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CHAPTER 1
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	THE SKY REFLECTED A frosted desolation as empty as my mind. Autumnal colors had left us now. Only the thickness of clouds remained. Even the lake mirrored my misery.

	“Where did Ahn’s soul go in your world?” I asked King Nicholai the question Amelia used to ask me about our mother on every Lunebris.

	Nicholai sat on a huge tree root, looking out at the lake I buried Ahn in. Lost in thought at the same time every day, trying to intercept all my mood swings. His quiet support clouded my mind even more. Was he here out of compassion? Ulterior motive? It was strange. The care in which he was regarding me enveloped me in warmth. But his possibly hidden intents were like buckets of cold water. My inner question followed every kind word. Why? Maybe it was his way of controlling me, or maybe he really cared. It didn’t matter because I still refused to let go of my intention to be alone and get back to the human continent of Noor on my own accord.

	“Normal witches’ souls go to a place called Aether. It’s a place of their own creation where they heal from the trauma and evil they’ve endured while living here in their vessels.” 

	I sensed he chose his words with care for my every reaction. Ever since the battle, I was unpredictable. Some days, sadness welcomed me, and some nights fury sent me off to nightmares.

	I listened to him intently while my fingers brushed against the patterns on my burned arms. A movement which settled my nerves lately.

	He looked at me with his chin raised high as I towered above him. His beard was carefully manicured and maintained now that we had ten days of respite from the last battle. Both kingdoms cautiously protected their land. Recouping their strengths. Nicholai informed me both sides suffered great losses.

	“In our world, it is believed even the evil souls can be cleansed. Everyone is born with a pure soul and to that, they shall return. After they complete their healing, they are reincarnated. The more cleansing of the soul is required, the longer you stay in the blessed place.” His gaze turned to the lake once more. “For a companion, the process may be different. They are of pure souls and don’t have to go to Aether. Instead, they are immediately reincarnated into a new companion, or they’re transferred to Aether to help all the souls in healing and guiding.”

	Even the wave patterns on my arms couldn’t settle my nerves now. Whenever we discussed Ahn, I felt restless with a need for revenge so great it burned my heart.

	“That means there will be no true punishment after death for the high priestesses?” I asked.

	What a damned life we lived in. I used to believe there was a special place for evil souls where they would suffer indefinitely. Since Ahn sacrificed herself for me, each day blurred with a will to stay and avenge her death instead of my original mission to return home.

	Gods only know what happened to Amelia. After the priestesses revealed my greatest mistake, believing them that she was safe, there had been an indescribable pain etched into my heart. Amelia probably wasn’t in love, but I believed their magical lies as a vow. I needed to believe Amelia was safe. Accepting she wasn’t and my inability to get to her was excruciating.

	I backed away to pace around. Maybe that would calm me. I found the daffodil scent mixed with pine needles intoxicating. Even with the oncoming winter, they still bloomed. No sun in the sky, and they were in full bloom.

	The king stood and walked to stand before me. The muscle in his jaw tightened and relaxed. “That’s why we will punish their living souls as much as it pleases us,” he said. His chest rose and fell in rapid speed as if he too couldn’t wait for the moment.

	I folded my arms and furrowed my brow. “Why are you so eager to help me?”

	He mimicked my stance. “What do you mean?”

	“Why would you want to sacrifice so much to help me when it means I won’t help you?” It was hard separating his intentions for humans from the person who had helped me in many ways. Was it possible for a king to want to enslave a species and save a previously human girl? Most of the time, I ignored his plans. Pretending they weren’t real. He was my only way out. The only ruler on this continent willing to give me space.

	“I expect nothing from you. I don’t need you by my side.” His eyes gleamed with anger. “But I will help you because their family has hurt us more than once, and if you think I don’t have a personal vendetta against them, you are sorely mistaken.”

	Maybe I was insensitive to this subject. After all, I couldn’t imagine the suffering.

	Of course, he held anger toward them, and it gave me a sense of hope we shared one good intention. The Armanta Kingdom killed his father, and if something ever happened to Amelia at the hand of an enemy, I could never let it go.

	It had been almost three months since I left her, and every night my imagination ran wild with all the possibilities of her suffering alone. I nodded in gratitude to the king’s statement as oncoming tears choked my words.

	The glimmer in his pearlescent eyes softened. “Will you come back to the castle?” he asked as he had every time before when the subject needed to be changed—defusing the oncoming discussion between us.

	“I don’t think so. This is my place now.” I looked back at the cabin I’d made.

	Four roots protruded from the earth and wrapped around each other to create a home hovering above the ground. Safe from the natural elements that were coming this winter. It reminded me of my small cabin in Noor. There were no windows, as the roots weren’t connected seamlessly. A small opening to squeeze through served as a door. I took two days to make it since my magic wasn’t a never ending well of power. The first day I slept on the muddy ground. Slept is the wrong word, probably. More like gazing at the sky full of burning rage for the high priestesses.

	Nicholai brought me furs to keep me warm since I refused to leave the site. I always had a fire going in the woods, where I spent most of my time practicing in the dark. Sleeping only when the first rays of light shone.

	“I understand you don’t want to trust me. I can even understand you don’t want to live in a castle, but why here?” He swiped a hand over my rooted home. “Winter is coming, and it won’t be easy to survive here much longer.” He seemed to beg for an answer or for me to understand.

	I knew winter could harm me and that he could provide me with more. But I already took enough to be indebted to him for one lifetime. I couldn’t accept his hospitality because I couldn’t agree to his cause. Right now, I didn’t want to create an even stronger bond with anyone. What if one day I ended up at the same place I did as in the Armanta Kingdom? Captured by the ones who only craved power. Nicholai seemed better, but it could all still be a ploy. An eclectic witch, who has proven herself, would be a pawn to be played over for.

	There was no one left to trust. Beta and Sol were gone. Rulin betrayed me, and Nicholai was as muddled as ever. Even my own thoughts were grey sometimes. Liking his company but hating whom he represented.

	“I can take care of myself, and maybe the cold will be my punishment for Ahn,” I said, trying to make him understand.

	“Why do you want to punish yourself so badly? Everybody makes mistakes, but if your intentions were pure, why do you see yourself as such evil?”

	His words struck a nerve deep inside. The eternal battle in me. Did I deserve to be punished? Yes! No! It was constantly battling in my mind. I believed in punishment. If you did something bad, it would come back trifold. A way of life my father taught me. If I stole an apple in the market, my father would take it away and all my earnings for the day. All the fish I caught—gone because my need for the sugary gold prevailed.

	When I unwillingly held Amelia from happiness, though only a fabrication in my mind, I suffered greatly. It felt like the high priestesses punished me for my wrongdoings. On the other hand, if she wasn’t happy, how could I justify it? Maybe she was. All that time, thinking she was happy made me get used to the feeling. Accepting anything less would be my undoing, and accepting I suffered for nothing made me believe I didn’t deserve to punish myself.

	I raked my fingers through my hair, pulling slightly. Gritting my teeth together to the point of almost damaging them. The thoughts only played a cruel game with my mind. My eyes pulled tight at the turmoil of my past mistakes. I wanted to scream, hit and cry all at once to relieve the pressure in my mind.

	“You don’t have to come to the castle. Forget I asked,” Nicholai said. His words forced me to remember he was still here and that I hadn’t given him an answer for a while. Being consumed by my thoughts wasn’t a rare occurrence. “But will you come to the winter Lunebris at least? It’s a time to celebrate nature, no matter your feelings.”

	I huffed out a laugh. “You want me to celebrate at a time like this?”

	“We rarely hold festivities like the Armanta Kingdom, but we never forget to pay our respects to mother nature. It isn’t about you, it’s about something more. And within rituals, we gain more than we give.” He gave me a stern look. “If you are worthy. The goddess will grant you more strength and power for future endeavors,” he said with a raised brow, and I knew what he meant. My revenge.

	“I’ll be there,” I murmured, almost incoherently, hiding my lack of knowledge about the traditions. Lunebris was a celebration in my world, but here it was sacred. And my ignorance only showed how human I was.

	With one more glance at the lake, I was reminded of the familiarity that called to me. To stay here protected from the outside world. Maybe a change would be good for me.

	He was right. This wasn’t a ball. This was a ritual, and if there was any chance of getting in the good graces of the goddess, I had to take it. I wasn’t much of a believer in Noor, but now seeing all the surrounding magic. Feeling it coursing through me. Using it at my whim made me a believer.

	There had to be a goddess providing us with all of this. The gods in Emerda gave us only food. And sparingly, so we were more than grateful for every and any piece that didn’t perish.

	“Good. I’ll send someone for you tomorrow morning, and you can stay in the castle,” he said and raised his palms before I could object. “Only for a day, since the festivities last until dawn.”

	“No need. I can sleep here just fine.” My cheerful tone didn’t hold well with Nicholai as he raised his fingers to his temples before easing his forehead lines.

	“The guards will be ready whenever you wish to return here.” He pointed to the cabin with a mocking grin. My makeshift home, the perfect place to isolate and think. To think of my way out of this. Out of the revenge I craved and toward my true home. He turned around to leave. His horse was tied to a tree, waiting for him. His light leather coat stretched on his back as he still refused to wear furs.

	I rolled my eyes in return but was happy this didn’t break out into a fight. He seemed kinder ever since Ahn left. He chose his words carefully. I could see he had more to say, but he held his tongue. Trying to get his way through sympathy. It was even funny at times. Slight pauses as he selected words that wouldn’t evoke a discussion.

	I was grateful for the way he respected me. Giving me time to grieve and process everything.

	Eventually, I would like him to act normal around me and not tip toe to every reaction I might have.

	The winter wind pushed fallen leaves into my cottage every day. I found them tedious to remove, but with so many cracks in my rooted walls, it was unavoidable. Nicholai’s words echoed in my mind as I crawled into my cottage. Maybe I didn’t need to punish myself. Maybe I could take him up on his offer of a warm place to live. As king, he could provide me with a small warm cottage for the winter.

	In time, I accepted the low possibility of returning to Noor, and I had to avenge Ahn before I left either way. In my mind, I could do both. If I figured out a way to pass through the wall, I could go back and take Amelia with me. She would love it here. Flowers blooming even through winter. Kingdoms and riches. Her novels could never compare. Even the poorest village had more than we ever did. We had nothing left in Noor. Maybe bringing her here wouldn’t be the worst idea. She could awaken her power and adjust to the magical air.

	Maybe I could return to Amelia and plan my revenge from afar. The priestesses couldn’t get to me there. If only I could pass. The idea of surprising them when they least expected enthralled me and, at the same time, made my skin itch to do it at once. But I didn’t have the patience to wait and leave them free for so long. They would only cause more suffering. I pressed two fingers over my heart as my promise to hurt them consumed me once more.

	I laid on the fur blankets and cocooned myself in them. The only relief I yearned for, apart from revenge: a bath. Not warmth, or good food, but a bath. Since I’d first stepped into the sea-foam bath in Armanta, to the gigantic pool in Salvantia, I’d become addicted.

	From the day I decided to stay here, I hadn’t properly washed. Only once using the rain combined with my fire and water powers. But the excruciating task left me shivering to the bone and tired beyond belief. That moment before using my powers reminded me of the familiar chill of bathing in Noor. Only a bucket and freezing air.

	The lake called to me. In a familiar invitation. But I refused bathing in the waters I buried Ahn in. As much as it reminded me of home, I couldn’t cross that line.

	Why did he have to say I didn’t deserve to suffer? Why did he have to pull on my doubts? I gazed at the rooted ceiling and sighed. His words were all I could think about before floating off to sleep in an imaginary bath.

	 


CHAPTER 2

	[image: Image]

	BRIGHT LIGHT SURROUNDED ME, but I could still see everything. With a variety of weaponry, the high priestesses, Rulin, and King Kian stood in my way. The priestesses wielded swords made out of their elemental magic. Rulin had a sword of leather and fire, which pulled me toward him, and King Kian had a golden sword absurdly decorated as his carriage. Their eyes closed, but they were still wielding them as if wanting to strike something. 

	They wanted to strike me. But couldn’t see. 

	How the tables have turned. 

	My body glowed like Nicholai’s, but I didn’t have white tattoos. Somehow, I could still use his powers. The power of spirits. I felt my ancestors around me, and I heard the song of the shell. The power coursing through my blood made me shiver. Not in fear, but in my ability to destroy them. They stood there almost defenseless, waiting for my strike. They shivered too. And I was sure there was no power as strong as mine coursing through them.

	I lifted my arms, and the light expanded, and now I saw an entire army trying to hurt me, but they couldn’t touch me. And I smiled. Wickedly smiled at the sight before me. So many magical beings, utterly powerless against me. Spilled blood called to me, the melody urging me forward. To destroy. I took a breath to clear my mind. It called to kill. 

	The smell of the white daffodils woke me from my dream. In the mornings, when dew coated them, the odor became too strong, and I had to use my power to air out the cottage. Oh, how I wanted to finish that dream and avenge Ahn, but I had to wake up to reality. Only one part of my dream remained. The melody. 

	Only a faint sound lingered. Was it a memory or reality? Before I could decipher it, the melody fainted into the quietness of an early winter morning.

	My spirit powers hadn’t awakened, and I didn’t know how to rouse them. Each evening I dreamed of killing them with a different power, and the melody made me think about awakening my two remaining abilities. In the past, I gained my new powers by being tortured, but that would never happen again. I would never let myself be in that powerless position. So, I had to find another way to obtain them.

	The sky favored me today. Painting the dew droplets in glistening orbs all around me. Bouncing off the lake through the thick branches of the trees. It resembled the bath I craved last night. Enticing me again. Reminding me of the melody. Was it the same call? To go into the water? No. I shook my head. I wouldn’t do it. 

	Today was winter Lunebris, a time to appreciate the dark as the moon powered our earth in replacement of the sun. Unfortunately, all I could think about was Amelia. We would be getting drunk today in our mother’s dresses. Damn everything!

	I heard the horses arrive and realized I was in dirty warrior clothing going to the castle for a celebration. Wonderful… I didn’t care for my attire these last few days but looking like an animal among royals - never a comforting feeling. I wouldn’t even blend with the townspeople. Though not dressed in beautiful gowns or warrior’s clothing, they would be clean and presentable. I would at least be freed from the agonizing sensation of my ancestors summoning me to the lake. It would be better for me to keep myself busy experiencing new customs if I couldn’t spend the day with Amelia.

	The guards came for me right away since the celebration lasted all day and night. I knew none of the four guards tasked with accompanying me, and it provided me comfort in knowing I didn’t have to speak to anyone just yet. They brought me my own horse so I didn’t have to ride with anyone else and guarded me from all sides. I rolled the tension from my shoulders and patted the horse. Enjoying a moment of serenity. 

	We rode for a long time, never increasing our pace. I slowly adjusted to the sensation of riding. And as the sun sank on the horizon, we entered the town. The roads were now almost empty; the few people that remained rushed to their destinations. Even though the night would take over soon, it wasn’t late. 

	A red-eyed girl gripped her mother’s hand as her little feet couldn’t keep pace. A smile tugged at my lips when she looked at me, gripping a doll made out of corn leaves. Her brown hair stuck to the corners of her mouth as she smiled back. I wanted to step down from the horse and help them. The mother carried a basket filled to the brim but covered with a cloth. Probably food. With another glance at the guards, I tried to voice my wish to walk, but the child had already crossed the road and the mother was opening the door to a home and ushering her inside. I released a large pent-up breath as excitement turned into boredom once more. 

	Before I could focus more on the townspeople and the houses, the castle caught my eye. Something white covered the castle walls, and beyond it, I could see the castle was covered as well. No more brownstone that was once my place of refuge from King Kian. The white now seemed more inviting. Did they paint it somehow?

	The familiar scent reached me first. But the castle was unrecognizable. White fragrant daffodils covered once plain brownstone. They truly spared nothing for Lunebris. 

	I ran my fingers over the ridges of the six crystals and the shell now in my pocket. It stilled my throbbing heart. Ahn’s amethyst - the most recognizable, was polished to smooth edges. 

	Nicholai said their souls usually reincarnated or stayed in Aether, but I felt her presence with me. Maybe it was my conscious keeping her alive, but maybe she watched over me. I had to believe in the latter. To keep me sane.

	We walked over the small bridge to the courtyard, and I expected to find the white daffodils coating the castle walls too, but I was wrong. My jaw dropped open, and I took a step back in response. The walls were burning. Coated in white roaring flames. How could they even do that? Magic. I knew the answer, but it must’ve taken a lot of effort. From what I knew about the Salvantia Kingdom, they didn’t bother with appearances, but this was a special time for them. A way to appreciate the goddess and everything she has given them. Unlike our god. 

	It reminded me of my own village. Decorations used only for celebrations. Dried citruses on a string, branches tied in a star pattern with yarn, acorns and pumpkins and pinecones. But it only lasted a day before it was barren, and all the food was used for sustenance. Even after using my elemental powers for survival, I couldn’t imagine a way to do this.

	Nova, the warrior, stood in the grand hall decorated beyond belief. I passed the threshold with caution of the flames. White silk fabric draped over tables like freshly fallen snow, and white flamed candles burned atop each. Servants still prepared the setting. Bringing various white flowers, pine cones, and pine branches to the tables gave the room such a fresh smell. Flowers and pines. Spring and winter. So many flowers bloomed in winter to provide this sight. Enchanting.

	Nova stood still amid all the commotions, wearing a beautiful sapphire blue gown. I couldn’t have imagined her in a dress, but she exceeded all my non-existent expectations. Her eyes gleamed the same color, and her hair was braided atop her head. The dress covered her completely, not a bit of skin showing. And the top’s patterns resembled fighting leathers. The tight gown fell seamlessly. Perhaps her way of staying in her warrior attire. Never straying too far.

	“You look beautiful,” I said with a kind smile. And I said the truth. Even though we weren’t exactly friendly, I had no ill will toward her. 

	She nodded in response, as she usually did. I smirked until I saw her eyes take me in. So amiss in this palace, and everyone knew it. My shoulders tensed again as I felt everyone looking, and I could feel all the knots returning in my back.

	“That will not do,” she said, shaking her head.

	“Why?” I asked, even though I knew the answer. She was in a beautiful dress, and I looked like a beggar. Did I have to go back now? Would I be allowed to attend?

	“Follow me.” She bent two fingers in a gesture and turned her back. 

	Why did warriors give such short answers, which revealed nothing? Did they practice silence with the rest of the fighting moves? Even though she showed me kindness when I was captured by Nicholai, I felt her cold distance. 

	We walked past the great hall and the library to the wing where I had stayed before. To my surprise, it was filled with guards, warriors, and witches. So many sounds came from various rooms, which were once empty. It seemed like a completely different castle. Now filled with life. It differed greatly from the White Daffodil Lake. I tried to roll my shoulders subtly, relaxing my posture and wiping my sweaty palms on my pants. 

	The room she led me to looked like the one I had stayed in before. Clean and small. As I would expect from Nova. She was a simple woman with a simple room. No rugs, wood everywhere. The bedpost, floors, small table and chair were all empty. No sign of life from which I could get a glimpse of Nova in. Even the fireplace mantle was barren of trinkets. As I once kept mine there.

	I stood there, observing. When my eyes settled on Nova, she gestured with her chin to look behind me. I furrowed my brows at the way she kept communicating with me. What a degrading way to treat one another. 

	She rolled her eyes and said, “Close the door.” Finally, she gave in.

	I reached for the door first, pushing it shut and hesitantly turned around, giving her a victorious grin, which was immediately replaced with my slacked jaw. A black dress hung from the door embedded in crow feathers. Long sleeves which would cover my scarring and a square neckline.

	“What. Is. This?” I punctuated every word in shock.

	“A dress,” she drawled as if I was too slow to understand.

	I looked at her with a cocked brow over my shoulder, and she smiled in return.

	“King Nicholai sent it for you. For tonight’s festivities.”

	He did? “That’s why you were waiting for me downstairs?” I felt like a lightning bolt shot through me and tried to stifle my reaction. My face wanted to turn into a smile at the mention of him doing another kind gesture. 

	“Yes, as if that was my duty,” she said with disdain lacing her voice, and I could understand. 

	As a warrior, she had to follow the king’s orders, but taking care of me wasn’t something she intended to do with her time.

	I stopped teasing her and gave her my most sincere smile. “Thank you.” 

	“Don’t worry, I had no say in it.”

	“I know, but still…”

	She nodded. “You should take a bath. You reek of dirty water and mud.” 

	I looked once more at my clothes, and she was right. I smelled the way I looked. Dirty.

	The thought of a bath popped into my mind once again, but a nerve wrecking thought of sharing the body of water replaced it. Being surrounded by other naked witches after years of privacy wasn’t something I wanted to do. If it was outside, it would feel more normal, but inside it seemed too personal. 

	Nova noticed the discomfort on my face before straightening her already spotless dress. “Most of the guests bathed already, so you should be alone. I’ll leave you to it,” she said, stepping around me to leave.

	Left alone in the room with nothing to do but get ready. I took off my clothes and picked up a sheet from the bed to wrap around me firmly. Trying not to make a mess. I knew Nova wouldn’t approve. And if she came back to her room while I still bathed, I didn’t want to make her even more disappointed. She was tasked with taking care of me, and she had to share her private space. 

	I ran to the thankfully close bathing chamber, glad to find it empty. With a sigh of relief, I dropped my sheet and jumped in the milky water, waiting for me perfectly warm. I expected it to be dirtier from all the people before me, but it was surprisingly clean. 

	I plunged to the bottom and then scrubbed everywhere. Who knew when I would come back here or anywhere with a bath? When I emerged, a lady stood before me, stepping into the bath. She didn’t even look at me or acknowledged me, but I couldn’t stop looking at her. She stepped so slowly as if alone in here and unbothered by the nakedness. Her red hair barely covered her breasts, and her toned figure disappeared with every step she took. I took a dive to the other end of the pool to give her space, and she gave me a look. A terrifying, snake-like, yellow-eyed look that made me look away.

	“Are you the feral girl?” she asked in an unusual accent with a mature voice for such a young woman.

	I didn’t dare answer her, and she continued unbothered by my dismissal. “That would explain your staring. It’s a body. You have it too and a mirror if you wish to stare.”

	This was the reason I wasn’t fond of sharing intimate places like this. “I’m sorry,” I said, deliberately avoiding her eyes, ashamed of being caught staring.

	The lady seemed oblivious to my apology as she swam into the pool. I ran fast out of the water and wrapped myself with the sheet before running back to Nova’s room. She wasn’t there as I expected her to be. I was still shaken from the encounter and appreciated being alone. After all, it wasn’t her duty to make me presentable.

	I sat by the fire, finger combing my hair, which fell in loose waves. After dropping the sheet, I stood before the mirror as the lady said. It was a naked body, and why was I so afraid to let someone see it? I was half human, half witch. Endured torture and near-death experiences. It had kept me alive for so long and should be celebrated. I shouldn’t be ashamed of it. 

	I trailed my hand from my collar bones over my ribs and down to my stomach, which was hollow again. My burned flesh looked stronger compared to my smooth parts. I should treat my body better. Maybe I didn’t need to punish myself so much. If I took care of myself better, I would be stronger to finish my mission. My mind drifted to a place of appreciation, like a haze was pushed onto me. 

	I put on my beautiful dress and was surprised with a sewn in corset. I hadn’t worn one since my fainting spell at the Armanta castle. It felt a lifetime has passed and not only one Lunebris. 

	This time I tied it loosely and still my small waist was more than accentuated. I didn’t know any of the hairstyles Beta and Ahn used to do on me, so I left it down. Molding my natural apricot curls with my fingers, I tamed them to fall away from my face. My clean body and fresh clothing were all that mattered.

	I walked out of the room with my head held high but was surprised to find the hallway empty. Everyone was gone. Maybe I took too long to get ready? Thank the gods I knew where I was going in this castle and didn’t need to be escorted everywhere. Though since my encounter with the lady in the bath, I wouldn’t mind one familiar face close by.

	As I neared the grand hall, soft music reached my ears. But before I could reach it, the space filled with people. Witches swayed to the filtered music. In beautiful gowns and suits, they talked and drank. Crystals shone from their attires and bounced off the walls. All were laughing, and no one paid attention to my wide-eyed gaze taking it all in. Last time I attended a gathering like this, it ended in a panic attack, after which everyone kept an eye on me, but here no one paid any attention to my solid-colored eyes. Had they become accustomed to me?

	Some parts of the hall became harder to pass through as more and more people appeared. Even the library was full, and I had to squeeze to make my way. I thought about going through the halls, but I had thought the library would be empty, and I could steal away a moment of calm before this storm. 

	When we used to celebrate with our neighbors in Noor, it was never this grand. Nor had so many people gathered in one place. It differed from Armanta too. No guards, no one to watch me, no ulterior motives. I hoped. 

	When I finally arrived at the grand hall, panic seized me. With not a single familiar face in the crowd, I didn’t know what to do with my hands or my body. I shifted from foot to foot, picking at my fingernails. Why did I even think there would be anyone familiar? Almost no one here was an acquaintance I could spend my time with.

	The wide-open castle doors revealed more people standing outside, mingling. More and more people arrived, and I could see the carriages in front of the castle walls. Never a social person, I was severely out of my comfort zone in this place.

	The only memories of big gatherings came from our own Lunebris celebrations, when I was little, with my family in Noor. Our father would fish the whole day in the deep sea while my sister Amelia and I were spared any duties, at least on that day. We could sleep in only eight times a year. On the day of Lunebris and the day after. That was the one tradition we kept. But instead of drinking too much or staying home, we would gather in the village square around an enormous bonfire and celebrate the ongoing Lunebris. The winter Lunebris would be spent in gratitude for nature and all it has provided for us. Even though it was barely enough to survive, we would celebrate. Life was much simpler, and now I see why. When it was hard to survive, we would still come together and rejoice in simple pleasures. We masked our pain, all the hardships life had dealt us, in those four days.

	After pulling myself from those dreaded memories, I went in search of another drink. Thankfully, they were nearby. As if someone was afraid we would run out and sober up. 

	Silver goblets lay everywhere, and when I neared them, I saw gold lacing them from the inside. Mirroring my face in them, I barely noticed the liquids. Such unimaginable riches surrounded me. Almost suffocating me. 

	I pulled myself away from the gold to inspect the liquid inside. Hmm, wine? Not ale that I expected would suit Nicholai better. He seemed like a man not taking his time to enjoy the taste of the burn stronger drinks provided. More like a man chasing the high at the bottom of the cup. I warmed to the image I had created, especially since it was so far removed from the amber spirit introduced to me by the more refined, now haughty, Rulin.  

	He went all out, even on the drinks—both red and white wine, and even though I expanded my alcoholic buds these last few months, I still didn’t know enough about what I truly liked.

	I opted for the red as the color drew me in more. No other reason, just the color. If only everything in life would be as simple as choosing the color of a drink. I drank it in one big gulp, like an animal. Barley savoring a taste to decipher if I liked it. The sweetness mixed with a slight fruity heat sent pulses through my blood. Warming my skin and loosening my muscles. 

	For this ordeal, I had to pour liquid courage into myself. Soon I grabbed another, but halted to sip ladylike. Only to occupy me before finding what to do next. Why did I even come here? Why did I think this was a good idea? Even after a much-needed bath, this now seemed like a sacrifice.

	What would Beta do? She exceeded in social gatherings. Even though she hated talking with old men, she was a natural entertainer. Granted, years of practice provided her with the knowledge, and I would never trade place with her upbringing. Still, it would be nice having some of that knowledge. Some way of navigating these strange waters. 

	I twisted the goblet in my hands. How do I approach these people? They didn’t act like my villagers, and they weren’t as cold and formal as Armantan’s. What would I say to them? How would I start a conversation? Hi, I’m Valeri, and I don’t know what I’m doing here. My lips formed into a thin and hard line, and my tongue pressed against my teeth. It was foolish to think I could fit in here. Everything around me appeared ludicrously grandiose. I looked around, hoping to find a small space to crawl into. To disappear. 

	While hoping that no one paid attention to my almost non-existent cordial manners, Nova came into my line of view. Only a few steps before me. She closed the distance in swift moves. 

	“Having fun?” she asked.

	“Not as much as I would at home.” I released a sigh. The alcohol had loosened my tongue too, apparently. 

	“How did you celebrate Lunebris at home?” Looking honestly curious, she seemed confused at my lack of enthusiasm for this ordeal. And she furrowed her brows as if imagining anything better. 

	Now memories of my more recent celebrations started taking over. Maybe better than anything.

	“Celebrating?” I tittered. “You mean barely surviving with my family or this extravagant celebration? Amelia and I in our little cottage, dancing and not working, was the best feeling. No one to judge us. No pressure to talk or act ladylike. Nothing. Just us,” I said with no shame. 

	I imagined our cottage filled with the smoky scent of the fire in colder months and green grass, which surrounded it in warmer months. The birds chirping in the yard, or the grasshoppers buzzing in the night. The colder months brought peace, apart from the rainfall. If we were lucky, rain would fall on Lunebris. At least we didn’t need to go outside and work in the freezing conditions. There was nothing better than being at your home while the storm raged outside. 

	Nova seemed like a person who could understand not wanting to be with people and celebrate. A loner, not much for talking, more for fighting. 

	“And after the day and night of celebration, laying in our bed and resting for a whole day was a blessing. Grey skies would take all my worries away. Sometimes my body would stiffen from all the lying around, and the next working day would cause bad muscle soreness. But it was worth it. The usually hard bed became softer than feathers. And even though the aftertaste of alcohol coating my mouth would be sickening, sometimes, it was welcomed by mugs and mugs of tea which restored my senses.” A smile pulled at my lips, and I emptied the goblet in my hand and went in search of another. 

	Nova followed. “Well, as much as that sounds fun,” she began, and I rolled my eyes. Of course she wouldn’t get it. You know nothing about her. I chastised myself. She was guarded, but maybe in her private time she lived for her friends and family. Maybe she wasn’t a loner. 

	She continued before I could excuse myself from the conversation. I didn’t want to hear how fun it could get here too. She missed the point. The point was Amelia. “This isn’t a celebration to feel good. It is a celebration for everything the goddess provided us and for everything that is yet to come.”

	“That sounds incredible.” I stopped my search for alcohol to look at her. “It really does. And if we had a tiny ounce of what you have here, we would be grateful too. We would celebrate the gods as well
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