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Nevermore, a lush isle covered by mist and ruled by the leader of the Shadow Crows, Castien Torric. The Crows have led everyone to believe that everything is fine, but there are secrets in Nevermore that Castien would rather remain hidden. Too bad for him, I'm bringing them into the light.

With each unraveled secret, Castien's stranglehold over Nevermore loosens. But the boy who would be king won't give up so easily.

When it's all said and done, and the dust clears, who will be the victor? Me or Castien? And will Nevermore ever be the same again?
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Nevermore. An island shrouded by mist that time has forgotten. Here on Nevermore, we are The Lost. The Abandoned. The Forgotten. Myth has it that the island was once inhabited by Gods who'd lain with the fae, like in a fairytale. I'm Freya, and this is no fairytale. The truth is so much darker.

Nevermore. No one knows from where the isle got its name, or what it means. Some believe it's because we are hidden from sight by the mist that surrounds us, and it's rare for the outside world to find us. Others believe it refers to the Gods who abandoned their children once they were born. Still others believe it simply means we will never more be part of the outside world. If we ever were.

The isle has had many rulers over the millennia it has existed. Some have been benevolent while others have been tyrants. Each one has pushed whichever belief they clung to as the only truth.

Nine years ago, it changed hands again. Few knew how Castien managed to wrest control from the evil Lord Mortas, but I had my suspicions. After all, I was there at the beginning of the coup.

You see, Castien is… different. While the rest of us age, he appears to be stuck at the age of seventeen. He has been this way for the twelve years I have known him. Whenever anyone asks him how it's possible that he never ages, he just shrugs and tells them it's a secret.

Since Castien took control of the isle, he has spread the myth that the Gods have forsaken us, and it is only by the might of he and his Shadow Crows that Nevermore has remained hidden from those who would destroy our home if they ever caught sight of us.

I know different. I know he has plans of his own for the Isle of Nevermore. Dark plans. Sinister plans. How, you may ask? I used to be a Crow.

To understand, I must take you back to where it all began…
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Twelve years ago

 

 

“Well, isn't that pretty?”

My head snapped up at the voice and I squeaked. I'd been doing the one thing mama always told me not to do. Especially where others could see me. Playing with my sparks. And a teenage boy caught me.

“Umm…” What could I say? He saw me doing it.

He squatted down next to me. “Can you do that again?” he asked, head tipped to the side as if he was studying me.

“Nuh uh,” I said quietly.

“How come?” he questioned.

“Mama says not to,” I mumbled.

“But you already did,” he pointed out. “Oh. I'll bet you can't, can you?” 

“Can too!” I said defiantly when he stood back up.

“Prove it.”

I didn't even have to try. All I had to do was think and the sparks were just there at the tips of my fingers.

“That is really neat.”

Just then, my papa stepped out of the shop he'd gone into. “Firefly, you're not bothering this young man, are you?” he asked.

“No papa,” I replied, shaking my head. I hid my hands so he wouldn't see the fading sparks.

“No, sir. I was just telling her she had some very pretty flowers there,” the boy said, nodding at the bundle of wildflowers on the ground next to me.

“I picked them for mama for her birthday today,” I told him. I was so proud of myself.

“That's a very special gift,” he replied. “Enjoy your day,” he added and walked off.

I noticed papa frowning as the boy walked away. “What's wrong, papa?”

“It's nothing, firefly. Let's get home.”

Shrugging, I picked my flowers back up, took papa's hand, and skipped beside him back through town and down toward the sea where our little cottage sat.

“Happy birthday, mama!” I cheered as I ran inside, brandishing the flowers.

“Oh, firefly, they're lovely. Thank you. Jacob, you look troubled,” she said to papa.

“It's nothing, wife,” he replied and kissed her cheek.

He gave her his gift and we sat down to a modest meal where they talked about grown up things that didn't interest me.

It wasn't until later that night, as I laid in bed, that I overheard them talking about what had happened in town. Curious, I crawled out of bed and crept to the door to listen.

“He was one of them,” papa hissed. “He seemed to be quite interested in Freya.”

“Why do you think…?”

“I don't know, but we need to keep her close to home for a while. We need to keep her safe.”

“We will, Jacob.”

I crawled back into bed, confusion befuddling my mind. Why would they need to keep me safe? Safe from what?
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Grabbing my fishing pole, I marched toward the front door where papa was putting on his boots.

“Just where do you think you're going, little firefly?”

“I'm going fishing,” I replied with a nod and held up my pole for emphasis.

Papa chuckled. “I'm sorry, firefly, but you can't come fishing with me. I'm not using a pole. I'm using a big net that catches lots of fish at once.”

“I can help, papa! I'm a big girl!” At five years old, I was a little small for my age but I was still a big girl. Mama said so.

“Mebbe so, but this net is too big for you. You can't come on the boat, firefly.”

“It's not fair!” I stomped my foot, crossed my arms, and pouted. “I wanna go! Mama says I'm a big girl!”

Papa knelt in front of me. “You are a big girl, my little firefly, but you haven't learned to swim yet. What happens if you fall off the boat and sink? The mermaids will steal you away and take you to live with them. Then mama and I would never see you again.”

“Really, papa?” I asked and I knew my eyes were wide.

“Really.”

“But I don't wanna live with the mermaids! I wanna live with you and mama!” I sniffled.

“This is why you must stay here, where it's safe,” papa replied.

“Okay, papa,” I relented.

“That's my goodest girl. Give us a hug.”

I wrapped my arms around him. “Love you papa.”

“Love you, too, my little firefly.”

He kissed the top of my head before he let me go and stood. “I should be home in time for supper, wife,” he told mama and they shared a kiss.

“Be safe, husband.”

We watched him go before we turned our attention to our daily routine. Mama was teaching me to read and write and she said I was doing well. Once my lessons were done for the day, I played quietly while mama worked on a baby blanket for a neighbor who was expecting.

“Firefly, what did I tell you about the sparks,” she gently admonished when she caught me playing with them.

“Sorry, mama.”

“I know you think it's fun, Freya, but if they ever find out, they'll come and take you away. They'll take you to The Hollow.”

Mama always said the same thing. They will come and take you away. But if I ever asked who ‘they’ were, she wouldn't tell me.

“I'm sorry, mama,” I said again. “I promise I'll try to remember.”

“That’s a good girl,” she replied and went back to what she was doing.
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Supper came and went and dusk descended over the isle. “Firefly, I fear something may have happened to delay your papa. Let's go look for him, shall we?” mama said.

“Okay, mama.”

We put on our shoes, secured our worn cloaks over our shoulders to protect us from the evening chill, and after mama grabbed the lantern, we stepped outside.

I'd never been out after dark and I clung to mama's free hand as I hurried along beside her. Every little noise made me jump and cling that much tighter to her.

When we reached the fishmonger, it was evident he'd been long closed, so we started searching street by street, looking for any sign of papa.

It was several hours later when we finally came across him lying in an alley.

“Jacob!”

Mama rushed to his side and knelt, a sob escaping her. “Oh Jacob,” she cried.

“Mama? What's wrong?” I asked before I reached out and shook my papa. “Papa, wake up.”

“Oh, firefly… your papa isn't asleep. He's gone.” 

“Silly mama. Papa's not gone, he's right here,” I replied.

“No, Freya. His spirit is gone. It's resting with the Gods now.”

“What have we here? Someone snooping in our alley and looking for trouble,” a voice said from the shadows before I could say anything else.

Mama pushed me behind her. “I'm not looking for any trouble. I was just looking for my husband.”

“You mean this trash? Thought he'd take a short cut, then didn't want to pay the price,” the voice sneered.

Three men came into view and mama urged me back a bit.

“Now we have you here, thinking you can do the same? Yer a bit old for my tastes, but you'll do. Wha’s that behind you? Huh. A kid? I'm not into kiddie flesh myself, but that doesn't mean there aren't those who are,” he leered.

“You will not touch her! Firefly, run!” Mama yelled and threw the lantern at one of the men. His sleeve caught on fire and he bellowed, but that didn't stop the other two.

“Freya!” Mama screamed at me even as she withdrew a small knife and slashed at one of the other men.

I stood there in shock until she screamed my name, but by then it was too late. I turned to run but one of the men scooped me up.

Still, I struggled. I scratched at his arm and bit his hand as he carried me back to his friends. It was then I noticed mama was on the ground next to papa.

“Got a little hellcat here,” he chuckled.

They didn't see the shadows moving closer, but I did. I saw the glint of metal just as the arm holding me loosened and I dropped to the ground. I scurried back as the man fell, a gurgling sound coming from him, and then he toppled over.

“It's okay, little one,” a gentle voice said from the darkness. “You're safe now. The bad men can't hurt you.”

Wh-who were they?” My voice came out as a cracked whisper.

“Pirates. Bad people who prey on others and hurt them.” He stepped out of the shadows and knelt in front of me. “I'm Castien. These are my friends. We heard your mama yell and came to help. I'm so sorry we were too late to save her, too.”

“Mama? Mama!” I started to turn around and he stopped me.

“No, little one. You don't need to see. Remember her as she was. Full of love and life. Her spirit is free now. Do you have anyone at home waiting for you?”

I sniffled and shook my head.

“It's settled then. You'll come with us,” Castien said gently.

“Castien, we need to go,” one of the others said, and I could hear the urgency in his voice. 

“Right you are. Come, little one.” I found myself scooped up into Castien's arms and his cloak tucked around me. “Rest. We have a bit of traveling,” he told me.

I tried to resist, but the warmth and the feeling of safety lulled me into sleep.

I'm not sure how long I slept, but my eyes popped open when I felt myself being lowered onto something soft.

“Relax, little one. It's just your new bed, in your new room. You're in my home. Tomorrow I will show you around. For tonight, sleep the sleep of those whose dreams take them into flights of fancy where fairytales are real and everyone lives happily ever after,” he said and brushed the hair back from my forehead.

My eyes felt heavy and the soft click of the door closing behind him followed me into slumber.
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My eyes opened slowly to soft light and something tickling my nose. I rubbed at it and heard a chuckle but it didn't sound deep, like papa's. That's when everything came rushing back and a sob escaped.

“Hey, now, none of that. It's okay now. You're safe, remember?”

I sniffled. “Uh huh,” I mumbled. “I want mama and papa.”

“I know, little one, but they're not here anymore. So you have me. I have breakfast for you in the other room. Are you hungry?” Castien asked.

My stomach chose that moment to gurgle, which had him laughing. “I'll take that as a yes. There's blueberry pancakes shaped like bunnies, fluffy yellow eggs, and yummy sausages just waiting for you,” he told me and bopped my nose.

“Okay,” I replied and crawled out of bed to follow him out to the other room. He helped me get settled at the table and put a plate in front of me, followed by a glass of dew fruit juice.

“I've had some clothes brought over for you to change into, so once you eat you can get cleaned up, and then I'll show you around your new home. Would you like that?” he asked me.

“I guess so,” I mumbled.

He reached over and tickled my side. “No more being so glum. It's okay to miss them, but they wouldn't want you to be so sad.”

“Really?” I asked curiously.

“Really,” he replied.

“Okay.” My legs swung as I ate and I hummed a little.

“How is everything?” he questioned.

“Yummy!” I couldn't hide the exuberance in my voice.

Castien laughed. “I'll make sure I let the cook know.”

After eating, I washed my face and hands, changed, and returned to Castien's side. There, I took his hand and he led me outside.

I stared in wonder at the massive tree in the center surrounded by cottages of varying sizes.

“Impressive, right?” he commented when he saw my stare. Then he started pointing out different buildings.

“What's that one?” I asked, pointing to the largest one in the cluster.

“That is the keep, where the evil Lord Mortas lives. You don't want to go there. He eats little children for breakfast,” Castien replied.

I gasped at the same time a voice behind us said, “Castien! Really! Don't listen to him, little one. Lord Mortas doesn't eat children. He is, however, not a very pleasant man, so if you see him try to stay out of his way.”

“Darn it, Astriel, you ruin all my fun,” Castien said.

“Castien, she's a small child. She's not going to understand your kind of fun.” Then she turned to me. “Hello, little one. I'm Astriel.”

“Hi. I'm Freya,” I replied shyly.

“Astriel is the captain of the guard,” Castien explained.

“Guard?” I asked, confused.

“The Royal Guard. We protect the ruler of Nevermore from any outside threats,” she informed me.

“Ohhh.”

“I'll let you get back to your tour,” the woman said and walked away.

We wandered
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