
    
       The City Beyond the Wall
    

    
      The town of Deren was small enough that its walls seemed to guard more shadows than treasures. They rose high above the crooked lanes and sagging rooftops, built of stone so ancient the very color of it had gone past gray into something greenish, as though moss had seeped into every pore. Beyond them stretched the northern wilderness, but most who lived here never ventured past the gate. The world outside was whispered about, feared, avoided.
    

    
      For Lati, the wall was not just stone. It was a presence.
    

    
      She had lived all her sixteen years in Deren, yet she felt no more at home within its boundaries than she had the day Harwen, her distant cousin, had brought her to this narrow street and narrow house. The townsfolk eyed her as if she were a smudge upon their neat picture. Their whispers always followed: 
      strange-eyed girl,
       
      witch-blood,
       
      doesn’t belong.
    

    
      She tried to ignore them, but she could feel it. She knew her eyes were not like theirs. In lamplight, people said, they seemed to shine too brightly, reflecting more than they should. Children taunted her—
      your gaze sees through skin, down to bones.
    

    
      It was easier to stay silent.
    

    
      That morning, she swept Harwen’s kitchen in slow strokes, pushing ashes and onion peels into a basket. Harwen hovered at the table, cutting roots into a pot, her lips pinched.
    

    
      “Keep the dust down,” Harwen snapped. “You’ll spoil the broth.”
    

    
      “Yes, Aunt,” Lati murmured, though Harwen was no true aunt, only kin by some line of marriage that had long since broken.
    

    
      The woman’s gaze flicked to her, then away. “And don’t go wandering. Market day means eyes everywhere.”
    

    
      Lati nodded, though she knew her feet would betray her before the day was done.
    

    

    
    
      The market square thrummed with noise and color. Stalls brimmed with dried fish, wool, brass trinkets, baskets of apples. Banners hung from poles, faded red and gold. People pressed shoulder to shoulder, trading coin, gossip, laughter.
    

    
      Yet when Lati passed, their voices dipped. A cobbler muttered to his wife. A child pointed. Someone spat.
    

    
      She kept her head down, clutching the basket Harwen had given her. Her hands trembled slightly, though she willed them still.
    

    
      At the far edge of the square, the wall loomed into view. Its stones caught the weak sun, swallowing it. She felt her breath shorten, her chest tighten.
    

    
      She should have turned back. Harwen expected her soon. But her feet carried her closer.
    

    
      Near the northern gate, she paused in the shadow of a leaning house. The guards leaned on their spears, laughing. They did not notice her.
    

    
      Her eyes fixed on the carvings etched into the wall—marks so old they seemed less cut than grown from the stone itself. Her fingertips twitched with the urge to touch them.
    

    
      And then it came: a pulse. Not sound, not sight, but a deep thrum beneath her skin, matching the beat of her heart.
    

    
      Her breath hitched.
    

    
      For a moment she thought she heard a whisper. Not words exactly, but a sense that curved into meaning. 
      Come.
    

    
      She jerked back. The guards stirred, and she ducked away quickly, cheeks flushed.
    

    

    
    
      That night, she dreamed.
    

    
      She stood before the wall again, but now it gleamed, each stone veined with light. Beyond it rose towers of crystal, bending starlight into rivers of color. Figures moved there, tall and robed, their faces hidden.
    

    
      One turned. Though its eyes were shadowed, its gaze pierced her utterly.
    

    
      “You are late,” it said.
    

    
      She tried to speak, but no sound came. The dream dissolved into mist.
    

    

    
    
      Days blurred. Harwen gave her endless errands: fetch flour, carry herbs, mend torn cloth. Lati obeyed, yet her gaze always strayed toward the wall.
    

    
      The townsfolk noticed. “Strange-eyed girl, staring again,” muttered the cobbler. “She’ll vanish one day,” whispered another. Children threw pebbles, jeering.
    

    
      She bore it in silence.
    

    
      One evening, fetching water, she caught her reflection in a dark window. For an instant it shimmered—not her face, but two pale lights where her eyes should be. She stumbled back, spilling water. The image was gone. Yet her hands shook long after.
    

    

    
    
      The next festival came. Nobles arrived in painted carriages, music filled the square, and dancers spun until skirts blurred. Harwen sent Lati with baskets of herbs to sell, warning her twice not to wander.
    

    
      But the press of bodies, the sharp laughter, the way people pulled back as if she carried plague—she could not bear it.
    

    
      She fled the square.
    

    
      And found herself again at the wall.
    

    
      She pressed her palms against the cold stone. This time the pulse surged strong, insistent. Images flared: silver forests, violet skies, a gate of light.
    

    
      Her breath came fast. She whispered, “Who am I?”
    

    
      The answer was warmth, recognition. For the first time in her life she felt not strange, not apart. She felt 
      seen.
    

    
      “Girl!”
    

    
      The shout jolted her. A guard strode over, suspicion in his eyes.
    

    
      “I was only resting,” she stammered.
    

    
      “Best rest elsewhere,” he warned. “Strange things linger here.”
    

    
      She bowed her head and fled, but her heart knew truth: something beyond the wall was waiting.
    

    

    
    
      That night, she could not sleep. Harwen’s snores rattled through the narrow house, but Lati’s thoughts raced. At last she rose, barefoot, and slipped outside.
    

    
      The town was hushed, lanterns low. Cats slinked across roofs. The air smelled of rain. Her steps led north.
    

    
      The gate loomed. One guard dozed by a torch. She slid past unseen.
    

    
      The wall rose before her, vast, alive. She touched it.
    

    
      Cold struck, then warmth surged. The pulse matched her heart. The stone rippled.
    

    
      Silver spread across it, a sheen like liquid glass. Her reflection appeared—yet moved on its own.
    

    
      Lati froze.
    

    
      The reflection’s lips shaped silent words: 
      Not yet. Soon.
    

    
      She stumbled back, trembling. The silver faded, leaving only rough stone.
    

    
      “Lati.”
    

    
      The voice cut sharp. She turned.
    

    
      Harwen stood in the shadows, shawl clutched tight, eyes blazing.
    

    
      “What are you doing?”
    

    
      “I… I couldn’t sleep.”
    

    
      “At the wall?” Harwen’s hand clamped her wrist. “Do you want ruin? You know the tales.”
    

    
      “I didn’t—”
    

    
      “Enough. Back.”
    

    
      She dragged her home. In the kitchen, Harwen’s face was pale with anger—or fear.
    

    
      “Keep your head down. Work. Survive. Whatever calls to you out there—it is death.”
    

    
      “But what if it isn’t?” Lati whispered.
    

    
      For a heartbeat, pity flickered in Harwen’s eyes. Then it was gone.
    

    
      “Go to bed.”
    

    

    
    
      Lati lay awake until dawn. Her palms still tingled. Behind her closed eyes, the reflection whispered: 
      Soon.
    

    
      In the days that followed, she tried to obey, to fade into silence. Yet everywhere, mirrors seemed to watch her. Water, glass, polished metal—her reflection lingered, shifted.
    

    
      The townsfolk’s whispers grew sharper. Harwen’s commands grew harsher.
    

    
      But the truth had already rooted deep.
    

    
      She did not belong here. She had never belonged.
    

    
      Something beyond the wall waited for her.
    

    
      And sooner or later, she would answer its call.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      The King’s Festival
    

    
      The town had not slept the night before. Lanterns still flickered from windows as dawn spread across the eastern sky, and already the cobblestones thrummed beneath hurried boots. Merchants hauled carts laden with bread and meat pies. Children raced ahead of their mothers, ribbons flying from their hair. By sunrise, the square was alive with the colors of banners and the breath of anticipation.
    

    
      Lati had never seen the streets so full. The town behind the wall was usually quiet, pressed by the shadow of the citadel looming above, but today it pulsed like a heart too full of blood. The King himself would pass through, it was said, and the people meant to honor him with spectacle.
    

    
      She moved carefully along the edge of the crowd, her hood drawn low. She told herself it was only caution, only the glare of the morning sun on her pale eyes, but she knew better. People noticed things. And in a day meant for unity, she was a reminder of difference.
    

    
      The air reeked of roasting meat and sweet cider, sticky and heavy. Jugglers had already begun their tricks, knives glinting in the light, and minstrels tuned their lutes to add to the din. The square was a kaleidoscope of movement, dazzling, overwhelming. Lati tried to stay small, yet she could not keep from staring.
    

    
      Trumpets split the noise, high and metallic. The crowd surged forward as one, necks craning. At the far end of the square, the gates of the citadel yawned open, and sunlight struck polished armor. Knights rode out first, the steel of their breastplates catching fire in the light, their spears lifted in perfect symmetry. Behind them came the King’s banner—a tower rising from waves, stitched in gold thread—and then, the King himself.
    

    
      He sat astride a massive gray stallion, robed in crimson and sable. His crown was modest, but his presence filled the street, demanding fealty without a word. The townsfolk dropped to their knees as he passed, heads bowed. Lati lowered her gaze with the rest, though her chest felt hollow, her knees unsteady. She had never stood so near to the man who ruled her life like a distant god.
    

    
      Beside the King rode a knight unlike the others, his armor dark with streaks of silver, less ornate but more alive. His posture was straight, yet not stiff, his hand steady on the reins of a black horse. Even from her place in the crowd, Lati felt the weight of his gaze as he swept the people, not with idle detachment but with searching. It was said his name was Torven, the King’s favored champion.
    

    
      For a breathless instant, Lati thought his eyes landed on her. She tightened her hood. It was impossible. Yet something in her bones whispered that he had seen her all the same.
    

    
      The procession moved through the square, and cheers followed in waves. Flowers rained down from balconies. Minstrels struck faster chords. Children screamed the King’s name until their voices cracked. The air vibrated with loyalty.
    

    
      But beneath it all, a current twisted. Words hissed between cheers. “Keep us safe.” “Strike down the monsters.” The monsters—the Reflected. The whispered threat in every tale, the shadow in every mirror. Lati felt the words like ash on her skin.
    

    
      The King raised a hand, and the roar redoubled. His face was calm, practiced, yet his eyes burned with something colder than joy. He did not smile. He did not need to.
    

    
      The parade wound past, toward the feasting hall. The crowd, however, did not disperse. They lingered, drunk on the nearness of power, eager for more. A stage had been set, and actors in painted masks bounded upon it, drawing shouts of approval.
    

    
      At first the play was harmless. A farmer mocked a greedy taxman, earning laughter. A jester waddled like the King himself, his crown too large, his steps too pompous. The people laughed freely, even boldly.
    

    
      Then the masks changed. Silver visors, twisted features. The actors hunched and hissed, hands clawing. The Reflected.
    

    
      The audience howled. Straw dummies tumbled onto the stage, dressed in rags and painted with crude mirrored faces. A false knight appeared—torso broad, chin high, a mockery but easily recognized. Torven. He fought the monsters with exaggerated skill, slaying them one after another while the crowd screamed in delight.
    

    
      
        “Slay them!” someone shouted.
        

         “Burn them all!” another cried.
      
    

    
      The square became a sea of fists and voices. Children stomped the cobblestones as though trampling enemies. Women shrieked curses. Men spat at the stage, eyes fever-bright.
    

    
      Lati’s chest tightened. Each jeer was a stone, and they fell on her, though no one yet knew. She clutched her hood, pulling it low, but when the firelight struck her face, her eyes flashed. A boy nearby noticed.
    

    
      “Mama,” he whispered, tugging his mother’s sleeve, “her eyes look like theirs.”
    

    
      The woman turned sharply, gaze narrowing. She pulled the boy close, shielding him as though from a contagion. Others nearby followed her glance. One man’s scowl deepened; another frowned in suspicion.
    

    
      Lati’s stomach dropped. She tried to push back through the crowd, but bodies pressed in, eager, blind with zeal. Onstage, the false Torven delivered his final blow, severing the last Reflected’s head. The mask rolled across the platform. The crowd erupted.
    

    
      “Death to the Reflected! Death! Death!”
    

    
      The chant rose like thunder. Lati’s ears rang. Her pulse thrashed against her throat. She staggered toward the edge of the square, desperate to vanish, but the mob closed around her. Their voices drowned her breath.
    

    
      And then—him.
    

    
      Across the mass, Torven sat astride his horse, apart from the frenzy. His expression was unreadable, but his eyes were fixed on the mob with cold intensity. And for one heartbeat, Lati swore he looked at her.
    

    
      Did he see? Did he know?
    

    
      The chant crashed down, merciless, and Lati turned away, forcing herself through a gap, stumbling into shadow.
    

    
      By nightfall, the square was unrecognizable. A bonfire roared at its center, fed by effigies painted silver. Sparks spiraled into the black sky as the people sang and cursed and drank. Children tossed dolls into the flames with shrieks of glee. Men thrust sticks like swords, bellowing Torven’s name. Women hurled scraps of bread to the fire as offerings.
    

    
      Lati lingered at the edges, trapped between the glow and the dark. Each effigy burned was a reflection of her blood. Each cheer a nail in the coffin of her secret.
    

    
      She turned to slip away, but a group of young men jostled near the fire, daring one another closer to the heat. One glanced her way. His gaze sharpened. He staggered forward, pointing.
    

    
      “Her eyes,” he slurred, his voice slicing through the night. “She’s one of them.”
    

    
      The square shuddered. Whispers rippled outward, a chain of sparks leaping from mouth to mouth. 
      Reflected.
       
      Monster.
       
      Curse.
    

    
      Lati’s breath caught. She tugged her hood low, shoving past a stall. Apples tumbled, rolling across the stones, drawing curses. But the whispers grew.
    

    
      
        “Did you see?”
        

         “She’s hiding.”
        

         “Fetch the guard.”
      
    

    
      The clang of distant boots struck the air.
    

    
      Terror gripped her. If the guards reached her, there would be no escape. She ducked into an alley, pressing against the cold stone, heart hammering. The crowd’s chant still echoed, muffled but savage: 
      Death to the Reflected.
    

    
      She slid deeper into shadow until the fire’s glow faded. Her breath came ragged, hands trembling as she clutched her cloak. The festival still raged behind her, but it was no celebration—it was revelation.
    

    
      For the first time, she saw the truth without disguise. There was no safety for her here. No place in the King’s realm. Only fire, only hate.
    

    
      And if her secret ever broke fully into the open, the crowd would do more than whisper. They would destroy her.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      
    

    
      The Spark of Magic
    

    
      The alley was narrow, half-choked with refuse and shadow. Lati pressed herself against the wall, breathing hard, trying to make herself small enough to vanish into stone.
    

    
      The three boys had followed her from the square. She had recognized them—the butcher’s son with the crooked teeth, the potter’s apprentice with broad shoulders, and the third, a little older, whose name she never caught but whose eyes always carried mockery. They had trailed her more than once, jeering at her silence, her strangeness.
    

    
      Tonight, emboldened by drink and festival fire, they cornered her at last.
    

    
      “Well, well,” the crooked-toothed one sneered, his voice thick with ale. “The glass-eyed girl. Out past curfew, are we?”
    

    
      “I told you,” the older one said, stepping closer, “she doesn’t need curfew. The sun itself’s afraid to shine on her.”
    

    
      The potter’s apprentice laughed, though unease flickered beneath his grin. “Careful. My mum says she’s cursed. One look and your luck sours for a year.”
    

    
      The older boy reached and tugged her hood back. Lati flinched, the night air suddenly cold on her hair.
    

    
      “Look at those eyes,” he whispered. “Silver, like broken glass. Tell me she’s not one of them.”
    

    
      Them.
    

    
      The word struck her chest like a stone.
    

    
      “Leave me alone,” she said, voice low but steady. She edged sideways, but the wall blocked her.
    

    
      “Or what?” the crooked-toothed boy jeered. “You’ll curse us? Crack our skulls with your demon mirrors?” He shoved her shoulder.
    

    
      Something in
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