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Pronunciation Guide


[image: ]


Meiora (M-eye-or-uh)—Darci’s cryarsh 

Ryuzio (Ree-you-zee-oh) Darci’s primary dragon 

Myzonia (my-zone-ee-uh)—Adrian’s world

Oria (or-eye-uh)—Darci's world

Amenir (ah-men-ear)—Luna’s world

Leasia (lee-see-uh)—Araina’s world

Mount Eirlo (air-loh)—(location of dragon army) 

Plains of Okira (oh-keer-uh)—a stretch of land between the capital of Myzonia and Zaiven

Yeeri (year-ee), a tiny village along the plains of Okira 

Faolàn (fay-oh-lahn)—boy

Stygo (sti-go) -pink fruit, a cross between an apple and berries

Zaiven (zi-ven)—a small village near Adrian’s house 

Rizyrk (ri-zirk)—capital of Myzonia

Novundo (no-voon-doh), capital of Oria 

Khitaen (kite-en)—God of War and Peace

Araina (uh-rain-uh) Goddess of Light

Luna–Goddess of Wind and Sky

Markyr (mar-keer), God of Fire and Ice

Cryirz (cry-irz), God of Night

Endelio (en-dell-ee-oh) universe of the divine in which all things exist 
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“Humans are prone to greed and malice. Seeking their destruction, then blaming the deities for their lack of involvement.” 

—Supposed quote from the Death God to Araina,
Scrolls of Markyr, passage 391

35 Years Ago

Making a deal with a goddess is a nasty business. Kings and queens of these worlds are usually not foolish enough to try; however, that hasn’t stopped this king from meeting with me. Greedy and afraid, he doesn’t think he betrays his motives this easily, but I see the monster in his eyes. I hear the beating of his frantic heart and smell the terror on his skin, observing the hints his body gives away.

This will be fun. 

“You want me to empower him? You think I would give so freely of myself?” I purr the words, predator that I am, longing to see him flinch, to make him cower.  

“I am willing to pay whatever you want. I am not afraid of the cost you may require from me.” His voice wavers, but disappointingly, he remains steadfast in his posture. 

“And why would you do that? Why do you not ask me to empower you?” I squint my eyes, suspicious of this human’s motives. Most people want power for themselves, wanting to exist forever in control of their destinies. Yet, this man asks for power for another. I have an idea of his desires. There is something about him that is wrong, broken, and irreparable. 

A shadow flickers in the corner of the room, and I smile. 

“I—-I am dying,” he stutters. “I only ask that you imbue a piece of my soul within him, too. You—You can take me. Whenever you please.” 

I notice the pallor of his skin. A sickly tinge to his dark brown that shouldn’t be there. Yes, he would need me soon anyway, and perhaps his current state is the reason I was drawn to his presence in the first place. Death calls to me.  

“You wish to gain immortality through him, for you to endure in your son. Is it because too many oppose you now? If you return as him, do you think your critics will simply let you continue your plans? If I give him power, he will be deadly in all the ways you hope him to be, but he may not allow you to control his actions.” 

He stares at me, silent and trembling, but he holds his tongue. 

I tilt my head, observing him and watching his odd behavior, thinking about his request. He wants to corrupt what is new and gentle. I was not always dark and jaded. I used to love. Perhaps there is an opportunity here for me—a chance at redemption. A flutter of excitement awakens in my chest. He interrupts my thoughts before I can fully immerse myself in the potential outcomes. 

“I need a strong ruler to take my place. I need to ensure we do not fall prey to those who would destroy us, who would make us weak. Take whatever you need.” He draws in a shaky breath. 

A plan forms as I reflect on his words. “You will not die today, king. Not even tomorrow. I will grant you this one gift. You will live to see what he becomes. I will give you thirty years. On one condition.” 

“Anything,” he breathes. 

“You will give me the northern half of your kingdom to do whatever I wish to do with it.” 

I see the objection in his eyes. He wants to protest, but it’s an easy bargain. He’s probably more concerned about the lack of taxes than anything—greedy, selfish man. I’m being far more generous than I should be. I’m granting him thirty more years of life in exchange for what? A partial kingdom? Seems fair enough to me. I don’t tell him the northern part of his kingdom will be taken from this world if he agrees to this deal. 

The battle he wages with himself concludes. “Yes,” he murmurs. 

He holds his hand out. I take my dagger and slice his palm quickly. He startles because he was expecting a handshake, no doubt. I make an identical cut across my palm before grabbing his hand, pressing our bloody palms together. He spasms and screams. Shadows swirl around us, engulfing our hands and sealing the bargain between humanity and the divine. 

He wants eternal life. I’ll give him a taste of it before I steal his soul for good. He is a monster after all. I am one, too, but there is a good part of me I can share. I see a vision of a baby with dark brown eyes and deep brown skin. He will be more than this king could ever be. 

When the bargain is complete, I release his hand and glance down at my shadowed fingers. He’ll regret his decision, no doubt. Not all monsters destroy everything. Not all monsters are me.  

It’s a nasty business—making deals with a goddess. 
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“The God of Death fought against his natural place in the worlds. Each god was entrusted with one world to guard and protect, except for him. He created one that never should have existed. The Goddess Araina destroyed the abomination and exiled the God of Death.”

—“Account of Death and Life”
Scroll of Myzonia’s Origins

Marcus
Present Day

All I feel is agony, like a part of my soul has been ripped out by the discoveries in this room. The house creaks and whines with the wind howling outside, and the windows are cracked, letting slivers of cold air slip in unwelcome. 

She lied. I knew we couldn’t trust her, but the twisting pain in my stomach protests the information. I want to throw up; I want to rage and destroy and unleash my magic on something or someone. Everything about this place is wrong, a shrine to her lies. Why do I feel like someone stabbed my heart? I shouldn’t feel this betrayed or broken by the truth. Adrian stands frozen in the room with shadows and death all around us. The cryarsh slithers along the floor again and slips out of the room. 

“This is them, isn’t it? Her family—she killed them.” Adrian’s words are strained, whispered declarations too painful to hold in, but are they the truth? 

Did she kill them? Of course, she did. The God of Death works closely with her. The walls are marked with monsters. Great, winged dragons are painted everywhere, and shadows swirl constantly around the emblem of death itself. I’m transfixed by the skeletons on the floor in the corner—the large one is wedged between two smaller ones. The churning in my stomach intensifies at the sight. 

Shadows swirl across them, an unnatural glow emanating from their deathly pallor. Are those tiny fractures across all the bones, as if they have been shattered and put back together again? Black flowers rest across them, a symbol of death, looking strangely beautiful. An eerie black light glows around the entire display. I don’t understand how they can exist in this temperature, other than to assume magic holds all of it in place. 

A thought sparks to life in my mind. 

“What if the God of Death has control of her? Maybe she’s trapped as a part of some plan he has.”

I’m grasping at anything to explain away this terror. I know I am. I want her to be who I thought she was. I want her to be my Darci. 

My thoughts screech to a halt. My Darci. When did I start wanting her to be mine? This is madness. None of this makes sense with what we know about the God of Death. He is an enigma because we don’t learn his history, and drawing attention to a monster is shameful. I’ve never heard anything in our stories about him controlling or possessing another person. How did she end up tangled with him? 

While I’m here, drowning in my thoughts, I don’t notice that Adrian hasn’t answered me yet, that he never even reacted. “Adrian, that has to be what it is, right? Dark Lord Daemon must be in on it, too. Adrian?”

Adrian doesn’t respond. I tear my eyes from the skeletons on the floor and the dragons on the walls to scan my friend. He’s trembling. Not in fear—-more like he’s desperately clinging to his control. Sweat beads on his brow. 

“Adrian? What’s wrong?” His hands are clenched tightly; his nails are probably cutting into his palms. Something isn’t right. There’s a heaviness about his presence that I didn’t feel until now. 

I pull my magic from deep within, letting it flood to the surface with the electric power of a thunderstorm. Dark, swirling shadows seep out of my friend’s skin now, familiar in an unsettling way. Darci. The same magic she carried in her veins is showing itself in the Sovereign of my kingdom. My chest tightens with anxiety and adrenaline. 

“Adrian, I think we need to leave. Now.” I reach for his arm. This is my friend, my brother. I don’t understand what’s happening here, but it feels wrong. It feels like another presence is here with us. Before I can grab his forearm, one of the tendrils of shadow magic lashes out at me, burning my palm, and I swallow a scream. 

Pain blinds me momentarily, but I need to get him out of here. I remember Darci struggling with her power, and a memory resurfaces of our time in the temple. Please, still be here. 

Without hesitation, I scream, “Meiora! Meiora, I need you to help me.” 

Adrian’s breathing increases, and my heart races in response. The trembling grows in his body, and his knees begin to buckle under the strain. 

I’m about to make another dive for Adrian when the cryarsh swarms the room. Its shadowy form fills every crevice and corner, engulfing Adrian. I hear him gasp and groan. 

“Adrian!” All visibility is lost, the room vanishing under a blanket of shadows. The cryarsh wouldn’t hurt him, would it? Darkness smothers every tiny flicker of light trying to dispel it. 

As quickly as the shadow creature comes, it drifts away, vanishing like smoke on the air. Adrian kneels on the ground with his hands pressed to the floor, head hanging. He’s sucking in air like a man saved from drowning. I’ve no doubt he most likely was.

I rush to his side, dropping to one knee beside him. “Are you okay?” My fingers shake as I reach to touch his shoulder. Will it hurt again? The shadow magic vanished. Surely, it’s safe. A thread of tension releases when I make contact and feel no pain, relief flooding my system. He’s okay. We’re okay. A spark of rage grows inside of me, mingling with my despair. None of this should be happening, especially not to Adrian. He’s too good, too necessary for our world.

He shakes his head and swallows before answering. “I think, I think there’s a monster inside of me.” 

Connections. Adrian kept saying that he felt connected to Darci. Something drew them together. Her magic is obviously in his blood. If I hadn’t recently spent so many days with her, teaching her to control her magic, I might not have known what it looked like. Those shadows I saw emanating from him were the same as Darci’s. The pain I felt touching his arm was the same pain I felt when I carried Darci to the Chamber of Silence at the Temple of Markyr. Dread settles in my chest. 

I lock eyes with him, and the blood running in my veins turns sluggish and cold. A faint rim of glowing green that wasn’t there before surrounds his dark brown irises—a green reminding me of Darci. It’s as if I’m seeing a piece of her soul embedded in his. 

Their connection runs deeper than any of us could have imagined. 

“Okay, it’s okay. We’ll figure this out.” I hold out my hand to help him up. His grip is tight, yet weak. He seems drained after fighting whatever was trying to get out only moments ago. 

We stand side by side momentarily before I turn and lead the way out of the room. Once we’re safely outside, I close the door and immediately feel a weight lift off my shoulders. Adrian looks frail. He’s never looked frail in his entire life. 

“What happened? What were you feeling when you froze up in there?” I wait, not wanting to rush an answer out of him. 

He stares down at his hands, and I notice the red half-moons from where his fingernails bit into the skin. 

“I don’t know. I felt this surge of power like I’ve never felt before.” His voice catches. “It burned from the inside. I... I had to hold it in, and I thought it was going to kill me.” 

He looks up again, and those green rimmed eyes make my heart skip. He doesn’t look like himself. He looks possessed. 

“I could feel the weight of it. It was heavy and dark. It—-” I look away. 

“What? What did you notice about it?” He implores. I can’t lie to him. 

“The magic coming off your skin was the same magic I saw on Darci. I trained with her for long enough to recognize it. Your magic was the same.” I make myself look him in the eye. 

“But you said—you said the magic she had was given by the God of Death somehow. That it was his magic. That it was too powerful for a mortal to contain.” Twisting, aching fear swirls in my gut. 

“I know, Adrian. That’s what we learned from the priestess.” I pause to regroup. “Maybe you’ve both been cursed by him. You said you felt connected to her somehow. You sensed each other’s presence when you were apart.” She doesn’t have to be evil. This could be a targeted attack by the God of Death himself. 

“But what if I can’t contain this power either? It was strong, Marcus. Stronger than anything I’ve ever felt. It wanted out, like it was alive.” He shudders, then opens and closes his hands like he can’t feel his fingers properly. 

“We’ll find an answer. We’ll travel wherever we need to go.” Because the alternative isn’t acceptable. 

“I need to find her, Marcus. I need to know what is happening and how she’s connected to him.”

I nod because what else is there to say? I want to find her too. I turn and walk back to the front door where we’ll enter Myzonia. 

“Marcus?” 

I stop and face my friend, knowing exactly what his next question will be. 

“I’ll need you to end this. If I can’t protect our world anymore...” He doesn’t look away from me. He stares intensely, pleading for me to do what he needs me to—to be his obedient commander. 

“You can’t ask this of me.” My voice is tight; anger creeping up my back. 

His eyes widen in surprise for a moment. I don’t wait to hear what else he’ll say. I walk to the door, sliding a dagger across my palm and applying my blood to the framework. When I open the door, swirling shadows greet me instead of the wintry world of Oria. Adrian comes up behind me, both of us remaining silent as we step into the shadows. 

It’s time to find out who Darci really is. 
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“The great Goddess of Light, Araina, holds all things together.”

—Opening prayer recited by priestesses 
every morning at the temples 
across the worlds

Darci

Power feels good. I had forgotten how good it could feel to let loose the magic that courses through my veins and to unchain the monster within. It’s been far too long since I tried to be something other than myself. I wanted to be good and gentle. I wanted to lean into that part of my soul that creates life, but the burden of my past and the way the others have always treated me has made it feel impossible. 

My skin vibrates with magic now, and I waste no time lingering in my world. I think my sister is expecting me. If she isn’t, she’s an even greater fool than I thought. When I left the supposed dungeon that Khitaen placed me in, I brought myself to the forest in Oria. The shadows from the trees and the darkness calling to me from the avgrunn bring comfort to my restless soul, if I still have one. A brief image of Adrian appearing in the snow-covered woods fills my mind, and a twinge of guilt pinches my chest. The feeling passes quickly enough. I saunter in the direction of the avgrunn that will take me to Leasia, where Araina spends most of her time. 

Such a strange thing, these worlds. You’d think one would be enough to satisfy the egos of the divine, but obviously, Khitaen wants more than just his world. All of them want to be loved and adored in every world. That’s why their temples dot the landscapes of any place mortals walk. Ever the outsider, I have no temple and no place to rest. I call them all mine, because they all come to me in the end. 

The snow is deep and wet. The wind whistles through the treetops, and a stillness about the woods keeps my senses alert. I breathe deeply, letting the crisp bite of the winter air pierce my entire body. The forest thickens the deeper I go, but the avgrunn is not far now. The deep, black pit in the center of the clearing churns up ahead. In the corner of my eye, a shadow shifts almost imperceptibly behind some trees. A sad smile graces my lips, but I don’t look toward the movement. I don’t interact with it. 

Instead, I step forward into the clearing, the power of the darkness in the avgrunn reaching for me across the untainted snow. This time, I willingly walk into the shadows and the writhing black mass. My magic swirls around me in response. Shadows and black light drift through the air until I move into the center of the abyss and close my eyes. 

—-
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ARAINA HAS DONE QUITE well for herself here. After I walked into the avgrunn, darkness consumed my senses like a familiar friend. When I opened my eyes, I found myself in my sister’s disgustingly lovely world. A lush forest of deep green and blue trees and pale pink vines stands behind me. A vibrant, teal river flows in front of me with flowers of such variety and color embracing its banks that I imagine my sister vomited a rainbow to make them. In the distance, great, white-peaked mountains guard this basin of life, appearing both majestic and ominous. 

A cacophony echoes through the trees as birds and other creatures sing and chatter to each other, showing no regard for the blight that has just appeared in their land. I sigh because, as much as I want to despise this world overflowing with life, I can’t. It’s a world I would have loved long ago, before everything fell apart. 

Now that I’m here, it doesn’t take much magic to shift myself to the capital where my sister’s temple is located. I breathe in, breathe out, and vanish only to reappear on golden steps before an exquisitely designed temple to the goddess of light. Two human guards dressed in golden armor withdraw their swords at my sudden appearance. 

“Don’t move.” A stern voice commands. “What is your business here?” The first guard to speak has tanned skin and blue eyes, reminding me of another pair I knew intimately. I force myself to swallow the knot suddenly forming in my throat before speaking. The other guard appears younger than this one, probably a recent recruit to the service. His hand holding the sword trembles slightly, and his gray eyes betray his fear. If it’s possible, his pale skin lightens a shade more when he sees the wisps of shadows moving across my arms. 

I pull back my cloak’s hood and roll my sleeves up. It’s ridiculously hot in this world. My reticence frustrates the first guard. He tightens his grip on his sword and steps in front of the doors in a vain attempt to block them.   

“I asked you what your business is here. Magic wielders are not allowed to bypass the gates into the temple.” I like this guard; he’s brave. His eyes cast a glance toward my shadow magic before returning to my stare. 

“I don’t want to harm you, soldier. Especially your young companion. He looks quite terrified. Not a fan of shadows, I take it?” The guard audibly swallows. 

“State your business.” This one won’t give up. 

“If you must know, I am here to visit family. My sister, to be precise. I find it a bit rude that she hasn’t told you about me. Although I’ve been finding that she hasn’t told many about me. Not truthfully, at least, for the past one thousand years.” I mumble this last part so that they cannot hear me. 

“Who is your sister? I think you’re confused.” 

I smile and let the magic flow to the surface again. The brave one’s eyes widen, and the young one shifts back a step. 

“I’m not confused. Most of history is a lie for you people here, too, I expect. My sister is Araina. Now, if you don’t mind, I really don’t want to dispose of you.” I unclasp my cloak because the heat here is getting to be far too much, and drape it over my left arm. I’ll give Araina this—she has chosen noble guards to stand at her doors. 

“You—you need to wait until I confirm whether you are welcome here or not.” He never lowers his sword, but the frightened one standing next to him trembles even more as I move up the golden staircase toward the doors.

Flowery vines coil around the white pillars on either side of the opening. I don’t want to do this. Maybe a small part of the goodness in me still lives because I decide to give these two one more chance. 

“Do you know who Araina’s sister is, soldier?” I nearly whisper the words, but I know he hears me. His grip tightens, and I see the calculation in his eyes, determining when and where it will be best to strike me down. 

I lift a hand and blow across my palm like I’m blowing a kiss toward the pillar to the right of the door. It’s wrapped in vines with deep purple and blue flowers dancing in the breeze. Shadows stretch out from my hand toward the vines, and in a matter of seconds, what was once beautiful and alive has turned to ash. The puffs of their existence carried along the breeze. 

The younger soldier stumbles backward, cursing. The brave one startles at the sight and meets my emerald gaze for only a moment. 

“Please, stand aside, soldier.” 

I see the moment he chooses not to concede. I sigh. His bravery is honorable, and he deserves an honorable death. I can at least grant him passage to Arawnia, but that’s the most I can give him. 

The guard lunges forward to plunge the sword into my torso while I raise my hand and clench my fingers into a fist. Instantly, he drops to the ground—his heart silenced by my unspoken command. I could have turned him into ash. At least, I left his body for another to bury and say their goodbyes if he has a family. I kneel next to him to fulfill my duty, placing my palm gently on his chest. A gentle tug and a filling up of the space inside of me occurs. There is more to me now than there was before. I inhale, letting my mind envision the land of rest, the place beyond all our worlds, which I have watched over for eternity. Exhaling, I release his soul into it. 

A clatter of steel on stone jolts me from my reverie. The young soldier has fallen to his knees before me, hands spread wide in supplication. Tears course down his cheeks. 

“P... pl... please. Please don’t kill me.” 

Perhaps I’m not as hardened as I thought I was. I stand and step over the fallen guard and walk to the large oak doors, dropping my cloak on the ground next to the other guard. He cowers as my shadow passes over him, and I don’t give him another look. I push the doors open and step into the great hall of white stone that embodies my sister, Araina—the Goddess of Light. 

—-
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THE EMPTY HALL IS OSTENTATIOUS to a fault. I want to gag at the extravagance of it all, but I don’t have time to waste. I stride toward the dais at the end of the hall. The skylights in the ceiling let the sun dance across the golden details of the throne. More flowers, more vines woven around the base and up into the back of the monstrosity. The only thing missing is my sister. 

A few priestesses scurry into another room, fearful of the stranger who has entered their midst. I pause at the foot of her throne before stepping up and sitting down unceremoniously. She knows I’m here, and she probably knows I killed someone to get in. Oh well, there’s nothing to do about that now, is there?

“What do you think you are doing?” Her cold voice echoes through the hall, the soft shuffling of her feet drawing my eyes toward her sudden appearance from a door hidden by tapestries. Seeing her lovely face, a tendril of jealousy unwinds in my chest. Araina’s mahogany skin is complemented by an ethereal blue gown that glows slightly with the residual effects of her power. She is beloved and adored by all who call on her name, while I am a lie whispered behind closed doors among those haunted by my constant appearances. 

“Sister, didn’t you miss me? I know it’s been a while. Considering all you and your friends attempted to do to get rid of me. It’s a bit ridiculous, though—-the idea that you could get rid of death.” I lean back into her throne and cross one leg over the other. 

Her eyes reveal nothing. No worry or fear. No concern either. Interesting. 

“Arawna, you have taken everything too far.” 

I hold my hand up to silence her, allowing wisps of shadows to move across my pale skin. “Please. I prefer to go by Darci, if you don’t mind.” 

I gesture for her to continue, and the lovely Goddess of Light rolls her eyes at me. I wonder what her adoring acolytes would think of that. 

“Darci, then. You were never meant to have more than what you did. You were never meant to have a world all your own, yet you’ve always been a bit selfish.” 

“You see, I disagree. Why should death be kept from having anything good? You send all your subjects to me anyway. Why not let me have a world all to myself?” 

Her jaw tightens in frustration. “Because you are supposed to guard Arawnia and protect those in the afterlife. You’re not meant to exist in the present. In fact, the worlds would probably be better without you at all.” 

I narrow my eyes at her. “Do you think that death will simply stop because you wish it were not so? Did not our mother and father, Goddess and God of Light and Dark themselves, perish? Did they not entrust me with the power of death?” 

“They chose to return to the stars. They wanted to be united. They never entrusted you with life in the worlds. We were supposed to work together, sister.” 

“Wrong. You were only supposed to bring light to the worlds. Not life. I was given death that I might rule life too. Shepherd it and guard it. Only I was meant to extinguish it. The humans destroy and kill only because you took my place from me after our war. But do you know what I really wanted? Do you know what I saw when I looked at the mortals? Love. Life. Companionship. I saw everything I had ever been denied because of you and your band of Gods.”

There it is. A momentary flash of regret and fear in her eyes. I smirk, feeling a bit more victorious than I probably should. 

“The worlds don’t want death, Arawna. They will never want you.”

“They ask for me, though, in the end. Without me, no one is there to guide them to peace. Do you know how many were left waiting—-lost, scared, forgotten while I was gone these thirty-five years?” 

She says nothing, but I see her swallow and clench her hands into fists. 

“I didn’t think so. I have work to do, but I’m done letting you and yours rule with an iron fist. I’m done being kind and good. It’s time for a new era.”

“You would start a war that would kill millions of innocents? All because you’re too proud to step away?”

I launch to my feet, feeling rage build in my veins. “I’m not the only one who is proud, Araina. If you won’t concede, you’ll be as responsible for their demise as me. Welcome to the death war, sister.” 

With that, I shove past her on my way to the doors. Not turning back, I shout over my shoulder. “Oh, and if you want to keep magic wielders from shifting into your temple, you should probably make it impossible to shift to the front steps. Fewer guards die that way!”

I open the doors with unnecessary flourish, allowing them to slam shut behind me. The poor, frightened guard flinches and backs into the wall next to the door but avoids looking me in the eye. I reach for my cloak on the floor and swing it up around my shoulders again. Clasping the front, I peer toward the guard. His companion’s body is gone. At least someone came to do their job. 

If I weren’t so angry, I would probably say sorry, but if I speak now, I’ll probably do something I will regret. Instead, I salute the soldier, unleash my magic, and shift back into the woods near my avgrunn. 

I hesitate briefly, closing my eyes to let my other senses reach out and enjoy this enchanted space. Then, I step into the darkness and let my magic lead to colder places.     
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“Dark and light work together to bring life, but Death supersedes all. This is why the gods and goddesses worked to destroy the God of Death and banish him forever.”

—Quote from High Priestess Clodina 

Discussing the creation of worlds

Adrian

Marcus won’t look at me. Ever since we stepped back into Myzonia and Gennet’s study, he keeps his icy blue eyes focused on the wall or the window or anywhere but me. As much as I wanted to ignore it, I can’t deny that what I asked him to do is too much. We’re brothers after all—not of blood, but of something deeper and richer. I can’t ask him to kill me when he has lost so much, but he’ll need to, because what if I can’t end it first? What if I become the danger to the world that we believed Darci to be?   

Gennet stares expectantly at us both, waiting for one of us to speak. My skin tingles with strange power. It’s suppressed, but for how long? Meiora’s presence smothered the magic coming out of me, keeping the power from overwhelming me with its weight on my body. But the creature disappeared shortly after, and I haven’t noticed it here yet. 

“Well, is one of you going to explain what happened?” Gennet’s piercing gaze makes my skin crawl. 

I glance at Marcus, but he’s frozen. He holds himself solid and immovable as a statue. He looked utterly betrayed when we discovered what was in the room. I think he may still be in some form of denial about Darci. 

“We didn’t find her. But... we did find her house.” I hesitate. 

“And? What was in it?” 

I look at Marcus again, but he stands rigid, anger seeping from him and tainting the air like smoke from a fire. Gennet’s eyes dart to Marcus before returning to me. 

“There is a room in her house. It—-it was a shrine to the God of Death. And...” My voice trails off. Gennet’s eyes reveal nothing. Her face is calm and receptive. She isn’t surprised. This isn’t news to her. 

“What, child? What did you see?” 

Marcus swallows audibly, but he remains silent otherwise. 

“Three skeletons perfectly preserved by magic. Dark magic. And I think they are her family. I think she killed them, and she must belong to the God of Death, himself.” I stop myself from revealing what happened to me in the room, how the magic Darci possessed wanted to erupt from my veins, too. 

“She doesn’t belong to the God of Death. He forced her. Destroyed her family.” Marcus breathes like he just ran through the mountain trails. Gennet offers him a sad smile. 

“Oh, faolàn, we have discovered something since you both left. You were not gone long, but...” Her voice trails off. She steps into the hall briefly before returning with little Risa. 

The child looks scared, wringing her tiny hands together and shuffling her feet closer to Gennet. Then, I understand—seer magic. 

I kneel in front of Risa, careful not to touch her because I don’t know what this power inside me might do. 

Trying to keep my voice gentle, I ask, "Risa, did you learn something you want to share?” 

She nods and looks up briefly at Gennet and then at Marcus. The sight of him standing there, looking ready to strike down an enemy, frightens her. 

“It’s okay. Marcus is a little upset right now. But he’s not mad at you. You can tell us. You won’t get in trouble.” I reassure her. 

Her big, round, brown eyes lock onto mine, and a sheen of unfallen tears gathers in them. I reach to touch the hem of her tunic, still afraid to touch her hands. Nodding, I try to look encouraging and confident. 

“I... I had a dream.” She hesitates and looks down at her hands before continuing. “I saw Miss Darci, but she wasn’t herself. She looked different. There were shadows, and it was scary.”   She stops, closing her little eyes tightly while a few tears escape down her cheeks. Gennet gently rubs circles on her back. 

“Did Darci look scary? Or just the shadows?” I don’t want her to clam up, but she also might not understand enough of her magic to interpret this well for us.

“She wore armor with a picture of two black dragons and a black sword between them. And everywhere around her was red and watery. Her eyes were glowing. Just...” 

She pauses before locking eyes with me in a way that sends shivers down my spine. 

“Yes, Risa?” 

“Her eyes were glowing just like yours.” 

I shift back, pushing to my feet quickly. Something stirs in my chest, and Marcus grabs my arm to steady me. 

“Thank you, Risa. You can go out now.” Gennet pats her gently on the head before facing me again. 

“Adrian, tell me the rest of what happened in the room.” 

Marcus steps back, eyeing me. I nod my assurances. 

“Gennet, I was overcome with power wanting to explode from my veins. It felt like Darci. I mean...I could feel her. My skin...”

I pause, trying to gather my jumbled thoughts into something cohesive. “Black light and shadows were coming out of me. I knew if I let go, the magic would destroy anything nearby.” I shut my mouth, clenching my jaw at the memory of the pain. 

“It was the same magic Darci had. The same power. I saw her battle it for weeks. She was struggling, but it looked the same on Adrian. I couldn’t.” Marcus turns his back on us before continuing. “I couldn’t do anything to help him, Gennet. It was like being in the presence of a god.” He stops, and I see him contemplating what he said. 

“The cryarsh stopped it. For now. It... it helped me.” 

“Interesting.” Gennet steps over to her chair and settles into it. “I know Risa’s vision is not clear, but I think there are truths about our histories we need to delve into. I think there are things we got wrong. But I do believe a part of Risa has known from the start there was something different about Darci.” She hums as she turns her attention to the fire. 

“Do you think our history is wrong?” Marcus questions, appalled. 

I jump in before Gennet can answer. “Something has felt off about all of this. Regardless of what the history scrolls say, I need to find Darci. I need to find out why we are connected and how. I need to end this.” 

“What exactly is this that you must end? Yourself? Her? Why not the Death God himself?” Marcus snaps at me, his anger building with each question. 

“We don’t know what needs to be done! But we can’t risk our people, Marcus. Our decisions have to be for them. Not just our feelings. Not just what we want!” I’m tired and frustrated. I want to lie down and sleep for days. My body feels ragged and worn. 

“I know we must do what’s best for Myzonia, but I won’t kill you in the process. There has to be a way to make it right without killing more people.” He crosses his arms and scowls.

“Peace, you two. We cannot fight amongst ourselves. Risa woke up terrified from her vision. I think there are things we need to discover about our world. And yes, I think it is time to find Darci. But first, we need to get everyone else moved into Zaiven and protect our people there. Or did you both forget that we’ve been under attack?” 

Marcus and I both have the decency to look ashamed. She’s right. Once we get Zaiven protected, I can go to the capital, where I’ll have more access to the histories and Araina’s temple. 

How do you find someone who has vanished with a dark lord that has been seeking the destruction of your kingdom? There are multiple worlds out there. More than Oria and Myzonia. 

I sigh, feeling defeated already. I walk out of the room and into the foyer to see what I can do to help. Marcus moves stiffly behind me but doesn’t speak. There is a wall between us, a barrier I didn’t intend to erect. 

Where are you, Darci? What did you do to me? 

—-
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“EVERYONE IS SETTLED into homes. The villagers were quite welcoming. I have soldiers in pairs creating a perimeter around the village, but we don’t have enough to give sufficient rest intervals. Not if we want to keep the town safe. We need to call in more from the capital.” Aella, a fierce warrior and commander of the soldiers here at Zaiven, stops her report long enough to give Marcus an irritated look. 

“We can’t afford to make the capital weak,” he snaps back. 

“We can’t afford to condemn our weakest who cannot escape to the city for refuge,” she retorts. 

“Who said we are condemning them? We have them protected the best we are able. I can summon another company, but we are also risking weakening one of the districts of the capital, which is where your Sovereign will be going shortly.” 

Aella wants to protest again, and while I understand her concerns, I’m exhausted by the constant bickering between her and Marcus. No one can claim she doesn’t care for these people, but Marcus is concerning himself with my safety over the people of our land, and I can’t let him do that.  

“Enough. Marcus, order another company to come here. I will not have these people harmed.” I raise my hand to silence his protests. “Yes, I am going to the capital, but I am strong enough to protect myself well. I don’t need to be extra guarded when there are children here. I’ll be surrounded by wards when I’m in the temple of Araina. We’ve wasted enough time debating this.” 

Marcus refuses to respond at this point. Aella’s pale cheeks flush in shame, but I don’t rebuke her. Both simply want to do what is best for our world, and Marcus is being more unreasonable than usual thanks to the terrible mood plaguing him since we left Oria.  

“Aella, you can go. I’ll be leaving for the capital soon. Please, don’t hesitate to send for me if you need to.” I pause. “And if the woman returns? Darci? Call me right away. Do not engage with her.” 

Marcus’s jaw tightens, but he doesn’t argue. Aella nods her head and marches away without another word. 

I turn my attention to the surly commander at my side. "Quit fighting them on everything. Quit taking your anger out on them. They’re only doing what you trained them to do.” 

Marcus releases a tight breath. I see the way he tries to relax his shoulders. It’s futile, but at least he’s trying. 

“I’m going back to the house to get changed and gather a few items. I want you to stay here for now. Make sure the other company settles in and makes camp properly. You can join me at the temple when you’re done.” 

I can see how much he hates this plan. He doesn’t want me to go alone, but he will obey my orders. 

“Be careful, Adrian. Especially at the house. No one else is there now, and the forest might not be safe anymore.” 

I laugh cynically. “When have the trees ever been truly safe?” 

Without another word, I draw from my magic, allowing myself to focus only on the house. Everything around me turns to shadow for a moment before I find myself standing in the foyer of the house, staring into brilliant green eyes. 

I startle for a moment before recovering and clearing the gravel from my throat. A hum vibrates beneath my skin that wasn’t as noticeable before. Familiar and warm.  

“Hello, Shadow.” I breathe out.

“Hello, Adrian. Did you miss me?”  
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