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      to all the characters I have ever written about—and will  write about in the future—whom I’ve hurt in any way:

      

      I hope we never meet. 

      …..I’m so sorry for all the pain. 

      

      But at least I made you hot.

      That should make up for it.
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      Of all the things she could be doing on a Saturday morning, Nadzia had never thought she’d find herself staring at her reflection in a café window, whispering encouraging sentences to herself as if they were prayers.

      From where she was standing she could see Sanna already sitting at a table, her eyes focused on the manuscript laying in front of her. Nadzia knew her friend well enough to understand that the frown on her face meant nothing good and couldn’t help but grimace at the thought of all the things Sanna would soon be telling her. Nadzia knew Sanna was pretty critical about… well, everything. She was still her closest friend, though, and when she’d finally finished writing her book, after years of sweat and tears, Nadzia had wanted her to be the first to read it before anyone else did.

      Nadzia stared into the brown eyes of her reflection and fixed her chestnuts curls one last time before taking a deep breath and pretending to be ready for what was awaiting her. Nadzia entered the café. Sanna waved when she saw her, but her enthusiasm wasn’t enough to calm Nadzia’s slowly  increasing anxiety.

      “Hey,” Nadzia said cautiously, slipping into the seat opposite her friend.

      She was glad Sanna had at least chosen a table away from other people. If things didn’t go well, she hoped no one would hear them argue. Thankfully the place was full enough for the chatter to make it hard to eavesdrop on others.

      Sanna smiled. “I’m glad we could meet today. I’ve been wanting to talk about your book for days now.”

      “Yeah…” Nadzia forced a smile.

      There’s nothing to fear, she told herself. It’s only constructive criticism. You know she means well. Don’t take it too seriously.

      Sanna straightened up and slowly slid the manuscript towards her friend.

      “So…” She had literally only said one word and Nadzia already found herself on the edge of a breakdown. “There were a few things that I didn’t really understand.”

      “Okay…”

      “First of all, the title,” Sanna started, “‘Crimson Mayhem?’ It sounds a little too theatrical and random for this type of story.”

      Nadzia shifted in her seat, trying to buy herself a few more seconds before she replied.

      “Well, it’s ‘mayhem’ because everything turns into chaos, and ‘crimson’ because of the blood from the massacre. And also because the villain, Malkiya, has red hair. Although that might be stretching it a bit far. I think it fits in the end.”

      Who was she fooling? She had spent years planning and writing this book and it was especially personal to her. No matter what she told herself, Nadzia was not ready to hear what was about to come out of her friend’s mouth.

      Sanna nodded, but the frown on her face didn’t waver. “I understand your reasoning, but I still don’t think it goes well with the story,” she said. She then randomly changed the subject, as if her critique of the title was everything that needed to be said about the topic, without any room for discussion. “Why did you choose such difficult names? They’re terribly hard to remember.”

      Nadzia was slowly getting defensive but hoped Sanna wouldn’t be able to hear it in the strained tone of her voice.

      “Well, if readers are used to names like Susan or James and don’t want to make an effort to pronounce or remember the names I chose, then that’s up to them,” she argued. “The ones I chose aren’t even difficult.”

      “You know how people are,” Sanna continued, “If things are too hard they'll soon lose interest. If they don’t know how to pronounce the names or constantly forget who’s who, they won’t even finish reading the story.”

      Nadzia clenched her fists under the table and reminded herself to stay calm. “That doesn’t sound like my problem. If they can’t put in a little effort and commit to a three hundred page book, then they shouldn’t even start reading it in the first place.”

      Sanna sighed, annoyed by Nadzia’s attitude, and slipped a hand through her platinum blond hair. Nadzia focused on the empty table behind her to try and calm herself down as her friend continued talking.

      “Let’s discuss all the creatures and places, then. You included many different things in this book, it feels so chaotic. Naraka is a term from Buddhism, right? You wanted to include that, which I totally understand, but then you use Elysium, which comes from Greek mythology. Can’t you see it’s all just a weird mix? Why do you even use mythology from our world if those countries and beliefs don’t exist in your book?”

      “It’s a fantasy story, it doesn’t need to be that logical!” Nadzia snapped.

      “It needs to make sense to a certain extent,” Sanna replied, equally fired up, “your world still needs to have rules.”

      The chatter around them only made Nadzia more worked up and the smell of coffee was starting to make her stomach turn.

      “Everything I chose, the names, the creatures, have a meaning. I didn’t create them randomly and the story wouldn’t make sense if I changed all the things you’re talking about.” At this stage, Nadzia was simply trying to make up excuses to convince Sanna that her book was fine as it was. She didn’t want to change the characters, she didn’t want to change the geography of her fantasy world or the nature of the creatures in it. And she certainly didn’t want to change the names or the title. She liked her book as it was and she wanted to leave it like that.

      Nadzia had given her manuscript to her friend hoping for praise and words of encouragement, not a full on critical review. She should have expected it from Sanna, though, but still wished it hadn’t happened.

      “This book is never going to be successful,” Sanna said eventually, “no publisher would actually publish it as it is. It might be different if you changed the things I suggested.”

      “I didn’t write the book for other people to read, but for myself,” Nadzia announced, defensively. She was only twenty-two. She was in no rush to become a published author and didn’t care about fame or recognition. “If it gets published then that’s great, but that isn’t why I wrote it.” Sanna opened her mouth to reply, but Nadzia was quick to continue. “If a publisher doesn’t like the story and wants to change it? Traditional publishing isn’t the only route. I can self publish just the way I want to, if I feel like it.”

      Nadzia shot up from her seat, the chair making a scraping sound as it moved back. Finally, she said, “I can do this even without your approval or support.”

      Without waiting for a reply, she grabbed her manuscript and walked out of the café.

      Nadzia tried to reassure herself that her work was great, that Sanna was just being too critical, but no matter what she told herself, she couldn’t help feeling hurt as her friend’s words kept replaying in her head.

      She slammed the door of her apartment behind her and furiously threw the manuscript on her desk. This situation wasn’t new, it had happened many times before, but she still couldn’t accept it. She understood Sanna was only trying to help, but it was the tone she used every time and all things she criticized when airing her views on topics about which she wasn’t even an expert.

      Nadzia sighed heavily and fell onto her bed, her arm covering her eyes. She could get angry at Sanna, but the real one to blame was herself. After all, she had given her friend the manuscript knowing full well how it would end.

      She reached out to her nightstand to grab her earphones and closed her eyes again as her comfort playlist started.

      Maybe a nap would make everything better.
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      Nadzia wasn’t completely awake yet, but her brain already sensed something strange.

      When her mind had cleared a little, she realised she could hear birds tweeting. It might seem normal for some to wake up to such a sound, but it wasn’t for her. She remembered going to sleep with her earphones in, although they might have fallen out while she’d moved around in her sleep.

      The reason the sound seemed strange was that never, in all the years she had lived in that apartment in the city, had she woken up to birds singing. To car horns, maybe. To neighbors yelling at each other, also. But never to the type of calm silence disturbed by birdsong.

      When she finally opened her eyes, annoyed by the noise, she saw green. Frozen in place she stared in front of her for a while, taking in her surroundings, the sound of birds and cicadas and the smell of grass and flowers around her.

      After a few minutes of processing this, she started asking herself, “Am I still dreaming?”

      It wasn’t unusual for Nadzia to have vivid dreams, but she already knew while asking the question, that this wasn’t a dream. She stood up, looked over herself quickly and was relieved to find she was still wearing the hoodie and sweatpants she had on when she went to bed.

      Somewhere behind her a flock of birds flew away, probably scared by some sound or animal. She watched them until they disappeared out of sight.

      She was standing in the middle of a field. Behind her she could see the beginning of a forest, whilst the field extended on either side. In front of her everything was still green, but she could glimpse shapes that looked like houses poking out from the side of a hill.

      Nadzia weighed up her options. She couldn’t stay here, but wandering into a forest probably wasn’t a good idea either. Maybe if she found somebody, she could ask where she was and then, from there, figure out how she had ended up there and how to get home.

      Sighing in frustration, she began her journey towards what she hoped was a town. But the distance was much greater than she had initially imagined.

      The sun was shining brightly and although still high in the sky, it was slowly sinking on the horizon, telling her that it was afternoon. Nadzia cursed, first under her breath, then out loud since she was alone and no one would judge her. She wasn’t athletic and considered herself to be quite lazy usually. Walking, especially aimlessly like this, was a pain in the ass. The fact that she was only wearing socks made her feet ache, and the sun on her head was making her even tireder and grumpier than she already was. It looked as if the town was getting farther away instead of closer.

      When she finally saw the houses just a few kilometers from where she was, she almost collapsed in exhaustion and relief. Making one last effort she kept walking.

      A farmer was working in a field just outside the town. He turned, surprised to see a girl on her own walking towards him from that direction, and looked Nadzia up and down, frowning at the way she was dressed.

      “Ahm… hello,” she said, not sure whether to approach him or not.

      He looked up at her, raising an eyebrow in question.

      “Could you tell me where I am?”

      “You don’t know where you are?” He asked in a condescending tone.

      Nadzia bit her tongue to keep herself from talking back to him. “I got lost and I don’t know where I am right now.”

      He looked annoyed that she was bothering him and keeping him from doing his work. “This is just a small village on the outskirts of Phexion,” he said finally. Then he pointed to a road between two houses and continued, “That’s the way into the village. You might want to look for a ride to the main city. You won’t find anything else here.”

      He dismissed her and went back to his work, but Nadzia had already stopped listening to what he was saying after his first sentence.

      Phexion.

      There was no place with that name in the world she lived in —the real world.

      But there was a Phexion in her story, the book she had spent years writing, the one she had been discussing with her friend the day before.

      But it couldn’t be that Phexion, could it? That world didn’t exist, she had created it.

      She took another look around, at the endless fields behind her, at the small houses she had in front of her, and the way the farmer was dressed. The scenery looked just as she had imagined when she had written the story.

      The farmer had stopped working again to glare at her, silently telling her to go away. She mumbled an apology and walked towards the path leading into the town. She had never planned the small villages in detail, since the whole story took place in Phexion, on Mount Elysium or in fields, and the characters never actually travelled to the villages, but the old houses were, indeed, like the ones she'd imagined.

      Since it was evening, people were going home, their expressions tired and their clothes dirty. The scent of freshly cooked meals emanated from different houses, making Nadzia’s stomach growl in response.

      Hungry and still in a state of shock, she tried to think of what to do. She didn’t have any money to buy food for herself, and if this world really was the one in her book, then the currency wouldn’t even be the same. She certainly couldn’t knock on someone’s door and ask them to feed her, but equally couldn’t let herself starve. She wasn’t used to skipping meals, and if she remembered correctly, she hadn’t eaten since breakfast the day before. She could worry about where she was later. First, she needed food.

      There was a pub at the end of the road she was walking along that was slowly getting more and more crowded with men wanting a few drinks after a hard day’s work. Nadzia saw it as an opportunity. She couldn’t pay for her food, but she could ask the owner of the pub if they would feed her if she helped them serve the customers that night. It was a fair exchange, surely they’d need some help with all the people that were walking into the tavern.

      Nadzia felt a spark of excitement realizing she had some kind of a plan, even if it wasn’t one that would get her home.

      The smell of ale and freshly cooked sausage hit her as soon as she opened the door of the tavern. The place was large and to her left and right there were tables already filled with people drinking. Towards the end of the room on the right was the counter, with a stressed out barkeeper running around behind it. Next to the counter was the door to the kitchen, opened repeatedly by waiters trying to bring hot dishes to the tables. To the left of the room there were some stairs, probably leading to more tables.

      Nadzia made her way over to the counter, hoping the poor barkeeper would give her a second of his time so she could make her proposal. She was almost at the counter when one of the guys sitting there stood up and turned around to leave. Nadzia froze at the sight of him, and he stopped in his tracks as well, suspicious of her reaction.

      “Dacey…” she had said his name before she realized it. In her state of shock she didn’t even notice whether he had heard her.

      Nadzia just kept staring at him. Short, ruffled blond hair. Green eyes, wide open and staring at her distrustfully. The birthmark covering his temple and the space under his right eye made his olive skin slightly darker.

      It was him.

      It was the character she had created.

      How was that possible?

      As she stared at him in awe and surprise, he made a decision. Without giving her any more time to react, he grabbed her wrist and pulled her with him, dragging her up the stairs to the first floor of the pub. He opened a door and pushed Nadzia into the room, but before she could turn around or even say anything, something hit her on the head and then everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      Honestly, she should have expected it. If only she hadn’t been so surprised by everything that was happening, she probably would have seen it coming. Nadzia was the one who had created him after all, she knew him better than anyone.

      Of course Dacey would be suspicious. Being a shapeshifter, he used his abilities to his advantage to act as a spy on the king’s behalf. He usually wore other people’s faces, and no one could really tell which was his real one. Even the very few times he’d walked around wearing his real face, people couldn’t be sure about it. Only the king’s inner circle knew what his true form was. Well, the king’s inner circle and Nadzia, of course.

      So it shouldn’t have come as a surprise he reacted that way when she recognized him while he was wearing his real face.

      A splitting headache was the first thing Nadzia felt when she started coming to. She tried to bring a hand to her head but realized she couldn’t move. When she opened her eyes, her sight fell onto Dacey, sitting on a table right in front of her. He glared at her as she looked around the empty room, and then down at herself, confirming she was indeed tied to a chair. She sighed in defeat.

      “I’m going to ask you some questions, and you’re going to answer me truthfully,” he started. “I think you can already predict what will happen if you don’t.”

      “I’ll die?” She asked. She already knew, but asked anyway just to buy herself time to come up with something else to say.

      “Good guess.”

      “And there I was hoping we were going to become friends.”

      “Sarcasm won’t get you anywhere,” he replied.

      Nadzia raised an eyebrow, challenging him to start with the questions.

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m no one,” she answered. She felt some sort of childish joy at her own reply. Maybe the shock of the situation she found herself in was messing with her head.

      “I’ll ask again,” he said in a low voice, leaning towards her, “who are you?”

      “I’m literally no one important. I’m not even supposed to exist in this world.” Not the answer he wanted, but it wasn’t a lie.

      With a swift motion he grabbed a sword that was lying on the table behind him and pointed it at her. He was close enough to be able to angle the sword so that its point was almost touching her neck without even having to get up from his seat. His eyes showed just how annoyed he was.

      “You already know how this will end, and you still don’t want to cooperate. Are you not afraid of death?”

      “I’m terrified, actually” Nadzia replied, her tone serious and quiet for the first time since they had started the conversation. He noticed the change, too, but didn’t lower his sword.

      “Let’s try again,” he said, “how do you know me?”

      In a moment of weakness and hoping that the truth would actually work, she said “I created you.”

      This seemed to surprise him and he was taken aback for a few seconds. Nadzia was sure he was trying to come up with a reply, but before he could actually respond there was a knock on the door.  Dacey stood up and put the sword back on the table. He walked out of the room, but was close enough when he talked to whoever it was that had interrupted them, that Nadzia heard most of their conversation.

      “She knows who I am, which is pretty much impossible, and she keeps saying weird things. Maybe she’s crazy. I think we should let Lucjan deal with her.”

      “Are you sure it’s safe to take her to the city, and even more so, to the king?”

      “She seems to be a regular human being. She could only do us harm if she managed to leave Phexion after meeting with the king, but that will probably never happen.”

      “Alright, just bring her downstairs. The carriage is ready.”

      The door opened again and Dacey walked back in with a black cloth in his hand.

      “You’re coming with us,” he said, blindfolding her. He untied her from the chair and fastened metal cuffs around her wrists. Holding her by the arm, he guided her down the stairs and then outside, where he helped her climb into a carriage, then attached the cuffs to the floor.

      Sitting in the dark, all she could do was listen to the horses, trying not to get an upset stomach as they started their journey.
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      Nadzia wasn’t completely sure how long they had been traveling, but it had to be a full day already. Her stomach was growling so loudly that it even drowned out her headache. When the carriage stopped she wasn’t expecting anything to happen but tensed when she heard the door open. A hand took her blindfold off and she blinked so her eyes would adjust to the sudden change.

      Dacey was sitting in front of her with a loaf of bread in his hand. Nadzia eyed the bread hopefully. She wanted to reach out and grab it, but stopped herself, looking up at the young man again. He didn’t give any sign of wanting to give her the food.

      “Is this the next level of torture? You starve me until I say what you want to hear?” Dacey kept looking at her, not saying a word. Nadzia bit her lip, her stomach starting to growl again. She closed her eyes and sighed in defeat. “I haven’t eaten in two days at least,” she said quietly, “Please.”

      He took a key out of his pocket and removed the handcuffs. She quickly grabbed the loaf from his hand before he could even try to give it to her. He seemed taken aback for a moment, then leaned against the side of the carriage and relaxed as he watched her eat it all. He noticed her disappointment when she finished it and realized it wasn’t enough to calm her hunger.

      “Can I… can I have some more?” She asked, cautiously, avoiding eye contact.

      “Will you cooperate if I bring you more?”

      Nadzia rolled her eyes. “I don’t know what you expect to hear from me. I’m not a spy or an enemy, I have done nothing wrong and I surely didn’t mean to end up here. I just want to go home.”

      “Where’s home, exactly?”

      She thought about it but didn’t have a reasonable answer. She was sure she still hadn’t entirely processed where she was or what was going on.

      “I don’t know,” she whispered. He frowned at her but she ignored him.

      She forcibly shook her head to rid herself of the bad thoughts, telling herself to focus on where she was. She sat  up straighter and finally looked back at him. “Am I at least allowed to get out of here to relieve myself? I’ve been in here for quite a while and since it seems I’ll have to spend more time in here, I’d rather keep it clean.”

      He grimaced at the image she’d planted in his mind, and she almost grinned at that reaction. Finally he let her out of the carriage and she did what she had to. When she was escorted back into the carriage by the guards, she found a glass of water and another loaf of bread waiting for her. They locked her back into her personal prison, but this time didn’t handcuff or blindfold her.

      After they set off on their journey again, Nadzia got up and looked out of the little window in the door. Trees framed the road, and guards and knights rode on horses behind her carriage.

      A guy on one of the closest horses caught her attention and she couldn’t help but stare, even when he looked back at her. She was already aware that warm brown eyes and freckles were a killing combination for her, and seeing them for real instead of in her imagination confirmed it.

      She took in every detail. The shoulder length black hair and the two braids along one side of his neck. She marveled at his dark, sun-kissed skin and the little mole under his right eye. His appearance and the fact that he was traveling with Dacey told her enough about who he was.

      Xayvion kept looking straight at her, expression blank and calm and never changing, even when she smiled softly at him. They kept traveling for hours, but their eyes never left each other.

      Nadzia couldn’t explain it, but Xayvion’s eyes calmed her. He had been one of her favorite characters when she’d first written the story and somehow he looked even more comforting and beautiful than she had imagined. She had created him to be kind, so it made her feel he could possibly be her key to get out of the predicament in which she found herself.

      Around them, the trees had been replaced with houses and shops. The roads were wider and busier, and some of the people stopped to look at the procession, curious to get a peek of who or what was inside the carriage.

      When they finally stopped, she stepped back from the door and waited for it to open. Dacey was the one that came to get her and he made sure to put the handcuffs and blindfold on again.

      “Really? The blindfold too?” She asked, irritatedly.

      “We can’t let you know what the inside of the castle looks like, now can we?”

      Nadzia held back a laugh. She didn’t need to see it to know what the castle looked like. She already knew almost every single hallway and secret passage in it.

      Holding her by the arm, Dacey guided her into the castle to the room where she would meet the king. They walked for a long while and she was pretty sure he was trying to confuse her by taking detours. Nadzia found it amusing how hard he was trying.

      Finally, they entered a room and Dacey made her sit on a chair, connecting her cuffs to a chain attached to the floor. When the blindfold came off, the first thing her eyes landed on was the figure of King Lucjan. She found herself unconsciously holding her breath at the sight of him. Tall, broad and muscular. Dark brown skin, brown hair and brown eyes. A sight to behold. Even the scar on the left side of his face looked attractive. She mentally gave herself a pat on the back for creating him like that.

      “Do you stare at all the people you encounter?”

      The voice brought her back to reality, her eyes meeting Xayvion’s. She wasn’t surprised he was there as well, being the king’s right hand man and closest friend, but was still happy to see him again.

      Nadzia quickly looked around and realized they were in the king’s meeting room. The big table where he usually sat to talk about the city’s affairs with his inner circle was right behind her. In front of her stood the king, with Dacey and Xayvion on either side.

      “Now that’s a nice sight,” she mumbled to herself, grinning.

      Dacey raised an eyebrow at her, as if to say ‘Really?’.

      Lucjan turned his head slightly towards Dacey, but his eyes never left her. “Brief me,” he ordered.

      “I met her at the Golden Fields Pub,” he started, “She knew who I was as soon as she saw me. She specifically said my name.”

      “Are you sure you’ve never met her before?”

      “More than sure,” Dacey confirmed.

      Lucjan finally focused his attention solely on her, quickly checking her from head to toe to see if there was anything suspicious about her appearance.

      He frowned. “Why are you dressed like that?”

      Nadzia had forgotten she was still in a hoodie and sweatpants. And grass stained socks.

      “It’s what I wear when I sleep,” she replied quietly, embarrassed. He looked confused, but let it slip as it wasn’t relevant for the moment.

      “Who are you?” He asked, finally.

      Nadzia held herself back from sighing in frustration. “I’m no one. Just an irrelevant human.”

      “Does the irrelevant human have a name?”

      She held his gaze for a few seconds, debating whether she should say it or not. She didn’t want to tell him too much about herself, but the more she lied or refused to tell them something, the more suspicious they’d get, and she had less of a chance of going home. Maybe being completely honest was the only way to earn their trust.

      “Nadzia,” she said in the end. “Nadzia Kaminski.”

      “So, tell me Nadzia,” Lucjan continued, “what were you doing at that pub?”

      “I was hungry and wanted to eat.”

      “You had no money on you,” Dacey interrupted, “no other possessions, either.”

      “Thanks for publicly shaming me for being broke.” She rolled her eyes, then glared at him. “I wanted to offer to work for them in exchange for food.”

      “Let’s pretend that’s true for a minute,” the king said, annoyed. “How do you know him?”

      She bit her lip, anxiously. Yes, she decided just to tell the truth, but it wasn’t going to be easy. Her story sounded ridiculous. No one would believe her.

      Finally, she said, “I created him.”

      A confused silence followed.

      “You what?” Lucjan asked.

      “I created him, and you, and this city and this whole world you live in,” she said.

      He looked to the left at his friend. “Is she telling the truth?”

      “For the millionth time, I’m not a lie detector,” Xayvion retorted rolling his eyes, annoyed, “but she does seem to be telling the truth. I don’t feel anything suspicious.”

      Before they could ask her any other questions, she continued. “This world isn’t real and neither are you. Well, now that I’m in it, it feels pretty real, but it didn’t exist before I started creating it. You are characters in a story. I chose your names, the way you look, your backgrounds, whether you would be villains or heroes. You think you own your lives but they were actually all chosen and molded by someone else.”

      The silence continued as they mulled over the possibility of what she had just told them. Maybe dropping all that information on them at once hadn’t been a good idea. Maybe she should have phrased it a little better, sugarcoated the truth to make it sound less brutal.

      “You want us to believe there’s a Supreme Being writing all of our destinies?” Xayvion said, in disbelief.

      “Yes. Quite literally.”

      Nadzia found it a little funny that he would phrase the question like that when he already knew that gods existed in this world. But then again, said gods had a complicated relationship with people’s lives.

      “Is that supposed to be a metaphor?” Dacey asked, confused.

      “I wish it were as simple as that,” she replied, looking dejected.

      Xayvion and Dacey  glanced at each other.

      “Now I understand what you were saying,” Xayvion told him.

      Nadzia looked at both of them and scoffed in disbelief. She remembered Dacey calling her crazy when he was talking to someone outside that room at the pub. That man must have been Xayvion.

      “Sure, go on, continue talking as if I’m not right in front of you and have no idea what you’re insinuating.”

      The two of them turned their focus on her but their expressions betrayed no emotion.

      Lucjan completely ignored what she’d just said. “If this world is inside a story you created, how are you in it, too?”

      “Finally someone asking a real question,” she said, sarcastically. “If you find the answer do tell me, because I’m lost, too.”

      “What makes you think we’ll believe you?”

      Nadzia thought about it for a while. Telling them things no one’s supposed to know would help her prove her point, but it would also make them think she were a spy, even more than they already did.

      She held her head high and looked Lucjan straight in the eye. “This room is your personal meeting room. Not the public one where you talk with generals and politicians, but the one you use to plan things with your inner circle of trusted people. We’re in the north wing of the castle, fourth door on the right, second floor.” She gestured with her head to Dacey and continued. “He’s a shapeshifter. He can change everything about himself and turn his features into any he wishes to have. He could turn into an animal too if he wanted, but he rarely does so since he doesn’t like the way it feels.”

      Then, she looked at Xayvion. “Your name is Xayvion. You’re an empath, you can feel people’s emotions. Actually, to be more precise, depending on what they're feeling and its intensity, you can see, feel, smell and taste their emotions. That’s why Lucjan wants you to be present during interrogations. You might not be a lie detector, but emotions say a lot about a person, especially in this kind of situation.”

      She stopped for a second to really look at them and, even if they were trying to mask their feelings, she could see all three of them were concerned and surprised that she knew so much.

      She looked at Lucjan again.

      “You’re a king now, but you used to be a deity of war. Not the kind of god people prayed to when they wanted to win a battle, but the kind that was supposed to protect soldiers and civilians during war. The upper realms deemed you unworthy and banished you, forcing you to live in exile amongst the humans and all the other mythical creatures that live in this world.” She raised an eyebrow at Lucjan questioningly. “Do I need to say more, or is this enough?”

      Even though the things she’d stated about Dacey and Xayvion were well kept secrets, they might possibly be something a really good spy could find out. But not even the inner circle knew much about Lucjan. He did trust them with his life, but also kept many details from them so as not to put them in danger. Nadzia hadn’t exposed anything private, but she gleaned she'd delivered a clear message that she knew more about him.

      “You do know quite a lot,” Lucjan said finally. “What do you want?”

      Nadzia almost scoffed. “You ask that as if I’m blackmailing you into doing something I want.”

      “You’re not?”

      “I’m not. I only gave you the information to prove a point, not to threaten you. Sharing it with anyone else wouldn’t benefit me in any way at all,” she explained. They were the heroes of her book, the good guys. She couldn’t exactly go ask the villains for help, so of course she couldn’t use her knowledge in any other way. “All I want to do is find out why I am here and how I can go back to my world. I didn’t even want to come here, but you brought me to the castle with you.”

      “For obvious reasons…” Dacey mumbled, which earned him a glare from her.
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