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Pronunciation Guide

 

Fun fact—I’m not a fan of pronunciation guides. I prefer to decide for myself how a made-up or unusual name sounds; it’s one of the many things that makes me part of a fictional world.

However, many readers prefer to know what the author had in mind, and since my trusted critique partners suggested one, here you go!

If you’re like me and you don’t want this, skip ahead. You can always come back to it later if necessary.

If you’re like my critique partner, enjoy! I hope the following makes sense.

If you’d prefer to pronounce any of these names and places differently, go right ahead.

 

840 Like two separate numbers. Eight Forty.

Alharys Al-huh-ris

Alt Võina I pronounce Alt like the key on my keyboard, and Võina like Voi (think void)-nuh.

Ash As in ‘he blew them to bits and ashes.’

Cairdh Like ‘care’, but with a th at the end

Ceallach an Eòlas The first two parts are something like kay-uh-luck uhn, and the third part is like Legolas but without the l and the g. Just rock your best Scottish accent and you’ll be fine.

Ceidir Kay-deer

Doran Door-an

Dràbheinn Druh-bane

Dunhă Doon-ya

Ellasan Like the name Ella and sun, but sun is a long sound. Ella-suuuun.

Hjeva Like the ye in yesterday and vuh. ye-vuh.

Islirrin Is and lyric but with an n instead of a c.

Ithrean Ith-ree-an

Kult A mixture between cult and cool, short and snappy.

Kuuldam Cool-dum

Kwenjande Quen-jun-day

Levi Le-vee

Llian’In Lee-un-een

Lyrinaan Like lyrics again plus naan. Like naan bread but inedible because she’s a goddess, not food.

Meviris Meh-vee-ris. Like Kult, it’s short and snappy.

Naavah Ora Nuh-vuh Ora

Naverys Nuh-ve-ris

Onwwe On-way

Suf’afir Soof-uh-fear. It sounds a bit like a mixture of suffering and fear, but they’re good people. 

Vahimees Wuh-he-mees

Valynaan Vuh-lee-naan. That’s right, more naan bread!

Vaska Vas-kuh

Vasael’In Vuh-sail-een

Z’rasi The s is sharp, like the Spanish word for yes. Si-ruh-si 


To those of you who think you aren’t worthy or good enough:

You’re amazing, you’re strong, and I’ve got your back.


[image: Diagram
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Naavah Ora stared into the soul of Dunhă. It was dying. A presence lingered here with her, and it slowly corrupted the world.

The red grass swayed in the windless breeze, and that same breeze caressed her skin. Something wasn't right. In the distance loomed the city—a haven for all dead—bright and shining as ever, but still something wasn't right.

It was the missing whisper on the wind. It was the missing light in their eyes. It was the slow hiss that carried over the meadow and into the sky and turned her blood to ice.

And all she could do was watch as it slithered to the city at the heart of their haven and turned the dead against them.


Are you familiar with elven history? We’ve always excelled at recording the past, but we don’t often share it with humans. It’s nothing against your race—we’re simply a private people. We do not share our failings. If you’ve heard or read anything at all, it would have been a story of our success or glory.

I’m afraid in this case, however, history has been passed down incorrectly.

You wouldn’t have heard this story before, because it highlights our errors. 

And this error was all mine.


Chapter 1 - Naavah Ora

Naavah Ora jolted awake from her nightmare. Her heart was racing, the panic made worse by the hooting of an owl outside her window. She cast a tentative glance out into the night and breathed easier. The moon was still in the sky and the stars still accompanied her. She was still in her bed, inside her bedroom of her safe home.

The world wasn’t dying; everything was fine.

But this only meant that her world was safe enough for now. What about Dunhă? Was Ithrean’s home safe too, or had her nightmare revealed the dark truth?

She slid out of bed and caressed her staff for comfort. Her grandmother had made it just for her, and she loved it like other young elves loved their friends. She treasured the elegant family heirloom hanging around her neck, but it wasn’t the same. The blue-and-white calcite amulet was important and marked her as her grandmother’s successor, but it wasn’t thoughtful or made specifically for her. Every elven clan’s heir had one. Her staff, however, had been hers for as long as she’d lived. It had been gifted to her the day she was born, crafted and imbued with her grandmother’s magic. It knew her as she knew it. All she had from her parents were her mother’s ice-pale hair and her father’s winter-blue eyes. They didn’t compare to the beauty or the comforting familiarity of her staff. 

Naavah Ora slid into slippers and went outside. The cold air traced her skin and nestled into her soul. She wished she’d brought something to keep her warm, but with the memory of the dream burning her veins, the cold temperatures had been the last thing on her mind. She felt foolish now that she was shivering; she didn’t have the gift for visions. There was only one way to see into Dunhă, and her dreams had nothing to do with it.

She entered the nearby forest and walked into the clearing, her steps lit by pale moonlight. 

Her grandmother took her to the clearing three times a week to train her. The first time had been when Naavah Ora was a child, to show her what was expected of her once she came of age. The rare gift of the Suf’afir wasn't dangerous, but the magic involved was complicated and she was her clan’s first Suf’afir in two generations. Her grandmother watched her like she was the most valuable treasure in the world. 

But not tonight. Tonight, Naavah Ora was alone.

Don't wander. Don't make contact. Observe, don’t interfere. 

She’d already broken one of those rules. She had a feeling she’d break the others soon, too, whether she wanted to or not.

But it was too early to worry. For all she knew, her dream had been innocent like every other dream she’d ever had.

Gently, Naavah Ora reached out with one hand and parted the air before her. Nothing happened. She smiled. Only her grandmother could reach from their world into Dunhă, the death goddess Ithrean’s home, and allow her access. It wasn’t something she could learn from a book or by observation. It was something she had to feel intuitively, and Naavah Ora was grateful she still felt nothing.

The day she inherited the clan would come soon enough. She was in no rush to replace her grandmother.

If her dream had been something more, the disturbance would be visible. The air would shift around her, and slivers of fog would carry the silent cries of the dead into her world. A faint flicker of the city in the distance would entice her to come closer. But neither was the case, and Naavah Ora sighed in relief. 

Her world wasn’t dying, and neither was Ithrean’s. 

Naavah Ora gave one last appreciative smile to the spot where the fog usually curled itself around her ankles and wrists, and went back home. Perhaps she still felt unsettled after the nightmare, but she couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that she’d missed something obvious.


Anger can alter our recollection, and I fear in this case the damage is irreparable.


Chapter 2 - Doran

This forest was too dark for Doran’s liking. The trees stood so close together that only a small amount of sunlight made it to the moss-covered ground. Shadows lurked everywhere, watching him from beneath the thicket. No matter how fast he ran, that terrible heavy silence followed him.

Doran sank down against the nearest tree branch and prayed this unnatural monster hadn't spotted him. If—when—he got out of this alive, he’d have a serious talk with the people of this village. All he’d asked for was the location of this stupid artefact. Sending him into a forest full of demons seemed uncalled for. They were probably laughing at his idiocy for having listened to them while he could be bleeding out on this dark forest moss.

“Ancients, this isn't worth it.”

The artefact sat heavy in his bag, a leather pouch he’d bought long ago back in Ceidir. It was only a small thing—a little amulet made of gold, not that different to the one around his neck—but it was worth a fortune. He’d found a couple of smaller items too, but they wouldn’t fetch anywhere near the price the amulet would get him. Because those villagers didn’t know not to send guests to their deaths, his life was now attached to it. If he’d known how much trouble it’d be to retrieve it, he’d never—

He traced the amulet through the pouch around his waist. It was small and unassuming, unless you knew a genuine treasure from a fake. And this amulet would pay very nicely indeed.

“Ancients, of course you're worth it.”

That awful silence still echoed around him. The birds had stopped singing a while ago, and he hadn't spotted a rabbit in hours. Shortly after the natural sounds had stopped, it had appeared out of nowhere. 

He would never doubt stories or rumours again. They had to come from somewhere, after all, and after today he was convinced most of them came from this forest.

The demon hunting him was still around. If he stayed where he was, he might as well set up camp, light a fire, and wait for it to find him. At least if he ran he could try to make it out alive—and then those villagers would get a lesson in manners.

Doran took a deep breath, and rose. The pouch was tied carefully around his waist and wouldn't go anywhere. The treasure was safe. It wasn’t the grand loot he’d envisioned, but this amulet would make up for that once he reached Alt Võina. Sometimes, treasure didn’t come in heavy crates overflowing with gold, but in trinkets that fit in his pocket.

His blood froze when he heard it; the ominous rustling of leaves, followed by that vicious silence. 

It was close. 

Doran ran. Its presence trailed behind him; evil, corrupted, and much too fast for his liking. If he stopped now it would have him, and he didn't want to know what it would do with him then. Nothing in this forest was natural. Hadn’t his brother Rhys always said his imagination was vivid? He cursed it now while trying not to trip and break his neck.

Doran let out a nervous laugh as he dodged rocks and branches on the ground; nothing like being chased by corrupted forest monsters to make you realise you weren’t ready to die. He’d probably change his mind in the morning, but right now he wanted to live. Rhys would have to wait a little while longer.

Something grazed his arm and drew blood. Razor-like claws reached for him, their edges thin as knives and their tips as poisonous as Z’rasie’s scorpions. They grew toward him.

“Ancients!”

Trust his luck. Only he could get lost in the fastest growing sentient forest. A straightforward treasure hunt where nothing tried to kill him, just once, would have been boring.

He needed to get out before the poison got into his bloodstream and corrupted him from the inside out. There were enough demons around without him joining them; although, maybe he could haunt the villagers who got him into this position if he did.

But then he’d never see the money for the amulet. He had his flaws, but he had priorities, too. 

His vision blurred. Another branch-claw grabbed for him—

And missed.

Birdsong filled the forest around him. The faint rustling of critters in the underbrush filled the gaps. He’d made it. He made a mental note never to return to this forest, and kicked a tree. The whole forest could burn down for all he cared. He’d set fire to the place himself if he weren’t so desperate to get away from it. The Verdaan forest was huge; it’d take him days to get a good fire going. He could reach the Vaskan border in the same time.

He wasn’t even sure fire would hurt these trees. They weren’t natural enough to burn like dry wood was supposed to, and he didn't know enough about demons to jump to conclusions. Maybe they devoured fire like the sailors in Kuuldam inhaled whiskey. 

His little trinket was safe in his bag. That was all that mattered.

Well, that, and he was alive. He should be grateful for that. Doran scowled at Rhys’s amulet around his neck; funny how being chased by corrupted demons could change one’s outlook on life, if only for a day.

He coughed and leaned against the tree he’d just kicked. It was getting harder to breathe. He couldn't stay out here or the poison would kill him, but he couldn’t go to that village either. The people there didn't strike him as concerned for his well-being. Maybe he could hire a carriage from a nearby town, if he lived long enough to make it to one. 

Doran started walking as fast as the poison allowed. He was finished with this forest.

If only he’d brought matches. He wasn’t prepared to linger, but he could at least have burned a daisy.


I’m not reaching out to you so you understand or even forgive me. I’m reaching out because I’d rather someone know the truth—

Even if you never tell another soul.


Chapter 3 - 840

840 raised his right hand, twitched his eyebrows, and pursed his lips to make sure it was really his reflection in the mirror. This wasn’t the boy he remembered, but the boy from his memories was dead now. Just as the boy staring back at him would be dead soon.

You’ll serve a higher purpose here. They’ll train you and teach you how to be a warrior. Isn’t that exciting? 840 sighed. He couldn’t remember that voice today. He couldn’t let them think that some weakness had survived.

When he heard footsteps outside his door, he straightened. His Ma had been right about that much, at least; they had trained him. He just hadn’t expected them to put this much time and effort into it only to sacrifice him, and he doubted it was what his Ma and Pa had expected either.

The knock came on his door, shy and nervous, and he hoisted his ceremonial white trousers into place. When he stepped before the elders, there couldn’t be any creases—not in the clothes he wore and not on his resolve.

“Come in.” His voice sounded stronger than he felt. No doubt the girl sacrifice was giddy with excitement in her room, but she’d been trained for this all her life. He still remembered the old days, before—

He couldn’t—wouldn’t—remember. If there had ever been a chance for doubts, it was too late now. He belonged to the village, and he would serve. He was nothing if not loyal.

Their Lord didn’t accept the weak. 840 had to be strong, or else ten years of training would have been for nothing.

He was a strong warrior. Not a weak child.

The initiate stepped into his room, saw his bare chest, and blushed. She looked young. He hadn’t had much time to talk to the new pupils, and the Elders forbade him talking to the female sacrifices. He needed to be a warrior when the time came, and the other initiates needed to be pure. Neither side had time for anything but their assigned roles.

“Are you ready, 840?”

He nodded. He would have liked to hear his name one more time, but he couldn’t even convince himself to think it. From today, you are 840. Your old name and your old life no longer matter. Forget them. And so he had. Today was not the right time to be thinking about pointless things.

“Lead me to my Lord so I may serve.” The initiate nodded, hands folded by her waist, and began the walk to the circle. He followed.

The ceremony had been rehearsed only once, but his part in it was so small he remembered it perfectly. All he had to do was dress in the ceremonial clothes, answer the initiate’s questions, and follow her outside where he’d await his turn. The girl would be sacrificed first.

Today, for the first time in their history, they would also sacrifice a boy.

Their Lord needed 840’s strength, his courage, and his resistance to pain. If he winced just once while they cut him and bled him, it would be seen as weakness and the ritual would fail. He couldn’t be weak.

He hadn’t been weak for the past ten years.

The girl’s suffering would be over quickly. He would endure more, give more.

The first time they’d cut him, he had cried out and screamed for his parents for hours. He had remembered his old name, his old life, then too. He couldn’t be that boy today.

Did I close the window? It didn’t matter. It wasn’t like he’d return tonight to sleep in his bed.

Elder Pios had told him that doubt and nerves were normal in his last moments because the Lord would be testing his resolve.

A strong warrior, not a weak child. That’s what his Lord needed, and that’s what 840 would give Him.

They stepped out of the building at the same time as another initiate led the girl sacrifice outside. 840 chanced a look at her, but she didn’t meet his eyes. His gaze darted away—his focus mustn’t waver—but he hadn’t missed the excitement in her eyes, or the wicked smile on her lips. She was looking forward to this.

So why wasn’t he? It was supposed to be an honour.

They came to a stop next to each other inside the circle, all ten Elders waiting before them. They wore nothing but terrible masks—handmade wooden things with only two slits for eyes and oddly intimidating runes carved into their too-long shapes—and 840 shuddered. They were surrounded by trees, completely isolated. After ten years, he’d die not knowing what lay beyond.

A strong warrior, not a weak child.

“Come forward, 839.”

Her step was sure and confident when she walked into the middle of the circle. He knew what was to come, but he still wasn’t sure if he wanted to see it. One night, years ago, he had observed the annual ceremony from the window by his bed. One of the teachers had found him, crouched low by the windowsill, wide-eyed. He still had the scars from the whipping he had received. He still had the nightmares.

But that had been nine years ago. Tonight, he wouldn’t look away.

A strong warrior, not—

“Shed yourself of your earthly burdens.”

839 slid out of her white ceremonial dress, not once taking her eyes off the Elders.

“Lie down.”

She did as they asked, and he wanted to look away so, so badly, but he couldn’t. This was his final test. He couldn’t fail now.

839 didn’t put up a fight when they raped her. That mad smile never left her lips once. They didn’t bleed the female initiates, but he shivered to think what they must have done instead for her to be so accepting of her fate.

Finally, when they were done, each Elder took a knife from the altar. They cut her in turn, and still she didn’t cry out. Was she really still there, or was her mad grin a sign that her mind had distanced itself?

The soil beneath their feet was soaked with her blood when the Elders finally considered their work done. Their harvest would be good this year.

“Feed off this young one, Lord. Her blood is yours.”

The other nine elders repeated after him, “Her blood is yours.”

And then they turned their eyes hidden by those terrible masks to him.

“Come forward, 840.”

It was time.


Perhaps it won’t make a difference. It doesn’t matter. I want the truth to be known, and I’m finally lucid enough to share it.


Chapter 4 - Doran

The poison burned its way through Doran’s system and bloodstream. His whole body felt on fire. He had found some jewelweed—a natural defence against most poisons—on the outskirts of the forest, but it wasn’t enough. He never would have survived long on his own if it weren’t for his basic knowledge of poisons and their antidotes. He hoped it would get him a little further. Sooner or later he’d need a healer, but it would do for now and hopefully last until he could reach a town. Or at least until he came across a carriage. Once he’d found a ride he could collapse and trust that the nearest healer knew what to do against corrupted forest spirit poison.

Sweat glistened on his forehead and soaked his clothes. Thanks to the jewelweed his vision was no longer blurred and his legs weren’t shaking as badly. If only he knew how this poison worked; oddly enough, he’d never been attacked by angry twigs before.

The jewelweed had to be enough. 

He stumbled out of the last bit of forest, saw lights nearby, and sighed. People were singing, but they were too far away for him to make out any words. Maybe they had a carriage, or even a healer. If they weren’t too annoyed with him for interrupting their celebrations anyway. 

Doran bit off another leaf of jewelweed—he’d stashed away a whole bushel in his bag—and made his way over to the lights and the singing.

In Ceidir, people always sang when they were celebrating. They sang to celebrate a bountiful harvest, to celebrate a marriage, or to celebrate the birth of a child. He was far away from the Ceidiree border, but it sounded like home regardless. Doran didn’t know what kinds of things they celebrated out here in Vasael’In, but it didn’t matter. Singing was something only good people could do well.

He hesitated when he got closer. The song wasn’t in any language he recognised—in fact, he was reluctant to call it a song. He had heard many different songs since he’d left Cairdh, and they’d either been joyful or mournful. This was neither. This was—

He wasn’t in a position to be choosy. He was dying, and the jewelweed would only slow the poison no matter how much he chewed.

“Excuse me.” He stepped out from between the trees and into the light of the people before him. “I don’t want to interrupt, but I was wondering if you could—” His voice froze in his throat as his eyes adjusted and took in the occasion for the song. Ten men and women—stark naked—and in the middle a young man, no older than eighteen, covered in nothing but loose trousers and scars.

This was common in the pleasure houses of the South, but they kept it inside and the sight didn’t freeze his every thought. Or rather it did, but never out of fear. This was wrong. 

His eyes darted from the boy—Hjevan, judging by his red hair and pale skin, and very far from home—to a dark heap on the ground. The soil under their feet reflected the moonlight in an eerie way, and with cold clarity Doran realised what he was seeing. The heap on the ground was a girl, so mutilated her blood had soaked the earth, wisps of her long hair caked to her face with drying crimson. 

Doran’s eyes shot back to the Hjevan and to the naked people. One masked cultist held a long, sharp knife, pointed at the boy’s exposed belly.

Doran had seen rituals like these before—rituals with altars and terrified sacrifices. He didn’t know what scared him more—their only altar being the bloodied ground underneath their feet, or the Hjevan’s confused expression. Was he drugged? He looked nervous, but not outright terrified.

No, worse. He looked resigned. 

Twelve masks glowered at Doran. The young man, their sacrifice, looked like he didn’t know what to make of the situation.

That makes two of us.

Doran held up his hands in an apology, his mind racing. His daggers hung heavy on his hip, ready to draw blood should it become necessary. He didn’t care if the sacrifice was okay with this. Doran was not, and now he’d walked into this strange little party he couldn’t just walk out without the young Hjevan. Doran would get him to the nearest town, pass out in a carriage, and by the time he came to in some healer’s home, the Hjevan would have fled and begun to make a new life for himself elsewhere without knives pointing at his belly. Doran didn’t count ten aroused and naked grown-ups and a boy who was too drugged to understand what was happening to him as going out of his way. 

“I’m terribly sorry if I’m interrupting your evening,” Doran said. He tried to make eye contact with the Hjevan, who raised his eyebrows in curiosity. How could he look so calm? “I will be taking my leave.”

As far as Doran could see, only one of the adults carried a knife, and he guessed it was an important knife at that. Cults like this never cut open their sacrifices with cheese knives. They had ritual blades, which had been passed down their odd little cultist families for centuries.

Even if the old nude man with the knife did come after him, he wouldn’t stand a chance. Doran wasn’t a child anymore by any means, but he was much younger than some of the fanatics. He had the advantage.

Unless they had demons stored away for later. After the day he’d had in the forest, he could believe anything, and he didn’t know how these rituals were usually conducted.

The ten closed in on Doran. The Hjevan was behind them.

A sudden twitch of poison-induced pain in Doran’s stomach made him grimace. 

Was the boy really worth saving? Was it worth his time to cause a fuss for the Hjevan’s sake? Maybe he wasn’t drugged. Maybe he didn’t look terrified because he knew what was coming for him and had accepted it. 

The cult leader spoke. “Take him. Bring him to Pios.”

Doran sighed. So this man wasn’t their leader—this Pios was, and he wasn’t even here. 

They all grabbed for him at once. Their movements were sluggish; under normal circumstances, they wouldn’t have been a match for him, but he was outnumbered and the jewelweed was losing its battle against the poison. 

Doran drew his daggers. He held them out for the ten to see, but to his great annoyance they didn’t seem to care. One of the masked cultists near the front lunged at him. Doran jumped out of the way just in time. 

The quick movement made his breath hitch. His muscles were heavy. He’d have to finish this quickly, grab the Hjevan, and get out. 

It was hard to see anything past the men and women blocking his way. Sweat stung his eyes. He could just about make out the man he’d believed to be the leader, grabbing the would-be sacrifice’s arm and pulling him away from the fight.

Despite the poison burning in his veins, Doran chuckled. He could hardly call this a fight. Nine nude people with masks glared at him as menacingly as they could manage in this bizarre situation, and only one of them had a weapon. Unless more were very well concealed, and that thought made him laugh even more. He’d definitely been in worse brawls. 

He did his best to control his voice. “Step aside.” 

They threw themselves at him. His sight blurred. He rolled out of their way just before their hands would have torn at his clothes. The sudden movement made the world spin.

As much as the poison allowed, he darted toward the old man and the boy. Only now did he notice that the Hjevan was bleeding a little. The cultist had cut his stomach in several places, but none of the cuts looked deep. Scattered drops of red fell to the ground and soaked the earth. 

If he was in any pain, he didn’t show it.

Doran’s knife went into the man’s back before the cultist could spin around. Doran retrieved his weapon, sheathed one blade, and took the Hjevan’s hand. 

“Come on,” Doran said. “We’ll get you away from this madness.”

The young man struggled, but the effort was half-hearted and Doran was stronger. He threw the Hjevan over one shoulder, staggered a little, and dashed for it. He only needed to make it to the road. Once they were safe, he could collapse. 

The angry glares of nine fanatics burned into his back as he left the forest behind with their sacrifice over his shoulder. On any other day he might have worried why the worst they could do was glare. Perhaps they weren’t following because they were happy that someone’s blood was spilled, even if it was their ritual leader. Maybe they didn’t like the man and were secretly relieved he was dead. Doran didn’t care, and he didn’t have time to contemplate complex evil-cult behaviours.

All that mattered was getting far away from them before he collapsed from the poison with a half-naked, bleeding Hjevan over his shoulders.


We are capable of horrible acts to keep the people we love safe. I’ve gone to terrible lengths to shield my family from what I’ve done, and I’ll do worse before my confession is over and after I wake if it ensures their continued safety.


Chapter 5 - 840

They didn’t make it one step past the road before the man who thought he’d rescued 840 passed out.

840 sat next to him. What was he supposed to do now? Was this part of his trial? Was his Lord still testing his resolve?

He was restless, his feet itching to get up and walk back to the Elders. Itching, also, to walk the other way and never come back. Was this the doubt and the nerves Elder Pios had spoken of, or was it fear? He was raised to be fearless, but he’d always been told that he was a terrible liar too. He couldn’t lie now; the part of himself he’d buried and hidden was relieved to be away.

Next to him, the man wheezed. 840 didn’t know what to make of him. The way the man had walked into the clearing, so sure of himself and so confident, had woken something in 840. In the village, they weren’t allowed any connection to the outside world. Elder Pios had told him outsiders were barbaric and didn’t understand they gave themselves to a sacred cause. That had been the end of that. 840 hadn’t asked again, and he’d tried not to think about it either.

Seeing this man now reignited his curiosity.

The stranger did look shabby, and even a little barbaric. He hadn’t shaved in a while, so dark stubble was just growing into a softer beard, and a scar ran across one half of his face. He was also covered in sweat, and his wheezing was getting worse. Maybe he was dying.

A cart was coming their way. 840 didn’t know this man’s intentions, but he was sure the man had thought he was doing the right thing by taking 840 away from the village. Despite his obvious bad health, he’d taken 840 along with him.

He should return to the village.

He should repay this man’s favour.

840 wanted to lie back and gaze at the sky. He remembered now he’d done this often as a child, before they left Hjeva. His mind had wandered and he’d been able to solve the toughest problems, such as whether he should stay out a little longer or help his Ma prepare dinner.

It all seemed like a very long time ago.

In the village, there’d been no time for daydreaming. The Elders had always kept him busy. But now—

840 leaned back just a little, closed his eyes… and hit an invisible wall. He couldn’t do it. He might still make it back to the village; it wouldn’t do any good if the Elders found out.

The cart drew closer. The stranger’s breathing had slowed down; 840 could barely see the rise and fall of his chest.

He stood and waved at the driver. “Excuse me?”

The driver stopped the cart and regarded 840 and the stranger on the ground.

“Is he all right?”

“He’s, erm… I think he’s dying. Can you—” 840 swallowed. This was too much like the situation that had brought him and his parents to the village ten years ago. The cart looked the same, the driver had smiled then too, and for all 840 knew they were even on the same road. His hands were sweaty. He took a deep breath. 

A strong warrior, not a weak child. Where was his strength now? 

“Can you take us to the nearest village?”

The smile on the man’s face disappeared. “How do I know you’re not going to rob me the moment I jump off my seat?”

840 didn’t know what to say. The Elders had taught him endurance suffering pain, not how to hold a conversation.

“He’s wheezing. I think he has trouble breathing.”

The driver nodded to the back of his cart. “Hop on up. I’ll not have both of you jump me if this is a trick.”

840 watched from the back of the cart as the driver—an elf—knelt next to the stranger and pulled him up. 840 hadn’t noticed before how small the elf was; he’d towered over them from atop his cart. The stranger was at least twice the elf’s weight and unconscious. 840 jumped back down and helped lift the stranger onto the cart. The elf frowned but didn’t complain.

“I’ll take you to my village, but we won’t get there before morning. You’re lucky I didn’t stay at an inn tonight.”

840’s Lord was definitely testing him. He wanted to see if 840’s strength applied outside his usual environment, too. It’d be wiser to go with the elf and the dying man. 840 looked down the road—away from the village—and wondered what was out there.

“Will he make it through the night?” the elf asked.

“I don’t know.” 840 hoped the stranger would live. There was something he needed to ask him.


Given enough time, our minds have a way of coming up with the most cruel torture methods and vengeance plans. And I have slept for a long time. My mind had little else to focus on.


Chapter 6 - Naavah Ora

Naavah Ora stepped through the fog as easily as others stepped through the high plains grass, and opened her eyes on the other side. The nagging feeling from her last visit hadn’t left her. She needed to know whether it was her imagination or something darker.

Dunhă had always been beautiful to her. Today, it was even more so. The red grass beneath her feet tickled her toes, and the breeze without wind caressed her skin. She always left her shoes behind to better appreciate the genius of it. A goddess had created a whole world from nothing—and Naavah Ora stood inside that marvellous creation.

Faceless shades moved across the fields, not bothered by her presence. She saw the dead as those same beautiful shapes which made up their spirits; not decayed and withered, but bright and unique, each one a little different.

And uncorrupted, thank Ithrean.

The first time she’d entered Dunhă, she was terrified. Now its strangeness was familiar. Ithrean's home was so different to the world she’d grown up in, and yet nothing more true existed in either world. There were mountains, rivers, glades covered in ice, and lakes so deep and clear they made her marvel every time. The red grass and windless breeze seemed more real while she was there than the green grass and soft wind outside.

And at the farthest reaches of the realm shone its city—a haven for the dead, a haven for their souls. No mortal had ever entered its roads, and she didn’t wish to either. It was reserved for the dead; although, she had to admit, she was a little curious. Something compelled her toward it, but such was the danger of Dunhă to mortals. This was why they’d agreed all these centuries ago to observe only. Some things were reserved for the dead. 

She'd never dare break the rules of this world. She was a visitor here, and grateful for what little she could see. If her dream had revealed some truth, then the balance of their two worlds was already in danger. She wouldn’t make it worse just to satisfy her own curiosity. 

Relieved that everything was as it should be, she stepped back through the fog and into the clearing where her grandmother waited for her. 

“Are you all right, Ora? You took longer than I thought you would.”

Naavah Ora nodded and focused on the familiar face to steady her mind. Her grandmother had been a constant source of comfort and wisdom in her life. Since only her grandmother knew how to open the portal, Naavah Ora had spent a lot of time with her. Hers was the last voice Naavah Ora heard before she stepped through the mists, and she was always there when Naavah Ora returned.

The gift of the Suf’afir had always been strong in her family, but Naavah Ora was an exception nonetheless. Her people’s numbers were dwindling, and she was the only Suf’afir nearby. Usually, elves with her gift entered Ithrean's home to observe in silence while the dead went about their business. Much could be learned this way, and her people had often relied on the knowledge they gained. It wasn’t that they weren’t curious about the realm and chose to observe without wandering. They couldn’t. The spirit realm wasn’t for the living. That they were allowed to enter at all was a great privilege, and it had come with a caveat. Suf’afir couldn’t walk the spirit realm.

Naavah Ora could. She had explored its landscape and found the most miraculous places, but she needed to return to her world all the same. Portals could be opened anywhere, but they couldn’t move from their locations. She had to abide by those rules the same as everybody else, and she couldn't stay for long. Ultimately, she didn't belong there. She dreaded to think what would happen if she got lost and couldn't find her way back home.

Her grandmother had agreed to keep her secret.

If her parents knew that she could walk the spirit realm, they wouldn't be pleased. They'd say her gift was too important for her to dishonour her privilege. Perhaps they’d be right. But her parents weren't the ones training her or the ones who’d choose her grandmother's successor. They didn't need to know.

“Revered Elder!”

One of the young children rushed over to them. Everyone knew not to disturb them when she visited Dunhă; it had to be important for the child to seek them out regardless. 

“What is it, child?” her grandmother asked.

“Mihai has returned from his trip to Kuuldam. He’s brought an unconscious traveller with him—Mihai thinks he’s dying!”

Her grandmother nodded and left with the child. She didn't say any more to Naavah Ora, but words weren’t needed. Naavah Ora understood. One day, she’d be their healer and leader. One day, she’d have to put duty before family.

It couldn’t matter that she wished at times her grandmother could belong only to her rather than to the whole village.


I was never as creative, perhaps, as some of my brothers and sisters, but I’ve always had a vivid imagination. It’s how I created my sanctuary.


Chapter 7 - Doran

His body felt like it had been dipped in flames and left in Kwenjande's streets after a long night of too much mead. It ached, screamed, and resisted every movement he made. But Doran felt the pain, and that meant he wasn’t dead. 

He opened his eyes and pain shot through his head. Everything was blurred, hazy shapes of brown and the earthy scent of wood, but he was here—wherever here was—and not dead by the roadside.

Doran moaned. He remembered. The potential sacrifice had been with him. Was he here, too? Doran found it hard to care; he wasn’t going anywhere in his condition. There was no point in worrying about someone who was old enough to look after himself. Not when Doran couldn’t blink without his head splitting in two.

He sighed and closed his eyes to merciful darkness. Old enough he might have been, but the boy hadn’t struck him as someone who could look after himself. Panic and screaming seemed like natural responses to being someone's sacrifice, and the boy had shown none of that. The cultists must have drugged him, made him see things. Made him believe that death was the only option left to him. Most people didn't really want to die, no matter what life made them think sometimes, especially boys as young as him.

Doran should know.

Still, Doran doubted he could get up, never mind go looking for someone when he didn't
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