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CHAPTER ONE
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The Ghost on the Hill

Yaz hummed as she stood on her tiptoes to clean the tchotchkes wobbling on the shelf. With every buzzing movement of the tower beneath her, the knickknacks threatened to dive from the shelf. As they neared the edge, Yaz caught them, shifting them to the back of the shelves again before moving on to her next task. 

Unlike the collection of goods in the moving tower, Yaz had long since learned to navigate the tower with ease. She ignored each lurch and twist of the engine below, focused instead on her chores. The sooner she finished, the sooner she’d be able to race to the platform on top of the tower to see where they had traveled this time. 

As she dusted the last silver orb on the shelf, the tower skidded to a halt. Yaz caught the orb as it slipped off the shelf, stumbling herself into the nearby desk. The tower creaked once, and she regained her footing, a smile navigating across her lips. 

“We’re here!” Yaz exclaimed to herself. She replaced the orb, dropped her duster on the ground, and raced up the winding stairwell towards the platform on the roof.

For weeks, she’d been daydreaming about their arrival in Aeterno Village. She had found pictures of the glorious Tower of Ab Aeterno on the cliff overlooking the village in the books on Mr. Nasr’s shelf. The sea glowed beneath it, casting a vibrant glow from the Effluvium. Per the books, the Effluvium served as the guiding mist of Life and Death. Yaz wasn’t sure what that meant, but she could picture the mist rising from the sea, reaching to the tower. Some people even said that the tower was the tallest point in the nation of Rosada. 

She pushed open the hatched door and climbed onto the platform. This was the first place in all Rosada she yearned to see. So far, the nation had been boring. It didn’t have the seaside glass cities of Proveniro or the tropical jungles of Perennes, or the haunting swamps of Volfium. Instead, Rosada sat dead, brown, and crumbling.

Certainly, seeing Ab Aeterno would change that. 

She raced to the edge of the platform. Smoke wavered in the air, suffocating the landscape. Yaz’s heart fell to her stomach. No tower waited for her. No glamor. Nothing.

“Where is it?” she whispered, removing her glasses to clean them. With the smudges gone, she examined the landscape again. Still nothing. For a few moments longer, she stared into the mist, willing for the tower to appear. Only shadows moved about the air—ghosts, monsters, and beasts. Not real. 

Yaz shook her head, then raced to the floor beneath the platform, shouting, “Mr. Nasr!?! Ms. Kai!?!” 

Below, Yaz threw open the door to the navigation deck. Mr. Nasr sat in the cockpit, staring through the navigation window and stroking the stubble on his chin. Beside him, Ms. Kai stood with her back to Yaz, her hand on a lever to direct the tower to its formal rest.

Yaz took a quick glimpse at the map on the wall; an electric bulb blinked just over Aeterno Village. Yaz loved that map. Ever since Mr. Nasr and Ms. Kai took her from Jrin Ayl, a small island at the tip of the continent, she’d loved counting each location on their map. They’d raised her as an apprentice to their little shop, promising her protection, glitz, and glamor. 

Sure, they’d protected her for the last five years, but glitz and glamor? No. Most of the time, it had been work. 

“Mr. Nasr! Ms. Kai!” Yaz caught her breath in the entrance. “Where’s the tower? You said there would be a tower!”

Mr. Nasr glared over his shoulder. He was a stout fellow with a round face, uneven stubble, red eyes, and a bald head. Meanwhile, Ms. Kai bore a much kinder gaze, her one blue eye and one green eye watching Yaz with sadness. When Yaz first met Ms. Kai, she thought she was a goddess.

“We know Yasmin,” Ms. Kai said. “We shall not be staying long.”

“What? Why? Where is it?” 

“It’s gone. That means it is dangerous here,” Mr. Nasr explained.

“But we’ve been traveling for such a long time!” Yaz bemoaned. “You promised we would stay here for a couple of days!” 

Ms. Kai and Mr. Nasr exchanged a look. Yaz always thought it was the look a king and queen might share in a story. When she first told Ms. Kai and Mr. Nasr that, they laughed, but their interest in such stories wavered as they grew closer to Rosada. 

“We do need supplies,” Mr. Nasr grunted. 

“Yes,” Ms. Kai agreed. “It might be best we stop here for a day or so.” 

Yaz clapped her hands in excitement. “Thank you!”

Mr. Nasr turned and snapped with ferocity in his voice, “But you will stay here, Yasmin.”

Her heart dropped even further. “But I wanna explore!”

“Not here.”

“Yasmin, dear child.” Ms. Kai knelt beside her. “You know we just want to protect you, right? Aeterno is not a safe place for children to play. When we reach Siskin’s Corner in the north, then you can go play. Okay?”

“A’ight,” Yaz mumbled.

“What was that?”

“Yes, Ms. Kai!” 

“Very good. Now go finish stocking the shelves. We may have a couple customers come by.” Ms. Kai tussled Yaz’s hair, then returned to her gears and levers. Mr. Nasr stared at Yaz for a moment longer, his crimson eyes evaluating her every movement, then turned his chair around to face the window. 

Yaz continued pouting as she left the cockpit. Why didn’t they ever let her have any fun? She’d been in this tower for weeks now!

She dragged her feet as she returned to the ground floor. Usually, she took time looking at each of the pictures and artifacts on the wall. Despite living here for years, she still hadn’t learned all the little stories each piece told. They bled of magic, of disease, but all of history. She hoped one day her own collection, hidden beneath her bed, would be as remarkable.

She continued to the ground floor, back into the curiosities. When alone, Yaz often dillydallied between the shelves to admire the oddities. People from far and wide ventured to see Gisela’s Curio Shoppe of Oddities Galore. Items abound occupied the shelves, ranging from motorized toys and mechanized Year Glasses to strange artifacts rumored to hold magic. 

Sometimes, Yaz disappeared into the farthest corner of the shop, where Ms. Kai kept old animal skeletons, geodes, and stones. Each of those skeletons told a story, and sometimes she wondered if their ghosts lived in the shop with their skulls. When Ms. Kai and Mr. Nasr weren’t looking, Yaz would sit on the floor with the skulls and play with them, just like her dollies upstairs. She named each of them; Miss Pecker the bird skull, Arnold the deer jawbone, and Elizabeth the dehydrated lizard corpse had been her longtime favorites.

As she reached the bottom step, Yaz considered hiding in the shelves to play. It would be more interesting than cleaning the shop. But her attention drifted towards the doorway. She doubted that Mr. Nasr or Ms. Kai would notice her slip out of the shoppe, and she’d already done her chores this morning, too excited to sleep.

She refused to keep hiding. 

“I’ll be right back,” Yaz whispered as she pulled on her boots. Checking once more over her shoulder, she creaked open the front door and hopped out of the doorway onto the riverbank.

A paved pathway waited beside the river, leading down to the town. Yaz didn’t care about the shabby looking village; her attention fell solely across the river to the hillside. 

Now that she was out of the tower, the image before her told a different story. Burnt trees and plumes of smoke garnished the hillside that once held the Tower of Ab Aeterno. Did it move just like Ms. Kai and Mr. Nasr’s lopsided tower, with its mismatched pieces and crooked windows? Did it have as many smokestacks, filling the air with gray? Yaz closed her eyes, trying to picture the sight, but only saw Ms. Kai and Mr. Nasr’s little tower.

With her imagination failing her, Yaz abandoned her thoughts and hurried over the rickety bridge across the river. She held her breath at each step, her stomach churning as the bridge rocked from one way to another. Even though the river slept beneath the bridge, the last thing Yaz wanted was to fall. Mr. Nasr keeps promising to teach me to swim, but he hasn’t yet. I should remind him.

She breathed a sigh of relief once she arrived on the other side of the river. I made it! She raced over the trampled path and began her ascent up the hill, glancing back to look at her tower. 

Unlike the Guard towers that frequented the landscape of Rosada, Ms. Kai and Mr. Nasr’s tower comprised a hodgepodge of building blocks. It started with a base, followed by a house, only to be topped with a piece of an airship. Each part had its own charm. When they first took Yaz from her home, she stared at it with wide eyes. Even now, she admired it. 

But she really wanted to see the Tower of Ab Aeterno.

As Yaz ascended the hill, she pulled at the charred branches and pocketed a few rocks. Leaves and ash skirted through the air, catching a few of Yaz’s curls and hitting her glasses as she walked. Sometimes, when she walked in these forests, Yaz swore she heard ghosts. When she mentioned it to Ms. Kai, the woman laughed it off as a childish ploy. But why did they call her name so often? 

Why did they pull at her now?

Yasmin…

Yasmin…

Help me, Yasmin…

She shook her head and broke a branch, using it as a sword to fight off the constant voices in her head. If Ms. Kai told her they didn’t exist, then Yaz believed her. It was time to stop being a ridiculous child.

Yaz bushwhacked through the brambles, arriving at the top of the hill before the sun hit its apex. She collected a few odd rocks but nothing of interest; it wasn’t like the forest held any real relics—at least not like what Ms. Kai and Mr. Nasr sold. 

As she parted the last bushes, she entered a clearing obscured by smoke and soot. A skeletal building stood against the backdrop of smoke. Yaz wandered inside, checking the pews for anything of interest. Every footstep rang against the charred marble floor, but other than the stone pews and broken glass, nothing remained of the old Temple. 

Yaz scuffed her shoe on the pavement in frustration. How could there be nothing here? This was where the Tower of Ab Aeterno once stood! Something had to remain. They couldn’t have taken everything. 

She passed through the doorway at the far end of the atrium. Rather than entering another part of the Temple, though, the door took her back onto the hillside.

Yaz exited the atrium. Just outside sat a giant sinkhole filled with an odd silver liquid. She gazed into it; the surface was as reflective as a mirror, and her reflection stared back at her with the same intrigue as an actual person.

Can I bottle this up and bring it to Ms. Kai? Then she won’t be mad at me because it’s so pretty! Yaz glanced around the area. She had brought no vials, and no cups or containers sat anywhere near the pool. Maybe I can run back to the tower and—

Bubbling pulled Yaz away from her thoughts. The liquid rippled, and out emerged a round white object.

What’s that? 

The water thrashed, bringing the white object to shore. With trembling fingers, Yaz lifted the object from the ground. 

But this was no object.

In her hands sat none other than a human head. Rotting skin composed half the head, while the other half was nothing but a skeleton. Yaz’s mouth dropped, and she caught a scream from exiting her throat.

Is this a ghost? Her fingers tightened around the skull as she scanned the water for the rest.

But there was no skin, no blood, and no body.

Only the head.

Yaz poked at the head’s one closed eyelid. Another yelp lodged itself in her throat.

The eyelid flickered open to reveal an empty white eye. For a moment, the head even opened its mouth, and a deep fog exited from its lips.

“Ghost…” Yaz whispered.

The head blinked.

“Are you a ghost?”

No response.

She held the head up to eye level. “Are you alone?”

The eyelid fell again.

She pondered for a moment. How did the head get here? Was it alone, like Ms. Kai’s other skeletons? She couldn’t leave it here to rot. 

“I’m gonna take you home and clean you up, a’ight? You can spend time with my dolly, then we can find your body or something so you can walk. A’ight?” If it disagreed with her ideas, it gave no sign. Yaz removed her coat and swaddled the head like a babe. “I’m going to call you Sir Jama, a’ight?”

No reaction. 

Yaz didn’t know if she expected one. It didn’t matter. She would bring the head to Ms. Kai and Mr. Nasr, and her caretakers would be happy beyond measure! 

Or maybe I’ll keep you as my secret.

Yaz placed the skull in her bag, but before she had the chance to turn away, the water rippled again. This time, the ripples thrashed against the edge of the lake and kept moving back and forth like a pendulum.

Yaz ducked behind a bush near the pool. Just as she made refuge, a creature burst from the opposite side of the water. It landed on four legs, shook its body, then rolled over at the water’s edge. It whined once.

Then barked.

Yaz perked up in her spot. A dog? 

The water swelled again. This time, two humanoid figures ascended from the water, dripping like phantoms. The taller figure reached the basin, rolled onto the ground beside the dog, then turned back to the water. It helped the second smaller figure from the water. They embraced tight. Yaz swore they kissed. 

The dog beside them whined.

But Yaz couldn’t move. Part of her wanted to dash away, while the other part wanted to scream.

She watched as the figures stood there for what felt like forever. They spoke in quiet, hushed voices, their gazes fixated on the silver pool. She circled over to them, watching from the brambles. The taller figure, a man, stood hunched over as he spoke with the shorter figure, a woman. They looked odd and out of place. The woman wore a nightgown, her frizzy dark brown hair hanging in an uneven braid, a thick cowl hanging around her neck. Meanwhile, the man’s curls stuck out in every direction, and his suspenders hung loose on his side as if he never finished putting on his clothes.

After a bit of time, the man finally turned to leave. The woman stopped him and whispered under her breath.

They kissed again. 

Then she let go of him, her fingers lingering on his arm, and approached the edge of the pool. She placed her fingers into the liquid.

And at her touch, a geyser exploded from the center of the pool, releasing hundreds of red flowers across the hilltop. 


    CHAPTER TWO
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Petals

Silver. So much silver.

And red.

Peonies floated.

Spinning.

Twirling.

A dog barked.

Then light.

Bria clamored to the surface, sputtering. She struggled to stay afloat, bobbing up and down, the odd silver liquid clawing its way into her mouth. Where was she? What happened? Where was Brent? The last thing she remembered was that they jumped into the Pool in the heart of the Library. Were they still together? 

Her head continued to spin as she tried treading water. Another wallop of liquid passed over her head.

She pushed up for air again. Two hands greeted her above the surface and yanked her to shore. 

“It’s a’ight. We’re a’ight. Breathe.” 

“Brent? Is that you?” She blinked away the silver liquid.

“Yeah, it’s me. We’re a’ight. It’s a’ight. Breathe.” Brent enveloped her in a hug. They were still together. 

Finally, her vision stabilized. Brent sat with her and Nix at the edge of a silver pool in a sinkhole. The sky glistened with the colors of dusk, and ash floated about in the air. She gasped and clutched Brent’s shirt, trying her best to keep from passing out. The earth pulsated beneath her; she heard every breath, every gust of wind.

Just an hour ago, maybe less, the malevolent Ningursu, leader of the Council of Mist Keepers, had used his own abilities to set her magic into overdrive once again. This was the third time he’d attempted to control her now. She always fought back…

But it was getting harder.

Now the earth reached for her, its heartbeat as loud as a drum beneath her feet. 

For now, they were safe. Relief washed over Bria, and she pulled Brent down into a kiss. The worry that somehow the Pool would separate them after they escaped the Library vanished with his eyes. 

Nix, their gray box-headed dog, whined beside them. 

“We’re a’ight,” Brent whispered again. “Let’s get away from this goddamn pool.”

Bria glanced at the pool once more. She couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching them. It had to be the anxiety over the pool. These mysterious silver pools dotted the world with magical properties created by the immortal Magii and Alchemist Tehuti Thema Tarek Kamilah Kafele Kek. A universal lifeblood of the earth, composed of peony flowers and mist, they acted as transportation between locations, windows of communication, and cures for the wildest ailments.

Brent was right. The farther they got away from the Pool, the better. A constant fear that Kek or the Council would send someone after them remained.

After all, wouldn’t the Council want to find Ningursu after his brother tossed him into the Pool? 

But Bria didn’t move. Her attention fell to Brent as he turned his back to the Pool. Exhaustion painted his face, sweat and grime matting down his curls, while he kept opening his mouth as if talking to himself. She couldn’t fathom what was going through his head now. The Battle in the Library was fresh. Blood poured, people ceased…but most notably, Ningursu’s brother perished at Brent’s hands.

The old ghost, Nedo, begged Brent to take his story, thus ceasing his existence. After thousands of years of slavery, it was only the right thing to do. But Bria knew one thing: Brent was a good man, and even assisting someone begging to become one with the mist again would weigh heavily on his soul.

Or Brent’s ability to retain stories using the mist would cause Nedo’s death to haunt him. 

As he breathed out, mist gathered around his face. Did it understand he was a Mist Keeper, the protector of souls and gatekeeper to death? 

The Mist Keepers said they cursed Brent, but he still hadn’t died. Sure, he had been to Hell and back, defeating a monster known as a Diabolo, absorbing its stories, and losing his mind in the process, but he returned. He was still alive and still a Mist Keeper. Brent continued to release souls and read the mist all while existing. 

The curse might not break, but Bria promised it wouldn’t take him from her. Never.

But they would have to keep hiding. With the endless tunnels beneath the earth as well as the pools, it would not be impossible to be uncovered by the Mist Keepers or Kek’s Palaver of Immortals. 

Plus, a third party was in the game now: The Order of the Effluvium. She and Brent discovered a connection between the Order and the Council after seeing Elder Don Van, the old leader of their home’s Temple, in a smaller pool. With their detrimental hand playing games, even with Kek and the Palaver of Immortals now in control of the Library, nowhere was safe.

What could she and Brent do? They spoke of destroying the Pools and cutting off communication, but was that even possible? How many Pools occupied the world? 

Bria placed her hand on Brent’s back as he began to walk away. “Wait.”

“Huh?” 

“We need to destroy the Pool.”

“What? How?”

“I know how to do it. I…I don’t think it’ll be hard…just draining.”

“Bria…you can’t right now. Not after what Ningursu did to you. I mean…what if…what if you…” His head fell, his curls falling over his face. “What if you don’t wake up?”

“Brent…” She cupped his cheeks. “Trust me. Please.” 

“I do…I always do.” 

She kissed him again, letting her lips linger for a few seconds longer. Once they parted, she released Brent and approached the Pool. Her fingers trembled as she stared over the silver liquid. The Pool beckoned her. The peonies embedded in its liquid sang a song of blood and tears, like Madame Owiti’s orb back in the city of Mert. That had been softer, less harrowing. Had blood spilled over this very Pool on this hilltop, like when Kek killed hundreds of seers to keep the Pool alive and well? Did Kek slaughter a seer right here?

Or was the song merely that of the peonies, begging for freedom?

Either way, Bria knew what she had to do. The calls enchanted her, and as Bria approached the Pool, she could no longer resist their tugging. 

She knelt beside the Pool, tracing her fingers over the liquid. Her skin buzzed. It wasn’t just the peonies; she felt every blade of grass, every dead beetle, every leaf that occupied the Pool. While the song was sad, life continued. Life demanded. Life yearned.

It pulsed from the Pool in a whisper, filling Bria’s core. It was as if a sudden warmth overwhelmed her, wrapping around her veins and arteries. Her heart raced. Her ears buzzed. It touched every corner of her skin. 

She gasped, and the energy filling her escaped. It bounced across the surface of the lake.

And the silver liquid exploded with a splash.

In a tsunami, it burst out of the basin and hit the trees. The geyser captured Bria in a fit of red and sent her flying backwards into the dirt. Pain ripped through the back of her head as she landed against the root.

The wind guffawed. Hundreds of peonies rode on the gusts, capturing the air, and raining with petals across the hilltop.

Like blood.

Bria couldn’t move. Her head hurt. The dirt gripped her.

Roots wrapped around her arms and legs, crossing over her body. Vines clung to her hair and face. The earth beckoned. It needed life. It needed help.

And she could feel her soul reaching out across the charred hilltop. 

She was everywhere. She was nowhere.

Her magic was out of her hands now.

And around her, the charred trees burst with life.


CHAPTER THREE
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Wanted for Cornstalks

“BRIA!” Brent cried with the wind. Peonies blew through the air, masking the Pool from sight. She had been right there! What had happened? Did the Pool retake her? Did she get eaten by the Peonies?

Don’t be ridiculous; peonies can’t eat people. 

She’s not a person. She’s a plant, the Diabolo in his head goaded.

No, she’s not!

She has a branch growing from her ear. Plant!

Be quiet, Frankie!

Brent had grown used to the constant presence of the Diabolo, a demon composed of nightmares and mist that he had the unfortunate fate of harboring in his soul. It wasn’t even the true Diabolo, only the creature’s story riding close to his heart. For months, in the Independent City of Mert, he roamed the streets with his mind flittering between himself, the monster, and the stories of day-to-day life. Even now, despite the medications and therapies he’d endured, he had yet to shake the demon entirely. If the Diabolo didn’t claw its way into his head, then it was the constant bombardment of stories hanging in the air. No matter where he looked, they followed.

But he had to stay focused. 

Finally, the peonies cleared, the wind dying down to a quiet whisper. Bria lay on the ground, laden with vines, roots, and flowers. 

“Bri!” Brent raced over to her and pushed a pile of peonies off her body. Each time he pulled at one, though, another flower or vine attacked from another angle. 

Once he uprooted her and pulled her close, the roots attached to her skin snapped. She screamed out and dug her face into Brent’s chest. Dirt crusted her skin, and the vines embedded themselves into her, just like the little branch behind her ear. Upon destroying the Pool, she’d become a part of the surrounding forest.

And to save it, she paid the price.

“I had to destroy it,” she sobbed out. “We can’t…Kek…or the Council…they would all…it would…I…”

“I know. Breathe. It’s a’ight.” 

Her head fell against his chest. Tears continued falling from her cheeks, and the clouds above hung heavy with her sadness. 

“You’re a’ight, you’re a’ight…” He pushed back the loose strands of hair from her face. “We’re safe.”

“Are we, though?” she whispered. “We don’t even know where we are…”

Brent glanced around the hilltop. Now that he looked around, he caught the wisps of stories as they passed over him. He had been trying to ignore them since arriving, his head spinning still from harboring Nedo’s ancient tale and the onslaught of horrors from the Library. The weight of Nedo’s death haunted him, but he pushed it down to focus on the mist. 

He saw it all: a fire eating away at a Temple where a pernicious Year Glass gazed from above everything. Then a tower, composed of gems and pearls, height defying imagination, shifted. It moved like the towers guarding the landscape of Rosada, but this time, bearing the fruits of the Order in its clutches.

Brent had heard of that tower; it was the pinnacle of glory rumored throughout Rosada.

“Ab Aeterno,” Brent whispered.

“What?” Bria gripped his arm. 

“We’re in Ab Aeterno. That’s where the Pool took us.”

“Do you think Ningursu wanted to come here? That’s why we’re here?” 

“Possibly…” Brent’s heart still quavered from their experience in the Library. They broke into Ningursu’s office only to discover a silver basin in the center of the room. There, inside it, they saw Elder Don Van, the leader of the Order of the Effluvium in Newbird’s Arm.

The man responsible for putting the blank stamp on Brent’s wrist when he was a child.

That confirmed the absolute truth for them: the Order and the Council communicated with each other. Their evils wove together like the threads of a sweater. 

“Do you think Elder Don Van found Ningursu?” Bria glanced around, wincing in pain.

“I dunno. He’s not here, though.” Brent stared into the sinkhole that had been the Pool. But we’re back in Rosada. 

That wasn’t necessarily a good thing. While there were pockets of safety throughout the nation for those like him—individuals with silver eyes, a penchant for stories, and magic—most of the time and in most places, if someone saw the black stamp on his wrist, they would throw him into the Pit. If they were indeed in Aeterno Village, persecution would not come lightly. He’d be a moving target. That much he knew.

Nix’s whines pulled him from his thoughts. 

Beside him, Bria’s body began to weave its way back into the earth. Taproots clung to her, lacing into her skin, and a blanket of moss-covered her.

“Shite! Bri!” Brent stooped to her level and gathered Bria into his arms. Her eyes fell closed, her breaths uneven with each exhale. “Stay awake, a’ight? You’re a’ight.”

“I’m fine,” she mumbled. Her head lolled to the side.

“No. C’mon, we can get into the tunnels or something and get out of here or—”

“No…Kek…the Mist Keepers…” 

“A’ight…a’ight, um…I’ll find us a place. C’mon.” 

Brent slung their bag off his shoulder, then lifted Bria off the ground. He grunted as he tried to stabilize her, then with his shoulders high, he followed along the path away from the sinkhole.

Stories followed in his wake. As he moved, he watched the past. The Tower of Ab Aeterno lurched away from its position, abandoning its place beside the sea. The Effluvium followed, an obedient soldier on the edge of the sea. Where was it going? And was Ningursu already with Elder Don Van? Or was his head floating in another pool far away?

Brent hoped it was the latter. 

He adjusted Bria in his arms as he walked down the path. His black stamp lay hidden beneath his sleeve, and with his bangs over his face, he could only pray no one noticed his eyes. They’d be right to throw him in the Pit, especially with the way the Diabolo continued to nag at his thoughts. 

Nix trotted ahead of them down the hill, shaking off the remaining bits of silver. The village of Aeterno sat embraced in the snow at the foot of the hill, gas lamps flickering in and out of life on the rows of the streets. Automobiles sat parked along the river with a couple of towers bordering the landscape. Brent couldn’t help but feel like he was being watched. 

Yet, despite the clear presence of the guard, the village itself was unremarkable. Simple. Outside of recent events, the stories held no intrigue: a farmer growing crops, a few children running in the streets, and an elderly couple walking their dog. And despite their insipid nature, Brent reveled in these silent tales. After the gnawing of the Diabolo or the detrimental heartbeat of Nedo’s tale, these casual stories gave him a moment of serenity. 

Brent repositioned Bria on his back as he crossed the river. Warehouses bordered the water. The walls told stories about guards, drunkards, and harlots hiding in the broken windows committing acts that, in daylight, most said belonged to demons. 

He hunched his shoulders, adjusting the cuff of his sleeve to hide his hideous black stamp. Only back in Rosada for an hour, and his stamp once again turned him into a target. No longer did he have the freedom from the City of Mert; no longer did he rule over an empty library. Here, if they discovered him, his freedom might cease.

“Shite.” He lowered Bria to the ground in front of the warehouse and brushed back her hair. In her sleep, she almost looked peaceful. Yet with foliage leaving a scar on her skin, Brent wondered how deep Ningursu kneaded his presence into her magic.

Brent took a moment to glance around the area. A few flyers decorated the wall. One advertised a tavern on the outside of the town, whispering of delights and freedom. Another showed a circus garnished in sunlight, just south of town. 

The last one made Brent’s stomach drop. 

 

WANTED

BRIANNABELLA SMIDT

FOR TERRORISM, VANDALISM, AND ACTS OF MAGIC

10,000 GOLD

 

A blurry picture of Bria occupied the space beneath the advertisement. While her face wasn’t clear, the photograph showed enough: a girl controlling plants, a cowl around her neck, standing amid the ruins of Newbird’s Arm from months ago.

“Bria…” He nudged her. “C’mon. We gotta…we can’t stay in Rosada…” 

“Hm?” Her eyes flickered open. 

Brent tore the flyer from the wall and handed it to her. 

She stared at it for a moment. “I know I’m wanted. This isn’t new.”

“Yeah, I know, but—”

“We can’t go back into the tunnels.”

“Not even to get out of Rosada?” 

Bria shook her head. She didn’t elaborate further before her eyes shut again. 

“Shite. A’ight…shite.” He placed a hand on Bria’s head. Her skin burned. 

She needs someplace to rest.

Just leave her here, his Diabolo chided.

You know I won’t do that.

Lovesick fool.

He ignored the Diabolo’s remarks, pulling Bria again into his arms. With a single glance around the warehouse district, he caught sight of a story about a drunkard and a harlot disappearing down an alleyway to find someplace safe. 

Someplace safe for anyone.

Perhaps that same place would offer sanctuary for him and Bria.

 

Brent followed the stories of drunkards, harlots, and vagrants to a small inn on the outskirts of Aeterno Village. It hid in the wall beside Aeterno’s Pit, a rundown shack, a communal bathroom, and no electricity. It provided sanctuary, though. 

No one questioned his eyes or Bria’s unconscious state as they entered. Black stamps shone on most of the patron’s skin. Each person spoke with their head down, nursing drinks and speaking gossip and history. No guards. No Order. 

Safety.

Brent received a key from a middle-aged barmaid. She nodded at him once, eyeing Bria carefully, then returned to work. No one said a word.

Brent lay Bria on the bed as soon as they entered their room. She didn’t move, her skin burning beneath his fingertips. Shite. 

He glanced at Nix and frowned. “What’re we gonna do?”

Nix hopped on the bed and lay beside Bria. 

Brent found a dirty washcloth in the bathroom, rinsed it, then lay it on her head. Once sure she wouldn’t wake, he stepped out of the room and headed downstairs. The latest gazette and a hot meal welcomed him. The liquor whispered in his direction, but he did not move towards it. 

You’re afraid, his Diabolo teased. 

Shut it.

Balancing a tray of food in one hand and the gazette in the other, he rejoined Bria upstairs. As the door closed, she jolted upright, arm outstretched, eyes bloodshot.

“I have food.” Brent placed the tray on the table. “Bread and some sort of chowder.”

Bria lowered her arm, but she didn’t climb out of bed to join him. 

Brent brought a bowl over to her, but she shook her head. 

“You need to eat.”

“It’s too loud,” she mumbled.

“Huh?”

“I can hear the vegetables in the soup…”

“You hear the vegetables?”

She nodded.

“You sound like me.”

Bria snorted and wiped her eyes. “It’s my magic. I think each time Ningursu tries to puppeteer me, he is unlocking more of my abilities. But I’m not a Mist Keeper or under his control. He wishes I was, though.”

Brent placed the bowl down and sat beside Bria. He took both her hands, ignoring the stories gathering on her skin. Three times now, Ningursu had used his magic to control Bria. Somehow, after acquiring one of the camellia flowers from Bria’s little branch, Ningursu maintained a connection with her. 

She was too strong for him, though. 

“You’re able to fight it. I’ve seen you fight it,” Brent said, refusing to take his eyes off her. “I think…Ningursu…he is scared of you. You are so strong and…I think…I mean…Ningursu doesn’t know what to do.”

“No, Brent, he knows exactly what he’s doing!” Bria protested. “He knows that he is turning me into a weapon. Because everyone wants to use me as a damn weapon!” She closed her eyes. “Ningursu, Kek—shit, even the people of Rosada are saying I’m a terrorist.”

Brent squeezed her fingers. “You’re not a weapon.”

“Who is to say that I’m not? You’ve seen what I do—”

Brent cut her off. “You are not a weapon. You’re a fighter. You fight for your own cause. And I’ll stand by you wherever you go.”

Bria wiped her eyes. “That might not be the best idea.”

“But I will. You should know that by now.”

A slight smile formed on Bria’s lips before she asked, “Even to eat pineapple?” 

“Well…almost everywhere.”

“I’ll turn you into a pineapple lover someday.”

“Never. Rather eat a fistful of alpaca hair.”

“Have you ever eaten alpaca hair?”

Brent shrugged. “If I did, I was probably one of my stories.”

Bria smiled and rested her head against Brent’s shoulders, keeping the blankets close to her body. “I’m glad you’re not a story anymore.”

“Couldn’t have done it without you.”

“Kek cured you.”

“And you kept me safe.” 

Bria fidgeted with the blanket. Her stomach gurgled.

Brent shoved the bowl back into her hands. “Eat.”

She stared at the bowl. Nix hopped onto the bed beside her, panting.

“Or Nix might eat it first,” Brent warned.

Bria finally lifted the spoon. Her hands trembled as she lifted the chowder to her mouth. 

Silence settled in the room as Brent watched stories gather before him. They came to him nonstop, and in the small tavern, they were as vivid as ever, carrying the weight of struggles and heartbreak. 

How many more stories could his mind handle before he slipped again into the Diabolo’s grasp?

He reached into their bag and pulled out his jar of silver pills. His fingers trembled as he took one. The mere thought of being tied to these pills made his stomach churn, but they were enough to keep the demons at bay. He couldn’t end up like he was all those months ago; he couldn’t stay as the Diabolo’s puppet. 

I’m not my stories.

“What’re we going to do?” Bria asked as she placed the bowl of half-eaten chowder on the table. Pieces of corn floated to the top. 

“Right now, you gotta rest, a’ight?” Brent. 

Bria opened her mouth to speak but then let out a profuse gag…

And out shot a corn stalk from her mouth. 


CHAPTER FOUR
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Vanishing Heads

Yaz watched as the man and woman from the lake disappeared into the dilapidated tavern. It hid in the slums of Aeterno, blending in with the glaring metallic fence that marked the Pit. Prisoners, or vagrants, as Ms. Kai called them, stared out from cracks in the wall, their eyes empty with no color. Gray eyes, silver eyes, white eyes…they all bore little to no life in them. 

What did they do to get put in the Pit? 

Yaz didn’t want to find out.

As curious as she was about the two people who emerged from the lake, the empurpling sky beckoned Yaz back to the Curio Shoppe tower. There was something that compelled her to those two; not only did they emerge from the lake, but the girl created a rainfall of red petals! It was like something in a story. But Ms. Kai and Mr. Nasr always said magic was illegal in Rosada. Would they be safe? 

The man was less interesting; he mumbled to himself as he walked, and a few times, Yaz swore he saw her. 

She held her bag close as she strolled towards the tower. Every few moments, she placed her hand in the bag, reassuring herself that her new prize remained. Sir Jama. The skull was far more interesting than the bird skulls Ms. Kai kept in the back of her shop. They’d be able to fetch a pretty coin for it…or perhaps Yaz might keep it for herself, to play with her dollies in her room. 

She followed Mr. Nasr’s instructions as she headed back towards the tower. Yaz had learned quickly not to talk to strangers. “They’re out to get all of us,” Mr. Nasr had told her. Even when visitors arrived in the shop, they instructed Yaz not to speak. 

It was for the best, they promised her. 

But now she could show them how she took care of herself!

Yaz hopped over the stones by the river, keeping her eye on the misshapen tower in the distance. Its silver flag waved in the breeze, catching the flurries of snow falling from the sky. 

Positioned like statues outside the tower stood both Ms. Kai and Mr. Nasr. Ms. Kai looked as though her one green and one blue eye might pop out of her skull. Mr. Nasr huffed in frustration as Yaz slowed her pace on approach.

“What did we tell you about leaving, Yasmin?” Ms. Kai spat.

“I just went out for a little, I promise!” Yaz hugged her bag tight. “I’ve been in the tower for such a long time!”

“Yasmin, we gave you specific instructions to not leave the tower,” Mr. Nasr said.

“But you promised to let me explore—”

“Until we discovered the Tower of Ab Aeterno left.”

“What does that have to do with it?” Yaz argued. “You don’t let me go out anywhere!” 

“Yasmin, you are a child and wouldn’t understand.”

“But I found something! You can display it in the shop!”

“We do not need any of your little trinkets.” Ms. Kai added.

“But look!” Yaz reached into her bag. 

Her heart sank. In the place where Sir Jama once sat, nothing more than air graced her fingertips. Tears welled in her eyes as she searched her bag. He was right there! She remembered pulling him out of the lake! Had this all been a figment of her imagination? 

Or ghosts?

“Stop playing games, Yasmin. Go up to your room. Now,” Ms. Kai insisted.

“But—”

“Go, or you won’t get dinner.” 

Yaz’s head fell. She didn’t have the energy to argue with her guardians. Instead, with her body slumped, her bag against her chest, and her lips quivering, she wandered back into the tower. Mr. Nasr’s red eyes felt like daggers on her back, and Ms. Kai’s disappointment hung in the brisk air. 

The tower didn’t feel quite so welcoming. Some days, like today, it reminded her more of a prison. Why didn’t Mr. Nasr and Ms. Kai ever let her out of their tower? All the other children played in the streets, but she had to work, she had to stay put, and she had to be obedient and gentle. Ms. Kai once told Yaz about the adventures she and Mr. Nasr had long ago; they used to travel the continent, meeting interesting people from Heims to the islands off the coast of Perennes and Proveniro. What happened to the people in those stories? Why did they hide away in the tower?

Or were they just lies? 

Yaz climbed the stairs to her room. She’d created her own private suite in an old storage closet, big enough to harbor a bed, a dresser, and her chest of goodies. After shutting the door, she collapsed on the floor beside the chest and let out a loud wail. 

I should have talked to the ghost people by the silver pool. Then I could have brought them back here and explained the situation to Mr. Nasr and Ms. Kai. They might know about Sir Jama! 

She toyed with the lock on her chest. At least she still had her toys; they’d listen to her.

Even if they didn’t speak.

Sir Jama would have been a great new toy, a fun new toy; it’d been so long since she added a new object to her collection.

But Sir Jama was gone now. 

Yaz checked her bag one more time. Only dust coated her fingers. Perhaps he was never more than her imagination; besides, why would she find a human skull—half skin, half skeletal—lying at the foot of a silver pool? And in what world would someone cause the sky to rain red petals?

Ghosts.

Or magic, maybe?

Yaz opened her chest and rummaged through her toys. She pulled out three dollies: one made of string, one of sticks, and one of porcelain. Each one found a spot next to her bed, followed by a few rocks upon which she’d drawn eyes.

“I thought I had a new friend for all of y’all,” Yaz said to her dollies. “Guess it’s just us.” 

She brushed back the hair on her porcelain dolly’s head. The doll bore a locket with a picture of a woman in it around her neck. A beautiful woman with long, dark hair, dark eyes, and a wide smile. Sometimes, Yaz imagined that woman holding her, rocking her to sleep. Together, they stayed in a house by the sea, telling stories and laughing.

But that was just another imaginary story.

Yaz wanted to believe that woman was her mother. 

But she could have been anyone. 

Now, she had Mr. Nasr and Ms. Kai. They’d given her a good life…even if strict. 

Yaz sighed. She had no desire to play with dolls. Part of her wanted to cry, the other part wanted to sleep, but what good would that do anymore? Crying wouldn’t make Mr. Nasr and Ms. Kai believe her. 

“Stupid ghosts messing with me!” Yaz shouted. Of course, ghosts weren’t real; they couldn’t be. But at times, Yaz swore they existed, taunting her.

She knocked her bag off her bed. Real or not, why wouldn’t they just go away?!

And as the bag hit the ground, Sir Jama’s head rolled across the floor, staring up at Yaz with his empty eyes. 


CHAPTER FIVE
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The Boxcar

Lex jolted awake to the screeching of the train. Her body ached from sleeping against the wall. She’s sacrificed the hay bale for her dear old friend, Madame Owiti; the old woman needed the bed more than her. Meanwhile, Lex’s son, Garrett, slept on her lap. The boy hadn’t said a word since the Guard pricked his finger a day earlier. When the needle touched his skin, he wailed as his blood dribbled into an odd silver substance in a petri dish. Once it hit the surface, his blood turned gold, as it had with Madame Owiti.

When they tested Lex’s blood, though, it turned black.

Without a word, the Guard shoved Lex, Madame Owiti, and Garrett into one boxcar at the edge of the loading dock with other women and children. The door slammed shut, so the only slither of light came from a thin crack-like window on the ceiling. Lex’s head buzzed as she waited for answers.

But none came.

And the train began to move.

She could only hope her husband was okay. When she last saw Toddle, the only words on his lips were simple: lie about everything. About what? She didn’t know. The Guard didn’t even ask questions; they merely pricked her finger and shoved her onto a train like cattle. 

In the boxcar, a handful of other prisoners waited in shackles, moaning with hunger and distress. It had to be magic—Lex was sure of it. Why else would the Order gather all these individuals? 

But she wasn’t magic. 

She could hardly be around magic.

Back in the City of Mert, Dr. Kafele of the Sanitorium diagnosed her with Phantom Rot. They called it a magical degenerative disorder. In simple terms, Lex was allergic to magic. 

If that was the case, why did that strange liquid change for her? Why did they shove her in this boxcar?

Not that she cared; she would have fought tooth and nail to stay beside Madame Owiti and Garrett. 

She shook her head in disbelief. They left Mert after the Order sanctioned the city. The plan had been to venture out to the country of Evylain, where no one would gawk at the black stamps on their wrists or at anyone’s magical aptitude. Lex never wanted to leave Mert; she loved that city. She adored their little shop. But they had no choice. That chapter had ended.

And the Order now controlled the next page. 

The train jolted again. For the love of Diosa Ciénaga, surely they could drive this thing a little smoother. Some of us have children! Lex cursed to herself, choosing her deity for the day in one breath. 

Garrett fidgeted in her arms and whined. She squeezed his shoulder. What was the poor boy thinking? He rarely spoke, often only in single phrases, committing his attention to the made-up language he created with his dead brother. According to Madame Owiti, the ghost of Garrett’s twin, Preston, always stayed near them. It was easier for Lex to pretend that Preston was alive, too…for Garrett’s sake and her own.

While sight-of-the-dead was common in the City of Mert, feeding off the magic bleeding throughout the city, because of her condition, she could never see Preston. Or any other ghosts. 

But Garrett saw. So did Madame Owiti. 

She trusted them. 

Garrett shifted on her lap again. Was he even aware of what happened? He was a precocious child, talented with his crayons and observant of his surroundings. He kept to himself mostly, only letting her, Toddle, or Madame Owiti touch him. Whenever someone fought, he hid. Loud noises frightened him. He often would chew on his fingers, despite his age. These were all small things, unnoticeable by most, but they were the things that made him undeniably ‘Garrett.’ Lex loved him for all of that.

Toddle always worried, though. His words still echoed in her head, He ain’t gonna have friends if he acts this way. He gotta stop having that imaginary friend and bullshite. 

Garrett would be fine. Lex was certain of it.

But what would the Order do to an atypical child once they arrived at…wherever they were going? 

Madame Owiti stirred next to her, grunting as if to answer Lex’s unspoken question. “We can’t be at Knoll yet.”

“Do you really think they’re taking us to Knoll?” Lex asked. 

“Where else, my dear?” 

Lex drew in her lips and exhaled. Knoll’s Gully made the most sense; it was the central base of the Guard and the place where the Order had the strongest power. 

Their moving towers still haunted her memory, perfect shadows of her childhood when the Guard had experimented on her. She blocked most of it from her memory. As far as it concerned her, her life began in Knoll’s Pit, where she tended to the wounded and listened to the vagrants rallying in distaste against the government. It was there that she and Toddle kindled a romance. 

Everything else before then was a forgotten dream, locked away in a vault.

No matter how hard she pressed her memory, it was white. 

Like her skin. 

Like her hair. 

Like a cloud-riddled sky.

Even her life as a child before the Order, back in Opal’s Canyon, was nothing more than a song of blank faces. No mother. No siblings. Nothing. 

She was the albino girl from the Pit. 

She was Toddle’s wife. 

She was a fake seer. 

That was all. 

Madame Owiti kept rambling beside Lex. “They gotta be making a pit stop. Probably ain’t bringing everyone to Knoll. They might even have real passengers or what-not, yes, yes. We’re just a bit of cargo.” 

Lex stroked Garrett’s hair. The boy hugged her thigh, then rolled onto his side. He’ll wake soon. 

Hungry. 

Desperate.

She already expected his tears. What would she tell him? An adventure wouldn’t quell him; neither would a prayer to a god. No, he needed comfort. It was dark. He was hungry. 

Would he even be able to see Preston?

Her mind kept spinning. Even Madame Owiti’s speech sounded distant.

Where is the Diosa Ciénaga? Are you the one whom I should pray to on this day? Or should I turn to the Effluvium?

No. She couldn’t pray to the Effluvium now. Not when its Order saw her family as a plague.

Madame Owiti nudged her, removing a piece of candy from her bag. “You need to eat, dear. I snuck this in.”

“Save it for Garr-bear,” Lex replied.

“I have more.”

Begrudgingly, Lex took the piece of candy and popped it into her mouth. Chocolate. It melted on her tongue, sending her into a momentary calmness. Its smooth, milky, sweet goodness transported her back to happiness. 

Had life been happy only a couple of months ago? Ever since the Story Collector, Brent, broke into their little shop, things had gotten out of hand. She didn’t blame Brent, though. Magic caused people to do strange things. 

And Brent was a strange young man. 

She smiled, thinking about the Story Collector and his lovely Magii girlfriend, Bria. They were nice kids. Lex had thought little about them as they fled Mert. What happened to them? Were they safe?

She prayed to the Swamp Goddess that they were somewhere far from the Order, far from the Guard, and far from Knoll.

Her train of thought snapped as Garrett woke. He rubbed his red eyes and peered around the dark train car.

“Pres…” He grinned and reached out for a space on the floor. “Wakey wake.” 

“Is he tired?” Lex asked Garrett.

“Yeah.” Garrett stared at the ground.

“You must be tired too.”

“Yeah.”

“Are you hungry?” Madame Owiti interjected, offering Garrett two pieces of chocolate. “Why don’t you share some of this with Preston, yes, yes?”

“Okay, Witi.” Garrett took the chocolate without meeting Madame Owiti’s gaze, then plopped on the floor cross-legged, his attention entirely on his ghostly brother. 

At least he seemed unphased by the turn of events. 

The train skidded again, finally coming to an abrupt halt. People huddled together as far from the doorway as possible. Lex gripped Madame Owiti’s hand and pulled Garrett back onto her lap. Madame Owiti made a motion with her hand to welcome Preston on her lap. Thank Diosa for you, Madame. I wouldn’t be able to handle Garrett and Preston alone.

The door to the boxcar slid open, giving them no time to hold their breath. A tall captain with a curled mustache entered. His dark, beady eyes scanned over the prisoners. “I’m looking for Elexis Dray.”

Lex’s heart plopped in her stomach. 

“I know you’re in here. Fucking albino bitch. It ain’t gonna be hard to find you…so let’s make this easy, a’ight!?!” the captain shouted. 

Madame Owiti squeezed her hand. “Stay strong. You have done nothing wrong.”

“I know.” Lex lifted Garrett onto Madame Owiti’s lap, then rose to greet the captain. “I’m Elexis Dray.”

The captain pulled her forward by the loose hem of her sleeve. “Come with me.”

Lex didn’t argue. It wasn’t worth her energy. Fighting would lead to Madame Owiti and Garrett getting hurt. She couldn’t risk that. Not now. Not ever.

She followed the captain out of the boxcar. The name Carver glowered at her from the badge on his uniform. Lex pulled away, taking in the drab scenery. Steam chugged from the train, mingling with the dead forest on the northern side of the train tracks. On the southern side, shacks and old warehouses coated the snow-covered landscape. Madame Owiti was right. We’re not in Knoll yet. This is too small.

She didn’t ask the captain where they were; she cared little. Answers would come, as they always did, yet her fear remained tight in her belly, somersaulting into her throat.

The captain led her into a different car. A long hallway of living quarters greeted her. Every part of her clenched with terror. She’d been in this scenario before, long ago, at the hands of a captain. They led her down a hallway filled with living quarters, then locked her in a room…

Alone…

Until a guard entered…

And stole her innocence with a laugh and a grunt. 

A scream stalled in her throat, but she pushed it back into her stomach.

Breathe. Diosa Ciénaga will protect you.

The captain shoved her into a room in the back of the car. “You have five minutes.” Then he slammed the door shut.

Trembling, Lex looked up from her spot on the ground. Two sets of boots connected to a gray uniform, marked by the black stamp. 

The uniform rested on a tanned body with green eyes and dark hair. The face gruff and rugged but one she knew. 

One she loved.

“Toddle?” she gasped, restraining her tears.

“Lex!” He pulled her close. “I was so worried about you and Garrett. Are you a’ight? Shite! Did they do anything to you? Are you okay?”

“They didn’t harm us.” Lex squirmed out of his arms. She eyed him; a new bruise blackened on his face, but he otherwise appeared unharmed. “Did you anger someone?”

“What do you think?” Toddle shrugged.

Lex sighed.

“I had to give the captain a piece of my mind. Got me to see you, though, so I think it’s all a’ight, yeah?”

“Is it?” Lex narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re wearing a Guard’s uniform.”

“I…yes. I am.”

“Why?”

Toddle frowned. “It was the only way.”

“Only way for what?!”

“To protect you!” 

“So you joined the Guard?! Toddle! You spent your whole life running from them—”

“I spent my whole life protecting you! This was the only way to protect you! And Garrett! You’re the most important things to me—”

“At what cost?!”

“I just had to give them some information. Nothing big. Just about Mert—”

“About Mert? No, you mean you told them about people! Toddle, how could you? We had friends there!” Lex clenched her fists. 

“I had to protect you!”

“From what? We’re still in the prisoner car!”

“But once we get to Knoll, you’ll be a’ight! No one will take you away from me.”

“Then why don’t they let me out for good right now? Toddle, use your noggin!”

 “They don’t want to cause an issue with the other prisoners right now, that’s all.” Toddle didn’t meet her eyes, though.

“Bull!” 

“Elexis…”

“No. This…we shouldn’t have come here. We would have been better off staying in Mert. Or hopping on a caravan across the Chessboard Plains or something like that! This…” 

Lex closed her eyes. They had fled to Mert to escape all of this. Her husband abandoned the Guard and risked his own life for her safety. Now he’d returned…for the same reason? She couldn’t wrap her head around it. All of it was wrong. 

“You betrayed me, Toddle.”

“Wha—What?” Toddle’s voice quavered. 

Lex still didn’t open her eyes to meet him; she couldn’t. She didn’t want to see his heartbreak over the next sentences.

“I forgave so much. I accepted so much. But I can’t forgive this. You so easily turned your back on your morals and gave into the Guard. Maybe you never left them.” 

“Lex, don’t be rash!”

“I’m not being rash! I’m being honest!” She finally opened her eyes. Heartbreak had etched its way across Toddle’s face. It broke her into pieces, but she continued, “I thought I loved a man of morals, of conviction, and of artistry. The past couple of weeks have shown I married a selfish man who has some heroic ideas that he has to protect his weak wife. I’m not weak, Toddle! And I would have rather you hold to your convictions than rejoin the Guard without a fight! You’re putting lives at risk.”

“I’m saving you!”

“You don’t know that! By now, you should know that the Order and the Guard lie!”

“Lex, c’mon. I’m doing this for you!” Toddle groaned.

“No. You’re doing it for you.” Lex turned from him. “It’s this damn hero complex you have…but it’s not heroic! You’ve always hated magic. Even in Mert, you had a distaste for it. So now, you see a way to help end it under the guise of protecting me. I guess this lets your true colors shine.”

Toddle called out for her again, but his voice fell on deaf ears. 

As if on cue, the door slid open behind them, and the captain waited for Lex on the other side. “Come now, Ms. Dray. It’s time to leave.”

“Happily.” Without another word, Lex followed the captain from the room, not bothering to look back at Toddle despite his pleas. 

 


CHAPTER SIX

[image: A picture containing night sky  Description automatically generated]

Aeterno Village

Bria’s whole body ached. As the morning light seeped into the room, her eyes fluttered open, but every movement creaked with the yearning to break. Moss decorated corners of her skin, and strands of corn stalk stuck to her teeth. When she closed her eyes, she could hear the trees outside and feel their death within the wooden floorboard. 

The earth cried to her in Rosada.

But she couldn’t save it.

Bria groaned as she rolled over on her side. Brent still slept, with Nix lying between them. He mumbled in his sleep. “Merta,” “Brother,” “Help me”—each phrase a mere remnant of Nedo’s life. He’d freed the ghost from the story, letting his soul be one with the earth at last.

But at what cost?

Bria closed her eyes again. Where could they go now? When they jumped into the Pool, the last thing Bria expected was to end up in Rosada. The goal had seemed so simple: to find the Pools and destroy them, thus preventing Ningursu and Kek from continuing their watch over the world.

But she thought they’d end up somewhere safe. 

Perhaps this was where they needed to be, though. If the Order had connections to the Council, she and Brent might be the only ones able to stop them. 

Bria climbed out of bed. As her bare feet hit the floor, the wood cracked, sending her leg through the surface.

She cursed under her breath

















































































































images/image-5.png
THE COUNCIL OF
MIST KEEPERS

NINGURSU
The God of Death

AELIA
The Healer

TOMAS
The Peacemaker

JULIETTA
The Painter

JIANG
Null

MALAIKA
The Cartographer

ALOJZY
‘The Architect

CAROLINE
The Illusionist

BRENT
The Story Collector





images/image.jpeg





cover.jpeg
& W WM -
w PO OKBT AREERO b HIE | TF EpnNDaD £ ATENC Y CL E T os

E.S. BARISON





images/Capture.png
BOOK THREE OF THE LIFE & DEATH CYCLE

THE
TOWERS

OF

KNOLL

E.S. BARRISON





images/image-6.png





images/image-3.png
Legend

. Knol's Pic
2 The Necrowood
3 The Tower Yard

4 Ab Acterno Tower

5 The Aviary





images/image-2.png





