The man’s eyes darted around. Thea turned around to see a small crowd of people starting to gather around the stall. 
 
    “Now, as I was saying,” the young man said, ignoring the crowd. “This stone you’re passing off as Audalis sapphire has a bit of yellow tarnish on the corner,  
 
    There were several whispers in the crowd speculating on if whether or not the jewelry was real. The vendor’s angry expression started to melt into worry. 
 
    “I could go on and on, but we’re starting to draw a crowd. The Horian people always place their signature marking, which no one can mimic, and as I look at this, there is no marking,” he gestured to where the mark should be. 
 
    The whispers in the crowd grew frustrated and irritated that the man had tried to con them, while others applauded the young man. 
 
    “Well, I just saved you from buying what could have been a useless jewel,” He said, turning to Thea. She met his eyes, getting a better look at his tan complexion and chiseled nose; she assumed that he was around seventeen. 
 
    “You little runts!” the man yelled before Thea didn’t get a chance to respond to the boy. “You ruined my wares; I should have that boy arrested!” 
 
    The young man rolled his eyes and sighed.  He looked at Thea, “Well, looks like we overstayed our welcome, you should probably come with me.” 
 
    Before Thea could say anything or even attempt to react, he grabbed her hand and pulled her through the crowd of pedestrians. Thea turned around and could see the massive man step from around his table. He shouted at them angrily as he yelled for the Kingsland Guards to assist him. 
 
    “Don’t look back,” the young man said, gripping her hand tightly. She turned back and focused on his dark brown curly locks that bounced as they ran. 
 
    “Why are you helping me?” Thea asked him. He turned and grinned at her. 
 
    “Guys have to stick together, right?” 
 
    Thea pressed her lips together and stiffly nodded, letting him lead her out of the marketplace. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    After running for some time, Thea and the young man finally stopped to catch their breath in an alleyway. Thea took several deep breaths and rested her hands on her legs, as she peered up at him. She didn’t understand why he had saved her when he didn’t even know who she was. She was curious how he knew the difference between real and jewelry, especially ones made by the Horian. 
 
    “Are you alright?” he asked with a flash of his smile.  
 
    She slowly nodded. 
 
    The young man nodded and grinned. “That’s good . . . That’s good.” He rubbed the back of his head and looked down at the ground. 
 
    Thea cleared her throat. 
 
    “Why did you help me?” she asked. He stopped rubbing the back of his head and looked at her. “I mean, you could have just kept walking and never looked back. You knew so much about the Horian jewelry no one else did.” 
 
    The young man shrugged his shoulders. “He was a cheat. Anyone willing to stoop so low and con people pretending to have fine wares deserved to be exploited. He was falsifying another person’s work of art, and work done by Hoai can never be replicated by anyone.” 
 
    Thea furrowed her brows, curious by the boy’s reaction to the Magi group known as the Horian of Audalis. 
 
     “But I guess introductions are in order. My name is Donnell, but you can call me Donnie, and you are?” He asked with his hand stretched out for her to take. 
 
    Thea stuck out her hand but immediately pulled it back, seeing dirt on her hands and looked at his clean ones. “It’s . . . Theo, nice to meet you.” She looked down. The jeweled dagger hit the side of her leg as she moved; she’d nearly forgotten it was there. 
 
    Donnie nodded. He placed his arm at his side. “So, Theo, right? You live on the streets,” he said in a statement, rather than a question. 
 
    Thea nodded. “Yeah, I was . . . sidetracked by that jewel and I—” 
 
    “Were you planning on stealing it?” 
 
    Thea quickly snapped her head up and saw Donnie’s lips pull into a grin. Her heart hammered in her chest at what he might do to her.  
 
    “If he tries to do anything, use that dagger,” a voice, harsher than the one she’d heard earlier, whispered in her ear. When she turned toward it, there was nothing there, again. What’s happening to me? Thea wondered worriedly. 
 
    “Hey, don’t panic,” he told her in a soothing voice. Thea could see movement out of the corner of her eye and saw that he was reaching into his pocket. He slowly pulled out something. “I believe this is what you were gawking at?” 
 
    Thea’s eyes grew wide as she stared at the sapphire. She knew that the jewel was fake, but she didn’t care. At that moment, the memory she had from the jewel was a connection of sorts with Dominya.  
 
    “Can I have it?” Thea asked in a hesitant whisper. 
 
    Donnie shrugged and tossed the necklace in her direction. Thea reached out her hands and barely caught the chain before it hit the muddy earth. She cupped the jewel in her hand and rubbed her finger along the smooth edges. 
 
    “I never would have even guessed it’d be a fake, it looks so real.” 
 
    She saw him moving toward her, but she did not run away. 
 
    “Yeah, that man probably would have got away with it too if I had not come along,” Donnie said smugly. 
 
    “And how do you know your stuff? You speak as if you are a Horai.” 
 
    “Well, let’s say I’ve studied up on them and I take pride in that. But not only that, If I smell bull shit, I’ll call the person out on it.” Donnie puffed out his chest and smirked. Thea couldn’t help but grin at his boastfulness when her stomach started to growl. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” Donnie asked her. He didn’t wait for a reply as he began digging into his other pocket again and pulled out a small brown sack. “Here. It isn’t much, but it’ll probably buy you rations for a week or two.” 
 
    Thea extended her hands and Donnie sat the bag in her small palms. When she loosened the drawstring around the bag, she could see silver, bronze, and round gold pieces. The coins had the Kingsland emblem printed on the front and were four centimeters in size with a hexagon hole in the middle, and around the surface, they were rigid and rough.  
 
    Thea couldn’t believe he had given her this much. From what Dominya had taught her, she knew that each silver piece was worth twenty pounds and a bronze piece was worth ten and for every gold piece it was worth one hundred.  
 
    “This is a lot of coins, Donnie . . . I can’t . . . I can’t take this from you.” Thea shook her head and held the bag out to him. Though Dominya told her to survive, she also taught her never to take handouts. It would one day bite her in the ass. “This is far too much to give to me, a stranger. Please, take it back.” 
 
    Donnie stuck his hands in his pocket and chuckled. “Don’t want it back. I’ve . . . got plenty, I guess. Besides, there’s nothing wrong with giving.” 
 
     “So, this is a handout?” She accused. 
 
     “Oh, no. You misunderstood me. It’s not because you’re poor or anything, I know you can handle yourself. I saw you take that man’s dagger.” 
 
    “Oh.” Her cheeks turned red, embarrassed at having been caught. 
 
    “But, treating you as less fortunate than me, that is the last thing on my mind,” he said. Thea couldn’t be sure, but the tension surrounding him suddenly became disordered.  
 
     “Look, I want to give this to you. I don’t know how, but I can tell you are different—like you don’t belong out in these streets, stealing or pillaging for food, almost like you were forced to live this way.” 
 
    Thea pressed her lips together and chewed on the bottom one. “Well… You aren’t wrong. I was forced into this predicament just three months ago.” 
 
    Donnie frowned and tilted his head in curiosity. “Three months ago, … You wouldn’t know by chance—Wait.” 
 
    Thea’s ears perked up at the realization in his voice. 
 
    “You said you were a boy, but you called yourself a defenseless girl. Does this have anything to do with the King’s law? You were supposed to die, weren’t you?” 
 
    As he spoke, the terror made Thea back up and grab the dagger that rested on her side.  
 
    Donnie reached out to her. 
 
    “Don’t touch me!” Thea squeaked. 
 
    Immediately, Donnie backed up with his hands in the air. He didn’t move; he just watched her.  
 
    Her eyes were slowly brimming with tears as she released the dagger from its hold, pointing it at him.  
 
    “Yes, Thea, use the dagger,” the harsh voice whispered to her, it sounded almost exciting.  
 
    “What is the King’s law?” Thea questioned Donnie and narrowed her eyes at him. “I heard some men talking about it. Does that have anything to do with The Gathering?”  
 
    “I don’t know much. All I know is that The Gathering started two years ago, and then three months ago women were carted off. They would have sold them, killed them, or given them to the Sons of Samuel.” 
 
    Donnie stared at the silver tip of the dagger and then back up to meet Thea’s glaring eyes.  
 
    Thea frowned. “The Sons of Samuel? I’ve never heard of them.” 
 
    “Well, then you're one of the lucky ones. Can you put the dagger down? I’m sorry,” Donnie apologized. 
 
    Thea contemplated what to do for a moment as she speculated Donnie’s posture. His shoulders were tense and even though his eyes kept looking at the dagger, he kept eye contact with her the entire time. 
 
     Thea nodded, accepting his apology, and put the blade away.  
 
    Donnie released a breath and lowered his arms. “Thank you . . . See? I knew you could handle yourself.” 
 
    Thea squared her eyes at Donnie who grinned at her again. She couldn’t help but smile back. 
 
    “Whatever. Well, why is it you know so much about the King’s law and have so much money on you? Why do you know so much about the Horian’s of Audalis?” Thea asked. “Even your clothes look pristine.” 
 
    “Well, I could tell you if you tell me your real name then?” 
 
    “I asked you first,” Thea craned her neck at him and rested her hands on her hips. 
 
    Donnie waved his hand with a flourish and did a slight bow. “By all means . . . ladies first.” 
 
    Before Thea could throw a sarcastic response his way, someone shouted from behind them. Thea and Donnie turned; they saw the Kingsland Guards coming toward them. 
 
    “Well, damn. Questions are over,” Donnie grinned with a quick wink.  
 
    They raced down the streets somehow managing to stay just ahead of the Kingsland Guards. When they rounded a corner, Donnie ran up the rickety steps of an old, presumably abandoned house and opened the door.  
 
    He turned to Thea and waved to her from where she was crouched behind the building.  
 
    “Theo, come inside!” he said as quietly as he could, trying to make it so only Thea heard him.  
 
    She hurried up the steps and wondered to herself what she was doing as she slipped inside. 
 
    “We need to lay low for a little while so we can get the Kingsland Guards off our backs,” Donnie explained. “Come on, let’s get away from the door and windows.” 
 
    They found a space in the back of the house that seemed to be far enough away from the door and front windows that they thought they should be reasonably safe while the Kingsland Guards looked for them. 
 
    “Now that we’re safe, will you tell me your name?” Donnie asked. 
 
    Thea was reluctant to tell him, but since he had just helped her evade the Kingsland Guards, she figured she owed him, at least, her name. “It’s Thea,” she said with a sigh. 
 
    “Thank you, Thea. Will you tell me what happened to you three months ago? I promise I won’t tell the Kingsland Guards or anyone else who could use it against you.”  
 
    Donnie’s voice was kind, and Thea wanted to trust him. She was so tired of lying and hiding.  
 
    Don’t tell him anything that strange voice she’d heard all day whispered in her ear. She still couldn’t see what was causing it, but she was confident it wasn’t the tingling presence in the back of her head that told her it was Hel.  
 
    “Y-You first,” Thea stuttered. “I did ask you first.” 
 
    “Fair is fair, I suppose,” Donnie said. “My mother taught me about Horian’s. She was fascinated by their culture and thought it was important that I learn about them.” He fidgeted a little, uncomfortable telling this unknown girl everything about him, but he knew if he didn’t open up a little, he’d never get her to. 
 
    “My mother died a few years ago from the Ire Scourge.” The pain of his loss showed clearly in his eyes. “She was able to set my siblings and me up with a fairly comfortable lifestyle before she passed . . . which is why my clothes are pristine and why I care so much money,” he amended.  
 
    He paced around the room for a moment, letting Thea digest what he’d just told her, but she couldn’t be sure if she trusted him. 
 
    He’s not telling the whole truth, the voice replied. You can’t trust him. You can’t trust anyone. 
 
    “Now that you know who I am,” he said as he sat down in front of Thea. “Will you please tell me what happened to you?”   
 
    Thea chewed her bottom lip, debating if she should tell him anything. It could threaten her survival, but he had just given her more money than she’d ever seen before and he did help her evade the Kingsland Guards.  
 
    Don’t do it, the disembodied voice warned. You can’t trust anyone, and you know it. Thea pushed the voice aside, not letting it manipulate and isolate her as Hel had done. 
 
    “The Kingsland Guards took my sister,” Thea’s voice broke as she spoke, tears burned her eyes. “I-I ran . . . and I’ve been trying to survive ever since,” she barely bit back a sob as tears began to escape. “It’s so hard, and I’m so tired of running . . .” A sob escaped her lips and the pain she’d been trying to hold back broke through 
 
    “It’s okay, Thea,” Donnie said, taking one of her hands in his. “So, you’ve been hiding and pretending to be a boy for all these months? That’s pretty impressive.” His eyes were kind, they made Thea feel safer than she’d felt in a long time. 
 
     “Well, if you want to keep up being a boy, I’ll teach you everything I know,” Donnie said.  
 
    Thea unable to find her voice, nodded in response.  
 
    “The first thing you need to know is how to spit like a boy. It may look easy, but it takes some practice.” Donnie turned and shot a little stream of spit at the wall.  
 
    Thea blinked. She had no idea what to say. It was not what she thought he would choose as the first thing to teach her. 
 
    Thea could hear the voice laughing harshly in her head. Spitting? That’s not something that’s key to surviving, Thea.  
 
    Thea shot a dirty look at the space behind her. “Stop it,” she hissed. 
 
    “What was that?” Donnie asked. 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” Thea replied. “So . . . spitting.” She turned her head and tried it, the spit falling very short of the mark. 
 
    Over the next hour, Donnie taught Thea the basics on what he thought she needed to learn to be a boy. He taught her how to walk, move, and sit like a boy. 
 
    Thea laughed more in that hour than she had in the last three months. There was just something about Donnie that made her smile. Throughout the entire lesson, that voice kept jeering at her, she did her best to ignore it; but the voice was scaring her. She noticed though, the more she let loose with Donnie, the quieter the voice seemed, as if it was just in the background, instead of in her ear.  
 
    Eventually, they decided that it was probably safe to leave their shelter.  
 
    Satisfied in Thea’s progress, the pair gathered themselves up and went to the building.  
 
    They’d just gotten to the street when they heard shouting behind them. The Kingsland Guards were still there.  
 
    “Well, damn,” Donnie said. “So much for waiting them out.” 
 
    Exchanging a look, Thea and Donnie took off down another part of the alleyway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    The two ran down the dirty streets and made sure not to cross paths with any of the Kingsland Guards. All the while, Thea let out a light, airy laughter that almost scared her. She had not laughed like that in a while.   
 
     “Hey, Theo this way,” he said.  She picked up her speed and turned the corner just as he did, but the childish antics that had previously been on her face disappeared.   
 
     “Dammit, let go!” Donnie shouted. 
 
    Donnie wrestled with a tall man in armor. No matter how he thrashed, the guard kept his tight fist around Donnie’s arm. Thea’s eyes darted away from Donnie to see that five other Kingsland Guards were standing in front of a large red and gilded gold carriage being pulled by two large horses. 
 
    “What do we have here?” A deep, monotone voice made Thea turn. “Why, oh why, is a commoner running the streets with a pound and . . . jewelry? Perhaps, I should call you a thief instead,” the guard loomed over Thea.  
 
     “What? No, she’s not a thief!” Donnie cried out at the top of his lungs. 
 
    Thea fell to her knees as they gave out from under her. She had heard stories of the Viper’s bite and the piercing glare that brought strong and fearless men to their knees. She had thought it was all stories Dominya told her so that she would behave, but now, she was in the presence of the king, himself.   
 
    King Godfrey IV climbed off his black horse. She was small and insignificant under the horse's menacing glare. When the King strode over to her in his black armor, he looked at her with disgust. 
 
    He reached out and grabbed Thea’s cheeks with his gloved hands. 
 
    “Father, please!” Donnie shouted from the background. 
 
    “Silence him, please.” 
 
    Did he call the King father? The voice whispered to Thea. I told you not to trust Donnie, and you didn’t listen. Now he’s going to tell his father all about you.  
 
    Thea looked out the corner of her eye and saw another guard near Donnie reverse his grip on the pommel of his sword, and whack Donnie’s temple with it, making him jerk forward and fall unconscious. Thea gasped and flinched from the blow to Donnie’s head but the King’s held onto her cheeks forcing her to look into the deep abyss of his eyes. 
 
    She loathed and feared him. The man who had ordered her sister’s capture. 
 
    “Pray tell, how is a street rat running about in the streets and not caught?” The question not directed at her, but the Kingsland Guards. The tension rose as the Kingsland Guards were afraid of making him angry with the wrong answer. 
 
    “No answer? Well then, you tell me, urchin. How long is it that you have survived?” The look in King Godfrey’s eyes was calculated. Even though Thea’s irises did not have gold in them, if she said three months, the king would think she was one of the many girls he had missed, she would need to lie. 
 
    “I-I’ve been living on my own for a while, your Highness.”  Thea had not meant to say that last part so acidly, but that alone made the King’s lips pull into a sinister grin. 
 
    “And, how old are you?” 
 
    He was baiting her, she thought. He knew that something was amiss. 
 
    Thea nodded and lied. “I’m ten years old sir. My mother died by The Ire Scourge, and my father died before I was born, in the year 650.”  
 
    “Ah, The Battle of King’s Betrayal; when I removed the Kobolds from Kingsland,” he said, in a matter-of-fact tone and released her cheeks. “You are small for ten, but then I suppose all commoner children are.”   
 
    “Sir,” one of the Kingsland Guards said hesitantly, making King Godfrey turn his head. “What will you do with the urchin?” 
 
    Again, his eyes were on her. She imagined all the things he would do to her, all the things Donnie told her the king had made his Guards do to women. She closed her eyes and expected the worst. 
 
    “Father…” 
 
    The King had turned away from her and toward the carriage, where a lanky, thin eleven-year-old boy golden blonde hair and a small roman sized nose, poked his head out the window. He had bright azure blue eyes, that were childlike — sweet, and caring. Thea’s face turned red; her heart sped up ever so slightly as she felt transfixed in awe by his beautiful ocean colored eyes. 
 
    “Angeal, get back inside the carriage.” However, the boy, Angeal, did not listen to his father and stepped out of the carriage. Unlike Donnie, the Kingsland Guards did not touch him as the boy approached his father. 
 
    “She looks petrified.” Angeal pointed out and looked up at his father. “I thought you told me that our people, even those lower than us, are still valuable. 
 
    Thea carefully trailed her eyes to the King’s face. She wondered if he would get angry or send his Kingsland Guards after the boy as they did with Donnie. Instead, he continued to look at the golden-blonde hair child. 
 
    The tense silence stretched between the King and Angeal. No one dared to say anything for the longest time. The King and his son stared at each other. Thea marveled at how he did not quake under his father’s piercing gaze.   
 
    Suddenly, the King’s booming voice made Thea jump. “Let’s head back to the castle.” 
 
    Thea wasn’t sure what had happened and considered asking what he intended to do with her, but a guard beat her to it. 
 
    “The girl is still a thief, sir. Should we not throw her in the cells?” 
 
    King Godfrey turned around and looked down at Thea, who was now slowly rising to her feet.  
 
    “Leave the orphan child be. Street rats won’t survive for long. I have no worries.” The King’s gruff and uncaring tone made Thea stare him down. A hatred settled inside of her. She wanted nothing more than to quench the burning anger in her chest with his blood on her dagger.   
 
    “Angeal, come,” the king commanded the boy but Angeal looked at Thea for a moment, the look in his eyes seemed to ask if she was alright. He did not have time for Thea to respond as King Godfrey shouted his name with force and vigor. “Angeal, Now!” 
 
    As Angeal scurried off, Thea focused on the King’s back as he headed to his horse. She wasn’t sure what it was, but a gold cord circulated the King’s torso.  
 
     “I hope you die and rot in the very place that spawned you.” Thea snarled the words in a blind fury. King Godfrey sat upon his horse; a look of boredom crossed his face. 
 
    “I’d hold my tongue if I were you,” he told her before snapping his fingers. “It could get you killed.”  
 
    At the King’s command, a Kingsland Guard appeared by Thea’s side and he towered over her, menacingly.  
 
    “Let’s hope this kills you.” With one fell swoop, the knight brought the butt of his sword down on the side of Thea’s head. She gasped as she lost her breath and lost her footing. The cold earth sunk into her skin, while the warmth of her blood ran over her like a crimson blanket. Her vision was blurry as she could no longer see the Kingsland Guards nor the King’s dark expression. Instead, she focused on the pieces of coins that lay scattered on the ground. 
 
    At least they didn’t take it, Thea’s thoughts echoed in dark humor. Maybe I’ll finally die this time. This life isn’t for me.  
 
     Her vision slowly started to fade.  
 
    What a cunt he was. If only I could gut his ass . . . I hope Donnie will be alright.  
 
    She was fading quickly and wasn’t sure if she was hallucinating, but she felt cold droplets gently caressing her skin before they began to pelt her furiously. 
 
    Rain . . . again. How is it every time the Kingsland Guards assault me it rains? 
 
    “Aye, if you aren’t the dumbest, bravest, and the most foolish person I ever met or skin me alive.”  
 
    Eddie? 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me. The Kingsland Guards did a number on you, huh?” She heard him chuckling. She saw his dirty hand reach out and grab the gold pieces from the ground. Would he leave me? 
 
    As if he had heard her thoughts, he responded with a snort, “No, I’m not leaving you. Maggie would haul my ass if she found out. I was watching the whole time, waiting till the Kingsland Guards left before I helped you . . . Well, if you were still alive, that is.” 
 
    Eddie lifted her into the air and nestled her on his back.  
 
    “Now, stop talking. Just focus on not bleeding out.”  
 
    Thea parted her lips to speak but tasted the coppery blood in her mouth before talking, “Shut-up, Edward.” Thea managed to taunt with a feeble grin reaching her lips. Thank you, Eddie. She was irritated but relieved as she lost consciousness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Thea slowly opened her eyes and found that she was back in the abandoned house. She turned her head to the boarded window. Aside from a small stream of sunlight that slipped through the cracks, Thea couldn’t see anything outside.  
 
    She narrowed her eyes at the slit where the sunlight was coming from, as she tried to recall the events that happened before, she wound up in bed. 
 
    I was with Eddie . . . And I was almost convicted of stealing and then . . . A black-haired boy, Donnie, was it? 
 
    “Donnie . . .” the name slowly slid out as her brain and connected it to a face; remembering him made the memories slam back into her: That’s right, I encountered the King. King Godfrey. 
 
    “Thea?” Maggie’s voice cut through the silence and interrupted her thoughts. Thea slowly turned her head to see Maggie standing in the middle of the doorway with a tray in her hands and a hesitant smile on her lips. “You’re awake!” 
 
    Thea swallowed and cleared her throat before she spoke. “Barely. I can hardly move my body.” An aroma hit her nose, and her mouth watered.  “Is that food?” Her stomach growled so loudly it sounded like an angry animal. 
 
    “Eddie, she’s awake!” Maggie shouted at the top of her lungs before entering the room. “We, uh, bought some food with that money you had. I hope that’s alright?” 
 
    She sat the tray down on a dresser that was near Thea’s bed. The wafting smell of sausage filled Thea’s nose. It reminded her of the times she would wake up in the morning to eat breakfast with Dominya. 
 
    “No, it’s okay. I would have given it to you all regardless.  There’s no sense in keeping it all to myself,” She turned her head to see a ceramic bowl sitting on the table. “So, um, what’s in there? It smells delicious.” 
 
    “It’s eggs, sausages, and rice! There’s enough for everyone, and it can last us for at least two or three weeks, and it’s all thanks to you, Thea,” Maggie told her smile lit up her face. She grabbed the bowl and spoon from the table. “Do you think you can sit up? I could help feed you.” 
 
    Thea nodded as she placed her arm down on the bed and gritted her teeth, forcing her body to sit up.  
 
    The movement was agonizing and after a few hours of being unconscious her joints popped. Her head felt like several knives were piercing her skull. Her heartbeat gave off a deep and loud thump every few seconds. When she finally pressed her back against the headboard, she was sweating and panting heavily.   
 
    She turned to look at Maggie, whose face contorted in worry. Thea gave her friend a feeble grin, trying to ignore the agonizing pain that made her body feel like it was on fire. Maggie took the hint and began to spoon food into Thea’s mouth just as someone started laughing from the doorway. 
 
    “Wow, you look terrible.” 
 
    Thea trained her eyes on Eddie and shook her head. She would have stuck up her middle finger if her arms were of any use, she settled with a scowl.  
 
    “Shut up, Edward. I’d kick your ass if I could.” 
 
    Eddie walked into the room and leaned on the side of the bed with his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    “Yes, just like you showed those Kingsland Guards, our hero,” he said, raising the back of his hand to his forehead dramatically. 
 
    “Eddie!” Maggie shouted. Eddie turned his head to meet her glare. “Thea could have been thrown in jail or worse, and you're going to sit there and mock her? Do you seriously have no shame!” 
 
    Eddie didn’t say anything and casually shrugged. 
 
    Not wanting to spoil the mood Thea spoke, “Maggie, it’s okay. You know how much of an asshole Eddie is.”  
 
    She coughed several times and jerked forward a little bit. As Maggie sat up and patted Thea’s back, pain stabbed her sides. 
 
    “Are you okay? I’m going to get you some water . . .” She stood up and turned her attention to Eddie, glaring at him. “Be nice.” She enunciated. 
 
    Thea grinned. She closed her eyes and rested her head on the headboard. 
 
    “Thanks,” Eddie finally said when Maggie left the room. 
 
    Thea’s eyes shot open, and she sat up to look at Eddie whose head was tilted down. 
 
    “Thanks for what?” Thea asked. She began to get a weird vibe from him. “Are you okay, Eddie?” 
 
    He huffed. “You’re really going to make me say it,” he mumbled under his breath and met her eyes. With a frown, his eyes narrowed at her in anger, but they were also glassy and filled with sadness.  
 
    “Eddie?” 
 
    “Look, I didn’t want to say this in front of Maggie, or any of them, because if . . . If they see that I let my emotions get to me so easily, they won’t look at me as a leader.”   
 
    Thea frowned. “And . . . what does that have to do with me, exactly?” 
 
    Eddie groaned loudly and plopped down on the wooden seat Maggie had left next to the bed. He grabbed the bowl from off the table and started digging into it with the spoon. 
 
    “If you put that anywhere near my mouth, I will bite your fingers off.” Thea threatened when he began reaching toward her with the spoon full of food. Eddie placed the spoon back in the bowl with a sigh. 
 
    “You were very stupid, speaking to the King, and befriending the bastard prince…” Thea’s ears perked up at the word. She recalled Donnie calling the King father.  “But, despite all of that you managed to keep your cool under the pressure of the Viper King.” 
 
    “You were there?” Thea asked. 
 
    Eddie nodded. “Yeah, I was looking for you but when I saw the confrontation, I hid around the corner. I know, I’m a coward and I hate myself for it. No matter what your actions were, you saved everyone.” 
 
    Thea shrugged, flinching at the pain. 
 
    “Don’t give me that,” Eddie said. “The point is that you were brave enough to go through all of that. I wouldn’t have been able to do Thea. But I guess what I’m just trying to say is that I’m glad that you’re here.” 
 
    “Even if it was to save your ass, huh?” Thea grinned, ignoring the pain that came with it. She could tell how much effort it took Eddie to try to form an apology; and despite how much she enjoyed making him squirm, she took his hand. He frowned in surprise and looked down at their hands. 
 
    “You’re an asshole, Eddie, but you aren’t a coward. You’re the leader of the Forty Little Thieves. Everyone needs you. I’m just glad I could help. Everyone looks up to you no matter what, even me.” 
 
    Eddie’s hand tightened around hers, which hurt, but he looked at her with a hesitant smile on his face. “Thanks, Thea . . . I guess. I’m glad you are here, but you know I’m still going to be a dick to you. You know, for appearances and all.” 
 
    Thea rolled her eyes and released his hand; she shook her head as Eddie started laughing. Thea gingerly raised her hand and stuck up her middle finger. 
 
    “Oh, shut up, Eddie.” 
 
    “Ah, so you’re finally saying my name right, huh?” He said with a coy smile, leaning forward. Thea put her hand on his forehead and playfully pushed his head backward.  
 
    “In your dreams, I can’t wait to tell Maggie that you actually opened up.” Thea chuckled, as Eddie’s face turned beet red.  
 
    “You aren’t really going to tell, right?” 
 
    Thea only laughed. 
 
    Maggie stood outside the room and held a pitcher of water for Thea. She hadn’t meant to eavesdrop, but she didn’t want to interrupt their conversation. She wanted Thea and Eddie to get along and a smile lit up her face when she heard them playfully teasing each other. 
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 Chapter Ten 
 
    The Month of Rainbloom, Year 661 of Ya’skr 
 
    For four years, Thea lived with the children who called themselves the Forty Little Thieves. She learned everything that she needed from pickpocketing to lying to not getting caught. Thea felt like she finally had a family. She was surviving. 
 
    "I'm doing as you promised, Dominya . . . I'm surviving," Thea said to herself. She sat in front of a mirror, doing her hair. In that time, her close-shaven head had grown into a tight, curly afro. Most days it was hard to maintain, but Thea managed to grip the edges of her short afro to braid it back. 
 
    She needed to keep the appearance of a boy, but now that she was fourteen years old, her breasts had developed, and she had to bind her chest to keep everything in place. She didn’t know how long she would be able to keep up the act without people noticing her; even her hips started to turn on her body, making them more curvaceous, and her thighs slightly thicker. 
 
    There was a knock on the door right before it creaked open. 
 
    She looked in the mirror, and she saw that it was Maggie. They were both the same age, but she hadn’t changed too much in the last couple of years, except her hair was cut shorter, it was now ear length and slightly curly at the ends. 
 
    "Are you almost ready, Thea?" 
 
    Thea made a noise of confirmation finishing binding her chest before slipping on her shirt. “Yes, can you help me braid my hair? I always get my fingers knotted.” 
 
    "Sure." Maggie walked over and grabbed the ends of her hair as she gently tugged the loose strands one after the other until they formed into braids that came down to her neck. “Maybe we could cut your hair too.” She could see Maggie grinning from ear to ear at the thought. 
 
    "I think I’m fine with my hair this way,” she paused for a moment. “I’ve never been good with braiding. Dominya usually did that and it makes me feel a little closer to her and I think about all the times she would fight with my hair because it could never be tamed." 
 
    Maggie grinned. “Well, now you can have new memories with me tugging your hair. Don’t be surprised if I threaten it with a knife to chop it off."  
 
    The girl’s laughed together at Maggie’s joke and there was silence for a few moments as Maggie was braiding. Thea looked in the mirror and saw Maggie’s lips downturned, she furrowed her brow and stared into the mirror until Maggie met her eyes. 
 
    “What?” Maggie questioned. 
 
    "What’s wrong?" Thea asked.  
 
    Maggie stopped braiding, braiding only one side of her hair, and pursed her lips in thought. 
 
    "I’m just worried about you going out; when you were on lookout duty, you passed out and if no one hadn’t checked on you, who knows what would have happened. Eddie was pretty upset we could have been found out, but I know he was worried about you like I was. I still don't know what that all was about." 
 
    Thea noticed the worry in Maggie's eyes. She knew about that night when she had become immobile and couldn’t move an inch of her body, at first, she thought she was dreaming but the more she thought about it, it seemed too vivid to be a dream. The sky turned red and it looked like there was some kind of black hole that was forming in the sky. She was curious to believe that it could be a vision, the iris in her eyes had a hint of gold, not enough to see up close but it was proof the start of her powers. 
 
    But she didn’t want to freak out Maggie and scare her. She hated keeping secrets and hoped that the guilt would slowly ease away.  
 
    "I'm alright, Maggie, I promise. I didn’t get enough sleep, that’s all." The lie burned on Thea's tongue.  
 
    She began braiding again and softly sighed. 
 
    "Okay, just know that you can tell me anything, Thea. We're family now; and well, families don't keep secrets." 
 
    Thea nodded. Deep down, she felt terrible. She wanted to tell Maggie right then and there, praying that nothing would happen to her, but a conversation with Dominya slowly resurfaced: 
 
    "You must never tell anyone that you are a Roma, Thea." 
 
    "Why not, Dee?"  
 
    "Because Magic is a sin to those who do not possess or understand it, and for that, Mundanes will always fear what they do not understand."   
 
    But Maggie isn’t some Mundane, she’s my family. Thea thought to herself. She just needed the right time to tell her. 
 
    When Maggie finished braiding, Thea stood up and turned to look at Maggie. Thea wrapped her into a hug and held her close; Maggie reacted by wrapping her arms around Thea's waist. 
 
    ". . . I promise I’m fine, Maggie. You don’t have to worry, but when the time is right," Thea whispered into Maggie's ear. "I know that seems weird, but it's for your protection because you are my family. The only family I have left, I need to make sure I’m not putting anyone’s life in danger." 
 
    Maggie's chin rested on her shoulder and her arms tightened around her waist, she nodded in understanding. 
 
    "Okay, I understand Thea." 
 
    The two separated and Thea grinned awkwardly, wiping away a tear that had escaped.  
 
    "Thank you for understanding, Maggie." 
 
    "Of course. You're my sister, Thea. I trust you with my life. Now, we should get going you know how Eddie gets when we make him wait." 
 
    Thea rolled her eyes and started to follow Maggie out the door, but she stopped abruptly. Her body grew warm, her head hurt, and her vision grew blurry as she started to have a vision, again. 
 
    Like before, tears poured out of her eyes as images slowly started to zoom through her mind. As she tried to make out each one, it made her head throb. When a Magi had a vision, they were never concise and presented in vague images and quickly moving scenes.  
 
    An image began to zoom into focus. 
 
    She saw a crowd of people, most likely in Kingsland, and saw the kingdom in the background. They all were looking at something in fear. 
 
    The Kingsland Guards were in the distance, they ran over to a burning house. The bright orange fire encased the building in a wall as smoke rose into the sky. The vision shifted Thea was now inside and utter despair coursed through her body as she saw someone’s hand stick out from under a pile of debris.  
 
    As the vision faded out, cold sweat trailed down the nape of her neck. Despite it only being a premonition, it felt real and utterly terrifying. She wanted to know who that hand belonged to and why she had been inside a burning building in the first place for it was too large to have been Maggie’s.  
 
    Blood oozed from her nose and she wiped it with her sleeve. She was grateful she was conscious and did not have a headache; however, Thea could not shake the agonizing dread at the sight of the fire. 
 
    Even now, she smelled soot in the air and felt the heat of the flames. She didn't know if she knew anyone inside of the building but felt tears stream down her face. She closed her eyes tight, hoping to stop the tears from coming. Thea did not understand what it was or what it meant. She desperately wished for someone to guide and help her make sense of these visions. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    "Thea, are you ready?" Maggie asked Thea.  
 
    After a bit of goading and urging Maggie to let her go, she finally stopped panicking and they were out on the streets of Kingsland with another girl from the Forty Little Thieves. 
 
     "Are you sure you’re alright?" Maggie asked, again with a serious expression on her face.  
 
    Thea gulped and slowly nodded. She managed to push the images out of her mind and tried hard not to think of them. 
 
    "Yeah, I'll be fine. Freya, how are you feeling?" Thea asked, hoping to turn the attention away from her. 
 
    "I'm perfectly fine." Freya grinned. She was thirteen, a year younger than the girls. She stood a foot and several inches shorter than Thea and Maggie. She was innocent and inexperienced; she had scars that marred her cream-colored face and an eye-patch that covered a gaping hole where her eye used to be. Freya wore a dark cowl over her face to not draw attention to her appearance, but you were still able to see strands of her black hair that fell into dark brown eyes.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Turning back around, the three looked out toward the marketplace. It was more crowded than any other day because of the Kharma festival – a day to celebrate the win against the Ördög King and his army. Eddie thought it would be the perfect opportunity to loot unsuspecting patrons. The festival would last the entire morning and night. Many who came were of nobility and a lucky few were invited to the Kingdom.  
 
    The rewards they planned to steal would last them for some time. 
 
    "We're going to split up," Thea instructed the others. "But let's not get too far away, just in case. I don't want any of us to get lost or caught." 
 
    "Just let us know where to go. I can take the western part of the market, Thea," Freya offered. Freya’s face lit up with a grin and a strand of her braided black hair fell into her almond-shaped, dark brown eyes. 
 
    "Alright. Maggie will take the northern part of the market, but that will have the most Kingsland Guards..." 
 
    "I'll be able to evade them." 
 
    Thea nodded. "I'll take the eastern part, where the tellers and stands are. We'll need to cover all of our bases. You know how pissed Eddie will be if we aren't." 
 
    The three girls laughed in agreement. Thea noticed Freya blush at the mention of Eddie. She knew that Eddie had a soft spot but didn't condone Freya having anything to do with him. 
 
    "Let's go..." 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thea watched as Maggie and Freya separated, heading off to their sections of the market. She told them they would meet back in the alleyway in an hour’s time. Thea took a deep breath and casually walked through the crowd when she found an opening.  
 
    Ever since her encounter with King Godfrey, she had promised herself she would get stronger. She hated how weak and scared the King made her feel – she never wanted to feel that way again. 
 
    Focus, Thea. There's no time for distracting thoughts, Thea chastised herself. She walked quickly past someone, and without bumping into them or grazing them, she reached into the person's pocket and pulled out a brown pouch. There was a weight in her hands that made a sly grin spread across her face briefly before it disappeared. She’d gotten better over the years with Maggie, Eddie, and some of the other children. The man that she had taken the pouch from had not realized yet. 
 
    She continued to walk through the crowded the market, pickpocketing and surveying the area around her. White petals showered down over the marketplace and banners of the House were hung up high to see, all decorations to top off the glorious occasion. 
 
    She had heard that the King and his sons would be passing through the streets. There was also talk of one of the houses arriving on elephant escort. The thought of elephants made Thea so excited she hadn't realized someone was running toward her. 
 
    The sudden slam of a body colliding with hers knocked the air from her lungs. She fell backward and landed directly on her butt. She grabbed her chest and sucked in a deep breath. 
 
    "I am sorry."  
 
    She looked up to see a young boy around her age, if not younger, with shaven hair and eyes that were void of life. 
 
    "Stop right there, thief!" 
 
    The shout made the boy turn his head and look down at her. There was no emotion on his face, not even a smile on his lips. Thea didn't know what the boy had done, but she knew that guilty or not, the Kingsland Guards would not have mercy on him. 
 
    "Go," Thea said. 
 
    She jutted out her chin in the opposite direction. The boy's brow rose, surprised at her response, but he stiffly nodded and broke into a run again. 
 
    Are you seriously going to let him get away with knocking you over? A voice muttered in her ear. Pitiful, just allowing him to disrespect you like that. 
 
    Oh please, hurting him when the Kingsland Guards are walking right for her is stupid, another voice chimed in. You’re just bored and trying to stir up trouble. 
 
    The two voices continued bickering over whether or not Thea should have hurt the boy. She flinched and grabbed the side of her head feeling herself getting a splitting headache from their berating headache. 
 
     “Shut up – Shut up, shut up,” Thea muttered over and over to silence the voices. When they were once again quiet, she stood to her feet and brushing herself off as the Kingsland Guards approached her. 
 
    Just stay calm, they’re not after me, Thea coached herself, slowly exhaling. 
 
    "You, girl!" One of them demanded. 
 
    "Y-yes, sir?" Thea asked. She wasn't seen often enough by the Kingsland Guards for them to be wary of her. In hopes of protecting the boy, she would try to sway the guard's attention off his trail. 
 
    Two other Kingsland Guards joined the guard speaking to Thea. 
 
    "You're from one of those commoner slums, aren't you? By order of the King, I demand you to tell me if you have seen a boy running in this direction." 
 
    Thea narrowed her eyes at the rude man and refrained herself from cursing at him for it took a lot of effort to hold her tongue at times. 
 
    Come on Thea, tell him off! It’ll be fun, one of the voices returned – this voice was always encouraging her to get into trouble. 
 
    "What boy? What does he look like?" Thea replied innocently. 
 
    The man glared at her and pursed his lips in annoyance. 
 
    "He's your height and has a close-shaven head. He has a weird looking tattoo on the back of his neck of a snake eating its own tail. . ." The guard paused as he waited for an answer. 
 
    Thea wanted to toy with him as she crossed her arms and rubbed her chin thoughtfully. 
 
    "Let me see, a boy around my height, maybe my age? With a snake tattoo, right?" Thea tapped her chin. She could see the guard growing inpatient as his glare intensified. "I don't think I . . ." 
 
    "Sir, we don't have time to waste on trash like this,” another guard interrupted. “This girl would never know anything about the Sons of Samuel. Commoners are only aware of when their next meal is going to be." 
 
    Thea almost reacted to the insult by the other guard but halted when he said: The Sons of Samuel. At first, she couldn't be sure where she had heard that name before, but the memory slowly dawned on her. 
 
    That's right, Donnie had told me that's where they might have given all the girls during the King’s new law. 
 
    "Alright, enough of this!" The first guard shouted. Several bystanders looked at them but quickly kept moving. "You will tell us what we need to know or, I will personally bring you to the dungeons." 
 
    "You will do no such thing," a familiar, deep voice said. When Thea turned her head, she was surprised to find the white-haired balding man she’d seen years ago, Jiran. 
 
    "What?" The first guard spat. He and the two other Kingsland Guards turned their attention to Jiran, who had his massive arms crossed over his apron-covered chest. 
 
    "I believe a Kingsland guard knows the law better than anyone, or do I have to remind you?" The man's voice was slightly low, almost as if he were grunting; everything about him screamed that he had a short fuse and wanted to hurt someone. 
 
    "A Ward is only responsible for his or her caretaker and guardian. If they do not cause a ruckus then no guard has any charge to arrest him or her, or perhaps I am mistaken?" 
 
    "We should go, Conrad," one of the other Kingsland Guards said. Thea couldn't help but grin smugly at him. She was surprised the voices didn’t push her to say something too, they usually yelled at her to do something regrettable. 
 
    She could see the guard, Conrad, was furious, but he did not retaliate. Instead, he merely nodded for his subordinates to follow him, but not before glaring in Thea's direction — a look that made her smile drop, as she read in his eyes that they would meet again. It was a good thing that she had managed to hold her tongue and didn’t have a vision about him. 
 
    "Long time no see,” Jiran said. He brought Thea’s attention back to the moment. “You've certainly grown, what, these last four years?" 
 
    "And it'll be the last time you see me. But, thanks," Thea told him. She couldn't dawdle any longer; Maggie and Freya were waiting for her. 
 
    "That was a nice thing you did," Jiran said as Thea turned, ready to leave. 
 
    "With who?" 
 
    "The boy, you could have given his whereabouts and saved your ass." 
 
    Thea snorted and crossed her arms. "Well, I'm not going to rat anyone out, especially if a person needs help. Those Kingsland Guards are asses; they pick on everyone and anyone." 
 
    Jiran nodded in agreement. "True. They do their fair share of cock sucking to the King." 
 
    Thea's brow rose in surprise at the vulgarity of the man's words but couldn't stop a laugh from escaping. "You don't mind using that foul language in front of a girl?" 
 
    Jiran smiled warmly at her and shrugged. "Thought you said you weren't a girl? I'm old, but I have a pretty sharp memory when it suits me." 
 
    "Hmm. Well, I guess that's good for you. Now, if you don't mind, I have to meet back with my family." 
 
    “Well, don't let me stop you. But, don't you think you should get that checked out before you head back?" 
 
    Thea frowned and followed Jiran’s gaze – there was a deep gash in each palm. Now that she was aware of the wounds, she hissed and gritted her teeth. Her hands caked with soot prevented the blood from seeping out of the injuries. She knew that they didn't have many antiseptics at the house, let alone medicine. It was far too expensive; even with how much they stole it was never enough. 
 
    "Let me do that for you," Jiran told her. "I may not know everything that's going on, but I can tell that you don't have much medicine." 
 
    "I can manage," Thea whispered and tightened her hands. She flinched at the sudden pain and hoped Jiran hadn't caught it. 
 
    "I am quite sure that you can, you've got spunk," he said with the same guttural laughter she remembered. "But you'll get an infection if you don't treat that wound and then what use will you be for your family?" 
 
    Thea pressed her lips together. There was an air of mystery around Jiran, but he had saved her – not once, but twice. Surely, if he wanted something to happen to me, he would have let the soldiers take me, Thea thought. She mentally braced herself for the voices to tease her, but they didn’t come.  
 
    "I'll even pitch in and give you all some food. At least, you won't be stealing, and you can stay out of trouble for a bit." 
 
    Thea looked at the man before turning around and looking out to where Maggie and Freya had separated. If she took too long, she would surely worry them. Since her fainting spells, Maggie was concerned and didn’t Thea know, if and when, she would have the next one. 
 
    The thought of food and helping everyone forced her to decide and she turned back around to face Jiran. 
 
    "Fine, I guess."  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Jiran’s house sat behind his stand he ushered Thea to follow him toward the ashen-yellow cement building. 
 
    "Make sure to wipe your feet," Jiran said when they walked in. Thea immediately froze in place and almost lost her balance. She looked down and saw a large red cloth on the floor. 
 
    "Oh, sorry."  
 
    She quickly dragged each of her feet on the cloth and closed the door behind her. Jiran rummaged through a cabinet as its contents jostled into one another.  
 
    "Shouldn't you be watching your stand? Someone might steal from you." 
 
    Jiran peeked at her and gave another deep laugh which made Thea frown in confusion. 
 
    "Don't worry about me. If they know what’s good for them, people won’t touch anything." 
 
    Thea parted her lips to ask him what he meant, but decided against it, she figured it best if she didn't know. Suddenly, she flinched as the cuts on her hands reminded her, they were there — the dark crimson blood started to leak out of the gash. She bit down on her lip and tightly squeezed her eyes shut, trying to block out the pain.   
 
    "Don't bite your lip. It's a bad habit," Jiran said. Thea's head jerked up. He held a brown bottle and a tiny roll of bandages. “Come and sit at the table. I'll patch you right up." 
 
    Thea quickly nodded and practically ran over to the wooden chair at the table. She sat down while Jiran pulled a wooden chair closer to her, so their knees were an inch apart. 
 
    "This is going to sting. Give me your hands." 
 
    Thea gritted her teeth and hesitantly held out her hands. When he grabbed her tiny hands, she was distracted by how stiff and rough his hands felt, until he poured antiseptic on both of her hands. 
 
    "Ah!" Thea cried out. The burning sensation in both of her palms felt like knives and needles digging into her flesh. She closed her eyes tight and hissed in pain.  
 
    "Hold still . . ." 
 
    Thea gritted her teeth, as the searing pain lingered. The tears escaped her eyes as her body quivered slightly. Thea expected the voices to begin mocking her, as they so loved to do, but there was nothing but silence in her head.  
 
    After what felt like hours, the needles of pain that had laced her palms slowly diminished, and Thea slowly opened her eyes. She found her tiny palm resting in Jiran's hand as he slowly wrapped the white bandage around her now clean wound. 
 
     Thea sniffed but kept quiet as he worked. While he bound her hands, Thea took the opportunity to look around his house. 
 
    The living room was much like the home she and Dominya had once occupied. The ceilings were off-white with several cracks along the foundation. Ebony boards supported the frames of the roof all the way down to the ashen white walls. There were photos of Jiran and several others she did not know, lining the wall and the mantel above the hearth. 
 
    Thea couldn’t take her eyes away from the photo, the background looked to be in a forest, but it was not familiar to her.  A horse-drawn carriage and seven people were in the photo – one of them was a young Jiran. His hair was full; the color of sand and his skin tan, but the expression on his face was the same one she saw on his face now: joy.  
 
    It wasn't until she noticed the colorful threaded headscarf — the golden bangles around some of the women’s wrists and ankles dangled together; the men wore unique gold coin necklaces, they looked authentic as they shined in the light.  
 
    "You seem pretty lost in those photos," Jiran said. "Those people you are looking at are one of the Magi, specifically the Roma. Alright, there you go; try your moving your fingers.” 
 
    Thea looked down at her neatly bandaged hands and flexed them. The pain only lasted for a second. 
 
    "Um, thank you," she whispered. Jiran rose and walked over to the photos on the mantel. He picked up the picture that she had been looking at and walked back over to her, retaking his seat. 
 
    "But what do you specifically mean by Magi?"  
 
    He handed the photo to her.  
 
    “That’s what Roma are; Magi is anyone who can conduct magic. So that means Roma, the Unseelie and Seelie Fae, and Wytches, for instance. Then there are Kobolds who have a Mundane type body but are beast creatures or shift into creatures. That would be like Ördögon’s, Feral’s, and Skinwalkers. And lastly, Cryptids, they look like me and you, but their autonomy is entirely different, like Daemons and Strigoi.” 
 
    Thea gripped the ebony brown frame and stared at the photo. Now that she was looking at everyone's faces, she could see that their eyes were a beautiful amber color that appeared almost yellow, complimenting their beige skin. Their faces had intricate tattoos that swirled down the length of their necks and arms.   
 
    "You sure know a lot," Thea said, but she pressed her lips together and held her tongue before she could say anything else. She wasn't sure why she didn’t tell Jiran that she descended from Roma, it was evident that they found him a friend since the Roma never interacted with others and kept to their own. 
 
    "The picture is of the time I met with a group of Roma on one of my expeditions. I would have died if it wasn't for them. Their leader had a vision of a man – several weeks prior – whose leg crushed under a ton of fallen rocks." 
 
    Thea looked away from the photo and at Jiran. She saw a calm and serene look in his eyes that made her believe him. 
 
    "After they saved my life, I was, unfortunately, their prisoner," Jiran said, though he smiled when he said as if remembering a fond memory. "They couldn't have me return to Kingsland in fear that I would tell the king where they were since Roma’s were steadily decreasing." 
 
    "And the king hates magic." Thea pointed out. It was always something Dominya had trained her always to remember. "So, how did you get out?" 
 
    Jiran shrugged and casually rested his back against the wooden chair. 
 
    "They started to trust me. I didn't give the Roma a reason to think I was a threat, and in turn, they released me under the promise that I would return to their village every so often to give provisions to survive. It's what started my quest to help Kobolds and Magi that have been oppressed by mundane rule."  
 
    Thea tilted her head in confusion. She never once thought that others, besides her people, were not being treated well. 
 
    "Others aren't being treated right?" 
 
    Jiran shook his head and frowned. Have you heard of the Citadel?" 
 
    "A little bit, yes." 
 
    "Well, they weren’t always a part of the Citadel, in fact, they used to live in Kingsland in year 650," Jiran recounted the history to her. Thea instinctively leaned closer. "King Godfrey broke the Ördög King's trust and broke his promise. Instead of sharing the land, he drove them back to the Parsi desert." 
 
    Thea was appalled by the cold demeanor of the king. She had known him to be cruel by his snake-like appearance, but to break a promise showed deeper layers of his persona. 
 
    "He sent, uh, he sent people out to fight — nobles and many, many common folks," Thea whispered, her voice breaking. She felt her eyes sting as tears filled them. "I wasn't even born yet. My father died there . . ." 
 
    Silence filled the room except for Thea’s occasional sniffles. She lifted her hand and wiped the tears from cheeks.  
 
    "I want you to come with me." 
 
    Thea sniffed and wiped her cheeks. She looked up at Jiran as if she wasn’t sure if she heard him correctly.  
 
    "Why?” 
 
    "There are many things out there you don't know, especially given what you  
 
    are . . ." Thea gasped, shocked that he had guessed what she was.  
 
    “How did you—” 
 
    Jiran pointed to his eye and tapped the sides. “You have faint traces of gold in your eyes; it isn’t too noticeable if you aren’t looking close enough.”  
 
    “But as I was saying,” he continued. 
 
    "Your life is full of pain and misfortune. I can't know everything, but what I do know is you can make a difference." 
 
    "How do you know? You don't even know anything about me." 
 
      
 
    Jiran grinned. "I'm a man who knows people, and from the moment I first saw you, I could tell that you are someone who fights for others not just for herself." 
 
    "I am no one. I’m just a girl who's lost everyone she loves." 
 
    "Maybe so, but you'll never know unless you take that first leap." 
 
    Jiran rose to his feet and Thea craned her neck to look up at him. 
 
    "I'm going to get you that pack of food. You must have people waiting for you." 
 
    He turned away opened a door that led to a kitchen. 
 
    "Jiran," she called back. His brows raised in anticipation, he turned to face her. She licked her lips and cleared her throat, "You . . . If I . . . come back, would you tell me more stories about your time with the Roma?  
 
    Jiran grinned and nodded. "Of course, you can stay as long as you want to. In return, I'll tell you all I can about the Roma." 
 
    Thea looked down at the photo. She had heard all the stories and legends about the Roma’s from what Dominya knew from their parents. But because she was so young when she’d heard them, they were largely forgotten. It was like a lifetime ago being with Dominya and hearing what little stories she knew of their people. If Jiran had known other Roma’s, she could only imagine what stories he had to tell and the customs he’d picked up from them. 
 
    If he told her it would mean she was that much closer to her parents, to Dominya. 
 
    "Jiran . . ." she called out to him, "M-My name is Thea – Thea Frey." 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
    “We have to go look for her. I knew I shouldn’t have left her . . .” Maggie mumbled under her breath as she paced back and forth by the door. Eddie leaned on the couch with his arms across his chest. 
 
    “Maggie, why don’t you sit down? I think Thea will be fine. She’s, as much as I hate to say it, improved.” 
 
    Maggie stopped pacing and looked at him, her hands balled into fists before clasping them to her chest. 
 
    “I know, but . . . She’s been passing out and . . .” Maggie paused, deciding it was best not to repeat what Thea had told her. Eddie raised his brow curiously at her sudden pause. “And, I’m just worried she might have passed out in the middle of the street and with the Kingsland Guards—” 
 
    Before she finished her sentence, the door opened. Maggie quickly turned her head, and Eddie jumped off the couch to stop whoever was coming into their home. However, upon seeing who was on the other side of the door, his shoulders went slack and his face relaxed. 
 
    “Ah, it’s you. What took you so long?” Eddie asked. 
 
    “Thea!” 
 
    Maggie threw her arms around Thea’s neck, which made her stumble back before she caught her balance. She wrapped her arm around Maggie’s waist and patted her side. 
 
    “I’m alright, Maggie, honest. Were you worried about me?” 
 
    Maggie pulled away and frowned before lightly punching her shoulder. 
 
    “Of course, I was! There were too many Kingsland Guards. I think they were looking for someone. I immediately thought it was you, but Freya convinced me that you were fine that you would know how to hide if it came down to it.” 
 
    That boy, Thea thought. The one they assumed was part of the Sons of Samuel. She couldn’t help but feel uneasy about assisting the boy, but also hoped he managed to get away from the Kingsland Guards. 
 
    “Well, I’m still alive Maggie, see?” Thea stretched her arms out to reveal she had a brown knapsack filled with food that Jiran had given her. As soon as it caught her eye, Maggie’s attention instantly focused on the bag. “And I brought some food if you so happen to be curious.” 
 
    At the mention of food, Maggie’s eyes grew wide. “Food? A whole bag’s worth? Surely, you couldn’t have stolen all of that. I don’t doubt you it’s just—” 
 
    “Not believable, that’s all,” Eddie finished for her and hunched his shoulders. “You would not have been able to steal a whole bag of food in a crowd as big as the Kingsland Marketplace unless someone gave that to you. And that’s impossible.” 
 
    Thea bit her lip. She knew this wasn’t going to be easy and she hoped that Maggie and Eddie believed the story that she made up. 
 
    “Well, someone did give it to me,” she told them. All attention was focused on her now. Maggie tilted her head in curiosity and Eddie couldn’t help but frown as she spoke. “He was just a man who had once known my father, he helped me a couple of years ago. I didn’t tell him about you guys.” 
 
    “Oh,” Maggie whispered. She turned to look at Eddie. His face was expressionless, and he didn’t speak for several seconds. 
 
    “So, he just gave it to you because you were the daughter of some man—”  
 
    “That’s my father you’re speaking about, so watch it, Edward!” Thea snapped. 
 
     Maggie flinched. 
 
    Eddie sighed. “What I meant was, are you sure you can trust him? He may remember your face. He might have even followed you back to our home without you knowing it.” 
 
    Thea shook her head. “No, he’s good, or at least I can trust him for right now.” 
 
    Again, Eddie stared at her for a moment before shrugging his shoulders. His face remained unreadable. “Don’t get close to him. He isn’t family and he know nothing about you.” 
 
    “I have to side with Eddie, Thea,” Maggie spoke up. “He knew your dad, but he doesn’t know you. We’re your family and we need to protect each other; we can’t let anyone come between us.” 
 
    “I know,” Thea said with a nod, looking between the two. “I wouldn’t compromise anyone, I promise.” 
 
    “Well, you better not,” Eddie said. “But onto another thing, what happened to your hands?” 
 
    Thea looked down and saw how neatly bandaged her hands were. She couldn’t risk telling him that Jiran had helped her. They would only worry that she was getting too close to him. 
 
    “I fell and managed to grab some clean bandages off someone’s stand. That was the easy part.” 
 
    “I see,” Eddie said. Thea hoped he couldn’t tell she was lying. He walked over to her and Thea froze in place, wondering what he would do. His eyes drifted away from hers, and down to the bag. She mentally sighed in relief. 
 
     “I might as well pass this food out to everyone. Thanks, Thea.” Eddie grabbed the bag from her hands and turned away from her, leaving just her and Maggie smiling.  
 
    “I can’t wait to show you something, come on!” Maggie cried. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Maggie led Thea into her room and reached under her mattress. She pulled out something small and rectangular. When Thea walked closer to her, she realized that the object in Maggie’s hand was a crimson red leather-bound book with gold linings on the front, back, and spine. 
 
    “Where did you get that from?” Thea asked her. Books were highly expensive and sought after in Kingsland, she was surprised that Maggie managed to get her hands on one. 
 
    Maggie grinned and pressed the book to her chest. “It just looked so pretty, I had to have it . . .” She paused for a moment and looked away, a red blush appearing on her cheeks. “I, uh, wanted to know if you could read it to me? I’m not very good at it.” 
 
    Thea reached out her hand to take the book — the weight itself almost made her drop it. “Do you know what the book is about?” She asked Maggie and opened the flaps, the smell of paper wafted up to her nose as Thea inhaled the scent. 
 
    “Nu-uh. I tried to pronounce it, but it was too hard . . . What does it say?” Maggie asked. She leaned over Thea’s shoulder and peeked at the open page. 
 
    Thea pressed her lips together and furrowed her brows. Dominya had taught her how to read and write when she turned three, but since she had little use for it, some things were harder to pronounce than others. 
 
    “It says… Fe-Fe… Femme… Fa-Fay...Fa-tall,” Thea frowned and tilted her head to the side in concentration. “Femme Fa-tale. Femme Fa-tale’s Dance, I think.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    Thea shrugged her shoulders. She turned the page to start the first chapter and sounded the words out, before saying them out loud: 
 
     “Chapter One… Her name was Leila, and she was the most beautiful woman in the world. All men would stop and stare at her beauty. Zoro, a man who lusted for her flesh, kidnapped her in the night. She was powerless as he chained her to his bed and forced himself upon her. His hands slowly caressed the girl's thighs, and unwillingly Leila let out a passionate moan arching her back in the air, her hands gripped the white linen sheets. She gasped suddenly and felt Zoro’s rough, calloused hands around her tender breasts. She squeezed her legs shut, a wet and warm sensation traveled down the length of her shaking legs. Only to have his hands - as rough sand - separate her legs and forcefully enter her. 
 
    “She wondered to herself how could she enjoy the touch of a man who had such little disregard for her body. She craved every ounce of him in that moment of unadulterated pleasure, but she also felt a burning sensation in the pit of her stomach and fire in her heart. She couldn’t be sure what the feeling was, but she suddenly felt the insatiable urge to wrap her lips around his hardened member and rip it from him. She devoured the sticky, coppery taste of blood as shrill screams of torturous pain filled her ears. She lied there covered in blood, satisfied—” 
 
    Thea stopped reading just as she saw someone appear at the door. She quickly closed the book and slid it underneath a pillow. Maggie stood up to block the person’s view from Thea. 
 
    “What are you two doing in here?” Eddie asked them. He had a curious look on his face as he watched Thea stand next to Maggie, whose arms were behind her back and her face painted a deep-rooted red. 
 
    “We were . . .” Both Thea and Maggie stuttered.  
 
    Their faces were red from embarrassment and they had a distinct gut-feeling that this was not supposed to be read by children. 
 
    “Just taking inventory,” Thea jumped in.  She knew Eddie would get suspicious if they took too long to answer. “We were just keeping track of everything that we have since Winter’s Eve will be coming in a few months.” 
 
    Eddie frowned and squinted at them, but otherwise gave no other indication that he was suspicious of the two. 
 
    “Alright, you two better get your rations for the night,” with that Eddie left.  
 
    Maggie was the first to speak as she pressed her lips together. She looked over at the spot where Thea had shoved the book under the pillow, the edges dangerously peeking out from underneath. 
 
    “That was pretty . . .” 
 
    “Yeah.” Thea finished for her. “It seemed like it was a love story at first, but it’s far too . . .” 
 
    “Wrong to be one?” Maggie completed her thought. Thea nodded in response. “I don’t know. I felt wrong listening to it like I wasn’t supposed to. It reminded me of the stories Eddie told me about the girls who became whores.” 
 
    “So, we shouldn’t read it anymore?” 
 
    Both Thea and Maggie said nothing as they looked back at the book and then back at each other. 
 
    “Maybe just a chapter or two more,” Thea quickly said before Maggie could say anything. “You know, just to see if it’s worth anything.” Thea wasn’t sure if the excuse would work or not. Maggie, however, just nodded in agreement. They both made a deal that they would not touch the book unless they were together. 
 
    The girls left the room to meet with the others. Thea couldn’t help but look back at the book, there was an odd sensation when reading it and she wanted to know more about it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    While in bed that night she thought about telling Maggie about who she was and what she could do, but Dominya’s voice echoed in her thoughts telling her it wasn’t the right time. Though the repetition started to sound less and less like her sister, she began to forget her voice and that scared her.  
 
    She would do it when she came back. 
 
    “So . . .  you’re going on an excursion?” Maggie asked. Her voice was low and quiet. Thea couldn’t tell if she was ready to cry or if she was nervous. “And you don’t want me to tell Eddie until you get back?” 
 
    Thea nodded. “It will only be three days, possibly four.” She remembered that Jiran said that it would take three days to cross the Parsi desert. “I just want to find out who I am and.. . Maybe even find my sister.” 
 
    Though Thea knew it was a long shot. Even though no one knew what happened to most of the girls and women in Kingsland, everyone assumed that they were dead – including Thea. 
 
    “Please, Maggie,” Thea pleaded. She reached for Maggie’s hand and held it tightly. “I keep having dreams about her . . . That may be, she’s alive.” 
 
    “And where would you look anyway? Only the Kingsland Guards would know where they took everyone. You would be going on a far-fetched quest.” 
 
    “I’ve heard a rumor or two,” Thea told her. She was reminded of the Sons of Samuel again. “They call themselves the Sons of Samuel—” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of them before.” 
 
    “– Well, I heard they might have had a hand in everything. I’m going to speak to a few prospects and get some answers, in and out of Kingsland.” 
 
    “Eddie is going to lose it when I tell him you’re gone.  You know he’ll call your reason ‘stupid and pointless.’”  
 
    “I know, but I can handle Eddie.” Thea grinned and squeezed Maggie’s hands. She hoped to get a smile on her face, but a weak one appeared only to disappear moments later. 
 
    “Are you sure you need to do this Thea? I’m not one to say that family isn’t important, but your sister, she might—” 
 
    “It’s important,” Thea interrupted. As much as she thought that Dominya was already dead, it sounded final as she heard it from someone else’s lips and that was something she was not yet prepared to handle. “I’ll be back. I promise.” 
 
    The two girls hugged one another tightly as if they would never see each other again.  
 
    “I’ll wait for you so that we can read together,” Maggie whispered, bringing her lips right up to Thea’s ear. 
 
    Thea’s face scrunched in sadness. In her handbag, she had her dagger, one loaf of bread, and two apples. But the book also weighed her down, in both weight and guilt. 
 
    The two girls pulled out of their hug. Thea nodded, too afraid that her voice would squeak and break her cover. She turned on her heels and walked out the door, down the steps, and through the alleyway. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dawn broke through and no one was up except for some Kingsland Guards and merchants. Thea held on tight to the strap of her bag and looked around the Kingsland marketplace. It was still dark, which made it almost impossible to see across the market. The only thing she did notice was movement over by a stand and assumed that it was a merchant getting ready for the busy morning in several hours. There were only a few Kingsland Guards too, Thea counted to four and prayed that they wouldn’t stop and question what she was doing out so early. 
 
    What are you doing, Thea? One of the voices asked. You know Dominya is gone, this journey of yours is pointless. You’re abandoning Maggie for a dead woman. 
 
    Oh, leave her alone, another voice chimed in - that voice in particular always reminded Thea of how Dominya sounded. If there’s a chance Dominya is alive, she’s got to take it. If she doesn’t, she’ll regret it forever, and you know it.  
 
    She’s just going to die in the desert; a third voice replied. Either Jiran is going to kill you, or you’re going to have to kill him. You know it’s true, Thea.  
 
    “Shut up, you guys are distracting me,” Thea whispered to the voices. The voices had gotten louder over the years; and as new ones joined in, they got even more boisterous. They could never agree on anything, so they spent as much time fighting with themselves as much as they mocked Thea. They were annoying, but Thea couldn’t get rid of them. The only time they were quiet was when she was with Maggie or Jiran and she’d never understood why. Of course, the voices ignored Thea’s request now, so she had no choice but to try to block them out. 
 
    Luckily, she managed to evade the Kingsland Guards by ducking behind the empty stands. The book's weight hit against her leg with every step she took, and she was afraid that if someone were to find the contents, they would mock her. 
 
    The book wouldn’t be thumping louder if you weren’t feeling so guilty about it, the mocking voice chided in a sing-song tone, it made Thea roll her eyes in exasperation. 
 
    Fortunately, luck was on her side, and she made it to Jiran’s stand – she had passed twice since she could not distinguish it in the dark. She knocked on the wooden door, and it opened almost instantly. 
 
    “Good, you’re here,” Jiran said in greeting, a warm smile on his face. 
 
    Thea came in and helped him load supplies onto a wooden wagon that was on the side of his house. It was filled with a surplus of food. When Thea asked if there was anything else that he stowed in there he only told her: “When your mouth becomes as big as your curiosity, that’s high time for you to stop before you regret it.” Thea couldn’t be sure whether to feel insulted or thankful for the odd advice. 
 
    When they left the slums and commoner area towards the Kingsland gates, Jiran tossed her a cloak and gruffly told her to “put this on.” She didn’t ask any questions and did as instructed. 
 
    “What do we have here?” a guard said as they approached. 
 
    “’ Morning to you, sirs,” Jiran said, greeting the two soldiers at the foot of the gates. There were at least four on the ledge that Thea could see when she looked up. 
 
    “’ Morning, what business do you have outside the walls?” One of the soldiers had a flat forehead and his eyes seemed too small for his face. 
 
    “I plan on selling my wares over in Acothien and Pania. The fruits of my labor have seen good days and I think they’ll make a couple of pieces, maybe a pound if I’m lucky.” 
 
    The guard nodded. Bits of hair fell into his small eyes and for a moment he seemed faceless, making Thea’s heart skip a beat. 
 
    “That’s quite sound. I’ll need to check your wares though,” the guard said and walked over to the wagon for the guard to inspect the carriage. Thea was almost worried that he would find something illegal, but Jiran’s grin didn’t falter, and it made Thea relax. 
 
    “Hmm . . . Seems clean, alright you’re free to go. Watch out for desert animals,” the guard said as he swept his hand toward the gate. 
 
    “Will do, thank you kindly.” 
 
    Hearing that there would be wild animals made Thea crane her neck to Jiran, curiously wanting to ask him about what lies ahead. The gates slowly opened to reveal the outside of Middilgard. She knew that they would pass the crossroad between the village and the home she and Dominya had once occupied. 
 
    Before Thea could take another step, the men called them back. Jiran stopped his cart, and the smile that was once on his face disappeared. Thea's face paled as the guard sauntered over to her. She did not move. She watched as the tiny-eyed guard bent down to her level so that she could see his jade green eyes, that may have been beautiful on another face. 
 
    “And, who is this? Your—” 
 
    “That’s my nephew, Theo. His mother died from the Ire Scourge some years ago, he’s been living with me.” Jiran said quickly. He hoped that the Kingsland Guards would not sniff out anything. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him with you.” The other guard finally spoke up. Thea wanted to curse, she even thought about running, but that would create problems for her and Jiran. 
 
    “I’m very weak, sirs,” Thea shyly said and looked at her feet. “My uncle here is right, my mother died of the scourge, but she was already a sickly woman when she had me. It seems I have met the same fate. I’m just surprised I’ve been living this long.” 
 
    “What’s in your bag, Theo?” 
 
    Thea's eyes widened. She didn’t want the soldiers to check her bag and find her dagger they would no doubt arrest her then. She quickly had to think on her feet and with shaky hands reached into her handbag to reveal her blade. 
 
    The leather-bound book. 
 
    “It’s a book, sir… I, uh, was learning to read,” she averted her gaze and scuffed her foot on the ground, trying for a modest look. 
 
    The guard yanked it from Thea’s grasp and roughly flipped through it. Each time that the pages flipped, Thea flinched at the noise; it sounded like a rip. She wanted to tell them to be careful, but she kept her lips closed tightly. 
 
    The man suddenly laughed. “Ivan, come over here and look at what the kid is reading.” Thea could see the other soldier, Ivan, walking over to the tiny eyed man. “Femme Fatale’s Dance.” 
 
    Ivan chuckled too, it echoed in his helmet. He reached up and pulled the lid of his helmet back so that she could see his hickory colored eyes and a bushy mustache. 
 
    “Aren’t you too old to be reading smut, young man? You’re better off picking up a sword than this filth,” Ivan said. 
 
    Thea couldn’t be sure what they had against the book or what the term smut even was. 
 
     “I am too weak to pick up a sword, sirs.” Thea tried to sound as meek and bashful as possible. She scuffed her foot on the ground for emphasis. 
 
    The men continued to laugh among themselves. The tiny-eyed man turned to look at Jiran. 
 
    “Watch out for your nephew, see to it that he doesn’t grow up to be cur. We need more strong men and fewer cowards.” 
 
    Thea frowned. She was unfamiliar with the term he used. 
 
    “Whatever makes him happy I have no quarrels with,” was all Jiran said to them. They didn’t seem to like that response. Ivan thrust the book back into Thea’s hands and made her jerk backward. After a moment the Kingsland Guards allowed them to pass. 
 
    They didn’t so much as wave them off as Jiran and Thea pulled the wagon down the dirt road. They needed to stop at a stable called Peppers Farm that was on the furthest side to the west and away from the villages. When Thea had first been on the way to Kingsland, she had been trying not to freeze or starve to death that hadn’t been able to look at the scenery, so this time she decided to take in the forest.  
 
    The path was narrow, but not very bumpy and well kept. The trees crowded close to the road on either side, and they were huge. She was tiny compared to the trees that towered over her. The hypnotic scent of the pine trees filled the air, they smelled green and fresh, and there was a muted scent of sweet-smelling flowers accompanying them. There were little purple wildflowers scattered throughout the forest ground. Thea remembered that she saw those in the fields near Twinleaf Village in the summers and picked them with Dominya so long ago; the forest was peaceful and serene. There was no sound except their feet and wagon hitting the road and the occasional birdsong, even the voices were quiet 
 
    “Jiran?” Thea asked. She could see him look at her from the corner of her eye. “What’s a cur?” 
 
     “A mean word people use to insult and call one another cowards.” 
 
    “Oh, well that’s rude.” Thea hated when people were mean and criticized one another for no reason. She moved onto another topic that had been on her mind. “They said that there are desert animals, is it safe to go out?” 
 
    “It’s mostly just the Putnam Jabë desert wolf, but as long as you’re near the fire he won’t bother you.” 
 
    Even though he said she had nothing to fear, Thea was still nervous. 
 
    “Why did you say that I was your nephew? I know that I’m masquerading as a boy already, but it seemed pretty urgent to you.” 
 
    Jiran nodded. “You’ll understand pretty quickly that when you are a woman people treat you a bit unfair, especially in Kingsland. If you were anything but a boy, even a sissy boy, they would not have let you pass with me. They don’t see a woman gathering or selling supplies.  Have you ever seen a merchant woman?” 
 
    Thea didn’t think so, not that she was searching for specific genders anyway. 
 
    “Speaking of gathering, how did he even know?” 
 
    Jiran turned his head to look at her before sighing. 
 
    “There are rumors that someone came to the King several years ago and prophesized to him and some believe that King Godfrey had gone mad enough to propose The Gathering, and rid of the Magi in Middilgard’s vicinity. Once he knew that they were still around, Kingsland soldiers arrested them on sight. They even went as far as bribing Mundanes to give the locations of their neighbors.” 
 
    “That’s terrible. Why would anyone help the king get rid of their own kind? He forced everyone to label themselves like cattle! Th-That’s not fair!” 
 
    “That’s the law sadly. We either take it or we fight back, and that will lead us to a rope around our necks.” 
 
     “Well, I’m tired of the King and his stupid laws.”  
 
    “There’s not much we can do about it.”  
 
    Jiran and Thea continued their travels on their three-day trek. They rested often and shared little tales before they returned to their journey. On the third day, they headed toward the western part of Middilgard where they approached Pepper farms. Jiran told her to wait by the wagon and she leaned against the wooden frame while Jiran spoke to the stable hand that was outside. 
 
    Jiran was back within two minutes with a large brown horse. “Come here, do you know how to tie a wagon to a horse?” 
 
    Thea walked over and shook her head.  
 
    “Pay attention, I’ll show you. You pull it through here, then you make a knot through there. Now, you try.” 
 
     Jiran showed Thea the proper way to make a knot and he stepped back, with his arms crossed, as he watched her fumble with the rope. She furrowed her brows as she stared intently before attempting to copy what Jiran did, but she huffed and started to cry in frustration.  
 
    “It’s too hard!” 
 
    Jiran smiled and went over to help her. “The trick is to take your time.” Thea wiped her eyes and watched Jiran expertly tie the rope together. 
 
    When the wagon and horse were secure, Jiran and Thea boarded it and rode away. Up ahead she could see the Parsi desert as the morning light turned from a shaded pink to bright orange. It was breathtaking. Thea leaned her back against the seat and let the wagon’s slow and steady bumps rock her to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    The night chill jostled Thea from her sleep. She squinted her eyes and peered at the darkness that surrounded her. As she sat up the blanket fell off her shoulders, making an instant chill run down her spine. She picked up the orange threaded blanket on the floor of the wagon. 
 
     “Where are we?” Thea asked out loud. Even though her eyes had not adjusted yet, she was confident she would not be able to see past the sheer layer of darkness surrounding her. The orange glow from their lamp was the only thing that kept them from plummeting into the night. 
 
    “Jiran?” Her voice squeaked just as a brighter orange light appeared. She turned her head and saw Jiran crouched by a fire. She grabbed the blanket off the floor and hurried off the wagon's bench, approaching the fire. 
 
    “Glad you’re awake now,” Jiran greeted her with a smile. “You can start unloading the sleeping bags and our food for the night.” 
 
    Thea nodded at the instruction and walked to the back of the wagon. While she reached out to grab a cot, she saw four pairs of shiny yellow eyes staring back at her. 
 
    She yelped and jumped, covering her mouth instantly. When she started to back up, a hard surface blocked her path. 
 
    “Don’t look at them,” Jiran told her in a casual manner. Thea looked up at him as he surveyed the scene. “The desert wolves see that as a sign of intimidation. They’ll get as close as they can before they’re startled by the fire. If you’re close enough, the pack will snatch you and drag you to their dune to maul you.” 
 
    Thea shivered, knowing that it was not the cold that chilled her bones. 
 
    “How many are in a pack?” 
 
    Jiran shrugged. He looked away and to the wagon’s back. “About four or five, one is just enough to drag your scrawny ass out there, and in the Parsi desert no one will hear you scream.” 
 
    Thea gulped and instinctively backed away as Jiran grabbed the sleeping bags. 
 
    “Grab that brown bag there, Thea.” 
 
    Thea quickly snatched the brown bag that was closest to her and ran back over to Jiran. He laughed when she came closer to the orange light. Her eyes were wide with fear, her face flush with just a tiny amount of amber coloring her eyes. She waited for the voices to mock her fear, as they usually did, but she still didn’t hear them. They’d always been there, so Thea was a little scared. If she focused on them, she could make out their whispers. It was as if there was a wall between her and them and she could only hear their muffled voices. Even though they annoyed her, it had been comforting to know they were there. 
 
    “I-I’m not scared,” Thea stuttered, which only made Jiran laugh harder. She frowned as the sound of a howling screech pierced the night sky. Thea jumped halfway off the ground and scurried over to Jiran, closing the space between them in a flash. 
 
    “Not scared, eh?” Jiran mocked. Thea said nothing as she poked out her lips in mock defeat. 
 
    I guess I don’t need the voices to tease me about this, Thea mused. 
 
    “Don’t be too hard on yourself, Thea. Fear is a good thing sometimes. Have you heard of fight or flight?” 
 
    Thea remembered when the soldiers took Dominya from her. She remembered she felt nothing, but fear quake her bones until something ignited in her and she reacted. 
 
    “I stabbed a Kingsland guard in the eye when they came to take my sister. He got his revenge though . . . he struck me so I couldn’t move,” Thea pulled her hair away from her face and leaned closer to Jiran. “His gauntlet left me with a nasty scar.” Her lips turned into a frown, but then Jiran laughed, and a smile slowly spread across Thea’s face as she chuckled along with him. 
 
    “You’ve certainly got the spunk; I’ll tell you that. During my time with the Roma, I can tell that you’re very much different. The Roma I knew all tended to carry themselves in a certain similar way, but you are distinct and different from the others,” Jiran said with a smile. “They were more reserved and kept to themselves and you do share their mistrust of strangers, but for different reasons, I assume. Those who might still be alive have become nomads to keep people from finding them and either killing them or using them for their magic, and some say to avoid the darkness in others.” 
 
    Thea tilted her head quizzically. “What do you mean ‘darkness’?” 
 
    “You see, in every person, they have a choice, called free will — it is the balance between negativity and positivity. The Roma rely on living in positivity because they struggle between the dark and the light, depending on their circumstance or environment,” Jiran explained. “Do you remember that feeling when you stabbed that Kingsland guard? That bubbling, seething feeling?” Thea nodded, not wanting to think much about that day. “You subconsciously fell into negativity.”  
 
    “So, it’s because of who I am and my heritage? How am I able to get rid of the darkness? What if you can’t escape it?” She didn’t like the answers that she heard.   
 
    “It isn’t your fault, Thea.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jiran’s face softened as he heard the plea in her voice. He couldn’t possibly imagine all that she had been through. For years, she has been without any guidance in the world to lead her away from the burden of darkness haunting her, especially at such a young age. 
 
    “Well,” Jiran started looking for the right words.  
 
    “Every person is different, every situation is different, and it is simply up to the person, their free will, to choose their path.  There’s good inside you Thea, I see it. I know even in when the choice seems bleak you will choose the right path in the end,” Jiran said with a reassuring smile, hoping she would believe in herself. 
 
    “Do you think you can you tell me more about your time with them? The Roma, I mean. What were they like? What were their customs? What foods did that eat?”  
 
    Thea vibrated with excitement as she blurted out every question that came to her mind. She was eager to know more about her people, and by extension, herself. 
 
    Her excitement made the desert wolves mimic her and she jumped as they roared. Jiran chuckled at her enthusiasm. 
 
     “Eager, eh? Well, let’s see, one of the Roma leaders was Gaius-Sey. He was enigmatic, excuse me, a mysterious man who was loved by all his people and had a charisma that was kind and liked by everyone.”  
 
    Thea’s eyes twinkled as she sat cross-legged listening to Jiran. She even forgot that they surrounded by wolves. 
 
    “Tell me more.” 
 
    Jiran nodded and rubbed his chin while he dug his other hand into the brown knapsack. 
 
    “When I spent time as their prisoner, I watched everything — They lived as tradesmen and planter life, eating only what they grew, but a crowd favorite was pudding and cocoa beans. They prayed and meditated every day to keep them from absorbing the negativity of the world into their bodies. They followed the old ways of their gods, Ansem and Kii. Do you know them?” 
 
    “Uh-huh, sometimes I pray to Ansem, but a lot of the time I pray to Kii.” Admittedly, she had stopped praying to them, at one point, because she hated them for taking her sister away.  
 
    “Ah, right, the goddess Kii, she is the twin sister to Ansem, or the Androgynstic god when they come together. Long ago, they had an argument that forced Mundanes to undergo perpetual darkness because without dreams and knowledge, what is a person without its soul? They both decided for the good of their children to set aside their differences. Oftentimes they appear as a young man and woman with bright blue hair, but their true form is androgynous to show the unification of man and woman. He teaches his children about dreams and fate where she teaches them knowledge.” 
 
    “Do Ansem and Kii watch over me, Jiran? Even if I haven’t prayed to them for a long time?” 
 
    Jiran nodded as he took a bite into an apple while he tossed another apple Thea’s way. She gingerly caught it in her hands. “No matter what, Ansem and Kii love all of their children and won’t forsake you because you lost your way.” 
 
    “Wow,” Thea said amazed by his words. She looked down at her apple and moved it around in her hands. “Do they ever speak to people? I mean, I guess that’s the reason why I stopped praying to them. I could never get an answer when I needed them.” 
 
     “I wouldn’t worry too much, Thea. Roma’s communication works when they connect through visions and dreams. It can be frustrating sometimes to want to hear them, especially if you’re going through a rough time, but they’re always watching over you and one day you might be able to hear their call. You’re about thirteen, now?” 
 
    “Fourteen,” she corrected. 
 
    “You’re way above the age limit. Twelve is the time that your visions and magic will develop; perhaps you’re a late bloomer. Have you had any visions?” 
 
    She nodded and recounted when she was ten and had an unclear vision about Eddie and even more so, the chilling sensation around the King. She had forgotten to mention the more recent vision about a house on fire, which resulted in someone’s death.  
 
    “What you just mentioned, that sounds like tethering,” Jiran said. Thea furrowed her brow in confusion. “Tethering works differently for each Roma, but initially it is the positivity and negativity you’re trying to absorb. What was the feeling you had with that boy Eddie?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, it felt like I was being encased in ice like it was some foreboding message but what I felt with the King . . .” she trailed off, as she remembered the deep hatred clawing her insides. “I saw a black cloud and I felt like I wanted to kill him.” 
 
    “That’s the negativity you were absorbing.”  
 
    The positivity and negativity of her magic were still new to Thea. She wanted to know more about herself, to avoid specific changes that she didn’t want to undergo. 
 
    Thea looked at her apple again and rolled it in her hands. “Can you tell me more about the Roma? About their magic and the in-between state of their positivity and negativity,” she asked, before taking a bite into the juicy, sweet apple. 
 
    “I don’t know much about the Roma, but I do recall that the Roma have more magic in them than just visions or dreams. I’ve seen them use magic for all sorts of things — some can use healing magic, and some even fly! A woman’s magic is called Intuition; a man’s magic is called Trick. But the moment where they absorb the things around them, their magic powers in the in-between state are called Vectors. Fragments are negativity and Linings for positivity.” 
 
    Thea’s eyes widened. “You mean I can develop those powers too? Do all Roma get powers like this? When should my powers start showing?” She bounced up and down in her seat as she rapidly shot more questions at Jiran. 
 
    “I’m not sure. It can vary from person to person. Yours should develop in time,” Jiran smiled. “You may just be a late bloomer.” 
 
    Disheartened, Thea didn’t want to be a late bloomer. She wanted her powers now. She looked down at her lap and fidgeted.  
 
    Jiran could see her disappointment and knew he needed to distract her. “There’s more to being Roma than having powers, Thea. Would you like to know more about your people?” Thea nodded. 
 
    “They’re a fair people. They believe in the equality of both sexes. Some women care for the children, but others fight alongside the men. They’re a bit like the Aegean’s — six-foot tall warrior women that fight like a thousand hungry lionesses.” 
 
    Thea was intrigued and found herself imagining them like Leila in the Femme Fatale’s Dance. While the woman craved the joyous sex of a man, her genuine desire was the intimate feel of a blade in her hands as it sunk deep into her victim’s chest. Though the sex scenes made her feel weird, Thea felt more drawn to the woman using the blade and killing the man.  
 
    “But speaking of the Aegean’s, what was that book that you pulled out to the guard?” 
 
    Thea’s cheeks, filled with apple, burned from the mention of the book that made her feel weird. She chewed the apple slowly before speaking. 
 
    “My friend Maggie found it. We told each other we wouldn’t read it but—” 
 
    “But you got curious?” Thea slowly nodded, ashamed. Jiran chuckled to himself. Thea snapped her head up at him and frowned in anger. 
 
    “D-Don’t laugh! It’s not funny. It felt weird.” 
 
    Jiran chuckled again. “Who said it wasn’t natural? Your body is growing, and you’ll probably be experiencing plenty of changes during your journey of womanhood.” 
 
    Thea chewed on her bottom lip and thought about what he said. The feelings she had were natural? She turned that over and over in her head.  
 
    “And would Ansem be alright with that?” 
 
    “Look, I don’t know much about the Roma’s god, but what I know is that Mundane beings have needs and whatever needs you have Thea, you embrace them. If they make you happy, embrace them. If you don’t embrace the things you want or love, what’s the point in all of this?” He exaggerated as he stretched out his arms wide. Thea knew he didn’t mean the desert, but the world of Middilgard itself. 
 
    “I guess, you have a point.” 
 
    “Of course! Now but let’s rekindle this fire it’s starting to dim.” 
 
    Thea turned her head to see that he was right. The orange fire started to grow low, and she could see several more pairs of eyes beginning to surround them. 
 
    Jiran handed her a stick from the ground, and she took it in her hands. “Poke the logs around a bit and then toss in some more logs, sticks, or leaves, whatever you can find. Never use anything wet.” 
 
    Thea nodded and committed that to her memory. When the fire grew large enough again, the yellow eyes slowly began to fade away until there was nothing in the darkness.  
 
    “Hmm. . . How about I tell you a story? It’s more mythology, really, and it has been passed down for several centuries; you don’t need to be reading those kinds of stories, yet, but I don’t know it might be a bit scary for you. 
 
    “I’m not scared!” Thea piped up, but she furrowed her brow in curiosity and stopped kindling the fire. “But, uh, what’s a Mythology?”  
 
    Jiran chuckled. “Well, different stories that deal with gods and legendary heroes. There were many tales told around campfires, on long journeys too. It wasn’t only a way to past time and create entertainment, but many people believed that these stories were often warnings.” 
 
     “Are you sure you’re ready? He asked and Thea nodded, smiling eagerly.  
 
    “Well, this is entitled, the story of the end of the world. . .” Jiran began speaking, 
 
    “. . .Where once more, brother will fight against brother. And the world will be wrecked. Middilgard will be wrenched by war during the coming of winter. Father’s will slaughter sons; brothers will be drenched in one another’s blood. Mother’s will desert their menfolk and seduce their own sons.  
 
    Fimbulwinter is what it’s called. The winter of winters will grip and throttle Middilgard.  
 
    Fenrir, the Asur god of Nightmare and Creation, will seize the sun between his jaws and swallow it whole. He will spatter the Azure Reach with gore.  
 
    And then warriors and all the gods of the Reach will bear arms and fight against the Asur gods. As the Titans and dragon-snake, Gargan, and all the demons will be unleashed against Middilgard.  
 
    Yadrohk, Father of gods and Creation, and the demon wolf, Fenrir, will be the first to engage and the battle will be fearsome.  
 
    Though in the end, the demon wolf, Fenris, will swallow the Father of gods. That will be the death of Yadrohk.  
 
    And many gods of the Azure Reach will die, and the sun will be dark. There will be no stars in the sky but the Twilight hours.  
 
    The Fractured Realm will be plagued by the Asur demons and the Titans; where the undead will roam free. This shall be the fall of the gods, the fall of the realm, living creatures, and Mundanes; The Twilight of the Gods. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Again, they were up early in the morning before the sky turned pink. Thea lazily waddled up to the wagon, with her eye’s half closed, and a blanket wrapped around her. She stopped in front of Jiran and rubbed her eyes. 
 
    "I'm tired, Jiran. Why are we up so early?" She groaned and pouted, just before his strong hands grabbed her sides and lifted her into the wagon. 
 
    "We have to make haste," Jiran joked. Thea rolled her eyes and adjusted her blanket, making sure it was wrapped securely around her. Jiran's weight on the wagon shifted up and down when he sat. "I'll wake you when we get there." 
 
    Thea nodded off as her eyes drifted closed and within seconds, she was fast asleep. 
 
    "Thea."  
 
    She opened her eyes to see that she was lying down on the wagon bench. She blinked several times to clear the blurriness in her eyes and slowly sat up. 
 
    She grabbed the side of her head, still squinting her eyes, looked around. The sky was a grayish-blue, only several hours had passed, so she could see her surroundings. There wasn't much to look at, the Parsi Desert spread on for miles and the ground was severely dry and cracked. Aside from the small road they traveled on, there was nothing but the sand and the sun that blinded Thea. Occasionally, she would see a cactus or some small prickly bushes. There were also rustic, red eroded mountains that always seemed to be far off in the distance. 
 
    "Why are we out here? There's nothing here. I thought you said that The Citadel was here. I don't see anything but these mountains," she said looking around, just in case she had missed it. 
 
    "That's because . . ." Jiran said and reached out to grab Thea, putting her on the sandy ground. "It's the desert's magic." 
 
    Thea frowned. "The desert's magic. How does a place have magic?" His arms gripped her shoulders and turned her clockwise to get a better look. 
 
    "It's called a mirage. No man, no matter how strong, can journey through it. You have to train and adapt to the climate of the desert. Why do you think the King's men have not taken The Citadel out entirely?" She heard him rifling through the wagon. 
 
    "No disrespect Jiran, but I think you're getting too old, and I haven't had any experience at all. How are we supposed to know where the Citadel is?" 
 
    She shivered from a sudden drop in temperature, just as she heard ringing from behind her. Thea turned to see Jiran holding an old bell. The handle was wooden, worn, and starting to rust. 
 
    "A bell?" Thea questioned. She frowned and reached her hand out to it when Jiran gave it to her. "What do I do with this?" 
 
    "It helps that I have this . . . " Jiran said and pointed at the mountain wall. His cheek was an inch from hers. "Just give that a ring and the path to The Citadel should come into view." 
 
    Thea still didn't understand anything he said. She couldn't comprehend how a bell would make The Citadel appear. "Er, okay," she said and lifted her arm above her head and waved her hand. The bell's rusty ball gave a hollow clink-clank that was barely audible above the howling wind. She brought her arm down and looked at it, disappointed. 
 
    "I think it's broken," she said, holding it out to Jiran. 
 
    "You should take another look," he nodded in the direction of the mountain. 
 
    At that moment, she looked up and the side of the mountain that she had been facing opened in a small chasm. Her mouth parted and she stared at the crack of the mountain. 
 
    That wasn't there before. "H-How did that . . . that wasn't . . ." She was so excited and confused by the sudden appearance that she stumbled over her words. Jiran chuckled under his breath. He took the bell from her hands and walked back over to the wagon. 
 
    "I told you, it's desert magic." 
 
    Thea couldn't be sure if she believed that, but there was no other explanation for the chasm to appear suddenly. 
 
    "What do we do now? The wagon looks too big to fit through." 
 
    "Good eye," Jiran said and untied the horse from the wagon. "You'll hold onto Hapy's reins." 
 
    Thea nodded and walked over to the large horse. The horse breathed slowly and shook his mane, Thea gripped the reins tightly. 
 
    "It's okay, Hapy. My name is Thea," she cooed to the horse. She hesitantly reached out her hand not wanting to scare the horse and began to pet its snout. It was smooth and cold. Aside from the occasional ear twitch, the horse stayed perfectly still.  
 
    "You're pretty good with him. You ever been around horses before?" Jiran asked. 
 
    Thea turned her head. She saw Jiran load some bags onto the horse’s back. She shook her head and continued to pet the horse. 
 
    "No. I wanted a horse, but Dominya said they cost too much money and we wouldn't have enough to feed it and us." 
 
    Jiran nodded and patted the horse’s side. "True. They cost a hefty penny and are a lot more expensive than people. Now, do you want to ride or walk?" 
 
    "I'll walk. Can I carry a bag too?" She saw that the horse had far too much stuff on his back and thought her extra weight would bring him down. 
 
    "Of course,” Jiran said with a smile. “Maybe I'll make you my ward after all." He handed her a bag and took the reins. The two left the wagon and started to make their way to the chasm. 
 
    "What's a Ward anyway?" Thea asked. Her voice echoed in the cave. 
 
    "It's like an apprentice. I teach you everything I know and when I die you take over my business." 
 
    Thea twisted her lips into a frown. She was in front of him, so he could not see her face. 
 
    "That sounds complicated and hard." 
 
    Jiran chuckled, his laugh traveling through the open walls. It made Thea look up to see if she could see an opening, but so far all she could see was more cave. 
 
    "It usually is, but the pay isn't bad." 
 
    "Hey, Jiran. I realized something, the cave has no opening above to let sunlight in, but I'm still able to see. Why?" 
 
    "That's the magic I told you about." 
 
    Thea rolled her eyes and turned around to face him. "Oh, come on! You can't expect me to believe that it's 'desert magic.' I mean, the chasm opening was kind of cool, but I don't see how a cavern can give you the ability to see." 
 
    Jiran stopped moving, bringing the horse to a halt. "Come here," Jiran said and ushered her over to the side of the wall. Thea tilted her head to the side and followed him. "Look closely at the cave walls and tell me what you see." 
 
    Thea leaned closer to the wall of the cave and squinted her eyes. At first, she didn't see anything, but after a moment she started to notice something glistening within the rocks. 
 
    "Oh! What is that?" 
 
    Jiran grinned. "That there is called a mineral. They have a reflective light called fluorescence that is, most of the time, visible to the normal eye. The crystal mineral you see here is called Fluorite." 
 
    Thea was in awe at the spectacle, having not seen anything like it. "Wow, that's amazing and there's a lot like this in caves?" 
 
    "Quite so. Maybe I'll show you one day." Thea grinned with a rapid nod in response. "Now, let's continue our path. We're almost there." 
 
    Like Jiran had said it took no more than a few minutes to reach the end of the cave. They stood on the edge of a cliff and below them was a clumped forest. In the middle of the woods, a fort looked to have a red tarp over it. It was shaped hexagonal, had eight walls at every corner. There were several fourteen-foot stockades made of oak wood that mounted on the side of the walls. The fort itself covered an acre of the land. 
 
    "There's a place in the mountains!" Thea exclaimed; her eyes grew wide with disbelief. "H-How is that possible?" 
 
    "Welcome to The Citadel. Make sure not to fall off the cliff, that's a long drop." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Jiran and Thea walked down the cliffside and through the thick layer of the forest. This forest was different than the one they’d walked through in Kingsland. The one outside of Kingsland felt somewhat domineering and had massive trees that towered over Thea. Where these trees shared height with the others, they didn’t feel like they imposed themselves on her; rather, they were like friends. Thea was confused by this, she’d never thought of trees as having personalities, but she connected to them. The trunks of these trees were a reddish-brown, the others a much richer brown. The leaves were a much more vibrant green than the others, and even the flowers that dotted the landscape were brighter.  
 
    As they walked down the narrow pathway surrounded by trees, Thea saw The Citadel in the distance. She was nervous. She had heard things, most of them not good, but she had never seen an Ördögan in person. 
 
     “Don’t be nervous,” Jiran said beside her as if he sensed her nervousness. Thea looked up at Jiran whose attention was forward. “Grégori Mountain and his men are a bit rough around the edges, but when you get to know them, they’re rather kind; still rough, but kind nonetheless.” 
 
    “That makes me feel nervous, Jiran. Is this Grégori Mountain someone you also met in your time helping?” 
 
    “Aye, he is. And, don’t go staring too much at the Ördögan folk. They get really offended that way.” 
 
    “Well, that’s going to be kind of hard considering I never met an Ördög before,” Thea told him with an exasperated sigh. “But I’ll do my best. Are there any customs I should know about?” 
 
    “All I can say is Be loud and burp often.”  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Jiran and Thea finally emerged from the path, The Citadel looked much closer. They approached the gates with Hapy but were stopped by two eight-foot-tall green-skinned creatures holding spheres, Ördögan’s. 
 
    “What say your business here, mundane?” One of the Ördögan’s said. 
 
    Thea knew that Jiran told her not to stare, but she couldn’t help but gape at the creature before her. His body looked mundane in shape, with muscles layered on muscles. He seemed to be one huge muscle. The only thing covering his body was a brown loincloth and brown-soled shoes. 
 
    The tusks on the Ördög’s face were prominent. Thick teeth that were each a foot long came out of the corners of his bottom lip, and toward the middle of his lips was a smaller set of tusks. They were still massive, at least six inches long, but not quite as thick.  
 
    His face was similar to a mundane, except that his forehead was sloped and stuck out over their eyes, which sunk into their flesh. 
 
    “I am Jiran Alexander,” Jiran introduced himself since the two Ördögan’s were new since he had not seen them before on his last visit.  He moved out of the way and stretched out his hand to Thea, who looked at the Ördög with wide eyes. “And this is my apprentice, Thea Frey.” 
 
    The Ördög didn’t speak which made Thea uncomfortable as she stood waiting for him. She forced herself not to fidget under his scrutiny. He inhaled deeply. 
 
    “You are Roma. Are you not?” 
 
    Thea’s mouth went slack in shock. She wasn’t sure how he knew. Just by smelling? “Y-yes, uh, sir?” 
 
    The Ördög made a noise and turned his head to look at the other guard. She noticed that aside from their hair color, the two Ördögan looked similar. The one he was talking to had orange hair in a ponytail. 
 
    “Do you have your pass?” The guard asked. 
 
    “I do, we’re bearing some good things for your group,” Jiran said with a grin.  
 
    Thea wasn’t sure how he could be so calm. He pulled out the bell for them to see. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like enough. You know how many of us are in here, Jiran Alexander?” 
 
    Jiran nodded and stashed the bell again. “There’s enough, I promise you.” 
 
    Thea thought they weren’t going to let them in, but the orange-haired Ördög shouted at the top of his lungs. The massive double doors, made of the same reddish wood in the trees, were at twice the size of the Ördögans in front of them. As they opened, they creaked before revealing the Citadel beyond.  
 
    A large clearing stretched out in front Thea in a U-shaped pattern, with wood houses clumped together along with it. It wasn’t like the marketplace in Kingsland, but Ördögan’s were coming and going from one building to another. 
 
    “Keep walking, remember what I said about staring,” Jiran said from behind Thea; though she could tell by his throaty laugh he was only half-kidding. They walked into The Citadel as the doors closed behind them. 
 
    “We’re going to meet with that Grégori Mountain guy?” Thea asked. They headed through an alleyway toward the back of the houses where a larger tent-like building sat with the others. Thea assumed that was where important people gathered. 
 
    “Well, I am. You’ll sit out here with Hapy. He’s used to the Ördögan folk, but since you’re here, you’ll be able to calm him down if he gets anxious.” 
 
    Thea’s eyes went wide. “What? I-I can’t stand out here. I’m not, I mean it’s weird if I’m standing out here and not with you. I’m just a Magi.” 
 
    Jiran tilted his head and slightly frowned. “So? You aren’t a threat, at least when you don’t want to be. The Ördögan folk are just like you and me, Thea; remember that. The only distinct difference is that they are a part of the Kobold group that is not mundane and does not produce magic.” 
 
    Jiran turned and removed the bags from Hapy’s back, transferring them to his shoulder. Thea called out to him, but he told her to stand-by and talk with the locals if she had the chance. 
 
    Thea pressed her lips together. She looked around the unfamiliar city and then back to Hapy. His ears flicked and Thea reached her hand out to stroke his nose. 
 
    “You understand, right Hapy? It just feels like I’m invading that’s all. Though they do look kind of scary,” Thea mumbled, trying to keep her tone soothing to the horse. She couldn’t help but think that Jiran said they were worse off. King’s Betrayal had caused the entire Ördögan clan to flee from their homes in Kingsland after a signed treaty in the Year 500 was broken, but their god Y’ dar found them refuge in the cave. They’d been living there ever since. 
 
    It’s not that scary Thea; you're just weak, the sarcastic voice whispered to her. Thea had gone so many days without hearing them that the sound caused her to jump.  
 
    She’s allowed to be scared. She’s away from everything she knows and loves. Give her a break, another voice said. It was a kind voice that reminded Thea of Dominya’s soft tones. 
 
    Oh, come on, she shouldn’t be afraid she should be focusing that fear into hate like Hel taught her to do. Pitiful, a much harsher voice said. If she’d refocus fear into hatred, things would go much smoother for her. You can’t tell me I’m wrong.  
 
     “Shut up, both of you! I thought you’d gone away. I want peace back in my head,” Thea tried to keep her voice down, but the volume of her voice rose some at the end. As usual, the voices ignored her and continued to bicker. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and looked at the buildings that surrounded her.  She was curious about the odd structures and the people in them. The ground looked arid. Even with the forest surrounding them, she didn’t think there were any animals here. She tried to listen for a birdsong but could only hear Hapy breathing and the movements of the people buzzing around.  
 
    A ball tapped Thea’s foot, and she snapped out of her thoughts. When she looked down, she saw that it was a wooden ball. She picked it up and tried to be careful not to get any of the splinters sticking out of it. 
 
    “Hey, can we have our ball back, please?” 
 
    Thea looked up at the child-like voice, and she gasped upon seeing the child-sized Kobold. They stood on two feet like her, the same height, their skin covered in white fur with black spots. Their pointed ears sat on top of their head. To Thea, they reminded her of a cat. She couldn’t quite tell if the Kobold in front of her was a boy or girl.  
 
    “Uh, hey, are you okay miss?” The Kobold asked. 
 
    Thea blinked several times and realized that she was staring. She bit down on her lip and cursed herself. 
 
    “You came with Jiran, right?” 
 
    Thea nodded. “You know Jiran?” she asked and handed him back the ball. Their hands brushed together briefly. Thea enjoyed the soft tingling sensation she received from their fur. 
 
    “Kind of, my parents know him. He’s known around here!” Thea assumed they were smiling as their mouth opened wide revealing small fangs. “So, are you like his granddaughter or something? I’ve never seen you around.” 
 
    “I’m new. I’m Jiran’s apprentice. My name is Thea.” 
 
    “My name is Kilua nice to meet you—” Kilua couldn’t finish his sentence since he heard his name shouted in the distance. Thea looked over her shoulder and saw several other mundane-like cats and two Ördögan children coming toward them. 
 
    “Hey, what’s taking so long!” Asked an orange-haired cat with a black thunderbolt running down its left eye. “Did you get the rock?” 
 
    “The rock?” Thea asked. 
 
    Kilua turned around and grinned, his whiskers raised in the air as his grin widened. 
 
    “That’s just what we call it. We’re playing Hot Sticks; you want to play?” 
 
    “Does she even know how to play?” One of the Ördög children asked. 
 
    Yeah, Thea, do you even know how to play? The more sarcastic voice mocked. Thea opened her mouth to shush the voice but managed to catch herself before she did.  
 
    “Yeah, who is she anyway? Did she come with Jiran?” another child asked. 
 
    “Guys, her name is Thea. She seems pretty cool, and if she’s with Jiran she has to be nice, right?”  
 
    The group was silent and looked at one another Thea swallowed hard and cleared her throat break the silence.  
 
    “I won’t hurt you guys or anything. My name is Thea. I’m Jiran’s apprentice and . . . I’m a Roma.” 
 
     Thea wasn’t sure why she had said it, but some part didn’t want or need to hide that from them. She always needed to protect who she was, she wasn’t used to it otherwise.  
 
    But we aren’t different, not so much; I have skin, they have fur, but we walk and talk the same. Thea had an inkling that’s what Jiran meant. 
 
    “Woah!” They all exclaimed in unison. Thea couldn’t be sure yet, but she concluded that they were all boys. 
 
    “Hey, can you tell the future?” The boy with the thunder-striped eye asked. 
 
    “Yeah! I heard that Romas could do a bunch of magic tricks!” A grey-furred cat said. He jumped up and down with exhilaration. 
 
    “Yeah, can you show us something, Thea?” the Ördög child requested, and Thea could see his eyes, though partially covered by his black hair, were wide with excitement. 
 
    Thea rubbed the back of her neck and chuckled nervously. She’d never had that reaction to someone learning what she was before and was shocked to hear the excitement in their voices. Magic and treason were punishable by death. It was instilled inside of her brain.  
 
    “Well, uh, I’m not sure—” She didn’t want to let them down and tell them she didn’t know how to control it yet. Fortunately, Kilua came to her aid. 
 
    “Woah, Woah, guys,” Kilua said as he stood in front of Thea protectively. “You can’t expect Thea to do all of that. She’s like our guest! Plus, she didn’t come to entertain you guys.” 
 
    She’s like our guest, the sarcastic voice repeated in a sing-song tone. Thea shushed the voice and covered it with a slight cough.  
 
    Several of them rolled their eyes at Kilua, while others just mumbled “fine.” She couldn’t help but be reminded of Eddie watching Kilua take charge of the group. Kilua turned and grinned at her. 
 
    “So, what do you say? You want to play?” 
 
    Thea grinned and nodded, not hesitating. “Sure, just show me how.” 
 
    Yeah, playing with a splintered ball is going to help you learn more about your people. This is a great use of your time, the voice mocked. Hearing the voices once again, made her frown deeply.  
 
    Taking her hand, Kilua grasped his pawed hand around hers. His fur tickled her skin for a moment and gripped back. She let him drag her away and forgot about Hapy. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jiran walked up the four stone steps to get to the wooden double doors of the hut. The doors were engraved with the Ördögan god Y’ dar standing on a mountaintop wearing a plated chest armor, shin and arm guards alongside a helmet that covered the sides of his head. On his back was a shield that was as big as a boulder and he held a long sword in the air. Standing next to him was Y’dar’s brother, Ti. Ti was a golden-haired warrior with a large, muscular chest who wore animal hide around as his loincloth. Two swords were strapped to his waist and a set of bows on his back, his hand lifted a gilded gold bow. Below the mountain was the angry faces of mundane soldiers and Ördögan’s ready to clash one another for a preemptive attack.   
 
    Jiran lifted his fist and pounded on the door. He waited for a few moments and the door opened to reveal an Ördögan with blonde hair in a ponytail.  
 
    “Jiran, it is good to see you. Our liege has been waiting for you.”  
 
    “Good to see you, Uriah.” 
 
    Uriah opened the door and Jiran stepped inside the long hut. The building had open space and on each side were white pillars that held up the roof. Torches hung on the columns’ side, which gave the room an orange glow. In the middle, there was an elongated table with several chairs. However, at the far end of the room, rested a stone throne that nestled none other than Grégori Mountain.  
 
    “Jiran Alexander, it’s good to see you.”  
 
    Grégori Mountain stood and walked down the three steps. He approached Jiran but the Ördög towered Jiran by several feet and he had to crane his neck to look at Grégori Mountain. The Ördög grinned and placed his large hand on Jiran’s shoulder.   
 
    “It is good to see you, Grégori. You’re looking well as always. Have your tusks grown?”  
 
    Grégori tilted his head back and let out a bellowed laugh, patting Jiran on the shoulder. The two had a long history together for Grégori had known his father Tobias, and it was Grégori who had inspired Jiran to become the man he is today. 
 
    “Take a seat, my friend, you must be weary from your travels.”  
 
    The two men took their seats at the table. Jiran sat on the side and Grégori at the end with hands folded together.  
 
    “Business has been good, I see?”  
 
    “Aye, it has,” Jiran responded. Uriah came over a second afterward with two goblets in hand, he set one in front of each man. Jiran grasped the gold goblet and pressed it to his lips to take a sip. “I think the wares will please you, Grégori. I’ve managed to pack in extra meats, some vegetables, and a few kinds of cheese.”  
 
    Grégori nodded, meeting Jiran had saved him and his people on more than one account. He appreciated everything that Jiran did for him and always tried to return the favor however he could.  
 
    “Y’ dar’s blessing. You are truly your father’s son, rest his soul.”  
 
    Jiran and Grégori placed a fist on their heart and closed their eyes, a gesture given to those who had passed and went on to The Great Beyond, where souls of mundane and Magi would live for eternity in a mansion with loved ones around them. 
 
    “I also have something else, or rather someone else, to show you. She’s a young Roma girl, and I have taken her under my wing as my new apprentice.”  
 
    “Roma?” Grégori sounded surprised. “I thought they might have been extinct, last I heard, anyway.” 
 
    Jiran nodded and a sigh escaped from his lips. “I believe so. She’s had a troubled life so far, and you know how the Roma’s magic work, I don’t want anything to happen to her.”  
 
    Grégori appreciated Jiran’s act of bravery, the man had a heart that extended to everyone he met. He didn’t have a selfish bone in his body and always looked after those who couldn’t look after themselves.  
 
    “You are a good man, Jiran Alexander and Tobias would be proud of you. Now, when do I get to meet this Roma girl?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    The game of Hot Sticks was not as tricky as Thea had first thought. She learned that the mundane cat creatures were called Ferals, another one of the Kobold group. Embarrassed, Thea did not know what it was and admitted that she had never even heard of a Feral before. Kilua only laughed, his ears twitched as he did and told her not to worry about it. 
 
    “You’ll be guarding our goal so the other team can’t get to it,” Kilua instructed her. Thea looked at the medium sized box behind her and on the other side was another medium box for the other team's goal. “Just watch to see how to play, but make sure to keep your eyes open.” 
 
    Thea nodded. She stood in a crouched position with her arms bent and her elbows sticking out. She gripped the stick Kilua had given her tightly and trained her eyes on the gray-haired Feral guarding the opponent's goal. All the while, the voices mocked her. She rolled her eyes, shushed them discreetly, and tried to focus on the game. 
 
    She hadn’t known when the game started, but suddenly everyone ran. They passed each other, hitting the wooden ball with their sticks. It zoomed around and under legs, moved back and forth between Thea and Kilua’s team to their opponent’s. She could see dirt clumps stuck to the ball and the wood splintered as it was being kicked around by sticks and the occasional feet. As they knocked it around, it didn’t seem like it was going anywhere. 
 
    At this rate, the ball will never move. She wanted the ball to leave the group, to be free from being clobbered relentlessly.  
 
    Then maybe you should stop wasting time on this pointless game, a voice snarked at her.  
 
    Oh, leave her alone already! She’s allowed to play like a child every once in a while, the motherly voice replied. You forget, she still is a child, so let her act like one!  
 
    This is nothing but a waste of energy, the angry voice snarled. Thea should be doing something useful right now, but she’s choosing to be a weak little girl instead. It scoffed. Pathetic. 
 
    It’s not a waste of time! The motherly voice jumped to her defense. That voice was always trying to protect her from the others. She’s getting to know the locals, which Jiran told her to do. And, she gets to have fun doing it so shut the hell up! 
 
    “I’m trying to focus on the game, guys! Leave me alone already!” Thea muttered to the empty air behind her shoulder, where it always sounded like she heard the voices. They, of course, did not stop arguing or heckling her – they never did. 
 
    She had hot flashes as her skin turned red and her vision grew cloudy. The image of the wooden ball rolled out of the hobbled circle as it was pulled by magic. 
 
    Thea blinked. Did I move that ball with my magic? She wondered, but before she could think anything more of it, an idea sprang to mind. 
 
    “Kilua!” She shouted at the top of her lungs. She saw his ears twitch and he peeked up from where he was. “Get out of the circle!” She wasn’t sure if he would listen to her, but after several seconds he left. 
 
    She could see the question in his eyes, but she did not continue to focus on him. Instead, she focused on the wooden ball and willed it to move, just like in the vision she had. Thea began to sweat, and a small headache crept in, but within seconds the ball shot out from the circle and rolled over to Kilua by itself. 
 
    For a moment, Kilua was shocked, but he shook his head and ran to the ball. When he reached it, he started hitting it toward their opponent’s goal. On the other end, the Feral shouted out in warning, but it was too late. Kilua had arched the arm that held the stick and smacked the ball. He shot it into the goal before the goalie had a chance to block. 
 
    “Yes!” Thea shouted with arms in the air, just as Kilua ran over to her. She hadn’t even seen him coming as the Feral wrapped his arms around her waist and hoisted her up on his shoulder. She hadn’t expected him to do that and almost fell off his shoulder, but the other members of their team helped her get her balance. 
 
    “Thea, Thea, Thea!” the group chanted. She couldn’t help but grin as she held onto Kilua’s shoulder for support. She wasn’t sure what happened, if she had moved the ball, or if it was some coincidence. 
 
    Maybe I’ll ask Jiran, she thought to herself. She looked up and saw Jiran standing off to the side with his arms crossed over his chest. Thea figured he would be angry, but that wasn’t the case because he smiled at her. She beamed up at him with a smile. Jiran was not alone. Beside him was an Ördög that stood over six feet tall. His hair was black and long, some of it was pulled back in a small ponytail, displaying his oblong forehead. His black eyes stared at Thea. 
 
    He’s frowning, Thea noticed, but what she saw most were the tusks protruding from his mouth. They were more significant than any other Ördög she had seen. Suddenly, she was placed on the ground. Everyone bent the knee, Thea followed suit. The six-foot-tall Ördögan strode over to them. Power radiated from him, but unlike King Godfrey, there wasn’t fear or hatred. 
 
    What is this feeling? She wondered. It’s probably just gas, the mocking voice whispered quieter than usual. She had not met the Ördög King, Grégori Mountain, nor did she know anything about him; but there was a charisma to him that made her want to respect him, not fear him. 
 
    “So, you are Roma?” Grégori Mountain said, his voice so deep it echoed. 
 
    Thea nodded. “Yes, Your . . . Majesty? My name is Thea, Thea Frey.” 
 
    “No need for formalities, Thea Frey of Roma. Grégori Mountain will do just fine,” he told her and grinned, one of his tusks slightly rising as he did. “Now, why don’t we all go to the Great Hall and get something to eat, I’m sure you’re hungry.” 
 
    Thea didn’t want to tell him that she was famished, but her stomach instantly betrayed her by letting out a low growl which made Grégori Mountain erupt into haughty laughter. Thea felt her cheeks burn from embarrassment, but she stood when he offered her one of his large, meaty hands to her. 
 
    “The rest of you will join with your parents. I will see you all soon.” 
 
    Kilua and the others, now on their feet, bowed and spoke in unison, “Yes, Grégori Mountain.” They all scurried off. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Thea entered the Great Hall, her jaw dropped. The inside was more substantial than Thea would have thought. The ceiling was rounded and splintered with plank wood that curved to give the roof its arched look, the burnt red skin looked leathery and tough. 
 
    A long, rectangular table sat in the middle of the room that looked like it could seat fifty people. A hearth sat some distance away from the table and a large stone chair that had what looked like two giant fangs were protruding out on either side, sat at the far end of the hall. 
 
    “Welcome to the Great Hall, Thea Frey of Roma,” Grégori said. He grinned at her stunned silence and wide doe-like eyes. “You seem impressed.” 
 
    “She doesn’t get out much,” Jiran responded. “Why don’t we take a seat, Thea?” he asked. She turned to him and nodded; her face flushed from being overwhelmed. 
 
    A savory smell wafted up Thea’s nose and drool came out from the side of her lip. She reached the back of her hand to her mouth and wiped the corners of her lips. A steaming plate was placed in front of Thea. She inhaled the tantalizing scent of the onion-flavored dish and tried not to drool again. 
 
    She wasn’t sure what the meat was, it was dark brown and in a rectangular shape. She could see green and red specks in it that she assumed were peppers, and a brown liquid slowly slid off the delicious meat. 
 
    “It smells good,” Thea said before reaching her hand out to take a bite, but she was stopped by Jiran. 
 
     Thea frowned at him, confused and in response, he nodded toward Grégori. He, like several others at the table, had their eyes closed and their hands clasped together. 
 
    Jiran’s brow rose expectantly, and he nodded to her. He too then closed his eyes and pressed his hands together. Thea mimicked Jiran’s action. The moment she closed her eyes she heard Grégori’s deep voice, but his words were not in a prayer fashion, as Thea had imagined. Instead, the words seemed to rhyme as if purposely trying to do so. He was singing. 
 
    Give us life, for we are strong. For Y’dar, you are, the mighty strong and you shall be the god of all. Take our hands and lead us strong so that we may follow you in life or death. Show us the path is free, oh Y’dar we pray unto thee… 
 
    As if on cue, the entire table began to repeat what Grégori had said. At first, Thea could not keep up and only mumbled a little. From the hymn, Y’dar was the god of life and death who they prayed to for long life, but Thea didn’t understand how they could follow willingly into death. 
 
    There was a gentle tap on Thea’s shoulder, and she opened her eyes to look up and see Jiran’s smiling face. “You can eat now,” he told her. Her stomach rumbled at the command and she reached for the meat with her bare hands. Her teeth sank into the soft meat, the sticky and oily grease coating her throat with flavor.  
 
    Jiran chuckled beside her. “Seems like you’re in a rush. Why don’t you take a swig of your drink before you choke?” 
 
    Thea chewed the rest of the meat and swallowed. She felt the layer of grease on her teeth as her tongue tried to clean her teeth, in hopes for a second meal. She reached her hand for the brown cup that was in front of her plate and brought it to her lips. 
 
    As soon as the liquid reached Thea’s tongue, she jerked back and twisted her face in disgust. “Gross!” she exclaimed. The drink was bitter on her tongue, and it made throat burn. She squinted her eyes and shook her head, repeatedly sticking out her tongue in hopes of getting the taste out of her mouth. 
 
    Laughter surrounded Thea, and she saw that her disgust amused several of the other people at the table. 
 
    “I see Kingsland does not let their children drink red wine,” Grégori said with a grin. “Forgive me, Thea. May I provide you with water?” 
 
    Thea nodded. She could still feel the bitter taste and the burning heat in her throat. 
 
    “Yes, please,” she said, and her stomach growled loudly, and she opened her mouth as a belch erupted from her lips. It smelled like the meat she’d just devoured.  
 
    She quickly clasped her hands over her mouth and a deep scarlet color appeared on her face as she held her hands on her mouth securely and firmly bit down on her lip. She waited for the voices to mock her, but there was nothing but silence in her head. However, instead of feeling insulted, Grégori laughed and started banging his wooden cup on the table. The rest of everyone at the table followed suit after a few seconds. 
 
    Thea looked around the room and slowly removed her hands from her lips as a wide grin lit up her face and a high-pitched chuckle sounded in the air. She still wasn’t used to laughing. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
    “I’ll be back in several weeks, Grégori,” Jiran said. He shook the Ördög King’s hand as the two shared friendly exchanges. 
 
    “Thank you for letting us stay here overnight, Grégori Mountain,” Thea said as she bowed slightly. When she stood straight again, she grinned up at him. 
 
    “Don’t be a stranger, Thea Frey. I would hope I will see you the next time Jiran comes to do his rounds.” 
 
    Thea nodded, eager to come back soon. 
 
    “Thea!” 
 
    The sound of her name made her look behind Grégori to see Kilua racing toward them. She furrowed her brows, curious to know what he was doing. 
 
    “Kilua?” She questioned when he made it to her. He rested his hands on his knees as he panted, the run had left him breathless. 
 
    “T-Thea wait, I-I have something . . . For you.” 
 
    Thea grinned and tilted her head to the side. “Well, you didn’t have to kill yourself, Kil. What did you want to give me?” 
 
    Kilua stood up straight and looked up at Grégori, who nodded in approval, as Kilua dug into the pocket of his pants. Thea raised her brows in curiosity, at the long, brown string he produced. 
 
    “Hold out your hands,” Kilua instructed her. Thea did as she was told and cupped her hands together, so he placed the brown looped string in her hands. 
 
    When Kilua removed his paws from her hands and noticed that it wasn’t just a string. It looped through a small, fanged, serrated tooth. 
 
    “That’s my . . . um, baby tooth, I want you to have it so you can remember me,” Kilua shyly said. Thea wasn’t sure why he whispered, but she noticed his pink nose turned red. 
 
    She rubbed her fingers around the smooth tooth and smiled. She didn’t have anything that she cared for or belonged to her. She looked up at Kilua and wrapped her arms around his neck. 
 
    “Thank you, Kilua. I love it.” 
 
    When she removed her arms, she heard Grégori chuckle. 
 
    “I believe Kilua should explain to her our customs before you arrange gifts to Thea. She may have a different idea than what you intended it to be.” 
 
    “Oh . . .” Kilua whispered. He looked down, embarrassed. 
 
    Thea tilted her head in confusion.  “Customs about gifts?” 
 
    “Mmhm,” Jiran replied to her. “Most Feral and Ördögans give something sentimental like that to the person they want to spend their life with.”  
 
    “Oh!” Thea exclaimed. She could see that the red on his nose only deepened and his eyes grew glassy. 
 
    “I’m . . .  Sorry Thea, if you thought I was deceiving you. I . . . I should have explained—” 
 
    “Kilua,” Thea interrupted him. He lifted his head slowly as he wiped his cheek with the back of his paw. “I like you too . . .” When Thea approached him, Kilua stood still, unsure what she was going to do. Thea slowly leaned forward and kissed the top of Kilua’s cold nose. 
 
    She moved back, seeing the surprise in Kilua’s eyes. 
 
    “Maybe not now, but I’ll come back,” she started, as she slipped the necklace over her neck. “And, I’ll say yes.” 
 
    “You . . . You mean that?” Kilua asked, clearing his throat. 
 
    Thea grinned and nodded. “Uh-huh, I promise. I’m sure Y’dar will bring us together again.” 
 
    “Alright, you two kids, enough of the googly eyes,” Jiran chuckled and rested his arm on Thea’s shoulder much like Grégori did with Kilua. “Don’t worry Thea, this won’t be the last time we visit. Who knows, you might take over for me.”   
 
    Thea nodded as the two said their goodbyes. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Jiran and Thea exited the secret passageway from the Citadel, the predawn gloom was still in the sky. There was no sign yet of the reds and pinks that came with the sun. When they boarded the carriage, after brushing away the sand, they tied Hapy to the cart and resumed their journey through the desert. Thea sat slumped in the seat as she looked at the fanged tooth, rubbing her finger against the serrated edge. 
 
    “Missing Kilua already, huh?” Jiran asked. She looked up at him, his attention was focused forward, but she could see him watching her from the corner of his eye. 
 
    “Yeah, I miss everyone. They all seemed happy and accepted me without really knowing me.” 
 
    “Not everyone is crass as people in Kingsland,” Jiran told her. “But honestly, it has everything to do about the person's faith, who and what they believe in, and if they are willing to give the little they have for someone they don’t know.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of them. I hope Y’dar brings them a good life . . . I don’t know about him bringing death unless it’s to their enemies, but I want to see them succeed,” Thea licked her lips and nodded with confidence. “Hey, Jiran? I heard before that the Citadel is planning on retaliation against Kingsland . . . Is that true?” 
 
    For a moment, Jiran did not say anything, which made Thea look at him in confusion. 
 
    “Jiran, what is it?” 
 
    “There are some things, Thea, you should never repeat out loud even in the company of those you think you can trust.” 
 
    Thea pouted. “Why? It’s just to you, and we’re out in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    Jiran grinned and reached out to tousle her hair. 
 
    “Yes, that may be true, but you never know who is listening or watching. Remember to keep things to yourself, because at the end of the day not everyone will be friendly.” 
 
    Thea didn’t say anything as she looked at Jiran. He turned his attention to the road ahead, and she to the fanged tooth around her neck. She continued to rub the serrated edges as she played Jiran’s words in her head several times. 
 
     . . . Not everyone will be friendly. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nightfall came quickly in the desert, but Thea was accustomed to the pitch darkness as she had spent many nights in the woods alone. She removed the sleeping bags and blankets and laid them on the ground. The howling of the Putnam Jabë still made her spine tingle, but she made sure to stay as far away from the edge of darkness as possible. 
 
    She dragged the sleeping bags close to the fire that Jiran had made. 
 
    “Here’s lunch, Grégori made sure we would have enough food and water for our trip back.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Thea said graciously and took the wrapped sandwich in her hands. She sat down on her sleeping bag, unwrapped the sandwich and sank her teeth into it. She tasted the salty flavor of the meat as it danced on her taste buds she slowly chewed, savoring it. 
 
    “Jiran? Did you mean it when you said I could one day take over?” Thea chose her words carefully just in case there were any other ears around them. 
 
    “I did mean that. I wanted to tell you in person that I think that it would be best, for both of us, if you stayed with me.” 
 
    Thea, mouth full, stopped chewing and looked at Jiran, stunned. She forced herself to finish the food in her mouth, so she wouldn’t choke before speaking. 
 
    “So . . .” she licked her lips and placed her half-eaten sandwich on her lap. “You mean like adopting me? I would be your daughter or something?” 
 
    Jiran chuckled and scratched the back of his head. “Or something, yes. I just felt that it would be best if you weren’t running about the streets getting into, god only knows what trouble, and . . . I care about what happens to you, Thea. So yes, I want to adopt you. But as to what you want to call yourself, that is completely up to you. I will never try to replace the father you had.” 
 
    Thea could feel her throat suddenly grow warm and tighten. She looked down at her hands and nervously cracked her knuckles. 
 
    She would finally have a family, she thought to herself. But when the thought of family came into her head, she remembered Maggie and guilt clawed its way into her heart. 
 
    “You don’t have to make a decision now, Thea—” 
 
    Before Jiran could say anything more, Thea got up from her position and walked over to Jiran. She wrapped her arms around his neck tightly. 
 
    “Thank you, I want to be adopted,” Thea whispered. She pulled away from Jiran and smiled. 
 
    As she sat back down, she picked up her sandwich back up and Jiran let a small grin appear on his lips. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Part Three 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Thea tossed and turned that night, from the cold, but a lingering thought in the back of her mind. Several times, Thea thought she heard voices in the back of her mind, calling out to her. 
 
    Hmm, I think she’s still sleeping . . . An unfamiliar male voice casually spoke. Perhaps she wasn’t ready yet, Kii. 
 
    Thea knew that the name was familiar, but she couldn’t be sure why. 
 
    She will have to be, brother. She’s one of the very few we can reach now. We must go about this gently. 
 
    Kii? For a moment, the name did not register until she suddenly remembered. 
 
    Hey, look! I saw her move, Ansem said excitedly. Thea could feel her body sluggishly try to wake. Okay, listen to me, Thea. We know you haven’t been able to hone your abilities, but we need you. 
 
    Thea felt her eyes flutter open slowly. There was a blinding white light that made her squint her eyes, but she was still able to make out two heads, one male, and one female with blue hair. 
 
    Kii, she’s waking! I’m losing her… 
 
    She heard Ansem’s voice, loud and frantic, but it quickly became a low whisper until she plummeted into silence. The bright light that had been surrounding the two deities disappeared and darkness surrounded Thea. 
 
    Her visions began to take place. 
 
    For a moment, Thea couldn’t see anything, but slowly an image started to appear. At first, she couldn’t be sure what it was she was looking at, but as the picture began to clear up, she noticed that the features were mundane. The muscular body was no doubt from a man. She couldn’t be sure where he was from because his attire seemed strange to her. 
 
    His hair was unkempt and a strange deep-rooted orange-red coloring. The ends of his hair covered part of his ebony eyes. Hatred and rage were emanating from him, infecting the air surrounding him. Thea wanted to shrink away from him, but the evil look in its eyes had pinned her down. He had a smile on his face one just as sinister and wrong as the look in his eyes.   
 
    “Don’t be afraid, Thea . . . I won’t hurt you, much.” Icy and sickly words cooed in Thea’s ears and she felt hot breath lingering on the back of her neck, making the tiny hairs stand on end. 
 
    “Please . . .” Thea tried to say, but her words cut off as she as someone’s hand wrap tightly around her throat. Thea gasped as she tried prying the hands-off, but no matter how hard she tried, the fingers never budged. 
 
    She could no longer see the crazed look of the orange-haired man. She squeezed her eyes shut, wishing the pain would disappear. 
 
    Suddenly, she felt no pain as she wrenched from her sleep. 
 
    Thea jolted awake and instantly reached for her throat, feeling no hands but her own. She could feel her heart beating rapidly, and her breath ragged.  
 
    A chill wrapped around Thea and made her teeth chatter. She quickly grabbed her blanket and wrapped it around her shoulders. 
 
    What was that, who was that? She hoped it was a nightmare and not a vision. I could have sworn I had another . . . dream, was it? But I can’t remember. 
 
    Before Thea could question her dreams more, she heard rustling nearby. Thea frowned and looked at the wagon. Hapy slept, but there was another pair of legs on the other side of the cart. She turned her head, expecting to see Jiran, but when she did, she saw that Jiran was still sound asleep. 
 
    Intruder. She slowly stood, keeping the blanket wrapped tightly around her. She reached into her handbag and wrapped her fingers around her dagger.  
 
    Yes, Thea. Kill the intruder. They’re nothing but trouble anyway, the angry voice whispered to her. Channel your fear. You know how to do this.  
 
    She was glad that it wasn’t a Putnam Jabë, but a Mundane out in the middle of the desert. She thought it best to wake Jiran but found herself walking toward the unknown person. 
 
    Just kill the intruder on your own. You don’t need Jiran to do it for you. The angry voice was increasingly insistent, which worried Thea. The other voices didn’t comment either. Maybe it’s the person who was strangling you in your vision? You didn’t think of that, did you? Kill him before he gets his hands on your throat. 
 
    Let her see who it is first. It could be a friend, you don’t know it’s an enemy yet, the motherly voice chimed in, but it was a bit quieter than usual.  
 
    The angry voice scoffed. Really? You think it’s a friend. You’re far too naive, my dear.  
 
    “All of you, shut the hell up already. I can’t concentrate with your bickering!” Thea kept her voice down.  
 
    Thea exhaled when she looked at the wagon. The figure was about her height and approximately her age. When he turned to look at her, she could see that his face carried no expression, a tattoo was on the side of his neck of a snake eating its tail, and there was a familiar star-shaped scar on top of his head. 
 
    The boy from the market—The Sons of Samuel. 
 
     “You.” 
 
    The boy turned to Thea the moment she spoke. Thea gasped and backed up as she met his eyes, which were bright yellow, like a cat’s. 
 
    “Wh-What are you doing out here? How did you get in the desert?” She questioned. She watched the boy walk over to her, noticing that his movements were off, jerky and uncoordinated. “Um, just stay where you are . . .” she instructed him. He stopped. 
 
    Kill him. Do it now! The angry voice urged. 
 
    “How did you come out here without the Putnam Jabës attacking you?” 
 
    The boy blinked and when he opened his eyes again, they were black. He tilted his head to the side and stared vacantly at her, almost as if he didn’t understand what she said. Thea was nearly startled by his voice. 
 
    “My god. Does not. Allow me to be. Harmed.” 
 
    She didn’t understand why his dialect was so oddly broken, and she noticed his eye was twitching every so often. 
 
    “Your . . . god? Who is your god?” 
 
    Again, the boy did not speak and just stared at Thea. She started to feel a presence that she knew was not from the cold. 
 
    “He will. Restore everything. To its glory. He is. The one who. Fathered Cryptids. And will spare. Those who were. Victimized. She stepped closer to him — they were about a foot apart now. 
 
    Either kill him or get away from him, Thea, the angry voice grumbled in her head. 
 
    Leave her alone, the motherly voice replied. The two continued their bickering over what they thought she should be doing with this boy.  
 
    “You’re Roma? Am I not the last one?” 
 
    The boy smiled, a smile that made Thea cringe with disgust. His teeth had a yellow enamel and his gums were black like he had drunk tar. The smile also seemed unnatural, like it was something he didn’t often do, and there was no warmth in it.  
 
    “There are more like us, Thea. When I first saw you in the marketplace, I knew we had to meet again . . . Our God wants you.” 
 
    Thea’s skin crawled in disgust, and she backed away from him in alarm. She contemplated yielding to the angry voice’s demand to kill the boy. As soon as that thought crossed her mind, the angry voice began cooing in encouragement.  
 
    “How do you know my name?” 
 
    The boy stepped closer to Thea, leaving only a few inches between them. 
 
    “I don’t know . . . My God knows all. It wants you, Thea. Your magic has not come to fruition yet, but I can feel its power,” the boy cooed out the words slowly; it was one of the first things he’d said that didn’t sound jerky or forced, which worried Thea. She watched as he licked his bottom lip slowly, looking at her with hunger. 
 
     “You will be the perfect sacrifice . . .” 
 
    Thea’s eyes widened. The boy lunged at her, moving at an incredible speed. She screamed and stretched out her hand on instinct, not sure what to do, but praying that she could levitate the boy away. The dagger in her hand was forgotten and she couldn’t hear the voices reminding her of it in her terror. She crouched down with her eyes shut, waiting for the boy to rip her apart, but no one had their hands around her throat.  
 
    She slowly opened her eyes and yelped as she fell backward. 
 
    The boy froze, his body immobile, and nothing moved except for his eyes that looked around wildly. His arms stretched out to strangle Thea by the throat. His eyes bugged out of their sockets making him look even more crazed, and his open mouth exposed his black tongue.  
 
    My magic, it worked again. She looked down at her hands, she expected something odd to appear from them, like magic, but they looked the same as always. 
 
    The sound of gurgling brought her back to the present, but because she had broken from her concentration, a swift movement passed by her vision. The boy’s weight collided with her and pressed her down into the ground. Her head slammed against the hard surface, which prevented Thea from screaming out as she bit her tongue, silencing her.   
 
    I told you to kill him. You should have listened. Your magic is pathetic, you can’t rely on it to fix everything, the angry voice sounded more annoyed than mad. 
 
    The taste of metallic blood slid down her throat. 
 
    She felt hands around her throat and looked into the sickly eyes of the crazed boy. Thea tried to pry his hands off her throat, but his fingers never budged. The vision is coming true. He’s going to kill me because I wanted to talk to him instead of killing him, Thea thought to herself. 
 
    The man in the vision had orange hair, idiot; the mocking voice reminded her. 
 
    Maybe, next time you’ll listen when I tell you to kill someone, the angry voice snarled at her.  
 
    -If there is a next time, the mocking voice finished cruelly.  
 
    The boy continued to squeeze his hands around her neck, leaning into Thea so his thick, warm breath lingered around the base of her ear. 
 
    “Middilgard, Thea . . . will soon cease to exist . . . my god, our god will swallow the world. Starting with Kings—” The boy’s words were suddenly cut off, and the grip around Thea’s neck loosened. 
 
    When she looked at the boy, she noticed that he glared at her, but a silver tipped blade was stuck out of his mouth. Thea’s eyes drifted upward to see who had slain the boy. 
 
    “Jiran?” Thea dryly said. The look on his face was cold, as he forced the blade into the boy’s jugular with a hard thrust. Crimson blood splattered on Thea’s face as the boy’s body went slack. The images that entered her mind reminded her of Hel’s killing spree, that seemed so far away now. The sight of blood triggered images of dead Kingsland Guards to appear in her mind. Their eyes were fearful and in shock, their mouths opened agape, mid-scream, as dried black blood oozed out of their mouths.  She braced for the excruciating pain from the side of her head and she grasped it. Thea grit her teeth as she pushed the thoughts away from her mind, bringing her back to reality. 
 
    Jiran lifted the boy from her legs and tossed him off. His eyes were wide and frantic; his hands trembled as he wrapped his arms around her protectively. Jiran brushed his hand against the back of Thea’s head as a parent would do to comfort a scared child. Thea squeezed her arms around Jiran’s neck and tightly closed her eyes, glad that she was safe in his arms. The body of the boy moved slightly, and his head slowly turned to the two embracing one another. cataracts in his eyes glowed, like animals, before his body crumbled to dust. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Thea couldn’t sleep on the way back to Kingsland; she was far too shaken up by the mysterious boy from the Sons of Samuel. She didn’t know how his God had heard about her or why he wanted her to be a sacrifice—a sacrifice to what? She didn’t know. She could still see his face in her mind and couldn’t shake the feeling that they were more than the Sons of Samuel boy calling out to her. It was almost as if someone, or something else, might have been watching her. She was afraid that herself or Jiran wouldn’t be able to stop whatever lurked in the shadows. 
 
    Jiran didn’t know what to do about Thea, he continued to look over at beside him as she hadn’t done much more than but stare blankly at the floor of the wagon. She didn’t even rub the serrated tooth at her neck, something she’d been doing since Kilua had given it to her. Jiran knew that she felt terrified and she could have died if her magic had not worked. He still couldn’t believe that he had seen the power of telekinesis, again. It reminded him of his visits to the Roma. 
 
    Jiran cleared his throat.  “Thea...” 
 
    The sound of her name made her turn to look at him. There were faint red lines in her cornea, and dark circles under her eyes, where she didn’t get any sleep. 
 
    “I understand that there are some people you are close to back in Kingsland, right?” Jiran asked her. The thought of Maggie managed to dull the disturbing image of the deranged boy. 
 
    “Oh . . . Yeah. I had thought about Maggie, but I just stopped and . . . I guess I’m a bad person.” Thea whispered in defeat. But, before she could sink back into the sadness that had wrapped around her soul, Jiran pulled her out of it again. 
 
    “I was going to ask if there were someone you would like to bring? If this girl, Maggie, is that important to you, then I want to offer my home to her as well.” 
 
    His words vibrated in Thea’s eardrums, but it felt like she did not hear him. She asked him to repeat himself, her mouth dropped, and her eyes grew wide. Jiran couldn’t help himself but laugh at her shocked expression. 
 
    “I’m telling you, Thea, that I will not only adopt you but your friend, too. You’re both welcome.” 
 
    Thea couldn’t believe what she had heard. She was so stunned that even the images of the boy stopped dominating her every thought. That was until she thought of who Maggie would be leaving behind: Freya and Eddie, and all the other children. She wouldn’t go with Thea if it meant going without them. Suddenly, the air around Thea became thick and she found it hard to breathe. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Jiran and Thea made it back to Kingsland Marketplace – nothing had changed, Thea noted – they stopped in front of Jiran’s stand. It was midday, but there wasn’t a large crowd in the market. Thea couldn’t help but notice a few people dressed in unfamiliar clothing that passed through. 
 
    “Thank you, Jiran for allowing me to accompany you to the, um, place,” Thea said. She did not want to let anyone know where they had gone. 
 
    Jiran tilted his head and smiled at her, but it quickly disappeared into a worried frown. 
 
    “Are you alright, Thea? One moment you were excited and happy about the news I told you, but then you became unhappy again . . . Is it about that boy?” 
 
    Thea shook her head, lying. “No, it isn’t,” partially, she thought to herself. “I just . . . I don’t think I can accept your offer to adopt me. I’m sorry.” Thea licked her lips and swallowed nervously. She didn’t look up at Jiran’s face in case she regretted what she had said. 
 
    “Oh?” Jiran asked. He had his arms crossed over his chest; his head tilted to the side. “What changed your mind?” 
 
    Thea sighed and closed her eyes but opened them just as quickly and looked up at the gentle face of the man who she could have – and would have, gratefully – called father. 
 
    “It’s just that . . . I know that you said my friend could come too, but there are people she wouldn’t leave. Though the more I thought about it, I was selfish. Even if it meant a good life for me, I would be letting those who took me in suffer….” 
 
    Her words broke off, and she bit her lip, holding back the frustration that she wanted to release. 
 
    “I see, go on.” Jiran urged her, encouragingly. He wanted to show her that no matter what decision she chose that he would be right beside her. He knew that was something she hadn’t had in a very long time. 
 
    “I know . . . I probably can’t do much and Eddie has been holding out and keeping all the children safe, but I feel like I need to be there. It’s like when you found your calling, visiting other races less fortunate than yourself. You didn’t go back to the easy life even if it would have kept you safe . . .” 
 
    Thea took a deep breath and rubbed her hands together. She wasn’t sure where the sudden boost of adrenaline was coming from, but she felt like she needed to go with it. 
 
    “No. You didn’t. Even if the journey was dangerous or a law permitted you not to, you went because you knew it was the right thing to do even if it meant your exile or death. And that’s what I’m going to do. The Forty Little Thieves need me. They’re as much my family as I am theirs, and I won’t leave them behind.” 
 
    She lowered her voice as a small smile came on her face. “Sitting there laughing with everyone at the Citadel and everything that you do, what you’ve said to me, made me want to change the world, or at least change the circumstance. I cannot sit back knowing I could have done something, and I would never forgive myself if any one of them were to get hurt; and in Kingsland, we’re like sheep in a lion’s den, but one lion, even a viper, can’t take out all the sheep.” 
 
    Jiran breathed slowly and let out a low chuckle. “You certainly are the quickest apprentice that I have had.” He rubbed his chin and clucked his teeth for a moment. “You know, I could use someone to help me in the morning and I could give you some silvers for your work, so you don’t have to do much stealing. How does that sound? That way you help out your family and you can visit me anytime, without Kingsland’s soldiers nipping at your heels.” 
 
    Thea grinned and nodded. She couldn’t find the words to express the immense joy she felt as she lightly tackled Jiran into a hug and squeezed him. 
 
    You won’t be able to have both. 
 
      
 
    The ominous, disembodied voice startled Thea, making her heart drop in her chest. Thea had never heard that voice before, for Jiran’s presence always silenced the voices. She swallowed the bile that crept up her throat and pushed back her fears: losing Jiran, the Forty Little Thieves, her sanity. She was tired of losing people, she wouldn’t suffer anymore. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    While Thea made her way through the slums back to her home, she knew she would need to come up with an excuse or lie to tell Eddie. She had left for two and a half days. She felt guilty that she had left Maggie with that responsibility as well as taking the book. Though she knew Maggie would understand, she just needed to find a way to calm the beast that was Eddie. 
 
    I do miss calling him Edward though. 
 
    You know he isn’t going to believe any excuse you give him, the motherly voice pointed out. He’s too untrusting of everyone to buy whatever you tell him. 
 
    “Then what should I do?” Thea asked. 
 
    Stab him? The angry voice replied. 
 
    You know that’s not an option, the motherly voice said. Even if she did listen to you, killing Edward would only drive a wedge between her and Maggie. 
 
    And? Maybe she’s too dependent on that girl. Perhaps it’s time for Thea to be more independent, the angry voice suggested. 
 
    Puh-leeze, the mocking voice replied. You’re both wrong. She doesn’t owe Edward any explanation. He’s not her father. He’s not her brother. He’s not her lover.  
 
    You know damned well that if she doesn’t at least try to give Eddie an excuse, things may become unpleasant for her there, the motherly voice argued. Thea dear, I’m sure you’ll think of something to tell our dear Edward.  
 
    Thea couldn’t help but laugh at the voices bickering, sometimes she found them to be amusing, but mostly they scared her. And she hadn’t been able to figure out why they were so quiet around Jiran. It was odd having so much silence during her excursion. She couldn’t put her finger on it and thought about the positivity and negativity balance, but after a while of thinking and not understanding the concept, she waved it off.  
 
    When she entered the alleyway that led to her shabby home, there was stiffness in the air that made her freeze, the feeling intensified. Thea touched her throat, feeling nothing to constrict her, yet she couldn’t deny that there was a dark presence that surrounded her. 
 
    What’s going on? She panicked. She tried to swallow but it felt impossible. She managed, though, to walk up the rickety steps to her home one at a time. She felt a shiver course through her body, a foreboding sense of dread came over her, then she saw it. 
 
    From the crack of the door, she saw what looked like a bright gold line going inside the building. It reminded her of the feeling she had with Eddie, the King, even the feeling she had out in the desert. Something was in there, and it didn’t feel right. Thea was suddenly conscious of how loud her heart was hammering in her chest. Despite the hammering in her ears, she could hear the low voices coming from inside. 
 
    They didn’t sound familiar or friendly. 
 
    Thea reached out her hand to grab the door handle and turned it slowly. Are you sure you want to see what’s on the other side of the door? The motherly voice asked, concern dripping in her every word. You could turn around and go back to Jiran.  
 
     The pounding and hammering of her heart only intensified, growing louder with each second as she slowly willed the door to open. 
 
    When she had it completely open, she felt like a horse had trampled her — her heart felt like it would escape her chest, and a chill coursed through her spine. The blood drained from her face, making her reddish-brown skin look washed out, and she felt like throwing up as she laid her eyes on the person the bright gold line coiled around them. 
 
    “Well, look what we have here . . .” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    The voice chilled Thea’s bones and made her entire body quake. but the one thing that made her instantly feel the intensity of cold, where the deep pools of ebony eyes. Thea’s eyes slowly grew wide as she compared the man’s face to the image in her head.  
 
    The edges of his orange-red hair fell just short of his eye. Running from his brow across his right eye to the tip of his nose, was a long, thick rooted scar. The sinister smirk on his face deepened, and Thea felt her throat tighten, wanting nothing more than to vomit. She forced it back down her throat, not wanting to let this man see her fear.  
 
    Kill him now, the angry voice snarled in her ears. But Thea was too terrified to move, let alone kill this man—the man from her vision.  
 
    Someone grabbed the edges of her hair and pulled her into a man’s smelly, dank chest. Thea let out a cry of pain and scrunched up her nose from the stench assaulting her senses. Her eyes traveled up to her attacker’s face, first seeing that he was wearing a dirty, green shirt and a brown, leathery vest that had several holes in it. Like his attire, the man was not put together well. He had cropped dirty-blonde hair that covered part of his face and a massive gap in his teeth. She gritted her teeth in pain before looking into the man’s hatched face and crooked nose.  
 
    “What do we do about this one, Captain?”  
 
    She felt the man tug her forward, so she would lay her eyes on the man he called Captain. When she did, it was the first time she noticed the children in the background huddled together. Maggie and Eddie were among them, gathered close together. His men stood around them, ready to attack if one of them broke formation. 
 
    What had happened while I was gone? She frantically thought. Her attention, however, was pulled away when she heard the floor creaking. The orange-haired captain came forward. The vision she’d had earlier ran circles in her head. 
 
    Thea struggled out of the grip of the stinky, gap-tooth man. But for a gangly man, his grip was tight, and Thea felt warm tears reach her eyes, threatening to fall. Thea’s heart pounded in overdrive and she had to contain the rapid breaths of anger as she stared at him. 
 
    The man bent down and leaned close to her so that Thea could get a good look at his cold, calculating, ebony eyes. 
 
    “You’re a feisty one, aren’t you?” He asked her. Thea squared her eyes at him, forcing herself not to spit in the man’s face. She knew that would only lead to him hitting her or worse.  
 
    “And you're a dick who likes to pick on little kids.”  
 
    She felt the tug on her hair get even tighter and gritted her teeth in pain, gripping the sides of her hair. “Watch who you’re talking to, you little cunt. Do you know who you’re even talking too?” The gap-toothed man said. Thea could feel his hot breath and spit flying in her face, it took everything in her not to throw up.  
 
    “I don’t, so forgive me if I’m not cordial. You and your “Captain” just barged into the home of the Forty Little Thieves.”    
 
    Again, the ugly man interrupted, and he erupted into a crackling noise that she assumed was his laugh. It made Thea flinch.  
 
    “The Forty Little Thieves?” He enunciated as if he was mocking their name. “You mean those group of punk nose kids? You see them cowering over in the corner.”  
 
    Thea did look and saw that each child had wide-eyed expressions of fear on their faces. Except for Maggie, who was watching Thea and Eddie with concern in her eyes. The look on Eddie’s face was something that made her stare at him for a moment. He had a purple bruise under his right eye, which made Thea believe that he had tried to fight the men to try to protect the others. But the look in his eyes was something profound that she couldn’t fathom. It was dark, angry and cold which terrified Thea more than anything.  
 
    “Karmen, will you shut up and let her go,” the voice of the captain made Thea jerk away from the darkness in Eddie’s eyes and focused on the scarred man. “Let the girl go and cool yourself off, take a walk.”  
 
    The ugly man said something inaudible before she felt all tension release from her head. She rubbed her scalp to ease the pain and cast a glare at him.  
 
    “Yeah, go take a walk, Karmen. Pretty sure that’s a girl’s name.” Laughter rang out in her head from two of the voices and she got the sense that the motherly voice was shaking its head. 
 
    “I wouldn’t get so flighty with your words now,” the captain said. He bent down to Thea’s height so he could look her in the eyes. “I’m going to make this short and sweet to catch you up to speed since you were out . . . which, by the way, will stop after today. You and your band of thieves’ work for me now.”  
 
    “Excuse me?” Thea said with a look of disgust on her face. “I work for no one, least of all some low-life pirate who doesn’t know anything from his ass to his hole.”   
 
    He slowly stood Thea’s eyes trailed up and saw a slow smirk form on his face. “And that potty mouth of yours needs to go, such a nasty habit for a little girl.”  
 
    “I’ll show you a nasty habit, asshole!”  
 
     “Wrong,” the man said. Thea watched as he lifted his hand and snapped his finger. Thea hadn’t seen someone coming from behind her as a fist slammed into her face. Her ears rung and black spots danced in her eyes. “As I said, watch your mouth. I am your new caretaker, Captain Flint. If you don’t want to meet that floor again, I suggest you learn to respect your elders.”  
 
    “Thea!” A shriek called out followed by the cries of several other children, but Thea couldn’t tell who it was over the ringing in her ears. She touched the side of her head as she pushed herself off the ground.  
 
    “Silence them!” Flint yelled with his brows coursed together. There weren’t any signs of the man from earlier. She faced the cynical look of the man in her vision.  
 
    “Now . . . Thea, was it?” Flint said as he walked over to her and looked down. He didn’t smile, just stared at her with piercing ebony eyes. Thea looked away, unable to stare up at him. “Oh, someone has lost their bravado I see.”  
 
    Thea pressed her lips together. Anything she said now she knew would not make a difference. Everyone was to take orders from Captain Flint and his crew.  
 
    Kill him. Use your powers and destroy him, the angry voice said. 
 
    I should never have left, Thea thought, feeling selfish and defeated.  
 
    You needed to go; you know that the motherly voice encouraged. Just push through this and look for a way to save the others, like Maggie. You can do this, you know it.  
 
    You can save the others by killing them, the angry voice snarled. 
 
    She doesn’t have enough control of her magic yet for that, and you know it. You’re asking her to expose herself and get herself killed, you fool! This was the first time Thea had ever heard the motherly voice yell, and that worried her.  
 
    “Answer dammit!” Flint yelled at her, grabbing her chin with his rough, scarred hands. Thea squeaked and kept her eyes tightly shut. She felt the tightening of Flint’s hands on her jaw, his fingernails digging underneath her chin. “Well, since you won’t talk on your own, I guess we’ll have to make you talk. Boys!”  
 
    Before Thea could snap her eyes open, Flint’s hands had left her chin. He stood just as she heard screams from where the children were. Thea swiftly turned her head and saw two men, one grabbing Maggie’s hair by his hand, and the other clutching her clothes.  
 
    “Maggie!” Thea cried out and stood up quickly. Despite her head feeling woozy from the fall, she struggled to keep her body afloat to protect Maggie.  
 
    Flint gripped her arm, tightly. No matter how hard Thea tried to tug out of his grip, it wouldn’t budge.  
 
    Thea suddenly felt her heart drop and she was aware of how loud her breathing sounded in her ears, her heart thumping in sync. She could hear nothing but her heart, pounding in terror. 
 
    Don’t let them see weakness, Thea, the angry voice snapped. Turn your pain into rage and focus that rage on them - when the moment’s right. Showing them your fear will only make things worse. 
 
    For once, I agree, the motherly voice whispered; which worried Thea even more, as the voices never decided on anything.  
 
    She turned around and saw the men trying to drag Maggie from the group, who’d shrunk in fear. Eddie, however, struggled to break from the men’s grip to help Maggie. While the rest of the children’s faces were scrunched up in terror, their mouths were open wide as if crying out. Eddie’s face remained the same dark-eyed look as before. He yelled at them, evidently telling them to help him, but Thea couldn’t make out the words. Thea watched as the men pushed and slapped Eddie around while they grinned, joyously mocking him, but that didn’t stop Eddie.  
 
    Don’t do anything stupid, one of the voices whispered to her. She couldn’t tell which one. 
 
    Thea saw that Eddie had a busted lip and blood was pouring from his forehead and cheek. He managed to break the hold one the men had on her. One of the men who had been holding Maggie’s clothing had ripped her sleeve, leaving her shoulder exposed.  
 
    Eddie went to the next man and brought his teeth down into his arms as he bit down. Thea couldn’t hear anything, but from the man’s strangled face and the blood seeping from where Eddie bit him. 
 
    Maggie froze, unable to move away while Eddie ripped his teeth into the man’s flesh. The moment Eddie let go of the man he spat a chunk of hairy skin from his mouth.  
 
    The man yelled at him, but Eddie only smiled at the man, blood dribbling down his chin. A metallic smell wafted up to Thea’s nostrils. His face was covered in blood and his eyes held a cold, dark look he’d worn since before Thea walked through the door. She understood now that the expression was of absolute hatred. 
 
    The look, however, did not last, as the second man that had been holding onto Maggie struck Eddie in the head with an odd object. Eddie’s face went rigid before he crashed to the floor, unconscious.  
 
    Thea watched the onslaught of terror that laid out in front of her like a nightmare. She felt woozy and dizzy, unable to call out to anyone. The tight feeling in her gut made her feel sick. She felt the constricting pain of regret. Had she been here, she might have stopped this or protected everyone.  
 
    Instead, she was off making a happy life for herself. Selfish. And now she was weak and powerless. 
 
    A loud bang broke through her fog, and Thea jumped from the noise. She looked up and saw that Flint hold the strange object in his hand that the other man had. It was long, and almost L-shaped, and it looked like dark metal. The shorter part looked to be made of wood and had a little circle right in the curve of the L. Flint held the shorter, wooden part. The extended portion had gray smoke streaming out of it. She assumed that was the source of the loud noise. She watched as he brought it to his lips and blew the smoke away before tucking the strange object into his pants.  
 
    “Well, that was some nice entertainment . . . Now that we’re all acquainted, it’s time to break in the new rules,” Flint rubbed his hands together in sadistic glee. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    “Ah! Son of–That hurts, Thea.”  
 
    “Sorry, just hold still a little longer,” Thea told Eddie as she dabbed at his wounds with a cloth. She stitched the gaping wound above his eye with a wooden needle and thread. “There, good as new.”  
 
    Eddie nodded and touched the side of his head. “Thanks,” he mumbled and got off the bed. He didn’t say anything else to her, let alone look at her, and a churning, gut-wrenching pain in Thea’s stomach made her feel even more guilty about her decision to leave.  
 
    Before Eddie could leave out of the room, Freya came in. She tried to speak to him, but he immediately gave her the cold shoulder, causing Freya to jerk back as if he’d struck her.  
 
    Thea frowned and watched Freya walk over to the other side of the room where the rest of the children were. She, however, did stop and turn to look over at where Thea and Maggie sat. Thea was about to call her over to join them, but halted as she saw an odd look in Freya’s eye:  regret? She thought before Freya turned away and sat with the other children. 
 
    “Thea?” Maggie said hesitantly, concern written all over her face. Thea wondered how Maggie managed to hold everything together, especially what had happened to her recently. Thea envied that.  
 
    “Don’t beat yourself too much, okay? It isn’t good for you.”  
 
    Thea shook her head. “But if I were just here . . . I could have, well, I could have—”  
 
    “Done nothing,” Maggie interrupted, as Thea looked at her and saw that her usually sweet face was replaced with a much more serious exterior. “Even if you were here, those men, those pirates, would have still taken over.”  
 
    Thea pressed her lips together. She didn’t feel entirely convinced. She couldn’t even tell Maggie that she recently thought about leaving everyone behind. The voice was right, Thea thought to herself morosely, I really can’t have it all.  
 
    “How did they even take over? Where are they from?”  
 
    “They said something about being from Hawold. I heard from some of them that they were trying to sell some of their wares here in Kingsland, but one of the other men, the one that was holding you—”  
 
    Thea scoffed and shook her head at the ugly man. “Yeah, Karmen.”  
 
    Maggie nodded, “Yeah, he was the first to find us. Then a whole lot of them came, followed by their captain. From there it was pretty much their place. Eddie tried the best that he could, but they overpowered him.” 
 
    Thea rolled her eyes and sucked her teeth. “Right, because we’re only children to them, and we can’t even tell a Kingsland guard. Otherwise, we’ll be arrested and possibly thrown in jail.”  
 
    “He’s not talking much to anyone, you know, after what happened,” Maggie said, she didn’t look at Thea this time, which made her believe she was referring to when they were trying to force her.  
 
    “Right . . . But they were afraid to Eddie should know that. They would have never put you in danger so blatantly but . . .” She wasn’t sure if she was on Eddie’s side or if she believed they could have all banded together and fought them off.  
 
    Suddenly, a thought came to Thea. She wondered if Jiran could help in some way. He had already offered to adopt her. Maybe throughout his travels, he could provide a permanent place to stay for the others in the places he visited. The thought intrigued her. She wasn’t even sure if it would work, but the idea of staying in a home with ruthless pirates was not an option.  
 
    “Maggie, come on,” Thea said, as she jumped up from her seat. “I think I might have an answer to our problems.”  
 
    “Huh?” Maggie questioned, but didn’t say anything more as she followed Thea toward the exit. Right when they were about to leave the bedroom, a man, almost as tall as the door, stood in front of them.  
 
    “Where do you two think you’re going?” When the man smiled, Thea could see his entire mouth was yellow with several holes in his teeth. It didn’t help that his odor flew in her face and made her want to wretch.  
 
    “What’s it to you, ass hat?” Thea spat at him. The man’s grin disappeared, and he reached out to grab Thea by her collar. He pulled her to his face so she could get a better whiff of his rancid body odor.  
 
    “What the hell did you just say to me, bitch?”  
 
    The other children gasped and watched on in horror, but none of them moved to help her.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure you heard me or is there dirt in your ear too?” Thea continued to taunt the man. She wasn’t sure where the bravado had come from, but she felt like it was the only thing she could do in this situation.  
 
    “What? That’s it,” the man yelled and gritted his teeth. He pulled back his arm and balled his hands into a tight fist ready to bring it down to Thea’s face. She closed her eyes and tried to brace herself - 
 
    “Enough!”  
 
    Thea snapped her eyes open just as the bad breath man released her collar. When she looked at the source of the voice, she sighed heavily to herself to see that it was the captain.  
 
    “Harden,” Captain Flint began, as he rested his hand on stinky mouth’s shoulder, a chilling grin on his face. “Why don’t you get some booze downstairs? I’ll take charge up here for the time being.”  
 
    “You sure, Captain?” Harden looked over at Thea’s way with a stone-eyed glared before looking back at Captain Flint. “This one’s got a bit of an attitude.”  
 
    When Thea turned to look at Flint, she couldn’t help but feel a shiver run down her spine. She watched as he closed his eyes and chuckled before slowly opening them, staring directly at Thea — the look in his eyes made her step back. She felt Maggie’s hand on her arm, gently tugging.  
 
    “Don’t worry, there are ways to break a dog.” The response was enough for Harden to nod and smirk at Thea before walking off, leaving them with the captain’s enigmatic aura. “Mind your own damn business, brats!” He shouted at the other children in the corner; they immediately turned away. 
 
    “Now,” Flint said, looking back down at Maggie and Thea, “Where in Eddis’ name were you two going?” He was somewhat amused and crossed his arms over his chest as he waited for their answer.  
 
    Nevertheless, Thea could tell that he would drop the act at a moment’s notice if he needed to.  
 
    “We were just going to get some fresh air . . . sir,” Maggie immediately spoke. It surprised Flint as he curiously looked at her with a raise of his brow, before grinning at her.  
 
    “How cute . . . Well, I’m afraid girls aren’t allowed to leave, haven’t you noticed that only the boys were gone?”  
 
    Thea frowned and turned around to look in the corner where the others were, to see that Flint had been right: there were no boys there. She turned back around and faced Flint, whose amused grin had stayed on his face.  
 
    “Then where are they?”  
 
    “They’re working, stealing for me. You little girls will be doing other things. That’s the only advantage females have, though those boys will do the same thing after a while.”  
 
    “Then, why is Eddie still here?” Thea questioned him, though she wasn’t entirely sure what he planned for any of them, the apparent gleam in his eye as he spoke sent a shiver running down her spine.  
 
    “Oh, Edward yes, he’s been a tough one to crack; but I think I’m breaking him slowly.”  
 
     “What did you do to him!” She shouted at him and, without thinking, stepped closer to Flint, so their chests almost touched.  
 
    He looked down as he towered over her by a good two feet and grinned. Maggie felt the tension from where she stood and felt her throat tighten as she opened her mouth in hopes of stopping Thea from speaking further.  
 
    “Thea, stop. We shouldn’t—” Maggie was cut off by a raise of Flint’s hand.  
 
    “You’ve been a real cocky son of a bitch since I’ve met you. That not only interests me but irritates me.” The look on Flint’s face immediately darkened and a frown replaced his smirking face. He grabbed Thea by the arm and started to drag her out of the room.  
 
    “Thea!” Maggie yelled out and grabbed her hand, but the minute that she pulled Thea, Flint sharply turned to look at her, sending daggers Maggie’s way.  
 
    “I suggest you let her hand go before you regret it.”  
 
    “M-Maggie,” Thea quickly spoke, she could see the uncertainty and fear in Maggie’s eyes, but she didn’t let Thea’s hand go. Thea wouldn’t allow anyone to hurt Maggie. “Just go, don’t worry about me, okay?”  
 
    Thea saw Maggie’s lip quiver and her eyes blur with tears, but she nodded in understanding and hesitantly released her grip on Thea’s hand.  
 
    “That’s a good little girl,” Flint said condescendingly. “Now get back in there with the others.” As Flint continued to pull Thea’s arm, as he dragged her away from her friends. Thea tried to pull away. She watched as Maggie stood there, frozen in terror, weeping silently.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Get in there,” Flint said, shoving Thea toward a door.  
 
    Flint hadn’t dragged Thea far, just to another door that led to another set of bedrooms. She could see Flint locking the door behind, and she immediately backed away just as she heard someone call out for her.  
 
    “What the hell is Thea doing here?”  
 
    Eddie?  
 
    When Thea turned around, she saw Eddie, but the look on his face made her frown in worry. His cheeks were bloated and red; his hair disheveled; his eyes red — he’d been crying.  
 
    “You’re not the only one, Edward, who’s a bit hard-headed,” Flint replied. Thea watched as he stepped closer Eddie, he instantly took several steps backward and flinched. Flint chuckled and stretched out his hand reaching for Eddie’s cheeks, but Eddie quickly shook his hands off.  
 
    “Y-You told me if I . . . If I did what you wanted . . . You wouldn’t hurt any of the girls.”  
 
    “What?” Thea questioned, she looked from Eddie to Flint, who had his arms crossed over his chest and wore that sinister, bone-chilling, grin again. “W-What is he talking about?”  
 
    “Now, you can’t be this stupid, boy. Why would I promise you that? By now you must know that people will lie to you and they will keep lying to you.”  
 
    Thea turned to Eddie, whose face contorted in rage, but he did not lash out at Flint as he had done previously. She watched as he stood there, clenching his hands into a tight fist.  
 
    “E-Eddie?” Thea whispered, she reached out to touch him, but he moved out of her grasp and looked away from him. No, Eddie, what did he-  
 
    “Get undressed,” Flint demanded.  
 
    The words at first didn’t register in Thea’s mind, she turned around and tilted her head to one side as she looked at Flint. “Excuse me?”  
 
    Flint sighed annoyed to have to repeat himself and so exerted his voice louder for Thea to hear. “Now you can’t hear? I said, get undressed, and I won’t repeat it.”  
 
    “What? No!” Thea and Eddie said in unison. Eddie looked mortified but immediately stepped in front of Thea, protecting her.  
 
    “That wasn’t what you said,” Eddie said to him, backing up with Thea behind him. “Look, I’ll do whatever it is you want but keep—”  
 
    Flint’s chuckling interrupted Eddie and he slowly shook his head before lifting his head to glare at them. The darkness in his eyes was the evilness she had seen in her vision.  
 
    You need to find a way to kill him before he kills you, the angry voice said. Remember to focus your fear, Thea, that’s how you beat him.  
 
    Be very careful, the motherly voice whispered. We cannot let your vision come true. 
 
    “Do you think I’m asking? I’m not going to waste my time going back and forth with you to adjust your attitude.” Flint grabbed the collar of Eddie’s shirt, lifting him an inch in the air.  
 
    “Eddie!” Thea shouted. Flint pushed her with his other hand and she plummeted to the floor.  
 
    Eddie gagged at the tightness that Flint had on his shirt and tried his best to untangle the man’s firm grip from around his throat to no avail, it was far too tight to release.  
 
    “Lesson number one: if you want to ascend leadership, you need to assert your dominance. If I don’t assert it right now, how the hell will anyone listen? And it seems like you and Thea here are the Alphas and little Maggie—”  
 
    “Don’t . . . Don’t you touch her,” Eddie gasped. 
 
    “- is the beta of the group. I need to cut that shit out. Not that you can, because after all . . .” Flint said, he placed Eddie back down on his feet and released him. Eddie grabbed onto his throat and gasped, Thea immediately came to his aid, “…you’re just children.”  
 
    Thea rested her hands on Eddie’s back and rubbed it, hoping to resuscitate his lungs. She turned to look at Flint and immediately frowned in anger, her nostrils flared, her blood boiled.  
 
    Yes, good, Thea, use your rage. The angry voice encouraged.  
 
    “Now . . . Get undressed. And since you two want to protect each other so much, you can fuck each other.”  
 
    “I’m not doing that,” Thea immediately spat, she could see Flint look up at the ceiling and smiled, before looking back down at Thea.  
 
    “You don’t have a choice, so you either get undressed, or I’m going to force you myself. You hear that, Eddie boy? Don’t go easy on her either if you know what’s good for her.”  
 
    Thea parted her lips, appalled, and turned to look at Eddie who was just as worried. She shook her head and instinctively wrapped her arms around herself.  
 
    “Eddie . . . I-I don’t—”  
 
    “Don’t you think I know that, Thea? I don’t want to do this either, let alone . . . take that from you, but we have to. You know what he’ll do to us, to you, to Maggie,” his voice was laced with anguish, and Thea could tell he was fighting back more tears.  
 
    Thea looked away from Eddie and squeezed her eyes shut. “I know but . . .” Her throat burned and her eyes stung. She felt her heart pound given everything that had transpired, what was occurring. The thoughts flitted through her head. She knew that Flint meant what he said about hurting them. He had even threatened to harm Maggie, and she swore that she wouldn’t let anyone touch her. But she couldn’t do it, Eddie or not. It was something she couldn’t bring herself to do for anyone.  
 
    He did this to Eddie too — what he means to do with me. Eddie was willing to keep doing this, to protect me, the rest of the girls, to Maggie but I -  
 
    “. . . I can’t.”  
 
    You don’t have a choice. The disembodied voice whispered to her. The new voice terrified her. 
 
    “Oh, for the love of—”  
 
    Thea snapped open her eyes to see that Flint stalked over to her, but before she could do anything, Flint grabbed Thea and spun her around so her back faced him. Flint tugged at the edges of her clothing and shredded them apart, exposing her back.  
 
    “Stop!” Eddie shouted at the top of his lungs.  
 
    Thea jerked forward and fell directly on top of the bed. She turned around and saw Flint glaring at her before turning to look at a dumbfounded Eddie.  
 
    “You’ve already wasted enough of my time, get this done before I do it myself, and you don’t want that.” With those words, Flint turned around and headed over to a corner of a room, leaning on the wall. Thea’s eyes, however, were trained on Eddie who gritted his teeth together and balled his hands into fists.  
 
    “Eddie?” Thea’s brittle voice croaked out his name. She could feel the warm tears in her eyes as she stared at him. He slowly turned to look at her, his tear-stained eyes red and blurry. He removed his shirt, pulling it over his head to expose pink, naked flesh. Thea’s eyes grew wide as fear took over.  
 
    “Eddie . . .”  
 
    “I’ll make this quick, Thea . . . I-I’m sorry.”  
 
    Thea’s lip quivered, the tears poured out of her eyes and ran down her cheeks.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    The ache between Thea’s legs was the first thing she felt. She flinched but didn’t move from the wet and soiled sheets underneath her. She couldn’t bear to think or speak, the only thing that played in the back of her mind was the feeling of hard thrusts, Eddie’s voice, and the cackling of the demon man she despised with every fiber of her being.  
 
     “Thea!”  
 
    Maggie’s cry for Thea rang clear in her head, but she did not — could not — respond to her. With Thea’s back turned, she did not see Maggie approach her. Her arms wrapped around her naked shoulders; a dirty sheet wrapped around her body. She was trembling, rocking slightly back and forth. 
 
    “What did . . . What did he do to you?” Maggie slowly stretched out her words, like she didn’t want to ask because she feared the answer. She grabbed the edges of the blanket and lifted them. Maggie gasped to see a crimson puddle pooling under Thea. Maggie clasped her hands over her mouth and shook her head, freeing the tears that had been threatening to spill.  
 
    “Thea . . .” Maggie mumbled; she didn’t know what to say. She removed her hands from her mouth but was still shook by the horrific sight. “W-Where was Eddie?” Maggie reached out to touch Thea’s shoulder, but she only recoiled at the touch, making Maggie jerk her hand away.  
 
    “That can’t be . . . He wouldn’t do that, would he?” Maggie asked, she didn’t want to believe it, but Thea’s reaction to Eddie’s name made thoughts appear in her mind. “Why would he do that! Thea, please answer me!”  
 
    Thea squeezed her eyes shut. She knew that Maggie was freaking out and if someone heard her, they would most likely do to her what they did to Thea. Thea didn’t want that. No matter how broken she was, she couldn’t put someone she loved in jeopardy.  
 
    “Maggie, please,” Thea croaked out, she could barely recognize her voice as she spoke. “Eddie . . . Eddie was forced to do this. He made us do this for his sick twisted pleasure.” Thea twisted her lips in disgust and tried to push the memory of the man out of her head. 
 
    “F-Flint?” Maggie questioned. She didn’t say anything for quite some time. Thea had thought she’d left until she felt soft fingers touch her skin; she flinched but did not pull away this time. “Come on, we can’t just leave you like this. You’re going to get sick.”  
 
    Thea didn’t say anything as Maggie pulled the covers off of her. She shuddered as a cool breeze brushed along her legs but, otherwise, she didn’t move. Maggie scrunched up her nose at the metallic smell of blood, but she did her best to ignore the scent and leaned forward to grab Thea around the waist.  
 
    She gritted her teeth from Thea’s weight, as it weighed down her petite frame, but she didn’t let go until she managed to get Thea on her feet.  
 
    “C-Can you stand, Thea? I don’t think I can carry all your weight,” Maggie asked her, looking into Thea’s dazed expression. “B-But, I will if I have to.” Instinctively, Maggie wrapped one of Thea’s arms around her neck, she secured Thea with one arm around her waist, and with the other around Thea’s torso.  
 
    What Maggie didn’t expect was to feel Thea’s hand on top of hers. She looked up at Thea’s expressionless face but saw tears streaks running down her cheeks.  
 
    “Thank you . . . Maggie.”  
 
    Maggie attempted to give Thea a reassuring smile, gripping her tightly around her waist. “That’s what sisters are for.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thea didn’t say anything as she sat naked on the wooden stool. She could feel Maggie digging into her skin with the cloth and stared into her friend’s — her sister’s eyes. Maggie, you must think I’m a failure. I’m sorry that I couldn’t be there for you. The thoughts clouded Thea’s mind, and she found it hard to take a breath, her throat beginning to tighten. Then, she felt something gently rubbing her back.  
 
    “You don’t have to beat yourself up, Thea . . . I know you’re scared, and I am too. We all are, but—” Maggie abruptly stopped mid-sentence. Her pause was long, and her hands fisted at her sides before she continued. “We need you. I can’t do this alone. You may think that I’m strong, but I’m not, not without Eddie, and especially not without you.”  
 
    Thea squeezed her eyes tightly, knowing that she was right. She had to get stronger — people needed her, and many of which were scared out of their mind. Eddie, no matter how much he was losing his control, still tried to protect everyone, and Thea would do the same, whatever she could do.  
 
    Thea reached her hand to grab Maggie’s hand and squeezed tightly. The gesture caught Maggie off guard as she looked down, seeing Thea’s fingers wrapped around her hand. “Thank you, again Maggie . . . I’ll try to be strong for both of us, for all of us.”  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Wake-y, Wake-y...”  
 
    The voice was loud, and Thea squirmed at the sound, but it was the persistent and rancid stench filling Thea’s nose that made her open her eyes. Staring at her with a crazed look, the gap-toothed man smiled.  
 
    “Karmen,” Thea hissed out the ugly man’s name, “your Master let you out of his sight?”  
 
    Karmen’s ugly grin only widened, and he leaned against the wall, watching Thea.  
 
    “Seems like you still have a bit of sass, I knew that boy couldn’t knock the sense in you,” he hissed, he stretched a hand out in preparation to go under Thea’s clothes. “I, on the other hand, can teach you a lesson or two.”  
 
    Thea’s eyes followed his dirty fingers as they grabbed the hem of her pants. She immediately tensed and froze with fear. Every fiber of her being wanted to kick, scream, and slam her dagger, that was underneath her pillow, into the disgusting man’s throat, but she found herself powerless. Again. 
 
    Damn it, Thea, fight him. Turn the fear into rage. It’s nothing but a tool. The angry voice insisted. 
 
    You know if you fight it’ll only be worse. That new voice piped up, chilling Thea. 
 
    But she has to try something, doesn’t she? The angry voice argued. 
 
    She has to live. She has to be here to protect Maggie. You are stronger than you think, Thea, the motherly voice argued. You can survive anything even that rotten man. 
 
    The bickering of the voices helped Thea. As she was snapped out of her terror-induced daze, another man’s voice stopped Karmen from going any further. He turned away from Thea and glared at the pirate who was standing in the doorway.  
 
    “Stop messing with the brat, captain’s orders told you to wake everyone.”  
 
    Thea looked away from the pirate to Karmen, whose vein bulged on the side of his head and his Adam’s apple throbbed.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, getting to that,” he replied to the man. “Just give me a moment.”  
 
    The pirate stared at Karmen for several seconds before leaving the room. Thea was left alone and Karmen leaned forward, so close that she almost felt his lips touching her ear. She felt his hot breath as it ran down her neck and made her spine shiver. It took every ounce of control she had to not gag at the stench of rotten cabbage that oozed from his mouth with every breath. 
 
    “One day I won’t be interrupted, then we’ll see who has the power.” His words made Thea squeeze her eyes tightly and gulp. The sudden touch of his gangling hands running down her cheeks made her tense again before he pulled away. “Now get up, get the others ready.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Thea had everyone up and ready, the children huddled together at an open hallway of the house. Pirates surrounded them, they were at every corner of the house, from the basement to the attic. There was no escaping, at least not alive.  
 
    Maggie, who stood next Thea, gripped tightly onto Thea’s hand as Flint walked in the center of the room and grinned at his new prospects.  
 
    “Good-mornin' to you all,” he cheerily said, his arms were extended wide as he smiled and looked down the line of children. “I hope you all had at least a good night's rest because that will be the last that you will have.”  
 
    There were murmurs from the children, some Thea could make out, and others were complete gibberish, confused by what Flint was saying. Thea knew very well to be prepared for anything, especially when it came from a cutthroat like Flint.  
 
    “I’ll tell you why it will be the last your day of blissful running around like little mice, barely surviving to feed your guts,” Flint mocked, his men joined in by laughing. “Well, since you will all be a part of my crew, you are no longer the Forty Little Thieves, a ridiculous name if I dare say so myself, eh, boys?”  
 
    The replies filled with hums and heads bobbing. Thea felt her nose twitch at the men’s blatant disrespect.  
 
    “Now, as I was saying, the boys have only gotten a taste of what I plan for you. The girls, on the other hand, have gotten a bit off easy, except for you, Thea. How are you feeling? Are you still sore there?” Flint’s lifeless eyes pierced into Thea as he mocked her. Her grip on Maggie’s hand tightened. 
 
    Thea’s eyes grew wide and her heart hammered in her chest. She backed up a little at the leering eyes from the pirates, from the questioning eyes of the children stared at her like a sideshow attraction. She felt her throat tighten and her eyes grew warm from the tears that threatened to emerge. Stay strong, survive, Thea, repeated to herself in her head. 
 
    “Ah, that’s neither here nor there,” Flint continued. “Can anyone tell me what the secret is to being a thief?”  
 
    There was silence. No one spoke, nor raised their hand. Flint sighed dramatically and shook his head. “This will surely prove to be annoying. Let me tell you all this when I ask any of you a question, I expect an answer. Now, you, the girl with the dead eye.”  
 
    Thea turned, as did the rest of the children, to look at Freya who stood at the far-right side of Thea, hidden among three boys. They immediately moved out of the way to expose Freya to the wolves.  
 
    “Freya—” Thea started to say, ready to jump in and protect her, but she felt a tug on her arm and turned to see that Maggie gave her a scolding look. Thea bit her lip, knowing that Maggie was right, that interfering would only cause problems: For her and Freya.  
 
    “M-Me?” Freya squeaked, she shivered as she stared at the terrifying man. She wrapped her arms around herself and looked around to see if he would retract what he said.  
 
    “Yes, you,” Flint spat, “Are there any other girls with only one good eye here? No? Well, then step forward if you would like before I get more annoyed than I already am,” he waved his arm dramatically, gesturing for her to come to him.  
 
    Thea squeezed her hands into fists so tight she felt her nails dig into her palms, but she kept herself from going over to Freya and protecting her from Flint’s harsh words or the men’s jeering and laughter. The small and frail girl squeezed her arms tightly, fear visible on her face, but did as she was told.  
 
    Flint strode over toward Freya, with his hands in his pocket, and bent down to the girl’s height. Freya did not look at his face, she was too terrified to face the man upending her life. Sticky, warm tears rolled down her cheeks and under her chin to where they fell on the dusty floor.  
 
    “It’s rude to not look at your elders,” Flint said, prompting Freya to do what he wanted. She slowly looked up at him with slightly red eyes and tear-stained cheeks. “How cute, you’re crying. Tell me, what is your name?”  
 
    Freya licked her lips and gulped as she stared into the black pools of his eyes. Thea could only imagine what Freya felt as she stared into the abyss. She saw a large stain appear on the back of Freya’s nightgown, and liquid began to trickle down the length of her leg. “Ha, look the girl pissed herself!” Flint cruelly announced a sadistic grin on his face. He pointed at the puddle that had formed under Freya. 
 
    “I-It’s Freya, s-sir,” Freya stuttered, she swayed side to side, her bare feet squishing in her piss.  
 
    The men continued to laugh and Maggie’s gripped Thea’s hand, to hold her back from doing anything she may regret.  
 
    “And Freya, how did you lose your eye?” Flint questioned her. It seemed as if he ignored the potent smell of piss and the men’s cackling in the air; but then again, many of his men smelled worse than piss. 
 
    “I-I . . . I was running a-and, the soldiers,” Freya stuttered, every so often she would sniffle, and her voice became brittle. “They beat me, and one of them tried to . . . to do things to me like they did my mother. I-I wouldn’t cooperate, so they took out my eye and . . . and made me watch them-them rape my mother.”  
 
    “Stop it!” Thea yelled. She couldn’t bear to hear any more. Freya’s forced retelling made Thea’s memories of Eddie resurface. “Can’t you see what you’re doing here!?”  
 
    “Thea,” Maggie hissed, she tried to pull her back, but Thea snatched her hands from Maggie’s grasp and shouted, “No!” She stomped away from Maggie and stood in the middle of the hall. Freya was the only thing between Flint and Thea.  
 
    “He needs to stop what he’s doing. He can’t keep treating us like this! We aren’t his damn slaves. We’re mundane beings, we have feelings!”  
 
    Flint stood up straight and the entire room went silent, even the men’s cackling had stopped. Thea, on the other hand, was only focused on Flint as she furrowed her brows at the vile man. The silence broke and the men burst into loud, boisterous laughter. The mockery angered her, and she tightened her hands into fists, gritted her teeth, wanting nothing more than to slit Flint’s throat.  
 
    “Well, I see you still have some spunk left in you after all,” Flint said sarcastically. “Perhaps you didn’t do such a good job, Eddie my boy.” He spoke toward his left, and for the first time, Thea turned to see Eddie cowering behind the men.  
 
    Eddie? Thea furrowed her brows and stared at Eddie’s sad look. He looked worse for wear — severely beaten and the sides of his hair had been ripped out. The Eddie that Thea had come to know was stripped clean. What happened to you? 
 
    What’ll happen to you if you don’t keep your mouth shut, the ominous voice responded, sending a chill down Thea’s spine.  
 
    “Let me give you some advice Thea,” Flint pulled her attention away from the broken husk formerly called Eddie and back to the dark look in his eyes. Thea saw that his hand was on top of Freya’s head. “How would you describe life?”  
 
    Thea frowned. She didn’t understand his question and shook her head to let him know she didn’t understand. 
 
    “Trick question, life has no answer because life is meaningless. Whether it is your own life or someone else’s, it is meaningless. Tell me, Freya,” Flint asked, he looked down at Freya who was on her knees, in the puddle of urine, quietly sobbing. “What did you do after those men took your eye, raped your mother, and then made you watch as they killed her?” 
 
    Freya didn’t speak right away but mumbled something inaudible.  
 
    Flint’s hands gripped onto Freya’s hair and tugged; Thea saw Freya wince from the pain. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t hear you . . . you’re going to have to speak up, Deadeye.”  
 
    “N-Nothing,” Freya whispered, but it was still not good enough for Flint. He tightened his hold on Freya’s hair and forced her to stand. Freya let out a cry of pain, “Nothing!”  
 
    Having been satisfied, Flint released Freya’s hair and pushed her to the side. Thea immediately went to Freya’s aid, bending down to pick the girl up and hold her. She felt Freya’s head fall gently to her chest and felt the girl shiver under her touch as she sobbed. Thea wrapped her arms around Freya’s wet back and stared into the devilish, cruel eyes of the man she wanted dead more than anything. 
 
    “That’s right, nothing. And if you continue to do nothing, you will die as nothing. As I said before, life is meaningless, but getting slapped around and only barely living is not acceptable.” Flint’s words were harsh and filled with venom. Thea loathed him and wanted him to choke on the very venom he spewed out. “Joining me, doing what I say, you won’t just be barely surviving. Your lives are already a waste of time, but at least you will be surviving.”  
 
    Thea gritted her teeth and clutched Freya tighter. Surviving? It’s more like suicide.  
 
    “Under my aid, you’ll be real thieves, assassins, if you will. You won’t be cowardly as you are now. Once you know what life is, you will survive longer; and another person’s life will mean nothing when you take it. You won’t even be afraid to die because life will be meaningless, but you’ll always be one step ahead of these pathetic insects that call themselves mundane.”  
 
    Chatter arose behind Thea’s back, and she turned around to see that the children were conversing among themselves, swayed by Flint’s hard words and emotions. No, I can’t let them fall this way . . . 
 
    “To hell with that!” Thea yelled she could feel her throat burn and her eyes hurt as the tears started to peak. “You talk about how life is meaningless, and you only have to survive, but fear is what keeps you alive. Having people care for you and show you kindness when others have wronged you, is surviving! You're preaching a bunch of idiocrasies and I won’t stand for it!”  
 
    Flint didn’t so much as bat an eye as Thea’s face turned red with anger and tears began to pour out of her eyes, her voice broke from time to time. He just stood and watched her, grinning like a madman.  
 
    “Oh, Thea, whoever said that to you lied. When you truly survive you receive raw, undeniable pain and suffering. Only grasp it and willingly release your doubt. You will free your mundane self and know that life is nothing and you are nothing.”  
 
    His words reminded Thea of Hel, and she gritted her teeth in anger, hating how powerless she felt. She immediately gripped tighter onto Freya as he slowly made his way over to them, crouching low to the floor. 
 
    Flint reached his hand out and grabbed Thea’s cheeks together with one hand, pulling her forward and jerking poor Freya with her. “Those are nice scars on the sides of your head, they look like they’re from the pommel of a sword, and by the insignia branded into it, it looks like Kingsland’s crest.”  
 
    “Screw you,” Thea sputtered out, with her cheeks in Flint’s hand, her lip poked out slightly.  
 
    “Those hits should have left you in a state of unconsciousness, or at the very least, brain dead. Tell me, what did you do to survive the king's men twice?” There was a glistening in Flint’s eyes, and he was thoroughly intrigued.  
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know. I swear I’ll kill the king, and then I’ll kill you too, Flint.” Thea threatened.  
 
    “I’d like to see you try.” 
 
    Flint’s words left his lips as he released Thea’s cheeks from his hand, pushing her back to the ground.  
 
    “You’ve only got two choices, kiddies,” Flint shouted as he spoke to the children, but his words were directed solely at Thea. “You can train under my wing, learn to steal, kill, prostitute, and even learn to ingest poison or,” he paused and shrugged his shoulders, “I could kill you, and you’ll die pathetically. No remorse, only fear and doubt to rock you in an endless void of darkness – your choice.” 
 
    The hair on the back of Thea’s neck stood on end, and when she turned around, she felt her heart drop. Flint’s words had sunken in right away, the others believed everything he’d said. 
 
    “Looks like I’ve won this one, Thea,” Flint said, watching her from the corner of his eye. “Though before we proceed, there’s something that has been irritating me for these last few minutes.”  
 
    Thea saw him reach him into his pocket and frowned, wondering what he was doing. As Flint revealed the contents to be a dagger, which briefly glistened in the light. Thea immediately jumped up, knocking Freya from her grasp. But, Flint had been so fast she had not seen the dagger fly from Flint’s hand until the sound of a heavy body dropped to the ground with a thud.  
 
    Silence filled the room again. Flint had his hands back in his pocket as he stared at the figure on the floor, several of the children circled the body. 
 
    Thea opened her mouth and stared at Flint, who only sheepishly grinned. She turned back to where everyone crowded around the body and went over to inspect it. When she got closer to the body, she gasped. 
 
    The body of a boy was dead. The dagger that Flint had thrown had landed right in his heart. His eyes weren’t surprised, most likely not expecting his death so soon.  
 
    “And another lesson, if you’re going to steal from me make sure you don’t get caught.”  
 
    Thea let his words sink into her head. She stared at the lifeless body of the boy’s now pale, chubby face. Thea didn’t know him very well, but seeing his body, dull and void of life made Thea angry. She could hear Flint’s mocking voice replay over and over in her head: “life is meaningless, and you are nothing.” It began to overlap with the mocking voice that lived in her head. 
 
    “Looks like you’re down to thirty-nine now,” Flint said and cackled. He ushered Eddie to come to him and he obediently followed. “Get everyone ready. We’ve got a lot of work to do before Bifrost.”  
 
    As Flint started to walk away, his arm wrapped around Eddie’s neck and he suddenly stopped. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. He felt the air suddenly tighten and sensed an invisible vibration of energy surround him. Though it was weak, it made Flint slightly twitch from the force of the magical power. Thea didn’t realize that her magic was slowly beginning to seep from her pores and permeate the room, a gold line connected her to Flint. Her eyes were amber, her Roma powers were awakening. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Month of Bifrost, Year 662 of Ya’skr 
 
    Winter had finally come and within four months Flint had taken over and made the Forty Little Thieves into The Thieves of Hawold, turning them into a thieves’ guild. At one point, “The Thieves of Hawold” used to reside in Hawold, but from its constant plagues, drunken brawls, unfair constitutions, and terrible farmlands the pirates came to Kingsland in search of a better way of life.  
 
    During times such as these, Thea almost always thought about Jiran. She felt her stomach churn and her heart grew heavy with sadness. She felt her eyes burning to, she wanted to release the tears that filled her eyes, but she held them in. It was another one of Flint’s “lessons:” Never cry, for crying is weakness and anyone can use that against you. 
 
    Thea had not planned on letting Flint’s words get to her, but it had been hard not to listen as the sickly words danced around her head. She even picked up several things from being in “the thieves guild.” She had learned to be a better thief and work from the shadows. However, she wouldn’t kill. Not again.  
 
    The memory of her swearing never to kill again, surfaced in her head. 
 
    “You’re simply weak, Thea. You are aware of that, yes? Just look at the others, in the past two months, five of your little ‘forty children,’” He coughed then and chuckled, remembering that he had killed one of them, “Excuse me, thirty-nine, have killed a random beggar.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you think of me, Flint. I won’t kill again.”  
 
     “Even when your own life is at risk?”  
 
    Thea didn’t answer him. She just walked away and trudged out into the deep snow. Thea was surprised that Flint, or any of the men, let her leave. She looked around briefly before finding a good perch on the roof of a house. Yet another perk of what Flint had taught them. it still took Thea plenty of tries to get her footing right, but after a while, she managed to grab onto the cracks and shimmy up the side of the building.  
 
    She pulled her thin coat closer to her as the cold clung to her body, seeping into her bones. She pulled the hood over her head and her ratted scarf closer to her mouth. She brought her hands to her mouth and blew into them, hoping to send life into them with her breath. She looked up at the moon and surveyed the starry night sky.  
 
    The sound of crunching made Thea perk up. She spun around but saw nothing.  
 
    Thea carefully got on her feet and crouched low; she brought her chin down. She kept her back straight and slightly leaned forward until her shoulders were in front of her. She carefully began to tread lightly giving pressure evenly from the heel of her foot to the balls of her toes, slowly approaching the edge of the roof and spied a person trudging through the snow. A long, thick sword hung from his back. Thea couldn’t see his body as a cloak covered it. 
 
    He looks suspicious. He was heading in the direction of the guild. Thea stood and began to make her descent down the roof of the house, not wanting to risk jumping to the other roof.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Thea had followed the cloaked man with the giant sword, she hid behind the wall of one of the houses. The man was only several steps before he would be able to reach the porch. Thea peeked her head out from behind the wall, expecting the man to walk inside but instead, he stood perfectly still.  
 
    What the— 
 
    “I’m going to ask you why you are following me,” a baritone voice came from the tall stranger. Thea had not expected him to speak, or even notice her, she pulled her head back into the shadows of the alley and pressed her back against the wall. Damn it, of course, he would hear you! What were you thinking of sneaking up on him! 
 
    Well, I suppose now you’ll be answering Flint’s question, the mocking voice piped up. Will you kill him to protect yourself? 
 
    Don’t goad her into getting herself killed, the motherly voice chided. She’s useless to Maggie if she gets herself in danger following this man.  
 
    It’s not like we don’t already know the answer anyways, the angry voice replied, sounding bored. Thea has done this before, and she will again if she has to. She may try to ignore Hel’s teachings, but you know they’re still sitting in this stubborn head of hers.  
 
    Thea tried to control her breathing, and ignore the bickering of the voices, knowing that the guy must have heard her from the moment she started following him. He could probably listen to her heart rate too.  
 
    “What is a child doing out here?”  
 
    Thea’s face immediately turned pale and her body went rigid and cold. She slowly turned her head, looking up to see the six-foot tall man glaring down at her with a dead look in his eyes.  
 
    How did he move so fast! 
 
     Thea yelled and backed up, landing in the snow where she sat and stared at the man. She could have sworn she saw his eyes were red. “I-I wasn’t following you, honest!”  
 
    The man scoffed and craned his neck from side to side. Every so often Thea saw his muscle arms reach for the pommel of his blade. Thea gulped, hoping he wouldn’t draw the steel blade on her.  
 
    Weakling, the angry voice spat at her, beginning a whole new round of arguments between the voices. 
 
    “Oh? And I assume that you weren’t trying and failing, I might add, to be stealthy as you stole behind the walls of buildings? I do admit, though, you were pretty quiet on the roof. There’s no way a street urchin like yourself learned stealth like that.” 
 
    “T-That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” Thea managed to stutter, she didn’t want to die here in the dark with some unknown stranger. “I was on my way back home but when I saw you . . . I panicked, and, well . . . hid. Can you blame me?” She nodded in the direction of his sword. 
 
    The man didn’t speak for quite some time and Thea had thought he would forget everything that she had said and kill her, but instead of reaching for his sword, he took off his hood. He didn’t look a day over thirty with his spiky white hair. His face was tan from being out in the sun too long, and he had a healed scar running down the right side of his eye. His eyes, to Thea’s relief, were not, red but gray.  
 
    “So then who do you belong to, girl?”  
 
    Thea could feel her butt freeze and proceeded to stand on while dusting the snow off her clothes. She then looked at the white-haired man and responded, “I don’t belong to anyone, thank you.”  
 
    “Fine, where are you headed?”  
 
    Seems like he’s headed toward the house, but that would mean he’s friends with Flint, or – Thea couldn’t put her finger on it, but the man didn’t look like the type of person to find interest in a child, but the thought of him acquainted with Flint was highly likely.  
 
    “The house just ahead, you were just about to step on the porch,” she told him, she could see him raise his thin brow and nod.  
 
    “So you belong to Flint?”  
 
    Thea frowned, insulted by his words. “I told you I don’t belong to anyone!”  
 
    The man stayed quiet and stared at Thea, meanwhile she stared back, not breaking her focus. The Bifrost wind, however, blew right through her sheer clothes and made her flinch, before wrapping her arms tightly around her to block out the cold.  
 
    The man grinned, which irritated Thea. “You’re one of them, aren’t you?”  
 
    The words caught Thea off guard, but she knew what he meant; despite the golden iris in her eye still being faint, it could get her in trouble if more people figured out what she was.  
 
    “Then, what are you?” She asked and looked at the man’s slightly pointy ears. “Are you one of the Horai?” 
 
    “I don’t use labels, kid. Now, let’s get you inside before you freeze to death.”  
 
    Thea huffed. “So, do you at least have a name, so I don’t call you creepy-white haired guy?”  
 
    He stared at her and didn’t say anything for a moment.  
 
    “Well—?” 
 
    “Clodovicus.” He said nothing else after that and continued walking toward the house.  
 
    Thea rolled her eyes, and sighed, following behind him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    When Thea and Clodovicus entered the house, she could see something on the man that made her shiver. There was a mark on his neck of a snake eating its tail — the same mark as that boy from the Sons of Samuel. 
 
    Think he’ll be as much of a pain in the neck as the last Son of Samuel you met? The mocking voice prodded.  
 
    If he is, remember that Jiran isn’t here to save you this time, the motherly voice said. You’ll have to protect yourself. 
 
    You know she won’t do that, the angry voice replied. Little Thea won’t kill, even to save her own life, remember? 
 
    Thea shushed the voices, then barely managed to disguise it as a cough, rolling her eyes at the voices. 
 
    “Clodovicus, ‘bout time you showed up,” the familiar voice that always made Thea’s skin crawl said in greeting. She felt Flint’s hand press against her back and it took everything in her power not to lash out again. The sharp reminder of pain lingered on her backside and she flinched.  
 
     “Yes. Why did you want to meet me? I’m surprised your letter managed to find me, but then again, you’ve always had your ways,” Clodovicus told him, from the corner of his eye he noticed that Flint’s hand was resting on Thea’s back and the look on her face was pure disgust. He furrowed his brows in curiosity.  
 
    “Aye, can I get you anything? I’ll have one of the kids get you something.”  
 
    “Kids?”  
 
    “Thea,” Flint’s voice brought her back to attention and she squared her eyes at Flint wanting nothing more than to spit on him. “Get the others and make sure that our guest is comfortable.”  
 
    Thea said nothing but left Flint’s side, glad to be free of his touch.  
 
    In the time since the pirates had taken over her home, there were far too many things that had significantly changed in the last four months. The living room was now used as a “stage,” or a private theater until they could afford a new building, but it was closed off with a tattered blanket. The basement was used now to prepare food and wine for their guests, and sometimes used as the “the punishment room.” The other rooms in the house were sleeping quarters, one for the children, and one for the pirates, and one for when the male patrons would show up. In the middle of the room sat two rectangular tables and a few stools, they managed to buy the furniture from the money that they had stolen in the past four months.  
 
    Thea saw the mysterious man, Clodovicus, take a seat as he and Flint talked about life on the sea. She blocked out their conversation and headed down to the basement to grab him something to eat.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After an hour had passed, Clodovicus had finished his bread, meat, and soup and was now on his fourth ale. They started to get low again, Thea noted, she would need to get more beer as to keep the men from causing a stir.  
 
    “As much as I’d like to stay and chat.” Sarcasm laced the man’s words, “I want to know why I am here. We didn’t leave off on good terms all those years ago, so excuse me if I’m a bit skeptic. And, what are you doing with all these children? I would ask if you were opening an orphanage, but you don’t have a motherly bone in your damn body.”  
 
    “And you would be right about that. I would drown these little bastards before I ever did that.”  
 
    He’d instead cause the boo-boos than try to make them feel better, the mocking voice muttered, somewhat angrily. 
 
    Thea scoffed under her breath and reached for the plate, but Flint grabbed her arm and tightened his hold, making her wince from the unexpected pain.  
 
    “This here is Thea,” Flint introduced her with a grin on his face. Clodovicus, on the other hand, didn’t seem impressed as his expression never changed from his usual frown.  
 
    “Yes, we’ve met.”  
 
    “Thea here is a Roma, you know, those Gypsy’s who can predict the future and what not.”  
 
    “I recall the legends. What of her?” Clodovicus asked dully. 
 
    “As you know, Roma are very rare. She may be the last of her kind,” Flint ushered on, Thea tried to pull away from his touch. She didn’t want to talk or even think about the possibility that she was the last of her kind.  
 
    “Are you getting to the point, Flint? I’m starting to get bored, and I’m running out ale. This is the only thing that is making me tolerate you,” Clodovicus’ voice sounded far from bored, the high-pitched tone of his voice signified annoyance.  
 
    Flint, not wanting him to fuse to burst, snapped his finger and the sound of feet scurried over immediately. When Thea looked up, she saw that Freya was refilling Clovis’ cup, but looked down, not wanting to make eye contact with the men.  
 
    When done, Freya pulled the pitcher to her chest and went back to the basement. Thea assumed she was going to tell Maggie where she was.  
 
    “You’ll never know how apologetic I am, Clodovicus for all I’ve done to you and Audalai.”  
 
    Clodovicus didn’t say anything. He wanted to know what it was Flint had cooked up because as long as he had known the orange haired tyrant, he was nothing but a devil in disguise. 
 
    “When I separated from the Half-blood, I was going through a dark time, a time where I wanted power….”  
 
    “And did you, did you find power?” Clodovicus asked, “Last I recall you accepted the darkness that was far too destructive.” 
 
    A shiver ran down Thea’s spine as she watched the two men speak. It was evident that they did share a history, but she couldn’t help, but feel it ran far more profound than what they were letting on. 
 
    Flint, however, didn’t react and only smirked. “As did you, my friend, but my power led me to Hawold. It was a disgusting place and you know what was more disgusting than it? The bars and brothels.” Flint spat. Thea could see the evident disdain on his face as gritted his teeth. Clodovicus, on the other hand, had his brows furrowed together.   
 
    “What are you getting at, Flint? It better not be what I’m thinking.”  
 
    “It’s exactly what you’re thinking,” Flint said, he gripped onto Thea’s arm and yanked her to him. Thea tried to rip her arm free, but Flint’s arm only tightened the more she tried to pull away. 
 
    “Men love alcohol and the women; especially, if they are young. That’s where these children come in, the girls, and the boys? They’ll be selling their bodies too, but you can never have enough thieves working for you. Now, my question to you is would you be willing to pass the word? You’ve been clear across Middilgard, even further than Audalis, further than me and my men have. And with that lingering beast inside of you, we can finally—"  
 
    It didn’t take long for Clodovicus to put down his mug and stand. “No.” He started walking away from Flint. “I will not promote a place where you prostitute children and I sure as hell won’t summon the creature that has turned you into its whipping bitch. Tell me, Flint, have you succumbed this far into doing whatever the hell it tells you?”  
 
    Flint frowned, released Thea’s arm, and jumped up from his seat to chase after Clodovicus. Thea rubbed her arm but stared at the confrontation between the two men.  
 
    “What the hell you acting high and mighty for? As if you’ve never slain blood.” He whispered the last part. “You were given that power for a reason, not to sully and waste it, I brought you back here because I thought you would finally come to your senses.”  
 
    “Then we are not alike at all. I should have known that you were no good the first time I met you,” Clodovicus’ words slurred, but Thea knew he was far from drunk. “Even, Audalai knew how foul of a man you were.”  
 
    “Yes, the Horai whore you are in love with. Tell me, did you happen to find her yet?” 
 
    Thea could see Flint was somewhat careless in his words and gestures. His shoulders were relaxed, and his face was slightly calm, administering a smile or two. All the while, Clodovicus’ face contorted in anger the more Flint spoke. Thea didn’t see him reach for his weapon yet, but if Flint spoke anymore, he soon might. She prayed he’d kill Flint if it came to that. 
 
    “Do not utter her name, Flint,” Clodovicus hissed out the words as he tried to contain his anger. “If you think I will sell my soul to help you, then you’re sadly mistaken.”  
 
    “I should have figured, but wouldn’t you rather want to try out a product before taking leave first? She may be able to help your situation.”  
 
    This time, Clodovicus faced Flint all the way. His tan features were now red as he seethed with anger, but Flint just stood there and grinned.  
 
    Clodovicus stopped, Thea was curious why, and she watched as he turned to look at her. He stared at her then and observed her, an idea forming in his head. It made her uncomfortable, and she fidgeted slightly under it.  
 
    “On second thought,” his voice was low, but Thea heard it, and her heart rapidly went into overdrive as she backed up. No, I thought he was leaving! 
 
    Run, you fool! The voices all screamed in unison. 
 
    “So glad you changed your mind. I knew you would see things my—”   
 
    “Do you have any spare rooms?”  
 
    “To the right,” Flint told him, jutting his thumb to the room over to the east, “Try not to make such a mess. Oh, and be careful, she’s a feisty one.”  
 
    Clodovicus made his way over to Thea and took her by the wrist. She tried to wiggle free of his grip, but it was far too tight, and she soon gave up. She couldn’t believe she had thought he wouldn’t be like the rest of the men; all men were the same.  
 
    Because you’re too pathetic to kill any of them, the angry voice spat at her. 
 
    So, when he closed them inside the room, she was surprised that he had told her to shut up before proceeding to bang on the wall with the palm of his hand and shouting, “Now lay down on your back and be a good girl!”  
 
    Thea wasn’t sure what was going on, but she found herself staring in shock at this strange man. She didn’t trust him, but she didn’t feel that he would hurt her.  
 
    A strange man who may or may not be an acquaintance of your “slave master” has dragged you in the room, against your will, to either rape or kill you and you feel like you can trust him? How peculiar. The matter-of-fact voice pointed out to Thea, making her rethink everything. 
 
    When Clodovicus turned back to face Thea, he ushered her to follow him and made his way over to one of the beds, sitting down. He prompted her to sit opposite him where Thea hesitantly took a seat.  
 
    “Relax, I’m not going to bed you,” Clodovicus said, he could see Thea was tense, and he could only imagine what other heinous things that she had endured being in Flint’s stead.  
 
    Thea tilted her head, unaware that he had been holding a conversation in his head.  
 
    Don’t get any ideas, Thea. Not everyone is as unique as you, the angry voice insulted her. 
 
    “Why aren’t you, then?”  
 
    Clodovicus frowned and raised his brow. “No offense, kid, but I like older women. You’ve got about ten years to go before you even call yourself a woman. What are you, ten?”  
 
    “I’m almost fifteen, asshole,” Thea spat at him, she was grateful that he wasn’t a pervert, but it didn’t mean she liked his comment. “Then, how the hell are you even Flint’s friend?”  
 
    Clodovicus snorted and shook his head. He reached for the pommel of his sword and unsheathed it from his back, letting Thea get a good look at the thick, black blade. She had never seen a sword such as his before—it was as thick and as long as a column.  
 
    Freak! Mutant! I called it. The voices stirred in her head as they began talking among themselves about the “enigmatic man with a sword that seemed three sizes too big for a normal mundane.” Their chattering made Thea fear Clodovicus less. 
 
    “I wouldn’t call him my friend, far from it. We used to travel together.”  
 
    “Why do you lug that sword around? Isn’t it heavy?” Thea questioned; she couldn’t take her eyes off of it as it seemed to gleam.  
 
    “Would you lay your weapon around with people you know will kill you in the blink of an eye?”  
 
    “I keep my dagger underneath my pillow when I’m sleeping and on me when I’m awake.” She reached her hands to grab something attached to her leg. Clodovicus tilted his head sideways and saw that she was lifting her pants leg to reveal the jeweled dagger.  
 
    “Nice,” he noted. “Did you happen to steal it?”  
 
    “The only way to . . . Can I hold it?” She asked, looking at his blade. 
 
    “If I did that, you would surely break your hands. It's that heavy, Thea.”  
 
    The way he said her name felt foreign to her, but it did not make her want to claw his eyes out.  
 
    “So . . . If you don’t want to bed me, what did you want?” Her first thoughts were that he was trying to break her out after arguing with Flint but again was thrown off by his answer.  
 
    He leaned forward; Thea leaned forward as well.  
 
    “I need you to use your Roma gift. I’m looking for someone. Someone who I have been looking for quite some time. Can you help me?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Thea backed away and furrowed her brow in confusion. “What do you mean help you with my Roma Gift? I don’t—" 
 
    “It dawned on me that you may be able to see the future and give me the answers I need. I’ve been traveling Middilgard for some time now, and I haven’t had any luck. If she is dead, I would, at least, like to have some closure.”  
 
    The worried look on his face creased into his forehead.  
 
    “Do you mean that Horai girl, Audalai?” Thea asked. He stared at her for a moment, before nodding. “I don’t know how much help I can be; I’m not very good at my abilities. I haven’t even tried to levitate anything.” 
 
    “How old did you say you were again?” Clodovicus interrupted. 
 
    “I’m almost thirteen. I remember once my sister told me that when I turned twelve, I would begin to develop my magic. A little over four months ago I had levitated a ball once and I’ve had several visions, they were a bit late but—”  
 
    “That’s fine, how do you want to do this?”  
 
    Clodovicus immediately stretched out both of his arms, both palms up, and stared at Thea intently. Thea couldn’t help but feel a trail of bumps traveled up the length of her arm and her hairs stood on end. She stared at Clodovicus’ filthy palms and gulped.  
 
    “I’m not sure how to go about doing this, but I’ll try.”  
 
    “Relax and take a deep breath. I think that will help your visions to come to you,” Clodovicus said with a look of assurance in his eyes. Thea looked at him once more before briefly nodding and reaching out her hands to grab his calloused ones.  
 
    “Okay,” she said with a deep exhale of air and closed her eyes. She wasn’t sure how to control her visions since they forcibly came to her when they wanted to, but it couldn’t hurt to practice. Thea inhaled deeply through her nose and exhaled shortly after. She could feel the thumping of her chest as it slowly beat with her even breaths.  
 
    “Now imagine what you want to see,” a familiar and sweet voice echoed in the back of Thea’s head. She flinched and gripped Clodovicus’ hands tighter, but she did not open her eyes.  
 
    Dominya? Is that you? Her thoughts asked the darkness, and for a moment there was silence. Thea had thought she had imagined it until she heard her sister’s light and airy laugh that was distinguishable even in a crowded room.  
 
    “Of course, it’s me, well, maybe only some of me. It’s far too hard to explain right now.”  
 
    Thea could feel her smiling even though she couldn’t see her and Dominya wasn’t physically there. It was her presence that made Thea feel jittery and alive, more than she’d felt in years. 
 
    Dee, where are you? A-Are you dead? Where can I find you! 
 
    Again, there was silence except for the thrumming beating of Thea’s heart. She felt herself shaking and felt a churning in her gut. She thought she heard someone call her name.  
 
      
 
    “You’re losing focus, Thea,” Dominya’s voice returned. Thea slowly concluded that the voice in her head was merely just an apparition of sorts and not her sister, but even still it was nice to her sister’s voice. She admitted having forgotten the sound of her voice over the last few years. “Just think about what you want and let the visions come to you.”  
 
    Thea didn’t ask questions. She didn’t know much about Audalai, but she knew that she was a Horian and most likely from Audalis. She imagined Clodovicus next since he was a close link to the Horai girl.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Clovis asked. 
 
      Thea’s eye twitched, but she ignored it and continued thinking about Audalai. When she did, the first thing that happened was she smelled the salty air. Thea wrinkled her nose at the smell, but it grew stronger and then a blinding white light came into view. At first, she saw nothing but white, but then she saw choppy dark blue waves rushing past her. She wasn’t sure if she was on a boat or if it was the direction of her vision. She saw brief images of green hair, but not of the girl’s face, just of the rushing waves; and the open clearing sky and the only landmark was of a tall, castle-like building in the distance.  
 
    Thea found herself transported away from the rough sea and redirected to a thick red carpet with gold embroidered frills on the edges. The floors were white marble and the ceilings made of granite and down a red carpet. 
 
    Had Audalai found refuge somewhere? She pondered to herself. Just then, she caught sight of flowing green hair in her peripheral running down the hallway.  
 
    Audalai? Thea tried to call out to the figure. However, before Thea could pursue the girl in question, an outstretched hand reached out and wrenched her out of her vision-like state.   
 
    Thea grabbed her throat, and the vision broke free. She was back in the room with Clodovicus who stared at her with wide eyes. 
 
    “Thea? What happened, are you alright?” He asked, he stretched out his hand and patted her back gently, Thea looked up at him. “What did you see?”  
 
    Thea rubbed the base of her neck for several minutes before speaking, “Why the hell did you do that!”  
 
    Clodovicus frowned at the girl’s pinched nose and furrowed brows looking at him in anger as she tried to regain her breathing.  
 
    “You were trembling, if I didn’t act fast you could have killed yourself . . .” he paused for a moment. “What did you see?” 
 
    Thea sighed and sat up straight. “I tried thinking of Audalai. I saw her green hair for a split second. Then, there was an ocean’s shore, and a castle-like tower in the distance, it looked like some church.”  
 
    Clodovicus frowned slightly. “A castle-like structure? A church? Did you happen to see anything else? An island, birds, clouds?”  
 
    Thea didn’t know how he would take the news that she had been useless in giving him information and she absentmindedly moved away from his touch on her back.  
 
    “I, um, did see tall trees that formed a path and tall mountains in the distance that seemed to touch the sky. That’s all I saw before the vision ended.”  
 
    Clodovicus hummed in thought as he rubbed his chin. “That sounds vaguely like the Bastion of Amac.” He mumbled something that sounded like “There’s no way she can be there.” He had his lips pressed together and looked away from Thea, who was unable to read the grim look on his face. After moments of staring, Clodovicus stood.  
 
    “I’ll be leaving now.”  
 
    “W-What?” Thea quickly asked. Clodovicus was already at the door when he turned around to face Thea. “You’re leaving now?”  
 
    He slightly nodded. “Yes, your vision didn’t tell me much, but it seems like I have overlooked a few places.” Clodovicus turned around to face the door, but Thea rushed to him and grabbed his hand, he looked down at her.  
 
    “You can’t just leave us here, you know what kind of man Flint is. He’s going to—” Before Thea could finish her sentence, Clodovicus peeled his hand out of her grip.  
 
    “No offense, Thea but you all aren’t my problems. While I don’t agree with what Flint is doing, I’m staying far away from him and the bullshit he and his crew started.”  
 
    “B-But you have that large sword!”  
 
    He cracked a grin and snorted. “No, I won’t use Ashrune on these assholes. I might be strong, but a man should always know their restraints and limits. There are a good fifteen pirates here, I might take six down with me, but I’ll only get myself killed in the end. 
 
    Thea frowned as the realization in his words dawned on her. She knew there was no other way to convince him and she knew it was selfish of her to ask a stranger to help them – even if it was for a good cause.  
 
    Thea looked down and stared at her feet. “It’s fine, I’m sorry.”  
 
    Clodovicus didn’t say anything as he looked down at Thea. For a moment, he admitted he felt sorry and angry for the position that Flint had forced the children into, but this wasn’t his business, and he had long since closed off his heart to anyone – only Audalai had managed to break down some of his walls.  
 
    “Thea, look at me,” Clodovicus’ rough voice said, making Thea look up at him, there was a seriousness in his eyes that Thea couldn’t place. “Don’t let anyone scare you into submission. No matter what any of these assholes do to you, say to you, or do to others; never let them see your tears. Never let them see you angry because they can use that to their advantage.”  
 
    “That sounds similar to what Flint said to us some months ago . . . that life is meaningless and—”  
 
    “And they have no soul because of that,” Clodovcuis interrupted her. “You can use that to your advantage and mask your emotions. Never show the world your tears, your fears, or hopes for the future. They will use anything to make you give in to the dark side and there is no way of escaping it once you do.”  
 
    Thoughts of Dominya, Jiran, Maggie, Freya, and even Eddie popped into her mind. She had already lost one person; she couldn’t let anyone else she cared for and loved ones cease to exist.  
 
    “Just keep surviving and never let the enemy see your weakness,” he said to her, and the two shared a brief look. “You’ll be fine, I’m sure of it. Perhaps we shall see one another again.”  
 
    Clodovicus reached into his pocket and dropped two gold coins in her hand. Thea didn’t say anything as he, grabbed the knob and turned, leaving out the door without another word. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    As the year of Bifrost grew harsh throughout weeks, so did Flint’s strict training. To be an assassin and a prostitute, one is subjected to any kinds of vile acts, such as poisoning. In those long, grueling three weeks, three had died from poison.  
 
    Thea scratched her arm furiously as the red welts on her arm began to irritate her skin. Flint’s orders strictly told them that they had to handle the pain.  
 
    “Maggie, what are you doing?” Thea asked, she had walked down the stairs into the basement, where Maggie sat on a stool by the small furnace with her back to Thea. When she walked around, she saw that Maggie was sharpening a dagger and several others were laying neatly in a row together – they were already triangular, pointed steel tipped blades.  
 
    “I was assigned weapon duty. I’m finished though,” Maggie said, she blew onto the blade, making sure any metal dust was not on it. She turned to look at Thea with a grin, spying her scratching her arm. “How are the welts?”  
 
    Thea snorted and rolled her eyes, she grabbed a stool in the corner and pulled it over to Maggie. The little bit of warmth from the furnace warmed Thea from the chill that she had.  
 
    “I feel like shit and him not giving us any cream isn’t going to make us tougher. Flint’s process of ingesting poison for the purpose of being immune is going to kill us all.”  
 
    Thea couldn’t help but feel a wave of depression sweep over her. The three that had an allergic reaction to the poison and died were all twelve and younger. It angered Thea that Flint didn’t even care as they gagged for breath and their eyes enlarged from the pain as they tried to scratch at their throats. Anyone who attempted to help would receive punishment, and all Thea could do was stare, helpless and defenseless – she also couldn’t summon an inch of her magic.  
 
    “At least, they’re in a better place,” Maggie mumbled. Thea had realized throughout years that despite Maggie ’s innocent exterior, there was a thick layer of darkness slowly started to mask it. Thea shivered at the thought.  
 
    “M-Maggie, Thea!”  
 
    The two turned their heads at the sound of Freya’s unsteady call. Thea was the first to get up and notice how much Freya’s hands shook as she opened and closed her hands repeatedly into a clenched fist. She licked and bit her lip, all the while looking at her every so often.  
 
    “Freya, what is it?” Thea couldn’t help the shaky voice that came out as she spoke. She took Freya’s shoulders in her hands, making Freya look directly into her eyes. “Did anyone touch you?”  
 
    Thea found herself gripping onto Freya’s shoulder as she watched her flinch, she saw that she slowly shook her head.  
 
    “I . . . I didn’t mean to come into the room, I didn’t know it was occupied I swear!” Freya shouted. 
 
    Thea frowned. What had she seen? “Just calm down and tell me what happened.”  
 
    Thea felt Maggie’s presence behind her and saw her stringy brown hair out of the corner of her eye, but her attention was focused on Freya’s darting eye and hitched breathing. But before Freya could get a chance to say anything, a deep male voice shouted from the top of the stairs.  
 
    Immediately, Thea looked up at the ceiling as the sounds of heavy footsteps made the floors creak underneath the person’s feet. Thea narrowed her eyes as she followed the sounds of the person’s feet.  
 
    “Freya, stay down here, I’m going to see what’s going on,” Thea told Freya, she could hear Maggie say something incoherent behind her; she assumed it was to calm Freya down. When Thea climbed the flight of steps and opened the door, there were already several people gathering; Flint was one of them. 
 
    “What happened?” Thea asked, not meaning to make her presence known, but made several eyes, including Flint’s, look at her. It was the pirate with a significant gap in his teeth, whose name she had forgotten, who spoke first.  
 
    “I’ll tell you what happened, that one eye cunt interrupted me!”  
 
    Thea clenched her hand and frowned in anger at the man’s curt words toward Freya. As she began to think of a snarky response, she was interrupted. Flint laughed. He shook his head and scratched the underside of his chin.  
 
    “Now let’s not call names, Shaw. Yeah?” Flint’s grin immediately disappeared and looked around the room looking for Freya, but when he didn’t see her, he turned to look at Thea. “Where’s Deadeye?”  
 
    Hypocritical bastard. “She’s fine, and I think you should check your mate, Flint. Freya’s only a kid, and she would never try and interrupt anything she wouldn’t want to see, even though Shaw shouldn’t be screwing with anyone here,” Thea mumbled. Flint walked over to where Thea stood with his hands in his pocket and stared at her.  
 
    She spotted a shadowy presence from the corner of her eye. Flint’s outstretched hand smacked her hard across the cheek, jerking head to the side. Flint propelled his fist into Thea’s nose, sending her to fly backward. The sound of bones crunching together echoed in the air. She felt the searing, white-hot pain that shot up her nose and down her spine in her entire body as she collided with the floor. Thea felt disoriented and weak, her vision was somewhat blurry, and the room spun. Tears threatened to spill, and she glared at Flint.  
 
    “Never let the enemy see your weakness,” Clovis’ words began echoing in her head.  
 
    “That curt habit of yours is going to get you into a world of trouble, Thea,” Flint said casually, the look in his lidded eyes filled with boredom. “Now go find me the damn the girl—”    
 
    “Thea!”  
 
    Maggie rushed to Thea’s side and wrapped her arms around Thea’s shoulder, squeezing her tightly.  
 
    “Well, speak of the devil!”  
 
    Shaw walked over to Freya, and a creepy grin appeared on his face that made Thea’s stomach church. Thea watched as he grabbed Freya’s hair, who hid behind the door and dragged her to the center of the room. He ignored her cries of pain as he tugged at her hair.  
 
    “Hey! You’re hurting her!” Thea shouted, she slowly stood to her feet, with Maggie’s help, and watched as Shaw turned to look at her with a sarcastic grin on his face and a brow raised in the air.  
 
    “Aye bitch I would stay in your place if I were you. She gets what she deserves for being a peeping tom.”  
 
    “Actually,” Flint said with a sigh, “I’ll decide what Deadeye’s punishment is, not you, or have you forgotten who is Captain?”  
 
    The grin on Shaw’s face disappeared as he quickly shook his head. Flint gestured his chin toward Freya’s hair, indicating to let go, and Shaw released his fingers from the length of Freya’s hair.  
 
    She immediately scrambled over to Maggie and Thea, and Thea wrapped her arm around the girl's body as she burrowed her face into Thea’s neck.  
 
    “Now before we start enacting punishments, who were you with, Shaw? You know as well as anyone that there’s a schedule for things. I don’t want to wear out my prodigies and if you're breaking my laws and hurting my investments there will be hell to pay.”  
 
    Shaw knew that the Captain was angry and whatever punishment Flint had in mind was something that Shaw didn’t want to experience. He couldn’t tell Flint who he had been with, the captain had claimed the boy and whatever the captain wanted was his for the taking.  
 
    “It was . . . One of them girls, Captain. I don’t know their name, they’re thick boned though.”  
 
    “Really?” Flint asked, he was scratching under his chin again, but he wasn’t smiling. There was a slight twitch in his slightly narrowed eye that made Thea think he knew Shaw’s words were lies.  
 
    “Honest, captain! I-I... you know I couldn’t help it; my body needs the sexual activity. Otherwise, I’ll go insane, and the girl was just right there, then that one-eyed bitch spied on me the entire time! Now you know I would never lie to you.”  
 
    “Maybe, maybe,” Flint repeated and nodded his head. “Are you sure that they were female? Remember you’re under Flint’s Oath see and I will not have liars in my guild. Now, Shaw, was it a female?”  
 
    Shaw tried to stay calm and not look around the room. A bead of sweat slowly trailed on the side of his head. 
 
    “Yes!”  
 
    Flint sighed and looked away from Shaw, shaking his head. Thea wasn’t sure what was going on and furrowed her brow at the exchange between the two men.  
 
    “I had hoped that you would be honest, I did enjoy your colorful tales and stories.”  
 
    “Captain?” Shaw asked in confusion.  
 
    Flint looked up at Shaw this time and smirked. “You would think you would be able to control the volume of your voice when you speak. You should have also known that my little rats tell me everything.”  
 
    Before Shaw could even think or speak, Flint lunged into Shaw’s chest with a hidden blade in his hand. Shaw sputtered out a gasp and instantly coughed up bits of blood. The children gasped with wide eyes, but every last one of Flint’s men just stared as Shaw weakly grabbed onto Flint’s shoulder, his legs starting to quiver just before his knees gave out.  
 
    “Edward, can you please come here,” Flint coyly said. Thea saw movement from the crowd, it was Eddie. He wore a long-sleeved hooded brown shirt and pants that were tattered and had several holes. The look on his pale face indicated that he was sickly — he had dark circles under his eyes, and his lips were cracked.  
 
    “You see, Shaw, my rats, know how to come back to me when I tell them a command. They tell me anything that I want and I need to keep an eye on, especially if you screw around with what is mine.”  
 
    Thea heard something squishing together, followed by the sputtering cry of pain from Shaw’s lips. Thea saw a dark red stain on the back of his shirt just as the silver tip of the blade slowly made its way through Shaw’s backside, only to disappear. Flint snatched the knife out before backing away and letting Shaw fall to the floor where he began to convulse and bleed out on the floor as blood started to circle him.  
 
    Thea stared at the body as Shaw’s moving fingers became still and the blood spread out further, reaching Flint’s shoes. Thea felt Freya and Maggie grip tightly to her as they stared in horror.  
 
    Good riddance, Thea thought. 
 
    “Damn that blood stain ain’t going to get out easily,” Flint said in a carefree manner as if he had done this before. “Now, you, Deadeye. Yes, you. You’ll need to reap the consequences too. I don’t show favoritism. Stealing from me is wrong, but I believe you had other duties to attend to, yes?”  
 
    “I-I was only cleaning; I didn’t mean to peek!” Freya frantically shouted Thea could hear her brittle voice breaking as she spoke.  
 
    “And did you knock? Did you think to tell me what Shaw was doing instead of keeping it quiet to yourself?” Flint questioned her, Freya pressed her lips together and shook her head. Thea felt her trembling as Freya sniffled.  
 
    “Exactly, then you wouldn’t have gotten in trouble. Now, you’ll receive your punishment in the other room, twenty lashes even.”  
 
    Freya gasped and backed up as Thea pushed her behind her back. The pain in Thea’s nose was still throbbing, and it made it harder to smell, but her attention was focused solely on Flint. She couldn’t let him beat Freya, for the girl was already skinny, and twenty lashes may very well kill her.  
 
    “She shouldn’t deserve something that was a mistake! This was all your man’s fault, he screwed around and messed with Eddie, not Freya. So what if she didn’t knock, all of you intruded on our home! She was only doing what you told her to do, so I’ll take the lashes for her.”  
 
    Thea hadn’t meant to lash out, she could feel her heart thrumming in her chest and her adrenaline pumping fast into her veins. The pain in her nose had subsided as the anger began welling inside of her. Thea thought she saw something move from the corner of her eye but only assumed it was the people surrounding her.  
 
    “You’re one of the most infuriating but interesting creatures I know. Isn’t she, boys?” Flint asked his men, they made sounds of agreement and nodded in response.  “But again, I can’t have a mouthy little brat doing what she thinks is right. You’re already defying me by not killing, I won’t stand for this insolent behavior.”  
 
    Flint moved out of the pool of blood, tracking blood as he stalked over to Thea, who felt a heavy presence surround her, she found it almost impossible to breathe.  
 
    “You will receive your lashes,” Flint said as he looked to Freya first, who gave a tiny yelp in response. He then turned to look at Thea with an amused look in his eyes. “Since I like you so much Thea, she’ll only get five lashes, Maggie here will take the other five, and you’ll take ten.”  
 
    “What!?” Maggie and Thea shouted together, the hold on Thea’s arm tightened, but Flint held up his hand to silence them from speaking any further.  
 
    “I’m going to break your spirit, one step at a time, Thea. I love a challenge, and you certainly are it. You’ll be giving the lashes to your friends. There is no easy life here. You make a mistake, you get punished; you get out of line, you get punished.”  
 
    Thea clenched her fist, she felt a warm feeling in the center of her chest, and she wanted nothing more than to throw Flint clear across the room. She just needed to concentrate enough.  
 
    But Flint saw amber illuminate Thea’s eyes, giving her away, and he knew she’d try to use her power against him. “I wouldn’t if I were you, I’d hate to start killing my investments. Now, are you going to be a good little rat?”  
 
    All Thea could do was clench her teeth and reluctantly nod—the seething, burning hatred grew hotter in her chest as she wanted Flint to suffer by her hands. Someday.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    “Again.”  
 
    Wuh-pussh! The crack of the whip sounded and created a small sonic boom in the air. The cries of pain echoed as the strap met flesh, the leather coil left angry red marks on her pink skin.  
 
    “Again.”  
 
    Another wuh-pussh and another cry of pain. The whipping continued three more times and Thea felt like her hand was ready to fall off from the force of the whip connecting with skin and her guilt that she caused pain to Freya. Thea felt the tears run down her face, even though it had not yet been her turn.  
 
    With every slap, she felt the pain across Freya’s delicate cream-colored skin.    
 
    Freya collapsed on the floor and curled into a fetal position. Immediately, Thea dropped the whip like it was a hot iron and went to Freya in hopes to comfort her. But the moment she looked up from where she was lying, Freya scooted away. 
 
     Thea felt like a sudden stab of pain in her chest.  
 
    “Don’t coddle her, she needs to understand that to be stronger she’ll need to handle pain.”  
 
    Thea gulped. Pain that you made me give her. But she knew better than to speak and just watched as Freya sniveled on the floor, with her naked back bleeding from the five lashes.  
 
    I’m just surprised she made it this long, the girl is weak as Flint said.  
 
    Where is your shame! That is Thea’s friend—she’s devastated!  
 
    “Alright, next person,” Flint called out the door opened, and Thea turned around to see Maggie. She slightly grinned at Thea but bent down to Freya and touched her back. Freya flinched at the touch but looked up to see Maggie, who helped her carefully stand to her feet.  
 
    “Hurry up, we don’t have all day.”  
 
    Maggie ushered Freya out of the room and when she came back, the look on her face was a knowing one, and she nodded at Thea as if Maggie could sense the guilt that radiated inside of her.  
 
    “It’s okay, Thea, don’t hold back – I can take it.”  
 
    Thea gulped and held fast to the whip again as Maggie removed her shirt. Thea pulled back her arm and let her hand swing down.  
 
    Thea knew she would never forget the pain-stricken look on Maggie’s face as she took the beating or the look of fear in Freya’s eyes when Thea went to comfort her. 
 
    Thea feared herself. Is this what she would become?  
 
    Obviously, one of the voices said into her head. She couldn’t be sure which. You’ll be nothing but a weapon; a useless weapon.  
 
    Another voice stirred in the back of her mind. And she’ll keep hurting, or getting her loved ones hurt because she’s too weak and powerless to do anything about it. 
 
    The rest of the voices started laughing. The cackle of their voices echoed in her head, taunting her as they simultaneously repeated crude and obnoxious vulgarity to her.  
 
    “Now it’s your turn,” Flint said, pulling her from the distraction of the voices torments. 
 
    *** 
 
    Thea stared at the whip on the floor, the black tassels covered in dark, sticky blood—Freya and Maggie’s, and now her blood. Both her backside hurt from the ten lashes and her wrist was no better from administering the same thing. More than once did she black out as Flint struck her. Thea’s eye twitched as she stared at the splatters of blood and the whip lying haphazardly on the floor, her vision flickered: she saw several dead bodies of men lying face down in a pool of blood on a stained dirt floor. Terror gripped her, but the vision was gone as quickly as it came. 
 
    The air was thick and unwelcoming, making it impossible to breathe.  
 
    Thea, dizzy, had to remove herself from the toxicity of the room and ran out the door, but she did not stop there. She didn’t care if she would get in trouble, Thea wanted to leave the ratted home infested with looters and monsters. So, when the icy wind hit her face, she embraced the frigid cold. The pain in her nose was numb and her wrists ached from swinging the whip. She stood in the knee-high snow, shivering from head to toe, the burning feeling in her chest never ceased despite her fingers and toes becoming numb. 
 
    Thea cried. Why won’t it go away! I want it all to go away! The tears began to come out faster now, Thea no longer tried to control it. She needed to feel something else other than the guilt gnawing at her insides, but no matter how hard she tried the feeling never subsided. The voices overlapped in her head, talking over each other. 
 
    You don’t deserve for the pain to go away. You couldn’t protect them. You’ll never be able to, you’ll only make it worse.  
 
    Freya will never trust you again. Maggie’s lost faith in you.  
 
    Failure. And, now you’re going to abandon them. You don't dare to face them again.  
 
    You let them take Dominya. You left, and Flint took over. You helped break Freya. You let down Jiran. You will always lose anyone you love.  
 
    The voices amplified the pain, shattering her heart. They’re right, Thea thought as she let out a bellowed scream. The sound was so eerie that Thea didn’t even register the cry to be mundane or hers, for that matter. Once the screaming subsided, Thea’s heart beat wildly, and her breathing came out in short, quick breaths—her throat was sore. The cold had started to affect her, making black spots dance in her line of vision and her knees shook, causing her to lose her balance as she fell knee first into the snow.  
 
    Thea sat there alone in the dark, letting the cold snow numb her body and hopefully her insides. She didn’t even want to cry anymore.  
 
    Pathetic! Coward! Worthless girl! May as well end it, it’ll save others from the pain you bring. Thea couldn’t tell which voices were which, they were all mocking and painful. They knew how to cut her to the core. 
 
    She hadn’t known how long she had sat there in the cold, awaiting death. She could no longer feel her fingers or toes. She couldn’t even see her breath in the air, just black spots that slowly began to cloud her vision. Then, she heard what sounded like chains.  
 
    “Wherefore the drops of sorrow, dram one?”  
 
    Thea tried to move her body but found herself unable to do so. She willed her arms and legs to move, but they were unresponsive to her frantic thoughts.  
 
    “It’s futile to struggle, I didn’t bind thee from moving.” When the voice spoke, it sounded as if several voices were talking simultaneously. A wolf with fur as black as the starless sky, and as large as a bear appeared with silver shackles around his ankles and throat.  
 
    Thea wanted to run, to scream, but she was too immobilized to do so as the hair on the back of her neck instantly stood on end and several bumps traveled up the length of her arm, despite her frozen body. She found herself staring into its yellow eyes as it glared at her in the darkness. Its fangs protruded from its mouth, dripping with thick saliva and blood. 
 
    “I sense thy fear it is riveting, but reeks of destruction and misprise.  Mine own sons we're right about thee,” the wolf spoke, even though its mouth did not move or growl. Its presence was overwhelming, and Thea found it almost impossible to keep looking at the black wolf. 
 
    What did he mean? The Sons of Samuel?  
 
    “You shall know in due time and you shall reap the benefits.  All you need to do is surrender yourself to me, Thea.”    
 
    Who are you? What are you? 
 
    “I am many names, names if spoken would you quiver in pain from my greatness.  You shall call me Fenris.”  
 
     I still don’t understand. Why have you come here? What is it that you want with someone like me? I’m nothing. 
 
    The wolf stepped closer to Thea and towered over the girl. Its glowing yellow eyes pierced into Thea’s very soul, and she immediately felt exposed. She couldn’t be sure, but it was as if it could see her past and future all at once. 
 
    “Is it not clear? I seek, as you do, redemption and revenge. There is far too much misery, betrayal, and desecration in this world.  I, unfortunately, cannot do this on my own . . . not yet. It is not time. I am simply only an illusion. My followers, my creations; my children speak for me to testify my greatness.”  
 
    This is a trick, it's only a trick. The Sons of Samuel are evil! One tried to kill me! 
 
    The wolf chuckled, making the chains rattle. The sound chilled Thea’s bones and she suddenly felt as if death was nearing.  
 
    “Do not believe everything you see, Thea.  There is a bigger goal at hands, that many will not see because they fear what they do not understand. The Mundanes persecute and neglect, they wage war, and for what? Bloodshed and anger.  That is what I wish to change, you must see the truth, do you not?”  
 
    Thea hesitated, unsure. So, you came to save those who are in turmoil? How the hell can I trust someone who forces control? That sounds like everyone else to me. 
 
     “The difference between me and them is that they are imperfect and impure, filled with misdeed and sin. I wisheth to changeth the world to something better than what was given to us by the gods of the Azure Reach.”  
 
    “I can give you the power you seek; give yourself to me, when I call it, and you shall have a world free of impurity.”  
 
    The way he spoke Thea’s name sounded like hissing and it chilled Thea’s bones to the core, but the talk of retribution and power made her mind dance with images: A large, terrifying and magnificent beast with beautiful red scales flew overhead. It roared through the clouds with an echoing screech and stretched its wings for all to see. Thea found herself hypnotized by it. She wanted the power to see the king’s head on a silver platter; she wanted every last guard to die for taking the women; Thea wanted Flint to die, and she wanted any man who thought of touching a woman or child to burn for eternity.  
 
    Thea suddenly found herself, before she even knew what she was thinking, or saying, told the wolf, “yes.” 
 
    The wolf smiled. A smile that a wolf should not have been capable of making.  
 
    “It is done.” 
 
    Thea frowned in confusion, but before she could say anything, she felt the air tense and something strong forcing her mouth open. When she saw the wolf open its mouth, she panicked but found herself still unable to move as black sludge began to ooze from the mouth of the beast and dripped into hers. Thea’s eyes widened as black, sticky tar ran down her throat and out of her mouth. There was no taste, only the feeling of being suffocated, and it felt as if not only were her lungs being smothered in this tar, but her soul as well. Thea started to get dizzy, losing oxygen fast, darkness began closing in, and before long everything became dark.  
 
    Sister, make sure everything goes according to plan, the distant voice of Fenris said before fading into the background. It was not long until Thea heard a familiar voice that she thought had been long gone: 
 
    It has been far too long, Thea, Hel wickedly said. Did you think I was gone forever? 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Thea?”  
 
    It took a moment for Thea to register someone was calling her name. She couldn’t feel her body; everything was cold and started to burn.  
 
    “Thea!” the voice shouted even louder; Thea immediately recognized it as Eddie’s. She slowly opened her eyes; her vision was blurry, and her head was spinning. She couldn’t recall what happened just moments ago.  
 
    “Ow!” Thea yelled. She slapped her numb fingers on the back of her neck. When she removed her hand, there was blood on her fingertips. Did something bite me?  
 
    “Thea,” Eddie called out once more, he grabbed her shoulder to get her attention and she spun around to see Eddie’s pale ridden face. Up close, Thea could see how badly off he was. His hair lacked sheen and looked as if it were growing several gray hairs; he had scars along his cheeks, neck, and wrists. He even had bloodshot eyes to match with the dark circles.  
 
    “What are you doing out here? It’s freezing. Does Flint know you’re out here?”  
 
    Thea frowned. She remembered why she had run out of here. The cold that had seeped into her bones was replaced by anger as it began to warm her body, helping her to stand.  
 
    “Does Flint know you are out here?” Thea tilted her head to the side and looked at him with bugged out eyes. She wanted nothing more than to smack him.  
 
    Do it, the motherly voice gruffly whispered in her ear. He deserves it.  
 
    Eddie licked his chapped lips and shrugged. “He lets me, I guess. I needed some fresh air. You know you—”  
 
    Thea snorted. “Oh, please spare me the lecture, you aren’t the boy who was giving orders before. Now you’re just Flint’s whipping boy ready to lie on his back whenever he asks it.”  
 
    Eddie didn’t say anything to protest her statement just looked around and avoided Thea’s gaze. “You don’t actually lay on your back, not guys anyway.” 
 
    Thea narrowed her eyes at him, and her lips parted some. She couldn’t understand how someone as unruly as Eddie could break so quickly; the person standing in front of her was an empty vessel. 
 
    “Who are you! What the hell has Flint done that he’s made you his bitch!? You just gave up on us and let him do whatever he wanted. Do you even know what he made me do to Freya and Maggie? Do you!” Thea shouted at the top of her lungs. She stepped in Eddie’s face and gripped the collar of his shirt as he merely looked away as he tightened his eyes and bit his lip. 
 
    Thea couldn’t contain the laughter in her voice as she released his shirt and he stumbled back a few steps. She shook her head in disgust. “You’re pathetic, you know that? Maggie looked up to you, those kids looked up to you, and you just let him take over like, like exactly what he calls us - Rats!”  
 
    Smack!  
 
    Thea hadn’t expected it but the moment she felt the stinging sensation on her cheek, she looked at where Eddie’s palm was still in the air. Thea grabbed her cheek and stared at Eddie’s furrowed brow and red face, but he didn’t look angry as he turned to look at Thea, his eyes filled with tears.  
 
    “Don’t you think I know this, Thea! Every day I see him, his men torturing you all. It kills me and all I can do is give my body to him,” Eddie’s voice broke as he spoke. “Do you know what he was going to do to Freya? He was going to gouge out her other eye, but I gave myself again to him, to protect her. You can’t possibly understand how it feels to be worthless!”  
 
    Thea flinched. She felt the warm tears running down her cheeks and stinging the spot that Eddie had smacked.  
 
    “You don’t know how much I want it all to go away, how much I want it all to stop! So, don’t give me no bullshit because you don’t know the whole story.”  
 
    There was silence between the two, except for Eddie’s rapid breathing. “I . . .” Thea started but as the tears began to pour out even faster, she found no other words coming out and did the only thing she could.  
 
    She ran. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty 
 
    Thea’s legs ached, but she forced herself to continue to trudge through the snow, leaving Eddie behind calling out for her. Thea hadn’t meant to lose control as she did, nor did she intend to run off into the night. She didn’t even realize where she was going at first. Thea knew where she was going — where her heart wanted to go, but didn’t, because Thea didn’t want to leave anyone behind. 
 
    Jiran, I should have left when I had the chance. Please take me in. I don’t want to do this anymore. I don’t want to survive on my own. She pleaded and cried to herself as the tears welled in her eyes. She wanted nothing more than to sit down at a table, eat a healthy meal, and then on regular days they would visit the Citadel. Thea cracked a grin as she thought of Kilua, that maybe she would even accept his proposal. Anything was better than what she was going through right now.  
 
    Thea came to a slow stop to catch her breath. She could see the center of Kingsland; she would need to leave out of the tight corners of the alley. A bell rang in the distance and she saw smoke rising in the sky and an orange glow in the distance.  
 
    Thea sprinted into the center of Kingsland and ran through the markets to Jiran’s. Thea hoped and prayed that it was only a bonfire celebration or even a small freak accident, but when Thea saw a crowd of people surrounding Jiran’s house and Kingsland Guards trying to put out the fire—Thea knew that her worse nightmares were coming true as she recalled the vision she had of the burning building. 
 
    “JIRAN!” Thea let out a blood-curdling scream that echoed throughout the square. The searing and gut-wrenching pain ripped through her chest, which made her throat burn and constrict, making it harder to breathe.  
 
    She raced toward the burning building as the dark orange flames encased the entire roof and began to spew out a fire at anyone who got closer. Thea, however, didn’t care as she rushed into the raging fire, ignoring the burning bites that attacked her skin. She stood in the middle of the building and panicked. 
 
     The flames intensified and continued to spread across the windows and the walls, chipping away at the paint. Anything that was flammable from chairs, to picture frames were instantly engulfed and perished to ashen black tar. Debris fell and broken pieces of the house scattered across the floor. Thea stared at the destruction, immobilized with fear. She was suddenly racked with sputtering coughs as she hacked relentlessly, her eyes began to bleed with tears as she covered her mouth.  
 
    “Jiran!” she shouted at the top of her lungs. The smoke and heat intensified as did her coughing spells; her lungs burned as they screamed for oxygen. She felt a sudden weightlessness pullover, making her lose her balance until she heard ragged coughing making her snap out of her oxygen-deprived stupor.  
 
    “Jiran!” she cried. Thea rushed over to a pile of debris where she saw a hand sticking out. She flinched as the reminder of her vision played in the back of her head. “Don’t worry, I’m going to get you out.”  
 
    She removed piles of wood and stone, tossed them aside and coughed several times into her sleeve. Thea knew that if she didn’t hurry there wouldn’t be any time left for either of them to make it out alive.  
 
    Just hold on, Jiran. Please hold on, she pleaded as the tears rolled out of her eyes but dried from the intensity of the heat. She moved another layer of debris and she could see his face, covered in soot.  
 
    “Thea, what are you doing here?” Jiran wheezed. The debris had fallen on top of him, slamming him into the ground and damaging his rib cage and spinal cord making it impossible for him to move.  
 
    Thea sniffed and wiped her tear-stained cheeks, leaving a fair amount of soot on her sleeve.  
 
    “Stupid, I’m saving you soot-face. Y-You can’t adopt me if you aren’t alive. You have to be alive to take care of me,” Thea said, breaking into fresh tears. She had not planned on making a scene but from all the pent of frustration, anger, and demoralization she had gone through it came out automatically.  
 
    “I-I should have come with you when you asked me to.”  
 
    Jiran managed to smile. He slowly stretched his free hand out. He wrinkled his brow from the strenuous pain but still managed to brush the tip of his fingers on her cheeks. Thea sniffed and grabbed his hand, resting her cheek on it.  
 
    “That’s neither here nor there, Thea. You can’t stay here, you’ll die.”  
 
    Thea’s lip quivered as she bit her lip. “Then, you can’t either, or you’ll die!”  
 
    Jiran snorted. “To think this is how I would die, I always expected I would die on a Tuesday morning drinking a bottle of aged liquor from Pania, they do have the best liquor despite their shitty government system.”  
 
    “You shouldn’t be joking like you’re going to die, old man,” Thea said, though she couldn’t help but have a shaky grin as he started to chuckle. It caused him, however, to wheeze and cough with pain, wrinkling his forehead and closing his eyes tightly.  
 
    There was a crash from the kitchen doorway that blocked off the entrance, making Thea jump and screamed. The orange flames started to grow narrower, and it wouldn’t be long before they engulfed Thea and Jiran.  
 
    “Thea,” Jiran wheezed, pulling Thea away from the intensity of the flames. She looked at him with wide and fearful blood-red eyes, sweat pouring off her soot-covered face. Jiran saw that she was heaving heavily and knew that her tiny body had a few seconds before her lungs collapsed. He knew that his time would end soon, but not now; it made him find Grégori’s last words to him almost comical. “Under the floorboards is a golden box, take it, and you’ll know what to do when it’s time.”  
 
    “What?” Thea exclaimed the roar of the flames made a loud creaking sound, ready to collapse at any moment. “Jiran, I don’t under—”   
 
    Suddenly, Thea felt strong arms wrap around her waist, ripping her away from Jiran. Thea kicked and screamed, but to no avail, the person didn’t let go.   
 
    “Stop your screaming, Thea.” Flint’s words echoed in Thea’s head. “You truly have some gall; I’m starting to get pissed. Remember what I said about punishment?” 
 
    “Please, Flint! Let me go. I have to save Jiran! I have to save my friend!” Thea knew it was futile to argue with him, but she hoped no matter how cruel the pirate was that he would empathize with her. She looked down at the pained expression Jiran’s face as he mumbled. 
 
    Flint broke out into a grin and raised his brow at her. “That’s cute, wanting to sacrifice yourself for someone, what did I tell you about the meaning of life? Besides, I can’t let my investment get damaged or killed. You’ll be a hot commodity being one of the few Roma left and all.” His face then grew severe then, it was somehow different than what Thea had seen. It wasn’t anger or sarcasm but guilt, even sympathy. 
 
     “The fires engulfing the house at an exceeding rate. The debris fell on top of him, his spine was probably broken. He’s not going to survive even if we get him out of here.”  
 
    “What!”  
 
    Thea’s lip quivered as she stared at Flint. She knew the man was evil, but she would never have thought him heartless enough to leave a dying man. He cared for nothing; he would never care about anything.  
 
    Within a blink of an eye, however, Flint removed his pistol.  
 
    “Hope you end up in a better place than this shit hole.” He said to Jiran, aiming his gun. 
 
    The blast from the gun fired at the same time Thea screamed “No!” She watched as if in slow motion, the silver-tipped bullet escape from the barrel of the gun and land directly in his forehead. Thea screamed as she watched the bullet hole enter his head, Jiran’s body lightly jerked, before falling still again as blood began to seep out.  
 
    Thea stared at Jiran’s motionless and bleeding body as Flint carried her out of the burning home. It crumbled with Jiran’s dead body still inside. So many options ran through Thea’s mind. She could bite him, thrash about, scream until the Kingsland’s Kingsland Guards arrived, but she did nothing. She couldn’t even muster up a tear.  Her body was too numb, and her tears had dried; she didn’t feel anything now.   
 
    She relaxed her body and Flint’s hold tightened before he threw her over his shoulder. She faced the house as they slowly started walking away from it.  
 
    "I did him a mercy killing," Flint whispered as silence collected around him, his voice miles away. "No one deserves to die like that."  
 
    The last thing Thea saw was the orange illumination of the fire in the distance and a mushroom cloud of smoke in the shape of a skull. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Stop crying, Thea. This is what happens when you try to be a hero. You end up getting punished. Maybe this will teach you from running off and putting your nose in things that don’t belong.”  
 
    Another person you couldn’t save, the ominous voice echoed in her head. 
 
    Even though Flint’s cynical words echoed in the background, they didn’t register immediately in Thea’s head. She had her arms wrapped around her chest, shivering uncontrollably from the cold room and the searing pain on her backside. She didn’t know what hurt more her back after ten more lashes, her broken nose, or watching Jiran being shot and then burned. 
 
    Thea closed her eyes tightly and pressed her lips together. She felt hot tears lick her cheeks and down her chin, both fresh and old. She felt like a used wet rag, and felt powerless to do anything about it, precisely as Flint had wanted.  
 
    “Take off the rest of your clothes.”  
 
    This time his words registered in her head and she prompted herself to slowly turn around to look at him with red, teary eyes. She pleaded with him, but she knew very well that pleading would get her nowhere. She looked down and saw that his pants slid off his legs and exposed his erect genitalia. Thea averted her eyes but could see Flint walking over to her from her peripheral. He grabbed the base of her back with one hand, and with the other, he shoved one of her hands off her small breasts his more massive, uncaring hand taking its place.  
 
    Thea stiffened at his touch and looked down at his dirty hands; they felt rough, and they scratched her several times as he began to caress her and rub her backside. Thea squeezed her eyes shut, hoping for it to end.  
 
    Hel . . .  please, Thea pleaded. She could feel the demon stirring within her, but she did not answer Thea’s cries and pleas. Thea could not call upon anyone. She was alone. 
 
    You’ll always be alone.  
 
    Flint forcefully turned Thea around, so her back faced him. She heard him mumble, “Hold on to the railing.” The moment she grabbed onto the cold steel, he removed the last of her clothing, and a stiff breeze drifted across her naked bottom. Thea’s instinct made her tighten her hands around the railing until her knuckles turned white.  
 
    “Arch your back. I’ll do the work. This is what happens when you do what you want to do.”  
 
    Thea’s lip quivered. She felt the stinging sensation on her back that felt like flames scorching her. She hadn’t expected Flint to thrust himself so forcefully inside of her and she yelped in pain.  
 
    “I said, don’t tighten. You’ll only hurt more,” Flint said in a passive-aggressive way. Thea could feel the warmth sting in her eyes and gulped the bile that threatened to come up. She nodded and tried to regain composure as she felt him thrust again.  
 
    Thea gripped onto the bed’s railing and began to bite her lip, hard enough that she tasted blood right away. Find your happy place, don’t think about it. She closed her eyes tightly, hoping to imagine herself anywhere but there. She slowly found herself pushing away from the grunts, the pain of being forcibly entered, and the oozing warm liquid that ran down her legs. Everything around her was silent. She was left alone in the dark, something that she thought would terrify her, but now she felt solace and embraced the darkness. It was safe and predictable. It was comfortable.  
 
    You’re alone, you will always be alone trapped in a never-ending cycle of sex and abuse – I’m sorry Dominya.  
 
    Thea hadn’t thought about her sister in a long time and the brief conversation she had with her the night she had the vision for Clovis made her realize how much she craved her sister’s hugs, her kisses, and for her to tell her “it would be okay.” 
 
    But it will never be okay because you’re gone, and now Jiran’s gone. I’m alone. I lose everyone I love. 
 
    The silence started to break, and Thea found herself accepting reality, that this was it for her, she was surviving. She wouldn’t be able to escape it anytime soon. Then she heard a voice, soft and familiar, and it made her heart leap in her chest.  
 
    “Now I didn’t raise you to be a quitter, did I?”  
 
    “Dominya!” Thea shouted. Though she couldn’t feel or see her sister, she sensed her smile; she painted a picture of her peach skin and grayish-blue eyes that held love and wisdom. Dominya’s scent filled her nose the moment a warm embrace wrapped around Thea’s shoulder. Thea missed the warm, gentle kisses and the smell of pine and freshly cut grass.  
 
    “What’s wrong, sweetie? Why are you crying?”  
 
    Thea felt her lip quiver and her eyes burn, the words blubbered out unintelligibly, but somehow Dominya knew what she said, and she continued to rub Thea’s back, as she did when she was a girl.  
 
    “I miss you, Dee. Y-You aren’t here, and I’m so alone. I don’t know what to do anymore sometimes I wish I—”  
 
    “Now Thelma Rose Anne Frey,” Dominya called out her full name, often used when Thea was in trouble, but Thea only found it another reminder of her sister’s non-existence. She hadn’t heard or shared that name since she lost Dominya. “I don’t want you to finish that sentence, you hear me?”  
 
    Thea nodded obediently.  
 
    “You’re here because you have a purpose in life, everyone does. My job was to raise you in the stead of our parents. It wasn’t long, but that was my purpose, to make sure my baby sister was cared for until it was time to clip her wings.” 
 
    “But . . . how can I have a purpose, Dee? All I want is for everything to go back to the way it was. I feel so lonely now,” Thea said in a brittle voice, she felt herself choke over the words trying hard not to cry.  
 
    “Oh, baby you aren’t alone, you’re never alone. Just because folks aren’t with you physically doesn’t mean that they aren’t with you. It’s spiritual things that matter, that drives a person to do better, be better.”  
 
    Thea felt Dominya’s thumb trace along her cheekbone and started to wipe the tears from her eyes. “I’m always here, no matter what. I may be gone, but my spirit lives on in you. It’s just the same as the people you’ve met over time.”  
 
    Thea frowned. Thoughts of people she met slowly began to come to her mind: Maggie, Freya, Eddie, Donnie, Kilua, Grégori, and Jiran, even Clovis.  
 
    “You don’t see it yet, Thea, but your purpose has only just begun. You are kind, and you are willing to protect others, even at the cost of your own life. You must tell yourself never to give up, even if everything seems bleak, you cannot give up. Some people need you, those you have already met, and those you have yet to meet.”  
 
    Thea licked her lips, she could feel her throat dry but forced the tears to stay in place. “But what if I can’t do it alone? What if it was a mistake and I’ll suffer forever?”  
 
    “You won’t be where you are forever, Thea. If you want to get out of the life you are in, it will happen. There are just some things you have to suffer through to find peace. Who said you had to do it alone? Your kindness, bravery, and need to protect others will be the benefit of you and those you love. You have to keep surviving until then and keep moving forward.”  
 
    Thea pressed her lips together, thinking and letting Dominya’s words sink into her. The pain and suffering that she had been through, that others had been through made her feel raw and vulnerable. She wanted nothing more than to yell at Dominya and tell her that she was nothing but a farce, that the real Dominya was dead and she was alone. There would be no “happy ending” for her — only pain, suffering, and misery.  
 
    Despite everything that had happened; losing her sister, being orphaned, starving, abused, raped, betrayed, and now, losing Jiran—if she hadn’t had been through any of the pain and suffering, she would have never become the way she was, broken and beaten but still determined. Thea would have never met known Jiran and in turn, would have never met Grégori or Kilua. She would have never known Maggie, Freya, or Eddie and if she had never known them, she would have never met Donnie.  
 
    Throughout all the bad things in her life, there was, no matter how small, a shred of happiness and smiling faces that she loved, that needed her as much as she needed them. Thea couldn’t give up on them any more than she could give up on herself. Dominya didn’t raise her that way and she wouldn’t have wanted her this way.  
 
    Thea might not have known what her purpose was, but she wasn’t going to give in anytime soon.  
 
    Dominya smiled. Her image and presence fading, leaving only her gentle and encouraging words behind.  
 
    “I’ll always be with you, Thea. Just keep moving forward. Survive. I know you’ll do great things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Part four 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    Month of Summertide, Year 666 of Ya’skr 
 
    In four years, Kingsland had from its wares to its people, but more importantly, the brothels. With sex in high demand, there was a need for women and King Godfrey IV signed a decree to allow the legal prostitution of women if they demonstrated self-control and moderation in the frequency and enjoyment of sex. brothels were no longer in secret. Over 500 brothels opened to the public, one of many in all of Kingsland. 
 
    Flint’s girls were the most famous prostitutes, not only for sexual favors, but their art in entertainment, and the art of killing.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean eighty silvers? It was just forty bronze last week. What cheatin’ ass brothel you running here?”  
 
    “Look that’s the price, we’ve had to raise it since then,” a girl said. She couldn’t have been older than seventeen.  
 
    “Well to hell with that, I’m not paying anything!”  
 
    “Well, I’m sure your wife would like to know where you’ve been spending your hard-earned money, yes?” The girl, who wore nothing but a pink lingerie set, had her arms crossed over her chest and glared at him with one eye, as the other eye was covered with a silver-gilded eye patch—a request by the male patrons. 
 
    The man’s eyes bugged out and his face contorted into a deep frown. “You bitch!” he yelled at the top of his lungs and raised his hand in the air. However, before he had a chance to strike, another hand reached out and grabbed hold of the man’s arm and bent it behind his back, the man let out a cry of pain. 
 
    “You know the rules, no hitting the girls. Take that shit over to the other 400 brothels. My girls are doing you a service by rubbing your filthy cock,” a boy of nineteen hissed into the man’s ears before releasing his hold on him.  
 
    The red-faced man rubbed his fat wrist where the boy had grabbed it and knitted his brows together. He glowered at the young man as his face got even redder, pursed his lips together, deciding on several choice words to say.  
 
    “I want to speak to the owner of this place ‘cause I know it ain’t you, kid,” the red face man demanded, his Adam’s apple rattling with every angry word. 
 
    “As I said, Kurt, if you have a problem, you can go elsewhere. But just know we’re the only brothel that does what we do.” The boy grinned and chuckled. “Now if I were you, I would pay my lovely friend and get going to your wife and children. Flint is not the kind of man that negotiates and if you hurt one of his investments, you’ll find yourself bleeding to death in an alley.”  
 
    The boy rubbed his nose with his hand before sullenly sticking it into his pants pocket, where he craned his neck over to look at the girl in the satin lingerie. 
 
    “Did he hurt you, Freya?”  
 
    Freya shook her head. “No, I’m fine Edward.”  
 
    “Do you think we should tell Flint that he almost hit you? I guarantee that his nut sack will be as good as gone.” The comment directed at Kurt whose eyes grew wide at the threat. “Maybe we’ll drop a visit to his wife, drop his dick on her doorstep, and maybe even pass a tip over to the Kingsland Guards that he’s been having illegal trading in the market.”  
 
    “W-What? Now wait a minute, we got off on the wrong foot. There’s no need to involve the Kingsland Guards.”  
 
    Edward shrugged and crossed his arms over his chest again. “Well, this all can be forgotten if you just pay your dues, like you do your taxes, and your secret is safe with us.”  
 
    The man, Kurt, nodded quickly and hurriedly dug his meaty fingers into his pockets and fished out a gold coin. 
 
    “D-Do you happen to have any change?”  
 
    “Nope.” Edward quickly snatched the coin from the man’s fingertips and tossed it to Freya, who caught it effortlessly. “That’s for giving her a hard time, maybe next time you won’t act like a child and pay up.”  
 
    Kurt gulped and bobbed his head. He turned to leave, but Edward grabbed his shoulder and pulled him back. The look on his face was like a deer in headlights, and he gawked at Edward with fear in his eyes.  
 
    “I believe you owe a few words to my girl here. She may be just a courtesan to you, but she makes sure to keep that little worm in your pants happy.”  
 
    “R-Right, sorry.”  
 
    “Not to me, asshole.” Edward snapped and smacked the back of the man’s head.  
 
    Kurt nodded and looked at Freya. “M-My apologies.”  
 
    “Now, get out of here.”  
 
    Immediately, Kurt left with his tail between his legs and the girls who had been watching in the corner of the brothel giggled together. Edward just shook his head and ran his fingers through his thick woolly mane.  
 
    “Assholes. When the hell is Flint going to be back,” he mumbled to himself.  
 
    Freya gently chewed on her bottom lip and pushed her hair behind her ears. She walked over to Eddie with a little sashay in her step.  
 
    “Um, thanks Eddie for telling that guy off. I mean, I could have handled it but thank you anyway.”  
 
    “Edward,” he corrected. “And don’t sweat it, Freya. Flint’s girls are my girls and any man who thinks they can put their hands on you is a dead man, but I’d rather stay out of the suspicious eyes, that’s why I stepped in.” He grinned and patted Freya’s head, who frowned at the gesture.  
 
    “Where’s Thea, by the way? She was supposed to be overseeing you girls,” Eddie said and walked past Freya. 
 
    Freya huffed and rolled her eyes, before facing Eddie. “She’s upstairs, I think with her usual client.”  
 
    Eddie nodded. “Alright, thanks. Get back to work ladies.”  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Thea you don’t have to be like that. I love you,” a handsome young man said. He had mousy brown hair pulled back, and black eyes that glistened like diamonds. “What is this about, the age difference? You’re eighteen; I’m almost twenty-eight. I’ve had friends who married younger than that.”  
 
    “Well good for your friends,” Thea retorted, she was busy picking up several articles of clothes and thrust each of them into the man’s hands. He still stared at Thea as she walked around the room. “You’re nice Leonard and I am sure that you will make a great husband to some aristocratic woman, but you don’t love me, you only think you love me. But not only that, you are a Kingsland guard and me your courtesan, you are far from ready to carry my baggage.”  
 
    Leonard had been working for the Kingsland guard for eight years. He had found the brothel from another close friend in the guard and from there he’d found his way into Thea’s chambers. It was not only illegal to fall in love with a whore, but to wed one was treason. Thea knew that the young guard, though he meant well, had been spoon fed most of his life—even though she was young herself. He could not handle any of the weight that she carried, and she had a lot of it.  
 
    “What makes you think that?” Leonard defensively said, he held his clothes balled up in his hands and followed Thea around the room in nothing but his undergarments.  
 
    “It is exactly as I said,” Thea sighed, she stood by her closet and crossed her arms. “We’re simply from two different worlds. What happens if you tell your fellow Kingsland Guards, you’re in love with a whore? Can you handle that ridicule? Or, gods forbid, the King. I will not die for you and I know damn sure you won’t die for me or rid yourself of any of your possessions.”  
 
    Leonard pressed his lips together and gulped. He knew the consequences and several men had told him to love only with his penis, never his heart, but there was something about Thea that made him feel something. Darkness in the bright world that he wanted to fix. 
 
    “I can handle the mocking, and the King won’t outright kill me. My uncle is the general and he will vouch for me. I am his only nephew, after all.”  
 
    Thea huffed and ran her fingers through her thick and knotted hair. She couldn’t admit that she felt something for Leo, even a little, he bought her gifts and tipped very well. She knew that as a whore, she would never be able to live a “wholesome life”. 
 
    “I can see it in your eyes, Leo, you aren’t hard to read. You think that I’m a conquest that you can change me because this is a challenge?” Thea questioned him.  
 
    “Since you’re such a big man, let us see if you can handle the baggage I have acquired since I was eight years old. Are you ready?” Thea grinned, but there was no amount of humor in her eyes as she stared at him. 
 
    This should be fun, let him have it. I was growing bored with him. Hel’s voice chimed in the back of her thoughts.  
 
    Yes! Let him have it! Rip him apart! The motherly voice, which had grown twisted over the years, agreed. The other voices murmured in agreement. 
 
    “My sister was taken from me because the king is a gutless worm. I been masqueraded as a boy and then joined up with a group of fellow orphans. I have had visions of my gods, and though I can vaguely remember, I house a demon inside of me – whether you believe all or one of these is up to you….”  
 
    The angry look on his face beginning to melt away replaced with a furrowed brow of confusion and his lips turned into a frown.  
 
    She swallowed and continued to speak.  
 
    “I have been beaten and abused; I have watched, and even beaten, my friends because I was forced to do so. I watched as someone who was like a father to me burn in his home, and I have been raped more times than I can count, which caused me to have a forced period at the age of twelve. I’ve had more abortions than I can think of and I have a secret that I can never spill from my lips, that only my closest friend knows, and on top of all that . . .”  
 
    She stopped and wiped a single tear that fell down her cheek. She went to the closet and opened it. When she opened the door, she heard Leo gasp, and she knew that this had been the nail in the coffin. Inside the closet sat a small little girl with dirty blonde hair looking down at a torn and beaten rag doll. She looked up at Thea with large, bright brown eyes, but Thea was looking at Leo with glassy eyes.  
 
     “I have a daughter. Do you want to be a father to a bastard child? These are all the questions you need to ask yourself, and there’s more, a lot more, but I can’t say anything because the next thing that you might do is order a noose around my neck!” Thea yelled. The shouting made her daughter frown profoundly and wrinkle her face.  
 
    Thea picked up the three-year-old in her arms and bobbed her up and down.  
 
    “And I will not let you take me away from her because this little girl is the only light, I have in this suffering world and I will kill you first before we are separated. Now choose Leonard, and choose wisely, for you won’t get another chance.”  
 
    Leo did not say anything for several moments. He only stared at Thea and the whimpering child as she clung to her mother tightly. He gulped and licked his lips thinking about everything that Thea had said, and though he had deep feelings for her, there were just things that were far too heavy to grasp and marrying a whore with an illegitimate child was something no one could stomach. 
 
    “I would never take you away from your child, Thea,” Leo croaked out, as he slowly chose his words carefully, but Thea could see the answer in his eyes already. There would never be any man that would be able to look her in the eye and look past her darkness.  
 
    There was a knock on the door. Thea and Leo turned their heads to see it open, and a figure stood in the middle of the door.  
 
    “Is everything alright here?” He asked, glaring dangerously at Leo, but Thea sniffed and stepped in front of Leo protectively. 
 
    “Yes, everything is fine Edward.” 
 
    "Well, you sure don't look fine. Did you touch her, asshole? I don't give a rat’s ass if you are a Guard, I'll -" 
 
    "Eddie," Thea hissed and turned to glare at him with bloodshot eyes. “I said everything is fine." 
 
    Eddie clucked his tongue against his teeth and dug his hands into his pockets, before shrugging his shoulder. "Alright, fine. Are you done here, Leonard? You don't want to be late for your guard's meeting."  
 
    "Yes, I'm going," Leo whispered. He bent down and picked up his clothes and began to dig into his pockets, pulling out a brown leather pouch. It jingled as he walked over to Thea while he kept his head down. "This a little over 400 pounds, gold, and silver, maybe a few bronzes. It should cover my time here and for further payments." 
 
    Thea curtly nodded. She took the bag in her fingers. She watched as Leo clutched his things to his chest and walked out the door, Eddie glared at him. 
 
    “Pretentious asshole,” Eddie mumbled before closing the door behind him. “Are you alright?”  
 
    Thea huffed and took in a deep breath. She sat her daughter on the bed, picked up the ragdoll from the floor and handed it to her. She turned to the closet and placed the bag of coins in its hiding area; she would move them when Eddie left.  
 
    “You’re starting to become a pest, Eddie.”  
 
    “And you’re starting to get too slick with calling me that in front of people,” he said and straddled a chair across the bed. He watched as Thea started to strip out of her outfit and he casually looked away to look at the child.  
 
    “So . . . Is that it for your boyfriend?”  
 
    Thea snorted as she removed her underwear and bra, throwing them to the side. 
 
     “Why should you care? But, no, he wasn’t my boyfriend, just my customer.”  
 
    “Who apparently loved you. That’s why he kept requesting specifically you.” 
 
    “Not love, just lust for what I could give him, and he’s a Guard on top of that,” Thea snapped. She walked past Eddie and to her dresser, removing clean clothes from its drawers. “First off, I would never be with a man who associated with a group that kidnapped my sister and thousands of women. Secondly, I would never put Kadence or myself through that.”  
 
    Kadence, her pride and joy, and at one point her mistake. Since the moment she looked at that child for the first time, however, she couldn’t help but love her. She admitted she didn’t know how to be a mother, but she knew how to protect her and that was all a mother needed to do for her child.  
 
    “Okay. Yeah, but he loves you, so he’ll give you anything you want. He’s thinking with his dick. At least, take the man’s money and run. A brothel is no place for a—”  
 
    Thea glared at him, half-naked in nothing but a fresh pair of undergarments. Eddie cleared his throat knowing precisely what she was going to say – they were just children too when everything went to hell.  
 
    “I’m just saying, I don’t want anything to happen to you or Kadda. Is she still mute? That could render a problem, Thea —”   
 
    “No,” Thea said, she faced him and held up her hand. “You don’t get to call her that. Hell, you don’t even get to care about her.”  
 
    Eddie scratched the side of his head and stood up from the chair. He towered over Thea now, and she had to crane her neck up to look at him.  
 
    “She’s my child, why shouldn’t I?”  
 
    Thea rolled her eyes and continued to get dressed. “Maybe, because she might not be your daughter? Our flitting around now and then doesn’t make you the father.”  
 
    Thea dressed entirely in black leggings, a long-sleeved shirt with ruffled frills on end, and a sheepskin vest that covered her lower half. She went to slip on brown moccasin boots. She went over to grab Kadence and rested her on the side of her hip.  
 
    “Where are you going?”  
 
    “I need fresh air. Excuse me if I can’t take the smell of pussy and sperm like some of us.” She snapped at him and pushed past him as she opened and walked out the door. 
 
    “You know you were supposed to be on the clock, right? Some guy almost hit Freya,” Eddie yelled and followed Thea out the door.  
 
    “Well, did you let her kill him?” Thea asked. She wasn’t so much concerned for Freya as the girl handled herself quite well.  
 
    “Of course not. With your boyfriend upstairs? That would have been suicide for the business and Flint would have killed us from inside the cells.”  
 
    They walked past the hallways that were covered with emerald green and diamond wallpaper. There were twenty doors on the second floor and another twenty on the third floor. It had taken some years, but the Meretrix seemed to have grown almost overnight.  
 
    “Well, it’s over now. Done deal. Don’t you have somewhere else to be?”  
 
    “Yeah. That’s managing this place and making sure everyone does their job, including you, and you were supposed to watch the girls.”  
 
    Thea stopped at the bottom of the stairs and turned around to look at him, holding onto Kadence tightly. “I’m not those girls’ keeper. I’m just a few years older than them, and there are plenty of older women here who can watch them.”  
 
    “Flint just trusts you, that’s all. You’re—”  
 
    “For the love of everything, Eddie if you call me ‘Flint’s girl’ I will cut off your dick myself!” She yelled and stomped away from him, leaving out of the Meretrix. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    Thea stepped into the market of Kingsland full of people and carriages. Over the years, businesses had boomed and trade from King’s sister states—Acothien, Pania, and Toneian— had grown exceedingly well. Visits from the countries Wrenada, Ceisa, Isca, and Quilia had also increased, expanding trade.  
 
    The marketplace was now a bustling metropolis and had grown to the point that it had expanded and overtaken some of the surrounding streets. There were so many stalls that at its peak times of day, it was almost painful to maneuver through the streets. Since trade boomed over the years, the wares in the stalls had gotten more exotic, bringing to Kingsland things from the other kingdoms that Thea had never seen. Posted on the sides of buildings throughout the market were wanted posters for a hooded figure called Sicarri. 
 
    As Thea eyed one of the posters, there was a light tug on her hair, and she turned to look at her doe-eyed little girl.  
 
    “What is it Kadda?” Thea asked, kissing her nose. “We’re almost there, you know who we’re going to visit?”  
 
    Kadda slowly nodded and patted her stomach repeatedly. Thea giggled and grinned. “That’s right sweet girl. First, we need to pick up some flowers.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Thea and Kadda had gotten a few flowers from the florist, they headed toward the empty lot where Jiran had lived and sold fruits in the market. The lot was for sale, but no one wanted to buy it, because of the fire that killed Jiran had started suspiciously as it seemed to have come out of nowhere. No one tried to buy it for fear that it was a curse or a sign. Thea gently placed her hand on the back of her neck, feeling the rough patch of her scar, she squeezed her eyes shut for several moments before opening them and smiled at her inquisitive daughter who stared at her with a tilt of her head. 
 
    “Why don’t you lay these flowers anywhere you want. Alright, Kadda?” The little girl gave a small nod and when Thea set her down, Kadda walked into the middle of the lot.  
 
    Thea looked from left to right, keeping her eyes aware of the city, there weren’t many people in these parts of the market any longer. The expansion had left this area reasonably empty. It only housed a few markets and houses. She was glad for the quiet as she walked into the vacant lot, her mind imagining Jiran’s house briefly.  
 
    She wiped her feet on the invisible rug and looked over to the right where the hearth and pictures of Roma used to sit. She walked over to the imagined perch and reached out her hand to touch nothing, but she could still feel the hard layer of the frame. She let her hand drop and looked at where her daughter was kneeling on the ground, next to the set of yellow carnations they’d brought. Kadda’s back was to Thea, but she could tell that the girl had her hands pressed together close to her face as if she was praying.  
 
      
 
    Thea didn’t know if she was praying to Ansem and Kii, but if there was any form of communication, she was glad that her daughter would know—as much Thea could teach her—about her gods. She wanted Kadda to know where their people were from, even if Thea knew not much herself. The thought of Ansem and Kii made her sad as the blue-haired gods had not contacted her in years since that night in the desert. Thea wondered if she had strayed too far from the past, a constant sting from her mark burned at her neck. She didn’t remember much, but she could vaguely remember the hollow and echoing voice speaking from the large black wolf, almost the size of a bear. She did not know who the being was and did not want to risk letting anyone else know.  
 
    She just hoped that the wolf, Fenris, would not lay eyes on her, or her daughter, again.  
 
    Thea pushed all thoughts of the past aside and knelt to the ground. She closed her eyes and began to fantasize of a better life. 
 
    “You’re late again, what kept you this time?” Jiran asked, the corner of his lip twitching as he tried to hold back a smile.  
 
    “Okay, so funny story,” Thea started to say, who was sixteen in the image, but there was a distinct difference from Thea there and the Thea now. First, there was no mark on her neck, and second, she had an air of life surrounding her as she smiled. There wasn’t any negativity or torrent of emotion that was always whirling around her these days. 
 
    Thea didn’t know what ability she was using, but when she went to certain areas and thought about certain people she could easily project images into her head. Yes, Thea knew they were false but it was the only thing that managed to keep her from not succumbing to the darkness – except for Dominya, Maggie, and Kadda.  
 
    “Does that funny story explain why there’s a cat in your arms?” Jiran scolded with his hands on his hips. “Well, you better feed it real quick because we’re about to go to the Citadel—”   
 
    A ringing echoed in her ears, and Thea snapped her eyes open. Kadda sat with her legs apart in front of a hole and a gold box.  
 
    A gold box, Thea’s thoughts echoed. She started to get Deja Vu as she felt the back of her mind tickle her thoughts. Is that-?  
 
    The light and dull ringing of a bell sounded again. Kadda’s was holding the same bell that Jiran had used to open the Citadel's walls.  
 
    ...You’ll know what to do.  
 
    Those were the last words Jiran had said to her before he died. Thea gulped and clumsily walked over to her daughter. She stumbled several times, feeling her heart thump wildly and her breath hitched and heavy.  
 
    “S-sweetie,” Thea called Kadda, who turned at her mother’s call. Thea’s voice cracked as she focused on the rusted bell, the last surviving item of Jiran’s.  
 
    Thea held out her hand. “Can mommy see that?”  
 
    Kadda nodded her tiny head as her small curls fell on her face. She pushed them out of her eyes and handed the bell to Thea, who stared at it for a moment. It was cool to the touch but somehow still had a slight bit of heat to it. Thea was surprised that it still had a ring to it despite the years underground; but then again, it opened a magic wall.  
 
    Thea gripped the bell close to her and stuffed it into her pocket. “Okay, sweet girl, it’s time to go,” she told her daughter. She didn’t want to stay any longer, just in case, there were lingering eyes around. She still had to be very cautious of her surroundings.  
 
    Before Thea short old woman with white hair peeked from the cloaked hood. Their long porcelain hands stretched toward Thea, and she grasped them without thinking and felt something thin and papery graze her fingers.  
 
    The white-haired woman briefly looked at her. Her eyes were a bright violet and a powerful wave of energy circulated her. Thea shuddered at the strange figure, but she was gone as quickly as she’d appeared. Thea opened her hand to see that a small, rolled up piece of tan papyrus with a red S marked on it: The Sicarri. Quickly, Thea clenched her hand closed and walked with haste through the city streets.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Sicarri were a group of assassins for hire, and the Meretrix, though that was unknown. The Sicarri were swift in the shadows and killed without being seen. They were notorious in Kingsland with wanted posters in every section of the city. The price of capturing a Sicarri, dead or alive, was worth enough to set a person for life, but like Flint always said, “a person’s desire for anger and jealousy will always reign supreme over wealth.”  
 
    Thea detested those who sold out others, innocent or not, no one deserved to die. Thea often questioned the morality of herself and those of Meretrix. Were they really of sound mind and body to pass judgment on someone like a god? It tore Thea apart and she had sworn never to kill anyone, but that day proved to be one of the most terrifying and exhilarating moments of her life.  
 
    The day she killed.  
 
    It was the opening of the Meretrix and Kadda had just been a year old. Thea was fourteen, and at first, she’d had trouble pleasing the men that started to come to the brothel. She often gave them attitude, which made them mad and Flint punished her both with a whip and rape. She would receive beatings and more than once he’d threatened to throw Kadda out onto the streets if Thea didn’t change her attitude.  
 
    One evening, when business was rather slow, a man from one of the Kingsland’s sister cities had traveled to Kingsland because of rumors of the new brothel. Thea had satisfied him, not to her liking. He had bestowed gifts upon her and told her erotic things that he had never slept with anyone of her stature and color. Thea felt disrespected as he cupped his hand on her cheek. She had to keep herself from wincing as she kept her eyes closed, she felt cold and heavyweight in her tiny hands.  
 
    She opened her eyes and looked down at two silver coins in her hand. The man was nowhere in sight. Thea gulped and clenched her shaky hands closed. She felt like something was crawling on her skin and she couldn’t help but rub her arms in hopes that the feeling would stop. When the sound of loud banging made Thea jump, she instinctively ran toward the closet to check on Kadda, but the one-year-old was sleeping soundly and wrapped in several blankets.  
 
    There was another slam on the wall and Thea jumped. She heard what sounded like yelling and went to press her ear against the wall, hearing an almost inaudible speech on the other side.  
 
    “… You’re starting to piss me off, bitch. I didn’t pay three pieces of gold up front for you to give me a half-ass blowjob!”  
 
    “I’m sorry, I-I can ask Flint to give you a refund.”  
 
    “Maggie,” Thea whispered. She could hear the fear in her shaky voice. Thea’s hands gripped the side of the wall as her fingers dug into the thin walls.  
 
    “No, you’ll give me what I paid for,” the man yelled. Thea heard Maggie scream and something fell with a resounding thud.  
 
    Thea’s eyes grew wide as she peeled her ear from the wall. She rushed to the side of her bed and reached under the mattress to pull out her jeweled dagger. Thea was quickly on her feet and out the door, shoving Maggie’s door open without knocking. A bubbly feeling in Thea’s stomach started to travel up the length of her arm, making her grip on the dagger tighten. Thea’s blood boiled with anger as she watched the man gripping Maggie’s hair and dragging her and kicking her in the ribs.  
 
    “Now you’re going to give me what I paid for.”  
 
    The side of Maggie’s forehead bled, her eyes closed as she gritted her teeth in pain, clutching her hair as the man’s grip tightened.  
 
    Do it, a voice, low and grave spoke. Thea felt pressure on her shoulder as if someone’s hand was there — a tingling sensation on the back of her neck, but she ignored it and held the dagger eye level. Maggie opened her eyes and Thea sprinted toward the man, and with enough momentum, she jumped on the man’s back.  
 
    He released his hold on Maggie’s hair but not before Thea plunged the dagger into the side of his neck, digging it deep into the man’s flesh. It had taken an effort to pierce the man’s skin. But once the dagger’s steel slid into his flesh, Thea’s eyes grew wide at the red blood coming out of the slit.  
 
    The man gurgled and clawed at his neck, trying to shake off Thea. But no matter how hard he struggled, Thea squeezed her arms around the man’s neck tighter. Briefly, a flicker of memory overlaid what Thea saw. The man was suddenly in armor, and Thea was in an alley, her arm bleeding freely. She didn’t know when that had happened, but the feeling of satisfaction that came with it made her think Hel had done that. The memory had gone within a few breaths. Thea was shaken for a moment, until she saw Maggie laying on the floor, watching Thea with huge eyes. Maggie stretched out her leg when the man was close and he tripped, making Thea jerk as he landed hard on his knees. The sound of a loud crunching resonated in Thea’s ears as the man began to gurgle and the blood began to pour out faster and then - 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    The man stopped struggling.  Thea’s arms grew heavy from holding the man’s weight. She loosened her grip on his throat and the man’s body fell to the floor. Thea stood in between the man’s legs and stared at the pool of blood surrounding him, his eyes slightly opened, and his mouth parted. As she stared, another flicker of memory overlaid his body. A different man in armor, his face half-burned and blood pouring from several wounds. Thea’s hands painted in blood, knowing this was how she became that crimson monster. 
 
    Thea had sworn to Flint that she would never kill but he had only laughed and said one day she would. One day when she had to, she would at first be scared and even despise herself. But she soon loved the feel of sticky blood underneath her fingernails. She expected herself to scream or cry, but she did neither. She didn’t despise herself or even feel justified by the fact that she was saving Maggie’s life. She enjoyed the feeling as she dug the blade deeper into the man’s neck; she enjoyed his struggle as he started to claw at his neck. But it didn’t scare Thea that Flint had been right.  
 
    And to think you said you would never kill. Hel replied to her. Her presence stirred within Thea excitedly. I’m rather proud of you, Thea. 
 
    *** 
 
    Thea knocked on the red chipped door, in an alleyway off the commons area that was empty, aside from a stray cat. She bounced Kadda up and down as she kissed the little girl’s cheek. Kadda smiled, placed her tiny arms around her mother’s neck, and pressed her small lips to Thea’s nose. Thea heard feet on the floor on the other side of the door and she turned just when the door opened, revealing a brunette woman wearing a white nightgown and a shawl over her shoulders. She ran her hand through her messy hair and leaned against the door.  
 
    The woman had slight dark circles under her eyes and a purple bruise just over her cheek.  
 
    “Thea, right?” The woman’s voice was hoarse. She paused to clear her throat. “Madelyn's told me a bit about you. How are you?”  
 
    Thea nodded and smiled. “I’m doing fine, ma’am. She’s mentioned you too. Laura, is it?”  
 
    The lady pulled her lips into a smile; she crossed her arms over her chest. “She should be coming in a minute; do you want to come in?”  
 
    “Oh, no thank you. I’ll only here for a minute. I just wanted to drop my daughter off . . . If that's alright with you?”  
 
    Laura looked over at Kadda and her smile widened when she saw the chubby-cheeked girl. “Why, she’s adorable! I don’t mind at all. I remember when my little Michel was that age. He was a bit of a picky eater.” 
 
    She wiggled her fingers at Kadda who hid in Thea’s neck, leaning her cheek down on her chest but grinned at Laura.  
 
    “Well, Kadence isn’t much of a picky eater. She’ll pretty much eat anything, she’s just, um, mute. I can’t get her to speak. She doesn’t even cry.”  
 
    Laura frowned. She stopped wiggling her fingers at Kadda and looked at Thea with a confused frown.  
 
    “Really? Do you know what may have caused it?”  
 
    Before Thea could answer her, she heard quiet feet from around the corner and saw Maggie coming from behind Laura. “Sorry for taking so long, Thea. I’ll be right back Laura,” Maggie told the woman. She was shorter than Laura and had to stand on her tippy toes to kiss her on the cheek.  
 
    “Well, I’ll be in the bedroom then. It was nice to meet you, Thea and Kadence,” Laura said. Thea nodded in agreement, as she watched Laura leave. Thea listened for Laura’s footsteps until she heard a door close.  
 
    “You two seem to be getting closer,” Thea said first. “But I hope you’ll be safe and won’t put yourself in harm's way.”  
 
    Maggie licked her lips and slowly nodded. She pushed her brown locks behind her ears and looked down at the floor. The muscles in Maggie’s throat twitched, telling Thea that something was wrong. 
 
    “Her husband still beats her from time to time. I tried to get her to leave and to even, maybe, send a message to the Sicarri.”  
 
    Thea frowned. “Maggie . . .”  
 
     “I know, I know. But you should see the things that he does to her. Even though he hits her, she doesn’t take any action. She lets him come back to the house with gifts and apologies.”  
 
    Thea could tell from the downcast look in her friend’s eyes that she cared about the woman. Thea was glad that Maggie found someone that was special to her, but if it was at the cost of her safety, Thea was on her guard.  
 
    “Yes, but you can’t force her to order a kill on her husband . . . Besides, being a woman is hard enough. What happens after he’s dead?”  
 
    Maggie shrugged and scuffed her foot on the ground.  
 
    “Hey, Mags. Look at me,” Thea said. She pulled Kadda closer to her chest, and when Maggie looked at her, they were glassy. She had to blink her eyes several times to keep tears from escaping. “Maggie . . .”  
 
    “I know we shouldn’t, Thea. I know that Flint will kill us if we do and especially since she’s a woman but . . . I can’t help it. I think I love her; you know what I mean?”  
 
    “Yeah. I know what you mean, but I want you to be safe. You can’t let anything trace back to us. Either she might tell, or someone might get the information out of her and I know you don’t want anything bad to happen to Laura.”  
 
    Maggie licked her lips and wiped away the single tear that escaped. “Yeah, I know . . . I wish she would decide to leave him and not be scared.”  
 
    Thea frowned and went to embrace Maggie, putting her arm around her neck to console her friend. She felt the sadness radiating off her. Even if Laura wanted to leave her husband, she couldn’t. There was no place in the world for a woman; everything was governed by men. Thea prayed that one day a woman would be something more than just a punching bag and a sex object.  
 
    “Please, be careful. Okay?”  
 
    Maggie nodded into the hug and the two separated. Maggie sniffed, wiped her cheeks, and gently pinched Kadda’s cheeks as the little girl grinned.  
 
    “So, what made you drop by? Is everything okay? Flint isn’t back, is he?” Maggie asked the worry evident on her face.  
 
    Thea quickly shook her head. “No, thankfully. Eddie is his usual annoying self, he wanted to start caring more about Kadda and me, after Leo showed up.”  
 
    Maggie rolled her eyes. “Of course, he did.” Recalling how Eddie had changed so much since they were children. “But what did Leo come to talk about? He’s been over there frequently lately.”  
 
    “He professed his love for me and wanted to be with me,” Thea told her. Maggie’s eye widened in surprise. “I told him no, of course, for many reasons. He doesn’t know anything about me; he can’t possibly deal with it and we can’t fall in love.”  
 
    “How did he take that news?”  
 
    Thea rolled her eyes. “Pretty well, I guess. He’s a Kingsland Guard, anyway. He was not only born with a silver spoon in his mouth, so he’ll be able to fall in love with esteemed women.”  
 
    Maggie sighed and took Thea by the shoulder. “Well, don’t miss out on a chance to meet someone new.”  
 
    “Right, well you, Freya - when she isn't rebellious and snarky at me - and Kadda are the only people I care enough about.”  
 
    “Mmm, maybe that’s the problem. You always want to protect someone, but don’t let anyone else in to do the same for you,” Maggie sighed. “I guess it can’t be helped, once you’ve made up your mind you stick to it. But, that’s the reason why I love you.”  
 
    “Well, when you find that someone, let me know. Tell him he’s a couple of years late, but I’m willing to shed some thorns if he’s willing to get pricked.”  
 
    Maggie snorted and smiled, shaking her head. “Yeah, noted.”  
 
    “Anyway,” Thea said, remembering why she had come, “I’ve got a message. An old lady slipped it in my hand, and I need you to watch Kadda if you don’t mind?”  
 
    “No, of course not. I’m sorry I held you up. Hi, Kadda,” Maggie cooed. She stretched her arms out for the girl. Kadda, realizing that she was being given attention again, reached out her arms for Maggie. “Do you know what the job is?”  
 
    “No. I haven’t looked yet, but thanks for watching her. I hope it won’t be a problem with Laura even she did have a son.”  
 
    “No, it’s not. I’ve told Laura about you plenty of times. She did want to meet you one day, so it was bound to happen. Anyway, I’ll make sure to feed Kadda and we’ll be back in your room later tonight . . . Good luck, not that you need it.”  
 
    Thea kissed Kadda on the cheek and turned away, gripping the S marked parchment tightly in her hand.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    Middilgard, especially Kingsland, was filled with nothing but corrupt nobles who didn’t care about people. Taxes were always high, which allowed nobles to become lazier. The poor and common folk turned on one another to get large sums of money; it didn’t matter if they were blood-related or not. It made Thea remembered the days when King Godfrey persecuted the Magi. It infuriated her to think that anyone could be selfish enough to take another person’s life without cause.  
 
    We’re no better and neither are those who pay us to kill.  
 
    What does it matter anyway? Hel said. Mundanes have been killing and persecuting each other for centuries. It is merely a sport to them. There is no reason for these insolent thoughts. Do the deed and let's keep moving. 
 
    Thea pressed her lips together, ignoring Hel and going back to the Meretrix. It was packed, as per usual in the early to afternoon hours. The lights from the chandelier made the inside of the baronial building look dim except for the well-appointed red velvet couch cushions and its redwood arms, that were handmade in Wrenada. The sections were separated by red silk curtains with gold tassels that hung from arched ceilings, supported by ashen-white Corinthian pillars.  
 
    Thea walked past one of the couches, where a man with tasseled black hair was lying with his back against the sofa as a girl with bright, curly red hair bobbed her head up and down on the man’s lap. Another set of people on the next sofa: two men sat down as one blonde woman kissed one of them, stroking his chest. While the other brunette-haired woman whispered something in the man’s ears as she reached into his pants and slowly moved her hand up and down, the man’s mouth moved almost mechanically as he nodded to whatever the woman said. To the right was a large stage with two gold poles sticking out from the wood frame floor. Men sat on the seats as they watched three girls dancing sensually on the stage in scarce, colorful, and bejeweled clothing. There were other young women - and even young men - entertaining the men patrons sitting with them.  
 
    Thea ignored them and headed toward the stairs, walking past the three-arched red stainless windows. But before Thea could reach the first step, a girl with black hair and a bejeweled eyepatch stepped in front of her.  
 
    “Freya, what’s wrong?” Thea asked. She could see the girl’s veins showing on the side of her head, and her lips turned into a frown. “Did any of the men—”  
 
    Freya quickly shook her head. “No. Eddie needed to see you. He said that if I saw you to tell you that he needs you on stage tonight.”  
 
    Thea frowned and furrowed her brows, crossing her arms over her chest. “I don’t have the stage for another two days. Isn’t Marcy supposed to be on the stage tonight?”  
 
    “She was bought,” Freya replied matter-of-factly.  
 
    “What do you mean bought? Who made that decision?”  
 
    “Eddie signed the papers sometime after you left. ‘As long as a man has pockets filled with gold and silver it doesn’t matter’ he said. I’m pretty sure that’s what Flint trained him to say though.”  
 
    Thea snorted. “Of course, it doesn’t as long as Flint’s pockets are fat. Well, if you see, Eddie then tell him I have an S marked mission.”  
 
    Freya shrugged and started to walk past Thea. “I’ll see what I can do, but you know that people like you on stage, specifically.” She made sure not to look directly into her eyes. Over the years, Freya had felt as if Thea had gotten all of the attention and she barely got paid, except for her usual clients but no one wanted a blind whore. 
 
    Thea didn’t say anything as she continued going up the stairs. She didn’t want to think any more about what she did on stage than she had to. When she was on stage her mind instantly went blank. She remembered the hoots and the cheers, but any distinct faces were blacked out.  
 
    When Thea reached her room, she closed the door behind her and locked it. She went over to her bed and bent on her hands and knees to pull out a long, narrow, brown and gold case. Inside, the contents were revealed to be a set of her Sicarri clothing. 
 
    Thea dressed in her other work clothes: a tan cloaked hood to camouflage against houses easier, a cream-colored shirt underneath, her special elbow-length brown gloves, dark brown leggings, and knee-high dark brown boots. The last article to complete her look were her weapons: the distinct curved gray steel had intricate lines on each of the blades. It was designed to get around the side of an opponent and stab or slash them in the back. There was a special belt that attached to Thea’s waist that allowed quick and easy access to slide the weapons in and out of place. Once she was dressed and armed, she took the small parchment in her hand and opened it reading the contents inside. As her eyes scrolled through the paper, her lips slowly turned down into a frown. She balled the paper up afterward and slipped the hood over her head, heading out the window.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sounds of drunk men laughing were loud as they resonated from inside of the tavern. Thea was pressed against the wall of the bar near its window as she whittled a stick with her dagger. Every so often she would peek inside the orange, dimly lit room. It was small able to fit about sixty people, but it looked like over eighty were currently in there. The men were squished together like bears in Bifrost. There was a fireplace to the far right, a buck’s head sat atop the mantelpiece, and there were pictures of men Thea didn’t know. On the far-left side was the bar, and a skinny elderly gentleman handed out drinks to the men sitting at the bar and the serving girls so they could deliver it to the men at the tables.  
 
    Thea watched the women, how when they placed the drinks before the men they were merely greeted by a slap on their behind, laughing to their drunk friends. All the while the women had to strain a smile and nod as they finished handing out the drinks. Thea felt disgusted by their piggish ways and wrinkled her nose as if she had smelled something rotten.  
 
    “Asshole pigs, I’ll give you something to laugh about.”  
 
    The sound of the door slamming against the wooden frame brought Thea’s attention to the door that was near the bar on the far-left side of the corner. Some men in the bar shouted, “Ian!” in greeting and they stretched out their hands as if they had won an award. Thea clicked her teeth as she watched the man walking through the bar, giving high-fives to the men sitting down. He had rather short hair, almost a bit unnatural, as there were three bald spots on his head. His large, pretty eyes had dark circles under them. He still looked alert, as if he was always observing his surroundings. He had a light shadow adorning his face that sculpted his thin frame and a lean build.  
 
    Ian sat down at a crowded table, a serving girl handed him a large beer, but unlike his friends at the table, he didn’t smack the girls’ butts or say vile things to her. He just focused on whatever his friend, a man with a bright red mangled beard, had to say. Thea leaned back against the wall and made herself comfortable, knowing that this would take a while.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Alright, men I best be going.”  
 
    Thea’s ears picked up Ian’s casual and smooth voice over the loud chattering. She saw Ian downing the last of his beer before shaking hands with several of the men who were still there and not passed out on the floor or table.  
 
    “Aw, one more drink, Ian! You know that wife of yours won’t miss you too much. She sleeps half the day away!”  
 
    Ian grinned and playfully shrugged. “Yeah, I know. But I took a vow to care for my wife in sickness and in health. Besides, my two girls will need a father when Sharon passes.”  
 
    Disgusting, I should kill you now. 
 
    What are you waiting for then? Do it. 
 
    You know I can’t leave witnesses, Thea thought. And before you suggest it, no, I’m not slaughtering the entire tavern. She could feel Hel’s annoyance lingering through her core. 
 
    The men continued to play around with Ian and tried to convince him to stay. He ended up drinking one more drink and paid his tab. A dozen drinks later and he was close to falling over. He said goodbye to the bartender and headed for the door. Thea couldn’t help but whisper “finally” as she grabbed onto the wooden ledge of the building, pressing her hand into the wood. Thea slowly felt the tiny setas automatically growing out from the glove. They were tiny knife-like bristles that grew out from the tips of the gloves to better grab onto a surface to make it easier to climb.  
 
    Thea padded along the rooftop, careful to not make a sound, and saw Ian stumbling through the narrow alleyways. Thea followed him as she jumped from roof to roof, flying through the sky with her cloak flapping behind her like wings.  
 
    Ian headed into the poor section of the Kingsland. Thea saw that he was resting against the side of a house, sitting on a barrel. There he pulled out a silver flask and placed the tip to his lip and drunk hungrily, his Adam’s apple bobbing fiercely. Thea wrinkled her face in disgust at the man’s stupor. She sat on top of a roof above him careful to not let him see her.  
 
    She began the call. 
 
    Thea pressed her lips together, leaving an inch of space between the bottom and top lips. She took a deep breath and began to rattle her throat. Thea used the back of her throat to make the sound grow louder. The pitch from the rattling in Thea’s throat was nearly constant and the sound was continuous to the mundane ear as it echoed throughout the area.  
 
    Ian jumped up and looked around frantically, having heard rumors of the noise, and what would happen if one heard it. Thea could see his eyes were dilated and filled with fear. He was frothing at the mouth as he began to wave something that was glistening in his hand, a small knife.  
 
    The vibrating noise grew louder. Ian shouted at the top of his lungs, “What do you want from me! I-I didn’t do anything!” The sound only grew louder, and Ian waved his knife around as if he was fighting invisible forces. To the mundane ear, it was often difficult to tell precisely where the noise originated from. Flint had made sure to get them to practice every waking moment making the sound. In a group, cicadas could overpower their enemy and overwhelm them before satiating any other predator. They represent carefree living and immortality: “No matter how small or insignificant, you are predators like everyone else.” Flint's words echoed in Thea’s head. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ian, now terrified, ran through the alleyway and didn’t stop to turn around for fear that he would fall flat on his face and the Sicarri would catch him. He had heard stories about them, how they emerged several years ago and began killing people who had a bounty on their head. Ian thought it was almost laughable and didn’t believe it – or at the very least, his subconscious forced him not to think that there were masked demons in the dark that passed judgment on evil souls.  
 
    “No. They aren’t demons. They’re simply men. . . Only men would put a price on someone’s life.”  Ian mumbled unintelligible, nonsense words to himself until he stumbled home. His house wasn’t saddled together with any other houses, but it had several fallen trees around it. He hurried inside and slammed the closed and continued to stumble over to the window, where he peered out it frantically.  
 
    “Father?” a small voice said behind him. Ian turned around to see his youngest daughter looking at him with large eyes much like his own, wearing her night bonnet over a layer of blonde hair.  
 
    “Go back to bed, Ilene,” Ian gruffly said and pushed the eight-year-old a bit too forcefully, making her stumble backward and fall to the ground.  
 
    The little girl stared at her father’s back and didn’t say anything for a while. She craned her neck to look up at the ceiling and saw a figure camouflaged against it. She furrowed her brows as she focused on it, but after a moment she saw the figures’ arms move as they pressed their finger to their hidden face. Ilene looked away from the figure and stared at her father’s back once more before she got up and turned around, heading back to her bedroom. 
 
    Ian, feeling his heartbeat had now come to a slow even pulse, was slowly beginning to form a deduction. He scratched the side of his cheek, the wild look in his eyes gone, but now went back to his calculating look.  
 
    There’s nothing out here, he thought to himself. He felt the smirk stretch on his lips. I must have been pissed drunk to think that a Sicarri was following me. Bah! What am I saying, there is no such thing as the Sicarri.  
 
    Ian removed himself from the window and let out a husky chuckle as he shook his head. He walked across the living room and to the bedroom portions of the house. He looked in at the room that was straight ahead and saw a woman lying in his bed, his wife Sharon. She had woken earlier this morning, but ever since she had gotten sick two years ago, she’d stopped getting out of bed. It left Ian yearning for a woman’s touch, but he could never touch a whore or even smack the server girl’s asses. In some way or another, it felt like a sin to him.  
 
    He closed his wife’s door and gently tapped on the entrance to the right with his knuckles. He could hear feet drag across the floor before he saw the doorknob turn. When it opened, the person on the other side was a girl no older than seventeen with dirty blonde hair braided on two sides that hung down to her breasts.  
 
    “F-Father, you’re home earlier than usual,” the girl’s voice broke slightly. She gripped the door frame tightly enough for her knuckles to grow white. She knew very well why her father was here.  
 
    “Get in the room, Caroline,” Ian’s gruff voice said. He pushed the young girl into the room and Caroline was far too powerless to get out of her father’s firm grip. She was forcefully pushed down onto her mattress, turning only briefly to see her father undoing his pants. Caroline turned around not wanting to look as she gripped onto the edges of her blanket and bit down on her lip, closing her eyes hoping that it would be over. She felt her nightgown lift, and a breeze flitted across her bottom as she readied herself. But unlike any of the other times, Caroline did not feel the hard thrust entering her. Instead, she heard the relaxed, casual sound of a female’s voice. 
 
     “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thea saw the blonde-haired girl turn around and her eyes widened. Thea knew what it must have looked like, even if her father was a drunkard pervert. But seeing him being held at knifepoint by a cloaked figure, was still terrifying.  
 
    “W-Who are you?” Ian stuttered. Thea felt his throat throbbing against the steel tip of the blade. 
 
    “I think you know,” Thea whispered into his ear. She pursed her lips together and began to rattle her throat again, emitting the loud drum-like vibrating sound. Thea suddenly felt Ian stiffen. She could only imagine the look on his face. “You, get your sister,” Thea spoke to Caroline. The look of fear in her eyes shifted to understanding as she got off the bed and rushed past them, heading to her sister's room. Thea could already see a pair of eyes staring back at them. 
 
    “You know, I hate men like you. Do you think that you can take advantage of these young girls? A father is supposed to take care of his young and protect them from scumbags that wish to do them harm. You disgust me.”  
 
    Thea heard the man whimpering and sniffling as he stuttered out incoherent words that Thea didn’t care enough to try to understand. Thea listened to feet coming toward her and saw the two girls standing in the door. Both girls had their arms wrapped around each other in fear. 
 
    Thea felt her throat tighten, but she knew she couldn’t falter right there. “Look at them Ian and look at what you could have had: two beautiful daughters. But instead of caring for them, you decide to sexually and physically abuse them. All while your wife lay on her deathbed.”  
 
    “P-Please . . . I’m sorry,” Ian cried out. “I-I’ll do better. I swear, I’ll be a better father a-and a better husband. J-Just give me a chance.”  
 
    Thea sucked her teeth almost mockingly. “Hmm . . . I should give you a chance, you say? You’re telling me you’ll stop with the drinking and the abuse?”  
 
    “Yes!” Ian shouted with exuberance. Thea could almost hear the joyous cry, but Thea knew that it was nothing but a lie. Mundanes, no matter the gender, always lied when faced with opposition. But from the corner of Thea’s eye, she saw Caroline flinch backward when Ian declared his empty promise.  
 
    “Well, Ian, I have some news for you: the Sicarri doesn’t believe you.” Thea pressed the blade into Ian’s throat; not deep enough to slit his throat, but enough to stop him from talking. “Do you know which daughter sent a message to the Sicarri?”  
 
    Ian gulped and quivered. “C-Caroline, I-I’m sorry, you know I am. I can be a better father to you, to both of you girls.”  
 
    Caroline and Ilene said nothing. Caroline didn’t look at her father as he spoke and pulled her sister closer to her. Ilene was the only one looking at her father.  
 
    “Sweet, but wrong. Ilene was the one who contacted me.”  
 
    Thea could feel the heavy tension in the air as all eyes landed on Ilene. It was Caroline who pulled apart from her sister and spoke, “Ilene, you called for them?”  
 
    Ilene nodded, a serious expression on her face. “Momma is getting sicker, and I hated hearing you cry every night when he hurt you. I wanted to stop being afraid every time Father came home drunk. So, I offered all the money we had to get rid of him to protect us.”  
 
    “Oh, Ilene . . .” Caroline started to say at the same time Ian shouted, “You bitch!” Both girls turned at the sound of their father’s angry tone. He stretched his arm out and revealed the small knife he had before. Before he had a chance to throw the dagger at the girls, with Caroline covering her sister, Thea grabbed the man’s wrist and slid the curved blade across his throat as it spewed out blood everywhere.  
 
    Thea leaned her head down as Ian sputtered and grabbed his neck, hoping to stop the bleeding, she whispered. “This is the life you chose. You’re nothing. Your own child wanted you dead.”  
 
    Thea walked around in front of Ian whose eyes were lidded and half closed. His lips covered in blood and every time he tried to speak all that came out were gurgles — his hands were covered in blood as they held his slit throat. Thea smirked and slowly removed the hood from her face. His eyes grew wide at the realization that the Sicarri who had killed him was a woman. Thea stood over the dying man, and Ian’s eyes trailed up to meet hers. He tried to utter words, but a fountain of dark red blood foamed out of his mouth before he collapsed to the floor. 
 
    Thea slowly turned and saw the two girls clutching each other tightly. Thea knew that she had broken rule number one and if Flint had ever found out she would receive punishment; but she didn’t care. She sympathized with what the girls had gone through. 
 
    She walked over to them, surprised that they didn’t flinch, she bent down to their level.  
 
    “It’s going to be harder now for all of you. I’m sorry about that. Keep surviving and moving forward, even if everything seems like it's going to hell. Just keep surviving, no matter what.” Thea reached into her cloak and from her belt, she removed a vial of green liquid.  
 
    “Clean this blood, right away before it stains. And give this to your mother, two drops a day. She’ll be able to get out of bed at least, and then you two can help her from there.” 
 
    The oldest, Caroline, reached out her hand and took the silver vial from Thea’s fingers and gripped it tightly in her hand. She didn’t say anything as she nodded in compliance.  
 
    Thea straightened and pulled the hood over her head. She started walking over to the body, so she could dispose of it when she heard Ilene call out to her.  
 
    “What about your pay?” 
 
    “Keep it, this one is free.”  
 
    Thea reached down and grabbed the dead body, lifting it to her shoulders. The weight brought her down slightly, but she managed to shift it around to make it as comfortable as possible.  
 
    She walked over toward the window and opened it, leaping out. If she were going to make the dead man’s body disappear, she would need to plan everything out accordingly.    
 
    No stage plans tonight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    “What did you do with the body?” Eddie demanded. He and Thea were in his office, or rather, Flint’s office. “We don’t need any traces coming back to us, and you let the payers see your face. You know better than that, Thea.”   
 
    Thea only rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. She wore her usual dancer's attire, a blue sequined silk brassiere with gold tassels hanging from the ends of the bra and matching bottom. She wore a see-through pink and blue shawl that reached just to her knee — making her look like a flower blooming in the springtime.  
 
    “I know what I’m doing, Eddie. Those two girls won’t say anything, one of them was the payer.”  
 
    Eddie rubbed his chin as he tilted his head to the side in thought. He let out a heavy sigh and leaned forward in his seat, folding his hands together.  
 
    “They just better not talk, otherwise—”  
 
    “They aren’t, now can I go? It’s the early morning hours and you know how loud those men get.” Thea had already dismissed the conversation before Eddie had a chance to say anything.  
 
    Eddie, not wanting to argue further, waved his hand for her to leave.  
 
    “Fine. I have a meeting with someone, anyway.”  
 
    Two minutes after Thea left, someone knocked on the office door. Eddie looked up from the papers that he was skimming, and called out: “Come in.” When the door opened, it revealed a finely dressed man wearing black pants, a long-sleeved black shirt, and a silver vest with three gold buttons.  
 
    “Right on time,” Eddie said. He stood to his feet and stretched out his hand to the chair across from him. “You can take a seat.”  
 
    The man, who looked close to his late thirties, closed the door behind him. His blue and gold trim cloak flowed behind him, only to casually hit just below his heeled brown boots. He walked over to the chair and brushed it with his hand before sitting down and crossing one leg over the other.  
 
    The man sitting in front of Eddie had neck-length black hair and eyes as black as the night sky. He assumed he had used glamour to hide his actual appearance.  
 
    “Nobius, I presume? How may I be of service? Flint told me that you would be visiting this week.”  
 
    Nobius grinned and observed Eddie as he sat down, looking him up and down. Flint had told him about his “special boy,” but he’d thought his old friend was full of it. However, that was neither here nor there, he had other priorities at hand. 
 
    “Yes. I’ll cut to the chase, so I don’t hold up your time,” Nobius said with a casual smile on his clean-shaven face. “Flint and I have been exchanging several messages about a trade.”  
 
    Eddie frowned, tilting his head to the side. A trade? That wasn’t something he had talked to him about. “What kind of trade?”  
 
    “One of your—”   
 
    “Courtesans, if you are referring to a female, my good Mage. However, you seem like you’ll be interested in our escorts. We have different ages. Are you more interested in boys or strapping young men?”  
 
    Nobius chuckled and exposed pearly white teeth. “Strapping young men,” he said, and his eyes trailed down Eddie’s chest. “No need to blush, Edward.”  
 
    Eddie cleared his throat, feeling his entire body growing warm at the comment. “So, what are you looking for?”  
 
    “I’ve heard rumors that you have a Roma here. I will pay a hefty price for her.” He spoke casually with a sly grin placed on his face. The sounds of low music were beyond the door. “And speaking of looks like the show's about to begin.”  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The lights were bright on stage, but they made it so that looking out toward the crowd was nothing but darkness. Like always, Thea was grateful not to see the starving eyes of men as they gawked at her like they would do more than greedily ravage her. She shook off the vile images and slowly walked onto the stage where the men called out to her.  
 
    That was one thing that Thea couldn’t stop, but she just ignored them, blocking any noise to keep her sane.  
 
    The stage background was a flowing field of flowers, lilies preferably. Thea’s face was covered entirely with white paint, her lips were painted blue, and her eyelids were painted purple. When the soft music came from the stage, Thea heard several instruments playing at once, that she thought could have been a flute or a trumpet. Forgetting everything around her and where she was, Thea imagined that she was in a field of flowers. The tone of the music was enchanting, she pictured herself as a maiden, picking fresh flowers from their bed.    
 
    In reality, she held onto the golden pole with her hand and twirled around it several times, before she wrapped her legs around it to hang upside down. Thea couldn’t hear individual noises, only distant clapping. Thea continued to climb up the base of the pole, swirling around it with her hands and legs before getting off it and slowly began to strip out of her colorful shawl and threw it out to the audience. Thea only imagined the men who would be fighting over it.  
 
    She went over to the middle of the stage, as she had practiced every day before curtain call. She turned to see one of the red-headed escort boys backstage holding the other end of the rope. Thea gave him a slight tip of her head like a cue, and he quickly began pulling the cable. She lifted her hands to her head as a red curtain came down to her. She knew that she would only have several seconds when the curtain came down.  
 
    When Thea saw the tip of the curtain hit the floor, surrounding her, she quickly slipped out her brassiere and panties, grabbing a large, satin red ribbon that was hanging from a hook and replaced the lingerie with the fabric. She quickly tied the large ribbon around her waist and private area, just as the curtain began to rise. The flowery image that had been in her mind shifted as the soft music changed to a louder, primitive, and suspenseful tone. The flowers slowly wilted and died, and the bright morning sky was shrouded in darkness. The beautiful clothing that Thea had worn were now torn and tattered. 
 
    She found herself running and her heart beat rapidly. She turned around, hearing the arguing chanting of voices, unknown to her, chasing her. The voices shifted briefly into more familiar ones and her vision flickered for a moment to show a deserted alleyway. It changed back to the stage just as quickly as it had appeared. Thea huffed and puffed as she ran through the deceased field of flowers that started to look more like a graveyard as tombstones slowly began rising from the ground and a thick gray mist began to swirl at her feet, but it didn’t stop Thea from running.    
 
    With a whirl of her arms, her hand was suddenly covered in blood and the stage was again gone. Dead bodies scattered on the ground and she heard her voice, except huskier, laughing with glee. Thea didn’t remember this happening, but that didn’t mean it hadn’t happened. She never learned what Hel did when she possessed her the first time because she didn’t want to know. 
 
    On stage, Thea twirled her wrists and lifted her hands, moving her bare-naked body around the stage. But in her mind, the bloody images of lives Hel had taken were flashing before her, her own body covered in the blood of the victims. The rambling of crazed men broke through Thea’s barrier and she was pulled back to the stage, out of Hel’s memories. The images slowly faded, and she was no longer in the graveyard. The horrible images flashed through her mind and the sound of cawing and desperation resonated through her ears. The music slowly came to a halt, as did Thea.  
 
    Her heart raced.  
 
    Her breathing irregular and ragged. 
 
    Her cheeks and naked body were sweaty, her entire body hot.  
 
    The tears that came from her eyes revealed how much the tundra of emotions in the music had impacted her – but no one cared to see through the cracks and pain. Thea tightened her hands into fists, feeling herself shake as she forced herself to choke down the sobs and block out the pain and misery as she always had done. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Donnie, or as he liked to be called, Donnell as he grew older, sat on one of the red couches alone when the lights on the stage lit up the room, making it so bright he had to blink a few times while his eyes adjusted. He’d heard the Meretrix was the best brothel in Kingsland and wanted to see it for himself.   
 
    Music played softly and a woman danced onto the stage. She moved and swayed with the tune, which was as light and beautiful as the flowery background. The dancer was painted to look like she was just another flower in the field. There was something in the way she swayed that made him unable to take his eyes off her.  
 
    As Donnell watched her fluid movements, he realized that the feelings of desire for her began to decrease. What’s wrong with me? She’s gorgeous and hypnotic, he wondered to himself. He couldn’t put his finger on the reason he no longer desired her. She was a skilled dancer and she was truly mesmerizing to watch. But as he watched her, he began to see through the mask she wore. He saw the pain that was rooted deep in her heart and soul. 
 
    As he watched, he realized there was something familiar about her. Pushing his hair out of his eyes, Donnell focused on the woman’s face trying to see her features under the paint. After a few moments, he realized where he’d seen this woman before. Eight years ago, in the Kingsland market. He’d stolen a sapphire necklace for her that she’d been admiring and had taught her how to be a boy . . . Thea, he thought. While he hadn’t thought much of the girl over the years, he had always wondered in the back of his mind what had become of her. 
 
    After the music picked up the tempo, becoming more urgent, Thea was completely nude, except for a large bow. Donnie saw her face wrinkled in pain. The other men in the crowd whooped and hollered obscenities at Thea, utterly unaware of the pain written on her face.  
 
    How do they not see how much this is hurting her? He wondered. The rage of the music reflected in her every movement, both in her dance and in her face.  
 
    As the music came to an end, Donnie realized that the sweat pouring off her face was tears. None of the other men noticed, too absorbed in their desires.  
 
    The other men applauded her performance, but Donnie couldn’t. He was disgusted that they were getting so much pleasure out of her agony. Donnie rose from the sofa he’d claimed and went in search for Thea. He had to see her.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The music ended and the curtains closed, separating Thea from the rowdy men. But she stayed frozen in the same position, staring blankly into space. She hadn’t meant to break down like that, although she knew no one had noticed. The moment had been far too quick for anyone to have seen, not that they would pay attention — no one ever paid her attention except for when she made their day.  
 
    How could I have broken down just like that? I trained myself to never shatter, even under pressure.  
 
    “Thea?”  
 
    Thea looked up. She stopped her tears and saw the red-haired escort stagehand. He was young, seventeen, and cute with his red curly hair; he had a dark brown complexion with several freckles adorning his face. He frowned in concern as he held out his hand for her.  
 
    Thea gave him a half-hearted grin and placed her hand on his. “I’m alright, Liam . . . just tired.” They both knew she was lying, but Liam didn’t push further. Instead, he draped a wool blanket over her naked body and escorted her off the stage.  
 
    When Thea was backstage, she first got dressed and slipped into a dark purple brassier set. She sat down on a wooden stool and looked into the mirror, seeing her reflection. On most occasions, the paint would have been flawless and wouldn’t have come off until she took it off, but today she could see several cracks adorning her cheeks and forehead as if the paint was going to chip at any moment. It wasn’t large enough to tell from a distance, but if anyone got close enough, they would see how much the paint shed away — even the blue color on her lips was chipped.  
 
    Thea felt her throat throb and she chewed on her bottom lip, tasting the dry and bitter paint on her tongue. She felt her hands gripping the sides of the table until her knuckles turned white. Thea stared at her reflection, suffocating.  
 
    A cold shiver lingered on Thea’s shoulder and traveled to the length of her spine. She didn’t need to turn around or focus on the reflection in the mirror to know that Hel was behind her, she didn’t say anything.  
 
    “To them, you will always be nothing, meaningless. And now you’re sick of it. Have I taught you nothing, Thea?” 
 
    “I-I just can’t take it anymore!” Thea snarled in reply, meeting Hel’s eyes in the mirror. “I don’t want to be an object anymore. I don’t want to spend my time having sex with whoever I’m told to.” Tears began to destroy the paint on Thea’s cheeks. “I . . . I just don’t want this meaningless existence anymore.” 
 
    There’s no way out, and you know it, Thea, the motherly voice chimed in — she had grown bitter over the years. 
 
    Well, there is one way out, the mocking voice replied. 
 
    She’s too weak to take it, and you know it! She’ll always be here. There’s no escape. 
 
    “Silence!” Hel jumped in, and the other voices were cut off by the demon’s command. 
 
    “M-Maybe they’re right, Hel. Maybe I should take the only way out.” 
 
    Do it! End it all! The voices chimed in, before getting cut off by Hel. While there wasn’t a visual of the other voices, Thea could feel them cower when Hel commanded their silence. 
 
    “Don’t be foolish, Thea. I’ve told you more than once, do not show weakness. Kill the bastards, if you must, they’ll end up in the Lifeless Reach for eternity anyway.” 
 
    Thea chewed her lip, mulling over the voices’ suggestion and Hel’s counsel. She wasn’t sure who to listen to. On the one hand, she didn’t want to end it all — she couldn’t leave Kadda and Maggie. But they would have each other if nothing else. Thea was just so tired of it all. Maybe Kadda and Maggie would be better off without me, Thea thought. 
 
    She opened a drawer in the vanity she sat at and pulled out her dagger. She had to store it there when she was on stage, there weren’t many places to hide it while nude. Even in the dark lighting backstage, it still glittered. The shine was alluring, she could almost feel the blade calling her. Without thinking, she held out her wrist, and began moving the dagger toward it; the voices were cheering for her to do it, while Hel chastised her to stop. She felt Hel trying to take over her body again, but somehow, she managed to keep control. The dagger’s tip pierced her olive flesh, a little droplet of blood welling up instantly. She started to apply pressure- 
 
    “Thea?” A man’s voice broke Thea out of her trance.  
 
    Thea shook her head and blinked a few times before she could turn to look at the source of the voice. Hel smiled at the diversion before fading from the mirror. Standing before her was a man who seemed vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t quite place him. He was fairly tall, with a lean frame and was in clothes that were just a hair nicer than most of the men who came to the Meretrix. Worn loose with some of it covering his eyes, his hair was medium length and a darker brown.  He sported a small beard that was trimmed, there were some faint scars on his face. He unconsciously pushed some of the hair out of his eyes as Thea took in his jade green eyes. She had an inkling that she knew him from somewhere. 
 
    “Donnie? Is that you?” She set down the dagger and rose to greet him. “Your eyes . . . What happened to them?” 
 
    “Yeah, It’s me. Puberty, as you can see, not that skinny boy you saw in the marketplace all those years ago.” He grinned and tilted his head to the side. “It also seems like you’re not trying to be a boy anymore,” Donnie joked.  
 
    He was worried about what he’d just interrupted and felt the need to distract her. Even though he’d only spent an hour with her eight years ago, something about her made him want to protect her, save her. 
 
    Thea waved a hand over her half-naked body and arched an eyebrow at him. “Well, obviously.”  
 
    “Bet you forgot my lessons after you stopped being Theo,” he teased, almost desperate to see a smile grace her lips, if even for a moment. 
 
    The corners of Thea’s lips twitched, and she jutted her hip out and placed a hand on it. “Give me a little credit, Donnie. Your spitting lessons are still a handy tool.” 
 
    “And the walk?”  
 
    “Well, I can’t do much without that either,” Thea said with a laugh and moved to embrace him in a brief hug. “But enough about me, what have you been up to?” 
 
    “I’ve just been shooting craps in taverns, getting into random fights at the taverns - sometimes about craps. I mostly drink, gamble, and fight.” He touched a more prominent scar on his cheek, “I got this beauty after flirting with the wrong woman. It turned out she was married, and her husband didn’t take too kindly to me turning my charms on her. Bastard almost gutted me. I was lucky to walk away with only this as a souvenir.” 
 
    “Guess you’re not much of a lady’s man,” Thea teased, running her finger over the scar. “Been spending much time in the castle these days?” 
 
    Donnie snorted. “That’s mostly Angeal’s territory. My father would spit at me if I went anywhere near the royal sleeping quarters. I mainly sleep in the guest house or Middilgard’s Inn.” He noticed at the mention of his father; Thea’s nose wrinkled in disgust.  
 
    Angeal, Thea searched internally for the name. The blonde boy from the day I met the king. “How is Angeal doing?”  
 
    “He’s a much better man than our father, that’s for sure,” Donnie answered with a shrug. 
 
    Thea chuckled, “Anyone is a better man than him . . . Except for maybe Flint.” 
 
    “Flint?” Donnie tilted his head in curiosity.  
 
    “The bastard who owns this lovely establishment,” Thea said, sweeping her hand across the room, leaving a trail of blood droplets. Donnie’s presence had made her forget the small wound she’d given herself. 
 
    “I saw you dance,” Donnie started, choosing his words carefully. “You’re mesmerizing on stage. But . . . I could see the pain in your eyes, your face as you swayed.” He took her hand. “Thea, what’s going on? You know you can tell me anything.” 
 
    Thea averted her eyes and nibbled on her bottom lip. “I . . . um . . .” 
 
    “Thea?”  
 
    Thea flinched and jumped, turning around quickly to see Freya giving her an odd look.  
 
    “Hope I’m not disturbin—” Freya stopped, seeing the blood run from Thea’s wrist, where she had nicked herself. She stomped up to Donnie, getting right in his face. “What the hell did you do to her?” Freya shouted.  
 
    Thea was mildly amused to see Donnie back up as Freya reached him. Freya was much shorter than Donnie, so she was more so yelling at his chest rather than his face.  
 
    “Whoa, I didn’t do anyth—” Donnie started. 
 
    “I’m fine Freya,” Thea interrupted, knowing Freya would never believe him. “I was just polishing my dagger and my hand slipped,” Thea lied quickly. Thea grabbed a rag and dunked it into a bowl filled with water that was on the vanity beside her and began to clean her arm.   
 
    Freya just stared at Thea.  
 
     “Oh . . . Well, if that’s all, I guess,” Freya said eyeing Donnie suspiciously. “There’s a gentleman caller that’s asking for you. He seems handsome. I know he isn’t from around here like there’s something mystical about him.”  
 
    Thea looked at Freya quirked an eyebrow. Mystical? “Alright, thanks, Freya. Just let him know I’ll be with him in a few. I need to clean up.” She turned to Donnie, “I’ll see you around?” 
 
    “You can count on it,” Donnie replied with a nod, turning to leave.  
 
    Donnie paused to take one last look at Thea, who had begun cleaning the paint from her face. He sighed, watching her for a moment - partially to see if she’d pick up the dagger and finish what he’d interrupted. Donnie would never have thought that the girl he’d met all those years ago, who’d had the gall to stand up to his father, would break like that. He decided that there was something terrible happening at this brothel, owned by a man just as evil as his father, and it had been slowly crushing the girl he once knew. Donnie worried about Thea’s predicament.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So, are you my gentleman caller?” 
 
    When Thea had composed herself, tended to her wound, and removed the chipped paint from her face, she was told to go to one of the booths. There, a finely dressed man sat with his legs crossed. When he turned to her, she saw him smile, but something in his face made her skin crawl. He was handsome and enigmatic, a Mage. Thea wondered to herself why a Mage would dare step foot into Kingsland.  
 
    “I am, and might I say, you danced lovely on stage. It was a bit morbid near the end, but you certainly have talent, especially for a Roma.”  
 
    “Thanks,” she said dryly. Usually, when she felt uncomfortable around men, she would use her Intuition magic. But for some reason, it wasn’t working on him at all. That worried Thea, and Hel instantly went on alert. Thea felt her demon trying to nudge her to kill this man, and the voices agreed. 
 
    “Ah, so the rumors are true. You can use your Intuition to block me out perfectly, but you have to work better at hiding the magic when it changes your eye color.” 
 
    Curious, Thea’s eye color returned to their natural hue and she frowned at the man, crossing her arms over her chest. This is no ordinary Mage.  
 
    “How do you know about my Intuition magic?”  
 
    “Why don’t you have a seat? It’s more inconspicuous that way.” The man tapped his lap, and Thea complied, not in annoyance as she usually did. But if the man held an ounce of truth, he might know more about her Roma heritage.  
 
    Thea straddled him, resting each knee on either side of the sofa. Thea expected him to harden the moment she sat down on his lap, but she didn’t feel anything poking at her, which made her believe that either the man had a muscular endurance, or he truly wished to tell her more about her lineage. She placed her arms around the man’s neck and examined his features. His face was sculpted to perfection; his nose relatively small, had a dent in the middle of the bridge, and a protruding tip. His lips were mature and rounded they looked as if they were crafted to kiss. His hair and eyes were the only things that were off with him. 
 
    The man chuckled, clearly amused by something. Thea was about to ask him what was so funny when he spoke. “While it is very flattering you find me gorgeous, why don’t we get to business first?” Thea felt her cheeks burn, knowing that she was blushing. “And if you agree, we can see where this takes us.”  
 
    His grip on Thea’s waist made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. She looked down and saw his arms linked around her waist, reminded that even if he wasn’t the typical male, he was still like everyone else. 
 
    “Just tell me what you know, and we’ll see what business we have.”  
 
    “Well, first, my name is Nobius; I’m sure you know by now that I am a mage—”  
 
    “Who can read minds,” Thea interrupted. 
 
    Nobius grinned. “Yes, on occasion I can use my magic to read people’s thoughts. Mages and Roma have quite similar magic. I’ve known a few Roma in my time. The only difference is women’s Intuition magic, Mage or Roma, is far stronger because you can develop different kinds of magic.”  
 
    “Really? That’s interesting. I suppose I’ve done a few things that were different than my usual Intuition magic, but I don’t know much about what I am,” She paused, slightly distracted, before shaking off the sadness. “But, why don’t we cut to the chase as to why you’re here?”  
 
    “It’s simple, Thea. I wish to buy you, and before you react negatively,” Nobius immediately said, tightening his grip on her the moment Thea tried to shrink away. “I think you’ll like what I have to say. You want to learn more about yourself and your magic and I just happen to have the resources to teach you.”  
 
    Thea shook her head and pushed him away until she stood, her feet automatically stepping two feet away from him.  
 
    “I think you should leave, Nobius. I don’t know how you found me or knew what I was, but Flint doesn’t just hand over his property.” It annoyed her to use Flint’s term to reference herself, but Nobius made her nervous. “I’m not interested.”  
 
    Nobius’ grin stretched slightly as his brow raised. “But you didn’t hear the rest of what I had to say, what I think you will truly be interested to hear.”  
 
    “I don’t think anything you have to tell me will be interesting. So, you can pay me up front, or give it to Edward, but you’re going to leave.”  
 
    Nobius suddenly stood, the movement made Thea back up and hit the back of the couch. She had not expected him to tower over her so much; he could have been just a little over six foot. Thea felt her heart throbbing, her brain shutting down for several seconds. She couldn’t command her feet to move.  
 
    “Not even information that regards another Roma? You may believe yourself to be the last of your kind, but I’m here to tell you that you aren’t. For I have a Roma back in the Bastion of Amac and I think you may know who she is.” 
 
    Thea felt her heart skip a beat at the words. She knew it was a long shot, but she couldn’t help but think about the one person she so desperately needed.  
 
    Dominya? 
 
    Nobius didn’t speak. He didn’t have to, the smile on his face grew and he revealed a perfect set of white teeth confirming her answer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    Could it really be Dominya? Hope and shock swirled through Thea’s mind. She hadn’t felt much hope lately, so it took her a moment to recognize the feeling. She felt Hel’s skepticism in the back of her mind. Her demon thought this man was nothing but trouble. 
 
    “I… I need a moment to think about this, it’s just too much,” Thea stuttered out. She could feel the back of her head pound as thoughts began spiraling through her head: Dominya was alive, her sister was alive! 
 
    Nobius smiled and nodded. “Of course, I’m sure this is a lot to take in. Why don’t I come back mid-day afternoon? My ship is leaving back to Bastion, let me know your decision then.  What more reason do you have to stay here?”  
 
    Thea didn’t respond to him. She didn’t want to accidentally tell him off or reveal Kadda’s existence. But that was what made her hesitant: Kadda. If it were just her, she would probably go in a heartbeat, but growing up without a mother was something she didn’t want Kadda to have to go through - that thought made her regret even thinking about killing herself, let alone almost following through. Nobius didn’t even bring her proof that Dominya was alive, all she had was his word. No matter how convincing he sounded, if she was going to leave Kadda, she first needed proof.  
 
     “Let me see into your mind.”  
 
    The smile on his face slightly faltered and Thea thought she had finally caught him but was surprised when he started chortling.  
 
    “Your Intuition is stronger than I thought. What other things can you do besides break through barriers?”  
 
    “Sorry, but I won’t tell you anything. You sure haven’t told me anything I wanted to know.” Thea shrugged her shoulders and looked him up and down seriously. Nobius nodded in approval as if he liked Thea’s spunk.  
 
    “Touché. Alright, whenever you’re ready.”  
 
    Thea hadn’t looked through memories of a person who was alive, only those who had already passed, Jiran and Dominya, and she altered most of them. Now, she wondered if that was another side of her Intuition magic: looking into the minds of the deceased, creating images to her will.  
 
    Thea took a deep breath and trained her eyes on Nobius’ casual grin. At first, nothing happened, and Thea was left straining, as a vein slowly appeared at the side of her head and a bead of sweat trickled down the side of her head.  
 
    Why wasn’t it working!? 
 
    “Try to straighten your back. It’s much like conjuring a vision. Think about what you want and then grasp it once you feel a heavy presence surrounding you.”  
 
    Thea didn’t ask how Nobius knew this information. She erected her back and moved her neck from side to side, exhaling again. She thought about Dominya, it had been so long, she tightened her eyes and willed thoughts of her sister. She saw Kadda.  
 
    Grayish-blue, much like hers and Dominya’s. They were sweet and caring, motherly and warm. A faint face slowly began to outline in Thea’s memory, and she could see her sister appear in her mind's eye.  
 
    Thea felt her magic, her Intuition, begin to ignite and felt the tingling sensation course through her body. She knew her eyes had changed, and she immediately delved into Nobius’ mind. When she entered, she saw a manor, large and luxurious, with a red velvet carpet and stone walls. When her mind began to focus on a person sitting on the floor, reading a book, they looked up at her and Thea’s heart slammed into her chest. She stumbled backward and her breath caught in her throat as the person turned to look at her.  
 
    Dark brown, motherly eyes.  
 
    “Thea?” The voice asked. It sounded watery and unclear, like being at the bottom of the ocean’s waters. Before she could respond, to the memory - or possibly Dominya herself - she couldn’t be sure, she was forced out of the vision and left weak, gripping the side of the couch and heaving irregular breaths.  
 
    Was that Dominya? Or was that a part of Nobius’ memory I altered to speak to me? 
 
     Thea gripped the side of her head. She couldn’t make heads or tails out of what just happened. She suddenly had a raging headache that felt like knives digging into her skull.  
 
    She felt someone touch her shoulder and looked up, not realizing that her eyes were blurry and filled with tears.  
 
    “You’re an exceptional and strong girl, Thea, but you lack training and discipline. If you come with me, not only will you be strong as your ancestors were, but you’ll also be reunited with family. What do you say, will you take my offer?”  
 
    Thea swallowed. She looked at Nobius for a long moment, debating if she should trust this man, a man who showed that he didn’t think with his dick; at least not as much as most men. There are men like that, she thought to herself. But maybe those are the ones you have to look out for. 
 
    She looked down at his outstretched hand. There was no sign of spots or wrinkles, no cracks or any signs of hard labor. Thea looked at her hand, it still looked and felt soft to the touch, but you could tell that there was a rough texture in certain areas. Thea wanted to be stronger and without the need for darkness to make that happen. She wanted power on her own to make those who caused pain and misery to suffer.  
 
    Thea licked her lips and reached out her hand, placing it in Nobius’.  
 
    But once you let the devil into your house, you allow more demons to lurk in your closet.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean you’re leaving?” Maggie exclaimed. She was in the room with Thea, who packed her things in a small bag, while she held Kadda in her lap. “Does Eddie know?”  
 
    “Eddie’s the one who told me Flint and the Mage Nobius have been negotiating for my trade for some time. I’m worth several gold pounds.”  
 
    Maggie frowned. “And suddenly Flint is so eager to sell you of all people off like cattle? All on the suspicion that this Mage has your sister?”  
 
    Thea stuffed the last bit of her clothing into the bag and looked at Maggie. She saw the pained expression on her friend’s face and knew that she was taking this hard. Maggie was strong, no question, but she relied on Thea to be her rock when she herself couldn’t.  
 
    “I know it seems hard, Maggie, but you don’t know how long I’ve wanted to know if my sister was alive or dead. Now, that someone has found proof that she’s alive, I can . . .” She pressed her lips together. Maggie knew what she wanted to say, “find peace.” She didn’t know the entire story of the mark on Thea’s neck, but she knew enough that Thea was battling and pushing away dark forces she had accepted in her time of weakness.  
 
    “I know, Thea, but didn’t you say this guy was not only charming, but he was powerful? I mean, sure you broke free of his control, but it was the fact that he tried to do it without your knowledge. Who’s to say that he didn’t alter what you saw?” 
 
    “I know, Maggie. It was something in that memory. It was like Dominya was there and she was confused to see me. That has to be real, right?”  
 
    Maggie twisted her lips into a frown and looked down at Kadda. She bobbed the child up and down on her knee. 
 
    “What about Kadda? Are you thinking of taking her with you?”  
 
    Thea snorted and shook her head. “No. I was going to leave her with you. It would be stupid bringing her around people like that, not to mention I’ll be on a boat and I can’t risk her catching something when we’re so far from anyone who can give her medical attention.”  
 
    Maggie looked at her and raised her brow, the frown still prominent on her face. “And you’re willing to risk your life around those people? Risk getting sick and traveling to another country you know nothing about?”  
 
    Thea knew Maggie was right, but she couldn’t pass up the opportunity — no matter the danger it permitted if she had a chance to see her sister and possibly truly learn more about her Intuition magic — she had to take it. Seeing Dominya was worth any risk. 
 
    “I can’t keep living in darkness, Mags,” Thea said and walked over to Maggie, sitting next to her on the side of the bed, wrapping her arm around her shoulder. She began massaging Kadda’s earlobe, making her blow bubbles in delight. It broke Thea’s heart and soul to leave her baby, but she needed answers; answers that could help her be a better mother. “If I do this, I can learn more about myself and Kadda. She might be a Roma too by blood and how can I give her answers when she’s older if I don’t know myself?”  
 
    “This is more about shutting out the demons and voices, right?”  
 
    She’s always been a conscious one, Hel commented. Had she called for me, I would have come to her. 
 
    “More or less,” Thea sighed. She didn’t like to talk about Hel or the voices, she felt it made them more real. “I dream of the darkness at night, it invites me, and I accept the lingering cold hand of sin. It’s hard to keep fighting it off.” She didn’t want to tell Maggie that she had nearly killed herself a couple of hours ago. “And one day I might do it to someone who I care about. I won’t put you or Kadda in harm's way. You two are the closest thing I have to a real family and now that I may know where Dominya is? I want to complete my family and rid the demons in my closet.”  
 
    Maggie didn’t say anything for the longest time and Thea began to think she shut her out, that Maggie was angry with her for leaving at such short notice. Thea felt her heart in her throat as she prayed Maggie wouldn’t turn away from her. Thea needed both Kadda and Maggie to keep her surviving and staying sane. She couldn’t think of losing either of them; it would kill her and make it easier for the demons to invade her body.  
 
    But she only nodded and turned to Thea. A tear peeked from the corner of her eye, but Thea reached over and wiped it, kissing her cheek.  
 
    “I love you, Mags. Thank you for being my family, my sister.” Thea hugged her tightly, pressing her face into Maggie’s hair, who gripped her in a one arm hug.  
 
    “Oh, just shut up and come back. You know I can’t take on Eddie by myself.”  
 
    Thea pulled away and snorted playfully. “Well, now I know you’re lying.”  
 
    Maggie playfully stuck up her middle finger and grinned. “Okay, well, I should get back to work then. I’m sure you want to have your time with Kadda before you leave.” She handed Kadda back to Thea and leaned down to kiss the little girl on her cheeks.  
 
    “How long do you think you’ll be gone?” Maggie asked, pausing at the door and watching Thea, who was idly playing with Kadda’s feet.  
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t want to be gone any longer than I need to . . .”  
 
    Maggie slowly nodded and twisted her lips to the side, thinking about what Thea said. Even Thea thought the idea of being away for a year wasn’t the best.  
 
    “Okay, I guess we’ll talk about it later. Love you, Sis.”  
 
    Thea grinned. “Love you too, Sis.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    “I just need to make a stop real quick, and then we can go,” Thea told Nobius on the morning of their departure. Thea had to admit that saying goodbye to Kadda was one of the worst things that she had experienced, and she had been through too many hellish things in her short life.  
 
    “You know mommy loves you, right?” Thea whispered to the little girl. Kadda tilted her head to the side, feeling the tension in her mother’s words. “I’m going to after my sister, your aunt, and to learn more about my – our culture as Roma.”   
 
    Thea didn’t know when she had started crying, but she felt her eyes sting as fat tears ran under her chin. She couldn’t help but feel a sense of Deja vu, as she was transported back in time to when Dominya was taken from her. Her sister was only protecting her, and, in some way, Thea was doing the same thing too.  
 
    “Look at us Frey women, we’re always protecting and looking out for others but not ourselves. I’m more my sister than I thought.”  
 
    Thea smiled at the thought before she hugged Kadda to her chest.  
 
    When she pulled away, she saw that the little girl’s eyes were filled with tears. She didn’t understand the words that came from her mother’s mouth but seeing her crying, feeling that she was leaving made little tears come out of her eyes.  
 
    “Kadence . . .” Thea whispered and kissed the top of her head. Thea didn’t know what else to say, so she hummed the same tune that Dominya had sung to her. The same tune she had sung the first night she was alone, but there was a difference between then and now, “. . . No matter what, Kadda, I’ll be back. I promise you.”  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hurry up, we have fifteen minutes to get to the ship,” Nobius told her. They stopped at Pepper’s farmhouse down the hill from Kingsland. There was a stable near the house that Thea was going to. 
 
    When she knocked on the door, an older man answered. He had a broad smile on his face that seemed fatherly and painstakingly remind her of Jiran.  
 
    “What can I do for you, little miss?”  
 
    “I came to see a horse. His name is Hapy, he belonged to –”  
 
    “Jiran. Yes, of course,” the man interrupted with a nod of his head with a frown on his lips. “I thought I remembered you, the little girl that was with Jiran that one time . . . I’m sorry for his loss, I heard about the fire.”  
 
    Thea’s throat tightened. She promised herself she wouldn’t cry. She knew that if she started again, she would never stop.  
 
    “T-Thank you, is . . . Is Hapy still here?”  
 
    The man nodded. “He is,” he walked out of the house and gestured for Thea to follow him next door to the stable. The smell of poop and wet hay wafted up to her nose, she had to be careful where she stepped. “Jiran always paid up front for me to take care of him and in case of an unfortunate accident. He’s a pretty old horse now, he’s on his last leg. He’s also been sourly depressed for the last couple of years. I think he knows of Jiran’s passing.”  
 
    “Yeah, animals are smart that way,” Thea told him as she followed him down the sizeable stable hallway. There were horses of different breeds inside their stalls, but when they stopped at one stall, Thea felt her heart leap with joy.  
 
    The old horse had indeed seen better days. His legs were stout and shaky, his mane was losing its sheen and he looked as if he could collapse at any moment. But the minute Thea called out his name, the horse's ears picked up at the sound of Thea’s voice. It was as if hearing her breathed the life back into him.  
 
    Hapy walked over to Thea, with a slight struggle, of course, and nuzzled Thea’s cheek with his snout. Thea grinned and pressed her cheek to the horse. She knew it was crazy, but she could feel Jiran right now.  
 
    “I knew he would jump back into it if he saw a familiar face,” the man said from behind Thea, a smile evident in his voice.  
 
    Thea pulled away from Hapy but continued to stroke his muzzle. “Can I . . . take him?” There was never any room at the brothel for a horse, but if she were going to Bastion of Amac at least they would be together for a time.  
 
    “I wouldn’t have charged you even if I didn’t know you. I’m not a cruel person, and it’s evident that horse loves you. I’m sure Jiran would have wanted you to have him. He’s all yours, let me get you his saddle and reigns.”  
 
    Thea nodded and said her gratitude. She led Hapy to the carriage where Nobius was waiting. He arched an eyebrow when Thea and Hapy got to him.  
 
    “You left with nothing and came back with a horse, you’re full of surprises.”  
 
    Thea gripped his reigns. “Please, Nobius. His master died and I’m the last thing that he knows.”  
 
    Nobius shrugged. “Doesn’t matter to me, but I’m pretty sure that horse, especially as old as he is, won’t survive the trip.” 
 
    Thea’s throat tightened, she nodded. Incidentally, she didn’t expect Hapy to live long either, but if he could be with someone, he knew that would allow him to die in peace, feeling loved. 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    Once Thea had Hapy situated in the wagon, they started making their way toward the path to Isle Waters, which was in the opposite direction from the route she’d taken with Jiran to the Parsi Desert. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nobius told Thea it would take seven days to get to the Bastion of Amac. Thea, having boarded the ship, found herself looking back at the building. Kadda’s face appeared in her head. She prayed to Thili to keep Kadda and Maggie safe. She felt a gentle nudge on her side and turned to see Hapy was behind her. She grinned at the old horse and stroked his snout reassuringly.  
 
    “You’ll make sure to stay with me right, Hapy? At least, for a while.” She prayed that Hapy would survive the seven-day voyage, she didn’t think she would be able to handle losing someone else. Since Hapy was the last piece of Jiran that Thea had left, losing the old horse would be like losing Jiran all over again.  
 
    You’ll always have me, the icy and ill-fated words made Thea shiver. She closed her eyes, hoping to erase the cold shiver that lingered on her back. She felt Hapy becoming unsteady at the demon-like apparition, which was reassuring to her in a way, it meant someone else could see Hel. 
 
    “Just go away,” she told Hel and within seconds the lingering icy feeling disappeared, leaving Thea able to breathe again.  
 
    “Haven’t seen you around here before.” The voice came from out of nowhere, and Thea turned to see a young man with skin the color of creamy cocoa approach her. He had a low-cut hair, reminding Thea of the style she had when she was pretending to be a boy. His gray eyes looked tired, but they were the most prominent feature on him, and his gap-toothed smile was so infectious that Thea couldn’t help but smile back.  
 
    “That’s because Nobius just bought me,” Thea honestly said, there was no shame in telling the truth as lies only complicated things. “I’m a courtesan, the name’s Thea.”  
 
    The young man didn’t look surprised by her answer and she wondered what kind of man he was. Like Nobius, the young man hadn’t shared the usual reactions people had when they learned that she was a courtesan. Most men looked at her with lust or hatred, but not this man.  
 
    “Well, Thea, my name is Nathaniel, but you can call me Nathan,” he said and stretched out his hand to her. Thea took his hand and shook.  
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Nathaniel. What are you doing on this here ship?” 
 
    “The Queen’s Magician,” Nathan corrected her, Thea frowned in confusion. “That’s the name of the ship, Miss Thea. I work as a ship hand for Master Nobius in hopes of regaining my freedom.”  
 
    Thea frowned. What? “Excuse me, your freedom?”  
 
    Thea was suddenly jerked forward as the boat moved away from the docks. She would have fallen flat on her face or over the railing, but she felt strong arms supported her body and helped her stand upright again.  
 
    “Careful now, Miss Thea. You don’t want to topple over.” 
 
    Thea felt her cheeks burn as she turned red with embarrassment. She cleared her throat, wanting to distract herself from her embarrassing moment.  
 
    “Nathaniel, what did you mean by your freedom? Are you a slave or something?”  
 
    Nathan looked at her and knitted his brows together as if the answer was complicated to say. He chewed on the inside of his lip and tapped his chin every two seconds.  
 
    “That’s . . . difficult to explain. Yes and No. You see the law says I am, but I’m —”   
 
    “Nathan!”  
 
    They turned their heads to see Nobius walking toward them. Nathaniel’s posture changed instantly, his hands pressed to his side and he bowed respectively to Nobius.  
 
    “I see you’ve met our newest recruit. Thea, my son, Nathaniel.”  
 
    “Son?” Thea asked and looked from Nathan to Nobius. They didn’t have a similar feature between them. At least with her and Dominya, they shared the same nose and eye shape.  
 
    “Yes. Now, Nathan bring Thea’s horse below deck, will you?”  
 
    Nathan nodded. “Yes, Master.”  
 
    Nathan turned to Thea and nodded. Thea rubbed Hapy’s nose before hesitantly giving him Hapy’s reigns and the two marched down below deck. 
 
    “You are curious about Nathan’s relation to me, yes?” Nobius asked; Thea hadn’t uttered a single word, but she’d forgot his ability to reading minds. “Walk with me, Thea.”  
 
    Thea walked beside him and saw his arm reach out for her, wrapping it around her shoulder. She looked at his pristine manicured hand but said nothing as he started to speak.  
 
    “You see, his mother was of another dying race, an Augur Wytch, much like the Roma. There are many people, some of which are a part of the eight kingdoms, who hate all Magi. They burned many at stake and imprisoned them until they starved. They didn’t care who they killed whether it was man, woman, or child.”  
 
    “I took her and other runaway Augur under my care. I fell for her, you see. Do you know what happens when one breeds with someone not of their own race?” Thea shook her head in response. 
 
    “They become a Half-breed. Incidentally, he was cursed to be a skinwalker, a man who could turn into a beast; a Kobold and a Cryptid. They Skinwalker change every sixth month on the sixth day, with little to no control. But don’t get me wrong, I do not regret what he is, and neither does Nathan.” 
 
    Thea frowned. “But . . . That’s still terrible, what kind of god would do that to their people?”  
 
    “The kind that fathers beasts and dwells in the Nine Hells. It’s not his fault. Tell me, Thea are you aware of the story about the demon god Fenris?”  
 
    Thea froze at the mention of the name and turned to Nobius, who looked at her from the corner of his eye. She felt Hel turn her attention to the mage at the mention of her brother. 
 
    “He once reigned with the gods of The Realm, he even fathered two children what you may know as the deities Ansem and Kii. You see at one point; he wasn’t always known as the demon god and the father of beasts. Yadrohk, the creator of gods and all creation, fathered Fenris with his mistress, Natta — the goddess of night and day. But seeing that his son was a beast, he cast him aside and let his brother, Lok, raise the pup. Fenris tried to regain his father’s love, surely, but he could only create beings called Cryptids; beings born as a monster who still looked human, but were different in every way, and the gods and the Mundanes despised them.” 
 
    Thea felt an uncomfortable presence surround her but found herself unwilling to move. She couldn’t be sure if it was fear that made her stand her ground or something else entirely. 
 
    “After some years, mundanes started to become greedy and evil. The gods kept spoiling them, and Fenris, he wanted the mundanes to repent their sins. The gods, of course, shunned and mistreated him. But the more negativity that despised in the world and the Azure Reach, made Fenris increase in size every six months. They threw him down into the Hells of Abaddon, The Dark World, and they turned his children against him. So, the story goes, Fenris grew every passing day because of the sins of Mundanes and their selfish behaviors, both in the land of the living and the dead. That is what made him as he is today. The gods locked him away inside the underworld never to see the light of day.”  
 
    “And that’s why he wishes to create a better world for those who were shunned and mistreated,” Thea asked. “Were the Sons of Samuel people mistreated?”  
 
    Nobius grinned. “It seems you already know this tale.” Nobius reached out and touched the side of Thea’s neck. Thea instantly jerked and grabbed it, covering the mark.  
 
    “It is called the Ouroboros, it is his mark. Don’t worry, your secret's safe with me you have my word.”  
 
    Nobius’ honey-like voice made Thea’s skin crawl and she wondered what it was about him that made her feel uneasy.  
 
    Why did it seem like he was supporting Fenris? What more did he know about Fenris and the gods? 
 
    “I think . . . I’m going to check on, Hapy. If you don’t mind?”  
 
    “Not at all, please.” He gestured his hand out for her to take her to leave and Thea felt her body regain movement. She did not hesitate to make a run for it.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thea managed to retreat and make her way below deck. She wasn’t sure where she would be sleeping, but if it were far from Nobius, she would take it. Thea felt conflicted by what Nobius had told her, it did to some degree explain who Fenris was, but it sounded like Nobius praised him.  
 
    “Thea?”  
 
    Thea pulled away from her thoughts and saw Nathan walk toward her with a look of concern on his face.  
 
    “Are you alright?”  
 
    “Oh, yeah. I was looking for my room. Your Father – Master, I mean, didn’t tell me which.”  
 
    Nathan chuckled. “No need to get flustered, Thea. I can show you to your room if you like?”  
 
    Thea nodded and followed Nathan down the hall. Her room was the last door in the hallway and Nathan took out a key, handing it to her.  
 
    “And there you are if you need anything just come to look for me.”  
 
    “Actually . . . There is something, Nathan. If you don’t mind?”  
 
    Nathan shrugged and gave her a sheepish smile. “Ask away.”  
 
    “What is Nobius’ relation, you know, with Fenris? With the cult The Sons of Samuel?”  
 
    “Are you asking me if he is a supporter?”  
 
    Thea wrinkled her brow, unsure, and shrugged her shoulders. Nathan rubbed the back of his head in thought.  
 
    “My father, my Master, he is many things. He doesn’t like to label himself, but he supports the right cause. I’m sure he told you about my mother? She was murdered when I was just a baby. My Father could do nothing about it. Otherwise, he’d risk killing us both. Don’t you want a world where Magi can live in peace? Where they don’t have to be treated like dogs or segregated like cattle? I’m sure you know about that, that is what King Godfrey did, right?” 
 
    Thea pressed her lips together. She wasn’t sure what to think, everything he said was what she believed in. She wanted women to have rights like men. But is his cause – to have a perfect world, to acknowledge the segregation — like Fenris?  Thea thought to herself as she chewed on her bottom lip.  
 
    “Hey,” Nathan called out to her, making her look into his waiting eyes. “You’re over-thinking. Just know that we’re doing something good. Magi’s and Cryptids should stick together otherwise, who will?”    
 
    Nathan reached out his hand to touch her cheek, surprising her. A shiver ran down her spine and Thea stepped away from him out of reflex.  
 
    “Um, thank you for answering my questions. I guess I just overreacted or something. I don’t have the greatest experience when it comes to Fenris.” 
 
    Nathan smiled. “Of course, we have sermons on board and in our Church at the Macey Temple in the Bastion of Amac too, The Church of the All-Father if you would like to attend.”  
 
    Thea slowly nodded. “I’ll think about it, sure.”  
 
    Quickly, Nathan leaned down, making Thea freeze. She felt his soft lips upon her skin and before she had a chance to react, he was already moving away.  
 
    “One is all, Thea. Now, get some sleep. Tomorrow starts a new day.”  
 
    Thea wanted to ask him what “one is all” meant but he was already walking away from her. She couldn’t help, however, thinking about what Nobius and Nathan had said to her. She didn’t know anything when it came to who she was or what she believed, but what if she initially thought was the wrong thing?  Ideal or Truth. Is there a difference? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    Thea found herself in the middle of a battlefield, the moans of the death surrounding her.   
 
    “What’s going on?” Thea’s voiced echoed, sounding distant and far away. She walked along patches of decrepit earth that were soaked with blood and covered in the dead bodies of Kingsland’s soldiers. Thea wrapped her arms around herself, feeling an eerie chill run through her. But no matter how much she tried to cover herself, she couldn’t shake the cold. She felt it deep in her bones, wrapping around her soul and no amount of clothing would ever make her warm. 
 
    There were bodies upon bodies laid out, some were ripped apart and only left a severed limb. Thea stared at a Kingsland soldier whose dead eyes looked shocked and his face pale as if he had seen the devil himself. His lower half was missing, his intestines spilling out. She felt the bile rise in her throat. She had to swallow down the bitter taste, so she wouldn’t have to stop moving. 
 
    Thea continued to press on. There were more bodies and severed limbs.  The dirt was soaked in so much blood that her toes squished in the liquid as she moved. She watched horse-drawn carriages be broken apart and lit on fire, along with several dead horses. 
 
    Thea paused, feeling her heart drop in her chest when she saw a shadow of three crosses in her path. Hanging with their arms stretched high, naked and beaten, were three men.  
 
    Thea felt the tears stream down her face. She had to cover her mouth to stifle the sobs from her throat. What is this hell? Where am I? Thea knew she couldn’t stop here so she pressed on. But the minute she walked further, she came to a halt and stared at the image that would forever taint her nightmares.  
 
    Her red, tear-stained eyes stared at the burning images of Kingsland. Thea’s lip trembled and she shook her head wildly, not believing what she was seeing.  
 
    Maggie . . . Kadda . . . 
 
    But no matter how much Thea tried calling out for her loved ones, no matter how much she wanted to run after them, she found herself frozen in place. She fell to the ground, her knees hitting the hard dirt. She ignored the mud and blood as she let out a wail that barely sounded mundane. Her tears ran like waterfalls and her throat burned like a hearth. She felt her heart breaking as if it were being shattered a million times over. Thea felt broken and she wanted nothing more than to take her own life. There was no point in living without them. She felt alone in these dead lands, leaving nothing but her hallowed screams.  
 
    She couldn’t breathe.  
 
    She found herself hyperventilating. She tried taking slow even depths, but she found it impossible to do so. She grabbed her chest, her eyes bugged out wide, but no matter how hard she tried to calm herself she only grew more delirious. Thea became lightheaded and everything around darkened; black spots danced in her vision. This is the end, Thea thought. 
 
    “Thea, you must calm down . . . Try to focus. You must focus so we can reach you!”  
 
    That voice, Thea thought. She knew she had heard it somewhere before, but her mind drew a blank.  
 
    “She isn’t waking up, what are we going to do?”  
 
    Thea tried to see who was speaking to her, but her vision had grown so dark that the only thing she saw was the blood. She knew she had heard the voices from somewhere. 
 
    “We can’t do anything. We just have to pray she’ll break free from the curse on her own...”  
 
    “Thea!”  
 
    Thea jolted from sleep. She gasped and coughed, drenched in sweat. She looked around like a wild deer, not recognizing the dark room she was in. Then, she focused on a dim orange light and the person’s face illuminated by it.  
 
    Thea gulped, pressing her hand on her chest, feeling her heart thrum wildly. “Nathan?” Thea blinked, shaking her head to clear the cobwebs that dream had left. “Is that you?”  
 
    Thea’s vision adjusted to the dark and saw Nathan’s features from the dim lamp that he held. The look of concern was hard to miss. He placed his hand on her soaked shirt, his touch making her shiver.  
 
    “Are you alright, Thea? I was patrolling through the deck when I heard you scream.”  
 
    Scream? That was right, the dream I had. But no matter how hard Thea tried to think, she couldn’t remember what it was that terrified her. All she could remember was the feeling of guilt and remorse, did someone die? 
 
    Thea had been plagued with nightmares since the night Fenris had marked her. The same night Jiran and the hope of a semi-normal life died. Usually, her nightmares were of her alone in the dark covered in blood, sometimes with a body at her feet; or, of being chased by an angry mob who had stoned her. This nightmare was new and different and that scared Thea to her core. 
 
    Thea touched her cheeks, but she didn’t feel any tears even though her eyes burned. She couldn’t understand why her eyes hurt since there were no tears on her cheeks.  
 
    “Thea?”  
 
    Thea turned to look at Nathan, forgetting that he was there, and reassured him with a smile.  
 
    “I’m alright. I think it was just jitters. I’ve never left Kingsland before, so this is all too new for me.”  
 
    He nodded and a sigh.  
 
    “Well, that’s understandable. I remember when I first boarded a ship, I was scared shitless. You have nothing to worry about though. Do you want a drink of water?”  
 
    Thea nodded. She couldn’t understand why her throat burned immensely.  
 
    “Yes, please . . . Can I come with you? You know, to get some fresh air.”  
 
    “Of course, this way,” he said and extended his hand out to her. As soon as Thea touched his hand, she felt a sudden jolt run up her arm while Nathan helped her out of bed. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So . . . the Church of the All-Father, what do guys speak about?” Thea asked Nathan. The breeze was refreshing against Thea’s skin and it cooled her throat. She gripped the ceramic cup, half-filled with water, and stared out into the dark ocean. Thea couldn’t see the bottom of the dark and choppy waters. The brief image of falling overboard, wading in the dark waters made her shiver and want to throw up. She dimly wondered if that was a vision. She turned away from the churning waters and leaned her back against the ship’s side, looking at Nathan.  
 
    “Well, we speak of many things. There’s a service at sunrise that we have on deck. Everyone on the ship comes together where they express their hopes, their dreams and how it was all ripped away from them because of the way they were born.”  
 
    Thea brought the ceramic cup to her lips and took tentative sips as she listened to Nathan speak.  
 
    “You see, The All-Father, knows all our troubles, even our sins, but he wants us all to come together, so we know that we are never alone. When you get to Bastion of Amac and speak to the people there, they’ll tell you how they lost loved ones or watched them die to those who hated Magi’s. At least together in a place where magic exists and thrives, no one ever has to be afraid.”  
 
    “Everyone is equal?” Thea asked the sound of that made her heart leap with joy. She suddenly felt a gnawing pain in her gut for leaving her daughter and Maggie behind.  
 
    “Especially equality, any Magi mistreated deserves a second chance.”  
 
    “And what about if they aren’t Magi?” Thea inquired; her thoughts instantly went to Maggie.  
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    “My friend, she works as a courtesan too. She isn’t a Magi or Roma, but she has been abandoned, raped, and mistreated just as much as I have. Well, two have actually,” she said, thinking of Freya.  
 
    Nathan twisted his lips and clucked his tongue, thinking. Thea watched as he rubbed his chin. “The All-Father only sees and accepts Kobold, Magi, Cryptid, but… What sort of mistreatment have they been through? I’ll just be honest with you Thea; many people only want redemption and salvation because they want to gain support without the work and to get a free ticket to escape judgment—”  
 
    Thea shook her head and smiled. “No. No. They aren’t like that at all. My friend Freya, she watched her mother get raped and killed in front of her. She ended up losing an eye. My friend has to hide who she is and her relationship. She’s been abused because she only prefers women, and . . . my daughter. I didn’t bring her with me, but she was born into this world. That’s mistreatment enough and I just want better for her so, she wouldn’t have to survive like I had to.”  
 
    Thea heard the crack in her voice as she spoke and felt the tears pour out without even realizing. She couldn’t understand how easy it was to talk to Nathan or how accepting he was with everything so far.  
 
    “Thea,” Nathan whispered, resting his hand on her shoulder and pulling her to his chest. At first, Thea didn’t know what to do as she felt Nathan’s arms wrap around her waist. “How do you feel?”  
 
    How do you feel? The mocking voice echoed in a sing-song tone. 
 
    Thea gulped. She had her face in his shirt taking in the smell of the sea water smell on him. She wrapped her arms tightly around his waist and squeezed her eyes shut.  
 
    “I feel tired, Nathan. Every day I die a little inside, but I can’t give up because I have people, I need to keep taking care of and I can’t let them down.”  
 
    Yeah, because abandoning them on a pointless quest to look for your dead sister is taking care of them, the mocking voice chimed in, twisting the knife in her gut.  
 
    “So, who’s taking care of you?” Nathan asked. Thea pulled away from him, her eyes bloodshot as she wiped her nose with the back of her hand. Nathan reached a hand out to wipe her eye. “The All-Father is here to take care of you, Thea. He sent my father to take you away from that wretched place. He can send for your friends and your daughter.”  
 
    Thea sniffed. “A-And there won’t be no problems?”  
 
    Nathan smiled and leaned forward to place a kiss on her forehead.  
 
    “He sent you to me. And if you want to, we can be a family.”  
 
    Just another person for you to lose, the ominous, disembodied voice spoke. 
 
    Thea frowned and peered up at him. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “You and me, your friends, your sister, and daughter. Every Magi and Roma. We don’t have to be oppressed anymore.”  
 
    Nathan pressed his forehead against hers, pushing her hair out of her eyes. “Do you want to be accepted?”  
 
    Thea nodded, her mouth agape and unable to speak, but every part of her wanted Nathan. She couldn’t explain the sudden attraction, and she wanted nothing more than for him to save her.  
 
    “Do you want to be accepted, Thea?” He asked in a hypnotic voice, his eyes dilated as he hypnotized Thea. 
 
    “Y-Yes.”  
 
    “Then, marry me. Under the All-Father’s eyes, for our kind is what should be the ones who make this world: for one is all—”  
 
    “Yes, I will,” Thea said without thinking.  
 
    The power of Nathan’s hypnotism played upon Thea’s true feelings and what she wanted.  A family and to be equal in everyone’s eyes was something she had yearned for far too long; her weakness that many could use against her as Nathan did now. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Donnell sat on the edge of the lumpy mattress of the Silver Tavern, one of the middle-quality inns in the city. As he began to tie one of his boots, he heard a muffled moan behind him. He looked at the mess of wild red hair and pale shoulders peeking out of the blanket. The girl, whose name had slipped his mind, had been an enjoyable distraction for the night. Donnie knew his father didn’t approve of his “mingling” with the common folk, but his life was dull without the so-called commoners. Even if he wasn’t off with the “common” women, his father would still find something to reprimand him about — that was how it had always been.  
 
    He turned his thoughts to Thea and what he’d caught her trying to do. Maybe I should go to the Meretrix and make sure she hasn’t decided to finish what she started two nights ago. He mulled over the thought for a moment, wondering to himself why he cared so much about this girl he’d known for only a couple hours eight years ago. There’s just something about her. I feel like I need to protect her, to save her from whatever led her to that dagger.  
 
    Donnie pulled himself from his thoughts and turned to look at the redhead in the room with him, whose eyes barely opened.  
 
     “Why don’t you come back to bed?” she mumbled to Donnie, so quiet he could barely make out what she said.  
 
    “I need to leave, but you can stay here and sleep,” Donnie said, smiling gently at her as he removed her hand from his arm. She muttered something inaudible as he rose. He donned his cloak and left the sleeping woman.  
 
    Donnie decided to walk through the Kingsland market on the way to the Meretrix. It was still somewhat early in the morning, so some of the vendors were setting up their stalls for the day. Donnie wandered over to a fruit vendor and bought a bag of apples, taking a bite of one of them as he left the market.  
 
    He took a detour to a small alley in the impoverished area of town, following the sound of children’s voices. There was a small group of young boys playing who looked up the moment they heard him approach.  
 
    “Good morning boys,” Donnie said in greeting. “I have this bag of apples that I can’t eat all on my own. I was hoping you could take some off my hands?” Donnie held out the bag to them. 
 
    The boys’ eyes grew wide with excitement and they all jumped up and rushed over to him, chattering excitedly. The look on their faces warmed Donnie’s heart. He handed them the bag as they gave him a hurried “thank you,” before digging in. Donnie stood and watched them for a moment, proud that he had brought them so much joy.  
 
    He was about to turn away when a little girl came running up to the group, asking for an apple but the bag was empty. The little girl turned to him, her eyes wide, her face breaking his heart. Then he remembered the apple in his hand that he’d taken a bite of. 
 
    “Here,” Donnie said, crouching down to meet her eyes, extending the apple to her. “Take this one.”  
 
    Her face lit up with a beautiful smile as she silently took the offered apple. Donnie lightly touched her shoulder and said, “Don’t ever give up. No matter what life throws at you, never give up. You’re stronger than you know.” 
 
    The girl, being mute, only gave him a slight nod and scurried away, apple in her hand. Donnie hoped she’d be okay. There was something about the mute little girl that reminded him of Thea. She was a little younger than she had been when he met her, but she held that same spark he remembered seeing in Thea, bringing a smile to his face.  
 
    Having fed the children, he continued walking toward the Meretrix to check on Thea. 
 
    *** 
 
    Despite the early hour, the Meretrix was packed. Freya surveyed the room with her usual detached disgust which she hid well from the men, though it had taken her some practice not to outwardly display how much she despised their clientele. As she looked around the room, she saw a tall man with brown hair that was partially covering his eyes as he walked in. He seemed familiar and once he brushed his hair aside, Freya realized she’d seen him the night before Thea left, he’d been with her. The man seemed to be scanning the room, probably looking for Thea when he caught sight of Freya and a look of recognition crossed his face.  
 
    I suppose I should see what he wants, Freya approached him.  
 
    “Welcome to the Meretrix,” Freya said. “How may we help you?”  
 
    “I’m looking for Thea. Is she here?” the man asked.  
 
    His face didn’t have the common desire in it that most men would have when looking for a courtesan. He seems concerned about her, Freya was puzzled.  
 
    “She’s not here. But many of our courtesans are available right now,” Freya responded.  
 
    He frowned and looked worried. “Can you tell me where she is?” 
 
    “I don’t have details,” Freya said with a shrug. “I just know she’s gone for a while.” 
 
    “Where did she go? Is she okay? Please, I need to see her,” he pressed. 
 
     “Come with me. I know who has the answers you’re looking for.”  
 
    “Thank you,” he said earnestly.  
 
    Freya led him through the brothel and up the stairs, all the while wondering who he was. She’d never seen him here before the other night, so she wondered how Thea could even know him. Freya stopped and knocked on a closed door. 
 
    Maggie answered the door wearing nothing but a corset set and gave Freya a puzzled look at the sight of the man behind her. Since she’d been caring for Kadda, she’d told the girls not to send any men to her room. 
 
    “Maggie, this guy is looking for Thea,” Freya said. 
 
    “My name is Donnell, I’m a friend of hers,” Donnie introduced himself, holding out a hand to Maggie.  
 
    She raised a brow and took his hand, before opening the door further and stepping to the side. “I’ve got this Freya,” Maggie said. “Come in.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Donnie stepped into the small room behind Maggie, saying thank you over his shoulder to the woman who’d brought him here. She shrugged dismissively and walked away. He turned around to take in his new surroundings and his eyes instantly locked on a little girl sitting on the bed, silently playing with a rag doll.  
 
    “I apologize for interrupting your time with your daughter,” Donnie said. 
 
    Maggie, who was rummaging through a drawer for a shirt, offhandedly replied, “Oh, she’s not my daughter.” Donnie didn’t think much of her response; this was a brothel, after all, there were bound to be a few children running around.  
 
    “I was hoping you could tell me where Thea is?” Donnie asked. “She’s a friend of mine, and I wanted to check in on her.” 
 
    “A Mage named, Nobius, bought her. They left yesterday morning,” Maggie replied.  
 
    “Where’s the mage from?” Donnie asked with a tilt of his head. 
 
    “He’s from the Bastion of Amac,” Maggie replied. She didn’t see any reason not to tell him about Thea’s trip. “Thea said he was going to teach her more about herself and that he might be able to help her find her sister.” 
 
    Her sister? Didn’t her sister get taken during the Gathering? Donnie was puzzled. How could she still be alive? I thought my father had killed those women.  
 
    “Do you think she’ll come back?” Donnie asked.  
 
    Maggie put her hands on her hips and smirked, looking at the child on the bed. “I certainly hope so,” she replied. 
 
    “Wait . . . is the little girl hers?” 
 
    Maggie laughed. “Some friend you are. Or, are you her lover?” Maggie asked.  
 
    Donnie quickly shook his head in response. “No, of course not. I knew her briefly when we were kids.” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes ran up and down his body, Donnie could tell she was sizing him up. “I’ve concluded . . .” Maggie started. 
 
    “Oh? What is that?” 
 
    “That you don’t look or act like a complete asshole,” Maggie said with a grin. 
 
    Donnie laughed in response, returning her smile with one of his own. “Well, that’s good to know.” 
 
    “Granted you do look like a hoodlum with that bed head,” Maggie jerked her chin in the direction of his head. “No offense.” 
 
    “None taken.”  
 
    Donnie and Maggie talked about how he knew Thea. He shared his concerns about her leaving. Donnie was about to tell Maggie about Thea’s suicide attempt wondering if she knew or if Thea had done this before when a knock at the door interrupted them. 
 
    On the other side was a woman in her early thirties with stringy hair the color of mud, and a lazy eye. “Yes, Rhonda?” Maggie said in greeting. 
 
    “Edward has called a meeting,” Rhonda said. 
 
    “Well, tell Eddie I’m with a customer.” Maggie’s frustration was evident in her voice. 
 
    “He said he wants everyone there now. The men will be waiting downstairs until we’re finished.” 
 
    Maggie sighed, “I’ll be right there,” before shutting the door again. She turned to Donnie. “Apparently, I have to go to a meeting . . . I hate to leave Kadda alone. Would . . . Would you be willing to sit with her while I deal with this?” 
 
     “Thanks,” Maggie said, kissing Kadda on the cheek. “This is Mommy’s friend. He’s going to stay with you for a little bit, okay sweetie?” Kadda silently looked at Donnie and nodded.  
 
    “If I find out you’ve done anything to that little girl, I will gut you in your sleep,” Maggie said, looking right into Donnie’s eyes.  
 
    “I swear to you. I will do nothing to harm her.” Donnie believed that she was fully capable of carrying out her threat, though he wouldn’t have done anything to Kadda anyway. 
 
    Maggie gave a soft look to the little girl, nodded at Donnie, and left the room. 
 
     Donnie sat on the bed next to Kadda. “So, Kadda . . .” he started. 
 
    She silently looked up at him and wrapped her little hand around his finger. His heart melted as she looked into his eyes.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was sunrise and the early morning sun peaked over the horizon, shining down on the black waters of the ocean and casting a yellow glow to the surface. Thea decided to attend service about the All-Father with Nathan. She was nervous, that much she knew, but it excited her to know that other people had shared her pain of survival. She would never have to be alone or struggle in a world that could care less about her.  
 
    “Are you nervous still?” Nathan had asked her as he smiled down at her. They climbed up the steps and headed toward the dock. “Don’t be, everyone is your friend here, Thea; and if you don’t feel like speaking, you don’t have to – All you have to do is listen.”  
 
    Thea nodded in understanding. She didn’t want to force herself into any predicaments, but she also wanted to be accepted by these people whose lives were as much oppressed and taken from them.  
 
    They headed to the dock and sitting down were a few people who had been on the ship when Thea had boarded the boat. As if they knew Nathan and Thea were behind them, they all turned around and stared. Thea’s eyes widened, frozen with fear, but Nathan didn’t show any emotion. His entire posture was straight as he looked at the people in their eyes. 
 
    “I have a new person joining our group today. This here is Thea.”  
 
    Nathan extended his hand out to her and nervously she lifted it, half smiling at them.  
 
    “Hello, Thea,” They all said simultaneously, unblinking and never moving an inch. 
 
    Nathan grinned and he turned to face Thea, his back to the crowd.  
 
    “Are you ready to hear what good he has done for everyone?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    The moment Thea saw the Bastion of Amac’s shores she almost burst with joy. She smiled so broadly her face hurt. Soon she would learn more about her magic and who she was, and after eight painful years, she would see her sister again. 
 
    The moment seemed surreal and Thea thought she might have been dreaming. She couldn’t see the entire Bastion from the shore, just a small part of it. Nathan told her that the Bastion wasn’t a castle, but it was the church itself that housed religious officials, where they conducted business and had a monastery for Magi and Cryptid to get back on their feet before attempting to make a living for themselves. In brief detail, her sister worked at the monastery, helping struggling Magi and Cryptid make ends meet. Thea hoped it wouldn’t be hard to recognize her. 
 
    When the boat finally landed on shore, Thea took her first steps into a new country. The brown sand felt soft under her feet, feeling them sink in. The smell of pine filled her nose and she saw several green trees in the distance beyond dark green hills.  
 
    “The carriage should be coming soon,” Nathan told her. He helped unload the rest of the ship with the other crew members. “We’re going to take that dirt road path through the forest and in twenty or so minutes, you’ll see the town.”  
 
    Thea craned her neck as she followed Nathan’s finger, just as she saw the top of a carriage heading toward them. When they finally boarded, the wagon led along the dirt road path. Thea looked out at the forest as it spread on for miles, the trees here were different than the ones in Kingsland. These trees were much taller — almost as tall as the ones in the Citadel — they had beautiful leaves covering them in shapes Thea had never seen before. There were also many trees with needles on them and even those looked slightly different than the trees Thea had seen. Then for just a moment, everything Thea was looking at flickered; and instead of the full-grown green leafy trees, she saw bare-boned trees, right down to the branches. It left the forest with an almost scarce and haunting appearance. Thea closed her eyes and shook her head, wondering if what she saw was real or a manifestation from her mind. What was that? Thea asked to herself.  
 
    When she opened her eyes again the abundance of green, leafy trees returned to their grand appearance. In the distance were grayscale mountains that were so tall they touched the clouds. It made Thea forget the horrid image she’d just seen as she gaped at the wonder of the beauty here. 
 
    “Are you enjoying the view so far, Thea?” Nobius asked her. He turned around to look at her from the front of the carriage. “The All-Father birthed the mountains to protect its people from invaders and the forest that we are riding through is spelled with magic.”  
 
    “Spelled?” Thea asked. She thought of the old trees and assumed it was meant to scare off invaders. 
 
    “Yes. If someone isn’t familiar with the layout of the land or acquainted with spells, they can get lost. They say if you leave a man out in these woods long enough, he’ll chew his leg off to not starve.”  
 
    “Interesting. Not the most gruesome thing I’ve heard. What happens when we get there?”  
 
    “Well, I’ll allow Nathan to show you around, get yourself acquainted with the town area, and then we’ll head to the church and talk about your marriage.” Nobius gave her a sly grin. Thea found herself blushing and tried to hide in her hair. 
 
    “No need to be ashamed, Thea. You’re a lovely girl, and you would be the right fit for my son. A Magi and a Cryptid, for one, is all — what may seem flawed is truly perfection.”  
 
    “When do you think I can meet my sister? I want her to walk me down the aisle at least.”  
 
    Nobius nodded. “We can arrange that once you’re settled in, take in the new sights, and meet other girls in the monastery. I think you’ll find them quite interesting and have some things in common with.”  
 
    Thea smiled back and felt Nathan’s arms wrap around her shoulders. She leaned into him and a piercing needle-like pain tingled from the back of her neck and skull, telling her something wasn’t right. While the sensation was unpleasant, she pushed the pain aside and turned her thoughts to what kind of life she could give Kadda here. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Wake up,” a voice whispered in Thea’s ear, making her grin. She could feel warm hands caress her body, tracing delicate circles on her arm. “You know we can’t sleep here forever.”  
 
    “Just a few more moments, it’s comfy here,” Thea told the soft voice. She felt strong arms wrap around her waist and she wrenched from her half-sleepy state, her eyes shot open to see his golden blonde hair fell into his azure blue eyes.  
 
    She let out a giggle. 
 
    “Okay, I’m up,” she sounded content. Her naked body wrapped in brown satin sheets, and she was laying on top of a man’s chest. She rested her head against him and twirled her fingers around his blonde chest hairs. “You sure know how to wake a girl.”  
 
    “Wouldn’t want you to sleep the day away. Besides, you know I can’t go throughout the day without you. How did I get so lucky?”  
 
    Thea lifted her head and smiled. She reached out her hand and traced her finger along his cheek and down the length of his smooth jawline. The person’s face was a blur, but despite being unable to make out his features, Thea felt her heart beat faintly. It was a feeling that she had never known or even thought possible.  
 
    “Always and Forever.” Thea let the words slip out casually — they felt as natural as breathing. Even though she couldn’t see his face, she felt his smile stretch into a wide grin.  
 
    “Always, My Gift . . .”  
 
    My Gift. Those two words were magic, and Thea felt a warm, burning sensation in her chest. She had never thought anyone would whisper sweet things like this to her and she enjoyed every moment of it, wanting it to last a lifetime.  
 
    “Thea . . .Thea, it’s time to wake up.”  
 
    Thea gasped and opened her eyes, seeing the faint blue sky above her. She squinted her eyes, feeling an ache in her head again. She slowly sat up, grabbing the side of her head. 
 
    “Are you alright, Thea?”  
 
    Thea turned to see Nathan’s concerned face. He rested his hand on her back, and she pulled her lips into a small grin rubbing her head. Had that been a dream? Or a vision? 
 
    “Hey, look we’re almost there,” Nathan said to her. Thea looked where he pointed, and her jaw dropped.   
 
    The carriage was on one of the towering mountains Thea had seen earlier, and the forest was several hundred feet below. She stood up in the wagon to get a better look at the landscape. The hard-packed dirt road before them was on a cliff and the wagon slowly climbed it; eventually, it led them right to the Bastion. From this height, the forest looked more like a field of trees and the green blanket spread out even more beautiful from above. The smell of fresh cut grass wafted up Thea’s nose and there was a faint smell of flowers in the air. In the town, Thea could make out red houses, painted brightly enough to be visible from miles away.  There was a crystal-clear lake just several kilometers from the town and from the vague figures Thea saw moving around it, it looked like children were playing at it.  
 
    However, the one thing that astounded Thea the most was the rocky stone mountains that surrounded the town and the castle-like structure that Thea assumed was the Bastion of Amac.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Thea said. She took her seat so the carriage could pull off.  
 
    “I thought you would like it. Those mountains as I’m sure you know, are made of stone. They sprung up from the ground several thousand years ago.” Nathan told her, pointing to the mountains in the distance. “We can take a carriage ride over to the mountains if you like?”  
 
    “I think that would be a great idea.” She told him and as Thea sat back down, she felt herself going back to the dream Nathan had woken her from, wondering what it could mean. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    One week had passed since Thea left on the Queen’s Magician to the Bastion of Amac leaving Maggie with Kadda. When things were tough and Maggie couldn’t leave Kadda in the room alone, she would often bring her over to Laura’s, so she could watch her when her husband wasn’t home. The thought of raising a child with Laura left happy thoughts in Maggie’s mind. She did love Laura and wanted nothing more than to raise children together; but no matter how much her husband mistreated her, Laura wouldn’t call the Sicarri or leave him.  
 
    “Maggie,” a young boy said. He looked down at Maggie with large almond-colored eyes and stood a foot taller than her at fifteen. Men usually liked him because of his creamy tan skin and roguish build. “Edward wants to see you in his office.”  
 
    Maggie frowned and wondered what it was he wanted to speak to her about.  
 
    “Thanks, Seth. Is there anything else you need?”  
 
    “Uh . . .” Seth paused, and a faint scarlet blush slowly rose on his cheeks. “What do you . . . I mean, when your mouth is tired from sucking?”  
 
    Maggie grinned, wanting to chuckle, but held it in as she licked her lips. “Your hands work fine, right?”  
 
    Seth raised his brow and lifted his two hands.  
 
    “There you go. Next time gargle saltwater and do that every two days, so you don’t get sores.” With that, Maggie went upstairs to Eddie’s office on the third floor. When she got there, she knocked on the door, “Eddie it’s me, I’m coming in.”  
 
    When she opened the door, Eddie jumped. “Maggie, what the hell, can’t you knock?” He yelled back at her, just as a red-hair male’s head popped up from they were on their knees in front of Eddie.  
 
    Maggie raised her. “I did knock. You were just unaware of your surroundings. Can we have a minute, Liam?” Maggie asked. 
 
    Liam gulped and nodded, taking his clothes and leaving out the door, closing it behind him.  
 
    “Seems like you miss Flint,” Maggie said, her voice filled with sarcasm.  
 
    “What? Why are you saying that?” He said as he stood up and adjusted his pants.  
 
    Maggie rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “Right. No reason really, what did you want to speak about, Eddie?”  
 
    Eddie placed his usual frown on his face and retook his seat. “I told you and Thea not to call me that.” 
 
    It was a sad reminder that Eddie was not the same person they had known so many years ago. Where at one point even if they did call him Eddie it didn’t bother him, but both Maggie and Thea knew he wanted to assert his authority for people to take him seriously, to fear him, like Flint. “Pretty much in front of other people to assert your dominance or some bullshit. What is it that you wanted? I have other things to attend to.”  
 
    “Like your lover, I presume?”  
 
    Maggie stiffened at the mention of Laura and couldn’t be sure if Eddie was serious or not. He kept his eyes half closed, his lips pressed together and his back erect. It made her shiver at how much he had turned into Flint and it always reminded her of the brother she had lost.  
 
    “What do you know?” She asked him. He hunched his shoulders and leaned his elbow on the desk.  
 
    “I know that she has a husband. I didn’t take you for a home-wrecker.”  
 
    “Oh, for the love of Eddis - so are half of the damn men in Kingsland,” Maggie spat. She would not let Eddie threaten her or Laura into whatever he wanted. 
 
    “Well, you know that’s a double-standard. Men have needs and don’t rely on frivolous emotions as women do.”  
 
    “Excuse me?” Maggie enunciated as her voice rose in anger. She wanted nothing more than to smack the smug grin off his face. “I’ll show you emotion when I kick your—” 
 
    “. . . Anyway,” Eddie said, cutting her off before she could act on the impulse to punch him. “Tell me where the kid is, and I won’t tell her husband about your affair.” 
 
    Maggie’s face contorted with rage. “What the hell do you want with Kadda? She’s perfectly safe if that’s what you’re—”  
 
    Eddie slammed his fists on the table, making Maggie jump. He had a dark look in his eyes as he gritted his teeth together, leaning forward.  
 
    “Because she’s my fucking daughter, that’s why. And since her careless mother left her here, then it’s my responsibility to take care of her.”  
 
    Maggie shook her head and snorted. “Right. Quit saying that, you aren’t the father. And even if you were, Thea was pregnant for nine months and you did nothing and or after Kadda was born; you did nothing. Now you suddenly want her? If it's for some sideshow attraction, you’ll have to kill me first before I ever let you have her.” She then shrugged casually. “She isn’t yours; some part of you has to know that.”  Maggie breathed heavily with rage, her face turning bright red.  
 
    Having heard enough of Eddie’s idle threats she turned around and opened the door. She needed to get out of there before she strangled him. But, no matter how much she wanted to, she knew it would mean severe punishment from Flint. She left the brothel and headed toward Laura’s house.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
    The bustling frenzy of people in the town felt like it had a life of its own — the vibrant clothing from passersby moved like enchanting, colorful fish as they moved through the crowd like a river. A few of the people walking through the town gave Thea a peculiar look. She was usually good at reading intent, but something was just a little off about these people. She assumed the looks had to do with her being new here and shrugged them off. There was chatter between sellers and buyers, there seemed to be a smile on everyone’s face, and Thea – who could usually point out a thief in a large crowd – couldn’t see an elusive or dangerous motive, everyone seemed to be friends whether new or old. This place was vastly different from Kingsland.  
 
    “You know, I love this town,” Nathan spoke. Thea was surprised that she heard him among the noisy patrons. “Every person you see has a history, but you wouldn’t be able to tell by looking at them, right?”  
 
    As they were walking through the streets, Thea had to make sure not to bump into anyone. Each person in the crowd moved as if some unseen force was guiding them and, quite frankly, there could have been.  
 
    “You see that man over there selling the fish?” Nathan pointed out. Thea looked over and saw a gentleman holding out a fish to a woman. He wore a red and black knitted cap with a gap-toothed smile on his face. “That’s Sammy. He lost his wife and two sons two years ago in Hawold. He started stealing food to save his daughter from dying.”  
 
    “And over there,” Nathan said as he pulled Thea’s attention over to older women selling pottery. “That there is Ida, she lost her daughter, her grandchildren, and her leg during a raid in Toneian some years ago. She takes care of the children who lost their families.”  
 
    They stopped and moved to the side and out of the way of the busy traffic.  
 
    “There are many others, but I’m afraid we’ll be here all day if I introduced you to them all.” Nathan chuckled and shrugged his shoulders. “I just wanted to show you that there are people here who have lost so much, but . . . the forlorn faces that they had when they came to Bastion have disappeared, their eyes have filled with joy and light. Our basic mundane instinct is to show love and kindness, but somehow, we’ve forgotten that. The Bastion was built to give those broken a home and to give them kindness when no one else has shown them because they're different on the inside. Just like everyone else, we’re all mundane.”  
 
    Thea couldn’t help but feel her heart squeeze at Nathan’s words. She could tell that he was passionate every time his voice hardened. She put her hand on his arm.  
 
    “Thank you for making me a part of this, Nathan. What you, your father, and everyone else are doing is amazing. I only wish that my sister and I would have found you years ago.”  
 
    Nathan pulled Thea closer and pressed his lips to her forehead, wrapping her in a tight embrace.  
 
    “Come, we should get to the monastery, you’ll be spending some time with the others there.” 
 
    *** 
 
    It was a bit of a distance to reach the Bastion, but Nathan kept Thea entertained with stories about how the Bastion of Amac and the town were at one point a small nomadic group. They lived in huts and their church was no bigger than a barn. Those who were refugees either lived out on the streets or died from lack of nourishment. It was Nobius’ ancestors that sought out a better way of life for Magi with the All-Father’s help.  
 
    “. . . So, he guided my great ancestor and it was a struggle. There were far too many deaths that he couldn’t handle and he even attempted suicide at one point, but he kept going because he cared for the people and didn’t want anyone to suffer; because if he didn’t care, who would?”  
 
    Thea nodded as she listened to Nathan speak. They were coming up on the Bastion, a drawbridge and a river separated them.  
 
    “That’s kind of like how I feel with my daughter, Kadence, and my friends. Even at times, I still care for Eddie. It’s hard, you know?”  
 
    Nathan looked at her with sympathy in his eyes and nodded. “I do know. You feel if something happens to you that everyone will turn their backs on your family.”  
 
    Thea licked her lips and wiped her eyes, feeling a tear trying to escape. Nathan reached out and wiped the tear away for her. 
 
    “You won’t be alone, Thea. There are people like you here and you will be accepted. Even when you pass on to be with the All-Father, Kadda will be taken care of by people like her. You won’t have to worry about her being alone or if she won’t know who she is because there will always be someone for her.”  
 
    Thea sniffed and rubbed her nose with the back of her hand. She looked up to the sky with red eyes and tried to blink away the rest of the tears.  
 
    “How did you know?”  
 
    Nathan raised his brow. “Know what?”  
 
    “What I call my daughter. You said, Kadda,” Thea couldn’t remember telling Nathan or Nobius that she called her Kadda and was puzzled by how he knew that. 
 
    Nathan frowned and shrugged. “I’m sure you must have told me or said it when you were sleeping. Don’t worry, we’ll get her soon enough.”  
 
    “Oh,” Thea whispered. She scratched the side of her head and walked with Nathan across the bridge and along the path until they made it to the front gates of the Bastion. Nobius cleared a crate from the wagon when he spied the two walking towards him.  
 
    “Well, that was a quick tour. What did you think?” Nobius greeted them with a smile. 
 
    “It was beautiful and quaint. It seems like there’s real life here,” Thea replied, returning his smile. 
 
    “I thought we could introduce her to some of the other girls,” Nathan told his father.  
 
    “Oh, yes, of course. I’m sure they would be happy to have another companion with them. Anyway, Nathaniel, I need you to get some paperwork for me in my office, will you?”  
 
    “Right away, Master,” Nathan said. He bowed before turning to Thea and placing a kiss on her cheek. Thea watched him leave through the gates then she turned to look at Nobius.  
 
    “How did Hapy settle in? I know he was kind of sick during the sixth day, but he held up well for an old horse.”  
 
    Nobius frowned. “I’m afraid, Thea, he didn’t survive the trip. I’m sorry. Our doctors even said it would have been a miracle if he would have survived another week. If it gives you peace of mind at least, he was able to be with you for a little while before passing on.”  
 
    Thea’s heart dropped, at a loss for words, she felt her chest ache. It was like losing Jiran all over again. She shut her eyes tightly, forcing herself not to shed a tear. “When can I see him?” She finally asked after regaining her composure. 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t let you see him, at least not before we cremate him. You understand that the possible diseases that he could have brought over, right? I can’t risk my people’s safety.” 
 
    Thea gulped and slowly nodded, the gnawing of guilt in her chest never entirely going away. “I understand. Is there any chance I could see my sister soon then?” 
 
    “Don’t you worry ‘bout a thing, Thea,” Nobius said in a sing-song voice. He stretched out his lips into his charming smile. Thea had forgotten how charismatic he could be when he wanted to. “You will get to see your sister, but we have to follow certain protocols around here. That’s what the paperwork Nathan is getting. Now, why don’t you follow me and I’ll show you inside.”  
 
    Thea exhaled and started to follow Nobius but stopped as a thought crossed her mind. How does he already know to set papers for me to see Dominya or marry Nathan? Thea furrowed her brow and a piercing sensation began on the side of the head, similar to the one she’d felt earlier today. She rubbed her temples in a circular motion. Did he use magic to communicate with someone the moment I accepted?  
 
    She was interrupted from her thoughts when Nobius called for her. She headed across the drawbridge, looking up at the remote one-hundred-foot castle struck. Its large stature cast a shadow over her as she walked inside. 
 
    Nobius was standing with a crate in hand waiting for her. He grinned at her when she approached. “You seem to be lagging, anything you need to talk about or confess?”  
 
    “Um, no. Not that I would know how to confess or pray, I have my gods, and I barely know how to communicate or talk to them.” I feel responsible for Hapy’s death, Thea finished in her mind. I shouldn’t have made him make the trip . . . but at least he got some joy in his life before passing. 
 
    “Walk with me, Thea. Do you see these walls?” Nobius gestured with his chin, as they walked inside, interrupting Thea’s thoughts. “The entire building is constructed of dry stone to create a level terrace for the monastery. It’s fortified to keep out the wind and snow, preserving our food. Now, do you see the paintings on the wall?”  
 
    At first, Thea hadn’t paid any attention to the walls, but when he pointed it out, she saw the walls had several portraits of men and women in beautifully dressed clothing.  
 
    “All of these faces that you see were followers of the All-Father and I can tell you all of them had either a traumatic experience or committed a cowardly act, good intentions or not. Do you know what all these people had in common?”  
 
    Thea shook her head, knowing it wasn’t much of a question.  
 
    “They were all accepted by the All-Father, not because one could talk to him the most or the one who had the most confessions, but because it was them he saw. You’re a courtesan. Yes, you’ve most likely killed and stolen, but none of it was your choice. All that matters is who you are, not what you have done or will do. Do you understand?”  
 
    “Yes. I guess it’s hard to think that anyone would want me after all that I have been through.” Thea solemnly said. She felt her throat tighten and squeezed her eyes shut.  
 
    “And that’s what makes you, you. You have to stop feeling sorry for yourself and the cards you’ve been dealt. Now, shall I quickly show you around? It’ll be brief and then we’ll head to see the others.”  
 
    “Oh, um, yes, of course,” Thea said. She looked up and saw that they were in a hallway. There were three sets of stone steps that led straight and two next to one another to the right. “So which way should we go?”  
 
    “Well, first off, there are four floors of the monastery. You have your North range,” Nobius pointed forward. “The presbytery is where officials and the high priests sleep, the exalted workers, we call them. They have spent a long time in the monastery, so they work to give back what they can. If you need to say a few words and want to sit and talk to anyone or be by yourself, you’ll want to go that way to the high altar.”  
 
    Thea nodded and made a mental note of that in her head.  
 
    “The second set of stairs, the ones closest to us, is the West Range. Your basic necessitates. You have the supply closet for the food, the kitchen, the dining room, infirmary, and the dorms. The one next to it is the East Range, they have more dorms, the Chapter House where Nathan went, it is where officials and high priests meet. Lastly, is The Cloister, there’s a garden there for people to relax and get some fresh air since it is roofless in that area. It is also where the maidens pray and worship there. You will also find the stables and a small bakery there too.”  
 
    Other Magi? “And the fourth area?” Thea asked, even though she wouldn’t be able to remember any of what he said.  
 
    “To get to the South Range, you’ll need to go through the East Range first. That’s just the basics — library to study, toilets, storage for valuables, and more dorms. We’re lucky we won’t have to go far because the girls are in the West Range.”  
 
    “And my sister, where is she?” Thea asked before he could climb up the steps. She couldn’t read the look on Nobius’ calm face, but she couldn’t help but feel the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end as he stared at her. He slowly pulled one side of his lip into a sideways grin.  
 
    “Of course, of course. She’s in the South Range, but as I’ve told you we have to get through the paperwork, so if you will be patient?”  
 
    Thea pressed her lips together and forced a smile on her face. She nodded to Nobius, but in her gut, she couldn’t help but feel that something was off. Just follow the rules, Thea. It’s only protocol. As she followed Nobius to the dorms, a burning sensation blossomed in her chest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty 
 
    Angeal sighed over the book on the desk in front of him. He was learning more about the political history of Kingsland, and his father seemed to think he needed to read it over and over. Angeal was bored with reading about his father’s victory over the Ördög King.  He’d grown up with constant stories about the war, so he didn’t need to be reading it too — at least that’s what he thought as he skimmed the pages. 
 
    As he turned a page, he saw his brother Donnell out of the corner of his eye waving him over. With a grin, Angeal quickly closed the giant tome and practically leaped out of his chair to get to his brother.  
 
    Donnie greeted Angeal with a smile of his own. "I thought you might need a break from the oh so interesting history of Kingsland." 
 
    "You know father might kill you for ‘disturbing me from my studies,’” Angeal joked, making his voice sound deeper imitating their father’s curt tone.  
 
    "Yeah, well, maybe he needs to get that stick out his ass and take a break too," Donnie snorted, clapping his brother on the back. “Come on, let’s get some fresh air.” 
 
    The pair walked through the palace’s backend courtyard path that overlooked the ocean. The path stretched for miles, wrapping around the castle, and was suspended right above the water. This was a usual favorite spot for the brothers, where the sun glistened off the water just enough to make it sparkle, it made the boys feel like they were overlooking the sea. It was just too beautiful to exist in the Realm. 
 
    As they walked, Angeal dreamed of crossing the sparkling sea and exploring it. He frequently felt trapped by his father, by his responsibility, but he knew that he had to for the kingdom’s sake. The castle felt more like a prison to him sometimes, there has to be more than Kingsland, he thought to himself, the world is full of mysteries I want to discover, experience and not just through the tomes in the library. 
 
    “Copper for your thoughts?” Donnie asked him, seeing his brother staring longingly out towards the sea.  
 
    "Don't you ever wonder what's out there, Donnie?” Angeal asked. “Looking at the beauty that’s stretched out before us, the azure sky and adjacent sea go on for miles past the horizon. There’s possibly islands out there filled with people who don’t know us, who aren’t mundane. The world is so much bigger than Kingsland, but we’re trapped here by our birth.” 
 
    Donnie looked up from the sword hilt he’d been polishing and quirked an eyebrow at his brother. “Since when did you get so philosophically poetic?” 
 
    Angeal rolled his eyes at his brother’s teasing. "Well, you could always pick up a book instead of going around town picking up women" he joked, nudging Donnie with his elbow.  
 
    "Hey, I'm not like those assholes who whore around women and don't give two shits about them the next day,” Donnie said with an eye roll. The thought of the scumbags who use women like that made Thea flash in his mind, with little Kadda and Maggie following. He sincerely wished that he could do something for them.  
 
    Angeal shrugged his shoulders. "Well, that doesn't make you any better, brother. But, don't you ever want to know more about your culture, your people? What happened to you finding more about the Horai? You can't seriously think sitting behind these walls is more exciting than seeing the world." 
 
    Donnie didn’t say anything for a moment and shrugged. He didn’t think his brother realized he was as trapped as him. While Angeal was trapped here by duty, Donnie had no money. He was a bastard with a Bastard surname, Blackstone. If his mother had not pleaded for his survival, he might have been dead somewhere. 
 
     To distract himself from his thoughts, Donnie turned to his brother. 
 
    "Hey, let’s spar. We missed our last one," Donnie tossed a sword to Angeal as he spoke, which his brother caught easily with one hand and grinned. 
 
    "That's because you were out all day,” Angeal teased. “Who was it this time, dear brother?"  
 
    They walked to the sparring courtyard. It was smaller than the central courtyard where nobles loved to stroll. This courtyard had a hard dirt ground and instead of flowers and other plants decorating it, there were sparring dummies and racks of different weapons. Angeal walked into the middle of the courtyard, sword in hand, while Donnie selected a sword for himself.  
 
    "Well, I don't remember her name -" Donnie started. 
 
    "Which is my point exactly," Angeal said. "You know women are more than just side pieces to croon over." As he spoke, Angeal lunged at his brother, and Donnie parried his attack with ease, stepping to the side. 
 
    "Oh gosh, you sound like Khloette,” Donnie said with an eye roll, circling his brother. “When is she coming back, by the way? Wasn't she visiting one of father's friends?" 
 
    "Yes, in Wrenada. Father hopes to get her to marry King Peregrine's son." 
 
    Donnie lunged at Angeal, missing him by just a hair as Angeal twisted gracefully to the side. Angeal’s move allowed him to go for his brother’s feet, and Donnie stumbled a little bit. 
 
    "No foul play!" Donnie exclaimed, righting his position again. "Didn't I almost beat up that prince when we were children because he cut Khloe's hair?" 
 
    Angeal snickered a little, remembering the moment before the consequences of his brother’s actions came to mind. "And you were beaten for it,” he said somberly. 
 
    Their swords met in the middle, clanking together once before they stepped away from each other. In a move they’d practiced many times, they held their swords up close to their faces and began circling each other.  
 
    "But, he's an upstanding gentleman now," Angeal said, not believing it himself.  
 
    Donnie scoffed, “Right, I call bullshit. Kholette would never fall for such a scumbag. She’d see through him instantly.” 
 
    The swords clashed for several seconds before Angeal spoke over the noise. 
 
    “Speaking of women, Donnie, might I ask you a question?” 
 
    Donnie’s brow raised and he smirked. “Eh, Birds and the bees? You sly prince you, didn’t know you had a girl lurking behind Father’s back.”  
 
    Donnie lunges at Angeal, but Angeal parried and pushed Donnie back some.  
 
    “I’ve never met her and . . . don’t know what she looks like, but she’s in my dreams.”   
 
    Donnie frowned. For a moment, he almost forgot where he was and Angeal’s sword nearly collided into him.  
 
    “Come again? You never met this girl, but you are dreaming about her?”  
 
    “Yes. I know it seems odd, but I’ve had that dream a few times.”  
 
    The brothers parried and dodged, evading one another’s attacks.  
 
    “Well, what’s it about? They always say dreams represent something.” 
 
    “It’s the same dream every time, I know we are in the palace and . . . we’re laughing. It’s simply about normal things and we kiss. But the kiss seems so real like I’m there.” 
 
    Angeal's eyes twinkled as he spoke of the mystery woman. Donnie had seen his brother's eyes shine like that when talking of the beauty of nature and his dreams of exploring: it was one of love and wonder. Angeal looked to his brother, hoping he would have an answer as to the mysterious woman who had slipped into his dreams. He couldn’t help but feel a yearning at that moment, a desire even, but how could he desire what may only be a figment of his imagination? Could he genuinely have manifested someone because he felt so trapped in the layers of the very walls he grew up in? Angeal didn’t want to think it was true. He wanted there to be some personal hope. The feelings he had for this mystery woman were too strong just to be a dream.  
 
    “Well,” Donnie started, looking at the shift in his brother’s posture. “It could mean a sign of hope. Hell, even in a world like this who says there isn’t a thing called hope? I’d say wait for it, Angeal. You never know what could happen and you might find your mystery girl sooner than you think.” 
 
    Donnie stepped toward his brother, hoping to catch him off guard and go for a quick strike. Their swords clashed, feet dancing as they worked their way around the courtyard. The determination set in their faces and for the next couple of minutes, all conversation died as they fought. Angeal focused entirely on his brother as they danced, lunging, parrying, whirling away.    
 
    Eventually, Angeal broke the silence. "You’re a good brother, you know that, right? To Kholette and me.” 
 
    The corner of Donnie’s lip quirked in a half-smile, "Well, someone has to watch out for you two in this shitless world." 
 
    "Well you are too kind brother, but I would think it is you," Angeal started, his sword going for Donnie's hand to attempt to disarm him. He hooked the sword hilt, and its blade soared through the air, gleaming in the sunlight. The tip of Angeal’s sword pointed toward Donnie’s face. "Who needs to be watched. Do you surrender?"  
 
    Donnie sighed in resignation, raising his hands. "The student has surpassed the teacher, I see. Fine, fine I yield." Donnie bent to grab his fallen sword. "But protecting people extends beyond family.” 
 
    "What do you mean?" Angeal asked, tilting his head in confusion. 
 
    "The brothels, one in particular called the Meretrix. It's terrible conditions there, the management is terrible. . ." Donnie’s face began turning red as he spoke, thinking of poor little Kadda. 
 
    “Donnell?” Angeal started, worry in his voice. “What is it?” He put his hand lightly on his brother’s forearm.  
 
    "I know this girl, it's simply platonic, I swear. But her and her friend . . . It's madness there and with you becoming king, you can make something happen." Worry made Donnie blurt everything out instead of organizing his thoughts. 
 
    Donnie took a deep breath, then began explaining everything to his brother. About Thea and her attempted suicide, her poor mute daughter, and Maggie, who was so kind and loving, and Donnie could see the Meretrix slowly taking that away from her. He’d been to visit the Meretrix regularly since Thea left, making sure Maggie and little Kadda were doing alright, bringing them little treats — the way little Kadda’s face lit up warmed his heart.  
 
    Angeal listened silently to Donnie, taking in everything his brother told him. He’d known there were problems in the kingdom but learning of the atrocities that are allowed to happen under his father’s rule was still a shock to him. This was something that needed to be addressed, but he didn’t think his father would care much about the “lesser” people. Angeal disagreed with many of his father’s decisions, especially concerning those his father deemed beneath him; like when he forced all the Ördögans out of Kingsland all those years ago. Angeal worried that by the time he became king his father would have done irreparable damage to the kingdom, leaving him with a mess to untangle.  
 
    Angeal took a deep breath, gathering his thoughts so he could share them with his brother. “Donnie—” he started 
 
    “Angeal!” Their father’s angry voice rang out across the courtyard, startling the boys.  
 
    The king strode with a purpose toward them, glaring daggers at Donnie. Angeal bowed to his father out of respect, and habit, but Donnie ignored him completely. 
 
    "You are supposed to be attending to your studies, why are you out here?" He demanded when he reached them. 
 
    "Forgive me, father. It was high time for a break. Doesn't a good king know when to take a break and when to return to his duties?" Angeal said, his tone respectful even though inside he wanted nothing more than to confront his father.  
 
    "He does. He also knows when it is time to get rid of childish things and become a man," he replied, continuing to glare at Donnie. "You will return to the library at once, finish your history lesson and then be ready for brunch." 
 
    Angeal withheld the sigh he so wanted to release, bowed to his father and walked back to the boring lessons about Kingsland’s political history. 
 
    *** 
 
    Alone with his father, Donnie silently hoped he would ignore him and return to his business; but as the king looked at him, he knew he wouldn’t be so lucky. 
 
    "You'll be attending, Donnell, won't you? Or do you have some rift raft hole to be in?" His father towered over him, hands clasped behind his back, wearing his usual stoic expression. 
 
    Donnie smirked. "Why father, I didn't think you cared enough to be seen with a bastard such as myself? Shall I call the press? Make a huge announcement that the King has accepted his bastard!" His voice rose as he spoke, his tone dripping with sarcasm.  
 
    The king glared at his son. "Do not test my patience, Donnell. You are only here, unfortunately, because your mother wanted it. You mean nothing to me. So, when you are called to attend brunch, you will attend and respect whose house you are in," Donnie balled up his hands at his father’s comments, accidentally cutting himself with his sword. "Now change into something more appropriate, you look like you've slept in a whore house."  
 
    With that, the king walked away. Donnie looked at his cut hand, his blood running the length of the blade, dripping onto the ground beneath him. The land greedily drank the blood and his veins were happy to continue producing more for it. Donnie set aside his sword and shook out his bleeding hands, sending splatters everywhere and each drop absorbed into the thirsting land. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thea and Nobius headed through the gray stone hallway and the décor were precisely the same as the entryway, with paintings on the walls of past leaders and potpourri sat nestled in a bowl on tables under some of the pictures. The smell of fresh pine wafted up Thea’s nose when they passed it and headed toward a door just across the hall.  
 
    “This here is the room. Three to a room, but the girls like to gather and have a prayer circle once a week. I’m sure you girls will get along just fine,” Nobius said with a smile as the door opened. Fourteen girls were sitting on the floor, in a circle, wearing matching white gowns. A person stood in the doorway, and Thea had to crane her neck up to look at the seven-foot-tall woman with ebony colored skin. Her dark black hair was twisted and hung past her shoulders, and her bright blue eyes looked down at Thea quizzically. 
 
    “Hati, this here is Thea. She’ll be with you girls from here on out; she’s a Roma.”  
 
    The tall woman quirked her brow and pursed her full lips together before pulling them into a smile.  
 
    “It is nice to meet you, Thea” Hati said.  
 
    “Hati is an Aegon. She still has a bit of her accent, but she’s learning to speak every day.”  
 
    Thea turned to Nobius and frowned. “I thought that the Aegean’s were . . .” Thea stopped. She felt another sharp piercing pain in the back of her skull and went to grab it. “I thought . . . Aren’t they from, um, somewhere. Why can’t I remember?” Thea whispered the last part. She was sure she was going to say something, but it was as if the thought just vanished.  
 
    “Something the matter, Thea? You aren’t feeling sick, are you?” Nobius consoled her and rested his hand on the middle of her back. “We can take you over to the infirmary if that’s what you need.”  
 
    Thea shook her head and waved him off. “No, I’m fine. It’s probably just from being on the boat too long. I think I can manage. Where are my things?”  
 
    “Your bags are already in your room. Hati will show you around as well as Audalai.”  
 
    Thea looked up at the sound of the name. A young girl who looked like she was fifteen strolled over to them, but something in her round, jade-green eyes made her seem older than she appeared.  
 
    “So, is this her?” Audalai said, her green curls bouncing as she spoke. “You look pretty . . .” She stretched out her pale arm and extended her hand out to Thea, waiting for her name.  
 
    “Um, it’s Thea. Thea Frey,” she said and looked to both girls before shaking Audalai’s hand. She couldn’t help but feel a stinging reminder at Audalai’s name but couldn’t place it.  
 
    “Well, I’ll leave you girls to it and you can get settled in. Hati and Audalai are the leaders for the girls in the West Range. Thea, if you need anything ask them.”  
 
    “Will do.” She told Nobius and followed him with her eyes as he walked back downstairs. The door closed and the twelve maidens approached Thea, introducing themselves.  
 
    A woman with a shaved head and thick brown eyebrows approached her with a wide grin on her face. 
 
    “It is so good to have you with us, Thea Frey, my name is Felicity, but many of the girls call me Sister. It is so good we get to have someone like us, right girls?”  
 
    The rest of the girls nodded and mumbled in response to Felicity. 
 
    “Nobius told me you all suffered the fate during the Kingsland massacre.”  
 
    Felicity nodded; her smile never faltered. “Yes, an unfortunate time, but one we do not look back on. When we drafted to the Bastion of Amac, Nobius sheltered us, and the All-father took us in. He saw us as one is all and looked past our race and saw who we were as individuals.”  
 
    “One is all,” the rest of the girl’s simultaneously said.  
 
    “So, Frey that sounds like a familiar name, any relation to anyone?” Audalai asked her.  
 
    “Yeah, my sister . . .” Thea paused and furrowed her brows. “Her name is . . .”  
 
    Thea suddenly felt like she was having a heart attack as her heart slammed in her chest. She gripped her chest and ground her teeth together. The girls closed in and circled her as Hati and Audalai went to her side, holding onto her as she struggled to breathe.  
 
    “Take deep breaths, Thea. Slow and even, through your nose,” Audalai instructed her. Thea did as she was told all the while staring at the floor trying to wrack her brain, no memories resurfacing.  
 
    Sister . . . My sister, why don’t I remember my sister’s name? She felt her throat tighten as she tried to keep the bile from rising in her throat. Do . . . Do I have a sister? 
 
    As Thea stepped further into the room, she felt a knife-like pain in her head. She grabbed the sides of her head, her vision becoming distorted. She blinked several times, hoping to clear the blurriness away; however, the room that she was in was slowly faded out from the beautifully made walls and beds to a dark, gray, windowless cell.  
 
    No . . . What’s going on here? 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After Nobius left Thea with the others, he headed to his office in the Chapter House. It was quiet in the Cloister, a rectangular stone walkway with gigantic pillars that was built around a garden. Usually, it was filled with religious officials and students, but today it was vacant. Everyone was either in their dormitories or the High Altar. It was always a good day to pray to the All-Father, and now especially, with a new Magi in their midst and a marriage that was on the verge of blossoming: a vision soon fulfilled.  
 
    When he reached his office, he found Nathan sitting in the leather chair with his legs crossed and his arms folded together. He was the spitting image of his mother, Nobius thought, and he had the same calm demeanor as he did.  
 
    “I was wondering if you were held up or taken over by that Roma girl,” Nathan said in greeting. 
 
    Nobius snorted and removed his cloak, hanging it on the hook before taking his seat in his chair. He opened his drawer and removed several scrolls from his desk before putting them on the table.  
 
    “Are those the papers?”  
 
    “They are son, but you won’t need to worry about that. You’ll only need to keep the girl distracted and happy with you.”  
 
     “And if she keeps talking about her sister? You know she won’t rest until she sees her,” Nathan said as he leaned forward his seat and uncrossed his legs. “I can’t keep this going forever, Father.”  
 
    “And you won’t have to,” Nobius looked up at him briefly before looking back at his papers again. “The spell is working just fine. She forgot what she knew of the Aegean’s, and she forgot her sister’s name.”  
 
    Nathan looked surprised as his eyes grew wide. “B-But what if she breaks control like the other girl?”  
 
    Nobius grinned. “You heard her. She’s a weak individual who has no faith in herself, let alone her magic. Only the strong-willed can break out of a spell as strong as the one I created. It was unfortunate that the girl, Dominya, managed to but that is neither here nor there. We finally have a Roma.”  
 
    “And I’ll be free of my wretched curse?” Nathan leaned forward and almost panted with excitement, like a dog.  
 
    “Settle down, Nathaniel. We’ll still need to concoct the ritual ceremony, and she’ll still have to recite it word for word. Otherwise, it won’t work.”  
 
    Nathan sighed and leaned back in his seat. He was looking down at the floor as Nobius watched him. “What is it, son?”  
 
    “Are you sure that one Roma girl will be enough? If she’s as weak-willed as you say she is, how can she restore the curse or protect us?”  
 
    “It is a worthy sacrifice because she is of the innocent and of sin. With hidden potential even buried deep inside of her, it is terrifying to know what kind of power she has within her.”  
 
    “And do we hand over a weapon just like that? Can we trust—”  
 
    Before Nathan could finish speaking, there was a loud smack that filled the room with an echo. Nathan didn’t so much as flinch, even though his cheek was now red, and he felt blood trickling down. 
 
    “Do not say his name on our holy grounds, Nathan! You will disrespect the All-Father by bringing shame upon his name. Roma blood can cure curses and diseases, do you want to change into that horrific beast for an eternity? Our sole purpose, Nathan, is to sacrifice her. We help the All-Father and when the Great Battle crumbles the world into ash the Bastion of Amac will be spared.”  
 
    He picked up a scroll from the table and slowly began to roll it open to read aloud to his son:  
 
    “The Great Outbreak and The Ire Scourge were only the beginning of His power awakening, in a series of disastrous events. Middilgard is to perish, to destroy the beginning of it all, the place where imperfect man has resided for centuries will enter into the realm of the dead. The demons, Knights, and Princes of the Hells shall ravage and enslave all of mundanity that has not pledged allegiance to His name. He will be unleashed from his chains when the key is set in place and torment the living once tormented. For the Great Battle shall see no light of day when the sun shall cease to exist, and those whose allegiance not pledged shall drown in the belly of the beast. It is a battle of Gods and Demons ‘The Twilight of The Gods.’” 
 
    Nathan looked into the man’s eyes for fear that he would be targeted by magic, but he knew Nobius could do away with him with or without magic.  
 
    “Now is there anything else you are confused about, son?” Nobius hissed out with distaste.  
 
    He swallowed and cleared his throat, sitting up in his seat. “No, Father . . .  Master, it is understood.”  
 
    Nobius grinned and walked around the desk and rested his hand on Nathan’s shoulder. “Our people will thank you and one day when I am gone, you will lead them through the time of darkness and decay. Are you prepared for that?”  
 
    Nathan looked up at his father and stood, he slowly went down on one knee but continued looking at his father with a dead look in his eyes.  
 
    “Yes, Father.” 
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 Chapter Forty-One 
 
    Month of Harvest, Year 667 of Ya’skr 
 
    Somewhere in the Gorr Oceans 
 
    The powerful ship coasted through the rough waters with ease. It wasn’t the largest ship and could be taken over by a larger ship, but it was what the team was on the ship that made them fierce. The Half-blood’s crew varied in shapes, sizes, and races: mundanes, Fae, Magi, Horai, Augur Wytches, Strigoi, Dullahan, and Daemons; it was by far the most robust vessel because it brought together so many races that were thought never to work together.  
 
    The captain of the ship had found every one of them, broken and abused or persecuted by the power-hungry nobles that wanted only to exploit their abilities. It was sickening and the captain thought that the only place everyone could be safe and free was on the sea. There was no one to tell you what to do, where to go, or to damn you because of your bloodline.  
 
    The captain gripped the steering wheel tight enough to make his hands turn white. He was often reminded of his past, shunned and ostracized over and over for being different.  
 
    Except for one, he thought to himself, and his grip on the steering wheel loosened. A faint smile stretched on his lips, only to disappear just as quickly. And I won’t leave her behind, she would do the same for me.  
 
    “Captain?” someone called out, but he was so lost in his train of thought that he didn’t hear him calling. “Captain Clodovicus, are you alright?”  
 
    This time Clovis turned around and spied one of his men standing at the foot of the steps. A young twenty-year-old Strigoi, with bronze hair and thick, messy brows. His skin was pale as if he dipped himself in white paint.  
 
    “Caleb, what are you doing outside? I know that you think you can handle the sun’s rays but it's going to make you sick if you persist like this.”  
 
    Caleb tried to stand up straight, but the sun had drained a bit of energy from him, so he ended up slumping awkwardly to the side.  
 
    “I could say the same to you, Captain. You haven’t slept or eaten for several weeks. You’ve been going on these expeditions and you haven’t stopped to rest . . . You don’t even take your sword off your back.”  
 
    “You know I don’t need to sustain most things,” Clovis said, but an afterthought made him look up at the hilt of his long sword and smirked. He turned to face Caleb and brought his fingers to his lips to whistle. In a quick blur, a blue trail of stardust whizzed past them and in front of Clovis and Caleb.  
 
    “You rang, Captain?” A small and eccentric blue-haired Fae floated in front of him, her wide, black eyes staring at him. “He’s finally going to take a break?” the Fae asked Caleb.  
 
    “Yes, I’m going to take a break. I’ll need you to steer Eileen.”  
 
    “Will do!”  
 
    “Come on so we can get you out of this heat,” Clovis said to Caleb, placing his arm around the young boy’s shoulder just in case he tipped over.  
 
    “And to get you something to eat, Captain. We need you to be in tip-top shape, especially if we’re going to find Audalai.”  
 
    Clovis pressed his lips together, and Caleb thought he had somehow crossed the line again when Clovis answered. “Well, I guess you can get me an ale and some chicken.”  
 
    Caleb grinned and mentally sighed with relief.  
 
    When the two had walked down the stairs to the kitchen area, the smell of booze wafted toward them, pleasantly stinging Clovis’ nose and he almost regretted not coming down sooner. The smell of salt and pork filled the air and despite Clovis not needing to eat, he couldn’t deny that the aroma was delectable.  
 
    “Aye, Captain! Finally made it down here did you”, said an older man named Jennis. He wore a knitted cap and a bushy auburn beard with a beer cup in his hand. He was playing Ginfold with a Dullahan across from him. “Good work, Caleb boy!” He shouted and slapped Caleb on the back making him lurch forward.  
 
    “Nice to see the Captain again.” Corin-dole, the Dullahan, said. He had his head sitting on the table next to him. 
 
    “Save me a hand of Ginfold, you two. No cheating this time, Corin,” Clovis said with a wink.  
 
    They continued to walk through the tavern area and found a seat at a near-empty table. There was a Fae girl with slightly pointed ears and brown hair running down her back, arm wrestling with an Auger Wytch, a dark-skin male with dark locks cascading down his back and a trimmed beard.  
 
    “You look a little tired there, Ezekiel.” Clovis joked with the mundane as he waved him off. “You can’t let a girl beat you twice in a row.”  
 
    “Nah, she won’t win. I’ve been practicing,” Ezekiel replied in a thick and rough accent. “I suggest you pay up, Nova. I’ll be taking back the pounds you stole from me.”  
 
    The Fae, Nova, only laughed and squeezed her hand tighter on Ezekiel’s hand pushing his arm further and further on the other side. “I’ll get back to that comment later, Ez, but what’s that supposed to mean, Captain? May I remind you that I beat you too?”  
 
    Clovis raised his hands in a playful defense. “Just the one time and I was a bit tired.”  
 
    Nova glanced at him and hummed. “Right, of course, you were tired. I call bullshit, don’t you think Caleb?”  
 
    Caleb’s cheeks turned red, his color slowly returning, waved his hands in front of him. “Nope. Not choosing sides, you almost got me in trouble last time, Nova.”  
 
    “Captain, it’s good to see you,” a monotone voice said above Clovis. He looked up to see an older woman with short-cropped brown hair in several braids that pushed behind her pointed ears. She had tired circles under her eyes and laugh lines around her mouth which gave her a look of a middle age woman.  
 
    “Good to be down here, Emma. I think I’ll take an ale and whatever is cooking back there.”  
 
    Emma patted Clovis’ head affectionately. She was the only one, besides Audalai, that was allowed to do this. She was like a mother to everyone on the ship, no matter how much older than her someone was. Emma was always caring, it was just in her nature, she raised Clovis and left her people for him. It often pained him that he ruined her life and segregated her from her own family, but she often told him – with a smack on his head — “Quiet boy, you’re my family and family doesn’t abandon anyone. You hear?” 
 
    “Coming right up. You want anything, Caleb sweetie? You look a bit pale.”  
 
    “That’s because he’s been standing out on deck with Mora.” Nova teased, making kissy noises. Caleb’s face was as red as a tomato now.  
 
    “Gosh, Nova shut up.”  
 
    Emma tussled Caleb’s hair, just as a loud bang was on the table. Ezekiel had pinned Nova’s hand down on the table.  
 
    “W-What! You cheated; I was distracted!”  
 
    Ezekiel grinned as if he had just won a small fortune, because to him, making Nova flustered was a rich reward.  
 
    “Sorry my Fae girl, always keep your eyes on the prize.”  
 
    Nova glared at him. “This isn’t the last, I can assure you of that. I’m going to make sure that I put lobsters in your pants and hope they snip off something precious.”  
 
    “Hey, no bloodbath on this ship. You take it outside when we dock,” Emma said, making Nova’s eyes twinkle.  
 
    Clovis couldn’t help but laugh and shake his head. He heard Eileen's voice, telepathically in his head.  
 
    “What is it, Eileen?”  
 
    “We’ve arrived at our destination, Captain. The Golden City of Polis.”  
 
    Clovis immediately stood and replied, “I’m coming back up.” He turned to look at Emma, who was looking at him quizzically with worry in her eyes. “You’ll have to put my order on hold, Emma. We’re here.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Clovis, wait,” Emma called him back before he headed off the plank to the island. Clovis turned around seeing that she still looked worried. “You know the Aegean’s—”  
 
    “I already have Mora sending a telepathic message to them. They’re only dangerous when you come unannounced. I want to ask them if they’ve seen Audalai. Hell, if they might even have her here.”  
 
    Emma pursed her lips together and walked over to Clovis. She was a foot shorter than him, but she managed to stretch her arms out and took his cheeks in her hand.  
 
    “You’ve been looking everywhere for her, Clovis and scaling across the Realm for years. You should prepare yourself in case—”  
 
    Clovis reached up and gently peeled Emma’s hands from his cheeks. He knew what she was going to say, but he just couldn’t conclude that Audalai was dead.  
 
    “I’m going to find her, Emma. Don’t you want closure as well?”  
 
    Emma looked down and closed her eyes. Like Clovis, she had raised Audalai like her own, it had broken Emma to the point that it was easier to accept that Audalai was dead.  
 
    Clovis leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “I’ll be back. You won’t lose me too, Mother.”  
 
    “Captain!”  
 
    Clovis turned around to see Mora, the Umber Wytch, holding a white and blue sphere in her hands.  
 
    “Did you find a connection with them?”  
 
    “I did, they said that they’re willing to speak with us . . . If we don’t bring any weapons.”  
 
    Of course, Clovis sighed and reached his arm back to grab the hilt of his sword. He handed it to Emma as she was one of the only people who could hold the massive sword.  
 
    “Come back safe. I don’t want to have to smack you again.”  
 
    Clovis grinned and winked as he walked down to the shore. “Thanks, Mora, you can head back up to the ship and make sure Caleb doesn’t stay out in the sun too long.”  
 
    Mora nodded and with her black hair flowing behind him, walked back up to the ship. With Clovis on land was Jennis, who spoke with Corin-dole, the Strigoi named Levin, and a Daemon woman named Lucinda. They were versatile and experienced, knowing the ins and outs of any land like the back of their hand.  
 
    “So, Captain, do you think she’s there?” Lucinda asked. The woman was just as tall as he, with wild red hair that moved like fire and armor that left nothing to the imagination. She was probably the only one who could keep up with him in a fight.  
 
    “It isn’t absolute, but I have to keep trying. And please, nothing about ‘if she isn’t alive’ I can feel that she is.”  
 
    “I wasn’t going to say a thing. I’ll follow you anywhere Captain.”  
 
    “They’re here.” Levin’s telepathic thoughts reached out to everyone, making them turn to the thick, green forest. Clovis peered into the thick brush but did not see anything. “They’re using a cloaking spell. You’ll need to use your other eyes, Captain.”  
 
    Clovis hated using his demon eyes. It was something that often triggered the mark on the back of his neck, and he had trained and pushed away from the dark demon for some time. He sighed and closed his eyes for a brief moment, when he opened them again, they were red. His demon eyes, unlike his mundane ones, could see past any magical defenses. It drained him a bit and left him vulnerable enough that there was a risk of the demon taking over, he relied more on his physical strength than any magic.  
 
    When he noticed the mundane shape, he saw that there were about four of them. They didn’t wear tops, exposing their breasts, and the lone cloth covering their privates was only barely covering them. They held different assortments of weapons from spears to daggers. One was different than the rest as she wore a crown on top of her locks and a cloak that hung around her shoulders.  
 
    The woman wearing the crown slowly started to walk toward Clovis and he broke away from his demon sight the moment she revealed herself, along with the rest of the women. She approached Clovis until they were at eye level, where she could look into his gray ones and him into her bright blue eyes. The Aegeans were one of the few that were just as tall, if not taller than Clovis.  
 
    “Shiva, you look well,” Clovis said in greeting.  
 
    “Clodovicus, I’d say the same to you, but then I suppose that would be a lie,” Shiva’s sing-song voice said. Clovis cracked a grin. “It is good to see you, however. What can I do for you?”  
 
    “I’m looking for someone and I’m hoping you may know where she could be.”  
 
    “I’ll certainly need something in return, follow me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Two 
 
    It had been eight months since Thea left for the Bastion of Amac, and Maggie still wished that Thea would walk through the doors of the brothel at any moment. Maggie would often feel her stomach churn at the unsettling thoughts that teased her mind. She didn’t trust Nobius and his charismatic smile or the enigmatic glint in his eyes. But most importantly, Kadda missed her mother, and it would take Maggie several hours to put the child to sleep. Even though she did not vocally cry out for her mother, tears streamed down her cheeks every night. She’d squirm and wiggled, not wanting to sleep without her mother’s presence. Maggie never knew what to do. With Meretrix’s schedules changing and alternating since more Courtesans and Escorts were being sold off, she didn’t have as much time to watch Kadda as she liked. So, without her or her mother’s care, Laura became more reliable to watch Kadda.  
 
    Maggie reached Laura’s house sometime in the afternoon and saw that the door’s hinges had been broken off. Her eyes widened in fear and she rushed toward the house, at the same moment that Laura was emerging with Kadda in her arms.  
 
    “Laura?” When she was close enough to see her face, she stopped and observed the woman’s tear-stained cheeks and red eyes. “W-What happened, why are you crying?”  
 
    “I’m glad you’re here. These men, they came charging into the house. I had to hide for hours until they left.” Laura walked over and put Kadda in Maggie’s arms. Maggie held onto Kadda seeing her face scrunch up. “You and Kadda need to leave, right now.”  
 
    “Wait, what men?” Maggie demanded. Kadda couldn’t whimper or whine, but the child’s face twisted in sadness and fear, she was shaking a little. What if her husband came home? What if he hired men to scare her? “Was this your husband’s doing? Laura this is what I’m talking about, he’s nothing but—”  
 
    “Madelyn, please!” Laura shouted, making Maggie jump. She had never heard the woman raise her voice. The sound felt like a knife had plunged into her heart. “We can’t keep seeing one another anymore, it’s far too dangerous.”  
 
    “What, why? He’s never been a problem before. You’re wrong if you think I can’t handle him.” Maggie could feel her throat tightening and growing warm with each word that left her lips. “I don’t understand why you keep giving him so many damn chances. It isn’t fair how he treats you.”  
 
    “You don’t know what it’s even like, Maggie. I am nothing but a housewife with no claim to her name, no family. I don’t have a dime because everything I have, including the clothes on my back, belongs to him.” 
 
    “Well, I’m here! I’ve always been here. I could take care of you; you don’t need to rely on him. You don’t even need to rely on me.” Maggie could already feel the tears rolling down her cheeks as she tried to force the words out, gripping Kadda close to her chest. “No woman should have to rely on their husband. I told you I would take care of it . . . I love you, Laura.”  
 
    Laura hiccupped and covered her lips, hearing that made her heart skip a beat. She looked away from Maggie and closed her eyes tightly, running her fingers through her hair in frustration.  
 
    “It just isn’t going to work. I need a man that can provide for me and you’re . . . you’re nothing but a whore.” Laura let out a sob as she looked at Maggie. Hearing those words felt like she was being stabbed repeatedly through the heart. “I can’t live in your world, Maggie. It almost cost Allen his life. So, please . . .”  
 
    “I don’t understand.” Maggie's voice quaked. “Why are you saying these things to me? You don’t need him, Laura. Please, you have to see that, we can be together. I’ve saved a bit of money and I know a few people that—”  
 
    “Stop, Maggie! Just stop trying, please—” 
 
    When Maggie tried to take a step toward Laura, she flinched. 
 
    “Please, I can’t be seen or be a part of this. I know its sudden and out of nowhere, Maggie, but I no longer want to see you. Don’t come to my house again, or else I will report you to the Kingsland Guards.”  
 
    Laura took one last look at Maggie before turning away. Maggie, dumbfounded, stared as Laura walked away. Maggie didn’t say anything for what seemed like hours. She just stood there, holding Kadda in her arms, tears streaming down her face at an increasing speed — it felt like she’d cried an ocean.  
 
    “. . . Come back.” Maggie hoarsely tried to call out, but her voice came out barely a whisper. “Come back.”  
 
    The feeling of soft fingers on her face pulled Maggie out of her despair, and she looked down at a teary-eyed little girl. Maggie felt her lip quiver as she tried to smile and pressed her lips to Kadda’s forehead.  
 
    “It’s okay, Kadda . . . It’ll be okay.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The walk back to the brothel seemed longer than usual, Maggie felt like she was trudging through thick mud. She had never seen Laura so upset and the thought of never seeing her again crushed her more than anything. A tiny part of her blamed Thea for leaving her behind without a second thought. Instead, the thought of her sister was more important than anyone else.  
 
    I thought I was your sister . . . 
 
    Maggie stopped in one of the alleyways and blankly stared at the dusty ground. What am I saying? I do want her back. Thea is my friend, my sister. It isn’t her responsibility to take care of me. I need to be strong without Thea. 
 
    Maggie felt soft fingers on her cheeks and looked down to see Kadda pulling a small smile to her lips. Despite the sorrow that ran through her bones, Maggie felt a sudden urge to bounce up and down happily. She felt like smiling despite the circumstances that plagued her as if some force of magic was coursing through her very core.  
 
    “You’re doing this, aren’t you?” She finally asked. Kadda squinted her eyes and grinned. “Maybe it’s a good thing you didn’t leave with Thea. I know Thea can handle herself, but I wouldn’t for a second feel comfortable with you around that man.”  
 
    The image of Nobius face made her frown with displeasure. Maggie continued to walk the narrow path until she saw the Meretrix in the distance. She walked up the stairs and opened the door and her body went rigid as she saw the person she was least expecting to see.  
 
    “Flint?”  
 
    Throughout the years, Flint had surprisingly aged well. His hair was now a dull reddish orange that was tied into a ponytail letting it hang below his neck. He had faint laugh lines around his mouth and had soft baby skin to make him look thirty instead of fifty. When he turned around to focus his attention on Maggie, his eyes had a small glint in them that sent a shiver up her spine and she gripped Kadda tightly to her chest.  
 
    “Maggie, what a pleasant surprise,” Flint remarked and strolled away from where he was talking to Eddie – who turned to look in her direction with a look of worry on his face. When Flint was in front of Maggie, she had to crane her neck to look up at his sly smile. “You still into your little hobby? While I am all for any action, what I don’t like, is losing money.”  
 
    Maggie gulped. She didn’t say anything, knowing full well he didn’t care for an answer. She watched him bend down to Kadda and smile at her. Kadda frowned at Flint’s proximity and clung tighter to her aunt.  
 
    “Well, how unfortunate, my daughter wants nothing to do with me. I’ll have to talk with Thea when she comes back.”  
 
    “Your Magi friend bought her, remember?” Maggie retorted. She hadn’t meant for the words to slip out and when Flint turned his head to look at her with his brow raised, Maggie instantly regretted it.  
 
    “Yes, I am fully aware, Madelyn. But, not to mention, Thea is quite a handful. I have a feeling she’ll be making her way back soon, but I’ll handle her if push comes to shove.” He stood straighter and held his arms out. “Give her to me.”  
 
    Maggie slowly stepped back. “Don’t you have any work to do after you’ve been gone for so long? I can handle Kadda until then.”  
 
    Flint chuckled, but the smile on his face dropped. “Maggie don’t make me punish you.  You have a child in your hands. My child, and if she gets hurt because I slapped the shit out of you, you’re going to get punished again. I am not Edward. Don’t think you will evade the repercussions.” 
 
    Maggie cast her gaze on Eddie, who looked away guiltily. Maggie had always thought one day he would realize what he was doing, but it was becoming more and more likely that that wasn’t the case. He’s turning into a mini Flint, Maggie thought to herself in disappointment.  
 
    “It’s okay, Kadda. You’re going with Flint for a while.” Maggie whispered into Kadda’s ear.  
 
    Flint reached out his hands and snatched Kadda out of Maggie’s reach. Kadda didn’t cry. She just blankly stared at Flint as if waiting for him to try anything.  
 
    “Good. I knew you were a smart girl. Now, go up and take care of a gentleman. He was asking for Thea, but you can have all her customers. And if I hear you fraternizing again, I won’t hesitate to have my men make another visit to that pretty little lover of yours.” 
 
    Maggie frowned. Another visit? Maggie’s fist tightened, her eye twitched, realizing why Laura was terrified. She wanted nothing more than to strangle Flint, if not to kill him, but knew she would not have the power nor backup to do so.  
 
    She released her hands from their grip, letting out a hiss. “Yes, Sir.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Three 
 
    Thea had the vision again.  
 
    She didn’t know where she was or who she was with, but knew that when she was there, it made her feel happy. A genuine feeling that she hadn’t felt in a long time. It was always the same: she was lying in bed with a faceless male, and he was prompting her to awake by picking her up and wrapping his arms around her. Thea felt safe in his arms. She knew that it couldn’t have been one of the men at the brothel since she felt joyous and exuberant in the vision. Thea could almost feel her chest wanting to explode when she heard the name, he had given her. She couldn’t forget it: My Gift.  
 
    It was as if he was saying “I love you” and “this is what you mean to me” in just two words.  
 
    Thea knew that there was no wishful thinking. The vision that made her heart pound and blood pump would never happen, leaving it only to be a reminder of something she could never have.  
 
    “Thea, are you feeling alright?” Audalai asked. Thea snapped out of her reverie and focused on the green-haired girl. Audalai and Hati had accompanied her to bury Hapy’s ashes since Nobius had given her the canister that held the old horse’s ashes. “You just dazed out after a while. Should we take you back to the monastery?”  
 
    “I’m fine, you two. It’s just a small headache, I promise. This looks like a good spot,” Thea said, stopping in front of a small flower bed that was beside a house. She bent down to the ground and placed the canister on the ground, opening the top.  
 
    Both Hati and Audalai looked at each other but slowly nodded. “We’ll give you a moment,” Hati said and the pair walked away.  
 
    Thea sighed and closed her eyes, tilting her head up. “I’m sorry Hapy that I wasn’t there for you. I should have come to see you sooner. Both you and Jiran deserved better.” Thea leaned back on her heels, surveying the place she’d chosen to be the old horse’s final resting place. “It seems like all I do is lose people and I’m sick and tired of it . . . Just for one moment, I want to know what it feels like to be truly happy.”  
 
    She thought about the odd dream she kept having. She thought about seeing her sister again and having Kadda meet her aunt, to have her, Maggie, and Freya live in a world where they didn’t need to be questioned or treated like dirt.  
 
    Tears escaped Thea’s eyes and she quickly wiped them before taking the opened canister in her hands and dumping the contents into the flower bed. Thea patted her hand on the ground, mixing the ashes and dirt. “Dio, god of land and harvest, bless this earth and let it grow with a plentiful harvest.” 
 
    Thea removed her hand from the ground and placed it in her lap. “Rest easy, Hapy. I love you.”  
 
    Without any warning, Thea suddenly felt a cold lingering pressure in the back of her neck, a familiar presence in forming in her mind: Hel. Thea sighed to herself, feeling she couldn’t get a break and stood, brushing her hands on her clothes. 
 
    Thea parted her lips to respond, but a high-pitched noise echoed in her ears interrupting her. She gripped the side of her head and stumbled. Thea wrinkled her brow in frustration and slumped down on the ground from the sudden intense pain in her head.  
 
    The high-pitched tone only grew louder and made Thea cringe as she gritted her teeth in pain. She felt as if sharp claws were tearing into her mind and ripping through her soft flesh; and if this pain continued, she was sure her head would split in two. Her vision began to distort from the colorful blue sky to a dark, gray sky. What is happening? She thought dimly aware of the odd change. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Clovis and the others emerged from the forest, they came upon the Aegean metropolis. The long huts crafted from gold and each hut was shaped differently in size than the last. There were several Aegon’s outside doing daily activities, while children played with each other.  
 
    “I don’t see her, Captain,” Lucinda said behind Clovis.  The others were looking discreetly since the entire women’s tribe was topless.  
 
    “We’ll speak in the hut. Our Shaman should be present for us to see about your missing friend. Then, you may proceed to do something for me.” Shiva instructed Clovis, turning to face him.  
 
    “You’ve certainly done a good job maintaining the metropolis, Shiva. It’s grown since I last been here.”  
 
    “We strive to keep our defenses up. Our magic borders around the forest keep unruly visitors out – men like you are always popping their heads up. Are you still in contact with that pirate?” Shiva frowned as she mentioned Flint. When Clovis had been part of Flint’s crew, they had come in contact with Shiva and they didn’t part on the best terms. 
 
    “I’m not. Don’t worry. I haven’t seen him in almost four years. The last time, he was—” Clovis stopped speaking, making Shiva hum with her brow raised curiously. He wasn’t sure why the Roma girl, Thea, came into his mind but he suddenly felt a churning in his stomach. Admittedly, that isn’t guilt after all these years. 
 
    “Well, then that’s good. You’re a lot better of a man than he ever will be, one day I hope someone stabs him in the back . . . But we are here. Your crew can stay outside.”  
 
    The golden longhouse they’d stopped in from of was the place Aegean leaders would conduct business and meetings with other tribal leaders from the other side of the island. Unlike the other golden huts, this was triangular and large with six windows on the outside.  
 
    “We’ll be alright here, Captain,” Lucinda told him. “I’ll make sure to keep everyone else in line.”  
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Jennis called out. He and Corin-dole were already sitting down with a group of Aegeans who were playing a board game. Levin was leaning against one of the huts in the shade.  
 
    “I think they’ll be out of your hair.” Clovis joked and followed Shiva into the hut.  
 
    Inside was a giant fire pit in the middle of the longhouse with several throw pillows surrounding it. The entire structure of the longhouse was held up by large, thick bronze poles that propped into the ground. There was even a throne made from pure gold that sat several meters from the pit. Shiva walked over to the throne and took a seat, crossing one leg over the other.  
 
    “Do you suppose you can put on a shirt? I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable in your own home, Shiva.”  
 
    Shiva chuckled to herself and waved her hands. “You are truly a modest man, Clovis. I’ve always had a soft spot for you because you’ve never wronged me, not once.”  
 
    A person came from behind Clovis, and he moved out the way to let the girl past.  
 
    Unlike the other dark-skinned women that were there, this woman’s skin was pale with a slight tan. Her long, brown hair went to her back and she was carrying clothing in her hands, bringing them to Shiva. When Clovis saw her face, he couldn’t help but find something familiar in her dark brown eyes. At first, he thought they had crossed paths during his escapades as a pirate or she was a woman he had once met, but nothing came to him.  
 
    “Well, it seems I might have been wrong about you, then?” Shiva teased, breaking Clovis out of his thoughts and turning to look at the mischievous grin on Shiva’s face. “It seems that you favor cream-colored, yes?”  
 
    Clovis shook his head. “I don’t see color; you know that Shiva. I just . . . what is your maiden’s name? I feel as if I know her from somewhere, but I can’t tell from where.”  
 
    Shiva looked up at the brown-haired girl, who looked to be in her mid-twenties, but despite her youth, she had a motherly air about her.  
 
    “Well, go on, you can answer him,” Shiva told the young woman. “We had saved her some years ago. My daughter was also taken.”  
 
    I thought someone was missing. “What do you mean taken?”  
 
    “That’s what I wanted to ask of you, Clovis. If my Shaman helps you find Audalai will you find my daughter, Hati, as well?”  
 
    “Of course, I probably would have done it anyway. You know that, Shiva . . .” Clovis told her. For the first time since he arrived, he noticed the deep circles under her eyes and wondered if she had been getting any sleep.  
 
    “Dominya is a Roma and for the time being she is my Shaman, ever since we’ve saved her. She’s been living here, not as a prisoner, but she claims to have escaped from the Bastion of Amac. And you know as well as I do that no one inhabits much of that place anymore. I don’t imprison women, but you see how I am suspect of the situation. You may tell the rest, dear.”  
 
    Dominya cleared her throat and looked at Clovis, who briefly saw an Amber iris surrounding her eye.  
 
    “I don’t remember everything when I left the Bastion of Amac. The mages used a spell to wipe our memories and spelled the entire perimeter to make us see something that is no longer there. I can only briefly remember faces of Hati and the women you know as Audalai.”  
 
     “Show me!” Clovis shouted and gripped his hands into a tight fist. “You need something of hers for the vision, right?”  
 
    Quickly from Clovis’ pocket, he removed a turquoise necklace that looked like a seashell and held it in the air. Dominya turned to look at Shiva, who nodded. The moment Dominya touched Clovis’ hands, she froze. Her body went completely rigid, and her eyes turned a bright Amber. Dominya had a vision.  
 
    It was brief and blurry, but she saw the stone castle of a prison, not a monastery. She could see two girls oblivious to everything around them as they laughed. One with green hair and the other with long, twisted locks. But there was a third girl, Dominya could recognize her even after all these years. She felt a tear trickle down her cheek before she was pulled out of the vision. 
 
    Dominya let go of the amulet and backed away from Clovis, who stared at her confused as she gasped. Shiva stood from her throne ready to calm her down if needed but Dominya shook her head and looked at Clovis. 
 
    “I saw her, Audalai, she is at the Bastion of Amac with Hati. They are prisoners,” she said turning around to look at Shiva. She looked back at Clovis who had a smile on his face. “But there’s something that I don’t quite understand . . .”  
 
    Clovis waved his hand at her. “And that is?”  
 
    “Visions are only able to see others when they have something of that person or . . . have been in contact with that person. My question to you, Clovis is this: I saws my sister, Thea, I hadn’t seen her since she was eight years old, but the moment I touched your hand I saw her as clear as day, why is that?” 
 
    Thea? That’s why this girl was familiar to me.  
 
    “I met her, four years ago, and if you saw her now with Audalai and Hati . . .  That means all three girls are alive. I’m going to get them back.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Four 
 
    Clovis instantly turned on his heel and went out the way he came, not wanting to waste so much as a second if Audalai was in danger. He saw his crew was where he left them, and Lucinda was the first to notice him as he approached her.  
 
    “Captain?”  
 
    “I know where Audalai is being held.”  
 
    The look on Lucinda’s face was one of confusion as she furrowed her brows and tilted her head slightly to the side. “You are sure, Captain?” though not at all questioning his judgment. The serious and sure look in his eye was enough to prove to her after so many years, he had found where she was located. “But what do you mean being held? Is she a hostage somewhere?”  
 
    Before Clovis could respond to his eager crew mate, a voice called out to him. Clovis turned to see that Dominya was approaching. 
 
    “What is it that I can do for you?”  
 
    “I want you to take me with you. I won’t take any if, ands, or buts. Shiva has already given me her blessing to leave with you since she trusts you enough to come back.”  
 
    Clovis smirked and crossed his arms over his chest. “What makes you think you’ll be up to the challenge? Have you ever been on a ship before? Or faced untold peril? This isn’t a walk in the park, you could die.”  
 
    “And that’s a risk I am willing to take. Thea is my sister. I practically raised her, you should understand what I feel because I bet you have risked your life, time and time again, to find Audalai. You wouldn’t care if you were going through Hell itself. When you love someone, you go through the far reaches to do anything for them.” 
 
    Dominya’s steadfast determination and aura was like a raging fire. Clovis could feel the power in her words as if she was using her Intuition magic. She was right that he had gone through hell and back, time and time again, to find Audalai and nothing anyone said diverted his mind or, his heart from saving her.  
 
    “You truly love her, don’t you?”  
 
    “Of course, I do. She’s my sister, my blood. I knew I should have listened the first time I heard Kii and Ansem calling for me, telling me and sending me images that she was alive. But I was far too weak after and it drained of too much of my magic. I thought I was delirious, but I will not make the same mistake again.”  
 
    “Well,” Clovis sighed, with a casual shrug and smirk. “I hope you can handle yourself, Roma. It’s going to be a dangerous adventure.”  
 
    Dominya smirked and her eyes turned bright amber. “Trust me, I can.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Three days.   
 
    That was how long it would take for them to reach the Bastion of Amac, and Clovis feared that the longer it took to reach Audalai and the others, the more negative thoughts crossed his mind.  
 
    No, they’ll be fine, she’ll be fine. She’s been fine for years. Clovis’ negativity was replaced by determination. 
 
    “Man, the sails and raise the hatch, we’ve got a new course set!”  
 
    “Where to, Captain?” Ezekiel yelled, at the helm. 
 
    “To the Bastion of Amac.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Magic was strong and powerful, especially between Roma. The positivity energy that spewed from out of Dominya and Clovis was able to connect to Thea’s connection. The power might have been small, but it was enough to force Hel out of Thea, leaving her disoriented and dizzy, pulling out of her hypnotic state. “What happened?” Thea tried to call out, but it felt like the words just died in her throat. Her vision started to get blurry — the dark, gray colors began to bleed back in. Thea frowned as she squinted her eyes, looking up at the ominous clouds. 
 
    Thea’s heart dropped in her chest. What’s going on! She screamed into her thoughts, hoping that someone would answer her pleas, but neither Hel nor the voices spoke up — leaving Thea alone with her agony, the color around her washing out.  
 
    And then, she heard a familiar voice. A voice she listened to a long time ago in a dream that distinctly started to form into a female and a male’s voice.  
 
    “Thea, can you hear us? Can you hear us, Thea?” The voice, feminine and kind, called out to her in worry.  
 
    Thea felt sucked in a breath and wiped her face that soaked with tears.  
 
    I can hear you! I-I can hear you, Kii! 
 
    “Ansem, we’ve finally reached her!” Kii’s ecstatic voice rang through Thea’s ears. It was the most melodic sound she had heard in a long time.  
 
    “Oh, thank the Azure Reach that we found you in time!” Ansem breathed out a sigh of relief.  
 
    Found me in time? Thea asked. She didn’t understand. Found me in time for what?  
 
    “There’s no time to explain. You are in danger, Thea. The man you know as Nobius has been lying to you, he means to drain your magic, and the magic from the rest of the girls here,” Ansem said hurriedly.  
 
    Kii simply replied with hum, agreeing with her brother. “You are only here as a sacrificial lamb and if we don’t get you out of here, you will die.” 
 
    The thought of her death was a wakeup call to Thea. She felt a pounding in her head, and she felt like she was being forcibly restrained. But after a moment, the aching pain in her skull disappeared. Instead, she heard the solemn voice of Ansem telling her to open her eyes.  
 
    The colorful, bustling marketplace was sudden gray and empty. Not a soul was in sight and the stalls were nothing but ruins. The idle chatter that came with the people was gone. Thea was sitting in a grim land, devoid of life. She couldn’t believe that she’d was tricked into seeing a beautiful, busy landscape. 
 
    “A-Audalai and Hati, I won’t leave them behind. How can we get off this island?” 
 
    “We think we can get back in contact with another Roma,” Kii told her. “Now that you have broken through Nobius’ spell it will only be a matter of time before he senses someone broke free of his control.”  
 
     “In other words,” Ansem told her, “We’ll be your eyes and ears. Follow our lead, don’t get caught.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dominya was below deck in the sleeping quarters of the ship. She had asked what she could do to aid Clovis and his men, but he had told her that, for now, she should preserve her power. To her astonishment, Clovis had said that excessive use of a Roma’s energy could limit their life force. How had I not known that? It had seemed like there was more to her kind that she didn’t know about. It made her think about what Thea had gone through, without knowledge of who she was or any guidance. The last that time she had seen her was when she was face down in the dirt after she had been knocked out with the butt of Mar Donias’ sword.  
 
    While it made Dominya relieved that Clovis had seen Thea, not knowing the kind of person he was, left Dominya worried that her sister had been through things beyond what she could handle.  
 
    “I can’t think that way. She’s a Frey, after all, and a Roma. We keep trying and fighting surviving.” Remembering the last words that she had told her sister before she was taken.  
 
    “Dominya, can I come in?” A voice said from outside the door. 
 
     “Uh, yes. Come in.” 
 
    “Can you open the door? It’s Eileen.”  
 
    For a moment, Dominya had to remember who Eileen was until she remembered the small blue haired Fae that Clovis had introduced herself to when she boarded the ship.  
 
    “Oh! One moment,” she quickly said and opened the door. Eileen flew in and hovered a foot away from Dominya’s face. “Hi, again. Sorry about that, I’m not used to being around other races.”  
 
    “That’s alright. You would be one of the first Roma I’ve seen in a long while. Anyway, Captain Clovis wanted me to see if you wanted anything to eat. Whatever you want, Emma will make it up.”  
 
    “Thank you, I think I will take a—” Before Dominya could finish what she was saying, she felt a shiver run up her spine and instantly her vision blacked out. Eileen saw her eyes turn amber — Dominya had a vision.  
 
    The moment that Dominya opened her eyes, her vision was slightly blurry, and her surroundings were foggy. Where am I? Dominya thought, she started walking carefully along the gravel through the misty atmosphere.  
 
    “You’re in the Bastion of Amac,” a disembodied voice said. “The magic barrier surrounding the island prohibits visions and communication links. So, we’ll need to hurry.”  Dominya looked around and behind her trying to see where the voice had come from. 
 
    Who are you? Dominya asked, and in just a few seconds, two figures appeared before her. They both looked like a male and female with pale skin and bright blue hair. Kii? And - 
 
    “Ansem. It’s nice to meet you, Dominya finally. We’ve been trying to contact you for so long.”  
 
    “Thea will be glad that you are alive and well,” Kii said. The moment Dominya heard her sister’s name, her heart accelerated, and her breath quickened.  
 
    You’ve seen my sister? Is she alive? Is she well? She knew that she might have sounded frantic, shouting at the deities who she had prayed to since she was little, but knowing that her baby sister was really and truly alive was enough to bring tears to her eyes.  
 
    “She is,” Ansem responded to her with a nod, “But she won’t be for long. The man you know as Nobius—” 
 
    Nobius? Dominya spat with annoyance. What the hell did that bastard do to my sister? She was tightening her hands into fists, she could feel her magic flaring, and her eyes were glowing.  
 
    “Nothing yet. We’ve broken her free from the spell, and she’s playing it off. But we won’t be able to hold the spell off for long.”  
 
    Dominya, trying to steady her anger, was breathing in and out deeply through her nose. “I’m with a man named Clodovicus and his crew. We should be at the Bastion of Amac in three, maybe two days if we make haste.”  
 
    Ansem and Kii looked at each other briefly before nodding.  
 
    “We should be able to protect her until then. When you get to the border of the Bastion of Amac, you must know that the perimeter is spelled. No one can bypass it unless they are Magi. Come with a small party and we can guide you and the man Clodovicus into the Bastion of Amac’s borders.”  
 
    Dominya nodded, understanding that what was at stake was a matter of life and death.  
 
    I’ll let him know.  
 
    Kii nodded, “Good. Now we must be going. We don’t want anyone to find us out just yet.”  
 
    Are Hati and Audalai alright? Dominya quickly asked. She remembered they did not follow her when she was tried to escape. She didn’t have time to snap them out of the spell and get herself out safely. While she had been a prisoner, those two reminded her of Thea and she felt a closeness to them.  
 
    “They are fine, yes,” Kii told her, answering her worries.  
 
    “Thea is devising a plan to escape, don’t worry. She’s a survivor.” 
 
    Dominya felt the smile reach her face, Survivor. Whatever she had been through, good or bad, it still didn’t break her spirit to lie there and die. She was proud of her baby sister; she had achieved so much and all without her.  
 
    “Be wary of a storm coming your way . . . I’m not sure when, but I can feel it,” Kii told her before she left. Dominya wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but she nodded in understanding as her vision slowly began to fade.  
 
    When Dominya came out of the vision, she found herself lying on the bed, staring up at Clovis and Eileen’s worried face.  
 
    “Dominya, are you alright? Eileen rushed to me immediately. She said that your eyes turned amber. You had a vision?”  
 
    Dominya gave him a small nod. “I did. Ansem and Kii came to me. They broke Thea from a spell that surrounds the Bastion of Amac’s perimeter.”  
 
    “Around the perimeter, you say? I know some rumors were going on about them guarding their island, but this confirms it.” Clovis was scowling, angry with himself that he never even thought to check Bastion of Amac.  
 
    “They said to come as a small party, that only Magi can penetrate the walls.”  
 
    “Then there’s no doubt that you’re coming with us. Eileen, you’ll be with Dominya and aid her if she needs it.” Clovis ordered, the determination set in his eyes.  
 
    Eileen saluted to him. “Aye, aye, Captain. I’ll let the others know to full speed ahead; we can make there within two days!”  
 
    In a blur of blue particles, Eileen sped off, leaving Clovis and Dominya alone.  
 
    “Did they . . . mention Audalai?”  
 
    The look in his eyes made Dominya’s heart clench in her chest. She had a feeling that the teary-eyed look of pain, love, and determination in his eyes was the same way she looked when she thought of her sister.  
 
    “Yes, she’s fine. Both she and Hati are. Thea is devising an escape plan, they said. They’re protecting her, Ansem and Kii.”  
 
    “Good, Good,” Clovis muttered. “She’s a really smart kid, she is. A real leader and . . .” Clovis knew that it wasn’t the perfect time to tell her, but he knew she needed to know the conditions Thea had been in when he’d seen her. She was her sister after all and Clovis had felt guilty for some months. “There are some things you should know, Dominya, about Thea and how I found her—”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “Wait, don’t finish your sentence,” Dominya interrupted him. Clovis looked at her in confusion. “I know, realistically, that my sister must have gone through hell. There’s a lot that I don’t know, and I don’t want to know; but, I know my sister is strong and brave. She has two deities looking out for her and Aesir knows whatever else. She’s fought and survived as I told her to, but she’s grown so much that looking at the past will only dent and stunt her growth. Good or bad, I am proud of her.”  
 
    Clovis nodded with his brows knitted together seriously.  
 
    “Who knows what her path would have been if you saved her. It might have been worse, and I might have never got to see my baby sister. As long as I know that she’s alive, that she has survived, that’s all that matters to me.”  
 
    Clovis looked at her for a moment. He slowly nodded, understanding what she was saying, and seeing how Thea was so much like Dominya in many ways. Even though she had been scared, there was a toughness that he saw in her and now . . .  he could see where she got it from.  
 
    “Then, let’s get our loved ones back.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Five 
 
    “Operation Black Snow is a go,” Ezekiel whispered in a joking tone as the old harbor boat carried a small party of those born of magic or close enough to be able to pass through the barrier undetected. The group was Ezekiel, Dominya, Eileen, Lucinda, and Clovis. They’d left the ship just a bit past midnight when the moon waned full. They sat in the boat as it moved through the dark ocean water, shifting and rocking from side to side as it floated along the slightly choppy waters.  
 
    A thick cloud of gray mist started to trail over toward them as it hovered above the water—letting the group know that something was amiss. 
 
    “We’re coming up on the island now, Captain,” Lucinda reported to Clovis, who was looking far out with her expansive vision.  
 
    “Good. Dominya see if you can get in contact with Ansem and Kii now.” 
 
    Dominya nodded, pushing down the sea sickness that the choppy waters had brought on and took a deep breath. It didn’t take long for her eyes to glow amber and in the dark, they looked like a cat’s yellow eyes to the crew.  
 
    We are here.  
 
    It didn’t take long for Kii to respond.  
 
    “We’ll open the barrier for a brief moment, hurry.” 
 
    Dominya returned to the world of the living, nodding to Ezekiel to make them go faster, as Lucinda sped up her rowing. 
 
    For a moment, Dominya looked up and saw a translucent barrier brighten in dim light, like a mirror. Their little boat quietly slipped through the gate and Dominya felt it close behind them.   
 
    When Dominya turned her attention back to the island, her mind’s eye did not perceive the island as it once had. Even from Clovis’ demon eyes, he could honestly see what the Bastion of Amac had been trying to hide. It wasn’t a lush paradise—it was nothing but a dead zone. 
 
    “By the gods,” Ezekiel breathed, looking in awe at the dead trees that scattered around the hills. Even from this distance, they could see the crumbled top of a tower. 
 
    “The rumors were true after all,” Lucinda mumbled.  
 
    Despite Dominya and Clovis not breathing a word, they both had the same thought. They needed to hurry.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the group approached the town, it was immediately evident that something was wrong. The town should have been populated and full of life with an orange light of fire from a hearth had; instead, a continuous blanket of silence. The only light that cast around the town was the bright light of the full moon. 
 
    Dominya walked along the cracked and dry ground that bared no life but a short scrubby yellow grass that seemed to be dying from lack of sunlight. The rows of homes that had appeared to be beautiful and full last time Dominya was here were broken and torn apart as if a vicious storm had ravaged the area. Between the decaying dwellings that had lost more paint than they have kept, the style of the buildings suggested that the town dated back over two centuries. The windows had shattered long ago, as the structures themselves withered away. She saw rotting boards, some broken, others hanging as if they were trying to cover the empty eyes of every abandoned home. The doors hung on the few remaining threads of their hinges and groaned with pain at every sway, making the “town” even more haunting. Weeds and moss covered every surface which had long become a permanent part of the ancient homes.    
 
    “What happened to this place?” Dominya breathed out. She couldn’t help but feel her throat tighten and her eyes burn as she walked along the narrow streets where she was sure parents and their children used to walk and play. The Bastion of Amac had honestly forgotten by history.  
 
    “T-There’s absolutely no one here,” Eileen stuttered. She was hidden in Dominya’s hair, sitting on her shoulder. “It’s like there’s no life here at all.” 
 
    “Thhis place has less charm than a graveyard,” Ezekiel said in intense sadness. He was kicking a stone that rolled haphazardly off to the side. “And at least those are built out of sentimentality and love.” 
 
     “It seems like this place used to be beautiful at one point but was just abandoned.” Lucinda pointed out. She had her hand on her sword hilt, surveying the scene for any danger lurking in the eerie gloom.  
 
    “Let us not get distracted. I can see the monastery up ahead,” Clovis said and jutted his chin toward the tall, broken tower. “Are you still fit to go, Dominya?”  
 
    Dominya looked up at the tower and licked her lips. She wasn’t afraid of much, not when it was her sister involved.  
 
    “I am.”  
 
    There was a brief pause in Dominya’s step, and a flash of a vision passed through her mind’s eye. It was short but she saw the group being dragged into the ground by gangly, shredded skin that popped up from the ground.  
 
    “Clovis, the ground!” Dominya shouted. The words left her lips the moment Clovis stepped onto the ground. He turned just as a hand shot up from the ground.  
 
    Clovis’ eyes widened as he cursed. “Shit!”  
 
    He removed his sword from his back and slammed it into the ground where the earth shattered, and bits of cracked earth jumped in the air.  
 
    This alerted the rest. 
 
    The ground shook briefly before coming to an abrupt stop — the group didn’t move a muscle.  
 
    “Something doesn’t feel right, Captain,” Lucinda whispered. She was the closest to Clovis with her back to his. 
 
    Ezekiel was the farthest in the back, his ax in his quick hands. Dominya stood in the middle, her heart pounding vigorously in her chest so loud that she could hear the blood pumping in her ears. 
 
    “Dominya, don’t move. Ezekiel will get to you when he—”  
 
    The ouroboros mark on the back of Clovis’ neck tingled, and he turned to face Dominya. As if in slow motion he could see the rotten arm of the undead breaching the ground and grabbing Dominya’s arm.  
 
    Dominya was unable to let out a cry for help as she felt the cold, damp hands of the dead gripping her.  
 
    “Dominya!” She heard Clovis yell and made the mistake of looking down where she was being pulled to, taking in the rotten flesh of the emerging undead as its cold hands gripped onto her leg.  
 
    From the corner of her eye, she saw shining silver and saw Clovis’ raging red eyes as he brought his sword down on the undead’s arm.  
 
    “Shit, it’s a trap!” Ezekiel shouted as he sliced off an undead’s head that had crawled up from the ground. A hand reached out to grab his ankle but was shot by a flaming arrow. “Damn it, Lucinda that was almost my foot you took off!”  
 
    “You’re welcome,” Lucinda said, placing her bow back into its sheath and aiming her sword at the chest of undead coming for her. “Captain, there’s more coming. It seems like they were expecting us, or the magic was far too strong for her gods.”  
 
    From a dark cloud in the distance, it looked as if a hoard of bulls were charging toward them. 
 
    Clovis swore. “Eileen, get Dominya to the monastery!”  
 
    “Right!” Eileen shouted, removing herself from Dominya’s hair.  
 
    “Dominya, you—”  
 
    “I can handle myself,” Dominya cut him off. Her eyes were blazing a bright amber and her fists encased in bright white light. Clovis, seeing that she was more than capable, nodded and turned to slice off the head of another zombie heading toward him.  
 
    “Eileen, I’ll shield us as much as I can. You just cast your magic at any undead to make this process quicker,” Dominya instructed the Fae. 
 
    Like the barrier they had seen earlier, the clear light circled Dominya. An electrical current passed through her system just as the force field began to mold a thick layer around her body, projecting out a bubble of protection around her and Eileen.  
 
    Through the oncoming hordes of the undead, Dominya tried to not look at the deceased faces and focused on her objective ahead: her sister. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sounds of Kingsland Guards made Thea sit up. She ran over to the side of the prison door, just as she heard someone shouting, “Intruders on the island, kill them at once!” Thea’s heart leaped with joy. Ansem and Kii had said they had found help and she should be ready when they gave her the signal. She assumed the shouting of the Kingsland Guards was perfect to start her plan. 
 
    She grabbed a rock that she had been sharpening against the shackles that were around her ankles and walked over to the prison doors. She looked left and right, just as she heard footsteps coming her way.  
 
    “Thea, what are you doing?” Hati asked her. She was still oblivious, thanks to the spell that trapped her mind.  
 
    “I’m saving our lives, that’s what.”  
 
    “What? Thea, what are you talking about, if there is someone dangerous out there we have to stay in our rooms!”  
 
    Ansem, Kii, now would be a good time to break their memories free. 
 
    “Kingsland Guards, help! The intruder is in here!” Thea pleaded, making her voice sound pathetic and terrified. It worked and the guard stopped right in front of the door, Thea could hear the keys jingling in his hand, and the sound of the creaking door open. 
 
    Thea moved back just a little behind the door as the guard stepped inside the cell. Thea took one leap, her shackles dangling behind her and she wrapped her arms around the guard’s neck. The guard struggled as he tried to peel her arms from his neck, but Thea held fast. Unfortunately for him, Hel had taught Thea much in this area with much bigger men than him. Briefly, her vision flickered, and she saw her arms covered in blood before her vision returned to normal.  
 
    He ran back into the wall, hoping to knock Thea off. The breath knocked out of Thea, but that didn’t make her let go. She managed to reach the hand that held the sharpened rock and forcefully dug it into the man’s neck. Having done so many times, the man instantly stilled, gurgled, and loosened his grip.  
 
    Thea dropped the body the serrated rock. She sucked a breath and bent down to grab the guard’s keys.  
 
    “It is done, their memories should be back.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Hati cried out. She was over in a corner, grabbing the side of her head. “W-Why am I in chains?”  
 
    There was the movement of chains in another corner and Thea saw Audalai standing up. “Thea, what just happened?”  
 
    Before she could respond, Thea saw a faint trail of blue dust from the corner of her eye.  
 
    “Woah, what the hell happened here?”  
 
    “Eileen!” Audalai exclaimed with happiness. She went over to the blue haired Fae with a smile on her lips. “If you’re here then that means—”  
 
    “Yep! Clovis is here, but he’s fighting off a horde of undead. I came to make sure you guys get out safely.” 
 
    Thea nodded, thinking that was who Ansem and Kii had sent to save them. She quickly unlocked the shackles from their legs then ran outside of the cell to open the other cell doors where the other women prisoners were. Thea quickly unlocked their shackles from their legs.  
 
    “Everyone who can walk, help others who can’t!” Thea called out to the prisoners, who weakly stood on their feet trying to regain their balance. 
 
    “Where do we go from here, Eileen?” Thea asked when she stepped out from one of the cells doors. “Who knows how long before Nobius or Nathan reaches us.”  
 
    The rest of the women stepped out of their cells one by one. 
 
    “Follow me!”  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The women ran down the stairs of the monastery steps with Thea in the front and Hati at the end. “The gate is this way!” Eileen shouted.  
 
    Before they could leave any further, a figure stepped out of the shadows.  
 
    “Now, where could my fiancé be going? The wedding isn’t for a few more months. We have lots to plan.” The smile upon his face was not one she had seen before, but then again, everything she had shown was an absolute lie.  
 
    “Nathan, don’t make me kill you.”  
 
    Nathan chuckled, but it quickly began to grow high pitched less mundane and more animal.  
 
    “Oh, I’d like to see you try. Remember, you even said so yourself, you are nothing.” The sharp words made Thea flinch and grit her teeth, failing to hide how much that had hurt her. “Do you remember what happens when there is a full moon in the sky?” Nathan gestured toward the moon, a sinister look on his face, one that promised he would deal the three girls pain greater than they thought possible. The menacing look on his face grew even more disturbing as Nathan’s mouth morphed into a broad, toothy grin that showed off  sharp, jagged teeth.  
 
    “You’ll be the first and last to witness my form!”  
 
    Nathan yelled in agonizing pain as he fell to his knees; his front legs and arms bent in reverse as his bones shifted; his body stretched, he made sickening popping and cracking noises. His face contorted as a long muzzle extended out in front of him. Clumps of hair began to form on his skin, and he fell forward on his hands. The cries of anguish turned into a howl as the dark fur continued to sprout on his body and his clothing was ripped to shreds as his muscles tripled in size. 
 
    Nathan had turned into a creature of the night, a Skinwalker.  
 
    His jaw hung open and his tongue lolled out over his fangs. The Skinwalker’s menacing yellow eyes stared at them like they were dinner, and to him they probably were. With stubborn determination clear on her face as she stepped forward, Thea gripped her hands together. 
 
     “I’m not afraid, Nathan, and I won’t let you or your father back me into a corner. You’re wrong about me. I might have felt weak, but there are people out there that need me. There are people out there that I still need! And I won’t let you sully any of those memories with your darkness and negativity!”  
 
    The Skinwalker growled and backed up slightly, realizing Thea wasn’t nearly as weak as she’d let on.  
 
    “I’ve got your back, Thea,” Hati chimed in. There was a faintly glowing orb in her hand.  
 
    “As do I, we can fight this creature together,” Audalai said as vines started to grow from under the barren, stone ground.  
 
    “Don’t forget me!” Eileen exclaimed.  
 
    Thea nodded, not taking her eyes off the monster. The Skinwalker let out a hollow cry and charged at Thea with jaws open wide. “Now!” Thea shouted. 
 
    Hati threw purple orbs at the oncoming Skinwalker, making its movements slower. Audalai lifted her hands and a forest of vines shot from the ground, blocking the Skin walker’s path to them and tangling the beast before he could change direction to avoid it. Audalai focused on the vines balled in her hands, telling them to tighten their hold on the creature. The Skinwalker only howled louder in protest as he tried to rip through them with his serrated teeth.  
 
    Thea’s eyes turned amber and she raised her hands in the air, levitating the Skinwalker off the ground and slamming it into the ceiling, pinning him against the walls then back to the floor. She dropped her hold on the Skinwalker since it was no longer moving—it was either dead or unconscious.  
 
    “We did it!” Eileen shouted, just as a loud crack made the girls look up. Where Thea slammed the Skinwalker into the ceiling, she’d made a large crack. The roof suddenly shattered and fell, Thea covered her head on instinct, expecting to feel the crush of the stone breaking her bones but she felt nothing.  
 
    When she opened her eyes, she saw that there was a dust cloud surrounding them and the rubble scattered on the ground around them, but something had kept it from hitting them.  
 
    As the cloud faded away, Thea noticed that there was a figure standing there. She squinted, trying to see if the person was friend or foe, before a very familiar voice called out, making tears spring to her eyes. 
 
    “Anyone call for a rescue party?”   
 
    “D-Dominya?” Her heart beat wildly, tears streaming down her face. The dust slowly settled, revealing her sister “Dominya!”  
 
    As if Thea was a child again, she ran and sprang into her sister’s arms. Dominya collapsed her body around her sister and the two clung to one another for dear life as if they could disappear right then and there. Thea didn’t realize that the sobs ringing through the room were hers, and when she did, she didn’t care. After eight long, hellish years she had found her sister.  
 
     “Thea, I missed you so much.” Dominya managed to choke out between sobs. She couldn’t contain her sobs any more than Thea could hers, but she didn’t care as she took in her sister’s scent, pressing her face into her hair. She pulled apart some and smiled, wiping Thea’s face. “Thea . . . ”  
 
    Thea sniffed, wiped her cheek and smiled. The two couldn’t find any words to say, but they didn’t need to. 
 
    “I hate to break up this reunion, but we’ve got a horde of undead on our doorstep.” Eileen reminded the sisters, who wiped their eyes and snapped out of their state.  
 
    “Eileen’s right, Clovis sent me to get you three. He should be back at the boat now.”  
 
    Everyone nodded, knowing they would need to hurry. Thea and Dominya held onto each other’s hands. With Hati and Audalai, Eileen, and the rest of the women out of the tower, they ran down the desiccated streets. 
 
    Thea didn’t stop running, her mind on escaping. Suddenly, she felt the hair on the back of her neck stand on end, and an arrow appeared in her line of vision. It wasn’t until Dominya shouted, “Thea!” that she fully registered the shaft. Dominya shoved her off to the side and she crashed to the ground, followed by a hollow cry of pain from Dominya.  
 
    Thea instantly sat up and her eyes widened as she saw Dominya sprawled out on the ground, with an arrow sticking out from her side. Blood seeped through her clothes, watering the decayed street. 
 
    “No . . . No, Dominya!”  
 
    “Where do you think you’re going, Thea!” Nobius yelled at the top of his lungs, and the chilling presence of Hel appeared. Thea’s eyes turned red as she let her demon out.  
 
    Kill. 
 
    Thea let out a scream that didn’t sound mundane and stretched out her hand, her magic and Hel’s demonic aura mixed, flinging Nobius in the air. Thea didn’t care at that moment whether he lived or died, and Hel wanted to destroy hi.; Thea was dimly aware of the voices cheering Hel on in the back of her mind. 
 
    “Let me help,” Hati said as she aided Thea, helping Dominya stand.  
 
    “Thea, your eyes,” Audalai said, recognizing the redness from when Clovis let his demon out. Thea focused for a moment and she felt Hel withdraw, her eyes slowly returning to their usual hue.  
 
    The girls managed to drag Dominya, with Audalai and Eileen throwing attacks to any undead that stood in their way.  
 
    When they saw the boat, Clovis was the first to rush over to them in greeting. It was brief, but Audalai and Clovis looked at one another—their eyes meeting shared their deepest feelings for one another without words. He then looked over to Dominya, and his face fell.  
 
    “Nobius, he shot her,” Audalai said.   
 
    “Let’s hurry and get back to the ship, now!”  
 
    The girls piled into the boat and rowed as fast as they could. The sky turned a dark gray and lightning began to flash in the sky above them.  
 
    Thea held Dominya’s head in her lap and heard her mumble something she couldn’t make out, but Kii’s words were circling in Dominya’s head: “A storm is coming . . .” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nobius had barely survived Hel’s attack, and he had just enough energy in him to create a storm. A storm he hoped would destroy the entire ship that carried enough magic to save his entire homeland.  
 
    “For you, All-Father . . .” Nobius breathed as a menacing smile spread across his bloody and broken face.   
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The moment they reached the ship, the boat began to rock from side to side and the temperature dropped. Dark clouds obscured the moon and the thunder roared with anger. Underneath the moon, the rain pelted down wrath of misery and sorrow. A violent wind tossed the ship’s mast from pointing in the correct position. Clovis tried to grab onto the steering wheel as he gritted his teeth, but alas, the raging storm was no match for him.  
 
    Thea saw the flashes of white from the lightning, making the darkening sky look straight out of a nightmare as if she were sucked into the belly of a beast. Beneath them, the sea rose as high as mountains—anger in the form of water, turbulent and unforgiving. 
 
    “Everyone, hold on!” Someone shouted in the distance.  
 
    Thea’s eyes widened as she stared at the massive wave coming overhead. She hurriedly grabbed a rope and tied Dominya to the mast of the ship. Thea could feel the stinging of tears attempting to breach her eyes, knowing she only had time to save one of them.  
 
    “Thea . . .” Dominya pleaded, but she was far too weak to speak further.  
 
    “Go to Kingsland, raise my daughter!” She yelled over the raging sea and the thundering of the roaring skies. The sisters looked at one another for one brief moment as the massive waves collided into the ship; splashing thick torrent of water as it tried to drown the passengers. Dominya and Thea reached out for each other, but in the end, the sea swept Thea out from her sister’s grasp. She thought she could hear the cries of her sister with the storm screaming around them, but she couldn’t tell if it was real. Everything went cold, dark.  
 
    Thea felt as if she was floating in a sea of nothingness.  
 
    She didn’t fear.  
 
    She didn’t cry.  
 
    She did nothing.  
 
    At least, Dominya is safe. She will get to Kadda. I did something right. 
 
    Darkness crept in Thea’s thoughts. She blacked out.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Six 
 
    What are you doing still asleep, My Gift? The familiar male’s voice said. He rubbed the side of her face. Again, Thea couldn’t see his face, but she could tell that he was smiling. There was something about his aura that exuded brilliance.  
 
    Just a few more minutes, I promise. Thea whined and the male's rich and hearty laugh made Thea's heart pound wildly. 
 
     You know we have guests coming. Remember your sister said she was stopping by? You know Kadda has wanted to see her Aunt for the longest time. 
 
      Thea sighed and sat up from the satin bed that she rested in. You seem always to know how to get me up.  
 
    He shrugged. I'm just your good luck charm, My Gift. 
 
    The two shared a passionate kiss, their lips lingering for a moment as an unfamiliar scent wafted up Thea’s nose.  
 
    Now wake up, Thea . . . 
 
    Thea . . . 
 
    Thea. 
 
    Thea's eyes snapped open and she gasped, coughing up spurts of seawater. She continued to hack as she took in deep and shallow breaths until she felt someone's hand on her back. 
 
    Thea immediately stilled as she looked up at the person who had touched her. She felt a warm sensation run through her body as she looked at the person. The first thing she noticed about them was bright amber eyes.  
 
    No, it can’t be, Thea saw the long, brown hair of a reddish-brown skinned man in front of her, with a gold band around his head and jewels on his arms and hand. 
 
    “You abe, Rona. Yeh?”  
 
    The foreign words left the man’s lips, but Thea felt the wheels in her head turning as if she knew and understood the language: You are, Roma. Yes? 
 
    The moment the translation clicked into Thea's head, she gasped in relief. In front of her was a Roma, and he wasn't alone. Behind him, more Roma emerged from their hiding places. 
 
    Thea couldn’t believe her eyes or ears. She looked at the man who had spoken to her and spoke back in her native tongue, “Yes.” 
 
    Somewhere on the coast of the Isle Waters 
 
    Thea was in shock at the presence of the Roma in front of her, alive. Their physical presence silenced so many stories and so many waking moments, wondering where her people were and if they were still alive. She was even more astounded that she was able to speak their language as clear as if she had practiced it in her sleep. 
 
    "How am I able to understand you?" She asked the brown-haired man who had greeted her upon washing up on the shore. 
 
    “You are Roma. It is in your blood, Thea Frey.” 
 
    Upon hearing her name come from the man’s lips, Thea furrowed her brow in curiosity. 
 
    “H-How is it that you know my name? Who are you?” 
 
    The man grinned, making the jeweled piercings on his lip move. He stretched out his arm for her, where Thea could survey his clothing and much like the rest of the Roma, he was wearing some red and gold cloak. 
 
    "Follow me, and we shall take you to get your wounds healed and your belly filled. You shall meet the Horai king and any questions you have will be answered. You have been afloat for several weeks." 
 
    The sting on Thea's hands made her look down to see dry blood and scrapes that looked similar to rope burns. Her thoughts instantly went to Dominya and the shipwreck. 
 
    "My sister! I have to save my sister. We were on a ship . . . A-and then there was a storm!" Thea shouted. She was practically barking hysterically. She had her sister so close in her arms and just like that, she was gone again. 
 
    "Thea, Thea, calm," the Roma man's voice said as softly as he could. Thea wasn't sure how, but she suddenly felt at peace the moment he spoke and she found her speeding heart slowing. "You will have your answers, I promise. But, for now, just follow Gaius-Sey." The man called himself him in the third person, Thea furrowed her brows at the name trying to remember where she heard of it. 
 
    "Gaius-Sey?" She asked and then it dawned on her as she gasped. "Jiran . . . That's right, do you know him? He met you once and –" 
 
    Gaius grinned and nodded. "I do know Jiran Hunt, traveler of worlds. He is one of the very first Mundanes to be claimed as one of us. Now come, Thea, King Kalevus awaits your presence." 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    From the stony hill path and thin rooted forest, Thea followed Gaius-Sey and the other Roma. She was faintly aware of eyes watching her and when she turned to look, she was able to see forest animals— from deer to squirrels; bears, owls; and even a gray wolf. They were watching Thea from the trees as if they knew of her arrival. 
 
    “The animals . . . They watch me as if—” 
 
    “The animals always know,” Gaius-Sey said briefly, turning around to look at Thea, before looking forward again. “Your presence was told to us by Ansem and Kii, that you were in great danger on your way to Audalis' shores." 
 
     “The Twilight Vale of Audalis?” Thea questioned. she was astounded that she had managed to drift several thousand miles away from the Bastion of Amac’s coordinates. "Than that must mean my friends, my sister, is near. Surely, you have to know where they are?" Thea asked, she was eager and frantic, but Gaius-Sey didn't react to anything that she said. He continued to walk even after Thea stopped, staring at his back before catching up to him and grabbing onto his arm.  
 
    “Gaius!” she yelled at the Roma. The reaction brought the other Roma to stop moving. Their amber eyes had turned a bright amber and they could kill her without much trouble if Gaius commanded, but all Thea wanted to know was if her sister was alive. 
 
    Gaius-Sey didn't look at her for a moment. Along his reddish-brown skin were faint traces of tattoos all along his bald head. They were finely intricate markings and swirls with symbols along the edges that Thea didn't know but were vaguely familiar. The circlet around his forehead was just as bright as his amber eyes and as gold as the ring that hooked in his nose or the gold holes in his ear. 
 
    When Gaius-Sey finally reacted, he held out his hand to stop the Roma from attacking Thea and replied to her, “Its location is unknown to those who are not permitted to enter.” 
 
    “Then, why was I allowed to pass through?”   
 
    "You are Roma and most importantly, if it is the Gods will then it shall come to pass. Now, let us take heed to the Kingdom of Audalis." 
 
    Thea let Gaius-Sey’s arm go and he continued walking, where Thea followed shortly after. After a few more short steps, they reached the top of the hill. Gaius-Sey turned around to look at Thea and stretched out his arm to overlook the surroundings. 
 
    Thea reached the edge of the forest and stood next to Gaius-Sey, looking over the view. The land covered with a blanket of thick green forests that spread thickly across the area; there was a thick rocky layer of stone that surrounded the forest as a wall, even more, significant than the ones that surrounded Kingsland. The entrance to the Twilight Vale of Audalis molded into the side of the rocky wall; a waterfall cascaded into what Thea believed to be a lake. In the middle of the forest, the farmhouses and six-foot tower like homes, spread out evenly throughout the forest resting on top of trees or small grassy hills. Thea found herself enraptured by the fantastic beauty of the palace, the very place of the Horian people that many had thought were extinct. Something suddenly passed through Thea's vision when she continued to look up past the top walls.  
 
    She was unable to see the sky, rather she saw a flash of purple strobe light that disappeared again.  
 
    “What was that? That light that I just saw?” she pointed forward and looked to Gaius-Sey. 
 
    “It is the Equinox Barrier,” Gaius-Sey started to explain. The confusion on Thea’s face of what exactly the barrier was prompted Gaius-Sey to explain further. “Beyond the Twilight Vale of Audalis is Spelhim and Vellir. They are home to monsters, Titans, and some of the Asur gods.” 
 
    With news of other beings, monsters and gods, Thea's head spun, and she felt overwhelmed as the information that physical godly beings lived on the Realms grounds. A sudden shiver traveled up the length of her spine and sprouted up to the back of her neck, making her hairs stand on end. A vision overtook her mind: The forest covered land was no longer in Thea’s line of sight because all she could see was the dark sky bleeding red as lightning lit the sky and thunderstorms shook it. The sound of thunder and lightning crashed together like a horrific battle was being played out in in the high heavens. Suddenly, a gaping black hole ripped through the sky and a strong and powerful aura came from beyond the eye of the black hole. An elongated part of a snakes tail curved around the outer shell of the world, but it was impossible to see where the body ended and began. The boisterous sound of an intense roar echoed across the lands, making the entire world shake. 
 
    Thea gasped, the moment she was pulled from her vision. A strong grip onto her shoulder made her look up at the expressionless face of Gaius-Sey. 
 
    "Do not trouble yourself with these thoughts, Thea," Gaius-Sey told her as if he knew what she had seen. Thea felt something wet on her cheek and reached her hand up to wipe the tears away. 
 
    "Now is not the time to concern yourself with these things, we must head down the path to Kingdom and there it will be explained." 
 
    Thea gulped and felt the sudden sickness start to fade away. She couldn’t seem to erase the images of the blood red sky or the monsters that plagued the Realm, but she didn’t throw up and suspected that it was Gaius-Sey’s doing. 
 
     She gingerly nodded and turned around to follow the rest of the Roma walking down the side of the mountains edge. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Seven 
 
    To be a great king, you must have your subjects fear you.  
 
    Angeal’s father, King Godfrey, said to him in hopes that he would follow his teachings. However, no matter how many times King Godfrey spoke the words, Angeal never believed in them. He didn't think that fear would rally votes with the people – unless they were masochists and enjoyed pain and inflicting it. Angeal hoped to eradicate people like that when he came to power; and he was doing that now, with Donnie by aiding a brothel house known as the Meretrix out of their heinous situation.  It wasn't much, but when Donnie had told him all the horrors seen there, Angeal couldn't sit back any longer. Even if he wasn't able to hold them to any laws, he could at least stop certain things from happening. He would prohibit further trafficking in the said brothel and would slowly start making leeway at such other establishments.  
 
    Angeal was getting ready for the morning, looking into the mirror and pushing the curly blonde locks away from his eyes so he would be able to shave without anything in his line of vision. Once done, he wiped his wet face with a towel and then went to throw on a tan cotton shirt, exposing the blonde chest hairs that poked through the V-neck of his shirt.  
 
    There was a knock on the door that alerted him just as he was putting on his boots. He shouted, "Come in!" to the person on the other side of the doorway. When the mahogany gold lined double doors opened, a girl with dirty blonde hair wearing a bountiful gown came in with the sound of her heels clicking behind her as she walked. 
 
    "Shame on you, brother for not coming down to the shipyard and picking me up. I was expecting you or Donnie to be there." 
 
    Angeal turned to see his sister, Khloette, with a pearly white smile on her tan features. He always thought, like most of Kingsland, that she resembled so much like their mother with her heart-shaped face especially her baby blue eyes and pink lips. 
 
    "Ah, forgive me, sister. I lost track of time and had forgotten when you would be back from Wrenada," Angeal said, he stood up from his position on the side of the bed and walked over to Khloette where she stood just a foot shorter than he did. If anyone didn’t know that the two siblings were only three years apart, they would have thought they were twins. 
 
    "Well as long as you apologized, I suppose I could forgive you." Khloette grinned. The two released from their hug, "Are you going somewhere? You and Donnie must be very busy." 
 
    “I am going somewhere. While you were away, Donnie managed to stumble upon a brothel—” 
 
    Khloette rolled her eyes and smirked. "Tell me something I don't know. How is Donnie? Has he finally found a wife?" 
 
    “I believe he’s still looking,” Angeal said, teasing his brother, “But, no, he was telling me about the horrible conditions there at this brothel called the Meretrix. I know I’m nowhere near my coronation but —”  
 
    “And I support you all the way. I don’t agree what father allows in this kingdom, but no matter how much of ‘daddy's princess’ he calls me he won’t listen to what I have to say.” 
 
    It was true. Aside from Angeal, Khloette was the apple in her father's eyes and favorited her since she was small, but he only saw his daughter holding hands in marriage with a mighty king to rule beside and make heirs. Khloette that she was nothing more than a carrier for some king's children, she wanted more out of life than just that and always supported everything that her brothers as they saw her more than their sister or a woman, but a person. 
 
    Before Angeal could say anything else, a sudden pain entered the side of his head, he grabbed the base of it, gritting his teeth in pain. Khloette seeing her brother losing his balance caught him before he could topple over. "Angeal!" She cried out, that was the last thing Angeal heard of his sister as her voice began to fade out and his vision grew blurry. At first, everything was dark and Angeal saw nothing, but slowly the darkness faded and he realized that he was no longer in his bedroom. However, he knew he was still inside the castle walls, but something felt vaguely off. 
 
    When Angeal moved his feet, he felt his boots squish underneath him and when he looked down, he saw blood displayed along the wooden floors. When Angeal’s eyes trailed up to where the source of the blood was coming from, he felt his insides turning and he wanted to throw up. On the floor was a child’s body, he couldn’t make out the face since his vision prohibited him. Suddenly, by reflex alone, Angeal felt his entire body move by some unforeseen force and reach out his hand, grabbing onto someone’s arm. 
 
    The image before Angeal made him gawk with surprise, but some inner part of him was not afraid. Nor was he afraid of the gaping black hole that tried to suck the stranger’s arm inside of its reaches.  
 
    “Don’t you dare let go. Do not give up, do you hear me!” He found himself shouting, he hadn’t realized that the person was the same girl from his dreams. He instinctively found himself gripping onto her hand tighter, not wanting to let her hand go 
 
    "Whatever you do, don't listen to it! You're stronger than this. I know this. You can pull through and I'll always be right there beside you. I'll be the one to be there for you this time. Now. Don't. Let. Go!" 
 
    His words of triumph made the girl tighten her grip on Angeal’s hand and with great force Angeal pulled her arm in turn, pulling her out of the red and black rift. After so many years, Angeal could make out the girl’s eyes: Bright blue, the color of the sea as they called out to him. 
 
    *** 
 
    When Angeal finally came too, he was on his side. A man clad in silver armor had his rough, warm hand on his neck. He could hear him say, "Don't worry, Princess. He's breathing, call a physician." Angeal slowly sat up from his position on the floor and held one hand to his head, while holding the other out to stop his sister. 
 
    “I’m quite alright, Mar Donias. I don’t need to see the physician. It was just a minor spell – I didn’t get to eat this morning.” 
 
     Mar Donias looked at the young prince with one eye, surveying him from his blonde hair to his body. He wanted to doubly make sure that no ill will when it came to the prince, lest the king have his head. Khloette was by the door, she was still nervous about her brother's sudden fall, but she didn't move as he had requested. She just prayed that he wouldn't come down with a sickness or worse. While the Ire Scourge had been gone and passed on, it wasn't uncommon for diseases to still linger in specific areas.  
 
    Mar Donias let out a heavy sigh of relief and stood onto his feet. "If you say so, your highness. Princess Khloette, make sure your brother gets something to eat and drink. We don't want this to happen to again. It could have been much worse than it was."  
 
    Khloette nodded and moved away from the doorway so that Mar Donias could leave. She looked over at her brother and walked over to his side, bent down to his level and rested her hand on his shoulder. “Angeal, are you sure we shouldn’t get you to the infirmary?” 
 
    Angeal looked at his doe-eyed sister. He could see the worry in her eyes, and it pained him that he had caused so much fright in her. He revealed a smile on her face in hopes of relaxing her. 
 
    "I promise you Khloette. I'm fine . . . I just had the lividest and vexing ‘vision,' should I say? Do you remember when I first told you about the girl in my dreams?" 
 
    Khloette raised her brow and nodded. “The girl’s whose face you couldn’t see, right?” 
 
    "Right. I've been having dreams about this girl for the last eight years and every time I am with her, I feel a sense of euphoria and peace. I don't even know her name. It's perplexing I know, but even Donnie believes that it must be fate, that there may be hope in a way," Angeal said, trying his best to explain how he felt toward the unknown girl. 
 
    Khloette who wanted nothing more than for her brothers to be happy was elated with happiness and was grinning from ear to ear, clasping her hands together as she cooed with excitement. "I think Donnie is quite right. It's like fates of true love or something!" 
 
    Angeal couldn't help but chuckle at his sister's enthusiasm. "While that is a pleasant thought to think about, I'd at least like to know who the girl is I have been seeing and when I can see her," He said, pausing as he remembered the earlier ‘vision' he just had, "And, how I can be there for her. I don't believe she needs saving, but she needs someone. I can't fully comprehend it myself, but there's a troubling burden surrounding her, and I don't want anything bad to happen to her." 
 
    Khloette could sense her brother's wavering sadness and although she couldn't be sure how to help him, she knew that she could keep pushing and encouraging him. 
 
    “Well . . . Wherever she is, she doesn’t need you moping about. She needs you to be strong so when that time comes you can be there for her.” Angeal looked to his sister, seeing the seriousness in her eyes. "Vision, dream, what have you, it's obvious that she's supposed to be in your life. So, let things flow naturally and I'm positive that you will meet soon." 
 
    Angeal nodded. He knew he shouldn't be over-thinking on it or letting the newfound vision get to him. He would follow the path that was made for him. While he wasn't so familiar with the gods of the realm if there was a force out there, he was willing and able to follow through. The lasting image of her sea blue eyes stayed in his mind. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Throughout the many grueling years Maggie had been through she had never felt one inch of happiness – except moments when she was with Thea or Kadda and Laura. The moment Laura said she wanted nothing more to do with her left a heavyweight in her chest, but now that would all change. Since Maggie had met Donnie and he introduced her to the prince, his brother Angeal, the Meretrix was said to be under new management. At first, Maggie didn't believe it, she couldn't possibly think the prince would be able to change anything that the king had already set into motion. She was even more confident that Flint wouldn't go down without a fight, but for the last several months she hadn't seen Flint. Even the slew of men that came in as regular customers started to drive away, under Angeal Kharma’s orders. 
 
    “What are you thinking so hard about? Everything alright?”  A deep male voice asked. Maggie turned her head and saw Donnie walking to where she was standing on the balcony. 
 
    "Oh, it's nothing."  
 
    Donnie leaned on the railing and looked out the rows of obtuse yellow clay houses that were lined closely together. There were several people in the distance wearing tattered attire as they went from one location to another. Maggie spoke again, making Donnie look up at her. 
 
    “Are you going to be alright? I’m sorry you had to see that. I know how close you were to him,” Donnie said. He spoke about Eddie and how he had brought Kingsland Guards to arrest him. 
 
    Maggie nodded as the image of Eddie being forced to the ground lingered in her mind. She couldn’t forget his snarling expression or the slew of curses he called out. He shouted for someone to help him as the Kingsland Guards hauled him to his feet and cuffed him, but the only person who tried to come to his aid was Freya.  
 
    Maggie had run to her before she could reach Eddie. Freya kicked and screamed, even punched her, but Maggie wrapped her arms around Freya’s neck putting her in a sleeping hold as Freya’s sobs grew quieter and quieter, until she rendered unconscious. 
 
    Maggie wouldn’t forget the look of betrayal on Eddie’s face as he stared at her. For a moment, Maggie remembered Eddie as he once had been. Loud, quick-tempered, and obnoxious, but there was genuine kindness within those depths. The moment had been brief. However, the old image of the Eddie she knew disappeared and a darker, more stoic expression crossed his face. She immediately looked away, not wanting the last image she had of Eddie, to be one she registered with hate.  
 
    Maggie snapped out of her thoughts and rubbed her bruised cheek where Freya had punched her, the pain tingled every time she touched it. 
 
    "I’ll be alright. It had to happen sooner or later,” Maggie said. Her chest still ached, it had been a few days ago, yet she felt like she had backstabbed her best friend. She could only imagine what Freya had been feeling, but she had been ignoring Maggie.  
 
    “Thank you again for freeing everyone of this forced life. No one has given a damn about us." 
 
    Donnie smirked and hunched his shoulder. "Do you think that all men are scumbags? I mean, I know there's a lot of us, that was proof a few days ago, but not everyone likes to see a woman being abused and mistreated. You all deserve just as much as any man." 
 
    “Well, then you’re one of the lucky ones. So, what happens from here?”  Maggie asked, placing her hand down to lean against the railing.  
 
    Since Flint’s disappearance, Thea’s departure, and Eddie’s recent arrest, all responsibility had fallen to Maggie to care for the young men and women of the Meretrix. Deep down she hoped that she could make a sanctuary for anyone who had been a victim of rape, abuse, and those who suffered from abandonment. 
 
    “My brother should be on his way. He had a few other things to deal with as this is still under the nose of our father.”  
 
    Maggie, alert, stood up straight and crossed her arms over her chest, surveying Donnie. 
 
    "And this won't backfire in any way shape or form? You are going behind the king's back." 
 
     Maggie didn't want to show that she was nervous, she kept the same facial expression throughout the conversation, but inside her heart was beating fast and her thoughts were like wildfire as she thought of the people who would reap the repercussions if they were found out. 
 
     “That won’t happen, I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise,” Donnie said, he looked directly at her and didn’t move as she scrutinized him. 
 
    His shoulders relaxed as well as his eyebrows. Even his eyes had a calming expression that made her feel like she could trust him.  
 
    Maggie nodded. “Okay, I trust you.” 
 
    Donnie exhaled lightly. He knew it wasn’t easy for any of the girls to trust a total stranger, let alone a man. He didn’t want anything to happen to Maggie; she reminded him so much of his sister and Kadda. If anything happened to her, Thea would never forgive me.  
 
    “Hey, if it’s okay, do you think I can see Kadda?” Donnie asked. “I haven’t seen her in a while.”  
 
    “She’s upstairs, sleeping. We shouldn’t disturb her,” Maggie said, she trusted Donnie, but she still wanted to be hesitant, unless it was necessary. 
 
    Donnie nodded. He figured he might have overstepped and known he would have to work up to their trust. 
 
    “That’s alright, maybe next time. I should probably head out and wait for Angeal.”  
 
    “I’ll show you out.” 
 
      Maggie gestured for Donnie to follow her, to the Meretrix’s front doors. However, she noticed a small group of courtesans that she worked with huddled together. Maggie furrowed her brows and frowned, wondering what it was they were quietly discussing. 
 
    “Maggie?” Donnie called out to her, breaking her from her concentration, he too noticed the group of girls and some guys. “Everything alright?”  
 
    "Yeah, everything's fine," Maggie told him, just as a girl named Magnolia with short brown and a delicate nose, turned around and locked eyes with Maggie. Magnolia’s eyes widen and quickly turned back to the group. Within seconds the group dispersed, and to Maggie's surprise, she saw that Freya had been in the middle of the group. 
 
    What the hell was that about? Maggie thought. She wondered if she should intervene but thought better of it. She didn’t want to cause an unnecessary uproar.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Eight 
 
     After walking down the side of the rocky mountain, Thea and the rest of the Roma walked through The Twilight forest. The lights seemed to twinkle like stars and Thea was captivated by the new sight. The tower-like houses that sat upon the trees seemed to blend into the surroundings until a Horai folk stepped out from the house. She noticed that their ears pointed some and their hair was the same greenish color as Audalai’s; their eye color varying from yellowish green to white. The Horian of the Twilight Vale of Audalis continued to look at the newcomer, they had not had an outsider in centuries, but despite their curious glances, Thea didn't feel the tension between them and her. Even the forest itself felt like a surge of power that ran through her. 
 
    “Magic runs through this entire forest. What you are feeling is the cosmic energy crystal that sustains the Horian’s magic. It is what helps fuel one’s magical spirit,” Gaius-Sey said beside her. 
 
    “Like the stronger positivity or negativity the person has, the more it affects the user? I learned that from Jiran.”  
 
    “That would be correct, that is called Virtue magic. He was a wise and good man, like his father before him. 
 
     It is a shame his soul has passed on in such a horrific fashion.” 
 
    Thea was curious about the man’s choice of words. “How is it that you know Jiran died?”  
 
    “It is our Roma Persona. We can speak telepathically with our Roma kind and see into the memories and thoughts of others, dead or alive, amongst other things, but every Roma has one specific Trait that they call their own. Have you performed any other such abilities?”  
 
    “I’ve levitated things with my mind. That counts as my Trait?”  
 
    "Aye, it does. We shall discuss your inner Roma after we speak to the king." 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once they passed through the Twilight Village houses and forest, they walked up the side of the stony cliff where the waterfall had been, and to Thea's surprise, she realized that there was a hidden passage. Behind the waterfall was a twenty-foot-tall golden trimmed redwood door. Thea craned her neck up to see toward the very top of the stone doorway. 
 
    As if on cue the doors opened, and a cool breeze brushed along Thea's skin. Only her and Gaius-Sey entered while the rest of the Roma returned below. Thea walked along the cemented stone walkway. She idly ogled at the sizeable rounded support of the column and the golden stone ceiling carved into place. 
 
     Thea didn't know when the Guards had come up behind her, but suddenly there were two Horian’s on either side of her were dressed in clad silver armor and white garb. One of the guard's hair was pulled into a ponytail, while the other was cut short at the edges. 
 
    “Do not be alarmed, Thea. They are here for our protection and to protect the life of their king,” Gaius-Sey told her, Thea nodded hesitantly. She looked at their sheathed swords on their hip before pulling her attention away to see a large stone bridge in the distance and a massive drawbridge that led on the other side.  
 
    "Who is the Horai King? I haven't heard many stories about him, only that he is hard to find. Also, that the Horian craft beautiful jewelry that people always try to replicate." 
 
    "The Horian have a rich history, you are correct, but they also have a ghastly tale. Almost two-hundred and eleven years ago, the Horian had constant threats looming around every corner, specifically from Fenris and his newly acquired allies in the Unseelie Court. 
 
     They placed a protection spell around them — that there barrier you saw — that protects them from the outside world of mundanes and on the other side that protects them from the lands of Vellir and Spelhim. Unfortunately, there was a spy within the Horian, King Kalevus’ brother, Artorius. He was worked for Fenris and released the barrier letting the gods enter the Audalis." 
 
    Thea listened intently, imagining the very battle that took place but found it impossible to imagine gods and giants walking the very earth. 
 
    "Kalevus and his men stopped the Asur gods and giants, locking them back away for good, but not before banishing his brother out of Audalis. There had been a rumor that he still worked with Fenris, but other than that, there has been no word on Artorius." 
 
    They stopped walking just as they reached the drawbridge. Thea watched as it slowly made its way to her. When it hit the ground, Thea and Gaius-Sey were directed to continue walking. For a moment, Thea looked over the senescent walkway but instantly regretted it. She felt suddenly lightheaded as she realized that she could not see below the cavern floor. She wasn't sure how far the drop was, but she wanted to be as far away from the edge as possible, she scooted closer to the guard; who looked at her from the corner of his eye before directing his attention to the front. 
 
    She was led into the throne room. There was a long red carpet that went to the thrones chair, and a pointed seat that was in the shape of a large crown. The entire foyer of the room was crafted entirely out of the mountain, and the only thing that made out of natural material was torches that were connected to the walls to illuminate the room. 
 
    "That is far enough," a soft-spoken voice said, the person was sitting on the crowned throne chair. Thea suddenly gasped at the person's appearance. 
 
    While the man sitting on the throne was by far older than her, he looked to be in his late twenties, with soft feminine features and long silky green hair that reached the length of his back, flowing ever so gracefully despite there not being a draft. His sculpted pink lips pressed into a firm line that was neither a frown nor a smile, and his stoic jade green eyes held a hardness in them, unblinking as if he had endured centuries of pain. Thea felt nervous as he gazed at her, but she didn't feel fearful.  
 
    This must be the Horai King Kalevus, Thea thought to herself. 
 
     “State your name, Roma.” 
 
    “I-It’s...uh, um—”  
 
    "Kneel when you are speaking to a King," one of the Kingsland Guards, the one with the shortcut, had said to her. 
 
    Thea jumped at his hard tone but stiffly nodded before bending the knee to the king.  
 
    "My name is Thea Freya. I washed upon your shore some minutes ago after my friends' ship, The Half-blood—” 
 
    Thea noticed a sudden twitch in King Kalevus’ eyes and wondered for a moment why the name of Clovis’ ship might have struck a nerve when he had seemed unfazed just moments before. 
 
    “—After escaping the Bastion of Amac, that’s when the storm separated me from them. I do wish to leave, with your permission so I may be able to find my sister and get back home to Middilgard to my daughter." Thea finished. She didn't know what else to do and looked over to Gaius-Sey for help, but when she did, there was no trace of him.   
 
    Thea felt her heart drop and looked down at the red-carpeted floor. She didn't know what she was supposed to do. It wasn't like she was a prisoner, at least Thea didn't think she was. While Kalevus seemed to not radiate negativity, she still couldn't predict anything about him as his unmoving eyes continued to look at her. 
 
    “Thea Frey . . . A Roma with the Ouroboros mark, but somehow, can still retain her mundane nature,” Kalevus said in a soft melodic voice. “Tell me, do you sense the demon lurking inside of you right now as we speak?” 
 
    Thea reached her hand up to the back of her neck where she felt the healing scar of her mark. She remembered summoning a current of dark magic with Hel’s help to attack Nobius after he attacked Dominya, but after that, she had not felt Hel's presence again. As she quickly reached her hand up and touched her forehead, she realized that she hadn't heard the voices either. 
 
    “The barrier, as I am sure Gaius-Sey has told you, blocks out negative pressure from the outside—that includes anything that lurks within the hearts of man.”  
 
    Thea looked up at the revelation and couldn’t find the words to speak. Kalevus rose from his seat and started to walk down the carpeted steps toward Thea. His white cloak trailed behind him, dressed in silver armor, but it flowed too evenly to be so. It was as if this man in front of her was walking gracefully on water.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Kalevus reached her, he examined her features: as if she had suffered a great deal of trauma, her nose was slightly crooked, and she had bruises on the side of her head. Dirt and several scratches adorned her reddish-brown skin, and her clothing was frayed and in poor condition.  
 
    As Kalevus looked upon this young girl, who couldn’t have been older than seventeen, she had a look of fire within her that would let anyone know she was a  force to be reckoned with and would kill if need be; but, there was a soft exterior behind those tortured eyes. It reminded Kalevus of someone he dearly loved and missed. 
 
    Sister, you always manage to take over my thoughts, once again - How I miss you. Perhaps this girl knows of where you are? 
 
    In most cases, Kalevus would have beheaded anyone bearing the mark of the demon snake, Gargan. But it wasn’t the strength of the barrier that kept the detrimental presence out, it was the willpower of the Roma girl that kept Kalevus from cutting her head off. 
 
    "Make sure our guest gets a clean shower and her wounds treated, then after you will give her clean clothes and fill her belly." Kalevus directed his Kingsland Guards who nodded without hesitation or argument. "You may rise, Thea. My Kingsland Guards will direct you to a room and my maidens will take care of you. Do make yourself at home."  
 
    Thea slowly stood to her feet, she didn’t understand what his angle was, but if it meant she was still breathing Thea was happy with Kalevus decision. “And, what of me going home?”  
 
    “We will talk about that at a later date, you have my word.”  
 
    Thea unknowingly wrinkled her brow, having had trusted far too many men to believe anything they had to say. The only man she would trust was Jiran. 
 
    Kalevus, however, smiled as if sensing her apprehension. “My word is my bond. We Horian do not lie.”  
 
    "Doesn't seem like that applied to your brother." The words slipped out of Thea's mouth before she even had a chance to process what she was saying. She pressed her lips shut and heard the thumping of her heart through her ears as she watched Kalevus expressionless face.  
 
    "That, I am afraid, was unfortunate. Dark forces corrupted my brother, and he let it feed his jealousy and ego. I apologize if he has now made you distrust our kind. I can assure you that you are safe unless you prove to be a threat to my people." 
 
    While Kalevus remained an air of calm in his voice, Thea could tell that the last line of his sentence was meant to say, ‘tread lightly on what you say the next time.' She gulped and nodded not wanting to piss the Horai king off further.   
 
    “Good, I shall see you at dinner.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty-Nine 
 
    Maggie was in her room playing with Kadda with one of her ragdoll toys. Kadda reached for the toy and mimicked Maggie’s movement as she danced with the material doll.  
 
    “You’ve got it Kadda, now wave the dolls hands like this,” Maggie told the little girl. She grabbed the doll’s arms and moved them up and down. Kadda tilted her head to the side, watching Maggie, before replicating the same movements. She was an intelligent girl and even if it was brief, Kadda often communicated with Maggie via images. While it wasn’t speaking, Maggie couldn’t have been happier with Kadda’s improvement. 
 
    It was times like these that Maggie wanted a child of her own.  
 
    She loved Kadda just as much as Thea did, but she knew that if it were in the future for her to have kids, it would happen. She just hoped that it would. 
 
    There was a light tap on the window, making Maggie turn her head to see a raven on the ledge. Quickly, Maggie got to her feet and went over to the window and opened it. Usually, if no one didn’t come personally, a bird would be sent with a message to the Meretrix.  
 
    Maggie pursed her lips together and made a vibration sound with her lips, cooing the raven. She stretched out her hand and the bird hopped onto Maggie's palm. A rolled-up parchment was secured tightly on its thin leg. She released the lettering from its leg, before sending the bird back into the skies to its master. 
 
    Maggie looked down at her hands and unfolded the wrapped parchment. It had a marked S on the front, letting her know that someone needed the Sicarri’s aid. Maggie bit her lip, on the one hand, she didn't want anything to do with the brothel as things were finally starting to look up, but there another part of Maggie felt guilty that someone out there needed her help.   
 
    Kadda looked up at Maggie with wide innocent eyes. Maggie smiled at the little girl and went over to her to rub her curly locks before heading over to the side of the bed to read the message.  
 
    She couldn’t let anyone suffer. What kind of person would she be if she did? 
 
    *** 
 
    Thea wore a long white dress that fit her perfectly. A physician had come to her room and checked her wound before she went into the bath, now she was waiting to be called down for dinner. Thea sat down on the edge of the king-sized comforter and placed her hand in front of her. 
 
    There weren't any windows to look out, leaving Thea to look at the gray mountain side of the room. But despite the area encased in nothing, she didn't feel trapped as she did back at the Meretrix. 
 
    "Kadda . . ." Thea squeezed her eyes tightly. It had been so long since she held her little girl and a heavyweight crushed her chest. Not only that, she lost her sister whom she had for just a split moment. 
 
    She gripped her hands into a tight fist, but after seconds, she snapped her eyes open as she remembered something that Gaius-Sey had told her. Roma's had the innate ability to look into the memories of those living and dead, if Dominya was still alive, that is. 
 
    “Okay, just relax like you always do . . .” Thea told herself and relaxed her muscles free of the tension within her.  
 
    It was easier to focus on Dominya's face now. She still looked the same as before, except for the tired lines underneath her eyes and several small scars on her arms and face. One, in particular, was on the left side of her eyebrow. 
 
    Thea could hear the sound of her sister's voice as she sounded rejoiced. After so many long years of not hearing her sisters voice, a tear escaped her eye and a warm sensation traveled up the length of her spine. She could see Dominya's appearance inside of her head, seeing the very details, but then nothing. Everything went pitch black. 
 
    Dominya? Thea called out for her sister, but she heard nothing — only the sounds of echoing wind in the background.  
 
    A rapping on the door startled Thea. She opened her eyes and looked to the doorway to the far right. When Thea got up to open the door, a Horai woman stood on the opposite side of the door with her arms placed behind her back. 
 
    The woman’s eyes glowed a fluorescent white. She had long green hair pulled to the side in a ponytail and bowed before speaking. 
 
    “Dinner is ready, Thea Frey.”  
 
    “Thea is just fine, please,” she said to the woman, who nodded in agreement.  
 
    “If you follow me.”  
 
    The Horai woman turned away from Thea and she followed her down the hall and down stone steps. The hallways had torches hanging on the wall and there were dark green curtains with the Horian’s insignia of a wing merged with a tree that imprinted on it.  
 
    Thea followed closely behind Dora, but her attention focused on several paintings that adorned the walls. There were some of The Twilight Vale of Audalis from a bird’s eye view, Thea could see the castle in the side of the mountain from her position. There were also photographs of people, who Thea assumed, were once leaders.  
 
    “Are these the past Kings?” Thea asked.  
 
    Dora didn’t stop or look at, as she answered Thea, “Yes, Horian’s live longer than Mundanes and Magi. Which gives us the longest cycle of 200 years, longer if our god, Eir, grants it. It is why you only see four rulers, Kalevus is the fourth.” 
 
    Thea looked down at the line of Horian royals. She went from the first portrait that was painted in grayscale colors dated below the painting on a gold plaque his name: King Griffin, year 46. He wore a gray plated silver armor as he gripped his sword in front of him, staring directly at Thea with rich jade green eyes. Beside him was a Horai woman adorned in a beautiful white dress and a young boy in a blue velvet suit. Unlike the mother and father, the boy had onyx black eyes.  
 
    “Who is the boy in the picture and why doesn’t he have green eyes like all Horai?”  Thea asked, this time, Dora turned to look at King Griffin’s picture.  
 
    “That is King Bellevue as a boy. Royals eye color turn jade green when they peak adulthood. Those of no royal blood have a yellowish-green or white eye color.” 
 
    Thea nodded and focused her attention on the next painting. It had a bronze background of King Bellevue and he too wore plated silver armor. One hand rested at the hilt of his sword and the other had his hands through his long green hair. The year dated beside his name was 246. A Horai woman dressed in a gold dress, that seemed to glitter even from the photograph, and one arm wrapped around her husband’s front. In front of them were three children, a young girl, whom Thea couldn’t help but feel like she knew the girl from her pale skin to her bouncy green curls, but Thea couldn’t place the image to a name. She was in the middle between two boys.  
 
    One boy, just about the girl’s height, had his hair pushed back evenly in a comb over, his smile broad and comprehensive. The third, slightly taller than his siblings, seemed to be distant from the two. He was a few inches away from his siblings. His hair was wild and in disarray and his lips turned in a frown. His ebony eyes glistened like the night sky, but in them held an unemotional gleam in them, and his chiseled nose made him appear older than his siblings.  
 
    “Donnie?” Thea whispered, craning her neck to the side, to look better at the Horai prince that had similar features to her friend. 
 
    “Thea Frey, we should keep going,” Dora said interrupting Thea’s pondering as she peeled her eyes from the photo. She looked back several times, wondering if it was merely just a coincidence. 
 
    When Thea stepped into the hallway, she saw two large gold doors. Two Horai Kingsland Guards grabbed the edges of the door and pulled it open. A tram of white light cascaded onto the floor upon its opening. Thea saw a large white table in the middle of the room. The walls were made out of fluorite, giving off the iridescent glow that she had seen. 
 
    Thea stepped further into the dining room and saw Kalevus at the other end of the table. No one else was sat at the table with him. He had a cup in his hand as he gently brought it to his lips, but as if Kalevus knew Thea's presence was there he opened them and trained his eyes on her. 
 
    “Good, you have made it,” Kalevus said, “Thank you, Dora, you may tend to your duties again.”  
 
    Thea turned around to see the Horai woman, Dora, bow gracefully before walking out. As soon as she left, the doors closed behind her. 
 
    “You must be famished, Thea. Please, take a seat.”  
 
    Incidentally, Thea’s stomach grumbled and stirred. She walked over to the middle part of the table and pulled out a chair to take a seat. The moment that she took her place, she saw movement from the corner of her eye.  
 
    If she had not seen it herself, she would have never caught it. The cavern wall to the side had materialized to an entrance where servers were carrying hot, steaming plates of food. 
 
    “That door, it appeared out of nowhere . . .”  
 
    The servers who had placed the dishes in front of Thea lifted the cover off the plate, a meaty, delicious smell, wafted up her nose. A trail of drool trailed out the side of Thea's mouth and she hastily wiped it away. 
 
    “Perceptive, good,” Kalevus congratulated her being aware of her surroundings. “I assume that Gaius-Sey told you about what powers The Twilight Vale of Audalis?”  
 
    Thea nodded. "He did." She grabbed a fork that was beside the plate and stabbed into the meat. It immediately broke apart, and when she placed it in her mouth, the meat's juice oozed into her mouth and easily dissolved. 
 
    She had never tasted such fantastic food before. 
 
    “It’s the cosmic energy that gives the Horian their magic. It is similar to the Roma’s affinity to pick up negative and positive energy,” Kalevus said, he picked up his fork and began eating again. He took tentative and slow bites, while Thea, after the first bite, shoveled the food into her mouth.  
 
    “Careful, you don’t want to choke,” Kalevus said, he watched Thea’s cheeks growing big the more she stuffed her face.  
 
    Thea, mid-stuff, stared at Kalevus. She blushed a deep shade of red, embarrassed for her eating habits. Thea slowly chewed and swallowed, before taking the cup that was in front of her and pressing it to her lips.  
 
    The taste of bitter wine still made her tongue tingle, but she was used to the lingering sensation that made her insides filled warm. On days when she was "working" Thea would get drunk, so she wouldn't have to recall any of the men she had sex with. 
 
    “When will I get to leave for home?” Thea asked, once her mouth was free of food. “I appreciate what you have done here for me, but there is someone I need to get back home to.” 
 
    “What did you see?” Kalevus interrupted Thea. She looked at him quizzically.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You had a vision just before entering Audalis, Gaius-Sey said. I am asking you, what did you see?” 
 
    "Oh," Thea started. The image of the blood red sky reappeared in Thea's mind. She could almost hear the thunder growl angrily and the piercing lightning glowed an ominous light. She shook her head free the horrible images.   
 
    "The sky . . . It was almost as red as blood, and there was thunder that was almost deafening to the ears." 
 
    Thea stopped and looked at Kalevus to see what he thought about it, but his facial expression had not changed from previous. He only watched her as he spoke. 
 
    “Go on,” he urged her to continue.  
 
    “That was pretty much it. It sounded like there was a war raging in the sky and then a black hole appeared from out of nowhere. I didn’t see what came out of it though.”  
 
    The room was silent, and no one spoke for what seemed like forever. 
 
    When Kalevus moved his hands, Thea watched his movements and saw him clap them together. From the doorway, a servant came through and took his place over by the king. 
 
    “We are finished here. I am taking Thea to the Fjόr Chambers.”  
 
    Thea frowned. She didn't know where the Fjόr Chambers was, but she wasn't about to go anywhere until she knew she wasn't in any danger. As if Kalevus had heard her thoughts, he looked in her direction. 
 
    “Do not be afraid. The Fjόr Chambers is where the very source of our magic comes from – come and follow me.”  
 
    Kalevus stood up from his chair and Thea followed suit. 
 
    “Why are you showing me where your crystal lies? I’m only an outsider.”  
 
    Kalevus smirked at Thea when he turned to her. “If you were a threat, Thea, you would have been killed on the spot. I am showing you this in hopes that the future can change.”  
 
    Kalevus and Thea stood across from the wall. Thea was about to ask what it was they were waiting for, but like before, a chasm suddenly opened that led down.  
 
    “Watch your step, it is a long way down,” Kalevus said. He walked down the steps and Thea followed him.  
 
    When the two were inside the cave, the door to the outside shut behind Thea, making a thud sound as it closed. To Thea’s surprise she was not enclosed in darkness, the cave walls illuminated a faint blue that made it possible to see.  
 
    "Fluorite," Thea whispered, remembering what Jiran had taught her. 
 
    “Correct. This isn’t ordinary Fluorite though. It is blended with magic to protect us from the negative entities that plague and will plague the entire Fractured Realm.”  
 
    Thea was caught off guard for a minute by what he said. “Wait, you said will plague soon." 
 
    Kalevus briefly turned around to look at Thea with a distinct look in his eyes. "You had the vision, didn't you?" 
 
    “Yes, but I didn’t think . . .” Thea paused. She didn’t know what to think. Every vision that she had had came true, but she would never have thought the end of the world. "Why is this happening?"   
 
    "And that is why we down here," Kalevus said, Thea could see an opening and a bright blue light on the floor of the cavern. When the two stepped through the mouth of the cave, Thea's mouth dropped in shock. 
 
    Floating ten feet off the ground was a giant blue crystal and smaller crystals surrounding it. It was almost as big as the inside of the cave and stretched as tall as Thea could see at the top. 
 
    Thea couldn't explain it, but a tingling sensation went throughout her body that riveted with energy. 
 
    “That energy you feel, that is the magic that pours throughout the Audalis. It is what powers the Equinox barrier, as we speak, blocks out the negative energy cursed throughout the Realm.” 
 
    He turned around to face Thea.  
 
     “You see, the end of days is coming, Thea Frey. The Great Battle is upon us. The land will be split apart and be replaced with fire, the sea will forever rage and the plagues will ravage Middilgard and every other land – the vision that you saw is a battle to the end between gods and demons. Only those who have the mark of the demon snake Gargan will be able to live out their glory under the new world – the perfect world as He designed it.”  
 
    Kalevus looked at Thea with a determined gleam in his eye. "The mark you carry, Thea Frey of Roma, is the Ouroboros mark. He needs strong but weak-willed souls filled with darkness and despair, loss, death, and heartache. I knew you were one of them the moment I saw you, just as my brother fell from grace.” 
 
    Thea’s heart sank. The Great Battle? Demons and gods? Thea felt at the back of her neck, where the mark was imprinted. Was Hel a part of this? All this time she was merely just a pawn in not her survival, but another key in making sure the perfect world is created.  
 
    “So, what?” Thea snapped at him, anger-filled her voice, and her eyes peaked with tears. She gripped her hands into tight fists. “Are you going to kill me now!”  
 
    Thea’s eyes began to glow a bright Amber hue as she stared at Kalevus, who did not move an inch. She gritted her teeth and trembled slightly, still keeping her fists clenched.  
 
    "No. Unlike my brother or those in the Sons of Samuel, you have managed to retain your humanity—that I can see in your aura. There is still a trace of light within you, I have only seen in one other time, but it is that light that makes it where your demon cannot conquer your soul." 
 
    Thea relaxed her demeanor and her fists, her eyes returning to her usual hue. 
 
    "I owe that to my loved ones. I don't where I would be without them, so yes, I am grateful," Thea told him, but that was not the only thing on her mind. "This Great Battle . . . When will it begin? How can it be stopped?" 
 
    A frown was placed on Kalevus lips and he slowly shook his head. 
 
    “That is just it, Thea, it cannot be stopped. No man or god can stop what is already set in motion. However, with your magic, you are able to save everyone you love.” 
 
    Kalevus walked to Thea. 
 
    "We in The Twilight Vale of Audalis are protected by the barrier. The power of the crystal and the Roma’s power. When you return to Middilgard, you must be vigilant, on the eve of the third day when the snow is the heaviest will you erect the Vectors and seal off the darkness. Only pure magic will eradicate the evil forthcoming."   
 
     “How am I supposed to will these Vectors?” Thea questioned. She didn’t understand why this responsibility fell to her.  
 
    A grin spread across Kalevus face. "Speak to Gaius-Sey, he will teach you to control the magic within you.” 
 
    Thea pressed her lips together, nodding in understanding. 
 
    “You said . . . He and the world in his design. That he who was cast aside and thrown into darkness? To rid the world of sinners who torment the weak, the different, and the disabled - the nightmare and the creator.”  
 
    Thea had a sickening feeling in her gut. She knew who the very being was that would soon lay waste throughout the realm. 
 
    “Fenris.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifty 
 
    It’s always a terrible idea to encounter any Sicarri act in the daylight.  
 
    Maggie precariously hung on the edge of the window, only the tips of her toes held on to the side of the building. A skill, along with scaling a building, that had been taught to them many times; sometimes it even resorted in death. 
 
    There were eight beds, four beds on each side, and there were three children, in rags, scrubbing the dirty floors. A painful reminder that made Maggie flinch. She could recall many times where she, Thea, and Freya had to clean up after any of the male patrons made a mess.  
 
    Movement from the corner of her made her look away from the three children on the floor to people standing in the doorway, all younger than ten years old. There was an older woman with her red hair in disarray. She had bags underneath her eyes that made her look older than she appeared and her clothing wasn't appealing, but somehow was better suited than what the children had on. In her hand, she held a curly, red hair girl's arm; she could have been thirteen, and by the wrinkled look on the girl's freckled face, it was pretty hard. 
 
    "Make sure you four clean the hallways too. I've got someone coming over and I don't want them to see what a rat's place you live in." The woman's voice was snotty and irritated, Maggie immediately hated her. 
 
    “Yes, Miss Rhone.”  
 
    The woman, Miss Rhone, stuck her nose in the air as if to show her dominance and shoved the red hair girl in the room.  
 
    “Sabine, make sure you tell the other’s when they finish in the attic to do the basement. You’re the oldest so keep these kids in line.”  
 
    Since the girl's back was to Miss Rhone, Maggie watched as she rolled her eyes, before replying with an exasperated reply, ‘Yes, Miss Rhone.' 
 
    For a split second, Miss Rhone caught something in the window. She furrowed her brows and with her heavy foot stomped over to the window. Miss Rhone grabbed the edges of the window and peered out of it, swearing there was a person. She had heard countless rumors of people being robbed, killed and word of the Sicarri running around. While she didn't believe too much into the tales, she wasn't a fool. 
 
    "Any of you girls notice something odd outside?" Miss Rhone asked the children, she still looked out the window. Had she looked down she would have seen Maggie standing below the window on the small ledge of the house. 
 
    “No,” the children sang together.  
 
    “Mm, well, stay away from the window. You know I don’t want anyone to see your faces.”  
 
    There were several mumbled ‘yeses' and the thumping of Miss Rhone's feet as she walked along the rickety floor. Maggie extended her hearing a bit waiting for the woman to head back downstairs. When the coast was clear, she climbed back to the window to see the red hair girl, Sabine, getting something from underneath one of the beds. 
 
    “Sabine, do you think it worked?”  
 
    One of the girls, a small short blonde hair girl, asked. She climbed on top of the bed and leaned down at what Sabine was doing. When Maggie trained her eyes on the item, she saw that it was some kind of board and there was a black candle on top.  
 
    A ritual? 
 
    “If it doesn’t work and a Sicarri doesn’t come, I have a backup plan. I’ve heard that demons can make deals with Mundanes,” Sabine said, there was a confidence in her voice that sounded like she was an adult. It reminded her so much of Thea . . . And Eddie. 
 
    "Are you sure that's a good idea?" A smaller boy with short frayed hair said. He was lying on his stomach with his head in his hands. 
 
    Maggie thought it was a good time to intervene and knocked on the window. All four of the children turned their heads to see Maggie looking at them.  
 
    “The Sicarri, they’re here!” The short-haired blonde girl exclaimed with glee. Sabine hushed her with her finger to her lips and walked over to the window to open it.  
 
    "You're the Sicarri?" Sabine asked a trace of bitterness in the back of her voice made Maggie feel for what they had gone through. 
 
    “I am, you sent the raven?”  
 
    Sabine backed away from the window and Maggie expertly jumped through the room. The two boys in the room backed up, but it was Sabine and the blonde hair girl who didn’t move.  
 
    “Do I get to know your names?” Maggie asked, even if she didn’t know them, she felt connected to them because they reminded so much of her and her friends when they were little.  
 
    “Why does a killer need to know that?” Sabine curtly said, but the blonde hair girl nudged her in the stomach with her elbow.  
 
    “Sabine, that’s not nice.” she faced Maggie and smiled at her with a broad grin. “I’m Cassie. The one with the short hair is Louie and the one with the black curly hair . . .”  
 
    She pointed to a boy who stood behind Louie with his thumb in his mouth. He couldn’t have been no older than seven.  
 
    “. . . That’s Johnny.”  
 
    Maggie smiled and waved to Johnny, who hesitantly reciprocated the motion back with his other hand. Only when Sabine huffed did Maggie turn back to an annoyed looking Sabine. 
 
    “We don’t have all day; can you kill for us or not?”  
 
    “What has she been doing to you?” Maggie asked, even if the letter told her a bit of detail, she still wanted to know the entire story. It would make for cleaning up easier.  
 
    Sabine snorted. “What hasn’t she done? She brings in a bunch of men, some of them Kingsland soldiers, and they’re disgusting pigs. One of them almost raped Cassie.”  
 
    At the mention of it, Cassie looked down, streaks of her blonde hair falling into her face. Maggie's heart dropped, she could imagine just how terrified the little girl was and angry that she couldn't do anything. 
 
     “The house always stinks too,” Louie jumped in, interrupting Maggie’s thoughts. “There’s barely any food.”  
 
    “And they’re mean!” Johnny called, taking out his thumb for a minute, before sticking it back in his mouth. 
 
    “Whatever money Miss Rhone gets she uses it to buy drugs or clothes,” Sabine said, her arms were crossed over her chest. Her thick brows were furrowed together. “And, we barely have clothes for the Bifrost months.”  
 
    “I understand your pain, I really do,” Maggie said. It angered her just hearing it. “But do you know what will happen when I kill her?”  
 
    There was silence. Sabine and Cassie eyed each other; the boys shyly looked down.  
 
    "Yeah, we know," Sabine said. A determined look crossed her face, it was clear that Sabine loved these kids just as much as Thea loved them. 
 
    “They’re going to be looking for her, you know that,” Maggie said. Even though they knew what was going on, she wanted them to know the consequences of certain actions. “If Kingsland soldiers have been coming here, they’re going to be curious where that woman has gone. Since none of you are of age, you can’t receive the money she’s been getting, and stealing—trust me—won’t last forever and you’ll wake up more starved than ever.”  
 
    Sabine's posture suddenly went slack. Her crossed her arms startled to loosen and the disgruntled look on her face softened, but it was Cassie who spoke. 
 
    “No, we still want this. We’ll figure out something, please.”  
 
    Looking at Cassie, Maggie couldn't help but see her in the little girl. She was innocent, but there was a fire in the little girl that was just begging to let out. It was what Maggie always felt growing up, primarily, living in Thea and Eddie's shadow. 
 
    Maggie looked from each child’s face; from Johnny to Louis, Sabine to Cassie and then back to Cassie.  
 
    “Alright, it’ll happen tonight.” 
 
    Maggie waited until the wee hours of the night. She told the children to go to sleep and the problem would be fixed by tomorrow morning. 
 
    As a Sicarri, you had to be a master of disguise and a master of the shadows, but most importantly you had to be agile. Maggie had perched herself on the ceiling of the room, her hands gripped onto the edges, supporting her weight.  
 
    When the woman finally entered her bedroom, she was, to Maggie's relief, alone, but drunk. Quietly, like a cat, Maggie released her grip from the ceiling and dropped to the ground gracefully. She slowly stood up and removed her dagger from the hidden layers of her clothes. 
 
    The woman was laid out on the bed with her arm over her face, unknowing to what would fall before her.  
 
    When the woman did remove her hand from her face, Maggie was above her, but before she could scream the sharp tip of the blade rested on the woman’s jugular.  
 
    Maggie pressed her finger to her lip. “Shh.”  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Dora led Thea down the long-winded halls to the gardens that were outside the castle of mountains. Even before Thea reached the gardens, she heard chanting. 
 
    “Should I disturb them?” Thea asked. Dora looked at her and she slightly nodded in confirmation, stretching her arm out to invite Thea to walk through the arched doorway. 
 
    The courtyard where the Roma practiced their daily mediation was immaculate and beautiful. There was a contrived look that made the garden have a natural appeal. Around the walls it was surrounded by symmetrical witch hazel shrubs. In the center of the garden was a pond that was as big as a small lake, surrounded around the edges were small stones and flowering lily pads floated at the top. 
 
    Thea took her first steps onto the circular, stone walkway, and followed the sound of chanting. She walked by the lakeside and walked underneath a rose flower arch that had vines intricately weaved together. The witch hazel shrubs that had been a part of the earlier structure were now a trail of rose bushes. The chanting grew louder the further as Thea walked.  
 
    She came upon the circular lawn that continued the stone path she was on and led to a section that had meditation stones stacked on top of each other in a circle. On top of the stones were Roma who sat cross-legged and meditating.  
 
    In the center of the lawn, were four large rose bushes that surrounded the area. There were other Roma light sparring with one another, moving their hands and feet in the air in what seemed like slow motion, but it was different, somehow. A strong power radiated off of them Thea couldn’t see, but she felt an innate connection despite the invisible force that was unknown to her. It was amazing, however, that after so many years of thinking Dominya and her were the last of their kind, she met the Roma.  
 
    She passed by the Roma in the center of the garden and continued walking along the stone path searching for Gaius-Sey. After a few moments, the sound of rushing water echoed loudly in the area. She walked around the bend of several apple trees and there she found Gaius sitting on top of a stone in a lake with his eyes closed; behind him was a rush waterfall that seemingly came from nowhere. Thea approached Gaius-Sey where she heard him chanting low mumbled humming not spoken in Romanian. She was about to make her presence known, but the chanting from Gaius-Sey. 
 
    “I hope you had a good sleep, Thea Frey.”  
 
     “I slept alright. How did you hear me? I didn’t make any noise and that waterfall is pretty loud.”  
 
    Gaius-Sey smirked but he never opened his eyes. “Energy is all around us, Thea. From mundanes to living creatures, we all have a life force that we give off.” 
 
    Thea thought about what she said, as she was reminded of the conversation she once had with Jiran about the Roma. 
 
    “Well, speaking of that life force and energy, I request your services. At least, King Kalevus said you would show me the way.” 
 
     “Come and sit with, Gaius-Sey.”  
 
    Thea walked along the stone steps and sat across from Gaius-Sey, mimicking his cross-legged posture. She fidgeted a few times because the cold and damp rock that clung to her clothes made her shiver. Thea looked to Gaius-Sey when she was situated and looked to him, his eyes still closed, and his lips pressed together.  
 
    “So, what do we do now?” Thea asked, almost impatiently. “I mean, I’m supposed to be learning something from you. There could very well be some kind of impending—”  
 
    “You have too much backed up energy,” Gaius-Sey finally said, interrupting Thea from speaking. “It is not good for the order of our life and consciousness.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    "Backed up energy, negative energy, darkness. It clouds your judgment and causes a mental strain within the body, causing anxiety, fear, and negative emotions in the body. If you go back home now, you will be little use to yourself, let alone anyone else." 
 
    Thea didn't protest she knew she was a dark cloud. She had said and thought it time after time if it weren't for Maggie and Kadda she would have been lost it. If Dominya and Jiran hadn't raised her, she wouldn't have known what kind of person she would have been. 
 
    “So, how can I change that?”  
 
    Gaius-Sey opened his eye, the amber glow in them brighter than before. A shuddered ran down Thea’s spine as the power from Gaius-Sey made her flinch. The heavyweight upon her shoulders made her gasp and she placed her hand over her heart feeling the raging thumping in her chest. 
 
    “First, learn how to control the flow of magic within you. Right now, it only activates when your emotions peak. It happens when you have visions, doesn’t it?”  
 
    Thea looked up at him, still holding her hand on her chest, she nodded to him. 
 
    "We, Roma, are susceptible to negative energy because we have to draw in magic from everything around us—trees, water, sky, happiness—all things positivity. When we sense negativity or are around it, we latch onto it like a sponge, and we feed." 
 
    “Latches onto?” Thea questioned. For a moment, she vaguely remembered instances she was tethered to certain people like Eddie, King Godfrey, and Flint. “Like tethering? Or, like a cord of some kind?”  
 
    Gaius-Sey nodded, confirming Thea’s answer.  
 
    “It is why we are always with our own kind, always traveling, there is too much darkness in the world. People are always killing, raping, cursing, having wars, and it never stops. It just keeps being passed down generation after generation.”  
 
    Is this why Fenris wanted to destroy the world? To rid of the sin that Gaius-Sey was speaking about? Incidentally, the thought of a better world seemed ideal. If there wasn’t rage or hatred in the world, would there be people willing to kill out of jealousy or fear? Thea couldn’t be sure what it was that she wanted more. 
 
    Damn it, no. What the hell are you thinking? The world might be a shitty place, but that doesn’t mean people deserve to die! 
 
    “But you have good people in your life, Thea,” Gaius-Sey said, distracting her from her thoughts. “They keep you sane, they keep from letting your demon and the voices out.”  
 
    Any thoughts that went through Thea's head vanished. While it was one thing to speak about Hel, it was another to talk about the voices. She had thought for the longest that she was weird or damned. Thea had always felt like a freak that she was constantly battling with the angry voices that always wanted to tear her down every chance that they got. It was finally a relief that she didn't even feel a tickle of them in the back of her mind while she was in Audalis. 
 
    “You? You know about the voices?”  
 
    "I do. It doesn't happen often, but every once and a while, someone we love goes through something traumatic. It could be death, or it could be a near death experience, that darkness festers inside of us. The voices are the darkness, the negativity, manifested into disembodied voices forcing us to do terrible things or wanting to see us fail." 
 
    Thea felt her throat tighten and her eyes suddenly stung. She couldn’t speak or breathe. She couldn’t believe that there was someone who understood her pain and constant struggle battling the voices in her head. 
 
    "They're always mocking me and trying to kick me down," Thea told him. "I think they started coming to me sometime after my sister was taken, then having to survive with a demon in my head for months, and - " She paused for a moment and closed her eyes. Though it was still a blur, she could make out glimpses and pictures, she clenched her hand tightly grabbing a bundle of her shirt. 
 
    “That night of Hel’s possession over my body, when she killed those Kingsland Guards.” 
 
    "The demon chose you because of your magic and your willpower. The magic in you is strong, it is obvious, I sensed it the moment you washed up on the shore," Gaius-Sey said. Thea noticed that the glow in his amber eyes wasn't as diluted as before. "But while you may be strong, you are also weak, and naïve. You let your emotions take you by the reigns and that is what makes it easier for a demon to take control of you. That is the kind of vessel that Fenris wants, an able-body soul that he can control." 
 
    “Then tell me how to fix it because I don’t want anything to happen to my friends and family. They are the only ones I have and if something happens to them I—”  
 
    "Quiet," Gaius-Sey said, he reached his pointer to his lips to shush Thea. "You're doing it again. You may have control over your mundanity, but you are subconsciously doubtful, and with that, you will always succumb to darkness." 
 
    “I’m only mundane,” Thea blurted out without thinking. “Is that so wrong?”  
 
    “No, of course not, but it is when you’re putting everything at risk. You must learn to harness the energy in your mind, body, and spirit to surround yourself in cosmic energy. It will reduce negativity and aid you in healing to create harmony within your life.”  
 
    Gaius-Sey held out his hands after he finished speaking. Thea looked down at his hands and saw a flick of her image. She furrowed her brows and looked closer at his hands where she saw several gold lines swirling around his hands. 
 
    “Those lines, what are they?” 
 
    "These are called Vectors. There are Vectors that seek out negativity and Vectors that seek out positivity. We need both survive, but too much negativity can descend us into madness. If there is negativity constantly, the Vector Fragments will feed off from it; it will usually look like a golden cord if the individual lakes control. For us to sustain health and positivity, our Vectors Linings must align and feed on good, magic, life energy."   
 
    Vector Fragments? Linings? Being around Maggie, she felt good, when she was with Jiran she wanted to forget every bad thing that happened to her. When she thought about Dominya a light, and airy feeling overtook her. Even when she visited the Citadel or to The Twilight Vale of Audalis there was something in the air that made her feel electrified and when she thought of Kadda, her sweet and innocent daughter.  
 
     “What are you thinking about right now?” Gaius-Sey asked her. While it was unconventional for him to guide someone during their training, he wanted to make sure that Thea received the proper training this time.  
 
    “My family,” Thea answered. “And how much they mean to me.”  
 
    "Remember, don't think about what would happen if they weren't there. While it is a mundane notion, it is one that hides as doubt. Never doubt yourself because then you doubt who you are as a Roma, as a person. You can channel your Vectors by absorbing the energy around you with your magic and meditating. Try closing your eyes and thinking of positive energy." 
 
    Thea didn’t say anything. She just sat there, eyes closed, and thought about her family, herself, and who she was before all of this. 
 
    "I was quiet . . . I liked to sew because Dominya told me our mother used to do it all the time. I wanted something she did to feel close to her." 
 
    Slowly a gold cord, invisible to the naked eye, sprouted from Thea's body. Gaius-Sey watched as tendrils of Vector Linings started to appear from her body one after the other and spread out just a foot from her back. The more positivity or negativity one possessed, the longer the Vectors. 
 
    “What else?”  
 
    “I . . . I like to play in the field and pick flowers, farming is what I really loved doing. I even tried teaching Maggie and Freya to plant flowers once." 
 
    Another Vector Lining sprouted, and the gold cord extended another foot. 
 
    “There was one time, I made Maggie laugh so hard, she had water gushing from her nose,” Thea said, and a giggle escaped her lips as her lips stretched into a broad grin. “When Freya wasn’t mad at me . . . She asked me to read to her because she never got a chance to learn.”  
 
    As the memories slowly absorbed into Thea's mind, she suddenly realized how many good ones there were that were shadowed in the darkness. The tears that she had been holding back slowly fell down her cheeks and under her chin. 
 
    "And Jiran . . . He would be okay with cursing in front of me and he saw good in me . . ." 
 
    The feeling of warm, rough hands touched Thea's, and she opened her eyes to see Gaius-Sey held them. "Keep your eyes closed." Thea obliged and closed her eyes again. She felt Gaius-Sey turn her palms upward. 
 
    “Focus, Thea. Focus on Gaius-Sey’s voice and those memories. Let your Vectors feed on your memories, it will help you conquer the darkness and the voices.”  
 
    Thea licked her lips. “Will it hurt?” 
 
    Gaius-Sey smiled, somehow Thea could feel that. “Only if you allow it. Now . . . Focus.”  
 
    As if by some sheer force, Thea felt her chest lurch forward as a powerful essence punched her in the gut, making her gasp. She forced her eyes to open but didn’t find herself on the waterfall, but on the inside of an empty room filled with fog. 
 
    “Where . . . Am I?” Thea said, though her mouth didn’t move. She was speaking telepathically.  
 
    “You are in the Roma State.”  
 
    Thea spun around trying to figure out who the disembodied voice was and where it was coming from.  
 
    “Who said that!”  
 
    “We did,” as soon as the voice said it, Ansem appeared out of thin air.  
 
    "Don't you recognize us?" Kii replied and stood next to her brother. "It has always been hard to get in contact with you because the darkness and negativity continued to block us out." 
 
    “How are you contacting me now?” Thea asked confused by the empty space she was in.  
 
    “Theoretically, inside your head,” Ansem told her. “This distorted, foggy room is your thoughts, but you can fix it through the Roma’s restoration powers, what is known as Roma Stasis. It is a state of mind that combines peace, love, and joy.”  
 
    Thea looked around at the empty room. There was no ceiling or roof only endless blue fog that seemed to go on for miles.  
 
    “It’s kind of . . . Depressing in here,” Thea admitted to herself.  
 
    "That's because with years of trauma, Thea, this is what the shadows and negativity can do to a Magi, Kobold, and a mundane. Darkness kills and if you want to fight against it, you need to become stronger or else you’ll find yourself being once again used by the darkness." 
 
    “I know. I won’t pretend like I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m scared because I don’t want to make a mistake and go dark again.”  
 
    Ansem chuckled. "Well, you won't go dark and you should never be afraid to be afraid." 
 
    “Ansem is right,” Kii said. “Fear is what makes people mundane, so is doubt, but it’s within moderation that matters. We won’t let our father win, and have you fall into corruption.”  
 
    “And even if you do, we’ll be there to pull you out of it. He won’t get a chance to use you for his nefarious deeds.”  
 
    Thea smirked. Hel, Flint, the voices . . . You're all wrong. I am not worthless. I am not nothing. I won't run, not anymore. I don't want to hide from the darkness. 
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 Chapter Fifty-One 
 
    Month of Leaffall, Year 668 of Ya’skr 
 
    One year had passed since Thea entered into Roma Stasis. She was no longer a young girl of seventeen, but a young adult going into her eighteenth year. Thea was speechless when she heard the news, she didn't understand anything that had happened. It had only seemed like she was gone for just a few moments, not for the entirety of the year. 
 
    Gaius-Sey and Kalevus stood in the infirmary room with her. She was wearing a white gown and there were several markings on her arm that seemed strange to her. She reached out to touch the marks, they were faded into her skin, but dark enough for her to see it clearly. 
 
    "Those are called Runes. It is another type of magic for us. That particular rune sustained your food intake while you were in a comatose state." 
 
    While Thea wanted to question more about the magic she was learning, she was livid by the fact she had been in a coma for over a year.  
 
    "Why didn't anyone wake me?" Her voice came out dry and cracked. She grabbed her throat, in sheer panic.  
 
    “Here, drink,” Gaius-Sey said to her and handed her a goblet of water. Thea readily took it and brought the cup to her lips. Gaius-Sey could see the struggle she had while she drank. “Your body is fairly weak and susceptible to the energy around you.”  
 
    Thea parted her lips from the cup and handed the cup back. She cleared her throat, hoping that she would be able to speak correctly. 
 
    "I ask again," she said, her voice, unfortunately, was still hoarse. "Why did you not wake me? What possible thought could possess you to keep me this way!" 
 
    While Thea wanted to shout at them, her voice came out barely as a whisper. 
 
    Gaius-Sey spoke again, “If we were to wake you during Roma Stasis, your mind could have been lost forever, you could have been killed, or worse. You could have been trapped in your mind for an eternity.”  
 
    Thea shook her head. “Then, why did you make me go through it in the first place! I could have lived without the psychedelic trip into my mind.”  
 
    This time, it was Kalevus who spoke. Thea turned to look at him. There was a severe look in his eyes as if to warn her not to get angry with him. 
 
    “It was necessary. Without you going through the Roma Stasis, you would not have been in tune with your powers, your Vectors, and you certainly wouldn’t have been able to push away the demon lurking inside of you.”  
 
    There was an annoyance in Kalevus' features. It was brief, but it was just that little bit that made him look more dangerous than he let out.  However, Thea didn't care. She had missed out on a year. What happened to Dominya? Was Middilgard destroyed? What about Maggie, Freya, and all the girls in the Meretrix – What about Kadda? Did she still remember me as her mother?   
 
    The tears broke free from Thea's eyes and she found herself weeping into her hands. While Thea's throat burned like wildfire, her sobs were quiet and tamed because of the loss of her voice. Neither Kalevus nor Gaius-Sey interrupted until she was finished.  
 
    When Thea stopped crying, her entire face was red, and her cheeks were stained with tears. Her nose was covered with snot that Thea tried to wipe with her arm, but only made it worse.  
 
     “I did not want it to come to this. I didn’t even think that the Roma Stasis would have taken over your body for so long.” Kalevus sighed and explained, apologetically. 
 
    “It was only trying to heal what had been damaged for so long. The dark demons harboring in you Thea would have been enough to make you go dark,” Gaius-Sey explained. Thea couldn’t believe what she was hearing, she didn’t have any questions, except for two.  
 
    "Then, what do you see?" Thea asked, Gaius-Sey, explicitly speaking about her Vectors and if anything was lingering within her. 
 
    “You will have to determine and see if you can truly negate the darkness from enclosing around you.”  
 
    Thea didn’t say anything. Whether he saw her Vector Fragments or Linings, he wasn’t going to tell her anything.  
 
    “Am I allowed to leave for Middilgard?”  
 
    Kalevus didn’t say anything for a moment. Her body would need to recuperate after carving away years of damage. Once a person underwent Roma Stasis, they were cleansed of their negativity, but negativity would have also had a higher chance or invading a purified soul. However, Kalevus knew that nothing would be able to stop Thea until she was back home. “In two days’ time, you will be allowed to leave. We want to make sure that you are stable enough to endure the ride.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "How will I know what path to take?"  
 
    Thea was on the outskirts of the port, with the Roma and Gaius-Sey. "I don't know how to sail." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    "Listen to your instincts, Thea, we Roma are travelers by nature and have an innate ability to know where to go," Geius-Sey instructed her. Thea didn't know about that. If she could pinpoint the direction to go in life, she wouldn't have been faced with such terrible predicaments. 
 
    “Thank you, I guess,” she looked around, looking for King Kalevus. “Did King Kalevus not wish to see me off? Or, have I offended him?”  
 
    Gaius-Sey smirked. “On the contrary, he is preparing.”  
 
    "Preparing for what?" Thea thought before she caught on to what she meant. The Great Battle. The third day of Bifrost. The vision still lingered at the back of Thea's mind. She could still picture the red sky and the lightning ripping through the air. Even as only an image, the atmosphere made Thea tense and a nervous stir centered in her gut. 
 
    “Every king needs a battle strategy. When that day comes, we’ll be ready, I pray that you shall as well.”  
 
    The crystal was a heavy reminder of what she had been told to do— whatever that was supposed to be. She still didn't know what she had to do; all she knew was to go to the other side of the Equinox barrier when it was time. 
 
    But when would be a right time?  
 
    Was that not the reason for clearing her mind and entering Roma Stasis. The conversation with Ansem and Kii had been brief, despite her being in a state for one year. They told her that she should be wary of her surroundings when she headed back to Kingsland. She was newly out of her Roma Stasis and even though she was washed away from the sin that had purged her soul for eight years, it just left her susceptible to demons and possessions. That meant Hel, and the voices could come back at any time to take over her and she didn't know if she would have the strength to fight them off again. 
 
    She looked down at her hand, hoping to see the fragmented gold lines that she had seen often during her childhood years, but had never known the name. What if she resorted back to the way she was or accepted negativity like before? 
 
    What am I saying? I have to have the strength. People are counting on me. 
 
    “Thank you for your wisdom and teachings, Gaius-Sey,” Thea said, and she boarded onto the medium-sized boat that had been packed with food and supplies for her trip. “May the Azure Reach guide us.”  
 
    “Let it be so.” 
 
    A week of travel was the length of time it took from Audalis to Middilgard. She preoccupied her time with meditating and chanting. 
 
    She was able to channel and block out the negative energy that would try to intercept her thoughts. Other days and nights, she would think about her daughter and how she was doing. She would be four years old  and Thea had grown another year last Winter's Eve. A perpetual sadness clung to Thea, making her take sharp intakes of breath. 
 
    What if Kadda doesn’t remember me?  
 
    Even if she was with Maggie and she knew she was safe, the thought of her child forgetting about her existence hurt Thea more than life itself.  
 
    I can’t think that way, I can’t. I have to stay positive. 
 
    She closed her eyes to concentrate and began to chant, a low, baseless hum for the duration of the ride.  
 
    When the boat had made it across Isle Waters, Thea saw Middilgard’s port in the distance. Thea paid the boatman and a stable hand with the little coin she still had with her.   
 
    The wind picked up when Thea boarded inside of the wagon, letting her know that Leaffall would make its home for several months. The carriage pulled off from the port and automatically two paths came into view after a mile. One would lead her to Kingsland and the other would lead her to Twinleaf village. It had seemed like years ago since she had last called that place home. 
 
    “Coming to visit?”  
 
    Thea pulled her attention away from the pathway and toward the stable hand. He was middle age man with bleached blonde hair in a wild heap. 
 
    “Uh, no, I’m returning home after visiting a friend in Wrenada,” Thea lied, with a broad smile upon her lips. She tightly held onto a duffel bag that had been on the boat.  
 
    “Ah, Vizerath is a beautiful country. I think the Princess went there for a marriage agreement. While I do feel like it would be a great opportunity, Vizerath and Otto are known for their blacksmith and weapons, they’re a country have a rich history, but a tragic history, nonetheless. Did you know that Vizerath and Otto used to be slave countries?”  
 
    This was new information to Thea, but while she didn’t care too much to learn about the past, she listened to the man anyway.  
 
    “No, I didn’t. How did that end?”  
 
    "A slave revolt in the year 426, that was right around the time of the Ire Scourge when the late Amos Monticrox lost control to the slaves. They broke free and twenty years later this group known as the Sons of Samuel started making headlines.” At the sound of the name, Thea was alert. What had the Sons of Samuel been doing almost two hundred years ago? “I mean, the government is still a centralized totalism, and King Peregrine isn’t the best leader, hell his sons aren’t too kind either, but they’ve tried their best to—” 
 
    “What do you know about the slave revolt?” Thea interrupted the man. She stood on her feet now, grabbing onto the railing where the man stood. He turned to look at her with his dark brown eyes staring at her with confusion. “Is there a specific person or thing that was mentioned?”  
 
    "You mean who led the revolt? Kid, I don't know, these are histories that have been told and passed down for two hundred years. It could have been anyone, there wasn't really a specific person, you know how things get spread around, and people start joining. No one really knows the central root to it." 
 
    After a while, Thea went back to her seat and sat down again. She hadn't meant to get jumpy, but anything that had something to do with the Sons of Samuel or Fenris made a chill run up the length of her spine. Incidentally, the mark on her neck burned and she consciously rubbed it, disturbed that she knew its true meaning. 
 
    “Are you alright?” The man asked her. He looked out the corner of his eye for a moment before looking back at the road.  
 
    "Yeah, I'm fine. Are we almost—" Thea stopped mid-sentence when she saw Kingsland's walls in the distance. She took a deep unconscious breath. I’m coming home, Kadda. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Two 
 
    There was something different about Kingsland the usual curt Kingsland Guards were replaced with genuine and well-spoken gentlemen. They didn't ask Thea many questions nor did they hassle her with details about what she was doing in Wrenada. They merely welcomed her back home. 
 
    Home. This place had never been a home. 
 
    Thea expected the voices to attack her, mock her even, but they never came. She didn’t even feel a stirring in the back of her mind. Hel also wasn’t present within her. The feeling of not having her demons living inside felt foreign, yet, comforting.  
 
    Thea walked through the bustling crowds of the marketplace. This didn't change much in the slightest. There were still people gathering around stands as vendors shouted out their low prices. She recognized a few sleazy faces that conned customers in the past and Thea believed that perhaps the Kingsland Guards at the front were purely coincidental. 
 
    When Thea walked through the narrow streets, through the common area of Kingsland, she found the building that was the Meretrix.  
 
    She noticed a gilded gold and white carriage. Thea furrowed her brows, unsure what a fancy ride such as it, could be doing in front of a brothel.  
 
    Flint, he could be back. He usually brought wealthy patrons there. 
 
    Thea's gut twisted in disgust. She thought she would never have to see Flint again. She thought of Kadda and a shiver ran down her spine as fear quaked her entire system. Picking up her feet, she practically ran to the three steps completely ignoring the thick layer of carpet on it. 
 
    When Thea reached the doorknob, she opened the door and her jaw went slack as she gazed at the interior that she thought had been the Meretrix. 
 
    It no longer looked like the Sleazy brothel that she had grown up in. The inside had a "homey" feel that Thea associated with Jiran's home. 
 
    The curtains that hung on the walls were removed, leaving the windows bare. The columns and walls were re-painted with a cream color, giving it an appealing color, and the velvet couches were replaced with a different light brown material. 
 
    When Thea turned to see if the stage stood in its same place. Her chest felt heavy when she realized that it had been removed and replaced with a hearth. 
 
    “What’s . . . What’s going on?” 
 
    “Thea?”  
 
    The sound of her name pulled her out of her reverie, and she focused her attention on Freya a few feet away from her. She didn't move from where she stood, the two girls just stared at one another. 
 
    "Freya . . . How are you?" 
 
    The two had never got back on the right track and had tried often to get them back to the way they were, but no matter how hard the two worked on their relationship it had stayed stagnant. 
 
    “Good, I guess . . .” Freya paused and then looked her up and down. “You look, different.” Freya furrowed her brows as she stared at Thea. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but there was a different air about her.  
 
    “Thanks, so do you,” Thea said. Freya had her hair pulled to the side in a loose ponytail. She had on different clothing than what Thea was used to seeing. It seemed regal and exquisite than before. She was about to ask where she got the clothing from, but she heard the sound of voices and footsteps coming from the stairwell behind Freya.  
 
    “Who are you talking too, Freya?” Someone asked, from the top of the stairs, when Thea saw a person come down, their long black hair bouncing in the air, when they immediately rushed over to her and shouted: “Thea! Everyone, it’s Thea!”  
 
    The girl who reached her first was named Hydaline. She had a tan complexion and slanted eyes. Her lips pulled into a grin, but her grip was steady as she collapsed herself on top of Thea making her drop the duffel that was in her hands. 
 
    Thea heard the sound of feet clambering together, followed by collective voices all talking at once.  
 
    Thea saw several girls, and a few boys, make their way over to them. Thea smiled, greeting everyone with hugs, and hellos. These people that she hugged would always be her family, and no matter what anyone said, they would be the Forty Little Thieves, deep down they all knew that.  
 
    “Where have you been, Thea?”  
 
    “Did you see any cool things?”  
 
    “How about magic things?”  
 
    “How was it traveling for the first time?”  
 
    The barrage of questions all came at once. Thea laughed. She knew that each face she saw, or the ones she recognized, there were still some missing, had missed her.  
 
    “One at a time, guys. I have to get settled in, don’t I?” Even that was far from Thea’s mind, she wanted to see one specific person. “Where’s Maggie and Kadda?”  
 
    Thea's heartbeat exceedingly fast as she focused on that clobbering sound. She knew the tone even before she saw who the person. 
 
    Maggie came down the steps first, her reddish-brown hair falling in heaps over her shoulder and her hand extended out to the person who was climbing down the steps. Freya stood in the same position she had initially been and looked at the small figure who had managed to climb down the steps. 
 
    The crowd of people parted for Thea to walk through, but she had already started moving through the crowd and heading toward the small, blonde-hair girl. Her large, brown doe eyes stared at Thea who had stopped walking and was now only a mere foot from the girl.  
 
    The tears from Thea's eyes broke free and as they ran down her cheeks, she collapsed to the floor, her knees hitting the floor. She didn't care about the sharp pain that traveled up the length of her leg. She focused on the four-year-old that stared at Thea with her thumb in her mouth. 
 
    “Kadda . . .” Thea’s voice broke. She couldn’t muster any words as her silent tears were caught in her throat. Thea tightened her eyes, hoping to contain her tears. 
 
    Thea didn't expect Kadda to come to her, she had already assumed that her daughter had forgotten about her altogether. She had been gone for too long. However, Thea was surprised when a strange high-pitched squeaky noise echoed through Thea's eardrums. 
 
    “MOMMY!”  
 
    The moment Thea opened her eyes, she saw two pigtails flying through before a soft impact collided with her chest and tiny arms wrapped around Thea's neck. Instinctively, Thea wrapped her arms around Kadda’s small body and picked her up, standing to her feet.  
 
    Thea brushed her hand through Kadda's hair and kissed the side of it, whispering as she did, "Mommy loves you. She loves you so much and she's sorry for leaving you." 
 
    The thought never registered in Thea’s head that Kadda had spoken for the first time. She was just glad to have her daughter in her arms again.  
 
    When Thea looked over to Maggie, she smiled at her and Maggie smiled back, as an unspoken communication passed between the two girls. No words needed to be spoken. 
 
    “So,” Thea said as she sniffed. She still held Kadda close to her chest, who clung to her mother’s hair tightly. “What’s been going on here?”  
 
    Maggie parted her lips to speak, but the front doors opened. Everyone turned around to see two men walk through the door. 
 
    Thea immediately recognized Donnie as his eyes trained on her, but she didn't know the second man. He had neatly combed blonde hair as his ebony eyes trained on Thea's. Despite Thea not knowing the man in front of her, a warm presence surrounded her and embraced her body as she looked at him and he looked at her. 
 
    What is that feeling? 
 
    It was a feeling that Thea didn’t know. The warming presence reminded her of being around Maggie or Jiran, but she was not familiar with this particular presence. Her heart skipped a beat. But she didn’t quake with nervousness and her entire body grew warm; yet, anger didn’t radiate through her, a shiver went down her spine, but there wasn’t a draft. 
 
    “Thea, when did you get back?” Donnie spoke first, but Thea’s attention was still trained on the young man.  
 
    "Just now . . . How are you, Donnie?" 
 
    Donnie didn’t answer, knowing that she didn’t expect an answer from him. He turned to look at his brother, seeing that he too, stared at Thea.  
 
    "I've told you about my brother, Thea, this is Angeal. He's been helping me get this place, well, better. Angeal, this is Thea. She's one of the many girls here and Kadda's mother." 
 
    Angeal didn't say anything as his brother introduced her to the girl. He couldn't take his eyes off of her, taking in her appearance. Her reddish-brown skin had some scars along her arms, her posture stood rigid and stiff as she clung to the small child in her arms. The side of her lip twisted ever so slightly, and her nose, that was slightly contorted, looked like it had been broken and set back into place. What had Angeal stunned were two pools of bright blue eyes that stared back at him. 
 
    Two bright blue eyes that he had seen in his dreams.  
 
    “You . . .”  
 
    Those were the first words Angeal let slip from his mouth without thinking. Thea furrowed her brow and her lips turned into a deep frown as she examined the young man who could have been no older than herself. 
 
    “Yes, it’s me. Is that a problem?”  
 
    Angeal noticed that they had an audience and looked around the pairs of eyes from the group and his brother before looking back to Thea.  
 
    He shook his head. Could this be her? When the thought came to him, Angeal’s heart immediately hammered in his chest as if the answer stood right in front of his face.  
 
    “No, not at all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Three 
 
    The storm that had been caused by Nobius had wrecked the Half-Blood causing it to veer off course and damaging it. As the fates would have it, the ship found its way into Svarta's country borders, where the vessel coasted through the Dark Eastern Waters to Quilia's main port. While there may have been a few casualties, most of everyone survived with minimal injuries. 
 
    Except for one.  
 
    Dominya had taken the worst of the damage. She had managed to survive thanks to Thea’s quick thinking, but she had suffered from a great deal of damage from the pierced blade of the arrow that Nobius had summoned.  
 
    "It's as I suspected," Audalai said. She had her hands out in front of Dominya who rested on the ship's cot. "There's too much dark magic, I cannot pinpoint where it's spreading from. That arrow must have been enchanted." 
 
    “Damn it.”  
 
    Clovis knew that asking Audalai to reverse the spell would be impossible. Only the castor or someone of equal power to dark magic could do so. Not only had he lost Thea to the ocean's current, but he blamed himself for what happened to Dominya. 
 
    I should have forced her to stay back at Polis.  
 
    "Clovis," Audalai called out to him as she turned to his attention and saw his eyes were staring into nothingness. His eyebrows were slightly knitted together, and his lips were set in a straight line. He grew distant and quiet, which often happened when he blamed himself. Anyone else would have left him alone, thinking he needed the space, but Audalai knew better, she knew better than anyone that he was suffering. 
 
    “Clodovicus,” Audalai called out to him. This time Clovis’ attention set on Audalai who looked at him with concern. She approached him, standing several feet shorter than him, and reached out her hand to touch his cheek.  
 
    He leaned into her soft hand and closed his eyes, taking in her touch after so many years of missing the mild sensation from her palms.  
 
    Clovis made sure to open his eyes to make sure he wasn't dreaming and that Audalai didn't disappear like so many times in his dreams, but she stood in front of him in all her beauty.  
 
    “Stop blaming yourself,” she told him. Her lidded jade green eyes were still as bright and vibrant as the day he had met her. Audalai always saw the real him and never once feared him. He wrapped his arms around her petite waist and crouched to his knees, resting his head on her chest. Audalai ran her fingers through his white hair and clung to him, resting her chin on top of his head.  
 
    "I've missed you, so much, you don't know how much it has pained me that you weren't by my side," Clovis mumbled into her chest. Audalai grinned, holding onto his neck. 
 
    "I think I do. You've blamed yourself, time and time again, like you're doing right now." Audalai pulled away from Clovis and he looked up at her, his white pupil eyes cast sorrow. "You couldn't have stopped the ship from being wrecked or for anyone's lives that had been lost. It wasn't your fault Thea was thrown overboard and it sure as hell isn't your fault for the curse on Dominya." 
 
    Clovis gripped Audalai’s waist tightly with his hands and looked down.  
 
    "I could have prevented it somehow. I could have helped Thea eight years ago when I had first seen her as a little girl. I knew how terrible Flint could be and yet, I just left her there, all those children because I couldn't risk caring for someone else when you were still out there in danger – Selfish, I know." 
 
    Audalai frowned and got on her knees, taking Clovis’ cheek in her hand, and lifted it so his eyes could meet hers.  
 
    “You made a mistake as does everyone. You are in no way selfish. You don’t know how things would have been if you had done things differently.” 
 
    Clovis stiffly nodded, taking in Audalai's stern, but gentle voice. He slightly grinned and leaned forward to kiss her. Audalai hadn't expected it but when she felt Clovis' mouth on hers, she took him all in, craving him after so long of being away from each other. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist, sitting on his lap. Clovis reached his hands through her hair and gently grasped the edges of her hair.  
 
    Audalai moaned into his mouth and broke free from their kiss. Her hands found the length of his shirt and quickly unbuttoned it, exposing his chest hairs. Before she could reach the extent of his pants, Clovis reached out his hand to stop her. 
 
    “Audalai . . .”  
 
    She looked up at him, a sad look crossed his eyes, having to stop her from going further. As much as he wanted too, he couldn’t risk it.  
 
    Clovis saw the glassy-eyed look in Audalai's eyes, despite her trying to blink the tears away. 
 
    “. . . I’m sorry.”  
 
    He had never felt more regret. Even if many of the other things may not have been his fault, he knew deep down, that he had made the deal. It had cursed both him and Audalai for an eternity. 
 
    Audalai shook her head and wiped her eyes with the tips of her fingers. She removed herself from Clovis’ lap and stood up.  
 
    “No, it’s alright. We got carried away that’s all, we should leave Dominya be for a moment. Maybe Ezekiel may know a spell to wake her.”  
 
    Audalai walked over to Clovis and kissed him on the forehead. Her lips lingered there for a few moments, hoping to show him that she would love for eternity.  
 
    Clovis gently reached out and held her wrists, running his thumb along the knuckles. He could sense the positive energy radiating from Audalai to him, the only real source that managed to keep the demon that lingered inside him at bay. 
 
    “I love you, Clovis, no matter what you may think or do. I will never stop loving you.”  
 
    Audalai left afterward leaving Clovis still in the room, looking at Dominya's unconscious body. While all the people he had ever known or loved him forgave him and even redeemed him for the many things he had done, there was still one crucial aspect that haunted Clovis to this day and the reason why his demon continued to lurk within him. He still harbored guilt for the loss of his mad king father, the death of his master, and robbing Audalai of the one thing she wanted other than him. No matter the forgiveness or the redemption, if Clovis couldn't even forgive himself, how could he move on? 
 
     As much as he hated to think the Unseelie Fae had been right about their meeting once again, he knew what he had to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Four 
 
    It had been a little over six weeks since Thea had returned home to Kingsland and she was lying in bed with Kadda, brushing the sleeping toddler’s curls out of her eyes. Thea smiled and placed a gentle kiss on Kadda's forehead. She couldn't believe that after so long she was free. There would be no more rules, no prostitution, no Flint, and no Eddie – though when Maggie told her the story of the Kingsland Guards arresting Eddie, it pained her; but she didn't necessarily feel bad for him either. 
 
    All I need is Dominya . . . 
 
    Her thoughts had been running rampant lately, not because of the cruel voice, fortunately. She had not heard the sarcastic and angry voices since she came back. She really did believe that she had been cleansed of the doubt that had been fueling inside of her. She just had to maintain it. 
 
    There's a knock on the door and Thea lifts her head up, "Come in," she whispered as quietly as possible. When the door opened, Maggie walked into the room. 
 
    “Are you alright?”  
 
    Maggie walked over and sat on the beds railing. Thea sat up from her position on the bed, careful not to wake Kadda. 
 
    “I’ve been doing better, you know since coming back, everything has been surreal. You know?”  
 
    Maggie sat up from the railing and sat beside Thea on the bed. She wrapped her arm around Thea’s neck, squeezing. “Well, the important thing is that your back. It’s been lonely without you here.”  
 
    Thea leaned her head against the side of Maggie’s head.  
 
    "I know. Every day I missed you guys and I just wanted to have you guys near me." 
 
    There was a pause. Maggie tightened her grip on Thea’s shoulder.  
 
    “Are you going to tell me what happened to you while you were away?”  
 
    This time, Thea was silent. Her lips were pressed together, and she lifted her head up. "Soon, I promise. No more secrets, right?" 
 
    Maggie smiled and nodded. “Right, no more secrets. I do want you to meet some kids that I rescued during a Sicarri mission, but first, you have a visitor.”  
 
    Thea furrowed her brows. A visitor?  
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Angeal.”  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Since Thea had come back to Kingsland, Angeal had been coming back with some men to work on the Meretrix a few weeks on end. It would be brief, but every so often he would speak with Thea and give Kadda sweets. For the first time in a long while, Thea felt butterflies in her stomach. She walked down the steps and looked around for Angeal, spotting him on the balcony. 
 
    She walked over to him and wrapped her hands over his eyes.  
 
    “Guess who?”  
 
    Angeal didn’t jump at her touch. He smiled, already knowing who it could be, but decided to play along.  
 
    “Hmm . . . let me see, well, it can’t be my brother. He has much larger and rougher hands. Then, again, Donnie has been using some real fine lotion.”  
 
    Thea laughed and removed her hands from his face. He turned around and grinned at her. 
 
    “You know I’m telling Donnie what you said about his hands right,” she teased him. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I was just in the neighborhood, is all. Can’t a guy come in and visit?”  
 
    Thea noticed he had his hands behind his back. Her brow rose as she wondered what he could be hiding. 
 
    "A man, probably, but a prince flitting around a place that used to be a brothel," Thea gasped and playfully placed her hand over her mouth. "The entire kingdom would be shocked, my good sir!" 
 
    “Ah. What can I say? You’ve bewitched me,” Angeal told her with a slight shrug of his shoulders. “These are for you by the way . . .” Angeal removed his hands behind his back to reveal a bushel of purple lilacs.  
 
    A gasp escaped Thea's lip when he revealed the flowers to her. Her cheeks and the bridges of her nose turned a scarlet red at the romantic gesture since no one had done this for her. 
 
    “Angeal, I love them.” She gushed and took the flowers in her hands, bringing them to her nose to smell.  
 
    A boyish grin appeared on Angeal's lips and he rubbed the back of his head. "Well, you deserve it. I kind of figured you weren't into all that flashy jewelry, something simple, and beautiful." 
 
    Thea still had her nose into the flowers as she looked at him.  
 
    “Hm, so you think I’m simple, Angeal?" Thea asked wanting to see how he would react; and as she assumed, his face grew even darker shades of red than before. 
 
    “W-What, no, that’s not what I meant, honest,” Angeal quickly stuttered over his words. “You’re simply much more than—” 
 
    Thea started laughing, stopping Angeal mid-sentence.  
 
    “I’m just screwing with you, Angeal. I know what you meant, but don’t think I don’t like jewelry either. Diamonds are a girl’s best friend.”  
 
    Angeal's smile tugged at his lips when he realized Thea was only teasing him. His heart had beat wildly and he had thought he might have ruined his chances. 
 
    “If you’re staying for a little bit,” Thea offered, sheepishly looking down at the flowers. “Would you like to join me on the roof?”  
 
    “Yes,” Angeal said without hesitation. Thea sat her head up and looked at this man staring back at her. She hadn’t met really anyone who was eager to be around her, except when it came to sex.  
 
    Guard yourself just in case, Thea. You can never be too sure.  
 
    “Follow me . . .”  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thea led Angeal back to her room, where she would usually leave out of the window when she went doing missions as the Sicarri. Thea opened the window and turned back around to Angeal.  
 
    "It's a pretty long drop from here and the ledge is pretty steep," she told him. She wondered if it was a smart idea to have the prince doing defying stunts. "I don't want to have to save you, but . . .I will if I have too." 
 
    “Well, I’d say that’s a change of pace from the usual knight sweeping the girl off her feet.” He told her as he rolled up his sleeves above his elbow. “If you can do it, so can I. I’ve had my fair share of climbing buildings.”  
 
    Thea’s brow rose. “Ooh, confident. I like.”  
 
    Thea popped her head out of the window first and expertly began to scale the side of the building on the narrow ledge. Angeal looked out the window and watched her move across the building with grace and speed. 
 
    “You’re quite good at that,” Angeal told her. He stepped one foot out of the window and gripped onto a solid part of the building. For a brief moment, he looked down and saw the ground before. “Woah, it’s higher than I thought.”  
 
    “It’s probably about seven feet tall,” Thea told him. Angeal looked at where she now sat on the roof. “Are you coming?”  
 
    Angeal’s eyes widen. “How did . . . How did you do that? I didn’t even see you get on the roof.”  
 
    Thea shrugged. She couldn’t tell him her training had come from being a Sicarri, but she hoped the mystery was enough to keep him guessing.  
 
    “Just propel your body up, like you’re jumping.”  
 
    “Propel my body up,” Angeal mumbled under his breath. He still held tightly onto the ledge and looked down at where his feet stood on the building's scaffolding. "Propel my body up . . ." 
 
    Angeal bent his knees and jumped in the air. He lifted his leg slightly in the air to throw it over the side of the roof, but the moment he tried to the momentum started to recede. 
 
    Angeal grasped at nothing and his eyes widened, but just as quickly as he had started to plummet, Thea's outstretched arm grabbed his hand and pulled him up. He landed not only on the roof but on top of Thea. Their noses touched and their bodies pressed concurrently together. They stared at one another for a moment that seemed to stretch on forever. 
 
    “Are you . . . Alright?” Thea was the first to speak. Her heart practically leaped out of her chest at the proximity the two shared. 
 
    “Yeah . . . I mean, I won’t lie and say it wasn’t terrifying, but once that fear is over it was actually quite . . . Riveting,” Angeal said his eyes lingered down to her lips. “I should, uh, get up, huh?”  
 
    Before Thea could give him an answer, he was already sitting up and sitting beside her. 
 
    “Wow, it looks pretty neat up here,” Angeal said awed at the scape that laid out before him. The roofs and buildings of houses were pressed together.  
 
    "What it doesn't look cluttered and disorganized?" Thea asked watching him. 
 
    “No,” Angeal asked still looking at the houses close together. “It’s actually nice.”  
 
    Thea furrowed her brow, wondering what he meant. "What do you mean? Surely, the view from the kingdom is a lot more appealing than sitting on the roof of a brothel." 
 
    This time Angeal looked at her with a perplexed look. "Why would it be? The kingdom might be taller than any other kingdom, but when you look below it, everything looks small and minuscule. It loses life and meaning, you see it as nothing more than an object you conquered, but sitting on this roof . . .”  
 
    Angeal held out his arm to gesture to the rows of houses that were lined together, some the same size and some shorter or taller than others. 
 
    "This looks like a puzzle. A puzzle at first glance seems odd, even ugly, but when you piece it together and look at it differently, it becomes beautiful." 
 
    Thea was speechless. She never looked at it that way, in fact, she never really had time to sit on the roof and do nothing. She would hop from rooftop to rooftop killing who needed to be killed. 
 
    "That's actually very . . . deep. You're brilliant, Angeal." 
 
    He smirked. “I suppose, but so much knowledge can only get you so far.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Thea asked.  
 
    "I mean . . . I'd like more from the world and to see more of the world. I know that there are other worlds out there, good and bad, but there's a profound beauty I find in the unknown. I remember a year ago I was having a conversation with Donnie what I wanted more out of life than just being King of Middilgard.” 
 
    Thea chuckled. “I don’t think you’d want to battle monsters or anything.”  
 
    “Well, maybe not that. But I don’t want to be ignorant of the world around me. That can very well get you killed just as much as fighting a monster.”  
 
    “Well said.”  
 
    "Oh, I almost forgot," Angeal said reminding himself with a snap of his fingers. "Donnie gives his best and apologizes for his absence." 
 
    “Mm, Donnie, yes. Where has he been? Kadda has definitely taken a shine to him.” She gestured for Angeal to come closer, who leaned into her so she could whisper into her ear. “I think she might have a crush on him.”  
 
    Angeal laughed and lightly shrugged his shoulder.  
 
    "Well, Donnie has that effect on women it seems . . . Do his charms affect you as well?" Angeal cleared his throat and subconsciously rubbed the back of his neck. 
 
    Thea thought he looked pretty cute jealous. “Hmm. I don’t know,” she stretched her words and rested back onto the roof. Angeal turned to look at her. “I might be, but then again, I think someone else has caught my attention.”  
 
    "Your teasing again, aren't you?" Angeal asked but he was smiling when he said it and leaned back on the roof beside her. 
 
    They stared at the sky for a few moments, not speaking, but the silence didn’t feel awkward as it did relaxing.  
 
    "Angeal?" Thea called him. Angeal turned his head slightly to see she was still staring at the sky, but her eyes were pinched, and her lips were turned into a frown. "Do you think . . . if it isn't too much trouble if you could send people to find my sister?" 
 
    “Your sister?”  
 
    Thea turned her head to look at him and nodded.  
 
    "Yeah. We were shipwrecked and were separated. I haven't seen Dominya for over a year now." 
 
    Angeal listened to her story. He could see the look of anguish in glassy eyes. He knew that if either of his siblings were missing, he’d send out a search party for them.  
 
    “I’ll send a search party of twelve men to look for your sister.”  
 
    “You will?” Thea questioned. Even though she had asked, she didn’t expect him to say yes so willingly. “Can I ask why?”  
 
    "It's simple, Thea, family means everything and without loved ones beside us, life could get pretty grim by yourself." 
 
    Thea didn’t say anything for a moment. She looked away from Angeal and looked up at the sky.  
 
    “There’s also one more thing,” Thea told him. “I hope you don’t take me as needy.”  
 
    Angeal twisted his lips to the side. “Never. What is it?” 
 
    “Maggie, she told me about, Eddie, and how he was arrested. I wanted to know if he’s going to be on trial?”  
 
    "As of right, he's locked away. But it's hard to trial a man who has done nothing illegal in Kingsland's eyes. I can only hold him for so long and I am afraid Kingsland Guards will talk and speak with my father." 
 
    “I see,” Thea sat up, she wrapped her arms around herself and brought her legs to her chest. 
 
    Angeal sat up as well. He watched her for a moment, studying her. Her face seemed to give nothing away, but if he paid attention, he could make out a slight twitch on her eyebrow. He sat close to her and reached out his hand to brush her hair out of her face. 
 
    “Did you want to see him?”  
 
    Thea snorted. “It’s not a pleasantry visit, I can assure you. It’s simply so he knows I’m back and that he can’t make me or the girls do anything he or Flint wants. He’s certainly not the guy I remembered.” Thea rested her chin on her knees, remembering a time when they were all just kids.  
 
    “But I guess a part of me wants to know that he’s still alive. I know Maggie wishes to know the same. He was like her brother after all.”   
 
    There was deep anguish that Angeal could sense coming from her, darkness surrounding her, trying to pull her under, but even through all of that, there was something else that he sensed withering obscurity. 
 
    Hope? Strength?  
 
    Thea was like a heart ever pounding and pumping blood, overflowing, and no matter how many times it was beaten or stabbed it still kept flowing. 
 
    Survival? The innate instinct to know what to do in any given situation? Or. perhaps it was all three? Without Hope and Strength, how could you survive through the darkness and beatings?  
 
    There’s so much I want to know about you.  
 
    “As you wish. Anything you want, need, just ask. If it is in my power, then I will do it for you.”  
 
    Thea looked at Angeal this time as he spoke his declaration to be there and to give her what she needed. His features were calm, relaxed.  His coal black eyes, never wavered as they gazed at her, were gentle and inviting. Thea felt safe, and she had not known that feeling since Dominya and Jiran.  
 
    “You aren’t worried about the rumors?” Thea whispered suddenly feeling shy and small. She was fully aware of their close proximity. “You know, the prince, going into a brothel and being seen on the roof with a prostitute.”  
 
    She inhaled and exhaled with a huff; her shoulders suddenly tense.  
 
    "I've had men say they want to be with me but the moment they realize what they were getting into, they would run." 
 
    “Thea,” Angeal whispered her name and it brought a shiver down her spine. He reached for her hand and grasped it within his. “You aren’t a whore. You aren’t a prostitute or someone’s welcome mat. You are a person with feelings and emotions. Emotions that not everyone can handle and would probably break.”  
 
    Thea smirked and rolled her eyes. “Then, I’m sure I’m just a side project. Royals have mistresses, but conquering a whore seems much more dangerous.”  
 
    Thea admitted she was being cold, but she had repeatedly opened her heart and tried to see the good in things, but she ended up getting burned in the process.  
 
    "And do you know how many royals are even bigger whores? Incidentally, being a prince, I could have any woman and a mistress while my wife bares my child. Where I can sit on the throne and rule over Middilgard, but you know what? I want you, Thea, over all of that." 
 
    Thea blinked at him, dumbfounded. “What? No, you’re lying. Why would anyone give up luxury, money and their throne? Maybe you haven’t explored enough to know what you want, you said so yourself. We’re from two different worlds and fate will always find a way to pull us apart.”  
 
    Thea was being hard on him, she knew, but the thumping in her chest drummed loudly in her ears—she was afraid he would hear. She was worried that he would only use her like every man out there. 
 
    "I know I want you. Isn't that all that matters? Isn't knowing that pounding in your heart when you see that smiling face of someone most beautiful. It isn't because I'm going to be king and in command, but it's up to me, and my heart if I choose you and I know you want me too." 
 
    "But . . . What if when you get too close, and you see what lies in me, all you see is darkness? I've been through a lot of shit, Angeal, more than you can think." 
 
    “And, who hasn’t? Some more than others, but who says you have to go through the darkness alone? I reckon you’ve been doing that all your life and it sucks to do it alone.”  
 
    Thea's lip quivered and her eyes started to grow warm as her vision became blurry with tears. Angeal grabbed her other hand and turned her to face him. 
 
    “I am not ashamed or afraid of you, Thea. I want you to know that you don’t ever have to be alone again. Your past — good or bad — doesn’t define who you are, it shapes and molds you. You’ve gone through hell, but you pushed through it when you could have given up.”  
 
    "That's because I had people who loved me and I couldn't give up and leave them." 
 
    "And isn't it time you did something for yourself? You deserve so much more Thea, and I want to give you all of that. The moment I dreamt you, the moment I saw you, I knew that you were my destiny," Angeal looked at Thea's hands, feeling them tremble in his hold. He rubbed his thumb over her fingers. 
 
    “They say the past, present, and future are a gift to man and you . . . you are my gift.” 
 
    A realization came over Thea when he spoke the last words of his sentence: My gift. Could it be?  
 
    "You talk so easy about it, but there are mountains and walls we have to go through." 
 
     “Then, I’ll break them all down.”  
 
    Thea’s gasp caught in her throat as she rested her hand on Angeal’s chest, gazing into his eyes.  
 
    “And the rumors?”  
 
    “Let them talk, it’s just words. Besides, Donnie will beat the crap out of them if he hears anything and you know he doesn’t care.” 
 
    Thea grinned. “That’s true . . . What about Kadda? Are you even prepared—” 
 
    Angeal placed his finger on her lips.  
 
    “Kadda is you, Thea, and I will love that little girl like my own. I want you both apart of my life, and I won’t leave either of your sides.”  
 
    For a moment, she was reminded of her visions. The countless times where she would lie in bed with a face, she could not see but knew in her heart that she loved. When she looked at Angeal, she felt an unusual weight in her chest, but it wasn't burdening guilt or misery. 
 
    Happiness? Could I really be happy again?  
 
    She had almost forgotten what happiness even felt like, but she knew for once, she would do something for herself. 
 
    Thea leaned her head into his chest, wrapping her arms around him, as he held her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Fifty 
 
    There was a knock on Maggie's door that pulled her away from her reading. She put the book down on the nightstand and went to the door, when she opened it, she tilted her head slightly to the side, surprised to see Sabine and Cassie in front of her door. 
 
    “Sabine, Cassie, is everything alright? Did something happen?” Maggie asked concerned for the children’s safety.  
 
    Cassie shook her head and spoke first, “No. No, everything is fine. We just came here to say thank you.”  
 
    “Even though she offered,” Sabine mumbled under her breath, she had her arms crossed over her chest.  
 
    Cassie glared at her friend with a pout, before looking back at Maggie with a smile. “What Sabine is trying to say—” 
 
    “It’s no problem, of course,” She told them. Maggie thought it was the right thing to do, she knew that if anyone found out the children no longer had a caretaker someone else would be in charge of them and probably even cruder than the last one.  
 
    "I wish I had someone to pull me out of the situation I was in, but things happen, and you learn from it. You get stronger into a strong-minded individual,” Maggie told the girls. While Sabine looked bored, there was a twinkle in Cassie’s eyes.  
 
    "You guys have been through a lot and it probably doesn’t get easier, trust me, I know. But if you want to change and make a better life for yourself all you have to do is keep trying and push past those demons." 
 
    Cassie quickly nodded. “Yes, yes, of course, we want that.”  
 
    “We don’t have to, like, prostitute or anything, right?” Sabine asked she wrinkled her nose as she looked around disgusted.  
 
    Maggie took no offense to it and shook her head. “No, it’s sort of under new management. So, it’s no longer a brothel, you won’t have to worry about selling your bodies or work until your fingers bleed . . . You can just be children.”  
 
    She sighed. "That's a rare sight nowadays." 
 
    “Oh, thank you!” Cassie exclaimed happily. She ran into Maggie and hugged her. “Thank you so much, Maggie.”  
 
    Maggie grinned. She placed her arms around Cassie and hugged her back.  
 
    “You’re welcome, Cassie.”  
 
    When Cassie pulled apart, Maggie looked at Sabine, who quickly looked away. Maggie knew that it was a front. Sabine had been shielding and hiding for so long, that being cold and distant was the only thing she knew how to do. 
 
    It reminded her how Thea first acted when they had met for the first time. She pushed Maggie away and didn’t want to let anyone in because of what she had endured and that almost destroyed her if she hadn’t come out of her shell.  
 
    "I'm going to check on the others," Cassie said, and Sabine followed behind. 
 
    "Sabine," Maggie called out to her. The girl stopped, but she didn't turn around. "It's okay to be on your guard and be wary, you should be, but don't let that eat you up inside because the more you let it harbor inside of you, the more you let darkness and negative seep into your soul." 
 
    Sabine didn't say anything, but Maggie could see her shoulders grew tense before she started to walk off to catch up with Cassie. 
 
    She’ll be alright, I know it.  
 
    Maggie started to head back into her room when someone called her name. She turned her head to the right, to see a beautiful, ebony skin woman holding her skirts as she walked up the steps.  
 
    “Hartley, how are you?” Maggie asked the woman. She was one of the many dancers who worked with and looked up to Thea and Maggie.  
 
    “I’m good, Maggie. Everything is perfect, actually, and I wanted to thank you for that.”  
 
    Maggie turned her body to her. Her brow raised slightly. "What do you mean?" 
 
    Hartley pushed her thick black locks behind her ears and held out her hand in a gesture. "All of this. I mean, I know it was the prince, and his brother's doing, but you were behind it too. I can finally move out of my father's home and raise my son." 
 
    Maggie grinned. "Well, no one deserves to live that life or grow up in it. I did what was best for all of us." 
 
    "And that's what I wanted to talk to you about," Hartley whispered. The tone in her voice changed suddenly, and Maggie furrowed her brows wondering what could have been so grave. "I believe you should take over the Meretrix. Not as a Madame, but as a caretaker to women." 
 
    “A caretaker?”  
 
    Maggie never thought about that. Incidentally, she never really thought of herself being a leader that role always fell to Thea or Eddie. She was there for moral support.  
 
    “I don’t know about that, Hartley. I’m not much of the leader type. I just want everyone to be happy and not live in servitude for the rest of their lives. Where is this coming from?”  
 
    Hartley turned around back to the steps. Maggie looked as well, wondering who she didn’t want to hear them.  
 
    “Some of the girls . . . They aren’t happy with the changes made to the Meretrix.”  
 
    Maggie was taken aback. Weren't they happy? She didn’t understand why anyone would want to be treated like property.  
 
    “What are they doing about it? I haven’t heard wind of it.”  
 
    “That’s because some of the girls were too scared . . . Until they found someone who they could follow and depend on. That’s why I wanted you to take charge and be the leader, even if we’re free, a society will always end up crumbling without a leader.”  
 
    Maggie bit her lip, worry crossed her face.  
 
    “Where are they now?”  
 
    “They are downstairs . . . And Maggie?” Hartley called Maggie back, who was already heading for the stairwell. She turned back around. “Don’t be too surprised by who it is.”  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Maggie went downstairs, like Hartley said, there were girls huddled together. Some sat on the couch, and the others sat on the floor, she recognized the curly black hair of a girl who stood in the middle. 
 
    Freya? It couldn’t be her.  
 
    “Hey, what’s going on here?” Maggie walked up to the girls, pulling her lips into an even smile.  
 
    Everyone immediately turned at Maggie's presence and their expressions were crestfallen, except for Freya; whose lips were set into a deep frown, letting Maggie know her thoughts were correct. 
 
    “What’s with all the long faces? You act like someone just died. We should all be happy that the Meretrix is no longer a brothel.”  
 
    Freya scoffed and narrowed her eyes at Maggie, her lip twisted into a grimace. "Happy? Tell me what the hell do we have to be happy for Maggie? We're out of a job." 
 
    No, No, Freya. Not you! “This isn’t our life, Freya. At least, we have a choice now, and we can finally do things that aren’t about sucking cock or lying on our backs.”  
 
    Freya chuckled and shook her head.  
 
    “Wow, you’re really that oblivious, aren’t you? Tell me, Maggie, since your ‘second in command’ and Thea is nowhere to be seen,” she spoke Thea’s name acidly, “What is a woman supposed to do without a husband, children, or anything that qualifies her as useful because if we don’t have that and we aren’t prostitutes, then what are we? There will never be a happy life for us!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



  
 
    Freya craned her neck and leaned forward shouting at Maggie. There was a fire in Freya’s eye that Maggie had never seen before. She knew that she had her mean streak and attitudes, but she had never spoken so curtly before.   
 
    Maggie looked at each girl’s face who quickly looked down before their eyes made contact.  
 
    “I don’t understand. You all still want to be prostitutes?  I know it’s hard girls, but we’ve been through some harder things before. The prince will—” 
 
    “Oh, fuck the prince, and his brother,” Freya interrupted her. “It might seem like they helped us, but they’ve damned us and taken everything away.”  
 
    Freya huffed and straightened her shoulders, craning her neck from side to side. “No one wants to be prostitutes, Maggie, but that’s all we know how to do. Some of us grew up in this life. Most of us don’t know how to read. And while you get to play mommy to those orphans, some of us will never be able to bear children because we've had one too many abortions." 
 
    Freya shook her head and sniffed. A pain-stricken face crossed Maggie’s face when she realized that Freya was crying. 
 
    “We’re women. What kind of life do we have? Because of all those reasons, what man do you really think will wife a whore? Who will risk his life to love one? I’ll tell you, no one.”  
 
    Maggie parted her lips as she watched the rest of the girls slowly nod at what Freya was saying.  
 
    Without a leader, people can crumble, and lose hope.  
 
    "Girls, I don't know what to say and I can't pretend that I have some wise words of wisdom for you, but I know I'm fed up with being the same person I was since I was a little girl. I don't want that," Maggie said and gripped her hands into tight fists. "Yes, that's all we know, and yes, we have limited means of survival because of what we went through, but I would rather die on my feet than to constantly live on my knees." 
 
    Freya stared at her, her arms crossed over her chest and a nonchalant expression replaced the anguish on her face.  
 
    "Then you're living a sad reality, Magdalen," Freya sarcastically spoke Maggie's full name. "The only person who will live gloriously is Thea. She has the prince wrapped around her damn fingers and you'll probably benefit because you two are such good sisters." 
 
    The spiteful words that came from out of Freya’s lips made Maggie flinch, seeing the ferocity return. She knew there had always been tension between her and Thea, but she never once thought it would boil into hatred.  
 
    "Thea will forget about us and be a pretty little mistress, I mean, that's all she'll amount to. She's already left us once and she'll do it again." 
 
    “You know damn well Thea has always had our best interests and she stood up for each and every one of us!” Maggie shouted at the girls. Freya jumped not expecting the fire to bellow out, but it was gone just as quickly. 
 
    "Edward should be here, not you, not Thea, but where is he? He's rotting in a jail cell, and you did nothing about it. Face it, Maggie, you're a cold and a heartless bitch, just like Thea." Freya shrugged her shoulders and smirked. "No wonder why your mother killed yourself." 
 
    Maggie's eyes twitched and stared at Freya, unblinking. Her arm went in the air and her hand slapped hard against Freya's cheek causing Maggie's palm to burn seconds after. 
 
    Everyone gasped and stared, shock crossed the girl's faces at what Maggie had done. Freya, however, was not shocked, her face stayed sideways where Maggie had slapped her. 
 
    “Don’t. Ever. Talk. About. My. Mother. Again.” Fury and anger that lingered in Maggie’s dilated eyes.   
 
    Freya slowly turned to Maggie. Her cheek was inflamed red and a thin cut rested on her face as crimson colored blood trickled out. 
 
    The anger that had been on Maggie's face washed away when she saw the blood. She gasped and her expression softened. "Freya, I'm sorry. I didn't-" 
 
    “Save it,” Freya cut her off. “You’ve never cared about me or my feelings. Your little outburst proved that.”  
 
    "That's not true, and you know it! You don't have to be like this Freya." 
 
    Freya closed her eyes and touched her sore cheek.  
 
    “I’ve always been the one forgotten in your merry band of two. I’ve lost people I thought were friends, my family, and the only job where a man would touch me and not be repulsed by this.” 
 
    Freya removed the diamond-studded eye patch off of her eye with her other hand, revealing a gaping hole. “And, now I’ve lost . . .Edward.”  
 
    Freya touched her stomach and Maggie looked down; her eyes grew wide before she stared back at Freya. 
 
    Freya opened her eye, leaving her eye patch off. “I won’t argue with your decision, Maggie, that’s yours to make, but do not make it for the rest of us because we’ve already decided what’s best for us.”  
 
    “Freya this isn’t what’s best for everyone, you have to see that, if you keep going down this path you’ll never be able to be whole again.” 
 
    A sad, weak smile pulled at the corners of Freya’s lips.  
 
    “Who said I wanted to be whole again.”  
 
    Freya placed her eyepatch back on and walked past Maggie. The rest of the girl's followed her back upstairs and all Maggie could do was watch. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thea and Kadda had been out for most of the day with Angeal, they had rented out an inn and spent their time inside. Angeal suggested they walk through in the marketplace, but Thea had told him no. She believed Angeal when he said, he wasn't ashamed of her, but the King was still made the rules. 
 
    Thea would not endanger Kadda.  
 
    Angeal didn’t object and said, “As you wish, my gift.”  
 
    Thea's cheeks burned, having still not used to be loved as she was right now. 
 
    Thea watched as Angeal played with Kadda, covering his eyes, and then removing them revealing a silly expression on his face. Kadda giggled with detail and clapped her hands. Thea had never seen her daughter so buoyant and happy.  
 
    “How are you doing that?”  
 
    Angeal looked up at her and shrugged his shoulder. "My sister. She always loved it when my mother did it and when she passed away, I did all the things my mother did." 
 
    "Well, you're a good brother and I think Kadda can agree with that. Isn't that right, baby?" Thea cooed into the child's ear and leaned down to tickle her sides. 
 
    Kadda let out a joyous cry. Thea lifted her girl and sat her on her lap, kissing the side of her head.  
 
    Angeal stared at the tender reaction Thea showed her daughter. The Hope and Strength he had seen before. It made him want her even more.  
 
    “Mommy, I’m hungry,” Kadda said when she stopped laughing after a few moments, gently tugging on her mother’s hair.  
 
    “Guess that means lunch break. I can get us something,” Angeal said standing up.  
 
    "Angeal, are you sure? I don't want to impose or feel like I'm taking advantage. I've always done this and it's -" 
 
    Angeal leaned down and scooped Thea's cheek in his hand, pulling her to his lips. It had been the first time they had kissed. Thea hadn't expected it and when Angeal pulled away, she was left with her lips parted slightly and warm. Kadda looked to her mother and poked her mother's cheek, unsure why she had become still. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.”  
 
    When Angeal returned they ate and played a little longer. He read Kadda a story and Thea watched her daughter resting her head on his chest with her thumb in her mouth, staring at the book as he read them. Occasionally, Angeal lifted his eyes from the book to look at Thea, smiling at her, before looking back down again. 
 
    Thea curled her lip, hiding a smile. 
 
    “Angeal,” Thea whispered pulling Angeal’s attention from the book. “Kadda’s sleeping. You were really into that book.”  
 
    Kadda’s eyes were shut and her mouth slightly agape, as she was curled into Angeal.  
 
    “Oh, I didn’t even notice. I’ve always loved this book as a child.”  
 
    Thea picked Kadda up and held her against her chest.  
 
    “Your mother read to you?” Thea asked keeping her voice low. 
 
    Angeal nodded. "Yeah, she'd read to Kholette and me before bedtime.”  
 
    “What about Donnie? He didn’t get a chance to listen or was he a big boy and didn’t want bedtime stories.”  
 
    Angeal chuckled. "He did say that but don't let that fool you into thinking he didn't want to hear it and our mother never wanted to deprive him of that either. She'd tell him to sit outside the door or wait really late so she can come in and read him a story . . . Our father prohibited her from seeing him." 
 
    Thea’s eye twitched. Of course, he would tell their mother that. I hope he burns. 
 
    “But, uh, there’s only a little bit left. You want to hear the rest before I walk you back?”  
 
    Thea didn't hesitate and nodded. She rested Kadda at the end of the bed and carefully sat next to Angeal, curling into him, in the same manner Kadda had been and he read to her. 
 
    Thea darted her eyes over the words, sounding them out loud, and pointing to a word she didn’t understand. She could read a little better than others, but every so often, she would stumble over certain words. Angeal never was annoyed when she kept stopping him and slowly sounding out the words and even explaining what they meant.  
 
    *** 
 
    When Thea and Angeal had left the Inn, small flakes started to come down from the dark blue sky.  
 
    “Stick out your tongue,” Angeal instructed her to do.  
 
    Thea gave him a weird look but did as he suggested. She held it in the air for a few minutes, when a tiny droplet fell on her tongue. She pulled her tongue back in her mouth and started to laugh. 
 
    "Donnie and I would have plenty of snow fights in the castle's gardens. Khloette would be sitting down on a bench and watch us chase each other with snowballs. Maybe, I could teach Kadda how to make a snowball one day?" 
 
    "Maybe, yes, that sounds nice," She said they walked side by side through the streets. Thea was thankful that there weren't many people lurking about. 
 
    When they reached the Meretrix moments later, the first thing Thea saw was a parchment paper nailed to the door with an S mark on it. Her eyes grew wide, and she raced over to the door, peeling the paper down. 
 
    “What was that?” Angeal asked seeing her remove something from the door.  
 
    “Nothing. It’s just some wanted poster, thieves, I think,” Thea lied and adjusted Kadda in her grip.  
 
    Angeal slowly nodded. “Well, with that being said, maybe no late walks? Anyway, I’m glad that we all got to spend time together.”  
 
    “Me too. I know Kadda will want to see you again, but I hope you’ll be okay with her calling you ‘Ange.' 
 
    Angeal chuckled and grinned. "I'm fine with it. I had a good time with you, Thea. I hope we do this again.” 
 
    Thea smiled and nodded as she leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. “I do too. Goodnight, Angeal.”  
 
    The foyer of the Meretrix was dimly lit, but Thea paid little attention as she made a beeline upstairs to her room. She undressed Kadda and tucked her into bed, before reading the letter to the Sicarri.  
 
    Thea's eyes quickly darted over the letters and her mouth dropped. Her chest heaved up and down at the contents that laid inside the message. The panicked look on Thea's face morphed into one of anger. 
 
    The images of the Kingsland guard with two colored eyes flashed into her mind. Remembering the splash of blood that spewed in her face as she stabbed the dagger into his eye.  
 
    Dominya’s screaming face as they dragged her out their home. 
 
    “Kill him . . .”  
 
    The whisper was so low and unexpected that Thea jumped. She grasped the side of her head and closed her eyes. She had not heard the voices in weeks.  
 
    There was a knock on the door, pulling Thea out of her thoughts and she wrenched the door open to see Maggie standing on the other side with her fist raised ready to knock.  
 
    “I heard someone come up. I thought it might . . . Thea? Are you okay?” Maggie asked and reached her hand out to support Thea, who looked ready to collapse.  
 
    “Mar Donias.” Were the only words Thea let slip through her lips as she handed the parchment to Maggie to read.  
 
    Maggie’s eyes darted over the words as she read them:  
 
    “An illegal fight ring?”  
 
    Thea briskly nodded, determination set on her face.  
 
    “And, we’re going to stop it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Six 
 
    Month of Winters Eve, Year 669 of Ya’skr 
 
    The snow-covered Svarta's grounds turned the area into a frozen wasteland. Clovis trekked through the narrow snowy streets, only seeing a few patrons lurking on the outside, but hurried to their next destination and out of the cold.   
 
    Not being Mundane himself, Clovis could not feel the bitter feeling of cold, but he remembered how the freezing temperatures could do damage to one’s body.  
 
    “Clovis, are you sure this is a good idea? If Audalai finds out what you’re doing, she’ll never forgive you,” Eileen said sitting on Clovis’ shoulder. “Besides. what more could you give to the Fae queen!”  
 
    "I know, Eileen. Hopefully, in time, Audalai will forgive me, but I've made far too many mistakes in the past. Knowing that I can fix this one, is good enough for me." 
 
    Eileen crossed her arms and pouted.  
 
    “You’re clearly stubborn, Clovis! You’re lucky I’m here to make sure that you don’t get yourself into too much trouble.”  
 
    Clovis chuckled. “And, I thank you for that.” 
 
    They walked for several miles until they saw the forest on the outskirts of the town. It was forbidden to enter the forest for the Unseelie Faes lurked within the shadows and would steal your souls if they came upon you. 
 
    Clovis stood at the edge of the forest, peering into it. He couldn't see past the thick trees and the snow that clung to the branches wasn't helping. 
 
    “Eileen, would you?” He asked the Puck Fae, who nodded at the request. She flew in front of his face and waved her arms in the air, a sparkle of blue dust escaped from her body and toward the forest.  
 
    By magic, the thick rooted forest slowly began to pull apart, making a pathway for Clovis.  
 
    “Thank you, Eileen,” Clovis said. “You don’t have to make the rest of the journey with me, you can head back to the ship. I know how it feels to be back to a place you left.” 
 
    Eileen rested on Clovis' shoulder. "And let you face the mean old queen by yourself? Audalai will already by mad, but she wouldn’t let me live it down if I let you go alone. Plus, we're partners." 
 
    Clovis smirked and made his way into the forest. He kept his attention forward since there were all kinds of creatures that could veer him from the path, like Wisps and goblins. 
 
    It didn’t take long, however, for Clovis to reach the end of the forest and two Puck Fae’s flew in front of him.  
 
    “What are you doing here, Halfling?” one of the Puck Fae’s said. They had bright green, short hair. “Has it really been more than a hundred years already?”  
 
    “Hey, Ita, look what the cat dragged in?” the other Fae with bright purple hair said, moving closer to Eileen. “You have a lot of nerve showing up here after you left our mistress.”  
 
    Clovis grunted and slightly moved, so the Fae backed away from Eileen. 
“That’s enough. Bring me to your Queen, she should be expecting me.”  
 
    The two Fae's mumbled something that Clovis couldn't understand and the green-haired Fae, named Ita, spoke.  
 
    “Alright, Halfling. Come on, the entrance should be forming right now.”  
 
    Like the Fae had said, thorn-like vines began to collect from the ground and started to form into the shape of a door. 
 
    “Our Queen is waiting for you; you may step through.”  
 
    Clovis nodded and walked toward the vine door. He grabbed the knob and turned and stepped through it.  
 
    A Fae's magic could be powerful, especially if the Fae in question was strong. The Fae were able to teleport anyone at any location by mere thought. Clovis found himself in a throne room. The walls and floors were made out of stone, some pillars held up the ceiling. At the end of the hall was a stone throne and where a woman sat. 
 
    Clovis couldn’t deny that the woman was beautiful. Her skin was flawless. Her jet-black hair looked perfect, not a strand out of place. However, Clovis knew that there was dark magic involved that hid the sickening monster underneath. 
 
    “Clodovicus, you’ve caught me at a bad time. I was just breastfeeding this little one,” Queen Maron said addressing him without a look. 
 
    Clovis looked at the baby and its complexion turned a light shade of blue. The baby had been recently taken, and a changeling had taken its place. Clovis looked away from the baby, who was being passed off to one of her guards. 
 
    “Have you come to pay your visits to the elderly?”  
 
    With the snap of her fingers, a gilded black cage appeared from thin air.  Clovis flinched. There sat an old man, whose back was bent from being in a cage sizes too small for him. His eyes had sunk in making them look hollowed out and the crown that sat upon his head was tilted sideways. 
 
    Around the man’s scrawny neck was an electrifying blue collar that was attached to a leash that the queen held in her hands.  
 
    "You give yourself too much credit, you're far older than the elderly," Clovis chided back. Queen Maron squared her eyes at Clovis, anger did not cross her perfect features; instead, she only gave him a subtle smirk. 
 
    “I’ve prided on looking my best, thanks to this old fool here.” She tapped her hand on the cage, the reaction made the old man jerk backward. His tired eyes bugged out at the noise. Queen Maron laughed at the old man’s cowardice.  
 
    Clovis looked away, not having the heart to look at the torture she was causing him.  
 
    “What’s wrong Maximus. I would have thought you would enjoy the old man’s pain.”  
 
    At the mention of the name, Clovis flinched, being reminded of a past he tried hard to forget.  
 
    “Clovis, don’t let her get to you,” Eileen said, hoping to get inside of his thoughts.  
 
    “It is truly enthralling when you think that a simple name change and building your body can erase your history . . .” Queen Maron rested her chin on her hand and eyed Clovis, licking her dark red lips. “Though it isn’t unsightly, you’ve certainly filled out nicely since you were a boy. Do you perhaps still remember our first—” 
 
    “Erm, we apologize, but we aren’t here for stories . . . your majesty.” Eileen interrupted. She could feel Clovis’ shoulder tense at the memories and knew she would need to step in sooner or later. 
 
      
 
    Queen Maron’s eyes trained themselves on Eileen when she spoke and smirked at the blue-haired Puck. “And if it isn’t my loyal Puck Fae, though I suppose your loyalties are forever bound to Clodovicus. Pity, you were my favorite of my Fae children.”  
 
    "Enough of this, Maron," Clovis grunted, breaking free of his reverie. "I've come for one thing and one thing only. Are you going to help me or not?" 
 
    Queen Maron let out an exasperated sigh and leaned back in her throne, placing her left leg across the other. The slit on the side of her dress exposed her pale skin.  
 
    "That depends on what it is and what I get out of it. I'm sure you know well enough that the Unseelie are sired to Fenris. If I make a deal with you that interferes with my current alliance, the end of days will wipe all of my Fae. So, I wonder what could you possibly give me? You've already given me your first child." 
 
    Clovis’ flinched at the reminder of his mistake that had cursed both Audalai and himself.  
 
    Queen Maron's brows raised and she smiled, sensing Clovis' discomfort. "How is she doing, by the way? Or, have you two had a falling out? It sucks that the Horai only have a lifespan of two-hundred years. What men would do to save the one they love." 
 
    Clovis gritted his teeth and clenched his fists tightly. He had thought about this decision for a while.  
 
    "My soul," Clovis said and stared at the crippling man in the caged. "And I will take his place.”  
 
    Eileen turned to him, and her eyes bugged out. "Clovis!" 
 
    A wicked smile tugged at the corners of the Queen’s lips.  
 
    “As I recall, you have the mark of the ouroboros on you. You cannot die.”  
 
    “Not by time or anyone’s hand, but my own. If you bind my soul to you, I can take the king’s place. He’s getting old, weak. He won’t give you the beauty and strength you need.” 
 
    Queen Maron stared at Clovis for a moment, tapping her chin with her manicured nail. “You paint me an interesting offer, Clodovicus, I am getting tired of this fart.”  
 
    To make her point, Queen Maron pulled the chain and the old man yelled in agony. 
 
    “But it does me make me wonder what you could want from me that you would be willing to give your soul away.”  
 
    "I need you to break a dark magic spell. It was placed on someone by the castor and only someone of high dark magic can break it." 
 
    "That's it?" Queen Maron asked surprise crossed her face. "I'm surprised at you, Clodovicus, but a Fae's word is their bond. You have a deal." 
 
    An X mark appeared where Queen Maron's heart was and it lit up briefly to show their deal could not be broken. 
 
    "I hope Audalai appreciates your time alive while she can. I cannot wait to have you in my clutches." From Queen Maron's hand, she made a vial appear. It was small and contained a purple liquid inside. "Two drops and the ailment that has been caused will cease to exist." 
 
    Clovis stepped toward the queen and stretched his arm out to take the vial from her hands. Queen Maron, however, grasped onto Clovis' hand and pulled him close so they were but an inch apart. 
 
    “Do not try and trick me, Maximus, you may have got away with it then, but times are different now.”  
 
    Clovis stared into the black eyes of the Queen but said nothing. He wrenched his hand with the vial and turned away from her only for Queen Maron to call him back. 
 
    “Won’t you say goodbye? I assume that is why you are willing to give up your soul for his, to give him peace from his torture, and to write the sins of your past." 
 
    Clovis didn’t need to look at Queen Maron’s face to know that she had a smile on her face, teasing him.  
 
    “Clovis, you don’t have to answer her,” Eileen said to him, knowing how much it pained him to even see the man before him.  
 
    Clovis, however, sighed and partially turned to see the old man staring at him, but he was sure that after centuries of being drained away by the Queen’s magic the old man no longer remembered him. 
 
    "Hello, father . . ." 
 
    Clovis turned away and left out of the Fae world.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Clovis, where have you been?" Audalai asked when he had returned back to the ship. She squared her eyes at him, seeing the troubled look on his face. "Clovis, what happened?" 
 
    “How is she?” Clovis jutted his chin toward Dominya’s unconscious figure.  
 
    Audalai frowned and crossed her arms over her chest. “Same as before, why are you dodging the question? What happened?”  
 
    Clovis reached into his pocket and pulled out the small vial with the purple liquid. When Audalai saw the bottle in her hands, her arms dropped to her side and her jaw dropped.  
 
    “You didn’t . . . and you knew about this?” She asked, turning her attention Eileen. 
 
    “Audalai, I’m sorry, but I had to—”  
 
    “You had to what!” Audalai shouted at him, pushing her hand into his chest. Clovis flinched, not from the shove, but seeing her eyes becoming glassy. “You promised me that you wouldn’t go back there and you lied! Why, Clovis? Is your life so meaningless you’re willing to shoehorn it away!”  
 
    “I’ve done things, Audalai. Things that I am not proud of and the sins of my past keep haunting me, I don’t even know how much longer I will have in control of my demon.”  
 
    “And, now you have one more sin to carry on your shoulders. What was the deal, Clovis?”  
 
    “My soul,” Clovis said right away, knowing that delaying would make things worse.  
 
    Audalai stepped back as if she had been smacked. She shook her head as tears fell down her cheeks. He flinched and tried to reach out his hand to brush her cheeks away, but she pushed his hand away.  
 
    “It was for him, wasn’t it? Damn it, Clodovicus. You owe him nothing! Why can’t you see that!”  
 
    Audalai pushed him aside and left out of the room.  
 
    "Should I . . . go see if she's okay?" 
 
    Clovis shook his head. “No, give her time. I do need you to watch over Dominya’s body until she wakes up.”  
 
    Clovis removed the cork from the vial and leaned the bottle over Dominya's lip, placing two droplets of the purple liquid in her mouth. Clovis set the cork on the bottle and stared at Dominya. While the heavy weight on his chest didn't disappear, he hoped that he would be doing one good deed that he should have done years ago. 
 
    If Dominya could find Thea and his father could find peace, just one layer of guilt that would be erased from his sins. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Seven 
 
    The start of the new year not only brought white flourishes of snow, but it also brought death. 
 
    Thea and Maggie dressed in their Sicarri outfits and jumped from rooftop to rooftop, heading toward the Caspian. It was usually a secret underground where men would bet, gamble, drink, and gossip. It had only recently started to host dark events — illegal fight rings, similar to the fighting pits the king held to throw the Magi women into it.  
 
    Now, the fighting rings were held between those who have committed heinous crimes and the weak.  
 
    Thea and Maggie sat on the roof of the building and looked out through the window. The building was dimly lit, but you were still able to see inside. The walls were held up by wooden pillars that were stained a dark crimson red. The floors were splattered with blood and the area in the middle of the room was surrounded by a five-foot iron wrought gate that prevented people from leaving the arena. 
 
    “So, their sending in people to fight to the death,” Maggie said looking down. There were people already starting to gather inside of the building. The only people inside were older men in their thirties and forties.  
 
    “Do you see Mar Donias?” Thea asked. The searing anger that had been building in her chest was ready to boil over. She glared at the unsuspecting crowd and darted her eyes over at the dirty, filthy men that inhabited the building.  
 
    “There,” Maggie said, pointing over to the corner of the room. “Is it that guard with the one eye?”  
 
    Over in the dark part of the building stood a Kingsland guard with his arm crossed over his chest. His long white hair went to the nape of his neck and he glared at the people coming into the room. He had aged exceedingly in the last few years, a wrinkle set in between his brows and his missing eye made him look more sinister and eviler than before. 
 
    The hate building inside of Thea bubbled. She gripped onto the side of the building and gritted her teeth.  
 
    Do it. The bastard deserves what's been coming to him, the disembodied voice said, sounding farther away like an echo. Thea could no longer distinguish them as separate entities.  
 
    A gold, fragment line connected Thea to Mar Donias, constricting around him like a viper toward its prey. The Vector Fragments that had been dormant for weeks began to flare, giving off a powerful aura.  
 
    The back of Maggie's neck hairs stood on end and she turned to Thea, concern crossed her features. "Thea, what's going on? There's this energy, it doesn’t feel . . . Good.”  She looked at Mar Donias and then back toward Thea with a knowing look in her eyes.  
 
    “He was there when they took your sister, wasn’t he?”  
 
    Thea didn’t answer. She stared long enough for the iron wrought gates to open and for people to walk through. They were six people that formed a straight line, their arms, and legs chained together. The rattling of the chains echoed in Thea’s ears as she watched men and children as young nine years old cower over in the corner as the crowds cheered moronically.  
 
    Thea stood to her feet and balled her hands into fists.  
 
    “Thea?” Maggie asked craning her neck up to her.  
 
    Thea’s lips were pressed firmly together as she dryly said, “I’m fine, let’s go.” 
 
    “What?” Maggie hissed. “Thea, we haven’t thought of a plan of action. We can’t drop in there.”  
 
    Thea turned to Maggie with a blank look in her eyes. The Vector Fragments began to sprout even further than they did before, wiggling freely like snakes searching for their prey.  
 
    “Stay here, Maggie. Make sure Mar Donias does not leave this building.”  
 
    Unknowing to Maggie, a shadow lurked over Thea, and a hand rested on her shoulder. The half-corpse woman smiled, tugging the corners of her lips into a huge grin.  
 
    It has been a while, my little host. I hope you missed me. 
 
    Hel’s lingering and hypnotic voice resonated through the air, increasing the length of her Vectors.  
 
    A shift in the air made drew Maggie's attention past Thea and to the corpse behind her. Her eyes bugged out of their sockets. Her face paled to see the monster lingering behind her sister. 
 
    Maggie opened her mouth to call out to Thea to tell her of the half-faced woman, but Thea had already jumped through the window. Maggie jerked forward to where Thea had fallen through the window and watched with fear as Thea was crouched in a predator’s stance.  
 
    The cheers and clapping of the men silenced at Thea's unexpected appearance. The prisoners furrowed their brows in confusion, looking at each other, thinking the hooded individual would have a part to play. Even Mar Donias leaned off the wall and let his arms drop to the side, squinting his one eye at the intruder.  
 
    The whispers suddenly started as men leaned into each other's ears. Thea darted her eyes over at the fearful expressions that crossed the men's face when they breathed the one dreaded word that would make any man quake with fear. 
 
    That’s the Sicarri. 
 
    "Sorry to have crashed your little party," Thea dryly said with a stony face. "But there's been a complaint and I'm here to end your little shindig." 
 
    The creaking sound of the gates made Thea turn her head and she saw a man, just a little under six-foot, striding over to her with a cocky smile on his scarred face. Thea faced him, her expression never changed when the man approached her, leaving several inches apart.  
 
    He had a cocky smile on his face as he addressed Thea, despite the whispered rumors that the being in front of him was the infamous Sicarri.  
 
    “I suggest you leave. Your kind isn’t welcomed here. In fact, you’re very much a wanted criminal and could leave a man’s pockets very rich.”  
 
    The man chuckled and turned around to encourage the other men behind the gate, who laughed along with their friend. Thea took no time but to raise her hand and with outstretched palms forced the man to face her with a quick jerk.  
 
    “What the hell!” The man yelled at the top of his lungs. “What did you do to me? I can’t m—”  
 
    The man’s words silenced as he grabbed his throat. His feet lifted from the ground as Thea slightly rose her hand in the same motion. The man’s eyes bugged out of their sockets. He started clawing at his neck, leaving bloody scratches on his skin. 
 
    Thea's eyes turned a bright amber hue, but a red hue circled around the lining of her eyes. 
 
    Everyone in the building shouted and started to run around in panic, pushing and shoving not wanting to be caught in the onslaught of the crazed assassin. However, with Thea’s other arm, and outstretched palms she sealed the doors closed so no one could escape.  
 
    The men banged and yelled on the inside doors hoping that someone would be able to hear them.  
 
    Kill them all, Hel cooed in her ear to which Thea's smirked deviously. 
 
    She looked to the blue-faced man that she had in her clutches, trying hard to rip away the pressure that was suffocating him. It took only a second for a crack to appear on the man's skull. His eyes widened, and his jaw dropped letting out a silent scream as his body was slowly ripped in half.  
 
    Blood splattered from out of the body and Thea tossed the strewn parts over to the side. She turned her head to the prisoners who stood cowered in a corner as they stared at her with fear in their eyes.  
 
    “Stay out of my way, if you want to live,” she said and looked to the chains. They fell with a loud clank releasing them from their shackles.  
 
    She turned to face the crowd of men that loudly cried out and clambered on top of each other as they tried to escape. Her eyes darted around searching for the one man who had caused everything.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The muffled screams in the Caspian seemed to echo as the sounds of slashing and gurgling of the slaughtered men were heard from behind the walls. Mar Donias had managed to escape the brutality before the chaos had begun, but before he could seek refuge elsewhere a silver-glint in the night went toward him and pinned the palm of his hand to the wall.  
 
    Mar Donias grunted and bit his tongue, tasting copper as he suppressed the scream that wanted to escape. He looked at the leather-bound handle of the silver-tipped curved dagger embedded into his flesh. His fingers slightly moved as blood seeped out of the wound. He reached for the handle, but a voice stopped him. 
 
    "I suggest you don't move if you don't want to lose that hand." 
 
    Mar Donias turned his attention to Maggie who had appeared from the darkness. He squinted his eyes, trying to see her appearance, but her cloaked hood kept him from doing so. 
 
    The sounds of blood-curdling screams could still be heard from inside of the building. Maggie and Mar Donias' eyes never ventured from each other. 
 
    “Tell me, General Mar Donias Bishop, why does it get you off seeing people suffer and die?” Maggie questioned him, her tone never wavered or showed a hint of emotion.  
 
    Mar Donias grinned, unphased by the Sicarri in front of him.  
 
    "The same reason, I suppose, the Sicarri get off killing shrewd men and women." His shoulders shook as he chuckled. "Though I'm surprised that the infamous and most wanted killers of Kingsland are women." 
 
    Maggie tilted her head to the side and smirked at him. "Oh, you'll be surprised what a woman can do when she has her reasons." 
 
    The clambering noise and screams in the background came to a sudden halt, making turn her head toward the building.  
 
    "It seems like this was a two-man job," Mar Donias stated, pulling Maggie's attention back to him again. "Kill the men inside and apprehend me." 
 
    “You’re slaughtering innocent people! Children were in there! Don’t pretend that you didn’t have a ploy in any of this. Every person in Kingsland has a vendetta against you.”  
 
    “Well, don’t I feel special,” Mar Donias said mockingly and smiled at Maggie.  
 
    “Don’t get cute.”  
 
    From the corner of Maggie's eye, she looked up and saw Thea come from the roof of the building. She dropped down on the ground, crouched with something in her hands. 
 
    Maggie gasped and stepped back to see Thea's Sicarri outfit soaked with dark crimson blood. Her eyes widened when she saw the object in Thea's hand was a severed head. 
 
    Thea rolled the disembodied head over to Mar Donias, letting it tap his boot.  
 
    Mar Donias didn’t look down and instead greeted the new guest with his signature smile. “And this must be the leader, did you have fun? Because it will be your last when your head rests at the gallows.”  
 
    Thea lifted her head back and let out an unpleasant cackling that sounded inhuman. She approached Mar Donias and closed the space between them. 
 
    “How’s your headache, Mar Donias?”  
 
    The smug grin on Mar Donias' didn't disappear, but a look of confusion crossed his face. He furrowed his brow trying to work out the meaning of Thea's words. 
 
    Thea grabbed the base of Mar Donias’ skull and slammed it against the side of the wall. The reaction made Maggie jump, not expecting the attack.  
 
    “Now don’t pass out on me, Bishop,” Thea said and grasped Mar Donias’ scruffy chin her hands, tilting it up to face her. “I still need you alive.”  
 
    The side of Mar Donias’ head bled dark red blood and dripped down to the sides of his face. He started chuckling. “Be my guest, bash my head in, but it’ll be me who has the last laugh when your head is on a spike and your heart fed to the hogs.”  
 
    Thea gripped Mar Donias’ chin and again, slammed his head against the wall.  
 
    “Thea, stop!” Maggie shouted at the top of her lungs, racing toward her, distraught by her friend’s actions. “You’re going to kill him that way.”  
 
    Mar Donias' eyes were blurry and black spots danced in his line of vision, but he was still able to see the two women Sicarri in front of them. He spat blood from his mouth, his blood-stained teeth soaked. 
 
    Thea ignored Maggie and removed her hood, revealing her face, and amber eyes to Mar Donias. The hue of her eyes made him jerk backward, pressing his body into the wall, hoping he would sink into the material. Since that day almost eight years ago he had seen the same amber eyes in his dreams.  
 
    He had thought there was no more. The wheels in Mar Donias' head began to turn like clockwork. 
 
    “How’s that eye of yours?” Thea asked and jutted her chin toward his missing eye.  
 
    The talk of his eye washed the fear from him and he lurched forward, uncaring about the knife in his hand that started to make it profusely bleed from the gaping wound. 
 
    Thea unsheathed a dagger from her belt and pressed it firmly against Mar Donias’ neck.  
 
    “Not so tough, are you General? I’ll kill you slowly without the use of magic. It’ll be all the more satisfying to feel my knife dig into your flesh,” Thea hissed, leaning her face toward Mar Donias with a crazed look in her eye.  
 
    “Thea, stop this now!” Maggie shouted again, aghast to her behavior, “This isn’t like you to go on a rampage spilling blood.”  
 
    Thea didn’t turn to Maggie, her attention still focused on Mar Donias, when she spoke, “This man is responsible, under the king’s order, to persecute and send Magi women into banishment. My sister, everyone in my village, the king and his hound are responsible for it all!”  
 
    Thea pressed the knife deeper into Mar Donias’ neck, shedding an ounce of blood, but the General tilted his head at the action and looked down at Thea with a smirk.  
 
    “And he still has the damn nerve to have balls! “Thea screamed in his face, her eyes extended and wild. “I’m in charge here!”  
 
    Kill him, or I will do it for you. 
 
    Thea’s hand had a mind of its own as Hel briefly took over and pressed the blade deeper into Mar Donias’ throat, shedding more blood. Thea gained further control and held her hand steady.  
 
    “It seems like someone is getting impatient. Your friend has more common sense than you do,” Mar Donias mockingly said. “A man who charges in with blind fury will only lead himself and others to death.” 
 
    “Just shut up! Shut up!” Thea continuously barked at the man. Her eyes twitched constantly. She pressed the knife to his neck to cease his speaking.  
 
    "Thea," Maggie whispered beside her, a solemn look on her face as she stared at the troubled face of her sister and friend. "I know what he did was terrible, and he will burn for it, but we cannot lose our heads.”  
 
    “We’re the bloody Sicarri, Maggie. That’s what we do, we get rid of people like him and give them no reason to leave!”  Thea spat, glaring at the General, her eyes filled with tears.  
 
    “No.” Maggie reached out her hand touched her shoulder. “That’s what we became not who we are. It will only make us lose sight of our humanity. That demon . . . However, it got inside of you, is doing this to you, Thea. You're not a killer and you can't keep lurking in the shadows as if you are one." 
 
    Thea pulled the dagger away from Mar Donias’ neck, letting Maggie’s words seep through. She took a step backward, seeing the travesty that she had caused, just as pain erupted inside of her head. 
 
    Thea grasped her head as the voices called out to her, screaming at her, and telling her hateful, crude words.  
 
    Maggie wrapped her arms around Thea and held her, so she couldn’t scratch the sides of her face to get the voices out of her head.  
 
    “This isn’t you. This isn’t you,” Maggie repeated the mantra over and over in Thea’s ears until the presence of the voices and Hel dispersed from Thea’s thoughts.  
 
    The sound of horse hooves clambered in the distance.  
 
    “You can’t protect your friend forever,” Mar Donias said, speaking directly to Maggie who helped Thea stand to her feet. “Everything will hit her sooner or later, and then nothing will be able to stop her.”  
 
    She glared at Mar Donias with a tight lip frown on her face. “I’ll die before that happens,” she said and together, the two of them hurried off into the night.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Eight 
 
    The meeting room was packed as usual with the Perfect Confederacy of Middilgard. King Godfrey had called a brief meeting to discuss the early winter weather that had struck suddenly. 
 
    Angeal was present listening to the back and forth discussion on how to survive the upcoming storm that had come out of nowhere. His thoughts, however, began to drift to Thea.  
 
    Angeal knew that Thea was the one. He had started to believe that the constant dreams of the unknown woman would only be in his head, but when he first saw her, he knew that something had put them together. 
 
    There was a knock on the doors that it pulled Angeal from his thoughts. He looked down to the double golden doors opening for the person on the other side.  
 
    “Mar Donias, what is it?” King Godfrey said, standing at the far end of the table. The other houses sat on either side of the table.  
 
    Mar Donias bowed profoundly and placed his hands behind his back. 
 
    “Forgive me your Majesty for the interruption, but I request His Highness for a moment.”  
 
    Angeal furrowed his brows and frowned. What could Mar Donias want to speak with me about? 
 
    Angeal looked to his father, waiting for his permission, but King Godfrey had his hand up waving his son off.  
 
    “Be quick about it, Angeal, you should be here for the rest of the meeting.”  
 
    Angeal gracefully eased out of his seat and formally bowed to the kings, apologetically. "Forgive me. My Lords. Father," Angeal said and turned to follow Mar Donias out the doors. 
 
    Once they stepped out of the meeting hall, Angeal walked side by side Mar Donias, the two men didn't say anything. Discreetly, Angeal looked from his peripheral at the General. He always had a stoic past, but he had been with his father before Angeal was born. He sometimes wondered about Mar Donias' history, the only thing Angeal knew was that his nephew, Leonard, was a Kingsland soldier. The other thing was how his eye got missing, but whenever someone spoke about it or asked about it, the Kingsland General would be cold and brazen about it. 
 
    “How do your studies come along, My Prince?”  
 
    The question completely caught Angeal off guard as he had to reprocess what was said.  
 
    “It is going good, Mar Donias, thank you for asking. My history and language teachers have applauded me for my work ethic. My swords master says that I’m fairly good as a seasoned Kingsland guard, though I still have much to learn.” Angeal responded in a courtly manner. “How may I ask is your nephew doing? Leonard, I presume?” 
 
    Mar Donias grunted. Angeal had never seen the man smile and wondered if he even could.  
 
    "Don't count yourself short, Angeal. You have talent that has been graced upon you, use it and own it." Mar Donias praised the young prince for his accomplishments. "As for Leonard, he's doing well, I suppose. I've caught him slacking a bit in his training. He's apparently been visiting the brothel." 
 
    “Oh?” Angeal asked curiously. “Do you happen to know which one?”  
 
    Mar Donias turned to him with a determined gleam in his eye. 
 
    “Actually, I do, have you ever heard of the Meretrix?”  
 
    Angeal figured that was the brothel he would name. He hadn’t expected it to be a coincidence. He prayed that Thea had nothing to do with this.  
 
    “I have heard of the place. Pray tell, why do you ask?” Angeal asked, hoping he sounded believable. He tilted his head and furrowed his brows slightly to give the impression he knew nothing.  
 
    “I’ve asked around, Kingsland Guards, civilians who would speak, and they’ve all given me the same intel that the Meretrix is one of the best brothels in Middilgard that doesn’t just specialize in “the arts”. Do you know what I mean by that?”  
 
    Angeal nodded. “I do. I’m not blind from the secular activities of the realm.”  
 
    Mar Donias nodded, believing the bit Angeal was feeding to him.  
 
    “It seems like they may also be fornicating in other nefarious acts and I have a hunch that it has something to do with the Sicarri.”  
 
    The look of surprise that crossed Angeal's features wasn't being played off this time. He had no idea or any clue that the infamous and deadly Sicarri were traversing inside of a brothel. 
 
    “And what do the Sicarri and the Meretrix have to do with me?”  
 
    Mar Donias stopped walking and placed his hand on the hilt of his sword, glaring at the boy as if searching for answers.  
 
    “Did you hear about the slaughter at the Caspian bar? Someone, one of the Sicarri, murdered an entire tavern of men and only left the prisoners.”  
 
    He had heard that, but he had also heard that there was an illegal fight ring inside of it. Angeal figured that Mar Donias already knew that information  
 
    "I may have stumbled across it by word of mouth. Why? Is that how your hand was injured? You encountered one face to face?"  Angeal gestured to his gloved hand that he knew was covering the bandaged scars. 
 
    Mar Donias made a face and wrinkled his nose.  
 
    "I actually know the name of one of the Sicarri, and with some snooping around, I found the name to be one of the most well-known prostitutes in the Meretrix. Her name is Thea, coincidence?" 
 
    Angeal subconsciously backed up and his complexion turned pale as Thea's names found their way onto Mar Donias' lips. He couldn't believe what he was hearing and the thought of Thea and the Sicarri being one and the same made his head spin. 
 
    “My sources also tell me that you’ve been seen prancing about the brothel. I don’t want to tell you what to do, My Prince, but you have a duty to the kingdom and your throne. It shouldn’t be wasted on a common whore and killer.”  
 
    Angeal straightened his posture and placed his hands behind his back. His pale features returned to their usual skin complexion. He held his chin high before replying, “I know of my duties, thank you, Mar Donias. But I will not go around every brothel and start accusing women. Justice will be served, of course, but for now . . . Will you excuse me?”  
 
    Mar Donias lightly bowed his head, taking a step backward. 
 
    “Of course, My Prince. Thank you for your time.”  
 
    Angeal turned away from Mar Donias and continued walking down the red, gold carpeted hallways to head toward the servants quarters where his brother usually stayed.  
 
    Mar Donias stared at the back of Angeal's head as he watched the prince walk away. He knew that he was lying, the moment he mentioned the whore's name. He looked at his gloved hand where it concealed the bandaged mark. Mar Donias clenched his hands tightly into a fist, anger radiating through him. He would deal with the matters himself. 
 
     “General!” 
 
    Mar Donias raised his hand in a gesture, so the man could relax. 
 
    “Soldier, I need you to find me Prothcybus and tell him I have a task for him . . .”  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Back at the Meretrix, Thea was getting Kadda ready for the morning. She had not remembered everything that had happened the night before, but the feeling of being suffocated remained inside of her. She recognized the feeling from years of being scarred by the voices and Hel.    
 
    She hated herself for being weak and caving in temptation. If Maggie had not been there at the time, she was sure she would lose herself entirely. 
 
    Thea placed her hand to her heart and played with Kadda’s hair with the other.  
 
    Kadda sensed something may have been wrong and reached out her tiny arms, taking her mother's cheeks in her hand. The image of a field of lilies was placed in Thea's mind and the smell of sweet aroma filled her nostrils as if she was actually present. 
 
    "Thank you, Kadda that makes mommy feel better." Thea kissed Kadda gently on the nose. 
 
    There was a disturbance outside the doors, that sounded like someone yelling. Thea turned her head to the door and with gracefully fingers removed her dagger from behind the bed's post. She stood up just as the door swung open. 
 
    “Angeal?”  
 
    Thea's grip on the dagger loosened, but she did not put it down. Angeal's face was bright red, his eyebrows were pinched together, his lips turned into a small frown. 
 
    “Ange!" Kadda exclaimed at Angeal's presence. She started to climb off the bed, but Thea stretched out her arm to stop the child from climbing down. Kadda looked up at her mother confused but did not move. 
 
    “Is it true, Thea?”  
 
    Thea licked her lips and tilted her head up, straightening her shoulders back. The back of her neck hairs stood on end. “Is what true?”  
 
    The smile on Angeal’s face stretched slightly, revealing his teeth, but it was not the usual grin that he graced her with.  
 
    “Please don’t play coy, not with me. I just want to know the truth.” 
 
    A somber looked crossed Angeal's featured as he looked at Thea with pleading eyes.  
 
    Thea placed the dagger back behind the bedpost and picked up Kadda in her arms. She was acutely aware that Angeal might have got wind of what happened last night, and she feared the worse. 
 
    “What do you want to know?”  
 
    Angeal licked his lips and huffed, lightly. “Were you aware of a slaughter that happened at the Caspian tavern? My General had said all the men were killed except for the prisoners.”  
 
    Kadda tried to wiggle out of her mother's shoulder wanting to get down, but Thea firmly held her in place as she rocked her up and down, not looking at Angeal. 
 
    “Yes, I was aware.”  
 
    "He says the Sicarri did it and not only that, but the Meretrix is wildly known for doing things other than sexual favors. He also managed to get one of their names . . . yours. Surely, there must be a mistake and there might be another woman with the same name." 
 
    Thea took a deep breath and closed her eyes, she was ready for the ax to drop down. She had been a fool for thinking good things would come to her. Every time she was happy, even a little bit, something would come in and ruin it. 
 
    When Thea opened her eyes, they were filled with tears, but the pupils in her eyes didn’t waver. She shuffled Kadda in hers and held her head high, not wanting anyone to see her weak.  
 
    “Yes, I am the Sicarri. The Meretrix houses home to the Sicarri. So now that you know the truth, what will you do with the information? Arrest us? Kill us? I'm sure you would want to do it discreetly, so no one knows that you were fooling around with a dirty whore." 
 
    A single tear fell from her, she wiped it furiously, but she never broke eye contact with Angeal. 
 
    He stared at Thea for several minutes and no one spoke a word. Until he started to approach her, Thea furrowed her brows breaking from her stand. She didn’t know what he was doing but was prepared to strike if necessary.  
 
    However, what she didn't expect was for him to wrap his arms around her waist and Kadda, pulling them into his chest. His hand pressed into the middle of her back and his chin rested on her shoulder. 
 
    “No. I wouldn’t do that . . . I’m just glad you’re safe.”  
 
    Kadda squirmed in the hold she was in, which prompted Angeal to pull apart from the hug. A stunned expression crossed Thea’s features.  
 
    “I don’t understand.”  
 
    A grin appears on Angeal’s lips as he rubbed her cheek with his thumb.  
 
    “I’ve told you many times, Thea, I don’t care about the life you had to live. What you’ve struggled and survived through . . . because you had no choice.”  
 
    "It might have been an illegal fight ring, but it was still for my personal gain, it would still be considered murder,” Thea said sitting down on the side of the bed, sitting Kadda down beside her and Angeal sat next to her.  
 
    “Do you see this little girl?” Angeal asked, brushing curls out of the little girls face. She grinned and climbed onto Angeal’s lap to play with the gold buttons on his shirt.  
 
    “You would kill any man or woman just as I would anyone who hurts my brother and sister.” 
 
    Thea nodded, not quite understanding where he was going with this.  
 
    "My point being is that you wouldn't kill for the fun of it. That isn't you, and I've only known you for a short while; yet, I can see good in you. I don't fear the dark, I don't fear you, but . . . I don't want you to be afraid of yourself." 
 
    Thea looked down at her hands folded together and the memories of the night before flashed through her mind like glimpses of a vision. She could see frantic, fearful faces crying out for mercy, and blood splattered everywhere. 
 
    “You’re fighting and battling in the darkness alone, if you keep doing that, you’ll soon smite what light you have left. I don’t want that for you.”  
 
    Angeal could see the pain clear on her face. It pained him to know how much she had been hurting for so long and he couldn’t bear to see her this way, not anymore. He reached out his arm and took her hand in his.  
 
    “Come with me.”  
 
    Thea looked up at him and squared her eyes at him, not processing the words that had come out of her mouth.  
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    "Come and live with me—away from this darkness, Thea. It might not be the best alternative, but you and Kadda, you two need a new change in life. I want to be able to give that to you." 
 
    Everything was surreal and Thea was lost for words.  
 
    “Angeal . . . You don’t know how much I want to say yes. It seems almost too good to be true, and I thought for so long that nothing good would come again for me,” she said. She could feel Angeal grasping onto her hand. 
 
    “But I can’t leave for two reasons. I can’t leave the girls behind and having a prostitute in the midst of royals might spell trouble for both of us.”  
 
    Thea started to unravel her hand from Angeal's knowing that he would turn away and forget about her, but he held her hand tighter. 
 
    “They can come whenever they want,” Angeal told her. “I’ll let my Kingsland Guards know that they are friends of mine; and as for your status, I have already thought about that, but know that it is your decision and your decision alone.”  
 
    Thea furrowed her brows and wanted to know what it was he had thought.  
 
    “Become my Mistress. It is one of the more ‘distinguished’ roles for a woman not married and for no one to look at you cross-eyed.”  
 
    The two looked at each other for a moment, not saying anything.  
 
    “I know it seems a lot to take in, and please take the time to think over it, but I want to let you know that you will never be only a mistress to me, Thea. You are more than that, and I hope you know. The castle will never be a prison, but a home to you and Kadda." 
 
    Thea looked at Kadda and reached out her hand to the little girl's hair, ruffling it slightly. She did want more for her and not to live the life she had grown up in, but could she be worthy of redemption? 
 
    "Promise me something, Angeal," Thea blurted out and looked at him with wary eyes. He tilted his head to the side, awaiting her answer. "Promise me that, if anything goes wrong, you will give me a home that Kadda and I can call our own." 
 
    Angeal lifted Kadda from his lap and sat her on the bed. He took both Thea’s hands in his and held them tight and stared into her bright blue eyes, not breaking his hold.  
 
    “As you wish, my gift.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Donnie stood outside of the Meretrix, leaning against the buildings, and observed his surroundings. It wasn't crowded through the narrow streets, a few people walked past him without looking and others nodded to him in greeting. There wasn't anything out of the ordinary that caught his attention, but when his brother told him that Thea might be in trouble, he quickly got dressed. 
 
    He knew that the Meretrix was more than just brothel, but he had only assumed they did illegal trading, and not masquerade as the infamous assassins.  
 
    The thought was unreal, and Donnie couldn't imagine Thea, or Maggie, conducting business like that. But in the world, they lived in he didn't blame them. 
 
    “Seems like everyone is minding their own business this morning,” Donnie mumbled to himself. He didn’t spy anyone lurking or spying on the Meretrix, he would be sure to check daily just in case he missed something.  
 
    However, before Donnie entered into the Meretrix, he spied suspicious movement from the corner of his eye.  
 
    "Oh, you've got to be kidding me." He mumbled to himself, chuckling under his breath. He looked around, looking for a shortcut. Donnie placed his hands into the pockets of his pants and inconspicuously walked along the dusty narrow path, not paying attention to the person spying on the Meretrix at a distance. 
 
    After getting word from Mar Donias, Prothcybus was given specific instructions to follow the Prince to see where he went. The short and stout man was a brilliant scholar and historian. His teachings and histories had him traveling from Vizerath, Otto, to Wrenada, until he was hired by King Godfrey personally. From then on, he was a loyal follower to the General and the King, ready to do anything that was commanded of him to do. 
 
    He had followed the Prince, in commoner's attire, not to attract attention and followed him to the scant establishment of the brothel, the Meretrix. When he had first heard about the Prince attending the brothel, he didn't believe it. He expected such antics from the Bastard Prince, but not heir and blood to his Majesty. 
 
    "Surely, this whore has bewitched him of some kind. No sound man would ever let a woman ruin his reputation. I knew he wasn't ready to rule the throne. If only the Princess were a man, the Kingdom might have a chance." 
 
    He watched Donnie turn attention toward Prothcybus’ hiding spot. He quickly hid behind the wall, so he wouldn't be found out. However, when Prothcybus looked back, Donnie was nowhere to be found. Prothcybus squinted his beady light brown eyes, darting them around the area where he last saw the Bastard Prince. 
 
    “Damn it!”  
 
    A hard pressure rested on his shoulders and Prothcybus stiffened. 
 
    “Looking for me, baldy?” Donnie said, his tone slicked with sarcasm. Prothcybus slowly turned around to meet Donnie’s humorous expression. “Did you really think no one would be able to recognize a bald bastard like you?”  
 
    Prothcybus turned his nose up at him. Despite the scholar being short in stature, he made up for it in ego.  
 
    “We shouldn’t speak about Bastards, now should we?”  
 
    Donnie narrowed his eyes at the man. He never liked him, he was always snooping around, sending messages to King Godfrey or Mar Donias. Whenever gossip flittered around the kingdom, he was the first to hear about it.  
 
    “Well, since you want to get smart, I won’t be nice,” Donnie spat and whipped out a small blade from the sleeve of his shirt. Prothcybus’ eyes grew wide spying the silver glint and raised his hands in surrender, he backed up against the wall.  
 
    "And, quit looking around for help. If you got out of that stuffy kingdom, instead of being under my father's and Mar Donias' asshole, you would know the civilians pay no attention to folks being robbed." 
 
    Prothcybus looked down at the blade close to his neck. His forehead dripped with sweat and he was quivering. 
 
    "What do you want? I can tell your father what you're doing, he'll have you thrown in jail." 
 
    Donnie smirked and with his other hand, patted the scholar’s bald head.  
 
    "You’d be wise not to patronize me. Now, what are you doing following the prince? And, be honest." 
 
    Nervously, he licked his lips and nodded. 
 
    “I was sent by General Mar Donias. He suspected of the prince fraternizing with a whore, and he was right, that boy is no way fit to sit on the throne.”  
 
    “Ah-Ah.” Donnie pressed the blade to Prothcybus neck, who squealed at it being so close to him. “I suggest you keep my brother’s name out of your mouth. Or, you’ll soon be kissing his asshole when my father kicks the bucket.”  
 
    “You’re all monsters, you hear me,” Prothcybus seethed with fear and anger laced in his words.  
 
      
 
    Donnie shrugged. “Nah, we were only bred by monsters. So, I guess that makes us spawns, huh? Now, tell me who was in charge of that illegal fight ring at the Caspian the night before? And may I remind you, your throat is on the line.”  
 
    Without hesitation, Prothcybus revealed Mar Donias was the person behind the fight rings and was even part of secret organizations behind the kings back. 
 
    “You’ve got your information. Now, let me go.”  
 
    Donnie sucked his teeth and shook his head. He removed the dagger from the man’s throat and stepped backward.  
 
    “You’ll bend over backward to anyone who shows a little dominance. I’ve got what I wanted, you keep our meeting a secret and tell Mar Donias you saw nothing, and I won’t reveal information about you to the King himself. Yes, Prothcybus, you aren’t the only one who hears things.” 
 
    Shocked crossed Prothcybus face that someone has dirt on him. 
 
     “He might hate me, but he hates those who go behind his back most.”  
 
    The two men exchanged curt gestures to each other and went their separate ways.  
 
    Donnie headed back to the Meretrix to tell Angeal what he found out.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Nine 
 
    Hatred bubbled inside of Freya as she stood to the side, watching several Kingsland Guards walk back and forth taking Thea's things out to be delivered back to the castle. She narrowed her eyes at Thea, talking among the few Meretrix girl's that still thought of her as their friend and leader. Freya was sick and tired of coming in second place. 
 
    “So much for always being there . . .” Freya mumbled and turned away from the crowded goodbye fest. 
 
    She headed for the staircase just as Maggie came down the steps. The two girls stopped and looked at each other.  
 
    “Maggie,” Freya curtly said, crossing her arms over her chest.  
 
    “Freya, you aren’t going to say goodbye to Thea and Kadda? Everyone else is.”  
 
    Freya smirked, rolling her eyes. "Not everyone kisses the ground she walks on. She's made her decision and I hope she lives a happy life. I hope the prince doesn't get tired of her." 
 
    Maggie frowned; sadness crossed her face.  
 
    "I see you didn't tell, Thea," Freya added. "I'm sure you know how the rest of us feel about the situation because if you did, Thea probably would have butted her nose into things and tried to stop me." 
 
    “Thea didn’t need to know because she’s been dealing with enough drama. She needs a break from all of us.”  
 
    Freya scoffed and she looked at Maggie in disgust. At one point, she had thought the two girls would always have her back, but it seemed like they only knew how to watch out for each other. 
 
    “I need to leave. I have important things to plan.”  
 
    Freya walked past Maggie and started to climb up the steps, but Maggie called her back, stopping her as she walked up.  
 
    “Freya? You were right, someone needs to be here and lead the rest of the girls pointing them in the right direction. I'm sorry, but that's . . . not you." 
 
    Freya gaped at Maggie who looked back at her calmly. 
 
    “What are you trying to say? That you are going to be that leader? No one is going to follow you. You’ve always been weak and naïve, that has never changed.”  
 
    Maggie shrugged. “I guess we’ll have to see. But don’t worry, you and your child will always be accepted.” She turned away from Freya and headed toward the crowd of girls.  
 
    Freya stared at the back of Maggie’s head, her eye twitched, fearing that she would soon be usurped. She hurriedly ran upstairs, clutching her stomach where her unborn child grew and headed for her room. 
 
    However, she was not alone.  
 
    “Who the hell are you?” she said, closing the door behind her. “I can kill you in a millisecond. Don’t underestimate me because I only have one eye.”  
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it, Freya. You’re far too valuable to my master.” 
 
    The woman sitting on the edge had her back turned to Freya. Her long white hair cascading past her shoulders. She stood on her feet and faced Freya revealing her milky, white complexion. Freya narrowed her eyes at the odd and mysterious woman. She knew that if she grabbed the dagger behind her back, it would be little time for the woman to react. 
 
    "I wouldn't do that if I were you, at least, not until you heard my master’s proposition. You have been oppressed for too long and he can change that." 
 
    Freya laughed and shook her head.  
 
    “Bullshit. You obviously don’t know me because I work for no man. So, you can tell your ‘master’ to kiss my ass.”  
 
    Freya didn't know who the woman was, but she paid no attention to her. She would be able to kill her if she needed to. She headed over to her bedside where she started to undress. 
 
    “And what of your unborn child and the Meretrix? You wanted to make sure they have a home but what could have the prince done to help?”  
 
    The white-haired woman had not moved from her position. She knew very well how to snare the young girl into doing what they wanted. Using pawns in their game was all a part of the plan after all. 
 
    "Don't you dare speak of my child," Freya snapped at the woman, glaring at her with daggers in her eyes. "Now, I suggest you get out of my fucking room or you'll know what a pig feels like when it's gutted." 
 
    With lightning reflexes, Freya grabbed the dagger from underneath her pillow and through directly at the white-haired woman. However, with equally blinding speed, the white-haired woman lifted her hand in front of her face, catching the tip of the dagger in between her fingers. 
 
    Freya's eyes widened and she backed against the closet walls in shock that someone managed to evade her throw. She hadn't even seen the woman catch it. 
 
    “Now, are you willing to listen?”  
 
    “Why should I? You can easily kill me if you wanted too,” Freya spat back. She stood in her bra panties, her back behind her hands, readying the knife that was hidden.  
 
    The woman sighed. "If I wanted you dead," she lifted her hand and Freya's arm started to move on its own. Freya watched as she moved without her control, revealing the dagger that she was about to throw. "I would have already killed you." 
 
    Freya’s hand opened as she released the blade from her fingertips.  
 
    "You want a place to belong, that much I can tell, but you want people to see you and for those who have wronged you to be slain. You've never had that before and now that everyone around you is getting their happy ending, you feel as if you're getting the short end of the stick." 
 
    Freya said nothing. She didn’t want the woman to know that she was right. However, the woman only smiled.  
 
    “You aren’t alone, Freya. I can tell you that. That is why my master plans to recreate the world anew.”  
 
    “What do you mean ‘recreate’? What kind of being can do that? And why does he want someone like me? I’m no one.”  
 
    A tear trickled out of Freya's eye, but she furiously wiped it away. The white-haired woman approached Freya, who observed her movements, and slowly the woman placed both hands on her cheeks. 
 
    “He sees you. He sees all his children who are suffering and unloved. You are no different and accepting him will grant immunity into the new world. You will be loved and recognized for who you are, not what you can give. You just have to do one thing.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Freya stared into the woman's eyes. She knew that she couldn't trust anyone, man or woman, there's was no one to look after her but herself. Yet, she couldn't help but feel acceptance from this woman and the offer that was proposed to her. All she wanted was for someone to love her and be there for her, she only had the child inside of her, but what if she could have more? 
 
    “What is it that I have to do?”  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leaving everyone behind had been the hardest thing that Thea could do, but Maggie had insisted that she go, that everything would be fine, and that she should do something for herself for change.  
 
    Thea hoped that she made the right decision. 
 
    "Are you ready?" Angeal asked her. They were in front of the castle gates, the Kingsland Guards were already standing out in front. 
 
    Angeal had waited several days for Thea to make her decision on whether to come with him or not. The minute she said ‘yes' he had announced to the entire castle and his father of the ‘mistress' that he would be bringing home. Angeal knew that his father would have words to say about his decision and all before he was married. 
 
    Thea sighed heavily and nodded. She held Kadda close to her chest, the child sleeping soundly in the crook of her arm. This was something that Thea didn't know what to expect. She knew nothing about the life Angeal lived and she was merely going by chance. 
 
    But I should be happy for once, shouldn’t I? That darkness I felt showed me I needed change, a new constant in life. Could that be Angeal? 
 
    The carriage doors opened and Angeal got out first, he held out his hand and helped Thea. They both walked through the twenty-foot tall iron wrought gates. Eight Kingsland Guards, on either side of them, stood at attention waiting for them to pass. However, when Thea turned to her left, she recognized one of the Knights as Leo. 
 
    The two briefly locked eyes, a look of shock crossed his face, but it immediately disappeared. Thea turned away and hoped she would not have to run into him.  
 
    “Once we get you situated into a room, I’ll have the cook make you anything you want.”  
 
    There was a giddiness in Angeal’s tone that Thea loved hearing and she couldn’t contain the grin on her face as he spoke.  
 
    “That sounds great.”  
 
    They walked up the first twelve steps of the castle and reached the first set of golden bronze doors. Two Kingsland Guards stood on either side. Thea had never been around one for too long without evading detection; however, she wanted to put her Sicarri nature behind her and start anew. 
 
    They walked down the red-carpeted hallways and Angeal pointed toward several paintings on the wall. Thea marveled at crafted marble pillars that held up the cream-colored ceilings and the beautiful paint of the walls. 
 
    There was an innate beauty inside the castle walls. They walked up the flight of stairs to the next floor of the castle walls, when a high-pitched voice called out Angeal's name. 
 
    The girl who approached them wore a bright yellow gown with lace trimmings at the bottom. She looked exactly like Angeal in every way. They had similar face shape, noses, and golden blonde hair. The only difference was the Princess' hair was longer. 
 
    “So, this is her?" Khloette asked. She darted her ups and down, examining Thea, who had never been shy before but felt like stepping back into the shadows. "You're beautiful. Thea, right?" 
 
    Thea nodded and smiled. “Thank you, that’s really kind of you to say.”  
 
    Khloette waved her hand gracefully and smiled at her. 
 
    “Well, it’s the truth. I actually can’t wait to spend time with you. I’ve heard good things about you. And, who’s this adorable little girl?” 
 
    Sometime throughout the conversation, Kadda had begun to stir and she lazily rubbed her eyes to remove the sleep. She looked around her surroundings, realizing that she was in a completely different area.  
 
    “Here name is Kadence . . . She’s my daughter,” Thea introduced the little girl, unsure how Khloette would react to her daughter.  
 
    "She's too cute, do you think I can hold her? I do hope that isn't too imposing." She cooed at Kadda and started making faces, making Kadda giggle and clap her hands. 
 
    “It seems she likes you.”  
 
    Thea noted Kadda’s outstretched arms to Khloette and the careful way she held her in her arms.  
 
    “It seems like you girls are enjoying your time together, but I should get them comfortable, Khloette,” Angeal told her.  
 
    "Oh, that's right. You just got here," Khloette apologized and handed Kadda back to Thea, who reached out her arms to be held again. "Perhaps, I'll come by your room tomorrow, Thea? It does get lonely sometimes and with me being the only girl I don't have many friends." 
 
    “I would love that Khloette, thank you.”  
 
    As they departed from each other, Thea suddenly stopped in her tracks, and her shoulders became rigid. Her eyesight grew blurry and her head began spinning as she began to have a vision. 
 
    The earth began to shake, and the sky was a dark red. Lightning and thunder skewed the skies. Thea stood watching from a bird's eye view of the Kingdom's walls as they started to slowly crack at the foundation. The sound of an ominous roar made her flinch and despite not having a physical presence, she tried to block the noise out.   
 
    Then, everything went black. 
 
     “. . . Thea!”  
 
    Thea blinked several times and noticed that Angeal stood in front of her, with a terrified look on his face. While Kadda cried loudly at the top of her lungs. Immediately, Thea consoled the grieving child and began to rock her up and down.  
 
    “W-What happened?”  
 
    Angeal frowned.  
 
    "You were walking, and then you stopped. I tried calling for you, but you wouldn't answer and . . . Your eyes . . . They suddenly turned this bright gold color. I've always known—" 
 
    “Shh!” Thea immediately shushed him, stopping him from finishing his sentence. He looked at her confused. “My kind, my eyes, that was the very reason your father sentenced us to death.”  
 
      
 
    There was a knowing look in Angeal’s eyes as she understood. He didn’t ask questions, knowing that the topic might have been difficult. Though despite that, he knew that she would want to hear one piece of information he had found out.  
 
    “By the way, I have good news.”  
 
    Tilting her head to the side, Thea wondered what it could have been.  
 
    “My men, they found your sister’s location.”  
 
    News of her sister brought euphoria to Thea. She had thought she had lost her sister—not once, but twice—only to finally know that she was safe and sound. Thea quickly agreed and the two made it to her new quarters. Thea didn't care about the king size bed or the decorative paintings on the ceiling, she placed Kadda on it and turned to Angeal. 
 
    “Where did they find her?”  
 
    “My men say they saw her aboard a ship, The Half-Blood. Does that ring a bell to you?”  
 
    A broad grin graced Thea’s lips as she ecstatically nodded.  
 
    "That's Clovis' ship. Yes, he's a friend of ours. Did they say when they were coming back? Is she alright?" Thea rounded off question after question that she had to take a few pauses to catch her breath. 
 
    “That’s the bad news,” Angeal told her. His lips formed into a tight lip smile, seeing Thea’s smile turn into a frown. “The weather in Svarta has been getting increasingly worse. I was only able to receive the one letter that they were able to find her . . . I’m sorry, Thea.”  
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    The sound of defeat laced Thea's words and Angeal felt guilty that he couldn't do more for her. He slowly approached her and with a steady hand and wrapped his arms around her, where she leaned into him and rested her head on his shoulder. Her body violently shook, and Thea wrapped her arms tightly around Angeal's waist. 
 
    He held onto her tighter and ran his hands through her hair, consoling her. He didn’t whisper to her and tell her that everything would be okay. He didn’t lie to her and tell her he wouldn’t rest until he found her sister.  
 
    He just held her as she cried.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixty 
 
    Thea's arrival was an interesting turn events in the courts of Kingsland. While many did not care who the prince took an interest in, there were many royals, like the King himself, who did not appreciate having a whore infiltrate their walls. King Godfrey was most displeased with his son and had called him forth to meet in the throne room.  
 
    It was rare for Angeal to enter into the throne room, primarily if there was not already a meeting present. While King Godfrey wanted to prepare his son for the throne, he did not believe him to be ready and the action that showed bringing in the prostitute had proved his thoughts to be true. 
 
    “You called for me, Father?” Angeal said and bowed to his father. When he sat his head up, he noticed his father was clutching onto the arms of his throne rather tightly. Angeal knew that his father would be furious about Thea’s arrival and he was very much prepared to deal with the consequences.  
 
    "Angeal, my son, my firstborn." 
 
    Even though Donnie was not his birth son, Angeal thought his father’s comment to be disrespectful and if their mother was still alive, she wouldn’t be happy with how the king was treating Donnie. Angeal was surprised that he had abided by their mother’s wishes to accept him as his son. He wanted to call his father out but held his tongue, not wanting to anger his father unnecessarily.  
 
    "You are a smart boy, very observant, you get that from me. You are well-equipped to handle a sword and you might very well be on your way to becoming king . . ." 
 
    Angeal furrowed his brows at his father, unaware where the conversation was going.  
 
    “. . . But you have started to falter, all because you have decided to bring a whore into our walls. My walls mind you; I have every right to throw the bitch back on the streets where she came from. I’ve heard from a few Kingsland Guards how you’ve been sauntering over to the brothel for the last year.”  
 
    Angeal’s fist tightened and narrowed his eyes at his father. On other occasions, he would merely simper and do what his father told him to do, but things have changed. Notably, he was to be king someday, he would need to stand up to people like his father. 
 
     “I will not have you disrespect her, Father. She is my guest whether you like it or not. You might have built these walls, but this is still my home, and I have every right to do as I please. I will one day be king, after all." 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    King Godfrey tilted his head to the side and glared at his son.  He had always taught him to be obedient and mind his elders, never to speak out of turn. He expected an attitude from his Bastard son, not his flesh and blood.  
 
    “Do you see how you address me? It is because of that whore and you dare to call her mistress?” King Godfrey exclaimed with a sharp tongue and crossed eyes. “What’s next—wife? I will not have you sully this kingdom’s name and breed bastard children along the way.”  
 
    “Yes, Father, that is the plan,” Angeal pointed out in a matter of fact tone. “I do intend to marry; Thea and I would appreciate if you would learn the name of my future wife and your daughter-in-law.”  
 
    There was silence between Father and Son, no one spoke a word as they glowered at one another. 
 
    “Angeal Justinian Kharma,” King Godfrey enunciated Angeal’s full name. However, Angeal did not flinch despite the vindictive tone his father used. “You will do no such thing; you will release that girl and her bastard back where they came from and you will marry someone appropriate. Is that understood?”  
 
    Angeal gave his father a sly smirk and casually shrugged his shoulders.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Father, I give you no disrespect. But it’s high time I follow my own destiny and path.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thea had not been pleased with the recent news in regard to her sister. Once again, she had been so close to finding her, only to have her snatched from her grasp. At least, the last thing they found out was that Dominya was alive. She sighed heavily under her breath and rested her arms on the stone windowsill and looked out toward the city, watching as heavy snow covered the houses. At the high distance, she saw the many buildings of Kingsland and they did look small and insignificant. With the arrival of the blanket of white smother the city streets, it was almost impossible to see the city below her. 
 
    Thea looked up, not seeing a cloud was in the sky, just dense fog where the snow had come out. It had been snowing for two days, never letting up, even when it looked like it had stopped, the storm continued. Thea had recalled a part of the impending prophecy: 
 
    The eve of the third day, when the winter was the heaviest. 
 
    Would the end of the world indeed happen as Kalevus had said? Would Fenris reign havoc over the realm and shape it in his vision? He had told her that it was inevitable; but magic, pure magic would be able to rid of the sin and evil. Thea could barely control the feelings inside her. She was no hero and despite the support she was getting, she didn’t want to be anyone’s savior.  
 
      
 
      
 
    For once, she wanted to save herself and live in peace, with her family, free of worries. 
 
    She turned away from the window and shut it, before turning to the king-sized bed where Kadda slept. Thea slowly approached the bed and peered at her sleeping child, her curls sprawled over the white pillowcase and her body neatly tucked inside of the covers.   
 
    Thea leaned against the bedpost, watching her daughter's chest rise and fall soundly. When Thea looked at Kadda, she was reminded of why she must stop the evil. Thea wanted her daughter to grow up in a world where people didn't judge her by her status or gender. She thought about Maggie and the rest of the girls in the Meretrix who had grown up living as whores and had nothing to their names. Everyone deserved to have something to call their own and not live in fear of being themselves. 
 
    There was knock on the door that pulled Thea’s attention away from Kadda. She headed for the door, thinking it could be Angeal, Donnie, or even Khloette, but it was none of them.  
 
    "Leo, what are you doing here?" Thea hadn't meant to sneer at him, but the look he gave her was one of pure disgust and she was every bit wary of him. 
 
    “Oh, so that’s the greeting I get? I’m surprised, Thea. I thought whores were supposed to treat their customers with respect. I thought my cock was the best you ever had.” Leo’s words were laced with venom and any kindness she thought he had was thrown out the window. 
 
    “You need to leave, Leo. Now. You aren’t welcomed here.”  
 
    Thea tried to slam the door in his face, but he banged his hand on the door and forced it open. Leo stepped into the room as Leo stepped inside, shutting the door. 
 
     “Leo, I said, get out. Or, you’re going to regret it.”  
 
    Thea noticed the uncoordinated movements of his feet as he approached her. She immediately assessed that he was drunk and would be increasingly violent if she didn’t subdue him.  
 
    "Mommy?" Kadda's tiny voice called out from across the room. Thea spied her sitting up in bed, staring at Leo hovering over her mother. 
 
    "Kadda, stay where you are. Mommy is fine," Thea instructed her daughter. As long as she knew that her daughter was out of harm's way, she would be able to take Leo down no problem. 
 
    “That’s cute, you don’t want your bastard seed to—”  
 
    Leo's words were cut off when Thea connected her fist to his nose. His head jerked to the side and when he lifted his hand to touch his nose, pulling it back, dark crimson blood started gushing out of his nose. 
 
    Leo glared at her, his eye twitched, and he sneered at her.  
 
    “You bitch, I’ll kill you.”  
 
    Leo lunged for Thea and with his hands grabbed her around her throat, slamming her against the wall. Thea let out a gasp as the back of her head hit the stone wall, her vision slightly blurred. Kadda let out a high-pitched scream that pierced the heavens as she watched her mother being choked to death.  
 
    “What? Now you think your hot shit because you gave the prince your pussy?” he scoffed at her, a moronic smile on his lips. “I’m glad I’m done with you. You’re right, I wouldn’t be able to deal with a whore like you.” 
 
    Without any effort, Thea’s eyes turned bright amber. The sudden color change made Leo’s angry eyes change to one of surprise and his grip loosened around her neck, giving Thea ample opportunity to use her levitation to force him away from her.  
 
    “W-What are you doing to me?” Leo stammered over his words. He couldn’t move any part of his body. With fear, he only saw Thea’s different colored eyes. “Y-Your one of them, the Magi that were supposed to be killed off.”  
 
    Thea grinned. “Then, I guess it was a good thing you weren’t courted to me.” Thea stretched out her hand, her palms toward him, to invoke the magic inside of her to change his memories. However, before she got the chance, Leo started gagging.  
 
    The reaction startled Thea, breaking her focus. Her eyes changed back to their usual hue, but Leo still levitated in the air. His eyes bugged out of their sockets and his face turned red, the veins in his neck ready to burst. 
 
    “Leo? Leo!” Thea shouted. She tried to pull him out of the state he was in, but his body was as still as a statue. Blood red tears trickled out of Leo's eyes and his red face started to turn blue—any longer and Leo would die from suffocation.  
 
    Thea grabbed his shoulders, hoping to shake him out of it. She had thought that her powers had lost control and now were irreversible, but from Thea's peripheral, she noticed Kadda staring intently at Leo with an expressionless look on her child-like face. 
 
    “Kadda . . .”  
 
    Snap. Thea's attention pulled away from Kadda to Leo whose neck had been twisted. His body fell from the levitated height it had been in and Thea had barely caught him in her arms as she plummeted to the ground. However, Thea was not worried about the dead corpse, her attention solely on the cherub face of her daughter. 
 
    “The bad man is gone, Mommy. We’re safe.”  
 
    A chill ran down Thea's spine as she saw the golden line. Thea's heart sped wildly, staring at the Vector Fragment fearing the worst. From her peripheral, she swore she saw the shadow of a wolf in the corner of the room, glaring intently at them with bright red eyes. 
 
    *** 
 
    "There should be no question. She should be hanged or burned, she murdered a Kingsland guard in cold blood," Mar Donias angrily yelled, practically frothing from the mouth. He looked at Thea with dagger-like eyes that would be able to cut into flesh if he could do so. 
 
    “My nephew is dead and all because we let a stranger into our walls. Someone who I know is, in fact, The Sicarri. She had not only attacked me that night, but she had murdered a tavern full of men. You tell me if that is someone is deemed ‘innocent’?” 
 
    They arrested Thea on sight and threw her into jail. Thankfully, Donnie and Khloette made sure Kadda was taken care of. She still couldn't wrap her mind around what Kadda had done, if Kadda had done it, but that was neither here nor there.  Thea stood in the throne room, her hands and ankles shackled, just inches from where the king sat glaring at her. The Perfect Confederacy sat behind her. She could feel their eyes boring into the back of her head and hear them mumbling, deciding on her fate. 
 
    Thea wasn’t as fearful as she was scared what would happen to Kadda. She hoped that if it came down to it, that Donnie or Angeal would deliver Kadda to Maggie. She couldn’t trust that her daughter would be safe in the castle walls without her mother by her side.  
 
    “You can’t be serious, Father. There’s no way to prove if Thea is a Sicarri. You could have men to testify against her, but who wouldn’t if they were getting bribed or threatened to do so. There are witnesses, who have even said, that Leonard had been acting erratically. The maids even noticed that a bottle of booze missing from the stash that same morning. I'm led to believe that Leo forced himself onto Thea." 
 
    Angeal stood in front of Thea and testified on her behalf, appalled by the turn of events that had fallen on them. While Thea was grateful for Angeal, King Godfrey had never taken his eyes off of the girl. This was the perfect opportunity to get rid of her. In the King's eyes, she was nothing more than a common whore. 
 
    "And this is what happens, Angeal, when you bring a whore into a place where it doesn't belong," King Godfrey said in a matter of fact manner. His lidded eyes showed no expression as he stared at his son. "We have rules for a reason, and this is why you should follow them." 
 
    “Said who? She belongs here because I want her to be. Sometimes rules should be broken because the system is broken. You've murdered and banished countless women because you feared one of them would take your throne from under you. Haven't you realized father that sometimes ‘instilling fear' won't get you anywhere except for more war and bloodshed." 
 
    Angeal's voice shook as he stared at his father. He despised his son and forced his other children to live in the image he wanted while oppressing his entire kingdom. 
 
    "Angeal," Thea whispered behind him. He turned to meet her solemn eyes and sad smile. "It's okay." 
 
    Angeal stared at Thea, at a loss for words, in complete disbelief that she was willing to die even though she was innocent.  
 
    “Just make sure that Kadda is safe, please,” she pleaded with him. 
 
    "For once," Mar Donias said, standing over to the side. "I agree with the whore. Let us sentence her to death and keep moving on with our lives. It has been three days now. The impending snow that has flanked the lands has covered entire grounds; you can barely see the top of houses anymore. There might not be any crops to sustain us, we'll surely die." 
 
    "Why's that, Mar Donias? Because you'll have nothing to trade off to other countries for mass weapons or royal secrets?" Donnie's voice called out. Everyone turned around to see Donnie approaching with his hands in his pockets, smirking casually. "You want everyone to see the error of their ways, to revere and fear the law, but you'll cover up your sins without a second thought. It looks like Prothcybus isn’t the only shady bastard here, but that’s probably why my father likes you so much. Of course, to a certain degree, the King doesn’t like traitors either.”  
 
    “Your Highness, we don’t need two Bastards in the throne room,” Mar Donias said and faced Donnell with a tight lip expression on his face. “Why don’t you crawl back into whatever hole you came out of, Bastard?” 
 
    “Yes, Donnell, what are you doing in here? You are not appointed to attend this meeting, leave,” King Godfrey addressed his son, hoping to send it off without a fuss. However, Donnie would do no such thing.  
 
    “Oh, I will Father, after you know the truth.”  
 
    King Godfrey’s brow raised in the air at Donnie’s words. He was curious to know what ‘truth’ his Bastard son could hold.  
 
    "That illegal fight ring was run by Mar Donias. I have written documentation signed by the owner of the Caspian." Donnie looked at Mar Donias as if he knew the General would ask for proof. He removed a parchment from his pocket. 
 
    He handed the parchment to one of the men from the Perfect Confederacy, who darted their eyes over the written text, before looking back at King Godfrey with a nod, letting him know the documentation wasn't falsified. 
 
    “The second thing is that your ‘General’ here has been going behind your back, removing finances from your account and exchanging war secrets with King Peregrine. I have proof too, mind you. You see Mar Donias, you should be very careful because you never know who might be watching you.”  
 
    The short-haired, blonde ruler stood on his feet with a narrow-eyed look at the accusation. “This is preposterous, are you really going to believe your bastard son, Godfrey? He’s never respected you or your kingdom. He’s trying to sabotage you.” 
 
    "Silence. I will deal with you later,” King Godfrey yelled, with his hand raised to Peregrine. “Is this true, Mar Donias?" If there was one thing, he hated more than anything, it was liars and thieves that went behind his back. "Have you done other nefarious acts?" 
 
    Mar Donias darted his eyes around, sweating profusely, but he pushed the nerves away and puffed out his chest.  
 
    “What does it matter? Even if I did do those things, who would you rather arrest? A General who has been loyal to you for years? Or, a whore with no name who murders and sucks cock for a living.”  
 
    However, before the King could make his final remark and sentence both of them, the sound of loud roaring echoed through the air. The noise was deafening; it sounded almost inhumane as it vibrated through the air, shaking the castle walls like an earthquake, making the ceiling tremble. Everyone covered their ears at the ear-splitting roar that pierced the sky. 
 
    Thea's eyes widen as she knew from her vision why there was roaring, the impending doom that she foresaw and that Kalevus had warned her about . . . The Twilight of the Gods had begun. 
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